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The t h r e e  s i t e s  r epor ted  h e r e i n  were excavated i n  1980 a s  p a r t  of 
more d e t a i l e d  examinat ion  of s i t e s  found dur ing an archaeologica l  survey 
of Moreton I s l a n d  i n  1979 (Robins 1983, a l s o  t h i s  volume). Two of them 
a r e  a t  F i r s t  Ridge on t h e  n o r t h e a s t e r n  s i d e  and t h e  o t h e r  i s  located i n  
t h e  L i t t l e  S a n d h i l l s  i n  t h e  s o u t h w e s t e r n  c o a s t  ( F i g u r e  1) .  They were  
excavated f o r  t h r e e  reasons. F i r s t ,  a s  they were o r i g i n a l l y  i d e n t i f i e d  
a s  s m a l l  p i l e s  of s h e l l ,  a  s i t e  type  n o t  previous ly  recorded i n  c o a s t a l  
s o u t h e a s t  Queensland, I wished t o  o b t a i n  information about t h e i r  form 
and c o n t e n t .  Second,  I wan ted  t o  d e m o n s t r a t e  t h a t  s m a l l  s c a l e  excav- 
a t i o n  s h o u l d ,  i n  c e r t a i n  c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  b e  i n c o r p o r a t e d  i n t o  s i t e  
surveys  undertaken t o  i d e n t i f y  and desc r ibe  t h e  bas ic  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of 
t h e  a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  record.  Third,  I wanted t o  i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  
s i t e s  which a r e  o f t e n  r a t e d  low i n  a rchaeo log ica l  s ign i f i cance  due t o  
t h e i r  s m a l l  s i z e ,  l a c k  o f  s t r a t i g r a p h y ,  d i s t u r b e d  c o n d i t i o n ,  etc.,may 
o f t e n  be  o f  cons ide rab le  value. 

THE FIRST RIDGE SITES ( 1 9 ~  - 1 9 ~ )  

T h e s e  s i t e s  w e r e  l o c a t e d  i n  a  m i n i n g  e x p l o r a t i o n  t r a c k  i n  open 
T r i s t a n i a  c o n f e r t a  f o r e s t  a t  t h e  base  t h e  nor the rn  siile of a  h igh trans-  
g r e s s i v e  dune system named ' 'F i rs t  Ridge" i n  t h e  nor th-eas tem s e c t i o n  of 
t h e  I s l a n d .  Some 50m t o  t h e  n o r t h e a s t ,  t h e  v e g e t a t i o n  and topography 
changes t o  hea th  o r  c losed shrubland on undula t ing  t e r r a i n  which s lopes  
g e n t l y  towards  Blue Lagoon 500m t o  t h e  nor theas t .  A s t e e p  g u l l y ,  which 
runs  i n t o  Blue Lagoon, commences some lOOm t o  t h e  eas t .  Approximately 
70m t o  t h e  nor thwest  t h e  v e g e t a t i o n  changes t o  open f o r e s t s  and wood- 
lands. The s i t e s  a r e  1.75km in land  from t h e  e a s t  coast.  

The aim of t h e  excavat ion  of S i t e  19a ( o r i g i n a l l y  recorded a s  S i t e  
19 i n  t h e  survey) was t o  a s c e r t a i n  i f  t h a t  which had been recorded a s  a  
s m a l l  compact p i l e  of s h e l l ,  was i n  f a c t  such o r  was p a r t  of a  l a rge r  
a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  f e a t u r e  (e.g. t h e  t i p  of a  l a r g e  subsurface s h e l l  mound). 
Tachyometer t r a n s e c t s ,  combined w i t h  bulk  samples taken a t  l m  i n t e r v a l s  
w i t h  a r a t - w a l l  s h o v e l  ( l e n g t h  40cm, w i d t h  lOcm, b r e a d t h  lOcm), were 
a l s o  made t o  complement  t h e  a i m s  o f  t h e  e x c a v a t i o n  and t o  o b t a i n  d a t a  
a b o u t  s i t e  l o c a t i o n .  Dur ing t h e  c o u r s e  o f  t h i s  work a second s i t e  
c o m p r i s i n g  a s m a l l  compact  p i l e  o f  s h e l l  was d i s c o v e r e d .  Hence t h e  
s i tes  were des ignated  S i t e s  19a and 19b (Figure 2). 



Figure 1. Moreton Island map giving location of s i t e s  mentioned- in text .  



The s h o v e l  s amp le s  i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  S i t e  1 9 s  was a s m a l l  p i l e  of 
s h e l l .  The o n l y  o t h e r  s h e l l  i n  t h e  v i c i n i t y  o c c u r r e d  i n  t h e  sou the rn  
and western t r a n s e c t  l i n e s  where some surface  s h e l l  and a th in  layer of 
subsurface  s h e l l  were recorded. The s h e l l  on the  west l i n e  appears t o  
have d e r i v e d  f rom S i t e  19a  ( s e e  F i g u r e  41, bu t  t h e  s h e l l  on t h e  sou th  
l i n e  i s  probably derived from a s e p a r a t e  b u t  undef ined  a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  
f e a t u r e  ( ~ i g u r e  3). 

2 A smal l  l m  g r i d ,  subdivided i n t o  four u n i t s  was l a i d  out over 19a. 
Three  u n i t s  were  excava ted .  S e c t i o n  A was excava t ed  a s  a l m  x 0.5m 
r e c t a n g l e  and S e c t i o n  B a s  a 0.5m x 0.5m square .  Excava t ion  proceeded 
i n  5cm s p i t s  t o  a depth of 15cm. Deposits were sieved through 3mm and 
6mm mesh. The major i ty  of s h e l l ,  a l l  Donax de l to ides  came from the  top  
6cm of t h e  d e p o s i t  and o n l y  o c c a s i o n a l l y  f r agmen t s  of s h e l l  wi thout  
p a r t i c u l a r  o r i e n t a t i o n  were t h i n l y  and evenly spread through t he  depo- 
s i t .  There  was no e v i d e n c e  of compact ion o r  e x t e n s i v e  d i s t u r b a n c e  of 
t h e  s i t e  d e s p i t e  i t s  p o s i t i o n  i n  t he  middle of a vehic le  track. Stained 
sand, charcoal ,  g r a s s  r o o t s ,  matted organic mat ter  and insect  remains 
made up t h e  remainder of t h e  deposit .  

A sample of approximately one t h i r d  of t he  deposit  was wet-sieved 
but  only  a few add i t i ona l  s h e l l  fragments were recovered. Total  numbers 
and weights of s h e l l  recovered a r e  presented i n  Table I. 

T a b l e  1. Number and w e i g h t  of  Donax d e l t o i d e s  s h e l l  from S i t e  19a 
excavation. 

Number Weight (grams ) 

Sec t ion  A Whole s h e l l  2 
Hinged fragments 3 3 
Fragments 

Sect ion B Whole S h e l l  3 
Hinged fragments 2 7 
Fragment s  

TOTAL 

T h i s  s i t e  may be  i n  e r p r e t e d  a s  a s m a l l  i r r e g u l a r  p i l e  of s h e l l  5 w i t h  a maximum a r e a  of 4m . Excavated data  suggest t h a t  the  e n t i r e  s i t e  
c o n t a i n s  abou t  250g of s h e l l ,  a  f i g u r e  w i t h i n  t h e  s h e l l  weight  range 
obta ined from o the r  Moreton I s l and  s i t e s  (19b, 31-37, 5811-3, 59/1-10 - 
s e e  Robins  1983)). 

A t  s i t e  19b shovel samples were taken on east-west t ransec t  a t  l m  
i n t e r v a l s  a l o n g  t h e  t r a c k  f o r  a d i s t a n c e  of 5m from a c e n t r a l  datum 
p o i n t .  On t h e  s o u t h  l i n e ,  f r a g m e n t s  of  s h e l l   onax ax d e l t o i d e s )  were 
located a t  t he  3m mark a t  a depth of 7cm ( ~ i g u r e  4). On the  north l i ne ,  
fragments of s h e l l   onax ax ~ e l t o i d e s )  were recorded on the  2m mark a t  a 
depth of 7cm ( ~ i g u r e  4). 



Figu re  2. P l an  of F i r s t  Ridge s i t e s  19a and 19b showing s h o v e l  s amp le  
t ransec t s .  

A l m  x  l m  g r i d  was l a i d  out  and subdivided i n t o  quadrants l a b e l l e d  
A-D. Quadrant D was excavated i n  lOcm s p i t s  ( t o  minimise damage t o  s h e l l  
t o  a  depth of 20cm). The deposit  was s ieved through 6mm and 3mm mesh. 
It consisted of a  compact but uneven depos i t  of Donax d e l t o i d e s  extend- 
ing from the  surface  t o  a  depth of 12cm ( ~ i g u r e  5 ). It showed no evid- 
ence of f r a g m e n t a t i o n  o r  d i s t u r b a n c e  a s  a  r e s u l t  of  t h e  t r a c k  con- . 
s t r u c t i o n  arid use.  The s i t e  may be i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  an a r e a  of  n o t  more  

2 than 4m of compact s h e l l  wi th  a  maximum depth of 12cm. Extrapolat  ion 
from s h e l l  i n  squa re  D g i v e s  an  e s t i m a t e d  we igh t  of  9,400g f o r  t h e  
e n t i r e  s i t e .  S h e l l  submi t t ed  f o r  r a d i o c a r b o n  d a t i n g  gave an  e n v i r o n -  
m e n t a l l y  c o r r e c t e d  age of 1150 270 BP  eta 1946). T h i s  i s  t h e  second  
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Figure 3 .  S i t e  19a shovel sample transects.  
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Figure 4 .  S i t e  19b shovel sample transect.  

rigure 5 .  S i t e  19b excavation pro f i l e  of  East face ,  Section D- 



o l d e s t  d a t e  y e t  o b t a i n e d  f o r  a  s i t e  on Moreton I s l a n d .  A p a r t  f r o m  
s h e l l ,  t h e  deposi t  contained s ta ined  sand, charcoal ,  g r a s s  r o o t s ,  matted 
o r g a n i c  m a t t e r  and one w h i t i n g  o t o l i t h .  I n  f a c t ,  s h e l l  was more 
compacted and l e s s  f r agmen ted  t h a n  t h a t  i n  s i t e  19a.  Numbers and  
weights of she l l . r ecovered  a r e  given i n  Table 2 below. 

Table 2. Number and weight of Donax de l t o ide s  s h e l l  from S i t e  19b 
f 

Number Weight (grams) 

Section I) Whole s h e l l  6 3 
Hinged fragments 338 
F r a g m e n t s  

TOTAL 

The weight of s h e l l  from t h i s  s i t e  was s i g n i f i c a n t l y  g r e a t e r  than  
t h a t  from any o t h e r  o f  t h e  s m a l l  s h e l l  p i l e s  c o i i e c t e d  d u r i n g  t h e  
Moreton I s l a n d  survey.  I n  f a c t ,  S i t e  19b c o n t a i n e d  f i v e  t i m e s  more  
s h e l l  t h a n  t h e  n e x t  l a r g e s t  p i l e  and more t h a n  200 t i m e s  t h e  amount 
found i n  t he  smal les t  p i l e .  Although morphologically s i m i l a r  t o  o t h e r  
s i t e s  i n  terms of depth, a r ea  and components, t h i s  s i t e  i s  anomalous i n  
t e r m s  of  t o t a l  amount and d e n s i t y o f  s h e l l . A l t h o u g h  f u r t h e r  work on 
s i m i l a r  s i t e s  throughout t h e  i s l and  i s  needed before  t h i s  anomaly may 
be e x p l a i n e d ,  two p o s s i b l e  e x p l a n a t i o n s  a r e  o f f e r e d  below f o r  f u t u r e  
resolut ion.  

1. The sample of s h e l l  p i l e s  on which t h i s  comparison i s  made i s  
not  a  represen ta t ive  one o r  one which may be biased towards 
smal ler  samples. 

2. T h i s  s i t e  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  r e m a i n s  o f  a n  e v e n t  o r  a c t i v i t y  
d i f f e r e n t  from t h a t  producing t h e  sma l l e r  ones. 

The s i t e  was r e v i s i t e d  i n  1981. A l a rge  a r e a  (ca.2,500m2) had been 
dug up by p i g s  and t r a c e s  of s h e l l  we re  v i s i b l e  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  a r e a .  
I ron ica l ly ,  the  very f a c t  t h a t  S i t e s  19a and 19b were i n  t h e  middle of a  
t r a c k  may have c o n t r i b u t e d t o  t h e i r  p r e s e r v a t i o n . T h u s ,  e x c a v a t i o n  o f  
s i t e s  on the  ba s i s  of t h e i r  su r face  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o r  s i t u a t i o n  a lone,  
may prove inaccurate  and misleading. 

THE LITTLE SANDHILLS SITE (NO. 59) 

S i t e  59 i s  l o c a t e d  i n  a  n o r t h - s o u t h  r u n n i n g  d e p r e s s i o n  i n  g i a n t  
a c t i ve  sand dunes w i th in  t h e  L i t t l e  Sandhi l l s  1.lkm from t h e  e a s t  coa s t  
and 650m from the  west coast .  The immediate l o c a l i t y  was bare  of vege- 
t a t i o n  a t  the  t ime  of survey. Some 30m t o  t h e  south ,  g r a s se s  and sma l l  
Melaleuca t r e e s  grew i n  a  seepage  a r e a .  The s i t e  compr i s ed  1 0  s m a l l  
p i l e s  of s h e l l ,  some eroded and s ca t t e r ed ,  a s soc i a t ed  w i th  s t one  a r t e -  

2 f a c t s  s c a t t e r e d  o v e r  a n  a r e a  o f  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  90m . Recent  r a i n s  had 
caused a  r i s e  i n  t he  water  t a b l e  and most of t h e  s i t e  was sa tu ra ted .  



S i t e  59 c o n t a i n e d  t h e  c l e a r e s t  examples  o f  s m a l l  s h e l l  p i l e s  
r e c o r d e d  d u r i n g  t h e  i n i t i a l  s u r v e y .  I t  was a l s o  t h e  o n l y  s i t e  i n  t h e  
southern  s e c t o r  a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  a  l a r g e  amount of s tone  mate r i a l .  Syst- 
emat i c  c o l l e c t i o n  and excavation of t h i s  s i t e  was undertaken t o  provide 
d a t a  about  t h e  composit ion of s m a l l  s h e l l  p i l e s  and t o  a s s i s t  i n  de ter -  
mining t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of s tone  m a t e r i a l  throughout the  is land.  

The s i t e  was gridded i n t o  one metre  squares. A dens i ty  p l o t  of t h e  
s h e l l  was made ( ~ i g u r e  6 )  and t h e  s i t e  was e x c a v a t e d  by s q u a r e  t o  a  
d e p t h  o f  5cm. A l l  e x c a v a t e d  m a t e r i a l  was s i e v e d  t h r o u g h  6mm and 3mm 
mesh. The s h e l l  p i l e s  were excavated i n d i v i d u a l l y  and in t o t o  because 
o f  t h e i r  f r i a b l e  c o n d i t i o n  and t h e  mixed o r i e n t a t i o n  o f  t h e  s h e l l .  
S h e l l ,  o t h e r  f a u n a l  m a t e r i a l  and s tone  m a t e r i a l  no t  d i r e c t l y  associa ted  
w i t h  t h e  p i l e s ,  were c o l l e c t e d  by square and bagged separa te ly .  

The s i t e  e x h i b i t e d  two d i s t i n c t  s t r a t i g r a p h i c  u n i t s .  The top  2-4cm 
c o n s i s t e d  of  w h i t e  s i l i c e o u s  sand. Beneath t h i s ,  and sharply  del ineated  
from i t ,  was a  darker  l a y e r ,  samples of which were col- lected.  This was 
t e s t e d  f o r  h i g h  m i n e r a l  o r  o r g a n i c  c o n t e n t  u s i n g  a  20% s o l u t i o n  o f  
hydroch lo r i c  ac id .  Within two weeks t h e  sand had been bleached white,  
i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  t h e  o r i g i n a l  s a m p l e  had a  h i g h  o r g a n i c  c o n t e n t .  Rat -  
w a l l  s h o v e l  s a m p l e s  o f  t h i s  l a y e r  showed t h a t  i t  became l i g h t e l r  w i t h  
depth,  r e t u r n i n g  t o  whi te  sand a t  about 40cm. This  p r o f i l e  i s  , t y p i c a l  of 
podsol hor i zons  i n  vege ta ted  a r e a s  of t h e  i s l and  and i s  s i m i l a r  t o  those 
found i n  s a m p l e s  t a k e n  i n  f o r e s t e d  a r e a s  of  Q u a d r a t s  213 and 215 ( s e e  
Rob ins  1983) .  Samples  o f  wood f rom a  dead t r e e  n e a r  t h e  s i t e  were 
i d e n t i f i e d  a s  E u c a l y ~ t u s  i n t e r m e d i a  (M. Cause ,  Queensland F o r e s t r y  
D e p a r t m e n t ,  p e r s .  comm.) i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  t h e  a r e a  may have once  been 
open woodland o r  f o r e s t .  

Some o f  t h e  s h e l l  p i l e s  p roved  upon e x c a v a t i o n  t o  be o n l y  a  t h i n  
v e n e e r  o f  s h e l l  i n  t h e  w h i t e  sand.  O t h e r s  ( ~ 4 ,  F8 and F9) ex tended  up 
t o  lOcm i n t o  t h e  d a r k  sand.  F9 was u n d e r  and p a r t l y  o v e r l a p p e d  by F7. 
S h e l l  i n  t h e  p i l e s  had come f rom b o t h  t h e  e a s t  and w e s t  c o a s t s .  F i s h  
bone was recovered from some of t h e  p i l e s  and o t h e r  fragments of burnt  
bone ( p o s s i b l y  dugong) w e r e  found t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  s i t e .  Some of t h e  
s h e l l  had been burnt .  The fauna l  remains f o r  each p i l e  a r e  presented i n  
F i g u r e  6  and  t h e  s i z e  and d e n s i t i e s  i n d i c a t e d  i n  F i g u r e  7. A d e s c r i p -  
t i o n  of t h e  s t o n e  m a t e r i a l  i s  presented  elsewhere ( ~ o b i n s  1983). S h e l l  
from F4 was dated  t o  102.1 + 7% modern (Beta 1945). ' 

C o n c e r n i n g  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  t h i s  s i t e  n e e d s  t o  be t r e a t e d  w i t h  a  
degree of caut ion .  For example, a  l a r g e  s h e l l  s c a t t e r  observedla t  the  
southern  end of t h e  s i t e  i n  1979 had been covered wi th  s h i f t i n g  sand by 
1980. Desp i t e  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  a l l  t h e  s tone  m a t e r i a l  observed on the  s i t e  
was c o l l e c t e d  a f t e r  s i e v i n g ,  a r t e f a c t s  w i t h i n  t h e  co l l ec ted  a r e a  were 
o b s e r v e d  i n  1981. A s t o n e  a x e  was found on t h e  s i t e  s i x  months a f t e r  
t h i s  c o l l e c t i o n  by J. H a l l  ( u n i v e r s i t y  o f  Queensland,  p e r s .  comm.). 
The s i t e  h a s  been s u b j e c t  t o  con t inua l  change and t h e r e  i s  c u r r e n t l y  no 
way of  e s t a b l i s h i n g  t h e  contemporaneity of t h e  s tone  m a t e r i a l  and t h e  
s h e l l  p i l e s .  

Never theless ,  some b a s i c  s t a t ements  can be made about the  s i t e .  
It c o n s i s t s  of  a  number of smal l  d i s c r e t e  p i l e s  of s h e l l .  The s h e l l  from 
t h e  s i t e  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  both t h e  e a s t  and west c o a s t s  were exploi ted  and 
t h a t  f i s h  and dugong were cooked and probably e a t e n  a t  the  s i t e .  

From t h e  s u p e r i m p o s i t i o n  o f  some p i l e s  i t  i s  p r o b a b l e  t h a t  t h i s  
s i t e  d o e s  n o t  r e p r e s e n t  a s i n g l e  e v e n t  i n  t i m e ,  b u t  . a t  l e a s t  two 
s e p a r a t e  e v e n t s .  The s a n d s t o n e  f r a g m e n t s ,  a  s t o n e  axe  and a  l a r g e  
number of s t o n e  f l a k e s  a l s o  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  t h e  s i t e  may have been assoc- 
i a t e d  w i t h  m a i n t e n a n c e ,  m a n u f a c t u r i n g  and food processing a c t i v i t i e s .  







The s i t e  i s  n o t  o l d  and when i t  was fo rmed  t h e  a r e a  was p r o b a b l y  o p e n  
woodland o r  f o r e s t .  

DISCUSSION 

I n  terms of t h e i r  s i z e ,  morphology and components, t h e s e  s i t e s  were 
not  unique on Moreton I s l and ;  s i m i l a r  s i t e s  were found throughout t h e  
nor thern  and southern s e c t i o n s  of  t h e  i s l and .  For example, 93% (n=42) 
o f  t h e  s i t e s  r e c o r d e d  i n  t h e  n o r t h e r n  s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  i s l a n d  w e r e  l e s s  
than 10m2 i n  area.  These s i t e s  have been i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  t h e  remains  o f  
smal l  temporary campsites. S i m i l a r  s m a l l  d i s c r e t e  p i l e s  of s h e l l  known 
t o  have been l e f t  over from meals a t  temporary camps by Aborigines have 
been o b s e r v e d  i n  n o r t h e r n  c o a s t a l  A u s t r a l i a .  Meehan (1982)  r e c o r d e d  
smal l  p i l e s  of s h e l l s  l e f t  a t  temporary Gidg inga l i  campsi tes  i n  n o r t h e r n  
Arnhem Land which she termed "dinner camps". Anderson ( ~ e p t .  of Anthro- 
pology and Sociology, Univers i ty  of Queensland, pers .  comm.) a l s o  obser-  
ved s m a l l  s h e l l  p i l e s  t h a t  w e r e  l e f t  a t  t e m p o r a r y  c a m p s i t e s  by Kuku 
Yalangi speakers a t  Bloomfield River ,  Cape York. 

By u s i n g  s m a l l  s c a l e  e x c a v a t i o n  and s t r u c t u r e d  c o l l e c t  i o n  p r o -  
c e d u r e s  i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t o  t e s t  some o f  t h e  a s s u m p t i o n s  t h a t  w e r e  made 

.about  the  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of a rchaeo log ica l  f e a t u r e s  dur ing  a survey t h a t  
r e l i e d  on s u r f a c e  e x a m i n a t i o n  o n l y .  I n  s o  d o i n g  i t  c a n  b e  shown t h a t  
s u r f a c e  e x a m i n a t i o n  a l o n e  i s  n o t  a  s u f f i c i e n t  b a s i s  upon w h i c h  t o  
a d e q u a t e l y  d e s c r i b e  a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  s i t e s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  m o b i l e  a n d  
s h i f t i n g  environments. It can a l s o  be shown t h a t  t h e  s i z e  of  a  s i t e  o r  
i t s  condi t ion  a r e  no t  a  necessary  of s u f f i c i e n t  b a s i s  on which t o  make 
an assessment of  a rchaeo log ica l  s ign i f i cance .  

\ 
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