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INTRODUCTION

The following is a preliminary report on archaeological work under-
taken in September and October 1985 in conjunction with an ethnographic
mapping project carried out by the South Australian Museum and Aurukun
Shire Council. The mapping project, which has continued in some form
for the past 15 years, was set up by anthropologists Peter Sutton and
John von Sturmer along with the traditional ownerg of clan estates. As
this work, and similar work in eastern Cape York, has had as one of its
primary aims the elucidation of traditional patterns of land tenure, it
represents a major potential resource for archaeology (Chase 1980;
Sutton 1978; von Sturmer 1978).

Previous archaeological work on the west coast (Bailey 1977) and in
Princess Charlotte Bay on the east (Beaton 1985), together with investi-
gations of rockshelters in the sandstone escarpments around Laura
(Rosenfeld et al 1981, Wright 1971), has occurred within a rough tran-
sect across the peninsula (Figure 1). The transect encompasges a broad
coastal plain on the west, great tracts of open sclerophyl country, the
Great Dividing Range and a narrower coastal margin on the east. It
forms a natural laboratory for the study of past human settlement at a
regional level in the light of available data on contemporary and recent
éafferns. Occupation levels at Early Man shelter near Laura range from
13,000 BP until recentdy (Rosenfeld et al 1981), while occupation of
rock shelters on the east coast has been dated to the mid-Holocgne
(Beaton 1985). Dates from the Weipa shell mounds on the west coast of
Cape York Peninsula (Bailey 1977) are more recent, mainly within the
last 1000 years. Archaeological coverage has been irregular and the
outline of the region’'s prehistory is still poorly understood (see
Campbell 1985). This paper aims to present some preliminary archaeo-
logical findings from Aurukun in the hope of stimulating further
research within a regional and interdisciplinary framework in Cape York
Peninsula.
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Figure 1. Map of Cape York Peninsula
showing excavated sites and
the Aurukun study area.

GEOLOGICAL HISTORY AND LANDFORMS OF THE AURUKUN REGION

A detailed knowledge of the present topography and the formation of
geological zones is vital to any archaeological study of the Aurukun
region. What follows is an initial attempt to reconstruct a geclogical
sequence against which the archaeoclogical evidence may be evaluated.

Today the region comprises seven main environmental zones easily
discernible by the plant communities inhabiting each (Smyth 1981; Chase
and Von Sturmer 1980; Pedley 1971; Sutton 1978). Working eastward from
the coast, there occurs a strandline complex consisting of recently
formed, mobile beach ridges topped by salt resistant vegetation. These
are followed by parallel systems of Holocene dunes running north-south,
surmounted by alternating areas of open dune woodland and vine scrubs.
The broad, black 8ilt plains which occur further east are easily identi-
fied by vehicle. The s8ilt supports only grassland with occasional
stands of pandanus in the higher regions. - Saltpan occurring in the
inter-tidal zone is devoid of vegetation but the compacted surface
provides easier access by foot or by vehicle. Mangroves follow the arms
of tidal streams winding their way across the saltpan from the wide silt
plains. A further band of silt plain occurs inland of the mangrove-
saltpan complex. Next comes a zone of silt which is above the reach of .
the highest tides and all but the highest floodwaters as evidenced by
the presence of large termite mounds. This zone supports an open savan-
nah vegetation. . It borders on the remnants of an extensive Pleistocene
dune system which supports a plant community of eucalypts and vine
thicket. Finally the dunes give way to open sclerophyl woodland dotted
with swamps occupying circular depressions, gradually. ascending to the
outliers of the Great Dividing Range (Figure 2).
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1. Mangrove 6. Silt

2. Open dune woodland 7. Salt pan

3. Aquifer vine forest 8. Monsoon forest

4. Strand complex 9. Monsoon eucalypt woodland

5. Monsoon tree savannah

Figure 2. Computer—generated map of plant communities in the Study zone.

The zones are generally clearly demarcated except in the case of
degraded dune systems where vine scrub may persist on a silt subsoil.
Variations on this ideal cross-section do occur. For instance, lines of
parallel coastal dunes may be separated by zones of silt, swamps saltpan
and mangrove.
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The geological history of the region (Rhodes 1980; Smart 1976;
1977; Thom 1964) reads in roughly reverse order to that listed above
(Figure 3). The sandy matrix which now supports sclerophyl woodland
is oldest. The Pleistocene dunes were deposited on the last major
interglacial maximal beachline approximately 120,000 years ago and pro-
bably formed the initial Holocene coastline about 6000 BP (Rhodes 1980).
These dunes, rising up to 3m above the current sea level, have apparent-
ly been mistaken for early Holocene dunes by at least one researcher
(Valentin 1961). During the early Holocene, offshore sandspit forma-
tion produced the easternmost line of coastal dunes (Smart 1976; Thom
1964). Siltation of the intervening lagoon then commenced. The areas of
high silt now covered by savannah may have been deposited at this time,
particularly around the mouths of streams.

With a slight drop in sea level around 5000 BP, stabilization of
the seaward dune system oc¢ccurred and rejuvenation of streams resulted in
increased siltation. This process has continued up to the present
against the background of a steadily falling sea level due to post-
glacial isostatic warping (Chappell 1983; Chappell et al 1982).

Mangroves have been a primary agent of accretien, advancing along
the lagoon shoreline and up the tidal arms and saltpans of the inter-
tidal zone. With the formation of seaward deltas stabilized by vegeta-
tion at the river and Creek mouths, further lines of parallel sand dunes
have evolved out of offshore sandspits forming, where longshore drift
permits, extensive sandridge systems such as that south of Cape Keerweer
and north of the Love River (Figure 2).. " '

In terms of geological context alone, the probability of locating
early Holocene or Pleistocene sites is not high. At best one might
anticipate finding some mid-Holocene sites on the landward chains of
Holocene dunes. Any Pleistocene or early Holocene sites would be con-
fined to the Pleistocene dune line or the unexplored sclerophyl country
to the east (see Smyth 1981).

SEASONS, RESOURCES AND SETTLEMENT

The annual pattern of resource exploitation is heavily influenced
by seasonal extremes of rainfall (Thomson 1939). Western Cape York
represents one of the most extreme cases of seasonal contrast in the
tropical world (Pedley 1971). For approximately three months each year
from late December to March, the entire area west of the Pleistocene
dune system, except for the dunes and the higher parts of the savannah,
becomes a vast inland sea so that it is possible to travel by boat from
the Archer mouth south to the Kendall River and beyond without touching
land. The Archer River itself, a tiny trickle in the dry season,
becomes a raging torrent. After the 1984-85 wet season (a particularly
heavy one) the carcasses of bullocks could be seen deposited in tree
branches some 6m high. The sea itself becomes diluted with fresh water
runoff. In the dry season, by contrast, most creeks and rivers become
saline for much of their length (Figure 4).

In addition to the constraints on locomotion and settlement imposed
by this extreme climatic regime, resource availability is also condi-
tioned by seasonal factors. Most coastal resources, particularl shell-
figh, were available during the wet and early dry seasons (January to
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Figure 3. A sequential model of coastal progradation on west Cape York

Peninsula.

a. Late Pleistocene (12,000 BP approx.) : brackish lake occupies
Gulf of Carpentaria.

b. Sea level maximum (6000-5000 BP approx.): Sea level rises to
old Pleistocene dune system.

c. Mid Holocene (3000-2000 BP approx.):
enclosing large tidal lagoon.
Late Holocene (1000 BP approx.): Infillingof lagoon and

further offshore sandspit formation. Mangrove development and
coastal progradation through sandspit and delta formation.

Sand bar and barrier
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May), while the lagoons and smaller watercourses were exploited in the
dryer months and storm times (June to December).

Much has been written about the possible effects of "fire-stick
farming” on the post-Pleistocene environment (Jones 1969; Hynes and
Chase 1982). Today there appears to be no conscious link between the
use of fire and productivity of the environment. Access and ease of
travel are more important considerations (see also Bailey 1975).
Environmental changes since depopulation of the traditional areas during
the 20th century is not explained in terms of burning. Instead it is
said that if people have been away from an area for too long, the
absence of human smell allows the country to get "full up" with trees
and underbrush (Sutton 1978:49-50). Sustained presence of humans and
human smell will cause it to "go down" again. However, one of the first
acts on entering an area choked with dry grass or understorey is to burn
it. The prime candidates are inland sclerophyl woodland and open wood-
land savannah and grassland. It is possible that, through time, this
practice has favoured the spread of fire-tolerant species.

’ In terms of carrying capacity, the mere presence of a coastline as
such need not act as a magnet to human settlement. The ocean beach
itself offers few resources for the traditional or contemporary inhabi-
tants of the Aurukun area (Sutton 1978). Although turtle and dugong
are present offshore and are occasionally taken, the people are essen-
tially land-oriented. Salt water species, particularly barramundi, mud
crab and stingray are exploited in the estuaries. Mud shell (Geloina),
oysters and whelks are taken from the mangroves. But the seagoing,
fishing cultures of Tcrres Strait and northern and eastern Cape York,
and the out-rigger canoce (Thomson 1939), stop abruptly just north of
Aurukun, precisely at that point where the red bauxite-bearing cliffs
turn inland off the coast, opening up large tracts of extensive wetlands
and dune systems extending south as far as Karumba (Figure 1).

In terms of human exploitation, the richest zone in contemporary
times is the silt plain whose swamps and lagoons support a teeming bird
life; ibis, jabiru and brolga may be seen in their hundreds stalking
across the flats or flocking on the margins of residual swamps. However,
the rough nature of this terrain, either hard-baked clay or bottomless
mud, together with the lack of shade, renders it unsuitable a3 a camp-
ing place. Saltpan, though lacking resources, is suitable for over-
night camps in the dry season. 1In either case tidal action and seasonal
inundation would leave few traces of human occupation. On the open
savannah woodland are found plains turkeys and other bird 1life together
with swamp resources but the hard ground and absence of substantial
shade also make this an unpopular location for camping. Resources in
sclerophyl country are focused on the swamps and stream beds.

The dune systems, both Pleistocene and Holocene, offer by far the
most diverse and attractive environment in terms of shade, soft ground
for camping, game (wallaby, plains and scrub turkey) and vegetable

resources (yams and berries). The majority of campsites, contemporary
or remembered, occur on dunes, in open spaces adjacent to vine thickets
and within 50m of a well (cf. Peterson 1973). The juxtaposition of

cleared campsites, often containing evidence of former occupation in the
form of middens, and large stands of fruit and shade trees suggests the
presence of a form of domiculture similar to that discussed by Hynes and
Chase (1982) for eastern Cape York Peninsula. It is possible that the
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attractiveness of the dune complex for human habitation has been en-
hanced by human settlement itself which, through re-seeding, has result-
ed in local concentrations of heavily exploited species.

The dune-savannah interface provides abundant water sources.
Except in sclerophyl country and around the major lakes and swamps,
fresh water is available mainly from wells dug at the edge of dunes
where water seepage is trapped by underlying clays (even where open
water is available it is usually accessed from wells dug near the edge).
In addition to local resources, most of these dune campsites are within
easy reach of hunting grounds in neighbouring swamps or lagoons and
fishing places in creeks and tidal arms.

The strand complex is quite heavily used both for exploiting marine
resources and for day shade camps. Each campsite on a coastal dune has
a correspondihg beach camp, generally bearing the same name. However,
although a significant proportion of the coastal economy is oriented
towards marine resources; the "sand beach” people cannot be equated with
the seafaring dugong and turtle hunters of eastern Cape York or those on
the west coast to the north of Aurukun (Sutton 1978; von Sturmer 1978).
The main focus is and was on estuarine and swamp resources sgsuch as
birds, crabs, stingrays, barramundi and other estuarine fish and shell
fish.

Viewed diachronically, while both Pleistocene and Holocene dune
systems would have always offered both resources and camping sites, the
evolution of sgilt plains and swamps would have been a slow process and
much of the abundant bird life present in the region today would have
been absent in the early Holocene. People entering such a coastal
environment would have found few of today’'s resources available. Prior
to the development of savannah woodland, silt plains and vegetated
coastal dunes the main resources would have been estuarine and mangrove,
on the fringes of a vast mid- Holocene lagoon. While certainly not
being determined by them, the subsequent history of human settlement in
the Aurukun region would have been closely linked to the evolution of
these landforms.

THE QUALITY OF THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE.

There being no rock shelters on western Cape York south of Weipa,
most archaeological evidence is in the form of shell middens. As indi-
cated elsewhere (Cribb 1968) the use of shell as a primary indicator of
the presence and extent of human settlement is fraught with difficult-
ies. The high archaeological visibility and selective survival of
shell can easily distort our inferences about the location and relative
density of ancient settlement. In the following account no claims are
made as to the prehisgtoric settlement system of the region, only the
classes of archaeological evidence that have so far come to light.

Five main shell species were present. Information on each,
obtained from both scientific sources and 1local informants has been
summarized in Table 1. The presence or absence of these shell types on
the sites, together with their environmental context, provide the main
criteria for classification. For present purposes, the sites may be
divided into four categories:



141

1. Thin surface middens located on dunes.
2. Surface middens located on silt.
3. Mounded middens containing a low proportion of shell.

4. Steep-sided shell mounds. These are comparable with examples from
Weipa (Bailey 1977), Princess Charlotte Bay (Beaton 1985) and Arnhem
Land (Peterson 1973; Meehan 1982).

Altogether 72 sites were located (Figure 5) distributed across the
four categories as shown in Table 2a. Table 2b indicates the breakup
according to geological and vegetation zones.

Table 1. Scientific and local names for major shell species ident{fied
in the 1985 season, together with behavioural and cultural
information (scientific names are of the format "Family: Genus
species”™).

_ CONMON RIK LS NODE OF

NAME ] LINNAEAN @ MUNEKAN 1  NGATHAN 1} EDIBILITY i HABITAT ? BEHAVIOUR | EXTRACTION | OTHER USES
L L] » L} L} Ll ' 1 L}
1. 1 Archidae:! Minh Yongk# ! Minh Aaung ! "Goed te ! Sub-tidal in | i place in 1 none :
COCKLE | Anadara | H ! eat” tshallow, suddy! i fire to ' !
i granosa | : i isands;low wave: { open : :
H H : ' lenergy, high | : ! ]
: ! : ! luater flom ' ; H :
2. | Melcngen-: Minh ! Keren ! not eaten | Mangrove, i Highly mchile! Saach with | bait, :
CONCH © idae: i Kunchekul, 1 (gemeric) 1 tinter-tidal & iscavenger; istone to re-: large shells 1
i Volegala | Minh Ooynk 1 Minh Xer : isub-tidail igreat intra- lsove flange i used as water |

! wardiana | ' : iaudfliats icpecies var- | { containers

: H H : ! tiability,local} | :
: : H d H ipopulations 3 i :
3. Potomididae: Minfeun-ongk: Hinh Kunser ! *Good to | Inter-tidal | Gregarious iCook in fire! bait H
MUD  Telescopiual tlong arse) i{Edward River} est® i sudflats ¥ 1 herbivore & 1 & hit with i :
WHELK telescopiuaml : : ) @angroves idetrius feeder, stick to | :
I ! : i : ilow sobility, | resave i :
: H } : ' i non-seascnal | contents | !

4, iVeneridae:i Minh v Minh ! "Soed to 1 Mangrove ¥ ! Place in | Scraper for
HUD 1 Seloins | Dchanta, i Ochanta, 1 eat? i inter-tidai | i tire to i sacothing H
SHELL 1{species | Minh i Minh i : : i\ open i spears,string !
lindeterin-i Yariat#a i Kunaal : H ! ! i Knives :
i oate) ] H : : ! ! H
| Hinh Harr# | Minh Harr# ["Very good ! Srows in : i Cut section! none )
H ' ! to eat™ i clusps on aan- ot sangrove |f{cansidered too!
! : i i grove roots, @ irogt, place ! sharp ¥ dang- }
i ! ! inter-tidal 3 icluep on fire erous for cuit-
i i : | to chaiiow ! iturning till! ing }
! H 3 i sub-tidai : ivalves open } H
8. iAnocaiidae:! Oengkéth { Patheth 1"Gocd” but | Abundant in i Cock on } none i
LaCd Placuma H ivery little) sub-tidal, ! V fire H H
LiF  iplacents | ! i seat per | shailow : H : !
: ! : ivoluze shell iagoons : ! H :
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Table 2a. Frequency of occurrence of archaeological
sites by site type.

NO. OF
SITE CATEGORY SITES %
1. Surface midden on Dune 22 38.8
2. Surface midden on Silt 11 16.4
3. Mounded midden 5 7.4
4. Shell mound 28 41.8
Other 1 1.5

Table 2b. Frequency of occurrence of archaeological
sites by plant community.

NO. OF
GEOLOGICAL CONTEXT SITES %
1. Holocene Dune 20 29.4
2. Pleistocene Dune 8 11.8
3. silt 37 54.4
4. Saltpan 2 2.9
5. River sand 1 1.5

As the main purpose of the 1985 project was ethnographic mapping,
archaeological sites were located piecemeal rather than through system-
atic archaeological survey. It cannot therefore be claimed that this
distribution is representative of the area as a whole. The impetus of
an ethnographic mapping trip is not really conducive to detailed
archaeological recording as the chief priority is getting from one site
to the next in the shortest possible time. However on the two occasions
when specifically archaeological trips were carried out, estate owners
or affiliates were positive in offering help in site recording and shell
identification. Some of the mounds in particular were also story places
on which certain rules of etiquette had to be observed. These restrict-
ions were more likely to be invoked when accompanied by those who were
not full custodians than by core custodians.

Some of the sites, particularly the middens located on dunes were
more in the nature of continuous scatters with areas of high concentra-
tion. These in turn need to be distinguished from natural shell incor-
porated into the dunes in the course of their formation. The latter
occurrences are far greater in extent and depth and are marked by an
absence of other cultural material and the presence of a full range of
shell sizes skewed towards the very small end of the spectrum (Bailey
1977). I will now deal with the sites according to the geographical
units in which they were discovered (Table 3).

THE LOVE RIVER SHELL MOUNDS
These are true shell mounds ranging in height from degraded rem-

nants less than half a metre high to large eminences over three metres
in height. Twenty five such sites were recorded (including non-mounded
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deposits) both north and south of the Love River Estuary in a line
following the edge of the silt plain where it borders on salt pan,
normally within close walking distance of mangroves. While none was as
massive as some of the Weipa shell mounds the conclusion reached by
Bailey (1975), that shell mounds do not occur south of Weipa, must now
be revised.

The mounds contained four main shell types, by far the most numer-
ous being cockles (Anadara granosa) (roughly 99%) together with isolated
conches (Volegalea wardiana), mud whelks (Telescopium telescopium) and
black lips (Placuna placenta). While the mud shells (Veneridae) are by
far the most heavily exploited today, they were generally absent, found
only at the edges of some of the mounds and may represent relatively
recent occupation events. There was some uncertainty concerning the
overwhelming presence of Anadara granosa. The species is not heavily
exploited today, and most informants insisted that it was obtained only
from the ocean beach, some 3km distant. Others suggested that some
might be found in the Love River estuary, but could not recall having
obtained any from there. Most agreed that the species requires a sandy
habitat (see also Beaton 1985) while the contemporary Love estuary is
largely mudbanks fringed with mangrove.

The optimal habitat for A granosa is muddy flats with a high sand
content, in a low wave energy environment with a high rate of water
flow. The species is prone to extreme abundance under favorable condi-
tions (Wilson and Gillet 1971; Gowlett-Holmes pers comm). It is possible
that the Anadara mounds were formed at a time when conditions in the
estuary were very different from those pertaining today.

The contents of the conch shell, usually hermit crabs, are not
regarded as edible by contemporary people and are used mainly as bait.
However, nearly all of the conch shells on mounds had a section of
flange removed in order to get at the contents. Those mud whelks not
taken over by hermit crabs are highly regarded as food. I was initially
curious as to why the tightly spiralled shells were mostly intact, not
having been smashed to remove the flesh, but was informed that they were
simply heated over a fire then tapped lightly with a stick to remove the
contents (cf. Meehan 1982).

While none of the mounds was regarded as a camping place within
remembered time, the local people were in no doubt as to their origins
- "Those two girls made them". Long ago there were Two Sisters who
lived a reclusive life, hunting and fishing for themselves, like men,
and spearing any unfortunate male rash enough to interfere with them
(McConnel 1957:121). The mounds represent their camping places as they
tracked northwards around the Love River estuary.

In stratigraphic terms, the mounds were located on a silt substrate
(see Figure 6). From surface evidence alone the internal stratigraphy
is not entirely amorphous. There was some evidence of horizontal
bedding though it is arguable whether this is more pronounced than for
the Princess Charlotte Bay shell mounds (Beaton 1985). As the current
expedition was not geared for detailed archaeoclogical work it was not
possible to pursue this guestion. Moreover it is uncertain whether even
limited excavation or core sampling will be permitted on any of the
mounds. Oon the basis of existing information however, the following is
certain. The Love River shell mounds are located on heavy, cracking
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clays, at the edge of salt pan accessible to an estuarine environment.
Their formation postdates the initial laying down of silt plains during
the mid Holocene, but predates the laying down of the most recent upper
sediments and the intrusion of areas of salt pan associated with the
meandering arms of recently prograded deltas.

Figure 6. South Love shell mound SL-3. This is an incipient mound now
undergoing erosion at the edge of the silt plain. Lenses of
shell occur within the silt substrate.

Figure 7. A typical Love River shell mound, SL-9. Note the presence of
vegetation typical of dune complexes and the large fan palm
nearby.

The only anomalous case is mound NL-6 located directly on saltpan
or a basal silt lens only a few metres from the present river bank
(Figure 8b). This juxtaposition is probably a recent phenomenon result-
ing from the northward extension of a meandering arm of the Love River
which has eroded the silt plain to the south of the Mound NL-5. Another
unusual situation is Mound NL-1, which rests on a small island of silt
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surrounded by salt arms, again the result of recent intrusions of salt
pan (Figure 8a). In a few cases (Nos. 2 & 7) mounds have been entirely
removed by this process, leaving only deflated shell scatters directly
on salt pan and on the margins of some extant mounds this process may
still be observed.

N

lated
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o

" salt. pan"r 53__

Figure 8. Plan of North Love shell mounds. a) NL-1 - note wide extent of
midden material. b) NL-6 - note elongation of platforms.
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On an otherwise treeless plain the first indication that a mound
was present was usually the characteristic clump of trees or bushes.
Moreover the plants were of a type not. normally associated with silt,
even in the higher areas of savannah woodland. 2All appear to be members
of that plant community normally found on dune systems, the calcium and
silicon from decomposing shell providing an environment similar to the
sand ridges. Whatever the agency by which the seeds originally appeared
on the mounds, and this could have been natural, the mounds provided a
habitat conducive to the establishment of certain members of the dune
community (cf. Meehan 1982).

The presence of trees offers a further clue as to the initial
formation and subseguent aggradation of the mounds. The use of silt
margins as temporary consumption sites for shell fish is not unknown
today but the concentration of debris at a certain locus requires addi-
tional explanation. In an area where shade is considered a primary
resource any initial accumulation of shell sufficient to promote the
growth of trees or shrubs would have acted as a magnet to further human
occupation. The process may be envisaged in terms of a simple feedback
loop: initial shell accumulation, followed by tree growth acting as a
focus for further human occupation, continued deposition of shell and so
on. The presence of platforms and foothills on some of the mounds may
represent the migration of shade patterns across’ the site as individual
trees flourished, died and decayed to be replaced by others in new
locations (see Figure 9).

The explanation for the Arnhem Land and Weipa shell mounds offered
by Peterson (1973), and supported by Bailey (1975), that aggrading
mounds offered dry camping places during wet season exploitation of
shellfish, and a welcome escape from insect life, is inadequate.
Certainly the mounds, once formed, would have provided a comfortable
resting place above the level of sodden clay in the wet and a most
inhospitable surface in the dry (Peterson 1973). However this is an
expogt-facto explanation which -fails to account for the initial buildup
of deposit, before a platform of sufficient height to provide relief
from dampness was formed. The presence of trees on incipient mounds may
have been just such a mechanism. In addition to providing shade they
would have facilitated the setting up of temporary lean-tos for shelter
from-rain, such as those observed by Roth (1901). The location of
living and food preparation areas adjacent to trees on the top of shell
mounds has been documented by Peterson (1973: 187).

It is uncertain whether these sites represented base camps or
overnight camps, as opposed to temporary exploitation, processing and
possibly consumption sites. The absence of fresh water and abundant
firewood would be an important obstacle to any extended stay. A for-
aging party leaving at sunrise from one of the main sandridge camps
could have reached the mangroves in less than an hour's brisk walk,
€arrying water in large conch she¥ls, collected a few days’ supply of
shell fish, roasted them and extracted the meat over a small fire and
returned before the heat of the afternoon. Alternatively they may have
rested in the shade at the top of a mound after consuming some of the
day’s takings, returning with the remainder to the main camp before
nightfall. Precisely this pattern has been observed today with mudshells
and whelks (P. Sutton, South Australian Museum, pers. comm.). One large
stone axe and a single small quartz core were found at one of the
mounds, NL-3, though it .is uncertain whether these would have been
directly involved in processing the shellfish.
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a) initial use; b) initial accumulation and vegetation
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shade patterns, erosion of 311t plains and mangrove develop—
ment.

Near the north bank of Love River, on a small arm of Shell Creek,
two further shell mounds were located. These contained the same shell
species as those described above and in much the same proportions. They
differed from those further east in that they were located on the
margins of an early Holocene dune system and were elongated rather
than circular and devoid of vegetation. They differed also in terms of
the local account of their origins, being formed not by the "Two Girls"
but by the writhings of two huge Carpet Snakes. These moved from the
north east along Shell Creek and around the base of the dune system
where it meets the Love River and up Colin Creek, before coming to rest
at a spot about half way along the latter (see McConnel 1957:137). 1In
the course of their meanderings, the motion of the snakes’ coils scoured
the shell from underground and heaved it up into the elongated mounds.
A fair fascimile of the path followed by the snakes is provided by the
meandering courses of Shell and Colin Creeks (see Figure 4).
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Many questions remain to be asked about the Love River shell
mounds, principally their age. It is possible that they cover a similar
time span as the Weipa shell mounds, from 1200 BP to 200 BP. Whether
they were the product of a single episode of intensive exploitation
comprising a few centuries at most, or whether their formation has been
3 more continuous process is still far from certain.

MITHANGANAW

This was one of the few mound sites to bedr a name and is so far
unique both in terms of its location and generai conformation. The
surrounding area appears to be part of a degraded Pleistocene dune
system now occupied mainly by relatively dense savannah woodland. The
presence of an adjacent vine thicket suggests a relict dune fragment and
the mound itself may have been of this material. The significance of
the mound was initially lost on our party in the wake of the spectacular
demise of a large wild boar caught napping in the thicket. Only then
was it realized that the mound, initially mistaken for a scrub turkey
nest, contained a sizable shell component, and much the same range of
species as were present on the shell mounds. A small basalt axe head
was located directly on top of the mound and it was decided, in
consultation with the estate owners to remove this to Aurukun for safe
keeping (these items, together with other artifacts collected in the
course of mapping trips, now form the nucleus of a display in the
Aurukun Shire Council office).

The mound, over 1lm high, 30m across and flat on top, was composed
of very black sand and silt, possibly heavily carbonized, with shell
concentrations of varying density. ‘It may in fact be similar to the
earth mounds observed in Arnhem Land (Peterson 1973) and South Eastern
Australia (MacPherson 1884; Williams 1985). There was some speculation
that low depressions on the surface filled with dark soil cohtaining
fragments of bone may have been the result of cremations but it was felt
prudent by all not to pursue this line of investigation further, crema-
tion grounds being considered extremely sensitive places.

In terms of contemporary knowledge) little was known about the
place other than the estate on which it was located and the possibility
that it might have been a wet season camping spot due to its elevation
above the surrounding woodland. The site is located at least 2km from
the nearest mangrove arm and some 5.5km from both the ocean beach and
the Love River estuary, the nearest contemporary sources of the Anadara
shell predominant on the surface. The site represents one of the few
examples south of Aurukun of shell concentrations on a Pleistocene dune
or remnant. If the model of coastal progradation outlined earlier is
correct, we would expect the site to have been within a short distance
of marine resources at some time during the mid-Holocene (thus, it could
be of considerable antiquity).glternatively it may have been a base
camp to which remaining shells were brought after initial consumption at
one of the shell mounds.

SHELL MIDDENS
Where the Love River bisects the second line of Holocene dunes,

just west of the snake mounds, a line of middens containing predomi-
nantly oysters but also scattered cockles and mud whelks occurs in an
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almost continuous distribution along the river bank. Also present were
layers of compacted sand containing a high proportion of natural shell.
In the course of our own lunch time camp, I was able to observe a small
midden site in the process of formation (Figure 10).

On the upper reaches of Shell Creek were found small surface con-
centrations of mud shell. Those present on the mapping expedition were
able to remember having made similar camps in the past. The shells
would have been available in the mangroves of Shell Creek itself.

Along the Holocene ridge system north of the Love River were found
many surface scatters of shell, mostly mud shell and mud whelks, all of
which would have been available from the mangrove arms of Shell Creek
and Colin Creek. It was not possible to attempt to define the extent of
these distributions, nor to ascertain their depth. As indicated in Table
3 there was a marked absence of cockle and conches, which fits well with
what is known of the sandy, estuarine habitats of these species. The
best defined middens occurred on the easternmost Holocene ridge north of
the nearest mangrove arms of Shell Creek.

Along the lower reaches of the Love River estuary occurred a series
of middens, all located on or adjacent to named campsites, containing
mainly mangrove oysters, whose sources are to be found in patches of
mangrove along the riverbank, together with smaller gquantities of mud
whelks and conches. One large midden or series of middens extended for
a distance of some 200m along the western bank of the Love River located
on top of shell grit strata clearly revealed in a steep escarpment some
4m high at its maximum, the shell-bearing strata being confined to the
top one metre.

It is perhaps worth mentioning here that there appeared to be
scmething of a taboo in operation against the consumption of shellfish
by younger pecople. According to our informants, shellfish from sources
to the west of the main ridge system, but not those from Shell Creek
further to the east, could be eaten only by older men, otherwise the
person’s hair would turn grey overnight.

AURUKUN MOUNDS AND MIDDENS

A number of mounds were located north and west of Aurukun settle-
ment. However these mounds were of a different character from the Love
River examples. Some were no more than a slightly raised clay platform
or flattened dome about half a metre high which may or may not contain
an overlay of shell midden. These sites were similar to those described
at Castlereagh Bay in the Northern Territory (Peterson 1973:178-9) and
the "oven mounds” of the south east (MacPherson 1884:49-50; Williams
1985).

Where the red bauxite escarpment comes down almost to the river
estuaries, a line of dunes follows the escarpment around the point and
up the eastern shore of the Ward River estuary. This appeared to be a
continuation of the main Pleistocene dune system interrupted to the
south by the course of the Archer River. Two large mounds with a high
concentration of shell occurred on the dune line immediately west of the
new Aurukun airstrip, just above the mangroves of the Archer River
(Figure 11). The mounds were surrounded by smaller middens and hearths,
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Figure 10.

A transitory lunch time oyster camp. a) during meal -
note spacing of individuals and location of hearths.
b) plan of area after abandonment.
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Figure 11. Example of a mounded midden. This is AK-2 on the north bank
of the Archer River. Shell is interspersed with a matrix of
silt and sand.

some of which represented quite recent events. Mud shell and mud whelks
were present but no conch or cockle. Sites consisting mainly of mud
shell and mud whelks continued along the sand ridge system to the north,
though now mainly in the form of middens or degraded mounds atop the
sand ridge. A bower bird cache adjacent to one of the middens contained
much the same range of shell types and sizes as occurred on the middens,
its only distinguishing feature being a much denser concentration of
shell.

Further north still, the sand ridge disappears but midden sites,
earth mounds and isolated dune thickets continue close to the salt pan
and mangrove arms. It is possible that these locations follow the path
of a degraded Pleistocene ridge, whose trace elements have been leached
downwards into underlying silts thereby supporting elements of the dune
scrub plant community.

The most northerly sites were also linked to the Two Girls story
mentioned in connection with the Love River shell mounds. Most of these
were little more than slight rises above the silt plain, some with no
visible shell on the surface. These were said to be temporary campsites
of the Two Girls: "They stop here. They say ‘no, we go on'.” The most
northerly site of all, where they finally settled down, was a huge mound
some 4m in height. Unlike the Love River mounds it was not composed
almost entirely of shell; in fact very little shell appeared on the
surface except in the back dirt from rat or bandicoot burrows. Dense
concentrations of shell were to be found in sub-surface layers in
certain areas of the mound and the edges of this midden deposit were
quite well defined, above the sterile silt substrate (Figure 12). This
midden portion, about 3m in height and 33m in diameter, apparently rests
on a raised silt platform itself about 1lm in height and over 50m in
diameter. It is possible that the non midden portion is in fact a large
earth mound on which midden has later accumulated. In terms of shell



species composition the same range occurred as on the other Aurukun
mounds, namely mud shell (Geloina) and mud whelk (Telescopium). The
sources of these species are currently some 0.5km to the west along the
mangroves fringing the Ward River, across a broad salt pan.
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Figure 12. Section drawing of Ward River mound, WARD-5, showing
midden portion and non-midden silt substrate.

The mound was surmounted by trees and shrubs belonging to the dune
scrub community and a dense vine thicket occurred on the flanks of the
mound immediately to the east. This suggests that the mound was origi-
nally formed on a relict or degraded dune system. A large fan palm and
pandanus occurred at the southern edge of the mound.

This was the only site discovered in the course of the 1985 season
with evidence of an extensive flaked stone assemblage. Worked stone in
the form of a large core and scattered flakes was found only on the
lower north and north west slopes. All of the material was a kind of
iron stone no doubt associated with the bauxite complex. A large slab
of this material, together with unworked nodules was also found on the
northern flanks. It was not possible to remove any of this material for
further study. As the site is a story place and none of the key custo-
dians was present it was decided to leave the material in situ.

FUTURE PROSPECTS.

Further archaeological work in the Aurukun Shire and other parts of
Cape York should occur within the framework of a regional survey design,
stratified according to geological/vegetation zones, and with due regard
to existing knowledge of territorial systems. Once the determinants of
site location and survival are understood, more specialized studies of
chronology and settlement systems might proceed. 1In view of the marked
linearity of environmental zones, the optimal sampling strategy would
appear to be one based on random or systematic east-west transects. The
logistics involved in such an operation in terrain as rough and inacces-
sible as Cape York would nevertheless be formidable. More intensive
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study of certain features in the archaeological landscape, such as the
Love River and Ward River mounds is also desirable.. The decision as to
whether such a study should proceed rests with the custodians of the
estates concerned and, in view of the fact that most of the mound sites
are story places, this must necessarily involve a long process of consu-’
ltation. The onus is on archaeologists to demonstrate the value of
this kind of information as a local as well as a scientific resource.

While it cannot be claimed that the present residents of Aurukun
still participate-in a traditional lifestyle or subsistence system, many
of their number are heavily involved in a traditional system of know-
ledge based on a relationship to country. This poses a challenge to
archaeologists. Pleas for the integration of archaeological and ethno-
graphic knowledge are less often heard today than was the case a decade
ago. Certainly the indiscriminant application of ethnographic and
ethnohistorical analogies is to be avoided. However the archaeological
study of ancient settlement patterns can benefit greatly from informa-
tion on contemporary territorial systems as well as specific ethno-
archaeological investigations of site formation processes. There are
also sound practical reasons for integrating any future archaeological
work with the community’s own programs of site mapping and outstation
development, in conjunction with ongoing research by social anthropo-
logists.
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