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INTRODUCTION 

The  Cumber l a n d  a n d  Nor thumber  l a n d  Is l a n d  G r o u p s ,  more  common1 y  
known a s  t h e  Whitsunday I s l a n d s ,  form t h e  l a r g e s t  o f f s h o r e - i s l a n d  c h a i n  
on t h e  e a s t  c o a s t  o f  A u s t r a l i a .  Between 20° S and 21° S l a t i t u d e s  t h e r e  
a r e  37 l a r g e  i s l a n d s  r ang ing  i n  s i z e  from 10,931ha (Whitsunday I s l a n d )  
t o  lOOha a n d  a f u r t h e r  96  i s l a n d s  l e s s  t h a n  lOOha i n  s i z e .  Combined  
t h e y  c o v e r  a n  a r e a  o f  35 ,296ha  o r  3,529km2 ( F i g u r e  1). Some o f  t h e s e  
w e r e  su rveyed  f o r  a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  si tes i n  September, 1982, a s  p a r t  o f  a  
con t inu ing  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of  i s l a n d s  o f f  t h e  Queensland c o a s t  (Rowland 
1980, 1982a and 1984). 

T h e s e  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  h a v e  f o c u s e d  o n  a s p e c t s  o f  i s l a n d  b i o g e o -  
g r a p h i c a l  theory .  I s l a n d s  r ange  from b e i n g  i s o l a t e d  t o  s e m i - i s o l a t e d ,  
a r e  o f t e n  of  l i m i t e d  s i z e  and hence s u p p o r t  s m a l l  p o p u l a t i o n s .  From a n  
a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  v i e w p o i n t  t h e y  a r e  t h e r e f o r e  b o t h  t h e o r e t i c a l l y  a n d  
m e t h o d o l o g i c a l l y  u s e f u l  a r e a s  of  s tudy.  On s m a l l  i s l a n d s  it i s  e a s y  t o  
map e n v i r o n m e n t a l  v a r i a b l e s  a n d  l o c a t e  a  h i g h  p e r c e n t a g e  o f  s i tes .  
T h e o r e t i c a l l y ,  i s l a n d s  a r e  u s e f u l  f o r  d e v e l o p i n g  models  of  human a d a p t -  
a t i o n .  For example, one can  i n v e s t i g a t e  t h e  d e g r e e  of  e x t e r n a l l y  v e r s u s  
i n t e r n a l l y  d i r e c t e d  c h a n g e ,  g r o u p  s e l e c t i o n  i n  s m a l l  p o p u l a t i o n s  and  
p a r t i c u l a r  a d a p t i v e  s t r a t e g i e s  t h a t  a r i s e  i n  r e sponse  t o  r e s o u r c e  l i m i t -  
a t i o n s .  The two  mos t  i m p o r t a n t  v a r i a b l e s  i n  i s l a n d  b i o g e o g r a p h i c a l  
t h ' e o r y  a r e  a r e a  (i.e. i s l a n d  s i z e )  a n d  d i s t a n c e  ( i -e .  f r o m  m a i n l a n d  o r  
o t h e r  i s l a n d s ) .  

To d a t e ,  a number o f  t r e n d s  i n  p o p u l a t i o n  numbers  a n d  s e t t l e m e n t  
p a t t e r n s ,  i n  r e s o u r c e  u s e  a n d  i n  t h e  e x t e n t  o f  c o n t a c t  w i t h  m a i n l a n d  
a r e a s  have  been e s t a b l i s h e d  f o r  t h e  Keppel I s l a n d s  (Rowland 1980, 1982a)  
and f o r  t h e  Percy  I s l a n d s  (Rowland 1984).  The a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  s u r v e y  o f  
t h e  Whitsunday I s l a n d s  and a n  a n a l y s i s  o f  h i s t o r i c  r e c o r d s  r e l a t i n g  t o  
Abor ig ina l  occupa t ion  of t h e  i s l a n d s  a t  t h e  t i m e  o f  European c o n t a c t  w a s  
undertaken t o  f u r t h e r  i n v e s t i g a t e  t h e s e  t r e n d s  which are o u t l i n e d  below. 



& THOMAS 

CARLISLE b 

& SCAWFELL 

5 l o b  
O- - 

Figure 1. The Whitsunday Islands: Island Distribution Between Latitudes 
21° and 20° South. 

ENVIRONMENT 1 

The islands and ranges of the Whitsunday area comprise steep hills 
and mountains of resistant Whitsunday Volcanics and related granites 
which are bordered by rocky outcrops if exposed to south-easterly 
swells, or mangrove fringed coasts if protected by islands or headlands. 
Small bay heads on rocky sections of the coast are infilled with marine 
deposits in the form of beach ridges and sand dunes but these are small 
and limited when compared with dunal systems on, for example, the Percy 
and Keppel Islands (Paine 1972: 6-9). . 

The climate of the Whitsundays is tropical, with mild dry winters 
and hot wet summers. The average rainfall at Proserpine is 1,826mm of 
which 70% falls in the summer (December to March), and only 16% from May 
to October. MacKay, just south of the area on the coastal plain has a 
maximum temperature of 30°C and a minimum of 23Oc in summer and a 
maximum/minimum of 22O/13Oc in winter. Frosts are rare throughout the 
area (Paine 1972). 

Island vegetation is quite similar to that on the mainland with 
vine forests and thickets, acacia woodland and some grassland, but there 
is considerable variation among the islands (Rogers 1952). Some of the 
larger islands in the north support rainforest but many of the smaller 



ones are only lightly timbered. No detailed studies of the native fauna 
of the islands are available; however, there is little doubt that intro- 
duced fauna have substantially affected island environments. For exam- 
ple, goats, rabbits and coconuts, which were placed on many of the 
islands in the 189O9s, have significantly altered vegetation patterns. 
Lindeman Island is estimated to have had a population of 3,000 sheep and 
goats in the 1920's. On Whitsunday Island, dogs left behind follwing 
the abandonment of a sawmill established in the 1890'~~ are said to have 
been responsible for killing off most of the native fauna (Lamond 1960). 

Available coasta 1 resources around the Whitsunday Islands are en- 
hanced by the fact that the islands fall within an area marked by high 
tidal ranges (3.84m in Whitsunday Passage) (Pickard et a1 1977). Studies 
of fine scale currents in Cid Harbour indicate that current regimen is 
dominated by strong tidal race to the south through the Whitsunday 
Passage toward Broadsound. However, headlands and embayments within the 
harbour generate sharp sheer zones, gyres, eddy systems, edge effects, 
convergences and divergences and these dominate the fine-scale current 
patterns (Hammer and Hauri 1977). Winds, tides and currents would have 
played an important part in Aboriginal use of these islands but insuf- 
ficient information is currently available to determine what effect 
these factors would have had on Aboriginal access to the islands. 

EUROPEAN COASTAL EXPLORATION AND DISCOVERY 

Captain James Cook named the islands of the Whitsunday Group on the 
4th June, 1770. Fearing the shallow water, shoals and currents, he 
moved quickly through the passage and did not describe the islands in 
detail. He did, however, make one significant observation: 

On a sandy beach upon one of the Islands we saw two people and 
a canoe with an outriqqer that appeared to be both larger and 
differently built to any we had seen upon the coast (Beagle- 
hole 1955, Vol. 1:337) (Emphasis added). 

Captain William Brampton passed through the area in 1793 £01 lowed 
by Captain Campbell on the Deptford in 1797 and Captain Swan on the 
E l i z a  in 1798 (Ling Roth 1908:l-ll), but any observations these explor- 
ers may have made have not been located. 

Mathew Flinders (1814, Vo1.2:94) noted campfires on Whitsunday 
Island in 1802. Captain Murray on the Lady Nelson noted similar camp- 
fires along with turtle shells and the marks of natives of "ancient 
date" on a number of the islands (Lee 1915:184). On returning south, 
Murray recovered a canoe from one of the islands deeming it, "not much 
superior in structure from those of the natives of ~ydney" (Lee 
1915:201). 

Captain Phillip King passed through the Whitsunday Passage in 1819 
and 1820 and saw evidence of Aboriginal fires on a number of the islands 
(King 1827, Vol.l:186-7, 361). Stokes (1846: Vol 1:327-329) passed the 
Islands in June 1839 but made no significant observations. 

In 1843 Captain Blackwood of the Fly spent a month at Port Bowen 
and Port Molle examining their potential as harbours. Jukes (1847: Vol 



1:22-51). the ship's botanist, met with Aborigines on a number of occa- 
sions but provided few useful descriptions of them. However, the artist 
on board, Edwin Augustus Porcher, has provided interesting evidence in 
the form of a water colour painting of a single outrigger canoe at Cape 
Hillsborough (Figure 2). According to Du Rietz (1984:32 and pers corn 
1985, Department of Prehistory and Anthropology, A.N.U.), who has asses- 
sed Porcher's overall work, this painting is an accurate representation 
of what Porcher actually saw. Thus, it adds further substance to Cook's 
1770 claim of sighting an outrigger on one of the Whitsunday Islands. 

Figure 2. Outrigger canoe at Cape aillsborough 1843 (Painting by Edwin 
Auguetue Porcher (Pictorial Collection, Australian National 
Library - R5073). 

In December 1847, the Rattlesnake commanded by Captain Owen Stanley 
was in the Whitsunday Passage when "a small bark canoe with two natives" 
approached the ship (McGillivray 1852: Vol 1:65) but no contact was 
made. 

In sum, despite over 70 years of coastal exploration and quite 
frequent contact with Aboriginal groups, few useful descriptions of 
these people are extant. Nevertheless, it is apparent that many islands 
of the Northumberland and Cumberland Groups were occupied or visited by 
Aborigines in the past. Sighting6 were made at various times of the 
year so that no obvious seasonal pattern of occupation is apparent. Two 
outrigger canoes were sighted during this period though small non- 
descript bark canoes were also in use. 

OVERLAND SETTLEMENT AND CONTACT 

Overland movement into the Mackay-Proserpine-Bowen area occurred 
relatively late, perhaps due to the fact that the concealed entrance of 
the Pioneer River hid the potential of the Nackay district from those 
who sailed by (Kerr 1980:35). To the south, Rockhampton consisted of 



o n l y  two b u i l d i n g s  i n  1857 ( P i k e  1978:55) b u t  p a s t o r a l  s t a t i o n s  had 
become es t ab l i shed  from 1853 onwards and a gradual  northward movement 
began. Bowen and T o w n s v i l l e  w e r e  s e t t l e d  i n  t h e  e a r l y  1860'9, from 
which da te  a steamer ran  r e g u l a r l y  between Rockhampton and these  north- 
e r n  p o r t s  (B i rd  1904:127-129). I n  1860 John Mackay d i s c o v e r e d  t h e  
Pioneer River and i n  1861 e s t ab l i shed  a s t a t i o n  a t  Greenmount. In  1862 
the  Kennedy Division of t h e  Native Po l i ce  was e s t a b l i s h e d  and i n  1863 
t h e  P ionee r  R i v e r  w a s  o f f i c i a l l y  p roc la imed  a p o r t  o f  e n t r y  ( K e r r  
l980:4l). 

Thus, European impact  on l o c a l  A b o r i g i n a l  p o p u l a t i o n s  from t h e  
1860's onwards must have occurred both r a p i d l y  and dramat ica l ly ,  though 
d e t a i l s  a r e  scanty .  By 1871 a temporary r e s e r v e  of  5,698ha had been 
g a z e t t e d  t o  s u p p o r t  t h e  remaining A b o r i g i n a l  p o p u l a t i o n  ( K e r r  1980).  
Despite t h i s ,  it is  apparent t h a t  Aboriginal groups, p a r t i c u l a r l y  on t h e  
i s lands ,  defended themselves aga ins t  t h e  invaders  and developed a repu- 
t a t i o n  f o r  being f i e r c e l y  independent. For example, M r s .  Dominic Daly 
(1887:31), noted t h a t  t h e  inhabi tants  of t h e  a rea  "bear an e v i l  reputa- 
tion" and Delamothe (n.d.) descr ibes  r e s i s t ance  i n  t h e  a rea  as t h e  most 
t e n a c i o u s  e v e r  p u t  up by a n  A b o r i g i n a l  community. H e  c o u l d  r e c a l l  no 
other  region of t ho  cont inent  where, ove r  a per iod of 10 years  o r  more, 
numbers of Europeans k i l l e d  or wounded exceeded t h e  number of Akeriginal 
ca sua l t i em.  R e p o r t s  of a t t a c k s  made on s h i p s  i n  t h e  a r e a  t e n d  t o  sup-  
port  Delamothe'e view a s  do repor t s  of ou t r igger  canoes i n  t h e  area. 

In  1859 t h e  S a n t a  Barbara a f t e r  discovering Por t  Denison (Bowen), 
landed a t  S tone  I s l a n d  i n  Edgecumbe Bay where t h e  A b o r i g i n a l  i n h a b i -  
t a n t s ,  though i n i t i a l l y  f r i e n d l y ,  s u b a e q u e n t l y a t t a c k e d  t h e  s h i p a n d  
forcing it i n t o  a hasty r e t r e a t  (Delamothe nd; Rhodes 1937: Vol. 2). I n  
1860 four people from t h e  C a r o l i n e  w e r e  k i l l e d  by Aborigines a t  Home- 
stead Bay on St. B e e s  (Busuttin Windsor 1982:12) and i n  August 1861 two 
Europeans from the  ketch s l l i d a  which landed on Shaw I s l and  w e r e  k i l l e d  
by a group of A b o r i g i n a l s .  The Abor ig ines  t h e n  a l m o s t  t ook  c o n t r o l  o f  
the  sh ip  but: 

by t h e  t i m e  t h e  f i r s t  ou t r i aae r  was launched and manned, t h e  
El l ida  was ready f o r  sea. Having recovered t h e  s o l e  s u r v i v o r  
i n  t h e  boa t ,  t h e  k e t c h  s l i p p e d  o u t  of t h e  bay t h e  o u t r i a q e r s  
i n  vain pursu i t  (Anon 1971) (emphasis added). 

Rhodes (1937:58) a l s o  d e s c r i b e s  t h i s  i n c i d e n t  s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  t h e  
" ~ l l i d a  managed by a bare  margin t o  keep ahead of two canoes f i l l e d  with 
y e l l i n a  nat ives"  (emphasis added). 

When t h e  Dundas took  s h e l t e r  i n  t h e  same bay s i x  months l a t e r ,  
Aborigines  boarded h e r  a t  n i g h t  and k i l l e d  a l l  b u t  t h e  C a p t a i n  who 
managed t o  g e t  t h e  k e t c h  back t o  Bowen. On t h e  8 t h  February ,  1864 t h e  
schooner H i g h t i n g a l e ,  a f t e r  be ing  washed a s h o r e  on Long I s l a n d ,  was 
chased of f  by Aborigines i n  canoes t h a t  came ou t  from Lindeman Is land .  
Two days l a t e r  t h e  schooner  E v a  w a s  d r i v e n  on t o  Sou th  M o l l e  I s l a n d  
where those on board w e r e  at tacked by Aborigines before  being rescued by 
a pas s ing  sh ip .  I n  August 1878, Cap ta in  Alexande r  McIvor,  t h r e e  c r e w  
and a cook on t h e  schooner  Louisa  W a r i a  became beached on o n e  of  t h e  
Whitsunday Islands.  They w e r e  at tacked by Aborigines who gained c o n t r o l  
of t h e  s h i p  and "after p a s s i n q  the schooner 's  s a i l s  down i n t o  t h e i r  
canoes (of which there  w e r e  about s i x  o r  e i g h t )  set t h e  v e s s e l  ablaze" 
(NcIvor  1878:2) (emphasis added). 



These attacks on European ships brought harsh retaliation from the 
Native Police (Rhodes 1937:lOO; Coppinger 1883:185-193). For example, 
Robertson (1928:157) recalled that, in 1882 when anchoring off Flat 
Is land on the S-S, Barrabal, the Native Police automatical ly pointed 
their rifles in the direction of the local Aborigines who were only 
saved by the fact that the guns contained no ammunition. 

Apart from the depredations of the Native Police; the inhabitants 
also suffered at the hands of recruiters for the Torres Strait pearling 
industry. Loos (1982:141) notes that certain places like the Whitsunday 
Isles by 1876 had developed a reputation for "particularly intel ligent 
natives who understood what was requested of them". 

Attacks on the stability of Aboriginal culture in this area came 
from many quarters. Ling Roth (1908:81) even reports that a collector 
from the Godefory Museum of Hamburg (1863 to 1873) made several ineffec- 
tual efforts to induce squatters to shoot an Aboriginal so she could 
send the skeleton to the Museum! 

ABORIGINES OF THE CUMBERLAND AND NORTHUMBERLAND ISLANDS 

Whereas there exist detailed descriptions of the Keppel Islanders 
(see Rowland 1980, 1982a) there is no such information available for the 
Whitsunday Islands. Henry Lamond, who lived on South Molle from 1927, 
provides 'two of the most useful published descriptions (Lamond 1953, 
1960). He obtained his information from " ~ e r c y "  who it is claimed was 
the last member of the Whitsunday Tribe. According to "~ercy" the 
Whitsunday Islanders lived permanently only on Whitsunday Island itself 
and never numbered more than 100. The population was stable with occas- 
ional defections to the mainland but with no increases from that direct- 
ion. The group's main camp was opposite Cid Island, one of the few flat 
areas on the island which provided water, a sheltered bay and abundant 
game (including wallabies, possums, a few koalas and plentiful fish). 
At the appropriate season (not defined by Lamond) the islanders went to 
Long Island for turtle, to West Mol le for Torres Strait Pidqeons, and in 
summer to South Molle (which they called ~ h ~ r r i b a )  for tomahawk stone. 
Their canoes are described as follows: 

(Their) ends were shaped, caulked with gum and one thing anc? 
another to make them watertight, a stick or two in the shape 
of thwarts t o  keep them spread and in the proper shape. A 
fairly big one may have been about 10 feet long. Its beam 
would have been at least 4 feet. With a couple of paddles on 
each side that thing, particularly if aided by a 4km tide, 
would just skim over the water to eat up the miles (Lamond 
l96O:35). 

Lach Nicolson, who resided on Lindeman Island from 1920, also 
claimed to have met with one of the last members of the Whitsunday 
group, a man named Billy Moogra, who gave the name. for Lindeman Island 
as Yara-Kimba, meaning snapper-bream. The diet of these people included 
turtle, dugong, flying foxes, birds, yams, wild cherries, Burdekin 
plums, damson trees, trochus shell, baler shell, green ant and cockatoo 
apples (Thora Nicolson, Lindeman Island, 1982, pers. comm.). 



T i n d a l e  (1975:182) g i v e s  t h e  name N a g r o  [ a 1  t. N g a l a n g i ,  G o o g a b u r r a  
( a  h o r d e  name) ] t o  t h o s e  p e o p l e  o c c u p y i n g  t h e  W h i t s u n d a y  I s l a n d s  a n d  
n o t e s  t h a t  they  ranged o v e r  t h e  Cumberland I s l a n d s ,  t o  t h e  mainland a t  
Cape Conway, and on t o  t h e  mountains e a s t  of  P rose rp ine .  They e x p l o i t e d  
i s l a n d s  a n d  r e e f s  f rom S t .  B e e s  t o  Hayman I s l a n d ,  a  d i s t a n c e  o f  o v e r  
100km, i n  sewn i ronbark  canoes c a l l e d  Winta.  

More d e t a i l s  about  Aborigines i n  t h i s  area can  o n l y  be  deduced from 
second-hand,accounts and from a  wide g e o g r a p h i c a l  a r e a ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  
mainland coas t .  A t  European s e t t l e m e n t  it i s  e s t i m a t e d  t h a t  500 Abori- 
g i n e s  l i v e d  w i t h i n  easy  reach of  P o r t  Denison (Bowen) and s e v e r a l  thou-  
sand  t o  t h e  n o r t h ,  s o u t h  and w e s t  o f  t h e  town ( D e l a m o t h e  n.d.). I n  
1881, l a r g e  encampments w e r e  noted on t h e  o u t s k i r t s  of P o r t  Denison. The 
p e o p l e  had n u l l a s ,  waddy s h i e l d s ,  huge  wooden s w o r d s ,  two t y p e s  of 
boomerang and s p e a r s  b u t  no t h r o w i n g  s t i c k s  ( C o p p i n g e r  1883:185-193) .  
By 1900 however, o n l y  200 males and females  a t t e n d e d  t h e  l a s t  r e c o r d e d  
c o r r o b o r e e  i n  t h e  a r e a  (De lamothe  n.d.). L i n g  R o t h  ( 1 9 0 8 ) ,  who o b t a i n e d  
h i s  informat ion  from George Bridgeman, n o t e s  t h a t  t h e  Mackay p e o p l e  had 
doub le  pointed  n u l l a s ,  wooden swords and s h i e l d s ,  and wore f ragments  o f  
n a u t i l i s  around t h e  forehead and l a r g e  b r e a s t - p l a t e s .  Four t r i b e s  w e r e  
recorded w i t h i n  80km of P o r t  Mackay: Y u i p e r a  o f  t h e  town, K u n g a l b u r r a  
between P o r t  Mackay and Broadsound, T o o g i n b u r r a  t o  t h e  w e s t  and Sooga- 
b u r r a  on t h e  I s l a n d s .  Between 1860 and 1870 a b o u t  h a l f  t h i s  p o p u l a t i o n  
was e i t h e r  s h o t  by  N a t i v e  P o l i c e  o r  succumbed t o  E u r o p e a n  d i s e a s e s  
(Bridgeman and Bucas i n  Curr 1887:44-45; Mathews 1898:334). 

The Bumbarra t r i b e  extended from about  P o r t  Denison (Bowen) t o  Cape 
Glouces te r  and i n l a n d  t o  t h e  P rose rp ine  R i v e r  (Shea i n  Curr  1887:4-5). 
Adornments of t h i s  group inc luded  oppossum c l o a k s ,  o b j e c t s  made of  t h e  
s k i n  of  kangaroos, p i e c e s  of s h e l l  a t t a c h e d  t o  h a i r  by means o f  beeswax 
and neck laces  made of  s t e m s  of g r a s s  c u t  i n t o  s h o r t  l e n g t h s  and boomer- 
angs.  The woomera was n o t  used  t h o u g h  t h e  Bumbar ra  had  a word f o r  i t  
and i t ' w a s  used  by n e i g h b o u r i n g  t r i b e s .  C a n o e s  w e r e  made o f  p i e c e s  of 
bark s t r i p p e d  from t h e  i ronbark  tree, sewn t o g e t h e r  and rendered  water -  
t i g h t  by smearing wi th  p ine  gum (Delamothe n.d.). 

B a r t l e y  (1896:329-333) c o n f i r m s  t h a t  a l o n g  t h e  e n t i r e  c o a s t  f r o m  
Rockhampton t o  Mackay, t h e  woomera was n o t  u s e d  t h o u g h  boomerangs  a n d  
n u l l a s  w e r e .  The p e o p l e  of t h e  c o a s t  w e r e ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  B a r t l e y ,  e x p e r t  
fishermen who used a  purse  n e t  formed of two wooden semi-circles hinged 
a t  t h e  ends. Of t h e i r  canoes he n o t e s  t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  made: 

f rom a  l a r g e  s h e e t  o f  b a r k ,  which  was f i r s t  f l a t t e n e d  o u t ,  
smooth s i d e  downwards. Then t h e  r o u g h  o u t s i d e  was t r immed  
down, and t h e  trimmings, wi th  a  q u a n t i t y  o f  dried l e a v e s  w e r e  
spread e v e n l y  o v e r  t h e  o u t s i d e  s u r f a c e ,  and set on f i r e .  When 
t h e  s h e e t  o f  b a r k  was s o f t e n e d ,  by t h e  h e a t ,  t h e  c a n o e s  w e r e  
t u r n e d  up, e a c h  end  was d o u b l e d  o n  i t s e l f ,  h o l e s  w e r e  made 
w i t h  s h a r k ' s  t o o t h  a w l ,  t h e y  w e r e  sewn w i t h  w i t h e s ,  a n d  t h e  
c a n o e  was made. I n  t h e s e  l i t t l e  c o c k l e  s h e 1  l s ,  t h e  b l a c k s  
w e r e  accustomed t o  c r o s s  o v e r  from t h e  main land  t o  t h e  Percy 
a n d  Nor thumber land  I s l a n d s  and  e v e n  t o  t h e  B a r r i e r  Reef 
( B a r t l e y  1896:333). 

General  su rveys  of  m a t e r i a l  c u l t u r a l  i t e m s  from t h e  r e g i o n  r e v e a l  
some f u r t h e r  d i s t i n c t i v e  f e a t u r e s .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  w h i l e  t h r e e - p r o n g e d  
spear  heads w e r e  used t o  t h e  nor th ,  from t h e  Whitsunday I s l a n d s  south-  



wards  as  f a r  as t h e  Keppel I s l a n d s ,  s i n g l e  ba rbs  and d o u b l e  barbs  w e r e  
u s e d  (Roth  1904(7):238-239; Masso la  1964:203 and Fig.l:206). Three-piece 
sewn  b a r k  c a n o e s  w e r e  a l s o  known f o r  t h i s  a r e a  ( D a v i d s o n  1935:137) .  A 
s t o n e  a x e  c o l l e c t e d  from Whitsunday Is l .and (Virchow 1884) h a s  few p a r a l -  
l e l s  t o  A u s t r a l i a n  a x e s  b u t  i s  s i m i l a r  t o  a x e s  from N e w  Guinea. Whether 
t h i s  a x e  c a n  b e  r e l i a b l y  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  p r e h i s t o r i c  p e r i o d  i s  however 
open  t o  deba te .  

Wais ted  b l a d e s  a r e  a n  u n u s u a l  f e a t u r e  of  main land  r e g i o n s  a d j a c e n t  
t o  t h e  i s l a n d s  (McCarthy 1949, Lampert 1983). They h a v e  been found i n  a 
v e r y  r e s t r i c t e d  g e o g r a p h i c a l  area, i.e. ma in ly  i n  t h e  M t .  Jukes-Seafor th  
area 70km n o r t h  o f  Mackay and  a t  C a t t l e  Creek V a l l e y  w e s t  o f  Mackay i n  
a n  area between open f o r e s t  and  r a i n f o r e s t .  Lampert (1983:149) proposes 
t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  p r o b a b l y  u s e d  i n  e x p l o i t i n g  some p r o d u c t  o f  t h e  r a i n -  
f o r e s t  a n d ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e y  a re  s i m i l a r  i n  form t o  t h o s e  f r o m  Kangaroo 
I s l a n d  a n d  N e w  G u i n e a ,  h e  a r g u e s  t h e y  w e r e  i n d e p e n d e n t l y  i n v e n t e d  i n  
e a c h  area t o  m e e t  s p e c i f i c  needs. 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL SURVEY 

Few s y s t e m a t i c  a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  s u r v e y s  of t h e  Queens land  c o a s t l i n e  
h a v e  been  u n d e r t a k e n  and o n l y  i n  r e c e n t  y e a r s  have  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  begun 
o n  t h e  c e n t r a l  Queens land  c o a s t .  A d e t a i l e d  a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  s t u d y  of t h e  
Keppe l  I s l a n d s  400km s o u t h  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  s tudy  a r e a  was begun i n  1978 
( R o w l a n d  1 9 8 0 ,  1 9 8 1 ,  1 9 8 2 a ,  1 9 8 2 b )  a n d  e x t e n d e d  t o  a b r i e f  s u r v e y  o f  
S t o c k y a r d  P o i n t  on  t h e  a d j a c e n t  main land  (Rowland 1982c) and a d e t a i l e d  
s u r v e y  o f  N o r t h  P e r c y  I s l ' a n d  200km t o  t h e  s o u t h  i n  t h e  N o r t h u m b e r l a n d  
g r o u p  ( R o w l a n d  1 9 8 4 ) .  S u r v e y s  o f  W i l d  Duck I s l a n d  (Morwood 1982)  a n d  
i s l a n d s  i n  t h e  Duke g roup  (Border  1985) h a v e  begun t o  add t o  t h e  p i c t u r e  
o f  i s l a n d  e x p l o i t a t i o n  i n  t h i s  reg ion .  

P r i o r  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t  s u r v e y  none of  t h e  Whitsunday I s l a n d s  o r  any 
area o f  t h e  a d j a c e n t  c o a s t  had been s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  surveyed.  Although 
some sites are r e c o r d e d  on  t h e  Archaeology Branch (Department of  Commun- 
i t y  S e r v i c e s )  B r i s b a n e  S i t e  F i l e s ,  t h e s e  a r e  random r e c o r d i n g s  accumu- 
l a t e d  o v e r  t h e  y e a r s  a n d  t h e y  a r e  p o o r l y  d e s c r i b e d  ( F i g u r e  3 ) .  An a r t  
s i te  a t  N a r a  I n l e t  ( H J / A l )  and  a q u a r r y  on South M o l l e  ( H J / A 3 )  a r e  w e l l  
known l o c a l l y .  T h e  a r t  s i t e  i s  m e n t i o n e d  i n  y a c h t i n g  g u i d e s  t o  t h e  
whi t sunday ' s  ( C o l f e l t  and  B r a d l e y  1980:86), has  been v i s i t e d  f o r  a l ong  
t i m e  ( M a r s h a l l  1935) and was r e p o r t e d  t o  t h e  Government i n  1958 by t h e  
S o u t h  M o l l e  T o u r i s t  Resor t .  A b o r i g i n a l  s h e l t e r s  a t  B u t t e r f l y  Bay, Hook 
I s l a n d  are a l s o  known t o  t h e  y a c h t i n g  f r a t e r n i t y  ( C o l f e l t  and  Bradley  
1 9 8 0 : 7 5 )  a n d  h a v e  b e e n  r e f e r r e d  t o  i n  more g e n e r a l  p u b l i c a t i o n s  
( O u t r i d g e  e t  a 1  1 9 8 3 ) .  T h e  q u a r r y  o n  S o u t h  M o l l e  was n o t e d  by Ro th  
(1904 :7 -19 )  i n  h i s  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  s t o n e  a x e  p r o d u c t i o n  i n  t h i s  a r e a .  
O t h e r  sites a r e  a l s o  mentioned i n  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e .  For example, Aborigi- 
n a l  o c c u p a t i o n  i s  r e p o r t e d  f o r  C a r l i s l e ' s  S a l t  Lake  Bay o n  Brampton 
I s l a n d  a n d  on  t h e  n o r t h e r n  s i d e  of  St .  B e e s  t h e r e  a r e  r e p o r t e d l y  c a v e s  
c o n t a i n i n g  d e e p  l a y e r s  o f  a s h  i n l a n d  o f  a s t o n e  f i s h  t r a p  ( B u s u t t i n -  
W i n d s o r  1982:162). 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL SURVEY - RESULTS 

Some i s l a n d s  i n  t h e  W h i t s u n d a y  g r o u p  w e r e  b r i e f l y  s u r v e y e d  i n  
September  (12-26th)  1982. S y s t e m a t i c  s u r v e y  was n o t  e n v i s a g e d  because 



of t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  o f  o b t a i n i n g  a c c e s s  t o  i n d i v i d u a l  i s l a n d s .  A b a s e  
camp was e s t a b l i s h e d  on  Lindeman I s l a n d  and  t h i s  a n d  S e a f o r t h  I s l a n d  
w e r e  t h e  o n l y  i s l a n d s  s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  surveyed. A c c e s s  t o  o t h e r  i s l a n d s  
was d e p e n d e n t  on t h e  g o o d w i l l  a n d  s c h e d u l i n g  o f  t h e  Lindeman I s l a n d  
t o u r i s t  boat  opera tor .  

. . 
Only one l o c a l i t y  on Lindeman I s l a n d  r e v e a l e d  e v i d e n c e  o f  Abor ig i -  

n a l  occupat ion  and t h i s  w a s  sparse .  The s i t e  was a t  P l a n t a t i o n  Beach on 
t h e  s o u t h  e a s t  s i d e  o f  t h e  i s l a n d .  Amorphous s t o n e  f l a k e s  f o r k e d  a  
s p a r s e  s c a t t e r  down t h e  lee s i d e  o f  a sand r i d g e  and on t o  a s m a l l  broad 
(200-300m) b e a c h  p l a i n  i n  t h e  w e s t e r n  p o r t i o n , o f  t h e  beach .  An a u g e r  
h o l e  r e v e a l e d  occupation d e p o s i t s  t o  a  dep th  of  5-10cm which i n c l u d e d  
c h i t o n s ,  l a n d s n a i l s ,  two t y p e s  o f  o y s t e r  (C. amasa  a n d  O s t r e a  s p . ) ,  
N e r i t a  sps., Mussels  and Donax sp. 

The Nara I n l e t  site on Hook I s l a n d  was b r i e f l y  v i s i t e d .  T h i s  i s  a  
s h e l t e r ,  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  30m A.S.L., 10.05m l o n g ,  6.15m d e e p  a n d  1.85m 
high, wi th  a  s m a l l  p i l l a r  d i v i d i n g  it near  t h e  c e n t r e .  Some 60 m o t i f s  
co loured  red ,  orange, ye l low,  whi te  and b l a c k ,  w e r e  p r e s e n t  on t h e  back 
and s i d e  w a l l s  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  p i l l a r .  M o t i f s  w e r e  p r e d o m i n a t e l y  g e o -  
m e t r i c  and i n c l u d e  cross-hatched f i g u r e s ,  v e r t i c a l  and h o r i z o n t a l  l i n e s ,  
z i g - z a g  l i n e s ,  c i r c l e s ,  c r o s s e s ,  t h e t a  s i g n s  ind a r r o w s .  A number o f  
i n s t a n c e s  o f  s u p e r i m p o s i t i o n  w e r e  n o t e d .  A t  l e a s t  two o f  t h e  f i g u r e s  
have been "touched up", apparent  tes t imony t o  f r e q u e n t  t o u r i s t  v i s i t s .  
The f l o o r  o f  t h e  s h e l t e r  e x h i b i t e d  a t  l e a s t  two s p e c i e s  o f  o y s t e r  (C. 
amasa, 0. a n s a s i ) ,  Anadara  sp., Mondonta sp.,  P e r n a  sp., N e r i t a  sp.,  
c h i t o n ,  l a n d s n a i l  and  c r a b .  S t o n e  a r t e f a c t s  w e r e  r a r e .  The  d e p t h  o f  
t h e  d e p o s i t  was no t  determined. 

A ' s h e l t e r  on t h e  o p p o s i t e  s i d e  o f  Nara I n l e t  was a l s o  b r i e f l y  
i n v e s t i g a t e d .  I t  was 10m A.S.L., 8.4m long,  4.8m deep and a p p r o x i m a t e l y  
2.35m i n  height .  The f l o o r  conta ined a s u b s t a n t i a l  occupa t ion  d e p o s i t  
composed p r e d o m i n a t e l y  o f  o y s t e r  s h e 1  1 b u t  i n c l u d e d  a  w i d e  r a n g e  o f  
o t h e r  s h e l l f i s h  s p e c i e s  and some f ine -g ra ined  a r t e f a c t u a l  s tone .  

Other a r e a s  surveyed on Whitsunday Is l a n d  i n c l u d e d  t h e  e x t e n s i v e  
and unique dunal  complex (Paine 1972:18-22) known a s  Whitehaven Beach, 
cook's Monument and Sawmill Bay where Lamond i n d i c a t e d  t h e  I s l a n d e r s  had 
t h e i r  main camp. Also  surveyed w a s  Narrow Neck Beach, on Shaw I s l a n d  and 
Neds Bay on Seafo r th  I s l a n d .  No e v i d e n c e  of A b o r i g i n a l  o c c u p a t i o n  was 
found a t  any of t h e s e  l o c a l i t i e s .  

A more d e t a i l e d  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  a r t  a t  Nara  I n l e t  h a s  b e e n  
undertaken s i n c e  our  v i s i t  (Walsh 1984). Walsh n o t e s  t h a t  t h e  predom- 
i n a n t  n e t  and g r i d  mot i f s  a t  t h i s  s i te b e a r  a  c l o s e  resemblance  t o  t h o s e  
from C e n t r a l  Queensland and a r e  d i s s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  f i g u r a t i v e  examples  of 
b i r d s ,  t u r t l e s  and o t h e r  animals  found on Dunk I s l a n d  t o  t h e  nor th .  A t  
Refuge  Bay, Walsh r e c o r d e d  a  s i t e  w i t h  c o m p o s i t e  s t e n c i l  a r t ,  a t y p e  
o the rwise  l a r g e l y  unknown o u t s i d e  t h e  ~ u e e n s l a n d ' s a n d s t o n e  B e l t .  

Two o t h e r  sites have been s u b s e q u e n t l y  recorded.  One i s  a t  Macona 
I n l e t  and  t h e  o t h e r  a t  G u l n a r e  I n l e t .  Bo th  a r e  s h e l t e r s  c o n t a i n i n g  
o y s t e r  s h e l l s ,  and one conta ined deep l a y e r s  i n d i c a t i v e  o f  l o n g  usage 
(J. Beckingham, 1982,  p e r s  comm). 

A l t h o u g h  t h i s  s u r v e y  o f  t h e  Whi t sunday  I s l a n d s  was l i m i t e d  a n d  
u n s y s t e m a t i c ,  t h e  e v i d e n c e  o b t a i n e d  f rom it, t o g e t h e r  w i t h  t h a t  f rom 



historical and environmental sources, enables some significant conclu- 
sions about Aboriginal occupation of the study area. 

Figure 3. Whitsunday Islands - site locations and survey areas, 
Hatching indicates areas surveyed in 1983. Site locations 
include those on file at the Archaeology Branch, Dept. of 
Community Services, Brisbane. 



1 
SITE TYPES AND SITE LOCATIONS 

Islands of the Keppel and Percy Groups are surrounded by well- 
developed coastal dune systems which contain substantial occupation 
deposits. The Whitsunday Islands by comparison have drowned coastlines 
with little dunal formation and only one site has been located in such a 
context to date (Plantation Beach, Lindeman Island). In contrast a 
number, of rock shelters have been located on these islands, particu- 
larly in the inlets on Hook and Whitsunday Islands, and these contain 
substantial occupational deposits. Superficially, the deposits appear to 
be shell middens transferred from their common dunal setting to rock- 
shelters. Depth of deposit appears substantial and preservation also 
appears good. This type of site is likely to be present on other 
islands to the north, within the shelter of the Great Barrier Reef. Here 
high rainfall and temperature militate against the preservation of open 
sites and wind blown dunal sands, which provide a preservative capping 
for such sites, are either absent or greatly reduced. More recent 
work on Dunk Island supports this contention (Rowland in prep.). 

POPULATION NUMBERS AND DISTRIBUTIONS 

Whitsunday Island was apparently the only island permanently occu- 
pied (Lamond 1960). A population of no more than 100 gives a density of 
1 person per 98ha. This is higher than expected for most hunter-gather- 
er groups and is far higher than, for example, ~adcliffe-~rown's (1930) 
estimate of 1 person per 1735ha for Queensland as a whole. However, a 
case may be put for high population densities on these islands. For 
example, the population density of the Keppel Islands has been estimated 
at 1 person per 26ha (Rowland 1980), for Sunday Island as 1 person per 
32ha (Bird 1910:454) and for Dunk Island as 1 person per 30ha (Banfield 
1908:12). A territory on the seashore is said to afford an advantage of 
a factor between three and four compared with mainland areas (Tindale 
1974:112). This appears to be the case with these islands. Throughout 
the Central Queensland coastal area, tide ranges are extremely high, 
further enlarging the potential coastal food resource base (Rowland 
1980). Support for high population densities on these islands is con- 
tained in a letter from Gregory to the Chief Commission of Lands: 

These islands are however more densely inhabited by the 
Aborigines than any similar area on the mainland (Gregory 
1861). 

High population densities on offshore islands are not unusual and 
indeed on some Torres Strait Islands (Harris 1979) and Pacific Islands 
(Bayliss-Smith 1974, 1977) they are highest on the smallest islands. 
This apparently ironic situation has to do with the relationship between 
length of coastline relative to island area (Erickson and Beckerman 
1975; Jones 1977:361-364) and is worthy of further investigation in the 
Whitsunday region where the number and range of islands is considerable. 

WATERCRAFT 

Observations by Cook, Porcher and others of outrigger canoes in use 
within the vicinity of the Whitsunday Islands have a number of impli- 
cations which I discuss elsewhere (Rowland in press). Suffice it here 



to note that I have viewed this evidence of outrigger canoes as indi- 
cative of a more southerly influence of external cultural contacts that 
has been previously noted. Hence in this area and further south to the 
Keppel Islands both environmental factors (Rowland 1983) and cultural 
diffusion need to be considered in explanations of change in the 
archaeo logica 1 record. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The results of this historical overview and brief archaeological 
survey of the Whitsunday Islands allow a number of interesting conclu- 
sions to be reached which have a number implications for future work. 

First 1 y, a1 though intensive European contact in this area appears 
to be relatively late, its impact on the local Aboriginal populations 
was rapid and devastating. Nevertheless, historical accounts indicate 
that these Aborigines put up a fierce resistance to the European inva- 
sion. This adds to increasing evidence from around. Australia that 
Aboriginal populations were not passive responders to European incursion 
(Reynolds 1981). 

Secondly, limited evidence for the use of outriggers in this area 
suggests that diffusion of ideas from the north may have extended at 
least this far down the coast. I suggest elsewhere (Rowland,in press) 
that a number of material culture items of Papuo-Melanesian origin were 
finding their way down the coast, particularly items relating to coastal 
resource exploitation. This would have important implications for the 
analysis of archaeological materials recovered from the islands. 

Thirdly, the Whitsunday group comprises a large number of islands 
of different sizes which vary considerably in distance from the main- 
land. They would not have been occupied as islands as such until after 
about 5,000 years ago. Thus they hold considerable potential for eluci- 
dating aspects of mid-Holocene human coastal adaptation, and for further 
testing aspects of is land biogeographica 1 models of human adaptation 
(cf. Rowland 1980). 

Fourth1 y, observations by ear 1 y coastal explorers suggest that most 
of the larger islands in the Whitsunday group were occupied, and there 
is no apparent seasonal pattern to this occupation. On the contrary 
there is a strong suggestion that occupation was permanent. This is 
comparable to evidence from the Keppel Islands where permanent occupa- 
tion seems to have occurred after 700 BP. Within the last 700 years 
inter-island contact would appear t? have been more common than island- 
mainland contact. This might also be the case on the Whitsundays though 
Tindale (1974) indicates some exploitation of mainland fringes. The 
timing of these events and the possible permanency of occupation has 
important implications for the discussion of intensification. The high 
population densities can be seen from two points of view, either as a 
late expansion and population increase or simply as a response to the 
spatially, well-packaged resources of a small island environment which 
does not require a great increase in population numbers. 

Fifthly, unlike the Keppel and Percy Islands, dunal systems on the 
Whitsunday Islands are poorly developed and few sites have been found in 
such locations. However, severa 1 rockshel ter sites have been located 



which contain substantial occupation deposits. These will become a 
focus of excavation as they,should be unaffected by erosional processes 
normal ly associated with dunal deposits. 

Sixthly, unlike the Keppel Islands, a number of the shelters con- 
tain substantial bodies of art which will add'an an extra dimension to 
archaeological interpretation. 

Finally, as the Whitsunday Islands contain areas of rainforest and 
vineforest, further investigation of Aboriginal adaptation to such re- 
sources may provide an interesting contrast to results from the Keppel 
Islands. For now, attention has shifted to other Islands (e.g. Dunk) in 
order to obtain a broader overview, but in the future more intensive 
investigations of the shelters on Whitsunday Island will be undertaken. 
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