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What does the archaeological evidence indicate? 

Relatively few archaeological sites have been investigated within the wet tropics region 

Evidence from the Ngarrabullgan plateau6, the Chillagoe limestone belt7 and southern Cape York12 indicates a Pleistocene hu-

man presence in North Queensland   

Excavation at Ngarrabullgan cave indicated human presence from at least 37,000 BP6 

Very low level occupation occurred at Murubun Shelter at around 30,000 BP and 16,000 BP4   

The site closest to Lynch’s Crater, Jiyer Cave on the Russell River, has an occupation sequence beginning around 5100 BP5 

No significant dated archaeological evidence has yet been recovered from the rainforests of  the central Atherton Tablelands, 

although numerous stone tool collections have been recovered from surface sediments 

 

BACKGROUND 

An early human impact on rainforest? 

A pollen and charcoal record produced from Lynch’s Crater on the Atherton Tablelands of  North Queensland shows a dramatic 

increase in charcoal frequency at 45,000 years before present (BP) followed by a decline in Araucarian vine forest1,2.  No compa-

rable event was observed in similar periods of  previous glacial cycles in the record.  According to Kershaw3, the difference that 

resulted in this fire-induced vegetation decline was the arrival of  Aboriginal people practising fire-stick farming.   

Is this sufficient evidence of  an early human impact on Australian rainforest?  As shown in the chart below, there is no archaeo-

logical evidence of  human presence in the region at the same time as the Lynch’s Crater burning event. 

METHODOLOGY 

Sample collection 

Retrieve sediment cores from swamps adjacent to pocket sites and swamps on the rainforest boundary 

Collect soil samples from within pocket sites (sclerophyll) and outside of  pocket sites (rainforest) 

Collect surface samples from soils and swamps in various contexts for reference material 

A complex rainforest Aboriginal culture 
 

The scarcity of  archaeological evidence contrasts sharply with the abundance 

of  historical records of  a complex rainforest Aboriginal culture that held numer-

ous unique adaptations for living in the rainforest13, including: 

 

Subsistence based on intensive procedures of  toxic nut processing 

Weapons and tools not found in other Aboriginal cultures, including wooden 

swords and shields carved from rainforest trees 

Semi-permanent camps with robust shelters designed for the wet conditions 

A network of  paths and open ‘pockets’ maintained within the dense rainfor-

est vegetation 

 

Of  palaeoecological significance are the historical records of  ‘pockets’ of  open 

woodland or grassland within the rainforest that were occupied or used for ceremonial purposes by Aboriginal people.  There is 

some evidence that Aboriginal people maintained these pockets by regularly burning the vegetation14.  

Aboriginal shelters, Atherton Tablelands, 1890s                
Image: John Oxley Library 

RESEARCH AIMS 

Historically recorded open pockets within the Atherton Tablelands rainforest are associated with both archaeological or histori-

cal evidence of  human occupation and a palynologically detectable change in the landscape.  

 

Palaeoecological investigation of  these pockets, and the swamps adjacent to them, can therefore allow direct examination of  the 

history of  human interaction with the landscape.  By targeting specific sites of  archaeological and palaeoecological interest it is 

anticipated that a history of  human interaction with the rainforest environment of  the Atherton Tablelands will be produced that 

may reveal: 

The antiquity of  Aboriginal occupation of  the tablelands rainforest 

The antiquity and means of  establishment of  open pockets within the tablelands rainforest 

The role of  fire as a tool of  vegetation management within the rainforest 

The possibility of  mid- to late Holocene environmental variability as an influence on North Queensland Aboriginal cultures 

Pockets Rainforest  

Sediment core collected with D-Section corer 

Image: Shawn O’Donnell 

Analysis 

Analysis of  microfossils and sediment properties to develop a history of  environmental change  

at sample sites, which can then be linked to local archaeological and historical evidence: 
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PRELIMINARY RESULTS 

 

 

Twilight Swamp 

Preliminary analysis of  a core extracted from Twilight Swamp near Yungaburra in the central Atherton Tablelands has re-

sulted in a pollen and charcoal record from approximately 120 cm of  sediment.  Twilight Swamp is located near a histori-

cally recorded open pocket.  The core was extracted with a D-section corer, and shows 50cm of  peat sediments overlying 

70cm of  clay sediments.   

  

DISCUSSION 

Although no dates are yet available for the core, the appearance of  cereal pollen at 40cm depth suggests a relatively 

recent age.   

The upper half  of  the core appears to reflect the European impact on the landscape, with initial appearances of  exotic 

taxa in tandem with decreases in arboreal taxa, increases in disturbance taxa such as Macaranga/Mallotus and ferns, 

and a large increase in charcoal concentration 

The charcoal record does not indicate any significant burning prior to the assumed period of  European arrival 

It is difficult to discern a clear indication of  the presence of  an open pocket from the record but there seems to be a degree of  

openness in the local landscape with relatively high Poaceae values throughout the record as well as significant sclerophyll and 

fern values in the lower samples 

FUTURE WORK 

Macro-charcoal analysis of  the Twilight Swamp record 

Further coring to extend the Twilight Swamp record 

Exploration of  other possible open pockets and swamp sites 

High resolution analysis of  the recent period to provide greater detail of  the transition between indigenous and European man-

agement of  the tablelands landscape 

 High resolution analysis of  the late Holocene period to provide detail on climatic variability and the role of  ENSO in both rain-

forest and sclerophyll environments of  the tablelands 

Investigation of  methods of  integrating palaeoecological data from swamp cores with archaeological soil samples from pocket 

sites 
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Events in North Queensland prehistory

Earliest occupation at archaeological sites4,5,6,7 Holocene expansion of rainforest at palaeoecological sites1,8,9,10,11

In relation to the Lynch's Crater palaeoecological record
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Twilight Swamp pollen diagram 


