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Royal National Park and its environs has a rich suite of Aboriginal sites that provide much information about the life 
and activities of the Aboriginal people who lived in coastal Sydney prior to British colonisation. These archaeological 
sites include rock engravings, shell middens in rockshelters and open locations, rockshelters with drawings and stencils, 
as well as grinding grooves. Archaeological excavations in Royal National Park in the 1960s were amongst the earliest in 
southeastern Australia to provide evidence that the tools and equipment used by Aboriginal people and their way of life had 
changed over time. The excavations in Royal National Park and southern Sydney, which continue today, provide evidence 
of the tools and equipment people used in their daily lives, the raw materials they used in manufacturing these items, as 
well as the animals they hunted, fi shed and gathered. This article presents a brief review of the contribution that past and 
recent archaeological excavations have made to our knowledge about the life and activities of Aboriginal people who lived 
in what is now Royal National Park and southern Sydney prior to British colonisation.
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INTRODUCTION

Royal National Park is in southeastern New 
South Wales, Australia, with its northern boundary 
~25 km south of the Sydney CBD (Fig. 1). The 
~15,100 ha area known today as Royal National 
Park is the north-eastern section of the country of 
the Dharawal Aboriginal language group. Dharawal 
country encompasses ocean and estuarine shorelines 
from Botany Bay to the Shoalhaven River and 
forested lands as far west as the Georges River and 
Appin and possibly Camden. Historical accounts and 
images provide details about the Dharawal way of life 
in the late 18th–early 19th century, the earliest being 
the observations of Lieutenant (later Captain) James 
Cook and Sir Joseph Banks when they explored 
Kurnell Peninsula during their eight days in Botany 
Bay in 1770 (Beaglehole 1955, 1963).

The area of interest for this paper – Royal 
National Park (Royal NP) and southern Sydney (Fig. 
1) – is part of the Woronora Plateau, which is rugged 
dissected sandstone country with freshwater, estuarine 
and ocean environments. The eastern boundary, 
fronting the Pacifi c Ocean, has high sandstone cliffs 

interspersed with small sandy beaches and rocky 
inlets, except where Port Hacking, Botany Bay and the 
Hacking and Georges Rivers extend inland. Estuarine 
conditions extend about 28–29 km inland along the 
Georges and Hacking Rivers to Liverpool and Audley 
respectively. The area has a highly diverse vegetation 
including coastal heaths, temperate rainforests, 
eucalypt forests and woodlands, mangrove forests, 
and freshwater swamps. These habitats are home to 
a range of mammals, birds, reptiles and frogs, whilst 
the ocean and estuarine shorelines provide access to 
a wide range of fi sh, marine mammals (e.g., seals, 
whales) and shellfi sh. The area thus provided a rich 
and varied supply of foods for its inhabitants as 
well as resources for manufacturing their tools and 
weapons.

During the ~50,000 years of recorded Aboriginal 
occupation of Australia the coastline has altered 
with variations in sea-level accompanying long-term 
climatic changes. Current sea-level was attained 
about 7,000 years ago. Around 20,000 years ago the 
sea-level was 120–130 m below its present level with 
the coastline some 6–15 km east of the current Royal 
NP–southern Sydney coastline (Attenbrow 2010b:38; 
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Haworth et al. 2004). At that time Port Hacking and 
Botany Bay, and the Hacking and Georges Rivers 
would have been freshwater valleys. As the sea-
level gradually (though not constantly) rose land 
was inundated and by ~10,000 years ago the ocean 
waters were entering the freshwater river valleys 
creating the estuarine habitats of today. The estuarine 
resources available to the inhabitants of the region 
thus increased substantially from ~10,000 to ~7,000 
years ago.

In examining the archaeology of Royal NP and 
southern Sydney, my paper focuses on the millennia 
before the British arrived. I focus particularly on 
the Aboriginal sites that have been archaeologically 

excavated and radiometrically dated (Fig. 1), and the 
information that these provide about the way of life of 
the Dharawal and their ancestors. The paper highlights 
the contribution that these archaeological sites have 
made to Australian archaeology and prehistory.

ABORIGINAL SITES AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL 
INVESTIGATIONS IN ROYAL NATIONAL PARK 

AND SOUTHERN SYDNEY

More than 5,000 Aboriginal sites have been 
recorded in the Sydney region (Attenbrow 2010b: 
Plate 12), with more than 650 sites recorded in Royal 
NP. 

Figure 1. Royal National Park and southern Sydney: Locations of radiometrically dated sites (red cir-
cles) and other excavated Aboriginal sites mentioned in text (blue squares). 



B41Proc. Linn. Soc. N.S.W., 134, 2012

V. ATTENBROW

The rich suite of Aboriginal sites in Royal NP 
and southern Sydney include rock engravings on 
open rock platforms, shell middens in rockshelters 
and open locations, drawings, paintings and stencils 
in rockshelters, as well as grinding grooves along 
creek lines, beside rock pools and sometimes in 
shelters (Figs 2a-e). There is a long history of interest 
in the Aboriginal sites in Royal NP and its environs 
with the recording and describing of sites, collection 
of artefacts, and excavations dating back at least to 
the late 1800s. For example, Bundeena excavations 
(Harper 1899); north Cronulla stone artefact 
collections (Etheridge and Whitelegge 1907:234–

36); and rock engravings at Jibbon (World News, 7 
November 1903 in Attenbrow 2010b:183), Bumborah 
Point and Frenchmans Bay on Botany Bay (Campbell 
1899:6, Plate 3[Fig2]; Mathews and Enright 1895:637, 
Plate 99[fi g 30]). (Note: in following discussions sites 
in Bundeena and Bonnie Vale have been included as 
Royal NP.)

Site Recording Fieldwork
While there has been a long history of site 

recording in Royal NP and southern Sydney, in recent 
years, the most intense site recording programme 

Figure 2. Archaeological sites in Royal National Park. (4a). Curracurrang 1 Rock-shelter with shell mid-
den; (4b) North Era shell midden showing shells and clusters of hearth stones; (4c) Grinding grooves 
beside rock pool on South-west Arm; (4d) Red pigment fi sh in rockshelter on South-west Arm; (4e) En-
graved anthropomorph at Jibbon, near Bundeena. (Photographs (a), (b) and (e) by Val Attenbrow; (c) 
and (d) by Illawarra Prehistory Group).
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has been that of the Illawarra Prehistory Group 
(IPG) (Sefton 1995, 1996, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2007, 
2008, 2010, 2011). Their site recording fi eldwork 
in Royal NP over the last 15 years illustrates how 
the distribution of Aboriginal sites along with 
their differing sets of archaeological evidence 
provides much information about people’s life and 
relationships to land, e.g., where they camped and 
what land and marine resources were used, as well 
as information from which we can infer social and 
economic organisation. 

Surface Collections
Many surface artefact collections have been 

made along the southern Sydney coastline (e.g., 
Etheridge and Whitelegge 1907; Cridland 1924; 
Doak and Doyle 1927; Rolf 1931a, 1931b; Thorpe 
1932; Dickson 1968, 1974a). The Australian Museum 
houses relatively large collections of stone artefacts 
from North Era and Garie.
 “Some of the earliest and largest surface stone 
artefact collections come from the sandhills of North 
Cronulla—Kurnell Peninsula. They were made after a 
series of heavy storms exposed vast numbers of stone 
artefacts in the sandhills. The collectors, Etheridge 
and Whitelegge, described the scene as follows:
A few stone implements were found at Botany Bay 
and at Kurnell, but there does not appear to be any 
extensive accumulations at these places. The northern 
end of Cronulla Beach is extremely rich in stone 
weapons, chips and fl akes. It is covered with many 
mounds of oyster and other shells, some of which 
are nearly a hundred feet or so in height. The whole 
surface in addition to the shells is sprinkled with chips, 
fl akes and weapons, and many of the best found were 
obtained on or near the base of these oyster mounds. 
Some distance to the south of the latter there exists a 
series of extensive fl ats and hummocks more or less 
covered with pumice stone. On this ground a large 
number of implements were found, all of which 
had evidently been used, but there was an absence 
of chips or fl akes, such as are usually present on the 
“workshop” grounds.” (Etheridge and Whitelegge 
1907:235–36)

Dickson’s 1960s (1968, 1974a) enormous 
collection, now held in the Australian Museum, came 
from a large area of the sand-hills between Kurnell 
and Cronulla where artefact scatters/concentrations, 
including knapping fl oors (workshops), shell 
concentrations and hearths, became continually 
exposed over time. Dickson’s Kurnell collections 
include some 8,000 backed artefacts (principally 
Bondi points) (Dickson 1977:61). There is still much 
to learn from Dickson’s Kurnell surface collections, 

only some details, e.g., about the backed artefacts 
and stone tool technology have been published (e.g., 
Dickson 1968, 1974a, 1977). 

Excavations
While surface collections and site recordings 

contribute much to answering questions about stone 
tool distribution patterns and technology, and resource 
and land use patterns, it is the excavated shell middens 
and deposits that can tell us about past activities in a 
chronological framework, and it is these that I focus 
on in this paper. These archaeological excavations 
provide evidence for the tools, weapons and equipment 
that people used in their daily lives, the raw materials 
they used in manufacturing these items, as well as 
the animals they hunted and gathered, and how these 
aspects of people’s lives changed over time. Shell 
and bone tend not to survive in depositional contexts 
older than ~3,000 years in the Sydney region, and 
plant remains rarely survive in archaeological sites. 
This means evidence for plant foods, and tools and 
equipment made of wood and other plant materials are 
rarely found, and faunal evidence for diet is restricted 
to the last ~3,000 years. 

One of the earliest documented (and earliest 
published) excavations in Royal NP/southern Sydney 
was of a shell midden in a rockshelter in a small cove 
between Bundeena and Jibbon Beach (Harper 1899). 
Harper described the shelter fl oor as containing ‘all 
the edible shell-fi sh of Port Hacking’ and ‘an immense 
number of bones of fi sh, birds and small marsupials 
scattered amongst the shell’. The deposit had been 
disturbed by previous diggers and Harper focussed 
on describing the skeletal remains of an adult and 
several children as well as several unusual items that 
he recovered. Amongst these items were six modifi ed 
black nerita shells (Nerita atramentosa) which are 
discussed further below.

It was not until the 1960s that most archaeological 
activity took place in Royal NP, Port Hacking and 
nearby Kurnell Peninsula and the Georges River. There 
appears to have been a gap in excavations – or at least 
in published or reported excavations – in the fi rst half 
of the 1900s, except for Thorpe’s unpublished 1912 
excavations in Skeleton Cave (also called Inscription 
Point; Megaw 1968b) in the Kurnell Meeting Place 
Precinct. The 1960s excavations were directed by 
Vincent Megaw with Richard Wright and Peter White 
of the University of Sydney, and Frank Dickson, and 
included sites at Curracurrang Cove and Wattamolla 
(Megaw 1965, 1966, 1967, 1968a, 1974; Megaw 
and Roberts 1974); Audley (Cox et al. 1968); Boat 
Harbour BH1 and BH2 (Dickson 1971, 1974a,1974b); 
Captain Cooks Landing Place (now called The 
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Kurnell Meeting Place Precinct) and Inscription Point 
(Skeleton Cave) (Megaw 1968b, 1974, 1993); Gymea 
Bay (Megaw and Wright 1966); and Henry Lawson 
Drive Padstow (White and Wieneke undated ca 1975; 
Wieneke and White 1973).

The 1960s excavations were principally part of 
a regional research project funded by the Australian 
Institute of Aboriginal Studies (Megaw 1965:202; 
1966:4, 9) though some (such as Gymea Bay and 
Henry Lawson Drive) were undertaken to record/
salvage sites that had been disturbed by urban 
activities (Megaw and Wright 1966:23; White and 
Wieneke undated ca 1975). All of these sites in Royal 
National Park and its environs are along the ocean 
and estuarine shorelines.

Megaw’s excavations at Curracurrang 1 and 
Captain Cooks Landing Place (The Kurnell Meeting 
Place Precinct) were not written up or published in 
any detailed form. However, Megaw’s publications 
(e.g., 1965, 1966, 1968a, 1968b, 1974) indicate the 
richness of these sites in terms of their stone and shell 
artefacts and faunal assemblages. 
 Since the 1990s, several sites have been 
excavated along the coast in Royal NP and southern 
Sydney, mainly in the context of consulting projects 
prior to developments that threaten heritage sites, 
especially sand mining, housing and government 
infrastructure projects; for example at: Bate Bay 
(Brayshaw et al. 1992); Bonnie Vale, RNP (AMBS 
2007); Bundeena Loftus Street (Mary Dallas 
Consulting 2008); Bundeena UC (Irish 2007; Mary 
Dallas Consulting 2004); Cronulla STP (Dallas et 
al. 2001); Gymea GYB/1 (Koettig 1998); Kurnell 
Meeting Place Precinct (Irish 2010); Little Bay 
(Godden Mackay Logan 2009); McCue Midden 
(Mary Dallas Consulting 2005); 260 Captain Cook 
Drive (Jo McDonald CHM 2008), Prince of Wales 
Hospital, Randwick (Godden Mackay Logan and 
Austral Archaeology 1997); Tempe House, Discovery 
Point (Jo McDonald CHM Pty Ltd 2005).

In addition, previously excavated materials have 
been re-analysed, e.g., the fl aked stone assemblage 
from Henry Lawson Drive, Padstow (Hiscock 2003) 
and faunal remains from The Kurnell Meeting Place 
Precinct (Tsoulos 2007; Godfree 1995 in Tsoulos 
2007:107-109). Further analyses are continuing 
on the excavated materials from the Meeting Place 
Precinct and Inscription Point, and additional samples 
are being radiocarbon-dated by Diana Tsoulos with a 
2011 AIATSIS grant (Tsoulos pers.comm.). 

RESEARCH ISSUES ADDRESSED BY 
ARCHAEOLOGICAL INVESTIGATIONS 

 The archaeological work undertaken over the 
past 100 years has contributed much information 
about the way of life of the people who lived in Royal 
NP and southern Sydney in the recent and distant 
past. These contributions, some of which are outlined 
below, provide evidence for the diet of these coastal 
communities, the tool-kits and technology they used 
to procure food and to make tools and weapons, 
as well as the procurement of stone materials and 
exchange networks, and the identifi cation of other 
small items that were part of the material culture 
of the coastal communities of the Sydney region. 
The excavations provide evidence for the sequence 
of changes that took place, particularly during the 
Holocene (the last 11,000-10,000 years), in stone 
tools, and for introduction of shell fi shhooks. In 
addition, excavations along Captain Cooks Drive 
(Mary Dallas Consulting 2005) reveal, albeit over a 
relatively small area, the probable original structure 
of defl ated sites in other parts of the sandhills and 
their stratigraphic relationship to each other, as well 
as the location of the late 18th century shoreline inside 
Botany Bay which varies greatly from that of today.

Radiocarbon ages 
Aboriginal occupation has been radiometrically 

dated back to at least 50,000 years ago in other parts 
of New South Wales and Australia. Along the NSW 
coast the earliest Aboriginal sites excavated to date 
are much younger with dates of 23,000–26,000 cal BP 
and 19,000–22,000 cal BP at Burrill Lake and Bass 
Point respectively (Lampert 1971; Bowdler 1976).

Within Royal NP and southern Sydney 29 
excavated sites have radiometric dates (Figs 1 and 
3, see Appendix). Curracurrang 1 is the earliest 
radiocarbon-dated site in Royal NP with the base of 
the cultural deposits dated to 8,000–9,000 years old 
when calibrated to calendar years. Other dated sites 
in Royal NP are less than 3,000 years old. 

Including the southern Sydney area, there is a 
greater spread of dates with earlier sites at Tempe 
House (10,000–11,000 years old) and Prince of 
Wales Hospital (7,000–9,000 years old); but overall 
most ages are still less than 3,000 years old (Fig. 3a). 
The stratigraphic provenance of the radiocarbon date 
for Doughboy Head is problematic (Mary Dallas 
Consulting 2002; Smith et al. 1990:5, 118–119, Table 
13) and is thus excluded from Figure 3. Figure 3a 
includes all the radiometric dates that I am aware 
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of at the time of writing (71); many sites have more 
than one date, with Curracurrang 1 having 14 dates. 
Figure 3b indicates how many sites are estimated to 
have been occupied in each millennium. 

Many people interpret graphs such at these in 
terms of population change, especially population 
increase. However, interpreting such graphs is 
diffi cult as sites are excavated and radiocarbon dates 
obtained for a variety of reasons. In addition, many 
dates represent short-term events (e.g., the hearths at 
the Prince of Wales Hospital, the butchered dugong 
bones Sheas Creek and others noted as ST in the 

Appendix). For large area open sites it is often not 
known whether the dates obtained refl ect all periods 
of the site’s occupation and include its earliest 
occupation. It is also probable that dates obtained 
for sites excavated in the future may well change the 
confi guration of the graphs substantially. 
 Thus, the dates that are included in these graphs 
cannot be taken as a representative sample refl ecting 
regional trends in such aspects as land use and 
demography. In particular, neither of these graphs 
can be said to refl ect demographic changes. They 
do, however, along with site distribution maps such 

as Figure 1, provide impressions of 
what parts of the country are currently 
known to be occupied in different 
periods of time. As such they indicate 
gaps in our knowledge and provide 
the basis for future research questions 
about Aboriginal occupation of the 
region. For example, it is unlikely, 
given the radiocarbon age of other 
sites in Australia and other parts of 
New South Wales, that the earliest 
sites have been found in Royal NP and 
southern Sydney. Most excavated sites 
in Royal NP and its environs are along 
the ocean and estuarine shorelines. 
Radiocarbon ages are known for only 

four non-coastal/hinterland sites 
(see Appendix). Only three open 
campsites (i.e., non-midden sites 
comprising stone artefacts only) 
have been excavated; two coastal 
and one hinterland – Gymea 
GYB/1, Loftus Street, and Mill 
Creek 14 respectively), and only 
the last two of these have been 
radiocarbon-dated. Before valid 
scenarios of changes over time 
in land and resource use patterns 
can be produced, more sites in 
non-coastal/hinterland areas need 
to be excavated and radiocarbon-
dated.

Stone tools – change over time 
in tool-kits 

Curracurrang 1 was one of the 
earliest sites in New South Wales 
to reveal a stratifi ed sequence of 
stone artefact assemblages which 
showed changes occurred over 
time in the stone tools people made 
and used. Prior to the excavations 

Figure 3. Radiometric dates from Aboriginal sites in Royal National 
Park and southern Sydney.  (4a) Number of radiometric dates (cal 
BP) in each millennium (N=61, excluding 4 ‘modern’ and 1 problem-
atic). (4b) Number of habitation sites estimated to have been occupied 
in each millennium (N=29 sites). This is a cumulative graph assuming 
that once a stratifi ed site was fi rst occupied it continued to be occu-
pied at least some time in each millennium, unless sterile layers are 
present to indicate otherwise; short-term sites are counted only in the 
known millennium of occupation.



B45Proc. Linn. Soc. N.S.W., 134, 2012

V. ATTENBROW

at Curracurrang, stratifi ed stone artefact assemblages 
were found during excavations at Lapstone Creek 
just west of the Nepean River and at Capertee on 
the western side of the Blue Mountains. On the basis 
of the stratifi ed assemblages at these two sites, F.D. 
McCarthy (1963) proposed a three-phase sequence of 
stone tool assemblages which he called the Eastern 
Regional Sequence. 

The excavations by Megaw and his colleagues in 
Royal National Park and Port Hacking confi rmed that 
a three-phase sequence extended to coastal contexts, 
though there were regional variations (Megaw 
1965:204; 1974:35–37). Archaeological work on the 
NSW south coast (Bowdler 1976; Lampert 1971), 
Blue Mountains (Stockton and Holland 1974), 
and north coast (McBryde 1974) also showed such 
sequences existed over a wide area of southeastern 
Australia but again with regional variations. The 
sequence of changes included: the mid-Holocene 
appearance of backed artefacts and their demise in 
most regions 1,500–1,000 years ago; the appearance 
of ground-edged implements 4,000–3,500 years ago 
and their increase in number ca 1,500 years ago; and 
changes in raw materials including an increased use 
of quartz and a decrease in fi ne grained materials such 
as silcrete and tuff in the last one or two millennia. 
However, more detailed analyses are required of 
the Curracurrang 1 stone assemblages to clarify the 
nature and chronology of the foregoing changes at 
this important site.
 These changes over time in the introduction and 
abundance of various stone tools and the use of stone 
materials may have been associated with shifts in long-
term environmental/climate conditions (Attenbrow et 
al. 2009) and/or were likely accompanied by changes 
in social behaviour – e.g., changes in social networks 
and exchange systems between neighbouring and 
distant communities of other language groups (Grave 
et al. 2012), and religious belief systems.

Fishing and fi shhooks
Fishing was one of the most common activities 

described in the historical accounts, paintings and 
drawings. There was a division of labour in fi shing 
activities along the NSW central and south coasts; 
women used hook and line with shell fi sh-hooks from 
canoes, whereas the men used multi-pronged spears 
from canoes and rock platforms (Fig. 4, note woman 
carrying hook and line and man holding a multi-
pronged fi shing spear). 

Many shell fi shhooks have been recovered from 
excavated sites in Royal NP and southern Sydney, 
e.g., Wattamolla, and particularly The Kurnell 
Meeting Place Precinct where some 200 completed 

and partially complete hooks were found (Megaw 
1993:44). Most of the shell fi shhooks at the Kurnell 
Meeting Place Precinct were found in one area (Square 
BB4), and, as it was the women who made and used 
the shell fi shhooks, this suggests this may have been 
a women’s work area. All identifi ed fi shhooks in the 
Sydney region are made of shell. After microscopic 
examination, use-wear specialist Richard Fullagar 
considered the ‘stone fi shhook’ from Curracurrang 7 
(Tracey 1974:23, 18) to be a natural piece of stone 
(Attenbrow 2010b:87).

In addition to the shell fi shhooks, small stone fi les 
are found at many sites, e.g., Curracurrang 2, Quibray 
Bay, and Boat Harbour. They are considered to have 
been used in making shell fi shhooks, as they have the 
same geographical and chronological distribution as 
the shell fi shhooks which appear in southeastern NSW 
archaeological sites ca 1,000 years ago (Attenbrow 
2010a). However, use-wear and residue studies 
indicate they were also used for other purposes, such 
as bone-working (Attenbrow et al. 1998; Kononenko 
2009). Two stone fi les at Curracurrang 2 were 
initially reported as being in levels dating to 1930±80 

Figure 4. A Family of New South Wales, by Wil-
liam Blake (engraver) from a sketch by Governor 
King, in Hunter 1793, opposite page 414. (Repro-
duced courtesy Australian Museum Research Li-
brary).
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BP (Glover 1974:14, 17, Table 2, Figure 12, 14), but 
subsequent reassessment of the location of the stone 
fi les and the dated charcoal sample, throws doubt 
on there being any association between the fi les and 
charcoal sample and it is not possible to establish 
their age (Attenbrow et al. 1998:136).

Evidence for movement of objects, raw materials, 
shells and/or people 

Even at the time Etheridge and Whitelegge 
(1907) were describing the amazing stone artefact 
assemblages revealed by the storms along the Sydney 
coastline, they reported ‘It is quite clear that the 
siliceous material was derived in a great measure 
from the surrounding Hawkesbury Sandstone, but the 
others were probably obtained from distant sources’.

In addition to being an indicator of chronological 
change in technology, ground-edged hatchets also 
provide evidence for the movement of goods and/or 
people, especially hatchets made of volcanic rocks 
that can be traced as coming from sources that are 
geographically limited in availability. Amongst 
the artefacts excavated from Curracurrang 1 was a 
hatchet made of a rock called tinguaite, an unusual 
rock known to crop-out along the south coast only in 
the Minnamurra area – some 60 km away (Branagan 
and Megaw 1969:14–15). Another ground-edged 
implement found at Botany Bay (AM Reg. No 
E.57826) was shown during a recent pilot study using 
non-destructive pXRF technology (Grave et al. 2012) 
to be made of basalt probably from a source near 
Mangrove Mountain in the NSW Central Coast (~80 
km distant). Results such these indicate the distances 
that raw materials or objects were moved and over 
which exchange systems and social networks 
extended. The pilot study by Grave et al. is being 
expanded to include a substantially larger sample of 
hatchets from a wider region of southeast Australia, 
including southern Sydney, in a study now supported 
by the Australian Research Council.

During their fi eldwork, the IPG listed the shellfi sh 
species observed at the sites they recorded. From 
their site recordings, they (Sefton 2002:46, 2004:42, 
Fig.16, 2011:48–49, Fig. 15) identifi ed variations in 
the distribution of estuarine shells (Sydney cockle 
Anadara trapezia) and shells from exposed open coast 
environments (small turban Subninella undulata, 
triton Cabestana spengleri, cartrut Thais orbita, 
limpet Cellana tramoserica and chiton [unidentifi ed]) 
which were on the surface of shelter fl oor deposits in 
unexcavated sites in the western half of the Park (Fig. 
5). In the south of the Park, people carried coastal 
shellfi sh (e.g., small turbans) from the ocean shoreline 
up to 6 km inland to the upper non-estuarine reaches 

of the Hacking River above Audley. In the north, 
people focussed their shellfi shing along the estuaries, 
but they transported estuarine shells up to 11 km away 
from the estuarine shorelines. This patterning shows 
that people moved between the coast, estuaries and 
forested lands. Interestingly, the species of shell that 
was carried furthest was the estuarine Sydney cockle, 
a shell which historically was described as being used 
as a tool (Attenbrow 2010b:119), suggesting it may 
have been carried for practical purposes as much as 
for food.

Faunal remains – subsistence/diet
The 1960s Royal NP and Kurnell excavation 

reports provide only brief lists of identifi ed marine 
and land fauna (Glover 1974:Table 7; Megaw 
1965:203, 1967:283-84, 1968a:326, 1968b:17-18; 
Megaw and Roberts 1974:Table 4), but even so they 
indicate that the statements made by some First Fleet 
journalists that the local inhabitants ‘lived by fi sh 
alone’ were mistaken. Marine mammal bones, e.g., 
Fur seal Arctocephalus sp. and whale bone, were also 
reported, as well as unidentifi ed crustacea. 

Subsequent lists of marine and land fauna, 
which come from recently excavated Kurnell sites 
(e.g., Brayshaw et al. 1992:Table 4.1.1; Dallas et al. 
2001:21-26, Tables 4.3-4.6; Mary Dallas Consulting 
2005:134-40, Tables 5.14-5.17; Irish 2010:48-56) 
and re-analysis of the 1960s excavated Kurnell 
assemblages (Tsoulos 2007; Godfree 1995 in Tsoulos 
2007) provide much fuller and more comprehensive 
lists.

These lists indicate that the local inhabitants of 
this area ate of a wide variety of fi sh and land animals 
(Tables 1 and 2). The dominant shellfi sh species 
included rock oyster Saccostrea glomerata, mud oyster 
Ostrea angasi, large turban Turbo torquata, small 
turban Subninella undulata, hairy mussel Trichomya 
hirsuta, edible mussel Mytilus edulis planulatus, 
Sydney cockle, black nerita Nerita atramentosa, 
colourful limpets Cellana tramoserica, Cartrut Thais 
orbita, Spenglers triton Cabestana spengleri, and 
Hercules whelk Pyrazus ebeninus, depending on the 
shell midden’s environmental context (i.e., whether 
ocean or estuarine). Fish bone assemblages were 
dominated by snapper Pagrus auratus and bream 
Acanthopagrus australis (Sparidae), with blue groper/
wrasse (Labridae) leatherjackets (Monacanthidae), 
fl atheads (Platycephalidae) and catfi shes (Plotosidae) 
common. Garfi sh (Hemiramphidae) were tentatively 
identifi ed at Inscription Point by Megaw (1968b:17), 
but subsequent re-analysis by Diana Tsoulos (pers.
com.) has not identifi ed them at this site and they 
have not been identifi ed at any other coastal Sydney 
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site (Colley and Attenbrow 2012). Land animals 
included kangaroo Macropus sp, wallaby Wallabia 
bicolor, possum, potoroo Potorous tridactylus and 
bandicoots Isoodon macrourus. Current analyses 
being undertaken during Tsoulos’ current AIATSIS-
funded project will enable more complete descriptions 
of the animals caught.

Body ornaments, rattles, musical instruments or 
fi shing lures?

Amongst the items of interest that William 
Harper found during his 1890s excavation of the 
Bundeena rockshelter were six black nerita shells 
(Nerita atramentosa), each with a small square hole 
cut into their back (Fig. 6(a[i and ii]); a kangaroo 
fi bula 9¾ inches (24 cm) long, well-polished with 

Figure 5. Distribution of Royal National Park sites that have coastal and estuarine shell, recorded by 
Illawarra Prehistory Group to 2011. Map provided by and reproduced with permission of Bruce Scurr 
of the Illawarra Prehistory Group. Line drawings of shells from Child 1969.
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Anguillidae  Unidentifi ed Eel unidentifi ed ♦

Arripididae Arripus trutta Eastern Australian Salmon ♦

Arripididae Arripus sp. Australian Salmon ♦

Balistidae Unidentifi ed Triggerfi shes [1] ♦

Carangidae Pseudocaranx dentex Silver or White Trevally ♦

Carangidae Unidentifi ed Travelly ♦

Cheilodactylidae Nemadactylus spp. Morwong/Jackass ♦

Cheilodactylidae Unidentifi ed Morwongs ♦

Diodontidae Unidentifi ed Porcupinefi shes ♦ ♦

Elasmobranch Carcharias taurus Greynurse Shark ♦ ♦

Elasmobranch Heterodontus portusjacksoni Port Jackson Shark ♦

Elasmobranch Unidentifi ed Shark/Ray/Skate ♦ ♦

Elasmobranch Unidentifi ed Shark ♦ ♦

Kyphosidae [2] Girella sp. Luderick/Blackfi sh ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦[2]

Kyphosidae Girella, Kyphosus or Scorpis Drummers ♦ ♦

Labridae Achoerodus viridis Eastern Blue Groper ♦[3] ♦[3] ♦

Labridae Unidentifi ed Wrasse, Blue Groper ♦ ♦

Labridae Labrid unident Parrotfi sh/Wrasse ♦ ♦

Labridae Pseudolabrus gymnogenis Crimson-banded Wrasse ♦

Labridae Pseudolabrus sp. Wrasse ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

Monacanthidae Monacanthid unidentifi ed Leatherjacket ♦[4] ♦[4] ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

Moridae Unidentifi ed Morid cods ♦

Platycephalidae Platycephalid unidentifi ed Flathead ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

Plotosidae Unidentifi ed Catfi shes ♦ ♦

Pomatomidae Pomatomus saltatrix Tailor ♦

Rajiformes Unidentifi ed Stingrays ♦

Sciaenidae Argyrosomus japonicus Mulloway/Jewfi sh ♦ ♦[5]

Scorpaenidae Unidentifi ed Scorpionfi shes ♦

Serranidae Acanthistius sp. Wirrah ♦

Serranidae Epinephelus sp. Rock Cod ♦ ♦

Serranidae Unidentifi ed Rockcods, Seaperches ♦

Sillaginidae Sillago ciliata Sand Whiting ♦ ♦ ♦

Sillaginidae Sillago sp. Whiting ♦ ♦

Sparidae Acanthopagrus australis Yellowfi n Bream ♦ ♦ ♦

Sparidae Acanthopagrus sp. Bream ♦[6] ♦ ♦ ♦[6]

Sparidae Pagrus auratus Snapper ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦[7]

Sparidae Rhabdosargus sarba Tarwhine ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦

Sparidae Unidentifi ed Unidentifi ed ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
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some modifi cations, which he considered to be a ‘nose 
bone’, but acknowledged it may have been a ‘netting 
needle’ or a ‘death bone or pointer’, concluding with 
the option that such objects may have been at times 
put to several different uses and this object ‘may 
have once been useful as well as ornamental’ (Harper 
1899:329–32). 

However, it is the black nerita shells that have 
been the focus of recent discussions. Some 100 years 
after William Harper interpreted the modifi ed black 
nerita shells in the Bundeena rockshelter as parts of 
a necklace, Paul Irish recovered several black nerita 
shells similarly modifi ed from another midden at 
Bundeena (Fig. 6a[iii]; Irish 2007) and again at 
the Kurnell Meeting Place Precinct during salvage 
excavations in re-opening Cooks Stream (Fig. A[iv]; 
Irish 2010:83). Microscopic examination of these 
shells and experimental work by Nina Kononenko 
(2009) confi rmed that the shells were defi nitely 
humanly modifi ed (probably cut with a stone knife) 
and that the modifi cation was highly unlikely to 
have been for food extraction purposes. Thus Irish 
(2007) proposed they were some form of personal 
adornment. 

In 2009 three black nerita shells and a Bembicium 
sp. shell, found in auger samples from a shell midden 
at Little Bay, showed signs of possible modifi cation 
and it was proposed that they may have had a similar 
function to those from Bundeena (Godden Mackay 
Logan 2009:60–61). Subsequently Farquharson and 
Brown (2010) hypothesised that rather than being 
from a necklace the modifi ed black nerita could have 
been part of a musical instrument called a systrum. 
As support for their suggestion, Farquharson and 
Brown referred to an engraving at Allambie Heights 
(Fig. 6b) which was interpreted by W.D. Campbell 
(1899:Plate 12) as a systrum, ‘a shell-jingling musical 
instrument that was used as an accompaniment to 
the beating together of sticks’. Another engraving at 
Wheeler Heights (Fig. 6b) comprising 18 small circles 
forming a loop was also interpreted as a systrum by 
Campbell (1899:22–23, Plate 10) though Stanbury 

and Clegg (1996:39, Fig.23) refer to it as ‘an under-
water rattle used to attract marine animals’. Another 
interpretation of the shells is that they may be from 
a children’s rattle (pers.com. Oliver Brown 2011), 
perhaps similar to those collected by Walter Roth in 
Northern Queensland in 1899 (Kahn 2003:58–59). 

Whatever their use, these small items provide 
valuable insights and stimulate our thoughts about the 
range of objects people used and the activities they 
participated in.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

 Many hundreds of Aboriginal sites have been 
recorded in Royal NP but artefact collections and 
archaeological excavations have been undertaken 
at relatively few sites within the Park. The earliest 
published excavations were undertaken in the 
1890s at Bundeena. Much later in the 1960s a major 
archaeological programme excavated several sites 
within the Park at Curracurrang and Wattamolla, 
and also in the Kurnell Meeting Place Precinct in 
Kamay-Botany Bay NP. Recent archaeological work, 
which has been focussed to the north and north-
west of the Park, has been undertaken on sites being 
impacted by a variety of developments, in contrast 
to the earlier fi eldwork which was undertaken for 
academic research. However, the archaeological work 
undertaken, from earliest to most recent, provides 
much information about the Dharawal inhabitants of 
this area prior to British colonisation. 

The earliest occupation of an Aboriginal site 
excavated in Royal NP dates to around 8,000–9,000 
years ago and in southern Sydney the site at Tempe 
House dates back to 10,000–11,000 years before 
present. These radiocarbon ages are much more recent 
that the earliest dates for occupation of Australia ca 
50,000 years ago, or even the NSW south coast where 
occupation levels dating back to 23,000–26,000 
cal BP and 19,000–22,000 cal BP were revealed at 
Burrill Lake and Bass Point respectively (Lampert 

Table 1 (preceding page). Identifi ed fi shes from selected excavated Aboriginal archaeological sites in 
Royal National Park and southern Sydney. Scientifi c names according to Hutchins and Swainston 1986 
and The Australian Museum Ichthyology Fish database.   ♦ present at site. Sources: Brayshaw et al. 
1992: Table 4.1.1; Dallas et al. 2001:21-26, Tables 4.3-4.6; Glover 1974: Table 7; Irish 2010:48-56; Table 
4.6; Jo McDonald CHM 2008: Table 50; Megaw and Roberts 1974:Table 4; Mary Dallas Consulting 
2004:Tables 6.6 to 6.10; Mary Dallas Consulting 2005:134-40, Table 5.13; Tsoulos 2007:Table 5.4. ([1] 
common name for Balistidae listed as leatherjacket in Brayshaw et al.1992); ; [2] Girellidae now re-
named Kyphosidae; [3] Listed as A. gouldii blue groper in Megaw and Roberts 1974 and Glover 1974; [4] 
listed as Aluteridae leatherjackets in Megaw and Roberts 1974, Glover 1974; [5] listed as S. antarctica in 
Mary Dallas Consulting 2005; [6] listed as Mylio sp. in Glover 1974 and Brayshaw et al 1992; [7] listed 
as Chrysophrys auratus.
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1971; Bowdler 1976). No doubt in those earlier times 
people were occupying the country that is now Royal 
NP and southern Sydney, and so sites older than 
10,000–11,000 year old may one day be found when 
further sites are excavated in these areas.

This brief review has been able to report only 
some of the results of archaeological work in Royal 
NP and southern Sydney. However, it shows how 
archaeological data gathered from this area provides 
evidence about many aspects of Aboriginal life in the 
past: the foods eaten – the species of fi sh, shellfi sh and 
land animals; the tools and weapons used and the way 
the tool-kit changed over time with the introduction 
of backed artefacts, ground-edges hatchets and shell 
fi shhooks at different times during the Holocene, and 
the recent decline in production of backed artefacts; 
and the raw materials used in manufacturing their 
tools and the sources from which such materials were 
gained. 

Thus, the results of archaeological investigations 

in Royal NP and southern Sydney have contributed 
and will continue to make valuable contributions to 
our knowledge about the way of life and the changes 
that took place in the lives and behaviour of Aboriginal 
people in southeastern Australia in the near recent and 
distant past. To date, however, most archaeological 
work has concentrated along the coast and estuaries 
and a programme of excavations in stratifi ed datable 
sites in the western non-coastal areas of Royal NP 
and southern Sydney would shed much light on how 
Dharawal people lived and behaved when in the 
northern hinterland parts of their country.
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