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The formal presentations fell into four subject areas.

Background academic papers on archaeology, anthropology and
ethnobiology. A | .

The scene was set by Professor John Campbell’s review of recent
archaeological research. The oldest evidence of freshwater
fishing in Australia is about 35,000 years old, but evidence of
marine fishing is lacking because the most recent Pleistocene
Ice Age coastline remains hidden beneath the ocean. 1In North
Queensland the oldest freshwater remains are about 18,000 years
old, while the oldest marine remains, in Princess Charlotte Bay,
are about 5,000 years old. Extensive stone fishtraps are found
around Hinchinbrook Island.

The written records of Aboriginal maritime activities are
similarly scant. A detailed literature review by Dr Kingsley
Palmer identified four sources of information: the early European
explorers and settlers; the writers who described Aboriginal
society; the maritime anthropologists; and recent land-rights
studies of Aboriginal sea tenure. .

A history of Aborigines in Western Australia given by Dr Nicholas
Green told of exploitation of coastal people by early pearlers,
enforced resettlement into communities, and recent attempts to
gain land and sea rights. Fishing remains important for the
approximately 8,000 Aborigines living in coastal communities.
Some are entering commercial fishing and the Bardi have
established a trochus fishery. Traditional tenure to the sea was ("
claimed in the unsuccessful Western Australia Land Bill. ’

The importance of studies of traditional fisheries for economic, "
political and management reasons, and the necessity to integrate
biological and social studies was emphasised by Dr Robert
Johannes. Traditional fishermen can be a rich source of
information on the target species and their environment, for
example, on the behaviour of dugongs and turtles, the spawning of
barramundi, and migration of spiny lobsters. It was noted with
concern that traditional knowledge is often no longer being
transmitted effectively within cultures and is being lost when
the holders die, making its recording a priority. Interest in
biological/fisheries/social studies of traditional marine
management has greatly increased in Asia and the Pacific in
recent years.

Presentations by Aborigines and Islanders on the type of
traditional knowledge held within their communities.

Established near Cape Direction on Cape York in 1924, the
Lockhart River community still fishes on a semi-subsistence
basis. Community representative Mr Isaac Hobson said that
Cooktown salmon are caught by line, barramundi, stingrays, and a
variety of reef fish are speared, crayfish are captured by
diving, turtles and dugong are harpooned from dinghies, and
various crabs, and shellfish are collected at low tide. The
community’s move to the new site away from the coast has made
fishing and dugong hunting more difficult.
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The Hopevale Communlty was established near Cape Bedford 1n 1886,
but was relocated during World War II. The representative, Mr
Lester Rosendale, said that mullet, shellfish and turtle .
supplement the normal diet, while dugong, are an important festive
food. The old dugong hunters manage the hunt, and instruct:
younger members. The Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authorlty
has closely managed the taking of dugong, imposing a quota of

‘twenty per year in 1985, but this was subsequently lifted as the

quota was not met.

- The Wujal Wujal community fishes mainly in Cedar Bay ‘Mr Jimmy

Johnson described how lines, cast nets and traps are frequently'
used, and women undertake much of the fishing activity. ‘Although
turtles are hunted, dugongs are not often taken as they are g

uncommon in the area.

The Yarrabah community near Cairns was founded in 1862. Mr Bryce
Barlow told of the fishing seasons; shellfish and clams are taken
in May and June, turtle eggs are collected and turtle are hunted

in November and December, and dugong are hunted between December

and March. . :

On Palm Island near Townsville fish and shellfish still form an
important part of the diet although the fishing effort has ..
declined, according to Mr Eric Bunn. The elders used to fish at
a semisubsistence level but it is more a recreational activity
today. Efforts to establish commercial fisheries have not been
successful. There was a general concern on stocks; the fish
catch appears to have declined because of competition from the
commercial fisheries and turtles and glant clams have ‘been
depleted by outsiders.

The Torres Strait communities have a more intact culture and rely
more heavily on sea food. Mr Ephraim Bani described dugong
hunting on Badu and Thursday Islands. The. profe551onal'
(traditional) hunters - of which only a handful survive - possess
an extensive knowledge of the behaviour of their prey, can-
differentiate the sexes, pregnant females, and those with calf.
They are discriminating in their hunting, as opposed to the young
"amateurs’ who use outboards

On Murray Island ‘Mr Eddie Mabo said that turtles, clams, spiny
lobsters, rock cod grouper, mackerel, trevally, sardines and
other fish are 1mportant food. However the fishing effort has
declined since the cash store opened and obesity and diabetes are
prevalent. :

At Borroloola in the Gulf of Carpentaria, only four or :five
traditional dugong hunters survive, said Mr Graeme Friday.
Dugongs are ‘important in mythology, and the main dreaming sites
are situated here. Green turtles are also commonly hunted, and
eggs of all species are taken.

The Bardi community in Western Australia still rely on £fish,
shellfish, and turtles, while dugongs are occasionally taken.
Tradltlonally many marine species were taken and people
controlled fishing and hunting in their own territory. . Much of
the traditional knowledge is belng lost, and the communlty is
W1111ng to assist scientists in its documentation.
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Studies on the usage of marine resources by traditional
communities.

e

A biological study of the usage and the status of traditional
knowledge of marine resources at Hope Vale was undertaken by Mr
Andrew Smith for GBRMPA. BAbout 160 Guugqu Yimidhirr names for %
marine species were recorded and the identity and seasonality of

the major types recorded. About one hundred turtles and sixteen

dugongs were taken in 1985.

A comprehensive account of the traditional knowledge and use of
marine species, and sea tenure of the Yolngu in Arnhem Land was
given by Mr Stephen Davis. Traditional economics, rights and
boundaries, annual patterns of movements, the calendar,
commercial and subsistence exploitation and conflicts, and land
and sea rights were described.

The rich and complex traditional knowledge of dugongs and turtles
held by the Yanyuwa around Borroloola was outlined by Mr John
Bradley. The detailed nomenclature relating to species, age,
sex, external and internal anatomy, the migration and general
behaviour, the techniques of hunting, rituals in butchering, the
spiritual significance, and problems caused by incursions by
outsiders were described in detail.

Dr Robert Prince focussed on the management issues raised by

traditional marine hunting and fishing in Western Australia, the
legislation relating to these activities, and the problems of

Aborigines and Islanders fishing and hunting away from the (
traditional areas. ' :

Studies by Dr Helene Marsh on the status and biology of the ¢
dugong indicate that they may live about seventy years, first

calf at about 10-15 years, and bear every 3-7 years. They are

prone to overfishing; no more than 2.5 per cent of females can be

removed from a population each year. Dugongs are extinct or

endangered over most of their former range and in Australia they

are subject to many sources of man-induced mortality (traditional

hunting, accidental netting etc). Torres Strait stocks cannot

sustain the recent level of hunting, while the eastern stocks are

more secure.

A paper tabled by Claudia Baldwin examined the cultural
significance of the dugong in Australia, the need for management,
information requirement, and the approach and problems of GBRMPA
in their conservation.

The biology of turtles in the Torres Strait region was described
by Dr Colin Limpus. Six species (of which the green is the most
common) and two major nesting aggregations are present. Their
biology is poorly understood but they are known to be very long-
lived and nest erratically, at intervals of several years, making
them prone to overfishing. About 10,000 are caught ‘in Torres
Strait each year. Tagged turtles from eastern Australia have
been recovered from Indonesia, Irian Jaya, Papua New Guinea and
the Pacific Islands, indicating the necessity for international
conservation measures.
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In dlSCUSSlOD papers tabled at the workshop (1) Dr Carla
Catterall examined the biological characteristics (size at-
maturity, intertidal burying, subtidal populations, benthic
mobility, pelagic larvae) of various species of intertidal
shellfish and the patterns of exploitation which might make them
prone to overfishing; and (2) Dr Ian Poiner described a study to

assess the effects of prawn trawling on the sub51stence flshery

in Torres Strait.

Gordon Anderson dlscussed ways in which the dlfferent life cycle:
characteristics of three species subject to subsistence hunting
(the saltwater crocodile, the green turtle and the dugong) may
affect traditional hunters' perceptions of the distribution and
abundance of these species.  Management implications were
described. ' ‘ '

Workshop commissions.

In the final session the workshop broke into f1ve groups to.
consider key issues raised in the presentations and draft
appropriate resolutions. These are summarised below.

Marine demography

. It is necessary to collect catch data on traditional and

other fisheries, the nature of the flshlng effort, and
stocks of the major species. :

. Turtles, dugongs and barramundi require 1nd1v1dual
. species management plans.
. Information on the usage of marine resources should be

gathered from the Aboriginal and Islander communities in
a short-term,; coordinated program using an approprlate
range of sampling strategies.

. The program should be coordinated by approprlate State,
Commonwealth and Territorial agenc1es. :

Management principles
Traditional knowledge is a useful shortcut to. 1nformat10n
valuable for marine resource management.
As their importance has been demonstrated elsewhere in
the tropics, more studies should be undertaken on the

, subject in Australia.

. Traditional marine resource management may provide a
useful framework on which to build contemporary
management programs.

International action :

. Australian stocks: of turtles and dugongs cannot be
managed in isolation from neighbouring countries’ stocks.
Australian turtle and dugong stocks are of world ‘

‘ significance.

. International cooperation should occur in management of
common stocks, trade in products from these, and exchange
of information on their management.



Education
A coordinating mechanism should be established to:

address gaps in knowledge on traditional marine
knowledge;

improve dissemination of this information among
Aboriginal and Islander communities, government agencies
and the public; and

prioritise the recording of endangered traditional
knowledge.

Communication and planning

An appropriate forum should have terms of reference to
include planning of recommendations resulting from this
workshop, and communication among interest groups.

An expert committee, membership to be decided, should be
appointed to plan and communicate future action in
relation to a national research program in traditional
fisheries. It should report to the sponsoring agencies,
and through them to other interested parties.

The mechanisms previously drafted for this purpose in the
Commonwealth Government should be adopted, ie. the
appointment of a coordinator, liaison officers from the
state with the function of involving traditional
communities, and a senior scientist (possibly from within
CSIRO) to oversee the quality of the research program.

ay
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PART A

BACKGROUND PAPERS IN ARCHAEOLOGY, ANTRROPOLOGY AND ETHNOBIOLOGY

ROLE OF FISHING IN ABORIGINAL SOCIETY BEFORE EUROPEAN ARRIVAL IN

AUSTRALIA

Lo

John Campbell

The ultimate origins of indigenous Australian fishing technology
presumably lie in south-eastern Asia, the normally assumed centre
of origin for Aboriginal Australians. Whether the various
indigenous methods for fishing were further developed in
Australia or influenced by outside developments remains to. be

~determined. Certainly a fair range of Australian Aboriginal

fishing technology has probably been developed locally, as it is
clear from other lines of evidence that Australia remained
comparatively isolated from the outside world throughout most of
Aboriginal- prehistory.

Further, traditional Aborlglnal knowledge of the marine

environment in general in northern Australia was presumably
actively added to from generation to generation in the early

‘millennia of Aboriginal adaption to Australia, as many aspects of

the environment would have been different in detail from south-
eastern Asia, even if many of the broad patterns would have been
familiar.

Additional knowledge accumulation would have occurred with
further adaptions to changing coastal, littoral and off-shore
environments associated with the major changes in sea-level which
took place right up to between about 8,000 and 6,000 years ago.
In more recent times still other Aborlglnal adaptatlons and what
I would term ’'techno- ecologlcal' developments occurred, which we
can pick up directly in the archaeological record, such as the
development of elaborate tidal fish trap systems. :

One can -argue that the initial human colonisation of Australia
took place before about 40,000 years ago, but it is not at all
certain how many subsequent phases of colonisation there might
have been before the arrival of Europeans in Australia. Some
would argque that there were perhaps three or more phases of
colonisation. Certainly, it is also clear that some sort of
contact must have occurred at around about 5,000 to 4,000 years
ago when the dingo was apparently first introduced to Australia
from south-eastern Asia, perhaps via New Guinea.

Precisely how long Torres Strait has been occupied, or rather the
Torres Strait Islands, remains to be. determined, but some contact
between Aboriginal Australia and Melanesia certainly occurred
there within at least the last 1,000 years. Direct evidence for



fishing (both fishing in the usual sense and gathering of
shellfish) in Australia, on the other hand, goes back at least
35,000 years at Lake Mungo in New South Wales, for instance.

NORTHERN AUSTRALIA

The role of fishing in Aboriginal economies in the late
Pleistocene (or late ice age) in northern Australia is still not
fully clear. No truly coastal archaeological sites are known yet
for this time period, and any that might still exist would now be
many metres under water and in most cases would probably be
extemely difficult and expensive to find and excavate.

" One promising area to look could be ancient caves or cave

entrances at, say, 20 to 30 metres below present sea level in the
Great Barrier Reef which itself is a massive limestone formation
honeycombed with cave systems. What we do know about fishing in
the late Pleistocene in northern Australia comes from inland cave
sites which would have been even further inland at the time they
were first used.

Two such sites in North Queensland are Colless Creek near Lawn

Hill and Walkunder Arch Cave near Chillagoe. At both these

ancient cave sites people camped under the rock overhangs and

consumed freshwater mussels and fish which they had collected or

fished in neighbouring creeks and waterholes about 18,000 to

12,000 years ago, incidentally at a time when much of inland

Australia was much drier than it is now. 1In other words, we do

know that people were definitely exploiting aquatic resources, , n
and that they had the appropriate knowledge and technology to !
exploit littoral resources. In fact a number of southern

Australian inland sites actually have marine shellfish remains

which must have been carried quite some distance inland. ‘

In the Holocene, or the last 10,000 years, we have an ever

~increasing number of archaeological sites in northern Australia

with clear evidence for the exploitation of marine resources,
especially as we come closer to the present. This is perhaps
partly a result of the fact that the younger archaeological sites
are often the better preserved and partly a result of the fact
that sea levels reached their present level about 8,000 years ago
and have been fairly stable since about 6,000 years ago.

Most of these archaeological sites with marine evidence are shell
middens and mounds. Many of these have been found at, or very
close to, the present littoral zone, but some have been found
slightly further inland in areas where there has been a fair
degree of progradation. These sites include evidence for
exploitation of a wide range of fish and shellfish, as well as
dugongs, turtles, crustaceans and the like.

The main areas which have been studied so far are in north-
western Western Australia, parts of Arnhem Land, the western side
of Cape York Peninsula especially around Weipa, the eastern side
of Cape York Peninsula especially round Princess Charlotte Bay,
parts of the mainland coast near Innisfail and Ayr, and
Hinchinbrook and Magnetic Islands. The northern tip of Cape York




~to 5,000 years ago and carries on- v1rtually to the present.

" as more research is carried out. The fish traps on Hinchinbrook

~seafood retrieval systems'. At the time of initial contact with

Peninsula and some of the islands of Torres Strait are now being .
properly investigated as well. 1In a brief review of this sort it
is not possible to go into great detail on what is now known
about all of these various parts of northern Australia. 1Instead
I will concentrate on Princess. Charlotte Bay and Hlnchlnbrook
Island, both of which have now been radiocarbon dated.

PRINCESS CHARLOTTE BAY PR o ﬁfis_

Shell middens and mounds, occupied rockshelters with shell debris
on their floors and dugong burials are all known from Princess
Charlotte Bay. . The first dated use of the area starts at close

Marine resources there apparently varied in their abundance over -
time, and this may have helped to determine to one extent or.
another the size of local Aboriginal populations. Whether
Aboriginal use of the area intensified during the last 1 000
years or so is a matter for some debate. : »

HINCHINBROOK ISLAND

Shell middens and mounds and elaborate stone-built tidal fish-
trap .systems are known from Hinchinbrook Island. The first dated
use of the area starts at. about 2,000 years ago, though as with
Princess Charlotte Bay, this age limit will. probably be extended

were clearly very productive, and in fact some of these still
operate virtually automatically, trapping fish and encouraging
development on the spot of shell fish, and edible mangroves, It
has been argued that they should be. referred to.as ’automatic

Europeans, Hinchinbrook Island apparently supported an entire
Aboriginal tribe and had a number of semi-permanent villages.
The case for intensified use of marine resources is perhaps even
stronger on Hinchinbrook. '

WORKSHOP DISCUSSION

The discussion covered the following points:

The fishtraps located on Hinchinbrook Island still work
to some extent. Trapped fish survive from one tide to
another. . '

It is possible that the traps were used all year (rather
than broken at the end of the season), as they serviced a
permanent population. The funnel traps were probably
worked with baskets. , \
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STATUS OF DOCUMENTARY INFORMATION ON ABORIGINAL AND ISLANDER /
FISHING AND MARINE HUNTING IN NORTHERN AUSTRALIA

Kingsley Palmer s
INTRODUCTION

By comparison with the amount of information available on other
aspects of Aboriginal society - social organisation, local
organisation, material culture and Aboriginal religion for
example - our knowledge of Aboriginal use of the sea is indeed
poor. In many cases, Aboriginal groups who occupied coastal
areas were not exclusively maritime people, since traditionally
they moved across fairly large tracts of land that could include
coastline, off-shore islands and hinterland. 1In addition, and
particularly in northern Australia, Aborigines exploited marine
resources in estuarine and tidal environments - sometimes many
kilometres from the sea. Nevertheless, our knowledge of the
economic activities of all these people remains limited. 1In this
paper I discuss some of the reasons that lie behind this paucity
and examine both the limits and the extent of the information
that is available. :

The lack of detailed information about Aboriginal people, as
constituting a major maritime culture, is all the more surprising
since coastal areas of Australia undoubtedly offered some of the
richest and best living areas for people on the whole continent.
The coastal areas were generally well watered, had abundant
supplies of fish and other marine foods and provided routes for
easy access along beach ways and the opportunity for transport by
sea. Certainly northern coastal parts of Australia were well
populated and it has been estimated that there were, on average,
two persons per square mile in this region. However, in some
southern coastal areas there may have been as many as five to ten
persons per square mile (Maddock, 1974). Moreover, early
explorers and settlers first encountered, and therefore described
Aborigines in the coastal areas, while those inhabitants of the
more remote and more arid interior were often not encountered by
explorers and settlers until very much later in the history of
colonial Australia.

The coastal Aboriginal inhabitants of Australia bore the brunt of
the excesses of the settlers as well as suffering more than some
of the interior dwellers from contact diseases like chicken pox
and influenza. Thus, many of the coastal cultures were among the
first to disappear from the face of the newly settled land.
However, the absence of interest in maritime cultures probably
reflects a preoccupation of early explorers and later researchers
who were more interested in other aspects of Aboriginal society.
Research workers, and in particular, anthropologists, were taken
up with matters that had to do with Aboriginal myth and religion,
material culture and kinship and social organisation. Moreover,
the students of the Aborigines were themselves, on the whole,
from societies that stressed the importance of the land, and
whose economic system was largely based upon the land. 1In the
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absence of any diverse or comprehensive and‘capltal intensive
fishing industry or other complex process of marine ex9101tatlon,
the European mind did not easily comprehend the Aboriginal.
utilisation of the sea, its economic importance and territorial"

~component in Aboriginal culture

We do not know for certain the exact date when Aborlglnes first

arrived in Australia. It is, however, generally agreed that this
probably occurred sometime about 40,000 years ago. Those early
settlers, travelling as they did from the north or the north-
west, arrived here by sea. They did therefore belong to a.
maritime culture and had the capability to traverse considerable

‘distances over the sea in boats that were at least secure enough
to offer them a passage that enabled them to colonize the =
" continent. Although the sea straits were probably narrower than'

they are today, the voyages of these early settlers were indeed
courageous. Blainey has traced the possible routes that these
early voyagers must have taken and noted that the widest gap that
they would need to have traversed would have been at least 70 to
100 miles wide. (Blainey, 1975). Mulvaney (1975) has indicated
alternative routes to New Guinea (which was then a part of
Australia) - but the sea distances 1nvolved were 51zeable

The archaeologlcal record is all too ea51ly ignored when
assessing our knowledge of the maritime cultures of Australia. A
number of archaeologists have explored remains on offshore
islands which indicate that Aboriginal people had lived in these
maritime environments in times gone by. In particular Beaton
(1978) has discussed the archaeology of the Great Barrier Reef.
In Western ‘Australia, Dortch (1984) has examined prehistoric
stone artefacts on some of the offshore islands of Western
Australia, and concluded that they provide evidence of occupation
of the shelf prior to the rising of the sea. Also in Western
Australia, Glover (1984) has suggested that the source for stone
artefacts, found in the Perth basin, occurred in an area which is
now inundated by the sea. In the Pilbara region of Western
Australia, Lorblanchet has excavated shell middens and recorded

rock art sites revealing details of a maritime culture in excess

of 6,000 years old (Lorblanchet and Jones, 1980).

In this discussion of the status of documented knowledge about
Aboriginal use of the sea, I divide the relevant data into four
major categories. The first includes the comments and
observations of the early explorers and settlers about Aborlglnes
and their use of the sea. The second includes those writers who
made a study of Aboriginal society in one form or another, but-
whose work had a particular material culture bias, and generally
excluded any sociological or economic analysis. Third, there are
those writers who have written on maritime cultures in one form
or another and most of whom have been trained anthropologists.
Finally, there is a growing body of literature which has emerged
in the last eight years or so which concerns Aboriginal rights to
the sea and their interests and ownership of it. This llterature
has resulted from legal and polltlcal movements whereby
Aboriginal people have sought to gain control and access to the

~sea and sought support from research workers in stating their -

clalms




THE EARLY EUROPEAN EXPLORERS

Just as the first Aboriginal settlers and explorers of Australia
came by sea, so too did the Europeans. 1In fact, Australia was
known as a continent by mariners long before any Europeans had
attempted to settle the place. The first European explorers
commented upon the coastal Aborigines they encountered. William
Dampier, visiting the coast in January 1688 remarked:

Their only Food is a small sort of Fish, which they get
by making Wares of Stone across little Coves or Branches
of the Sea; every Tide bringing in the small Fish, and
there leaving them for Prey to these People, who
constantly attend there to search for them at Low-water.
This small Fry I take to be the top of their Fishery:
They have no instruments to catch great Fish, should they
come; and such seldom stay to be left behind at Low-
water... In other places at Low-water they seek for
Cockles, Muscles, and Periwinkles: of these shell-fish
there are fewer still; so that their chiefest dependence
fsic] is upon what the sea leaves in their Wares; which
be it much or little they gather up, and march to the
Places of their Abode.

(Dampier, W. in Masefield, 1906)

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, when the pioneering
settlement of 1788 had aroused European interest in the continent
as a whole, a number of voyages of discovery took place. These
consisted largely of attempts to circumnavigate the continent,

" mapping the topography, charting the seabed, and keeping an eye

open for suitable harbours, places for future settlement and
resources, and matter of interest to natural historians at the
time. One such explorer was Nicolas Baudin who was Commander-in-
Chief of the Corvettes Le Geographe and Le Naturaliste. The
explorers were not interested in detailed ethnographic
description, nor did they generally have the time or the
opportunity to do more than navigate their vessels.

Until then, we had not seen a single one of the natives
of the country, but as we landed, we saw one up to this
waist in the water, busy spearing fish.

(Baudin, 1974)

The illustrations that were produced at the time of the Baudin
expedition are perhaps more informative - telling us something of
the way Aborigines fished using nets as well as spears and had a
variety of vessels, including dug-out and outrigger canoes.
Baudin also records that the Aborigines were jealous of their
land in the face of the encroaching foreigners:

But as he continued to advance, the natives began to
shout violently, signalling us to go back. As his signs
were in the direction of the ships, we were in no doubt
at all as to what he was saying to us.

(ibid.) ‘




Later accounts by early settlers -also contain many references to.
the Aborigines in coastal areas. However, most of them give us
little more detail than a descriptive account of the material .
culture of the Aborlglnal people living by the sea, their use of

j flsh traps, and in particular their utlllsatlon of canoes.

THE EARLY ETHNOGRAPHERS: MARITIME MATERIAL CULTURE IN AUSTRALIA

Poor- though our information may be in general on Aboriginal use
of the sea, the literature on canoes is extensive. Maybe the

exotic nature of a dug-out or bark canoe captured the imagination

of early ethnographers. Whatever the reasons were, we probably
know more about this aspect of the coastal Aborigines’ materlal
culture than any other facet of their maritime affairs. ~What we
do not know so much about, however, are issues of ownershlp, co-

- operation, trade and prestlge associated w1th canoes,. canoe

making and canoe owners.

Matthew Flinders, who sailed the northern coasts of Australia
between 1801 and 1803, was probably the first to note the use of
canoes by Aborigines in Australia,, but it was left to later

writers to differentiate their types and use. E.M. Curr, writing -

in 1883, noted details of canoe building, as well as their use in
hunting and fishing by coastal Aborigines. Curr was probably one
of the first enthnographers to document accurately this aspect of

" material culture (Curr, 1886). Radcliffe-Brown, better known for

his studies in social anthropology, wrote of the rafts of Western
Australia (Radcliffe-Brown, 1916), while the Frobenius Expedition
of 1938-9 documented a variety of watercraft, including dug-out
canoes, bark canoes and rafts (cf. Lommel, 1952). Another
significant writer on watercraft in Aboriginal Australia was J.R.
Love, who described their use amongst the Warora in northern
Australia in his classic work Stone Age Bushmen Today (Love,
1936). '

Apart from the log rafts of Western Australia, the canoes of
northern Australia fall into two types: bark canoes and dug-out
canoes. The former were made from a single piece of bark prised
from a tree and gathered at the end to form a bow and stern.
These canoes were serviceable especially on inland waterways like
the Arafura Swamp. The canoes required constant repair and had
to be caulked with grass and mud. They were discarded at the end
of the season. Thomson, observing these canoes in Arnhem Land in
the 1930’s, recorded in detail their manufacture and use for
goose egg collection (Thomson, 1983). The people with whom he
lived and worked also had access to the dug-out canoe, which was
more seaworthy and allowed access to offshore islands, and
permitted their navigators to traverse coastal waters. The dug-
out canoes were, however, more complex to build than the bark
canoes, involving a greater degree of co-operation and were very
heavy, but had the advantage of lastlng much longer (Jones and
Meehan, 1977).

The Aborigines on Cape York used an outrigger canoe, also
constructed from a hollowed out log. The advantage of extra
stability made it superior to the dug-out used without an
outrigger, and it probably owed its genesis to the influence of
the Torres Strait Islanders and Papuans to the north. Some




writers have noted that the dug-out canoes of northern Australia
had their origins in the island of Celebes, from whence the
Macassans came to exploit the rich shallow trepang beds of the
northern Australian coast. The trepang or sea cucumber was a much
prized delicacy which Macassan traders exported as far as China.
The Macassans left their dug-out canoes with the local
Aborigines - in part as payment for what they took. The
Aborigines themselves, no doubt, copied the style of the canoes
from the Macassans from whom they also learnt about steel knives,
steel fish hooks, pottery vessels and alcohol (Macknight, 1976;
Thomson, 1949; Warner, 1969).

Other papers and notes of ethnographic interest proliferate. The
library at the Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies in
Canberra has literally hundreds of brief references to canoes,
fishing techniques, fishing with nets, fish hooks, spears, fish
traps, turtle hunting, the collection of turtle eggs, dugong
hunting, the making of dugong ropes and so on. Yet despite this
quite extensive literature on how Aborigines utilised the seas,
we are left largely in the dark as to what social processes were
involved, and what were the interactions and exchanges that
characterised this economic and social activity.

The overall impression of these earlier writers is then - with
very few exceptions - of a descriptive account of Aboriginal
uses of the sea with little or no analysis. Not that this work
is in itself of no account. It provides a useful insight into
the operations of coastal people in Australia. However, it has
limitations when compared with the work of anthropologists who
tried to link coastal Aboriginal material culture with their
lifestyle, attitudes, beliefs and the ways in which their
societies were changing.

ANTHROPOLOGICAL RESEARCH IN MORE RECENT TIMES

" one of the pioneers of modern anthropological studies in northern

coastal areas of Australia was Lloyd Warner, who wrote in 1937 A
Black Civilization. This book describes the Murngin (generally
called the Yolngu) of north-east Arnhem Land. Although

Lloyd Warner studied a group who lived on the coast, his
interests were focused on local and social organisation, kinship
and totemism, with only a passing interest in economic activity
and transport (Warner, 1969). However, Warner did pay detailed
attention to matters of social change and the influence of the
Macassan traders (ibid.).

Thomson worked in east Arnhem land, particularly round Blue Mud
Bay in 1935 and 1937 and wrote of the effect the Macassans had on
the ceremonial exchange cycle of the region (Thomson, 1949).
Thomson had also visited Cape York, where he documented dugong
hunters, fishermen and the culture of a coastal people in detail
(Thomson, 1934a, 1934b, 1956). F.G. Rose, writing in 1961,
discussed the effects of the introduction of the dug-out canoe on
the economy of Groote Eylandt, where he worked in the 1950s.
Warner, Thomson and Rose stand out from other writers of this
period. They were certainly more interested in matters of social
change, interaction, social structure and culture rather then
simply describing fishing techniques, canoe manufacture and
associated technologies of the coastal people.
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By the time David Turner visited Groote Eylandt in 1969 the

changes wrought by modernisation on the island were quite

apparent. In his book Tradition and Transformation (1974) he
notes the way this island culture had altered as mining, mission
and modern technology had replaced more traditional institutions.
The photograph on the book’s cover is fitting: . a dug-out canoe :
with an outboard motor (Turner, 1974). Despite this, little work
has been done on the effect that such things as aluminium. "
dinghies, "Mercury" outboards and modern nets have had on
indigenous economic systems, local political control and

- technology. Moreover, as the years passed and the traditional
forms of activities declined, little was written on the changing

pattern of the maritime exp101tat10n and  the uses the Aboriginal
people made of the sea in the context of their changed social and
technological circumstances. The effects of 20th century
technologies on dugong, turtle and other populations has received
scant attention, but has been addressed in a paper by Chase
(1979) _

Turner was not alone in developing anthropological studies of
change in northern Australia. Other workers had developed an
interest in Aborigines’ conception of the sea, not merely as an
economic resource or as a means of transport, but as. a spiritual
reality which took its place in their belief system. This aspect
of Aboriginal religious belief has received less attention than
Aboriginal beliefs about the land - a matter that informs the
writings about Aborigines and the land from quite early on.

In 1970 R.M. Berndt wrote a monograph titled The Sacred Site:

The Western Arnhem Land Example, in which he documented the
spiritual beliefs Aborigines held about the sea, the straits,
reefs and offshore islands. Although Berndt did not specifically
address the issue of maritime cultures g_g se, he introduced a
new ingredient into the study of coastal people that was to have
significance later on. Moreover, it was an aspect of Aboriginal
religious belief that had remained largely undocumented. 1In 1976
Berndt published an account in which he documented in detail the
ownership of both islands and adjacent seas in north-east Arnhem ,
Land. He demonstrated how it was that the mythological beings of S
the creative era of the Dreaming traversed both land and sea and
so ordained the clan territories and sacred sites of the local

'Aboriginal people (Berndt, 1976a).

Other work by R.M. Berndt and his wife C.H. Berndt included Man,
Land and Myth (1970), a study of the inland Gunwinggu people of
Western Arnhem Land which also included reference to coastal
people with whom they had also worked. Like Warner, the Berndts
were interested in social anthropology, but unlike Warner they
included a chapter on economic utilisation of the environment,
including comments on the economic relationships that the
Gunwinggu had with their maritime neighbours. R.M. Berndt’s Love
songs of Arnhem Land (1976b) includes many songs collected from
coastal people, thus extending our knowledge of the diverse and
complex cultures of these people who lived with the sea.







