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To the First Tasmanians, from those in the distant past who first traversed the island’s ancestral lands, to those in the present who carry the flame lit by the ancestors.





Foreword


In 1901 Australia was ready to move on from a tumultuous century characterised by violent suppression of Aboriginal resistance to colonisation. The ‘birth of modern Australia’, so frequently associated with the arrival of Captain Arthur Phillip and the First Fleet at Sydney Cove in 1788, marked the beginning of conflicts and massacres of Aboriginal people, which eventually spread across the entire continent. Australia’s use of convicts to build much of the colonial infrastructure required for this massive project was no less inglorious.


Australian Federation, marked by the opening of the national parliament on 1 January 1901, presented a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for a fledgling nation to commence the writing of a new story, a story that would position Aboriginal people and convicts firmly in a past that was a regrettable, but inevitable, consequence of progress. This need for a forward-looking history has since become part of the Australian national character—carefree, optimistic and resilient—which is evoked in equal measure by patriots and politicians. In this Australia, we are unconstrained by the past. Indeed, we are kept largely ignorant of it.


Nowhere was this more the case than in Van Diemen’s Land, which sought its own reinvention in 1855 when the colony, drenched in a bloody history of convict suffering and lawless bushranging, achieved selfgovernment and changed its name to Tasmania. However, the island colony had more reason than any of the other Australian colonies to want to leave a difficult past behind. Thirty years before, under a declaration of martial law, colonists had embarked on an attempt to exterminate Aboriginal people, who opposed being dispossessed of their land, through an infamous ‘Black War’. Within thirty years, a population of as many as ten thousand was reduced to fewer than three hundred. Those who survived the violence were exiled to a smaller island in Bass Strait, where it was hoped they would be forgotten. It was a defining example of genocide.


It is the task of historians to rise to the challenges that stories such as this entail. However, those dedicated to fearlessly documenting the facts are rarer than one might think, especially during times of war. Many of the early histories written of Van Diemen’s Land drew selectively from colonial records, and offered a sanitised perspective focused on the manifest destiny of empire, and protecting the reputations of its officials.


Attempts to better recognise and document the injustice suffered by Tasmanian Aboriginal people began to emerge in the mid-twentieth century. Clive Turnbull’s Black War (1948) was the first book dedicated to telling the story of the concerted attempt to obliterate Tasmania’s Aboriginal people and our culture. Lyndall Ryan’s The Aboriginal Tasmanians (1981) was the first to tell the story of the island’s Indigenous people as survivors rather than victims. When Henry Reynolds published The Other Side of the Frontier (1981), it became the first Australian history to be represented from an Aboriginal perspective. He followed this in 1995 with Fate of a Free People, which commenced the story of the Aboriginal nations of Tasmania as sophisticated resistance fighters defending their sovereignty against an overwhelming foe.


Throughout this historiography, the story of Tasmanian Aboriginal people, our culture and our heritage has been constrained by the experience of invasion, occupation and settler colonialism. Lyndall Ryan delved briefly into aspects of our culture that preceded European arrival, but framed her account as a description of what European explorers and colonisers found when they arrived. Events prior to this came to be referred to as ‘prehistory’, a profoundly Eurocentric perspective that positioned what mattered most about our island’s history as occurring after British invasion: a mirror of the advent of Phillip’s ‘modern Australia’.


The great irony of this legacy is that it has led to the deep human history of Tasmania being underappreciated and undervalued. People simply assumed that nothing much of importance happened before the white man arrived.


The twenty-first century has brought with it the concept of the Anthropocene. While this has been informed by the explosion of scientific knowledge—especially through climatology and palaeontology—it is the human destruction of the health of the planet that has made a focus on the deep history of human presence so necessarily urgent. The postcolonial West, spread across every continent, is awakening to the emerging consequences of globalised trade. This continues to demand industrialscale exploitation of natural resources, and manufacturing processes that deplete and despoil the earth, water and air so essential to our survival as a species.


Deep history, rather than an irrelevance to modern Australia, is now recognised as a source of critical understandings about how human populations can live successfully in our changing environment. Nowhere is that more dramatically illustrated than in the part of Australia now called Tasmania. Here, Aboriginal people arrived at least 40,000 years ago, as the earth was making its way into the most recent Ice Age. Tasmania was not the island so familiar to us today, but a high plateau at the tip of a great southern peninsula, with a climate similar to today’s north Asian tundra. Tasmanian Aboriginal people became the most southerly-dwelling population on the planet, enduring dramatic climatic change and sea levels falling and rising by around 140 metres.


It is precisely this story that is the most important one in Australian human history: this generation’s once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to redefine our understanding of our history and ourselves. Unlike the selective national story that turned its back on Aboriginal people at Federation, this history offers an opportunity to make enlightened amends with the past. We do this by taking proper account of the 95 per cent of Australian human history that was ignored in 1901, a deep history that demonstrates our capacity as a species to adapt and flourish through changes to our climate, landscape and ecology so dramatic that they exceed the imaginations of most Australians.


Shayne Breen’s First Tasmanians is more than a history of Tasmanian Aboriginal people. It is a human history of the southernmost extent of our continent. Shayne has ambitiously embraced not only what the colonial archive tells us about the experience of Aboriginal people in conflict with European Australians. He has assembled a history from an Aboriginal perspective. Shayne takes us back to the very beginnings of the human story of our continent. His painstaking research over decades of collaborative scholarship with Aboriginal communities has encompassed not only social and political history, but also archaeology, geography, climatology—and more. This is an environmental history of Tasmania that emerges from the holistic concept of Country that Aboriginal people understand so well. It is the lens through which we can see our place in not just geographical space, but in grander scales of time and meaning as well.


It is my hope that, after reading First Tasmanians, Australians will appreciate something more than the Aboriginal experience of settler colonialism. The book invites readers to open themselves to the profound meaning of being part of Country. This involves lessons that can be learned from the deep human story of living in a place that we must all come to know and respect as our home in all its dimensions. We desperately need to learn these lessons right now. They are part of the essential process of truth-telling that we must all commit to in the hope of a just and sustainable society that is yet to rise from the ashes of genocide. But, perhaps just as urgently, we need this understanding if we are to survive the millennia of dramatic environmental change that inevitably await us.


Greg Lehman


Professorial Fellow, Indigenous Research


University of Tasmania


October 2024





Introduction


Paywoota, long time ago, the creation ancestors lowered the seas and made new country. Sensing opportunity, a group of explorers walked across a narrow plain towards distant mountains. The country was much like the place they were leaving—grassy plains, few trees, though colder and windier perhaps—but more than familiar. As they made their way, they harvested shellfish, hunted wallaby, and collected bush foods. At a place called Lungtalanana, now a small island (known as Clarke Island) off the north-east coast of Tasmania, they set fire to the grasslands. Time passed, the explorers became settlers, they adapted their living to the country and its resources, and they made homes for themselves, their children, and their children’s children, in all parts of the ancestral country.


Forty thousand years later, in the year 2008, Aaron Everett, then an Aboriginal heritage worker, was walking along the banks of the lower Jordan River, at a place called Brighton, a short distance north of Hobart, where the Tasmanian government was about to build a large bridge. Aaron noticed a small surface scatter of stone tools, indicating an old Aboriginal camp. Later that year the government agreed to a preliminary archaeological survey, which was conducted by Aaron and Tim Stone, a geomorphologist. The place was a levee, built by layers of silt left after floods over thousands of years. Aaron and Tim reasoned that if Aboriginal groups had camped on the levee in the distant past, much older campsites would be buried underneath. Work on the bridge, then still at an early stage, was paused for an assessment of the site’s heritage value.1


The Tasmanian Aboriginal Centre (TAC) employed a team of archaeologists led by Robert Paton to conduct the assessment. The levee measured around 600 metres long, 60 metres wide and up to 1 metre deep. Eight pits were dug, each a cubic metre in size, spaced evenly across the site. An average of around a hundred stone tools were recovered from each pit, suggesting the possibility of up to 2.5 million tools across the site. A method called optically stimulated luminescence, which calculates the last time sunlight fell on sand attached to the tools, was used to date the site. To the amazement of the researchers, preliminary results revealed that people first used the site some 40,000 years ago.2


The accuracy of dating methods of this sort is always provisional, especially where unexpected dates are produced. Paton’s report was assessed by three external reviewers, each of whom raised complex technical issues that led them to conclude that further work was needed before they could accept the accuracy of the provisional date.3 Paton and his team agreed that the date was provisional, agreed that further work was needed, and affirmed their belief that further work would confirm their preliminary conclusions. At the present time, 2024, the results remain provisional.


Three other Aboriginal campsites, one in the far north-east of Tasmania, one on the central plateau, and a third in the island’s south-west, have been dated at 40,000 years. A further five sites have been dated to 35,000–33,000 years ago. Three of those sites are in the same catchment as the Jordan River (Map 2). Two sites, Bone Cave and Nunamira Cave, are in the south-west, and the third is a rock shelter on the Shannon River in the central highlands. None of those dates is in dispute, and none of the sites is easily accessible from Tasmania’s major population centres.4


The provisional dates gave the lower Jordan site a deep symbolic significance. That significance deepened when the site’s more recent history was considered. A John Glover painting called Aborigines Dancing at Brighton was set on a levee that closely resembles the present-day levee and its surrounds. For at least the past 5,000 years, the surrounding country, now named the Brighton Plain, was a major Aboriginal hunting ground. In the early years of British occupation, the Brighton Plain was a place of resistance to the colonial invasion. Local people fought against invaders who slaughtered kangaroo and emu, abducted women and girls, and murdered Aboriginal men, women and children. The lower Jordan site, then, holds stories that range from the very distant past to the present. As Aaron Everett put it, the site is proof of prior Aboriginal ownership, and it provides ‘crucial and tangible links to the land for past, present and future generations of Aboriginal people.’5


The TAC suggested re-routing the bridge, and building an interpretation centre on the site, accessible to schools and the public, that would tell the long history of the site and the people who used it. The government, which had already spent close to $100 million on access roads, did not agree. In September 2009 the TAC established a protest camp on the levee. The old Aboriginal name, Kutalayna, was revived. Cultural activities involving community gatherings were held at the camp. Glover’s painting became a prominent symbol of Aboriginal connections with the site. Much work was done with the media and a short film of the campaign was made. The Tasmanian Heritage Council was asked to intervene, but a court ruling found that it had no jurisdiction in the matter. The Federal government was asked to intervene, and representations were made at an international level.6


In March 2010 the Tasmanian government announced a decision to extend the span of the bridge to 70 metres, at a further cost of $12 million, so that no pylons would be sunk into the levee. This plan was portrayed as a measure that would protect the integrity of the site. The protestors were asked to leave. Police were sent to arrest those who refused. In December 2010 the Federal government gave the site emergency heritage listing, but had no objection to the proposed bridge. The two governments, it seemed, had devised a way forward that could be spun as genuine protection of the site’s integrity. In March 2011 the protestors began holding public tours of the levee, but when it was clear that the bridge would proceed, a healing ceremony led by Jim Everett was held, after which the campsite was vacated.7


The fight for Kutalayna symbolises the historical experience of the First Tasmanians since the British invaded their country in the early nineteenth century and implemented a series of genocidal policies that aimed to eradicate all traces of Aboriginal culture and society. The people who lived on the island in the 1810s and 1820s struggled to maintain their land, their culture and their lives. The people exiled to offshore islands in the 1830s struggled for their dignity and their culture. For a century from the 1850s the Aboriginal community living on the Furneaux Islands in Bass Strait struggled for recognition of Aboriginal identity, for land rights and for self-determination. Since the 1970s the Aboriginal political movement has struggled for the right to be recognised as Aboriginal people, for the return of Aboriginal human remains held by Western museums, the return of land as reparation for historical injustices, reparation for the policy of forced child removal in the twentieth century, and the protection of Aboriginal heritage.8


While the fight for Kutalayna symbolises resistance to colonial indifference, it also demonstrates that Tasmania has a deep Aboriginal past. The legacy of trauma produced by two centuries of genocidal policies is a heavy burden, but it does not define the First Tasmanians. Kutalayna shows that the First Tasmanians continue to hold deep connections to country, culture and community, and it is those connections that define who they are.
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This book is a contribution to the emerging field of Australia’s deep past. Historians who study deep pasts take what French historian Fernand Braudel called la longue durée: a long view of the human past. In the Australian context, the long view rejects the artificial distinction between prehistory and history. It seeks to identify long-term trends and understand change over vast time frames, and to do this it draws evidence from a wide range of disciplines.9


The long view puts the Aboriginal experience at the centre of the Tasmanian story. Across a period of at least 40,000 years, the long view shows us that Tasmania is a multi-layered Aboriginal place. It shows the Tasmanian land-seascape as the product of ancient interactions between creation ancestors, nature and skilled land managers. It shows us a land and a people with deep ancestral pasts. We see more clearly how transformative events—an ice age or a foreign invasion—reshape, and fit into, long-term patterns. And we see more clearly that deeply embedded cultural beliefs and practices endure and evolve, despite the rupture of traumatic change.


The book is also intended as a contribution to Australia’s continuing process of truth-telling. In public discourse, truth-telling is usually applied to the period of British colonialism. That is a fundamental concern for truth-telling, but not the whole story. Until the early decades of the twentieth century, Western writers imagined a ladder of human evolution. Humans evolved from simple to complex forms. Civilised Europeans sat on the top rung. Hunter-gatherers, especially black hunter-gatherers, were Stone Age relics who had failed to progress beyond the lowest levels of humanity. The Tasmanians were the lowest of the low, stuck on the bottom rung of the ladder. They were marooned in a timeless space called prehistory that left them ill-equipped to survive the coming of civilised Europeans.


By the later decades of the twentieth century, major shifts in Western scholarship had occurred. The ladder of evolution was a racist fallacy. All peoples, irrespective of their skin colour and their mode of living, were fully modern humans and had been for at least 150,000 years. Their cultures differed, but all peoples had the same biology, the same anatomy, and the same ability to think, imagine, feel, understand and decide. Hunter-gatherers, whatever their skin colour, were fully modern humans living in a close interactive relationship with nature. They knew how to negotiate the constraints and opportunities thrown up by the momentous changes in climate, vegetation cover, and topography that occurred across the last 80,000 or so years. It was a matter of working out what to do in any given situation, how to manage constraints, how to take advantage of opportunities.


Despite this fundamental shift in understanding, conservative voices continued to portray the First Tasmanians as simple. Those voices need to be challenged. Across almost two centuries, the evolutionist fixation on demonstrating the ‘simplicity’ of Tasmanian people and culture portrayed the Old People as little more than caricatures, it distorted a wider understanding of the island’s human past, and it contributed to a legacy of intergenerational trauma for current generations of First Tasmanians. The Aboriginal past is a big, inspirational and extraordinary story of ingenuity and resilience, a 40,000–year story that extends from the deep past to the present time. It is a story that should be more widely known.
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The book has three parts: The Deep Past, Collective Aboriginal Life, and The Recent Past. The Deep Past chapters (1–4) offer a short history of Aboriginal settlement, land management and economy from around 40,000 years ago until the late eighteenth century. The chapters argue that the ancient Tasmanians were resilient, resourceful and organised people who successfully negotiated, for 40,000 years, the opportunities and constraints posed by environmental changes. During recent decades, researchers in the disciplines of archaeology, earth sciences, human evolution and historical linguistics have told aspects of that story in academic journals that rarely come to public notice. These chapters draw on that research.


The Collective Life chapters (5–19) offer a detailed portrait of the Aboriginal society, economy and culture destroyed by British invaders in the early nineteenth century. The sources used were generated by colonial writers, both French and British, often with information provided by Aboriginal people. Earlier studies based on those sources were embedded in evolutionist thinking. The Collective Life chapters use concepts and insights from Australian cultural anthropology, which is free from the evolutionist taint, to reinterpret the evidence. The chapters demonstrate that collective Aboriginal life in Tasmania was highly organised, deeply religious and culturally rich, and had much in common with that of mainland Australian Aboriginal peoples.


The Recent Past chapters are organised around four narratives used by Tasmanian Aboriginal activists, writers and artists to tell their truth of the recent past. The truth they tell is a complex and difficult one. A narrative of resistance, struggle and protest, which began in 1804 and continues in the present, is central to Aboriginal views of the recent past. The recurring genocidal policies that sought to wipe out all traces of collective Aboriginal life, and normalise colonial power and dominance, form another narrative. The emotional, psychological and social consequences of those policies are told as a narrative of collective trauma. Finally, the revitalisation of collective life in the past three decades is told as a narrative of resilience, change, and continuity with the deep ancestral past.
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Towards the end of the 1980s, the late Errol West accepted a position at the then Tasmanian State Institute of Technology in Launceston. A First Tasmanian man with a long and distinguished career as a senior administrator in Aboriginal education, Errol’s brief was to establish a Bachelor of Arts major in Aboriginal studies. In the mid-1980s I was a history student in Launceston, completing a degree that I had failed to finish in the late 1960s. In need of a researcher, Errol asked Tom Dunning, one of my history lecturers, for recommendations. Errol made contact, offered me work, I accepted, and in 1990 I made the transition from researcher to lecturer. Errol provided a detailed blueprint for the major, and the philosophy embedded in that blueprint has been my guide ever since.


For the following seventeen years I worked at Riawunna, the University of Tasmania’s centre for Aboriginal education. Three of the units I developed and taught in those years covered the ground that is traversed in this book, although the focus of my teaching was the past 200 years. In developing those units, I worked closely with Aboriginal colleagues and students, especially with Dr Patsy Cameron, historian and cultural practitioner, and Professor Greg Lehman, now an Indigenous research fellow at the University of Tasmania. Both Patsy and Greg have made major contributions to Aboriginal education and research in Tasmania.


In 2008 the Tasmanian government’s Aboriginal Education Services, which Greg then managed, asked me to contribute to a project to revise the Aboriginal studies curriculum offered in Tasmanian schools. Greg anticipated that the project might take ten years to complete. The initial plan proposed two main outcomes: text-based curriculum materials for schools, and a book for teachers and high school students. As the project developed, Aboriginal Education Services envisaged multimedia materials for a website accessible to both schools and the public. My main contribution to the multimedia materials was to research the long period of Aboriginal economy and society before the British invasion in 1804. Along the way, I would work with audiovisual professionals and specialist curriculum writers at Aboriginal Education Services, and I would use the research to write the book.


Writing the book was intellectually challenging, enormously enriching, and often arduous. Many times, I doubted my ability to finish. The support and encouragement of many people were vital to its completion. Staff members from Aboriginal Education Services, including Greg Lehman, Sonia Brown, Teresa Sainty, Vicki Nicholson, Nikki Brannigan, Richard Angus, Todd Sculthorpe and Tony Woodward, provided invaluable support and encouragement. Elaine Stratford, then head of the University of Tasmania’s School of Geography and Environmental Sciences, offered invaluable collegial support in the early stages of the project. Elaine’s colleague, First Tasmanian man Rob Anders, helped me get started with map-making. Working on web-based materials with Raef Saward, creative director at DCNSTRCT in Hobart, was a revelation, and encouraged me to clarify my understanding of many topics.


Several academic colleagues with longstanding expertise in their fields read drafts of chapters. Their feedback helped me minimise misinterpretation and improve the accessibility of the writing. They include Dr Julie Gough, Trawlwoolway artist, writer and curator; Richard Cosgrove, professor of archaeology at La Trobe University and the leading scholar in Tasmanian Aboriginal archaeology; Ian Keen, emeritus professor of anthropology at the Australian National University; Roslynn Haynes, adjunct professor in the School of Arts and Media at the University of New South Wales; Professor Lyndall Ryan, author of Tasmanian Aborigines: A History since 1803 (2012); and Greg Lehman. My thanks to you all.


My work in Aboriginal education was inspired by many First Tasmanian people with a deep commitment to education. They include Errol West, Greg Lehman, Patsy Cameron, Julie Gough, Dyan Summers, Ronnie Summers, Jim Everett, Rick Maynard, maikutena Vicki-Laine Green, Molly Mallett, Phyllis Pitchford, Wendy Aitken, Jo James, Darlene Mansell, Deb Brown, Dave Warrener, Rob Anders, Rodney Dillon, Zoe Rimmer, Tony Brown, Emma Lee, Nindarra Wheatley, Dave Gough, Melissa West and Nunami Sculthorpe-Green. To you all I offer my deep respect and gratitude.


To the many scholars whose published works both inspired me and made this book possible, I thank you all. My thanks are also due to the dedicated people at Melbourne University Publishing who worked on the book. Editorial coordinator Duncan Fardon was instrumental in moving the manuscript through the extended assessment stage. Recently appointed publisher Foong Ling Kong enthusiastically embraced the project and made valuable suggestions about the book’s organisation. Senior editor Catherine McInnis ensured the production process ran smoothly, and Belinda Nemec brought to the book her considerable copyediting skills.


Finally, I offer heartfelt thanks to my family and friends for their support and for listening when I felt the need to talk. And particularly to my wife, Sue Chaston, who understood my need for solitude and offered me endless encouragement and care, I thank you.





PART I


The Deep Past


The core evidence for writing the deep Aboriginal past comes from the work of archaeologists. Fragments of animal bones, stone tools and charcoal excavated from ancient campsites provide direct evidence of human activity. Archaeologists use their techniques to trace movements of people, land settlement patterns, and trends in resource use. They accept that their conclusions will be challenged by future researchers using future methods. In this sense, archaeological knowledge is a continuing dialogue between researchers, archaeological evidence and evolving methods, with the consequence that the findings of archaeology change over time.1


In the 1950s Australian archaeologists believed that Aboriginal societies were stagnant. The capacity of Aboriginal societies to ‘progress’, it was thought, was impeded by their isolation from the rest of the world and by the ancient beliefs and traditions that anthropologists had identified as central to the Aboriginal worldview. They were a primitive people marooned in a timeless vacuum called prehistory, with little variation in culture, economy or society across the continent. Their economy was portrayed as little more than a constant search for food, a never-ending struggle for survival. People were akin to autumn leaves blown about in a howling gale, unable to resist the forces of nature that determined their fate.2


By the 1980s major shifts had occurred in archaeological thinking. Research by archaeologists and anthropologists had shown that, across the continent, Aboriginal relations with the natural world were complex, dynamic and diverse. The respect for ancient beliefs and traditions was a strength, not a weakness. There was considerable regional variation in language, economy and social relations. Above all, nature did not simply determine how Aboriginal hunter-gatherers lived. Rather, regional groups developed economies that responded to local or regional resources and conditions.3


These shifts in understanding were also influenced by leading international scholars who had introduced the concept of human agency. In their relations with the environment, both natural and cultural, people are active agents, not passive objects. They act, or exercise their agency, within the framework of their social organisation, their cultural practices, their values and their beliefs. The framework functions as a cultural filter or lens through which all human actions pass. By the 1980s archaeologists were in broad agreement: hunter-gatherers actively devised responses to evolving circumstances, and their actions always passed through a cultural filter.4


Australian archaeologist Harry Lourandos was a leading proponent of this shift. In his 1997 book Continent of Hunter-Gatherers, Lourandos argued that nature operated as a constraint on people’s economic options and offered opportunities for change and innovation. Aboriginal people, he argued, looked through their cultural lens and actively negotiated those constraints and opportunities. This was a symbiotic relationship in which nature and people existed together and interacted with each other. People were not simply forced by environmental factors to take certain actions; that view denies them their agency. It was a matter of working out what to do in any given situation, how to survive constraints, how to take advantage of opportunities.5 This is the view I also take in Part I of this book.


[image: image]


Some archaeologists refer to the Aboriginal past before the British invasion as prehistory. From an historian’s perspective, the idea of prehistory is a relic from the colonial past. As historian Bain Attwood has argued, the idea of prehistory was complicit in the belief that Aboriginal people were Stone Age primitives, unable to adapt to the modern world.6 Further, the notion of prehistory supposes that ‘history’ began on the Australian continent when the British invaders first set foot on Aboriginal country. No Aboriginal person I know makes a distinction between history and prehistory. They know that they and their ancestors have a deep past, when measured in Western time, that stretches back at least 40,000 years.





CHAPTER 1


The Coming of the First Tasmanians


Aboriginal people from Tasmania’s east coast told a story of their ancestors coming from ‘a far country’: that ‘they came here on land, [and] that the sea was subsequently formed’. The story was told in the early 1830s to George Augustus Robinson, who held the post of ‘Protector of Aboriginals’. In 1798 George Bass and Matthew Flinders had ‘discovered’ that the island was an island. Western science had no idea that it had once been joined to mainland Australia; the Aboriginal people, it was thought, must have come by boat. In a moment of uncharacteristic insight, Robinson claimed: ‘there is little doubt in my mind’ that people crossed from Wilson’s Promontory and ‘thence across the Straits to Cape Portland’ and he thought ‘that for aught we know VDL [Van Diemen’s Land] might at an early period have been joined to NH [New Holland] in which case the tradition would be true’.1


Modern Humans


Scientists now know that the people who left Africa 80,000 years ago were fully modern humans. Those people had the mental capacity to acquire knowledge, develop plans, solve problems, and care for themselves and their children. But the colonial writers who until late in the twentieth century shaped Western perceptions of the First Tasmanians knew none of this. They believed that some humans were mentally simple, whereas others were mentally complex. Hunter-gatherers, they thought, were simple, and the Tasmanians were the simplest of all. Civilised Europeans, by contrast, were complex; they were at the most advanced stage, just a step away from divinity. Technology was cited as evidence for this claim. Technology, they thought, was the most important measure of human evolution from simple to complex forms: complex technology—such as ships, ploughs and weapons of war—revealed advanced intelligence; simple technology—such as wooden spears and stone tools—revealed simple minds.2


By the mid-1800s the story had taken an ominous turn. It was claimed that people with black skin were inherently inferior to those with white skin; black people, it was claimed, were biologically unable to evolve to a ‘higher’ form of human. Here we see an illustration of beliefs about white supremacy: whites were biologically, morally and intellectually superior to blacks. For the colonial ‘scientists’, and colonial society at large, this was fact.3


These views were used to justify the colonial destruction of Aboriginal society and culture; they were used to justify the oppression of the few who survived the onslaught, and they continued to dominate Western perceptions of Tasmanian Aboriginal people until late into the twentieth century. Those views had no scientific basis. The science involved was simple. The story of modern humans told by scholars in the twenty-first century has left the colonial story in tatters.
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According to evolutionary biologists, modern humans and present-day African primates evolved from a common ancestral species. Fossil records suggest that the common species lived in the equatorial region of central Africa, near present-day Kenya, well before 7 million years ago. The climate had long been warm and wet; much of Africa was clothed in evergreen broad-leaved forests. The common ancestor was a species of primate; it walked on four legs and was skilled at climbing trees. The period around 7 million years ago was characterised by major global climate changes: conditions became more seasonal, winters became colder. When climate cools, forests lose their dominance to a mixture of woodlands, shrublands and grasslands. The result is what ecologists call a mosaic effect: areas of forest cover are broken up so that the various vegetation communities grow side by side. Mosaic habitats are suited to an increased diversity of mammals and birdlife, and scientists believe that the changed conditions stimulated novel adaptations in many mammals, including our common ancestral species.4


One major adaptation involved bipedalism—the ability to walk on two legs. The common ancestor was comfortable climbing trees but poorly suited to travelling long distances. The changing vegetation patterns suited creatures that could walk longer distances. The common ancestor remained living in forested areas; its descendants—chimpanzees, bonobos and gorillas—still live there today. But some individuals from the community of this ancestor took to more open country, and over several million years their descendants developed the muscles and skeletal structure needed to walk longer distances on two legs. At first they walked leaning forwards, but eventually stood upright. By 2.5 million years ago, the first humans, or hominins, known as Homo habilis, had emerged. Homo habilis was distinguished by the ability to stride, to walk quickly with long steps over longer distances. This was a significant adaptation on the road to becoming modern humans, Homo sapiens. It meant that Homo habilis could move into new territories as they became available. Homo habilis subsequently evolved through at least ten further hominin species, eventually culminating, sometime between 300,000 and 150,000 years ago, in Homo sapiens.5


The emergence of Homo habilis coincided with the beginning of the Pleistocene, a long period of global cooling that lasted from 2.5 million until 12,000 years ago. Through most of that period, the global climate was several degrees colder than now, but it also moved between successive peaks and troughs. Evidence from cores drilled into the ocean bed shows that during the Pleistocene the planet had at least seventeen extended periods of intense cold, in which ice sheets and glaciers covered large areas of Europe, America, Antarctica, the Himalayas and Australia’s Great Dividing Range. Each period of intense cold was followed by a short period, sometimes of 10–15,000 years, when conditions were warmer and wetter; scientists think that Homo sapiens first appeared during one of those warmer peaks.6


The story of human evolution is far more complex than the story told by colonial scientists. Humans did evolve from less to more complex beings, but the ‘simple’ humans had long disappeared by the time Europeans began to invade and colonise the worlds of hunter-gatherers, some 600 years ago.
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The question for scientists now is: ‘when and where did our common ancestors first start behaving in ways similar to ourselves?’7 Until recently, scientists thought that the modern human brain, with its capacity for abstract thought, social organisation and symbolic representation, emerged in a rush about 40,000 years ago.8 This mental rush, the so-called Palaeolithic Revolution, was the result of a ‘neural transformation of the brain’ that enabled ‘more effective transmission of information through heightened social interaction and probably more complex language development’. The idea of the mental rush was based not on biological research but on a series of archaeological finds, including the manufacture of stone blades and bone tools that could be made only by people with a high level of skill. Material evidence of burials, grave goods, funerals and symbolic art from Europe from around 45,000–40,000 years ago supported the view that a mental rush had occurred, and at that time.9


Research conducted by archaeologists and evolutionary biologists during the past decade has challenged the idea of a sudden rush. There is general agreement that a ‘neural transformation’ that affected all humans did occur, but when it occurred, and how long the transformation took, are now less certain. One line of evidence relates to the use of personal adornments, such as shell necklaces.


In the early 2000s a group of researchers led by Christopher Henshilwood, an archaeologist at the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, found forty-one tiny mollusc shells at Blombos Cave, on the coast of southern Africa. It appeared that the shells had been selected for size and strung for human use, perhaps as bracelets or necklaces, just like the shell necklaces still made by Tasmanian Aboriginal women (see Chapter 9). Each of the shells found at Blombos had holes made by bone points and wear-marks in similar positions, and they were buried in a layer of sediment dated to 75,000 years ago. Traces of red ochre on the shells suggested that either the shells themselves or the surfaces against which they were worn—most likely human skin—had been coated with ochre. The people at Blombos, in other words, were doing what humans still do: they were imagining, making and wearing personal adornments.


Scientists including biologists, anthropologists, archaeologists and linguists regard personal adornments as clear evidence of ‘symbolically mediated modern behaviour’. Behaviour of this sort occurs, for instance, when individuals understand that the adornments they make and wear, such as necklaces, have known meanings that symbolise ‘collectively shared beliefs’. This means, according to Henshilwood and his colleagues, that at least 75,000 years ago:




people were able to use the artefacts that they made to organise (mediate) their social world in much the same way as we do today. Within each group of people artefacts may have had meanings that were understood only within that group. An example is the design of a bead necklace which may have carried a specific meaning that was not understood by people who were not a part of that group.10





The researchers suggested that once this behaviour was adopted, human communication strategies rapidly shifted and led to ‘the transmission of individual and widely shared cultural values—traits that typify our own behaviour’.11


Henshilwood and his colleagues returned to Blombos Cave in 2008. They uncovered an ochre-processing workshop containing two abalone shells that held a mixture of powdered ochre, heated and crushed mammal bones, traces of charcoal, and an unidentified liquid. Possible uses for the compound included decoration, painting or skin protection. The abalone shells were found with a toolkit that included animal bones, probably for stirring, and grindstones and hammerstones for working ochre and bone, all materials like those used by Tasmanian and mainland Australian Aboriginal peoples. The materials at Blombos were dated at roughly 100,000 years old. This led Henshilwood and his colleagues to argue that humans at the time were capable of complex cognitive processes, including the capacity to plan, source, produce and store a pigmented compound that required an elementary knowledge of chemistry, and the ability for long-term planning.12
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Support for Henshilwood’s argument was recently provided by evolutionary biologists. After examining the evolution of genetic and physical variation among modern humans in Africa, they argued that the capacity for complex cognitive processes was evident at least 80,000 years ago, and their research findings suggested that complex cognitive processes developed gradually, probably involving numerous episodes of sudden change over tens of thousands of years, rather than one sudden rush. One of those changes may have occurred around the time that a group of people from central east Africa decided to undertake a journey into the unknown. Evidence suggests that those people and their descendants walked to the Bab-el-Mandeb Strait, a narrow strip of water at the mouth of the Red Sea, and crossed over to what is now Yemen, to the south of Saudi Arabia. From there, their descendants turned south-east along the coast of India, walked on to what is now South-East Asia, then island-hopped on watercraft to what is now Arnhem Land in northern Australia.13


According to recent Australian research led by Michael Bird, the first people to arrive in northern Australia made many sea crossings from South-East Asia, probably through Sulawesi and New Guinea. The length of those crossings ranged from a few to a hundred kilometres. The longer distances required several days on the open sea; food, drinking water and a seaworthy vessel of some description would be needed. Such journeys were more likely to succeed if attempted when wind and the direction of currents were favourable. The researchers concluded that the people who island-hopped had the capacity to plan and make open-sea voyages lasting several days by at least 50,000 years ago—again, behaviour that is typical of humans today.14


Modern humans, Homo sapiens, evolved through numerous adaptations over several million years. Well before the initial migration of Homo sapiens out of Africa, modern humans had the capacity to learn, think and organise themselves. The differences in culture and technology that subsequently emerged as the world was peopled reflected the capacity of humans to adapt to changing environmental and historical circumstances, not inherent biological or racial differences.


Tasmania’s First Settlers


When the ancestors of the First Tasmanians walked out of Africa around 80,000 years ago, the global climate was cooler than now and the sea level roughly 70 metres lower.15 Their descendants arrived in northern Australia sometime after 65,000 years ago. By 44,000 years ago, the descendants of Australia’s first settlers had reached a place now called Lake Tyrell, in Victoria’s north-west.16 The first modern humans arrived in Tasmania sometime around 41,000 years ago. That arrival was the culmination of one of the great journeys in the history of human exploration.
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Table 1: Sea-level history over the last 140,000 years. The land bridge appeared when the sea was around 65 metres below today’s level.17


While the First Australians explored the continent, gradually moving south, temperatures continued to fall. As temperatures fell, so too did sea levels. The changing sea levels can be read as indicators of relative temperature levels: the lower the sea level, the colder the land temperature (see Plate 4). By around 40,000 years ago, the sea level in southern Australia was some 65 metres below today’s. At that level, researchers suggest, present-day Tasmania was joined to continental Australia by an isthmus. The last section to be exposed was just south of Wilson’s Promontory, the most southerly part of present-day Victoria. At first the isthmus was relatively narrow; it ran in an arc roughly north–south across the eastern end of Bass Strait, between Wilson’s Promontory and the north-east corner of present-day Tasmania.18


Sometime after the isthmus was formed, a small group of people saw an opportunity to explore the newly accessible country to the south. The isthmus became what biogeographers call a land bridge, or a crossing place, which people, plants and animals crossed to settle new places. Given that hunter-gatherers typically lived in family groups, it seems likely the first travellers consisted of families, perhaps extended families. It is also likely that more than a single group made the crossing, since scientists suggest that the maintenance of genetic vigour in a small population for thousands of years would require a minimum of around 500 people.19


It seems reasonable to assume that the very first group to make the crossing was significantly smaller than 500; finding food for that many people on the move would have been difficult. Researchers from James Cook University believe that the initial peopling of northern Australia had required at least 1,300 people, to avoid deterioration of DNA to the point of extinction. That number would not have arrived as a single group but as a number of smaller groups, probably over several centuries.20 It seems likely that something similar occurred in the peopling of Tasmania.


Whatever the numbers, the journey was possible because falling sea levels had exposed a crossing. The weather was cool and relatively dry, the vegetation cover was mostly grass and root plants, and there were few trees. Foods consumed included wallaby, eggs, seafoods and the edible roots of native daisies.21 Those environmental factors influenced—but did not determine—the decision to travel. Some opportunities might be exploited, others not, according to the assessments people made. And, as we have seen, humans were capable of such assessments at the time. Whatever the reason—food shortages, conflict with another group, a sense of adventure, human curiosity, the foresight of a visionary individual, the belief that creation ancestors had provided the route—the opportunity was taken.


Most likely, the route or routes taken were along the coastal fringes, where both land and water foods could be found. By sometime around 41,000 years ago, the First Tasmanians had reached what is now called Lungtalanana (Clarke Island), south of Flinders Island. In 2017 a group of researchers, including University of Tasmania scientist David Bowman and Aboriginal land and heritage worker Andry Sculthorpe from the Tasmanian Aboriginal Centre, concluded that pollen taken from an old swamp was evidence of frequent low-intensity burning from that time and that could only be the result of human activity.22


No one knows if more than one wave of migration occurred. It was certainly possible. Apart from a brief mild and wet period around 35,000 years ago, the downward trajectory of temperature, rainfall and sea level continued until 19,000 years ago. Sometime after 30,000 years ago, a second route, from south-western Victoria to north-west Tasmania, was exposed.23 By 25,000 years ago the world’s most recent ice age was nearing its coldest millennia. By that time, the sea level was some 140 metres below the present level. What began as a narrow isthmus to the south of Wilson’s Promontory was by then a vast plain, wider than the present-day island of Tasmania. A large inland freshwater lake sat roughly in the middle, and the plain’s highest point was on Flinders Island, about 800 metres above sea level.24 From 19,000 years ago, temperatures and sea levels gradually rose, and the plain was slowly flooded, although Tasmania remained connected to continental Australia until some 14,000 years ago.25


So for nearly 30,000 years it was physically possible for people to take one of at least three routes across the plain: an eastern route, a western route, and a central route along the shores of the inland lake. Archaeological evidence recovered from islands in both western and eastern Bass Strait demonstrates that people lived in both areas for varying periods between 27,000 and 10,000 years ago. On the eastern side of the plain, on what is now Prime Seal Island, Mannalargenna Cave was used as a domestic site from about 27,000 to 10,000 years ago; the period of heaviest use was between 18,000 and 15,000 years ago. Beeton Rock Shelter, located nearby on what is now Badger Island, was also a domestic site from 27,000 to 10,000 years ago, with the period of heaviest use around 18,000 years ago.26 On the western side of the plain, Cave Bay Cave on Hunter Island was used between 27,000 and 18,000 years ago.27 The discovery of human remains, dated at 14,000 years ago, on what is now King Island, indicates that people lived there.28


None of this proves that more than one wave of people migrated, but the most intensive period of use of both Mannalargenna Cave and the Beeton Rock Shelter, 18,000–15,000 years ago, coincided with two factors. First, recent climate research shows that from around 18,000 to 15,000 years ago (and again from 12,000 years ago) temperate Australia’s climate was influenced by significant melting of the Antarctic ice sheets. Surface sea temperatures in the Southern Ocean and atmospheric carbon dioxide both rose during those three millennia, as did sea levels. Conditions in Australia’s temperate region gradually became warmer and wetter, and food sources most likely increased.29 Second, a global migration surge accompanied that warming, raising the possibility of further migration into Tasmania, an increase in local population levels, or both.30


The field of historical linguistics, in which scholars study the intersections of migration patterns, language distribution and archaeological evidence in the deep past, offers support for the possibility that more than one crossing occurred. These scholars argue that populations had permanently settled all habitable continents by around 30,000 years ago. They suggest that the presence of ancient languages in a region indicates different migration groups. North American historian Patrick Manning, for instance, has suggested that the languages spoken by the descendants of pre–Ice Age explorers across the world ‘give us strong evidence of their ancestral migrations’.31


The European colonists who in the early nineteenth century compiled lists of Tasmanian Aboriginal words believed that the Tasmanians spoke four separate languages. Claire Bowern, an Australian linguist based at Yale University, recently analysed all collected words (around 3,400) using several specialised software programs. Bowern confirmed that four original Tasmanian languages were probably present, and that each of the four had evolved two or three separate but related languages to a total of twelve by the early nineteenth century (see Chapter 8).32 Historical linguistics and the colonial language evidence, then, together suggest that up to four migration waves might have occurred—but again do not prove that they did. It seems just as possible that regular journeys in and out of what are now Tasmania, Victoria and South Australia may have occurred.


Irrespective of the number of migrations, the journey of people into what is now Tasmania at least 41,000 years ago is a remarkable story. It was a defining event in the history of human exploration, an exploration to and settlement of the most southerly land on the then Australian continent, undertaken by generations of men, women and children, on foot over long tracts of country under difficult conditions, a journey into the unknown—built on planning, courage, curiosity, resilience and high-level subsistence skills.





CHAPTER 2


Negotiating the Ice Age


In 1977 a caver from Sydney called Kevin Kiernan took a rafting trip down Tasmania’s Franklin River. On a steep bank upstream from the Gordon River, Kiernan stumbled across what is now called Kutikina Cave. Four years later Kiernan returned with conservationists Bob Brown and Bob Burton. They entered the cave, which is shaped ‘like a huge, curved shell’ and extends some 170 metres into the limestone bank, and ‘were amazed to find a sea of stone artefacts and ashy hearths extending into the dark’.1


At the time, Tasmania’s Hydro-Electric Commission, which had flooded the original Lake Pedder a few years earlier, was preparing to build a dam on the lower Gordon River that would flood much of the Franklin River, including Kutikina. This created an urgency to search for and document other sites. Soon afterwards, archaeologists from the Australian National University, the Australian Heritage Commission, La Trobe University and the Tasmanian National Parks and Wildlife Service undertook a concentrated search for evidence of early Aboriginal occupation in south-west Tasmania. Twenty limestone caves with clear evidence of human use were found. The oldest is now dated at around 40,000 years. With subsequent field trips the number of known sites of Aboriginal occupation grew to more than fifty. Material collected from those sites has yielded some 140 radiocarbon dates confirming up to 40,000 years of Aboriginal settlement of the region.2


The bulk of the south-west sites were in limestone or dolomite caves. Three were in rock shelters, two in the open, and two where evidence suggested burning by humans had occurred. Apart from several sites on the north-east coastal plain (now submerged), the central highlands, and the lower Jordan River, the sites were concentrated in or close to the south-west. Most were domestic sites, used for food preparation, eating and shelter. Two sites, the Darwin Crater and another in the Ragged Range where a sedimentary rock called chert was quarried, provided raw materials for crafting tools. There were also at least four south-west caves in which people produced symbolic art.3


According to Richard Cosgrove, a Tasmanian archaeologist at La Trobe University in Melbourne, the south-west sites demonstrated ‘a level of richness, distribution and variability’ not seen elsewhere in Australia. For the period of the Late Pleistocene, from about 40,000 to 12,000 years ago, the deposits of charcoal, stone tools and bone fragments compared favourably with the densities of deposits found for the same period in France, Spain and Russia. This suggested that population densities (the ratio of people to an area of land) in south-west Tasmania and Europe were similar. For archaeologists, this meant the sites were a priceless resource for the study of Ice Age human societies.4


For the TAC and its members, Kutikina quickly became a sacred place. The organisation and its members, in an uneasy alliance with the Tasmanian Wilderness Society, joined the 1982–83 Franklin River campaign to prevent its destruction. The site was a major factor in the decision of Australia’s High Court to prevent construction of the proposed dam, and a major reason for the inclusion of south-west Tasmania on the UNESCO World Heritage List.5


Land-Settlement Patterns


The land-settlement patterns described here are very long-term trends, based on analysed fragments of bone, stone and charcoal left by hundreds of generations of people and collected by archaeologists from a relatively small number of sites. The locations of the sites and the collected fragments allow archaeologists to construct apparent settlement patterns. Human settlement of Tasmania began around 41,000 years ago. Settlement expanded from 35,000 to 33,000 years ago during a brief warm period, it intensified in south-west river valleys from 23,000 years ago at the height of the Ice Age, and a period of expansion followed a very gradual warming from around 19,000 years ago.
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Map 1: Settlement expansion, from 41,000 to 11,000 years ago.


Base map: Robert J Anders, 2011. Data: author, 2022.
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Map 2: Living sites from 41,000 to 11,000 years ago.


Base map: Robert J Anders, 2011. Data: author, 2024.


The earliest sites suggest that people quickly explored much of the land mass. Pollen samples taken from a small lake on Lungtalanana suggest that frequent low-intensity burning began there 41,000 years ago.6 Both Warreen Cave, at the head of the Maxwell River in the south-west, and Parmerpar Meethaner, a rock shelter in the central highlands at the head of the Forth River, were first used around 40,000 years ago.7 The camp on the lower Jordan River near present-day Brighton may be of similar antiquity.8 Charcoal samples taken from fossilised vegetation fragments at a site on Melaleuca Inlet, in the far south-west, suggested burning by people around 38,000 years ago.9


Warmer conditions from around 35,000 years ago encouraged an expansion of settlement. At least seven new sites were established. Domestic sites were established in the upper reaches of the Gordon, Derwent and Huon river systems. A rock shelter called ORS7, located above the Shannon River on the eastern rim of the central highlands, came into use. Several factors may have contributed to the expansion: the warmer temperatures, game increases and human population growth.10 As conditions cooled around 32,000 years ago, people began collecting pieces of glass from Darwin Crater, in the King River valley, and using them as cutting and scraping tools. The glass fragments were formed around 860,000 years earlier when a meteorite landed in the area.11


From around 27,000 years ago, the cooling intensified. Temperatures continued to decline, rainfall and forest cover decreased, sea levels continued to fall, grassland cover increased, glaciers began forming above 900 metres, and the supply of game, especially the staple wallaby, may have decreased. By 23,000 years ago the Ice Age was in full swing. Temperatures averaged 5–6 °C below today’s, and sea levels were as much as 140 metres lower.12 People living in or near the south-west of Tasmania made a crucial shift in their settlement patterns at this time. Higher-altitude locations were less attractive in the colder part of the year and people responded by limiting their use of those camps to the summer months, establishing new camps in riverine valleys at lower altitudes where conditions were less severe. Kutikina Cave and Deenareena Cave, both 40 metres above present sea level (elevation), and both on the banks of the Franklin River, came into use around 23,000 years ago. A new camp known as Mackintosh 90/1 (250 metres elevation) was set up further north on the upper reaches of the Pieman River around 23,000 years ago. Around the same time, a cluster of three new sites came into use, close to the natural tool supply at the Darwin Crater, in the Nelson–King River catchment.13


In the upper Florentine region, Bone and Nunamira Caves, both about 400 metres elevation, were used less from 23,000 years ago, probably only in the warmer part of the year. At the same time, a cluster of three new camps, including Mara Kominya, was set up downstream from Nunamira, on the Florentine River. These lower, more protected locations offered warmer shelter, a predictable water supply and a more stable ecosystem.14


The glaciers had reached their maximum size around 20,000 years ago and covered about a thousand square kilometres of the island’s high country. Forests had retreated to protected niches; hardy grasses, daisies and heaths clothed the land; and the availability of prey, especially the staple wallaby, may have further decreased.15 On a winter’s night in present-day Hobart, with the temperature hovering at 1 °C, it is hard to imagine the resilience and ingenuity of the people who lived through the peak of the Ice Age, but live through it they did.


The adjustment of settlement patterns during the Ice Age to make greater use of more protected locations, called refugia by scientists, happened across the world. In Australia, eleven major refugia were established. Refugia were essential to enabling people everywhere to live through the Ice Age. Scientists are now suggesting that, during the Ice Age, populations in Australia may have declined by as much as 50 per cent. From an estimated population of around 20,000, the Aboriginal population may have declined to perhaps 10,000 people. If those figures are even vaguely accurate, Tasmania’s Ice Age population was small.16 Given that demographers estimate the minimum number of people that a population would need to maintain reproductive viability is about 500, the Tasmanians most likely practised some form of managed marriage throughout the Ice Age.17


Based on this evidence, the first Tasmanians, like people across the planet, assessed conditions and decided that if they were to survive, they had to make changes. As the full force of the Ice Age hit, they established new camps inside caves at lower altitudes and restricted their use of higher-altitude sites to the warmer months of the year. This was a critical adjustment in the process of sustainable resource management: river valley refuges were established, but people were not wholly confined to them. The refuges were sanctuaries in the long, hard winters, but people continued to venture out to higher ground in the warmer times of the year.


As the climate moderated from around 19,000 years ago, and the ice sheets began to melt, people sought new resource habitats at higher elevations. One place they found them was at Condominium Cliffs, about 600 metres above sea level on the upper reaches of the Denison River, where seven long-term rock shelter campsites were established. Condominium Cliffs was a short distance northeast of Warreen Cave, in the Maxwell River valley, and overlooked extensive grassy plains to the north and north-east.18 Around the same time, more intensive use was made of existing low-altitude sites, including Warreen, Kutikina and Deenareena Caves, and existing sites in the upper Florentine and Pieman rivers were also used more intensively.19 The expansion into new areas combined with the more intensive use of existing sites suggests that the populations of both people and game had begun to increase.20


The post–Ice Age expansion was accompanied by another major change: the domestic cave shelters that had given refuge during the Ice Age were gradually abandoned. Kutikina was abandoned around 15,000 years ago, Bone Cave around 13,000 years ago, and Nunamira around 11,000. People’s precise reasons for abandoning the caves cannot be known, but are likely to be associated with changes in climate. The warmer, wetter conditions encouraged rainforests to spread into the open buttongrass country, and this likely made some areas less suitable for wallaby, the staple food.21


It seems likely, too, that the caves became less habitable. As conditions became wetter and warmer, a white, pasty substance slowly covered cave floors and walls. Called moon-milk by scientists, the substance derives from limestone and consists of fine crystals made of carbonate materials. Probably formed by bacterial action, its appearance coincided with the increased moisture levels after the Ice Age ended. In some Tasmanian caves, moon-milk eventually formed a thick surface layer (10–13 centimetres) on the floor that prevented subsequent disturbance of hearths and animal remains until archaeologists excavated them in the late twentieth century.22


Overall, the evidence suggests that Ice Age Tasmanians living in or near the south-west recognised opportunities to expand their hunting and gathering range, but they also understood that at times constraints limited where they could comfortably subsist. They responded to the Ice Age constraints by establishing refugia in river valleys, and, when conditions eased after the Ice Age ended, took the opportunity to expand their settlements into new areas.


The understandable focus on the south-west has meant that researchers have paid less attention to settlement patterns on the now-flooded plain that joined the continent to the southern island during this 30,000–year period. The country, which scientists call the Bass Plain, was mostly treeless, grassy plains exposed to cold southerly winds. During the depth of the Ice Age the plains surrounded a huge freshwater lake, which provided habitat for birdlife. There were smaller lakes close to the current Furneaux and Hunter islands and two ocean coastlines. Mannalargenna Cave and Beeton Rock Shelter, both in what are now the Furneaux Islands, were first used around 27,000 years ago, but only lightly until about 18,000 years ago, when conditions began to warm. Foods consumed at the sites were a variety of shellfish, emu eggs, wallaby and forester kangaroo.23


On the western side of the plains country, on what is now Hunter Island, people began using Cave Bay Cave, also around 27,000 years ago.24 Deposits in the cave included stone tools, bone points and the burnt and smashed bones of various land mammals, especially red-necked wallaby, all embedded in a 3-metre-thick layer of ash and charcoal that had built up across the millennia.25 The initial occupation dates of those three sites, the obvious range of food sources, and the evidence of systematic burning on nearby Clarke Island together raise the possibility that people had lived on parts of the plain for the previous 13,000 years. The combination of the gathering Ice Age and the exposed environment, it seems, prompted those people, like those in the south-west, to also establish Ice Age refugia.


There is also the question of river valleys and coastal resources. Harry Lourandos suggested that over the 30,000–year period people likely made seasonal journeys along river valleys to coastal sites. His hypothesis cannot be tested, because any coastal sites were flooded by rising seas. There is, nevertheless, both theoretical and circumstantial evidence for coastal use. By 38,000 years ago the first Tasmanians had settled the headlands of at least four of the island’s river systems, all of which led to the coast. The Derwent River system, which included the Ouse and Jordan rivers, stretched to the south-east. The Gordon system, which included the Maxwell and Franklin rivers, went westward to the coast. The Old River and its tributaries flowed from inland south-west to Bathurst Harbour in the far south-west, and the Forth River system drained the central highlands to the north coast.26 During the past 10,000 years, people made regular journeys along river valleys from inland to coastal locations, and there is no reason to suppose similar journeys were not made during earlier millennia.


Ice Age Hunting Strategies


Fascinating insights into Aboriginal hunting practices, especially in the Ice Age refugia, have been proposed by the principal archaeologists working in this field, Richard Cosgrove and Jillian Garvey. Cosgrove had established in the 1990s that the staple prey food during the Ice Age was the rednecked wallaby. These animals grazed on a mosaic of small grassland patches that were surrounded by larger areas of heaths and shrubs. The mosaic suited the browse-and-graze habits of wallaby, which browsed alone in non-grassed habitats but congregated together on grassy patches for the bulk of their food. With a small grazing range of 15–20 hectares, they were effectively tethered to the small grassy patches, making them ideal prey for hunters. This scenario involved hunters moving between clumped and predictable resources, killing wallabies, probably by encounter and intercept methods using spears and waddies, then butchering, cooking and eating them in nearby caves.27


In the mid-2000s, Cosgrove, Garvey and their colleague Anne Pike–Tay conducted research using animal remains from four refugia caves: Warreen, Kutikina, Bone and Nunamira. This research produced a range of findings. At least 90 per cent of the prey butchered at the sites was wallaby. People ate the meat from the rear and front legs, and the marrow from the leg bones, which were systematically burnt and broken apart. The meat provided protein, while the marrow acted as a carbohydrate to help digestion. The second most common food was the highly nutritious brain of wombat.28


Detailed scientific analysis of the lower jaws, including the teeth, of 130 individual wallabies suggested that only a few animals were butchered at each site on any visit. This implied a highly productive hunting system: visits to individual sites were brief, and smaller prey that returned less value for effort was mostly bypassed.29
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Wallabies and wombats were staple foods in south-west Tasmania during the Ice Age.


Illustrations by Peter Gouldthorpe, 2024. Reproduced courtesy of the artist.


The sites were used on a seasonal basis. At Warreen and Kutikina, 93 per cent of wallaby were taken in the colder half of the year—autumn, winter and spring. The remaining 7 per cent were taken between early summer and early autumn. In the coldest part of the year, when the temperature was around minus 15 °C, most of the kills were butchered at Kutikina, the site closest to sea level (40 metres) and probably marginally warmer than Warreen (215 metres). Both caves were therefore used in all seasons, but with an emphasis on the colder months.30


In summer, when temperatures were marginally higher, hunters moved to more elevated sites—around 400 metres above sea level. At Bone and Nunamira, 100 per cent of kills occurred between early spring and late summer. This strategy relieved pressure on wallaby numbers at the lower altitudes. These arrangements were not hit and miss; they were organised. Individual hunters, probably lead hunters, made decisions about when to move to higher sites, how many wallabies to kill at any one site, and when to move to the next site.31


Decisions were also made about the age at which individual wallabies were killed. At each of the three major sites—Warreen, Kutikina and Bone—the age-of-death profile of the animals was different, suggesting that strategies differed between sites. At Bone Cave, 45 per cent of wallabies taken were younger animals, a rate that would wipe out the wallaby population if applied at all hunting sites. Warreen had a relatively even profile across the age range, with 36 per cent of animals hunted being eight years or older—well past their prime for both eating and breeding. At Kutikina, more than 50 per cent were aged three to five years, when the animals were in their prime, probably reflecting the challenges hunters faced in the coldest part of the year.32


While the age profile differed for each site, the overall pattern was consistent with low hunting pressure, which would maintain a viable wallaby population. This was critical, because if the wallaby were over-hunted, the risk of extinction would increase. Remarkably, the Ice Age age-of-death profile corresponded closely with the age profile of kills from recent times, suggesting that the same wallaby hunting strategy was used for at least 25,000 years.33


Overall, the researchers suggested that during the coldest millennia of the Ice Age, hunters visited sites according to the seasons. They took advantage of a wallaby population that was ecologically tethered to known grassy patches. These patches, probably burnt on a regular basis, were highly ranked economic zones where hunters selected individual animals according to age and the constraints in place at the time. Hunters moved between these patches across altitudes ranging from 30 to 600 metres above sea level, almost certainly by way of open river valleys. This was a method designed to minimise the expenditure of human energy and maintain wallaby populations. It demonstrated forward planning and the ability to devise and implement a hunting strategy. Arguably, this was a form of husbandry, involving herd and land management, that was crucial to human survival in a sub-Antarctic landscape.34


Cave Stencils


Indigenous Tasmanians encountered by Europeans used red ochre on their hair and bodies: sometimes for ceremonial purposes, sometimes mixed with animal fats to keep warm. Their ancestors had also been active users of ochre. High-quality red ochre was used in Kutikina Cave from at least 23,000 years ago until the site was abandoned about 15,000 years ago. Regular use at Kutikina suggests that ochre played an important role in the lives of people, although there is no evidence of how it was used there.35


The precise source of the ochre used at Kutikina is also unknown. There are at least six known ochre sites in Tasmania. The closest one to Kutikina was at Point Hibbs, on the west coast south of Macquarie Harbour. Ochre was dug there in modern times, even though the site was submerged by the higher sea levels. The next closest site was at Cox Bight on the south coast. The other four sites are all in the north-west. Presuming the ochre used at Kutikina came from one or more of these sites, it seems that ochre was important enough for the people at Kutikina to transport it, despite its weight; the closest site, at Point Hibbs, is about 50 kilometres away.36


Four Ice Age stencil sites located in limestone caves have been found in the south-west. Ballawinne Cave is on the Maxwell River, a short distance downstream from Warreen Cave, which was first occupied as a domestic site around 40,000 years ago. Keyhole Cavern is close to Bone Cave, a domestic site first occupied 33,000 years ago. Wargata Mina is located at the head of the Cracroft River, a feeder of the Huon River, and not far from the Arthur Plain. The fourth art site, Riveaux, was found in 2002. None of the stencil sites contained domestic deposits, such as stone tools or animal remains. It seems they were used only to produce stencil markings.37 The estimated dates of the stencils range from around 14,000 to 11,000 years ago, although they may be earlier.38


Except for some at one site, the stencils are deep inside the caves. Red ochre was used in all four. The stencils at Wargata Mina (which means ‘my blood’) are located 1 kilometre from the cave entrance and 60 metres from daylight. At least sixteen adult hands and seven complete arms were stencilled onto the cave walls, and several children’s hands low down on another wall. The Wargata Mina stencils contain mammalian blood, almost certainly human, which implies a spiritual or ceremonial significance, and were dated by a system called accelerator mass spectrometry to around 11,000 years ago. At Ballawinne, sixteen stencils of adult hands were painted on three walls about 20 metres from the cave entrance and in complete darkness. Small patches and streaks of ochre were left on parts of the cave’s ceiling and entrance passage. Keyhole Cavern has three stencils about 40 to 50 metres from the cave entrance; those stencils have been partly obscured by the pasty white moon-milk described earlier.39 The Riveaux site has near its entrance at least ten hand stencils, one with a forearm, and two small hand stencils, plus another deep inside the cave.40


The method of preparing the mix was much the same as that used in South Africa 100,000 years ago. The ochre was ground, placed in a container, and mixed to a slurry with water and in some cases blood, either human or animal, such as kangaroo or wallaby. The application method was easy and effective: the painter took the mixture in the mouth, placed a hand against the wall and blew a fine spray over and around the hand. The cultural significance of stencil art is not known, although the location deep inside caves used only for that purpose, the presence of stencils of both adult and child hands, and the occasional presence of blood, together suggest a ritual purpose. Whatever the meaning for the painters, researchers in the field agree that the processes involved are characteristic of the cognitive capacities of modern humans.





CHAPTER 3


The Western Moorlands


The story of Aboriginal settlement in Tasmania’s western region is bound up with two false assumptions. First, that the post–Ice Age spread of rainforests forced both people and prey to abandon the region until 3,000 years ago, when new settlements were established on the west coast. Second, that apart from this narrow coastal strip, the region was empty of people in the early nineteenth century. Both assumptions were based on observations made in the early 1830s by George Augustus Robinson and were embedded in a widely accepted 1974 map of Tasmanian tribal territories drawn by archaeologist Rhys Jones (see Chapter 10). This chapter provides both scientific and historical evidence that undermines both of those assumptions.


Climate, Vegetation and Topography


Around 18,000 years ago, significant melting of both Arctic and Antarctic ice sheets began. Cold water from the melting ice altered ocean circulation patterns and increased the surface temperatures of the planet’s oceans. Sea levels began to rise. Increased levels of previously dissolved carbon dioxide were released into the atmosphere, which accelerated the warming trend. One effect of these changes had major implications for eastern Australia, which came under the influence of what climate scientists call the Southern Tropical Front. The Southern Tropical Front originated in the Pacific Ocean, to the east of New Guinea, around 15,000 years ago. It moved south, bringing moist north-easterly winds to continental Australia’s east coast, producing warmer and wetter conditions and encouraging increased tree growth. By 14,000 years ago Tasmania’s sea levels had risen from an Ice Age low of 140 metres below present levels to around 65 metres below present levels, which severed the isthmus south of Wilson’s Promontory, creating the southern island. The warming trend paused during a global cooling from 14,500 to 13,000 years ago, then resumed from 12,000 years ago.1
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