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AN ARCHAEOLOGICAL SURVEY OF MONTAGU ISLAND, N.S.W. 

Physical S e t t i n g  

Montagu Island,  o r  Barunguba, l i e s  7 km offshore from 
Barunga Point  and approximately 10 km southeast of Narooma, New 
South Wales. I t  is  1.4 km long and 0.5 km wide with an area of 
49 ha. Formed from two igneous in t rus ive  rock types, t h e  i s land 
i s  almost c l e f t  i n  two a t  a point  approximately one t h i r d  along 
i t s  length,  where t h e  o lde r  in t rus ive  b a s a l t i c  complex i n  t h e  
nor th ,  meets t h e  Cretaceous banat i te  o r  quartz monzonite i n  the  
south (I. Smith, pers  . c m .  ) . 

Both p a r t s  of  Montagu Island a re  hummock-shaped. The 
northern p a r t  has ramp-like platforms on i t s  northern margin 
becoming s t eeper  on t h e  eas te rn  s ide ,  with s teep c l i f f s  i n  the  
southeas t .  On t h e  western margin a re  ramp-like rock platforms 
and a gravel-cobble beach shel tered from nor theas ter ly  swells. 
The southern por t ion has a rocky shoreline,  the  slope decreasing 
genera l ly  southwards from 40° t o  l e s s  than 10'. Two protected 
gravel ly  beaches occur on t h e  western s ide  of t h e  southern 
por t ion,  and on t h e  western s ide  of the  low connection between 
t h e  two p a r t s  o f  t h e  i s l a n d  is  a longer wide boulder beach. In 
calm weather smal l -craf t  landings could be made without d i f f i c u l t y  
on these  gravel  beaches o r  even on some of  the  ramp-like rocky 
shore1 ine.  

Much of the  surface  of the  i s land consis ts  of  bare 
rock o r  t h i n  s o i l  cover, however there  a re  extensive areas of 
sandrock - indurated sand cemented by i ron oxides and humates - 
which a r e  genera l ly  covered by unconsolidated dune sand t o  one 
metre i n  depth. Both t h e  t h i n  s o i l  and sand support a dense 
cover of  low vegeta t ion,  predominantly ~ o n e ~ r u s h  (Lomarzdra 
Zongifo l&) . 
Archaeolonical S i t e s  

Traces o f  former Aboriginal occupation occur on Montagu 
Island.  These include one s h e l l  midden - apparently undisturbed - 
and located at  t h e  back of a protected grave1 beach on t h e  
western s i d e  of t h e  southern port ion of t h e  i s land (Fig. 1) .  
Considerable numbers of  s tone a r t e f a c t s  a re  scat tered sparsely 
across  much of t h e  surface  o f  t h e  i s land but are  concentrated 
mainly on de f l a ted  a reas  i n  t h e  southwest of the northern port ion 
and t h e  northwest of t h e  southern port ion of the  island (Fig. 1 ) .  
The occurrence and d i s t r i b u t i o n  of these  archaeological remains 
appear t o  be re la ted  t o  t h e  food resources avai lable  on t h e  
i s l and .  

The she11 midden covers an area of approximately 
50 m X 20 m,  and the  deposi t  va r i e s  i n  depth from 10 t o  40 c m .  
The s h e l l s  appear t o  be mainly rocky shore species,  notably the  
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limpet CeZZam and the  periwinkle AustocochZea i n  a matrix of 
dark grey t o  black sand. Bone, hearth-stones and stone flakes 
mainly of quartz, with some s i l c r e t e ,  a r e  a l so  present i n  t he  
deposit. On the  seaward s ide of t h i s  she l l  midden a r e  
scattered large numbers of flakes and hearth stones,  possibly 
deflated from the  midden. (Table 1 - s i t e  no. 12) . 

The stone a r te fac t s  are  generally concentrated i n  the  
areas of uncmsolidated sand where in  ,many places they have 
been exposed on the  sandrock surface by def la t ion  of  t h e  over- 
lying sand. They consist  mainly of waste flakes with some 
retouched flakes and backed blades. Large numbers of pieces 
of stone, presumably hearth materials with some showing signs 
of burning, occur i n  these areas of more concentrated stone 
flakes. 

A number of sample s i t e s ,  each of 20 sq.m. were selected 
within the  deflated areas, and t he  numbers and source mater ia ls  
of the  flaked stone a r t e f ac t s  noted. Hearth stones,  o r  s imi la r  
large stones o r  beach pebbles carried onto these s i t e s  were a l s o  
counted. The r e su l t s  of these counts a r e  given i n  Table 1, and 
the locations of these sample s i t e s  shown i n  Fig. 1. 

The Stone Util ised 

The average density of stone a r te fac t s  within t h e  areas 
considered was 1.9 pieces of flaked stone and 1.4 pieces of 
hearth material per square metre. A l l  of the  hearth stones and 
beach pebbles were of  rock types represented on the  stony 
beaches of the Island, and were undoubtedly obtained local ly .  
However most, i f  not a l l ,  of the material  used i n  t h e  manufacture 
of the  flakes observed must have been brought t o  t h e  island by 
Aborigines. O f  the worked stone 

76.4% is quartz 

17.4% is s i l c r e t e  

3.3% i s  porphyrit ic acid volcanic 

2.9% i s  other material 

A l i t t l e  quartz is available local ly ,  and two quartz 
pebbles were observed among the stone on t he  i s land ' s  beaches. 
However t h i s  i s  unlikely t o  account fo r  the  large amount of 
quartz which has provided material fo r  ar tefacts .  No s i l c r e t e  
pebbles were present among the  beach deposits observed, and of 
the 79 pieces of s i l c r e t e  counted only two pieces showed any 
sign of pebble cortex. A s  the  s i l c r e t e s  a l so  varied widely i n  
colour and texture it seems cer ta in  t h a t  t h i s  material  was 
carried t o  the island by Aborigines. The porphyri t ic  acid 
volcanics, of which two var ie t ies  were recognised among the  
stone a r te fac t s ,  was s imilar ly  not found among t h e  beach 
deposits, and it i s  l ike ly  tha t  t h i s  was a l s o  transported by men. 
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Flaked Stone 
S i t e  
No. 

Nth. par t  

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

Sth .part  

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

12 

Total 

Quartz S i lc re te  Porphyri t i c  
acid volcanic 

Table 1 

Other 

Other stone 
carr ied 

or? t o  s i t e  

Other kinds of stone used i n  the  manufacture of a r t e f ac t s  seem t o  
be of local origin.  These a r e  a dark grey cher t - l ike  sedimentary 
rock, present i n  outcrop on the  northwestern pa r t  of t h e  island, 
a f i n e  grained basal t  found within the  rock complex of the  
northern portion of the double-island, and a p l i t e  formed within 
the banat i te  of the  southern portion. 

However, most of the stone used i n  the  manufacture of 
a r te fac t s  was, apparently, carried t o  the  island. Apart from 
these concentrations i n  sandy areas, a r t e f ac t s  a r e  very sparsely 
scattered over the  r e s t  of the  is land,  and consist  almost en t i r e ly  
of quartz. Large choppers and horsehoof cores have been found a t  
the northern end of the  island. Those observed were manufactured 
of porphyritic acid volcanic rock, s imi la r  t o  t ha t  used t o  make 
the smaller flakes, but others of unknown rock type a r e  reported 
t o  have been found in  the  past (B. Conley, P. Nicoll pers.comm.) 
and removed from the island. 
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Fig 2 

Stone artefacts 

concentratoon 

sparse scatter 

samplmg slte 

Bird nesting areas (after Fullager) 
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S i t e  Locations and Resources 

I t  seems l i k e l y  t h a t  Montagu Island was exploited 
c h i e f l y  a s  a source of muttonbirds o r  shearwaters (Puffinus spp.) 
of  which th ree  species ,  P. padf ieus ,  P. gr iseus  and P. tenuizvst r is ,  
now breed i n  colonies on t h e  Island (Fullager, 1973). Because 
muttonbirds need loose ground i n  which t o  d ig  burrows, these 
colonies a r e  associated with t h e  areas of unconsolidated sand. 
The d i s t r i b u t i o n  of concentrations of stone a r t e f a c t s  c losely  
resembles t h a t  of the  present  muttonbird colonies (Fig. 2) as 
mapped by Fullager ( lW3) ,  and erosion following intense burrowing 
by muttonbirds undoubtedly leads t o  the  de f l a t ion  of t h e  loose 
sand, thus exposing areas of a r t e f a c t  concentration. 

Aborigines a r e  known t o  have made seasonal v i s i t s  from 
mainland Tasmania t o  i s l ands  i n  Bass S t r a i t  seeking muttonbirds 
(Bowdler, 1974) and it seems l i k e l y  t h a t  t h i s  would have been the  
nature  of  t h e i r  occupation of Montagu Island. 

Breeding muttonbirds begin t o  a r r i v e  on Montagu Island 
i n  September, with t h e  major influx of non-breeding adul ts  occurring 
i n  November. From then u n t i l  April ,  when t h e  chicks a re  ready t o  
leave t h e  i s l and ,  l a rge  numbers of muttonbirds a re  present on the  
i s land - p a r t i c u l a r l y  a t  n ight  - when many adul t  b i rds  could be 
caught on t h e  surface.  

In  l a t e  March and April  la rge  chicks could be taken from 
the  burrows. In t h e  case of  t h e  shor t - t a i l ed  shearwater, 
P. t e n u i r o s t K s ,  now t h e  predominant muttonbird on t h e  i s land,  
(Fullager, 1973) these  chicks commonly have body weights of over 
700 gms wt. (P.J. Fullager,  pers .com.) .  Fullager (pers-comm.) 
est imates t h a t  up t o  ha l f  of t h e  chicks a t  t h i s  s tage  could be 
taken from t h e  burrows without s ign i f i can t ly  af fect ing the  overa l l  
population. A t  t h e  present  level  of the  colony t h i s  is  approximately 
10,000 chicks although t h e  number f luc tua tes  markedly from season 
t o  season (Fullager, 1973) . Taking large  numbers of young adul ts  
from t h e  surface would have a g rea te r  e f f e c t  on the  muttonbird 
population. A s  a s t rong nor theas ter ly  swell makes conditions very 
unfavourable f o r  a canoe voyage t o  t h e  i s land i n  March, it seems 
l i k e l y  t h a t  t h e  Aborigines would have t r ave l l ed  t o  the  i s land i n  
t h e  genera l ly  calmer condit ions prevail ing i n  December o r  January, 
and remained t h e r e  u n t i l  the  chicks were large  enough t o  provide a 
worthwhile food supply i n  l a t e  March o r  April ,  perhaps feeding on 
adu l t  b i r d s  i n  t h i s  time. A s  there  is a permanent fresh-water spring 
on t h e  i s l a n d  (Fig. 2) a s  well as s ign i f i can t  runoff along many 
g u l l i e s  a f t e r  r a i n ,  a prolonged s t ay  the re  would have been possible.  

Another f a c t o r  which may have influenced Aboriginal use 
o f  Montagu Is land is  i t s  s t a t u s  as  a rookery f o r  many other  seabirds. 
The L i t t l e  Penguin, GudyptuZa minor, Si lve r  Gull, Lams mvm- 
hottandiae,  and Crested Tern, Sterna b e r g i i ,  now breed on the  island 
i n  large  numbers (Fullager,  1973), and if such populations were 
present  on t h e  i s l and  i n  p reh i s to r i c  times it may have been a 
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favoured l o c a l i t y  f o r  col lec t ing eggs. A s c a t t e r  of implements 
throughout the  area  now occupied by these  colonies (Fig. 2) may 
indicate  tha t  t h i s  was the  case. 

A colony of Tasmanian Fur Seals ,  ArctocephaZus pusiZZus, 
now occupies a rocky platform on t h e  northern margin of the  
island,  and it i s  possible t h a t  t h i s  may a l s o  represent  a resource 
exploited i n  p reh i s to r i c  times. I t  may be s ign i f i can t  t h a t  t h e  
large choppers o r  cores were a l s o  found i n  t h e  nor th  of the  
island.  

Although extensive rock platforms with abundant s h e l l  
f i s h  occur around much of Montagu Island,  e spec ia l ly  t h e  southern 
pa r t ,  there  is  l i t t l e  evidence of s h e l l - f i s h  col lec t ing.  The one 
s t r a t i f i e d  midden deposit  i s  a t  the  back of a shel tered beach, and 
close t o  the  fresh-water spring on t h e  southern port ion of  t h e  
island.  A s  she l l - f i sh  were read i ly  ava i l ab le  on t h e  mainland, it 
is not l ike ly  t h a t  Aborigines would have made t h e  hazardous t r i p  
t o  the  i s land merely t o  obtain she l l - f i sh ,  and occasional gathering 
of such food during v i s i t s  the re  would not be expected t o  leave 
s ign i f i can t  t races .  I t  i s  possible t h a t  t h e  one apparent s h e l l  
midden now preserved on t h e  i s land r e l a t e s  t o  t h e  co l l ec t ing  of 
the  Paper Nautilus Argoruzuta nodosa, which pe r iod ica l ly  congregates 
t o  spawn i n  inshore waters off  Montagu Island (Dakin, 1960:308). 
No t r a c e  of Nautilus egg cases was observed i n  t h e  midden, however 
excavation may reveal  the  presence of such s h e l l .  I t  is l i k e l y  
a l so  t h a t  the  th in ,  f r a g i l e  s h e l l  would not be preserved i n  t h e  
midden, s ince  very few fragments of such egg cases washed onto 
the  beach l e s s  than three  months previously, s t i l l  remain. 

A second s i t e  which may r e l a t e  t o  gathering of s h e l l f i s h  
i s  above a gently sloping platform on t h e  western s i d e  of t h e  
northern port ion of the  i s land,  s imi la r ly  adjacent t o  a shel tered 
beach. On t h i s  headland the  concentrat ion of stone f lakes  
(Table 1 - s i t e  No. 7) and the  abundance of  green grass  cover may 
indicate  the  presence of a midden. 

Excavations a t  these two s i t e s  may a l s o  reveal  the  
presence of f i s h  bone, as  it seems unl ikely  t h a t  Aborigines 
v i s i t i n g  the  i s land would not have avai led  themselves of  t h i s  
abundant food resource of the  inshore waters. 

The Effects of Sealevel Change on Montagu Island 

The e f fec t  of a r i s i n g  sealevel  s ince  t h e  l a s t  g l a c i a l  
maximum has probably been very s ign i f i can t  f o r  t h e  p r e h i s t o r i c  
occupation of Montagu Island. P.J. Fullager (pers.com.) considers 
it unlikely t h a t  Montagu Island would have been a breeding s i t e  
f o r  muttonbirds when it was a headland. The colony is  r e l a t i v e l y  
small, and predators such as  thylacines  could have destroyed it .  
A reconstruction of t h e  approximate coas t l ine  p o s i t  ions a t  var ious  
sealevel phases (Fig. 3) has been made from t h e  Hydrographic 
Chart A 807 CR.A.N., 1974). 
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A t  t h e  g l a c i a l  maximum, approximately 20,000-17,000 
years BP, sealevel  stood about 125 m lower than a t  present 
(Bird, 1972). A t  t h a t  s tage  Montagu Island would have been 
a h i l l  some 6 km inland.  By about 10,000 years BP, with sea- 
l eve l  approximately 30 m below i ts  present stand (Thom and 
Chappell, 1975) Montagu Island would have formed t h e  headland 
of a narrow promontory 8 km long extending from the  present 
Cape Dromedary. Such a promontory may possibly have provided 
a s u f f i c i e n t l y  i so la ted  environment f o r  the  establishment of 
a muttonbird colony. In any case,  the  deep embayment and long 
coas t l ine  generated by t h i s  promontory would have provided 
abundant sources of food f o r  an Aboriginal population. 

Within t h e  next 1000 years, Montagu Island was dramatically 
cut  o f f  from t h e  mainland. Two is lands ,  each l a rge r  than the  
present  i s l a n d  would have l a i n  4.5 km offshore. By 8,000 years 
BP, an i s l and  twice t h e  a rea  o f  the  present Montagu Island with 
two smaller  i s l ands  t o  t h e  south l ay  5 km offshore.  

Within a period of 1,000 years, the  Aboriginal 
inhabi tants  of t h e  N .S.W. coast  would have had t o  markedly 
ad jus t  t h e i r  l i f e - s t y l e  t o  continue t o  v i s i t  the  former headland. 
I t  i s  a l s o  worthy of note t h a t  although a r i s i n g  sealevel  must 
have brought profound ecological  changes t o  th ree  s ides  of the  
"island", t h e  northern coas t l ine  has changed very l i t t l e  i n  
10,000 years,  and it would be in te res t ing  t o  know whether f u r  
s e a l s ,  found today only on t h e  north coast ,  o r  muttonbirds 
provided t h e  incent ive  f o r  t h e  e a r l i e s t  voyages t o  the  formed 
o r  forming Montagu Island.  
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Comment on t h e  Mntagu Island Survey 

A few, addit ional  points a r e  relevant t o  t h e  survey. 
In the  18509s, Reginald Barlow col lected s t o r i e s  from some of  
the  older Aborigines l iv ing along the  coast adjacent t o  Montagu 
Island, publishing them under the  nom de plwne, 'Wolrab', a s  
reminiscences i n  the  Mbmcya E d n e r  on 26/1/1888 and 5/2/1892. 
In the  1888 reminiscences, Barlow t e l l s  how t h e  Aborigines mourned 
t h e i r  'dead brothers who had been l o s t  years ago i n  passing 
backward and forward t o  Montagu Island i n  t h e i r  f r a i l  bark canoes'. 
A s imilar,  o r  perhaps the same, event is re fe r red  t o  by Barlow i n  
1892 when he speaks of 150 members of t h e  Wagonga t r i b e  being l o s t  
en route t o  Montagu Island t o  co l l ec t  sea  b i rd  eggs. These 
accounts support Sull ivan's  in te rp re ta t ion ,  formed independently 
from archaeological and environmental evidence, t h a t  Aborigines 
v i s i t ed  the  is land by canoe i n  recent years,  t h a t  t h e  crossing was 
dangerous, and t h a t  the  journey was made t o  exploi t  seasonal foods 
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