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A NOTE ON THE D I S C O V E R Y  OF STONE TOOLS ON E R I T H  I S L A N D ,  

T H E  KENT G R O U P ,  B A S S  S T R A I T  

Rhys Joms and R. J.  Lmlpert 

A c a l c r e t e  f l a k e  found by R. Newton of La Trobe U n i v e r s i t y  
on the  s u r f a c e  of  a sand dune on E r i t h  I s l a n d ,  t h e  Kent Group, 
Bass S t r a i t ,  was shown t o  us  i n  November 1974 by S. Murray-Smith 
and D. Anderson, and i ts l o c a t i o n  on t h i s  i s l a n d  was p u b l i s h e d  
(Jones 1977:335, 348) i n  a genera l  paper  d e a l i n g  w i t h  t h e  l a t e  
g l a c i a l  h i s t o r y  of  t h e  Bass ian  reg ion  a s  t h e  s e a  r o s e  t o  re-drown 
t h e  low lands  which between c.24,000 and 12,500 BP had j o i n e d  
Tasmania t o  t h e  A u s t r a l i a n  con t inen t .  E r i t h  I s l a n d  nowadays i s  a 
hard p l a c e  t o  g e t  t o .  Forming p a r t  of t h e  Kent Group, t o g e t h e r  
wi th  t h e  o u t e r  main i s l a n d s  Deal and Dover, i t  is s i t u a t e d  some 
75 km s o u t h e a s t  of ~ i l s o n ' s  Promontory wi th  on ly  t h e  s m a l l  C u r t i s  
and Hogan Groups and a few s t e e p  rocky s t a c k s  i n  between. I n  t h e  
o t h e r  d i r e c t i o n  i t  is some 55 km nor thwest  of  t h e  n o r t h e r n  t i p  o f  
F l i n d e r s  I s l a n d  aga in  wi th  only  rocks and r e e f s  i n  t h e  i n t e r v e n i n g  
water (Jennings  1959). Standing i n  t h e  c e n t r e  of t h e  stormy and 
t r eacherous  e a s t e r n  p o r t a l s  of Bass S t r a i t ,  t h e  Kent Group was 
way beyond t h e  c a p a c i t y  of e i t h e r  Tasmanian o r  mainland A b o r i g i n a l  
w a t e r c r a f t  t o  r each  i t  (Jones  1976, 1977 : 322-332). 

I n  a r e a  t h e  e n t i r e  Kent Group is  only  28 s q  km, E r i t h  and 
Dover combined having a n  a r e a  of j u s t  under  8 s q  km. Although 
E r i t h  and Dover a r e  jo ined a t  low t i d e ,  they  a r e  s e p a r a t e d  from 
Deal by t h e  deep and dangerous Furray Passage which is f l a n k e d  
on both  s i d e s  by h igh  c l i f f s .  A s  a r e f u g e  from t h e  i n u n d a t i o n  of 
t h e  Bassian P l a i n ,  t h e  group would have had n e g l i g i b l e  p o t e n t i a l  
f o r  ma in ta in ing  a long  term v i a b l e  human p o p u l a t i o n .  P r e h i s t o r i c  
t o o l s  h e r e  can mean on ly  one t h i n g ,  t h a t  t h e y  were dropped on t h e  
i s l a n d  when i t  was one of t h r e e  high peaks dominat ing t h e  e a s t e r n  
edge of a co ld  and r e c e n t l y  s a l t y  p l a i n .  

The e x p l o r e r  Hovel1 was shipwrecked on E r i t h ,  Oxley v i s i t e d  
i t ,  bu t  nowadays i t  is uninhabi ted.  Over t h e  p a s t  1 5  y e a r s  a s e r i e s  
of  exped i t ions  run by Murray-Smith, h i s  f ami ly  and c o l l e a g u e s  have 
re-kindled s c i e n t i f i c ,  h i s t o r i c a l ,  a r t i s t i c  and emot iona l  i n t e r e s t  
i n  E r i t h  a s  i n  t h e  r e s t  of t h e  Kent Group (e .g .  s e e  Marginson and 
blurray-Smith 1969; Turner l 9 7 5 : 4 l ) .  An i n v i t a t i o n  t o  j o i n  t h e  1 3 t h  
exped i t ion  i n  January 1978 gave us  a n  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  v i s i t  E r i t h  
I s l a n d  and a s s e s s  i ts  r e s e a r c h  p o t e n t i a l .  T h i s  was a p u r e l y  
s p e c u l a t i v e  t r i p  and we were n o t  sanguine  of  g a i n i n g  any r e s u l t s . '  

The Swashway Saddle s i t e 2  

Between E r i t h  and Dover t h e r e  is what is known among t h e  l o c a l  
f isherman a s  'The Swashway' , a low s p i t  o f  pebb les  l i n k i n g  t h e  two 
i s l a n d s  a t  low t i d e  b u t  covered by broken s u r f  a t  o t h e r  t imes .  
Overlooking t h i s  swashway is a sadd le  some 40-50 m above s e a  l e v e l  

Archived at Flinders University: dspace.flinders.edu.au



mantled w i t h  deep s a n d  d e p o s i t s ,  p a r t  of which i s  now be ing  scoured 
away by t h e  wind. It was here  t h a t  t h e  f i r s t  f l a k e  had been found, 
and we q u i c k l y  confirmed t h i s  f i n d  by d i s c o v e r i n g  about a  s c o r e  
more f l a k e s  and t o o l s  most ly  heav i ly  wind eroded on t h e  f l o o r  of 
t h i s  s a d d l e .  

We l e f t  t h e s e  a r t e f a c t s  f o r  sys temat ic  p l o t t i n g  and i n v e s t i g a t i o n  
a t  some f u t u r e  d a t e ,  b u t  r e t u r n i n g  t h e  fol lowing day i n  a  s t r o n g  
w e s t e r l y  wind saw t h e  s a n d  l i t e r a l l y  cover ing  them before  our  eyes.  
They had only  been b r i e f l y  exposed by t h e  previous  e a s t e r l y  which 
had a l s o  delayed our  a r r i v a l  on t h e  i s l a n d .  We t h e r e f o r e  decided 
t o  p i c k  up t h e  few f l a k e s  we could s t i l l  s e e ,  and p l o t  t h e i r  
p o s i t i o n s  on t h e  s i t e .  

We found t h e  sand  d e p o s i t  t o  b e  a  complex c o n s i s t i n g  of a t  
l e a s t  f o u r  ep i sodes ,  t h e  bottom t h r e e  each being capped by a  
c a l c r e t e d  l a y e r ,  and t h e  top by t h e  p r e s e n t  s o i l .  Bones of s e a l ,  
wal laby and o t h e r  fauna a r e  s t r ewn  on t h e  e rod ing  s u r f a c e s .  While 
t r y i n g  t o  make some geomorphological  s e n s e  of t h i s  sequence,  we 
n o t i c e d  t i n y  specks  of c h a r c o a l  i n  t h e  bottom heav i ly  cemented 
u n i t ,  which a l s o  con ta ined  fragments of egg s h e l l  of what we t h i n k  
is emu. While absentmindedly poking i n t o  t h i s  u n i t ,  one of us 
came a c r o s s  a  smal l  f l a k e  of s h i n i n g  whi te  c a l c r e t e ,  w e l l  embedded 
i n  t h e  cemented sand. Charcoal samples now under examination 
should  g i v e  an o r d e r  of  a n t i q u i t y  f o r  t h i s  b a s a l  sand d e p o s i t .  

The Great  Cave o f  ~ r i t h ~  

T h i s  huge cave (Marginson and Murray-Smith 1969) l i k e  t h e  ones 
a t  Rocky Cape and a t  Cave Bay on Hunter I s l a n d  (Jones 1966; Bowdler 
1974) was formed by a n  o l d  high s e a  l e v e l .  Its roof 30 m above s e a  
l e v e l  and its f l o o r  20 m, t h e  cave 8 m wide a t  i t s  mouth extends  
23 m i n t o  an enormous c l i f f  o f  g r a n i t e .  A p h a l l i c  shaped i n c l i n e d  
rock of g r a n i t e  c a l l e d  l o c a l l y  'Capta in  Brown's P r i ck '  p o i n t s  up 
t o  i t  ( s e e  C l i f t o n  Pugh's p a i n t i n g  i n  Turner  1975:Pla te  6a ) .  With 
v e r t i c a l  c l i f f s  a l l  around,  and t h e  f o o t  of i t s  s t e e p  t a l u s  being 
washed by t h e  s e a ,  i t  is d i f f i c u l t  and dangerous of a c c e s s ,  t h e  
o n l y  l a n d  r o u t e  i n v o l v i n g  a  dash between waves on an i n c l i n e d  
s l i p p e r y  f l o o r  a t  t h e  f o o t  of a  shee r  10 m wa l l .  Accordingly, having 
c a r r i e d  some food,  gea r  and firewood i n t o  t h e  cave,  we camped and 
l i v e d  t h e r e  f o r  s e v e r a l  days.  

Our aim was t o  d i g  a  smal l  sounding i n t o  t h e  f l o o r  of t h i s  
cave and t o  s t o p  as soon as, o r  i f  we reached any i n d i s p u t a b l e  
a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  l a y e r .  We l a i d  o u t  a  1 m square  put and dug through 
approximately  1 m of t o t a l l y  s t e r i l e  water  s o r t e d  g r i t .  Below t h i s  
we reached a  brown c l a y  c o n t a i n i n g  broken fragments of bones of 
l a r g e  animals  i n c l u d i n g  wal laby and wombat. One bone was heav i ly  
cha r red  and c a l c i n e d  and t h e r e  was p l e n t y  of cha rcoa l .  There were 
waterworn s t o n e s  f o r e i g n  t o  t h e  cave. We t h i n k  t h a t  t h i s  m a t e r i a l  
probably  ev idences  human occupa t ion ,  but  wi thou t  d i scover ing  
d e f i n i t e  a r t e f a c t s  we cannot  be c e r t a i n .  Beneath t h i s  was another  
metre  o f  grey-brown g r i t t y  c l a y  con ta in ing  thousands of bones of 
roden t  and marsup ia l  mice. A t  a  depth  of 2 .20  m,  wi th  t h e  dens i ty  
o f  bones d e c l i n i n g  and d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n  g e t t i n g  o u t  of  t h e  p i t  
becoming s e v e r e ,  we abandoned f u r t h e r  excavat ion f o r  t h e  t ime 
being. The p i t  was b a c k - f i l l e d .  
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I n  the  d e t a i l s  of i t s  s t r a t i g r aphy  and t h e  genera l  na tu r e  of 
t h e  f i nds ,  t he r e  i s  a s t r ong  s i m i l a r i t y  between t h e  con t en t s  of 
t h i s  s i t e  and those of ~ o w d l e r ' s  Cave Bay Cave. We b e l i e v e  t h a t  
t h e  c lays  below 1 m depth a r e  P le i s tocene  i n  age, and t h a t  t h e r e  
had been a b r i e f  v i s i t  by man, though f u r t h e r  work would be 
necessary t o  prove t h i s .  

E r i t h  I s land ,  although beau t i f u l  is  a harsh  p lace ,  and except  
f l e e t i n g l y  i n  the summer months o r  a s  an  anchorage a g a i n s t  win te r  
storms i t  s t i l l  l i e s  beyond the  realm of t h e  human environment. 
Once with the s ea  100 m below its presen t  l e v e l  i t  was a prominent 
landmark on the  road south t o  Tasmania. Men camped he r e  and we 
should be ab l e  t o  determine the  approximate a n t i q u i t y  of such v i s i t s .  
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Without t he  l o g i s t i c  and moral support  of t h e  13 th  E r i t h  I s l and  
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A P R E L I M I N A R Y  E X A M I N A T I O N  O F  P R E H I S T O R I C  C O A S T A L  

S E T T L E M E N T  AT N E L S O N  B A Y ,  WEST C O A S T  O F  T A S M A N I A  

Don Ranson 

T h e  survey 

T h i s  paper  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  r e s u l t s  and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of a  
p r e l i m i n a r y  su rvey  of  a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  s i t e s  on t h e  west c o a s t  of 
Tasmania under taken  as p a r t  of  a  PhD p r o j e c t  i n t o  t h e  p r e h i s t o r y  
o f  t h e  a r e a .  

During J u n e / ~ u l y  1977 I spen t  f o u r  weeks on t h e  west  c o a s t  of  
Tasmania s u m e y i n g  t h e  a r e a  f o r  a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  s i t e s .  The purpose 
of t h i s  p r e l i m i n a r y  f i e ldwork  was t o  f a m i l i a r i s e  myself wi th  t h e  
a rchaeo logy  of  t h e  a r e a  p r i o r  t o  fo rmula t ing  a more s p e c i f i c  r e sea rch  
p roposa l .  
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