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THE RESEARCH DOCUMENTED here represents the first systematic archaeological work in this
area of the southeast Queensland coast and was undertaken as a major part of a larger, multi-
component project concerning archaeology and cultural heritage in the traditional country of
Gooreng Gooreng speaking people. Sean’s task was to build upon the results of exploratory site
survey and excavation to address two key concerns. The first was the relationship of patterns of
cultural change in his study area to those described elsewhere in southeast Queensland. The
second was to ensure that any such comparisons were taphonomically well-founded, particularly
with regard to the analytical integrity of the shell middens upon which he and other coastal
researchers in Australia rely so heavily.

Sean took to this task with a vengeance, closely surveying a large area of landscape and
excavating an array of site types to provide himself with a solid sample of the archaeological
variation thus revealed. Though most were not archaeologically rich, these sites provided
substantial grist for Sean’s taphonomic mill, prompting him to adapt conjoining techniques to
work on bivalve shellfish — a simple but clever innovation — as well as to undertake much more
sophisticated work on local variation in correction factors for the radiocarbon dating of marine
shell. In the end, he was able to distil the three-phase cultural sequence he describes in this
volume, ‘hygienically’ dated on the basis of reliable correction coefficients and demonstrably high
degrees of stratigraphic integrity in his middens. The patterns he identified accord with those from
other parts of coastal southeast Queensland, suggesting widespread major restructuring of coastal
occupation strategies in the archaeologically very-recent past, and particularly the last 1,000 years.
Sean was also able to demonstrate that Aboriginal people were still using the area, and often the
same sites that had been used for substantial periods in pre-European times, well after they
disappeared from the documentary historical record, thus emphasising the importance of
archaeology as an independent record of Aboriginal life in the historical period.

Ian Lilley

Foreword
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with understorey of low microphyll vine thicket; 5c=Casuarina equisetifolia low open
woodland; 5d=Tall open shrubland (windsheared vegetation) (after QDEH 1997).

8.3 Eroding bank in the vicinity of Squares G–H showing displaced trees and shell. 118
Facing southwest.

8.4 General view of completed excavation at Squares C–F. Facing south. 119
8.5 Close-up view of concentration of A. trapezia valves encountered in Square H, 119

XU9, at a depth of 26–30cm. These shells date to around 600 years ago and include 
a single valve conjoin. Facing southeast.

8.6 Stratigraphic section, Pancake Creek Site Complex, Squares A–B. 120
8.7 Stratigraphic section, Pancake Creek Site Complex, Squares C–F. 121
8.8 Stratigraphic section, Pancake Creek Site Complex, Squares G–H. 121
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9.1 The Middle Creek catchment area showing the location of the Ironbark Site Complex 133

(ISC) and nearby excavated sites (EC1=Eurimbula Creek 1; EC2=Eurimbula Creek 2;
ES1=Eurimbula Site 1; TCSC=Tom’s Creek Site Complex). Dark grey shading indicates 
the general extent of mangrove, saltflats and claypans. Dotted shading indicates land 
above 200m. Solid dots indicate local population centres.

9.2 Aerial view of the Ironbark Site Complex, showing the maximum extent from the 134
creek of shell and stone exposed at the surface (heavy line) and the general location 
of excavation squares (after BPARun 15D/79, 30 July 1996). Based on data
provided by the Department of Natural Resources and Mines, Queensland 2006, 
which gives no warranty in relation to the data (including accuracy, reliability, 
completeness or suitability) and accepts no liability (including without limitation, 
liability in negligence) for any loss, damage or costs (including consequential damage)
relating to any use of the data.

9.3 Site plan of Ironbark Site Complex, showing area of Squares A–M. Contours are in 135
0.5m intervals. Rock outcrops and low density artefactual material continue for 
a further c.50m southwest of the limits of this plan.

9.4 Site plan of Ironbark Site Complex, showing area of Square N. Contours are in 0.5m 136
intervals. Only cycads over 50cm in trunk height are shown.

9.5 Site plan of Ironbark Site Complex, showing area of Squares O–P. Contours are in 0.5m 137
intervals. Tree stumps are shown on the  fringing beach.

9.6 Site plan of Ironbark Site Complex, showing area of Squares Q–R. Contours are in 0.5m 137
intervals.

9.7 General view of the western side of the quarry sloping into Middle Creek, showing 139
a massive core in centre foreground. Middle Island in background. Facing north.

9.8 Surface of Square E, XU1, showing photographic recording method. Facing north. 139
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9.9 Large flake (FS54) manufactured on non-local banded rhyolite recovered from the 139
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margin. Scale=1cm (Photograph: Paul Aurisch).
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noted eroding from adjacent midden deposits. Bustard Head, some 11km to the 
north is the nearest source of this raw material. Scale=1cm (Photograph: Paul Aurisch).
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9.12 Close-up view of edge-ground hatchet (FS2747) (Photograph: Paul Aurisch). 140
9.13 Stratigraphic section, Ironbark Site Complex, Squares L–M. 142
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9.25 Weight-depth distribution of individually provenanced artefacts greater than 153

30mm in maximum dimension, Square E (n=784).
10.1 The Eurimbula Creek catchment area showing the location of Eurimbula Creek 1 158

(EC1) and nearby excavated sites (ISC=Ironbark Site Complex; EC2=Eurimbula Creek 2;
ES1=Eurimbula Site 1; TCSC=Tom’s Creek Site Complex). Dark grey shading indicates 
the general extent of mangrove, saltflats and claypans. Dotted shading indicates land 
above 200m. Solid dots indicate local population centres.

10.2 Site plan of Eurimbula Creek 1 area. Contours are in 0.5m intervals. 158
10.3 Excavations in progress at Squares A–D, showing cattle track on western (left) 159

margin of the excavation. Facing north.
10.4 General view of completed excavation, Squares A–D, showing transect through 159

erosion bank. Facing north.
10.5 General view of completed excavation, Squares A–D, showing transect through 159
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11.2 General view of location of Square A, showing disturbance zone to the northeast 170

(rear left) of the excavation. Facing east.
11.3 General view of completed excavation, Square A, showing a large root protruding 170

from the east section. Facing north.
11.4 General view of completed excavation, showing disturbance zone to the east (right) 170

of the excavation. Facing north.
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11.5 Stratigraphic section, Eurimbula Creek 2, Square A. 172
11.6 Abundance of oyster (S. glomerata). 174
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11.8 Abundance of pumice. 175
11.9 Abundance of organic material. 175
12.1 Lower reaches of Round Hill Creek, showing the location of Transects A, B and 178

C at Eurimbula Site 1. Dark grey shading indicates the general extent of mangrove
vegetation. Stippling indicates the general location of intertidal flats. Dashed lines 
are sealed roads.

12.2 Location of test pits along Transects A, B and C at Eurimbula Site 1, showing 182
topography in the immediate area of the transects.

12.3 General view of steep c.2m high erosion bank at the southern end of Eurimbula 182
Site 1 fronting Round Hill Creek. Facing northwest.

12.4 Large stone artefact (FS1/2001) manufactured on rhyolitic tuff located mid-way 182
down the erosion bank. Facing west.

12.5 Cleaned c.2.5m high section of erosion bank located along the southern third of 183
the site, showing dark band of coffee rock mid-way down the profile. Facing west.

12.6 General view of completed excavation, Square E1, showing shell lens mid-way 183
down the western profile. Facing west.

12.7 Close-up view of mud ark (A. trapezia) shell lens encountered during excavation, 183
Square E1, XU10. Facing west.

12.8 General view of completed excavation at Squares A–D. Note large roots towards 183
the top of the profile. Facing southwest.

12.9 Stratigraphic section, Eurimbula Site 1, Squares A–D. 186
12.10 Age-depth relationship of all radiocarbon determinations obtained at Eurimbula Site 1 187

(n=12). The linear regression shown only includes the six dates obtained on charcoal
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12.15 Abundance of dominant shell taxa. 191
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13.1 Aerial view of the Tom’s Creek Site Complex area (after BPARun 10B/57, 30 July 1996). 203

The dashed box encloses the approximate area shown in Fig. 13.2. Based on data 
provided by the Department of Natural Resources and Mines, Queensland 2006, 
which gives no warranty in relation to the data (including accuracy, reliability, 
completeness or suitability) and accepts no liability (including without limitation, 
liability in negligence) for any loss, damage or costs (including consequential damage)
relating to any use of the data.

13.2 Site plan of area of Squares A–S. Contours are in 0.5m intervals. 203
13.3 Schematic diagram of the layout of Squares A–D and E–Q, showing distribution 205

of collected glass artefacts as solid dots (not to scale).
13.4 General view of area of glass scatter after removal of leaf litter. Flags 206
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13.5 Glass artefact (FS188) cached in quinine tree. Facing north. 206
13.6 General view of completed excavation, Squares A–D. Facing northwest. 206
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13.7 General view of shell material concentrated on erosion bank of Residual 1. Facing 207
south.

13.8 General view of completed excavation, Squares R–S. Note position of shell material 207
in the upper deposit. Facing north.

13.9 Core taken from below the limits of excavation, Square S. Note distinctive break 207
(at c.75cm below ground surface) between coarse light yellow sands and dark 
organic muds.
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14.1 Occupation spans of dated sites on the southern Curtis Coast, based on 1σ 227

calibrated age-ranges. Note that a span of 100 years is estimated for the modern 
dates reported for WCM and EC2.

14.2 Estimated number of dated sites occupied on the southern Curtis Coast in each 228
500 year period, based on the mid-points of calibrated age-ranges.

14.3 Estimated number of new sites established on the southern Curtis Coast in each 228
500 year period. Note that the mid-point of the calibrated age-range of the oldest 
date available for each site is assumed to be the basal age.

14.4 Calibrated radiocarbon ages from the southern Curtis Coast (n=58) arranged in 228
order of increasing age. Error bars show the 1σ calibrated age-range. Note the apparent 
gap between 1,050–1,250 years ago.

14.5 Number of sites on the southern Curtis Coast with central calibrated radiocarbon 229
dates falling in each 500 year period, measured at 250 year intervals. For 
comparison, the same data are shown for all of southeast Queensland and 
the Moreton Bay region.

14.6 Summed probability plot of all calibrated radiocarbon ages (n=56) normalised to a 229
maximum of one. Note that the two modern dates reported for WCM and EC2 are
excluded.

14.7 Total weight of shell recovered from all excavated sites per 500 year interval. Note 234
logarithmic scale.
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per 500 year interval.
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14.11 Total weight of stone artefacts recovered from all excavated sites per 500 year interval. 236
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15.1 Southeast and central Queensland showing the location of major archaeological 249 

projects.
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