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A1t the
Outback

Within a few vears the
Australian aborigine way

of life will disappear.

T hey are the last of the hunter-
gatherers who still practice
stone-flaking techniques

by Richard A. Gould

lick! Click! The thin sound of

stones being struck together
reached me through the hot summer
air as [ walked along the bottom of
the dry creek bed toward camp in
the Clutterbuck Hills of the desert
area of Western Australia. Rounding
the last bend I found an aboriginal
man. sitting cross-legged, striking
flakes from-a water-worn pebble. I
realized as I watched him that I was
witnessing a scene that has taken
place repeatedly throughout the
whole of human history, from the
time of earliest man to the present.
Stone chippings like these, mundane
artifacts to be sure, have been one of
the most important sources of evi-
dence for archeologists studying the
cultures of ancient man. Indeed in
some places they are the only evi-
dence. Because of their importance,
archeologists constantly have sought
ways to interpret how these ancient
toals were made. their functions, and
their role in prehistoric cultures.
Furthermore. the archeologist has
often used these same tools to dis-
tinguish one zroup of prehistoric
people from another.

Most archeologists begin their in-
terpretations along strictly archeo-
logical lines. By this 1 mean they
examine the artifact itself in an at-
tempt to determine its method of
manufacture and its use.

A stone arrowhead, for example,
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is usually easy to identify by inspec-
tion. Other kinds of stone tools may
be harder to interpret, requiring
close and at times microscopic anal:
vsis of such things as breakage and
wear patterns, weight, size, raw mate-
rial, and different kinds of chipping.

Archeologists also check their ex-
cavation notes to see if the artifact
might be associated with something
else that will provide clues. 1f, for
instance, a certain style of projectile
point is characteristically found as-
sociated with the remains of a certain
species of zame, the archeologist may
infer not only the basic function of
the artifact but also its role in a spe-
cial: pattern of hunting.

Inevitably, archeologists must turn
to historical or ethnographic sources
for ideas on which to base any but
the most superficial of interpreta-
tions. How much harder it is to un-
derstand the ancient arrowheads you
have uncovered if you do not know
about the bow and arrow!

The reports left by early explorers
and chroniclers as well as by trained
ethnographers do not always supply
the needed background information.

These explorers and chroniclers may -

have been more interested in finding
gold, looking for good pasture and
farming land. or other practical mat-
ters than in collecting facts about the
industries of the aboriginals they en-
countered. Ethnologists, while they
are interested in the native peoples of
an area, tend to be more concerned
about ceremonies. kinship svstems,
lanzuaze, and other matters than
with the parts of the culture that are
likely to leave behind tangible re-
mains—such as stone tools. pottery,
and other material “hardware”—for
archeologists to excavate and study.

Today there is a growing interest
in the lives and behavior of ancient
people who lived by hunting and
zathering wild foods. Most of human
prehistory is the story of hunter-
catherers, and it is therefore no sur-
prise to find that many archeologists
have directed their efforts entirelv
toward recovering the cultures of an-
cient hunter-gatherers. But these ar-
cheologists, like myself, have dis-
covered gaps in our knowledgze of
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prwent-day hunter-gatherer
The Congo Pygmies, the Bus|
the Kalahari Desert, and ti:‘ﬂg
rigines of the Australian
about the only people left in
world today who still live entirel}
this way, and in all three cases rapid
changes in their cultures are com 2
about through contact with Ears
peans. The time is fast drawing to
close when people like these can stil
be found living in their normal habj
tat, depending on their tra
foraging economy. .
Although archeologists spéng
much of their time classifying ﬂ'
stone tools they uncover, hardly %

one has ever attempted to learn

the native peoples themselves cla
their stone tools. It has been argued
that archeologists should try to make
their systems of classification con-
form to those of the people who orig:
inally made and used the artifacts
Thus the archeological ordering of
the materials would be more realis
tic, for it would reflect what wentp
in the mind of the native user r
than simply what went 6n'in the n

of the archeologist, and would there
by increase the prospect for meaning
ful interpretation. This is a good ar-
gument, but it presupposes that there
is a body of evidence on how native
people do, in fact, classify their arti
facts. Such evidence is generally lack
ing, especially for hunter-gatherers.

Of the three societies available fo:
study, only the aborigines of the Gib
son Desert of W&tem Australia were
known to make and use stone tools as
a regular part of their behavior. My
wife and I went there in 1966 anc
lived with aboriginal families both in
the desert and on Aboriginal Re-
serves for about fifteen months

Owing to their isolation in this arid
country, direct contact with Euro-
peans came only in the last two or
three years for some of these aborig-

An aborigine sharpens the
edge of a stone adze by biting of
small flakes with his teeth



















