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1. AIMS OF THIS REPORT

The objective of this report is to provide an evduation of archaeologicd invedtigations a
Sandon Point, a coedtd locdity north of Wollongong. This evauaion contans two
components 1) a review of the archaeologica / scientific evidence of artifacts and other
ggns o indigenous occupation, and 2) comments on the information that ther presence
may reved and the consequences of that information for datements of archaeology
sgnificance of the locdity. Although the author (Hiscock) visted Sandon Point on
Monday 26" of August 2002, the substance of the evduation presented here involves a
citicd examination of the evidence presented in reports of previous achaeologicd
examindions of the dte. Navin Officer Heritage Consultants Pty Ltd (heresfter cdled
Navin Officer) invedigated the locdity in 1992 and 1993, and those and subseguent
invedigations are described in Anon (20013, 2001b, 2001c). This report focuses on
evaduding the evidence reveded by Navin Officer and the inferences it made about the
locdity.

2. KEY INFERENCES IN PREVIOUS INVESTIGATIONS

Previous invedtigaions of Sandon Point have employed a number of methods to infer
characterisics of the archaeologicd maerid, and the results of the applicatiion of those
methods have been employed by achaeologigs invedigaing the locdity to arive a a
number of concdusons. The key inferences tha have been reported include those
summarised asfollows.

A two day surface traverse by Navin Officer employees led to the concluson tha the dte
was ‘highly digurbed’, with 40% ‘subdantidly if not completdy disurbed (Anon
2001a15). Based on limited dratigraphic evidence for ‘intect archaeologicd deposits and
perceved paterns of gte didributions in the lllawarra region Navin Officer (Anon
2001a19) anticipated, prior to subsurfece invedigations, that “...the likdihood of finding
scientificdly significant Aborigind stesin low”.



While suggesting that some artefacts may exig in the development area Navin Officer
(Anon 2001a19) deveoped the argument that any materid within the sudy area would
represent ‘small temporary campsites. However, Navin Officer argued that the abundance
of archeeologica materid was likely to be low, saying

The results of the excavations in Stage 1 of the Development dte confirm that the
areahad little or no potentid to contain archaeologicd Stes... (Anon 2001a:19).

To support this concdluson Navin Officer reports referred to test excavations carried out in
Stage 1. Because only two artefacts were recovered from the excavations, Navin Officer

agued that there was a “...very low dengty of arttefacts which may be the remnant of an

artefact scatter focussed aong the crest of the Sandon Point ridgeline, further to the south”

(Anon 2001b:2). Navin Officer further argued four points about the artefacts identified in

Sege 1.

1. The dendty of artefacts was s0 low as to not warrant the dtaus of an archaeologicd
gte, Navin Officer describing the materid as a*background scatter’ (Anon 2001b:32),

2. The low atefact numbers meat “...the recovery of a datidicdly viable sample for
sientific andysisisimpossble’ (Anon 2001b:32),

3. The smndl number of atefacts did not indude specimens that were used or displayed
secondary fleking, and

4. The presence of European items a depth in the excavations were interpreted as
indicating disturbance of sediments from different time periods.

Drawing these inferences together Navin Officer (Anon 2001b:32) concluded:

The low artefact numbers means that the recovery of a daidicdly viable sample for
sientific andyss is impossble. When this is combined with the background leve of
atefact incidence, ther disturbed and mixed sub-surface context, and the lack of
evidence for secondary fleking or any actud utilisation of the artefacts as tools it
must be concduded that the known and potentidly occurring artefactud materid

within Stage 1 has no scientific vaue or Sgnificance.

It was concluded by Navin Officer that the area offered no potentid and therefore did not
warrant further assessrent: “...this area is dill of rdaively low potentid and is not
charecterisic of areas likey to reved scientificdly dgnificant archaeologica stes’ (Anon
2001a4-5).



This evdudion of the locdity was upgraded when Navin Officer (2001¢) invedigated
Stages 26. A sies of backhoe excavation pits oreed across one portion of the
devdopment area provided an indght into gratigraphy and atefact assemblage a  this
point. Geo-archeeologicad invedtigaions confirmed that many locdities within the samples
area were disturbed, both by naturd and historic human processes. However, the existence
of digurbing processes gppeared not to necessarily involve magor dedtruction of origind
landsurfaces. For ingance, Navin Officer (2001c:59-60) sate that, “In the first phase
dgnificant cod finedgravds and dag have been depodted locdly, but with minima
disurbance to preexising landsurfaces and dretigraphy”. Evauaion of the impact of
disgurbing processes on precontact acheeologicd deposts, and the location  of
comparaively intact aess required further specific invedtigation according to Navin
Officer (2001c:59). As a genadized datement Navin Officer (2001c:60) suggested that
artefacts on the upper dopes were vertically mixed to a degree not likely on lower dopes.

Ancther digurbance process documented in the maerid recovered from excavations in
Stages 2-6. Navin Officer (2001c:47-48) report a high proportion of artefactua fragments
and gpecimens displaying fractures didinctive of thermal shock. The effect of excessive
heat is to brek atefacts into smdler fragments meking it more difficult to extract
information from them.

In its andyds of recovered artefacts Navin Officer (2001c:45) identified an inverse
relationship between the tapographic height of the test pit and the dengity of artefacts This
was thought to dther be an indication of preferred occupation by Aborigind people of
lower, flater locations or dternatively of didurbance and downdope movement of
artefacts.

A totd of 991 artefacts were recovered from the excavetions in Stages 2-6, and Navin
Officer (2001c:50-58) extensvely discuss the potentid of the artefacts a the dte for
underganding stone artefact manufacture and regional land use. The uses and procurement
of different raw materids are particularly emphasized as issues that could be invedtigaed
a Sandon Point.

Conclusions drawn by Navin Officer (2001¢.61-62) on the bads of these findings indude:

“The Sandon Point Site contains a fairly rich assemblage representing a range of stone
artefact manufacturing techniques.”

“The assemblage shows dgnificant spatid and verticd patterning in the digtribution,
density, Size and gppearance of sone artefacts’.



Ste formation processes that may have contributed to or even largely determined the
vaticd and spatid patening of done atefacts are ploughing/discing and clearing,
and expans on/contraction of sediments.

“The veticd and spaid didribution of atefacts & Sandon Point gppears highly
disurbed and is conddered unlikdy to presarve information about ether the origind
location or timing of past human behaviour. Consequently, the Sandon Point Ste is
unlikedy to preserve the “culturd gratigrgphy” which is fundamentd to descriptions of
changing dte use or gone artefact manufacture through time. It is therefore argued that
vaticd and spdid paterning in the depost preserves little in the way of information
about the location or changing nature of activities carried out & the Site’.

“In addition to dte disturbance processes, dtritiond processes have acted to diminish
the information potentid of the assemblage. In paticular burning is identified as the
main source of fragmentation in the Sandon Point assemblage, with breskage during
menufacture as minor secondary process’.

“The Sandon Point Ste can be described as possessing low to medium leve research
potentid for undersanding the regiond sysem of done atefact reduction, transport,
curation and discard”.

“While further excavation would be of litle vdue given the levd of verticd
disurbance documented above, the recovery of a larger sample of done artefacts could
assg future research into regiond patterns of Aborigind stone artefact manufacture
andland usg’.

“Based on these findings, an gppropriaie manegement drategy for the consarvaion of
the scientific values of those parts of the Ste subjected to development impact would
be the salvage recovery of further sample of artefects...”

Whils many of the observations reported by Navin Officer provide a vduable ingght the
achaeology of Sandon Point, my review of its reports indicate tha ther condusions
subgantidly undervdue the potentid of wha is undoubtedy a large and important Ste,
and ther conclusons were premature, being indicative in nature rather than conclusve and

comprehensive. The reasons for this statement can be explained by examining:

the way field sampling methods were employed to estimate Site Size (Section 3),

the overemphass on the degradation of the dte through disturbance processes (section
4),

the prdiminary and limited nature of the Significance assessment (section 5).



3. EFFICACY OF THE FIELD SAMPLING METHODS

This section reveds tha dthough Navin Officer obtaned indications of subdantid
asemblage szes in its fiddwork, the inferences about the archaeology did not reflect a
grasp of the abundance of the materid that existed.

Sage 1 invedigaions by Navin Officar (2001b:3) were used to condude “The dendty of
Aborigind atefactud materid within the Stage 1 development area is very low and has no
acheeologicd vaue or dgnificanceg’. However the shoved test pits they dug on the
southern edge of the area were 0 smdl (30cm x 30cm) that it is remarkable that any
meterid was found a dl; and the exisence of artefacts in such smal excavetions indicated
subgtantid  dengties of artefacts. The presence of a sngle artefact in such a pit represents
an artefact dendty of 11.1/n?, and the discovery of two artefacts in five pits indicates an
average density of 3.7/nf. If the same density occurred throughout the southern portion of
Sage 1 (for which the spade pits are the only sub-surface record), an artefact assemblage
of nearly 20,000 specimens may have been present on the southern edge of Stage 1.

To concdude that this represented a “very low dendty” of materid or had no vdue to
acheeology is to underdate the Studion to a degree that cannot be sudtained by the
evidence. The description of average atefact densties of 37/nf or an  esimated
asmblage of 20,000 specimens as ‘background scatter’ is a usage not normaly seen in
the archeeologica literature. Furthermore, this reveds tha Navin Officar’'s (2001b:32)
asation that a ddidicdly visble sample was impossble to obtan is unlikdy to be
correct. The atefacts were probably in low numbers because so little excavation had
occurred; not because few artefacts exiged. This smdl sample of what was probably a
large assamblage dso explans why no specimens with sscondary flaking were recovered.
It is a well established principle that rare items such as retouched flakes are unlikdly to be
recovered from smadl assemblages (Hiscock 2001) and their aosence from dage 1 is best
explaned in terms of the inadequate volume of test excavations. Further test excavations
were required to establish the sze and digribution of the assemblage of stone

artefactsin Stage 1 and their scientific value.

A dmilar patern of under-gating the abundance of archaeologicd meaterid took place in
the subseguent investigaions of Stages 2-6. There Navin Officer (2001¢:25-26) employed
an excavation methodology that condsted of the following steps:



A backhoe excavated a hole gpproximatdy 2m by 0.82m in a series of arbitrary units
0.05-0.1m desp.

A 50 litre sample of sediment was taken from eech excavation unit for deving,
giving a 27% sample of that unit, and if artefacts were discovered in that sample an
additiond 50 litre sample was Seved, resulting in a54% sample of the unit.

Materid in these samples were wet sieved through a 3mm mesh.

Thirteen Tedt pits were excavated in this way, yidding an assemblage of 991
specimens (Navin Officer 2001c¢:36)

These methods have a series of consequences that were not discussed by Navin Officer
(20010):

1. The area across which these pits were placed is gpproximatdy 150m by 200m, an area
of 30000nf. The totd area of test pits was approximady 21.3n7, a sample
representing only 0.071% of the zone being examined by these excavaions. However,
gnce not dl of the test pit materid was Seved, this figure can be reduced by nearly hdf
(54%) to give an edimate of the area examined by these excavations. 0.0384%. (In fact
this is a generous edimate since not every excavation unit had a 54% sample taken, 0
the actua average is lower). This figure represents a very small sample from which
to make generalisations about dratigraphic, taphonomic and behavioural

patter nsacross Sandon Point.

2. The average density of artefact fragments recovered from the test pits was 47/, Since
this represents a 54% sample the likely average artefact dendty can be recdculated as
87/nf. If this average density had been repeated across the area in which these test pits
were dug, which | would predict, it can be esimated that more than 2,600,000 artefacts
may have been presat in tha portion of the Stages 2-6 area done. If these dendties
exiged in the rest of the Stages 26 aea, we can edimae that more than five million
done artefacts were present on this pat of the point; but even without such an
extrgpolation the data presented by Navin Officer (2001C) demondrate that more than
two and a half million artefacts exised in Stages 2-6, of which less than one

thousand wer e recovered and studied.

3. The drategy of doubling the excavation unit sample when artefacts were noticed meant
tha an accurate indication of verticd and horizontd artefact digtribution was not



obtained. In levels that had high dengties of artefacts this procedure would have led to
the recovery of a larger collection of artefacts whereas in levels with low artefact
dendties this procedure would have decreased the likdihood of artefacts being
recovered. It order to find the verticd and horizonta limits of artefact didribution in
the depogt, the srategy would have need to be reversed, to thereby give a greeter
chance of obtaining artefacts from pats of the depost that contain atefacts in low
denstiess. The sampling procedure acted to limit rather than reveal the
digribution of material within each test pit.

Thee inferences about the likedly dze of the artefact assemblage and the proportion that
was obtained by archeeologicd invedigations lead me to a different conduson about the
Sandon Point archaeology contained in the development are of Stages 1-6:

Measured in tems of the number of artefact types this is a remakably large
accumulation of done artefacts. Representing at leest 2,500,000 artefactud fragments,
and perhgps more than 3-5,000,000 artefact fragments, this site is one of only three
or four coastal stes in NSW with artefact assemblages of this size. This not only
makes it a rare dte but dso crestes many research opportunities smply by virtue of
the large assemblage.

The range of raw materids and the diversty and complexity of assemblage patterns
likdy to be found among severd million atefacts is highly unlikdy to be adequady

measured in a sample as smal asthe one retrieved by Navin Officer.

The preceding two points suggest tha there may be substantial information
potential in this enormous assemblage and that the investigations by Navin
Officer represent only a preiminary and minimal examination. An adequate
evaudion requires subgtantialy more investigation of the locdity.

4. SITE FORMATION ISSUES

Duing the last two decades it has become clear that archeeologicd sSites are formed in
complex ways, and as a conseguence it is extremely dangerous to interpret Stes in Smple
ways tha might have commonsense gpped. Archaeologicd theory and practice has largey
been re-oriented to accommodate this redisation (see Gifford 1981, Schiffer 1976, 1987,
Sullivan 1978; Villa 1982, Wood and Johnson 1978); with a focus on the processss that



intervene between the human occupation of a Ste and the manufacture and use of atefacts
(often cdled the ‘systemic context’ by theorists) and the objects recovered & a much later
time by achaeologids (cdled the ‘archaeologica context’). Many processes have now
been identified (Schiffer 1987) and their important can be characterised as follows the
grester the number and severity of these processes, the less the archaeologicd materid will
reved of the humans who firg created it. Consequently, it would normdly be expected that
any desription and interpretation of achaeologicd must examine the possble effects of
these processes.

Consggent with the focus of archeeologica theory Navin Officer (Anon 2001a 2001b,
2001c) invedigated and gave prominence to the issue of disturbance/dteration processes
acting on the Sandon Point depost. As described above the conclusons of Navin Officer
include three key statements about the processes acting at the Site;

The depost has been highly disurbed and was consdered by Navin Officer to be
unlikdy to have presarved informetion about ether the origind location or timing of
past human behaviour,

Attritiond processes had acted to diminish the informaion potentid of the artefact
assemblage, and

Ste formation processes had contributed subgstantidly to the observable verticd and
spetia patterning of stone artefacts.

However, although the concern for an understanding of disturbance processes at this
Ste was appropriate the judgment about the severity, uniformity and consequence of
disturbance processes was both premature and unnecessarily negative. Two issues
here are the uniformity of disturbance processes, and the adverse nature of their effect.

4.1 Uniformity of disturbance processes

There is little doubt that multiple processes have subdantialy disturbed this locdity over
at leest the bulk of the higtoric period. However this condusion does not necessarily imply
that the disturbance processes have been equdly severe over dl pats of the Stage 1-6
devdopment area, or areas adjacent to it. Recdling tha the backhoe pits in Stages 2-6
covered a mere 0.071% of the area in which they were located it is clear that had there
have been one or more smdl intact or less disturbed locaes they would probably not have
been identified. The concluson that there was no information about “culturd dratigraphy’
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preserved in the devdopment area is based on the assumption that observetions of an
extremdy smdl proportion of the area were goplicable to dl portions of Sandon Point.
Further excavation would have been required to yidd a sample that could have
talked reliably about the uniformity of disurbance and the likdihood of minimally
disturbed aress.

In addition, while some disurbance processes, such as themd fracture, ae wdl
documented others are not unambiguoudy demondrated. For example the condusion of
Navin Officer that spetia distributions of artefacts reflects disturbance is an assertion, not
an inference that arises evidence collected in the field. It is not reasonable to conclude
that because some of the distributional patterns are explicable in terms of the
outcome of disturbance processes that they must necessarily result from those
mechanisms, when the same patterns could conceivably result from the location of
Aboriginal activities Specific and detaled technical andyses, such as micro-debitage,
conjoin and sediment particle 9ze andyses, would need to be caried out for esch locde
within the devdopment aea to detemine whether materid had been rdocated a
condderable digance and whether or not the disturbance processes done can explan dl of
the observable patterns.

4.2 Consequences of disturbance processes

More importantly, the documentation that disturbance has occurred does not
demonstrate that all information has been removed from the archaeological deposit.
While taphonomic processes may complicate the interpretation of archaeological meterid
it is recognised by many researchers that these processes need not impede interpretation of
acheeologicd and a least in some cases may add informaion ad thereby create
opportunities for drawing inferences about past behaviour (eg. Auben e d 2001; Baton e
d 2002, Hiscock 1990; Jones 1980). It is essentid to note that virtudly every
achaeologicd dte has suffered from multiple disturbances, but thet archeeologids are il
ale to extract important information from the recovered materid. In Audrdia the best
illugration of this redity is the famous dte of Kenniff Cave the dte a which ealy
Aborigind occupation and culturd change was first demondrated. Richardson (1992) hes
shown that even within the protected environment of Kenniff Cave artefacts have moved
vaticdly digances as much as 35cm, veticd disgances of agpproximatedy the same
magnitude as the movements implied by Navin Officer for Sandon Point. The exisence of

1



veticd and gpatid rdlocation of objects might even be expected to be grester a more
intensvely occupied, culturdly important dtes For indance, it is known tha in many
locdities greater length of occupation and/or frequent reoccupation of settlement aress are
accompanied by gregter dterations to the dte as people cdeaned living spaces and
formalised storage and digposd routines (eg. Jones 1980). These disturbances are not to be
ignored, but the mere presace of disurbance is not a adequate indicator of the
information content that has been log.

An example is the obsarvation by Navin Officer (Anon 2001c) that a portion of the artefact
assemblage has been fragmented by exposure to excessve heat. This is a vduable
obsarvation and undoubtedly does hinder the identification and recording of artefact
caegories and dimensons (dthough snce the fragments could be conjoined it may not
prevent such invedigations). However the presence of thermd damage is dso known, a
other dtes, to have added information such as the location and frequency of campfires
(eg. Hiscock 1990). Since a dte with millions of artefacts, such as Sandon Point, weas
probably a focus of ancient Aborigind occupetion it would not be surpisng that campfires
and other fires were common, and the thermd shattering of artefacts could conceivably be
employed as a measure of the intendty and focus of those fires. This example reveds that
the conclusion of Navin Officer that the existence of disturbance processes removes
information from the assemblage is a generalisation that need not be true for some or
all of the Sandon Point material, and more detailed studies needed to be completed

beforejust a concluson could be sustained.

A dmilar concern is warranted for Navin Officer’'s (Anon 2001c) inference that the Ste
“presarves little in the way of information about the location or changing naure of
activities caried out a the dte’. Even if verticd and horizonta redigtribution of artefacts
had occurred to such an extent tha the assamblage no longer preserved any origind
pettening, something that has not been demondraied, this would only inhibit intra-Ste
comparisons, not comparisons between dtes. In this circumgtance an assemblage as large
a Sendon Point would ill be of immense vaue in underdanding prehigtoric changes in
Audrdia An example of New South Wdes most famous archaeologicd ste, the World
Heritage lised Lake Mungo, can illudrate the potentid. At Lake Mungo the naturd
disturbance processes mean that mogt artefact assemblages are not precisdy dated, they
congst of artefacts made thousands of years gpat and often an artefact assemblage may
san a least 510,000 years. Although daing is imprecise such assemblages can dill be



compared to each other to examine the changes that have taken place over tens of
thousands of years. Even if the Sandon Point assemblage had not internd chronologica
control it would dill represent an assemblage of atefacts that had accumulated over
perhgps 6,000 years, which could be compared to assemblages from other Stes as a way of
underdanding long-term cultural change, deding with questions that may be scentificaly
a a ndiond or internationd levd (see Stern 1994 for an example of the internationd vaue
of dte with even less chronologica resolution). Consequently, there is nothing in the
aguments advanced by Navin and Officer that demondrates the extraction of important
information from Sandon Point is impossble Such a condugon is not judified on the
basis of archaeologica investigations that have been carried out to date.

5. EVALUATING SCIENTIFIC SIGNIFICANCE

The evdudions by Navin Officer (2001a 2001b, 2001c) of the Scientific Significance of
Sandon Point follow the convention of judging the dgnificance of an archaeologicd dte on
the bass of its cgpacity to provide information about current and Sgnificant questions
when subjected to scientific invedigations, and the raity of Stes with Smilar potentid.
However the condderations of sgnificance by Navin Officer do not teke into account a
aufficient range of research quedtions, nor adequatdy judge the possble information thet
remaned in the Sandon Point assemblege. As discussed above the Ste may not be as
disurbed as Navin Officer conclude, and even if it were there ae a number of ways in
which the materid may add subgantid informetion to our underdanding of the pagt. The
propodtion advanced by Navin Officer that the Sandon Point materid may provide
information about done artefact reduction, transport, curation and discard is undoubtedly
correct. Such informeation would dso facilitate testing models about ancient economies,
socid interaction, trade, and landscgpe use. Navin Officer provides no persuasive reason as
to why the questions that can be addressed operae a only a locd and regiond, rather than
nationd or internationd scde Navin and Officer dso fal to give reasonadble emphaeds to
the raity of a dte such as this containing such a large and diverse artefact assemblage.
Given the minimal nature of available information it is not possible to unambiguoudy
revise the significance evaluation, although it seems likely that the site assemblage

may be of at leas national importance for investigating some archaeological
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questions, but it is clear that the significance evaluation that was provided by Navin
Officer iscontentious and prematurely developed.

6. CONCLUSIONS

Severd conclusons can be drawvn about the exiging archaeologicd invedtigations a

Sandon point:
Archaeological investigations have revealed that the development area contained
an enormous archaeological site, containing several million artefact fragments.
Such stes are extremely rare along the Australian coast and even if the context of
these artefacts was heavily disturbed this represents an assemblage of unusual

and valuable qualities. The statements by Navin Officer do not give adequate
acknowledgment to the size and potential of such an assemblage.

Multiple processes disurb the dte but the archeeologicd invedtigations should be
conddered inconclusve as to the extent and intengty of disturbance processes or the
degree of information that remains in the assamblage. The conclusion that little or no
information about prehistoric activities remains is not justified on the evidence

presented.

The archaeological investigations have provided a useful initial characterization
of the site but are not extensive or detailed enough to develop final statements of
scientific Sgnificance.

The preiminary judgment of the archaeological material contained within Stages
1-6 underestimates the likely potential of such an immense and complex

assemblage. It remains possible, even likely, that this site should be considered of
national importance for questions of ancient technology and economy.
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