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The purpose of the clusters is still unknown, although numerous possi-
bilities, both domestic and ritual, have been considered. As described above,
the diverse range of ground and flaked stone also found on the site suggests
that a number of domestic activities took place here. In Aboriginal Aus-
tralia ritual sites are normally removed from domestic sites, and since the
clusters bear little resemblance to any known form of Aboriginal ritual stone
arrangements, it has been concluded that they probably served a domestic
rather than a ritual function.

Of several domestic purposes considered only two seem feasible. The most
obvious is that clusters could be remnants of hearths, an interpretation
perhaps supported by the presence of charcoal and a chert flake with thermal
fracturing in association with the buried cluster in Trench 5. Unfortunately
such fracturing and fire crazing is not uncommon on artifacts from all parts
of the site, and no more charcoal is found in direct association than in the
rest of the relatively intensive occupational horizon. Several of the stones in
this cluster are fractured in place with sand filling the cracks between the
pieces. These fractures could result from the high temperature of a fire, but
the structure of the granite-gneiss is such that fracturing can also be easily
produced under normal weathering conditions. The fire hearth interpretation
remains the most plausible, but no real confirmation is possible at present.

The only other plausible suggestion seems to be that the stones were
shelter weights. Scott Nind, an early observer at King George Sound 250 km
to the east, noted that the Aborigines placed stones on top of their huts of
bowered branches in order to prevent the strips of bark used as roofing
material from blowing away during rainy weather (Nind 1831: 27). Collapse
and decay of such a structure might result in a cluster of stones similar to
those at Quininup Brook, but corroborating evidence such as post holes is
not found on the Quininup Brook sites.

DISCUSSION

Quininup Brook and South-West Prehistory

Prehistory in the South-West, as elsewhere in Australia, can be approached
in two different but complementary ways. The first uses the traditional
archaeological method of excavation, and builds a picture of the past from
the cultural residue and the contexts of its recovery. A second approach,
ethnohistorical inference, establishes its picture by projecting backward from
the period of terminal hunter-gatherer exploitation as revealed in the writing
of the early 19th century explorers and settlers. Both methods are used in
the following attempt to gain an understanding of the prehistoric Quininup
Brook Site Complex.
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Arxchaeology

Two other sites quite close to Quininup Brook have also been dated to the
late Pleistocene. Most notable is the cave site of Devil’s Lair, 40 km south of
Quininup Brook, where excavation has produced evidence of intermittent
human occupation of the region from 33 000 to 5 000 years ago (Dortch
1979a). Preservation within the cave is good and a large sample of faunal
remains as well as bone implements and ornaments, engraved limestone
plaques, stone artifacts, living floors and features, and human skeletal
remains have been recovered and reported (Allbrook 1976; Balme 1978;
Balme, Merrilees & Porter 1978; Baynes, Merriless & Porter 1975; Davies
1968; Dortch 1974, 1976, 1979a, 1979b; Dortch & Merrilees 1971, 1973;
Freedman 1976; Glover 1974; Shackley 1978). The highest frequency of
occupation within the cave was between about 24 000 and 12 000 years ago
(Balme in press).

The second site is at Arumvale, 2-3 km south of Devil’s Lair. This is a
stratified open site which has charcoal dated at 18 400 + 540 BP (SUA 4586)
and 9 220 + 136 BP (SUA 455) in association with chert and quartz artifacts
(Dortch & McArthur in prep.).

A third nearby site may also date from the late or terminal Pleistocene.
At Dunsborough, 20 km north of Quininup Brook, the author has recently
conducted a test excavation of an open site previously reported by Glover,
Dortch & Balme (1978). Here there is a 2 m deep cultural deposit containing
chert and quartz artifacts. The lowest charcoal in the test trench was found
about the middle of the deposit, 100 to 110 c¢m below the surface, and this
yielded a date of 7 145 + 275 BP (SUA 888).

Only one other site in the entire South-West, Minim Cove near Perth, has
been dated to the late Pleistocene. Although approximately 250 km north,
Minim Cove is similar in location to the Quininup Brook sites, being a coastal
site situated within Spearwood Dunes. It is dated to 9 930 + 130 BP (SUA
454) from charcoal which was recovered over 1 m below the surface and
90 cm above the lowest chert artifact (Clarke & Dortch 1977).

Ethnohistory

In historical times the coastal region between Capes Leeuwin and
Naturaliste was within the Wardandi ‘tribal’ area (Tindale 1974). The
Aboriginal inhabitants of this region were a mobile people utilising a variety
of sometimes widely spaced resources which they exploited via a series of
interconnecting pathways. These pathways were along zones of easy move-
ment, often following stream courses, and were kept open by periodic burn-
ing. Camping places were nodes in this network of exploitation, located
where paths came together at sources of permanent water (Hallam 1975:
66-71).
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When Europeans first arrived, this region appears to have been more
sparsely populated by Aborigines than the neighbouring Swan Coastal Plain
to the north (Birdsell 1953; Hallam 1977). Hallam believes this was due
primarily to the comparatively high rainfall which nurtured the thick Karri
and Jarrah forests. These forests were detrimental to high human popula-
tion densities because they supported a relatively low herbivore biomass and
restricted the ease of human movement (Hallam 1977: 172-173).

The Late Pleistocene South-West

Recent research suggests that in southern Australia the late Pleistocene
climate was generally cooler and more arid than at present (Bowler 1976a,
1976b; Rognon & Williams 1977; Wyrwoll 1977; Wyrwoll & Milton 1976).
This aridity may have been somewhat ameliorated under the maritime con-
ditions of the extreme south-west, but evidence from faunal studies in the
local limestone caves suggests that this region, too, was notably drier. In
Devil’s Lair much of the vertebrate fauna recovered from this period appears
to be adapted to a drier, more open environment. The range of species from
diverse ecological zones suggests water was still plentiful nearby, but that
large sections of what is now forest might have been more sparsely vegetated
(Balme, Merrilees & Porter 1979).

Merrilees has recently published a paper dealing with the fossil remains of
a now locally extinct rock wallaby (probably Petrogale penicillata) found in
Devil’s Lair and other limestone cave deposits of the region (1979). This
animal is thought to require a more open environment than is currently
present in the region and first appears in the local fossil record about 30 000
BP, increasing significantly in numbers from about 21 000 BP. The presence
of rock wallaby remains in the Yallingup Cave deposit, near Dunsborough,
has led Merrilees to suggest that in the northern part of the Leeuwin-
Naturaliste region where Quininup Brook is located, conditions must have
been so dry that much of the now forested areas would have then been
covered with open plant formations (1979: 82).

This postulated more open environment would have enabled freer move-
ment by humans. It would have also probably supported a much larger
population of game animals. In the South-West today, populations of the
larger macropods are lowest in the wet sclerophyll (Karri) formations with a
dense shrub layer and highest in the more open dry sclerophyll (Jarrah-Marri)
forests (Christensen & Kimber 1975: 98-99). In Devil’s Lair radiocarbon
dated stratigraphic layers containing the richest vertebrate remains roughly
coincide with the glacial maximum about 19 000 to 12 000 years ago (Balme,
Merrilees & Porter 1978: 54-55, Table 3).

At the height of the last glacial maximum there was also a larger area of
land in the South-West available for exploitation. About 17,000 years ago,
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not long after occupation seems to have begun at Quininup Brook, sea level
was 150 m lower than at present (Chappell & Thom 1977: 282). From the
bathymetric data on Lowry’s geological map (1965) it appears the shoreline
was about 40 km west of the present mouth of the brook. These sites which
are now being eroded by the sea, were then situated well inland on a ridge
overlooking a vast coastal plain.

The Use and Abandonment of Quininup Brook

Although the late Pleistocene environment was considerably different
from that of the present, the technology by which it was exploited was
probably similar. The Quininup Brook investigations have shown that grind-
stones were part of the South-West Early Phase tool assemblage. This addition
reinforces Dortch’s suggestion (1974: 202) that these assemblages seem to
indicate methods of exploitation which are similar to those of the Aborigines
found in this region in historical times.

Information presented above and elsewhere (Ferguson 1980) suggests that
the Quininup Brook Site Complex was a cluster of domestic sites at which
family groups were present. It was a generalized camping area where fires
were built, stone and wooden implements were made, and probably both
vegetable and animal foodstuffs were prepared. In view of apparent similari-
ties in the methods of exploitation it seems reasonable to draw an analogy
with the campsites of the ethnohistorical period (Ascher 1961: 819), and to
see the site complex as part of a late Pleistocene exploitation network, a
node where paths of this network came together at permanent water.

One of these Pleistocene paths possibly followed Quininup Brook toward
the sea across the now submerged coastal plairi. Modern paths often followed
the stream courses, and the presence of the fossiliferous chert from the
continental shelf at the Quininup Brook sites indicates that at least part of
that coastal plain must have been included in the late Pleistocene network.
Other paths may have run through the then more open country along the
ridge and across the undulating plateau east of it. Some of these possibly
connected Quininup Brook with the nearby sites of Arumvale, Devil’s Lair
and Dunsborough which were then also located well inland. All of these
sites appear to be at least in part contemporaneous, and all are within the
boundaries of the ethnographic Wardandi network.

There is little likelihood that any remains of these paths are preserved,
and attempts to reconstruct the exact patterns of such a Pleistocene network
will probably always remain speculative. At the same time is is useful to view
these late Pleistocene sites as part of a larger exploitative network in order to
understand how their use may have changed gradually over time. During the
more than eight thousand years that Quininup Brook seems to have been
frequented, the land to the west was slowly but steadily disappearing under
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the encroaching sea. Eventually, as the sea neared its present level, there
would, of course, have been radical alterations to the resource area immedi-
ately surrounding the site complex. However, perhaps hundreds or even
thousands of years before this happened, marine transgression could already
have been changing the regional pattern of human movement. Changes of
this kind may have influenced the frequency and duration of visits to the site
complex, so altering the way in which the resource area immediately
surrounding it was exploited.

Much has been said in the Australian literature about the effect of rising
sea levels on Aboriginal ecological adaptation in coastal and near coastal
environments (Bowdler 1977; Flood 1974; Jones 1968; Lambert 1977;
Wright 1971). In the South-West this stress of a shrinking exploitation area
is suggested to have been coupled with a deterioration in the habitability of
that part which remained. In southern Australia generally there was an
increase in wet conditions during the terminal Pleistocene-early Holocene
that peaked between 7 000 and 5 000 years ago (Rognon & Williams 1977:
305). This was about the time that sea level reached its present position, and
may correspond with the development of the thick weathered humic horizon
in the reddish-brown siliceous sands at Quininup Brook. Pollen studies have
shown a major increase in the distribution of the Karri forests at this time
(Churchill 1968). This formation probably then spread to include at least
the locally wet areas of the northern Leeuwin-Naturaliste ridge, e.g. the area
around Quininup Brook where an outlier of Karri remains today. Faunal
studies in the region document the local extinction of a number of non-
forest species in the early to middie Holocene (Balme, Merrilees & Porter
1978; Merrilees 1979; Porter 1979). The ranges of other species, such as the
Brush Wallaby (Macropus irma) which is one of the commonest large max-
supials in the area today (Christensen & Kimber 1975: 99), are believed to
have contracted northward at this time, with recolonization only after the
first felling of the forests during the 19th century (Baynes, Merrilees &
Porter 1975).

The abandonment of the Quininup Brook Site Complex after a long
history of occupation can be seen in the context of this shrinking and possi-
bly deteriorating environment. Under such conditions human population
might have dwindled in the region, perhaps with the focus of the exploita-
tion shifting further inland. East of the forested block the onset of wetter
conditions would have enhanced the habitability of regions which had been
extremely arid during the late Pleistocene. In the heavily forested regions,
the zones of easy movement would have become more difficult to maintain
with less reward for doing so. As more and more land disappeared beneath
the sea, there would have been less and less reason to venture down the
paths that once joined at what is now the mouth of Quininup Brook.
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