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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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FIGURE 1 

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



d i scussed  i n  Cout ts  (1966),  G i l l  (1951) and Hughes and S u l l i v a n  
(1974) we conclude t h a t  t h i s  d e p o s i t  i s  d e f i n i t e l y  n o t  a  n a t u r a l  
marine s h e l l  bed,  r a t h e r  i t  has  most o f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  a  
s h e l l  midden which has  been eroded and reworked by wave a c t i o n  
around i ts  seaward margin. The d e p o s i t  is c h a r a c t e r i s e d  by 
l a r g e  whole and broken mature gas t ropods ,  predominant ly  of t h e  
Turbinidae  fami ly ,  and t h e  presence o f  numerous l a r g e  o p e r c u l a  
i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h e  s h e l l f i s h  were brought  t o  t h e  s i t e  whole. The 
upper 5 cm of t h e  d e p o s i t  c o n s i s t s  e n t i r e l y  of  weathered bleached 
s h e l l .  Below t h i s  l e v e l  i s  w e l l  p rese rved  s h e l l  i n  a  d a r k  sandy 
matr ix  resembling t h a t  of middens e lsewhere  i n  A u s t r a l i a ,  where 
the  da rk  co lour  is due t o  f i n e l y  d iv ided  c h a r c o a l  and humus d e r i v e d  
from t h e  decay of p l a n t  and animal r e f u s e .  No f o r e i g n  s t o n e  o r  
bone was observed; however t h e  apparen t  absence o f  s t o n e  is n o t  
s u r p r i s i n g ,  s i n c e  t h e  bedrock of both t h e  i s l a n d  and t h e  ne ighbour ing  
mainland s h o r e l i n e  is dominantly a e o l i a n  c a l c a r e n i t e .  The maximum 
t h i c k n e s s  of t h e  d e p o s i t  appears  t o  exceed 50 cm. The s l o p e s  above 
t h i s  s i t e  a r e  l i t t e r e d  wi th  bleached l a r g e  o p e r c u l a e  and o c c a s i o n a l  
l a r g e  whole and broken gas t ropods  . 

Subsequently an i n v e s t i g a t i n g  team from t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  of WA 
and t h e  WA Museum v i s i t e d  t h e  i s l a n d ,  a p p a r e n t l y  w i t h o u t  f i n d i n g  
evidence f o r  Aboriginal  s h e l l  middens. While s h e l l  d e p o s i t s  . 
exposed i n  road c u t t i n g s  may w e l l  be  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  e a r l i e r  road 
c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  and t h i n  s h e l l  s c a t t e r s  such a s  t h o s e  a t  t h e  w e s t e r n  
end of t h e  i s l a n d  might w e l l  have been brought  up and d e p o s i t e d  
by b i r d s  o r  European p i c n i c k e r s ,  d e p o s i t s  such a s  t h a t  d e s c r i b e d  
from near  Parker  P o i n t  remain unexpla ined and i t  i s  r e l e v a n t  t o  
s p e c u l a t e  on t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  they a r e  A b o r i g i n a l  i n  o r i g i n .  

A p l a u s i b l e  exp lana t ion  of  such d e p o s i t s  i s  t h a t  t h e y  
accumulated a s  a  r e s u l t  of s h e l l  g a t h e r i n g  by A b o r i g i n a l  c o n v i c t s  
conf ined t o  t h e  i s l a n d  l a t e  l a s t  cen tu ry .  However t h e  bleached 
and weathered appearance of  t h e  upper p a r t  of t h e  P a r k e r  P o i n t  
depos i t  sugges t s  t h a t  i t  is more l i k e l y  t o  b e  p r e h i s t o r i c .  

I n  t h i s  c a s e  one p o s s i b i l i t y  is t h a t  such  d e p o s i t s  d a t e  from 
a  t i m e  when t h e  s e a  was approaching i ts p r e s e n t  l e v e l ,  y e t  t h e  
i s l a n d  was s t i l l  connected t o  t h e  mainland. A t  abou t  7-8000 BP, 
when such a  connect ion s t i l l  e x i s t e d ,  t h e  remainder of  t h e  i s l a n d ' s  
c o a s t l i n e  would have been about 0.5 t o  2 km from i t s  p r e s e n t  
p o s i t i o n  (Fig. l ) .  Hence i t  is p o s s i b l e ,  b u t  somewhat u n l i k e l y ,  
t h a t  middens could  have accumulated on t h e  p r e s e n t  i s l a n d  a t  t h i s  
time. 

Since  t h e  p r e s e n t  c o n f i g u r a t i o n  of  t h e  c o a s t l i n e  was e s t a b l i s h e d ,  
a  journey t o  t h e  i s l a n d  would have involved a  wa te r  c r o s s i n g  from 
t h e  mainland of  a t  l e a s t  19 km o r ,  by i s l a n d  hopping v i a  Garden and 
Carnec I s l a n d s ,  of 1 6  km. It i s  h i g h l y  improbable t h a t  d e l i b e r a t e  
voyages over such long  d i s t a n c e s  were under taken  ( Jones  1977:330),  
a l though  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of a  group of  cas taways s u r v i v i n g  f o r  some 
time on t h e  i s l a n d  cannot b e  d i scoun ted  ( Jones  1977:355). 

Another p o s s i b i l i t y  is t h a t  t h e  c o n f i g u r a t i o n  o f  t h e  i s l a n d s  
and shoa l s  a long t h e  c a l c a r e n i t e  dune r i d g e  t h a t  connected R o t t n e s t  
I s l a n d  t o  t h e  mainland v i a  Carnec and Garden I s l a n d s  h a s  changed 
over  t h e  6000 y e a r s  t h e  s e a  has  s tood  more o r  l e s s  a t  i t s  p r e s e n t  
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l e v e l ,  and t h a t  a  c h a i n  o f  small, low i s l a n d s  p e r s i s t e d  a long  t h i s  
r i d g e  f o r  some t ime a f t e r  t h e  recovery of s e a  l e v e l ,  a l lowing  
comparat ively  e a s y  a c c e s s  t o  R o t t n e s t .  

I f  t h e s e  d e p o s i t s  prove t o  be p r e h i s t o r i c  s h e l l  middens, 
q u e s t i o n s  of c u l t u r a l  change a r i s e ,  a s  t h e  e thnographic  evidence 
s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  Abor ig ines  of southwestern  A u s t r a l i a  d i d  no t  
use  canoes (Hallam 1975:22),  nor  a p p a r e n t l y  d i d  they  e a t  s h e l l f i s h  
(Hallam 1972: l l -12;  however, s e e  a l s o  Dortch 1977:125-6). Only 
excava t ion  of t h e  P a r k e r  P o i n t  d e p o s i t  o r  o t h e r  s i m i l a r  d e p o s i t s  
t h a t  might b e  found i n  a  sys temat ic  survey of  t h e  i s l a n d s  can 
r e s o l v e  t h e  q u e s t i o n  of t h e  o r i g i n  of  t h e s e  s h e l l  d e p o s i t s .  
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