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PART A

BACKGROUND PAPERS IN ARCHAEOLOGY, ANTHROPOLOGY AND ETHNOBIOLOGY
,,

ROLE OF FISHING IN ABORIGINAL ,SOCIETY  BEFORE EUROPEAN ARRIVAL IN I
AUSTRALIA

John Campbell
I

,

The ultimate origins of indigenous Australian fishing technology
presumablylie 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 Abo'riginal,,  ,'
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 Abor,iginal  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 Aboriginal adaptations and what
I would term 'techno-ecological'  developments occurred, which we'
can pick up directly in the archaeological record, such as the
development of elaborate tidal fish trap systems.

One canargue  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 argue 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 qccurred
there within at least the last 1,000 years. Dire.ct evide'nce  for
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f i sh ing  (both  f i sh ing  in  the  usual  sense  and  gather ing  o f
shel l f i sh)  in  Austral ia ,  on  the  other  hand,  goes  back  at  least
35,000 years at Lake Mungo in New South Wales, for instance.

NORTHERN AUSTRALIA

The  ro le  o f  f i sh ing  in  Abor ig inal  economies  in  the  late
Ple is tocene  (or  late  i ce  age)  in  northern Austra l ia  i s  s t i l l  not
f u l l y  c l e a r . No truly  coasta l  archaeolog ica l  s i tes  are  known yet
for  this  t ime period, and any that might still exist would now be
many metres under water and in most cases would probably be
extemely  d i f f i cu l t  and  expens ive  to  f ind  and excavate .

One promising area to look could be ancient caves or cave
entrances  at ,  say , 20  to  30  metres  be low present  sea  level  in  the
Great  Barr ier  Reef  which i tse l f  i s  a  massive  l imestone 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 f irst  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. In other words, we do
know that  people  were  def ini te ly  explo i t ing  aquat ic  resources ,
and that they had the appropriate knowledge and technology to
explo i t  l i t toral  resources . In fact a number of southern
Austra l ian  in land s i tes  actual ly  have  marine  she l l f i sh  remains
which must have been carried quite some distance inland.

In the Holocene, or the last 10,000 years, we have an ever
increas ing  number  o f  archaeo log ica l  s i tes  in  northern  Austra l ia
with  c lear  ev idence  for  the  explo i tat ion  o f  marine  resources ,
especial ly  as  we come c loser  to  the  present . This is perhaps
part ly  a  resul t  o f  the  fact  that  the  younger  archaeo log ica l  s i tes
are  o f ten  the  better  preserved and part ly  a  result  o f  the  fact
that  sea  leve ls  reached  the ir  present  leve l  about  8 ,000  years  ago
and have been fairly stable since about 6,000 years ago.

Most  o f  these  archaeologica l  s i tes  with  marine  ev idence  are  shel l
middens  and mounds. Many of these have been found at, or very
c l o s e  t o , the present littoral zone, but some have been found
sl ight ly  further  in land in  areas  where  there  has  been a  fa ir
degree  o f  progradat ion . These  s i tes  inc lude  ev idence  for
explo i tat ion o f  a  wide  range o f  f i sh  and shel l f i sh ,  as  wel l  as
dugongs ,  turt les , 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 Peninsuia especially ro-und  Pr incess f'harlott0  )yavbllW&  A" WV-
parts of the mainland coast near Innisfail and Ayr, and
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Hinchinbrook and Magnetic Islands. The nort,hern  tip of Cape York
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Peninsula and some of the islands, of Torres Strait are now being I
proper ly  invest igated as  wel l . 1n  a  b r i e f  r e v i e w  o f  t h i s  s o r t  i t
is  not  possible  to  go  into  great  detai l  on what  is  now known
about  a l l  o f  these  var ious  parts  o f  northern  Austra l ia . Instead
I will concentrate on Princess Charlotte Bay and Hinchinbrook
‘Island, b o t h  o f  w h i c h  h a v e  n o w  b e e n  r a d i o c a r b o n  datedi ,’

PRINCESS CHARLOTTE BAY /I,  ),
, ,,',

Shell middens  and mounds, occupied  rockshelte,rs  with shel l  debris
on their floors and dugong burials are all known from Princess
Charlotte,Bay. The f i rst  dated use  o f  the  area  starts  at  c lose
to  5 ,000 ’  years  ago  and carr ies  onvirtual ly  to  the  present . ,
Marine. resources there apparently varied in their abundance over ,
time, and this may have helped to determine to one extent or.
another  the  s ize  o f  l oca l  Abor ig inal  populat ions . Whe,ther
Abor ig inal  use  o f  the  area  intens i f ied  dur ing  the  last,l,OOO
y e a r s  o r  s o  i s  a  m a t t e r  f o r  s o m e  d e b a t e . ,
HINCHINBROOK ISLAND

Shell.middens  and mounds  and e laborate  s tone-bui l t  t idal  fish-
trapsystems are known from Hinchinbrook Island. The f i rst  dated
use  o f  the  area  starts  at  about  2 ,000  years  ago ,  though as  with
Princess Charlotte Bay, this age limit wills probably be extended

’ as  more  research is  carr ied  out . The f i sh  traps .  on  ‘Hinchinbrook
were  c lear ly  very  product ive , and in  fact  some o f  these.still
operate  v i r tual ly  automat ica l ly , trapping fish and encouraging
development  on  the  spot  o f  she l l  f i sh ,  and edib le  mangroves .  I t
has been argued that -they,.should.-be...ref.err.ed  to..*as  ‘automatic- .-. . . “seaf-ood  ‘retrieval9  systems’. At  the  t ime o f  in i t ia l  contact  with
Europeans, Hinchinbrook Island apparently supported an entire
Aboriginal tribe and had a number of semi-permanent villages.
The case  for  intensi f ied  use  o f  marine  resources  i s  perhaps  even
stronger on Hinchinbrook.

WORKSHOP DISCUSSION I
I

The discuss ion covered the  fo l lowing points : I
‘I

The  f ishtraps  located on Hinchinbrook Is land st i l l  work
to some extent. Trapped fish survive from one tide to
another.

.I.t  i s  possible  .that  the  traps  were  used al l  year  (rather
than ’broken at  the  end o f  the  season) ,  as  they  serv iced  a
permanent population. The funnel traps were probably
worked with baske.ts.
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