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A  RADIOCARBON DATE FOR THE FINAL PREHISTORIC OCCUPATION 
OF GLENNIE ISLAND CAVE, BASS STRAIT 

Rhys Jones  and J i m  Al len  

I n  t h e  l a s t  i s s u e  of A u s t r a l i a n  Archaeology (no .91 ,  we 
d e s c r i b e d  t h e  d i s c o v e r y  o f  a s m a l l  cave on Great  Glennie  I s l a n d  some 
7km west  o f  W i l s o n ' s  Promontory,  Bass S t r a i t ,  V i c t o r i a  ( J o n e s  and 
A l l e n  1979) .  A  s h e l l  midden i n  t h i s  g r a n i t e  cave  c o n s i s t e d  mos t ly  o f  
l i m p e t s  ( C e l l a n a  s o l i d a ) .  

I n  o r d e r  t o  o b t a i n  a  d a t e  f o r  f i n a l  o c c u p a t i o n  of  t h e  s i t e ,  we 
s u b m i t t e d  a  sample o f  l impet  s h e l l  t o  t h e  ANU Radiocarbon Research 
L a b o r a t o r y ,  h o p i n g  t h a t  i t  would a t  l e a s t  i n d i c a t e  a  d a t e  beyond 
t h a t  o f  t h e  a r r i v a l  o f  European s a i l o r s  i n t o  Bass S t r a i t  a t  t h e  v e r y  
end o f  t h e  1 8 t h  c e n t u r y  and t h u s  prove t h a t  t h e  midden was genuine ly  
o f  A b o r i g i n a l  o r i g i n .  

Through t h e  c o u r t e s y  of M r  John Head, we have now r e c e i v e d  t h e  
r e s u l t s  from t h e  ANU L a b o r a t o r y .  Sample no.  GIC/1968:ANU-2296 
14402100BP ( ~ i b b y  h a l f  l i f e  o f  5568 y e a r s )  on l impet  s h e l l  C e l l a n a  
s o l  i d a .  

To compare t h i s  d a t e  wi th  t h o s e  o b t a i n e d  from c h a r c o a l  samples ,  
a  f i g u r e  o f  some 450235 y e a r s  must be deduc ted  from t h e  above r e s u l t  
due  t o  t h e  ' s e a  w a t e r  r e s e r v o i r  e f f e c t ' ,  whereby some of  t h e  
c a r b o n a t e s  i n  s e a  s h e l l s  have  remained i n  s o l u t i o n  i n  t h e  s e a  f o r  
some c e n t u r i e s  b e f o r e  b e i n g  absorbed  i n t o  t h e  s h e l l s  themse lves .  
D e t a i l e d  e x p e r i m e n t s  c a l i b r a t i n g  p a i r s  o f  c h a r c o a l  a g a i n s t  s e a  s h e l l  
samples from a  v a r i e t y  o f  a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  and geomorphological  s i t e s  
a l o n g  t h e  c o a s t s  o f  s o u t h e a s t e r n  A u s t r a l i a  have shown t h a t  t h e r e  i s  
a  c o n s i s t e n t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between t h e  two; t h e  f i g u r e  o f  450+35 i s  
t h e  c u r r e n t  b e s t  e s t i m a t e  o f  t h e  mean age  o f  s u r f a c e  o c e a n  wate r  
around A u s t r a l i a ,  and t h u s  t h e  ' a p p a r e n t '  age of l i v e  marine s h e l l s  
( G i l l e s p i e  and P o l a c h ,  i n  p r e s s ;  John Head p e r s .  c o w .  ; s e e  a l s o  
S t u i v e r  and Polach  1977:357).  Thus we may s a y  t h a t  o c c u p a t i o n  of t h e  
Glennie  I s l a n d  Cave c e a s e d  about  one thousand r a d i o c a r b o n  y e a r s  ago.  
The d a t e  o f  i n i t i a l  o c c u p a t i o n  o f  t h i s  s i t e  i s  n o t  known, b u t  we 
s u s p e c t  a  midden d e p t h  o f  a t  l e a s t  30cm, and a  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  g r e a t e r  
d e p t h  i s  p o s s i b l e  t o  judge from t h e  s p i l l a g e  of  midden down t h e  
s l o p e  o u t s i d e  t h e  c a v e .  

As d i s c u s s e d  p r e v i o u s l y ,  w a t e r c r a f t  were observed 
e t h n o g r a p h i c a l l y  o n l y  on t h e  s h e l t e r e d  w a t e r s  on t h e  e a s t e r n  s i d e  o f  
W i l s o n ' s  Promontory c l o s e  t o  t h e  mainland and on t h e  c o a s t a l  lagoons 
o f  Gipps land  t o  t h e  e a s t  ( C o u t t s  1970:128).  To t h e  w e s t ,  a long  t h e  
c o a s t  o f  South  A u s t r a l i a ,  t h e  Coorong and t h e  mouth of  t h e  Murray, 
w a t e r c r a f t  were a g a i n  r e s t r i c t e d  t o  c o a s t a l  l agoons  and t o  r i v e r s  
(Lampert 1979:205-15) .  T h i s  p r e h i s t o r i c  d a t e  from t h e  Glennie  I s l a n d  
Cave does  t h e r e f o r e  s u p p o r t  t h e  e t h n o g r a p h i c  ev idence  s u g g e s t i n g  
t h a t  w a t e r c r a f t  c a p a b l e  o f  n e g o t i a t i n g  exposed o c e a n i c  c o n d i t i o n s ,  
a l b e i t  p r o b a b l y  o n l y  i n  calm w e a t h e r ,  were no t  used on t h e  V i c t o r i a n  
c o a s t  i n  t h e  e a r l y  1 9 t h  c e n t u r y ,  a s i t u a t i o n  which may a l s o  have 
p e r t a i n e d  f o r  t h e  p r e v i o u s  thousand y e a r s .  
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A c o r o l l a r y  o f  t h i s  i s  t h a t  e thnograph ic  ev idence  may no t  be a  
t o t a l l y  r e l i a b l e  guide t o  p r e h i s t o r i c  usage  o f  o f f s h o r e  i s l a n d s  i n  
t h i s  pa r t  of  t h e  A u s t r a l i a n  c o a s t ,  t h e  prime problem be ing  whether  
o r  not Kangaroo I s l and  was w i t h i n  t h e  o c c a s i o n a l  mar i t ime r each  o f  
mainland Aborigines dur ing  t h e  per iod  from 10,000 t o  c .2000/4000 
yea r s  ago when t h e r e  i s  ev idence  o f  some human occupat ion  o f  t h e  
i s l a n d  (Jones  1977:349-55; Lampert 1979:202-3). To t h e  west o f  t h e  
mouth of  t h e  Murray, i t  seems t h a t  no w a t e r c r a f t  of  any k ind  was 
used e thnograph ica l l y ,  though people on t h e  west  c o a s t  o f  Yorke 
Peninsula  were a b l e  t o  swim out t o  Wardang I s l a n d ,  c r o s s i n g  about  
4km of water  a t  low t i d e  ( H i l l  and H i l l  1975:38-9). Converse ly ,  
a long  t he  c e n t r a l  coas t  o f  New South Wales and around Sydney 
Harbour, i t  appears  t h a t  bark-sheet  w a t e r c r a f t  were capab l e  o f  
r i d i n g  q u i t e  rough water ,  o b s e r v e r s  s e e i n g  them i n  t h e  open s e a  
(Brough Smyth 1878:417) and t r a v e l l i n g ,  f o r  example t h e  3-4km 
journey t o  t h e  To l lga t e  I s l a n d s  o f f  t h e  Clyde River  Headlands 
(Lampert 1975). Such canoes,  a s  i l l u s t r a t e d  by Joseph Lycet t  ( P l a t e  
l ) ,  may be c o n t r a s t e d  with t he  s imp le  c r a f t  i l l u s t r a t e d  by Howitt  
(1904:424, reproduced i n  Jones and A l l en  1979) and Edwards (1978:85) 
from t h e  Gippsland coas t  near  Wilson ' s  Promontory. The Sydney c r a f t  
had t h e i r  wa l l s  s t r a i g h t e n e d  and l i f t e d  h i g h e r  by t y i n g  wooden 
wi thes  onto  t h e i r  edges which were a l s o  h e l d  i n  roughly p a r a l l e l  
p o s i t i o n s  by s t i c k - l i k e  c r o s s  t h w a r t s ;  t h e  ends  of  t h e  b a r k  h u l l  
be ing  t i e d  t o  form a  s l i g h t l y  upturned stem and s t e r n  ( s e e  d iagram 
by C.A. Lesueur i n  Edwards 1 9 7 8 : 8 6  and R .  Cleve ley  i n  Smith 
1960:p1.90). Thus r e l a t i v e l y  smal l  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  de s ign  o f  t h e s e  
shee t -bark  w a t e r c r a f t  meant c o n s i d e r a b l e  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  t h e i r  
c a p a c i t i e s  fo r  hand l ing  rough water .  The e thnograph ic  d a t a  show t h a t  
a long  t he  c o a s t  of sou theas t e rn  A u s t r a l i a  i n  t h e  e a r l y  19th c e n t u r y  
t h e r e  was cons ide rab l e  r e g i o n a l  v a r i e t y  i n  t h e  t y p e s  of  w a t e r c r a f t  
used and i n  t h e i r  a b i l i t y  t o  c r o s s  wa te r .  The a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  
evidence from t h e  Glennie I s l a n d  Cave s u g g e s t s  t h a t  i n  any one 
r eg ion  we may have t o  cons ide r  t he  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  t h e r e  hav ing  been  
d i f f e r e n c e s  a l s o  through t ime i n  A b o r i g i n a l  w a t e r c r o s s i n g  
c a p a c i t i e s .  

This  d a t e  a l s o  corresponds wi th  t h e  t ime  p e r i o d  a t  which major  
changes have been observed i n  t h e  p r e h i s t o r i c  r eco rd  o f  c o a s t a l  
V i c t o r i a ,  and i n  neighbouring South A u s t r a l i a  and sou the rn  New South 
Wales. For t h e  previous  two o r  t h r e e  thousand y e a r s ,  t h e  s t o n e  
i n d u s t r i e s  i n  t h i s  reg ion  a s  i n  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  s o u t h e r n  h a l f  o f  t h e  
con t inen t  were dominated by backed m i c r o l i t h s ,  made on e x c e l l e n t  raw 
m a t e r i a l s  ob t a ined  by t r a d e  o f  some s o r t  from s p e c i a l  q u a r r i e s .  Then 
about f i f t e e n  hundred t o  a thousand y e a r s  ago ,  t h e s e  t y p o l o g i c a l l y  
d i s t i n c t i v e  t o o l s  were abandoned and r ep l aced  by nondesc r ip t  f l a k e s ,  
o f t e n  c o n s i s t i n g  merely of  ch ip s  of  l o c a l l y  ob t a ined  q u a r t z  s t r u c k  
from b i p o l a r  p i6ces  e c a i l l g e s .  'For a  " s tone  age" people '  a s  John 
Mulvaney put i t ,  ' t h e  r ecen t  V i c t o r i a n  a b o r i g i n e s  were s i n g u l a r i l y  
l o a t h e  t o  f a sh ion  s tone  implements'  (1961:97).  Th i s  post-Bondaian 
phase ,  Mulvaney saw a s  being c h a r a c t e r i s e d  by t h e  use  of l o c a l  raw 
m a t e r i a l s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  o rgan i c  ones such a s  bone, and a s s o c i a t e d  
wi th  an e x t r a c t i v e  economy which i n t e n s i v e l y  e x p l o i t e d  l o c a l i s e d  
food r e sou rces ,  key s i t e s  of t h i s  phase b e i n g  t h e  Glen A i r e  and 
Durras r o c k s h e l t e r s .  Mulvaney i n i t i a l l y  saw t h i s  a s  documenting t h e  
f i n a l  a t ta inment  o f  'an optimum adjus tment  t o  l o c a l  c o n d i t i o n s ' ,  b u t  
l a t e r  hedged h i s  b e t s  more i n  l i n e  w i th  Lamper t ' s  bland ' r e g i o n a l  
emphasis w i t h i n  a  gene ra l  e c o l o g i c a l  continuum' (Mulvaney 1975:244;  
Lampert 1971:69-70). It may however be  worth keeping  i n  mind t h e  

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



P
l
a
t
e
 
1:
 

E
n
l
a
r
g
e
d
 
i
l
l
u
s
t
r
a
t
i
o
n
 
of
 
N
e
w
 
S
o
u
t
h
 W

a
l
e
s
 A
b
o
r
i
g
i
n
a
l
 
c
a
n
o
e
s
 

(c
. 

18
20

) 
f
r
o
m
 
po

st
ca

rd
 
r
e
p
r
o
d
u
c
t
i
o
n
,
 
p
u
r
c
h
a
s
e
d
 
at
 
t
h
e
 

A
u
s
t
r
a
l
i
a
n
 
G
o
v
e
r
n
m
e
n
t
 
P
r
i
n
t
e
r
,
 
Ca

nb
er

ra
. 

O
r
i
g
i
n
a
l
 w
a
t
e
r
-
 

c
o
l
o
u
r
 
a
t
t
r
i
b
u
t
e
d
 
to

 
J
o
s
e
p
h
 L

y
c
e
t
t
 
he

ld
 
i
n
 N
a
t
i
o
n
a
l
 
L
i
b
r
a
r
y
 

o
f
 A
u
s
t
r
a
l
i
a
 
(N

L3
70

14
) 

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



possibility that the economic system during Bondaian times was 
indeed cast in a more regional mould than afterwards, as has been 
suggested for the coast of southeastern South Australia by Luebbers 
(19781, and that there was some degree of collapse of coherence of 
this system into a series of local sub-units. 

Whether or not systematic seasonal occupation of the cave on 
Great Glennie Island corresponded in time with the flourishing of 
the Bondaian industry on the adjacent mainland (Coutts 1970) is a 
question worth asking. Alternatively, of course, it may be that 
prehistoric visits to Glennie Island have always been extremely rare 
and sporadic affairs and that the last visit just over a thousand 
years ago was merely a random opportunistic event unrelated to any 
patterns of regional prehistory or specialised seasonal activity. 
Excavations to take the discussion further are being planned for 
March-Apri l this year. 
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