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nformation about Aboriginal
occupation of the Leeuwin-Naturaliste

region derives mainly from excavations
and other investigations carried out by
archaeologists, palaeontologists and
other scientists. This prehistoric record
is beginning to shed some light on
the complexity of past Aboriginal
populations' interactions with the
south-western Australian environment,
from more than 47,000 years ago until
relatively recently.

EXCAVATIONS OLD AND NEW
Archaeology, the study of past

human life, and palaeontology, the
study of plant or animal life in the past,

rely on excavation and study of fossils
or artefacts in their stratigraphic and
geological context. The dating methods
used are techniques based on the decay
of radioactiv€ isotopes (e.g. radiocarbon
dating) or the accumulation of a
radioactive dosage in ancient sediments
from natural background radiation (e.9.

luminescence dating). Artefacts (objects

made or modified by people) constitute
the major difference between
archaeological and palaeontological
evidence.

ate€uwin-Naturalitte
National Park

The palaeontological importance of
l imestone caves in the Leeuwin-
Naturaliste region was recognised a
century ago when abundant vertebrate
remains, including extinct'megafauna'
species, were excavated from the floor
of Mammoth Cave, near Margaret River.
The archaeological potential of the
caves !\j;rs only recognised in the late
1960s, with the identif ication of a
human tooth and stone tools collected a
decade earlier during palaeontological

sampling of the Devil's Lair cave. At
about this time, probable artefacts were
recognised among the bones recovered
from Mammoth Cave.

IN THE DEVII]S LAIR
ln 1970, following the Devils Lair

finds, a team from the WA Museum
undertook archaeological excavations

in the cave's floor deposit. Within a few
years, the team had compiled a record
of radiocarbon-dated stone and bone
artefacts, intact hearths (campfire beds)
and enormous quantities of mammal
and other bone. This showed that
Aboriginal groups had first occupied
this cave more than 30,000 years ago
(in radiocarbon years, 'before present'

or BP).
Most recently, the Devil 's Lair

deposit has been're-dated' in a project
using several new radiometric dating
methods. As a result, the estimated age
of first human occupation of the cave
has been significantly revised from
31,000 years to 47,000 years BB making
Devil 's Lair one of the oldest, and
probably the most reliably dated, early
occupation sites in Australia.

I Preaious page

I Mam. Recovering archaeological
I material by sieving sediment excavated
from a Leeuwin-Naturaliste region cave.
Bottom ight: Recording the positions of
campfires and archaeological remains in
an excavatlon.
Photos - Noel Holly/lllustrations
Small inset: Stone artefacts recovered
from excavations at Devil's Lair.
Photo - Douglas DlfordMestern Australian
Museum

| /opr Profile of the Tunnel Cave
I excavation. The white bands above the
I excavator are ash layers from campfires.
Photo Joe Dortch

I Lert Archaeological excavation at
I Ttrnnel Cave. The sandbags protect water
I run-off from entering Ihe excavation.
Photo NoelHolMllustrations
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I lef: View over an Aboriginal campsile In
I lhe Leeuwin-Naluralisle Nalional Park.
I When the site was occupied, 18,000 to
10,000 years ago, sea levels were significantly
lower. The site's occupiers would have
overlooked an expanse of land to the west.
Photo - Joe Do{ch

lBelou left: Excavation in progyess at a
I Leeuwin-Naturaliste region cave.
I  Photo Joe Dortch

STONES AND BONES
Several dozen retouched (that is,

puruosely edge-tdmmed) stone artefacts
from Pleistocene layers at Devil's Lair
were probably used as tools. The
presence of these tools indicates that the
families or other groups occupying the
cave were preparing food, making
wooden implements and carrying out
other'hearthside' activit ies.

Moderate climate, but generally
cooler and drier than present.

Three bone beads, made from
polished sections of naturally perforated
limb bone, and a perforated marl
(lacustrine l imestone) object, believed
to be a pendant, have also been
excavated from these layers. For reasons
unknown, almost no formal tools are
present among approximately 1,500
rnostly very small flakes and other stone
artefacts associated with the numerous

hearths at Tunnel Cave. One group of
hearths in this cave, radiocarbon dated
at 16,000-17,000 years BP, did yield four
'points' shaped on macropod fibulae.
These resemble some of the dozen bone
points from Devil's Lair, dated 12,000 to
more than 40,000 years BP

Megafauna remains are absent from
the archaeological sequences at Devil 's
Lair and Tunnel Cave, though a handful of
bones derived from large macropods and
other extinct marsupials were recovered
from the basal part of the Devil's Larr
deposit. This part of the deposit,
radiometrically dated from more than
47,000 to approximately 55,000 years
BP, is lacking in archaeological remains.

Rock engravings and paintings are
almost unknown in the Leeuwin
Naturaliste region, although some have
been recorded ata handful ofother places
in the south-west. Yet, the region is not
entirely lacking in rock art. '[U,enty years
ago, t\,vo cavers identified a pair of very
fa in t ,  adu l t -s ize  hand marks  ou t l ined  in
red ochre near the entrance to one cave.
Hand stencils of this kind are commonly
found at alt sites elsewhere in Australia
and in many other parts of the world

47,000 year5 ago: 41,500 years ago:
oldest known oldest known
artefacts in south- hearth at Devil's
western Auitralia l-air.
(found at Devil's Lair).

40,000 years agol
Aboriginal
o(cupation known
ar numerous s[es
around Australia.

Climate becomes much
colder and drier

30,000 years ago:
int€rmittent
oc(upation
(ontinues at
Devil's Lair.
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may have remained entirely sealed until
a few centuries ago, when roof collapse
created the present doline, again
opening up the existing chamber. Nor
do the occupational histories recorded
at Rainbow Cave and Witchcliffe Rock
Shelter throw any light on this
problem, since both sites were in use
only during the past millennium.

Aboriginal artefacts flaked from
European bottle glass, have been found
at Ellen Brook and elsewhere in the
region. A number of British and French
accounts, mainly dating to the early lgth
century and one 17th century Dutch
account describe encounters with
Aboriginal people in the Leeuwin-

46 ̂ *"*"u

Naturaliste region. These accounts are
complemented by an oral tradition of the .
sightings of 19th century or earlier
European sailing ships recounted by
Aboriginal elders still living in the region.

OCCUPATION AT 5O,OOO
YEARS AGO?

0n the basis of the radiometric
chronolopy from Devil's Lair, we think
that people were in the Leeuwin-
Naturaliste region as early as 50,000
years ago. Radiometric years in ihe age
range 40,000-50,000 years BP are
1,000-2,000 years 'younger' than their
equivalent in astronomical years.

The lowermost stone artefacts in

I Ler? Many caves in the l,€euwin-
I Naturaliste National Park are located in
I deep dolines. or sinkholes. They act as
pit-traps, collecting the remains of plants
and animals that lived around them.
Cave conditions then preserve the
remains for millennia.
Photo - Brett Denniylnchman
Tlansparencies

the Devil's Lair archaeological sequence
are in an eroded zone, which is overlain
by a very thick, apparently uneroded
layer. The half-dozen artefacts in the
eroded zone are older than those in the
uneroded zone and may be re-deposited
from an even older part of the deposit.
However, this suggested older deposit
would not seem much older than the
oldest part of the eroded zone, since
absolutely no stones or bones
resembling artefacts have been
identified in the fairly extensive
excavations carried out in the
underlying layers.

Devil's Lair almost certainly is not
the oldest occupation site in the region.
How likely is it that the cave deposit
chosen for excavation in 1970 would be
the region s very oldest site? [n short,
Devil's Lair is simply the oldest known
site yet investigated in this region or
anywhere else in WA.

INTERPRETING THE
ANCIENT PAST

Historic accounts, mainly dating to
the early decades of the 19th century
attest to the wide variety of plant and
animal foods eaten by Nyoongar
hunter-gatherers at the time of
European colonisation (see'Hunters
and Gatherers', A IDSCOPE, Swing
1992). These accounts provide an
intriguing picture of Aboriginal life in
the western and southern fringes of the
jarrah forest and in the woodlands of
the coastal plains. In contrast, there are
few historical accounts of Aboriginal
activities in the karri or jarrah forests
further inland. Thus, the only way to
assess past Aboriginal use of these
forests is to investigate nonJiterary
records. This is best done through
excavating archaeological sites where
people lived and carried out their daily
activities. The information thus
obtained has the potential to reach back
tens of thousands ofyears (see timeline
on pages 44 and 45).
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