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Since the passing of the Native Title Act 1993 requiring
Native Title claimants to provide evidence of cultural
continuity throughout the post-contact period, Australian
archaeologists have been seeking new ways in which
archaeological models can be most effectively applied when
working with Native Title claimants (Lilley 2000). One
outcome of this revision is that earlier models of post-contact,
or frontier archaeology which focused on the processes of
colonisation and dispossession are being revised to provide
evidence that meets the requirements of the Native Title Act
1993 and, in particular, a clause in the 1998 amendment of that

Act requiring Native Title applicants to (i) be identifiable with®

the Aboriginal people of the claim area at sovereignty and (ii)
be able to demonstrate whether ‘the community has
maintained connection with the land by observing, as far as
practicable, traditional customs, laws and practices of its
predecessors’.

The interpretation of archaeological evidence in order
specifically to demonstrate the extent to which ‘traditional
customs, laws and practices’ have been maintained represents
a significant shift in the archaeological debate in Australia and
one that has been recognized by Mr Justice Lee:

Excavation of archaeological sites has shown
continuity of use of particular areas of land prior
to, and after, European colonization, the latter
being demonstrated by artefacts such as tools or
trade items fashioned from materials introduced by
Europeans. For example, metal and glass have
been found in the upper levels of the excavated
soil. The archaeological evidence so gathered,
when coupled with ethnographic material, is able
to identify sites as places of continuing ceremonial
or mythological significance.

(Federal Court of Australia 1998 Ben Ward and
Ors v State of Western Australia & Ors (1998)
1478 FCA (24 November 1998); see also Fullagar
and Head 2000)

This statement also confirms that Native Title law recognises
the dynamic nature of Aboriginal culture and acknowledges that
communities maintain the customs, laws and practices of their
predecessors through the processes of adaptation and change
(Harrison 2000a; McDonald 2000:55; Veth 2000).

Whilst it is generally acknowledged that archaeological
models alone cannot provide insights into the tensions of the
Australian frontier and the post-contact period (see Lilley
2000; Torrence and Clark 2000), models do exist within
ethnoarchaeology that challenge perceptions that the relevance
of archaeological evidence in Native Title is secondary to that
of anthropology (Fullagar and Head 2000; Harrison 2000a;
McDonald 2000; Murray 1996, 2000).

The wider study from which this paper is derived sought to
test a methodology to analyse cultural change through time and
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to contribute to the debate regarding uses of archaeological
processes in proving Native Title (Smith 2000). In that study it
was argued that the Nyininyl regarded themselves as having no
choice but to share their country with the colonising
pastoralists and their cattle. It was shown that the seasonal
round of working with cattle provided the Nyininy (and many
of their neighbours who settled at the station) with a lifestyle
that enabled them both to maintain and readily to adapt their
pre-contact culture. The pastoralists, having incorporated the
Traditional Owners into the bottom rung of their hierarchical
economic structure early in the twentieth century, regarded
themselves as supporting a dependent Aboriginal population
until the mid-1970s. Through the use of mid-range theory these
two world views, together with the ebb and flow of the
processes of cultural change, adaptation and continuity were
able to be linked to the archaeological evidence in order to
situate the site formation processes within a context of socio-
economic change (see also Jones 1997).

The aim of this paper is to present and compare the
analyses of artefacts located in three surface assemblages on
Gordon Downs Station in the southeast Kimberley Region,
Western Australia (Smith 1999, 2000). These assemblages
represent clearly defined Aboriginal camping areas adjacent
to the station homestead and the occupation dates for each
camp broadly reflect three differing post-contact periods. By
comparing changes in the artefact types from the three periods
evidence is derived about the changing uses of tools and the
adaptation of new materials in this region.

The model described here addresses both changes in
material culture through time and the identification of
elements of cultural change and continuity by linking the
function of artefacts to their socio-economic contexts. The
study is based on the ethnoarchaeological model developed
by Thomas (1983) to analyse and interpret cultural change
during the proto-historic period in three Shoshonean
communities in the Great Basin, U.S.A. In the
ethnoarchaeological study from which this paper is derived
(Smith 2000), the archaeological data are linked to the
ethnographic evidence provided by people who had lived in
these station camps and who now live in Halls Creek or
Kundat Djaru (Ringer Soak) Community.

The study area and contact history

The study area is the upper Sturt Creek Basin in the
southeast Kimberley region of Western Australia (Figure 1)
and members of the Nyininy language group are the
traditional land-owning group for much of this region
(Tsunoda 1981). Although no comprehensive archaeological
study of pre-contact sites has been undertaken in the area,
some limited recording of the locations of pre-contact sites
along the Sturt Creek was undertaken by Veth (1980) and a

! Nyininy is a dialect of Jaru and speakers of this language group are the
Traditional Owners of much of the study area (Tsunoda 1981).
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Period 4. The broken glass appeared to have been 3 broken
glass events rather than glass which had been selected for tool
manufacture and brought to the site. Three flakes may have
been knapped, but did not appear to have been utilized.

Other materials

A cache of eleven pieces of eroding pearl shell was
recorded in a shelter dated to Period 4 (Grid 2). Pearl shell is a
valuable commodity in this region and may have been used for
either ceremonial purposes or trade. The pearl shell had
originated from the west Kimberley coast (a west Kimberley
pearl trader identified the shell as originating from the 80 mile
beach region, south of Broome) and this camp at Gordon
Downs had been on an important traditional and post-contact
trade route (Akerman 1994).

The remaining minor categories of materials include 4
fragments of ceramic ware in Period 3, plastic in the form of
sheeting used in the shelter in Period 4, and textiles representing
discarded clothing and shoe fragments also in Period 4.

Conclusions

The technological transition from artefacts associated with
a traditional hunting and gathering lifestyle to Western
manufactured products associated with less mobile lifestyle in
a cattle station camp is shown in Figure 10. The use of Western
manufactured materials to manufacture traditional artefact
types took place mainly during Period 3 when utilized glass
cores and flakes were represented. The exceptions were 3 glass
tools in Period 2 and one metal spear point and chalcedony
cores and flakes in Period 4. 1t was predicted that glass tool
manufacturing sites would be recorded in Period 2, but
although three glass tools were recorded, no glass tool
manufacturing sites were found. This may mean that Grid 4
was not a typical site or that these artefacts were deposited at a
later time.

The analysis of the glass artefacts and the comparison
between the time periods has demonstrated how stone tool
technology was successfully transferred to glass. It has also been
possible to identify approximately when some changes in artefact
type and function occurred. For example, the high number of
beaked engraving tools in Period 3 is believed to have been
associated with the production of wooden artefacts for trade. This
site was on the route of the first track across the Tanami, the only
route between the Kimberley region and Central Australia until
the 1960s, and the few passing vehicles facilitated trade along a
traditional trade route and provided opportunities to sell artefacts
to white travellers (Micha pers. com.).

Stone tool types, as expected, are most prevalent in Period
2 and two forms of cores were identified, multi-directional and
pyramidal. Of these two forms, only tools manufactured by
multi-directional reduction method were recorded in Period 4
at the end of the “station times” and, based on information
from the traditional owners, it is believed that their main
function was ceremonial (Traditional Owners pers. com.). As
chalcedony was readily available from nearby quarries, it is
speculated that the reason why the pyramidal blade reduction
form was not recorded after Period 2 was that cutting tools had
been replaced by glass and metal forms.

Although most of the functional categories allocated to the
artefacts in Figure 3 did change from traditional artefact types
to Western manufactured artefacts between Period 1 and
Period 4, artefacts in the ceremonial category appear to have
been the same or similar and are important evidence of cultural
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continuity. Artefacts in this category in Period 4 were the
chalcedony tools believed to have been manufactured for
ceremonial purposes and the pearl shell, known to have been
traded into the area for both trade and ceremonial uses (Micha
1970;Akerman 1994).

The analysis of the recycled artefacts provides evidence of
continuity with traditional culture and illustrates the choices
that were made when new technologies and methods were
adopted. The use of recycled glass and metal for traditional-
tool types provides evidence of traditional cultural activities
adapting to new materials, whilst at the same time non-
traditional tools, such as the knife and the meat cleaver, were
also being manufactured by recycling processes.

This comparative ethnoarchaeological model has revealed
changes and adapations in the use of material culture through
three post-contact periods and has provided evidence about the
choices that Aboriginal people made when selecting new
materials as they became available. It has also demonstrated
how a sample of cultural continuities, discontinuities and
examples of adaptation to changing socio-economic
circumstances are able to be identified in the archaeological
record and interpreted with the assistance of the Traditional
Owners, documented histories and other ethnographic sources.

The data presented in this study is considered to be relevant
to the upper Sturt Creek area only. The comparative model
used, however, presents a strategy that archaeologists may find
useful when working with Native Title claimants to prove their
connections to their ‘country’ and to demonstrate that
traditional customs, laws and practices have been maintained
throughout the post-contact period and through the pre-contact
period where the archaeological evidence is available.
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