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Trees marked by Aboriginal cultural practices are a distinctive part of
the Australian landscape. A recent discovery on Wiradjuri country in
New South Wales shows some of these "culturally modified trees" may
be much younger than anybody thought.
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What are culturally modified trees?

Aboriginal people have long used bark, wood and trees for practical and
symbolic purposes. These include making canoes, containers, shields and
wooden implements, accessing food resources, and marking ceremonial
and burial locations.

Many of these trees contain scars and carvings from these activities,
although over time the marks are often enveloped by new growth.
Aboriginal culturally modified trees can be found across Australia—you
may have walked past one on your way to the footy in Melbourne, on a 
stroll near Sydney, or somewhere else, without even realising it.

However, their numbers are dwindling as a result of development
pressures, bushfires and natural decay.

An unprecedented discovery

One such tree with unique characteristics was recently found on
Wiradjuri Country in NSW. The tree has a large scar, and an Aboriginal
stone tool is still lodged in the scar regrowth.

Working with the Orange Local Aboriginal Land Council, we carried out
an archaeological study of the tree. It represents an unprecedented find
in Australia—and even worldwide.

We know that Aboriginal people used a range of stone tools to remove
bark and wood from trees. However, no examples of these tools have
ever been found lodged in a tree.
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https://collections.slsa.sa.gov.au/find/aboriginal+canoe+tree
https://cv.vic.gov.au/stories/aboriginal-culture/the-aboriginal-object-collection-at-dunkeld-museum/sharing-a-collection/
https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-138498775/view
https://www2.sl.nsw.gov.au/archive/events/exhibitions/2011/carved_trees/
https://www2.sl.nsw.gov.au/archive/events/exhibitions/2011/carved_trees/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-07-23/boggabri-scar-tree.jpg/5618480?nw=0
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-12-13/scar-tree-in-yarra-park-next-to-mcg/5965456?nw=0
https://www.sydneycoastwalks.com.au/aboriginal-canoe-tree/
https://www.olalc.com.au/
https://doi.org/10.1080/03122417.2020.1769912
https://media.australianmuseum.net.au/media/Uploads/Journals/17336/515_complete.pdf


 

Outline of an Aboriginal canoe on a tree (Figure 236 from Robert Brough Smyth
1878 ‘The Aborigines of Victoria’, Volume 1). Credit: Wikisource

We used a range of scientific techniques, including 3-D modelling,
microscopic analysis and radiocarbon dating, to learn more about the
origins of the scar and stone tool. We were particularly interested in how
the scar was created, what the stone tool was used for, and when it
became lodged in the tree.

Oral history is another key source of information about Australia's
Aboriginal past. However, in this instance, the Orange Aboriginal
community does not have any recollections about the tree.

Studying the scar

We created three separate 3-D models of the tree, the scar and the stone
tool, which show the features of this site.

The scar bears some resemblance to natural scars that can result from 
fire damage and tree stress. However, the size and location of the scar is
also consistent with the way Aboriginal people removed bark slabs to 
construct shelters.

The stone tool itself provides more clues. The residues and wear patterns
we identified on the edges of the stone tool indicate it was made using 
Aboriginal stone-knapping techniques, and then used in a scraping
motion or hammered into the tree, perhaps with a wooden mallet.

Some of the damage we observed on the stone tool may also be from
attempts to wedge out bark, or to remove the tool itself from the tree. It
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https://sketchfab.com/3d-models/figure-5-cb7b761ca71449ce8fb789690ee5ef18
https://sketchfab.com/3d-models/figure-6-2e4df9ebe46246bcbcc3d41eeb3951f1
https://sketchfab.com/3d-models/figure-7-1f5d95ac8b9b4672a98172e675ebfca1
https://sketchfab.com/3d-models/figure-7-1f5d95ac8b9b4672a98172e675ebfca1
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/agricultural-and-biological-sciences/fire-scars
http://tlf.dlr.det.nsw.edu.au/learningobjects/Content/R7546/object/
https://www.aboriginalvictoria.vic.gov.au/fact-sheet-aboriginal-flaked-stone-tools
http://pd0xcomlb01-pubflt-a033.ccssc.gov.au/object/15922?object=59054&solrsort=random%20asc&f%5B0%5D=obj_material%3AWood&f%5B1%5D=obj_place_name%3AYirrkala%2C%20East%20Arnhem%20Land%2C%20Northern%20Territory%2C%20Australia&page=3


 

is also possible someone used the stone tool to make a visible mark or
sign on the tree.

Younger than expected

We used radiocarbon dating to determine the age of the tree, and
discovered it was relatively young. It began growing around the start of
the 20th century and died about 100 years later, during the millennium
drought.

  

 

  

The tree (left), scar (centre), and embedded stone tool from the side (top right)
and above (below right)
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The stone tool was embedded some time between 1950 and 1973—an
unexpected result for the Aboriginal community.

Some members of the Orange Aboriginal community consider the tree,
and the placement of the stone tool, to be much older than the dating
results indicate. For other members of the Aboriginal community, the
dating results are particularly significant as they indicate Wiradjuri
culture continued even during active discouragement and assimilation
policies.

Historical and oral evidence suggests that Wiradjuri people were, at best,
wary about open displays of culture at this time. This impacted the
passing of information onto younger generations. The results of our
study therefore provide a rare glimpse of cultural continuity at the time.

Although the tree is very large, and therefore appears to be very old, our
results also show how rapidly eucalypts can grow. This suggests that
many large eucalypts, previously estimated to be hundreds of years old,
may in fact be much younger.

The mystery remains

A final mystery is why the stone tool was left in the tree. If it was used to
remove bark from the tree, or to create a mark, why was it not removed?

It is unlikely such a stone tool would be left behind, as it appears
relatively unused and stone sources are rare in the area. It may have been
left accidentally, or because removal was not possible. Another
possibility is the stone tool was deliberately embedded in the tree as a
symbolic marker in the landscape.

While this aspect of the tree and stone tool may never be understood
fully, the results of our study are a clear-cut reminder of the continuity
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https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/rearvision/part-2-assimilation-to-self-determination/9868862
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/rearvision/part-2-assimilation-to-self-determination/9868862


 

and resilience of Aboriginal knowledge and culture through the 20th
century and into the present.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.This story is part of Science
X Dialog, where researchers can report findings from their published
research articles. Visit this page for information about ScienceX Dialog
and how to participate.
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