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To the shape of a rat had this world been subjected, 

At the tip of its tail Victoria I s erected -

Or if like a bullock it had been in form, 

I might have wrote this from the tip of one horn. 

Captain John McArthur, Commandant of Victoria Settlement 1838-1849. 

(From McArthur's diary, Northern Territory Archives, NTRS 862). 

So what are they like, those buried Titans, those gods within the Earth? The answer is at fIrst 

a surprise, almost cynically ridiculous ... In fine, the Great Old Ones are huge watery bags 

similar to the creatures that sailors call beche-de-mer, trepang, or sea cucumber ... So humble to 

see are the Lords of Creation ... the Titans at world's end are not graven in Man's image, nay, 

nay, the Great Old Ones are ludicrous slippery sacks. 

Rudy Rucker, The Hollow Earth. 
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ABSTRACT 

This thesis is concerned with the process of and consequences of culture contact on the 

Cobourg Peninsula, northwestern Arnhem Land. Aboriginals from the Cobourg Peninsula 

came into regular and intensive contact with several groups of foreigners from the beginning 

of the eighteenth century. Macassan trepang fishermen from southern Sulawesi made annual 

voyages to the area. Britain attempted to establish two settlements, Fort Wellington and 

Victoria on the Cobourg Peninsula in the first half of the nineteenth century. From the end of 

the nineteenth century the Cobourg Peninsula was host to an assortment of timber getters, 

pastoralists, buffalo shooters and trepang fishermen of a variety of nationalities. 

Both archaeological and historical data are used in this thesis to address questions about 

two main issues. The first issue concerns the types of economic and social relationships 

which developed between Aboriginals and foreigners, and the chronological trends that can be 

identified in these relationships. The second, and most important issue concerns the degree to 

which culture contact impacted on Aboriginal hunter-gatherer economies on the Cobourg 

Peninsula. 

Ethnohistoric and ethnographic data are employed to develop models regarding the 

potential impact of culture contact on indigenous subsistence patterns, regional exchange 

networks and settlement patterns. In order to test these models, a series of midden sites from 

the Cobourg Peninsula have been recorded and excavated. Contrasts which can be identified 

between pre-contact and post-contact middens include changes in the relative frequency of 

turtle and dugong remains and the size and composition of stone artefact assemblages. Major 

differences in the size and structure of pre-contact and post-contact midden deposits are also 

apparent. 

These contrasts confirm that foreign contact was responsible for three major changes 

within the indigenous economy on the Cobourg Peninsula. Firstly, there was a dramatic 

increase in the intensity with which large marine animals were exploited. This change was 

facilitated by the widespread adoption of foreign maritime technology such as the dugout canoe 

and iron harpoons. Secondly, regional indigenous exchange networks in northwestern Arnhem 

Land, as reflected by the movement of material goods such as stone artefacts, accelerated after 

the onset of Macassan contact. Finally, a shift took place in the nature of Aboriginal 

settlement patterns on the coastline, with larger group sizes and decreased residential mobility 

during the post-contact period. 

(xii) 
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CHAPTER ONE 

FOREIGN CONTACT AND INDIGENOUS 
ECONOMIES IN ARNHEM LAND: 

AN INTRODUCTION 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

Scholarly speculation about the impact of foreign contact on Aboriginal people from 

Arnhem Land has a long history. Over 150 years ago James Backhouse proposed that 

Aborigines of the Australian Continent, differ from those of Van Diemens 
Land, in many of them having lank hair .. .it may probably be occasioned by a 
mixture of Malay blood, derived from the contact of the inhabitants of the north, 
with the Malays, who, from time immemorial, have annually resorted to the 
tropical shores of Australia ... (Backhouse 1843:555). 

The "Malays" that Backhouse referred to are generally known as "Macassans", Muslim 

fishermen from what is now the city of Ujung Pandang in southern Sulawesi. Seeking trepang, 

large numbers of Macassans had made an annual voyage to Arnhem Land for over a hundred 

years before Backhouse wrote his book. While a diffusion of hairstyles may seem improbable, 

many legacies of the Macassan presence persist amongst Aborigines from Arnhem Land. 

This thesis represents a detailed analysis of the consequences of culture contact on the 

Cobourg Peninsula, northwestern Amhem Land. Aboriginal people from this area have a long 

history of contact with foreigners, including the Macassan fishermen. Through a combination 

of historical and archaeological evidence, this thesis aims to explore both the nature of culture 

contact in this area and its associated impact on the Aboriginal economy. The time period 

under discussion extends from the mid-Holocene until 1942 AD, at which time the trepang 

fishery in northwestern Amhem Land ended. 

The term economy is used here to refer to " ... the system a society has devised to meet 

its material needs - that is, its modes of production, consumption, distribution and exchange" 

(Altman 1980:87). Under this definition, economy is held to encompass phenomena such as 

material culture, subsistence patterns, settlement patterns and exchange networks (cf Dingle 

1988). Note that the definition as used here does not imply that an economy is independent of 

a society's social, political or religious institutions. Nonetheless, for the purposes of this 

discussion it is the economy which is the focus of analysis. 

1 



Identification of cultural traits that diffused from foreign visitors, particularly 

Macassans, has consistently interested ethnographers working in Arnhem Land. Aborigines 

from this region adopted many items of Macassan material culture, including wooden dugout 

canoes, nails, axes, bottle glass, tobacco, smoking pipes, beads and cloth (e.g. Warner 1932; 

McCarthy 1957; Thomson 1949). Macassans fathered children in Australia, and many 

Aborigines became fluent speakers of the Macassan language (e.g. Tindale 1925; Urryand 

Walsh 1981; Walker and Zorc 1981). Macassan contact was reflected in music, art forms and 

even ceremonial life (e.g. Berndt and Berndt 1985: 19; Macknight and Gray 1970; Rose 

1947a). A famous example is the Mildjinji clan from Glyde River, who adopted a Macassan 

square face bottle as a clan totem (Thomson 1949:89). 

While the impact of Macassan contact on Aboriginal material culture, art and ceremony 

is well understood (cf Macknight 1972), opinions differ regarding the extent to which this 

process led to change in Aboriginal economies. One anthropologist denied that such changes 

could have occurred, arguing: 

The affect of the new tools was to increase the efficiency of hunting and 
collecting - the range of exploitative activities, trading and social contact was 
greatly increased by the possession of the dugout canoe - but no radical change 
in the economy took place (Worsley 1955:11) (my emphasis). 

In a similar vein, other ethnographers and archaeologists (e.g. Kenyon et al. 1924:466; 

Peterson 1976; Spencer 1921:89; White and O'Connell 1979:26, 1982:20) have stressed the 

conservatism of Arnhem Land societies. For example, although Peterson conceded some 

economic change had been created by culture contact: 

... the nature of their subsistence economy has ensured that where Aborigines 
are still living in, and off, the bush there is a strong continuity between past and 
present in the exploitation of resources (Peterson 1976:271). 

In his words, " ... Iron age ethnography will continue to illuminate Stone Age remains" 
(peterson 1976:274). 

These highly conservative views about the impact of Macassan contact on Aboriginal 

economies have been challenged by other anthropologists and archaeologists. For example, 

Schrire (1972; White 1970) argued that foreign contact on the Arnhem Land coast led to major 

changes in the range, mobility and diet of Aboriginal people. She suggested that pre-contact 

hunters and gatherers were highly nomadic, moving across a variety of environmental zones in 

order to maintain a varied diet. Dietary patterns, group size and group movement were 

therefore highly dependent on seasonal changes in resource availability. After culture contact 

began, however, Aborigines supposedly gravitated towards foreign camps, maintaining more 

sedentary settlement patterns to facilitate maximum interaction with the outsiders. As a result, 

post-contact peoples concentrated on permanent food sources located in the immediate vicinity 
of the contact sites (e.g. marine foods). 
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Schrire illustrated the potential of this model through her analysis of Borngolo Shelter, 

in Port Bradshaw, eastern Arnhem Land. The cultural deposit at Borngolo shelter spanned the 

mid-Holocene through to the post-contact period, with the top layer containing foreign 

artefacts. Located close to a major Macassan trepang processing site, and containing a rich 

and varied faunal assemblage, Borngolo was used as a test case for her model. Schrire 

demonstrated three contrasts between the post-contact and pre-contact deposits at Borngolo 

shelter. Firstly, shell fish hooks were deposited in the upper layers only. Secondly, there 

was evidence that the shelter had been used more intensively in the most recent period, and 

finally there was an increase in the proportion of fish remains relative to other taxa such as 

mammal. Schrire interpreted all three changes as a result of contact with Macassan 

trepangers. 

Donald Thomson (1949) also argued that Macassan contact led to a major realignment 

of Aboriginal economies in eastern Arnhem Land. His ethnographic fieldwork identified the 

central role that Macassan objects such as steel axes played in the massive ceremonial 

exchange cycle in this area. Even the Aboriginal name for the northern sector of this cycle, 

kumur muadtik, was also a collective name for trade goods obtained from the Macassans 

(Thomson 1949:86). 

Thomson speculated that with the onset of Macassan contact, inland groups would have 

increased the amount of exchange articles that they gave to coastal people, in the hope of 

obtaining Macassan goods as reciprocal gifts. For their part, coastal people were willing to 

distribute these highly valued goods as a means of enhancing their personal status. Thomson 

accordingly argued that Macassan contact served as a stimulus for the growth of the 

ceremonial exchange cycle, and that regional exchange was likely to have been less intensive 

In the pre-contact period. 

Adoption of Macassan material culture has also been isolated as the cause of profound 

changes in Aboriginal subsistence and settlement patterns on Groote Eylandt (Rose 1960). 

Rose argued that prior to Macassan contactbark canoes provided only "unsatisfactory and 

insecure transport", and as a result Aborigines could not occupy Groote Eylandt permanently 

(Rose 1960:488). Subsistence economies in the pre-contact period were supposedly heavily 

orientated towards the hunting of land animals, supplemented by spear fishing from the shore. 

Adoption of dugout canoes, metal harpoons and metal fish hooks after Macassan contact began 

caused a "greatly increased productivity per unit Aborigine", allowing permanent occupation 

of the island and increased dependance on marine resources (Rose 1960:488). 
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In support of this model, Rose pointed to two very different styles of rock art that had 

previously been identified on Groote Eylandt (Rose 1947b). The first type, which Rose 

characterized as relatively crude, depicted mostly terrestrial themes such as land animals. This 

art style included fauna and material culture not present on Groote Eylandt during the contact 

period, such as emus, kangaroos, shields and boomerangs. The second suite of art, by 

contrast, was composed in a more elaborate style, and contained mostly marine motifs such as 

fish, turtle and dugong. Rose (1960) argued that the maritime style of paintings replaced the 

terrestrial motifs when the island became permanently occupied after Macassan contact began. 

Turner (1973) has since offered an alternative interpretation of the Groote Eylandt rock art, 

suggesting that the two styles were contemporary. Mainland motifs, according to Turner 

(1973), were executed by islanders on their return from visits to the mainland. 

Each of the models proposed by Schrire, Thomson and Rose highlight the possibility 

that foreign contact on the Arnhem Land coast led to fundamental change in Aboriginal 

economies, even before European occupation of Australia began. Nonetheless, all use a 

relatively limited range of archaeological data. While post-contact Aboriginal economies in 

Arnhem Land have been comprehensively portrayed through ethnographic fieldwork (e.g. 

Altman 1987; Meehan 1982), the nature of the pre-contact economies in coastal Arnhem Land 

remains poorly understood. As yet no archaeological research, aiming to compare pre-contact 

and post-contact Aboriginal economies on a regional scale, has been completed in northern 

Australia. 

Both archaeological and ethnohistorical data are used in this thesis to address questions 

regarding two issues pertaining to culture contact on the Cobourg Peninsula. 

1. The first issue concerns the process of culture contact itself. What was the nature of 

contact between Aborigines and the foreigners who visited the Cobourg Peninsula? 

What types of social and economic relationships were established between these 

different groups, and were there any chronological trends in these relationships? 

2. The second issue concerns the consequences of this contact for the indigenous society. 

Did culture contact have a significant impact on the Aboriginal economy in the region? 

Which elements of Macassan and European material culture were adopted by 

Aboriginal people? Finally and most importantly, what impact did foreign activities 

have on aspects of the Aboriginal economy such as subsistence strategies, exchange 

networks and settlement patterns? 

In dealing with these questions two other major issues have emerged. These include 

the antiquity of Macassan voyages to Arnhem Land, and the origins of northern Australian 

shell mounds. Both of these issues are discussed at some length in this thesis, but the primary 

focus is on culture contact and its ramifications for indigenous economies. 
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The Cobourg Peninsula was considered to be a particularly fruitful venue for a study of 

this kind for three main reasons. Firstly, the region was a focus for European, as well as 

Macassan activities. An extensive documentary record of Aboriginal society on the Cobourg 

Peninsula, dating from as early as 1705 AD, was therefore available. Secondly, previous 

archaeological research in the region (Allen 1969; Baker 1984; Macknight 1969; Thcon 1988) 

had revealed a rich and varied archaeological record. A number of European, Macassan and 

Aboriginal sites had been recorded, with the latter dating to both the pre-contact and the post

contact period. Thirdly, despite a long history of foreign contact Aborigines from the region 

continued to subsist through hunting and gathering well into the twentieth century. 

Accordingly, archaeological and documentary evidence provides an opportunity to compare the 

hunter-gatherer economy on the Cobourg Peninsula before and after the onset of regular 

foreign contact. 

1.2 STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 

This thesis is comprised of two major components. Historic and ethnohistoric data 

regarding foreign contact and Aboriginal economies on the Cobourg Peninsula are described in 

the first part of the thesis (Chapters One to Seven). This information is used to generate a 

number of hypotheses regarding the possible impact of foreign contact on Aboriginal 

economies in the region. In the second portion of the thesis (Chapters Eight to Fifteen) 

archaeological data is employed to test these hypotheses. It is useful to discuss the contents of 

each chapter further on an individual basis. 

The environment of the Cobourg Peninsula, together with contemporary Aboriginal 

resource use in this area, is described in Chapter Two. Chapter Three discusses the history of 

the Macassan trepang fishery in Arnhem Land. As well as providing a general overview of 

Macassan economic activities, Chapter Three critically assesses current theories regarding the 

antiquity of Macassan voyages to Arnhem Land. The history of European activity on the 

Cobourg Peninsula, and the nature of their contact with Aboriginal people is described in 

Chapter Four. This chapter includes a critical appraisal of all major ethnohistorical sources 

regarding Cobourg Peninsula Aborigines. Chapter Five concerns the relationship between 

Aboriginal people and Macassans on the Cobourg Peninsula. A chronological trend in these 

relationships is identified, which has important implications for previous models of 

Aboriginal-Macassan interaction both on the Cobourg Peninsula and in Arnhem Land 

generally. 
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Chapter Six discusses historical evidence regarding the indigenous subsistence economy 

on the Cobourg Peninsula. An ethnohistoric account written prior to the start of Macassan 

contact is compared to documentation from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This 

comparison forms the basis for a model of technological and dietary change which can be 

tested against archaeological data. In Chapter Seven ethnographic models and ethnohistoric 

data are used to develop hypotheses regarding the impact of foreign contact on indigenous 

settlement patterns and regional exchange networks. Again, the hypotheses are developed in a 

manner suitable for testing against archaeological data. 

Chapter Eight presents a review of previous archaeological research in the area, 

together with an analysis of criteria relevant to the identification of human shell mounds in 

northern Australia. Chapter Nine presents an overview of post-contact and pre-contact sites 

from the Cobourg Peninsula, while Chapter Ten focuses on a suite of middens on a prograding 

shoreline at Vashon Head. Results of the excavation of a shell mound from Croker Island are 

described in Chapter Eleven. 

Another stratified site, Barlambidj, is described in Chapters Twelve and Thirteen. 

Located on Copeland Island, Barlambidj contains trepang processing structures, a post-contact 

Aboriginal midden and an immediately pre-contact Aboriginal midden. Chapter Twelve 

outlines the historical and environmental background of Barlambidj, the various surficial 

remains, the stratigraphy, and the chronology of human occupation. Both the pre-contact and 

post-contact midden at Barlambidj contain rich assemblages of vertebrate and invertebrate 

marine fauna, providing an outstanding opportunity to investigate changes in subsistence 

patterns following the onset of foreign contact. Vertebrate faunal assemblages from each 

midden are compared in Chapter Thirteen. 

Chapter Fourteen considers the fit between archaeological data and the model of 

economic change constructed from ethnohistoric evidence. Archaeological data confirms that a 

number of economic shifts took place, including changes in the intensity of long distance 

exchange networks and the frequency with which turtle and dugong were captured. The 

reasons why these economic shifts took place are discussed further in Chapter Fourteen. 

Finally, Chapter Fifteen goes on to consider some of the broader implications of this 

study. These include the implications of technological change in indigenous hunting techniques 

for the conservation status of dugong and turtle populations, and the validity of using 

ethnohistoric data as a direct analogy for interpreting prehistoric archaeological remains. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE ENVIRONMENT AND CONTEMPORARY ABORIGINAL 
RESOURCE USE ON THE COBOURG PENINSULA 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

Chapter Two presents an overview of the environment on the Cobourg Peninsula. 

Discussion focuses on the natural resources available to Aboriginal people in the area, and the 

implications of certain characteristics of the environment for the analysis of economic change. 

As such palaeo-environmental change, geology and landforms, vegetation patterns and marine 

fauna are discussed within this chapter. Aboriginal people residing within the study area 

continue to practice a range of hunting and gathering activities. These practices are referred to 

in this chapter as a means of illustrating the range of resources available to hunter-gatherers 

within the study area. 

The area of interest in this study extends from Cape Don in the west, to Mountnorris 

Bay in the east (Figure 2-1). Islands within 5km of the mainland, including Copeland, Croker 

and Greenhill Islands, are also incorporated within the study area. The peninsula is deeply 

dissected by a number of shallow bays, resulting both in a distinctive shape and a long 

coastline. The Cobourg Peninsula trends north-west, and is joined to the mainland by a 

narrow isthmus near Mountnorris Bay. Accordingly, the study area forms a relatively discrete 
geographical unit. 

Today, Aboriginal people from the Cobourg Peninsula live principally at Minjilang 

community, or within two outstations, Gumaragi and Araru Point in Gurig National Park. 

Although a single language, Iwaidja, is spoken by residents of the study area (Berndt and 

Berndt 1951), four smaller clans, the Agalda, Ngaindjagar, MadjunbaZmi and Muran (CCNT 

1987:61) are recognised. Close social, kinship and economic connections are maintained 

between members of the different clans (CCNT 1987). For example, one senior Aboriginal 

man described members of the different clans on the Cobourg Peninsula as " ... one line, all the 
beach people" (peterson and Tonkinson 1979:3). 
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Historic records from the nineteenth century suggest that the number and identity of 

clans within the study area may have changed slightly within the recent past (Peterson and 

Tonkinson 1979; Powell 1982b). Nonetheless, many similarities and links also existed 

between the different clans on the Cobourg Peninsula in the nineteenth century (e.g. 

MacGillivray 1852: 145). A long term European resident of the Cobourg Peninsula stated that 

the different clans " ... were all classes of one tribe ... their manners and customs are all the 

same" (Robinson 1880b). An individual could seek marriage partners from any of the groups 

(Robinson 1880a, 1880b), while clans combined to conduct initiation ceremonies for the young 

men (Keppel 1853:155; Robinson 1880b). The only major difference between the different 

clans was that they spoke different, although mutually intelligible dialects of the same language 

(Brierly 1848b:134; Earl 1842:140, 1846a:241-242; Jukes 1847:347; MacGillivray 1852:145; 

Webster 1986:32). Accordingly, it can be argued that the study area forms a relatively 

discrete unit in cultural, as well as geographical terms. 

2.2 PALAEO-ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGE 

ON THE COBOURG PENINSULA 

The Cobourg Peninsula presently experiences a monsoonal climate. As such, the major 

seasonal contrasts occur between the "wet" (November to April) and the "dry season" (from 

May to October). The "wet" is an apt designation as over 90% of the area's annual rainfall of 

1350mm falls in this part the year (Figure 2-2). Wind direction is also strongly seasonal. 

From November to March westerly and north-westerly winds prevail, while for the rest of the 

year south-easterly to easterly winds predominate (Day and Forster 1975). Temperatures are 

high throughout the year with little seasonal variation (Figure 2-3). 

Nonetheless, these climatic patterns are a relatively recent development on the Cobourg 

Peninsula. This section discusses environmental change within the study area, from the late 

Pleistocene through to the historic period. Environmental change is likely to have had a major 

impact on human use of the landscape, and accordingly it is necessary to address the 

implications of environmental change for the study of chronological change in indigenous 

economies. 
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Late Pleistocene to mid-Holocene change 

Northern Australia witnessed dramatic environmental change following the last glacial 

maximum at 18000 years BP. With the sea level approximately 150m below its present level 

at the glacial maximum, the Cobourg Peninsula was approximately 200km inland. Pollen 

evidence from northern Australia (Bowler et al. 1976:365) and carbonate nodules in late 

Pleistocene sediments on the Sahul shelf between Timor and Darwin (Van Andel et al. 1967), 

indicate rainfall was considerably lower than at present across northern Australia in this 

period. On the Cobourg Peninsula rainfall was probably only half of its current level 

(Williams 1991:13). Rapid post-glacial rise in sea levels, however, caused the amount of 

rainfall received by northern Australia to greatly increase by the early Holocene. Pollen 

evidence from the Atherton Tablelands and Groote Bylandt indicates that the climate was 

slightly wetter and warmer than at present at approximately 9000 years BP (Bowler et al. 

1976:366; Rognon and Williams 1977:298-299; Schulmeister 1992). 

On the Cobourg Peninsula rising sea levels were associated with shoreline erosion, 

destruction of vegetation on foredunes and beach ridges, the formation of blowouts and the 

initiation of transgressive dunes. Between 8500 and 7000 years BP, this process led to a phase 

of dune formation in the Cobourg Peninsula area, as well as in other parts of northern 

Australia (Lees et al. 1990). In the nearby Alligator Rivers region, research into mangrove 

sediments has indicated that sea levels continued to rise rapidly until 6800 years BP, when it 

reached 5m below the present level. Sea levels stabilized in the Alligator Rivers region at 

5800 years BP (Woodroffe et al. 1988). A similar sequence was identified at the Point Stuart 

chenier plain, where sea levels reached their present position by 6000-7000 years BP (Clarke 

et al. 1979). There is no evidence at either location for significant fluctuations in sea level 

after this time. 

The marine transgression almost certainly made a large impact on human economic 

activities within the study area. Marine resources, which as this thesis documents were 

intensively exploited by humans throughout the late Holocene, would have become available in 

the immediate area only during the mid-Holocene. Indeed, there may have been a time lag of 

several thousand years between sea level stabilisation and the development of sufficient 

biological resources to support an economy focused on marine resources (cf Beaton 1985; 

Walters 1989). Accordingly, in attempting to characterise pre-contact Aboriginal economies in 

the Cobourg Peninsula region this study focuses on archaeological remains from the late 

Holocene. Aboriginal economies from the mid-Holocene or earlier periods are likely to have 

differed substantially from those economies documented during the post-contact period. 

Nonetheless, such variation could be attributed to environmental change, rather than the 

process of foreign contact. 
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Mid-Holocene to late Holocene environmental change 

Although there is no evidence for significant fluctuations in sea level during the late 

Holocene on the Cobourg Peninsula, large scale climatic changes are likely to have impacted 

on the region throughout this period. According to pollen evidence from Groote Ey1andt 

effective precipitation increased throughout the early to mid-Holocene, reaching a maximum 

between 5000 and 4000 years BP (Schulmeister 1992). A decline in precipitation followed. 

Evidence from chenier plains across northern Australia indicate that an intensive period of 

chenier building occurred from 2800 to 1600 years BP (Lees 1987; Lees and Clements 1987). 

Lees and Clements (1987) have argued that this process reflected decreased fluvial input to the 

coast, and that late Holocene precipitation decline culminated in a relatively arid phase from 

2800 to 1600 years BP. 

Further evidence for a progressive decline in absolute and effective precipitation 

throughout the late Holocene in northern Australia is available. Sediments from Point Stuart 

chenier plain suggest a decrease in precipitation occurred after 5000 years BP (Clarke et al. 

1979). On Melville Island a study of abandoned megapode nests showed that monsoon forests 

had progressively retreated between 8000 and 2000 years BP (Stocker 1971, also Russell

Smith 1985). Stocker (1971:30) has interpreted this pattern as reflecting a decrease in 

precipitation throughout the mid Holocene. 

On the Cobourg Peninsula, this period of decreased precipitation was associated with a 

second period of coastal dune formation between 2800 and 1600 years BP (Lees et al. 1990). 

Lees et al. (1990) suggested that this occurred because vegetation cover on sand dunes 

decreased, and the strong north Australian winds were able to mobilize the dunes. With the 

end of the relatively arid phase at 1600 years BP, dune formation on the Cobourg Peninsula 

ceased. Pollen evidence from Groote Bylandt suggests precipitation levels in coastal Amhem 

Land realized their present levels approximately 1000 years ago, and have remained relatively 

stable throughout the last millennia (Schulmeister 1992). 

Climatic change is clearly an issue which needs to be addressed in an analysis of late 

Holocene Aboriginal economies on the Cobourg Peninsula. Change in precipitation rates may 

have been associated with change in the abundance and distribution of terrestrial resources. 

Dune formation may have been associated with localised changes in coastal morphology and 

the availability of marine resources. Nonetheless, it is important to note that available palaeo

environmental data provides no evidence for major climatic shifts on the Cobourg Peninsula 

within the last 1000 years. If significant changes to the Aboriginal hunting and gathering 

economy within the last 1000 years can be identified, it can be argued that these changes were 

not associated with widespread climatic change. There is, however, another environmental 

process which must have had a significant impact on the Aboriginal economy after the onset of 

foreign contact; the introduction of new plant and animal species. 
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Environmental change in the post-contact period 

A number of plant species were introduced by foreign visitors to the Cobourg 

Peninsula. Macassan trepang fishermen introduced the tamarind (Tamarindus indica), a tree 

which produces an edible fruit. Plants were also introduced in the gardens associated with 

British settlements in the first half of the nineteenth century. Plants which survived from these 

gardens included cotton, coconut trees and cashew nut trees (Leichhardt 1847:532-533; CPP 

1911/III(39». Europeans also introduced a number of mammals to the region. Animals 

introduced on the mainland included banteng or Bali cattle (Bos javanicus) , water buffalo 

(Bubalus bubalis), Timor ponies (Equus caballus) and pigs (Sus scrota). These species were 

introduced by British settlers in the first half of the nineteenth century. Sambar deer (Cervus 

unieoZor) were introduced later in 1912 (CCNT 1987). 

Feral animals are currently common in the Cobourg Peninsula region (Bowman and 

Panton 1991). Approximately 1500 banteng cattle occur on the Cobourg Peninsula, reaching 

densities in monsoon vine forests of as high as 70/km2 (Bowman and Panton 1991:16; CCNT 

1987:47). Pigs are present across the general region in densities of up to 8/km2, and in 

average densities of 2.5/km2, while water buffalo occur with an average density of 

approximately lIkm2 (Bowman and Panton 1991:15; CCNT 1987:47). No precise information 

on the numbers of deer and ponies is available. 

The introduction of feral animals has been associated with significant alteration or 

degradation of plant communities within the study area. On the Cobourg Peninsula banteng 

cattle inhibit seedling recruitment in monsoon forests through grazing on tree foliage and 

trampling on saplings (Bowman and Panton 1991:17; CCNT 1987:47). On the coastal plains 

banteng cattle reduce the vegetation cover through grazing, and destroy small mammal 

burrows through trampling (Bowman and Panton 1991:17). 

Pigs concentrate around swamp communities, which they damage through rooting in the 

ground (Calaby and Keith 1974). Plants of importance to humans (see Chapter Six) including 

yams (i.e. Ipomoea sp. and Dioscorea spp.) and sedges (EZeocharis sp.) are consumed by these 

animals (Bowman and McDonough 1991:764). Pigs also damage ground cover in forested 

areas, and prey on some native animals (CCNT 1987:48). 

Water buffalo aggregate around paperbark (MeZaZeuca sp.) forests, particularly in hot 

conditions, and may change the soil salinity levels through trampling. Subsequent effects on 

the vegetation can include tree death and inhibition of seedling recruitment (Bowman and 

Panton 1991:17; Stocker 1971). It is also likely that water buffalo have impacted on the 

distribution of monsoon forests on the Cobourg Peninsula. In the nearby Alligator Rivers 

region, Russell-Smith (1984, 1985) has argued that several patches of monsoon forests have 
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been partially or completely destroyed in the historic period as a result of the introduction of 

buffalo. 

No research has yet been undertaken on the impact of Timor Ponies or Sambar Deer. 

Nonetheless, it can be noted that in other areas of Australia the latter species grazes on a range 

of grasses, shrubs and tree foliage, and frequently strips all of the leaves from shrubs (Strahan 

1983:505). Thus, introduced animals are likely to have adversely impacted on some elements 

of the Aboriginal terrestrial resource. This impact may have occurred through the destruction 

or degradation of certain vegetation communities. Alternatively, humans may have faced 

competition from feral animals for economically important plant species such as yams. 

Nonetheless, it is also probable that the introduction of new species widened the range of 

animal and plant resources that could be exploited by indigenous inhabitants of the region. 

2.3 GEOLOGY AND LANDFORMS OF THE COBOURG PENINSULA 

The flat and gently undulating topography of the Cobourg Peninsula area reflects a 

relativel y simple geological structure and history. The following discussion of the region IS 

geology and landforms has been derived from geological and land unit research by Hughes 

(1978), Senior and Smart (1976) and Day and Forster (1975). 

Metamorphic basement rocks were laid down during the Precambrian period. The 

Precambrian land surface was levelled by erosion and covered by sediments of the Bathurst 

Island Formation during the Cretaceous. By the end of the Cretaceous period the sandstones, 

siltstones and mudstones of the Bathurst Island formation were exposed above sea level. 

Extensive chemical weathering of this rock during the early Tertiary produced a deep and 

widespread mantle of laterite. Weathering and erosion of laterite during the Quaternary has 

produced an extensive but generally thin cover of red sandy soil and alluvium. 

Plains and low, gently undulating hills occupy most of the study area. On the 

mainland most land lies between 30 and 40 metres above sea level, while most of Croker 

Island lies below 20 metres above sea level. The highest points in the area are the minor peaks 

of Mount Bedwell (160m) and Mount Roe (147m), located in the southwest corner of the 

Cobourg Peninsula. The highest point on Croker Island is only 56m above sea level. Laterite, 

overlain by red earth or podzolic soils is usually associated with plains and gently undulating 

slopes, while deep Quaternary sands and gravel sometimes occur in more lowland areas. 
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A common feature along the coastline of the Cobourg Peninsula are sandy beaches. 

Beach sediments usually consist of calcareous coarse grained sand, and are derived from 

erosion of rocks from the Bathurst Island Formation. Dune sediments can be divided into the 

sands of the active foredunes, which are relatively unstable, and the stable sediments of the 

rear plains and relict dunes. Cemented shell grit is present at the base of the latter dunes. 

Coastlines may also take the form of steep cliffs of Bathurst Island Formation sandstone. 

In many places the tidal variation of up to 3m has allowed the formation of an extensive 

intertidal zone consisting of coral or rocky reefs and tidal sands. Coral reefs occur close 

inshore at a number of locations. At the present time, places where streams enter into the sea 

are invariably associated with the formation of tidal flats and mangrove swamps through the 

deposition of large amounts of alluvial sediment. Where these sediments are submerged at 

high tide saline clays and muds form. 

The geological structure of the region has two particularly important implications for 

the present and past economies of its indigenous inhabitants. Firstly, a very limited range of 

rocks crop out in the study area. Quartz pebbles occur within Quaternary sediments on Croker 

Island, while cobbles of laminar siltstone and beds of sandstone crop out within the Bathurst 

Island Formation. By contrast, no metamorphic or igneous rocks occur within the study area, 

and accordingly, there is a limited range of materials suitable for the manufacture of stone 

artefacts. 

The paucity of stone suitable for knapping continues to be remarked upon by 

Aborigines living in the area today. Mary Yarmir, a senior custodian from Minjilang, has 

informed me that in the past sandstone suitable for making into grinding tools could be 

obtained locally. By contrast, she stated that stone for making into sharp edged implements, 

such as spearheads, had to be brought in from the" stone country" beyond the peninsula. 

A second important implication of the geological structure of the region is that spatial 

variation in topography and soil types ensures that vegetation patterns are not homogeneous. A 

number of different vegetation communities occur across the region, and each is currently 

exploited in different ways by Aboriginal people. 
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2.4 VEGETATION COMMUNITIES 

Six different types of vegetation communities, each of which corresponds closely with 

the nature of the topography, have been identified in the Cobourg Peninsula area (after 

Bowman et al. 1990; Chippendale 1974; Day and Forster 1975). These communities include 

open eucalypt forest, monsoon forest, sedgelands, floodplains, mangroves and coastal dune 

communities (Figure 2-4). Each community is currently a significant source of resources for 

Aboriginal people living in the area (CCNT 1987). 

Open eucalypt forest 

ThIl, open eucalypt forest and woodland is the most common form of vegetation cover 

in the region (Figure 2-4). It occurs in lateritic soils on the plains and gently undulating hills. 

These communities are usually dominated by an association of Eucalyptus tetradonta (Darwin 

stringybark) and E. miniata (woollybutt). These trees may occur with a dense understorey of 

sand palm (Livistona humilis), while in sandier soils groves of northern cypress pine (Callitris 

collumellaris) occur. 

At present, Aboriginal people collect honey from native bee's nests within the eucalypt 

forests. Plant foods found in these forests include red apples (Syzigium suborbiculare) and 

white apples (Gardenia keartlandii). Aborigines also hunt antilopine kangaroos (Macropus 

antilopinus) , go ann as (Wlranus spp.), frill neck lizards (Chlamydosaurus kingii), the northern 

short nosed bandicoot (Isodon macrourus) , and the northern brushtail possum (Trichosurus 

arnhemensis) (CCNT 1987:55). Other animals that may also be found within the open 

eucalypt forests include the dingo (Canis familiaris dingo), the sugar glider (Petaurus 

breviceps), the northern native cat (Dasyurus hallucatus) and the fawn marsupial mouse 

(Antechinus bellus) (Calaby and Keith 1974). 

Monsoon forest 

Small patches of monsoon forest occur in low lying drainage areas near freshwater 

streams and lagoons, behind some beach dunes, and sometimes as a thin fringe on the edge of 

eucalypt forests. As indicated in Figure 2-4, monsoon forest occurs mostly along the northern 

coastline of the Cobourg Peninsula and at the northern end of Croker Island. Normally there 

is a combination of palms (Carpentaria acuminata), paperbarks (Melaleuca sp.) and many 

other non-eucalypt trees, including the introduced Tamarindus indica. Woody Hanes and 

vascular epiphytes are abundant. 
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Figure 2-4 Vegetation communities on the Cobourg Peninsula (Sources Chippendale 1974; Day and Forster 1975) 



Important plant foods currently exploited from monsoon forests include several species 

of yams (Dioscorea spp.), tamarinds (Tamarindus indica), and figs (Ficus sp.). Scrub fowls 

(Megapodius reinwardt), agile wallabies (Macropus agilis), goannas (Varanus spp.), 

bandicoots (Isodon macrourus), Torres Straits pigeons (Ducula spilorrhoa) and small rodents 

are also extracted from these vegetation communities (CCNT 1987:55). 

Stream, swamps or sedgeland communities 

Distinctive plant communities are associated with most creeks, swamps and soaks. They 

vary in size from small depressions that dry up in the dry season to large areas with permanent 

water. Perennial streams are usually marked by Pandanus spp., Melaleuca spp., Banksia 

dentata and Tristania lactiflua. Swampy areas tend to be dominated by dense stands of the tall 

shrub Grevillea pteridifolia together with an occasional example of Banksia dentata. Open 

sandy areas associated with streamlines are covered with the sedge Leptocarpus spatheus. 

A variety of waterfowl have been recorded from lagoons in these vegetation 

communities. Those species currently exploited by Aboriginal people include the Burdekin 

shelduck (Tadorna radjah), magpie geese (Anseranas semipalmata), jabirus (Xenorhyncus 

asiaticus), whistle duck (Dendrocygna arcuata) and brolga (Grus rubicunda). Lagoons and 

streams are also an important source of water lillies (Nymphaea gigantea) and fish (CeNT 

1987:55). 

Floodplain 

On the western coastline of Croker Island lies a large, seasonally inundated estuarine 

plain. Wild rice (Oryza australiensis) forms a dense cover over those areas which remain 

inundated for several months of the year. A major resource currently extracted from this 

floodplain is magpie geese, which congregate there in thousands, particularly late in the dry 

season (personal observation). 

Mangroves 

Mangrove communities occur principally towards the mouth of tidal rivers, extending 

inland over the areas affected by tides or periodic flooding. Mangrove swamps have 

developed most fully in the Minimini Creek system, a maze of broad, interconnected 

hypersaline waterways in the southeastern corner of the peninsula (Figure 2-4). Mangroves 

extend for more than 200 square kilometers in this system, making it the largest mangrove 

complex in the Northern Territory (Messel et al. 1980). Mangroves are important to 

Aboriginal people today as a source of fish, molluscs, mud crabs (Scylla serrata), water 

goanna (Varanus menensi) , and flying foxes (Pteropus sp.) (CeNT 1987:55). 
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Coastal dune communities 

Beaches and prograding shorelines, which occur on the northern coastline of the 

Cobourg Peninsula and Croker Island, also contain distinctive vegetation communities. 

Grasses (mainly Spinifex longifolius or the perennial Sorgum plumosum), sedges and prostate 

spreading plants are the most common forms of vegetation. Seedlings of the she-oak, 

(Casuarina equisetifolia) advance almost to the high tide mark, while casuarinas up to 40 feet 

high form an unbroken fringe at the landward edge of the beach sand. Pandanus spp. may 

occur in clumps on the rear dunes. Small groves of trees (including Pandanus integer, 

Barringtonia gracilis, Alstonia actinophylla and Timonius timon) occur in depressions 

associated with freshwater soaks. 

This section of the landscape is a source of pandanus nuts, wallabies and goannas. The 

principal importance of coastal dunes however, are as favoured locations for camping. All 

three Aboriginal outstations on the Cobourg Peninsula are located on coastal dunes. When 

camping in the bush as a form of recreation people invariably camp on coastal dunes, and 

while I was working with Aboriginal people in remote areas, they expressed a preference to 

camp on or just behind the dunes at night. The reasons they gave were that sea breezes kept 

mosquitoes away, the ground surface was comfortable to sleep on, and because it gave ready 

access to the ocean and its resources. 

2.5 MARINE RESOURCES ON THE COBOURG PENINSULA 

The marine environment is currently an important source of animal food for Aboriginal 

people. The Gurig National Park Plan of Management states that: 

" . the traditional owners rely on the coastal areas for most of their hunting. 
They are a coast-oriented people, and will generally take dugong, turtle, fish 
and molluscs in preference to other animal food sources (CCNT 1987:40). 

One reason for the importance of marine resources within the subsistence economy of people 

on the peninsula may be the large range of molluscs, fish and other marine animals which are 

available. For example, over 320 species of marine mollusc have been recorded in the area 

(Blackburn 1974). Those shell taxa which occur on the Cobourg Peninsula and are known to 

be edible to humans are listed in Thbles 2-1 and 2-2. Species were identified as edible on the 

basis of Meehan's (1982) study of shellfood exploitation from central Amhem Land, together 

with conversations the author held with a senior custodian of the Cobourg Peninsula, David 

Minimak. 
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Thble 2-1 Edible shell taxa from the Cobourg Peninsula: chitons and gastropods 

(Sources: Blackburn (1974; 1982), Meehan (1982), David Minimak, pers. comm.) 

FAMILY 

Chitonidae 

Haliotidae 

Trochidae 

Turbinidae 

Neritidae 

Littorinidae 

Potamidae 

Muricidae 

Nassariidae 

Melongidae 

volutidae 

SPECIES 

Haliotis ovina 
Haliotis squamata 
Haliotis varia 

Trochus spp. 

Turbo cinereus 

Turbo petholatus 

Nerita chamaeleon 
Nerita lineata 

Nerita striata 

Nerita polita 

Littorina scabra 

Cerithidae 'anticipata 
Telescopium telescopium 
Terebralia sulcata 

Terebralia palustris 

Chicoreus cornucervi 
Murex macgillivrayi 

Nassarius dorsatus 

Volegelea wardiana 

Syrinx auruanus 

Cymbiola flavicans 
Melo amphora 

Melo umbilicatus 

"." = unknown or not applicable 

COMMON NAME 

Chiton 

Abalone 
Abalone 
Abalone 

Trochus 

Turban shells 

Turban shells 

Nerites 
Nerites 

Nerites 

Nerites 

Periwinkles 

Mud whelk 
Long bums 
Mud whelk 

Mud whelk 

Murex 
Murex 

Dog whelks 

Conch shell 

Bailer shell 

Bailer shell 

1 SMF = sandy mudflat, R = rocky, M = mangrove 
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M 

M 

R 
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Thble 2-2 Edible shell taxa from the Cobourg Peninsula: bivalves 

(Sources: Blackburn (1974; 1982), Meehan (1982), David Minimak, pers. comm.) 

FAMILY 

Arcidae 

Pteriidae 

Pectinidae 

Spondylidae 

Ostreidae 

Mytilidae 

Carditidae 

Tridacnidae 

Mactridae 

Mesodesmitidae 

Tellinidae 

Donacidae 

Psammobiidae 

Corbiculidae 

Veneridae 

SPECIES 

Anadara aliena 
Anadara granosa 
Arca multivillosa 
Naviculara ventriculosa 
Trisidos semitorta 
Trisidos yongei 

Pinctada maxima 
Pinctada sp. 
Magnavicula benneti 

Chlamys sp. 

Spondylus sp. 

Crassostrea amasa 

Modiolus proclivis 
Modiolus vagina suavita 
Septifer bilocularis 
Stavelia horrida 

Megacardita incrassata 

Tridacna squamosa 
Tridacna maxima 

Mactra meretriciformis 
Mactra sp. 

Atactodea striata 

Tellina sp. 

Donax faba 

Asaphis deflorata 
Gari sp. 

Batissa violacea 
Geloina coaxans 

Periglypta resticulata 
Periglypta laquaeta 
Gafrarium tumidum 
Circe scripta 
Dosinia scalaris 
Marcia hiantina 
Placamen sp. 
Clementia papyracea 

COMMON NAME 

Ark shells 
Ark shells 
Ark shells 
Ark shells 
Ark shells 
Ark shells 

Pearl oyster 

Scallops 

Thorny oysters 

Oyster 

Mussels 
Mussels 
Mussels 
Mussels 

Carditas 

Giant clam 
Giant clam 

Trough clams 
Trough clams 

Tellins 

Surf clams 

Sunset shells 

Venus shells 

"." - unknown or not applicable 
1 

SMF = sandy mudflat, R = rocky, M = mangrove 
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SMF 
SMF 
SMF 
SMF 
SMF 
SMF 

SMF 
SMF 
SMF 

SMF 

SMF 

M 

SMF 
SMF 
SMF 
SMF 

Reefs 
Reefs 

SMF 
SMF 

Sand 

Sand 

Sand 

SMF 
SMF 

M 
M 

SMF 

SMF 

SMF 
SMF 
SMF 
SMF 



Many other marine resources are also available. To date, approximately 450 species of 

fish have been recorded from the study area (Helen Larson, Northern Territory Museum, pers. 

comm.). Dolphins and small whales are also commonly seen around the shores and inlets of 

the Cobourg Peninsula (Calaby and Keith 1974: 179). One of the whales is known to be the 

false killer whale (Pseudorca crassidens), but no other identifications are available (Calaby and 

Keith 1974: 180). 

Dugongs on the Cobourg Peninsula 

Dugongs (Dugong dugon), another type of large marine mammal, are present on the 

Cobourg Peninsula (Johnson 1964). Herds of several hundred individuals are known to occur 

in the Northern Territory, but biological surveys suggest that there are no major concentrations 

of this animal on the Cobourg Peninsula at present (Elliot 1981). In general, dugongs occur 

most frequently in water less than five metres deep in bays, shallows, islands and reef areas 

which are protected from strong winds and contain extensive beds of sea grasses (Marsh 

1988). Here they feed on sea grass, together with small amounts of algae. 

Dugongs are currently hunted by Aboriginal people on the Cobourg Peninsula (personal 

observation, CCNT 1987:43). They are pursued in aluminium dinghys with outboard engines 

and speared with a metal harpoon hafted onto the end of a long wooden pole. A rope tied onto 

the harpoon provides a means for hauling the dugong into the dinghy. 

TU11les on the Cobourg Peninsula 

Another large marine animal which currently forms an important component of the 

Aboriginal diet is marine turtle. Today, these animals are hunted in a manner identical to that 

used to capture dugong (Plate 2-1). Five different species of marine turtle have been recorded 

from the Cobourg Peninsula (Cogger and Lindner 1969; Table 2-3). These species differ 

markedly in terms of their biology, behaviour and distribution, and subsequently their use by 

Aboriginal people. Accordingly, it is necessary to discuss each species separately. The 

following review of the different turtle species draws heavily on general accounts of turtles by 

Bustard (1972), Cogger (1979) and Mortimer (1982). Information specific to the Cobourg 

Peninsula is available in Cogger and Lindner (1969), who observed the distribution and 

Aboriginal use of turtles on the Cobourg Peninsula during the 1960's. 
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Plate 2-1 Capture of a green turtle (Cheloina mydas), July 1991, Popham Bay 

Thble 2-3 Characteristics of turtles on the Cobourg Peninsula 

COMMON NAME 

Pacific ridley 

Loggerhead 

Flatback 

Hawksbill 

Green 

ABUNDANCE 

Rare 

Rare 

Abundant 

Common 

Abundant 

HABITAT 

Deep water. 

Deep water. 

Turbid, shallow inshore 

bays and inlets. 

Rock and coral reefs. 

Inshore waters with 

sea grass beds. 

Pacific ridley (Lepidochelys olivacea) 

NESTS 

LOCALLY? 

Rarely 

No 

Yes 

No 

Rarely 

Uncommon on the Cobourg Peninsula, the Pacific ridley or olive-backed turtle is a 

large species that grows up to l.5m in length. Ridley turtles are bottom feeders, primarily 

eating shrimp and crabs. Rarely seen in shallow waters, they are usually encountered basking 

on the surface of waters that are at least five fathoms deep. In the Cobourg Peninsula area this 
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species occasionally nests on small offshore islands that have no permanent populations of 

predators such as humans, dingoes, and monitor lizards. In Cogger and Lindner's (1969) 

experience, the flesh of ridley turtles was not favoured by Cobourg Peninsula Aborigines and 

they rarely hunted this species. 

Loggerhead turtle (Caretta caretta) 
The loggerhead is the least common turtle in the Cobourg Peninsula area. They reach a 

length of l.5m and weigh approximately 100 kg on average (Limpus 1985:12). This species 

is carnivorous, foraging in deeper waters for a variety of benthic organisms including 

molluscs, crustaceans and sponges. They are usually seen in deeper waters, and do not nest in 

the Cobourg Peninsula area. Cogger and Lindner (1969: 154) noted that: 

Natives informed us that the species was not infrequently encountered during 
hunts for Cheloina mydas in Blue Mud Bay between Kuper Point and Sandy 
Island Number One and north of Midjari Point in Trepang Bay. 

Cogger and Lindner (1969) also observed that this species was rarely killed for food because of 

its large size and tough flesh. 

Flatback or greyback turtle (Cheloina depressa) 
The flatback turtle is abundant on the Cobourg Peninsula. They reach a length of 1.2 

metres and weigh an average of 80 kg. The species is carnivorous, occurring commonly in 

shallow coastal waters where their principal feeding grounds are turbid inshore waters and 

bays. Flatback turtles are not generally found on coral reefs, inshore rocky reefs and 

mangrove habitats (Limpus et al. 1983a). 

On the Cobourg Peninsula, flatback turtles have been recorded most frequently at the 

mouth of Port Essington, Port Bremer, and Greenhill Island (Cogger and Lindner 1969: 156). 

Older Cobourg Peninsula Aborigines " ... who until 1939 had often been employed skin diving 

for trepang consider that C. depressa lives largely on trepang, having been frequently 

encountered where trepang is abundant" (Cogger and Lindner 1969:156). Flatback turtles nest 

on the top of sand dunes next to the beach, both on the mainland and on the peninsula's 

offshore islands. 

Flatback turtles spend long periods of time floating on the surface of the water and 

basking in the sun. The species is unwary and generally may be easily approached within 

harpooning distance. Bustard (1972:85), discussing flatback turtles generally, noted that their 

flesh 

.. .is not generally relished by Europeans, aboriginals or islanders with the result 
that the species is little molested. However, the eggs are widely eaten by 
Aboriginal people. 

While edible, this species is probably not the most prized turtle in the Cobourg Peninsula 

area. 
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Hawksbill turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata) 

A common inhabitant of the Cobourg Peninsula, the hawksbill turtle is the 

smallest of the five species. Growing to a length of approximately 1m, females weigh on 

average 51. 5 kg (Limpus et al. 1983b). Most of the hawksbill turtles that Cogger and 

Lindner (1969) observed in the study area were juvenile specimens. Hawksbill turtles typically 

inhabit coral and rocky reefs, where they feed on organisms such as molluscs, crustaceans, 

ascidians and algae. There are no records of this species nesting on the Cobourg Peninsula 

(CCNT 1987:43). Hawksbill turtles provide shell which can be manufactured into jewellry 

and other articles. Accordingly, it was this species which was sought after by Macassans and 

Europeans in the historic period. 

Green turtle (Cheloina mydas) 

The green turtle is the most abundant species on the Cobourg Peninsula. During the 

nineteenth century, this species was " ... so numerous that it is rare to make a boat excursion of 

even a few miles without seeing two or three specimens" (Earl 1863: 102). Reaching a length 

of one metre, green turtles are also one of the heaviest of the five species. Specimens average 

approximately 130 kg, but animals weighing over 200 kg have often been recorded (Bustard 

1972:24; Nietschmann 1976). 

Green turtles are predominantly herbivorous, feeding on pastures of sea grass together 

with red and green algae. As such, they are usually found in depths of less than three fathoms. 

On the Cobourg Peninsula Cogger and Lindner (1969: 157) observed large numbers of green 

turtles during March and April congregating around algae beds on the headlands of the north 

coast. This species rarely nests in the study area. 

Aborigines from the Cobourg Peninsula apparently preferred the flesh of the green 

turtle to any of the other species, and therefore hunted this species the most frequently (Cogger 

and Lindner 1969). Cogger and Lindner (1969: 157) observed that the green turtle formed a 

staple item in the diet of the Aborigines from the area, and that it was specifically preferred 

over the flesh of the flatback turtle. 
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Productivity oj the Marine Environment 

A common theme of Europeans writing about the Cobourg Peninsula has been the 

enormous productivity of the natural environment, particularly the coastal zone. While the 

high diversity of marine fauna in the area has already been demonstrated, nineteenth century 

observers also emphasized the abundance of resources available to hunter-gatherers. Perhaps 

the most strongly worded opinion is that of John Lewis (1922: 152) who wrote 

A lubra could in an hour get enough food to last herself and her husband a day. 
There was probably no other place in Australia where the natives got so much 
food as easily as at Port Essington ... 

Some Europeans suggested that terrestrial animals such as kangaroos and birds were common 

(e.g. HRA III(6):814). Nonetheless, most writers emphasised the abundance of marine 

resources available to the occupants of the Cobourg Peninsula. 

The Northern Territory Protector of Aborigines wrote in 1877 that 

From what I can learn both Port Essington and Raffles Bay have a better food 
supply than Port Darwin. Fish and shellfish are plenty more abundant (NTRS 
790/ AI798). 

John Sweatman, a visitor to Port Essington in the 1840's wrote that "The natives appear to 

live well, having plenty of fish, oysters, turtle and small animals of different kinds ... " (Allen 

and Carris 1977: 147). 

European visitors and residents of the area frequently commented on the large hauls of 

fish that could be obtained through netting (e.g. Allen and Carris 1977:132; Brown 1905:30; 

CampbeUl834: 170; d'Urville 1987:390,398; Ennis 1825: 10-11; Stokes 1846:396-397; 

Wilson 1835:160; HRA III(6):772). A correspondent to the Sydney Herald (21/6/1840) wrote 

of Port Essington that 

By the way, fish are very numerous, and by the seines several hundred weight 
have been taken in a day - sufficient to supply several hundred persons for three 
days. 

Other resources that were singled out by observers as particularly abundant include turtle and 

dugong (Campbell 1834:166-167; Keppel 1853; Stokes 1846:396-397; Sunter 1937:60-61). 

European observers also singled out trepang, or beche-de-mer as a common type of 

marine animal on the Cobourg Peninsula (e.g. Campbell 1834: 166: 167; GRS1/1882/346). 

Trepang are a type of holothurian, or semi-cylindrical, tapering animals that form one of the 

five major groups of Echinoderms (cf Cannon and Silver 1986). While Aboriginal people 

from the Cobourg Peninsula do not consume these animals, trepang have indirectly made an 

enormous impact on their society. It was the trepang, occurring in abundance on the sandy 

mudflats of the Cobourg Peninsula, which enticed the Macassans to make the long voyage to 

Australia. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

MACASSANS ON THE ARNHEM LAND COAST 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

Macassan voyages to northern Australia represent one of the most unusual aspects of 

this country's history. The technology and economic structure of these voyages have been 

brought sharply into focus by Macknight (1969, 1976, 1980), and these relatively well known 

aspects of the Macassan industry are briefly reviewed in the first part of this chapter. The 

antiquity of the Macassan voyages, by contrast, remains a debated issue, and accordingly the 

evidence pertaining to this topic is discussed at length later in this chapter. Resolution of this 

issue is important in order to identify the chronological framework in which culture contact 

took place on the Cobourg Peninsula. 

Macassans travelled to two areas in Australia, Amhem Land and the Kimberley coast 

(Figure 3-1). Many similarities between the industries in each area can be identified 

(Crawford 1969), and indeed some Macassan captains travelled to both places (e.g. Mulvaney 

and Green 1992:162; SAPP 1889128:22). The Macassans themselves drew a distinction 

between the two areas (Earl 1842: 139), referring to Arnhem Land as Marege' (Macknight 

1976:33) and the Kimberley region as Kaju Djawa (Crawford 1969: 89). Because of my 

regional interests, this distinction is maintained here. The following discussion therefore 

concerns the Macassan industry in Amhem Land. 

N 

i 
9 1090 

km 

Figure 3-1 Map of Macassan voyages to Australia 
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3.2 THE MACASSAN INDUSTRY IN ARNHEM LAND 

Alfred Searcy's description of a Macassan camp at Bowen Straits in 1883 paints an 

evocative picture. 

To think such a scene was possible in Australia! There were four proas 
anchored close to the beach, some sixteen dredging canoes at work, and 
numerous smaller ones plying between the proas and the beach. On shore were 
four great smokehouses, built of bamboo and palm leaves. Of Malays there 
were about one hundred engaged ... with the preparation of trepang. Some had 
only scant clothing, others wore their gay saarongs, and all had gaudy 
handkerchiefs twisted around their heads (Searcy 1909:26-27). 

The "Malays" that Searcy referred to were Muslim fisherman, most of whom derived from the 

port of Macassar (now known as Ujung Pandang) in Southern Sulawesi. Macassar was a 

Dutch colonial possession, having been brutally conquered in 1667 (Spillett 1987: 14-38). 

Although dominantly Macassarese, the crews could include Bughis people from southern 

Sulawesi and less frequently men from Timor, Java, and even New Guinea (Ear11846a:240). 

While Macassan crews could be diverse in origin, the praus (Macassan ships) were not. 

In 1840 Earl (1846b:65) met 13 praus at Port Essington, 11 of which were from the port of 

Macassar. One prau was from the islands in the vicinity of Macassar (McArthur 1840), while 

the remaining prau was from Sumbawa, an area which had a substantial expatriate Macassarese 

population (Macknight 1976: 18). The latter two praus were exceptions. As Macknight 

(1976: 17) pointed out, no other historical records, including the comprehensive customs 

records maintained from 1882 to 1906, indicate a port of origin other than Macassar for the 

praus that travelled to Arnhem Land (e.g. Bremer 1842; Campbell 1834:167; Crawfurd 

1856:440; d'Urville 1987:400,408; Flinders 1814:231; Macknight 1976: 130-131; McArthur 

1842b). 

Macassans that travelled to Arnhem Land worked between Cape Don to the west and the 

Sir Edward Pellew Islands to the east (Macknight 1976:36; Figure 3-1). They did not seek to 

establish permanent settlements, and did not bring women or young children. Taking 

advantage of the monsoon winds, the Macassans arrived in Australia each year in December or 

January, and departed between April and June (NTRS 790/A3199; NTRS 7901A5167; CRS 

AlI04/1329). Macassans remained on the coastline during their visits, going" ... from one 

station to another ... without attempting to penetrate into the interior through the numerous 

openings that occur" (Earl 1841:115-116). 

Macassan praus were constructed of wood and bamboo, with rectangular sails made of 

rattan matting. The voyage to Australia took them 10-15 days, with the last three to four days 

out of the sight of land (Mulvaney 1966:450). Dugouts, which were canoes hollowed out of a 

single solid log, formed an important mode of transportation once they reached Australia. 

Each prau generally held between three and seven dugout canoes (Campbell 1834: 167; 
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d'Urville 1987:394; NTRS 790/13848). At least one European observer was impressed with 

the seaworthiness of these canoes, stating of one" She sails pretty well & would beat our 

English boats in a light wind ... " (Mulvaney and Green 1992:167). 

Two types of Macassan dugout, the lepa-lepa (illustrated in Figure 3-2) and the 

balolang, have been identified from historical accounts (Macknight 1976:50). Lepa-lepa 

normally had no outriggers, and were between 18 and 25 feet long (Campbell 1834:167). 

Balolang were larger types of dugouts which carried one or two outriggers and were used for 

dredging trepang (Brierly 1848b:141; Searcy 1905:8; 1909:23). Searcy (1905:8) described 

one of the latter canoes as 25 feet long, two feet deep and four feet wide. 

Macassan fleets in Amhem Land were often large. For example, in 1829 the residents 

of Fort Wellington, in Raffles Bay, were visited by 34 Macassan praus manned by 1056 men 

(Macknight 1976: 130-131; Mulvaney and Green 1992: 168). These visitors represented 

approximately half of the Macassans in Arnhem Land that year (Mulvaney and Green 

1992: 140). While the size of the Macassan fleets fluctuated considerably (see below), a 

substantial number of men made the voyage to northern Australia every year until the final 

years of the industry. The last Macassan voyage to Australia took place in 1907, the South 

Australian government having effectively banned them in 1906 (NTRS 790115236, 

790117153). 

29 



"Unseemly sausages": trepang and the Macassan industry 

Macassans came to Australia seeking trepang, which they sold to the Chinese as a 

delicacy. Preserved trepang seems to have been something of an acquired taste. One 

European described it as " ... an unseemly looking substance, of a dirty brown colour ... " 

(Crawfurd 1820:441), while another remarked that preserved trepang looked like" ... sausages 

which have been rolled up in mud and then thrown up the chimney" (Wallace 1869:329). 

Nearly a century later the Australian bushman Bill Harney sardonically remarked, 

I have been told that soups thickened with trepang will keep sweet for some 
days and flies will not go near it. (NOTE: I noted that flies will not go near the 
dried stuff) (CRS FI175/1916). 

It is perhaps not surprising that trepang had a specific market. 

China provided the sole market for Australian trepang throughout the nineteenth 

century (e.g. d 'Urville 1987:408; Earl 1837:436; Mulvaney and Green 1992: 167; Wildey 

1876:80; GRS 111872/330; HRA III(5):738; NTT 2712/1874). As well as being the sole 

purchasers, Chinese merchants often provided the initial capital that allowed the voyages to 

proceed. According to Crawfurd (1856:151) 

It is the capital of the Chinese merchants, that sets these adventurers on foot, as 
they advance to the undertakers from two to four hundred Spanish dollars, 
according to the extent of their equipment securing to themselves the right of 
refusal of the [trepang] cargo. 

The outfitter received the right to purchase the trepang cargo at an agreed price, usually well 

below the market value (Earl 1846b:84; Stokes 1846). While historical sources indicate that 

outfitters also included Dutch and Malay merchants (Earl 1846b:84; Macknight 1976:19-20), 

it is the Chinese that are most frequently mentioned in this capacity (e.g. McArthur 1842b; 

Mulvaney and Green 1992:136; Stokes 1846; GRSlII878/351; GRS1I1879/83). 

Trepang was gathered through a number of techniques. The simplest method was 

wading around the foreshore and collecting trepang by hand or with short iron-tipped spears 

(e.g. Brierly 1848b: 141; Ear11846b:83; Mulvaney and Green 1992: 167). In deeper water 

trepang had to be dived for (e.g. d'Urville 1987:394). Macassans sometimes employed 

Aborigines " ... who are expert divers ... " for this task (Earll846b:83). After the late 1840's 

dredging for trepang, using dugout canoes with outriggers, became a common method of 

trepang collection (Brierly 1848b:141; CRSAlII90517499). For example, in Bowen Straits 

Searcy (1909:23) saw 

... twelve large dredging canoes coming down before the wind, and hauling the 
great trepang dredgers. What a chance that would have been for a marine artist. 

According to Brierly (1848b:141) the introduction of dredging allowed the crew of each prau 

to increase the amount of trepang they collected. 
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Preserving trepang for the journey to China was a specialized and labour intensive 

process. Many accounts of this process are available (e.g. d 'Urville 1987:394; Jukes 

1847:359-360; Earl 1846b:58; Flinders 1814:231; Mulvaney and Green 1992:166; Webster 

1986:25,53; HRA III(6):800-801; SMH 15/10/1845; NIT 27/2/1874; CRS AlI190517499), all 

of which are consistent in the major details. The first step in processing the trepang was the 

construction of a stoneline, used for boiling the trepang. Then unaware of its function, 

Flinders (1814:172) described a stoneline from the Sir Edward Pellew Islands as 

... a collection of stones piled together in a line, resembling a low wall, with 
short lines perpendicularly at the back, dividing the space behind the 
compartments. In each of these were the remains of a charcoal fire, and all the 
wood near at hand, had been cut down. 

A framework of wood or bamboo was erected over the top of the stone1ine, and iron 

cauldrons full of water placed on the framework. A fire was lit in the stone bays underneath 

the cauldrons, and the water was brought to the boil. Trepang were scalded in the boiling 

water, then removed and gutted. The trepang was then returned to the boiling water, together 

with mangrove bark, and boiled for two or three hours until firm and elastic. 

Some accounts of trepang processing indicate that the trepang was subsequently buried 

for a period that might last several days (Macknight 1976:53-54). The final stage in the 

preparation of trepang was construction of a bamboo smokehouse with a hole excavated at the 

base of the hut. Trepang were laid over a bamboo lattice and a fire was lit underneath. One 

account specified that mangrove wood was used in the smoking process (NTT 27/2/1874). 

This fire was continuously maintained for a period of up to 24 hours, when the trepang became 

hard and ready to be packed in sacks for the voyage home. 

Some Macassan crews collected trepang exclusively. For example, in 1829 the 

captains of two praus, Boodieman and Narrein came ashore to Fort Wellington. The two 

captains" ... had no merchandise of any kind, not even tortoiseshell, saying their only object 

was the trepang" (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 135). However, other Macassan praus 

are known to have collected a wider range of goods, including turtle shell, pearls, dried fish 

and timber (Macknight 1976:38-45). 

Other goods collected by Macassans 

Spillett (1987) has argued that Macassans did not travel to Australia specifically seeking 

trepang. Instead, he suggested that they were generalists, and that products such as trochus 

shell, pearls, pearlshell, turtle shell and dried fish were equally if not more important to 

Macassans as trepang. However, careful scrutiny of historical data relating to the value of 

different components in Macassan cargoes suggests Spillett has underrated the economic 

significance of trepang. 
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A Badjau prau that Earl observed at Port Essington in 1840 was seeking turtle shell and 

not trepang (Earl 1846b:65). However, crews seeking turtle shell exclusively cannot have 

been common; McArthur noted of this prau that "This was a first experiment by them to take 

turtle ... " (McArthur 1840). Perhaps the experiment was unsuccessful, as no mention was 

made of such a prau in the following years. McArthur (1842b) subsequently noted that Badjau 

praus usually went to Cape Londonderry and the Admiralty Gulf wh~n they came to Australia. 

Captain Barker, commandant of Fort Wellington, considered that Australian turtle shell 

collected by Macassans was of little value, stating it was" ... too thin to be good for anything" 

(Mulvaney and Green 1992: 139-140). Pomoma, a Macassan captain, told Barker that turtle 

was abundant" ... but that coming for the trepang [they] did not look particularly for it nor did 

they come properly prepared to take the larger kind ... " (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 140). 

Other examples of the relatively low value placed on alternative Macassan products can 

be cited. Earl (l846b:77) noted that 
... an inferior kind of sandal-wood found upon the coast, are also exported by 
the Macassars whenever their prahus are not too deeply laden with trepang 
(my emphasis). 

It is clear that the wood was a supplementary product, and that the main goal of Macassans 

that Earl met was to collect trepang. 

European observers were also dismissive about the value of pearls and pearlshell that 

could be obtained from Australia. Brierly (1848a:260) stated 

Pearls are found in great numbers by the natives of Port Essington but they are 
too small to be of much value .... they were generally not larger than mustard 
seed but a few were larger than peas, they were round but dark in colour ... 

According to Alfred Brown, a customs official, Australian pearlshell had been sent to London 

for valuation and found to be "almost valueless ... there are tons of it lying on the beach and the 

Macassars wont [sic] pick it up" (GRSlI1903/438; also NTRS 790IA6591). The low value 

placed on these alternative products confirms the central role of trepang in motivating the 

voyages to Australia. 

Quantitative data on the relative value of commodities collected by Macassans are 

available between 1882 and 1905 (Table 3-1). Records were collected by the landing waiter 

at Bowen Straits, who was instructed to assess the value of Macassan cargoes immediately 

prior to their departure (SAPP 1886/53:19). 
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Table 3-1 Macassan trepang and turtleshell exports from Arnhem Land, 1882-1905. 
(Sources: South Australian Parliamentary Papers, 1886-1904, Number 3, Statistical Register, 

Part IV, Interchange; GRS 1/18821552; GRS 1/1877/477). 

WEIGHT VALUE WEIGHT VALUE % VALUE OF THE 
YEAR 

TREPANG TREPANG TURTLE TURTLE EXPORTS FORMED 

(tons) ( £) (lbs) (£ ) BY TREPANG 

1882 300 12,000 1,680 87.7 

1885 110 4,400 2,240 840 83.9 

1886 200 9,000 

1887 80 2,800 

1888 250 10,000 2,666 1,000 90.9 

1889 180 8,000 2,600 1,000 88.8 

1890 130 5,850 2,240 672 89.6 

1891 98 2,475 2,240 1,100 69.2 

1892 125 4,275 2,300 860 83.2 

1893 87 3,480 2,240 1,100 75.9 

1894 82 3,480 2,250 1,200 74.3 

1895 42 1,400 500 250 84.8 

1896 48 1,700 0 0 100.0 

1897 50 2,000 0 0 100.0 

1898 60 2,500 0 0 100.0 

1899 95 2,850 0 0 100.0 

1900 103 3,500 0 0 100.0 

1901 59 2,360 50 97.9 

1902 89 4,500 0 0 100.0 

1903 66 2,250 0 0 100.0 

1905 30 1,250 ° 0 100.0 

TOTAL 2,284 90,070 19,276 10,752 

" II = data unavailable 

Most customs records only indicate the values of turtle shell and trepang. No 

systematic attempt was made, for example, to estimate the value of any pearls that may have 

been on board the Macassan praus, and it cannot be assumed that trepang and turtle shell were 

the only products taken away throughout this period (SAPP 1886/53: 19). For example, in 

1882 Robinson estimated that on average each Macassan prau took away 10 tons of trepang 

valued at £400, 1 cwt of turtle shell valued at £56, and 10 cwt of buffalo horns valued at £12 

(GRS 111882/552). According to these figures, trepang represented over 85% of the value of 

each cargo in 1882. In 1887 the landing waiter estimated that £2800 worth of trepang were 

taken as opposed to £1000 worth of turtle shell, buffalo horns and pearls (GRS 1/1877/477). 

However, even with the other commodities included, trepang still comprised approximately 

75 % of the value of the Macassan cargoes. 
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The central role of trepang in the economics of the Macassan voyages is confirmed by 

data presented in Thble 3-1. Between 1882 and 1905 a total of £90,070 worth of trepang was 

exported by Macassans from Arnhem Land. By contrast, only £10,752 worth of turtle shell 

was exported during this period. Between 1882 and 1895 trepang formed an average of 85.1 % 

of the recorded value of Macassan cargoes (Figure 3-3). From 1895 to 1905 the importance of 

trepang was even higher, representing an average of 99.7 % of the recorded annual value of 

Macassan exports (Figure 3-3). Customs data confirms that trepang was a far more important 

export than turtle shell, at least in the final stages of the industry. 
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Figure 3-3 Relative value of trepang in Macassan cargoes, Arnhem Land, 1882-1905 

Data concerning the relative value of Macassan exports does not substantiate Spillett's 

argument that Macassans were generalists. Alternative exports to trepang, such as pearls, 

pearlshell and sandalwood were of relatively low quality, and provided only a small proportion 

of Macassan financial returns. Government records suggest that trepang must have played a 

central role in motivating the Macassan voyages to Australia, at least during the final years of 

the industry. Government records also indicate that chronological changes in the scale of 

Macassan activities occurred, an issue that can now be addressed at length. 
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3.3 CHRONOLOGICAL CHANGE IN THE SIZE OF mE MACASSAN INDUSTRY 

Some changes affected Macassans on an annual basis. Massive and rapid fluctuations 

in the market value of trepang influenced both the number of praus that travelled to Australia 

each year, and the profitability of their voyages (e.g. Mulvaney and Green 1992: l39; SAPP 

1887/53/11; GRS 1/1903/438). Long term changes, such as the introduction of Australian 

taxation in the 1880' s also impacted on the scale and nature of Macassan activities. 

Contemporary estimates regarding the size of the annual Macassan fleet in Arnhem 

Land are listed in Table 3-2. Note that some estimates of fleet size provided prior to the 

regular maintenance of customs records in 1882 are probably exaggerated. For example, the 

explorer Phillip Parker King was told that 200 Macassan praus travelled to Arnhem land each 

year, but having sailed through the region he was skeptical of this figure (King 1827: 135). 

George Windsor Earl stated between 80 and 100 praus came to Australia each year in 

The Eastern Seas (1837). This was before he came to Australia, and during a time in which he 

was trying to emphasise the potential for British settlement in northern Australia. Earllater 

revised his estimate of the number of praus coming to Arnhem Land annually to between 30 

and 40 (Earl 1846b:85). An anonymous correspondent for the Sydney Morning Herald 

(15/10/1845) stated that 70-100 praus arrived each year in Arnhem Land, but the evidence for 

such a large fleet is unclear, particularly as it contrasts markedly with other contemporary 

estimates. Similarly, an estimate of 60-70 praus each year in 1878 by a pastoralist in Port 

Essington (NTRS 790/ A3199) may also be exaggerated, as contemporary estimates by 

government officials and men involved in the trepang industry are less than half this size 
(Table 3-2). 

Contemporary estimates of the number of Macassan praus in Arnhem Land are plotted 

in Figure 3-4. The upper graph includes all contemporary estimates of Macassan fleet size, 

while the lower graph omits the four estimates which were identified as unreliable for the 

reasons explained above. Regardless of whether these four estimates are included or not, the 

graphs indicate two patterns: fluctuation in the size of the fleet within small periods of time, 

even annually, and a general reduction in the number of praus throughout the nineteenth 

century. 
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Thb1e 3-2 Size of Macassan fleets in Arnhem Land, 1803-1907 

SEASON 

1802-03 

1817-18 
ca 1820 
1827-28 
1828-29 
1830's 
1840-41 
1844-45 
1845-46 
1876-77 
1877-78 
1878-79 
1880-81 

1881-82 
1882-83 
1883-84 
1884-85 
1885-86 
1886-87 
1887-88 
1888-89 
1889-90 
1891-92 
1894-95 
1895-96 
1896-97 
1897-98 
1898-99 
1899-00 
1900-01 
1902-03 
1903-04 
1904-05 
1905-06 
1906-07 

NUMBER 
PRAUS 

60 
200 
>40 

42 
70 

80-100 
31 

70-100 
30-40 

30 
60-70 

23 
30 
30 
30 

7 

13 
16 
11 

11 

9 

10 
8 

4 

3 

5 

6 

6 

5 

5 

6 

4 

2 

4 

1 

" It data unavailable 

TOTAL MACASSAN 
FISHERMEN 

1000 

. 
21001 

>1000 
. 

>2000 1 

1200 
400-500 

nearly 1000 

900 1 

10201 

457 

319 

307 

208 
208 

299 
175 

91 

AVERAGE 
CREW SIZE 

25 

40 
30 
34 

32.5 3 

. 
28.5 3 

. 
29.03 

30.7 2 

30.7 

41. 6 

34.7 

49.8 
46.33 

45.5 3 

REFERENCE 

Flinders 1814:230-231 
King 1827 
Crawfurd 1820:151 
HRA III(6):790 
Mulvaney and Green 1992 
Earl 1837:390,436 
McArthur 1841 
SMH 15/10/1845 
Earl 1846b:85 
GRS1/1877/435 
NTRS 790/A3199 
GRS1/1879/83 
NTRS 790/A5167 
GRS1/1882/52 
GRS1/1883/319 
GRSl/1884/177 
SAPP 1885/53B:8 
GRS1/1886/356 
SAPP 1887/53:28 
SAPP 1888/95:28 
SAPP 1889/28:22 
SAPP 1890/28:18 
Macknight 1976:113 
Macknight 1976:113 
SAPP 1896/45:28 
NTRS 790/13848 

NTRS 790/13848 
NTRS 790/13848 
NTRS 790/13848 

NTRS 790/13848 

NTRS 790/12158 

CRSA1/1905/7499 
NTRS 790/15236 
NTRS 790/15236 
NTRS 790/15236 

1 

2 

3 

Average crew multiplied size by number of praus 
Average crew size calculated from only part of the 
Total Macassan sailors divided by number of praus 

fleet 
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Figure 3-4 Size of the annual Macassan fleets in Arnhem Land, 1818-1907 

37 



Variation in the capacity of different observers to accurately determine the size of 

Macassan fleets may explain some of the dramatic short term fluctuations in Figure 3-4 (cf 

Macknight 1976:28). Nonetheless, there is unambiguous evidence that the size of the industry 

fluctuated from year to year. In 1828 residents of Fort Wellington in Raffles Bay were told 

that 42 praus had travelled to Australia (BRA III(6):790). The following year several 

Macassan captains informed the garrison that 70 praus had come to Australia (Mulvaney and 

Green 1992: 135,139,140). The Macassan informants pointed out that more praus than was 

usual came that year, enticed by an unusually high price for trepang. 

As well as short term fluctuations, Figure 3-4 indicates an overall decline in the number 

of Macassan praus that travelled to Arnhem Land. Flinders (1814:230-231) indicated that 60 

praus travelled to Marege in 1803, while other estimates from the first half of the nineteenth 

century range between 30 and 200 praus. Between 1876 and 1882 most estimates placed the 

size of the fleet at 30 or less. From 1884 onwards, when regular taxation in Australia was 

levied, the number of praus was never greater than 16, and after 1890 the most praus in any 

one year was eight. Only four praus arrived in 1906, the last year that the industry was 

officially sanctioned. 

Not surprisingly, there is evidence that the number of Macassan sailors travelling to 

Arnhem Land annually also declined throughout the nineteenth century. Estimates place the 

number of Macassans in Arnhem Land in the first half of the nineteenth century at between 

1000 and 2000 men (Table 3-2). In 1829, for example, a total of 1056 Macassans visited Fort 

Wellington, representing the crews of only half the praus on the coast at that time (Mulvaney 

and Green 1992:234-235). Given that the average number of crew on the praus that visited 

Fort Wellington was 31.0 (n= 1056), there may have been over 2000 Macassans on the 

Arnhem Land coastline that year. After 1883, by contrast, the largest number of men known 

to have arrived in anyone year was 457, and in 1905 only 91 fishermen made the journey 

from Macassar. 

Berndt and Berndt (1954) attributed the decline in the Macassan industry in the late 

nineteenth century to competition from local trepangers in Arnhem Land. If this was the case, 

it might be expected that local trepang production would have equaled, if not exceeded 

Macassan exports throughout this period. The amount and value of Macassan and local 

trepang exports between 1882 and 1905 are contrasted in Figure 3-5. Between 1882 and 1894, 

for example, annual Macassan trepang exports ranged between 300 and 80 tons. Local exports, 

by contrast, did not exceed 20 tons during this period. Local production did not equal 

Macassan exports until 1905, at which time the Macassan industry had already gone into a long 

decline. Thus, it is difficult to attribute the decline in the size of the Macassan industry to 

direct competition from local trepangers. 
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Figure 3-5 Trepang exports from the Northern Territory, 1882-1905 

(Sources: South Australian Parliamentary Papers, 1886-1904, Number 3, Statistical Register, 

Part IV, Interchange; GRS 1/1882/552; GRS 1/1877/477). 

Rather than reflecting competition from local operators, the decline can be attributed to 

Australian taxation (Macknight 1976:117-118). There is clear evidence that Australian 

taxation severely curtailed the profitability of the Macassan voyages. Brown, a customs officer 

and trepang fisher stated that "The Malays have told me that the duties imposed by the 

Customs were too heavy to make the industry profitable" (Dashwood 1902:42). Thxation was 

made particularly onerous after 1899, when payment had to be made in English gold 

sovereigns, which the Macassans had to obtain from Singapore (Dashwood 1902:43; NTRS 

790/8745). 
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One Macassan response to their financial difficulties was increasing the size of each 

prau's crew, allowing a corresponding increase in the amount of trepang collected by each 

prau. Until 1890 the majority of observations placed the average Macassan crew size at 

approximately 30 or less (Table 3-2). By contrast, between 1897 and 1905, mean crew size 

ranged between 41.6 (n=5) and 49.8 (n=6). Crews of up to 60 were recorded during this 

period (NTRS 790/12158; NTI 811/1904), which is larger than any recorded in the first half 

of the century. 

The increase in the size of crews corresponded with an increase in the amount of 

trepang collected by each prau. European observers from the first half of the nineteenth 

century consistently indicated that the crew of each prau aimed to collect approximately 100 

piculs (6 tons) of trepang, although they often did not achieve this total (d 'Urville 

1987:395,411; Flinders 1814:231; Macknight 1976: 153; Mulvaney and Green 1992: 141, 164). 

For example, Brierly (l848b:141) commented in 1848 that 60 to 70 piculs was considered a 

"good average cargo", and that through use of the dredge some praus had been able to collect 

over 100 piculs. 

By the final years of the industry the amount that each prau' s crew aimed to collect was 

much higher. In 1902 Tingha de Hans stated that the praus formerly" ... would get about 100 

piculs a season, some less, against 250 piculs now" (CPP 1903/42:43). His estimate was 

confirmed by Brown, who recorded that by 1902 a prau would collect 250 to 300 piculs of 

trepang in a good season, and 150 to 200 piculs in a poor one (GRSlI1903/438; CPP 

1903/42:243). Large trepang cargoes were apparently possible because crew sizes had 

increased (Dashwood 1902:42). 

Thus, measured in terms of the number of praus (Figure 3-4), the Macassan industry 

declined markedly after the introduction of regular taxation in 1884. The Macassan response 

to this decline was to increase both the size of their crews and the amount of trepang collected 

by each prau. It is interesting that they did not respond to their financial difficulties by 

collecting products other than trepang, as this commodity formed virtually the only component 

of Macassan cargoes in the final years of the industry. The increased emphasis on trepang in a 

period of intense financial difficulty serves to further emphasise the importance of trepang in 

motivating the Macassan voyages to Arnhem Land and the Cobourg Peninsula. 
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3.4 MACASSANS ON THE COBOURG PENINSULA 

The Cobourg Peninsula played an important role in Macassan activities in northern 

Australia. Nineteenth century sources make it clear that the Cobourg Peninsula provided the 

first trepanging grounds that Macassans reached on the journey to Arnhem Land, and it was 

also the area where their praus mustered for the journey home (Earl 1842:240, 1863:33; 

Searcy 1912:32; Wilson 1835:82; Sydney Herald 2116/1840; HRA III(6):790). Contemporary 

historical accounts describe a string of Macassan trepang processing sites in the area 

(Macknight 1969: 112-130 provides a summary of this data). 

A major attraction for Macassans was almost certainly the abundant quantities of 

trepang available. For example, in February 1882 a customs officer observed Macassans from 

a single prau collect 3% tons of trepang from Trepang Bay, and 2% tons from Port Essington 

in the space of only two months (GRSlI1882/346). Many praus worked exclusively on the 

Cobourg Peninsula (e.g. SMH 15/10/1845). Alternatively, Macassans who had worked along 

the coastline to the east often supplemented their trepang cargoes andlor repaired their praus 

on the Cobourg Peninsula on their way back to Sulawesi (Earl 1846a:65). 

For example, in 1828 Captain Smyth was told by the Macassan captain Deing Riolo 

that 42 praus had travelled to Australia (HRA 3(6):790). Of these vessels 28 worked on the 

Cobourg Peninsula, mainly in Port Essington, while the remainder travelled eastwards through 

Bowen Straits. The following year 70 praus came to Arnhem Land, of which 51 passed 

through Bowen Straits, and 19 presumably remained fishing to the west (Mulvaney and Green 

1992:140). Many of the Macassan captains that visited Fort Wellington in 1829 told Barker 

that they intended fishing at Port Essington, Trepang Bay or Blue Mud Bay on their way back 

to Macassar (Mulvaney and Green 1992:135,139,150,162). 

Shadowing the industry's general decline, the Cobourg Peninsula became less important 

as a Macassan fishing ground by the end of the nineteenth century. By 1903 Macassans did 

most of their fishing east of the Goulburn Islands, sometimes spending a month at Port 

Essington on their way back to Macassar (GRS 111903/438). In September 1903 the 

government closed the coastline between Cape Don and DeCourcy Head to all trepang fishing 

for a period of two years. The ban was intended to allow the heavily fished trepang beds to 

recuperate (GRS 111903/471; NTRS 790/12158; NTRS 790/15236). During the 1905/1906 

season, after the ban had expired, one of the four praus that arrived in Arnhem Land worked 

between Cape Don and DeCourcy Head, while the other three fished in this area on their way 

back to Macassar (NTRS 790/15236). 
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These were the last Macassan praus to fish on the Cobourg Peninsula. Soon 

afterwards, the South Australian government decided no further licenses would be issued to the 

Macassans. The last Macassan prau, which travelled to the Northern Territory in 1907, fished 

in eastern Arnhem Land (NTRS 790115236; NTRS 790/17153). 

3.5 DATING MACASSAN VOYAGES TO ARNHEM LAND 

The earliest undisputed reference to the trepang industry in Australia dates from 

October 15, 1754. It consists of a letter from the Governor General of the East Indies to the 

managers of the Dutch East India Company at Amsterdam: 

The Southland which is in the southeast of Timor not far from thence, is made 
now and then from Timor and Makassar, but produces so far [as] we know 
nothing but trepang, being dried jelly-fish, and wax (Roberts 1973: 148-149). 

The antiquity of the Macassan voyages beyond 1754 has been a subject of considerable 

discussion and conjecture, and differing opinions were expressed even while the voyages were 

still occurring (e.g. Flinders 1814:231 vs. Bradshaw 1905: 16). 

Later attempts to resolve this issue have relied on evidence as diverse as oral history, 

written accounts, and archaeological remains. Modern historians have set the beginning of the 

Macassan voyages as late as 1720 AD (e.g. Macknight 1986) and as early as 1100 AD 

(McIntyre 1984:51). Charcoal excavated from Macassan sites has returned radiocarbon age 

estimates as old as 830+80 BP (Macknight 1976: 158), and opinion has been divided on the 

interpretation of these dates (e.g. Jack-Hinton 1989; Macknight 1976:98; Meehan 1990:197; 

vs. Schrire 1972:661, 1984: 10). The antiquity of Macassans in Australia is a complex issue, 

and the following discussion presents a necessarily detailed review of the relevant data. 

Note that I am specifically concerned with the dating of regular Macassan voyages to 

Australia, rather than sporadic or accidental Asian contact. Praus from Indonesia were blown 

by storms to Australia on several occasions during the nineteenth century (e.g. McArthur 

1842a; Stokes 1846:328; CPP 1913/45: 103). It is possible that sporadic or accidental voyages 

from Indonesia to the Australian coastline took place before a regular industry developed. 

While not denying that such events may have occurred from an early period, they could prove 

impossible to identify through archaeological or historical data. 

Given the diversity of arguments regarding Macassan antiquity in Australia, the 

following discussion is divided into a series of major sections. The first three deal with 

evidence relating to the development of the trepang trade in southeast Asia, early Dutch 

records of Arnhem Land, and the opinions of Australian ethnographers. The remaining section 

deals with archaeological evidence including chronologically diagnostic artefacts such as coins 

and porcelain, and radiocarbon dates from Macassan sites in Amhem Land. 
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Development oj the trepang trade in southeast Asia 

Given the central role of trepang in motivating the historic Macassan voyages to 

Australia, one of the more important lines of evidence must concern the development of the 

trepang trade in southeast Asia. Given that China was the sole market for Macassan trepang, 

three issues are relevant. 

1. When did the trepang trade in southeast Asia begin? 

2. When did China begin trading with Macassar? 

3. When did Macassar begin trading trepang with China? 

According to Macknight (1976:7) the earliest Chinese reference to trepang dates from the 

sixteenth century, while it began to achieve popularity only during the seventeenth century. 

He suggested that given that we know of no other markets for trepang, these considerations 

indicate a relatively late date for the development of the trepang trade. 

This argument is supported by a variety of documentary sources regarding southeast 

Asian trade prior to the eighteenth century. In an account of Macassan and Chinese trade, 

compiled between 1512 and 1515 by a Portuguese merchant Tome Pires, there is no mention 

of trepang (Cortesao 1944: 116-128, 226-228). In the 1800's John Crawfurd (1820:440), 

British Government Resident in Java, was interested in the antiquity of the trepang trade. He 

was able to " ... discover no mention of the tripang in the early Portuguese writers ... " 

(Crawford 1820:440). Most modern analyses of trade in southeast Asia prior to the eighteenth 

century also make no mention of trepang (e.g. Basset 1958; Ha111985; Leur 1955:121-126; 

Meilink-Roelofsz 1962; Reid 1990; Wheatley 1959). Nonetheless, Blusse (1979:205) mentions 

that trepang was amongst the goods carried by Chinese junks from Batavia between 1637 and 

1644. 

The absence of trepang from most historic accounts of trade prior to the eighteenth 

century may indicate that it was a relatively unimportant trade item at this time. By contrast, 

during the nineteenth century trepang was a prominent commodity. For example, Crawfurd 

(1820:441) stated that trepang 

... constitutes, in quantity and value, the most considerable article of the exports of the 
Indian islands to China, unless, perhaps, we except pepper. 

If the trepang trade was carried prior to 1700 AD on anything like the scale on which it 

occurred in the eighteenth century, then its apparent absence from the majority of earlier 

historical accounts is surprising. 
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In any case, there are no indications in the historic literature that Macassar was 

involved in the trepang trade prior to the eighteenth century. Crawford (1969) has examined 

records of the British East India Company relating to their trading depots at Macassar and 

Amboyna from 1613 to 1669. He stated "It is quite clear from these sources that there was no 

regular trade between China and Makassar in the early seventeenth century" (Crawford 

1969: 100). The first Chinese junk did not arrive at Macassar until 1615 , and until 1669 

Chinese ships arrived only sporadically at this port. What trade there was with the Chinese 

during this period apparently did not include trepang, as "The English reports make no 

mention of trade in beche-de-mer, pearl shell or trochus-shell..." (Crawford 1969: 100). 

Crawford's conclusions are consistent with an exhaustive account of Macassan trade 

compiled by Cornelius Speelman in 1670 (Noorduyn 1983). This document refers to the 

geographical extent of Macassan trade, the frequency and intensity of trade voyages, the goods 

traded and the profits achieved. According to Noorduyn (1983: 104, translated by C. C. 

Macknight) "In no other source can one find such a complete and detailed review of the 

Makassar trade of the period ... ". In describing the Macassan trade with China at 1670, 

Speelman stated: 

Only the local Portuguese in Macao have carried their trade as far as Macassar, 
buying such types of cloth from the Company, the English or others as were 
needed by them or available, but the most value that these people took with 
them each year consisted of sandalwood, sappanwood from Burma or Thailand, 
ratan, elephant's teeth, the bigger the better, pepper from Borneo, as well as for 
the remaining funds that could not be used ... (Noorduyn 1983: 106, translated by 
C.C. Macknight). 

Among the many goods listed in Speelman's document, trepang is not mentioned. The absence 

of trepang from this list strongly suggests that the trepang trade, at least at Macassar, had not 

begun by 1670. 

Macknight (1986) studied eighteenth century shipping lists for Macassar from the 

Dutch East India Company records in Holland. Although the full details are yet to be 

presented, these apparently showed that 

... the whole trepang trade through Macassar was on a small scale and locally 
based in the mid 1720s. It had probably begun only a decade or so before, but 
the market was shortly to expand to a degree which drew local seaman into 
sailing to more distant grounds (Macknight 1986:70). 

Historical evidence indicates that trepang was not traded at the Port of Macassar before the end 

of the seventeenth century. This evidence precludes Asian voyages to Australia for the 

purposes of collecting trepang prior to the end of the seventeenth century. 
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Macassan voyages be/ore the trepang trade? 

As noted above, Spillett (1987) argued that trepang was a relatively minor component of 

the Macassan cargoes, and that Macassans sought a full range of the "fruits of the sea". 

According to his model, there was no need for the trepang trade to have developed before the 

Macassan voyages to Australia began. Spillett (1987, 1989) has therefore been able to accept a 

Dutch document, dating to 1654 AD, as evidence for regular Asian voyages to Australia. This 

document reports (second hand) that 

... behind Damar are situated yet a great crowd of islands (south) whereof some 
are as big as the island of Buru and bigger, producing slaves, wax, tortoiseshell 
etc., which were sailed to annually by the Macassarese (Macknight 1976:94). 

Macknight (1976:94) argued that the description is geographically consistent with Indonesian 

islands to the east of Timor, rather than Australia. He also specifically noted the absence of 

trepang from the list of produce. By contrast, Spillett (1987:41) asserted that this is a Dutch 

reference to Australia, and that the islands in question are Melville and Bathurst islands. 

On face value, however, it is very difficult to determine whether the 1654 document is 

referring to Australia. Melville and Bathurst Islands hardly constitute a "great crowd of 

islands", and are not as large as the island of Buru. In my opinion the reference is at best a 

highly ambiguous reference to Australia. 

As discussed above, historical data indicates that Spillett (1987) underestimated the role 

of trepang in providing the financial incentive for Macassan voyaging to Arnhem Land. 

Furthermore, he may have underestimated both the costs and the risks that were involved in 

making these expeditions. Outfitting the voyages to Australia in the nineteenth century was a 

relatively expensive exercise. Crawfurd (1820: 151) stated that the Chinese merchants 

advanced each prau between 200 and 400 Spanish dollars to cover the costs of the voyage. At 

the same time, a new prau complete with sails cost 700 or 800 dollars at Macassar (Mulvaney 

and Green 1992: 165). It is apparent from this comparison that a major financial incentive 

would be required to make the voyage to Australia. 

Macassan voyages were not only expensive but dangerous. Nineteenth century 

documents contain many accounts of Macassan shipwrecks, particularly on the coast of 

Melville Island (Flinders 1814:231; Jukes 1847:358; Searcy 1905:13,1909:46; GRS 

111882/346; NTRS 790/A9505; SAPP 1887153: 11). Government records for praus on the 

Northern Territory coast during the period 1882-1907 show that ships were lost or 

shipwrecked nearly every second year, and that one year 50% of the fleet was lost (Thble 3-3). 

There were also dangers from pirates in the shipping lane off Timor (Earl 1846b:69), and the 

risk of attack from Aborigines (Chapter Five). Clearly there would have needed to be a major 

economic incentive to undertake such lengthy and potentially hazardous voyages to Australia. 
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Thble 3-3 Number of Macassan praus lost on the voyage to Arnhem Land, 1882-1907 

(Source: Macknight 1976: 115,135-136) 

SEASON PRAUS DESTINED PRAUS WRECKED PRAUS MISSING % WRECKED 
FOR ARNHEM LAND OR MISSING 

1882-83 12 0 0 0.0 
1883-84 7 1 0 14.3 
1884-85 13 0 0 0.0 
1885-86 16 0 0 0.0 
1886-87 11 2 1 27.3 
1887-88 11 0 0 0.0 
1888-89 9 0 0 0.0 
1889-90 10 0 1 10.0 
1891-92 8 1 1 25.0 
1894-95 4 2 0 50.0 
1897-98 6 0 0 0.0 
1898-99 6 1 0 16.7 
1899-00 5 0 1 20.0 
1902-03 6 0 0 0.0 
1903-04 4 0 0 0.0 
1904-05 2 0 0 0.0 
1905-06 4 0 0 0.0 
1906-07 1 0 0 0.0 

TOTAL 135 7 4 8.1 

When trepang was at stake, there was a clear motivation for Macassans to make the 

voyage to Amhem Land. According to John Crawfurd, the most productive trepang grounds 

in southeast Asia were 

... among the Aroe islands and those in the Gulf of Carpentaria, and generally 
on all the north-west coast of New Holland, called by the Bughis fisherman, 
Mareje ... (Crawfurd 1856:441). 

Trepang was so abundant in Australia that during the first half of the nineteenth century it 

provided approximately three quarters of all the trepang exported from Macassar, and more 

than a quarter of the total quantity of trepang imported into China (Macknight 1976:15-16). 

Crawfurd also provided geographical information on the sources of other marine 

products, including most of the "fruits of the sea" listed by Spillett (1987). Australia was not 

identified as a significant source of any of these alternative commodities. According to 

Crawfurd (1856:445), turtle shell could be found in all seas of the Indonesian archipeligo, 

particularly" ... the east coast of Celebes, the coasts of the Spice Islands, and those of New 

Guinea." Pearls, as objects of trade were found nowhere but the Suluk Islands, and mother-of

pearl oyster was found principally there also (Crawfurd 1856:445). Shark's fin was exported 

from every country of Indonesia, while the coasts of the Celebes were listed amongst the finest 
of the Indonesian fisheries (Crawfurd 1856: 137). 
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A question must therefore be asked: why make the long, expensive and hazardous 

journey to Arnhem Land for products such as shark's fin and fish when these commodities 

could be procured in larger quantities and in better qualities within Indonesia? It is highly 

unlikely that regular Asian voyages to the Amhem Land coast could have taken place prior to 

the development of a large scale trepang trade. While Aborigines from the Cobourg Peninsula 

may have contacted Asians prior to 1720 AD, the historical context of the Macassan voyages 

suggests strongly that any earlier contact would have been brief and sporadic. This argument 

is confirmed by the written records of early Dutch exploration in Arnhem Land. 

Dutch exploration in Amhem Land 

Despite a frustrating loss of records, results of early Dutch exploration in Amhem Land 

can shed some light on the question of Macassan antiquity. No records survive from the first 

potentially relevant voyage, which was by van Coolster in the Amhem in 1623. However, a 

comment has survived from the first Dutch captain to sight the Cobourg Peninsula, Jan 

Pietersz. He arrived at Dundas Strait between Melville Island and the Cobourg Peninsula, in 

June 1636. He departed" ... having seen neither people, houses, fruit-trees, nor boats in this 

country which on our map we called Van Diemen's Land" (in Schilder 1976:136). Although 

Pietersz was in Amhem Land at the wrong time of year to have seen Macassans had they been 

travelling to Australia in this period, the records of this voyage provide no evidence for early 

Asian contacts on the north Australian coast. 

In 1644 an expedition under the command of Abel Tasman sailed down the west coast 

of the Cape York Peninsula, through the Gulf of Carpentaria and eastwards along the coast of 

Amhem Land. Tasman sailed past the Cobourg Peninsula, and "The coast between Croker 

Island and Cobourg Peninsula is charted with great precision, which shows that Tasman sailed 

very close to the shore in that part" (Schilder 1976: 187). A letter to the Dutch East India 

Company, dated December 1644, includes the following comment on the voyage; "They did 

not discover anything important, but only found naked beachcombers without rice or other 

valuable produce and in many places wicked men" (Schilder 1976:184). While the exact time 

of year when Tasman was on the coast of Arnhem Land is not known, his comments again 

provide no evidence for Asian contact. 
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The most conclusive evidence provided by the Dutch explorers are the records of 

Marten van Delft's journey around Melville Island and the Cobourg Peninsula in 1705. Van 

Delft was present from the second of April to the twelfth of July, which was within the 

historically recorded Macassan trepanging season. Detailed records of this expedition have 

survived, translated by both Major (1859) and Roberts (1973). The Dutch sailors did not 

record meeting any Macassans in Australia, despite the fact that they returned to Macassar at 

the conclusion of the voyage (Roberts 1973: 137-139). Furthermore, the Dutch specifically 

noted that the Aborigines" ... have neither iron nor anything like mineral ore or metaL .. " 

(Major 1859:169). Adoption of metal tools by Aborigines later became a hallmark of 

Macassan contact (e.g. Macknight 1972; McCarthy 1939, 1953a, 1957; Thomson 1949; 

Warner 1932). 

It is worth stressing that in 1803 Matthew Flinders recorded abundant traces of 

Macassan activity on the Arnhem Land coastline, many of which he saw before encountering 

the Macassans themselves. These traces included shipwrecks, smokehouses and stonelines, 

pottery, bamboo, and Aborigines with metal tools (Flinders 1814). If Macassans were present 

along the Arnhem Land coastline in 1705 a similar abundance of foreign objects should have 

been observed by the Dutch. In fact this is not the case, for none of the Dutch explorers 

recorded traces of Asian activity, despite the detailed records that were maintained in 1705. 

Accounts of Dutch exploration in Arnhem Land therefore strongly suggest that there were no 

regular Macassan voyages to Australia prior to 1705. 

Ethnographic evidence for Macassan antiquity 

Ethnographers (e.g. Thomson 1949; Tindale 1925; Warner 1932) have convincingly 

documented the complex Macassan influences on Aboriginal art, mythology, material culture 

and language in Arnhem Land. Stressing the conservative nature of Aboriginal society, and 

the extent of Macassan influence, Thomson (1949:83) concluded the visits must have 

" ... extended over a period of nearly two hundred years, perhaps much longer". Based on a 

similar argument, Berndt and Berndt (1947: 133) and Capell (1965:75) put the earliest 

Macassan visits at the first part of the sixteenth century. Such arguments, nonetheless, must be 

regarded only as speculation. 

Of more interest are Aboriginal myths from eastern Arnhem Land that refer to the 

legendary Baiini; Asian visitors that supposedly pre-dated the Macassans. According to 

Berndt and Berndt (1964), Capell (1965) and Worsley (1955) the Aborigines of eastern 

Arnhem Land insisted that the Macassans were preceded a group of permanent residents that 

brought their families to the area. While in Australia the Baiini are said to have built stone 

huts and gardens, grown rice, collected trepang and woven cloth (Capell 1965:73). 
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There is as yet no corroborating archaeological or historical evidence for the existence 

of the Baiini. However, both Spillett (1987: 134) and Macknight (1976:96) have collected oral 

records in Ujung Pandang that may relate to the Baiini. Spillett's informant told him that a 

Macassan fleet sought refuge in Australia following the wars with the Dutch (c.a. 1664-1668). 

Similarly, an informant told Macknight (1976:96) that after the Dutch defeated the Macassan 

fleet at Buton, an event dated firmly to January 1667, a few praus escaped and fled to the Gulf 

of Carpentaria. Apparently the praus returned after a few years, bringing with them a cargo 

of trepang. 

The parallels between the Australian and Indonesian oral accounts are intriguing, and 

they may well be referring to the same event. If the Baiini were refugees, it would explain why 

they brought their families and engaged in such a wide range of activities. However, it is 

difficult to reconcile the oral accounts of Baiini collecting trepang with the fact that there was 

no trepang trade at Macassar at that time. Certainly Macknight (1976: 161) felt that not 

enough details matched for this possibility to be convincing. It is also important to note that no 

archaeological evidence for the mythical Baiini has ever been found. In any case, the Baiini 

legend appears to refer exclusively to eastern Arnhem Land, and is therefore not considered 

relevant to this study. In conclusion, ethnographic information provides no indication when 

Macassan voyages to the Cobourg Peninsula may have begun. 

Archaeological evidence for Macassan antiquity: arlefactual evidence 

Several objects of known calendar age, including coins and porcelain, have been found 

on Macassan archaeological sites. Coins from Macassan sites provide no evidence of a long 

antiquity for Macassan voyages to Australia (Table 3-4). The seven Macassan coins found 

individually in Arnhem Land bear calendar dates between 1742 AD and 1838 AD (Table 3-4). 

Furthermore a hoard of coins, thought to have been from a Macassan shipwreck, were found at 

Wessel Islands during WWII (Freeman-Grenville 1984; Jack-Hinton 1989:44; Mira 1983). 

The coins included three doits and one liard from the Netherlands, and five African coins from 

the reigns of the Sultans of Ki1wa in Tanzania. While the African coins have been dated to 

between 1300 AD and 1500 AD, the Dutch coins date between 1690 AD and 1784 AD (Table 

3-4). The hoard must therefore have been deposited after 1784. 
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Thble 3-4 Macassan coins from Arnhem Land 

LOCATION TYPE CALENDAR REFERENCE 

DATE 

Wessel Islands1 Kilwa Sultanate 1302-16 

Wessel Islands1 Kilwa Sultanate 1302-16 

Wessel Islands1 Kilwa Sultanate 1480-82 

Wessel Islands1 Kilwa Sultanate 1480-82 

Wessel Islands l Kilwa Sultanate 1482-93 Mira 1983:13 

Wessel Islands 1 Dutch doit 1690 

Wessel Islands1 Dutch doH 1724 

Wessel Islands1 Dutch liard 1745 

Wessel Islands1 Dutch liard 1784 

Lyaba Dutch doit 1742 Macknight 1976:73 

Bickerton Island Dutch coin 1779 Harney 1943:171 

Aningmerrunguwa Is. Dutch doit 1780 Macknight 1976:73 

Elcho Island Dutch coin 1790 Mulvaney 1966:453 

Elcho Island Dutch coin 1790 Mulvaney 1966:453 

Copeland Island Dutch doit 1808 Chapter Twelve 

Elcho Island Dutch coin 1838 Mulvaney 1966:453 

1 Found as part of the same hoard 

Another set of artefacts that can be assigned calendar dates are sherds of Chinese 

porcelain found on many Macassan sites. According to Macknight (1986:69-70) a nineteenth 

century date can be assigned to most of these ceramics. On a previous occasion McCarthy and 

Setzler (1960:293-294) received advice that one piece from Winchelsea Island was 

manufactured in the fifteenth century, and that another may have been made as early as 206 

Be. The person who originally identified these pieces later revised her opinion, stating that 

the sherds were no younger than the late sixteenth century, and probably dated to the first half 

of the seventeenth century (Macknight 1969:387). Given that a considerable time lag may 

occur between the date at which ceramics are manufactured, and the time at which they are 

deposited in the archaeological record (e.g. Staski 1993), then the dating of these ceramics is 

not inconsistent with historical evidence regarding the antiquity of Macassan voyages. 
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Archaeological evidence for Macassan antiquity: radiometric dating 

Pioneering archaeological excavations on Macassan sites in Arnhem Land were 

undertaken by Campbell Macknight. He conducted excavations at Anuru Bay, Entrance Island 

at the mouth of the Liverpool River, Galuba at Melville Bay, Yaranya Island, and at Lyaba 

and Ilyaugwamaja 6 on Groote Eylandt (Macknight 1976:63-78). Macknight was able to 

identify the remains of Macassan stonelines and associated hearths, smokehouses and trepang 

burying pits. 

Macknight (1969,1976; Macknight and Thorne 1968) obtained a total of six 

radiocarbon dates from Macassan sites. Three dates were obtained from Anuru Bay, two 

from Lyaba on Groote Eylandt, and one from Entrance Island (Thble 3-5). Samples for all six 

dates were taken from hearths adjacent to or underneath stonelines, and all were taken less 

than 1m from the surface. The dated samples were" ... of excellent quality, consisting of 

lumps of charcoal" (Macknight 1969:388). I have calibrated Macknight's dates using the 

CALIB (Ver. 2.0) software program (Stuiver and Reimer 1986) (Table 3-5, Figure 3-6). After 

calibration to two sigma, Macknight's radiocarbon dates return age estimates as ancient as the 

eleventh century AD. These age estimates contrast dramatically with historical evidence that 

indicates the Macassan voyages to Amhem Land were a relatively recent development. 

Table 3-5 Radiocarbon dates from Macassan sites in Arnhem Land 

(Source: Macknight 1976: 153-154) 

PROVENANCE 

stoneline 2, Anuru 

stoneline 7, Anuru 

Stoneline 17, Anuru 

Stoneline 13, Lyaba 

Stoneline 8, Lyaba 

Entrance Island 

Bay 

Bay 

Bay 

LABORATORY 

NUMBER 

ANU-61 

ANU-316 

ANU-240 

ANU-241 

ANU-317 

ANU-242 

RADIOCARBON 

DATE 

(Years BP) 

125±57 

SOO±75 

740±70 

780±75 

430±70 

830±80 
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CALIBRATED 

DATE AD 

(2 sigma) 

1650-1950 

1280-1615 

1160-1390 

1038-1386 

1331-1640 

1004-1280 
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Figure 3-6 Radiocarbon dates from Macassan sites 

There can be little doubt that stonelines and their associated hearths are archaeological 

expressions of trepang processing. Their role in the processing of trepang has been clearly 

illustrated in historical documents (see references quoted above), and no alternative functions 

for these distinctive features have ever been demonstrated. Macknight was also confident of 

the stratigraphic relationship between the dated hearths and the stonelines. He suggested that 

misidentification was impossible due to the lack of earlier strata with evidence of human 

occupation, and the fact that the same "mistake" must have been repeated across different sites 

(Macknight 1969:390). 
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Macknight (1969:369) argued that some of his radiocarbon dates conflicted with other 

dated materials on the same sites. For example, Stoneline 8 at Lyaba, yielded a radiocarbon 

date of 430 + 70 BP. However, the stoneline also contained a copper doit of the Dutch East 

India Company minted in 1742 AD (Macknight 1969:255), indicating that the stoneline was 

used more recently than the radiocarbon age estimate suggests. Macknight also obtained 

thermoluminescence dates on earthenware pottery sherds from Anuru Bay and Lyaba. While 

the results were" .. .insufficient for accurate dating ... " they indicated that the two pieces were 

most probably manufactured during the eighteenth century (Macknight 1969:369). 

Radiocarbon dates from Macassan sites are therefore inconsistent with other forms of 

archaeological data. 

If the radiocarbon dates are accepted at face value they contradict historical evidence 

that suggests the trepang trade was a relatively late development. Macknight (1976:98) 

described the radiocarbon estimates as "aberrant", stating that "Some source of systematic 

error appears to be affecting these results". While the source of error has not previously been 

identified (Macknight 1986), there must be processes that have caused the radiocarbon age 

estimates to be significantly older than the calendar dates at which the stonelines were used. 

Taylor (1987: 106) has identified three factors that may affect the relationship between 

the target event and a radiocarbon date: systemic Jactors, sample provenance, and sample 

composition. These three factors, and their relationship to radiocarbon dates from Macassan 

sites will be discussed in turn. 

1. Systemic Jactors involve temporal variation in atmospheric 14C concentrations. 

Long-term trends in the atmospheric concentration of 14C can be accounted for through 

calibration of radiocarbon dates. As indicated above, however, calibration of Macknight's 

radiocarbon dates has little bearing on their interpretation. Once calibrated, the age estimates 

remain significantly older than the date at which historical evidence suggests the trepang 

industry began. 

Imposed on the long-term fluctuations in the concentration of 14C are short-term trends 

known as de Vries effects. De Vries effects are particularly pronounced over the last 300 

calendar years, and it is therefore difficult to assign a calendar date to any sample from the 

period 1650 AD to the present to better than a 300 year time span (Thylor 1987:35). Although 

this factor could potentially bear upon interpretation of radiocarbon dates from Macassan sites, 

it does not account for the discrepancy between historical and archaeological data in this case. 

Five of the six radiocarbon dates returned calibrated age estimates older than 1650 AD (Figure 

3-6). 
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2. Sample provenance concerns the integrity of the association of an archaeological 

sample with an event or phenomenon for which temporal placement is sought (Taylor 

1987: 106). The event to be dated in this case is the date at which the wood was burnt in the 

stoneline. The link between burning in stonelines and trepang processing has already been 

demonstrated. However, the age estimate returned on a sample of wood charcoal does not 

necessarily reflect the date at which the wood was burned, or even when the tree from which it 

was obtained died. 

While all parts of an animal or an annual plant are essentially the same age, different 

parts of a long-lived perennial plant can differ in age by centuries (Schiffer 1986). The 

internal heartwood of dicotelydenous plants is built up by a series of concentric rings of cells, 

or tree rings. Once metabolic processes in each ring of cells stop, the 14C content begins to 

decrease. On dating a sample of the wood the outermost tree rings would return a date close to 

the death of the tree, while the inner rings would be too old. This error has been termed the 

"pre-sample growth error" (Ralph 1971:4). 

Macknight (1969:388) has dismissed pre-sample growth error as a cause for the 

erroneously old dates. He pointed out that charcoal associated with sample ANU-317 showed 

that the wood consisted of relatively thin branches, thus eliminating tree ring effect. Two 

points may be made in response to this argument. Firstly, the structure of the other charcoal 

samples has not been described, other than the fact that they were "lumps" (Macknight 

1969:388). Secondly, ANU-317 was the second youngest of Macknight's age estimates. The 

possibility therefore remains that pre-sample growth error, or the "old-wood problem", may 

have introduced an element of bias towards excessive antiquity on some of the radiocarbon 

dates from Macassan sites. 

3. Sample composition concerns two issues, fractionation effects, (or problems that 

arise because different carbon reservoirs can contain different initial concentrations of 14C), 

and sample contamination. Once buried, charcoal can become contaminated in two ways. 

Firstly, charcoal can absorb significant amounts of humic acids, should they be present. This 

tends to be a problem in deposits overlaid with materials high in organic content such as peat. 

However, there are no records of significant sources of humic acid in the sandy deposits in 

which Macknight's excavations took place (Macknight 1969). 

The second potential source of contaminant is through the absorption of inorganic 

carbonates (CaC03) from percolating groundwater. Such contamination has the potential to 

affect charcoal samples such as those employed by Macknight, but it is unlikely to have led to 

a large discrepancy in this case. Graphs illustrating the amount of error introduced into 

radiocarbon age estimates as a result of the introduction of older contaminants have been 

provided by Polach et al. (1983:149). These graphs indicate that the degree of contamination 
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required to produce a discrepancy of 500 years on samples dating to within the last 

millennium is greater than 30%. Such a degree of alteration would surely be noticeable, and 

Macknight (1969:388) stated that "The samples themselves are all of excellent quality ... ". 

The radiocarbon dates from Macassan sites cannot be excessively old because of 

contamination, as Macknight (1969:388-389) has already argued. 

It is important to recognise fractionation effects when interpreting radiocarbon age 

estimates on materials which derive from an environment with a different 14C concentration 

than the atmosphere. For example, an oceanic reservoir correction factor is subtracted from 

radiocarbon dates on marine shell to make the results compatible with dates on terrestrial 

samples (e.g. Taylor 1987:34). An analogous correction factor may also be applicable to 

aquatic plants, including mangrove trees. As discussed above, historical evidence indicates 

that Macassans frequently used mangrove wood and bark when processing trepang (e.g. 

Mulvaney and Green 1992: 166; Webster 1986:53; NTT 2712/1874). Accordingly, it is likely 

that charcoal from mangrove wood will frequently occur in Macassan sites. Charcoal samples 

from Lyaba were analyzed by Macknight to determine the species of tree from which they 

derived. Results were inconclusive, but the cellular structure of the charcoal was consistent 

with that of mangrove wood (Macknight 1969:99). 

Soils that have been flooded are anaerobic, yet plants with roots growing in flooded 

soil, such as mangroves, must be able to supply 02 to the buried plant tissue. Such plants 

transport 02 from the leaves to the roots, at the same time absorbing CO2 and CH4 from the 

roots and passing them out of the leaves (Dacey 1979, 1981; Gaynard and Armstrong 1987). 

Studies using radio tracer 14C02 have shown that during daylight plants may use nearly all of 

the CO2 absorbed through the roots in photosynthesis (Billings 1967; Dacey 1981:1145; 

Sondergaard and Sand-Jensen 1979; Wium-Anderson 1971). While most experimental 

research on this topic has been done on aquatic plants such as the water-lily, Tomlinson 

(1986:109-110) has argued that a similar process occurs in mangrove trees. 

Given that mangroves metabolize CO2 from inundated sediments, CO2 from a marine 

reservoir can be incorporated into mangrove wood tissues. The 14C activity in a sample of 

mangrove wood would therefore be lower than the 14C activity in a contemporary sample of 

wood from a purely terrestrial plant. An oceanic reservoir correction factor must therefore be 

applied to radiocarbon dates from samples of mangrove wood or mangrove charcoal. For the 

east coast of Australia, together with some other parts of Australia, studies have determined 

that the appropriate correction factor for marine organisms is approximately -450+35 years 

(e.g. Bowman 1985; Bowman and Harvey 1983; Gillespie and Polach 1979; Rhodes et al. 
1980). 
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It is highly unlikely that a correction factor of -450±35 is applicable directly to 

radiocarbon dates on mangrove wood. The percentage of carbon obtained through the roots of 

mangrove trees as opposed to the amount of carbon absorbed through the leaves needs to be 

determined. It is likely that not all of the carbon used in mangrove photosynthesis will have 

derived from the marine reservoir, and accordingly the correction factor will be somewhat 

lower than that applicable to marine organisms such as shell. 

There is specific evidence that both pre-sample growth error and marine reservoir 

effect could influence radiocarbon dates on mangrove wood from regions such as coastal 

northern Australia. For example, Gillespie and Swadling (1979) dated mangrove leaves, 

marine shells and dead mangrove wood from Motupore Island, in Papua New Guinea. The 

samples were the remains of a recent episode of shellfish cooking and consumption. The 

mangrove leaves returned a date of modern, while the wood used to cook the shells returned an 

age estimate of approximately 1750 AD (Gillespie and Swadling 1979). 

Similar results were obtained by Macknight (1976:98), when he dated a mangrove 

stump from Anuru bay that had been cut with a metal axe. The stump returned a date of 

380+80 BP (ANU-1295). By contrast, mangrove leaves from trees that had regrown in the 

same area gave a result of modern (142.1 +0.8 %, ANU-1295). The date of 380+80 BP on 

the stump may reflect the date of death of the mangrove (which would reflect the "old wood 

problem"), or it may be the result of pre-sample growth error or reservoir effects. In any 

case, it illustrates the problems of trying to reconcile radiocarbon dates on Macassan sites with 

the calendar dates at which they were used. 

In conclusion, historical evidence, together with most forms of archaeological data, 

strongly indicate that Macassan voyages to Australia began after approximately 1720 AD. 

The only significant exception to these data are a series of radiocarbon dates on Macassan 

stonelines, which returned age estimates as old as the eleventh century. These age estimates, 

however, should not necessarily be taken at face value, as both pre-sample growth error and 

the marine reservoir effect can potentially account for the discrepancy between historical data 
and these radiocarbon dates. 

After his first season of fieldwork on Macassan sites, Mulvaney (1966:454) wrote that: 

The surfac.e ifoldications .are unfavorable to a long period of occupation. As an 
archaeologIst mterested m matters of antiquity, I hope that my first impressions 
prove wrong. 

Nearly thirty years later it appears that Mulvaney's first impressions were correct. The 

European history of the Cobourg Peninsula, and the contact of its Aboriginal people with the 
outside world, can now be addressed. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

EUROPEANS 
ON THE COBOURG PENINSULA: 

1636-1942 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

Macassans were not the only foreigners that made the journey to the Cobourg 

Peninsula. The principal subject of this chapter is the history of European activity on the 

Cobourg Peninsula, and the nature of their interaction with Aboriginal people. It is important 

to discuss the Cobourg Peninsula's European history for two reasons. Firstly, although 

Europeans were not present as consistently, or in as large numbers as Macassans, they 

associated intensively with the Aborigines. Any analysis of the process of culture contact on 

the Cobourg Peninsula would therefore be incomplete without a discussion of European 

activities. 

A second reason for analysing European history is that documents written by Europeans 

are amongst the most important sources of historical information regarding Aboriginal society 

on the Cobourg Peninsula. Nonetheless, before ethnohistoric sources can be used to 

reconstruct Aboriginal economies, it is important to understand both the context in which 

interaction between Aborigines and the different observers took place, and something of the 

personal interests and bias of each observer (e.g. McBryde 1978). 

Chapter Four proceeds in three major segments. Section 4.2 outlines the history of 

Europeans on the Cobourg Peninsula. Particular emphasis is placed on the nature of contact 

between these outside groups and the local Aboriginal people. Section 4.3 describes the 

problems that can be encountered when using ethnohistoric sources to describe an Aboriginal 

society. European descriptions of the Cobourg Peninsula are used as examples to illustrate 

these points. Finally, the major ethnohistoric sources for the Cobourg Peninsula are subjected 

to individual scrutiny in Section 4.4. It will become clear that sources are not equivalent in 

terms of their reliability and information content. The results form the basis for an analysis 

(from ethnohistoric data) of Aboriginal interaction with Macassans in the following chapters. 
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4.2 EUROPEAN HISTORY ON THE COBOURG PENINSULA 

This history of European activities has been divided into six chronological periods: 

1. Early exploration (1636 to 1818). 

2. Fort WJllington (1827 to 1829). 

3. Victoria Settlement (1838 to 1849). 

4. European expansion (1874 to 1883). This period begins when the first overland 

expedition from Port Darwin reached the Cobourg Peninsula, and ends when the South 

Australian government began taxing the Macassans on a regular basis. 

5. European consolidation (1884-1906). This period ends when the Macassan voyages 

were banned by the South Australian government. 

6. The post-Macassan era, which extends from 1907 until 1942 when the outbreak of war 

in the Pacific effectively ended the local trepang industry. 

The regional history has been divided in this way for two reasons. Firstly, until 1874 

European history can be characterised as brief periods of relatively intense activity, punctuated 

by long absences. The gaps within this chronological structure represent both a lack of 

Europeans, and a corresponding scarcity or absence of historical information regarding 

Macassan and Aboriginal activities. 

Secondly, the nature and extent of European activities varied substantially across the six 

different periods. As a result, significant change through time in the nature of Aboriginal and 

European contact can be identified. European activities also affected the Macassans, and 

accordingly altered the context within which Aboriginal and Macassan interaction took place. 

Division of history into these six phases therefore forms a useful heuristic device for 

understanding chronological variation in the nature of Aboriginal contact with the outside 

world. 

Period 1: early exploration (1636-1818) 

Dutch ships made fleeting visits to the Cobourg Peninsula in 1636 and 1644. However, 

as discussed in the previous chapter, virtually no information has survived about these 

voyages, and the Dutch do not appear to have made landfall. As noted in Chapter Three, the 

Dutch eventually conducted a more comprehensive exploration of the Cobourg Peninsula in 

1705. Marten van Delft led a fleet of three ships to northwest Arnhem Land and spent over 

three months sailing from Bathurst Island to Bowen Straits (Major 1859: 165-173; Roberts 

1973: 139-147). Although the original journal was lost, the charts and detailed notes in the 

form of a report to the Dutch East India Company have survived. 
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From these notes we know that the Dutch spent a large amount of time interacting with 

the Aborigines, and made many ethnographic observations. They distributed items such as 

cloth and beads, and even travelled inland on one occasion to meet a large group of 

Aborigines at Trepang Bay (Roberts 1976: 141). According to the report the Aborigines 

" ... became so much accustomed to our men that they assisted them in carrying and procuring 

water ... " (Roberts 1973: 145). However, two Dutch sailors were attacked towards the end of 

the voyage, leading the Dutch to complain that " ... the nature of this people is foul and full of 

treachery ... " (Roberts 1976: 141). 

British explorers did not reach this area until April 1818, when H.M.S. Mermaid, 

under the command of Phillip Parker King, sailed along the northern coastline of the peninsula 

(King 1827). King spent less time on the peninsula than van Delft, and did not make any 

attempt to explore on land. The British encountered Aborigines only once; while exploring 

Knocker Bay in a whaleboat crew members were attacked with spears (King 1827:88-89). No 

casualties are known to have occurred on either side. Members of the expedition also 

encountered Macassans on several occasions. The information that King gathered during his 

hydrographic survey was one of the reasons that Britain subsequently established a settlement 

on the Cobourg Peninsula. 

Period 2: Fort Wellington (1827-1829) 

Permanent European settlement began on the Cobourg Peninsula in 1827, when Fort 

Wellington was established at Raffles Bay (Spillett 1971). Originally under the command of 

Captain Henry Smyth, Fort Wellington was founded to replace the ailing Fort Dundas on 

Melville Island. The settlement remained small throughout its existence; in 1827 it had only 

76 permanent residents and this figure did not fluctuate greatly (HRA 1(13):794). 

Within the first month of the fort's existence several friendly encounters with the 

Aborigines took place. The Europeans distributed presents and allowed Aborigines to board 

one of their ships. For their part, Aborigines appear to have displayed remarkable 

forbearance to the European intrusion. Parties of Aborigines encountered lone Europeans on 

several occasions and did not harm them. On another occasion they guided a lost sailor back 

to the fort. The same day the British had publicly humiliated a senior Aboriginal man, and 

residents of the fort were astonished that the seaman " ... was not massacred for the insult 

offered to their chief ... " (Wilson 1835: 147). 
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Nonetheless, the settlers were constantly plagued by Aborigines taking metal objects 

from the fort at night (e.g. HRA III(5):813). Captain Smyth responded by ordering sentries to 

fire at Aborigines whenever they approached, and a cannon was loaded with grapeshot in 

anticipation (Wilson 1835:138,147). Matters reached crisis point at the end of July 1827, 

when a soldier was speared in the back by a party of Aborigines only 150 yards from the fort 

(HRA llI(5):818). Two days later the Aborigines returned and set fire to the grass around the 

settlement. Interpreting this as a hostile act, Captain Smyth dispatched soldiers to attack the 

Aborigines, killing one person and wounding several others (HRA III(5):818-819). 

Following these murderous encounters, Aborigines avoided the settlement. Frustrated 

by the lack of contact, Smyth dispatched a party of five soldiers and a convict to capture an 

Aboriginal in December 1827. On encountering an Aboriginal campsite the soldiers 

immediately attacked. Although accounts of the event vary (Allen and Corris 1977: 135; 

Wilson 1835:148; HRA 1(14):350-351; HRA III(6):782-789), at least four Aborigines were 

killed. A six year old girl who was wounded in the attack was captured and taken to live at the 

fort. 

The two groups then kept their distance. Lieutenant Sleeman, who replaced Captain 

Smyth as commander from April 1828 to September 1828, saw Aborigines on only two 

occasions. On the first, they were over the other side of Raffles Bay (HRA III(6):798). On 

the second occasion several Aborigines attempted to visit the fort, but the sentry fired his 

musket and frightened them away (HRA III(6):816). 

Relationships improved when Captain Collett Barker took command of the fort in 

September 1828. Barker's diary indicates that from the very outset of his tenure as 

commander he went to great lengths to win the trust and confidence of the local Aboriginal 

people. An Aboriginal man called Merriak (Wellington) also played an instrumental role in 

establishing peace between the two groups. Barker and Merriak were successful in this 

regard, and a small number of Aborigines began to regularly visit the settlement (Mulvaney 

and Green 1992; Wilson 1835:74-77). 

Gift exchange played a key role in their relationship. Barker and other Europeans 

frequently distributed gifts such as metal hatchets, iron nails, fish hooks, handkerchiefs and 

rice. They received in return presents of spears, necklaces, turtle shell, stone hatchets, 

baskets and spearthrowers (Mulvaney and Green 1992). An incident at Smith Point, when 

Barker was exploring the area in a small boat, is typical. Barker saw a group of people on the 

shore, and decided to land. On recognising him, an Aboriginal presented Barker with a small 

spear. Barker reciprocated by giving the man his stockings, " ... the only thing about me that I 

could conveniently spare" (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 130). Barker clearly recognised the 

importance placed on reciprocal exchange in cementing social relationships. The values placed 
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by Aboriginal people on foreign artefacts, beyond their purely utilitarian functions, is a theme 

that will reappear in this thesis. 

Demonstrating the level of trust that developed, in July 1828 Barker was able to spend 

two days alone with Aboriginal people on the western side of Raffles Bay. Some suspicion 

lingered as women and children assiduously avoided Europeans throughout the existence of the 

settlement (e.g. Mulvaney and Green 1992:216). Nonetheless, local Aborigines were eager to 

obtain European goods. Sought after items included food and clothes, but "The chief objects 

of their desire were tomahawks, large nails and iron hoops" (Wilson 1835: 169). 

Having established a peaceful relationship with the indigenous inhabitants, residents of 

Fort Wellington hoped that it could become a trade emporium for selling British goods to the 

Macassans. The British quickly established friendly relationships with the Macassan 

fishermen. Early in 1828, several Macassan praus visited the settlement, and three praus, each 

with a crew of thirty men, remained to set up their trepanging operations in front of the fort 

(Wilson 1835: 155). In the following year 34 praus visited Fort Wellington, and some 

remained in Raffles Bay to repair their praus and fish for trepang (Mulvaney and Green 

1992:164-168; HRA III(6):831). Although many Macassan captains promised to return with 

trade goods, Barker received orders to abandon the settlement in August 1829. 

Short lived and small in size, the settlement itself had little physical impact on the area. 

On inspecting the site in 1839, the French explorer d 'Urville (1987:386) found that 

" ... everything had disappeared II • Undeterred by the lessons of history, however, the British 

attempted to establish another settlement a decade later. 

Period 3: Victoria Settlement (1838-1849) 

The next phase of European activity began in November 1838, when another military 

settlement, Victoria, was founded in Port Essington (Allen 1969, 1972, 1973; Spillett 1972). 

Although Victoria Settlement survived longer than Fort Wellington, it never prospered. The 

initial garrison consisted of 47 people under the command of Sir Gordon Bremer and Captain 

John McArthur (Powell 1982a:54). Although the population was at times bolstered by the 

crews of visiting ships, the size of the settlement remained similar until it was abandoned in 

1849. 
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T.H. Huxley, who visited on the Rattlesnake in 1848, expressed a commonly held view 

when he wrote that "Port Essington .. .is about the most useless, miserable, ill-managed hole in 

Her Majesty's dominions" (Huxley 1935: 149). The problems facing the residents of Victoria 

Settlement proved insurmountable. Cyclones and termites destroyed the buildings, while 

malaria killed or disabled their occupants. Passing shipping tended not to visit, as Victoria 

Settlement was too far away from the usual routes. Agriculture was never particularly 

successful, and free settlers could not be attracted. 

Nonetheless, the residents of Victoria Settlement managed to maintain consistently 

friendly relationships with the Macassans. Early in 1839 six praus containing 200 men set up a 

trepang station immediately to the south of the settlement, remaining there for a month (Earl 

1841:115). This site was then used on an annual basis (Barl1846b:56; SMH 15/1011845). 

Port Essington itself was a popular venue for trepang fishing, with up to 17 praus recorded in 

the harbour at one time (McArthur 1842a). McArthur's diary also indicates that he hired 

individual Macassans from the praus to work for him at the settlement (NTRS 862). 

Nonetheless, the Macassans were forbidden by the Dutch authorities to trade with the 

settlement, and barter and trade between Macassans and Europeans occurred on a small scale 

only (Earl 1842: 141; NTRS 862). 

Peaceful relations were also established between the garrison and the Aborigines. A 

large group of Aborigines established a camp on an adjacent beach immediately after the 

foundation of the settlement (Earl 1846b:42). Various individual Aborigines, such as 

Neinmil, Miago, "Flash Poll", "Jack White" and "Jim Crow" feature prominently in 

descriptions of Victoria, and Aborigines were regular and not unwelcome visitors to the 

settlement (Allen and Corris 1977: 144, 148; d'Urville 1987:399,416; Jukes 1847:354; Lubbock 

1967:91; McArthur 1842b; Pasco 1897:89; Stokes 1846:392-393). 

Port Essington Aborigines provided the settlement with fish, crabs, shellfish, honey 

and cabbage palm (Allen and Corris 1977: 130; Earl 1846b:42; Pasco 1897:89-90; Stokes 

1846:392-393; Sydney Herald 21/6/1840). Other Aborigines worked and travelled on British 

ships or acted as servants (Allen and Corris 1977:144; Keppel 1853:157-159; Lubbock 

1967:96-97; Stokes 1846:356; NTT 201211874). In return the Aborigines received rice, 

biscuits, axes, iron and clothes (Earl 1846a:245, 1846b:67, 1863:95). Iron nails and hoops, 

used to make spear heads, were particularly popular trade items (Spillett 1972:73). 

According to Jukes (1847:354) the Aborigines" ... submitted in all things to the 

domination of the white man". European law was enforced by solitary confinement and 

sometimes flogging (Christie 1944:82-85; McArthur 1842a). In 1847 an Aboriginal arrested 

for theft was shot when he tried to escape (MacGillivray 1852:152). The Aborigines did not 

seek to kill a European in revenge, choosing instead to murder Neinmel, an Aboriginal man 
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who had worked as a sailor and was on good terms with the British (Allen and Corris 

1977: 154; MacGillivray 1852: 153). 

In 1846 a catholic priest, Angelo Confalonieri, established a mission at Black Point. 

Confalonieri died from Malaria in June 1848, having spent the two years learning the local 

language and attempting to teach Christianity (Brierly 1848b: l36). The church later claimed 

that Confalonieri made 400 converts (Carment et al. 1990:59), but this is most unlikely. A 

contemporary stated that he worked " ... without producing the slightest change ... nor did [the 

Aborigines] show the slightest regret when he died" (Brierly 1848b: l36). 

Aboriginal contact with Europeans at Victoria Settlement differed in a number of 

respects to the earlier interaction at Fort Wellington. Firstly, friendly relationships were 

established immediately, perhaps a legacy of Barker and Merriak' s successful diplomacy. 

Secondly, Aboriginal people, including women and children, were willing to live at Victoria 

Settlement on a permanent or semi-permanent basis. Thirdly, Aboriginal people established 

economic relationships with the Europeans to a much greater extent than was possible at Fort 

Wellington. 

A visitor to Port Essington in 1851, two years after the settlement was abandoned, 

found the gardens overrun with few of the introduced plants having survived. Macassans had 

apparently destroyed the garden as an act of revenge on the Aborigines (SMH l3/3/1852). 

The single major physical impact of the settlement was to contribute to the stock of feral cattle 

and horses in the area (Keppel 1853: 191-192). After the failure of both Fort Wellington and 

Victoria Settlement, no further attempts were made to establish British settlements on the 

Cobourg Peninsula. For 25 years after Victoria was abandoned, European incursions into the 

area remained sporadic and fleeting. Vessels are known to have briefly investigated the 

Cobourg Peninsula in 1851, 1866 and 1867, but there were no attempts by Europeans to 

occupy the area unti11874 (SMH 13/4/1852; SAPP 1866/79; SAPP 1867/178:2). 

Period 4: European expansion (1874-1883) 

In January 1874 J.N. Sinclair led a party of three men in an open boat from Port 

Darwin to Port Essington to examine the area's commercial prospects (NTT 20/2/1874). Their 

boat was wrecked at Vashon Head. Luckily for the stranded men a group of Aborigines gave 

them food, shelter and canoes (NTT 20/211874; NTRS 790/AI76). A grateful Sinclair 

promised the Aborigines tobacco, flour, sugar and metal tools including" ... four pounds of 

nails for their fish spears" (NTT 12/6/1874). 
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In April 1874 a party including Edward Robinson spent a week at Port Essington, 

having arrived there by ship (NTRS 7901 A305). Although friendly at first, Jack Davis, a 

prominent Aboriginal man, became hostile when he learned that Sinclair did not intend to 

fulfill his commitments. He then " ... mustered about 100 of his people, evidently with no 

friendly intention ... " . The Aborigines damaged the schooner, but nobody was hurt. Later in 

1874 an attempt to reach the area by land ended in tragedy. The explorers Thomas Permain 

and Edward Borrodaile were murdered by Aborigines at Tor Rock, approximately 30km south 

of Mountnorris Bay (Spillett 1982; NTRS 7901 A 754). These unsuccessful journeys ushered in 

a renewed phase of activity on the Cobourg Peninsula. 

After a more successful overland trip at the end of 1874, John Lewis and Charles Levi 

established the Cobourg Cattle Company in September 1875 (Clinch 1989: 19; Lewis 1922). 

Lewis and Levi built huts and fences at Port Essington, and began to domesticate the buffalo 

and cattle that were running wild in the area (NTRS 790IA900). The Government Resident, 

George Scott, stated after a visit in 1876 that "The work on the station goes on well, and with 

the exception of two Europeans beside the manager Mr. Levi it is all carried out by the 

Aboriginals" (GRS 111877/52). While there was no shortage of cattle, the venture suffered 

from isolation and a depressed market, and the company collapsed in the early 1880's (Clinch 

1989:19; GRS 111877/52). 

A handful of other locally based businesses operated on the Cobourg Peninsula 

throughout this period. In 1876 Frank Dewar and three others leased 200 square miles 

between Mountnorris Bay and Raffles Bay. They established a station at Raffles Bay and 

began shooting buffalo and tanning their hides. Dewar and his partners also employed 

Aborigines to do most of the physical labour (GRS 1/1877/435; NTRS 790/A1798). Although 

approximately 1000 hides were shipped to Sydney, Dewar was never paid and the business 

folded (Clinch 1989:21; Searcy 1905:69; GRS 1/1877/52). 

The most repeatedly attempted local venture on the Cobourg Peninsula was trepang 

fishing. Edward Robinson fished for trepang experimentally in November 1874, when he 

went to Port Essington on the schooner Northern Light to collect John Lewis and his party 

(Wildey 1876: 134). He employed a number of Aborigines, including Jack Davis, Flash Poll 

and Bob White at this time (Wildey 1876:134). Having established a company in partnership 

with Sinclair, Robinson immediately returned to Port Essington in December 1874 to 

commence trepang fishing (Searcy 1905:47; NIT 9/1/1875; NTRS 790/A636). Robinson was 

assisted by a former trooper called Trasker, and a group of Aborigines led by Jack Davis 

(NTT 9/1/1875). The business was abandoned within six months (Searcy 1905:47). 

According to the Government Resident, Edward Price, their trepang was of poor quality, and 

Robinson was not able to obtain a high enough price to make the business viable (GRS 

111878/461). 
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Despite Sinclair and Robinson's lack of success, a small number of locally based 
trepangers, of both European and Asian extraction, began working on the Cobourg Peninsula 
(GRS 1/1878/351). Among them was a man called Satke who began trepanging at Port 

Essington in 1876 (GRS 11877/52). Although Satke stated he was" ... sanguine that it will pay" 

(GRS 111877/52), the produce was again of poor quality and his venture was abandoned (GRS 

1/1878/461). Robinson attempted trepanging again in 1878, establishing a new trepanging 

station on Croker Island with a partner, Thomas Wingfield. A group of Aborigines worked at 

the station (NTRS 790/A4064), and this time they began to achieve some success (Searcy 

1905:47). Returning from a trip in December 1879, however, Robinson found chickens 

pecking at Wingfield's partly buried body (Conigrave 1936:238). Wingfield had been 

murdered by Aborigines, and the station left in ruins (Conigrave 1936:238; Searcy 1905:69; 

NTRS 790/ A4064; GRS 111880/1). 

According to Aboriginal witnesses the dispute arose after Wingfield, having given an 

Aboriginal man called Malgamah rum, refused to give him any more. Malgamah threatened 

Wingfield with a spear, and Wingfield shot him. The Aborigines in the camp sent for a man 

called Wandi-Wandi, who killed Wingfield with a tomahawk (NTRS 790/A4064). Wandi

Wandi was subsequently captured and sentenced to lO years imprisonment (CPP 1913/45:lO1). 

Robinson once again abandoned trepanging, and became manager of the Cobourg Cattle 

Company (Conigrave 1936:238; GRS 1/1882/552). 

In 1881 the South Australian government decided to levy import duties on the 

Macassans and Robinson was employed to collect this tax (GRS 1118811721). Initially 

operating out of his camp at Port Essington, Robinson's first attempts to levy the tax were not 

very successfuL In the 1882 season he was only able to tax one prau, and obtained less than 

£3 in duty (GRS 111882/346). In June 1882 the South Australian government increased the 

level of taxation by introducing trepanging licence fees (GRS 111883/632). In March and 

April of 1883 Robinson and Alfred Searcy travelled between Port Essington and Mountnorris 

Bay in the government's steamer. They made no attempt to exact duties, but warned the 

Macassan captains of the license fees that would be levied from the following year onwards 
(GRS 1/1883/319). 

One of the principal reasons that the government decided to tax the Macassans was 

because they competed successfully with the local European industries, both for trepang and 

Aboriginal labour. Robinson complained that the Macassans 

... effectually crush out the whiteman who may be tripanging or employ native 
labour in any other way. The European tripanger on this coast may do fairly 
well for about 4 months, but as soon as he gets into full swing, down come the 
praus and away go all your men and the European must shut up till the Malays 
go away again ... (GRS 1/1882/552). 

Complaints that Cobourg Peninsula Aborigines preferred to work for Macassans rather than 

Europeans is a common theme in historical records relating to this period (e.g. Searcy 
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1905:13, 1909:101; GRS 111882/346; GRS 111883/319). 

European-Aboriginal relationships in Period 4 

A newspaper correspondent who visited the cattle station recorded some fascinating 

insights into the Aboriginal-European working relationship: 

There is no begging or grumbling. If they are told to do anything they must do 
it at once and take their pay in tobacco, &c., at the end of the week. Laziness 
or refusal to work entails immediate discharge (NIT 16/12/1876). 

The homestead was surrounded by a fence at gunshot distance, " .. .leaving a clear space, over 

which no natives are on any pretense allowed to pass after sunset..." (NIT 16/12/1876). At 

the cattle station Aborigines worked hard for their pay: the Government Resident praised the 

way that Charles Levi " ... has trained a naturally indolent people, to work well, in fact to do as 

heavy a days work as a European can do in such a climate" (GRS 111877/52; NTT 

16/12/1876 has a similar comment). Given European expectations, it is perhaps not surprising 

that they experienced difficulties retaining their workers in the face of Macassan competition. 

All of the European economic ventures attempted in this period were highly labour 

intensive. Due to the small number of Europeans in the region, their commercial ventures 

were dependent on Aboriginal labour. Aborigines were paid with tea, sugar, tobacco, pipes, 

knives, tomahawks and sometimes rum (although the latter was illegal) (Lewis 1914:61; 

Wildey 1876:134; GRS 1/1877/52; NTRS 790/A4064). 

Another European complaint at the time was that the Aborigines preferred to trade 

with the Macassans. Some trade with Europeans did occur; in 1874 a visiting ship owner at 

Port Essington exchanged a gun, powder and shot for a canoe with Jack Davis (NTRS 

790/A305). Such exchange may have been rare however, as Searcy (GRS 111883/319) 

complained that on finding tortoise shell or pearls "the natives will not sell it to whitemen but 

save it all up for the Malays because they get spirits in exchange. " 

Self defense was another important reason for maintaining good relations with 

Aborigines. The handful of Europeans in the area were highly isolated, and as late as 1881 

Robinson complained that only two boats a year came to Port Essington (Robinson 1881). 

Searcy (1909:20) wrote that "I have known Robinson to be with the niggers for nine months at 

a time, and no white man nearer than Port Darwin". Europeans were not defenceless; 

Robinson's full dress consisted of "a strap and a revolver" (Searcy 1909:20). Nonetheless, 

European isolation ensured that the tolerance of local Aborigines was essential for them to 

avoid Wingfield's fate. 
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Only two incidents, other than Wingfield's murder, threatened the peaceful co-existence 

of Aborigines and non-Macassan visitors throughout this period. Firstly, a party of 200 

Aborigines were said to have travelled to Port Essington to attack Robinson's trepang station 

(NTf 20/4/1875). On finding a strong stockade around the station and that Robinson and his 

men were well armed the supposed attack was aborted. An anonymous reporter was quite 

definite that the offending group were not locals, but derived from the Alligator Rivers region 

(NTf 20/4/1875). Secondly, in May 1878 a desperado called "Mean Charly" appeared at the 

Cobourg Cattle Company. He stole some alcohol, became drunk, and acted so violently 

towards the Aborigines that the manager had to take Charly's revolver and chain him down 

(NTRS 790/A2921). Again, nobody was hurt. Taken together, therefore, historical data 

suggests that European and Aboriginal relationships were generally peaceful in Period 4. 

Period 5: European consolidation (1884-1906) 

Europeans began extracting taxes and licence fees from Macassans on a regular basis 

in 1884. To facilitate this process Robinson established a permanent customs station at Irgul 

Point in Bowen Straits (GRS 111884/1160; Chapter Nine). At first the Macassan captains tried 

a variety of ruses to escape payment, and Robinson and Searcy even had to hold one captain at 

gunpoint (Searcy 1905:7-8). However, the process soon became routine (Hill 1951:37). 

Robinson maintained other business interests, particularly buffalo shooting, and sometimes 

delegated the running of the customs station to assistants including a Timorese man called 

Tingha de Hans (The Argus 16/11/1917). Robinson resigned his position as Landing Waiter at 

Bowen Straits in December 1899 (NTRS 790/316). He was replaced by Alfred Brown, who 

was employed as Landing Waiter until 1906 when the position became redundant. 

As discussed in Chapter Three, the introduction of taxes led to a dramatic decline in the 

profitability of the Macassan voyages. Fewer praus came to Arnhem Land, and the Cobourg 

Peninsula was closed off to the Macassans in 1903. These measures did not lead to the 

economic boom that some Europeans predicted. While an increased range and number of 

European ventures were attempted in this period, nearly all were failures. A herd of purebred 

Angora goats on Croker Island were eaten before their hair could be collected (Hil11951:263; 

Rich 1986:85). In 1895 7,000 coconuts were planted on Croker Island but wild pigs ate them 

(Bradshaw 1905: 14). A syndicate was then formed to catch and sell the pigs, but they died in 

captivity. Logging was attempted in the 1880's and again at the turn of the century but both 

ventures were shortlived, having incurred the enmity of local Aboriginal people (NTRS 

790/A6686; NIT 8/1/1904). 
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For the most part, individuals such as Brown derived an income through collecting a 

wide range of products, including trepang, buffalo hides, timber and turtle shell (Bradshaw 

1905: 14; Rich 1986:200). The most important, and resilient, local industry on the Cobourg 

Peninsula in this period was trepang fishing. By 1903 there were seven local boats working in 

the area, mostly in the vicinity of Bowen Straits (GRS 111903/438). Brown claimed that "We 

are all ahead a bit, but it is not a very profitable industry ... " (Dashwood 1902:42). The major 

problem, according to Brown was the scarcity of Aboriginal labour (GRS 111903/438). 

Brown estimated that there were no more than 200 Aborigines between Cape Don and 

the Goulburn Islands willing to work for trepang fishermen. Despite the fact that " ... these 

natives work for the local people day and night", Brown suggested the business was rarely 

profitable because local owners " ... cannot find enough labour" (NTRS 790/1903/438). Some 

of Brown's contemporaries (GRS 111903/438) blamed competition from Macassans for the 

shortage of labour. This was a contentious point at the time, and will be discussed in detail in 

Chapter Five. All historical sources agree, however, that the supply of Aborigina1labour fell 

£ar short of demand. 

Perhaps because of the shortage of labour, the relationship between non-Macassan 

foreigners and Aborigines was relatively peaceful. Early in 1884 two Chinese sawyers were 

murdered at Bowen Straits, but this act was committed by Aborigines visiting from the 

Alligator Rivers area (NTRS 790/A6686). Another breach of the peace occurred in 1889, 

-vvhen Rodney Claude Spencer murdered an Aboriginal man at the Revenue Station (Bartlett 

1954:205; Searcy 1909:286-289). 

Spencer was a notorious criminal, loathed amongst Northern Territorians. Before 

becoming a buffalo shooter in western Arnhem Land, Spencer had conducted savage vendettas 

against the Chinese on the goldfields. His most infamous act was the gratuitous slaughter of 

18 horses and 2 mules in the bed of the Finniss River (Hi111951:377). When his jail sentence 

for the murder at Bowen Straits expired, Spencer fished for trepang in western Arnhem Land. 

He became the first and only European to become embroiled in a gunfight with Macassans 

(NTRS 790112557), and treated his Aboriginal assistants so badly that they eventually 

:rn urdered him in 1905 (Hill 1951:386; Bartlett 1954:205; CPP 1913/45: 103). Spencer's 

actions, therefore, cannot be taken as typical of the other foreigners operating in the area. 
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Period 6: The post-Macassan era (1907-1942) 

With the end of the Macassan visits, Brown lost his position as customs officer, and the 

customs station at Bowen Straits was abandoned (Rich 1986:202-203). Trepang fishing 

continued to be the most important local industry in the area. Perhaps because of its proximity 

to Darwin, the Cobourg Peninsula remained the focal point for the Northern Territory trepang 

industry (Campbell 1917; SAPP 1909/45:26; CPP 1913145:37). The trepang fisheries on the 

peninsula were organized in one of two ways. Firstly, crews from Japanese pearling ships 

fished for trepang in the spring-tides, when pearling was impossible (Sunter 1937:65). 

Secondly, fishing was done from semi-permanent trepang processing camps staffed by 

Aboriginal labour and with one or two foreigners in charge (Sunter 1937). 

Despite hopes that once the Macassans had been banned from Amhem Land the local 

trepang fishery would flourish, this industry rarely involved more than a handful of operators. 

At its peak in 1921, the local trepang fishery in Arnhem Land involved only 21licensed 

trepang fishermen operating from 14 licensed trepang fishing boats (CPP 19211119:76). 

Profit margins were low, and Sunter even lost money when the outbreak of war between China 

and Japan crippled the trepang market (Sunter 1937:250-251). Brown told Ernestine Hill 

(1951:37) that each trepanger would take about ten tons of trepang a season, and after paying 

freight and other costs would be lucky to clear £2 per ton. 

The shortage of Aboriginal labour was a major factor in retarding the growth of the 

trepang industry. The importance of Aboriginal labour is highlighted in the following 

statement by T.J. Beehet, a sub-protector of Aborigines: 

The trepang fishermen know that the aboriginals are at perfeet liberty to go and 
come as they please, and as the industry as at present is wholly and absolutely 
dependent upon the work of the aboriginal, the trepangers do all they can to 
induce good workers to stay ... (CPP 1913/45:37). 

To retain their workers the trepangers paid them with flour, rice, tobacco, pipes and clothing, 

as well as frequently supporting their relatives who were too young or aged to work (Campbell 

1917:346; CPP 1913/45:37). As a result, profit margins were low. 

For example, Harney (1956: 195) stated that 

The trepanger who worked in the path of the Malay trader was forever in debt. 
He made plenty of money, and he gave away plenty of food to get his goods. 
As Alf Brown said to me "The government is going to make us buy a license to 
employ natives. All I've earned to date has been eaten by them". 

Aborigines on Croker Island that Campbell (1917:436) met in 1916 apparently enjoyed 

trepang fishing and " ... seem to be perfectly contented and happy." A trepanger called Jimmy 

Kawhio was described as " ... more like a father to [the Aborigines], and spends the whole of 

his profits in food, &c., for the large mob of natives he has around him" (CPP 1913/45:37). 
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Aboriginal contributions to the trepang fishery were not restricted to simply providing 

physical labour. Some European trepangers actually learned the trade from their Aboriginal 

employees and at least one Aboriginal man, Tim Mamipta, operated an independent trepang 

processing station on a sub-contract basis for Europeans (Sunter 1937;GRS1/190S/175). While 

contemporary government records provide no indication of the number of Aborigines in the 

industry, they do acknowledge the importance of their contribution. For example, one official 

stated that "The natives along the coast do most of the work ... without their assistance the 

takings would be small" (CPP 1913/45: 145). 

Another industry that operated on the peninsula throughout this period was timber 

milling. In 1920 Joe Cooper and his son by an Iwaidja woman, Reuben Cooper, began milling 

cypress pine in the Mountnorris Bay area (CCNT 1987:81). They eventually established four 

mills on the Cobourg Peninsula, and Cooper employed other Aboriginal people in the business. 

An Aboriginal man from the area, Reverend Lazarus Lamilami (1974: 181), recalled that "He 

was very kind to the Aboriginal people and he used to help them if they wanted to have a 

ritual". Although Reuben died in 1942, the operation continued until 1962 (Carment et aI. 
1990:63). A lighthouse was established at Cape Don in 1917, and this also attracted 

Aboriginal visitors (Gilbert 1951:32). Aboriginal and European relationships presumably 

settled to a stable pattern in this period as there are no accounts of violence between the two 

groups. Trepang fishing on the Cobourg Peninsula ended in 1942, when the outbreak of the 

war with the Japanese forced Alf Brown to abandon the area. 

European history on the Cobourg Peninsula: a summary 

All European activities on the Cobourg Peninsula were both small in scale and 

ultimately transient in nature. The two European settlements, Fort Wellington and Victoria 

were failures. Later commercial enterprises were either on a very small scale, such as trepang 

fishing, or shortlived failures, such as the tannery, and were often both. European activities in 

the six different periods defined here have been summarized in Table 4-1. 

While early encounters between Europeans and Aborigines were punctuated by 

frequent episodes of violence, generally peaceful relationships prevailed after 1828 when 

Captain Barker reached the area. Initially, the main concern of Europeans was to ensure that 

peaceful relations were maintained with the indigenous inhabitants, and the distribution of 

goods was employed as one means of achieving this goal. With the onset of European 

commercial activity in 1874, there was a shift in the nature of Aboriginal and European 
relationships. 
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From 1874 onwards Europeans became dependent on Aboriginal labour to operate their 

economic enterprises such as trepang gathering, timber getting, and buffalo shooting. This 

labour was paid for with goods such as European foodstuffs, cloth and metal. The contexts in 

which European and Aboriginal interaction took place have important implications for 

understanding the impact of foreign contact on the Aboriginal economy. It also has 

implications in attempting to assess the quality of various sources of historical information 

regarding the indigenous residents of the Cobourg Peninsula. 

4.3 ETHNOHISTORY: PROBLEMS AND PROSPECTS 

Many Europeans wrote about the Aboriginal people that they met and observed on the 

Cobourg Peninsula. Such information is contained in literary sources as diverse as explorer's 

journals, travelogues, government records, autobiographical accounts, papers in scholarly 

journals and private correspondence. The study of such historical literary accounts, which 

relate to the culture and life of non-literate societies, can be termed "ethnohistory" (McBryde 

1978: 1). 

Ethnohistoric sources from the Cobourg Peninsula are available from all of the six 

historic periods described above. One set of records, from the Dutch exploration in 1705, were 

made before Macassan voyages began. European historical documents therefore offer 

enormous potential for the analysis of Aboriginal economies on the Cobourg Peninsula, both in 

the pre-contact and post-contact periods. 

Nonetheless, historians and anthropologists have expressed strong reservations about 

the uncritical use of ethnohistorical sources (e.g. Corris 1968:9; Dening 1966:26-27; Godwin 

1990; Trigger 1982). McBryde (1978: 1) characterised ethnohistorical data as "often 

fragmentary, elusive and contradictory", while Trigger (1982: 11) warned that "There is no 

simple touchstone for truth in ethnohistory". In the discussion below I will explore some of 

the reasons why such skepticism exists. Potential solutions to these problems are then 

appraised, forming a basis for a critical assessment of ethnohistoric sources from the Cobourg 

Peninsula. 
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Thble 4-1 Summary of European history on the Cobourg Peninsula 

PERIOD DATE 

1 1636-1818 

2 1827-1829 

3 1838-1849 

4 1874-1883 

5 1884-1906 

6 1907-1942 

MAIN EUROPEAN ACTIVITIES 

Exploration by ship by 

van Delft and King. 

Fort Wellington. 

Victoria Settlement. 

Cobourg Cattle Company, 

buffalo shooting, 

trepang fishing. 

Customs station, 

trepang fishing. 

Trepang fishing, 

timber getting, 

lighthouse at Cape Don. 

INTERACTION WITH ABORIGINAL PEOPLE 

-Van Delft met people on a daily basis. 

-fighting occurred with both King and van Delft. 

-Van Delft disseminated cloth, beads, and knives. 

-Initial hostility and fighting ended after Barker took command, 

when limited social and trading relationships developed. 

-Distributed fishhooks, nails, metal axes, clothes, rice. 

-Aboriginal people lived at the settlement, and entered 

working, trading and social relationships with Europeans. 

-Distributed biscuits, rice, metal axes, iron nails, clothes. 

-wingfield murdered. 

-Europeans dependent on Aboriginal labour, but could not retain 

their Aboriginal workforce in the face of Macassan competition. 

-Aborigines paid in tobacco, rice, tea, sugar, metal knives, 

metal axes and rum. 

-Europeans dependent on Aboriginal labour. 

-continued distribution of iron, cloth, tobacco, rice etc. 

-Europeans dependent on Aboriginal labour. 

-Aborigines received tobacco, pipes, flour, rice, clothing. 



Reservations in the use of ethnohistoric data 

As early as 1878, R.B. Smyth advised caution in the use of documentary sources on Aboriginal 

society. He stated 

... things the most obvious may be overlooked altogether, or if seen, 
misunderstood, by trained observers of the highest ability. And travellers, who 
have to depend on hastily made observations, or on the apparently accurate 
accounts of settlers less informed than themselves, should refrain from too 
hastily drawn conclusions (Smyth 1878:422). 

More than 100 years later, Smyth's comment is still valid. Three characteristics of 

ethnohistoric sources must be recognised when using them to study an indigenous society, 

including: 

1. The fragmentary nature of ethnohistoric data, 

2. The bias or motives of the writer, and 

3. Variations in each writer's capacity to observe the indigenous society in question. 

All three of these points have important ramifications for the way in which ethnohistoric data 

can be utilized, and will be illustrated below with examples from the Cobourg Peninsula. 

1. Fragmentary Data 
Descriptions of Aboriginal society were often incidental to the recording of other 

information, and accordingly were not intended to be balanced, comprehensive accounts of 

Aboriginal culture (e.g. Godwin 1990). As Dening (1966:27) has suggested, Europeans 

tended to be interested in particular facets of indigenous societies, for example the goods they 

had to barter and the nature of their contact with Europeans. An excellent example is an 

official letter written by Captain McArthur, commandant of Victoria, in which he mentioned a 

dance staged at the settlement (McArthur 1842a). Apparently Aborigines imitated their 

methods of hunting and killing wildfowl, but McArthur did not elaborate as " ... 1 fear this is 

not altogether of interest ... " . McArthur's aim was not to describe the Aboriginal economy, 

but to 

... remove those absurd prejudices which really afflict some weaker minds 
concerning the impossibility of approaching these "black wretches", or allowing 
them to approach (McArthur 1842a). 

This reservation becomes particularly relevant when the issue of negative evidence is raised, as 

the absence of a cultural trait from the ethnohistorical record does not necessarily mean that it 

did not exist at the time (Dening 1966:27). 

2. Observer bias 

Not all observations (even those made direct and first hand) are of equal value as 

historical evidence, nor were all observers equally reliable or perceptive (cf McBryde 1978). 

The possibility that tacit bias or even self interest affected what the author recorded, must be 

addressed when employing ethnohistorical sources (Lawrence 1968:28). 
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This process was clearly at work when some of the ethnohistoric sources relevant to the 

Cobourg Peninsula were written. Perhaps the most cynical example of self interest is 

represented by a series of letters written to government officials in Palmerston by Captain 

Cadell, master of a pearling schooner in Torres Straits (GRS1I1878/351; GRS1I1878/461). 

He alleged that Macassans made "confirmed drunkards" of Aborigines and went on to state 

that "A few [Aborigines] that had been recovered by a [North Australian] pearler had their 

constitution completely broken and most of them died within a short time" (GRS1I1878/351). 

In the light of the appalling way Aborigines were treated on north Australian pearling 

luggers at this time (e.g. Anderson 1978:13-16; Bach 1962; Shepherd 1975:32-38), the cause 

of death of the Aborigines on Cadell's lugger must be debatable. It should be noted that 

Cadell was attempting to have the Macassans banned from Australia to facilitate the 

recruitment of Aboriginal labour for his pearling business. It is also relevant to note that 

Cadell had formerly been accused of kidnapping Goulburn Island Aborigines (Berndt and 

Berndt 1954:95), and that he was eventually murdered by one of his Aboriginal crews (NTT 

17/2/1893). Cadell's claim that Macassans mistreated Aborigines therefore almost certainly 

reflected his personal objectives and attitudes, particularly as other sources present the 

Macassan-Aboriginal relationship at the time in a very different light (see Chapter Five). 

3. Observer capacity 

A third characteristic of ethnohistoric sources which may usefully be critically assessed 

are variations in the writer's capacity to observe and record Aboriginal people. Not all of the 

Europeans who wrote about Aboriginal society did so on the basis of first hand experience. 

Godwin (1990:54) has pointed out that the worse the relationships between Aboriginal people 

and Europeans in a region, the more likely that ethnohistoric "observations" had to be 

inference, supposition or second-hand knowledge. 

In a general sense, this type of problem is not relevant to the data from the Cobourg 

Peninsula. As discussed above, relationships between Aborigines and Europeans were almost 

always peaceful. Stable social, trading and working relationships were established on many 

occasions, allowing Europeans to interact with Aboriginal people over long periods of time. 

However, some cases where this reservation is applicable can be identified. For example, 

W.B. Wildey recorded details about Aborigines from the Cobourg Peninsula in a travelogue 

(Wildey 1876:79,132-135). Wildey makes it clear that his only experience of the area was 

travelling along the coastline in a steamship, and accordingly his information is likely to be 

secondhand. 
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Prospects for the use of ethnohistoric data 

A number of approaches have been taken in the analysis of ethnohistorical data. These 

include using ethnohistory as a "convenient data quarry" (after McBryde 1979), using 

ethnohistorical sources on a regional basis, and quantitative analysis of ethnohistoric data. 

The relative merits and disadvantages of each approach is discussed below. 

l.Ethnohistory as a "data quarry" 
In some ethnohistorical studies, sources have been treated as if they were of equal 

historical validity, with little or no discrimination as to their relative value. The major 

disadvantage of this approach is that there is no way to resolve any contradictions that may 

appear in the different sources (Godwin 1990:54). A recent example of this type of approach 

is the work of Nicholson and Cane (1991) in an analysis of ethnohistoric sources from the 

Nullarbor Plain. One of their sources stated that Aboriginal people from the area did not eat 

shellfish, while another stated that they did. Nicholson and Cane (1991:9) provided no 

explanation for the apparent contradiction, but an attempt to determine the capacity of each 

writer to observe the Aboriginal marine economy may have resolved it. I conclude that this 

type of approach is not suitable for use with ethnohistoric sources from the Cobourg Peninsula. 

2. Regional studies 

Another approach to the use of ethnohistoric data has been to address questions at a 

regional, rather than a local level. For example, Lawrence (1968: 10) argued that few areas of 

Australia have been sufficiently well documented to allow in depth studies of particular groups, 

and a more viable approach was to combine sources from a very large area. Gaughwin 

(1988:254) expressed similar sentiments when she argued that because of the "complexities" of 

traditional society ethnohistorical data" ... best lends itself to addressing broad questions at the 

regional level. " She did not, however, specify what these "broad questions" should be. 

I have chosen not to adopt this approach for two reasons. Firstly, as will become 

apparent in Chapters Five, Six, and Seven, there is a wealth of ethnohistoric data available for 

the Cobourg Peninsula. The reservation put forward by Lawrence simply is not relevant in 

this case, as the amount (and quality) of data allow an extremely detailed study to be 

conducted. Secondly, and more importantly, a broad regional reconstruction can only be as 

valid as quality of the ethnohistoric data. If ethnohistoric sources are problematic, than 

combining them on a large scale will only compound any errors rather than remove them. 
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3. Quantification of ethnohistorical data 

Quantifying trends in an entire body of ethnohistorical data has been seen as 

" ... valuable, indeed essential, if one is to avoid the criticism of selecting from the total data 

what is convenient for the present argument" (McBryde 1979:144). An example of this type of 

approach was McBryde's (1976) tabulation of historic references to Aboriginal subsistence 

practices from the New England region, in order to determine the relative importance of 

different types of food within the indigenous diet. The quantified ethnohistoric data was shown 

to match closely the archaeological evidence for dietary patterns in the same region. 

Nonetheless, McBryde (1976:62) sounded a warning about quantifying ethnohistoric 

data in this way, stating that if the sources pooled are not of equal historical value there is a 

possibility that evidence from good sources may be ignored. Godwin (1990:65) used the 

example of infanticide to illustrate this problem. He hypothesized a situation in which ten 

references stated that Aboriginal infanticide occurred, and only one stated that it did not occur. 

Although the case for the negative may be outnumbered, it might still be accepted as accurate 

if the other ten sources were written by people known to have been hostile to Aborigines. 

While quantification is a potentially valuable method of approaching ethnohistoric data, 

I accept McBryde's restrictions on the use of this approach. Firstly, all sources used in this 

way should be primary rather than secondary, and record an individual's experiences amongst 

Aboriginal people (McBryde 1976). Secondly, sources must be of equivalent historical value 

(McBryde 1979). If a source can be demonstrated to be of dubious historical reliability, it 

should be omitted from any quantitative analysis. If these criteria can be met, quantification of 

ethnohistoric data can provide a useful avenue for investigating Aboriginal economies. 

4. Individual assessment of sources 

A fourth approach to the use of ethnohistoric data is a critical assessment of sources on 

an individual basis (e.g. Corris 1968; Godwin 1990). Two criteria are relevant; the internal 

coherence and consistency of the documents themselves and the author's personal qualities, 

objectivity, and capacity to observe Aborigines (McBryde 1979: 142). 

Godwin (1990) used such an approach in his analysis of ethnohistoric sources from the 

New England Thblelands. He was able to rank the relevant literary accounts in terms of their 

perceived reliability as sources of information on Aboriginal society. His approach in using 

the different sources was as follows: 

... where a source is considered to be of a high quality I have accepted the 
observations presented, even if there is no corroborative evidence. Where there 
is some question as to a source's veracity I have been circumspect in accepting 
the evidence, weighing it against what good sources have to say and on its 
internal consistency, either rejecting it or accepting it with qualifications 
(Godwin 1990:65-66). 

Godwin (1990) demonstrated that this type of approach offers great potential for studying 
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indigenous societies. It offers a method for dealing with all three of the potential problems 

with ethnohistoric data outlined above. Relatively poor quality sources do not have to be 

dismissed entirely, but instead can be used judiciously, depending on the context in which the 

observations were made and the presence of other information on the subject. Major 

ethnohistoric sources from the Cobourg Peninsula are accordingly reviewed in the following 

section. 

4.4 A REVIEW OF ETHNOHISTORIC SOURCES FROM THE 

COBOURG PENINSULA 

Sources have been arranged chronologically, according to the period in which the 

observations were made. Minor sources, or those which make only casual and passing 

references to Aboriginal people in the area are discussed collectively at the end of each section. 

Note that only those sources providing information relevant to culture contact and Aboriginal 

economy have been discussed. For example, Spencer's (1914) description of the totemic 

groupings amongst the Iwaidja people that he met on Melville Island is not considered relevant 

to this study. 

Period 1: early exploration (1636-1818) 

Three documentary sources concerning Aboriginal society in this period are available. 

The first is a report regarding van Delft's voyage to the Cobourg Peninsula in 1705. The 

remaining two sources are accounts of daily events during Phillip Parker King's voyage of 

exploration in 1818. 

Van Delft's 1705 voyage 

The earliest ethnohistorical data for the Cobourg Peninsula are contained in a Dutch 

report, dated 6 October 1705, detailing the results of Marten van Delft's voyage to 

northwestern Arnhem Land. The report was compiled from the journals of the naval officers, 

together with their oral testimony on their return to Macassar. Van Delft himself does not 

appear to have contributed directly to the report, as he died on the return voyage (Roberts 

1973:43). Complete translations of this report have been presented in Major (1859) and 

Roberts (1973). 

The Dutch spent over three months exploring the area between Melville Island, 

Greenhill Island and Bowen Straits (Roberts 1973). Aborigines visited the Dutch ships on a 

daily basis, brought the sailors fish and crabs, and assisted them in carrying and procuring 

water. In return, the Dutch distributed "trinkets" such as linen, knives and beads. On one 
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occasion (the fourteenth of June, 1705), the master of the sloop "D 'Waijer" encountered 
" ... about five hundred people with women and children ... about two miles inland" (Major 

1859: 170) at Trepang Bay. 

Given the intensity of culture contact throughout the voyage, it is clear that the Dutch 

sailors had substantial opportunities to observe the Aboriginal society on the Cobourg 

Peninsula. Given that the report was not produced by any particular individual it is difficult to 

assess it against the criteria discussed above. Nonetheless, the Dutch officers do not appear to 

have embellished the report, and indeed were quite negative about the commercial prospects of 

this part of Australia. The Dutch document can therefore be viewed as a relatively objective 

account of Aboriginal society based upon a considerable degree of contact with the 

Aborigines. 

Phillip Parker King's voyage 

The primary source of information about this voyage is King's daily account of events 

published in 1827 as the Narrative of a Survey of the Intertropical and Western Coasts of 

Australia. King spent less than two weeks on the Cobourg Peninsula, and experienced little 

direct contact with Aboriginal people. Accordingly, his book contains a relatively small 

amount of information regarding the Aboriginal economy. Nonetheless, King had the 

opportunity to interview Macassan captains both at Popham Bay and in Timor. During these 

interviews King was able to collect much information regarding the nature of Macassan and 

Aboriginal contact at the time (King 1827:82,138). 

There are a number of reasons for regarding King's records as accurate and valuable 

ethnohistoric data. Prior to beginning his surveying voyages, the navy ordered King to make 

observations regarding the Aboriginal people he encountered (Carment et al. 1990:169). 

Biographers have praised King's dutiful collection of Aboriginal vocabularies, and his 

consistent restraint from the use of violence against Aboriginal people during his journeys 

(Carment et al. 1990:170). With respect to the Cobourg Peninsula, King appears to have been 

a careful observer, restricting his comments to phenomena that he was able to personally 

observe. 

The value of King's records is further confirmed if they are compared to a 

contemporary document, the diary of the expedition's botanist Alan Cunningham (published in 

Lee 1925). Cunningham's diary appears to have been written independently of King's 

account, as the former focuses on botanical matters. Nonetheless, Cunningham's account 

does include some comments pertaining to the Aborigines of the Cobourg Peninsula, and these 

comments are consistent with King's records. Given that King and Cunningham made their 

observations independently, the consistency of their accounts implies that they can be regarded 

as accurate. 
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Period 2: FOri Wellington (1827-1829) 

Residents of Fort Wellington encountered Aborigines both during their explorations of 

the Cobourg Peninsula and at the fort itself. Four major ethnohistoric sources are available for 

this period; Barker's diary, Dr. Wilson's book, and a journal article written by both Major 

Campbell and Charles Stoddart. 

Captain Barker 

Collett Barker, an infantry captain, was commandant of Fort Wellington from 

September 1828 until August 1829 when it was abandoned. Barker maintained a meticulous 

daily account of his experiences at Fort Wellington, and his journal has since been reproduced 

by Mulvaney and Green (1992). The journal includes detailed descriptions of the Aboriginal 

people that Barker met, their subsistence activities and material culture, and the nature of their 

contact with Macassans and Europeans. 

Barker was an outstanding and remarkable individual, with a respect and understanding 

for Aboriginal culture rare amongst his peers. A contemporary, Dr Wilson (1835:77) stated of 

Barker that" ... no other individual in the settlement could be brought to consider these poor 

beings in any other light than wild beasts II. From the very beginning of his tenure at Fort 

Wellington Barker laboured to improve relationships between Aboriginal people and the 

garrison. His success can be judged by an incident that occurred when an Aboriginal elder, 

Langari came on board one of the ships that was establishing Victoria Settlement. Langari 

addressed Bremer 

... shedding tears, and frequently touching his shoulders with both hands in a 
sort of half embrace. From this repeatedly pointedly to Raffles Bay, and 
making use of the term Commandant in a tone of endearment, it appeared that 
Langari ... had mistaken ... Bremer for Captain Barker ... to whom the natives had 
been very much attached (Earl 1846b:34-35). 

Just before his death Barker was appointed to the position of Government Resident in New 

Zealand, a recognition by the British government of his administrative efficiency and ability to 

maintain racial harmony (Mulvaney and Green 1992:32). 

Barker contacted the Aboriginal people of Raffles Bay in a number of ways. Parties of 

Aborigines came into the fort on numerous occasions after friendly relations were established, 

and Barker always made an effort to meet with them. Barker also made several journeys 

across the peninsula where he met Aboriginal people, including a boat trip to Port Essington 

and a walk across the floodplain on Croker Island. His most remarkable experience was a two 

day journey, without any other Europeans, with Mamibal and Merriak across the western side 

of Raffles Bay in June 1829. Following all of these occasions Barker wrote detailed 

descriptions of Aboriginal activities and material culture. 
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Barker was also keen to establish contact with the captains of Macassan praus, and as a 

result was able to discern many details about the nature of their relationships with the local 

Aboriginal people. To conclude, Barker's journal can be considered an outstanding 

ethnohistorical source given Barker's respect for Aboriginal people, the immediacy of his 

records and the many opportunities Barker had to interact with Aboriginal people. 

Dr Wilson 

Dr. T.E. Wilson was a naval medical officer who arrived at Fort Wellington after his 

ship was wrecked in Torres Straits. He arrived in June 1829, and departed at the end of 

August in the same year. He wrote an account of Raffles Bay and its Aboriginal inhabitants in 

a book titled Narrative of a lbyage Around the World (1835). Barker was impressed with 

Wilson, writing in his private journal that Dr Wilson 

... seems a man of observation and judgment and I am therefore pleased to find 
his ideas on the subject of the natives coincide with mine and that he thinks with 
myself that most of the quarrels with the blacks have commenced with the fault 
on our side (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 191). 

Barker's comment suggests that Wilson was also a sympathetic and objective observer of 

Aboriginal culture. 

Wilson met Aboriginal men at Fort Wellington on the day of his arrival (Wilson 

1835:72), an event that was repeated many times over the next several months. His account 

(confirmed in many cases by Barker's journal) indicates that he was able to witness many 

facets of the Aboriginal subsistence economy. In particular, Wilson had the opportunity to 

observe several Aboriginal turtle hunts. 

Nonetheless some of the information in Wilson's account is secondhand. No 

Macassans visited the fort during Wilson's residence, so that his descriptions of Macassan

Aboriginal interaction must have been obtained through conversation with Barker and other 

members of the garrison. Some of his information about the Aboriginal economy is also 

probably secondhand. For example compare the following statement in Barker's journal (made 

after he travelled with Marnibal and Merriak) with a statement subsequently made by Wilson: 

We kept to the beach generally, except when a point jutting out a considerable 
distance made it shorter to go across (Mulvaney and Green 1992:185). 

As far as we could learn, the natives never penetrate far into the interior, 
generally keeping along the shore, and occasionally cutting across any 
projecting position (Wilson 1835:164). 

In conclusion, Wilson is considered a reliable source about Aboriginal diet and material 

culture, but his comments on some other aspects of Aboriginal society, while not necessarily 

incorrect, are likely to be secondhand. 
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Major John Campbell 

John Campbell, an infantry officer, was commandant of Fort Dundas on Melville Island 

from September 1826 until April 1828. Campbell subsequently presented a paper to the Royal 

Geographic Society in 1834 entitled Geographical memoir of Melville Island and Port 

Essington. This account is chiefly of interest because it compares Aboriginal economies from 

Melville Island and the Cobourg Peninsula. 

Campbell attempted to establish friendly relationships with the inhabitants of Melville 

Island. Although murders were committed by both sides during his tenure as commander, 

Campbell did manage to initiate several meetings with the local people. This included a visit 

to an Aboriginal campsite" ... to examine their domestic economy" (Campbell 1834: 157). 

Campbell also observed people at Port Essington when he was engaged on a survey of this 

area, finding that" ... natives are numerous around it and constantly seen there ... " (Campbell 

1834: 166). For this reason, Campbell can be regarded as a useful primary ethnohistoric 

source. 

Charles Stoddart 

A potentially less reliable source is an account of the Aboriginal economy at Raffles 

Bay by Captain Stoddart of the Royal Staff Corps. Stoddart's account is published as an 

extract within Campbell's paper, who described him as " ... a gentleman who interested himself 

in their character, manners, and habits ... ". However, Stoddart's association with Fort 

Wellington is unclear; I have not located his name in any accounts of the settlement and his 

biography does not indicate that he resided at Fort Wellington (Stephen and Lee 1973: 1283). 

Stoddart certainly used secondhand information; for example compare the following statement 

to those of Barker and Wilson quoted above: 

As far as we could learn, they never penetrate far into the interior, generally 
keeping along the shore, and occasionally cutting across any projecting point of 
land (Stoddart in Campbe111834: 172). 

It is likely that Stoddart obtained all of his information secondhand, and accordingly this 

account is not considered to be a primary ethnohistorical source. 

Period 3: Victoria Settlement (1838-1849) 

A substantial amount of ethnohistoric data is available for this period, reflecting both 

the intensity of European activity at this time and the good relations maintained between 

Aborigines and Europeans. Five major sources are available, including the publications of the 

linguist George Windsor Earl, and the daily records of events maintained by the explorer 

Ludwig Leichhardt. Other sources include accounts written by the sailors John Sweatman and 

Henry Keppel, and the artist Oswald Brierly. Each of these sources is discussed individually 

below. In addition, there are a number of sources providing relatively small amounts of 

ethnohistoric data, and these accounts are critiqued as a group. 
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George Windsor Earl 
Earl was employed as a linguist and draftsman at Victoria Settlement, and was present 

(although not continuously) from the foundation of the settlement until November 1844. Earl 

felt his main responsibility was to collect information to encourage the commercial 

development of northern Australia, and the titles of his two books, Enterprise in Northern 

Australia (1846b), and A Handbook/or Colonists in Tropical Australia (1863) reflect this goal. 

Fortunately his work, which included several papers presented to the Royal Geographical 

Society (Earl 1841, 1842, 1846a), discusses at length the Aboriginal economy and the nature 

of their contact with foreigners. His ethnographic research at Port Essington was part of a 

long term interest in this subject, as evidenced by his publications regarding indigenous peoples 

in Australia, southeast Asia and New Guinea (cf Reece 1992). 

Before residing at Victoria Settlement Earl had travelled extensively in Indonesia, where 

he became proficient in a number of Malay dialects. This facilitated communication with the 

Aborigines, who had acquired command of the Macassan language by this time, and in his 

own words "I did not fail to actively examine our new friends ... " (Earl 1846b:35). Earl's 

abilities as an observer were recognised by his contemporaries. For example, a British naval 

officer who visited Victoria Settlement in 1843 stated of him that 

A more zealous, acute or intelligent Gentleman I have scarcely ever met, and to 
whom I am indebted for a great deal of useful information ... (in Reece 1992:6). 

Given the length of time Earl spent on the peninsula, his many opportunities to meet with 

Aboriginal people, his linguistic skills and his interest in Aboriginal culture he is considered an 

excellent source of information. 

Ludwig Leichhardt 

Leichhardt, a naturalist and explorer, was educated in natural and medical science in 

the universities of Europe (Carment et al. 1990: 177). Leichardt reached the Cobourg 

Peninsula in December 1845 after an epic overland journey from Moreton Bay. He met 

Aboriginal people in the Alligator Rivers area who were in contact with Victoria Settlement, 

and during the last stages of his journey his party was guided across the Cobourg Peninsula by 

Aborigines. The explorer maintained a meticulous daily record of events at this time, and 

described the Aborigines that he encountered in great detail. 

Leichhardt subsequently spent two and a half months at Victoria Settlement, and 

continued to make journal entries about Aboriginal people during this period (Webster 1986). 

At the time of his residence several Aborigines were "almost constantly in the settlement" 

(Webster 1986:23-24). Leichhardt therefore had many opportunities to observe Aboriginal 

people, both away from and at the settlement, and his accounts accordingly contain many 

details regarding Aboriginal economic activities at the time. 
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John Sweatman 

Employed as a clerk on the surveying voyage of HMS Bramble, Sweatman was present 

at Port Essington from June 1846 until September 1846. He wrote a travelogue of this 

voyage, compiled from his diary, which has only recently been published (Allen and Corris 

1977). Allen and Corris (1977:xxi) noted that Sweatman was well educated and that his 

attitudes and" ... code of behaviour towards Australians and Islanders was not stamped by 

absolutely strict ethnocentricity like most of his contemporaries. " 

Sweatman's time on the Cobourg Peninsula included several weeks at Point Record 

with 40 or 50 Aborigines camped near the ship. In his own words "I had but little to do ... and 

I accordingly spent much of my time among the blackfellows" (Allen and Corris 1977:130). 

Close contact between him and the local people was possible as he slept in the Aboriginal 

camp and played with the Aboriginal children. Sweatman's account is therefore considered a 

useful source of primary data regarding Aboriginal material culture and subsistence patterns. 

Oswald Brierly 

Oswald Brierly was an English artist who joined Captain Owen Stanley during a 

surveying voyage on the HMS Rattlesnake. As such, Brierly was present at Port Essington in 

November 1848. Although he was in the area for a short time, Brierly made an intensive 

effort to obtain information about the Aborigines living at the settlement. His records are 

contained principally in two unpublished journals that he maintained at the time (Brierly 1848a, 

1848b), together with some comments subsequently published in Smyth's (1878) compendium. 

praise: 

Brierly's records of Aboriginal people from Cape York Peninsula have received high 

Throughout all of his travels and adventures Brierly kept meticulous notes and 
made innumerable sketches and paintings ... His attitude to and deep interest in 
the native peoples wherever the ship put in was exceptional. He was prepared 
to sit down with them in the dust, admired their technology, took pains to learn 
the elements of their languages, and went miles into the bush with them, often 
unarmed and unaccompanied by any other crew members (Moore 1979:4). 

Brierly maintained the same level of interest in Aboriginal culture when he arrived at Victoria 

Settlement. One of his journals contains a series of 21 questions, written before he reached 

Port Essington, about the economy and social structure of the indigenous inhabitants. For 

example, one question asked "Do they remain at the settlement - or wander to other parts of 

the coast and at what seasons" (Brierly 1848b:132). While Brierly did not answer all of his 

questions, they do indicate that he attempted to conduct a systematic investigation of 

Aboriginal society at Port Essington. Accordingly, Brierly's manuscripts can be regarded as 

an objective primary source of great historical value. 
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Captain Henry Keppel 

Captain of H.M.S. Meander, Henry Keppel spent three weeks at Victoria in November 

1849 when he was responsible for evacuating the garrison. He later wrote a travelogue, A Visit 

to the Indian Archipelago (1853), which includes an account of his time there. Keppel's 

account reveals a curious mixture of attitudes towards Australian Aborigines. On the one 

hand, Keppel respected their intelligence " ... both in the daily concerns of life, and in the 

acquisition of languages" (Keppel 1853: 157). However, the ethnocentric attitudes of the day 

can be identified in his description of the Port Essington tribe as " ... great cheats, thieves and 

liars ... " (Keppel 1853:158-159). On another occasion Keppel stated of an Aboriginal that 

" ... while you are pitying the animal, he falls asleep like the reptile of the forest" (Keppel 

1853:168). 

Nonetheless, Keppel did attempt to meet with Aboriginal I?eople, and witnessed 

corroborees so often " ... that frequently afterwards the kangaroo dance was well performed on 

the main deck of the Meander ... " (Keppel 1853: 190). Keppel was a keen sportsman, and went 

hunting in the forests and swamps around the settlement with Aboriginal guides. As he 

remained away from the settlement for several days at a time, Keppel was able to observe the 

Aboriginal subsistence quest, and took a particular interest in their diet and methods of 

hunting. Keppel's descriptions of the Aboriginal economy are therefore considered valuable. 

However, it is hard to escape the conclusion that his bigoted attitudes skewed some of his 

comments, particularly those concerning relationships between Aborigines and Macassans (see 

Chapter Five). 

Minor sources 

A number of sources also make brief references to Aboriginal society in this period. 

These fall into two categories, with the first being the official letters written by the 

commandant of Victoria, Captain McArthur, to his superiors in England. These letters contain 

detailed information on facets of Aboriginal life thought relevant to colonial administration, 

such as the nature of contact between Aborigines and the garrison. In other respects, such as 

Aboriginal diet, McArthur's accounts are relatively limited in scope. 

A second category of data are the descriptions of Aboriginal society by various sailors 

who briefly visited Victoria Settlement (Pasco 1897; Pasco in Curr 1886; Jukes 1847; Stokes 

1846; MacGillivray 1846, 1852; d'Urville 1987). Naval personnel encountered Aborigines at 

the settlement, and also when the Aborigines paddled out to the ships to trade with the sailors. 

The principal drawback of these sailor's accounts is that their descriptions of Aboriginal 

economy are heavily orientated towards coastal activities. Further, at least one of these 

sources, Jukes (1847) is known to have plagiarised, and this account must therefore be treated 

with caution (Allen and Corris 1977; Webster 1986). 
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Period 4: European expansion (1874-1883) 

With the resurgence of European activity on the Cobourg Peninsula after 1874, the area 

was of interest to the South Australian government. A substantial amount of ethnohistoric data 

for this period has been provided by three government officials, Paul Foelsche, Edward 

Robinson and Alfred Searcy, and the records of these individuals are discussed below. In 

addition, the pastoralist John Lewis recorded information regarding Aboriginal society on the 

Cobourg Peninsula, and his work is also reviewed. 

Paul Foelsche 

Paul Foelsche was the police inspector responsible for the Northern Territory from 

1869-1904. He also acted as the Darwin agent for the Cobourg Cattle Company. An 

enthusiastic photographer, his collection includes pictures of Aborigines and Europeans on the 

Cobourg Peninsula in the 1870's (e.g. Lewis 1914). Foelsche visited the Cobourg Peninsula 

several times throughout his tenure as police inspector. His paper, Notes on the Aborigines of 

Nonhero Australia includes information on the indigenous residents of the Cobourg Peninsula. 

Foelsche also sent material on the inhabitants of Raffles Bay to E.M. CUIT, who included them 

in his book The Australian Race (1887). Information on Aborigines is also contained in 

various reports Foelsche made to the Government Resident in Palmerston (e.g. 

GRSlI1882/552). One Government Resident of the Northern Territory, John Parsons wrote 

that: 

I have had long conferences with Inspector Foelsche and Mr E.O. Robinson, 
than whom there are no two gentlemen on the north coast of Australia who 
know so much about the blacks, their habits and rules of life (SAPP 
1890/69: 19). 

Parson's comment suggests that Foelsche (together with Robinson who is discussed below) had 

acquired a detailed know ledge regarding Aboriginal society. 

Reid (1990: 69) has recently portrayed Foelsche as unsympathetic towards Aboriginal 

interests and possessing a limited knowledge of their culture. Foelsche's biographers described 

him in slightly different terms, stating: 

Although he became known as the Territory's expert on Aborigines, his interest 
was quite detached and he never showed sympathy for the position of the 
Aborigines, whose land was being appropriated by strangers (Carment et at. 
1990:108). 

While the statements regarding Foelsche's general lack of sympathy for Aboriginal people may 

be well founded, it is important to note that Foelsche mounted no punitive expeditions against 

inhabitants of the Cobourg Peninsula. 

Foelsche interviewed Cobourg Peninsula Aborigines and used them as guides on police 

work on several occasions. He accordingly had an opportunity to observe aspects of 

Aboriginal economies in the region, and I therefore regard his records as valuable primary 
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sources. In addition, his photographs provide a unique record of Aboriginal society on the 

Cobourg Peninsula during the nineteenth century. While the poses and groupings of 

Aboriginal people appear to have been deliberately staged for the camera, the photographs 

depict many aspects of Aboriginal material culture such as spears, huts and personal 

adornment. 

Edward Robinson 

An "Oxford man without degree" (The Argus 16/1111917), Robinson maintained his 

association with the Cobourg Peninsula from 1874 until 1899. His activities included several 

failed attempts at trepang fishing, a position as manager of the Cobourg Cattle Company, and a 

position as customs officer at Bowen Straits. Robinson spent more time on the Cobourg 

Peninsula than any other European during the nineteenth century, and employed Aboriginal 

people during all of his activities in the area. 

Widely regarded by leading government officials as an educated and capable 

gentleman, Robinson was renowned for his command of both the Macassan language and the 

dialect of Port Essington Aborigines (Searcy 1909:20; GRSl11883/319; GRS1I1886/355). 

Robinson's sympathetic and pragmatic attitude towards Aboriginal people was summarized in a 

newspaper interview: 

Speaking of the blacks, Mr. Robinson said he always had very little trouble 
with them, and anyone who treated them with consideration could get on all 
right. .. 'For', said he, 'I am sorry to say that there are a few ruffians who are 
altogether too handy with a gun, and who treat the blacks as though they were 
so many dogs (NTT 15/9/1899). 

In response to questions from A. W. Howitt, Robinson wrote six letters about 

Aboriginal society on the Cobourg Peninsula between June 1880 and June 1882. The letters 

make it clear that Robinson went to great lengths to obtain accurate answers to Howitt's 

enquiries. Unfortunately, Howitt expressed little (if any) interest in Aboriginal economies, 

instead asking questions about kinship systems and religious beliefs (cf Corris 1968: 13). 

Robinson's letters therefore contain little information about the Aboriginal economy. Robinson 

also submitted a series of reports to the South Australian government which contain 

information on Macassan activities, including their relationships with Aboriginal people. 

Given Robinson's linguistic abilities and his long standing associations with Cobourg 

Peninsula Aborigines, he is considered to be an excellent and reliable ethnohistoric source. 

However, the major drawback of Robinson's documents, for the purpose of this study, is the 

small amount of information they contain on the Aboriginal economy. 

86 



Alfred Searcy 

Sub-collector of customs for the Northern Territory, Alfred Searcy was responsible for 

establishing a system for collecting taxes from Macassans. As such, he made several journeys 

to the Cobourg Peninsula during early 1880's. Searcy encountered Aboriginal people who 

were working for Robinson, and Searcy also employed Port Essington men as interpreters on 

his journeys around Arnhem Land. 

His first book, In Nonhem Seas (1905) is a collection of newspaper articles about his 

time in Northern Territory. This was revised and expanded to form ·In Australian Tropics 

(1907). Both contain descriptions of the Aboriginal economy, and Aboriginal contact with 

Macassans on the Cobourg Peninsula. His final book By Flood and Field (1912), is a 

fictionalised and sensationalised account, in which, for example, he claims falsely to have been 

a witness of the Cape Brogden massacre ·(Searcy 1912:24-25). Fortunately his government 

reports (e.g. GRSlI1883/319; GRSlI18841177; GRSlII884/445), made at the time of the 

journeys, provide more sedate records of events that he witnessed and wherever possible these 

reports have been used to confirm details in Searcy's published accounts. 

John Lewis 

John Lewis was a businessman and pastoralist, who purchased a pastoral lease on the 

Cobourg Peninsula in 1871. He led an overland expedition to Port Essington in 1874, 

searching for the explorers Permain and Borrodaile. Lewis returned the following year and 

established a cattle station at Port Essington, but spent little time in the area. Lewis published 

accounts of his time on the Cobourg Peninsula in the Proceedings of the Royal Geographical 

Society of Australasia and in a book titled Fought and Wm. Part of his diary is reproduced in 

w.B. Wildey's (1876) travelogue. 

Lewis met Aborigines at Port Essington at the end of his first journey in 1874, and he 

employed them at the cattle station. Despite the fact that he distributed rations as payment, 

Aborigines at the station continued hunting and gathering, giving Lewis the opportunity to 

observe their subsistence economy. In his book, Lewis comments about the relationship 

between Macassans and Aborigines, but it is unclear where he derived this information from. 

Lewis himself does not seem to have encountered Macassans, and his information regarding 

Aboriginal-Macassan interaction is therefore regarded as secondhand. 
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Period 5: European consolidation (1884-1906) 

In many respects, the ethnohistoric sources from this period are amongst the most 

problematic of the historical records concerning Aboriginal society on the Cobourg Peninsula. 

Two potentially important sources, a book by Bill Harney and a paper by Robert Etheridge 

cannot be taken at face value. Furthermore, it must be recognised that Period 5 witnessed 

intensive economic competition between Europeans and Macassans, and the accuracy of 

documentary evidence from this time must be assessed in this light. 

Bill Harney 

Harney, a Northern Territory bushman, trepanger and patrol officer is notable for a 

series of books he wrote about his experiences in the Northern Territory (Lockwood 1990). 

Harney also joined several scientific expeditions, including McCarthy and Setzler's 

archaeological research in Arnhem Land. One of his books, Brimming Billabongs (1947) is 

supposedly the life story of Marmel, an Iwaidja Aboriginal. The book purports to describe the 

Iwaidja economy and contact with Macassans at the turn of the nineteenth century. 

Unfortunately, this book cannot be taken at face value. Firstly, Harney was born in 

1895 (Carment and James 1992:84), and cannot have been a witness to the events he 

described. Secondly, parts of the book are clearly fictionalized, including, for example, an 

encounter with Marmel's ghost. Thirdly, Harney did not spend a substantial amount of time 

on the Cobourg Peninsula (Carment and James 1992:84-86) although he did visit Alf Brown 

several times while travelling to eastern Arnhem Land in the years 1923-1930 (Harney 

1957: 128). Fourthly, Brimming Billabongs contains major inconsistencies with other 

historical sources. For example, Harney discusses two supposed Macassan captains "Saloo" 

and "Pringha", who are not listed on any of the customs records maintained over the last 25 

years of the industry (see Macknight 1976: 135). "Saloo" and "Pringha", like Marmel's ghost, 

would also appear to be fictional characters. As a result of the four problems listed above, 

Brimming Billabongs is considered to be of little value as an ethnohistoric source for the 

Cobourg Peninsula. 

Etheridge/Stockdale 

In 1893 Etheridge published a paper titled A description of some of the implements and 

weapons o/the Alligator tribe, Port Essington, north Australia. It describes a collection of 

material culture made by Harry Stockdale and sent to the World's Columbian Exposition in 

Chicago (Etheridge 1893:228-229). Despite the title of the paper, however, the great majority 

of the collection is not from the Cobourg Peninsula. As Etheridge says 

... the lower parts of the Alligator Rivers are occupied by the Bimbirik 
Tribe ... and it is more than probable that this is the Aboriginal name for the 
former possessors of the present weapons and implements (Etheridge 1893:229). 

Stockdale, the collector of this assemblage, did make an overland journey from Black Point (in 
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Port Essington) to the Alligator Rivers area in August 1891 (Stockdale 1898). His diary 

indicates that he collected only two artefacts, a wooden spear and a wooden club, from the 

Cobourg Peninsula. Accordingly, the paper by Etheridge is largely irrelevant to the Cobourg 

Peninsula, despite its title. 

Minor Sources 

Other sources of information from this period include a series of letters written to 

government officials by C. Gore, J. Cleland, G. Pfitzner and R. Spencer (e.g. 

GRSI11903/461). These letters complain about the "debasing" effects of Macassans on 

Aborigines from the Cobourg Peninsula, and advocate closing of the Australian coastline to the 

Macassan praus. Directly opposite arguments were advanced at the same time by customs 

officers including Alf Brown. The arguments put forward by the different groups are assessed 

in detail in Chapter Five. It can be noted, however, that Gore and the others were economic 

competitors with the Macassans, and given the shortage of Aboriginal labour at the time (see 

above), had clear motives for writing a biased account. These documents must therefore be 

used with caution in analysing the nature of Aboriginal-Macassan contact (see Chapter Five). 

Period 6: The post-Macassan era (1907-1942) 

Perhaps reflecting the fact that the Cobourg Peninsula became something of an 

economic backwater after the end of the Macassan voyages, only two major ethnohistoric 

sources are available for this period. These sources consist of a report by a government 

medical officer Cecil Strangman, and a book by the trepang fishermen George Sunter. 

Cecil Strangman 

After taking up a position as Medical Officer and Protector of Aborigines for the 

Northern Territory, Strangman contacted Aborigines during a steamship voyage around the 

Arnhem Land coast in July 1907. He met Aboriginal people at Bowen Straits, Croker Island 

and Malay Bay, speaking to them in Macassan through an interpreter. The report he 

subsequently produced describes both the medical condition and subsistence economy of the 

people he met (GRSI/1908/175). The report is both detailed and objective, and suggests 

Strangman held considerable personal sympathy for the plight of the Aboriginal people. 

Nonetheless, it must be acknowledged that Strangman's comments regarding the Aboriginal 

diet are based on a limited amount of direct contact with Aborigines from the Cobourg 

Peninsula. While his account is not necessarily invalid, the data should be weighed against 

other sources based on a longer period of personal contact. 
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George Sunter 

George Sunter was a trepang fisherman on the Cobourg Peninsula from 1928 to 1932. 

He published his reminiscences in a book (aptly) titled Adventures of a Trepang Fisherman 

(1937). Sunter employed many Aboriginal people, including Tim Mamipta in his trepanging 

business, and the book contains references to these people and their hunting and gathering 

activities. Sunter is overtly patronising and ethnocentric, for example stating "Natives have 

told me that the death of a child is not so serious as that of a good dog ... " (Sunter 1937: 102-

103). Nonetheless, his account does reflect a strong interest in hunting and gathering 

practices. For example, in his own words: 

I always try to see beyond the many objectionable habits of these people, and 
observe the traits which have made them the finest bushmen in their own 
country (Sunter 1937:59). 

Sunter showed a willingness to interact with Aborigines in a way that other Europeans 

found unacceptable. For example, in order to learn more about trepang fishing he initially 

helped his Aboriginal employees when they were cutting up and boiling the catch (Sunter 

1937:43). In Sunter's words 

Brown was very disgusted at this. He used to say: "It is no use working 
alongside a blackfellow, for he will never respect you" (Sunter 1937:43). 

Sunter was also keen to participate in Aboriginal hunting and gathering, and joined in a range 

of activities including turtle and dugong capture, fishing from Aboriginal canoes, and the 

collection of yams and molluscs. Sunter's book is therefore considered an important source of 

information about the Aboriginal economy early in the twentieth century. 

The potential of ethnohistoric sources from the Cobourg Peninsula 

Major ethnohistoric sources for the Cobourg Peninsula are summarised in Thble 4-2. 

Clearly not all sources offer equal potential for the analysis of culture contact and the 

Aboriginal economy. For example, d'Urville's description of the Aboriginal economy is 

likely to be biased towards coastal activities, because the French travelled only along the 

coastline. Information he provides must therefore be complemented with contemporary data 

recorded by long term residents of the area such as George Windsor Earl. Two sources, 

Harney (1947) and Stoddart (in Campbell 1834), have been identified as particularly 

unreliable, given that the authors had no opportunities to observe the events they described. 

Furthermore, a description of material culture by Etheridge (1893) is not relevant to the 

Cobourg Peninsula, despite its title. Nonetheless, there is a much larger number of relatively 

reliable ethnohistoric sources applicable to the study area. 
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Table 4-2 Major ethnohistoric sources for the Cobourg Peninsula 

NAME 

van Delft 
King 
Cunningham 

Barker 
Wilson 

campbell 
Stoddart 

Earl 
Leichhardt 
Sweatman 
Brierly 
Keppel 

Foelsche 
Robinson 
Searcy 
Lewis 

Harney 
Etheridge 

strangrnan 
Bunter 

PERIOD 

1 

1 

1 

2 

2 

2 

2 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

4 
4 

4 

4 

5 

5 

6 

6 

LENGTH OF TIME 
ON PENINSULA 

3 months 
<2 weeks 
<1 week 

1 year 
2 months 

<1 month 
Nil 

5 years 
3 months 
3 months 
<1 month 
3 weeks 

Sporadic 
25 years 
Sporadic 
< 1 year 

? 

Nil 

<1 week 

4 years 

PRIMARY? 

Yes 
Yes 
Yes 

Yes 
Partly 

Yes 
No 

Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 

Mostly 

Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 

No 

No 

Yes 

Yes 

COMMENTS 

Good source of information on Aboriginal economy. 
Reliable information but limited in scope. 
Limited but reliable information. 

outstanding ethnohistorical source. 
Reliable primary data on Aboriginal economy, 
description of Aboriginal-Macassan interaction secondhand. 
Useful for comparison of Cobourg Peninsula to Melville Is. 
Not a primary source of data. 

Wrote accounts specifically about Aboriginal society. 
Meticulous observations by a trained observer. 
Reliable source of primary data. 
Reliable, detailed and systematically collected data. 
Reliable source of information on Aboriginal economy. 

Reliable primary data. 
Reliable but little information on subsistence economy. 
Information variable in quality. 
Reliable primary data on Aboriginal subsistence economy, 
description of Aboriginal-Macassan interaction secondhand. 

Unreliable. 

Not relevant to Cobourg Peninsula. 

Primary data. 
Excellent information on Aboriginal subsistence patterns. 



The great majority of observers discussed in this chapter had ample opportunities to 

interact peacefully with Aboriginal people, to observe or participate in hunting and gathering, 

and to identify Macassan and Aboriginal viewpoints on the process of culture contact. A 

number of accounts have been written specifically about Aboriginal people from this area, and 

most Europeans had no overt reasons for distorting their descriptions of Aboriginal people. 

Together, these sources cover a period extending from immediately prior to Macassan contact 

until well into the twentieth century. Thus, ethnohistoric records provide an excellent medium 

for investigating Aboriginal economies on the Cobourg Peninsula. These records also provide 

a means for investigating the nature of Aboriginal and Macassan contact on the Cobourg 

Peninsula, although it is necessary to consider closely the varying historical value of the 

written sources in investigating this issue. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

ABORIGINAL AND MACASSAN CONTACT 
ON THE COBOURG PENINSULA 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter analyses ethnohistoric data in order to identify the range of relationships 

that developed between Macassans and Aborigines on the Cobourg Peninsula. Discussion 

focuses on the chronological trends in these relationships, and their likely consequences for 

the indigenous economy. It is also argued that the trends which can be identified on the 

Cobourg Peninsula have important implications for previously developed models of Macassan

Aboriginal interaction in Arnhem Land. 

Macassan-Aboriginal contact has often been characterized as either consistently friendly 

(Thomson 1948: 146-147; 1949:58-59), or consistently hostile (Hill 1951:32; Tindale 

1925:131; Worsley 1955:8-9). Nonetheless, simple characterizations fail to explain the great 

range of responses that were possible between the two groups. For example, McArthur stated 

that the Macassans 

... speak of the different tribes of [Aboriginal] nations as varying much in 
character and disposition; and [Macassans] appear to be on terms of amicable 
intercourse with those in the Gulf; but those along the north coast, and 
especially in the vicinity of Cape Wessel, they have a rooted aversion to 
(McArthur 1841). 

To account for such variation between violence and co-operation, two models of Aboriginal 

and Macassan contact have previously been proposed. 

The first explanation, called here the "two phase model", sought to explain the contrast 

between violence and cooperation as a two stage chronological change (Berndt and Berndt 

1954; Campbell and Wilson 1993:12-13). According to their model, peaceful relations were 

maintained between Aborigines and Macassans until the middle of the nineteenth century. In 

this initial phase of contact Arnhem Land Aborigines supposedly worked for the Macassans 

and brought them trepang, tortoiseshell and pearlshell (Berndt and Berndt 1954:40-48,110). 

They received goods such as rice, cloth, knives and tobacco in return. The Macassans 

supposedly" .. .looked on their work almost as a partnership with the Aboriginals, with both 

groups taking a share of the profits that accrued" (Berndt and Berndt 1954:110). 

From the middle of the nineteenth century these peaceful relationships were said to 

have degenerated into a situation of "latent antagonism" (Berndt and Berndt 1954:111). 

Competition from local European trepangers and pearlers, and the imposition of government 

taxes and customs duties supposedly meant the Macassans were faced with financial ruin. The 
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Macassan response, according to Berndt and Berndt (1954: 110-111), was to exploit the 

Arnhem Land Aborigines. They began to pay them with fewer trade goods and increasingly 

used alcohol as an incentive to encourage Aborigines to work. The alcohol supposedly led to 

sexual orgies between Macassans and Aboriginal women. At this point, according to the "two

phase model", Aborigines became so bitter that fighting and killing between the two groups 

became common (Berndt and Berndt 1954:111). 

Berndt and Berndt (1954) argued that their model was applicable to the whole of 

Arnhem Land, although the documentary sources they used referred almost exclusively to the 

Cobourg Peninsula. One feature of the Berndt's argument that can be immediately highlighted 

is their indiscriminate use of ethnohistoric sources. In particular, the comments of Cadell, 

Gore, Pfitzner, Cleland and Spencer form a central part of their argument. Doubts have been 

raised in the previous chapter regarding the veracity of these sources, and these reservations 

will be expanded upon further below. 

Macknight (1972:289) has characterized Macassan-Aboriginal contact very differently, 

having proposed what is termed here the "individual circumstances model". He emphasized 

individual circumstances, rather than chronological trends, stating that: 

In general, the issue of co-operation or antagonism depended on chance and 
circumstance, and varied from place to place, time to time, and individual to 
individual. 

The Cobourg Peninsula was thought to be a partial exception, as Macknight (1972) argued that 

Macassan-Aboriginal relationships improved throughout the nineteenth century. This trend 

was supposedly the result of European presence in the area, which: 

had so altered the traditional situation that, by the end of the Nineteenth 
Century, relations between the local Aborigines and the Macassans had 
developed much further than elsewhere ... (Macknight 1972:290). 

Thus, the "two-phase" and the "individual circumstances" models present diametrically 

opposed views on the nature of Macassan-Aboriginal interaction on the Cobourg Peninsula. 

Nonetheless, both models have a common element, emphasising Europeans as the 

causal agents of chronological change in Macassan-Aboriginal relationships. This view will be 

challenged in the following discussion. The current study differs from the previous research in 

that it presents a detailed analysis of ethnohistoric data from one area, rather than attempting a 

synthesis for the whole of Arnhem Land. The approach taken here presents two advantages; it 

allows a detailed analysis of chronological trends in the Macassan-Aboriginal relationship, and 

it allows for scrutiny of the veracity of the various ethnohistorical sources employed. It will 

be seen that neither of the models described above fully explains the chronological trends in 

Macassan-Aboriginal relationships on the Cobourg Peninsula. 
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5.2 MACASSAN-ABORIGINAL INTERACTION ON THE COBOURG PENINSULA 

The following discussion of Aboriginal and Macassan relationships has been divided 

into chronological periods which correspond to five of the phases of European activity 

identified in the previous chapter. Dividing the period into five phases provides a useful 

means of identifying change through time in Aboriginal and Macassan relationships. It is also 

a useful means of ordering the ethnohistoric data, because virtually no information is available 

outside of these five periods. 

Period 1: early exploration 

King's interview with Macassans at Popham Bay in 1818 clearly illuminated the 

hostility existing between Macassans and local Aborigines at the time. King (1827:82) noted 

that on mentioning the local Aboriginal people the Macassans " ... evinced their dislike for them 

plainly ... " . When he arrived at Timor, King interviewed Dramah, the principal Rajah of the 

Macassan fleet. Dramah described Macassan-Aboriginal relationships as "A state of perpetual 

warfare ... ", stating that when procuring water: 

... they are generally attacked by the "Maregas" [Aborigines], whom they 
describe as hostile, and by whom they are frequently defeated; for the Indians 
attack them only when they are unprepared. Their small canoes are frequently 
stolen from them ... (King 1827: 138). 

Although brief, the information from the early period of culture contact therefore points to 

relationships characterized by violence and suspicion. The extent of the hostility between 

Aborigines and Macassans is more comprehensively revealed in the documentary evidence 

recorded by the inhabitants of Fort Wellington. 

Period 2: Fort Wellington (1827-1829) 

Major Campbell (1834: 173) stated that the Aborigines of Raffles Bay" ... wage 

continued war with the Malays, who appeared both to hate and fear them". He also stated that 

"The Malays represent that they found the natives extremely troublesome and hostile all along 

the northern coast. .. " (Campbell 1834: 168). Berndt and Berndt (1954:216) suggested that the 

Macassans lied to Major Campbell in order to discourage further European settlement in 

Arnhem Land, but this objection can dismissed for three reasons. 
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Firstly, other contemporary observations confirm the depth of hostility between 

Macassans and Aborigines at this time. In 1828 a Macassan captain, Dieng Riolo, told 

Captain Smyth that the Aborigines were" .,. troublesome, and not to be trusted ... ", and that 

they had suffered through Aboriginal hostility (HRA III(6):790,803). The next year 

Macassans visiting the fort" Spoke of this as a healthy place but said the natives were very 

troublesome" (Mulvaney and Green 1992:135). 

There were also specific allegations concerning Aboriginal attacks in the area. A 

Macassan captain called Padenang told Barker that three of his crew had previously been 

murdered in Bowen Straits (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 159). Another captain told 

Barker that the local Aborigines were cannibals who had eaten a Macassan fishermen the year 

before (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 140). Captain Barker thought the allegations of 

cannibalism were groundless, " ... but it seemed too strongly impressed in them for me to shake 

it..." (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 140). 

Secondly, the Macassans eagerly adopted the opportunity of setting up their trepanging 

operations in front of the fort, so that they could work under the protection of the British. 

The Macassans had formerly used a small island at the mouth of the bay, because " ... their 

dread of the natives had ... always deterred them from landing in Raffles Bay" (Campbell 

1834:175). Furthermore, Barker's diary makes it clear that nearly all the Macassan captains 

were enthusiastic about the prospects of trade with the fledgling settlement. For example a 

Macassan captain called Po mom as "Expressed great satisfaction at the formation of the 

settlement and spoke of getting a permit from the [Dutch] government to trade here if the 

trepang fishing did not meet his expectations" (Mulvaney and Green 1992:141). Macassans 

therefore stood to benefit from European settlement, and had no economic motives for lying 

about their relationship with the Aborigines. 

A third reason for dismissing the objections of Berndt and Berndt (1954) is that 

residents of Fort Wellington actually witnessed the extent of ill feeling between the two 

groups. A runaway Macassan sailor named Dahatia, who had absconded at Port Bremer, 

reached the fort in April 1829 having been attacked by a party of Aborigines (Mulvaney and 

Green 1992:143-144,161). According to Dahatia's account, the Aborigines had forced him 

to surrender his clothing, and then speared him (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 161). Dahatia 

" ... persisted in saying he had neither eat (sic), or slept with them" (Mulvaney and Green 

1992:161). 

On two occasions in 1829 violence between Macassans and Aborigines was only 

averted through the intervention of Captain Barker. Early in April 1829 a party of Macassans 

requested Barker's permission to travel inland to "punish" the local Aborigines as revenge for 

a murder committed the previous year (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 140). Barker refused, 
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stating" ... 1 could not allow any hostilities to take place from this settlement" (Mulvaney and 
Green 1992:140). In Maya group of Macassans came ashore at the fort with the intention of 
capturing some Aborigines, whom they accused of having stolen two dugout canoes. Once 

again violence was averted only through Barker's intervention (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 165; 

Wilson 1835:81). 

The only recorded friendly interaction between Macassans and Cobourg Peninsula 

Aborigines during this period was a meeting that Barker initiated between the two groups in 

front of Fort Wellington. Barker recorded that 

... after a little fear they soon made friends with each other. They evidently did 
not speak each others language ... (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 160). 

Harris (1985:158-159), in his detailed analysis of contact languages on the Cobourg Peninsula, 

has drawn attention to the lack of southeast Asian loanwords in the Aboriginal vocabularies 

recorded by Fort Wellington's inhabitants. The difficulties experienced in communication on 

this occasion stand in dramatic contrast to later periods, and undoubtedly reflects the lack of 

friendly interaction at this time. 

Accordingly, despite the assertions of Berndt and Berndt (1954), ethnohistorical records 

from Fort Wellington provide no evidence for anything other than mistrust and violence 

between Aborigines and Macassans. That situation was to change dramatically by the time 
Victoria Settlement was established. 

Period 3: Victoria Settlement (1838-1849) 

Some of the first ethnohistorical information for this period was recorded by a French 

expedition under the command of Dumont d'Drville, who visited Raffles Bay and Victoria 

Settlement early in 1839. While the French were at Raffles Bay, a group of Macassans 

established a trepang processing station on a small island in front of the former Fort 

Wellington. The Frenchman recorded that as soon as the Macassans arrived, a group of 27 
Aborigines 

... came running from everywhere. Almost all of them arrived at the little 
island, either by swimming or wading across the narrow stretch of shallow 
wate~ ... They constantly prowled around the Malays, pursuing them with their 
beggmg to get a few scraps that they instantly gobbled down (d'Drville 
1987:392-393). 

This description represents a remarkable contrast to the situation when Fort Wellington was 

occupied. Only a decade beforehand, at the same place, the Macassans had to be restrained 
from attacking the Aborigines (see above). 

The inhabitants of Victoria Settlement witnessed many other indications that the 

relationship had improved. By the 1840's Cobourg Peninsula Aborigines had become fluent 
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in Malay, using it to communicate to Macassans, Europeans and to Aborigines from other 

areas (Earl 1841:116, 1842:140, 1846a:244; Keppel 1853:157). Indeed, Earl complained that 

after trying to compile an Aboriginal vocabulary, " ... 1 found that I was making a vocabulary 

of a horrid patois of the Macassar dialect: in fact, nearly all the words the natives use when 

speaking with us are Macassarese" (Earl 1842: 140). 

Several contemporary accounts refer to Cobourg Aborigines assisting the Macassans 

with the collection of trepang (Brierly 1848b: 135; Earl 1846b:83; MacGillivray 1852:147), 

although this may not have been a common practice at this time (d'Urville 1987:411; Earl 

1846b:83). Aborigines were apparently paid for their labour with dugout canoes 

(MacGillivray 1852: 147). A trading relationship sprung up, with Aborigines trading turtle 

shell for tobacco, iron, rice, cloth and Macassan dugout canoes (Ear11841: 116, 1846a:242; 

MacGillivray 1852:147). Alcohol does not appear to have been an important trading 

commodity during this period (Allen and Corris 1977: 146; McArthur 1842a). According to 

Brierly (1848b: 135) the Aborigines kept turtle shell hidden from Europeans because they 

preferred to trade it to Macassans. 

On at least two separate occasions a Macassan man remained on the Cobourg Peninsula 

during the dry season, living and travelling with the Aborigines (Ear11842: 139; 1846:245; 

McArthur 1840). Conversely, Cobourg Peninsula Aborigines began travelling to Macassar on 

the praus and returning in the following season (Allen and Corris 1977: 144; Brierly 

1848b:135; Earl 1841:116; Stokes 1846:211; Webster 1986:24; SMH 15/10/1845). According 

to Jukes (1847:359) this journey 

... was not an uncommon occurrence, as the natives of Port Essington are very 
fond of going abroad to see the world, and the Malays, having a great dread of 
them in general, are glad to humour them. 

Juke's comment is interesting because it alludes to tension underlying the relationships 

between Macassan and Cobourg Peninsula Aborigines. Captain Henry Keppel, who was 

present at Port Essington in 1848, wrote that: 

... Malays and natives have frequent quarrels. The Malay .. .looks down on the 
native of Australia as little better than a wild hog, and would thrust his kris into 
him with less ceremony, inasmuch as he could not touch the unclean beast 
without being defiled (Keppel 1853:180-181). 

In the light of Keppel's particularly prejudiced view of Aborigines this statement may reflect 

his personal view, rather than Macassan opinions (Chapter Four). Nonetheless, at least five 

violent disputes are known to have taken place between Macassans and Aborigines on the 
Cobourg Peninsula while Victoria Settlement was occupied. 
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In April 1839 Aborigines and Macassans began fighting in the vicinity of Victoria. 

One Aboriginal was hurt or killed in the brawl (d'Urville 1987:400,417). Bremer dispatched a 

party of marines to prevent further bloodshed, and on their arrival the Aborigines fled into the 

hinterland (Bremer 1839). In 1840 the crew of a prau fought with Aborigines somewhere to 

the west of Port Essington. The crew 

... killed one man and a boy ... but the natives seem to admit that the aggression 
was on their part. They evidently possess a rooted hatred for the Malays ... 
(McArthur 1840). 

In 1846 Earl wrote that an Aboriginal man from Port Essington called Loka had been recently 

trapped and killed by the Macassans. Apparently the Macassans sought to avenge a Macassan 

that Loka had speared in the back in the previous year (Earl 1846a:243). Yet another killing 

occurred in 1848, when two Macassans and five Aborigines were killed in a dispute at 

Mountnorris Bay (Brierly 1848b:141). 

No doubt as a result of this sporadic violence, Macassans eagerly adopted the 

opportunity of setting up their trepanging stations close to Victoria Settlement. Despite their 

large numbers, the Macassans were" ... delighted at the security our presence afforded them, as 

they were now enabled to send all hands out to fish, whereas formerly they were obliged to 

leave many to protect their establishments on shore" (Earl 1841: 115; also Bremer 1839). 

There is a strong piece of circumstantial evidence that suggests European protection 

was effective in stopping fighting Aborigines and Macassans in Port Essington itself. In 1851 

Captain T.E. Simpson visited Port Essington in search of Leichhardt (SMH 13/3/1852). He 

was told by Aborigines that the previous year a "collision" had taken place between them and 

the Macassans at Port Essington over the trade in turtle shell. According to his informants: 

Ten of the Malays were killed, and four or five of the natives of Port Essington 
[died] ... The Malays went immediately to Port Bremer; the natives there not 
being aware of what had taken place, went alongside the proahs in their canoes, 
when eight of them were killed (SMH 13/3/1852). 

More lives were lost in this incident than any other recorded clash between Macassans and 

Aborigines on the Cobourg Peninsula. It may be the case that any grievances that had built 

up between the two groups were held in check until the British soldiers had departed. 

It is apparent that Aboriginal and Macassan relationships on the Cobourg Peninsula 

during the occupation of Victoria Settlement had intensified markedly compared to the 

previous two periods. The social and trading relationships were punctuated, however, by 

relatively frequent episodes of violence. A different situation again prevailed throughout the 

next period of interest, when European occupation of the peninsula began again in 1874. 
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Period 4: European expansion (1874-1884) 

Sources from this period again indicate intensive contact between the Macassans and 

Aborigines. A contemporary newspaper report stated that the Macassans " ... are on good 

terms with the Port Essington natives" (NTT 20/2/1874) and Cobourg Peninsula Aborigines 

continued to be proficient in the Malay language (GRS 111883/319; NTT 20/2/1874; NTRS 

790IA755). Aborigines from this area also travelled frequently to the port of Macassar (e.g. 

GRS1I18811319; GRS1I1882/346). In 1876 a British captain reported that there were 17 

Aborigines in Macassar, most of whom were from Port Essington (NTRS 7901 A1798). 

Trade continued unabated, with the Aborigines exchanging turtle shell, seed pearl, 

dugong and buffalo horns for alcohol, tobacco, dugout canoes, metal and rice (Lewis 1914:65, 

1922: 137; Searcy 1909:26,31-32, 1912:32; Wildey 1876: 134; GRS 1/1883/319; NTRS 

790/A5167; SAPP 1884/54:2). There were also sexual relationships between the two groups, 

with several European commentators describing Aborigines" ... evidently partly of Malay 

extraction" (NTT 20/2/1874; also Robinson 1880b). Aboriginal children with European 

fathers were apparently killed at birth, but those with Malay fathers allowed to live (Robinson 

1880b). 

A number of contemporary observers stated that Cobourg Peninsula Aborigines 

assisted the Macassans in the procurement and preparation of trepang (e.g. Foelsche 1881:8; 

Searcy 1909:27; Wildey 1876:80; NTT 20/211874; NTRS 790/A4064; SAPP 1884/54A:2; 

GRS1I1882/346; GRS 111883/319). Indeed, this activity appears to have become quite 

commonplace. In 1880, the police inspector Foelsche suggested he could capture Wandi

Wandi, then wanted for the murder of Thomas Wingfield at Croker Island, by offering a 

reward to the Macassans. According to Foelsche the Macassans " ... employ nearly all the 

natives on the coast and 'Wandi-Wandi' is known to all of them" (NTRS 790/A4064). 

Macassans paid the Aborigines for their labour with dugout canoes, tobacco, iron, rice, 

"printed calico" and alcohol (Lewis 1922:137; SAPP 1884/54A:2; NTRS 790/A4064; NTT 

20/2/1874; GRSI/1882/346). 

Searcy's description of a Macassan campsite at Bowen Straits in 1883 provides a 

glimpse of the Macassan-Aboriginal working relationship. At the campsite: 

A large number of aborigines, men, women and children, mostly in a state of 
nature, were also present. .. either assisting the Malays or lolling about smoking 
cigarettes made of Malay tobacco ... (Searcy 1909:26-27). 

This scene presents a major contrast with culture contact at the cattle station in Port Essington, 

which was occupied in the same period (Chapter Four). At the cattle station "laziness" or 

refusal to work on the part of the Aborigines entailed immediate discharge (NTT 16/12/1876). 

The contrast suggests that while social as well as economic relationships with the Aborigines 

may have been important to the Macassans, the same was not necessarily true of the Europeans 
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who employed Aboriginal people. 

According to most contemporary European observers the Macassan trade had a sinister 

quality; the Asians were accused of paying for Aboriginal trade goods and labour principally 

with large quantities of alcohol (GRS 1/1882/552; GRS 111882/346; GRS 1 1883/319; SAPP 

1884/54:2). Macassan alcohol was said to be " ... bad stuff [that] made blackfellows mad ... " 

(Searcy 1912:33; also GRS 1/1883/319). Other Europeans were also quick to point out the 

"demoralising" effects of Macassan alcohol on the Aborigines (NTRS 790/ A3199). In 1880 

Foelsche was able to obtain from the Aborigines the names of 21 Macassan captains who 

regularly brought large quantities of alcohol as payment for the Aborigines who worked for 

them (NTRS 790/A4064). 

Contemporary European observers had reasons to emphasise the extent of any 

difficulties associated with Aboriginal consumption of Macassan alcohol. As discussed in 

Chapter Four, Europeans at this time experienced great difficulty in retaining their Aboriginal 

labourers in the face of Macassan competition. Alcohol abuse provided an excuse to lobby the 

government to impose restrictions or taxes on the Macassan fishermen. An excellent example 

of these contrived humanitarian concerns are the letters written by Captain Cadell 

(GRS1/1878/351; GRSlI1878/461). This pearling captain complained about the manner in 

which Macassans supposedly made "confirmed drunkards" of the Aborigines. As discussed in 

Chapter Four, however, Cadell sought to close Arnhem Land to the Macassans so that he 

could increase the size of his own indigenous labour force. Accordingly, his statements can be 

regarded skeptically. 

Nonetheless, a more reliable source, Edward Robinson, recorded explicit and 

unambiguous accounts of Aboriginal use of alcohol. For example, he wrote in 1882 that "I 

never knew or heard of a Malay camp, where some one was not killed or seriously hurt 

through drink ... " (GRSII1882/552). He described a Macassan camp at Trepang Bay where: 

... "Ingey fingey" a native stabbed his wife and brother with a knife and another 
native cut a lubras head open with a tomahawk. They were all suffering from 
drink (GRS 111882/346; for a similar example see GRS 111883/319). 

As there is unambiguous contemporary evidence that each prau brought large amounts of 

alcohol to Australia it seems likely that Aborigines from the Cobourg Peninsula were able to 

obtain Macassan alcohol at this time (e.g. GRS1/1883/698). 

Despite the claims of Berndt and Berndt (1954), however, there is no direct 

documentary evidence that alcohol consumption led to fatal violence between Macassans and 

Aborigines on the Cobourg Peninsula in this period. In 1874 one of the owners of the 

Cobourg Cattle Station, John Lewis, witnessed an Aboriginal corroboree in which they 

pretended to spear a Macassan. He wrote that Port Essington Aborigines often " ... murdered 

the Malays if they could do it in safety" (Lewis 1922: 152). It is important to note that Lewis 
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did not meet any Macassans himself, and he does not refer to any specific cases of such 

violence. It is therefore possible that Lewis misinterpreted the significance of the ceremony (it 

may, for example, have been an historical re-enactment). 

A more specific reference to violence was provided by Lewis's partner Charles Levi. 

In 1877 (GRS 1/1877/435) Levi complained to the Government Resident that" ... the 

Macassans have also this season greatly abused the natives and the result has been in some 

cases death to our natives. " However, the Government Resident Edward Price attached a note 

to this letter, expressing the view that such events could not have been common as the 

Macassans were afraid of the Aborigines, and only attacked if their numbers were vastly 

superior (GRS 1/1877/435). 

In conclusion, three differences can be identified in Macassan-Aboriginal relationships 

between Period 4 and the time at which Victoria Settlement was occupied. Firstly, Cobourg 

Peninsula Aborigines participated in trepang fishing and processing more frequently than 

during the occupation of Victoria Settlement. Secondly, the frequency of Aboriginal alcohol 

consumption appears to have increased, perhaps reflecting intensified economic relationships 

between the two groups. Finally, the frequency of Macassan-Aboriginal violence may have 

been lower than in the 1840's. While five specific incidences of violence are known from the 

earlier period, the evidence for violence in the 1870's is more circumstantial and open to other 

interpretations. 

Period 5: European consolidation (1884-1906) 

The year 1884, when Macassans began to be regularly taxed in Australia, marked the 

beginning of a sharp decline in the size of the trepang industry (Chapter Three). Taxes 

quickly disrupted the relationships which had been forged between Macassans and 

Aborigines. Customs officers noted with satisfaction that the frequency of Aboriginal alcohol 

consumption had markedly decreased (e.g. SAPP 1886/53:19; GRS 1/1884/445). In March 

1884 Edward Robinson warned that Aborigines from the Cobourg Peninsula" ... have been 

unable to obtain their usual supply of "tobacco" from the Malays, and, rightly or wrongly, 

consider us the cause of their discomfiture" (NTRS 790IA6878). He suggested that the recent 

murder of two Chinese sawyers in Bowen Straits was committed to obtain tobacco, and 

warned that unless the Government supplied Port Essington Aborigines with tobacco, more 

murders could be expected. 

Nonetheless, at least in the initial stages of Macassan taxation, the Macassan-Aboriginal 

working relationships were maintained if only in a scaled down form. A Macassan sailor who 

travelled to Australia while Robinson was customs officer recalled that at Trepang Bay " ... the 
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people were peaceful and the men prepared to work on board the ships, collecting trepang in 

return for food and tobacco" (Cense 1969: 182). 

Robinson's fears were not justified as visitors to the Cobourg Peninsula were not 

attacked until 1892 when the Cape Brogden massacre occurred. In February 1893 eight 

Aborigines from the Cobourg Peninsula were accused, and found guilty of, murdering six 

Asian sailors in the vicinity of Malay Bay (NIT 17/2/1893). The prosecution alleged that at 

the beginning of May 1892 a group of Aborigines encountered six shipwrecked Malays. The 

Aborigines agreed to guide the Indonesians to the revenue station at Bowen Straits, but during 

the journey took their weapons and battered the sailors to death with clubs. The Aborigines 

then buried the bodies and looted and burned the ship. 

At the trial, a man called Wandi-Wandi, thought to be the ring-leader of the affair, 

stated that the sailors were unfriendly from the outset of the encounter. They threatened to cut 

off the Aboriginal's hands, and even fired upon them twice. However, "No evidence was 

called for the defence ... " (NTT 17/2/1893): Wandi-Wandi was subsequently hanged, and the 

other seven prisoners jailed. 

According to Alfred Searcy (1905:40-42) the six crew members did not speak the 

Macassan dialect, and had probably been blown down in a storm from the Aru Islands. His 

evidence for this assertion appears to be slim. An Aboriginal witness told Searcy that when 

the Aborigines first encountered the sailors they could not understand them. If the unfortunate 

crew was not Macassan, it is possible to view this massacre as an isolated incident, outside the 

scope of normal Macassan-Aboriginal relationships. Nonetheless, the Malays pointed to the 

west and said "Tingha", suggesting they knew of the revenue station and may have been 

engaged in trepang fishing. 

In any case, it is still possible to view the massacre as an isolated incident. Other 

evidence from this period indicates that violence between Macassans and Aborigines was rare. 

At the trial, Aboriginal witnesses from the Cobourg Peninsula stated that " ... Malays had 

killed blackfellows down the coast a long time ago" (NTT 17/2/1893). Apparently Macassans 

had, by this time, ceased hostilities against the inhabitants of the Cobourg Peninsula. Indeed, 

despite an extensive documentary record for the study area in this period, I have not been able 

to locate any other accounts of violent disputes between the two groups at this time. 

Beyond the fact that relationships were usually peaceful, contemporary sources are 

divided as to the nature of Macassan-Aboriginal interaction on the Cobourg Peninsula in this 

period. One set of opinions were provided by a group of men including Charles Gore, John 

Cleland, Rodney Spencer and G. Pfitzner. These men, then attempting to fish for trepang in 

western Arnhem Land, lobbied strongly for the exclusion of the Macassans from the Arnhem 
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Land coast (GRS 111903/438; GRS 111903/461; NTRS 790/12557). In support of their case 

they alleged three things about Macassan contact with Aborigines. Firstly, they claimed that 

venereal disease was frequent amongst the Macassans, and that Macassans were passing this on 

to the Aborigines. The second allegation was that Macassans were smuggling large quantities 

of alcohol into Arnhem Land and using it to pay the Aborigines. Thirdly, they complained 

that Aborigines would only work for the Macassans because local trepangers were constrained 

by law not to provide alcohol to Aborigines. They argued that if Macassans were banned 

from Australia local trepang fishing would rapidly expand, and literally hundreds more 

Aborigines could be employed by local trepangers. 

A very different viewpoint was expressed by the customs officer Alfred Brown and a 

Timorese trepang fisherman called Tingha de Hans. Both made submissions to the Dashwood 

enquiry into the pearling and trepang industries in 1902 (Dashwood 1902:41-43), and Brown 

also wrote a letter specifically to reply to the above allegations (GRS 1/1903/438). Brown 

stated in his letter that the Macassans did not have venereal disease, and that it was the other 

visitors to the coast who were transmitting it to the Aborigines. He also stated that because 

of the customs duties (which he was responsible for collecting), the Macassans brought only a 

small amount of alcohol into the country which was purely for their own consumption 

(Dashwood 1902:42). Finally both Hans and Brown stated that the Macassans did not employ 

Aborigines to assist in catching and processing the trepang (Dashwood 1902:42-43; 

GRSlI1903/438). 

Brown wrote that at the time of writing his letter in 1903 

... there are four proahs working in the vicinity of Port Essington ... and there is 
not one working-native working for them, of course, there are the usual loafers 
about the camp, but they loaf at all times in all camps (GRS 111903/438). 

He stated that the problems of the local trepang industry existed independent of any supposed 

Macassan competition. Indeed, he prophetically stated that" ... unless there is other cheap 

labour imported, or some other method discovered for the working of trepang, the [local] 

industry will never be much good ... " (GRS 111903/438). 

Both Brown and the Macassan critics had motives for expressing the views they 

advanced. Charles Gore and his supporters openly attempted to have the Macassans banned 

from Australia in order to eliminate competition, while Brown may have been concerned to 

protect his position as customs officer responsible for the Macassans. There was also personal 

antagonism between Brown and the Macassan critics (CRSAlI190517499). However, it is 

difficult to discern any ulterior motive for Han I s statement that the Macassans did not employ 

Aboriginal labour on the Cobourg Peninsula. Certainly both Hans and Brown were 

knowledgeable informants: Hans had lived on the Cobourg Peninsula since the mid 1880's, 

working at different times as Robinson I s assistant, a trepanger and a pearler. Brown had been 

a customs officer and trepanger at Bowen Straits since 1899. He was on friendly terms with 

104 



both the Macassans and the Aborigines, and married a local Aboriginal woman (Rich 

1986:210). 

According to Brown, Cleland had never been a trepanger, and Pfitzner had only just 

begun trepang fishing (GRS 1/1903/438). Brown went on to say that Gore's attempt at 

trepanging at Bowen Straits was shortlived because he was " ... not a favourite of the native 

which caused him to be unsuccessful" CGRS 111903/438). Gore, who had been speared in 

eastern Arnhem Land in 1902 (Carment et ale 1990: 122) was not the only one who may have 

had little sympathy for, or knowledge of, the Aboriginal viewpoint; the record of Rodney 

Spencer has already been discussed in Chapter Four. On these grounds alone it is prudent to 

accept Tingha and Brown's account over that of Gore, Pfitzner, Cleland and Spencer. 

The next question is whether Macassans were using alcohol as an incentive for 

Aborigines to work in this period. Customs officers had made it clear from the early 1880's 

that the supply of alcohol to the Aborigines would no longer be tolerated (GRS 111882/346). 

The levy of 14 shillings per gallon of spirits must also have discouraged Macassans, 

particularly as the industry continued to decline. Official customs records indicate that there 

was a distinct reduction in the amount of alcohol brought by Macassans throughout this period. 

In 1882, for example, Robinson stated that one prau was said to have brought 200 

gallons (GRS1/1882/346). In 1883 there were said to have been six cases of arrack on each 

prau (GRSlI1883/698), while three praus inspected by Searcy in 1884 contained a total of 181 

bottles of arrack and 12 bottles of brandy (GRS 1/ 1884/ 177). By contrast, customs records 

published in the South Australian Parliamentary Papers for the years 1887 to 1903 make no 

mention of any alcohol on board the praus, with the exception of 1892 when four gallons of 

spirits and four gallons of beer were brought into Arnhem Land (SAPP 1892/3: 117). 

Not all of the alcohol on board the Macassan praus may have been recorded by the 

customs officers. For example, a list of provisions on board the Lambere Gagoso, compiled 

in Macassar in 1903, included two cases of arrack (CRS Al/1905/7499). These spirits, 

however, did not appear on official customs records. Macassans may have consumed the 

alcohol before reaching Australia, or they may have smuggled it into Arnhem Land (cf GRS 

1/1886/356). Nonetheless, William Stretton, the Sub-Collector of customs pointed out in 1903 

that it would have been very difficult to hide the amounts of alcohol needed to pay a large 

Aboriginal workforce (NTRS 790112102). Stretton was quite definite that Macassans were 

not importing alcohol, stating that: 

... they bring no spirits, pickle sauces or condiments of any kind. A little tea 
and sugar is brought but only for the Master's use, formerly a large quantity of 
spirit. .. was brought (CRSA1I0411329). 

It is quite likely, therefore that Gore, Pfitzner, Cleland and Spencer's accusations about 

alcohol were either wrong, or grossly exaggerated. 
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Trade between Macassans and Aborigines in a range of goods other than alcohol also 

languished in Period 5. Macknight (1976:116) has demonstrated that one facet of the general 

malaise in the Macassan industry at this time was a reduction in the amount of rice that each 

prau brought. By the close of the industry the Macassan praus carried barely enough rice to 

keep the crew alive (Macknight 1976: 116), let alone trade with the Aborigines. Another 

clear indication of the declining trade are the figures for Macassan turtle shell export (Figure 

5-1). Turtle shell, which otherwise required special equipment to procure, was obtained 

mainly through barter with the Aborigines (Mulvaney and Green 1992:140). Virtually no 

turtle shell was exported by Macassans after 1895 (Figure 5-1). 
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Figure 5-1 Macassan turtle shell exports from the Northern Territory, 1882-1906 

Given that Macassans were restricted in the amount of trade goods that they could bring 

to Arnhem Land, it is not difficult to accept Brown and Han I s statements that Aborigines on 
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the Cobourg Peninsula had ceased to work for the Macassans by 1902-1903. One further piece 

of evidence suggests strongly that this was the case. Gore, Cleland and Pfitzner had predicted 

that once Macassans were excluded local trepangers could employ hundreds more Aborigines 

and experience a boom in their industry. However, as Brown predicted the boom never 

occurred (Chapter Four), and it can be inferred that all of the Aborigines in northwestern 

Arnhem Land who wished to participate in the trepang industry were already working for local 

fishermen at this time. 

Chronological change in Macassan-Aboriginal interaction: a summary 

Chronological change in the intensity of social and economic relationships between 

Cobourg Peninsula Aborigines and Macassans has been summarized in Table 5-1. Major 

changes in the nature of Macassan-Aboriginal interaction occurred at least three times in the 

nineteenth century. Firstly, a distinct contrast can be identified between Macassan-Aboriginal 

interaction during the occupation of Fort Wellington and Victoria Settlement. At Fort 

Wellington, the two groups had little or no knowledge of each other's language, and violence 

between the two groups was frequent. Ten years later, at the same place, Aborigines "came 

running" to meet with a party of Macassans. There is evidence that substantial social, trading 

and working relationships had rapidly developed in the intervening decade. 

A second shift occurred between 1849 and the last quarter of the nineteenth century. 

During the occupation of Victoria Settlement there were five clearly documented cases of fatal 

violence between the two groups. Just after Victoria was abandoned, 20 people were killed in 

a dispute which began at Port Essington. By contrast, there are no unambiguous records of 

violence between Macassans and Aborigines (with the possible exception of the Cape Brogden 

massacre) on the Cobourg Peninsula after 1874, despite comprehensive historical 

documentation after this time. The frequency of violence between Macassans and Aborigines 

therefore appears to have decreased throughout the second half of the nineteenth century. 

Period 4, from 1874-1883, represented the zenith of Aboriginal and Macassan 

relationships on the Cobourg Peninsula. As many as 17 Port Essington Aborigines were 

known to be residing at Macassar, many Aborigines worked for Macassans and a lively trade 

took place between the two groups. A third major change occurred after 1884, however, when 

the imposition of taxation indirectly disrupted economic relationships between Macassans and 

Aborigines. From this time onward Macassans concentrated exclusively on trepang 

production, rather than other ventures such as trading with Aborigines for turtle shell. The 

explanatory potential of the "two phase It (Berndt and Berndt 1954) and the "individual 

circumstances It (Maclmight 1972) models of Macassan-Aboriginal interaction in Arnhem Land 

can now be assessed in the light of these trends. 
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Thble 5-1 Chronological change in Macassan-Aboriginal interaction on the Cobourg Peninsula: a summary 

PERIOD DATE 

1818 

2 1827-29 

3 1838-49 

4 1874-83 

5 1884-06 

VIOLENCE ECONOMIC RELATIONSHIPS 

Frequent fatal violence. Aborigines steal Macassan dugout 

canoes. 

Frequent fatal violence. Aborigines steal dugout canoes 

and other goods such as rice. 

At least five documented Aborigines trade turtle shell 

cases of fatal violence • for iron, rice, cloth, dugout canoes 

and tobacco. 

No specific incidents recorded. Aborigines traded turtle shell and 

other products for alcohol, tobacco, 

dugout canoes, metal and rice. 

Aborigines frequently employed by 

Macassans. 

No unambiguous records Increasingly limited trading 

of violence between and working relationships. 

Macassans and Aborigines 

SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS 

None known 

None known, Aborigines had not yet learned 

Macassan language. 

Aborigines proficient in Macassan language and 

travelled to Macassar. Sexual relationships. 

Some Macassans remain with Aborigines in dry 

season. 

Aborigines proficient in Macassan language, 

and frequently travelled to Macassar. Sexual 

relationships. 

Social and sexual relationships. 



5.3 AN IMPETUS FOR CHANGE: PREVIOUS MODELS OF MACASSANS 

AND ABORIGINALS ON THE COBOURG PENINSULA 

The two-phase model 

According to the "two-phase" model, proposed by Berndt and Berndt (1954), it was 

European competition with the Macassans in the second half of the nineteenth century which 

ensured that Aboriginal and Macassan relationships deteriorated into violence. Clearly 

however, many problems would be encountered in applying the "two-phase" model to the 

Cobourg Peninsula. Chronological trends identified in the study area are virtually the opposite 

to those surmised by Berndt and Berndt (1954). Three reasons for the exceedingly poor match 

between the "two-phase" model and trends identified on the Cobourg Peninsula can be 

identified. 

1. The "two-phase" model does not consider closely the effect of European activities on 

the economic relationship between Macassans and Aborigines. Berndt and Berndt 

(1954) suggested that competition from local trepangers caused serious problems for 

Macassans, forcing them to exploit Aboriginal labour. However, as discussed in 

Chapter Four, at no time did local trepangers compete successfully with Macassans in 

terms of trepang production. Furthermore, by the end of the nineteenth century 

Macassans increased the size of each prau I s crew, ensuring they were actually less 

dependent on Aboriginal labour (Chapter Three). 

2. Berndt and Berndt (1954) were uncritical in their use of ethnohistorical sources. In 

particular, they accepted the allegations of Cadell, Gore, Pfitzner, Spencer and Cleland 

regarding Aboriginal alcohol abuse despite the many doubts that can be raised 

regarding the veracity of these sources. 

3. The "two-phase" model was applied to the whole of Arnhem Land, thereby ignoring 

regional variation in the nature of Macassan-Aboriginal relationships. Spatial variation 

in these relationships was marked. For example, in 1829 Macassans told Captain 

Barker about a group of Aborigines in the Gulf of Carpentaria with whom they were 

on friendly terms (Mulvaney and Green 1992:140-142;168). Aborigines from this 

area travelled to Macassar, wore clothes, spoke Malay, and procured wood, water and 

turtle shell for the Macassans (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 140). At the same time, 

Macassans were prepared to kill Aborigines from Raffles Bay (see above). 
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By the end of the nineteenth century the regional patterns had changed markedly. 

Ethnohistorical evidence indicates that at this time relationships between Aborigines and 

Macassans were more congenial on the Cobourg Peninsula than in many other parts of Arnhem 

Land. For example, Brown reported in 1903 that Aborigines living on the Arnhem Land 

coast to the east of the Goulburn Islands would not associate with the Macassans, and that 

Aborigines " ... one hundred miles to the eastwards of the Goulburn Islands are hostile to the 

Macassans" (GRS 1/1903/438). The "two-phase" model simply does not accommodate spatial 

variation in Macassan-Aboriginal relationships. 

Berndt and Berndt (1954) misinterpreted the role that Europeans played in influencing 

Aboriginal and Macassan relationships. Rather than being a catalyst for violence, European 

occupation may have indirectly lessened the degree of violence between Macassans and 

Aborigines. This concept, initially proposed by Macknight (1972) in his "individual 

circumstances" model, is worth exploring further. 

The individual circumstances model 

The "individual circumstances" model proposed by Macknight (1972) deals with two 

aspects of the Macassan-Aboriginal association on the Cobourg Peninsula, variation in 

behaviour at anyone time, and chronological change in the nature of the relationship. 

Macknight's argument regarding the importance of individual circumstances in determining 

the outcome of a particular encounter fits well with data from the Cobourg Peninsula. In any 

one period, particularly during the occupation of Victoria Settlement, a range of responses 

between violence and peaceful cooperation was possible. Even the fighting itself had an 

opportunistic quality; observers made it clear that each group tried to attack when 

circumstances ensured the risk to themselves was minimal (King 1827:135; Lewis 1922:152; 

Wilson 1835:80-81; GRS 111877/435). Whether or not the individuals killed were actually 

those who committed the offence for which revenge was sought was not necessarily important. 

The Macassan murder in 1851 of eight unsuspecting Aborigines at Port Bremer (see above) is 

a good example, because the Macassans sought revenge for a dispute in Port Essington. 

While the importance of individual circumstances can be acknowledged, there are 

distinct chronological trends in Macassan-Aboriginal relationships on the Cobourg Peninsula. 

As argued above, Aboriginal and Macassan relationships became less violent throughout the 

nineteenth century. This trend is consistent with Macknight's (1972) argument that by the end 

of the nineteenth century Macassan-Aboriginal relationships were better on the Cobourg 

Peninsula than elsewhere in Arnhem Land. Nonetheless, his interpretation that this outcome 

was a result of European "alteration" of the "traditional situation" (Macknight 1972:290) 

requires further discussion. 
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Macknight (1972) felt hindered in his ability to develop this argument further by the 

lack of modern ethnographic data for the Cobourg Peninsula, and a lack of comparative data 

for other regions. He did not specify precisely how and in what way European activity 

altered Aboriginal society, although he did allude to depopulation from introduced disease and 

dependency on foreign foodstuffs. Presumably depopulation reduced the Aboriginal capacity 

to fight outsiders, while the dependency on foreign food encouraged Cobourg Peninsula 

Aborigines to work for and trade with Macassans. Another possibility, which was not raised 

by Macknight (1972), is that European attempts to enforce a peace between Macassans and 

Aborigines on the Cobourg Peninsula substantially altered their relationships. Each of these 

three possibilities is discussed below. 

Evidence relating to Aboriginal population levels on the Cobourg Peninsula is discussed 

fully in Appendix One, but it can be noted that a severe depopulation of the region had 

occurred by the end of the nineteenth century (Foelsche in Curr 1886:270; GRS 111908/175). 

Whether depopulation from European disease had a major effect on the reduction in the level 

of hostilities is open to question. The Cape Brogden massacre took place at the end of the 

nineteenth century. Although we do not know for certain who the victims of this attack were, 

it does demonstrate that Aborigines at this time were still able to use violence as an option for 

dealing with foreigners. Thus, depopulation in itself is not an adequate explanatory factor for 

the change in Macassan-Aboriginal relationships. 

Furthermore, to suggest that Aborigines on the Cobourg Peninsula at the end of the 

nineteenth century were dependent on European foodstuffs is an overstatement. Europeans 

drew a distinction between" camp blacks" or" station blacks" and those that lived 

independently of foreigners (NTRS 790fA2921; NTRS 790/A4064). Not all Aborigines chose 

to work for foreigners, and those that did often alternated between eating the foreigner's 

rations and foods gathered through hunting and gathering (Sunter 1937:39; Lewis 1922; NTRS 

7901 A4064). Aborigines maintained their economic independence, and were not forced into 

maintaining economic relationships with Macassans. In any case, the activities of Europeans, 

in particular the introduction of taxation, eventually disrupted the economic relations between 

Macassans and Aborigines. 

Finally, the possibility that direct European intervention may have played a role in the 

development of peaceful relationships between Aborigines and Macassans must be addressed. 

At least one British resident of the Cobourg Peninsula thought that this was the case (Earl 

1846b: 118). Nonetheless, Europeans were not even present on the Cobourg Peninsula 

throughout most of the nineteenth century. Even when they were present, their ability to 

enforce the British concept of justice on the Cobourg Peninsula was limited. 
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For example, Barker told a Macassan captain 

... 1 could not allow any hostilities to take place from this settlement. That had 
he landed in the [Bowen] Straits I should not have interfered, but added I should 
not approve of his acting even there in the manner he proposed against the 
blacks of our neighbourhood ... (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 140). 

Similarly, British soldiers at Victoria Settlement appear to have maintained effective control 

only over Port Essington itself; they could not stop the massacres that occurred elsewhere. 

Even as late as 1877 the South Australian government had to admit that it simply had no means 

of patrolling the Amhem Land coastline, or regulating Macassan activities in the area (NTRS 

790/A2584). Accordingly, direct European intervention does not adequately explain the 

decrease in violence between Aborigines and Macassans throughout the nineteenth century. 

In conclusion, neither the "two phase" or the "individual circumstances" models fully 

account for chronological change in Macassan-Aboriginal relationships on the Cobourg 

Peninsula. Both models may be inappropriate because they emphasise Europeans as the causal 

agents of chronological change. In the following section an alternative model is proposed, 

which emphasises Aborigines themselves as active agents of change. 

Aborigines as active agents of change 

As discussed above, the most dramatic change in Macassan-Aboriginal relationships 

occurred between the occupation of Fort Wellington and Victoria Settlement. In the space of a 

decade a state of open warfare was replaced by working and trading relationships. It is 

important to note two points about this change. Firstly, it occurred after a relatively limited 

amount of contact between Europeans and Aborigines. Secondly, the change occurred at a 

time during which Europeans did not occupy the area. 

It is possible that the exchange of food and artefacts that Barker maintained with the 

Aborigines encouraged them to seek more foreign goods from the Macassans after Fort 

Wellington was abandoned. Alternatively, the words of English which Aborigines such as 

Merriak learned at Fort Wellington (Harris 1985) may have assisted them to communicate with 

the Macassans. As discussed above, in May 1829 Captain Barker facilitated a meeting 

between Macassan sailors and Aboriginal men from Raffles Bay at Fort Wellington. Barker 

recorded that at this meeting there was a " ... fine bustle and confusion of tongues but 

everything friendly" (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 160). This meeting may have served to 

establish social links between Aborigines from Raffles Bay and the Macassans, which could 

later be capitalized upon by diplomats from both groups. 
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A comment made by Earl, soon after Victoria Settlement was established, is highly 

revealing in this context. He stated: 

The Macassars, although nearly all the natives on the coast speak their 
language, know even less about the natives than we do, simply from their not 
taking any trouble to inquire (Earl 1842: 140). 

This statement suggests that while many Aborigines from the Cobourg Peninsula had acquired 

a command of the Macassan dialect, the reverse was not also the case. It therefore seems 

probable that it was the Aborigines, and not the Macassans, who were the most active partners 

in seeking to establish social and economic relationships. 

While Aborigines were not necessarily able to exclude Macassans (and Europeans) 

from travelling to Arnhem Land, they did exercise a latitude of choice within the context of 

their relationships with outsiders. This choice is indicated by the many recorded examples in 

which Aborigines refused to trade turtle shell with Europeans, saving it for Macassans 

instead. By the end of the nineteenth century, Aboriginal people could choose either to work 

for Macassans or Europeans, or neither. Indeed, in the 1870s and early 1880s Aboriginal 

people exercised their options and abandoned the Europeans en masse to work for Macassans. 

As working conditions offered by Macassans later declined, so people were able to offer their 

labour and goods to European entrepreneurs instead. These patterns suggest that Aborigines 

participated in the activities of foreigners on a voluntary and premeditated basis. 

Thus, Aborigines cannot be viewed as passive participants in the process of culture 

contact on the Cobourg Peninsula. A similar argument has been made with respect to culture 

contact in the nearby Alligator Rivers region at the end of the nineteenth century. Foreign 

activities in this area at this time were similar to those on the Cobourg Peninsula, being small 

in scale and transient in nature. Gillespie argued that Aborigines engaged in social and 

economic relationships with outsiders on a voluntary basis, and that the Aborigines from the 

Alligator Rivers acted as " ... planners and initiators, rather than victims and reactors ... " 

(Gillespie 1985:26). 

To explain the chronological trends in Aboriginal-Macassan relationships on the 

Cobourg Peninsula it is also necessary to view its residents as "planners and initiators If • 

Macknight (1972) accurately depicted the chronological trends in Macassan-Aboriginal 

relationships. Nonetheless, by contrast to the two models presented above, I have argued that 

Europeans facilitated, but did not cause change in Macassan-Aboriginal relationships. 

Viewing Aborigines as active participants in the culture contact process explains why 

the most dramatic shift in Aboriginal-Macassan relationships occurred between 1829 and 1838, 

when no Europeans were present on the peninsula. Such a view also explains why Aborigines 

chose to work for and trade with Macassans rather than Europeans later in the nineteenth 

century. Furthermore, it provides an explanation for why, as is discussed in Chapter Seven, 
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Aborigines on the Cobourg Peninsula frequently located their campsites adjacent to foreign 

settlements or trepang processing sites. As Schrire (1972) has argued, this represented a 

strategy on the part of Aboriginal people to facilitate the process of culture contact. It is 

within this context, a model which sees Aborigines as empowered participants in the process 

of culture contact, that we can begin to understand the changes that took place in the 

Aboriginal economy during the post-contact period. 

5.4 EUROPEAN AND MACASSAN CONTACT: 

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE ABORIGINAL ECONOMY 

In the light of these intensive foreign contacts, it is important to explore the impact of 

foreign activities on the Aboriginal people's ability to maintain their hunting and gathering 

lifeways. In this respect, the consequences of contact with both Europeans and Macassans are 

likely to have been similar. 

Both Macassans and Europeans treated the Aboriginal residents of the Cobourg 

Peninsula as a potential resource, or a danger to be placated or avoided. As Macknight 

(1976:92) has noted, the Macassans had no reason to impose their religion or other ideas on 

the Aborigines. Neither, for the most part, did the Europeans who visited the area. In the 

time period under consideration here, Aborigines were not forced by outsiders to abandon 

their hunting and gathering activities. Only one missionary, Confalonieri, worked in the area 

during the nineteenth century and this venture (from a missionary's point of view) was a 

complete failure. 

As discussed in Chapter Four, European activities on the Cobourg Peninsula were 

without exception both small in scale and transient in nature. The two most substantial 

European outposts, Fort Wellington and Victoria Settlement, utilized only small amounts of 

land and lasted a short period of time. The Macassan industry, although it could involve 

substantial numbers of men, was also transient in nature. Macassans never attempted to settle 

permanently and their activities were restricted to the coastline. On the Cobourg Peninsula, 

therefore, culture contact took place without the widespread dispossession of land that was 

experienced in many other parts of Australia. As a result, Aboriginal people were able to 

maintain access to their natural resource base throughout the contact period. 

Despite foreign activity in the region, the Aboriginal resource base remained largely 

intact. As discussed in Chapter Two, attempts at agriculture in the region, and several early 

attempts at timber felling, were failures. Even the pastoralists who operated in the region 

relied on catching wild cattle and buffalo, rather than intensive pastural improvement. Thus, 

the most dramatic effect of Europeans on the landscape was the introduction of feral animals 
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and plants. As noted in Chapter Two, the introduction of feral animals probably resulted in 

the degradation of some vegetation communities. Nonetheless, the proliferation of feral 

animals is also likely to have provided hunter-gatherers with new potential food resources. 

Despite foreign intrusion, Aboriginal people were able to subsist through hunting and 

gathering until the end of the period under discussion here. Even in the 1930' s, Aborigines 

alternated between subsisting on European foods, and subsisting entirely through hunting and 

gathering (Sunter 1937). Even those Aborigines who were working for Europeans were 

encouraged to supplement their diet through hunting and gathering (e.g. Lewis 1922). 

In a fascinating example of cultural continuity the 1970 film, The Wiril Canoe shows 

men from Croker Island catching a turtle with a metal harpoon and dugout canoe, modelled 

after the Macassan canoes. The methods' and the technology they used in the film were the 

same as those George Windsor Earl observed at Port Essington 130 years earlier (Earl 

1863: 102-103; see Chapter Six). The incident serves to highlight both the way that Aboriginal 

people have been able to maintain their hunting and gathering skills throughout the contact 

period, and the role played by Macassan material culture in some aspects of this process. 

The goods that Europeans and Macassans supplied throughout the nineteenth century 

were remarkably similar. Cobourg Peninsula Aborigines could obtain rice, cloth, tobacco, 

alcohol and metal from both Europeans and the Macassans. The only major difference was 

that only the Macassans provided the Aborigines with dugout canoes. The fact that Aboriginal 

people incorporated some foreign objects into their own material culture is not surprising given 

the large amounts of foreign material culture that were consistently available to Aboriginal 

people throughout the contact period. 

Peaceful relationships between Macassans and residents of the Cobourg Peninsula 

possibly did not exist during the earliest stages of the voyages. Nonetheless historic records 

make it clear that Aborigines could obtain Macassan goods without necessarily having the 

latter's consent. One way that Aborigines could have obtained Macassan goods was by force 

(e.g. King 1827: 138). The residents of Fort Wellington also noted that Aborigines were 

successful in obtaining Macassan goods by stealth, as several dugout canoes were taken at 

night from praus anchored in Raffles Bay (Mulvaney and Green 1992:162,164). As Wilson 

(1835: 167) stated: 

.. .it is but fair that they should catch a canoe whenever they can; and that they 
are pretty successful in this way, appeared very evident to us, all their canoes 
being of Malay construction. 

Barker also met a Macassan captain who claimed that Aborigines had stolen a quantity of rice 

from him, suggesting that a range of goods could be obtained without Macassan consent 

(Mulvaney and Green 1992:140). Accordingly, it is likely that foreign goods were available to 

Aborigines on the Cobourg Peninsula from the onset of the Macassan voyages at 
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approximately 1720 AD. 

As discussed in Chapter Four, the garrison of Fort Wellington provided Aboriginal 

people with large quantities of goods such as cloth and metal. Soon afterwards, Aborigines 

established successful trading and working relationships with Macassans, and more goods were 

then available from the residents of Victoria Settlement. Even when the Macassan industry 

began to decline late in the nineteenth century, Aborigines were able to obtain foreign goods 

through other sources such as local trepang fishermen. 

Accordingly, it is likely that any changes to the indigenous economy which may have 

occurred as a result of the introduction of foreign material culture probably began at the onset 

of the Macassan voyages early in the eighteenth century. However, the amount of exotic 

goods available to Aboriginal people probably increased once peaceful relationships were 

established with Europeans and Macassans. It is therefore possible that some aspects of 

economic change in the post-contact period may have accelerated throughout the nineteenth 

century. 

As discussed in Chapter Three, it is possible that isolated Asian craft occasionally 

reached Australia prior to regular Macassan voyages. The sporadic and small scale culture 

contact which may have resulted from such events probably led to the introduction of small 

numbers of foreign objects into Aboriginal society. Nonetheless, a distinction can be drawn 

between this type of culture contact and the regular infusion of large quantities of material 

culture into western Amhem Land which must have occurred after Macassan voyages began. 

It is therefore appropriate to regard the onset of the Macassan voyages as the start of the post

contact period on the Cobourg Peninsula. In order to address the aims of this thesis it is 

relevant to compare ethnohistoric data from before and after the onset of Macassan voyages. 

Such a comparison is attempted in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE IMPACT OF CULTURE CONTACT ON ABORIGINAL 
MATERIAL CULTURE AND SUBSISTENCE 

PATTERNS: AN ETHNOmSTORIC ANALYSIS 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter explores, through the use of ethnohistoric data, change within aspects of 

the hunter-gatherer economy on the Cobourg Peninsula that may have resulted from culture 

contact. Two facets of the Aboriginal economy are under consideration in this chapter, 

material culture and subsistence patterns. This chapter aims to develop a model of economic 

change which can be tested against archaeological data. 

As noted in previous chapters, a substantial body of ethnohistoric data was recorded by 

the Dutch explorers in 1705. This information is singularly important because it represents the 

only detailed description of Aboriginal society in western Arnhem Land prior to the onset of 

Macassan trepanging voyages. All other ethnohistoric information from the Cobourg 

Peninsula refers to hunter-gatherers with a long history of regular contact with foreigners. 

Information on Aboriginal material culture and subsistence practices in the Dutch report 

is compared to ethnohistoric data compiled between 1818 and 1928, in order to identify what 

economic changes may have taken place after foreign contact began. Two issues are central to 

this discussion; change in indigenous material culture and change in indigenous hunting and 

gathering practices. Note that a large amount of documentary evidence is available concerning 

Aboriginal material culture and subsistence patterns in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

A comprehensive discussion of this material is necessarily lengthy, and accordingly a detailed 

description of these aspects of Aboriginal life have been presented in Appendices Two and 

Three. Chapter Six presents a summary of these written records, focusing on the issue of 

chronological change. 

Comparison of the pre-contact and post-contact historic records raises the possibility 

that several major changes to the Aboriginal diet may have occurred after Macassan trepanging 

voyages began. The final section of this chapter outlines a model suggesting how this 

chronological change may be related to the adoption of foreign technology, and suggests 

criteria by which this model of economic change could be tested against archaeological data. 
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6.2 DUTCH OBSERVATIONS FROM THE PRE-CONTACT PERIOD 

The Dutch explorers reported in 1705 that Aboriginal people went naked, except for the 
women who wore •.... a covering ofleaves or such-like over their middle" (Major 1859:168-

169). Some Aborigines were observed with "marks" or "carvings" on their bodies, probably 

a reference to cicatrices. According to the Dutch report Aborigines had domesticated dogs but 

no habitations, "either houses or huts" (Major 1859: 169). The report also mentions 

Aborigines throwing "assigais" or "sharpened sticks", probably a reference to spears with 

wooden tips. 

Three comments in the report regarding Aboriginal subsistence patterns and material 

culture are particularly important, given the contrasts that can be drawn with later 

observations: 

1. The Dutch indicated that the Aborigines " ... have neither iron nor anything like mineral 

ore or metal, but only a stone that is ground and made to serve as a hatchet" (Major 

1859:169). 

2. The report stated that together with crabs, the Aboriginal" ... diet seems to consist of 

fish, and a few roots and vegetables, but no birds or wild animals of any kind are 

used as food, for though animal food exists, and was found by our men in abundance, 

the natives appear to be indifferent to it" (Major 1859:170, my emphasis). 

3. Aborigines" ... feed on fish, which they catch with harpoons of wood, and also by 

means of nets, putting out to sea in small canoes, made of the bark of trees, which are 

in themselves so fragile, that it is necessary to strengthen them with cross beams" 

(M:ajor 1859:169). 

On face value, the Dutch comment that no birds or animals were eaten seems 

surprising, particularly given the very wide subsistence base documented during the nineteenth 

century (see below). As the Dutch generally remained on the coastline, it is possible that they 

had few opportunities to observe the Aboriginal terrestrial economy. Alternatively, the 

comment may reflect a strong marine orientation in Aboriginal subsistence activities at the 

time. 

Given the level of detail in which marine subsistence patterns are described, the 

absence of large marine animals from the list of subsistence items may be more significant. 

The Dutch report goes on to state that the Aboriginal women decorated themselves with a a 

yellow or red "ointment" (probably ochre), which was prepared with turtle fat (Major 

1859:169). There is, however, no mention of Aborigines using turtles for food. 
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Turtle fat is collected and stored by Aboriginal people on the Cobourg Peninsula today 

(personal observation). The turtle fat that the Dutch saw being used, therefore, may have been 

obtained on another occasion. Given that the Dutch spent three months in the area, and met 

with Aboriginal people on a daily basis, they would have had ample opportunities to observe 

Aboriginal subsistence patterns. It is possible that turtle capture was such an infrequent 

occurrence that the Dutch did not consider it worth mentioning, or indeed, they may not ever 

have observed it. In either case, the Dutch report indicates that while turtles were captured in 

the pre-contact period, such events were probably infrequent. 

6.3 ABORIGINAL MATERIAL CULTURE IN THE POST-CONTACT PERIOD 

Ethnohistoric observations dating to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries describe a 

wide range of material culture items from the Cobourg Peninsula (Appendix Two). These 

include woven bags and baskets, didgeridoos, wooden firesticks, and ornaments made of 

animal fur, human hair, plant fibre, animal bones or beads obtained from Macassans. Other 

objects include spears, stone artefacts, wooden clubs and canoes. Some descriptions are highly 

detailed, listing, for example, as many as 14 different types of spears. 

The range of material culture portrayed in the post-contact ethnohistoric records is 

clearly greater than that described by the Dutch in 1705. This is likely to reflect the fact that 

the more recent set of observations represent cumulatively a much longer period of interaction 

between observers and Aborigines. The following discussion is divided into three sections. 

The first section highlights the many continuities that can be identified between the material 

culture observed by the Dutch in 1705 and the material culture in use after the onset of 

Macassan voyages. Discussion then focuses on two items of Macassan material culture which 

formed important components of Aboriginal technology in the post-contact period, dugout 

canoes and iron. 

Chronological continuities in Aboriginal material culture 

Ethnohistoric data suggests that Aboriginal apparel did not alter markedly after the 

Macassan voyages began. Cicatrices and the use of ochre for painting the body are also 

described in nineteenth century accounts. As in the Dutch account, later European observers 

also commented on the "nakedness" of the Cobourg Peninsula Aborigines (e.g. Allen and 

Corris 1977: 146; Curr 1886:268; d'Urville 1987:387; Keppel 1853: 156; Lubbock 1967:91; 

Searcy 1909:26-27,35; Stokes 1846:394). Although they were able to obtain clothing from 

both Macassans and Europeans, Aborigines appear to have maintained an active aversion or 

dislike for wearing foreign clothing (e.g. Earl 1846a:240; Keppe11853:159; MacGillivray 
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1852:146; Wilson 1835:90). 

Post-contact ethnohistoric records describe a number of different types of Aboriginal 

huts, a characteristic which does present a contrast with the earlier Dutch observations. 

Nonetheless, Aborigines in the post-contact period only constructed huts during the wet season 

(Mulvaney and Green 1992: 131; MacGillivray 1852: 146). Given that the Dutch were present 

early in the dry season, they would have been on the coastline at the wrong time of year to see 

hut manufacture. A further continuity with the Dutch records is that domesticated dogs are also 

mentioned in a number of nineteenth and twentieth century accounts (Foelsche 1881: 13; 

Keppel 1853; Sunter 1937). 

Ground edged stone axes feature in both pre-contact and post-contact descriptions. 

Little has been recorded regarding the morphology of these artefacts, other than that they were 

made of "smooth stone" (Pasco in Curr 1886:268) and that the axe was hafted with gum 

(Mulvaney and Green 1992: 185). Spears with wooden tips are again mentioned in the post

contact documents (e.g. Allen and Corris 1977: 146; MacGillivray 1852: 147; Stokes 

1846:304), and these were either plain or barbed. By contrast to the Dutch records, stone 

headed spears were often mentioned during the post-contact period (e.g. Allen and Carris 

1977; Brierly 1848a:259; Campbell 1834; Foelsche 1881: 14). Such spears were either hafted 

with a single, pointed piece of flaked stone (e.g. MacGillivray 1852:148), or a with series of 

small quartz fragments placed into gum on two sides of the spearhead (Pasco in Curr 

1886:268). 

In 1705 the Dutch recorded Aborigines catching fish with spears and nets. Europeans 

between 1818 and 1928 also observed Aborigines catching fish with nets, as well as spearing 

fish from canoes and spearing fish while standing on the shoreline (e.g. Campbell 1834:170; 

Foelsche 1881:12; Keppel 1853:178; Mulvaney and Green 1992:113,114,170,187; Searcy 

1905:13, 1909:64; Sunter 1937:63; Wilson 1835:164). In some contexts Aborigines also 

used fish poisons made from certain types of leaves or bark (Foelsche 1881: 13; Searcy 

1905:13). 

There is no evidence that fish hooks, available from both the Macassans and 

Europeans, were widely adopted by Aborigines in the nineteenth century. Macassans 

employed both metal and pearlshell fishhooks (Campbell 1834:166; Mulvaney and Green 

1992:135,137; Searcy 1905:188), and some Europeans distributed metal fish hooks to 

Aborigines from the Cobourg Peninsula (Mulvaney and Green 1992:104,129,178; Wilson 

1835:90). Nonetheless, there are only two documents which refer to Aborigines from the 

study area using fishhooks, and both of these references are ambiguous. 
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On one occasion Mago and Marnibal arrived at Fort Wellington, having apparently 

" ... brought some fish with them caught with our hooks ... " (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 104). 

Nonetheless, the account does not indicate whether Barker saw the hooks being used, or 

whether he simply assumed that the fish were caught in this way. On all subsequent occasions 

when Barker observed Aborigines fishing they used spears (Mulvaney and Green 

1992: 113, 114, 170, 187). The second reference to fishhooks was provided by Harney 

(1947:35,60) who was supposedly told that metal fish hooks had replaced those manufactured 

from shell on the Cobourg Peninsula. Nonetheless, strong reservations were expressed 

regarding the accuracy of this source in Chapter Four. It is worth noting that fish hooks have 

long been used by the indigenous residents of eastern Arnhem Land (Schrire 1972), where 

Harney is likely to have made his ethnographic observations (see Lockwood 1990). I 

conclude that fish hooks were either not used on the Cobourg Peninsula or were of minor 

importance. Fishing technology therefore also demonstrates strong continuities between the 

pre-contact and post-contact period. 

Finally, bark canoes were used by Aborigines on the Cobourg Peninsula both in 1705 

and throughout the nineteenth century (e.g. d'Urville 1987:388; Keppel 1853:183). The most 

detailed description of an Aboriginal bark canoe was provided by King (1827:89-90), who 

found a canoe in Knocker Bay. According to King: 

The canoe was nearly new, it measured eighteen feet in length, and two in 
breadth, and would easily carry eight persons; the sides were supported by two 
poles fastened to the gunwhale by strips of a climbing plant. .. and with which 
also the ends of the canoe were neatly, and even tastefully joined; the poles 
were spanned together on either side by rope constructed of strips of bark. The 
canoe was made of one sheet of bark, but in the bottom, within it, short pieces 
were placed cross-ways, in order to preserve its shape, and increase its strength 
(King 1827:89-90). 

Other descriptions of bark canoes, while less detailed, confirm that bark canoes were made of 

several pieces of bark sewn together at the ends, with poles or sticks placed sideways inside 

the boat to support the sides (d'Urville 1987:388; Foelsche in Curr 1886:273; Pasco 1897:89). 

Although the description of bark canoes provided in 1705 is brief, it is consistent with 

observations from the nineteenth century. Accordingly, bark canoes provide another example 

of continuity between Aboriginal material culture prior to and after the onset of Macassan 

voyages. Nonetheless, another facet of Aboriginal sea transport in the post-contact period, the 

dugout canoe, represents the first of two major contrasts between pre-contact and post-contact 

Aboriginal material culture. 
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Dugout canoes 

In addition to bark canoes, Aboriginals from the · Cobourg Peninsula in the post-contact 

period used dugout canoes (Table 6-1; Plate 6-1). By contrast to bark canoes, dugouts were 

cut or hollowed out of a single, solid tree trunk (Campbell 1834: 170; d'Urville 1987:413; Earl 

1863:73; Foelsche in Curr 1886:273; Lewis 1922: 152; MacGillivray 1852: 146; Pasco 

1897:89; Pasco in Curr 1886:269; Sunter 1937). European observers agreed that dugouts 

and the knowledge of how to make them were obtained from Macassans (Campbe111834:170; 

Foelsche 1881: 12; Foelsche in Curr 1886:273; Jukes in Smyth 1878:422; MacGillivray 

1852:146-147; Stokes 1846:394; Wilson 1835:167; NTRS 790/A4064). 

Plate 6-1 Abandoned Aboriginal dugout canoe, Smith Point 

Aboriginals used at least two types of dugout canoe on the Cobourg Peninsula. One 

type was obtained directly from the Macassans, and were the equivalent of the Zepa-Zepa 

referred to in Chapter Three (Brierly in Smyth 1878:418). These canoes measured between 

20 and 25 feet long and could carry as many as 15-20 people (Campbell 1834: 167; Pasco 

1897:89). A second, slightly smaller type of dugout canoe manufactured by the Aboriginals 

themselves was also used. 
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Thble 6-1 Observations on the use and origins of Aboriginal canoes on the Cobourg Peninsula: 1818-1932 

OBSERVER 

King 

Campbell 

Barker 

Wilson 

d'Urville 

DATE 

1818 

1827-29 

1828-29 

1829 

1838 

Pasco 1838 

Earl 1838-44 

Stokes 1839-40 

MacGillivray 1844,48 

Brierly 1848 

Keppel 

Lewis 

Foelsche 

Sunter 

1849 

1874-75 

1875-81 

1928-32 

BARK 
CANOES 

y 

y 

y 

y 

y 

y 

"y"=recorded, ..... =not recorded 

DUGOUT 
CANOES 

y 

y 

y 

y 

y 

y 

y 

y 

y 

y 

y 

y 

COMMENTS 

All dugouts obtained from Macassans 

All dugouts obtained from Macassans 

Dugouts without sails 

Some dugouts made by Aborigines 

Canoes mainly obtained from Macassans 

Bark canoe superseded by dugout 

Small dugouts made by Aborigines, 

larger dugouts obtained from Macassans 

Dugouts made by Aborigines 

Aborigines mainly used dugouts, which 

they obtained from Macassans or made 

themselves 

Dugouts made by Aborigines 

REFERENCE 

King 1827 

Campbell 1834 

Mulvaney and Green 1992 

Wilson 1835 

d'Urville 1987 

Curr 1886; Pasco 1897 

Earl 1846b 

Stokes 1846 

MacGillivray 1852 

Smyth 1878 

Keppel 1853 

Lewis 1922 

Foe1sche 1881; Curr 1886; 

NTRS 790/A4064 

Sunter 1937 



The first reference to Aborigines manufacturing dugout canoes dates from the 
occupation of Victoria Settlement (Earl 1846b:77). Indigenous dugout canoe manufacture may 

not have been common at this time; Earl (1863:73) stated that dugouts were made by 

Aborigines from only some parts of the coast, while Stokes (1846:394) stated "Their canoes 

were chiefly obtained from the Malays". Brierly (1848a:274) observed a canoe in Port 

Essington which he though had been manufactured locally. He described this craft as " ... a 

small one without any particular shape or symmetry" and said it contained 12 Aborigines, 

" ... packed so closely together that had she taken in the smallest wave she must have gone 

down" (Brierly 1848a:274). Aborigines are known to have manufactured dugouts in the 

1870's and 1880's (Foelsche 1881:12; Lewis 1922:152), while they continued to manufacture 

dugout canoes after the Macassan voyages ceased (Sunter 1937). 

Sunter (1937:67) has provided the most detailed information on indigenous dugout 

manufacture. The first step was to fell " ... a good, straight tree ... " and cut off the required 

length (Sunter 1937:67). Following this: 

The two ends are shaped to points and the inside is removed with [iron] adzes, 
axes and half-axes ... It can easily be understood that this primitive method takes 
a great deal of time ... Two boys, armed with the white man I s tools, can 
complete a canoe in seven or eight days. 

Two different types of tree, the kapok (Bombax ceiba) and the paperbark (Melaleuca sp.) 

were used, producing canoes with quite different characteristics (Earl 1846b:77; Earl 

1863:73). Sources agree that the wood from the kapok tree was excellent for canoe 

manufacture as it was light, soft, and could be relatively easily worked (Earl 1846b:77, 

1863:73; Lewis 1922: 152; Sunter 1937:68). Lewis (1922: 152) stated that due to the lightness 

of the wood " ... a native in a couple of days could make a canoe that would carry four people. " 

Nonetheless, canoes made from this type of wood quickly decayed and could become useless 

within months of being manufactured (Earl 1863:73; Sunter 1937:68). 

Paperbark trees were also employed to make dugout canoes (Sunter 1937:68). 

According to Sunter this wood was highly durable, and a canoe made from it would last for 

many years. Nonetheless, "This timber is very heavy, and making a canoe with it is a pretty 

solid job" (Sunter 1937:68). One other disadvantage of canoes made from paperbark wood 

was that they were liable to sink if capsized (Sunter 1937:68). 

Thble 6-1 also summarises ethnohistorical data relating to the use of bark canoes. Data 

presented in this table makes it clear that both bark canoes and dugout canoes were in use 

throughout the nineteenth century. Nonetheless, there are no records of bark canoes being 

used in the twentieth century, despite Sunter's (1937) detailed descriptions of Aboriginal 

maritime activities. It therefore appears that the bark canoe was eventually completely 

superseded by the wooden dugouts. 
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Aboriginal use of iron in the post-contact period 

Members of the Dutch expedition in 1705 specifically noted the absence of iron tools. 

By contrast, ethnohistoric records from 1818 onwards document the ready adoption of this 

material by Aborigines on the Cobourg Peninsula (e.g. King 1827:87). Residents of Fort 

Wellington and Victoria Settlement frequently complained about Aborigines stealing iron 

objects (e.g. Mulvaney and Green 1992: 126; Meynell 1838:27). Such procurement of iron 

occurred even though Aborigines sometimes risked being shot for doing so. The most 

spectacular and successful of these events was the removal of a whaleboat from Fort 

Wellington. Thken in the middle of the night, the boat was found four kilometres away the 

next morning" ... stripped of every particle of iron about her ... " (Wilson 1835: 135). 

When the garrison of Fort Wellington constructed a beacon, it had to be made without 

any metal, due to the " ... eagerness of the Natives for iron in any shape ... " (HRA III(5):819). 

On visiting the abandoned Fort Wellington in 1838 d'Urville (1987:387) found that the 

Aborigines had dug out all of the graves and taken the nails used to fasten the coffins. 

Aborigines were also able to obtain iron from Victoria Settlement after it was abandoned 

(Keppel 1853:190). 

As discussed in Chapter Four, Aborigines were also able to obtain metal through their 

trading or social relationships with foreigners. Barker's description of a scene in which he 

distributed some iron hatchets to Wadyere and Oologheny provides an indication of the esteem 

in which these objects were held by Aborigines. Having been given a metal hatchet Wadyere, 

... on our return to the others ran before us, & as soon as he was in sight of 
them, held up the hatchet in great triumph shouting out. . .instantly there was a 
chase down the hill & I had sundry applications for hatchets (Mulvaney and 
Green 1992: 182) 

Fishing and fighting spears were sometimes headed with iron, and metal knives were used in 

place of shell or stone tools (Foelsche in CUIT 1886:271). 

Nails and iron hoops were also manufactured into barbed pegs, about four inches long, 

which were prized as harpoon heads (Earl 1863: 103; Wilson 1835: 111). The blacksmith at 

Port Essington made iron spikes specifically for the Aborigines to use as harpoon heads 

(McArthur in Allen 1969: 399). Wilson (1835: 164-165) stated that the Aborigines at Raffles 

Bay used these harpoons for hunting turtle, and "It is to point the spears used for that purpose, 

that they estimate and covet the iron so much". Wilson (1835: 169) went on to say that iron 

axes, together with the nails and iron hoops which were used to make harpoons, were the most 

popular of the European items available at Fort Wellington. 

Ethnohistoric evidence therefore indicates that two major new elements, dugout canoes 

and iron, were incorporated into the indigenous material culture after the Macassan voyages 

125 



began. The discussion now focuses on ethnohistoric evidence regarding the Aboriginal diet, in 

order to identify whether this technological change was associated with shifts in Aboriginal 

subsistence patterns. 

6.4 ABORIGINAL SUBSISTENCE PATTERNS IN THE POST-CONTACT PERIOD 

The following discussion of Aboriginal subsistence patterns aims to address two issues. 

Firstly this section uses ethnohistorical evidence to outline the range of foods consumed by 

Aborigines during the post-contact period. Secondly, an assessment is made of the relative 

importance of different foods within the Aboriginal diet in the post-contact period. Of key 

importance in this discussion is the identification of food resources that were important in the 

post-contact period but which were not mentioned in the 1705 Dutch report. 

As discussed in Chapter Five, Aboriginal people in the post-contact period obtained 

food from foreign visitors. One popular food was cooked rice, which was obtained both from 

Macassans and Europeans (e.g. d'Urville 1987:393; Mulvaney and Green 1992; Wilson 

1835:88; GRSlI1884/177). According to Earl (1846b:67) large quantities of Macassan rice 

were consumed by the Aborigines " ... who had become habituated to this food". Europeans 

also distributed biscuits, bread, tobacco, sugar, tea and beef (Allen and Corris 1977:147; Earl 

1846b:42; Lewis 1922:150-151; Mulvaney and Green 1992). 

In addition to foreign foodstuffs, Aboriginal people also obtained food through hunting 

and gathering during the post-contract period. Ethnographic data regarding Aboriginal hunting 

and gathering has been summarized in Thbles 6-2 and 6-3. Thble 6-2 lists the range of animal 

foods recorded in the ethnohistoric literature during the post-contact period, together with the 

methods used for their collection. By contrast, Table 6-3 summarises ethnohistoric data 

regarding Aboriginal use of plant foods in the post-contact period. 

Some of the foods listed in Tables 6-2 and 6-3 would not have been available prior to 

the onset of foreign contact. Introduced plant foods consumed by Aborigines in the post

contact period included the fruits from tamarind trees (Foelsche 1881: 13; cpp 

19111III(39):11). The fruits and nuts from cashew trees, which spread through Raffles Bay 

from a garden associated with Fort Wellington, were also eaten (Leichhardt 1847:532-533; 

MacGillivray 1852: 149). There is one record of Aborigines hunting wild pigs 

(GRSlI1908/175), and two records of Aborigines hunting buffalo (NTT 20/2/1874; NTT 

9/1/1875). Capture of the latter animal probably required the use of iron or European 

firearms, as according to Earl the Aborigines had " ... become aware of the impractability of 

piercing buffalo hides with missiles pointed with wood or stone" (Earl 1863: 35). 
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Thble 6-2 Range of animal foods listed in the post-contact ethnohistoric record 
(Sources: see Appendix Three) 

RESOURCE 

Snakes, Lizards 
Macropods 
Native cats 
Possums 
Flying foxes 
Bandicoots 

Waterfowl 
Emus 
Birds eggs 

Buffaloes 
Wild pigs 

Honey 
Witchetty 

Mud Crabs 
Sand crabs 
Molluscs 

Fish 

Dolphin 
Crocodile 

Turtles 
Dugong 

grubs 

Turtle Eggs 
Crocodile eggs 

"."=no data available 

CAPTURE/COLLECTION TECHNIQUE 

Killed with missiles or hunting dogs. 
Spearing, hunting dogs, communal drives using fire to herd the animals. 

Throwing sticks, European firearms, lures, snares. 
Speared or run down with hunting dogs. 
Scrubfowl eggs dug out of mounds. 

Hunters used a musket in at least one case. 

stone or iron hatchets used to break open tree trunk in which nest located. 

Dug out of mangroves. 

Mostly gathered by women. 

Captured in nets, speared from canoe or shoreline, fish poison used in coral pools. 

Harpooned. 

Speared with metal harpoon using a dugout canoe. 
Speared with metal harpoon using a dugout canoe. 



Thble 6-3 Range of plant foods listed in the post-contact ethnohistoric record 

(Sources: see Appendix Three) 

SPECIES 

Dioscorea transvera 

Dioscorea bulbifera 

Ipomoea pescaprae 

Eleocharis dulcis 

Triglochin proceraa 

Nymphaea gigantea 

Nelumbo nucifera 

Granophyllum ramsayi 

Pandanus australis 

Physalis minima 

Tamarindus indica 

Semecarpus australiensis 

COMMON NAME 

Long yam 

Cheeky yam 

purple goat's 

Spike rush 

Water ribbon 

Water lily 

water bean 

Cabbage palm 

Pandanus 

foot 

Native gooseberry 

Tamarind 

Cashew 

COMMENTS 

Could be eaten raw. 

Required lengthy processing to make it edible. 

Tap root edible after processing. 

Corms or tubers eaten raw or pounded into a paste and cooked. 

Tuberous Roots can be eaten raw or cooked. 

Roots edible. 

Tuber eaten. 

Young undeveloped leaf at top of tree eaten. 

Seeds eaten. 

Native fruits not a major part of the diet. 

Fruits. 

Nut and the fruit eaten. 



Despite the introduction of new animals and plant species in the area, and the 

availability of foreign foodstuffs, Aboriginal people consumed a wide variety of native plants 

and animals throughout the post-contact period (Tables 6-2, 6-3). Some of these resources, 

including fish, crabs and "tuberous roots" were also mentioned in the Dutch report of 1705. 

Nonetheless, the large variety of resources, particularly terrestrial resources listed in the post

contact records contrasts with the records maintained by the Dutch. 

In the case of some resources this probably reflects the (cumulatively) much greater 

opportunities for observation that took place after 1818. It is also possible that the new 

technology introduced by foreigners allowed Aborigines to expand their resource base. For 

example, Aboriginal people ate the seeds of the pandanus tree (Pandanus spiralis) during the 

post-contact period (Sunter 1937:227; GRSI 1908/175). According to Sunter (1937:227) the 

cones or drupes in which the pandanus seeds are contained" ... are so hard that an axe has to be 

called into requisition to split them". The axe that Sunter referred to was almost certainly 

metal; unless pandanus drupes are charred or burned first they are too hard to be opened with 

stone tools (Meehan et al. 1979). It is possible that pandanus nuts were exploited much more 

frequently on the Cobourg Peninsula after Macassan contact began. 

One means for investigating the possibility of dietary change is through analysing 

ethnohistoric evidence regarding the relative frequency with which different resources were 

consumed in the post-contact period. Those resources that were rarely used in the post

contact period, and were not mentioned by the Dutch, may be absent from the earlier account 

simply because the Dutch were not present for a long enough time. For example, Foelsche 

(1881:14) noted that native fruits were rare on the Cobourg Peninsula. The fact that they were 

not recorded in the Dutch report may simply reflect the relatively limited opportunities which 

the Dutch had to observe the indigenous terrestrial economy. Conversely, if a particular 

resource was designated as particularly important in the post-contact period, but not 

documented by the Dutch, then a dietary shift may be indicated. 

Some European observers in the post-contact period commented on resources which 

they perceived to be particularly important components of the Aboriginal diet. For example, 

among the terrestrial resources, contemporary observers emphasized the importance of plant 

foods, and particularly yams (Earl 1846a:251; Foelsche 1881:13). For example, Wilson 

(1835: 154) stated that" ... the natives appear to almost live on the roasted yam", while 

McArthur referred to yams around Victoria settlement " ... which the natives are constantly 

eating ... " (McArthur 1841). The Dutch report also emphasised the importance of t'roots" and 

"vegetables", suggesting that this facet of the subsistence economy was not substantially altered 

as a result of culture contact. 
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During the post-contact period a variety of marine resources were also identified as 

particularly important components of the Aboriginal diet. According to Wilson (1835:164) 

"Their food chiefly consists of fish, which they spear very dexterously". In a similar vein, 

Keppel (1853: 178) indicated that the Aborigines" ... obtain an abundance of them [fish] by 

spearing". MacGillivray (1852: 148) stated that the main foods of the Port Essington 

Aborigines were fish and molluscs, while Foelsche (1881:12,14) also singled out fish as an 

important component of the diet. The apparent importance of fish in the post-contact period 

also parallels comments made by the Dutch in 1705. 

Documentary evidence suggests that molluscs also formed a highly reliable, staple 

resource during the post-contact period. Earl (l846b:85) commented that molluscs afforded 

" ... a never-failing supply of food to the natives when they cannot obtain any of better quality" 

(see also Foelsche 1881: 14; Sunter 1937:261). Crabs were apparently another important 

resource: Leichhardt stated "The Mollusca and Crustacea are very numerous and form the 

principal food of the natives" (Webster 1986:29). In singling out invertebrate marine fauna as 

important Leichhardt's comment provides further parallels with the Dutch report of 1705. 

The importance of turtle and dugong within the Aboriginal diet was stressed in the 

strongest terms by observers in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. European observers 

were almost florid when describing the popularity of turtle. For example, when Mimjaloo, 

Jacama and Marambal, who were visiting Fort Wellington, discovered their hosts had a turtle 

tethered up, 

They discovered great emotion ... and requested very clamorously to have it. 
Mimjaloo then showed us their method of killing the turtle, and pointed out, 
with ecstatic delight, the parts of it that they chiefly prized ... in the knowledge of 
a turtle, a savage is as skillful as an alderman (Wilson 1835:98). 

According to Earl (1846b: 82), Aborigines from the Cobourg Peninsula" ... look upon the 

turtle as being the greatest delicacy that their country affords ... ", while Keppel (1853: 178) 

stated that turtles abound and " ... are their favourite article of food." 

Another indication cif the popularity of turtle was the fact that people ate the flesh of the 

hawksbill turtle, despite their perception that it could be toxic (Earl 1863:104; Webster 

1986:29). Earl (1863: 104) went on to say that, 

The natives often suffer severely from eating it, and are sometimes absolutely 
poisoned to death, yet such is their craving for the food that they rarely abstain 
when it comes their way. 

Given the popularity of this food, it is no surprise that turtles were frequently hunted and 

captured. Earl (1846b:82) stated that the Aborigines" ... wage constant war with them, and 

are very expert at taking them with the harpoon" (my emphasis). In a similar vein Wilson 

(1835:164-165) stated "Catching turtle seems to be a favourite occupation with them, and they 

appear quite adept at that useful art". Numerous other ethnohistoric accounts confirm both the 

popUlarity of turtle meat, and the fact that turtles were frequently hunted and caught during the 
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post-contact period (Campbell 1834: 170; Mulvaney and Green 1992: 186; Sunter 1937; 

Webster 1986:29; NIT 27/2/1874; Sydney Herald 21/6/1840). 

Although dugong were more difficult to catch than turtle, their flesh was equally if not 

more popular among the Aborigines of the Cobourg Peninsula. Earl (1846a:249) noted that 

the flesh of the dugong " .. .is esteemed a great delicacy by the natives ... " and that they " ... kill 

it whenever they can, being very fond of its flesh ... " (Earl 1863: 1 05). Keppel (1853: 178) 

agreed, stating 

... the creature for which they will go any distance is the dugong ... for a blow 
out of that dainty they will make more than a day's journey, and talk of it for a 
week afterwards. 

Sunter (1937:54) expressed amazement over the extent to which people could gorge themselves 

on dugong flesh. He noted that even though after every dugong feast " ... the entire camp 

came up en masse complaining of gastric troubles ... ", within twenty four hours they would be 

ready for another meal of dugong (Sunter 1937:54). 

Ethnohistoric records therefore convey an impression that turtle and dugong were 

particularly popular animal foods amongst Aboriginal people during the post-contact period. It 

is important to note that the 1705 report mentions neither turtle or dugong as an item within the 

Aboriginal diet. Given that turtle and dugong were captured frequently after the onset of 

Macassan voyages, then this contrast raises the possibility that a major shift in subsistence 

patterns had occurred in the intervening period. To address this issue further, a quantitative 

analysis of ethnohistoric records is undertaken to assess the general impressions of writers 

regarding the importance of various resources within the Aboriginal diet. 

The relative importance of different resources in the Aboriginal diet - a quantitative analysis 

Thbles 6-4 and 6-5 plot the frequency with which particular subsistence resources were 

mentioned by the Europeans who wrote about Aboriginal diet. The frequencies expressed in 

Thbles 6-4 and 6-5 are not a direct measure of the quantity of resources procured during the 

past, nor are they a precise measure of a resource's relative contribution to the overall diet. 

However, I assume that the frequency with which different resources were eaten will be 

correlated with the frequency with which these resources were mentioned in the ethnohistorical 

literature (see McBryde 1976). If resources such as fish and turtle were consumed frequently 

during the post-contact period, then they should be mentioned by a relatively high proportion 

of the observers who discussed Aboriginal diet. 
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Thble 6-4 Terrestrial resources discussed by different observers (Sources: see Thble 6-5) 

OBSERVER DATE 

OBSERVED 

ROOTS CABBAGE FRUITS HONEY MACRO POD OTHER 

PALM MAMMALS 

Barker 1828-29 * * * * * 
Wilson 1829 * * * * 
Campbell 1827-29 * * * * 
Earl 1838-44 * * 
Pasco 1838 * * 
Sweatman 1846 * * * 
Leichhardt 1845-46 * * 
MacGillivray 1844,48 * * * * * 
Keppel 1849 * * * * 
Foelsche 1874-82 * * * * 
Lewis 1874-75 * * 
Searcy 1883-84 * * 
strangman 1907 * * * * 

Sunter 1928-32 * * * * * 

TOTAL ( n) 12 9 4 7 9 7 

TOTAL % 85.7 64.3 28.6 50.0 64.3 50.0 

"*"=referred to by the author 

BIRDS REPTILES OTHER 

* 

* 
* Tortoise 

* 

* * Scrub fowl eggs 

* * 
* * 
* Scrubfowl eggs 

* 
* Pigs, buffalo 

Pandanus seeds 

* * Witchetty grubs 

Pandanus seeds 

9 5 

64.3 28.6 



Thble 6-5 Marine resources discussed by different observers 

OBSERVER DATE TURTLE DUGONG MOLLUSCS FISH CRAB 
OBSERVED 

Barker 1828-29 * * * * 
Wilson 1829 * * * 
Campbell 1827-29 * * * 
Earl 1838-44 * * * * * 
Pasco 1838 * * 
Sweatman 1846 * * * 
Leichhardt 1845-46 * * * 
MacGillivray 1844,48 * * * * * 

~ Keppel 1849 * * * * w 
w Foelsche 1874-82 * * * * 

Lewis 1874-75 * * 
Searcy 1883-84 * * * * * 
Strangman 1907 * * * * 
Sunter 1928-32 * * * * 

TOTAL (n) 14 6 12 13 6 

TOTAL % 100.0 42.8 8S.7 92.8 42.8 

"*"=referred to by the author 

TURTLE 
EGGS 

* 

* 

* 

* 

4 

28.6 

OTHER 

Dolphin 

Dolphin 

Crocodile eggs 

Crocodiles 

Crocodiles 

REFERENCE 

Mulvaney and Green 1992 

Wilson 1835 

Campbell 1834 

Earl 1846a; 184Gb; 18G3 

Curr 1886 

Allen and corris 1977 

Webster 1986 

MacGillivray 1846, 1852 

Keppel 1853 

Curr 1886 

Lewis 1922 

Searcy 1909; 1912 

GRS1/1908/175 

Bunter 1937 



Given the restrictions on the use of ethnohistoric data discussed in Chapter Four, 

observations included in Thbles 6-4 and 6-5 had to meet two criteria. 

1. All sources are primary rather than secondary, and record individual experiences 

amongst Aboriginal people. Two ethnohistoric sources which purport to discuss the 

diet of Cobourg Peninsula Aborigines, Harney (1947) and Stoddart (in Campbell 1834) 

have been excluded on these grounds. 

2. All sources listed in Thbles 6-4 and 6-5 specifically addressed the topic of Aboriginal 

diet. Those sources that coincidentally mention Aboriginal subsistence practices within 

a different context have not been used as it is unlikely that the observer has recorded 

the full range of foods that he was aware of Aborigines eating. 

Only one of the types of terrestrial resources listed in Thble 6-4 was mentioned by more 

than two thirds of observers. This was edible roots or tubers, which were mentioned by 

85.7% (n= 14) of observers. The frequency with which edible roots are mentioned is 

consistent with the impressions of various observers regarding the importance of this food (see 

above). By contrast, native fruits were mentioned by only 28.6% (n=14) of observers, a 

pattern consistent with Foelsche' s (1881:14) impression that native fruits were not common. 

The data presented in Thble 6-4 therefore provides further evidence of the importance of edible 

roots in the post-contact diet, and the continuity in this aspect of the subsistence economy. 

Of the marine resources itemized in Table 6-5, the most frequently listed were 

molluscs, fish and turtle. Molluscs were listed by 85.7 % of the 14 observers, suggesting that 

Aboriginal people frequently ate this type of food. This confirms the impressions of 

Leichhardt, MacGillivray, Earl and Sunter that molluscs formed a staple part of the Aboriginal 

diet (see above). Fish were mentioned as an Aboriginal food by nearly all (92.8%, n=14) 

sources listed in Table 6-5. This is also consistent with, for example, Wilson's (1835:164) 

comment that the Aboriginal's diet consisted chiefly of fish. 

Data relating to the consumption of crabs is less consistent. Despite Leichhardt' s (in 

Webster 1986:29) and Foelsche's (1881: 12) opinion that crabs were plentiful and an important 

part of the Aboriginal diet, crabs were mentioned by only six (42.8%) of the sources that 

discussed Aboriginal diet (Table 6-5). While this does not necessarily negate Leichhardt's 

statement, it does suggests that crabs may not have been consumed as regularly as molluscs 

and fish. 

The most frequently mentioned of all subsistence items was turtle. This resource was 

mentioned by every single one of the ethnohistoric sources that discussed Aboriginal diet. 

Again, this is not surprising given European impressions regarding the popularity of turtle 

meat and the frequency with which this animal was captured (see above). Interestingly 

enough, dugongs, which were apparently just as much, if not more prized as turtles for eating 
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(Earl 1863; Keppel 1853; Sunter 1937), were mentioned by only six, or 42.8% of sources. 

Dugongs may have been captured less frequently than turtles by Aborigines on the Cobourg 

Peninsula. This may reflect the greater degree of difficulty, documented below, that 

Aborigines experienced in capturing dugong. 

Ethnohistoric data from the nineteenth and twentieth century therefore presents a major 

contrast with the Dutch observations from 1705. The 1705 report does not mention either 

turtles or dugongs as food sources, while post-contact ethnohistoric records indicate that these 

animals were frequently hunted. Comparison of the historic records therefore raises the 

possibility that turtles and dugong were captured much more frequently by Aboriginal people 

after the Macassan voyages to Australia began. The possibility that this contrast is linked to 

technological change as a result of foreign contact can be raised if the role of iron and dugout 

canoes in recent turtle and dugong hunting is explored. 

6.S TURTLE AND DUGONG CAPTURE 1N THE POST-CONTACT PERIOD 

Ethnohistoric records make it clear that both iron and dugout canoes formed prominent 

components of the equipment of turtle hunters in the post-contact period. Hunting turtle, 

according to Earl (1863: 103) required extensive preparations. 

First, a barbed peg, four inches long, of iron if it can be obtained, and of 
wood hardened in the fire if iron is not procurable. The end of a long line of 
twisted hibiscus bark is securely fastened to the shank of the peg about 3 inches 
above the barb, and the upper end of the shank is fitted into a socket, half an 
inch deep, cut into the end of a light pole 9 or 10 feet long (Earl 1863: 102-103, 
my emphasis). 

Other ethnohistoric records confirm that iron was the preferred material for making harpoon 

heads (Wilson 1835:164-165; McArthur in Allen 1969:399). Having made a harpoon, the 

hunters could then proceed to hunt the turtle. 

The boat used is a long narrow "dug out" canoe, in which the fishers, always 
two, take their places, one at each end ... As soon as a turtle is seen, the fisher in 
the bow stands up and fixes the peg in the Oringa or shaft, and afterwards 
remains upright, paddling as he stands. If the turtle allows the boat to approach 
sufficiently near, the harpooner ... springs out of the boat, and drives the peg 
down with the whole weight of his body into the back of the turtle. Down goes 
the turtle, taking out the stray line very rapidly, and in a second or two, up 
comes the harpooner, with the shaft in his hand, springs into the boat. .. and both 
fishers commence paddling in the direction the turtle is swimming so as to take 
the strain as much as possible off the line ... the turtle re-appears above water, 
when the harpooner fixes a second peg with the line attached to the shaft and the 
same process of jumping out is repeated at the first opportunity. When the 
second peg is fixed, the turtle is considered secure, and is allowed to tire itself 
out...When sufficiently exhausted the turtle is dragged into the boat and carried 
on shore in triumph (Earl 1863:103). 

Other descriptions of turtle hunting on the Cobourg Peninsula are similar to Earl's account, 

and confirm that dugout canoes, rather than bark canoes, were used while harpooning turtle 

(Sunter 1937:61; Wilson 1835:120). 
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Harpooning was not the only technique used for the capture of turtle on the Cobourg 

Peninsula during the post-contact period. Earl (1863:102) recorded that Aborigines could 

catch juvenile turtles in shallow water by striking them with wooden fishing spears, but that 

this technique was not suitable for large animals. A different technique again was used by 

Aborigines working for George Sunter, when travelling in his lugger through Blue Mud Bay 

(Sunter 1937:282). The group had just been marooned in Mountnorris Bay, and therefore did 

not have access to harpoons and dugouts. On seeing a basking turtle they attempted to jump in 

the water, grasp the turtle, and prevent it from diving while someone tied a rope around it. 

Nonetheless, the technique was singularly unsuccessful. Despite several attempts, " .. .in each 

case the shellfish disappeared beneath the surface before a "boy" could dive over, hold up its 

head, and prevent it from diving" (Sunter 1937:282). The episode suggests that Aboriginal 

hunters in the post-contact period experienced difficulties in capturing turtle if iron and dugouts 

were not available (see below). 

Techniques and equipment used for the capture of dugong were virtually identical to 

those employed to harpoon turtle. Dugong hunting was described in detail by Sunter (1937:54-

61), and the following discussion is drawn from his account. The harpoon was made from a 

rounded steel rod sharpened at one end, and was usually less than 1cm in diameter and 

between 12cm and 15cm long. One end of a long rope was attached to the blunt end of the 

harpoon, while the other end of the rope was tied to the inside of a dugout canoe. A bamboo 

pole about ten feet long, with a socket for the blunt end of the harpoon, was used as a spear. 

Compare Sunter's (1937:54-55) description of a dugong hunt with Earl's account of a 

turtle hunt which occurred nearly one hundred years earlier. The techniques are virtually 

identical. 

Standing right on the gunwale forward, Jumbo began to search for the dugong. 
Before long he sighted it, and signaled Tommy in which direction to paddle. 
The hunter now seized the spear and carefully fitted into it the harpoon ... Getting 
almost on top of the creature, the hunter threw the spear, and the force with 
which he hurled it caused him to fall into the sea. Meantime, the 
dugong .. .immediately dived and the rope began to play out rapidly. Jumbo, 
seizing the spear, which had broken adrift when the harpoon went into the 
dugong, scrambled back into the canoe and looked after the rope, seeing that it 
had a clear run over the side. It was not long before it was all in the water, 
except for the end that was tied in the craft, and the canoe began to move along, 
being towed by the maddened creature ... The strain on the dugong began to tell, 
for the canoe was fifteen feet long and that, with the thirty fathoms of rope, was 
some weight for the sea cow to pull along. Before long Jumbo was coiling up 
the rope in the bottom of the canoe, as the creature became more and more 
tired. Presently it came to the surface completely exhausted and in a dying 
condition. 

Although outboard motors and aluminium dinghies are now used to hunt dugong on the 

Cobourg Peninsula, exactly the same harpooning technique is still used today by Aboriginal 

people in the study area (Chapter Two). 
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Despite the fact that dugong were plentiful and frequently sought, Sunter (1937:60) 

recorded that they were not easy to capture. Two of his assistants, Jumbo and Tommy, had to 

hunt for as much as six days in succession before they managed to capture a dugong (Sunter 

1937:60). One problem was that the dugongs were very sensitive to noise, and were likely to 

flee even on hearing the splash from a false stroke of a paddle (Sunter 1937:58,61). 

Another difficulty with capturing dugong was the danger posed by the animal itself. 

According to Earl (1846a:249) " ... they can only succeed in taking the young ones, the full

grown animals being too formidable for them to encounter in their frail vessels". Earl's 

comment is consistent with data collected later by Sunter (1937:55,59). He measured a 

number of dugong captured by Aborigines, and found they ranged between 1.7m and 2.1m in 

length. These were juveniles, as fully grown dugong reach a length of 3m (Marsh et al. 

1984). The greater difficulty involved in capturing dugong as opposed to turtle may be the 

reason why nineteenth century observers mentioned this resource less frequently than turtle 

(see above). 

Dugongs and dugouts, sharptacks and shellbacks: foreign material culture and dietary 

change on the Cobourg Peninsula 

Foreign material culture played a central role in the capture of turtle and dugong during 

the post-contact period on the Cobourg Peninsula. Given the ready adoption of iron and 

dugout canoes by Aboriginal people following the onset of Macassan contact, it is likely that 

the use of this technology offered advantages over other indigenous hunting techniques. On 

the evidence currently available, we can only speculate about what techniques may have been 

used to catch turtle and dugong on the Cobourg Peninsula in the pre-contact period. In the 

post-contact period spearing juvenile turtles with fishing spears, and catching swimming turtles 

by hand, provided alternative techniques to harpooning with metal and dugouts. It is possible 

that these strategies were also practised in the pre-contact period. 

Furthermore, a range of other techniques for the capture of turtle and dugong have 

been documented ethnographically across northern Australia. These techniques include 

capturing nesting turtles by hand, and the use of nets or wooden harpoons. None of these 

techniques require foreign material culture, and it is possible that any or all of them were in 

use on the Cobourg Peninsula during the pre-contact period. The following discussion outlines 

these other techniques, and reveals some of the advantages offered by the use of metal 

harpoons and wooden dugouts. In addition, it is argued that dugout canoes afford a number of 

advantages generally over bark canoes both specifically during turtle and dugong hunting and 

for marine exploitation generally. 
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Hand capturing nesting turtles 

Turtles, which are slow and clumsy on land, can be captured relatively easily when 

they came ashore to nest (e.g. Thomson 1934). This strategy does not require any equipment, 

and hence it is possible that this form of turtle capture was carried out on the Cobourg 

Peninsula during the pre-contact period. Nonetheless, as noted in Chapter Two turtles nest on 

the Cobourg Peninsula only between March and August (Cogger and Lindner 1969), and the 

majority of turtle nesting takes place on the relatively remote offshore islands (Cogger and 

Lindner 1969; Guinea 1990). It is also relevant to note that the green turtle, the most 

commonly sought species both now and in the nineteenth century does not nest on the Cobourg 

Peninsula (Chapter Two). Thus hunting with dugout canoes and metal harpoons would have 

provided Aboriginal people with access to a greater range of turtle species, and ensured that 

they could have captured turtles in a wider range of localities and throughout a wider part of 

the year. 

Hand capture of swimming turtles 

Another technique for turtle capture on the Cobourg Peninsula, as well as other parts of 

Australia, was to swim up to an animal and attempt to seize it in the water (e.g. Petrie 

1980:83; Roth 1901:24; Sunter 1937:282; Thomson 1934:246). One person would then 

attempt to flip the turtle over and hold it underwater, while another would try to tie a rope 

around it. In the author's experience turtles can swim surprisingly quickly when trying to 

evade capture, and certainly this technique was not successful when Sunter (1937:282) saw it 

used at Blue Mud Bay. It is relevant to note that Sunter's (1937) account is the only record of 

this technique in use on the Cobourg Peninsula, and this occasion can be regarded as an 

unusual event because the men in question had just been shipwrecked and lost their equipment. 

It is therefore likely that the use of metal harpoons and dugout canoes ensured a greater 

probability of success than this technique. 

Netting 

There are records from other parts of Australia of Aboriginal people using nets made of 

very strong fibre to catch dugong (e.g. Memmot 1979; Petrie 1980:69; Roth 1901:30). In 

Moreton Bay, a dozen men would go into the water up to their necks, surround the dugong and 

entangle it in their nets (petrie 1980:69). This technique had two drawbacks. Firstly, dugong 

could only be caught in certain seasons when they came in close to shore feeding on sea grass 

(petrie 1980:67). Secondly, dugongs would often escape as they were strong and difficult to 

hold in the nets (Petrie 1980:68). If nets were used to capture dugong on the Cobourg 

Peninsula in the pre-contact period, their replacement by metal harpoons and dugout canoes 

would have allowed dugong to be hunted through a wider part of the year, and probably with a 

greater chance of success. 
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Capture with wooden harpoons 

In many parts of northern Australia, such as Groote Bylandt, the Pellew Islands and 

north Queensland, Aborigines have told anthropologists that in the past they used wooden 

harpoons (e.g. Bradley 1988, 1991:94; McCarthy 1955; Roth 1901:24; Thomson 1934:246, 

1939:210; Tindale 1925:93). In each of the cases documented above wooden harpoons had 

been replaced by harpoons made from iron. Informants from the different areas were 

unanimous in their reasons for adopting metal technology; only iron harpoons could penetrate a 

turtle's shell. In order to capture a turtle with a wooden harpoon, the animal could only be 

struck in the head, neck and flippers. The adoption of metal harpoons ensured that a lesser 

degree of accuracy was required, and accordingly the probability of success was increased. 

Evidence from the Cobourg Peninsula itself also points to the superior qualities of metal 

harpoons. Wilson (1835: 111, 115) stated that Aborigines from Raffles Bay were eager to 

obtain iron and nails, because hafting metal on the spears had the effect of " ., .rendering them 

more efficient in spearing the turtle". There is also ethnographic evidence that some 

Aboriginal hunters experienced difficulties penetrating the thick dugong hides with wooden 

harpoons (Smart 1951:34). Accordingly, it is likely that the adoption of iron harpoons also 

provided a greater chance of success during dugong hunting as well. 

Advantages offered through the use of dugout canoes 

Use of dugout canoes also offered a number of advantages to Aboriginal hunters. For 

example, Warner (1969) recorded that among the Murngin of northeastern Arnhem Land both 

bark and dugout canoes were in use. Bark canoes were apparently easier to make, but dugouts 

made a better platform for harpooning. As such, Warner (1969:452) stated that 

The dugout finally became a trait in Mumgin material culture because a man has 
a better chance of harpooning a turtle, dugong or shark in the comparatively 
firm footing supplied by a dugout than he has from the unsubstantial bark canoe. 
Several informants who were excellent hunters declared this was the reason they 
used the dugout instead of the older bark canoe. 

Use of dugout canoes, nonetheless, offered further advantages to marine hunters. 

One of these advantages was likely to have been an increased margin for safety for the 

hunters (see Thomson 1934:246). As discussed above, once the dugong was harpooned the 

hunters allowed it to drag the dugout along until it was exhausted. Dugongs, however, are 

formidable animals. If a large dugong was harpooned " ... the canoe is often dragged many 

miles before it ends" (Earl 1863: 104). Given that the bark canoes on the Cobourg Peninsula 

have been characterised as relatively fragile (d'Urville 1987:388; Keppel 1853:183), it is 

unlikely that they could have been utilised in the same manner. 

139 



Bradley (1991) was told by Aborigines from the Pellew Islands, that in the past, when 

dugongs were hunted from bark canoes 

... the dugong was not drowned alongside the canoe for fear that the struggling 
animal would damage the frail craft. Instead the dugong was brought within a 
short distance of the canoe and then the hunter swam out to the dugong and 
plugged the dugong I s nostrils with paperbark or even his own fingers, and he 
stayed with the dugong until it drowned (Bradley 1991:96). 

Such a strategy must have been dangerous for the hunter, and it is no surprise that men from 

the Pellew Islands abandoned this practice once dugouts became readily available (Bradley 

1991). 

Another advantage of using dugout canoes was their highly seaworthy qualities. There 

are records of Aboriginal people suffering high mortality rates through accidental drowning 

while using indigenous watercraft such as bark canoes and rafts (e.g. Baker 1988:181; Tindale 

1962). According to Baker (1988:181) one of the major reasons that the Yanyuwa adopted 

dugout canoes was because they were perceived to provide a relatively safe mode of transport. 

Indeed, there are records of individuals making journeys of over 500km in dugout canoes in 

the Gulf of Carpentaria (Baker 1988:183). Crossings were regularly made between Melville 

Island and Cape Don in dugout canoes in the twentieth century, a distance of over 25km 

across the open sea (Sunter 1937:35-36). 

Foelsche commented on the seaworthiness of dugout canoes owned by residents of the 

Cobourg Peninsula, stating 

.... as they possess large wooden canoes obtained from the Malay proas they can 
visit any of [the] islands at any time of the year, or go onto the mainland as they 
please (NTRS 790IA4064). 

By contrast, d'Urville (1987:388) stated that the Aboriginal bark canoes he saw in use at 

Raffles Bay did" ... not permit these savages to venture far from the shore and out to sea, 

however calm". Similarly, Keppel (1853: 183) observed that bark canoes at Port Essington 

were" ... frail vessels, and easily upset. .. ". It is likely that the adoption of the dugout canoe 

allowed the inhabitants of the Cobourg Peninsula to make longer journeys by sea, and to travel 

by canoe under a wider range of environmental conditions, than was possible when only bark 

canoes were available. Such a change would have facilitated the exploitation of a range of 

marine resources including turtle and dugong. 
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Archaeological implications of the model 

In conclusion, metal harpoons and dugout canoes conferred advantages to turtle and 

dugong hunters. Using this foreign technology, Aborigines on the Cobourg Peninsula may 

have been able to hunt these creatures under a wider range of conditions, and with a greater 

chance of success. A potential link can therefore be identified between technological change 

and dietary change on the Cobourg Peninsula in the post-contact period. 

Historic evidence leaves little doubt that dugong, and particularly turtle, were 

frequently captured in the post-contact period. Nonetheless, the negative historic evidence 

from 1705 is less unambiguous with respect to the dietary importance of turtle and dugong in 

the pre-contact period. In order to test whether there was a major shift in the dietary 

importance of turtle and dugong it is necessary to turn to archaeological evidence. 

If turtle and dugong were exploited more frequently after Macassan voyages began, 

then a number of trends might be expected in the archaeological record. 

1. The proportion of post-contact sites containing the remains of turtle and! or dugong 

consumption should be higher than the proportion of pre-contact sites with such 

remains. This pattern is expected because the adoption of dugout canoes and metal 

harpoons would have allowed turtle and dugong to be hunted in a wider range of 

locations and throughout a wider period of the year. 

2. In the case of stratified deposits with pre-contact and post-contact strata, the 

relative abundance of turtle and dugong remains should be far higher in the post

contact assemblage than in the pre-contact assemblage. This should be the case 

because adoption of dugout canoes and metal harpoons offered hunters a greater chance 

of success during turtle and dugong hunting. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

REGIONAL EXCHANGE NETWORKS AND SETTLEMENT 
PATTERNS IN THE POST-CONTACT PERIOD: 

ETHNOGRAPIDC MODELS 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 

In Chapter Six ethnohistoric records dating from before and after the onset of Macassan 

voyages were compared in order to identify possible changes to the Aboriginal subsistence 

economy after Macassan contact began. Ethnohistoric data is again the focus of discussion in 

this chapter, but a slightly different approach has been taken. This chapter draws on two sets 

of ethnographic models concerning economic change in Arnhem Land. The first involves 

anthropological evidence suggesting that regional exchange networks in Arnhem land 

accelerated as a result of Macassan contact. The second concerns ethnographic models 

regarding change in Aboriginal settlement patterns during the post-contact period. 

There is no ethnohistoric data from the period prior to the onset of Macassan voyages 

which deals directly with Aboriginal settlement patterns and exchange networks on the 

Cobourg Peninsula. Accordingly, this chapter scrutinizes ethnohistoric data from the post

contact period to determine whether the ethnographic models are applicable to the Cobourg 

Peninsula, and if so, to identify archaeological criteria by which they may be tested. 

7.2 FOREIGN CONTACT AND INDIGENOUS EXCHANGE NETWORKS IN 

WESTERN ARNHEM LAND 

A wide variety of material culture, including baskets, spears, nets, and foreign artefacts 

such as iron axes circulated throughout Arnhem Land in the recent past as components of 

Aboriginal regional exchange networks (Berndt 1951; Thomson 1949). An important 

commodity within these exchange systems were stone artefacts (e.g. Tindale 1925:98; Warner 

1969:142; Worsley 1955:4). In western Arnhem Land stone artefacts used in regional 

exchange included stone knives, ochre, and stone spearheads (Berndt 1951). It is likely that 

many of these stone artefacts have been preserved within the archaeological record, providing 

an opportunity to investigate change within Aboriginal exchange networks following the onset 

of regular foreign contact. 
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As discussed in Chapter One, Thomson (1949) has argued that the onset of Macassan 

contact in Arnhem Land led to major modifications of regional Aboriginal exchange networks. 

He speculated that with the onset of Macassan contact, inland groups would have increased the 

amount of trade items that they gave to coastal people, with the expectation of obtaining 

Macassan goods such as steel axes in return. For their part, coastal people were expected to 

distribute these highly valued goods in order to fulfill their social obligations and to avoid a 

loss of personal status (Thomson 1949). 

Thomson accordingly argued that Macassan contact served as a stimulus for the growth 

of the ceremonial exchange cycle in Arnhem Land, and that regional exchange was likely to 

have been less intensive in the pre-contact period. To this end he suggested 

There is little doubt that a ceremonial exchange system existed in Arnhem Land 
before the coming of the visitors from Indonesia ... But its orientation at the 
present time, and its most important "drives" certainly owe much to the impact 
of Indonesian culture (Thomson 1949:91). 

Thomson's model regarding foreign contact and the intensity of the exchange cycle has never 

been archaeologically tested. Before considering archaeological criteria for the hypothesis, it 

is relevant to outline the nature of the regional exchange networks in which Aboriginal people 

from the Cobourg Peninsula participated in the post-contact period. 

Two questions are addressed in the following discussion. Firstly, did Macassan and 

European items play an important role in the regional exchange networks in western Amhem 

Land? Secondly, which goods did Cobourg Peninsula Aborigines receive through the regional 

cycles? Note that the following discussion focuses on regional exchange networks, rather than 

exchange between individual residents of the Cobourg Peninsula. 

Indigenous exchange networks in western Arnhem Land during the post-contact period 

As discussed in Chapters Four and Five, Aboriginal residents of the Cobourg Peninsula 

obtained a variety of items from foreigners, induding dugout canoes, iron, metal and cloth. 

Many of these artefacts, however, were not retained by residents of the area, but were 

exchanged with groups from further inland (Earl 1842: 140; Stokes 1846:394). 

For example, one resident of Victoria Settlement stated 

We had scarcely been established at Port Essington more than a few weeks, 
when it became apparent that by far the greater proportion of the axes, iron, 
clothes, &c., that the natives obtained from our people, were carried into the 
interior for the use of the inland tribes (Ear11846a:245). 

In a similar vein, the commandant of Victoria Settlement indicated that the Aborigines at Port 

Essington, 

... never ceased to express eagerness after the possession of wearing apparel, 
and soon after the object is gained it disappears, and we never see it again ... We 
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feel much difficulty to account for the manner of their disposing of all the 
wearing apparel they procure; it vanishes instantly. It seems to be sent off... to 
the south-east...(McArthur 1841). 

Their suspicions were confirmed by Ludwig Leichhardt while he was travelling along the 

South Alligator River in 1845. Leichhardt (1847:492) encountered a group of Aborigines, one 

of whom" ... had a shawl and neckerchief of English manufacture: and another carried an iron 

tomahawk, which he said he got from north-west by north". The only area which could fit this 

description is the Cobourg Peninsula. 

Cobourg Peninsula Aborigines received a variety of articles in return, including spears 

and food (Earl 1842: 140). Other exchange items included red ochre from "the hills beyond 

the peninsula" (Earl 1846a:247) and stone spearheads (McArthur 1842a). MacGillivray 

(1852: 148) provided more detail regarding the latter, stating that the spears received as trade 

items were" ... headed with a pointed, sharp-edged, flatly-triangular piece of quartz or fine 

grained basalt, procured from the mountains beyond the isthmus" (MacGillivray 1852: 148). 

An anonymous observer in the 1840' s also noted that slate implements were traded into the 

Cobourg Peninsula from the interior (Anon. in Allen 1969:283). 

Aboriginal groups on the Cobourg Peninsula continued to participate in regional 

exchange networks in the 1940's, when Berndt (1951) conducted ethnographic research among 

the Gunwinngu people from Oenpelli. At this time the Gunwinngu participated in seven sets of 

trading ceremonies, one of which, the wurbu, was held with people from the Cobourg 

Peninsula (Figure 7-1). Residents of the Cobourg Peninsula at that time contributed breast 

mats and bags, although Berndt (1951) was told that before 1907 they provided Macassan trade 

goods including cloth, iron and tobacco. In return, inhabitants of the study area received 

spears and dilly bags containing birds eggs, as well as articles which the Gunwinngu had 

previously obtained during exchange with other groups. As a result, Aboriginal groups from 

the Cobourg Peninsula had access to stone artefacts including ochre, stone knives and stone 

spearheads. 

Berndt (1951) suggested that one of the trading ceremonies in which the Gunwinngu 

participated (the njalaidj) was developed only after the onset of Macassan contact. He stated 

that since inland peoples could obtain Macassan items only through regional exchange 

networks " ... the njalaidj ... was instituted for this purpose" (Berndt 1951:171). It is therefore 

possible that the varieties of ochre and stone spearheads contributed through the njalaidj 

became available in the exchange networks of northwestern Arnhem Land only after Macassan 

contact began. Unfortunately, Berndt did not describe the evidence on which he based this 

claim. Nonetheless, his argument does highlight the possibility that considerable change took 

place in the quantity and variety of stone materials exchanged in western Arnhem Land after 

foreign contact began. 
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la Eastern Djamalag 

Ib Northern Djamalag 

2 Rom 

3 l1idjan 

4 Wurbu 

5 l1amo:run 

6 Njalaidj 

lirgfum Sea 

Key: 

serrated or shovel nosed spears. 

Nets, bailer shells. 

Baskets, spears, spearthrowers, stone knives. 

Human hair waist-bands. 

Breast mats and bags. 

Iron axes, knives, cloth and bamboo spears. 

Stone spearheads and two varieties of red ochre. 

Figure 7-1 Regional trade networks in western Arnhem Land (from Berndt 1951:159) 
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Stone outcrops on the Cobourg Peninsula 

As discussed in Chapter Two, a relatively limited range of rock types crop out in the 

Cobourg Peninsula region. Surface rocks in the study area, together with the area immediately 

to the southeast, are comprised of sublabile sandstones of the Bathurst Island Formation, 

ferruginous pisolithic laterite and Quaternary sands, gravels and marine sediments (Hughes 

1978; Senior and Smart 1976). Reflecting the fairly uniform geological structure, only four 

types of stone suitable for the manufacture of stone artefacts are known to occur in the 

immediate area. 

1. Quartz gravel has been observed by the author on some of the hillslopes on the western 

side of Croker Island. The largest of these pebbles were approximately 2cm in 

diameter, and it is possible that some of the larger specimens were utilized in the past. 

2. Allen (nd) has recorded a quarry at Reef Point in Port Essington at which weathered 

cobbles of ferruginous quartzite were exploited. 

3. Cobbles of laminar siltstone occur within beds of sandstone conglomerate in the 

Bathurst Island formation. 

4. The sandstone which outcrops in the area may also have been used to manufacture 

artefacts. Grinding hollows have been recorded in sandstone outcrops in this area 

(Tacon 1988: 12), and according to a senior Aboriginal custodian from Croker Island 

grinding and pounding tools were made from locally available sandstone in the past 

(Chapter Two). 

A variety of rock types outcrop approximately 50km to the southeast of the peninsula in 

the Wellington Range (Hughes 1978; Senior and Smart 1976). These include quartzose 

sandstone, vein quartz and quartzite in the Kombolgie Formation, and olivine and granophytic 

dolerites in the Oenpelli Dolerite Formation. Hornblende gneiss, schist, granite and 

quartzites also outcrop as part of the Nimbuwah Complex. The closest outcrops of slate and 

chert are likely to be in the Kapalga Formation, which outcrops near the East Alligator River, 

approximately 75km south of the study area (Senior and Smart 1976). A source for the ochres 

has not yet been identified, but nineteenth century historical sources (described above) make it 

clear that they were also obtained from beyond the Cobourg Peninsula. 

It should be noted that the precise location of the sources of non-local stone artefacts on 

the Cobourg Peninsula can only be conjectured, as no detailed study of quarry sites in the 

region has yet been undertaken. Nonetheless, stone artefacts can clearly be divided into two 

categories based on whether they could be obtained locally, or whether they must have been 

carried in from beyond the region. Local stone artefacts are likely to include those made from 

sandstone, ferruginous quartzite, siltstone and quartz pebbles, while non-local stone artefacts 

include other rock types which may be present in archaeological assemblages. 
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As demonstrated above, stone formed an integral component of the trade goods carried 

into the Cobourg Peninsula during the post-contact period. If exchange networks did alter 

after Macassan contact in the manner that Berndt (1951) and Thomson (1949) have argued, 

then it is likely that both the range and the quantities of stone carried into the Cobourg 

Peninsula increased at this time. If this was the case, two trends should be apparent in the 

archaeological record: 

1. The range of non-local stone materials deposited on post-contact sites should be 

greater than the range of non-local stone deposited on pre-contact sites. Post

contact stone artefact assemblages may also contain a wider range of artefact types 

than pre-contact assemblages. Such a pattern is expected because ethnographic 

evidence suggests that some of the exchange ceremonies through which stone 

spearheads and stone ochre were obtained began only after the onset of Macassan 

contact. 

2. The frequency of post-contact sites with non-local stone artefacts should be higher 

than the frequency of pre-contact sites with non-local stone artefacts. Such a 

pattern is expected to reflect the hypothesized increase in the availability of non-local 

stone artefacts on the Cobourg Peninsula during the post-contact period. 

7.3 SETTLEMENT PATTERNS ON THE COBOURG PENINSULA 

DURING THE POST-CONTACT PERIOD 

Another manifestation of the consequences of culture contact is likely to have been a 

realignment of Aboriginal settlement patterns. Ethnographic and ethnohistoric data suggests 

that any changes in Aboriginal settlement patterns on the Cobourg Peninsula may have taken 

one of two forms. Firstly, as was argued by Schrire (1972), Aboriginal people may have 

altered their settlement patterns in such a manner as to be able to maintain the maximum 

degree of interaction with foreigners. According to this model, only those sections of the 

Cobourg Peninsula which were adjacent to foreign settlements are likely to have been occupied 

more intensively by Aboriginal people in the post-contact period. Secondly, it is possible that 

a number of processes associated with the consequences of culture contact may have led to 

generalised changes in the nature of human occupation on the coastline of Cobourg Peninsula. 

A wide range of locations on the coastline of the study area, and not just locations adjacent to 

foreign settlements, may have been more intensively occupied after the onset of foreign 

contact. The following discussion outlines each of these two possibilities in more detail. 
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Direct foreign contact and Aboriginal settlement patterns 

As noted in Chapter One, Schrire (1972) has argued that foreign contact led to an 

unprecedented degree of sedentism amongst Aboriginal people in Arnhem Land. This model 

accordingly emphasises the process of culture contact itself as a determinant of Aboriginal 

settlement patterns in the post-contact period. Schrire suggested that pre-contact hunters and 

gatherers were highly nomadic, moving across a variety of environmental zones in order to 

maintain a varied diet. Group size and group movement were accordingly dependent on 

seasonal changes in the availability of resources. After the onset of Macassan voyages, 

however, Aborigines supposedly began gravitating towards foreign camps, maintaining more 

sedentary settlement patterns in a bid to maximise interaction with foreigners. As noted in 

Chapters Three and Four, Macassan and European activities on the Cobourg Peninsula were 

limited almost exclusively to the coastline. Accordingly, Schrire's (1972) model implies that 

substantial alteration in the nature of Aboriginal settlement patterns on the coast occurred 

during the post-contact period. It is useful to discuss ethnohistoric evidence from the Cobourg 

Peninsula in order to assess whether this model may be applicable to the study area. 

Ethnohistoric data from the Cobourg Peninsula confirms that Aboriginal people resided 

at foreign settlements and campsites. Aboriginal people lived at the revenue station at Bowen 

Straits (Hill 1951:36; Searcy 1905: 18, 1909: 101, 133; NTT 8/111904), at European trepanger's 

camps (Sunter 1937; GRS1118841177; NTRS 790/12557; NTRS 7901A4064) at the cattle 

station at Port Essington (Lewis 1914:63; GRSI/1877/52), and with timber getters (Sunter 

1937 :260; NTRS 7901 A6686). A photograph of a trepang camp in Port Essington taken by 

Paul Foelsche in 1875 depicts Aboriginal huts directly adjacent to the trepang processing 

station (SAA 10836 NT). 

Even temporary European campsites could attract substantial numbers of Aborigines 

(e.g. MacGillivray 1846: 1484). For example, when Lewis Cottingham spent a week moored 

at Port Essington, 100 Aborigines were attracted by promises of blankets and tobacco (NTRS 

790/ A305). Aborigines also chose to live at Macassan trepanging camps, a phenomenon 

recorded at a variety of locations including Trepang Bay (GRSlI1882/346), Croker Island and 

Port Essington (GRSlI1883/319), Raffles Bay (d'Urville 1987:387) and Copeland Island 

(SAPP 1866179). Thus, historical evidence implies that Schrire I s model of post-contact 

settlement patterns in Arnhem Land may be applicable to the Cobourg Peninsula. 
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While it is clear that Aboriginal people congregated around the foreign settlements, the 

degree to which individuals remained in the one place for extended periods of time is less 

clear. Earl (1846b:42) suggested that at Victoria Settlement 

A large party of the natives had established themselves on the sandy beach to the 
south of the settlement immediately after our arrival, and they held constant 
intercourse with us (Earl 1846b:42). 

Earl's (1846b:42) comment implies that Aborigines remained in the vicinity of Victoria 

Settlement on a permanent basis. Nonetheless, Brierly (1848b: 133) made it clear that 

individual Aborigines did not remain permanently at the settlement, stating "They are in the 

habit of walking about - but do not go far away from the Cobourg Peninsula". However, 

given that foreigners, particularly Europeans, tended to live and work in one location, those 

Aboriginal people living with them may have accordingly adopted a relatively stationary 

settlement pattern. It is therefore possible that an unprecedented reduction in the degree of 

Aboriginal residential mobility took place in the post-contact period. 

Aboriginal people are known to have congregated around the foreign settlements in 

large numbers. Brierly (1848b: 133) observed as many as 80 Aboriginal people congregated 

together in the vicinity of Victoria Settlement. A group of approximately 100 Aborigines lived 

at the revenue station in Bowen Straits (NTT 811/1904), and a photograph of the cattle station 

in 1875 shows approximately 60 Aborigines (Lewis 1914:62). George Sunter (1937:218) 

recorded that as many as 80 Aborigines lived with him at his trepang camps on the Cobourg 

Peninsula. 

Nonetheless, it should be noted that large aggregations of Aboriginal people were also 

recorded at places with no foreign activity. For example, Keppel (1853: 155) recorded seeing a 

meeting of 250 people in Port Essington in November 1849. The event was a meeting of clans 

that lasted three days. Such meetings were rare: Robinson (1880b) suggested they occurred 

about once a year. Nonetheless, other large groups were recorded. For example, a resident 

of Fort Wellington encountered a group of 60 men, women and children in Raffles Bay in 

1828 (Mulvaney and Green 1992:56). Thus, historical evidence confirms that relatively large 

groups of people congregated around foreign settlements in the post-contact period. Such 

groups, nonetheless, were not necessarily larger than groups that formed away from foreign 

settlements. Ethnohistoric evidence therefore provides only qualified support to Schrire's 

(1972) model. 
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Generalised changes in coastal settlement patterns 

A second possibility is that the process of culture contact impacted on Aboriginal 

settlement patterns across the coastline of the Cobourg Peninsula generally, and not just in 

those locations directly adjacent to foreign settlements. In this respect it is possible to isolate a 

number of different processes which may have impacted on Aboriginal settlement patterns, 

including the adoption of the dugout canoe, the impact of introduced animals on the terrestrial 

resource base and the impact of foreign epidemics. Note that the processes discussed below 

are not mutually exclusive, and that all could have led to a similar result; more intensive 

human occupation (whether measured in terms of the number of occupants or the duration of 

their occupancy) of locations along the coastline. 

Adoption of the dugout canoe 

Several ethnographers have suggested that the adoption of the dugout canoe served as a 

catalyst for change within Aboriginal settlement patterns during the post-contact period. As 

discussed in Chapter One, Rose (1960) argued adoption of dugout canoe in the Gulf of 

Carpentaria allowed the intensity with which marine resources exploited to be greatly 

increased. This supposedly allowed more intensive occupation of coastal, as opposed to inland 

areas and facilitated the permanent occupation of large islands. 

More recently, White et al. (1990: 176) proposed that the adoption of the dugout canoe 

altered Aboriginal settlement patterns across the whole of Arnhem Land because it facilitated 

more intensive exploitation of marine resources and voyaging over long distances. While 

White et aZ. (1990) did not specify in what way settlement patterns were likely to have altered 

through this technological change, it is feasible that more intensive use of the coastline, as 

opposed to more inland areas, was the result. If such a process occurred on the Cobourg 

Peninsula, people are likely to have congregated on the coastline in larger groups, or remained 

on the coastline throughout a larger part of the year after the onset of foreign contact than was 

the case during the pre-contact period. 

The impact of feral animals 

Without denying that the adoption of the dugout canoe may have impacted on 

Aboriginal settlement patterns, it is not the only process which may have led to more intensive 

occupation of the coastline. In Chapter Two, it was argued that the introduction of feral 

animals on the Cobourg Peninsula in the nineteenth century almost certainly led to the 

degradation of a number of the terrestrial resources available to Aboriginal people. For 

example, banteng cattle and water buffalo may destroy or significantly degrade patches of 

monsoon vine forests which are a potential source of yams, edible fruits and a variety of 

animals (Chapter Two) .. Pigs would have damaged swamp communities, and consumed plants 

such as yams and Eleocharis sp., both of which are important food species for humans 
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(Chapter Six). Accordingly, the partial destruction of vegetable resources by feral animals 

may have enforced an increased reliance on coastal resources. 

have been manifested in the Aboriginal settlement patterns. 

Again, such a process may 

Given the degradation of 

terrestrial resources people may have congregated on the coastline in larger groups, or 

remained on the coastline throughout a larger part of the year after the onset of foreign contact 

than was the case during the pre-contact period. 

Foreign epidemics 

Ethnohistoric data relating to Aboriginal demography on the Cobourg Peninsula is 

presented as Appendix One. This data makes it clear that foreign diseases such as smallpox 

led to the destruction of a major proportion of the Aboriginal population from the Cobourg 

Peninsula. The ethnohistoric record for the Cobourg Peninsula also contains hints that people 

may have aggregated in larger numbers as a result of increased levels of conflict associated 

with the introduction of foreign disease. 

Residents of the Cobourg Peninsula not only faced sporadic conflict with Macassans 

(Chapter Five), but internecine warfare among Aboriginal groups (Allen and Corris 1979:145; 

Earl 1846a:242; Keppel 1853: 160, 167; MacGillivray 1852: 152; Robinson 1880a, 1881a; NIT 

20/411875). Larger group sizes may well have been a means for self defence, as this passage 

by Keppel (1853: 155) suggests: 

One of the tribes, distant from Port Essington about sixty miles, is said by the 
others to be composed of very bad men, cannibals; they are very much afraid of 
them and anticipated a visit from them when the settlement should be 
abandoned. It was resolved by three or four of the tribes to unite their forces 
for mutual safety, when the white men go away. 

Aggregating in relatively large residential groups may have accordingly been a mechanism 

through which a community could enhance its prospects for self defence. 

There are several factors which may have increased the level of internecine warfare 

during the post contact period. One is an alteration of traditional perceptions of sorcery and 

medicine through the operation of introduced disease (cf Campbell 1985:357). For example, 

according to Robinson (1881a) "It is the belief in the tribes that a man does not rest happy after 

he is dead unless someone is killed to pay for him ... ", and other accounts also refer to revenge 

killings (Keppel 1853: 167; MacGillivray 1852: 152-153). An entry in McArthur's personal 

diary (NTRS 862), dated June 28th 1847, states that 

Going through Bowens Strait, went on shore on Croker Island and met native 

"old Bukibucki". He told me the natives of Limben Racluer have killed two of 

Grants Island for having made them sick. 

It could be speculated that the frequency of inter-group conflict may have increased if people 

interpreted diseases such as smallpox as the effects of malignant sorcery. 
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Furthermore, Campbell (1985) and Kimber (1988:64) have noted that smallpox affects 

the sexes differentially, with women and young children more likely to die as a result of the 

disease. They suggested that in areas where epidemics have impacted on a population, there 

will be fewer females than males remaining and competition for the remaining females would 

have intensified. Certainly there are a number of references to fighting between Aboriginal 

men on the Cobourg Peninsula due to competition over women (e.g. Allen and Corris 

1979:145; Keppel 1853:160; Robinson 1880a). For example, with respect to the Alligator 

Rivers tribe, a newspaper article stated that: 

Port Essington Blacks are kept in constant fear of them, and have lost a great 
part of their young women, who have been taken by this sanguinary tribe (NIT 
20/411875). 

Increased competition over women may have been another avenue leading to an increase in 

group conflict and creating pressure for the formation of larger residential units. This 

represents another mechanism through which the process of culture contact may have impacted 

on the nature of human settlement across coastal areas generally. 

Archaeological implications of changes in settlement patterns 

It is therefore possible to isolate a number of processes which may have impacted on 

Aboriginal settlement patterns on the Cobourg Peninsula throughout the post-contact period. 

While the hypothesized processes represent quite different facets of the culture contact process, 

their consequences in terms of Aboriginal coastal settlement patterns are likely to have been 

similar. It is likely that locations along the coastline of the Cobourg Peninsula witnessed more 

intensive human occupation during the post-contact period. These changes may have been 

manifested as a reduction in the degree of residential mobility on coastal sites, or an increase 

in the size of groups aggregating at coastal sites. 

Two major questions which may be addressed through the analysis of archaeological 

data emerge from this discussion: 

1. Does archaeological data confirm that locations on the coastline were occupied more 

intensively in the post-contact period than during the pre-contact period? 

2. If this is the case, are these contrasts demonstrable only at those locations which were 

the venue for foreign settlements or activities as suggested by Schrire's (1972) model? 

Alternatively, are such contrasts demonstrable across all areas of the coastline? 

It is necessary to consider archaeological criteria by which a shift in coastal settlement patterns 

might be identified. 
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Archaeologists often interpret site size as an indication of the scale, duration or 

intensity of site use (e.g. Cook and Heizer 1968; Narroll 1962; Pearson 1981:93; Ross 1985; 

Smith 1978; Stockton 1983; Williams 1985; Yesner 1980). Such arguments hold that the size 

of an archaeological deposit is generally correlated with the number of individuals that 

occupied it and the duration of human occupation. While a universal or deterministic 

relationship does not exist between these variables (cf Binford 1978:321-322; Read and 

LeBlanc 1978; Williams 1985) ethnographic studies have consistently demonstrated positive 

relationships between them (e.g. Casteel 1979; Hassan 1981 :68; Meehan 1988: 180; Yellen 

1977: 134). 

A distinction must be made between sites on the Cobourg Peninsula which reflect direct 

contact between foreigners and Aborigines and those which do not. The former type of site 

would include Aboriginal middens directly adjacent to trepang processing sites and European 

settlements. If Schrire's (1972) model is applicable to the Cobourg Peninsula, such sites 

should have been focal points for Aboriginal settlement during the post-contact period. Two 

archaeological patterns might accordingly be expected, given that (as argued above) site size is 

positively correlated with the intensity and duration of human occupation. 

1. With the onset of foreign contact at particular localities such as Victoria Settlement, the 

intensity of Aboriginal occupation at these locations should have increased. The size of 

post-contact Aboriginal sites in the vicinity of foreign settlements or campsites 

should be substantially larger than the size of pre-contact sites in the same locality. 

2. Given that Aboriginal settlement in the post-contact period may have been focused 

around foreign campsites, the size of post-contact sites in the vicinity of foreign 

settlements should be substantially larger than the size of other post-contact sites. 

If, by contrast, the intensity of Aboriginal occupation increased across the entire coastal 

zone, and not just locations at which foreign activities took place then the average size of all 

post-contact sites on the coastline should be larger than the average size of pre-contact 

sites. Increases in site size should be demonstrable across a range of areas, and not just 

in locations at which foreigners resided. 

7.4 CULTURE CONTACT AND ECONOMIC CHANGE: 

A SUMMARY OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL PREDICTIONS 

A number of predictions have been made, both in this chapter and in Chapter Six, 

regarding the economic consequences of foreign contact on the Cobourg Peninsula. As such, 

historic and ethnographic data raises the possibility that three major changes occurred within 

the hunter-gatherer economy. The expected archaeological consequences of each of these 
changes are summarised below. 
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Marine hunting 

Ethnohistoric evidence clearly indicates the fundamental role which dugout canoes and 

iron, both of which were originally introduced by Macassans, performed in turtle and dugong 

capture. Historic data suggests that this technological change was associated with a dietary 

shift, and that turtles and dugong may have been captured more frequently in the post-contact 

period. If this was the case, then several patterns might be expected in the archaeological 

record: 

1. The proportion of post-contact sites containing turtle and/or dugong remains should be 

higher than the proportion of pre-contact sites containing such remains. 

2. In the case of stratified deposits with pre-contact and post-contact strata, the relative 

abundance of turtle and dugong should be highest in the post-contact assemblage. 

Stone artefact exchange networks 

Ethnographic models suggest that the regional exchange of stone artefacts accelerated 

after Macassan contact began. If exchange networks did alter in the manner that Berndt (1951) 

and Thomson (1949) have suggested, then two trends should be apparent in the archaeological 

record of the Cobourg Peninsula region: 

1. The range of non-local stone deposited on post-contact sites should be greater than the 

range of non-local stone deposited on pre-contact sites. Post-contact stone artefact 

assemblages may also contain a wider range of artefact types than pre-contact 

assemblages. 

2. The frequency of post-contact sites with non-local stone artefacts should be higher than 

the frequency of pre-contact sites with non-local stone artefacts. 

Settlement patterns 

Schrire (1972) has argued that foreign contact led to major changes in the residential 

mobility of Arnhem Land Aborigines. She suggested that after culture contact began 

Aboriginal people began gravitating towards foreign camps and maintaining more sedentary 

settlement patterns as a means of facilitating interaction with outsiders. It has been argued 

that two archaeological trends might reflect this process: 

1. The size of post-contact Aboriginal sites in the vicinity of foreign settlements or 

campsites should be substantially larger than the size of pre-contact sites in the same 

localities. 

2. The size of post-contact sites in the vicinity of foreign settlements or campsites should 

be substantially larger than the size of post-contact sites in other locations. 
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Alternatively, it is possible that the intensity of Aboriginal occupation increased across 

the entire coastal zone, and not just locations at which foreign activities took place. If this was 

the case then the average size of all post-contact sites on the coastline should be larger than the 

average size of pre-contact sites. Increases in site size should be demonstrable across a range 

of areas, and not just in locations at which foreigners resided. 

As documented above, historical records provide a detailed picture of Aboriginal 

economies on the Cobourg Peninsula in the post-contact period. By contrast, little historical 

information is available concerning Aboriginal society prior to the onset of Macassan voyages. 

Thus it is necessary to turn to archaeological data to test these hypotheses, a task to which the 

remainder of this thesis is dedicated. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL ISSUES IN THE PREffiSTORY 
AND PROTOmSTORY OF THE COBOURG PENINSULA 

8.1 INTRODUCTION 

Chapter Eight reviews the archaeological investigations which have previously been 

carried out on the Cobourg Peninsula, including those by Allen (1969,1973), Baker (1984), 

Macknight (1969), Spillett (1971) and Tacon (1988, 1989). Four themes are addressed in this 

chapter: 

1. The distribution and characteristics of Macassan and non-Macassan trepang processing 

sites. 

2. Archaeological manifestations of culture contact at Victoria Settlement. 

3. The distribution and characteristics of Aboriginal archaeological sites. 

4. The origins of shell mounds from the Cobourg Peninsula, and in particular whether 

they were constructed by scrub fowls (Megapodius reinwardt) or humans. 

The first three of these themes are directly relevant to the archaeological analysis of 

Aboriginal economies in the study area. Previously recorded Aboriginal sites from the 

Cobourg Peninsula clearly illustrate the potential of archaeological remains to contribute to the 

analysis of economic change in the post-contact period. Furthermore, it is useful to review the 

distribution and characteristics of trepang processing sites because of the frequent co

occurrence of these types of sites and Aboriginal archaeological remains. 

It is the issue of shell mound formation which is most problematic in terms of the current 

study. As discussed below, shell mounds have been identified as a significant component of 

the archaeological record on the Cobourg Peninsula. If these features were constructed by 

birds, as Stone (1989) has suggested, they would not necessarily form valid subjects of study in 

the analysis of Aboriginal subsistence and settlement patterns. Accordingly, the second half of 

this chapter is devoted to a detailed discussion of the issue of shell mound formation. Studies 

on megapode nesting behaviour are analysed in order to identify a set of systematic criteria by 

which human and bird mounds may be distinguished. 
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8.2 TREPANG PROCESSING SITES ON THE COBOURG PENINSULA 

Both Macassan and non-Macassan trepang processing sites have been recorded on the 

Cobourg Peninsula by Macknight (1969:112-129), Baker (1984) and Thcon (1988). As can be 

seen in Figure 8-1, trepang processing sites are widespread across the northern coast of the 

Cobourg Peninsula, including Copeland and Croker Islands. The number of trepang 

processing sites previously recorded in this area serves to highlight the intensity and extent of 

culture contact between Cobourg Peninsula Aborigines and outsiders. Not surprisingly, 

Aboriginal midden deposits have been recorded adjacent to trepanging processing sites at a 

number oflocations on the peninsula (e.g. Baker 1984: 12, 13,17). 

As a result of the co-occurrence of Aboriginal middens and trepanging sites, a number of 

the latter were recorded during the archaeological survey described in Chapter Nine. One 

Macassan site, at Copeland Island, was also excavated as part of the current study. It is 

therefore useful to review the distinctive artefacts and structures that occur on Arnhem Land 

trepang processing sites. 

The most distinctive structures are stonelines, which represent the remains of ovens used 

to boil the trepang (Chapter Three). Stonelines consist of a line of (normally adjacent) semi

circular stone fireplaces. Each fireplace normally contains deposits of charcoal and ash, and 

there is also often a bank of charcoal, ash and sand built up behind the stoneline (Macknight 

1976:53). Macknight (1976:53) has argued that these banks of charcoal were probably 

deposited when trepang fisherman were shovelling ash and charcoal out of the fireplaces to 

empty them. 

A distinction can be drawn between Macassan stonelines and those constructed by local 

trepang fishermen. According to Baker (1984: 10), a typical Macassan site has a number of 

stonelines which are parallel to each other and at right angles to the beach. He argued that 

Macassan stonelines usually have between five and eight bays. By contrast, Baker (1984:10) 

suggested non-Macassan trepanging sites usually have just one stoneline, and these may contain 

only one or two cooking bays. Macknight (1976:74) has described an example of this type of 

stoneline from a European trepangerl s site in Port Bremer. 
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Figure 8-1 Trepanging sites on the Cobourg Peninsula (Sources: Baker 1984; MacKnight 1969: 112-129; Taeon 1988) 



Smokehouses were another important type of structure used in trepang processing. These 

features are marked archaeologically by a shallow oval or rectangular depression surrounded 

by a ridge of scooped out earth. Macknight's (1976:55) excavations revealed that where 

organic preservation is good a thick band of grey ash will normally be found beneath the center 

of a smokehouse depression. Another type of depression that may be found on a trepang 

processing site are trepang pits. These take the form of elongated trenches, usually lying 

behind and parallel with the stonelines (Macknight 1976: 66-67). Like smokehouse 

depressions, trepang pits may also contain thick deposits of ash and charcoal. 

The frequent presence of the exotic tree Tamarindus indica on Macassan sites from the 

Cobourg Peninsula has been documented for some time (Bradshaw 1905: 17). However, both 

Europeans and Aborigines are known to have also spread tamarinds around the Cobourg 

Peninsula (Campbell 1834: 165; Searcy 1909:73; CPP 19111III(39): 11). Therefore, there is 

no reason to assume the presence of tamarinds is necessarily a diagnostic feature of Macassan 

activity. Despite the interest in trepanging sites, there has been little detailed analysis of the 

archaeological manifestations of contact between Aborigines and trepangers on the Cobourg 

Peninsula. However, archaeological indications of Aboriginal and European contact have been 

studied in great detail at one site, Victoria Settlement. 

8.3 CULTURE CONTACT AT VICTORIA SETTLEMENT 

A comprehensive study of the history and archaeology of Victoria Settlement was amongst 

the first archaeological research on the Cobourg Peninsula (Allen 1969). Victoria Settlement 

was mapped in detail, and a series of excavations were made at the site. Allen's project aimed 

to investigate both the history of the settlement itself and the nature of contact between the 

garrison and the Aborigines. As such, Allen's (1969) archaeological evidence is of direct 

relevance to the current study in three ways: 

1. Allen documented and excavated two Aboriginal middens which are adjacent to the 

settlement. One midden (VAMII) was occupied only in the post-contact period. The 

second midden (VAMI), by contrast, represented a stratified sequence with both a post

contact and immediately pre-contact component. Post-contact archaeological deposits 

in both sites contained foreign artefacts such as glass, metal and flaked glass. 
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2. A total of 27 Aboriginal stone artefacts were recovered during the initial excavations of 

Victoria Settlement (Allen 1969:281-284). Stone artefacts were recovered from the 

two middens, as well as a number of locations within the settlement such as the 

European rubbish dumps and on building foundations. None of these artefacts, which 

included axes, hammerstones, grinding stones, ochre, and flaked stone artefacts, were 

made of material found locally in the Cobourg Peninsula region (Allen 1969:281). The 

presence of large quantities of non-local stone in what are clearly post-contact contexts 

is consistent with predictions made earlier on the basis of ethnohistoric data. 

3. Allen (1969:216-243) also documented the intensive use of glass by the Aboriginal 

occupants of Victoria Settlement. Flaked glass was found in the middens, in the 

European rubbish dump as well as other locations across the settlement. In tota118.2 % 

(n=2774) of the glass fragments collected from Victoria settlement had been flaked by 

Aboriginal people (Allen 1969:216). Allen (1969:243) argued that glass was collected 

from the European rubbish dumps, flaked into artefacts there, and then taken onto the 

Aboriginal middens for use in cutting and scraping activities. 

Both of the midden sites at Victoria Settlement are discussed in detail in Chapter Nine, but 

it is worth stressing two points regarding these middens. Firstly, VAMI expanded in size 

during the post-contact period, and Allen (1969: 126) hypothesized that a larger or more 

permanent group occupied the site when Victoria Settlement was established. This observation 

is consistent with ethnohistoric evidence regarding changes in Aboriginal settlement patterns in 

the post-contact period (Chapter Seven). Secondly, no dugong or turtle bone was found in the 

pre-contact midden deposits excavated from Site VAMI. However, dugong bone was found 

in the post-contact midden VAMII (Allen 1969:116-133). This contrast between the pre

contact and post-contact midden deposits is consistent with predictions made at the end of 

Chapter Six. 

Allen's research at Victoria Settlement is important to the current study for two main 

reasons. Firstly, a number of the archaeological patterns he documented are consistent with 

predictions made earlier in this thesis on the basis of ethnohistoric data. Secondly, the results 

of his study suggest that archaeological materials from the Cobourg Peninsula have great 

potential to contribute to our understanding of economic change in the post-contact period. In 

order to elucidate this potential even further, it is necessary to discuss the range of Aboriginal 

archaeological sites which have previously been recorded on the Cobourg Peninsula. 
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8.4 ABORIGINAL ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES 

In addition to the archaeological remains at Victoria Settlement, Allen (nd) has recorded a 

stone artefact quarry at Reef Point, on the eastern side of Port Essington (Thble 8-1, Figure 8-

2). Further Aboriginal sites have been recorded by Tacon (1988, 1989) during an 

archaeological survey of British, Macassan and Aboriginal sites on the Cobourg Peninsula 

(Table 8-1, Figure 8-2). Tacon I s and Allen I s research demonstrated that a variety of 

Aboriginal sites can be found in the study area, including middens, grinding grooves and stone 

arrangements. All sites in Table 8-1, except for the stone arrangement, are adjacent to the 

coast. The most commonly recorded types of Aboriginal sites are middens, some of which are 

associated with Macassan or European structural remains. 

Thb1e 8-1 Aboriginal archaeological sites previously recorded on the Cobourg Peninsula 

(Sources: Allen 1969,nd; Thcon 1988) 

ORIGINAL 

SITE NAME 

A1 

A2 

A3 

A4 

AS 

A6 

A7/M6 

A9/E7 

A1D 

A12/EID/M14 

A13/Ell 

Reef Point 

VAMI 

VAMII 

THESIS 

NUMBER1 

17 

14 

9 

23 

21,22 

6 

27 

10 

11 

LOCATION 

Black Point 

smith Point 

Black Point 

Smith Point 

Danger Point 

South of Irgul 

Point 

Port Essington 

Port Bremer 

Port Bremer 

Trepang Bay 

Greenhill Island 

Port Essington 

Minto Head 

Minto Head 

DESCRIPTION 

Grinding grooves 

Midden 

Midden 

Freshwater well 

Grinding grooves 

Stone arrangements 

Midden and Macassan stoneline 

Midden 

Two shell mounds 

European campsite/midden 

European campsite/midden 

Quarry 

Midden 

Midden 

1 Some previously recorded sites have been renumbered for the purposes 

of this thesis 

" "= Site not given thesis number. 
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Figure 8-2 Previously recorded Aboriginal archaeological sites on the Cobourg Peninsula (Sources: Allen 1969,nd; Tacon 1988) 



3. Stone (1989) also pointed to a reputed lack of Aboriginal mythology about construction 

of the mounds. He referred to a statement of a senior Aboriginal man from 

Galliwinku, who is reported to have said that the Millingimbi shell mounds were made 

by scrubfowls. 

Stone conceded that despite their avian origins, shell and earth mounds may contain 

artefacts, artefactual shell and even human skeletal material. According to Stone's model, this 

material can be incorporated into the mound in one of two ways. Cultural material may have 

been raked up by scrubfowls from material left behind by Aborigines on the soil surface 

around the mound. Alternatively, Aborigines may have occasionally camped on the top of 

these scrubfowl mounds and deposited cultural material. Stone (1989:61) argued that such 

occupation would have contributed relatively little material to the mound, and that these 

features must still be seen as scrub fowl constructions. 

Stone's attack has drawn a spirited defense of the anthropogenic origins of the north 

Australianshellmounds from Bailey (1991) and Cribb (1991), who argued the large shell 

mounds near Weipa and Aurukun respectively are human in origin. The principal argument of 

both archaeologists was the environmental context of the mounds, as the largest mounds in 

both areas were found on the margins of mangroves and saltpans. Bailey and Cribb considered 

such locations ideal for human exploitation of molluscs, but totally unsuitable for nesting 

scrub fowl. Stone (1991b) responded principally by suggesting that Bailey and Cribb had not 

considered evidence for palaeoenvironmental change closely enough. More recently, however, 

Bailey (1993) has presented further data regarding the composition, stratigraphy, and 

environmental context of the Weipa mounds which convincingly demonstrates the human 

origins of these features. 

Systematic criteria, applicable to field evidence, is needed to discriminate between 

scrubfowl and human mounds. As Bailey (1991:22) noted, however, the development of such 

criteria has been lacking from the debate on northern Australian shell mounds. No attempts 

have been made to consider closely the nesting behaviour of megapodes in order to identify 

criteria by which natural and human mounds may be differentiated. This weakness is reflected 

within Stone's argument regarding the size of scrub fowl mounds. He argued that the large 

shell and earth mounds of northern Australia are scrubfowl nests, while smaller, low lying 

mounds may be undisturbed Aboriginal shell middens (Stone 1989:61). No indication of the 

threshold between the two types of mounds was provided. 

Ornithologist's descriptions of scrub fowl mound construction and use could allow us to 

determine criteria by which human shell mounds may be distinguished from bird mounds. 

Accordingly, observations on megapode nesting behaviour are reviewed in the next section. 
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8.6 SCRUBFOWL NESTING BEHAVIOUR AND CRITERIA 

FOR THE RECOGNITION OF HUMAN SHELL MOUNDS 

Megapodes exploit external sources of heat to incubate their eggs. These sources include 

solar radiation, geothermal activity and organic decomposition (Frith 1956). The scrubfowl 

M. reinwardt constructs large mounds in order to incubate its eggs, scraping up building 

material by kicking it backwards with its foot (Crome and Brown 1979). Mounds may be 

constructed from a range of materials including vegetable material, soil, gravel, sand and shell 

(Crome and Brown 1979). The mounds are important to the bird because of their ability to 

generate heat for the incubation of eggs. According to Jones (1989: 148) 

... by concentrating suitable material (moist leaf litter) ... and sustaining 
favourable conditions (mixing of fresh mound materials), heat results from the 
respiration of microorganisms in the mound, principally thermophillic fungi. .. 

Once the temperature in the mound is correct, the bird digs a series of diagonal burrows, 

as much as two metres deep (MacDonald 1973: 120). A single egg is deposited at the bottom 

of each burrow, and the holes are filled up (Crome and Brown 1979). A nesting pair usually 

lays 12-15 eggs during the breeding season (Cayley 1991:41). Chicks hatch after six weeks, 

and tunnel out of the mounds. More than one pair of birds may use and build a mound at 

once, and an active mound is enlarged each breeding season (Cayley 1991:41; Crome and 

Brown 1979). 

Observations on the shape, size, composition and environmental context of northern 

Australian scrubfowl mounds are discussed below. This data set can serve as a basis for 

identifying criteria useful in distinguishing scrub fowl mounds from human shell mounds. 

Mound size 

Observations that have been made regarding the size of active scrubfowl mounds in 

northern Australia are summarized in Table 8-2. Of 12 observers who provided data on 

mound height, seven agreed that the maximum height for scrubfowl mounds is 4.5m (Table 

8-2). Only one indicated that scrubfowl mounds may reach a height of greater than 5 metres. 

The exception was Stone himself, who stated "In my experience, scrub-fowl mounds can vary 

in height between O.5m and 10m which is the very range recorded by Bailey ... for the Weipa 

mounds" (Stone 1989:61). 
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Thble 8-2 Observations on the size of active scrub fowl mounds 

REFERENCE 

Stokes (1846:395-396) 

Gilbert (in Gould 1865) 

MacGillivray (in Gould 1865) 

Napier (1876:50-52) 

LOCATION OF MAX. MOUND 

OBSERVATION DIAMETER (ro)l 

Port Essington 9.0 

Port Essington 18.0 

Endeavour straits 45.0 

Castlereagh Bay 16.8 

MacGillivray (1914:135-136) Cape York 9.0 

6.0 

45.0 

10.5 

15.0 

12.0 

12.0 

Mathews and Iredale (1921:219) Not stated 

Barrett (1941:108) 

Frith (1956) 

MacDonald (1973:120-121) 

Pizzey (1987:90) 

Cayley (1991:41) 

stone (1989:61) 

Wessel Islands 

Darwin 

Not stated 

Not stated 

Not stated 

Not stated 

1 Some measurements converted from feet. 

? 

MAX. MOUND 

HEIGHT (ro)l 

1.5 

4.5 

4.5 

4.5 

4.5 

1.5 

4.5 

4.5 

4.0 

5.0 

4.5 

10.0 

It is regrettable, given the contrast with all other observers, that Stone provided no details 

regarding the heights and locations of the very large mounds that he observed. Those he 

recorded on Channel Island, for example, only reached a height of 4m (Stone 1987: 132). The 

discrepancy between published observations of scrubfowl mound size and Stone's assertions 

requires further explanation. Scrubfowl mounds over Sm high may be so rare that no 

observers other than Stone have encountered them. Alternatively, these very large features 

may have been deposited by humans, as Bailey (1991) has argued. 

Scrubfowls also build extremely small mounds. Crome and Brown (1979) observed 

scrub fowls constructing subsidiary mounds, up to O.7m high and 2.0m in diameter, which 

were not used to lay eggs. These small mounds were constructed within 200m of the active 

mound and were made of exactly the same materials. 

In conclusion, Stone's use of mound size to distinguish human mounds and scrub fowl nests 

should clearly be abandoned. There is no reason to assume small mounds could not have been 

constructed by scrubfowls, and that very large mounds were not deposited by humans. Given 

the variability in size of scrubfowl nests, height is not considered a useful distinguishing 

criterion. 
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Mound shape 

Scrubfowl mounds can take several different forms. One of the most common forms are 

conical mounds with steeply sloping sides (Cayley 1991:41; Frith 1956; Gilbert in Gould 

1865). There is also a rotund, dome like form with a flattened or hollowed area at the top 

(MacGillivray 1914). Alternatively, fresh material may be added to one side of the mound 

only, so that the mound eventually becomes a long narrow ridge (Gilbert in Gould 1865: 172). 

Other mounds take the form of a cone or dome with a flattened top (Mathews and Iredale 

1921:219). 

Mounds that humans have built or at least contributed to can also take a variety of forms. 

For example, Roth (1901:7) described mounds of burnt Anadara granosa near Weipa with the 

remains of huts and fireplaces on top. These mounds reached over 9.1m in height, and their 

sides were so steep that they" ... can be scaled only with difficulty" (Roth 1901:7). By 

contrast, Roberts (1991:82-84) observed people cooking molluscs on a low, elongated and 

gently sloping mound at Millingimbi. Shell mounds in other parts of Australia have also taken 

the form of elongated ridges, with material progressively added to one end only (Connah 

1976). In the light of the variety of forms that scrub fowl mounds and human middens may 

take, mound shape also appears to be an unreliable indicator of whether a mound is of human 

or avian origin. 

Mound composition 

Scrubfowl mounds contain a range of material, including earth, stones, compost, leaves, 

sticks, sand, shells and seaweed (Table 8-3). As Stone (1989:61; 1991b) noted, composition 

appears to be dependent upon the materials available in the vicinity of the mound. Mounds 

adjacent to the beach are composed chiefly of sand, together with either shells, leaf litter or 

seaweed (Crome and Brown 1979; Frith and Hitchcock 1974). Those mounds further inland 

tend to be composed of soil, compost, leaf litter and sticks (Table 8-3). The fact that mound 

composition reflects the immediate environment is not surprising given that scrubfowls obtain 

material for the mound in the area immediately adjacent to it. Crome and Brown (1979), who 

observed scrubfowl mound construction in north Queensland over a period of three years, 

noted that the scrub fowls obtained building materials only within a 25m radius of the mound 

itself. 
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Thble 8-3 Observations on the composition and environmental context of active scrub fowl mounds 

REFERENCE 

Gilbert (in Gould 1865) 

MacGillivray (1914:135-136) 

Mathews and Iredale (1921:219) 

Barrett (1941:108) 

Frith (1956) 

MacDonald (1973:120-121) 

Frith and Hitchcock (1974:129) 

Crome and Brown (1979) 

Beruldson (1980) 

Pizzey (1987:90) 

Cayley (1991:41) 

"." = no data available 

MOUND COMPOSITION 

Light black vegetable soil 

Loose black vegetable mould or soil 
with sticks and leaves. Chiefly sand 
and shell if near the sea. 

Sandy soil and leaf litter mixed with 
sticks and twigs. 

Earth and leaf mould or sand and sea
weed depending on distance to the sea. 

Inorganic material topped with rotting 
vegetable mould. 

In forests vegetable matter and soil. 
In exposed situations sand and shell. 

Mounds near beaches have a high 
proportion of sand mixed with leaf 
litter. If inland mostly leaf litter 
with a small amount of soil. 

Decaying vegetable matter and sand. 

Earth and vegetation or sand. 

Earth and leaf mould or sand and 
seaweed. 

ENVIRONMENTAL CONTEXT 

Dense thickets near creeks or ocean. 

Dense vegetation. 

Usually within a few hundred yards 
of the seashore in thickly foliaged 
forest. 

Dense thickets along coasts or waterways. 

Monsoon forests or dense thickets near 
water. 

Monsoon vine forest. 

Thick forests or mangroves. 

Rainforests and scrubs, occ. mangroves. 

Dense scrub sheltered by large trees. 



In contrast to scrubfowls, humans can bring material from relatively long distances back to 

the location where it will be eaten or used. Therefore, mounds constructed by humans may 

contain material not necessarily found in the immediate area, while scrub fowl mounds must be 

constructed of materials which occur in the immediate vicinity. The one exception to this 

criterion is where human midden material, already present on the ground surface, may be 

pushed up into a mound by a scrub fowl. An obvious test of whether or not this process may 

be responsible for the presence of human midden material in a particular mound is whether 

there are midden deposits on the ground surface around the mound. Mound composition 

relative to the surrounding ground surface therefore forms an important criterion for 

distinguishing between human and bird mounds. Observations on scrub fowl mounds also 

suggest that the relative frequency of different components in the mound may serve as a 

diagnostic criterion. 

In some areas Aborigines have been observed discarding shell on scrubfowl mounds (e.g. 

Roberts 1991:118-119). However, the observations in Table 8-3 suggest that scrub fowl 

mounds usually do not contain marine shell. Only Frith and Hitchcock (1974:129-130), 

Mathews and Iredale (1921:219) and Gilbert (in Gould 1865:172) recorded scrub fowl mounds 

containing shell. Despite the fact that Stone (1989) attributes large and densely packed 

mounds of shell to scrubfowl, no ornithological observers have described scrubfowls creating 

mounds composed predominantly of shell. 

No quantitative data is available concerning the relative proportions of different types of 

materials within active scrub fowl mounds. However, a distinction can be drawn between 

Gilbert's Port Essington bird mounds and mound features described by archaeologists. Gilbert 

described those scrub fowl mounds at Knocker Bay as "sandy hillocks" (Gould 1865: 174), and 

elsewhere as " ... sand and shells, without a vestige of any other material, but in some of them I 

met with a portion of soil and decaying wood ... " (Gould 1865: 172). These descriptions 

indicate the presence of considerable amounts of sand and other material in the bird mounds. 

By contrast, shell mounds recorded archaeologically may be nearly completely composed of 

shell. For example, the shell mounds of Princess Charlotte Bay" ., . contain very little 

interstitial non-shell sediment or other matter" (Beaton 1985:4). 

Cribb (1991) made the point that scrubfowls build mounds to incubate their eggs, and that 

shell does not provide the decaying organic matter needed to do this. He estimated that human 

mounds in the Aurukun area were composed of a minimum of 80 % of shell. By contrast, 

scrub fowl mounds from the same area could be composed of small amounts of natural or 

midden shell, together with materials such as sand, soil, vegetable material, and shell grit 

(Cribb 1991). Cribb suggested that the maximum amount of shell found in such mounds was 

5%. 
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If Cribb has correctly identified the scrub fowl mounds (he doesn I t indicate that he saw any 

of them in use), then the relative frequency of shell appears to be a diagnostic characteristic of 

mound origin. The maj or problem in applying Cribb I s observation more generally, 

nonetheless, is his failure to identify the extent to which the proportion of shell in an 

abandoned scrub fowl mound is likely to increase as the vegetation decays. 

In conclusion, mound composition is likely to be diagnostic of origin. Scrubfowl mounds 

should be composed of materials available in the immediate vicinity of the mound, and will not 

normally be composed dominantly of shell. However, further quantitative data on the 

proportion of shell in abandoned scrubfowl mounds is required before the latter distinction can 

be applied with precision. 

Mound environment 

As all the observers in Table 8-3 indicate, scrub fowls build mounds in dense vegetation. 

Scrubfowl mounds are encountered most commonly in monsoon vine forests, although they 

may also occasionally be built in mangroves. Areas immediately adjacent to the sea, or along 

creeks or other waterways are the most favoured locations. Distribution of the mounds reflects 

the behaviour of the birds. For example, Deignan (1964:361-362) recorded that the scrubfowl 

was" ... restricted to the densest monsoonal forests and mangrove swamps, only occasionally 

entering the immediately adjacent wattle scrub or venturing onto the naked dunes". 

The environmental context of mounds must provide a very clear indication of their origin. 

Humanly constructed mounds would not be restricted to monsoon vine forest. Indeed, they 

would be more likely to be found in other environmental zones, such as floodplains on the 

edge of mangroves or saltpans (Bailey 1991). As Stone (l991b) points out, however, the 

distribution of monsoon vine forest has changed throughout the Holocene, and care must be 

taken to consider palaeoenvironmental data. Both Stocker (1971) and Russell-Smith (1985) 

have found abandoned scrubfowl mounds in areas no longer covered by monsoon forest. 

Environmental context is a useful distinguishing criterion, but palaeoenvironmental evidence 

must be carefully considered. 
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Mound internal structure 

Observations on scrubfowl mounding behaviour show that the mounds are subject to a 

considerable amount of digging and reworking by the birds. As noted above, eggs are placed 

at the base of burrows up to 2m deep. Further disturbance occurs as the nests are enlarged 

each breeding season. New material is added to the existing mounds" ... by repeatedly 

excavating holes and filling them in areas where new material had been piled on top of the 

mound" (Crome and Brown 1979: 114). In addition, the mounds become consolidated after the 

heavy rain of the wet season, so that the bird must dig holes in the mound to loosen the 

sediments (MacGillivray 1914: 136; Crome and Brown 1979: 114). Accordingly, scrub fowl 

mounds should lack clearly defined stratigraphic features due to the extensive reworking of 

deposits. 

Archaeologically recorded shell mound deposits tend to contain well defined stratigraphic 

layers. For example, South Mound at Princess Charlotte Bay contained alternating light and 

dark coloured layers, with colour reflecting sediment content (Beaton 1985:4). Macassar Well 

also contained a sequence of light and dark coloured layers (McCarthy and Setzler 1960:Plate 

4B). Kwamter mound (Bailey 1975:8) contained numerous lenses of ash and charcoal roughly 

parallel with the mound I s surface. 

According to Cribb (1991:24) human shell mounds have an internal structure like a "layer 

cake", since shell and carbonised material is deposited in thin, highly discrete layers, 

interleaved with layers of sterile sediment. However, Cribb was not referring to his own 

work, but to that of Bailey (1977) and Beaton (1985). As Stone (1991:27) points out, these 

sources do not show clear evidence for such distinct and fine layering. Beaton (1985:7) 

actually stated that" ... the fine structure of the mounds is vague in the extreme ... " and that he 

was only able to identify gross structural characteristics. Similarly, Bailey (1975:8) noted that 

"One can hardly speak of distinct layers". The lack of perfectly discrete stratigraphic features 

may be due to disturbance from the activities of crabs and goannas (e.g. Specht 1985; Roberts 

1991). In human shell mounds, however, such disturbance may be less severe than in 

scrub fowl mounds because disturbance may be minimised in a site with a matrix of large, 

tightly packed shell fragments (Hughes and Lampert 1977:136-137). 

In conclusion, stratigraphic layers with contrasting sediment content are not expected to 

survive in a scrubfowl mound due to the extensive reworking. Such features will probably be 

present in a human shell mound, although they will not necessarily be perfectly discrete. 
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Contemporary oral history 

One other criterion for distinguishing scrubfowl mounds requires discussion: the use of 

contemporary oral history. Stone (1991b:26) emphasised that 

... Aborigines, to my knowledge, have never claimed that their forebears built 
the large mounds. Indeed, on the few accounts available, Aborigines have 
always maintained that they were natural features ... 

This is despite the fact that McCarthy and Setzler (1960:249) were told by a 60 year old 

Millingimbi Aboriginal man, 

... that these shell mounds were present before he was born and that he had 
heard that the natives who built them were much more orderly than his people 
because they gathered up the shells from around the fires and piled them on the 
mounds. 

Stone has employed oral history to strongly attack archaeologists, but has failed to quote oral 

evidence which is contrary to his argument. Little research into Aboriginal beliefs regarding 

mound origin has been completed, and it may well prove to be a profitable avenue of 

investigation in the future. Nonetheless, conflicting contemporary accounts of mound origin 

highlight the difficulties of using oral history to interpret archaeological events. Oral history 

will not necessarily provide a precise method for determining the origins of features that may 

be thousands of years old. 

Summary: characteristics of human and bird mounds 

Qualitative and quantitative differences can be expected between mounds constructed by 

scrubfowls, and shell mounds constructed by humans. Composition, internal structure and 

environmental context of the mounds provide important clues for determining mound origin. 

By contrast, mound shape and size and contemporary Aboriginal oral accounts do not form 

reliable indicators of mound origin. In particular, Stone's (1989) argument that the large 

mounds are not anthropogenic, and his use of contemporary Aboriginal accounts, are not 

supported by available data. 

Anthropogenic shell mounds are expected to be composed dominantly of shell. S crub fowl 

mounds must be constructed from materials available in the immediate vicinity of the mound, 

while human mounds are not subject to this restriction. Scrubfowl mounds will not contain 

distinct lenses or layers of sediment while human mounds probably will. Finally, scrub fowl 

mounds will be found only in dense vegetation such as monsoon vine forests, or in areas 

formerly covered by monsoon forest. Anthropogenic mounds can be expected to occur over a 

much wider section of the landscape. With these criteria established, discussion can now tum 

to midden sites on the Cobourg Peninsula. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES ACROSS THE 
COBOURG PENINSULA 

9.1 INTRODUCTION 

In Chapters Six and Seven three models concerning economic change on the Cobourg 

Peninsula in the post-contact period were developed on the basis of ethnohistoric data. It was 

argued that changes in Aboriginal marine hunting strategies, regional exchange networks and 

settlement patterns may have occurred after the onset of Macassan voyages. If such changes 

did occur, then it should be possible to identify major contrasts in terms of the contents and 

structure of pre-contact and post-contact archaeological sites on the Cobourg Peninsula region. 

As one test of these propositions an archaeological survey was conducted at a number of 

locations along the coastline of the study area. Sites recorded during this survey are described 

within this chapter. 

For the purposes of this discussion, only Aboriginal middens and shell mounds have 

been included. As noted in Chapter Eight, other types of Aboriginal sites, such as grinding 

hollows and stone arrangements have been recorded from the area, but these have not been 

described here. Also excluded from the discussion are trepanging sites that contained no 

Aboriginal midden deposits. The decision to restrict archaeological analysis to shell middens 

and mounds was made for the following reasons: 

1. This class of site can be dated relatively easily, allowing post-contact and pre-contact 

sites to be identified. 

2. As discussed above, both Aboriginal and foreign activities on the Cobourg Peninsula 

were focused on the coastline. Accordingly, any archaeological manifestations of 

culture contact are expected to be most distinct on coastal archaeological sites. 

3. Changes in Aboriginal marine subsistence strategies are more readily reflected in 

middens than other types of sites. 

After a discussion of the methodology employed in the survey, all recorded sites are 

individually discussed. Pre-contact midden deposits are described in Section 9.3, while 

Section 9.4 deals with the post-contact deposits. Some sites contained sequences with both 

pre-contact and post-contact components, and these are discussed in Section 9.5. The 

characteristics of pre-contact and post-contact sites, such as the frequency of turtle and dugong 

remains, are compared at the end of the chapter. 
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9.2 METHODOLOGY 

Under an agreement reached with senior traditional custodians, the middens described 

here were visited in the company of one or more Aboriginal guides. The custodians felt that 

this was necessary so that the author did not unwittingly enter restricted or sensitive parts of 

the landscape. The survey therefore did not proceed by a random sampling strategy. Instead, 

Aboriginal people took the author to archaeological sites that they were aware of. 

Fortunately, Aboriginal people from the area have maintained an active interest in their 

archaeological heritage, and I was able to record a large number of archaeological sites in this 

way. While most of the sites described here were known to the Aboriginal custodians, some 

sites previously unknown to them were also discovered fortuitously during the course of the 

survey. Note that no attempt was made to record sites that were not on the coastline. This 

reflected not only my own research interests, but was also in keeping with the preferences of 

my Aboriginal guides. 

This survey strategy was considered appropriate given the questions which it was 

intended to address. The results of this archaeological survey would not be suitable, for 

example, to quantify differences in the absolute numbers of sites deposited at different time 

periods. However, this analysis aims to define the compositional differences between post

contact and pre-contact sites, and a purposive survey provides an adequate sample with which 

to discuss this issue. In any case, a small area of the Cobourg Peninsula (Vashon Head) was 

systematically surveyed in order to check the veracity of the results of this exercise (see 

Chapter Ten). 

In keeping with the agreement reached with the traditional custodians, no artefacts were 

removed from the sites and all recording was done in situ. A number of parameters were 

recorded for each midden, including environmental context, dimensions of the archaeological 

deposit and the types of artefacts, vertebrate faunal remains and shell species present. Any 

comments that my Aboriginal guides made about the sites were also recorded. 

For the purposes of this survey sites were identified as concentrations of archaeological 

material within the landscape showing distinct boundaries. Note that where clusters of 

surficial archaeological material were joined by uneroded subsurface archaeological deposits 

these were regarded as a single site. Where concentrations of archaeological material were 

stratigraphically discrete, by contrast, the features were labelled as separate sites. Specifically, 

while in several locations shell mounds were recorded in close proximity to each other, there 

was no shell on the ground surface between them and hence the deposits could be regarded as 

autonomous archaeological features. 
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Shell species were identified on the basis of comparative collections in the Northern 

Territory Museum. Shell descriptions from Blackburn (1982), Child (1974), Meehan (1982) 

and Wells and Bryce (1988) were also used. Where sources conflicted in the use of scientific 

names, the nomenclature of the Northern Territory Museum collection was employed. 

The relative frequency of different shell species was assessed by calculating the 

minimum number of individuals (MNI) in a series of 1m x 1m recording squares. Minimum 

numbers of gastropods were calculated by counting the number of spires. By contrast, the 

MNI of bivalve shell species was determined by counting the number of hinges and dividing by 

two. Note that all shell densities are expressed as MNl/m2, and for the purposes of MNI 

calculation the aggregation unit was one square metre. 

Stone and glass objects were termed flaked if one or more of the following 

characteristics were present (after Hiscock 1984: 128): 

1. A positive or negative ring crack. 

2. A distinct negative or positive bulb of percussion. 

3. A definite eraillure scar beneath a striking platform. 

The identification of flaked glass deserves some discussion. Fracturing may be 

produced fortuitously on broken glass in locations such as ploughed fields and roads (Allen 

1969:234-240; Allen and Jones 1980; Knudson 1979). In particular, curved sections of glass 

impacted on a hard surface may acquire fracture patterns that appear identical to flaking 

produced by knapping (Cotterell and Kamminga 1979:102-103). 

It should be stressed that the great majority of post-contact sites discussed below were 

deposited on loose sand, and were located in extremely remote areas. Nearly all had no 

vehicle access, and had to be approached by boat. It was difficult, under these circumstances, 

to identify any mechanism other than human flaking that may have caused conchoidal 

fracturing on bottle glass. In cases where such an assumption was not considered appropriate, 

the issue of flaking agency is dealt with on an individual basis for the site. 
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9.3 RESULTS 

Twenty-six midden sites were recorded during the survey, most of which had not 

previously been recorded (Table 9-1, Figure 9-1). The sites listed in Table 9-1 are numbered 

sequentially in their order along the coastline from west to east. Note that one site (number 

27) could not be visited as part of this survey due to logistic reasons, so this site has been 

described on the basis of previously recorded data. Middens took a number of different forms, 

including mounds, dense surficial deposits and deflated midden lenses. Some middens were 

associated with Macassan or European archaeological remains such as trepang processing 

stonelines. 

It became apparent when recording these sites that they could be divided into two broad 

categories, based on the time at which they were deposited. Post-contact middens were those 

sites deposited after the Macassan voyages to Amhem Land began at approximately 1720 AD. 

The most immediately apparent characteristic of post-contact middens was the presence of 

bones from introduced fauna such as pig and cattle, together with artefacts of foreign 

manufacture. Such artefacts included sherds of Macassan earthenware pottery, fragments of 

Asian and European porcelain and glass. 

Another important set of data for identifying post-contact sites were the oral traditions 

maintained by Aboriginal custodians. My Aboriginal guides, particularly David Minimak, 

were able to identify when some of the midden sites in this sample were occupied and by 

whom. David is a senior Aboriginal custodian who was born in this area, and his parents and 

grandparents had lived at some of these sites. In all of the cases documented here, the 

archaeological evidence was consistent with Aboriginal oral tradition. 
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Thble 9-1 Summary of middens discussed in Chapter Nine 

1.D. LOCATION MAPSHEET GRID PREVIOUS 

(1:100,000) REFERENCE RECORD 1 

1 Popham Bay Cape Don 109540 

2 Popham Bay Cape Don 109540 

3 Popham Bay Cape Don 109540 

4 Popham Bay Cape Don 109540 

5 Popham Bay Cape Don 109542 B:12,T:29 

6 Trepang Bay Cape Don 168596 T:16 

7 Trepang Bay Cape Don 183570 

8 Port Essington Cobourg 273683 

9 Knocker Bay cobourg 850513 B:14,T:19 

10 Minto Head cobourg 889423 A:116 

11 Minto Head cobourg 892422 A:129 

12 Middle Head Cobourg 931430 T:27 

13 Berkeley Bay cobourg 939584 

14 Black Point Cobourg 877653 T:12 

15 Black Point Cobourg 879677 

16 Smith Point Cobourg 876678 

17 Smith Point Cobourg 882682 T:12 

18 Smith Point cobourg 890683 

19 Port Bremer Cobourg 920681 

20 Port Bremer cobourg 928675 

21 Lizard Bay Cobourg 984588 T:15 

22 Lizard Bay Cobourg 984588 T:15 

23 Lizard Bay Cobourg 989578 T:15 

24 Bowen straits Croker 271514 

25 Bowen Straits Croker 303450 M:127,T:18-19 

26 Palm Bay Croker 280693 

27 Bluff Point Greenhill 858182 T:16 

1,,_,,= no previous record; A=Allen 1969; B=Baker 1984; 

M=Macknight 1969; T=Tacon 1988 

Pre-contact middens are defined as those sites deposited before 1720 AD. Pre-contact 

sites did not contain foreign artefacts or bones from foreign animals. In some cases the 

antiquity of these sites could be confirmed through radiocarbon dating or through analysis of 

their geomorphic context. Aboriginal custodians offered no information about any of the 

middens described as pre-contact in this sample. Indeed, in several cases they did not know of 

the site's existence, and we found them fortuitously while searching for other, post-contact 

sites. It is the pre-contact sites which are discussed first in this chapter. 
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9.4 PRE-CONTACT SITES ACROSS THE COBOURG PENINSULA 

Sites 1-4, Popham Bay 

Sites 1-4 represent a set of four discrete, roughly circular mounds of shell on the 

eastern side of Popham Bay. The mounds are located on a flat, sandy area measuring 450m x 

50m which is directly adjacent to the beach. A dense stand of mangrove trees lines the beach 

directly in front of the mounds and along the shoreline to the south. To the north is a 200m 

long stretch of sandy beach devoid of mangrove trees. A sparse growth of grass covers the 

area around the mounds. The foreshore is composed of shallow mud flats, while immediately 

behind the mounds is a freshwater swamp, dominated by melaleuca and pandanus trees. The 

Aboriginal name for this location is Ngonge-woolje. 

The dimensions of the four mounds are presented in Thble 9-2. The mounds contain 

charcoal together with dense concentrations of marine shell and a matrix of fine, dark gray 

sand. This sediment is quite distinct from the surrounding ground surface, which is composed 

of a loose, coarse yellow/brown sand. 

TItble 9-2 Dimensions of Sites 1-4 

SITE LENGTH (m) WIDTH (m) HEIGHT (m) 

1 9.5 9.7 0.5 
2 9.2 9.3 0.3 
3 12.9 11. 6 0.5 
4 13.6 11. 7 0.3 

Shell density on the surface of the mounds ranges between approximately 251m2 and 

50/m2. Density of shell on the ground surface around the mounds is negligible, averaging less 

than O.lIm2. Shell on the surface of the mounds is highly crushed, probably a result of 

trampling by the banteng cattle which frequent the area. Shell species observed on the mounds 

include Anadara granosa, Marcia hiantina, Crassostrea amasa, Gafrarium tumidum, Pinctada 
maxima, Syrinx auruanus and TeZescopium teZescopium. All are known to be edible by humans 

(Chapter Two). 
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Shell minimum numbers within a 1m x 1m square on each of the mounds was recorded, 

and the results are presented in Table 9-3. Marcia hiantina is the dominant species, 

representing over 85% (n= 141) of the shells counted. This species, together with Gajrarium 

tumidum, which represented 9.9 % (n = 141) of the sample, is found in sand/mud flat 

environments. The mangroves and mud flats in front of the site today would not yield these 

types of molluscs in significant numbers. While the mounds did include some species from a 

mangrove or mudflat environment, (Anadara granosa, Crassostrea amasa and TeZescopium 

telescopium), these shells together represented less than 5% (n=141) of the sample. 

Thble 9-3 Shell MNI counts, Sites 1-4 

SITE 

TAXON 1 2 3 4 TOTAL % 

Anadara granosa 0 0 2 1 3 2.1 

Crassos~rea amasa 0 1 0 0 1 0.7 

Gafrarium tumidum 5 1 4 4 14 9.9 

Marcia hiantina 29 25 37 30 121 85.8 

Syrinx auruanus 1 0 0 0 1 0.7 

Telescopium ~elescopium 0 0 0 1 1 0.7 

TOTAL 35 27 43 36 141 

The following characteristics of these mounds confirm that they were formed by 

humans and not megapodes: 

1. The mounds are located on a sandy flat vegetated only with grass, a totally unsuitable 

habitat for megapodes to nest in. The nearest patches of monsoon vine forest, a more 

suitable environment for scrub fowl nesting, are approximately 20km to the northeast 

(Chapter Two). 

2. The sediment within the mounds, a fine dark grey sand, contrasts dramatically with the 

coarse yellow sand that comprises the ground surface. Sediment within the mounds 

cannot have been scraped up from the surrounding area by megapodes. 

3. There are dense quantities of shell within the mounds. By contrast, shell is present on 

the ground surface around the mounds in negligible densities « 0.lIm2). Accordingly, 

it is unlikely that the shell in the mounds was scraped up by megapodes, and therefore 

the mounds can be attributed to a human origin. 

A post-contact midden, approximately 100m north of the most northerly of the four 

mounds (Site 5, see below), is comprised nearly entirely of mudflat/mangrove shell taxa, 
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which are available in the vicinity of the site today. Assuming that the people that deposited 

the mounds obtained the shells from their immediate environment, the morphology of the 

coastline must have been quite different from today. These mounds are therefore likely to be 

considerably older than the post-contact midden immediately to the north and the mounds can 

therefore be confidently attributed to the pre-contact period. The complete absence of any 

European or Macassan items is consistent with this proposition. 

Site 8, Pori Essington 

At this site midden material is deflating out of the top of a steep, 3m high longitudinal 

beach ridge. The beach ridge is directly adjacent to, and extends parallel with, the shoreline. 

Behind this beach ridge is another even higher beach ridge. An extensive paperbark swamp 

lies to the south of the two beach ridges. While there is no vegetation on the site itself, 

casuarina and pandanus trees line the beach. The immediate coastal environment is composed 

of an open, sandy surf beach. 

In situ midden deposit occurs in a 10cm thick layer of light brown sand between 30cm 

and 40cm beneath the top of the frontal beach ridge. Although it is clearly a shell bearing 

layer, little in situ shell material is visible in the profile. Most of the visible shell has deflated 

over the surface of a sandy depression measuring 7m north-south and 10m east-west. Shell is 

spread continuously across the surface of this area in densities between 31m2 and 111m2• Shell 

species present include Anadara aliena, Marcia hiantina, Gafrarium tumidum, and Turbo 

cinerus. Some of the shell on the site appears to have been burnt. 

In order to quantify the frequency of different shell species four 1m x 1m recording 

squares were placed at 2m intervals in a west to east direction across the site. The results of 

this transect indicates that Anadara aliena (81.3 %, n=32) is the most frequent shell species 

(Table 9-4). No vertebrate faunal remains or artefacts were found at Site 8. 

Thble 9-4 Shell MNI counts, Site 8 

SQUARE 

TAXON 1 2 3 4 TOTAL % 

Anadara aliena 6 4 9 7 26 81.3 

Gafrarium tumidum 1 0 0 2 3 9.4 

Marcia hiantina 0 0 1 1 2 6.3 

Turbo cinerus 0 0 1 a 1 3.1 

TOTAL 7 4 11 10 32 
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Site 13, Berkeley Bay 

Site 13 is a dense surface scatter of shell on top of, and deflating down the side of, a 

longitudinal beach ridge. The beach ridge is up to four metres high and extends parallel to the 

beach. In front of the site, the intertidal zone has a steeply sloping sandy bottom and no 

mangrove trees. Immediately behind the ridge is a freshwater swamp, dominated by mela1euca 

trees. The beach ridge is adjacent to high sandstone cliffs to the south, and is highest at the 

southern margin, gradually decreasing in height towards the north. 

Cultural material in the midden consists of shell and laterite rocks, some of which 

have oysters still attached to them. The matrix is composed of a loose brown sand, and 

midden deposit extends continuously across a distance of 75m north-south, and 15-25m east

west. Most of the shell visible in this site is crushed which is probably due to trampling by 

banteng cattle, whose tracks run across the beach ridge. Midden material occurs only where 

the beach ridge is greater than approximately 2m in height. This suggests that either there was 

a preference prehistorically for camping on the higher beach ridges, or that any midden 

material that may have been deposited on lower beach ridges in the immediate area has been 

eroded away. 

Five recording squares were placed at 15m intervals along a transect running north to 

south across the midden. The results are presented in Table 9-5. Marcia hiantina is the most 

common species on Site 13, representing over 80% (n=81) of the sample (Thble 9-5). Other 

shell taxa present on the site include Anadara aliena, Atactodea striata, Circe scripta, 

Crassostrea amasa, Gafrarium tumidum, Geloina coaxans, Syrinx auruanus, TeZescopium 

telescopium and Terebralia paZustris. 

Table 9-5 Shell MNI counts, Site 13 

SQUARE 

TAXON 1 2 3 4 5 TOTAL % 

Anadara aliena 0 1 0 0 0 1 1.2 

Atactodea striata 2 1 0 2 3 8 9.9 

Crassostrea amasa 0 0 0 1 1 2 2.5 
Marcia hiantina 12 9 13 12 19 65 80.2 

Syrinx auruanus 0 0 1 0 0 1 1.2 
Telescopium telescopium 1 0 0 1 0 2 2.5 

Terebralia palustris 0 0 2 0 0 2 2.5 

TOTAL 15 11 16 16 23 81 
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Site 14, Black Point 

A scatter of burnt shell, charcoal, coral and rock is located at Black Point, Port 

Essington. At this location, midden material is eroding out of a 4m high longitudinal beach 

ridge that is directly adjacent to the shoreline. Immediately to the west is a sandstone rock 

outcrop forming a 4m high cliff where it intersects the shoreline. The foreshore is a surf beach 

with shallow sand flats and extensive rock platforms, and there are no mangrove trees in the 

immediate vicinity. Approximately 100m behind the beach ridge is a freshwater swamp, 

dominated by melaleuca trees. 

Midden material extends continuously over the top of the beach ridge for a distance of 

300m in a north-south direction. The midden extends for only 10-15m in an east-west 

direction. Surface shell density ranges between 0.5/m2 to > 100/m2. Shell taxa observed on 

the site include those listed in Table 9-6, together with Crassostrea amasa, Mytilidae, 

Naviculara ventriculosa, Pinctada maxima, Geloina coaxans, Tridacna maxima and Turbo 

cinerus. 

The distribution of shell taxa across the site is heterogeneous. Prominent 

archaeological features include discrete clusters of burnt shell up to a metre across, containing 

only one shell species. Most of these clusters are composed solely of Anadara aliena except at 

the northern end of the site, where Atactodea aliena and Gajrarium tumidum are most 

common. Spatial differentiation in the distribution of shell species is reflected by the shell 

frequency transect data (Table 9-6). Twelve 1m x 1m recording squares were placed along a 

north-south transect at 25m intervals. Anadara aliena was the most common species in 

Squares 1-10. By contrast the sample in Square 11 was nearly entirely composed of Gafranum 

tumidum (94.1 %, n= 16), and Square 12 contained nearly all Atactodea striata (95.6%, 

n=114). 

Towards the southern end of the beach ridge are several semi-circular arrangements of 

cemented laterite cobbles. These are visible eroding out of the top of the beach ridge. Up to 

50cm x 50cm in size, these formations are composed of rocks up to lOcm in diameter. One of 

these features is associated with a dense concentration of burnt shell, suggesting that it may 

have served as a hearth. 

A sample of Anadara aliena shells were collected from an in situ deposit of sand and 

shell at the top of the beach ridge in the centre of the site. The sample was taken from a depth 

of approximately 5cm, and returned a radiocarbon age estimate of 1840+70 BP (BETA 

65996). A marine oceanic reservoir correction factor of 450±35 BP was applied to this date 

(after Bowman 1985; Po1ach et al. 1983; Rhodes et al. 1980), and the age estimate was 

183 



calibrated using Stuiver and Reimer's (1986) CALIB program. A date of 460-707 calAD was 

returned through these calculations, which confirms that the dated sample from Site 14 was 

deposited during the pre-contact period. 

Thble 9-6 Shell MNI counts, Site 14 

SQUARE 
TAXON 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 TOTAL % 

Anadara aliena 8 81 10 67 24 84 38 30 94 96 0 4 536 68.5 

Atactodea striata 1 1 0 0 2 15 0 28 0 0 0 109 156 19.9 
Circe scripta 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0.1 

Gafrarium tumidum 0 0 0 0 0 14 0 0 0 0 16 0 30 3.8 

Marcia hiantina 0 0 3 2 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 6 0.8 

Melo amphora 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0.1 
Nerita sp. 2 6 0 0 4 9 1 14 0 0 0 0 36 4.6 
Syrinx auruanus 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0.1 

Telescopium telescopium 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0.1 
Terebralia palustris 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0.1 
Trochus sp. 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 0.4 
Trisidos semitorta 1 0 0 0 0 2 1 1 4 1 0 1 11 1.4 

TOTAL 14 88 14 69 32 126 41 73 98 97 16 114 783 

There are two contrasts between Tacon's (1988: 12-13) and my record of this site. 

Firstly, in 1987 human bones were apparently visible eroding out the midden. These were not 

present on my subsequent visits to the site, and as the site is adjacent to the Black Point 

settlement it is likely that they have been removed. The other contrast is that Thcon (1988: 12) 

recorded "turtle platelets" at this site. However, despite intensive and comprehensive scrutiny 

of Site 15 on four separate occasions over a period of two years, I did not observe a single 

turtle bone or carapace fragment. 

Two contingencies may explain the discrepancy between the two descriptions. Firstly, 

the "turtle platelets" may have been removed or eroded away in the period between 1987 and 

1990, when the author first observed the site. Secondly, the site contains fragments of highly 

weathered Syrinx auruanus shell. This material bears a superficial resemblance to turtle 

carapace, and may not have been correctly identified by Tacon (1988). Given that Thcon's 

identification of turtle carapace could not be verified, Site 14 is not considered to contain turtle 

remains for the purposes of this discussion. 
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Site 15, Black Point 

Site 15 is a scatter of shell that has deflated onto the seaward side of the top of a tall 

beach ridge. The beach ridge is 5 m high and overlooks platforms of sandstone and beachrock, 

beyond which lay extensive and shallow sandflats. There are no mangroves present in the 

area. Approximately 100m behind the beach ridge is a freshwater swamp, dominated by 

melaleuca trees. 

Archaeological material at this site extends for 55m in a north-south direction, and 10m 

in an east-west direction. Two parts of the beach ridge have been eroded particularly severely. 

Each of these sections is lO-15m long, and contains shell in densities of up to 150/m2. The 

two highly deflated sections are separated by a 20m length of beach ridge with less dense 

concentrations of shell (lO-20/m2). Sparse scatters of shell occur on either side of the main 

body of this midden. Shell densities at the edges of the midden range between 11m2 and 

O.5Im2, and taper off with increasing distance from the center of the midden. A substantial 

proportion of the shell in the midden appears to have been burnt. Fragments of charcoal were 

observed together with the shell that had deflated out of the beach ridge. 

Four 1m x 1m recording squares were placed on this site, two in each of the heavily 

deflated sections. Atactodea striata (72.6%, n=475) was consistently the most common 

species in the sample, and was observed to be the most common type of shell across all 

sections of the site. Over twenty different shell taxa were identified in this midden. They 

include those species listed in Table 9-7, together with Geloina coaxans, Mactridae, Melo 

amphora, Pinnidae, and Tridacna maxima. The latter species occur in very small quantities, 

and thus were not represented in the sample transects. 

Several semi-circular structures of rock are present on top of the beach ridge. These 

structures are up to 1m in diameter, and are composed of pieces of cemented laterite between 

2cm and IOcm in size. No charcoal was observed in the sediment within and around these 

features. The function of these features is uncertain, but it is possible that they may represent 

grave markers (see below). 
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Thble 9-7 Shell MNI counts, Site 15 

SQUARE 

TAXON 1 2 3 4 TOTAL % 

Anadara aliena 2 4 2 6 14 2.9 

Atactodea striata 111 86 72 76 345 72.6 

Crassostrea amasa 0 2 0 0 2 0.4 

Circe scripta 0 0 1 0 1 0.2 

Cypraea sp. 0 0 0 1 1 0.2 

Gafrarium tumidum 17 4 29 38 88 18.5 

Marcia hiantina 0 0 1 0 1 0.2 

Megacardita incrassata 1 0 0 0 1 0.2 

Mytiladae 1 0 0 0 1 0.2 

Naviculara ventriculosa 0 1 0 0 1 0.2 

Nerita sp. 2 1 2 2 7 1.5 

Pinctada maxima 2 0 1 0 3 0.6 

Strombus sp. 0 1 0 0 1 0.2 

Syrinx auruanus 1 0 0 1 2 0.4 
Terebralia palustris 0 0 0 2 2 0.4 

Trisidos semitorta 1 0 0 0 1 0.2 
Trochus sp. 0 0 2 0 2 0.4 

Turbo cinerus 0 0 0 2 2 0.4 

TOTAL 138 99 110 128 475 

Site 17, Smith Point 

Site 17 is a scatter of burnt shell and coral deflating out of the top of a longitudinal 

beach ridge, approximately one kilometre east of Smith Point. The beach ridge is directly 

adjacent to the ocean, and reaches a height of over five metres at this point. A large rock 

platform is on the shore directly in front of the site, and further offshore is a coral reef. There 

are no mangrove trees in the immediate vicinity. Behind the beach ridge is a gentle, sandy 

slope covered in clumps of low grasses. Fifty metres south of the beach ridge lies the margin 

of an open eucalypt woodland. 

The midden extends for a distance of 90m in an east-west direction, and 10m in a 

north-south direction. While calcined crab claws were observed in this midden, no vertebrate 

faunal material was found. There is marked spatial differentiation in the frequency and type of 

shell remains in different parts of the site. Density of shell across the site is highly varied, 

ranging from 0.5/m2 to > 401m2 • Four 1m x 1m recording squares were placed at 20m 

intervals in a north-south direction. As Table 9-8 indicates, no single taxon clearly dominates 

the shell assemblage from this site, although Atactodea striata (31.7%, n = 82) and Anadara 
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aliena (25.6%, n=82) are the most common species. In addition to shell taxa listed in Table 

9-8, three other taxa, Acrosterigma sp., Marcia hiantina and Mytilidae, are present in small 

quantities. 

Thble 9-8 Shell MNI counts, Site 17 

TAXON 1 

Anadara aliena 7 
Atactodea striata 18 
Circe scripta 0 

Gafrarium tumidum 0 

Megacardita incrassata a 
Melo amphora 2 
Nerita sp. 8 

Pinctada maxima 1 
Geloina coaxans 0 

Syrinx auruanus 0 

Terebralia palustris 2 
Tridacna maximus 0 

Trisidos semitorta a 
Trochus sp. a 

TOTAL 38 

SQUARE 
2 3 

5 9 

1 0 

0 1 
0 a 
0 a 
1 2 
5 0 

0 0 

a 1 
0 1 
0 0 

1 0 

1 1 

0 2 

14 17 

4 TOTAL % 

0 21 25.6 
7 26 31. 7 
0 1 1.2 
1 1 1.2 
1 1 1.2 
0 5 6.1 
1 14 17.1 
1 2 2.4 
0 1 1.2 
1 2 2.4 
0 2 2.4 
a 1 1.2 
a 2 2.4 
1 3 3.7 

13 82 

Several circles of cemented shell grit and coral were observed in deflated areas at the 

top of the beach ridge. These structures are up to 50cm x 1m in size, and are comprised of 

pieces between 2cm and 50cm in diameter, with an average diameter of approximately 20cm. 

These circular structures are unlikely to represent hearths, as there is no charcoal or burnt shell 

associated with them. 

Although Theon (1988) suggested that the coral circles at Site 17 are European features, 

there are no indications in the historical literature for the area that suggests Europeans built 

such features. By contrast, there is an Aboriginal oral tradition concerning such circles. 
Aboriginal custodians have told me that rock circles of a similar shape and size at Vashon 

Head, Raffles Bay and Mountnorris Bay were grave markers (Khaki Marala, Robert 

Cunningham, David Minimak, pers. comm.). In his earlier survey, Theon (1988:12) identified 

human skeletal remains scattered over an area of 4m x 4m at Site 17. Although I did not 

observe any skeletal remains in 1991, the site is adjacent to the tourist camping ground, and 

would be vulnerable to beach combers. Any human skeletal remains have probably been 

removed in the intervening time, although it is not clear by whom. Nonetheless, the former 

presence of human skeletal remains is consistent with the suggestion that the coral circles 

represent grave markers. 
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Site 18, Smith Point 

To the east of Smith Point two parallel longitudinal beach ridges extend alongside the 

shoreline. The frontal ridge, which ranges in height between 1.0m and 2.0m, is directly 

adjacent to the ocean. The second ridge is only O.5m to 1.0 high and is located 20m to the 

rear of the first beach ridge. Vegetation in the area consists only of low grasses and an 

occasional clump of pandanus along the shoreline. As a result, some sections of the beach 

ridge are heavily eroded and deflated and midden material is visible in these areas. 

A series of five clusters of shell were discovered deflating out of a single beach ridge at 

this point. In each case the surface shell appears to have deflated out of a single layer of 

compacted yellow sand, which extends throughout the area containing the shell. Given that the 

five surface scatters were originally contained within the one midden lens they were considered 

to constitute a single site. 

The distribution of shell is highly clumped, with no shell occurring on the ground 

surface across most of the area. The five surficial clusters of shell range between l.5m x l.5m 

and 10m x 4m in size, and extend over a total area of 100m east-west and 10m north-south. 

Within the deflated areas, shell occurs in densities between 51m2 and 251m2 • 

Recording squares were placed in each of the five shell clusters (Thble 9-9). The five 

clusters were labelled 1 to 5, from west to east. Shells within aIm x 1 m square were 

recorded in each of clusters 1 and 2, while two 1m x 1m recording squares were placed in 

each of clusters 3-5. Shell species on this site include those listed in Thble 9-9, together with 

Megacardita incrassata which is present only in minor quantities and hence was not included 

in the sample transects. Results indicated that the distribution of shell species across the site is 
highly differentiated. Different clusters are dominated by either Gajrarium tumidum, Nerita 
sp. or Trochus sp. 
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Table 9-9 Shell MNI counts, Site 18 

TAXON 
CLUSTER 
SQUARE 

Anadara aliena 
Atactodea striata 
Circe scripta 
Crassostrea amasa 
Gafrarium tumidum 
Marcia hiantina 
Mytilidae 
Nerita sp. 
Pinctada maxima 
Syrinx auruanus 
Trisidos semitorta 
Trochus sp. 

TOTAL 

Site 20, Pori Bremer 

1 2 3 3 4 4 5 5 
1 2 345 678 

2 a 0 0 a 0 0 0 

5 1 0 0 a 0 0 0 
0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 

0 0 0 a 0 0 0 1 
0 0 0 12 2 0 0 9 

0 0 0 0 a 1 0 0 
a 0 0 a 0 0 0 1 
a 0 23 1 1 14 2 0 

0 0 a 0 0 0 1 a 
1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 
0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 
1 6 1 0 1 0 2 2 

9 7 24 13 5 15 5 15 

TOTAL % 

2 2.2 
6 6.5 
1 1.1 
1 1.1 

23 24.7 
1 1.1 
1 1.1 

41 44.0 
1 1.1 
2 2.2 

1 1.1 
13 14.0 

93 

Site 20 represents a scatter of shell and stone artefacts on top of a beach ridge. 

Trending roughly north-south, the ridge runs parallel with the shoreline, which is 

approximately 20-25m to the east. The ridge, which is 100m long and 10-15m wide, is 

approximately 3m high at the northern end. Ridge height falls gradually to only 1m on the 

southern margin of the site. A paperbark swamp lies immediately behind the ridge, while 

casuarina trees fringe the shoreline at the front. The ridge itself is only sparsely vegetated by 

low grasses. 

Midden material is restricted to the top and frontal slope of the beach ridge. 

Accordingly, the midden is approximately 100m long and only 5-lOm wide. Two particularly 

dense clusters of shell are visible within the site, which have been labelled cluster 1 and cluster 

2. Cluster 1, the larger and more dense concentration of shell, occurs at the northern margin 

of the site. This point is also the northernmost end of ridge, and the point where the ridge is 

highest. A second, smaller clump of shell, cluster 2, occurs near the southern margin of the 

midden. Shell MNI counts were made in both clusters (Thble 9-10). Between the two clusters 

shell occurs in relatively low densities (average 1.5/m2). 
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Table 9-10 Shell MNI counts, Site 20 

TAXON 1 

Anadara aliena 0 

Atactodea striata 0 

Chitonidae 1 
Crassostrea amasa 6 
Gafrarium tumidum 1 
Geloina coaxans 1 
Marcia hiantina 1 
Nerita chameleon 0 

Nerita polita 1 
Nerita sp. 5 

Syrinx auruanus 0 

Telescopium telescopium 0 

Terebralia palustris 4 
Trochus sp. 1 

TOTAL 21 

CLUSTER 1 

234 

0 0 0 

1 0 1 
2 1 1 

16 7 1 
1 0 0 

2 0 0 

0 0 0 

0 0 1 
0 0 1 
3 2 0 

0 0 1 
1 1 0 

15 10 14 
1 0 0 

42 21 20 

CLUSTER 2 
5 6 TOTAL % 

21 8 29 19.9 
0 4 6 4.1 
2 1 8 5.5 
1 1 32 21.9 
0 3 5 3.4 
0 0 3 2.1 
0 0 1 0.7 
0 0 1 0.7 

0 0 2 1.4 
0 0 10 6.8 
0 0 1 0.7 

0 0 2 1.4 
1 0 44 30.1 
0 a 2 1.4 

25 17 146 

Cluster 1, which measures approximately 7m x 6m contains manuports and flaked 

stone artefacts together with shell in densities of up to 421m2 • Manuports include pieces of 

laterite between Scm and 36cm in diameter. Some of these rocks have the bases of oysters 

(Crassostrea amasa) attached. Given that oysters are a common type of shell in this deposit 

(Table 9-10), these blocks may have been discarded on the site as a by-product of shellfood 

consumption. Other manuports include fragments of coral up to 25cm in diameter. A 

multiplatform core, measuring 17cm x l1cm x 6cm in size and made of reddish brown 

ferruginous quartzite, was also recorded in this cluster. 

Cluster 2, which measures 19m x 6m contains shell in densities up to 251m2 and 

measures 8m x 4m in size. Anadara aliena is the most common shell species in this cluster 

(Table 9-10). Other taxa include small numbers of Tridacna sp and Anadara aliena together 

with those listed in Table 9-10. Some shell appears to have been burnt. 
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Sites 21 and 22, Port Bremer 

These two shell mounds are located on the edge of a 5m high laterite cliff at Lizard 

Bay, Port Bremer. The cliff is directly adjacent to the ocean. Vegetation around the mounds 

is comprised of open eucalypt woodland. The shoreline in front of the mounds is a 
combination of sand/mud flats and rock platforms. A gully in the cliff face adjacent to the 

mounds provides a relatively easy path to the ocean. It was probably the access point for the 

prehistoric occupants of the mounds, as steep cliffs line most of Lizard Bay. 

Both mounds are composed of shell, fine dark grey sand and laterite pebbles. Each 

mound is approximately 30cm high. The larger, southern mound (Site 21) is 16m x 10.5m in 

size, while the second mound (Site 22) is 7m x 6m in extent. While the two mounds are only 

several metres apart, each represents a discrete, dense deposit of shell and hence they have 

been recorded as two different sites. Shell counts were made on four 1m x 1m squares, three 

of which (Squares 1-3) were made on Site 21 (Table 9-11). These counts indicated that 

Gajrarium tumidum (59.7 %, n = 67) is the most common species, followed by Anadara aliena 

(13.4%, n=67). Other shell taxa present on the mounds in small quantities are Atactodea 

striata, Crassostrea amasa, Lima nimbifer, Geloina coaxans, Strombus sp., Syrinx auruanus 

and Trisidos semitorta. A vehicle track runs through the middle of the southern mound, and 

has caused considerable fragmentation of the shell. 

No flaked stone artefacts were observed on the two shell mounds. Fragments of 

sandstone are present, and these undoubtedly represent manuports as this material does not 

crop out in the immediate vicinity of the mounds. Manuports range between lcm and Scm in 

diameter. 

Thble 9-11 Shell MNI counts, Sites 21 and 22 

TAXON 1 2 3 4 TOTAL % 

Anadara aliena 7 0 1 0 8 11.9 

Atactodea striata 2 4 2 1 9 13.4 
Crassostrea amasa a 3 1 a 4 6.0 
Gafrarium tumidum 4 17 13 6 40 59.7 
Nerita sp. 2 0 1 0 3 4.5 
Pinctada maxima 1 0 0 a 1 1.5 
Strombus sp. a 0 1 a 1 1.5 
Trisidos semitorta a 0 1 a 1 1.5 

TOTAL 16 24 20 7 67 
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The environmental context of the two mounds provides the clearest indication of their 

origins. Observations of megapode nesting behaviour have indicated that the birds will 

acquire nesting material only from the immediate vicinity of the mound (see Chapter Eight). 

There is no shell at all on the ground surface around the mounds. Sediment within the 

mounds, which is composed of fine, dark grey sand also contrasts dramatically with sediment 

from the ground surface, which is composed of laterite. The contrast suggests that sediments 

within the mounds were not simply scraped up from the adjacent area and that the mounds are 

human in origin. Furthermore, given that megapodes scrape material onto their mounds by 

kicking it backwards with their feet (Chapter Eight), it is difficult to imagine how they could 

have transported shell up the sheer cliff face. Accordingly, it is highly unlikely that these 

mounds were constructed by megapodes, and Sites 21 and 22 can be confidently attributed to 

an anthropogenic origin. 

Site 24, Bowen Straits 

Site 24 is a surficial midden deposit located directly adjacent to the shoreline in Bowen 

Straits. A shallow, protected mud flat lies in front of the site, while dense monsoon vine forest 

covers the midden itself. Midden deposit is visible on the ground surface across an area 

measuring 75m northeast-southwest, and 20m northwest-southeast. The midden is visible in 

profile, as it is eroding and slumping out onto the beach along its eastern face. Dense 

quantities of in situ shell and other cultural material are visible in cross-section. Midden 

material extends from the surface to a depth of at least 40cm. The matrix is comprised of 

dark grey organic loam and ash. Beneath the midden deposit is a culturally sterile layer of red 

clay. 

Shell densities on the surface of the midden reach > 501m2 in some sections, although 

the densest concentrations of shell are visible in the stratigraphic profile. Distinct spatial 

variation in the frequency of shell species is apparent. Placuna placenta is the most common 

type of shell at the northeastern end of the site, while Anadara granosa is the most common 

species at the southwestern end. Other shell taxa present, although in lesser quantities, include 

Marcia hiantina, Gafrarium tumidum, Nerita sp. and "WYlegelea wardiana. 

Cultural material at this site includes a sandstone pestle and fish vertebrae. The pestle 

was found on top of the midden, and measures 15cm x 10cm x Scm in size (Plate 9-1). 

Grinding facets are present on both the upper and the lower surface of the pestle. A fish 

vertebra was visible in situ in the erosion profile, while several more were found in sediment 

that had slumped onto the beach in front of the midden. No vertebrate material other than fish 

was observed. 
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Plate 9-1 Sandstone pestle, Site 24, Bowen Straits 

Site 26, Palm Bay 

Site 26 is a surface scatter of shell deflating out of the top of a tall beach ridge at Palm 

Bay, Croker Island. The beach ridge is 4m-5m high and lies approximately 200m east of the 

current shoreline. A flat, gently undulating sandy plain lies between the beach ridge and the 

shore. The beach ridge and the surrounding plain are vegetated only by grass, and an 

occasional clump of pandanus trees. The inter-tidal zone in front of the site is comprised of 

sand/mud flats with extensive rock platforms. The beach ridge on which Site 26 lies is one of 

a series of beach ridges which run parallel to the shoreline at Palm Bay. These beach ridges 

are characteristic of prograding shorelines in the area (Woodroffe et al. 1992), and the fact that 

this midden is now some distance from the shore may indicate that the site is of some 

antiquity. 
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The midden scatter extends along the top of the beach ridge. It measures 

approximately 50m in a north-south direction, and between 5m and 10m from east to west. 

Both charcoal and burnt shell are present in the deposit. A vehicle has previously been driven 

over the top of this site. The tracks are eroding heavily, revealing that the midden deposit is at 

least 15cm deep, and that the matrix is comprised of loose brown sand. Although shell is 

scattered continuously across the site, shell densities are particularly high where vegetation is 

absent and deflation has been most intense. Shell densities are greater than 501m2 in these 

areas, while the average shell density is approximately 5-10/m2. Anadara granosa and 

Placuna placenta are the most common shell species in the midden. Other shell taxa present 

include Atactodea striata, Marcia hiantina, Gafrarium tumidum, Nerita sp., Syrinx auruanus 

and Terebralia palustris. 

Two classes of artefacts are present on the midden, manuports and a stone axe. 

Laterite cobbles up to 5cm in diameter are scattered across the site in densities between 0.5/m2 

and O.lIm2 • These do not appear to form part of any structures or other regular arrangements. 

One stone axe was also observed on the midden (Plate 9-2). The axe is made from dolerite, 

has ground surfaces on both faces, and measures 145mm x 75mm x 30mm. 

Plate 9-2 Stone axe, Site 26, Palm Bay 
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9.5 POST-CONTACT SITES ACROSS THE COBOURG PENINSULA 

A total of 12 post-contact midden deposits were recorded during this survey, spanning 

an area from Popham Bay in the west to Bowen Straits in the east. Major contrasts can be 

identified in the contents and structure of the pre-contact and post-contact midden deposits, 

highlighting the extent of economic change on the Cobourg Peninsula after the onset of 

Macassan contact. 

Site 5, Popham Bay 

Site 5 is located directly adjacent to the ocean, on a low « O.5m high), gently sloping 

beach ridge. It lies at the centre of a 200m long sandy beach that is devoid of mangroves. 

The shore is heavily lined with mangrove trees on either side of this 200m segment. In front 

of the site the foreshore is composed of shallow sand/mud flats, while immediately behind the 

site is a freshwater swamp, dominated by melaleuca and pandanus trees. Only a sparse growth 

of grass covers the site itself. Immediately to the north of the site is a creek which forms the 

outlet for the freshwater swamp. 

Baker (1984: 12) recorded archaeological remains at this locality in the early 1980's. 

He documented three stonelines, each of which was partly destroyed by wave action, a clump 

of tamarind trees and a midden deposit. The midden was said to contain sherds of glass and 

pottery, turtle shell, shellfish and charcoal (Baker 1984: 12). 

My archaeological survey confirmed that most of these features still exist. Three major 

components were identified at this locality: a clump of tamarinds, a stoneline and a post

contact midden (Figure 9-2). The clump of tamarinds is approximately 10m x 10m in size. It 

includes three trees approximately 10m high and several juvenile plants. There is also the 

remains of a large (> 20m high) tamarind tree that has recently fallen over and died. The 

stoneline, while partly buried, is exposed on its western edge where erosion through wave 

action is taking place. It measures approximately 2m long and is oriented parallel with the 

shoreline (Figure 9-2). The sediment around the stoneline contains dense concentrations of ash 

and charcoal. 
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Figure 9-2 Plan of Site 5, Popham Bay 
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Extending over a distance of 80m north-south by 20m east-west, the midden contains 

marine shell, vertebrate faunal remains, fragments of decorated porcelain, stone artefacts, and 

glass. Like the stoneline, this midden is also being eroded by wave action, with the erosion 

face extending along the full length of the deposit. Cultural material is contained in a matrix 

of loose sand, which ranges in colour from brown to dark grey. This layer extends from the 

surface to a depth of 15cm, and covers culturally sterile white sand. The stratigraphic profIle is 

visible where the midden is eroding away onto the beach. 
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Shell is spread continuously across the surface of the un eroded part of the midden, in 

densities between 11m2 and 151m2 • Shell taxa include Anadara granosa, Crassostrea amasa, 

Geloina coaxans, Syrinx auruanus, TeZescopium teZescopium, Terebralia palustris and 

Tridacna maxima. Eight 1m x 1m recording squares were placed at 10m intervals on a north

south transect across the center of the midden. The results are presented in Table 9-12. 

Crassostrea amasa (52.2%, n=67) and Telescopium telescopium (17.9%, n=67), both 

mangrove species, were the most common types of shell in the sample. Together with Geloina 

coaxans and Terebralia palustris, mangrove species comprised approximately 80% of the 

recorded shell sample. These species of mollusc can be obtained within the immediate vicinity 

of the site at present. 

Table 9-12 Shell MNI counts, Site 5 

SQUARE 
TAXON 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 TOTAL % 

Anadara aliena 1 0 2 0 1 0 0 0 4 5.9 
Anadara granosa 0 0 4 0 1 1 1 3 10 14.9 
Crassostrea amasa 7 3 5 11 4 3 0 2 35 52.2 
Geloina coaxans 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 2 3.0 
Telescopium telescopium 4 0 3 1 2 0 1 1 12 17.9 
Terebralia palustris 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 2 4 5.9 

TOTAL 12 4 14 12 9 5 3 8 67 

Vertebrate faunal remains include turtle bones and a pig skull. Five turtle carapace 

fragments and a turtle cranium, representing an MNI of one turtle, were recorded. The turtle 

remains are visible in situ on the erosion face at the centre of the midden, while the pig skull 

is located on the surface of the midden near the southern boundary of the deposit. 

Sherds of porcelain present at this site include plain white pieces, decorated blue-on

brown pieces and a single fragment with an Asian design (Figure 9-3). The glass at this site is 

both clear and green in colour, with some of the latter having been flaked. Artefacts also 

include a dark brown flake manufactured from ferruginous quartzite. This flake is pointed in 

shape and approximately 70mm long. 
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Figure 9-3 Decorated porcelain fragments, Site 5, Popham Bay 

Several historical sources refer to both Macassan and local trepang fishers operating in 

this area. In 1818 King (1827:93) observed a Macassan camp and four praus at anchor on the 

eastern side of Popham Bay. Praus were also observed in the area in 1883 (GRSlI1883/319), 

while European trepangers are known to have also operated in Popham Bay in the 1880's 

(Searcy 1905:47). Thus, historical records suggest that the trepang processing remains may 

have been deposited by both Macassans and/or local trepang fishermen. 

According to traditional custodians David Minimak and Hubert Cunningham, the 

Aboriginal name for this site is Ngonge-woolje. They stated that the site is being gradually 

eroded away, and that part of the site has already been lost. My informants also said that this 

was a Macassan place and that Reuben Cooper stayed here too. Reuben Cooper was the son of 

a white buffalo shooter and an Aboriginal woman from Melville Island. Although mainly 

engaged in logging, he was known to have engaged in trepang fishing (Lamilami 1974: 181, see 

Chapter Four). Note that Tacon (1988:29) described this site as purely Macassan in origin. 

Such a portrayal cannot be sustained given the oral, historical and archaeological evidence 

available for the site. 
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Site 6, Trepang Bay 

Site 6 is a scatter of shell and artefacts located on a flat, sandy area adjacent to the 

western shore of Trepang Bay. A creek discharges into the ocean immediately to the south. 

The surrounding vegetation is composed of low grasses, and occasional clumps of casuarina 

and pandanus trees. 

The midden is approximately 40m x 40m in size. Shell taxa include Anadara aliena, 

Gafrarium tumidum, Marcia hiantina, Pinctada maxima, Syrinx auruanus, TeZescopium 

teZescopium and TerebraZia paZustris. Artefacts observed within the boundary of the midden 

include a stoneline, glass, flaked glass, and slabs of marble. A number of objects had been 

collected from this site prior to my visit (Tacon 1988: 16). They included a piece of iron, a 

porcelain sherd and several other undescribed pieces of pottery, a shotgun cartridge, a broken 

silcrete blade and a single dugong rib (Theon 1988:16). 

According to my informants, David Minimak and Hubert Cunningham, the Iwaidja 

name for this place is Djugyup. They also said that this site was one of Alf Brown's trepang 

camps, and that Aboriginal people camped here with him. Historical documents also refer to 

local trepang fisherman working in Trepang Bay. Alfred Searcy reported in January 1884 that 

local trepang fishers, assisted by Aborigines, were operating in this general area 

(GRSI/1884/177). In the late 1920s Alf Brown is known to have run a trepang camp at 

Trepang Bay, where he was assisted by Aborigines in gathering the trepang (Sunter 1937:39). 

It is likely that Site 6 was occupied during at least one of these episodes. 

The stoneline at this site was inspected, and found to be mostly buried. It was 

therefore not possible to determine how many bays were in this structure. Nonetheless, it was 

possible to determine that it is 2.4m long, and constructed from laterite blocks and cobbles. 

Note that there is no reason to assume that the stoneline at this site is Macassan, as Thcon 

(1988: 16) did. There are no tamarinds or Macassan artefacts on the site, and such a 

designation is inconsistent with the oral evidence. Instead, Site 6 represents a local 

trepanger's camp with an associated post-contact Aboriginal midden deposit. 
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Site 7, Trepang Bay 

Adjacent to the beach at the back of a shallow, protected part of Trepang Bay is a 

cluster of shell, glass and ceramic objects. In front of the midden is a gently sloping mudflat 

with extensive beds of sea grass. The site itself is located on a low lying sandy flat. 

Vegetation cover consists of open eucalypt woodland and low grasses. 

Three tamarind trees and several juvenile tamarinds were found at this site. No 

stonelines or smokehouse depressions were observed. According to my Aboriginal 

informants, David Minimak and Hubert Cunningham, the Aboriginal name for this site is 

Amwoodjagorna. They stated that this was a trepang processing site, and that smokehouse 

depressions and stonelines were formerly present, having since eroded away. David said that 

he can remember when the beach was further out than it is at present, and he considers that the 

site will eventually be totally destroyed through erosion. 

Marine shell, glass, some of which had been flaked, and porcelain fragments are visible 

on the surface of the deposit. The midden scatter measures approximately 50m north-south by 

20m east-west. The matrix is composed of loose, light grey sand, and shell is spread 

continuously across the surface of the site. The most common shell species is Gajrarium 
tumidum. Other shell taxa observed on the midden include Anadara granosa, Atactodea 
striata, Marcia hiantina, Crassostrea amasa, Pinctada maxima, Syrinx auruanus, TeZescopium 
telescopium and Terebralia palustris. 

One piece of blue-on-white porcelain, and one piece of plain white porcelain was 

found. Two fragments of the glass found scattered across the site had been flaked. One of 

the flaked pieces is thick, heavily patinated and measures 50mm across in its largest 

dimension. The second is a small, relatively thin piece of green glass. Cobbles of highly 

weathered sandstone are also visible. These rocks must be manuports, as no stone crops out 

on the sand flat. An unusual artefact on the site is a smooth, cylindrical block of highly 

silicified quartzite. This artefact is 20cm long and 14cm wide, and is coloured grey with 

tinges of pink. No grooves or pounding marks could be seen on this stone. According to 

David Minimak smooth cylindrical quartzite rocks such as these were used by Aboriginal 

people in the past for sharpening knives. 

None of the artefacts on this site were Macassan in origin. The presence of tamarinds 

is not necessarily a reliable indication of Macassan activity, as these plants have been spread 

across the Cobourg Peninsula by Europeans and Aborigines (Chapter Eight). It is therefore 

likely that this site represents a post-contact Aboriginal midden and possibly a non-Macassan 

trepang processing station. 
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Site 9, Knocker Bay 

A stoneline, tamarinds and a post-contact Aboriginal midden were recorded at Bedford 

Head in Knocker Bay, Port Essington. The environment in the immediate vicinity of the site 

consists of a flat sandy spit with outcrops of rock and a fringe of mangrove trees. Vegetation 

on the site itself is comprised of open eucalypt woodland. The foreshore is composed of a 

gently sloping sand/mud flat. 

Two large tamarind trees, and two juvenile tamarinds grow here. Only one feature 

which can definitely be identified as a stoneline is visible. Mostly buried, the stoneline is 

visible only on its eastern margin, where it is eroding onto the beach. The sandy sediment 

around this stoneline contains dense concentrations of ash and charcoal. Approximately 20m 

to the west of the stone1ine is a scatter of sandstone blocks that possibly represents a second, 

highly disturbed stoneline. 

Midden material occurs adjacent to the stoneline and covers an area measuring 50m 

east-west by 20m north-south. Holes dug in the sand by pigs indicate that the deposit extends 

from the surface to a depth of at least 20cm, and that the matrix is comprised of loose 

grey/brown sand. Shell is distributed in a highly clumped pattern across the surface of the 

site, ranging in density from < 11m2 to > 20/m2. Surface shell densities are highest 

underneath the large tamarind trees. A variety of artefacts made from glass, metal and stone, 

are present within the deposit. 

Due to the clumped distribution of shell, MNI counts were made at various locations 

underneath the tamarind trees (Table 9-13). The counts reveal that Marcia hiantina (42.7%, 

n=96), and Anadara aliena (22.9%, n=96) are the most common species. Other taxa within 

the midden include those listed in Table 9-13, together with Geloina coaxans and Syrinx 
auruanus which are present in minor quantities. 

Some of the glass fragments in the midden appear to date from the tum of the century, 

while other pieces are clearly quite recent. Modern artefacts include beer bottles and a 44 

gallon drum. One unusual artefact is a smooth, rounded piece of highly silicified white 

quartzite that was clearly not derived from the local area. This artefact is similar to one 

recorded on another post-contact site, Site 8. 
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Table 9-13 Shell MNI counts, Site 9 

SQUARE 
TAXON 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 TOTAL % 

Anadara aliena 5 3 2 4 4 1 2 1 22 22.9 
Anadara granosa 1 1 0 2 0 0 0 0 4 4.2 
Crassostrea amasa 0 2 2 0 3 2 0 0 9 9.4 
Fragum sp. 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 1.0 
Gafrarium tumidum 3 2 1 2 1 0 0 0 9 9.4 
Marcia hiantina 9 3 15 11 2 0 0 1 41 42.7 
Megacardita incrassata 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1.0 
Nerita sp. 0 0 0 1 2 0 0 1 4 4.2 
Pinctada maxima 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 4 4.2 
Trisidos semitorta 1 0 0 0 0 a a a 1 1.0 

TOTAL 21 12 21 21 12 3 3 3 96 

An Aboriginal informant for this site, Peter Martin, identified a circular depression, 

one metre in diameter and 20cm deep which he said had been used for cooking turtle. Several 

lumps of blackened sandstone are associated with this feature. A long term occupant of the 

area, David Lindner has apparently told Tacon (1988: 14) that the site was a popular camping 

spot with Aborigines until the 1960's. He also stated that the site had been visited heavily by 

tourists and that they may have removed pottery. 

Use of this locality by both Macassan and European trepang fishermen was recorded 

during the nineteenth century. In 1829 Barker (in Mulvaney and Green 1992:131) found close 

to the northwestern end of the bay" ... a place erected by the Malays for drying their trepang, 

but which was not used this season" (see also Campbell 1834: 167). During the occupation of 

Victoria Settlement John Sweatman visited "Rae's trepang station" (Allen and Corris 

1977: 147). "Rae" was a European trader who owned a 70 ton sloop (Brierly 1848a:274). 

Given the lack of portable artefactual remains on this site, and the disturbed nature of the 

stoneline, it is difficult to determine whether this was a Macassan or local trepanger's site. 

Nonetheless, oral evidence confirms the site's status as a post-contact Aboriginal midden. 
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Site 11, Minto Head 

Previously recorded as VAMII (Allen 1969:129-132), Site 11 is a roughly circular, 

surface scatter of shell covering an area of 20m x 20m. Located to the south of Minto Head, 

this midden is directly adjacent to a slope leading down to the shoreline. The site itself is 

covered by a thicket of monsoon vine forest, while the shoreline in front of the midden is 

fringed with mangrove trees. Site 11 lies to the south of Victoria Settlement, and northeast of 

the homestead built by John Lewis in 1874 (Figure 9-4). 

~ Mangroves 
EZJ Laterite slope 
CJ Sand 
D Mud 

High tide mark 
o Well 
• Building foundation 

Figure 9-4 Midden sites at Victoria Settlement, Port Essington (Source: Allen 1969: Plate 1.3) 
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When I recorded this site, surface visibility was very poor and surface shell was 

recorded in densities averaging 81m2 and up to 121m2. The most common shell species visible 

on the surface are Anadara granosa and Crassostrea amasa (Thble 9-14). 

Thble 9-14 Shell MNI counts, Site 11 

SQUARE 
TAXON 1 2 3 4 5 TOTAL % 

Anadara aliena 1 2 1 1 2 7 16.3 
Anadara granosa 1 4 0 2 4 11 25.6 

Crassostrea amasa 1 2 3 6 0 12 27.9 

Cerithidae 0 0 0 0 1 1 2.3 
Geloina coaxans 0 0 1 0 0 1 2.3 
Melo amphora 0 0 0 0 1 1 2.3 
Placuna placenta 0 1 0 0 1 2 4.7 
Syrinx auruanus 0 0 0 1 a 1 2.3 
Telescopium telescopium 1 0 0 1 0 2 4.7 
Terebralia palustris 0 0 2 a a 2 4.7 
Toredo sp. a 0 1 a a 1 2.3 
Turbo cinerus 0 0 0 1 1 2 4.7 

TOTAL 4 9 8 12 10 43 

Two 1m x 1m test pits have previously been excavated in this midden (Allen 1969: 129-

132). The excavations revealed only one stratigraphic layer in the midden deposit; a Scm thick 

layer of dark brown soil with a relatively low density of shell (Allen 1969: 129). Artefacts 

recovered during the excavation included glass, some of which had been flaked, a pottery 

sherd, fragments of tobacco pipes, and several iron objects including nails. 

Allen I S excavation revealed that glass occurred throughout the deposit, indicating that 

Site 11 was first occupied after Victoria Settlement was established. More specifically, 

however, artefactual evidence suggests the site may have been occupied at two stages within 

the post-contact period. Allen (1969: 130) identified some glass fragments as contemporary 

with glass deposited at Victoria settlement. Clay pipe fragments found in the midden, by 

contrast, were manufactured during the period after Victoria Settlement was abandoned. Allen 

suggested that the midden was occupied both at the time of Victoria Settlement, as well as 

during the 1870's. 
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It is also possible that this midden was occupied at the tum of the nineteenth century. In 

August 1891 Harry Stockdale, then travelling overland down the western side of Port 

Essington, " ... found about 20 blacks camped on the sandy beach half a mile south of the stone 

chimneys ... " (Stockdale 1898:4). The Aborigines included women, children, and Jack 

Davis, who Stockdale found to be " ... most friendly and spoke good English" (Stockdale 

1898:4). The "stone chimneys" referred to by Stockdale are likely to represent the set of 

Cornish chimneys in the former married quarters of the settlement (Figure 9-4). Site 11 is 

approximately SOOm south of the married quarters, and hence it is likely that the meeting 

between Stockdale and the Aborigines occurred at or very near to the location of Site 11. 

Allen (1969: 132) identified a variety of vertebrate fauna from the excavated midden 

deposit at Site 11. Animal remains included cattle, fish (species unknown), bandicoot 

(Jsodon macrourus) , macropod (Macropus antilopinus), lizard (AmphiboZurus barbatus) and 

dugong (Dugong dugon). The presence of dugong bone in a post-contact midden deposit is 

consistent with the predictions made in Chapter Seven. 

Site 12, Middle Head 

Approximately 50m back from the beach at Middle Head, Port Essington, are a 

prominent group of tamarind trees. One of the tamarinds is massive, standing over 30m high 

and with a trunk greater than one metre in diameter. This tree, together with several other 

large tamarinds, and numerous juvenile examples are spread over an area of 30m x 20m. A 

second, smaller group of tamarinds are located SOm to the south. 

The tamarinds are on top of, and surrounded by, a midden deposit which includes glass 

and marine shell. The midden measures 100m x 40m. Shell is spread continuously across the 

surface of the midden, ranging in density between 51m2 and 301m2• Shell species observed on 

the site are listed in Table 9-15. TeZescopium teZescopium is also present within the deposit 

although in very small quantities. The matrix is composed of loose, dark grey sand, and pig 

wallows revealed cultural deposit extends to a depth of at least 10cm. Shell frequencies in two 

1m x 1m recording squares were counted at this site. Anadara aliena (48.0%, n=50) and 

Anadara granosa (18.0%, n=50) were the most common species in the sample (Table 9-15). 
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Thble 9-15 Shell MNI counts, Site 12 

SQUARE 

TAXON 1 2 TOTAL % 

Anadara aliena 16 8 24 48.0 

Anadara granosa 2 7 9 18.0 

Crassostrea amasa 2 1 3 6.0 

Gafrarium tumidum 1 2 3 6.0 

Marcia hiantina 2 0 2 4.0 

NerLta sp. 4 1 5 10.0 

Pinctada maxima 1 0 1 2.0 

Syrinx auruanus 1 0 1 2.0 

Trisidos semitorta 2 0 2 4.0 

TOTAL 31 19 50 

Theon (1988:28) stated that there were two stonelines and a CeNT marker post at this 

grid reference, which he recorded as Site MIO. Despite an extensive search these features 

could not be located, and the author believes that the grid reference Theon (1988) gave for site 

MlO is incorrect. Both Macassan and locally-based fishermen were known to have collected 

trepang from Middle Head. In 1883, Searcy (1907:38) noted Macassans collecting trepang in 

this area. In 1914 a Polynesian man called Jimmy Kafoa and three Aboriginal assistants, were 

fishing for trepang in this area (Masson 1915: 128). However, given that there are no 

structural remains, such as trepang processing stonelines or smokehouses at this site, it is 

considered to be a post-contact Aboriginal midden. 

Site 16, Smith Point 

Site 16 is a scatter of shell, bone and artefacts deflating out of the top of a tall beach 

ridge at Smith Point. The beach ridge is directly adjacent to the ocean and is extensively 

deflated. One hundred metres to the rear of the beach ridge is a freshwater swamp, 

dominated by melaleuca trees. The inshore environment consists of shallow sand flats with 

several rock platforms extending into the water. According to traditional custodian David 

Minimak, this is an excellent locality to obtain the bivalve Atactodea striata. 
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The archaeological remains at this site include marine shell, charcoal, stone artefacts, 

macropod longbones and turtle bones (Plate 9-3) . Large amounts of coral, rock and beach 

rock, all likely to be manuports, are scattered across the midden. Large false trumpet shells 

(Syrinx auruanus) and bailer shells (MeZo amphora) form prominent parts of the shell 

assemblage. A large proportion of the shell on the site appears to have been burnt. Flaked 

stone artefacts, and a number of foreign artefacts, also occur on this midden. 

Plate 9-3 Turtle bone and carapace fragments, Site 16, Smith Point 

Midden material extends across an area of 150m north-south by 30m east-west, and is 

deflating out of a matrix of loose, light grey sand. A lOcm-15cm thick layer of undeflated 

midden deposit occurs at the top of the beach ridge across most of the site. While shell occurs 

across the whole of the site, it is clustered in its distribution, with shell densities ranging 

between 11m2 to > 601m2. Shell densities are highest in the central and southern part of the 

midden, gradually dropping to zero along the northern margin. Surface shell density is 

positively correlated with the intensity of deflation that has occurred in particular areas. 
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The frequency of different shell taxa across the site is heterogeneous, with some 

sections dominated by Atactodea striata and others by Gafrarium tumidum. Generally, 

Gafrarium tumidum is more frequent in the southern section of Site 16. Other shell taxa 

present in lower frequencies include Anadara aliena, Marcia Mantina, Circe scripta, 

Crassostrea amasa, Cypraea sp., Geloina coaxans, Melo amphora, Nerita sp., Pinctada 

maxima, Strombus sp., Syrinx auruanus, Trisidos semitorta and Trochus sp. 

Spatial differences in the frequency of shell species was identified in a series of eight 

1m x 1m recording squares. Recording squares were placed in locations with relatively high 

shell densities, so that a reasonably large sample could be analysed. Squares 1-5 were placed 

at the northern end of the site, while squares 6-8 were placed at the southern end. Atactodea 

striata (47.6%, n=143) and Nerita sp. (27.3%, n=143) dominated the sample from the 

northern section (Thble 9-16). By contrast, Gajrarium tumidum (89.9%, n=79) was the most 

common species in Squares 6 to 8 (Thble 9-16). 

Thble 9-16 Shell MNI counts, Site 16 

TAXON 1 2 3 

Atactodea striata 2 5 4 
Circe scripta 1 0 0 

Gafrarium tumidum 0 0 0 
Geloina coaxans 0 0 1 
Melo amphora a 1 a 
Nerita ap. 11 9 9 

Pinctada maxima a a 0 

Strombus sp. a 7 0 

Syrinx auruanus 1 1 0 

Trisidos semitorta 1 0 0 

Trochus ap. 2 3 3 

TOTAL 18 26 17 

SQUARE 

456 

1 56 0 
0 0 0 

3 0 26 
6 0 0 

a a 1 
5 5 a 
1 a a 
0 0 0 

0 a a 
0 0 a 
5 a a 

21 61 27 

7 

3 

0 
15 

0 

a 
a 
a 
0 

a 
a 
0 

18 

8 TOTAL % 

0 71 32.0 
0 1 0.5 

30 74 33.3 
0 7 3.2 
0 2 0.9 

2 41 18.4 
0 1 0.5 
0 7 3.2 
0 2 0.9 

0 1 0.5 

2 15 6.8 

34 222 

There is also spatial differentiation in the distribution of vertebrate faunal remains. 

Three macropod longbone fragments were found clustered in one location at the top of the 

beach ridge at the northern end of the midden. Turtle bone and carapace, while extremely 

common, tends to occur in distinct clusters. These clusters range from O.5m x 0.5m to 1.0m 

x l.5m in size, and each contains up to 20 fragments of turtle carapace or bone. At least 10 

clusters of turtle remains are visible on the top of the beach ridge. Isolated fragments of turtle 
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bone and carapace are also scattered in low densities « 1 fragment/25m2) across the 

remainder of the midden. Turtle bones present on the site include phalanges, carapace 

fragments, corocoid bones and cranial fragments. 

Artefacts located on the site include flaked glass, stone artefacts and a tobacco pipe 

bowl fragment. Two slate flakes, 13cm and 6cm long respectively, were found at the northern 

end of the site. Both pieces are rectangular in shape, bifacially retouched, and retouched along 

most of their margins (Plate 9-4). Similar types of artefacts have also been recorded from 

Victoria Settlement (Allen 1969:282-283). A cluster of glass fragments, some of which had 

been flaked, were found partly buried in sand on the southern margin of the midden. All 

fragments appear to have derived from a single bottle, and are spread out over an area 

measuring 1.5m x 2.0m. A fragment of a cream coloured tobacco pipe was found at the 

bottom of the slope at the base of the midden. Decorated with a raised floral pattern, the 

L"ragment measures 29mm x 22mm. 

Plate 9-4 Slate artefacts, Site 16, Smith Point 

Historical records indicate that two sets of foreigners operated in the vicinity Site 16. 

Angelo Confalonieri established a mission at Black Point, 2.5 kilometers to the south, in 1846 

(see Chapter Four). Macassan trepang fishermen are also known to have frequented this area. 

Brierly (1848b: 141) was told by residents of Victoria Settlement that four of the Macassan 

praus that worked in Port Essington in April 1848 remained at Black Point. Nonetheless, 

there is no archaeological or documentary evidence that suggests foreigners resided at Smith 

Point itself throughout the post-contact period. 
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Site 23, Pori Bremer 

Site 23 is an extensive scatter of crushed shell in a matrix of loose, dark grey sand. 

The site lies on a flat, low lying sandy area adjacent to the beach in Port Bremer. A small 

longitudinal beach ridge, O.5m to 1m high runs along the seaward margin of the beach. The 

sandy flat is approximately 50m wide and is vegetated by low grasses and occasional clumps of 

pandanus and casuarina trees. Behind the sandy flat is a gentle laterite slope covered by 

monsoon vine forest. 

The site extends for 20m in a north-south direction, and for over 200m in an east-west 

direction. Wallows dug in the deposit by pigs revealed that the depth of the midden deposit is 

greater than 30cm. Shell is spread continuously across the surface of the site in densities 

ranging between 51m2 and 201m2 • 

A transect was extended across the site in an east-west direction, with 1m x 1m 

recording squares placed at 30m intervals. Shell counts suggest that Pinctada maxima (27.7%, 

n=41), and Gafranum tumidum (23.4%, n=41), are the most common shell taxa on the site. 

Other shell taxa on the site include Circe scripta, Crassostrea amasa, Syrinx auruanus and 

Trisidos semitorta, together with those listed in Table 9-17. Generally, the shell within the 

deposit is highly fragmented. While glass fragments are scattered across the site, most post

contact artefacts are confined to a 2m x 2m area in the centre of the site close to the beach. 

This scatter includes pre-WWII bottles and jars, enamelware and pieces of tin. No vertebrate 

faunal remains were found on this site. 

Table 9-17 Shell MNI counts, Site 23 

SQUARE 
TAXON 1 2 3 TOTAL % 

Anadara aliena 0 0 1 1 2.4 
Anadara granosa 0 1 0 1 2.4 

Atactodea striata 0 0 2 2 4.9 

Fragum sp. 0 3 0 3 7.3 

Gafrarium tumidum 0 5 6 11 26.8 

Marcia hiantina 3 1 0 4 9.8 

Megacardita incrassata 1 0 0 1 2.4 
Me10 amphora 1 0 0 1 2.4 

Nerita sp. 1 3 0 4 9.8 

Pinctada sp. 1 0 6 7 17.0 

Ge10ina coaxans 0 0 1 1 2.4 

Strombus sp. 1 3 1 5 12.2 

TOTAL 8 16 17 41 
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Site 25, Irgul Point 

A wide range of European and Aboriginal archaeological remains are present at Irgul 

Point, in Bowen Straits. Structural remains include building foundations, stonelines and a 

smokehouse depression, while an Aboriginal midden deposit and the remains of a truck are 

also present (Figure 9-5). The buildings are located on the edge of a high sandstone cliff, 

directly adjacent to Bowen Straits. Vegetation in the general area is comprised of open 

eucalypt woodland, although no trees grow in the immediate vicinity of the buildings. A gully 

in the cliffline in front of the building foundations provides easy access to the beach. 

To the east of the buildings the cliff tapers away, eventually disappearing into a sandy 

flat on which the Aboriginal midden is located. Immediately behind the midden is a stand of 

monsoon vine forest, although the site itself is covered only in low grasses. The foreshore 

immediately in front of the site consists of a gently shelving mudflat with stands of mangrove 

trees. 

The feature of greatest interest in this discussion is the post-contact Aboriginal midden, 

labelled here as Site 25. An Aboriginal campsite at this location is mentioned in a number of 

historical accounts, and it is accordingly useful to briefly review the history of Irgul Point. 

Europeans first occupied Irgul Point in 1884, when Edmund Robinson established a customs 

station at the site (Chapter Four). He moved here from Port Essington because it provided a 

good anchorage, and because 

... it has always been the custom for the praus perhaps with one or two 
exceptions, to pass through the Straits, in fact they make it a starting point. .. 
(GRSlII884/177). 

The first buildings at Irgul Point were constructed of locally available wood, and were quickly 

destroyed by termites (GRSlII886/644; GRSI11887/477). Robinson constructed a second, 

more substantial building in 1887 from cypress pine and iron (GRSlII887/477). The remains 

of this feature are depicted in Figure 9-5. In 1899 Robinson resigned as customs officer, and 

was replaced at Irgul Point by Alfred Brown (GRSlII899/497). 
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Aborigines provided labour for Robinson and Brown in their trepang fishing and 

buffalo shooting operations, and historical sources indicate that there was an Aboriginal 

campsite next to the European settlement (Hill 1951 :36; Searcy 1905: 18, 1909: 101,133; 

GRSlI1908/175). A detailed account of Irgul Point, published in the Nonhem Territory Times 
and Gazette in 1904, also mentions the Aboriginal campsite. According to a correspondent 

... a pleasant hour or two was spent between the showers in inspecting the 
surroundings, comprising a dozen large canoes hollowed out of solid tree 
trunks, brought hither by the Macassan proas, and resting bottom up on the 
beach; boilers etc. used in cooking trepang; and smokehouses, for curing the 
same. A native camp containing about 100 natives was situated near by, and a 
corroboree was improvised for the occasion, but this was so tame an exhibition 
that it was quickly abandoned in favour of musical selections from a 
gramophone, with which Mr. Brown occasionally whiles away the lonely 
evenings and astonishes a native audience (NIT 8/1/1904). 

The Aboriginal campsite at Irgul Point is still remembered by traditional custodians 

from the area. According to David Minimak, the son of one of Alf Brown's assistants, 

Aboriginal people built stringybark huts and camped on the sandy beach at the base of the cliff 

where the midden now lies. David went on to say that Irgul Point was occupied during the 

wet season, and that during the dry season Alf Brown and his assistants travelled around the 

Cobourg Peninsula seeking trepang. Aborigines that worked for Brown received no money, 

but were paid with flour, tea, sugar, tobacco and clothes. 

The midden deposit at the base of the cliff extends over an area of 78m east-west by 

22m north-south. Shell occurs on the ground surface down to a depth of at least 20cm. The 

midden matrix is comprised of a loose, dark gray to brown sand with a high concentration of 

charcoal and ash. Midden deposit is being eroded away along the edge of the beach, so that 

considerable quantities of cultural material are visible just below the high tide mark. Within 

two metres of the edge of the beach archaeological deposit has recently been covered by a 

layer of culturally sterile sand. 

A wide range of faunal and artefactual remains are present in this midden. Vertebrate 

faunal remains include dugong bone, while artefacts include fragments of highly corroded 

copper and iron. Clay beads, stoneware sherds and fragments of decorated porcelain (Figure 

9-6) were also recorded, together with glass and stone artefacts. The presence of flaked stone 

artefacts confirms that the occupants of this site were Aboriginal. 

In order to characterise the range and frequency of cultural materials three recording 

transects were laid out in the vicinity of the midden. The first two transects, both of which 

were 20m long and 1m wide, were placed across the midden deposit perpendicular to its long 

axis (Figure 9-5). All artefacts, shell and vertebrate faunal material within each 1m x 1m 

square were recorded in these transects. A third transect, measuring 50m x 1m, was placed in 

front of the midden just below the high tide mark (Figure 9-5). This transect was completed 
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in order to document the artefacts and vertebrate faunal remains which had eroded out of the 

midden and accumulated along the beach. Results of the transects are presented in Tables 9-
18 and 9-19. 

Figure 9-6 Porcelain sherds from the midden, Irgul Point 
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Thble 9-18 Results of recording transects, Irgul Point 

TRANSECT SHELL GLASS FLAKED DUGONG 

(MNI) (n) GLASS (n) (NISP)l 

1 20 160 22 3 0 

2 20 81 18 5 1 

3 50 50 7 2 

TOTAL 90 241 90 15 3 
tv 
I--' AV. DENSITY 6.03 1.00 0.16 0.03 U\ 

(n/m2) 

1 = number of identified specimens 

= not recorded 

CRAB 

(NISP)l 

1 

0 

1 

0.01 

METAL 

( n) 

1 

0 

7 

8 

0.09 

CERAMICS STONE 

(n) ARTEFACTS (n) 

1 1 

2 0 

1 5 

4 6 

0.04 0.07 



Table 9-19 Shell MNI counts, Irgul Point 

TAXON TRANSECT 1 TRANSECT 2 TOTAL % 

Anadara aliena 3 1 4 1.7 

Anadara granosa 65 38 103 43.8 

Atactodea striata 18 1 19 8.1 

Crassostrea amasa 8 2 10 4.3 

Gafrarium tumidum 2 0 2 0.8 

Geloina coaxans 3 1 4 1.7 

Harcia hiantina 36 2 38 16.2 

Helo amphora 1 0 1 0.4 

Naviculara ventriculosa 1 0 1 0.4 

Nerita pol ita 2 1 3 1.3 

Pinnidae 3 0 3 1.3 

Syrinx auruanus 3 2 5 2.1 

Telescopium telescopium 9 31 40 17 .0 

Trisidos semitorta 2 0 2 0.8 

TOTAL 156 79 235 

Marine shell is scattered continuously across the midden, and as is apparent from Thble 

9-19 a large number of shell taxa are present. Surface shell ranges in density between 11m2 

and 261m2 , and averages 6.0/m2 • Anadara granosa, which represented 43.8% (n=235) of the 

recorded sample is the most common shell species (Table 9-19). Telescopium telescopium 
(17.0%, n=235) and Marcia hiantina (16.2%, n=235) are also relatively common (Thble 9-

19). Both crab and dugong remains were also recorded in the sample transects. A total of 

three dugong bones, all ribs, were recorded in the transect squares, suggesting that dugong 

remains occur in densities in the order of 0.03 NISP/m2. A total of 11 dugong ribs, and one 

dugong scapula were observed scattered across the surface of the midden. 

A total of six stone artefacts were recorded in the three transects, indicating that they 

occur on the midden in densities of approximately O.07/m2. Artefacts recorded in the transects 

included a core and a flake made of vein quartz and two flakes made from cream coloured 

quartzite. A bifacial point made from cream coloured quartzite and a fragment of a bifacially 

ground dolerite axe were also recorded (plate 9-5). There are no outcrops of cream coloured 

quartzite or dolerite on the Cobourg Peninsula, and these artefacts must therefore have been 

transported to the site from outside the study area (see Chapter Two). It is also likely that the 

quartz artefacts were transported from beyond the region as no outcrops of vein quartz, as 

opposed to small weathered quartz pebbles, occur on the Cobourg Peninsula (Chapter Two). 
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Plate 9-5 Stone artefacts from Site 25, Irgul Point 

Given that the midden covers an area of approximately 1 ,700m2
, and that the average 

density of artefacts is 0.07/m2 , there may be as many as 100 stone artefacts on the site. If the 

majority of these artefacts are made from non-local stone, Site 25 may contain one of the 

largest assemblages of non-local stone artefacts from any midden yet recorded on the Cobourg 

Peninsula. 

A total of one hundred and five pieces of glass were recorded in the three transects 

(Thble 9-18), indicating that glass occurs with an average density of 1.2/m2
• No intact bottles 

were found on the midden. The glass sherds found on this midden were derived from at least 

four different types of bottles. 

Dark Green: The most common type of glass sherds were derived from dark green 

beer bottles with a round base and a high ompholos. A relatively intact specimen of this type 

of bottle was found near the main building complex, and is illustrated in Figure 9-7. The 

rearing horse was a trademark of Tooth & Co Ltd, a Sydney company, and indicates that this 

bottle was manufactured prior to 1910 (Arnold 1987: 122). Dark green bottles were the 

thickest of all types of glass recorded at Irgul Point, having 7mm thick walls and a 14mm thick 

base. 
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Figure 9-7 Green bottle glass fragments, Irgul Point 

Brown: These bottles also had a round base, but no omphalos. Brown bottles were 

slightly thinner than the green bottles and their bases were not thicker than the rest of the 

bottle. 

Clear: A number of clear glass fragments were recorded, all of which appeared to have 

been derived from small round jars. Clear glass sherds are less than 3mm thick, and one 

fragment had the raised letters "CB&". However, this material was too fragmented to obtain 

further details. 

Light Green: One fragment of a light green bottle was recorded in the transect. This 

sherd bore the raised letters "EI" and "PPS", and was derived from a square based bottle with 

walls less than 3mm thick. 

218 



Of the 105 sherds of glass recorded in the transects, 15 had morphological 

characteristics consistent with having been flaked (see above). Ten of these glass fragments 

consisted of bottle bases, or fragments of bottle bases (Thble 9-20). Some of these artefacts 

had been bifacially flaked downwards from the wall around the entire margin of the bottle. In 

other cases the entire bottle wall had been removed and the base had been broken into several 

pieces. Two flaked fragments from bottle necks, and three fragments from bottle walls were 

also recorded in the transects (Table 9-20). 

Thble 9-20 Frequency of flaking against part of bottle, Irgul Point 

BASE 

Flaked 10 

Not Flaked 10 

Total 20 

% Flaked 50.0 

NECK 

2 

7 

9 

28.6 

BODY 

3 

73 

76 

4.1 

TOTAL 

15 

90 

105 

As is indicated in Tables 9-20 and 9-21, the distribution of flaking within the glass 

assemblage at Irgul Point is not random. Exactly half of the bottle bases recorded in the 

midden were flaked, while only 28.6% (n= 105) of the bottle necks and 4.1 % (n=105) of the 

wall fragments had fracture patterns which suggested that they may have been intentionally 

flaked (Table 9-20). Furthermore, flaking was restricted nearly exclusively to dark green 

glass. While 18.2 % (n= 105) of the dark green glass was flaked, only 9.1 % (n= 105) of 

brown glass was flaked and no clear or light green glass was flaked (Table 9-21). Bottle 

bases, and in particular bottle bases from the dark green beer bottles are the thickest types of 

glass fragment present at Irgul Point. These results indicate that thicker pieces of glass were 

preferentially flaked, a pattern similar to that identified for the flaked glass assemblage at 

Victoria Settlement (Allen 1969:240-241). 
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Table 9-21 Frequency of flaking against type of glass, Irgul Point 

Flaked 

Not Flaked 

Total 

% Flaked 

GREEN 

14 

63 

77 

18.2 

BROWN 

1 

10 

11 

9.1 

CLEAR 

o 
16 

16 

o 

LIGHT GREEN TOTAL 

o 
1 

1 

o 

15 

90 

105 

The abandoned truck and the track that runs through the site raises the possibility that 

the glass objects identified as flaked may not have been intentionally knapped by humans. The 

conchoidal fracturing on these objects may have resulted through damage by vehicles. 

Nonetheless, if flaking of the glass assemblage was caused through taphonomic processes, it 

might be expected to occur on glass in localities other than the midden. In particular, large 

amounts of broken glass occur in the vicinity of the building foundations. The track currently 

passes through this area, indicating that the ground surface at this point was subject to vehicle 

disturbance. Nonetheless, despite an intensive search, no flaked glass objects could be located 

in this part of the site. 

Note that the ground surface in the vicinity of the building foundations is quite hard, 

being composed of sandstone outcrops, laterite and soil. The ground surface around the 

midden, by contrast, is considerably softer as it is composed of unconsolidated sand. As noted 

above, glass impacted on hard surfaces is particularly likely to acquire fracture patterns that 

may appear similar to flaking produced by human knapping (Cotterell and Kamminga 

1979: 102-103). Thus if taphonomic processes were responsible for the production of flaked 

glass fragments at Irgul Point, they would be more likely to occur around the building 

foundations than the midden. There is no documentary or oral evidence that Aboriginal people 

occupied the areas around the buildings, and hence the absence of flaked glass can be 

attributed to the fact that activities involving the use and discard of flaked glass did not take 

place in the vicinity of the buildings. 
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Given that the flaked glass objects at Irgul Point can be attributed to intentional human 

knapping, their presence has important implications for the understanding of Aboriginal 

technology during the post-contact period. Archaeological data from Irgul Point indicates that 

despite the adoption of iron and glass by Aboriginal people, stone artefacts continued to be 

utilised. These results are contrary to an argument put forward by Baldwin Spencer 

(1914:352-354), who suggested that acquisition of Macassan and European technology by 

Arnhem Land Aborigines had ensured that " ... stone implements, of all kinds, are now 

comparatively rare". The stone assemblage at Irgul Point, a site occupied during the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century, indicates that stone artefacts were not abandoned during 

the post-contact period. Indeed, the presence of non-local artefacts is consistent with the 

hypothesis that regional exchange of stone artefacts in northwestern Arnhem Land actually 

accelerated after the onset of foreign contact. 

Site 27, Greenhill Island 

Previously recorded as Site AI3/Ell (Tacon 1988:16-17), this midden site was 

inaccessible during the course of this proj ecL Accordingly, Thcon I s description has been used 

in this analysis. Site 27 is a post contact Aboriginal midden on the southern coast of the 

Cobourg Peninsula. This site was occupied by Ginger Palmer, a crocodile shooter, together 

with a number of Aboriginal people who lived there with him (cf Harney 1956: 180). 

According to Thcon (1988:16-17), most artefactual remains were spread over an area of 

15m x 50m. Cultural remains included dugong rib and long bones, laterite and coral 

manuports, green bottle glass, rusted metal and various species of shell which were not 

specified. Thcon (1988: 17) was told by Aboriginal informants that once there were stone axes 

at this site, but that these had been removed by artefact collectors prior to his visit. 

9.6 PRE-CONTACT AND POST-CONTACT 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL SEQUENCES 

Two sites with stratified pre-contact and post-contact components were identified during 

this survey. These middens are Site 10 at Minto Head and Site 19 at the mouth of Port 

Bremer. At both sites major differences can be identified between the contents and the size of 

their pre-contact and post-contact midden strata. 
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Site 10, Minto Head 

Site 10, referred to by Allen (1969) as VAMI, is located at the base of a slope on the 

western side of Minto Head (Figure 9-4). The midden is approximately 100m west of the site 

of Victoria Settlement. Immediately in front of the site is a sandy slope leading down to the 

beach, which is adjacent to an extensive mangrove swamp. A thicket of monsoon vine forest 

covers the midden itself. While this site has previously been excavated and described (Allen 

1969: 116-128, Chapter Eight), the following details were recorded during my visit to the site. 

The central part of the midden consists of a deposit of shell and dark grey sand 

measuring 12m x 8m in size. Around the grey deposit is scattered glass and small quantities of 

shell, ensuring that the midden I s boundaries are not distinct. This fringe of material is 

approximately 4m-5m wide, and extends upslope in the direction of Victoria Settlement. 

Sediment within the midden, which consists of dense concentrations of shell, dark grey sand 

and charcoal, contrasts markedly with the surrounding surface which is composed of brown 

loam. 

Sherds of dark brown glass, some of which have been flaked, are visible on the surface 

of the midden in densities averaging O.2/m2 • Manuports made of cemented laterite up to 8cm 

in diameter are also visible in the midden deposit. Shell is present on the surface of the site in 

densities of up to 151m2 , and with a mean density of approximately 101m2 • Most of the 

surficial shell is burnt and highly fragmented. Shell visible in the stratigraphic profile is 

closely packed together and less fragmented than material on the surface. An uprooted tree in 

the centre of the midden revealed that the midden deposit extends to a depth of at least 35cm. 

Shell species present in the deposit include Anadara aliena, Crassostrea amasa, Marcia 

hiantina, Gafrarium tumidum, Nerita lineata, Placuna placenta, Terebralia palustris and 

Turbo cinerus. MNI counts were made on surface shell in five 1m x 1m squares at the centre 

of the midden (Table 9-22). These revealed that Anadara aliena is the most common type of 

shell on the surface of the site. 

Thble 9-22 Shell MNI counts, surface, Site 10 

TAXON 

Anadara aliena 

Crassostrea amasa 
Gafrarium tumidum 

Marcia hiantina 

TOTAL 

SQUARE 

1 2 345 

12 6 5 7 6 
a 2 a a 0 

a a 100 
3 4 1 a 7 

15 12 7 7 13 

222 

TOTAL % 

36 66.7 

2 3.7 

1 1.9 

15 27.8 
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As noted in Chapter Eight, Allen (1969) excavated trenches at the side and in the 

middle of this midden. As a result he was able to identify two stratigraphic layers. The lower 

layer consists of a dense and compact deposit of shell. Charcoal, coral, a crab claw and 

fragments of ochre were also identified in this layer. The shell assemblage in the lower layer 

is dominated by sandy-mudflat species (Pinctada sp. and Anadara aliena). A sample of 

charcoal from the base of the deposit returned a radiocarbon date of 550+57 BP (ANU-62) 

(Allen 1969:117-125). Calibrated (after Stuiver and Reimer 1986), this age estimate is the 

equivalent of 1321-1426 cal AD, indicating that the midden was initially occupied in the pre

contact period. 

Allen I S excavation revealed that the upper layer of the midden contained shell in much 

lower concentrations (Allen 1969:126). Glass, nearly 70% of which had been flaked, pottery 

sherds, a piece of iron, copper sheeting and stone artefacts were recovered from this layer. 

The stone artefacts included a fragment of slate, a quartzite flake and a retouched quartzite 

flake. Rock oysters (Crassostrea amasa) were much more frequent in the upper layer, 

although Anadara aliena continued to dominate the shell assemblage. This layer also 

contained a shell with a hole in it that was almost certainly bored by humans (Allen 1969:117-

125). 

Allen argued that the basal layer was deposited during the immediately pre-contact 

period. He suggested (Allen 1969: 126) that during this phase the site had a specialized 

function, serving exclusively as a place for the consumption of shellfish. Deposition of the 

upper layer, which Allen (1969) suggested began after Victoria Settlement was established, 

was associated with two changes in the function of the midden. Artefacts including glass, 

flaked stone and metal, were discarded here for the first time suggesting that a wider range of 

activities were undertaken at the site. Secondly, the midden expanded in size with accretion of 

midden material on the margins closest to the settlement. Allen argued that the site was 

occupied by a larger, or perhaps more permanent group of people after the onset of foreign 

contact (Allen 1969: 126). 

Aborigines are known to have resided in the vicinity of Victoria Settlement (see 

Chapter Five), and there is at least one historical document that probably refers to Site 10. 

Brierly (1848a:258) recorded visiting a "native camp" on the western side of Minto Head 

during November 1848. He did not record any details about this camp other than the fact that 

he met a man there who was painting a basket, and that women from the camp were standing 

on the shoreline in front of the site collecting shellfish. 
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Site 19, Pori Bremer 

Site 19 consists of two lenses of midden material exposed on the face of a steep beach 

ridge. The site is directly adjacent to the ocean. The beach ridge is 3.5m high at the eastern 

extremity of the site, and gradually falls to a height of l.5m at the western end. Currently 

being eroded away by wave action, the face of the beach ridge is quite steep (approximately 

45 0 ). The foreshore is comprised of an active, sandy surf beach with many rocky platforms 

that extend up to 50m into the sea. These platforms are heavily encrusted with oysters. 

Vegetation consists of low grasses with occasional clusters of pandanus or casuarina trees. 

Two separate layers of in situ archaeological deposit are visible eroding out of the 

beach ridge. The upper layer, which is approximately 20cm thick, extends discontinuously 

across a distance of 105 m east to west. The top of the upper layer lies between lOcm and 

50cm below the top of the beach ridge. The top of the lower layer, by contrast, lies between 

105m and 2.0m below the crest of the beach ridge, and is 15-20cm thick. This lower lens is 

visible only on the eastern side of the midden, and is approximately 15m wide. The precise 

north-south extent of the two deposits could not be determined, as they extend back into the 

beach ridge. However, due to the shape of the ridge both midden deposits are likely to be no 

more than 10m wide. The midden matrix in both lenses is comprised of a compacted, dark 

grey sand. 

An in situ section of the lower midden layer was cleaned back with a trowel. Samples 

of closely associated shell (Atactodea striata) and charcoal were obtained for radiocarbon 

dating. The shell returned an age estimate of 860+50 BP (BETA 56974) while the charcoal 

sample returned an age estimate of 800±60 BP (BETA 56975). Calibrated (after Stuiver and 

Reimer 1986), the radiocarbon age estimate on the charcoal is equivalent to 1164-1277 calAD, 

while the age estimate on the shell is equivalent to 1424-1636 calAD. Both dates therefore 

indicate that the lower midden lens is pre-contact in age. 

No artefacts were observed in situ at Site 19. However, a sherd of Macassan 

earthenware pottery was located directly below the upper midden layer, and it is likely that this 

object eroded out of this deposit. The sherd is slightly curved, orange-brown in colour and 

measures 37mm x 27mm x 5mm. The colour and lithology of this sherd suggest that it is 

Macassan in origin (cf Bums 1990), and its presence indicates that the upper midden layer is 

post-contact in age. 
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In situ midden material in both lenses includes dense concentrations of charcoal and 

shell, most of which appears to have been burnt. The two lenses contain a similar suite of 

shell species, and prominent amongst both shell assemblages are specimens of bailer shell 

(MelD amphora), false trumpet shell (Syrinx auruanus) and giant clam (Tridacna maxima). 

Shell on the sandy slope below the midden lenses occurs in densities of between 11m2 to 

> 701m2 • 

Five recording squares were placed at the base of the beach ridge in order to provide an 

overview of the shell material eroded from both midden lenses. As the data in Thble 9-23 

indicates, the small bivalve Atactodea striata (61.9%, n= 142) was the most common shell 

species in the recorded sample. A number of other shell species are also present, and these are 

listed in Table 9-23. 

Thb1e 9-23 Shell MNI counts, Site 19 

SQUARE 

TAXON 1 2 3 4 5 TOTAL % 

Anadara aliena 0 0 1 3 1 5 3.5 

Atactodea striata 0 9 5 7 67 88 61.9 

Circe scripta 1 0 1 1 0 3 2.1 

Crassostrea amasa 18 0 2 0 0 20 14.1 

Geloina coaxans 1 1 0 0 0 2 1.4 

Marcia hiantina 0 1 0 1 0 2 1.4 

Melo amphora 0 0 0 1 0 1 0.7 

Nerita sp. 0 1 9 0 3 13 9.2 

Pinctada maxima 0 1 0 1 0 2 1.4 

Syrinx auruanus 1 0 1 0 1 3 2.1 

Trisidos semitorta 0 0 0 0 1 1 0.7 

Trochus sp. 0 0 1 0 1 2 1.4 

TOTAL 21 13 20 14 74 142 
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No flaked stone artefacts were observed, but a number of laterite manuports were 

visible eroding out of part of the upper midden layer. These rocks are between 2cm and 7cm 

in diameter, and occur in densities of up to 201m2 • Some of these rocks have oyster bases still 

attached to them, suggesting that they may have been deposited in the midden as a by-product 

of oyster consumption. Fish bones (probably Carangidae), including burnt and unburnt 

vertebrae, spines, and cranial fragments were found in situ in the lower midden lens. 

Fragments of crab carapace were observed eroding out of both midden layers. 

Thrtle bones and carapace fragments, some of which had been burnt, were observed on 

at the eastern end of the site. During my initial visit to this site in 1991 three fragments of 

turtle carapace were visible on the slope immediately below the upper midden lens, while a 

fourth carapace fragment was visible in situ within this upper lens (Plate 9-6). On returning to 

the site in 1992, it was noticed that the face of the beach ridge in which the midden is exposed 

had eroded, and the in situ turtle carapace fragment was no longer in its original position. 

Instead, seven fragments of turtle carapace and a single turtle phalanges could be seen at the 

base of the ridge, while a single fragment of turtle carapace was found on the slope of the 

beach ridge between the upper and lower strata. No fragments of turtle bone were observed 

in situ in the lower midden lens during either visit to the site, and no turtle bone was observed 

in the section of the lower layer cleaned back to obtain material for dating. Accordingly, it is 

apparent that turtle bone occurs in the upper (post-contact) lens only, a pattern which is 

consistent with the model of economic change outlined in Chapter Six. 

Plate 9-6 Turtle remains, upper midden lens, Site 19 
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9.7 DISCUSSION: PRE-CONTACT AND POST-CONTACT :MIDDENS 

Archaeological sites described within this chapter are derived from nearly the entire 

northern coastline of the Cobourg Peninsula, from Popham Bay in the west to Bowen Straits in 

the east. Sites have also been recorded on two of the adjacent islands, Croker Island and 

Greenhill Island. All sites described above contain midden deposits that reflect Aboriginal 

exploitation of the marine environment. 

Chronologically, the sites in this sample can be divided into two major periods; pre

contact (dating to before 1720 AD) and post-contact. Seventeen pre-contact midden deposits 

(Table 9-24), and twelve post-contact midden sites (Thble 9-25) were identified in this sample. 

Note that Sites 10 and 19 have been included in both data sets, as they contain clearly defined 

pre-contact and post-contact strata. 

Table 9-24 Summary of site data, pre-contact middens 

SITE LOCATION FORM 

1 Popham Bay Mound 

2 Popham Bay Mound 

3 Popham Bay Mound 

4 Popham Bay Mound 

8 Port Essington Deflation 

10 Minto Head Subsurface 

13 Berkeley Bay Surficial 

14 Black Point Deflation 

15 Black Point Deflation 

17 Smith Point Deflation 

18 Smith Point Deflation 

19 Port Bremer Deflation 

20 Port Bremer Deflation 

21 Lizard Bay Mound 

22 Lizard Bay Mound 

24 Bowen Strait Surficial 

26 Palm Bay Deflation 

1 other than shell 

.. . " = not present 

SIZE 

(m2 ) 

92 

86 

150 

159 

70 

? 

1500 

3750 

550 

900 

1000 

150 

1250 

168 

42 

1500 

375 

DOMINANT ARTEFACTS 

SHELL SPECIES 

M. hiantina 

M. hiantina 

M. hiantina 

M. hiantina 

A. aliena 

A. aliena Ochre 

M. hiantina Manuports 

A. aliena Stone circles 

A. striata Stone circles 

A. striata Coral circles 

Nerita sp. 

A. striata 

T. palustris Stone core 

Manuports 

G. 't umi dum Manuports 

G. tumidum Manuports 

G. tumidum Pestle 

A. granosa Manuports 

Dolerite axe 
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FAUNAL 

REMAINS 1 

Crab 

Human 

Crab, 

human 

Fish 

Crab 

Fish 



Thble 9-25 Summary of site data, post-contact middens 

SITE LOCATION FORM 

5 

6 

7 

9 

10 

11 

12 

16 

19 

23 

25 

27 

Popham Bay Surf. 

Trepang Bay Surf. 

Trepang Bay Surf. 

Knocker Bay Surf. 

Minto Head Surf. 

Adam Head Surf. 

Middle Head Surf. 

Smith Point Defl. 

Port Bremer Defl. 

Port Bremer Surf. 

Irgul Point Surf. 

Greenhill 
Island 

? 

"Surf." = Surface, "Defl." 

SIZE 
(m2 ) 

1600 

1600 

1000 

1000 

126 

400 

4000 

4500 

1.050 

4000 

1.700 

>750 

DOMINANT 
SHELL TAXA 

c. amasa 

G. tumidum 

M. hiantina 

A. aliena 

A. granosa 

A. aliena 

A. striata 
G. tumidum 

A. striata 

G. tumidum 

A. granosa 

? 

ARTEFACTS 

Ceramics, glass 
quartzite flake 

FAUNAL 
REMAINS 

Turtle 
pig 

Iron, glass, pottery Dugong 
flaked glass 
silcrete flake 

Porcelain, grindstone 
flaked glass 

Glass, grindstone 
metal drum 

Flaked glass, ochre 
metal, pottery 
shell artefacts 
slate flakes 
quartzite flakes 

Nails, pottery 
tobacco pipe 
glass 
flaked glass 

Manuports 
slate points 
flaked glass 
tobacco pipe 

Pottery 

Glass, metal 

Metal, porcelain 

Turtle 

Dugong 
fish 
buffalo 
bandicoot 
lizard 
macropod 

Turtle 
macropod 

Turtle 

Dugong 
flaked glass, glass 
stone axe fragments 
quartz/quartzite flakes 

Metal, glass 
manuports 
stone axes 

Dugong 

Deflated, " " = not present 
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In Chapters Six and Seven it was hypothesized that the process of culture contact on the 

Cobourg Peninsula impacted on indigenous marine hunting strategies, regional exchange 

networks and settlement patterns. Accordingly, the following discussion contrasts post-contact 

and pre-contact midden deposits in terms of their faunal assemblages, stone artefact 

assemblages, and their size and structure. Of particular concern is the extent to which the 

archaeological patterns documented in this chapter are consistent with the archaeological 

predictions made in Chapters Six and Seven. 

Faunal assemblages 

Comparisons can be drawn between pre-contact and post-contact middens in terms of 

both their vertebrate and invertebrate faunal assemblages. At a local level, some variation in 

the shell taxa consumed during the post-contact and pre-contact period can be identified. For 

example, at Popham Bay a series of four pre-contact shell mounds (Sites 1-4) contain taxa 

(principally Marcia hiantina) from a sand/mud flat environment. By contrast, an adjacent 

post-contact midden (Site 5) contains a suite of shells from mangroves (principally oysters or 

Crassostrea amasa). Variation in this case probably reflects chronological change in the 

morphology of the adjacent coastline. Despite this localised variation however, archaeological 

data indicates a continuity between the nature of shellfood exploitation in the pre-contact and 

post-contact period. 

Both the pre-contact and post-contact deposits contain a wide variety of shellfish taxa 

(Thble 9-26). Of 30 shell taxa recorded on middens in this sample, 25 occur in both the pre

contact and post-contact deposits. Four taxa occur only in the pre-contact middens, while one 

(Fragum sp.) occurs only in post-contact middens. Without exception, those taxa which did 

not occur in both sets of middens were uncommon taxa which occurred on a small number of 

middens and in extremely small quantities. Their absence from either the pre-contact or post

contact middens in the sample could well be a function of sampling probabilities (cf Meltzer et 

ai. 1992). Accordingly, it can be argued that the range of molluscs exploited during the pre

contact and post-contact periods were similar. 

Both the pre-contact and post-contact midden deposits also contain a range of faunal 

material other than shell. The pre-contact middens in this sample contain crab carapace, fish 

bone and human skeletal material (Table 9-24). The range of faunal remains contained within 

the post-contact middens includes macropod, bandicoot, lizard, fish, turtle and dugong. Two 

introduced taxa, pig and buffalo have also been identified in the post-contact middens (Thble 9-

25). 
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Thble 9-26 Shell taxa recorded on pre-contact and post-contact middens 

TAXON 

Acrostigerma sp. 
Anadara aliena 
Anadara granosa 
Atactodea striata 
Cerithidae 
Chitonidae 
Circe scripta 
Cypraea sp. 
Crassostrea amasa 
Fragum sp. 
Gafrarium tumidum 
Geloina coaxans 
Lima nimbifer 
Marcia hiantina 
Megacardita incrassata 
Melo amphora 
Mytilidae 
Pinctada maxima 
Pinnidae 
Placuna placenta 
Naviculara ventriculosa 
Nerita sp. 
Strombus sp. 
Syrinx auruanus 
Telescopium telscopium 
Terebralia palustris 
Tridacna maxima 
Trisidos semitorta 
Trochus sp. 
Turbo cinerus 

PRE-CONTACT 
(x=present) 

x 

x 
x 
x 

x 

x 
x 
x 
x 

x 

x 
x 
x 
x 

x 

x 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 

x 
x 
x 

x 

POST-CONTACT 
(x=present) 

x 
x 
x 
x 

x 
x 

x 
x 
x 
x 

x 
x 
x 

x 
x 
x 

x 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 

x 
x 

x 

Turtle and dugong were the two most commonly identified vertebrate taxa on post

contact middens. Of the 12 post-contact midden deposits discussed in this chapter, four sites 

contain dugong bone and another four sites contain turtle bone (Thble 9-25). Site 16, at Smith 

Point, contains the most abundant archaeological evidence for this aspect of the marine 

economy. This site contains hundreds of turtle bones, including at least 10 distinct clusters of 

turtle bone and carapace. The high frequency of turtle and dugong remains in post-contact 

deposits is consistent with ethnohistoric accounts (Chapter Six) that describe turtle and dugong 

as major components of the Aboriginal diet after the onset of foreign contact. 
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A contrast can be identified between the frequency of turtle and dugong remains on pre

contact and post-contact middens. In total, 66.7% (n= 12) of post-contact middens contain 

evidence for the exploitation of turtle and/or dugong. By contrast, none of the 17 pre-contact 

midden deposits recorded in this sample contain turtle or dugong remains. An immediate 

explanation for this contrast could be that vertebrate faunal remains have simply not survived 

as frequently within the older archaeological deposits. The possibility of differential 

preservation of turtle and dugong remains is dealt with at length in Chapter Fourteen. 

Nonetheless, several comments regarding this issue can be made at this point. 

Firstly, the sample of pre-contact middens includes a number of dense, stratified 

deposits of shell (e.g. Sites 10, 21 and 24). The abundant shell in this type of deposit saturates 

the ground water passing through the midden with alkaline salts, providing a buffer against the 

decay of faunal materials (Sullivan 1989). Had turtle and/or dugong bone been deposited in 

these middens, the probability of these remains surviving would have been relatively high. 

If contrasts in the frequency of sites with turtle and dugong bone reflects a higher rate 

of decay of vertebrate remains in older sites, then the frequency of all vertebrate remains 

should be lower in the post-contact middens. However, if turtle and dugong bone are excluded 

from the calculations there is no significant variation in the frequency of vertebrate faunal 

remains on pre-contact and post-contact middens. With the exception of turtle and dugong 

bone, vertebrate fauna was identified on three, or 23.1 % (n = 12) of post-contact middens. By 

comparison, vertebrate fauna other than turtle and dugong was noted on four, or 25.0 % 

(n = 17) of the pre-contact middens in the sample. The contrast in the frequency of turtle and 

dugong remains between the pre-contact and post-contact middens cannot be explained as a 

result of differential preservation. 

As discussed in Chapter Six, Aboriginal people on the Cobourg Peninsula adopted 

metal harpoons and dugout canoes for hunting turtle and dugong. It was hypothesized that the 

rate at which dugong and turtle were captured by Aborigines may have increased dramatically 

as a result of this technological change. The archaeological data described above, which 

indicates that turtle and dugong bone are substantially more frequent in post-contact middens 

than in pre-contact deposits, is consistent with this hypothesis. These archaeological patterns 

indicate that considerable changes to the hunter-gatherer economy took place after the onset of 

Macassan contact. This issue will now be addressed further with respect to stone artefact 

assemblages. 

231 



Artefact assemblages 

Artefacts found on pre-contact middens in the sample include ochre, a pestle, a core 

and manuports. In three (17.6%, n=17) cases, manuports had been arranged into circular 

structures. Post-contact sites also contained a range of stone artefacts, including ground edge 

axes, points, cores, flakes, grindstones, and manuports. Additionally, a range of foreign 

material culture such as porcelain, metal, earthenware pottery, tobacco pipes, glass and flaked 

glass were also identified on these middens. The presence of these foreign artefacts in 

Aboriginal middens emphasises the manner in which foreign material culture was incorporated 

into the Aboriginal economy. 

Of particular concern in this study are contrasts in the frequency and lithology of stone 

artefacts from pre-contact and post-contact middens. Stone artefacts recorded from the 

middens described above were manufactured from a range of raw materials, including 

sandstone, quartz, silcrete, quartzite, dolerite, and slate. As noted in Chapter Two, quartz 

pebbles, siltstone, sandstone and ferruginous quartzite are the only materials suitable for stone 

artefact manufacture which crop out in the study area. Other raw materials found on 

archaeological sites must have been transported into the Cobourg Peninsula from another 

region. 

Artefacts made from locally available stone are relatively frequent on the pre-contact 

middens discussed above. Eight, or 47.1 % (n = 12) of the pre-contact middens contain 

manuports made of laterite cobbles. One site contains a sandstone pestle and one contains a 

core made of ferruginous quartzite. Both the manuports and the grindstone could have been 

obtained from the local area. Only two artefacts made of non-local stone were identified on 

the pre-contact middens. A stone axe manufactured from dolerite was found in Site 26, on 

Croker Island. Furthermore, the pre-contact midden deposit from Site 10 contains fragments 

of ochre. 

Of the post-contact middens in the sample, four contain artefacts made from locally 

available stone. Three contain sandstone manuports, one contains laterite manuports, and one 

contains a flake made from the locally available ferruginous quartzite. In addition, post

contact middens contain a variety of artefacts manufactured from non-local stone. For 

example, artefacts at Irgul Point include a vein quartz core, a vein quartz flake, two cream 

coloured quartzite flakes, a fragment of a bifacially ground dolerite axe and a cream coloured 

quartzite bifacial point. Artefacts made from non-local stone at other post-contact middens 

include slate bifacial points, quartzite flakes, quartzite grinding stones, and silcrete flakes. 
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As discussed in Chapter Seven, stone artefacts were an important component of the 

items which people on the Cobourg Peninsula received through regional exchange networks. 

If, as has been hypothesized the regional exchange of stone artefacts intensified after the onset 

of Macassan contact, then one manifestation within the archaeological record should be an 

increase in the rate at which non-local stone artefacts were deposited. 

In total, only 11.8% (n=17) of the pre-contact middens in this sample contain non-local 

stone artefacts. By contrast, 58.3% (n=12) of the sample of post-contact sites contain stone 

artefacts made of non-local stone. This pattern is consistent with the hypothesis that the onset 

of Macassan contact provided a major stimulus to the development of regional exchange cycles 

in Arnhem Land. 

Midden size and structure 

It was hypothesized that changes in a third aspect of the Aboriginal economy, human 

settlement patterns, may have also occurred after the onset of foreign contact. It is necessary 

to contrast the size and structure of pre-contact and post-contact middens in order to assess 

whether or not this was the case. 

The area of pre-contact and post-contact middens has been calculated in Tables 10-24 

and 10-25. Area has been calculated by multiplying site length by site width. Generally, only 

one measurement each was taken for the width and the length of each site. Occasionally two 

measurements were taken and averaged to arrive at a value. Given that the margins of the 

middens are usually irregular in shape, the calculated size cannot be considered an "absolute 

value". Instead, it provides a means for comparing the relative sizes of pre-contact and post

contact middens. Note that the size of the sub-surface midden deposit at Site 10 could not be 

calculated. 

The range and mean area of all pre-contact and post-contact midden deposits has been 

summarised in Table 9-27. As this data reveals, the mean size of post-contact middens 

(1820.2 m2, n=12) is over twice that of the pre-contact middens (733.9 m2, n=16) in the 

sample. While a t-test suggests that the difference between the means is not significant at the 

p=O.Ollevel, the contrast is significant at the p=O.05 level (t=2.32, df=26). Archaeological 

evidence therefore indicates that a shift in the structure of midden deposition, and by inference 

Aboriginal settlement patterns, took place on the Cobourg Peninsula after the onset of foreign 

contact. 
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Table 9-27 Size of pre-contact and post-contact middens 

Pre-Contact 

Post-Contact 

n 

16 

12 

min (m2) 

42 

126 

max (m2) 

3,750 

4,500 

-x (m2) 

733.9 

1,820.2 

962.0 

1513.9 

Both of the middens discussed above which contain pre-contact and post-contact 

stratigraphic layers also reflect a chronological change in the size of the midden deposit. At 

Site 19 the lower deposit dates to 800 years BP and is approximately 15m wide and 15-20cm 

thick. The upper deposit, which is post-contact in age, is approximately 105m wide and is on 

average 20cm thick. Thus, the post-contact midden deposit is at least seven times the size of 

the older stratum. 

Further evidence for chronological change in midden size is provided by the 

archaeological sequence at Site 10 at Minto Head. Occupied from approximately 550 BP, the 

structure and function of Site 10 changed markedly after the adjacent Victoria Settlement was 

established (Allen 1969, see above). Archaeological evidence suggests that after contact with 

Europeans began the site was used for a wider range of activities and physically expanded in 

the direction of Victoria Settlement. As a result, Allen (1969: 126) inferred that " ... a larger 

group, or perhaps a more permanent one occupied the site ... " in the post-contact period. 

The chronological trend at Site 10 can be readily accommodated in terms of Schrire's 

(1972) model of Aboriginal settlement patterns in the post-contact period. As noted in Chapter 

Seven, her model suggests that Aborigines aggregated around foreign settlements in order to 

facilitate direct contact with foreigners. Historical evidence indicates that Site 10 was occupied 

at the same time as the British were present at Victoria Settlement (see above). Accordingly, it 

is likely that Site 10 was occupied more intensively in the post-contact period because its 

inhabitants sought to maintain contact with the residents of Victoria Settlement. 

Nonetheless, Schrire's model does not explain the chronological trend apparent at Site 

19. The closest foreign campsite or settlement to Site 19 is Confalonieri' s mission at Black 

Point, 5km to the southwest (Tacon 1988:28, see Chapter Four). Accordingly, the 

chronological change in midden size at Site 19 cannot be explained as a result of its occupants 

seeking to maintain direct access to foreigners through close residential proximity. The 

chronological sequence at Site 19 suggests that changes in the structure of midden deposition, 

234 



and by inference human settlement patterns, occurred across a wide portion of the coastal 

landscape, and not just in locations associated with foreign contact. 

The capacity to draw inferences from this sample regarding changes in Aboriginal 

settlement patterns are somewhat limited because it does not represent the result of a random 

archaeological survey. It is possible, for example, that the sample is biased towards larger 

midden deposits as these may have been more familiar to my Aboriginal informants than small 

shell scatters. Further archaeological data is required to investigate changes in the structure of 

midden formation after the onset of Macassan voyages. 

This chapter has described sites from a wide area of the Cobourg Peninsula coastline. 

In order to further examine the trend in midden sizes identified within this chapter, it is 

necessary to have data collected during a systematic archaeological survey of a relatively small 

area. Such a survey should involve the identification of every midden site, regardless of size, 

and preferably take place in an area where middens could be chronologically demarcated. 

Finally, the area should be in a place with no direct evidence of foreign activities, to determine 

whether the trend of increasing midden size at locations away from foreign settlements 

identified in this chapter is repeated elsewhere. The archaeological survey of Vashon Head, 

described in the next chapter, fulfills these criteria, and allows changes in the structure of 

Aboriginal settlement patterns to be further investigated. 

235 



CHAPTER TEN 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES AT VASHON HEAD 

10.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter presents the results of an archaeological survey undertaken on a 

prograding coastal plain at Vashon Head. Data obtained from the archaeological survey at 

Vashon Head differ from the data presented in the previous chapter in two ways. Firstly, they 

represent a complete sample of sites from a small area of the Cobourg Peninsula, rather than 

an unknown proportion of sites from a large area. Secondly, the geomorphological context of 

the middens allowed them to be dated more precisely than was possible for some of the sites 

described in Chapter Nine. 

I was requested to undertake a survey at Vashon Head by the Gurig Board of 

Management, as an airstrip was being constructed and there was concern over potential 

destruction of shell midden sites. As such, traditional custodians allowed me to make a 

complete survey of this area for archaeological sites. They also approved use of a hand auger 

to facilitate the collection of sub-surface material for radiocarbon dating. 

Fourteen archaeological sites were located during the survey at Vashon Head. Sites at 

Vashon Head were dated through a combination of radiocarbon dating and the oral testimony 

of Aboriginal custodians. It was possible to identify a successive sequence of midden 

formation starting at approximately 1500 years BP and extending through to the post-contact 

period. Archaeological sites discussed in this chapter accordingly provided an excellent 

opportunity for further investigation of the chronological trends in midden size identified in 

Chapter Nine. 

10.2 ENVIRONMENTAL BACKGROUND 

Two distinctive landforms are present within the study area at Vashon Head (Figure 

10.1; Plates 10.1, 10.2). The first is a large, open sandy plain between Wanaraij Point and 

Vashon Head. A sequence of low (0.5-l.0m high) beach ridges runs roughly parallel to the 

current shoreline on the coastal plain. Such beach ridge sequences occur on the northwestern 

tips of all major promontories on the Cobourg Peninsula. Geomorphological studies on similar 

coastal plains from Smith Point and Lingi Point indicate that they were formed as a result of 

shoreline progradation throughout the mid to late Holocene (Woodroffe et al. 1992; see 

Chapter Two). 
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Figure lO-1 Beach ridges and archaeological sites at Vashon Head 
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Plate 10-1 Sandy plain, Vashon Head 

Plate 10-2 Laterite slopes, Vashon Head 
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Vegetation on the coastal plain is composed mainly of grasses, together with occasional 

clumps of pandanus, casuarinas and Syzigium eucalyptoides, which produces an edible fruit. 

There are also several depressions which hold water after rain and contain stands of mela1euca 

trees. Ground visibility on the coastal plain at the time of the survey ranged between 50 % and 

95 % of the ground surface. 

A second landform, represented by a laterite slope, is located to the east of the coastal 

plain. Vegetation on the laterite slopes consists of open woodland dominated by Eucalyptus 
clevegera, E. tetradonta, E. bleeseri, Terminalia sp., Acacia sp. and Pandanus spiralis. This 

vegetation is far more dense than on the coastal plain, and as a result ground visibility at the 

time of the survey ranged between approximately 10% and 25 % . Vegetation changes abruptly 

at the junction of the two landforms. 

The area is currently inhabited by a herd of feral water-buffalo, and their bones are 

scattered widely across the coastal plain. These animals do not appear to have affected 

archaeological sites or caused erosion to any significant extent because most of their ground 

disturbance is confined to the poorly drained depressions. 

Four major groups of beach ridges can be identified on the coastal plain (Figure 10-1). 

The first set of ridges (Group 1, Figure 10-1) are aligned in a northeast to southwest direction. 

These ridges are likely to be the oldest group of beach ridges at Vashon Head, because they 

are adjacent to the laterite slope. The largest set of ridges (Group 2, Figure 10-1) are a group 

aligned roughly parallel to the northern coastline of the sandy plain. Given their relative 

positions, it can be inferred that the oldest of these ridges are those in the middle of the plain, 

while the youngest ridges are those closest to the northern shoreline. Two further groups of 

ridges can be identified on the western margin of the plain (Figure 10-1). These ridges curve 

roughly in a northwest to southeast direction, and are likely to be younger in age than the 

oldest beach ridges in Group 2. 
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10.3 METHODOLOGY 

The entire coastal plain and an adjacent section of the laterite slope was traversed on 

foot at intervals of fifty metres (Figure 10-1). Traverses followed the direction of the beach 

ridges where these were present, and in an east-west direction where they were not present. 

Numerous north-south traverses were also made across the sandy plain by driving slowly along 

« 5km/hour) in a vehicle. Accordingly, it is highly likely that the sample of sites discussed 

below represents every midden visible on the surface in the study area. 

During an initial inspection of the field area it became apparent that shell material was 

spread continuously across the coastal plain in very low densities (typically less than 0.lIm2). 

criteria were therefore required to identify sites from the surrounding "background scatter" . 

Accordingly only those areas where the average density of shell on the surface exceeded 5 

MNI (minimum number of individuals) per square metre were recorded as archaeological sites. 

This provided a useful, although arbitrary method of distinguishing archaeological sites from 

the background scatter. Minimum numbers, rather than shell NISP (number of identified 

specimens) was chosen because it was noted that in some cases a single shell had fragmented 

into a number of pieces. In such a case the density of shell fragments in terms of NISP may 

reflect the intensity of taphonomic processes such as trampling or burning, rather than the 

intensity of shellfish consumption and discard. 

For each shell midden a number of parameters were recorded, including environmental 

context, size and shell species. The condition of the organic material (ie whether it was burnt 

or weathered), nature of the matrix and the types of artefacts and vertebrate fauna present was 

also recorded. On each site the MNI of each shell taxon was recorded within five 1m x 1m 

transect squares. Note that all shell densities are again expressed in terms of MNI/m2 • The 

methodology employed to identify shell species and to calculate minimum numbers of 

individuals was identical to that described in Chapter Nine. Vertebrate faunal remains were 

rarely encountered during the survey, and accordingly these remains were recorded as NISP 

rather than MNI. 

A program of augering was undertaken on the shell middens. Augering was done by 

hand with a sand auger with a diameter of 150mm. This had the dual purpose of obtaining in 

situ shell samples for radiocarbon dating, and determining the extent and nature of subsurface 

midden deposits. Augering allowed the boundaries of midden deposits to be precisely 

determined, even in those cases where the archaeological deposit was partially covered by 

sediment. Accordingly, the size of midden deposits at Vashon Head could be accurately 

determined. The MNI of subsurface shell samples obtained through augering was calculated 

and recorded in the same way as in the 1m x 1m transect squares. 
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10.4 RESULTS 

A total of 11 shell middens, one shell mound and two arrangements of shell and coral 

were recorded at Vashon Head (Thble 10-1). Thirteen of these sites are located on the coastal 

plain, while one, a shell mound, is located on the edge of the laterite slope (Figure 10-1). 

Thble 10-1 Summary of archaeological sites, Vashon Head 

SITE TYPE LANDFORM RIDGE GROUP GR i 

VI Midden Plain 2 256676 
V2 Midden Plain 2 264679 

V3 Midden Plain 2 252676 
V4 Midden Plain 2 246676 
V5 Midden Plain 2 248673 
V6 Midden Plain 2 249688 
V7 Midden Plain 2 255671 
V8 Midden Plain 2 257672 
V9 Midden Plain 2 260672 
VIO Midden Plain 1 255665 
Vll Midden Plain 1 255665 
V12 Mound Laterite slope nja 258658 
V13 Arrangement Plain 257665 
V14 Arrangement Plain 258668 

i Mapsheet = Cape Don 1:100,000 

Midden sites on the coastal plain fall into a number of categories, based on their 

position relative to the different beach ridges. The majority of the middens are located on the 

ridges which run parallel with the northern shoreline (Group 2). Sites VI to V 4 are located 

on the most northerly of these ridges. Each of these sites are within 150m of the current 

shoreline, on beach ridges that are approximately 1m high. Site V5 is a relatively isolated 

midden, lying in a swale between two beach ridges approximately 650m south of the current 

shoreline. Four sites, V6-V9 lie on the most southerly (and accordingly the oldest) of the 

beach ridges in Group 2. This ridge is approximately 1m high, and the middens on it are 

between 550m and 800m from the northern shoreline. 

Sites VlO and VII occur approximately 200m west of the current shoreline on one of 

the beach ridges in Group 1. This ridge extends roughly in a north-south direction and is O.5m 

high. Finally, sites VI3 and VI4 are not located on beach ridges, but lie on flat sandy areas in 

relatively close proximity to the laterite slope. 
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Having categorized these middens according to their geomorphological context, one of 

the major questions that must be addressed is whether middens in different parts of the coastal 

plain were occupied contemporaneously. If this were the case, then the most landward beach 

ridges on the coastal plain might contain midden material dating from the initial formation of 

the beach ridge until the recent past. Alternatively, humans may have consumed and discarded 

molluscs only in locations close to the sea, so that human settlement would have shifted 

laterally with the prograding shoreline. If this was the case, the oldest middens would be 

confined to the most landward beach ridges, while the youngest middens would occur only on 

the beach ridges which are closest to the current shoreline. In order to address this question, 

each site identified during the survey will now be discussed on an individual basis. 

Site Vl 

Site VI is a discontinuous, surficial deposit of shell lying on the shoreward slope of a 

beach ridge. The site is approximately 50m south of the current northern shoreline. 

Vegetation cover on the site consists only of low grasses. Shell is spread over an area 

measuring 20m north-south by 145m east-west. The archaeological deposit was observed to be 

at least 15cm deep, with the matrix consisting of loose, light brown sand. Sediment in the 

shell bearing layer is slightly darker in colour than the surrounding sediments. Density of shell 

on the surface of the midden ranges from 11m2 to 851m2 • Shell densities are highest where 

erosion of the ridge had been most intensive, averaging approximately 601m 2 at these 

locations. 

Shell taxa observed within the deposit include Anadara aliena, Atactodea striata, 
Marcia hiantina, Chitonidae, Circe scripta, Crassostrea amasa, Gajrarium tumidum, Syrinx 
auruanus, Telescopium telescopium, Terebralia palustris and lblegelea wardiana. As Thble 

10-2 reveals, the most common type of shell within the deposit is the bivalve Atactodea 
striata, which represents over 70% (n=308) of the recorded sample. A high percentage of 

the shell in this site was burnt and lor highly fragmented. While fragments of crab carapace 

are present on this site, no other cultural materials were observed. 

A sample of Atactodea striata was collected from in situ midden deposit in the center of 

the midden. This sample returned an uncalibrated radiocarbon age estimate of 510+50 BP 

(Beta 49884). Interpretations which can be placed on this date are discussed in more detail 

later in this chapter. 
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Thble 10-2 Shell MNI counts, Site VI 

TAXON 1 

Atactodea striata 38 
Circe scripta 0 
Crassostrea amasa 0 
Gafrarium tumidum 2 
Marcia hiantina 10 
Terebralia palustris 0 
Telescopium telescopium 0 

TOTAL 50 

Site V2 

SQUARE 
234 

13 52 33 

1 0 2 
0 1 a 
1 0 2 

37 8 18 
3 0 2 

0 0 1 

55 61 58 

5 TOTAL % 

83 219 71.1 

0 3 0.9 

0 1 0.3 

1 6 1.8 

0 73 23.7 

0 5 1.6 

0 1 0.3 

84 308 

Located at the northeastern corner of the grassy coastal plain, site V2 consists of a 

discontinuous surface scatter of marine shell and other material. The midden is located 15m 

south of the current shoreline, in a swale between two beach ridges. One of these ridges is 

directly adjacent to the shoreline, while the second, slightly higher ridge is 40m south of the 

shoreline. 

The intertidal zone in front of the site is sandy, with a series of rocky platforms 

outcropping on the beach 50m to the east. A coral or rocky reef is visible in the water 

immediately in front of the site. The vegetation on the site consists of low grasses, with 

occasional clumps of pandanus trees. Thirty metres to the south of the midden is a depression 

containing a clump of melaleuca trees, indicating that it holds water after rain. 

Midden material is spread out over a distance of 20m north-south, and 100m east-west. 

Objects within the midden include shell, coral, and modern flotsam such as plastic. The 

modern material, all of which floats, is likely to have been washed up during storms. The site 

contains at least 16 concentrations of charcoal and burnt shell, which appear to represent 

hearths. The density of shell within these hearth features ranges from 101m2 to 251m2 • Each 

hearth is between one and two metres in diameter, and the sand within them is stained a dark 

grey colour by charcoal and ash. 
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Shell taxa identified on Site V2 include Anadara aliena, Atactodea striata. Chitonidae, 

Geloina coaxans, Haliotis sp., Marcia hiantina, Syrinx auruanus, Telescopium telescopium, 
Terebralia palustris and Trisidos semitorta. Five 1m x 1m recording squares were placed on 

the site. As Thble 10-3 indicates, Marcia hiantina is the most common species in the sample, 

representing 61.5 % (n =78) of the shells counted. 

Thble 10-3 Shell MNI counts, Site V2 

TAXON 1 

Atactodea striata 3 
Chitonidae 0 

Gafrarium tumidum 0 

Geloina coaxans 1 

Marcia hiantina 5 
Terebralia palustris 1 
Telescopium telescopium 0 

Trisidos semitorta 0 

TOTAL 10 

Site V3 

SQUARE 
234 

2 1 1 

0 0 1 
0 0 0 

0 0 2 
16 13 7 

5 0 0 

1 0 0 

0 1 0 

24 15 11 

5 TOTAL % 

7 14 17.9 

1 2 2.5 

3 3 3.8 

0 3 3.8 

7 48 61.5 
0 6 7.7 
0 1 1.3 

0 1 1.3 

18 78 

Site V3 is a surficial shell midden lying in a swale between two beach ridges. The site 

is located approximately 75m south of the northern shoreline of the coastal plain. Vegetation 

is comprised of low grasses and occasional clumps of pandanus. 

The site consists of a number of discrete clusters of shell, spread over an area of 30m 

north-south by 50m east-west. Shell occurs on the surface in densities ranging from 11m2 to 

821m2 • Goanna burrows revealed that the shell bearing layer extends from the surface to a 

depth of l5cm, and has a matrix of loose yellow sand. Some shell is burnt, and charcoal 

fragments are visible in situ in the midden deposit. 

Shell taxa present on the site include Anadara aliena, Atactodea striata, Marcia 
hiantina, Circe scripta, Gafrarium tumidum, Megacardita incrassata, Melo amphora, 
Muricidae, Strombus sp., Syrinx auruanus and Trisidos semitorta. As Thble 10-4 indicates, 

Atactodea striata (55.9%, n=16l) and Marcia hiantina (35.4%, n=16l) are the most common 

species at Site V3. The presence of murex shells (Muricidae) is distinctive because of all the 

sites at Vashon Head they occur only here and in Site V4. 
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Thble 10-4 Shell MNI counts, Site V3 

SQUARE 

TAXON 1 2 3 4 5 TOTAL % 

Anadara aliena 1 0 0 0 0 1 0.6 

A~actodea s~riata 74 15 1 90 55.9 

Circe scrip~a 2 0 0 1 0 3 1.9 

Gafrarium tumidum 0 0 2 1 0 3 1.9 

Marcia hian~ina 20 13 6 2 16 57 35.4 

Megacardi~a incrassata 1 0 0 1 0 2 1.2 

Melo amphora 0 0 0 1 0 1 0.6 

Muricidae 2 0 0 0 0 2 1.2 

S~rombus sp. 1 0 0 0 0 1 0.6 

Trisidos semitorta 1 0 0 0 0 1 0.6 

TOTAL 28 13 82 21 17 161 

Site V4 

Site V4 is located near Wanaraij Point, approximately 150m east of the western 

shoreline. Low ridges ( < 50 em high) run through the area in both a north-south and east

west direction. Vegetation over the site comprises mainly low grasses, together with 

occasional clumps of pandanus. The site is directly adjacent to a drainage line vegetated with 

melaleuca trees. 

This midden consists of approximately 30 clusters of shell across an area measuring 

95m north-south by 40m east-west. Each cluster is between two and three metres in diameter 

and occurs on the surface of the ground. Because the clusters are located in close proximity to 

each other, are of similar morphology and contain the same types of cultural materials, they 

were considered to be part of the same site. Shell on the ground surface between the clusters 

occurs in densities of between 11m2 and 51m2. 

Density of shell within the clusters ranges between 151m2 and 701m2, and averages 

approximately 351m2. Some of the shell is burnt. Only minor variation in the types and 

frequencies of shellfish present in the different clusters was noted. As indicated in Table 10-5, 
Atactodea striata and Marcia hiantina are the most common taxa within the site. MelD 

amphora is present in small quantities, while the other taxa present on the site are listed in 

Table 10-5. 
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Thble 10-5 Shell MNI counts, Site V4 

TAXON 1 2 

Atactodea striata 3 4 
Chitonidae 0 1 
Circe scripta 0 1 
Gafrarium tumidum 0 0 

Marcia hiantina 2 2 
Megacardita incrassata 1 0 

Muricidae 0 0 

Terebralia palustris 0 0 

Trisidos semitorta 8 4 

TOTAL 14 12 

Site V5 

SQUARE 
3 

31 
0 
1 

11 

23 
1 
1 
0 

0 

68 

4 5 TOTAL % 

6 16 60 35.3 
0 0 1 0.6 

1 1 4 2.4 

3 2 16 9.4 

22 24 73 42.9 
0 0 2 1.2 
0 0 1 0.6 

0 1 1 0.6 

0 0 12 7.1 

32 44 170 

Site V5 is a relatively small and sparse scatter of shell located in a gently undulating 

sandy area. The site lies more than 550m from the nearest part of the shoreline. Vegetation in 

the immediate area is composed of low grasses together with occasional clumps of pandanus 

and Syzigium eucalyptoides. Immediately to the south is a depression vegetated with melaleuca 

trees. 

Surface shell at Site V5 occurs mostly in two discrete clusters. The first cluster, on 

the southern margin of the site, covers an area of 3m x 3m. A second cluster of surface shell, 

21m to the north, measures 5m x 5m. Density of surface shell within these two clusters ranges 

from 51m2 to 151m2 • 

Augering revealed that most midden material is located beneath the surface, and that 

the midden is more extensive than the exposed sections indicate. The subsurface midden 

deposit is approximately 20m x 20m in size, and surrounds both of the exposed sections. The 

subsurface midden layer, a poorly sorted medium to fine grey sand, occurs 10cm below the 

surface and is 5cm thick. 

No artefacts or vertebrate faunal remains were found in this midden. Shell taxa 

recorded on the surface and in the auger samples include Anadara aliena, Atactodea striata, 
Syrinx auruanus and Trisidos semitorta. As indicated in Thble 10-6, the most common species 

is Anadara aliena. 
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Thble 10-6 Shell MNI counts, Site V5 

TAXON 1 

Anadara aliena 13 

Atactodea striata 0 
Syrinx aruanas 0 

Trisidos semitorta 3 

TOTAL 16 

Site V6 

SQUARE 

234 

4 4 1 

0 1 2 

0 0 0 

2 4 2 

6 9 5 

5 TOTAL 

2 24 60.0 

0 3 7.5 

1 1 2.5 

1 12 30.0 

4 40 

Site V6 consists of a deposit of shell, fish bone and charcoal. Midden material is 

visible on the ground surface where goannas have dug holes in the sand. The site is located 

approximately 350m away from the western shoreline, and 800m away from the northern 

shoreline. Vegetation consists of low grasses, together with occasional clumps of pandanus. 

Augering indicated that the bulk of the midden material occurs under the ground 

surface. Subsurface deposit was identified over an area of approximately 70m north-south by 

20m east-west (Figure 10-2). The midden layer is between 14cm and 26cm thick, and lies at a 

depth of between 8cm and 20cm beneath the surface. The matrix is composed of a light 

brown poorly sorted medium to fine sand, while sediment above and below the midden deposit 

consists of loose yellow sand. 

Shell is spread continuously across the surface of the site in densities between 0.51m2 

and 251m2• Surface shell is densest where goannas have burrowed into the ground and directly 

exposed the subsurface layer of shell. Shell taxa recorded in the midden are listed in Table 

10-7. The two most common species in the recorded sample are Anadara aliena (44.9%, 

n = 167) and Atactodea striata (28.1 %, n = 167). A distinctive feature of the shellfish 

assemblage in this site is the presence of the small bivalve Donax jaba. This species was 

recorded only in Sites V6, V7, and V9. 

A sample of Anadara aliena shells collected from auger hole #1 at the base of the 

midden deposit was submitted for radiocarbon dating. This sample returned an age estimate of 

1950+80 BP (Beta 49885), which is equivalent to 551-692 calAD. 
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KEY 

1. Auger hole 

EIJ Midden 

Ia Area disturbed by goanna holes 

Figure 10-2 Plan of Site V6 

12 • 

Thble 10-7, Shell MNI counts, Site V6 

TAXON 1 2 

Anadara aliena 5 5 
Atactodea striata 2 2 
Donax faba 0 0 
Gafrarium tumidum 0 0 

Marcia hiantina 3 2 
Megacardita incrassata 11 1 
Melo amphora 0 0 

Pinctada maximus 1 1 
Strombus sp. 1 0 

Syrinx auruanus 0 0 

Trisidos semitorta 1 1 

TOTAL 24 12 

1 Samples from auger holes 1-6. 

SQUARE 
3 

5 
15 

0 
0 

0 

1 
0 

0 
0 

0 
0 

21 

o 10 
, , 

m 

4 5 Al-6 1 TOTAL % 

3 9 48 75 44.9 
8 1 19 47 28.1 
0 1 0 1 0.6 
0 0 1 1 0.6 
1 1 5 12 7.2 
2 0 1 16 9.6 
0 1 0 1 0.6 
0 0 1 3 1.8 
0 0 1 2 1.2 
0 1 0 1 0.6 
0 1 5 8 4.8 

14 15 81 167 

Charcoal fragments were recovered from the midden deposit during augering, although 

charcoal is not visible on the surface of the site. Augering also revealed that vertebrate faunal 

remains are present within this deposit. A single calcined fish vertebra (probably Sparidae) 

was recovered from auger hole #6. 
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Site V7 

Site V7 is a deposit of marine shell lying on the top of a beach ridge. The ridge at this 

point extends along a bearing of 60 0 , roughly parallel with the shoreline 700m to the north. 

Vegetation cover comprises low grasses and occasional clumps of pandanus and Syzigium 
eucalyptoides. 

The deposit measures 60m northeast-southwest, and 30m northwest-southeast. Midden 

material is visible on the surface where goannas have been digging. Augering revealed the 

midden layer is Scm beneath the surface and extends to a depth of approximately 30cm. The 

matrix is composed of compacted yellow/brown poorly sorted sand. Above the midden layer 

is loose yellow sand, while below the midden is a compacted layer of calcareous sand. 

Shell densities on the ground surface were relatively low, ranging from < 11m2 to 

20/m2 • Augering revealed that the density of shell in the subsurface midden layer is roughly 

equivalent to the maximum density of shell on the ground surface. The most common shell 

species on the site is Anadara aliena, which represents 58.8% (n=80) of the recorded sample. 

Other taxa recorded on the site are listed in Thble 10-8. Several specimens of Syrinx auruanus 
were also observed, and some of the shell has been burnt. 

Thble 10-8 Shell MNI counts, Site V7 

SQUARE 

TAXON 1 2 3 4 5 AI TOTAL % 

Anadara aliena 4 10 4 7 12 10 47 58.8 
Atactodea striata 1 0 2 4 2 3 12 15.0 
Circe scripta 0 0 a 0 0 1 1 1.3 
Donax faba 1 0 a 2 1 0 4 5.0 
Marcia hiantina 3 3 0 2 3 2 13 16.3 
Pinctada maximus a 0 1 0 1 0 2 2.5 
Trisidos semitorta a 0 a 0 1 0 1 1.3 

TOTAL 9 13 7 15 20 16 80 

I Sample from auger holes. 
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Site VB 

Site V8 is a surficial scatter of shell on the top of a one metre high beach ridge. Sites 

V6, V7 and V9 are also located on top of this beach ridge. Site V8 is approximately 550m 

south of the northern shoreline. Vegetation cover is comprised of low grass, and occasional 

clumps of pandanus and Syzigium eucalyptoides. 

The scatter of shell measures 60m northeast-southwest by 30m northwest-southeast. 

The midden deposit, a compacted layer of poorly sorted yellowlbrown sand, fine sand and 

shell extends from the surface to a depth of 10cm. Shell on the surface of the midden has a 

highly clustered distribution, occurring in densities between 0.2/m2 and 251m2 and with an 

average density of approximately 131m2 • Some of the shell visible on the surface has been 

burnt. The most common types of shell in the recorded sample are Atactodea striata (52.9 %, 

n = 68), and Anadara aliena (27.9 %, n = 68) (Table I 0-9). 

Thble 10-9 Shell MNI counts, Site V8 

TAXON 1 2 

Anadara aliena 2 3 
Atactodea striata 3 2 

Donax faba 0 0 
Marcia hiantina 0 0 

Pinctada maximus 0 0 
Strombus sp. 0 0 
Syrinx auruanus 0 0 

Terebralia palustris 0 0 

Trisidos semitorta 0 0 

TOTAL 5 5 

I Sample from auger holes. 

SQUARE 

3 

0 
16 

0 
1 
0 
1 
0 

1 

0 

19 

250 

4 5 

4 9 
2 12 
1 0 
2 3 
0 1 
0 0 

1 0 

0 0 

1 0 

11 25 

TOTAL % 

1 19 27.9 
1 36 52.9 
0 1 1.5 
1 7 10.3 
0 1 1.5 
0 1 1.5 
0 1 1.5 
0 1 1.5 
0 1 1.5 

3 68 



Site V9 

This site consists of a sparse scatter of marine shell located on the same beach ridge as 

Sites V6, V7 and VS. At this point the northern shoreline is 550m away. Vegetation cover is 

comprised of low grass and occasional clumps of pandanus. Immediately to the south is a 

depression containing melaleuca trees. 

Surface inspection and augering revealed that the midden measures approximately 40m 

north-south by 40m east-west. The shell bearing layer is comprised of compacted 

yellowlbrown poorly sorted sand. Midden material extends from the surface to a depth of 

15cm. 

Shell occurs in relatively low densities across the surface of the midden. Although 

shell densities exceed 201m2 in some sections, average shell density is approximately 71m2. 

Shell taxa include Anadara aliena, Atactodea striata, Marcia hiantina, Megacardita 

incrassata, Strombus sp. and Trisidos semitorta. The most common species of shell in the 

recorded sample were Anadara aliena (47.5%, n=40), and Atactodea striata (37.5%, n=40) 

(Thble 10-10). Some of the shell has been burnt. 

Table 10-10 Shell MNI counts, Site V9 

TAXON 1 2 

Anadara aliena 3 2 
Atactodea striata 0 2 

Marcia hiantina 1 0 

Megacardita incrassata 0 0 

TOTAL 4 4 

1 Sample from auger holes. 

SQUARE 

3 

5 

11 

1 

3 

20 

4 5 TOTAL % 

3 3 3 19 47.5 

2 0 0 15 37.5 
0 0 1 3 7.5 
0 0 0 3 7.5 

5 3 4 40 

A number of buffalo bones were found on the surface of Site V9. There were no 

indications, such as burning or butchering marks, that these bones had been deposited by 

humans. As noted above, buffalo bones are spread widely across the coastal plain. The 

presence of such bones at Site V9 therefore almost certainly reflects natural processes. 
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Site VIO 

Site VIO is a small subsurface shell midden containing shell, stone artefacts and 

charcoal. Vegetation is comprised of low grasses and occasional clumps of pandanus. At its 

closest point, the shoreline is approximately 220m to the southwest. Most of the cultural 

material visible on the ground surface has probably been exposed by burrowing goannas. 

Augering revealed that most of the midden deposit lies beneath the surface in a layer of 

compact poorly sorted brown sand. This layer is 8-10cm beneath the surface and is 

approximately 20cm thick. 

Midden deposit covers an area of 20m north-south by 10m east-west. Reflecting the 

manner of exposure, marine shell has a highly clumped distribution across the surface of the 

site. Surface shell ranges in density from less than 11m2 to 151m2. The average shell density 

on the surface of the site is approximately 101m2. Shell species present include Anadara 

aliena, Atactodea striata, Geloina coaxans, Marcia hiantina, Megacardita incrassata, Syrinx 

auruanus, Terebralia palustris and Trisidos semitorta. Anadara aliena, which comprised 

55.5% (n=81) of the recorded sample, is the most common species on the site (Table 10-11). 

Thble 10-11 Shell MNI counts, Site VlQ 

TAXON 1 

Anadara aliena 7 

Atactodea striata 3 
Marcia hiantina 2 
Terebralia palustris 1 
Trisidos semitorta 2 

TOTAL 15 

1 Sample from auger holes. 

SQUARE 

234 

9 1 1 
1 2 2 

2 1 2 

1 0 0 

0 0 1 

13 4 6 

5 TOTAL % 

6 21 45 55.5 

2 2 12 14.8 
4 7 18 22.2 
0 0 2 2.5 
0 1 4 4.9 

12 31 81 

One stone artefact was observed on the surface of the site. This is a piece of sandstone 

tapered along one edge and broken along the other margins. It has not been ground, and the 

piece measures 90mm x 50mm x 20mm in size. Sandstone does not outcrop on the surface of 

the coastal plain, indicating that this rock must have been transported to the site by humans. 
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Site VII 

A small sub-surface scatter of shell exposed by goannas was identified as Site VII. 

The site occurs beneath a small clump of pandanus trees in a flat, sandy area approximately 

230m northeast of the current shoreline. Vegetation in the surrounding area is comprised of 

low grasses and occasional clumps of pandanus. 

Inspection of the ground surface, together with augering, revealed that the deposit 

measures approximately 10m x 10m. While burrowing animals have exposed shell on the 

surface, augering indicated that most of the shell material is distributed below the ground. The 

shell bearing layer extends from the surface to a depth of lOcm, and is composed of compact 

light brown sand. 

Although present in relatively sparse quantities, shell is spread continuously across the 

surface of the site. Shell density ranges from 0.5lm2 to 71m2, and averages 51m2. Shell taxa 

include Anadara aliena, Atactodea striata, Marcia hiantina, Gafrarium tumidum, Geloina 

coaxans and Trisidos semitorta. The most common species is Anadara aliena, which 

represented 63.3% (n=30) of the recorded sample (Thble 10-12). 

Table 10-12 Shell MNI counts, Site VII 

TAXON 1 

Anadara aliena 1 

Atactodea striata 1 

Gafrarium tumidum 0 

Marcia hiantina 0 

Trisidos semitorta 0 

TOTAL 2 

1 Sample from auger holes. 

SQUARE 

234 

4 3 3 
1 0 1 

1 0 0 

1 0 1 

0 0 1 

7 3 6 

253 

5 TOTAL % 

5 3 19 63.3 

2 1 6 20.0 

0 1 2 6.7 

0 0 2 6.7 

0 0 1 3.3 

7 5 30 



Site V12 

Site V12 is a 30cm high mound of shell, charcoal, laterite pebbles and dark grey silt. 

The mound measures 15m north-south by 12m east-west. It is located on a gentle laterite 

slope, and the surrounding vegetation is composed of open eucalypt woodland, including 

pandanus, acacia and eucalypt trees. The mound is approximately 250m east of the current 

shoreline, and 400m south of the coastal plain. 

Dense deposits of shell, charcoal and two large blocks of cemented laterite are visible 

on the surface of the mound. The first of the laterite blocks measures 160mm x 140mm x 

130mm, while the second is 280mm x 210mm x 130mm in size. Both are clearly manuports, 

as rocks of this size do not outcrop in the area around the mound. The presence of dense 

quantities of shell and the manuports suggests that this feature is likely to be human in origin. 

To address this question further, it is necessary to examine more closely the mound's contents. 

Three auger holes were drilled into this mound, while one was drilled into the ground 

surface immediately to the north of the mound. Auger holes in the mound revealed that the 

mound is composed of shell and sand, and that underneath the mound is a layer of clay and 

laterite pebbles. The basal laterite layer is identical to sediment on the ground surface around 

the mound. There is no shell on the ground surface around the mound. The contrast between 

sediment in the mound and the sediments constituting the surrounding ground surface is 

illustrated in Figure 10-3. 

The sediment sample from the ground surface was composed principally of laterite 

pebbles (85.6 % by weight), together with a small amount of finer sediment and no shell 

(Figure 10-3). By contrast, bulk samples augered from three locations on the mound contained 

only a minor amount of laterite (12.7% to 16.3 % by weight). Instead, they were composed 

mainly of shell (30.6% to 40.3% by weight) and fine sand (47.0% to 53.1 % by weight) 

(Figure 10-3). The distinct contrast between the composition of the mound and the 

unconsolidated material on the surrounding ground surface suggests sediments in the mound 

were not scraped up from the surrounding area. This reinforces the conclusion that the mound 

is of human origin, rather than being an abandoned megapode nest. 
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Figure 10-3 Sediment components on and off the mound, Site V12 
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Shell is spread continuously across the surface of the mound in densities between 

151m2 and 351m2 • Most of the shell in and on the mound is highly fragmented. Species found 

within the mound are listed in Table 10-13. Marcia hiantina, which represented 88.1 % 

(n=511) of the recorded sample, is the most common type of shellfish in the mound. All shell 

taxa listed in Thble 10-13 are known to be edible by humans (Chapter Two), and all shells 

recorded on the mound are within edible size classes. These observations are also consistent 

with a human origin for the mound. A single, calcined fragment of bone was recovered from 

one of the auger holes. This fragment measures less than 10mm x 10mm in size, and lacks 

any diagnostic features which could allow it to be identified. 

Thble 10-13 Shell MNI counts, Site V12 

TAXON 1 2 

Anadara aliena 0 0 
A~ac~odea s~ria~a 3 4 
Marcia hian~ina 17 24 
Circe scrip~a 0 1 
Gafrarium tumidum 1 0 
Geloina coaxans 0 a 
Megacardita incrassata 1 a 
Terebralia palustris 0 2 
Telescopium telescopium 0 1 
Turbo cinerus 0 2 

Volegelea wardiana 0 0 

TOTAL 22 34 

1 Sample from auger holes 1-3. 

SQUARE 

3 

0 
1 

12 
0 
0 
0 
a 
a 
0 

0 

1 

14 

4 5 TOTAL % 

1 0 1 2 0.4 
1 1 15 25 4.9 

10 17 370 450 88.1 
0 0 2 3 0.6 
0 2 2 5 1.0 
0 0 1 l 0.2 
0 0 6 7 1.4 
0 1 9 12 2.3 
0 1 0 2 0.4 
1 0 a 3 0.6 
0 a 0 1. 0.2 

13 22 406 511 

A sample of shell (Marcia hiantina) from the base of one of the auger holes was 

submitted for radiocarbon dating. This sample returned an age estimate of 1220+70 BP 

(BETA 49886), which is equivalent to 1277-1401 calAD. 
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Site V13 

Site V13 consists of two adjacent arrangements of shell, coral and sandstone. The 

arrangements occur on a flat, sandy area with low grasses and occasional clumps of pandanus 

trees. The site is located on the far eastern edge of the sandy plain, immediately adjacent to 

the open eucalypt woodland. The nearest part of the shoreline is approximately 500m away. 

The larger of the two arrangements measures 4m x 4m in size, and contains seven 

pieces of coral. Each fragment of coral is between 20cm and 40cm wide and two have 

oysters attached to them. Also present in this cluster is a large block of sandstone, which 

measures 60cm in diameter. Seven large false trumpet shells (Syrinx auruanus), and one giant 

clam shell (Tridacna maxima) form the remainder of the assemblage. All of these shells are 

intact. 

Immediately to the west of the first arrangement is a second concentration of shell and 

coral. This cluster measures 2m x 3m in extent, and contains 4 pieces of coral, each of which 

are between 20cm and 25cm in diameter. Shells in the cluster consist of one specimen of 

Syrinx auruanus, four bailer shells (Melo amphora), one giant clam shell (Tridacna maxima), 

and one spider shell (Lambis sp.). The latter species is not known to be edible. These shells 

are also intact. 

This site presents a marked contrast with middens recorded both at Vashon Head and in 

other parts of the Cobourg Peninsula. The high frequency of large coral and sandstone 

fragments, and the exclusive presence of very large shell species, makes this site (together with 

Site V14) unusual amongst the archaeological features recorded on the Cobourg Peninsula. It 

therefore seems unlikely, on purely archaeological grounds, to have formed as a result of the 

same types of activities that led to the deposition of the other midden deposits. 

The origins of this site have been described by several Aboriginal custodians, but the 

accounts are not completely consistent. According to John Williams, one of the traditional 

custodians for the area, this site was formed when a missionary from Elcho Island came ashore 

to repair his boat engine. They apparently left the arrangements as a marker of their visit. By 

contrast, Robert Cunningham, the senior traditional owner of the Vashon Head area, has 

apparently stated that the scatters are grave markers (pers. comm. Norma Richardson). 

Support for the latter interpretation can be derived from historical literature for the region. A 

visitor to Cape Don in the 1940s saw clusters of large bailer shells associated with Aboriginal 

graves (Gilbert 1951: 131). The shells had apparently been used to dig in the sandy soil 

(Gilbert 1951:31). 
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Given the two different oral accounts, the origin of this site remains unclear. 

Nonetheless, both accounts indicate that the site was not associated with human consumption of 

marine fauna. This site is therefore not considered relevant to the questions regarding 

indigenous economies that were outlined in Chapters Six and Seven. 

Site V14 

Two clusters of large shells and two 44 gallon drums were found at this location. The 

site is located approximately 800m from the nearest part of the shoreline on a gently undulating 

sandy area with low northeast-southwest oriented ridges. Vegetation cover consists of low 

grasses and casuarina trees. 

The more easterly of the two clusters is 4m x 4m in size. It contains coral, nine large 

specimens of Syrinx auruanus, two specimens of Melo amphora, and one 44 gallon drum. 

Immediately to the southwest is a second cluster, measuring 5m x 5m in size. This contains 19 

Syrinx auruanus, two Melo amphora, one Anadara aliena and one spider shell (Lamb is sp.). 

There is also a 44 gallon drum in this scatter. 

The presence of two 44 gallon drums suggests that this site may have been deposited 

relatively recently. Alternatively, the drums may have been left here after the shells were 

discarded. Traditional custodians did not provide an explanation for the site's origin. Given 

its similarity to site V13, however, there is no reason to assume that it was associated with 

human consumption of marine foods. This site is therefore also considered not relevant to the 

analysis of chronological change in indigenous economies. 
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10.5 DISCUSSION 

A total of 14 archaeological sites were recorded at Vashon Head, and their 

characteristics are summarized in Table 10-14. All sites contain marine shell, while some 

contain additional faunal remains such as crab and fish bone. Cultural remains also include 

charcoal, hearths, manuports, and stone artefacts. No foreign artefacts, other than two 44 

gallon drums at site V14, were recorded. 

Thble 10-14 Summary of site data, Vashon Head 

SITE RIDGE DIST. 

GROUP SEA (m) 

1 2 50 

2 2 40 

3 2 75 

4 2 100 

5 2 500 

6 2 450 

7 2 700 

8 2 600 

9 2 600 

10 1 220 

11 1 230 

12 150 

13 300 

14 500 

FORM 

Midden 

Midden 

Midden 

Midden 

Midden 

Midden 

Midden 

Midden 

Midden 

Midden 

Midden 

Mound 

Arrangement 

Arrangement 

SIZE 

(m2 ) 

2900 

2000 

1500 

3800 

400 

1400 

1800 

1800 

1600 

200 

100 

180 

25 

41 

DOMINANT 

SHELL SF. 

A. striata 

M. hiantina 

A. striata 

M. hiantina 

A. aliena 

A. aliena 

A. aliena 

A. striata 

A. aliena 

A. aliena 

A. aliena 

M. hiantina 

S. auruanus 

S. auruanus 

COMMENTS 

Crab remains, burnt 

shell, 510±50 BF 

Hearths, charcoal, 

burnt shell 

Burnt shell, charcoal 

Burnt shell 

Charcoal, fish bone 

1950±80 BF 

Burnt shell 

Burnt shell 

Burnt shell 

stone artefacts 

Charcoal, manuports 

unid. bone, 1220±70 BP 

Coral, sandstone 

Coral, 44 gallon drums 

Site V12, a shell mound, is located on the laterite slope on the fringe of the coastal 

plain. On the coastal plain itself a total of 11 midden deposits were recorded. Two 

arrangements of coral, rock and shell were also identified in this area. Sites vary considerably 

in terms of their contents, geomorphological context and distance from the shoreline (Thble 10-

14). Sites from Vashon Head also vary considerably in terms of their age. 
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The chronology of human occupation at Vashon Head 

Radiocarbon age estimates from sites at Vashon Head are listed in ascending order of 

antiquity in Thble 10-15. The most important implication of these dates in this context is that 

Site VI can be attributed to the post-contact period. By contrast, Sites V6 and V12 return 

calibrated dates substantially earlier than the onset of Macassan voyages at 1720 AD. 

Accordingly, these two sites can be confidently dated to the pre-contact period. 

Thble 10-15 Radiocarbon age estimates from Vashon Head 

SITE 

VI 

V12 

V6 

RADIOCARBON 

DATE (BP) 

510±50 

1220±70 

1950±80 

CORRECTED 

DATE (BP)1 

60±85 

770±105 

1500±115 

CALIBRATED 

DATE (1 sigrna)2 

Modern 

1277-1401 calAD 

551-692 calAD 

1 Marine oceanic reservoir correction factor of 450±35 deducted. 

2 After Stuiver and Reimer (1986) 

Having demonstrated that human occupation of Vashon Head extended over a 

considerable period of time, the next question that must be addressed is which of the sites 

documented on the coastal plain were occupied concurrently. Campsites may have been 

abandoned as the shore prograded, with human activities involving the consumption of 

shellfood restricted to areas close to the shoreline. If this was the case then sites on the oldest 

parts of the coastal plain should have been deposited only when the now landward beach ridges 

were active. Alternatively, people may have continued to occupy inland parts of the coastal 

plain regardless of the distance to the shoreline. If this was the case then midden material in 

sites on the oldest beach ridges may have accumulated over a period of more than a thousand 

years. 

Of particular importance in this analysis is distinguishing between sites that date to the 

pre-contact and post-contact period. Site VI, which is adjacent to the northern coastline of the 

sandy plain, is post-contact in age. Given that Sites V2, V3 and V4 are also located adjacent 

to the northern coastline, these sites may also date to the post-contact period. It is necessary to 

determine whether Sites V2, V3 and V4 were occupied contemporaneously with Site VI, and 
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if so whether human occupation was restricted to the beach ridges closest to the shoreline 

during the post-contact period. If this was the case, then the sites at Vashon Head could 

readily be divided into pre-contact and post-contact deposits. One avenue through which this 

question can be addressed is through analysis of the composition of the shellfish assemblages in 

each site. 

If Sites VI to V4 were occupied at the same time as other sites on the coastal plain, 

then a similar range of shellfish taxa might be expected to occur in middens from all sections 

of the coastal plain. Alternatively, if the location of prehistoric campsites followed the 

prograding shoreline, then middens VI to V4, which are located in the youngest part of the 

coastal plain, should contain different shell assemblages to the middens from the remainder of 

the coastal plain. This is particularly the case if it can be demonstrated that there were 

chronological changes in the types of molluscs living in the vicinity of Vashon Head 

throughout the last 1500 years. 

Donax Jaba, a small bivalve found in open sandy or surf beaches (Wells and Bryce 

1988:172) was recorded in three sites: V6, V7 and V8. These three sites are located on the 

most landward of the beach ridges in Group 2, and are thus located on a relatively old part of 

the coastal plain. Given that the intertidal environment currently present at Vashon Head is 

comprised of sandy mud flats, Donax Jaba is unlikely to be found in the area today. This 

suggests that there were changes in the species of shell available to humans at Vashon Head as 

the coastal plain prograded. 

The frequency of two of the most common shell taxa in middens at Vashon Head, 

Anadara aliena and Marcia hiantina has been plotted in Figure 10-4. The graph reveals major 

differences in the composition of the shell assemblages between Sites VI to V4 and the other 

middens on the coastal plain. Anadara aliena is a common shell taxon within middens V5 to 

Vll, representing between 27.9% and 63.3% of the recorded sample from each site (Figure 

10-4). On average Anadara aliena represents 49.0% (n=506) of the recorded shells from 

these sites. By contrast, Anadara aliena represents less than 1 % of the shell assemblages in 

Sites VI to V4. On average, only 0.1 % (n=717) of the shell assemblages from these four 

sites are comprised of Anadara aliena. 

Marcia hiantina is an common shell species in Sites VI to V 4, ranging in frequency 

between 23.7% and 61.5% of the recorded shell sample in each site (Figure 10-4). On 

average, Marcia hiantina represents 35.0% (n=717) of the total shell sample recorded in Sites 

VI to V4. This species is not present in Site V5, and represents between 6.7% and 22.2 % of 

the shellfish assemblages in Sites V6 to Vll (Figure 10-4). On average Marcia hiantina 

represents only 10.9% (n=506) of the shellfish in Sites V6 to VII. Thus, there are major 

differences in the composition of shell assemblages in middens from different sections of the 
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coastal plain. The similarities between the shellfish assemblages in Sites V 1 to V 4 suggests 

that these four sites were occupied during the same period of time. 
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Figure 10-4 Relative frequency of Anadara aliena and Marcia hiantina, Sites VI-Vll 
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Variation in the range of shell taxa present within different sets of middens is also 

consistent with this argument. Both murex shells (Muricidae) and chitons (Chitonidae) are 

commonly found on intertidal rocks (see Chapter Two). At present, these species could be 

collected from the rock platforms that line the northern shoreline of the coastal plain. They 

were probably not as readily available in the past, as there are no rock outcrops on the coastal 

plain itself. If any of the middens in the centre of the coastal plain were deposited at the same 

time as Sites VI to V4, then it could be expected that they would contain shells from the rock 

platforms. However, chiton and murex shells were present exclusively in Sites VI, V2, V3 

and V4, which are the middens lying on the youngest part of the coastal plain. 

This suggests that the rocky reefs to the north of the coastal plain were not "inter-tidal" 

until the shoreline had built up to its present point. Alternatively, shells on the rocky reef may 

have been exploited only when it became attached to the mainland and accordingly more easily 

accessible to humans. In any case, the absence of murex shells and chitons from Sites V5 to 

Vll suggests that shell deposition on these middens ceased before Sites VI to V4 were 

occupied. Accordingly, it is possible to attribute Sites VI to V4 to the post-contact period, 

while Sites V5 to V11, together with the shell mound V12, can confidently be identified as 

pre-contact in age. Contrasts between the structure of the pre-contact and post-contact 

middens at Vashon Head might be expected if settlement patterns altered after the onset of 

foreign contact. 

Vashon Head - implications for economic change 

No non-Aboriginal archaeological sites were found at Vashon Head. The closest 

archaeological site of this nature is a Macassan site located on the eastern side of Trepang Bay 

approximately 4km southeast of sites VI-V4 (Macknight 1969:114; see Chapter Eight). 

Historic records make no mention of Macassan trepang fishing or processing in the immediate 

vicinity of Vashon Head (see Macknight 1969:113-114). A government geologist observed 

four boats with 13 Aborigines collecting trepang from the coral reef in front of Vashon Head 

early in the twentieth century, but his records do not indicate that these people were residing in 

the immediate vicinity at the time (Brown 1905:29). 

Thus, Aborigines occupied the coastal plain at Vashon Head during the post-contact 

period for purposes which were not directly linked to the activities of foreigners. The 

archaeological patterns at Vashon Head, and their relationship to the predictions outlined at 

the end of Chapter Seven, must be assessed in this light. 
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One archaeological pattern identified in the previous chapter concerned a contrast in the 

frequency of non-local stone artefacts on pre-contact and post-contact middens. Only one 

flaked stone artefact, a fragment of sandstone, was recorded at Vashon Head. This artefact 

was found in Site V6, a pre-contact midden. Although this stone cannot have been obtained 

on the coastal plain itself, sandstone does outcrop on the Cobourg Peninsula (see Chapter 

Two). No stone artefacts made of non-local stone were found at Vashon Head. The absence 

of non-local stone artefacts from the pre-contact middens is consistent with archaeological 

patterns identified in the previous chapter. Nonetheless, the relatively high frequency of non

local stone artefacts in post-contact middens which was identified in Chapter Nine is not 

repeated at Vashon Head. 

One reason for this contrast may be that foreigners did not reside at Vashon Head. 

Thus, while people were inhabiting Vashon Head they are unlikely to have had direct access to 

large supplies of foreign goods, which, as discussed in Chapter Seven, were amongst the 

principle articles exchanged for stone artefacts. Alternatively, the activities carried out at 

Vashon Head may not have required the use of stone artefacts. In any case, it appears that 

non-local artefacts were not discarded with equal frequencies in different parts of the landscape 

on the Cobourg Peninsula. This issue is examined further in Chapter Fourteen. 

Another pattern which was identified in the previous chapter was a marked contrast in 

the frequency of turtle and dugong bone on pre-contact and post-contact middens. Only two 

fragments of bone, a fish vertebra and a small fragment of unidentified bone, were located 

during the survey at Vashon Head. The fact that both of these fragments were calcined 

suggests that conditions for the preservation of vertebrate faunal remains are relatively poor at 

Vashon Head. Calcined bone is particularly resistant to chemical decay, and may survive long 

after unmodified bone has been destroyed (e.g. Herrmann 1979). Archaeological data from 

Vashon Head are therefore not necessarily applicable to questions regarding chronological 

change in the nature of marine hunting. 

One issue that the data from Vashon Head can be directly applied to is the analysis of 

the impact of foreign contact on Aboriginal settlement patterns on the Cobourg Peninsula. In 

Chapter Nine it was demonstrated that the average size of middens deposited during the post

contact period was substantially larger than the average size of middens deposited prior to the 

onset of foreign contact. Increases in midden size were demonstrable both at locations 

adjacent to centres of foreign contact and in locations in which no foreigners are known to 

have resided. Identification of the latter trend suggested that the process of culture contact led 

to changes in Aboriginal settlement patterns across the coastline generally, and not just in 

places which were the scene of intensive foreign activities. The archaeological sequence at 

Vashon Head presents an excellent opportunity to investigate this possibility further because 

the complete sample of midden sites in the study area have been identified, and because 
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foreigners did not reside within the immediate area. 

The area of midden sites at Vashon Head has been calculated through the same method 

outlined in Chapter Nine, and the results are presented in Figure 10-5. As is apparent in this 

diagram, the range and mean size of post-contact middens at Vashon Head is substantially 

larger than the pre-contact middens. Pre-contact middens have a mean area of only 935m2 

(n=8) (Table 10-16). By contrast, the mean area of post-contact middens is over two and a 

half times greater, at 2,550m2 (n=4) (Table 10-16). A t-test reveals that the difference 

between the two means is significant at the O.Ollevel or better (t=3.079, df=IO). 
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Figure 10-5 Area of middens at Vashon Head 
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Table 10-16 Average area of pre-contact and post-contact middens at Vashon Head 

PERIOD n MINIMUM 

SIZE (m2) 

Pre-contact 8 100 

Post-contact 4 1,500 

MAXIMUM 

SIZE (m2) 

1,800 

3,800 

MEAN SIZE 0 2 

(m2 ) 

935 779.1 

2,550 1,014.9 

A similar chronological trend is also apparent if the volumes of pre-contact and post

contact midden deposits at Vashon Head are calculated (Thble 10-17). Approximate midden 

volume was calculated by multiplying the area of the site by the depth of the deposit. In cases 

where augering revealed that the depth of deposit was variable the mean depth of deposit was 

used. In the case of the shell mound, Site V12, volume was calculated according to the 

formula provided in Sorant and Shenkel (1984). The results reveal than the mean volume of 

post-contact middens (237.5m3, n=4) is larger than the mean volume of pre-contact middens 

(159.3 m\ n=8) at Vashon Head. While the contrast is not significant at the 0.01 level of 

probability (t=0.836, df=lO), it is significant at the 0.05 level, indicating a chronological 

trend consistent with that calculated on the basis of midden area. 

Thble 10-17 Average volume of pre-contact and post-contact middens at Vashon Head 

PERIOD n MINIMUM MAXIMUM MEAN VOL. o:Z 

VOL. (m3 ) VOL. (ro3 ) (ro3 ) 

Pre-contact 8 10 450 159.3 157.2 

Post-contact 4 100 435 237.5 141.8 

Figure 10-6 plots the average and maximum density of shell on each of the middens at 

Vashon Head against site size. The graph reveals the densest deposits of surface shell were 

recorded on Sites VI, V3 and V4, all of which are post-contact deposits. Site V2, another 

post-contact site, has a maximum and mean density of shell which is within the upper range of 

the pre-contact deposits. Post-contact sites at Vashon Head are therefore not only the largest 

middens in the area but also contain the densest concentrations of marine shell. This pattern 

raises the possibility that the intensity of human occupation at Vashon Head, and/or the 

intensity of shellfood consumption, was substantially greater after the onset of Macassan 

voyages to Arnhem Land. 
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Taphonomic processes responsible for the destruction or burial of midden sites cannot 

be raised as an explanation for these patterns. In other areas of northern Australia it has been 

demonstrated that wave action or tidal surges during cyclonic activity may lead to the partial or 

complete destruction of midden sites adjacent to the coastline (e.g. Bird 1992). Nonetheless, 

the relatively small size of pre-contact middens at Vashon Head cannot be attributed to the 

erosion of these features in the past. Sites at Vashon Head have been deposited on a rapidly 

prograding shoreline, and some sites are now nearly a kilometre from the shoreline. 

Accordingly, the sites at Vashon Head would have been relatively protected from the impact of 

erosive processes. 

As documented above, some of the midden deposits at Vashon Head have been covered 

in a thin layer of sediment after they were deposited. Nonetheless, the methodology employed 

in this study has ensured that site burial has not impacted substantially on the author's ability to 

discern chronological changes in site structure. As noted above, the boundaries of all 

subsurface midden deposits were confirmed through a program of augering. Accordingly, the 

size of middens which had been partially buried could be accurately estimated. Site burial also 

did not prove to be a substantial restraint in the estimation of shell densities. Large sections of 

all of the sub-surface middens had been exposed through the actions of digging animals such as 

goannas, and augering confirmed that the density of shell below the ground was not markedly 

higher than the density of shell within these exposed sections. 

Human use of the coastline at Vashon Head appears to have intensified after the onset 

of Macassan voyages. It is likely that this pattern was repeated at many other locations across 

the peninsula, given that chronological increases in midden size are generally demonstrable 

throughout the region (Chapter Nine). The archaeological patterns at Vashon Head do not 

necessarily invalidate the model of post-contact settlement patterns proposed by Schrire (1972). 

Nonetheless, they do suggest that the process of foreign contact impacted on Aboriginal 

settlement patterns much more widely than was originally anticipated within this model. 

Another parallel that can be drawn between the archaeological patterns at Vashon Head 

and the patterns outlined in the previous chapter is chronological change in the types of 

middens deposited. The only shell mound identified at Vashon Head returned a basal date of 

1277-1401 cal AD, and there are no indications that mound accumulation at Vashon Head 

continued into the post-contact period. Furthermore, no shell mounds dating to the post

contact period were identified within the sample of middens discussed in Chapter Nine. In 

order to further investigate the chronology of mound formation, and to identify the range of 

human economic activities reflected within them, the next chapter describes an excavation and 

analysis of a shell mound at Croker Island. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

MARI-MARAMAY: SHELL 
MOUNDS ON CROKER ISLAND 

11.1 INTRODUCTION 

In the previous two chapters substantial variation was demonstrated between the 

contents and structure of pre-contact and post-contact midden deposits. For example, while 

non-local stone artefacts are uncommon in pre-contact middens, they occur frequently in post

contact middens. Similarly, while turtle and dugong remains occur frequently within post

contact middens, they are uncommon in pre-contact sites. In order to further investigate the 

nature of marine hunting and stone artefact use in the pre-contact period detailed studies, 

including systematic excavation, have been conducted on several sites in the Cobourg 

Peninsula region. 

One of these sites is a shell mound on the southwest coast of Croker Island (Figure Il

l). According to Illijilli Lamilami, senior Aboriginal custodian for this part of Croker Island, 

the Aboriginal name for this area is Mari-maramay. Accordingly, the shell mound which was 

found at this location is referred to hereafter as MMI. 

This chapter describes the characteristics and environmental context of MMI. The 

stratigraphy and chronology of the excavated mound is described in detail, together with the 

shell, stone artefacts, and vertebrate faunal remains present in the deposit. Three issues are 

dealt with at the end of the chapter: the origins of MMl, mid-Holocene environmental change 

at Croker Island, and the nature of pre-contact subsistence patterns and stone artefact use in the 

area. 

11.2 GEOGRAPHICAL CONTEXT AND ATTRIBUTES OF l\1Ml 

Mari-Maramay is located on the southwest coast of Croker Island (Figure 11-1). The 

coastline at this point is composed of an extensive tidal mudflat. The mudflat, which slopes to 

the west on a very low gradient, is approximately 150m wide, and contains several stands of 

mangrove trees. To the east of the mudflat the land rises along a gentle laterite slope. 

Vegetation on this slope consists of an open eucalypt woodland, including eucalypts, pandanus, 

cabbage tree palms and grasses. Approximately 100m to the south of Mari-maramay is a small 

and ephemeral freshwater creek. 

269 



o 
I 

N 

r 
kIn 

10 
I 

COBOURG 
PENINSUlA 

Figure 11-1 Location of Mari-maramay 

CROKER 
ISLAND 

Templer fI 
Island '-..) 

The mangrove-covered mudflat in front of Mari-maramay forms an ideal habitat for 

shell species such as Telescopium telescopium and Terebralia palustris. Both of these species 

can be observed in this area in large numbers. Black-lipped oysters (Crassostrea amasa) are 

available on small outcrops of rock on the beach in front of the mudflat. A shellfish species 

that is popular amongst local Aboriginals today, Geloina coaxans, is available in a mangrove 

creek approximately 750m south of the site. As indicated in Figure 11-2, the mound stands 

near the boundary of the mudflat and the open sc1erophyll forest, resting on the laterite surface 

above a slope leading down to the mudflat. The mudflat is between l.5m and 3m below the 

break of slope. 
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MM1 is a discrete, roughly circular mound of shell (Figure 11-2). At its base, the 

mound measures approximately 10m north-south and 12m east-west, while the shell deposit is 

l.lm thick (Figure 11-3). Shell on the surface of the mound is highly weathered and 

fragmented, and no vertebrate faunal remains or charcoal were observed on the surface of this 

feature. 
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Figure 11-3 Shell mound profile, MMI 

11.3 METHODOLOGY: EXCAVATION AND ANALYSIS 

T2 

Two adjoining 50cm x 50cm pits (Squares A and B) were excavated in the centre of 

MM1 (Figure 11-2). The pits were placed so that the deepest possible stratigraphic sequence 

through the mound deposit could be sampled during the course of the excavation. A 40cm x 

35cm pit (Square C) was also excavated one metre outside the base of the mound on its eastern 

margin (Figure 11-2). The purpose of this excavation was to compare sediments on the ground 

surface outside the mound to the stratigraphic layers immediately below the shell mound. 

Excavation proceeded following the Johnson (1979: 151) bucket technique. The 

removal of each spit continued until a 10 litre bucket had been filled with sediment or a change 

in sediment colour and/or texture was observed. The pH level and Munsell colour were 

recorded for each spit. Excavated sediment was weighed and then sieved through 6mm and 

3mm mesh nested sieves. The entire remains of each fraction were retained, together with a 

bulk sample from every third spit. . 

All material retained from Square A was subjected to the following laboratory 

procedures. After washing and drying, sieve residues were sorted into the different 

components (shell, charcoal, rock and vertebrate faunal remains) and weighed. Shells were 

identified through the same approach as that described in Chapter Nine. Minimum numbers of 

individuals were also calculated in same way with one minor exception. For each species of 

bivalve, shell or shell fragments with left or right hinges were counted. MNI was taken as the 

larger number of the left or right hinges. 
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11.4 STRATIGRAPHY AND CHRONOLOGY 

During the excavation of Squares A and B, two major strata were identified. These 

were the shell layers comprising the mound itself (Stratum 1), and the layers of laterite and 

clay on which the mound rests (Stratum 2) (Figure 11-4). The major difference between the 

two strata is the density of shell, with Stratum 1 composed mostly of shell, and Stratum 2 

containing virtually no shell. 

The dense concentrations of shell in Stratum 1 are contained within a matrix of fine 

dark grey or brown sand. Stone artefacts, vertebrate faunal remains, and charcoal also occur 

within this stratum, together with pieces of sandstone and laterite. Stratum 2 contains very 

little shell, and is composed mostly of red/brown laterite pebbles and clay. No stone artefacts, 

charcoal, vertebrate faunal material, or sandstone fragments were found in this stratum. 

Five discrete layers within Stratum 1, and two discrete layers in Stratum 2 were 

distinguished during the excavation (Figure 11-4). Layers were identified primarily on the 

basis of the colour of the matrix. As the mound was dry throughout, this colour difference 

reflects variation in sediment composition. Other distinguishing criteria include the degree of 

weathering on the shells, and the degree to which the sediment is compacted. The seven layers 

(summarised in Table 11-1) are described below. 

Thble 11-1 Munsell code and pH of each stratigraphic layer, MM1 

LAYER SPITS 

lA 1 

lB 2-6 

lC 7-13 

10 14-20 

lE 21-22 

2A 23-24 

2B 2S-26 

MUNSELL 

CODE 

10YR 2/1 

10YR 2/1 

10YR 4/1 

10YR 3/1 

10YR 3/2 

7.SYR 3/3 

& SY 2.S/1 

SYR 3/3-SYR 4/6 
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Figure 11-4 Stratigraphic profile, north wall, MM1 



IA Surface shell layer 
The surface of the mound is composed almost entirely of loose shell together with a 

small amount of sand. Shell in this layer is highly weathered and fragmented. 

IB Dark brown shell layer 

This is a very compact layer of relatively intact shell in a matrix of fine, dark brown 

sand. Small pieces of charcoal are scattered throughout this layer. 

Ie Charcoal rich shell layer 

Layer lC is a deposit of intact, unweathered shell with mottled light grey/dark brown 

poorly sorted sand. Isolated fragments of charcoal occur throughout this layer. This layer is 

loose and friable, particularly towards the base where sediment becomes lighter in colour. 

Layer IC also contains two lenses of charcoal rich sediment. The first was identified adjacent 

to the south wall of Square B. This lens extends over an area of at least 35cm x I5cm and is 

between 2cm and 3cm thick. A second lens of charcoal is visible in the north wall of Square 

A (Figure 11-4). This lens was identified over an area of more than 25cm x 30cm and is 3cm 

thick. 

ID Grey shell layer 

This is a layer of relatively intact, unweathered shell and fine grey sand. Shell is 

relatively loose at the top, becoming more compact towards the base. The layer contains some 

small fragments of charcoal. 

IE Dark grey shell layer 

A compact layer of dark grey fine sand with a high frequency of unweathered shell was 

labelled Layer IE. Small pieces of charcoal are scattered throughout the layer. A l5cm wide 

lens of charcoal rich sediment was uncovered at the top of this layer on the eastern side of 

Square A. 

2A Laterite layer 

Directly beneath the base of the shell deposit is a layer of fine brown sand with large 

quantities of laterite pebbles. By contrast to layers in Stratum 1, Layer 2A contains small 

quantities of shell, and this material is highly weathered. This layer appears to be the original 

gravel surface on which the mound was deposited. 

2B Red clay layer 

Layer 2B is a very compact deposit of red/brown clay with some ironstone and laterite 

pebbles. This layer contains no charcoal or shell, and is likely to represent the undisturbed 

indurated zone of the lateritic profile. 
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The stratigraphy revealed in Square C matched that identified as Stratum 2 in Squares 

A and B. No shell was recovered during the excavation of Square C, either on or below the 

surface of the ground. The top layer, which extends to a depth of 10cm, consists of light 

grey/brown (IOYR 5/2) fine sand with laterite rocks and pebbles, and is equivalent to Layer 

2A from Squares A and B. The basal layer, which extends to depth of at least 35cm, is 

comprised of an orange/brown clay (lOYR 5/4). There is no rock, shell or charcoal in this 

layer, and it represents the equivalent of Layer 2B in Squares A and B. The excavation of 

Square C therefore confirmed that Stratum 2 from Squares A and B represents the former 

ground surface on which the mound was deposited. 

Chronology 

Five radiocarbon age estimates have been obtained from Square A, and these are 

presented in Table 11-2. Three dates are on shell, one is on charcoal from the lens in Layer 

1C, and one is from charcoal collected in situ during the excavation of the base of Layer IE. 

An oceanic reservoir correction factor of -450±35 years has been applied to the shell dates 

(after Gillespie and Polach 1979), and the dates have been calibrated after Stuiver and Reimer 

(1986). The age estimates suggest deposition of MM1 began at approximately 3100 calBP, and 

continued until approximately 2000 calBP (Figure 11-5). No stratigraphic features consistent 

with a depositional hiatus, (e.g. an unexposed layer of highly weathered or fragmented shell) 

was observed during the excavation of Stratum 1. 

Table 11-2 Radiocarbon dates from Square A, MMl 

LAYER SPIT DEPTH MATERIAL LAB NUMBER DATE (BP) DATE 

(cm) (Beta) (calBP) 

1B 2 2 Shell 44835 2470±70 2120-1880 

1C 13 50 Charcoal 47222 2590±70 2775-2611 

1C 13 50 Shell 47223 2900±60 2737-2351 

1G 22 91 Charcoal 65997 2900±80 3237-2893 

1G 22 91 Shell 44836 3450±80 3359-3002 
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11.5 RESULTS 

Shell 

As was apparent from the description of the stratigraphy, marine shell forms a major 

component of the mound. Sieve residues were analysed to determine the proportion of marine 

shell within the sediments throughout the stratigraphic profile. This analysis revealed that shell 

retained in the 6mm and 3mm sieves comprises more than 40 % by weight of the sediments 

excavated from all layers in Stratum 1 (Figure 11-6). On average, 47.0% by weight of the 

sediments excavated from Stratum 1 are comprised of shell. By contrast, the percentage of 

shell by weight is less than 20% in Layer 2A, and is zero in Layer 2B (Figure 11-6). On 

average, 8.3 % by weight of all sediments excavated from Stratum 1 are composed of rock, 

while 44.7% of the deposit is constituted by sediments less than 3mm in diameter. Marine 

shell therefore forms the dominant component of MM1. 
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The shell taxa identified in Square A are listed (in descending order of frequency) in 

Table 11-3. Gajrarium tumidum represent over two thirds of the shellfish excavated in Square 

A. Marcia hiantina is the next most common species at 24.3% (n = 15,044), and oyster 

(Crassostrea amasa) represents 3.5% (n=15,044) of the assemblage. Other shell species are 

present in frequencies of less than 1.5 %. 

Table 11-3 Shell MNI counts, Square A, MM1 

TAXON MNI %MNI HABITAT2 

Gafrarium tumidum 10,150 67.5 SMF 

Marcia hiantina 3,667 24.3 SMF 

Crassostrea amasa 525 3.5 M 

Cerithidae sp.1 201 1.3 M 

Nerita chamaeleon 134 0.9 R 

Terebralia palustris 125 0.9 M 

Atactodea striata 50 0.3 SMF 

Chitonidae 33 0.2 R 

Anadara granosa 31 0.2 SMF 

Telescopium telescopium 31 0.2 M 

Turbo cinerus 25 0.2 R 

Nerita polita 22 0.1 R 

Anadara aliena 17 0.1 SMF 

Asaphis deflorata 11 <0.1 SMF 

Pinctada maxima 7 <0.1 SMF 

Volegelea wardiana 5 <0.1 SMF 

Syrinx auruanus 3 <0.1 SMF 

Geloina coaxans 3 <0.1 M 

Circe scripta 2 <0.1 SMF 

Strombus sp. 2 <0.1 ? 

TOTAL 15,044 

1 Considered inedible due to their small size «15mm long) 

2 SMF = sand/mud flats, M = mangroves, R = rocks (Data from Blackburn 

(1982), Child (1974), Morton (1983), Wells and Bryce (1988)) 

279 



All shell taxa retrieved from MM1, with the exception of Cerithidae, are potentially 

edible by humans (cf Chapter Two). All specimens of Cerithidae found within the mound are 

less than 15mm long, and are therefore considered too small to be edible. This taxon 

represents less than 1.5 % of the shells in Square A. Given that the Cerithidae specimens are 

small in size, edible shellfood must represent well over 99 % by volume of the shells within the 

mound, satisfying Hughes and Sullivan's (1974) and Attenbrow's (1992) criteria for a human 

shell midden. 

Shell taxa from sand/mud flat environments comprise 92.7% (n=15,044) of the total 

shell assemblage in Square A (Table 11-3). By contrast, shells that live in mangrove habitats 

form just 2.4% (n=15,044) of the total assemblage, and species from rocky habitats only 

4.9% (n=15,044). Note that in this case oysters (which may be found on mangrove trees or 

on rocks cf Meehan 1982:53) are considered to have been derived from a rocky environment, 

such as an intertidal rock platform. This is because many oysters were found in the deposit 

still attached to fragments of rock. 

The relative frequency of shells from different habitats does vary throughout the 

stratigraphic profile. Shell species from mangrove habitats, such as Cerithidae sp., Geloina 
cooxans, Telescopium telescopium and Terebralia palustris were most frequent in Layer ID 

and at the base of Layer 1C (spits 20 to 12) (Figure 11-7). On average, 5.9% (n=4761) of the 

shell assemblage in each of the spits from Layer ID was composed of mangrove species. The 

frequency of these species dropped sharply during the deposition of spit 11, then remained low 

(less than 1.5 %) throughout the upper part of the profile (Figure 11-7). 

The relative frequency of species from rocky habitats (Chitonidae, Crassostrea amasa, 
Nerita chamaeleon, Nerita polita and Turbo cinerus), demonstrates a similar pattern of change 

through time. Such species were most commonly deposited in Layer 1D and at the base of 

Layer 1C (spits 20 to 12). On average, 8.0% (n=4761) of the shell in each spit from Layer 

1D was comprised of species from rocky habitats. Shell taxa from rocky habitats formed only 

3.0% of the shells in Spit 11, and remained uncommon (less than 3%) throughout the upper 

part of the profile (Figure 11-7). 

Despite this chronological variation, species from sandy mudflat habitats were the most 

common types of shell deposited throughout all stages of the mound's formation. The 

relative frequency of such shellfish ranges from a minimum of 79.5% (n=551) in spit 16 

(Layer 1D), to a maximum of99.2% (n=129) in spit 1 (Layer 1A). 
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Figure 11-7 Chronological change in the relative frequency of shell species from different 

habitats, Square A, MM1 

Gafranum tumidum, the most common shell species in MM1, grows in shallow areas 

of sand or sandy mud in protected bays and at the mouth of estuaries (Wells and Bryce 

1988:174). However, the coastline in front of MM1 currently consists of mudflats and 

mangrove swamps for at least a kilometre on either side of the site. The environment around 

MM1 is therefore no longer suitable for the growth of Gafranum tumidum, or any of the other 

sand/mud flat species listed in Table 11-3. This contrast serves to further emphasise the 

dynamic nature of the coastline on the Cobourg Peninsula throughout the mid-late Holocene, 

and will be discussed further below. 
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Material other than shell 

Sieve residues from MMI contained a variety of materials other than marine shell. 

These included flaked stone artefacts, stone manuports, and vertebrate and invertebrate faunal 

material. Faunal remains are briefly summarised in Table 11-4. Although marine shell 

comprised the dominant faunal remains in the mound, small quantities of crab carapace, fish 

bone and mammal bone were retrieved from Layers lB, lC, ID and IE. No crab or 

vertebrate remains were found in Stratum 2. The fish bones in Stratum 1 included one otolith 

(sand bass or Psammoperca waigiensis) and a fish spine (species unknown). No turtle or 

dugong remains were found during the excavation of MMI. 

Thble 11-4 Crab and vertebrate faunal remains, Square A, MMI 

TYPE LAYER 

1B 1e 1D lE TOTAL 

Fish Spine 1 a 0 0 1 

Fish Otolith 0 0 1 0 1 

Mammal longbone fragments 1 a 0 0 1 

Unidentified bone 5 2 0 1 8 

Crab carapace 7 1 2 0 10 

TOTAL 14 3 3 1 21 

Reflecting the general paucity of stone suitable for flaking in the Cobourg Peninsula 

region, few stone artefacts were found during the excavation. Two stone artefacts were 

recovered from Square A, while a third artefact, a core, was found on the surface of MMI. A 

siltstone flake was recovered from Spit 12, Square A, with a length of lOmm and width of 

12mm. A quartz flake was also found in Spit 19, which measured 9mm long and Smm wide. 

The core was made of siltstone, and measured 9Smm x 60mm x 12mm. Density of artefacts in 

the mound, based on these results, is approximately 8.S artefacts/m3• In all three cases, the 

stone used to manufacture the artefacts could have been obtained from local sources, and 

appeared to be of poor quality for knapping. 
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Rock that showed no evidence of alteration by humans was present in every 

stratigraphic unit. It included small laterite pebbles together with pieces of siltstone and 

cemented laterite. Many of the rocks had the right hinges of oysters still attached to them, and 

there was a very high correlation (r2=O.952) between the weight of oysters and the weight of 

rock deposited within each layer in Stratum 1 (Figure 11-8). Note that in Figure 11-8 Layer 

1A was combined with Layer 1B due to the small sample size of the former. This correlation 

indicates that most or all of the un flaked rocks have been introduced to the mound as a by

product of oyster consumption, an observation that will be considered further in the following 

discussion of mound origins. 
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Figure 11-8 Weight of oysters and weight of rock, by layer, Square A, MM1 
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11.6 DISCUSSION 

The human origin of MMI 

As discussed in Chapter Eight, three criteria are considered relevant in distinguishing 

between scrub fowl and human mounds: mound content, mound structure and environmental 

context. 

Mound content 

Shell represented approximately 50% by weight of the sediments excavated from 

Stratum 1, making it the major component of the mound. This observation is consistent with a 

human origin. The high percentage (> 99 % by volume) of edible species within the mound is 

also consistent with a human origin. 

In order to assess whether the material in the mound could have been scraped up from 

the surrounding area, transects were run across MM1 and surrounding ground surface (Figure 

11-9). The MNI of shells in each square was recorded. The intention of this process was to 

be able to compare the density of shell on the mound to the density of shell on the surrounding 

ground surface. If the mound was scraped up from the surrounding soil, then the 

characteristics of these two data sets should be very similar. Results of these transects are 

presented in Table 11-5. Note that only those transect squares which contained shell are listed 

in Thble 11-5. 
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Figure 11-9 Transect units, MMI 
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Thb1e 11-5 Shell MNI counts on the surface of MM1 

SQUARE 

AS 

81 

82 

83 

84 

85 

C5 

D5 

TOTAL 

Gafrarium 
tumidum 

MNI % 

103 94.5 

123 96.9 

129 97.0 

132 97.8 

67 97 .1 

41 97.6 

125 96.9 

83 94.3 

803 96.6 

Crassostrea 
amasa 

MNI % 

0 

2 1.6 

1 0.8 

a 
1 1.4 

1 2.4 

1 0.8 

3 3.4 

9 1.1 

Marcia 
hiantina 

MNI % 

0 

1 0.8 

2 1.6 

2 1.5 

0 

0 

2 1.6 

1 1.1 

8 1.0 

Anadara 
granosa 

MNI % 

0 

0 

1 0.8 

1 0.7 

0 

0 

1 0.8 

1 1.1 

4 0.5 

Terebralia 
palustris 

MNI % 

3 2.8 

1 0.8 

a 
0 

1 1.4 

0 

0 

0 

5 0.6 

other 

MNI % 

3 2.8 

a 
1 0.8 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

4 0.5 

Total 
(MNI) 

109 

127 

134 

135 

69 

42 

129 

88 

833 



The data showed distinct differences in the density of shell (in terms of MNIIm2) on 

and off the mound. Shell occurred only within the mound itself. The density of shell on the 

surface of the shell mound ranged from 421m2 to 141m2 , with a mean of 103.9/m2 (n=8) 

(Thble 11-5). There was no marine shell at all on the ground surface around the mound. 

The absence of subsurface shell on the margin of the mound was confirmed by the results of 

Square C. Since it seems unlikely that a bird would scrape up every single piece of shell, I 

conclude that the shell in the mound was derived from another location. Clearly humans 

transported large quantities of shell onto the mound, and MMI is human in origin. 

The other difference between the mound and the ground surface was in the nature of 

the rocks in the mound deposit. Rocks were present in all of the sampled squares on the 

mound and in some of the areas around the mound. Rocks in the mound were often found 

attached to oyster valves, and as mentioned above, there was an extremely high correlation 

between number of oysters and the weight of rock. None of the rocks on the ground surface 

around the mound were observed to have oysters attached. This suggests the rocks in the 

mound were not scraped up from the immediate vicinity of the site. Instead, rocks were added 

to the mound by humans bringing oysters onto MMl. 

Internal structure 

Three discrete, horizontally banded lenses of charcoal were uncovered during 

excavation. Two were present in Layer lC, and one in Layer IE. The lenses were up to 

35cm wide and 3cm thick. In a scrubfowl mound, such features would not survive as discrete 

entities due to the extensive digging and reworking of deposits by the birds. The internal 

structure of MMI accordingly confirming that it is human in origin. 

Environmental context 

MMI is not located within a monsoon vine forest, but in open sclerophyll forest. As 

noted in Chapter Eight, scrub fowls normally construct their mounds within monsoon vine 

forest. There are small patches of monsoon vine forest on Croker Island, the closest of which 

is 4.5km away (Day and Forster 1975). Monsoon vine forest may have been more extensive 

in the past. However, the bulk of MMI was deposited during a period of decreased wet season 

precipitation that occurred between 2800 and 1600 years BP (Lees and Clements 1987; Lees et 

ale 1990; Schulmeister 1992). Monsoon vine forest would have been more restricted, not 

more extensive, at that time. Environmental context therefore strongly suggests MMI is of 

human origin. To conclude, mound composition, internal composition and environmental 

context provide a mandate for ascribing a human origin to MM1. 
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Palaeoenvironmental change 

One of the most striking features of MMI is that the shells in the deposit are quite 

different from those that could be collected in the area today. As noted above, molluscs now 

common in the area are the mangrove/mudflat species Telescopium telescopium and Terebralia 

palustris. These species are present in only minor quantities in MMI. Nonetheless, the 

environment around Mari-maramay today is totally unsuitable for the growth of Gafrarium 

tumidum and Marcia hiantina, the most common species in MMI. Despite an extensive 

search, I was unable to locate any live specimens of these species along the coastline 

approximately 500m on either side of the mound. 

One interpretation that could be placed on this contrast was that people living at MMI 

in the past did not gather shell food in the immediate environment. Cases where people have 

transported small quantities of shells long distances have been documented both 

ethnographically (e.g. Meehan 1982:66) and archaeologically (e.g. Hall 1982:89; McNiven 

1992). However, at MMI this is unlikely to have been the case. 

Given that the volume of MMI is approximately 21.2m3 (after Sorant and Shenkel 

1984), and shell occurs in densities of approximately 66,OOO/m\ there are likely to be at least 

1.4 million individual shells represented in MMI. If people did travel to the mound with their 

shellfish, it cannot have been an isolated or infrequent event, and there must have been a 

strong determinant to make them do so. Archaeological evidence does not reveal any factors 

which might have encouraged people to travel long distances to the mound. Shellfood appears 

to have been the major resource exploited at Mari-maramay, given the relatively low 

frequencies of artefacts and vertebrate faunal remains. 

Accordingly, I interpret the contrast between taxa present in the mound and taxa 

currently available in the immediate vicinity as a reflection of change in the morphology of the 

local coastline. At the time that MMI was occupied, the coastline must have been lined with 

shallow banks of sand or sandy mud, together with some mangroves and rocky areas. This is 

a major contrast to the coastline today, which is comprised exclusively of mudflats and 

mangrove swamps. 

It is tempting to link changing coastal morphology at Mari-maramay with the changes 

in mid-Holocene precipitation rates outlined in Chapter Two. Both Chappell and Grindrod 

(1984) and Lees and Clements (1987:312) have identified a correlation between the amount of 

rainfall in a region and the nature of the sediments deposited on the coast. They argued that as 

rainfall in a region fluctuates through time, there is corresponding variation in the amount of 

mud from terrestrial sources deposited on the coastline. Mud flats, according to this model, 

are more likely to form on the coast during periods of higher rainfall. 
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As discussed in Chapter Two, regional rainfall at 3000 years BP, when MMI was 

initially occupied, was lower than at present. The mid-Holocene decline in rainfall then 

culminated in a relatively arid phase from 2800 to 1600 years BP. Saline mudflats may have 

only begun developing at Mari-maramay after 1600 years BP, when precipitation levels, and 

hence fluvial input of fine terrigenous sediments to the coastline, reached present levels. Lower 

rainfall before this time may have led to less fine sediment being deposited in that part of the 

coastline, hence allowing sand and sandy mud species such as Gajrarium tumidum to live 

there. 

Other sites in the vicinity of MMI 

In order to determine whether there were any other archaeological sites in the vicinity 

of MM1, an archaeological survey was carried out along the coastline for a kilometre to the 

north, and a kilometre to the south of Mari-maramay. One other archaeological site, another 

shell mound labelled here MM2, was located immediately to the north of MMl. MM2 is 

slightly smaller than MM1, measuring 9m x 8m at the base and reaching a maximum thickness 

of O.8m. Nonetheless, its contents and structure are very similar to that of MMl. 

No shell occurred on the ground surface around MM2, even though this mound was 

also composed predominantly of shell. A detailed inspection of the surface of MM2 revealed 

that this mound contains a similar suite of shellfish to MMl. Gajrarium tumidum is the 

dominant shell species, together with small amounts of Marcia hiantina, Crassostrea amasa, 
Anadara granosa, Anadara aliena and Terebralia palustris. All shells observed on the surface 

of MM2 were of an edible size. Mound MM2 also contains rocks with oysters attached to 

them. No artefacts or vertebrate faunal remains were observed on the surface of MM2. 

The similarities which can be identified between MM1 and MM2 have important 

implications for interpreting the origins and chronology of MM2. Firstly, two characteristics 

of MM2 indicate strongly that it is also of human origin. These are the complete absence of 

shell on the ground surface around MM2 and its presence within an open eucalypt woodland 

rather than monsoon vine forest. Secondly, as noted above, shell species from sandy mudflats 

are no longer available in the vicinity of Mari-maramay due to chronological change in the 

coastal environment. Given that the sandy mudflat species Gafrarium tumidum is the most 

common species on MM2, this site must also be of considerable antiquity, and can accordingly 

be assigned to the pre-contact period. The final section of this chapter considers the extent to 

which the characteristics of both MM1 and MM2 are consistent with the archaeological 

predictions made earlier in this thesis on the basis of ethnohistoric data. 
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Pre-contact technology and subsistence patterns: evidence from Mari-maramay 

Faunal and artefact assemblages from MMI and MM2 present many similarities to the 

pre-contact archaeological sites described in Chapters Nine and Ten. The first similarity 

concerns the scarcity of stone artefacts. Only three artefacts were found on MM1, and no 

artefacts were found on MM2. The three artefacts on MMI were made from siltstone cobbles 

and quartz pebbles, both of which are available on Croker Island. 

No stone artefacts made from non-local stone were found in either MMI or the nearby 

site MM2. This pattern is consistent with the low frequency of such artefacts in pre-contact 

deposits elsewhere across the Cobourg Peninsula. The absence of non-local stone artefacts is 

also consistent with ethnographic models, outlined in Chapter Seven, which suggest that the 

regional exchange of stone artefacts in northwestern Arnhem Land accelerated after Macassan 

contact began. 

The second comparison which can be made between MMI, MM2 and the sites 

discussed in earlier chapters concerns the vertebrate faunal assemblage. Although MMI 

contained fish bone, crab carapace and mammal bone, no turtle or dugong remains were found 

in this site. Similarly, no turtle or dugong bone was found on Site MM2. Turtles are certainly 

currently available on this part of the coastline. For example, Searcy (1909:21-22) saw 

Aboriginal people catching turtles in Bowen Straits in the nineteenth century. 

Given that the morphology of the coastline during the occupation of MMI was different 

to the present morphology, it is important to consider whether the palaeoenvironmental 

changes are likely to have affected the availability of turtle. Specifically, would turtles be 

more likely to be found near the mudflats that exist today, or the sand/mud flats that must have 

existed during the occupation of MM1? If the former pattern is the case, then the absence of 

turtle bone from MMI and MM2 might be interpreted as a result of environmental change. 

Two species, the flatback turtle (Cheloina depressa) and the green turtle (Cheloina mydas), 

may have been affected by this change. The other three species known from the area inhabit 

either deep offshore waters, or inhabit rocky and coral reefs, and therefore would not have 

been found in the vicinity of Mari-maramay during any time in the mid-late Holocene (Chapter 

Two). 

According to Limpus et al. (1983a) flatback turtles prefer turbid, shallow inshore 

waters and bays. They do not, however, frequent inshore rocky and mangrove habitats. This 

species was therefore probably more common in the area during the period in which MMI was 

deposited than it is today. The green turtle, another inshore species, may have also declined in 

frequency during the last 2000 years. According to Earl (1846b:82), this species was most 

frequently found near sandy beaches where they congregated in great numbers. If green 
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turtles are more likely to be found around sandy beaches, rather than mudflats, then this 

species would also have been more common during the formation of MMI than it is today. 

In conclusion, palaeoenvironmental change does not provide an obvious explanation for 

the absence of turtle remains in MMI and MM2. I conclude that the evidence from these sites 

confirms the low rate of turtle consumption by Aborigines during the pre-contact period. In 

order to investigate this issue further, it is necessary to consider evidence from sites containing 

marine vertebrate faunal remains from both the pre-contact and the post-contact period. 

Copeland Island, approximately 30km to the southeast of Mari-maramay, contains this type of 

evidence. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

BARLAMBIDJ: MACASSAN AND ABORIGINAL 
ARCHAEOLOGICAL REMAINS 

FROM COPELAND ISLAND 

12.1 INTRODUCTION 

An archaeological site on Copeland Island (Figure 12-1) is described within Chapters 

Twelve and Thirteen. Excavations at Copeland Island have revealed a suite of Macassan 

archaeological remains. A post-contact Aboriginal midden and a stratified midden dating to 

the pre-contact period have also been identified. Both the pre-contact and post-contact 

Aboriginal middens are rich in vertebrate faunal remains, ensuring that Barlambidj represents 

an outstanding opportunity to investigate change in Aboriginal marine subsistence patterns. 

Chapter Thirteen addresses the faunal evidence in detail, while this chapter describes the 

environmental and historical background of the site, together with its structural remains, 

stratigraphy and chronology. 

A diverse range of structural and non-structural Macassan artefacts had been recorded 

from Copeland Island prior to this research project. Macknight (1969: 129) recorded five 

stone lines, and three depressions which he suggested were the remains of smokehouses. A 

number of Macassan artefacts, including pottery, glass and the base of a scabbard were 

collected at this time (Macknight 1969:129). In the late 1980's a Dutch coin and spoon were 

collected from the site by an employee of the Conservation Commission of the Northern 

Territory (Plate 12-1). Although these objects were lodged with the Conservation 

Commission, neither the spoon or the coin can presently be located, and no further details are 

available. Nonetheless, it is known that the coin bears the inscription "JAVA 1808" on the 

front, together with the "vac" symbol of the Dutch East India Company on the reverse. The 

coin can be identified as a copper doit, minted in Sourabaya for the Dutch colonial 

administration (Schulman 1953:79, Plate 7). 

Iwaidja people call Copeland island Barlambidj, which means "head of the rainbow 

snake" (K. Marala, pers. comm.). Sandstone cliffs that ring the northern end of Copeland 

Island look remarkably like a snake I s head when viewed from the sea. Macassans called the 

island Cara Peepeepee, or "place of mud" (Searcy 1909:135). The origin of this name would 

be obvious to anyone trying to land at low tide! As a reflection of the extensive Aboriginal 

archaeological remains which have been located on Copeland Island during this project, I have 

chosen Barlambidj as the name for the archaeological site at Copeland Island. 
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Plate 12-1 Dutch coin and spoon, Barlambidj 

(Photograph courtesy of F. Woerle) 

12.2 GEOGRAPHICAL BACKGROUND 

Copeland Island is a small outcrop of rock in Mountnorris Bay, approximately 3km 

from the mainland (Figure 12-1). Less than 500m wide in any direction, the island is formed 

from sublabile sandstone of the Bathurst Island Formation with a capping of laterite. 

Vegetation across most of the island is comprised of open eucalypt woodland, while grass 

covers the sandy flange at the island's southern margin. The northern face consists of a steep 

yellow sandstone cliff, behind which the ground slopes gradually down to sea level at the 

southern end of the island. 

A sandy flange has formed on the southern margin, terminating in a long sandbar that 

stretches towards the mainland. The sea bed between Copeland Island and the mainland is 

between 5m and 10m deep. Given that sea levels remained stable in this area after the marine 

transgression ceased (Chapter Two), there is no reason to assume that Copeland Island was 

attached to the mainland in the recent past. Copeland Island forms an excellent anchorage, as 

this part of Mountnorris Bay is protected from the prevailing winds. 
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Today, the island is surrounded by extensive sandy mud flats, together with a series of 

coral reefs immediately beyond the low tide mark. Small clumps of mangrove trees fringe the 

shoreline along the southern margin of the island. The heterogeneous intertidal environment 

supports an abundant and varied community of marine animals. Amongst the most 

conspicuous fauna are trepang (principally Holothuria scabra and H. leucospilota) , which 

number in the tens of thousands on the sandy mud flats around the island. 

Molluscs, particularly Gafrarium tumidum and Atactodea striata are abundant, while 

sharks, stingrays and dense schools of small fish can frequently be observed close inshore 

during incoming tides. Larger fish, including Spanish mackerel (Scomberomus sp.), 

trevallies (Carangidae), stripey sea perch (Lutjanus carponatus) and rock cod (Epiphinelus sp.) 

can easily be captured with hooks and lines. Dolphins are numerous, and the island is 

renowned amongst local Aboriginal people as a hunting ground for turtle. Aboriginal men are 

currently prepared to make long boat trips to Copeland Island specifically to hunt these 

animals. 

In contrast to the rich marine fauna, the range of terrestrial resources available on 

Copeland Island is limited. Some birds, including a megapode and a pair of nesting sea eagles 

were seen on the island during the course of the excavation, suggesting that a limited supply of 

birds and eggs may have been available to people living on the island. Nonetheless, there are 

no permanent sources of fresh water, and no land animals larger than a small skink. Given the 

limited range of terrestrial resources human activities on the island almost certainly focused 

on the sea, a suggestion borne out by both archaeological and historical evidence. 

12.3 HISTORICAL RECORDS OF COPELAND ISLAND 

Historical records reveal that Copeland Island was a focal point for Macassans, local 

trepang fishermen and Aboriginal people throughout the nineteenth century. The earliest 

written records referring to this island date from April 1818, when Philip Parker King and the 

crew of the Mermaid anchored in Mountnorris Bay (Chapter Four). While at anchor King's 

expedition witnessed 15 Macassan praus and six dugout canoes travelling west from Malay 

Bay. Some canoes attempted to make contact with the Mermaid, but the English, fearing 

piracy, threatened to fire upon them. In King's words 

One of the praus soon afterwards passed by with Dutch colours displayed, to 
which its crew repeatedly pointed, at the same time hailing us in an 
unintelligible jargon, of which "Macassar" and "Trepang" were the only words 
that were distinguished (King 1827:76). 

King's watercolour of this event vividly depicts the Macassan prau, the dugout canoes and the 

distinctive cliffs of Copeland Island in the background (see Macknight 1976:Plate 2). 
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While a party from the Mermaid visited Copeland Island, they did not record any 

Macassans or Macassan structures at this location (King 1827:77-78; Lee 1925:363-364). 

Tamarinds, today a common species on the island, were not included in the list of plant 

species compiled by the expedition's botanist Cunningham (in Lee 1925:363-364). The 

absence of the tamarind plant suggests that Macassans were not utilising Copeland Island 

intensively at this time. 

Nonetheless, it is clear that Barlambidj later became an important centre for the 

Macassan industry in western Arnhem Land. The earliest record of Macassan activity on 

Copeland Island itself was made by F. Howard, who captained a survey schooner in 

Mountnorris Bay early in 1866. The crew of the schooner met friendly Aborigines who were 

fluent in Malay. Furthermore, 

During our stay, two Malay proas arrived in the bay, and established themselves 
at Copeland Island. The Malays put up their curing-house and boilers, and 
commenced their fishing for trepang at once. Each proa had about fifteen 
fishing boats, manned by a crew of six or seven men, one or two of whom were 
generally Australian natives (SAPP 1866179: 1). 

It is difficult to accept Howard's estimate of 15 canoes for each of two praus on face value. 

As noted in Chapter Three, Macassan praus usually contained between three and seven dugout 

canoes. Furthermore, Howard's description implies that each prau had a crew of 

approximately 100 men, which is more than twice as many as other contemporary estimates 

(Chapter Three). An alternative interpretation of Howard's description is that there was a 

total of fifteen dugout canoes between the two praus, or that crews from four different praus 

were working on the island. In any case, this description clearly indicates that Copeland Island 

was an important station for trepang fishing, and that both Aborigines and Macassans worked 

here. 

Several historical records of Macassan activity on Copeland Island were made after 

1866. Frances Cadell visited the island in 1867, and stated 

This island is used by the Malays during the trepang season for boiling and 
drying out their fish. From the number of their fireplaces it seems to be an 
important station (SAPP 1868124: 10). 

Copeland Island was also included in a list of Macassan campsites in Arnhem Land compiled 

by Searcy (1905:15, 1907:135; GRS 1/1883/319). 
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Given the intensity of local trepang fishing in western Arnhem Land (Chapter Four), it 

IS probable that these fishermen also used Copeland Island. George Sunter is known to have 

maintained trepanging camps in Mountnorris Bay, although he did not indicate whether this 

included Copeland Island (Sunter 1937:218). Aboriginal people also used Copeland Island in 

the nineteenth century, whether or not Macassans were present. Paul Foelsche, investigating 

the murder of Thomas Wingfield (Chapter Four), was told that the day after the murder 

... Wandy-Wandy, (&co) came back to the house, took Robinson and 
Wingfield's canoe, filled it with rice, sugar, rum and other articles and went to 
a little island in Mount-Norris Bay ... (NTRS 790/ A4064). 

The "little island" Foelsche referred to must have been Copeland Island, as there are no other 

islands in Mountnorris Bay. Thus, historic records make it clear that Copeland Island was 

occupied by a diverse group of people during the historic period, a characteristic which is also 

reflected by the archaeological remains. 

12.4 SURFACE ARCHAEOLOGICAL REMAINS 

Archaeological materials at Barlambidj are concentrated on the sandy flange at the 

southern edge of Copeland Island (Figure 12-1). The site covers an area of approximately 

120m x 60m, and includes artefacts and structures of Macassan, Aboriginal and European 

origin. Tamarind trees, visible at a distance of several kilometres, are amongst the most 

conspicuous elements of the site. Two large tamarind trees, together with three clumps of 

juvenile tamarinds are present on the site, while more tamarind plants grow in other parts of 

the island. 

The archaeological structures currently visible on the surface of Barlambidj include six 

stonelines and several depressions (Figure 12-1). Of the three depressions originally recorded 

by Macknight (1969:Figure 5.4), only two are now visible (Figure 12-1). The first of these 

depressions is relatively small, measuring only 3.0m by 3.1m wide, and 0.2m deep. A 

second, larger depression measures approximately 4.7m by 5.6m wide, and O.4m deep. This 

depression is distinctly rectangular in shape. A ridge of sediment, which appears to have been 

removed from the hole, has formed around the edge. The external morphology of this 

feature is consistent with the smokehouse depressions that Macknight (1976:64-78) identified 

through his excavations of Macassan sites in other parts of Arnhem Land. 

Many smaller artefacts, including sherds of glass and earthenware pottery, marine 

shell, fish bones and turtle bones are scattered across the surface of Barlambidj. Most of this 

material is concentrated in a midden deposit located on the laterite slope behind the stonelines 

(Figure 12-1). 
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Stonelines from Barlambidj 

Stonelines form the most prominent structural remains on Copeland Island. Two of 

these stonelines are depicted in Plates 12-2 and 12-3. All six stonelines were constructed from 

sandstone cobbles and boulders available in the immediate vicinity of the site. Nonetheless, 

the stonelines fall into two distinct sets based on their morphology and orientation. Stonelines 

1 to 5 lie at approximately equal intervals, on a similar compass orientation on the eastern side 

of Copeland Island. All lie with their bays open to the northwest. By contrast Stoneline 6 lies 

by itself on the western margin of the island, and this stoneline is open to the south. Stonelines 

1 to 5 are surrounded by various Macassan remains, such as earthenware pottery sherds and 

fragmented Dutch gin bottles, but no artefacts or other cultural material could be located in the 

vicinity of Stoneline 6. 

As discussed above, historical evidence indicates that both Macassans and local trepang 

fishers used Mountnorris Bay. It is therefore possible that Stonelines 1-5 and Stoneline 6 were 

constructed by two different groups of people. One avenue to investigate this possibility 

further is through analysis of stoneline morphology. If Stonelines 1-5 were constructed by a 

different group of people than Stoneline 6, then significant variation should be demonstrable 

between the morphology of Stonelines 1-5 and Stoneline 6. As such, a number of 

measurements for each stoneline, including compass orientation along the long axis, length, 

width and the number of bays are presented in Table 12-1. In addition, the diameter of rocks 

within a 2m x 1m sample square were measured on Stonelines 1-5, while the entire sample of 

rocks within Stoneline 6 was measured (Table 12-2). 

Table 12-1 Morphology and orientation of stonelines at Barlambidj 

STONELINE LENGTH WIDTH NUMBER OF ORIENTATION 

(m) (m) BAYS 

1 7.9 1.8 8 126 0 

2 4.61 1.5 51 132 0 

3 7.2 1.9 8 130 0 

4 6.1 1.5 6 133 0 

5 7.3 1.1 7 127 0 

6 5.2 1.7 4 290 0 

1 Stone line partly buried. 
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Plate 12-2 Stoneline 4, Barlambidj 

Plate 12-3 Stoneline 1, Barlambidj 
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Thble 12-2 Size of rocks in different stonelines at Barlambidj 

STONELINE NO. ROCKS MIN MAX x STANDARD 

MEASURED (rom) (rom) DEVIATION 

1 118 50 565 144.0 72.91 

2 48 40 380 133.9 60.28 

3 65 60 300 137.5 49.89 

4 72 45 280 117.0 50.44 

5 70 45 350 130.1 61.00 

1-5 373 45 565 133.8 60.69 

6 89 45 745 220.6 120.74 

These data confirm that Stonelines 1-5 have a similar morphology and orientation, 

while Stoneline 6 is different in terms of these attributes. Stonelines 1-5 are all oriented 

between 126 0 and 132 0 , while Stoneline 6 lies along an axis of 2900 • Figure 12-2 reveals that 

Stonelines 1, 3, 4 and 5 are all longer, and have a greater number of bays, than Stoneline 6. 

Note that Stoneline 2 has been excluded from this diagram as it is partially buried. 
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Figure 12-2 Stoneline length vs. number of bays, Barlambidj 
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Stonelines 1-5 are also similar in terms of the size of rocks used to construct them, 

while Stoneline 6 again varies markedly in terms of this attribute (Table 12-2). As can be 

seen in Table 12-2, the mean diameter of rocks used to construct Stonelines 1-5 ranged 

between 117.0 mm and 144.0 mm. By contrast, the mean diameter of rocks used to construct 

Stoneline 6 was much greater, at 220.6 mm. A t-test indicates that the mean diameter of rocks 

in Stoneline 6 is significantly greater than the mean diameter of all rocks measured from 

Stonelines 1-5 at the 0.01 level of significance (t=6.782, df=88). When the mean rock 

diameter is plotted against the standard deviation of rock diameter within each stoneline 

(Figure 12-3), it is apparent that Stonelines 1-5 cluster tightly, while Stoneline 6 is highly 

distinctive in terms of these morphological attributes. 
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Figure 12-3 Mean rock size against standard deviation of rock size in stonelines 

I conclude that the Stonelines 1-5 were constructed by a single group of trepang 

fishermen, possibly at the same time, while Stoneline 6 was constructed by a second group of 

fishermen. As noted in Chapter Eight, previous archaeological research has revealed that 

Macassan stonelines in Amhem Land are typically parallel with each other, lie at right angles 

to the beach, and contain between five and eight bays (Baker 1984:10). Stonelines 1 to 5 are 

consistent with these characteristics. By contrast, stonelines known to have been constructed 

by local trepang fishers contained a much smaller number of bays (Baker 1984:10, Macknight 

1976:74). Stoneline 6 was therefore almost certainly constructed by non-Macassan trepangers, 

and possibly by George Sunter or one of his assistants. 
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Surface midden 

A midden deposit, containing dense quantities of marine shell, charcoal, vertebrate 

faunal remains, glass and pottery is located at the base of the slope behind three of the 

Macassan stonelines (Figure 12-1). The density of marine shell, calculated as MNl/m2, 

ranges between 51m2 to approximately 370/m2 , while glass fragments are present in densities 

ranging between over 501m2 in the centre of the midden and 0.lIm2 on the margins of the 

deposit. Artefacts and faunal remains are most frequent at the base of the tamarind trees and 

juvenile tamarind plants. It is possible that either the dense thickets of tamarinds have 

provided a favourable environment for the preservation of cultural materials, or alternatively 

that nutrients in the denser parts of the midden have encouraged the growth of these plants. 

Surface collections of cultural material were made from three square metres of this 

midden. The squares are labelled S 1, S2 and S3 respectively, and their locations are depicted 

in Figure 12-1. All surface material within each square was collected and passed through 

nested 6mm and 3mm sieves, and the sieve residues were retained. After washing and drying, 

sieve residues were sorted into different components including shell, crab carapace, charcoal, 

rock and vertebrate fauna. Shell was identified through the same process outlined in Chapter 

Nine, while minimum numbers of shell were calculated through the same methods outlined in 
Chapter Eleven. 

Artefacts and faunal remains collected from the midden are listed in Table 12-3. 

Faunal remains recovered from this midden included marine shell, crab carapace, and a variety 

of vertebrate faunal taxa including fish, turtle and lizard bones. The minimum number of 

different shell species collected from the surface midden is outlined in Table 12-4. As this 

data reveals, the midden deposit includes a wide variety of marine shellfish taxa, of which 

Gafrarium tumidum (34.0%, n=843), Turbo cinerus (20.9%, n=843) and Neritapolita 

(16.2%, n=843) are the most common in the sample (Table 12-3). 

Artefacts collected from the midden include broken glass, pottery, and a single stone 

artefact. The latter is a 9.4mm long flake made from siltstone, while the pottery consisted 

primarily of undecorated orange earthenware sherds. One fragment of incised earthenware 

pottery was recorded from the midden, and this sherd is depicted in Plate 12-4. The most 

common type of artefact in the midden are sherds of glass. Glass from at least two different 

bottles occurs in the midden, including at least one Dutch case gin bottle, and a round based, 

dark green bottle with a high omphalos. 
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Thble 12-3 Artefacts and faunal material collected from the surface midden 

81 82 83 TOTAL AVERAGE 

CLASS OF OBJECT DENSITY (1m2) 

SHELL (MNI) 150 376 317 833 281.3 

STONE ARTEFACTS ( n) 0 1 0 1 0.3 

GLASS (n) 31 0 0 31 10.3 

FLAKED GLASS (n) 25 0 0 25 8.3 

EARTHENWARE POTTERY ( n) 2 1 0 3 1.0 

TURTLE (NISP) 24 128 174 326 108.7 

DUGONG (NISP) 0 0 1 1 0.3 

FISH (NISP) 29 157 221 407 135.7 

CRAB (NISP) 5 1 4 10 3.3 

LIZARD (NISP) 9 0 9 18 6.0 

Thble 12-4 Shell MNI counts, surface midden, Barlambidj 

TAXON Sl S2 S3 TOTAL %MNI HABITATl 

Gafrarium tumidum 7 151 125 283 33.6 SMF 

Turbo cinerus 52 69 53 174 20.9 R 

Nerita polita 31 55 49 135 16.2 R 

Nerita chamaeleon 10 36 37 83 10.0 R 

Naviculara ventriculosa 17 17 13 47 5.6 SMF 

Atactodea striata 2 25 13 40 4.8 SMF 

Anadara aliena 2 4 4 10 1.2 SMF 

Chitonidae 2 3 2 7 0.8 R 

Trochus sp. 3 0 0 3 0.4 R 

Telescopium telescopium 2 0 0 2 0.2 M 

Strombus sp. 2 0 0 2 0.2 ? 

Crassostrea amasa :2 0 0 :2 0.2 M/R 

Syrinx auruanus 0 0 1 1 0.1 SMF 

Terebralia palustris 1 0 0 1 0.1 M 

Mactra sp. 0 1 0 1 0.1 SMF 

Shells <lcm wide 17 15 20 52 6.2 ? 

TOTAL 150 376 317 843 

1 SMF = sandy mudflats, R=rocks, M=mangroves 
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Plate 12-4 Incised earthenware sherd, midden, Bar1ambidj 

Just under half (44.6%, n=56) of the glass sherds collected from the midden were 

identified as flaked, using the criteria outlined in Chapter Nine. The majority of the flaked 

glass artefacts (64.0%, n=25) collected from the midden are recognisable as flakes, possessing 

clearly defined striking platforms, bulbs of percussion, and/or ring cracks. One flaked glass 

artefact was identified as a retouched flake, while the other flaked glass pieces contained whole 

or partial negative ring cracks and negative bulbs of percussion. Given that the ground surface 

has never been disturbed by vehicles, large terrestrial animals or agricultural activities, human 

knapping is the only process by which this flaking could have occurred. 

Glass flakes in the sample are relatively small, ranging in length between 3.8mm and 

16.7mm (x = 8.18mm, n=16). Most flakes weighed less than 2 grams (Figure 12-4), with 

the mean weight of glass flakes being only 0.62 grams. The presence of large quantities of 

small flakes suggests that knapping was carried out intensively in sections of this midden, and 

that the glass artefacts were manufactured at this locality. 
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Figure 12-4 Weight of flaked glass artefacts, surface midden, Barlambidj 

Glass fragments from different bottle parts are not flaked in equal proportions. While 

only 27.0% (n=37) of sherds from bottle walls had been flaked, 50% (n=2) of bottle necks, 

and 100 % (n =2) of bottle base fragments had been flaked (Table 12-5). This data suggests 

that the relatively thicker parts of the bottles were flaked more intensively than the thinner 

sections _ In this respect, the flaked glass assemblage from Barlambidj is similar to those 

recorded from Irgul Point (Chapter Nine) and Victoria Settlement (Allen 1969). 

Table 12-5 Frequency of flaking against part of bottle, surface midden, Barlambidj 

BODY PART NOT FLAKED TOTAL % FLAKED 

FLAKED FRAGMENTS 

Wall 27 10 37 27.0 

Neck 1 1 2 50.0 

Base a 2 2 100.0 

Unknown 3 12 15 80.0 

TOTAL 31 25 56 44.6 
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The presence of stone artefacts and flaked glass strongly suggests that the surface 

midden at Barlambidj is Aboriginal in origin. While many historical records describe 

Aboriginal use of flaked glass and stone artefacts on the Cobourg Peninsula (Chapter Six), 

there is no evidence that Macassans used these types of artefacts. Furthermore, the presence 

of large quantities of turtle bone in the surface midden also suggests it was deposited by 

Aborigines. Macassans maintained a religious taboo on the consumption of turtle meat 

(Crawfurd 1856:438; Macknight 1976:30), and turtle bones were conspicuously absent from 

other Macassan archaeological sites excavated by Macknight (1976:30). Accordingly, data 

collected from the surface midden can be employed to investigate Aboriginal economic 

activities during the post-contact period. Further information regarding the pre-contact 

Aboriginal economy is available as a result of excavations on the site. 

12.5 STRATIGRAPHY AND CHRONOLOGY OF BARLAMBIDJ 

Two of the stonelines at Barlambidj, numbers 3 and 4, were excavated. The principal 

aim of this exercise was to obtain charcoal samples suitable for dating Macassan activity at 

Barlambidj. Both stonelines were considered suitable candidates for excavation as charcoal 

rich sediment had accumulated along the long axis of both structures, and neither stoneline was 

overgrown by tamarind plants. Excavation proceeded by a variant of the Johnson (1979:151) 

bucket technique. The removal of each spit continued until a 10 litre bucket had been filled 

with sediment or a change in sediment colour and/or texture was observed. In the case of the 

1m x 1m wide pit (Square G) the removal of each spit continued until four 10 litre buckets had 

been filled with sediment or a change in sediment colour and/or texture was observed. 

Sediment was weighed and sieved through 6mm and 3mm mesh nested sieves. The entire 

remains of each fraction were retained, together with a bulk sample for each spit. Munsell 

colour and pH were recorded for each spit. 

Some stratigraphic layers were identified during the excavation of both of the 

stonelines. Others were noted only during the excavation of one of the stonelines, or even 

during the excavation of only one square. Accordingly a Harris Matrix (after Harris 1979) has 

been constructed showing the stratigraphic relationship of different strata and the layers within 

them (Figure 12-5). Note that strata and layers in all excavation squares are labelled according 

to this matrix. Four major strata were identified: 

1. Loose sand and humic material on the ground surface. 

2. Charcoal rich sediments deposited during Macassan occupation of the island. 

3. A shell midden. 

4. Layers of marine sediment. 

Excavations on Stoneline 4 and Stoneline 3 will now be discussed in turn. 
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Figure 12-5 Master sequence of stratigraphic layers at Barlambidj 
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Excavation of Stoneline 4 

Five 50cm x 50cm pits were excavated in a line perpendicular to the long axis of 

Stoneline 4 (Figure 12-6). In accordance with the wishes expressed by the senior Aboriginal 

custodian, the stoneline itself was disturbed as little as possible during the excavation. 

Accordingly, four pits, (A, B, C and D) were excavated in front of the stoneline, while a fifth 

pit (E) was dug into the sediment that had built up behind the stoneline. The stone structure 

itself was left intact at the request of the Aboriginal owners. 

B CAl 
2 

o 2 
1 1 

m 

Figure 12-6 Plan of excavation, Stoneline 4 
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Three separate strata, and seven discrete layers within these strata, were identified 

during the excavation of Stoneline Four. Stratum 1 consists of two layers of loose sand and 

humic material on the surface of the site. A series of charcoal rich layers represent Stratum 2, 

while the basal Stratum (4) is comprised of sand and shell grit. Note that Stratum 3, the midden 

deposit, was not identified during the excavation of Stoneline 4. 

Layers within each strata were distinguished according to the density of charcoal, the 

degree to which sediment was compacted, the relative frequency of shell grit, and the colour of 

the matrix. The southern wall of the excavated section is depicted in Figure 12-7, while 

detailed information about each stratigraphic layer is presented in Thbles 12-6 and 12-7. Each 

strata and the layers within them will now be discussed in turn. 

Thble 12-6 Characteristics of sediments, Stoneline 4 

STRATUM LAYER 

1 a 

1 b 

2 a 

2 b 

2 c 

2 d 

4 a 

4 b 

MUNSELL 

COLOUR 

10YR4/1 

10YR4/2 

10YR2/1 

10YR3.5/1 

10YR3/1 

10YR2/1 

10YR3/1-

10YR5/2 

10YR7/4 

pH 

8.5 

8.5 

8.5 

8.5 

8.5 

8.5 

8.0 

8.0 

A 

1-3 

0 

4-6 

0 

0 

0 

7-11 

12-13 
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Thble 12-7 Description of stratigraphy, Stoneline 4 

LAYER DESCRIPTION 

1a Dark grey sand and humic mat;erial. 
Loose and poorly sorted sand, pumice and highly fragmented coral. Contains large quantities of humic 
material, together with minor concentrations of very fine charcoal. 

1b Fine grey/brown sand and she~~ grit; 
A loose layer of fine sand, shell grit, and small quantities of highly fragmented coral. Includes angular 
sandstone fragments up to 35mm across and small pieces of charcoal. Layer is more compacted, and contains 
more charcoal towards the base. 

2a B~ack charcoa~ ~ayer 

Highly compact layer of charcoal and poorly sorted fine sand and coarse shell grit. charcoal, in lumps up to 
60mm across, is the major component, giving the layer a distinctly greasy texture. Crenated sandstone cobbles, 
up to 60mm in size, are common. Sediment becomes coarser, with a slight decrease in charcoal content, towards 
the base. 

2b Dark grey charcoal. and sand 
A compact layer of charcoal and poorly sorted coarse to fine sand. contains pumice but no sandstone rocks. 
Charcoal fragments are slightly smaller than in Layer 2b. 

2c Dark grey charcoal lens 
A hard and compact layer of charcoal in pieces up to 45mm in diameter together with dark grey sand and fine shell 
grit. contains burnt coral and small fragments of angular sandstone. 

2d Black charcoal. lens 
Charcoal, poorly sorted sand and coarse shell grit. charcoal, in lumps up to 45mm across, forms the major 
component of this layer. Minor quantities of pumice. 

4a Not;t;led sand and shell grit; 
Very loose coarse sand, shell grit, fragmented coral, waterworn shell and small waterworn sandstone pebbles. 
Small quantities of charcoal, particularly towards the top, give the layer a mottled grey/brown colour. 

4c Pale brown sand and coarse shell grit 
Identical to Layer 4a except charcoal is absent. 



Stratum 4 
Stratum 4 is a loose deposit of coarse sand, shell grit, fragmented coral and other marine 

sediments. Two layers, 4a and 4b were identified within Stratum 4. Sediments within each 

layer differ only in that Layer 4a contains small quantities of charcoal and Layer 4b contains 

no charcoal. The boundary between the two layers is not distinct. The density of charcoal is 

highest at the top of Layer 4a, and decreases rapidly with depth. Given the loose and coarse 

nature of the sediment in Stratum 4, it is highly likely that the charcoal has moved down the 

profile from the charcoal rich layers above. 

With the exception of the charcoal, sediments in Stratum 4 are identical to those currently 

present just above the high tide mark in front of the site. Accordingly, Stratum 4 appears to be 

part of the old beach surface, and suggests that the high tide mark is now further out to sea 

than it was before Macassan occupation of the island began. As is apparent in Figure 12-7, the 

base of the stoneline, together with a number of charcoal rich layers, lies directly on top of 

this stratum. The top of Stratum 4 is therefore likely to represent the ground surface on which the 

stoneline was constructed. Stratum 3 was not represented in this excavation, and Stratum 4 is 

overlain directly by Stratum 2. 

Stratum 2 

Four charcoal rich layers were identified in Stratum 2, with two in front of the stoneline 

and two behind it (Figure 12-7). Although charcoal forms a major component of each of these 

layers, the four layers vary in terms of their size, inorganic sediment content and colour. 

Accordingly, they will be described separately. 

Directly overlying Stratum 4 and adjacent to the stoneline is a lens of charcoal and dark 

grey sand labelled as Layer 2b. The dense concentrations of charcoal within Layer 2b are 

illustrated in Figure 12-8, which plots variation in the density of charcoal and rock in 

sediments excavated from Square C. Charcoal is present within Layer 2b with an average 

density of 13.3 kg/m3. 

The most extensive layer of charcoal identified in this excavation was Layer 2a. This 

charcoal rich layer extends from adjacent to the stoneline to a distance of at least 2m from the 

edge of the stoneline. Sieve residues from this layer were comprised virtually entirely of 

charcoal, which ranged in size from powdery dust to fragments up to 65mm in diameter. This 

layer also contains many blackened and fire cracked lumps of sandstone. Charcoal is present 

in Layer 2a with an average density of approximately 16.7 kg/m3, while rock is present in 

average densities of approximately 6.9 kg/m3 (Figure 12-8). Charcoal and rock is present in 

Layer 2a in greater densities than any other layer identified in Square C. 

311 



While the boundary between Layers 2a and 2b was not distinct, sediments in the lower 

layer are more compacted than sediments from Layer 2a. As indicated in Figure 12-8, Layer 

2b also contains slightly lower densities of charcoal than Layer 2a, and substantially lower 

densities of rock. 
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Figure 12-8 Density of charcoal and rock by layer and spit, Square C, Barlambidj 
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The excavation of Square E revealed that two charcoal rich layers are also present 

behind the stoneline. Each represent highly compacted deposits of charcoal, together with 

sand and shell grit. Charcoal fragments up to 45mm in diameter are present in both of these 

layers. Nonetheless, these features are clearly the product of two different depositional events. 

Layer 2d contains dense concentrations of charcoal together with coarse shell grit. Layer 2c 

contains charcoal in a matrix of fine shell grit, and unlike Layer 2d contains burnt coral and 

angular fragments of sandstone. 

Three characteristics of the charcoal layers identified during the excavation of Stoneline 

4 suggest that they are Macassan in origin. Firstly, the four layers are in close physical 

proximity to the stoneline. Historical literature discussed in Chapter Three indicates that 

trepang were cooked for long periods of time on stonelines, and accordingly extensive deposits 

of charcoal could be expected to occur in association with these features. Secondly, the four 

layers do not include flaked stone or other artefacts, vertebrate faunal remains or marine shell. 

Such remains might be expected if the charcoal lenses are the remains of Aboriginal hearths. 

Thirdly, similar charcoal deposits have been identified at the other excavated Macassan sites in 
Amhem Land. Subsurface layers of charcoal and ash in front of the stonelines were identified 

by Macknight (1976:66,72,76) during excavations at Anuru Bay, Lyaba and Entrance Island. 

As is the case with Stoneline 4 at Copeland Island, these deposits extended in a continuous 

band from adjacent to the stonelines to a distance of more than a metre away from the 

structures. The presence of such features across a number of Macassan sites in Amhem Land 

confirms the suggestion that Layers 2a and 2b are the result of Macassan activity. 

Macknight (1969:90, 1976:53) also identified layers of charcoal directly behind the 

stonelines which he excavated. He suggested that these deposits built up when Macassans 

were cleaning out their fireplaces and shovelling out the accumulated charcoal and ash over the 

rear wall of the stoneline. Given the many similarities of content and texture between the 

charcoal layers in front of and behind Stoneline 4, this also appears to be the process through 

which Layers 2c and 2d in Square E were deposited. 

In order to date Macassan activity on the island, a charcoal sample from Layer 2d 

(Square E) was submitted for a radiocarbon estimate. Material from a charcoal lens behind the 

stoneline was chosen because this material probably represents the remains of one of the first 

burning episodes carried out within the stoneline. Charcoal fragments remaining within the 

stoneline bays are likely to represent the remains of a more recent burning episode. This is 

because the remains of fires lit at an earlier stage had to be cleared out to allow the subsequent 

fires to be created. Charcoal from the front of the stoneline may therefore be less suitable for 

determining the age at which the structure was initially used. 
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A sample of 30.7 grams of charcoal collected in situ during the excavation of Layer 2d 

was submitted for radiocarbon dating. Only fragments of charcoal from narrow branches and 

twigs were submitted for dating. The charcoal sample returned a date of 110+60 BP (BETA 

47217). This date is consistent with the historic evidence regarding the known use of 

Copeland Island, as well as the antiquity of Macassan voyages in Arnhem Land (Chapter 

Three). 

Stratum 1 

Layer la, a deposit of dark grey sand covers the whole of the ground surface between 

stonelines 2 and 5 at Copeland Island. This layer was identified in all of the squares excavated 

in the vicinity of Stoneline 4 (Figure 12-7), and is composed dominantly of fine dark grey sand 

and humic material. Other sediments present within Layer 1a include angular fragments of 

sandstone and small quantities of charcoal. 

Stratum 1 represents a thin mantle of sediment deposited over the top of the remains of 

Macassan activities. As such, it must have been deposited after Macassan activities on the site 

ceased, which was probably at the start of the twentieth century. It is likely that Stratum 1 

formed when mobile sand from the slopes above the site moved down the hill under the 

influence of gravity. 

Excavation of Stoneline 3 

Stoneline 3 was originally excavated with the aim of obtaining further charcoal samples 

suitable for radiocarbon dating Macassan activity at Copeland Island. Two adjacent pits, a 

0.5m x 0.5m and a 1m x 1m square were excavated into the mound of sediment that had built 

up behind Stoneline 4 (Figure 12-9). Excavation was conducted behind the stoneline because, 

as discussed above, charcoal behind the stoneline is likely to be among the oldest of the 

sediments associated with the Macassan structure. The results of this excavation were 

surprising, revealing not only Macassan charcoal deposits but a completely subsurface pre

contact midden deposit. 

Strata revealed by the excavation of Stoneline 3 are depicted in Figure 12-10, and 

Thbles 12-8 and 12-9. Four major strata were identified: 

Stratum 1, surficial sand and shell grit. 

Stratum 2, alternating layers of sand and charcoal. 

Stratum 3, shell midden. 

Stratum 4, layers of marine deposit. 

Several of the layers revealed at Stoneline 3, Layers la, 4a and 4c were also identified during 

the excavation of Stoneline 4. 
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Figure 12-9 Plan of excavation, Stoneline 3, Barlambidj 

Thble 12-8 Characteristics of sediments, Stoneline 3 

STRATUM LAYER MUNSELL pH SPITS/SQUARE 
COLOUR F G 

1 a 10YR4/1 8.5 1-2 1 

2 e 10YR4/2 8.5 3,4,5,9,10 2,4 

2 f 10YR3/1-2/1 8.0 6-8 3 
2 g 10YR3/2 8.5 11 5 

2 h 10YRS/3 8.5 12-14 6-8 
3 n/a 10YR3/3 8.5 15-21 9-15 
4 a 10YR 5/2+2.5YR5/2 8.5 22-23 16,18,21,22 
4 b 2.SY5/2 8.5 17,20 
4 c 10YR6/3 8.5 24 19,23 

4 d 10YR6/4 8.5 25 
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Thble 12-9 Description of stratigraphy, Stoneline 3 

LAVER/DESCRIPTION 

1a Dark grey sand and hllRic lllaterial 
Loose and poorly sorted sand, pumice and highly fragmented coral. Contains large quantities of humic material, together with minor concentrations 
of very fine charcoal. 

2e Brown sand 
Fine sand with some fine shelL grit and pumice. Contains charcoaL, particuLarly in sediment adjacent to Layer 2h. IncLudes some waterworn sheLL 
fragments and angular sandstone pebbles. 

2f Charcoal lens 
CharcoaL, in fragments up to 50mm wide, forms the dominant component of this layer. The matrix is composed of fine shell grit and coarse sand, 
whiLe blackened and crenated sandstone fragments (mostly pebbles) are also present. 

29 Dark grey/brown sand 
WeLL sorted coarse sand with a small amount of sheLL grit. Contains charcoal fragments up to 20mm wide, particuLarly at the top of the layer. 

2h Mottled brown sand 
Coarse sand with small amounts of sheLL grit and highly fragmented coral. Some waterworn sandstone pebbLes and highLy fragmented waterworn 
sheLL. Isolated charcoal fragments occur at the top of this Layer. 

3 Shell IIi dden 
Dense quantities of marine shell and vertebrate faunal remains, much of it burnt, are contained within the midden. Matrix is a coarse sand, together 
with some poorly sorted coarse to fine sheLL grit. The top of this Layer contains both waterworn sandstone pebbles and non-waterworn sandstone 
cobbLes, but the frequency of rock decreases towards the base. Layer 3 also contains small quantities of coral and pumice. 

4a Mottled sand and shell grit 
Very loose mixture of coarse sand, shell grit, fragmented coral, pumice, marine shell and waterworn sandstone pebbles. Marine shells are a mixture 
of highly waterworn shell fragments and unwaterworn shell identical with those recovered from the midden. Charcoal decreases in frequency towards 
the base of Layer 4a, as does the frequency of unwaterworn sheLL. 

4b Rock, sand and shell grit 
Well sorted coarse sand together with fine shell grit. Includes many waterworn sandstone pebbles and cobbles up to 140mm in diameter and nearly 

1kg in weight. Contains large quantities of waterworn shell, together with small amounts of pumice and coral. 

4c Pale brown sand and coarse shell grit 
A very loose conglomerate of coarse sand, shell grit, fragmented coraL, pumice, waterworn shell and small waterworn pebbLes. Coral and waterworn 
sandstone cobbles up to 105mm in diameter occur in this layer where it underlies Layer 4b. 

4d Yellow shell grit 
Coarse, waterworn shell grit and highly fragmented coral with waterworn sandstone pebbles and some coarse sand. Sediment in this layer is 
well sorted and has a distinctLy bleached appearan~e. 



Stratum 4 

Stratum 4 consists of four layers of marine sediments. Layers 4a and 4c, which were 

also identified during the excavation of Stoneline 4, were identified in both Squares F and G. 

One further layer of marine sediments (4b) was identified in Square F, while another (4d) was 

identified at the base of Square G. 

The lowermost layer is 4d, a very loose deposit of highly waterworn coarse shell grit. 

Sediments in this layer are highly loose and well sorted, and do not contain larger components 

such as rock or coral. Layer 4d appears only on the eastern margin of Square G which is the 

edge of the excavation closest to the shoreline. Sediments in Layer 4d are identical to 

sediments currently found just below the high tide mark on the eastern margin of Copeland 

island. 

Layer 4c is composed of a variety of marine sediments including coarse sand, shell grit, 

fragmented coral, pumice, waterworn shell and small waterworn pebbles. As noted above, 

sediments in Layer 4c are similar in nature to those currently found just above the high tide 

mark on the beach at Copeland Island. This comparison suggests that Square G has intersected 

what was formerly the high tide mark on Copeland Island before further layers of sediment 

were deposited at this locality. 

Layer 4b is distinctive because it contains large quantities of waterworn shell, pumice, 

coral, and waterworn sandstone pebbles and cobbles. Some of these cobbles exceed 1kg in 

weight, suggesting the unit was deposited during an episode of intense wave activity, perhaps 

during a cyclone. It is therefore possible that Layer 4b represents the remains of a low beach 

ridge which extended parallel to the shoreline at Copeland Island. Another highly distinctive 

feature of this layer is the manner in which the top of the layer slopes sharply towards the 

present beach (Figure 12-10). The sharpness of the slope suggests that this deposit was partly 

eroded by wave action when it was still on the surface of the ground. 

The uppermost layer of Stratum 4 is a mottled deposit of sand, shell grit, and other 

marine sediments such as pumice, coral, and highly waterworn shell fragments. Layer 4a also 

contains small amounts of unwaterworn shell, vertebrate fauna, and charcoal. The density of 

these materials decreases with depth in Layer 4a. For example, the density of vertebrate fauna 

in Spit 22, at the top of Layer 4a in Square G is approximately 1.8 kg/m3, while the density of 

this material at the base of the layer is only 0.3 kg/m3 (Figure 12-11). Given that the 

sediment is highly loose, the unwaterworn shell, vertebrate fauna and charcoal probably 

moved down the stratigraphic profile through post-depositional disturbance from the midden 

which lies immediately above. 
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Stratum 3 

Stratum 3 is distinctive because it contains large amounts of marine shell and vertebrate 

faunal remains. The matrix consists of shell grit, together with small amounts of charcoal, 

waterworn sandstone cobbles, pumice and coral. Stratum 3 also contains relatively high 

densities of vertebrate faunal remains, including fish, turtle and lizard remains (Chapter 

Thirteen). The density of bone in Stratum 3 is approximately 1.9kg/m3, a figure which 

substantially exceeds the density of bone in any other part of the deposit (Figure 12-11). The 

presence of large amounts of vertebrate faunal remains, much of it burned (Chapter Thirteen), 

indicates that at least some of the material in Stratum 3 was deposited as a result of human 

activity. 

The density of shell in Stratum 3 is over 72kg/m3, while the density of this material does 

not exceed 19k9/m3 in any other part of the stratigraphic profile (Figure 12-11). The range of 

shellfish species recovered from Stratum 3 is listed in Table 12-10. The most common shell 

species in the deposit are Turbo cinerus and Nerita chamaeleon, which form 23.0% (n=4,205) 

and 20.7% (n=4,205) respectively of the shell sample retrieved during the excavation. None 

of the larger shells in Stratum 3 (ie those over 15mm in length) are waterworn. Furthermore, 

all of these species, with the exception of Cypraeidae and Toredo sp., are either eaten by 

residents of the study area today (see Chapter Two), or were identified as edible during 

Meehan's (1982) study of contemporary mollusc exploitation from central Arnhem Land. 

Accordingly it is likely that the majority of the shell in the assemblage in Stratum 3 was 

deposited as a result of human shellfood consumption. 

Shells less than l5mm in length included specimens of Cerithidae, several other 

unidentified gastropods and juvenile specimens of larger shells such as Gajrarium tumidum. 
The non-edible species together comprise less than 14% by MNI of the shellfish assemblage. 

These components of the shell assemblage may not have been deposited as a direct result of 

human activity. Many of these smaller shells are waterworn, and their presence in the deposit 

together with the waterworn pebbles, coral and pumice suggests that human activities may not 

have been the only mechanism leading to the deposition of Stratum 3. This possibility is 

explored further below. 

320 



Table 12-10 Shell MNI counts, Stratum 3 

SQUARE 

TAXON F G TOTAL %MNI HABITAT 1 

Turbo cinerus 261 706 967 23.0 R 

Nerita chamaeleon 218 654 872 20.7 R 

Gafrarium tumidum 158 547 705 16.8 SMF 

Atactodea striata 40 250 290 6.8 SMF 

Nerita polita 56 229 285 6.8 R 

Naviculara ventriculosa 76 176 252 5.9 SMF 

Chitonidae 20 93 113 2.7 R 

Anadara aliena 10 45 55 1.3 SMF 

Nerita lineata 12 15 27 0.6 M 

Pinctada sp. 0 11 11 0.3 SMF 

Crassostrea amasa 1 10 11 0.3 M/R 

Syrinx auruanus 1 7 8 0.2 SMF 

Trochus sp. 0 7 7 0.2 R 

Mactra sp. 4 2 6 0.1 SMF 

Strombus sp. 1 4 5 0.1 ? 

Circe scripta 1 1 2 <0.1 SMF 

Geloina coaxans 1 1 2 <0.1 M 

Telescopium telescopium 0 1 1 <0.1 M 

Terebralia palustris 0 1 1 <0.1 M 

Melo amphora 0 1 1 <0.1 SMF 

Toredo sp. 0 1 1 <0.1 ? 

Cypraeidae 0 1 1 <0.1 ? 

Shells <15mm long 237 345 582 13.8 ? 

TOTAL 1097 3108 4205 

1 SMF=Sandy mudflats, R=Rocks, M=Mangroves 

No foreign artefacts such as glass or pottery were found within the midden, suggesting 

that it was deposited during the pre-contact period. This supposition is supported by a series 

of radiocarbon dates have been obtained from samples of both shell and charcoal from Stratum 3 

(Thble 12-11). Because it is necessary to discuss the antiquity of Stratum 3 relative to the onset 

of Macassan voyages at 1720 AD, all dates have been converted to calender years (Table 12-

11). The three radiocarbon dates on charcoal return age estimates ranging between 779-1000 

cal AD to 1281-1413 calAD. The four dates on shell, by contrast, return age estimates 

ranging between 1277-1398 calAD to 1420-1632 calAD. All of the seven radiocarbon dates 

return calibrated age estimates younger than the onset of Macassan voyages to Amhem Land at 

1720 AD. Accordingly, Stratum 3 can be unequivocally attributed to the pre-contact period. 

321 



Thble 12-11 Radiocarbon dates from Stoneline 3, Barlambidj 

LAYER/ SQUARE 

STRATUM 

2h H 

3 H 

3 H 

3 H 

3 H 

3 G 

3 H 

3 H 

DEPTH 

(cm) 

15 

58 

58 

63 

71 

81 

85 

85 

MATERIAL 

Charcoal 

Charcoal 

Shell 

Charcoal 

Shell 

Shell 

Charcoal 

Shell 

DATE 

(BP) 

100±0.7 

980±80 

860±60 

1110±90 

1100±50 

890±70 

610±80 

870±50 

BETA CALIBRATED 

NUMBER DATE (ca1AD)1 

41415 Modern 

40391 984-1157 

47219 1420-1632 

41416 779-1000 

47220 1277-1398 

47218 1410-1621 

40392 1281-1413 

47221 1419-1621 

1 Dates calibrated after Stuiver and Reimer 1986; marine reservoir correction 

factor of -450±35 applied to shell dates. 

While the charcoal and shell dates present a roughly equivalent range of chronological 

estimates, they do not present an internally consistent sequence. The oldest charcoal date was 

obtained from a sample close to the top of the midden, while the youngest date came from the 

base of this stratum (Table 12-11). Two processes could account for these discrepancies, 

whether singly or in combination: 

1. Material may have moved up and down the profile, whether through human 

trampling or the action of burrowing animals such as crabs. Loose sandy sediments, such as 

those comprising Stratum 3, are generally highly prone to this type of disturbance (Hughes and 

Lampert 1977). Waterborne sediments, such as pumice and coral, may have moved through 

the profIle into Stratum 3 from other layers through such a mechanism. 

2. The deposit may have been subject to reworking by waves. Wave action has clearly 

affected the deposit at other stages in its formation, given the presence of an eroded beach 

ridge directly beneath the midden (see above). The small quantities of waterworn pebbles, 

pumice and coral, together with the shells < ISmm in length may have been deposited during 

this process (Hughes and Sullivan 1974). It should also be noted that if reworking by waves 

did occur, it cannot have impacted on the deposit to any major extent given the large amount of 

(often very small) vertebrate faunal material that has survived in the midden (Chapter 

Thirteen). 

The possibility that either the deposit has been reworked by waves, or that vertical 

movement has taken place, raises a major implication for the interpretation of human remains 

from this midden. Material from this midden may not be suitable for analysis of change 
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through time in faunal exploitation on Copeland Island during the immediately pre-contact 

period. There is currently no way to demonstrate that vertebrate and invertebrate remains 

from the top of Stratum 3 are necessarily younger than material from the base of this unit. 

Nonetheless, it is highly improbable that faunal remains from Stratum 3 could have been mixed 

up with the post-contact midden on the surface of Barlambidj. This is because Stratum 3 is 

covered by dense deposits of charcoal which contain minimal quantities of faunal remains. 

Accordingly, material from Stratum 3, if treated as a bulk sample, can provide an excellent 

opportunity to investigate the nature of the pre-contact economy in the area. 

Stratum 2 

Stratum 2 consists of alternating layers of light and dark coloured sand, fIne shell grit, 

waterworn shell and charcoal. Layers within the stratum could be distinguished on the basis of 

colour, charcoal content and sediment size (Table 12-9). While each of these layers contain 

charcoal, the feature with the highest density of charcoal is Layer 2f (Figure 12-11). This lens 

is very dark grey in colour, and is composed mostly of charcoal. Layer 2f is visible in the 

stratigraphic profile on the northeast wall, which is the side closest to the stoneline (Figure 12-

10). The lens is at least l.5m wide and lOcm thick on this face. On the opposite wall, the 

charcoal lens was barely visible in the proflle, being only 2-3cm thick and 40cm wide. 

Change in the density of charcoal throughout the stratigraphic profile in Square G is 

indicated in Figure 12-11. Within Layer 2f charcoal occurs with an average density of 20.5 

kg/m3, and with a maximum density of almost 30 kg/m3 (Figure 12-11). The progressive fall 

in the frequency of charcoal, both below and above Layer 2f (Figure 12-11) suggests that much 

if not all of the charcoal in other layers in Stratum 2 derived from Layer 2f, and has moved 

through the profile as a result of post-depositional processes. 

Given their location relative to the stoneline, Layers 2e, 2g and 2h are likely to 

represent layers of sand and shell grit trapped behind the stoneline during and after its use. By 

contrast, Layer 2f is similar to Layers 2c and 2d which were identified behind Stoneline 4, 

and is therefore likely to have been formed by Macassans shovelling charcoal from the front 

of the stonelines to the rear. The manner in which Layer 2f rapidly tapers out with increasing 

distance from the stoneline is consistent with this suggestion. 

A sample of charcoal from Layer 2f was therefore be used to date Macassan activity on 

Copeland island. A sample of 44.1 grams of wood charcoal from spit 3, again pieces of 

narrow branches and twigs, was submitted for dating. This returned an age estimate of 

100±O.7, or modern (Table 12-11). This age estimate is also consistent with the arguments 

regarding Macassan antiquity put forward in Chapter Three. 
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Stratum 1 
A single layer of sand and humic material was identified at the top of the stratigraphic 

profile. This material is identical to the sediments in Layer la which was encountered during 

the excavation of Stoneline 4 (see above). 

12.7 HUMAN OCCUPATION AND ENVIRONMENTAL 

CHANGE AT COPELAND ISLAND 

Archaeological evidence suggests that there were at least four phases of human 

occupation on Copeland Island. The most recent may have been the use of the island by local 

trepang fishermen, manifested by a single stoneline in the southwest corner of the island. An 

intensive phase of Macassan activity is reflected by stonelines, smokehouses, and smaller 

artefacts such as pottery, coins and other metal objects. Historic evidence suggests that large 

scale Macassan activity on Copeland Island probably began in the second half of the nineteenth 

century. Radiocarbon dates obtained from charcoal lenses associated with two Macassan 

stonelines are consistent with this conclusion. 

Two phases of Aboriginal occupation are also represented by archaeological deposits. 

A surface midden deposit was identified immediately adjacent to the Macassan stonelines. 

This deposit includes fish, turtle and lizard bones, marine shell and artefacts made of flaked 

glass and flaked stone. Historic records indicate that Aboriginal people occupied Copeland 

Island at various times throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, and the midden is 

likely to have been deposited at this time. A second, completely buried midden deposit was 

also encountered during the excavation. Radiocarbon dates from this midden deposit span a 

period from approximately 800 calAD to just before the onset of foreign contact. This midden 

also includes marine she1l together with a variety of vertebrate fauna including fish, lizard and 

turtle. 

In Chapter Six it was proposed, on the basis of ethnohistoric data, that the rate at which 

Aboriginal people from the Cobourg Peninsula captured turtle and dugong may have increased 

dramatically after contact with Macassans began. It was argued that the adoption of metal 

harpoons and dugout canoes allowed these creatures to be hunted under a wider range of 

conditions and with a greater probability of success. 

324 



As the historic evidence indicates (see above), the Aboriginal occupants of Copeland 

Island were in close contact with the Macassan fishermen during the post-contact period, and 

can be presumed to have had access to both dugout canoes and metal. The presence of turtle 

remains in the post-contact midden at Barlambidj is therefore consistent with the model of 

economic change outlined in Chapter Six. Nonetheless, turtle remains are also present within 

the subsurface midden at Barlambidj which was deposited prior to the onset of Macassan 

voyages to Arnhem Land. The occupants of this midden would not have had access to metal 

and dugout canoes. The presence of turtle remains in the pre-contact deposit is not necessarily 

inconsistent with the model of economic change, given that a variety of methods which do not 

require metal or dugout canoes can be used to capture turtles (Chapter Six). Nonetheless, if 

the model is valid, then turtle remains should be more frequent, relative to other faunal 

remains, in the post-contact midden than the pre-contact deposit at Barlambidj. 

Before any changes in the vertebrate faunal assemblage can be attributed to economic 

change, however, the possibility that the immediate vicinity of Copeland Island was subject to 

major environmental change in the last thousand years must be addressed. As noted above, 

Copeland Island is currently a focal point for Aboriginal hunting, due to the abundance of 

turtles in the immediate area. If this was not the case throughout the last millennium, any 

changes in the relative frequency of turtle remains in the two midden deposits may simply 

reflect an environmental shift, rather than a change in human hunting strategies. 

As discussed in Chapter Two, sea levels were stable throughout western Arnhem Land 

after 6000 years BP. Furthermore, the last major climatic shift known to have occurred in the 

region ceased at approximately 1000 years BP (Chapter Two). Accordingly, there is no reason 

to assume that large scale environmental changes may have affected the size of the turtle 

population in the immediate vicinity of Copeland Island in the period immediately before the 

onset of regular Macassan contact. 

One means for assessing whether environmental changes may have taken place on a 

local scale at Copeland Island in the recent past is through comparison of the pre-contact and 

post-contact shell assemblages. Archaeological studies have demonstrated that changes within 

the marine environment are frequently associated with change in the types of shells deposited 

in human midden sites (e.g. Kendrick and Morse 1990; Matteson 1960; Shackleton 1980; 

Voigt 1975; Woodroffe et at. 1988). If major changes occurred to the marine environment 

around Copeland Island between the deposition of the pre-contact and the post-contact midden, 

then major differences in the range of shellfish taxa within the two middens should be 

apparent. 
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As discussed above, the sea bed immediately adjacent to Barlambidj is composed of 

sandy mudflats. Intertidal rock platforms occur on the western side of the island, and small 

stands of mangroves also grow in the area. As indicated in Figure 12-12, the shellfish 

assemblage from the post-contact midden reflects this pattern. Shell taxa from rocky habitats 

comprise 47.9% (n=843) of the post-contact sample, indicating that these types of shellfish are 

the most common in the surface midden (Figure 12-12). Shellfish from sandy mudflats are 

also common (45.4 %, n = 843), while shellfish from mangroves form only a minor part of the 

assemblage (0.5%, n=843). The pre-contact shell assemblage exhibits a similar pattern, with 

taxa from rocky environments again being the most common (53.4 %, n =4205) in the 

assemblage. Shells from sandy mudflats are also the second most common type (31. 5 % , 

n=4205), while taxa from mangroves again occur in negligible quantities (0.1 %, n=4205) 

(Figure 12-12). 
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Figure 12-12 Relative frequency of shellfish from different habitats, pre-contact and post

contact deposits, Barlambidj 
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The two assemblages are also similar in terms of the range and relative frequency of 

individual shell taxa. The relative frequency of shell taxa in the pre-contact and post-contact 

middens are depicted in Thble 12-12. As this table indicates, all taxa present within the post

contact assemblage are also present within the pre-contact assemblage. The pre-contact sample 

does contain a wider range of shell taxa, but this pattern could be attributed to the substantially 

larger sample size of the pre-contact midden (Meltzer et al. 1992). If the rank order of shell 

taxa present within both midden deposits is compared, a spearman's correlation coefficient of 

+0.903 (n=15) is returned. This value is significant at the 0.01 level, and indicates that there 

is a strong tendency for taxa which are common in the pre-contact assemblage to also be 

common in the post-contact sample. 

Thble 12-12 Shell MNI counts, pre-contact and post-contact assemblages, Barlambidj 

TAXON TOTAL %MNI TOTAL %MNI 

Turbo cinerus 967 23.0 174 20.9 
Nerita chamaeleon 872 20.7 83 10.0 
Gafrarium tumidum 705 16.8 283 33.6 
Atactodea striata 290 6.8 40 4.8 

Nerita polita 285 6.8 135 16.2 
Naviculara ventriculosa 252 5.9 47 5.6 
Chitonidae 113 2.7 7 0.8 
Anadara aliena 55 1.3 10 1.2 

Nerita lineata 27 0.6 0 0 
Pinctada ap. 11 0.3 0 0 
Crassostrea amasa 11 0.3 2 0.2 
Syrinx auruanus 8 0.2 1 0.1 
Trochus sp. 7 0.2 3 0.4 
Mactra sp. 6 0.1 1 0.1 
Strombus sp. 5 0.1 2 0.2 
Circe scripta 2 <0.1 0 0 
Geloina coaxans 2 <0.1 0 0 
Telescopium telescopium 1 <0.1 2 0.2 
Terebralia palustris 1 <0.1 1 0.1 
Melo amphora 1 <0.1 0 0 
Toredo ap. 1 <0.1 0 0 

Cypraeidae 1 <0.1 0 0 

Shells <15mm long 582 13.8 52 6.2 

TOTAL 4205 843 
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Accordingly, there is no evidence for a major shift in the types of shells deposited at 

Barlambidj between the deposition of the pre-contact and post-contact midden. Archaeological 

data therefore provides no evidence for a shift in the nature of the marine environment in the 

immediate vicinity of the site. Accordingly, the vertebrate faunal sequence at Barlambidj can 

be used to test the model of economic change outlined earlier. Chapter Thirteen discusses the 

vertebrate faunal remains from Barlambidj at length, in order to identify contrasts between the 

pre-contact and post-contact vertebrate assemblages. 
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CHAPTER TIDRTEEN 

CHRONOLOGICAL CHANGE IN THE VERTEBRATE 
FAUNAL ASSEMBLAGE FROM BARLAMBIDJ 

13.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter presents a detailed analysis of the vertebrate faunal remains from 

Barlambidj. The major aim of this analysis is to determine whether the subsistence patterns of 

the island I s inhabitants may have changed after the onset of the Macassan voyages to Arnhem 

Land. Accordingly, the post-contact and pre-contact vertebrate faunal assemblages are 

compared. Major changes, in particular an increase in the relative frequency of turtle remains, 

could be expected given the new hunting opportunities available after Aboriginal people 

adopted dugout canoes and metal harpoons as a consequence of Macassan contact. Note that 

the following terminology has been employed throughout this chapter; an element is an 

anatomical part (e.g. caudal vertebrae) and a specimen is a piece of archaeological faunal 

material, whether a complete bone or a fragment (after Ringrose 1993:122). 

13.2 :METHODOLOGY 

To identify change in the frequency with which different faunal taxa were deposited on 

the site, an internally consistent measure must be sought to quantify the relative abundance of 

faunal taxa. Three measures are commonly used in archaeological faunal analysis to express 

relative abundance; bone weights, the number of identified specimens (NISP) , and minimum 

number of individuals (MNI). While some reviews have emphasised the basic similarity of 

these different techniques (e.g. Aplin 1981:45; Grayson 1979, 1984), it is clear that each has a 

different set of advantages and disadvantages (e.g. Allen and Guy 1984; Colley 1990:218; 

Klein and Cruz-Uribe 1984:25; Grayson 1973, 1984; Ringrose 1993). 

Some analysts are divided over the extent to which the problems associated with MNI 

and NISP preclude them being valid measures of taxonomic abundance (e.g. Grayson 

1979:214 vs. Klein and Cruz-Uribe 1984:25 vs. Ringrose 1993:128). As Colley (1990:218) 

has stated: 

Minimum number estimates, fragment counts, and bone weights are simply 
different ways of describing archaeological samples. There is no evidence that 
they always directly reflect human food choices or subsistence behaviour ... 

Many analysts have concluded that the best solution is to use a variety of different methods to 

calculate relative abundances (e.g.Klein and Cruz-Uribe 1984:25; McDonald 1992:154; 

Mountain 1987; Vanderwal and Horton 1984:39; Walters 1986:226). Given that different 
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measures have different problems and advantages associated with them, if all indicate a 

consistent chronological trend, then it can be assumed that this does not simply reflect a bias 

introduced by anyone type of abundance calculation. Accordingly, three different methods are 

used to quantify faunal abundance in this analysis: bone weights, NISP and MNI. 

Specimens from each spit were initially sorted according to type (fish, turtle, crab, 

lizard and other), burning state, size class and skeletal element. Specimens were classified as 

burnt if organic matter was incompletely oxidised as evidenced by brown or black 

discoloration on the surface of the bone. Specimens were classified as calcined if organic 

matter was completely oxidised as indicated by grey, blue or bluish-white tints on the surface 

of the bone (David 1990:68-69). The number and weight of specimens within each burning 

class within each spit was recorded. Turtle remains were further subdivided into carapace and 

skeletal material, while the following categories of fish bone were recognised: vertebrae, 

broken vertebrae (defined as specimens for which centrum width could not be measured), spines 

and ribs, cranial bones, jaws and teeth. 

All specimens which could be allocated to a specific skeletal element, with the 

exception of broken vertebrae, were recorded individually. "Individualised" specimens 

principally included vertebrae, jaw fragments, and teeth, and the following information was 

recorded in each case: taxon, skeletal element, burning state, breakage and size class. Fish 

vertebrae were further divided into atlas, caudal, thoracic, penultimate and ultimate vertebrae 

(after Casteel 1976:77-78). Several measures were chosen to assess damage to fish vertebrae, 

and various measures of size were made to the nearest 0.1 mm with digital calipers on fish 

vertebrae, otoliths and pharyngeal clusters. 

Five collections of skeletal material were employed for comparative purposes. 

1. A collection of fish skeletons from Melanesia and southeastern Australia held by the 

Research School of Pacific Studies, Australian National University (c.f. Barnett 1978). 

2. A comparative collection of fish remains from southeast Queensland (compiled by Dr. 

Ian Walters). 

3. An extensive collection of fish otoliths at the Queensland Museum collected from both 

Queensland and the Northern Territory. 

4. Fish skeletons and otoliths from the Northern Territory Museum. 

5. The author also created a collection of fish skeletons from the Cobourg Peninsula. 

Based on records currently maintained by Northern Territory Museum there are over 

450 species of fish known to occur in the Cobourg Peninsula area (Chapter Two). The 

comparative collections did not contain specimens of all of these 450 species. Commercially 

important families of fish (e.g. Lutjanidae, Centropomidae, Serranidae) are more 

comprehensively represented in the reference collections than non-commercial fish (e.g. 
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Plotosidae). Nonetheless, as a group these collections contained examples of every family of 

edible fish known to occur on the Cobourg Peninsula. 

13.3 TAPHONOMIC PROCESSES AND THE VERTEBRATE FAUNAL ASSEM:BLAGE 

Before analysing chronological change in the relative frequency of different vertebrate 

taxa, it is necessary to consider the attritional history of the faunal assemblage. Two processes 

may lead to the degradation or destruction of a vertebrate faunal assemblage, mechanical 

fragmentation and chemical decay (Aplin 1981:38-39). Mechanicalfragmentation refers to the 

progressive fragmentation of an assemblage by processes including prehistoric food preparation 

and consumption, carnivore activity, trampling, and burning. Chemical decay, by contrast, 

involves the biochemical breakdown of organic compounds in bone and removal in solution of 

inorganic material. 

Degradational processes can exert a major effect on the measures used to calculate 

relative abundance. For example, extensive mechanical fragmentation can lead to the inflation 

of NISP relative to MNI values. Accordingly, it is possible that change through time in the 

apparent relative abundance of a taxon may reflect taphonomic processes, rather than variation 

in the frequency with which the taxon was originally deposited in the site. For the purposes of 

this analysis it is necessary to compare the impact of mechanical fragmentation and chemical 

decay on the pre-contact and post-contact assemblages. 

Mechanical fragmentation 

In order to assess the extent to which the pre-contact and post-contact assemblages have 

been mechanically fragmented, a number of indices were measured on fish vertebrae (after 

Walters 1986:248). These included whether or not the spines had been detached (Dl), the 

presence or absence of edge damage (D2) and whether or not the vertebral centrum was 

broken (D3) (Figure 13-1). If mechanical fragmentation has affected one faunal assemblage to 

a substantially greater degree, then variation in the rate at which fish vertebrae are fragmented 

should vary at a statistically significant level. 

The proportions of fish vertebrae with various types of mechanical damage are plotted in 

Figure 13-2. This data indicates that the frequency with which fish vertebrae are fragmented is 

similar in both the pre-contact and the post-contact assemblage. In total, 86.2 % (n=2,015) of 

pre-contact vertebrae had one or more forms of fragmentation, while 83.6 % (n = 140) of post

contact vertebrae are similarly affected. A chi-square test reveals that this difference is not 

statistically significant at the 0.01 level (X2=0.213, df=l, p=0.644), suggesting that there is 
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little difference in the degree of mechanical fragmentation between the pre-contact and post

contact bone assemblages. 

D 1: Detached spines D2: Edge damage 

D3: Broken vertebral centrum 

Figure 13-1 Indices of mechanical damage on fish vertebrae (after Walters 1986:248) 
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Dl D2 D3 DI-D3 

Type of Damage 

Figure 13-2 Frequency of mechanical damage on fish vertebrae 

Chemical decay 

CJ Pre-contact 

IZ2l Post-contact 

In any given environment, the rate at which chemical decay effects bone depends on its 

physical characteristics including its size, density, and burning state (Aplin 1981:38-39). For 

example, Von Endt and Ortner (1984:252) demonstrated that the rate at which bone specimens 

decay through chemical processes is inversely proportional to their size. Smaller bones have a 

greater proportion of their volume exposed to groundwater, and accordingly inorganic ions can 

more easily diffuse into the bone and cause bone degradation. Therefore, it could be expected 

that in a bone assemblage subjected to a significant degree of chemical decay, the smallest 

bones will have been the first to have been removed. At Barlambidj, both the pre-contact and 

post-contact assemblages contain intact fish vertebrae, jaws and spines which measure less than 

5mm in maximum dimension. If chemical decay had affected either assemblage to a major 

extent, such small bones could be expected to have been destroyed. 
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Another indication of the extent to which decay has affected a faunal assemblage is the 

relative proportion of faunal specimens within different burning classes. Calcined bone is 

unaffected by biochemical action due to its totally inorganic composition and is subject to 

slower solution rates because of its amorphous microstructure (c.f. Herrmann 1979). Thus, 

calcined bone may survive long after other bone has decayed. Accordingly, if chemical decay 

has removed a larger proportion of the pre-contact faunal assemblage than the post-contact 

assemblage at Barlambidj, it would be expected that the frequency of calcined bone would be 

higher in the older deposit (cf Aplin 1981:39). 

Nonetheless, Table 13-1 reveals that the frequency of calcined bone in the pre-contact 

and post-contact assemblages is virtually identical. Of the total assemblage of bone, calcined 

specimens represent 1.8% by number of the pre-contact assemblage, and 2.2% by number of 

the post-contact sample. A chi-square test reveals that this contrast is not significant at the 

0.01 level (X2 =0.47,df=1,p=O.732). When tabulated by weight, the proportion of calcined 

bone in the pre-contact assemblage is also virtually identical to the proportion in the post

contact sample (Table 13-1). These results suggest that chemical decay has not affected the 

pre-contact assemblage to a greater extent than the post-contact assemblage. 

Table 13-1 Frequency of calcined bone as a percentage of the total assemblage 

MEASURE PERIOD CALCINED NON-CALCINED TOTAL 

Number Pre-Contact 339 (1. 8%) 18,046 (98.2%) 18,385 

Post-Contact 24 (2.2%) 1,078 (97.8%) 1,102 

Weight (g) Pre-Contact 11.5 (1.9%) 596.5 (98.1%) 608.0 

Post-Contact 3.9 (1. 6%) 238.2 (98.4%) 242.1 
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13.4 VERTEBRATE FAUNAL TAXA AT BARLAMBIDJ 

A total of 1,102 specimens of bone were recovered from the post-contact midden, and 

18,385 specimens were retrieved from the pre-contact midden. Of the total faunal assemblage 

a total of 2,692 specimens could be identified to the level of family or below. A further 9,909 

specimens could be identified simply as fish, with no further taxonomic distinctions possible, 

while the remaining 6,886 fragments of bone could not be identified. A total of 86 pieces of 

crab carapace were also identified. 

Three categories of vertebrate faunal taxa were initially recognised within the 

assemblage: lizard, fish and turtle. Tables 13-2 and 13-3 list the total number and weight of 

specimens from each category, for each of the excavated spits and collection squares. In terms 

of the number of specimens, fish represents the most numerous category in both the pre

contact and post-contact assemblages. Fish weighed more than both turtle and lizard in the 

pre-contact material, but turtle bone weighed more than the other categories in the post-contact 

sample. In terms of both number and weight, lizard is a relatively minor component of both 

assemblages. 

Thble 13-2 Number and weight of faunal specimens, pre-contact midden, Barlambidj 

SPIT/ UNIDENTIFIED LIZARD FISH TURTLE 

SQUARE n (g) n ( g) n ( g) n ( g) 

F9 210 5.1 1 <0.1 1063 29.1 82 12.6 

FlO 1362 27.6 4 <0.1 1290 47.1 125 22.2 

F11 1043 23.3 0 1718 52.3 166 21.6 

F12 673 15.9 0 1237 37.7 177 15.4 

F13 547 11.1 2 <0.1 1047 27.7 75 7.1 

F14 170 3.3 2 <0.1 364 7.3 15 2.7 

F15 687 14.1 4 0.1 . 1233 59.9 103 19.8 

G15 211 5.2 1 <0.1 314 9.2 30 3.9 

G16 259 5.3 1 <0.1 354 9.2 45 3.5 

G17 365 7.0 0 348 9.0 44 4.8 

G18 324 7.1 0 447 12.3 45 3.9 

G19 317 5.9 2 <0.1 450 9.2 46 4.7 

G20 227 5.3 4 <0.1 510 14.5 41 10.3 

G21 153 2.9 0 <0.1 412 8.5 35 3.1 

TOTAL 6548 139.1 21 0.4 10787 332.9 1029 135.6 
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ThbIe 13-3 Number and weight of faunal specimens, post-contact midden, BarIambidj 

SPIT/ UNIDENTIFIED LIZARD FISH TURTLE 

SQUARE n (g) n (g) n ( g) n ( g) 

Sl 10 0.2 10 0.6 29 7.5 24 167.6 

S2 148 3.7 0 156 7.1 140 13.4 

S3 180 3.9 9 0.3 221 10.8 175 27.0 

TOTAL 338 7.8 19 0.9 406 25.4 339 208.0 

At a higher level of taxonomic resolution, a total of 20 vertebrate taxa were identified 

(Table 13-4). These included 15 taxa of bony fish, together with shark, stingray and turtle. 

Note that due to the biased nature of the reference collections, faunal taxa from Barlambidj 

have been identified to different levels of taxonomic precision. Some taxa, such as the sand 

bass (Psammoperca waigiensis) and stripey perch (Lutjanus carponatus) were identified to 

species level. Other taxa, for example the eel tailed catfish (plotosidae), could be identified 

only to the genus or family level. 

Thble 13-4 Faunal taxa identified from Barlambidj 

COMMON NAME 

Hardyhead 
Eel tailed catfish 
Sand Bass 
Bream 
stripey seaperch 
Perch 
Catfish 
Barracudas 
Garfish 
Blue tuskfish 
Parrot fish 
Bar-cheeked trout 
Trevally 
Grunter 
Snake eel 
Black tipped shark 
Stingray 
Cartilaginous fish 

Lizard 
Green Turtle 

". II = unknown 

FAMILY 

Atherinidae 
Plotosidae 
Centropomidae 
Sparidae 
Lutjanidae 
Lutjanidae 
Ariidae 
Sphyraenidae 
Hemiramphidae 
Labridae 
Scaridae 
Serranidae 
Carangidae 
Teraponidae1 

Opichthidae 
Charcharinidae 
Dasyatididae 
Elasmosbranchii 

Agamidae 
Chelonidae 

1 Identification tentative. 

336 

GENUS/SPECIES 

Psammoperca waigiensis 
Acanthopagrus sp. 
Lutjanus carponatus 
Lutjanus sp. 
Arius ap. 
Sphyraena sp. 
Hyporamphus sp. 
Choerodon cyanodus 
Scarus sp. 
Plectropomus maculatus 
Caranx sp. 

Carcharhinus sp. 

Cheloina mydas 



The skeletal elements employed for taxonomic identification varied between taxa (Thb1e 

13-5). Otoliths and jaws (premaxilla and dentaries) proved to be diagnostic elements for the 

majority of the bony fish. Otoliths were particularly amenable to identification due to their 

good representation in the comparative collections used in this study. By contrast, some 

elements could be identified because of their distinctive morphology, such as barracuda 

(Sphyraena sp.) and trevally (Carangidae) vertebrae, the distinctively granulated dorso-cranial 

plates of catfish (Anus sp.) and the pharyngeal clusters of blue tuskfish (Choerodon cyanodus). 

At least two types of cartilaginous fish were identified. Black tipped shark 

(Carcharhinus sp.), was identified on the basis of teeth (cf Allen and Swainston 1988:20-23). 

Bony tubercules proved to be diagnostic of Dasyatididae (stingray), on the basis of comparative 

material in the Northern Territory Museum. Cartilaginous fish vertebrae were also identified 

within the assemblages. As it did not prove possible to determine whether these specimens are 

from sharks or stingrays (or another type of cartilaginous fish), these vertebrae have been 

classified under the broader category of Elasmosbranchii (cf Masse 1986). 

Turtle was represented principally by carapace fragments, but a number of other turtle 

bones, including phalanges, femora, humeri and corocoids were also found within the 

assemblages. Dr. P. Couper, of the Queensland Museum, kindly examined some of the more 

intact turtle skeletal remains, and has suggested that they represent green turtle (Cheloina 

mydas). 

The pre-contact and post-contact assemblages are similar in terms of the range of faunal 

taxa. Of the 20 vertebrate taxa identified at Barlambidj, 19 occurred in the pre-contact 

deposit, and 19 were identified in the post-contact material. Garfish (Hyporamphus sp.) was 

found only in the pre-contact assemblage, while snake eel (Opichthidae) occurred only in the 

post-contact sample. 
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Thble 13-5 Diagnostic skeletal elements for fish 

TAXON 

OTOLITH JAWS 

Hardyhead y y 

Eel tailed catfish y 

Sand bass y y 

Bream y y 

stripey seaperch y y 

Perch y y 

Catfish y y 

Barracuda y 

Garfish y y 

w Blue tuskfish y w 
00 Parrotfish y y 

Bar-cheeked trout y y 

Trevally y y 

Grunter y 

Snake eel y 

Black tipped shark 

Stingray 

cartilaginous fish 

"y" diagnostic element, " . " not diagnostic 

TEETH 

y 

y 

y 

ELEMENT 

VERTEBRA FRONTAL 

y 

y 

y y 

y 

y 

y 

y 

OTHER 

Pharyngeal 

Pharyngeal 

Pharyngeal 

pterygiophore 



Calculating minimum numbers of individuals 

Minimum numbers of individuals (MNI) were calculated by counting the most frequent 

body part for each taxon in each provenience unit. Multiple elements were totalled and then 

divided by number of elements in that animal, while for paired elements the larger number out 

of the left and right elements was used. Although matching pairs on the basis of size may 

prove to be a valuable excercise in minimum number calculations (e.g. Allen and Guy 1984), 

this did not prove practicable in this analysis due to the fragmented state of many specimens. 

Several elements were used to identify the presence of certain taxa, but were not used to 

establish an MNI greater than one for each specified provenience unit. These include the 

frontal bone and spines of catfish (Arius sp.), pterygiophores exhibiting hyperostosis for 

trevallies (Carangidae), fragments of pharyngeal plates in the case of parrot fish (Scaridae), the 

teeth of black tipped shark (Carcharhinus sp.), tubercules from stingray (Dasyatididae) and 

turtle (Che/oina mydas) carapace fragments. 

Two different units of aggregation, or provenience units, were employed for MNI 

calculations. The first, MNI ,involved calculating MNI for each taxon for each individual 
max 

spit or collection square. The second, MNlmin, involved integrating body part counts for all 

spits in the pre-contact midden, and all collection squares in the post-contact midden 

respectively. A dual approach has been adopted in order to investigate what effect the unit of 

aggregation used for MNI counts has on the relative frequencies calculated for different taxa. 

The most valuable element for MNI calculations on fish were otoliths, as they proved 

to be common in both deposits. Otoliths were divided into left and rights, and further 

subdivided according to fragmentation (Figure 13-3). For the MNI calculation, MNI was max 

taken as the maximum out of the left and right otoliths in each aggregation unit. All fragments 

were inspected, and if it was considered that they may have originally been part of the same 

otolith as any other fragment in the spit then these fragments were counted as a single 

specimen. The numbers of otoliths within each assemblage, and the corresponding MNI 

calculations, are presented in Thbles 13-6 and 13-7. 

MNI counts are presented in Tables 13-8 and 13-9. Minimum number of individual 

calculations based on the aggregation of material in individual spits or collection squares 

(MNI ) are presented in Table 13-8. Calculated in this manner, 319 individual animals 
max 

would have been required to produce the pre-contact vertebrate assemblage, including 14 

turtles, 11 lizards and 294 fish (Thble 13-8). By contrast, 36 individual animals could account 

for the post-contact material including three turtles, two lizards and 31 fish (Thble 13-8). As 

could be expected, integrating the body part counts for the whole of the pre-contact and post

contact assemblages respectively produces much smaller counts Cfable 13-9). Total MNI . 
nun 

for the pre-contact assemblage is 179, which includes one turtle, three lizards and 175 fish. 
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MNI . of the post-contact assemblage is one turtle, one lizard and 24 fish (Thble 13-9). 
JlUn 

Otoliths 
Right Left 

Rostrum Length 
... . 

1\ Proximal fragment 

\ ~ ) 
V Anterior fragment 

Vertebra 

~ lWidth 
... . Centra width ! 

Length 

Tuskfish {(;oerodon cyanodus) pharyngeal plates 

Inferior 

Width I 
Length 

Figure 13-3 Measurements on skeletal elements 
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Thble 13-6 Otoliths, pre-contact assemblage, Barlambidj 

TAXON LEFT RIGHT 

P M A W P M A 

Hardyhead 0 0 0 37 0 0 0 44 

Eel tailed catfish 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 5 

Sand bass 7 0 5 9 4 1 5 14 

Bream 9 1 2 8 9 1 1 11 

Stripey seaperch 8 0 7 8 1 0 7 5 

Perch 3 4 5 2 5 1 7 1 

catfish 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 

Barracuda 0 2 0 3 0 0 0 3 

Garfish 1 0 1 6 0 0 1 5 

Blue tuskfish 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 

Bar-cheeked trout 1 0 1 1 1 0 2 1 

Trevally 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Grunter 0 0 0 3 1 0 0 3 

1 P=proximal fragment, M=middle fragment, A=Anterior fragment, 

Thble 13-7 Otoliths, post-contact assemblage, Barlambidj 

TAXON 

P 

Hardyhead 0 

Eel tailed catfish 0 

Sand bass 1 

Bream 0 

stripey seaperch 0 

Perch 0 

Barracuda 0 

Trevally 0 

Grunter 0 

LEFT 

MAW 

0 0 0 

0 0 1 

0 0 0 

0 0 2 

0 0 1 

0 0 0 

0 0 0 

0 0 1 

0 0 0 

P 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

1 

RIGHT 

M A 

0 0 1 

0 0 0 

0 2 0 

0 0 0 

0 0 2 

0 1 0 

1 0 0 

0 0 1 

0 0 0 

1 P=proximal fragment, M=middle fragment, A=Anterior fragment, 
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Thble 13-8 MNI counts for individual spits and squares, Barlambidi max ~ 

PRE-CONTACT 

TAXON 

POST-CONTACT 

123 F9 FlO Fll F12 F13 F14 F15 G1S G1G G17 G1S G19 G20 G2l 

Hardyhead 

Eel tailed catfish 

Sand bass 

Bream 

Stripey seaperch 

Perch 

Catfish 

Barracuda 

Garfish 

Blue tuskfish 

Parrot fish 

Bar-cheeked trout 

Trevally 

Grunter 

Snake eel 

Black tipped shark 

stingray 

Green turtle 

Lizard 

1 

o 
o 
o 
o 
1 

o 
1 

o 
1 

o 
o 
1 

1 

1 

o 
o 

1 

1 

o 
o 
1 

1 

1 

o 
o 
o 
o 
3 

1 

o 
1 

o 
o 

1 

o 

1 

o 

o 
1 

2 

1 

1 

o 
1 

o 
o 
5 

1 

1 

o 
a 
a 

1 

1 

1 

1 

10 

o 
4 

3 

3 

1 

1 

o 
1 

4 

1 

2 

1 

1 

o 

o 
1 

1 

1 

7 

1 

4 

4 

1 

3 

1 

1 

1 

4 

1 

2 

1 

o 
a 

1 

1 

1 

1 

7 

1 

5 

4 

5 

4 

1 

2 

2 

4 

1 

1 

1 

a 
a 

1 

1 

1 

1 

5 

o 
4 

4 

3 

1 

1 

o 
o 
3 

1 

1 

1 

1 

o 

1 

o 

1 

1 

1 

1 

5 

2 

3 

S 

1 

1 

o 
2 

1 

1 

1 

a 
a 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2 

o 
1 

1 

1 

1 

o 
o 
1 

1 

1 

2 

1 

1 

o 

a 
o 

1 

1 

7 

1 

3 

6 

2 

1 

1 

1 

o 
6 

1 

1 

1 

1 

o 

1 

1 

1 

1 

o 
o 
1 

1 

2 

o 
o 
1 

o 
2 

1 

a 
a 
o 
a 

a 
1 

1 

1 

1 

o 
2 

1 

1 

o 
o 
o 
1 

2 

1 

o 
o 
o 
a 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2 

o 
1 

2 

1 

1 

o 
o 
o 
2 

1 

a 
1 

1 

o 

o 
o 

1 

o 

3 

o 
1 

1 

1 

2 

o 
o 
1 

2 

1 

a 
1 

a 
a 

o 
1 

1 

o 

2 

o 
1 

2 

1 

1 

o 
1 

1 

2 

1 

o 
1 

o 
o 

o 
1 

1 

1 

1 

o 
1 

1 

1 

1 

o 
1 

2 

2 

1 

o 
a 
1 

o 

1 

1 

1 

1 

3 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2 

o 

o 

1 

1 

1 



w 
~ 
w 

Thble 13-9 MNImax and MNImin counts for the vertebrate faunal assemblage, Barlambidj 

TAXON 

Hardyhead 
Blue tuskfish 

Sand bass 
Bream 
Stripey seaperch 
Perch 
Green turtle 

Parrotfish 
Lizard 

Stingray 
Trevally 
Bar-cheeked trout 

Garfish 
Black tipped shark 

Barracuda 

catfish 

Grunter 

Eel tailed catfish 

Snake eel 

PRE
CONTACT 

51 

38 
34 
33 

26 
21 
14 
13 
11 

11 

10 
10 

11 

8 

8 

6 

6 

5 

0 

MN1max 
POST-

CONTACT 

1 

9 
3 
2 
2 
1 
3 
2 
2 

1 

2 
1 

0 

2 

1 

1 
1 

1 

1 

TOTAL RANK 

52 19 

47 18 
37 17 
35 16 
28 15 
22 14 
17 13 
15 12 
13 11 

12 9.5 

12 9.5 

11 7.5 

11 7.5 
10 6 

9 5 

7 3.5 

7 3.5 

6 2 

1 1 

PRE-
MNlmin 

POST-

CONTACT CONTACT 

43 1 
24 6 
19 2 
20 2 
16 2 

8 1 
1 1 
4 1 
3 1 

1 1 
5 1 
7 1 

7 0 
1 1 
5 1 
2 1 
4 1 

5 1 

0 1 

TOTAL RANK D 

44 19 0 
30 18 0 
21 16 -1.0 
22 17 +1.0 
18 15 0 

9 14 0 

2 3 -10.0 
5 7.5 -4.5 
4 5 -6.0 

2 3 -6.5 

6 10 +0.5 

8 13 +5.5 

7 12 +4.5 

2 3 -3.0 

6 10 +5.0 

3 6 +2.5 

5 7.5 +4.0 

6 10 +8.0 

1 1 0 



MNI for each taxa has been plotted against the corresponding MNI. in Figure 13-max mm 

4. The two calculations demonstrate a positive, linear correlation (r2=0.89). Rank orders of 

taxonomic abundance according to the two different methods of aggregation are indicated in 

Thble 13-9. The spearman's rank correlation coefficient for these ranks is 0.731 (significant at 

the 0.01 level), indicating that there is a strong tendency for the paired ranks to be equal or 

similar. Regardless of the manner in which MNI is calculated, the six most common taxa are 

hardyhead (Atherinidae), blue tuskfish (Choerodon cyanodus), sand bass (Psammoperca 

waigiensis), bream (Acanthopagrus sp.), stripey seaperch (Lutjanus carponatus) and perch 

(Lutjanus sp). Furthermore, the rank order of abundance of these six taxa are virtually 

identical regardless of the method of aggregation (Thble 13-9). Such a pattern can generally be 

expected with MNI calculations; Grayson (1979:216) has demonstrated that the method of 

aggregation has relatively little affect on the rank order of taxonomic abundance of the most 

common taxa. 
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Figure 13-4 MNI vs MNI . of vertebrate taxa max mm 
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Method of aggregation does influence the rank order of several of the less common 

taxa. The taxon whose rank order of abundance changes the most is turtle. Depending on 

the mode of aggregation, the samples of turtle bones from Barlambidj could have been formed 

by as many as 17, or as few as two turtles. Given that such a large degree of variation is 

possible, I conclude that it is relevant to assess change in the chronological frequency of turtle 

by both MNI and MNI .. By contrast, MNI only has been used to assess chronological 
max mm max 

change in the relative frequency of fish taxa. 

13.5 PRE-CONTACT AND POST-CONTACT FISH ASSEMBLAGES 

Chronological change in the relative frequency of different fish taxa deposited at 

Barlambidj can be identified. The rank order of taxonomic abundance of fish taxa by MNImax 

in the pre-contact and post-contact assemblage is indicated in Table 13-10. In terms of 

minimum numbers of individuals, hardyheads are the most common fish species in the pre

contact assemblage, followed by blue tuskfish (Table 13-10). In the post-contact assemblage, 

by contrast, blue tuskfish is the most common fish taxon and hardyheads are amongst the 

second least common type of fish. Comparison of the two sets of ranks produces a spearman's 

rank correlation coefficient of 0.548, which is not significant at the 0.01 level. This suggests 

that paired data are not correlated at a statistically significant level. 

Another taxon which changes considerably in terms of its rank order of abundance is 

garfish. While at least 11 individual garfish are represented in the pre-contact deposit, making 

it the eighth most common type of fish, no garfish remains were identified in the post-contact 

sample (Thble 13-10). Another taxon which varies in abundance is snake eel. As noted above, 

snake eel is represented in the post-contact assemblage by a single specimen, but no specimens 

of this animal were found in the older layer. Given that specimens from this taxon are so 

uncommon, their apparent absence from the pre-contact assemblage may reflect a sampling 

effect (cf Meltzer et al. 1992). 

Hardyhead changes more in rank than any other fish taxa. If hardyheads are removed 

from the paired data in Table 13-10, it returns a spearman I s rank correlation coefficient of 

0.741, significant at the 0.01 level. This suggests that a substantial proportion of the statistical 

variation between the ranks of different taxa within the two fish assemblages can be accounted 

for by the decrease in the frequency of hardyhead. 
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Table 13-10 Rank order of fish taxa (MNI ), pre-contact and post-contact assemblages 
max 

TAXON 

Hardyhead 

Blue tuskfish 

Sand bass 

Bream 

Stripey seaperch 

Perch 

Cartilaginous fish 

Parrotfish 

Garfish 

Trevally 

Bar-cheeked trout 

Barracuda 

Catfish 

Grunter 

Eel tailed catfish 

Snake eel 

RANK 

PRE-CONTACT 

16.0 

15.0 

14.0 

13.0 

12.0 

11.0 

10.0 

9.0 

8.0 

6.5 

6.5 

5.0 

3.5 

3.5 

2.0 

1.0 

RANK 

POST-CONTACT 

5.5 

16.0 

14.5 

11.5 

11.5 

5.5 

14.5 

11.5 

1.0 

11.5 

5.5 

5.5 

5.5 

5.5 

5.5 

5.5 

D 

-10.5 

+1.0 

+0.5 

-1.5 

-0.5 

-5.5 

+4.5 

+2.5 

-7.0 

+5.0 

-1.0 

+0.5 

+2.0 

+2.0 

+3.5 

+4.5 

For reasons discussed above, changes to the relative abundance of fish have also been 

calculated according to NISP. The NISP of the various fish taxa, in both the pre-contact and 

post-contact assemblage, have been listed in their rank order of abundance in Table 13-11. 

Note that because the cartilaginous fish vertebrae could not be identified to family or genus 

level, all specimens of cartilaginous fish have been aggregated as one category for the purposes 

of this table. 
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Thble 13-11 Rank order of fish taxa by NISP, pre-contact and post-contact assemblages 

PRE-CONTACT 

TAXON NISP RANK 

Blue tuskfish 332 16.0 

cartilaginous fish 228 15.0 

Bream 156 14.0 

Sand Bass 118 13.0 

Hardyhead 82 12.0 

Stripey seaperch 62 11. 0 

Trevally 53 10.0 

Parrot fish 50 9.0 

Perch 41 8.0 

Bar-cheeked trout 31 7.0 

Catfish 17 6.0 

Garfish 13 5.0 

Barracuda 12 4.0 

Eel tailed catfish 7 2.5 

Grunter 7 2.5 

Snake eel 0 1.0 

POST-CONTACT 

NISP RANK 

27 16.0 

8 14.0 

6 13.0 

3 11.5 

1 5.0 

3 11.5 

14 15.0 

2 9.5 

1 5.0 

1 5.0 

2 9.5 

0 1.0 

1 5.0 

1 5.0 

1 5.0 

1 5.0 

D 

0 

-1.0 

-1.0 

-1. 5 

-7.0 

+0.5 

+5.0 

+0.5 

-3.0 

-2.0 

+3.5 

-4.0 

-1.0 

+2.5 

+2.5 

+4.0 

The most common fish taxon in both the pre-contact and the post-contact assemblages, 

calculated as NISP, is the blue tuskfish, represented by 332 and 27 specimens respectively 

(Thble 13-11). Cartilaginous fish, bream, sand bass, and stripey seaperch specimens are also 

relatively common in both the pre-contact and post-contact assemblages (Table 13-11). 

Comparison of the two samples returned a spearman's rank correlation coefficient of 0.771, 

suggesting that there is a statistically significant relationship between the paired data, and 

emphasising the basic similarity between the two fish assemblages. 

Nonetheless, hardyheads, represented by 82 specimens in the pre-contact assemblage, 

were represented by only one specimen in the post contact material. As a result, in terms of 

NISP hardyhead slipped from being the fifth most common taxon to being the second least most 

common fish taxon. This contrast is consistent with that identified on the basis of MNI, 

confirming that the fall in the relative frequency of hardyhead is a major chronological change. 

In order to investigate this chronological change further, it is relevant to compare the sizes of 

fish deposited at Barlambidj during the pre-contact and post-contact periods. 
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Chronological change in fish size 

Regression analyses have shown that the size of skeletal elements in fish such as 

vertebrae and otoliths are closely correlated with the length of the live fish (e.g. Balme 1983; 

Castel 1976; Keyfous 1977: 19; Nichol 1981). Accordingly, measurements on various skeletal 

elements can be used to reconstruct body sizes of fish from elements recovered 

archaeologically (e.g. Casteel 1976; Coleman 1978, 1980; Walters 1986:300-303). 

Measurements on three skeletal elements: vertebrae, otoliths, and the pharyngeal clusters of 

blue tuskfish, have been employed to gauge change in the size of fish deposited at Barlambidj. 

The aim is not to reconstruct the absolute size of the fish captured in the past, but to identify 

contrasts in the size of fish captured during the pre-contact and post-contact period. The 

results of the analysis of otoliths, pharyngeal clusters and vertebrae will now be discussed in 

tum. 

Otoliths 

Three sets of measurements were made on otoliths (Figure 13-3), although if the 

specimens were broken only one or two of these measurements could be made. 

Measurements were made on otoliths from five fish taxa: stripey perch, perch, bream, 

hardyhead and sand bass. Otoliths from these taxa were chosen for analysis because samples 

of both pre-contact and post-contact otoliths were available. 

Variation in the size of fish otoliths is summarized in Table 13-12. With one 

exception, all measurements on the sample of post-contact otoliths are within the range of the 

corresponding measurements on pre-contact otoliths. The mean dimensions of post-contact 

sand bass, stripey perch and perch otoliths are slightly lower than the mean dimensions of 

these otoliths in the pre-contact assemblage (Table 13-12). By contrast, the mean size of the 

post-contact bream otoliths is slightly higher than the pre-contact bream otoliths (Thble 13-12). 

T-tests were conducted to assess the statistical significance of the differences between 

pre-contact and post-contact otolith sizes for sand bass, bream and stripey perch. Note that 

hardyhead and perch otoliths were omitted from this test as only one otolith for each taxon was 

available in the post-contact sample. Variation between the dimensions of pre-contact and 

post-contact otoliths from these three taxa is not significant at the 0.01 level, suggesting 

variation between the mean measurements could simply be the result of chance (Thble 13-13). 
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Thble 13-12 Size of pre-contact and post-contact fish otoliths 

TAXON AGE 

Hardyhead Pre-Contact 

Post-contact 

Sand bass Pre-Contact 

Post-Contact 

Stripey Pre-Contact 

perch Post-Contact 

Bream Pre-Contact 

Post-Contact 

Perch Pre-Contact 

Post-Contact 

"." = no measurements 

n 

79 

1 

25 

12 

3 

18 

2 

LENGTH 

min max 

2.69 4.17 

7.65 11.57 

5.52 9.72 

5.69 6.68 

5.18 8.54 

6.92 7.06 

3 13.64 14.81 

-x 

3.54 

3.74 

9.45 

7.37 

6.20 

6.69 

6.99 

14.27 

n 

77 

1 

30 

2 

18 

3 

18 

2 

5 

1 

HEIGHT 

min max -x 

2.95 4.63 3.98 

4.87 

3.40 5.09 4.21 

3.54 4.43 3.99 

3.11 5.81 4.27 

3.10 3.97 3.62 

3.37 6.19 4.85 

5.09 5.10 5.10 

7.09 8.52 7.29 

6.79 

n 

32 

2 

16 

3 

18 

2 

7 

1 

ROSTRUM LENGTH 

min max 

3.53 6.07 

3.59 4.15 

2.38 4.34 

2.43 2.78 

2.20 4.07 

2.96 3.16 

5.31 7.50 

-x 

4.82 

3.87 

3.49 

2.60 

2.99 

3.06 

6.77 

5.70 



Thble 13-13 T-tests on pre-contact and post-contact otolith size 

TAXON LENGTH 

t df p 

Sand bass 

Bream 0.43 1B 0.67 

Stripey perch 1.03 13 0.32 

" " = no measurement 

HEIGHT 

t df 

0.76 30 

0.44 18 

0.74 19 

p 

0.45 

0.66 

0.47 

ROSTRUM 

t df p 

2.16 32 0.04 

0.19 18 0.B5 

2.12 17 0.05 

A possible exception to this pattern are hardyhead otoliths. The single otolith from the 

post-contact deposit is larger in height than any of the pre-contact otoliths. In Figure 13-5 the 

area of hardyhead otoliths has been calculated by multiplying width by height. The single 

post-contact otolith is outside the range of sizes of the pre-contact sample. This suggests that 

the few hardyheads captured in the post-contact period may have been larger than those caught 

in the pre-contact period. Given that the frequency of hardyhead is markedly lower in the 

post-contact assemblage, this comparison suggests that a change in fishing strategies took place 

at Copeland Island with respect to this taxon. 
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Figure 13-5 Area of hardyhead (Atherinidae) otoliths 
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Pharyngeal clusters 

Despite the fact that cranial remains of the blue tuskfish (Choerodon cyanodus) were 

common at Barlambidj, only three otoliths from this species were recovered. This is likely to 

reflect the small size of otoliths from fish in this taxon. Tuskfish pharyngeal clusters, however, 

are common within the assemblages, and a number of measurements were made on these 

elements (Figure 13-3) in order to assess whether there was any change in the size of tuskfish 

deposited at the site. 

The range and mean of the measurements on labrid pharyngeals are presented in 

Figure 13-6 and Table 13-14. In all cases except one (inferior pharyngeal length), the mean 

of post-contact and pre-contact measurements is virtually identical. In order to assess whether 

the variation in size between pre-contact and post-contact pharyngeals is statistically 

significant, t-tests were run to compare the five sets of measurements (Table 13-14). In no 

case did the tests return a test statistic significant at the 0.01 level of probability, indicating that 

all differences in the mean size of post-contact and pre-contact pharyngea1s could be the result 

of chance. This data therefore provides no evidence that the size of blue tuskfish captured at 

Barlambidj changed between the pre-contact and post-contact period. 
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Figure 13-6 Dimensions of blue tuskfish (Choerodon cyanodus) pharyngeals 
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Thble 13-14 Size of blue tuskfish (Choerodon cyanodus) pharyngeal clusters in the pre-contact 

and post-contact assemblages 

n x C1 t df p 

pre post pre post pre post 

Inf Length 11 3 14.9 12.1 7.8 5.9 0.59 12 0.564 

Inf Width 20 6 5.6 6.8 3.3 4.3 0.77 24 0.452 

Sup Length 18 2 7.7 7.3 3.1 0.1 0.19 18 0.855 

Sup Width 31 4 3.8 3.7 1.8 1.2 0.12 33 0.908 

1 Inf=Inferior pharyngeal, Sup:Superior pharyngeal 

Vertebrae 

Given that low numbers of vertebrae were identified to family level or below, vertebrae 

provide little potential for information on size changes in individual taxa. One exception to 

this limitation are trevallies and cartilaginous fish, and these are dealt with individually below. 

However, given the large numbers of fish vertebrae in the deposit, comparison of vertebrae sizes 

does provide an opportunity to assess potential changes in the size of the fish deposited in the 

assemblage as a whole. 

The width of the vertebral centrum was measured where possible on all fish vertebrae 

(Figure 13-3). The mean width of all fish vertebrae from the pre-contact assemblage is 3.69mm 

(n= 140), while the mean width of all post-contact fish vertebrae is 5.13mm (n=2,015). A t

test on the two sets of measurements reveals that the difference is statistically significant at the 

0.01 level of probability (t=6.641, df=2163, p= <0.001). 

Figure 13-7 plots the frequency distribution of all fish vertebra widths for the pre

contact and post-contact assemblage. While both samples are skewed towards the smaller 

vertebrae, the pre-contact assemblage contains a much higher percentage of the smallest size 

class of vertebra. While 2.2 % (n = 140) of the vertebrae in the pre-contact deposit were less 

than 2mm wide, none of the vertebrae in the post-contact deposit were less than 2mm wide. A 

total of 73.2% (n=2,015) of the pre-contact vertebrae were between 2mm and 4mm wide, 

compared to only 48.5 % (n = 140) of the post-contact vertebrae. This data indicates that fewer 

fish with relatively narrow vertebrae were deposited at Barlambidj in the post-contact period. 
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Figure 13-7 Width of fish vertebrae, pre-contact and post-contact assemblage 

Measurements on trevally and cartilaginous fish vertebrae are summarised in Thble 13-

15. The mean width of trevally vertebrae in the pre-contact deposit is 9.06mm (n=l1), while 

their mean width in the post-contact sample is virtually identical (9.41mm,n=10), (Thble 13-

15). Results of a t-test indicate that this difference is not statistically significant at the 0.01 

level (t=0.278, df= 19, p=O.784). Analysis of vertebra size therefore provides no evidence 

for a shift in the size of trevallies captured at Barlambidj. 
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Table 13-15 Width of trevally (Carangidae) and cartilaginous fish (Elasmosbranchii) 

vertebrae, pre-contact and post-contact assemblages 

-TAXON PERIOD n min max x a 

Trevally Pre-contact 11 3.4 13.9 9.01 3.55 

Post-contact 10 5.9 12.3 9.41 2.01 

Cartilaginous Pre-contact 140 2.2 8.6 4.07 1.20 

fish Post-contact 5 4.1 7.7 5.75 1.41 

The mean width of cartilaginous fish vertebrae in the pre-contact assemblage is 4.07mm 

(n=140), while in the post-contact sample it is slightly higher at 5.75mm (n=5) (Thble 13-15). 

A t-test indicates that the difference between the two means is significant at the O.Ollevel 

(t=3.056, df= 143, p=O.003). It is therefore possible that there was a slight increase in the 

average size of cartilaginous fish deposited at Barlambidj during the post-contact period. 

Chronological change in fishing strategies at Copeland Island 

Two major contrasts can be identified between the pre-contact and post-contact fish 

bone assemblages. Firstly, there are differences in the range of taxa present within each 

midden and the relative abundance of certain taxon. While hardyheads are the most frequent 

type of fish represented in the pre-contact assemblage, they are virtually absent from the post

contact midden. Similarly, garfish, another relatively common taxon in the pre-contact deposit 

is absent from the post-contact sample. 

Secondly, the average size of hardyhead and cartilaginous fish deposited in the post

contact midden may have been larger than the size of these fish deposited in the pre-contact 

deposit. By contrast, there is no evidence for change in the size of the other fish taxa, 

including blue tuskfish, sand bass, bream, perch, stripey perch and trevallies. 
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Vertebrae less than 4mm wide are much less common in the post-contact midden than 

in the pre-contact deposit. As noted above, it was not possible to identify the majority of fish 

vertebrae to family level or above, due to their poor representation in most of the comparative 

collections available for this study. Nonetheless, the relatively small vertebrae from the pre

contact assemblage were compared with post-cranial material from specimens of tropical 

garfish (Hyporamphus ajfinis) and Ogilby's hardyhead (Pranesus ogilbyi). 

No hardyhead vertebrae could be positively identified within the archaeological 

assemblage. Vertebrae from the comparative specimen of Pranesus ogilbyi (of 155mm length) 

were both small and extremely fragile, and it is possible that hardyhead remains have not 

survived within the deposit. Nonetheless, comparison with the garfish specimen suggested that 

the morphology of many of the smallest vertebrae in the pre-contact assemblage, particularly 

those less than approximately 3mm in width, is not inconsistent with the morphology of garfish 

vertebrae. While such an identification must be regarded at this stage as tentative, it does 

suggest that the lower frequencies of very small vertebrae in the post-contact midden may be 

linked to contrasts in the range of taxa within the two middens. 

It is unlikely that the low frequency of hardyheads and garfish in the post-contact 

assemblage reflects a chronological change in the abundance of these animals in the vicinity of 

Copeland Island. As noted in Chapter Twelve, there is no evidence for any environmental 

change in this area within the last one thousand years. Furthermore, dense schools of 

hardyheads can presently be found in the shallows around the island during incoming tides 

(Chapter Twelve). If hardyheads were not captured during the post-contact period it was not 

because they were unavailable, but because people no longer sought to capture these animals. 

Variation within the two assemblages does not necessarily represent a complete 

realignment of indigenous fishing strategies. Rather it appears that after the onset of Macassan 

contact hardyheads and garfish were no longer targetted, while exploitation of other types of 

fish continued in much the same way. In order to further explore the significance of these 

chronological trends, the behavioural characteristics and maximum live size of the taxa 

recorded from Barlambidj are listed in Table 13-16. Given the data presented in this table, 

hardyheads and garfish are distinctive in terms of two characteristics. 
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Thble 13-16 Characteristics of fish taxa found at Barlambidj 

(Sources: Allen and Swainston 1988; Whitley 1980; Northern Territory Museum Records) 

TAXON 

Hardyhead 

Eel tailed catfish 

Sand bass 

Bream 

stripey seaperch 

Perch 

Catfish 

Barracuda 

Garfish 

Blue Tuskfish 

Parrotfish 

Bar cheeked trout 

Trevally 

Grunter 

Snake eel 

Black tipped shark 

Stingray 

ENVIRONMENT SCHOOLING 

A wide variety shallow marine environments Y 

Rocky reefs N2 

Rocky or coral reefs, weedy areas N 

Estuaries and mangroves N 

Coral and rocky reefs, tidal estuaries N 

Unknown N 

Wide variety of marine environments N 

Juveniles in mangroves, older individuals N2 

live on reefs 

Seagrass beds, mangroves, sandy beaches 

Mangroves and coral reefs, but 

not sandy beaches 

Coral reefs and turbid reefs 

Rocky or coral reefs 

Coastal reefs 

Ubiquitous in shallow water, mangroves, 

sandy beaches and rocky reefs 

Turbid rocky reefs 

Shallow coastal waters 

Reefs with adjacent sandy areas 

y 

N 

N 

N 

N 

N 

N 

N 

N 

MAXIMUM LENGTH1 

lOOmm-170mm 

300mm-1400mm 

470mm 

560mm 

380mm 

300mm-1200mm 

18S0mm 

2400mm 

250mm-340mm 

400mm 

300mm-1000mm 

480mm 

660mm-1000mm 

160mm-320mm 

440mm-1250mm 

1800mm-2250mm 

450mm-6000mm 

I A range of lengths is given where more than one species occurs on the Cobourg Peninsula 

2 Juveniles may form schools 



Firstly, hardyheads and garfish are the only taxa listed in Thble 13-16 which regularly 

aggregate into schools. Despite the relatively small size of individual hardyheads, there are 

records of this taxon forming schools visible from aircraft, and commercial fishermen capturing 

hundreds of kilograms of these fish in a single haul of the net (Whitley 1980:92). While 

schools of hardyhead vary in size, this animal is almost always found in dense schools on the 

surface of the water (H. Larson, Northern Territory Museum, pers. comm.). Garfish also 

commonly school on the surface of the water, although not necessarily in as dense 

concentrations as hardyheads (Whitley 1980: 64). None of the other taxa listed in Thble 13-16 

form schools on the surface of the water. 

Hardyheads are also distinctive in that they have the smallest size range of any of the 

fish listed in Table 13-16. The maximum recorded length for members of the Atherinidae 

family is 170mm, while adult fish in this family normally range in length between 90mm and 

100mm (Grant 1982: 156; Whitley 1980:92). Garfish are also one of the smallest types of fish 

represented in Table 13-16. Representatives of different members of the genus Hyporamphus 
range in maximum length between 250mm and 300mm. This evidence suggests that during the 

pre-contact period occupants of Copeland Island ceased to target relatively small fish which 

school on the surface of the water. The relatively low frequency of very small vertebrae in the 

post-contact faunal assemblage is consistent with this suggestion (see above). 

Given that the behaviour (and size range) of hardyheads and garfish are distinctive, it is 

likely that they were captured through a different technique than other fish within the 

assemblage. Unfortunately, many fish taxa could not be identified to species level, placing 

limitations on the potential to reconstruct the fishing techniques used at Barlambidj. 

Nonetheless, it is interesting to note that two techniques are commonly used today by 

Australian anglers seeking to capture hardyheads for bait (Grant 1982: 156). The first 

technique is the use of a 15m long bait net which can be used to encircle the schools of 

hardy head (Grant 1982: 156). Nonetheless, the technique can be unsuccessful as hardyheads 

are fast swimming fish and can easily evade the net. The second technique which Grant 

(1982:156) refers to is the use of fine meshed (12-18mm) circular nets approximately 1.2m in 

diameter. The nets are lowered approximately 1m below the surface of the water and shoals of 

hardyheads attracted over it with burley. In Grant's words " ... the net is slowly brought closer 

to the surface until with a strong final haul the fish are captured" (Grant 1982:156). 

Similar fishing techniques were recorded by McCarthy (1953b; McCarthy and 

McArthur 1960), who has described the use of purse nets by Aboriginal people near Oenpelli, 

in western Arnhem Land. These nets were between one and four feet long, and had four sticks 

on the edge of the net on which it was allowed to hinge. McCarthy (1953b) recorded that the 

purse nets were held at the tapered end, dropped in three or four feet of water, and would be 

quickly closed and raised out of the water to capture the fish. 

357 



It could be speculated that fine meshed purse nets were used in the prehistoric period to 

capture hardyhead and garfish, in a manner similar to that described by Grant (see above). 

Given that such a technique is likely to catch only those fish which school on the surface of the 

water, other fish in the pre-contact assemblage must have been captured through a different 

method (or methods). Hence, the changes in the fish assemblage at Barlambidj could be 

largely explained by people ceasing to use purse net fishing in the post-contact period, while 

continuing to fish for other species with the same methods used prehistorically. 

Chronological change in the fish assemblage at Barlambidj appear to represent the 

omission of one element of the fishing strategy during the post-contact period. This conclusion 

is consistent with the argument made on the basis of ethnohistoric data that fish hooks were not 

widely adopted in the post-contact period on the Cobourg Peninsula (Chapter Six). In order to 

identify other changes in subsistence strategy which may have occurred at Copeland Island, it 

is necessary to examine change through time in the relative frequency of turtle remains. 

13.6 CHRONOLOGICAL VARIATION IN THE RELATIVE FREQUENCY OF TURTLE 

Given the model of economic change developed with ethnohistoric data, it can be 

predicted that the relative frequency of turtle remains will be higher in the post-contact 

assemblage. A number of measures are used to assess the relative frequency of turtle bone 

relative to other vertebrate remains, including minimum numbers, NISP and bone weights. 

The first measure used here is minimum numbers. If the frequency of turtle capture 

increased throughout the post-contact period, it would be expected that turtle would represent a 

larger proportion of the animals required to form the post-contact assemblage than the pre

contact assemblage. As discussed above, the method of aggregation has a large impact on the 

calculated abundance of turtle, and accordingly the relative frequency of turtle has been 

presented in terms of MNI (Thble 13-17) and MNI . (Thble 13-18). max mm 
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Table 13-17 Relative frequency of turtle calculated as MNImax ' 

pre-contact and post-contact assemblages 

PERIOD 

Pre-Contact 

Post-Contact 

TURTLE 

14 

(4.4%) 

3 

(8.3%) 

OTHER TAXA 

305 

(95.6%) 

33 

(91.7%) 

TOTAL 

319 

37 

Table 13-18 Relative frequency of turtle calculated as MNImin , 

pre-contact and post-contact assemblages 

PERIOD TURTLE OTHER TAXA TOTAL 

Pre-Contact 1 178 179 

(0.6%) (99.4%) 

Post-Contact 1 25 26 

(3.8% ) (96.2%) 

In terms of MNImax ' the frequency of turtles, as opposed to other vertebrates is 4.4 % 

in the pre-contact midden, and 8.3% in the post-contact midden (Table 13-17). In terms of 

MNImin the increase in the relative frequency of turtle is also apparent. As indicated in Table 

13-18, the relative frequency of turtle MNImin rises from only 0.6% in the pre-contact sample 

to 3.8 % in the post-con tact material. The results of the MNI calculations therefore suggest 

that, relative to other types of vertebrate fauna, turtle is found more frequently in the post

contact midden deposit. 

The contrast between the proportions of turtle specimens in the pre-contact and post

contact middens is even more pronounced when the relative frequency of this taxon is 

calculated according to NISP. For the purposes of this analysis, the NISP includes not only 

those specimens which could be identified to the level of family or higher, but also those 

specimens which could be identified only as fish. The frequency of turtle specimens as a 

proportion of NISP is expressed in Figure 13-8 and Table 13-19. Within each of the spits 

from the pre-contact midden, specimens of turtle represented between 3.9% and 12.5% of all 

identified bone specimens (Figure 13-8). By contrast, turtle specimens represented between 
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38.1 % and 47.3% by NISP in the post-contact assemblage (Figure 13-8). In total, the 

frequency of turtle specimens increased from representing only 8.7% (n=11,837) of the total 

pre-contact vertebrate NISP, to 44.4% (n=764) in the post-contact sample (Thble 13-19). 
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Figure 13-8 Frequency of turtle bone calculated as NISP 
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Thble 13-19 Frequency of turtle bone calculated as NISP 

PERIOD TURTLE OTHER TAXA TOTAL 

(NISP) (NISP) (NISP) 

Pre-Contact 1,029 10,808 11,837 

(B.7%) (91.3%) 

Post-contact 339 425 764 

(44.4%) (55.6%) 

The weights of various components of the faunal assemblage are compiled in Thble 13-

20. Again, the category of "fish" includes all taxa of bony and cartilaginous fish that could be 

identified to family level or above, together with those specimens that could be identified 

merely as fish. As is apparent in Figure 13-9, the relative frequency of turtle bone by weight 

varies dramatically between the post-contact and pre-contact assemblage. The proportion of 

turtle bone by weight in each spit in the pre-contact midden varied between 15.5 % and 34.2 %, 

while it was significantly higher in the post-contact material, ranging between 55.4% and 

95.3%. In total, turtle represented 85.9% by weight of the post-contact vertebrate assemblage, 

and only 22.3 % of the pre-contact material (Table 13-20). Expressed in terms of weight, 

turtle bone is therefore substantially more frequent than other vertebrate remains in the post

contact deposit. 

Table 13-20 Frequency of turtle as a proportion of total bone weight, pre-contact and post-

contact assemblages 

PERIOD TURTLE FISH LIZARD UNIDENTIFIED TOTAL 

(g) (g) (g) (g) (g) 

Pre-Contact 135.6 332.9 0.4 139.1 60B.0 

(22.3%) (54.8%) «0.1) (22.9%) 

Post-Contact 208.0 25.4 0.9 7.B 242.1 

(85.9%) (10.5%) «0.1) (3.2%) 
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Regardless of the method by which relative abundances are calculated, turtle is more 

frequent in the post-contact assemblage than in the pre-contact material. As noted above, the 

impact of mechanical fragmentation and chemical decay on the pre-contact and post-contact 

assemblages is approximately equal, so that taphonomic processes cannot be raised as an 

explanation for this pattern. It is also highly unlikely that an environmental shift could have 

caused a change in the abundance of turtles in the vicinity of Copeland Island (Chapter 

Twelve). 

The increase in the relative frequency of turtle remains can accordingly be attributed to 

a shift in human subsistence patterns. It suggests that the rate at which turtles were captured, 

relative to other vertebrates, increased in the post-contact period. It is also relevant to consider 

whether there is any change in the ratio of turtle remains to invertebrate faunal remains in the 

pre-contact and post-contact deposit. If turtle did become a more important component of the 

diet of Copeland Island I s inhabitants then it might be expected that the ratio of turtle to crab 

remains, and the ratio of turtle to marine shell remains, would be higher in the post contact 

midden than the pre-contact deposit. 
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Table 13-21lists the ratio of the weight of turtle bone and the weight of invertebrate 

faunal remains in both the pre-contact and post-contact assemblage. In terms of weight, the 

ratio of turtle bone to marine shell increases from 0.009: 1 in the older material to 0.038: 1 in 

the younger sample (Table 13-21). Similarly, the ratio of turtle to crab increases from 14.4:1 

in the pre-contact sample to 115.6: 1 in the post-contact assemblage. These patterns are 

consistent with the suggestion that turtle represented a more important part of the diet of the 

inhabitants of Barlambidj during the post-contact period. 

Table 13-21 Relative quantity of turtle remains and invertebrate faunal remains 

PERIOD 

Pre-contact 

Post-Contact 

WEIGHT TURTLE 

BONE (g) 

135.6 

208.0 

WEIGHT WEIGHT CRAB TURTLE: 

SHELL (g) CARAPACE (g) SHELL 

15,066.7 9.4 0.009 

5,473.7 1.8 0.038 

TURTLE: 

CRAB 

14.3 

115.6 

The faunal sequence from Barlambidj therefore provides further evidence that 

significant changes took place within the indigenous economy in northwestern Arnhem Land 

after foreign contact began. The model of dietary change proposed on the basis of 

ethnohistoric evidence (Chapter Six) linked increases in the rate of turtle capture with the 

adoption of dugout canoes and metal harpoons. 

Historic and archaeological evidence suggests that both types of artefacts were available 

to Aborigines at Copeland Island in the recent past. As noted in Chapter Twelve, there are 

records of Aboriginal people travelling to Copeland Island in dugout canoes late in the 

nineteenth century. Furthermore, Aborigines were employed by Macassan trepangers at the 

site. As discussed in Chapter Five, the payment for such assistance was normally in articles 

such as tobacco, rice, cloth, metal and dugout canoes. The presence of metal Macassan 

artefacts across the site, and flaked glass in the surface midden, attests to the availability of 

such foreign materials to the residents of Barlambidj . 

Foreign objects are unlikely to have been available at Copeland Island prior to the onset 

of Macassan voyages in 1720 AD, and indeed, no foreign artefacts were found in the 

subsurface midden deposit. Hence, the archaeological sequence from Barlambidj confirms the 

model of economic change, suggesting as it does that the rate at which turtles were captured in 

northwestern Arnhem Land increased dramatically after dugout canoes and metal became 

available. 
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13.7 CONCLUSION: ECONOMIC CHANGE AT COPELAND ISLAND 

Two major chronological changes in the Barlambidj faunal sequence have been 

identified. The first is an increase in the relative frequency of turtle remains, which is likely to 

reflect increasing rates of turtle capture following the adoption of foreign technology by 

Aboriginal people. The second contrast concerns changes in Aboriginal fishing strategies, as 

reflected by the relative frequency of certain fish taxa. Small, schooling fish are almost absent 

from the post-contact assemblage, while they are common elements of the pre-contact material. 

It is argued below that this second change may be an indirect reflection of the economic change 

brought about as a result of foreign contact. 

In order to investigate this possibility further this discussion draws on concepts from 

what is generally referred to as optimal foraging theory (e.g Bettinger 1987; Martin 1983; 

Perlman 1980; Winterhalder and Smith 1981). Such models hold that in certain contexts 

human decisions are made to maximise the net rate of energy gain. Different types of prey can 

be ranked according to their cost, or the energy required to search for, capture and eat the 

resource, and their utility, or the amount of energy produced per food item. Optimal foraging 

theory assumes that foragers will attempt to select the combination of food items which 

provides the maximum net energy intake for the least amount of effort. 

Diet breadth, or the number of resources used by foragers is held to be affected by a 

number of factors such as change in environment, forager behaviour or prey behaviour (e.g. 

Winterhalder 1981). For example, as the overall abundance of resources in an environment 

decreases the time required to search for prey increases, and the breadth of the diet will 

normally increase. Conversely, in situations in which search and pursuit times for prey 

decrease, for example through an increase in resource abundance, the diet breadth can be 

expected to correspondingly decrease (Bettinger 1987: 133; Winterhalder 1981). Under 

conditions which lead to a contraction of diet breadth, the lowest ranked resources will 

normally be spurned first (perlman 1980:273). 

Generally, the selection of smaller sized prey is held to require greater efforts or 

energy inputs on the part of the predator (Perlman 1980:273). Thus, small prey may be held 

to be a low ranked resource because the potential energy return of each individual animal is 

relatively low. Such assumptions have previously been made in regard to prehistoric fishing 

strategies, with several faunal analysts viewing the remains of very small fish in archaeological 

assemblages as indications of resource stress in prehistoric human populations (e.g. Leach and 

Anderson 1979; Nichol 1986). Such arguments rest on the premise that each individual fish 

can be expected to yield a relatively limited supply of energy and nutrients, and that such fish 

are only targetted if more desirable resources are not available. 
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A similar argument could be made regarding the hardyheads represented in the 

Barlambidj faunal assemblage. As noted above, hardyheads are likely to represent the smallest 

of the fish deposited at Barlambidj. In addition, Europeans tend to regard hardyheads as 

inedible due to their bony head and tough scales (Grant 1982: 156), suggesting that a relatively 

low proportion of each fish is constituted of edible flesh. Thus, the energy return of each 

individual fish is likely to be limited. Although quantitative data is lacking, it seems likely that 

hardyheads may be considered a relatively low ranked resource. 

In terms of potential energy return per individual animal, turtles represent a very 

different type of food resource than small fish such as hardyheads. A study of indigenous 

green turtle exploitation in the Cape York region (Nietschmann 1976; see also Chapter 

Fourteen) showed that green turtles weighing up to 205.0kg were caught by Aboriginal 

hunters. In this case, approximately 50% of each animal's weight represented edible meat. 

While the absolute size of the green turtles captured at Barlambidj could not be estimated, a 

corocoid bone from the post-contact assemblage was identified by Dr. P. Couper (Queensland 

Museum) as deriving from a large adult green turtle. Given the above comparative figures, 

this turtle is likely to have provided approximately 100kg of meat to the occupants of 

Copeland Island. 

By contrast, an adult hardyhead generally could be expected to weigh between 10 and 

20 grams (R. Larson, pers. comm.). If the average weight of a hardyhead is assumed to be 

15g, and assuming that two thirds of the body weight was edible, it would require more than 

10,000 hardyheads to provide an equivalent amount of meat to an adult green turtle. It could 

be speculated that as increasing amounts of turtle meat became available to inhabitants of 

Copeland Island other prey did not have to be sought as frequently. Accordingly, prey with 

the lowest potential energy return, such as hardyheads, were no longer needed within the diet. 

The changes to the faunal assemblage reflected at Barlambidj serve to highlight the far 

reaching nature of economic change in northwestern Arnhem Land after the onset of Macassan 

contact. The possibility that Aborigines in eastern Arnhem Land began using fishhooks as a 

result of foreign contact has been raised by both Schrire (1972) and Walters (1988:106). 

Nonetheless, the Barlambidj sequence provides the first evidence that other methods and 

strategies of fishing may also have changed after culture contact began. The identification of 

chronological change in fishing strategies at Barlambidj has two further implications. 
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Firstly, the results challenge Macknight's (1972:291) suggestion that " ... the nature and 

limits of [Macassan] influence can be fairly accurately described". It is possible that further 

research into late Holocene Aboriginal sites on the Arnhem Land coast will identify many 

economic changes following the onset of foreign contact which are not apparent in written 

documents. Secondly, the archaeological sequence provides further evidence that substantial 

economic changes took place in Arnhem Land after foreign contact began. Arguments to the 

contrary simply cannot be sustained (e.g. Peterson 1976, White and O'Connell 1982, see 

Chapter One). In the penultimate chapter of this thesis, archaeological evidence for recent 

economic change on the Cobourg Peninsula is reviewed to assess its degree of fit with the 

predictions made on the basis of ethnohistoric and ethnographic data. 
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CHAPTER 14 
A SEA CHANGE: CHRONOLOGICAL 

VARIATION IN ABORIGINAL 
ECONOMIES ON THE COBOURG PENINSULA 

14.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter reviews the archaeological evidence for recent change in the indigenous 

economy on the Cobourg Peninsula. In particular, discussion focuses on the degree to which 

the archaeological evidence is consistent with the predictions made on the basis of ethnohistoric 

and ethnographic evidence in Chapters Six and Seven. As such, chronological change in 

vertebrate faunal assemblages, stone artefact assemblages and the size and structure of midden 

deposits are summarised. It is argued that the process of foreign contact had enormous 

consequences for Aboriginal marine hunting strategies, the intensity of regional indigenous 

exchange networks and Aboriginal coastal settlement patterns. 

14.2 CHRONOLOGICAL CHANGE IN MARINE HUNTING PATTERNS 

Ethnohistorical evidence indicates that foreign technology was readily adopted into the 

material culture which Aboriginal people used to hunt marine animals. A model, based on 

ethnohistoric data, was developed suggesting that this technological change facilitated a 

massive increase in the rate at which turtle and dugong were captured. It was predicted, on 

the basis of this model, that the frequency of turtle and dugong bone should be higher in post

contact middens than in pre-contact deposits. A total of 45 midden deposits have been 

recorded from the Cobourg Peninsula area, many of which contain vertebrate faunal remains 

(Table 14-1). Vertebrate taxa recorded from middens include turtle, dugong and a wide 

variety of fish, together with terrestrial taxa such as lizard, bandicoot, macropod, pig, buffalo 

and human skeletal material. 

Turtle and dugong bones occur relatively frequently on post-contact midden sites 

(Table 14-1). Dugong bones were recorded from four, or 23.5% of the 17 post-contact 

middens. The densest concentrations of dugong bones were found in the post-contact midden 

at Irgul Point (Site 25), where they occur in average densities of 1/30m2 • By contrast, none of 

the pre-contact midden deposits recorded in this study contain dugong bone. 
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Thble 14-1 Faunal remains (other than shell) from midden sites on the Cobourg Peninsula 

SITE LOCATION PRE

CONTACT 

POST- FAUNAL REMAINS 

CONTACT 

5 

6 

V1 

V6 

V12 

9 

101 

111 

Popham Bay 

Trepang Bay 

Vashon Head 

Vashon Head 

Vashon Head 

Knocker Bay 

Minto Head 

Minto Head 

Black Point 

Smith Point 

Smith Point 

Port Bremer 

Port Bremer 

y 

y 

y 

y 

y 

y 

Port Bremer y 
Bowen Straits y 

y 

y 

y 

y 

y 

y 

y 

14 

16 

17 

19 

19 

20 

24 

25 
272 

Irgul Point y 

Greenhill Island y 

MM1 Croker Island 

BARL Copeland Island 

y 

y y 

1 (Allen 1969:116-132); 2 (Tacon 1988:16-17) 

Turtle, pig 

Dugong 

Crab 

Fish 

Unidentified vertebrate 

Turtle 

Crab carapace 

Dugong, fish, buffalo, macropod, 

bandicoot, lizard 

Human 

Turtle, macropod 

Crab, human 

Fish 

Turtle 

Crab 

Fish 

Dugong 

Dugong 

Fish, terrestrial mammal, crab 

Fish, turtle, lizard, crab 

The quantities of turtle remains on post-contact middens varies considerably. For 

example, Site 19 contains seven carapace fragments and one phalange, while Site 16 contains 

hundreds of turtle bones and carapace fragments. Of 17 post-contact midden deposits included 

in this sample, a total of 5, or 29.4% contain turtle remains (Table 14-1). By contrast, only 

one (3.6%) of the pre-contact middens contains turtle remains. 

Variation in the relative frequency of turtle and dugong remains is summarised in Table 

14-2. While turtle and/or dugong remains are present in 52.9 % of the post-contact middens, 

they are present in only 3.6% of the pre-contact sample. A chi-square test indicates that this 

variation is statistically significant at the 0.01 level (X2=12.20, df=l, p<O.OOl). 

Chronological variation in the frequency of turtle and dugong remains is consistent with 

predictions made on the basis of ethnohistoric data. 
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Thble 14-2 Presence of turtle and/or dugong remains versus age of midden 

PERIOD 

Pre-contact 

Post-contact 

TURTLE/DUGONG 

ABSENT 

27 
(96.4%) 

8 

(47.1%) 

TURTLE/DUGONG 

PRESENT 

1 

(3.6%) 

9 

(52.9%) 

TOTAL 

28 

17 

The single pre-contact deposit with turtle bone is the subsurface deposit from 

Barlambidj. Radiocarbon dates from this midden span the period from immediately prior to 

the onset of Macassan voyages to approximately 800 calAD. Nonetheless, the relative 

frequency of turtle bone is substantially higher in the post-contact midden deposit at Barlambidj 

than in the pre-contact assemblage. Hence, the Barlambidj sequence provides further 

confirmation that the rate at which turtle bone was deposited on midden sites increased after 

the onset of foreign contact. There is no possibility that variation in the frequency of turtle and 

dugong bone simply reflect differential preservation of bone in younger and older sites. 

Diagenetic processes are unlikely to be responsible for variation in the frequency of turtle and 

dugong remains for two reasons. 

Firstly, many of the pre-contact deposits, such as those at Sites 10, 24, and MM1 

consist of dense, stratified deposits of shell. The abundant shell in these types of deposit can 

be expected to saturate the ground water passing through the midden with alkaline salts, 

providing an effective buffer against the decay of faunal material (Sullivan 1989). No turtle or 

dugong bone was found in Sites 10, 24 and MM1, although other types of vertebrate material, 

such as fish and mammal, were recovered. Stratified pre-contact sites from the Cobourg 

Peninsula are therefore likely to provide a good medium for bone preservation, and there is no 

reason to assume that turtle and dugong remains should have completely decayed in these 

contexts. 

Secondly, if turtle and dugong bone have decayed more frequently within pre-contact 

deposits, the frequency of other types of vertebrate faunal remains should also be significantly 

lower in pre-contact midden deposits. As can be seen in Table 14-1, pre-contact middens 

contain a variety of vertebrate fauna, including fish bone, mammal bone and lizard bone. If 

turtle and dugong bone are excluded from the analysis, the frequency of vertebrate fauna on 

pre-contact and post-contact middens is virtually identical (Table 14-3). Vertebrate remains 

other than turtle and dugong were found on 28.6% (n=28) of the pre-contact middens. The 

frequency of such vertebrate remains in post-contact sites was slightly lower, at 23.5 % (n = 17) 
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(Thble 14-3). This contrast is not statistically significant at the 0.01 level (X2=0.001, df=l, 

p=O.982). Given that vertebrate fauna other than turtle and dugong are present in equivalent 

frequencies on post-contact and pre-contact middens, the massive increase in turtle and dugong 

bone deposition cannot simply be explained as the result of differential preservation. 

Thble 14-3 Presence of vertebrate fauna (excluding turtle and dugong) versus age of midden 

PERIOD 

Pre-contact 

Post-contact 

VERTEBRATE FAUNA 

ABSENT 

20 
(71.4%) 

13 
(76.4%) 

VERTEBRATE FAUNA 
PRESENT 

8 
(28.6%) 

4 
(23.5%) 

TOTAL 

28 

17 

The absence of dugong bone from pre-contact sites does not necessarily indicate that 

dugong were not captured in the pre-contact period, as the middens discussed above represent 

only a partial sample of deposits on the Cobourg Peninsula. Nonetheless, the increase in the 

rate at which turtle and dugong bone were deposited in midden deposits during the post-contact 

period confirms predictions based on ethnohistoric evidence. Both archaeological and 

ethnohistorical evidence indicate that a major shift took place within Aboriginal subsistence 

patterns after Macassan contact began, and that there was a dramatic increase in the rate at 

which large marine animals were captured. 

As was argued in Chapter Six, the use of dugout canoes and iron harpoons both 

increased the range of conditions under which turtle and dugong hunting could take place, and 

increased the likelihood that this activity would be successful. Nonetheless, this process is not 

in itself a complete explanation of why the dietary shift took place. As Chase (1981: 114) has 

stated: 

Resource exploitation cannot be seen simply as a function of the efficiency of a 
particular set of techniques and tools. Having the equipment and environmental 
knowledge regarding dugong behaviour does not necessarily mean that dugongs 
will be exploited maximally in terms of protein demands. 

Indeed, as documented in Chapter Six and Appendix Three, many aspects of foreign 

technology, such as fish hooks, were not adopted by the residents of the Cobourg Peninsula. It 

is therefore relevant to discuss what motives or incentives people may have had to embrace the 

foreign technology and use it to capture turtle and dugong more frequently. 
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Incentives for change in Aboriginal subsistence patterns 

In the course of addressing this issue, a number of concepts have again been adopted 

from "optimal foraging theory". As discussed in Chapter Thirteen, the concept of utility refers 

to the value or reward associated with a decision (Keene 1981:173). The associated cost of 

obtaining a resource may be defined in terms of " ... what the decision maker must give up as a 

result of a decision" (Keene 1981:173). The cost of exploiting a particular resource includes 

the time and energy spent capturing the prey, and the time and energy necessary to assemble 

the equipment required for a given hunting strategy. Cost also involves a component of risk, 

or the possibility of harm " ... to the personal well-being of the decision maker ... and ... the risk 

of coming home empty handed" (Keene 1981:179). The following discussion assesses both the 

potential utility and potential costs associated with intensive turtle and dugong exploitation. 

Use of introduced technology was associated with a number of costs specific to this 

form of marine hunting. Such costs principally involve the efforts required to acquire and/or 

maintain the dugout canoes and metal harpoons. Four options were available to Aboriginal 

people seeking to obtain such goods; barter with foreigners, employment by foreigners, theft 

and in the case of dugout canoes indigenous manufacture. 

As discussed in Chapter Five, Aborigines were able to exchange the shell from 

hawksbill turtles for goods such as dugout canoes and metal with Macassans and other 

outsiders. Given that the flesh of hawksbill turtles was eaten (Chapter Six), the shell can be 

viewed as the by-product of a subsistence activity for which the Aborigines are unlikely to 

have had any other use. If turtle shell could be used as a trade item, the cost of obtaining 

dugout canoes and iron for harpoons would have been relatively low. However, barter 

provided only part of the Aboriginal demand for these items. 

Aborigines also obtained goods through working for foreigners, or in extreme cases 

theft or violence, and these methods must have been associated with significantly higher costs. 

No historical data is available concerning the amount of labour which Macassans expected the 

Aborigines to provide in return for dugout canoes or metal (cf Macknight 1976:86). 

Nonetheless, historic documents do refer to European expectations in such situations; a 

comment that Aborigines worked "day and night" for European trepangers is typical (NTRS 

79011903/438; see Chapter Four). Obtaining foreign goods in this way can be characterised as 

a strategy with a low degree of risk, but requiring a considerable investment of time and 

energy on the part of the Aborigines. By contrast, obtaining foreign goods through "theft" (it 

is likely that the Aborigines saw this in a different light) can be characterised as a strategy 

requiring a small investment of labour. Such a strategy did, however, involve a considerable 

risk of personal harm (or even death) to an individual attempting to take foreign goods by 

stealth or force (Chapters Four and Five). 
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Indigenous manufacture of dugout canoes required a major investment of labour 

(Chapter Six). For example, Sunter (1937:67) recorded that indigenous canoe manufacture 

... takes a great deal of time ... Two [Aboriginal men], armed with the white 
man's tools, can complete a canoe in seven or eight days. 

Assuming the men in this case worked on the canoe for eight hours a day, this represents an 

investment of approximately 128 person hours. By comparison, Baker (1988: 176) estimated 

that a 5m long dugout canoe recently manufactured at Borroloola required 720 person hours to 

manufacture. To the time required to manufacture the canoe itself must be added the effort 

required to transport a dugout to the ocean if the tree from which the canoe was made was not 

adjacent to the coast. 

By contrast, Thomson (1949:59) stated that a bark canoe could be made by an 

individual within "a few hours only". Similarly, Warner (1969:451) has stated with respect to 

the Murngin of northeastern Arnhem Land 

The bark canoe is easily constructed; it can be made for immediate use with 
very little labour, and the material for its construction is always at hand. 

Hence, it can be assumed that the manufacture of bark canoes required substantially less labour 

than the manufacture of a dugout. 

The time and energy required to manufacture harpoon heads out of pieces of iron must 

also be considered. While no ethnohistoric data is available from the Cobourg Peninsula on 

this topic, a comparison can be made to Cape York Peninsula in the early twentieth century. 

The technology used for turtle and dugong hunting in this area was virtually identical to that 

employed on the Cobourg Peninsula (Thomson 1934; see also Chapter Fifteen). According 

to Thomson (1934:257) 

Given that the only iron available to the native is in the form of odds and ends 
discarded by the white man, and that his only tools are an unlimited quantity of 
pumice stone or coral limestone ... the results that he achieves are often 
remarkable ... The manufacture of [iron] harpoons ... may take a native weeks of 
work. 

It is likely that a wooden harpoon would have required far less effort to manufacture. This 

example serves to further highlight the costs in terms of time and energy in assembling the 

necessary equipment to hunt turtle and dugong with dugouts and iron harpoons. 

Nonetheless, having assembled the necessary equipment it could be expected to last for 

some time. Dugout canoes have been known to remain seaworthy for up to ten years (Baker 

1988: 185; see also Jones and Meehan 1977; Sunter 1937:68). By contrast, bark canoes were 

normally discarded after one voyage, because the bark quickly warped and cracked (Warner 

1969:452). A metal harpoon might similarly be expected to last for some time, barring 

accidental loss. Having made the investment of time and energy to assemble this equipment, 

therefore, hunting turtle and dugong could then potentially become a relatively cost efficient 

exercise if a large number of animals were caught with the same set of equipment. 
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A successful turtle or dugong hunt had the potential to provide a very large amount of 

food, and in this sense can be regarded as an activity with a high potential utility. While little 

information on the size of turtle and dugongs captured on the Cobourg Peninsula is available, 

comparisons can be made with data collected during a study of contemporary turtle and dugong 

hunting in the Cape York area (Nietschmann 1976; Nietschmann and Nietschmann 1981). 

The data are useful in a comparative context, as the methods of harpooning recorded by 

Nietschmann are virtually identical to those employed on the Cobourg Peninsula. 

Nietschmann (1976:633-634) found that a sample of 54 green turtles taken by 

Aboriginal hunters ranged in weight between 52.2kg and 205.0kg, and averaged 131.1kg in 

weight. Of total body weight, approximately 50% of each turtle was edible. On the basis of 

these figures, a single turtle could be expected to yield on average of 65. 6kg of meat, and 

potentially as much as 102.5kg of edible flesh. Dugong taken by the same group of hunters 

ranged in weight between 159.0kg and 351.0kg, and averaged 254.8kg (n=40) (Nietschmann 

1976:633-634). Approximately 35% of the body weight of these animals was usable as fat and 

meat. Extrapolating from Nietschmann I s data, a single dugong could therefore yield as much 

as 122.9 kg of edible flesh, and on a average a return of 89.2kg of flesh could be expected. 

In order to judge the relative significance of such potentially large amounts of meat, it 

is useful to compare the meat yields of turtle and dugong to that of another common species in 

Cobourg Peninsula middens, Marcia hiantina. Meat yields from a sample of Marcia hiantina 
collected by Meehan (1982: 141) are listed in Table 14-4. As indicated in this table, the 

average yield of meat from a single specimen of Marcia hiantina is approximately 4.11 grams. 

To obtain a quantity of flesh from Marcia hiantina equivalent to that which could be expected 

from an average sized dugong (35% of 250 kg or 87.5kg) would require approximately 

21,300 specimens of Marcia hiantina. 

Thble 14-4 Flesh yields of Marcia hiantina (data from Meehan 1982: 141) 

SAMPLE NUMBER OF TOTAL LIVE FLESH WEIGHT FLESH/ANIMAL 

ANIMALS WEIGHT (g) ( g) ( g) 

1 50 1304 230 4.60 

2 100 2211 454 4.54 

3 50 1247 284 5.68 

4 50 1014 134 2.68 

5 50 780 130 2.60 

TOTAL 300 6556 1232 4.11 
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Meehan (1982:93) maintained detailed records of time spent collecting Marcia hiantina 

by two women, both experienced shellfish collectors. One woman collected Marcia hiantina at 

a rate of approximately one per two minutes, and another at a rate of one per one and a half 

minutes (Meehan 1982:93). At the latter speed, collection of 21,300 shellfish would require 

approximately 532.5 person hours. Given this comparison, the potential utility of turtle and 

dugong can be readily appreciated. 

Detailed data from the Cobourg Peninsula on the time required to capture turtle and 

dugong is not available, but one example can be referred to. Sunter (1937:60) recorded an 

occasion when two experienced dugong hunters attempted for six days in succession to catch a 

dugong, finally catching one on the sixth day. The amount of time spent hunting each day was 

not recorded, but it is not likely to have been more than a few hours a day given that both 

hunters were also working for Sunter at the time. Assuming each man spent three hours a day 

hunting, this represents an investment of time of approximately 36 person hours. This is an 

order of magnitude less than the 530 hours required to gather a quantity of shellfish equivalent 

to an average dugong. 

No comparable quantitative data are available concerning the time required to capture 

turtle. Nonetheless, ethnohistoric data makes it clear that turtles were less difficult to capture 

than dugong (Chapter Six). This pattern has also been recorded with respect to Aboriginal 

marine hunting in other parts of northern Australia (e.g. Baker 1988: 183; Thomson 1934:245-

246). Accordingly, it is likely that on average turtles took less time to capture than dugong. 

Thus, the capture of turtle was also likely to have been a relatively efficient strategy in terms 

of the time required to obtain a large quantity of meat. 

Turtle and dugong provided not only large quantities of meat, but the meat in itself was 

also highly valued by Aboriginal people. Ethnohistoric accounts from the Cobourg Peninsula 

leave no doubt regarding the particular relish with which these foods were consumed by 

Aboriginal people (Chapter Six). It was evident during my fieldwork in the area that this 

continues to be the case today, and one reason may be that both turtle and dugong meat were 

and are perceived to be rich in fat (cf Davis 1988). For example, Keppel (1853: 179) stated 

that under a dugong's skin " .. .is a layer of fat much prized by the natives, not only as an 

article of diet, but for the purpose of anointing their hair and bodies ... ". A similar example 

has been documented for the use of turtle. Searcy (1909:33) stated of Port Essington 

Aborigines that 

I have seen the niggers kill the turtles, and after cutting out the meat, scoop out 
the rich green fat, which lies between the meat and the shell, and eat it hot and 
raw. 

Quantitative data is also available which confirms these impressions regarding the high 

nutritional value of turtle and dugong meat. 
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Miller et al. (1993) have recently published data on the nutritional value of Aboriginal 

foods, a number of which can be obtained from northwestern Arnhem Land. Data pertaining 

to the energy and protein value of marine animals from this area been listed in Figure 14-1. 

TUrtle fat has an average energy value of 1,595 kJ/lOO grams, more than twice as high as any 

other type of marine food in the sample. Furthermore, turtle and dugong flesh have the 

highest protein contents of any of the foods listed in Figure 14-1. Thus, capture of turtle 

dugong has the potential not only to provide large quantities of food, but food which is of a 

high nutritional value. 
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Figure 14-1 Comparative protein and energy values of marine animal flesh 
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Data presented above suggests that a number of incentives can be isolated which might 

explain the acceleration of turtle and dugong capture when dugout canoes and metal harpoons 

became available. While the necessary equipment may have taken a considerable investment 

of time and energy to acquire, dugout canoes and metal harpoons could be serviceable for a 

considerable period of time. A successful turtle or dugong hunt could therefore provide large 

amount of meat for a relatively small cost in terms of the hunter's time. Furthermore, turtle 

and dugong meat is of high value in terms of its protein and energy content. One further 

potentially important can also be isolated. 

Across many areas of Arnhem Land there was and continues to be great prestige 

associated with being a successful dugong and turtle hunter. For example, in Warner's 

(1969:454) words: 

... to go turtle hunting was a pleasure, since turtle harpooning expeditions are 
not only for the anticipated enjoyment of the flesh ... but also for the pure joy of 
stalking the turtle, spearing it, and bringing it home to an admiring audience 
which could readily appreciate one's abilities as a hunter and a man of 
importance. 

In a similar fashion, Bradley (1988: 113) has stated that: 

There is still distinction given to those men who in Yanyuwa society are called 
maramaranja or "a dugong and turtle hunter of excellence." 

McCarthy (1955:284) wrote that on Groote Eylandt "Exceptional skill in turtle hunting is 

rewarded with a special title associated with prestige" while Meehan (1982: 140) also referred 

to the" ... excitement, praise and grand periods of feasting ... " associated with the capture of 

turtle or dugong amongst contemporary Anbarra hunter-gatherers. 

Ethnohistoric evidence does not reveal whether such social approbation was extended to 

successful turtle and dugong hunters on the Cobourg Peninsula. Nonetheless, this situation 

seems likely given the esteem in which turtle and dugong flesh was held by residents of the 

area (Chapter Six). Given this situation, it is not surprising that technology which facilitated 

the capture of dugong and turtle was readily adopted following the onset of Macassan contact. 
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14.3 STONE ARTEFACT EXCHANGE NETWORKS AND FOREIGN 

CONTACT IN NORTHWESTERN ARNHEM LAND 

According to the ethnographic models of Berndt (1951) and Thomson (1949), 

significant changes to regional exchange networks in Arnhem Land occurred after foreign trade 

goods entered the indigenous economy. It was hypothesized in Chapter Seven that the intensity 

of regional stone exchange networks in northwestern Arnhem Land may have accelerated after 

Macassan contact began. It was predicted, on the basis of this hypothesis, that the frequency 

of imported stone artefacts should be higher on post-contact sites than in pre-contact deposits. 

This section discusses the degree to which archaeological evidence from the Cobourg Peninsula 

is consistent with this hypothesis. 

Stone artefacts have been recorded from a number of midden sites on the Cobourg 

Peninsula (Tables 14-5, 14-6). These artefacts can be placed into two categories; those 

manufactured from raw materials available on the Cobourg Peninsula, and those imported from 

outside the region. Local materials recorded from archaeological sites include sandstone, 

quartz pebbles, ferruginous quartzite and siltstone. Imported lithologies include red ochre, a 

creamy coloured quartzite, a dark grey silcrete, gneiss, dolerite, chert, slate, vein quartz and 

granite. If the regional exchange of stone artefacts did accelerate during the post-contact 

period, as ethnographic models suggest, then imported stone artefacts should be more frequent 

in the post-contact middens than in the pre-contact deposits. 

Table 14-5 Stone artefacts recorded on pre-contact middens 

SITE LOCATION ARTEFACT ARTEFACT LOCALLY 
LITHOLOGY TYPE AVAILABLE? 

VI0 Vashon Head Sandstone Core Y 
V12 Vashon Head Laterite Manuports Y 

101 Minto Head Red ochre N 
13 Berkeley Bay Laterite Manuports Y 
14 Black Point Laterite Manuports Y 
15 Black Point Laterite Manuports Y 
20 Port Bremer Ferruginous quartzite Core Y 

Laterite Manuports Y 
21 Lizard Bay Laterite Manuports Y 
22 Lizard Bay Laterite Manuports Y 
24 Bowen strait Sandstone Pestle Y 
26 Palm Bay Dolerite Stone axe N 

Laterite Manuports Y 
MMl Croker Island Pebble quartz Flake Y 

Siltstone Core and flake Y 

1 Allen 1969:120 
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Table 14-6 Stone artefacts recorded on post-contact middens 

SITE 

9 

16 

25 

LOCATION 

Popham Bay 

Trepang Bay 

Trepang Bay 

Knocker Bay 

Minto Head 

Smith Point 

Irgul Point 

ARTEFACT 

LITHOLOGY 

Fer. quartzite 

Silcrete 

Pink quartzite 

Sandstone 

Pink quartzite 

Sandstone 

Cream quartzite 

Slate 

Ochre 

Slate 

Sandstone 

Cream quartzite 

Silcrete 

Dolerite 

Vein quartz 

Copeland Island Siltstone 

Greenhill Island Volcanic 

Laterite 

ARTEFACT 

TYPES 

Flake 

Flake 

Grindstone 

Manuports 

LOCALLY 

AVAILABLE? 

y 

N 

N 

Y 

Grindstone N 

Manuports Y 

Flakes, retouched flakes N 

Retouched flake 

Bifacial points 

Manuports 

Bifacial point 

Flakes 

Ground axe fragments 

Cores and flakes 

Flake 

Ground edge axes 

Manuports 

N 

N 

N 

Y 

N 

N 

N 

N 

Y 

N 

Y 

1 Collected prior to my survey by Tacon (1988:16); 2 Allen 1969:128; 

3 Recorded by Tacon (1988:16-17) 

Pre-contact stone al1efact assemblages 

A total of 28 midden deposits have been identified as dating to the pre-contact period on 

the Cobourg Peninsula. The oldest dated site, MMl, is a shell mound from Croker Island 

which was occupied between 3100 and 2000 years BP. Cultural material excavated from this 

mound includes a siltstone core, a siltstone flake, and a small (6mm long) quartz flake. The 

latter was manufactured from a fragment of the quartz gravel which outcrops in the area. No 

stone artefacts manufactured from non-local materials were identified in this mound. A pre

contact site with archaeological remains reflecting a particularly diverse range of activities is 

the sub-surface midden deposit at Barlambidj. Despite the fact that the midden includes the 

remains of lizard, crab, turtle and a wide variety of fish, no stone artefacts of any kind were 

found within this midden. 
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The range of stone materials recorded on pre-contact middens is listed in Table 14-5. 

The most common types of stone artefacts are manuports of sandstone or laterite, which 

occurred on a third of the 28 midden sites. A sandstone core was recorded at midden VlO, a 

ferruginous quartzite core was found at Site 19, and a sandstone pestle was found in a midden 

deposit (Site 24) in Bowen Straits. All of these artefacts were made with stone which could 

have been obtained on the Cobourg Peninsula. 

Only two of the 28 pre-contact midden sites were found to contain stone artefacts 

manufactured from non-local stone. Site 26, a deflating midden deposit at Palm Bay contains a 

ground edged axe made from dolerite. In addition, the pre-contact layers of Site 10 at Minto 

Head contains ochre which must have been transported into the Cobourg Peninsula (Allen 

1969:120). 

Post-contact stone artefact assemblages 

By contrast to the older middens, non-local stone is present on many of the post

contact midden deposits on the Cobourg Peninsula. Of 17 post-contact middens identified on 

the Cobourg Peninsula, 9 contain stone artefacts (Table 14-6). Three middens contain laterite 

or sandstone manuports, while two sites contain flakes manufactured from the locally available 

ferruginous quartzite. Seven middens (or 41.2 % of the sample) contain artefacts manufactured 

from non-local stone. These artefacts include grindstones manufactured from a highly 

silicified pink quartzite, bifacial slate points and silcrete flakes. 

One of the most substantial assemblages was recorded at Irgul Point, where a post

contact Aboriginal midden occurs adjacent to a nineteenth century customs station. Stone 

artefacts recorded at this site include cores and flakes manufactured from vein quartz, cream 

colored quartzite flakes and bifacial points, and dolerite axe fragments. All stone artefacts 

observed at this site were manufactured from non-local stone. Stone artefacts occur on the 

site in densities averaging 0.07/m2, and given that the midden covers an area of approximately 

1,700m2, it is possible that there may be over 100 stone artefacts within the deposit. 

Substantial assemblages of non-local stone artefacts have been recorded in two other 

post-contact contexts on the Cobourg Peninsula. One of these sites is the stone artefact quarry 

at Reef Point (Allen 1969:283-284, nd; see Chapter Eight). This site consisted of an 80m2 

concentration of stone artefacts and a thin scatter of Anadara sp. shells (Allen nd). Cobbles of 

ferruginous quartzite outcropped at the site and 18 quartzite hatchet blanks, together with the 

associated flakes and cores were collected (Allen nd). Other stone artefacts collected from the 

site included three ground edged axes manufactured from porphyritic dolerite, 18 dolerite axe 

fragments and a single pounder made from garnetiferous mica-schist. There were also foreign 
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artefacts on this site, including eight fragments of dark green bottle glass and a single sherd of 

porcelain with an Asiatic design. Allen (nd) argued that the presence of Macassan artefacts 

suggested that the site was occupied relatively recently, and that the geomorphological context 

of the material and the "absence of any depth of deposit all suggest that this site was not one of 

great duration ... ". Accordingly the site can be confidently attributed to the post-contact 

period. The presence of non-local stone artefacts within a site which was recently occupied is 

consistent with the hypothesis regarding change in the availability of non-local stone during the 

post-contact period. 

Furthermore, a series of stone artefacts have been collected from the vicinity of 

Victoria Settlement by both Allen (1969) and Thcon (1988:66). Stone artefacts were found 

within two European rubbish dumps, and from the immediate vicinity of several European 

building foundations. A total 30 stone artefacts, including flakes, cores, retouched flakes, 

points, a hammerstone, an axe and a pounder have been collected from these areas. With one 

exception, the context of all of these artefacts indicates that they were deposited after the onset 

of British occupation at the site. The exception is a granite pounder, which was found during 

an excavation beneath a European building foundation. As it was not clear whether this 

building was constructed during the initial British occupation of Victoria Settlement (Allen 

1969:73-77), it is not certain whether the pounder is pre-contact or post-contact in age. 

Nonetheless, data provided by Allen (1969) and Tacon (1988) indicates that the remainder of 

the collected artefacts can be unequivocally attributed to the post-contact period. 

These artefacts were manufactured from a variety of raw materials, including chert, a 

cream colored quartzite, hornblende gneiss, granite, ochre, dolerite and slate. None of the 

stone artefacts collected from the vicinity of Victoria Settlement were manufactured from rocks 

which crop out on the Cobourg Peninsula. This pattern prompted Allen (1969:284) to argue 

that " ... the people living in the Victoria area of Port Essington do not appear to have used 

stone artefacts except those traded or carried into the area". Archaeological evidence for the 

use of non-local stone artefacts at Victoria Settlement is therefore consistent with ethnohistoric 

data regarding this topic (Chapter Seven), and is also consistent with the hypothesis regarding 

stone artefact exchange outlined in Chapter Seven. 
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Pre-contact and post-contact artefact assemblages: a comparison 

Comparison of stone artefact assemblages from pre-contact and post-contact middens 

reveals there are no major differences in the frequency of local stone artefacts. Of the pre

contact middens, 39.3% (n=28) contained stone artefacts made from raw materials available 

on the Cobourg Peninsula (Thble 14-7). Similarly, 35.3% (n=17) of the post-contact middens 

contain artefacts made of locally available raw material (Table 14-7). A chi-square test on 

these frequencies does not return a value significant at the 0.01 level of probability 

(Xl < 0.001, df = 1, p = 1.000). This provides no evidence for a relationship between the age of 

the site and the presence or absence of local stone materials. 

Table 14-7 Presence of local stone versus age of midden 

PERIOD LOCAL STONE LOCAL STONE TOTAL 

ABSENT PRESENT 

Pre-contact 17 11 28 

(60.7%) (39.3%) 

Post-contact 11 6 17 

(64.7%) (35.3%) 

By contrast, there are major differences in the range and frequency of non-local stone 

artefacts from pre-contact and post-contact sites (Thble 14-8). Only 7.1 % (n=28) of the pre

contact middens contain artefacts manufactured from non-local stone. By contrast, 41.2% 

(n = 17) of the post contact middens contain artefacts which must have been carried in from 

beyond the Cobourg Peninsula. Furthermore, the range of non-local stone materials recorded 

on post-contact sites is much wider than that recorded from pre-contact sites. Pre-contact sites 

include only two types of non-local stone, ochre and dolerite. By contrast, the range of non

local stone recorded in post-contact contexts includes ochre and dolerite as well as hornblende 

gneiss, chert, silcrete, several different types of quartzite, granite, slate, vein quartz, and 

schist. 
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Table 14-8 Frequency of non-local stone versus age of midden 

PERIOD 

Pre-contact 

Post-contact 

NON-LOCAL STONE 

ABSENT 

26 

(92.9%) 

10 

(58.8%) 

NON-LOCAL STONE 

PRESENT 

2 

(7.1%) 

7 

(41.2%) 

The largest assemblages of non-local stone artefacts were recorded from Site 25 at Irgul 

Point, and from various locations within and around Victoria Settlement. Both localities were 

associated with extended European occupation. By contrast, none of the post-contact middens 

from Vashon Head contained non-local stone artefacts. As discussed in Chapter Ten, there is 

no archaeological or historical evidence that substantial levels of foreign activity ever took 

place at this locality. This archaeological pattern suggests that there may have been a link 

between the intensity of culture contact which occurred at a particular locality and the presence 

of non-local stone. 

In order to investigate this possibility further, post-contact middens were differentiated 

according to whether or not they were adjacent to a foreign settlement. Any post-contact 

midden located within 500m of a Macassan or European archaeological site was regarded as 

being adjacent to a foreign settlement for the purposes of this analysis. As indicated in Table 

14-9, the frequency of non-local stone artefacts was higher in those midden sites which were 

adjacent to foreign settlements or activity centres. 

Table 14-9 Frequency of non-local stone versus location, post-contact middens 

LOCATION 

Adjacent 

foreign sites 

Not adjacent 

foreign sites 

NON-LOCAL STONE 

ABSENT 

3 

(33.3%) 

7 

(87.5%) 

NON-LOCAL STONE 

PRESENT 

6 

(66.7%) 

1 

(12.5%) 
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These archaeological patterns are consistent with the model of regional exchange in the 

post-contact period developed on the basis of ethnohistoric data. Given that indigenous 

exchange goods were carried into the study area in exchange for foreign artefacts, it could be 

expected that those Aboriginal groups with the maximum access to foreign goods would more 

readily be able to obtain indigenous trade goods. One strategy for maximising access to 

foreign goods would have been to reside at or near foreign settlements and activity areas 

(Chapter Seven). 

Archaeological data from the Cobourg Peninsula is therefore consistent with 

ethnographic models regarding the impact of foreign contact on regional exchange networks 

proposed by Berndt (1951) and Thomson (1949). Archaeological data confirm that a wider 

variety, and greater quantity of stone artefacts were carried into the region after Macassan 

contact began. This archaeological pattern indicates that the intensity of regional indigenous 

exchange networks in northwestern Arnhem Land accelerated after the onset of Macassan 

contact. 

The impact of this economic change is unlikely to have been restricted solely to the 

exchange of stone. It is possible that a wide range of items, including for example wooden 

spears, baskets, nets, and apparel such as waist bands (see Chapter Seven) were carried into 

the Cobourg Peninsula more frequently after the onset of Macassan contact. Given that such 

items would not necessarily have been preserved within the archaeological record, this 

suggestion must remain speculation. Nonetheless, the possibility that such a change occurred 

highlights the enormous consequences of the process of foreign contact for Aboriginal 

economies in the study area. It is useful to explore further the reasons why such dramatic 

shifts in the regional exchange system took place during the post-contact period. 

Incentives for the acceleration of regional indigenous exchange 

It has been argued that the introduction of Macassan trade goods at the start of the 

eighteenth century provided the impetus for the acceleration of indigenous regional exchange. 

Nonetheless, the onset of Macassan contact does not, in itself, provide a complete explanation 

for why this economic change took place. Two different models regarding the incentives for 

regional exchange in Arnhem Land, labeled here the materialist and the social obligation 

models, have been proposed by Berndt (1951) and Thomson (1949). Ethnohistoric and 

archaeological data can be employed to determine which of these models is applicable to the 

Cobourg Peninsula. 

383 



The first model discussed here is Berndt's materialist model. Berndt (1951: 171) argued 

that the inhabitants of western Arnhem Land engaged in regional exchange " ... with the 

materialistic aim of obtaining articles which they felt to be essential or desirable". He argued 

that throughout Arnhem Land Aboriginal people had developed a concern with "material 

values" through their contact with outsiders such as the Macassans, and that they applied this 

concern in their dealings with other Aboriginal people. Exchange, he suggested, was not 

conducted between individual exchange partners but between groups who met" ... for the 

express purpose of obtaining, through exchange, goods which they desire and need" (Berndt 

1951:174). 

By contrast, Thomson (1949:91) in his theory labelled here the social obligation model 

argued that such material concerns were not the primary motivating factors for the regional 

exchange networks in Arnhem Land. Thomson demonstrated that in eastern Amhem Land 

exchange was not carried out between groups but between individual exchange partners, who 

ideally maintained their trading relationship throughout their entire lives. He demonstrated 

that individuals were strongly obligated to make reciprocal gifts for any articles they received 

through the exchange cycle, and that failure to do so could lead to a loss of status. 

Distributing exchange items provided a means for an individual to fulfill these obligations, as 

well as enhance their own personal prestige and cement their social relationships with their 

exchange partners. 

According to Thomson in the exchange of goods, " ... the ceremonial accompaniment is 

the important factor, and the exchange or trade, the hard, matter-of-fact, economic aspect of 

the transaction, is relatively unimportant" (Thomson 1949:53). Thomson (1949:83) noted that 

in the 1930's that Aboriginal people were trading iron spearheads from Blue Mud Bay to the 

Roper River. While Blue Mud Bay was then a remote area where iron was coveted and 

difficult to obtain, iron was readily available to Aborigines living on the Roper River. Iron 

was highly valued for its functional qualities by the residents of eastern Arnhem Land and 

hence this process cannot be explained in terms of Berndt's materialist model. According to 

Thomson, however, the" ... compelling need to build up goodwill and to increase their prestige 

by the circulation of [foreign artefacts], and especially to make reciprocal gifts for those 

already received ... " (Thomson 1949:91) outweighed any desire an individual might have to 

retain the physical article. 

In order to determine which of these models is applicable to regional exchange on the 

Cobourg Peninsula, it is useful to return to the ethnohistoric evidence regarding this activity. 

The enthusiasm with which Aboriginal people from the Cobourg Peninsula adopted metal 

artefacts was documented in Chapter Six. In extreme cases, Aboriginal people were even 

willing to risk being shot by foreigners in order to obtain metal items. Furthermore, there is 

evidence from Captain Barker's diary that at least some Aborigines thought that metal axes 
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were functionally superior to their stone counterparts. Barker recorded an incident in which 

Merriak (Wellington) was attempting to fell a tree with a stone axe. Despite chopping " ... with 

fresh vigor, using occasionally both hands ... ", Merriak " ... got on very slowly ... & I think he 

must have been at work an hour before it fell" (Mulvaney and Green 1992:185). It is perhaps 

not surprising that while cutting down the tree "Wellington continually asked for one of our 

[iron] hatchets" (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 185). 

Despite the high value placed on iron tools for their functional qualities, such artefacts 

were frequently carried out of the Cobourg Peninsula through exchange with inland groups 

(Chapter Seven). Berndt's (1951) materialist model of indigenous exchange fits poorly with 

this pattern. If regional exchange was motivated primarily by a desire to obtain material 

goods, it would seem unlikely that the highly valued iron objects would be traded out of the 

Cobourg Peninsula in return for materials such as stone. 

This is particularly the case given that glass, a material which could be used in place of 

stone, became readily available on the Cobourg Peninsula during the post-contact period. 

Approximately two thirds (64.7%, n=17) of the post-contact middens in this sample contained 

glass objects, and a huge assemblage of flaked glass artefacts has been documented from 

Victoria Settlement (Allen 1969). If regional exchange was motivated by a need for functional 

objects, it might be expected that the amount of stone carried into the Cobourg Peninsula 

would have decreased during the post-contact period as an alternative material became 

available. Thus, ethnohistoric and archaeological data offer no support for Berndt's (1951) 

materialist model of the incentives for regional exchange. 

By contrast to the materialist model, there is evidence which suggests that Thomson's 

(1949) social obligation model more accurately characterises regional exchange on the 

Cobourg Peninsula. This evidence concerns the manner in which foreign artefacts were 

obtained by, and exchanged between, the indigenous residents of the Cobourg Peninsula. 

Three aspects of this type of exchange are consistent with the social obligation model. These 

include the degree to which foreign trade goods were retained by individuals, the extent to 

which individual Aborigines, rather than groups, established trade relationships with 

foreigners, and evidence regarding competition between individuals for control of the trade 

with foreigners. 
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As has been noted repeatedly throughout this thesis, Aboriginal people were eager to 

obtain certain forms of foreign material culture and foodstuffs. One such article was cloth; for 

example at Victoria Settlement Aborigines" ... never ceased to express eagerness after the 

possession of wearing apparel..." (McArthur 1841). Nonetheless, having obtained articles of 

clothing, individuals apparently felt no imperative to retain them on a permanent basis. As 

Keppel (1853: 167) stated: 

The natives are very generous to each other; they divide whatever they get,
articles of food or rainment. Give a native a piece of cloth, he tears it up and 
gives a piece to each of his friends ... 

Such incidents are consistent with Thomson I s (1949) social obligation model, suggesting that 

social obligations requiring an exchange object to be passed were of more importance than any 

desire to retain the actual object. 

Secondly, while Berndt (1951) argued that indigenous exchange took place between 

groups, the social obligation model emphasised the importance of exchange between individual 

trading partners. Aboriginal exchange with foreigners on the Cobourg Peninsula appears to 

have been organised on the latter principal. Por example, Merriak informed Captain Barker 

that" ... when I gave anything to his people, it should be through him, as he was the chief of 

all" (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 111). Such individuals apparently acted as brokers, 

negotiating with the foreigners on behalf of the group and distributing the foreign trade goods 

to other Aboriginal people. 

A clear example of this process is reflected in John Lewis' first encounter with "Plash 

Poll" in the 1870's. She asked him for some tobacco, saying" ... she would hand it to the other 

people, who, she said, were quite stupid and did not understand a word of English" (Lewis 

1922:137). Another example of such a process occurred early in 1874 at Port Essington, when 

Lewis Cottingham conducted negotiations over trade goods with a large group of Aborigines 

through a single person, Jack Davis (NTRS 790/A305). In this respect the trading relationships 

with foreigners were similar to those which pertained in eastern Arnhem Land. Amongst the 

Murngin 

The various head men of the coastal clans were made "kings" by Malay 
traders ... The head men were put in charge of their clansmen in the trepang 
expeditions (Warner 1969:451). 

Trading relationships of this nature, which operated through individuals rather than through the 

group as a whole are consistent with the social obligations model. 
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Furthermore, ethnohistoric data provides evidence that an individual's personal status 

hinged, at least to some extent, on the ability to distribute trade goods. The expression of 

competitive relationships through the medium of object exchange emerges clearly in Barker 

and Wilson's account of Merriak's interaction with his peers at Fort Wellington. In April 

1828 Merriak (Wellington) visited Fort Wellington in the company of Yacana (Waterloo) and 

two other men. Barker presented Yacana with an iron hatchet, but 

... Wellington took great offense at this, seeming to think that he as chief was 
undervalued. Waterloo seemed in great fear of what Wellington was saying 
(Mulvaney and Green 1992:92). 

Merriak's concern, nonetheless, was not to maintain exclusive ownership of the objects 

themselves. On the same occasion Barker presented Merriak with a number of fish hooks, 

which the latter immediately distributed amongst his companions (Mulvaney and Green 

1992:92). 

Rivalry in this respect between Merriak and other Aboriginal men who visited the fort 

was to continue. On a later occasion Wilson (1835:87) recorded that 

Miago had lately become rather a favorite in the camp; and, consequently, 
received many a piece of old iron hoop, and even two or three nails ... these 
favours were far from being relished by Wellington, who occasionally got 
sulky; as he wished himself to be the only source through which any of his 
subjects should receive favours .•• (my emphasis). 

Such accounts demonstrate that competitive relationships existed on the Cobourg Peninsula 

over the control of the distribution of trade items. Nonetheless, competition was clearly not 

directed towards ownership of the objects themselves. While this situation is difficult to 

explain in terms of Berndt's (1951) materialist model it can be readily accounted for in terms 

of Thomson's (1949) model. 

The acceleration of stone artefact exchange in northwestern Arnhem Land after the 

onset of Macassan contact therefore cannot be explained in terms of Berndt's materialist 

model. If residents of the Cobourg Peninsula utilised regional exchange networks purely as a 

means for obtaining material items this chronological trend is unlikely to have taken place. By 

contrast, however, the patterns apparent on the Cobourg Peninsula are readily explicable in 

terms of the model of Arnhem Land exchange outlined by Thomson (1949). 

It is possible that the chronological changes in stone artefact exchange documented here 

occurred across a wide area of coastal Arnhem Land. A detailed archaeological study of lithic 

procurement and distribution in Arnhem Land is likely to be a valuable exercise in furthering 

our understanding of the economic changes brought about as a result of Macassan contact. 

Further research into this issue might involve technological and petrological studies of 

individual quarries in Arnhem Land, and the geographical and chronological distribution of the 

products of these quarries. 
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One venue for this type of research might be the famed quartzite quarries from 

Ngillipidji (Jones and White 1988; Thomson 1949:87, 1983:70-72). During the recent past 

the products of these celebrated quarries, stone knives and spearheads, were not retained for 

use by the manufacturers (Thomson 1949:87). Instead, they were placed into trading bundles 

and passed on during exchange ceremonies over an 80,000km2 area between the Roper River 

in the south and the Goyder River in the north (Thomson 1949:70-71). Thomson (1949:87) 

stated that the quarry" ... covers acres of ground, and hundreds, perhaps thousands of spears 

come from the quarry in the course of a year." Given the results of this study it might be 

speculated that the majority of the archaeological remains at Ngillipidji were formed after 

Macassan contact began. 

Indeed, it is possible that much of the regional exchange of stone which took place 

across Arnhem Land in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was a consequence of the 

economic changes brought about as a result of Macassan contact. The remainder of this 

chapter discusses another economic change which may have been brought about through the 

process of culture contact: changes in human settlement patterns on the Cobourg Peninsula. 

14.4 CHRONOLOGICAL CHANGE IN ABORIGINAL SETTLEMENT PATTERNS 

A third chronological change in the archaeological record of the Cobourg Peninsula 

concerns contrasts in the structure of pre-contact and post-contact midden deposits. A model 

was developed in Chapter Seven regarding change in Aboriginal settlement patterns on the 

basis of ethnographic and ethnohistoric data. On this basis it was hypothesized that Aboriginal 

settlement patterns within the coastal zone may have altered after the onset of foreign contact. 

If this was indeed the case, contrasts might be expected between the structure, size and density 

of cultural materials on pre-contact and post-contact middens. 

Shell mound formation on the Cobourg Peninsula 

The oldest dated shell mound is MMI from Croker Island which was occupied between 

approximately 3000 and 1850 years BP. All of the other shell mounds identified on the 

Cobourg Peninsula appear to have been deposited prior to the onset of Macassan voyages to 

Arnhem Land. No shell mounds with features characteristic of post-contact sites, such as the 

remains of introduced animals or foreign artefacts were recorded. By contrast, approximately 

32 % (n=28) of the pre-contact midden deposits were in the form of shell mounds. 

388 



The precise time at which mound deposition ceased on the Cobourg Peninsula is 

currently not known. Nonetheless, given that the shell mound V12 returned a basal date of 

1277-1401 calAD, mound deposition must have ceased at or just before the onset of Macassan 

contact. Nonetheless, such a change in midden deposition is not necessarily related to the 

effects of culture contact. Cessation of shell mound formation during the late Holocene has 

been noted in a number of other coastal regions across northern Australia. 

For example, the accumulation of archaeological shell mounds in Darwin Harbour 

ceased between 600-1000 years BP (Hiscock and Hughes nd). The shell mounds from Darwin 

harbour are dominantly composed of Anadara sp., and accordingly Hiscock and Hughes (nd) 

argued that the cessation of mound formation was linked to the development of extensive 

mangrove forests in Darwin Harbour during the late Holocene. Hughes and Hiscock (nd) have 

speculated that the development of mangroves in Darwin Harbour was associated with the 

decrease in the biomass of mollusc populations and hence a decline in the importance of this 

food in the diet of the region's inhabitants. Similarly, shell mound formation in Princess 

Charlotte Bay, northern Queensland, ceased at approximately 400-500 years BP. Beaton 

linked this abandonment with the cessation of Anadara aliena exploitation following chenier 

building events that destroyed this species' breeding grounds (Beaton 1985:9). 

Another chronological change of this kind is likely to have occurred in the Blyth River 

area of central Arnhem Land, where Meehan (1982:167-168; 1983) has recorded a series of 

shell mounds. People do not currently build shell mounds in this area, and refer to the mounds 

not as the work of humans but of 'dead men' or the 'dreaming' (Meehan 1982). A 

radiocarbon date of 1440± 100 BP was obtained from one of these mounds, Kula Kula 

(Meehan 1983). The species which dominates this mound, Dosiniajuvenilis, is now 

infrequently exploited by people from this area. While it is not clear whether this taxon was 

abandoned due to a behavioural or an environmental change, this data provides further 

evidence of a link between change in the types of shellfish exploited and the structure of 

midden deposition. 

In the case studies referred to above, a link can be identified between changes in the 

local marine environment and/or shellfish gathering behaviour and the cessation of mound 

formation. Such links can also be identified in the case of shell mounds recorded from the 

Cobourg Peninsula, one example of which is the shell mounds at Mari-maramay on Croker 

Island. The shellfish taxa which comprise these mounds, sandy-mudflat species such as 

Gafrarium tumidum and Marcia hiantina are no longer available in the immediate vicinity of 

the site. Hence, it can be inferred that substantial changes have taken place in the types of 

molluscs living in the area after the mounds were abandoned. Another case where shells 

represented in the mounds are no longer available in the immediate environment are the four 

shell mounds recorded at Popham Bay. Again these mounds are dominated by Gafrarium 
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tumidum and Marcia hiantina, although the marine environment currently in the area is not 

suitable for the growth of these species. 

It therefore appears that the abandonment of mound construction on at least some parts 

of the Cobourg Peninsula was linked to local changes in the availability or relative abundance 

of particular shell species. In particular, it may be the case that mollusc populations on the 

Cobourg Peninsula are most abundant on sandy-mudflats, and hence relatively intensive 

human shellfish exploitation, leading to the deposition of dense mounded midden deposits, took 

place in these locations. 

While a change in environmental conditions may well provide an explanation for 

abandonment of mound construction at a local level, it cannot provide an explanation for the 

complete cessation of mound deposition after the onset of foreign contact. There is 

archaeological evidence for the intensIve human exploitation of sandy-mudflat shell species 

during the post-contact period at many localities, for example Copeland Island and Vashon 

Head. None of the post-contact midden deposits recorded in this sample, however, took the 

form of thick stratified deposits of shell. It may well be the case that the absence of mound 

building activities during the post-contact period may reflect a highly generalised realignment 

of human settlement patterns on the coastline after the onset of Macassan contact. In order to 

investigate this possibility further, it is useful to contrast the size of pre-contact and post

contact midden deposits. 

Chronological variation in midden size 

As argued in Chapter Seven, if human settlement patterns on the coast of the Cobourg 

Peninsula changed after the onset of Macassan voyages then this should be reflected by 

contrasts in the size of pre-contact and post-contact midden deposits. The area of the middens 

recorded in this study has been summarised in Tables 14-10 and 14-11. Midden area was 

calculated through the same method that was described in Chapter Nine. Note that the 

subsurface, pre-contact midden layers from Barlambidj and Minto Head (Sites 10) have not 

been included in this analysis as it was not possible to determine their size as part of this study. 
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Thb1e 14-10 Area of pre-contact midden deposits 

SITE LOCATION FORM LENGTH WIDTH AREA (m2 ) 

(m) (m) 

1 Popham Bay Mound 9.5 9.7 92 

2 Popham Bay Mound 9.2 9.3 86 

3 Popham Bay Mound 12.9 11. 6 150 

4 Popham Bay Mound 13.6 11. 7 159 

V5 Vashon Head Subsurface 20.0 20.0 400 

V6 Vashon Head Subsurface 70.0 20.0 1400 

V7 Vashon Head Subsurface 60.0 30.0 1800 

V8 Vashon Head Surface 60.0 30.0 1800 

V9 Vashon Head Surface 40.0 40.0 1600 

V10 Vashon Head Subsurface 20.0 10.0 200 

Vll Vashon Head Surface 10.0 10.0 100 

V12 Vashon Head Mound 15.0 12.0 180 

8 Port Essington Deflated 10.0 7.0 70 

13 Berkeley Bay Deflation 75.0 20.0 1500 

14 Black Point Deflation 300.0 12.5 3750 

15 Smith Point Deflation 55.0 10.0 550 

17 Smith Point Deflation 90.0 10.0 900 

18 Smith Point Deflation 100.0 10.0 1000 

19 Port Bremer Deflation 15.0 10.0 150 

20 Port Bremer Deflation 100.0 12.5 1250 

21 Lizard Bay Mound 16.0 10.5 168 

22 Lizard Bay Mound 7.0 6.0 42 

24 Bowen Strait Surficial 75.0 20.0 1500 

26 Palm Bay Deflation 50.0 7.5 375 

MM1 Croker Island Mound 10.0 12.0 120 

MM2 Croker Island Mound 9.0 8.0 72 
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Thble 14-11 Area of post-contact midden deposits 

SITE LOCATION FORM I LENGTH WIDTH AREA (rn2 ) 

(m) (m) 

5 Popham Bay Surficial 80 20 1600 

6 Trepang Bay Surficial 40 40 1600 

7 Trepang Bay Surficial 50 20 1000 

V1 Vashon Head Deflation 130 20 2900 

V2 Vashon Head Surficial 100 20 2000 

V3 Vashon Head Deflation 50 30 1500 

V4 Vashon Head Surficial 90 35 3800 

9 Knocker Bay Surficial 50 20 1000 

10 Minto Head Surficial 21 6 126 

11 Minto Head Surficial 20 20 400 

12 Middle Head Surficial 100 40 4000 

16 Smith Point Deflation 150 30 4500 

19 Port Bremer Deflation 105 10 1050 

23 Port Bremer Surficial 205 20 4100 

25 Irgul Point Surficial 78 22 1716 
27 Greenhill Is. Surficial 50 15 750 

BARL Copeland Is. Surficial 48 20 960 

If the complete sample of post-contact middens is compared to the entire sample of pre

contact middens, the difference in average size is dramatic (Table 14-12). The mean area of 

all pre-contact middens is 746.7m2 (n=26), while the mean area of all post-contact shell 

deposits is 1941.3m2 (n=17). A t-test reveals that this difference is statistically significant at 

the p=O.Ollevel or better (t=3.462, df=41, p=O.OOl). 

Thble 14-12 Mean surface area of post-contact and pre-contact middens 

PERIOD n MIN AREA MAX AREA MEAN AREA 0 2 

(m2 ) (rn2 ) (rn2 ) 

Pre-Contact 26 42 3,750 746.7 877.8 

Post-Contact 17 126 4,500 1,941.3 1,390.2 
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A similar chronological change can be detected if the volumes of the pre-contact and 

post-contact middens in the sample are compared (Thble 14-13). Site volumes were calculated 

(where possible) in the same manner as outlined in Chapter Ten. As is apparent in Table 14-

13, the mean size of post-contact middens (309.5 m3) is over twice the mean volume of the 

pre-contact middens (112.3 m3). This contrast is significant at the 0.05 level of probability, 

although not at the 0.01 level (t=2.376, df=32, p=0.024). This contrast confirms that 

middens deposited in the post-contact period were larger than those formed at earlier times. 

Table 14-13 Average volume of pre-contact and post-contact middens 

PERIOD 

Pre-contact 

Post-contact 

n 

20 

14 

MIN VOLUME 

(m3 ) 

7.0 

18.9 

600.0 

1230.0 

112.3 

309.5 

175.2 

307.9 

A number of hypotheses can be raised to account for the shift in midden size. These 

include taphonomic factors leading to the destruction or alteration of midden deposits, or a 

change in the spatial patterning of shellfish discard. Other possible explanations include a 

change in dietary patterns, a shift in settlement mobility or a change in the arrangement of 

settlement throughout the landscape. Each of possibilities will be considered below. 

Site destruction 

In terms of taphonomic processes which may have impacted on the patterns identified 

above it is relevant to consider two possibilities. The first is that relatively large midden sites 

may have been deposited on the coast in the pre-contact period, and have been partly or 

completely destroyed by geomorphological processes such as erosion through wave action 

during storms (e.g. Bird 1992). Nonetheless, the data from Vashon Head suggest that such 

processes are not responsible for the chronological changes in midden size. At this location 

sites were deposited on a prograding shoreline. With the oldest midden sites now more than 

half a kilometre from the nearest shoreline, these sites can be assumed to be relatively 

protected from erosive processes caused by wave action. 
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Another factor that might be considered is the deflation of midden deposits. In this 

study the area over which shell is now scattered has been recorded as the area of the midden. 

Nonetheless, this may not necessarily be an accurate reflection of the size of the midden when 

it was originally deposited. In order to determine whether any error introduced as a result of 

this strategy was responsible for the apparent chronological change in midden size, it is 

relevant to compare the mean sizes of middens excluding deflated deposits. 

If deflated middens are excluded from the analysis, the mean size of pre-contact 

middens is 580.5m2 (n=17), while the mean size of post-contact middens is nearly three 

times larger at 1,723.2m2 (n=13). The difference between the two means is significant at the 

p=O.Ollevel or better (t=3.129, df=28, p=O.004). Undeflated post-contact middens are 

substantially larger than undeflated pre-contact deposits, and accordingly the process of site 

deflation cannot be isolated as an explanation for the chronological change in midden size. 

Change in shell discard behaviour 

Another possibility that must be addressed is whether changes in site size reflect 

chronological changes in shell discard behaviour on middens. Humans exploiting molluscs in 

the post-contact period may have discarded shell remains in lower densities. Hence, the 

change in site size may reflect a change in the way in which people used space on the middens, 

rather than the quantities of shell food consumed at that location. If this was the case, then it 

might be expected that the density of shell on pre-contact middens would be substantially 

higher than the density of shell on post-contact sites. 

The frequency of middens in terms of their maximum and mean (calculated from shell 

recording squares) surface shell densities is plotted in Figure 14-2. In terms of maximum shell 

densities, the frequency distribution of pre-contact and post-contact is virtually identical 

(Figure 14-2). In terms of mean shell densities, while approximately 46.5% of the post

contact middens had mean shell densities of over 501m2, only 17% of the pre-contact middens 

had average surface densities of shell over 501m2 (Figure 14-2). If anything the density of 

shell on post-contact middens is generally somewhat higher than the density of shell on pre

contact deposits. It is not simply the case that shell was discarded in lower densities 

throughout the post-contact period. Hence, change in the density of shell discard cannot be 

used to explain the chronological increase in midden size. 
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Figure 14-2 Maximum and mean density of shell on post-contact and pre-contact middens 

Change in the dietary significance of shell 

Increases in midden size may also potentially reflect a dietary shift. If marine molluscs 

became a more important component of the Aboriginal diet in the contact period, then 

relatively more shell would have been discarded on coastal sites. Given that shell is relatively 

resistant to destruction, relatively larger middens may have been deposited as a result. 

395 



Stratified sites with pre-contact and post-contact faunal assemblages such as Barlambidj 

and Site 10 provide no evidence that molluscs became a more important component of the 

Aboriginal diet after the onset of foreign contact. The weight of shell and vertebrate faunal 

remains in each midden deposit at Barlambidj has been indicated in Thble 14-14. If molluscs 

became a more important part of the diet in the post-contact period, then it might be expected 

that the ratio of shell to bone would be higher in the post-contact deposit. However, the ratio 

of shell to bone in the post-contact assemblage, 22.0:1, is actually slightly lower than the 

equivalent ratio in the pre-contact assemblage which was 23.4: 1 (Thble 14-14). This data 

provides no evidence that molluscs became a more important component of the diet after the 

onset of Macassan contact. 

Similarly, At Site 10 Allen (1969: 126) determined that the rate at which shell was 

deposited in the upper, post-contact layer was lower than in the pre-contact stratum. This 

sequence also provides no evidence that shellfish became a more important component of the 

diet during the post-contact period. Accordingly, other explanations for the increase in midden 

size must be sought. 

Thb1e 14-14 Ratio of shell:bone, pre-contact and post-contact midden, Bar1ambidj 

PERIOD 

Pre-Contact 

Post-contact 

WEIGHT 

SHELL (g) 

14,203.7 

5,337.9 

Change in indigenous settlement patterns 

WEIGHT 

BONE (g) 

608.0 

242.1 

RATIO 

SHELL: BONE 

23.4 

22.0 

Given that none of the hypotheses raised above adequately account for chronological 

change in midden size, it is apparent that these changes reflect a shift in Aboriginal settlement 

patterns during the post-contact period. In Chapter Seven it was hypothesized that such 

changes might take one of two forms. Firstly, it was suggested on the basis of Schrire's 

(1972) model of economic change that localities in the vicinity of foreign settlement may have 

been occupied more intensively during the recent past. Secondly, it was hypothesized that 

settlement patterns over the whole of the coastline of the Cobourg Peninsula may have changed 

as a consequence of foreign contact. 
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Some archaeological data, such as the chronological sequence from Site 10 at Minto 

Head, are consistent with patterns predicted on the basis of Schrire's (1972) model. Prior to 

the establishment of Victoria Settlement Site 10 was likely to have been used solely for the 

consumption of shellfish (Allen 1969: 126). After contact with Europeans began, 

archaeological evidence suggests that the site was used for a wider range of activities and 

physically expanded in the direction of Victoria Settlement (Allen 1969: 126). Allen 

(1969: 126) inferred that a larger or perhaps more permanent group inhabited the site after 

Victoria was occupied, a conclusion that is consistent with the model proposed by Schrire 

(1972). 

Nonetheless, chronological changes in midden sizes are also demonstrable at locations 

which are not adjacent to foreign settlements or activity areas. Examples include the pre

contact and post-contact midden lenses at Site 19 in Port Bremer. While no settlements or 

trepang processing sites are known to have been established within Skm of this site, the post

contact lens of midden deposit at Site 19 is approximately seven times the volume of the pre

contact deposit. 

Another example of this pattern was documented on the prograding shoreline at Vashon 

Head. Historical records make no reference to any major level of foreign activities at Vashon 

Head, and no foreign settlements are known from this locality. Nonetheless, the mean size of 

post-contact middens in this area was over twice the mean surface area and volume of the pre

contact midden deposits. These data do not necessarily indicate that Schire's (1972) model is 

inapplicable to the Cobourg Peninsula. Nonetheless, they do suggest that changes in the nature 

of midden deposition in the post-contact period took place across the whole of the coastline of 

the Cobourg Peninsula, and not just in areas associated with permanent or semi-permanent 

foreign settlement. 

Given the arguments put forward in Chapter Seven, it is possible that the contrasts in 

midden size in the study area may reflect a number of processes. It is possible that coastal 

areas, as opposed to more inland areas, were occupied more intensively during the post-contact 

period. This could reflect the new opportunities for marine exploitation opened up by the 

adoption of the dugout canoe. Alternatively, increasing concentration on coastal resources 

may have been necessitated after degradation of vegetation communities by feral animals. It is 

also possible that Aboriginal people aggregated in larger residential groups after the onset of 

foreign contact, both as a means of self defence against Macassans and as a response to 

heightened levels of internecine warfare. 
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It is also possible that increases in the size of residential groups on the coastline were 

facilitated by dietary shifts associated with the adoption of foreign technology. As documented 

above, large marine animals such as turtle and dugong were captured far more frequently on 

the Cobourg Peninsula after the onset of foreign contact. The large supplies of meat which 

successful hunting of these creatures made available (see above) may have facilitated large 

gatherings of people. Since turtle and dugong meat could not be stored, any meat which could 

not have been consumed immediately would have been wasted. It is possible that larger group 

sizes were a more efficient means of utilising the dietary resources which became more readily 

available after culture contact began. 

Adoption of the dugout canoe could also have facilitated a decrease in residential 

mobility. One of the many advantages offered by the use of dugout canoes was their capacity 

to transport large amounts of material. Baker (1988) has noted that in the Gulf of Carpentaria 

a single dugout canoe could transport as many as four adult turtles at once, and refers to 

records of a dugout carrying forty 501b bags of flour (a weight of roughly 900kg). 

Nonetheless, dugout canoes in this area were also used to transport large quantities of small 

items, such as shellfish, turtle eggs, sea bird chicks and sea bird eggs (Baker 1988: 184,186). 

It is accordingly possible that use of dugout canoes increased the ability of hunter-gatherers to 

travel from a residential site to areas with an abundance of resources and bring these resources 

back to the residential site. In effect, adoption of the dugout canoe may have facilitated a shift 

in the degree to which the hunter-gatherer economy reflects a 'logistical' hunting and gathering 

pattern rather than a 'foraging' pattern (after Binford 1980). 

Further research is required to more precisely identify the nature of the change which 

occurred within Aboriginal settlement patterns on the Cobourg Peninsula. One important clue 

to the nature of this change, however, may be the associated abandonment of mound 

construction during this period. The link between economic changes associated with foreign 

contact and the cessation of mound formation is currently unclear, but at least one possibility 

can be raised. 

There may have been an overall decline in the importance of molluscs, as opposed to 

other marine animals in the Aboriginal diet after foreign contact began. The faunal remains in 

mounds such as MMI are composed dominantly of shell, and it may be the case that such sites 

were occupied principally for the purpose of shell gathering (cf Bailey 1993:14). Once other 

marine foods such as turtle and dugong flesh became substantially more abundant, sites may no 

longer have been occupied specifically to facilitate shell collection. Such possibilities highlight 

the far reaching economic changes brought about as a result of foreign contact in northwestern 

ArnhemLand. 
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14.4 CULTURE CONTACT AND ECONOMIC CHANGE ON THE 

COBOURG PENINSULA 

Two major issues have been discussed within this thesis; the process of culture contact 

on the Cobourg Peninsula and the consequences of this contact for the Aboriginal economy. 

With respect to the process of culture contact, historic records indicate that Aboriginal people 

came into regular contact with large numbers of foreigners from approximately 1720 AD 

onwards. Intensive social and economic relationships developed between Aborigines and the 

outsiders, although such relationships were not static and a number of chronological trends can 

be distinguished. In particular, there is no evidence that stable working and social 

relationships developed between Macassans and Aborigines on the Cobourg Peninsula until the 

1830's. 

From this time onwards many Aboriginal people became fluent speakers of English and 

the Macassan language, and participated in industries such as trepang fishing and buffalo 

shooting. Foreign foods and drugs, such as rice, alcohol and tobacco were consumed by the 

indigenous inhabitants of the region, while certain forms of foreign material culture such as 

iron and dugout canoes were readily adopted. Many Aboriginal people resided at foreign 

settlements and campsites and some even travelled to the port of Macassar. Aborigines 

bartered goods such as turtle shell with the foreigners, and sexual and social relations were 

maintained between them and the groups of foreigners. 

Despite these contacts, many continuities between pre-contact and post-contact 

Aboriginal society on the Cobourg Peninsula can be identified. Perhaps the most important of 

these was that the hunter-gatherer economy was not destroyed as a result of foreign contact. 

Some people subsisted mostly or entirely through hunting and gathering well into the twentieth 

century, while others alternated between working for foreigners and living as hunter-gatherers. 

While hunting and gathering practices persisted in the face of foreign contact, this 

process had major consequences for the indigenous economy. The rate at which large marine 

animals were hunted and captured increased dramatically after dugout canoes and metal 

harpoons became available. Regional exchange networks in northwestern Arnhem Land 

intensified after Macassan contact began. Furthermore, culture contact was associated with a 

dramatic realignment in Aboriginal settlement patterns on the coastline, with a possible 

increase in the size of residential groups and/or a decrease in the degree of residential 

mobility. 
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Further economic changes are also reflected in the archaeological record. For 

example, the presence of glass and pottery artefacts on Aboriginal middens far from any 

European or Macassan sites suggests these materials were carried long distances by Aboriginal 

people. Large assemblages of flaked glass have been recorded on post-contact middens, 

suggesting glass became an important raw material for the manufacture of flaked implements. 

Pig and bovine bones are present in some midden deposits, indicating that these introduced 

fauna began to be exploited by Aboriginal people in the recent past. 

A parallel can be drawn between the nature of economic change on the Cobourg 

Peninsula and the process of culture contact in the area. I have argued that Aboriginal people 

on the Cobourg Peninsula were not passive participants in the culture contact process. While 

not able to directly control the access of foreigners to their land, they were able to set the 

terms on which many individual encounters took place. While Aboriginal people from the 

study area were partially articulated within the economic system of the foreign visitors, they 

were not dependent on Macassans or Europeans. 

As Macknight (1972:317) has argued, there was no pressing economic or ideological 

competition between Macassan and Aboriginal cultures. For the most part, this was also the 

case for European and Aboriginal interaction in the area (Chapter Four). Aboriginal people 

accepted only selected features of the foreign technology, namely those with recognisable 

advantages in their own terms. Culture contact on the Cobourg Peninsula profoundly altered, 

but did not destroy, the fabric of Aboriginal life on the Cobourg Peninsula (a conclusion 

reached for Arnhem Land generally by Macknight 1972:317). 

As noted in the introduction to this thesis, some ethnographers and archaeologists have 

argued that the impact of Macassan contact on Aboriginal economies was minimal. The 

results of this study suggest that such an argument cannot be sustained, at least with reference 

to the Cobourg Peninsula. In the final chapter of this thesis it will be demonstrated that 

foreign contact led to profound changes in Aboriginal economies across many other parts of 

Australia. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

BROADER IMPLICATIONS: ECONOMIC CHANGE IN 
PROTOmSTORIC AUSTRALIA 

15.1 INTRODUCTION 

Extensive economic change was associated with the process of culture contact in many 

other parts of Australia. To illustrate this point, this chapter discusses the extent to which 

foreign technology was adopted for hunting turtle and dugong in other parts of northern 

Australia during the recent past. It is argued that technological change may have led to 

increases in the rate at which turtle and dugong were captured across a wide area of coastal 

northern Australia during the post-contact period. Such changes have implications for 

archaeological interpretations of recent marine economies in northern Australia. Furthermore, 

they have implications for the conservation and management of turtle and dugong populations 

in the face of contemporary indigenous exploitation. 

The identification of far reaching changes within Aboriginal economies following the 

onset of foreign contact also has important implications for archaeologists' use of 'direct 

historical analogies'. The final part of this thesis critically assesses the use of such analogies 

by Australian archaeologists. It is argued that without a thorough understanding of the social 

and economic changes resulting from the culture contact process, use of ethnohistoric data as a 

direct analogy for the pre-contact period may be of limited utility. The model of 

"intensification", as it has been applied to the interpretation of the archaeological record from 

southwestern Victoria, is employed to illustrate this point. 

15.2 RECENT CHANGE IN TURTLE AND DUGONG HUNTING 

METHODS IN NORTHERN AUSTRALIA 

Ethnographic and ethnohistoric evidence suggests that changes in the methods used by 

Aboriginal people to capture turtle and dugong occurred across a wide area of coastal northern 

Australia. The following discussion reviews this evidence and localities referred to in the text 

are indicated in Figure 15-1. 

401 



>Alice Springs 
Rockhampton' 

AUSTRALIA 

KEY 
1 Western Kimberleys 5 Groote Eylandt 
2 Goulbum Islands 6 Sir Edward Pellew Islands 
3 Millingimbi 7 Bentinck Island 
4 Gove Peninsula 8 Endeavour River 

9 Moreton Bay 

Figure 15-1 Location of observations regarding turtle and dugong hunting 

Recent turtle and dugong hunting in Amhem Land 

Ethnographic evidence suggests that Aboriginal people from the whole of the Arnhem 

Land coast adopted identical techniques to those used on the Cobourg Peninsula for hunting 

large marine animals. Descriptions of turtle and dugong hunting in the nineteenth century and 

early twentieth century are available from the Goulburn Islands, the Millingimbi area, the 

Gove Peninsula, Groote Eylandt and the Sir Edward Pellew Islands. For example, a painting 

made in 1856 by Thomas Baines depicts two Aboriginal men from the Goulburn Islands 

hunting a turtle (Braddon 1986:121). The men are in a dugout canoe and are about to spear a 

turtle with what appears to be a harpoon tipped with metal. Similarly, Tindale (1925:93), 

McCarthy (1955) and McArthur (1960:96) observed the inhabitants of Groote Eylandt and the 

adjacent mainland hunting turtle from dugout canoes with iron harpoons. Hunters observed by 

Tindale (1925:93) tipped their harpoons with iron nails approximately eight inches (20cm) 

long. As was the case on the Cobourg Peninsula, harpoons used on Groote Eylandt were 

mounted on the end of a long wooden pole, and tied with a length of rope to the front of the 

canoe (Tindale 1925; McCarthy 1955). 
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Similar techniques appear to have been used in recent memory on the Sir Edward 

Pellew Islands. Harney (1956:161-163) described a dugong hunt in this area in the 1920's as 

follows: 

A native would stand up in the stem of the craft, a wooden canoe, and direct the 
paddling native with the point of his harpoon ... Up would come the huge sea 
cow to fill its lungs with air; then bang! in would go the six-inch nail with a 
long rope attached to the head. The native who struck with the spear would fall 
overboard with it to give it leverage; then quickly would leap aboard as the rope 
went whizzing out as the dugong gathered away ... After a time the animal would 
tire and come to the surface for air; when another nail would be driven into its 
head or neck ... 

The techniques described in this example are identical to those described by Sunter and Earl on 

the Cobourg Peninsula (Chapter Six). Nonetheless, use of dugout canoes and metal harpoons 

in the Sir Edward Pellew Islands may have been a relatively recent innovation. According to 

Bradley (1988, 1991) the inhabitants of this area state that in former times turtle and dugong 

were hunted with wooden harpoons and bark canoes. 

In each of the cases described above, dugout canoes and metal were adopted by 

Aboriginal people for turtle and dugong hunting. An important implication of this observation 

is that the rate at which turtles and dugong were captured by Aborigines may have increased 

across many parts of the Arnhem land coastline throughout the post-contact period. Indeed, 

this may also be the case for an even wider area of northern Australia. 

Recent tUrlle and dugong hunting in nonhern Australia 

Ethnographic data provides evidence that recent changes in the methods of turtle and 

dugong capture also took place outside of the Arnhem Land region. For example, Love 

(1936: 138) noted that the Worora people from the west Kimberley coast hunted turtle and 

dugong from rafts. At the time he made his observations, metal harpoons had replaced the fire 

hardened wooden spears which were formerly in use. Metal apparently increased the hunter's 

chance of success as, 

Now, with an iron spear and a length of rope, the bigger game is more often 
captured, and the meal of solid meat, from turtle or dugong, much more 
frequent than in the primitive days (Love 1936: 138). 

It is not clear in this case whether iron harpoons were originally introduced by Macassans on 

the Kimberley coast (Chapter Three) or by Europeans. Nonetheless, if Love is correct in his 

assertion then a dietary shift similar to that which occurred on the Cobourg Peninsula took 

place in the recent past on the west Kimberley coastline. 
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On Bentinck Island, in the Gulf of Carpentaria, there is also evidence for recent 

changes in turtle and dugong hunting strategies. In the late nineteenth century turtles and 

dugong were hunted by two methods. One method was to hunt dugong by blocking the 

entrance of small estuaries with a fence of branches. Dugong were then entangled in nets as 

they attempted to escape to sea (Roth 1901:30). Turtles and dugong were also hunted with 

wooden spears from a raft of mangrove trunks lashed together in a rough bundle (Smart 

1951:34). 

By the 1940's these methods had been replaced on Bentinck Island. According to 

Smart (1951:35): 

They use the recognized method of diving from a dugout canoe, the force of 
their dive carrying a harpoon into the back of the swimming dugong. Climbing 
back they are towed hither and thither until it tires, when a rope is half-hitched 
around its tail and it is drowned. 

The similarities between these methods and those used in Arnhem Land are striking, and it is 

possible that they reached Bentinck Island during the early twentieth century through diffusion 

from other Aboriginal groups. 

The eastern side of Cape York is another area where techniques of turtle and dugong 

capture altered throughout the post-contact period. Cook's expedition observed Aborigines 

hunting turtle with outrigger canoes at the mouth of the Endeavour River in 1770 AD 

(Beaglehole 1962:126-127,134; Wharton 1968). A barbed wooden harpoon, approximately 

one foot long was used to strike the turtles and the absence of iron was specifically noted 

(Wharton 1968:321). Cook was not impressed by the frequency with which turtle were 

captured through this technique, stating " ... of these I believe they get but few, except at the 

seasons they come ashore to lay" (Wharton 1968:320). 

Early in the twentieth century outrigger canoes were still in use in this area, but the 

wooden harpoons had been replaced by harpoons made by wire or metal (Thomson 1934). 

Adoption of metal in this case apparently led to a shift in the importance of large marine 

animals within the indigenous diet. 

The natives say that in former times, when only wooden harpoons were used, 
turtle hunting was much more difficult than it is to-day, when iron and wire 
harpoons are in general use ... turtle flesh was much less plentiful and was more 
highly valued than it is today (Thomson 1934:246). 

It is possible that the rate at which turtles and dugong were captured was even lower before 

outrigger canoes diffused to the area from Torres Straits (cfRowland 1987). 
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Finally, another case of technological innovation in dugong hunting has been recorded 

from Moreton Bay in southeast Queensland. In the early years of European settlement, 

Aborigines were observed capturing dugong in shallow waters with nets of indigenous 

manufacture. This technique was later abandoned, and Aborigines began to use European 

whaleboats and metal harpoons (Petrie 1980:67-69). The parallels between the method of 

dugong capture adopted in Moreton Bay, and those developed in northern Australia are 

intriguing. The similarities suggest that this represents a case of parallel innovation (cf 

McNiven 1993) and highlights the advantages associated with the use of iron harpoons and 

wooden watercraft. 

Use of foreign material culture for hunting large marine animals was therefore a 

widespread phenomenon across northern Australia. The extent to which the frequency of 

turtle and dugong capture changed in other areas of Australia remains to be tested through 

archaeological research. However, ethnographic data cited above provide intriguing hints that 

the trends identified on the Cobourg Peninsula may have occurred elsewhere during the post 

contact period. This conclusion highlights the dynamic nature of hunter-gatherer economies in 

the face of foreign contact. It also has implications for a topical contemporary issue; the 

impact of current indigenous hunting on the conservation status of turtle and dugong. 

15.3 TECHNOLOGICAL CHANGE IN INDIGENOUS HUNTING AND 

THE CONSERVATION STATUS OF TURTLE AND DUGONG 

Some biologists have assumed that technological change is irrelevant in any discussion 

of the conservation issues arising out of contemporary indigenous turtle and dugong 

exploitation. Citing the drastic decline of Aboriginal population levels after white settlement, 

Kowarsky (1982:310) argued " .. .it would be reasonable to presume that hunting pressures on 

turtles in the past were at least as great, if not greater, than those existing today". He 

dismissed technological change in indigenous hunting practices as a factor contributing to 

pressure on turtle and dugong populations, and suggested 

The extent to which increasing numbers of Aboriginals place additional hunting 
pressures on turtles would depend upon the proportion of those people 
maintaining a traditional lifestyle in future years (Kowarsky 1982:310). 

While population levels on the Cobourg Peninsula declined drastically throughout the contact 

period (Appendix One), the rate of turtle and dugong capture increased dramatically. In this 

case, the level of turtle and dugong exploitation was not determined by human population 

levels, but by the effectiveness of the technology used in hunting these creatures and the degree 

to which human dietary patterns were focused on large marine animals. 
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Within the last several decades, Aboriginal use of aluminium dinghies with outboard 

motors has become commonplace across northern Australia (e.g. Johannes and MacFarlane 

1991; Marsh et al. 1981). Rifles and shotguns have been used increasingly for hunting turtle 

and dugong in places such as Melville Island and in the Torres Straits (Johannes and 

MacFarlane 1991:27). Thus, the process of technological innovation in turtle and dugong 

hunting methods continues to occur. Accordingly, it is possible that the rate at which turtles 

and dugong are being captured by Aboriginal communities also continues to change. 

Biological data suggests that some Australian populations of turtle and dugong may be 

vulnerable to contemporary turtle and dugong hunting. Perhaps the most serious problem has 

developed in Torres Strait where as many as 10,000 green turtles are captured between 

Bamaga and the Papua New Guinea coast per year (Limpus and Fleay 1983). According to 

Limpus and Fleay (1983:537): 

Reefs adjacent to Aboriginal and Islander communities are usually devoid of 
turtles ... We believe this overharvest of [Great Barrier Reef] breeding green 
turtles is because changes in technology have produced more efficient turtle 
hunting equipment (e.g. aluminium dinghy, outboard motors, nylon rope, rifles, 
steel tipped harpoons) faster than traditional customs could change to maintain a 
sustainable harvest rate. 

Other areas for which biological data suggests turtle and dugong populations have been 

significantly denuded in recent years through indigenous hunting include northeastern Cape 

York Peninsula and the Rose River (e.g. Bayliss and Freeland 1989; Marsh 1986; Marsh and 

Saalfeld 1989). 

At a localised level, a similar situation appears to exists on the Cobourg Peninsula. 

Both European and Aboriginal residents have remarked to me that turtle and dugong are rarely 

seen in waters around the permanently occupied outstations. The largest concentrations of 

these creatures now exist on the southern side of the peninsula, where hunting rarely takes 

place. 

Indigenous hunting is not the only process which impacts on turtle and dugong 

populations. For example, tens of thousands of turtles, some of which are likely to have 

originated in Torres Straits, are slaughtered every year by commercial fisheries in Indonesia. 

In Australia, large numbers of dugongs and turtles are also caught in commercial fishing nets 

(e.g. Smith and Marsh 1990:47). Thus, any impacts on turtle and dugong populations from 

Aboriginal hunting must be viewed in the context of other threats to these animals. 

Nonetheless, over exploitation of these animals, particularly marine turtles, may have major 

consequences for their preservation at a local level. 
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The nesting and feeding grounds of adult marine turtles may be separated by over 

1,000km (e.g. Limpus 1992; Limpus and Reed 1985). Nonetheless, marine turtles typically 

return to the same feeding grounds following every nesting migration. According to Limpus 

and Fleay (1983:537) recruitment of turtles to a depleted feeding ground is slow, particularly 

as turtles require 50 years to reach sexual maturity. Accordingly, " ... the recovery of a reef 

denuded of turtles may take many decades, perhaps in the order of a century to return to its 

original state" (Limpus and Fleay 1983:537). Overhunting in a local area may have long term 

implications for an Aboriginal community dependant on this resource. 

Anxiety regarding this issue has been expressed by Aboriginal communities. Figure 

15-2 reproduces an article from the Sunday Territorian (2112/93) expressing the concerns of a 

Tiwi Island leader regarding contemporary marine hunting. Worried that stocks of turtle and 

dugong may be dwindling, a Tiwi Island leader urges traditional owners to ban the use of 

shotguns and rifles in turtle and dugong hunting. Pirlangimpi Community Government Council 

president Cyril Rioli " ... said hunters should use traditional methods such as harpoon and rope" 

(Figure 15-2). 

The extent and manner in which turtle and dugong populations will be affected by 

indigenous exploitation in the future will no doubt be affected by a number of factors. These 

will include the number of Aboriginal people engaged in this activity, and the extent to which 

Aboriginal hunters are clustered in large, permanent settlements. However, the impact that 

changing technology has had, and will no doubt continue to have, cannot be ignored as a 

conservation issue. It is therefore relevant to consider how, or even whether the technology 

used in indigenous marine hunting should be regulated through government legislation. 

Legislation and contemporary indigenous hunting 

Legislation in Queensland, the Northern Territory and Western Australia specifically 

recognises the rights of Aboriginal people to hunt marine animals such as turtle and dugong. 

Central to regulations regarding contemporary Aboriginal exploitation of these animals is the 

concept of "tradition". Given the dramatic changes in the technology used to hunt turtle and 

dugong in the recent past (see above), it is useful to critically assess the use of this concept. 
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using shotguns in 
turtle and dugong 
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RioH said hunters 
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methods such a har
poon and rope. 
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used lin this area) since 
I came back 20 years 
ago. Anyone caught 
using them will be 
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area," he said. 

"It's up to the people 
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But Bathurst Island 
Nguiu Community Gov
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Barry Pur-untatmerl 
confirmed last night 
traditional hunters 
were using shotguns. 
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tions on traditional 
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told not to "go mad 
knocking oft turtles", 
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make sure we don't 
overdo it." 

o NT University scientist Michael Guil12a with remains from 300 turtles which died in a fishing net in Fogg Bay last year 
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harvest - estimated at 
10 000 - Wld the Asian 
markets demand could 
not be sustained. 

Figure 15-2 "Gun ban call for island turtles" (Sunday Territorian 21/2/93) 



The Northern Territory of Australia Territory Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act 

contains provisions making the destruction of many types of wildlife by the general community 

illegal. Nonetheless, Section 122 of the act specifically exempts some forms of contemporary 

Aboriginal hunting, stating: 

(1) Subject to subsection (2), nothing in this Act prevents Aboriginals who have 
traditionally used an area of land or water from continuing to use the area of 
land or water for hunting, for food gathering (otherwise than for purposes of 
sale) and for ceremonial and religious purposes. 
(2) The operation of subsection (1) is subject to regulations made for the 
purposes of conserving wildlife in any area and expressly affecting the 
traditional use of the area by Aboriginals (my emphasis). 

The term "traditional" in this legislation appears to have two primary meanings. The first 

relates to time; Aborigines should have hunted or gathered food in the area in the past. The 

second meaning relates to the purpose of the activity: hunting and food gathering for the 

purposes of commercial sale is not allowed under this legislation. Note that the legislation 

does not specify that particular forms of technology must be used so that hunting activities may 

be regarded as "traditional". 

The Australian Law Reform Commission in its report The Recognition of Aboriginal 

Customary Laws discusses this issue further. The report specifically acknowledges that any 

principle exempting Aborigines from restrictions on wildlife exploitation begs the question of 

what constitutes "traditional hunting and fishing". The Commission argued that changes in the 

technology used for hunting or fishing can still be regarded as consistent with traditional usage, 

suggesting 

In principle, in determining whether an activity is 'traditional', attention should 
focus on the purpose of the activity, rather than the method. Thus the question 
which methods or technologies are to be regarded as 'traditional' is for, most 
purposes, a subordinate one (Australian Law Reform Commission 1986: 181 
their emphasis). 

Under this interpretation, therefore, the use of firearms may be consistent with traditional 

hunting. By contrast, hunting for the purposes of obtaining goods for sale in a market 

economy is not considered consistent with the notion of traditional activities. 

The first point discussed here is whether sale of materials in a market economy can be 

considered "traditional". On the Cobourg Peninsula, as well as other parts of Amhem Land, 

Aborigines bartered hawksbill turtle shells with Macassans and Europeans for products such 

as tobacco, alcohol, dugout canoes and iron. Given that this activity is likely to have occurred 

over at least one hundred years, why would the contemporary sale of turtle shell in this area 

not be regarded as a "traditional activity"? A similar argument might be made for areas such 

as Torres Straits, where indigenous have a similarly long history of participating in the sale of 

marine products in a market economy (see Johannes and MacFarlane 1991:6-8). 
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Campbell and Wilson (1993:75) have highlighted similar ambiguities in the use of the 

term "tradition" with respect to Indonesian fishermen currently operating in Australian waters. 

They argued that 

Because its primary meaning relates to "time past", the term "traditional" is 
often opposed to "modern". Since "modern" often means "commercial", 
"traditional" is used as an antonym of "commercial"; accordingly "traditional" 
has come to be used as a synonym for "non-commercial" (Campbell and Wilson 
1993:75). 

Nonetheless, as Campbell and Wilson (1993) point out, such a definition is of little use given 

that commercial Indonesian fisheries have operated in north Australian waters for many 

hundreds of years. Similarly, the proscription of Aboriginal hunting for commercial activity 

may reflect the legislator's preconceptions regarding the nature of indigenous economies rather 

than historical reality. 

A historical perspective is also relevant in considering whether technological change 

can be consistent with the concept of "traditional hunting". It is relevant to consider these 

criteria in terms of the history of turtle and dugong exploitation in northern Australia in the 

recent past. The Australian Law Reform Commission (1986:181) has argued that "In normal 

circumstances, it is inappropriate to insist on dugouts, fishing spears and harpoons ... " being 

used by Aboriginal hunters rather than more modern technology such as aluminium dinghies 

and rifles. From an historical perspective, such a proscription would be highly illogical given 

that the use of dugouts and harpoons may itself be a relatively recent development. Indeed, in 

areas such as the Bentinck Islands dugout canoes and iron harpoons have been in use for less 

than a hundred years (see above). 

Thus, for a legislative body to single out particular items of technology as "traditional" 

and others as "non-traditional" must prove to be a highly arbitrary exercise. If "traditional" 

techniques are equated with "pre-contact" methods, then it would be necessary to insist that 

Aboriginal people returned to the use of items such as bark canoes, nets and wooden harpoons. 

The principle of "tradition" as a means of regulating indigenous hunting of turtle and 

dugong may ultimately be of little utility. Legislation which proscribes the sale of turtle and 

dugong flesh or products on the basis that it is not "traditional" is not consistent with the 

history of these activities. To insist on the use of particular forms of technology would deny 

the tremendous change in this aspect of Aboriginal material culture in the recent past. It is my 

contention that, rather than insisting that indigenous use of marine animals is of a "traditional" 

nature, natural resource managers must focus on the numbers of turtle and dugong being 

captured, and the ability of turtle and dugong populations to sustain this predation. 
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Nonetheless, in setting legislative policy the wider Australian society must be aware of 

the impact that the regulation of turtle and dugong hunting may have on Aboriginal 

communities. As Nietschmann (1976:641) has suggested, the hunting of dugongs and turtles 

amongst many Aboriginal communities is more than simply a means of obtaining food. In the 

Torres Strait communities in which he worked, for example, it was the major activity of many 

males and 

... sets the context in which much cultural history and environmental knowledge 
are taught and reviewed, it is the source of the most favoured item distributed 
amongst kin to satisfy social obligations ... (Nietschmann 1976:641). 

To deny Aboriginal people the right to hunt turtle and dugong would not only deny a history of 

marine hunting, but also the importance of this activity within contemporary Aboriginal 

communities. 

In the 1980's the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority introduced a permit system 

for dugong hunting which restricted the numbers of dugong that communities could capture. 

The resentment and tensions this subsequently created amongst members of the community 

have been well documented (Smith and Marsh 1990). Smith and Marsh (1990:54) went on to 

argue that 

Western styles of environmental management should not be imposed on 
traditional hunters and fishermen, they should be involved in making the initial 
management decisions. 

They stressed the need for governments to develop culturally appropriate education 

programs regarding turtle and dugong conservation, and to ensure Aboriginal hunters assume 

an active role in developing and administering management policies (Smith and Marsh 1990). 

Given the dramatic changes in indigenous turtle and dugong exploitation which have occurred 

in the recent past, and the changes which may occur in the future, such a policy must be seen 

as both relevant and timely. If the recognition of the dramatic changes in marine hunting in 

northern Australia has important implications for resource managers and legislators, it has 

even more important implications for archaeologists who use ethnographic evidence to 

interpret the prehistoric past. 
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15.4 DIRECT HISTORIC ANAWGIES AND THE CONSTRUCTION 

OF AUSTRALIAN ARCHAEOLOGY 

One type of analogy frequently employed to interpret archaeological remains is the 

direct historical analogy (e.g. Chang 1967:229; Gould 1980:34-35; Murray 1988; Peterson 

1971:240). This type of analogy is seen as applicable where 

... the prehistoric adaptation being studied by the archaeologist could be linked 
stratigraphically and historically in an unbroken sequence to the historic cultural 
adaptations in the same area (Gould 1980:35). 

The ethnographic information on which the analogy is made can be obtained either through the 

study of people currently living in the area, or on the basis of historical records (Peterson 

1971:240). 

Archaeologists have expressed caution over the application of direct historical analogies 

to the interpretation of Pleistocene Australian archaeological remains (e.g. Cosgrove et al. 

1990; Moser 1992; Murray 1988:4). For example, White and O'Connell (1982:33) argued 

with respect to the early Pleistocene: 

... the environments, technologies and subsistence patterns were so different 
from those found in modern times that we must consciously recognise that direct 
historical analogies will be misleading. 

By contrast, use of direct historical analogies has been viewed by some Australian 

archaeologists as an appropriate, indeed essential (cf Flood 1988) means of interpreting late 

Holocene archaeological remains (e.g. Bowdler 1976; Coleman 1982; Flood 1980; Gould 

1977; McBryde 1978:3, 1982; Peterson 1968). 

Use of direct historical analogies rests on the assumption that relatively little change has 

occurred to the society in question between the time of the ethnographic observations, and the 

time at which the archaeological remains were deposited. For example, Flood (1983: 16) has 

argued that: 

Traditional Aboriginal society as it existed 200 years ago has been recorded by 
anthropologists.,. Their data can then be used by archaeologists to provide 
analogies in the interpretation of prehistoric culture (my emphasis), 

Flood I s statement contains a major assumption: that the societies observed by Australian 

ethnographers were similar to those in existence prior to European occupation of the continent. 

Another clear example of such an assumption is an argument regarding ethnographic 

analogies put forward by Peterson (1976). He argued that 

... the sense in which the Australian Aborigines are conservative places much 
archaeologically relevant ethnography beyond most of the effects of cultural 
change (peterson 1976:265). 

He went on to argue that in the case of contemporary Arnhem Land societies subsisting 

through hunting and gathering " .. .Iron age ethnography will continue to illuminate Stone Age 

remains" (Peterson 1976:274). 
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Underlying such arguments is the assumption that the process of culture contact had 

minimal, if any, consequences for hunter-gatherer economies. The chronological trends 

identified in this study, however, represent a major challenge to this view. Archaeological 

data suggests that "iron age ethnography" from the Cobourg Peninsula would be a singularly 

poor illustration of the Aboriginal economy in northwestern Arnhem Land as recently as 300 

years ago. Similarly, contemporary and historically documented marine hunting strategies 

from a wide area of northern Australia would provide a poor analogue for such activities prior 

to the onset of Macassan and European contact. 

Significant social and economic changes took place within Aboriginal societies even 

before their first direct contact with foreigners (e.g. Sharp 1952). As Davidson (1988) has 

noted, the cultural boundaries between indigenous societies were permeable, and the first 

physical contact between two different groups of people may not be the first contact between 

their cultures. One process in particular may have impacted on indigenous societies at long 

distances from locations of direct European and Macassan contact; demographic change as a 

result of introduced diseases such as smallpox. This point will be illustrated with reference to a 

relatively recent use of a direct historical analogy in Australian archaeology, the model of 

"intensification" . 

"Intensification ": a direct historical analogy from southwestern Victoria 

One of the most controversial theories of economic change in prehistoric Australia is 

the model of "intensification" proposed by Lourandos (1980a; 1983; 1985). Originally 

developed with respect to southwest Victoria, the model was subsequently argued to be 

applicable to the entire Australian continent. Lourandos used ethnohistoric data to develop a 

model of the settlement patterns and social structure of Aboriginal society in southwestern 

Victoria in the recent past (Lourandos 1980b). As such he stressed the high level of 

competitive relationships, both at a group and an individual level, which had been documented 

by European observers in the nineteenth century. Lourandos' s identification of trends within 

the archaeological record from southwest Victoria has been questioned on a number of grounds 

(e.g. Bird and Frankel 1991). An issue which has received less attention is the extent to 

which the competitive social relationships within Aboriginal society in southwest Victoria 

during the nineteenth century may have developed as a consequence of the culture contact 

process. 
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Lourandos (1983) argued, on the basis of ethnohistoric records, that Aboriginal society 

in southwest Victoria during the recent past was non-egalitarian and highly patriarchal. Senior 

men competed for status and power through organising mass hunts, through their control of a 

hierarchical and exclusive ceremonial life and their participation in regional exchange 

networks. The tense relationships which developed between competing groups of Aborigines 

were mediated through elaborate indigenous exchange systems and lengthy ceremonial and 

inter-group gatherings (Lourandos 1983). Lourandos employed this model of Aboriginal 

society at contact as an analogy for interpreting chronological changes in the late Holocene 

archaeological record. 

Lourandos argued that the society documented during the nineteenth century 

represented the end product of thousands of years of social evolution. Throughout the late 

Holocene the hunter-gatherer society was 

... transformed through the development of increasing alliance systems between 
local groups ... At the same time the broadly egalitarian nature of the society 
began to break down so that a form of gerontocracy developed in which clan 
elders achieved power, prestige and status by such means as polygamy, 
ceremonial life, shamanism and possibly secular pursuits (Lourandos 1983:90). 

The result of this process was said to include chronological changes in the complexity of social 

relations, economic growth, sedentism and population growth (Lourandos 1983:81, 1985:389). 

Such "intensification" had supposedly accelerated throughout the late Holocene, being 

" ... nipped in the bud ... by the arrival of the Europeans" (Lourandos 1983:92). 

Lourandos used the hypothesis of an increasingly competitive social system to explain 

changes he perceived in the middle to late-Holocene archaeological record of southwestern 

Victoria. These included increases in the rate of site establishment, increased use of marginal 

environments, more intensive occupation of individual archeological sites and the development 

of resource management strategies. While the development of an increasingly powerful 

gerontocracy was raised as an explanation for these trends, it is important to note that there is 

no archaeological evidence which specifically indicates the existence of such a gerontocracy. 

The sole evidence for a highly competitive social structure is documentary material from the 

nineteenth century. Accordingly, the archaeological evidence itself does not preclude the 

possibility that the highly competitive social relationships documented during the nineteenth 

could have been quite recent in origin. 
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Lourandos used two principal historic sources in reconstructing Aboriginal society in 

southwest Victoria. The first were the journals of George Augustus Robinson who travelled 

through the region in 1841. By the time Robinson reached the area, the spread of European 

pastoralism had been so rapid 

... that inroads leading to the collapse of the Aboriginal society were well 
developed ... most areas would have been influenced by the European and his 
diseases (Lourandos 1977:203). 

Lourandos's second major source was Dawson, whose" .. .information was gathered from 

aging Aboriginal informants a generation after their traditional society had all but disappeared" 

(Lourandos 1977:203). What the intensification model fails to consider closely enough is the 

possible consequences of contact with Europeans, and in particular demographic change 

brought about through foreign epidemics. 

Foreign diseases such as smallpox spread readily throughout Aboriginal populations, 

reaching many areas long before the first direct foreign contact (and correspondingly the first 

written records) (e.g. Butlin 1985; Campbell 1983, 1985; Kimber 1988). Campbell 

(1985:357) has demonstrated that fatality rates through smallpox may have been as high as 

75% in "virgin soil" epidemics and 40% on the second outbreak. Women and young children 

were particularly vulnerable to smallpox, and surviving Aboriginal popUlations had a ratio of 

males to females in the order of 2: 1 (Kimber 1988:64; Campbell 1985:357). Demographic 

changes on this scale are likely to have been associated with major consequences for the social 

organisation and economic activities of Aboriginal hunter-gatherers in the recent past. 

Referring to Australia generally, Campbell (1985:357-358) suggested that smallpox was 

likely to have caused a number of changes within Aboriginal society, including: 

* 

* 

* 

An increase in the power of males as opposed to females, particularly in the realm of 

ceremonial activity. 

Increased levels of competition for the surviving women, both between groups and 

individuals. 

Ceremonial activity may have become more intensive as a response to crises caused by 

the smallpox epidemics. Such changes reflected both male perception of their new 

power and the need to mediate inter-group conflict between groups caused by the 

shortage of women. 

Kimber (1988) has argued that a similar set of processes took place in Central Australia. In 

particular, Kimber (1988:65-66) referred to ethnographic evidence suggesting that the power of 

women in the ritual domain had decreased dramatically following the onset of foreign 

epidemics. 
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Smallpox was recorded amongst Aborigines in southwest Victoria as early as 1803 

(Butlin 1983:24), and there are a number of historical references to Aborigines affected by 

this disease in this area prior to 1841 (Campbell 1985:349). Campbell (1985:349) has 

demonstrated that there were many more surviving males than females in the area prior to 

1841. Thus, smallpox had a major impact on Aboriginal societies in southwestern Victoria 

long before the earliest ethnohistoric records used by Lourandos were written. 

Campbell's (1983) model suggests that recent demographic change in southwest 

Victoria is likely to have been associated with a number of changes within the social system. 

These include an increase in the power of males as opposed to women, an increase in the level 

of competition over the surviving women, and a corresponding increase in the level of 

ceremonial activity as a means of mediating this competition. All of these phenomena are key 

elements in Lourandos's explanation of economic change throughout the mid to late-Holocene, 

yet all could have been a consequence of recent culture contact. 

Nothing in the Lourandos depiction of Aboriginal society during the post-contact period 

suggests that the process of culture contact itself could not have been responsible for the 

aspects of Aboriginal society interpreted as markers of social complexity. As Lourandos 

himself admitted, 

Our assessment should also take into account the known demographic decline in 
historical times, as well as the ongoing results of European contact since around 
1800 ... and their effect on Aboriginal popUlations, marriage, etc. (Lourandos 
1983:89). 

Although stating that he hoped to expand on this issue "at a later date" (Lourandos 1983:89), 

such an analysis has never been presented. Clearly Lourandos recognised the potential for 

culture contact to impact on Aboriginal society, but underestimated the ability of this process 

to lead to rapid social and economic change. 

Changes in social structure in southwest Victoria may have been associated with other 

economic changes, such as a realignment of Aboriginal settlement patterns. Campbell (1983) 

has argued that following major epidemics, decreased pressure on food and other resources 

may have allowed surviving Aboriginal populations to concentrate around important water and 

food sources rather than ephemeral sources. It is possible therefore, as Clarke (1994: 12) has 

recently suggested, that the semi-sedentary settlement patterns documented in the ethnohistoric 

record of southwest Victoria are a consequence of foreign contact. In this respect it is 

interesting to note that stone circles, often interpreted as hut foundations, appear to have been 

built in southwestern Victoria only after the onset of European invasion (Bird and Frankel 

1991:8). 
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It cannot be assumed that Aboriginal social structure and economy in southwest 

Victoria prior to foreign contact was identical to that recorded after European occupation 

began. Given that the level of group and individual competition over women, and the status of 

senior males is likely to have accelerated during the post-contact period, two points can be 

made regarding the intensification model. Firstly, the factors which Lourandos held 

responsible for economic intensification (group and individual competition) would have 

accelerated, and were not "nipped in the bud" by European activities, at least prior to intensive 

pastoral development. This reinforces Hiscock (1986:48) and David's (1987) argument that 

Holocene change occurred at different times and rates across the continent, and cannot 

necessarily be seen as the result of a single phenomenon. 

Secondly, if Aboriginal society in southwestern Victoria was relatively egalitarian 

rather than hierarchical prior to European contact, the development of individual and 

intergroup competition may represent a relatively poor explanation for archaeological change 

throughout the late Holocene. Accordingly, other explanations must be sought to explain 

changes visible archaeologically in the mid-late Holocene. 

Ultimately, a detailed assessment of the impact of culture contact may necessitate a 

consideration of the way in which social and economic phenomenon are interpreted as markers 

of evolving "social complexity" within hunter-gatherer societies. This point has been made in 

context of north America where evidence is increasingly emerging to suggest that many aspects 

of social complexity documented by Pacific ethnographers were greatly elaborated by 

European contact (Lightfoot 1993: 185-189). Such markers include predatory warfare, 

slavery, powerful chiefs and ceremonies such as the potlatch (Lightfoot 1993: 186). As 

Lightfoot (1993) points out, even the earliest ethnographic accounts from this region were 

written long after European contact had begun, and it simply cannot be assumed that the above 

markers of "social complexity" were in place during the prehistoric period. 

White and O'Connell (1982:21) argued that the impact of foreign contact on indigenous 

societies: 

... always meant rapid and immediate changes, and until archaeologists 
understand the nature of those changes, the picture of the traditional societies 
which provides so many of our guides to the past will be flawed. 

The results of this study underline the accuracy of White and 0' Connell's concerns. 

Nonetheless, the importance of archaeological research into the process of culture contact 

extends beyond the reassessment of archaeologists' use of ethnographic data. 
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15.5 CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Over 40 years ago Elkin (1951:165) argued that " ... the Aborigine's reaction to white 

intrusion is ... only indirectly an individual matter. Rather is it a matter of cultural 

determination." On this basis he developed a multi-stage model of Aboriginal-European 

interaction which he argued was applicable to all contact situations within Australia, and 

indeed to North America as well (Elkin 1951: 185-186). Elkin's monolithic model, however, 

would serve as a particularly poor explanation for the complex suite of social and economic 

changes associated with foreign contact on the Cobourg Peninsula. 

Indeed, historians and anthropologists no longer accept that culture contact within 

Australia can be explained under a single, all embracing model (cf Elkin 1951). Recent 

analyses of the culture contact process in different parts of Australia have highlighted the 

enormous regional variation in the nature of culture contact (e.g. Anderson 1980; Baker 1990; 

Birmingham 1992; Gillespie 1985; Mulvaney 1989; Murray 1993; Sharp 1952). The study of 

culture contact in Australia is emerging as a dynamic issue in itself, an issue in which 

archaeological research is likely to take a central place. 
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APPENDIX ONE: 
ABORIGINAL DEMOGRAPHY 

ON THE COBOURG PENINSULA 

In this appendix ethnohistoric data is employed to investigate Aboriginal demography 

on the Cobourg Peninsula during the post-contact period. Two issues are relevant in this 

context. The first concerns the total size of the Aboriginal population on the Cobourg 

Peninsula, while the second concerns the direction and magnitude of chronological change in 

population size. 

Limited data are available regarding the numbers of Aboriginal people on the Cobourg 

Peninsula prior to the onset of Macassan voyages. In 1705, a member of van Delft's 

expedition (the master of the sloop D , Waijer) observed a group of 500 people in Trepang Bay 

(Roberts 1973:141). No other comments regarding group size or population numbers are made 

in the report, and whether or not this is a precise count is not known. Nonetheless, an estimate 

of this size raises the possibility that the population of the peninsula was relatively substantial 

in 1705. 

European commentators suggested that the Aboriginal population of the Cobourg 

Peninsula during the first half of the nineteenth century was also substantial. Although 

residents of Fort Wellington did not provide an estimate of the Aboriginal population, one did 

note " ... that they are by no means thinly spread" (Wilson 1835:165-166). Crawford Pasco (in 

Curr 1886:268) stated that in 1838 the Port Essington tribe were "numerous and healthy", 

while Earl (1863:35) noted that on Croker Island "The natives are numerous ... ". 

An anonymous correspondent at Port Essington stated that 

Probably not more than 300 [Aborigines] inhabit the Cobourg Peninsula, and 
these are divided into four tribes speaking different languages (SMH 
15/10/1845). 

By contrast Keppel (1853: 155) stated that each of the four "tribes" on the peninsula contained 

150 members. His estimate suggests the population of the study area was as high as 600 

people, an figure twice as high as the correspondent for the Sydney Morning Herald. 

However, Keppel was not confident about his estimate. He warned that it " ... must be mere 

conjecture, as it is difficult to arrive at numbers, where the people can only count up as high as 

four ... " (Keppel 1853:155). 
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While absolute estimates of the population of the Cobourg Peninsula may vary, there is 

no uncertainty regarding the destructive effect of introduced diseases. At least two major 

epidemics affected the residents of the Cobourg Peninsula, the first of which occurred before 

the foundation of Fort Wellington in 1827. Doctors at Fort Wellington recorded smallpox 

scars on Aboriginal people including Mimaloo, a man called "one-eye" by the English (Wilson 

1835:170). In 1880 a fifty year old Aboriginal man from Port Essington told Foelsche 

(1881:8) about his recollections of smallpox. He said that" ... very old people had told him 

that when they were children smallpox (called by them "Meeha-meeha") killed plenty 

blackfellows ... " This account, together with the observations of doctors at Fort Wellington, 

confirms that smallpox predated European settlement of the Cobourg Peninsula. It also 

suggests, given the drastic effects of smallpox (see Chapter Fifteen), that the pre-contact 

population may have been much larger than the population early in the nineteenth century. 

A second major outbreak of smallpox occurred in 1861 that killed so many Aborigines 

" ... that they could not bury them all, but left the corpses lying about" (Foelsche 1881:8). In 

1880 Robinson noted that smallpox had reduced the population of the Oirig and Mananallo 

clans from an estimated 200 people to only 28 individuals (GRS1I1882/346; also Foelsche in 

Curr 1886:270; Robinson 1880a). 

Two sources suggest the population of the Cobourg Peninsula in the late nineteenth 

century was much higher than might be expected given Robinson and Foelsche's observations 

regarding disease (see above). Berndt and Berndt (1954:94-95) stated that the Cobourg Cattle 

Company attracted about 250 Aborigines. Hill (1951:36) wrote that as many as three or four 

hundred Aborigines camped next to the customs station in Bowen Straits. These figures 

however, must be treated with caution. Unlike Foelsche or Robinson, Hill and the Bemdts 

were not contemporary witnesses, and made their statements many years later. Furthermore, 

contemporary sources indicate lower numbers of Aborigines lived at these European outposts. 

A photograph of the Cobourg Cattle Station in 1873 shows only about 60 Aborigines (Lewis 

1914). A correspondent writing for the Northern Territory Times (8/1/1904), who visited 

Bowen Straits in 1903, said the camp contained about 100 people. These figures are more 

consistent with the depopulation noted by Robinson and Foelsche. 

Venereal diseases such as syphilis, ophthalmia and respiratory complaints also took an 

inevitable toll (e.g. d'Urville 1987:417; MacGillivray 1852:159; McArthur 1842b; NTT 

20/2/1874). For example, on visiting an Aboriginal camp containing 40 people at Croker 

Island in 1907, Dr. Strangman noted that the majority had venereal disease, four had purulent 

ophthalmia and many had infectious skin diseases, including leprosy. The Aborigines told him 

that" ... food was plentiful, yams, lily roots and wild pig - but the majority did not look like 

they had the strength to hunt for it" (GRSlI1908/175). Strangman attributed their poor state of 

health to contact with sailors from the pearling fleets. He estimated that the Croker Island 
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tribe formerly numbered 150 people, but had dwindled through alcohol abuse and venereal 

disease to only 14 individuals (GRSlIl908/175). 

In conclusion, the Aboriginal population of the Cobourg Peninsula during the fIrst half 

of the nineteenth century probably numbered between 300 and 600 people. Introduced diseases 

had affected the population before European settlement, and it is likely that the pre-contact 

population was even larger. Depopulation continued and may have accelerated by the end of 

the nineteenth century. 
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APPENDIX TWO: 
ABORIGINAL MATERIAL CULTURE, 1818-1932 

Appendix Two discusses ethnohistoric records regarding Aboriginal material culture 

from 1818 to 1932, which represents the time period for which ethnohistoric data is available. 

Discussion is divided into three sections: domestic artefacts, weapons, and ornaments and 

clothing. Note that bark canoes and dugout canoes, which are discussed in detail in Chapter 

Six, are not referred to in this appendix. 

Domestic arlefacts 

During the wet season Cobourg Peninsula Aborigines constructed temporary bark huts 

(Mulvaney and Green 1992: 131; MacGillivray 1852: 146). Keppel (1853: 157) described huts 

that were convex in shape, formed of a single piece of bark and approximately 2.1m long and 

1.5m wide. Approximately 80 years later Sunter (1937:50) observed similar types of huts, 

except that they were made of half a dozen sheets of "stringy bark". Sheets of bark were 

shaped into a half circle by heating them over a fire, then" ... each end is buried in the ground 

for a few inches, each sheet overlapping the one on each side of it by three or four inches" 

(Sunter 1937:50). Although the huts were no more than 0.9m high, Sunter recorded that as 

many as six Aborigines and their dogs could fit into each hut. Huts of this kind are depicted 

in a photograph taken at Port Essington in 1875 by Foelsche (SAA 10836NT). 

Baskets were made of rushes or more commonly, the spathe of the cabbage palm 

(MacGillivray 1853: 146; Foelsche in Curr 1886:270-271; Earl 1863:73). According to Pasco 

(1897:89), the outer covering of the edible portion at the top of a cabbage palm" ... forms a 

very strong and spacious basket in which they carry the honey ... ". Bags made of cabbage 

palm could also be used to carry water (MacGillivray 1852: 146). Bags made of grass 

(Foelsche in Curr 1886:270-271), and "biting bags", which people hung around their necks 

and bit when enraged, have also been recorded (Sunter 1937:212). 

Fire was made through the use of two sticks, one pointed and one with a hollow cut 

into the side. The pointed stick was rapidly turned around in the hollow, and the heat 

generated through friction was used to start a fire (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 186). Another 

type of wooden artefact was the didgeridoo " ... a large hollow cane about 3 feet long and bent 

at one end" (Wilson 1835:113, also Earl 1863:73; Keppel 1853:163; Mulvaney and Green 

1992:113). 
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Use of shell and stone artefacts as cutting tools or knives has been recorded (d'Urville 

1987:408; Foe1sche in Curr 1886:271-272). Shell knives were used for creating cicitrisations, 

while women cut their heads with a "sharp flint" during mourning (d'Urville 1987:408; Keppel 

1853: 150). 

Both stone axes and steel hatchets were used during the nineteenth century. Little 

information is available regarding the morphology of the stone axe heads, other than that they 

were made of "smooth stone" (Pasco in Curr 1886:268). However, a detailed description of 

the process of hafting a stone axe was recorded by Barker. During their journey around 

Raffles Bay and Port Bremer in June 1829, Merriak found that his stone axe was loose in its 

haft. Accordingly, Merriak 

... came back with a handful of fresh gum which he left no time in preparing by 
beating it with a stick on a large stump & spitting on it from time to time after 
chewing the white part at the bottom of the leaf of the grass tree & turning it 
continually with the left hand. After working it to the consistency of cobbler's 
wax he called Marnibul who prepared it a little more, [and] fastened his hatchet 
with it ... (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 185). 

Weapons 

One class of material culture discussed at length by European observers were weapons. 

Two types of weapons, clubs and spears were documented. Clubs ranged between 1.2m and 

1. 8m in length, and were made out of eucalypt or casuarina wood (Campbell 1834: 170; Earl 

1863:69; MacGillivray 1852: 147; Mulvaney and Green 1992: 186; Sunter 1937: 101). Their 

shape was either cylindrical and tapered or narrow and compressed with sharp edges like a 

two-edged sword (MacGillivray 1852: 147; Sunter 1937: 101). Clubs were used at close 

quarters in single combat, and unlike spears, were never employed as missiles (MacGillivray 

1852:147). 

MacGillivray (1852: 147) identified as many as 14 different types of spears, some of 

which were propelled by hand and others with a spearthrower. Those spears propelled by 

hand were made entirely of wood in one or two pieces, and had plain or barbed heads 

(MacGillivray 1852: 147). Fishing spears, described as small and sharply pointed, were also 

thrown by hand (Wilson 1835:166; Campbe111834:170). Sunter (1937:62) has provided the 

only detailed description of this type of spear. He stated that the fishing spear 

... had several points, slightly spread out so that, if one missed, the others might 
happily transfix the fish. These were made of No.8 fencing wire and would 
consist of three to four prongs, six inches in length, the ends of which were 
made sharp, while the other ends fitted into the haft of the spear. They were 
then tightly tied in, the join being glazed over with wax from the native bees 
(Sunter 1937:62) 

MacGillivray (1852: 152) also mentioned a fishing spear at Port Essington that had been tipped 

with iron. 
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Use of a spearthrower apparently increased the accuracy and speed of the spear (Sunter 

1937:62). Spearthrowers were either flat or rounded in shape, and had a hole bored in the top 

in which a round stick was fastened with beeswax and string (Sunter 1937:62). The smallest 

of the spears propelled with a woomera was described as no larger than an arrow. Although it 

was apparently difficult to throw such spears accurately, they could be thrown for long 

distances and were used for birds and small animals (Stokes 1846:304) 

Another type of spear, sometimes referred to as a war spear, had wooden barbs or 

serrations cut into the head (Allen and Corris 1977:Figures 1 and 2; Pasco in Curr 1886:269; 

Wilson 1835:166). These spears were normally 2.7m to 3.0m long and could be propelled by 

hand or with a spearthrower (Campbell 1834: 170). Spears of this kind were used for fighting 

or within ceremonies (Sunter 1937:209). 

Stone headed spears were mentioned by a number of observers (e.g. Brierly 1848a:259; 

Campbell 1834:173; Foelsche 1881:14), and there appears to have been two major types. The 

first type of stone headed spear was similar to the" death spear" described by Mulvaney 

(1975:108). The sole reference to this type of spear from the Cobourg Peninsula was provided 

by Crawfurd Pasco. He described a spear from Port Essington" ... headed with bits of sharp 

quartz, attached to the two sides of the weapon, from its point to about 15 inches upwards, by 

a tenacious sort of gum ... " (pasco in Curr 1886:268). 

A more commonly described type of spearhead was made with a single, pointed piece 

of flaked stone. According to MacGillivray (1852: 148) such spears were" ... headed with a 

pointed, sharp-edged, flatly triangular piece of quartz or fine grained basalt, procured from the 

mountains beyond the isthmus". Another type of stone mentioned was slate (Anon. in Allen 

1969:283), which again had to brought in from areas beyond the Cobourg Peninsula. 

While the lithology of the spearheads was identified in a number of cases, this data may 

not always be reliable. For example, King described a spearhead from Knocker Bay as a 

splinter of quartz four inches long and an inch and a half broad (King 1827:86). Another 

member of this expedition described the same spearhead as a long triangular fragment of 

closely textured granite (Cunningham in Lee 1925:372). Neither description may be correct as 

both quartz and granite seem unlikely raw materials for the manufacture of a four inch 

triangular blade. This reservation notwithstanding, ethnohistoric data does make it clear that 

spears were tipped with a variety of stones brought in from beyond the Cobourg Peninsula. 
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Stone headed spears were thrown with a stiff flat throwing stick that was a foot long. 

Sources agree that while these spears could be thrown over a hundred yards, they were 

accurate only to approximately 15-18m (MacGillivray 1852:148; Sunter 1937:211). Stone 

spear heads were fixed to the shaft with bark, string and beeswax (King 1827:86; Sunter 

1937:210). Sunter (1937:209) noted that this type of spear was used in killing expeditions, and 

that sometimes stone spearheads were replaced for this purpose by iron. 

Ornaments and clothing 

In the post-contact period Aborigines from the Cobourg Peninsula cut scars or 

cicatrices into their skin, and painted themselves with ochre and pipe clay (Pasco in Curr 

1886:268-269; Earl 1846a). The septum of the nose was pierced, and a piece of bone or wood 

occasionally worn through it (MacGillivray 1852:146). People wore wristlets and armlets of 

plant fibre, and tassels made of human hair or animal fur (CampbeUI834:171; MacGillivray 

1852:146). Necklaces were made with pieces of reed, kangaroo incisors, or beads obtained 

from Macassans (Foelsche 1881:14; Mulvaney and Green 1992:83). Belts, ornately decorated 

with ochre, were made of bark or human hair (Foelsche 1882: 14). 

As discussed in Chapters Four and Five, one of the principal trade items that 

Aborigines from the study area obtained from foreigners was clothing (e.g. Bremer 1839; 

Campbell 1834:173; Earl 1841:116; 1846a:245; Stokes 1846:394). Aborigines at Victoria 

settlement wore clothing while they were employed as servants (Keppel 1853: 159; Allen and 

Corris 1977:145,148). There is also an account of an Aboriginal man at Mountnoriss Bay 

wearing a Macassan shirt and trousers (Napier 1876:29; SAPP 1886124:10). However, most 

observers commented on the "nakedness" of the people they met (e.g. Searcy 1909:26-27, 35; 

Lubbock 1967:91; Pasco in CUIT 1886:268; d'Urville 1987:387; Keppel 1853:156; Allen and 

Corris 1977:146; Stokes 1846:394). 

For example, a party of government officials visited Robinson's trepang station at Port 

Essington in 1875. On being boarded by Robinson's Aboriginal assistants, the official party 

was" ... rendered more uncomfortable by their niggardly attire" (NIT 9/1/1875). Of 30 to 40 

people, " ... only one or two were favoured with the possession of a piece of linen half the size 

of a towel" (NIT 911/1875). Instead, the men wore belts and armlets, while the women also 

wore" girdles" made of a small piece of bark. 
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Indeed, there appears to have been an active dislike or aversion on the part of 

Aboriginal people to wearing foreign clothing (e.g. Earl 1846a:240; Keppel 1853:159; 

MacGillivray 1852: 146; Wilson 1835:90). One of the clearest examples of this antipathy is the 

case of a man called Neinmil, who had worked as a sailor on European ships and lived at 

Victoria Settlement. He was given European clothing but, "The young girls of the tribe used 

to get hold of him and tell him what a disgraceful thing it was for him to wear clothes ... " 

(Allen and Corris 1977:145). A similar situation was encountered at Fort Wellington. On one 

occasion when Merriak and Marinbily had visited the settlement: 

The first thing they did on getting into the wood was to peal off the clothes 
(shirt and waistcoat) that had been given them and put them into their baskets 
(Mulvaney and Green 1992: 185). 

Clothing obtained from foreigners achieved economic importance through its incorporation into 

Aboriginal exchange networks. Aboriginal people did not find it appropriate, however, to 

adopt foreign styles of dress. Other types of foreign material culture, such as dugout canoes 

and iron, were incorporated more readily into the Aboriginal technology. 
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APPENDIX THREE: 
ETHNOmSTORIC DATA REGARDING ABORIGINAL 

SUBSISTENCE PATTERNS, 1818-1932 

The following discussion presents ethnohistoric observations regarding Aboriginal 

subsistence during the post-contact period. These are discussed under the following thematic 

headings; foreign foodstuffs, terrestrial animals, insects, plants, molluscs, crabs and fish. 

Where possible the relative importance of the different resources within the diet has been 

discussed, together with the techniques used to gather or capture them. Of particular interest 

in this discussion is the role that foreign material culture played in hunting and gathering 

practices. Note that turtle and dugong exploitation, which is referred to in detail in Chapter 

Six, is not discussed in this appendix. 

Foreign foodstuffs 

As discussed in Chapters Four and Five, Aboriginal people in the post-contact period 

obtained food from their foreign visitors. Food was used to pay for Aboriginal labour or to 

obtain Aboriginal goodwill (e.g. Earl 1841:116, 1846a:242; Mulvaney and Green 1992; Lewis 

1922:150-151; NTRS 790/A1798; NTI 9/1/1875). One popular food was cooked rice, which 

was obtained both from Macassans and Europeans (e.g. d 'Urville 1987:393; Mulvaney and 

Green 1992; Wilson 1835:88; GRSl/1884/177). According to Earl (1846b:67) large quantities 

of Macassan rice was consumed by the Aborigines " ... who had become habituated to this 

food ... ". They must have enjoyed, it as "Boiled rice, without any condiment, they will accept 

as their sole food for days together, and scarcely seem to wish for a change" (Earl 1846a:251). 

Other types of food that Europeans commonly distributed included biscuit and bread (Allen and 

Corris 1977:147; Earl 1846b:42; Mulvaney and Green 1992). 

There is no doubt, given the nature and intensity of culture contact, that at times 

foreign food would have represented a significant proportion of the Aboriginal diet. The 

Cobourg Cattle Company provided each day to its Aboriginal workers a pannikin of rice, a 

stick of tobacco, tea and sugar, and sometimes a joint of beef (Lewis 1922:150-151). In 1884 

Alfred Searcy distributed 200 pounds of rice to a group of 60 Aborigines living at Port 

Essington (GRS1/18841177). However, resources obtained through hunting and gathering 

continued to be significant throughout the post-contact period. 
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At the Port Essington cattle station Lewis (1922: 150) actively encouraged people to 

supplement their diet through hunting and gathering. As late as the 1930' s groups of 

Aboriginal people alternated between subsisting entirely through hunting and gathering, and 

obtaining food by working for trepang fishermen (Sunter 1937:39). George Sunter's (1937) 

observations also make it clear that even when Aborigines were working for him and had 

access to regular supplies of European food, they continued to supplement their diet through 

hunting and gathering. Sunter's book describes numerous incidents where Aborigines sought 

resources such as shellfood, turtle eggs, and in particular turtles and dugong, despite the fact 

that he was providing flour and rice. 

Terrestrial game 

A variety of terrestrial animals were hunted, including macropods, snakes, lizards and 

birds. A suite of small mammals including native cats, possums, flying foxes and bandicoots 

were also eaten (e.g. Keppel 1853: 168; MacGillivray 1852: 148; Mulvaney and Green 

1992: 176; Searcy 1909:21-22, 1912:60-63; GRSlII886/356). During the dry season grass 

fires were lit in order to help catch terrestrial game (Campbell 1834: 169; Earl 1846a:246; 

Foelsche 1881: 13). There are, however, no other indications in the ethnohistoricalliterature 

of seasonal patterns in the hunting of terrestrial animals. 

Snakes and lizards could be killed with sticks and stones (Foelsche 1881:13), or caught 

by the simple expedient of grabbing them by the tail (Keppel 1853: 180). Goannas were also 

caught with hunting dogs (Sunter 1937: 103). Keppel (1853: 169-172) listed several methods 

for the capture of macropods. If the party of hunters were large they could surround an area, 

set the vegetation on fire, and spear the animals as they attempted to escape. A single hunter 

might stalk a macropod until close enough to throw a spear at it. Kangaroos could also be 

ambushed at waterholes or run down with hunting dogs (Allen and Corris 1977:133; Keppel 

1853: 168; Foelsche 1881: 13). Despite the fact that macropods were not rare on the peninsula, 

they may not have been a common item in the diet. According to Keppel (1853: 169) the 

kangaroo " .. .is here a favourite article of food, but it requires trouble and labour to procure, 

and is therefore rarely seen". 

There are some records of Aboriginal people hunting feral animals, including wild 

pigs (GRSlII908/175) and buffaloes (NIT 20/2/1874; NIT 9/1/1875). Deer were not hunted 

as they were too fast to catch, and the meat was considered unpalatable (Sunter 1937:225). 

During the occupation of Victoria Settlement, Aborigines did not hunt the buffalo having 

" ... become aware of the impracticality of piercing buffalo hides with missiles pointed with 

wood or stone" (Earl 1863:35). Aborigines are recorded to have killed a young buffalo at 

Port Essington in 1874, although the weapons used were not recorded (NIT 20/2/1874). By 
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the beginning of 1875, Jack Davis (Medlone) had acquired" ... an ancient looking musket about 

as long as himself' which he used for hunting buffalo (NIT 9/1/1875). Buffalo, therefore, can 

be identified as another resource for which foreign material culture played an important role in 

their procurement. 

Birds were another significant element of the post-contact Aboriginal diet. According 

to Keppel (1853:178) "The natives will kill almost every sort of bird with their spears and 

throwing stick." Jabirus and waterfowl could be killed and eaten freely, while native 

companions were killed but not eaten, as they were considered to be dead Aborigines come 

back to earth again (Sunter 1937:226). 

Emus were speared or run down with hunting dogs (Foelsche in Curr 1886:273; 

Keppel 1853: 173). Several methods were employed to capture waterfowl. Hunters, disguised 

by leaves, swam through the water until close enough to snatch a bird, or buried themselves in 

the mud in a dry lagoon and seized any birds that came close enough (Keppel 1853: 178). 

Lures were used to trap waterfowl and other types of birds (Foelsche 1881: 13). Throwing 

sticks, and occasionally European firearms, might also be employed (Allen and Corris 

1977:137; Foelsche 1881:13; Lewis 1922:150). Scrubfowl (Megapodius reinwardt) eggs 

were dug out of active scrubfowl mounds and eaten raw (e.g. NTRS 790/A4064). 

Insects 

Sunter (1937:227) observed people from the peninsula eating witchetty grubs, which 

were cut out of trees and eaten raw or cooked in the ashes. There is also one reference to 

Aboriginal people eating a swarm of cockroaches that was being cleaned out of a sailing ship 

(Allen and Corris 1977: 129). All other ethnohistoric references to insect food describe use of 

honey from the native bee. 

Bees nests were located by watching the movement of the bees and following them back 

to the hive, or by tapping trees and watching to see if any bees exited the tree (Campbell 

1834: 172; Keppel 1853: 168). Hives were usually found in the hollow branches of eucalypt 

trees (Pasco 1897:89). Once a hive was located, the tree was either cut down, or someone 

climbed the tree and broke off the branch containing the hive (Mulvaney and Green 1992:185; 

Sunter 1937:227). Both stone and iron axes were used for this task (Mulvaney and Green 

1992:185; Campbell 1834:172; Keppel 1853:168; Pasco 1897:91; Sunter 1937:227). Once the 

hive was obtained, a sponge made of chewed tree bark fibre was used to soak up the honey 

(Mulvaney and Green 1992: 185; Keppel 1853: 168; Wilson 1835: 99). 
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Plants 

Aboriginal people from the Cobourg Peninsula are known to have eaten a variety of 

plant foods. These included several different types of esculent roots, cabbage palms, native 

fruits, pandanus nuts, sedges and two introduced species: tamarinds and cashews. 

Digging for esculent roots was principally the work of women and children (Earl 

1846a:251, 1863:75; MacGillivray 1852: 148). Keppel (1853: 154) wrote that Aborigines 

started fires to " ... promote the growth of roots which they require as articles of food." A root 

of particular importance was yams. According to Earl (1863:75), gathering yams required 

great labour and patience, and to obtain them women and children had to 

... labour for hours together, with no other implement than a pointed stick, in 
following up the creeping stem of the wild yam through the earth until the root 
is arrived at, often at a depth of six or eight feet below the surface. 

Two types of yam were eaten. The first type was the "long yam" (Sunter 1937:282), probably 

Dioscorea transversa (Levitt 1981 :41). This root could be eaten raw, and " ... smelt something 

like a potato but was better flavoured" (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 176). The other type of 

yam was the "cheeky" yam (Dioscorea bulbifera) (Foelsche 1881:13; Mulvaney and Green 

1992: 177; Sunter 1937:278-279). Sunter noted that although cheeky yams were abundant, 

they were " .. .impregnated with a biting acid ... " and poisonous when raw. 

Lengthy processing was required to make cheeky yams edible. The first stage was the 

construction of an earth oven. Foelsche (1881:13) recorded that a large hole was dug in the 

ground and paved with stones. A fire was built over the stones then the yams were put in the 

oven and covered with earth. After being roasted for twelve hours, cheeky yams were cut into 

thin slices and subjected to a long boiling (Sunter 1937:278-279). Despite being processed, 

these yams could still burn the mouth and tongue when eaten, and supposedly "Even the 

Blackfellows were not keen on it ... " (Sunter 1937:279). 

Aboriginal people also ate one, possibly two species of convolovus (Ipomoea sp.). 

The first was the tap root of the purple goat's foot (Ipomoea pescaprae) , which Aborigines at 

Raffles Bay called Lurjula. According to Barker "There is a very acid flavour in the outside 

coat which turns the skin black & gives a very greasy feel to the fmgers which does not come 

off by washing even with soap" (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 114). Some Europeans at Fort 

Wellington tried to eat the root raw, but it made their mouths sore. Barker (in Mulvaney and 

Green 1992: 114) observed that the Aborigines removed the outer part of the root, and the 

inner part of the root " .. .is mild either boiled or roasted & very like the chestnut only more 

mealy ... " 
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Earl (1863:75) also referred to a species of convolovus (Ipomoea sp.) which the Port 

Essington Aborigines called Longan. This plant was apparently well flavoured, " .. .long and 

narrow, and is more easily procured than the yam". This plant could be one of several species 

of edible Ipomoea (Levitt 1981:39), and it is not clear whether the Longan is the equivalent of 

LurjuZa. 

Another important type of root eaten by Aborigines on the Cobourg Peninsula were the 

corms or tubers of the spike rush (EZeocharis duZcis). Three different Aboriginal names, 

Marowait (Earl 1863:75), Murnatt (Leichhardt 1847:534), and Idymke (Mulvaney and Green 

1992: 186) have been recorded for this plant. Earl (1863:75) provided the most detailed 

information on the use of this plant. He stated that the Marowait tubers were 

... the most important article of vegetable diet during certain seasons among 
those tribes that have access to fresh-water lagoons;- and from their improved 
condition during this time it cannot but be wholesome. It is mostly eaten raw, 
but the natives have a mode of preparing it by crushing it between stones and 
then broiling the paste over the embers of a fire. 

Earl (1863:75) went on to state that on the Cobourg Peninsula the plant was highly abundant 

on plains and shallow lagoons. 

Several other types of roots are known to have been eaten by Aborigines. Barker (in 

Mulvaney and Green 1992: 110) recorded Aborigines eating " ... a small root about the size of 

a nut growing something like the potatoes in bunches connected by fibres, & not unlike it in 

flavour." This food, which apparently tasted like chestnuts, was probably water ribbon 

(TrigZochin proceraa). Water ribbon tubers can be eaten raw or cooked (Levitt 1981:145). 

Aborigines also ate the root of the water lily (Nymphaea gigantea) (Earl 1863:75; Foelsche 

1881:13). According to Earl (1863:75) the water lily was " ... an article of great consumption 

among the natives ... " Another edible root mentioned by Earl was the tuber of the water bean, 

(NeZumbo nucifera) which was apparently highly esteemed but was rarely eaten as the plant 

was not abundant (Earl 1863:75). The seeds of the water bean are also known to be edible 

(Russell-Smith 1985 :258), but Earl did not indicate whether Cobourg Peninsula Aborigines ate 

them or not. 

While edible roots were an important part of the diet, they were certainly not the only 

plant foods utilized. Many observers mentioned that the cabbage palm, (Gronophyllum 

ramsayz) was eaten (Allen and Corris 1977: 133; Earl 1863:74; Foelsche 1881: 13; Leichhardt 

1847:534; Pasco 1897:89; Sunter 1937:279). This food was apparently called Maroin by 

Aborigines at Port Essington (Allen and Corris 1977:133), and was " ... highly esteemed as a 

palatable diet" (pasco 1897:89). The edible part of the plant was the young undeveloped leaf 

at the top of the tree. After chopping down the palm, the edible cabbage heart could be 

" ... easily procured by simply splitting each leaf at the end and tearing it open, commencing at 

the outermost leaf, and taking each in succession until the heart is reached ... tI (Earl 1863:74). 

No tools were needed to obtain the cabbage (Earl 1863:74), and it could be eaten raw 
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(Foelsche 1881: 13). Obtaining the cabbage always killed the plant (Earl 1863:74; Sunter 

1937:279), but on the Cobourg Peninsula" ... the Cabbage Palm often constitutes the entire 

forest for miles at a stretch, [and] a few hundreds would scarcely be missed" (Earl 1863:74). 

Aboriginal people also ate the seeds of the pandanus tree (Pandanus spiralis) (Sunter 

1937:227; GRSlI1908/175). According to Sunter (1937:227), the cones or drupes in which 

the seeds are contained" ... are so hard that an axe has to be called into requisition to split 

them." The axe that Sunter referred to was almost certainly metal; unless pandanus drupes are 

charred or burned they are too hard to be opened with stone tools (Meehan et al. 1979). 

Other plant foods known to have been eaten were the native gooseberry (Physalis 

minima) which were "much esteemed" (Earl 1863:78-79). Native fruits probably were not an 

important part of the diet; Foelsche (1881: 14) noted that they were not plentiful while Earl 

(1863:78) stated that the native gooseberry was the only native fruit that was held in esteem by 

Cobourg Peninsula Aborigines. 

Two exotic or introduced plant species are also known to have been eaten. The first of 

these was the fruit of the tamarind (Tamarindus indica). Aboriginal use of the tamarind was 

recorded by both Foelsche (1881: 13) and W.S. Campbell (CPP 1911/III(39):11). The latter 

stated that the tamarind tree " ... has been spread about the coast by the aborigines, who make 

use of the fruit after dusting it with ashes from their fires" . Another introduced species that 

was eaten was the cashew nut (Semecarpus australiensis). Both the nut and the fruit of the 

cashew were eaten (Leichhardt 1847:532-533; MacGillivray 1852:149), although an acrid oil 

in the husk of the nut burned and blistered the skin. Leichhardt (1847:532-533) observed 

people eating cashews at Raffles Bay, and it is possible that these plants were descendants of 

trees planted by the garrison of Fort Wellington (cf Campbell 1834: 165). 

Contemporary observers emphasized the role of plant foods in the Aboriginal diet. 

George Windsor Earl (1846a:251) went so far as to suggest that 

... upon the northern coasts of Australia, the amount of the population upon a 
certain tract of country, is great or small in proportion to the quantity of 
vegetable food it produces ... A certain proportion of vegetable food appears, 
indeed to be absolutely necessary to their existence, and they willingly forego 
the use of animal food, if this more grateful diet can be obtained in sufficient 
abundance (his emphasis). 

If plant foods were an important part of the Aboriginal diet, edible roots appear to have been 

of particular significance. 

Earl (1846a: 251) recorded that" A toilsome search for edible roots gives almost 

constant occupation to a portion of every tribe", while Foelsche (1881: 13) stated that yams 

were important when in season. Captain Laws (in Wilson 1835: 154) was of the opinion that 

" ... the natives appear to almost live on the roasted yam", while John McArthur described a a 

432 



root resembling a potato, " ... which the natives are constantly eating ... " (McArthur 1841). 

Accordingly, while plant foods such as native fruits may have been popular with Aboriginal 

people, it was the various types of edible roots that formed the most important dietary staple. 

Crabs 

According to Earl (1863:95), two types of crabs were caught by Aborigines at Port 

Essington. The first type, "black crabs" (probably Scylla serrata) burrowed underground in 

mangroves, and the Aborigines were " ... very skilled in digging them out." Aborigines also 

ate "blue crabs" (probably the sand crab Portunus peZagicus). According to Earl (1863:95) 

Port Essington Aborigines did not seek sand crabs as eagerly as mud crabs, because although 

the flesh was sweet, it was" ... inferior in size and firmness of flesh to the black crab" 

Foelsche (1881: 12) later observed that large crabs were plentiful and easily caught. 

Molluscs 

Collecting molluscs was mainly done by women (Allen and Corris 1977:133; Brierly 

1848a:263; Campbell 1834: 172; MacGillivray 1852: 148; McArthur 1842a; Searcy 1912:62), 

although men have also been recorded gathering this resource (Mulvaney and Green 

1992:111). Ethnohistoric evidence suggests that a variety of shell species were eaten; Foelsche 

(1881:14) observed that "Shellfish of all descriptions forms an important part of subsistence to 

natives on the coast". Certainly oysters (Earl 1846b:97), "cockles" (Mulvaney and Green 

1992:111), and "mussels" (d'Urville 1987:415) were eaten. There is only one account of the 

way in which molluscs were cooked: Desbois (in d'Urville 1987:415) wrote that" ... to open 

them [mussels] they left them in the fire a few minutes; they were tender and tasty ... " 

MacGillivray (1852: 148) rated shellfish and fish as the most important items in the 

diet of Port Essington Aborigines, while Leichhardt (in Webster 1986:29) stated "The 

Mollusca and Crustacea are very numerous and form the principal food of the natives." 

Earl (1846b:85) commented that molluscs afforded" ... a never-failing supply of food to the 

natives when they cannot obtain any of better quality." A similar comment was made by 

Sunter (1937:261), in referring to mollusc exploitation in an estuarine creek near Cape Don. 

Despite heavy human predation, "All this collecting did not seem to shorten the supply much, 

for while I was there we could get as many as we wished" (Sunter 1937:261). These 

comments suggest that shellfood formed an important dietary staple which could be relied upon 

even if other resources were not available. 
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Fish 

Ethnohistoric records make it clear that fishing was a common activity in the post

contact period, and that fish were captured through a wide variety of techniques. One of the 

most commonly mentioned techniques for the capture of fish was spearing (e.g. Campbell 

1834: 170; Foelsche 1881: 12, Foelsche in Curr 1886:273; Keppe11853: 178; Mulvaney and 

Green 1992:113,114,170,187; Searcy 1905:13, 1909:64; Sunter 1937:63; Wilson 1835:164). 

Barker's description of Merriak fishing on the western side of Raffles Bay in 1829 

draws an evocative picture of the process of spearing a fish. On seeing a fish and walking 

into the water, Merriak 

... threw back his shoulders & kept moving his arms about apparently to stretch 
& ripple all his sinews dipping his spear two or 3 times to wet it, & following 
the motions of the fish which he gave me to understand by the action of the left 
hand the right having the spear poised ready to throw. He had no womera. His 
attitude was particularly fine when about to throw leaning his hand & body 
foreward something like a stork & stepping very high. He threw when several 
yards away at the fish & struck it through the neck (Mulvaney and Green 
1992:186). 

Fish could also be speared by a hunter in a canoe. Sunter (1937:63) described an occasion on 

which two men went fishing in a dugout canoe. One man paddled while the other held a 

pronged fishing spear and the fish were speared when they swam just below the surface 

(Sunter 1937:63). At night torches were used to attract fish so that they could be speared 

(Foelsche 1881: 12). 

The limited records available indicate that fishing with spears yielded relatively large 

fish. The fish that Sunter (1937:63) observed being speared from a canoe apparently weighed 

five or six pounds each. A fish speared by Merriak weighed "about two pounds" (Mulvaney 

and Green 1992: 186). 

Spearing was not the only method used to catch fish. Foelsche (1881:12) recorded that 

while large fish were speared, small fish could be poisoned when trapped in coral pools at low 

tide (Foelsche 1881: 12; also Searcy 1905:78). According to Foelsche (1881:13) the bark of 

certain trees was pounded with stones until the fibre was soft. When the fibre was placed in 

the water, the fish were stupefied and floated to the top. Another technique frequently used to 

catch fish was netting (Foelsche 1881: 12; Foelsche in Curr 1886:270-271; Mulvaney and 

Green 1992: 187). Small nets, made of the fibre of the bark of Banjan trees, were used for 

catching fish (Foelsche 1881: 12). 
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Macassans are known to have employed both metal and pearlshell fishhooks (Campbell 

1834: 166; Mulvaney and Green 1992: 135,137; Searcy 1905: 118), and Europeans on the 

Cobourg Peninsula distributed them to the Aborigines as gifts (e.g. Mulvaney and Green 

1992:104,129,178; Wilson 1835:90). Nonetheless, there are only two references to 

Aborigines using fishhooks on the Cobourg Peninsula, both of which require caution in their 

interpretation. 

The first reference to Aboriginal use of fishhooks is in Barker's diary. On one 

occasion Mago and Marnibal came to the Fort Wellington and supposedly" ... brought some 

fish with them caught with our hooks ... " (Mulvaney and Green 1992: 104). However, it is not 

clear whether any Europeans actually observed the fishhooks being used, or whether Barker 

simply assumed the fish were caught with hooks. On all subsequent occasions when Barker 

observed Aborigines fishing they used spears (Mulvaney and Green 1992:113,114,170,187). 

The second reference to fishhooks was provided by Harney (1947:35,60), who was apparently 

told by Marmel that shell fishhooks, in use a long time ago, had subsequently been replaced by 

metal ones. Nonetheless, in Chapter Four strong reservations were expressed as to the 

veracity of Harney's account. 

The evidence for the use of fishhooks is therefore equivocal. By contrast, there are a 

suite of more reliable sources describing the use of alternative techniques such as spearing, 

netting and poisoning throughout the post-contact period. I conclude that fishhooks were either 

not used at all, or were of minimal importance. The efficiency of the indigenous fishing 

technology can be gauged by the importance of fish within the Aboriginal diet. One of the 

clearest indications of the importance of fish is a statement by Wilson (1835: 164): "Their food 

chiefly consists of fish, which they spear very dextrously". Keppel (1853: 178) indicated that 

the Aborigines" ... obtain an abundance of them [fish] by spearing". MacGillivray 

(1852: 148) stated that the main foods of the Port Essington Aborigines were fish and 

shellfish, while Foelsche (1881: 12, 14) also singled out fish as an important part of the diet. 
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