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Abstract

The excavation and analysis of fifty stone artefacts found
in a prehistoric pit on Mucklandama Creek, in western
Queensland is described. These artefacts provide information
on the manufacture of tulas and on the differentiation of
unused and exhausted tulas. It is argued that the feature
recovered from Mucklandama Creek is a cache of unused
tulas destined for barter. A radiocarbon date demonstrates
that the cache is less than 1000 years old. A review of data
from other parts of Australia reveals that similar caches
are a recent phenomenon. It is suggested that the
appearance of such caches may be related to an intensifi-
cation of trade and settlement restructuring in the late
Holocene.

Structural change in prehistoric Australian hunter-
gatherer society, often discussed as ‘intensification’,
has been identified primarily on the basis of
variation in the quantities of prehistoric activities (cf.
Ross 1985; Hiscock 1986). Additional archaeological
indicators of social change are alterations to the
complexity of exchange systems and resource-
management strategies (Lourandos 1985). The former
process is manifested in the establishment and
development of trading networks and the latter in
techniques of resource procurement and storage.
This paper investigates the antiquity and purpose of
one form of prehistoric activity, creating caches of
stone artefacts. Caching involves storing objects under-
ground by concealing them in holes. I suggest that in
Australia certain types of caches may be indicative
of resource storage associated with extensive exchange
systems. Consequently the archaeological identification
of these features may provide one measure of
‘intensification’.

In this paper I describe archaeological material
from a site in western Queensland, and interpret this
material as a prehistoric cache. The cache consists
of fifty stone artefacts placed in a pit which was then
filled in, demonstrating that it was not merely storage
but the added security inherent in caching which
was desired. It is argued that the cache represents
the storage of items destined for barter, and that
caches of this kind may contribute to an understanding
of trading networks in Australia. An assessment of
the form, context, and antiquity of other caches of
stone artefacts in Awustralia indicates that the
conclusion may be widely applicable.

This proposition is consistent with the findings of
anthropological research into numerous hunter-
gatherer groups. Caching behaviour is well documen-
ted amongst hunter-gatherers. Although the investment
of labour in the expectation of a delayed return,
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reflected in the storage of goods, has not traditionally
been expected of hunters and gatherers it is in fact
common (Ingold 1983; Testart 1982; Gould 1980:105;
Binford 1983:144, 258, 270-273, 346). Practical storage,
in which processed items are preserved by being
placed in contexts which enhance the likelihood of
their preservation, is frequently a solution to
problems of activity scheduling (Ingold 1983:557).
These problems arise from seasonal changes in the
availability of raw materials and from the non-
concurrence of production and exchange. As one
form of storage, caching fulfills not only the role of
insurance against social and environmental fluctu-
ations but, because it involves hiding the stored
objects from the view of others, also allows the
accumulation of material goods. Testart (1982) points
out ‘that where there are communal caches the
control of access to the goods may become an
important social mechanism for establishing power
structures. In highly nomadic groups individuals
who cache material may possess the items without
constantly carrying them. Thus prehistoric storage
may be related to the congregation of people, the
encouragement of sedentism, the development of
widespread exchange systems, and the existence and
development of social inequalities (Testart 1982:528;
Ingold 1983:554). If archaeological caches indicate
these social processes then they may provide a means
of testing models of socioeconomic change such as
those proposed by Lourandos (1983, 1985).

Archaeologically, caches provide further information
because they sometimes contain artefacts in a form
which was rarely discarded and are therefore
unavailable for study in other contexts (cf. Phillips
1987). Caches of stone artefacts in particular often
reveal stages of manufacture which are otherwise
invisible to the archaeologist (e.g. Morse 1971b;
Lintz 1978). Contemporaneity and functional relation-
ship of objects cached together is also revealed (e.g.
Morse 1971a and 1971b; Shock and Bass 1966).
Furthermore, caching can provide an archaeological
record of the size, morphology and quantity of
artefacts carried or traded across the landscape, and
of the favoured locations for storage (e.g. Holmes
1893). By assessing the amount of potential use-life
left in the cached artefacts archaeologists have infered
whether the caches were meant to be temporary or
permanent (e.g. Morse 1971a vs 1971b). Artefacts
with a large potential use-life are often cached as
large bundles in contexts where they can be easily
recovered whereas artefacts with a small potential
use of life are often found in graves, supporting the
temporary/permanent division. In this way a detailed
analysis of cache contents may provide indications
of the role of those caches in prehistoric groups.

A similar range of data was obtained from the
cache of tulas described here, discovered along
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Figure 1. Location of site M6.

Mucklandama Creek in western Queensland. Detailed
analysis of the recovered artefacts permits a description
of the processes of stoneworking and the point at
which tulas were traded. Consequently it is possible
to hypothesise whether other caches of stone artefacts
in Australia were likely to have been intended for
further use and/or trading.

Mucklandama Creek 6

Mucklandama Creek is a seasonal stream running
eastward from high land to the Burke River (Fig. 1).
The creek consists of deeply incised braided channels
on the southern side of a broad alluvial plain.
Immediately to the west and southwest there is an
undulating plateau containing extensive silcrete out-
crops. With the exception of tree-lined tributaries of
Mucklandama Creek the landscape to the south and
west is comprised largely of bare gibber surfaces. To
the northeast the flood plain is covered with

Mitchell grass.

Mucklandama Creek 6 (BG:Al0) is an open site
located on the eastern bank of the main channel,
approximately lkm upstream from the junction of
Fort William Creek (see Fig. 1). The site, consisting
of a scatter of chipped stone artefacts, 67 grindstone
fragments and eight hearths, extends over an area
140 X 68m. Densities of artefacts varied between
6/sqm and 0.25/sqm, averaging 0.7/sqm. On the basis
of these figures it is estimated that approximately
5000 artefacts exist on the ground surface.

The vast majority (91%) of chipped artefacts were
made of silicified siltstone. Silcréte and volcanic
materials were each used in 3% of artefacts.
Approximately 2% of the assemblage was quartz and
a little under 1% a distinctive white chalcedony. Of
these materials only silcrete outcrops locally and all
other nearby sites have large proportions of silcrete.
Siltstone outcrops nearby but is generally not in a
silicified form. Silicified siltstone outcrops extensively
in.the de Little Range to the north, near the head-
waters of Mucklandama Creek, and may be available
near the site in river gravels. Since no nodules of
workable size were found in the adjacent channels
of Mucklandama Creek, it is equally likely that
silicified siltstone was being transported from out-
crops 20-30km away. The sources of the quartz and
the volcanic materials are not known precisely, but it
is certain that the chalcedony has been transported
to the site. White chalcedony is available only in
outcrops of Noranside Limestone, the nearest occur-
rance of which is at Scardale Homestead, Skm to the
north.

The transportation of stone materials over these
distances may account for the relatively high
proportions of retouched flakes at Mucklandama
Creek 6 compared to other sites in the region. At this
site approximately 720 specimens, 15% of the chipped
stone assemblage, were retouched flakes. Of these
retouched flakes the majority, 417 (57.9%), are tulas.
It is tulas which are of particular interest here, since
in the course of detailed site recording four half-
buried tulas were found within 3cm of each other.
These proved to be the uppermost artefacts in a
large cache of tulas.

The Pit

Excavations revealed the dimensions and shape of
the pit dug for the cache. A 50cm X 50cm square
surrounding the pit was excavated to an average
depth of almost 16cm. The pit itself was excavated in
two spits, and the surrounding deposit removed in
three spits. Table 1 lists the size of each of these
spits and the quantity of sediment retrieved. All
sediment was sieved through 2mm mesh. Figure 2, a
section running north-south through the square,
shows the position of these spits in relation to the
pit. Sediment was a compact reddish brown (SYR4/6)
silt with a pH of 80. Towards the base of the
excavation more compact and vesiculated silt, re-
sembling termite mound, was encountered. Although
the excavation reached only 16cm in depth steel
survey pegs driven a further 15cm into the unexcavated
sediment at the base of spit 5 demonstrated that

there were no concentrations of artefacts at greater
depth.
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Average

depth Estimated Weight of Tulas Other Flakes Total Tula Artefact
below volume sediment - Retouched artefacts density density
surface (cm) (cm?) (kg) Flakes (per m3) (per m3)
1 04 760 13 15 3 7 25 19,737 32,895
2 4-8.5 440 0.7 18 4 3 25 40,909 56,818
3 0-3.8 8740 17.3 1 1 32* 34 114 3,661
4 3.8-10.0 15060 217 0 0 7* 7 0 465
5 10.0-15.5 13750 197 0 0 0 0 0 0

Table 1. Size and content of spits in square 1, Mucklandama Creek 6. *:all specimens recovered in sieves and less than 0.5cm?

No change in soil colour or compactness was
noted at the margins of the pit, which was defined
- by the extent of artefacts. The pit had a maximum
width of 18cm and a maximum depth of 11.5cm. In
plan it was roughly oval; in section it was distinctly
assymetrical, with the deepest point being on the
steep southern side of the pit (see Figure 2). This
shape suggests that the pit was dug by thrusting a
digging tool vertically into the ground and then
dragging it north and up.

Within this pit were numerous artefacts, either
flakes or retouched flakes. These objects had not
been tossed haphazardly into the pit, but were neatly
stacked. Figure 3, a cross-section of the cache pit,
indicates the form of this stacking. Artefacts were
‘placed in the pit horizontally or vertically. On the
base and in the northern portion of the pit artefacts
were stacked horizontally, whereas those against the
steep southern wall were vertical. Horizontal artefacts
were invariably positioned with their dorsal surface
down. In most instances the specimens stacked
vertically were positioned with their distal ends up
and their platforms down. This very precise placement

of objects in the pit is best interpreted as an attempt
to prevent damage to the artefacts while packing as
many as possible into the space. The position of
artefacts within the pit also indicates that they were
placed there one by one and were not deposited
inside a container.

It is hypothesised that the pit was dug, the cache
deposited and the pit backfilled within a short space
of time. At the time of discovery the pit was distinct,
and the artefacts neatly packed and covered with
sediment. There were no signs of sediment slumping
into a partly empty pit, nor was there any mound of
dirt adjacent to the pit which might indicate that the
cache had not been covered.

Dating the Pit

When, in prehistoric times, the pit was dug, it
truncated a small lens of charcoal located in the
southern portion of the square (see Figure 2). During
archaeological excavation this lens of charcoal was
revealed when an artefact which rested vertically
-against the southern wall of the pit was removed.
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Figure 2. North-South cross-section through the excavated square showing the relationship of spits (numbered) in the stratigraphy.
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Figure 3. Schematic representation of the position of artefacts
within the pit.

Viewed from the pit the exposed deposit of charcoal
was circular and one centimetre in diameter, reminis-
cent of a burnt branch or root. This lens of charcoal
extended seven centimetres into the wall of the pit
and yielded 2.5g of dateable material. This sample
gave an age estimate of 1190 £ 120 years bp (Beta —
21518).

On the basis of this radiocarbon determination it
can be argued that the lens of charcoal is 800-1600
years old (three standard deviations), and most
probably it is slightly more than 1000 years old. This
provides a maximum date for the pit but it is likely
that the cache is much more recent since approxi-
mately 8cm of sediment may have accumulated on
top of the charcoal prior to the pit being dug. Thus I
confidently conclude that the pit was created less
than 1000 years ago, and probably within the last
few hundred years.

Excavated artefacts

A total of 91 artefacts were recovered from the
excavation. All were made of silicified siltstone.
Table 1 lists the number of artefacts in each spit.
Vertical changes in the contents of the spits 3-3,
those representing the deposit prior to the creation
of the pit, provide an indication of site formation
processes. No artefacts were recovered from spit 5
-and only seven small flakes retained in the sieve
were retrieved in spit 4. Many more artefacts were
found in spit 3, although the majority were unre-
touched flakes less than 0.6cm long. This indicates
that, with the exception of very small chips, artefactual
material is restricted to a zone 0-4cm below the
current land surface. It is possible that the small
flakes in spit 4 may have moved downward in the
deposit. This hypothesis is strengthened by the
contrast between the size of surface material and the
size classes recovered in spit 3. Over 94% of the
artefacts in spit 3 were less than lcm in length,
whereas across the surface of the site less than 8% of
artefacts are in that size class. The absence of small
artefacts on the surface is most easily accounted for
by the greater rate with which they are mcorporated
into the alluvial sediment.

The major exception to this surficial distribution
of artefacts is the extremely high density of material,
especially tulas, found within the pit. The large
proportion of tulas in the cache suggests that all of
the artefacts in the pit are related to their production.
This hypothesis can be examined by a detailed
analysis of the cache assemblage.

Cache Assemblage

The pit contained fifty cached artefacts. Since all
artefacts were flakes or retouched flakes length was
consistently measured as percussion length and
width as the distance from lateral margins half way
along the percussion length. Platform width was
measured as the straight line distance between lateral
margins across the platform. Platform thickness was
the distance across the platform surface from the
centre of the ringcrack to the dorsal face. All four of
these measures were made in centimetres to the
nearest millimetre. ‘Overhang removal’, the series of
small scars on the dorsal face and deriving from the
platform often found on tulas (e.g. Mulvaney 1975:
figure 8) was recorded as a presence/absence trait.
These platform characteristics could be measured
on all specimens except two tulas in spit 1 which
had had the platforms removed by retouching.

These fifty artefacts were placed into three groups
for analysis (Figure 4). Flakes were those pieces of
stone with positive ringcracks, cones and bulbs but
with no indications of retouching (Hiscock 1984:
128-129). Tulas were retouched flakes with wide
platforms, pronounced bulbs, and retouched onto
the dorsal face and at the distal end until only the
bulbar portion remained (cf. Roth 1904). Other
Retouched Flakes were those which, while clearly
being retouched flakes, conform to some but not all
attributes characteristic of tulas.

I argue that these three groups form a continuum
representing different stages in the manufacture of
tulas. All of the cached flakes are suitable for
manufacture into tulas, having large platforms and
pronounced bulbs. Table 2, which provides descrip-
tive statistics for each class of artefact, indicates that
the dimensions of flakes and tulas are very similar,
with flakes being slightly wider. Shape, as measured
by elongation, also shows marked similarities between
flakes and tulas found in the pit. Large bulbs and
dimensions broadly the same as both flakes and
tulas reinforce the view that Other Retouched Flakes
are an intermediate class. Other Retouched Flakes
differ slightly from tulas in two ways. Firstly on
average Other Retouched Flakes show greater
elongation, indicating that the removal of the distal
portion of the flake was not completed. Secondly,
the width of Other Retouched Flakes, while falling
within the range of tulas, is on average smaller. This
may simply reflect that Other Retouched Flakes
remain unfinished because they were not as large as
more preferred tulas. Despite these minor differences
there is remarkable coincidence in the size and
shape of all artefacts in the cache, reinforcing the
visual impression that all were part of the tula
manufacturing process (see Figure 4).

If the cache consists of several stages of tula
production then a number of further observations
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