§
¥
J
|
!

]
]
]
]

AUSTRALASIAN HISTORICAL ARCHAEOLOGY, 20, 2002

Australia’s Iron Age: Aboriginal post-contact metal artefacts from
Old Lamboo Station, Southeast Kimberley, Western Australia

Over the range the ‘iron age’is fast coming—indeed it has come.'

RODNEY HARRISON

While Aboriginally fluked bottle-glass artefacts have been widely described in the Austrafian archaeological
literature as the type fossile of dboriginal post-contact sites, the introduction of metal as a raw material had
a far wider and longer-term impact on the development of posi-contact Indigenous technologies. However,
Aboriginally produced metal artefacts have been poorly described in the archaeological literature. This
paper describes an assemblage of post-contact manufactured metal artefacts collected as part of
archaeological investigations of the Aboriginal pastoral workers' encampments at Old Lamboo Station, a
cattle station located in the southeast Kimberley region of Western Australia. The paper concludes with
observations regarding the potential for a study of regional variation in post-contact artefact forms and the
need for a more mature approach that acknowledges the complexities in meaning which have been attributed
to unmodified ‘western’ objects by Indigenous people in colonial contexts.

INTRODUCTION

Aboriginally flaked bottle glass artefacts have been widely
described in the Australian archaeological literature as the fype
fossile of Aboriginal post-contact sites. Accordingly, there
have been several detailed analyses and descriptions of flaked
bottle glass artefacts from different parts of Australia (e.g.
Allen 1969; Allen & Jones 1980; Cooper & Bowdler 1998;
Freeman 1993; Harrison 1996, 2000a; Nieomoller & Guse
1999; Paterson 1999; Ulm et al. 1999). While the use of bot-
tle glass is of some interest to archaeologists due to the contin-
uation of stone knapping techniques in an introduced
non-lithic medium, the adoption of metal as a raw material
had a far wider and longer-term impact on the development of
post-contact Indigenous technologies. However, Aboriginally
produced metal artefacts have been poorly described in the
archacological literature. This paper describes an assemblage
of post-contact metal artefacts collected as part of archaeolog-
ical investigations of the Aboriginal pastoral workers’
gncampment at Old Lamboo Station, a cattle station located in
the southeast Kimberley region of Western Australia.

Metal artefacts and their role in post-contact Aboriginal
nmaterial culture

[ Few studies have considered explicitly the metal artefact forms
- friom post-contact Australian Aboriginal material cultures.
This may be at least in part due to the interest of early ethnog-
raphers, and more recently professional archaeologists, in the
 flaked glass components of post-contact artefact suites as evi-
dence for experimentation in non-lithic raw materials using
what are essentially techniques that are transferred from stone
working (with some modification). A perceived novelty in the
~ use of ‘stone age’ technologies on raw materials of European
origin has driven this interest. I have discussed this fascination
with the incorporation of Western materials into Indigenous
material culture elsewhere (Harrison 2002), in relation to the
Australian colonial ‘doomed race theory’ (McGregor 1997; see
also Griffiths 1996). In the same way that Aboriginal racial
[ tharacteristics were considered to be ‘weaker’ than Caucasian
. afributes (McGregor 1997: 161), it was believed that Indige-
nous material cultures would necessarily be ‘bred out” by con-
tact with superior European technologies. The process of
incorporation of settler material culture into Indigenous tech-
~mologies was considered to mirror biological processes that
- Were occurring within the bodies of Aboriginal people them-

selves. Following Taussig (1993), there exists a tension in
colonial discourses between the mimicry (mimesis) of Euro-
pean material cultures in their adoption by Aboriginal people,
and the use of this mimicry to construct Aboriginal people as
‘other’ (alterity). Put another way, the use of non-traditional
objects in imitation of traditional or western forms represents
the confrontation of the colonial ‘west’ with itself as viewed
through the eyes (and material culture) of its own ‘others’
(Taussig 1993: xv). Metal artefacts seem inherently less inter-
esting in this light as they are either used in unmodified forms,
or are more often manufactured into things which are clearly
not imitations of western colonial objects. Similarly, they are
not objects manufactured for the western colonial trade market,
as is the case, for example, with glass pressure-flaked Kimber-
ley points (see Harrison 2002). Most often these tools signify a
class of object that represents neither attempts to mimic west-
ern colonialism nor to pander to it. Instead manufactured metal
tools are often made specifically by and for Aboriginal people
in forms which are either a clear post-contact technological
development, or in a more traditional “form’ but to meet a post-
contact need.

Sharp’s (1952) Steel axes for stone age Australians pro-
vides a classic study of the social and economic consequences
of the flow of metal and other non-Indigenous items into Yir
Yiront territory during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Sharp builds a picture of social relations that centred on the
use, exchange and production of stone axes and emphasises the
ways in which stone axes normalised and reproduced particular
types of social relationships, particularly gender roles and
social exchanges. Through the new ways in which steel axes
were distributed, older men lost control of a source of power in
their control of access to axes (Sharp 1952: 84). Changes in
trading patterns weakened the importance of social activities
that revolved around ritual and social exchange, while creating
new forms of dependence on white trading partners who
exploited this dependence to impose authoritarian structures on
members of the group (Sharp 1952: 83-86). Similar post-con-
tact social changes have been noted for the introduction of
glass as a raw material for the manufacture of biface pressure-
flaked points in the Kimberley (Harrison 2002).

Akerman and Bindon (e.g. 1984, 1995) are among the few
writers who have taken a consistent interest in metal artefacts
and their role in post-contact material cultures. Working from
ethnographic data, museum collections and field observations,
they provide a number of overview descriptions of metal arte-
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facts from the greater Kimberley region (see also Akerman
1979, 1983). Of particular relevance to this study, Akerman
and Bindon (1984) describe a number of metal counterparts to
stone adze forms used throughout the Kimberley region. In the
areas of the Kimberley where hafted edge-ground stone or
shell adzes were used, an oval-shaped piece of shear blade or
other metal object approximately 15cm long was attached to a
wooden handle of 20cm long (Akerman & Bindon 1984: 369)
to form a metal-bladed adze. In arcas where the ‘tula’ type
adze was made, a short section of hand shear blade (up to
10cm), metal file or carpenter’s chisel was hafted onto a short
wooden handle using copper wire or twine and spinifex resin.
A curved vehicle spring of around 45cm in length was also
made into an adze of this form by merely filing an edge on one
or both sides (Akerman & Bindon 1984: 369). Significantly,
Akerman and Bindon (1984) note that the metal artefact forms
follow closely the traditional geographical division between
areas where ‘edge ground’ and ‘tula’ type adzes were manu-
factured prior to sustained European contact with the area.
Smith (2001) has recently undertaken an analysis of post-con-
tact artefacts from Gordon Downs pastoral station to the east
of Old Lamboo. Several of the artefacts described are typolog-
ically identical to those discussed in this analysis.

Although there are various ethnohistoric references to
metal tools manufactured by Aboriginal people, these refer-
ences tend to provide only short descriptions of the tool and its
presumed use, rather than details of manufacture and first-
hand accounts of the artefact’s function. For example, in the
Kimberley, Idriess notes:

Stone axes have been thrown away for a horseshoe
which, cut in halves and sharpened within a hafted
handle, has made an immeasurably superior tool. Any
old lump of iron will be fashioned into axe-head or
spearhead. in preference to stone. (Idriess 1937: 59)

He later goes on to add:

The last of the stone age men will walk any distance,
go through any privation, to secure an old lump of
iron: once they possess an iron spearhead they have a
weapon of great killing power and one that can be used
for years. (Idriess 1937: 62)

These descriptions moralise about Aboriginal people’s
behaviour, and are little concerned with the details of the
objects themselves, except as symbols of a particular type of
behaviour or mindset. However they do have the potential to
provide valuable insights into the places, times and even
names of Aboriginal people who were manufacturing particu~
lar artefact forms, a point to which I return later in this paper.
What they are less likely to record are the processes or con-
texts of the use or manufacture of these items, which is also of
critical importance to being able to interpret them. Archaeo-~
logical and material-culture studies have the potential to
enlighten these aspects of the use and manufacture of post-
contact Aboriginal metal artefacts.

OLD LAMBOO STATION

Old Lamboo Station is a cattle station located approximately
50km southwest of the town of Halls Creek (see Figure 1). In
1901 Frederick Charles Booty, an Oxford graduate who had
spent the 1890s working on surrounding pastoral leases, took
up the first of several leases that were later amalgamated to
form the Lamboo (or Lambo) lease. Prior to 1910 Booty built
the first homestead at Lamboo, a simple four-room, mud-brick
structure on flat ground near a bend in the Mary River. At
around this time he also constructed sheds, a well, stone based
water tank and trough, and several fences near the homestead.
After a succession of short-term managers the station was
taken over by Ben Taylor in the late 1940s, and by the early
1950s new station buildings were constructed on site to
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Figure 1. Map showing location of study area and Old Lamboo Station.

replace those built by Booty. The homestead was abandoned
in the 1960s because of problems with floeding and the qual-
ity of the water supply.

Aboriginal people started camping at Old Lamboo shortly
after Booty took up the first station lease. The presence of
heavily weathered stone artefacts at the site attest to an earlier
use of the place by Aboriginal people, although the pre-con-
tact use of the site appears to have been in the form of small,
short-term camps from which to hunt kangaroos on the flat
(bindiri), and gather fish, freshwater mussels and eels from the
river (there are two permanent waterholes at Lamboo called
Yuyuin and Ngungmuliya). By contrast the pastoral settlement
phase represented the long-term semi-sedentary occupation of
the site by pastoral station workers and their kin. Oral sources
suggest that the fringe encampments were home to a season-
ally shifting population of up to 70 or more people at times.
Booty and Taylor employed many of these people as stock-
workers and domestic assistants. Today the camps consist ofa
discontinuous scatter of stone and glass and metal artefacls
and well-defined hearths that spreads over a large flat area on
the banks of the Mary River (see Figure 2).

The study

A large assemblage of modified metal artefacts was recovered
from excavations and surface collections at QOld Lamboo. This
study only considers those artefacts that were recovered from
the station fringe encampment areas, and on the basis of
provenance coupled with discussions with informants, all arte-
facts described here are considered to be artefacts which were
manufactured and used by Aboriginal people at Old Lamboo.
Quantification and spatial analysis of these artefacts is pre-
sented elsewhere (Harrison in prep.); this paper is concerned
only with describing the artefacts themselves and the variabil-
ity that they exhibit. Discussion of the artefacts with a group
of Aboriginal people who had lived and worked on Old Lam-
boo station was carried out over several fieldtrips from 1997
to 1999, both on site at Old Lamboo and in Halls Creek. Many
of these artefacts are still manufactured more or less regularly
by Aboriginal people in Halls Creek, and used along with
‘modern’ manufactured tools such as metal files and steel axes
for a variety of tasks. Central to this discussion were the
‘Lamboo mob’—Stan Brumby, Jack Ryder, Doris Ryder, Pal-
tercake Imbelong, Jerry Woodhouse, Barbara Tmbelong and
Mrs Jugari’s husband (deceased), all of whom lived and/or
worked on the station during the period from 1930 to 1960
(see Plate 1), The results of these discussions are included here
where they contribute to an understanding of the manufacture,
use or meaning of particular artefact forms.
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-~ Plate 1. The 'Lamboo moh' ar Qld

- Lamboo Station. Left to right: Jack
Ryder, Doris Ryder, Stan Brumby, Joe
Blythe (at the time working as linguisi
for KLRC), author, Patiercake
Imbelong (behind author).
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THE ARTEFACTS

Horseshoe spearpoints

Horseshoe spearpoints are one of the most obvious of the
metal artefact forms present at Old Lamboo, and are repre-
sented by numerous artefacts in various stages of manufacture
(see Figure 3). This, coupled with detailed information pro-
vided by Aboriginal people who lived and worked at the sta-
tion, means that the modification sequence of horseshoe to
point is clearly understood. Typically a horseshoe wears at the
‘toe’; when removed and re-shoed one is left with two halves
of the original shoe. One of these halves is selected, then
heated and beaten to chamfer the edges of the point, closing
the holes through which shoeing nails are usually hammered.
While beating the edges flat, the bent half-shoe is also being
straightened by applying pressure and through emphasis of the
battering and flattening of the half shoe. Where people have
access to hammer, anvil and/or portable smithy, these tools are
used, in other cases “forging’ the tool is undertaken on an open
domestic campfire and beating is done with the use of stone
anvil and expedient hammers such as a metal axe head or
hammerstone. These actions, alternately heating, battering and
bending to straighten, arc undertaken repeatedly until the
horseshoe has been formed into a point blank. This process is
relatively laborious, and makes up a large part of the work of
producing the point. Informants estimated this process of
forging to take several hours to complete.
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Figure 3. llustration of horseshoe spearpoints in various stages of
manufacture, Old Lamboo Station.

Figure 4. Small, portable metal grinding stone used in the production of
horseshoe spearpoint, Old Lamboo Station.
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Figure 3. Bullockshoe
spearpoint, Old Lamboo Station.
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Once the point has been flattened and bent straight, the
edges are ground, usually on a small portable expedient grind-
ing slab (see Figure 4), although sometimes large, lower seed-
grinding stones, concrete blocks or even commercial
whetstones may be used. With increased access to metal files
and rasps, these have become the preferred implements for
grinding back the edges of horseshoe points. The grinding
stage allows the maker to produce not only a sharp point, but
to work the point into the desired shape. The modification
sequence is illustrated by a number of archaeological exam-
ples in various stages of manufacture in Figure 3. The Lamboo
mob noted that the shovel spear form made from horseshoes
was a post-contact introduction from the north. Iron horseshoe
points are known to the Lamboo mob by the term guralyi. the
Jaru word for horseshoe or by the term ‘shovel spear’. Varia-
tions on this type include points made on bullock shoes, which
tend to be much broader and squatter in profile due to the dif-
ferent shape of the bullock shoe (see Figure 3). Metal points
were also sometimes cut from the sides of kerosene or food
tins using a pair of shears (see illustration in Harrison 2000b:
47). This produced a point that generally required less work-
ing to achieve the desired shape, but one which was not as
strong as points made from horseshoes.

The use and trade of iron horseshoe points is well illus-
trated by a number of ethnographic observations across north-
ern Australia, Davidson (1935: 170) notes the use of iron
spearheads by Wardaman people in the Northern Territory in
1934, while Falkenberg (1962: 148-150) discusses the equiv-
alence of metal and bifacially pressure-flaked glass points in
trading transactions in the Port Keats area in the Northern Ter-
ritory. The assumption of many of these authors seems to be
that metal spearheads were used for functional purposes.
Informants from Old Lambaoo noted that iron horseshoe
points, in addition to being used for hunting large land game,
also had ceremonial uses in the highly stylised masculine
fighting that occurred during corroborees and inter-language
group meetings. Horseshoe spearheads were generally hafted
onto a short (1-1.6m) hand-thrown hard wood spearshaft,
although could occasionally be hafted to a long (>2.5m) com-
posite spearshaft in the same way as stone and glass ‘Kimber-
ley’ type points (see Akerman & Bindon 1995). Bradshaw
(1990) discusses metal horseshoe points such as these ones
from the ethnographic collections of the Western Australian
Museum. An illustration of a metal point is presented by
Smith (2001) although it is unclear whether this has been
ground or cut into shape from a tin can. The form of the point
appears typologically similar to metal points cut from the
sides of kerosene tins as discussed above.






















