
The palawa kani name for Maria Island is 
wukaluwikiwayna (Theresa Sainty: pers. comm. 
10/3/2021.). Much of what is known about the Aboriginal 
cultural heritage of Maria Island is restricted to the 
accounts of the early European explorers and the 
limited surveys that have been conducted. Despite its 
limited extent, this tangible evidence contrasts the little 
we know of the intangible values of the island to the 
Aboriginal community.

OVERVIEW OF THE ABORIGINAL HISTORY OF 
MARIA ISLAND
The Aboriginal population of Tasmania was organised 
within a broad framework of nine nations, with each 
comprising between 6-15 clans (Ryan 2012). The 
average population of each nation is estimated to 
have been between 350 and 470 people, with overall 
population estimated to be about  7,000 - 10,000 
people prior to European occupation (Ryan 2012).
There were nine Tasmanian Aboriginal nations, and 
Maria Island was within the boundaries of the Oyster 
Bay nation. The Oyster Bay nation was the largest in 
Tasmania, ‘if not in area then certainly in population’ 
(Ryan 2012). The territory of the Oyster Bay nation 
covered approximately 8,500 square kilometres,  
500 of which comprised ‘usable coastline’ extending 
along the East Coast from St Patrick’s Head to the 
Derwent Estuary.  
The Oyster Bay nation consisted of at least 10-15 clans, 
which comprised several family groups each (Jones 
1974). The total number of individuals within a clan 
ranged between 30 and 80, and it is estimated that the 
total population of the Oyster Bay nation might have 
reached 800 people. Each clan had an specific territory 
marked by prominent geographic features and covered, 
on average, between 300 and 500 square kilometres 
of land (Jones 1974). However, the clan members would 
often enter neighbouring territories of other clans 
whilst searching for food (Brown 1991). 
Maria Island is believed to be part of the territory of 
the Tyreddeme clan (Ryan 2012). The Tyreddeme likely 
used watercraft to access resources within the area 
all year round, though they also travelled to Big River 
country for summer visits and major ceremonial events, 
returning to the coast around June (Ryan 2012). 

The first Europeans to sight Maria Island were Abel 
Janzoon Tasman (1642), Marion de Fresne (1772) and 
Tobias Furneaux (1773) (Ludeke 2001). Captain John 
Henry Cox and French navigator Nicolas Baudin’s visits 
to the island provided the first recorded interactions 
between Europeans and the Tyreddeme clan. On 8 
July 1789, Captain Cox lead the first European landing 
on the island. Cox and some crew members, including 
Lieutenant George Mortimer, went ashore at a bay 
on the western side of the island’s isthmus, naming it 
Oyster Bay (this name changed to Shoal Bay in 1966).  
On arrival, Mortimer wrote (in Ludeke 2001:12):

There were also evident marks of inhabitants, most 
of the large trees being hollowed out by fire, so 
as to form a shelter from the weather, and great 
quantities of shells heaped about them. I met also 
with a hut familiar in point of form to that I had 
before seen on the main [island], only this was 
constructed of bark instead of leaves and branches 
of trees.

They remained on the island for several days and ‘Capt. 
John Cox met Aborigines on the shores of Shoal Bay 
and sighted piles of shells and rough huts nearby. The 
people were daubed with red ochre and behaved shyly’ 
(NPWS 1986:11). During his meeting with the Tyreddeme 
on 9 and 10 July 1789, Mortimer (1975, see also Ludeke 
1974) made a number of observations, these included:

 > the men carried long poles or spears;
 > tattoos, scarring and ochre adorned their bodies and 

hair. The ochre was collected from Bloodstone Point;
 > men were naked, and one man wore a small  

shell necklace;and
 > the women had cloaks and some carried slings  

for their babies and moveable possessions.
Thirteen years later, in February 1802, the French 
navigator Nicolas Baudin undertook a three-day 
navigation of Maria Island. Baudin was accompanied by 
zoologist Francois Péron (Plomley, Cornell and Banks 
1990). Baudin’s journal and Péron’s book provide the 
first detailed account of the Tyreddeme clan.
In his journal, Baudin (2004:342) provided a description 
of the canoes used by the Tyreddeme: 

We landed on a low point and there saw three 
native canoes exactly similar in shape to those 
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that we saw in the channel. But these were made 
of bundles of rushes, arranged in the same way as 
the bark of the others, and were smaller. In them 
we found several large spears, which we took and 
which seemed to us more suited to fishing than 
anything else on account of their great length. 
During our time ashore we saw no natives, for they 
were on the other side of the bay with several of  
our men.

PREVIOUS INVESTIGATIONS AND KNOWN 
ABORIGINAL HERITAGE
The information below regarding the Aboriginal 
heritage record for Maria Island comes from 
information provided by Aboriginal Heritage Tasmania 
(AHT). 
To date there has been only a small number of 
dedicated Aboriginal heritage surveys undertaken on 
Maria Island. The most comprehensive of these was 
undertaken by archaeologist Steve Brown in 1991 as part 
of a regional assessment of eastern Tasmania. Brown 
spent nine days surveying Maria Island, focussing on the 
west and north-western coast, with some transects into 
the hinterland along walking and vehicle tracks.
Brown identified 41 previously unrecorded Aboriginal 
heritage items, as well as seven recorded items. Most 
items were shell middens, with associated artefacts, 
with one stone arrangement also recorded. Brown’s 
survey found: 

 > Most Aboriginal heritage items on Maria Island  
were located along the shoreline or within 50 m of 
the coast, suggesting that the northern and western 
coastal areas were important areas for Aboriginal 
settlement. 

 > The major campsites were located in areas with well 
drained, sandy soils. 

 > Shellfish were consumed within immediate proximity 
to where they were gathered. 

 > A wide range of stone types were used to produce 
tools. Due to the very varied geology of the island, it 
was considered likely that most of the raw material 
was sourced from the island, though stone may also 
have been transported to and from the island. 

Overall, Brown posited that Maria Island was occupied 
irregularly and/or seasonally, rather than permanently.
Following Brown’s survey, there has only been one other 
small-scale survey (Hughes 2007), which identified a 
small number of additional Aboriginal heritage items  
on the island. 
There are currently 89 registered Aboriginal heritage 
items on Maria Island and neighbouring Ile du Nord. 
Shell middens and artefact scatters, or a combination 
thereof, are by far the most common site types 
recorded on the island. However, other rarer site types 
have also been identified, including Aboriginal stone 
quarries, ochre quarries, hut depressions and stone 
arrangements. These sites provide tangible evidence 
of the traditional occupation of the island by the 
Tyreddeme people.
The majority of the registered Aboriginal heritage 
on the island are located within the Recreation Zone, 
Darlington Zone and Point Lesueur Zone, as defined 
by the Maria Island National Park and Ile Des Phoques 
Nature Reserve Management Plan (1998). This aligns 
with where surveys to date have focused.

PLATE: DRAWING BY CHARLES-ALEXANDRE LESUEUR OR NICOLAS-MARTIN 
PETIT OF A BARK CANOE (NINGA) (THE MARIA ISLAND CANOE’S DIFFERED 
FROM THOSE USED IN OTHER AREAS OF TASMANIA, IN THAT THEY WERE 
SMALLER AND MADE OF RUSHES NOT BARK) (FORNASIERO, LAWTON AND 
WEST-SOOBY 2017:162; ALSO SEE PÉRON 2003 VOL.2:90).

PLATE: DRAWING BY NICOLAS-MARTIN PETIT OF THE BURIAL HUTS ON MARIA 
ISLAND (PÉRON VOL.1:211).

On a solitary walk across the island’s isthmus to an 
area near Riédlé Bay, Péron recorded a bark Aboriginal 
burial structure. The location inspired the name 
Cape Des Tombeaux. Initially, Péron (2003 vol.1:210) 
noted the density of the bushland and how it was 
only possible to navigate in places via ‘a path beaten 
by natives’. He then proceeded to describe how he 
reached a “small hillock [with an adjacent stream], 
from which I could see both bays on Maria Island, the 
isthmus between them and there he found ‘a tomb’”. 
Péron provided a detailed description of the burial 
structure and later returned with the ship’s artist, 
Nicolas-Martin Petit, who drew the tomb.
The last recording of the Tyreddeme on Maria Island 
was made in 1816 by Captain James Kelly (Weidenhofer 
1977).



KNOWLEDGE GAPS AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR 
FURTHER INVESTIGATION 
The 89 registered Aboriginal items on Maria Island were 
all recorded over 15 years ago. The vast majority of these 
sites have not been re-visited or assessed since their 
original recording, As such, the current condition of 
these sites, and their spatial extent and composition is 
unconfirmed, and due to the age of the recordings there 
is likely to be some inaccuracies in the spatial locations. 
A re-assessment of these known Aboriginal heritage 
values is therefore warranted and is underway as part  
of this plan review.
None of the Aboriginal heritage sites recorded on Maria 
Island have been dated. As such, the duration of the 
occupation of Maria Island, by the Tyreddeme people  
is unknown, as are any changes in settlement patterns 
over time. 
Given the limited extent of systematic Aboriginal 
heritage investigations undertaken on Maria Island, the 
89 registered items are very likely to represent a small 
fraction of the Aboriginal heritage values present on the 
island. This is particularly the case with the eastern and 
southern areas of Maria Island, where there have been 
few or any Aboriginal heritage surveys carried out. 
A predictive model for Aboriginal heritage within 
Tasmania’s State Forests (McConnell 1995) has been 
applied to Maria Island and has identified particular 
parts of the island with increased potential for Aboriginal 
heritage sites to be present. Locations that warrant 
further investigation include: 

 > The Mount Maria mountain chain (Mount Maria to 
Mount Pedder) is quartz sandstone. In other areas of 
Tasmania, rockshelters have been identified within 
this geological unit; however, issues of accessibility 
and access to water would need to be considered 
in the context of Maria Island. There are also small 
pockets of quartz sandstone on the eastern half of 
Maria Island, which would be conducive to rockshelter 
formation. Sharples (2003) has previously identified 
the potential for coastal rockshelters over much of 
the western, eastern and southern coastlines. 

 > The northern part of Maria Island contains potential 
geological contact zones, which have the potential 
to create raw stone materials which would have been 
suitable for tool making. One such zone extends from 
the southern foothills of Ned Ryans Hill to Fossil Cliffs, 
with others in the Little Raggedy Head/Bunker Bay 
area, and in the vicinity of Perpendicular Mountain. 

 > The southern foothills of Ned Ryans Hill (around 
where the Inland Track is currently located is) is of 
interest due to the perceived accessibility of the 
area. Further, to the south lies an open flat to gently 
undulating coastal plain overlooking Shoal Bay, which 
contains a lagoon. Given the potential for stone 
resources, and food and water resources, there is 
considered to be an increased potential for Aboriginal 
heritage in this area.

The previous assessments which have occurred on 
Maria Island have been mostly focused on the recording 
of Aboriginal heritage sites. These sites provide 
tangible evidence of the occupation of the island by 
the Tyreddeme clan, and have the potential to provide 
valuable information regarding the nature and duration 

of the occupation of the island. However, they are only 
one component in the overall Aboriginal cultural values 
attributed to the island. To date, there has been very 
limited engagement with the Tasmanian Aboriginal 
community regarding their understanding of the cultural 
values of the island. Comprehensive engagement 
and consultation with the Aboriginal community is 
necessary to identify the cultural values of the island and 
to inform the ongoing conservation and management of 
these values.
It is expected that one of the key outcomes of this 
revised Maria Island Management Plan will be the 
development of a strategic plan for addressing the gaps 
in our knowledge regarding the Aboriginal heritage and 
cultural values of the island. This strategic plan would 
outline prioritised objectives and a timeframe  
for implementation. 

KEY QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

What are the Tasmanian Aboriginal 
community’s views and aspirations regarding 
the ongoing management of Maria Island?

What investigations are required to ensure that 
we have a comprehensive understanding of  
the Aboriginal heritage and cultural values  
on the island?

What measures need to be put in place to make 
sure that Aboriginal heritage and cultural 
values are protected for future generations? 
How do such measures integrate with any future 
development on the island?

How do we ensure that the Tasmanian 
Aboriginal community is actively involved in  
the ongoing management and interpretation  
of Aboriginal heritage and cultural values on  
the island.

How do we prepare and present Aboriginal 
cultural heritage interpretation material for 
the island, whilst respecting the Tasmanian 
Aboriginal community’s concerns and wishes?

Are there opportunities for dual naming for 
Maria Island, recognising the traditional 
Aboriginal occupation of this area?
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Your response to these questions or the 
development of the draft plans can be provided 
through Have Your Say on the PWS website at 
https://parks.tas.gov.au/be-involved/have-your-
say/maria-island-management-plan-review
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