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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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To t h i s  e x t e n t ,  I made a  s u p e r f i c i a l  examinat ion o f  t h e  c o a s t a l  
s t r i p  between West P o i n t  and Temma ( F i g . l ) ,  an  a r e a  t h a t  h a s  been 
descr ibed by e a r l i e r  workers (Legge 1927; Jones  1947; Jones  l 9 6 6 ) ,  
even tua l ly  choosing f o r  a  more d e t a i l e d  s t u d y  a  r e l a t i v e l y  uneroded 
a r e a  approximately 8 km sou th  of  t h e  Ar thur  R ive r  mouth. 

This  survey a r e a  was bounded i n  t h e  west  by t h e  c o a s t ,  i n  t h e  
e a s t  by t h e  Marraway-Temma road,  i n  t h e  n o r t h  by t h e  Sundown Creek, 
and i n  t h e  sou th  by t h e  Nelson River.  Thus d e f i n e d ,  t h e  a r e a  
measured approximately 2.75 km N-S by 2.0 km E-W. 

I n  g r o s s  terms t h e  landform (Fig.2) c o n s i s t e d  o f  a n  embayed 
rocky c o a s t l i n e ,  i n l a n d  of which a  marine bench extended e a s t e r l y  
u n t i l  broken by t h e  T e r t i a r y  s h o r e l i n e  some 3 km from t h e  c o a s t .  
Separa t ing  t h i s  marine bench from t h e  c o a s t l i n e  was a  s e r i e s  of 
h igh dunes, up t o  25 m h igh ,  f r o n t e d ,  i n  p l a c e s ,  by s m a l l e r  fo re -  
shore  dunes. Behind t h e s e  dunes,  run-off from t h e  f l a t  h i n t e r l a n d  
backed up and formed swamps. I n  t h e  nor thwes t  t h e  r o c k  s t r a t a  
making up t h e  c o a s t  cont inued i n l a n d  i n  a s o u t h e a s t e r l y  d i r e c t i o n  
forming a  p a r a l l e l  s e r i e s  of open r i d g e s  and b o g - f i l l e d  g u l l i e s .  

The v e g e t a t i o n  was c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  topography. I n  
genera l ,  hea th land  formed on t h e  marine bench, w h i l s t  t h e  dunes and 
fo reshore ,  wi th  one excep t ion ,  were covered i n  low g r a s s  brought  
about by g raz ing  and f i r e s ;  t h e  excep t ion  t o  t h i s  be ing  found i n  
t h e  extreme southwest where t h e  dunes were covered i n  a  t h i c k  
euca lyp t  and banksia  scrub.  The swamps behind t h e  dunes were 
surrounded by t e a - t r e e  w h i l s t  t h e  bogs i n  t h e  n o r t h e r n  g u l l i e s  were 
of t h e  more open type. 

Survey methods 

I t  must be noted t h a t  t h e  topography and v e g e t a t i o n  i n f l u e n c e d  
t o  a  g r e a t  e x t e n t  t h e  a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  v i s i b i l i t y  and t h e r e f o r e  t h e  
survey methods. In  r e c o n n o i t r i n g  t h e  a r e a  f o r  sites, I employed 
two survey methods. 

I n  a r e a s  of t h i c k  ground cover ,  e .g .  t h e  hea th land  p l a i n  and 
southwest sc rub ,  I followed each i n d i v i d u a l  4-wheel d r i v e  t r a c k  i n  
from t h e  main road. These t r a c k s  had c u t  through t h e  v e g e t a t i o n  
and t o p s o i l  t o  expose a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  remains.  

I n  a r e a s  of open v e g e t a t i o n  near  t h e  c o a s t  I conducted a  ' s e a r c h  
and rescue '  type  square  s e a r c h  t o  p i c k  up s i t e s .  

A s  a  c o n t r o l  I spen t  a  couple  of days  walking t h e  h e a t h l a n d s  
and t h i c k  sc rub  a r e a s  away from t h e  t r a c k s  t o  s e e  i f  s i tes were 
v i s i b l e .  They were n o t .  

A t  each s i t e  I p l o t t e d  i t s  p o s i t i o n  and e x t e n t  and cored i t  
wi th  a  0.5 cm probe t o  a r r i v e  a t  some e s t i m a t e  of dep th .  I no ted ,  
where e r o s i o n  allowed me t o ,  t h e  g ross  r e l a t i v e  f r e q u e n c i e s  of 
s h e l l  types .  I made, w i t h  one excep t ion ,  a  complete  s u r f a c e  
c o l l e c t i o n  of a l l  s t o n e  a r t e f a c t s  and d e b i t a g e .  The e x c e p t i o n  
being a n  a r e a  of a  wind blow where t h e  a r t e f a c t s  were  s o  r i c h  t h a t  
i t  would have been imprac t i cab le  wi th  t h e  l i m i t e d  manpower a v a i l a b l e  
t o  c o l l e c t  them, and where a  more s o p h i s t i c a t e d  recovery  p rocedure  
would have had t o  be  devised t o  do t h e  s i t e  j u s t i c e .  
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FIGURE 3 Northwest Tasmania and the Nelson Bay survey area 
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F i n a l l y  I ob ta ined ,  from a badly eroded f o r e s h o r e  midden, 
approximately 125 kg o f  midden sample i n  o r d e r  t o  test t h e  
f e a s i b i l i t y  and a p p l i c a b i l i t y  of f r o t h - f l o t a t i o n  recovery  methods 
on west c o a s t  middens. 

Survey results 

The r e s u l t s  of my f i e ldwork  a r e  summarised i n  F i g u r e  3. I 
found 139 ' p o i n t  s i t e s ' .  P o i n t  s i t e s  I d e f i n e  as b e i n g  l o c a l i t i e s  
where midden d e b r i s  and/or  s t o n e  d e b i t a g e  was observed b u t  which 
do no t  i n  themselves n e c e s s a r i l y  r e p r e s e n t  a c t u a l  i n d i v i d u a l  
h a b i t a t i o n  s i t e s .  

For i n s t a n c e ,  most of t h e s e  so -ca l l ed  p o i n t  sites compose 
t h e  long l i n e a r  midden i n  t h e  southwest of  t h e  su rvey  a r e a .  A 
number a l s o  r e p r e s e n t  s i n g l e  a r t e f a c t / d e b i t a g e  o c c u r r e n c e s  o r  
smal l  dumps of a few s h e l l s  on ly .  

In  f a c t  t h e r e  were 23 h a b i t a t i o n  s i t e s  found i n  t h e  su rvey  
a rea .  Of t h e s e  23 s i t e s  I recogn i se ,  a l b e i t  a t  p r e s e n t  on a p u r e l y  
s u b j e c t i v e  b a s i s ,  f i v e  t y p e s  of middens. These a r e  as fo l lows :  

I .  Linear middens. There a r e  two examples of t h e s e  - one  i n  t h e  
n o r t h ,  t h e  o t h e r  i n  t h e  s o u t h  of  t h e  su rvey  a r e a .  They a r e  conf ined  
almost t o t a l l y  t o  t h e  h igh  dune a r e a s  and ex tend  i n  a t h i n  l a y e r  
over a wide a r e a  - t h e  sou the rn  example is b e l i e v e d  t o  be o v e r  
1 .5  km by 0.7 km i n  e x t e n t ,  and ranging from 1-15 cm t h i c k .  

2. Large 'West Point t ype f  middens. As  t h e  name i m p l i e s  t h e s e  
middens were s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  West P o i n t  example ( Jones  1966), b e i n g  
dome-shaped and having depress ions  on t h e i r  summits t h a t  a r e  
be l i eved  t o  be  t h e  remains of h u t  s h e l t e r s ;  t h e  whole midden 
usua l ly  be ing  s i t e d  a t  a vantage po in t  on a low dune. There  were 
two examples of t h e s e  middens i n  t h e  a r e a ,  bo th  on t h e  n o r t h e r n  
dune system, and each wi th  a s i n g l e  h u t  d e p r e s s i o n .  

3. SmaZZ midden dumps. These were dome-shaped midden d e p o s i t s  1-3 m 
i n  d iameter  and 20-30 cm h igh ,  found a lways  i n  t h e  l e e  of  l a r g e  
dunes. Twelve were noted o c c u r r i n g  i n  groups  of f i v e ,  f o u r ,  and 
two, wi th  one s i n g l e t o n .  

4. Mediwn size middens. These middens, i n  s i z e ,  l a y  between t h e  
smal l  dumps and the  l a r g e r  West Po in t  types .  There  a r e  f i v e  of 
t h i s  type.  One of t h e s e ,  t h e  most s o u t h e r l y ,  was a midden backed 
up behind a r a i s e d  rock  r i d g e  nea r  t h e  beach. T h i s  cou ld  b e  
considered a s  e i t h e r  a l i n e a r  midden which h a s  s u r v i v e d  e r o s i o n  
because of t h e  p r o t e c t i o n  a f fo rded  by t h e  rocky r i d g e  o r  a l t e r n a t i v e l y  
a s  a m a n i f e s t a t i o n  of conscious  s h e l t e r i n g  by man i n  t h e  l e e  of t h e  
rock. 

5. 'Doughnutf m.iddens. These a r e  t o r o i d  i n  shape up t o  1 3  m i n  
diameter wi th  a depress ion  i n  t h e  c e n t r e  abou t  5 m i n  d iamete r .  
The c r o s s - s e c t i o n  h e i g h t  of t h e  t o r o i d  b e i n g  up t o  40 cm. There  
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FIGURE 2 Nelson Bay survey area: vegetation/archaeological 
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Nelson Bay survey area: archaeological sites 
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were two of  t h e s e  middens s i t u a t e d  w i t h i n  50 m of each o t h e r ,  
s i t t i n g  immediately on t h e  s u r f a c e  of  t h e  w e s t e r l y  s i d e  of t h e  
s o u t h e r n  dune system. One of t h e  two was n o t  a  c l o s e d  t o r o i d  
bu t  cou ld  be l i k e n e d  t o  a  horse-shoe i n  shape.  It has  been 
s u g g e s t e d  by a n  e a r l i e r  worker (Jones  1947) t h a t  t h e s e  depress ions  
may r e p r e s e n t  t h e  remains of h u t  s h e l t e r s .  

Besides  t h e  midden s i t e s  mentioned above, two o t h e r  phenomena 
of  i n t e r e s t  were n o t e d ,  namely a  p o s s i b l e  n a t i v e  w e l l  i n  t h e  nor th  
of  t h e  su rvey  a r e a  and t h e  w e l l  known Aboriginal  rock engravings 
a t  t h e  mouth o f  t h e  Sundown Creek (Stockton 1976).  

On a  more s u b j e c t i v e  n o t e ,  a couple  of o t h e r  i n t e r e s t i n g  
o b s e r v a t i o n s  were made. F i r s t l y ,  a s  one t r a v e r s e s  in land  a  change 
i n  r e l a t i v e  f r e q u e n c i e s  of  s h e l l  s p e c i e s  occurs .  Near t h e  c o a s t ,  
w a r r e n e r s  , aba lone  and l impe t s  were noted,  w i t h  mussels predominating. 
Within  40 m o f  t h e  b e a c h l i n e  mussels a l l  b u t  d i sappear ,  followed, a s  
one moves i n l a n d ,  by t h e  absence of abalone and l i m p e t s ,  u n t i l  l 0 0  m 
from t h e  b e a c h l i n e  on ly  warreners  can be  found. Secondly,  t h e r e  
seems t o  b e  a g r a d a t i o n  i n  t h e  type of  s t o n e  m a t e r i a l  a s  one 
t r a v e r s e s  from n o r t h  t o  south .  I n  t h e  n o r t h ,  t h e  s t o n e  m a t e r i a l  
c o n s i s t s  mainly o f  b l a c k  c h e r t ,  w h i l s t  i n  t h e  sou th  spongolyte  
( S u t h e r l a n d  1972)  i s  more common. 

Survey in terpreta t ions  

The Nelson Bay middens o f f e r  i n t e r e s t i n g  evidence f o r  a  range 
of  s e t t l e m e n t  a c t i v i t y  undertaken by man i n  t h e  a r e a .  I n  o r d e r  
t o  d e v i s e  an  e x c a v a t i o n  s t r a t e g y  t o  examine t h i s  a c t i v i t y  the  
f o l l o w i n g  working hypo thes i s  i s  o f fe red .  

I c o n s i d e r  t h e  'doughnut' middens t o  b e  t h e  key s i t e s  i n  t h e  
a r e a .  They most l i k e l y  r e p r e s e n t  s h o r t  stay h a b i t a t i o n  i n  h u t  
s h e l t e r s  b u i l t  ove r  d e p r e s s i o n s ,  t h e  r i n g  of  midden being formed 
e i t h e r  by a  consc ious  of unconscious r e v e t t i n g  of  t h e  h u t  s t r u c t u r e  
w i t h  r e f u s e .  I n  a d d i t i o n  t h e  h u t s  may have a c t e d  a s  ' s t e n c i l s '  
around which r e f u s e  was depos i t ed  over  a  l e n g t h  of t ime,  e i t h e r  
by n a t u r a l  a g e n c i e s  o r  by t h e  g e n e r a l  fo rag ing  and d i s p o s a l  
a c t i v i t i e s  of s u c c e s s i v e  human groups r e v i s i t i n g  t h e  a r e a .  

I n  c o n j u n c t i o n  w i t h  t h e  'doughnut' midden, t h e  small dumps 
found i n  t h e  lee of  t h e  l a r g e  dunes are a l s o  l i k e l y  t o  r ep resen t  
s h o r t  s t a y  a c t i v i t i e s  of  a n  even s h o r t e r  pe r iod  than  the  'doughnut' 
middens. They probably  r e p r e s e n t  more s p e c i a l i s e d  a c t i v i t i e s  such 
a s  men's camps o r  s h e l t e r  camps occupied dur ing  bad weather.  

I s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  'doughnut' and dump middens a r e  t h e  common 
denominators o f  a l l  o t h e r  middens on t h e  west c o a s t .  Thus the  man/ 
l a n d  r e l a t i o n s h i p  c a n  be  seen  i n  t h e  comparatively s imple  terms 
of  h u t  s h e l t e r s  and t h e i r  a s s o c i a t e d  middens nea r  t h e  c o a s t ,  
t o g e t h e r  wi th  a n c i l l i a r y  s p e c i a l i s e d  s i tes  i n l a n d  of t h e s e  main 
h a b i t a t i o n  sites. The l a r g e r  l i n e a r  and West P o i n t  types  can then 
be  s e e n  a s  more complicated m a n i f e s t a t i o n s  of t h e s e  s m a l l e r  u n i t s .  

I n  t h e  c a s e  of  t h e  l i n e a r  middens, t h e s e  may be t h e  r e s u l t  of 
t h e  s u c c e s s i v e  v i s i t s  over  many y e a r s  of extended camps t o  p r e f e r r e d  
a r e a .  Each t ime  t h e  a r e a  i s  v i s i t e d  t h e  camps a r e  d i sp laced  from 
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t h e  e a r l i e r  ones through a  d e s i r e  f o r  a  c l e a n  l i v i n g  a r e a .  Through 
time t h e  midden s p r e a d s  a c r o s s  t h e  l andscape ,  b e i n g  composed o f  
success ive  camp s i t e s  a b u t t i n g  each o t h e r  . Obviously t h e r e  w i l l  
be  a  g r e a t  d e a l  of  b l u r r i n g ,  brought abou t  by o v e r l a p p i n g  o f  
middens, smoothing o u t  of o l d e r  d e b r i s ,  r e d e p o s i t i o n ,  and s o  on 
and t h i s  may e x p l a i n  t h e  v a r i a t i o n  i n  t h i c k n e s s  o f  t h e  d e p o s i t  
w i t h i n  t h e  l i n e a r  midden a s  a  whole. 

I n  t h e  case  of t h e  West P o i n t  type middens, t h e s e  can be  
thought of a s  s u c c e s s i v e  b u i l d i n g  and r e b u i l d i n g  o f  h u t  s h e l t e r s  
a t  a favoured s i t e  over  a  cons ide rab le  p e r i o d ,  w i t h  concommitant 
d i s tu rbance  of previous  m a t e r i a l ,  thus  p roduc ing  t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  
mounds; t h e  depress ions  on t h e i r  summits r e p r e s e n t i n g  t h e  l a s t  
pe r iod  of occupat ion.  

How and why a  v a r i e t y  of s i t e s  a r i s e  is imposs ib le  t o  answer 
a t  the  p resen t .  However, a  number of s u g g e s t i o n s  can b e  o f f e r e d .  

For i n s t a n c e ,  l e t  us f i r s t  assume a l l  t h e  s i t e s  w i t h i n  t h e  
a r e a  a r e  roughly contemporary. I f  t h a t  is s o  t h e n  i t  cou ld  b e  
suggested t h a t  t h e  s i t e  shape and s i z e  a r e  a response  t o  s e a s o n a l  
s t i m u l i .  The West P o i n t  type middens may r e p r e s e n t  s e a l  k i l l  sites 
i n  summer; t h e  middens composed of l o c a l i s e d ,  t h i c k l y  b u i l t  up 
d e p o s i t s  caused by t h e  r e c u r r i n g  long term h a b i t a t i o n  of  a  
f a v o u r i t e  a r e a ,  be  i t  n e a r  a  s p e c i f i c  s e a l  beach ,  t h e  t o p  o f  a  
n a t u r a l  vantage p o i n t ,  o r  whatever.  Conversely t h e  l a r g e  l i n e a r  
middens r e p r e s e n t  a  more spaced ou t  food g a t h e r i n g  s t r a t e g y  d u r i n g  
t h e  r e s t  of t h e  y e a r  when resources  a r e  l e s s  c o n c e n t r a t e d  and p e o p l e  
had t o  fo rage  a long  t h e  c o a s t l i n e .  I n t e r s p e r s e d  w i t h i n  t h e s e  two 
s t r a t e g i e s  might be t h e  o c c a s i o n a l  s h e l t e r e d  meal t a k i n g  p l a c e  
behind the  dunes i n  response  t o  stormy weather ,  men's b u s i n e s s ,  e t c .  

An oppos i t e  view could  be taken i f  we assume a  non-contemporaneity,  
i n  which s i t e s  changed through t ime i n  r e sponse  t o  a  changing 
environment. For i n s t a n c e  on t h e  b a s i s  of  a  preponderance o f  c h e r t  
a r t e f a c t s  t h e  n o r t h e r n  l i n e a r  middens cou ld  r e p r e s e n t  an  e a r l y  
s h o r t  term repea ted  occupancy of t h e  a r e a .  T h i s  i s  based on t h e  
assumption t h a t  t o o l  k i t s  made from c h e r t ,  i n  g e n e r a l ,  a r e  e a r l i e r  
than spongolyte  ones (Jones 1966).  S e a l  h u n t i n g  t h e n  came i n t o  
f a sh ion  and West P o i n t  type middens s t a r t e d  t o  appear .  S e a l s  
e v e n t u a l l y  l o s t  t h e i r  importance and t h e  h u n t i n g  r e v e r t e d  t o  a more 
spread out s t r a t e g y  a s  evidenced by t h e  s o u t h e r n  l i n e a r  middens 
which can b e  cons ide red ,  on the  b a s i s  o f  a  predominant ly  spongo ly te  
t o o l  k i t ,  t o  be  a  l a t e r  phenomenon. 

Excavation strategy 

Following on from t h i s  working h y p o t h e s i s  a n  e x c a v a t i o n  
s t r a t e g y  can be formulated i n  which s i t e s  of  i n c r e a s i n g  complexi ty  
can be s u c c e s s i v e l y  examined. 

I n  t h e  f i r s t  i n s t a n c e  i t  would seem t h a t  t h e  'doughnut '  middens 
would most repay s tudy .  Not on ly  a r e  they small and t h e r e f o r e  
comparatively easy t o  excava te  bu t  more i m p o r t a n t l y  they  o f f e r  w e l l  
def ined parameters  i n  which t o  r e c o n s t r u c t  t h e  a c t i v i t i e s  of a  
group of west c o a s t  i n h a b i t a n t s  dur ing  a  v e r y  s h o r t  p e r i o d  of t i m e .  
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S i m i l a r l y  t h e  dump middens a l s o  o f f e r  a s h o r t  'time-window' 
i n t o  t h e  l i v e s  of  t h e  p r e h i s t o r i c  i n h a b i t a n t s ,  though t h e s e  sites, 
b e i n g  o f  a more s p e c i a l i s e d  n a t u r e  than t h e  'doughnutsf could b e s t  
b e  examined a f t e r  t h e  genera l  n a t u r e  of t h e  ' doughnut' middens a r e  
unders tood.  

The l i n e a r  middens o f f e r  a h igher  s t a t e  of  complexity i f  one 
assumes t h e y  a r e  t h e  product  of a n  amalgam of success ive  'doughnutsf .  
N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  i f  a l a r g e  enough a r e a  was opened up, i t  should be 
p o s s i b l e  f o r  i n d i v i d u a l  camp s i t e s  t o  be i d e n t i f i e d  on t h e  b a s i s  of 
a r t e f a c t  d i s t r i b u t i o n  and contemporaneity.  

The West P o i n t  t y p e  midden, wi th  t h e i r  complicated palimpses t 
o f  s u c c e s s i v e  occupa t ion ,  d i s tu rbance  and l i k e l y  r eve r sed  s t r a t i -  
graphy,  a r e  t h e  most d i f f i c u l t  t o  come t o  terms wi th  and i t  would 
b e  a d v i s a b l e ,  u n t i l  a b e t t e r  unders tanding is gained of t h e i r  
c o n s t i t u e n t  u n i t s ,  t h a t  they should  be l e f t  undis turbed.  

Concl usion 

To summarise i t  is p o s t u l a t e d  t h a t  t h e  'doughnut' and dump 
middens a r e  t h e  common denominators of a l l  o t h e r  middens on t h e  
west  c o a s t .  By e x c a v a t i o n  of a number of t h e s e  s m a l l e r  middens, 
more a c c u r a t e  answers t o  problems a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  Tasmanian 
Abor ig ines ,  such a s  t h e i r  day t o  day l i v i n g ,  may be gained. They 
l e n d  themselves  t o  t o t a l  excava t ion  through open-area methods, a 
f a r  more e f f i c i e n t  method i n  terms of in fo rmat ion  r e t r i e v a l  than 
t h e  sondages  of p rev ious  r e s e a r c h e r s  i n  t h e  f i e l d .  Having 
excava ted  t h e s e  s m a l l e r  middens, problem o r i e n t a t e d  resea rch  
s t r a t e g i e s  can then b e  evolved t o  t a c k l e  t h e  l a r g e r ,  more complex 
s i t e s .  

Obviously t h e  r e s e a r c h  s t r a t e g y  I have o u t l i n e d  h e r e  cannot be 
encompassed by a s i n g l e  PhD p r o j e c t .  Never the less ,  I f e e l  t h a t  
c o n c e n t r a t i n g  on t h e  a n a l y s i s  of evidence provided by one of t h e  
' doughnut '  middens w i l l  b e  we l l  r e p a i d ,  n o t  only  because of  t h e  
i n t r i n s i c  v a l u e  of s t u d y i n g  t h e s e  s i t e s  i n  t h e i r  own r i g h t ,  but 
because  t h e s e  sites h o p e f u l l y  w i l l  i n c r e a s e  t h e  unders tanding of 
t h e  more complex middens t h a t  have a l r e a d y  been excavated (Bowdler 
1974;  J o n e s  1966,  1971) .  
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A R E  T H E R E  P R E H I S T O R I C  S H E L L  M I D D E N S  ON R O T T W E S T  I S L A N D ?  

P. J .  Hughes ' M.E. su22ivan2 D.F. &ulnagan3 

I n  August 1973, during a one-day b ike  and bus t ou r  of Ro t t ne s t  
I s land ,  we observed a number of d i f f e r e n t  types of s h e l l  bed. The 
most massive of these  were seen around t h e  l ake s  a t  t he  e a s t e r n  end 
of the  i s l and  and t he r e  is  no doubt t h a t  t he se  a r e  n a t u r a l  marine 
s h e l l  beds. However elsewhere she l l y  depos i t s  were seen whose 
o r i g in  we could not determine with c e r t a i n t y .  A number of midden- 
l i k e  lenses  of s h e l l  were exposed i n  road s e c t i o n s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  
along the  nor th  s i de  of the  i s land .  Severa l  t h i n  s c a t t e r s  of s h e l l ,  
s o w  assoc ia ted  with b i rd  bone, were seen a t  t he  western end of t h e  
is land.  Most of these  were exposed i n  blowouts,  e i t h e r  i n  s i t u  o r  
de f l a t ed ,  but i n  one i n s t ance  s h e l l  and b i r d  bone were found i n s i d e  
a small s h e l t e r  formed i n  aeo l ian  c a l c a r e n i t e .  A l l  of t h e s e  d e p o s i t s  
displayed some of t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of Aboriginal  s h e l l  middens; 
never the less  we would perhaps have dismissed t h i s  o r i g i n  b u t  f o r  t h e  
discovery of a p a r t i c u l a r l y  ex tens ive  depos i t  on a small  promotory 
j u s t  west of Parker Point  (Fig.1).  

This  promontory cons i s t s  of a bench, about 200 m2 and 1-3 m 
above t h e  water,  c u t  i n t o  a eo l i an  c a l c a r e n i t e .  The s h e l l  depos i t  
covers the  back half  of t h i s  bench. On t h e  b a s i s  of c r i t e r i a  
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