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A PRELIMINARY REPORT ON THE ABORIGINAL SITES AND THE ROCK
ART OF THE DAMPIER ARCHIPELAGO, W.A.

By F. L. Virili, Project Engineer, Dampier Salt Ltd.

FOREWORD

Ten years ago, in 1964, the first contracts for export of iron ore from the
Pilbara region of W.A. were signed, thus starting an intense period of
industrial development in that region.

Before this time very few white men had ever set foot on the islands of
the Dampier Archipelago. The first known European to land on these
shores was William Dampier in August 1699; Rosemary Island was in
fact named by him.

The establishment of a new port by Hamersley Iron Pty. Lid., followed
by the construction of the solar saltfields by Dampier Salt Ltd. , made
vast areas of coastal land and some of the inner islands accessible by
conventional transport. Geologists, surveyors and engineers engaged
in mapping these lands for the two Companies reported the first discov-~
eries of Aboriginal Sites to the W.A. Museum and in response, the
Department of Aboriginal Sites and local enthusiasts have engaged in a
survey of the entire Archipelago. However, the vastness of this area
(in excess of 200 km?2) , the ruggedness of the terrain, the difficult
tidal access to some of the islands, together with extremely hot summer
temperatures, have imposed a slow pace on fieldwork.

To date, about one half of the Archipelago has been surveyed for sites,
and several years of surveying, recording and analysing are still required
before a final, detailed study of the Aboriginal sites and Rock Art of the
Archipelago will emerge.

During these years of investigagion it has become apparent that the area
is greatly endowed with petroglyphs. In fact the research conducted has
reinforced McCarthy's statement that:

"_.. the Pilbara is without doubt the richest and-most exciting region
of rock engravings in Australia." (McCarthy, 1968).

The purpose of this paper is to summarise the results of the survey

obtained so far and to provide a preliminary account of these recently
located and important sites.
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- Page 2 -

BACKGROUND

Geology

The main physiographic features in this area are the numerous bold rock
outcrops, separated from the outwash plains of the mainland to the south,
by ereas of low-lying mud flats over which the ponds of a new solar salt-
field have been constructed during the last six years.

These mud fiats appear to be underiain at shallow depth by a medium-
grained granite which is part of the extensive granite mass intruded
between the iron and basic volcanic formations of the hills to the south;,
and some undefined boundary to the north.

To the north of the mudflats a coarse gabbro (Pb = Proterozoic Gabbro.
Ref. Plate No.2) sill has been intruded between the granite and the over-
lying granophyre. Shattering and breakdown of this sill has produced the
massive boulder screes which in most places overlie the granite. The
surface of the boulders has weathered to a characteristic dark brown
colour, however when fractured the gabbro exhibits a coarse texture and

a fresh greenish-grey colour.

The majority of petroglyphs have been executed on Granophyre (Pa) ,
the predominant rock of the area, whilst only few gabbro bouiders have
been used, probably because of their coarser texture.

When broken the granophyre has a purplish or greenish colour, and a fine
texture similar to dolerite.

The parent rock is overlain by a mantle of shattered boulders and it has
been established that below these shattered boulders the parent rock is
relatively unweathered.

Thin dolerite (Pbd) dykes intrude the granite, gabbro and grancphyre;
a iarger dyke, extending to the east of White Peak, grades into gabbro
as the texture becomes coarser.

Within the past 2000 years the mud flats appear to have emerged approx-
imately three metres. Evidence of this can be seen in shoreline
terraces; the presence of in-situ Anadara shells well above spring tide
level and in layers quite distinct from the man-made shell middens;

the small shell-filled pools on the surface of the granite whalebacks;
and the older infilled creek channels which were until recently exposed
by tidal erosion.
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- Page 5 -

Prior to the construction of the saltfield ponds, visual inspection at the
end of existing drainage channels on the mud fiats indicated that the
present environment was one of erosion and that the previously uplifted
tidal deposits were slowly being cut back by tidal action.

Climate

Meteorological data for the Dampier area are available from various
sources. The attached Table 1 summarises such data as monthly temp-
eratures (max. and min.), rainfall, evaporation, daily hours of sunlight
and relative humidity. They represent an average of daily records
collected during the last 3.5 years from the Dampier Salt Meteorological
Station situated immediately south of Dampier Island (West) , and are
included in this paper for the purpose of general information.

Ethnography

The Dampier Archipelago is part of the Ngaluma tribal ground (Von
Brandestein, C.G.), but no known living Aborigines have any knowledge
of traditional territorial affiliations to the area.

Most of the local Aborigines today reside in the Roebourne Reserve.
However because they have little, if any, first hand experience of tradit-
ional customs and lore, their accounts are not a "reliabie" (Bernt, R.M.,
1965) ethnoarcheological source. It has been necessary therefore to
undertake a study of the region without any knowledge of the territorial
tribal divisions or place designations used by the prehistoric Aborigines.

SURVEY

Territorial Subdivision

For convenience, and in the absence of any ethnographi c data for deter-
mining the significance of site distribution, the main isiand of the Archi-
pelago has been subjectively divided into three zones: -

1. Dampier Island (West) , comprising that land north of the saitfields
"and west of the railway line. Ref. Plate 3.

2. Dampier Island (Centre) , comprising the land enclosed between the
railway line to the west and the mud-flats to the north-east. Ref.
Plate 4.

3. Dampier Island (North) , comprising the remaining section of the

island, from the mud-fiats to the south, to the Boat Passage at
N.E. Ref. Plate 5.

.../6
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Definition of Sites

Although mo st of the Sites are distinctly separated and their extent and
boundaries are well defined, some are in such close proximity to each
other and have so many features in common that, in the absence of any
additional eiements of identification, the subdivision was based on the
following:

1. Geomorphological characteristics, such as the two main strips of
mud-fiats that cross the Dampier Island;

2. Physiographic characteristics such as valleys, creeks, rock out-
crops;

3. Specific locai characteristics, such as two adjacent sites separ-
ated only by a small area of unengraved rocks.

The last assumption could be an arbitrary one, because from a closer
observation it may be found that these areas are actually gabbro sills
and the absence of petroglyphs could be explained by the gabbro's
coarser texture, when compared to granophyre. Furthermore, as it is
apparent that most petroglyphs are generally grouped in the immediate
vicinity of water pools, the areas referred to above are in most cases
situated mid-way between pools.

Other areas, notably Gum Tree Valley Main Site, have some very steep
walls where any attempt to engrave would be extremely uncomfortable,
if not dangerous.

Aerial Photogrammetry

No serious and comprehensive study of these archaeological sites could
be initiated without thorough knowledge of the environmental factors which
would have influenced the lives and behaviour patterns of prehistoric
inhabitants.

An aerial survey, being carried out at 600 m altitude, is providing the
preliminary information on geophysical characteristics of the sites,
their associated fresh water catchments and run-off areas and their
flora distribution.

Contour mapping

The immediate step after the aerial survey is the production of detailed
0.50 m contout reference maps, Scale 1.500 showing accurately the
contours of the area under study and the location of prominent features
such as fresh-water pools.
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- Tacheometric (stadia) Survey

This 1s being carried out in specific locations that require a more accurate
approach than aerial photogrammetry in order to establish the following:

a. location (with a margin of error of 0.30 m) of engravings of
major importance;

b. accurate, 0.10 m contour plans of major shell middens;
C. shape, size and capacity of fresh-water pools in.camp sites.

Engravings: counting and classification

A visual and photographic record of the engravings, their numbers,
intensity, identification and subdivision.

Middens: depth analysis

Sounding of shell middens, in order to obtain sufficient information for
the production of assumed cross-sections indicating various depths of
the shells and providing preliminary information for future archaeological
investigations. -

RESULTS

Dampier Island (West)

Whereas the fieldwork in the other areas of the Archipelago has so far
been limited mostly to search, discovery and location of sites, a more
systematic study has been concentrated on Dampier West because of its
wealth of petroglyphs and its easy accessibility.

Thirty six clusters of engravings and two isolated middens have been
located and grouped together under twelve major Sites (Ref. Table 2

and Plate 3), six of which are at present the subject of a comprehensive
programme of survey and research as discussed above.

(i) Gumn Tree and Kangaroo Valleys.

Together with the Skew Valley Sites, these important places were
identified during the survey stages for the new salt-haulage road.
Realising the importance of this area, the Dampier Sait Company
allowed alterations to be carried out to the alignment of the road

and re-siting of some quarries and stockpile areas. This action

not only preserved the Sites concerned but also provided them with
easy access, thus facilitating future research. (Ref. Figs. 1 and 2)

Outside interference is well under control thanks to the strict security
measures in force within the saltfield lease.
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