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An examination of pebble aggregations in the Hamersley Plateau: a case for
ritual deposition
PAUL DUFFY
Paul Duffy (Irish Archaeological Consultancy Ltd, pduffy@iac.ie)

During fieldwork in the Hamersley Plateau in 2001, several discrete collections of small,
flat, river smoothed pebbles were identified within established boundaries of lithic
artefact scatters. I here describe the physical attributes of four of these pebble collections
and of the landforms they are associated with. All were deposited on the extremity of
prominent mesas overlooking well defined water courses along Marillana Creek. I
discuss the possible role of pebble mounds, heaps and cairns in various ceremonial
increase rites in the vicinity and the wider region. I also review possible natural origins
for the collections of pebbles, notably association with the western bowerbird. It seems
likely that these are indeed cultural features, although the direct identification of the
pebble features with specific ethnographic practices cannot be made. It is important that
consulting archaeologists working in the Pilbara are made aware of these features.

Introduction
During the course of fieldwork in the Hamersley
Plateau in 2011, I visited a previously recorded
site complex adjacent to Marillana Creek,
situated approximately 90 km north-northwest of
Newman (Figure 1). Marillana is a deeply
incised, broad seasonal creek containing
numerous areas where water pools appear several
times during the year. This complex comprised a
rock shelter at the creek level and a large lithic
scatter on a mesa top approximately 10m above
the watercourse. The mesa is defined by deep
watercourses to the north and the south. In
addition to a large amount of flaked material, a
discrete area approximately 10 x 10 m in extent
located near the edge of the spur contained a
large concentration of pebbles of diverse
lithologies. These were very different from the
ironstone gibber which prevailed across the mesa
and were all similar in morphology, presenting as

flat, river smoothed pebbles of approximate
average size of 20 x 10 x 3mm.

Figure 1. Location map

Consultation of the relevant report showed that
this site was identified in 2001 during the course
of detailed site recording as part of predevelopment
conditions
under
Western
Australia’s Aboriginal Heritage Act, (McGann &
Heine 2001). Their survey programme involved
examining ore bodies along Marillana Creek and
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included detailed recording of previously
identified sites. Twelve sites were recorded in
detail and a further six new sites were identified,
but not recorded in detail. A review of this report
revealed that, during the course of this fieldwork,
a series four, separate pebble aggregations were
noted within the boundaries of four separate

artefact scatters on the extremities of ironstone
mesas overlooking Marillana Creek. The authors
confirm that all four aggregations comprised
discrete collections of flat, river-smoothed
pebbles. In all four sites, the pebble features were
sited close to the edge of the mesas, at the edge of
one or more watercourses (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Location of the four Marillana sites overlaying orthophotography of the creek system
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Figure 3. DIA ID # 9173 [Report ID P3170] site plan (after McGann & Heine 2001:36)

Figure 4. DIA ID# 9943 - close-up of pebbles

16 | P a g e

Journal of the Australian Association of Consulting Archaeologists, Volume 5: 14-26

Figure 5. DIA ID# 9943 - close-up of pebbles

Figure 6. DIA ID# 9943 - view north across the spur with location of pebbles in the foreground and Marillana Creek in
the middle ground
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Figure 7. DIA ID# 9943 - pebbles weathered red contrast against ironstone gibber

Figure 8. DIA ID# 9943 - pebbles contrast against ironstone gibber, looking south
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Figure 9. DIA ID# 9943 - pebbles contrast against ironstone gibber, looking south-east

The association of readily identifiable flaked
stone artefacts and a concentration of water
smoothed pebbles occurring in a cluster away
from their natural context prompted my
investigations of this type of feature. During
subsequent fieldwork, I identified two further
sites in the vicinity of Weeli Wolli Creek that
contained similar pebble features and lithic
artefacts located on prominent spurs/mesas near a
creek channel.1
The Marillana sites

primarily of flakes (45%) and flake fragments
(41%). Minor percentages of the recorded
assemblage were made up of cores (4%),
adzes/scrapers (3%), utilised pieces (3%), utilised
flakes (2%), utilised cores (1%) and blades (1%).
One potential rhyolite reduction sequence was
also noted by the recorders. A scar of potentially
cultural origin was observed on a snappy gum in
the eastern portion of the site. A rock-shelter in
the cliff below the scatter which contained a flake
and grinding slab was recorded as a part of the
site. In addition to these features, the recorders
also noted that:

DIA ID # 9173
This site is an artefact scatter measuring 233 m
(east-west) x 141 m (north-south). A systematic
sequence of recording squares identified a
variable density of artefacts ranging from 4 per
100 m² to 156 per 100 m² (McGann & Heine
2001). The recorded assemblage consisted
1

I am currently not at liberty to discuss these
sites

Curiously, a discrete ~10m x 10m area to the
south of the [scarred] tree contains a scatter of
small (~5cm) river washed pebbles which must
have been carried onto the mesa from the creek
below. None of the pebbles appear to be
modified. (p. 35).

These pebbles were not plotted on the site plan
but the report makes it clear that they were
located to the south of the scarred tree. This
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means that the actual location can be calculated
with reference to the scarred tree’s position which
is approximately 60 m north of the mesa edge and
the pebbles extend across 10 m x 10 m, their
location has been inferred with reasonable
accuracy (see Figure 3).
DIA ID # 9943
This site is a large complex approximately 350 m
by 150 m (northwest-southeast) covering a flat
mesa top overlooking Marillana Creek. It
comprises a series of artefact concentrations,
possibly representing distinct areas, apparently
showing a spatial division of different site
functions. The assemblage includes flakes, blades
and scrapers, grinding material and adzes, while
in the north-east section ‘discrete and incredibly
dense areas of blade manufacture’ occur,
(McGann & Heine 2001: 46). A rock shelter
occurs in the cliff directly below this blade
production area. The recorders note that this is a
‘large complex site with discrete activity areas

and a phenomenal assemblage’ (p. 47). In
addition to these components, the recorders
observed ‘a discrete area of small river pebbles
… on the edge of the site overlooking the creek’
(p. 46; see Figures 4-9).
Having visited this site in 2011, I can confirm the
recorders’ description of the pebble aggregation
and add that there was no discernible preference
for any type of raw material. The pebbles average
approximately 20 x 10 x 3 mm in size. While not
shown on the original site plan, a combination of
the author’s recollections, field GPS position and
my discussion with Caroline Heine makes it
possible to confidently locate the pebble
aggregation on the site plan (Figure 10).
Innawonga Banjima Niaparli representatives,
during subsequent ethnographic consultations,
‘conjectured that the north western area [where
the pebbles are] of the site is a “Law Area” and
advised that they would like access to this area
restricted to men’ (Warren 2002: 22).

Figure 10. DIA ID # 9943 [Report ID 2221] site plan (after McGann & Heine 2001: 45)
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Figure 11. DIA ID # 9180 [Report ID P3177] site plan (after McGann & Heine 2001: 41)

Figure 12. DIA ID # 18762 [Report ID W4-1] site plan (after McGann & Heine 2001: 49)
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DIA ID # 9180
This site is a ‘small, sparse artefact scatter which
extends along a mesa edge overlooking Marillana
Creek’ and measures 220 m (north-south) by
25 m (east-west). A total of 96 artefacts were
recorded, with a relatively high proportion (14%)
of blades being identified. A concentration of
chalcedony artefacts was noted on a small,
defined hill in the north-eastern extremity of the
site, where it extends toward the creek.
Immediately south of this hill, a concentration of
rhyolite blades was recorded. The remainder of
the scatter was sparse, containing almost
exclusively flakes of various lithic types. In
addition, the recorders noted that a ‘small scatter
of pebbles similar to those found at sites on W4
was observed on this hill’ (p. 40; Figure 11).
DIA ID # 18762
This site is a sparse open artefact scatter
consisting of two distinct concentrations, one to
the eastern and another to the western areas of the
site. The assemblage is predominantly flakes with
a relatively high occurrence of blades (McGann
& Heine 2001: 48). A rock pool containing water
was noted immediately to the west of the site. A
concentration of pebbles is clearly shown in the
south-west (see Figure 12). This feature occurs
close to the main artefact concentration and is
sited on a projecting spur defined to the west and
south by deep drainage features.
Summary
The conformity evident in the siting of the pebble
features at all four sites is striking. All are located
on a prominent spur of the mesa overlooking the
confluence of large drainage features, situated 8
m -10 m below. While no approximation of the
number of pebbles is provided for the Marillana
sites, based on my personal observations, the
pebbles at DIA ID # 9943 numbered between 500
and 1000 pebbles.
In addition to these sites, over the course of
several years of fieldwork in the inland Pilbara, I
have encountered two additional sites along

Weeli Wolli Creek where lithic scatters on spurs
defined on two sides by deep watercourses have
contained discrete areas of pebble aggregations.
In both cases, these aggregations contained in the
order of 200-300 pebbles. I am not currently at
liberty to discuss these sites, except to say that
they share the same features and positioning.
Both are situated in the central Hamersley Plateau
within 30 km of the sites described along
Marillana Creek. A distinct pattern, therefore,
seems to emerge.
Palmer (1977a) recorded a pebble component at a
site about 50 km south-west of the Marillana sites
(DIA ID # 6214). He described three piles of
pebbles occurring within a rock-shelter at
Coonewana Hill. Unfortunately, he does not
elaborate upon the nature of the pebbles or upon
their placement within the rock-shelter. Hook and
Di Lello (2010: 286) also mention cairns of
stones within rock-shelters located in the
Packsaddle Valley, south of Marillana Creek.
However, this site type does not totally conform
to the pattern outlined above.
There is anecdotal evidence to suggest that such
pebble features may be more widespread in the
region; however, they have likely been
unrecognised and not recorded. Features
comparable in morphology and position were
encountered at Mesa J near Pannawonica,
approximately 380 km to the north-west
(Mattner, pers. comm. March 2012). During
archaeological surveys undertaken there in 1992
two concentrations of pebbles occurring on flat
mesa tops bordered on three sides by deep gullies
were noted by the archaeologists. These features,
however, were not included in the discussion
recorded or documented in the final survey report
because they were presumed to have been natural
features (Hughes 1992). In other words, they
were not reported because they did not conform
to a recognisable Aboriginal site type. This
account likely reflects a broader trend in a
profession where an archaeologist’s eye is honed
for the jagged edge of flaked stone artefacts, or
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for the characteristics of an established group of
site types.
Ethnographic evidence
Jirrpalpar Thalu
Further evidence may be found in the grey
literature for central Hamersley Plateau sites with
pebble features. During the course of
ethnographic consultations near Weeli Wolli
Creek a group of Nyiyaparli and Banjima
representatives in the company of anthropologist
Louis Warren undertook a search for the site
named Jirrpalpar Thalu, largely prompted by
information from a Nyiyaparli informant, (now
deceased). Prior to undertaking the survey
various details were recorded from the informant
who had only ever seen the site once. This was
estimated to have been around 1924 when the
informant was roughly 14 years old and travelling
with a group of Aboriginal people who had been
working on Marillana Station. Warren’s account
of the search deserves repeating.
During the trip to Flat Rocks, the group
detoured to a rock hole in a small gorge that,
based on recollections, was estimated to be
somewhere along the northern side of the C
Deposit valley [90km north-west of Newman].
The trip to the rock hole was undertaken in
order to water the packhorses. The trip from
Jirridi to Flat Rocks took a full day, with the
rock hole stop being the only intervening water
stop.
[The informant] stated it was while en route to
the rock hole his grandfather showed the site
(Jirrpalpar Thalu) to him.
[The informant] stated that the site itself
consisted of a circular mound of small and
somewhat dark stones roughly 30cm in height
and with a width of 40 to 50cm. During lunch
Mr. Parker had picked up a few stones that
approximated the size of the stones he
remembered having seen. These were measured
at between 1.5–2.5cm. […]
It was explained to him that the ritual or
ceremony involved using a small branch with
leaves taken from an undifferentiated tree or

bush close to hand and waving and or sweeping
it over and around the Thalu site while at the
same time calling out the names of places
where the performer desired honey bees to
appear or be abundant, (Warren 2000: 44–45).

This account supports the association between
artificial heaps of stones and thalu rituals.
According to the Department of Aboriginal
Affairs’ Aboriginal Heritage Inquiry System,
Jirrpalpar Thalu is located about 21 km south of
the Marillana sites (see Figure 1).
Thalu, talu or dalu
Thalu, talu or dalu sites are ceremonial increase
sites known from across the Pilbara, the
Kimberley and the Western Desert. These
features are generally regarded as ethnographic
sites and the bulk of available literature about
thalu sites is ethnographic in character. Thalu
sites often involve ritual activity focused upon
prominent natural features. However, many are
centred upon culturally modified features, most
notably standing stones or engravings (Daniel
1990: 16-19; Elkin 1933: 470; O’Connor and
Veth 1984; 27; Vinnicombe 1987: 69).
Reynolds, in his introduction to Daniel’s book on
tribal increase sites in the West Pilbara writes:
Thalu Sites are places set aside as a focus for
ceremonies that will ensure the continuity or
proliferation of particular species of animals,
plants and natural phenomena […] Although
Thalu sites do have a physical manifestation,
they are often difficult to distinguish and may
be walked over without being noticed unless
attention is drawn to their particular features.
(pp. 5–7)

The majority of the fourteen thalu sites Daniel
recorded are associated with natural features,
such as hilltops or prominent rocks. Six of the
fourteen sites he discussed consist of piles of
stones. However, none of these resemble the flat
river pebble features I encountered at the
Marillana and Weeli Wolli sites. Moreover, none
are found in association with mesas/spurs. Those
Daniel described do illustrate the extent to which
small, inconspicuous arrangements of stone were
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used for important rites associated with the ritual
increase of food resources and also rites
associated with the ‘increase’ of diseases with a
view to warding off or punishing others (as with
the smallpox increase site discussed below).
Two Western Desert examples are relevant. One
thalu site, a snake increase ritual, involves
women visiting a clay pan where there lie four
large stones with smaller stones lying alongside.
The women ‘lift up the small stones, then drop
them again, and make snake track away from the
stones’ (Berndt and Berndt 1988: 270). At
another site, small stones painted white or red
with ochres and placed around a larger stone
represent a mallee hen and her eggs (ibid.).
Palmer (1977b: 227, 229 and 1975: 158), who
uses the orthography dalu, and Elkin (1933: 451,
465, 470), who prefers talu, both differentiate
between increase rites centred upon natural
features and those centred upon artificial features.
Elkin (1933: 468) made the following
observations of several Kimberley thalu:
…a number [of artificial arrangements of stone]
which, while being ‘increase’ places, are said to
be causally connected with coughs and
influenza. These, with only one exception
known to me, consist of cairns of small stones,
generally erected on bare surfaces of rock.
Some are conical in shape, others are flattopped. The eleven which I have seen average
about two feet in height and five or six in
diameter.

At the turn of the last century Withnell outlined
the importance of ‘Tarlow’ rituals to the
communities around Roeburne specifically
describing these sites as:
a stone or a pile of stones set apart at a
hallowed spot, dedicated to the ceremony of
willing that certain things such as children,
birds, animals, insects, frogs, reptiles, fishes,
grass seeds etc., be made to multiply and
increase. (1901: 5).

None of the collections of pebbles at Marillana
however, could reasonably be described as heaps
or cairns. Rather, the features take the form of

mosaics or scatters of pebbles on the ironstone
gravel. In some cases, the pebbles are grouped, in
others, they are spread over a broader area.
A ritual that may better explain the form of the
Marillana aggregations is found in Von
Brandenstein (1970: 117–18). Here a smallpox
increase rite from the Roebourne region is
recorded in detail. Interestingly the Yindjibarndi
informant makes specific reference to rounded
stones. In this case the scattering of or casting
stones out of the heap formed part of the thalu
ritual, presumably representing the increase of the
disease with a designated enemy in mind.
I used to pick up stones, put the stones down on
top of each other, round ones. I’d put
snakewood down on a fire with foliage and
light it. I’d go and get bark strips, round pieces
of bark I’d pick, round ones I’d pick and
arrange them quite nicely. I’d throw them into
the fire. If I wished to curse the whole land I’d
call the name of ‘Fig-tree edge’ (Roebourne)…
(pp. 117–18).

However, the case for designating the pebble
aggregations as thalu must be considered
extremely tentative at this stage. A designation as
a thalu is contingent on the aggregations being
firstly cultural and secondly associated with
specific increase rituals.
Possible natural origin
The discrete clustering of the river smoothed
pebbles at each of the four Marillana sites is at
variance with the homogenous ironstone gibber
evident within the wider landscape of the mesa
tops upon which the sites occur. The pebble
aggregations at all four sites are situated 10 m to
12 m above the creek bed. It would seem that
only the most extreme flooding event would
displace river pebbles on to the mesa tops.
Moreover, if such a flood event happened, the
resultant deposition of pebbles from the river bed
would unlikely produce the discrete, scatters of
pebbles described.
Pebble mouse mounds are another form of natural
accumulation of stone that occur within the in the
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central Hamersley area. The pebble features I
have observed in no way resemble the mounds
made by pebble mice (Pseudomys chapmani)
since these consist of piles of pebbles sourced
from the immediate surroundings. In the Pilbara,
this often means small (about 1 cm diameter)
angular ironstone pebbles that are heaped into
mounds usually several metres in diameter.
Western bowerbirds (Chlamydera guttata) are
well documented in the central Hamersley area.
They inhabit areas near gum-fringed creeks,
wooded savannah and dense vegetation (e.g.
Casuarina and Acacia) in rocky areas (Rowland
2008: 96). Their bowers are generally found
along riparian zone vegetation under vegetation
cover. The male famously collects bright objects
such as pebbles, bottlecaps and glass fragments to
decorate his bower with a view to enticing a
mate.
The males construct an avenue bower which
consists of two parallel walls of flexible twigs,
curved at the top, and concealed under the
lower branches of a tree or bush. The avenue is
normally placed on top of a platform of sticks,
about 15 to 20 cm tall and does not seem to be
orientated in any particular direction. The
avenue walls measure about 25 to 35 cm long,
20 to 25 cm high, 10 to 12 cm thick and 15 cm
apart. The bower is decorated with objects that
are white and green in colour. Naturally
occurring objects include berries, fruits, seed
pods, leaves, bones, snail shells and pebbles.
Human-related objects include gun cartridge
casings, glass and assorted metal objects. A
bower is often built on the same site as the old
one, or within close proximity, with some of
the previous material recycled. (Rowland
2008:97)

While the Marillana sites are now generally
denuded of sheltering vegetation, the vegetation
coverage in the past may have been different.
However, the nature of the exposed rocky mesa
tops would not, I believe, have been conducive to
heavy vegetation growth at any time in the past,
which would make these locations less suitable
for bowers.

Endler noted (pers. comm. May 2012) that, while
the number and size (i.e. 10–30 mm) of pebbles
observed at the Marillana sites broadly conform
to those found with larger bowers, the surface
area of 10 m x 10 m at two Marillana sites is far
too large to constitute a bower, which are about
600 mm x 600 mm. Moreover, the western
bowerbird bowers are laid out as two distinct
groupings along a central pebble-free avenue. No
such patterning was observed at the Marillana
sites, though this could conceivably be explained
by taphonomic processes.
Conclusions
The concurrence of these pebble features with
artefacts is the primary reason that they have been
remarked upon by archaeologists. This is also one
reason that a cultural derivation is suspected. A
question therefore remains, namely does the
concurrence of blade production centres and
artefact scatters and these deposits of river
pebbles reflect a true association? Conversely one
could ask; does this conjunction simply reflect
the fact that the presence of artefacts has
prompted a closer examination of the ground
surface? Such questions are, at this stage, outside
the evidence gathered to date. Moreover, the
significance of pebble aggregations cannot be
known without an appreciation of their
frequency. In presenting the commonality of the
siting, landform and morphology of these
intriguing features, I hope that many more
examples will be identified and researched over
coming years.
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