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Abstract 

Fieldwork for this thesis was undertaken in the Country of the Ndrrua’ngaith / Wathayn people on 

the Weipa Peninsula, western Cape York, far north Queensland, Australia. My research formed part 

of an Australian Research Council (ARC) Linkage Project (LP110100180) Enhancing Cultural Heritage 

Management for Mining Operations: A Multi-Disciplinary Approach, developed by  Macquarie 

University, University of Auckland, Queensland University of Technology, the Australian National 

University, University of Waikato and University of York, with industry partner Rio Tinto Alcan (RTA). 

My aim was to explore whether local ethnography can shed light on interpretations of past land-use 

generated by archaeological and environmental research. To this end, I worked with the Wathayn 

people, recording oral history, historic and recent archaeological sites, places of significance and the 

pathways that link them to compile a cultural map.  

The reverse question is also explored – does archaeological endeavour in any way assist the 

traditional owners who are involved in the research? After many years working in cultural heritage 

management, I am concerned about the stores full of archaeological evidence languishing after 

meagre analysis. I explored the involvement of Wathayn traditional owners in the development of 

this ARC project and their understanding of the methodology.  

Ideally those involved in this type of research would spend weeks or months living with or near the 

traditional owners, so they could all come to understand each other. However, my fieldwork was 

constrained by time and resources, being a small segment of a large archaeological project. This is 

not an uncommon situation as many cultural heritage management projects in the public and 

private sectors are limited in scope, time and resources. I have had the advantages of time to 

complete the written report and continued telephone conversations with a Wathayn elder, which 

has allowed information gathering to continue. 

I was embarrassed about trying to write my impressions of the heritage of those who have suffered 

at the hands of the dominant culture to which I belong. First peoples should tell their own stories, 

but non-Indigenous people can contribute by bringing scientific information back to the community 

and spreading interest in Aboriginal culture to a wider audience. 

Reconciliation must come from all sides of inequality. Living archaeology, as a way of life and a 

discipline, should share information that brings the past into the present so we can work together 

towards reconciliation and an improved, shared future. I work with the Sunshine Coast 

Reconciliation Group promoting understanding of our shared history and respect for traditional 
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owners and I have included some examples of my communication achievements in the land of the 

Kabi Kabi people.  
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 Introduction 

Project background 

Weipa Aboriginal people face challenges, reorganising their lives after the dislocation of their 

communities imposed by Western culture, and working with the mining industry that previously 

diminished them and fought their aspirations (Department of Resources Energy and Tourism, 

2009b:9, 2009a:9). The mining industry’s culture focuses on production and efficiency, conflicting 

with traditional Aboriginal responsibilities for land and family (ibid:21). However, since Rio Tinto 

Alcan (RTA) took over bauxite mining on the Weipa peninsula from Comalco in 2003, it now provides 

longer-term investment to improve education, health, employment and economic sustainability for 

the local Indigenous community (ibid:13,15).  

Rio Tinto Alcan’s (RTA) cultural heritage programmes are compliant with Native Title Indigenous 

Land Use Agreements (ILUAs), which confirm benefits and responsibilities between developers and 

Native Title holders (ibid:29). RTA holds a large corpus of unpublished reports and publications and a 

database of over 5000 cultural heritage site records including culturally modified trees, surface stone 

artefacts, shell mounds, earth mounds, ethnographic places and historic sites (Shiner and Morrison, 

2009). The proponent is only required to seek and record sites that will be disturbed by mining on 

the bauxite plateau and ancillary works, however most surveys also note sites of significance to 

traditional owners in adjacent areas not directly disturbed.  

The Australian Research Council (ARC) Project (LP110100180) “Enhancing cultural heritage 

management for mining operations: a multi-disciplinary approach” involved archaeological and 

environmental studies of “multiple [shell and earth] mounds from single locations with the latest 

technology” to augment previous archaeological research on shell mounds at other locations 

(Fanning et al., 2011:5).  

A dimension ‘beyond compliance’ could be provided by investigating areas outside the area of 

mining on the bauxite plateau and applying a research framework to the archaeological findings 

rather than just completing clearance surveys (Shiner et al., 2013:68-69). This may increase 

understanding of how Indigenous populations adapted to changes in environmental conditions in 

western Cape York in the late Holocene (Morrison, 2013a:90). 

The project ran from 2011 to 2014, with field seasons each September (most northern Australian 

fieldwork takes place in the dry season). Interdisciplinary studies analysed column samples from 

shell mounds, excavated earth mounds and analysed swamp cores to study environmental history 

and the geomorphological evolution of shorelines relevant to the archaeological record (Fanning et 

al., 2011). Permission for the research, which took place on Wathayn Aboriginal land, was provided 
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under the Western Cape Communities Coexistence Agreement (WCCCA) and the Napranum 

Aboriginal Shire Council on behalf of the Wathayn traditional owners.  

The WCCCA is kept confidential so I was unable to find out what form consultation took prior to 

working up the ARC application. Shiner confirmed that there were presentations and discussions but 

did not elaborate. I assume that some discussion was with the Wathayn people as well as the 

WCCCA committee. The only section available for study, Section 5, shows that the WCCCA gives 

some control to the traditional owners as RTA must advise them of proposed works to disturb areas 

and undertake cultural heritage surveys, including the traditional owners advised by the WCCCA 

committee and imposes time frames on all parties. However the language used to propose RTA 

operations works and any other research proposals, such as the ARC application, is probably in ‘high 

English’ (Wrigley, 2009f:16.17), difficult for any but the proposers to understand. Archaeologists 

often use hard words and jargon which are hard for those outside the discipline and traditional 

owners to understand (Bancroft, 1995:32). The need for plain English reports is discussed later in 

chapter 2. 

I asked an RTA officer why other groups were not included as this was a significant project with 

concomitant pay for the traditional owners involved by the officer did not know and confirmed that 

the perceived lack of sharing income had caused acrimony among the traditional owner groups. 

My role was to work with the traditional owners to record the historic and current use of their 

landscape and compare this to the archaeological record to see if the present could inform 

interpretation of the past. In return I explained archaeology and its role in assessing heritage 

significance in the Western scientific system that informs cultural heritage management as a 

background to returning information from these studies to the cultural owners. 

Constraints of this project 

Unlike an independent project where the research questions, aims, methodology and outcomes can 

be developed by the student, this project was constrained by the ARC framework. The cultural 

heritage management PhD student was supposed to be co-supervised by Dr Justin Shiner (then 

Culture Heritage Manager, RTA Weipa) and Prof Simon Holdaway (University of Auckland). The aim 

was: ‘An anthropology/archaeology-trained, and preferably Indigenous, PhD student will work with 

the PO heritage specialists and Traditional Owners to record and interpret stories about the 

connection of Indigenous people to their land, and features and places that are of particular 

importance in their own understanding of their relationships with the past. These stories will then be 

integrated with the scientific information that the research team will gather about past human-

environment relationships. The interest is in understanding the nature of decisions Indigenous 
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people made in the past in relation to changes in environment. Engagement with multiple 

communities will be enhanced by investigating the complexity of the relationships between current 

Indigenous knowledge about the land and its features, and the history of human-environment 

interaction derived from application of the latest archaeological and palaeoenvironmental 

techniques’ (Fanning et al., 2011:Part C, 7 ). 

As I was a student at the Australian National University (ANU) Dr. Sally Brockwell became my 

supervisor. Justin Shiner met me in Brisbane to explain the project, concentrating mainly on how it 

would contribute to cultural heritage management (CHM), not only for RTA but for the wider 

extractive industry. I understood that the whole ARC project aimed to contribute to CHM but felt 

that I was being directed towards helping shape the improved framework. 

I realised quickly when I got to Weipa that RTA had very detailed, well-founded cultural heritage 

strategies, which were applied through a dedicated unit as well as endorsed and visibly practiced by 

all levels of the company. RTA took their relationships and obligations with traditional owners very 

seriously and involved them in planning, surveying and monitoring cultural heritage management 

stages and mitigation.  

In order to find out if the Wathayn traditional owners perceived any lacks or unsatisfactory 

directions and help these to be presented to RTA I would need to spend dedicated time 

workshopping their thoughts and wishes. I proposed to Justin that I could run a one to two-day 

workshop during the September 2012 field work seeking input to strategic directions in CHM. He 

approved of the idea and I sent him an outline of the content and how the workshop would be run 

on 13/8/2012. 

When we arrived for fieldwork, Justin told us that holding a workshop would be too sensitive, so I 

was not to use this approach. I felt rather relieved and outlined that I would focus instead on 

modern and historic campsites and land use. I proposed to record in detail one dinner-time camp 

and explore other historic evidence. Justin endorsed this new approach in the time left to me. 

Although I had less time to explore the archaeological evidence, the time spent helping my fellow 

PhD student from ANU, Billy Ó Foghlú, with his excavations and talking with senior traditional owner, 

Beatrice Gordon, and her family gave me some background to both the archaeology and the changes 

in Wathayn culture. 

As Wathayn Country is held by RTA under a mining lease, access to this area had to be approved and 

facilitated by RTA Community Relations officers. Speaking to Beatrice off her Country did not prove 

satisfactory either in freedom of conversation or indication of geographical areas. Beatrice is very 

busy with cultural heritage work, surveys and awareness sessions, her duties on the WCCCA 
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committee and family and community responsibilities. I could not be sure how long I would be able 

to meet with Beatrice on Country when I arrived at Weipa and the cost and time taken to travel from 

ACT to Weipa were also limiting. Of necessity, I worked my questions around the amount and quality 

of time I was able to spend with Beatrice and the Wathayn people. 

Aims 

The overarching aim of this thesis is to explore whether the archaeology of contemporary and 

historic campsites, informed by oral history and ethnography, adds to interpretations of past land-

use generated by the archaeological and environmental research. This larger question contains a 

number of specific sub-questions: 

• What are the characteristics of long- and short-term camps and are they likely to be 

distinguishable archaeologically? 

• Can we determine seasonality of campsites by identifying resources specific to areas or 

seasons and accessibility?  

• Do the stories of campsites and resources shared by Weipa traditional owners help to 

explain the archaeological sites? 

• How have sites, settlement patterns, mobility and subsistence strategies been changed 

by the historical dictates of European settlement and does modern use still reflect past 

traditional cultural practices? 

To this end I reviewed studies in archaeology, anthropology, history and ethnography relevant to 

Weipa. I investigated places of significance to the Wathayn traditional owners, recorded oral 

histories and considered this information alongside the scientific research into historic and 

archaeological sites, looking for any patterns or insights into the way their ancestors used the 

landscape.  

Engaging with traditional owners in cultural mapping, I considered the factors encouraging or 

limiting the locating of Wathayn campsites. This included the physical environment which dictates 

suitability of access, camping and resources; seasonal changes; and how the history of the Aboriginal 

people and incomers to the area changed access to Country through transport, economic needs and 

new social and political influences. Oral history contributed throughout the analysis and informed 

the cultural map. 

The reverse question was also explored – can the archaeological endeavours assist the traditional 

owners in any way? The sub-questions concern effective communication of archaeological results: 
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• How can I effectively return important archaeological information to the Wathayn 

people?  

• Is this relevant to cultural heritage management? 

As I worked with the Wathayn people, I wondered how much of the ARC proposal they had 

understood, whether the academic language had the same interpretation for the researchers and 

the traditional owners of the area being researched.  

I realized how little of the results of the formal archaeological investigations around Weipa have 

been returned to the local Aboriginal community in an understandable format. Much of the analysis 

and publication takes place years after the fieldwork in which traditional owners are involved. 

Copyright to some data is owned by the company that funds the research and may not be published 

near the time of the research, if ever. The outcomes may be somewhat obscured by the language of 

academia so are not readily accessible to Indigenous people. Understanding an archaeological paper 

fully is improved if the reader knows something of the tools of archaeologists and the history of 

archaeology in Australia as well as previous relevant archaeological, environmental and historical 

studies. 

A cultural map presented alongside archaeological and palaeo-environmental interpretations may 

therefore be of assistance to the traditional owners in understanding the findings. I also investigated 

how to communicate the results effectively to the Wathayn community and a wider audience. This 

included community reports as illustrated booklets explaining archaeology and our Wathayn 

research, and ethnographic film to record our visits on Country.  

Personal involvement 

I have come to this research after decades of working as a cultural heritage manager in the public 

service whilst volunteering in community health organisations and historical and archaeological 

societies, more hands-on than involved in academic debate, so my style is autoethnographical.  

After many years of working in cultural heritage management and volunteering in the Canberra 

Archaeological Society, the Anthropological Society of South Australia, West Torrens Historical 

Society, South Australia Historical Society and the National Trust of ACT, I could not help myself 

continuing to promote the wonders of the past and its lessons for today and tomorrow. While I was 

trying to gather data for this archaeological study, it worried me that Wathayn people knew very 

little of the previous archaeological analyses of the Weipa area, even though they and members of 

their families had been involved in fieldwork since the 1960s (Bailey, 1972, Wright, 1964). 
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I reflected on the history of portraying Aboriginal people in Australian literature and media. In the 

1950s, our primary school books barely mentioned Aboriginal people: a one-page depiction of 

humpies and hunters standing on one leg with text conveying that these people lived only in the 

north of Australia in an unchanging culture. Aboriginal students from a hostel in Thebarton, South 

Australia must have caught the bus I took to school, but as many Greek and Italian children also 

caught this bus in cosmopolitan Adelaide, I assumed that all darker-skinned children were of 

Mediterranean ancestry. Anne Summers did not find out until 1965 - when she started at Adelaide 

University - about the “appalling living conditions of South Australia’s 6000 Aborigines” even though 

there had been some Aboriginal girls at her school (1999:156). 

Similarly, the only literature about Aboriginal people I read was Mrs Aeneas Gunn’s tales (Gunn, 

1992) and Australian anthropologist and photographer Charles Mountford’s coffee table books 

(Roberts and Mountford, 1974), all of which confirmed that Aboriginal people lived only in northern 

Australia. Studying archaeology and working in cultural heritage in Canberra, I met many local 

Aboriginal residents with fierce attachment to their Country and later I managed the Aboriginal 

Heritage Unit in the Department of State Aboriginal Affairs, SA, meeting many Kaurna people living 

in suburban Adelaide. The change in attitudes to our First Australians has been growing in my 

lifetime in parallel with changes in society in general, including the progress of women in academia 

and politics. 

My experience in government heritage systems, respecting the traditional owners’ non-Western 

views of the protection of their cultural places while trying to get the best possible outcomes for 

these places, was mostly an un-winnable battle of ethics versus economic and political imperatives 

held by managers. It was a surprising treat to be working at Weipa as a student, not part of the 

mining operations or government authorities, to understand the constraints on the RTA officers to 

facilitate discussions and to be able to enjoy friendship with Beatrice and the Wathayn family.  

Knowledge of Wendy Beck’s excavations at Coonabarabran is now part of the traditional owners’ 

histories (Davidson, 1995:5). I have become part of the narrative myself with the Wathayn people 

and this is reflected in my inclusion of personal comments.  

The term ‘prehistory’ could be seen as disparaging to Aboriginal culture (Langford, 1983:4) although 

its meaning as ‘before written history’ is clear to such as myself with degrees in the discipline. The 

study of people can be called ‘history’ regardless of whether it was recorded by its makers or is 

inferred from material culture they discarded. Clarke used the term ‘long history’ when writing of 

the old people’s camping places on Groote Eylandt (Clarke, 1995:17) in which she distinguished 

between modern and pre-contact history.    
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In this study I address the ‘long history’ and the ‘contemporary history’ as some practices followed 

by the traditional owners have continued through several generations in living memory and are still 

part of daily life.  

I do not believe that cultural heritage management should be only about conserving (or not) places 

and objects, given the appropriation of the land and diminishment of Indigenous cultures by the 

dominant society. Heritage legislation does not set any social or financial benefits for the traditional 

owners of significant sites, but it is possible to discuss with developers and land holders the 

possibilities of promotional and economic opportunities for the traditional owners alongside the 

physical protection of cultural sites. In this research the same principles have applied – to return the 

products of research to the people who own the Country that is studied and situate the results in a 

wider social and political sphere. 

I have chosen to write in simple English as many Australian archaeologists are increasingly providing 

results in language accessible to the general public and especially traditional owners. As part of this 

trend, in the USA a program called ‘Archeology and Ethnography’ is being developed, for example, 

publication of a quarterly magazine called Common Ground, research of interest to the general 

reader (du Cros, 2002:49). Du Cros states that all major archaeological projects should present the 

community with information in some accessible form (ibid). 

Location of the research 

This project took place near the mining town of Weipa on the east coast of the Gulf of Carpentaria 

(western Cape York) (Lat. 12040’38.09’S”; Long. 141055’24.21”W) (Figure 1-1). 
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Figure 1-1 Weipa traditional lands and modern names 

Northern Cape York Peninsula has a great proportion of coastline to land, particularly so on the 

Weipa Peninsula where four major rivers, the Mission, Pine, Embley and Hey, flow through the 

inland plateau and into Albatross Bay, ensuring that no one is far from the sea (Chase and Sutton, 

1981:1820). The sharp contrast between monsoon and dry seasons, diverse geological types and 

plant communities There is also a wide range of environments for human occupation (ibid:1821). 

The traditional owners of Wathayn 

Dated archaeological sites indicate that Aboriginal people have lived in the Weipa region for at least 

4000 years (Holdaway et al., 2017, Petchey et al., 2013) in groups of various sizes with population 

densities among the highest in Australia (Morrison et al., 2010:90).  

The Weipa Peninsula with Albatross Bay on the west, the bauxite plateau to the east, the Mission 

River to the north and Embley River on the south is home to the Alngith, Wathayn and Peppan 

peoples south of the Mission River and Thaynakwith north of the Mission River (Figure 1-1). These 

four groups are very close, having inter-married for generations and share similar words in their 

languages. There is seldom a dispute over who speaks for which part of the area. The main stories, 

particularly those associated with the coast like Chivarri or Chewerrie, the Sea-gull man, are 

common between these Weipa peoples (Coconut, 2005:33, Fletcher, 2007:34). 

I worked with senior traditional owner and holder of knowledge, Mrs Beatrice Gordon, elder of the 

Ndrra’ngith pronounced ‘Drangith’ (Duke, 2005, Fletcher, 2007:14). She explained that for cultural 
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heritage work they use the name ‘Wathayn’ meaning ‘family’ as white people, who cannot 

pronounce the traditional name properly, were confusing them with other groups (B. Gordon, pers. 

comm. 5/9/2012, Duke, 2005:2).  

Wathayn Country is on the southern side of the Weipa Peninsula along the north bank of the Embley 

River from Beening Creek, east of the Alngith whose land includes the town of Weipa. The Peninsula 

Development Road is their boundary with the Peppan people’s land. Eastward Wathayn Country 

includes Mamoos Creek (Morrison et al., 2010:90) (Figure 1-1). Throughout their history, Wathayn 

people have stayed close to their land, camping on and fulfilling their cultural responsibilities to look 

after their Country. 

Beatrice inherited Wathayn land ownership and responsibilities through her father, Stanley 

Cocoanut Snr, and has secondary or custodial rights to Alngith land through her mother Tawat (B. 

Gordon, pers. comm. 5/9/2012). [The Weipa missionaries gave the name Cocoanut 1 and 11 to 

Beatrice’s father and his brother Jim. The extra ‘a’ was dropped and Coconut became their children’s 

surname, but I use the older spelling when referring to the previous generation]. Beatrice and her 

family talked to me about sites, ancestors, Country, flora, fauna, history and what is important to 

them today. I am proud to have been accepted as a sister to Beatrice and aunt to her family.  

Life for the Aboriginal people of Weipa is heavily influenced by the presence of the bauxite mining 

company Rio Tinto Alcan (RTA) whose Weipa operations including mining at East Weipa and 

Andoom, “two beneficiation plants, 19 kilometres of railway to transport mined bauxite to the port 

area, and two ship loaders” (RTA, 2016a). The infrastructure, including airport, road networks, 

power, water, sewage and housing supports Weipa residents and visitors and a regional hub with 

supermarket, shops, hospital, ambulance, police stations, courthouse and educational and sporting 

facilities (Brereton et al., 2007:28). 

Weipa’s population in 2011 (the nearest date to our fieldwork) was 3334, with close to 50% 

men/women and 616 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people (ABS, 2011). The Aboriginal 

community of Napranum in 2008 had 928 persons, 468 females and 460 males with an estimated 

resident Indigenous population of 94.3% (ABS, 2010). In 2001, Weipa had one of the highest average 

incomes in Australia, yet Aboriginal people “in neighbouring communities have substantially lower 

incomes and suffer considerable economic and social disadvantage” (Brereton et al., 2007:28). The 

area is rated as ‘very remote’ and in 2013 Napranum was recorded as Queensland’s fifth most 

disadvantaged Local Government Area after Yarrabah, Cherbourg, Aurukun and Woorabinda (ABS, 

2013). 
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Environmental context 

Palaeo-environment 

The Aboriginal people of northern Australia have adapted to substantial changes in the climate and 

landscape over the last few millennia. Post-Pleistocene sea-level rise severed the land bridge 

between Australia and New Guinea c. 12,000 years BP (before present) and by 9700 BP the Gulf of 

Carpentaria was a series of lakes, sometimes small or as large as 600km by 300km and 15m deep 

(Chivas et al., 2001:19).  

The Gulf of Carpentaria grew when the Arafura Sea rose into the Torres Strait about 8000 BP, re-

connecting the Indian and Pacific Oceans and increasing precipitation (Shiner et al., 2013:69). Sea-

level continued to rise and engulf land until stabilizing c. 6000 BP (Chivas et al., 2001:19), offshore 

sandspits formed a line of coastal dunes on the Holocene coast and siltation began in intervening 

lagoons (Cribb, 1986b:136).  

Palaeo-climate data suggests that the El Niño/Southern Oscillation (ENSO) began to influence 

Australian seas and climate 5000 to 3000 years ago with more variability in precipitation (Wanner et 

al., 2008). Environmental fluctuations including increased seasonality may have influenced changes 

in human relationships with land and sea 4000 – 2000 years ago (Bowdler, 2015:213). Formation of 

Big Willum Swamp (Waandriipayn) on the Weipa Peninsula began in the early Holocene before 8000 

BP, developing into a lake of open water from 7000 BP with less grass and sedge and some monsoon 

forest until ephemeral swamps returned from c. 5000 BP (Stevenson et al., 2015:26-27). 

Modern Climate 

Australia’s north has the greatest climatic extremes on the continent, with heavy monsoonal rain in 

summer and widespread flooding of low-lying areas making travel difficult or impossible and 

parched, dry winters, called the Wet and the Dry.  

Weipa has a tropical monsoonal climate, summers hot and humid with about 1600mm of rain 

annually, 96% falling during monsoonal storms in the Wet season from November to April, and most 

of this from January to March (Godwin, 1985:6). Roads to Weipa become impassable for weeks or 

months during the Wet season and access is by boat or air (Brereton et al., 2007:27). When large 

areas of land west of the Pleistocene dune system are inundated, rivers flood and vegetation growth 

is strong; fresh water dilutes the sea, whereas in the Dry season salinity increases inland up most of 

the creeks (Cribb, 1986b:136). However, the creeks in Wathayn Country are all permanent so they 

have sweet water to drink all year (B. Gordon pers. comm 3/9/2013). 
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The average monthly temperatures vary from 25oC in July to 30oC in November (Comalco, 1981a:4), 

and the winter minimum is 17oC (Godwin, 1985:6). Although Weipa is within the cyclone belt which 

averages five cyclones a decade (ibid), winds in summer are predominantly from the west and rarely 

exceed 55 kph (Comalco Ltd., 1981b).  

Winter is arid, persistent trade winds from the east and south-east accelerate evaporation rates 

(Jones and Bowler, 1980:3) until at winter’s end the wind turns and brings smoke and copious dust 

into Weipa (RTA, 2012). 

The monsoon climate is linked to tidal phenomena: during the Dry season there is one large two-

metre tide a day and fine, calm weather from being on the lee coast of the south-east trade wind, 

which reverses to a sea breeze in the afternoon. In the Wet season the north-west monsoon piles up 

sea water in the south-eastern Gulf and produces big waves on the Weipa shore, raising tide height 

by about a metre, causing severe flooding along the coastal fringe, increased by the heavy rainfall 

(Valentin, 1961:66).  

Tidal changes affect shell collecting and although the Weipa people had plenty of choice, sudden and 

unpredictable weather events can bring catastrophic effects necessitating changes in living patterns 

that leave little archaeological evidence. I could find no publications specific to this area but can use 

accounts from similar northern Australian climatic areas as proxies. In 1948, fresh water sources on 

Bentinck Island in the Gulf became unusable in a storm surge that killed off nearly half the 

vegetation, followed by drought during which the Kaiadilt people nearly perished (Beaton, 1985:9). 

Meehan recorded that storms and heavy monsoons destroyed shell beds in Arnhem Land, forcing 

An-barra people to move their Wet season camps to higher ground (ibid; Meehan, 1982:165). 

Wathayn Wet season camps will be discussed later in chapter 6. 

Landforms 

One of the first geological reports of Weipa was made by Government Geologist C.F.V. Jackson, 

whose interest in potential economic value prompted him to accompany Dr. W.E. Roth, Northern 

Protector of Aborigines to Aboriginal communities in Cape York in 1902. He recorded pisolitic 

ironstone in steep escarpments north of Weipa and at the mouth of the Embley River (Jackson, 

1902:4,7). Logan Jack had noted pisolitic ore in small areas near the Jardine River in 1879-1888 so 

Jackson assumed that the deposit extended north to the tip of the Peninsula and thought the value 

of the iron ore, bauxite as a source of aluminium and the easy accessibility from the sea would lure 

prospectors (ibid:9). 
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Albatross Bay was “a fine broad expanse of water, though very shallow in places” while dense 

mangrove scrub of some “remarkably tall and straight trees” covered large mud flats on both banks 

of the Embley River and inland “the country becomes rather swampy and low-lying” (ibid:8). 

Jackson noted the “remarkable midden heaps of great size … about three-quarters of a mile [1.2km] 

from the shore” on the south side of the estuary. “These accumulations [are] a series of heaps and 

mounds from 20 to 30 feet [6 – 9m] in height and stretching for several hundred yards [182m] … 

composed chiefly of the shells of cockles, oysters and other edible molluscs, the most abundant 

being that of Arca granosa” (ibid), now Tegillarca granosa. 

The Weipa Peninsula is a dissected low-relief plateau, weathered by high temperatures and the 

seasonal climatic conditions, resulting in leached, low nutrient soils (Jones and Bowler, 1980:5) 

deficient in phosphorus, nitrogen, potassium, copper and zinc, overlying an ironstone substrate 

(Comalco Ltd., 1981a:5). A layer of laterite includes bauxite (Godwin, 1985:4) with a plain about 

250m wide between the bauxite plateau and the coastline (Morrison et al., 2018:15). The physically 

and chemically poor soil has low water-retaining capacity, becoming super-saturated in the Wet 

season but drying out rapidly and setting hard in the dry (Comalco Ltd., 1981a:5).  

Ethnographic studies south of Weipa in the lands of the Wik people recorded that their named 

places clustered along the coast and waterways, where resources were plentiful and supported 

more human activities, and few were located inland on the coastal plain (von Sturmer, 1978: 

267,460). Most Wathayn significant cultural places are not on the bauxite plateau as its poor soil 

supports hunting forays but is not attractive to long-term camping. 

Weipa’s coast is partly retrograding and partly pro-grading inorganically by marine action from 

strong tidal flooding in the rainy season (Valentin, 1961:65). There are comparatively low 

sedimentation rates in the Gulf but a zone of high sedimentation rate near the shore (Jones and 

Torgersen, 1988:316). The accumulating sediment creates unstable geological and ecological 

conditions which vary the populations of molluscs but also accumulate and preserve environmental 

data in geomorphological features (Bailey, 1999:111). 

Flora 

Ecological studies are essential to make meaningful comparisons of human systems across the world 

(Chase and Sutton, 1981:1819). At Weipa, plants grow quickly in the wet summer but small trees and 

plants experience stress in the hot, dry months, especially at the end of the Dry season (Comalco 

Ltd., 1981a:5). 
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The Weipa Peninsula is covered by open forest of Darwin Stringybark (Eucalyptus tetrodonta), Long 

Fruited Bloodwood (Corymbia polycarpa), Melville Island Bloodwood (Eucalyptus nesophila), 

Cooktown Ironwood (Erythrophleum chlorostachys), Wattle (Acacia rothi) and Beach She Oak 

(Casuarina equisetifolia) on coastal dunes (ibid:4). The naturally open forest is infested with 

termites, especially the stringybark and bloodwoods, which limits the potential for suitable 

construction timber and reduces the life of fences and other wooden items. Cooktown Ironwood is 

resistant to termites (ibid) but the fallen leaves are poisonous to stock (Boland et al., 1984). The 

Wathayn people collect native honey, ‘sugarbag’, from ironwood and bloodwood trees and use the 

branches for constructing shelters and the leaves for magic (Morrison et al., 2010:100). 

Wathayn Country includes dry woodland on the bauxite plateau and lush tropical plants on the 

margins of waterways. Wathayn people identified the following trees as foods, raw material for 

implements or magic uses: Bats Wing Coral Tree (Erythrina vespertilio); Cocky apple (Planchonia 

careya); Alakanum or gum tree (kurrajong, Brachychiton paradoxus); Lady apple (Syzygium 

suborbiculare); pandanus including screw-pine (Pandanus tectoriu); Kinoo tree (Bombax ceiba var. 

leiocarpum); and peanut tree (Sterculia quadrifida) (Wrigley, 2009e).  

Resource trees are more common in certain areas, such as nonda plum trees in patches at 

Diingwulung and bands of Melaleuca sp. along some creeks. The open sclerophyll communities 

include trees and shrubs belonging to Indo-Malaysian plant genera, a unique tropical inter-

relationship (Williams, 1980). The legume Milletia pinnata is found in India, China, Japan, Malaysia, 

Australian and the Pacific Islands, (Csurhes and Hankamer, 2016) and gives cooler shade than the 

eucalypts. These trees survive where cultural burning has protected them (R. Madua, 12/9/2013 

pers. comm.). 

Several species of mangroves line the shores and clay pans, including grey mangrove (Avicennia 

marina) and red mangrove (Rhizophora stylosa) (Lovelock, 1993). Different mangrove species thrive 

in zones of specific environmental factors including concentration of salinity, available nutrients, 

oxygen levels in mud and wave action (Queensland Government, 2013). Salt-tolerant species 

dominate nearest to the sea and where high evaporation produces hyper-saline conditions and the 

less salt-tolerant species flourish further inland (ibid). 

“Mangroves protect the coast by absorbing the energy of storm-driven waves and wind” 

(Queensland Government, 2013). In 2006, mangroves protected the coastline and vessels during 

Cyclone Larry in far north Queensland (ibid). Cockatoo or Cyclone Island south of Napranum earned 

the latter name after sheltering fishing boats during a cyclone (B. Gordon, pers. comm. 22/5/2012). 
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As sea level rises, the seaward side of a mangrove stand becomes too deep for the mangroves, but 

more land on the inside becomes inter-tidal so the losses are offset by the gains (Hanley, 1992:52). 

Mangrove seeds disperse and take root easily, spreading quickly in a ridge along the shore in 

favourable conditions, slowing currents and increasing deposition of sediment, mud, shells and 

driftwood which in turn decay and encourage the growth of aerial roots, forming a barrier to trap 

land water and extending their range from the shore (Queensland Government, 2013). As the 

mangroves colonise further out to sea, the inland trees die without contact with sea water, leaving a 

level swampy surface and bare salt pans (Jackson, 1902:12-13).  

Salt flats and marshes have their own associations of plants with coastal heaths, herbs, sedges and 

grasses (Queensland Government, 2013). Wathayn outstation is close to the confluence of 

mangrove-lined Small Bellvue/Wathayn Creek with the Embley River, occasional paperbarks 

(Melaleuca acacioides) on the landward side of the clay pans or salt plains providing shade for small 

picnic camps close to the many food resources. 

Fauna 

In 1894 Archibald Meston, self-styled ‘Aboriginal Expert’, sailed with friends through Albatross Bay, 

“a romantic and delightful spot, perfectly sheltered from all winds, with abundance of fresh water, 

an unlimited supply of fish and a wealth of splendid crabs, probably unexcelled in Australia” and 

camped on a level spot above the river “covered with beautiful flowering plants that scented the 

whole area” (Meston, 1924:11). However, the Bay is also prime crocodile nesting habitat, with 

freshwater swamps fed most of the year from the bauxite plateau aquifer. Two large crocodiles eyed 

Meston’s party from the water and punctuated the night with grunts (ibid). 

The Gulf coast’s rich resources concentrate in lagoons and swamps, including wild fowl, fish, fruits, 

roots and game in a ‘hunter’s paradise’ (McConnel, 1939:58). Aboriginal people caught fish with 

traps, ‘poison’ plants, weirs, nets, spears and hollow logs, gathered waterlily and other water plant 

roots, shellfish and eggs, hunted macropods, built huts or shelters, cooked over fires and in earth 

and stone ovens, controlled fire to burn off the grass, maintained pathways and made durable axes, 

clubs, fishing nets, spears, coolamons and dillybags (ibid). Some of the campsites at the Kennedy and 

Normanby Rivers looked like townships or fishing stations (Cole, 2004:159). 

Aboriginal land management 

European settlers of Australia were products of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment when 

scientific principles replaced religious cosmologies (Frawley, 1994:58). These views contrasted with 

Aboriginal cultures that develop and maintain “a web of social and religious networks, obligations, 

beliefs and cultural codifications” and relationships between people and their environments that are 
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very different from the Western idea of land ownership (Bowdler, 2015:207, Rowland, 1999:34). For 

thousands of years Indigenous peoples managed terrestrial and marine environments as ‘Country’ 

with rules about access, protection and use of resources, which were not recognised by white 

administrations (Smyth and Ward, 2008:1).  

The unclear distinction between hunter gatherer and subsistence agricultural economies may 

involve prejudices in understanding that the use of fire, planting seeds and tubers beyond their 

original range, constructing fish traps and diverting water in channels were part of the Aboriginal 

economy in many areas (David and Denham, 2006:58,65, Pascoe, 2014). People could always make 

choices about their way of life, including manipulating rather than being constrained by the natural 

world, choosing a way of life expressing social, political and religious tenets (ibid:62). The terms 

‘domus’ and ‘domiculture’ attempt to describe incipient agriculture in the Aboriginal economy 

(Cribb, 1996, David and Denham, 2006).  

Early navigators noted the frequency of smoke from fires lit by Aboriginal people. Dutch captain 

Carstenz, sailing the Pera to the west of Cape York in 1623, reported that at times smoke obscured 

the coast (Mulvaney and Kamminga, 1999:59). In central Queensland, Leichhardt saw cooking fires 

left by Aboriginal people who fled from him and in 1889 Giles wondered at the ubiquity of Aboriginal 

fires (ibid). 

Studying contemporary Aboriginal burning regimes to understand past settlement practices and 

inform landscape management for bush fire prevention confirms that Aboriginal technology 

depended on predicting the behaviour and spatial extent of the blaze as people had no way to stop 

fires (Bowman, 1998:389-390). Today traditional owners still use fire for cultural purposes, burning 

off dry grass and understorey to facilitate access (Cribb, 1986a:139) and to reduce hazards including 

long sharp stems and concealed reptiles (B. Gordon, pers. comm. 5/6/2012). 

Fire was also used to discourage intruders, a custom that was inimical to pastoralism (Loos, 

1982:48). In Queensland, Aboriginal people burned their Country more frequently in autumn and 

winter, with more fires in coastal and adjacent areas than inland (Bowman, 1998:387,389). Human-

controlled burning in the early Dry season produced a mosaic of unburnt areas and new growth to 

attract prey that may have increased the diversity of the vegetation and its total biological 

production (Jones and Bowler, 1980:7). Weipa savannah woodland has always been prone to late 

Dry season fires started by lightning; the eucalypt and Melaleuca spp. sclerophyll had an 

understorey of woody and herbaceous species, but in the last 100 years this undergrowth 

decreased, perhaps due to more frequent and widespread fire regimes (Comalco Ltd., 1981a, 

Stevenson et al., 2015:28).  
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Aboriginal burning was labour intensive and showed “systematic and predictive ecological 

knowledge” of specific outcomes such as attracting game to small areas, managing food plants such 

as bull-rush (Typha sp.), yams (Dioscorea spp.) and bush potato (Ipomea costata) and keeping the 

forest open to facilitate macropod hunting (Bowman, 1998:388) but if burning destroyed the tops of 

food plants they became difficult to find (Head, 2006:9).  

Environmental cores from Weipa swamps reveal two significant periods of burning, one around 1000 

BP and one in the twentieth century possibly related to the increase of European land management 

(Stevenson et al., 2015:28). 

Today the Wathayn people are partners in the RTA fire reduction program from May to July, back 

burning to create a mosaic landscape in conjunction with aerial incendiary burning (RTA, 2012). Fire-

sensitive species such as rain forest pockets and native conifer (Callitris intratropica) were protected 

by deliberate burning of fire breaks (Bowman, 1998:390). In 1985 the relict rainforest patches on the 

bauxite plateau were shrinking, possibly due to land management practices making firing more 

widespread and frequent (Godwin, 1985:9).  

In a phone conversation during Weipa’s burning season in August 2019, Beatrice told me that the 

residents of Napranum and Weipa were suffering breathing difficulties from smoke (B. Gordon 

23/8/2019 pers. comm.). We wondered whether the Wathayn old people’s regular burning was not 

so dangerous to fauna and people as they understood the wind patterns and made sure they were 

upwind before lighting fires (ibid). They also had no introduced weeds to contend with. 

Effects of European settlement on traditional resources 

The coming of pastoralism to Queensland in the nineteenth century with horses, drays, cattle and 

pigs affected the topsoil and water sources were trampled and drunk dry (Reynolds, 1990:156). In 

1895, pigs had eaten the yams and fruit on which the Aboriginal people depended on the north 

Queensland coast (ibid:159). Traditional spear tips were of little use on cattle, so sharpened iron and 

porcelain from telegraph lines were quickly adapted as projectile points. Hunting cattle was easiest 

when they were in creeks and the carcasses could be taken away in canoes or towed to where they 

could be secretly cut up (ibid: 163,165).  

Today, Weipa’s main industries are extracting bauxite in one of the largest bauxite mines in the 

world, commercial fishing and tourism. Seventy-eight square kilometres (about 0.04%) of Cape York 

Peninsula has been, or is due to be, mined and subsequently regenerated (Comalco, 1981:7). At 

Weipa, after surveys and cultural heritage clearances have been completed for Rio Tinto Alcan (RTA) 

prior to mining, the overburden is stripped from the mine block to a depth of about 600mm and 

stockpiled nearby (Rio Tinto Alcan, 2012). The process of regeneration alters with “changes in mining 
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sequences, community attitudes and improved technology” (ibid:5). In 1981 mineral fertilisers were 

applied to relocated topsoil and direct seeding augmented with hand planting of some native and 

exotic species raised in the Comalco nursery including commercial timber trees such as African 

mahogany (Khaya senegalensis) and Caribbean pine (Pinus caribaea), cash crops such as cassava 

(Manihot esculenta) and tropical grasses and legumes for pasture (ibid:6).  

Two virulent weeds, African Gamba (Andropogon gayanus) and perennial mission grass Cenchrus 

polystachios syn. Pennisetum polystachion were planted for cattle fodder, and when the land was 

destocked in 2005, these grasses went wild (Rio Tinto Alcan, 2012). Invading mining leases and 

natural woodland areas, these pest species have a high biomass (gamba grows over three metres 

high) and burn much hotter than native grasses, so threaten trees and cause long-term 

environmental damage (Business Queensland, 2016).  

Gamba grass is a restricted invasive plant under the Biosecurity Act 2014 but as complete 

eradication of weed species is unrealistic, mitigation is achieved through containment of infestations 

and quarantine zones (RTA, 2012). Weed management includes surveys and treatment of weeds 

escaping out of these zones (RTA, 2016b). Responsibilities for weed control will revert to the Weipa 

traditional owners after their land is returned to them. But will compensation be forthcoming for the 

essential, ongoing management of these introduced species? 

Outside the area of mining, dynamic mangrove systems are adversely affected by changes in flood 

plain levels, creek and river courses, rainfall and sedimentation rates such that mangroves near the 

wharves at Lorim Point and Evans Landing are threatened by mining activities and channel dredging 

(Hanley, 1992:49, 52). In the 1990s, tankers discharged polluted ballast water that killed mangroves, 

mining run-off made Beening Creek murky and shellfish could not be collected from beaches 

contaminated with sewerage and oil (Suchet, 1994:84). Pollution was so damaging that the Cairns 

and Far North Environment Centre (CAFNEC) released press statements about the effects of kaolin 

dumping from Lorim Point Wharf. Government assessment of the water quality found that oysters 

and prawns near sewerage outfalls “had levels of intestinal bacteria which exceed National Health 

and Medical Research Council standards for edible shellfish” (ibid). Comalco committed to stopping 

the offending practices and water quality has improved under RTA’s stewardship so people can now 

eat fish caught in Beening Creek (ibid).  

An increase in recreational activities on the Mission River has diminished the dugongs, turtles and 

crabs (Suchet, 1994:84).  In addition, recreational hunting has reduced pigs, wallabies and kangaroo 

in traditional hunting places and spent cartridges pollute Willum Swamp (ibid, B. Gordon 24/8/2019 

pers. comm.).  
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Chapter outline 

Chapter 2 describes how my approach and methodology were adapted through the availability of 

data and resources and as my knowledge of the area and the questions expanded. To cope with the 

changes, I employed diverse and flexible approaches and techniques, including landscape 

archaeology, ethnoarchaeology and oral history. 

To understand contemporary life in Weipa I reviewed and incorporated relevant information from 

anthropology, history, politics and environmental studies. Chapter 3 summarises Weipa’s history of 

social and economic change, including maritime industries, frontier conflicts, European settlement, 

pastoralism, the establishment of missions, mining and other commercial industries and Native Title 

agreements.  

Chapter 4 examines anthropological records and ethnography relevant to Cape York and Weipa.  

Chapter 5 explores previous archaeological studies on Cape York and Australian cultural heritage 

management, focussing on Weipa.  

Chapter 6 presents the results of my archaeological research, including analysis of contemporary, 

historic and ethnoarchaeological data and daily life as gleaned from Weipa mission diaries and oral 

history.  

Chapter 7 answers my first research question: what light can oral history, ethnography and 

ethnohistory shed on interpretations of past land-use generated by the archaeological and 

environmental research?  

Chapter 8 answers my second research question by considering how archaeology is relevant to the 

traditional owners and suggests ways to improve communication and return scientific archaeological 

knowledge in appropriate ways.  

The thesis concludes with a discussion of the results in Chapter 9.
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  Approach and methodology  

Approach 

I approached the eclectic nature of my research topic through a series of theoretical and 

methodological lenses to frame the analysis, explore the data and gather material for 

communication. These lenses, informed by ethical research principles, include landscape 

archaeology, community archaeology, oral history, ethnography and ethnoarchaeology, all of which 

culminate in the production of the cultural map and illustrated booklets.  

Ethical Research 

As the descendant of colonisers, living in a country where “colonial ways of doing and thinking are 

deeply entrenched”, it is important to recognise cultural biases and ‘decolonize’ our archaeological 

practices (Schmidt, 2017:392). Decolonising archaeology is a way of “countering the dominance of 

colonial ideologies [to] improve the accuracy of Indigenous representations” (Bruchac, 2014:2069).  

Colonial history entails “disassociation of Indigenous people from their cultural sites and 

appropriation of these sites by European colonizers in the name of science, heritage, and nation 

building” (McNiven and Connaughton, 2018:1) but it is not easy to escape “the ideological baggage 

of our colonial past” (Allen, 2015). Claiming ownership of items from the past (Bruchac, 2014:2072) 

and being an authoritative source of knowledge through archaeology can fall into colonial patterns 

by making traditional knowledge seem unworthy (Allen and Phillips, 2010:31, Hutchings and La Salle, 

2014:28). Archaeological research that creates Indigenous pasts in the rigorous Western scientific 

manner in cultural heritage surveys can “disempower the people we work with” (Smith and Wobst, 

2005). 

What we see as being in the past - interesting to study but otherwise divorced from everyday life - is 

still present for the traditional owners (Barker, 2006:80,83). Aboriginal people interlace past and 

present, seeing time as cyclical and imminent, contrasting with the Western concept of linear 

progression (ibid:80). Creation stories and ancestral actions combine into one very long epoch of 

now and then (McGrath, 2015:6). Therefore to meaningfully present the full story “archaeological 

and historical accounts must acknowledge Indigenous world-views that fold time to join past and 

present” (Lydon, 2019:10).  

Aboriginal connection to sites is not just physical, the land and people are enmeshed in a spiritual 

fabric (Kovach, 2009:96) and, although creation was before time, the ancestors and power still live in 

the land, providing a framework combining past, present and future together for understanding the 

world (Hawke and Gallagher, 1989:116).  
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Interpreting Aboriginal lifestyles and customs is not easy for Western thinkers as Aboriginal religious 

thought does not distinguish between “sacred and profane, natural and supernatural as everything 

is alive and therefore sacred” (Stockton, 1984:151). Aboriginal religion has a complexity and richness 

that very few outsiders appreciate, seeing only “tantalising glimpses of the invisible” (Laurie, 

1994:62). Even through routine activities like walking through, gathering food, camping and fishing, 

Aboriginal people continue their associations with places (McClean, 2013:95). 

Chris Wilson, an Indigenous archaeologist says that: “The relationships between Indigenous peoples 

and archaeologists in Australia have consisted of conflict, consultation and collaboration (Wilson, 

2007:320). At the 1982 Australian Archaeological Association (AAA) Conference a Yorta Yora woman 

Rosalind Langford raised the need to address the issues behind conflicts between archaeological 

research and the Aboriginal people, aptly titled “Our heritage - your playground” (Langford, 1983). 

The work of archaeologists had largely not aided Aboriginal people and even been 

counterproductive to their interests, especially by treating Aboriginal heritage as “an historic 

commodity” (ibid:6). The main issue is control of the process and the information (ibid:2). 

The conference then acknowledged Aboriginal ownership of their own heritage and encouraged “all 

archaeologists to obtain permission from the Aboriginal owners prior to any research or excavation 

of Aboriginal sites” (Soderland and Lilley, 2015:2). 

Indigenous delegates at the 1986 World Archaeology Congress (WAC) explained that the scientific 

practice of Western archaeology supported the ongoing process of colonial dispossession and that 

linear chronologies failed to explain the complexity of past and present cultures (ibid). 

Archaeologists consulted with and involved traditional owners prior to legal imperatives (Lovell-

Jones, 1995:12). Archaeologists cooperating with the traditional owners in their research include 

McBryde, Beck, Somerville, Attenbrow, Kate and Sharon Sullivan, Clarke, Taçon, Morwood, Hobbs, 

Ross, David, Meehan, Smith and Jackson (Davidson, 1995:5). Working with traditional owners taught 

Taçon respect for land and heritage and he made friends (Tacon, 1995:25).  

Today research institutions’ and professional bodies’ ethical procedures for working with Indigenous 

peoples stress the responsibilities of the researcher when recording and analysing cultural 

knowledge that is sacred to the holders (Kovach, 2009:143). The AAA adapted the code of conduct 

developed by the WAC after 1993 (AAA, 2014, World Archaeological Congress, 1990) and the 

Australian Association of Consulting Archaeologists Inc. (AACAI) has standard ethical approaches for 

researching Indigenous culture, past and present that require communication with and involvement 

of traditional owners in projects on their land (AACAI, 2014). 
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The Australian Heritage Commission’s etiquette guide for those undertaking cultural heritage work 

with Indigenous people, Ask First, notes that “Maintaining heritage values and places is a vital part of 

the community’s ‘sense of place’, cultural identity and well-being, particularly Indigenous 

Australians, [whose] heritage creates and maintains links between ancestors, people and the land” 

(Australian Heritage Commission, 2002). The Australian Institute for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Studies (AIATSIS) Guidelines for Ethical Research in Australian Indigenous Studies advises all 

researchers in Indigenous spheres to “recognise that Indigenous individuals or communities may 

have more pressing priorities” that impinge on the research time frame (AIATSIS, 2012:4).  

Aboriginal people have been studied repeatedly with few advantages from the expanding research 

that marginalises and misrepresents traditional culture (Fredericks, 2008:22-23), but effective 

collaborations between Indigenous people and researchers build relationships, use qualitative 

research methodologies and respect the results Indigenous people want from research projects 

(Kovach, 2009:13).  

The Mt Isa Kalkadoon Tribal Council’s guidelines for researchers request respect and copies of 

reports (Kalkadoon Tribal Council Ltd, 1994). Smith and Jackson urge researchers to “respect existing 

social and political systems”, acknowledging that this may be difficult in practice (2008:179). Rio 

Tinto Alcan adheres to this principle by not interfering in matters that take place at the outstations 

and helping with maintenance as requested. 

Landscape archaeology 

Many disciplines use the concept of landscape, but it defies definition (Gosden and Head, 1994:113). 

Cultural heritage surveys report on the landscape, noting topographic and environmental features, 

but landscape is also “an entity that exists by virtue of its being perceived, experienced, and 

contextualised by people” (Knapp and Ashmore, 1999:10). People concentrate their use of the 

natural landscape, creating categories and interpretations, naming and mapping features, creating a 

humanized, cultural landscape of sites connected by tracks and waterways to engage with the land 

and resources (McCormack, 2017:118,119).  

Landscape archaeology contributes to cultural heritage management (McBryde, 1995:8) as 

“landscape is a window into the past that continues into the present: a series of layers through time 

bearing testimony” (Cook and Taylor, 2013:36) but there are discrepancies “between the 

archaeological landscape and the ethnographic and oral testimonies” of occupation (Kearney, 

2010:99). People may leave little physical evidence for their activities, items may be moved, reused, 

trampled and scattered leaving reminders for the traditional owners but no surface evidence visible 
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to the outsider (Prangnell et al., 2010:151), such as the Wathayn historic campsites to be discussed 

in chapter 6.  

Aboriginal cultural landscapes include land use and travel, from earlier to historic times (McCormack, 

2017:123), where people walked to favourite spots, moored their boats, gathered and ate food 

(Byrne and Nugent, 2004:73). The social landscape articulates with the physical environment 

(Gosden and Head, 1994:144, Pickering, 1994:149), linking current and past cultural activities within 

a social landscape (Prangnell et al., 2010:151) so the landscapes should “be considered heritage, 

rather than discrete and dispersed ‘sites’ within them” (Byrne and Nugent, 2004:73).  

Unlike the Western view of the environment as passive and a victim of human actions, Indigenous 

people see it as “alive and responsive, able to act and react in response to the actions and reactions 

of humans” (McIntyre-Tamwoy, 2013:97). Aboriginal people see Country like Westerners describe a 

person: people “speak to country, sing to country, visit country, worry about country, feel sorry for 

country, and long for country [which] is a living entity with a yesterday, today and tomorrow, with a 

consciousness, and a will toward life” (Bird Rose, 1996:7). A person’s relationship with their Country 

is essential to their self-image and their Country is like their mother (McNaughton et al., 2016:2). 

Traditional Country is highly personalised and layered with symbolism and meaning, including sacred 

story places with power for ceremonies to increase the quantity of animals or other food, all 

intertwined and interrelated to the places between them (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:27). 

Mapping attachment can be challenging as the information is subtle and personal; people who do 

not live entirely in the bush remember the locations of more base camps and their parents’ biggest 

and most used camps than other site types (Sutton, 2010:100).  

Community archaeology 

Some Australian archaeologists saw themselves as experts on the past, not realising there were 

communities maintaining their culture and that accepting the traditional owners’ historical 

experiences of colonialism and views on analysis, adds different questions and interpretations that 

have wider relevance (Allen and Phillips, 2010:21-22,27,32). Projects improve by combining cultural 

landscapes methodology with the principles of the Aboriginal community, and recognising that 

archaeologists are not the only experts (Prangnell et al., 2010:150). 

The role of Aboriginal people in Australian archaeology has evolved through being ‘informants’, 

‘collaborative partners’ and ‘senior knowledge holders’ to being researchers (Wilson, 2007:322). 

Cultural heritage management and archaeological projects guided by the traditional owners are 

becoming more common (David et al., 2006:17). Ethical principles recognise the rights and interests 

of Indigenous people to identify and manage their heritage (Australian Heritage Commission, 
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2002:6) and surveys including archaeological and social significance ensure that Aboriginal people 

state and assess the intangible significance of their places (Byrne et al., 2001:128).  

Science struggles to incorporate oral history and ethnography into archaeological interpretation 

(Barker, 2006:80,83); and “the biggest challenge in archaeology in Australia is to engage with 

Aboriginal people whose history this is, so that they can take ownership of the story that 

archaeology can tell” (Davidson, 2010). I am not sure that the traditional owners understand all the 

technical language in research applications enough to make well-informed decisions. I hope to bring 

some of this archaeological story to the traditional owners through these booklets. 

It can be difficult to include all these views in cultural heritage surveys, which are constrained by 

time and budgets and supposes a united community holding common perspectives, making it easy 

for powerful voices to dominate (Carter and Hill, 2007:43-44). Several views of the past are 

inevitable and may not be entirely reconcilable (Davidson, 1995:4). There is no final, definitive 

account of the past or only one version of a story in any culture, different versions preserve a range 

of historic details of a place (Ballard and Wilson, 2012:148), story or landscape. 

Indigenous community archaeology may be a response to the legacy of colonialism in the discipline 

(Watkins and Nicholas, 2014:3794), an attempt to redress real and perceived inequalities in 

archaeological practice (Colwell-Chanthaphonh et al., 2010,:229). The beneficiaries and oppressed 

are “trapped in ‘the culture of colonisation”” (Arabena, 2008:2), but participatory community 

archaeology gives at least partial control of the project to the local community (Marshall, 2002:211). 

Communities may follow different priorities and interpretations to academic research and the 

management of archaeological heritage (Hollowell and Nicholas, 2009:141,153) although both 

academia and elders are interested in the ages of sites and the food remains (Maloney et al., 

2017:178).  

Presenting Aboriginal sites as part of a landscape adds to scientific interpretation and including 

Indigenous ways of caring for heritage empowers the traditional owners (Smith and Wobst, 2005:5). 

There can be a tension between written and oral history, yet sometimes Aboriginal knowledge 

holders value the ability of documents to capture lore without change (Griffiths, 1996:233). 

Many Australian community archaeology projects combine archaeological integrity with Indigenous 

understanding of the past (Clarke, 2012, David et al., 2006), using ethnoarchaeology to engage with 

oral histories (Kearney, 2010:102). Although the focus is still on physical sites, the results of 

collaboration between practitioners and traditional owners extend cultural heritage management to 

support “the integration of archaeology, cultural heritage and Indigenous knowledge” (Prangnell et 

al., 2010:152). Archaeological research in close collaboration with traditional owners can explore 
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aspects of community identity, increasing its relevance to the community (Greer, 2010, Tutchener et 

al., 2019:39).  

Academic archaeologists tend to compare Aboriginal sites nationwide and examine models of 

occupation (Allen and O'Connell, 2014). Aboriginal people may be more interested in their own 

contemporary archaeological sites, stories their parents told them (McGrath, 2015:20) and sites that 

are important for Native Title validation (Canberra Archaeological Society, 2016, McDonald, 2005, 

Roberts et al., 2005). Traditional owners may use archaeology to support self-determination by 

ensuring that places are understood for their Indigenous meanings and values rather than the 

imposed categories of time, space and culture (Roberts et al., 2005:49), allowing Indigenous people, 

descendant communities and other local interest groups to own the pasts archaeologists are 

employed to create (Marshall, 2002:218). 

Oral History 

While the Australian Constitution and official histories ignored Aboriginal people until the late 1960s, 

they were passing on oral history to maintain their identity and ensure that cultural knowledge 

survived (Keefe, 1988:38). Understanding the Aboriginal way of looking at the world is difficult for 

those of us educated in the Western scientific tradition but in Australia we can learn from elders 

with the benefit of thousands of years of knowledge (Schmidt, 2017:397). The challenge for 

researchers is to give equal weight to traditional knowledge and scientific theories. 

Human activities do not follow standard patterns and are not easily represented in two dimensions 

on paper (Gosden and Head, 1994:114) but including oral history allows the interpretation of a 

“lived-in cultural landscape, not a fossil site” (De Nardi, 2014:5) and expands understanding of a 

place when material remains fail to explain the activities over time (Kearney, 2010:102). Oral history 

reveals Aboriginal people’s tenacity and “enhances the understanding of Indigenous families” 

history, relationships with the land, community and family traditions” (Rabbitt, 2013:23). 

Cultural biases and misinformation plague historical sources (Barker, 2006:84), colonial archives 

emphasise the collaboration of Indigenous people with white authorities and archaeological 

constructs diminish ritual and cultural practices, but oral history preserves the details of cultural life 

and is equally important in interpreting the past (Schmidt, 2017:406). 

It is important not to be condescending or undervalue the flexible nature of oral history (Ballard, 

2014:102) nor underestimate the logical and inventive capacity of people with different technology 

(Hiscock, 2013:7). The thought processes applied in mythological frameworks are no less rigorous 

than modern science, only differing in the subjects (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:65).  
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The oral history of different cohorts and generations may reflect different meanings and 

interpretations as cultural characteristics change with time and circumstance (Wang, 2008:313). 

Inconsistent answers about the cultural or spiritual significance of places reflects variations in this 

knowledge between families or groups or changes in the question format or interview procedure 

(Karam, 2004:35). Traditional owners may be reluctant to share information if they suspect it may be 

used out of context (ibid) and question the basis of their engagement with outsiders (Morphy, 

2012:9).  

Researching with the Wik people, von Sturmer commented: “Matters of importance must not be 

approached too quickly or too directly. It was only after we had finished drinking [tea] that we would 

engage in serious discussions” (1981:15). Recording language with the Paakantyi people for many 

years, Professor Luise Hercus spent hours catching up on family happenings and drinking tea, 

becoming a member of the community (Nathan, 2016:59). 

Oral history brings some language difficulties as other cultures and groups use English differently 

and, as part of domination and power, can limit understanding (Ashforth, 1994:47). Although 

Indigenous elders speak several languages including English, there can be difficulty reconciling cross-

cultural representations of widely different world concepts, including the “quantifying, scientific 

vision of Europeans [and the] holistic Aboriginal vision of the sanctified landscape” (Strang, 1998:26). 

Ethnography 

Ethnography is the study of the material, social and linguistic characteristics of contemporary ethnic 

groups to understand relationships and change (Hodder, 1982:28); the ethnographic present in 

Australia is the past 200 years of recorded observations of the land and its First Nations people 

(Bailey, 2007:215).  Ethnographic research is a mixture of traditional and observational knowledge 

(Smith et al., 2018:12). Ethnography is bound to have some anomalies and contradictions as the 

knowledge is not frozen in time but gleaned from different groups of people.  

Ethnography is not free from errors and misjudgements as informants may tell elastic versions of 

reality to the researcher, whom they see as rudely inquisitive, or the wrong age or gender (Hodder, 

1982:42). Margaret Mead’s young Samoan informants teased her by making up false stories 

(Freeman, 1996). Ghillar Michael Anderson, a Euahlayi Culture Man from Goodooga New South 

Wales, found errors and inconsistencies in anthropological texts from his area but living elders knew 

that the old people had been teasing the academics and were able to clarify the records (Anderson, 

2017). 

Ethnographic examples are only one of the variables considered when interpreting archaeological 

sites (Allen and Holdaway, 2009:97). As more information emerges and ways of looking at the past 
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vary (Davidson, 1995:ix), archaeological interpretation changes as “there is no final and definitive 

account of the past” (Barker, 2006:79,80).  

All archaeology uses analogy to categorise and understand the fragmentary remains under study 

(David and Kramer, 2001:1) and ethnography to reconstruct the past is based on our analogies with 

our surroundings (Hodder, 1982:9). Debates on the applicability of ethnographic studies to 

archaeology (McNiven, 2006, Meehan and Jones, 1988, Peterson, 1971) are vindicated by the 

success of incorporating traditional ecological knowledge into archaeological assessment and 

cultural heritage management (Byrne and Nugent, 2004, David and Wilson, 1999, De Nardi, 2014, 

Flexner, 2014, McClean, 2013). 

As Western settlement is comparatively recent in Australia, Aboriginal ethnography is pertinent to 

archaeological studies (Cane, 1992:11-12), which also benefit from anthropological perspectives 

(Meehan and Jones, 1988:viii). The rich legacy of Australian ethnography and ethnoarchaeology has 

inspired the reinterpretation of archaeological sites in Europe (Andresen et al., 1981, Hodder, 2016) 

Abundant seasonal food resources supported ceremonial gatherings throughout Australia 

(Mulvaney, 1976:80,85), but without ethnography or ethnohistory, these sophisticated political and 

trading systems are invisible. For example, neighbouring groups were invited to the Australian Alps 

to share the abundance of aestivating Bogong moths, leaving little archaeological evidence, but 

ethnohistory captured the ceremonial importance of the feasts (Flood, 1980:74-75, 1988). 

History explained the bunya nut festivals of the Glasshouse Mountains, where a seasonally abundant 

food resource allowed many neighbouring groups to congregate for ceremonies, law and exchange 

(Connors, 2015, Meston, 1923, Petrie, 1983). Ethnohistory helped to explain stone arrangements 

used to farm eels at Budj Bim in southern Victoria, ensuring a continuing food supply for gatherings 

(Builth et al., 2008:413, UNESCO, 2019). An-barra people prepared pandanus kernels to feed a larger 

group (Meehan et al., 1979:81) or steam-cooked large quantities of shellfish in a fire covered with 

green branches and bark, sending the flesh to a secret ceremonial camp (Meehan, 1982:89). 

In Weipa, large numbers of people at social gatherings may have built up the mounds of Tegillarca 

granosa shells in relatively few grand episodes, when the shellfish were abundant and easy to gather 

(Morrison, 2003:1,3). The main period of Wathayn shell mound construction was more than 2000 

years ago (Holdaway et al. 2017:5) so there are no direct ethnography or historic accounts to 

confirm or deny them as evidence for ceremonial gatherings. Contemporary use of shell mounds is 

discussed further in Chapter 6.  
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Ethnoarchaeology 

Ethnoarchaeology is the study of social organization and other ethnographic features of present-day 

societies based on their material culture, to enrich understanding of past societies and the 

relationships between people, places and objects (Kearney, 2010:101). Recording Indigenous 

societies’ subsistence patterns, settlement strategies and material culture helps archaeologists to 

clarify patterns in the archaeological record (Brockwell et al., 2016a:275). 

The term ‘living archaeology’ (Gould, 1980) describes my fieldwork in Weipa. Analysis of 

archaeological evidence reveals some activities that took place on past occupation sites, but working 

with the custodians helps us to understand the logic of the location (ibid) and explains “the complex 

processes and behaviours [that result in] variable outcomes” (Holdaway and Allen, 2011:215).  

Archaeological understanding and Indigenous views of the past differ but are not completely 

conflicting and ethnoarchaeology contributes to narratives of engagement between cultures 

(Kearney, 2010:102). Ethnoarchaeological studies of contemporary middens and sites not only 

recover imported goods but help us to understand patterns of discard and behaviour (Jones et al., 

2012:147). Contemporary oral history and community involvement approaches add people to 

narratives (Barker, 2006:73). 

Meehan’s unique work was with people living in a similar northern Australian coastal environment in 

Arnhem Land (Meehan, 1982, 1988)  and following similar food procurement strategies to the 

Aboriginal people of Weipa. In the absence of detailed ethnographic studies from northern Cape 

York, I refer often to Meehan’s published works and those of her colleagues in their multi-faceted 

study over many years. Her work includes insights into the lifestyle and family dynamics of the An-

barra people that helped me to understand the oral history I collected with the Wathayn people. 

I showed Beatrice my copy of Shell Bed to Shell Midden while explaining what Sally, Billy and I were 

studying and how it fits into wider Australian archaeological research. Betty’s clear prose and many 

photographs were accessible to Beatrice and helped her to understand our projects. Similarities in 

the climate and resource use strategies have been fundamental to research comparing earth 

mounds in Kakadu and Weipa by my colleagues Sally Brockwell and Billy Ó Foghlú. 

Cultural mapping 

Cultural mapping is used to map tangible and intangible cultural assets in landscapes worldwide 

(UNESCO Bangkok, 2016). It includes “other cultural resources than land - anthropological, 

sociological, archaeological, genealogical, linguistic, topographical, musicological and botanical” 

aspects recorded by appropriate techniques (Poole, 2003) such as intangible heritage sites, picnic 
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and fishing spots and paths through the landscape that are significant to Aboriginal traditional 

owners and relevant to post-contact archaeology (Byrne, 2002:144). Cultural mapping works across 

disciplines with traditional owners, land management, natural environment specialists and rangers 

(Aikenhead and Ogawa, 2007:586, Byrne and Nugent, 2004:73). 

Many features of hunter gatherer culture are “intangible and anchored in the natural world” 

(Crawhall, 2007:12). A large map can highlight areas significant for important cosmological roles and 

spirit inhabitants more than their physical characteristics (Lynch et al., 2010:248). The Wathayn 

landscape is not limited to physical features but is alive with spirit ancestors, memories and totems, 

even when it has been disturbed. 

Cultural resource or cultural landscape mapping is an extension of the landscape archaeology 

approach, a technique that captures social values, identity and distinctiveness (Cook and Taylor, 

2013:55-56). In this thesis, the cultural map draws together all other aspects of my approach. More 

sophisticated projects use a range of techniques (Byrne and Nugent, 2004, Cook and Taylor, 2013, 

Fairbairn et al., 2013, Field, 2010). However, as cultural mapping was not part of the original project 

plan, I was limited to a laminated Google map generously supplied by RTA and ad hoc conversations 

with the Wathayn people. 

Describing physical sites and cultural landscapes is easier than trying to convey others’ attachment 

to features of the landscape. It is difficult to convey and interpret knowledge from the conceptual 

systems of tradition cultures in the language of the dominant culture (Crawhall, 2007:17). Cultural 

mapping creates a link in communication, the visual prompts assisting intercultural dialogues 

(ibid:18). Information is usually given in small chunks rather than as a complete story, progressing in 

more layers as a researcher demonstrates her/his grasp of succeeding layers, especially when 

discussing the same topic in differing contexts (Horstman and Wightman, 2001:104).  

Queensland’s heritage legislation gives traditional owners the option of using professionals like 

archaeologists, historians and anthropologists to help with research for a project (Department of 

Environment and Natural Resources and Mining, 2012); not all sites must be included on public 

maps.  

Archaeological surveys to obtain clearances are limited to physical and historical characteristics 

whereas considering heritage from an Indigenous perspective, social, economic, political and cultural 

interests are crucial (Roberts et al., 2005:49). When market imperatives trump cultural values, 

artefacts are excavated and removed prior to development, ignoring links between cultural items, 

associated knowledge and the landscape, and intergenerational knowledge transfer (Fanning et al., 

2011:5, Nicholas et al., 2009:263). A cultural map can become an overview of archaeology, stories 
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and history, connections between the tangible and intangible sites and journeys between them 

(Horstman and Wightman, 2001:108). 

The benefits flow many ways as field visits to historic and cultural sites give the traditional owners “a 

sense of self and place” and enthusiasm increases (Duke, 2005:iv), empowering communities and 

reinforcing traditions by stimulating conversations as the map is improved (De Nardi, 2014:11,18), 

bringing “opportunities for cultural revitalisation and intergenerational transmission of knowledge” 

(Crawhall, 2007:21).  

Geographer Suchet explored wider agents that affect the locality, giving a different perspective to 

the more locally constrained anthropological studies at Weipa (1994:77). Modern features on a map 

show subsequent episodes in the history of the place (De Nardi, 2014:6). Through cultural maps we 

can represent multiple voices and understand the landscape as a social construct and the social, 

historical and political processes that produce and transform meaning (Suchet, 1994:19,79).  

Counter mapping 

Colonial two-dimensional maps set a pattern of editing reality by classifying as ‘waste’ or vacant land 

areas that were important to minority and marginalised groups, resulting in a lack of visibility which 

supports disempowerment (Byrne, 2008:256). The positions of those who hold power are in contrast 

very visible and natural resource planning has a tendency to continue the colonial designation of 

landscapes and vegetation. However, counter mapping that includes named sites with stories of 

spirits and ancestors enriches the map with unity of the cultural and natural features (ibid:258). In 

archaeology, there can be a tendency to identify a landscape as belonging to those who used it in 

the past, whereas to the traditional owners of that area, past evidence is incorporated into their 

contemporary lives as part of a continuum (ibid:259).  

Sites of contemporary spiritual significance are common in Aboriginal conversations but may not be 

declared to the researcher who shows scepticism of the enduring cultural significance (ibid:262). 

Wathayn people discussed their spiritual sites without inhibition with the rehabilitation scientists 

(Wrigley 2009d) and me. These sites may contain little remaining physical evidence of occupation 

(Prangnell et al., 2010:142). Indeed, the Wathayn ancestral spirits stay in alakanum ‘gum’ trees, but 

the significance of these common trees relies on oral history. As the ARC project produced palaeo-

ecological climate data adjacent to the Wathayn area, I can relay some of this information to 

enhance the stories and cultural heritage management for Wathayn people.  
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Traditional Ecological Knowledge 

Cultural mapping and counter mapping are aided by Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) is 

recognised by the International Conservation Union (IUCN) as “a cumulative body of knowledge, 

practice and belief … about the relationship of living beings (including humans) with one another and 

the environment” and has been used increasingly since the 1980s in ethnobotany, ethnobiology and 

environmental management (Berkes et al., 2000:1252). Unlike Western views of conservation, TEK 

evolved by adaptive processes, trial and error, transmitted culturally through generations, building 

information on coping with dynamic change in complex systems, resulting in resilience in 

unpredictable ecosystems (ibid:1260).  

Social systems are designed to pass knowledge between generations and knowledge holders “help 

maintain ecologically sound management practices” (ibid:1257). Traditional Ecological Knowledge 

may be in the form of storytelling, an ancient part of all cultures (Ludwig and Glen, 2017:8). 

Continuing to use traditional resources helps maintain language and cultural identity (Garibaldi and 

Turner, 2004) but Western ‘rational’ perception has reduced its own traditional beliefs to 

‘superstition’ (Mosley, 2010:63). 

In the early twenty-first century Comalco ignored Weipa traditional owners’ concerns for cultural 

and environmental values (Horsfall, 2005:9). Professional staff, driven by the economic systems of 

Natural Resource Management (NRM), failed to see mining sites as cultural landscapes, limiting and 

undervaluing relationships with the traditional owners (Suchet-Pearson and Howitt, 2006:121-122).  

Commercial productivity as a basis for land use practices is detrimental to Aboriginal priorities 

(Young et al., 1991:117) but Australian governments and communities are coming to respect “the 

continuing cultural and economic relationship between Indigenous Australians and the continent’s 

landscape, fauna and flora” (Smyth and Ward, 2008:2).  

Traditional practices share many aims with pastoralism, improving the health of soil, vegetation and 

water sources by taking care of the Country (Weir, 2011:13). The scientific world belatedly realises 

that TEK is the product of using local natural resources in sustainable ways for millennia (Smyth and 

Ward, 2008:6) and Indigenous burning practices enhanced vegetation regeneration, ensuring the 

survival of wildlife habitats and subsistence patterns (Young et al., 1991:117-118) and NRM benefits 

from cultural perspectives (Waitt et al., 2006). 

Integrating science and Indigenous knowledge is difficult as concepts in one field may have little 

meaning in the other and the overtones of colonial thinking are ever-present traps (Aikenhead and 

Ogawa, 2007:586). Although we see life through different lenses of our own cultures, our writing can 

attempt to “bridge different traditions” (Bird Rose, 1984:25). 
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The Queensland Government funds Indigenous Land and Sea Ranger programs through local 

Indigenous host organisations, currently run through the Mapoon Aboriginal Shire Council with 

rangers at Pormporaaw, Aurukun and Mapoon on western Cape York (Queensland Government, 

2019). Rangers help maintain ecosystems and contribute ultimately to improving human health 

(Albrecht et al., 2009:374). Weipa traditional owner groups recognise the need for local Rangers to 

support caring for Country. Richard Barkley is nominally a Ranger in Weipa but does not seem to 

have administrative support or pay, going into the office for love of Country (Wrigley, 2009d:4).  

As colonisation has changed the landscape and biota, ethnobotanical research is crucial for 

traditional owners as part of a return to Country (Horstman and Wightman, 2001:108, Wrigley, 

2009c, d). RTA environmental specialists hold regular Bushland Rehabilitation workshops with the 

traditional owner groups whose knowledge is incorporated into the RTA Weipa rehabilitation 

process (Wrigley, 2009a-d). The traditional owners’ environmental knowledge is valued, they are 

paid for their involvement in these sessions (Rio Tinto Alcan, 2012) and the reports form the basis 

for revegetating the areas with plant associations valued by the traditional owners (Wrigley, 2009 a-

f). 

These reports contain a wealth of cultural knowledge including the uses of local indigenous plants, 

calendar plants for the optimum times to gather or hunt resources, medicinal values of plants and 

stories of the ancestors (Wrigley, 2009b, a, c, d, f, e). Elders want to pass on knowledge of 

predictable and reliable plant resources to future generations and ethnobotany informs archaeology 

(Dilkes-Hall et al., 2019b:41). Documenting TEK helps us understand plant remains found in sites 

(ibid:28). Archaeobotanical research is being used increasingly to interpret archaeological sites 

(Brockwell et al., 2016a:274). 

The traditional owners of Weipa expect to move through and interact with their rehabilitated land 

and gather bush foods, including arrowroot and yams (Suchet-Pearson and Howitt, 2006:119). As 

well as passing on traditional instructions for looking after Country, they want to teach the next 

generations about managing the changes brought by pastoralism and mining, such as erosion, feral 

animals and weeds (Green and Martin, 2017:297). 

Methodology 

To achieve the aims of this project, I began by obtaining Human Ethics clearance then reviewed 

literature and archives to establish background and context in history, archaeology and 

ethnography. My fieldwork methodology evolved through changes in intent by Rio Tinto Alcan (RTA), 

the availability of people, data and resources; access to historic and modern camp sites; and 

adaptations as my knowledge of the area and questions expanded. I diversified my techniques in 
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recording oral histories and cultural heritage sites, relating the information to cultural mapping and 

producing photo booklets to explain simply the results of my research and the larger ARC project.   

Indigenous cultural knowledge passed on through generations, “is dynamic, it adapts, innovates and 

experiments but as it is oral and fluid, it is best told through stories” (Tanner, 2010:36). Apart from 

making knowledge inflexible by recording a moment in time, acculturation in the Western tradition 

makes it difficult to record and present Indigenous knowledge in ways that “are true to the 

indigenous perspective and values” while also meeting the requirements of heritage legislation to 

include scientific information without undervaluing Indigenous knowledge (ibid:39).  

However, some representation is needed to fulfil the process of identifying, assessing the 

significance of and managing culturally significant sites and objects under Australian laws. 

Australian National University (ANU) Human Ethics approval 

All ANU projects involving research with living people must be submitted through the ANU Human 

Research Ethics process (ANU Human Research Ethics Committee, 2011). This project has the 

following approval: 2012/042 Full Ethical Review Unconditional Approval Archaeology beyond 

compliance: HREC #6 -29 June 2012. 

The scope and outcomes of this project were explained verbally to all Wathayn and other 

participants in my Weipa fieldwork. I developed a permission form to explain the background for the 

research and how results might be used for participants to sign; this was modified to include my 

fellow student Billy Ó Foghlú when he intended speaking with Wathayn traditional owners. This form 

is at Appendix 1. 

Literature review and archival research  

Literature reviews and archival research commenced with general archaeological, anthropological, 

ethnographic and historical literature for northern Australia, Queensland and Cape York. Some 

general ideas of pre-contact lifestyle and environment were gleaned from these sources, but the 

studies did not include detailed information of the Weipa peninsula. 

Post-contact, Indigenous Weipa people were impacted by interaction with pearling, fishing and 

trepang processing, cattle stations, missions, mining and legal constraints on their lives imposed by 

Australian governments. I considered general sources while trying to align the information to picture 

how these social and economic changes might have affected the Wathayn people’s use of their land 

and how are these changes may be represented in the remembered landscape. 

Previous independent archaeological studies of Weipa had focussed on the large and impressive 

shell mounds close to the coast, as did the ARC project. However the RTA cultural heritage 
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management program included surveys and recording of archaeological finds in a variety of different 

landscapes prior to disturbance. 

RTA granted me access to their library of Comalco archives, cultural heritage surveys and mine 

rehabilitation reports, some including oral history and traditional stories. Archival sources shed light 

on northern Australia’s mining industry, the history of rehabilitating mined blocks, and the evolution 

of Comalco and RTA cultural heritage management principles and practices. 

The Hibberd Library at Weipa was named after the Managing Director of Comalco Industries in the 

1960s, a time when the Presbyterian Church tried unsuccessfully to negotiate royalties or 

compensation for the local Aboriginal people affected by mining on their land (Roberts, 1978:105). 

The Cape York Collection in the Library holds an impressive set of books, journals, copies of articles 

and photographs, assembled and maintained by historian Geoff Wharton, author of Mission Time, a 

comprehensive, annotated list of the Presbyterian Church Gulf Missions’ records (Wharton, 2000).  

The Presbyterian Church archives in Brisbane hold Mission photograph albums and Church 

newspapers that yield information about life on the Missions. The University of Queensland’s Fryer 

Library holds Mr N. Nelson’s reports and photograph albums recording a visit to Mission Stations 

commissioned by the Presbyterian Church in 1936 (Fryer Library MSS 57/-).  

The Mitchell Library in Sydney holds the Board of Ecumenical Mission and Relations, (BOEMAR), 

records including the Australian Presbyterian Board of Missions. I studied microfilm of the Weipa 

Mission diaries from May 1931 to December 1938, which included Beatrice’s birth, for clues on the 

Coconut family’s life. 

The Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies holds linguistic notes from 

Bruce Sommer (Sommer, 1972) and audio tapes made by Lee Chittick (Chittick, 1978) of personal 

family reminiscences. When I told Beatrice about the interviewees, she laughed and said: “they 

wouldn’t know much”, which is the same impression I formed. 

Undertaking fieldwork 

My research was undertaken during the formal ARC field seasons in September 2012 and 2013 and 

several independent visits to Weipa to meet with the Wathayn people at times when they were not 

all employed in fieldwork. 

Rio Tinto Alcan Weipa (RTA) employs a hierarchy of archaeologists, kept busy managing cultural 

heritage surveys and subsequent activities to mitigate the effects of mining on significant sites. Its 

contribution to the ARC Project included the presence of at least one of their cultural heritage 

officers on site during fieldwork. I discussed RTA Weipa’s cultural heritage management program 
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with these obliging officers who welcomed me into their workspace. Wathayn family members 

participating in my project were paid by RTA for cultural heritage work on receipt of names, dates 

and times: I was told to limit the time spent and numbers participating, paying only for real 

discussions. I considered all interactions with the Wathayn elders to be real discussions worthy of 

payment for the generous sharing of information pertinent to my study, and I am sure the elders felt 

they had earned their session payment through proper work with me. 

Ideally ethnographic fieldwork should take months or years living with communities, studying “their 

language, religion, philosophy, art, kinship, food collecting practices, knowledge, the things they 

make, and the rules and values they live by” (Morrison et al., 2010:38). John Bradley took 30 years 

journeying at Borroloola with Yanyuwa people on the southern Gulf of Carpentaria, hearing the 

kujika stories, to “fathom the profound meaning in these fundamental teachings” (2010:54). 

Realistically, researchers seldom have adequate opportunities to gather information, particularly in 

time-limited heritage studies (McNaughton et al., 2016:1) and the traditional owners have more 

important things to do. Further interviews are beneficial to clarify information, but project time 

constraints, cyclones and the Wet season limit possibilities (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:4).  

Aboriginal people like to choose who they will work with, assessing their academic aptitude and 

personal situation, rather like a job interview (Anderson, 2011:37). I was foisted on the Wathayn 

people through my acceptance into the ARC project, which had envisaged an Indigenous student 

undertaking the project (Fanning et al., 2011). Nevertheless, my experiences working in cultural 

heritage management and being a grandmother helped us to find common ground. 

On the initial scoping visit to Weipa from 9 to 15 October 2011, I met Beatrice and her daughter 

Caroline Gordon, as we sorted material from Sally Brockwell’s earth mound excavations. 

I visited Weipa alone from 11 May - 8 June 2012 and with the ARC fieldwork from 6 - 22 September 

2012; visited on my own from 26 February - 5 March and 16 May - 11 July 2013; ARC fieldwork 1 - 13 

September 2013; attended the opening of the Napranum war memorial from 11 - 13 June 2014 and 

visited with ANU colleagues from 14-18 August 2017 to return artefacts.  

My limited time with the Wathayn people allowed only a snapshot of their lives and the recent past; 

but Beatrice has continued to phone me regularly for a chat and a small loan and has willingly 

answered questions that have arisen in my writing. The eight years of personal communications 

included in this work are testament to the time needed to begin to understand life for the Wathayn 

people. 
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To assist my project, I attended the three-day RTA induction to qualify to drive around without 

supervision and received a bonus through attending the Cultural Awareness session run by Beatrice 

Gordon and Florence Charger that included visits on Alngith Country (Gordon and Charger, 2012).  

I also joined the Wathayn rehabilitation workshop held in June 2012 by RTA’s rehabilitation 

scientists and saw that the participants were more interested in environmental matters than our 

archaeological studies. Visiting Country with environmental specialists created a more relaxed 

platform to discuss interactions with the landscape, plants, animals, ancestral spirits, sacred places, 

totemic stories and hunting and gathering options. Aboriginal people do not divide the environment 

into natural and cultural, so ethno-botanical studies help with cultural heritage management and 

rehabilitation of mined areas (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:70). Instead of conversations 

starting from a cultural perspective, I started talking about the biota before introducing the cultural 

significance of places and made more progress. 

By visiting the Wathayn people at various times of the year, I hoped to see how the wet and dry 

seasons affect access to the landscape. This theory was good but in practice it was very hard to find 

times when the Wathayn people were free to talk to me. They lead busy lives looking after children, 

supporting their schooling, maintaining their own daily needs, working on committees for schools, 

arts and the WCCCA, and working for RTA in cultural awareness training and mining clearances. In 

2013 one of Beatrice Gordon’s daughters and her partner passed away, so Beatrice then had extra 

work in bringing up eight grandchildren, one wheelchair bound.  

In the 2012 ARC field season, the student supervisor, Eloise Hoffman, and I were working with the 

Wathayn ladies at their outstation. We joined the other researchers at the excavation site for lunch 

which we had each packed from the cold food bays in the RTA canteen, including packing extra food 

for the ladies and children at Wathayn. The archaeologists told me that the Aboriginal men who 

were assisting the excavations preferred to eat separately around a small fire about 50 metres from 

the mainly New Zealand team. One day I stayed at the outstation to share lunch, but I felt the ladies 

preferred having this free time to themselves. In the next week when the others had departed, our 

ANU team and the Wathayn participants ate lunch together at our excavations and enjoyed 

interchanges of information and humour where I learned a lot more about Wathayn life.  

I was intrigued by these dynamics, so to understand the social implications of the mining-town 

culture in which the Wathayn people live, I met people working in the Aboriginal community in 

regional employment partnerships, school and tertiary educators, the Western Cape Community 

Alliance and various shops and services.  
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I attended church services at Napranum and Weipa to meet parishioners and discuss the continuing 

role of the Uniting Church after the Weipa Mission became secular. Weipa’s St Luke’s Anglican-

Uniting Church cooperative congregation shared records and explained the role of the Cape York 

Patrol ministry (somewhat offensively called Kennedy Patrol) (Uniting Church of Australia, 2018). 

St Barnabas Uniting Church in Moi-Gnum Street, Napranum has an active congregation of about 200 

souls (Calvary Presbytery, 2018). The ministry is part of the Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian 

Congress (ibid). Beatrice and her family ask the old people and Jesus to bring them luck when they 

are gambling with no conflict between Christian and traditional beliefs. The Aboriginal world is 

expansive with plenty of room for all that is, seen and unseen. “God was here before the white 

people” (Uniting Church of Australia, 2018). When I asked Beatrice if she attended the church, she 

said “no, that’s not my church” (Presbyterian), but she sat in her front garden to listen to the singing. 

In mid-2018 a new Minister attracted Beatrice and her friends and family to join in with the 

congregation. He began bible studies and Beatrice asked me to send her some prayer books as she 

and her friends wanted to catch up (B. Gordon, pers. comm. 9/10/2018). Her grandchildren like the 

children’s bible stories she reads to them at night, then they pray for a safe night and thank God in 

the morning (12/8/2019 pers. comm.). 

Recording Wathayn oral history  

When Beatrice was able to give me her valuable time, I explained that I wanted to talk to her and 

her family about places, pathways and areas that are significant to them and to explore recent 

campsites. Recording oral history of camping, fishing, hunting and gathering with their grandparents 

and their historical and current land use could inform our archaeological interpretation of the past 

human activities on the Weipa landscape. Developing a cultural map and booklets might add value 

to their cultural knowledge and help understand the options in cultural heritage management, as 

well as achieving my study aims.  

I provided transport and refreshments for our meetings and took dresses, children’s clothes and bed 

linen for the ladies and children, shopping in the supermarket and Op Shop where $50 on the 

counter bought everything the ladies could carry for the children and themselves. 

Recording Aboriginal people is often spur of the moment as the traditional owners’ family and 

cultural responsibilities usually preclude making long-term plans (Nathan, 2016:59). An author 

working with an Afghan family in Kabul said: “They told me things when they felt like it, not when I 

asked. They were not necessarily in the mood to talk when my notebook was at hand … Most of the 

answers came about spontaneously, answers to questions I would not have had the imagination to 

ask” (Seierstad, 2005:3). When I was driving a car full of Wathayn ladies and children, songs and 
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stories often flowed while I could neither operate the recorder nor take notes. Direct questions 

rarely elicited the data I wanted, but a random conversation about food or dogs could turn into a 

gold mine of information and opinions - after I had packed away my camera. 

Aboriginal residents of Wathayn mission spoke creole [Kriol] at home (Coconut, 2005:17), based on 

English but with different syntax and inflection and sharing grammatical features and distinctively 

Aboriginal ways of using language and communicating that have survived in spite of the loss of 

traditional languages (Eades, 1993). It is one of a range of regional languages that developed 

through the need to communicate with people speaking different languages (Department of 

Resources Energy and Tourism, 2009a:23).  

The Wathayn ladies were employed to sort shell mound material from column samples taken from 

the ARC project excavations. I helped record the results in what was supposed to be an opportunity 

for me to gather information for my project, but I only managed to pick up about one word in ten 

when the ladies chatted to each other in Kriol laced with Wathayn language. I slipped in a few useful 

questions but seldom interrupted them as they worked with dedication and enjoyed their own 

conversations. 

Indigenous people use Kriol among themselves and English to outsiders (McNiven, 2006:3). When 

speaking to me, Wathayn people used English, slowed down and lowered the pitch, but it took me a 

while to adjust and reduce the times I had to seek clarification. Broadening my South Australian 

accent and using some Queensland and local syntax and idioms helped my listeners to understand 

me. Writing up conversations brings choices: to render as spoken or edit the grammar? Aboriginal 

speakers do not always order the words in the same way, so retaining their grammatical expression 

gives colour and texture to the text and revives lived experiences (Anderson, 2011:41). 

Asking questions is considered rude in Aboriginal culture: a Gubbi Gubbi woman of the Sunshine 

Coast said: “children … could never ask questions. If they wanted to tell you anything, they would” 

(Bond, 1985). This can limit the success of Aboriginal children at school where students are expected 

to ask if they do not understand something (B. Gordon, pers. comm. 16/5/2012). Mrs McKenzie, 

missionary at Aurukun, reported that when asked too many questions Aboriginal people were 

justified in giving “evasive and mis-leading answers”, for which the language name translated as 

‘crooked talk’ (McKenzie, 1930:9). Beatrice assured me that she would not take offence at my 

questioning as she wished to share information with me. 

In the Wet season the track to Wathayn was impassable, so I had a few brief conversations with 

Beatrice and some family members at their homes and at Ruchook Reserve in Napranum. They were 

reserved and uncomfortable speaking where the Alngith old people’s spirits were listening and 
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might make mischief (B. Gordon, 2012 16/5/comm.). Participants in another cultural mapping 

project insisted on taking the researcher on Country to see the sites before speaking about them 

(McClean, 2013:95).  

When we got out to Wathayn Country I gathered oral history on the features of modern site 

locations, the use of adjacent resources – stone, water, food, strategic advantage (you can see/hear 

people coming) and changes in location due to social, economic and environmental change.  

In 2013 I recorded the remains of the Running Creek cattle yards and historic camp sites at 

Diingwulung (Ndhinggwulung) (Morrison et al., 2018:13), including an earlier outstation, Small 

Wathayn, that was destroyed by fire. As well as recording physical characteristics, I filmed former 

ringer Rocky Madua spinning tales of cattle work and Beatrice talking about the significance of Small 

Wathayn to her family. 

I sought any stories, oral or published, that shed light on how or why the shell mounds were 

constructed or used and whether they held any significance beyond the general evidence for 

ancestors’ activities, and any other stories of places and journeys in the Weipa landscape. I 

emphasised that I did not want to hear any secret or sensitive information. As the project 

progressed, my oral history recording techniques diversified, relating the information to cultural 

mapping as a way of capturing story places to augment archaeological results.  

 Ethnographic filming  

I began recording conversations with the Wathayn people using pen, paper and an audio recorder 

but found it very difficult to make enough notes or distinguish voices and context so there were 

anomalies, inconsistencies and contradictions between my notes and RTA cultural and 

environmental reports. With Beatrice’s permission, I began filming our interviews in 2013, capturing 

much more information as film clarified the shorthand speech and body language, especially when 

several people ask or respond to questions or the topic jumps suddenly and an answer may be 

displaced in context. 

Opportunities were haphazard due to limitations from academic timetables, funding constraints and 

the different cultural priorities involved in confirming sessions with Wathayn people. My first video 

camera was very basic with an internal microphone, so the wind masked much of the dialogue when 

we filmed outside. In 2017 I returned with a better camera (a Sony Handycam) with an external 

microphone and Beatrice obligingly re-told some stories to improve our record. As a bonus, the 

fluffy-covered microphone (called a ‘dead cat’ in the trade) proved useful as a fly whisk for Beatrice 

during our sessions). 
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Not only did I understand more from watching my videos, but Beatrice and her family saw filming as 

a way her grandchildren can understand her stories better and remember her when she passes on 

(B. Gordon, pers. comm. 16/8/2013). I gave copies of these videos to those filmed, their families, 

RTA and the Hibberd Library. More copies can be made at any time to replace those that have been 

lost or damaged. 

Site recording 

Visiting Wathayn Country in dry weather along roads and tracks maintained by RTA, we could not 

reach all of the Wathayn spiritual places, historic campsites and tracks that were used in Mission-

time within my timeframe and Beatrice’s availability. 

I located and recorded examples of Wathayn modern campsites and middens in the study area to 

compare the distribution of materials with the results of excavations of older sites, carried out by 

ARC project colleagues. This approach may help us understand past practices on Wathayn Country, 

however it is difficult to ascertain which discard practices survive from before Mission-time and 

which mirror imported historic practices (Walters, 1988:220) and are not relevant to campsites used 

prior to contact (Hiscock and Faulkner, 2006, Peterson, 1971). Some practices may have elements of 

both cultural periods. 

Patterns were not apparent until later analysis, but walking and talking with Beatrice and her family I 

began to understand the network of historic campsites, outstations, contemporary middens on 

recent ‘dinner time camps’ (Meehan, 1988), smaller, individual picnic hearths, middens beside the 

salt pan and resource areas and travel routes illustrating historical and cultural relationships.  

I recorded GPS locations, photographed and sketched items and measured features within the 

campsites. The largest day-time camp recently used by Wathayn families, Wathayn Peninsula 

Modern Midden 1 (WPMM 1) was recorded in detail over an area 14 sq.m by stringing one metre 

squares with my supervisor’s help.  

The surface sites had been used recently and were likely to be used again, so exact dimensions were 

not critical and my limited IT graphic skills produced rather whimsical site plans (in Chapter 6) that 

are recognisable to the traditional owners and may be of use to them in future presentations. 

Making the Wathayn cultural map 

A cultural mapping framework should include the site locations recorded, the routes connecting 

places and the spaces between sites with important historic meanings (Owen, 2015:74). All sites, 

contemporary and spiritual are interrelated in the Aboriginal cultural landscape (McDonald, 

2005:31). Archaeological sites become significant not just as isolated places and times but through 
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grouping in complexes (Vinnicombe, 1984:107). The Wathayn cultural map encourages 

consideration of the places of ancestral memories and story lines linking places and groups that are 

important to Aboriginal people (McGrath, 2015). 

An Alngith cultural mapping project collected “A large database of historical and oral history 

information about the history of Weipa [and developed] for the first time - a cultural map” that 

included all known place names for Alngith Country (Morrison et al., 2011:iv). Appendices of site 

locations and sensitive information are only available to the Alngith traditional owners. The authors 

highlighted the need for more “oral history, traditional knowledge, [and] language-recording 

projects” (ibid).  

Families will only speak for the areas to which they have custodial rights and are unlikely to take 

researchers to sites of major significance (McClean, 2013:95). Beatrice Gordon and Flo Charger who 

have Alngith family ties, took participants in cultural awareness training for RTA to Alngith areas but 

shared no details of the spiritual nature of these places (Gordon and Charger, 2012).  

Projects may be undertaken predominantly with women (Suchet, 1994) or men, reflecting only one 

gender perspective. Beatrice and I engaged Wathayn men and women of different ages: sons, 

nephews, daughters, daughters-in-law, cousins, sisters-in-law and children, all adding their views on 

places as the laminated Google-based map stimulated discussion.  

Representing memory and attachment through material evidence is difficult but Rio Tinto Alcan staff 

kindly provided a large photo map of the Weipa Peninsula populated with known sites from their 

database. This first map included locations of archaeological finds and ethnographic sites but did not 

show shell mound sites. I was grateful to get any map and as the Wathayn people knew where all 

their shell mounds were this lack was not a problem. The base map I used to plot my data was a 

version used in the wider project which did show archaeological sites. On reflection, the difference 

may indicate how the RTA officer saw a major difference between my ethnographic work and the 

scientific thrust of the project, yet my aim was to tie the two together.  

This map helped me discuss site significance and travel routes with the Wathayn people. I invited 

Beatrice and her family to use marker pens to indicate the locations of important sites and the tracks 

to reach them. Although talking about these places, none of the family seemed inclined to use the 

pens beyond indicating a direction in the air. Eventually I used the pens under their guidance, 

checking accuracy and omissions with Beatrice. 

Areas of resource gathering concentrate around the historic living centres (McClean, 2013:92), in 

this case, the two Weipa Mission sites. I recorded Wathayn camp sites still in use and access changes 

in historic times, seeking patterns that might help to interpret the layers of cultural meaning in 
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archaeological sites and their spatial and temporal relationships. Most of these places had already 

been recorded and included on the RTA database and maps, but cultural mapping with the 

traditional owners includes intangible significance.  

The adventures in collecting, sorting, revising and displaying information have made it clear to me 

that the cultural map will never be complete, but can act as a basis for changes, additions and 

expansions of ideas. There is no secret or sensitive information on this map and when Beatrice 

teaches the children, she can add the full story. We had not time nor opportunity to visit some 

spiritual sites, historic campsites and tracks that were used in Mission-time. 

Community reports 

Traditional owners have been included in all archaeological fieldwork at Weipa since 1970 and 

although there have been many publications and several presentations of the results, very little of 

this research has trickled back to them and even less explanation of the strange rituals of 

archaeologists and why they believe that research is so important (Sullivan, 1975).  

I hoped to develop ways to capture the intangible dimensions of some Wathayn cultural elements in 

a manner that is both useful for them and clear for cultural heritage management. As a cultural 

heritage manager and promoter of public archaeology, I have found storytelling with pictures to be a 

useful bridge across cultures so have explored this for sharing my information.  

Writing plain English reports is an important development in Australian archaeology, pioneered by 

Isabel McBryde and Colin Pardoe (Davidson, 1995:4).  I had helped Professor Isabel McBryde compile 

illustrated community reports during my undergraduate years and was fortunate to be mentored in 

the physical anthropology part of my BA Honours study by Colin Pardoe. As I had very little metric 

data from the small skeletal sample, he recommended compiling an osteobiography, such as he used 

to make community reports to traditional owners (Pardoe, 1990).  

Pardoe noted that Aboriginal demands for control, accountability and information have influenced 

archaeological methodology from the 1980s, such as no longer using the term prehistory and 

integrating community reports into the research model (ibid:208). Community reports are a way of 

giving traditional owners access to and ownership of archaeologists’ scientific assessments, 

alongside, rather than opposing religious, personal and political aspects (ibid:222). Others use this 

method in osteological studies, including a project by Collard, at Normanton, south of Weipa (Collard 

et al., 2019:608). 

Natasha Fijn explores many methods of communication with different media, aiming to go beyond a 

small academic audience to reach the general public, particularly those with interests in her work. 
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She recognises that many academics lean towards the printed book but sees the importance of using 

podcasts and audio to explain research (Muratsu, 2020). I applaud these ideas but decided to stay 

with what I understand, not only because I was more likely to produce something intelligible, but as 

Beatrice and her family can access the printed word and pictures but have no computers or smart 

phones to access electronic media. Electricity in Napranum is provided through meters that must be 

topped up and at Wathayn outstation the generator requires expensive fuel which further restricts 

the applicability of electronic media. 

Anne Clarke used progress reports, voice tape and photos of trips together with the traditional 

owners of Groote Eylandt during her PhD research (Clarke, 1995:15).  

Taçon presented a copy of his thesis to traditional owners and several plain English summaries 

(Tacon, 1995:26). All those involved in this research learned about each other’s cultures (ibid:27). 

My book on ANU archaeologists was an attempt to show where we worked and lived.  

As well as a community report on the archaeological results of my colleagues and I in the ARC 

project, I wanted to report on the previous archaeology of the Weipa area and explain Australian 

archaeology a little. I made an album of photographs taken during our Weipa fieldwork and views 

and people around ANU to show my Wathayn friends where we researchers work and what happens 

to the material we analyse in the labs. This was a great success but, being a paper album, would not 

last long. 

I provided copies of the community report illustrated booklets to Beatrice for the Wathayn people, 

other traditional owners and their families and sent copies to RTA and the Hibberd Library.  

Many of Beatrice’s relatives, friends and acquaintances have come to her place to read her books 

and discuss them, reminiscing about their days with their parents and grandparents on country. 

More copies can be made for wider distribution and to replace those lost in the future. The booklets 

are explained in Chapter 7. I feel that I have achieved my aim for my target audience but recognise 

that the next generation will respond well to podcasts and websites developed in the future.  
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 History and social change at Weipa 

The Uluru Statement from the Heart calls for “a fair and truthful relationship with the people of 

Australia” (National Constitutional Convention, 2017). The shared history of western Cape York is 

summarised to consider how historical influences changed society and technology in the Weipa area 

and to seek archaeological expressions of these changes. 

Colonisation 

There are no single or linear explanations of colonisation’s impacts and outcomes as “cultural 

change in the recent period was not a one-sided process directed only by European or other outsider 

actions and policies [despite the] “catastrophic outcomes of disease, warfare, enforced land 

acquisition and genocide” (Torrence and Clarke, 2000:5). Indigenous history includes “the 

complexity and nuances of cross-cultural, negotiated encounters and the emergence of new social 

formations and identities” (Russell, 2005:1).   

The people of Weipa have been affected by direct and consequential changes to land-use and 

lifestyle caused by colonisation, maritime industries, pastoralism, missions, mining and imported 

resources. Fatal diseases were introduced, people dislocated from their country, social cohesion 

disturbed, and new foods and technologies reduced reliance on traditional hunting and bush tucker. 

Bauxite miners initially had little appreciation of the intrinsic value of the land to its owners or their 

rights, until Native Title recognised traditional ownership.  

Cape York: Sea industries 

Interactions may have occurred between the peoples of northern Australia, south east Asia and New 

Guinea before the Torres Strait was flooded c. 12,000 years BP and subsequently through maritime 

connections across the Timor and Arafura Seas and the Torres Strait (Rowland, 2018:220). For 

example, the dingo was introduced c. 3348 - 3081 years ago (Balme et al., 2018:1) and Austronesians 

moved from south east Asia through into the Pacific. c. 3000 years ago (Bedford et al., 2019:6) 

(Figure 3-1).   

Prior to contact, it is estimated that the Aboriginal people on western Cape York were among the 

highest populations in Australia (Morrison and Shepard, 2013:22). The earliest recorded contact with 

Europeans on Cape York occurred in 1606 when the Dutch ship Duyfken landed in the Pennefather 

River north of Albatross Bay (Wharton, 2005:35). Despite this early contact, the Dutch did not 

develop trading relationships as they found neither useable wood nor mountains likely to yield 

metals (Willey, 1979,22-23). Blessed by abundant resources, the Aboriginal people had no interest in 

working for the sailors (ibid). 
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Figure 3-1 Cape York cattle stations, missions and roads 

Although Captain Matthew Flinders reported seeing hundreds of fishing vessels from Makassar on 

the western side of the Gulf of Carpentaria in 1802 (Simmons et al., 1958:70), there is little record of 

interactions between Macassan and other Southeast Asian visitors on Cape York. More is known of 

the boats that came to Australia to fish for bêche-de-mer in Arnhem Land, bringing exotic goods in 

annual exchange networks with northern Aboriginal people from the 1600s (Taçon et al., 2010:8, 

Wesley and Litster, 2015:13).  
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Macassan boats, praus, came in the Wet season when resources were scarce, and in Arnhem Land 

both sides benefitted from good relationships including safe passage, trade and imported food, 

tobacco, clothes, rice, fishhooks and knives (Macknight, 1972:285). Aboriginal people stored turtle 

shell, fish, pearl shell and trepang in the Dry season in anticipation of Macassan trade and the 

regular supply of exotic goods allowed an extensive ceremonial network (Clarke, 1994:7-8). Some 

Macassan words passed into the Arnhem Land languages (ibid:9) but no studies of Weipa languages 

or evidence for Macassan trade have been published for western Cape York. Initial contacts with the 

Macassans were not all beneficial, possibly introducing smallpox to northern Australia in 1789 and 

1830 (Bird Rose, 1991:5) and yaws even earlier (Keen, 1980). 

Macassan and Japanese bêche-de-mer and pearl shell industries in northern Australia and Cape York 

increased in the middle to late eighteenth century (Morrison et al., 2010, Wesley and Litster, 2015, 

Wesley et al., 2016) continuing until the trade was prohibited by the Australian government in 1907 

(Mitchell, 1995:37). Over a thousand Indigenous people worked seasonally in these industries that 

depended on Aboriginal men and women for labour and sex (Reynolds, 1990:175-176).  

Reports of illegal recruiting, kidnapping and mistreatment of Aboriginal people in Cape York began in 

1884 and increased in the late 1880s (Morrison et al., 2010:22, 23, 90). There was a “large and 

lucrative prostitution industry” on Cape York (Reynolds, 1990:177) and some communities hid their 

young women from kidnappers (Thomson, 1937:15). There may have been some mutually 

acceptable commercial relationships, as in Yolngu Country (Bilous, 2015:915), but Christian 

missionaries labelled all exchange between Aboriginal women and foreign men as sinful (Ganter, 

1999:268). Taking away the young, fit people and spreading sexually transmitted diseases, which 

caused infertility, depopulated the coast (Roth, 1899).  

A wide variety of physical types among the Aboriginal people along the west coast of the Cape 

includes features similar to the people of Central Australia and “distinctly Melanesian features, 

physique and hair” (Simmons et al., 1958:65). Some Weipa residents have type B blood, common in 

Asians but rare in Europeans and absent in other Aboriginal people, so Asian genes may be a legacy 

of the fishing industries (ibid:72). The Macassan influence was thwarted by the Gulf Missions; 

Beatrice does not remember her grandparents talking much about Macassans (B. Gordon 12/6/2014 

pers. comm.) suggesting that they did not have a significant role in Weipa.  

Aboriginal people were attracted by exotic goods from foreign sailors, such as tobacco and clothes 

(Thomson, 1937:14), but resented being dominated and exploited by the fishermen, sometimes 

resisting by attacking the crew (Loos, 1978:243) and stealing cargo and vessels to return home 

(Reynolds, 1990:182). Aboriginal men responded to the misuse of their women with ‘pay back’ 
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violence which nearly paralysed the bêche-de-mer and pearl shell industries (Saville-Kent, 1890) and 

“the whole system of dealing with the natives had broken down” (Ward, 1908:65). Roth reported 

that “the whole trade was characterised by brutality, coercion and murder, done intentionally or 

indirectly through neglect and deprivation” (1899). 

John Jardine was appointed Police Magistrate at Somerset at the tip of the Cape in 1863 to set up a 

harbour to serve the lucrative international shipping route through the Torres Straits (Chase, 

1988:123) and confirm colonial ownership of the north (Jack, 1921:289). The northern administrative 

centre was moved to a safer harbour on Thursday Island in 1878 (Chase, 1988:124) where the Police 

Magistrates banned the “uncontrolled and ruthless” exploitation of the Torres Strait Islanders 

(Bartlett, 1954:148,157).  

Although maritime industries did not directly impact on land (Brady, 2013:141), the absence of able 

young people broke down complex Aboriginal social organisation and the many deaths from 

introduced infectious diseases, such as measles, whooping cough, influenza and colds to which they 

had little immunity (Thomson, 1937:14) reduced populations to the point where they were not 

viable (Loos, 1978:243).  

After the prohibition of Papuan labour in 1885, more Aboriginal men from the Wenlock River, north 

of Weipa, were ‘recruited’ (Saville-Kent, 1890:728). Over 100 men from a population of 600 were 

employed on the boats, leaving social dislocation in their communities until death and debility from 

tuberculosis and syphilis reduced the potential labour force and by 1890 recruiting increased at 

Albatross Bay (Roth, 1899). As there were three times as many males as females on cosmopolitan 

Thursday Island, women were appropriated from Albatross Bay (Saville-Kent, 1890:728).  

During this period, there was a “dynamic and transformative social engagement involving exchange” 

between Cape York, the Torres Strait Islands and Papua New Guinea (Greer et al., 2015:74) using 

sea-going outrigger canoes (McConnel, 1936), most likely introduced by Macassan visitors 

(Thomson, 1949:58) via New Guinea and the Torres Strait (McNiven, 2006:92) or through cultural 

exchange with Papuans (Roth, 1908:161) “grafted on to the existing culture without changing it 

fundamentally” (Loos, 1982:7).  

In 1904 spears, spear-throwers and red and white ochre were traded across the Straits (Rowland, 

2018). Aboriginal people on the west coast used a Melanesian-type skin drum and some secret 

ceremonies that suggest connections with Melanesia (Chase and Sutton, 1981:1823). Archaeological 

evidence for contact between the Torres Strait Islands and Cape York includes changes in 

subsistence patterns, such as increased hunting of turtles and dugong with outriggers and iron 

projectiles for harpoons (Clarke, 2000:332, Mitchell, 1996:181,185,188).  
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The meaning of material culture is transformed on both sides of a cultural encounter; imported 

artefacts travelled far ahead of settlement and found uses in all aspects of life, even magic 

(Reynolds, 1990:52) and foreigners collected Indigenous artefacts (Rainbird, 2000:34). Trade does 

not necessarily imply domination; barter is a system where value of the goods on each side of the 

agreement is determined independently and people make decisions about what to barter, avoiding 

exchange if they did not wish to form social relationships (Torrence, 2000:108,109). 

Ceramics, metal and glass artefacts in stratified deposits show post-contact use of these materials by 

Aboriginal people, but not all sites used in historic times contain material evidence for this period 

(Torrence and Clarke, 2000:8). Changes in resource use and residence patterns are more discrete 

evidence for contact with outsiders (Clarke, 1994:16). Aboriginal people adapted bark procurement 

methods and integrated introduced materials into traditional practices to ensure sustainable life in a 

physical and social landscape rapidly being changed by settlers (Dardengo et al., 2019). 

Cape York: Frontier violence and pastoralism  

Having been badly treated by the maritime industries, the Aboriginal people of Cape York were 

already hostile to invaders when pastoralists arrived (Bolton, 1972:93). Aboriginal people were 

curious about the colonists’ lifestyle, adapting and striking a balance between traditional culture and 

changing circumstances (Reynolds, 1990:59). They were marginalised by colonists, seen not as 

citizens, landowners or voters, but as the enemy in frontier violence (Mitchell, 2013:47-48). Initially 

Aboriginal people had the advantage as they knew their Country well and could travel quickly and 

quietly (Reynolds, 2013:114). Station hands were afraid of the Aboriginal warriors whose spears 

were more effective than their muskets so ‘terror tactics’ became the norm (Collins, 2002:xxvi).  

Encouraged by generous leases, pastoral settlement spread north and west when the province of 

Queensland separated from NSW in 1859 (Evans, 2009:77). Governments were dominated by 

sqatters through the 1860s, encouraging the invaders and accepting no responsibility for 

dispossessing Aboriginal people (Pocock, 2008) 

As land was appropriated by settlers and killings increased, the government employed Native 

Mounted Police in New South Wales (NSW) and then the Queensland Police Force, initially drafted 

from Aboriginal groups in Victoria and NSW who had little affinity with the northern people 

(Richards, 2008:120-121) and were thought to be their enemies, which would reduce fraternisation 

and desertion (Queensland Police Department, 1982:1). White officers commanded uniformed corps 

of Aboriginal troopers and trackers stationed in areas of the colony “where the natives appear to be 

dangerous” (Lumholtz, 1889:47). 
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Station owners across Queensland asked Native Police to ‘disperse’ Aboriginal inhabitants from the 

new pastoral leases (Cole, 2004:191), they were ‘kept out’, hounded from camps, stations and towns 

and often shot (Loos, 1978:239). The British government attempted to formalise Aboriginal land 

rights in pastoral leases but failed to fund effective preventative measures while settlers and Native 

Police were slaughtering and harassing the traditional landowners (Collins, 2002:xxii). In central Cape 

York where cattle stations encroached on Aboriginal hunting grounds, cattle were speared and 

police raided Aboriginal camps in reprisal (Simmons et al., 1958:59) but on the west coast traditional 

tribal culture and organisation remained strong (ibid:60). 

Native Police went into Queensland as advance ‘shock troops’ (Rogers and Bain, 2016:84). As they 

could read the landscape and smoke signals used by local people, they increased the effectiveness of 

police contingents (Clark, 1912:8). Hawks often hovered over travelling Aboriginal groups and camp 

sites, giving away their locations (Roth, 1897a:132). With limited police resources, pastoralists were 

encouraged to extend their persecution by forming vigilante groups on horseback, easily catching 

Aboriginal families fleeing on foot (Reynolds, 2013:66).  

By 1855 more Native Police were recruited from ‘wild tribes’, many of whom soon deserted and 

“became spies for their people” (Queensland Police Department, 1982:2). A squad recruited locally 

in 1858 was paid for and maintained by squatters (Queensland Police Department, 1982:3). Local 

recruiting was less expensive and became more common after 1865 (Richards, 2008:125). Although 

the uniform, guns, rations, wages and access to Aboriginal women were inducements, many men in 

north Queensland changed their minds and deserted when they realised the purpose of the force 

(Cole, 2004:167). Repeating rifles available to the police and settlers from the 1870s and an 

increasing white population turned the tide of war and Aboriginal people were terrorised into 

submission (Richards, 2008:128).  

Government funds encouraged Jardine’s sons Francis (Frank) and Alexander to drive cattle north to 

the tip of Cape York from the family stations in Rockhampton in 1864-5 (Jack, 1921:289). The 

euphemism ‘dispersing’ leaves little doubt of the hostility of the traditional owners to this invasion 

and the continuous slaughtering of Aboriginal people that marked their traverse (Byerley, 1867). Mrs 

Jean Jimmy of Weipa recalled that the Jardines were “killing people all the way up” (Edwards, 

2007:17). They established the first cattle stations on Cape York at Somerset and Bertiehaugh on the 

Duthie River (Jack, 1921:319) using 15 Native Mounted Police to shoot Aboriginal people who 

impeded their expansion (McNaughton, 2007:17). 

Frank Jardine settled at Somerset and became Police Magistrate in 1868, married the niece of the 

King of Samoa and entertained visitors with elaborate dinners (Lack, 1972). In 1867, an Anglican 
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missionary at Somerset hoping to protect Aboriginal people was appalled at the “licentious 

behaviour” of the military detachment and visiting ships crews and the Jardine’s ruthless reprisals on 

bush-living Aboriginal people (Ganter, 2014:136). The mission was abandoned by 1870 (Chase, 

1988:123). Today, York Downs owner Lachlan Kennedy and the Jardines are remembered for their 

violence towards Aboriginal people (B. Gordon, pers. comm., 11/9/2019, R. Madua, 12/9/2013 pers. 

comm., Edwards, 2007:17, McNaughton, 2007:16, Richards, 2008:42). Somerset is treated with 

respect by Aboriginal people for its multiple layers of history (McIntyre-Tamwoy, 2002:174) and it is 

wise to bid goodbye to Frank’s spirit when you pass his grave or he will make you sick (R. Madua, 

12/9/2013 pers. comm. S. Hall, pers. comm. 11/7/2013). 

A telegraph line was commenced from Cooktown to Thursday Island in the 1870s spurred on by 

fears of foreign invasion (Chase and Sutton, 1981:1824). In 1886 Frank Jardine was contracted to 

deliver materials to the work gangs along the route (Jack, 1921:319). Construction of Moreton 

Telegraph Station, the closest to Weipa (Jackson, 1902:10), coincided with pastoral expansion and 

relations with Aboriginal people were poor, but later the stations became distribution centres of 

rations and blankets for displaced Aboriginal groups (Horsfall, 2005:9-10). By 1897 there were 150 

ration stations across Queensland (Pocock, 2008) 

By the 1880s Aboriginal lands were being converted to alienated Crown Land, leased and sold to 

new owners (Evans, 2009:92). Batavia Downs cattle station was established near Weipa in 1882 

(Horsfall, 2005:9) and York Downs in 1884 (Moreton Telegraph Station, 2014), part-owned by John 

Embley, surveyor of the Aboriginal reserves and pastoral leases (Weipa Town Authority, 2014). 

Native Police troopers and officers had flaunted the restriction on fraternising with Aboriginal 

communities but in 1897 they could “establish friendly relations between whites and blacks” 

(Richards, 2008:138). In 1898, forty-two of the 110 Native Police in Queensland were based on Cape 

York Peninsula (McNaughton, 2007:17) at Coen, Piccaninny Creek (Mein or Clayhole) south-east of 

Weipa, Somerset and on the Archer River (Richards, 2008:166,143-145).  

Violence, massacres and murders by pastoralists and the Native Police occurred around Albatross 

Bay in the late 1800s (R. Madua 12/9/2013 pers. comm. Morrison et al., 2010:90). A group of 

Aboriginal people in Alngith Country were attacked by Native Police; such was the distrust of white 

men that the women and children were kept out of sight while the men talked (Meston, 1896a).  

Aboriginal people were not just passive victims of massacres - they fought battles and skirmishes 

(McGrath, 2015:8) using guns to attack whites on Cape York in the 1880s and 1890s (Reynolds, 

1990:105). Aboriginal resistance was strategically planned to hit settler economy; warriors preyed 

on roads to cut off supplies and communications; raids on pastoral stock were carried out during 
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heavy rain when mud stopped horse riding and hundreds of horses were stolen and killed in 

northern Queensland into the late 1800s (ibid:107).  

Roth tried to persuade the Government to stop the land grab as restoring law and order would cost 

more than the income from pastoral leases; people deprived of land and water could not migrate 

due to cultural trespass restrictions (Roth, 1900:6). Roth was appointed Chief Protector from 1904 to 

1906 and was instrumental in amending the Aboriginal Protection and Restriction of the Sale of 

Opium Act 1897 to prevent the protective measures being abused (Reynolds, 1988). 

Aboriginal resistance seriously dented the economic gains of the cattle industry (May, 1984:124) and 

pastoralists in western Cape York continued to use violence, forced removals and threats into the 

1900s. Aboriginal people were murdered near the Ducie River in 1902 (Richards, 1999). Embley was 

involved in attacks against Aboriginal people (R. Madua, 12/9/2013 pers. comm. B. Gordon, pers. 

comm. 11/9/2013, Morrison et al., 2011:16, Richards, 2008:137), seeking assistance from the Native 

Police in 1914 to suppress local Aboriginal groups, and in 1917 some Weipa Aboriginal people 

crossing Merluna Station were shot at (Edwards, 2007:21).  

Politicians and clergy increased pressure to end the Native Police force and camps were gradually 

closed but the troopers, renamed ‘Black Trackers’, continued operating in the northern Queensland 

police force, patrolling with white officers from Cooktown and Coen until 1920 (Richards, 2008:138-

139). 

Frontier violence was a major cause of the decline in the Aboriginal population; an estimated 50,000 

people were killed in the frontier wars across Queensland (Rogers and Bain, 2016:87), formerly 

attributed to disease and reduced birth rates. The violence of the European pastoral invasion caused 

casualties, fear and insecurity in the whole Aboriginal population, leaving scars that have yet to heal 

(Reynolds, 1990:127). Put succinctly, “The destruction of Aboriginal society was not the consequence 

of European development, but its price” (Stanner, 1969). 

Massacres were usually covered up by the perpetrators and kin often came back to bury or cremate 

their dead, not leaving mass graves or human bones on the killing site (Barker, 2007, Litster and 

Wallis, 2011). Memories of killings may be compounded from many types of suffering, such as 

slavery, rape, beatings, exploitation, misery, forced removal and murders at different locations and 

times, not requiring precise locations to form the oral tradition (Barker, 2007:11). These places may 

now be considered as having accumulated dangerous powers through local disasters, disease, 

massacres, magic or supernatural forces (ibid). 

The site of a killing is not only a place to mourn, but the spirits of the dead are reunited with 

ancestral forces and the places are “powerful sources of life and spiritual regeneration” (Strang, 
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2003:126-127). Weipa people travelling to Cairns pass the site of the battle of Mitchell River where 

the Jardines shot and killed about 30 Aboriginal people, leaving “a scary place; the trees are 

different, all the same height and colour and mobile phones won’t work” (Gordon and Charger, 

2012). The intangible force of such places makes archaeological identification of any material 

remains redundant as Aboriginal communities do not wish to disturb their ancestors’ remains 

merely to confirm that massacres occurred (Barker, 2007:13). Place names attesting to murder and 

the persistence of massacre narratives in Indigenous oral traditions confirm that these took place 

(ibid). 

Pastoralism 

The northern pastoral industry attracted few white labourers to work in the heat and conditions 

(May, 1984:121); Aboriginal people had little option but cattle work as their water sources were 

defiled and they were excluded from their decimated traditional lands (Altman, 1980:91). With few 

material possessions, rich cultural treasures and a day-to-day production and consumption mode, 

they entered a capitalist economy as useful labourers creating surplus, little of which came their way 

(ibid:141, 153). Exploitative employment, stolen and low wages subsidised the pastoral industry 

(Keen and Lloyd, 2012:8). Pastoral lease rents were low and stations and missions received 

Commonwealth pension cheques on behalf of their Aboriginal workers and families (Skyring, 

2012:155). Aboriginal station hands and domestic servants were ‘paid’ for their services with 

supplies (Altman, 1980:92), their skills were under appreciated, they received little or no formal 

training, were bullied and kept in the lowest social strata as unskilled white labourers resented their 

competition (Reynolds, 1990:148,173).  

From the 1950s to 1980s Aboriginal stockmen from Queensland were better paid than elsewhere 

due to a controlled wage scheme (Pocock, 2008), even though classified as trainees on reduced 

wages despite years of experience (Kidd, 2012:173-174). Aboriginal workers were excluded from the 

wage rates in the Federal Pastoral Industry Award until 1968 (Kidd, 2012, Skyring, 2012) and elderly 

family members and wives had to work for free on the stations until 1972 (Kidd, 2012:173-174). 

Aboriginal stockmen from Weipa were trained at York Downs, later Sudley, for decades but were 

poorly treated and some did not return from the station (R. Madua, 12/9/2013 pers. comm.). 

Government standards were not enforced in the cattle industry and sexual abuse, rough treatment, 

beatings, lack of shelter, water and cooking facilities and widespread worm infestations meant that 

poor child health continued into the mid-1950s (Kidd, 2012:172-173).  

Cattle prices were higher in Queensland and costs lower by 1970, so the industry intensified 

(Davidson, 1980:75) on Weipa South settlement, with more jobs for Aboriginal stockmen as cattle 



68 
 

export increased (B. Yunkaporta 11/7/2013 pers.comm.;R. Madua, 12/9/2013 pers. comm.). Weipa 

stockmen followed seasonal cattle and sheep work south (Edwards, 2007, Wharton, 2016b). A fence 

erected at East Weipa in the early 1970s to keep cattle out of the new bauxite mining areas was 

ineffective and by 1980 the cattle were taken off Weipa Peninsula (McNaughton, 2007:49-50). When 

beef prices dropped, overstocked stations, overgrazed paddocks and skimped land management 

increased long-term damage to fragile environments (Altman, 1980:101). 

The pastoral economy upset traditional social hierarchy as young men learned English and work skills 

on cattle stations and challenged the elders who were less adaptable (Reynolds, 1990:130). 

Authority over women, previously a vital part of Aboriginal culture and power, was broken and old 

men encouraged young men to go to sea or live on stations to keep them from the young women 

(ibid:133-134). Outdoor pastoral work suited Aboriginal people and facilitated access to their 

Country, especially in the Wet season which was down-time in the industry, so culture survived in 

the north longer than in the southern states (Members of the Weipa and Napranum Aboriginal 

Community, 1997:5). Despite racism, violence and oppression, there was also inter-racial 

cooperation and friendship as the landscape changed and the owners were dispossessed; the 

Aboriginal people were resilient survivors, adapting and preserving their community (Cadet-James et 

al., 2017:x-xi).  

Cape York: Missions 

Colonial authorities did not recognise a state of war on the Australian frontier, so Aboriginal men 

resisting invasion did not become convicts but were placed on missions (Keen and Lloyd, 2012:9). 

Moravian missionaries, employed to set up the Gulf missions, were devoted to running foreign 

missions and willing to work with other Protestant churches (Neill, 1990) although they found 

Australia the most difficult area to work in (Kenny, 2007:84.86). Their aim was “pacification, 

segregation and protection from recruiters and others” (Edwards, 2007:19) including pastoralists 

and police (Morrison et al., 2010:90). Moravians accommodated more aspects of Aboriginal culture 

than many other Christian denominations as they expected their converts’ lives to be transformed 

through faith in Jesus (Lockwood, 2014:51).  

Missions were assisted by 1864 land grants to establish missions and industrial schools (Queensland 

Government, 1864). It became increasingly dangerous for Aboriginal people to remain ‘out bush’ so 

submitting to the mission as ‘boys and girls’ at least gave an alternative status to ‘wild blacks’ or 

‘myalls’ who were killed with impunity (Strang, 2003:113).  

By 1880, reports of abduction and attacks on Aboriginal camps on the north-western coast of Cape 

York increased as the pearl-shell and bêche-de-mer industries recruited cheap labour and were 
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threatened by retaliatory attacks on isolated boats and camps from Aboriginal people (Chase, 

1988:124, von Sturmer, 1978:39). Colonial Secretary John Douglas called for a chain of missions 

around Cape York and Protector Roth urged the creation of large Aboriginal reserves as the ships 

raided further down the coast (Chase, 1988:124). Cape Bedford (Hope Vale), initiated by Lutheran 

missionaries in 1886, was the first mission on Cape York and welcomed Aboriginal labour (Ganter, 

2016). The missions were a cheap option to maintain a white presence and protect national interests 

in an unattractive climate, a less altruistic reason for governments to encourage their establishment. 

Systematic removals of Aboriginal people from their lands began in Queensland in 1892 

(McNaughton, 2007:17). As churches realised that their responsibilities towards Aboriginal people 

required practical efforts to assist them (Raynor, 1951:125), the Presbyterian Church planned 

missions on the eastern side of the Gulf, assisted by the Government boat Albatross and subsidies to 

support the secular work of the missions (ibid:141). Moravian missionaries Rev. J.G. and Mrs Matilda 

Ward, and Rev. J.N. and Mrs Minnie Hey (Wharton, 2000:68) established Mapoon Mission in 1891 

“with the assistance of local indigenous people” (Edwards, 2007:19). 

Mapoon took in Indigenous, Pacific Islander, Papuan and Asiatic seamen abandoned when unfit for 

work, many with sores over their bodies, leprosy, bone and other cancers and sexually transmitted 

diseases (Kidd, 2011:39). Some had become addicted to opium on fishing boats (D. Egan, pers. 

comm. 23/5/2012).  

Aboriginal people initially distrusted missionaries due to violence during the pastoral invasion, called 

the ‘Wild Time’ (Chase, 1988:219) but people from many different ‘tribes’ went to Mapoon to 

escape the widespread killing (Edwards, 2007:17, McNaughton, 2007:17). Mapoon protected west 

coast Aboriginal people from depredation by the lugger crews (Ganter, 1999:272) and hid women 

while the boats were moored (Ward, 1897:4).  

Sea captains recruiting Aboriginal crews fiercely opposed missions that were competing for the same 

labour pool and the missionaries criticised the mariners’ work ethics (Kidd, 2011:39). The 

Government banned recruiting in the Mapoon area and Aboriginal crew had to be signed on by the 

Police Magistrate on Thursday Island, but captains pretended that new crew were not from the 

missions (Kirke, 1919:1). The Mission workforce losses were substantial: in 1899, 95 young men 

were lured away by the pearl-shell industry leaving the old, young and sick to be looked after at 

Mapoon (Hey, 1899).  

Mapoon combined “recognition of the wandering instinct with the advantages of settlement” as 

some elders spent half their time in the bush and half in the mission, seeing the mission as a place of 

refuge and the missionaries as their friends (Hey, 1897:4). Aboriginal family groups from Cape York 
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came to Mapoon (Edwards, 2007:17, Suchet, 1994:28) where Rev. Hey encouraged unions between 

Pacific Islanders and Aboriginal people to produce stronger children (Edwards, 2007:227). Weipa 

Mission continued the mixed genetic heritage: Beatrice’s mother’s sister, Suzie Madua, married at 

Mapoon (B. Gordon, pers. comm. 16/5/2013) and her Alngith descendants are proud of their 

Samoan heritage (E. Madua, pers. comm. 16/8/2017). Weipa resident Florence Charger’s 

grandfather Bob Ling came from Guadalcanal (Gordon and Charger, 2012). 

A.L. Meston toured northern Queensland in 1896 as a Special Commissioner of Police to report on 

the decline of the Aboriginal population (McKay and Memmott, 2016:192). Mapoon missionaries 

took this as evidence that the Government intended “to deal justly with our blacks” (Hey, 1896:1). 

Meston’s reports contributed to Queensland’s Aboriginal Protection and Restriction of the Sale of 

Opium Act 1897 (Queensland State Archives, 2012), which created a new bureaucracy to regulate, 

scrutinise and interfere with Aboriginal lives (Edwards, 2007:18, Morrison and Shepard, 2013:145). 

The Act created Aboriginal Reserves between 1898 and 1939 where people continued their social 

customs (McConnel, 1931, Sharp, 1934) with little disruption to traditional social and economic 

patterns, but as Aboriginal groups lived inter-dependent lives, once one group moved into a mission, 

others followed (Altman, 1980:92). Reserves saved Aboriginal people from further ravage by the 

fishing industries (Loos, 1978:243) but allowed police Protectors to remove children and consign 

individuals or whole families to distant missions or government settlements, with no information 

about the reason for or duration of the ‘removal’ (Kidd, 2012:171). The co-location of different 

groups of Aboriginal people in settlements, replacement of their internal authority structures by 

white managers and taking over the nurture and education of their children diminished 

responsibility, making law and order difficult to maintain (Loos, 1988:109).  

Mapoon was the ‘mother mission’ and blueprint for the later missions (Sutton and Conyers, 

2013:785). Aboriginal people south of Mapoon requested their own mission so the ‘Weypa’ mission 

reserve of 250 sq. miles (648 sq. km) for the use of Aboriginal people was gazetted in 1896 (Edwards, 

2007:19). John Embley supported the establishment of Weipa Mission near York Downs partly 

through remorse: “Because of my station many Aborigines lost their lives and it didn’t bring me any 

benefit. One must, moreover, give a thought to eternity” (Wharton, 2017:17).  

Weipa Mission opened in 1898, Aurukun in 1904 and Mornington Island in 1914 (Wharton, 2000:2). 

The first missionaries at Weipa were Rev. Edwin and Mrs Thekla Brown (Wharton, 2000:11,70) 

supported by two hundred Aboriginal people (Brown, 1899:1). Waypandel on Anhathangayth 

Country (‘Waypa’ is ‘fighting ground’ in Trotj and Anhathangayth languages), 40 miles (64km) inland 

from the mouth of the Embley River (Meston, 1896b:1) near the junction of Spring Creek (Edwards, 
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2007:19) was commonly known as ‘20 Mile’ (Morrison et al., 2010, Wharton, 2005) possibly a name 

derived from droving as it is 20 miles (32km) from York Downs station. 

When Weipa mission was opened by Mrs Emily Foxton, wife of the Home Secretary the Hon J.F.G. 

Foxton, on 17 July 1899, visitors included Mr W.E. Parry-Okeden, the Queensland Police 

Commissioner; Dr W.E. Roth, Mrs Roth and Rev. Nicholas Hey (Wharton, 2017:11). 

 

Figure 3-2 Group of Natives at ‘Weipa’ Mission Station (Roth, 1900:3). APA-50, Foxton Photograph Album, John Oxley 
Library, State Library of Queensland, Australia 

Figure 3-2 shows Sergeant James Whiteford and nine troopers of the Queensland Native Police who 

had been sent by the police inspector in Cooktown on an official visit to “impress the natives [as the] 

Government feared for the safety of the Missionaries” (Wharton, 2017a:11). Rev. Hey opposed a 

Government proposal to combine police camps with missions (Hey, 1897:3). 

Mission resources 

The missions, suiting government aims to remove Aboriginal protagonists and care for the needy, 

were funded by the government and congregations in southern states (Ganter, 2014:135). Financial 

support was insufficient and self-sustainability was expected (Morrison et al., 2010:87) but remote 

missions were often in unsuitable locations for horticulture. Protector Meston reported that the 

poor soil at Mapoon made growing food difficult, but Rev. Hey retorted that he was “ministering to 

men, not soils, so goes where there are Aboriginal people” (Hey, 1897:4). 

Mission crops included coconuts, cassava, sweet potatoes, pigeon peas, cowpeas, oranges, limes, 

paw paws, custard apples, pineapples and bananas (Conveyor, 1957:14) that struggled under 

drought and flood (Roth, 1902:15). Native honey, sugarbag, was an essential part of the mission 

children’s diet and provided opportunities for relatives to stay in touch with their children in the 

dormitories (Morrison et al., 2010:107).  
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Aboriginal people wanted steel axes and metal objects, tobacco, sugar, flour and tea, enduring work 

and church services as the price to pay for access to these commodities (Reynolds 1990:189). White 

flour and sweets led to tooth decay and loss with extractions by Mission dentistry (McKay, 1936). 

Fresh beef was only available to mission staff and the children, the rest getting salted beef, except 

on festive occasions like Christmas and until 1909 Weipa Mission bought most of its beef from York 

Downs (Edwards, 2007:27).  

For decades, 20 Mile struggled with termite damage, poor soil, scarcity of native game, major crop 

failures, malaria, hookworm and black-water fever (Morrison et al., 2010:90) and water had to be 

fetched by horse and trolley from a creek for most of the year (Presbyterian Church of Australia, 

1912). The Embley River is tidal up to 40 miles (64km) upstream (Meston, 1896a), past 20 Mile, so 

deliveries were often delayed while the supply boat waited for high tide to negotiate sand bars 

(Brown, 1900). 

There were no ducks and people walked 25 miles (40km) to the nearest beach at Jessica Point on 

Albatross Bay for seafood (ibid). In 1927-28 drought killed cows and horses, water in the wells and 

lagoons dried out, crops failed, fevers were rife (ibid). A cyclone wrecked most of the buildings at 20 

Mile and the mission was relocated between 1931 and 1933 to Jessica Point (Queensland 

Government, 2015) with permanent streams of good water, plentiful coastal food resources and 

easier access for the supply boat (Kidd, 2011:94). Many of the older residents of Napranum were 

born in the mission at Jessica Point (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:13).  

Weipa could barely produce enough food to sustain the missionaries and the children (Morrison et 

al., 2010:107) so relied on Aboriginal people getting bush food (Edwards, 2007:22). In the 1930s, 

75% of the protein in the Weipa mission diet came from ibis, turtle, fish, wallaby, emu, ducks, crabs 

and shellfish, with staples of bush vegetables and sugarbag (Edwards, 2007:22).  

Aboriginal people in missions who continued to access their Country and local foods were healthier 

than those being ‘dispersed’ elsewhere and populations in missions recovered quicker than those in 

the bush (Reynolds, 1990:191) although there were no medical officers near missions (Anderson, 

2014:6).  

Work on the Missions 

Mission students liked learning to read as well as maths, history, geography and domestic work and 

enjoyed competing in sports (Suchet, 1994:24). Training and employment on the mission was “highly 

gendered and segregated” (Morrison et al., 2010:33) as in most European institutions of the time: 

boys chopped firewood, milked cows, helped with butchering and cutting grass and girls swept, 

polished, sewed, washed and helped cook (Coconut, 2005:17). Weipa men trained in cattle work, 
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agriculture, fencing and building and constructed their own houses from bush and imported 

materials, borrowing the mission’s tools and equipment (Morrison et al., 2010:92).  

Weipa missionaries discouraged outside initiatives and supported local Aboriginal ‘companies’ to 

harvest bêche-de-mer, but these became rare except in the Pine River near Mapoon, and missionary 

Rev. Hey had warned Weipa people not to take these (Morrison et al., 2015:98). Sandalwood sales in 

1911 enabled the purchase of a buckboard, four horses and the whaleboat the Weipatoi which 

carried a timber getter’s sandalwood to Thursday Island and brought back mangrove wood for 

building (Presbyterian Church of Australia, 1912:142). The boat was overhauled in a dry dock cut in a 

creekbank (ibid) teaching the mission residents skills in transport and maintenance. 

Aboriginal labourers were sometimes paid in food, tobacco and hatchets which were very desirable 

(von Sturmer, 1978:20). Beatrice and Florence’s grandparents used to dry bêche-de-mer for the 

missions (Gordon and Charger, 2012) but by 1926, sandalwood had been logged out over much of 

the Weipa peninsula and trade in bêche-de-mer had declined (Kidd, 2011:93). 

Aboriginal men working outside the missions as stockmen or boat hands brought very little of their 

wages back to their families and the missionaries sought better staffing and resources for their 

‘industrial’ mission which provided work for all the men, reduced the attraction of luggers and 

taught livelihoods for the future (Kirke, 1919:1-2). Tension continued between the missions and the 

maritime industries and in 1916 Rev. Brown refused to let Weipa mission men leave to work 

elsewhere with cattle or boats (Edwards, 2007:22). In response, food disappeared from the mission 

gardens and the villagers ‘went on strike’ (ibid). 

Relocating the mission created high demand for fence posts and building materials (McNaughton, 

2007:31). Logs were carried by wagon to sawmills at 20 Mile and Jessica Point to be dressed for 

buildings, fencing and sale; durable ironwood posts used prior to 1930 at 20 Mile were still in good 

condition 80 years later (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:48). Cutting yards of timber for rails was 

often given as a punishment (McNaughton, 2007:31). 

Cultural continuity 

Missionaries used a combination of love and fear to keep Aboriginal people close. Tolerance 

increased with time (Loos, 1988:110) but varied in relation to cultural practices (Edwards, 2007:227). 

Most missionaries objected to Aboriginal traditional child rearing, hygeine, nakedness and mortuary 

practices (Russell, 1903). Disagreements arose over separating children in dormitories (Hey, 1901) 

and interference in marriage promises (Reynolds, 1990:191). Overriding tribal and language 

affiliations and opposing polygamy and arranged marriages challenged integral parts of Aboriginal 

traditional power (Edwards, 2007:20, Kidd, 2011:108). Paradoxically, the availability of shelter and 
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food and the proximity of many kin and others enabled ceremonies to be held more often (Reynolds, 

1990:194); spiritual traditions continued and were logistically easier to manage (Altman, 1980:99). 

Rev. Hey did not condemn “time-honoured customs”, finding some commonality between 

traditional concepts and Christian beliefs (Edwards, 2007:283); yet after 20 years at Mapoon, he still 

thought that Aboriginal people were at a low stage of human development and traditional society 

was decadent (Loos, 1988:110). Initially traditional languages were allowed in personal 

conversations, but later Weipa missionary Mrs Brown suppressed aspects of traditional lifestyle 

including language (Suchet, 1994:24) which older children thwarted by secretly teaching younger kin 

(Edwards, 2007:20). Some traditional practices declined through irrelevance or replacement and 

others continued hidden from the missionaries (Schmiechen, 2018:138). 

During its first 30 years, Mapoon was one of the largest centres for Aboriginal children removed 

from their families by the government (ibid:788), “waifs and strays from the Gulf country” (Roth, 

1902:15) and many mixed-race children from stations and towns were sent to be raised in the 

dormitories (Wharton, 2000:21). These disenfranchised ‘neglected’ children stayed in the Missions 

from early childhood, attending what became state schools and remaining after they married 

(Ganter, 1999:269). Baptising the children with European names and allocating birthdates extended 

missionary power over them (ibid). Superintendents’ diaries record many babies born in the Gulf 

missions (Dougherty, 1937-1938, McKay, 1936). 

The dormitory system trained and indoctrinated children, but young adults could spend significant 

time on their homelands away from the influence of mission staff in the 1930s but less in the 1940s 

to 1950s (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:29, Morrison et al., 2012:33). Two annual four-week 

holidays were spent camping with the house parents who were the children’s tribal aunts and 

uncles, teaching bush skills at Bung Point or taking the mission boats and rafts to 20 Mile and Spring 

Creek. There the girls learned to find yams and identify poisonous fruits, the boys hunted pigs, 

wallabies and emus and all found bandicoots, echidnas, goannas, fish, crabs, stingray, geese, ducks, 

brolgas and fruit bats (Coconut, 2005:21). 

In 1956 the combined Aboriginal population of Mapoon and Weipa missions was less than 1,500 and 

there were 20 white people (Simmons et al., 1958:60) and 91 children at Mapoon school where only 

English was spoken (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:64). In 1957 Weipa school had 40 pupils, 30 

living in the dormitory, and some tribal languages were still spoken (Simmons et al., 1958:65). 

Women brought up in the Weipa mission retained links to their land and still remembered much of 

their culture despite efforts to assimilate them, but the regime disrupted family life, jeopardising 

parenting skills and “contributing to current family problems” (Suchet, 1994:24). 
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At times mission life was like being in prison and children were beaten with a stick for speaking their 

own languages (Coconut, 2005:17). Punishment was severe for boys straying into the girls’ dormitory 

and girls and boys were beaten with a leather strap and their heads shaved or tongues scrubbed for 

telling their parents about their hard lives (ibid). Their parents were punished for speaking up about 

injustices in the mission, fighting, stealing and making rude signs but also enjoyed parties, sports and 

holiday feasts (ibid:17-19). Missionary Mr Winn was taking children and young adults camping at 20 

Mile when he drove the mission truck too fast on the bumpy track and Beatrice’s sister Dulcie fell off 

(Coconut, 2005:20). They returned to the Mission and sent Dulcie to Thursday Island for treatment, 

she survived and returned to Napranum (B. Gordon 8/7/2013 pers. comm.). 

Missions were part of colonial domination yet refuges from the worst effects of invasion, with layers 

of social interactions and complexities of new cultures and identities (Lydon and Ash, 2010). 

Aboriginal people had strong cultural frameworks and land management skills and “responded to 

the mission presence in a coherent, reasoned and intelligible manner” (Swain and Rose, 1988:2). 

They were not passive victims but learned to appease the missionaries (Reynolds 1990:190), using 

the missions for protection from other whites (Edwards, 2007:17) and access to rations at times of 

scarcity in the bush (Reynolds 1990:188). 

Weipa missionaries and Aboriginal people lived in mutually beneficial relationships (Morrison et al., 

2015:101). Aboriginal people bartered labour and traditional foods for tea, flour, tobacco, clothing 

and implements through complex relationships; both cultures had some power and influence over 

each other through exchanges and negotiations (ibid) but results depended on their willingness to 

participate on the missionaries’ Eurocentric terms (Altman, 1980:92). They could leave the mission 

to seek work on cattle stations, collecting bêche-de-mer or sandalwood cutting and visiting relatives 

on Country if they were dissatisfied with the conditions (Edwards, 2007:23; McNaughton and 

Morrison, 2005:29).  

Aboriginal stockmen purchased or were given older horses, building their own stocks by breeding 

from the mares (R. Madua, 2013 pers. comm.) increasing their family’s range for bush tucker and 

visiting.  

Missionaries often treated their charges with dignity and respect. “Do we not owe him [Aboriginal 

people] our best when we have taken most of his ancestral hunting-grounds, and when the pages of 

our history are blackened by so many heartless crimes against him?” (McKenzie, 1930:10). Mrs 

McKenzie recognised the excellent work records of Aboriginal people on whom the northern 

pastoral industry was dependent, their multi-lingual skills, fine workmanship in tools, implements 

and containers essential to procuring and processing food (ibid:9).  
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Many Aboriginal people are nostalgic for the happy, simple life of Mission-time (Lydon and Ash, 

2010:2) with regular, meaningful work, no grog, adequate food and access to Country and bush 

foods (B. Gordon, pers. comm. 28/2/2013). The women’s training in domestic service helped them 

transition into cleaning jobs in the Weipa mining economy. 

Christianity is a continuing force in Aboriginal communities and is not “antithetical to socio-political 

concerns” (Swain and Rose, 1988:4). The Church did not abandon its flock when the government 

took over Weipa South and Presbyterian chaplains remained in Weipa from 1966 to 1977 (Wharton, 

2000:71). The Presbyterian and Anglican Churches share St Luke’s Weipa, and a Uniting Church 

Patrol Minister visits all Aboriginal communities on Cape York. In 1971 the 100th anniversary of the 

Coming of the Light to the Torres Strait Islands was celebrated at St Barnabas Church, Napranum 

(Comalco, 1966-1994). This Uniting Church supports the community through caring for victims of 

domestic violence, facilitating community justice and organising groups for men, youth and children 

(Uniting Church in Australia, 2016).  

The former missions are significant places for Indigenous people as they hold many memories of 

their major roles in colonial contact and cultural exchange in landscapes and archives (Lydon and 

Ash 2010). The 20 Mile site is significant for the children of former Aboriginal residents who visited 

regularly until the 1940s, recalling which houses belonged to their grand-parents and the abundance 

of fruit trees (Morrison et al., 2015:87). From 1982 women and children camped there to collect 

seeds to sell to Comalco for replanting mined land and in 1998 the Napranum Aboriginal Council 

commemorated the centenary of the Mission with a historical monument and brass plaque carrying 

a welcome by an Anathangayth Elder (ibid:88). The church bell from 20 Mile now rings at St 

Barnabas Church (Wrigley, 2009f:15). 

Mission horses, steel axes and guns increased the accessibility of resources, most visible 

archaeologically as trees scarred in the procurement of sugarbag; range and procurement methods 

increased even further when mining was established at Weipa (Morrison et al., 2010:106) and all-

terrain vehicles were used for line surveys to test bauxite deposits.  

From prophets to profits 

Low-grade bauxite samples were collected from Albatross Bay in 1947 (Comalco Ltd., nd). In 1955, 

geologist Harry Evans was looking for oil on Western Cape York, assisted by Piiramu (George Wilson) 

a Kaanju man from Coen, when he found red earth and asked Weipa missionary Mr James Winn to 

suggest a local elder to help take samples (Coconut, 2005:21) Wak-matha (Matthew) of the 

Linngithigh people (ibid) helped him discover commercial quantities of bauxite on Aboriginal 
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Reserves at Weipa (Weipa Town Authority, 2014). They were not acknowledged at the time, their 

only rewards were Akubra hats (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:13). 

The Crown retains rights to most underground resources in Australia and State laws permit 

exploration and mining (Austrade, 2017). As Aboriginal Reserves belonged to the Crown, not the 

inhabitants (Roberts, 1978:99), an Authority to Prospect was issued over 2270 square miles (5780 sq. 

km.) on the west coast, from northern Cape York to south of Aurukun. One thousand square miles 

(2590 sq.km.) of the lease could be retained by the Enterprise Exploration Company for a minimum 

of 105 years (RTA, 2016a).  

Weipa Missionaries Mr and Mrs Winn were wooed by the Enterprise Employment Officer during a 

sight-seeing visit to their operations (Conveyor, 1957:15). Mission and company representatives 

agreed that a mining town and port next to the mission would be morally and socially detrimental 

for the Aboriginal community and that the mission would limit expansion of new facilities (Hinton, 

1968:281). A small exploration ‘Top Camp’ was established at Munding in 1956 (Weipa Town 

Authority, 2014) on a lease including the Weipa mission, granted by a special Act of Parliament in 

1958 (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:13). The Board of Missions negotiated a reserve of 78 acres, 

later increased to 308 acres (124.6 hectares) around the mission (ibid). The cooperation and facilities 

of the Missions accelerated the company’s plans and the under-resourced missionaries expected the 

three Missions on appropriated Aboriginal Reserves to receive some of the wealth generated 

(Roberts, 1978:99) but this did not occur at the time. Miners and missionaries had little regard for 

shell mounds (Figure 3-3). 

Although Mapoon residents did not want to move, the Presbyterian Church negotiated with the 

Queensland Government to merge the struggling northern missions in 1954, but the Government 

refused to fund the proposal (Queensland Government, 2015). Comalco bought the Enterprise 

Company in 1956 and land was excised for a mining town at Kumrunja (Rocky Point) on the Mission 

River (Weipa Town Authority, 2014). Early in 1957 the Presbyterian Church, the Government and 

Comalco endorsed the relocation of Weipa and Mapoon residents to Aurukun (Prentis, 2011:223). 

Comalco would fund the removal and commit £50,000 to build a ‘model township’ at Jessica Point 

for ‘selected Weipa families’ (Queensland Government, 2015). The Director of Native Affairs did not 

support the Missions in seeking funds from Comalco to improve their facilities and kept them out of 

further negotiations (ibid). Comalco avoided paying compensation by convincing the Government 

that the Aboriginal people would benefit from jobs and assimilation (Roberts, 1978:101-102, 108).  

in 1957 the Commonwealth Aluminium Corporation Pty. Ltd Agreement Act 1957 (Qld.) (the Comalco 

Act) allowed mining, exporting bauxite and developing a port and town (ibid) and Comalco was 
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granted exclusive rights to prospect for coal and other minerals and to use all water, shell and gravel 

without paying royalties (Queensland Government, 1957). 

Within a few months, extensive bauxite mining began, white crews settled near the mission, large-

scale facilities were under construction and “complete disorganisation of the Native Village” seemed 

imminent (Simmons et al., 1958:65). The threat of unwelcome sexual attention made young 

Aboriginal women wary of going on their Country for bush foods (McNaughton and Morrison, 

2005:32).  

 

Figure 3-3 Weipa mission staff in a cutting in a shell 
mound. Presbyterian Gulf Missions photo album 3 

 

Figure 3-4 Horace Wikmunea digging bauxite samples 
Presbyterian Church Gulf Missions photo album 10 

Prior to mining, Weipa Aboriginal men had very few employment choices: the missions paid in board 

and small allowances and some worked on Cape York cattle stations and maritime industries, but the 

remote location and poor communications limited employment to short term jobs (Hinton, 

1968:282). Wages in the mining industry attracted many men to ‘sit down’ and work near home 

(McNaughton, 2007:25). Most worked as guides and assistants in the exploration crews (Simmons et 

al., 1958, Weipa Town Authority, 2014) (Figure 3-4), valued for their traditional skills and knowledge. 

They guided exploration crews across their familiar Country (Morrison et al., 2010:43) collecting 

bush food, including sugarbag, and using axes and guns to hunt after work (McNaughton and 

Morrison, 2005:32). 

Sugarbag tree stumps between the salt pan and the Wathayn Outstation, about one kilometre to the 

north, have cuts made by steel axes that could have been made when the family camped here, or by 

Mission stockmen, or mine workers. 
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From 1957 about 24 Aboriginal men were employed by Comalco in mining exploration and building 

facilities includng railways (Coconut, 2005:14). They received full award wages, unlike Aboriginal 

workers in most other parts of Australia, and could spend this unprecedented amount of money in 

local shops (Hinton, 1968:282). As production expanded there was less unskilled work and no 

training facilities at Weipa, so few Aboriginal men could apply for jobs operating machinery (Hinton, 

1968:298, Roberts, 1978:120). They worked in labouring gangs and assisted with stevedoring, drilling 

and scrub clearing and most were laid off at the end of specific tasks or sacked by managers 

dissatisfied with their work standards (Hinton, 1968:290). 

White miners bought houses in Weipa or stayed at the company accommodation (Weipa Town 

Authority, 2014). Aboriginal women cleaned, cooked and laundered (McNaughton and Morrison, 

2005:14) in the town’s facilities and living quarters (B. Gordon, pers. comm. 4/9/2013). These 

services are now outsourced and since 2017 concerted efforts are made to employ more local 

Indigenous people (E. Hoffmann, pers. comm. 1/6/2015). 

The company was new, the land unfamiliar and relations with the traditional owners not always 

harmonious, despite local Aboriginal men in the drilling teams (Johnson, 2001). For many years little 

notice was taken of Aboriginal people’s concerns for Country, cultural and environmental values 

(Horsfall, 2005:9).  

In 1962 Conzinc Riotinto of Australia (CRA) continued mining the Weipa bauxite deposit, one of the 

largest in the world and easy to mine (Comalco Ltd., nd). There was considerable government 

support in the expectation of revenue and little change in the management style (Roberts, 1978:100-

101). The CRA proposal included an alumina plant for Lorim Point and moving 100 residents from 

Jessica Point across the Embley River to Hey Point to make way for a township of 3,000 to 5,000 

people (Drisgoll, 1962:309-310). 

The Weipa Aboriginal population of 190 was mostly of local descent, but when Mapoon mission 

closed in 1963, 76 people were relocated to Weipa and by 1964 the Indigenous population was 278 

as Aboriginal workers came from Hopevale and Aurukun to find mining work (Hinton, 1968:282-283, 

McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:31).  

Mr Ernest Hall led Weipa mission residents in refusing to move to Hey Point (Wharton in Fletcher, 

2007:25). In 1964, the Director for Aboriginal Affairs did not endorse moving the Weipa Mission; 

Comalco blamed Mr Winn for their reluctance, having little understanding of Aboriginal attachment 

to land (Roberts, 1978:108-109). The Government permitted them to stay, hoping they would 

assimilate with the town residents (Roberts, 1978:108).  
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Adults and elders lived in the original Mission village at the northern end of Jessica Point which 

flooded, and staff houses and dormitories were several hundred metres south (McNaughton and 

Morrison, 2005:13). In 1965 CRA eventually released an inadequate sum of money to build sixty-two 

prefabricated houses, east of the former village, most of corrugated iron that leaked and had no 

stoves, basins, plumbing or private toilets (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:14, Queensland 

Government, 2015, Roberts, 1978:110). At the same time Comalco houses with all facilities and 

infrastructure built for mine employees in Weipa won architectural design awards (McNaughton and 

Morrison, 2005:14). 

The old houses and mission buildings along the river were bulldozed (Weipa Town Authority, 2014) 

and new streets named after traditonal place names (Wharton, 2017b); Beatrice Gordon lives in 

Kwokkunum Street. The missionaries hoped the new houses would be given as compensation but 

the Company charged rent (Roberts, 1978:109). Comalco’s propaganda film made in 1979, showing 

happy people in training and new homes, blames the Presbyterian Church for confusion and delays 

(Comalco Ltd., 1981b).  

Control of the mission was handed to the Queensland Department of Aboriginal and Islander Affairs 

in February 1966 under new State policies to control Aboriginal people and renamed ‘Weipa South’ 

(which freed the name Weipa for the new mining town) but the name ‘Napranum’, meaning 

‘meeting place of the people’ was preferred by the residents (Wharton, 2000:71). Under a Deed of 

Grant in Trust (DOGIT), the Aboriginal Reserve was transferred to the Napranum Council in 1988, 

becoming the Napranum Aboriginal Shire Council in 2005 (Queensland Government, 2015). 

Weipa mining town was opened in 1967 and the suburbs later given traditional names: Trunding in 

1975 and Nanum in the 1990s (Weipa Town Authority, 2014). The town brought alcohol within easy 

reach of Napranum, contributing to increased violence and removal of power and dignity by 

government and persecution contributed to social disaster and community disease (Suchet, 

1994:27-28).  

In 1976 Comalco acknowledged that the Weipa Aboriginal people were hunting, fishing, gathering 

yams and passing on ‘legends’, had preserved family and clan affiliations within the missions and 

identified with specific areas of land, yet did not recognise any of their rights to these lands (Roberts, 

1978:111). Rio Tinto bought Comalco in 2000, taking over the Alcan lease including Weipa and 

Mapoon Reserves in 2007, becoming Rio Tinto Alcan (RTA) (Uniting Church in Australia, 2016) at 

such a high price that the CEO who had pushed for the acquisition resigned (McCrae, 2013). 

Bauxite mining has been a mixed blessing, causing disruption, but providing opportunities to 

negotiate the constraints and achieve goals in resource management (Suchet, 1994:55). RTA’s 
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Kinections pre-employment program provides medical tests, literacy and numeracy classes and truck 

licence training and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people make up about 25% of the RTA 

Weipa workforce, including 174 people from the 12 WCCCA signatory groups (Michael, 2016).  

Even after many generations of provisioned, welfare lifestyle, some features of hunter gatherer 

subsistence persist: Aboriginal people dislike regular work hours that inhibit their participation in 

cultural obligations; working for wages is a strategy to gain material resources and may be limited to 

the amount of money required for a specific purpose (Martin, 2011:206-207, Roberts, 1978:116). 

After the mine closes 

Changed public expectations have encouraged the Australian mining industry to treat Aboriginal 

people with dignity and respect, recognise their unique relationships to land, sea and waterways, 

ensure all approaches are culturally sensitive (Austrade, 2017). The mining sector and governments 

“recognise the importance of building sustainable communities and regions” even after the life of 

the mine (Department of Resources Energy and Tourism, 2009a, b:1).  

In Queensland, land disturbed by mining must be rehabilitated “to create stable, non-polluting 

landscapes that support self-sustaining vegetation and allow the re-colonisation of native fauna 

species” (Morrison et al., 2005:165). The Queensland Environmental Protection Authority (EPA) 

assesses the completion and long-term sustainability of rehabilitation against criteria “to determine 

when a mining company no longer has legal and financial liability over the land” (ibid). Over 1000 

hectares of Weipa land had been rehabilitated by 2012, the same area as that mined (Rio Tinto 

Alcan, 2012).  

 

Figure 3-5 Stockpiled topsoil Wathayn 6/6/2012 

 

Figure 3-6 Wathayn Bushland Rehabilitation tour 
6/6/2012

Engaging traditional owners in land rehabilitation can help protect the cultural values and the 

archaeological record (Guilfoyle, 2015:86). A Rehabilitation Working Group established under the 

WCCCA identifies priorities and proposes work plans (Rio Tinto Alcan, 2001). RTA and the traditional 

owners decide the priorities of species to return to regeneration plots in their own Country, 

traditional owners are employed to collect and prepare local seed for revegetation (Comalco Weipa, 
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2001, Morrison et al., 2015:88). Traditional owners regularly visit rehabilitation plots to discuss 

progress with environmental scientists (Figures 3-5, 3-6) (M. Wrigley, pers. comm. 5/6/2013). At 

Diingwulung, Beatrice and I collected ripe quinine tree (Petalostigma pubescens) fruits for sale to 

RTA for reseeding. Napranum timber mill workers check each area before clearance and take trees 

suitable for commercial use (Rio Tinto Alcan, 2012).  

Strip mining leaves mining blocks metres lower than the original surface, changing the hydrology so 

local plants that tolerate wetter conditions are added (Rio Tinto Alcan, 2012). Tractors push up 

batters and the development crews apply aerial seeding and fertiliser and hand-deliver large seeds 

like Pandanus (Rio Tinto Alcan, 2012). Rehabilitated areas are checked regularly in the first few years 

as weeds abound and late Dry season fires are catastrophic; eventually they are fire resistant (ibid). 

Recolonising termites assists the development of soils and forests by breaking down wood and other 

plant material to release nutrients (Nichols et al., 2005). Termite galleries aerate the soil so tree 

roots penetrate easier and some reptile, mammal and bird species live off termites (ibid). Gradually 

native animals return to rehabilitated areas but in new ratios (Wrigley, 2009c). 

The Rehabilitation workshop reports contain a wealth of cultural knowledge including the uses of 

locally indigenous plants, calendar plants for the optimum times to gather or hunt resources, 

medicinal values of plants and stories of the ancestors (Wrigley, 2009b, a, c, d, f, e). 

When mining ceases at Weipa, skilled Aboriginal workers can continue to work in the mining sector 

if they are prepared to move or fly-in fly-out to other mines. The Indigenous Women in Mining and 

Resources Australia support group within this “male dominated and non-Indigenous sector”, 

including extractive jobs and services, publicise paid traineeships for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander women (IWIMRA, 2019).  

The Amrun project south of the Embley River, on Wik land, (RTA, 2017), will eventually replace the 

Weipa facilties as ore mined from the Peninsula decreases. RTA is following a “whole of mine life” 

approach to mine closure (Brereton et al., 2007:20), holding planning workshops with affected 

traditional owners to reduce negative impacts on rehabilitated land. 

Land Rights 

The English Privy Council confirmed in 1889 that Australia was terra nullius, the Indigenous 

population “lacking the necessary structures to possess or assert an interest in land” (Riches, 2002). 

This statement was considered binding when Yolngu people sued for land rights in the 1970s but 

was overturned when the High Court found in favour of Mabo claimants for Native Title in 1992 

(ibid).  



83 
 

During the 1940s to 1970s, a Federal government policy of assimilation expected “all Aborigines and 

part-Aborigines” to live in the same manner with the same rights, responsibilities, privileges, 

customs and beliefs as other Australians (House of Representatives Standing Committee on 

Aboriginal Affairs, 1987:xii), resulting in widespread loss of land, knowledge of Country, language 

and spiritual beliefs, but many Aboriginal people were passing knowledge and culture on to their 

children (Young et al., 1991). 

Land rights movements in Australia focussed on the struggle for Aboriginal identity from the 1960s 

(Hawke and Gallagher, 1989). In 1966 Aboriginal activist Charles Perkins said that it would take $10 

million to reimburse Aboriginal people for their stolen land (Summers, 1999:182). 

Rights to land reinforce traditional knowledge and cultural practices and increase pride in identifying 

as Aboriginal (Young, 1992). Former Chairman for the Council for Aboriginal Affairs, H.C. Coombs 

stated that regaining power and dignity help Aboriginal people to deal with some of the social 

dislocations exacerbated by alcohol and persecution, but improvement in white institutional 

procedures and political hierarchies was also crucial (1980:126). 

Under the 1967 Referendum, Indigenous people received full citizenship rights and the Federal 

Government gained responsibility for Aboriginal affairs, including powers to override state 

legislation and policies affecting the well-being of Indigenous people (Young et al., 1991:148). 

However, for nearly 20 years from 1968, the autocratic reign of Queensland’s Premier Johannes 

Bjelke-Petersen promoted his idiosyncratic Christian fundamentalist view that economic 

development provided moral discipline with “rewards for virtue and industry”, benefitting the 

mining industry (Wear, 2002:115). Lacking understanding of Aboriginal culture, he labelled as 

hypocrisy a Christian nation preserving “all the rituals and spirit of the Goanna and all the rest of it 

that they had in earlier days” (ibid:116).  

Having no concerns for heritage, environment, Aboriginal land rights, fair and democratic public 

administration or “any checks and balances that might impede progress” (ibid) Bjelke-Petersen 

feared adverse impacts from Aboriginal land claims on the mining and pastoral industries (Young, 

1992:154) and ensured that Aboriginal people had no say in nor benefit from commercial activities 

on their traditional lands. Queensland paid for infrastructure to support overseas mining investment 

which included more foreign capital than other sectors and was further advantaged by six members 

of Bjelke-Petersen’s Cabinet accepting shares from Comalco in 1970 (Wear, 2002:93-94, 118). 

The Queensland Government agreed to participate in the national Native Title scheme, but at the 

same time confirmed that the State owned all “natural resources, rights to control and regulate 

water flows and fishing rights” (Queensland Government, 1993:6,16). The Government had 
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alienated most State land through acquisition, opposed Aboriginal land claims and refused to 

transfer the leases of pastoral properties purchased under the Aboriginal Land Fund Commission 

(Young, 1992:144).  

After threats from the Federal Government to take over Aboriginal affairs under its Constitutional 

power, Queensland abolished Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community reserves in 1982 and 

awarded 50-year renewable leases to hastily created Indigenous Shires and Aboriginal communities 

as DOGITs under its existing Land and Local Government Acts (Wear, 2002:116). 

In 1993 the Australian government recognised some Native Title rights of the original owners of the 

land but only if, despite relentless attempts to murder or move them from their homeland, they had 

kept their links and responsibilities to that Country (Commonwealth of Australia, 1993). This 

legislation replaced assimilation with self-determination based on land rights, defined traditional 

owners through Native Title claims and defined legal agreements for relationships between 

traditional owners and commercial interests (ibid). 

Comalco apologised that it had taken more than 40 years since the mining lease was granted for 

Native Title to be acknowledged (Johnson, 2001:2). Comalco would follow the parent company, Rio 

Tinto, to “practice reconciliation with indigenous communities” and work with the traditional 

owners to co-exist and meet all their aspirations (ibid).  

Relationships have improved between responsible mining companies and Indigenous communities, 

partly as a response to community concerns about the health and welfare impacts of extractive 

industries (Department of Resources Energy and Tourism, 2009b:5) and the recognition of Native 

Title rights from 1993 had a major impact, affecting mining companies’ access to land and resources 

(Bradshaw, 2000:10, Department of Resources Energy and Tourism, 2009a:8). Rio Tinto Alcan Weipa 

inherits a history of State decisions that did not recognise traditional land ownership and excluded 

Aboriginal needs in strategic planning (Rio Tinto Alcan, 2012). In 1995 RTA met the tenet of the 

Native Title Act by developing operations “in active partnership with Aboriginal people” (Johnson, 

2001:3), engaging communities in negotiated agreements to ensure land access (Rio Tinto, 2016).  

Many remote Aboriginal land holders have limited potential for economic development with poor 

soils and little commercial value in resources (Young, 1992:156). Since Native Title was recognised, 

Weipa’s vast reserves of bauxite have supported economic gains for the traditional owners and 

provided better facilities than in most remote towns: a regional hospital, Western Cape College for 

year 12 students and boarding facilities for students from remote areas  (Brereton et al., 2007:28). A 

Woolworths Shopping Centre replaced the company-owned market in 1981 and industries service 

the mining operations, the local communities and the Army base (ibid). More tourists pass through 
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on their way to the tip of Cape York and more fishers attend the annual contests (Weipa Town 

Authority, 2014). The 571km Peninsula Development Road from Lakeland to Weipa provides a 

conduit to other Aboriginal towns, Cairns and Cooktown (North Queensland Register, 1981).  

Rio Tinto Alcan’s operations are bound under three registered Indigenous Land Use Agreements 

(ILUAs) under the Native Title Act 1993; the Ely Bauxite Mining Project Agreement, the Weipa 

Township Agreement, and the WCCCA - Native Title Tribunal File No: QIA2001/002 National Native 

Title Tribunal, 2001 (Rio Tinto Alcan, 2016a). The WCCCA was signed in 2001 by RTA’s predecessor 

Comalco, the communities of Aurukun, Mapoon, Napranum and New Mapoon, and eleven 

traditional owner groups, the Alngith, Anhathangayth, Ankamuthi, Peppan, Taepadhigi, Thanikwithi, 

Tjungundji, Warrangu, Wathayn, Wik, Wik-Way and Yupungathi Peoples), the Cape York Land 

Council and the Queensland Government (Weipa Town Authority, 2014).  

Queensland Premier Beattie described clearing people from their houses at Mapoon as “A blight on 

the history of the State” and the Transport Minister delivered a formal written apology at the 

WCCCA signing (Crooke et al., 2006, The Guardian, 2001). After successful Native Title claims and the 

creation of DOGIT tenures, most of the land on northern Cape York Peninsula is now or will be under 

Aboriginal control (Brereton et al., 2007:27). 

The ILUAs provide economic, educational and employment benefits, training, community assistance 

and financial advice, specific requirements for land and environmental management, cultural 

heritage support, formal consultation processes between the company and the traditional owners 

and ensure RTA’s rights to mine. RTA invests in local infrastructure and is the major contributor to 

Weipa’s economy (Rio Tinto Alcan, 2016a).  

The WCCCA covers 4,135 sq. km including the East Weipa mine, which commenced in 1964 (Barkley 

et al., 2008:8). The Queensland Government provides $1,500,000 and RTA contributes $2,500,000 

annually to a Charitable Trust (mainly controlled by traditional owners) which manages the funds, 

including $500,000 to run employment and training programs endorsed by the Coordinating 

Committee and $150,000 for a Cultural Awareness fund (Western Cape Communities Trust, 2017). 

Community infrastructure is funded by royalties from mining through the WCCCA (National Native 

Title Tribunal, 2001). 

All signatories are represented at WCCCA Board meetings and are assured paid participation in 

cultural heritage surveys (Comalco Weipa, 2001:9). Internal policies, procedures and programs form 

an Environmental Management System (Cochrane, 2006:1) and an Aboriginal Relations Policy and 

protocols ensure engaging traditional owner groups in decision-making in managing their cultural 

heritage (Rio Tinto Alcan, 2012).  
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The WCCCA is confidential except for the administrative schedule for cultural heritage, which 

requires RTA to submit to the WCCCA Board, at least 12 months ahead, all plans for ground 

disturbing activities including explorative drilling and extraction, identifying the area, the activities 

and the access routes (WCCCA, 2000). The WCCCA Board identifies traditional group affiliations, 

estimates the time clearance work (cultural heritage surveys) will take and the size of the Survey 

Team required, with penalties or default positions if responses are not made within two months 

(ibid). Ethnographic and archaeological cultural heritage surveys are planned with the traditional 

owners and undertaken prior to clearing in areas scheduled for mining, and heritage management 

plans must be agreed between RTA and the traditional owners before operations can proceed 

(Barkley et al., 2008:8). Rio Tinto Alcan must maintain access for the traditional owners to their lands 

(WCCCA, 2000). 

Where Native Title exists on the RTA lease it is ‘non-exclusive’ so if it conflicts with RTA interests 

under the Comalco Act, Native Title interests are suppressed while RTA exercises its rights and 

interests (E. Hoffmann, pers. comm. 1/6/2015). This type of agreement also significantly reduces the 

amount of compensation that Native Title parties can negotiate with mining companies (Langley, 

2017). This agreement was negotiated during different political times, but RTA recognises that 

without good relationships with the traditional owners, mining activities could be jeopardised, 

legally and through bad press. RTA’s commitment to the WCCCA includes forums to improve 

relationships with non-Indigenous groups, Indigenous employment, funding traditional owners’ 

transport to, and resources for, meetings and events such as elders’ funerals, ceremonies and the 

opening of the Napranum War Memorial (Department of Resources Energy and Tourism, 2009a).  

Land under mining leases was originally planned to return to the State government in classic Bjelke-

Petersen spirit, but now the WCCCA supports progressive return of land to traditional owners 

(Johnson, 2001:4) when it will assume exclusive Native Title status (Langley, 2017:42). Meetings 

commenced early in 2020 with the Wathayn and Alngith people to plan for the return of some East 

Weipa mining blocks (B. Gordon, pers. comm. 24/7/2017; E. Hoffmann, pers. comm. 17/8/2017). 

The WCCCA “established a benchmark in its comprehensive coverage of terms in a social contract 

between a mining enterprise, neighbouring indigenous community stakeholders and a State 

government” (Crooke et al., 2006:17). RTA initially focussed on the outcomes of the processes in the 

WCCCA rather than nurturing the relationships developed through interactions with traditional 

owners (Suchet-Pearson and Howitt, 2006:119-120) but now RTA is assiduous in complying with 

legislation and good practice (Rio Tinto Alcan, 2016b), policies are upheld on the ground and all 

levels of management strive to maintain beneficial relationships with traditional owners to keep 

their industry assured of future access to resources (Rio Tinto, 2011, RTA, 2016a). 
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Outstations 

Throughout their turbulent history and despite limited access through expansion of the mining lease, 

Wathayn people have maintained links to their Country and established outstations, “small 

decentralised communities of close kin, established by the movement of Aboriginal people to land of 

social, cultural and economic significance to them” (House of Representatives Standing Committee 

on Aboriginal Affairs, 1987:xiii), echoing traditional cycles of travelling to resources and adapting to 

environmental and social influences.  

Mapoon Mission families lived on plots of land with their own gardens and in 1912 Weipa missionary 

Rev. Brown set up three young married couples in the first outstation (Ganter, 2016) and another at 

Moiyangoom, three hours away by boat, where three families camped in the Wet season (Morrison 

et al., 2015:98). Many camps in the Weipa mission reserve, one upstream from 20 Mile and more 

around Albatross Bay, were used for seasonal bêche-de-mer fishing or sandalwood collection (ibid).  

In the 1970s, transport and communications improved and the Federal policy of self-determination 

provided establishment grants for Indigenous people to move to traditional areas on reserves, 

increasing independence and creativity (House of Representatives Standing Committee on 

Aboriginal Affairs, 1987:85). Outstation life can increase access to bush foods, recreate traditional 

authority structures, renew spiritual links and avoid economic dependence that leads to social 

disruption in centralised settlements (Altman, 1980:97, Skyring, 2012). 

In 1977 when cattle work ceased at Running (Spring) Creek, Beatrice, her brother Stanley Coconut 

and other Wathayn families set up their first outstation, Small Wathayn, building their own huts 

from sheets of iron and other building materials (B. Gordon, pers. comm. 12/11/2015). Some adults 

remained at home in Napranum to keep the children at school, visiting the outstation on weekends 

and school holidays (B. Gordon, pers. comm. 12/6/2014). 

Commonwealth representatives visited Mapoon and Weipa in September 1986, finding that people 

were returning to live where they belonged, on familiar places of dreaming significance (House of 

Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal Affairs, 1987:85,280). During ANU fieldwork, 

Beatrice visited Diingwulung after an absence of several years and decided to ask one of her 

nephews and his family to care for this Country (B. Gordon, pers. comm. 4/3/2013).  

As part of the Land Rights movement, people hoped to establish claims to traditional land by 

occupancy without cutting off access to goods and services in central settlements (Coombs, 

1980:123). Wathayn outstation could have been occupied to establish connection to their land for 

Native Title (R. Madua, 12/9/2013 pers. comm.) but Beatrice says they were ‘looking after the land’; 

both outcomes were achieved. The outstation burned down in the 1990s and was not rebuilt. 
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Aurukun outstations closed at this time, the enticements of town proving more attractive to all but 

the diehards (Sutton, 2008). When the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC) was 

abolished in 2004, resources to maintain outstations were significantly reduced (Vanstone, 2004, 

Weir, 2011:23).  

The WCCCA commits assistance with establishing outstations on suitable areas of the mining lease 

(Johnson, 2001:4) and everyone must seek the traditional owners’ permission to visit the land (B. 

Gordon pers. comm. 12/6/2014). The second outstation, Big Wathayn, constructed and maintained 

with RTA’s assistance, is in walking distance of Napranum and cars reach it in dry weather.  

Rio Tinto Alcan maintains the access road, grading it and removing or diverting around fallen trees. 

Wathayn families go to their outstation for peace and quiet and to eat fish and shellfish; they feel 

more comfortable on their own land where they see and hear their ancestors’ spirits (B. Gordon 

pers. comm. 12/6/2014). Outstations facilitate access to Country and bush foods, essential for a 

broad, sustainable economic base. 

Links to the outside world 

Weipa traditional owners make their lives in and around the benefits of modern living, houses, 

commerce, utilities and schools but also the vices of materialism and gambling. 

In the early days, Government ships connected the Gulf Missions to Thursday Island and the east 

coast bringing supplies, missionaries and government officials, including four Governors of 

Queensland (Edwards, 2007:382). Aboriginal people travelled to Thursday Island to sign on as crew, 

for medical treatment and to give birth. The first lugger owned by the Missions, the JG Ward was 

purchased in 1901 to provision Mapoon and Weipa, and under contract, supplied the new telegraph 

stations. When the third Mission opened at Aurukun, they were too busy for outside work so 

another lugger, the Minnie, run by the young men of Mapoon, took on commercial carrying (Ward, 

1908:248), reducing freight charges (Roth, 1902:15). 

The service track for the telegraph line became the road connecting west and east, running across 

Wathayn land. Weipa was connected to the Cape York telegraph line when bauxite mining began, 

extending communications (Suchet, 1994:17).  

Weipa mail was collected and sent on horseback via York Downs until 1912 when the mission was 

included in the mail route, the mailman stopping overnight so responses could be sent for urgent 

matters (Presbyterian Church of Australia, 1912:143). Aboriginal people used established tracks, 

reliable water and food sources across Cape York Peninsula, travelling overland 100km between 
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Aurukun and Weipa and sometimes on the mission lugger (McKay, 1936) and mission stockmen 

drove cattle between Aurukun, Mapoon and Weipa (R. Madua 12/9/2013, pers. comm.). 

In June 1937 the Home Secretary, the Chief Protector, the Protector, governmental officials and two 

newspaper editors came to Weipa for one hour and received “presents of a varied kind” (Miller, 

1936-1937). So many government officials, wives and others came to the Gulf Missions in the early 

Dry season that the ‘season of visitors’ was included in their calendar (Lindy Allen, 1/3/2019 pers. 

comm.).  

Radios were installed in Cape York missions in 1937 (McGarvie, 1977:36) and they were vitally 

interested in the world, even if it had forgotten them. On Saturday 24th September 1938, Mission 

superintendent Mr John Dougherty noted “very grave news over the wireless concerning the 

European situation” - and that he had shot an ‘alligator’ (Dougherty, 1937-1938).  

Air travel in Queensland began with mail services in 1922 and in 1927, including Normanton but not 

Weipa; medical flights began in 1928 at Cloncurry, becoming the Royal Flying Doctor Service in 1942 

(Qantas, 2017). Men from the Weipa mission constructed an airstrip using hand tools in 1941-1942 

which was still used until 1967 (Weipa Town Authority, 2014). Commercial air services to the 

missions began in the 1940s; currently Qantas provides regular daily flights to Weipa from Cairns 

and Skytrans services from Cairns to Weipa, Aurukun, other Cape settlements and some Torres Strait 

Islands (Skytrans, 2016). 

The tradition of warriors defending the north continues. Aboriginal men from the Gulf Missions 

enlisted in the First World War when local people were vital to defence. In the Second World War, 

Weipa was a key defence link for northern Australia, although “desolate and without fences” 

(Roberts, 1978:100,110). Eleven men from Aurukun, 16 from Weipa and four from Mapoon enlisted 

in 1943 and were posted to 14th Australian Water Transport Operating Company; many had sailing 

experience on the Mission luggers and knew the Torres Strait and Gulf waters from working on 

commercial boats (Wharton, 2014).  

Beatrice’s father Stanley Cocoanut and his brother Ralph enlisted at Weipa in 1943 and served for 

three years, each receiving the War Medal, Defence Medal and Australian Service Medal (ibid) 

(Figure 3-7). Beatrice and Thelma are very proud of their fathers (Coconut, 2005:15). 
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Figure 3-7 Weipa returned servicemen wearing service medals. Ralph Cocoanut is front left and Stanley 
front right. Photo by James Winn 1961, research Geoff Wharton 

The 51st Battalion, Far North Queensland Regiment carries on the tradition, based in Weipa as a 

Regional Force Surveillance Unit. 30% of the 51 personnel are Torres Strait Islanders and Aboriginal 

people, some from the Cape York communities, providing “a vital source of local knowledge” 

(Australian Army, 2016). They have an appropriate motto: “Ducit amor patriae - The love of Country 

leads me”. 

The Scherger Air Force base located 26km east of Weipa on Peppan land (Cottee, 1994:171) hosts 

one major exercise a year (Department of Defence, 2013). A Detention Centre opened in Scherger in 

2010 and closed in 2014 (ibid). Few if any local Aboriginal people worked there so the employment 

impact was minimal but the town lost income, especially the clubs. 

Beatrice’s grandparents grew up secure in their land, with their own traditions, then experienced 

persecution, subjugation and negotiation as the white invaders fought them for the country and 

introduced a whole new culture that left little option but to seek protection in the Missions. The 

trauma of this ‘wild time’ must affect the Wathayn people but they cooperate and share knowledge 

with RTA and strange archaeologists, ever polite and friendly. They are testament to the resilience of 

Aboriginal people and culture despite the vicissitudes of our shared history. 

The traditional owners have adapted their lives to maintain themselves within the new commercial 

structure, but can these social and environmental changes be identified in the archaeological record 

at Wathayn? Chapter 4 will consider ethnographic information pertinent to this study. 
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 Ethnography 

Archaeologists assess the physical remains of past societies in the context of geomorphology, 

environment and climate and can postulate where and when people lived and travelled, what they 

ate and what they used, but people’s choices of access, resource use and favoured campsites 

sometimes depend on invisible social, political and cultural forces. Although there are rarely single 

reasons for changing or continuing lifestyle patterns, using ethnography can enlighten the 

interpretation of archaeology beyond the mundane.  

Cape York ethnography 

The first recordings of Cape York Aboriginal life were reports from explorers, officials, travellers, 

settlers and missionaries (Stanner, 2014:194,198-199). However, explorers’ tales document only 

brief encounters, vary in reliability and have limited views of the effects of invaders on Aboriginal 

social and cultural behaviours (Bowman, 1998:387).  

In 1623, Dutch captain Carstenz noted ‘coal black’ people living on the beach in grass huts and using 

spears, some tipped with bone, shields, clubs, sticks, spear-throwers with distal hooks, stone chips, 

bone scrapers, resin, woven containers and metal which may have been left by the Duyfken crew in 

1606 (Wright, 1971:133-4). The Aboriginal men painted their bodies and wore only strings around 

their necks, woven nets around their hair and feathers in their noses (ibid). They showed no fear and 

were curious about the newcomers and their muskets but could have revised their impressions 

when Carstensz’s men kidnapped a man and took him off in their ship. Other sources confirm their 

use of canoes (Roth, 1908). The Dutch thought piles of human bones were evidence for cannibalism, 

but these could have been secondary burials (Wright, 1971:133). They visited in April and May, the 

start of the Dry season when at times smoke was so dense that it hid the land (ibid). 

In 1876 Captain John Moresby remarked that Cape York Aboriginal people were in contact with the 

Torres Strait Islands and New Guinea where people built huts, farmed a range of plants and used 

“fine canoes for fishing” yet Aboriginal people did not cultivate crops or build houses, but wandered 

about “living precariously” on wild plants, insects, fish and animals (White, 1971:182,185-187). Over 

30 years later, Thomson noted ‘extreme hostility’ between some coastal Aboriginal people and the 

Torres Strait Islanders (Thomson, 1934), which may have been recent local responses rather than 

general practice. 

Roth published many useful ethnographic monographs with few errors and omissions in the late 

nineteenth-early twentieth century (Barker, 2006:75,77). Recognising that social anthropology 

would benefit from ecologically oriented studies, Chase and Sutton compiled regional histories for 
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northern Cape York Peninsula in the 1980s, considering environmental factors, resource 

procurement and kinship relationships (Chase and Sutton, 1981).  

Aboriginal Country is more than land, it has many levels of symbolic meaning and historic, 

cosmological, spiritual and personal significance where the ancestors return after death and interact 

with living people (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005). People feel safer on their own Country and 

bush food and special areas help them to heal (ibid; B. Gordon, G. Peinkinna 2013 pers. comms). 

Ethnoarchaeological projects developed through community engagement on Cape York confirm the 

importance of ancestral beings in forming cultural landscapes (Tutchener et al., 2019:39).  

Before contact, several hundred small, semi-nomadic kin groups of 15, 35 or 50 people lived in “an 

intense mosaic of recognised territories” with some of the highest population densities in Australia 

(Chase and Sutton, 1981:1822-1823, Morrison et al., 2010b:90).  

Cape York kinship networks covered vast distances, connecting individuals to groups hundreds of 

miles away (Roth, 1897b) and intricate relationships defined land-holding groups and kinship (von 

Sturmer, 1978:281). All are patrilineal-descent family units (Chase and Sutton, 1981:1822) with 

rights to resources and responsibilities to look after spiritual places and fire-manage Country 

(Russell-Smith et al., 1997). Rights are held from birth and the eldest son assumes his father’s 

responsibilities (von Sturmer, 1978:280,282). Beatrice’s big/elder brother Stanley is the primary 

owner of Wathayn Country and the family shares the responsibilities and rights (B. Gordon, 2012, 

pers. comm.). Wik people’s secondary rights ensured access to their mother’s and wife’s Country 

and if the mother’s kin were to die out, they could assume primary rights (von Sturmer, 

1978:274,283-284). Wathayn people inherit secondary rights to their mother’s Country and stories 

(Coconut, 2005:51). 

Ceremonies were usually held at the end of the dry season, “rich in song, dance and accompanying 

mythology … elaborate decorations and body paint designs” (Chase and Sutton, 1981:1823). 

Corroborees telling stories were passed down from elders, usually developed from a dream or 

‘found’ in the land like the ancestral spirits (Donovan and Wall, 2004:4). Men went to learn 

corroborees from other groups, often repeating them in a language they did not speak or 

understand (Roth, 1897b:117). Masks, weapons and other objects used in presentations were all 

burned at the end of the corroboree cycle (ibid:132), unfortunately for archaeologists and 

anthropologists. Several groups belonged to the same storyline through birth and were usually on 

good terms with the others (Donovan and Wall, 2004:5). 
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Figure 4-1 Traditional names for Weipa Peninsula places 

Weipa and regional ethnography 

Prior to the 1990s Native Title claim preparations, there were few studies of the people on the 

Weipa peninsula (Morrison et al., 2010:16,38, Suchet, 1994:64). Roth recorded O-amro-koro in the 

Wathayn area, and the Cherakundi, Gautundi and Winda-Winda as regular visitors to 20 Mile in 1899 

(Figure 4-1) (Roth, 1910a). 

When Aurukun mission commenced in 1904, malaria, syphilis, leprosy and frequent fighting were 

rife, so some people moved north to Weipa (von Sturmer, 1978:39). Anthropologist Norman Tindale 

visited Weipa and Mapoon briefly after 1920 (Morrison et al., 2010:42) and included Roth’s 

information in a map of Aboriginal tribes of Australia published in 1974 (McCaul and Roberts, 

2015:ii,) showing 10 tribal groups between the Embley River and Duyfken Point to the north 

(Tindale, 1974:189 Wharton, 2010). Wathayn people were also recorded as Oamrokoro (Roth), 
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Ngawangati (Tindale, 1974), Ungawangadi (Craig, 1967) and Awngtim (Horton, 1994) (Wharton, 

2016a). 

In the 1930s Ursula McConnel and Donald Thomson studied Wik people who had been living in or 

near Aurukun Mission for three decades, not a traditional life in the bush (McConnel, 1930b, a, 1933, 

Thomson, 1934) and Lauriston Sharp worked south of Aurukun from 1933 to 1935 (Sharp, 1939). 

Weipa people had some cultural similarities to Wik people as they were linked by marriage, kinship, 

Dreaming tracks and ceremonies and probably had similar cosmology, material culture, resource 

use, land access, trade and economic systems (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:11). By 1934 most 

of the people between the Embley and Mission Rivers lived in Missions, presenting difficulties to 

researchers trying to differentiate languages between groups (McConnel, 1939:59).  

McConnel visited Weipa Mission from April to June 1934, camping for a few days at 20 Mile, but her 

field notes were lost (Wharton, 2016); some of her observations of “Tribes in contiguous areas” may 

relate to Weipa (McConnel, 1939:55,59). McConnel, thinking the Weipa people knew little about 

anyone except their immediate neighbours, asked informants about their own tribes and 

magnanimously “accepted the distinctions recognized by the natives themselves” (1939:58-60).  

McConnel followed the 1930’s anthropological standard interpretations of Aboriginal life, writing 

that Wik tribes had one similar social organisation, particularly in relation to “the renewal of 

ceremonial life” (McConnel, 1933). von Sturmer queried this generalisation 40 years later 

(1978:2,488) as kinship and marriage crossed linguistic groups and gave rights to different regions 

(McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:11). 

In the 1970s anthropologist John von Sturmer (1978:14) spent several seasons at Aurukun and 

anthropologist/linguist Peter Sutton began decades of fieldwork at Aurukun (Sutton, 2010, Sutton 

and Rigsby, 1982). Researchers assumed that all Cape York ‘estates’ had been occupied all the time 

(von Sturmer, 1978:475) or that some clans had died out, leaving “extensive hunting territory” 

unoccupied (Simmons et al., 1958:60). However, some areas were occupied seasonally or briefly 

(von Sturmer, 1978:475). Archaeological analyses sometimes show “a series of arrested moments” 

(Ballard and Wilson, 2012:147), which may reflect these normal fluctuations in settlement. 

Cultural geographer Sandra Suchet worked with traditional owners in Napranum in 1994, collecting a 

wealth of ethnographic information (Suchet, 1994) and continues to publish on culture and land 

management (Suchet-Pearson and Howitt, 2006). 

Archaeologist Associate Professor Mick Morrison has undertaken contract cultural heritage work for 

RTA Weipa since 2000, joined by his anthropologist/historian partner Associate Professor Darlene 

McNaughton since 2004. They lived in Weipa from 2005-2006. Their reports include archaeology, 
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oral histories (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005, Morrison, 2003) and an Alngith Heritage 

Management Strategy (McNaughton, 2007, Morrison et al., 2011). 

Thankupi, also spelt Thancoupie and known as Gloria Fletcher, was a vigilant and passionate keeper 

of her Thaynakwith culture and a world renowned sculptor. She held holiday camps at Bouchat 

beach to pass on culture to children and published Thanakupi’s Guide to Language and Culture 

(Fletcher, 2007) including history and geography, stories, food procurement and preparation and 

language, an invaluable resource as the tribes of the Weipa Peninsula are very close kin. 

Thancoupie and Beatrice were close ‘sisters’, but from different types of country (B. Gordon 

8/6/2012, pers. comm.). Unlike Bouchat, Wathayn Timber Country has no beach although the tidal 

creeks and Embley River ensure plenty of marine resources on the menu. 

Traditional relationships 

Aboriginal groups generally understood and acknowledged the rights of other traditional groups 

over particular areas of land and sea (Karam, 2004:43). Cape York Indigenous people have strong, 

positive values about their environment as a key component of their sense of self and their culture 

(McIntyre-Tamwoy et al., 2013). 

Coastal Wik groups identified as beach people (Thomson, 1972:1), had higher populations and 

smaller countries with abundant sea foods, more language diversity and married into other coastal 

groups, fearing the people inland (Chase and Sutton, 1981:1825, 1831, 1835, von Sturmer, 1978:3). 

Restricted environmental zones, less seasonal variation in resources and little linguistic diversity 

characterised the inland groups where larger estates and higher numbers of ‘increase sites’ and 

totems were important (von Sturmer, 1978:3). Bonefish, Mangrove and Frog Clan ancestors were 

associated with increase or ‘economic’ ceremonies (McConnel, 1935:458). 

Wik people  classified themselves by associations with particular rivers from which all the 

environmental zones could be accessed, but land was not defined by the meeting of salt and fresh 

water as this moves up and down the creeks between the Dry and Wet season when many salt-

water ‘lagoons’ or salt pans form (von Sturmer, 1978:270). 

A Wik ‘estate’ and the people with responsibilities for it might be named for an important site within 

the area (von Sturmer, 1978:291), just like the use of ‘Wathayn’ for the people and their outstations. 

Wik outstations and popular campsites indicated ownership in the core zones of each territory, but 

the outer reaches were more nebulous and overlapped (ibid). The significance of Wathayn sites may 

have changed as their activities concentrated near the Missions, but when the cattle industry grew 

and horses were available it was easier for workers to visit and conduct business at far-flung sites. 
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 ‘Big’ or powerful places where large gatherings congregated regularly for long periods of time for 

ceremonies link the availability of abundant resources with commemoration of the activities of 

ancestral spirits (Bradley and Yanyuwa familes, 2010, Kearney, 2010). These places are powerful 

through associations with ancestors, past activities or length of use and must be treated with 

respect to mitigate the potential for harm or disease (Mosley, 2010:63,64). 

On Cape York, big story places were dangerous to people outside the group, so visitors would wait 

until invited (Kearney, 2010, McConnel, 1935). A senior Wik man would ‘baptise’ visiting men, 

transferring his sweat over them, sometimes blowing in their hair and asking deceased ancestors to 

remember them (von Sturmer, 1978, 294-295). Wathayn people welcome visitors with the latter two 

activities. Some Wik ceremonies were site specific, but others could be performed at several sites, 

depending when resource availability permitted (von Sturmer, 1978:266). Some Wathayn stories 

involve several significant locations. 

Aurukun’s big shell mounds in the upper Love River were campsites of two sisters, but those near 

the mouth of the river were created by carpet snakes living in a swamp (Cribb, 1988). Wik people 

knew many sites were significant but had forgotten why, except that they must have been there 

from the ‘start’ or creation, or some event created the power; this loss of knowledge after contact is 

a normal process of forgetfulness and changing priorities (von Sturmer, 1978:299).  

Weipa ethnography 

Weipa Peninsula people are defined by water: the Wathayn north of the Embley River, separated 

from the Alngith on Albatross Bay by Beening Creek, the Thaynakwith north of the Mission River and 

the Peppan inland around Willum Swamp (Figure 4-1) (Fletcher, 2007). Wathayn permanent 

freshwater creeks at Mandjungaar, two arms of Bellvue Creek, Running Creek and Mamoos Creek on 

their eastern boundary define their land and sites are described by their proximity to creeks.  

Wathayn and Peppan are inland timber people and Alngith and Thaynakwith are beach or saltwater 

people (B. Gordon 2013, pers. comm.). The Alngith coastal people’s territory is smaller and Wathayn 

people travelled further to hunt and did not camp on the beach (B. Gordon 2013 pers. comm.), 

although they both live in Napranum today and lead similar lifestyles. Beatrice’s mother, Ethel 

Poochamunka, was Alngith and Wik.  

Language 

The west coast had “concentrated linguistic diversity” with 45 separate Aboriginal languages 

comprising several hundred dialects, some in territories only 20 km apart, and most people were 

multilingual (Chase and Sutton, 1981:1823).  
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In 1964 many Weipa people aged over 40 still spoke their traditional languages fluently in spite of 

discouragement from the missionaries (Morrison et al., 2010a:43). Linguist Bruce Sommer thought 

Thaynakwith was the best maintained of many languages spoken, but language and pronunciation 

changed over time and showed influences from other languages as “everyone is interrelated and 

intermarried” (Fletcher, 2007:16,144). Languages within a family may maintain distinctive features 

among those genetically related whilst sharing phonological innovations common across the 

languages of those from different groups who live and relate to each other in a speech community 

(Rumsey, 2018:100, Singer, 2018:116). Thanakupi’s grandfather was Wathayn, so her mother spoke 

Ndrra’ngith (Fletcher, 2007:14) and Beatrice’s small uncle Jim York married Thanakupi’s father’s 

sister, resulting in many Wathayn terms in Thanakupi’s Thaynakwith dictionary (B. Gordon 2014 

pers. comm. Wrigley, 2009d:15), including the Wathayn word ayndihk for moon (Fletcher, 2007:61, 

Wrigley, 2009d:15). 

Totems, ancestors and ceremonies 

Places are understood through the cultural heroes who made or modified them, spirits, totems, old 

people and those who live there now (Bolton, 1999). Hero stories near Weipa blended the social 

interests and activities of the people with the characteristics of the animal they represent, implying 

social functions related to bird and animal migrations and hunting (McConnel, 1935:463-464). In Wik 

stories the first people landed by canoe at the Archer River (McConnel, 1957). Weipa people share 

the story of Chivarri the Seagull who travelled north in his canoe from the Archer River, creating the 

people and their languages along the way (Coconut, 2005, Wharton, 2007).  

Totems assured fraternity outside the group; the Aurukun Brolga men stayed with the Edward River 

Brolga men on a Christmas holiday (von Sturmer, 1978:479). Inter-generational relationships to 

brothers were like country and the totems, countries and ancestors of the mother’s patrilineal line 

were also recognised (ibid:481). Wik personal language names could be totems (ibid:501). At Weipa 

Lauriston Sharp recorded several totems in each group, including “animals, plants, story places, 

named countries, material objects and human-animal beings” (Morrison et al., 2010:42). Thanakupi 

sculptured the Thaynakwith and Alngith tribes of Albatross Bay as “mullet babies swimming to and 

fro with the tide” (Fletcher, 2007:117). 

A big totemic ancestor is very important, and a ritual can be ‘big’ due to its secrecy and importance 

to the group, usually during or near initiation (McConnel, 1935:458). Each clan had one big, most 

important totem (Thomson, 1934:222). Mandjungaar is the starting place for the secret story of 

Wathayn totem Warumthayn, the Blind Shark, (Wrigley, 2009d:15) which Beatrice’s family cannot 

eat (B. Gordon pers. comm. May 2019).  
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McConnell’s discussion of the power of totemic ancestors and the rituals associated with green 

turtle increase hint at significant mainland magic supporting longer and more complicated exchange 

networks between Cape York, the Torres Strait Islands and Papua New Guinea (Greer et al., 

2015:76).  

A Wik residential group was based on patriarchal inheritance, but social events included people who 

had travelled long distances over important crossing-places on rivers and creeks (McConnel, 1934, 

von Sturmer, 1978:473,475). People from Weipa in the north to Normanton in the south attended 

initiation ceremonies called winychinama in many locations (von Sturmer, 1978:385).  

Wik people called on ancestors leading a parallel existence to help hunt or abused them when 

hunting failed and occasionally spirits appeared to older Wik men (von Sturmer, 1978:290). 

Thanakupi’s ancestors were alive but spirits, and Jesus was also with her, healing and touching her 

(Fletcher, 2007:17).  

Weipa people connect with the land and its spirits as part of a whole landscape including the 

present, future, ancestors, spirits and the Christian God, all of which give substance, meaning and 

form to their lives. Alngith woman Grace John advised her ancestral spirits when she left her Country 

(Barkley et al., 2008:10). When we left Diingwulung, Beatrice called out to the spirits and asked us to 

honk the horn and say goodbye (pers. comm. 2017). Pantheistic Wathayn people ask Jesus for 

protection from the spirits in their Country and Beatrice thanks the Lord for fine weather and safe 

passage and says grace before meals (B. Gordon, 2012, pers. comm.). 

Trade and Exchange 

Dreaming tracks all over Australia link Aboriginal groups for thousands of kilometres, sharing songs 

and stories about the creation events along these tracks (Donovan and Wall, 2004:8). In many 

centres large group meetings, ceremonies and exchanges of social, ceremonial and material goods 

took place (McBryde, 2004:8). What was referred to as ‘walk-about’ was part of the sophisticated 

trade and bartering system continuous throughout northern Queensland (Roth, 1897b:132).  

Exchange pathways developed from the Gulf of Carpentaria about 1000 years ago, trading pearl 

shell, resins, shields, boomerangs, woven bags, feathers, animal skins, fibre and cords made from 

human hair through extensive networks (Davidson et al., 2004:14). White kaolin, appropriate for 

funeral and mourning ceremonies, was traded and used along with yellow and red ochre (Donovan 

and Wall, 2004:5). Kaolin was mined commercially at Weipa from 1985 (Suchet, 1994:8) but I have 

yet to find written or oral mention of its trade by local Aboriginal people. 
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Mapoon people traded bamboo and stingaree (stingray) spears they had obtained from the 

Pennefather River people for ombo spears from their northern neighbours (Roth, 1910b:19).  

The outrigger canoe may be evidence for cultural exchange with Papuans (Roth, 1908:161) or may 

have come from New Guinea via the Torres Strait (McNiven, 2006:92). Lieutenant James Cook saw 

outriggers off the east coast of Queensland at the Endeavour River in 1770, but bark canoes were 

more common (Barker, 2004:41). Until the 1930s outriggers were only used north of Weipa, but 

they moved south with Indigenous people from the bêche-de-mer industries (Thomson, 1934:229). 

Dug-out canoes were introduced to Aurukun by ‘Weipa-side’ people (von Sturmer, 1978:469). Figure 

4-2, a photograph taken in 1936 by N. F. Nelson, shows dug-out and bark canoes at the Aurukun 

Landing.  

 

Figure 4-2  ‘Canoes Aurukun’ UQFL57_004_0560r 54 

Trade routes followed rivers or waterholes so could be travelled even in dry winters; some journeys 

to trading markets managed by elders took weeks or months along trails marked by footprints, 

smoke signals, finger posts and named features (Roth, 1897b:132-133). Aboriginal people followed 

complex relationships that pre-dated colonisation, travelling freely in safety, along routes which 

were adapted in the twentieth century to connect with Missions and cattle stations (McCarthy, 

1939:411). Since mission times, inland tracks and assisted transport by horse and cart and 

mechanised vehicles have made land travel easier in most weather. The changes to routes will be 

discussed further in Chapter 7. 

Settlement and subsistence patterns 

Site location 

Individuals within the same society move at different times, in different directions and for different 

reasons (Hodder, 1982:45,95); men and women often pursue different foraging activities in different 

areas (Meehan, 1982). Seasonal migration is flexible, a strategy of choosing from a range of material 

resource possibilities and attending to cultural business as the seasonal ecology allows (Brockwell, 
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2001:376) and in spite of seasonal food availability, Wik people moved camps mostly on kinship and 

personal choices rather than the environmental factors (von Sturmer, 1978:261). 

Northern Australia’s distinct Wet and Dry seasons, driven by the north west monsoon and the south 

east trade winds, require flexible social structures and subsistence strategies, making reconstruction 

of one site difficult without understanding the wider regional use of the landscape (Hodder, 

1982:100). Aboriginal people “express and ‘activate’ their associations with place” through routine 

activities like walking through, gathering food, camping and fishing (McLean, 2013:95).  

The interpretation of a campsite varies with the number of people using it (Meehan, 1988:173). 

Different types of An-barra camps in Arnhem Land were part of an integrated, planned system that 

together give a full picture of Aboriginal use of the landscape (Meehan, 1988:180). Meehan’s astute 

observations of An-barra daily life recorded how coastal people seasonally procured and cooked 

food and discarded the remnants (1982). Many plant and animal foods were cooked and eaten at 

small ‘dinner time camps’ near the collection point; people rarely camped overnight at these camps, 

returning to the main basecamps, which were larger, had wells, evidence for a wider range of foods 

and more rubbish (Meehan, 1988:171, 179-180). An-barra had special names for daytime campsites 

(ibid:171). As large shells were often left near the resource zone and just the flesh taken home, it can 

be difficult to reconstruct prehistoric marine subsistence (Bird et al., 2004:184,195). 

On the Arafura Swamp in Arnhem Land there were many suitable places to camp with reliable food 

and water resources, but only a few were used in a person’s lifetime as cultural factors influenced 

choices (Peterson, 1973:191). Tracks were maintained, thick vegetation cleared, and individuals had 

their own niches within the campsite, personalizing the landscape (ibid). Insects also affect the 

choice of campsites: during the wet season, the people of Blue Mud Bay often retreated early into 

bark huts over smoky fires to avoid mosquitoes (Thomson, 1949b:6-7).  

In Garawa Country, some areas occupied for several weeks in the appropriate season were used as 

transient day or foraging camps in the off season and less mobile family members stayed at any-

season camps when the rest of the family went to other sites (Pickering, 2003:69). There could be 

less evidence for camping when the stay was short or the numbers of people reduced. 

There are similarities between studies of Wik people and life at Albatross Bay before and after white 

contact (Morrison et al., 2010a:38), especially the location of camps and activities guided by 

ecological factors (Thomson, 1939:221). 

Wik dinner-camp names meant ‘shade’ or the type of food consumed there (von Sturmer, 

1978:263). Shade was important in choosing campsites, with sleeping areas near bushes or leafy 

trees where food was stored, wrapped in bark to deter crows and jammed high in forks in the 
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branches away from dogs (von Sturmer, 1978:260). Shelters of Eucalyptus spp. saplings were built if 

there was insufficient shade (ibid). 

Permanent or seasonal availability of potable water, especially in the late dry season, and protection 

from the weather influenced all Wik campsites choices (von Sturmer, 1978:475). At Weipa fish, 

terrestrial animals, bulbs, tubers and tree fruits were easy to procure in the Dry season but 

freshwater scarcity necessitated cleaning old wells and digging new ones (McNaughton and 

Morrison, 2005:12). Wells are not just a supply of drinking water; one on Thaynakwith Country at 

Bouchat is significant as ancestral fishermen dug the well before heading back out to sea (Fletcher, 

2007:18).  

Water security is very important to Weipa traditional owners; the ENSO ensuring fresh water 

sources inland after 600 BP may have contributed to increased settlement away from the coast 

(Stevenson et al., 2015:28). Wathayn permanent creeks are all tributaries of the Embley River with 

sweet water and abundant food resources all year.  

On Cape York bark windbreaks sufficed in mild weather, but more solid bark and bough huts 

provided respite from rain and mosquitos (Chase and Sutton, 1981:1823). Wik dry inland sites above 

flooding were used during and just after the Wet season, when camping behind a frontal dune in 

shelters of large leaves or bark gave protection from strong north-westerly winds and heavy rain 

squalls (von Sturmer, 1978:255-258). Wathayn home camps are all protected from north-west winds 

by dense creek vegetation and coud be used at the end of the Wet season. 

Wik people preferred sandy areas for camps and moved when one place became polluted (Chase 

and Sutton, 1981:1831), sleeping on sand near the beach or on inland sandbanks after the flood 

waters had retreated (von Sturmer, 1978:260). Wathayn home and day camps are on sand. 

However, resource proximity was not as important in siting Wik campsites as were “past choices, 

past procedures and sentimental bonds” and not all possible Wik camping sites were occupied (von 

Sturmer, 1978:261-262). Wik campsites were used less if climate shifts diminished the available 

resources, or due to social and demographic changes and were abandoned after the death of a 

person relating to that site (von Sturmer, 1978:263).  

Seasonality 

Aboriginal peoples’ seasonal use of landscape required detailed ecological classification associated 

with specific resources (Bowman, 1998:389-390). In central Arnhem Land seasonal abundance of 

food influenced the location of campsites and specific activities of men and women left different 

tools in the archaeological record (Allen and Rowe, 2014:62, Thomson, 1939).  



102 
 

The large coastline of Albatross Bay with the estuaries of four permanently flowing rivers provides a 

bounty of shellfish, fish and other reliable resources including many trees with long fruiting seasons, 

yams and lilies, all suggesting that although the Wet and Dry seasons pose some access difficulties, 

lean seasons were few for the Wathayn. I have summarised information on Weipa and Cape York 

seasonal resources and activities to help distil the following information; the table is at Appendix 2. 

At the end of the Dry season, from November to January, tides are full and afternoon storms begin, 

increasing to downpours in the Wet season, February and March, when plants grow profusely, rivers 

rise, swamps fill with water and many kinds of fruit ripen (Fletcher, 2007:60). 

In February on Cape York, the land and creeks flooded, limiting access and increasing the use of 

vegetable foods that required more processing to remove harmful substances (Chase and Sutton, 

1981:1833). From February to March when magpie geese (Anseranas semipalmata) nested on 

swamps and grass-plains, Wik men used bark canoes to collect the eggs; the first eggs were buried 

to ensure more geese would lay (ibid). 

After high tides in the Wet season, Wik people camped on the open beach away from vegetation 

and lit smoky fires to avoid mosquitos and sand flies coming from the mangroves (von Sturmer, 

1978:258-259). Other pests include leeches, hornets, green-ant nests and hairy caterpillars (von 

Sturmer, 1978:259), the latter prevalent in some Weipa wattle trees. Some Weipa groups moved 

inland to freshwater swamps at the end of the Wet season but others stayed on open flats on the 

coast, making new camps away from mosquitos, gathering spike rush (Eliocharis dulcis) and spearing 

abundant fish, allowing large gatherings of people for social and ceremonial activities (McNaughton 

and Morrison, 2005:11). 

Wik people regularly used small Dry season camps and permanent Wet season camps that were 

relatively sedentary and free from ‘intruders’ (Sharp, 1939:13-14), near abundant seasonal resources 

such as fish, flying fox colonies, waterlilies or yams, although nearly all sites had access to a wide 

range of resources (von Sturmer, 1978:257).  

As the Dry season progressed, Wik men hunted further afield (Thomson, 1939:209) and many groups 

moved inland where seasonal resources including swamp tortoises, lilies, vegetable foods and 

animals concentrated around permanent water bodies (Chase and Sutton, 1981:1839, McNaughton 

and Morrison, 2005:11). As the rain ceases there is plenty of long grass, fruit and vegetables in April, 

the season called ‘break up’, then in May and June, the early Dry season, yam leaves turn yellow and 

tubers and arrowroot are ready to dig up (Fletcher, 2007:61). As the land dried out between April 

and August, inland people burned the grass in specific areas, driving wallabies to hunt and attracting 

birds such as ibis to feed on disturbed insects (Chase and Sutton, 1981:1838, Thomson, 1949b:7). 
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Freshwater and terrestrial plants and animals are more seasonal than marine resources and small 

birds and animals are available all year, but waterfowl flock to freshwater lagoons from August 

onwards, when the water level drops and aquatic plants grow lush (Chase and Sutton, 1981:1831).  

Wathayn are Timber or Tree people (B. Gordon 2013, pers. comm.), who have a larger territory than 

Beach people and hunted more terrestrial prey (von Sturmer, 1978:3). Weipa people moved into the 

inland, drier country early in the day to hunt kangaroo and emu, and came back to lower camps, but 

in the Wet they would stay camping inland although still fishing in the creeks (K. Toby in Wrigley, 

2009d:24).  

Thancoupie’s calendar, a cycle of the seasons for Thaynakwith, represents all the Weipa Peninsula 

people (Fletcher, 2007:60-61). I combined information from this cycle, that published by Chase and 

Sutton on Wik seasonal movements and resources and information shared by participants in three 

of the RTA Weipa Traditional Owner Bushland Rehabilitation Consultation reports (Wrigley, 2009a, 

d, e). The result is in Attachment 2.  

Hunting 

Macropods were hunted when they came to eat fresh grass shoots after firing the dried grass from 

April to September (Fletcher, 2007:64), or when they, emu and pigs were attracted to ripe nonda 

plum falling from trees in September and lady apple in October to December (B. Gordon in Wrigley, 

2009e:22). Camp sites along the springs where freshwater fish were caught in east Wathayn could 

also have earth ovens for cooking pigs and wallabies hunted inland (ibid). The male wallaroo 

(Macropus antilopinus) stays in savannah woodlands, but the females and joeys frequent swampy 

areas near the beach; the rock wallaby (Macropus agilis) stays in rocky outcrops and a small grass 

wallaby, common at the end of the Wet, retreats to patches of grass along rivers in the Dry (ibid) 

allowing targeted hunting in several regions. 

Indicator or calendar plants flower at the same time as a food resource is fat or ripe or it is the best 

time to collect it. The calendar plant for emu are red root (Haemodorum coccineum) which flowers 

from November to March and has purple fruit that stains the mouth (Wrigley, 2009e:9), and white 

apple (Syzygium forte spp. Potamophilum), from January to May (Fletcher, 2007:13). Echidnas were 

everywhere and were hunted by following the tracks and clubbed by women and men before 

cooking in a ground oven (Fletcher, 2007:64).  

In August, the middle of the Dry season, waterbirds flock on swamps and Wik men used skin-barks 

from February to March to raid magpie geese nests on swamps and grass-plains (Chase and Sutton, 

1981:1838). Beatrice and her siblings visited Mapoon on the Mission lugger when she was in her 
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teens (early 1950s) and her aunt Suzie Madua prepared a memorable feast of ducks and geese (B. 

Gordon 2017 pers. comm.) perhaps in August. 

When rivers, creeks and water sources were at their lowest at the end of the Dry season, freshwater 

fish and tortoises were caught, echidna and emus were hunted in riverine vine forests and scrub 

turkey eggs were taken from their mounds (Thomson, 1949b:7). Only old people can eat turkey eggs; 

if young people eat the eggs, their hair will turn grey. A young girl was hungry and ate some turkey 

eggs and her hair went white (B. Gordon 2013 pers. comm.).  

The long-necked tortoise, rindi (Chelodina novaeguineae), a popular bush food, is caught in full 

swamps and later in dry waterholes, found by poking a yam stick into the mud, then cooked in the 

shell on coals (Fletcher, 2007:66). 

Flying foxes are termed ‘birds’ and knocked out of mangroves during the day, cooked on the coals, 

and preferred when ‘fat’ (Fletcher, 2007:64). Bat excrement is sucked to treat asthma (C. Gordon 

5/6/2013 pers. comm.).  

Many large lizards were hunted including water dragon, sand goanna, water monitor and mangrove 

monitor, pwa’malong (Varanus indicus) (Fletcher, 2007:66). Wik respected venomous snakes by 

clearing their camping areas of grass and avoiding vine scrub at night and heavily cracked coastal 

plains (where they hide in the mud cracks) (von Sturmer, 1978:259). The Wathayn have little vine 

scrub left but I was warned to be careful of snakes in dense vegetation near Running Creek (B. 

Gordon, 2012, pers. comm.). 

 Shellfish 

In western history, shellfish were considered to be an inferior food, eaten only when there was 

nothing better; in England and America in the 19th century, the poor ate oysters and lobster spurned 

by the wealthy as being too common (Foster Wallace, 2004:55). However Meehan’s (1982) 

ethnoarchaeological study of the An-barra people in Central Arnhem Land showed a human 

dimension to what had been mainly economic analyses of shell middens, revealing a wide 

subsistence ecology including shellfish (1982:7-9).  

Sand, mud, sea and freshwater currents, and the presence of sand banks promote different species 

of shellfish and the locations of beds change continually (Meehan, 1982:62). Shellfish were collected 

most often during the Wet season although lunar and seasonal cycles affect availablity with some 

species accessible during a full moon and more collected during October spring tides (Meehan, 

1982:65,80). Monsoon winds increased the depth of seawater, preventing collection of some 

species, but heavy seas dislodged shellfish, casting more types of shells onto the beach (Meehan, 
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1982:71,79). Tegillarca granosa could be collected on many tides from beds in the mid-littoral zone 

adjacent to beaches, particularly when other species were not accessible (Meehan, 1982:78).  

Wathayn people collect mud-shell (Geloina [formerly Polymesoda] coaxans) (Figures 4-3, 4-4), called 

akul by Weipa groups and Torres Strait Islanders, to eat and for bait using the same method as the 

Solomon Islanders, digging in the mud by hand, without digging sticks, usually at low tide when mud 

is exposed and shells are easier to extract with the hands and feet (Carter, 2014:46).

 

Figure 4-3 Mud shell akul in mangroves at Bellvue Creek, 
Wathayn 

 

Figure 4-4 Live mud shell at Wathayn

Giant mangrove whelk tharr (Terebralia palustris), ‘bluebum’ horn snail (Telescopium telescopium) 

and mangrove oysters kandhak (Saccostrea commercialis) are still collected from mangrove mudflats 

(Fletcher, 2007). Periwinkle (Nerita lineata), cockles kawmbak (Tegillarca granosa) and pipis 

erreghcha (Plebidonax deltoides) were collected from reefs at Lorim Point and beaches and with 

freshwater mussels Velesunio angas were cooked and strung on a stick to take home (Duke, 2005). 

Mud crab (Scylla serrata) from many sites (Coconut, 2005:19) and mud lobster (Thalassina anomala) 

were (and still are)singed in the campfire coals or boiled (Fletcher, 2007:48). 

The An-barra people cooked marine cockles with little damage, propped against each other, lips 

down and hinges up, under a small, quick, hot fire of small sticks and grass lit over the top which left 

many still connected by the hinges (Meehan, 1982:87). In Weipa, mangrove cockles are cooked on 

the edge of a small fire, with the ‘bums’ up so the shells keep the juice, a prized treat (Fletcher, 

2007:73).  

An-barra people usually discarded shells in piles where they were eaten, at temporary camps near 

the shellbeds; some species were steamed in a billycan, some shells were left in the fireplace and 

some uncooked shells, cooked shells and flesh were taken home for later (Meehan, 1982:86-87). 

Wathayn people follow the same discard and transport system and take blue bum, (Telescopium 

telescopium) flesh home in a billycan (B. Gordon 2012, pers.comm.).  
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Seafood 

On western Cape York, wide river mouths and bay shorelines provide abundant fish, crustacea, 

shellfish, aquatic birds, snakes, goannas and flying foxes, as well as most of the raw materials for 

spear-shafts, canoes, paddles and firewood (von Sturmer, 1978:467). Fish were the main food 

source in the Wet season (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:11) and staples in the early Dry season 

from June to August when sedentary coastal groups moved only a few kilometres into the hinterland 

(Chase and Sutton, 1981:1831).  

Resources can be emphemeral due to natural processes. There used to be good oyster beds on 

Munding beach but they had all gone and the rocks were covered in sand when Beatrice and her 

family went to collect a feed there in June 2019 (B. Gordon 6/6/2019 pers. comm.). On my local 

beach one tide can remove or deposit at least one metre of sand overnight. Therefore changes in 

the use of an ancient camp could be due to sudden losses of resources rather than a gradual decline 

due to climate changes. 

Fish shoals are seasonal with mullet arriving in the late Dry season and other fish such as threadfin, 

salmon and grunter in the Wet, providing a seasonal resource in all saltwater environments (Chase 

and Sutton, 1981:1846). The availability of fish species and hunting techniques varied depending on 

the turbidity of different rivers (von Sturmer, 1978:464-5). Wik caught barramundi, mullet and 

stingrays from canoes (von Sturmer, 1978:469) and Thaynakwith caught all these and two kinds of 

shark and seven species of stingray (Fletcher, 2007:69). 

The highly seasonal, nocturnal big bonefish jakara (Albula Vulpes) was central to a major cult on the 

Archer River where the members of the Bonefish Clan invited others to participate when the fish 

were plentiful (von Sturmer, 1978:464,469,470,504). Bonefish was a major food source; the best 

time to spear and eat them is when shoals run from August to September in lower river channels 

when the water was clear, signalled by the red lady apple blooming and flies coming (Wrigley, 

2009d:27). Beatrice Gordon’s language name, from her grandmother, is Chakil in Ndrra’ngith 

meaning bonefish and she was born in September (B. Gordon 2011, pers. comm.). At Weipa 

messmate torches were used to spear them from bark canoes (ibid). 

Fish, shellfish, crustaceans, turtles and dugong are available all year, but using calendar plants to tell 

when crabs and oysters are ‘fat’ suggests an optimum season for harvest and avoidance of the 

breeding seasons (Chase and Sutton, 1981:1831). The flowers of the jellyfish tree (Planchonia 

careya) tell when the jellyfish are plentiful (Wrigley, 2009a:25, 2009e:4).  

The flowers of the crab flower or kinoo tree (Bombax ceiba) and the bat’s wing coral tree (Erythrina 

vespertilio) look like dangling crab legs from August to September, indicating that mud crabs are fat 
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and ready to dig out of the mud when the moon and tides show the best time (Fletcher, 2007:99, 

Wrigley, 2009d:25, 2009e:9). Crabs are roasted on coals, front and back, and served in the shell 

(Fletcher, 2007:76). In the 1920s many large crabs, weighing up to 5 lbs (2.27kg), were speared at 

low tide in Albatross Bay (Meston, 1924:11).  

Oyster plant (Morinda reticulate) blooms almost continually, but in the middle of the year indicates 

when the reef oysters Saccostrea spp. are fat (Fletcher, 2007:69). This plant thrives on disturbed 

ground so is now ubiquitous and flowering most of the year, but the growth habit prior to cattle and 

mining roads perhaps limited its distribution and flowering season. Mangrove oysters (Saccostrea 

commercialis) are at their best during high tides in the Wet when the rain has made them grow fat 

and washed out the impurities (ibid:69).  

Sea turtle tren eggs are collected to eat (Fletcher, 2007:67) and are delicious with rice (B. Gordon, 

pers. comm. March 2013). Black/Thanakupi wattle tree (Acacia mangium) flowers when sea turtles 

and fresh water turtles (rindi) are fat (Wrigley, 2009d:25, 2009e:9). When Cooktown ironwood 

flowers from November to December, the barramundi (Lates calcarifer), called kwamte in Wathayn 

language, are fat (Wrigley, 2009e:9). 

Sugarbag 

Sugarbag story places in Wik Country were important (von Sturmer, 1978:appendix B) and sugarbag, 

wax and honey increase sites in Weipa lands were symbolically important in ceremonies relating to 

birth and death (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:28).  

An-barra people ate the whole sugarbag, wax, bees and honey (Meehan, 1982:148). On western 

Cape York the honey of the native bee ‘sugarbag’ was a regular and important food throughout the 

year but of better quality and more abundant in certain seasons (McNaughton and Morrison, 

2005:16, Thomson, 1939:222, von Sturmer, 1978:52,230). There are five different types of native 

honey, each having distinctive nest entrances or ‘eyes’ (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:15), 

including one in paperbark trees flowering after the Wet and big sugarbag found in swamp 

bloodwood (Corymbia ptychocarpa) or messmate/stringybark (Eucalyptus tetradonta) with larger 

amounts of runnier honey. Sugarbag is ‘fat’ - tasty and healthy, early in the Dry season, when the 

messmate flowers, and is easier to find when the grass is low or has been burned (McNaughton and 

Morrison, 2005:16, Wrigley, 2009d:22).  

The big ndwil sugarbag, a Wathayn totem that grows in ironwood (Erythrophleum chlorostachys) is a 

very big, secret story and the small sugarbag is tham, fourth or smallest one (B. Gordon in Wrigley, 

2009d:16,17). A big sugarbag story on a creek near Napranum and the ndwil at Running Creek are 
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related to the thorny stingray thinga or chwiig dreaming (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:27) 

(chwegh rough-back stingray (Himantura jenkinsii) (Fletcher, 2007:134).  

Stone axes were used into the late 1890s, Mission-time, but in the 1900s they were replaced by steel 

hatchets which were limited by the missionaries and often shared between brothers (ibid:21). The 

introduction of the steel hatchets was liberating for women’s access to sugarbag as previously the 

men had exclusive ownership over stone axes (Morrison and Shepard 2013). At Aurukun and Weipa 

Missions women used steel hatchets to cut out sugarbag and men, women and children collected 

the honey and wax later in the day when it was cooler (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:17). After 

mining began, Aboriginal workers could use long-handled steel axes to cut large holes or cut down 

trees to get sugarbag (ibid:23).  

Sugarbag procurement increased in Mission-time when rations were short for all residents and was 

collected while cutting firewood and timber for buildings and fences and from trees knocked over in 

the drill line and block clearances at the start of mining, but now the extent of mining makes it more 

of a rarity (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:22,24).  

Honey could be removed with a nonda plum twig feathered into a sponge at one end or by making a 

section of reed (Eleocharis dulcis) hollow by rolling it between the fingers to insert in the nest and 

suck the honey out, blowing it into a container (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:17,25). Honey was 

eaten as is or made into a drink with water, and in Mission-time it was spread on bread or damper 

and added to porridge (ibid:27). 

In the past, honey was stored in closely woven conical grass bags, but in Mission-time people 

brought in billycans of honey to store in a large tank with a tap (ibid: 26,3034). Beatrice and her 

relatives could collect four to five billycans full of honey from felled trees at Wathayn (B. Gordon 

6/9/2013 pers.comm.). 

Plant food  

Plant materials were vital to Aboriginal subsistence, as raw material for implements and food 

(Brockwell et al., 2016a). Meehan’s work in Arnhem Land and many historical accounts from north 

Queensland confirm that plant foods were an important dietary component (Barker, 2004:37). Bush 

foods were procured and processed in Mission-time until imported foods became abundant. Many 

spaghetti-like roots were prepared and cooked in an earth oven. Wild turnip ayawurr (Abelmoschus 

moschatus subsp. tuberosus) flowers in the Wet (Prul kun njin in Thaynakwith and Nowas in 

Wathayn) and was cooked in the ashes (Fletcher, 2007:90).  
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Fruits relished in the Wet season included purple-black jam fruit kumbu (Melastoma polyanthum), 

wari, white fruit and wild grape mbown (Ampelocissus acetose) clusters (Fletcher, 2007:102). The 

language name of Lady apple thigh parach (Syzygium suborbicular) means to tickle the back of your 

throat and too many wild grape will dry the lips and throat, but the tuber is cooked for 90 minutes 

then skinned by hitting it on a log (Fletcher, 2007:96,100).   

Peanuts or beer nuts mbya (Sterculia quadrifida), growing in sandy soil near the coast and 

sometimes on shell mounds, ripen and the nuts are removed from the fallen pods in the Dry season 

from August to November (Fletcher, 2007:106, Wrigley, 2009b:9). Arrowroot (Tacca 

leontopetaloides), is harvested in April, ground on wattle bark and leached in tubs of water to 

remove its bitter tasting milk before rolling into balls to eat or cook on coals (Fletcher, 2007:89).  

Many healthy leaves opening on the red ash (soap tree) (Alphitonia excelsa) predicts a good season 

and many flowers after the Wet herald a good year (Fletcher, 2007:104, Wrigley, 2009e:4). Crow-

fruit, black-fruit, arrowroot, wild mango, peanut tree, sandpaper fig (Ficus coronata) and other 

vegetables are ripe during ‘break up’, April, the early Dry season (Fletcher 2007:89). Red ash fruit 

grows at the same time as the water chestnut panja (Eleocharis dulcis) (Fletcher, 2007:104, Wrigley, 

2009e:4). The dry nuts (corms) are harvested from the drying swamps in winter (R. Toby in Wrigley, 

2009d:32). 

Black fruit ripening in April, early winter, indicate that the arrowroot ganj (Tacca leontopetaloides) 

growing behind the beach-ridges through the Wet, is ready (Australian National Botanic Gardens, 

2012 , Wrigley, 2009e:10,16). When the leaves turn yellow, each plant’s two tubers are dug up, 

returning the old one to grow next year and grating the young tuber and washing out the bitter, 

poisonous sap before cooking (Fletcher, 2007:89). Ganj was a “very significant food” which could be 

stored after preparation (ibid). The Wathayn asked the Alngith for permission to dig ganj at Gonbung 

(Gordon and Charger, 2012).  

Yams growing in coastal dune scrubs were harvested when the vine withered, from the end of the 

Wet season until December rain brought new growth (Chase and Sutton, 1981:1832). Long yams 

(Dioscorea transversa) were once the most important resource to feed many people, harvested 

twice a year at Weipa, before and after the Wet (Fletcher, 2007:90).   

Wik yam patches were owned by the group and the vine and top part were left for regrowth (Chase 

and Sutton, 1981:1832-1833) constituting “environmental management or improvement [or] 

domiculture” (Cribb, 1996, von Sturmer, 1978:470). At Weipa, women dug carefully around the plant 

with yam sticks made from young mangrove branches or ironwood, sharpened at each end, 

sometimes digging such a big hole (called a well) that the women sat in it (Fletcher, 2007:90).  



110 
 

In Arnhem Land in the Dry season, three different species of waterlilies (Nymphaea spp.) were 

harvested (Russell-Smith, 1997). The blue water lily (Nymphaea violacea) grows in the swamps and 

waterholes at Weipa; the stems and the flower are eaten fresh and the seed pod and bulb are 

roasted (Fletcher, 2007:94). Cape York land lily, lightning plant (Curcuma australasica) appears after 

the first storms in the late Dry, early October and the root is cooked in the ashes (Fletcher, 2007:96).  

Fruiting trees begin producing from the late Dry season (Chase and Sutton, 1981:1832) and around 

Albatross Bay edible fruits fall in plenty from the trees. Nonda plum ripening in the Dry when little 

else is available, helped early explorers to survive (Zich and West, 2010). Nonda milk is made by 

pounding them and soaking in water to feed to weaned children, especially when food is scarce 

(Fletcher, 2007:52,102). Lady apple fruit ripens in the Wet season from November to January 

(ibid:100).  

Sometimes An-barra groups prepared pandanus kernels to feed many people (Meehan et al., 

1979:81). People on Cape York Peninsula ate pandanus (Pandanus spiralis) seeds from August to 

September and culled and selected plants for ease of harvesting, extending their range (ibid:87,92), 

more domiculture. The seeds were extracted (Hale and Tindale, 1933:114) then roasted (Fletcher, 

2007:103). Pandanus leaves were used to make baskets, armbands, headbands and place mats, 

using several plant dyes and the centre is crushed to treat wounded hunting dogs (Fletcher, 

2007:103). Pandanus is significant in a secret Alngith story (Wrigley, 2009d:17).  

The white apple story, Iwagh starts at Mandjungaar, where the ground and the river are white with 

the fruit in the Wet, February to March (Wrigley, 2009d:15). Seedlings grow easily from the fruit 

“when you put them on the ground” (Wrigley, 2009d:15), a storage problem or incipient cultivation? 

Some plant foods contain poisonous, bitter alkaloids that must be removed prior to eating. The hairy 

cheeky yam (Dioscorea bulbifera) is cooked in an earth oven, the skin removed, then crushed in a net 

basket, soaked and washed in water until it has no bitterness (Fletcher, 2007:89). Matchbox bean 

(Entada phaseoloides) nuts are left in running water overnight to wash out the poison and the seed 

pods are cut in half and strung to make rattles for dancing (ibid:92-99).  

Medicine and useful resources 

Termites were not eaten but lumps of nest, ‘ant bed’, were heated very hot and put in with the food 

in earth ovens as heat retainers. The black inner core, called ‘mosquito coil’, was burned in fires to 

deter insects (Fletcher, 2007:80). Sometimes children were put into hollowed out termite mounds to 

protect them from storms. In a story, the termite people came stamping across the plains and now 

some stand like warriors, feeding on dead grass stored in tall mounds, others building small domed 

nests or living on tree bark (ibid). 
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Traditional medicine, kuthini, included native kapok, avarrak kwi (Cochlospermum gillivraei) leaves 

boiled in water to relieve the symptoms of flu and thimith vine fruit (Cassytha filiformis) in hot water 

is good for sores (Fletcher, 2007:1017, Wrigley, 2009d:26). Milky pine is medicine (B. Gordon in 

Wrigley, 2009d:12); the rough bark is scraped off and burned to make soft black ash for body paint 

for funerals (Fletcher, 2007:102).  

A delicious white fruit which ripens in the Wet season (Flueggea virosa) (B. Gordon & E. Keppell 

11/9/2013 pers. comm.) is also good medicine as biting on scraped roots eases toothache (B. 

Gordon in Wrigley, 2009e:4). 

All gum trees, alakanum, (kurrajong, Brachychiton paradoxus) are sacred for the Wathayn as spirits 

are sent to them, but the story is secret (B. Gordon in Wrigley, 2009d:8,16-17). The leaves are 

warmed in the fire and put on a baby’s knees to strengthen the legs if it is late walking (B. Gordon 

2013 pers. comm., Fletcher, 2007:97), an essential custom for people on the move.  

Generally people believe that bush food is better for them than western food and that the old 

people who lived entirely off the land were healthier and stronger; there is special significance in 

eating bush food from one’s own Country, which  links the present generations to their ancestors, 

past the hiatus of dormitory living (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:30). Beatrice waits to collect 

medicine from her own Country and takes water home from Small Bellvue/Wathayn creek. 

Lady apple bark is cut and thrown into the wind to quieten it (Fletcher, 2007:100). Pandanus, agharr, 

is an Alngith story connected to Wathayn stories; talking to the old people in pandanus at Gonbung 

Point deters cyclones as does chopping up timi vine (Cassytha filiformis) and ironbark twigs and 

throwing them into the sea (B. Gordon 22/5/2019 pers. comm.). 

Material culture 

Cape York Aboriginal people used similar types of spears, firesticks in elegant sheaths, many bone 

and shell artefacts and seed and feather ornaments (Chase and Sutton, 1981:1823). Ethnographic 

evidence suggests that ground bone points found in the shell mounds were used on barbed fish 

spears (Brockwell and Akerman 2007; Kelly, 1982:63; Allen et al. 2016) and split wallaby incisors 

were most likely used like the ‘kangaroo-teeth scrapers’ that Roth observed on the Embley River for 

sharpening spears (Bailey, 1977:134,136).  One large piece of baler shell, likely imported 15km from 

Albatross Bay, fitted ethnographic descriptions of use as a water container (ibid). 

All the groups Roth observed bent and straightened wood for artefacts by dry heat in sand, moist 

heat from burning fresh gum leaves or soaking in water (Roth, 1897:102). Water carried short 

distances from the creek was scooped into a coolamon with small leaves on the water surface to 
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prevent spilling. Paperbark (Melaleuca leucadendra) bark was used to make baskets for a baby, as a 

soft mattress, blankets, coolamons holding food, to bandage wounds and wrap food for baking and 

covering earth ovens (Fletcher, 2007:52,88,103).  

The Weipa women prepared fibres from fig tree roots, wattle bark, spike rush and walam, 

(Lomandra longifolia) to weave bags and baskets as containers and prepare foods that required the 

removal of toxic compounds by flushing in running water; larger woven sheets were used as fish 

nets. Each group had its own distinctive weaving patterns (Fletcher, 2007:52,96). Dillybags were 

worked from native flax, preparing the fibre after soaking for several days in water and many knots 

and patterns were recorded, specific to particular groups (Roth, 1897:103). One flax plant, Dianella 

sp. has been recorded in Wathayn Country (Wrigley, 2009a:16) but pandanus leaves have been used 

to make baskets (S. Hall 2014, pers. comm.).  

Aboriginal men from the Coen River to Albatross Bay all used the woomera, meendee, and three 

types of spears: a single point ahdoon, a three-pronged andoolo and a stingaree spear lannip with 

five to 13 stingray barbs forming a pyramid shape, usually thrown at people (Meston, 1924:11). 

Springwood (Calophyllum sil) made strong, hard, straight spears for big fish (Fletcher, 2007:104). 

Light, floating spears are made from coastal hibiscus trees: (Macaranga tanarius) and (Hibiscus 

tiliaceus) (Fletcher, 2007:98). Women on western Cape York used spears for small game, fishing and 

digging sticks (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:35) and for fighting and walking (Fletcher, 2007:53). 

Children make spears from spear grass (Cymbopogon globosus) to play at hunting (Wrigley, 

2009c:25). 

Men used woomeras, spear throwers, made from ironwood and some Acacia species, using specific 

woods to hunt different animals; symbolic properties were imbued through rituals by choosing trees 

that were healthy and strong, growing in certain locations (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:36). 

Woomeras were individualised, about the same length as the users’ arm – 60-100cm and his sweat 

was rubbed into the wood; a woomera could last for up to 30 years and was not lent to others due 

to dangerous properties (ibid:36-37,55). Women on western Cape York did not use woomeras 

(McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:36).  

Roth listed several sources for adhesive used in making composite tools including the beefwood 

trees, (Stenocarpus salignus) and (Grevillea striata), more common in dry woodland and used for 

‘cement’ and medicinal purposes (Roth, 1897:102). The collected gum was warmed over a fire and 

run onto a sheet of bark, then cooled a little, hammered and mixed with powdered charcoal. It was 

used warmed and hardened when cool (ibid). The Men’s Club members in Napranum make spears 

from traditional and bought materials and use traditional adhesive gums (Graham Peinkinna, pers. 
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comm., Naparanum Cha, nd). Wax was used as adhesive and on spear bindings (Fletcher, 2007:78), 

collected by twirling a stick in a native bee nest or scooping out with the hands, the honey squeezed 

out and the wax allowed to dry and rolled into a ball or around a stick to be kept indefinitely 

(McNaughton and Morrison, 2005).  

Cooktown ironwood (Erythrophleum chlorostachys), the tree of knowledge and favoured by bees, is 

used to make boomerangs, warm the house after bereavement and in smoking ceremonies to keep 

spirits away or call them home (Wrigley, 2009b:12-13). The wood is very hard and could chip or 

blunt an axe (ibid) which made the tree difficult to cut, but during the Wet season the cambium is 

softer (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:21). Every man had a ground stone axe, hafted onto a 

handle, to chop trees and procure honey and bush food (Fletcher, 2007:53). Stone axe tree scars are 

very important (Wrigley, 2009b:13).  

Making dug-out canoes was a specialised skill passed from father to sons and required gifts of 

spears, but anyone could make a bark canoe (Thomson, 1934:231) in almost a day, including cutting 

the bark from the tree (Roth, 1910b:8). In the Wet season when the sap is running, messmate bark is 

easier to strip without splitting to make coolamons, shelters and skin-bark canoes (Fletcher, 

2007:52). The lighter and more manoeuvrable skin-barks, which last well if kept in the shade (Roth, 

1910b:8), were used in shallow estuaries and inland waterways (Chase and Sutton, 1981:1823, 

Thomson, 1934:229) and could be dragged over swamps by one man (Thomson, 1949a:64-65).  

Albatross Bay men hunted dugong and turtle from skin-barks (Thomson, 1939:212). At the mouth of 

the Embley River, three ‘smart-looking’ men, with spears and woomeras onboard, propelled a light 

skin-bark with mangrove paddles at eight kilometres per hour (Meston, 1897:354). Wathayn people 

use the splayed roots of one type of mangrove for canoe paddles (G. Peinkinna pers. comm. 

6/9/2012).  

People form relationships based on watercraft (Kearney and Bradley, 2015). At Weipa, the outrigger 

had more prestige, but skin-barks were much used in rivers and creeks. Beatrice Gordon’s uncles 

Paddy and Jim Coconut made a big atrigga (outrigger) from a kinoo tree to carry their supplies up 

the creeks to camp after the Wet, but skin-barks were more common (B. Gordon, 2013, pers. 

comm.). Several family members could travel in skin-barks, but you had to be very careful where you 

sat and loaded cargo as they were easy to tip (ibid).  

Weipa South workshop participants made a dug-out kinoo in September 1986 using traditional skills 

assisted by modern technology. The Superintendent, Don Egan, cut down the bombax tree with a 

chainsaw and it was dragged into the shade by two 4WD vehicles, and the chainsaw, workshop tools 
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and an adze made from an old car spring used to hollow out the interior (Woosup and Madua, 

1986). 

The Cultural Centre at Evans Landing Achimbum (Alngith for our home – B. Gordon 1/8/2019 pers. 

comm.) displays a skin-bark canoe made in 2001 by Jubilee Wolmby and Peter Peemuggina from 

Aurukun and Steven Hall and Peter Jingle from Napranum (Wharton, 2005:44), funded as a 

Bicentennial project.  

Death 

Mortuary practices varied across the people of western Cape York before Mission-time. Wik 

cremation sites became ‘story places’ (von Sturmer, 1978:264) and at Mapoon treatment included 

bundle burials, mummification and partial or full cremation (St. Pierre et al., 2019:4). Christian 

practices with extended burials were accepted by some at Mapoon although others may have 

followed tradition practices away from the Mission and its cemetery, resulting in flexed and 

extended burials in earth mounds and grave decorations of coral and shells, continuing but adapting 

the traditions (ibid:5).  

When a Weipa person dies, their spirit returns to their land in the form of one of their totems 

(Coconut, 2005:31). Before Mission-time each tribe had a specific cremation place to which the 

body, wrapped in tea-tree bark and leaves, was carried and placed on a platform of stakes over a fire 

by relatives painted black for death, white for the spirit returning to the other world and red for 

happiness and peace (Fletcher, 2007:50).  

Wathayn cremation sites are known to their descendants but not specially marked (B. Gordon, 2013, 

pers. comm.). If they are in a mining area, the spirits cling to the ash after the flattened vegetation 

has been burned and will stay with the dirt pushed back from the surface (Stanley Coconut and 

Beatrice Gordon quoted in Wrigley, 2009d:9). “The spirits sit down just like we do here” talking in 

language and are angry about mining destroying their land (Beatrice Gordon quoted in Wrigley, 

2009d:7). The traditional owners explain mining to the spirits and they respond: “You can hear them 

whistle out when we come back after a long time ... I sing out to them and they go quiet, they know 

now”. When the spirits see the traditional owners walking around in the rehabilitated areas, they 

will be happy and slowly come back (ibid:8). 

To enhance plant regrowth in regenerated areas the original topsoil is returned as soon as possible 

after mining has finished to preserve the micro-organisms essential to healthy growth (M. Wrigley 

5/6/2012, pers. comm.); fortuitously the spirits are replaced with the soil. Animals appearing in 

rehabilitated land show that the spirits are returning as some people come back as animals (K. Toby 

in Wrigley, 2009a:23). 
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Since Mission-time, Christian burials in the Napranum cemeteries have replaced cremation, unlike 

the partial continuation of traditions at Mapoon, although it is possible that information that would 

have angered the missionaries and endangered the traditional practices was not passed on to the 

children in the dormitories (St. Pierre et al., 2019:4). Weipa mourners stand by the grave wishing 

them a safe journey back to their homeland, reminding them of the places through which they must 

pass (Fletcher, 2007:50). The obligations and alliances of the deceased are renegotiated by the 

survivors through funeral rituals which strengthen social obligations (Oestigaard and Goldhahn, 

2006). The social and cultural aspects of honouring the deceased include ceremonies timed to allow 

relatives and mourners to come from far away and share refreshments (B. Gordon 2013, pers. 

comm.).  

When Weipa people die, their traditional name cannot be said aloud, including for any person 

named after them, a thapitch or namesake: all must be referred to as thapitch for a year after the 

death (Fletcher, 2007:46). The deceased’s house is left vacant for a year until it is ‘opened’ by male 

relatives with smoking ironwood leaves, freeing the spirit and encouraging it back to its home 

Country (ibid:51). The ceremony moves to the deceased’s special place to cut their name – saying 

their tribal and English names three times while making cuts in a tree branch with a tomahawk, 

followed by sharing food; the deceased’s name may now be spoken (ibid:47,51). 
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 Archaeology and Cultural Heritage Management 

 

Prior to studying, I worked in cultural heritage management for decades, meeting many traditional 

owners, forming friendships and trying to get the best outcomes for significant Aboriginal cultural 

heritage places in spite of government desires to minimise the inconvenience of heritage to 

development imperatives. Brief visits to sites with Indigenous and non-Indigenous clients informed 

reports to assess the significance of sites and impacts on associated features. Through archaeology I 

learned our interpretations of the past lives of Aboriginal people. In Weipa I was a student, not 

representing a colonial government constrained by protocols and politics, seeing some of the daily 

lives of these Aboriginal and Islander people and their varioius experiences in our culture. I gained a 

sister, Beatrice, and a whole Wathayn family to whom I have responsibilities. 

Archaeology examines how changes in the environment link with cultural change, trying to 

reconstruct “past environments and bioproductivity” (Veth et al., 2000). There were many changes 

over thousands of years in Aboriginal culture and use of the landscape, including types of artefacts, 

technology, use of raw materials, methods of subsistence and changes in the demographic, social, 

ideological and political aspects of life, but these are often difficult to identify archaeologically 

(Attenbrow, 2003:20).  

Archaeology is “very much an historical and social practice” like the cultures it studies; our 

classification systems tell us as much about ourselves as about the cultures we classify (David and 

Denham, 2006:53). The discipline has “the power to construct notions of identity” and 

understandably Australian Aboriginal people want to take control of the process of defining their 

past cultures, moving away from colonial constructions (Barker, 2006:72-73).  

In the “postcolonial postmodern world” cultural resource management grew rapidly, changing the 

nature of archaeological work and involving more and more archaeologists in development projects 

(Shepherd and Haber, 2011:100). Initially, archaeologists working on contracts for industries were 

more likely to engage with “the cultural, social and political contexts” than were academic 

researchers; but now most Australian archaeologists take into account traditional knowledge and 

oral history, which is the intellectual property of its Indigenous owners (Allen and Phillips, 2010:31-

32). Archaeologists who developed more collaborative processes with traditional owners in northern 

Cape York came to understand that the Aboriginal beliefs and practices relating to archaeological 

sites were memory aides that helped to connect the present to the past (Greer and Fuary, 

2008:11,13). Below I present a summary of the archaeology already recorded in Cape York and 

Wathayn.  
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Cape York archaeology 

Cape York has been considered as a likely entry point for populating Australia (Wright, 1964:13) and 

subsequent cultural exchange through its proximity to Papua New Guinea and the Torres Strait 

Islands (McConnel, 1935:452, McNiven, 2006:92). Aboriginal people were living in the Laura and 

Chillagoe regions 32,000 years ago and in northern Cape York Peninsula from at least 8,000 years 

ago (Morrison, 2005:4). Caves and rock shelters in south east Cape York show increasing discard 

rates of artefacts and other cultural material from 4,000 BP (David and Lourandos, 1999:111,120). 

Changes in stone tool technologies, widening the range of plant food staples and artistic activity 

could be independent inventions or have arrived through trade networks, indicating wide-spread 

social and cultural changes (ibid:121). 

As Aboriginal people lived mostly in the open (Peterson, 1971:191), shell and earth mounds are the 

best source of archaeological evidence at Weipa in the absence of caves or rock shelters with 

stratified deposits to provide dateable evidence (Ulm, 2013:187). Many shell mounds have been 

sampled and dated in Kwamter and Wathayn, but such is the ubiquity of shells, from scatters to shell 

and earth mounds, that analyses are often not enough to support hypotheses of the formation of 

mound clusters and the other midden site types (Morrison et al., 2018:22). A study of the sediments 

of four Weipa shell mounds shows that they are “the result of cumulative human behavioural and 

natural processes” and “not static representations of an increasingly complex society” (Hoffman, 

2011:66). 

Wathayn archaeology 

Sites can be described as “palimpsests of events” that describe long-term patterns of Aboriginal 

connections to Country rather than discrete entities (Bird et al., 2016:340). Weipa shell mounds, 

middens, stone artefacts and culturally modified trees indicate areas of intensive activities before 

Mission-time. Mission-time changes in settlement patterns are marked by cattle yards, 20 Mile 

Mission site, one building and some trees at Jessica Point, tracks used as corridors between the two 

Weipa Mission sites, logs and stumps where sugarbag, timber, sandalwood and firewood were 

collected and evidence for campsites on Country at Prunung (Red Beach), Bweening, Peppan and 

Bouchat (Beauchat) (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:59). Bauxite mining and associated residential 

and service needs changed the landscape from the 1950s, marking it with drill lines, access tracks, 

mining camps, wells, depots, communications, logging camps, recreational camping and picnic 

places accessed on foot, by boat or vehicle (ibid). 
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Shell mounds and middens 

Shellfish are the most common coastal food found archaeologically, but the evidence is skewed by 

how resilient the shell material is and the method of disposal (Barker, 2004:35). Concentrations of 

shells form alkaline environments that preserve the contents which would break down in the 

surrounding acidic soil (Mulvaney and Kamminga, 1999:20), but smaller middens on open dunes 

degrade and disperse quickly (Morrison, 2003:4). Different species of molluscs vary in susceptibility 

to breakage and weathering and different cooking methods of the same species may affect the 

preservation, so environmental analysis, taphonomic experiments and ethnographic records all help 

to consider the role of middens in the past (Bailey, 1999:107). Most middens were probably created 

by people camping and consuming resources at that site (Bailey, 1994:133) but as large shellfish 

were often processed near resource zones and lighter flesh taken home, it can be difficult to 

reconstruct subsistence patterns (Bird et al., 2004:184,195). ) 

Large shell mound construction in northern Australia, comprising more than 90% Tegillarca granosa 

shells (Morrison, 2015a:1), began with increased shellfish productivity in sandy intertidal beaches. 

Most building ceased when increased siltation created coastal salt flats, mangrove fringes and 

freshwater wetlands, leaving these mounds up to several kilometres inland (Hiscock and Faulkner, 

2006:212). Weipa’s large shell mounds include smaller proportions of other shellfish, including 

Marcia hiantina (Gaping Venus clam), found in the same intertidal mudflats at as T. granosa 

(Morrison, 2010:299-300). Shell beds move from year to year and can be difficult to locate and 

access, but ethnographically are collected assiduously when found (ibid). 

Shell mounds indicate that Aboriginal people lived on the Queensland coast after sea-level stabilised 

about 6000 BP (Ulm, 2000:66). Aboriginal people on the Weipa peninsula began constructing large 

shell mounds from about 4000 BP mainly from discarded shells of Tegillarca [formerly Anadara] 

granosa (Clarke and Faulkner, 2003) on chenier (sandy ridges of a stranded beach plain) that had 

formed at least 4,000 years previously, which implies a new direction in resource extraction (David 

and Lourandos, 1998:209).  

Although shell mound building was practiced at similar timescales on each side of the Gulf of 

Carpentaria, increasing contact with Macassan seafarers on the east coast encouraged 

“reorganisation of mobility and production strategies” and shell mounds were abandoned earlier 

than on the west (Rosendahl et al., 2014:265). Changes to foraging and living patterns due to climate 

and environmental changes that prompted social adaptation may have accompanied the cessation 

of shell mound building, there is no “unilateral, homogenous” record of responses to climate 



119 
 

change, just continued use of dynamic environments with differences in landscape use and timing 

(ibid:253-254).   

Archaeological interpretations of Weipa shell mounds 

Middens may not just be haphazardly discarded refuse with no further meaning, but perhaps 

“carefully and deliberately constructed features with active roles in the systemic social realm” 

(McNiven, 2013:553). Over 500 shell mounds have been documented at Weipa (Morrison et al., 

2018) where the term ‘shell mound’ includes large (10m height) to small (1m height) shell 

concentrations (Bailey, 1999: 105), mostly near estuarine environments, on tidal mudflats within or 

behind the mangrove zone and on low, sandy chenier ridges (Morrison, 2013b). 

The huge Weipa ndhentekaram, shell mounds, have inspired archaeologists and others to debate 

their purpose, use and the cessation of building (Morrison, 2015b, Hiscock and Faulkner, 2006:209).  

Roth noted large mounds of burnt Arca granosa (now Tegillarca granosa) shells at Weipa, some with 

remains of fires and huts evident and assumed that the shells had been cooked on the top and 

discarded down the sides (Roth, 1901:7). Roth thought that people might camp on shell mounds to 

avoid mosquitos (1901:7), but Aboriginal people often choose to camp in open areas away from 

trees to minimise discomfort from insect pests. Mounds that are now close to dense vegetation may 

have been used when there were fewer trees, which is evidence for environmental change 

(Morrison, 2003:3).  

Visiting Weipa in 1958, eminent anthropologist, Professor W.E.H Stanner doubted Aboriginal people 

could have constructed the mounds (Stanner, 1961) and asked a mine bulldozer driver to cut into a 

shell mound at Kwamter (G. Wharton 2017 pers. comm.). Since Stanner’s excavation (1961), the 

Weipa shell mounds have been meticulously excavated and studied as individual sites (Bailey, 1972, 

Cribb, 1996, Wright, 1971) and sampled as mound groups (Bailey, 1977, Holdaway et al., 2017, 

Shiner et al., 2013, Stone, 1992). Researchers have debated their origins, location, formation, age, 

composition and purpose (Bailey, 1972, 1977, 1999, Cribb, 1991, 1996, Moore, 1963, Morrison, 

2003, 2010, 2013b, Shiner et al., 2013, Shiner and Morrison, 2009, Stone, 1992, Wright, 1971). 

As part of a program to document Aboriginal sites commenced by the Australian Institute of 

Aboriginal Studies (now AIATSIS) Richard Wright made use of Stanner’s vandalism to take samples 

from top to bottom which convinced him that the mounds were of human origin (Wright, 1964). 

Wright found ground bone spear points and barbs to be the most common artefacts excavated 

(1971:134). He speculated that Weipa may have had a unique “enduring but localized tradition 

whereby it was culturally desirable to dispose of shells in heaps” (1971:135-136). Wright’s Aboriginal 

assistants told Moore, a colleague accompanying Wright, that the mounds were made by their 
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ancestors, the ‘old people’, to: “have a dry place to camp in the Wet and for defence against 

enemies” (Moore, 1963:20). Moore thought this was a modern rationalisation and not historic fact, 

as he found the mounds very uncomfortable and exposed (ibid).  

Wright’s PhD student Geoff Bailey excavated one shell mound at Kwamter that yielded small quartz 

flakes, one volcanic stone flake, bone points, fish and marsupial bones and crab claws (1994:114). A 

second shell mound had “occasional lenses of ash and fine charcoal”, eight polished bone points, 

five broken stingray barbs, 15 small quartz flakes, one quartz core, one pebble and wallaby incisors, 

split for the cutting edges (Bailey, 1977:134,136). A shell mound at Mandjungaar yielded fish 

otoliths, fragmented animal bone and crab shell and three small flaked stone fragments (Morrison, 

2005:22). 

Bailey postulated that the shell mounds were constructed on chenier ridges to provide dry living 

surfaces during the monsoon, but others favoured cultural imperatives for large structures or the 

accumulation of food for large social gatherings (Morrison, 2003:1,3). Large numbers of people may 

have built up the shell mounds in relatively few episodes, when the shellfish were abundant and 

easy to gather, leaving layers of concentrated shell residue interspersed with layers of little matrix 

when people camped elsewhere (ibid). 

As all large Weipa shell mounds contain mainly T. granosa, construction is related to this species 

which survives abundance and crash through natural events, but although once common in Weipa 

estuaries, it is now rare due to dredging of shipping channels (ibid:2,4). As T. granosa can increase in 

estuarine systems when conditions are optimal, mound construction may indicate a population 

taking advantage of boom times by increased harvesting and consumption of the available shells 

(Morrison et al., 2018:24). This could have allowed semi-sedentary camps near the resource 

(Faulkner, 2013).  

At Wathayn, the main period of shell mounding was between 2700 and 2100 BP, when local beds of 

T. granosa in shallow, sandy intertidal beaches provided large quantities to harvest (Holdaway et al. 

2017:5). The most recent dates of construction are within the last 500 years (ibid). The cessation of 

mound building coincided with increased precipitation and freshwater flows that silted up the sandy 

shallow seabeds supporting T. granosa (Stevenson et al. 2015:28). Due to coastal progradation, the 

large Wathayn shell mounds are now up to several kilometres inland (Hiscock and Faulkner, 

2006:212). Basal dates from several groups of shell mounds confirmed that construction was 

progressively younger towards the sea as the coastal plain developed (Morrison, 2010:319).  

A shell mound at Kwamter was used at least until 235 BP or contact (Bailey, 1999:105). Dome-

shaped mound sites younger than 500 BP were found at Bweening north of the Mission River, where 
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T. granosa and M. hiantina are still available in intertidal mudflats (Morrison, 2013b:178,182). 

Morrison concluded that cessation of mound building coincided with the arrival of European 

settlements in the late 1800s (2014:6,10-11). 

At Weipa, changes in resources occasioning less use of shell mounds correlate with climate changes 

as the monsoon system became established (Stevenson et al., 2015). Reliable fresh water sources 

increased inland when Big Willum Swamp became a permanent water body from c. 2200 BP with 

increased freshwater availability from 500 BP, perhaps making it more attractive for Wathayn 

people to live on earth mounds adjacent to freshwater swamps and progressively abandon shell 

mounds as the shellfish resources began to decline (ibid).  

The questions addressed by the ARC project included seasonality of use, taphonomic processes and 

the spatial and temporal differences between older and newer complexes (Fanning et al., 2011). Of 

158 shell mounds recorded in the Wathayn area, 80 were excavated in this ARC project, confirming 

that mound building commenced at 4,000 BP, 1,500 years earlier than previously thought, with a 

concentration of construction and use between 1,800 and 2,300 BP (Holdaway et al., 2017:11,20). 

No pattern of deposition age by location, distance upstream or inland, or shell mounds younger than 

1800 BP were found in the Wathayn study area (ibid:11) nor were there any correlations between 

slow or rapid accumulation rates and age or shape (Larsen et al., 2015). Did we need so much 

damage to confirm Meehan’s observation (1982) that construction was through shells discarded in 

patches on the mounds at different rates and quantities per event?  

Earth mounds 

Earth mounds are raised areas of soil containing cultural remains with a wide variety of form and 

size and many different explanations of their functions (Balme and Beck, 1996). At Aurukun 

cremations were interred in earth mounds and many earth mounds studied at Mapoon contain 

previously unconfirmed traditional and Mission-time burials (St. Pierre et al., 2019:15). However, no 

pre-contact burials have yet been found at Weipa where the traditional method of disposing of the 

dead was cremation (B. Gordon 2013 pers. comm.). 

Earth mounds in northern Australia occur in coastal or estuarine locations or near freshwater 

swamps which are “a seasonal but highly productive resource base” formed about 1500-1000 BP 

(Brockwell, 2001:368). Mounds near saltwater contain proportionally more shell, are no older than 

2000 BP and were used as campsites, bases for shelters, earth ovens and burials (Brockwell, 

2006:54) while those located on higher ground beside swamps may have been occupied by small 

groups during the Wet season (Brockwell, 2001:369,372,376). 
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Analysis of one An-barra earth mound near the Blyth River showed that the users tapped a range of 

environmental zones for food, from open beaches and mangroves to possums and bandicoots from 

woodlands and tortoises from freshwater swamps (Brockwell et al., 2005:86). There is some 

evidence that the use of earth mounds may indicate increased intensity of site use and perhaps 

population growth in the mid to late Holocene (ibid, Peterson, 1973:189,191). In the lower levels 

dated around 1000 BP people discarded mainly marine and estuarine shells from open beaches and 

mudflats, but although mangrove resources remained, after 800 BP the beach shell species 

diminished and freshwater turtles appeared and increased (Brockwell et al., 2005:88). The change in 

resources dominating the diet coincided with coastal transitions from estuarine to a freshwater 

swamp environment 

Scrub fowls also build earth mounds to incubate their eggs, but active mounds look different from 

those of human construction (Ó Foghlú, 2017:58) and are only found in monsoon rainforest where 

human-formed earth mounds are rare (Roberts, 1991:67). Abandoned scrub fowl mounds on the 

coastal plains where the rainforest has retreated may have been re-used by people (Brockwell, 

2006:54). 

Thirty-five earth mounds had been recorded at Weipa by 2009, all between 5-12m in diameter and 

less than 50cm above the ground surface and some had a few Geloina erosa and T. granosa shells on 

and in them (Shiner and Morrison, 2009:53). Three main clusters of earth mounds at Peppan Creek, 

Wathayn and Diingwulung are near freshwater creeks and small swamps (ibid). 

Earth mounds excavated at Wathayn began forming between 2297–2053 BP and many were no 

longer used by several hundred years ago (Brockwell et al., 2016b:5). Cores from Big Willum Swamp 

(Waandriipayn) indicate more reliable rainfall from c. 3500 BP (Stevenson et al., 2015:26-27) and as 

Weipa rainfall increased c. 500 years ago, more earth mounds were formed inland near freshwater 

swamps and use intensified (Stevenson et al., 2015). Repeated use of earth ovens was confirmed by 

excavation of many hand-made termite clay heat retainer balls (Ó Foghlú, 2017:62). Three earth 

mounds at Diingwulung were dated between 350-200 years ago and a glass artefact found in one 

confirmed its use into the historic present (Ó Foghlú et al., 2016).  

Stone and bone artefacts 

Few stone artefacts have been found in the Weipa shell mounds, but many were in use on Cape York 

in the nineteenth century when Roth collected adze heads, knife blades, spear heads, scrapers, hand 

picks and drills (Roth, 1904:16). Stone axe forms were quarried from outcrops, or naturally wedge-

shaped stones were flaked or ground for axes and became adzes by fixing at different angles into a 

handle or used un-hafted as wedges for removing bark (ibid). Wooden lathe handles were tied close 
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to the axe heads with fibre, the crossed legs adding pincer-grip and springiness and this technology 

was continued with iron axe-heads (ibid:18-19). 

Split wallaby incisors found in some Weipa shell mounds were likely used for sharpening spears 

(Bailey, 1977:134,136) and ground bone points are thought from ethnographic evidence to be used 

on barbed fish spears (Allen et al., 2016, Brockwell and Akerman, 2007, Kelly, 1982:63). 

A bone point from a fish spear found in a shell mound on Albatross Bay was thought to indicate that 

the main period of use was the Wet season (Mulvaney, 1969:77, Peterson, 1973:189, Thomson, 

1939:214-215). I doubted the seasonality of fish spears when I observed Beatrice’s nephew Graham 

Peinkinna making and using them in the Dry season and understood that fish could be speared all 

through the year when you knew where to find them (G. Peinkinna 6/9/2012 pers. comm). Fish 

spears are prized items, carried with the owner, so an old point could be discarded and replaced in 

any season.  

The social and symbolic significance of landscape, flaking and discard practices and environmental 

factors can affect the frequencies of discarded artefacts (White and McDonald, 2010:29). Stone 

artefacts on the surface in Wathayn Country are prey to the vicissitudes of climate and trampling 

(Fanning et al., 2009). Many of these artefacts are found in the vicinity of waterways where RTA 

conserves corridors of at least 100m (I. Meek 2012, pers. comm.). 

At Weipa, quartz is the most common local material used for artefacts, with some hornfels, 

mudstone and sandstone (Shiner and Morrison, 2009:52). By 2009, 64 small open sites located 

through pre-mining surveys had revealed 1,319 stone artefacts, mostly cores and flakes, whole and 

broken, mainly of quartz and silcrete flakes, some with rounded cortex came from local streams and 

some were of imported silcrete (ibid). Open hearths and middens are particularly susceptible to 

damage beyond analysis by traffic and cattle stirring up the ground surface (Moffat et al., 2008:60). 

The small number of artefact scatters found may be due to the ongoing processes of bioturbation on 

the mobile surface of the plateau, obscuring some discarded stone artefacts as others sink into shell 

deposits (Shiner and Morrison, 2009:53), cracks in the mud flats or are buried in sediments by 

flooding. 

Artefacts found far from the source of raw material generally show increased working which 

suggests that this stone was valued and reworked proportionally to the distance carried (Byrne, 

1980:118, McNiven, 1993:141). Artefacts are found discarded on Weipa occupation sites include 

highly reduced artefacts on imported stone and those on local materials with a greater proportion of 

cortex (Shiner, 2008:89-90). A quartzite artefact found on the surface at Weipa possibly came from a 

source 145km east of Weipa (Bailey, 1972).  
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Scarred (or culturally modified) trees 

Several hundred culturally modified trees identified through cultural heritage surveys are a major 

component of the archaeology of Weipa, most with scars from chopping into nests for sugarbag, 

timber getting and a few from making woomeras (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005, Tutchener et 

al., 2019:46). Every Weipa Aboriginal man had a ground stone axe, hafted onto a handle, to chop 

trees and procure honey and bush food (Fletcher, 2007:53).  

The mission cattle industry gave traditional owners horseback access to their Country, facilitating 

foraging over a wider range and leaving more scarred trees with steel axe marks (Morrison et al., 

2010:106). Waterways and blazed trees marked the boundaries of cattle grazing territories for 

Mapoon, Aurukun and Weipa Missions, determining ownership of cleanskin cattle (McNaughton, 

2007:40-41), and blazed trees were also made in mining exploration (see Figures 5-4 & 6-91). 

While out foraging, Aboriginal people inspected hollow trees and logs for signs of sugarbag, native 

cats, possums, bandicoots and goannas (ibid:28). In some trees with very large or multiple bee nests, 

several holes were made to extract the honey and sugarbags high in trees were reached by using toe 

holds cut in the bark or a forked branch leaned against the trunk to climb the tree (ibid:21,25). 

Not all trees had to be cut down to get the sugarbag, “some trees are just rotten, you push them 

over” (E. Keppell 6/9/2013 pers. comm.). When holes were cut in living trees, some honey was left 

and the hole partially stopped up with leaves or grass to encourage the bees to rebuild and to show 

that the nest was owned (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:17,25).  

Tree scars that have been cut with stone axes are particularly valued (Wrigley, 2009b:13) but all 

culturally modified trees are significant evidence for past cultural practices (McNaughton and 

Morrison, 2005:21, Morrison et al., 2010b). They are memorials of the old people who cut the scars, 

kinship associations and particularly important as they remain despite dislocation through invasion 

and land clearance (McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:66). Culturally modified trees reinforce links to 

Country, including custodial responsibilities and strengthen a young person’s commitment to their 

culture and Country when used to support teaching (ibid).  

Historic sites 

One of the aims of this project is to contribute to understanding historic sites, and the changes in 

travelling between and staying at places, as society and technology affected the Wathayn people, 

through imposed restrictions and created opportunities. 

People generally are more interested in local and family history than studies into the deep past 

(Torrence and Clarke, 2000:10). Many Indigenous groups “are satisfied with their own mythological 



125 
 

reconstructions of the prehistoric past and see little need for an archaeological version” but are 

interested in studies of places they, their parents and grandparents remember (Clarke, 2000:148). In 

the 1980s archaeologists joined historians in studying the contact and post-contact periods, times of 

great change for Indigenous people across Australia (Ferrier, 2009:5). Historical archaeology, 

employing studies of material culture, historic documents and oral histories, can examine “the role 

of material culture in the process of exchange, and Indigenous responses to missionization” (Lydon 

and Ash, 2010:2). Historical records may be biased to favour colonists, but archaeology can explain 

how Indigenous people influenced changes rather than succumbing to the superiority of the 

outsiders (Torrence and Clarke, 2000: 24,27). 

Economic, social and political factors influenced the Weipa Peninsula people in recent history: the 

Missions’ cattle industry altered the land surface and appearance of Diingwulung and Heinemann’s 

Landing. Aboriginal people reduced or abandoned their visits to some sites as they gravitated 

towards easy food procurement and barter through employment in the introduced industries 

(Torrence and Clarke, 2000:23). Aboriginal stockmen in missions visited some cultural sites more 

often as access became easier, reinforcing their ties to Country, but may not have left any 

introduced materials as evidence for post-contact use (ibid:22,23).  

Historic sites are evocative and elicit memories when the traditional owners visit them. Beatrice was 

excited to tell me that they were going out to look at the stockyards at Spring Creek in July 2019. 

Running Creek cattle yards and dip are reminders of the Mission and Weipa South cattle industry, 

which in turn exposed the underlying stone artefacts from earlier camps in Diingwulung, this 

resource-rich, socially significant and culturally beloved place. 

Mission-time 

Historic archaeological sites associated with the Weipa Missions from 1892 to 1968 include “an 

earthen-walled church at 20 Mile, trees, fences, yards and other ancillary features such as milking 

yards. Well-preserved Aboriginal settlements occupy the fringes of the mission precinct, including 

over 25 earth mounds with diverse post-contact artefact scatters, remains of structures, scarred 

trees and other features” (Shiner and Morrison, 2009:54). The extant remains of the Mission at 

Jessica Point are the former kitchen/dining room, now the Napranum Mayor’s house (Figure 5-1), 

some fruit trees and coconut palms planted in the earlier settlement, beach almond trees beside the 

Home and Community Care (HACC) planted to shade the cattle yards at Weipa South (Figure 5-2) 

and a coconut palm near the main entrance marks where the milking cows were kept overnight 

(McNaughton, 2007:31).



126 
 

 

Figure 5-1 Mayor’s house, Napranum, former mission 
kitchen and dining room, 11/7/2013 

 

Figure 5-2 Napranum HACC with almond trees from the 
former mission

Cattle yards 

Evidence for the cattle industry on Wathayn Country evokes memories of when Aboriginal stockmen 

increased access to their land and flourished despite low wages. A small herd of cattle purchased in 

1892 from York Downs began the local mission-based cattle industry in Mapoon, Weipa and 

Aurukun, providing income and meat (McKay, 1936, Miller, 1936-1937). By 1904 Weipa Mission 

Station had 46 milking cows and calves and 21 horses and by 1909 stock paddocks and gardens were 

fenced (Edwards, 2007:36,27). In 1917 horses and cattle were branded and castrated on the Mission 

(McNaughton, 2007:30). Stock camps and cattle yards were established at Running Creek before 

Weipa Mission was relocated to Jessica Point in 1930 (Morrison et al., 2015:88). By the 1930s a herd 

of 200 head provided employment for local stockmen to brand and muster for several weeks at least 

once a year; six men worked at the circular stockyard built in 1939 at Running Creek, halfway 

between the two Mission sites, which continued in use until the 1960s (McNaughton, 2007:30-31).  

Ringers from Aurukun, Mapoon and Weipa mustered cattle out of the scrub at Running Creek, drove 

as many as they could to 20 Mile to draft into each Mission’s herd, cut out those to be sold or killed, 

then branded and drove the Weipa breeding cows back to Running Creek (R. Madua, 12/9/2013 

pers. comm.). Ancillary skills the men learned on other cattle stations included tanning hides in 

water steeped with ironbark for leatherwork and saddlery, salting and smoking beef and rendering 

bullock fat to make soap (McNaughton, 2007:31). 

The cattle industry grew from the 1960s as the herd was improved and more yards, wells and 

facilities were maintained on the Weipa Reserve; new yards were built at 20 Mile in 1969 and closed 

in the 1970s (Morrison et al., 2015:88). In 1971 the main stock camp was moved to Running Creek 

and new yards were built and extended and a concrete plunge dip built in 1972 (McNaughton, 

2007:35,47). In the mid-1970s cattle raising was “a major enterprise aimed towards economic 

development of the Aboriginal community” and the Napranum butcher supplied local beef to the 

497 residents in Weipa (ibid:48). Ringers camped near the yards while working, but most of the 
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evidence is indistinguishable from later camping, except for two mango trees they planted beside 

the creek. 

As bauxite mining expanded, cattle were a risk to mine traffic so a fence was built from the Barkley 

yard at Uningan to Spring Creek, confining the beasts to east Weipa, but the Wet season and strong 

winds brought trees and branches down to breach the fence and the cattle went into thick 

regenerated scrub at Nannum where even horses could not follow them (R. Madua 12/9/2013 pers. 

comm. McNaughton, 2007:49-50).  

By the early 1980s the cattle industry was no longer supportable on the Weipa Peninsula so the 

stock was moved north-east to Billy’s Lagoon, too far away for the Napranum residents to be 

tempted by the low wages, so cattle work ceased to be important in their lives and Country (ibid). 

Mining era evidence 

There are many reminders of Comalco/Rio Tinto Alcan around Weipa, from the early exploratory 

phase of bauxite mining in the 1950s (Figures 14,15) to recent changes in the physical landscape and 

social fabric. Areas of Country are locked away from traditional owners for the duration of mining 

and the landscape changes irrevocably as rehabilitated land is lower and has poor soil structure, 

contributing to drainage problems (Leggate, 1974:15). 

From the mid-1950s, exploration to determine the extent and quality of bauxite deposits left aerial 

markers, blazed trees (Figures 5-3, 5-4) and a grid of survey lines and drill holes criss-crossing Weipa 

Peninsula, visible on aerial photographs and in some areas still used as walking tracks to reach 

traditional lands as mining blocks prevent direct access. 

 

Figure 5-3 Marker for mining aerial surveys at East 
Wathayn 2/9/2013 

 

Figure 5-4 Mining exploration blazed tree East Wathayn 
2/9/2013 

At first “treating mined areas as waste land”, Comalco began rehabilitation work in 1966, exploring 

“the possibilities of productive land use, agriculture or forestry”, fortunately examining “native 

species so that they can be regenerated where necessary or desirable” and realising that this is the 

cheapest option (Leggate, 1974:18-19). Several poor choices spread and remain in the landscape 

such as the wild tobacco tree (Solanum mauritianum) and the plantation timber tree African 



128 
 

Mahogany that does not form tap roots in the underlying red ironstone layer so is prone to falling 

over in rain and wind (Meek, 2014 pers. comm.). Pasture plants such as gamba and mission grass 

escaped to become noxious weeds and fire hazards (Business Queensland, 2016). When cattle trials 

at Andoom ceased, the introduced gamba grew unchecked and is now a major weed management 

problem (Wrigley, 2009a:19)

Initially fine tailings with wet overburden were used to fill plots being rehabilitated, but these set like 

cement, preventing rain from entering the soil so few plants grew (Stewart, 1974:3). Mining 

compacts the ironstone layer making it impervious to rain, so this is now ripped as the overburden is 

restored during rehabilitation (ibid:8,10) with a mix of locally native seeds collected by the 

traditional owners to return familiar and useful plants. 

Former settling pond Lake Patricia, Weipa town, facilities, civic buildings and housing are evidence 

for the mining era. Much of the Alngith landscape has been covered or changed as large, high quality 

bauxite deposits were mined early and replaced by port facilities, maintenance structures and 

accommodation (Comalco Ltd., 1967:10-11). A sculpture of Alngith totems graces the site where 

fancy houses built for Comalco executives at Evans Landing were removed in deference to Alngith 

sacred places (Figure 5-5) (R. Madua 12/9/2013 pers. comm).  

 

Figure 5-5 Alngith sculpture of totems at Evans Landing 14/5/2012 

Weipa town was planned for the long life of the ore body and permanence of the community 

(Comalco Ltd., 1967:24) and will support mining for many decades as the Amrun area south of the 

Embley River comes into production. Weipa will remain a tourist destination and local administrative 

centre when mining ceases on the Peninsula. 

Mining employees living in Weipa mostly use 4WD vehicles and camping trailers to go further afield 

to fish, hunt and camp with family and friends. Local Aboriginal people tend to camp on their own 

land in favoured locations leaving evidence for campfires, earth ovens (kup marie) and shelters.  
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There are some benefits in the new landscape: kaolin mining finished in 1996 when cheaper product 

was available from Brazil (Comalco Ltd., nd), leaving a dam which is off-limits, but some of the young 

people from Napranum sneak in on hot days for a swim. Crocodiles make sea swimming dangerous, 

Napranum no longer has a swimming pool and the Weipa town pool incurs costs, is too far to walk 

and some Aboriginal children feel shy around so many white bodies, so it is understandable that my 

anonymous sources would take the risk to cool off. 

Napranum today 

Wet weather limits access to sites and resources and extreme weather affects all of Weipa, shutting 

shops including Woolworths supermarket, so many residents come to the Napranum shop where 

Beatrice met the RTA Weipa CEO (B. Gordon 11/9/2019 pers. comm.). Beatrice’s biggest 

inconvenience was not being able to go fishing or get to Wathayn outstation and eat fresh akul. 

Access to bush tucker is determined by transport as well as seasonality. Beatrice was unable to get a 

lift to Wathayn outstation when the car had a flat tyre that could not be fixed in Napranum (B. 

Gordon 11/9/2019 pers. comm.). The swamp at Chandan, not far from Napranum, is a convenient 

place to get fresh food when it is too wet to get to Wathayn outstation (B. Gordon 20/2/2017 pers. 

comm.).  

Students are now bussed to Weipa schools as the Napranum primary school was closed when a tree 

fell on it and only the preschool was operating in 2017. The renovated school building now houses 

the Town Council and the War Memorial has been relocated alongside this complex (Figures 5-6, 5-

7). The old cemetery in Napranum was begun in Mission-time and a new one has recent interments. 

The cemeteries at Mapoon and Weipa are remarkable for the memorials and artificial flowers, toys, 

decorations and other tributes to the departed. There is a homely sense as families visit their late kin 

to talk to them, possibly the historical influence of sailors from New Guinea, Papua and the Pacific 

Islands settling and becoming part of the local families. The influx continues as RTA attracts Pacific 

Islander people to work in the mines, some of whom marry local people and share their cultures.

 

Figure 5-6 Napranum Council buildings 2017 

 

Figure 5-7 The relocated Napranum War Memorial 
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Cultural Heritage Management (CHM) 

Australia’s dominant society maintains protective laws over places with which it has little traditional 

connection and may disempower the traditional owners (McBryde, 1995:8-9), sometimes to the 

detriment of Indigenous concepts of ownership (Hollowell and Nicholas, 2009:144-146,149, Smith, 

2012:53-57) where land and people are entwined, with people remembered through places and vice 

versa (Ballard, 2014:119).  

The western concept of private property values economic productivity and marketability over 

conservation, justifying excavation of artefacts as heritage commodities detached from landscapes 

that can be recorded then destroyed or removed before development (Fanning et al., 2011:5). This 

reduces “the link between landscapes, cultural practices, and passage of knowledge between 

generations” (Fanning et al., 2011, Nicholas et al., 2009:263). 

For Indigenous custodians, culture includes the spiritual landscape, “everything that makes us who 

we are” (Carcross/Tagish First Nation et al., 2016) and is essential for the well-being and continuity 

of Indigenous societies (Nicholas, 2019:91). Cultural heritage includes the meanings, values and 

practices by which people engage with, communicate and “make meaning in and for the present” 

(Smith, 2006). Intangible heritage includes traditions received from ancestors and passed on to 

descendants “constantly recreated and providing its bearers with a sense of identity and continuity” 

(Cook and Taylor, 2013:19).  

Heritage management is “inherently political, engaging stakeholders and practitioners in sometimes 

adversarial debate and struggle” (Baird, 2013:328) and research by anthropologists, archaeologists, 

geographers, landscape architects, museum practitioners and other ‘experts’ has implications for 

Indigenous groups and local communities who may challenge how their heritage is classified and 

represented (Bird Rose, 1996, Memmott et al., 2007, Strang, 2003) 

Heritage practices are “interwoven with relations of power” (McCormack, 2017:126-127) and 

‘scientific archaeology’ is intertwined with nationalist ideologies (Bruchac, 2014:2017), re-

contextualizing sites and resources and deciding the significance of sites for government regulators 

(McCormack, 2017:126-127).  

Many researchers in the 1960s thought the imperative to investigate a disappearing archaeological 

resource was to excavate occupation sites with long sequences, but others like McBryde began 

regional studies of mapping sites in areas, including traditional owners and contemporary 

significance (McBryde, 1986:19). In the 1970s landscape archaeology expanded mainly through 

commercial contracts and archaeological surveys undertaken without engaging key stakeholders 
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recorded only “the physical and historic characteristics” of sites (Roberts et al., 2005:49) and little 

oral history or social significance (Byrne et al., 2001:125). This undervalued Indigenous knowledge 

and practices and limited their input to planning and resource management (Carter and Hill, 2007:4).  

Towards the 1980s, partly due to influences from New Archaeology like David Clarke and Colin 

Renfrew in the UK and Richard Gould, from USA but working in Australia, increased interest in 

ethnohistory and the involvement of Aboriginal communities in archaeological investigations 

increased (McBryde, 1986:22). 

In the 1980s, Kutikina/Fraser Cave illustrated the dilemma between the scientific and spiritual values 

of a place significant to two cultures: “to archaeologists who have a cultural belief in the importance 

of knowledge [and] sacred to Aborigines who believe that the strange rituals which archaeologists 

perform at the site constitute desecration” (Sullivan, 1975:30). 

From the 1970s the Indigenous Rights movement led to Indigenous critiques of research into their 

cultures, seeing archaeological studies in cultural heritage management as part of “an ongoing 

process of colonial dispossession” and identifying “archaeological policies and practices” as racist 

(Allen and Phillips, 2010:21). Indigenous groups challenged the Western dominance of heritage 

studies (Nicholas, 2019:87) and criticised archaeologists and anthropologists for “ignoring the 

disruption to Indigenous cultures from colonialism and leaving contemporary Indigenous people in a 

state of limbo” (Allen and Phillips, 2010:20).  

Many archaeologists recognised issues of marginalisation and appropriation (McBryde, 1985) and 

negotiated relationships with Indigenous custodians, engaging with “the political implications and 

the moral responsibilities of their work” (Smith and Jackson, 2006:339), accepting that Indigenous 

peoples own their past (ibid, Smith and Wobst, 2005). 

The rapid development of academic and resource management projects including Indigenous 

knowledge has portrayed this as “an essentialized and universal truth rather than remaining a 

diverse range of highly localized and contested knowledge” (Wohling, 2009). Legal heritage site 

registers set in print assessments of tangible and intangible significance, but community heritage 

meanings are dynamic (Wells, 2017:27), may be difficult to share (McBryde, 1995:8) and may differ 

between several communities as values change and evolve within memory communities (Chilton, 

2012:226,232). 

Cultural heritage surveys for large-scale mining and development generate most of the 

archaeological knowledge in Australia, but this data is not generally accessible to researchers 

(Frankel, 2014). The commercial value of a resource is weighed against the immeasurable cultural 

value of a site or landscape in the path of development (Rolfe and Windle, 2003) and in areas of rich 
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underground resources, cultural heritage practitioners may be swayed by “strong economic and 

political incentives to assess sites as low significance, so they are not perceived as obstacles to 

development” (Bird et al., 2016:339).  

Cultural heritage strategies should contain respect for tangible and intangible places (Byrne and 

Nugent, 2004, Ross et al., 2013, Wrigley, 2009e), discussions with traditional owners including 

spiritual philosophies and contemporary ideas of land management and issues of community health 

and well-being (Byrne, 2008) that help maintain culture and strengthen connections to Country 

(McClean, 2013:97).  

Aboriginal control of land, culture and knowledge, including scientific research on their ancestors 

(Griffiths, 2018:224) “is motivated by a deep sense of responsibility to the ancestors and the 

maintenance of a spiritual order the disturbance of which could have negative ramifications for all” 

(McCaul and Roberts, 2015); as one Aboriginal traditional owner said:  “that’s our job” (McCaul, 

2014).  

Mining and cultural heritage management 

There is “a long history of conflict between mining companies and Aboriginal groups over land use 

and site disturbance” (Bradshaw, 2000:10). Even the introduction of Aboriginal heritage protection 

legislation in Australian states brought little change as companies began ad hoc cultural heritage 

management surveys of variable quality simply as a legal exercise (ibid).  

Alngith people were alienated from vast areas of Country and story places and their cultural 

resources were destroyed as Aboriginal people were kept out of early decision-making by Weipa 

mining enterprises, despite negotiating and creating opportunities to involve them in the industry 

(Suchet, 1994:88). 

Destruction of culturally modified trees left traditional owners feeling that they had little control or 

power over what was happening and Comalco was only concerned with its own interests 

(McNaughton and Morrison, 2005:67). Elders were angry that access to their own land was 

restricted and one traditional owner on a tour of the mining area shook her fist at a haulage truck 

carrying a load of bauxite, “saying in disgust that they get money from her bauxite” and sang a song 

she had composed in her own language: “My mother’s belly is open with blood … I’m sorry for land” 

(Suchet, 1994:84). Comalco’s disruption of access to resource-rich land around Napranum and the 

eventual decline in prey species led to disappointment and anger as people struggled to maintain 

their cultural traditions and personal connections to their Country (McNaughton and Morrison, 

2005:67). 
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Hammersley Iron, a subsidiary of Rio Tinto, ignorant of Aboriginal issues as was common in the early 

1990s development culture, won a legal case against traditional owners in Western Australia but 

their project suffered expensive delays and the emerging direction of Aboriginal rights in the 1990s 

brought adverse publicity, leading to changes in approach (Bradshaw, 2000:12).  

Initially Comalco did not think that the Aboriginal people had retained or were passing on their 

culture, singing their songs or using the natural resources, but after many meetings starting with 

prayers and ‘hard work’ by the traditional owners, the company slowly improved their 

understanding (Fletcher, 2007:18). Comalco’s environmental managers met with traditional owners 

in 1994, developing more collaborative management practices for mining and post-mining planning 

(Suchet-Pearson and Howitt, 2006:119-120). Touring Weipa mine, traditional owners said they were 

afraid that renaming their Country with English names would estrange them from their cultural 

identity and their own geography, but the unfamiliar names remain in use on the mines (ibid:120). 

Alngith names of Weipa town areas have been added to the map and road signs. 

Mining companies in general and RTA specifically appreciate the value of good relationships with 

traditional owners and ethical cultural heritage management (Department of Resources Energy and 

Tourism, 2009b). They recognise that Indigenous cultures sustained themselves and the land for 

millennia and respect their need to maintain cultural practices for spiritual health (ibid:17, Rio Tinto, 

2011, 2016). RTA sponsors mandatory cultural awareness training for all employees (Fletcher, 

2007:18). This is a serious job as Aboriginal presenters negotiate with powerful presences in the 

landscape and introduce newcomers through rituals, involving great responsibility in natural and 

cultural resource management (Green and Martin, 2017:296-297).               

In 1996 Rio Tinto Australia employed their first archaeologist, Dr Elizabeth Bradshaw, who had been 

instrumental in the adoption of the World Archaeological Congress (WAC) First Code of Ethics in 

1990 (Smith, 2011:228). In 1997 Rio Tinto signed the first regional land use agreement with 

traditional owners, the Gumala people, for a major resource development under the Australian 

Native Title Act 1993 (Bradshaw, 2000:21, Johnson, 2001:3). By 2007 Bradshaw was Rio Tinto’s 

Principal Cultural Heritage Advisor and had established an Aboriginal Training and Liaison Unit to 

build relationships with Aboriginal communities and better understand their issues (Bradshaw and 

Group, 2011:17). A team of cultural heritage managers run a central heritage program applied across 

all mines to meet the Company’s needs to explore, mine and address the needs and concerns of 

local Aboriginal groups (ibid).  

Standardised methodology and Cultural Heritage Management Plans (CHMP) are widely applied over 

Australia’s mining industry (Godwin et al., 1999). Under three Weipa Indigenous Land Use 



134 
 

Agreements (ILUAs) RTA must identify, respect and conserve Aboriginal places of significance in their 

mining leases. RTA specialists cooperate in heritage conservation and land management 

responsibilities with traditional owners (Bradshaw and Group, 2011).  

Rio Tinto Alcan’s systematic cultural heritage program complies with the terms of the WCCCA and 

since 2003 the bauxite plateaux and woodlands to be affected by mining or infrastructure have been 

surveyed to identify cultural sites and appropriate mitigation strategies for significant sites are 

agreed with traditional owners (Shiner et al., 2018, Shiner and Morrison, 2009) while clearing the 

rest of the area for works (McNaughton, 2007, Morrison et al., 2012, Rolfe and Windle, 2003).  

In 1971 the imminent completion of plans for a new hotel complex overlooking Albatross Bay was 

heralded (Bauxite Bulletin, 1969-1992:8th October), but as no cultural heritage survey was 

undertaken the important Alngith story at this site was not revealed (F. Charger 10/5/2012 pers. 

comm.). Nowadays, access is restricted to the paperbark swamp between ‘The Alby’ and the Bay due 

to cultural significance (S. Walker 12/5/2012 pers. comm.).   

The mining companies gave English names to mine blocks, replacing the traditional names for these 

areas, which saddened Weipa Aboriginal people (Suchet-Pearson and Howitt, 2006:119). Learning 

from experience, RTA camped with Wik-Waya traditional owners early in the Amrun project, naming 

16 mine blocks in Wik-Waya language (Rio Tinto, 2017:10) Wik-Way people designed a traditional 

owners’ area, named ‘Chivarri’ after the Seagull ancestor, which has a timeline, culturally significant 

scarred trees from the mining area and a firepit to help them perform welcome to Country 

ceremonies and maintain their cultural knowledge and identity (Rio Tinto, 2017:11). 

Rio Tinto Alcan assumes that as cultural heritage requirements and work are endorsed by traditional 

owners and proponents under their ILUAs, the Queensland Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Act 2003 

(the Act) does not apply (E. Bradshaw, pers. comm. 20/8/2012, J. Shiner 2012, pers. comm. 

12/9/2012). The Act has not been legally excluded from operation on the Weipa mining leases so 

could be invoked if relationships degenerated and the parties felt that the WCCCA became 

ineffective in protecting Aboriginal heritage.  

The Act does not require the State heritage authority to be notified of research proposals or 

outcomes, closing a former avenue of peer assessment, which could have weighed proposed 

destruction to cultural features against the likely results of the excavations in this ARC project. 

Wathayn people and Cultural Heritage Management 

Rio Tinto Alcan’s staff and consultants undertaking cultural heritage surveys always ask traditional 

owners about any cultural significance in adjacent areas; but as survey work involves a long day, the 
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traditional owners might not want to indicate a site near the project boundaries due to fatigue or a 

desire to suppress sensitive information as anonymity can be a good conservation technique. An RTA 

commissioned anthropological and oral history study of the Diingwulung cattle yards (McNaughton, 

2007) includes information on traditional cultural campsites, and there are hints of spiritual places in 

other cultural heritage survey reports. This information is piecemeal, but some has been drawn 

together in our Wathayn cultural map. 

Rio Tinto Alcan bans trespassers in the mining leases for Occupational Health and Safety 

requirements and to keep outsiders from disturbing traditional county. The sign (Figure 5-8) includes 

threats of legal action and disclaimers for responsibility for injuries to illegal road users. 

Archaeological excavations also have warning signs to prevent trespass and damage (Figure 5-9).  

 

Figure 5-8 RTA sign warning of No Public Access, except 
for RTA operations and traditional owners 9/9/2012 

 

Figure 5-9 RTA Sign warning of archaeological 
excavation in progress with archaeologist, Billy O Fóghlú 
25/9/2012

In September 2019 some Indigenous people from Napranum took akul shells from Wathayn Country 

without asking permission from the traditional owners, advertising jars of akul flesh for sale for $50 

on Facebook (B. Gordon 12/9/2019 pers. comm.). RTA extended their protection to traditional 

resources with warning signs on the access tracks to Wathayn and will watch for and deter 

offenders.  

When mining ceases and the land reverts to the traditional owners, the responsibility to maintain 

and protect cultural heritage will fall on the custodians under the Queensland Aboriginal Cultural 

Heritage Act 2003 (the Act) which provides blanket protection for Aboriginal cultural heritage sites 

(Department of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Partnerships, 2018). Under the Act, all land 

users have a duty of care “to take reasonable and practicable measures to ensure their activities do 

not harm Aboriginal cultural heritage sites regardless of whether or not they have been recorded on 

a database or register” (Dr Stephen Nichols, Site Registrar, Cultural Heritage Unit, email of 17 

February 2015). Proponents may send cultural heritage reports to the State authority, but this is not 

mandatory and RTA has not provided copies (ibid). 
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The Act protects shell mounds and other Aboriginal sites of significance (Queensland Government, 

2018) if good information is contributed to its Sites Register and geographic identification system, 

but enforcement requires local vigilance and protection of the sites. The traditional owners are best 

placed to educate the public about the importance of their significant sites. 

Cultural heritage managers are constrained by bureaucracies and institutions that rely on an 

overwhelming array of policies, procedures and guidelines in which the ideas and practices of 

heritage are often subsumed within a rigid and complex framework that rewards compliance (Baird, 

2013:337). Compliance targets the study area, but understanding how sites relate to the 

surrounding region is essential to understand the meanings of the landscape to the traditional 

owners, especially as some story places are unnamed ecological zones and memory  places without 

archaeological features, significant through religious and cosmological associations (McNaughton 

and Morrison, 2005:71). Cultural heritage management often requires compromise, mitigation or 

management, even though traditional owners prefer no disturbance of their sites (Godwin, 2010:5).  

Traditional owners on the WCCCA Board can request specific surveys of adjacent areas if heritage 

values are in danger of being compromised by development or infrastructure, but they take part in 

cultural heritage assessments already programmed by RTA rather than directing which areas should 

be surveyed or identifying their own priorities (McNaughton, 2007:5). The WCCCA confirms the 

traditional owners’ inclusion in the ARC project, but colonial power structures still diminish the 

ability of Indigenous people to shape research (McNiven and Connaughton, 2018:2). The Wathayn 

people did not exercise their right to challenge the project design or request research of value to 

them or to mitigate the effects on their sites (eg: McNaughton, 2007). The reasons for this are 

unclear, but it is possible that they may not wish to jeopardise their relationships with the power 

holders involved in their lives and Country (Coconut, 2005:25). 

Protection of the Weipa shell mounds 

The much-studied Weipa shell mounds have suffered the vicissitudes of economic possibilities and 

heritage protection. In the late 1970s Comalco doubted that the Weipa shell mounds were of 

cultural origin and considered mining them for lime (Bailey, 1993:1). Dr Josephine Flood, Assistant 

Director of the Australian Heritage Commission (AHC) visited the mounds in 1980. Convinced of the 

cultural heritage significance of these shell mounds to Aboriginal people and Australian archaeology, 

she commissioned reports and successfully nominated them to the Register of the National Estate 

(RNE) to prevent their destruction (J. Flood pers. comm. 5/10/2011). This afforded protection under 

the Australian Heritage Commission Act 1975 to sections of the banks of the Pine, Mission, Embley 

and Hey Rivers (Figures 5-10, 5-11). 
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Figure 5-10 Map of areas of shell mounds at Weipa. GN Bailey March 1993 Fig I in (Bailey, 1993) 
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Figure 5-11 The Weipa Shell Mounds Area, Register of the National Estate, Dept of Sustainability, Environment, Water, 
Population and Communities. 5/3/2014 

The RNE entry for Weipa stated: “This Weipa area contains more than 300 Aboriginal shell mounds 

of most impressive and unusual size and form. They include some of the largest middens in the 

world. Shell, bone, charcoal and stone and bone artefacts have been excavated from them and they 

have an antiquity of at least one thousand years” (ibid). 

Thaynakwith traditional owner Thancoupie took comfort from the protection of the Weipa shell 

mounds through the RNE (Fletcher, 2007:70). Sadly the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 

Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC) repealed the Australian Heritage Commission Act 1975, the AHC 

ceased and the RNE became redundant (Department of the Environment, 2013). The first EPBC Act 

neglected to include cultural heritage for protection, so eager was it to cover all the moths, lizards 

and trees; cultural herirtage provisions were added in 2004 (McGrath, 2016). Achieving heritage 

protection through legislation is an unpredictable and often disheartening path when places can be 
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removed from registration, disturbance allowed by the presiding Minister, or the legislation and its 

Register repealed by the Attorney General’s office (Department of the Environment and Energy, 

2017).  

The current National Heritage List of “places of outstanding significance to the nation” does not 

include the Weipa shell mounds (ibid). The National Heritage Strategy covers only places (not 

objects) of national and world heritage significance, leaving state and local governments to maintain 

other places of significance (Department of the Environment, 2013). This includes costs for 

conservation, which can conflict with development initiatives backed by private industry and 

politicians who seek their favour and funds. Even sites on the World Heritage list that include 

Indigenous territories are rarely inscribed for their Indigenous cultural values (Smith et al., 

2019:286). 

After RTA leaves Weipa, the shell mounds could be proposed to the Queensland Aboriginal cultural 

heritage database (Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Act 2003), which holds 50 years of information, but 

is not publicly available and “is not a complete or accurate record of all cultural heritage in the 

State” (Dr Stephen Nichols, Site Registrar, Cultural Heritage Unit, email of 17 February 2015). Several 

Weipa shell mounds are on the database, but many more recorded Weipa sites are not as RTA has 

not provided site information (ibid). 

Beatrice seemed saddened by the extent of destruction of their shell monuments but philosophical. 

Wathayn people tell the ancestral spirits what is happening and require trenches to be backfilled to 

look the same as before. The methodology included one-metre-wide trenches dug from the mound’s 

base into the centre and the material cast aside for small column samples to be taken from each 

trench for analyses (Holdaway et al., 2017). In perspective, the damage to shell mounds pales in 

comparison to the huge areas of landscape torn asunder to mine bauxite, leaving rehabilitated 

ground up to four metres lower than before.  

With no weed matting, tags or other on-site methods to indicate the locations of the archaeological 

trenches, future researchers will have to find the locations of excavations through the RTA database 

to avoid disturbed material (J. Shiner 2013 pers. comm.). This raises issues of how accurate the 

location data are, how long database technologies will remain accessible and who will maintain the 

database (Clarke, 2015) when RTA finishes mining and relinquishes responsibility for the land. 

Weipa’s shell mounds are rare examples of a site type that existed all around the Australian coast 

but were mined for lime as colonial towns were built (Bonhomme, 1999:229) or destroyed by storms 

and cyclones (Attenbrow, 2004:29) and by development (Tugby and Tugby, 1965).  Enough material 
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has been excavated from Weipa to investigate the past without further large-scale destruction and 

any future excavations should be small and involve more detailed testing of sediments and residues.  

When the land returns to the traditional owners, they may prefer to manage their cultural landscape 

themselves without the restrictions of heritage legislation. The power of adverse publicity can make 

developers reconsider their operations, particularly since more Australians have embraced the rights 

of dispossessed Aboriginal people to have control over what happens on their traditional lands.  
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 What’s it all about? Research Results 

Archaeology of contemporary and historic Wathayn sites 

I recorded physical evidence for recent and historic campsites and tracks on Wathayn Country to 

explore whether recording recent features contributes to explanations of investigations into older 

sites. Figure 6-1 shows the historic sites and modern places, some still in use, considered in this 

analysis. Highlighted features that may help to explain past practices include historic camp sites, 

dinner time camps, Small Wathayn outstation at Diingwulung and its relationship to the historic 

cattle yards and Big Wathayn outstation, a modern camp complex with a recent earth oven (kup 

marie), and outlying hearths and middens beside Small Bellvue or Wathayn Creek. However, 

assessment of the quantity of fauna consumed and the methods of cooking for both types of sites 

may be skewed as shells and bones left on campsites are depleted and disordered by scavenging 

birds and dogs (Walters, 1984:399).  

 

Figure 6-1 Historic and modern places at Wathayn and Diingwulung 

Wathayn Outstation 

‘Big’ Wathayn, the second, current outstation (Figure 6-2), continues the site of a large traditional 

late Wet season camp with shelters built on stilts with ladders (Duke, 2005:29), close to 

Wathayn/Small Bellvue Creek, which is fed by three springs associated with the Stingray story, 

where the spirits of the dead rest (B. Gordon 2012 pers. comm., Duke, 2005:vi,29). Beatrice’s family 
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used to visit and camp in the vicinity of the present outstation before and during Mission-time (B. 

Gordon, J. Wilson & S. Gordon 2012 pers. comm.).  

 

Figure 6-2 Plan of Big Wathayn outstation 

Wathayn outstation was built in 1999 when the Cape York Land Council (CYLC) supported the 

establishment of one donga, but it burned down while two old people were staying in it; fortunately, 

they ran out to safety although everything else was destroyed (B. Gordon, 2014, pers. comm.). There 



143 
 

was a water pump to raise water from the creek (the rusted galvanised iron tank and stand are still 

there (Figure 6-3) and a generator that was stolen as there was no fence at that time (ibid). 

Comalco rebuilt two dongas in a wire-fenced compound approximately 70m square and the WCCCA 

Trust gave $200,000 to construct the veranda, the fence, a third little donga, the bathroom/laundry, 

a new generator and pump (Western Cape Communities Trust, 2017). The fence was cut and the 

generator stolen again in 2019 and the WCCCA was going to replace them (B. Gordon 11/9/2019 

pers. comm.).  

Matriarch Beatrice has her own donga, 15mx8m and other family members including children stay in 

the two other dongas, approximately 25x10m, which are connected by a breezeway and shady, 

roofed decks with a central staircase. 

The CYLC provided a rainwater tank that collects from the biggest roofs, but hunters shoot holes in it 

(B. Gordon, J. Wilson & S. Gordon 2012 pers. comm.). The rainwater supplies an ablution block 

approximately 10x10m with toilet, shower and washing machine (Figure 6-4). 

 

Figure 6-3 Header pressure tank from earlier camp 
outside the current fence and beside the scarred tree 
monument 6/6/2012 

 

Figure 6-4 Wathayn outstation ablutions and laundry 
block 6/6/2012 

Children at the outstation play with sticks, stones and some modern plastic toys (Figure 6-5). This 

raises the possibility that some of the items on archaeological camp sites were not vital parts of 

activities but just interesting keepsakes or toys, used briefly then discarded (Langley, 2019).  

Rio Tinto Alcan helps to maintain the outstation, contracting another company to install and 

maintain the satellite telephone, essential for emergency use (ibid). Rio Tinto Alcan and Wathayn 

men collaborate in an annual cool season burn, usually in August, to clear the undergrowth around 

the outstation and across much of the nearby land (Figure 6-6). 
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Figure 6-5 Children playing at Wathayn Outstation 
5/9/2012 

 

Figure 6-6 View from Beatrice’s donga, grass yet to be 
cleared in compound 7/6/2012 

Food resources 

Fish caught at the junction of Small Bellvue/Wathayn Creek and the Embley River and mangrove 

mud-shells are always abundant at the outstation and occasionally small game such as echidnas are 

caught. Other local foods include lady apple, white apple and peanut trees, arrowroot and hairy, 

wild or whiskery yam, arbanum (Coconut, 2005:71), all of which will be planted in rehabilitated areas 

(Wrigley, 2009e:9), and ambanum or coothai that will keep for days in the refrigerator after 

preparation (B. Gordon 8/8/2019 pers. comm.). Beatrice does not like eating freshwater fish as they 

are fatty, she prefers barramundi and other saltwater fish (B. Gordon 12/8/2019 pers. comm.). 

When camping at Wathayn, Beatrice’s grandparents would rise at dawn and watch where the 

flies/bees flew, leading them to the sugarbag nest (B. Gordon, 2014, pers. comm, McNaughton and 

Morrison, 2005:17). Special cuts were made in the bark with a hatchet to mark ownership of the 

sugarbag and no one else could access the nest or the owner might be offended (B. Gordon 

4/6/2012 pers. comm.). Elders would take the children later in the day to chop a hole in the tree and 

collect honey by inserting a long stick into the nest, from which honey would run down to a piece of 

tea tree bark or a billycan to be shared with everyone (B. Gordon, Cathy, Keesha and Nancy Wilson 

22/5/2012 pers. comm.). No-one remembers who made a blaze of ownership on a sugarbag tree in 

Napranum so, although the owner is probably deceased, no one will take the honey in case the spirit 

makes them sick (Gordon and Charger, 2012). 

Multiple fires 

Aboriginal people usually have a campfire in the yard around which most activities take place, even 

in modern housing settlements (Bradley and Yanyuwa familes, 2010:23). At the Wathayn outstation 

a main campfire burning in the south-west corner, sheltered between the dongas, is used to boil a 

billy and cook shellfish, fish and shop-bought food (Figure 6-7). Concrete blocks in the hearth are 

used to cook shellfish, although in the past the old people just used coals (C. Gordon 2013 pers. 
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comm). Wathayn people sit around the fire and yarn, with the modern innovation of plastic chairs 

for the elders, although some still sit on the ground. A yarn is “essentially a conversation but the 

difference is at the end of it you should reach a group consensus about something” (Whitau, 2018).  

Refuse and fallen leaves are raked into small piles – middens - that are later burned in slow fires, 

strategically placed so smoke repels mosquitos and sand-flies from the living spaces (Figures 6-8 to 

6-10). Wathayn people also burn lumps of the black inner core of termite mounds (called ‘mosquito 

coil’) to deter biting insects (B. Gordon & E. Keppell 11/9/2013 pers. comm.).  

Pickering noted that less mobile family members may remain at the home camp while others went 

off foraging (Pickering, 2003:69). At Wathayn the frailer family members remained around the 

campfire while others went fishing or showed me sites. 

The way the adults and children use the dongas and living space, and how they tidy up and burn 

rubbish, may reflect elements of traditional practices in home-base camps. The maintenance of 

several simultaneous fires, at least one for cooking and others to discourage insects and spirits - if a 

past practice - may be visible in the archaeological record as multiple hearths, proportional to the 

number of families in the group and the season when the camp was used. As many small fires are lit 

each time the camp is used, it would be difficult to establish contemporaneity. 

 

Figure 6-7 Wathayn outstation, Caroline at the 
community fire 6/9/2013 

  

Figure 6-8 Wathayn Outstation ground raked clean with 
small middens at the base of the trees 5/9/2012 

 

Figure 6-9 Wathayn Outstation, a small midden at the 
base of the steps 5/9/2012 

 

Figure 6-10 Wathayn Outstation, a small midden 
becomes a smoky fire 5/9/2012 
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Kup marie (earth oven) 

Wathayn people rarely cook in a kup marie now although they reminisce about how delicious food is 

when cooked this way (B. & C. Gordon 2013 pers. comm.). When large quantities of cockles (T. 

granosa) were procured from Cockatoo Island they were cooked in a big kup marie at Kwamter (B. 

Gordon 2014 pers. comm.). Beatrice and her cousin Cora (Elizabeth Keppell) spoke of the men 

hunting wallabies and pigs when they were at Small Wathayn outstation and sharing ‘big meat’ 

cooked in a kup marie which was the basis for a party (B. Gordon & E. Keppell 6/9/2013 pers. 

comm.). 

A kup marie is made in suitable sandy soil near a shady tree by scraping a shallow hole and lighting a 

fire in it; when the wood is reduced to coals, food is placed in it wrapped in aluminium foil or tea 

tree bark (G. Peinkinna pers. comm 6/9/2013) with broken lumps of termite mound that have been 

heated very hot (Fletcher, 2007:80). The kup marie is covered with tea tree bark or sheets of 

corrugated iron, Colourbond or flattened tins. Large animals were cooked in kup marie near where 

they were caught, then the Coconut family continued to the camp on Wathayn Creek with the meat 

wrapped in paperbark or its modern equivalents (B. Gordon 17/9/2012, pers. comm.). The material 

discarded on one site may suggest that past lives were constrained to the resources of a small area 

but food procured further afield and brought in left no traces of bone or shell.  

Oral history revealed the location of the last kup marie site used at Wathayn outstation, in sand 

under the shade of eucalyptus about 40 metres north-east of the perimeter fence, used in 2009 to 

cook a small pig that Graham Peinkinna had caught at the creek when it blundered into him (C. 

Gordon, G. Peinkinna 2012 pers. comm.). This may have been the first use of this kup marie site but 

often earth oven sites were reused as the substrate improved in texture with repeated use and heat 

retainers could be reused (Ó Foghlú, 2017) this area was a traditional campsite, it could have been 

used previously. 

Ever since the amnesty for surrender of unregistered firearms under Australian national gun 

agreements from 1996 (Norberry et al., 1996), facilitated by RTA, a lack of access to firearms has 

limited the Wathayn people’s hunting on their Country. Graham has maintained his traditional skills, 

collecting resin and making spears, but even so there is very little game, macropods or pigs, left now 

(G. Peinkinna 2012 pers. comm.). I take steak to Beatrice when I visit, a less exciting big meat 

without the thrill of the chase, but perhaps it invokes some funny stories about the archaeologists 

with their quaint ways.
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Figure 6-11 Graham Peinkinna explains a kup marie 
while Jack Fenner measures the site 6/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-12 Jack, Sally and Billy contemplate the kup 
marie site with Graham’s partner Stephanie Talsma. 
Note the proximity of Wathayn outstation 6/9/2013

I photographed the site and filmed Graham explaining how he caught and cooked the pig while Billy 

O Fóghlú and Jack Fenner took measurements (Figures 6-11, 6-12). Billy analysed the sediments to 

compare with ancient examples (Ó Foghlú et al., 2016 and PhD thesis in preparation).  

The circular kup marie site was approximately 4m in diameter with a main oven about 60cm in 

diameter near the centre with darkened soil, some charcoal and burned akul shells (G. coaxans) but 

the most telling archaeological evidence was the ‘irons’ - sheets of corrugated iron 3m west of the 

oven and three smaller pieces of corrugated iron to the east - which had been used to cover the 

oven to keep in the heat (Figures 6-13 to 6-16). 2m west of the hearth was a log used as a seat 1.5m 

from the hearth and a ‘midden’ of shells and bottles 85cm in diameter (O Fóghlú 2018 pers. comm.) 

with a few akul and bluebum shells dotted in the vicinity. Some of this scattered evidence could 

relate to the main event of the kup marie but more has accumulated since, possibly from small fires 

to cook akul but also rubbish disposal from the outstation. 

The kup marie site near the Wathayn outstation was only several years old yet had little surface 

evidence and would not have been noticed unless Graham and Beatrice’s daughter Caroline had told 

me about the pig they cooked and I had asked to be shown where this earth oven was. Oral history 

explained this otherwise un-noticeable site and helped me to find signs of post-contact kup marie 

sites at Diingwulung, marked by sheets of corrugated iron or flattened tin. Prior to contact, earth 

oven sites were covered in branches and paperbark, which would not leave evidence past the next 

bushfire, so in this case the absence of evidence may not be evidence for absence and game may 

have been eaten near shell mounds.  
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Figure 6-13 Kup marie hearth at Wathayn Outstation 
6/9/2013. 

 

Figure 6-14 Lump of termite mound likely to have been 
used in this kup marie 

 

Figure 6-15 Sheets of corrugated iron beside kup marie 
oven 6/9/2103. 

 

Figure 6-16 T. telescopium shell on kup marie site 
6/9/2013 

Wathayn Springs 

On much of western Cape York the surface water progressively subsides until only shallow ponds are 

left in many rivers and creeks at the end of the Dry season (Chase and Sutton, 1981:1821), but not at 

Wathayn where the people are very proud of the permanent springs of fresh water that allow 

camping on their Country all year.  

The three springs that give rise to Small Bellvue Creek have healing properties and totemic and 

cultural significance due to ancestral spirits staying there (G. Peinkinna, B. Gordon, C. Gordon 2014 

pers. comm.). Near the outstation the creek has a white base for much of the year, possibly from 

kaolin clay. Wathayn people bathe in the creek water for its healing properties, and Graham 

Peinkinna found that immersing in it and drinking the water cured him of a serious illness (2013 pers. 

comm). Beatrice says she longs for the water when she is in town and takes some home with her in 

empty drink bottles (2013 pers. comm.).  

The late Thancoupie ran school holiday cultural camps for Indigenous children at Bouchat on her 

Country north of the Mission River (Brereton et al., 2007:30). In contrast, Wathayn outstation is “too 

strong, the children might get sick” (B. Gordon, 2017 pers. comm.) although it is safe to take 
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Wathayn children to their own outstation where their ancestors look after them while they play and 

help collect food (B. Gordon, 2013 pers. comm.).  

As Wathayn is powerful Country, the elders ‘baptise’ visitors in Bellvue Creek, blowing on their hair 

after calling out to the old people, the ancestors, to look after them (B. Gordon, 2012 pers. comm.). 

The RTA environmental staff, a film crew and participants in the Wathayn Rehabilitation Workshop 

visited the Creek in June 2012, resting among the group of scarred tree trunks erected near the 

Creek. Stanley and Beatrice ‘baptised’ me and several of the RTA workers, putting water and blowing 

on our heads and telling the old people’s spirits to keep us safe on Wathayn land (Figures 6-17, 6-18) 

but the white contracted scientists did not participate.  

 

Figure 6-17 Beatrice Gordon & Stanley Coconut welcome 
Frances Zrimsek to Wathayn Country 6/6/2012 

 

Figure 6-18 Beatrice Gordon welcomed me to Wathayn 
Country 6/6/2012 

Researchers who have not experienced religious education and have an “essentially materialistic 

world view” may have difficulty conceptualising and translating “Aboriginal concepts of significance 

to non-Aboriginal bureaucracies” (McCaul and Roberts, 2015:22, Sutton, 2003). Some of the 

scientists working at Weipa respected Aboriginal culture but could not relate to the spiritual 

saturation of the landscape. Making sense to both the western and Indigenous audiences is fraught. 

However, integrating “traditional with scientific pathways to knowledge of the past” may enhance 

creativity and meaningful interpretation (Creamer, 1989:130).  

Wathayn outstation picnic site 

Wathayn/Small Bellvue Creek is in woodland beyond the coastal mangrove zone; near the outstation 

it is beautiful (Figure 6-19). Several small hearths with akul shells and soft drink cans show where 

Wathayn people regularly sit under shady trees in a sandy area beside the creek about 50 m from 

Wathayn outstation. It is a good space to eat shellfish and purchased foods and entertain visitors. As 

proof of Wathayn people’s respect for fire and Country, Beatrice told her sister Betty to make sure 

that fire was ‘properly out’ before we left (Figures 6-20). (Betty has since passed away).
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Figure 6-19 Beatrice Gordon’s grandson Ian at Small 
Bellvue Creek fed by Wathayn Springs 10/7/2013 

 

Figure 6-20 Betty extinguishes the fire 6/6/ 2012 

A small midden of akul shells was created beside a campfire during the RTA Wathayn Rehabilitation 

Workshop visit in June 2012 when participants were invited to eat the shellfish (Figures 6-21, 6-22). 

 

Figure 6-21 RTA film crew with Wathayn people and 
scientists at Wathayn Creek 6/6/2012 

 

Figure 6-22 Karina, Donita and Lorraine cooking akul for 
the Rehabilitation Workshop group 6/6/ 2012 

Subsequently, this fireplace was re-used and soft drink cans and plastic bags added to the modern 

archaeological material before my next visit in September 2012. A few sediments and shell 

fragments were left from wet sorting archaeological material by archaeologist Eloise Hoffmann, but I 

doubt that the archaeologists of the future will recognise this component (Figures 6-23, 6-24).

 

Figure 6-23 Midden near Bellvue Creek with Eloise 
Hoffmann wet sieving 10/9/2012 

 

Figure 6-24 Midden created in June and revisited in 
September 2012 
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In July 2013 I sat at this picnic site with Beatrice, her daughter Stephanie Gordon, her partner Robert 

Woosup and their son Ian for refreshments and interviews, with a little fire to keep the mosquitos 

away (Figures 6-25, 6-26). This picnic site is peaceful and outside the domestic space of the 

outstation, a bit like a parlour to entertain guests away from children’s toys and the kitchen.

 

Figure 6-25 10 July 2013, our picnic showing the 
ubiquitous fire and the outstation about 50m away 

 

Figure 6-26 Beatrice, her daughter Stephanie, her 
partner Robert Woosup and son Ian at Small Bellvue 
Creek near the outstation, 10/7/2013 

Small picnic sites taking advantage of shade could be closer to water than the main home camp, 

used by day but not slept at overnight as it is too close to Small Bellvue Creek where there are more 

biting insects and a white crocodile. These middens may have less varieties of food remains and 

older sites may contain a few stone tools. 

On several more occasions, Beatrice and some family members sat with me near the springs, 

creating small areas of midden from our afternoon tea, cooking a few shellfish or just sitting around 

a fire, boiling a billy or producing smoke to deter the mosquitos. Each time I noted that the material 

left behind previously had faded, broken or been pushed aside and we left a new layer of remains of 

our activities. 

Pickering noted that home camps which were occupied for weeks in the seasons of abundant food 

could also be visited for the day out of season, and that less mobile family members remained at the 

home camp while others went off foraging (Pickering, 2003:69). The older traditional camps such as 

Wathayn probably had a fringe of small middens of food waste discarded in the shade during shorter 

visits. This suggests that when dating archaeological material, a range of dates could be expected, 

some from simultaneous but separate hearths and some from subsequent short visits. 

Fishing shell mound 

South of the outstation, Small Bellvue Creek enters mangroves that provide wood for canoe paddles 

and spear shafts, sugarbag and, in the mud, akul (Geloina coaxans, mud mussel) and bluebum 

(Telescopium telescopium), readily available all year as food and fishing bait (G. Peinkinna 2012 pers. 
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comm.). In September 2012 the Wathayn men caught several large fish every day from a shell 

mound on the eastern bank, near its junction with the Embley River (Figure 51) where fish can be 

seen in the water (E. Keppell 11/9/2013 pers. comm.). The area between the outstation and the 

fishing mound is part of a continuum of resources and spiritual associations (Duke, 2005:vi). 

Holdaway excavated this shell mound as an example of one in a mangrove environment (Figure 6-

27). Graham Peinkinna kept watch for crocodiles while the archaeologists dug (Figure 6-28, 6-29), 

sharing stories of the big white crocodile which lives in this creek and sometimes eats birds standing 

on grass patches in the swamp (G. Peinkinna & B. Gordon 2013 pers. comms.). Ibis and heron 

feathers on the bank show that the white crocodile is near and then the creek is avoided (B. Gordon 

2014 pers. comm.). An adjacent tree provides the best shafts for spears and gum with which to 

secure the projectile points of stingray spines or sharpened wire (G. Peinkinna 2013, pers. comm.).  

 

Figure 6-27 Excavating the fishing shell mound 6/9/2012 

 

Figure 6-28 Jason and Graham on the fishing shell 
mound 6/9/2012 

Like other Weipa shell mounds this mound consists mainly of T. granosa which is no longer readily 

available close by. Each day a small fire was lit to keep the mosquitoes away and singe open akul 

shells for a snack or fishing bait, leaving a scattering of recently deposited akul and ash. 

 

Figure 6-29 Graham watching for crocodiles! 6/9/2012 

 

Figure 6-30 Ephemeral historic evidence on a shell 
mound, tablespoon highlighted 6/9/2012 
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I noticed and photographed a tablespoon which had sunk into the surface (Figure 6-30). When I 

pointed it out to Graham, he said: “I wondered where that went” and pocketed the historic 

evidence. Archaeology meets practicality! Records of archaeological sites that are still in use capture 

one view but the evidence may change as people use the site. At the Gummingurru Aboriginal stone 

arrangement site on Queensland’s Darling Downs (Thomas and Ross, 2018), rocks have been dug up 

and moved by current traditional owners to recreate the forms of the stone arrangements. 

Radiocarbon dates from the Wathayn fishing shell mound, Holdaway’s Site 122, range from 1189 ± 

25 to 1620 ± 25 BP and the accumulation rates show no pattern in variation (Holdaway et al., 

2017:14). Site photographs (that I am unable to access) show that T. granosa and some oyster shells 

continue to the base of this shell mound (Ó Foghlú 2018 pers. comm.). 

Beatrice consistently maintains that her family did not camp on the shell mounds, only between 

them. However, this mound is used for fishing, as a vantage point to watch for crocodiles and 

opening mud shells, which could be interpreted as signs of a ‘dinner-time’ camp. Overnight stays are 

unlikely as the crocodiles are a bit close for comfort. Roth’s description of a camp site on a shell 

mound (Roth, 1902) might have the same origin, if some shell mounds were used as fishing 

platforms after the Wet season, while water was still high in the mudflats. The remains of ‘huts’ seen 

by Roth could have been bark shelters to provide shade while fishing and eating shells rather than a 

place to stay overnight. Other ethnographic evidence supports this interpretation. Dense mangroves 

lining the riverbanks made Wik shorelines inaccessible except where watercraft could land at points 

carved out of the mangroves (von Sturmer, 1978:469). Residents of Weipa South occasionally used 

shell mounds during fishing trips in 1972 (Bailey, 1977). Children were placed on top of shell mounds 

to keep them out of reach of crocodiles while adults foraged (G. Peinkinna 2013 pers. comm.). 

This shell fishing mound is still being used regularly. In August 2019 Beatrice told me by phone that 

she and her family drove out to Wathayn outstation to fish from the shell mound and the water in 

Small Bellvue Creek was so clear that they could see barramundi and other fish swimming so they 

knew where to drop their baited hooks. 

Coconut family campsite 

Meston (1897) sailed down the Embley River and visited an Aboriginal camp near Bellvue Creek, on a 

dry area where sheets of tea-tree bark and grass were arranged for sleeping; the many smoky fires 

were assumed to cleanse foul air from the dense mangroves but were probably to deter biting 

insects. In 2005, Duke (2005:29) described a “fishing and resource site and camping area … a large 

area of saltpan and mangroves backed by open forest, located on the north-eastern side of the 

lower reach of Bellvue Creek” around this area. There is no map in the report to confirm the 
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location, which is described as “in woodland on a ridge above the saltpan”, and “Beatrice and 

Stanley’s auntie used to camp there” (ibid). This could well be the site Beatrice happened upon while 

we were on fieldwork in 2012 and explained that her grandparents and the extended Coconut family 

used to camp there (Figure 6-31). This traditional base campsite is 230m from the fishing shell 

mound and 1.1km south west of the Wathayn outstation (off map to north east, indicated by orange 

line), also on a traditional campsite.  

 

Figure 6-31 Coconut family campsite in relation to fishing shell mound and WPMM 1 

Near the creek and river junction, this site is accessible by canoe and stays dry in the Wet season (B. 

Gordon 2012, pers. comm.). Beatrice’s uncles Jim and Paddy transported the family’s food and 

necessities to the campsite in atrigga, an outrigger canoe they had made in the 1930s. Beatrice’s 

father’s brothers Paddy and Jim Cocoanut, Cora’s father, and their sister Auntie Janet Hector née 

Cocoanut, were important figures in the girls’ lives (B. Gordon & C. Keppell 11/9/2013 pers. comm.). 

Beatrice’s mother was Alngith and Wik, so Auntie Janet shared the female Wathayn knowledge with 

her brothers’ daughters. 

This outrigger had intrinsic prestige as the biggest in the area (B. Gordon 2012 pers. comm.). 

Beatrice’s father and grandfather also made and used skin-barks to get up the creeks and go to 

Cockatoo Island to spear stingray and crabs and collect oysters to bring home to the family (B. 

Gordon, J. Wilson & S. Gordon 2012 pers. comm.). Kinoos and skin-barks, which need to be kept wet 
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in the shade to help them last (B. Gordon 2013 pers. comm. Roth, 1910b:9), were drawn up on a 

shell mound near the camp to keep them from floating away (B. Gordon 2013 pers. comm.). 

The fishing shell mound, mentioned previously, is less than 200m from the Coconut family site and is 

likely to be where the canoes were drawn up when camping there. “Could be” said Beatrice. 

Beatrice’s uncles disembarked onto a shell mound, walked through the mangroves to the camp site 

on the ridge and burned off the grass each time they visited (B. Gordon 2013, 2018 pers. comm.). All 

the children helped to carry goods from the uncles atrigga to the campsite, played in the creek and 

helped to find and carry home game, roots, berries, fruits and sugarbag to where shellfish, fish and 

wallabies were cooked (ibid). The men built bark platforms with roofs and wooden shelters on stilts 

for the children to sleep in (ibid). I found no surface archaeological evidence for these; the grass is 

burned each year during fire management and the sand blows around, but there may be postholes 

from wooden shelters under the surface (Wesley et al., 2018). 

Beatrice’s grandfather Charlie Koomagen and her father Stanley Cocoanut, being the primary owners 

of this land, had the choice spot under a shady Milletia pinnata tree (Figure 6-32) and each sub-unit 

of the family had its own area, up to 80m along the ridge (B. Gordon 2013 pers. comm.) (Figure 6-

33). Family units occupied camp areas by seniority in custodianship of the Wathayn land (B. Gordon 

2013 pers. comm.). Beatrice indicated where the aunties, uncles and cousins camped with nods of 

her head, so the distances and placements are not exact (B. Gordon, 2013 pers. comm.). The M. 

pinnata tree still casts cool shade but the areas where other family members camped have only light 

shade from other trees; perhaps there were more trees and shade in the past. 

 

Figure 6-32 Beatrice Gordon in front of the M. pinnata 
tree, which sheltered her father and family 28/8/2012 

 

Figure 6-33 Coconut family campsite 2012 - little 
archaeological evidence 28/8/2012 

Eucalypts are not very shady and the branches drop off without warning so people prefer to camp 

under trees like Milletia with low branches from which lines or food parcels can be hung (Martin, 
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2019). Paperbark was used traditionally for mattresses and bedding (Fletcher, 2007) and in the 

1930s mattresses and blankets were brought from the Mission and used with paperbark sheets as 

blankets (B. Gordon 6/9/2013 pers. comm.).  

The tidal Embley River brings saltwater to the mouth of the Bellvue Creeks where ‘big’ shells (T. 

granosa) were gathered (B. Gordon, J. Wilson & S. Gordon 16/5/2012 pers. comm.). Fish were 

always plentiful and caught in the creek with spears, lines or nets (Meston, 1896a). Scatters of 

broken T. granosa, akul and other unidentified shells on this campsite help to “hear people coming 

through the shells”; knowing who is in your Country is important (B. Gordon 6/9/2013 pers. comm.).  

Sugarbag was plentiful in the woodland between this site and Big Wathayn outstation, judging by 

the number of cut logs and stumps (Figures 6-34 to 6-36) and confirmed by Duke (2005:29). Part of 

the Wathayn sugarbag story occurs when the tide is low and ‘flies’ [bees] come out of the mud in the 

middle of the creek (E. Keppell 11/9/2013 pers. comm., Fletcher 2007:89). 

 

Figure 6-34 Sugarbag cut out with 
steel axe near Wathayn 
Outstation 2/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-35 Sugarbag stump and 
log near Wathayn Outstation 
2/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-36 Scarred trees set in 
ground at Wathayn Outstation 
6/6/2012

The yams here are heavy but hard to dig so most were dug and carried from Kwamter (E. Keppell 

11/9/2013 pers. comm.).  

The Coconut family camp has little recognisable surface evidence for the repeated and concentrated 

activities of many people and their constructions, food and bedding. This is apart from light scatters 

of the ubiquitous cockles (T. granosa) and akul, the former attesting to an earlier time of deposition. 

It is unlikely that the shells were piled up into a mound as they have not preserved well, so the 

surface evidence may be less than 100 years old. Ethnoarchaeology reveals “a wealth of intangible 

evidence in the form of social memory and oral testimony”, which confirm the past importance of 

the place (Kearney, 2010:115). The history indicates a site here but if there was no ethnography, 

there would be no site! (Flood, 1988).  
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Kup maries were situated away from most activities at the main campfire and sleeping structures (B. 

Gordon 6/9/2013 pers. comm.) as a kup marie cannot be used again if a child steps over it (R. Madua 

12/9/2013 pers. comm.). 

Most of the area is compacted red sand with some herbage and bush litter that has escaped the 

annual cleansing fires and small scatters of older T. granosa overlain by more recent ash from scrub 

fires (Figure 6-37). Scatters of shell within 50m of the Milletia tree could be classified as low-density 

shell mound, but it is difficult to tell which sediments have been built up by habitation and which are 

the form of the original sandhill (Figures 6-38). Similar mound complexes were classified as 

“incipient mounds … [with] concentrated shellfish processing and deposition around a central place 

creating a broad discrete surface deposit of shell, but at insufficient intensity to form a discrete 

mound” and subsequent activity may have disturbed the ground, altering the appearance of the site 

(Morrison et al., 2018:22).  

 

Figure 6-37 Bare ground where the Aunties used to 
camp. 

 

Figure 6-38 A small scatter of Tegillarca granosa on the 
Coconut family camp

The difference in visibility of this site before and after the annual burning to clear the land confirmed 

why RTA cultural heritage surveys occur after the fires (S. Walker 10/5/2012 pers. comm.). In 2012 

and 2013 we visited this site in September after the annual firing and Beatrice and Cora had no 

difficulty walking around with bare feet (Figure 6-39).  

 

Figure 6-39 Beatrice and Cora on the Coconut traditional 
campsite 

 

Figure 6-40 Beatrice is hard to see on the same site in 
August 2017 before the annual burn 
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In 2017, we visited in August, before the firing, when the grass and herbaceous groundcover was 

tangled, dry and prickly, making walking in thongs difficult for Beatrice (Figure 6-40). This site was 

accessible in the Wet season when the vegetation was soft and green but later in the year the adults 

burned off the dry groundcover before they set up camp. 

Recent dinner time camp, WPMM 1 

Wathayn Peninsula Modern Midden 1 (WPMM 1), a dinner time camp in the shade of paperbark 

trees (Melaleuca spp.) was last used about four months before I recorded it in September 2012. It is 

used to cook akul (G. coaxans), bluebum (T. telescopium) (Figures 6-41 to 6-43) and fish caught from 

the fishing shell mound 210m distant on Small Bellvue Creek. It is about 160m from the Coconut 

camp on the edge of the saltpan and part of a complex of creek, mangroves and woodland and 

1.1km from the Wathayn outstation (see Figure 6-31).  

 

Figure 6-41 Akul shell with I cm 
scale WPMM 1 

 

Figure 6-42 Akul shell, WPMM 1 

 

Figure 6-43 Bluebum shell,WPMM 
1 

The evidence was spread over an area of at least 14sq.m. The camp boundaries were indistinct as 

discarded akul shells and rubbish accumulate in a haphazard manner across the site and had been 

swept into mangrove shoots, samphire bushes and long grass on the north and west perimeters. 

Fewer shells were visible on the saltpan margins as shells break and disappear down surface cracks 

or are covered by mud in the next seasonal flooding (Figures 6-44, 6-45). 

 

Figure 6-44 Old shells swept into undergrowth beside 
WPMM 1 (square 14-K) 18/9/2012 

 

Figure 6-45 Akul shell, some dark from scorching, 
fracturing and disappearing through cracks in the 
saltpan

Discarded items were either concentrated around two hearths or lightly scattered wide, 

characteristics that would be common to most camp sites through sheer logistics. The site plan 
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below (Figure 6-46) shows concentrations and scatters of akul and bluebum shells, the remains of 

meals. 

 

Figure 6-46 Weipa Peninsula Modern Midden 1 (WPMM 1) site plan 
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The Wathayn family leave the camp as it is after use and clear the ground on the next visit by firing 

and sweeping debris to the camp’s edges (B. Gordon 2012, 2017 pers. comms.). 

One open hearth included clues to the main foods eaten at this dinner time camp - a grill and a 

concrete block - which also confirm the reason for its location. A grill, possibly a recycled refrigerator 

shelf (Figure 6-47) is used to cook fish wrapped in aluminium foil (B. Gordon 2012 pers. comm.) of 

which there was one small fragment (in square 8-O, Figure 6-46, 6-48) but more could have been 

swept into the bushes. This meal was further evidenced by the skeletal remains of two fish, one a 

bream and the other unidentified. 

Akul and bluebum are cooked very briefly on the edge of a small fire, just enough to open them so 

the juice can be relished, then bluebum shells are broken open on a concrete block (B. Gordon 2013 

pers. comm.). A reddish concrete block near the grill (Figure 6-49) was produced locally where 

concrete bricks and blocks made to build Weipa used low-grade bauxite pisolites as aggregate 

(Fulton, 1967:7).  

Beatrice confirmed that akul and bluebum shells are too heavy to carry so are cooked and eaten 

near the source and some flesh taken in a billycan back to the outstation for the elders (B. Gordon 

2012 pers. comm.). The average weight of bluebum (T. telescopium) shells from a midden was 45.65 

gm. The average weight for live akul (Geloina coaxans) was 183.8 gm and empty half-shells averaged 

82.06gm, an average difference per shell of only 19.67 gm, representing the weight of shellfish 

inside (Table at Appendix 3). 

 

Figure 6-47 WPMM 1 grill plate 
used on small fire (square 5-X) 
18/9/2012 

 

Figure 6-48 Aluminium foil (square 
8-O) 18/9/2012 

 

Figure 6-49 WPMM 1 concrete 
block used to crack bluebum 
(square 10-N) 19/9/2012 

The second hearth comprised ash and a few shells (Figure 6-50). The fire could have been lit for 

smoke to keep the biting insects away and used opportunistically to cook a few shellfish. Some 

burned akul shells had been discarded in the fire after eating, not blackened in cooking.
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Figure 6-50 WPMM 1 small hearth 
with akul and bluebum shells 
square 8 P 18/9/2012 

 

Figure 6-51 WPMM 1 shells and 
RTA docket square 5 K. 18/9/2012 

 

Figure 6-52 WPMM 1 wood 
stockpiled for the next use square 
13 M 18/9/2012 

Modern debris included fragments of packaging, a child’s sock, sweet wrappers, soft drink bottle lids 

and a plastic tube for Deeko disposable cutlery, all randomly discarded. An incongruous RTA 

consignment note possibly fell unnoticed from a worker’s pocket (Figure 6-51). These modern 

touches show that this is a recent site used by people continuing traditional ways of procuring bush 

food whose lives intersect with commercialism and the mining of their land by RTA. 

Some firewood was left on the site (Figure 6-52). There is plenty of dry grass to start a fire and dry 

fallen wood near the site which could be collected each time the family returned. 

Unidentifiable pieces of plastic lay hidden in the grass or had slipped down the cracks in the clay. 

These items were not crucial to the activities beyond noting that modern elements are discarded 

with shells. Perhaps other carefully preserved shards from archaeological excavations also have little 

relationship to the economy or procurement activities on the site.  

WPMM 1 is inundated each Wet season so would not be used until the Dry season when the salt pan 

dried out. Growing trees, bushes and grass conceal discarded shells. Flood water moves them 

around, covering them in silt and when the pan dries out, large cracks form down which material 

falls into earlier sedimentary layers, especially if walked on or driven over with a vehicle. Pushing the 

debris aside mixes old and new, shells overlying or beside each other, creating a conundrum for the 

dating of similar sites on saltpans and discovering if parts of the sites are older than others. 

Walking around the site for two days I experienced the best and worst times of day to use the site. 

The most important physical aspect of the site was shade and as the meagre shade of the paperbark 

trees moved across the site, one needed to move to keep within it (Figures 6-53, 6-54). I became 

acquainted with the sounds and smells of the surrounding area and its unseen inhabitants, including 

the biting insects and the inquisitive pigs. Beatrice watched from the ridge where she was sorting 

excavated material and laughed about me in my blue shirt, walking up and down - maybe a pig 

would bite me. 
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Figure 6-53 WPMM 1, Wathayn dinner time camp at 
10am on 19 September 2012 showing little shade, a 
concrete block and hearth. 18/9/2012 

 

Figure 6-54 WPMM 1 at 2pm on 19 September 2012 
showing more shade. 19/9/2012

The paperbark trees perch on a small bank which is being eroded by inundation and drying and 

invaded by mangrove shoots, indicating wetter and salty conditions, so the essential shade may not 

last many years and a new site may be sought. I looked for similar sites that are no longer used along 

the landward edge of the salt pan and may have found evidence near Robert Peinkinna’s camp site 

(see below). 

There were no stone artefacts visible on WPMM 1 in 2013, but during a visit in 2017 two worked 

quartz artefacts (Figure 6-55) were recorded and replaced on the salt pan about 30m east of the 

campsite. There were no shells or any other archaeological evidence near them.  

                                                    

Figure 6-55 Quartz artefacts on salt pan near WPMM 1 24/8/2017 

The many scarred eucalypt tree stumps and cut logs between this camp and Big Wathayn outstation 

attest to the abundance of native honey. Most sugarbag is ‘fat’ (desirable) early in the Dry season, 

including mangrove tree honey, which is very liquid and refreshing, and sugarbag in paperbark trees 

flowering after the Wet season (Fletcher, 2007:78). The Coconut family camped here at the end of 

the Wet season so could have procured sugarbag from paperbark, mangroves and eucalypts. I did 

not see any scars on paperbark or mangrove trees but only once went far into the mangroves with 

Beatrice, seeking akul. I suspect that bee nests in mangroves and paperbarks were just widened with 

a hatchet, leaving small scars and closed with grass afterwards (Morrison and Shepard, 2013:146) so 

are difficult to find. 
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The plastic items on WPMM 1 and other campsites in Wathayn Country will outlast the organic 

materials and most of the metals, perhaps leading future archaeologists to classify environmentally 

insensitive 21st Century folk as living in the Plastic Age. All in all, this camp was more interesting to an 

archaeologist than to the traditional owners as it is ephemeral and recent, not redolent of ancestors. 

Small picnic camps (WPMM 2 and WPMM 3) 

Two small picnic camps were identified. One, approximately 10 x 6m, (Figure 6-56) was set up by 

Robert Peinkinna, Beatrice’s nephew, whose Wathayn mother, Beatrice’s sister Hazel, moved to 

Aurukun after marrying his Wik father (B. Gordon 2013, pers. comm.). Labelled WPMM 3, this camp 

is approximately 100m from the larger Wathayn dinner time camp WPMM 1 used by Beatrice’s 

extended family, discussed above.  

 

Figure 6-56 WPMM 3 Robert Peinkinna’s camp site 

Robert’s camp has a recent hearth in the shade of a paperbark tree on the edge of the saltpan 

(Figure 6-57). Robert and his children sometimes camp out here overnight but are close enough to 

the outstation to return there if the weather turns wet or windy (G. Peinkinna 2013 pers. comm.). 

This camp was neat, with an area swept clear of shells which were heaped under the tree (Figure 6-

58).  
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Figure 6-57 WPMM 3, Robert’s campsite 

 

Figure 6-58 WPMM 3 Shells swept under tree 16/9/2012

There was no concrete block on this site but a large, flat, blackened stone that could have been used 

to crack and cook shellfish (Figure 6-59). The modern items were a crushed soft drink can and a 

fragment of plastic wrapper. A neat stockpile of firewood was ready for the next use (Figure 6-60).  

 

Figure 6-59 WPMM 3, Blackened stone, akul and paper 
fragment 

 

Figure 6-60 WPMM 3 wood stockpiled for later use 

Three more hearths of empty blackened akul shells were visible in the clay under white akul shells, 

from three to nine metres away from the main camp hearth. They may relate to Robert’s camp or 

have been left by others cooking a few shellfish. The white shells could have been deposited more 

recently or bleached by exposure. 

One hearth nine metres away, near the edge of the salt pan, is on a slight mound with small 

ironstone rocks and blackened shells and has a small samphire bush growing beside it (Figure 6-61). 

The ironstone base layer beneath bauxite deposits is visible at eroded areas on the plateau where 

there is little or no bauxite. Camping on the ironstone rubble would not be comfortable so perhaps a 

covering layer of sand and silt has eroded off a former camp, revealing shells that were deposited in 

the sand. The flat rock could have been left on this older site and moved to Robert’s site recently. 

The older hearth is on the outline of what could be a previous patch of drier ground with tree shade 

that has been subsumed into the salt pan - much as I suspect will happen to WPMM 1 in the next 

few years. 
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Figure 6-61 Old hearth 9 m from WPMM 3, with 
samphire bush and shell debris 

 

Figure 6-62 WPMM 2, Jerry Wapua’s midden. 16/9/2012 

A midden I labelled WPMM 2 (Figure 6-62) was created by Jerry Wapua a few weeks before I 

recorded it in September 2012 (B. Gordon 2013, pers. comm.). A blue shopping bag nearby 

suggested how the shells were transported from the mangroves to the saltpan. There was no 

evidence for burned shells or a hearth although most likely a small fire was used to open the shells 

and the small amount of ash had been blown or washed away. Some shells had been crushed by foot 

or vehicular traffic. Although a few akul would have been eaten as they were opened, this was more 

of a midden than a picnic site. 

Small concentrations of shells of various stages of decomposition seen at other locations around the 

salt pan and at other locations may be evidence for similar short events to open shellfish for snacks 

or bait for fishing, rather than campsites. The shell material on these modern middens comprises G. 

coaxans and T. telescopium gathered from the mud of salt pan/mangrove fringes, attributed to 

different “production strategies and settlement patterns” from “those associated with focussed 

mudflat exploitation” that result in shell mounds and middens comprised mainly of T. granosa 

(Morrison, 2010:297). 

Diingwulung camp at Running Creek 

Diingwulung, meaning ‘our home’, is a large traditional campsite with story places for wild honey 

and stingray storylines in the eastern part of the Wathayn (Ndrra’ngith) cultural landscape, capable 

of supporting large groups (Department of Defence, 1990:60, Duke, 2005vii-viii). Spring-fed, 

permanent Running Creek (called Spring Creek by Beatrice and her family) always has sweet water 

and abundant resources including akul, fish and stingray where it meets the Embley River (B. Gordon 

2013 pers. comm.). This was the site of the first outstation, Old or Small Wathayn, confirming the 

relationship of many generations of traditional owners with stories of ancestral spirits passed on 

through social memory and oral history (Kearney, 2010:115), the importance of which is expressed 

as continued reverence for the place (B. Gordon 2017 pers. comm.). 
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Diingwulung is a good place to hunt as nonda plum trees (Parinari nonda) and other fruit liked by 

emus and pigs grow in patches, and thick paperbarks beside Spring/ Running Creek are a haven for 

wild pigs (B. Gordon, G. Peinkinna 16/9/2013 pers. comms.). Earth mounds excavated at 

Diingwulung are younger than those further west in Wathayn Country. They may be related to 

increased hunting when the ENSO brought reliable springs and creeks inland (see Stevenson et al, 

2015). Sadly there is no longer much game in Wathayn lands but hopefully animals will return and 

increase on rehabilitated land. Stone artefacts attest to concentrated activities on the site well 

before Mission-time, cattle work and recreation. 

Diingwulung is within walking distance of two other Wathayn outstations, Big Wathayn and Cherang 

at Heinemann’s Landing. There are a variety of ecosystems including ‘hunting grounds’ for wallaby 

and pig, and continues to provide sugar bag, yams, shell fish, arrowroot and a variety of medicines 

(B. Gordon, S. Coconut, G. Coconut, A. Christie in McNaughton, 2007 #322:51). It has always been a 

special place, a homeland rich in food and medicine all year where the men hunted with spears 

before-time and with guns in Mission-time (Beatrice Gordon 2013 pers. comm.). The Wathayn 

people prefer kuthini (medicines) from plants that grow in their own Timber Country (ibid). 

Missionaries and residents at 20 Mile visited Diingwulung until 1930 and later when Beatrice lived in 

the Mission at Jessica Point, she came with the missionaries to swim there (B. Gordon 2103 pers. 

comm. McNaughton, 2007:52). Looking after Country by burning and protecting significant sites is 

“intricately associated with the ritual realm” and associated with ceremonial and ritual activity 

(Scambary, 2013:213-214). The traditional owners, Beatrice’s family, did not camp at Diingwulung 

when the cattle were there but in 1975, after the industry moved away, they went to see what it 

was like and to look after the land (B. Gordon 2103 pers. comm.) thereby confirming Wathayn 

ownership for the evolving Native Title processes.  

In 1987, under new policies to support land rights and self-determination, increased access to social 

security payments gave financial support to live on homelands where people could augment their 

cash income with bush foods (House of Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal Affairs, 

1987:62). This encouragement to become more independent - economically and socially - led to the 

expansion of Small Wathayn. 

They began by making a big camp with sheets of corrugated iron and other materials brought out on 

a truck (B. Gordon, 2012, pers. comm.), assisted by Jason Wipa, a New Zealander who came to visit 

family in Weipa in 1987 and stayed (Wipa, 1988). Many Wathayn people came to camp at Small 

Wathayn every Dry season (B. Gordon, 2012, pers. comm.). A plan of the Coconut family camps 

follows at Figure 6-63.  
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Figure 6-63 Site plan of Small Wathayn at Diingwulung 
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Five family groups, including Beatrice and her daughter Caroline, brother Stanley Coconut, his wife 

Thelma and cousin Cora maintained semi-permanent camps “with their own houses and little sheds” 

(B. Gordon 2013 pers. comm.) on the northern area at Diingwulung. Akul were scattered all over the 

area, some in fresh piles, others broken and degraded - physical evidence for continued use of the 

area (McNaughton, 2007:52). There are many other physical reminders of these times, including 

broken cans, bottles, electrical appliances, crockery and cooking implements.  

The remains of several kerosene and electric refrigerators and stoves show the sophistication of life 

at Small Wathayn (Figure 6-64). Stanley Coconut had a generator and television set which received 

the local Weipa TV station until the aerial fell from its attachment in a gum tree, alakanum, when it 

was struck by lightning (R. Madua 12/9/2013 pers. comm.) (Figures 6-65, 6-66).  The aerial is now in 

a mound made by clearing the remains of the burned outstation with bulldozers.

 

Figure 6-64 Mixed metaphors, old 
appliances and recent akul 
midden, Diingwulung 

 

Figure 6-65 TV serial and fallen 
limb in mound  

Figure 6-66 Alakanum tree minus 
TV aerial 

The outstation was used all year: “We never go hungry here, fresh meals every day, don’t need 

tinned meat, plenty of akul, fish, and the boys went shooting wallaby and pig” (B. Gordon 2017, 

pers. comm.). Some family members stayed in Napranum so the children could continue at school 

and they all came out to Diingwulung for weekends and holidays (B. Gordon 2013 pers. comm.). 

As well as ash from tree sections that burned in the last clean-up fire, there were hearths left by 

unknown campers and some next to the ubiquitous akul shell scatters indicate fires lit by Indigenous 

people to cook snacks while camping and fishing. 

Small Wathayn burned down in the 1990s and was not reoccupied, the outstation moving to Big 

Wathayn in 1999 (B. Gordon 16/8/2017 pers. comm.). The remains of dongas, huts and camps were 

bulldozed into piles which makes it difficult to confirm spatial dimensions and contents (Figure 6-67). 

As Beatrice reminisced about this happy time, she indicated the sites of small individual family 

camps and a large hearth with log seats, star pickets and stones, the main campfire where people sat 

to talk and eat before retiring to their own family camps (B. Gordon 2013 pers. comm.). This feature 
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could have been re-used by other campers since the Wathayn outstation was abandoned (Figure 6-

68).

 

Figure 6-67 mound with domestic 
appliances from Small Wathayn 
5/9/2012 

 

Figure 6-68 Log seats beside 
campfire hearth 

 

Figure 6-69 Galvanised iron on old 
kup marie site, Diingwulung 

Kup marie sites, some slightly mounded, others flat or shallow depressions, were identified by 

charcoal and adjacent ‘irons’, flattened kerosene tins, sheets of corrugated iron and Colourbond, 

used and reused as lids on earth ovens (Figure 6-69) (B. Gordon & R Madua 2013 pers. comms.).  

A concrete block used to break bluebum shells (Figure 6-70) and a grill on an old hearth (Figure 6-71) 

are similar to those used at WPMM 1. Many scarred stumps and logs in the woodland around the 

cattle yards attest to sugarbag procurement (Figure 6-72). 

 

Figure 6-70 concrete block at 
Diingwulung 

 

Figure 6-71 Grill at Diingwulung 

 

Figure 6-72 scarred tree at 
Diingwulung

Diingwulung is beautiful, in summer an oasis in a dry and dusty savannah woodland (Figures 6-73, 6-

74). Researchers seldom think of aesthetics as qualities of camp location, but Diingwulung is cool 

and lush, soothing the soul after a hot day’s work. Beatrice calls it a lovely place.

 

Figure 6-73 Nonda plums at Running Creek 5/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-74 Running Creek at Diingwulung 5/9/2013
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Running Creek (Spring Creek) cattle yards 

Cattle raising in northern Australia depends on reliable water (Tutchener et al., 2019:49) so camps 

and stockyards can be expected beside permanent creeks and large lagoons, including 20 Mile and 

Running Creek.  

The archaeological material on the Running Creek cattle yards includes many eras, from pre-contact 

stone artefacts to historic glass artefacts, and the remains of Mission-time and government cattle 

yards when the secular South Weipa station was created (Duke, 2005:vii-viii). The cattle era evidence 

dominates – wood pole yards, timber and metal fence posts, abundant straight and barbed wire and 

a concrete cattle dip. The analysis in this thesis concentrates on historical material identified by 

traditional owners as relating to their campsites and cattle work.  

There is little physical evidence for the late 1800s circular yards. A very small metal tag on a tree 

marking the site can be seen when you are on top of it, and without Rocky Madua’s oral history I 

would not have found the yard poles and gate (Figures 6-75, 6-76). Rocky explained cattle yarding 

and corroborated camping sites, dates of use and the type of termite mound used in kup marie. 

 

Figure 6-75 Rocky Madua beside 
gate into 1930s Running Creek 
cattle yards 12/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-76 Heritage sign on gate 
into 1930s Running Creek cattle 
yards 12/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-77 Rocky Madua in the 
circular cattle yard 12/9/2013

Alngith elder Rocky has secondary rights to Wathayn Country through his late mother Suzie, 

Beatrice’s great aunt, sister to her Alngith grandmother Towatt. Rocky’s Samoan father and his 

brother Ernie Madua worked cattle at Weipa and Mapoon where a new shed and yards were built in 

1975 for the Weipa stockmen to use (McNaughton, 2007:47). The ringers worked and camped 

together, and their families intermarried (R. Madua 12/9/2013 pers. comm.). Many now in their 70s 

show their links to the cattle industry by wearing cowboy boots, Akubra hats and plaid shirts and 

sharing elements of language (Baker, 1992:166).  

The small circular cattle yards (Figure 6-77) comprised 16 log fence panels made of ironwood poles 

cut three and a half axe-handles long, one half axe-handle length being buried in the ground, each 7-

8 feet width, stepped out by the men, giving a circumference of about 128 feet (39m) (R. Madua 

12/9/2013, pers. comm.). An average axe handle is about 800mm long (32 inches). Other fence posts 
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and wire indicate holding yards for cattle branding, castrating and drenching in the circular yard and 

fences built later to keep the cattle out of mining areas. Rusty barrels in the yards once contained 

molasses, put out for the cows to lick as an energy source with little nutritional value but useful 

during droughts (Figure 6-78) (R. Madua 12/9/2013, pers. comm.).  

As there were no ramps or paddocks at Jessica Point, cattle were unloaded from boats at 

Heinemann’s Landing and driven to Running Creek. They were ‘leg weary’ and faced a further slow 

walk to the Springs at 20 Mile; those that did not survive were buried in large graves (ibid) seen as 

mounds and tractor scrapes (Figure 6-79). Mission records from 1938 show the difficulties of raising 

cattle in the tropics, including paralysis. The cows and calves were taken away from Jessica Point as 

they were too weak and poor (Dougherty, 1937-1938:29 August). 

 

Figure 6-78 Molasses barrels in 1930s Running Creek 
cattle yards 12/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-79 Cow grave mound 5/9/2013

There is substantial evidence for the 1970s cattle yards near Spring/Running Creek, including pole 

fences and iron gate fittings showing the layout of the drafting yards, a 1970s concrete cattle dip and 

aprons (Figures 6-80, 6-81) and eclectic debris from continuing public camping. 

 

Figure 6-80 Cattle dip and overflow trough 5/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-81 Cattle fence and race 5/9/2013 

Rocky explained that the cattle were driven along the fence down to the yards, entered from the 

north-west and continued through the yards in an anticlockwise direction, never being turned back 

on themselves as this would send them “hell west and crooked” (R. Madua 12/9/2013 pers. comm.). 

This term must have been common across northern Australia as it was used in and named a book 

about Northern Territory adventures to describe cattle stampeding all over (Cole, 1998). Parts of the 
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yard fences, the gate used to separate cows from steers and the race, dip and concrete apron are 

still in situ to interpret the processes and prompt reminiscences. 

As well as cattle grave mounds and an earth ramp used for loading cattle onto vehicles (Figure 6-82), 

there are mounds of burned remains of the old outstation fabric cleared by bulldozers. Another 

mound near the creek bank marks where Comalco employees tried twice to construct a swimming 

pool that subsequently disappeared when the creek flooded in the Wet season and the bank broke 

(Figure 6-83) (R. Madua, pers. comm. 2013).  

 

Figure 6-82 Cattle loading ramp at Running Creek cattle 
yards 6/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-83 Mound left beside Running Creek from 
abandoned swimming pool 5/9/2013 

Two irregular concrete shapes in the ground near the cattle yards, one autographed: “Bill York, 

Andrew Desmond Matthew only”, were possibly made by men erecting fences (Figures 6-84, 6-85) 

(R. Madua 12/9/2013 pers. comm.). 

 

Figure 6-84 autographed concrete at Running Creek 
cattle yards 12/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-85 Second concrete shape with names 

On Cape York cattle workers were discouraged from writing their names on features or possessions 

due to the risk of leaving evidence when they might have inadvertently followed cattle onto another 

station’s property (ibid). Employees from York Downs were accused by Mission employees of duffing 

by branding cleanskin calves from Mission cows and Mr Winn sent a strong message with four men 

to the station owner (Winn, 1942). There were heavy fines and prison sentences for cattle duffers, 

up to $15,000 or $20,000 for the station owner (R. Madua 12/9/2013 pers. comm.). Names graffitied 
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on stockmen’s huts and sheds at East Kunderang in NSW correlate with Aboriginal stockmen’s 

names (Harrison, 2004:48), suggesting that this activity of social identification was permissible on 

home ground. 

Camps at the cattle yards 

Late in the 1960s, the Running Creek area was used by Comalco employees and others as a public 

camping ground and is still a popular place for swimming, hunting and camping (McNaughton, 

2007:4), contributing to track erosion and debris.  

Abundant evidence for modern camping south of the old outstation includes star pickets and metal 

spikes from the cattle industry reused by campers, rusting domestic white goods, the springs of 

small bunk sized mattresses, tins, broken bottles, ceramics, plastic food storage vessels, car parts 

and scrap metal recycled as campfire cook tops, corrugated iron, fireplaces edged with stones and 

bricks, logs and stones arranged as seats around hearths, all showing the effects of bushfires (Figures 

6-86 to 6-88). 

 

Figure 6-86 Mattress wire springs 
at Running Creek 

 

Figure 6-87 Alarm clock on 44-
gallon drum 

 

Figure 6-88 Discarded bowl at 
Running Creek 

It is difficult to sort out what surface evidence was left by ringers camping when they were working 

at the yards, or by mining workers, casual visitors or Wathayn traditional owners, with cross overs 

and fortuitous use of found objects. In the 1980s “many people were building sheds and camping 

everywhere south of Wathayn, all different tribes but all one” (B. Gordon 2013 pers. comm.). 

Beatrice did not bring mattresses to the cattle yards nor camp at this extensive site (B. Gordon 2013 

pers. comm. Duke, 2005:50) but Cora’s family used mattresses when camping near the deserted 

cattle yards and used the fence poles to make shelters (E. Keppell 11/9/2013 pers. comm.). Some of 

the cattle hands may have camped there after the cattle had gone (R. Madua 12/9/2013 pers. 

comm.). Local and other Indigenous and white people who have gun licenses still camp there while 

hunting (G. Peinkinna 2013 pers. comm.). White people always seek Beatrice’s permission to visit 

Wathayn Country (B. Gordon 12/9/2019 pers. comm.).   
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Neither Rocky nor Beatrice could explain a circular brick feature, possibly a hearth; it is most likely a 

non-Indigenous construction (Figure 6-89). Bushfires and annual firing add to the charcoal and 

scorch marks on logs and fences as well as reducing the amount of timber remaining at the site. 

 

Figure 6-89 Circular brick feature at cattle camp 
6/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-90 Galvanised water tank 6/9/2013

A galvanized iron water tank was not used for the cattle in the 1970s as the dip was filled by pump 

and rubber hose from Running Creek (R. Madua 12/9/2013 pers. comm.), but it could have been 

used later and discontinuous sections of green rubber hose in the yards may be part of this system. 

Cora remembered a tank and pump used in the Small Wathayn Outstation (C. Keppell 2013 pers. 

comm.), perhaps this rusty tank (Figure 6-90)? 

 

Figure 6-91 Scarred or blazed tree 
at Diingwulung 6/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-92 Posts reused by 
campers and log seats beside a 
campfire 

 

Figure 6-93 Machinery part used 
as cooking plate at Running Creek 
5/9/2013

Items possibly used by Wathayn people include a scarred or blazed tree, posts reused around 

campfires, a stove lid, a metal plate repurposed to cook on and a folding chair frame of a type that 

Cora used at Small Wathayn (Figures 6-91 to 6-95). 

 

Figure 6-94 Stove lid at Running Creek 

 

Figure 6-95 Folding chair frame, Running Creek
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The cattle yards at Running Creek represent decades of activities for the Weipa Aboriginal people, 

including their years confined in and working for the Mission, the skills developed in the cattle 

industry and the opportunities these opened for them. The economic ups and downs of the industry 

led to travel to find work and understanding of the capitalist system. The place is a traditional 

Wathayn camp and retains spiritual significance. 

Heinemann’s Landing 

This site on the north bank of the Embley River was a traditional Wathayn camp (McNaughton, 

2007:51) called Cherang (B. Gordon 12/9/2014 pers. comm.). In Mission-time it was used as a horse 

and cattle camp, to collect horses, muster bullocks for butchering and bring cattle by boat near to 

the circular yards at Running Creek (Winn, 1942).  

As the Embley River is deep with a narrow mangrove fringe (Figure 6-96) there were no shell 

mounds and no sandy beds for cockles near this camp. If there was a small clearing in the mangroves 

where canoes could be beached and pulled onto high ground above the steep riverbank, shell 

mounds were not needed for fishing or keeping canoes safe.  

The name Heinemann (Figure 6-97) came from the station owners at Bramwell Station who adopted 

Nicholas Heinemann’s father, originally from Coen (McNaughton, 2007:24). The landing was built for 

Comalco by another son, Tommy Heinemann, who worked with cattle and Comalco in the 1960s to 

1970s; his wife Eileen was Suzie Madua’s eldest sister, so he was Rocky Madua’s uncle (G. Wharton 

2015 pers. comm.). 

 

Figure 6-96 Heinemann’s Landing 12/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-97 sign at Heinemann’s Landing

The main resources were hunting and fishing when Beatrice’s family had an outstation here before 

they had children and cattle were still mustered at Diingwulung (B. Gordon 2015 pers. comm.). The 

proximity to Weipa attracted Comalco workers for camping (G. Wharton 2015 pers. comm.). They 

built dongas and shanties near the river but Wathayn people camped higher up the bank, further 

from the crocodiles (B. Gordon 2015 pers. comm.). Bella Savo enjoyed staying with her family at 

Heinemann’s Landing for holidays, remembering good fishing and plenty of akul for bait and snacks 

(B. Savo 2013 pers. comm.). 
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Figure 6-98 Camping compound at 
Heinemann’s Landing 

 

Figure 6-99 Camping area, 
Heinemann’s Landing  

 

Figure 6-100 Modern midden, 
Heinemann’s Landing 12/9/2013 

The camp remains shown in Figures 6-98 to 6-100 give an idea of what Diingwulung (Small Wathayn) 

once looked like, with metal struts, star pickets, Colourbond, household items and eclectic use of 

found resources including iron, woven fabric, insulators, concrete blocks, bricks, car parts and 

corrugated iron and a modern midden. There are a few small scatters of akul on mud near the river 

but little shell around the dongas and huts. Degraded cockle shells, a grill and concrete blocks 

suggest ancient and modern camping by Wathayn people and others (Figures 6-101 to 6-103). 

 

Figure 6-101 Grill at Heinemann’s 
Landing 12/9/2013 

  

Figure 6-102 cockle shell 
12/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-103 concrete blocks 
12/9/2013 

In the 1990s, most Comalco employees asked traditional owners where they could camp and build 

dongas. After the WCCCA was signed in 2001, traditional owners had more say over their land and 

illegal camps were removed (Suchet, 1994:89). Workers were taught respect through cultural 

awareness courses and signs were erected to remind visitors that they were on Aboriginal traditional 

land.  

Two popular camping areas, Diingwulung and Heinemann’s Landing are protected by mining buffer 

zones but were overused through cattle work and recreational visitors, some of whom did not ask 

the traditional owners’ permission to enter (G. Wharton, 2015, pers. comm.). Decades of vehicles 

carrying people to camp, hunt and fish have left scars on the landscape. A few workers still visit and 

camp at Heinemann’s Landing for recreational fishing, but since more workers are fly-in fly-out 

contractors, there is less weekend impact on the land. 

In the early 1970s some stockmen were reassigned to erect a fence from Running Creek to 

Heinemann’s Landing. They mustered cattle to the eastern side, away from the bauxite mining until 
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1980 when the cattle were taken off Weipa Peninsula, inland to Billy’s Lagoon (McNaughton, 

2007:49-50). 

Figures 6-104 to 6-106 show some relics of this cattle fence, discontinuous sections constructed of 

local timber poles, star pickets and wire. Tree stumps may have been cut to reach sugarbag or used 

for fencing materials. 

 

Figure 6-104 Pole and wire of 
cattle fence 12/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-105 Star picket and wire 
of cattle fence  

 

Figure 6-106 Cut stump at 
Heinemann’s Landing  

Parts of this fence, like the wooden poles at the cattle yards, are consumed in the annual clearing 

fires, however the rusting wire lasts longer, an enigmatic reminder of a local industry that was 

overtaken by economic priorities and logistics. 

Heinemann’s Landing is an example of a traditional Wathayn campsite with modern evidence for 

camping relating to all comers, Indigenous or not. As well as its significance to the Wathayn people, 

it is valued by the Weipa community as a nearby fishing spot. Vestiges of the cattle fence at Running 

Creek and along the track to Heinemann’s Landing such as bush timber poles, star pickets, straight 

and barbed wire are ephemeral evidence, only explained through oral history. This helped locate the 

cattle fence and some historic tracks on our cultural map. Adaptive re-use of the poles, wires and 

metal sheets for camping and covering kup marie earth ovens blends the historic archaeological 

evidence into the present and future.  

Tracks and roads 

Well-used Aboriginal tracks were clearly discernible in the Australian landscape (Donovan and Wall, 

2004:1, Irish, 2017:16, McCarthy, 1939:409, Roth, 1910b) and foot tracks across the Weipa Peninsula 

would have been visible. As the focus of living centred each of the two Weipa Mission sites, tracks 

leading to 12 Mile and Jessica Point were used more often. When horses and trucks became 

available, enlarged tracks followed the best route for these vehicles. Our cultural map shows the 

connections between villages, campsites and resources (Figure 7-1). Some of the spelling has 

changed as more information became available after this map was completed. A line map showing 

some of the places mentioned in this chapter is at Figure 6-107. 
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Figure 6-107 Map of Weipa Peninsula with camps and places used in this chapter 

Beatrice and Cora walked north-west from Weipa South (Napranum) at night with their 

grandparents, carrying burning teatree bark torches, to camp on the beach at Achimbun (Evans 

Landing) where today there is no sand due to dredging of the shipping channel (Gordon & Keppell 

2014 pers. comm.). The residents of Napranum walk into Weipa along the main road, which follows 

the same route, although early mining destroyed the ridge with shady trees and swamp behind 

Gonbung (B. Gordon 6/5/2018 pers. comm.). People do not always have money for petrol or car 

repairs, so they rely on walking or cadging a lift with family, friends, RTA officers or visiting 

archaeologists.  

In the 1930s, Beatrice and Cora’s family followed an established track near the coastline from the 

Mission at Jessica Point east across Beening Creek to the Coconut family camp and Wathayn 

outstation. They used skin-barks and kinoos to carry camping needs and get fish and shellfish, but 

most of the people walked to the camps avoiding the still muddy saltpan (Gordon & Keppell 2014 

pers. comm.). They walked through Kwamter (Duke, 2005:29) and Chandan, a wide saltpan where 

they caught stingrays and fish in the creek, shot ducks and geese on the swamp and pigs in the bush; 

their grandfather never had a gun, he used spears (E. Keppell 11/9/2013 pers. comm.). This track is 

significant for the Wathayn people as it was the only way to get to their camp, through their own 

Country, connecting significant sacred places (B. Gordon, 2012, pers. comm.).  
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The current made roads follow ancient pathways some of the way, but bulldozers are not 

constrained by vegetation or topography, taking the shortest distance. The distance to Wathayn 

changes each time the track is graded (B. Gordon, 16/8/2017 pers. comm.). 

The track from Wathayn outstation around the saltpan to Heinemann’s Landing and Spring/Running 

Creek is an old Wathayn track – “it is our road, an old one”; young Cora and Beatrice walked 

everywhere on bush tracks (B. Gordon & C. Keppell 2013 pers. comm.). When mining curtailed 

access to traditional lands and short-cuts were closed, Wathayn people crossed mining leases before 

first light to hunting areas at Mandjungaar and Wathayn, “leaving before dawn and returning after 

dark, and often laden with pigs, wallabies, water birds and more” (Morrison et al., 2018:17). 

The foot tracks are not obvious when the vegetation is lush, but during the Wathayn Rehabilitation 

Workshop in June 2012, when botanist Dr Dave Fell wanted to see a Wathayn shell mound, we used 

a clear track that was still muddy. Participants made alternate parallel tracks on slightly higher 

ground, a timeless walking practice to avoid mud and fallen trees (Figures 6-108, 6-109).  

On our return there was a smell of pigs and pig tracks in the mud that had not been there when we 

first passed through. The pigs did not show themselves but must have been curious enough about 

our peregrinations to follow and observe us.  

 

Figure 6-108 Dave Fell on the track beside a grove of 
banksia trees 6/6/2012 

 

Figure 6-109 Track on the left, walkers avoiding a boggy 
stretch by keeping right 

Clearing dry vegetation by fire makes the tracks visible: burning off the undergrowth at Diingwulung 

revealed a section of walking track leading through paperbark scrub to the mangrove fringe and 

akul. Nonda plums fall off the trees, attracting pigs and emus; pig prints were visible on the track 

indicating opportunistic use by pigs of tracks made by Wathayn people who also enjoy nonda plums 

(Figures 6-110, 6-111). I occasionally smelled pigs while surveying the cattle yards but they were 

invisible in the lush creek-side vegetation. 
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Figure 6-110 A track used by humans and pigs 3/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-111 Nonda plums on the ground at Running 
Creek 

On the Weipa Peninsula, heavy rain and bushfires loosen trees that may fall and block tracks 

necessitating diversion around fallen logs and trees, such as the log Stephanie Coconut is sitting on 

(Figure 6-112) and the fallen trees in Figures 6-113 and 6-114. It is prudent not to enter areas during 

wet weather and strong wind, or when fire is still burning in case parts of trees fall on you or coals 

burn your feet or melt your tyres.  It is also easy to bog a vehicle in the soggy ground. My colleagues 

Billy Ó Foghlú and Jack Fenner pushed our car out of the mud, averting an undesirable contribution 

to the archaeological record (Figure 6-115).

 

Figure 6-112 Rain loosened a tree that fell across the 
road to Wathayn. Photo J Wapua 6/3/2013 

 

Figure 6-113 fallen tree blocks the Wathayn road, 
6/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-114 Fire causes diversions in road to Wathayn 
15/6/2012 

 

Figure 6-115 Car rescued from mud, 3/9/ 2013 
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Victoria Wade, Frances Zrimsek and I followed the Wathayn hosts into the mangroves to find akul in 

the mud (Figure 6-116). It is difficult to follow a voice in the mangroves and footprints are 

ambiguous in the wet, sticky mud. An ephemeral track indicator, a mangrove stick laid at ground 

level that pointed in the direction the leaders had taken (Figure 6-117), guided the family to the best 

source of akul, which changes with the tide, ground water and climatic conditions. We white fellas 

would have been lost if our hosts had not looked after us.  

 

Figure 6-116 RTA scientists Frances Zrimsek and Victoria 
Wade learn how to find mud-shell 6/6/2012 

 

Figure 6-117 A marker to indicate the direction the 
family took at Wathayn.  

The old road to Cairns and a maintenance track for telecommunications run through Diingwulung 

(Figure 6-118), following a cattle route used by Mission workers, which was based on earlier foot 

tracks (R. Madua, 12/9/2013 pers. comm.).

 

Figure 6-118 Now a car track, the old cattle droving 
track at Running Creek yards 3/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-119 Ford across Running Creek 

Wathayn people drive from the outstation to Diingwulung, fording the creek in 2-wheel drive sedan 

cars, demonstrating a continued use of this ancient track and adaptation to modern transport 

(Figure 6-119). 

Abandoned vehicles 

Broken down cars are modern archaeological features of Wathayn Country. Caroline Gordon’s son 

was driving her car to Wathayn when it broke down and, unable to fix it, he left it on the track - 
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salvage must be prohibitively expensive. While I visited Wathayn, the car deteriorated and burned in 

a fire (Figures 6-120, 6-121). 

 

Figure 6-120 Caroline’s car 6/9/2012 

 

Figure 6-121 Caroline’s car 9/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-122 Abandoned car at Lake Patricia 14/10/2011 

 

Figure 6-123 Old utility at Wathayn outstation 6/9/2012 

Abandoned vehicles rust quietly at Lake Patricia (Figure 6-122) and Munding, the old Enterprise 

mining site, and an old utility sat at the outstation where it had broken down (Figure 6-123). Perhaps 

RTA will assist in removing the body or it will remain as a plaything for children and archaeological 

evidence.  

Stone and glass artefacts 

I was not expecting to find many stone artefacts on the surface at Wathayn, having read that natural 

processes obscure stone artefacts (Shiner and Morrison, 2009:53), and that very few artefacts were 

made on local stone (Holdaway, Shiner pers. comms. 9/2012). Bailey had found microflakes of 

quartz from local sources in shell mounds (Bailey, 1983). Beside my colleague’s excavation of Weipa 

Peninsula Shell Mound (WPSM) 52 near the Wathayn outstation (Ó Foghlú, 2017:52), I found small 

quartz nodule cores, flakes and untouched nodules eroding from an ironstone scour next to the site. 

I recorded some of these bipolar cores and flakes of local material (Figures 6-124,6-125). There was 

evidence for bipolar technology, crushed opposed ends on cores and flakes, most commonly found 

on quartz artefacts (Clarkson et al., 2017:47) and used to conserve raw material, especially in areas 

where little suitable stone is available locally and settlement reduces mobility (Hiscock, 1999:156). 
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I bagged and labelled more potential quartz artefacts from the deposit to be examined later under a 

microscope to confirm or deny their authenticity, but while I was absent from the excavation, one of 

the RTA archaeologists discarded these quartz flakes.  

A stone axe identified near WPSM 52 by RTA archaeologists (Figure 6-126) was taken for analysis by 

Ó Foghlú with Beatrice’s permission and subsequently returned in 2017 (Ó Foghlú in press). 

 

Figure 6-124 Sketches of bipolar quartz artefacts beside 
WPSM52, earth mound site excavated by Ó Foghlú 

 

Figure 6-125 Bipolar quartz artefacts beside WPSM 52, 
12/9/2012 

 

Figure 6-126 Stone axe near WPSM52 

I was astonished to find a large variety of stone artefacts with secondary retouch and use-wear - 

grains rounded on some edges - and glass artefacts in the cattle yards at Diingwulung/Running 

Creek, the most disturbed surface in the study area of Wathayn Country. There were at least 100 

flaked stone and many possible glass artefacts, some of which were discussed as evidence for 

contact (Ó Foghlú et al., 2016). McNaughton recorded “a moderately sized lithic scatter 

(approximately 50 artefacts) and a number of culturally modified (scarred) trees, indicating early use 

of the area” (2007:52) but the accessible report did not include the location of this scatter. I saw 

over one hundred artefacts in the cattle yards, but soil conditions can change to hide or reveal 

artefacts. 

The quantity found at Diingwulung shows the popularity of this traditional camp for repeated use 

(McNaughton, 2007) although numbers of artefacts are not a proxy for population levels (Hiscock, 



184 
 

1986). In an area approximately 5 x 5sq.m, I recorded one quartzite horse-hoof core, four quartzite 

and seven quartz cores, 13 quartz flakes, many of which retained some cortex, one small quartz core 

showed bipolar reduction and 26 possible glass artefacts (Figures 6-127 to 6-130). The high ratio of 

cores among the artefacts at Diingwulung suggests that nodules, not flakes, were brought in (Shiner 

et al., 2018:6,9). Sources of suitable stone are yet to be found near Weipa but most cores and big 

flakes, especially quartz, retain some cortex, indicating limited core reduction and the unexpectedly 

high ratio of cores to flakes suggests that the raw material is not scarce, so perhaps social or 

economic networks ensured ease of access and abundance (ibid). 

 

Figure 6-127 Possible glass artefact from surface at 
Running Creek cattle yards 7/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-128 Quartzite horse hoof core at cattle yards, 
Running Creek 5/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-129 Possible glass artefacts from surface at 
Running Creek cattle yards 7/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-130 Small bipolar quartz artefact from surface 
at cattle yards, Running Creek 7/9/2013. 

The coexistence of traditional camps and cattle yards near permanent water sources might be 

expected as stockyards were located on higher ground which could coincide with raised campsites 

and earth mounds (Barber, 2019) and cattle trampling exposes artefacts. Stone artefacts found east 

of Weipa on the banks of Weiss Creek, approximately 3km from cattle yards at Billycan Yard, were in 

deflated or eroded areas, within 500m of permanent water and 20m of ephemeral water sources 

(Tutchener et al., 2019:55) - also likely Aboriginal traditional campsites.  

Historic campsites with evidence for hybrid economies show how Aboriginal people integrated into 

the settler economy (Walshe et al., 2019:207). 

Although cattle had trampled the circular Running Creek yards, I did not see any stone artefacts, 

perhaps because the volume of cattle yarded was smaller and as the ground is higher and drier the 

topsoil did not break down as much. More likely, there may not have been any concentrated 
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traditional camping on this site as it is further inland, more than 1km from Running Creek’s abundant 

water and shellfish. Beatrice did not identify this as a campsite or a place of any special significance. 

Beatrice found one quartz flake on the surface east of Diingwulung near an earth mound site 

excavated by Ó Foghlú, Weipa Peninsula Earth Mound (WPEM) 54 (Figure 6-131). I did not find stone 

artefacts on any of the other contemporary campsites I recorded, but when Beatrice and I returned 

in 2017, I found two quartz flakes together (Figure 6-55) lying exposed on the salt pan 50m south of 

WPMM 1 dinner time camp. At Diingwulung Beatrice found one quartz pebble (Figure 6-132), near 

the stockyards.

 

Figure 6-131 Quartz artefact near WPEM 54 11/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-132 Quartz pebble artefact near WPMM 1 

Scarred trees 

There are many examples of scarred trees in Wathayn Country. A sugarbag scar in a branch about 

7m high in a living eucalyptus tree on the way into Diingwulung is proof of the ability to scale trees 

for the honey prize. This tree also bears a scar in the bark at ground level claiming ownership 

(Figures 6-133 to 6-135). 

 

Figure 6-133 Beatrice Gordon 
beside sugarbag tree near 
Diingwulung 11/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-134 Sugarbag scar in the 
branch at the top right of the 
photo. Human 2m scale Dr Jack 
Fenner 11/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-135 Ownership cuts in 
bark of sugarbag tree at Wathayn 
11/9/2013  

 

Tree sections with sugarbag scars are collected from the plateau before mining, some taken to the 

outstations (Figures 6-136,6-137) or set in concrete with explanatory signs, as at Prunung in 
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Thaynakwith Country (Figure 6-138). Some tree sections lie on the ground, some are set in concrete 

and some stand wired to the perimeter chain-link fence at Wathayn outstation. Some erected logs 

and living scarred trees are at Diingwulung. All cut tree sections are tagged by RTA with a unique 

number indicating their provenance so the Wathayn logs could be replaced on Country. 

 

Figure 6-136 Scarred tree sections 
stockpiled at Wathayn outstation 
6/9/2013 

 

Figure 6-137 Detail of tree scar at 
Wathayn outstation 6/6/2012 

 

Figure 6-138 Scarred tree 
memorial at Prunung with 
interpretive sign 2/3/2013 

Intangible heritage 

Stories 

The Wathayn landscape is full of memories of ancestors and stories of totems, integral for 

understanding their Country. Each family member has their own story place created by birds, 

animals, fish or other sea creatures and assigned through their father, so it is “like a geographical 

family tree” (Coconut, 2005:31). There are many more stories than I have noted, some common to 

Alngith and Thaynakwith (Coconut, 2005, Fletcher, 2007), some did not come up in conversation or 

are too secret to tell outsiders.  

Many of the stories are common to all Weipa Peninsula groups (Figure 6-139) with minor variations. 

Weipa Aboriginal people say that the two Points Gonbung and Bung (Mbang), protect Weipa and 

Napranum from cyclones (B. Gordon 4/3/2020). Comalco dropped plans to build a camping ground 

at Gonbung beach where when the traditional owners advised that it would be disrespectful, 

inappropriate and dangerous (ibid). Gonbung was avoided for a month out of respect for the death 

of a traditional owner and Comalco also discouraged their employees from using Willum Swamp as a 

water-ski club venue (ibid). 

An Alngith totem, the willy wagtail Peethereetha, travelled from Unegan (Uningan) to Gonbung and 

planted wild date palms to increase bush tucker for the old people. When his dugout canoe capsized 

near Prunung, Red Beach, he sank and turned into a sandbar visible at low tide (Coconut, 2005:43). 

Peethereetha runs up the front sandbank at Gonbung when the tide is low, stands and watches and 
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comes back with the rising tide (ibid), shaking his tail and legs and preventing cyclones (B. Gordon 

22/5/2019 pers. comm.). Seeing a willy wagtail means good news is coming (ibid). 

 

Figure 6-139 Weipa Thaynakwith, Alngith and Wathayn place names 

The story of Wa the dingo connects Diingwulung to an important Peppan (Ndrrua’ngaith) story and 

may reflect the history of the Willum swamps and the importance of these reliable water sources. 

Wa and his family lived at Trakapayn at the top of Big Willum Swamp. As their waterhole was drying 

up he went to find water, walking a long way, scratching for water and stopping to rest until he 

found a dry swamp. He dug until water spurted out of the ground and filled the swamp, drowning 

him (Coconut, 2005:41). His wife and children came looking for Wa, following his scratch marks 

which had become springs until they came to the big swamp where they could hear his voice (Figure 

6-140). They stayed to camp so his spirit could watch over them (ibid). The name Waandriipayn, 

means ‘the dingo’s dreaming’ and the deep hole where Wa lies never dries up (B. Gordon 9/9/2016, 

pers. comm.).
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Figure 6-140 Willum Swamp, created by Wa 

 

Figure 6-141 ANU scientists take cores from Little Willum 
Swamp Photo ANH, ANU 

The ANU palaeoenvironmental study traced the ephemeral nature of Waandriipayn that 

subsequently became a permanent water body from c. 2,200 BP (Figure 6-141) (Stevenson et al, 

2015). Perhaps these stories corroborate each other, tracing oral history back in time (Lydon, 

2019:6) or science dates Wa’s journey.  

Kwamter swamp has a brolga totem story (Duke, 2005:29) and a barramundi story and is protected 

by an eagle, an old man’s spirit (R. Giblet, B. Gordon, S. Gordon, J. Wilson 2012 pers. comm.). 

Kwamter is the best place to dig yams and Mandjungaar is good for fishing and there is a big story 

between Kwamter and Mandjungaar. A mother duck led her babies out onto the salt pan, which is 

protected within the mining lease, but if disturbed a big head of spring water will come up and the 

spirit will appear (ibid).  

To escape the noise and machinery of mining, the old people’s spirits have gone to Mandjungaar 

where two secret stories, the White Fruit and Warumthayn the Blind Shark, begin in a sacred place. 

Outsiders cannot be taken there as it would make them sick and bring bad dreams (B. Gordon in 

Wrigley, 2009e:8,12,16). The Warumthayn story includes other totems such as Lu’un, the black duck, 

part of Beatrice’s language name, and Tinja, the big goanna, which is a men’s group name and his 

place is on the western bank of the mouth of Big Bellvue Creek (B. Gordon 2019 pers. comm.). 

Beatrice’s father called sharks perni, second son (B. Gordon 2013 pers. comm.). If someone wakes 

Warumthayn there will be many sharks on the Napranum beach (Wrigley, 2009d:15). In January 

2019, people were catching big fish at Napranum, including sharks, which Beatrice and most of her 

family cannot eat as it is their totem. Perhaps someone woke Warumthayn. Beatrice wished she 

could eat it as it looked so good (B. Gordon 2019 pers. comm.).  

There are three very important story places around Diingwulung, at least five totemic affiliations 

(McNaughton, 2007:52) and links to related sites in Peppan (Ndrrua’ngaith) Country (Duke, 

2005:40), The wild honey story at Diingwulung on Running Creek and a Thorny Stingray (rough-back 

stingray, (Himantura jenkinsii)) story place, Chwiig, near the junction of Running Creek with the 
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Embley River, are connected by a storyline. To the east there is a Jabiru story place, Kaachilly, on 

Mamoos Creek where the road to 20 Mile crosses another Spring Creek (Duke, 2005:18).  

Sounds and scents 

Archaeology is essentially a visual science, recording what we can see, but spending time with 

traditional owners at camps revealed that scents and sounds are all part of the experience of the 

place, yet they are seldom included in cultural heritage significance assessments. The scent of 

blossoming trees and the damp smell of the mangroves are enhanced at night. Birds and insects 

contribute their music to the sound of leaves tickling each other in the wind. The Wathayn ladies 

note the trees whispering, birds, crickets and other natural noises and sounds of vehicles coming 

towards the Wathayn outstation. The spirits at Wathayn do not like loud music. Once when Caroline 

was playing a cassette, the spirits got angry so she turned it off before anyone was harmed (B. 

Gordon 2012 pers. comm.). Cultural heritage assessments should include any sensory significance. 

Honouring the dead 

Weipa traditional owners follow different funeral practices depending on the age, gender and status 

of the deceased. When the mayor of Napranum passed away in 2012, several days of mourning shut 

down all activities in the town. When the much-loved Thaynakwith artist, author and promoter of 

culture Thancoupie, Gloria Fletcher died in May 2012, RTA shut down all its operations while her 

funeral was held as a mark of respect. They also ceased operations near her homeland, Bouchat, for 

a year (B. Laidlaw 8/6/2012, pers. comm.).  

One year after Thancoupie’s passing, her friends and relatives held a ceremony to smoke her house 

in Weipa to begin the process of leading her spirit home (Figures 6-142, 6-143).

 

Figure 6-142 Smoking ceremony at the late Thancoupie’s 
house 12/5/2012 

 

Figure 6-143 Beatrice Gordon, right of centre, seated 
among the mourners for Thancoupie 12/5/2012

Beatrice was among the mourners as she and Thancoupie were cousins and great friends. She said 

that she wished I could have met her cousin as we would have had a lot to talk about. The present 

met the past when the traditional ceremony set off the smoke alarm in her house. I drove a car full 

of mourners to her name-cutting ceremony at Bouchat Beach, Thancoupie’s significant Country, 
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where she used to run holiday cultural camps for school children. Rio Tinto Alcan Community 

Relations staff provided shelters and finger foods for lunch at the name cutting ceremony at 

Bouchat. Near the ubiquitous campfire elders sang to welcome Thancoupie’s spirit home and 

children performed songs and dances (Figures 6-144 to 6-146).  

Richard Barkley, Thancoupie’s nephew/son cut a branch three times while saying her name to draw 

her spirit home to rest easy (Figure 6-147). Historian Geoff Wharton cut the branch for his daughters 

who are named for Thancoupie. They had been using the term tapitch, ‘no name’ but Thancoupie’s 

traditional name can now be used for her and people sharing her name. 

 

Figure 6-144 Thancoupie’s spiritual resting place, 
Bouchat Beach 12/5/2012 

 

Figure 6-145 Lunch at Bowchat 12/5/2012 

 

Figure 6-146 Singing at Thancoupie’s ceremony, Beatrice 
top right 12/5/2012 

 

Figure 6-147 Richard Barkley, Thancoupie’s nephew/son 
cuts a branch watched by Geoff Wharton 12/5/2012 

I contacted the Australian National Gallery to suggest that Thancoupie’s name could be restored to a 

plaque beside her large aluminium ball sculpture at the entrance (Figure 6-148). I received a call 

from their Indigenous curator who agreed with me and assured me that it would be done, but it was 

still ‘Thapitch’ six years later. 
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Figure 6-148 Thancoupie’s sculpture of her land at the National Gallery of Australia in Canberra 29/10/2013 
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 Connections with the past: Using oral history and ethnography to interpret the 

archaeology 

My research includes little scientific data but a tapestry of vignettes from qualitative methodologies. 

These may be helpful in moving beyond quantitative surveys to develop a deeper understanding of 

Indigenous social values, concepts and aspirations (McNaughton et al., 2016:1). But can my results 

from modern campsites help interpret the archaeology? Below I reflect on what I have learned from 

the Wathayn people and how it may be relevant to the archaeological record.  

The Wathayn cultural map 

Although Aboriginal people are involved in archaeological fieldwork, report writers may concentrate 

on the environmental context of Aboriginal sites, under-representing their social activities and 

significance (Byrne et al., 2001:21-22). The cultural map of Wathayn Country developed with 

Beatrice Gordon and her family was a means to overcome this problem (Figure 7-1). The base in 

Google maps was provided by Rio Tinto Alcan, including the yellow dots representing recorded stone 

artefacts. The original map measures 127 x 84 cm. 

 

Figure 7-1 Wathayn Country cultural map, ANU Cartogis 15-213_KP 

The map acts as a visual framework to help communication with the Wathayn people. It evolved 

over several conversations and iterations; some changes were made years later when a phone 

conversation with Beatrice revealed something I had misunderstood. The map is not accurate to 

within metres, but its purpose is to give a sense of the use and meaning of Country, not to lead an 

expedition. A larger version of the map is at Appendix 4. 

Wathayn country cultural map 
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I gave Beatrice a copy of our ‘completed’ map in 2017 and she assured me that it has a life beyond 

my research needs, helping the elders pass on knowledge to younger family members, especially 

when access to sites further east requires vehicles and expensive petrol. It may also assist in 

collaborating with land managers Rio Tinto Alcan to conserve the Wathayn significant cultural 

landscape by helping locate their sites and tracks on maps. Not only are the individual sites 

significant, but also the links between both them and the older archaeological sites on Wathayn 

Country, which visually demonstrate cultural continuity.  

Our Wathayn cultural map shows important traditional camping places, significant sites and 

resource zones traversed to get to these places. One RTA staff member opined that the routes taken 

may include slipping across restricted areas at dawn, before mining operations commence. I did not 

ask Beatrice to clarify this as the detail of the map suffices without this knowledge. It is not an 

exhaustive list of places important to Wathayn people. Significant spiritual sites between Beening 

Creek and Wathayn outstation, at Bellvue Creek and at Diingwulung have been discussed in Chapter 

6. Mapping of these sites is important for cultural heritage management protection.  

Although the map only represents sites of significance to Wathayn people, some of these are not on 

Wathayn Country. Aboriginal groups on the Weipa Peninsula are closely related to each other, 

sharing some stories and sites. For example, Wathayn men went to hunt at Cool Pool on Trunding 

Creek in Alngith Country (Duke, 2005:29) and Wathayn families went to fish and get arrowroot after 

seeking permission from Alngith elders (Gordon and Charger, 2012), although Beatrice has rights to 

Alngith Country through her mother(B. Gordon 8/7/2103 pers. comm.). Other examples are 

Diingwulung and Willum Swamp, which connect to stories in Peppan (Ndrrua’ngaith) Country (Duke, 

2005:40).  

Beatrice and Cora’s parents lived in Weipa Mission, but their grandparents were not full-time 

residents. They visited to work and bring bush food to their children and grandchildren, camping 

nearby for a while but continuing their seasonal round of living on the traditional camps at Kwamter, 

Mandjungaar, Wathayn and Diingwulung (B. Gordon 6/6/2019).  

Making a cultural map enmeshed me in the peopled Country where the past, present and future 

coexistent and are palpable. My awkward white soul can appreciate to some extent the living reality 

of Wathayn land to Wathayn people, hopefully sufficiently to communicate my journey to my 

academic peers and to bring some of this scientific knowledge back to the traditional owners in 

formats that may be useful for them. 
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Oral history 

Talking with Beatrice, her family and cousin Rocky Madua, a former ringer, made sense of these sites 

and my landscape archaeology approach became an exercise in ethnoarchaeology.  

Mrs Beatrice Gordon’s older brother, Mr Stanley Coconut is the primary elder for Wathayn lands but 

as his health is failing, his younger sister, Beatrice, works with researchers as the main knowledge 

holder and cultural awareness teacher. Her daughters Caroline and Stephanie and her cousins Cora 

(Elizabeth Keppell) and Rocky Madua also talked about history and culture. Beatrice’s sons Floyd and 

Lexie took part in cultural heritage workshops organised by Rio Tinto Alcan Weipa (RTA) and 

sometimes represent the Wathayn at WCCCA meetings. I met some of Beatrice’s other siblings, 

children and extended family while collecting Beatrice for outings and purchasing art and but did not 

grill them for information. 

Bringing Wathayn children on fieldwork took advantage of travel to reinforce traditions, pass on 

cultural information and check up on their Country (see Roberts et al., 2005:49). Interviews on sites 

sometimes revealed the season and the best time of day to be there, the attractions of the location, 

past activities and cleaning practices which may shed light on past site configuration and use. 

Scepticism about the usefulness of ethnography in interpreting archaeology was expressed by some 

of the ARC project investigators. A Tegillarca granosa shell with one abraded edge found in material 

from the shell mound excavations conformed to descriptions of expedient bivalve scrapers (Harris et 

al., 2017:12). Beatrice confirmed that her people still use such shells to scrape the cooked meat out 

of stingray and large fish (B. Gordon pers. comm. 11/9/2012). The Thaynakwith use akul mud-shell, 

(G. coaxans) and cockle kwambak (T. granosa) to cut and scrape fish (Fletcher, 2007:72). Investigator 

Holdaway dismissed this example, stating that one could not extrapolate from current practices to 

past activities (S. Holdaway pers. comm. 11/9/2012). If this were the case, there would be no point 

in writing this chapter. Unfortunately, I did not think to photograph the shell immediately as I 

assumed it would be listed as evidence from the excavation and I have been unsuccessful in seeking 

photographs from RTA. 

As I understood more of the Wathayn peoples’ involvement in their Country, the standard 

archaeological terminology and assumptions of hunter gatherer activities seemed to fall short of the 

intricacies of land management that still exist but must have been extraordinary in the past. Since 

my research began, the date for occupation of Australia by people with sophisticated toolkits, art 

and by extension land management skills, has been established as at least 50,000 years ago 

(O’Connell et al. 2018), and perhaps as long ago as 65,000 years (Clarkson et al., 2017) although the 

accuracy of this date has been debated (O’Connell et al., 2018). Farming practices and semi-
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sedentary villages were described by the early invaders/settlers across Australia (Fitzpatrick, 2017). 

A continuing Mithaka project is exploring ancestral remains and evidence that may indicate 

sedentary villages in Queensland’s Channel country (Griffith University contributed, 2017, Tatham, 

2017) and Gunditjmara Country in Victoria (Smith, 2013). This is a far cry from the colonial discourse 

of terra nullius and a prompt to move beyond standard ideas when recording Aboriginal camp sites 

and resource use. 

Campsite features 

Location 

As noted in Chapter 4, like other northern Australian coastal groups (Meehan, 1982, von Sturmer, 

1978) the Wathayn family camps at Small Bellvue Creek and Diingwulung are beside permanent 

water, sheltered from north-westerly winds by scrub, adjacent to abundant fish and shellfish 

resources and with plenty of shady trees. Prior to contact, game could be hunted within a day’s 

walk. 

Wathayn people are proud of the reliable freshwater springs and creeks on their land (B. Gordon 

17/9/2012, pers. comm.) - clearly one of the most necessary attributes of a good campsite - allowing 

long-term stays all year. In the 1940s to 1960s - before the scale of mining curtailed access - Beatrice 

and her family regularly visited Mandjungaar with its ‘everlasting’ spring, resting for a few hours or 

overnight on the way to Wathayn (Morrison et al., 2018:17).  

Sand is the preferred base on which to camp. The dinner time camp WPMM 1 is on a sandy rim of 

the salt pan, but it is not a place you would stay after dark as spiders and scorpions emerge from 

cracks in the clay (Martin, 2019). Wathayn inland sites near creeks are on softer substrates on the 

wooded plateau, just as the An-barra people preferred to camp on sand, with shade and cool 

breezes (Meehan, 1988:173). A campsite may be abandoned when tree shade decreases as 

paperbarks beside a saltpan fall over in the wet, burn or die as the amount of salt inundation 

changes their environment. The shade leaves no archaeological traces, so it is hard to prove this was 

a factor influencing past campsite use and relocation. 

Structure 

Material evidence was spread over a wide area on the recent Wathayn camps, and at Diingwulung it 

was visible over at least half a kilometre. Archaeologists usually interpret activities at a site from 

excavation of one small area. This may be only a section of a complex of sleeping and shade shelters, 

food processing, artefact manufacture and maintenance areas, fireplaces and earth ovens, all 

conflating over time. Analysis of pollen and phytoliths may explain the environmental setting of the 
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site, but the evidence in a trench captures minimal representation of the activities, artefacts and 

debris left by the site’s inhabitants. Re-excavation of a Kimberley site produced very different results 

from a previous project, showing variation in the stratigraphy and cultural materials in a small area 

and the value of sampling across a site (Maloney et al., 2016:85). 

The Coconut family’s campsite on Small Bellvue Creek is a personalized landscape where Beatrice 

can indicate the camps of cousins, aunties and uncles in their own designated areas - not random 

choices, but determined by tradition reflecting their seniority and descent within the family (B. 

Gordon 17/9/2012, pers. comm.). Beatrice also indicated where her brother, Stanley Coconut Jnr 

and other relatives had their family unit camps and dongas at Old/Small Wathayn outstation at 

Diingwulung, keeping their own space throughout the life of the camp (B. Gordon 13/9/2013, pers. 

comm.). Beatrice’s cousin Rocky Madua identified Stanley’s camp by the TV aerial toppled from an 

alakanum tree (R. Madua 12/9/2013, pers. comm.). Although the Wathayn ancestors lived under 

very different social and economic conditions, feelings of security in comfortable camping places 

have been passed down the generations who maintained access to their land. 

Recent camps at Wathayn revealed individual preferences. Robert Peinkinna cleared his camp after 

use, stacking firewood in a pile ready for the next use. In the Dry season firewood can be stockpiled 

in camps but in the Wet season it needs to be kept dry up on a mound under bark sheets (G. 

Peinkinna 12/9/2012 pers. comm.). Robert grew up in Aurukun after marriage, so could have learned 

a Wik way of clearing a campsite from his father, or it is just Robert’s own preference. Either way, 

this custom does not indicate differences in resource use or environmental change, just individual 

preference. 

Dinner time camps cannot be studied in isolation, but as “one cog in a complex strategy” as the 

remnants “form a common and highly visible part of that system’s archaeological signature” 

(Meehan, 1988:180). Wathayn base and dinner time camps differ in the same ways as An-barra 

camps (ibid); the Coconut family camp, Big Wathayn and Diingwulung are larger, with evidence for a 

wider range of foods, kup maries and more resilient debris. At Diingwulung the discarded stone 

artefacts and metal, plastic and glass from historic occupation demonstrate continuity of occupation. 

Food 

Scatters of akul shells, sometimes with bluebum, are common around Wathayn outstation and 

Diingwulung, sure signs of local people collecting shellfish to eat or use as bait. These are mostly 

Wathayn and other Napranum families, who usually ask the senior traditional owners for permission 

to visit their lands.  
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The less common bluebum, relished for its succulent flesh and taste, must be cracked and the flesh 

extracted with a stick (Figure 7-2), and many of the hearths at Wathayn and Diingwulung have 

concrete blocks on which to crack shells. In the past a large flat rock might have been used, but 

these are not naturally abundant in the Weipa landscape. A billy of cooked bluebum flesh is taken 

back to the outstation to the elders when the younger ones go collecting shellfish from the 

mangroves, so bluebum shells may not indicate that a meal was eaten in that spot, although some 

would always be eaten at the dinner time camp as they are so delicious freshly cooked. 

 

Figure 7-2 Bluebum with signs of cracking near kup 
marie at Wathayn outstation 2/9/2013 

 

Figure 7-3 Cracked bluebum with akul and fish bone at 
WPMM 1, 18/9/2012 

Some foods may have protocols for their disposal after eating, and this affects archaeological 

visibility. Bones may be discarded into a fire, cold hearths may be cleaned out and the ash dumped 

outside the camp, creating what looks like another hearth, and dogs consume leftovers or move 

bones from their original positions (Walters, 1988:216-217). At WPMM 1, empty shells showed 

alternative treatments; some were tossed into the fire or outside the camp edges, but others were 

left lying around the campsite (Figure 7-3). Yanyuwa people burn the bones of some fish, birds, 

lizards, dugong and sea turtle in the cooking fire to ensure these animals maintain fatness and do 

not become difficult to hunt or disappear due to the spirits of deceased kin driving them away 

(Kearney, 2010:111). Fish may be underrepresented in an archaeological context as Wathayn people 

often toss fish remains back into the fire (B. Gordon, E. Keppell 11/9/2013 pers. comm.) and fragile 

fish bones left on the ground surface do not last long (Figure 7-3).  

Wathayn people cannot cook fish after 6pm as the old people will smell it. Some food is always left 

for the ancestors, a portion of fish or some open, cooked shellfish, so they do not ‘make trouble’ (B. 

Gordon 13/9/2013 pers. comm.), but this evidence would defy archaeological interpretation. 

Fortunately, Wathayn spirits back off quietly, unlike the wild spirits at Aurukun who were angry 

people when the land was disturbed and their temperaments have not improved (ibid). 
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Material culture 

Paddles made from buttressed mangrove roots and wood shafts for spears, and digging sticks are 

made from several types of trees (G. Peinkinna pers. comm. 6/9/2012). All these wooden items are 

unlikely to be preserved in campsites. Wathayn men use stingray spine spear tips or metal turned 

into spikes, both of which could be preserved but I did not find any on the modern campsites. 

The ubiquitous concrete blocks and grills on campsites are evidence for cooking, most likely fish as 

shellfish are placed on sand at the edge of the fire. Both items could be the modern equivalent of 

large flat stones, such as found on WPMM 3. Some grills and concrete blocks were found off 

recognisable campsites, but I did not notice more large flat stones which are not common around 

Weipa. 

Seasonal movement 

Did seasonal availability or difficulties affect the Wathayn people’s access to campsites or resources? 

Modern campsites and outstations are living representatives of traditional camps, so can be used in 

archaeology for comparisons. However, the availability of modern purchased food and material 

culture all year blurs any seasonal unavailability in the past.  

Wright’s Aboriginal assistants said that shell mounds constructed by their ancestors provided a dry 

camping site in the Wet season. The Coconut family camp, close to the Embley River, is on a ridge 

above the saltpan that is high and dry at the end of the Wet season and is accessible by canoe when 

the land is still too muddy to walk on. When Beatrice and Cora camped at the Coconut family camp 

with their grandparents in the 1940s, most family members came from Jessica Point on foot, inland 

of the salt pans, but canoes allowed more equipment to be brought for long stays.  

Big Wathayn, a traditional Wet season camp, and the nearby Coconut family’s camp are near the 

same resources. As Small Bellvue Creek subsides after the Wet season and the land dries out, 

walking is easier and salt-water moves upstream, past the Coconut family camp but Wathayn 

outstation is still near perennial fresh water.  

The most parsimonious explanation is that the whole area on the east bank of Small Bellvue Creek, 

from its junction with the Embley River to the source springs past Wathayn outstation, is a site 

complex which the Wathayn people used often to access a range of resources from shellfish and fish 

to sugarbag, fruits and fauna, moving from south to north as the Dry season advanced.  

Use of fire 

Fire reveals tracks and clears the ground of spiky growth, snakes and insect pests so it was essential 

to prepare campsites. The big Wathayn family campsites comprise separate family areas for sleeping 
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and quiet moments and one large community campfire for cooking and yarning. People live for 

weeks or months at the Wathayn outstation, keeping the ground clear by raking rubbish and leaves 

into small piles and burning them. In contrast, WPMM 1 dinner time camp was left as it was after 

each use and a space cleared of shells at the next visit, using fire to clear grass and insects (B. 

Gordon 12/9/2012 pers. comm.). Cleared areas or rubbish in situ are differences that may be found 

archaeologically. 

Aboriginal people usually have a campfire in the yard around which most of the activities take place 

(Walters, 1988:216), even in modern housing settlements (Bradley and Yanyuwa familes, 2010:23). 

People sit around the campfire and yarn, perhaps cooking a few snacks, so it is a symbol of family or 

group unity, hospitality and the reinforcement of culture. Wathayn people keep a fire burning all the 

time to stop the spirits making the meat soft (B. Gordon 13/9/2013 pers. comm.). At Diingwulung 

Beatrice’s family saw a dingo spirit leap over the fire and eat a pig and fish they were cooking (ibid). 

The multiplicity of fires at one campsite, some of which may not be used to cook food but to keep 

ancestral spirits or insects at bay, may help to explain multiple contemporaneous hearths found in 

archaeological contexts. 

Indigenous people are not alone in their penchant for campfires. On a 1980s dig with Professor 

Graham Connah, we students found the campfire mesmerising, to the extent of calling it 

‘Pleistocene TV’. My neighbours and sons in Queensland enjoy outdoor firepits, certainly not needed 

for warmth. It seems that most people are attracted to a campfire. An archaeological hearth is not 

just a sign of human habitation and food cooking but a focus for congenial living.  

Interpreting older archaeological sites 

Shell mounds and middens 

Archaeology cannot explain why large shell mounds were built and, given their age, ethnographic 

analogy may be of limited value in interpreting, identifying and explaining them, as some of the oral 

history has developed after shell mound use ceased. Traditional owners recognise that shell mounds 

were built by their ancestors or by spirits in the Dreaming, in line with archaeological evidence for 

construction and chronological sequences (Brockwell, 2013:296, Hiscock and Faulkner, 2006:209).    

The lack of faunal remains in large shell mounds may indicate an almost total focus on shell 

resources while camping at the mounds, or taphonomic processes that destroyed bone, or that 

terrestrial animals were prepared, consumed and discarded away from the shell mounds (Morrison, 

2010:307-308). Morrison discounts the latter explanation as archaeological hearths and artefacts 

have not been found close to shell mounds (ibid). However, as large or small game may have been 
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cooked in a kup marie several metres away from a camp near the shell mound, little evidence would 

remain and is unlikely to be found and linked to use of the shell mound.  

It has been reported that many of the shell mounds located inland away from estuaries and creeks 

have not been used in recent times (Petchey et al., 2013, Stevenson et al., 2015). However, the 

Coconut family used a shell mound to gain access to Wathayn in the 1930s just after the Wet season 

when the salt pan had not dried out, and the current use of a Wathayn shell mound for fishing 

extends the use of at least one mound into the present. Ethnohistorical accounts confirm that an 

area near large shell mounds at Kwamter was used in the early Wet season (Morrison et al., 

2018:24) and oral history adds the activities of digging yams, killing wildfowl on the swamps and 

bringing cockles (T. granosa) and fish back from Cockatoo Island by canoe (B. Gordon, E. Keppell, 

11/9/2013 pers. comm.). These shells were discarded on or near the mounds after cooking in a kup 

marie so the source of building material may not have been within walking distance of shell mounds. 

Shells eaten at these events in the 1940s could have been deposited on or near the existing shell 

mounds.  

Mangroves grow now at Red Beach (on the northern bank of the Mission River) but it was a sandy 

beach when Thaynakwith elder Mr Steven Hall’s family camped next to their shell mound, harvesting 

akul and eating fish caught from canoes and later from dinghies (S. Hall 8/6/2014, pers. comm.). Mr 

Hall’s family camped next to the shell mounds, not on them; “we don’t climb on them, we sit beside 

them and respect our elders, keep our custom law” (ibid). Beatrice and Thaynakwith elders Mr Hall 

and Mr Arthur Andrews all remembered camping beside the mounds when they were children living 

at the Mission, as they could hear anyone coming by the rattling of disturbed shells (B. Gordon 

16/5/2012, A. Andrews, S. Hall 2013 pers. comms.). Two sisters in a story placed shells around their 

camp so they could hear a purri-purri man (magician) approaching in the night (Coconut, 2005:36).  

Wathayn ladies craned to see each vehicle approaching their outstation and speculated on who 

might be travelling on each plane heard overhead. Sometimes the change in culture is ours, not 

necessarily in Aboriginal culture. My own great-aunts were more interested in passers-by than most 

of us white folk in our suburbs today, reflecting the loss of white community contact through 

increased use of social media. 

The traditional owners venerate the high shell mounds as deliberate constructions made by the old 

people, like stone artefacts and culturally modified trees, and do not worry about their purpose. 

Beatrice explained that shell mounds were built by a lot of people, many families, who sat down 

near each other, cooked many cockles in kup maries, not over a fire, as the shells are white, not 

blackened, then threw the empty shells into a mound after eating them (B. Gordon 2012, pers. 
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comm.). However, water percolating through the top layers of the mound scours charcoal, and 

together with chemical reactions, bleaches shells after deposition, could account for white shells 

(Fanning et al., 2016, Larsen et al., 2015). 

Many shells cooked together in a kup marie would indicate an occasion of communal festivities 

(Meehan, 1983). Such a great number of people might have been assembled for a ceremony or 

marriage: “maybe two or three tribes camped there, got fish in canoes and skin-barks every day, got 

wallaby and kangaroo and the women got shells and honey” (B. Gordon, Cathy, Keesha and Nancy 

Wilson 2012 pers. comm.), suggesting that Wathayn people were eclectic and opportunistic in their 

food procurement, even when enjoying an abundance of one resource.  

When Steven Hall was a child, his grandparents told him that shell mounds had been created by the 

old people celebrating when they had marriages, ceremonies, parties and feasting (ibid). “A lot of 

people from the tribe were intermarrying and the guest people carried in their own shells in 

dillybags made of wallum grass; bringing all the shells, they would throw the shells, pile them up 

together to make the mound, like a family tree, a monument to our people” … “some big, some 

small mounds, depending on the number of people” (ibid). Meehan (1982:66), reported a 

correlation between concentrated shell collecting and ceremonial activities that involved the men, 

keeping them from hunting food. Others have linked the accumulation of large mounds of mainly 

one shell species to ceremonial gatherings (Clune and Harrison, 2009, Morrison, 2003). Any debris 

from the Hall family’s meals and activities could have been discarded on the shell mounds at Red 

Beach, bringing their use into the modern era.  

The traditional owners do not want people driving on the shell mounds, especially the ‘young blokes’ 

from the company running over them, or digging them up because the ancestral spirits might hurt 

the perpetrators as well as the descendants, causing them to have accidents (Barkley et al., 

2008:10). Comalco staff have climbed and camped on the mounds at Bowchat, Red Beach, Lu’un and 

Bweening (S. Hall 8/6/2014, pers. comm.). Mr Hall did not like the idea of archaeology, of digging in 

the mounds, or of removing the stone artefacts the old people put into the mounds, but he likes to 

know how old the mounds are (ibid). 

Before miners camped on Weipa beaches, the shell mounds were intact and higher. Beatrice has a 

photo of her mother on the highest shell mound at Kwamter where they used to camp: “People 

used to visit each other a lot and share, maybe they needed a bit of tea or sugar, they would come 

and ask and be given it willingly, Wathayn, Peppan and the Myall Creek people to the east” (B. 

Gordon, 2013 pers. comm.). Aboriginal people walking barefoot hardly disturbed the shell mounds. 
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Archaeological explanations have focussed on subsistence behaviour yet, as ethnography has 

demonstrated, people are complex and often use resources or camp in places for spiritual reasons 

(Greer, 2011:4, McNiven, 2004:330). Constructing large mounds may have had social significance in 

the cultural landscape, rather than any functionalist or economic factors (McNiven and Hall, 

1999:87). Although the shell mounds are seldom used now, they are remembered in Aboriginal 

stories (Hiscock and Faulkner, 2006:209). However, as components of these stories have developed 

in the changed environmental and social conditions of the last 200 years, after mound building 

ceased, they may have little relevance to why construction was once important (Hiscock and 

Faulkner, 2006:209). Perhaps social change was involved, such as caused the Djungan traditional 

owners to reduce their use of previously important living sites in caves on the Dreaming mountain, 

Ngarrabullgan, north-west of Cairns around 600 years ago (David and Wilson, 1999:186).  

A few stories from the Weipa region relate to shell mounds. A ‘very old woman at Weipa’ told 

Moore (1963:20) that the shells were spilled from a dillybag full of shells carried by Wong-wong, the 

waterhen, as she and their son Golbendum the emu ran from her lazy husband Nuanda, the white 

ibis, who refused to make a fire to cook the cockles they had gathered for dinner. They did not 

notice that some of the spilled shells made the mounds alongside the Embley River (ibid). Stories 

handed down through families have individual differences (Coconut, 2005:31). Wong-wong is the 

name of a long-legged bird that walks in the mangroves, in the language of inland people, Ivy’s mob, 

the Anhathangayth; this is not a local Weipa story (B. Gordon, 2013 pers. comm.). The people from 

Myall Creek to the east near Sudley Station, used to camp near the Weipa Mission (ibid).  

The catfish is a big story place on the Mission River with only one tree right in the middle where 

another Hall family totem, an eagle, makes a nest (S. Hall pers. comm. 8/6/2014). Their shell mound 

called ruandan – big catfish, has a big head and tapers to a tail: “the old people designed that catfish 

shape to represent their totem” and let the plants grow on the mound to keep it cool and 

strengthen the shell mound (ibid) - confirming domiculture. No other Weipa traditional owners 

spoke or wrote on the specific shapes of any mounds or totemic representations, but perhaps the 

other families have not retained these memories; it would be difficult to determine if a mound had 

the form of a fish or animal from their disintegrated state and covering vegetation. 

At Leunh, Arraw the emu built three shell mounds, one for family members to camp on during the 

monsoon, another for young people and a third to store firewood (Fletcher, 2007:70). People sat 

around the fire cooking, eating and leaving shells for thousands of years, using the same fireplace 

when they returned in following years (ibid).  
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In Thancoupie’s sculpture Legends of the Two Rivers (Figure 7-4), “The basket represents the story of 

Hey Point, where a woman was collecting shells, which fell from the basket and created the Weipa 

shell mounds” (Thanakupi, 2009). On a ceramic pot Thancoupie illustrated a Wathayn story of a 

mother holding her child while running along and dropping shellfish from her basket (Fletcher, 

2007:117).  

 

 

Figure 7-4 Thancoupie’s sculpture Legends of the Two 
Rivers in Weipa Hospital foyer, showing basket of shells 
25/9/2012 

 

Thancoupie’s story of the shells spilling from a woman’s basket resonates with the story of Wong-

Wong which came from east of Weipa. Perhaps women are more likely to remember this detail of 

their toolkit, that bags or baskets were used to carry the shells up the mounds to deposit them 

confirming deliberate construction; height was important and perhaps shape, like Mr Steven Hall’s 

family totem represented in a catfish-shaped mound at Red Beach (S. Hall 2013 pers. comm.).  

Beatrice remembers many totemic and spiritual stories but did not relate Wathayn shell mounds to 

totems. She would remember a shell mound story if it had been culturally important when she was a 

child, although there may be a caveat on discussing secret information about shell mounds (Smith 

and Jackson, 2008:180). The shell mounds are the oldest physical evidence for the Thaynakwith 

ancestors’ activities (Fletcher, 2007:22,70) and the shell mound stories of Thancoupie and Mr Steven 

Hall may reflect the method of construction. 

Earth Mounds 

Earth mounds excavated at Diingwulung are as old as 450 BP (Brockwell et al. 2016). Although there 

was no oral history regarding occupation of earth mounds, a glass artefact found in one site 

confirmed its use into the historic present and continuation of the technological tradition of flaking 

artefacts, albeit with glass as the raw material (Ó Foghlú et al., 2016). Wathayn earth mounds could 

be related to hunting in their Timber Country which also yielded sugarbag. 

Earth mounds can be subtle and hidden by trees (Martin, 2019). Cattle yards were established on 

higher ground (where earth mounds are also found) to keep stock dry and prevent foot rot in the 

Wet season (Barber, 2019). The old Running Creek cattle yards are on the plateau, high ground that 
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is unlikely to flood, but is not remembered as a traditional campsite. The 1970s yards near Running 

Creek may have damaged or obliterated the raised living areas of traditional Diingwulung campsites.  

After Small Wathayn outstation burned down, the remains were bulldozed into piles to clear the 

ground. The larger mounds with visible building materials and domestic goods are easily identified 

but smaller mounds across the area are equivocal and could be ancient earth mounds or historic kup 

marie sites. Large mounds were left by tractors digging graves for cows that succumbed to heat, 

stress and thirst after the long boat trip up to the stock yards (R. Madua 12/9/2013 pers. comm.). A 

swimming hole dug in Running Creek that disappeared when the creek flooded in the Wet season 

and the bank broke has left a mound (ibid) (number 9 on the site plan Figure 6-63). These mounds 

required oral history to explain their construction.  

Scrub turkey nests may also be mistaken for human habitation mounds (Figure 7-5). 

 

Figure 7-5 Another type of mound, scrub turkey 
5/9/2013 

 

Figure 7-6 Sugarbag scar in tree at Running Creek 

Scarred trees  

Scarred trees are examples of the use of technology for resource exploitation that has survived from 

the past into the present, albeit transitioning from stone to steel axes. Weipa people still go out 

looking for sugarbag all year (B. Gordon 8/6/2012 pers. comm.) and many trees have been scarred 

by getting the honey out of the nest (Figure 7-6). Stumps and logs are found all over Wathayn land, 

mostly cut by steel axes as collection increased in Mission-time through need and the availability of 

metal hatchets and axes. 

As stone artefacts and scarred trees have been touched by ancestors and retain elements of their 

spirits, the Wathayn decide which will be saved/conserved and which replaced when the area from 

which they came is rehabilitated (B. Gordon pers. comm. 16/5/2012).  

Head of RTA Weipa Community Services, Mr Ben Laidlaw, anticipated difficulties in managing 

scarred tree logs in the various ‘monuments’ at outstations and reserves where conservation is 
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threatened by voracious termites and annual fires. He asked me to find out how the Wathayn 

people expected their scarred tree logs to be managed (B. Laidlaw 8/6/2012 pers. comm.).  

Beatrice explained that although these logs had been saved from destruction by mining clearance, 

they are not expected to remain forever but to decay as if left on Country (B. Gordon pers. comm. 

11/9//2012). I passed this information to the chief archaeologist and it was confirmed in the 

Wathayn Cultural Heritage Management Plan developed later in 2012 (Gordon et al., 2012). I was 

happy to participate in discussing conservation issues with the traditional owners as part of good 

practice to reach solutions together. 

Finding stone and glass artefacts 

Classifying stone artefacts into types by archaeologists shows “the historical dominance of European 

social classes and belief systems” that politically marginalise Indigenous people (Bruchac, 2014:2072) 

yet there is a high correlation with how Aboriginal people classify their ancestor’s artefacts as tools 

to make other stone tools or to make and maintain wooden implements and agreeing that 

unmodified flakes were waste products (Cane, 1992:28). Concentrations of stone artefacts are 

interpreted as sites and may be more numerous at stream junctions where tracks cross the water 

(Haglund, 1984). 

Archaeologists may assess stone artefacts by scientific or technical values as commonplace and 

insignificant, but they have social value to the community (McIntyre-Tamwoy, 2004:292). Stone 

artefacts are poignant reminders of Aboriginal ancestors (La Salle, 2010:404) and all cultural heritage 

material and sites are significant as links to their ancestors and their Country (Bradley and Yanyuwa 

familes, 2010:108, Godwin, 2010:4). Analysis of archaeological remains limited to the study of 

economies can represent Aboriginal people only as makers of artefacts, users of resources and space 

occupiers (Fullagar, 1994), but some artefacts are valued more for spiritual significance than physical 

characteristics due to the respected source (McBryde, 1984:268), fine workmanship or aesthetic 

qualities (Holdaway and Douglass, 2012:108).  

Since Macassans and others introduced iron and steel in the 1880s, few traditional owners 

continued stone working but these artefacts are still part of important Dreamings, proof of the 

presence of the Law and relationships “of power, kinship and emotional engagement” (Bradley and 

Yanyuwa familes, 2010:133) and they validate Indigenous identities (Bruchac, 2014:2072). 

Disturbance of the topsoil by seasonal flooding, drying and decades of cattle trampling and dipping 

at Diingwulung has revealed many stone artefacts from subsurface layers, testament to 

concentrated use of the site before Mission-time. Time frames have been lost but the stone 
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predates colonisation, glass artefacts are from Mission-time and modern debris shows that the site 

has been continually in use from before contact and is still used.  

I had not sought permission to disturb cultural sites or remove any objects within my project, not 

anticipating that I would find many pre-contact artefacts. I was told that the old people get angry if 

you touch their stone tools (B. Gordon, Cathy and Janice Wilson, Auntie Rosie Giblet 2012 pers. 

comm.), so I only photographed and measured artefacts and replaced them in their original 

locations. 

All Weipa Aboriginal men had stone axes before Mission-time (Coconut, 2005) yet few have been 

found associated with archaeological sites. A large flat stone at WPMM 3 could have been used to 

chop or crush wood but also within a campfire to cook fish or shellfish - perhaps dual-purpose 

artefacts. Beatrice’s grandparents broke glass for sharp cutting tools when out without a knife and 

she and her family still use glass opportunistically, continuing the tradition (B. Gordon 26/7/2019 

pers. comm.). 

Like Yolngu people, Wathayn people often use the English word ‘tribe’ to describe themselves 

(Morphy, 2008:122-123). Rocky Madua said of the many stone artefacts at Diingwulung, “a big tribe 

must have sat down here” (2013 pers. comm.) and Beatrice talks of “all the tribes, but all one 

people” who congregated at large traditional campsites (B. Gordon 2013 pers. comm.). 

Oral history expands understanding 

Getting to know Aboriginal families brings understanding that their world includes physical and 

spiritual life (McNaughton et al., 2016:12). As an archaeologist focussing on the past, talking to 

Weipa people was a timely reminder that many had led exciting lives away from their Country and 

valued it even more coming home. Rocky, Ben, Beatrice’s husband Vernon Gordon and her brother 

Stanley Coconut all worked in many jobs and places, not constrained by circumstances and 

geography but very much part of the modern world - a world built on their contributions to the 

economy and society. Aboriginal people did work stints on pearling boats or luggers travelling 

between the Missions (B. Yunkaporta 11/7/2013 pers. comm.). The older ‘girls’ on the Mission 

worked for Comalco cleaning dongas and common areas (B. Gordon 2013 pers. comm.). 

Evidence for the old Weipa Mission and cattle yards triggers memories for the families who gained 

cash income and new dimensions to their lives. The cattle industry in northern Australia relied on 

exploited cheap labour from dispossessed Aboriginal landowners (Altman, 1980, Reynolds, 1990) as 

did Weipa Mission. Reminiscences of their lives as ringers from Rocky and Ernie Madua and the late 

Ben Yunkaporta highlight the economic contribution of Aboriginal people to the Mission and Weipa 

community. Without Aboriginal workers, there could not have been any of the Gulf Mission Stations 
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or a cattle industry. It was a symbiotic relationship, Aboriginal people earning, through labour and 

the provision of bush food, the Mission’s protection and education into the developing colonial 

economy. 

The Missions opened wider experiences for the men and their families, cattle work taking them 

away from home for up to 11 months a year, with only brief fortnightly visits to get pay and stores 

(McNaughton, 2007). Rocky and his ringer mates followed seasonal stock work and took the ‘Road to 

Freedom’ to enjoy themselves in Cooktown and Cairns, away from the all-seeing eyes and 

restrictions of the community (R. Madua, 12/9/2013 pers. comm.). Aboriginal people whose parents 

had come to Weipa Mission from elsewhere on the Cape were able to return to the homelands of 

their grandparents (McNaughton, 2007). Ben Yunkaporta learned to ride horses, work cattle and 

build yards and fences at Julia Creek station, then worked sheep in New South Wales and travelled 

widely, taking his family with him (B. Yunkaporta 11/7/2013 pers. comm.). That Ben Yunkaporta 

went to work on Mr McKay’s cattle station in Victoria shows mutual respect and support, long after 

they were Mission residents.  

Weipa bauxite mining could not have been established without the assistance and labour of local 

Aboriginal people. Ben Yunkaporta worked at Pera Head and Weipa taking mining samples (B. 

Yunkaporta 11/7/2013 pers. comm.). Bauxite mining depended on finding the depth and quality of 

ore deposits when local knowledge of Country and access was invaluable. The linkages continue as 

some local Aboriginal people work for Rio Tinto Alcan, providing ancillary services and cultural 

awareness courses and taking part in cultural heritage surveys. Rather than alien structures, the 

evidence for early mining days, the Enterprise mine site, aerial survey markers and coring tracks 

remind the traditional owners of travelling through Country for work.  

Oral history broadens archaeological interpretations. Western and Indigenous workers find their 

own significance in symbols of commerce in the landscape, so ideally all physical sites and data 

should be presented within a framework of the wider relationships to Country, which may be 

informed by current traditional use. 

Understanding that the old people (ancestors) still exist in the landscape and that their descendants 

value everything that they touched and left behind should lead to more respect when excavating 

and handling what we find. All artefacts I examined were left where they were found on Wathayn 

land and in 2017 my colleague, Billy Ó Foghlú, returned the material from his excavations (Figure 7-

7). 
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Figure 7-7 Billy Ó Foghlú returns excavated material to Beatrice Gordon at Diingwulung 16/8/2017 

Heritage, defined as something from the past that is valued, takes significance not only from physical 

elements but also from “the cultural and social processes that give context and meaning to heritage 

objects” (Smith et al., 2003:75). Beatrice and her family speak fondly of the Coconut family campsite, 

Diingwulung and Big Wathayn outstation where they camped with their parents and grandparents. 

These are clearly Wathayn sites of significance, on locations that are beside good water, close to 

resources and spiritual places. The dinner time camp WPMM 1 was of no special significance, just a 

convenient place to cook shellfish and fish in the shade of paperbark trees. These trees will 

disappear when the salt pan expands, bringing too much salt or undercutting the bank on which they 

perch, and a different campsite will suffice. The value of this site lies in its proximity to the heavy 

mud-shells which are mostly cooked and eaten here and some flesh taken back to the elders at the 

outstation. 

The western bank of Mbining/Beening Creek, the boundary between Alngith and Wathayn countries 

(B. Gordon 11/9/2013 pers. comm., Wrigley, 2009a:23), is a popular campsite for Alngith families 

and their kin, enjoyed by Thancoupie and women and children who ‘went bush’ in school holidays 

(Fletcher, 2007:10-11). Beening Creek is one of the major Weipa swamps (Wildlife Management and 

Education, 2007) and Wathayn people still fish and camp beside the creek {B. Gordon 11/9/2013 

pers. comm.).  

Rio Tinto Alcan held a workshop with Alngith people in 2017 at Beening Creek to discuss options for 

the land that will be returned to them when East Wathayn mining ceases in the next few years. 

Some families camped overnight and the ambience of the campsite in the evening, under large trees 

beside the creek, allowed me a glimpse of how sustenance and entertainment are enjoyed under 

the stars when people tell stories around the campfire, reminiscing, singing songs and laughing.  

The bare evidence I recorded only hinted at the activities on these sites where there was a whole 

world of meaning: connection with family and ancestors, feeling part of the treescape and the night 

sky and comfort in sharing culture with relatives and friends. Even the cordial and patient 
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explanation of their culture to the white fellows who are studying their archaeology or planning 

cultural heritage management with them did not diminish the sense of being secure in a community 

in a beloved place. How can an archaeologist/cultural heritage manager convey this feeling to their 

peers? 

RTA’s buffer zones of at least 100m around all waterways and sensitive ecological zones protect 

most special Wathayn campsites, shell mounds, stone tool scatters and earth mounds from 

disturbance (I. Meek, 2013 pers. comm.), and fortuitously cultural elements have been conserved 

where the bauxite is not commercially attractive {Duke, 2005 #267:v}. Memories of favourite 

campsites, steeped in stories of spirits and past ancestors, meet criteria of historic and spiritual 

associations and continued use ensures Native Title qualification. 

The present informing the past 

The ARC project has potential to provide a dimension ‘beyond compliance’ through applying a 

research framework to the findings, investigating areas outside the mining area on the bauxite 

plateau and linking archaeological analysis with palaeo-environmental data.  

Combining these elements in my analysis by overlaying the modern sites I recorded with the 

archaeological sites excavated in the ARC project shows their proximity (Figure 7-8).  

 

Figure 7-8 Wathayn and Diingwulung modern and archaeological sites 
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The RTA sites marked by red dots along the inland edge of the salt pan are shell mounds. The 

modern daytime camps WPMM 1-3 are adjacent to these but not on them, supporting the 

traditional owners’ assertions that they did not camp on the mounds. 

Many stumps and logs with sugarbag cuts between Wathayn outstation and the Coconut family 

camp are not shown on this map as the data were not provided by Rio Tinto Alcan. These sites 

support the intensive historical use of this area. WPSM 52 and the adjacent stone axe are evidence 

for repeated camping beside Small Bellvue Creek before contact. Wathayn and Diingwulung were 

good hunting grounds, supporting traditional overnight camps. 

The dense groups of earth mound and artefact sites near Diingwulung are explained by the long 

association of Wathayn people with this favoured site. It was their first choice for an outstation, the 

current one answering modern needs by being closer to their homes in Napranum. 
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 Communication 

Communication is a two-way process; while learning about another culture we unconsciously display 

our own cultural ways. Working with the Wathayn people expanded my mindset and improved my 

appreciation of Aboriginal people’s symbiotic relationships with their Country. I had worked mainly 

with urban Indigenous people whose connections to their land are no less strong but disguised by 

cities and suburbs, leaving few signs of Indigenous cultural heritage unless recognising Aboriginal 

place names brings some acknowledgement. 

While working in cultural heritage management, I became interested in contemporary depictions of 

Indigenous people and the growth of their own representations in public media, from books to film 

and TV. Rapid change from colonial fear then obliteration of Indigenous Australians in main-stream 

history parallels societal change, as white people increasingly became involved with demonstrations 

for recognition, land rights and human rights and reconciliation. These changes were paralleled in 

my own discipline - Indigenous film making increased at the same time as traditional owners 

demanded inclusion in archaeological research and control of its outcomes. 

Presenting Indigenous history 

Written history 

Academic writing, particularly in archaeology and history, is “a form of selecting, arranging and 

presenting knowledge”, promoting some views while marginalising, ignoring or mis-interpreting 

others (Smith, 2012:32,37). It is inherently patriarchal (ibid) and seen by some Aboriginal people as 

too constraining (McGrath, 2015). Indigenous people may not feel represented by the main 

discourse and the reworking of “the impact of imperialism and colonialism” (ibid:25).  

In studying less-industrialised societies that our ancestors have “overrun and pillaged … militarily, 

economically and socially”, we continue with “intellectual colonialism” (Hodder, 1982:39), using the 

“colonial construction of culture and invention of tradition” to present another culture’s oral history 

(Campbell, 2004:7). History should “recognise the agency of both sides and become a history of 

interrelationships” (Cole, 2005).     

The study of pre-contact archaeology by non-Indigenous people may seem unethical (du Cros, 

2002:15) but the boundaries between Australian social histories are blurred (Keefe, 1988:40). Using 

the term ‘contact’ in archaeology and history implies a cut-off time, but all the cultures interacted 

with each other and continue to adapt over time (Torrence and Clarke, 2000:1,13). 

The political ramifications of studying cross-cultural negotiations links the recent past of Indigenous 

peoples with contemporary political and social issues (Torrence and Clarke, 2000:27-28). Initially 
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colonial newspaper articles showed that white invaders were outnumbered by and afraid of 

Aboriginal people, but later they became invisible in formal histories written by white scholars 

(ibid:11). Heroic stories of early settlers ignored the murders, massacres and rapes (Clark, 2018). 

History did not “recognise the dynamic response of Aboriginal cultures to colonial life” (Swain and 

Rose, 1988:3) or oral testimony as a legitimate source (Attwood, 2017:31). 

Early twentieth-century scholarly and popular texts represented Indigenous people as ineffectual 

victims “of superior European technology” (Rainbird, 2000, Torrence and Clarke, 2000), seldom 

writing about Aboriginal people as active participants in their own history (Brock, 2004:210). 

However, partnerships were often negotiated between cultures and many incomers were 

dependent on the traditional societies (Torrence and Clarke, 2000:11). Early settlers of southeast 

Queensland were ‘fringe dwellers’ as they camped on the edge of Aboriginal villages at reliable fresh 

water sources (Kerkhove, 2015). White travellers relied on Aboriginal tracks, wells and guides, often 

being passed from one group to another to be looked after (Reynolds, 1990:200). Although 

constrained by location and rules, Aboriginal people were “active social agents in their dynamic and 

strategic relationships with external cultures” (Rainbird, 2000:33), extracting some advantage from 

the situation as relationships were mutually formed and negotiated between the invaded and the 

settlers (Murray, 2002:217).  

In the 1970s, influential historians including Henry Reynolds, Raymond Evans, Kay Saunders, Kathryn 

Cronin and David Denholm exposed the hidden tragedies in sanitised nineteenth century accounts of 

racial conflicts in Australia (Collins, 2002:xix ). By the 1980s, Aboriginal people were portrayed as 

warriors, and historians began to unravel the interrelationships between colonisers and traditional 

owners (Cole, 2005:xx). Colonial interests still flourished in some quarters and alternative views by 

other scholars led to the history wars, public debates between scholars with some repercussions in 

politics (Reynolds, 2013:27). 

Aboriginal authors from the late 1970s published their own family histories with a wide range of 

experiences centring on kin and community (Brock, 2004:211). Autobiographies including If Everyone 

Cared in 1977 and Sally Morgan’s My Place (Morgan, 1987, Tucker, 1977) reached new audiences 

and creation stories were available to all Australian children (Mowaljarlai and Malnic, 1993). 

Aboriginal people trying to speak out about their oppressive conditions were often met with 

opposing arguments, indifference, denial and denigration of their truthfulness or ability to 

understand their situation (Goodall, 1987:22-23). This led many to exhibit anger and frustration 

when interviewed by non-Indigenous people in the expectation that they would be disbelieved 
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resulting in sparse comments. But when Aboriginal people decide to record their own history, they 

are determined to demonstrate their reliability in memories and record every detail (ibid). 

Aboriginal people writing their own history fulfilled “fundamental cultural and political purposes. We 

are reclaiming our right to identify and define ourselves” (Brock, 2004:210-211), not being sidelined 

into providing ‘perspectives’ for white authors but articulating their experiences as separate from, 

yet part of, Australian national history (Cole, 2005:xxiii). Aboriginal oral history “has a directness and 

a candour which cut like a knife” through white history (Clark, 2018), stories not showing victimhood 

but demonstrating “the capacity to thrive against the odds” (Heiss, 2018:2). Indigenous history-

telling varies with the author’s life and educational experiences yet urban and remote story tellers 

see time as “multi-layered and mutable” without a deep division between the past and the present 

(McGrath, 2015). Addressing modern and deep time history together presents challenges but 

archaeology and history must humanise the past (ibid). 

A growing audience wants to understand the Aboriginal side of colonisation. Historians search 

government records of colonial conflicts for the Indigenous people’s perspective, notably Reynold’s 

books on frontier warfare (1990, 2013) and Connors (2015) presenting Aboriginal campaigns waged 

against frontier violence in south-east Queensland. More books by Aboriginal authors tell their own 

history (Mowaljarlai and Malnic, 1993, Wharton, 1996) or are helped to present their story (Bradley 

and Yanyuwa familes, 2010). People accept ideas more readily in story form than in analytical mode 

(Bird et al., 2016:328).  

In 2005 the Rio Tinto Aboriginal Foundation (Business with Communities) donated $100,000 a year 

for four years to the Sydney State Library, to enable much of its Indigenous collection to go online, 

assisting in research and communication with all Australians interested in finding out the truth about 

the first years of European settlement (Lain, 2005). 

Other media 

Aboriginal art and Dreaming stories form part of Australia’s identity - not a new land but an old 

continent with the oldest dates in the world for human cremation and continuing culture (Keefe, 

1988:38). Informative signs enhance displays of Aboriginal artwork, artefacts attract interest in 

museums and photography has presented Aboriginal people and their culture around the world 

(Thorner, 2008:66). Aboriginal art is now very sought after and expensive. 

The portrayal of Aboriginal people in film has also changed from minimal stereotyped roles to having 

Aboriginal actors in films such as Jedda, a dramatic story based on the director’s understanding of 
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tribal ways, or perhaps using cultural proscriptions to support the drama (Chauvel, 1955). The star, 

Rosalie Kunoth-Monks has become an Aboriginal activist (Carey, 2017).  

Television appeals to a wider audience and the last decades have seen brilliant TV series produced 

by and starring Indigenous people, sharing their unique humour amidst success and setbacks. These 

include Redfern Now, the first drama series written, directed and produced by Indigenous 

Australians (ABC TV, 2012) and The Gods of Wheat Street (Every Cloud Productions, 2014). Black 

Comedy (Cole et al., 2014) and Total Control (Griffiths et al., 2019) continue the Indigenous 

Australian TV series tradition. 

Miranda Tapsell and Nakkiah Lui took over an episode of Get Krack!n with their biting and hilarious 

comments on Indigenous life, bringing Indigenous talents, culture and issues to people who may not 

watch documentaries (McLennan and McCartney, 2019), as does Miranda Tapsell’s film Top End 

Wedding (Blair, 2019). The changing presentation of Aboriginal Australians in media parallels the 

evolution of archaeology from little recognition of custodians through inclusion of traditional owners 

to archaeology projects developed by the community (Canberra Archaeological Society, 2016).  

The Weipa experience 

The Bauxite Bulletin was published by Comalco from 1966-1994 (Comalco, 1966-1994). Aboriginal 

church services and shows were included but the language used decades ago is not acceptable 

today. 

The issue for Friday 4 July 1969 advertised the Miss Peninsula contest with finalists from Bamaga, 

Weipa, Aurukun, Mitchell River and Edward River Missions, Normanton, Hopevale and Lockhart 

River and then advertised the ‘Miss Australia Quest Grand Easter Ball’ with a cartoon of Miss 

Australia 1770 which would be considered a negative racist image today (Figure 8-1).  
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Figure 8-1 Miss Australia 1770, Bauxite Bulletin 4/7/1969 

At the Weipa South annual rodeo at Roochuk Reserve in Napranum, with prizes for residents and 

visitors, many Aboriginal men showed off the skills they learned as stockmen, Mr Ronnie John 

demonstrating skills that earned him respect (ibid: 10/9/1971). This publication captures how the 

portrayal of Australia’s First Nations people changed from appreciative but patronising (Gunn, 1992) 

through crude, such as this cartoon, to appreciative and respectful in collaborative publications 

(Bradley and Yanyuwa familes, 2010).  

Local archaeological projects can “create and renew attachments between people and places” 

(Sutton, 2016) so one aim of this thesis is to find ways to present archaeological information as part 

of a story that might engage the Wathayn traditional owners. 

 

Communicating archaeology 

Some archaeologists take the view that archaeology should be made more accountable to the public 

than other sciences as archaeology explores the human past and material culture which had 

personal attachments for past people (Moshenska, 2017). Historical studies are recognised by many 

outside the discipline as personal and archaeology could be seen as an extension of this public 

perception. The potential for history and archaeology to influence public thinking, particularly in 

describing other cultures, can provide them with political leverage. For example, alternative views of 

colonial history led to the history wars, acrimonious public debates between scholars with some 

unforeseen repercussions in politics and policy (Reynolds, 2013:27). Ideally archaeologists should try 

and understand how archaeological data will be interpreted within the social and political context of 

society and how it might be used outside the discipline (du Cros, 2002:11). 
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Although engaging with the public can stimulate thought and discussion outside the discipline and 

perhaps even enrich people’s lives, accepting many voices “also offers opportunities for the misuse 

of archaeological evidence in the service of political, ethnic, religious or nationalist agendas 

(Richardson and Almansa-Sánchez, 2015:198).  

Research published in scholarly journals is not readily accessible to the general public and Western 

academia rewards academic publications (publish or perish) but does not recognise more creative 

forms of writing (Beck et al., 2008). Archaeological societies’ codes of ethical conduct and best 

practice include communicating joint project results to those involved and the wider public 

(Richardson and Almansa-Sánchez, 2015:205).  

Australian archaeology mainly deals with “economy, settlement, site use and material culture” but 

these do not define aspects of life, which is much more complex and culturally determined (Kearney, 

2010:116). Promoting the value of Aboriginal cultural sites is difficult when developers and 

politicians value the commercial value of development and potential jobs as more significant than 

heritage. SA Aboriginal Affairs management said that heritage is a boutique item, only funded if 

there is anything left after education, hospitals and roads. It can be tricky to make archaeology 

relevant and interesting to a general audience (ibid). Audiences flock to classical archaeology 

lectures but Australasian topics on cutting-edge research with the oldest dates for recognisable 

culture in Australia or the peopling of the Pacific attract mainly professionals. Members of the public 

may fear that they lack the technical background to understand the topics, or it may be that stone 

artefacts and trees with scarred bark lack visual appeal. 

Nevertheless, archaeologists have a long history of wishing to communicate their work. Sir Mortimer 

Wheeler devoted himself to encouraging public interest in archaeology, writing: “It is the duty of the 

archaeologist, as of the scientist, to reach and impress the public” in plain language (1956:234). 

Despite this, by the middle of the twentieth century there was “an academic discourse that was, at 

times, obscure and elitist, and had rendered archaeology inaccessible to the general public” 

(Richardson and Almansa-Sánchez, 2015:195). Really! Maybe archaeology used too many obscure 

words for most people. 

By the 1970s, Aboriginal stories reached the Australian coffee table, with the well-illustrated Adam 

in Ochre by an ABC reporter (Simpson, 1973) and approximations of Aboriginal myths and legends by 

Mountford (Roberts and Mountford, 1974). Students and committed amateurs read general 

Australian archaeology books (Colley, 2002, Hiscock, 2008, Mulvaney, 1969, Mulvaney and 

Kamminga, 1999), and Josephine Flood’s well-illustrated archaeology books engage the wider public 
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(1980, 1995, 2006). Her continually reprinted small booklet on Moth Hunters fulfilled a need for a 

simple book of Australian archaeology (Flood, 2010). 

In the early 1990s many Australian archaeologists such as Isabel McBryde and John Mulvaney, saw 

the need for better public education about archaeology. They wished to encourage respect for 

cultural sites and lessen looting and vandalism, create more support for the curation of 

archaeological materials and records, and increase public interest in interpretation (McManamon, 

1991). John Mulvaney strove for over three decades to promote Indigenous history to wider 

audiences and protect significant sites. He found government authorities and the general public 

lacking understanding of how “archaeological knowledge contributes to cross-cultural 

understanding, cultural pride and local, national and global narratives” (Griffiths, 2018:231).  

Australian audiences are familiar with the British TV archaeological series Time Team and 

archaeologist Neil Oliver’s inclusion of archaeology in series such as Coast. Australian archaeology 

has a few examples: Alan Thorne’s 1989 series Man on the Rim showed audiences the changes in the 

Australasian landscape and cultural adaptations over time (Thorne, 1989). The 2013 series First 

Footprints told the story of the peopling of Australia from 50,000 years ago, showcasing Australian 

archaeologists and their discoveries (Cane, 2013). Both series were published as books.  

Cane’s continuation of the filmic technique of the TV series First Footprints into the book of the 

same name follows methodologies for creating “a human-centred story that evokes empathy for 

people who lived tens of thousands of years ago” (Lydon, 2019:2). Historic archaeology was one of 

the techniques used in Adam Ford’s 2014 series Who’s been Sleeping in my House?, still available on 

ABC iView, but First Footprints has been archived as some of the content is outdated and “the site is 

not accessible to all people” (Australian Broadcasting Association, 2018). Any interest in Aboriginal 

Australia may lead the viewer to take more notice of Australian archaeology in the news. 

Real archaeologists and their craft are not as well known in the public arena as film heroes and 

heroines – Indiana Jones and Lara Croft for example - who have plenty of swash and buckle but few 

ethics, yet these fantasies attract public interest in archaeology (Hiscock, 2012:159). Although there 

are spiritual dimensions in these movie portrayals of the human past (ibid), rather than inspiring 

Indigenous people to engage with real archaeologists they are more likely to scare them away to 

protect their valuables! 

Archaeology can attract young people by engaging them in considering how understanding history 

might help to plan and adapt to the future (Thomas, 2017). The archaeological studies at Wathayn 

may lead some Indigenous students into studying the science of their history as well as oral history. 

They could become successful Indigenous archaeologists like Dave Johnston, founder of the 
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Indigenous Archaeological Association (IAA) in 2004 (Johnston, 2004) and Ngarrindjeri man Dr 

Christopher Wilson (Flinders University, 2017). As a lad, Chris took a keen interest in heritage 

surveys and now incorporates community in research and returns academic results to the 

community. For example, Indigenous women working at Weipa met through the WCCCA Negwar 

group where they were “Learning of the amazing history and the astonishing age of shell middons 

[sic] - surpassing the Pyramids of Egypt!” (IWIMRA, 2019). At least some archaeological information 

has relevance to mining employees!  

My career has taught me that general audiences prefer to hear stories with less information and 

more personal narratives from Indigenous speakers than lectures on the same topics from 

academics - “If history were taught in the form of stories, it would never be forgotten” (Kipling, 

2000). And this is how it should be, Aboriginal stories should be told by Aboriginal people. 

Archaeologists tell their research to academic circles and the next step is to make it accessible to the 

traditional owners so they can promote it to a wider audience, if they wish.  

Aboriginal author Bruce Pascoe presents the story of Aboriginal agriculture found in colonial records 

to a general audience, reaping success in sales and speaking engagements (Griffiths, 2019, Pascoe, 

2014). Many archaeologists and historians have published such records for specific areas (e.g. Cribb 

and Cribb, 1975, 1981, Rhea and Russell, 2012) but knowledge of Australia-wide Aboriginal 

cultivation has come out of the academic towers and into the public domain with Dark Emu showing 

the power of popular writing by Indigenous authors (Griffiths, 2019). A debate about the veracity of 

Pascoe’s claims has ensued (The Mocker, 2019), but all publicity is useful. 

Indigenous stories remind people of who they are and where they belong, maintaining and 

transmitting knowledge and are active agents in relationships, inextricably linked with the teller, the 

past and the future (Kovach, 2009:94).  

Effective communication 

In 2009, some Thaynakwith elders shared incomplete knowledge about a burial found at Sunrise 

Creek that had been reported to the police through RTA but not to all the traditional owners 

(Wrigley, 2009d). The remains were sent for analysis but the traditional owners suspected that there 

were more traditional burial sites near the creek banks (ibid). Graham Peinkinna asked if I knew 

about human bones that had been uncovered in one of the Wathayn shell mound trenches, 

revealing the traditional owners’ incomplete knowledge (G. Peinkinna 2013 pers. comm.). Justin 

Shiner advised that the only burial found recently had been uncovered in 2012 north of the Mission 

River, near Duyfken Point (Wales et al., 2014). A physical anthropologist had studied the remains, 

which were then reburied in accordance with the wishes of the Thaynakwith traditional owners 
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(Collard et al., 2019:607). Aboriginal people can be very upset by death that seems to be ‘unnatural’ 

and grief can fracture a community (Paton, 2015). Good communication is essential as rumour and 

lack of information can cause anxiety, but a relationship of trust can prevent misinformation from 

spreading.  

Even essential legal information may not be readily accessible to the traditional owners. During the 

Peppan Bushland Rehabilitation Consultation with Rio Tinto Alcan Weipa (RTA), traditional owner 

Cathy Wilson told leader Matt Wrigley that they did not have a copy of the Western Cape 

Communities Coexistence Agreement (WCCCA); her mother’s copy has ‘gone now’ (Wrigley, 

2009f:16.17). Matt explained that he only has the part relating to land regeneration to give them, 

but it is ‘high English’, hard for him to read, and would be better in plain English so all traditional 

owners could understand it. Cathy said: “We always sit there in meetings, quiet because we don’t 

know what they saying” (ibid).  

This is not unusual for traditional owners: Ang-gnarra man Lenny Ned from north Queensland found 

the Australian Archaeological Association Conference in 1991 interesting although he and some 

others could not follow much ‘because of the hard words they use’ (Bancroft, 1995:32). Community 

reports may help traditional owners to understand bureaucracy and science or at least give enough 

information to give them courage to question the colonial assumption of roles and power and seek 

explanations of the bureaucratic and legal language. 

Expert-led archaeological projects with community involvement must deal with many perspectives 

and potential challenges from views outside heritage (Richardson and Almansa-Sánchez, 2015:200-

201) but they can bring new angles to research (e.g. Clarke, 1994). An archaeology project at Injinoo 

evolved until it was based on the aspirations of the community members (Greer, 2014) and a project 

in ACT was requested and designed by the local Ngunnawal community (Canberra Archaeological 

Society, 2016). 

An Indigenous community may choose which of its members will work with researchers, and the 

information shared may vary in depth and detail depending on the closeness of the relationship 

between the leaders and the researchers (Smith and Jackson, 2006:326). The resulting differences in 

content do not negate any version of the multi-faceted story as the traditional owners control the 

telling and different aspects may be emphasised for different listeners or purposes (ibid). 

After working in cultural heritage management in ACT and South Australia for decades, in Weipa I 

was a student, which made communications with the traditional owners easier, uncluttered by 

administrative constraints or responsibilities. The Wathayn people are comfortable in their sense of 

themselves and their relationships to their Country, unlike many of the urban Aboriginal people in 
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more settled areas who have suffered dislocation from their land and face scepticism about their 

‘qualifications’ for their role as custodians (Martin, 2011).  

On the other hand, in the ACT and South Australia, Aboriginal custodians know some published 

ethnographic and archaeological literature for their areas but the Wathayn traditional owners, 

whose families have taken part in the fieldwork, know very little of the considerable body of 

archaeological research at Weipa except the oldest date of one Wathayn shell mound. Will the 

Wathayn people know more about the archaeology of their ancestors after we all leave, and will it 

be of any use to them? 

Communicating information from this project 

After many years promoting Australian archaeology, I wanted to present some of the results of my 

research to the owners of the land on which it took place in ways that make sense to all sides of the 

cultural divide. Paperwork speaks of control, government and Missions, so the written word has sad 

and bad connotations. Aboriginal people have passed on their culture for at least 60,000 years 

through performance; they are very good at it, while most of us scholarly, scientific and technical 

folk are not. Presenting our information in forms that are accessible to the traditional owners needs 

to be visual and engaging.  

Indigenous people enthral audiences at presentations of their culture: welcoming ceremonies, dance 

and song; so if we present a clear summary of the archaeological knowledge to the traditional 

owners, they may wish to incorporate some in their own presentations. Although some technical 

information may not make the transition, the important and most interesting data may reach the 

audience. 

Wathayn people are certain of their place in creation, which supports their sense of self-worth, and 

they expect their spirits will return to their land when they die. Trying to tell a story that includes 

objective scientific results and oral history, which may be dismissed as ‘just stories’, is difficult for 

archaeologists. Yet a failure to combine the narratives may compromise the assessment of 

significance and decisions in cultural heritage management (Bird et al., 2016:328,329).  At the risk of 

creating “another form of cultural imperialism [we can] adopt a more holistic approach 

incorporating as much as possible the Indigenous versions of the past” (Barker, 2006:83). Simple 

books on archaeological techniques (e.g. Owen and Steele, 2001) reach the popular market. 

Community reports can be part of the decolonized, collaborative “engaged archaeology” (Soderland 

and Lilley, 2015:3). Presenting information in a community book through an alternative narrative 

connects the past, present and future (Bird et al., 2016:340).  
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Illustrated booklets 

Wathayn traditional owners shared insights into their history and culture with me and I spoke a little 

about my own family, but we archaeologists are a mystery to the Wathayn. For my second field visit 

to Wathayn, I compiled a photo album that recorded some of our Weipa adventures and showed 

them our workplace and home. After the success of this photo album, I decided to produce it in 

electronic form as a community report. I revised it into a booklet showing some of our fieldwork, 

Canberra, the ANU campus and archaeological offices and laboratories to explain my culture and 

research to my new friends. A scanned copy of this booklet, Archaeology at the Australian National 

University is at Appendix 5.  

I wanted to make a community report of my own fieldwork and that of my colleagues in the ARC 

project. Compiling a booklet on Weipa archaeology assumes foreknowledge so I devised 

introductory booklets on Australian archaeology, keeping the stories simple and short to retain the 

reader’s attention. The History of Australian Archaeology (Appendix 6) describes some 

archaeological investigations and the cultural mores and beliefs that shaped early studies.  

Seeing living Aboriginal people using stone and organic technologies in a well-adapted, economical 

toolkit that accomplished all the essential tasks of food procurement and processing while 

supporting a rich cultural life gives advantages to our archaeologists over European colleagues trying 

to interpret activities from fragments. As ethnography evoked so many stories, this became a third 

illustrated booklet, Australia’s Living Archaeology (Appendix 7). I had worked with Professor Isabel 

McBryde, Dr Josephine Flood and Dr Betty Meehan, so I enjoyed describing their holistic ways of 

recording data and capturing the many activities and sophisticated inter-group relationships that 

Aboriginal people maintained over millennia. 

Another booklet Why are archaeologists so interested in Weipa? (Appendix 8) summarises the work 

of previous archaeologists, some results of the recent ARC project and my own work. This booklet is 

bigger, but the pages are not as busy. I felt that the audience was ready for a larger book as Beatrice 

tells me that friends and family drop in to read the first volumes and talk about the content. This 

volume constitutes a community report on previous Weipa archaeology, the outcomes of the ARC 

project and my own project. These illustrated booklets may add value for the Wathayn people 

beyond the reports completed for compliance with legislation and academia. 

I used a commercial photo book service for ease and economy as I made several copies for Beatrice, 

Rio Tinto Alcan Weipa and the Hibberd Library. I had to find robust hard cover formats with glue that 

withstood the heat and humidity of Queensland. Unfortunately, the method does not lend itself well 

to education, being more for holiday photos with little text. Although the screen shows italics and 
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punctuation, the finished product does not. I will continue to work on the method to produce better 

products and beg forgiveness for the amended sections of Appendix 8. 

Beatrice requested copies of photographs of her family from the Presbyterian Church archives so the 

book Weipa Mission photograph album prepared for Mrs Beatrice Gordon (Appendix 9) emerged. It 

was comparatively easy for me to complete the necessary information to access the photographs 

held by the Presbyterian Church and the University of Queensland’s Fryer Library for research 

purposes. Even if I was to help gain access for Beatrice, she would probably not be able to come to 

Brisbane to undertake research due to family commitments and she would feel the cold. I may help 

some of her younger family members with such research in the future. 

Some photographs were taken on Missions “to know and record” Aboriginal culture for 

congregations interested in photos of the Missions they were helping to support or as part of 

“surveillance and measurement” to discipline and control the Aboriginal people (Lydon, 2009:60). 

Photographs of the second Weipa Mission at Jessica Point were taken in 1936 by Mr Norman F. 

Nelson who was commissioned by the Presbyterian Church to inspect and evaluate the work and 

properties of their Aboriginal Mission Stations in North Queensland. He was accompanied by Mr J.T. 

Robinson who drew blueprints of the station layouts (Nelson, 1936). This collection documents the 

buildings, people at work, playing sport and in school, portraits of the missionaries and Aboriginal 

children and images of several traditional dances. The photographs were exhibited publicly in City 

Hall, Brisbane in 1937 (Fryer Library, 2016). Fortuitously Beatrice’s older twin brother and sister, 

Stanley and Winnie, feature as babies with their parents, Stanley and Ethel Cocoanut and their 

house. 

Missionaries kept family photograph albums of their time in the Missions, some showing affection 

for the people and “sympathy for Aboriginal traditions and needs” (Lydon, 2004:70). Missionaries’ 

albums held in The Presbyterian Church archive in Brisbane unfortunately do not always include 

dates or names, but usually Beatrice can identify the subjects. Historian Geoff Wharton copied 

photographs held by descendants of some of the missionaries, including one of Beatrice’s family 

taken about 1947, for which I am indebted. I sent large prints of these family photographs for 

Beatrice to hang on her wall, including one of me so I am now part of the Wathayn story.  

Copies of these booklets will be sent to RTA Weipa and the Hibberd Library and I can produce more 

copies as required.  

Ethnographic film 

Ideally academics working with Indigenous people should move away from expert-led, quantifying 

research methods towards more participatory, qualitative and visual approaches (Berardi et al., 
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2011). Film captures an accurate record, not filtered through perceptions and cultural biases like 

text. My filming is inexperienced but at least it is a record. 

Scholars may not see film as an acceptable research source but improvements in accessibility and 

indexing have increased its usefulness (Andreano, 2007:84,95). Anthropologists still consider film 

inferior to text (Morphy, 2012:20) and moving images are seldom referenced but reveal “subjective 

factors” omitted from archaeological reports (Wiltshire, 2017:290). 

Filming raconteurs preserves accents and inflections, facial expressions and body language which 

reveal much more of the story and its connections. These aspects are particularly important in 

Aboriginal culture (Anderson, 2011:40). Anthropologists began recording oral history on film in the 

1960s and 1970s with expensive, heavy equipment (Nathan, 2016:62), which had to be lugged 

around in pursuit of the knowledge providers (Morphy, 2012:10). Ethnographic film has become a 

major part of visual anthropology and a separate genre: Yolngu asked for films of their ceremonies 

“to make a record for future generations so that they would be able to learn from it” (ibid:10,12,18-

19).  

I started filming Beatrice and her daughter Caroline Gordon in March 2013 at Napranum as we 

worked on our cultural map. Beatrice talked about going out with her mother and father to a place 

where they made a big kup marie to cook cockle shells, then sat taking the meat out of the shells 

and putting the flesh in a small bark container, the precursor to a billycan (B. & C. Gordon 5/3/2013 

pers. comm.). They also talked about killing wallabies and pigs, cooking them and taking the meat 

home wrapped in paperbark, and a large group of spirit men in white singlets and red calico loin-

cloths dancing towards them at Spring/Running Creek (ibid). 

Beatrice, her daughter Stephanie and her partner Robert Woosup told me more about living at 

Wathayn in recent years at Wathayn/Small Bellvue Creek in July 2013. In September 2013, I filmed 

Beatrice and her cousin Cora (Elizabeth Keppell) reminiscing and singing a little song in language on 

the old Coconut family campsite. Their cousin Rocky Madua, former ringer, explained cattle work at 

the Running Creek cattle yards and camping at Diingwulung. The Coconut family campsite and Small 

Wathayn are cryptic sites, revealed only through oral history explaining the evidence. The cattle 

yards and fences are enigmatic without the oral history. 

Word of my camera spread around Napranum and I was asked to go to the Home and Community 

Care (HACC) facility to film two of the resident elders. Lily York grew up at old Mapoon, moved to 

Weipa in 1958, and is now an honorary member of the WCCCA, sitting with Beatrice at the meetings. 

The late Ben Yunkaporta was born at Knox River, south of Aurukun, on his ‘own land’. He learned his 

work skills on Aurukun Mission and crewed on pearling boats when there was not much choice in 
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jobs. Ben managed the Aurukun sawmill for 15 years and cattle, sheep and fencing work took him all 

over eastern Australia, including a farm in Victoria belonging to retired missionary Rev. McKenzie, 

showing that relationships lasted after Mission-time. Ben’s story revealed how the Mission cattle 

industry opened the world to extensive travel for some local men and their families. Ben’s wife 

Maude was ‘very smart’ and won a scholarship to study English language at the University of 

Queensland. Their children completed higher education, one son works in Columbia, USA and there 

are many great, great grandchildren (B. Yunkaporta 2012 pers. comm.). Copies of these recorded 

interviews were sent to the HACC and the library for the raconteurs and their families. Sadly, Ben 

passed away, but I hope his family enjoy seeing and hearing him again.  

Filmed conversations captured more information with greater accuracy than written notes and have 

been invaluable resources. Beatrice said the films would be useful to her family when she has gone 

so they could remember what she looked and sounded like. These recorded conversations are part 

of the information I have returned to the traditional owners to thank them for their congeniality in 

helping with my research and to leave some reminders of our time together. Edited film would be a 

great way to present cultural themes to a wider public (Morgan, 2014), but the scope of learning to 

process film professionally is beyond this project.  

Other forms of communication 

Working with Wathayn people made me aware of the potential of other forms of communication for 

conserving and transmitting cultural heritage, both for the Wathayn and the wider public. These 

include social media and blogs and cultural tourism, which may bring income when the mine closes.  

Internet and social media  

I took Beatrice’s grandchildren coloured papers, pens and pencils thinking to amuse them while the 

elders talked with me to compile our cultural map. The children ignored the stationery, except to 

use the pencils as missiles, whereas my white grandchildren at the same age would have drawn on 

the paper and themselves. Wathayn children are more interested in the conversations of their elders 

and are used to being included, and perhaps not as attracted to drawing. When I was using a laptop 

to enter data on sorted excavation material, the children asked if they could play games on the 

computer. Perhaps pencils and paper are too last century to hold the interest of these IT savvy 

young people. 

Many Aboriginal groups are setting up Facebook sites to connect their members and reach the 

public. The Western Cape Communities Trust (part of the WCCCA) advertises jobs and events on its 

Facebook page (Western Cape Communities Trust, 2019) as do Mapoon Aboriginal Shire Council 

(Mapoon Aboriginal Shire Council, 2019) and Napranum Aboriginal Shire Council (Napranum 
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Aboriginal Shire Council, 2019). Wathayn people could access archaeological information on mobile 

phones via social media if it is promoted in appealing ways. 

Websites that promote false archaeology (White, 1996) and creationism (Creation Ministries 

International, 2019) are in danger of taking away the right of Aboriginal people to learn more about 

their past from science (Groves, 1996:150). Interesting websites with accurate information are 

needed to redress the misinformation rather than trying to destroy reputations (ibid).  

The internet makes it easier for professionals to collaborate with other researchers in their 

geographic or themed area of interest (Foster, 2014:7). Social media presents opportunities to 

communicate with traditional owners, students, colleagues and the public without fees. 

Archaeological reports and theories about lifestyles many thousands of years ago may not seem to 

have much relevance to most Aboriginal people living in the area who are more interested in the 

history of the past two to three generations. Yet archaeological information can help people to 

appreciate the lives of their ancestors.  

Blogs 

Dr Mick Morrison and his students from Flinders University presented their research reports of 

historic sites and features around Weipa on a blog (Morrison, 2015b). Historians also embrace the 

need to use new technologies to reach a wider, and younger, audience (Foster, 2014:6). They rise to 

the challenge of “new media and new technologies …to rethink the ways that they research, write, 

present, and teach about the past” (Rosenzweig and Cohen, 2005). Anyone can access primary 

sources on line and share their results through Twitter and blogs, commanding much higher 

audiences than public history organisations (Foster, 2014:4-5). 

Cultural tourism 

Cultural tourism is another form of communication, giving traditional owners opportunities to work 

on Country, sharing their culture and heritage with great energy and passion and earning an income 

from visitors while teaching their own children about their ancestral heritage (Langton, 2018:3). 

Currently mining royalties support the Weipa traditional owners, but when mining ceases and the 

land is returned to the original owners, how will they maintain their lifestyle and Country on a 

reduced income? Comalco and Rio Tinto Alcan have been keen to support local economic diversity 

(Brereton et al., 2007:34). RTA workshops with traditional owners of East Weipa Country identified 

tourism, forestry, aquaculture, bush foods, seed orchards, farming and cattle as options for 

relinquished land use (Duke, 2005:33).  



226 
 

In 2007 Napranum Aboriginal Community Council, through Nanum Tawap Ltd, managed small 

community businesses including a concrete block-making operation, sand quarry, saw mill, 

cabinetmaker, agricultural venture, ironing and sewing businesses, but no one in the community 

showed interest in starting in tourism (Brereton et al., 2007:28). 

Visitors come to Weipa to fish and to see the tip of Cape York, the market expanding from 5000 

visitors per annum in 1987 to over 50,000 in 2007 (Brereton et al., 2007:21,29,37). Tourism is one of 

the few opportunities and the most promising Weipa industry to expand economic potential as the 

proximity of known and promoted tourist destinations assists cultural tourism. However, most 

ventures are run by non-Indigenous people (ibid). Currently there is little information for visitors 

interested in local Aboriginal culture and how it exists within the mine-scape. Sustainable traditional 

cultural experiences could fulfil a need and bring outside income into the Weipa Aboriginal 

communities.  

One organized visitor experience is a mine bus tour, which used to visit the Western Cape Cultural 

Centre at Evans Landing until 2007 (Brereton et al., 2007:30). Supported by RTA, the bus takes 700 

passengers a week to see the mining operations, playing a recording of information about bauxite 

mining. As a passenger in 2012 I realised that this was a missed opportunity to tell visitors about the 

considerable effort that RTA puts into working on joint cultural projects.  

I suggested to the RTA Community Relations coordinator, Cherie Woodham, that information 

explaining RTA’s cultural heritage management and community relations would be good public 

relations for the company. Cherie prepared laminated pamphlets on cultural heritage to lend to the 

bus passengers (I did not get a sample). I suggested adding information to the CD commentary used 

by the drivers, including where to find the Cultural Centre and any Indigenous tours available in the 

future. My first contributions to RTA cultural heritage management! 

The Cultural Centre has an informative historic exhibition but is difficult to find and may not be 

open; it was closed at an advertised open time in July 2019 when a Cape York adventure tour went 

to visit (J. Campbell, 4/8/2019 pers. comm.). A new building proposed for the Western Cape Cultural 

Centre precinct called ‘Achimbun’, Alngith for ‘our home’ (B. Gordon, 6/9/2019 pers. comm.) may 

help to keep visitors in town longer, spending their money and creating a need for employment in 

cultural presentations. Traditional owners considered ideas by visiting similar centres in Queensland 

to gather ideas for designs (ibid). 

Casual, unguided tourism can cause concern: traditional owners at Kowanyama were worried about 

visitors overhunting faunal resources, indiscriminate shooting and 4WD bush bashing, including 

getting bogged in creek beds (Strang, 1998:22,23,25). Greater involvement of the community with 
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National Parks increased the role of Aboriginal Land and Sea Rangers, which includes the traditional 

and custodial responsibilities for managing the environment, policing intruders and representing the 

culture of the area (ibid).  

Wathayn traditional owners consider that the salt pan near the Coconut family campsite and fishing 

shell mound would be suitable for cultural tourism experiences (Duke, 2005:vii). The abundance of 

akul, mud-shell, would support an interpretive site where visitors could experience traditional ways 

of collecting and cooking the shellfish (ibid:30).  

Extending mining in Aurukun lands, RTA is supporting the Amrun project’s Land and Sea team, which 

“employs Wik-Waya traditional owners, to complete environmental and cultural heritage activities 

on their Country” including turtle monitoring and feral pig control (Rio Tinto, 2017:13).  

Ranger programs could support cultural heritage management and tourism in Weipa. Organized 

cultural tourism brings local employment and self-sufficiency for Aboriginal organisations and 

promotes reconciliation but may not always be compatible with Indigenous land aspirations (Beck 

and Somerville, 2002:7, Brereton et al., 2007:24). In Uluru-Kata Tjutu, the experience brought some 

loss of privacy through photography and intrusion into significant places, but increased interest from 

conservation organisations in Cape York’s biodiversity and land degradation could add support to 

traditional land management (Strang, 1998:23). The management plan for Kakadu National Park and 

World Heritage Area provides for Indigenous co-management of tourism (Brereton et al., 2007:24). 

High visitation volumes are managed by directing tourists to sustainable locations, avoiding more 

sensitive cultural and natural areas of the Park (Kakadu Board of Management, 2010:11). Visitor 

numbers are increasing and are up to about 200,000 per year (ABC 2018), which is only about 600 

people per day in a vast area (Thompson, 2019).  

Although Aboriginal culture is a very marketable commodity in tourism, it can be confronting to 

tourists as living heritage includes uncomfortable reminders of colonialism and the domination of 

Aboriginal people through killing and institutionalisation (Ah Kit, 1995:34-35). Re-enactments of the 

Wave Hill walk-off by Gurindji people where elders explained key historical and traditional places got 

little publicity (ibid:35). However, in the 20 years since this article was written, colonial mythology is 

increasingly viewed with discomfort and recognition of shared Australian heritage has become more 

common.  
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Figure 8-2 RTA sign warning of entry to traditional lands 
2012 

 

Figure 8-3 vehicle part used as fireplace by trespassers 
on traditional land 2102 

Aboriginal traditional owners feel responsible for the safety of visitors to their homelands, working 

hard to look after them physically and reassuring the spirits about the newcomers (Langton, 

2018:69). Responsible land managers use legislation and regulations to forbid trespass on traditional 

lands without appropriate permission, but some visitors ignore the warnings and leave rubbish on 

traditional lands (Figures 8-2,8-3). 

Wathayn outstation is a strong and a dangerous place where the spirits may not like the noise and 

disturbance of visitors so traditional owners introduce visitors to Wathayn Country and advise the 

old people’s spirits of what is going on (B. Gordon 2013 pers. comm.). However, the traditional 

cultural complex at Diingwulung and archaeological remains of the cattle yards nearby would be 

appropriate to share with tourists (ibid). 

Cultural events 

Indigenous cultural events are increasingly well attended, especially when families can enjoy 

activities together such as the Sunshine Coast Bunya Festival and Horizon Festival (Barung Landcare 

Group, 2019, Tourism and Events Queensland, 2019). Hosting and planning festivals develops 

enthusiasm and pride in the community and brings positive publicity to counter bad news stories 

about Aboriginal communities. Promoting Aboriginal culture helps the wider community to value our 

First Nations and accept reconciliation. Holding a festival can secure grants and bring income into 

the community from a wider audience. For example, the inaugural Kapani Warrior Program Cup 

bush skills competition was held in Aurukun “to help young men better understand issues around 

anger and as a response to high levels of domestic violence” (Fryer, 2019). Yarabah community won 

the tests of strength, skills and teamwork (ibid).  

The Laura Aboriginal Dance Festival will be run by the Ang-Gnarra Aboriginal Corporation in 2020 

(Ang-Gnarra Aboriginal Corporation, 2019), continuing this popular and well-attended exhibition of 

Cape York Aboriginal culture. The annual Darwin Festival includes the Aboriginal Art Fair and the 
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Telstra National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art Awards, billed as Australia’s longest running 

and most prestigious Indigenous art awards (Darwin Festival, 2019). A showcase of more than 

50,000 years of Yolngu culture, the Garma Festival — now in its 21st year — also aims to address 

contentious political and social issues affecting Indigenous Australians (ABC, 2019).  

All these examples are excellent ways to show Aboriginal people and their Country in positive lights, 

communicating their cultural skills to a wider public who may be unaware of the roles of traditional 

owners in the economy, conservation and land management. Weipa traditional owners could find a 

reason for such a festival, perhaps enhancing the fishing competition, making opportunities to 

showcase their culture to larger audiences, attracting tourism, increased income and positive 

publicity. 

Cultural burning 

In the Kimberley, conservation of rain forest food species by controlled burning conserves traditional 

knowledge and food species which have been consumed at nearby campsites for centuries (Dilkes-

Hall et al., 2019a). Patches of rain forest are protected by cultural burning, and plant material may 

have been transferred across the landscape (ibid). Weipa stockmen used cool burns to protect shady 

Milletia trees and stands of fruit trees by lighting small fires around them in cool weather (R. Madua 

12/9/2013, pers. comm.)  

Cultural burning in cool weather to conserve large eucalypts begins with small circles of fire starting 

from the base of the tree and managed outwards, always burning only a small area in a mosaic 

pattern, very different from burning-off in lines, European style (K. Jones 16/12/2019 pers. comm.). 

Wathayn people probably managed the culturally significant gum trees (alakanum) and fruit trees 

near traditional camps and stockmen continued traditional burning regimes at Diingwulung. 

Rampant bushfires commencing in November 2019 and continuing into January 2020 in southern 

Australia have devastated land, fauna, flora, life and livelihoods. They have widened discussions of 

the management of the Australian landscape and the need to learn from, and return to, the 

Aboriginal cultural practice of regular mosaic burning to clean Country (Alexandra and Bowman, 

2020, Bowman and French, 2019, Gammage, 2011). The inability of political leaders to understand 

the seriousness of climate change issues and acknowledge scientific research and Indigenous 

knowledge that could better inform management of Australia’s environmental plight has captured 

world interest (Martin, 2020). Although the importance of Aboriginal traditional burning to aid 

environmental sustainability is recognised, science-based natural resource management does not 

yet include reference to Aboriginal stories, values and spiritual power (O'Kane et al., 2019:90). 
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Indigenous Rangers assist in land-care and informing tourists of the importance of caring for Country 

(Strang, 1998:22,23,25). They could also have key roles in small-scale community burning to suit 

each environment in southern Australia, as they do in Indigenous Protected Areas, such as Djelk in 

northern Australia, selling carbon credits to fund community programs (Carmichael et al., 2018). 

Workshops on cultural burning from Firesticks Alliance Indigenous Corporation work with local 

knowledge, but considerable investment in funding and community personnel will be required 

(Higgins, 2020). 

Communication begins at home 

“Respect is more than tolerance and inclusion – it requires dialogue and collaboration” (RAET, 

2012:4). When I started studying archaeology decades ago, I was unaware of the political 

implications and I never expected to become involved in current Indigenous issues (Nicholas, 

2019:87). 

Learning from this research and becoming more involved with the Wathayn people has led me to 

add to communications about traditional owners and archaeology in my home, the Sunshine Coast, 

Queensland. I help the local group of Reconciliation Australia to organise Shared History seminars 

that acknowledge the injustices Aboriginal people suffered from the Frontier Wars and the Stolen 

Generations and highlight continuing cultural traditions. After hearing misinformation about 

Australian archaeologists at one of these seminars, I took up the challenge to present accurate 

stories, finding speakers and running a public seminar in August 2018 on Australian archaeology and 

how it can inform our shared history. The audience engaged presenters and traditional owners in 

questions and the presentations are now available online at 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC9zEq4Je-2w2CrA1Qdd9xmw. The flyer for this event and a 

copy of my presentation are Appendices 10 and 11. Some local traditional owners seek my advice on 

potential cultural remains. I also assist historians to uncover records of massacres and cooperative 

relationships to promote understanding of our shared history. 

I joined a group trying to save cottonwood trees (Hibiscus tiliaceus) on our coastal dunes from 

predation by landowners who want to improve their sea views and property values, supported by a 

local Councillor. The local traditional owners should be consulted by proponents, like local 

governments, about damage to trees such as cottonwood that are of significance to their ongoing 

culture. My role has morphed into maintaining contact with the Kabi Kabi people and encouraging 

sharing information through a positive experience, a welcome party for local turtles, to provide 

accurate information as an alternative to faux science peddled by the proponents. 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC9zEq4Je-2w2CrA1Qdd9xmw
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I wrote the words of an acknowledgement of the Kabi Kabi traditional owners for our community 

choir. Maestro Kim Kirkman composed the music and we sing it to open our concerts and 

community events and teach it to the audiences (Figure 8-4). It has been very popular and has 

opened people’s minds to the presence of the first Australians.  

At one of these concerts, local Kabi Kabi elder Brent Miller (Figure 8-5) welcomed us to Country and 

explained the meanings of local Kabi Kabi language place names, new information for many of our 

choristers and the audience. We and the audience then sang our acknowledgement, giving everyone 

a chance to thank Brent. We substitute the name Jinibara when we sing inland in the Blackall Range. 

The local Catholic primary school starts their weekly liturgy by singing our acknowledgement and 

recently I taught it to kindergarten students. A copy of the sheet music is at Appendix 12. I have sent 

the music to friends and family singers across Australia, who can substitute the name of their local 

traditional owners.  

 

Figure 8-4 Caloundra Community Choir led by Kim 
Kirkman 17 June 2019 

 

Figure 8-5 Brent Miller 21 May 2019 

I am involved with the Sunshine Coast Council’s heritage program and Landsborough Museum, 

sharing my skills and experience, attending sessions and tours to other museums and offering help 

with small projects pro bono to historical societies. I reviewed Landsborough Museum’s small 

cabinet of Aboriginal artefacts, removing the incorrect labels, non-artefactual lumps of stone and 

plastic mice, and am recording the many boxes of reputed stone artefacts stored in the attic. I plan 

to catalogue any Aboriginal artefacts in other local museums with a view to producing a small 

publication about local technologies, if the traditional owners agree to the concept. Two colleagues 

have expressed a wish to help with this project, which just confirms that archaeologists never retire.  

Through the Maleny Pioneer Museum I have offered to video record Jinibara elders’ oral history, 

encouraged by my experience with the Wathayn people. I would also like to put simple booklets, 

papers and informative media about archaeology onto an accessible website to continue bringing 

our work to a wider audience. Several colleagues are keen to get involved with this project. I 

continue to help Beatrice by sending money and books, and I will return to Weipa to see my 
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Wathayn family, senior person’s budget permitting. However, realistically most of my professional 

talents will be better spent at home. 
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 Conclusions 

This chapter addresses questions posed in the introduction and discusses the usefullness of the 

Wathayn cultural map, booklets and films to the Wathayn community. My ethnoarchaeological 

project included traditional archaeological methods of recording and mapping historic and current 

campsites. However, the oral history brought these to life as the traditional owners explained the 

layout of activities, some leaving evidence, and the connections and pathways between campsites 

and resource areas. Fortunately, most Australian archaeological projects these days, both 

commercial contracts and academic research, involve the traditional owners in planning and 

certainly in fieldwork, so will benefit from the understanding that conversing about sites while 

standing on them brings. 

Spending time with a community and becoming familiar with the landscape leads one from an 

academically designed research project into a community-based approach using ethnoarchaeology 

and landscape archaeology (Clarke, 1994, Greer, 2014:57). This morphing comes when cultural 

heritage practitioners gain a “better understanding of the cultural systems they engage with” 

(Nicholas, 2019:97). Ideally, Indigenous people should be collaborators or design the research 

project (Wilson, 2007:324), which often reveals interests in historic rather than older sites (Canberra 

Archaeological Society, 2016). 

Aboriginal people make economic, social and cultural changes to adapt to modern life and embrace 

cultural traditions in complex or ‘hybrid’ identities (Martin, 2015:124). It took proximity to Wathayn 

family life for me to begin to understand the complexity of walking in two worlds, living in different 

value systems. 

Talking to Beatrice’s family and experiencing some of the daily life of Rio Tinto Alcan (RTA) and 

Weipa supplemented my archaeological recordings with oral history and social data. As I observed 

the Wathayn family interactions and child-raising, the deep past and the present seemed 

disconnected; people were busy working, helping each other, hanging on to their homes and 

homelands, purchasing and collecting food, trying to make ends meet, participating in family, church 

and community events   and coping with alcohol, drugs, gambling and other vices of the modern 

world that impact on their comfort and enjoyment of life. Weipa traditional owners are inextricably 

bound within RTA’s work and social landscape - evidence for which is seen in recent layers of their 

campsites. The ARC fieldwork interested Wathayn people but had little relevance to their daily lives 

beyond making new friends and earning wages. 

Recording the Wathayn people’s cultural heritage and archaeological sites begs consideration of 

how this study might be useful to the people themselves, keeping their cultural history alive and 
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possibly lead to economic opportunities when mining and royalties cease. Will we all just walk away 

like many researchers before us, publishing our learned reports for strangers to read and debate, 

leaving little except a few memories for the Wathayn? Is this ethical archaeology? Will RTA gain any 

benefit from the considerable funds and staff time invested in the ARC project? I tried to make 

archaeological stories interesting and return them to the Wathayn people so they could consider the 

relevance and know where to explore more. 

Comparing past and present: 

As noted, the practice of building large mounds of shell ceased in the Weipa area at least several 

hundred years ago, although some mounds may still be visited and used with small additions of shell 

and other material. I investigated modern campsite formation, oral history and living practices in 

Wathayn Country to search for any resonance with the older shell and earth mound sites studied by 

my colleagues through the following questions and sub-questions:  

1. What can the archaeology of contemporary and historic Wathayn campsites, informed by 

oral history and ethnography, tell us about traditional subsistence and settlement patterns 

in the Weipa area? 

• Are the characteristics of long- and short-term camps likely to be distinguishable 

archaeologically? 

• Can we determine seasonality of campsites by identifying resources specific to areas, or 

seasons and accessibility?    

• Do the stories of campsites and resources shared by Weipa traditional owners help to 

explain the archaeological sites? 

• How have sites, settlement patterns, mobility and subsistence strategies been changed 

by the dictates of European settlement, and does modern use still reflect past traditional 

cultural practices? 

2. Can archaeology assist the traditional owners in any way?  

• How can I effectively return important archaeological information to the Wathayn 

people?  

• Is any of this relevant to cultural heritage management? 

To answer these questions, I visited campsites with the Wathayn people and helped with access to 

modern resources (transport, the supermarket and Op Shop). I recorded the archaeology and oral 

histories of some sites of cultural and historic significance, traditional boundaries, changing access to 



235 
 

Country and transport, all undertaken within the framework of the chores, delights and pressures of 

their lives.  

The modern and historic archaeology I could identify in the time available represents only fragments 

of a rich and varied lifestyle and land use. The value to the wider Weipa research is that this data 

relates specifically to the Wathayn people and their country. In honesty, there is little that my 

research can add to the archaeological explanation of the past at Weipa, except to remind us that 

each specific excavation is looking only at a small part of life and time. Each campsite would consist 

of a wider spread of activities than we are likely to discover in our excavations, with more hearths 

and more areas used each time the inhabitants returned to the same general area. The spiritual 

significance of each area to the traditional owners leaves no physical evidence yet might have 

governed the siting of a campfire and the method of cooking food, including leaving some for the 

ancestors. Although unable to explain this through archaeology, it is the ethnoarchaeology that 

reminds the reader that we are looking at people's lives, not just bare data.  

My conclusions may seem rather mundane or obvious, but perhaps there is a place for them to 

highlight people in the archaeological story alongside the more technical, environmental and 

economic findings. 

Traditional relationships, settlement and subsistence patterns in the Weipa area 

Aboriginal groups on the Weipa Peninsula are very close socially and geographically, and as Albatross 

Bay and the river estuaries have considerable seacoast, even the Wathayn timber people have 

saltwater frontage with marine resources on the tidal Embley River. Although fish and shellfish are 

ubiquitous, timber people hunted inland and ate more game, so, if faunal remains are preserved, 

there should be an archaeologically measurable difference between their campsites and those of 

coast people who hunted dugong and turtle (Bradley and Yanyuwa familes, 2010, Chase and Sutton, 

1981, McIntyre-Tamwoy, 2014). However, traditional owners also ask for access to resources in each 

other’s territory, so a quantitative difference in archaeological food remains between coast and 

timber people may be subtle. 

Settlement patterns 

Timber people have larger territories than coastal people (von Sturmer, 1978:3). Water in creeks and 

swamps defines the most remembered and appreciated Wathayn stories of Wathayn people hunted 

in the eastern part of their territory when game was plentiful, but it is too dry to stay long in a camp 

(B. Gordon, 2019, pers. comm.). There were wider connections in the past with Wik friends in Thitj 

across the Embley River and to the east where Beatrice’s late sister-in-law Ivy Gordon set up a 

Peppan family house and new outstation in traditional hunting grounds where there is no creek (B. 
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Gordon, 2016, pers. comm.). There is no need to go hunting when meat can be purchased - life has 

narrowed in traditional terms but broadened in the global village. 

Mbining or Beening Creek, the border between Alngith and Wathayn lands, has long been a 

favoured campsite near Napranum. Being on Country brings comfort to cultural events: Thancoupie 

camped here with the women and children of Napranum for cultural exchange (Fletcher, 2007:10-

11) and in 2017 RTA held workshops here to consider the return of east Weipa land to Alngith 

traditional owners. The modern layer shows purchased food but there may be subsurface evidence 

for older Wathayn and Alngith campsites.  

Campfires graced base and dinner time camps, but the larger base camps had more open fires for 

cooking and keeping insects away and only base camps had kup marie (earth ovens). A kup marie 

site may not be associated with a camp site as opportunistic kup maries were established near large 

feeds of shells or hunted animals to cook and eat most of the flesh, carrying a little on to camp with 

the family. 

Overnight stays are unlikely on dinner time camps as there is little protection from the elements, 

mosquitoes and sand flies and the scorpions and spiders that lurk in the cracked salt pan. Each site is 

part of a social and economic life cycle, making sense only in considering the interconnected whole. 

Environmental change influencing resource choices 

From several thousand years ago until about 600 BP, archaeological evidence at Weipa was 

dominated by T. granosa shell mounds “associated with focussed mudflat exploitation” (Morrison, 

2010:297). In contrast, shell material on contemporary and historic camps includes mangrove shell 

species and up to 50% other species such as oyster (Saccostrea cucullate) and bivalves from 

intertidal mud and sand flats (Morrison, 2015a:1). The Wathayn modern middens contain mud-shell 

Geloina coaxans and bluebum, Telescopium telescopium with other non-shell material. Perhaps 

mounding discarded shells ceased to be an imperative when an increase in mangroves and salt pans 

reduced cockle (T. granosa) beds and provided an abundance of mud-shell and bluebums near dry 

campsites.  

Historically and today a wide variety of shellfish is eaten: women collected oysters, pipis and cockles 

from Lorim Point, akul and crabs from the mangroves, bringing full baskets to the Missions to trade 

for rations (Coconut, 2005:19). Differences in shell species indicate the age of middens but recent 

mud-shell could have been deposited on top of old cockle middens. 
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Are the characteristics of long- and short-term camps likely to be distinguishable archaeologically? 

People who are visiting their land remember the locations of the bigger and most used base camps 

in the past (Pickering, 2003, Sutton, 2010:100). Re-used Aboriginal traditional camps were on 

specific combinations of soil, landscape and resources (Coutts, 1966) with access to water, food 

resources, shade and firewood. Smaller camps near food extraction sites depend on shade and 

conditions on the day so may not have a fixed, permanent location, just a general vicinity and are 

not as memorable.  

Recording several modern campsites revealed practical elements that might have been retained 

from pre-contact times (see Table 1), such as raking and burning to reduce waste material on open 

campsites, which was common at least from Mission-time in Weipa. Oral history revealed the 

character of each place and the features that distinguish them in memories - something the material 

remains do not.  

Campsite location 

Reliable drinking water 

The Weipa traditional groups talk about their Country in terms of the creeks and freshwater swamps 

in the centre of their favoured camping areas. Their ancestral spirits are associated with the springs 

that give rise to the creeks. These water sources hold importance in defining their Countries and 

their characters. 

The Wathayn people are proud of their permanent sweet water and all their big traditional 

campsites are beside creeks or swamps. As saltwater moved up a creek in the Dry season when the 

freshwater flow diminished, a campsite could be changed within the same resource area. Reliable 

potable water is essential to any long-term camp so when permanent freshwater sources became 

established on the Weipa Peninsula c. 2000 years ago and the T. granosa shell beds declined, 

Wathayn people may have reduced their use of shell mounds near the coastal margins. Increasingly 

they camped further inland on earth mounds near freshwater sources (Stevenson et al., 2015) such 

as the traditional camps at Small Bellvue and Running Creeks. 

Food resources 

Weipa Peninsula Modern Midden (WPMM) 1, at the mouth of Small Bellvue (Wathayn) Creek, is a 

dinner time camp near mangrove mud flats with plentiful akul and a shell mound used for fishing. 

Shellfish and fish are consumed at the camp and some flesh carried about 800m north to Wathayn 

outstation, with fresh water and overnight facilities.  
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Purchased food and drink in plastic packaging and cans were consumed on this dinner camp and a 

fragment of RTA working life – a consignment document in a plastic sleeve – shows that exotic goods 

may be added to a campsite. Although the RTA document dates the site, it does not relate to or 

explain the activities undertaken. In the past, interesting items such as unusual rocks, shells or later 

Western goods other than useful things like metal and fabric, could be discarded on a site although 

not relevant to the main activities.  

The plastic items discarded on sites and randomly across the landscape for the last half century will 

define our age as the Plastic Age for future archaeologists. Already there is a survey to understand 

interdisciplinary interactions with plastics (Wong, 2019). There was little plastic at Diingwulung, but 

most discarded items are destroyed in annual fires so in future plastic may be identified from 

residues. 

Shade 

The extent of shade in rock shelters and overhangs may be the same today as in the past, but it is 

difficult to know where shade fell on open campsites once the trees have disappeared through age, 

extreme weather and termites.  

The dinner time camp, WPMM 1, is on the inland edge of a saltpan, away from biting insects in the 

creek’s mangrove fringe and differing only from other areas of grass beside the salt pan by a small 

stand of paperbark trees casting the shade essential for dinner camps. The hearths are shaded from 

noon but the best shade is around 2pm when fish and shells procured in the morning are cooked. 

Beatrice and her family continue to use the site, preparing a meal of mud-shells at WPMM 1 in 

August 2019 (B. Gordon 8/8/2019 pers. comm.). 

Robert Peinkinna’s camp, WPMM 3 took advantage of the shade of a small paperbark tree and had 

hearths, shells and firewood. However, the midden WPMM 2, where Jerry Wapua had cooked akul 

on the sunny saltpan edge next to the mangroves, had only shells and a shopping bag, no hearths or 

signs of reuse. Both these types of camps are ephemeral and unlikely to leave much archaeological 

evidence to be considered when seeking pre-contact settlement and land use patterns.  

Previous temporary camps near WPMM 1 and WPMM 3 on the inland side of the salt pan are to be 

expected where once there were shady trees. Signs of abandoned hearths near WPMM 3 might 

indicate where a long-gone tree shaded a dinner camp.  

Firewood 

Wik people’s camps were always located near sources of firewood (von Sturmer, 1978:257-258).  

Firewood is necessary for all Wathayn camps but there seems to be plenty of firewood everywhere. 
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It is kept dry under sheets of bark on a shell mound or cleared area during the wet weather (G. 

Peinkinna pers. comm 6/9/2013). Firewood was stockpiled on WPMM 1 and WPMM 3 in 

preparation for future use. 

Campsite structure 

Base camps 

The modern outstation at Wathayn has dongas arranged at right angles in a rectangular form with 

the ablution block. However, this layout may be due to planning and construction by Rio Tinto Alcan 

(RTA) and the requirements of permanent buildings.  Both the older traditional camps are linear: the 

Coconut family camp on Small Bellvue Creek and Diingwulung had small individual family camps in a 

line, along a sand ridge and the creek respectively. Linear camps may have suited the topography 

and are a good way to catch the breeze in this climate. Camps in cooler climates could favour a 

circular pattern to shelter from the wind and share heat. There may be an optimal distance apart for 

privacy, for a confidential conversation or two.  

Wathayn outstation has an extension camp of hearths and food remains on the bank of Small 

Bellvue/Wathayn Creek, approximately 50m from the main camp. This is not a separate dinner time 

camp nor slept in, being too close to the insects and crocodiles lurking around the creek. Yet it is 

more than a picnic site as people return to this pleasant place to sit, especially with visitors who do 

not need to enter the outstation. The usual archaeological investigations of small areas would make 

it difficult to relate this site to the nearby base camp even if both were shown to be 

contemporaneous. 

At Diingwulung discarded shells and domestic items had been cleared from around the fireplaces 

but, as the site has also been used by other campers, the pattern cannot be attributed solely to 

Wathayn people. Some clearing of discarded material would be expected at this base camp but akul 

shells relating to short picnic events were probably left and moved aside at the next use. 

Dinner time camps 

WPMM 1 has the characteristics of a dinner time camp (Meehan, 1988), located near heavy shellfish 

resources, on a sandy substrate, in shade but not close to fresh water. Debris was left onsite until 

the next use when it was swept into bushes and long grass on the perimeter of the campsite, 

creating more concentrated piles of akul shells than similar shell debris around picnic sites and 

compromising stratigraphy. Metal grills and concrete blocks for breaking and cooking shells are also 

used in the Wathayn outstation campfire and were found among picnic sites at Diingwulung, so are 

not diagnostic for the type of campsite.  
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Robert Peinkinna’s small campsite WPMM 3 for day use has similar characteristics to WPMM 1 but 

he and his children have camped overnight occasionally in good weather (G. Peinkinna 17/9/2012) 

leaving evidence for use as an ephemeral living site.  

These camps were not of traditional significance or near sacred sites, opportunistic rather than used 

regularly over many years and open to the weather so archaeological deposits are unlikely to be 

preserved and being partially inundated each year, material falls down cracks in the drying clay, 

disturbing any time sequence.  

Picnic sites 

WPMM 2 at Wathayn was evidence for a brief, one-off event to open a few akul shells and many 

recent piles of akul shells at Diingwulung showed few signs of hearths. These picnic sites seemed to 

be random, not associated with the traditional campsite or the remains of the outstation. Some are 

near the decaying cattle yards, taking advantage of relocated fence posts to sit on or to prop against 

trees, possibly to support shade from a tarpaulin or blanket. Either Wathayn people or transient 

visitors coming to fish and hunt could have created these picnic sites.  

Campsite features  

Campfires and Kup maries (earth ovens) 

At Wathayn outstation, a home-camp with dongas and a satellite phone, several fires are maintained 

to discourage mosquitos and sand flies. A large open campfire is the hub for warmth, drinking tea 

and sharing food, suggesting that ancient camps might have had multiple contemporaneous hearths. 

The only recent kup marie site was outside the perimeter fence, safely away from where children 

played. Chunks of round headed termite mound (ant bed) were used as heat retainers in kup marie 

and the black core of termite mounds (called ‘mosquito coil’) burned in smoky fires to deter insects 

(B. Gordon 8/7/2013 pers. comm.). Scientific analysis of changes in termite mound fragments found 

in archaeological excavations due to temperature may show the intensity of the fire they were used 

in (Ó Foghlú, forthcoming). 

Some older people stay in camp while younger ones go away during the day to find food, often in 

groups of men or women and children. The elders would keep the fire going and safe, resulting in a 

larger ash deposit. 

At Diingwulung, where Beatrice and other members of the Coconut family camped in the 1980s, 

open hearths were visible in areas occupied by separate family groups, perhaps to cook akul shells, 

boil a billy or produce smoke to repel insects. There was also a large communal camp fireplace with 

log seats, star pickets and grills to cook meat or fish and evidence for kup maries. Larger home or 
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base camp sites used before Mission-time could be expected to have several hearths used by small 

family groups as well as a large campfire. 

The dinner time camp, WPMM 1, had two clear hearths and other small piles of ash. At Diingwulung 

there were several open campfires and kup marie sites that were most likely contemporaneous and 

reused. Branches fallen from trees form small piles when they break on the ground and, after 

burning in a bushfire, look very like a small hearth, especially if they fortuitously landed on a 

discarded pile of shells, confusing the evidence. Table 1 below summarises the similarities and 

differences between these types of campsites. 

Table 1 Wathayn campsite features 

Short term picnic camp Common features Traditional home base camp 

Location not valued for 
spiritual reasons, temporary, 
abandoned when shade or 
resources fail 

 Location of traditional 
significance, family members 
remembered, big stories and 
ancestral spirits nearby, camp 
continues in that area 

Opportunistic location near 
resources - clay or sand on 
the edge of salt pan, near a 
creek or the fringe of a home 
camp 

Soft sandy area to sit on Located on higher ground, 
sandy ridges to give visual 
advantage and avoid insects, 
crocodiles and inundation  

Very near one heavy food 
resource 

Near food resources Near fresh water and in walking 
distance of a variety of food 
resources   

Some firewood stacked  Firewood stockpiled Firewood stocks on high ground 
and can be kept dry under bark 
sheets  

Not related to shell mounds  Some near shell mounds or 
discarded shells so visitors can 
be heard approaching 

May find oysters, pipis, 
cockles and crabs 

Mud-shell akul (Geloina coaxans), 
bluebum (Telescopium 
telescopium) and fish bones 

May have Tegillarca granosa 
shells under current surface 

Limited area of shade Shade trees Larger area of shade trees and 
built shelters 

Circular shape around 
campfire 

 Outstations configured in 
rectangles, but sub-units of 
historic camps are linear  

Use spasmodic, not 
necessarily annual 

 Annual and seasonal use 

One main cooking fire, small 
fires to deter insects and no 
seats 

Multiple hearths/fires One main campfire, larger ash 
deposit as elders maintain fire 
while others forage, with seats, 
stakes for cooking meat and 
multiple small fires to deter 
insects 
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Short term picnic camp Common features Traditional home base camp 

One area of activity  Main area and small hearths, 
shells deposits and picnic sites 
30 m away near creek  

No kup marie sites  Kup marie sites 

Shell and other debris left as 
is until next visit when some 
is piled on the edge of the 
site 

Scattered shells, fire used to 
prepare campsite 

Areas cleared, debris raked into 
piles and reduced by burning 

Shallow deposit if any, 
substrate not conducive to 
preservation and shells fall 
down cracks in the clay so 
dating implausible 

 Same activities occur each year, 
probably reusing kup marie sites 
so expect depth of living deposit 

Individual preferences in 
design of small ‘one family 
unit’ camps 

 
Large composite camps have 
regular configuration based in 
family hierarchy 

Ephemeral debris and 
cooking aids 

Flat stone or concrete block and 
(historically) metal grills for 
cooking 

More long-lasting domestic 
items including stone, glass and 
metal  

 

Intangible heritage: Spirituality and sites of significance 

Wathayn people connect with their land and spirits within a whole landscape, including the present 

and future, the ancestors, spirits and the Christian God, all of which give substance, meaning and 

form to their lives. Wathayn families camp in significant places where communing with ancestral 

spirits and making sure not to offend them grounds them in their traditions. 

Large home base campsites identified archaeologically are likely to have held spiritual significance in 

the past. Outstations are on large traditional campsites of some antiquity; the traditional campsites 

at Kwamter, Wathayn and Diingwulung have permanent sweet water and food resources, which 

ensure revisiting, and spiritual and social dimensions that are equally important but difficult for an 

outsider to comprehend and invisible archaeologically. There were protocols for visitors; many tribes 

including the Anhathangayth from Myall Creek used to camp at Kwamter (B. Gordon 2013 pers. 

comm.). The numbers of people using these traditional base camps may fluctuate through visitors. 

When someone dies their home remains empty for about a year until special ceremonies are 

completed to lead the spirit to its resting place. In the past the Wathayn family could move to the 

Coconut camp away from what is now the outstation or vice versa, perhaps after a bereavement. 

The big Wathayn traditional camps are near important spiritual places and big stories of ancestors 

and totems that link throughout Wathayn Country and beyond. The white base of Small Bellvue 

Creek has spiritual, medicinal and aesthetic significance, contributing to the Wathayn people’s 

health. The creeks are protected from disturbance by mining, but water flows may change with the 



243 
 

altered geomorphology of mining and rehabilitation. The area will retain its spiritual importance but 

protecting its physical properties may require cultural heritage management to include maintenance 

of the ancestral springs. 

Some cultural requirements explain the lack of evidence for some foods on open campsites. 

Disposing of fish bones in a fire removes evidence for its consumption. If a child steps over a kup 

marie it cannot be reused, so these are not constructed within the base camp and evidence for food 

cooked in these earth ovens would not be expected near an excavated campsite. The small amount 

of food left for the ancestral spirits as the Wathayn people leave a camp would defy archaeological 

interpretation. 

Our ANU team appreciated assistance from Beatrice and her family with fieldwork on their land and 

their concern to look after us. Beatrice welcomed and baptised my ANU colleagues in Small 

Bellvue/Wathayn spring water in 2013 and 2017, calling out in language to the old people to protect 

us while working on their land. 

Can we determine any seasonality of campsites by identifying resources specific to areas or 

seasons and accessibility?  

Wathayn Country is rich in fruit species, roots, tubers and small game available most of the year and 

some resources are abundant only in certain seasons. Beatrice explained: “We eat what is ripe when 

we see it or feel like it, maybe have enough of shellfish” (B. Gordon 8/6/2012, pers. comm). Eating 

fruit was like ‘smoko’, shellfish and meat were for dinnertime (ibid). Rather than availability of food, 

the ability to travel to the area may have guided seasonal use. 

The Coconut family camp and Big Wathayn were accessed by canoe in April, the early Dry season 

when many fruits and vegetables were ripe but the ground was still muddy. Diingwulung, near 

hunting grounds on the inland plateau, was a Dry season camp that could (and still can) be accessed 

all year, travelling on the high and dry bauxite plateau. It was easier to find emus and pigs in 

September when ripe nonda plums attracted them. In the late dry season, from October to 

November water levels drop and the main resources are turtles in swamps and sea fish. 

In the Wet season Wathayn people camped at Mandjungaar, where the swamps and fresh water 

provided fish, sugarbag, pigs, birds, plants and tubers. The men carried cockles in canoes from 

Cyclone Island and women provided yams for the kup marie. 

All the Wathayn traditional camps seem to have had adequate food resources for most of the year 

as well as seasonal abundances, but pre-contact, when populations were larger, targeting seasonal 

abundance and conserving resources may have been essential. 
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Do the stories of camps and resources shared by Weipa traditional owners help to explain the 

archaeological sites? 

The Wathayn people see their world as one, not divided into western categories of land, sea, water 

and air, tangible and intangible. Every feature of the landscape is important and might be a marker 

for stories or memories, happy and sad. There are ‘big’ story places where abundant resources 

supported regular ceremonies commemorating ancestral spirits; shell middens, earth mounds, long- 

and short-term camping places, sources of fresh water, food and materials. Travel follows old routes 

on foot, in watercraft or vehicles and historic evidence includes tracks made while assessing bauxite 

ore.  

Shell mounds 

Wathayn people have grown up with shell mounds as part of their landscape and Dreaming, not 

archaeologically intriguing as we find them, but highly significant as evidence left by their ancestors 

of a way of life no longer practiced. To both, shell mounds are visible evidence for past activities. 

Weipa Aboriginal people did not camp on shell mounds, but near them so they could hear anyone 

coming by the rattling of disturbed shells. The historic use of a shell mound to moor canoes while 

camping and the current use of at least one mound to stand on while fishing shows these are not 

forgotten or useless relics and that they had multiple uses in the past. 

Wathayn men used skin-bark canoes to bring cockles (T. granosa) several kilometres from Cockatoo 

Island to Kwamter into Mission-time, to be discarded on or near the mounds. Perhaps the shell 

mounds were used to beach canoes when the ground was still muddy and provide a dry platform to 

make a small fire and cook these shellfish. Cooked shellfish flesh would then be taken to the nearby 

traditional base camp in woven baskets or bark containers to be eaten. As silt built the land up and 

the sea moved further from the old shell mounds, new ones were needed, closer to the shore to 

land the canoes and cook shellfish. 

Modern debris on traditional sites of spiritual significance shows that traditions continue in some 

locations and that food consumption and cultural factors were involved in shell mound building.  

Earth mounds 

The presence of earth mounds near traditional camps at Wathayn and Diingwulung suggests an 

ethnographic relationship relevant to the interpretation of Wathayn archaeology. The decrease in 

shell mound construction from c. 2000 years BP coincides with the increase of fresh water in the 

environment and mound activity inland, taking advantage of permanent water sources. The story of 
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Wa the dingo may recall the movement of Peppan and Wathayn people to inland timber areas as 

swamps and creeks became permanent. 

Not all earth mounds are habitation sites as some at Diingwulung are cattle graves, bulldozed 

remains of the old outstation fabric and a failed swimming pool, all traps for the unwary 

archaeologist that can be dispelled by oral history. 

Stone and glass artefacts 

The quantity of stone artefacts found at Diingwulung confirms that Aboriginal people repeatedly 

used this traditional campsite before Mission-time. The artefacts had been displaced and the topsoil 

disturbed by natural cycles of flooding and drying and from cattle mustering, so cannot be reliably 

dated nor indicate areas of activities within the site. No stone artefacts were found on the modern 

dinner time surface campsites I recorded, suggesting that these are ephemeral recent phenomena 

taking advantage of shade until the trees disappear. Isolated finds of stone artefacts on the salt pan 

had been covered by soil through flooding or erosion so could not be dated. 

Glass artefacts are unlikely to be older than Mission-time (Weipa from 1898) but glass could have 

come from maritime industry workers in the early 1800s.   Wathayn people still use a convenient 

glass shard for a sharp cutting edge, so any of the casual glass pieces I recorded could have been 

made and used from the 1800s to recently.  

Scarred trees 

Most scars on Weipa trees indicate where sugarbag has been removed. This practice increased in 

Mission-time with the availability of steel axes and the need for more food, corroborated by 

concentrations of scarred trees and campsites near the Mission sites. Sugarbag logs and stumps near 

the Wathayn outstation are consistent with this time period as most have steel axe scars and annual 

fires and termites ensure that wood does not survive long. 

Scarred trees retain some elements of ancestral spirits and a few associated with known people are 

conserved in situ, or logs stockpiled or erected around outstations and important camp sites, or 

repositioned in the area from which they came, after rehabilitation. A living tree at Diingwulung with 

a sugarbag scar on a branch six metres from the ground and a mark of ownership low on the trunk 

continues the story of the Wathayn people’s traditional use of the area to the present. 
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Do the stories of campsites and resources shared by Weipa traditional owners help to explain the 

archaeological sites? 

Shell mounds 

Mr Hall’s family’s shell mound at Red Beach was shaped like their totem, the catfish. No other 

traditional owners or ethnographic sources mentioned a relationship between shell mounds and 

totems. It would be difficult to determine totemic shapes or cultural significance beyond 

associations with ancestors from other degraded and eroded shell mounds. 

The Wathayn shell mound used for fishing at the mouth of Small Bellvue Creek is still accumulating 

some physical evidence for its use. Beatrice’s family drew kinoos and skin-barks onto shell mounds 

for safety at Wathayn and Kwamter and placed children on the mounds to keep them out of reach of 

crocodiles. These practical contemporary uses of shell mounds may be of some antiquity. 

Beatrice and Thancoupie thought that many people cooked, ate and discarded the shells each time 

they came back to that camp. The stories associated with them all involve dillybags or baskets to 

carry the shells, from which they fell. Perhaps these memories, handed down through the women, 

confirm that large gatherings for ceremonies contributed to the accumulation of shells and the 

makers and users of bark and woven containers carried the shells to the hearth and up the mounds.  

Oral history of the Coconut family camp and Kwamter suggests that shell mounds could have been 

used at the end of the Wet season to fish from, moor canoes, keep firewood and food dry and cook 

cockle and other shells and fish obtained nearby or brought in skin-bark canoes, but not to camp on 

overnight. The heavy shells would be left on the mounds and the cooked shellfish flesh taken to 

adjacent home base camps inland on drier ground. 

Traditional camps 

Beatrice and her cousin Cora camped regularly with their old people on the traditional camps, 

learning to find and process food resources and continuing their culture. Adding the locations of 

archaeological sites studied in the ARC project to our cultural map reinforced this continued use of 

traditional home base camps (Figure 7-8).  

One of three earth mounds excavated on the eastern side of Small Bellvue Creek between the 

Coconut family camp and Wathayn outstation began between 1700 and 1500 BP and was used for 

about 400 years. Ceasing to use one small campsite may be compensated by moving activities a few 

metres away, so the proximity of older earth mounds and modern sites confirms the time-depth of 

use of this area. The multiplicity of modern camp middens in this area, including WPMM 1, 2 and 3, 
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suggests that many activities occurred between the two traditional Wathayn base camps. Many 

more earth mounds representing kup maries or multiple short-term living sites may be expected. 

Similarly in the Diingwulung area, earth mound sites between 350-200 years old are adjacent to 

historic Small Wathayn outstation and contemporary campsites, confirming the enduring 

significance of this area to the Wathayn, reinforced by finding glass artefacts in the cattle yards and 

one earth mound. Oral history revealed that glass is still used opportunistically to make single-use 

artefacts. 

Historical change 

How have sites, settlement patterns, mobility and subsistence strategies been changed by the 

historical dictates of European settlement and do they still reflect the traditions of the past?  

The maritime industries, Missions, cattle stations and mining changed the landscape and society for 

Weipa Peninsula’s traditional owners, disrupting their lifestyle, altering and damaging the landscape 

and cultural sites. Nevertheless, much of their traditional culture survives and they maintain 

unbroken connections to their Country so can help interpret the archaeological signature. 

Weipa Mission’s historic places include the 20 Mile and Jessica Point sites, with one building and 

some trees at the latter site, cattle yards, campsites, boat landings and stock and vehicle tracks.  

Transport permitting, Wathayn people can now access all their traditional campsites from the late 

Wet season through the Dry season and have plenty of bush tucker. Diingwulung was inhabited all 

year but was good for hunting in the Dry season and Mandjungaar, Wathayn and the Coconut family 

camp could be accessed by canoe and foot in the Wet season. Factors that determined seasonal use 

in the past are difficult to appreciate now when low populations and outside resources mask the 

times of need. 

Missions 

The Gulf Missions continued the impact of colonisation on Weipa Aboriginal people’s subsistence 

patterns and culture; some traditional practices declined and others continued, some openly and 

some hidden from the missionaries. Some relationships and exchanges strengthened with new 

economic needs and culture expanded through acquiring western agricultural, construction, 

domestic and language skills through the Missions.  

The establishment of Weipa Mission shifted the resource focus east to 20 Mile then west to Jessica 

Point, adjacent to the eastern and western extremities of Wathayn Country. However, Wathayn 

people continued to visit their home camps in the central area. When Diingwulung and Heinemann’s 
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Landing became cattle camps, Beatrice’s family camped at traditional locations, Mandjungaar, 

Kwamter and Small Bellvue/Wathayn Creek, the latter now the Wathayn outstation. 

Cattle industry 

The Mission Stations’ cattle industry quickly changed the landscape of the Weipa Peninsula. 

Aboriginal stockmen on horseback were able to access their land more frequently, travel further and 

transport heavy game home. They bred their own horses, increasing their family’s range for bush 

tucker and visiting.  

Cattle camps were sited on raised areas to keep the cattle dry, near reliable water with grass for 

fodder. These areas often have old earth mounds, adding new layers of evidence to traditional 

camps such as Diingwulung and Heinemann’s Landing while also disturbing the surface to complicate 

analysis. These two popular camping areas are protected by mining buffer zones but were overused 

through cattle work. Decades of vehicles carrying people to camp, hunt and fish have left scars on 

the landscape.  

Intangible evidence includes social change: expertise with cattle opened opportunities for Aboriginal 

people to seek employment off the Mission; expanded horizons added knowledge, skills and 

responsibilities to Weipa cultures, inevitably displacing some traditional practices that became 

redundant but strengthening and increasing others, like exchange networks.  

It seems that nothing disappears from social history, it just evolves with the people. The Mission and 

cattle have gone and workers retired, but schools have proliferated and the Weipa and Napranum 

Churches still unite and look after their congregations. 

Landscape and resource changes from mining 

Mining altered the landscape of Weipa and the lives of its inhabitants, but as most Wathayn cultural 

sites of significance are close to coastlines, permanent and seasonal watercourses or swamps, they 

were protected in buffer zones. The mining industry now respects Indigenous spiritual significance 

and protects intangible sites. 

Alngith land is most affected by bauxite mining but some useful native plants are still found at the 

popular fishing spot Gonbung Point. Bumbong is now the caravan park;  at Nanum, the hospital and 

shopping centre, Beatrice and her family once camped under lovely trees, hunted ducks on the high 

tide, and gathered billycans full of oysters on the early morning tide (B. Gordon 2019 pers. comm.). 

New Lake Patricia replaces the old swamp where water chestnut panja (Eleocharis dulcis) were 

harvested, but provides a new swimming and picnic spot. Under RTA’s policies the traditional 
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owners are ensured access to their Country and Weipa’s facilities bring services and goods 

commensurate with large regional towns.  

Tracks and access 

Wathayn people still walk long distances on bush tracks from Napranum to Wathayn, avoiding 

mining areas, often shod just in rubber thongs. Bush tracks enlarged by cattle camps and yards 

remain visible where foot and vehicular traffic continues but are indistinct elsewhere. The first paths 

connecting 20 Mile to York Downs Station continued west and became the route to the new Mission 

at Jessica Point and telecommunication maintenance tracks. The ‘Road to Freedom’ is now the 

Peninsula Development Road, bringing tourists and commercial goods. Like much of Australia, roads 

follow the original Aboriginal tracks with little acknowledgement. 

Material culture 

Many practical skills continue as part of contemporary traditional life, including constructing shelters 

and camps of local and imported materials, recycling metals for implements, building shelters and 

covering earth ovens. Stone axe techniques used for centuries continue as Aboriginal men use steel 

axes and other woodworking tools introduced by missionaries and repair and modify tools. 

Traditional crafts continue with some modifications, making bowls from palm tree fronds planted at 

the Mission and making spears using traditional and commercially available components.  

A dug-out canoe made in 1986 and a skin-bark canoe made in 2001 used some modern tools while 

passing on the traditional techniques. Today Weipa Aboriginal people, including Beatrice’s family 

and their Islander cousins, launch modern canoes and tinnies from a boat ramp in Napranum or take 

them to inland rivers on 4WD cars. The cost of fuel for outboard motors curtails the use of powered 

boats. Weipa traditional owners in missions learned from experience and adapted white fella ways, 

honing skills that continue and increase in their community structures, governance and negotiations 

with authorities. 

Can archaeology assist the traditional owners in any way? 

How can I effectively return important archaeological information to the Wathayn people?  

My booklets add explanations of previous archaeological research to community reports of current 

work. I hope that explaining archaeology in simple terms, illustrated with examples of Weipa sites 

and the people involved in the research, will help the traditional owners to understand the premises 

behind research questions and the methodologies to explore and answer them. This could 

encourage them to take control of future research proposals, control the amount of damage 

through excavation and shape the questions to provide information relevant to them. 
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Communicating my research results to traditional owners in a meaningful way may help with future 

cultural transmission, cultural heritage management practices and tourism opportunities. I 

addressed this issue through cultural mapping and production of illustrated booklets. Fortuitously 

videos that I originally made to help me retain information became valued by the traditional owners. 

Cultural mapping 

The Wathayn landscape story incudes much more than simple hunter gatherer activities and land 

management, and the archaeological studies contribute to sharing this story with the wider world. 

Our cultural map (Figure 7-1) was developed initially to help me visualise the whole Wathayn 

landscape and locate place names scattered through conversations. The techniques were simple and 

informal. 

Our map is not an exhaustive list of the spiritual significance of particular places in the cultural 

landscape as some places were not visited nor came up in conversation. Some of the stories are 

secret although the general location can be disclosed to protect the place. 

Not just a figure in this thesis, Beatrice’s copy of the map is a teaching aid to help her family with 

cultural transmission. Memories of the landcape help the traditional owners to maintain their 

cultural identity and will help them adapt to the changed Country returned to them after mining has 

ceased, leaving challenges in land maintenance.  

Booklets and films 

Recognising that a picture is worth a thousand words, my simple illustrated booklets began as 

resources for the Wathayn and other Weipa Aboriginal people, but have interested and engaged 

acquaintances who want to learn about Aboriginal culture. Evidence is mounting to confirm the 

antiquity of human culture in the Asia Pacific region equal to the archaeological records of Eurasia 

and Africa (Langley et al., 2019:19), spurring our responsibility to inform the wider public of the 

antiquity and sophistication of Aboriginal cultures. 

The strength of the Wathayn people’s enmeshment in their Country and their strong feelings for the 

landscape and spirits are palpable in my video recordings of Beatrice and Cora. Beatrice and Caroline 

told me how they heard spirits coming towards Wathayn outstation and saw a line of men in white 

loincloths and red headbands (B. & C. Gordon 2012-2013 pers. comm.). This made a deep impression 

on them and reinforces the power of the ancestral spirits who watch their descendants at the 

traditional campsites. 
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Is any of this relevant to cultural heritage management? 

Initially my project was expected to contribute to cultural heritage management (CHM) at Weipa 

and improve methodologies for other mining sites. Through working with Beatrice Gordon and her 

family, it became apparent that RTA and the Weipa traditional owners already have very good 

relationships of exchange and learning, underpinned by mutual respect and acknowledgement of 

the power of the past for Aboriginal people. As they did not need my help, we chose to divert my 

fieldwork into recording the contemporary archaeology and oral history of recent campsites and 

producing a cultural map of the Wathayn area, recording various aspects of the social landscape.  

The cultural map helps to understand relationships with older archaeological sites and ultimately 

contributes to CHM at Weipa. My thesis, site plans and our cultural map contribute to understanding 

the locations and spatial dimensions of campsites, and with the booklets, may help the Wathayn to 

understand how white fellas see archaeology, landscapes and cultural heritage management.  

Beatrice called on 8/1/2020 to thank me for the new copies of our booklets that are being read by 

many friends and neighbours, learning new things about archaeology. Copies of the photo books 

available to the readers in the Hibberd Library may promote the discipline and local archaeology. 

The videos will remind family and others of the wisdom of the interviewees. 

The films I made of Beatrice, Cora, Rocky and the residents of the Home and Community Care facility 

are valuable to the interviewees and their families and there may be captured elements that support 

the significance of some sites and areas for cultural heritage management. The beauty of modern 

technology is that I can always send more copies when some are lost. 

I hope to continue to engage people in Aboriginal culture and provide a resource for cultural 

heritage management by working with Sunshine Coast traditional owners, at their request, to 

prepare similar volumes with local themes and to film oral histories for their own use and to support 

local museum displays.  

Living archaeology 

In my western scientific mode, the disconnect between archaeology and contemporary life 

separates my work in the past from my present. However, I have always worked with community 

groups and since immersing myself in ethnoarchaeology at Weipa and becoming involved in local 

reconciliation I recognise living archaeology, undertaken with the inheritors, as interpreting people’s 

lives, not just data and dots. 

Watching Lyndon Davis present “Canoe Song – Gom’bar Yau’ar” reminded me of Roth’s account of a 

bark canoe made on Cape York and the bark and dugout canoes made at Weipa in recent decades. 
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Lyndon, his brothers and cousins followed instructions recorded by a white man but had to relearn 

the skills and make refinements to what was initially a craft project, like the ones at Weipa, but now 

developing into making more canoes to use (L. Davis 23/8/2019 pers. comm.).  

Lyndon had learned that skin-barks have to be beached to dry out after four hours use in the water 

(ibid.). I realised that there was more to finding a place to land a canoe at Weipa than just an 

opening in the mangroves – they must be kept in the shade to prevent splitting and high enough not 

to float away on the tide. Canoe requirements could be sufficient reason to build a shell mound near 

abundant food resources in the Wet season. Perhaps some of the other shell mounds, now high and 

dry as the coast and river have retreated due to coastal progradation, were once used for mooring 

watercraft and fishing.  

Attending a canoe workshop in Sydney, Lyndon met Ngarrindjeri elder Major Sumner, a friend from 

my days working in SA. Reminiscing, discussing canoe styles and sharing archival sources with 

Lyndon is living archaeology.  

Recreating old techniques to make sustainable artefacts in our rapidly changing world is cultural 

heritage management: this watercraft recycles waste, adapting old technologies for the Plastic Age 

(Figure 9-1). 

 

Figure 9-1 Canoe with plastic outriggers, ANU CHL Newsletter Friday 30 August 

The current good relationships between Rio Tinto Alcan and the traditional owners result as much 

from the persistence of the Weipa Aboriginal people to prove their cultural resilience and 

responsibility for their own Country as the social changes in the Australian mining sector and public 

opinion. As traditional owners become more aware of the techniques and implications of 

archaeological studies, these cultural responsibilities may extend to future research.  

The WCCCA gives the traditional owners authority to shape or veto research proposals on their land 

now and when this land is returned to them. Any further archaeological or historical research in the 

Weipa area should be undertaken as participatory community projects, instigated by the traditional 

owners with researchers under their direction exploring questions they want answered. I hope some 
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of my photo books and films help in considering research questions or preparing displays to present 

local culture in the new Western Cape Cultural Centre at Achimbum. 
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Chivas, A. R., Garcıá, A., van der Kaars, S., Couapel, M. J. J., Holt, S., Reeves, J. M., Wheeler, D. J., 
Switzer, A. D., Murray-Wallace, C. V., Banerjee, D., Price, D. M., Wang, S. X., Pearson, G., 
Edgar, N. T., Beaufort, L., De Deckker, P., Lawson, E. & Cecil, C. B. 2001. Sea-level and 
environmental changes since the last interglacial in the Gulf of Carpentaria, Australia: an 
overview. Quaternary International, 83–85, 19-46. 

Clark, A. 2018. Friday essay: the ‘great Australian silence’ 50 years on. The Conversation. Australia: 
The Conversation Media Group Ltd. 

Clark, W. 1912. Sketcher: Explorer Walker - Organiser and First Commandant of the Native Police 
Force. The Queenslander, 30 November. 

Clarke, A. 1994. Winds of Change: an archaeology of contact in the Groote Eylandt archipelago, 
Northern Australia. PhD, Canberra; Australian National University. 

Clarke, A. 1995. Report to Groote Eylandt People on Anne Clarke's Research. In: Davidson, I., Lovell-
Jones, C. & Bancroft, R. (eds.) Archaeologists and Aborigines Working Together. Armidale: 
University of New England Press. 

Clarke, A. 2000. The 'Moormans Trowsers': Macassan and Aboriginal interactions and the changing 
fabric of indigenous social life. In: O'Connor, S. & Veth, P. (eds.) Studies of past and present 
maritime cultures of the Indo-Pacific region. Rotterdam: AA Balkema. 

Clarke, A. 2012. The ideal and the real: Cultural and personal transformations of archaeological 
research on Groote Eylandt, northern Australia. World Archaeology, 34, 249-264. 

Clarke, A. & Faulkner, P. 2003. The Archaeological investigations on the Blane Peninsular, Blue Mud 
Bay, eastern Arnhem Land 2000‐2002. Darwin N.T: Office of Environment & Heritage, 
Department of Infrastructure, Planning & Environment. 

Clarke, M. 2015. The Digital Dilemma: Preservation and the Digital Archaeological Record. Advances 
in Archaeological Practice, 3, 313–330. 

Clarkson, C., Jacobs, Z., Marwick, B., Fullagar, R., Wallis, L., Smith, M., Roberts, R. G., Hayes, E., Lowe, 
K., Carah, X., Florin, S. A., McNeil, J., Cox, D., Arnold, L. J., Hua, Q., Huntley, J., Brand, H. E. A., 
Manne, T., Fairbairn, A., Shulmeister, J., Lyle, L., Salinas, M., Page, M., Connell, K., Park, G., 
Norman, K., Murphy, T. & Pardoe, C. 2017. Human occupation of northern Australia by 
65,000 years ago. Nature, 547 Research Supplementary Information, 306-310. 

Clune, G. & Harrison, R. 2009. Coastal shell middens of the Abydos coastal plain, Western Australia. 
Archaeology in Oceania, 44, 70-80. 

Coconut, T. A. 2005. Legends and Culture of the Napranum Aboriginal People. The Napranum 
Legends and Culture Project. Unpublished mss: Cape York Collection, Hibberd Library, Weipa. 

Black Comedy, 2014. Directed by Cole, B., Anderson, C. & Glynn, E. Australia: ABC. 
Cole, N. 2004. Battle Camp to Boralga: a local study of colonial war on Cape York Peninsula, 1873–

1894. Aboriginal History, 28, 156 -189. 
Cole, T. 1998. Hell West and Crooked, New York, Harper Collins Publishers. 
Collard, M., Wasef, S., Adams, S., Wright, K., Mitchell, R. J., Wright, J. L., Wrobel, G., Nagle, N., Miller, 

A., Wood, R., Pietsch, T. J., Van Holst Pellekaan, S., Flinders, C. & Westaway, M. C. 2019. 
Giving it a burl: towards the integration of genetics, isotope chemistry, and 
osteoarchaeology in Cape York, Tropical North Queensland, Australia. World Archaeology, 
51, 602-619. 

Colley, S. 2002. Uncovering Australia: Archaeology, Indigenous People and the Public, Washington, 
D.C., Smithsonian Institution Press. 

Collins, P. 2002. Goodbye Bussamarai; the Mandandanji Land War, Southern Queensland, 1842 - 
1852, Brisbane, University of Qld Press. 

Colwell-Chanthaphonh, C., Ferguson, T. J., Lippert, D., McGuire, R. H., Nicholas, G. P., Watkins, J. E. & 
Zimmerman, L. J. 2010,. The Premise and Promise of Indigenous Archaeology. American 
Antiquity, 75, 228-238. 



260 
 

Comalco 1966-1994. The Bauxite Bulletin. In: Comalco (ed.). Weipa: Comalco. 
Comalco Ltd. 1967. Weipa Bauxite. Weipa: Comalco Ltd.,. 
Comalco Ltd. 1981a. Regenerating Mined Land at Weipa. Brisbane: Comalco Aluminium Ltd. 
Comalco Ltd. 1981b. The Aboriginal and Islander Community of Weipa South, Melbourne, Comalco 

Ltd. 
Comalco Ltd. nd. Cape Alumina EIS. available from Rio Tinto Alcan Weipa. 
Commonwealth of Australia. 1993. Australian Native Title Act  No. 110, 1993 as amended [Online]. 

Available: https://www.comlaw.gov.au/Details/C2014C00631/Html/Text#_Toc396391981 
[Accessed]. 

Connors, L. 2015. Warrior, Crows Nest NSW, Allen & Unwin. 
Conveyor. 1957. Life in the 'Bauxite Country'. The Conveyor, Zinc Corporation Ltd. 
Cook, I. & Taylor, K. 2013. A Contemporary Guide to Cultural Mapping An ASEAN-Australia 

Perspective, AusHeritage Ltd. 
Coombs, H. C. 1980. Implications of Land Rights. In: Jones., R. (ed.) Northern Australia: Options and 

Implications. Canberra: ANU. 
Cottee, J. M. 1994. RAAF Base Scherger Peppan—Cape York Peninsula. Australian Planner, 31, 170-

176. 
Coutts, P. J. 1966. Features of Prehistoric Campsites in Australia. Mankind, 6, 338–346. 
Craig, B. F. 1967. Cape York [bibliography], Canberra, Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies. 
Crawhall, N. 2007. The role of participatory cultural mapping in promoting intecultural dialogue 'We 

are not hyenas.'. In: UNESCO Division of Cultural Policies and Intercultural Dialogue (ed.) A 
Reflection Paper. UNESCO. 

Creamer, H. 1989. Aboriginal perceptions of the past. The implications for cultural resource 
management in Australia. In: Gathercole, P. & Lowenthal, D. (eds.) The politics of the past. 
London: Unwin Hyman. 

Creation Ministries International. 2019. Australia [Online]. Creation Ministries International. 
Available: https://creation.com/topics/australia [Accessed 2019]. 

Cribb, A. & Cribb, J. 1975. Wild Food in Australia, Sydney, Fontana Books. 
Cribb, A. & Cribb, J. 1981. Wild Medicine in Australia, Sydney, Fontana Books. 
Cribb, R. 1986a. Sites, people and archaeological information traps: a further transgressive episode 

from Cape York. Archaeol. Oceania, 21, 166-171. 
Cribb, R. 1986b. A preliminary report on the archaeological findings in Aurukun Shire, western Cape 

York. Queensland Archaeological Research, 3, 133-158. 
Cribb, R. 1991. Getting into a Flap about Shell Mounds in Northern Australia: A Reply to Stone. 

Archaeology in Oceania, 26, 23-25. 
Cribb, R. 1996. Shell mounds, domiculture and ecosystem manipulation on western Cape York 

Peninsula. Tempus, 4, 150-174. 
Cribb, R. W., R; Wolmby, R & Taisman, C 1988. Landscape as cultural artefact: shell mounds and 

plants in Aurukun, Cape York Peninsula. Australian Aboriginal Studies, Number 2, 60-73. 
Crooke, P., Harvey, B. & Langton, M. 2006. Implementing and Monitoring Indigenous Land Use 

Agreements in the Minerals Industry: The Western Cape Communities Co-existence 
Agreement. In: Marcia Langton, O. M., Lisa Palmer, Kathryn Shain, Maureen Tehan (ed.) 
Settling with Indigenous People. Modern treaty and agreement-making. Alexandria, NSW: 
The Federation Press. 

Csurhes, S. & Hankamer, C. 2016. Pongamia, Millettia pinnata syn. Pongamia pinnata, Brisbane, 
Queensland Government. 

Dardengo, M., Roberts, A., Morrison, M. & River Murray and Mallee Aboriginal Corporation 2019. An 
archaeological investigation of local Aboriginal responses to European colonisation in teh 
South Australian Riverland via an assessment of culturally modified trees. Journal of the 
Anthropological Society of South Australia, 43. 

https://www.comlaw.gov.au/Details/C2014C00631/Html/Text#_Toc396391981
https://creation.com/topics/australia


261 
 

Darwin Festival 2019. Aboriginal Art Fair. https://www.darwinfestival.org.au/events/36th-telstra-
national-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-art-awards/ 

David, B. & Lourandos, H. 1998. Rock art and socio‐demography in northeastern Australian 
prehistory. World Archaeology, 30, 193-219. 

David, B. & Wilson, M. 1999. Re-Reading the Landscape: Place and Identity in NE Australia During the 
Late Holocene. Cambridge Archaeological Journal, 9, 163-188. 

David, B. & Lourandos, H. 1999. Landscape as mind: land use, cultural space and change in north 
Queensland prehistory. Quaternary International, 59, 107-123. 

David, B. & Denham, T. 2006. Unpacking Australian prehistory. In: David, B., Bryce Barker and Ian J 
McNiven (ed.) The Social Archaeology of Australian Indigenous Societies. Canberra: 
Aboriginal Studies Press. 

David, B., Barker, B. & McNiven, I. J. (eds.) 2006. The Social Archaeology of Australian Indigenous 
Societies, Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press. 

Davidson, B. (ed.) 1980. The Economics of Pastoral and Agricultural Development in Northern 
Australia, ANU Canberra: Research School of Pacific Studies. 

Davidson, I. 1995. Introduction. In: Davidson, I., Lovell-Jones, C. & Bancroft, R. (eds.) Archeologists 
and Aborigines Working Together. Armidale: University of New England Press. 

Davidson, I. 2010. Australian archaeology as a historical science. A lecture by the returning Chair of 
Australian Studies, Harvard University. Journal of Australian Studies, 34, 377-398. 

Davidson, I., Tarrago, I. & Sullivan, T. 2004. Market Forces. In: Donovan, V. & Wall, C. (eds.) Making 
Connections. Brisbane: Arts Queensland. 

De Nardi, S. 2014. Senses of Place, Senses of the Past: Making Experiential Maps as Part of 
Community Heritage Fieldwork. Journal of Community Archaeology & Heritage, 1, 5-22. 

Department of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Partnerships. 2018. What is cultural heritage? 
[Online]. Available: https://www.datsip.qld.gov.au/people-communities/aboriginal-torres-
strait-islander-cultural-heritage/what-cultural-heritage [Accessed 31 Jan 2018]. 

Department of Defence 1990. Proposed airfield for the Royal Australian Air Force Cape York 
Peninsula North Queensland, Draft Environmental Impact Statement. In: GHD Pty Ltd (ed.). 
Australian Construction Services. 

Department of Defence. 2013. RAAF Scherger, Queensland [Online]. Available: 
http://www.defence.gov.au/id/_Master/docs/NCRP/QLD/1218RAAFSchergerQLD.pdf 
[Accessed 13/9 2016]. 

Department of Environment and Natural Resources and Mining. 2012. Aboriginal Cultural Heritage 
Act 2003: summary [Online]. Queensland. Available: https://www.datsip.qld.gov.au/people-
communities/aboriginal-torres-strait-islander-cultural-heritage/what-cultural-heritage 
[Accessed 4 May 2012]. 

Department of Resources Energy and Tourism 2009a. Working with Indigenous Communities. In: 
Department of Resources Energy and Tourism (ed.). Australian Government. 

Department of Resources Energy and Tourism 2009b. Community Engagement and Development. In: 
Department of Resources Energy and Tourism (ed.). Australian Government. 

Department of the Environment. 2013. Australian Heritage Strategy [Online]. Minister for the 
Environment. Available: 
http://www.environment.gov.au/minister/hunt/2013/mr20131104.html [Accessed 8 Apr 
2014]. 

Department of the Environment and Energy. 2017. Australia's National Heritage List [Online]. 
Available: http://www.environment.gov.au/heritage/places/national-heritage-list [Accessed 
31 Jan 2018]. 

Dilkes-Hall, I. E., O’Connor, S. & Balme, J. 2019a. People-plant interaction and economic botany over 
47,000 years of occupation at Carpenter’s Gap 1, south central Kimberley. Australian 
Archaeology, 85, 30-47. 

https://www.datsip.qld.gov.au/people-communities/aboriginal-torres-strait-islander-cultural-heritage/what-cultural-heritage
https://www.datsip.qld.gov.au/people-communities/aboriginal-torres-strait-islander-cultural-heritage/what-cultural-heritage
http://www.defence.gov.au/id/_Master/docs/NCRP/QLD/1218RAAFSchergerQLD.pdf
https://www.datsip.qld.gov.au/people-communities/aboriginal-torres-strait-islander-cultural-heritage/what-cultural-heritage
https://www.datsip.qld.gov.au/people-communities/aboriginal-torres-strait-islander-cultural-heritage/what-cultural-heritage
http://www.environment.gov.au/minister/hunt/2013/mr20131104.html
http://www.environment.gov.au/heritage/places/national-heritage-list


262 
 

Dilkes-Hall, I. E., Maloney, T., Davis, J., Malo, H., Cherel, E., Street, M., Cherrabun, W. & Cherel, B. 
2019b. Understanding archaeobotany through enthnobotany: an example from Gooniyandi 
Country, northwest Australia. Journal of the Anthropological Society of South Australia, 43. 

Donovan, V. & Wall, C. (eds.) 2004. Making Connections: a journey along Central Australian 
Aboriginal trade routes, Brisbane: Arts Queensland. 

Dougherty, J. 1937-1938. Diary of events at Weipa. In: Presbyterian Church of Australia (ed.) 
BOEMAR records. Sydney: Mitchell Library. 

Drisgoll, E. M. 1962. Weipa - a new bauxite mining area in North Queensland. Geography, 47, 309-
310. 

du Cros, H. 2002. Much More than Stones and Bones: Australian Archaeology in the Late Twentieth 
Century, Melbourne, Melbourne University Press. 

Duke, A. 2005. Cultural Heritage Assessment Weipa Peninsula Part 3: Wathayn (Ndrra’ngith) 
Country. Unpublished report to: Comalco Aluminium (Weipa) Limited. 

Eades, D. 1993. The case for Condren: Aboriginal English, pragmatics and the law. Journal of 
Pragmatics, 20, 141-162. 

Edwards, W. H. 2007. Moravian Aboriginal Missions in Australia. PhD, Flinders University, Adelaide. 
Evans, R. 2009. A History of Queensland, Melbourne, Cambridge University Press. 
Every Cloud Productions. 2014. The Gods of Wheat Street [Online]. Available: 

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt3088238/ [Accessed 2/10/2017]. 
Fairbairn, A., Ross, A., Ulm, S., Nichols, S. a. & Faulkner, P. 2013. Keeping country: A web-based 

approach to indigenous outreach in cultural heritage management. Australian Archaeology, 
76, 127-134. 

Fanning, P. C., Holdaway, S. J. & Allely, K. 2016. Geoarchaeology in action: A sedimentological 
analysis of anthropogenic shell mounds from the Cape York region of Australia. Quaternary 
International. 

Fanning, P. C., Holdaway, S. J., Rhodes, J. & Bryant, T. G. 2009. The Surface Archaeological Record in 
Arid Australia: Geomorphic Controls on Preservation, Exposure, and Visibility. 
Geoarchaeology: An International Journal, 24, 121-146. 

Fanning, P. C., Holdaway, S., Shiner, J., Sloss, C., Brockwell, C., Stevenson, J., Petchey, F. & Bailey, G. 
2011. Enhancing cultural heritage management for mining operations: a multi-disciplinary 
approach. Summary of Proposal. Austrailan Research Council Linkage Projects. 

Faulkner, P. 2013. Life on the Margins: An Archaeological Investigation of Late Holocene Economic 
Variability, Blue Mud Bay, Northern Australia, Canberra, ANU E Press. 

Ferrier, Å. 2009. Journeys into the rainforest. BA (Hons) Unpublished, La Trobe University. 
Field, J. J. 2010. Community Mapping: A Study into Australian Indigenous Peoples’ Participation in 

Cultural Mapping. Master of Science, Curtin University of Technology. 
Fitzpatrick, S. 2017. No hiding place. Three books bear out that complex indigenous societies existed 

before the arrival of white settlers. The Australian, July 29. 
Fletcher, G. 2007. Thanakupi's guide to language and culture: a Thaynakwith dictionary, North 

Sydney, Jennifer Isaacs Arts & Publishing Pty Ltd. 
Flexner, J. 2014. Mapping Local Perspectives in the Historical Archaeology of Vanuatu Mission 

Landscapes. Asian Perspectives, 53, 2-28. 
Flinders University 2017. Australia’s first Indigenous PhD in archaeology. In: Newsdesk (ed.). Flinders 

University News. 
Flood, J. 1980. The Moth Hunters: Aboriginal Prehistory of the Australian Alps, Canberra, Australian 

Institute of Aboriginal Studies. 
Flood, J. 1988. No ethnography, no moth hunters. In: Meehan, B. & Jones, R. (eds.) Archaeology with 

ethnography. Canberra: Dept. of Prehistory, Research School of Pacific Studies, Australian 
National University. 

Flood, J. 1995. Archaeology of the Dreamtime: the story of prehistoric Australian and its people, 
Sydney, Angus & Robertson. 

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt3088238/


263 
 

Flood, J. 2006. The Original Australians: story of the Aboriginal people, Crows Nest, N.S.W., Allen & 
Unwin. 

Flood, J. 2010. Moth Hunters of the Australian Capital Territory, Canberra, Gecko Books. 
Foster, M. 2014. Online and Plugged In?: Public History and Historians in the Digital Age. Public 

History Review, 21, 1-19. 
Foster Wallace, D. 2004. Consider the Lobster. Gourmet. 
Frankel, D. 2014. Remains to be Seen. Archaeological Insights into Australian Prehistory, Melbourne, 

Longman Australia. 
Frawley, K. 1994. Evolving visions: environmental management and nature conservation in Australia. 

In: Dovers, S. (ed.) Australian Environmental History: Essays and Cases. Melbourne: Oxford 
University Press. 

Fredericks, B. 2008. So, You Want to Do Oral History with Aboriginal Australians The Oral History 
Association of Australia Journal, 30, 22-24. 

Freeman, D. 1996. Margaret Mead and the Heretic, Ringwood Australia, Penguin Books Australia Ltd. 
Fryer, B. 2019. Cape bush challenge puts other endurance events to shame. NITV News. 
Fryer Library 2016. Norman F Nelson Collection. In: Queensland, U. o. (ed.) Manuscript Finding Aid. 

Brisbane: University of Queensland. 
Fullagar, R. 1994. Traces of Times Past: Stone Artefacts into Prehistory. Australian Archaeology, 39, 

63-73. 
Fulton, D. H. 1967. Aspects of Planning the Township of Weipa. Australian Mining, 59, 4. 
Gammage, B. 2011. The Biggest Estate on Earth: How Aborigines made Australia, St Leonards, 

Australia, Allen & Unwin. 
Ganter, R. 1999. Letters from Mapoon: Colonising aboriginal gender. Australian Historical Studies, 

29, 267-285. 
Ganter, R. 2014. Digging in: German humanitarians in early Queensland. Queensland Review, 21, 

122-141. 
Ganter, R. 2016. Cape Bedford Mission (Hope Vale) (1886-1942) [Online]. Gold Coast, Queensland: 

Griffith University. Available: http://missionaries.griffith.edu.au/qld-mission/cape-bedford-
mission-hope-vale-1886-1942 [Accessed 30/8/ 2019]. 

Garibaldi, A. & Turner, N. 2004. Cultural Keystone Species: Implications for Ecological Conservation 
and Restoration. Ecology and Society, 9. 

Godwin, L. 2010. Warkworth Mining Ltd Warkworth Mine Extension Project Aboriginal Cultural 
Heritage Assessment Report. Central Queensland Cultural Heritage Management,. 

Godwin, L., Morwood, M., L'Oste-Brown, S. & and Dale, A. 1999. Bowen Basin Aboriginal Cultural 
Heritage Project: A Strategic Regional Approach for Research and Management. Australian 
Archaeology, 48, 29-34. 

Godwin, M. 1985. Land Units of the Weipa Region, Cape York Peninsula. Queensland National Parks 
and Wildlife Service for Comalco Ltd. 

Goodall, H. 1987. Aboriginal history and the politics of information control. Oral History Association 
of Australia Journal, 9, 17-33. 

Gordon, B. & Charger, F. 2012. Cultural Awareness Training. Gonbung, Weipa: Provided by Western 
Cape Communities Alliance. 

Gosden, C. & Head, L. 1994. Landscape, a usefully ambiguous concept. Archaeology in Oceania, 29, 
113-116. 

Green, D. & Martin, D. 2017. Maintaining the Healthy Country–Healthy People Nexus through 
Sociocultural and Environmental Transformations: challenges for the Wik Aboriginal people 
of Aurukun, Australia. Australian Geographer, 48, 285-309. 

Greer, S. 2010. Heritage and empowerment: community‐based Indigenous cultural heritage in 
northern Australia. International Journal of Heritage Studies, 16, 45-58. 

http://missionaries.griffith.edu.au/qld-mission/cape-bedford-mission-hope-vale-1886-1942
http://missionaries.griffith.edu.au/qld-mission/cape-bedford-mission-hope-vale-1886-1942


264 
 

Greer, S. 2014. The Janus View: Reflections, Relationships and a Community-Based Approach to 
Indigenous Archaeology and Heritage in Northern Australia. Journal of Community 
Archaeology & Heritage, 1, 56-68. 

Greer, S. & Fuary, M. 2008. Community Consultation and Collaborative Research in Northern Cape 
York Peninsula - a retrospective. Archaeological Heritage, 1, 5-15. 

Greer, S., Henry, R. & McIntyre-Tamwoy, S. 2015. Mainland magic: Interpreting cultural influences 
across Cape York–Torres Strait. Quaternary International, 385, 69-78. 

Greer, S., Mcintyre-Tamwoy, Susan, and Henry, Rosita 2011. Sentinel sites in a cosmo-political 
seascape. Seventh International Small Islands Cultures Conference. Airlie Beach, QLD, 
Australia. 

Griffith University contributed 2017. Griffith helps uncover archaeological past in Mithaka Country. 
In: Grun, R. (ed.). Griffith University News: Griffith University. 

Griffiths, B. 2018. Deep Time Dreaming, Carlton, Black Inc. 
Griffiths, R., Martin, K., Riley, S., Dale, D. & Dear, M. 2019. Total Control. In: Perkins, R. (ed.). 
Griffiths, T. 1996. Hunters and Collectors, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press. 
Griffiths, T. 2019. Reading Bruce Pascoe. Inside Story [Online]. Available: 

https://insidestory.org.au/reading-bruce-pascoe/ [Accessed 14 Jan 2020]. 
Groves, C. P. 1996. From Ussher to Slusher, from Archbish to Gish: or, not in a million years... 

Archaeol. Oceania, 31, 145-151. 
Guilfoyle, D. R. 2015. Compliance-based archaeological heritage management and place-based 

participatory mapping for negotiated outcomes. Austalian Archaeology, 80. 
Gunn, M. A. 1992. We of the Never Never and The Little Black Princess, Pymble, Collins Angus & 

Robertson. 
Haglund, L. 1984. Archaeological investigations in the area of the proposed Kerrabee Dam, NSW. In: 

Sullivan, S. & Bowdler, S. (eds.) Site Surveys and Significance Assessment in Australian 
Archaeology. Canberra: ANU. 

Hale, H. M. & Tindale, N. B. 1933. Aborigines of Princess Charlotte Bay, North Queensland. Records 
of the South Australian Museum, 5, 64-116. 

Hanley, F. 1992. Current status and future prospects of mangrove ecoystems in North Australia. In: 
Moffat, I. & Webb, A. (eds.) Conservation and Development Issues in North Australia. 
Darwin: North Australia Research Unit. 

Harris, M., Faulkner, P. & Asmussen, B. 2017. Macroscopic approaches to the identification of 
expedient bivalve tools: A case study investigating Polymesoda (=Geloina) coaxans (Bivalvia: 
Corbiculidae) shell valves from Princess Charlotte Bay, Queensland, Australia. Quaternary 
International, 427, 201-215. 

Harrison, R. 2004. Shared histories and the archaeology of the pastoral industry in Australia. In: 
Harrison, R. & Williamson, C. (eds.) After Captain Cook. Walnut Creek: AltaMira Press. 

Hawke, S. & Gallagher, M. 1989. Noonkanbah: Whose land, Whose Law, Fremantle, Fremantle Arts 
Centre Press. 

Head, L. 2006. The (Aboriginal) Face of the (Australian) Earth, Canberra, The Centre for 
Archaeological Research. 

Heiss, A. 2018. Introduction. In: Heiss, A. (ed.) Growing up Aboriginal in Australia. Carlton, Vic: Black 
Inc. 

Hey, J. 1896. Mission notes. The Austral Star, p.1. 
Hey, J. 1897. Mission reports. The Austral Star, 1 Sept 1897, p.4. 
Hey, J. 1899. Mapoon Report 3 June 1899. The Austral Star, 5 Aug 1899, p.1. 
Hey, J. 1901. Annual Report of the Mapoon Aboriginal Mission Station. The Austral Star, Saturday, 

February 2, 1901. 
Higgins, I. 2020. Indigenous fire practices have been used to quell bushfires for thousands of years, 

experts say. ABC News, 9/1. 

https://insidestory.org.au/reading-bruce-pascoe/


265 
 

Hinton, P. 1968. Aboriginal Employment and Industrial Relations at Weipa, North Queensland. 
Oceania, 38, 281-301. 

Hiscock, P. 1986. Technological Change in the Hunter River Valley and the Interpretation of Late 
Holocene Change in Australia. Archaeology in Oceania, 21, 40-50. 

Hiscock, P. 1999. Mobility and technology in the Kakadu coastal wetlands. Indo-Pacific Prehistory 
Association Bulletin, 15. 

Hiscock, P. 2008. The Archaeology of Ancient Australia, London; New York, Routledge. 
Hiscock, P. 2012. Cinema, Supernatural Archaeology, and the Hidden Human Past. Numen, 59, 156-

177. 
Hiscock, P. 2013. Occupying New Lands: Global Migrations and Cultural Diversification with 

Particular Reference to Australia. In: Graf, E., Ketron, C. V. & Waters, M. R. (eds.) 
Paleoamerican Odyssey. Center for the Study of the First Americans. Texas: A&M University. 

Hiscock, P. & Faulkner, P. 2006. Dating the Dreaming? Creation of Myths and Rituals for Mounds 
along the Northern Australian Coastline. Cambridge Archaeological Journal, 16, 209–22. 

Hodder, I. 1982. The Present Past. An introduction to anthropology for archaeologists, London, B.T. 
Batsford Ltd. 

Hodder, I. 2016. Professor Ian Hodder. Midday with Margaret Throsby. ABC Classic Radio. 
Hoffman, E. 2011. Adopting a geoarchaeological approach to understanding shell mound formation 

in Weipa, Cape York, Australia. Bachelor of Arts Honours, University of Auckland,. 
Holdaway, S. & Douglass, M. 2012. A Twenty-First Century Archaeology of Stone Artifacts. Journal of 

Archaeological Method and Theory, 19, 101-131. 
Holdaway, S. J., Fanning, P. C., Petchey, F., Allely, K., Shiner, J. I. & Bailey, G. 2017. Temporal 

variability in shell mound formation at Albatross Bay, northern Australia. PLOS ONE, 12, 
e0183863. 

Hollowell, J. & Nicholas, G. 2009. Using Ethnographic Methods to Articulate Community-Based 
Conceptions of Cultural Heritage Management. Public Archaeology, 8, 141-160. 

Horsfall, N. 2005. Cultural heritage assessment of Perch Mine Block Weipa. Unpublished report to 
Rio Tinto Alcan, Weipa. 

Horstman, M. & Wightman, G. 2001. Karparti ecology: Recognition of Aboriginal ecological 
knowledge and its application to management in north-western Australia. Ecological 
Management & Restoration, 2, 99-109. 

Horton, D. R. 1994. Aboriginal Australia. Canberra: Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Studies. 

House of Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal Affairs 1987. Return to Country: the 
Aboriginal Homelands Movement in Australia. Canberra: Parliament of Australia. 

Hutchings, R. & La Salle, M. 2014. Teaching Anti-Colonial Archaeology. Archaeologies, 10, 27-69. 
Irish, P. 2017. Hidden in Plain View, Sydney, Newsouth. 
IWIMRA. 2019. Indigenous Women in MIning and Resources Australia [Online]. Facebook. Available: 

http://www.iwimra.com [Accessed 2019]. 
Jack, R. L. 1921. Northmost Australia, London, Simpkin, Marshall, Hamilton, Kent & Co. 
Jackson, C. F. V. 1902. Report on a visit to the West Coast of the Cape York Peninsula and some 

Islands of the Gulf of Carpentaria. Geological Survey Report. Brisbane: Queensland 
Department of Mines. 

Johnson, K. 2001. Signing of the Western Cape Communities Co-existence Agreement. Weipa: 
Comalco Limited. 

Johnston, D. 2004. Australian indigenous archaeology: where's our mob at? Artefact, 27, 8-10. 
Jones, M. R. & Torgersen, T. 1988. Late Quaternary evolution of Lake Carpentaria on the Australia‐

New Guinea continental shelf. Australian Journal of Earth Sciences, 35, 313-324. 
Jones, R. & Bowler, J. 1980. Struggle for the savanna: northern Australia in ecological and prehistoric 

perspective. In: Jones, R. (ed.) Northern Australia: Options and Implications. Canberra: 
Research School of Pacific Studies, Australian National University. 

http://www.iwimra.com/


266 
 

Jones, S., McCown, A., Messersmith, M., Andrews, C. & Cormier, L. 2012. Talking Trash. 
Ethnoarchaeology, 4, 147-184. 

Kakadu Board of Management 2010. Tourism Master Plan 2009-2014. Kakadu National Park. In: 
Energy, D. o. t. E. a. (ed.). On line: Australian Government. 

Kalkadoon Tribal Council Ltd 1994. Guidelines for Researchers wishing to work with the Kalkadoon 
Tribal Council. Mount Isa: Kalkadoon Tribal Council Ltd,. 

Karam, J. M. 2004. Using Indigenous and scientific knowledge in wildlife harvest management: 
mangrove clam harvest in a remote Indigenous community. Unpub Master of Tropical 
Environmental Management, Charles Darwin University. 

Kearney, A. 2010. An Ethnoarchaeology of Engagement. Ethnoarchaeology, 2, 99-120. 
Kearney, A. & Bradley, J. 2015. ‘When a long way in a bark canoe becomes a quick trip in a boat’ 

relationships to sea country & changes to Yanyuwa watercraft. Quaternary International, 
385, 166-176. 

Keefe, K. 1991. '21' - Coming of Age in Aboriginal Australia. In: Roberts, A., ed. Writing Aboriginal 
History, 1988 Canberra. Canberra: The Federation of Australian Historical Societies. 

Keen, I. 1980. The Alligator Rivers Aborigines : Retrospect and prospect. In: Jones, R. (ed.) Northern 
Australia : options and implications Canberra : : Research School of Pacific Studies, Australian 
National University. 

Keen, I. & Lloyd, C. 2012. Introduction. In: Fijn, N., Ian Keen, Christopher Lloyd and Michael Pickering 
(ed.) Indigenous Participation in Australian Economies II. Canberra: ANU EPress. 

Kelly, M. 1982. A Practical Reference Source to Radiocarbon dates obtained from archaeological sites 
in Queensland, Brisbane. 

Kenny, R. 2007. The Lamb enters the Dreaming: Nathanael Pepper and the Ruptured World, Carlton 
North, Scribe Publications. 

Kerkhove, R. 2015. Aboriginal Campsites of Greater Brisbane: An Historical Guide, Salisbury, Qld, 
Boolarong Press. 

Kidd, R. 2011. The Way we Civilise, St Lucia, University of Queensland Press. 
Kidd, R. 2012. Aboriginal Workers, Aboriginal Poverty. In: Fijn, N., Ian Keen, Christopher Lloyd and 

Michael Pickering. Canberra, ANU EPress. (ed.) Indigenous Participation in Australian 
Economies II. Canberra: ANU EPress. 

Kipling, R. 2000. The Works of Rudyard Kipling: One Volume Edition. In: Reed, D. W., D (ed.). The 
Project Gutenberg EBook. 

Kirke, G., Rev 1919. Letter to the Editor. Presbyterian Outlook. Brisbane. 
Knapp, A. B. & Ashmore, W. 1999. Archaeological Landscapes: Constructed, Conceptualized, 

Ideational In: Ashmore, W. A. B. K. (ed.) Archaeologies of Landscape; Contemporary 
Perspectives. Massachusetts: Blackwell. 

Kovach, M. 2009. Indigenous Methodologies: Characteristics, Conversations and Contexts, Toronto, 
University of Toronto Press. 

La Salle, M. J. 2010. Community Collaboration and Other Good Intentions. Archaeologies, 6, 401-422. 
Lack, C. 1972. Jardine, John (1807–1874). Australian Dictionary of Biography. Australian National 

University: National Centre of Biography. 
Lain, P. 2005. How a 150 year old blanket can settle a Native Title Claim. Trove: Indigenous Public 

Affairs. 
Langford, R. F. 1983. Our Heritage - Your Playground. Australian Archaeology, 1-6. 
Langley, H. 2017. Corruption Risks: Mining Approvals in Australia. In: Australia, T. I. (ed.). Mining for 

Sustainable Development Programme. 
Langley, M. 2019. Space to Play: Identifying Children's Sites in the Pleistocene Archaeological Record. 

Australian Archaeological Association Annual Conference. 
Langley, M., Clarkson, C. & Ulm, S. 2019. Symbolic expression in Pleistocene Sahul, Sunda, and 

Wallacea. Quaternary Science Reviews, 221, 1-22. 



267 
 

Langton, M. 2018. Welcome to Country, A travel guide to Indigenous Australia, Australia, Hardie 
Grant Travel. 

Larsen, B. P., Holdaway, S. J., Fanning, P. C., Mackrell, T. & Shiner, J. I. 2015. Shape as an outcome of 
formation history: Terrestrial Laser Scanning of shell mounds from far north Queensland, 
Australia. Quaternary International, 427, Part A, 5-12. 

Laurie, V. 1994. Cry for the lost chances. In: Graham, D. (ed.) Being Whitefella. Fremantle: Fremantle 
Arts Centre Press. 

Leggate, J. 1974. Weipa Regeneration Practice and Policies. In: Bevege, D. I., Stewart, K. W. & 
Leggate, J. (eds.) Some Aspects of Mine Rehabilitation in Northern Australia. Comalco Ltd,. 

Litster, M. & Wallis, L. A. 2011. Looking for the proverbial needle? The archaeology of Australian 
colonial frontier massacres. Archaeology in Oceania, 46, 105-117. 

Lockwood, C. J. 2014. The Two Kingdoms: Lutheran Missionaries and the British Civilizing Mission in 
early South Australia. Doctor of Philosophy, University of Adelaide. 

Loos, N. 1978. Aboriginal Resistance in North Queensland. James Cook University Lectures. 
Loos, N. 1982. Invasion and Resistance: Aboriginal-European Relations on the North Queensland 

Frontier 1867-1897., Canberra, ANU Press. 
Loos, N. 1988. Concern and Contempt: Church and Missionary attitudes towards Aborigines in North 

Queensland in the Nineteenth Century. In: Swain, T. & Rose, D. B. (eds.) Aboriginal 
Australians and Christian Missions. Adelaide: Australian Association for the Study of 
Religions. 

Lovelock, C. 1993. Field Guide to the Mangroves of Queensland. Australian Institute of Marine 
Science. 

Ludwig, T. & Glen, M. H. 2017. Interpret Europe: Engaging citizens with Europe’s cultural heritage: 
How to make best use of the interpretive approach. Interpret Europe: European Association 
for Heritage Interpretation. 

Lumholtz, C. S. 1889. Among Cannibals. An account of four years' travels in Australia and of camp life 
with the Aborigines of Queensland, New York, Charles Scribner's Sons. 

Lydon, J. 2004. Photography at Coranderrk Aboriginal Station during the 1860s. In: Harrison, R. & 
Williamson, C. (eds.) After Captain Cook. Walnut Creek: AltaMira Press. 

Lydon, J. 2009. Imagining the Moravian Mission: Space and Surveillance at the Former Ebenezer 
Mission, Victoria, Southeastern Australia. Historical Archaeology, 43, 5-19. 

Lydon, J. 2019. Feeling for the deep past: archaeological analogy and historical empathy. Australian 
Archaeology, 85, 2-14. 

Lydon, J. & Ash, J. 2010. The Archaeology of Missions in Australasia: Introduction. International 
Journal of Historical Archaeology, 14, 1-14. 

Lynch, A. J. J., Fell, D. G. & McIntyre-Tamwoy, S. 2010. Incorporating Indigenous values with 
‘Western’ conservation values in sustainable biodiversity management. Australasian Journal 
of Environmental Management, 17. 

Macknight, C. C. 1972. Macassans and Aborigines. Oceania, 42, 283. 
Maloney, T., Dilkes-Hall, I. E. & Davis, J. 2017. Indigenous led archaeological excavation at 

Moonggaroonggoo, Gooniyandi country, Western Australia, reveals late Holocene 
occupation. Austalian Archaeology, 83, 178-184. 

Maloney, T., O'Connor, S., Vannieuwenhuyse, D., Balme, J. & Fyfe, J. 2016. Re-excavation of Djuru, a 
Holocene rockshelter in the Southern Kimberley, North Western Australia. Australian 
Archaeology, 82, 80–85. 

Mapoon Aboriginal Shire Council. 2019. Mapoon Aboriginal Shire Council [Online]. Facebook. 
Available: 
https://www.facebook.com/search/str/mapoon+aboriginal+shire+council/keywords_search
?epa=SEARCH_BOX [Accessed 28/2 2019]. 

Marshall, Y. 2002. What is community archaeology? World Archaeology, 34, 211-219. 

https://www.facebook.com/search/str/mapoon+aboriginal+shire+council/keywords_search?epa=SEARCH_BOX
https://www.facebook.com/search/str/mapoon+aboriginal+shire+council/keywords_search?epa=SEARCH_BOX


268 
 

Martin, D. 2011. Policy Alchemy and the Magical Transformation of Aboriginal Society. In: 
Musharbash, Y. B., Marcus (ed.) Ethnography & the Production of Anthropological 
Knowledge. Canberra: ANU Press. 

Martin, D. F. 2015. Does native title merely provide an entitlement to be native? Indigenes, 
identities, and applied anthropological practice. The Australian Journal of Anthropology, 26, 
112-127. 

Martin, S. 2019. Looking deeper into Wilcannia Barkandji Twentieth Century INteractions with the 
Barka (Darling River) and Implications for Earlier Time Periods. Australian Archaeological 
Association Annual Conference. Surfers Paradise. 

Martin, S. 2020. Craig Kelly interview: senior government MPs distance themselves after Piers 
Morgan lashing. The Guardian. 

May, D. 1984. The North Queensland Beef Cattle Industry: an Historical Overview. Lectures in North 
Queensland History. Cairns: James Cook University. 

McBryde, I. 1984. Kulin Greenstone Quarries: The Social Contexts of Production and Distribution for 
the Mt William Site. World Archaeology, 16, 267-285. 

McBryde, I. 1986. Australia's Once and Future Archaeology. Archaeology in Oceania, 21, 13-28. 
McBryde, I. 1995. Dream the impossible dream? Shared heritage, shared values, or shared 

understanding of disparate values? Historic Environment, 11, 8 - 14. 
McBryde, I. 2004. Landscapes of Exchange. In: Donovan, V. & Wall, C. (eds.) Making Connections. 

Brisbane: Arts Queensland. 
McCarthy, F. D. 1939. "Trade" in Aboriginal Australia, and "Trade" Relationships with Torres Strait, 

New Guinea and Malaya (continued from volume IX no 4). Oceania, 10, 80-104. 
McCaul, K. 2014. Fighting Over the Heritage of South Australia's Great Salt Lakes. Journal of the 

Anthropological Society of South Australia, 38. 
McCaul, K. & Roberts, A. 2015. Editorial. Journal of the Anthropological Society of South Australia, 

39, ii-vi. 
McClean, N. 2013. Being on Country: Githabul approaches to mapping culture. In: Brockwell, S., 

O'Connor, S. & Byrne, D. (eds.) Transcending the culture-nature divide in cultural heritage : 
views from the Asia-Pacific region. Canberra: ANU E Press. 

McConnel, U. 1930a. The Wik-Munkan Tribe. Part II. Totemism. Oceania, 1, 292-295. 
McConnel, U. 1930b. The Rainbow-Serpent in North Queensland. Oceania, 1, 347. 
McConnel, U. 1931. Totem Stones of the Kantyu Tribe, Cape York Peninsula, North Queensland. 

Oceania, 2. 
McConnel, U. 1933. The Wik-Munkan and Allied Tribes of Cape York Peninsula, N.Q. Part 111 - 

Kinship and Marriage. Oceania, 4, 310-367. 
McConnel, U. 1935. Totemic hero cults in Cape York Peninsula, North Queensland. Oceania, 6, 452-

77. 
McConnel, U. 1936. Totemic Hero-cults in Cape York Peninsula, North Queensland. (Continued from 

Vol. VI). Oceania, 7, 69. 
McConnel, U. 1939. Social Organization of the Tribes of Cape York Peninsula (to be continued). 

Oceania, 10. 
McConnel, U. 1957. Myths of the Munkan, Melbourne, Melbourne University Press. 
McCormack, P. A. 2017. Walking the Land: Aboriginal Trails, Cultural Landscapes, and Archaeological 

Studies for Impact Assessment. Archaeologies, 13, 110-135. 
McCrae, M. A. 2013. The worst mining deal ever: Rio Tinto buying Alcan for $38.1 B. Mining.com. 
McDonald, J. 2005. Archaeological Evidence in the De Rose Hill Native Title Claim. Australian 

Aboriginal Studies,, 1, 30-44. 
McGarvie, N. 1977. Research Project on the history of Presbyterian Mission establishment and 

development in North Queensland. Townsville: James Cook University. 



269 
 

McGrath, A. 2015. Deep Histories in Time, or Crossing the Great Divide? In: McGrath, A. & Jebb, A. 
(eds.) Long History, deep time: Deepening Histories of Place. Canberra: ANU Press and 
Aboriginal History Inc. 

McGrath, P. F. (ed.) 2016. The Right to Protect Sites: Indigenous Heritage Management in the Era of 
Native Title, Canberra: Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies. 

McIntyre-Tamwoy, S. 2004. Social value, the cultural component in natural resource management. 
Australasian Journal of Environmental Management, 11, 289-299. 

McIntyre-Tamwoy, S. 2013. One Wedding and a Funeral: Reflections on Fieldwork, Community and 
Relationships in Cape York Peninsula. The Asia Pacific Journal of Anthropology, 14, 161-171. 

McIntyre-Tamwoy, S. 2014. Indigenous Heritage in Northern Cape York Peninsula, Qld. In: Ireland, T. 
& Schofield, J. (eds.) The Ethics of Cultural Heritage. New York: Springer. 

McIntyre-Tamwoy, S., Fuary, M. & Buhrich, A. 2013. Understanding climate, adapting to change: 
indigenous cultural values and climate change impacts in North Queensland. Local 
Environment: The International Journal of Justice and Sustainability, 18, 91-109. 

McKay, J. & Memmott, P. 2016. Staged savagery: Archibald Meston and his Indigenous exhibits. 
Aboriginal History, 40. 

McKay, S. E., Rev 1936. Weipa Mission Diary 1931 to 1936. In: Presbyterian Church of Australia (ed.) 
BOEMAR Records. Sydney: Mitchell Library. 

McKenzie, F. W., Mrs. 1930. Some aspects of the Aboriginal character. The Presbyterian Outlook, 
February 1. 

McLennan, K. & McCartney, K. 2019. Get Krack!n. 8. Melbourne: ABC TV. 
McManamon, F. P. 1991. The Many Publics for Archaeology. American Antiquity, 56, 121-130. 
McNaughton, D. 2007. 'Real hard work': the oral histories and contemporary cultural values of the 

Diingwulu(ng) cattle yards, Weipa. Unpublished report to Project Manager, Justin Shiner. 
McNaughton, D. & Morrison, M. 2005. Culturally Modified Trees of the Weipa region, western Cape 

York Peninsula. 
McNaughton, D., Morrison, M. & Schill, C. 2016. ‘My Country is like my Mother…’: respect, care, 

interaction and closeness as principles for undertaking cultural heritage assessments. 
International Journal of Heritage Studies, 22, 415-433. 

McNiven, I. J. 1993. Raw Material Proximity and Bevel-Edged Tool Use, Teewah Beach, Southeast 
Queensland. Archaeology in Oceania, 28, 138-143. 

McNiven, I. J. 2004. Saltwater People: spiritscapes, maritime rituals and the archaeology of 
Australian indigenous seascapes. World Archaeology, 35, 329-349. 

McNiven, I. J. 2006. Dauan 4 and the emergence of ethnographically-known social arrangements 
across Torres Strait over the last 600-800 years. Australian Archaeology, 62, 1-12. 

McNiven, I. J. 2013. Ritualized Middening Practices. Journal of Archaeological Method and Theory, 
20, 552-587. 

McNiven, I. J. & Connaughton, S. P. 2018. Cultural Heritage Management and the Colonial Culture. 
In: Smith, C. (ed.) Encyclopedia of Global Archaeology. Springer International Publishing. 

Meehan, B. 1982. Shell Bed to Shell Midden, Canberra, Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies. 
Meehan, B. 1988. The dinnertime camp. In: Meehan, B. & Jones, R. (eds.) Archaeology with 

Ethnography: an Australian perspective. Canberra: RSPacS ANU. 
Meehan, B., Gaffey, P. & Jones, R. 1979. Fire to Steel: Aboriginal exploitation of Pandanus and some 

wider implications. In: Lauer, P. K. (ed.) Occasional Papers in Anthropology. St. Lucia: 
Anthropology Museum, University of Queensland. 

Meehan, B. (ed.) 1983. A matter of choice? Some thoughts on shell gathering strategies in northern 
Australia, London: British Archaeological Reports. 

Meehan, B. & Jones, R. (eds.) 1988. Archaeology with ethnography : an Australian perspective, 
Canberra: Dept. of Prehistory, Research School of Pacific Studies, the Australian National 
University. 



270 
 

Members of the Weipa and Napranum Aboriginal Community (ed.) 1997. An Explorers Guide to 
Weipa and Napranum, Brisbane: The Rams Skull Press. 

Memmott, P., Blackwood, P. & McDougall, S. 2007. A regional approach to managing Aboriginal land 
title on Cape York. In: Weiner, J. F. & Glaskin, K. (eds.) Customary Land Tenure and 
Registration in Australia and Papua New Guinea: Anthropological Perspectives. Canberra: 
ANU E Press. 

Meston, A. 1896a. Aboriginals of Queensland. The Queenslander, p.806. 
Meston, A. 1896b. Report of Archibald Meston, Special Commissioner on the Aborigines of 

Queensland. In: Secretary, C. (ed.). V & P Queensland Government. 
Meston, A. 1897. Wild Country and Wild Tribes VI. The Queenslander, p.353. 
Meston, A. 1923. The Bunya Feast: Mobilan's Former Glory. The Brisbane Courier, Sat 6 Oct, p.18. 
Meston, A. 1924. Wild Men and Wild Scenes. The World's News, 23 Feb, p.11. 
Michael, P. 2016. Cape York bauxite mining provides training and jobs for Aborigines in isolated 

towns. The Courier Mail, September 11, 2016 9:00pm. 
Miller, C. 1936-1937. Weipa Mission Dairy 1936 - 1937. In: Presbyterian Church of Australia (ed.) 

BOEMAR Records. Mitchell Library. 
Mitchell, J. 2013. 'Great difficulty in knowing where the frontier ceases': Violence, governance, and 

the spectre of India in early Queensland. Journal of Australian Colonial History, 15, 43-62. 
Mitchell, S. 1995. A transient heritage: trepanging sites on the Cobourg Peninsula. Historic 

Environment,, 11, 37-46. 
Mitchell, S. 1996. Dugongs and dugouts, sharptacks and shellbacks: Macassan contact and Aboriginal 

marine hunting on the Coburg Peninsula, North Western Arnhem Land. Indo-Pacific 
Prehistory Association Bulletin, 15. 

Moffat, I., Wallis, L. A., Beale, A. & Kynuna, D. 2008. Trialing Geophysical Techniques in the 
Identification of Open Indigenous Sites in Australia: A Case Study from Inland Northwest 
Queensland. Australian Archaeology, 60-63. 

Moore, D. 1963. Wong-Wong's cockle shell - Dating the aborigine's arrival. The Bulletin, 18 - 21. 
Moreton Telegraph Station. 2014. Moreton Telegraph Station, Cape York [Online]. Available: 

http://www.moretonstation.com.au/history.html [Accessed 20 June 2016]. 
Morgan, C. 2014. Archaeology and the Moving Image. Public Archaeology, 13, 323-344. 
Morgan, S. 1987. My Place, Fremantle, WA, Fremantle Arts Centre Press  
Morphy, F. 2008. Whose governance, for whose good? The Laynhapuy Homelands Association and 

the neo-assimilationist turn in Indigenous policy. In: Hunt, J., Smith, D., Garling, S. & Sanders, 
W. (eds.) Contested Governance. Culture, power and institutions in Indigenous Australia. 
Canberra: ANU Epress. 

Morphy, H. 2012. Becoming a Visual Anthropologist. In: Fijn, N. & Deveson, P. (eds.) Perspectives on 
Ethnographic Film. Canberra: ANU Press. 

Morrison, M. 2003. Old boundaries and new horizons: the Weipa shell mounds reconsidered. 
Archaeology in Oceania, 38, 1-8. 

Morrison, M. 2005. Results of archaeological excavations and analysis of damaged shell midden, 
Whiting Mine (Manjugar). Unpublised report to: Comalco Aluminium Ltd. 

Morrison, M. 2010. The Shell Mounds of Albatross Bay: An Archaeological Investigation of Late 
Holocene Production Strategies near Weipa, North Eastern Australia. Unpublished PhD 
thesis, Flinders University, Adelaide. 

Morrison, M. 2013a. Niche production strategies and shell matrix site variability at Albatross Bay, 
Cape York Peninsula. Archaeology in Oceania, 48, 78-91. 

Morrison, M. 2013b. From scatter to mound: A new developmental model for shell mound sites at 
Weipa. Queensland Archaeological Research, 16. 

Morrison, M. 2014. Chronological trends in late Holocene shell mound construction across northern 
Australia: Insights from Albatross Bay, Cape York Peninsula. Australian Archaeology, 79, 1-
13. 

http://www.moretonstation.com.au/history.html


271 
 

Morrison, M. 2015a. Late Holocene Aboriginal Shellfish Production Strategies in Northern Australia: 
Insights from Prunung (Red Beach), Weipa, Cape York Peninsula. Queensland Archaeological 
Research, 18, 1-27. 

Morrison, M. 2015b. Stuck in the midden with you. June 6 [Online]. Available from: 
http://mickmorrison.com/ [Accessed 6 June 2015]. 

Morrison, M. & Shepard, E. 2013. The archaeology of culturally modified trees: Indigenous economic 
diversification within colonial intercultural settings in Cape York Peninsula, northeastern 
Australia. Journal of Field Archaeology, 38, 143-160. 

Morrison, M., McNaughton, D. & Shiner, J. 2010. Mission-Based Indigenous Production at the Weipa 
Presbyterian Mission, Western Cape York Peninsula (1932–66). Int J Histor Archaeol, 14, 86-
111. 

Morrison, M., McNaughton, D. & Alngith People 2011. The Alngith Heritage Management Strategy, 
2011 - 2015. Unpublised report to: Malaruch Alngith Corporation, Weipa. 

Morrison, M., McNaughton, D. & Keating, C. 2015. 'Their God is in their belly': Moravian missionaries 
at the Weipa Mission (1898-1932), Cape York Peninsula. Archaeology in Oceania, 50, 85-104. 

Morrison, M., Wight, C. & Evans, E. 2018. Report on excavation of a shell mound site at 
Mandjungaar, western Cape York Peninsula. Queensland Archaeological Research, 21. 

Morrison, M., Shepard, E., McNaughton, D. & Allen, K. 2012. New Approaches to the Archaeological 
Investigation of Culturally Modified Trees: a Case Study from Western Cape York Peninsula. 
Journal of the Anthropological Society of South Australia, 35, 17-51. 

Moshenska, G. 2017. Introduction: public archaeology as practice and scholarship where 
archaeology meets the world. In: Moshenska, G. (ed.) Key Concepts in Public Archaeology. 
UCL Press. 

Mosley, B. 2010. Agency and Archaeological Material Culture. In: Phillips, C. & Allen, H. (eds.) 
Bridging the Divide, Indigenous Communities and Archaeology into the 21st Century. 
California: Left Coast Press. 

Mowaljarlai, D. & Malnic, J. 1993. Yorro Yorro: Everything Standing Up Alive, Broome, WA, Magabala 
Books. 

Mulvaney, D. J. 1969. The Prehistory of Australia, London, Thames and Hudson. 
Mulvaney, D. J. 1976. 'The Chain of Connection': the material evidence. In: Peterson, N. (ed.) Tribes 

and Boundaries in Australia. Canberra: AIAS Press. 
Mulvaney, D. J. & Kamminga, J. 1999. The Prehistory of Australia, St Leonards, Allen & Unwin. 
Muratsu, R. 2020. Mongolian Medicine, Multispecies Storytelling and Multimodal Anthropology. 

Ekrits [Online]. Available: 
http://ekrits.jp/en/2020/08/3729/?utm_source=CHL+News&utm_campaign=119858e8c5-
EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_01_11_25_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_51a0
96c818-119858e8c5-63682069&mc_cid=119858e8c5&mc_eid=d9b1458bb8 [Accessed 
4/9/2020]. 

Murray, T. 2002. Epilogue: An archaeology of Indigeneous/non-Indigenous Australia from 1788. In: 
Harrison, R. & Williamson, C. (eds.) After Captain Cook: the archaeology of the recent past in 
Australia. Walnut Creek USA: AltaMira Press. 

Napranum Aboriginal Shire Council. 2019. Napranum Aboriginal Shire Council [Online]. Facebook. 
Available: 
https://www.facebook.com/search/str/napranum+aboriginal+shire+council/keywords_searc
h?epa=SEARCH_BOX [Accessed 28/2 2019]. 

Nathan, D. 2016. ‘Don’t tell them we’re coming!’: learning to document languages with Luise Hercus. 
In: Austin, P. K., Koch, H. & Simpson, J. (eds.) Language, land and song: Studies in honour of 
Luise Hercus. elpublishing. 

National Constitutional Convention 2017. Uluru Statement from the Heart. Final Report of the 
Referendum Council (30 June 2017). Department of the Prime minister and Cabinet, 
Canberra. 

http://mickmorrison.com/
http://ekrits.jp/en/2020/08/3729/?utm_source=CHL+News&utm_campaign=119858e8c5-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_01_11_25_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_51a096c818-119858e8c5-63682069&mc_cid=119858e8c5&mc_eid=d9b1458bb8
http://ekrits.jp/en/2020/08/3729/?utm_source=CHL+News&utm_campaign=119858e8c5-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_01_11_25_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_51a096c818-119858e8c5-63682069&mc_cid=119858e8c5&mc_eid=d9b1458bb8
http://ekrits.jp/en/2020/08/3729/?utm_source=CHL+News&utm_campaign=119858e8c5-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_01_11_25_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_51a096c818-119858e8c5-63682069&mc_cid=119858e8c5&mc_eid=d9b1458bb8
https://www.facebook.com/search/str/napranum+aboriginal+shire+council/keywords_search?epa=SEARCH_BOX
https://www.facebook.com/search/str/napranum+aboriginal+shire+council/keywords_search?epa=SEARCH_BOX


272 
 

Neill, S. 1990. A History of Christian Missions, England, Penguin Books. 
Nelson, N. F. 1936. Record of visit to mission stations, 1936. Norman F Nelson Collection. University of 

Queensland, Fryer Library MSS 57/- 
Nicholas, G., Bell, C., Bannister, K., Ouzman, S. & Anderson, J. 2009. Intellectual Property Issues in 

Heritage Management. Part 1: Challenges and Opportunities Relating to Appropriation, 
Information Access, Bioarchaeology, and Cultural Tourism. Heritage Management, 2. 

Nicholas, G. P. Reconciling heritage: doing archaeology at the intersection of Indigenous heritage, 
intellectual property, and human rights. In: Pennanen, K. & Goosney, S., eds. Chacmool at 
50. The Past, Present and Future of Archaeology, 2017, 2019 2019 Chakmool. University of 
Calgary. 

Nichols, S., Prangnell, J. a. & Haslam, M. 2005. Hearts and Minds: Public Archaeology and the 
Queensland School Curriculum. Australian Archaeology, 61, 71-79. 

Norberry, J., Woolner, D. & Magarey, K. 1996. After Port Arthur - Issues of Gun Control in Australia. 
In: Australia, Parliament of Australia (ed.). 

North Queensland Register. 1981. Bridgework in the Penisula. North Queensland Register. 
O'Kane, M., Kojovic, N., Shanks, M. & Nurse, M. 2019. Re-invigorating cultural burning practices in 

Victoria. Journal of the Anthropological Society of South Australia, 43. 
Ó Foghlú, B. 2017. Sustaining Cultural Identity Through Environmental Sustainability: Earth Mounds 

in Northern Australia, c. 2,200 BP to Present. In: Favreau, J. & Patalano, R. (eds.) Shallow 
Pasts, Endless Horizons: Sustainability & Archaeology. Chacmool: The Chacmool 
Archaeological Association of the University of Calgary. 

Ó Foghlú, B., Wesley, D., Brockwell, S. & Cooke, H. 2016. Implications for Culture Contact History 
from a Glass Artefact on a Diingwulung Earth Mound in Weipa. Queensland Archaeological 
Research, 19. 

O’Connell, J. F., Allen, J., Williams, M. A. J., Williams, A. N., Turney, C. S. M., Spooner, N. A., 
Kamminga, J., Brown, G. & Cooper, A. 2018. When did Homo sapiens first reach Southeast 
Asia and Sahul? Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. 

Oestigaard, T. & Goldhahn, J. 2006. From the Dead to the Living: Death as Transactions and Re-
negotiations. Norwegian Archaeological Review, 39, 27-48. 

Owen, T. 2015. An archaeology of absence (or the archaeology of nothing). Historic Environment, 27. 
Owen, T. & Steele, J. 2001. Digging up the Past: Archaeology for Kids, South Australia, Southern 

Archaeology. 
Pardoe, C. 1990. Sharing The Past: Aboriginal Influence on Archaeological Practice, a Case Study from 

New South Wales. Aboriginal History, 14, 208-223. 
Pascoe, B. 2014. Dark Emu Black Seeds: agriculture or accident?, Broome, Magabala Books. 
Paton, R. 2015. The Mutability of Time and Space as a Means of Healing History in an Australian 

Aboriginal Community. In: McGrath, A. & Anne (eds.) Long History, Deep Time. Canberra: 
ANU Press and Aboriginal History Inc. 

Petchey, F., Fanning, T., Holdaway, S., Shiner, J. & Beresford, C. Preliminary radiocarbon dates from 
the Weipa Archaeological Research Program (WARP) 2010 - 2012 field seasons.  Paper 
presented at the AAA Conference 2013, 1st – 4th December, 2013 Coffs Harbour, NSW. 

Peterson, N. 1971. Open Sites and the Ethnographic Approach to the Archaeology of Hunter-
Gatherers. In: Mulvaney, D. & Golson, J. (eds.) Aboriginal Man and Environment in Australia. 
Canberra: ANU Press. 

Peterson, N. 1973. Camp Site Location Amongst Australian Hunter-Gatherers: Archaeological and 
Ethnographic Evidence for a Key Determinant. Archaeology & Physical Anthropology in 
Oceania, 8, 173-193. 

Petrie, C. 1983. Tom Petrie's Reminiscences of Early Queenland, Brisbane, Angus & Robinson. 
Pickering, M. 1994. The physical landscape as a social landscape: a Garawa example. Archaeology in 

Oceania, 29, 149-161. 
Pickering, M. 2003. Modelling Hunter-Gatherer Settlement Patterns., Oxford, The Basingstoke Press. 



273 
 

Pocock, C. 2008. ‘From Segregation to Assimilation’. A Thematic Study of Policies and Practices in 
Australia, 1800 – 1970 Department of Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts. 

Poole, P. 2003. Cultural Mapping and Indigenous Peoples. Universal Declaration on Cultural 
Diversity. UNESCO. 

Prangnell, J., Ross, A. & Coghill, B. 2010. Power relations and community involvement in landscape‐
based cultural heritage management practice: an Australian case study. International Journal 
of Heritage Studies, 16, 140-155. 

Prentis, M. 2011. A Concise Companion to Aboriginal History, Dural, NSW, Rosenberg Publishing Pty 
Ltd. 

Presbyterian Church of Australia 1912. Minutes and Proceedings of the General Assembly of the 
Presbyterian Church of Australia. Queen St, Melbourne: Brown, Prior & Co, Printers. 

Qantas. 2017. History [Online]. Qantas. Available: https://www.qantas.com/travel/airlines/history-
flying-doctor-
service/global/en?adobe_mc=MCMID%3D79218141523586580473816791888103473151%
7CMCORGID%3D11B20CF953F3626B0A490D44%2540AdobeOrg%7CTS%3D1504145587 
[Accessed 30 Aug 2017]. 

Queensland Government 1864. Queensland Parliamentary Debates. V & R, 315-316. 
Queensland Government 1957. Commonwealth Aluminium Corporation Pty. Limited Agreement Act. 

11 September 2015 ed.: Queensland Government. 
Queensland Government 1993. Native Title (Queensland) Act 1993. 28 May 2014 ed.: Queensland 

Government. 
Queensland Government. 2013. Mangroves [Online]. Available: 

http://wetlandinfo.ehp.qld.gov.au/wetlands/ecology/components/flora/mangroves/ 
[Accessed 26 June 2016]. 

Queensland Government. 2015. Napranum [Online]. Available: 
https://www.qld.gov.au/atsi/cultural-awareness-heritage-arts/community-histories-
napranum/ [Accessed 10 November 2016]. 

Queensland Government 2018. Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Act 2003. Department of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Partnerships) Reprint current from 9 November 2018. Brisbane: 
Queensland Government. https://www.legislation.qld.gov.au/view/html/inforce/2018-11-
09/act-2003-079 [Accessed 28/2/2019]. 

Queensland Government. 2019. Indigenous Land and Sea Ranger program [Online]. Brisbane: 
Queensland Government. Available: https://apps.des.qld.gov.au/land-sea-rangers/ 
[Accessed 28/2/2019]. 

Queensland Police Department 1982. The History of the Native Mounted Police, Queensland, 
Queensland Police Department. 

Queensland State Archives. 2012. 1897 - Indigenous rights restricted [Online]. Brisbane: Queensland 
State Archives. Available: 
http://www.archives.qld.gov.au/Researchers/Exhibitions/QldFirsts/01-25/Pages/21.aspx 
[Accessed 20 November 2016]. 

Rabbitt, E. 2013. Indigenous Australian oral stories contribute to the Australian reconciliation 
process. The Oral History Association of Australia Journal, 35, 23-29. 

RAET 2012. 8 Ways; Aboriginal Pedagogy from Western NSW, NSW Department of Education and 
Communities. 

Rainbird, P. 2000. 'Round, black and lustrous': a view of encounters with difference in Chuuk Lagoon, 
Federated States of Micronesia. In: Torrence, R. & Clarke, A. (eds.) The Archaeology of 
Difference : Negotiating Cross-cultural Engagements in Oceania. London: Routledge. 

Raynor, K. 1951. Attitudes and Influence of the Churches in Queensland on matters of Social and 
Political Importance 1859 - 1914. Unpublished B.A. thesis, James Cook University. 

Reynolds, B. 1988. Roth, Walter Edmund (1861-1933). In: National Centre of Biography (ed.) 
Australian Dictionary of Biography. Canberra: Australian National University. 

https://www.qantas.com/travel/airlines/history-flying-doctor-service/global/en?adobe_mc=MCMID%3D79218141523586580473816791888103473151%7CMCORGID%3D11B20CF953F3626B0A490D44%2540AdobeOrg%7CTS%3D1504145587
https://www.qantas.com/travel/airlines/history-flying-doctor-service/global/en?adobe_mc=MCMID%3D79218141523586580473816791888103473151%7CMCORGID%3D11B20CF953F3626B0A490D44%2540AdobeOrg%7CTS%3D1504145587
https://www.qantas.com/travel/airlines/history-flying-doctor-service/global/en?adobe_mc=MCMID%3D79218141523586580473816791888103473151%7CMCORGID%3D11B20CF953F3626B0A490D44%2540AdobeOrg%7CTS%3D1504145587
https://www.qantas.com/travel/airlines/history-flying-doctor-service/global/en?adobe_mc=MCMID%3D79218141523586580473816791888103473151%7CMCORGID%3D11B20CF953F3626B0A490D44%2540AdobeOrg%7CTS%3D1504145587
http://wetlandinfo.ehp.qld.gov.au/wetlands/ecology/components/flora/mangroves/
https://www.qld.gov.au/atsi/cultural-awareness-heritage-arts/community-histories-napranum/
https://www.qld.gov.au/atsi/cultural-awareness-heritage-arts/community-histories-napranum/
https://www.legislation.qld.gov.au/view/html/inforce/2018-11-09/act-2003-079
https://www.legislation.qld.gov.au/view/html/inforce/2018-11-09/act-2003-079
https://apps.des.qld.gov.au/land-sea-rangers/
http://www.archives.qld.gov.au/Researchers/Exhibitions/QldFirsts/01-25/Pages/21.aspx


274 
 

Reynolds, H. 1990. The Other Side of the Frontier, Australia, Penguin Books. 
Reynolds, H. 2013. Forgotten War, Sydney, NewSouth. 
Rhea, Z. M. & Russell, L. 2012. Introduction: understanding Koorie plant knowledge through the 

ethnobotanic lens. A tribute to Beth Gott. Artefact, 35, 3-9. 
Richards, J. Moreton Telegraph Station: 1902. The Native Police on Cape York Peninsua.  History of 

Crime, Policing and Punishment Conference, 1999 Canberra. Griffith University, QLD. 
Richards, J. 2008. The Secret War: a true history of Queensland's native police, St Lucia, University of 

Queensland Press. 
Richardson, L.-J. & Almansa-Sánchez, J. 2015. Do you even know what public archaeology is? Trends, 

theory, practice, ethics. World Archaeology, 47, 194-211. 
Riches, L. 2002. Legislating the Past: Native Title and the History of Aboriginal Australia. In: Harrison, 

R. & Williamson, C. (eds.) After Captain Cook: the archaeology of the recent Indigenous past 
in Australia. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers Inc. 

Rio Tinto 2011. Why cultural heritage matters: A resource guide for integrating cultural heritage 
management into Communities work at Rio Tinto, Australia, Rio Tinto Ltd. 

Rio Tinto 2016. Why agreements matter: a resource guide for integrating agreements into 
Communities and Social Performance work at Rio Tinto, Australia, Rio Tinto Ltd. 

Rio Tinto 2017. Amrun Project Newsletter. December ed.: Rio Tinto. 
Roberts, A. 1991. An Analysis of Mound Formation at Milingimbi, Northern Territory. Australian 

Archaeology, 67-67. 
Roberts, A. & Mountford, C. P. 1974. The Dreamtime Book: Australian Aboriginal Myths, London, 

Littlehampton Book Services Ltd. 
Roberts, A., Hemming, S., Trevorrow, T., Trevorrow, G., Rigney, M., Rigney, G., Agius, L. & Agius, R. 

2005. 'Nukun and Kungun Ngarrindjeri Ruwe' (Look and Listen to Ngarrindjeri Country): 
Investigation of Ngarrindjeri Perspectives of Archaeology in Relation to Native Title and 
Heritage Matters. Australian Aboriginal Studies, 1. 

Roberts, J. 1978. From Massacres to Mining, London, CIMRA and War on Want. 
Rogers, T. J. & Bain, S. 2016. Genocide and frontier violence in Australia. Journal of Genocide 

Research, 18, 83-100. 
Rolfe, J. & Windle, J. 2003. Valuing the Protection of Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Sites. Economic 

Record, 79, S85-S95. 
Rosendahl, D., Ulm, S., Tomkins, H., Wallis, L. & Memmott, P. 2014. Late Holocene changes in 

shellfishing behaviors from the Gulf of Carpentaria, northern Australia. The Journal of Island 
and Coastal Archaeology, 9, 253-267. 

Rosenzweig, R. & Cohen, D. 2005. Digital History: a guide to gathering, preserving and presenting the 
past on the web. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 

Ross, A., Ulm, S. & Tobane, B. 2013. GUMMINGURRU; A community archaeology knowledge journey. 
Australian Archaeology, 62-68. 

Roth, W. E. 1897a. Ethnological Studies among the North-West-Central Queensland Aborigines, 
Brisbane, Government Printer. 

Roth, W. E. 1897b. Notes on social and individual nomenclature among certain North Queensland 
Aboriginals. Proceedings of the Royal Society of Queensland, Read before the Society on 
November 13, 1897. 

Roth, W. E. 1899. Report to Under Secretary. Home Secretary's Department. Queensland 
Government. 

Roth, W. E. 1900. Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1899. Government V and P (CA 
103 – 1900). 

Roth, W. E. 1901. Food: Its Search, Capture and Preparation. North Queensland Ethnography. 
Brisbane: Home Secretary's Department. 

Roth, W. E. 1902. Annual Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1901. Office of the 
Northern Protector, Cooktown: Home Secretary's Department. 



275 
 

Roth, W. E. 1908. Australian Canoes and Rafts. Man, 88, 161-162 with Plate L. 
Roth, W. E. 1910a. North Queensland Ethnography Bulletin No. 18: Social and individual 

nomenclature,. Records of the Australian Museum, 8, 79-106. 
Roth, W. E. 1910b. North Queensland Ethnography. Bulletin No 14. Transport and trade. Records of 

the Australian Museum. Sydney: Australian Museum. 
Rowland, M. J. 1999. Holocene environmental variability: have its impacts been underestimated in 

Australian pre-history? The Artefact, 22, 11-48. 
Rowland, M. J. 2018. 65,000 years of isolation in Aboriginal Australia or continuity and external 

contacts? An assessment of the evidence with an emphasis on the Queensland coast. 
Anthropological Society of South Australia, 42. 

RTA 2012. Induction training. Rio Tinto Alcan Weipa. 
RTA. 2016a. Weipa Operations overview [Online]. Available: 

http://www.riotintoalcan.com/ENG/ourproducts/1803_weipa.asp [Accessed 2 Nov. 2016]. 
RTA. 2016b. General Manager message [Online]. Available: 

http://sales.riotintoaluminium.com/freedom.aspx?pid=211 [Accessed 2 Dec 2016]. 
RTA. 2017. Amrun Project Newsletter [Online]. Rio Tinto website. Available: 

https://www.riotinto.com/documents/Amrun_project_newsletter_Dec17.pdf [Accessed 
28/2/2018]. 

Rumsey, A. 2018. The sociocultural dynamics of indigenous multilingualism in northwestern 
Australia. Language & Communication, 62, 91-101. 

Russell-Smith, J., Lucas, D., Gapindi, M., Gunbunuka, B., Kapirigi, N., Namingum, G., Lucas, K., 
Guiliani, P. & Chaloupka, G. 1997. Aboriginal resource utilization and fire management 
practice in western Arnhem Land, monsoonal northern Australia: Notes for prehistory, 
lessons for the future. Human Ecology, 25, 159-195. 

Russell, J. R. 1903. Mapoon and Weipa. The Austral Star, p.3. 
Russell, L. 2005. Kangaroo Island Sealers and Their Descendants: Ethnic and Gender Ambiguities in 

the Archaeology of a Creolised Community. Australian Archaeology, 1-5. 
Saville-Kent, W. 1890. Report on Beche-de-mer and Pearlshell Industries of North Queensland. 

Queensland: V & P. 
Scambary, B. 2013. My Country, Mine Country: Indigenous People, Mining and Development 

Contestation in Remote Australia. Research Monograph 33. ANU Canberra: CAEPR. 
Schmidt, P. R. 2017. Peter Ucko Memorial Lecture, Decolonizing Archaeological Practice: Gazing into 

the Past to Transform the Future. Archaeologies, 13, 392-411. 
Schmiechen, J. 2018. 'The Missionary Factor': Frontier interaction on Cooper Creek, South Australia, 

in the 1860s. Anthropological Society of South Australia, 42. 
Seierstad, A. 2005. The Bookseller of Kabul, London, Virago. 
Sharp, R. L. 1934. The Social Organization of the Yir-Yoront Tribe, Cape York Peninsula (Part I. Kinship 

and the Family). Oceania, 4, 404-431. 
Sharp, R. L. (ed.) 1939. Studies in Australian Tolemism: Blackwell Publishing Ltd. 
Shepherd, N. & Haber, A. 2011. What's up with WAC? Archaeology and 'Engagement' in a Globalized 

World. Public Archaeology, 10, 96-115. 
Shiner, J. I. 2008. The Intensity of Raw Material Utilisation as an Indication of Occupational History in 

Surface Stone Artefact Assemblages from the Strathbogie Ranges, Central Victoria. 
Australian Aboriginal Studies, 2, 80-92. 

Shiner, J. I. & Morrison, M. 2009. The Contribution of Heritage Surveys towards Understanding the 
Cultural Landscape of the Weipa Bauxite Plateau. Australian Archaeology, 68, 52-55. 

Shiner, J. I., Holdaway, S. & Fanning, P. 2018. Flaked stone assemblage variability across the Weipa 
region of western Cape York Peninsula, Queensland. Queensland Archaeological Research, 
21, 1-12. 

http://www.riotintoalcan.com/ENG/ourproducts/1803_weipa.asp
http://sales.riotintoaluminium.com/freedom.aspx?pid=211
https://www.riotinto.com/documents/Amrun_project_newsletter_Dec17.pdf


276 
 

Shiner, J. I., Fanning, P. C., Holdaway, S. J., Petchey, F., Beresford, C., and, E. H. & Larsen, B. 2013. 
Shell Mounds as the Basis for Understanding Human-Environment Interaction in Far North 
Queensland, Australia. Queensland Archaeological Research, 16. 

Simmons, R. T., J. J. Graydon & Gajdusek, D. C. 1958. A blood group genetical survey in Australian 
aboriginal children of the Cape York Peninsula. American Journal of Physical Anthropology, 
16, 59-77. 

Simpson, C. 1973. Adam in Ochre: Inside Aboriginal Australia, Sydney, Angus & Robertson. 
Singer, R. 2018. A small speech community with many small languages: The role of receptive 

multilingualism in supporting linguistic diversity at Warruwi Community (Australia). 
Language & Communication, 62, 102-118. 

Skyring, F. 2012. Low Wages, Low Rents, and Pension Cheques: The introduction of equal wages in 
the Kimberley, 1968–1969. In: Fijn, N., Ian Keen, Christopher Lloyd and Michael Pickering 
(ed.) Indigenous Participation in Australian Economies II. Canberra: ANU EPress. 

Skytrans. 2016. Skytrans Cape York Schedule [Online]. Available: http://www.skytrans.com.au/wp-
content/uploads/2016/06/Cape-York-schedule-7Aug2017-b.pdf [Accessed 30 Aug 2017]. 

Smith, A., McNiven, I. J., Rose, D., Brown, S., Johnston, C. & Crocker, S. 2019. Indigenous Knowledge 
and Resource Management as World Heritage Values: Budj Bim Cultural Landscape, 
Australia. Archaeologies, 15, 285-313. 

Smith, C. 2011. Errors of Fact and Errors of Representation: Response to Shepherd and Haber's 
Critique of the World Archaeological Congress. Public Archaeology, 10, 223-234. 

Smith, C. & Wobst, H. M. 2005. Decolonising archaeological theory and practice. In: Smith, C. & 
Wobst, H. M. (eds.) Indigenous Archaeologies. Decolonising Theory and Practice. New York: 
Routledge. 

Smith, C. & Jackson, G. 2006. Decolonizing Indigenous Archaeology: Developments from down 
Under. American Indian Quarterly, 30, 311-349. 

Smith, C. & Jackson, G. 2008. The Ethics of Collaboration. Whose Culture? Whose Intellectual 
Property? Who Benefits? . In: Colwell-Chanthaphonh, C. & Ferguson, T. J. (eds.) 
Collaboration in Archaeological Practice: Engaging Descendent Communities. Walnut Creek, 
CA AltaMira Press. 

Smith, C., Copley, V. & Jackson, G. 2018. Intellectual Soup: On the Reformulation and Repatriation of 
Indigenous Knowledge. In: Apaydin, V. (ed.) Shared Knowledge, Shared Power: Engaging 
Local and Indigenous Heritage. Cham: Springer International Publishing. 

Smith, L. 2006. Uses of heritage, London, Routledge. 
Smith, L., Morgan, A. & van der Meer, A. 2003. Community-driven Research in Cultural Heritage 

Management: the Waanyi Women's History Project. International Journal of Heritage 
Studies, 9, 65-80. 

Smith, L. T. 2012. Decolonizing Methodologies, London, Zed Books. 
Smith, R. 2013. Aboriginal Village. Catalyst: ABC TV Science. 
Smyth, D. & Ward, G. K. Introduction. In: Smyth, D. & Ward, G. K., eds. Protecting Country: 

Indigenous governance and management of protected areas, 2008 Canberra, 2007. AIATSIS. 
Soderland, H. A. & Lilley, I. A. 2015. The fusion of law and ethics in cultural heritage management: 

The 21st century confronts archaeology. Journal of Field Archaeology, 40, 508-522. 
Sommer, B. A. 1972. Ndraangidh language and people. Field books 1-11, 27 December 1971 - 21 July 

1972, field notes nos. 12-21 - September 1972 to September 1974. Canberra: Australian 
Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies. 

St. Pierre, E., Conyers, L. B., Sutton, M.-J., Mitchell, P., Walker, C. & Nicholls, D. 2019. Reimagining 
life and death: Results and interpretation of geophysical and ethnohistorical investigations 
of earth mounds, Mapoon, Cape York Peninsula, Queensland, Australia. Archaeology in 
Oceania, 00, 1-17. 

Stanner, W. E. H. 1961. The Weipa shell-mounds. The Etruscan, 11, 8-12. 

http://www.skytrans.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Cape-York-schedule-7Aug2017-b.pdf
http://www.skytrans.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Cape-York-schedule-7Aug2017-b.pdf


277 
 

Stanner, W. E. H. 1969. After the Dreaming. In: Commission, A. B. (ed.) The Boyer Lectures for 1968. 
Sydney. 

Stanner, W. E. H. 2014. The Boyer Lectures: After the Dreaming (1968). In: Manne, R. (ed.) The 
Dreaming and Other Essays. Collingwood: Black Inc Agenda. 

Stevenson, J., Brockwell, S., Rowe, C., Proske, U. & Shiner, J. I. 2015. The palaeo-environmental 
history of Big Willum Swamp, Weipa: An environmental context for the archaeological 
record. Australian Archaeology, 80, 17-31. 

Stewart, K. 1974. Engineering Aspects of Regeneration. In: Bevege, D. I., Stewart, K. W. & Leggate, J. 
(eds.) Some Aspects of Mine Rehabilitation in Northern Australia. Weipa: Comalco Ltd,. 

Stockton, E. 1984. The Dreaming in Australian Aboriginal culture. In: Charlesworth, M., Bell & 
Maddock (ed.) Religion in aboriginal Australia: an anthology. St Lucia: University of 
Queensland Press. 

Stone, T. 1992. Origins of the Weipa Shell Mounds. Master of Science, Australian National University. 
Strang, V. 1998. The strong arm of the law: Aboriginal Rangers, anthropology and archaeology. 

Australian Archaeology, 47, 20-29. 
Strang, V. 2003. Moon shadows: Aboriginal and European heroes in an Australian landscape. In: PJ, 

S. & Strathern, A. (eds.) Landscape, Memory and History. London: Pluto Press. 
Suchet-Pearson, S. & Howitt, R. 2006. On Teaching and Learning Resource and Environmental 

Management: reframing capacity building in multicultural settings. Australian Geographer, 
37, 117-128. 

Suchet, S. 1994. Rekindling Culture Through Resources: Aboriginal Resource Management Strategies 
and Aspirations at Weipa. BA, Macquarie University. 

Sullivan, S. 1975. The State, People and Archaeologists. Austalian Archaeology, 2, 23-31. 
Summers, A. 1999. Ducks on the Pond, Australia, Penguin Books. 
Sutton, M.-J. 2016. Changing and Creating Values: Identifying and Protecting Unmarked Graves 

within Mapoon, Western Cape York, Queensland. Australian Archaeology Conference. 
Terrigal, NSW. 

Sutton, M.-J. & Conyers, L. B. 2013. Understanding Cultural History Using Ground-Penetrating Radar 
Mapping of Unmarked Graves in the Mapoon Mission Cemetery, Western Cape York, 
Queensland, Australia. International Journal of Historical Archaeology, 17, 782-805. 

Sutton, P. 2003. Native Title in Australia: an Ethnographic Perspective, Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press. 

Sutton, P. 2008. After consensus. Griffith Review, 21. 
Sutton, P. 2010. The logic of Wik Camping, North Australia. In: Hardy, K. (ed.) Archaeological 

Invisibility and Forgotten Knowledge. Łódź, Poland: BAR international series. 
Sutton, P. & Rigsby, B. 1982. People with 'Politicks'; Management of Land and Personnel on 

Australia's Cape York Peninsula. In: Williams, N. E. H. (ed.) Resource Managers: North 
American and Australian Hunter-Gatherers. Boulder, Colorado: Westview for the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science. 

Swain, T. & Rose, D. B. (eds.) 1988. Aboriginal Australians and Christian Missions, Adelaide: 
Australian Association for the Study of Religions. 

Tacon, P. S. C. 1995. Aboriginal Participation in Archaeological Research 1991. In: Davidson, I., Lovell-
Jones, C. & Bancroft, R. (eds.) Archaeologists and Aborigines Working Together. Armidale: 
University of New England Press. 

Taçon, P. S. C., Langley, M., May, S. K., Lamilami, R., Brennan, W. & Guse, D. 2010. Ancient bird 
stencils in Arnhem Land, Northern Territory, Australia. Antiquity, 84, 416-427. 

Tanner, A. 2010. The Representation of Indigenous Knowledge. In: Hardy, K. (ed.) Archaeological 
Invisibility and Forgotten Knowledge, Conference Proceedings Lodz, Poland 2007. Oxford, 
England: BAR International Series. 

Tatham, H. 2017. Remote outback archaeology project unearths new stories about early Aboriginal 
lives. 3 Jun 2017, 10:43am ed. ABC Western Qld  http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-



278 
 

03/remote-outback-archaeology-project-unearths-new-stories/8578086 [Accessed 
21/6/2017] 

Thanakupi 2009. Legends of the Two Rivers. Aluminium sculpture in Weipa Hospital foyer. 
The Guardian. 2001. Apology to Mapoon residents. The Guardian  
The Mocker. 2019. Extolling of Dark Emu ignores the doubt about its historical accuracy. The 

Australian, 5:06PM NOVEMBER 28, 2019. 
Thomas, E. J. & Ross, A. 2018. Counter-mapping theory and its application to a constantly changing 

Aboriginal stone arrangement site. Australian Archaeology, 84, 56-66. 
Thomas, S. 2017. Community archaeology. In: Moshenska, G. (ed.) Key Concepts in Public 

Archaeology. UCL Press. 
Thompson, J. 2019. Kakadu National Park has busiest year in a decade despite overall fall in NT 

tourism [Online]. On line: Ausralian Broadcasting Company.  [Accessed 22/11 2019]. 
Thomson, D. F. 1934. Notes on a hero cult from the Gulf of Carpentaria, North Queensland. Royal 

Anthropological Institute Journal, 64, 217-235. 
Thomson, D. F. 1937. Report on Expedition to Arnhem Land, 1936-37. Canberra: Commonwealth 

Government Printers. 
Thomson, D. F. 1939. The seasonal Factor in human culture: illustrated from the life of a 

contemporary nomadic group. Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society, 5, 209-221. 
Thomson, D. F. 1949. Arnhem Land: Explorations among an Unknown People Part III. On Foot across 

Arnhem Land. The Geographical Journal, 114, 53–67. 
Thomson, D. F. 1972. Kinship and Behaviour in North Queensland, Canberra, AIAS. 
Thorne, A. 1989. Man on the Rim. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/work/19239548?selectedversion=NBD6179171 [Accessed  
20/6/2019]. 

Thorner, S. 2008. Two Exhibitions Resignify Aboriginality and Photographyin Australia's Visual 
Lexicon. American Anthropologist, 110, 66-67. 

Tindale, N. B. 1974. Aboriginal tribes of Australia: Their terrain, environmental controls, distribution, 
limits and proper name, Canberra, Australian National University Press. 

Torrence, R. 2000. Just another trader? An archaeological perspective on European barter with 
Admiralty Islanders, Papua New Guinea. In: Torrence, R. & Clarke, A. (eds.) The Archaeology 
of Difference : Negotiating Cross-cultural Engagements in Oceania. London: Routledge. 

Torrence, R. & Clarke, A. 2000. The Archaeology of Difference: Negotiating Cross-cultural 
Engagements in Oceania. In: Torrence, R. & Clarke, A. (eds.) In One World Archaeology. 
Routledge. 

Tourism and Events Queensland. 2019. Horizon Festival Sunshine Coast [Online]. Available: 
https://www.queensland.com/en-au/event/horizon-festival-sunshine-coast [Accessed  
20/6/2019]. 

Tucker, M. 1977. If Everyone Cared, Sydney, Ure Smith. 
Tugby, D. & Tugby, E. 1965. An Aboriginal Kitchen-Midden near Caloundra, South-East Queensland. 

Mankind, 6. 
Tutchener, D., Claudie, D. & Morrison, M. 2019. Results of archaeological surveys of the Pianamu 

cultural landscape, central Cape York Peninsula, 2014-2016. Queensland Archaeological 
Research, 22. 

Ulm, S. 2000. Evidence for Early Focussed Marine Resource Exploitation from an Open Coastal Site in 
Central Queensland. Australian Archaeology, 66-67. 

Ulm, S. 2013. ‘Complexity’ and the Australian continental narrative: Themes in the archaeology of 
Holocene Australia. Quaternary International, 285, 182-192. 

UNESCO 2019. Budj Bim Cultural Landscape. World Heritage List. WWW.UNESCO.ORG: United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation. 

UNESCO Bangkok. 2016. Cultural Mapping [Online]. Bangkok: UNESCO. Available: 
http://bangkok.unesco.org/content/cultural-mapping [Accessed 6 Nov 2017]. 

https://www.queensland.com/en-au/event/horizon-festival-sunshine-coast
WWW.UNESCO.ORG
http://bangkok.unesco.org/content/cultural-mapping


279 
 

Uniting Church in Australia. 2016. Calvary Presbytery, Napranum [Online]. Available: 
http://www.calvarypresbytery.com.au/project/napranum/ [Accessed 20/2/2014.]. 

Uniting Church of Australia. 2018. Ministry in Queensland’s top end [Online]. Available: 
https://journeyonline.com.au/queensland-synod-news/ministry-in-queenslands-top-end/ 
[Accessed 20/2/2014]. 

Valentin, H. 1961. The central west coast of Cape York Peninsula. Australian Geographer, 8, 65-72. 
Vanstone, S. A. 2004. Australian Government Changes to Indigenous Affairs Services Commence 

Tomorrow. Senator Amanda Vanstone, Minister for Immigration and Multicultural and 
Indigenous Affairs & Minister Assisting the Prime Minister for Reconciliation. 

Veth, P., O'Connor, S. & Wallis, L. A. 2000. Perspectives on Ecological Approaches in Australian 
Archaeology. Australian Archaeology, 54-66. 

Vinnicombe, P. 1984. Single sites or site complexes? A case study from north of the Hawkesbury, 
New South Wales. In: Sullivan, S. & Bowdler, S. (eds.) Site Surveys and Significance 
Assessment in Australian Archaeology. Canberra: ANU. 

von Sturmer, J. 1978. The Wik Region: Economy, Territoriality and Totemism in Western Cape York 
Peninsula, North Queensland. PhD, University of Queensland. 

Waitt, G., Head, L. & Gill, N. 2006. Introduction: Applied Natures—cultural engagements with 
Australian environmental management. Australian Geographer, 37, 1-3. 

Wales, T., Wright, J., Westaway, M., Pietsch, T., Heupink, T. & Nichols, S. 2014. Northern origins: 
Genetic and archaeological investigations with the Thanakwith Traditional Owners 
AAA/ASHA Conference. Cairns, Queensland. 

Walshe, K., Malone, G., Telfer, K. & Gully, G. 2019. Aboriginal historical archaeological site, 
Kanyanyapilla camp, McLaren Vale, South Australia. Austalian Archaeology, 85, 196-209. 

Walters, I. 1984. Gone to the Dogs: a Study of Bone Attrition at a Central Australian Campsite. 
Mankind, 14, 389-400. 

Walters, I. 1988. Fire and Bones: patterns of discard. In: Meehan, B. & Jones, R. (eds.) Archaeology 
with Ethnography: An Australian Perspective. Canberra: Department of Prehistory, Research 
School of Pacific Studies. 

Wang, Q. 2008. On the cultural constitution of collective memory. Memory, 16, 305-317. 
Wanner, H., Beer, J., Bütikofer, J., Crowley, T. J., Cubasch, U., Flückiger, J., Goosse, H., Grosjean, M., 

Joos, F., Kaplan, J. O., Küttel, M., Müller, S. A., Prentice, I. C., Solomina, O., Stocker, T. F., 
Tarasov, P., Wagner, M. & Widmann, M. 2008. Mid- to Late Holocene climate change: an 
overview. Quaternary Science Reviews, 27, 1791-1828. 

Ward, A. 1908. The Miracle of Mapoon, London, Partridge. 
Ward, M. 1897. Mission notes. The Austral Star, p.4. 
Watkins, J. & Nicholas, G. 2014. The Historical Development of Indigenous Archaeology (A North 

American Perspective). Encyclopedia of Global Archaeology. Springer International 
Publishing. 

WCCCA 2000. Western Cape Communities Coexistence Agreement, Schedule 5 Cultural Site 
Protection System (clause 9). Available from: Rio Tinto Alcan, Weipa. 

Wear, R. 2002. Johannes Bjelke-Petersen: the Lord's Premier, St Lucia, University of Queensland 
Press. 

Weipa Town Authority. 2014. Western Cape History [Online]. Weipa Town Authority. Available: 
http://www.weipatownauthority.com.au/western-cape-history [Accessed 9 Sept 2016]. 

Weir, J. 2011. Karajarri: A West Kimberley experience in managing native title. Canbera: AIATSIS. 
Wells, J. C. 2017. Are We “Ensnared in the System of Heritage” Because We Don’t Want to Escape? 

Archaeologies, 13, 26-47. 
Wesley, D. & Litster, M. 2015. ‘Small, individually nondescript and easily overlooked’1: Contact 

beads from northwest Arnhem Land in an Indigenous–Macassan–European hybrid economy. 
Australian Archaeology, 80, 1-16. 

http://www.calvarypresbytery.com.au/project/napranum/
https://journeyonline.com.au/queensland-synod-news/ministry-in-queenslands-top-end/
http://www.weipatownauthority.com.au/western-cape-history


280 
 

Wesley, D., O’Connor, S. & Fenner, J. N. 2016. Re-evaluating the timing of the Indonesian trepang 
industry in north-west Arnhem Land: Chronological investigations at Malara (Anuru Bay A). 
Archaeology in Oceania, 51, 1-27. 

Wesley, D., Litster, M., Moffat, I. & O’Connor, S. 2018. Indigenous built structures and anthropogenic 
impacts on the stratigraphy of Northern Australian rockshelters: insights from Malarrak 1, 
north western Arnhem Land. Australian Archaeology, 84, 3-18. 

Western Cape Communities Trust. 2017. The Western Cape Communities Trust (WCCT) [Online]. 
Available: 
https://www.facebook.com/pg/WesternCapeCommunitiesTrust/about/?ref=page_internal 
[Accessed 9 August 2017]. 

Western Cape Communities Trust. 2019. Western Cape Communities Trust - WCCCA [Online]. 
Facebook. Available: 
https://www.facebook.com/WesternCapeCommunitiesTrust/?__tn__=%2CdK*F-
R&eid=ARAo0ONcFE7_2CYhzGz3JABHSiktBfuu1TV4D-
t6_lAD9oWshi9AdQZI2y5F7Q7wn51PlisuRCr2xo0p [Accessed 28/2 2019]. 

Wharton, G. 2000. Mission Time, Fortitude Valley, PCE Presss. 
Wharton, G. 2005. The Pennefather River: place of Australian national heritage. Gulf of Carpentaria 

Scientific Study Report. Holland Park, Qld. 
Wharton, G. 2007. The Thaynakwith people and language. In: Fletcher, T. G. (ed.) Thanakupi's guide 

to language and culture: a Thaynakwith dictionary. Sydney: Jennifer Isaacs Arts & Publishing 
Pty Ltd. 

Wharton, G. 2014. Recruitment of Aboriginal Men from the Presbyterian Gulf Missions into 2nd 
Australian Water Transport Group, Royal Australian Engineers, 1943. Unpublished, available 
from the author. 

Wharton, G. 2016a. Table of Language Group Names to Match Roman Numeral Codes Listed in 
Norman Tindale’s Winduwinda Group. Copy available in Cape York Collection, Hibberd 
Library, Weipa. 

Wharton, G. 2017. Napranum Shire Profile [Online]. Available: 
http://www.napranum.qld.gov.au/community-information/shire-profile [Accessed 20 
August 2017]. 

Wharton, H. 1996. Where ya been, mate?, Brisbane, University of Queensland Press. 
Wharton, H. 2016b. Reminiscences. Sunshine Coast International Readers and Writers Festival. 
Wheeler, R. E. M. 1956. Archaeology from the Earth, Harmondsworth, Penguin. 
Whitau, R. 2018. Rose Whitau: connections, lifeways and community through archaeology. News 

and Events. 
White, B. & McDonald, J. 2010. Lithic Artefact Distribution in the Rouse Hill Development Area, 

Cumberland Plain, New South Wales. Australian Archaeology, 70, 29-38. 
White, J. P. 1971. New Guinea and Australian Prehistory: The 'Neolithic' Problem'. In: Mulvaney, D. J. 

& Golson, J. (eds.) Aboriginal Man and Environment in Australia. Canberra: Australian 
National University Press. 

White, P. 1996. Ancient Egypt - Link with Australia [Online]. Available: 
https://www.bibliotecapleyades.net/esp_australia02.htm [Accessed 2019]. 

Wildlife Management and Education 2007. DRAFT Management program for Crocodylus porosus in 
Queensland 2007 – 2017. Conservation Services. Environmental Protection Agency. 

Willey, K. 1979. When the sky fell down: The Destruction of the Tribes of the Sydney Region, 1788-
1850's, Sydney, Collins. 

Williams, K. 1980. Native Plants of Queensland, North Ipswich, Keith AW Williams. 
Wilson, C. L. 2007. Indigenous Research and Archaeology: Transformative Practices in/with/for the 

Ngarrindjeri Community. Archaeologies, 3, 320-334. 
Wiltshire, K. 2017. From Archaeologist to Archivist. Advances in Archaeological Practice, 5, 289–296. 

https://www.facebook.com/pg/WesternCapeCommunitiesTrust/about/?ref=page_internal
https://www.facebook.com/WesternCapeCommunitiesTrust/?__tn__=%2CdK*F-R&eid=ARAo0ONcFE7_2CYhzGz3JABHSiktBfuu1TV4D-t6_lAD9oWshi9AdQZI2y5F7Q7wn51PlisuRCr2xo0p
https://www.facebook.com/WesternCapeCommunitiesTrust/?__tn__=%2CdK*F-R&eid=ARAo0ONcFE7_2CYhzGz3JABHSiktBfuu1TV4D-t6_lAD9oWshi9AdQZI2y5F7Q7wn51PlisuRCr2xo0p
https://www.facebook.com/WesternCapeCommunitiesTrust/?__tn__=%2CdK*F-R&eid=ARAo0ONcFE7_2CYhzGz3JABHSiktBfuu1TV4D-t6_lAD9oWshi9AdQZI2y5F7Q7wn51PlisuRCr2xo0p
http://www.napranum.qld.gov.au/community-information/shire-profile
https://www.bibliotecapleyades.net/esp_australia02.htm


281 
 

Winn, J. 1942. Diary of events at Weipa. In: Australia, P. C. o. (ed.) Manuscripts. Sydney: Mitchell 
Library. 

Wipa, J. 1988. Jason Wipa. Napranum Cha. Weipa South: Napranum Council. 
Wohling, M. 2009. The Problem of Scale in Indigenous Knowledge: a Perspective from Northern 

Australia. Ecology and Society, 14(1). 
Wong, S. 2019. University of Melbourne Research: Online Survey - Plastics in Archaeology. 5:41 PM 

ed.: OzArch. 
Woosup, J. & Madua, G. 1986. Dreams of Time, building our dug-out canoe. Naparanum Cha. 
World Archaeological Congress. 1990. First Code of Ethics [Online]. Barquisimeto, Venezuela: 

Adopted by WAC Council in 1990 at WAC-2,. Available: http://worldarch.org/code-of-ethics/ 
[Accessed 11 July 2016]. 

Wright, R. 1964. Probing Cape York's Past. Hemisphere, 8, 12-16. 
Wright, R. V. S. 1971. Prehistory in the Cape York Peninsula. In: DJ, M. & Golson, J. (eds.) Aboriginal 

Man and Environment in Australia. Canberra: Australian National University Press. 
Wrigley, M. 2009a. Report to Alngith, Madua family. Bushland Rehabilitation Consultation. 

Unpublished, Rio Tinto Alcan Weipa, Community Relations Service. 
Wrigley, M. 2009b. Report to Alngith Traditional Owners - Johns Family. Bushland Rehabilitation 

Consultation. Unpublished, Rio Tinto Alcan Weipa, Community Relations Service. 
Wrigley, M. 2009c. Report to Bwiining, Prunung, Bouchat and Leunh Traditional Owners. Bushland 

Rehabilitation Consultation May, June and July 2009. Unpublished, Rio Tinto Alcan Weipa, 
Community Relations Service. 

Wrigley, M. 2009d. Report to Ely Thanikwithi Traditional Owners. Bushland Rehabilitation 
Consultation May, June and July 2009. Unpublished, Rio Tinto Alcan Weipa, Community 
Relations Service. 

Wrigley, M. 2009e. Report to Wathyn Traditional Owners. Bushland Rehabilitation Consultation 
Unpublished, Rio Tinto Alcan Weipa, Community Relations Service. 

Wrigley, M. 2009f. Report to Peppan Traditional Owners. Bushland Rehabilitation Consultation May, 
June and July. Unpublished, Rio Tinto Alacn Weipa, Community Relations Service. 

Young, E. 1992. Aboriginal land rights in Australia: expectations, achievements and implications. 
Applied Geography, 12, 146-161. 

Young, E., Ross, H., Johnson, J. & Kesteven, J. (eds.) 1991. Caring for Country: Aborigines and Land 
Management, Canberra: Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service. 

 

http://worldarch.org/code-of-ethics/

