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IN TRO DUC TIO N

The Department of School Education clearly states in the rationale of the Aboriginal Education 
Policy that " Aboriginal educa t ion in New South Wales is concerned with ............. the educa t ion of 
a ll ch ildren in respec t  o f  con t emporary  and t rad i t iona l A borig ina l soc ie t y  "   yet many teachers 
still only feel comfortable with the traditional aspects of Aboriginal culture. This resource aims 
to assist teachers to more successfully fulfil all of the aims of the Aboriginal Education Policy.

 A chronological approach has been taken in this resource for simplicity of presentation. 
Teachers can adapt materials as they see fit and not be restrained by this approach if it does not 
suit the needs of their students.

Historical documents used in this resource were written by European people and have problems 
in that some of them saw Aboriginal life and customs through 'different eyes' - not only 
different in the sense of Aboriginal values versus European, but also in terms of their own 
interest in and emotions towards the Aborigines, and their tolerance and acceptance of the 
Aboriginal culture. Some of the colonists were more tolerant than others; some were also more 
observant than others. The descriptive terminology used often varies from writer to writer and 
terms are not always used consistently. Whilst in some cases having several different 
descriptions of particular observations or events can lead to clarification of a point, it can 
sometimes lead to apparent conflicts in the descriptions of the various activities and customs of  
Aboriginal people and are now the cause of some debate. For example, the word 'tribe' was used 
variously to refer to named groups of people from different geographic areas.
These groups were not necessarily tribes (i.e. a political/linguistic group), but were often 
clans and/or bands of extended family groups which had come together for specific purposes.

In the journals, books, letters, etc. written by the colonists and visitors after 1800 the 
descriptions are based on 'hearsay' information they must have received from local residents or 
that they gained from the writings of people such as Tench, Hunter, White, Collins and 



Stockdale, which had by that time been published. Thus these descriptions may not be accurate 
or truthful. It is necessary when using the historic documents to remember the biases which 
may have unconsciously, or sometimes consciously, crept into them and point this out to 
students. 

The Metropolitan North Region is an arbitary boundary as defined by the Department of 
Education. It ranges from the Harbour Bridge in the south to Lake Macquarie in the north., from 
Manly in the east to Galston in the west.  The Metropolitan North Regional boundaries are not 
those of the traditional Aboriginal people and hence there is overlap from numerous different 
traditional cultural groups. 

A t  all  t im es  local  A b original  co mmuni t y  inpu t  should  b e  encoura g e d  and  sough t .  
If  in  d oub t  as  t o  who  t o  con t ac t ,  check  wi t h  e i t he r  t he  Re gional  A b original  
C o m m uni t y  Lia iso n  O f f ic e r  (R. A .C .L . O . )  o r  t h e  lo c al  A b orig inal  Ed uc a t io n  
C o nsul t a t iv e  Gro up  ( A .E .C .G. )  r e p rese n t a t iv e .  

In  t his  d ocum e n t  an  A b orig in e  is  a  p e rson  o f  A b orig inal  d esc e n t ,  who  id e n t i f ies  
and  is  acce p t e d  as  such  b y  t he  communi t y  wi t h  which  he  or  she  is  associa t e d .
( C o m m o nw e al t h  Go v e rnm e n t  d e f ini t io n ) .
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A n  O v e r v i e w  o f  t h e  Re s o u r c e

T O PIC  s e c t i o n  1
The Land and The People

A. The Land
B. Technology
C. Lifestyle
D. The People
COMPONEN TS
Pa r t  A .  T h e  L a n d
1. Geographical description
2. Countries and languages
3. Country and belonging

Pa r t  B .  T e c h n o lo g y
1. Tools, weapons, artefacts and utensils
2. Art, rock engravings, cave paintings

P a r t  C .  L i f e s t y l e s
1. Food - fish, shellfish, materials, birds, plants
2. Housing
3. Clothing and adornment

Pa r t  D .  T h e  P e o p l e



1. Kinship and marriage
2. Law and religion
3. Ceremonies, music and dance

S C O PE  -  s e c t i o n  1
This section is primarily concerned with providing information based on traditional Aboriginal 
people. The general theme is the human being, land and the relationship between them which is 
looked at from differing aspects in each of the sections. 
1. The geographical setting (vegetation, landform, rainfall, temperature) which can be 
addressed in terms of Aboriginal/non Aboriginal adaptation/habitability.
2. Consideration of country or in what way does/ did the Aboriginal citizen relate to his/her 
nation
3. Cultural geography, an examination of art, music/musical instruments and material culture 
of the traditional Aboriginal people in the Metropolitan North Region.
4. Language (dialects) of tribes/nations - linguistic and cultural notions of the same.
5. Environment and conservation issues relating to traditional Aboriginal culture. 

T O PIC  s e c t i o n  2
Invasion and Resistance
COMPONEN TS
Par t  A  The Moving Frontier -  The Sydney Region 
P a r t  B  Historical events
Pa r t  C  Culture Conflict - case studies
Pa r t  D  Aboriginal Identities 5

S C O PE  -  s e c t i o n  2
The emphasis is on the colonial situation of the first 100 years - the moving frontiers of 
European invasion and occupation of Aboriginal land. It can be related to local and colonial 
economic forces and the geography of Australia. Following this is an account of reserve creation 
in its differing contexts in NSW and around Sydney.

T O PIC  s e c t i o n  3
Rebellion Reform and Reassertion
COMPONEN TS
Par t  A .  Political and Social Injustices - The Aboriginal Protection Period 1850-1940's
Pa r t  B .   The Apprenticeship Scheme
Pa r t  C . Political movements in the 1920's, 30's and 40's
Pa r t  D .  Assimilation 1940's - 1970's

S C O PE  -  s e c t i o n  3
A chronology or account of local and regional experiences and responses are discussed.
The experience of colonialism poses difficulties in obtaining information for earlier periods of 
European occupation (ie up to the 1880's in NSW). A much better account is available after 
because of the creation of the Aborigines Protection Board during which Aboriginal experiences 
became a firm part of oral history and institutional records. 
This section will particularly highlight "The Apprenticeships Scheme" and the Aboriginal 



political movements of the 1920's, 30's and 40's.
This section also deals with post WWII Aboriginal Australia and surveys a number of specific 
events and issues which have continued and refined the Aboriginal rights theme whether it be 
'civil rights' or 'land rights.'

T O PIC  s e c t i o n  4
The Contemporary Scene
S C O PE  -  s e c t i o n  4
Par t  A .  Aboriginal statistics
P a r t  B . Sterotypes

Socio-economic indicators and stereotypes about Aboriginal people.

T O PIC    s e c t i o n   5
Appendix
SC OPE   s e c t io n   5
A ppendix A  - Aboriginal place names
A p p e ndix  B  - Contact name and addresses
A ppendix  C  - Resources and bibliography
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A .  THE L A ND
1 .  GE O GR A PHIC A L  D ESCRIP TIO N

 T HE  N A T URA L  SE T TING - THE SYDNEY REGION   

The Sydney Region is centrally located on coastal New South Wales extending over 85km from 
Broken Bay in the north to the Woronora Plateau in the south, and from the Tasman Sea 80km 
westward to the foothills of the Blue Mountains. Covering an area of some 4080sq km, the 
Sydney Region exhibits a unique assemblage of natural features. 

Geologically the region occupies the central portion of the Sydney Basin and exposed sediments 
date from the Middle Triassic, about 230 million years ago. The oldest rocks, Narrabeen shales 
and sandstones, outcrop at the northern and southern extremities of this saucer-shaped 
structure. They are overlain by the younger Hawkesbury Sandstone which, particularly in the 
low central portion of the region, is covered by the Wianamatta Shale Group. Igneous activity 
dating from the Jurassic (150 million years ago) has left a legacy of diatremes and dykes. 
Thermal doming and later episodic subsidence associated with the formation of the Tasman Sea 



(60-80 million years ago) have contributed to the present topography.

Many of the suburbs are located on the Cumberland Plain, a complex of low, undulating hills of 
Wianamatta Shale extending westward from the southern shore of Port Jackson. It is bounded by 
three sandstone plateaux, the Blue Mountains to the west, the northern Hornsby Plateau rising 
sharply from Sydney Harbour and the more gradual ascent of the Woronora Plateau south of 
Botany Bay. While Wianamatta Shale outcrops on northern ridges, the coastal plateaux are 
mainly formed of Hawkesbury Sandstone which, being resistant to erosion, contributes to 
Sydney's spectacular coastal scenery. Subdued cliffs form where Narrabeen Shale outcrops, and 
brecciated diatremes are differentially eroded to form valleys within the sandstone. The 
structurally controlled bays and ports are rias or drowned river valleys, incised in the 
sandstone during ice ages when sea level was lower. Beaches and dunes are relict deposits 
derived from the ancient fluvial sands. The Nepean/Hawkesbury River System has been 
responsible for sedimentation seen in stepped terraces in the north-west of the Cumberland 
Plain. 

S o i l  types are related to geology and landform. The most widely distributed of the soil types in 
the higher plateau is Hawkesbury Sandstone which is sandy, dry with a low water retaining 
capacity, hence plants that grow in it develop the capacity to store or lose very little water. The 
sandstone weathers to form the sandy dune areas along the coast where there are headlands of 
Hawkesbury Sandstone.

More fertile soil is associated with the clay rich, red brown earths of Wianamatta shale which 
becomes saturated when wet and cracks hard during very dry weather. It is found in the low 
lying areas in valley floors, such as the Cumberland Plain, the Nepean and Hawkesbury River 
valleys and from Ryde up to beyond Hornsby and Pennant Hills. The shale derived from igneous 
rocks weathers quickly in comparison to Hawkesbury Sandstone.

Narrabeen Shale is a darker red clay soil to be found in small areas around the Northern 
Beaches of Sydney - Collaroy to Palm Beach. It is rich in nutrients and supports a scrubby 
vegetation
Se e  t h e  m a p  o f  t h e  Sy dn e y  Re gion  -  Ma jo r  land f orms.
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Sydney experiences a warm temperate eastern maritime c lim a t e  with local variations due to 
landforms and distance from the sea. Coastal areas receive an average annual rainfall of 
1210mm with an autumn/winter maximum and an average diurnal temperature range from 
22C in January to 11.8C in July. Orographic uplift of onshore winds produces higher rainfall 
totals (up to 1350mm) on the coastal plateaux, while rainfall decreases to less than 700mm in 
the rainshadow belt east of the Nepean/Hawkesbury River. The diminishing effects of 
moderating sea breezes, and cold air drainage from the Blue Mountains, increase temperature 
range with distance from the coast. Frosts are experienced in winter in the western suburbs. 

South east and north east winds  are responsible for most of the rainfall during summer. While 
the westerlies are the prevailing winds during autumn, winter and early spring. On shore salty 
winds stunt vegetation in the coastal dune areas and the westerlies effect the vegetation on the 
windward slopes of plateau areas.



Local combinations of geology, landforms, soil  and climate governed the original diversity and 
distribution of the flora, little of which now remains except in the national parks. The impact of 
human activities in most areas has been total. Woodland and open forest once dominated the 
coastal plateaux and dry western Cumberland Plain with tall open forest  on the higher rainfall 
shale belt and in sheltered valleys in the sandstone areas. Elsewhere, remnant rainforest, heath, 
sedgelands, sand dune and mangrove communities contribute to the present vegetation patterns. 

There is no doubt that the landscape of the study region has changed dramatically since European 
invasion.

It would also stand to reason that if the area was more fully covered with trees the animal and 
plant foods would have been quite high and therefore have supported a large population 
especially with the abundance of seafood available to them. 

The rock engravings in the study area also display a number of animals not commonly seen in 
the area today eg. turtles, whales and penguins. This may indicate a fall in numbers of these 
animals due to changing environments and destruction of habitats.
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L A ND F ORM,  CLIMA T E  A ND  V EGE T A TIO N
The following map shows that this Region has very different types of topography. Compare this 
map with the rainfall map on the next page and discuss the vegetation that would occur 
naturally. Do you notice anything about the way the landform affects rainfall and vegetation?

Think about the following question and describe in words or pictures, what the country would be 
like in earlier times.
1. How much rain falls along the coastal area of this region.



2. What is the name given to the climate of the East Coast?
3. How much rain does the area of the Cumberland Plains have per year?
4. Why, do you think, that only short, small-leaved plants grow in the Hawkesbury sandstone 
areas of the plateaus.
5. What sort of vegetation would grow on the alluvial river flats and terraces?
Pr o j e c t
Find   all the information you can about climate and rainfall in your area. 

Lis t  the plants and animals which would be natural to your area.

D r a w  or colle c t  pictures to describe the natural environment of your area.

W r i t e  a short story telling how you would have lived 500 years ago in that area. Imagine what 
food you would eat, what clothes and housing you would need and what materials you could use to 
make things needed to make your life comfortable. 
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           2  C OUN TRIES  A ND  L A NGU A GES

The original inhabitants of this continent were called Aborigines by the European colonists 



because that is exactly what the name means (original inhabitants). They had different names 
for themselves depending on which country they come from.Today, the Aboriginal people call 
themselves KOORIES if they come from Eastern N.S.W., for example, or MURRIES if they come 
from Western N.S.W.

Aboriginal people were never nomadic. They moved around their own  country just as many 
people do in Australia today when they go on a holiday to the mountains or to the city. However, 
Aboriginal people camped at different places within their own country, and did so because of 
religious beliefs or because seasonal food was available at that time.

There were a least 719 different countries in this continent. The people who belonged in these 
countries shared similar languages and lifestyles to their neighbours in that area, but they still 
considered themselves a separate community which was special to the land they lived on. 
 
This study is concerned with the Aboriginal people who live and lived in the area of Sydney from 
Port Jackson north to around Lake Macquarie. Prior to disruption by European invasion, the 
Aboriginal people who habitually  lived within the study area were primarily the Kuringgai and 
the  Darkingung (Darginyung or Darkinjang) people. Se e  map  o f  A boriginal languag es o f  
t he  Sydne y  Region.  

Although there is a certain amount of conflicting evidence regarding the language and tribal 
groups and the spelling of these groups' names in the Sydney Basin, most recent studies suggest 
the following divisions to be valid (Capell 1970):

The language spoken around Port Jackson was a dialect of Dharruk (Dharug).  The Dharruk 
themselves lived inland of Sydney and their terrritory extended as far north as the Hawkesbury 
River, a boundary they shared with the Darkingung. Darkingung territory extended from the 
Hawkesbury River northwards to Wollombi and the southern drainage of the Hunter River. 

East of the inland Dharruk and Dargingung were the coastal Kuringgai (Gurinygai), who lived 
both north and south of Broken Bay. To the south, they merged with the Thurrawal(Dharawal) 
on the Sydney peninsula and north they merged with the Awabal (Awabagal) who were centred 
around Lake Macquarie and Newcastle.

There was considerable enmity and ritualised fighting between the Kuringgai of the study area 
and the people to the north and to a less extent, with the Dharawal (Thurrawal) to the south. 
Relationships with the inland Dharruk too, were sometimes strained (Collins 1798:44.)  
although trading occured. Indeed, Dharruk was structurally a very different language from 
Kurringgai, having affinities with the languages of the north coast of New South Wales, whilst 
the Kuringgai spoke a language like those in the Western Desert (Capell 1970.)

By contrast relationships between the Kuringgai north and south of Broken Bay and the inland 
Darkingung and the Darkingung and the Awaba were apparently very cordial. Reciprocal visits 
were made each year between the groups and trade items were exchanged. 
                           
These trading sojourns were accompained by festivities, and this enabled the clans of each group 
to barter for materials which were either deficient or non-existent in their own area.
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The Darkingung had several trading routes in the Wollombi region. One route led up to the 
headwaters of the Wollombi Brook, on to Kulnura, and down to Ourimbah near Gosford. Indeed 
Kulnura was a favoured camping ground of the Wollombi people. Another trading route was from 
Howe's Valley near Putty, territory of the Darkingung across the mountains to Boree, 10km 
west of Wollombi. Residents of the Wollombi area also recall the Aborigines using the Boree 
Track and The Devil's Rock for intertribal ceremonies and initiations (Elkin 1949:129 quoted 
in Smith 1983).

There have been reported instances of materials which could have been traded into or through 
the Darkingung territory. The first item was a piece of sandstone, used as a grindstone, which 
was located at Moree in north-western N.S.W. The rock was identified as Hawkesbury sandstone, 
that is sandstone from Hawkesbury rock stratum. Also a pure form of Bathurst quartz was 
traded into this region for use in ceremonies. 

A recent study has indicated that the Darkingung Aborigines were the central link in a trading 
sequence which extended from the Newcastle region south to the Port Jackson area. This idea is 
evidenced by the existence of cherts, a rock type whose source can be identified from geological 
mapping of rock strata. Cherts identified in the Darkingung area may have originated from as 
far away as the south coast. (Needham, 1981)

The MacDonald Valley is thought to have been used as a major trading route between the coast and 
inland (McCarthy 1939 :1). It was also thought to have been an access route from the Great 
Divide to Brisbane Waters and from Bulga Plains to Cockfighter Creek (McCarthy 1939 :407). 
The above routes as well as the trade route also included a route to Mangrove Mountain that went 
through Wollombi. A direct route between these two places lies along the Kulnura/Peat's Ridge. 
This may have been used as an access route. This ridge is quite predominant, and was also found 
to be the most accessible place to build the Peat's Ridge Road (Elkin 1946 : 6-7). The 
information about these trade routes comes largely from the descendants of the settlers in the 
area, remembering what their fathers had told them or what the Aborigines had told them 
(McCarthy 1939 :2).

The idea that Aboriginals followed defined routes or paths and used ridge tops as access routes is, 
in part, supported by observations made during early European explorations of Port Jackson 
and Pittwater. Hunter, during the exploration of Broken Bay, found the country very rugged but 
stated that they could usually find paths well trodden down by the Aboriginals travelling along 
the coast. These paths were found on the most easily accessible parts of the hills and used the 
shortest routes (Hunter 1793:102). 

Also, Hunter describes a meeting with two Aboriginal men during exploration of the lower 
Hawkesbury or Colo River who had seen Europeans in Sydney. Hunter thought that these two had 
travelled from Sydney as they were the only people from this district who were not afraid of 
them and who also appeared to be familiar with European customs (Hunter 1793:120-1).

The Kuringgai officiated at the tooth avulsion puberty rituals held on the Sydney peninsula, and 
they joined with the feasting when a whale was washed ashore at Manly (Collins 1789:490). 
When Europeans first visited Brisbane Water in 1788, they recognised Aborigines whom they 
had seen in Sydney, and further contact between the two areas was demonstrated by the presence 
of goods obtained from Sydney in an Aboriginal camp on Brisbane Water (Bradley 1969:90; 



White 1962:118).
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Re f e r e n c e  f o r  t r a d e :  " T r a d e  Ro u t e s "  a  v i d e o  f r o m  t h e  s e r i e s ,  T h e  
Ra in b o w  S e r p e n t  b y  SBS.
Travelling to remote and often spectacular locations, 'Trade Routes' analyses in social and 
economic terms how important the trade routes were to Australia's Aborigines and how a 
traditional system of nonequitable debt is so powerful it remains today.
Se e  map  f rom T h e  Rainb ow Se rp e n t  s e rie s  sh o win g  t ra d e  ro u t e s  in  A us t ra lia .

RE L A TIO NSHIPS  BE T W EEN  T HE  A B ORIGIN A L  GRO UPS

Something needs to be said about the relationships of the languages here discussed to each other. 
The boundaries of Kuringgai are now fairly clear except on the west. If Dharruk did not reach 
the coast between Manly and Broken Bay, where is its eastern boundary? There is no natural 
boundary and it is curious that although Port Jackson does seem to form a natural boundary on 
the south of the Kuringgai area, Broken Bay, a more difficult crossing, did not bound it on the 
north.
 
North of the Hawkesbury River Dharruk would meet Darkingung in the west and a Kuringgai 
dialect in the east.
 
The nature of the differences between these languages must now be indicated to provide evidence 
for classing Kuringgai as a language separate from Awabagal and giving it a separate status. This 
can best be done by means of a short vocabulary of all the languages in the area under discussion. 
This is presented in Table 1. 

T A BLE I
Vocabulary Comparisons in the Languages of the Sydney Area

English  Dharawal    Sydney     Dharuk     Kuringgai     Darkingung   Awaba
Beard     walu           walu         yariy        yari             yariy            yari
Cheek     walu           bira                           yundariy                          galu
Ear         guri            guri         guri          muranj        binuyari      nuraway,
                                                                                                           barabara
Eye         mabura       mai         mibarai     mi gay         mi gay         yaiguy
Fish        danj           mdgura    mdgara      mdgaru                            mdguru
Foreheadyulu           yulu         yaran         gunbilan      yaran          yulu,
                                                                                                           jindiri
Hand        maramun   ddmara    ddmar         madjara      buril          madara
Man          juwinj      guri         guri            guri             guri           guri
                                  dalai        dalai
Opossum  gurawura   burumin  wali            gurabil       giribil        wilai
Rain         bana           bana,       murgu         bana           murgu         bwarin
                                   wailan
Stone       gurabuy     gibar       gibar           buidja        djurug         dunuy
Sun          wuri          gain         guwinj        bangal        banal            banal



Water      yadunu       baidu       baidu          gugwinj,     baidu           gugwinj
                                                                     baidu                              gulun
Woman     mega         din           djin             nuguy         njuguy         nuguy

Not es:  "Ear" and "man" are distinguished by the untrilled in the former, trilled in the latter.  
(Capel 1970)
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3  COUN TRY & BELONGING.  

The Kuringgai Aboriginal people who comprised several sub-groups such as the Gayimai, 
Camaraigal and Cadigal, lived in the Sydney coastal area bounded by Gosford, Port Jackson and 
Parramatta. The living area of individual "family" groups would have been much smaller.

The Aborigines living space was determined by the amount of food an area produced and that also 
determined the number of people in any one area at anytime. The Hawkesbury River, Broken 
Bay and the coastline provided much of the food for the Aborigines as is evident by the shell 
middens found at numerous locations along the foreshores. Kinship ties, trade, status and other 
cultural and social factors determined how far an Aboriginal group travelled. 

Members of each tribe or nation shared the same language, social customs and shared territory 
situated within specific but elastic geographical units. Each nation consisted of a number of 
descendant groups or clans. The clan was the land owning group as ownership was by the group 
rather than the individual (Vinnicombe 19801V:2)

A wide network of kinship ties and obligations entitled land owning clans to economic and social 
links which extended far beyond their own  territory. This meant that a temporary abundance of 
resources in one area were accessible to others.

Such extended rights and ties were promoted and maintained by regular gatherings at which 
songs, dances and stories were exchanged and wives were sought. Sometimes inter-clan or tribal 
rituals were conducted. It is significant to note that the 'religious' aspect of land ownership was 
more important to the Aboriginal people than the economic aspect (Vinnicombe 1980 p.1V:3 )

Throughout Australia there is a strong affiliation between the Aboriginal people and their land 
and it has been said it would be as correct to speak of the land possessing them rather than them 
possessing land. (Vinnicombe 1V:3 1980 from Bennett 1977)

When Aboriginal people use the sayings 'my country' or being from such and such a country, 
they are most often expressing a different relationship (to that of the European usage) between 
themselves and their home region. 

Just as Europeans add "n" to the word Australia when they say 'I am Australian' (I am a citizen, 
belong to Australia) so too do Aboriginal languages show this relationship by usually adding a 
small part to the name of their country (e.g. the Arrentye of central Australia add "renye"to 
their words for country to give a similar meaning as the "n" to the word Australia. Note that 
"renye" and equivalents used in other Aboriginal languages have the meaning 'of', or 'belonging 



to', 'derived from' or 'inseparably tied to').

However, while the idea of nationality is virtually the same, Aboriginal peoples sense of 
belonging to country is distinctly powerful because of the awareness of ancestrial occupation, 
historical occupation and the religious interpretation of human birth and ancestry. Aborigines 
take their identity from their country, as does an Indonesian from Indonesia and have rights 
parallel to the 'citizenship' rights of any people in their own country. 
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PART  B.  TECHNOLOGY.

1 . T o o ls ,  W e a p o n s ,  U t e n s i ls  &  A r t e f a c t s .
The Kuringgai Aborigines' knowledge of their natural environment was complimented by a rich 
material culture. It should be noted however that the implements of the material culture were 
all made of materials from the natural world, indicating a wider knowledge of this environment 
than just for eating purposes.

The tools and weapons used on the Central Coast area were similar to the those used by 
Aborigines throughout the Sydney Basin and the Hunter Valley. 

The men used several types of spears, two of which were a single pronged one for hunting (the 
barbs of which were either oyster shell or wood) and a multi-pronged "fish - gig". These were 
usually carried in the hand as well as a spear-thrower, waddy (wooden club), wooden shield, 
boomerang and stone hatchet. The smaller items were often thrust into the band worn around the 
waist when not is use.

Up to three lengths of stem made up the shaft of the spear and these were joined together by 
resin from the base of the grass tree. 
Fishing spears, known as m o o t im in the study area, were usually made from the stem of the 
grass tree Xan t horrho e a  sp., with three strong prongs, (made from fish teeth, or bones, 
shells, stingray spines or hardwood.) bound to the end (Mathew in Harvard 1943:193)

Hunting spears, on the other hand, were barbed with bone or pieces of shell by the coastal 
people, while those who lived inland used stone (Collins 1798: 586). After contact by 
Europeans, bits of bottle glass were used. The barbs were fixed to the shaft by means of 
Xan t horrho e a  resin which was softened with fire, and beeswax which afterwords set very 
hard (Hunter 1793: 495). The spears were thrown either straight from the hand, or with the 
aid of a spear-thrower or wo o m erah , which gave them added force. The spear-throwers, 
carved from wood, were also furnished with a piece of shell, stone or glass at one end which was 
used as a multi-purpose tool, or more especially as a gouge or scraper.

The waddy  or club, made from a hard wood, was used in combat or for throwing at animals, as 
was also the boomerang. Shields, oval in shape, were carved from wood and then usually 



decorated with a quartered design in red ochre and pipe clay. The manufacture of stone hatchets, 
known as mogo, was also described by the colonists. The stone was said to come from the 
shallows on the upper Hawkesbury and after being sharpened to a fine edge by friction, was 
bound to a wooden handle and fixed with gum (Collins 1798: 586).

The women were associated with fishing lines and hooks.  Grinding stones were also used by the 
women to beat, roots and seeds to make them soft.

The fishing equipment used by the women was quite different.Their hooks were made of the 
inside of a shell resembling mother of pearl. This was the turban, Turb o  t orqua t a , which was 
broken into a ring two or three centimetres in diameter, then ground with a coarse stone file 
into a crescent shape, sharpened at one end and frequently notched at the other to attach the line. 
The shiny inside of the shell acted as a lure, and this, in addition to a ground-bait of chewed 
shellfish which was spat into the water to attract the fish, usually resulted in success. 
According to some accounts, hooks also were made from wood, bone or bird claws and these were 
probably baited. 
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The fishing lines were made from twisted grasses and fig tree bark which were also the material 
for nets and bags. In the bags (used by both men and women ) they carried the meat from shell 
fish, ochre, resin, hooks and lines, shells ornaments and points for spears. 

The women also carried coolamons (wooden vessels) to carry goods and after the contact period, 
tin pots and other containers. The net bags were often slung from the forehead and carried 
hanging down the back (Mathew in Harvard 1967: 189)

Several examples of the material possessions of the Aborigines who formerly lived in the study 
area have been preserved. Most of them were found stored in rock shelters and have 
subsequently been donated to the Australian Museum, Sydney. These items include an excellently 
preserved stone hatchet bound to a wooden handle, a large boomerang with an all-over incised 
design and a gnarled coolamon which has been repaired with gum.

Non-portable belongings such as bark canoes were usually left moored near the fishing grounds. 
The canoes had to be renewed at regular intervals. Bark was cut from the trees soon after rains 
when the sap was rising. At this time the bark is both stronger and more pliable. The ends of the 
bark were simply folded, skewered together with pegs and caulked with Xanthorrhoea resin 
(Hunter 1793: 495). The canoes were propelled with paddles, often to the accompaniment of a 
rhythmical song, or with a pole where water was sufficiently shallow (Collins 1798: 593).
The canoe was kept open by sticks placed across the inside of the canoe. Paddles were about 
1/2m in length, one paddle was held in each hand.

Spears made from Xanthorrhoea stems were much in demand by Aborigines who did not have this 
resource to hand and they were an important item of trade between the coastal Aborigines and 
those in the Hunter Valley. 

Xanthorrhoea provided resin for hafting stone and shell implements and for mending leaking 
canoes and wooden vessels. In addition, segments of the resinous trunk, when rubbed together 



readily produced fire (Bennett 1833:62)

Bark was used for many items - shelters (huts), shields, baskets, fishing lines, bowls, net 
bags. Phillip described the Aborigines putting a piece of bark over their heads when they slept 
and also using it to keep the rain from their heads and shoulders. The bark used for canoes was 
described by Worgan as coming from a tree which 'bears leaves like a Fir' and 'somewhat 
resembles the Fir in its Growth' (1788:11, 17). Worgan is probably referring to Casuarina.
Soft bark from the tea-tree (probably Melaleuca sp.) was used to lay new-born babies on and to 
carry them about in.

Hardwood was used in manufacturing spears: for either the whole spear which consisted of one 
piece with the end sharpened to a point, or for part of a multi-component spear - e.g. a segment 
of the shaft would be hardwood with the remainder being of the flowering stem of the grass tree, 
or just the barbs would be hardwood. Collins referred to fishing spears ('the fiz-gig') being 
made out of wattle (1788 [1975]:461). Spearthrowers and some shields were also made of 
solid wood. Collins added that the wood used for shields was hardened by fire. 

The wooden 'digging sticks' used by the women to obtain yams and other root vegetables would 
also have been hardwood. Other wooden items included bowls, parring sticks, 'swords' and 
'scimitars', clubs, boomerangs, and axe handles. (Attenbrow 1988 pp42-43).
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BONE A ND SHELL  T O OLS. 
Bone tools were used all over Australia, as spear tips, fish gorges, harpoon heads, pegs for 
spear throwers and as death pointers or deadly weapons. 

Cutting  equipment included axes with stone heads attached to a handle with resin and bound 
securely with sinews. Chisels and knives were manufactured by shaping and sharpening a 
selected stone and attaching it to a wooden handle. Heavy wedge shaped choppers and mallets were 
used to shape canoes and shields. Suitable shells such as oyster shells were also used for cutting 
implements.

The canoes, fish-gigs, swords, shields, spears, throwing sticks, clubs and hatchets are made by 
the men;  the women made the fishing-lines, hooks and nets. 

To make these wooden implements, shell tools were frequently employed. The shell at one end of 
the throwing stick is intended for sharpening the point of the lance and for various other uses. 
Shell tools were sometimes sharpened with the teeth and could be used while held in the hand. 

LOC A L HUMA N TECHNOLOGY

An eyewitness account from  Swancott (1955) - referring to the collection of animals in the 
Tuggerah Lakes District. 

T his  dis t ric t  has  e v e r  b e e n  no t e d  f o r  i t s  sale a ble  t im b er ,  m an y  o f  t h e  t r e es  
a t t aining  a  heigh t  o f  8 0  or  9 0  f e e t  b e f ore  pu t t ing  f or t h  a  b ranch.  I had  
pre viously  he ard  o f  na t iv es  asc ending  t hese  t re es  f o r  t he  purp ose  o f  se curing  an  
opossum,  hone y ,  bird 's  nes t s  and  o t her  ar t icles  o f  f ood,  b y  means o f  cu t t ng  



s t eps or  no t ches in  t he  t rees as t he y  ascended.  

My  d esire  now was  t o  wi t ness  t he  p e r f ormance .  By  t he  o f f e r  o f  6 d  I had  v e ry  
li t t l e  d i f f icul t y  in  o b t a inin g  a  v o lun t e e r ,  a  v e r y  o ld  m a n .  O n  s t a n din g  u p  t his  
m an  p r e se n t e d  a  r e m arka ble  f ig ur e ;  his  le gs  an d  a rms  w e r e  lo n g  an d  sin e w y ,  his  
f ee t  large  and  well f la t t ened  ou t  and  his s t omach,  on accoun t  o f  t he  amoun t  o f  
kangaroo  m ea t  in  camp,  was round  like  a  glob e .  The  t re e  which  he  was abou t  t o  
ascend  was es t ima t ed  a t  7 0  f e e t  t o  t he  lowes t  branch,  a  blue  gum wi t h  a  smoo t h 
b a r k .  

He  a t  once  f ixed  upon t he  proper  side  f or  ascending ,  t hen  s t anding  close  up  t o  
t he  t ree  he  cu t  one  no t ch a t  abou t  t he  heigh t  o f  his  f orehead;  t hen wi t hou t  
shi f t ing  his  p osi t ion  he  cu t  a  second  one  on  t he  le v el  wi t h  his  wais t .  S t anding  
wi t h  his  righ t  f o o t  in  t he  cu t ,  he  mad e  a  t hird  one  a t  t he  heigh t  o f  his  f orehe ad ,  
t hen  s t anding  wi t h  his  le f t  f o o t  in  t he  f irs t  cu t  he  was able  t o  make  a  f our t h  cu t  
a t  his  f ull  h e igh t .  A s  t h e re  is  li t t le  o r  no t hing  t o  hold  on  b y ,  exc e p t  a  sm all  cu t  
m a d e  b y  t h e  c lim b e r ,  in t o  which  h e  c a n  b a r e ly  ins e r t  t h e  t ips  o f  h is  f in g e rs ,  i t  
is  necessary  t ha t  t he  bod y  b e  ke p t  close  t o  t he  t re e .  This  is  t he  only  wa y  which  
can  b e  adop t e d ,  unless  b y  t he  e mplo y m en t  o f  a  v ine ,  which  many  blacks  use  b y  
passing  i t  round  a  t re e  like  a  rop e  and  so  holding  on  while  cu t t ing  t hese  no t ches.
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2 .  A RT ,  RO C K  ENGRA VINGS,  C A V EP AIN TINGS.

The antiquity of  Aboriginal people is now documented by a number of world archeological firsts 
found in the past few years. 

Not only the first cremations in the world (26,000 years old), but the first ceramics 
(30,800), the earliest use of ochre for art (32,000), the first edge-ground axes (23,000), 
some of the earliest rock carving (at least 20,000 years old) and the earliest mastery of the 
boomerang (12,000 years old). (Dawn of Man - extract from Aborgines of Hunt er Region )

E NGR A VINGS
The engravings of the Sydney district and Hawkesbury River catchment are unique and world 
famous. Engravings are found in many other parts of Australia but they are usually quite 
different from those of the Sydney area. Also interesting is the relative abundance of engravings 
in this area. In Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park alone, there are a couple of hundred groups of 
engravings comprising in all a thousand or more figures. There are probably several thousand 
more in the rest of the Hawkesbury River catchment. It is likely, then that the engravings 
played an important role in the cultural life of the Aborigines here. 

Middens are associated with tidal water, whilst engravings are associated predominantly with 
Hawkesbury Sandstone ridges. Since the sum total of ridge length in the Sydney and 
Gosford/Wyong district far exceeds the sum total of estuarine shore-line, the frequency of 



engraving sites may be expected to exceed the number of middens. 

The ages of the engravings are unknown. Some must be less than 200 years old, because they 
depict European objects such as ships. Others may be much older. Researchers are attempting to 
devise effective methods of dating the engravings, but for the moment we can only guess. There 
is some evidence that Hawkesbury Sandstone weathers relatively quickly and some engravings 
may therefore appear older that they really are. 

The wide range of degrees of weathering seems to indicate a cultural tradition continuing 
through time, but lack of geological information about the properties of the sandstone prevents 
absolute dating of the faintest figures. 

McCarthy (1937 : 406) has suggested that figures which have wide and deep smoothed grooves 
may be the oldest, probably having been re-rubbed by generations of artists. 

There are several references to the carvings in the writings of the early colonists - mainly just 
observations of their presence around the settlement. George French Angus conducted the only 
anthropological research on the engravings. 

W e  selec t e d  " Old  Que en  Goose b erry "  ( as  she  is  g enerally  s t y le d  b y  t he  
colonis t s )  t o  b e  our  guid e ,  p ro mising  h e r  a  r e ward  o f  f lour  and  t o b acco  i f  sh e  
would  t ell  us  wha t  she  knew abou t  t hese  carvings,  and  conduc t  us  t o  all  t he  
rocks  and  h e a dlands  in  t h e  n e ighb ourho o d  wh ere  lik e  f igures  exis t e d .  A t  f irs t  
t he  old  woman o b jec t e d ,  sa ying  t ha t  such  places  were  all  k o ra d j e e   ground ,  o r  
" pries t s '  g round, "  and  t ha t  she  mus t  no t  v isi t  t he m;  bu t  a  leng t h,  b ecoming  
m ore  co m munica t iv e ,  she  t old  us  all  she  knew and  all  t ha t  she  had  he ard  he r  
f a t he r  sa y  resp ec t ing  t he m.  
She  likewise  consen t e d  a t  las t  t o  guide  us t o  se v eral spo t s  near  t he  Nor t h  head,  
wh e re  sh e  said  t h e  carv in gs  exis t e d  in  g re a t  num b ers ;  as  a lso  im pressions  o f  
hands  up on  t he  sid es  o f  high  rocks.  ( A ngus  1 8 4 7 ) 2 5

A borig ina l Carv ings,  or Ou t line Trac ings,  upon Rocks and Head lands in the  v ic ini t y  o f  Por t  
Jackson. 
FROM: Savage Life and Scenes in Australia and New Zealand, George French Angus 1 8 4 7 Vol. 1 1 .

These  are  t o  b e  f ound  on  Nor t h  Head,  on  Sou t h  Re e f  Promon t ory ,  on  Middle  Head,  
a t  Cam p  Co v e ,  a t  Poin t  Pip e r ,  a t  Mossman 's  Ba y ,  and  a t  Lan e  Co v e  on  Mr.  Kirk 's  
p r o p e r t y .  

T h e  su b j e c t s  r e p re se n t e d  a re  t h e  hum an  f ig ure ,  t h e  hie le m an,  o r  shie ld ;  
k a n g a r o o s ,  b ir d s ,  f l y in g  s q uir r e ls ,  b a lc k  sw a ns ,  a n d  v a r io us  s o r t s  o f  f ish ,  s o m e  
o f  t he m t wen t y -se v en  f e e t  in  leng t h.  

In  Lan e  Co v e ,  in  Mid dle  Harb our ,  a t  Ge org e 's  He a d ,  and  a t  Por t  A ike n ,  a re  carv e d  
he ads;  and  a t  t he  la t t e r  place ,  par t s  o f  t he  human b od y  cu t  in  in t aglio .  A t  Por t  
A ik e n  and  in  Mid dle  Harb o ur  t h e y  a re  f o und  in  ca v es,  f o rm e d  b y  p ro j e c t in g  
masses  o f  rock,  calle d  b y  t he  na t iv es  " Gib er  Gun y ah "  s t one  or  rock  house .  

Re la t iv e  t o  t h ese  t racin gs,  o r  ca r v in gs,  up o n  t h e  sur f ac e  ro cks  o f  p ro j e c t in g  



h e a dlands,  t h e ir  uses  o r  in t e n t ion  are  now only  le g e ndary .  T h e  na t iv es  sa y ,  t ha t  
" black  f ellow made  t hem long  ago " .

The y  agre e  in  s t a t ing  t ha t  t he  t rib es  did  no t  resid e  upon  t hese  spo t s,  assigning  
as  a  r e aso n  -  " T o o  m uch  d ib b le - d ib b le  walk  a b o u t ; "  f o r  t h e y  g r e a t ly  f e a r  
m e e t in g  t h e  " d ib b le "  o r  s o m e  e v il  s p ir i t  in  t h e ir  r a m ble s ,  a n d  n e v e r  l e a v e  t h e ir  
camp  a t  nigh t .  The y  s t a t e  t ha t  t hese  places were  all  sacre d  t o  t he  pries t ,  doc t or,  
o r  conjure r  -  f o r  t h e  on e  is  t h e  o t h e r  am ong  t h ese  t rib es.  A  man  p o t e n t  in  
sp e lls  and  o f  g re a t  d re a d ,  is  t h e  Ko - ra - g e e  -  Chiru g a .  T h e  o ld es t  p e rso n  in  t h e  
Sy d n e y  t r ib e ,  is  t h e  wid o w  o f  t h e  chie f  wh o  rule d  wh e n  t h e  f irs t  f le e t  a r riv e d ,  
and  whose  nam e  was " Bungare e ; "  t hence  digni f ie d  as  " King  Bungare e . "

His  que en  has  surviv e d  her  glories,  and  she  now t o t t e rs  ab ou t ,  v e ry  ag e d  and  
d e cre pi t ,  known  as  " Old  Go ose b e rr y ; "  bu t  h e r  m e m or y  is  s t ill  g o o d .  
In  h e r  s t a t e m e n t s  sh e  sa y s  sh e  was  n o  e y e -wi t n ess-  " Be l  I s e e  i t ,  m y  f a t h e r  t e ll  
m e "  -  so  t ha t  all  is  a  ma t t e r  o f  le g e nd  re la t ing  t o  t hese  carv ings.

 L o c a t i o n  o f  E n g r a v in g s .

The soft nature of the Hawkesbury Sandstone provided an ideal medium for engraving. There are 
thousands of engraving sites within a radius of 100 kilometres of Port Jackson, depicting 
animals of all kinds, weapons, people, tracks and dreaming characters. Most of them are 
lifesize, but they range from small animal tracks to gigantic figures possibly of the  culture 
hero, Daramulan, over ten metres in length. Kangaroo and whale outlines on a comparably large 
scale also occur.

McCarthy (1937 : 91) had observed that the outline engravings of the Sydney district do not 
appear to extend over the whole of the Hawkesbury sandstone terrain. They have not been 
recorded further north than the Putty and Wollombi districts, although cave art in the region 
extends further across the plateau, north to the Hunter and Goulburn River valleys and west 
toward the Great Dividing Range.
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Comparison of the engravings in the north-western section of their range with those in the 
Sydney-Hawkesbury coastal districts reveal some differences, both in subject matter and 
technique. Among the engravings described here, there are, as would be expected in an inland 
area, few fish or marine subjects, which are common on the coast, but many kangaroo and emu 
tracks,which are subjects which are uncommon in the coastal districts, although the animals 
themselves are well represented among the engravings there. The significance of this is not 
known.

The localities selected for these carvings are most varied in character, but they are generally 
bare of trees. This arises partly on account of the rocky ground where the large smooth surfaces 
most often occur, and partly perhaps to secure for the more important groups a commanding 
view of the surrounding country and of sites of other carvings, and the ocean or some sheet of 
water. 

The tops of sea cliffs are favourite sites, and also the table-lands and the ridges of the hills along 
which the people travelled; sometimes the bald rocky prominence formed by the crest of a range 



is selected, at others the smooth rock that frequently forms the floor of a "saddle," or a ledge 
towards the heads of a valley, or in the bed of a stream. They are also generally found near 
where dry caves and rock-shelters have been inhabited.

Me t h o d olo g y

Although it is not absolutely sure how the engravings were made it is thought that the outline of 
the subject was first drawn perhaps with charcoal or scratched on the rock surface. Sometimes 
the outline of the shadow of a man, or that of dead animal was traced in this way.
 
Regarding the methods for the production of the outlines in the first instance, some of the 
figures are probably drawn by laying the object to be represented upon the rock, and marking it 
round. Another method was by drawing the outline in the case of a man or woman by means of the 
shadow. 

The majority of the figures are, however, probably drawn by eye and exbibit a considerable 
amount of ability, being either true to nature, or to some adopted design of a deity or spirit. 

Next, a number of punctures (pecks) was made around the outline with the sharp corner of a 
hard stone (e.g. ironstone) or perhaps with a stone gad and hammer. As yet no specialized 
implements used by these rock artists have been found. If you look carefully at some of the 
engravings you will see that some of the punctures overlap to form the outline. Other 
engravings, said to be the most sacred, show that the grooves have been rubbed smooth with an 
abrading stone.

Some engravings show evidence of regrooving. The largest galleries must have taken many 
hundreds of hours to produce. The purpose of these sites is not known, but at least some of the 
larger groups with sacred figures were used during male initiation ceremonies, and these sites 
were under the control of the k o r a d j i   men of authority and power. 

An outstanding feature of many of the kangaroo tracks is the engraving technique which as been 
used. Of the two hundred or so which occur, about sixty per cent have been engraved by 
hammering or pecking of the rock away to a fairly uniform overall depth, up to 2cm deep. In 
some the engraving has been accurately executed to produce a figure with regular, well defined 
edges. The technique has apparently been dictated by the artist's desire in these cases to 
reproduce an accurately shaped impression of the animal's track. 27
In some cases the tracks occur together with the animal, providing an interesting combination of 
techniques in one composition. Among the other figures, a single footprint has been engraved 
using a similar technique. These hammered figures, which have apparently not been described 
previously in the engravings of the Sydney-Hawkesbury district, suggest a limited regional 
development in technique.
 
The older figures appear to have had the deeper and broader grooves and are generally well 
smoothed, while those of a later date graduate from this to one formed only by slight punctures 
cut close together without any subsequent rubbing. 

Engraved ships have also been recorded in sites throughout the area. This implies that
engravings were still being executed at contact, at most 200 years ago, and that some drawings 
and engravings are contemporaneous. Mathews gives an account of stencilling being done during 



the 1840's by Aborigines of Wollombi Brook (Mathew 1897: 144).

C o n t e n t  a n d  Su b j e c t  Ma t t e r .

In Ku-ring-gai, Muogamarra and Dharug National Park, a number of large figures are depicted 
which are thought to represent Ancestral Heroes. They are quite dissimilar to one another and 
could represent different heroes.  Daramulan and Baiami were thought to be the principle 
heroes of the Aborigines in the Sydney area. He was an ancestor of the tribes in this area. 

T h e  Durkingung  conc eiv e d  o f  Daramulan  and  Baiami as  b e ing  se para t e  cre a t ures  
( Ma t h e w s  1 8 9 7 a : 3 ) .  D u r in g  in t e r t r i b a l  in i t i a t i o n  c e r e m o ni e s  t h e  D u r k in u n g ,  
as  did  so m e  co as t al  t rib es,  sculp t ure d  Dara mulan  in  r e lie f  on  t h e  g round  and  
c a r v e d  h im  o n  t r e e s  (Ma t h e ws  1 8 9 7 a : 2 - 3 ;  H o wi t t  1 9 0 4 : 5 3 3 , 5 4 0 ,  1 8 8 3 : 4 4 7 ;  
Be rn d t  1 9 7 4 : 2 9 ) .  Baia mi  was  a lso  r e p r e se n t e d  a lo n gsid e  o f  Dara m ulan  in  t h e  
D u rk in u n g  c e r e m o nie s  (Ma t h e ws  1 9 0 4 : 2 0 4 ) .
D a ra m ula n  w as  t h o u g h t  t o  b e  m arrie d  t o  Kuriku t a  ( B e rn d t  1 9 7 4 : 2 8 )  ( o t h e r  
n a m e s  T ip p a k a ll e u m ,  Ma ilk in  a n d  Bim p o in  -  B a c k h o u s e  1 8 4 3 : 5 5 6 ) .
The  Kuriku t a  belie f  t hough t  t o  be  widespread  and  she  was also  supposed  t o  hav e  
carrie d  'charms'  mad e  o f  quar t z  and  wrapp e d  in  p ossum  skin .  W o m en  were  no t  
allowed  t o  se e  t he  con t en t s  o f  t hese  skins;  one  repor t  t ells  o f  a  European  b eing  
kill e d  b y  a n  A b orig inal  f o r  sh o win g  a  w o m a n  t h e  c r y s t a ls  (Backhouse 1843:556-7, 
quoted in Smith 1983 :  26-27).

The grooves around these Daramulan figures are deep and smooth, suggesting they were used 
over long periods of time for ceremonials. There is no way as yet of determining an age for 
engravings. They could be anything from a couple of hundred to a couple of thousand years old. 

Most of the motifs found among the Sydney engravings are figurative, and in outline form. 
Subjects include men and women, animals, birds and marine creatures familiar to the 
Aboriginal people; common implements; bird and animal tracks and human footprints; some 
simple geometric figures such as circles; and many irregular shapes whose subject is 
unidentifiable by uninformed Europeans. Recognisable portrayals of plants and invertebrates 
are very rare. The scale of most figures is between half and full life-size; there are very few 
miniatures (unlike most figurative art in other parts of Australia). 

Although Koalas and Wombats have been identified in the art record, they are uncommon. The 
so-called Koalas in engravings often have long legs, buttocks and rounded heads, making them 
look more like stylised humans in profile than animals. There is a record of an unmistakable 
image of a Wombat on an engraved rock near Peats Ridge Electric Sub-station, and Fred 
McCarthy reports several others (McCarthy 1939). 28

Fish are frequently depicted in the rock art of the study area, both drawings and engravings but 
few are recognisable as to species (Macintosh 1950:152-83). There are exceptions, however, 
notably eels usually represented with distinctive gills and stingrays shown with ovoid bodies, 
long tapering tail and two eyes on a flat head. One of these representations is of unusual size, 
being an engraving 8 metres long on a high ridge in Dharug National Park, at least 20km. from 
the sea. Curiously, stingrays are said to have never been eaten by the Sydney Aboriginal people 
(Collins 1798:548), but it is unclear whether this was a temporary prohibition relating to 
seasonality, age-group or sex, or whether it was a general totemic taboo. Bowdler identified 



stringray from the midden at Bass Point (Bowdler 1970), and Aborigines in other areas enjoy 
the flesh of stingray (Meehan 1977:499).

Macropods form the highest proportion of animal engravings in the open art sites of the study 
area. Macropods are also the animals most frequently drawn in the rock shelters. Bone counts 
from the excavations in Upper Mangrove Creek, the area furthest from the coast, are markedly 
macropod-dominated, constituting as much as 75-80 % of the total count (Aplin in Attenbrow 
1980). There would therefore appear to be a close correlation between selectivity in hunting 
and selectivity in art in the areas furthest from the fish-dominated coastal area.
 
Although birds are depicted both in drawings and engravings, they are seldom recognisable as to 
species, with the exception of the Emu, and more rarely Lyre Birds and Brush Turkeys. Emus 
may be shown singly or in groups, sometimes with their young or with eggs. 

Emu tracks are another motif frequently encountered in the art record, but more especially in 
engravings on exposed horizontal surfaces.They are often placed in a linear sequence just as the 
tracks would be seen in nature. The tracks may lead to or from a rock pool, may link one 
engraving with another, or may be associated with images of actual emus.

Snakes are not usually identifiable as to species in the art, but there are exceptions, such as the 
very clear black charcoal drawing of a Death Adder Acanthopis antarcticus with its stout body 
and distinctive thin rat-like tail. The snake, with tongue extended, is drawn in an elongated 
honeycombed niche in a large shelter at Cave Point in Ourimbah State Forest. Usually, the 
snakes are simply shown as serpentine lines which frequently follow natural graining in the 
rock surface. Sometimes, naturally occurring columnar shapes in the rock have been further 
modified with engraved lines to enhance the snake-like qualities. 

One such example is on a flat rock surface in Kur-ring-gai Chase National Park south of the 
Hawkesbury River and there is another example on a vertical face of a rock near Mangrove 
Creek.

As well as providing highly prized food, Goannas feature prominently in the art. Sometimes they 
are protrayed in such a way that it is difficult to ascertain whether they are indeed depiction of 
reptiles, or whether they are humans with long tails. In both instances, the arms or forelimbs 
are shown extending upwards and outwards, with claws or fingers splayed apart. When the tail 
is long, the figures look predominantly reptilian; when the tail is short, they appear 
predominantly human, seated in a squatting position. 

There also appears to be a correlation between the Dharruk/Dharawal boundary at Botany Bay 
and the way kangaroos are usually drawn. To the north of Botany Bay (Dharruk and Kuringgai 
people), kangaroos are almost always depicted in profile with two legs, one eye and one ear. To 
the south of Botany Bay (Dharawal), kangaroos have four legs, two eyes and two ears. Drawings 
of eels in rock shelters to the north of Botany Bay usually show the head pointed up, while south 
of it the head points down. 29

In t e r p r e t a t i o n .

There is no record of the "meaning" of any of the Sydney engravings, or the artists' motives for 



making them, or the part that they played in the ceremonial life of these coastal groups. 
Comparisons with other areas of Australia suggest that the features of the motifs would have 
been dictated by local mythology, that ceremonies would probably have been performed at some 
sites, and that some groups of carvings would have been secret to the initiated men and forbidden 
to women and children. For example - two important culture heroes of south-east Australia 
were Baiami and Daramulan, who were associated with the sky. It seems quite reasonable that 
some of the large anthropomorphic figures found among the engravings might be portrayals of 
these beings. Elsewhere in N.S.W. , Baiami was represented on the initiation ground by a large 
human figure shaped of earth; carved figures in the Sydney area may have had a similar role.  
But in other parts of Australia, where local Aborigines are still able to explain the meanings of 
rock carvings and cave paintings, individual motifs usually have a very specific interpretation, 
and mythological prominence does not often correlate with artistic prominence. It is, therefore, 
not very useful to identify particular engraved figures in the Sydney area as characters in local 
mythology.

The majority of engravings are unlikely to have been initiation sites, and represent other 
aspects of local Aboriginal culture. Many life-sized human figures and family groups are found 
and they seem to reflect the different kinds of activities carried out by the group. Indeed there 
are some engravings which depict women wearing European dresses and others depicting sailing 
ships, confirming that the engravings continued to be produced after contact with Europeans. 

However, McCarthy (1939), in his study of the large series of engravings on the plateau 
between the Hawkesbury River and Mangrove Creek, concluded that most of the sites there 
probably sacred ritual centres in which the figures were engraved and used by initiated men 
during ceremonial visits. Such a conclusion seems reasonable for several of the groups of 
engravings occur in conjunction with a large rock shelter containing drawings in very rugged 
and inhospitable country. The presence of large anthropomorphic figures and lines of large 
footprints in some groups, and the remains of a stone arrangement at one might reasonably be 
accepted as indicators of a ceremonial function. Women had their own private initiation 
ceremonies and places that were for women only.

McCarthy's view (1939) that figures in which the outline grooves have been smoothed by 
rubbing were probably the most important ones to the Aboriginal people, was supported by 
Elkin (1946).

McCarthy (1939 : 19,405) and Elkin (1946 :  126) have commented on the significance of 
human, animal and bird tracks as links between groups of engravings and as probable indicators 
of sacred tracks and ritual paths followed by ancestral beings and by the Aborigines. In several 
groups, engraved tracks and footprints serve as directional links between sets of engravings. 

C A V E  DRA WINGS-  m e t h o d o lo g y .  

The cave drawings are made in several different ways and with different materials, and are 
much more durable than might at first be supposed, for the sandstone when dry is very porous, 
and readily absorbs any oily material to a depth of two centimetres or more.
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Drawings in charcoal and red ochre are the most frequent. The outlines of the figures are 
sometimes drawn with a firm line of a brown tint. This probably is a fatty substance, and the 



rest of the figure is filled in with charcoal or red ochre lines, and occasionally solid black or 
red colour. 

Drawings with a white material are more rare. The white pigment is probably in most cases 
made from the ashes from camp fires in the caves, which in this district are generally composed 
of calcined shells and wood ashes. This mixed with fat would be readily absorbed into the stone.  
These have the peculiarity of being readily seen in a dim light. 

The Aborigines made cave paintings, usually in one colour, of wallabies, fish, men reptiles and 
birds. These paintings were applied in black, white, red or yellow ochre or pigment. However, 
these are not as common as engravings in the Sydney area. 

Con t e n t .

The most lasting examples of Sydney Aboriginal art are to be found on the Hawkesbury Sandstone 
rock which surrounds the Cumberland Plain. In the rockshelters and overhangs which are so 
abundant, the Aborigines drew representations of the objects which were familiar to them. 
Animals, particularly wallabies, fish and eels, were frequently drawn in outline with charcoal, 
or sometimes painted with white clay or red ochre. Negative images or stencils of hands, 
boomerangs, hatchets and spears were produced by blowing pigment from  the mouth. 

H A ND  STENCILS .

Stenciled markings of hands with white material is common and red and also black stencilling 
are also occasionally met with. In this method the palm of the hand is placed against the rock and 
the paint is then squirted from the mouth upon the rock, while the natural surface is covered by 
the object. Sometimes the paint appears to have been applied in a state of powder after the whole 
surface had received a coat of fatty matter. Captain King, an old Aboriginal person, many years 
ago informed Mr. Izard, of Brooklyn, Hawkesbury, that the hand-marks were made with a 
mixture of ashes and blood, and squirted from the mouth. In some cases where durability 
perhaps was not needed pipe-clay was used. 

The most common form of painting was hand stencils. These were made by spraying the paint 
mixture from the mouth, whilst the hand was held flat against the wall of the cave. The paint was 
allowed to spray around the hand and between the fingers. 

One  view expressed in Aboriginal circles is that they were formed by the initiated person 
filling his mouth with ochre and then forcing it through the apperture left by the missing tooth. 
This would represent a symbolic act. But frequent stencils of the hands of children are found 
suggesting that this activity was not the provence of only initiated men.

Concluding  Commen t s

It is essential that Aboriginal art sites be preserved, and this can only be done with the co-
operation of everybody. Unfortunately, through ignorance, neglect and vandalism, many 
invaluable engravings have been mutilated or destroyed. They can never be replaced!

Aboriginal people today retain a emotional attachment to their land.  This special relationship 
should be respected and all students must be taught to treat any sites they visit with respect. 



should be respected and all students must be taught to treat any sites they visit with respect. 
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An example of past ignorance can be found in the book:  Pio n e e rs  o f  t h e  H o r n s b y  Sh i r e  
1 7 8 8 - 1 9 0 6  ( H o r n s b y  H i s t o r i c a l  S o c i e t y ,  G r i f f i n  P r e s s  1 9 7 8 )
A t  t he  nor t hern  end  o f  Quar t e r  Sessions Road  t here  are  t he  re mains  o f  a  camp  
si t e  where  t he re  were  a  num b er  o f  carv ings.  Man y  ha v e  b e en  los t  bu t  so m e  
r e m a in .  

T h e re  was  a  carv ing  a m ong  o t h e rs  o f  a  la rg e  uprigh t  kang aro o  all  quarrie d  awa y  
in  t he  1 9 3 0 s.  A xe -grinding  gro o v es  t ha t  re maine d  were  bulld o z e d  and  d es t ro y e d  
in  1 9 7 7 .  T h e  carv ings  t ha t  r e m ain  show a  walla b y  si t t ing  up ,  t wo  d e a d  
walla b ies ,  t h r e e  f ish ,  a  k o ala  and  a  n o ose .  T h e re  is  a lso  in  t h e  v ic ini t y  a  t r e e  
showing  scars  wh ere  b ark  has  b e e n  cu t  f ro m  i t .  T h e re  was  also  a  ri t ual  s t on e  
arrang e m en t .  T his  t o o ,  has  b e en  bull-d o z e d  awa y .

Fur t her  sou t h  was  an  are a  which  ma y  ha v e  b e en  ano t her  camp  si t e  where  s t one  
t o ols  w ere  m a d e .  N e arb y  an  a b orig inal  skull  was  f ound  las t  c e n t ur y ,  so  p ar t  o f  
t he  complex  had  b e en  use d  f or  burial.  Since  t ha t  t im e  t he  spo t  has  b e en  known 
as  'Black f e llow 's  He a d ' ,  t h e  na m e  b e ing  carv e d  in  t h e  la rg e  f la t  rock  a re a  n e ar  
t h e  q u a r r y .

A no t her  si t e  in  Thornleigh  lies  wes t  o f  t he  s t a t ion  in  wha t  was t o  b ecom e  t he  
'Slaugh t e r y ard  Pa d d ock ' .  He re  i t  is  lik e ly  g rass  se e ds  w ere  g a t h e re d  and  
wallabies  speared  as  t he y  came  t o  f e ed  on  t he  grass.  Far t her  eas t  was ano t her  
a b orig inal  ca m psi t e  d es t ro y e d  wh e n  t h e  ra ilwa y  w e n t  t hro u g h  in  1 8 8 4 .
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O r g a n is i n g  a n  E x c u r s i o n  t o  a n  A b o r i g i n a l  S i t e .

When organising an excursion to a site the following points should be considered;

*  How does the excursion fit into the class' program of work?
*  Are Aboriginal people involved?
*  Is the excursion to focus on traditional, transitional or contemporary 
    aspects of Aboriginal history/culture?
*  Who needs to be contacted for permission to go to the site?
*  Are there any restrictions on entry to the site or on behaviour there?
*  What strategies can be developed to sensitise students to the significance of the site?
*  Have you and other supervisors visited the site and devised methods of 
    class management for the particular site?
*  What work can students carry out at the site?
*  What follow-up will there be?

H o w  d o e s  t h e  e x c u r s i o n  f i t  i n t o  y o u r  c l a s s  p r o g r a m  o f  w o r k ?

Any excursion should be part of a continuing program of work. There are a number of reasons 
why this is particularly important for excursions involving Aboriginal Studies. For example, it 
is important that:

*Students know exactly where they are going and what is expected of them during the excursion 
and follow-up activities.
 
A great number of Aboriginal sites have been vandalised because people visiting them have not 
appreciated or respected their significance. 

A r e  A b o r i g i n a l  p e o p l e  i n v o l v e d ?

It is imperative to consult and involve the Aboriginal community when planning an excursion to 
an Aboriginal Site. There may be implications for that particular community. For instance, 
recently the Mootwingee National Park has gained publicity because the local Aboriginal people 
have identified three sacred sites within the park that should be viewed by men only. 
Public access to these areas is therefore inappropriate.

If a site has been vandalised or weathered extensively the community may not want your class to 
visit the area. One way to reduce the risk of damage is to record the site on video-tape, 
preferrably with an Aboriginal person narrating, and use it in the classroom.

It is imperative that you know the wishes of the local Aboriginal community and that you respect 



those wishes. Contact the local or Regional Aboriginal Lands Council Office.

If the site is situated in an area where there are no Aboriginal people, the National Parks and 
Wildlife Service employs Aboriginal Sites Officers who will assist you with information and 
may even accompany the excursion.
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Is  t h e  e x c u r s i o n  t o  f o c u s  o n  t r a d i t i o n a l ,  t r a n s i t i o n a l  o r  
c o n t e m p o r a r y  a s p e c t s  o f  A b o r i g i n a l  h i s t o r y  o r  c u l t u r e ?
When thinking of an excursion in Aboriginal Studies most teachers still tend to think in terms of 
excurions that highlight traditional aspects of Aboriginal life. 

Even a visit to a site which at first appears purely traditional will allow the teacher to raise 
issues which are related to contact history or contemporary Aboriginal society. On such 
excursions, for example, you might raise issues like:

* changes to the vegetation since contact
* changes to the physical environment
* changes to the animal population
* damage to the actual site
* responsibility for such sites
* Land Rights

Sometimes it might be possible to use the one site to look at all three aspects of Aboriginal 
history. For example, at Mt. Pleasant near Bathurst there is a bora ring; the grave of Colonel 
Patterson, the commander of the local garrison in the late 1820s; and a huge blue metal quarry 
which is still operating. A teacher could use this site to raise issues covering the whole 
spectrum of Aboriginal history. There are probably many other sites with the same potential.

W h o  n e e d s  t o  b e  c o n t a c t e d  f o r  p e r miss io n  t o  g o  t o  t h e  s i t e ?
In the first instance, discover whether the local Aboriginal community is responsible for the 
site. If it appears that no community person or group has responsibility for the site then contact 
an Aboriginal Sites Officer at the National Parks and Wildlife Service or the Local or Regional 
Lands Council. These people should be able to clarify the position regarding the site and also give 
you further information about it. If the site is on private property, it may be necessary to seek 
permission from the owners to visit the site.

A r e  t h e r e  a n y  r e s t r i c t i o n s  o n  e n t r y  t o  t h e  s i t e  o r  o n  b e h a v i o u r  
t h e r e ?
Many people will need to be sensitised to this issue. If visiting a sacred site it may be useful to 
compare it to similar sites in non-Aboriginal society such as churches, cathedrals or war 
memorials and suggest that the same standards of behaviour apply.

Teachers should also make students aware that Aboriginal sites are governed by law. A general 
rule should be to "take nothing but photos, leave nothing but footprints." Teachers should also be 



wary of the "collector's syndrome."

Some sites may be particularly sacred to Aboriginal people. If visiting such sites it is important 
to take care so as to avoid giving offence.
In particular, find out:

* whether the site is sacred to men or women
* are there any restrictions on either men or women entering the site
* to whom do these apply?

If there are any restrictions then they should apply to all, not just to Aboriginal visitors to the 
site. Such restrictions may make certain sites completely inappropriate for excursions. They 
should therefore be determined very early in the planning of the excursion.
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W h a t  s t r a t e g i e s  c a n  b e  d e v e lo p e d  t o  s e n s i t is e  s t u d e n t s  t o  t h e  
s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  s i t e ?
If the visit to the site is part of a continuing program of work, then the class should have 
received some information about its significance well before the actual visit to the site. 

A number of techniques can also be devised to sensitise the students before they enter the 
immediate vicinity of the site. If possible, the local community should be consulted about 
appropriate techniques. Some possible alternatives could be:

* use of paint or ochre to decorate faces or bodies
* prohibitions on breaking twigs or making other noises, 
* prohibitions on stepping on human shadows or 
* listening and concentrating exercises.

H a v e  y o u  a n d  o t h e r  s u p e r v is o r s  v is i t e d  t h e  s i t e  a n d  d e v is e d  
m e t h o d s  o f  c l a s s  m a n a g e m e n t  f o r  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  s i t e ?
Though this may be difficult to arrange it is always advisable. Much damage can be caused to 
Aboriginal sites by children milling about. This could be avoided if teachers were aware of 
where they could place groups and are definite in giving instructions. Teachers will be able to do 
this if they have visited the site previously. It is also suggested that there be no more than one 
class in anyone area at the one time. 

W h a t  w o r k  c a n  s t u d e n t s  c a r r y  o u t  a t  t h e  s i t e ?
The most useful technique of class management anywhere is having something interesting and 
relevant for the students to do. This is particularly important when visiting Aboriginal sites. 
Children who are bored and have nothing to do are much more likely to cause damage to a site 
than children who are usefully occupied.
 
Therefore, it is important that, after visiting the site, the supervisors devise a number of 
activities for the students to carry out. These will of course vary depending on the site and the 
class but some which come readily to mind include:

photographing
sketching
writing descriptions
recording information



recording emotions
marking prepared checklists
answering prepared questionnaires.

W h a t  f o l l o w - u p  w i l l  t h e r e  b e ?
Whatever has been learnt on an excursion needs to be reinforced. It is important that there be 
some follow up in later lessons. Again, this follow up can take many forms. Some possibilities 
include:

* writing up a report of the excursion
* undertaking further research to discover more about the site. (The Australian Institute 
of Aboriginal Studies in Canberra, NSW National Parks and Wildlife  and Aboriginal Land 
Councils would be a useful sources of information about most sites.)
* inviting guest speakers associated with the location that was visited to talk to the class. 
* developing a class resource such as a poster record of the visit to the site.
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P A RT  C .  LIF ES T YL ES

1 . FOOD.
In the Hawkesbury Plateau the oldest scientifically dated Aboriginal kitchen midden is 12,000 
years B.P. To put this in perspective with events in other parts of the world, agriculture and 
pottery in South East Asia date from 85,000 B.P. and the Egyptian Pyramids are dated at 4,500 
B.P.

For Aboriginal people, the Sydney Coastal Area with its numerous bays, beaches, freshwater 
lagoons and streams provided an almost perfect environment. Food was in abundance and the 
climate pleasant. These were the same reasons that the area was settled by the European 
invaders nearly 200 years ago. 

Much of our knowledge about the Aborigines of the Hawkesbury Plateau is hypothesis as the 
people were devastated and scattered within thirty years of the European invasion. 

Traditional Aboriginal society was (and still is) a complex of interrelationships. Living 
religious and spiritual life was interwoven.  All activities hinged on a deep understanding of 
nature. The men and women knew the haunts and habits of each and every animal. They could 
recognise the signs of their passing, their particular niches. They knew the seasons, their 
coming and their waning, and any variations in animal behaviour as a result of these changes. 
The women knew when to harvest the seeds, berries and the roots of plants, how to treat and 
prepare them for eating. 

The Aboriginal people relied upon an equally intricate pattern of understanding nature. Every 
nook and cranny of every gully and hill within their territory was etched into their memories. 
Moreover, they also knew the religious stories behind the origins and behaviour of flora and 
fauna. For the Aborigines, their lives were intimately linked with the material and religious 
lores. (Aborig ines of the Hunt er Reg ion) 



F i s h  a n d  S h e l l f i s h .

When members of the First Fleet encountered the Aboriginal people on the coast of New South 
Wales, fish were noted to be their principal item of diet during the summer months.
Vinnicombe lists 39 species of fish (including eels, stingrays and sharks) identified from 
middens on the NSW South and Central Coast, these included marine as well as estuarine sites 
(1980: Table 1). Snapper and black bream were the most common fish remains, followed by 
leatherjackets, wrasse, rock cod and groper. Vinnicombe points out that the species found in 
middens may not represent all the species eaten by Aborigines.

F is h in g  Me t h o d s.
There appears to have been a marked division of fishing technology between the sexes: the men 
speared fish with long-handled multi-pronged fish gigs, while the women fished with hand lines 
and hooks (Lawrence 1969:195-6)

Fish are most successfully speared in shallow water and the men either stood on rocks or in the 
water, or in simple bark canoes. The speed and dexterity with which they were able to hurl the 
spears was frequently remarked upon, and sometimes, in order to see the fish more clearly, 
they would lie on the canoes with their heads partly under water (Collins 1798:556).
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The women with their hand lines either fished from rocks, or more usually, from the bark 
canoes which they manoeuvred with great dexterity. Young children accompanied the women 
while fishing. It was common practice to have a small fire burning in the centre of the canoe, 
laid on seaweed, sand or a tablet of clay, so that fish could be cooked and eaten straight from the 
water. The women usually sang while fishing, some of the ditties being designed to persuade the 
fish to take their baited hooks (Collins 1798:557, 601). In fact, fishing seems to have been a 
pleasant, social pastime as well as a serious quest for food, as illustrated by the description of a 
party of Aborigines fishing near The Entrance on Tuggerah Lake in the summer of 1834.

T h e y  wai t  t ill  t h e  wa t e r  is  shallo w,  a n d  t h e n  s e v e ra l  e n t e r ,  t o g e t h e r  swim min g  
and  wading ,  and  p e rsue  t he  f ish  wi t h  as t onishing  swi f t ness  and  d ex t e ri t y ;  t he  
sp e ar  usually  make  o f  t he  s t e m  o f  t he  g rass- t re e ,  has  t hre e  s t rong  p oin t s,  and  
is  som e t im es t hrown f rom  t he  hand  alone ,  and  som e t im es f rom  a  sor t  o f  sling  o f  
a  p e culia r  cons t ruc t ion  which  giv es  i t  ama z ing  f o rc e  .  .  .  . ;  t h e y  se e m  t o  e n jo y  
t h e  sp or t  e xc essiv e ly ,  lau g hin g  and  shou t in g  all  t h e  t im e ,  in  which  t h e  r es t  o f  
t he m  on  shore  se e m e d  t o  par t icipa t e ,  i t  was  re ally  a  v e ry  anima t e d  scene .  
( Ma t t h e w s  in  H a r v a r d  1 9 4 3 )

Sometimes night fishing was practised from canoes, using a flare to attract the quarry (Scott)

From the Aboriginal food-getting point of view there must have been a constant necessity for 
observation of and adaptation to, the changes in micro-environment as well as to the changing 
seasons. Changes in silt depositon bring changes in fish-feeding grounds. Changes in 
temperature dictate whether the fish will be in deep or shallow water. Changes in salinity 
dictate whether fish and crustanceans are likely to be closer to, or further away from , the 
fresh water or saline source. A sound knowledge of these varying ecological factors, and an 
understanding of the effect of one level on another, would have been a basic requirement for the 



successful food provider. Moreover, the difference in the availability and distribution of fish in 
summer and in winter must have had a marked effect on the fishing strategies of the Aborigines.
 
Because of their predilection for spear fishing, the men in particular would have been affected. 
Shallow water is the first environment to be forsaken by the fish in winter, and spear fishing is 
most effective in shallow water ( the average length of a fishing spear is 2.5-3 metres). The 
women, who fished with lines, could have adapted their techniques to follow fish down to deeper 
water. Indeed, it was noted during the period of first contact, that at the end of winter when the 
weather was very dry, the men around Sydney were constantly employed in burning patches of 
grass in order to catch rats and other animals, while the women were still employed in fishing 
(Hunter 1793:469). 

Fishing with hook and line, however, is apparently a relatively recent introduction to 
Aboriginal technology, the oldest known hooks in Australia being 700 years old (Lambert 
1971). Prior to the introduction of line fishing therefore, the men as well as the women were 
likely to have sought sustenance from terrestrial rather than marine sources during the winter. 

The importance of shellfish to coastal Aborigines can be seen by the large number ot shell 
middens which still line the bays of Sydney Harbour and Broken Bay. These middens, which 
occur both in the open and in rockshelters, contain archaeological evidence pointing to the 
importance of fishing and its associated technology for at least the last 2,000 years.
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One of the early European settlers industries was the collecting of shells, secondary only to 
timber, for they were collected together with oyster shells, and sent to the Hawkesbury and to 
Sydney where limeburners converted this relatively pure form of calcuim carbonate to lime by 
burning the shells over hot coals, above which a stream of air was directed. The residual powder 
was slaked with water and when mixed with sand was used as mortar in the building trade, in 
which it was an essential product for over fifty years. (Brennan n.d.)

The New South Wales coastline is rich both in species diversity and abundance of marine shell-
fish, and these provided a much sought after source of food for the coastal Aboriginal people. 
Inland, the freshwater mussel, Velesunio sp., does not appear to have been an important food 
item in the study area, although a small number of shell have been found in as many as 14 rock 
shelters in Upper Mangrove Creek (Attenbrow1980). 

Although shellfish were gathered and eaten by all, the task was predominantly the province of 
women and children (Bowdler 1976; Brayshaw 1967:58). A great variety of shells have been 
identified among the middens. Broadly speaking, they fall into categories of shell that are found 
on rocks and in sand along the open coastline, and shells that are found on rocks and in sand or 
mud in estuarine conditions. Some species, such as mussel and oyster, may be found in both 
environments.

The most commonly eaten shells of the coastal rock platforms are Oysters (Saccostrea 
commercialis); two species of Mussels (Mytilus planulatus and Trichomya hirsutus); Limpets 
(Patellanax and Cellana Cartruts Dicathais orbita); Turban shells (Turbo undulata and Turbo 



torcata) and Triton shells (Cabestans spengleri), Pipis, (Plebidonax deltoides) which favour 
sand along high energy surf zones. Of the estuarine species, Oysters and Mussels are adapted to 
intertidal rocky areas, the former also growing on mangrove roots. Sydney Cockles (Anadara 
trapezia) and Whelks (Pyrazus ebeninus) favour mud flats, and also larger Mud Oysters 
(Ostrea angasi) and scallops. 

The shells were often hafted into the end of spear-throwers. Shells fixed to the end of a short 
stick were also used as a chisel for pointing their spears and for separating the oysters from the 
rocks. Shell was also used to barb spears. Fish-hooks were also made from shells. (Attenbrow 
1988 :58-59).

Cuttlefish, squid and octopus were also undoubtedly part of the Aboriginal menu, but evidence of 
their use is lacking both in the archaeological and the ethnographic record. 

From archaeological as well as ethnographic evidence, it is clear that Aboriginal people like 
many other societies enjoyed crustaceans as an adjunct to the menu.

The largest crabs are usually free-swimming, whereas the smaller crabs are more sedentary 
and do not move far from their holes they dig in the sand or mud. Free-swimming crabs include 
blue swimmers and mud crabs, both highly prized as food, while soldier crabs are examples of 
the smaller edible species. Lobsters were also caught in small hoop nets.
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MAMMA LS.
L a r g e r  M a r s u p i a l s
There is a contemporary account of Aborigines hunting near the junction of the Hawkesbury 
River with the MacDonald in the autumn of 1834 described by a party travelling down the river 
by boat. 

The  dead,  unbroken silence  o f  t he  bush  was suddenly  broken  b y  t he  sound  o f  
v oices.  On  approaching  more  closely ,  a  group  o f  A borigines  was f ound  t o  b e  
hun t in g  a  sm all  sp e cie s  o f  W alla b y ,  c a lle d  b y  t h e m  W alla b un gin g .  
A  number  o f  t hem assemble  and  while  some  o f  t hem run  along  t he  t ops and  sides 
o f  t he  rock y  heigh t s  shou t ing  and  scre aming ,  d riv e  d own  t he  p o or  li t t le  
f righ t e n e d  inha bi t an t s  t o  t h e  f la t s  b e low  wh ere  o t h e rs  a t t ack  t h e m  wi t h  t h e ir  
sp e ars  and  d o gs.  (Ma t h e ws  in  Ha v ard  1 9 4 3 : 2 3 7 )

The use of burning grass to attract kangaroos to the new growth comes from Threlkeld, who 
recorded that the Aborigines from his mission at Lake Macquarie all went "to the mountains" for 
three weeks to engage in a "superstitious ceremony". The rituals included a kangaroo hunt for 



three weeks to engage in a "superstitious ceremony". The rituals included a kangaroo hunt for 
which preparation was made by burning off a large part of the country (Threlkeld in Gunson 
1974:206).

Kangaroos, wallabies and emu were sometimes caught by means of a large net, which was fixed 
in a semi-circle amongst the trees. The animals, frightened by the cries of the hunters and their 
dogs, were driven into the nets and quickly killed (Collins 1798:305; Fawcett 1898:153; 
Brayshaw 1966:60, Note 64).

Substantial snares for catching animals and birds were seen at the base of Richmond Hill on the 
Hawkesbury River in 1788. They were approximately 15 metres in length, and had converging 
sides tapering to a small wicker gate. The walls were constructed by rushes and weeds  with 
earth thrown up to form an additional embankment. The hunted animals were driven into this 
foil and then presumably speared. Other traps were seen on the banks of lagoons, where deep 
holes covered with grass had been excavated, "so that bird or beast stepping over it would 
inevitably fall in and from its depth, be unable to escape"
(Collins 1798:558).

T h e  S m a l l e r  M a r s u p i a l s .
The bones of Long-nosed Rat Kangaroo (Potorous tridactylus), have been identified in a rock 
shelter formerly used by Aborigines in Upper Mangrove Creek (Aplin in Attenbrow 1980). 
Significantly the shelter is near the damp, lush creek bed at the juncture of three gullies. 

The large Brush-tailed Possum (Trichosurus vulpecula) is one of the most widely occurring 
mammals in Australia. It is an important fur-bearer, and was exploited to this end by 
Aborigines and early colonists alike (Collins 1798:526). As many as four million possum pelts 
were sold in the London and New York markets in 1906. Their populations are not adversely 
affected by human changes to the landscape, and may even have increased. They leave distinctive 
claw marks on the bark of the trees as they clamber up the trunks. This evidence was closely 
observed by the Aboriginal people, who then pursued the animals to their day-time hide-outs 
and nests, adeptly climbing the trees and chopping away the wood until the possum could be 
pulled out. The bark of many trees was cut into notches to provide footholds, or branches were 
placed at an angle against perpendicular trunks to facilitate the ascent. Smoke was also 
sometimes used to chase the animals out (Barrington 1795:66).
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Long-nosed Bandicoots (Perameles nasuta) and Short-nosed Bandicoots (Isoodon obesulus) are 
ground dwelling animals with a wide distribution. The latter species have been identified among 
the bone debris from Aboriginal shelters in Upper Mangrove Creek.
 
Bones of the Tiger cat have been identified among Aborginal food refuse at Mangrove Creek 
(Aplin in Attenbrow 1980) and also from Burrill Lake (Lampert 1971).

K o a la s ,  W o m b a t s  &  E c h id n a s.
Despite the fact the Koalas and Wombats still are common animals within the study area, and are 
both easy prey, they do not appear to have been an important item of diet for the Aborigines. 
Ethnographic accounts of their use as food on coastal New South Wales are sparse. The analysis 
of bone material from excavations in upper Mangrove Creek has yielded but few Wombat 
identifications and no Koalas (Applin in Attenbrow 1980)



The Echidna or Spiny Ant-eater (Tachyglossus aculeatus) is another widely distributed and 
popular food animal, weighing up to 6.5 kilograms. Aborigines must occasionally have competed 
with Echidnas for food, for both enjoyed the high fat content provided by ants and ants' eggs 
(Collins 1798:558).

W h a l e s .
Perhaps one of the most significant events which could occur along the coast was the beaching of 
a whale. Bands of people would travel great distances to share in the feast of whalemeat, 
providing an opportunity for social contact as well as an abundant supply of food. The meat was 
usually cut from the dead animal with sharpened shell tools, commonly a valve of the Sydney 
cockle (Anadara trapezia). One whale came ashore at Manly in 1790 and people quickly gathered 
for the feast.

S e a l s .
The distribution of the Australian Fur Seal used to extend along the coast of New South Wales to 
north of Newcastle, but seals were so excessively hunted for their fur that they became 
exterminated on the Central Coast by the middle of the last century. Breeding colonies are 
usually in rocks, inaccessible places and pupping takes place early in the summer. Seal bones 
have been identified among midden debris on the South and Central Coasts and were therefore 
certainly exploited by the Aborigines on occasions. 

Din g o e s .
Dingoes, like humans, are not native to Australia, but the precise date of their arrival has not 
been established although it is known to be at least three thousand years ago (Mulvaney 
1975:138).Bones of dingoes have been identified from the South Coast middens and from Upper 
Mangrove Creek. 

Ra t s .
There are a number of references to Bush Rats and Swamp rats being another source of meat 
which the Aborigines hunted and ate. With all shy nocturnal animals, the recognition of their 
spoor, and a sound knowledge of their habit and habitats, would have been a decisive factor in 
providing clues as to where they might be found during daylight food-collecting hours. Animals 
that follow set routes are also far more susceptible to being snared than those that wander 
freely. Fire however, was an important agent in flushing rats from cover. In the spring of 
1790, after a dry winter period, the Aboriginal men were observed to spend much of their time 
burning off grass on the north shore opposite Sydney, in order to catch rats and other animals 
(Hunter 1793:469). 45

F l y i n g  F o x e s  o r  F r u i t  B a t s .
The Flying Fox, a surprisingly large animal with wing spans in excess of 1.25 metres, was an 
important source of food. Although they eat wild figs and other fruits, they are principally 
blossom feeders and depend on native trees with differing flowering seasons for sustenance.
 In February 1791, Hunter recorded huge numbers of Flying Foxes appearing near Parramatta. 
It was estimated that 20,000 were seen hanging on the branches of trees within the space of a 
mile. Hunter noted the fox-like appearance of the bats and remarked that they were very fat and 



were reckoned excellent food by the Aborigines(Hunter 1793:507).

Threlkeld, on the other hand, who was working among Aborigines on Lake Macquarie 
immediately north of the study area, notes that the men had a great veneration for the bat. If a 
man were to kill one purposely, he would also be killed. Bats were apparently associated with 
powerful notions of respect or taboo - the men would not look at them directly, nor mention 
them by name, although the women were permitted to do so (Gunson 1974:206). It is not clear 
from this account whether the bats referred to are the smaller bats that dwell in caves and 
hollow trees, or the larger fruit bat or Flying Fox. 

B i r d s .
In the Gosford-Wyong region where there is an abundance of lagoons, shallow tidal waterways 
and shallow low-lying swampy areas, there are great numbers of gulls, coromorants, plovers, 
terns, black swans, pelicans and ducks of many species.

B l a c k  S w a n s  nest along the western margins of Tuggerah Lake and there are descriptions 
of swan's nests dotted over the whole of the shallow beaches, each containing several eggs. Swans 
lay from four to six eggs sometimes as many as eight and the eggs were much enjoyed by the 
Aboriginal people, even if they were close to hatching (Mann in Swancott 1955, Pt.4:68). 
Laying season is in the spring, and after moulting during the laying season, swans and ducks are 
flightless until new feathers have grown. They are, therefore, easy prey at this period.

P e n g u in s  are another bird that is easy prey when on land, since they too are flightless. They 
nest and rear their young in colonies in secluded rocky areas and return to their burrows at 
regular hours to roost at night. The bones of Fairy Penguins were identified among midden 
refuse at three of the South Coast sites (Lampert 1966, 1971; Bowdler 1970), so were 
certainly included in the Aboriginal diet in the past. 

Of the forest birds, nomadic P i g e o n s  and L o r i k e e t s ,  P a r r o t s  and C o c k a t o o s may 
occur in great numbers when feeding on seasonal blossoms, fruits and seeds of selected trees. 
With a good aim, the birds may be knocked down with boomerangs or throwing sticks. Carion 
eaters, on the other hand, occur in pairs rather than in flocks, and the Aborigines used to set 
bait for the common crow (Corvus sp) which they then caught and ate with great relish (Collins 
1798:548). Crows have also been identified among the bones from Currarong shelter on the 
South Coast (Lampert 1971).

B r u s h  T u r k e y s  (Alectura lathami) and L y r e  B i r d s  ( Menura sp) are ground feeders of 
substantial size, and are usually found in pairs where there is plenty of leaf litter to shelter the 
insects on which they feed. Both birds are included in the topics represented by the Aboriginal 
artists of the area. 
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T h e  Emu  is far and away the largest of the Australian birds, attaining the weight of a human 
when full grown. The flesh was much sought after by Aborigines and the eggs are likewise large 
and good eating.
 
Certain birds were held in awe by some Aboriginal groups, and were never killed or eaten . 
Indeed, not even their names were allowed to be referred to directly. Threlkeld quotes one such 



Indeed, not even their names were allowed to be referred to directly. Threlkeld quotes one such 
example from Lake Macquarie where the women, but apparently not the men, paid such respect 
to a bird like a woodpecker (Gunson 1974:206).

R e p t i l e s

Sn a k e s .
There are many species of snakes in the coastal bush of New South Wales, but despite the fact 
that many of them are venomous, they were often killed and eaten. During the winter they are in 
a state of torpor and remain hidden and inactive, but when the sun is hot enough they may come 
out to bask (Cogger 1975). The non-venomous Diamond Python (Monelix spilotes) and 
venemous front-fanged snakes,(Elapidae and Boidae), are among the species identifies from the 
Mangrove Creek excavations (Aplin in Attenbrow 1980), and snakes as well as possums, 
bandicoots and goannas are listed as part of the festive fare enjoyed when Aborigines from two 
areas meet for a dance near Tuggerah Lake (Swancott 1955:69).

S k i n k s  &  L i z a r d s .
The larger skinks (Egernia) and Dragon Lizards (Agamidae) are widely distributed and were a 
popular item of diet. They are mostly ground dwelling insect eaters and are diurnal in 
behaviour. Mussel Shelter, one of the sites excavated in Mangrove Creek, had proportionately 
more reptile bones in it than the other deposits, a finding in keeping with its proximity to dry 
rocky slopes high up the valley (Aplin in Attenbrow 1980). Since skinks and lizards are 
dependent on sun for maintaining their body temperature, they are markedly less active in the 
cold, and are therefore more easily caught before they have time to warm up after a cold night 
(Bustard 1970:32).

Go annas.
The Lace Monitor or Goanna (Varanus varius) may grow up to two metres long and provides a 
good quality meat in greater quantity than the far smaller lizard. Goannas predate on insects, 
other reptiles, nestling birds, small mammals and carrion. Although predominantly ground 
foragers, they usually take to a tree when disturbed. During cold weather, they become torpid 
when they are easily caught (Cogger 1975:241).

In s e c t s .
Popular additives to the diet of the coastal Aborigines were the larvae of various Homopters, 
commonly known as witchetty grubs, which emerge from the ground during maximum plant 
growth in summer. Cicada larvae would also have been available in summer, though it is not 
certain that they too were eaten. Hunter notes that the Aborigines ate a grub found in a small 
gum tree and Collins mentions that they tasted just like sweet marrow when digested of their 
antennae and legs (Hunter 1793;516; Collins 1798:557).

As well as providing a source of food, animals also provided a range of materials which were 
used to make implements, and personal ornaments: bone, teeth, skins, fur, feathers, claws and 
talons. Bone was used for the ponts or barbs in spears and fishing. 
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In her diary describing a trip to the Gosford/Wong area in 1833, Mrs Felton Mathews referred 
to the women wrapping themselves in 'blankets, or cloaks of sewed opossum skins'. Animal 



to the women wrapping themselves in 'blankets, or cloaks of sewed opossum skins'. Animal 
hair/fur and sinew were used in the manufacture of many items. Phillip mentions 'the fur of 
some animal' being used to make lines and nets. 

Items such as feathers, bones, claws talons and teeth were often used as ornaments - in 
particular, gummed into hair.  Collins added that children's hair was decorated 'after the custom 
of the country' as soon as the hair ' could be taken hold'. (Attenbrow 1988: 49-50).

Pl a n t  Re s o u r c e s .
 

The Aborigines of coastal New South Wales relied heavily on plants for food even though there 
was normally an abundance of animal protein available. 

The European settlers made reference to several plant foods eaten by the Aboriginal people but 
unfortunately specific identifications are seldom possible from these reports. However, three 
plants common to the Sydney-Hawkesbury area are so distinctive as to be clearly recognised 
from their descriptions: Burrawang (Macrozamia communis), Giant Lily or Gymea Lily 
(Doryanthes excelsa) and Grass Tree (Xanthorrhoea sp).

Bradley describes Burrawangs as " a kind of nut growing bunches somewhat like a pine top" and 
notes that the food is poisonous without being properly prepared. 

In Broken Bay, Bradley saw Aborigines feeding preparations from this nut to their children and 
tasted some himself, which he thought good (Bradley 1786:92). Hunter, too, describes a nut 
which had violent effects on those who ate it unprepared. After taking the kernel out of the hard 
outer shell, the Aborigines soaked the nut in water for 7 or 8 days, changing the water every 
day. The final preparation was roasted in embers and Hunter pronounced it almost as good as 
chestnuts (Hunter 1793:479).

According to oral tradition, the Aborigines of the Broken Bay area soaked the Burrawang seeds 
by suspending them in string bags in flowing water but it is also possible that rock pools were 
used. 

A plant which grows prolifically on the ridge tops around Somersby and Kulnura, and which is 
abundant throughout the Spencer and Upper Mangrove Creek area but absent on the Bouddi 
peninsula, is the imposing Gymea Gigantic Lily (Doryanthes excelsa). This striking plant with 
sword-like leaves and robust flowering stalk up to 4 metres high, bears a cluster of large red 
flowers at the top. In the heart of each bloom is an accumulation of sweet translucent gluey 
nectar, much sought after by bees and humans alike. When the flowering stems are young and 
swollen, they too are filled with sweet sap and were roasted in the embers, as also the roots, 
which were made into a sort of cake and eaten cold (Cribb 1974:120). The long straight stem of 
this plant was used, on occasion, for spear shafts (Scott in Brayshaw 1966:84).

Xan t h orrh o e a  a rb o r e a  or  g rass  t r e e .
This species of an easily recognised genus, so frequently seen growing with Angophora costata on 
the rocky hillsides of Sydney, epitomises 'the bush'. The resin impregnated trunk varies from 
scarcely apparent to 2m tall, flourishing a great tuft of long grass-like leaves up to 1.5m long. 
The cream flowers are massed in complex cylindrical spike lofted on a pole to 2m. Birds and 
insects, particularly butterflies, flock to its heavy flow of rich nectar in spring. The fruit is a 



shining brown capsule. 
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The young centre shoots of this decorative plant are edible, the long straight flower stalk was 
used for spear-shafts and the small white flowers, tightly clustered around the terminal metre 
of the spike, are rich in delicious nectar. Licking one of these long flower heads must fulfil 
every child's dream of the 'biggest lolly in the world'.

Although the task of collecting vegetable foods usually fell to the women and children (Brayshaw 
1966:48) Hunter comments on a party of Aboriginal men collecting wild fruits when they were 
in season (Hunter 1793:487). 

Several species of wild fruits and berries ripen from November through to late summer, and 
many of these trees and shrubs have a wide distribution. Common to all the areas surveyed are 
Lillipilli (Acmena smithii), Dumplings (Billardiera scandens), Native Cherry (Exocarpus 
cupressiformis), Blueberry Ash (Elaeocarpus reticulatus), Geebung (Persoonia sp). Also 
common to all the areas in Gristle Fern (Blechnum cartilagineum), Wombat berries 
(Euctrephus latifolius) and Geranium sp. all of which have starch-rich root systems. Other 
widely distributed climbers such as the wild yam (Dioscorea transversa) and False Sarsparilla 
(Hardenbergia violacea), also have edible underground tubers. 

Plants such as Wild Figs (Ficus), the Giant Lily (Doryanthes excelsa) and Burrawang 
(Macrozamia communis), are local.

For the central coast north of Broken Bay, Bennett notes that:

" Wild  h o n e y  w as  e sp e cia ll y  p le n t i f u l  in  t h e  a r e a .
A  lo cal  sp e cia li t y  was  t h e  sw e e t  d rink  calle d
Ba e l  o r  Bo ol  o b t ain e d  b y  so akin g  Banksia  f lo w e rs
in  wa t e r . . . . .Ya ms,  F e rn  Ro o t s ,  t h e  g ro win g  h e ar t
o f  t he  Cabbage  Tre e  Palm,  t he  Quandong,  t he  Bumbel
( n a t i v e  o ra n g e )  a n d  v a r io us  e d ib le  b e r r i e s
c o n t rib u t e d  v a rie t y  t o  t h e  f le sh  an d  f ish  d ie t . "  ( 1 9 6 9 : 5 )

The use of fern roots as food is often referred to in the early literature (Lawrence 1969:198), 
and although this is sometimes identified with the Bracken Fern (Pteridium exulatum), it is 
more likely to be Bungwall Fern (Blechnum indicum) and Gristle Fern (Cyathea sp.)which 
were also used as food. Hunter describes a temporary bark hut in the wooded hills inland from 
Sydney near which were found the bones of a kangaroo and "a piece of root resembling that of a 
fern tree" which showed evidence of recent chewing (Hunter 1793:65).

When travelling along the Hawkesbury River, Hunter remarks:
T h e  na t iv es  h e re ,  a p p e ar  t o  liv e  chie f ly  on  t h e  ro o t s  which  t h e y  dig  f ro m  t h e  
ground;  f or  t hese  low banks app ear  t o  ha v e  b e en  ploughe d  up,  as  i f  a  vas t  herd  
o f  swine  had  b e en  liv ing  on  t he m.  W e  pu t  on  shore ,  and  examine d  t he  places 
which  had  b e en  dug ,  and  f ound  t he  wild  y am  in  consid e ra ble  quan t i t ies,  bu t  in  
g e n e ral  v e r y  sm all ,  no t  la rg e r  t han  a  W alnu t ;  t h e y  a p p e ar  t o  b e  in  t h e  g re a t es t  
p le n t y  o n  t h e  b anks  o f  t h e  riv e r ;  a  li t t le  wa y  b ack  t h e y  a re  scarc e .  ( Hun t e r  
1 7 9 3 : 1 5 0 )



The roots of reeds and rushes Phragmites and Typha both water-fringe plants, were another 
good source of vegetable food, and the rhizomes of various species of orchids were also used. 
Then there were edible fungi such as Blackfellows Bread (Polyporous mylittae). Bradley says of 
the Sydney Aboriginal people:
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I ha v e  se v e ral  t im es  m e t  wi t h  sm all  p ar t ies  o f  t h e m  se e king  ro o t s  and  spung y  
subs t ances which  grow on some  o f  t he  t re es.  The  f ern  and  some  o t her  roo t s t he y  
pre pare  b y  mois t ening  and  b ea t ing  b e t we en  t wo  s t ones a  considerable  t ime  
b e f o r e  t h e y  u s e  i t .  ( B r a d l e y  1 7 8 6 - 9 2  [ 1 9 6 9 ] : 1 3 4 )

From the archaeological viewpoint, the reference to the use of stone pounders is of interest. 
Another specific reference to stones being used in the preparation of vegetable food can be found 
in Hunter:
T his  s e a s o n ,  in  w hic h  f ish  is  s o  sc a rc e  [ Jul y  1 7 8 8 ] , . .
t h e y  [ t h e  A b orig in es ]  w ere  f r e qu e n t ly  f ound  g a t h e ring  a  kind
o f  ro o t  in  t h e  wo o ds,  which  t h e y  b roile d  in  t h e  f ir e ,  t h e n  
b ea t  b e t we en t wo  s t ones un t il  i t  was qui t e  so f t ;  t his  t he y
ch e w  un t il  t h e y  ha v e  e x t rac t e d  a ll  t h e  nu t ri t i v e  p a r t ,  and  
a f t e rwards  t hrow i t  awa y .  T his  ro o t  app e ars  t o  b e  a  sp ecies  o f  t he  orchid  
( H u n t e r  1 7 8 8 : 8 0 )

An important factor to be borne in mind when assessing vegetable food potential in any given 
area is the effect of fire, which in the Sydney-Hawkesbury area plays an even more significant 
role than seasonality and rainfall. 

Us e  o f  F i r e .
The Aborigines were seldom seen without fire. They carried it about with them - i.e. as a 
burning piece of wood held in the hand or else in the bottom of their canoes. 

Tench recorded a method of making fire which he saw the Aborigines use:
The y  t ake  a  re ed,  and  shav e  one  side  o f  t he  sur f ace  f la t ;  is  t his  t he y  make  a  
sm all  incisio n  t o  r e a ch  t h e  p i t h ,  an d  in t ro d ucin g  a  s t ick ,  p urp os e ly  b lun t e d  a t  
t h e  e nd ,  in t o  i t ,  t urn  i t  round  b e t w e e n  t h e  hands  ( as  chocola t e  is  mille d ) ,  as  
swi f t l y  as  p ossib le ,  un t il  f la m e  b e  p ro d uc e d .  

Tench said it was not only laborious, but the effect tedious, and this was the reason they always, 
if possible, carried it with them. (Attenbrow 1988 :110-111).

There were frequent mentions of smoke and fire in the First Fleet journals, including fires 
directly observed being lit by Aborigines. There are also some more general comments on 
burning practices:

T h e y  ( t h e  A b orig in es )  a lso ,  wh e n  in  c onsid e ra ble  num b ers ,  se t  t h e  c oun t r y  on  
f ir e  f o r  s e v e ra l  mile s  e x t e n t ;  t h is ,  w e  h a v e  g e n e ra ll y  un d e rs t o o d ,  is  f o r  t h e  
purp ose  o f  dis t urbing  such  anim als  as  m a y  b e  wi t hin  t h e  re ach  o f  t h e  
con f a gra t ion ;  and  t h e re b y  t h e y  ha v e  a  o p p or t uni t y  o f  killing  man y .  W e  ha v e  also  
had  much  reason  t o  b elie v e ,  t ha t  t hose  f ires  were  in t end e d  t o  clear  t ha t  par t  o f  



t he  coun t ry  t hrough  which  t he y  ha v e  f re quen t  occasion  t o  t ra v el,  o f  t he  brush  
o r  und e rw o o d ,  f ro m  which  t h e y ,  b e in g  nak e d ,  su f f e r  v e r y  g re a t  inc on v e nie nc e .  

T h e  f i r e s ,  w hic h  w e  v e r y  f r e q u e n t l y  s a w ,  p a r t ic u la r l y  in  t h e  su m m e r t im e ,  
accoun t  also  f or  an  appearance  t ha t  t wo  t hirds o f  t he  t re es in  t he  woods were  
v e ry  much  scorch e d  wi t h  f ir e ,  so m e  w ere  burn t  qui t e  b lack  up  t o  t h e  t o p  w e  
so m e t im e s,  u p o n  o ur  a rriv a l  h e r e  c o n j e c t ur e d  t ha t  i t  p ro c e e d e d  f ro m  lig h t in g ,  
bu t  upon looking  f ar t her,  i t  appeared  t oo  general amongs t  t he  woods t o  be  
occasioned by  such an acciden t .   (Hun t e r 1 7 9 3 : 4 3 ) .
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T h e  w e a t h e r  now  b eing  v e r y  d r y ,  t h e  na t iv es  w ere  e m plo y e d  in  burning  t h e  
grass  on  t he  nor t h  shore  opposi t e  Sy dne y ,  in  ord er  t o  ca t ch  ra t s  and  o t her  
a nim als ,  whils t  t h e  w o m e n  w e r e  e m plo y e d  in  f ishin g :  t his  is  t h e ir  c o ns t a n t  
p ra c t ic e  in  d r y  w e a t h e r .
Go v ernor Ph illip's Journa l ,  Se p t  1 7 9 0 . p 3 1 2

Comments on Aboriginal burning were also made by George Worgan, surgeon of the S i r i u s , 
describing a trip to North Head on 28th May, 1788:

.. . . . . . . r e t urnin g  w e  m a d e  a  circui t  o v e r  t o  p ar t  o f  t h e  hill  wh e re  w e  o bse rv e d  a  
g re a t  f ir e .  W e  f ound  i t  t o  b e  burning  o f  he al t h y  brushwo o d,  which  we  supp ose d  
t he  na t iv es  had  se t  on  f ire  f or  som e  purpose ,  bu t  wha t  we  could  no t  conjec t ure .  
W e  o bs e r v e d  lik e wis e  f ir e s  o f  t his  na t ur e  in  s e v e ra l  o t h e r  p a r t s  o f  t h e  c o un t r y .
 
Whether the burning was all deliberate, or included some accidental escapes on these windy days 
from the lighted sticks they carried about with them, the burning was certainly frequent.

The evidence for Aboriginal maintenance of grasslands by burning in many parts of the country 
is very strong (Gould 1971, Hallam 1975, Flood 1980, Clark 1981). On the basis of the above 
ethnographic evidence  burning practices in the Sydney region and on the North Shore would 
have been frequent. These fires would have been very mild, serving several purposes: keeping 
the ridges clear of brush for ease of travel, encouraging new growth for larger mammals and 
thereby also locating the game, making the hunting of smaller animals (lizards, possums, 
rodents ) easier, keeping down shrub invasion in areas of braken fern, whose roots were an 
important source of carbohydrate, and promotion of vigorous regeneration of shrub food 
resources such as geebung (Persoonia sp.) and native currents (Leptomaria acida and 
Leucopogon sp.)

According to Ross (1976), the Kuringai's movements were north-south through their coastal 
territory and this would coincide with the north-south ailgnment of the topography and the 
shale ridges carrying the tall forest with grass understorey easily kept open for travel.

The advent of European settlement soon began to alter the vegetation pattern of tall forest with 
little undergrowth. Major Mitchell certainly attributed this to a changed fire regime and, in 
1848, commented that " t h e  o missio n  o f  t h e  annual  p e rio dic al  b urnin g  b y  na t iv e s ,  
o f  grass  and  y oung  saplings,  has  alread y  produce d  in  t he  op en  f ores t  lands 
n e ares t  t o  Sy dn e y ,  t hick  f o res t s  o f  y oung  t re es,  wh ere  f o rm erly  a  man  migh t  
g allo p  wi t hou t  im p [ e dim e n t  and  se e  miles  b e f o re  him. "



It is possible that, by opening up the forest, logging could also have caused these changes but 
whatever the case of the changes in the vegetation structure, a new fire regime did develop- less 
frequent but hotter and wilder bushfires fed by the fuel of the shrub understorey. In 1850 a 
great fire swept the North Shore from Hornsby to St Leonards, and area described as being then 
dense forests and thick undergrowth prior to the fire. (McLaughlin 1985)

An account of a visit to Tuggerah with some companions
(Account by J.F. Mann 1842 SWANCOTT 1955).
J.F. Mann was an early settler of Gosford. 
" T ug g erah "  in  A b original  languag e  m e ans  " cold ,  ble ak,  expose d , "  and  is  m os t  
applicable  t o  t his  expanse  o f  wa t er,  t he  shores  b eing  low and  sand y ,  and  t he  
whole  sur f ace  exposed  t o  t he  winds o f  heav en.  It  is  separa t ed  f rom t he  ocean b y  
low,  narrow  sand  rid g es,  t hrou g h  which  a  chann el  a f f o rds  an  occasional  ou t le t ,  
bu t  t his  ou t le t  is  m os t  f r e qu e n t ly  sil t e d  up . 60
The  lake  ab ound e d  wi t h  f ish  o f  all  sor t s,  bu t  wha t  a t t rac t e d  m y  a t t en t ion  in  t he  
f irs t  ins t a nc e  w e r e  t h e  b la ck  sw a ns;  t h e ir  n e s t s  b uil t  in  t h e  w a t e r  o f  s t icks  
were  do t t ed  o v er  t he  whole  o f  t he  shallow b eaches o f  t he  lake .  Ev ery  nes t  
con t ained  se v eral eggs,  and  we  each collec t ed  as many  as we  could  conv enien t ly  
carr y .  T h e  se v e ral  p oin t s  o f  land  which  ex t e nd e d  in t o  t h e  lak e  w ere  b lack  wi t h  
ducks,  and  wa t er  f owl;  t he y  were  in  t housands,  and  co v ere d  acres  o f  ground.  The  
ou t lines  o f  t he  sand  f la t s  were  indica t e d  b y  a  coun t less  num b er  o f  p elicans.  

W e ll  la d e n  wi t h  sp o il ,  w e  a r r i v e d  a t  t h e  b la ck f e llo ws '  c a m p  sh o r t l y  b e f o r e  
duck,  and  were  agre e ably  surprise d  t o  f ind  t ha t  b y  t he  f ore t hough t  o f  Long  Dick,  
a  se para t e  encampm en t  had  b e en  pre pare d  f or  us.  I t  was  buil t  o f  she e t s  o f  bark,  
t en t  shap e ,  and  line d  wi t h  dry  grass  a  lo g  t o  si t  on,  and  wo od  f or  a  f ire ,  also  
p ro v id e d .  Dick  now  t o ok  p ossession  o f  us  and  r e lie v e d  Emu  o f  his  r esp onsib ili t y .  
The  si t e  o f  t he  camp  was pre t t ily  si t ua t e d  on  t he  bank  o f  W y ong  Cre ek,  which  
hereabou t s  joine d  t he  Lake .  

A  bark  cano e ,  paddle d  b y  a  v ery  old ,  gre y  head e d  man  ,  now silen t ly  approache d  
and  drew up  close  t o  our  camp.  The  cano e  was so  laden  wi t h  f ish  o f  all  sor t s  as  
t o  b e  bu t  a  f ew inches abo v e  wa t er.  The  old  man,  b y  name  " Jew Fish, "  a t  once  
co mm enc e d  t o  t hrow t he  f ish  on  shore .  T here  was  no  rush  or  scram ble  f o r  t he m;  
in  f ac t  no  one  se emed  t o  pay  t he  sligh t es t  a t t en t ion.  Dick,  howe v er,  selec t ed  
some  o f  t he  bes t  f or  our  use  and  under t ook t o  ac t  as cook.  Collec t ing  some  grass,  
he  placed  i t  upon t he  charcoal f ire ,  and  paced  t he  f ish  a t  once  on  t he  t op  o f  i t ;  
b y  t his  m eans t he  scales  cam e  o f f  in  a  much  more  comple t e  manner  t han  b y  
scraping  wi t h  a  kni f e .  A t  t he  sam e  t im e  t he  bod y  o f  t he  f ish  swelle d ,  so  t ha t  
when cu t  open t he  whole  o f  t his  inside  came  away  a t  once ,  and  was read y  f or  t he  
grill.  Som e  f ew opossums,  bandicoo t s,  snakes  and  iguanas,  and  o t her  i t e ms had  
b e en secured  b y  t hese  people  during  t he  day ;  so  wi t h  t he  addi t ion  o f  f ish  and  t he  
dona t ion  o f  all  bad  e ggs we  had  f ound  in  t he  swan nes t s,  t here  was boun t i ful 
supply  o f  f ood.

" Close  up  picanniny  si t  down "  was t he  comm en t  when  a  bad  e g g  re quire d  b oiling  
f o r  t e n  minu t es.  W h e n  b rok e n  in t o  a  f r y ing  p an  and  f rie d  i t  ha d  much  t h e  
appearance  o f  a  pancake.  The  t as t e  was by  no  means disagreeable .  



I t  was e vid en t  t ha t  som e  o f  t he  y oung  f e llows were  sp ecial  wi t s  and  were  
lis t e n e d  t o  a t t e n t iv e ly .  Mimicr y  t h e y  e xc e lle d  in  an d  i t  was  jus t  as  w e ll  t ha t  
n o n e  o f  t h e  indiv iduals  p e rso na t e d  w e re  p rese n t  t o  r e c o g nise  t h e ir  p e culia ri t ie s  
in  t he  hands o f  t he  blacks.  

O n  t h e  f o llowin g  m ornin g  while  g e t t in g  our  g uns  r e a d y  f o r  a  sho o t in g  excursion ,  
w e  w ere  un exp e c t e dly  t o ld  t o  si t  d own.  " Bim e - b y ,  y ou  h e ar  ' im  ple n t y  noise ,  
p le n t y  kang aro os " .

A  ba t t ue  by  t he  blacks had  already  been f ixed  upon and  mos t  o f  t he  women and 
e ld e rly  m e n  ha d  noise lessly  s t a r t e d  o f f  e arly  t o  t ak e  up  p osi t ions  in  t h e  
surro undin g  ran g es,  le a v in g  1 2  o r  m ore  y o un g  m e n  b e hind .  

Shou t s were  soon heard  as t hose  who  had  gone  up  approached  t he  camp,  driving  
t he  kangaroos be f ore  t hem.  The  poor  animals  came  hopping  along  t o  t he  f la t  a t  
t he  f oo t  o f  t he  hill,  t o  b e  kille d  b y  t he  sp ears  and  boom erangs o f  t he  blacks who  
were  concealed  behind  t re es and  bushes.  
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T h e  accurac y  wi t h  which  t h e  b lacks  t hre w  t h e ir  sp e ars  and  b o o m erangs  was  
so m e t hing  marv ellous.  A ll  t o ok  e f f e c t .  One  kang aro o  while  passing  wi t hin  a  f e w  
y ards  o f  m e  was s t ruck  b y  a  b o om erang  and  kille d .  Som e  o f  t he  animals  were  
skinn e d  and  cu t  in t o  jo in t s ;  o t h e rs  w ere  plac e d  b o dily  on  t h e  f ir e .  W e  se cure d  
so m e  t ails  f o r  our  own  use .  

T he  ba t t ue  and  co okery  was  in  an t icipa t ion  o f  t he  arriv al  o f  a  d e pu t a t ion  f ro m  
t he  W ollo m bi t rib e ;  so  wi t h  t he  addi t ion  o f  t he  ducks,  pig e ons  and  t he  f ish  
p ro v id e d  b y  Mr.  Je w f ish ,  t h e  ca m p  was  w ell  sup plie d  wi t h  f o o d .  N ex t  d a y ,  Long  
Dick,  Emu and  o t hers  were  unable  t o  mo v e .  " T oo  busy "  was t he  excuse .  The y  had  
ea t en t oo  much t he  nigh t  be fore  and  poin t ed  t o  t heir  dis t ended  s t omachs.  Dick,  
whe n  aske d  " How man y  p ossums did  y ou  e a t ? "  r e plie d ,  " Murry  load , "  and  " how 
man y  kangaro os? "  " T wo  or  t hre e . "

A b ou t  t w elv e  m e n  o f  t h e  W ollo m bi  t rib e  a rriv e d  and  jo in e d  in  wi t h  t h e  f e as t in g  
and  a  corro b ore e  was  held  t ha t  nigh t .  W e  were  no t  priv ile g e d  t o  wi t ness  t he  
proce edings.  

FOODS EA TEN BY ABORIGINES OF  CO AST A L N.S.W.  

PL A N TS.
N.B.  So m e  o f  t hese  plan t s  are  p oisonous  wi t hou t  consid e ra ble  pre para t ion  
t o  remove  t he  t oxins.  Do  no t  ea t  any  o f  t hem unless you know t hem t o  be  
h a r mle ss .  

Scie n t i f ic  n a m e Common name Par t  e a t e n
Cyathea australis Rough tree fern fruit
Doryanthes exelsa Gymea lily root
Pteridium esculentum bracken fern rhizome
Carpobrotus aequilateras pig face fruit and leaves



Astroloma humifusum native cranberry fruit
Leucopogon parviflorus native currant fruit
Monotoca elliptica pigeon berry fruit
Eupomatia laurina native guava fruit
Geranium spp tuber
Burchardia umbellata milkmaids roots
Acacia spp wattle seeds
Alocasia macrorhizos cunjevoi lily shoots
Dioscorea transversa yam roots
Fisus spp. fig fruit
Acmena smithii l i l l i p i l l i fruit
Acmena brachyandra native myrtle fruit
Oxalis corniculata clover sorrel leaves and roots
Livistona australis cabbage tree palm terminal bud
Billardiera scandens apple berry fruit
Podocarpus elatus plum pine fruit
Persoonia lanceolata geebung fruit
Leptomeria acida native currant fruit
Cissus hypoglauca native grape fruit
Cissus antarctica native grape fruit
Xanthorrhoea resinosa grass tree leaf bases 
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Macrozamia communis burrawang seeds
Solanum laciniatum kangaroo apple seeds
Honey was also much relished.
BIRD S .
Scie n t i f ic  n a m e Common name
Phalacrocora spp. cormorants
Puffinus tenuirostris mutton bird
Puffinus gavia fluttering shearwater
Puffinus carneipes fleshy footed shearwater
Eudyptula minor little penguin
Diomedea cauta white capped albatross
Pachyptila turtur fairy prion
Morus bassanus serrator Australian gannet
Diomedea Molly hawk
Cygnus atratus black swan
Anas spp. ducks

SHE L L FISH .
Scie n t i f ic  n a m e Common name
Anadara trapezia Sydney cockel
Pyrazus ebeninus Hercules club whelk
Crassostrea commercialis rock oyster
Ostrea angasi mud oyster



Cabestana spengleri Spengler's triton
Dicathais orbita cartrut
Haliotis ruber abalone
Mytilus planulatus edible mussel
Trichomya hirsuta hairy mussel
Plebidonax deltoides pipi
Chlamys spp. scallop
Ninella torquata turban
Subninella undulata lightning turban
Austrocochlea obtusa striped periwinkle
*Pyura praeputialis cunjevoi
*not a shellfish but an invertebrate of the sea. 
CRUST ACEA
Reptantia Lobsters, crayfish, crabs

Reference: Aborig ines of N.S.W . published by The National Parks and Wildlife Service. 
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2 .  HOUSING

Dwelling were constructed from sheets of bark removed from growing trees which were then 
flattened and supported on timber frames. The more temporary "hunting huts" which were 
usually seen inland were "A" frame structures made from pieces of bark about 3.35 metres long 
and from 1.22 - 1.83 metres broad, bent in the middle and set up at an acute angle. The 
windward end was sometimes blocked off for added protection (Phillip 1789: 103; Collins 
1798: 555). Some of these huts were so small as to shelter one occupant only, others were 
large enough for a family. 

On the coast, the huts were sometimes built on semi-circular design "in the form of an oven 
with an entrance" and were large enough to hold 6 or 8 people (Collins 1798: 555). The 
entrances were so low as to necessitate stooping or crawling, and the fires were usually built at 
the mouth of the hut rather than inside or outside. There were seldom more than 8 or 9 huts 
grouped together (Bradley1969: 140; Barrington 1795: 20). One particularly well-
constructed dwelling at Broken Bay was described by Surgeon White. 
In  t h e  hu t  w ere  t wo  v e r y  w ell  m a d e  n e t s ,  g o o d  quali t y  f ishing  lin es,  so m e  
sp e ars,  a  s t one  ha t che d  o f  sup erior  quali t y  and  t wo  wo o d en  v essels  f o r  carry ing  
w a t e r  ( W hi t e  1 9 6 2 :  1 5 7 ) .

In addition to constructed huts, of which there is now little or no surface evidence in the 



archaeological record, the Aborigines of the Sydney Basin also made frequent use of rock 
shelters, a point emphasised in many of the early journals. 

When walking between Port Jackson and Broken Bay in August 1788,
White noted:

All along  t he  shore  we  me t  t he  na t iv es who  se em t o  hav e  no  f ixed  residence  or  
a b o d e ,  b u t , in d isc rimin a t e l y ,  wh e r e v e r  t h e y  m e e t  wi t h  a  hu t ,  o r ,  wh a t  is  m o r e  
comm on,  a  conv enien t  exca v a t ion,  o r  hole  in  t he  rocks,  t ake  p ossession  o f  i t  f o r  
a  t im e .  ( W hi t e  1 9 6 2 :  1 5 7 ,  B r a d le y  1 9 6 9 :  1 4 0 ) .

This type of housing did not require any trees to be cut down, so the environment was not 
changed. 

Barrington and Collins recorded the following:
T h e y  a p p e ar  t o  liv e  chie f ly  in  t h e  ca v es  and  hollow  o f  t h e  rocks,  which  na t ure  
has  supplie d  t he m  wi t h ,  t he  rocks  a b ou t  t he  shore  b eing  m os t ly  shelv ing  and  
o v erhanging  so  as  t o  a f f ord  a  t ole rable  re t re a t . . . . . . . . . . The y  make  a  f ire  a t  t he  
ou t e r  par t  o f  t hese  dismal  holes  which  t hrows a  he a t  in  . . . . . . . . . . . .
( B a r r i n g t o n  1 7 9 5 :  2 0 ) .

Besid e  . . . . . . . . . .bark  hu t s,  t he y  mad e  use  o f  exca va t ions  in  t he  rock;  and  as  t he  
si t ua t ions o f  t hese  were  various,  t he y  could  alwa ys choose  t he m ou t  o f  t he  reach  
o f  w in d  a n d  r a in .  ( C o ll in s  1 7 9 8 :  5 5 5 ) .

Collins goes on the mention that at the entrances to the rock shelters, a luxuriancy of soil was 
noticed, and on turning up the ground, the colonists found it rich in shells and other organic 
remains. These deposits proved a valuable resource, many loads of shells being burnt into lime, 
while the residue was wheeled into the gardens and used as manure (Collins 1798: 555).
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Hunter described how the sandstone rocks had weathered into cavities suitable for habitation. 
He noted the wide distribution of such shelters both along the coast and inland, and commented 
that some were large enough to lodge forty or fifty people. Unlike Barrington, who described the 
rock shelters as "dismal holes," Hunter remarked that in cases of necessity, the colonists used 
the shelters and thought themselves not badly off (Hunter 1788: 60).

Hunter corroborates Collin's observation on fires:
. . . . . . . . . . . . in  o rd e r  t o  m ak e  t h e ir  a p ar t m e n t  as  co m f or t a ble  as  p ossib le ,  t h e y  
co mm only  make  a  g o o d  f ir e  in  i t  b e f ore  t he y  lie  d own  t o  res t ;  b y  which  m e ans,  
t h e  rock  all  round  t h e m  is  so  h e a t e d  as  t o  re t ain  i t s  warm t h  lik e  an  o v e n  f o r  a  
c o nsid e ra b le  t im e ;  a n d  u p o n  a  li t t l e  g rass ,  which  is  p r e v io usly  p ulle d  a n d  
dr y e d ,  t h e y  lie  d own  and  hud dle  t o g e t h e r .  ( Hun t e r  1 7 8 8 :  5 9 ) .

Since the rock shelters used by the Aborigines are still in existence today, and since the floors 
of the shelters are usually protected from the accumulation of vegetation to which sites in the 
open bush are subjected, rock shelters are now the most prevalent evidence of Aboriginal usage 
of the area.



3 .CLO THING A ND A DORNMEN TS.

The Aboriginal people who camped, hunted and foraged in this area usually wore a long cord of 
opossum hair wound many times round their waists. From this belt hung three or four tassels 
or strips of opossum skin, usually one in front, one behind and one on each hip.

T h eir  h e a ds  a re  c o v e re d  wi t h  t hick  b lack  hair ,  so m e  curle d ,  so m e  no t ,  and  
alm os t  all  ha v e  a  f ille t  o f  n e t -work  round  t h e  f o re h e a d ;  p e r f o ra t e d ,  and  t h e y  
a re  f ond  o f  inse r t ing  a  sm all  whi t e  b on e  f ro m  t h e  le g  o f  t h e  kang aro o  ( sic ) ,  
which  pro je c t s  t wo  or  t hre e  inches  on  e ach  sid e  o f  t he  nose ;  t he  hair  is  
o rnam e n t e d  in  v arious  wa ys,  so m e  t wis t  a  f e a t h e r  f ro m  so m e  bird ,  o t h e rs  f as t e n  
a  long  t ail  t o  t heir  b ack  hair ,  t o  hang  d own  t he  b ack  in  a  queue ,  bu t  i t  is  
som ewha t  s t rang e  t hese  ornam en t s  are  all  p eculiar  t o  t he  m en,  t he  wom en are  
alm os t  alwa ys  se e n  wrap p e d  in  blanke t s,  o r  cloaks  o f  se we d  o p ossum  skins,  
wi t h o u t  a n y  a t t e m p t  a t  a d o rnin g  t h e ir  . . . . .  f e a t u r e s  ( Ha r v a rd  1 9 4 3 :  1 8 6 - 1 8 7 )
Fish oil was sometimes rubbed into the skin as a guard against the cold, as well as against 
mosquitoes and biting flies (Collins 1798: 551).

Both sexes were also ornamented with raised scars on the breast, arms and back. The incisions 
were made with pieces of broken shell, and the wounds were prevented from healing in order to 
intensify the scar tissue. In some instances, the scars were in the form of animal tracks. Body 
paint was also frequently used, especially in association with particular ceremonies. The 
patterns applied were various, but specific descriptions include large white circles round each 
eye or broad bands below the eye. Cheeks and breasts were daubed, wavy lines applied along 
arms and legs, and the ribs were marked out in white.The right to wear specific decorations was 
inherited, and the designs were often linked to a particular clan emblem or totem.
 
Cloaks of possum skins sewn together with sinews were worn in winter. Yarn was spun and 
tassels were made from fur and feathers. These were used as personal adornment. Ornaments 
like nautilus shells were cut into an oval shape and hung around the neck. Knotted bags were 
used to carry oysters.
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In the early days of the European settlement the Aborigines were very fond of ornamenting 
themselves with any European clothing they could get hold of old shirts, trousers, handkerchiefs 
etc. However, it is suggested by some historians that they wore European clothing only in order 
to win favour on occasions when they sought personal contact with the colonists. The Aboriginals 
saw European clothing as a means and not as end.

P ART  D .  T HE  PE OPLE  

1 .  K in s h ip  &  Ma r r i a g e .  

Early European  observers were of the false opinion that the Aboriginal people had no social, 
political and military organization to speak of. "Tribe" is merely a convenient term to describe 



a number of "clans" or "bands" (anthropologists' terms) who had much in common in their 
social organisation, language and customs, and who regarded each other as closer relatives than 
more distant clans or bands. A large tribe had around 1500 members; a clan varied varied in 
size from less than fifty to over two hundred. 

It is widely accepted that the total Aboriginal population in 1788 was between 250,000 
to1,000,000 made up of about 600 tribes, each with its own language or distinct dialect. 

The hordes or family sub-divisions of the clan were those who habitually occupied and collected 
food with a given area, but horde had right to the land of the entire clan, and also to the land of 
the clans with whom they inter-married, some of whom may have belonged to different language 
groups. Wives therefore not infrequently spoke different languages or different dialects from 
their husbands, while the children spoke both. The languages of adjacent clans were thus 
mutually understood.

There was therefore, a wide network of kinship ties and obligations which entitled land-owning 
clans to economic and social links which extended far beyond the core territory in which each 
horde habitually moved. It also meant that resources ocurring infrequently were accessible to 
all. These extended rights and ties were promoted or maintained by regular gatherings or 
corroborees at which songs, dances and stories were exchanged and wives were sought. There 
was also inter-clan and sometimes inter-tribal participation in specific rituals such as food 
increase rites and initiation ceremonies. 

Major decision-making and the administration of tribal law was nevertheless in the hands of 
male elders, who reached their position of respect and authority through progressive and 
hierarchial initiation into tribal lore. Older females also had their own esteemed position in 
society especially with the younger girls and wives.

In the Darginung organisation, the two sections in Moety 1 were called Bya and Kubbi while in 
Moiety 2 they were Kembo and Ippai. Children always took the moety of the mother but never 
her section; they took the other section in her moiety. That is, the children of a Bya woman 
would be Kubbi, the children of a Kubbi woman would be Bya and likewise for Moety 2. Potential 
husbands and wives had to be from different moieties but also had to belong to suitable sections. 
A Bya man could only marry a Kumbo woman, for example. 
The regulations for marriage can be set out like this:

Moiety 1 Moiety 2
Bya Kumbo
Kubbi Ippai
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Bya men married Kumbo women. Children were Ippai.
Kubbi men married Ippai women. Children were Kumbo.
Ippai men married Kubbi women. Children were Bya.
Kumbo men married Bya women. Children were Kubbi.

A person's totem was also inherited from his or her mother, regardless of the totem of the 
father. We can define a totem as a natural object or species with which a person or group had a 
special relationship. People who belonged to Moiety 1 had totems such as Bee, Emu, Bandicoot, 
Wedge-tailed Eagle and Stingray. In Moiety 2 the totems included Grey Kangaroo, Diamond 
Python, Wombat, Black Snake and Wallaby. So, for instance, when a Bya Bee man married a 



Kumbo Diamond Python woman the offspring would be Ippai Diamond Python. 

There were exceptions to the above rules but these were also subject to restrictions. It was 
possible for two people belonging to the same section to marry as long as they belonged to 
appropriate totems. For example, a Kubbi Bandicoot could marry a Kubbi Stingray. Because men 
and women of the same totem were regarded as brothers and sisters they could not marry each 
other. (Turbet 1988 pp 75-76)

2 .  L a w  &  Re l i g i o n

At the heart of Aboriginal religion is the idea of the Dreamtime. This idea is kept alive in the 
stories of the ancestral spirits, stories which varied among the groups but which were usually 
rich in detail. These stories are often referred to as myths, though to the Aboriginal people they 
are not myths but truths which they believe in and which form the basis of their social living. 
The sky-heroes laid down the patterns of behaviour which had to be followed - failure to 
observe these and failure to carry out rituals correctly could result in lack of rain or food, and 
punishment for the wrong - doer. 

A n  im p or t a n t  sp ir i t ua l  c o n t a c t  f o r  t h e  A b orig in e s  la y  in  t h e  p la n t s  &  a nim als .  
Ea ch  p e rso n  b o rn  in t o  a  c la n  w as  im m e dia t l y  id e n t i f i e d  wi t h  a  p a r t icula r  
anim al.  T his  was  his  t o t e m.  He  b e ca m e  t o t a ll y  f a milia r  wi t h  i t s  haun t s  and  
ha bi t s .  He  dare  no t  kill  his  t o t e m,  or  e a t  i t ,  and  i t s  app e aranc e  was  an  o m en
(An artistic key to a culture - Bob Beale Newcastle Herald 5.11.82)

Throughout all these social arrangement there is a very strong thread of religious feeling, so 
strong in fact that it is impossible to understand the Aboriginal manner of living without being 
aware of it. This can be seen again in the relationship of the Aborigines to the land. Individuals 
did not own land in the European sense - the land they occupied was passed down from previous 
generations and entrusted to them. It has been said that the land seemed to own them, rather than 
the reverse, since it was the spiritual home of their ancestors, who included the ancestral 
beings who had wandered the land in the Dreamtime. Therefore the Aboriginal people regard this 
land as entrusted to their care, rather than owned for a practical purpose. The clans (groups of 
people related by descent from a common ancestor) would jealously guard their spirit homes, 
including the sacred sites of their clan and sacred rituals, totems, and songs. They regarded the 
land in a religious as well as a practical way, as a home of the ancestral spirits as well as a 
source of food and materials. It is clear that the Aboriginal people were and are very religious 
and their life was strongly shaped by their beliefs. 
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The anthropologist F.D. McCarthy has summarized this well:
T o  t h e  in i t ia t e d  m a n  his  r e lig io n  e x pla ins  t h e  o rig in  o f  li f e  i t s e l f  a n d  o f  h is  
t rib al  cus t o ms,  t he  sourc e  o f  t his  sup ply  o f  f o o d  and  raw  ma t e rials ,  and  t he  
m y s t e rio us  w orld  b e y o nd  t h e  c o m pre h e nsio n  o f  his  scie n t i f ic  o r  g e n e ral  
kn o wle d g e .  T o  him  i t  is  r e lig io n  o f  g r e a t  sa nc t i t y ,  insp ir in g  in  i t s  m y t h o lo g y  



and  songs,  and  im pressiv e  in  i t s  o f t e n  colour f ul  c e re m onies. . . . . .I t  b e co m es  a  
mos t  impor t an t  par t  o f  t he  adul t  li f e  de manding  a  grea t  deal o f  t ime  and  energ y  
in  t he  e nac t m e n t  o f  ri t ual,  a  t r e m e nd ous  conc e n t ra t ion  o f  in t e llig e nc e  in  t he  
m e m ori z a t ion  o f  t h e  m y t hs,  son g -c y cles ,  r i t ual  p ro c e dure  and  a r t  d esig ns,  and  
an  a bsolu t e  f a i t h  in  t h e  e f f icac y  o f  t h e  b e lie f s  and  c e re m onial  ac t iv i t ies .

S T ORIES  O F  T HE  A US TR A LIA N  A B ORIGIN ES
B y  R.H .  Ma t h e ws

S o m e  e x a m p l e s  o f  S t o r i e s  r e c o r d e d  b y  R.H .  Ma t t h e w s .
A r r i v a l  o f  t h e  T h u r r a w a l  T r i b e  i n  A u s t r a l i a .

In the remote past all the animals that are now in Australia lived in another land beyond the sea. 
They were at that time human creatures, and resolved to leave that country in a canoe, and come 
to the hunting grounds in which they are at present. The whale was much larger than any of the 
rest, and lad a canoe of great dimensions; but he would not lend it to any of his fellows, who had 
small canoes, which were unfit for use far from the land. The other people, therefore, watched, 
in the hope at an opportunity might present itself of the whale leaving his boat, so that they 
could get it, and start away on their journey; but he always kept a strict guard over it. 

The most intimate friend of the whale was the starfish, and he conspired with the other people to 
take the aattention of the whale away from his canoe,and so give them a chance to steal it, and 
start away across the ocean. So, one day, the starfish said to the whale, "You have a great many 
lice in your head; let me catch them and kill them for you." The whale, who had been very much 
pestered with the parasites, readily agreed to his friend's kind offer, and tied up his canoe 
alongside a rock, on which they then went and sat down. The starfish immediately gave the signal 
to some of his co-conspirators, who soon assembled in readiness to go quietly into the canoe as 
soon as the whale's attention was taken off it.

The starfish then commenced his work of removing the vermin from the whale's head, which he 
held in his lap, while the other people all got quickly into the canoe and rowed off. Every now and 
again the whale would say, "Is my canoe all right?" The starfish, who had provided himself with 
a piece of bark to have ready by his side, answered, "Yes, this is it which I am tapping with my 
hand," at the same time hitting the bark, which gave the same sound as the bark of the canoe. He 
then resumed his occupation, scratching vigorously about the whale's ears, so that he would not 
hear the splashing of the oars in the water. The cleaning of the whale's head and the assurances 
as to safety of the canoe went on with much garrulity on the part of the starfish, until the people 
had rowed off a considerable distance from the shore, and were nearly out ot sight. Then the 
patience of the whale becoming exhausted, he insisted upon having a look at his canoe to make 
quite sure that everything was right. 

When he discovered that it was gone, and saw all the people rowing away in it as fast as they 
could go, he become very angry, and vented his fury upon the starfish, whom he beat 
unmercifully, and tore him almost to pieces. Jumping into the water, the whale then swam away 
after his canoe, and the starfish, mutilated as he was, rolled off the rock on which they had been 
sitting into the water, and lay on the sand at the bottom till he recovered. 68



It was this terrible attack of the whale which gave the starfish his present ragged and torn 
appearance; and his forced seclusion on the sand under the water gave him the habit of keeping 
near the bottom always afterwards. 

The whale pursued the fugitives, and in his fury spouted the water into the air through a wound 
in the head received during this fight with the starfish, a practice which he has retained ever 
since. When the people in the canoe saw him coming after them, the weaker ones were very 
much afraid, and said, "He is gaining upon us, and will surely overtake us, and drown us every 
one." But the native bear, who was in charge of the oars, said, "Look at my strong arm. I am able 
to pull the canoe fast enough to make good our escape!" and he demonstrated his prowess by 
making additional efforts to move more rapidly through the water. 

This voyage lasted several days and nights, until, at length, land was sighted on ahead, and a 
straight line was made for it. On getting alongside the shore, all the people landed from the 
canoe, sat down to rest themselves. But the native companion, who has always been a great 
fellow for dancing and jumping about, danced upon the bottom of the canoe until he made a hole in 
it with his feet, after which he himself got out of it, and shoved it a little way from the shore, 
where it settled down in the water, and became the small island now known as Gan-man-gang, 
near the entrance of Lake Illawarra into the ocean. When the whale arrived shortly afterwards 
and saw his canoe sunk close to the shore, he turned back along the coast, where he and his 
descendants have remained ever since. 

3 .  CEREMO NIES,  MUSIC  A ND  D A NCE

IN I T I A T I O N .
One of the most important components of traditional lifestyle was the initiation. It was one of the 
ceremonial and spiritual foundations on which Aboriginal society has been built. 

Aboriginal boys were initiated into mahood through a complete series of ceremonies which were 
witnessed and described in some detail by early settlers, as well as by anthropologists of the late 
nineteenth century (Collins 1798: 564-581; Howitt 1883). The rituals promoted growth in 
social and economic status as well as a gradual revelation of the sacred stories and objects of the 
tribe. A young man's initiation was held over a period of years. Tuition in hunting, fishing and 
self-control, as well as in tribal responsibilities, culminated with an education in tribal lore 
and tradition (Brayshaw 1969: 117).

Initiation ceremonies varied with different Aboriginal groups.In the Sydney area, initiation 
ceremonies included dances in which dogs and kangaroos were imitated, and an effigy of a 
kangaroo was displayed. At times, the older men who instructed the initiates repaired to a 
secluded place in the bush to prepare their various disguises. At the culmination of a series of 
symbolic rites, the boys were mounted on the shoulders of seated elders, and an upper front 
tooth was knocked out using a special piece of bone as a punch and a stone as a mallet. Once the 
operation was completed, the initiate was presented with a hair girdle as mark of manhood, and a 
headband into which was stuck slips of foliage from the grass tree (Xanthorrhoea sp.). Only the 
white base of the foliage was used, which proturded from the head in spikes like a radiating 
coronet (Collins 1789: 579, 580).
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The initiation ceremonies described below represent those practised by the Aboriginal tribes 
spread over the coastal district of New South Wales, from Newcastle south to about Sydney. One 
of the principal dialects was the Darkingung, which was spoken by the tribes occupying the 
country on the southern side of the Hunter River, from Jerry's Plains downward towards 
Maitland, extending southerly to Wollombi Brook, Putty Creek, and including the Macdonald, 
Colo, and Hawkesbury Rivers.

The  locali t y  selec t e d  f or  t he  ga t hering  is  som e  place  where  t here  is  a  g ood  
cam ping  ground ,  wi t h  plen t y  o f  wa t e r  f o r  cam p  use ,  and  also  where  gam e  is  
numerous enough t o  provide  f ood  for  t he  people .  Messengers were  despa t ched  t o  
t he  head  men o f  all  t he  adjacen t  groups who  were  expec t ed  t o  par t icipa t e  in  t he  
c e re m onies.  Each  o f  t h ese  m esse ng ers  carrie d  t h e  usual  e m ble ms o f  his  mission ,  
n a m e ly ,  a  b ullr o a r e r ,  a  b e l t ,  s e v e ra l  " t a ils " . T h e  m e ss e n g e r  r e m ain e d  wi t h  t h e  
group  t o  which  he  had  b e en  sen t  un t il  t he y  were  read y  t o  accompany  him t o  t he  
appoin t ed  me e t ing  place .  

When all  t he  pe ople  who  are  expec t e d  hav e  arriv e d,  t he  old  men me e t  ad jacen t  t o  
t he  camp,  and  f ix  t he  da y  on  which  t he  business  o f  t he  m e e t ing  t he  ini t ia t ion  
c e re m onies  shall  co m m e nc e .  Shor t ly  a f t e r  nigh t f all ,  t he y  proc e e d  t o  t he  sacre d  
g round  and  ligh t  pie c es  o f  d r y  b ark  a t  t he  f ir e  burning  t he re ,  and  t he n  co m e  
m arching  b ack  t owards  t h e  ca m p  shou t ing  and  wa ving  t h e ir  f ir e b rands  in  t h e  
air .  T h e y  e n t e r  t h e  public  ring  and  danc e  round ,  t h e  wo m e n  b e a t ing  t im e  f o r  
t he m,  a f t e r  which  t he y  t hrow awa y  t he  f ir es t icks  and  call  ou t  t he  nam es o f  
wa t e r-holes,  e t c ,  and  t hen  g o  awa y  t o  t heir  camps.  

Early  n ex t  m ornin g  t h e  no v ic es  a re  b rou g h t  in t o  t h e  rin g  and  plac e d  si t t in g  
down on t he  bank,  t heir  mo t hers and  t he  o t her  women being  ou t side .  One  o f  t he  
head  m en t hen  en t ers  t he  ring  and  s t icks  a  sp ear  in t o  t he  ground  near  one  sid e .
The  bo ys'  heads are  now ben t  down,  and  t he  women are  cov ered  wi t h  rugs,  
bushes or  grass,  some  o f  t he  old  men being  depu t ed  t o  wa t ch t hem.

A s  so on  as  t his  is  d on e  t wo  m e n  sound  bullro are rs  ( min y awa ok )  in  close  
proximi t y ,  whils t  t he  o t he r  m e n  b e a t  t he ir  we ap ons  t o g e t he r ,  and  t he  man  who  
h as  b e e n  a p p oin t e d  g u a rd ia n  t o  t h e  n o v ic e ,  usu all y  h is  b r o t h e r - in - la w ,  n o w  
ca t ches  him  b y  t he  arm  and  le ads  him  awa y .  

Shor t ly  a f t e r  t he  bo ys g e t  ou t  o f  sigh t  t he  co v ering  is  re mo v e d  f rom t he  wom en 
b y  t he  old  m en who  ha v e  charg e  o f  t he m,  and  t he y  are  se t  a t  lib er t y .  A ll  hands 
t hen  ga t her  up  t heir  bag gag e  and  re mo v e  t he  camp  t o  ano t her  locali t y ,  p erhaps 
some  miles  dis t an t ,  which  was de t ermined  b y  t he  head  men a t  t he  same  t ime  t ha t  
t he y  f ixe d  t he  da y  f or  t aking  t he  bo ys awa y .  A bou t  a  hundre d  y ard  f rom t he  main  
encampm en t  -  on  t he  sid e  t owards  t ha t  par t  o f  t he  hun t ing  grounds in t o  which  
t he  novices hav e  been t aken t he  old  women,  and  mo t hers o f  t he  boys,  erec t  a  
gun y ah,  calle d  t he  wa t y o or ,  co m p ose d  o f  f o rke d  saplings,  rails  and  b oughs.  I t  is  
b uil t  in  a  s t ra ig h t  lin e ,  and  is  o p e n  o n  t h e  sid e  f acin g  t h e  d ir e c t io n  f ro m  which  
t h e  no v ic es  will  a p pro ach  i t .  I t  is  la rg e  e nou g h  t o  hold  a ll  t h e  no v ic es  and  t h e ir  



guardians,  and  has  le a v es  s t re wn  t hickly  on  t h e  f lo or  f o r  t h e m  t o  lie  on .  N e ar  
one  end  o f  t his  long  gun y ah  all  lo ose  rub bish  is  cle are d  o f f  t he  sur f ace  o f  t he  
ground  t o  make  i t  f i t  f o r  dancing  on.  Ev e ry  m orning  t he  m o t hers  o f  t he  no vices,  
acco m painie d  b y  t h e  old  wo m e n  o f  all  t h e  t rib es  prese n t ,  r e pair  t o  t h e  wa t y o or ,  
and  ligh t  on e  o r  m ore  f ir es  in  t h e  cle are d  sp ac e ,  a round  which  t h e y  si t  and  sing  
songs which  hav e  re f e rence  t o  t he  no vices.  
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When  all  t he  f o rmali t ies  ha v e  b e en  carrie d  ou t ,  t he  m en  and  b o ys  s t ar t  awa y  t o  
t h e  p a r t  o f  t h e  d is t ric t  in  which  i t  has  b e e n  d e cid e d  t o  r e m ain  whils t  ca rr y in g  
ou t  t he  cere monies  in  t he  bush.  The  t im e  sp en t  a t  camps in  t he  bush  g enerally  
occupies  ab ou t  a  f or t nigh t ,  b eing  re gula t e d  b y  t he  we a t her  o t her  consid era t ions.
A b ou t  t he  middle  o f  t his  p eriod ,  pre para t ions  are  mad e  f or  t he  ex t rac t ion  o f  one  
o f  t h e  no v ic es '  up p e r  incisor  t e e t h .

On  t he  da y  which  has  b e en  appoin t e d  f or  t he  re t urn  o f  t he  no vices  t heir  mo t hers  
proce ed  t o  t he  wa t y oor,  b eing  pain t ed  wi t h  coloured  cla ys.  The y  wear  headbands 
ro und  t h e ir  hair ,  in  which  a re  f as t e n e d  v ario us  o rna m e n t s ,  such  as  t h e  f e e t  o f  
t he  porcupine  (Echidna ) ,  t he  t e e t h  o f  animals,  and  t he  t ail  o f  t he  na t iv e  do g  
hanging  down behind.  The y  are  accompanied  as usual b y  t he  o t her  old  women o f  
t he  t rib es  presen t ,  and  on  t his  occasion  se v eral  old  m en  go  wi t h  t he m t o  make  
t he  necessary  arrang e m en t s  f or  t he  rece p t ion  o f  t he  no vices.  

The  no vices  march  righ t  on  in t o  t he  wa t y oor,  and  each  bo y  lies  down on  t he  
l e a v e s  o p p o si t e  h is  m o t h e r ' s  y a m -s t ick ,  t h e ir  g u a r d ia n ' s  r e m ainin g  in  f r o n t  o f  
t hem. The  mo t her's now go  back t o  t he  main camp.

Nex t  morning  t he  guardians and  no vices leav e  t he  wa t y oor  and  go  in t o  t he  bush  
f o r  so m e  da ys,  g aining  t h e ir  liv ing  b y  hun t ing .  In  t h e  course  o f  a  f e w  da ys  t h e  
no vices are  again  brough t  back  t o  a  place  near  t he  women's  camp,  pain t ed  and  
w e arin g  t h e ir  f ull  d r e ss .  Pie c e s  o f  b a rk  o r  ru gs  a r e  sp r e a d  u p o n  t h e  g ro un d ,  o n  
t op  o f  which  each  mo t her  la ys some  f ood  f or  her  son.

W h e n  e v e r y t hing  is  r e a d y  t h e  guardians  b ring  t h e  no v ic es  m arching  up  and  on  
t h e ir  a rriv al  e ach  b o y  picks  up  on e  o f  t h e  dill y  b a gs.  A t  t h e  c onclusion  o f  t h e ir  
re pas t  t he  no vices  are  t aken  in t o  a  camp  pro vide d  f or  t he m near  t ha t  o f  t he  
sin g le  m e n ,  an d  t h e  m o t h e rs  r e t urn  t o  t h e ir  o wn  q uar t e rs .  F ro m  t his  t im e  
onward  t he  b o ys  will  no t  b e  p ermi t t e d  t o  s t op  a t  t heir  mo t her 's  camp  bu t  mus t  
r e m ain  wi t h  t h e  m e n .

T he  c e rm onies  b eing  now a t  an  end ,  all  t he  g roups  g e t  re ad y  f o r  t heir  d e par t ure  
t o  t heir  resp ec t iv e  coun t ries,  and  in  t he  course  o f  a  f ew da ys  mos t  o f  t he m are  
o n  t h e ir  w a y  h o m e w ards .  (Ma t h e ws  1 8 9 7 ) .

Girls and women had their own education system and ceremonies which little has been written 
about as most of the written records of Aboriginal life were recorded by European men.

As soon as a girl was born she was promised by her family, to be the wife of one of the men, in 
the right clan. While a baby she had the little finger of her left hand amputated. A strong 
spider's web was wrapped tightly around the last joint, stopping blood circulation, and in a 



short time, by drawing the cord tighter, the top of the finger was removed. This was supposed to 
help them become better at fishing but there was some religious significance to this custom.
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DE A T H  &  BURIA L  
Burial ceremonies differed but there was always a high degree of mourning for people of 
prominice or "brave warriers". Women, particularly were emotional mourners. Their cries of 
grief would last for days because for them death was a time of sincere mourning. (Aborig ines of 
the Hunt er Reg ion)

Mourning for the dead also involved smearing with body with pipe-clay, and grief was 
demonstrated by wailing and gashing the head so that blood mingled with the white clay. 

The early Europeans colonists were of the impression that the methods by which bodies of the 
dead were disposed of varied according to age - the young were buried in the ground, while those 
who had passed middle age were burned (Collins 1798: 601;  Barrington 1795:27).

Bodies were incinerated overnight, then the ashes and bones were raked into a tumulus which 
was marked with two logs of wood. Men were buried with their hunting and fishing weapons, and 
also with whatever clothing they owned. The name of the deceased was not permitted to be 
mentioned, and certain food prohibitions had to be respected (Collins 1798:601;  Barrington 
1795: 27).

W.J. Enright (1937) describes a Darkingung burial.(Mank ind June 1937 Vol 2 No 4)
The  bod y  was t russed  up  wi t h  kne es near  t he  head,  and  carried  on  a  she e t  o f  
bark  f ro m  t he  plac e  o f  d e a t h .  A rriv ing  a t  t he  plac e  o f  burial  t he  b o d y  was  plac e d  
on  t he  ground  and  t he  ear t h  was pile d  on  i t  in  t he  f orm o f  a  mound  wi t h  t he  aid  
o f  t he  boomerangs.  

MUSIC ,  SO NGS & D A NCE. 
Music and dance are central to traditional Aboriginal life. They form the core of religious ritual 
and provide much of the communities aesthetic and recreational activity.

Aborigines performed music and dance on many different occasions. Public entertainments, 
often involving several local groups, were usually performed near the general living area of a 
camp and were attended by everyone. Music and dance played an important part in initiation and 
death rites, which were often performed in secluded areas. Songs and dances of initiation were 
often known and performed only by the initiated. 

Non-sacred songs covered subjects such as fighting, hunting and fishing, relationships between 
men and women, the weather and dreams. Sometimes they were based on contemporary events. 



For example, at a Botany Bay corroboree in 1790 a man sang about Bennelong's hut, how it had 
been built for him by Governor Phillip and about other events at the settlement as well. 
(Turbett 1988 :127)

Relatively little of the poetry and songs have survived and even with some of the songs we have 
there is an uncertainty about correct translation, since it was in this field of expression that 
Aborigines used most of their idiom.

Groups of Aborigines made up their own songs and poems, collectively or individually, rarely 
long but always much to the point. They would laud brave warriors, ridicule persons deserving 
scorn and would comment on a current happening. These were the pieces favoured for the nightly 
camp fire. If dancing could be woven into song, then there would be a new dance.
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A number of songs were recorded north of Sydney and as with songs from other parts of the 
country they are short and repetitive. Threlkeld gives a translation of the following Awaba 
song:

Ah, is it so!
Where is the man?
Man away!
Where is the man?
Ah, is it so!
etc.

Eliza Dunlop of Wollombi translated several songs, two of which are given below. The first song 
is about the first sighting of horsemen. 

What is there? See what it is?
It eats the grass. It is tied by a rope.
What is beside it? A spirit.
Is it a stump we see through the maze?
It rests on the grass. See it walks.
It's like the fork of a tree.
It's a spirit.
Go away cold, Why tarry so long?
Return into the blue sky.
Get behind the clouds, the spirits will let you in.
Why remain, cold? Let the bright sun shine forth.
Go away, cold and remain with the spirits above. 
Go away.

Song makers were highly esteemed individuals. Threlkeld tells us about old Wullati who, when 
visiting the Lake Macquarie mission, would often sing and dance in time with his clapping sticks 



well into the night. 

A certain female singer was also enthusiastically welcomed by the Awaba whenever she visited. 
Once she started singing, men , women and children would throw off their European clothes and 
join her in dance and song. Threlkeld says that song men and song women composed impromptu 
and if a song proved to be popular, messengers would be dispatched to teach it to other groups. 
Some Port Stephens people once arrived at Lake Maquarie to pass on a new song that had been 
revealed by a dying man.

Corroborees were not the only occasions at which songs were sung, in fact, one observer states 
that the Port Jackson Aborigines sung all day long. Women sang while fishing and kept time with 
a song while paddling. On sighting a school of dolphins, people chanted a short, repetitive song 
which changed words whenever the animals dived. A similar chant was recited when a pelican 
was seen overhead. There were also songs, usually performed by women, for the sick and dying.
(Turbett 1988 : 128)

There are some sacred songs and dances known only to the initiated persons. The sacred or ritual 
language was used, according to the degree or level of the initiated person. Sometimes these 
gatherings were related to only the mysteries of initiation; on other occasions new songs and 
dances would be taught to the initiands to prepare them for the next step in their initiation.    73

Various types of ceremony were intended to manage conflicts. There were ceremonies for 
resolving disputes between individuals, conducting diplomacy between groups, making peace and 
preparing for war. Again there are regional variations, though music and dance were almost 
always central to them. Some songs and dances are performed on more than one kind of occasion 
or in more than one kind of ceremony.

D A NCE.

In his account of the first four years of settlement at Sydney Cove, Captain John Hunter 
describes an Aboriginal "crib-berie", calling it 'a dance'. This is probably the origin of the 
word 'corroboree.' What expecially impressed Hunter was a leg quiver, a movement that later 
observers also saw as a central feature of Aboriginal dance.

 He wrote:
" One  o f  t he  m os t  s t riking  o f  t he  principal  b e au t ies  o f  t heir  dancing  was  t ha t  o f  
p la cin g  t h e ir  f e e t  v e r y  wid e  a p ar t ,  an d ,  b y  an  e x t ra o rdina r y  e x e r t io n  o f  t h e  
muscles  o f  t he  t highs  and  le gs,  m o ving  t he  kne es  in  a  t re m bling  and  v e ry  
surp risin g  m ann e r ,  such  as  n o n e  o f  us  c o uld  imi t a t e . "
(Hunter 1793).

The word 'corroboree' is often used for the total complex of dance, song, the body decorations of 
the performers, the objects they used, the sounds of musical instruments, the body movements, 
shouts and calls of the dancers, the involvement of non-singers and non-dancers, the spatial 
arrangements of all participants, the skilful use of lighting and other theatrical techniques. 
These elements, when taken together, can have a powerful effect on those privileged to witness 
them. Divorced from each other, they, lose much of their impact. 

However R.M. and C.H. Berndt in The World o f  t he  F irs t  Aus t ra lians warns that:



'Corro b ore e '  has  p asse d  in t o  En glish  as  a  w ord  f o r  a ll  A b orig inal  c e re m onies  and  
ri t uals  an d  e n t e r t a inm e n t s  in v olv in g  sin g in g  an d  d ancin g ,  an d  so cia l  
e f f e r v e sc e nc e  g e n e ra ll y .  Ho wi t t  ( 1 9 0 4 :  4 1 3 )  sa y s  i t  is  p r o b a b ly  d e ri v e d  f r o m  
" so m e  t rib al  d iale c t  in  t h e  e arly  se t t le d  dis t ric t s  o f  N e w  Sou t h  W ales,  and  has  
b e e n  c a r r ie d  b y  t h e  s e t t le rs  a ll  o v e r  A us t ra lia . "  Ha y g a r t h  ( 1 8 5 0 :  1 0 3 ) ,  a m o n g  
o t h e rs ,  sp e lls  i t  as  ' c o rro b or y , '  and  se e ms t o  im ply  t ha t  i t  is  a  word  use d  in  t h e  
Sy dn e y  dis t ric t .  How e v e r ,  i t  is  t o o  v a gu e  a  t e rm,  lum ping  sacre d  and  non-sacre d  
t o g e t he r  in  an  undi f f e ren t ia t e d  wa y ,  wi t hou t  adding  an y t hing  dis t inc t iv e  t o  
comp ensa t e  f or  using  i t .  

Many early descriptions of dancing and dramatic performances (ceremonies and rituals) were 
marred by misunderstandings, misinterpretations, and prejudices deriving from the writers' 
sex and cultural background, at that particular time. We read statements like these:
. . . .  a t  o t he r  t im es  t he  songs  will  consis t  o f  t he  v iles t  o bsceni t y .  
Ihav e  se en  dances which  were  t he  mos t  disgus t ing  displa ys o f  obscene  g es t ure  
possible  t o  b e  imagined,  and  al t hough I s t ood  in  t he  dark  alone ,  and  nobod y  knew 
t ha t  I was t here ,  I f eld  ashamed  t o  look  upon such abomina t ions.   The  dances o f  
t he  women are  v ery  immodes t  and  lewd.. . .  (Taplin, in Woods, 1879: 37-8.) 
Or, So m e  corro b ore es  a re  le wd  in  t h e  ex t re m e ,  and  i t  is  g e n e rally  und e rs t o o d  
t ha t  a t  such  t im e s  s e xual  r e s t ric t io ns  a r e  sha m e f ull y ,  o r  f ro m  t h e  na t iv e  p oin t  
o f  v ie w  sh a m ele ssly ,  r e lax e d . (Mathews :1897)
W ha t  d o es  t his  t e ll  us  a b o u t  Euro p e an  p e rc e p t io n  o f  A b orig inal  m orali t y ?
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Dances were usually held at night. In the early days of British settlement, Bennelong Point was a 
common venue for corroborees (the present building on the site is therefore appropriately 
located!) and the proceedings of one of these were recorded by a European observer. The 
eyewitness describes how, prior to the dancing, the young men were carefully painted by the 
young women and notes the great concern shown by the men with regard to their appearance. 
Likewise, Threlkeld mentions that husbands and wives decorated each other at Awaba dances.

White clay was the principal pigment at corroborees. Saliva was used to moisten a part of the 
skin where the white markings were to be particularly outstanding. The patterns painted were 
probably similar from head to foot, cross-bars on the back and chest and white circles around 
the eyes were all observed at Sydney. The face was always painted. For these secular occasions 
the main object of body painting was probably ornamentation. 

At the Bennelong Point corroboree, music was provided by a man who sang and hit together two 
hardwood clapping sticks, one of which was held against his chest like a violin. At his feet sat a 
group of boys and girls who also sang. They kept time by hitting with their open hands the 
hollow formed between their crossed thighs and stomachs. 

During the evening a number of dances were performed and there was plenty of variety. 
Sometimes the dancers were all men, while in other performances women were the only 
participants. In some dances both sexes joined in. One dance began with only a few boys but ended 
up with movements observed where pairs dancing back to back, dancers holding green branches 
and a group sitting down and then all rising together. At Sydney corroborees the dancers 
themselves sometimes sang. (Turbett 1988 : 128-129) 

The whole complex of songs, stories and dances provides the meaning of a ceremonial 



performance. Even in Aboriginal society, only a few people share the deep knowledge and 
experience of religion and ritual that enables them to appreciate the songs fully. Others, 
nevertheless, can appreciate the theatrical brilliance and subtleties hidden beneath the 
performers' exuberance and skill. 

Mr R.J. Wild, a resident of Manly for 50 years recorded that in the late 1870's he saw 
Aboriginal people doing "corroboree" on vacant land next to St. Mathews Church at the Corso 
Manly. (Swancott n.d.)

INS TRUMEN T S.  
Aboriginal musical instruments are essentially rhythmic in purpose and consist mainly of 
percussion. Even the well-known didjeridu, a wooden trumpet indigenous to the northern third 
of the continent, produces two pitches and in some traditions only one. Its main purpose is to 
produce rhythmic accompaniment and a drone rather than melody.

A variety of percussion instruments are employed across Australia. Paired boomerangs, one 
held in each hand, are clapped and tapped together in various rhythms and are used in many 
places to accompany singing. Clapsticks (also known as songsticks) are widespread. 
Men and women clap their hands, slap their laps and buttocks and stamp their feet. Dancers in 
all areas commonly have boughs of eucalyptus foilage tied to their legs to produce an abrasive 
resting sound in rhythm with the dance. 

In constructing their sound instruments Aboriginal people used the resources at hand. If the 
appropriate materials were not readily available they were adept at contriving some workable 
substitutes. 
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There are examples of highly successful ways in which traditional Aboriginal dance and music 
forms have been incorporated into modern performance ideas, eg:

Gondwanaland
Goanna Band
Aboriginal and Islander Dance Theatre Company at Glebe.
Coloured Stone

For resources on Aboriginal music contact:
Black Books
13 Mansfield St,
Glebe. 
Phone. (02) 660 0120.
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M u s i c a l  In s t r u m e n t s

Lo ok   at the map of Aboriginal Sound Instruments.
D r a w  as many of these instruments as you can and describe what you 
think they are made of. 
T h i n k  about these questions:

1. Along the East coast tropical rainforest area, what is the most common 
kind of musical instrument?

2. Where are the hollow-log instruments made?
How does the vegetation of the country affect other musical instruments 
which are made there?



3. Name all the different kinds of musical instruments which are made on 
the coastal areas of the continent.

4. From what part of the continent do skin drums come?

5. Some places have many different kinds of musical instruments. What 
does this tell you about the climate and vegetation?

L i s t e n  to a tape of Aboriginal music and try to distinguish as many kinds 
of musical instruments as you can. 

Tapes can be purchased from:
Blackbooks 
13 Mansfield Street,
Glebe.
(02) 660 0120

Source: TAFE Aboriginal Education Unit, Aboriginal Society and Culture 
Resource Book.
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P ART  A  :  T HE  SYD NEY REGI0 N  -  1 7 8 8 .

The Sydney region we speak of here can perhaps be better visualised by looking at the map in 
section 1.

This region, and the rest of Australia, has always been the homeland of Aborigines from the time 
of creation. However, the Aboriginal history of, in this case, the Sydney region, has been all but 
obliterated by the European invasion. Only a vague picture remains of, for example, the people's 
names and which "countries" they belonged to. Since only a few details of the Aboriginal history 
of the region exist, and a slightly more detailed European account of Aboriginal Australia for 
this time, it has become necessary for people studying this time of Aboriginal history to try and 
put together a "jigsaw" puzzle, but without all the pieces being available! Moreover, this 
"reconstructed" picture, of who was living where and what they might have called themselves, 
changes often according to who is trying to put the "jigsaw" puzzle together. 

This situation will probably continue into the future as different people, Aboriginal and non 
Aboriginal, look again with "different" eyes at the available information, the incomplete parts of 
the puzzle. With this understanding in mind one such "reconstruction" of the Aboriginal people's 
occupation of the Sydney region is as follows. 

B .  HIS T ORIC A L  E V E N T S
G o v e r n o r  P h i l l i p ' s  V i e w .

To try to understand the events that occured after the arrival of the First Fleet, it is vital to 
review Governor Phillips orders from the British Government and then to see how they were 
followed. 

You  are  t o  end e a v our  b y  e v ery  possible  m e ans t o  op en  an  in t e rcourse  wi t h  t he  
n a t i v e s ,  a n d  t o  c o ncilia t e  t h e ir  a f f e c t io ns ,  e n j o inin g  a ll  o ur  su b j e c t s  t o  li v e  in  
ami t y  and  kindn ess  wi t h  t h e m.  A nd  i f  an y  o f  our  sub je c t s  shall  wan t only  d es t ro y  
t h e m ,  o r  g iv e  t h e m  a n y  unn e c e ssa r y  in t e r ru p t io n  in  t h e  e x e rcis e  o f  t h e ir  
se v e ral  occupa t ions,  i t  is  our  will  and  ple asure  t ha t  y ou  d o  cause  such  o f f e nd e rs  
t o  be  brough t  t o  punishmen t  according  t o  t he  degree  o f  t he  o f f ence.  

You  will  e nd e a v our  t o  procure  an  accoun t  o f  t he  num b ers  inha bi t ing  t he  
neighbourhood  o f  t he  in t ende d  se t t le m en t ,  and  t o  re por t  y our  opinion  t o  our  
se cre t aries  o f  s t a t e  in  wha t  m ann er  our  in t e rcourse  wi t h  t h e  p e o ple  m a y  b e  
t urn e d  t o  t h e  a d v an t a g e  o f  t h e  c olon y .  1 5  Ma y  1 7 8 8 .  Go v e rnor  Phillip 's  f irs t  
d isp a t ch . (Historica l Records of New South Wa les , Government Printer, 1897.
Vol. 1 part 2: 128, 129,131.)



Four months after his arrival in Botany Bay, Phillip sent his first dispatch to the Home 
Secretary, Lord Sydney. In it he described the inhabitants. 

Wi t h  r esp e c t  t o  t h e  na t iv es ,  i t  was  m y  d e t e rmina t ion  f ro m  m y  f irs t  landin g  t ha t  
no t hing  less  t han  t he  mos t  absolu t e  necessi t y  should  e v er  make  m e  f ire  upon  
t h e m,  a n d  t h o '  p e rs e v e rin g  in  t his  r e solu t io n  has  a t  t im e s  b e e n  ra t h e r  d i f f icul t ,  
I ha v e  hi t her t o  b e en  so  f or t una t e  t ha t  i t  ne v er  has  b e en  necessary .  
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Mons.  La  Perouse ,  while  a t  Bo t any  Ba y ,  was no t  so  f or t una t e .  He  was oblig e d  t o  
f ire  on  t he m,  in  conse quence  o f  which,  wi t h  t he  bad  b eha viour  o f  som e  o f  t he  
t ranspor t s;  b oa t s  and  som e  convic t s,  t he  na t iv es  ha v e  la t ely  a v oid e d  us,  bu t  
p ro p e r  m e asures  a re  t ak e n  t o  r e g ain  t h e ir  con f id e nc e .  

When  I f irs t  land e d  in  Bo t an y  Ba y  t he  na t iv es  app e are d  on  t he  b e ach,  and  were  
easily  persuaded  t o  receiv e  wha t  was o f f ered  t hem and  t ho '  t he y  came  armed,  
v e ry  re adily  re t urne d  t he  con f id ence  I place d  in  t he m b y  g oing  t o  t he m alone  and  
unarm e d ,  m os t  o f  t h e m  la y ing  d own  t h e ir  sp e ars  wh e n  d esire d ;  and  while  t h e  
ships  re maine d  in  Bo t any  Ba y  no  dispu t e  happene d  b e t we en  our  pe ople  and  t he  
na t iv es.  The y  were  all  naked,  bu t  se emed  f ond  o f  ornamen t s,  pu t t ing  t he  b eads 
o r  r e d  b ai z e  t ha t  w ere  g iv e n  t h e m  round  t h e ir  h e a ds  o r  n e cks.  T h eir  a rms  and  
canoes b eing  describ ed  in  " Cap t ain  Cook's  V o yag e , "  I do  no t  t rouble  y our  
L o rdship  wi t h  an y  d escrip t io n  o f  t h e m.

When  I f irs t  wen t  in  t he  b oa t s  t o  Por t  Jackson  t he  na t iv es  app e are d  arm e d  ne ar  
t h e  plac e  a t  which  w e  land e d ,  and  w ere  v e r y  v oci f e rous,  bu t ,  lik e  t h e  o t h e rs ,  
easily  persuaded  t o  accep t  wha t  was o f f ered  t hem,  and  I persuaded  one  man,  who  
appeared  t o  b e  t he  chie f  or  mas t er  o f  t he  f amily ,  t o  go  wi t h  me  t o  t ha t  par t  o f  
t he  b e ach  where  t he  p e o ple  were  b oiling  t heir  m e a t .  
When  he  cam e  ne ar  t he  marines,  who  were  drawn  up  ne ar  t he  plac e ,  and  saw 
t ha t  b y  proce e ding  he  should  b e  se para t e d  f rom his  companions,  who  re maine d  
wi t h  se v e ral  o f f ic e rs  a t  so m e  dis t anc e ,  he  s t o p p e d ,  and  wi t h  g re a t  f irmness  
seemed by  words and ac t ing  t o  t hrea t en if  t he y  o f f ered  t o  t ake  any  advan t age  o f  
t his  si t ua t ion.  He  t hen  wen t  on  wi t h  m e  t o  examine  wha t  was  b oiling  in  t he  p o t ,  
and  expresse d  his  admira t ion  in  a  manner  t ha t  mad e  m e  b elie v e  he  in t end e d  t o  
p ro f i t  f ro m  wha t  h e  saw,  and  which  I m a d e  him  und e rs t and  h e  mig h t  v e r y  e asily  
b y  t h e  h e lp  o f  so m e  o ys t e r -sh ells .  I b e lie v e  t h e y  know no  o t h e r  wa y  o f  d ressing  
t h e ir  f o o d  bu t  b y  b roiling ,  and  t h e y  a re  se ld o m  se e n  wi t hou t  a  f ir e ,  o r  pie c e  o f  
w o o d  o n  f ir e ,  which  t h e y  ca rr y  wi t h  t h e m  f ro m  plac e  t o  p lac e ,  an d  in  t h e ir  
can o es,  so  t ha t  I a p pre h e nd  t h e y  f ind  so m e  di f f icul t y  in  p ro curin g  f ir e  b y  an y  
o t her  m e ans  wi t h  which  t he y  are  acquain t e d .  T he  b oa t s,  in  passing  ne ar  a  poin t  
o f  land  in  t he  harbour.  were  se en  b y  a  numb er  o f  men,  and  t wen t y  o f  t hem wade d  
in t o  t he  wa t er  unarmed,  receiv ed  wha t  was o f f e red  t hem,  and  examined  t he  boa t s  
wi t h  a  curiosi t y  t ha t  ga v e  m e  a  much  higher  o pinion  o f  t he m  t han  I had  f orm e d  
f rom t he  b ehaviour  o f  t hose  se en  in  Cap t ain  Cook's  v o y ag e ,  and  t heir  con f idence  
and  manly  b ehaviour   made  me  giv e  t he  name  o f  Manly  Co v e  t o  t his  place .   The  
sa m e  p e o ple  a f t e rwards  jo in e d  us  wh ere  w e  din e d ;  t h e y  w ere  all  a rm e d  wi t h  
lanc es,  t wo  wi t h  shie lds  and  swords  -  t h e  la t t e r  m a d e  o f  wo o d ,  t h e  g rip e  sm all,  
and  I t hough t  less  f ormidable  t han  a  g ood  s t ick.  A s  t heir  curiosi t y  mad e  t he m 
v e r y  t r o u b le so m e  wh e n  w e  w e r e  p r e p a rin g  o ur  d inn e r ,  I  m a d e  a  c irc le  r o un d  us .



T h ere  was  li t t le  di f f icul t y  in  m aking  t h e m  und e rs t and  t ha t  t h e y  w ere  no t  t o  
com e  wi t hin  i t ,  and  t he y  t hen  sa t  down v ery  quie t .

W h e n  t h e  sou t h  b ranch  o f  Brok e n  Ba y  was  f irs t  v isi t e d  w e  ha d  so m e  di f f icul t y  in  
g e t t ing  round  t he  headland  t ha t  separa t ed  t he  t wo  branches,  having  v ery  heav y  
squalls  o f  wind  and  rain,  and  where  we  a t t e mp t e d  t o  land  t here  was no t  
su f f icien t  wa t e r  f o r  t he  b oa t  t o  approach  t he  rocks,  on  which  were  s t anding  an  
old  man and a  you t h.  

8 3

The y  had  se en  us labour  hard  t o  g e t  under  t he  land,  and  a f t e r  poin t ing  ou t  t he  
d e e p es t  wa t er  f or  t he  boa t s,  brough t  us  f ire ,  and  going  wi t h  t wo  o f  t he  o f f icers  
t o  a  cav e  a t  some  dis t ance ,  t he  old  man made  use  o f  e v ery  means in  his  power t o  
m ak e  t h e m  g o  in  wi t h  him,  b u t  which  t h e y  d e clin e d ;  and  t his  was  ra t h e r  
un f or t una t e ,  f or  i t  raine d  hard ,  and  t he  cav e  was t he  nex t  da y  f ound  t o  b e  
su f f ic ie n t ly  la rg e  t o  ha v e  c on t ain e d  us  all ,  and  which  h e  c e r t ainly  t o ok  g re a t  
pains  t o  make  t he m  und ers t and .  When  t his  old  man  saw us  pre pare  f o r  sle e ping  
on  t he  ground,  and  clearing  away  t he  bushes,  he  assis t ed  and  was t he  nex t  
m ornin g  r e w ard e d  f o r  his  f r ie n dly  b e h a v io ur .  H e r e  w e  sa w  a  w o m a n  b ig  wi t h  
child  t ha t  ha d  no t  los t  t h e  jo in t s  o f  t h e  li t t le  f ing e r .  

When we  re t urned,  t wo  da y  a f t erwards,  t o  t he  spo t  where  t he  old  man had  b e en  
so  f riendly  he  m e t  us  wi t h  a  dance  and  a  song  o f  jo y .  His  son  was wi t h  him.  A  
ha t che t  and  se v eral presen t s  were  made  t hem,  and  as  I in t ende d  t o  re t urn  t o  
Por t  Jackson  t he  nex t  da y  e v e ry  p ossible  m e ans  were  t aken  t o  secure  his  
f riendship :  bu t  when  i t  was  dark  he  s t ole  a  spad e ,  and  was caugh t  in  t he  ac t .  I 
t hough t  i t  necessary  t o  show t ha t  I was  disple ase d  wi t h  him,  and  t here f ore  when  
he  cam e  t o  m e ,  pushe d  him  awa y ,  and  gav e  him  t wo  or  t hre e  sligh t  slaps on  t he  
shoulder  wi t h  t he  open  hand,  a t  t he  same  t ime  poin t ing  t o  t he  spade .  This  
d es t ro y e d  our  f riendship  in  a  mom en t ,  and  sei z ing  a  sp e ar  he  cam e  close  up  t o  
m e ,  poise d  i t  and  app e are d  d e t e rmine d  t o  s t rike ;  bu t  whe t her  f rom se eing  t ha t  
his  t hre a t s  w e re  no t  r e g ard e d   f o r  I chose  ra t h e r  t o  risk  t h e  sp e ar  t han  f ir e  on  
him  -  o r  f ro m  an y t hin g  t h e  o t h e r  na t iv e s  said  wh o  surro un d e d  him ,  a f t e r  a  f e w  
mom en t s  he  dropp e d  his  sp e ar  and  le f t  us.  This  circums t ance  is  m en t ione d  t o  
show t ha t  t he y  do  no t  wan t  p ersonal courag e ,  f or  se v eral  o f f ice rs  and  m en  were  
t hen  ne ar  m e .  He  re t urne d  t he  nex t  m orning  wi t h  se v eral  o t hers  and  se e m e d  
desirous o f  b eing  t aken  no t ice  o f ;  bu t  he  was ne glec t ed,  whils t  ha t che t s  and  
s e v e ra l  o t h e r  a r t ic le s  w e r e  g iv e n  t o  t h e  o t h e rs . 1 3  F e b ru a r y  1 7 9 0 ,  Go v e rn o r  
Ph i l l i p ' s  d is p a t c h .(Historica l Records of New South Wa les Vol 1. part 2  :308)
N.B. The supposed site of the above mentioned cave can be visited today at West Head in Kuring-
gai National Park. 

In a further despatch to Lord Sydney, Phillip speaks of his attempts to befriend the Aborigines, 
and the high incidence of diseases among them. 

I  h a v e  a lw a y s  f o un d  t h e  n a t i v e s  f r i e n d ly ,  a n d  s t ill  r e t a in  t h e  o p in io n  I  f i rs t  
f ormed o f  t hose  people  t ha t  t he y  do  no t  be t ray  a  confidence  placed  in  t hem. I 



hav e  reason t o  b elie v e  f rom t heir  ne v er  having  a t t emp t ed  t o  t ake  t ha t  advan t ag e  
which  t he y  migh t  ha v e  done  f rom t he  con f id ence  which  has  b e en  f re quen t ly  
place d  in  t he m b y  m ysel f  and  t hose  who  ha v e  b e en  wi t h  m e  in  t he  di f f e ren t  
excursions,  and  f rom t he  con f id ence  som e  o f  t he m ha v e  place d  in  us;  nor  do  I 
b e lie v e  t h e y  would  ha v e  e v e r  b e e n  hos t ile  b u t  f ro m  ha v in g  b e e n  ill -use d  and  
rob b e d,  which  has  b e en  t he  case  t hough  e v ery  precau t ion  t ha t  was possible  has  
b e en  t aken  t o  pre v en t  i t .  

In  D e c e m b er,  1 7 8 8 ,  one  o f  t he  na t iv es  was  se i z e d  f o r  t he  purp ose  o f  le arning  
t he  langua g e  and  reconciling  t he m  t o  us  ( as  m en t ione d  in  m y  f orm er  le t t e r  t o  
y our  Lordship ) ,  none  o f  t he  na t iv es  ha ving  f or  som e  mon t hs  com e  ne ar  t he  
se t t lemen t .  The  man who was t aken for  t ha t  purpose  appeared  t o  be  abou t  
t w e n t y - f our  y e ars  o f  a g e ,  and  in  t hre e  m on t hs  was  so  w ell  r e concile d  t ha t  he  
w as  f r e e d  f r o m  a ll  r e s t r a in t ,  a n d  li v e d  wi t h  m e  p e r f e c t l y  sa t is f i e d  wi t h  h is  
si t ua t ion .  

8 4

In  t he  b e ginning  o f  t he  f ollowing  A pril  num b ers  o f  t he  na t iv es  were  f ound  d e ad  
wi t h  t h e  sm all - p ox  in  di f f e re n t  p ar t s  o f  t h e  harb our ;  and  an  old  m an  and  a  b o y  
o f  abou t  eigh t  y ears o f  age  were  brough t  t o  t he  hospi t al.  The  man died,  bu t  t he  
b o y  re co v e re d ,  and  now liv es  wi t h  t h e  surg e on.  A n  e ld e rly  man  and  a  girl  o f  
abou t  t en  or  ele v en y ears o f  age  were  f ound  soon a f t er  and  brough t  up;  o f  t he  
man  t here  was  no  hop es  o f  reco v ery ,  and  he  die d  t he  t hird  da y ,  bu t  t he  girl  
r e c o v e re d ,  and  liv es  wi t h  t h e  cle rg y m an 's  wi f e .  I b rou g h t  t h ese  p e o ple  up  wi t h  
t he  hop es t ha t  b eing  cure d  and  sen t  awa y  wi t h  t he  many  li t t le  necessaries  we  
could  giv e  t he m  would  b e  t he  m e ans  o f  reconciling  t he m  t o  liv e  ne ar  us;  bu t  
un f or t una t ely  bo t h  t he  men died,  and  t he  children  are  t oo  y oung  t o  hav e  weigh t  
wi t h  t he  na t iv es  wi t h  whom  since  t he y  ha v e  f re quen t ly  conv erse d ,  and  wha t  was  
more  un f or t una t e  our  na t iv e  caugh t  t he  disord er  and  die d .  

I t  is  no t  p ossible  t o  d e t e rmin e  t h e  num b er  o f  na t iv es  who  w ere  carrie d  o f f  b y  
t his  f a t al  d isord e r .  I t  mus t  b e  g re a t ;  and  jud ging  f ro m  t h e  in f o rm a t ion  o f  t h e  
na t iv e  now  liv ing  wi t h  us,  and  who  ha d  re co v e re d  f ro m  t h e  disord e r  b e f o re  h e  
was t aken,  one  hal f  o f  t hose  who  inhabi t  t his  par t  o f  t he  coun t ry  die d ;  and  as  t he  
na t iv es  alwa y s  r e t ir e d  f ro m  wh ere  t h e  diso rd e r  a p p e are d ,  and  which  so m e  mus t  
ha v e  carrie d  wi t h  t he m,  i t  mus t  ha v e  b e en  spre ad  t o  a  consid erable  dis t ance ,  as  
well  inland  as  along  t he  coas t .  W e  ha v e  se en  t he  t races  o f  i t  where v er  we  ha v e  
been.

His  Exc e lle nc y  was  surro un d e d  b y  t w e n t y  o r  t hir t y  na t iv e s ,  an d  o n  B e nnilo n g  
poin t ing  ou t  a  man s t anding  near,  t he  go v ernor  s t epped  t owards him.  The  savag e  
no t  comprehending  wha t  was m e an t ,  and  alarm e d  f or  his  own sa f e t y ,  li f t e d  a  
sp e ar  wi t h  his  t o e s ,  an d  f ixin g  his  t h ro win g  s t ick ,  ins t an t ly  d a r t e d  i t  a t  t h e  
g o v e rnor ,  who m  is  s t ruck  wi t h  such  f o rc e  t ha t  t he  b arb e d  p oin t  cam e  t hrough  
t he  o t her  sid e .  Cap t ain  Hun t e r  giv es  t he  f ollowing  accoun t  o f  t he  a f f air :  ' T he  
sp e ar  e n t e re d  t h e  g o v e rnor 's  righ t  should e r ,  jus t  a b o v e  t h e  colla rb on e ,  and  
sam e  ou t  a b ou t  t hre e  inches  lower  d own,  b ehind  t he  should e r  blad e .  Mr.  
Wa t erhouse  who  was close  t he  go v ernor  a t  t he  t ime,  supposed  t ha t  is  mus t  be  
m or t al,  f o r  t h e  sp e ar  a p p e are d  t o  him  t o  b e  much  low er  d own  t han  i t  r e ally  was,  



and  suppose d  f rom t he  num b er  o f  arm e d  m en  t ha t  i t  would  b e  impossible  f or  an y  
o f  t he  par t y  t o  escape  t o  t he  boa t .  He  t urned  round  immedia t ely  t o  re t urn  t o  t he  
b oard ,  as  he  p erceiv e d  Cap t ain  Collins  t o  g o  t ha t  wa y ,  calling  t o  t he  b oa t 's  crew 
t o  bring  up  t he  muske t s:  t he  gov ernor  also  a t t emp t ed  t o  run  t owards t he  goa t ,  
holding  up  t he  spear  wi t h  bo t h  hands t o  ke e p  i t  o f f  t he  ground;  bu t  owing  t o  i t s  
grea t  leng t h,  t he  end  f requen t ly  t ouched  t he  ground  and  s t opped  him ( i t  was 
abou t  t welv e  f e e t  long ) . '
(D. Blair, The His t ory  o f  Aus t ra lasia , 1878 : 262-3)

H o w  P h i l l i p ' s  V i e w  C h a n g e d .

On  t his  f irs t  inha bi t e d  sp o t ,  f ro m  t ha t  t im e  t ranquili t y  c e ase d ,  and  t h e  
f ounda t ion  o f  a  new coun t ry  usurped  t he  sea t  o f  silence .
From The History of NSW by George Barrington, 1810, quoted by W.E.H. Stanner in his "The 
History of Indifference Begins." in Aboriginal History Vol 1 1977, Part 1.

This article by Stanner is recommended reading, as it describes how the instructions to a well 
intentioned Governor Phillip to come quickly on friendly terms with the natives to "conciliate 
their affections" soon came to be ignored. 
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An outline of Stanner's six stages of Governor Phillip's treatment of the Aboriginal people: 
1. "Cautious friendship" of the first few days.
2. "Neither frequent nor cordial" - in late summer & autumn.
3. "Often open animosity" of winter and spring. 
4. "Capture by force" - Bennelong etc. 
5. "Phillip speared" - Sept 1790.
6. "McEntire killed" 1790 and retribution.

In fact, the Phillip era is described as being largely responsible for the demise of the Aboriginal 
people in the succeeding century and a half. 

C .  CUL T URA L  C O N T A C T / C O N F LIC T  - C A SE  S T UDIES
T h e  C e n t r a l  C o a s t  a n d  H a w k e s b u r y  Ri v e r  a r e a s .
The Aborigines of the Central Coast came into contact with the Europeans within five weeks of 
settlement. Although early contacts were infrequent, the effects of the invasion were soon felt 
throughout the Central Coast. 

Communication between the Aborigines on both sides of Broken Bay was common. As a result, 
prior to concerted European concentration north of Broken Bay, the Aborigines of the Central 
Coast became increasingly aware of developments in and around Port Jackson. 
Their population was also seriously affected as early as 1789 with the outbreak of a smallpox 
epidemic.

This section details specific occurrence relating to early contacts, co-existence and resistance 
and the effects on the Central Coast Aborigines, of the European invasion from 1770 to the early 
20th Century.



For a general account of the destruction of the tribes of the Sydney Region 1788-1850's see 
Keith Willey's When The Sky Fell Down. Although this book concentrates on the Sydney area it 
most certainly has implications for the Central Coast. 

Another very good resource is Pemulwuy, The Rainbow Warrior  by Eric Willmott or the video 
Warriers in the series The Rainbow Serpent by SBS.

Extracts from P. Vinnicombe  Predilection & Prediction NPWL SERVICE 1980:
1 7 7 0  
In 1770, Captain Cook sailed past the Central Coast of New South Wales, and described seeing the 
smoke of native fires along the coast. It was not however, until 1788 that Broken Bay and 
Brisbane Water were actually visited by the European colonists. 

1 7 8 8  
Only five weeks after founding the new settlement at Sydney Cove in 1788, Governor Phillip and 
a party of about forty men set out in a long boat and cutter to examine the surrounding 
countryside with a view to settlement (Bradley 1969: 84-92). In the vicinity of Lion Island at 
the entrance to Broken Bay, the two parties lost sight of one another, but after dark joined 
forces again where they saw the fires of natives on the north shore.

P e a r l  B e a c h  
The cutter landed within a rocky point at what is now Pearl Beach, where there were numerous 
Aboriginal men, women and children. Although the Aborigines appeared very friendly, the 
exploring party decided to sleep on the boats for safety. 86

E t t a l o n g / Pr e t t y  B e a c h
At daybreak the next morning the party negotiated the narrow entrance into Brisbane Water at 
Half Tide Rocks, and then almost immediately drew up on a beach, either Ettalong Beach on the 
west shore or Pretty Beach on the east. They found several flimsily built bark huts with lobster 
carapaces lying about, and inside were several Aboriginal women, young and old. The women 
were terrified at first, but after presents were offered, soon became more composed and 
friendly.

H a r d y ' s  B a y ,  T h e  Rip .
The party continued up Brisbane Water, and after passing two other coves, presumably Hardy's 
Bay and Fishermans Bay, they came to The Rip. The tide was on the ebb and running so strongly 
that they could not row against the current. While waiting for the tide to turn, they landed in an 
adjacent cove, either Fishermans Bay east of The Rip or Booker Bay to the west, and were met 
by several Aboriginal men and women, who moved freely about the visitors. They noticed that all 
the women had lost the two terminal joints of the little finger of the left hand, this was not so 
prevalent around Port Jackson. Most of the women, like the men , also had a hole bored through 
the nasal septum. It was presumably at this stop that they met a lively young Aboriginal woman, 
who was very talkative and remarkably cheerful. She subsequently fell in love with Governor 
Phillip's great coat and used all conceivable means in her attempts to wheedle it from him 
(White 1962:118.) Phillip himself made a great hit with the Aborigines because he like their 
initiated men, had a front tooth missing. It was possibly here too, that Phillip saw a large fish 
being landed, presumably caught in the deep water at The Rip. Because the fish was too strong 



and heavy to haul into the frail canoe on a fibre line, the Aborigines paddled their craft towards 
shallower water, gently drawing the fish to the edge of the bay, where a waiting man despatched 
it with a spear. 

When the tide slackened, the exploring party pulled through The Rip, beyond which they found 
several inlets between banks of sand, mud and mangroves. They stopped on one of the islands, 
probably St Huberts Island, and pitched their tents in hard rain. 

The following day, while the tents and clothing were drying, some Aborigines paddled across 
from the opposite shore but were "easily kept at a proper distance from the clothes". One of the 
visitors was the lively young lady they had met the previous day and on approaching the party 
she stood up in her canoe and "gave a song which was far from unpleasing."

Pr o o f  o f  c o n t a c t  b e t w e e n  A b o r i g in e s  o f  B r is b a n e  W a t e r  a n d  
t h o s e  s o u t h  o f  B r o k e n  B a y .
At daylight the following day the party investigated further up Brisbane Water. They saw 
Aboriginal people all the way, as well as pelicans and other birds in great numbers, but 
swamps, shoals and shallows impeded further progress of the boats. They therefore returned to 
the Aboriginal camp where the first stop had been made and noticed trade beads and a European 
straw hat, introduced goods which were not among the presents they had themselves given the 
Aborigines. The party also thought they recognised faces they had previously seen at Port 
Jackson, and this in conjunction with the presence of introduced goods proved that the 
Aborigines from Brisbane Water and those across Broken Bay to the south had contact with one 
another.  In the following year the visit was repeated, contact with the local Aboriginal people 
was made, very friendly relations were established. Camp fire parties and sing songs were held 
on each side of the Northern Arm of Broken Bay. 
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S m all  Po x  E p id e mic .
That same year, 1789, small-pox bad broken out among the Aborigines causing a devastatingly 
high death toll. Barrington wrote:

I t  is  t ruly  sho ckin g  t o  f ind  t h e  c o v es  o f  t h e  harb our ,
w hic h  w e r e  f o r m e rl y  t h r o n g e d  wi t h  n u m e r o us  f a mili e s
now s t rewe d  wi t h  t he  d e ad  b o dies  o f  m en,  wom en  and  children  ( Barring t on  
1 7 9 5 : 5 2 ) .

On visiting Port Jackson and Broken Bay, Collins noted:
In  t h e  y e ar  1 7 8 9  t h e y  w ere  v isi t e d  b y  a  disord e r  which  ra g e d  a m ong  t h e m  wi t h  
a ll  t h e  a p p e aranc e  and  v irule nc e  o f  t h e  sm all - p ox .  T h e  num b er  t ha t  is  sw e p t  
o f f ,  b y  t h e ir  own  acc oun t ,  was  incre dib le .  A t  t ha t  t im e  a  na t iv e  was  liv in g  wi t h  
us;  and  on  our  t aking  him  d own  t o  t h e  harb our  t o  lo ok  f o r  his  f o rm er  
companions,  t hose  who  wi t nesse d  his  expression  and  agony  can  ne v er  f org e t  
e i t h e r .  He  lo ok e d  anxiously  a round  him  in  t h e  di f f e re n t  co v es  w e  v isi t e d ;  no t  a  
ves t ige  on t he  sand  was t o  be  f ound  o f  human foo t ;  t he  excava t ions in  t he  rocks 
w ere  f ille d  wi t h  t h e  pu t rid  b o dies  o f  t hose  who  had  f alle n  v ic t ims  t o  t h e  
disord e r ;  no t  a  liv ing  p e rson  was  an y  wh ere  t o  b e  m e t  wi t h .  I t  se e m e d  as  i f ,  
f ly ing  f rom t he  con t agion,  t he y  had  le f t  t he  dead  t o  bury  t he  dead.  He  li f t ed  up  



his  hands  and  e y es  in  sile n t  a g on y  f o r  so m e  t im e ;  a t  las t  he  exclaim e d ,  ' A ll  
d e a d!'  and  t h e n  hun g  his  h e a d  in  m ourn f ul  sile nc e ,  which  h e  p rese rv e d  durin g  
t h e  r e m ain d e r  o f  o ur  e xcursio n .

Some  da ys a f t e r  he  learne d  t ha t  t he  f ew o f  his  companions who  surviv e d  had  f le d  
up  t he  harb our  t o  a v oid  t he  p es t ilence  t ha t  so  dread fully  rag e d.  His  f a t e  has  
b e e n  alr e a d y  m e n t ion e d .  He  f e ll  a  v ic t im  t o  his  own  hum ani t y  wh e n  Bo o -ron g ,  
Nan - b ar - ra y ,  an d  o t h e rs  w e r e  b ro u g h t  in t o  t h e  t o wn  c o v e r e d  wi t h  t h e  e ru p t io ns  
o f  t he  disord er .  On  v isi t ing  Broken  Ba y ,  we  f ound  t ha t  i t  had  no t  con f ine d  i t s  
e f f e c t s  t o  Por t  Jackson,  f o r  in  man y  plac es  our  pa t h  was  co v ere d  wi t h  
skele t ons,  and  t he  same  spec t acles were  t o  be  me t  wi t h  in  t he  hollows o f  mos t  o f  
t h e  rocks  o f  t ha t  harb our .
( C o ll in s  V o l  1 ,  [ 1 7 9 8 ]  1 9 7 5  :  5 9 7 . )

Captain John Hunter's account of woman stricken with smallpox at Broken Bay in June, 1789.
In  t he  course  o f  t he  li t t le  excursions  o f  our  b oa t s;   a  na t iv e  wo man  was  
disc o v e re d ,  c onc e alin g  h e rse l f  f ro m  our  sig h t  in  t h e  lon g  g rass,  which  was  a t  
t his  t im e  v e ry  we t ,  and  I should  ha v e  t hough t  v e ry  uncom f or t a ble  t o  a  p o or  
nak e d  cre a t ure .  

She  had ,  b e f ore  t he  arriv al  o f  our  b oa t s  a t  t his  b e ach,  b e en,  wi t h  so m e  o f  he r  
f r ie n ds ,  e m plo y e d  in  f ishin g  f o r  t h e ir  d a il y  f o o d ,  b u t  w e r e  u p o n  t h e ir  a p p ro a ch  
ala rm e d ,  and  t h e y  ha d  a ll  m a d e  t h e ir  esca p e ,  e xc e p t  t his  mise ra ble  g irl ,  wh o  
ha d  jus t  r e c o v e re d  f ro m  t h e  sm all - p ox ,  an d  was  v e r y  w e ak ,  an d  una ble ,  f ro m  a  
swelling  in  one  o f  her  kne es,  t o  g e t  o f f  t o  any  dis t ance :  

she  t here f ore  cre p t  o f f ,  and  conce ale d  hersel f  in  t he  b es t  manner  she  could  
among  t he  grass,  no t  t wen t y  yards f rom t he  spo t  on  which  we  had  placed  our  
t en t s.  She  was disco v ered  b y  some  person who  having  f ired  a t  and  sho t  a  hawk 
f ro m  a  t r e e  rig h t  o v e r  h e r ,  t e rri f ie d  h e r  so  m uch  t ha t  sh e  c rie d  o u t  and  
d isc o v e r e d  h e rse l f . 8 8

In f orma t ion  was  imm e dia t e ly  b rough t  t o  t he  g o v ernor,  and  we  all  wen t  t o  se e  
t his  unha p p y  g irl ,  wh o m  w e  f o und ,  as  I ha v e  a lr e a d y  o bse r v e d ,  jus t  r e c o v e re d  
f rom  t he  small-pox,  and  lam e :  she  app e are d  t o  b e  ab ou t  1 7  or  1 8  y e ars  o f  ag e ,  
and  had  co v ered  her  de bili t a t ed  and  naked  bod y  wi t h  t he  we t  grass,  having  no  
o t h e r  m e ans  o f  hiding  h e rse l f ;  sh e  was  v e r y  much  f righ t e n e d  on  our  a p pro aching  
her,  and  she d  man y  t e ars,  wi t h  pi t e ous  lam en t a t ions;  we  und ers t o od  none  o f  her  
expressions,  bu t  f e l t  much  concern  a t  t he  dis t ress  she  se e m e d  t o  su f f e r .  

W e  end e a v oure d  all  in  our  power  t o  make  her  e asy ,  and  wi t h  t he  assis t ance  o f  a  
f e w  expressions  which  ha d  b e e n  c olle c t e d  f ro m  p o or  A ra - b a -no o  while  h e  was  
a li v e ,  w e  so o t h e d  h e r  d is t r e ss  a  li t t le ,  an d  t h e  sailo rs  w e r e  im m e dia t e ly  
o rd e re d  t o  b ring  up  so m e  f ir e ,  which  w e  plac e d  b e f o re  h e r ;  w e  pulle d  so m e  
g rass,  d rie d  i t  b y  t h e  f ir e ,  and  spre a d  round  h e r  t o  k e e p  h e r  warm;  t h e n  w e  sho t  
so m e  birds,  such  as  hawks,  crows,  and  gulls ,  skinn e d  t h e m,  and  laid  t h e m  on  t h e  
f ir e  t o  b roik ,  t o g e t h e r  wi t h  so m e  f ish ,  which  sh e  a t e ;  w e  t h e n  g a v e  h e r  wa t e r ,  
o f  which  she  se e m e d  t o  b e  much in  wan t ,  f or  when  t he  word  Baa-do  was 



m e n t ione d ,  which  was  t he ir  expression  f o r  wa t e r ,  she  pu t  he r  t ongue  ou t  t o  
show how v e ry  dry  he r  m ou t h  was;  and  ind e e d  f ro m  i t s  ap p e aranc e  and  colour ,  
she  had  a  considerable  de gre e  o f  f e v er  on  her.  

Be f o re  w e  re t ir e d  t o  r es t  f o r  t h e  nigh t ,  w e  saw  h e r  a g ain ,  and  g o t  so m e  f ir e -
w o o d  la id  wi t hin  h e r  r e ach ,  wi t h  which  sh e  mig h t ,  in  t h e  c o urse  o f  t h e  nig h t ,  
r e c rui t  h e r  f ir e ;  w e  a lso  cu t  a  la r g e  q u a n t i t y  o f  g rass ,  d rie d  i t ,  c o v e r e d  h e r  
will ,  a n d  le f t  h e r  t o  h e r  r e p o s e .

A f f e c t  o f  s m a l l p o x  o n  B r is b a n e  W a t e r  u n k n o w n .  A r e a  b y  -  p a s s e d  
b y  s e t t l e r s  u n t i l  1 7 9 6 .
Details of the depopulation of the north-east arm of Broken Bay (Brisbane Water) are 
unknown, for few traversed that area. The thrust of traffic headed up the Hawkesbury River to 
the now prospering settlements at Richmond and Windsor, whilst Brisbane Water was 
continually by-passed. 
In fact, after Phillip's initial reconnaissance of Brisbane Water in 1788, no mention is made of 
the Central Coast until 1796, when the area was traversed on foot by a party of ship-wrecked 
fishermen. They were welcomed, fed and escorted most of the way home by the local Aborigines. 
When they arrived in Sydney with a story of a white woman among the Aborigines, a volunteer 
party returned and searched the whole area without success. The Europeans did however, report 
the existence of Tuggerah Lakes (Swancott 1953:13; Bennett 1969:8).

E a r l y  c o n t a c t  /  c o n f l i c t  o n  t h e  H a w k e s b u r y  Ri v e r .
Un a r m e d  A b o r i g in e s  s h o t  in  1 7 9 7 .
Broken Bay was charted in 1789 by Captain John Hunter. Shipping began to use its water ways 
immediately. In 1794 regular shipping between Windsor and Sydney and vice versa began. It is 
fairly certain that many unrecorded contacts with the Aboriginal people of the region were made 
by timber cutters and escaped convicts.

In 1797, James Webb commenced shipbuilding on the Hawkesbury River where suitable timber 
was available. The following year Webb and his crew were sailing his new boat to Sydney with a 
load of corn, when an unfortunate incident occurred which appears to have been based on 
misunderstanding. While drifting peacefully down the river, they came upon a party of 
Aborigines in canoes who appeared friendly and were unarmed, so were allowed aboard the 
vessel. 89
The natives spread casually over the locally built vessel, inspecting the mast and the rigging 
with interest. James Webb, meanwhile, was suspicious of treachery. He watched their 
movements carefully, and called one of the crew to a position where the muckets, loaded with 
buckshot, were within easy reach.

At this point, according to the colonists, the Aborigines made a concerted attack on the crew, 
which seems somewhat questionable since they were unarmed and traditionally fought only with 
spears or clubs. Whatever the truth of the story, Webb and his mate fired point blank at their 
nearest "attackers". Four Aborigines were shot, and the remainder jumped into their canoes and 
paddled furiously out of range before the muskets could be reloaded. The bodies of the dead were 
thrown overboard.
(Swancott 1967:23) 



E u r o p e a n  r e a c t i o n  t o  t h e  in c id e n t .  
On Webb's return voyage up the Hawkesbury River he carried with him, on the Governor's 
direction, a party of well-armed soldiers to further chastise the Aborigines. They proceeded up 
the creek from whence they supposed the attackers had come, when fortunately for the 
Aborigines, their attention was distracted. They unexpectedly came upon a missing vessel, also 
built by Webb, which was thought to have been blown to sea and lost during a storm. Instead, 
however, pirated by a gang of convicts and hidden in a secluded branch of the waterway. 
On this occasion at any rate, the heat was transferred to the convicts and the Aborigines escaped 
further punishment. (Swancott 1967: 25)
 
D e t e r i o r a t i n g  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  b e t w e e n  A b o r i g i n e s  a n d  w h i t e  
s e t t l e r s  a f t e r  1 8 0 4 .
Relationships between the Aborigines and the white settlers on the Hawkesbury River 
deteriorated rapidly after 1804. The Aborigines had complained that settlement along the river 
banks was depriving them of access to their food supplies, and Governor King promised that no 
further grants of land would be made. Unfortunately however, succeeding Governors did not 
adhere to this agreement, and the Aborigines became thwarted and desperate. Repeated attacks on 
the colonists resulted in increasingly bitter reprisals. (Bennett 1968: 9; Willey 1979: 175) 

A b o r i g in e s  a t t a c k  E u r o p e a n s  o n  Mu l l e t  Is l a n d  ( D a n g a r )
Mullet Island (Dangar) on which an old Aborigine by the name of Grewin was still living in 
1804, became a centre for men working as salt boilers in 1805. They were attacked and 
divested of their clothing by Aborigines, but two other friendly Aborigines from the Pittwater 
escorted them back to Sydney. (Swancott 1967: 14) 

In c id e n t  a t  Ma n g r o v e  P o in t  ( o n  Mu ll e t  C r e e k )
Shortly afterwards another incident with disasterous results for the Aborigines took place. 
Again, James Webb was one of the crew of a vessel that took on board a salt boiler who set out in 
a small boat to go to salt pans situated on Mullet Creek. Several Aborigines boarded the larger 
vessel while it waited at a place called Mangrove Point, but they left after presents had been 
given. It being a hot and sultry day, the crew of three went below deck for a sleep, but on 
hearing whispered voices, the captain looked up the hatchway to see several Aborigines with 
spears. One of the Aborigines was Woglomigh, known to the colonists as a "notorious" leader of 
the local people. A struggle ensued, Woglomigh wounded the captain in the hand with a spear, and 
the resultant shouts awakened the other two crew members. At that juncture, the salt boiler 
returned in his small boat, and with a pistol "blew out the brains of the savage." Woglomigh's 
dying scream alarmed the rest of the Aborigines, who jumped overboard. Another named Branch 
Jack was shot, but other Aborigines who were clinging to the stern of the small boat were 
allowed to swim ashore (Swancott 1967:25-26) 90

S e t t l e r s  E x p l o i t  A b o r i g i n e s  L a n d .
Permanent European settlement began on the Central Coast some thirty-five years after the 
First Fleet arrived. There were a number of reasons why an outpost there was not encouraged 
earlier. Firstly, Phillip, in 1788, had been unimpressed by the low-lying land surrounded by 
sandstone-capped mountains. (Collins Vol 1 [1798], 1975).

When expansion into the area could conceivably have begun as a result of pressure for more 
land, King's ban on settlement in the lower Hawkesbury vicinity successively forestalled move 



in that direction. A prime reason, however, for lack of settlement before 1823 was the fear that 
the area could become a haven to runaway convicts from the penal establishment at Newcastle. 
(Tanttari 1976.)

The colonists who settled on the newly apportioned land on the Central Coast soon found that the 
prospects for farming were limited. It was far more profitable to cut and saw timber, to gather 
shells from the Aboriginal middens which were often tribal burying grounds and to burn the 
shells for lime (Swancott 1953:21; 1955:7). Fishing and shooting was now fair game for 
everyone. 

Fish were netted in such large quantities that what could not be eaten or smoked by the colonists, 
was fed to their pigs (Swancott 1953: 79). Lobsters, also a favourite food of the Aborigines, 
were so plentiful that as many as 70 to 80 dozen could be caught in a night. The habitat for many 
of the marsupials was also destroyed - trees were felled ad lib and "kangaroo grass" was cut and 
carried to Sydney where it was sold as fodder for the garrison horses (Swancott 1955:17; 
Bennett 1969: 10).

Duck, which frequented the swamps and secluded lagoons, provided prime sport for gunmen, and 
also brought in ready cash from the Sydney markets. And all the while, the colonists gained new 
awards of land while the Aborigines lost all that they had. In 1829 there were 15 European 
householders in the Brisbane Water district. 

By 1836 there was census of 621 Europeans, 459 of them males, thus out numbering the 
Aborigines. As the natural food resources became increasingly depleted, the Aborigines became 
more and more dependent on the colonists for food, and when this was not provided for them, 
they augmented their diet from the produce which now grew on their traditional estates.  
(Vinnicombe IV 20 &21, 1980).

By 1832, 76 land grants, in total probably exceeding 22,000 acres, had been make to 67 
settlers. (Tanttari 1976). In 1844 some 34% of land in the Police District of Brisbane Water 
had been alienated. (Tanttari,1976). Not all land alienated was chosen for cultivation or 
grazing. As in other areas the pastoral boom of 1830-1842 encouraged speculation in land, 
particularly town blocks so far as the Central Coast was concerned, and this is reflected in 
figures of land alienation. (Tanttari 1976). Surveys of the northern part of the district in 
1830 and 1831 may also have encouraged interest in the areas, interest fueled by the adoption 
of Commissioner Bigge's recommendations on the release of Crown Land, perhaps. 

Administration of the district reflected the growing number of European settlers. In 1826 the 
area boasted one constable; in 1828 the law was represented by one magistrate and three 
constables. 
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At the northern end of the Central Coast little settlement took place. It was initially too far 
removed from the market place and transportation was fraught with too many difficulties. It 
was, though, an ideal spot, or so it was assumed, for a mission to the local Aborigines. The 
mission began in September 1826 after the preliminary disagreements on funding and control, 
so common with such endeavours both in Australia and in the Pacific, had been resolved to 



nobody's satisfaction as it turned out. The mission began in a climate of ambivalence. The 
Reverend Samuel Marsden was directly associated with the venture and, although expressions of 
the utmost support for the venture may have been expected from a man in his position, he was 
quite pessimistic about the chances of success.(Gunson 1974) This was perhaps because he felt 
his authority had been undermined by the control given to the Reverend L.E. Threlkeld in 
conducting affairs of the mission.  Enthusiastic support was, however, forthcoming from the 
Sydney Gazette which offered its " most fervent wishes for its (the mission's) prosperity."
( Sydney Gazet te,1826)

In spite of such fervent wishes the mission failed in its aim to convert the 'heathen'. The 
Aborigines were unreceptive to the message and Threlkeld found himself more involved in 
studying their languages, to enable translation of the Bible, than in preaching the word of God. 
The mission become noted for two things - Threlkeld's linguistic endeavours, and the continual 
bickering over funding and control; this though, was a feature common to many mission 
establishments at the time. Matters reached a head in 1829 when the London Missionary Society 
head office advised it has sacked Threlkeld for insubordination and excessive expenses, and 
intended to close the mission. 

Threlkeld managed to obtain financial support from the government to keep the mission open but 
Governor Darling believed he was funding a lost cause. Threlkeld laboured on until 1841 when, 
discouraged by the lack of Aboriginal people available for instruction and believing their 
extinction inevitable, he submitted his final report to the government. The mission closed soon 
after.

E a r l y  c o n t a c t  a n d  c o n f l i c t  i n  t h e  C e n t r a l  C o a s t  a r e a .
Relationships between the settlers and Aborigines were generally friendly at first. This was 
probably due to a belief commonly held by the Aboriginal people that after death they would 
become "ghosts" like the European people. Such a belief provided a socially acceptable 
explanation for the whites being not strangers but ancestors returned in another form.
However, as economic and social pressures increased, the relationships between the settlers and 
Aborigines deteriorated. The question of land ownership was central to increasing conflict. 

The following accounts highlight both friendly and hostile interactions between the colonists and 
Aborigines. 

Ja m e s  W e b b ' s  f a r m  a t  B o o k e r  B a y
L a n d  C o n f l i c t .
In 1823, James Webb became the first European settler on Brisbane Water. Through his 
previous boat-building experience on the Hawkesbury River, he had a working knowledge of the 
Aboriginal language and soon found willing hands among the local populace to help him clear land 
at Booker Bay near The Rip. This was precisely the area where the Aborigines had their first 
European visitor 40 years previously. The Aboriginal men proved adept with the saw and axe, 
while the women too, helped with chores around the house. They soon became accustomed to 
domestic animals and helped feed the pigs etc. (Swancott 1955:9). 
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Webb and his foreman lived well off produce from their farm as well as local oysters, fish and 
wild fowl, and occasionally they gave the Aborigines sufficient netted fish to feed the whole 



tribe. However, as soon as the crops of wheat, corn and pumpkins began to bear, trouble arose, 
and James Webb's attitude of patronage towards the original land-owners changed to one of 
agressively defending what he now deemed his own property. 

Traps and spring guns were set to protect his crops, and there was an incident when his 
foreman's son was seized by an Aboriginal although he was not harmed in any way (Swancott 
1953:10; Swancott n.d: 14, in Vinnicombe 1980). Webb had formerly shot and killed 
Aborigines at point blank range on the Hawkesbury River; his exploits on Brisbane Water are 
not recorded (Swancott 1967: 23, in Vinnicombe  1980 IV : 22).

W il l i a m  C a p e  a n d  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  t h e  D a r k in g u n g  a t  W y o n g  in  1 8 2 8 .
In January 1828, William Cape, one of the first Wyong farmers, was somewhat taken aback 
when about 200 Aborigines, mostly strangers, suddenly arrived on what had 'legally' become 
his property, and made off with part of his potato crop. This large gathering was probably 
occasioned by the visit of the Dargingung tribe from Wollombi, who visited the coast for about a 
fortnight every year to relish fish, shell-fish and kelp and to enjoy a get-together with their 
friends (Swancott 1955: 86,102, in Vinnicombe 1980.)

V io l e n c e  a t  C a p e ' s  f a r m  in  W y o n g .
In February and March 1828, Aborigines again troubled the settlers, pilfering and destroying 
crops, and even threatening lives. On one occasion they heaved a spear at one of Cape's stockmen 
while he was on horseback, and the spear stuck in the saddle. The district constable armed 15 
men and pursued the Aborigines. Magistrate Bean took part in the chase, and two prisoners were 
taken. They confessed they had a grudge against Cape who had formerly fired on them at night 
when they were taking his corn. Magistrate Bean recorded that Cape was a difficult man who had 
alienated his sons and neighbours as well as the Aborigines. He had provoked the Aborigines to 
many acts of violence by his conduct, menacing them on almost all occasions with a loaded 
musket. The Aborigines, remarked Bean, had been ill-treated by Mr Cape as well as by others in 
the district (Swancott 1955: 86, 87, in Vinnicombe 1980 IV: 22, ).

V io l e n c e  a t  D o o r a lo n g  n e a r  W y o n g
At Dorralong near Wyong, a farmer was exasperated by Aborigines who were "continually 
lurking in the bush" near his hut, and who occasionally called out to ask for milk and other 
provisions. The harrassed farmer enlisted the help of three other colonists and two constables, 
who set up an ambush in the hut. In due course, six Aborigines entered. The same number of 
Europeans were hiding, awaiting them. The door was speedily closed, and a tussle ensued during 
which three of the Aborigines escaped through a small hole cut in the bark slabs. The remaining 
three surrendered only after one of them, by name Jack Jones, was severely wounded in the 
neck with gun-shot. All three Aborigines were taken to the lock-up at Brisbane Water. Two of 
the men, Jago and Nimbo, had been handcuffed together, but despite this handicap, they made a 
surprise attack on a constable when he brought them some water. Immediately Jack Jones, who 
had been lying on the floor nursing his wounds, roused himself to strike a decisive blow, and all 
three prisoners escaped (Swancott 1953: 24 in Vinnicombe 1980).

C o n v ic t s ,  b u s h r a n g e r s .  T a k in g  o f  A b o r i g in a l  w o m e n .
The Brisbane Water area became a refuge for absconding convicts and ticket-of-leave men who 
were notorious for taking Aboriginal women by force, and equally forcefully disposing of the 
men. Law enforcement was minimal, bush-rangers found a haven in the inaccessible waterways 



and glens and illicit practices such as liquor distilling and cedar cutting were rife (Bennett 
1969:11). 93

In 1826, the first magistrate, Willoughby Bean, was appointed in a vain attempt to restore law 
and order. After six years, the magistracy on the Central Coast fell vacant, and was not renewed 
for some years. The activities of bush-rangers, absconded convicts, cedar getters and illicit 
grog suppliers, went unchecked. (Vinnicombe  1980 IV:21)

A B ORIGIN A L  POPUL A TIO N  D EC LIN ES
D i s e a s e ,  b r u t a l i t i e s
In 1826, the surviving Aborigines, who after the combined depredations caused by introduced 
small-pox, syphilus and influenza and by brutalities at the hands of the colonists, were 
estimated to be only 65 in number, including men, women and children. This is in marked 
contrast to the numerous Aborigines seen in almost every cove during the first visit to Brisbane 
Water by Governor Phillip only 38 years before. Serious encounters between Aborigines and 
settlers occurred in 1833, again in the Wyong district. Bennett claims a punitive expedition 
was mounted to capture twenty Aborigines outlawed as a result of the melees: eight were 
captured and later confined on Cockatoo Island; the balance were driven off. ( Bennett 1969). 

Governor Bourke, shortly after the incident requested that a school teacher be made available 
for the convicts on Cockatoo Island specifying that any appointee should be prepared to teach the 
elements of Christianity to the eight Aborigines held there after capture in the Brisbane Water 
district. (Bourke to Secretary of State HRNSW,1.5.1835).

The only other recorded attacks occurred in 1835 and 1838. In 1835 sixteen Aborigines were 
confined in the local watch-house after robberies committed against the settlers. The sixteen 
probably included those that Johathan Varner, the visiting J.P. in the northern area, reported 
as arrested, also for robbery. In 1838 no arrests were made but the local constables spent six 
nights defending a settler's property from Aborigines (Swancott 1955.)

P o p u l a t i o n  e s t i m a t e s
Magistrate Bean reported five distinct "tribes" or more correctly hordes, in the Central Coast 
area. These were the family groups centred at Broken Bay (15), Erina (10), Narara (10), 
Tuggerah Beach (15) and Wyong (15). It is possible, however, that these estimates were 
incomplete, for no mention is made of the inland people, for instance those centred along 
Mangrove Creek and at Kulnura. 

A major loss of population was experienced in the period 1820 to 1830. It was probably 
attributable to three principal causes. First, it is likely that the effects of the smallpox 
epidemic, introduced into the area from Sydney in the first days of settlement there, was still 
working through the Central Coast groups during this time. Second, movement of population 
away from the immediate vicinity of the new European residents, particularly when the 
Aboringines welcome was briskly removed by acts such as Webb's.  Thirdly, the denial of access 
to some areas of traditonal food resources on the waterways would have meant a complete 
dependence on secondary and normally supplementary food sources further inland for some 
Aboriginal people. 

However the most likely causes of a major loss of numbers to 1830's are the lingering 
starvation in the bush, combined with final throes of the smallpox epidemic. From the stability 



of population figures from 1830 to 1838 it appears that a plateau level of population was 
reached: a level which the changing environment could support. This view would tend to be 
supported by the expansion of agriculture which occurred mainly after the 1830's, though its 
beginnings stemmed from the reduction in timber-getting activities from about 1830. 
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In effect, the environment was undergoing change but the major change would occur from the 
late 1830's. In the meantime, that is, from about 1830 to about 1840, the area was still able to 
support the static population of the period.

A major losses in population occurred again towards 1840. The consolidation and expansion of 
agriculture from that time was certainly the principal cause. Traditional food gathering areas 
would have been decimated by the clearing and ploughing activities extending from the 
waterfront to the inland. The contracting area of available food resources would have contributed 
directly to the decline of the Central Coast Aboriginal population after 1840. Any decline in 
Aboriginal numbers however must have been facilitated by the breakdown of traditional society 
through the dislocating effect of the settlement by Europeans.

With the intensification of white settlement on the Central Coast during the 1830's and 40's, 
the Aboriginal population dwindled. In 1841 Threlkeld had to close his mission on Lake 
Macquarie (16 years after its opening) because there were not enough Aborigines to teach. 
(Vinnicombe IV:28). Government records of the annual issue of blankets to the Aborigines  
illustrated the decline of the Aboriginal population of the Brisbane Water district. 
In 1870 the blanket issue was discontinued. (Vinnicombe 1980 p29)

R e t u r n s  o f  A b o r i g i n a l  p e o p l e  i s s u e d  w i t h  b l a n k e t s  1 8 3 3 -
1 8 4 3 . E x t r a c t s  f r o m  T h e  B e n c h  o f  Ma g is t r a t e s  Re p o r t  1 8 3 5 - 1 8 4 0  
and  T a n t t a r i  1 9 7 6
                              Brisbane  Wa t ers / Gosf ord
1 8 3 1 6 7
1 8 3 3 5 8
1 8 3 5 7 6
1 8 3 7 4 2  m e n
1 8 3 8 7 8
1 8 3 9 6 3
1 8 4 0 6 2
1 8 4 1 3 1  m e n
1 8 4 2 2 7  m e n

Contemporaries appear to have been complacent about continually reducing Aboriginal numbers; 
many believed extinction inevitable. The conscience of the European settlers was untroubled by 
the disappearance of the Aboriginals. Some regarded it as a blessing and welcomed it; William 
Cox asserted that the Aboriginal people would make excellent manure for crops and that for him 
was their main function. (Gunson 1974). The Reverend John Gregory stated, in 1847, that 
settlers believed the Aboriginals decreed by God to a position of innate inferiority from which 
the only escape was an inevitable extinction. Threlkeld believed the Aboriginals had strayed 
from God's path and as a result were doomed. (Gunson 1974)

In 1842 John F. Mann reported visiting the site of the modern Tacoma and observing the 



proceedings of the annual Aboriginal get together of whom he estimates only 60 souls attended. 
Most of these had come from the inland areas and the mountains. Assuming that all the remaining 
Aboriginal people of the area attended this rally, the population had, by 1842, diminished to 
about 24 of the coastal plain and 36 of the inland area. The 1848 Census showed a population of 
50 in the whole of the Brisbane Water area. Subsequent records show that the inland Aboriginal 
people continued, even during the 1850's to make annual pilgrimages to the Coast. (Bennett 
1969)
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The Central Coast Aboriginal population was affected by disease, conflict and reprisal (sometime 
due to the kidnapping of Aboriginal women by Europeans) and the gradual drift of families to  
settlements in Sydney or Newcastle. (pIV:29 Vinnicombe 1980, Bennett 1969 p12).

T h e  l a s t  s u p p o s e d  t r a d i t i o n a l  A b o r i g i n a l  p e o p l e  
The popular accounts of particular Aborigines being the "last of a particular tribe" was all too 
often recorded. The death of "Black Nellie, last of the Nepean Tribe" was recorded at Penrith, 
while in 1926 Martha Everingham, "said to be the last of the full blood tribe", was buried in 
Sackville. In the late 1880's records of only a few individuals can be traced. In 1892 in the 
Government Reprint of Threlkeld's work, is given a photograph (p.196) of, Old Margaret, 
described as "The last survivor of the Awabakal. Born at Waiong near the Hawkesbury River. 
Now about 65 years of age, Living in her slab hut on a piece of land near Lake Macquarie Heads". 
(Bennett 1969, p12.)

It is not the colour of the skin which makes a person an Aborigine, any more than one European 
ancestor makes a person white. Aboriginal people recognise themselves as Aborigines, not on the 
basis of their past, but by virtue of their cultural upbringing. Just as Europeans no longer use 
swords, Aborigines no longer use spears and boomerangs. Both cultures have changed over time. 
Maintaining those aspects which are seen to be important while replacing or modifying those 
which are not. Local Aboriginal families have maintained many aspects of their culture while 
living a lifestyle otherwise indistinguishable from any other Australian family in the 
community. The difference lies in the fact that European cultural heritage and traditions in 
Australia go back less than 200 years, while Aboriginal traditions to back perhaps as much as 
50,000 years. (Kohen 1985.)
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Henry Kendall's elegy "The Last of His Tribe", published in 1881 was a memorial to the last 
supposedly traditional Aboriginal (probably Billy Fawkner) still living on traditional tribal 
territory on Brisbane Water. (Vinnicombe 1980:30)

' THE  L A ST  O F  HIS  TRIBE'
H e n r y  K e n d a l l  ( 1 8 8 1 )

He crouches, and buries his face on his knees, 
And hides in the dark of his hair;

For he cannot look up to the storm-smitten trees, 
Or think of the loneliness there:

Of the loss and the loneliness there. 

The wallaroos grope through the tufts of the grass, 
And turn to their covers for fear;

But he sits in the ashes and lets them pass
Where the boomerangs sleep with the spear:

With the nullah, the sling, and the spear.

Uloola, behold him! The thunder that breaks 
On the tops of the rocks with the rain,

And the wind which drives up with the salt of the lakes, 
Have made him a hunter again:

A hunter and fisher again.

For his eyes have been full with a smouldering thought;
But he dreams of the hunts of your,

And of foes that he sought, and of fights that he fought
With those who will battle no more:

Who will go to the battle no more. 

It is well that the water which tumbles and fills
Goes moaning and moaning along;

For an echo rolls out from the sides of the hills, 
And he starts at a wonderful song:



At the sounds of a wonderful song. 

And he sees, through the rents of the scattering fogs, 
The corroboree warlike and grim,

And the lubra who sat by the fire on the logs, 
To watch, like a mourner, for him:

Like a mother and mourner, for him.

Will he go in his sleep from these desolate lands, 
Like a chief, to the rest of his race, 

With the honey-voiced woman who beckons, and stands. 
And gleams like a Dream in his face -

Like a marvellous Dream in his face?
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CIRCUL A R.  C O L O NIA L  SECRE T ARY'S  O F FICE ,
             SYDNEY.   1 8 3 3

DRA WING  your a t t en t ion t o  t he  Gov ernm en t  No t ice  _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
o f  t he  _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ ,  b y  wh ich y ou w ill  observ e ,  t ha t  BL A NKE T S  are  t o  
b e  d is t r ibu t e d  t o  t he  BL A C KS  in t h e  In t e r ior ,  a b ou t  t h e  
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
 _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ ,  I do  m yse l f  t he  honor t o  inform you ,  t ha t  
_ _ _ _ _ _ _
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ o f  t h ese  A r t ic l es  w i l l  b e  i m m e d ia t e l y  f orw ard e d  t o  
your 
D is t r ic t ,  t o  b e  issue d t o  t he  Na t iv es in y our Ne ighbourhood: and  t o  re ques t ,  
t ha t  y ou  w i l l  c ause  t h e m t o  b e  d is t r ibu t e d  acc ord ing l y ,  and  t ransm i t  t o  m e  
a  Re c e ip t  f or t he  sam e ,  and  a  Re por t  o f  t he  Da t e  on wh ich t he y  arr iv e  a t  
y our S t a t ion .

In d is t r ibu t ing  t h ese ,  I  a m  d ir e c t e d  b y  H is Exc e l l e nc y  t h e  Go v e rnor  
t o  r e qu es t ,  t ha t  y ou  w i l l  g i v e  t h e  pre f e re nc e  t o  such  Ind i v idua ls as  m a y  
ha v e  d is t ingu ishe d  t he mse lv es b y  any  g ood  Beha v iour ,  -  m ark ing  t he  
Conduc t  o f  t hose  who ma y  hav e  env ice d a  d ispos i t ion t o  b e  t roub lesom e ,  b y  
o m i t t ing  t h e  b oun t y  t o  t h e m; and  t ha t  y ou  w i l l  a lso  a v a i l  y ourse l f  o f  t h e  
oppor t un i t y ,  o f f ord e d  b y  t he ir  b e ing  co lle c t e d  t o g e t her ,  t o  cause  a  corre c t  
Re t urn  o f  t he ir  Num b ers t o  b e  t ak en ,  and  t ransm i t t e d  t o  m e ,  w i t h  a  
no m ina l  L is t  o f  t he  Men in t he  enc lose d  Form .



t he  honor t o  enc lose  a  S t a t e m en t  o f  t he  Numb ers wh ich hav e  b e en a lso  
se n t  t o  t h e  n e ighb our ing  D is t r ic t s;  in ord er  t ha t ,  i f  n e c essary ,  y ou  m a y  
co m mun ica t e  w i t h  t h e  Ma g is t ra t es , and  o t h ers ,  f or  t h e  purpose  o f  e nsur ing  
a  m ore  e qua l  d is t r ibu t ion in pro p or t ion t o  t h e  who l e .  Bu t  as  i t  w ou ld ,  o f  
c ourse ,  b e  im p oss ib l e  t o  sup p l y  a l l  t h e  T r ib es ,  a t  a  d is t anc e  f ro m  t h e  
s e t t l e d  D is t r i c t s ,  i t  w i l l  b e  a d v isa b l e  t o  c o n f in e  t h e  d is t r i b u t i o n  t o  t h e  
Na t iv e  who usua lly  resor t  t o  y our Ne ighnbourhood ,  or t ake  up  t he ir  abod e  
in t h e  D is t r ic t s  m os t  t ra v erse d  b y  Euro p e ans .  

I t  m a y  b e  prop er t o  exp la in ,  t ha t  t he  o b j e c t  n  procur ing  a  no m ina l  
Re t urn  o f  t h e  Ma l es ,  is t o  asc e r t a in ,  i f  p oss ib l e ,  t h e  e n t ir e  a g gre g a t e  
num b er  o f  t h e  A b or ig ina l  Po pu la t ion  w i t h in  t h e  D is t r ic t s  o ccup i e d  b y  t h e  
C o lon is t s ,  and  a lso  t h e  pro p or t ion  in  e a ch .  F or  t h is purp ose  i t  w i l l  b e  
a d v isa b l e  t o  inser t ,  i f  prac t ica b l e ,  t h e  Na m e  o f  e v e ry  Me m b er o f  t h e  T r ib e ,  
wh e t h er ac t ua l l y  prese n t  or  no t ,  and  t h e  T rac t  o f  Coun t ry  f ro m wh ich t h e  
T r i b e  d e r i v e  t h e ir  d e s i g na t ion ,  and  t h e  P la c e  or  D is t r ic t  t o  wh ich  t h e y  
usu a l l y  r e sor t .  

I hav e  t he  honor t o  be ,  

Your mos t  ob e d ien t  Servan t ,

From the original letter in the Archives Office of NSW
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LE T T ERS  FROM T HE  TIME

The Aborigines and the white settlers seem to have come to terms with one another in these 
areas; and there are only two recorded incidents that I have been able to find. Soon after coming 
to this area William Cape had antagonised some of the Aborigines by shooting at them when they 
were caught stealing his corn, so they gathered in large numbers and were marching towards 
this district with the object of capturing Cape and burning him to death. The story is told as 
follows in an official letter written by Willoughby Bean, magistrate at Gosford, dated April 25, 
1828. (His t orica l Record o f  N .S.W.)

T h e  dis t ric t  has  wi t hin  t h e  las t  5  o r  6  m on t hs  g re a t ly  d is t urb e d  b y  t h e  inro a ds  
o f  s e v e ra l  t r ib e s  o f  A b o rig in e s ,  I  b e li e v e  f r o m  t h e  Hu n t e r  Riv e r ,  t h e  W ollo m bi  
and  t he  Sug ar  Loa f .  T hese  t rib es  ha v e  f re que n t ly  during  t his  p e rio d ,  asse m ble d  
in  g re a t  num b ers  ( on  one  occasion  upwards  o f  2 0 0  and  on  ano t her  1 8 0 )  



t h e  se t t le r  could  co m munica t e  wi t h  his  n e ighb ours  o r  se e k  an y  assis t anc e .  Mr.  
He nd e rson,  t h e  Dis t ric t  Cons t a ble ,  during  m y  a bse nc e  f ro m  ho m e  on  t h e ir  las t  
making  t heir  app e arance ,  d e e m e d  i t  p rud en t  t o  arm  1 5  m en  and  t o  g o  in  pursui t  
o f  t hem.  He  ov er t ook and  drov e  t hem be fore  him along  t he  coas t  t o  t he  nor t hward  
t ill  nigh t  cam e  on,  when  t he y  double d  upon  him  and  re t urne d.  He  t ook  t wo  o f  
t he m hom e  and  release d  a f t e r  re t aining  t he m som e  da ys.  The y ,  howe v er,  
con f esse d  t ha t  is  was  t heir  in t en t ion  no t  only  t o  ro b  t he  se t t le r  bu t  likewise  t o  
cap t ure  and  burn  t he  g en t le man o f  t he  nam e  o f  Cap e  who  had  f orm erly  f ire d  on  
t he m  during  t he  nigh t  whe n  s t e aling  his  corn .  A ssis t anc e  was  im m e dia t e ly  se n t  
t o  Mr .  Ca p e  ( wh o  r esid es  1 2  miles  f ro m  an y  o t h e r  se t t le r )  b y  which  m e ans  t h e y  
w ere  d e t e rre d .

I am  how e v er  con f id e n t  t ha t  t h e y  re ally  in t e nd e d  d oing  so m e  gre a t  in jur y ,  t h e y  
having  alread y  heav e d  a  spear  t o  one  o f  his  men when on  horse back  and  which  
s t ruck  in  t h e  sa d dle .  T h e y  ha v e  now  le f t  t h e  dis t ric t ,  bu t  will  I ha v e  no  d oub t  
v isi t  i t  again ;  and  unless  som e  s t rong  s t e ps  b e  t aken  t o  in t imida t e  t he m t he y  
will  b e  lia b le  t o  d o  m o r e  misc hie f .  

I t he re f ore  b e g  t o  know t o  wha t  ex t re m es I can  g o  in  re p elling  t he m  and ,  i f  an y  
b e  t ake n,  whe t he r  I am  t o  use  m y  own  discre t ion  in  punishing  t he m  e v e n  b y  
corp oral  punishm en t  or  con f ine m en t ,  o r  o t he r  wa ys  how t he y  are  t o  b e  disp ose d  
o f .  From Mr.  Cape 's  s t a t emen t  t o  me  I should  imagine  t ha t  he  has b e en  a t  a  loss 
o f  upwards  o f  6 0  p o unds  b y  t h e ir  p il f e rin g .  W e  can  alwa y s  r e p e l  t h e m  wi t h o u t  
a n y  assis t a nc e ;  o nly  I  wish  t o  kn o w  h o w  f a r  I  a m  jus t i f i e d  in  t r y in g  t h e m  wi t h  
se v e ri t y  in  case  o f  t h e ir  a g ain  m akin g  t h e ir  a p p e aranc e .  

In another letter a month later dated May 25, regarding the Aborigines;Bean is inclined to blame 
Cape.He writes;  'He  has pro v oke d  t he  A borigines'  t o  many  ac t s  o f  v iolence  b y  his  
conduc t ,  menacing  t hem almos t  on  all  occasions wi t h  a  loaded  muske t . . .many  o f  
t h e  blacks  in  t his  dis t ric t  ha v e  conduc t e d  t h e mselv es  v e ry  w ell  and  should  i t  b e  
His  Exc e lle nc y 's  in t e n t io n  t his  win t e r  o f  d is t r ib u t in g  b la nk e t s  a m o n g  t h e m ,  I  
shall  assemble  t he  whole  o f  t hem and  giv e  only  t o  t hose  who  hav e  b e en  deserving  
f ro m  t h e ir  la t e  conduc t ' .  
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In an official letter dated January 15, 1835, Jonathon Warner magistrate at Gosford, told of 
troublesome Aborigines at Dooralong: 
'I ha v e  t h e  honor  t o  s t a t e  f o r  t h e  in f o rma t ion  o f  His  Exc elle nc y  t h e  Go v e rnor ,  
t ha t  Cons t a ble  Moses  Carroll,  Henry  A nd erson,  Ge org e  Mason,  and  A dam  Raine y  
( f r e e )  w e re  c onc e ale d  in  A d a m  Rain e y 's  hu t  a  Duralon g  ( n e ar  W y on g )  f o r  t h e  
purpose  o f  apprehending  som e  o f  t he  black  na t iv es  concerne d  in  t he  la t e  
ro b b e rie s ,  wh o  w e r e  c o n t inuall y  lu rkin g  a b o u t  t h e  b rush e s  n e a r  t h e  hu t ,  a n d  
o c c asio n all y  c a llin g  a n d  askin g  f o r  milk ,  e t c . ,  a n d  o n  F r id a y  2 n d  ins t . ,  s ix  b la ck  
na t iv es,  f iv e  o f  who m  were  ringle ad ers  ad v e r t ise d  in  t he  Ga z e t t e ,  e n t e re d .  

Immedia t ely  a f t e r  t he y  en t ered  t he  hu t  t he  door  was closed  and  t he  f our  whi t e  
men a t t emp t ed  t o  secure  t hem,  bu t  t he  Blacks b eing  so  resolu t e  and  sei z ing  hold  
o f  t h e ir  f ir e a rms,  t h e y  w e re  o blig e d  in  se l f  d e f e nc e  t o  f ir e  a t  " Jack  Jon es " ,  who  



is  a  v e r y  p ow er f ul  m an,  and  wound e d  him  se v e re ly  in  t h e  n e ck  b e f o re  an y  o f  
t h e m  would  surre nd e r .  During  t h e  scu f f le ,  t hre e  o f  t h e m  m a d e  t h e ir  esca p e  
t hrough  a  small  hole  t ha t  was  cu t  ou t  in  t he  slabs.

" Jack Jones, "   " Jago "  and  " Nimbo "  were  apprehended  and  conve y ed  sa f e  t o  t he  
lo ck -u p  a n d  g iv e n  o v e r  b y  Ca rro ll  a n d  his  p a r t y  o f  t h e  4 t h  ins t . ,  a n d  m ak e  t h e ir  
escap e  t he  sam e  da y  und er  t he  f ollowing  circums t ances.  
" Jack  Jones "  has since  be en t aken and  f orwarded  t o  Sy dne y  Gaol.
Cons t able  William  Smi t h ,  who  had  charg e  o f  t he  Lock-up ,  op ene d  t he  do or  on  t he  
a f t e rnoon  o f  t he  4 t h  ins t .  t o  giv e  t he  blacks some  wa t er,  and  imme dia t ely  he  had  
drawn t he  bol t  t he y  pushed  t he  door  open suddenly  agains t  him.  " Nimbo'  and  
" Jago " ,  who  were  handcu f f e d  t og e t her,  sei z e d  hold  o f  t he  cons t able  wi t h  t heir  
le isur e  han ds,  while  t h e  t hird ,  " Jack  Jo n e s " ,  wh o  was  si t t in g  o n  f lo o r  an d  was  
so  se v erely  wound e d  in  his  neck  b y  t he  par t y  who  t o ok  him,  was  consid ere d  
unable  t o  mov e ,  bu t  as  soon as one  o f  t he  blacks spoke  t o  him in  his  own 
langua g e ,  he  s t ruck  t he  cons t a ble  a  blow  which  ne arly  s t unne d  him.  T he  o t he r  
t wo  t h e n  dra g g e d  him  ( t h e  cons t a ble )  f ro m  t h e  lock -up ,  t o re  o f f  his  jacke t ,  and  
k e p t  f as t  h o ld  o f  him ,  shakin g  him  an d  o cc asio nall y  s t r ik in g  him  wi t h  t h e  
handcu f fs  t ha t  were  f as t  t o  t heir  hands.  A nd  a f t e r  f orcing  t he m back  t o  t he  lock-
up ,  t h e  C o ns t a ble  wi t h  much  di f f icul t y  d ise n g a g e d  himsel f .  Durin g  t his  t im e  
" Jack  Jones "  had  make  his  escap e ,  and  b e f ore  Smi t h  could  re ach  his  f o re arms 
t he  o t her  t wo  make  t heir  escape  also .  The  o t her  Cons t able  was a t  t his  t ime  on  
b oard  a  v essel  in  charg e  o f  t hre e  o t he r  Blacks  f o r  Sy dne y  Gaol.

Cons t a ble  Smi t h  should  in  m y  o pinion  ha v e  use d  m ore  pre cau t ion ,  b y  
handcu f f ing  t he  t hre e  Blacks  t og e t her,  knowing  wha t  a  lo t  he  had  t o  d eal wi t h  
( as  t he  le g  irons  w ere  in  use  on  t he  Blacks  on  b oard  t he  v essel )  as  t he y  are  
d e t ermine d  and  e v en  re quire  more  cau t ion  t o  b e  looke d  a f t e r  t han  t he  whi t e  
p r is o n e rs .  C o n s t a b l e  C a r r o l l  a n d  h is  p a r t y ,  a f t e r  r is k in g  t h e i r  l i v e s  in  
a p pre h e ndin g  t h e  t hre e  Blacks,  a re  e n t i t le d  t o  t h e  r e ward  o f f e re d  f o r  t h e ir  
apprehension,  and  I b e g  lea v e  t o  b e  in f orm e d  in  wha t  manner  t hose  are  t o  b e  
rewarded  who  apprehended  t he  Blacks t hus escaped ' .
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A B ORIGIN A L  RESIS T A N CE  IN  T HE  H A W KESBURY / NEPE A N  A RE A .

The work entitled Colonial  Occupa t ion  o f  NSW:  T h e  A b o rig in a l  Ex p e rie n c e ,  a thesis by 
Barry Morris (1978) is a reference for this section. 

. . . . . . t h e  a g ricul t ural  o ccup a t io n  o f  A b orig inal  land  a lo n g  t h e  Hawk esb ur y  /  
Ne p e an  Riv e r  was  marke d  b y  a  bi t t e r  s t rug gle  b e t we en  Euro p e ans  and  
A b o rig in a ls  w hic h  la s t e d  a p p r o x  2 0  y e a rs  u n t il  A b o rig in a ls  n u m b e rs  w e r e  
e xhaus t e d  and  r esis t anc e  b rok e n .  T h e  g u e rrilla  s t y le  war f a re  a lon g  t h e  



Hawk e sb ur y / N e p e an  Riv e r  b e g an  wi t h  t h e  p lun d e rin g  o f  c ro ps  b u t  q uickly  
chan g e d  t o  d riv in g  t h e  c o lo nis t s  o u t  c o m ple t e ly .  (Morris  p 1 7 8 . )

Morris outlines how a succession of governors between 1794 and 1816 found it necessary and 
even vital to the survival of the Colony, given that this area was a principal food source, to 
provide military protection for the white settlers farming along the Hawkesbury/Nepean.

By 1795 the European population of the river increased to about 550 and settlement began to 
occupy most of the river-front from Richmond to Portland. Aboriginal attacks intensified, with 
hunger probable the principal motive. Aborigines appeared in large numbers - men, women and 
children together - to carry off using blankets and nets the corn which grew so luxuriantly 
where once a variety of animals had come down to the water to drink. These raids were swift and 
well organised and only when they were surprised by the settlers did they resort to violence. To 
put an end to increasing attacks, Captain Paterson, the Lieutenant-Governor, ordered a party of 
the N.S.W. Corps to destroy as many of the Hawkesbury Aborigines as the soldiers could find. 
Gibbets were erected at different spots on the waterfront as a grim symbol of the European 
man's justice. However, the list of Aborigines killed and wounded in this punitive action 
included only nursing mothers and babes in arms. (E.G. Docker 1964, p. 67.)

This extract describes the Aborigines of the Hawkesbury River, north of Sydney, in the years 
just before and after 1800.
T h e  t im e  has  p asse d  wh e n  t h e  raids  on  t h e  rip e ning  corn f ie lds  w ere  m ere ly  an  
a l t e rna t iv e  f o rm  o f  f o o d  g a t h e rin g .  T h e  o b j e c t  o f  t h e  r e curre n t ,  w e ll - p lann e d  
a t t acks  was  t o  d riv e  t h e  whi t e  m e n  o f f  t h e  riv e r .  N e w  se t t le rs  t akin g  up  v irg in  
land  were  a t t acke d  indiscrimina t e ly  wi t h  t hose  who  had  b e en  marke d  d own  f or  
v e n g e anc e .  F o ur  y e ars  o f  in t e rmi t t e n t  g u e rilla  f ig h t in g  g ra dually  r e duc e d  t h e  
t rib es  o f  t h e  lo w e r  Hawk esb ur y  so  t ha t  Go v e rn or  Kin g  was  a ble  t o  r e p or t  a ll  
quie t  on  t h e  Hawk esbur y  in  Ma y  1 8 0 3 .  Isola t e d  raids  con t inu e d ,  how e v e r ,  a long  
t h e  wh ole  f ro n t  o f  t h e  riv e r . . . . . . . . (E.G. Docker 1964 p. 70.)

Many of the punitive action of the government were as indiscriminate as those of settlers. A 
Government punitive expedition sent to the Hawkesbury in 1795 brought in five women. One of 
the women, who had been suckling her child, had been wounded, the bullet having passed through 
her shoulder striking the child at her breast (the baby later died). In December 1795 an armed 
party sent out to the Hawkesbury, not only killed four men, but also killed one woman and badly 
wounded a child (Collins 1971 Vol. 1 pp.444-5, On Darug Land 1988 p65) 

As the frontier war became more intense and bitter the supposed protection afforded the 
Aboriginals as British Subjects would appear to have lapsed. Both settlers and the military were 
able to avoid any legal consequences of the indiscriminate killing of Aboriginal men, women and 
children. (Morris 1978).
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It is likely that the Aboriginals at first believed the European's crops a form of bounty in return 
for permission to occupy the land. The failure of Europeans to willingly part with their crops 
was probably seen as a breach of social convention remedied only by direct action. The settlers, 
of course, resisted such depredations, the Aboriginal people continued their attacks and, in a 
short time, the frontier situation on the Hawkesbury had escalated to a point described as open 



war. (Collins 1798).

In the ensuing violence, tribes from the Broken Bay area were often believed the guilty party 
but allowances were made as they had had little contact with the settlers. 

Pious hopes were expressed that they would soon see the "advantages the other natives have 
derived by their intercourse" with the Europeans and would reconcils themselves to the 
situation. But the trouble on the Hawkesbury continued relatively unabated. Soon the 
administration saw in the Aborigines conduct the incitement of one Musquito from the Central 
Coast, and peace was believed attainable if he were captured. Musquite was eventually taken 
after the murder of a women and was transported to Norfolk Island. 

That military protection led to punitive expeditions by the British is undoubted. The Darug 
people whose economic subsistence was based on a now disrupted riverina economy, were to 
bear the brunt of these attacks because of their attacks on crops, houses, stock and settlers. 
Morris cites sources that suggest that by 1800 a "total of 26 white people had been killed by 
natives and thirteen had been wounded on the banks of the Hawkesbury." Of course, the number 
of Aboriginals killed will never be known. Suffice to say that Aboriginal resistance appears to 
have been broken at this stage Morris says because " peaceful relations existed on the river 
until 1804.

Another view of this period comes from William Caley, a botanist who apparently retained 
friendly relationships with most Aborigines with whom he came into contact. Caley summarised 
the conflict in this way:

T his  so r t  o f  war  las t e d  f o r  a b o u t  1 2  m o n t hs,  a t  which  t im e  an  o rd e r  a rriv e d  
f ro m  England  resp e c t ing  t h e ir  b e hal f ,  and  t h e n  t h e  sc e n e  was  re v e rse d ,  f o r  
ins t e a d  o f  sho o t ing  o r  killing  t h e ,  o rd e rs  w ere  g iv e  f o r  no -on e  t o  m oles t  t h e m  
unless t he y  were  commit t ing  some  de pre da t ion.  The  cause  o f  t his  war  b e gan  
abou t  some  she ep  which  t he  s t ock-ke epers  said  t he  na t iv es had  speared.  
A ccordingly  war  was  d e cla re d  wi t hou t  much  d e lib e ra t ion ,  and  t h e  na t iv es  
f inding  t ha t  we  were  b en t  on  hos t ili t y  i t  was  no t  long  b e f ore  t he y  re v eng e d  
t he mselv es   b y  killing  one  o f  t he  s t ockke e p ers. . .  Whe t he r  t he  na t iv es  w ere  
guil t y  o f  wha t  was  la id  t o  t h e ir  charg e  I shall  no t  sa y ;  bu t  t h e re  has  b e e n  pro o f  
o f  t he  s t ock-ke e p ers  losing  par t  o f  t he ir  f lock  and  la y ing  t he  charg e  t o  t he  
na t iv es,  when  a t  t he  sam e  t im e  t he y  were  innocen t .  (Morris 1978)

It is clear that Caley believed the stock-keepers lost some of their sheep and blamed the 
Aborigines, a lie which resulted in the proclamation being issued by the Governor. 

The next few years saw an increasing number of conflicts between the Aborigines and farmers, 
particularly "when the maize is ripe". The fact that most of the problems arose when the crops 
ripened can be related  to two facts. Firstly, the farmland had removed many of the traditional 
food sources, resulting in a food shortage. The Aboriginal view of life was on of gathering what 
was there to be gathered, so the ripe maize and corn corps presented as easily harvested food 
supply. The second problem was related to the failure of farmers to pay the Aborigines' who 
helped them to gather their crops. An Aboriginal labour force was particularly cheap if you gave 
them nothing in return for their work. 102



Because of the continuing problems along the Hawkesbury, King sent for three Aborigines to try 
to correct the situation. 

On ques t ioning  t he  cause  o f  t heir  disagre e m en t  wi t h  t he  new se t t le rs,  t he y  v e ry  
ing enuously  answere d  t ha t  t he y  did  no t  like  t o  b e  driv en  f rom  t he  f ew  places  
t ha t  were  le f t  on  t he  b anks  o f  t he  riv e r ,  where  alone  t he y  could  procure  f o o d ;  
t ha t  t he y  had  gone  down t he  riv er  as t he  whi t e  man t ook possession  o f  t he  banks;  
i f  t he y  wen t  across  whi t e  m en's  grounds  t he  se t t le rs  f ire d  upon  t he m  and  were  
angr y ;  t ha t  i f  t h e y  could  r e t ain  so m e  plac es  on  t h e  low er  p ar t  o f  t h e  riv e r  t h e y  
should  b e  sa t is f ied  and  no t  t roubled  t he  whi t e  men.  The  observa t ion  and  reques t  
appear  t o  be  so  jus t  and  so  equi t able  t ha t  I assured  t hem no  more  se t t lemen t s 
w o uld  b e  m a d e  lo w e r  d o wn  t h e  r i v e r . ( HRNSW  V ol  5  P 5 1 3 )

This noble gesture by King gave away nothing, for the river below Portland Head was primarily 
sandstone country unsuitable for farmland. (Kohen 1985 p15.)

The simple facts were these; the appropriation of land along the river banks deprived the 
Aboriginal of many traditional sources of sustenance. Also, the clearing of land for crops 
destroyed the natural habitat of other traditional sources of food etc. The Aboriginal people had 
either to accept the European occupation, in the process becoming dependent on them as 
benefactors, or starve and be hunted down. 

Sig ni f ican t ly ,  t h e  Hawk esb ur y / N e p e an  Riv e r  c o n f lic t s  and  t h e  su bse qu e n t  
decima t ion  o f  t he  A boriginal popula t ion  canno t  b e  accoun t ed  f or  b y  disease  and  
a lc o h ol  b u t  p rincip all y  b y  Euro p e ans  v io le nc e .  Euro p e an  d o minanc e  was  
e s t a b lish e d  b y  su p e rio r  w e a p o nr y ,  m o bili t y  a n d  nu m b e rs .
Ho w e v e r ,  i t  is  w or t h  n o t in g  t ha t :  Resis t anc e ,  f o r  t h e  A b orig inals ,  was  a  m a t t e r  
o f  survival.  A s  such,  t he  A boriginals  conduc t e d  wha t  app ears  t o  ha v e  b e en  a  
w ell- o rg anise d  and  d e t e rmin e d  cam paign  t o  driv e  ou t  t h e  Euro p e ans.
( M o r r i s  1 9 7 8 ,  p 7 8 - 8 0 )

The frustration and bitter nature of the conflict is reflected in the escalation of military 
violence whereby punitive expeditions became indiscriminate attacks on Aboriginal men, women 
and children. The frustration of the settlers manifested itself in random revenge killings. In 
1799, five settlers angered by the continual attacks, quite arbitrarily killed two Aboriginal 
boys know to the settlers (Bowd, 1969:34). While these men were convicted of these murders 
they nevertheless continued to live on their farms and in 1802 were pardoned (Clark, 
1962:167 in Morris 1978). Similarly, settlers committed another atrocity on an Aboriginal 
woman and her two children in revenge for the killing of a farmer, at Appin. As a contemporary 
observer of the period reported,
The  p e ople ,  no t  con t en t  wi t h  shoo t ing  t he m in  t he  mos t  t recherous manner  in  
t he  dark,had  ac t ually  cu t  t he  woman's  arm  o f f  and  s t ripp e d  t he  scalp  o f  her  head  
o v er  her  e y es  and  f inding  one  o f  t he  children  only  wound e d,  one  o f  t he  f e llows
d elib e ra t e ly  b e a t  t he  in f an t 's  b rains  ou t  wi t h  t he  end  o f  his  muske t t . . .  t he  
b o die s  w e r e  le f t  f o r  t h e  na t iv e s  t o  v ie w  n e x t  m ornin g .  ( D o ck e r ,  1 9 6 4 : 7 5 ) .

Given the ambivalent official legal status of Aboriginals in the early colony, it seems reasonable 
to assume that the number of atrocities committed on Aboriginals by settlers will never be 
known. In the outlying areas of the settlement where a determined Aboriginal resistance took 



place, settlers attitudes and the image of the Aboriginal changed. 
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The Aboriginal was no longer the object of pity or cruel amusement, but as the aforementioned 
murderers of the two Aboriginal boys on the Hawkesbury, stated the murder of aboriginal men 
was justified on the grounds that 'the Aborigines were a treacherous, evil-minded, blood thirsty 
set of men' (Clark, 1962:145 in Morris 1978). By the end of the Hawkesbury conflict, it 
would seem that, for many colonists, the indiscriminate killing of Aboriginal men, women and 
children by settlers or by punitive military expeditions was not regarded as a crime for which 
colonists should be prosecuted. 

TIME  LINE  O F  H A W KESBURY /  NEPE A N  C O N F LIC T
A D APTED  FROM:  O N  D ARUG L A N D :  A N  A B ORIGIN A L  PERSPEC TIV E
1 9 8 8

1 7 9 3
Collins noted that
t h e  n a t iv e s  h a v e  la t e l y  b e c o m e  t ro u b le so m e ,  p a r t icula rl y  in  lu rkin g  b e t w e e n  
t h e  di f f e re n t  se t t le m e n t s  and  f o rcib ly  t aking  pro v isions  and  clo t hing  f ro m  t h e  
convic t s  who  were  passing  f rom one  t o  ano t her.
(Collins 1971 Vol. 1, p. 297;cf.p. 328)

1 7 9 4
In January, Collins recorded that:
some  se t t le rs  had  b e en  a t t acke d  b y  a  par t y  o f  arme d  na t iv e  and  s t rippe d  o f  all  
t h e ir  p ro v isio ns .  Re p or t s  o f  t his  na t ure  ha d  b e e n  f r e qu e n t ly  b ro u g h t  in  and  i t  
was no t ice d,  t ha t  as  t he  corn  ripene d,  t he y  cons t an t ly  drew t og e t her  round  t he  
se t t le rs  f a rms  and  round  t h e  public  g rounds,  f o r  t h e  purp ose  o f  co m mi t t ing  
depreda t ions.
(ibid. pp. 340-1)

Another note, from April, mentioned that on the Hawkesbury the Aborigines had given them (the 
settlers) such interruption, as induced a necessity for firing upon them, by which, it was said, 
one man was killed" (ibid. p. 364) At the same time, at Toongabbie, "one was shot, and one cut 
down with a Sword, the head of one is brought in and the Lt. Govr. has preserved it, as a present 
for Dr. Hunter" (Atkins, p.169). 

By the Spring of the year, the Aborigines on the Hawkesbury had been fired upon, and one killed. 
Huts were attacked and looted, and an armed posse pursued and killed between two and six 
Aborigines. Settlers captured and bound an Aboriginal boy who was said to have been spying. 
They tortured him by dragging him through a fire, threw him into the river, and then executed 
him. Children were abducted at gunpoint, and their parents' entreaties for their release ignored.

When a settler and a convict were speared in retaliation, a party of the settlers tracked the 
Aborigines and killed eight of them. Captain Paterson sent out more armed parties to kill as 
many Aborigines as they could find. (Kohen 1985.) By the end of the year, the Hawkesbury 



district was reported to be in a state of "open war".

1 7 9 5
A military guard under Sergeant Goodall was posted as protection from the Aborigines.

104
T h e  na t iv es  a p p e are d  in  la rg e  b o dies ,  m e n ,  w o m e n,  and  child r e n ,  p ro v id e d  wi t h  
blanke t s  and  ne t s  t o  carry  o f f  t he  corn.  (Collins 1971 Vol. 1, p 348)

One particularly serious problem occurred along the banks of the Hawkesbury, where the yam 
beds provided the staple vegetable component of the Dharug diet. By 1795, the vast majority of 
the yam beds had been destroyed and replaced with crops. When the Aborigines attempted to 
harvest the crops which now grew on the riverbanks, they were driven off. A few settlers 
maintained good relations with the Aborigines, but others shot any Aborigine they saw on their 
land. The two economic systems were competing for the same rich soil to provide food, a 
circumstance which inevitably let to conflict. (Kohen 1985)

Ma y
Two Whites were killed by Aborigines. By June, five Whites were killed, several wounded. 
A detachment of sixty soldiers of the NSW Corps was sent to the Hawkesbury area and a 
subaltern's party was stationed there to- 
. . . . . .secure  t o  t he  se t t le rs  t he  peaceable  possession  o f  t heir  es t a t es,  and  wi t hou t  
which ,  f ro m  t h e  a la rm  t h ese  murd e rs  ha v e  cre a t e d ,  I v e r y  much  f e a re d  t h e y  
would  hav e  abandone d  t he  se t t le m en t  en t irely ,  and  giv en  up  t he  mos t  f e r t ile  spo t  
which  has  b e en  disco v ere d  in  t he  colony .  (HRNSW Vol. 2, p. 509-10)

Collins says the force was sent to
d es t ro y  as  man y  as  t h e y  could  m e e t  wi t h  o f  t h e  wo o d  t rib e  ( Be -dia -g al ) :  and  in  
t h e  h o p e  o f  s t rikin g  t e rro r ,  t o  e re c t  g ib b e t s  in  d i f f e r e n t  p lac es,  wh e re o n  t h e  
b odies  o f  all  t he y  mig h t  kill  w e r e  t o  b e  hun g  (Collins 1971 Vol. 1, p.348)

Seven to eight Blacks were killed and five captured.The first legally sanctioned massacre 
D e c e m b e r
A b origines. . .asse m ble d  in  a  la rg e  b o d y ,  and  a t t acke d  a  f ew  se t t le rs. . .  s t ripping  
t h e m  o f  e v e r y  a r t ic le  t h e y  c o uld  f in d  in  t h e ir  hu t s .  A n  a rm e d  p ar t y  was  d ir e c t ly  
sen t  ou t ,  who  coming  up  wi t h  t he m,  kille d  f our  m en  and  one  woman,  badly  
wound e d  a  child ,  and  t o ok  f our  m en  prisoners.  (ibid. p. 444)

1 7 9 6
J a n u a r y
Aborigines were "beginning again to annoy the settlers " on Hawkesbury, and John Lacy, "who 
had been allowed to ply with passage-boat between the port of Sydney and the river", was killed.

F e b r u a r y
Hunter advertised the Government Order to induce settlers, especially at the Hawkesbury, to 
mu t ually  a f f o rd  t heir  assis t ance  t o  e ach  o t he r  b y  asse m bling  wi t hou t  a  m o m en t  
d ela y  whene v er  an y  num erous  b od y  o f  t he  na t iv es  are  known t o  b e  lurking  ab ou t  
t h e  f a rms. . . (HRNSW Vol. 3. p. 26)



Ma r c h
T h e  se t t le rs  o f  t h e  nor t h e rn  f a rms  ha d  f r e qu e n t ly  los t  clo t hin g  and  p ro v isions  
as  a  resul t  o f  t he  A b origines.  T he y  arm e d  t he mselv es,  and  in  t he  f igh t  f iv e  
A b o r ig in e s  w e r e  k il l e d . (Collins 1971 Vol. 2, p. 27.)
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A punitive party pursued a group of Blacks led by Pemulwuy. Pemulwuy's group, in turn, staged 
an attack on Parramatta itself, at that time, the largest White settlement in the colony. After a 
brief exchange, in which one soldier was wounded and five Blacks were killed, Pemulwuy was 
captured. Nevertheless, despite severe buckshot wounds to the head and body, he later escaped 
with an iron on his leg.

A p r i l
T h e  na t iv es  a t  t h e  Hawk esb ur y  w e re  a t  t his  t im e  v e r y  t rou bleso m e ,  b urnin g  a  
dwelling -house  and  a  s t ack  o f  whe a t  b elonging  t o  a  se t t le r  t he re ,  a f t e r  ha ving  
p lund e re d  him  o f  a ll  his  o t h e r  p ossessio ns.  (ibid. p.31)

Ma y
Hunter noted that "many robberys and crueltys", livestock thefts, arson, murder and injury had 
been inflicted on the settlers by Aborigines in association with convict absconders. Pemulwuy 
was blamed for leading raids on farms just north of Parramatta, where two settlers (John 
Wood, a settler, and William Garland, a convict) were killed, and huts plundered of food, 
clothing etc. 

O c t o b e r
The conflict on the Hawkesbury had reached dangerous proportions for the colonial government. 
Aborigines attempted to take over a grain boat on the river. 

1 7 9 8
F e b r u a r y
Wi t h  t he  rip e ning  o f  t he  mai z e  f ie lds,  t he  d e pre da t ions  o f  t he  na t iv es  re t urne d .  
On  t he  1 9 t h  t he  g o v ernor  receiv e d  a  d espa t ch f rom  Parrama t t a ,  con t aining  an  
accoun t ,  t ha t  a  man had  been murdered  b y  t hem near Toongabbe,  and  t hree  
o t he rs  se v e re ly wound e d ;  and  a  f ew  da ys  a f t e r ,  t wo  o t he rs  were  kille d  in  t he  
sam e  manner.  I t  b e cam e ,  f ro m  t hese  circums t anc es,  a bsolu t e ly  ne c essary  t o  
se nd  ou t  num erous  w ell- a rm e d  par t ies  and  a t t ack  t h e m  wh ere v e r  t h e y  should  b e  
m e t  wi t h ;  f o r  lenienc y  or  f orb e arance  had  only  b e en  f ollowe d  b y  re p e a t e d  ac t s  o f  
c r u e l t y .  (ibid. p.93.)

Ma y
T owards  t he  la t t e r  end  o f  t he  mon t h,  t he  se t t le rs  a t  t he  nor t hern  f arms were  
much anno y e d  b y  t he  na t iv es,  who  came  down in  a  bod y ,  and  burn t  se v eral o f  
t h e ir  houses.  (ibid. p.113-5)



1 7 9 9
Pemulwuy re-appeared in May, 1799, and a settler was fatally speared on the George's River.
In August, a settler murdered an Aboriginal woman and child. The Aborigines retailed by killing 
two Europeans. In September, two Aboriginal boys were "barbarously murdered:", and a woman 
and child were killed in "a most shameful and wanton manner" by five settlers. 
A short while later, Governor Hunter ordered the arrest of the five settlers. From the 
Hawkesbury River district - Simon Freebody, William Butler, Ed Powell, James Metcalfe and 
William Timms. The trial was remarkably simple. In court Sarah Hodgkinson explained that 
about three weeks before the murders her husband had been killed by Aborigines. She told the 
court how her grief had turned to revenge and how she had asked the men to kill the boys. It was 
irrational frontier revenge. 
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There was no evidence that the boys had been involved in the Hodgkinson killing. The prosecution 
then brought Lieutenant Hobby of the New South Wales Corps to the dock. He told of how he had 
found the bodies of the two Aborigines. Both boys had their hands tied. One had been nearly 
decapitated; the other had been killed by a series of sword stabs. The court had no alternative. 
The five defendants were found guilty. But instead of sentencing them, they were all set free and 
the case and the sentence were referred to His Majesty's Ministers in England. (Elder 1988 
p.19)The trial was held in October but they were released after a few days in gaol-ostensibly 
because their farms were in danger of being destroyed. They were eventually pardoned in 1802.

Hunter correctly places the blame for the problems with the settlers. 
Much  o f  t he  hos t ile  disp osi t ion  which  has  occasionally  ap p e ar 'd  in  t hose  p e o ple  
( t he  A borigines )  has  b e en  pu t  t oo  o f t en  pro v oke d  b y  t he  t rea t m en t  which  many  
o f  t h e m  ha v e  re c e iv e d  f ro m  t h e  whi t e  inha bi t an t s ,  and  which  ha v e  scarse ly  
( sic )  b e en  heard  o f  b y  t hose  who  ha v e  t he  power  o f  b es t owing  punishm en t  
(Hunter to Portland   HRNSW Vol 4  p1)

Unfortunately, it was not only the settlers who committed atrocities. A deep hatred grew up 
between the Aborigines and the soldiers who were stationed near the Hawkesbury. The reason for 
this situation was also recorded by Hunter:

T h eir  v io le nc e  a g ains t  t h e  mili t a r y  p ro c e e d e d  f ro m  a  sold ie r  ha v in g  in  a  m os t  
sham e f ul  and  wan t on  mann er  kille d  a  na t iv e  wo man  and  child .  (Hunter HRNSW) 
Wit h  respec t  t o  t he  de f enceless se t t le rs  and  t he  s t ock,  t he  Go v ernor  has direc t ed  
t ha t  as  w ell ,  t ha t  a ll  o t h e r  na t iv es  in  t h e  a b o v e  dis t ric t  t o  b e  d riv e n  b ack  f ro m  
t h e  se t t le rs '  ha bi t a t ions  b y  f ir in g  a t  t h e m.  (HRNSW vol. 4,p.362)

No v e m b er
A detachment was posted to Georges River to
pre v e n t  t h e  na t iv es  f ro m  f iring  t h e  wh e a t . . .  T h e y  a re  t o  f ir e  on  an y  na t iv e  o r  
na t iv es  t he y  se e ,  and  i f  t he y  can,  pursue  t he m wi t h  a  chance  o f  o v er t aking  t he m.  
Ev ery  m e ans is  t o  b e  use d  t o  driv e  t he m o f f ,  e i t her  b y  shoo t ing  t he m or  
o t he rwise ,  t aking  care  alwa ys  t o  le a v e  one  priv a t e  where  p os t e d .  (ibid. p. 628)

Similar procedures were to be carried out at the outposts at Parramatta. Convicts William 
Knight and Thomas Thrush were outlawed, together with Pemulwuy. 



1 8 0 2
O c t o b e r
Four Whites were killed; many farms were plundered around Parramatta and Toongabbie "... 
Two settlers, not having the means of securing the persons of Pemulwye and another native, shot 
them." (HRNSW vol. 4, p.868)                        

1 8 0 4
Ma y / Ju n e
A Report by Governor King stated, in part:
. . . . t he  na t iv es  were  v e ry  t roublesom e  t o  t he  se t t le rs  on  t he  lower  par t s  o f  t he  
Hawkesbury ,  occassione d  b y  t he  t e mp t a t ion  o f  t aking  t heir  mai z e . . .  F rom  t hese  
circums t anc es  se v e ral  v e ry  daring  ou t ra g es  w ere  co m mi t t e d  b y  t h e  na t iv es;  and  
as  t h e  whole  o f  t h e  n e w  se t t le rs  w ere  le a v ing  t h e ir  ha bi t a t ions,  I was
v ery  re luc t an t ly  co mp elle d  t o  direc t  a  s t o p  b eing  pu t  t o  t hose  ac t s  b y  f iring  on  
t hem,  which  v ery  soon had  t he  desired  e f f ec t ,bu t  no t  b e f ore  t wo  o f  t he  na t iv es 
w e r e  k i l l e d . (HRNSW Vol. 5, p. 430) 107

1 8 0 5
A p r i l
A Government and General Order claimed:
Wh ere as  t h e  na t iv es  in  di f f e re n t  par t s  o f  t h e  ou t -se t t le m e n t s  ha v e  in  an  
unpro v oke d  and  in excusa ble  mann er  la t e ly  co m mi t t e d  t h e  m os t  b ru t al  murd e r  on  
som e  de f enceless  se t t le rs  whose  hospi t ali t y  appears  t o  hav e  drawn upon  t he m 
t he  m os t  b arb arous  t re a t m e n t ,  and  t he re  b eing  bu t  li t t le  ho p e  o f  t he  murd ere rs
b eing  giv e n  up  t o  jus t ic e ,  t he  Go v ernor  has  jud g e d  i t  ne c essary ,  f o r  t he  
prese rv a t ion  o f  t h e  liv es  and  pro p er t ies  o f  t h e  ou t -se t t le rs  and  s t ockm e n,  t o  
dis t ribu t e  d e t achm en t s  f rom t he  New Sou t h  Wales  Corps  among  t he  ou t -se t t le rs  
f o r  t h e ir  p ro t e c t io n  a g ains t  t h ose  unciv ili z e d  insurg e n t s ;  b u t ,  as  t h ose  
m e asur e s  a lo n e  will  o nly  b e  a  p r e se n t  ch e ck ,  i t  is  h e r e b y  r e q uir e d  an d  o rd e r e d  
t ha t  no  na t iv es  b e  su f f e re d  t o  approach  t he  grounds or  dwellings  o f  any  se t t le r  
u n t il  t h e  m ur d e r e rs  a r e  g i v e n  u p .  (ibid. p. 596)

Settlers were to be prosecuted if they 'harboured natives and were required to assist each other 
in repelling those visits'. However, a number of Aborigines who were well known around 
Prospect and Parramatta were exempted from this restriction after they had placed themselves 
under the protection of the Parramatta magistrates. Later, more Aborigines successfully applied 
to be allowed to return to Parramatta and Sydney, although trouble continued along the 
Hawkesbury and George's rivers. (Reece1974 p.107-108)

Ma y
Paramilitary punitive expeditions were conducted by the Europeans following raids by Tal-lonn 
on flocks at Seven Hills and the killing of one of Macarthur's stockmen. The parties were led by 
Major Johnson, whose party killed Tal-lonn and Andrew Thompson, whose party killed "a 
considerable number"; and by Obediah Ikin who was said to have "destroyed many of them".



Ju n e
'Mosquito', who was accused of leading an attack on farms in this month, was tracked down, 
imprisoned and transported to Norfolk Island. In this way, Darug resistance was broken down so 
that by the end of 1805, the virtual state of war that had existed since 1793 was effectively 
over. Despite a number of killings in succeeding years, there was little extensive violence and 
conflict for nearly ten years.

1 8 1 4
Ma y
Aborigines along the Nepean killed a soldier and three other settlers.
Macquarie dispatched a small military party to the area. Macquarie noted that he had
l e a rn e d  t ha t  so m e  id le  and  ill  d isp ose d  Euro p e ans  ha d  t ak e n  lib e r t ie s  wi t h  t h e ir  
women,  and  had  also  t reacherously  a t t acke d  and  kille d  a  woman and  her  t wo  
child r e n  whils t  sle e pin g ,  a n d  t his  un p ro v o k e d  c ru e l t y  p ro d uc e d  t h a t  r e t a lia t io n  
wh e r e b y  p e rso ns  p e r f e c t l y  inn o c e n t  o f  t h e  c rim e  los t  t h e ir  li v e s .
(HRA Vol.8,p.250-1)

A u g us t
Hostilities erupted between Aborigines in the Mulgoa area and the white settlers. The Sydney 
Gazette on 7th August, 1814, gave the following report:
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The  moun t ain  na t iv es  hav e  la t ely  b ecome  t roublesome  t o  t he  occupiers  o f  remo t e  
grounds.  Mr.  Cox 's  p e ople  a t  Mulg oa  ha v e  b e en  se v eral  t im es  a t t acke d  wi t hin  t he  
las t  mon t h,  and  comp elle d  t o  d e f end  t he mselv es  wi t h  t heir  muske t s,  which  t he  
assailan t s  se emed  less in  dread  o f  t hen  could  possibly  hav e  b e en  expec t ed.  

Moved by genuine sympathy for the remnants of the 'Sydney blacks', Macquarie was the first 
governor to concern himself conscientiously and constructively with Aboriginal welfare. 
Despite the depressing evidence visible in Sydney, he believed that contact with a 'superior 
civilization' must of necessity benefit a 'primitive, benighted' race. In December 1814 he 
announced his intention of extablishing a school for Aboriginal children at Parramatta and an 
annual 'feast' or 'congress' which would serve the dual purpose of reuniting the pupils with 
their relatives and demonstrating His Majesty's goodwill with presents of roast beef, plum 
pudding, slop clothing, blankets, pipes and tobacco. Accordingly, the Native  institution was 
opened in January 1815 under the supervision of the former South Seas missionary William 
Shelly  and his wife . 

Macquarie also established 'King' Bungaree and the remnants of the Broken Bay tribe on a 
reserve of land at George's Head on the northern side of the Habour. (Reece 1974)

1 8 1 6
Ma r c h
Severe drought caused Aborigines to kill 5 settlers along the Nepean at the Cowpastures and 
forced many others to abandon their farms. Other attacks occurred on the Hawkesbury and at 
South Creek. Macquarie declared his intention to: 
send a  s t rong  de t achmen t  o f  t roops t o  drive  t hem t o  a  dis t ance  f rom t he  
se t t lemen t s o f  t he  whi t e  men,  and  t o  endeavour  t o  t ake  some  o f  t hem prisoners 
in  o rd e r  t o  b e  punishe d  f o r  t heir  la t e  a t rocious  conduc t ,  so  as  t o  s t rike  t he m  



wi t h  t e r r o r  a g a ins t  c o m mi t t in g  simila r  a c t s  o f  v io le n c e  in  f u t u r e .  (HRA Vol.9, 
pp.53-4)

Macquarie despatched a military expedition lasting twenty three days to the Hawkesbury, 
Nepean and Grose Rivers to sieze all Aborigines found. Near Appin fourteen men, women and 
children were killed and five captured, and bodies of two Aboriginals, Durelle and Kanabygal,(or 
Carabyagal) were hung in order to terrify the survivors. 

4 t h  Ma y
Macquarie issued a Proclamation declaring that henceforth no Aboriginal with any "weapon", and 
no group of more than six unarmed Aborigines "shall ever appear at or within one mile of any 
town, village, or farm". (Willey 1979, p.165)

Finally, those Aborigines who desired the protection of the British government and who 
conducted themselves in a suitable manner were to be supplied with 'Passports or Certificates' 
signed by the Governor and issued by the Colonial secretary on the first day of each month. 

But the vital point made in the Proclamation was that settlers were empowered to use force of 
arms if in their judgement the Aborigines had contravened the Regulations, and to apply to a 
magistrate for military assistance if the situation was beyond their means. (Reece 1974, p. 
109-110)

109

Macquarie issued two further proclamations on the Aborigines: one on 20 July 1816 outlawing 
10 'Most Violent and Atrocious Natives' and another on 1 November offering an amnesty to those 
who had not already been killed and confirming the holding of a 'General Friendly Meeting' at 
Parramatta on 28 December. The Blanket distribution was to begin.
(HRA, IX, pp. 362-6)

Basically, the war for Western Sydney was over. The increased authority and order Macquarie 
brought to military operations in the colony ensured that his Proclamation was thoroughly 
policed. The Darug people were now aliens in sections of land that they had once roamed freely in 
pursuit of game and other native foods. But by this stage, western Sydney had been thoroughly 
settled, and it was virtually impossible for Blacks not to be "within one mile of any town, 
village, or farm."

To take away Aboriginal weapons, while securing the safety of settlers and the continued 
viability of the infant colony, was also to take away the Aboriginal means of a livelihood. It was a 
guaranteed method of ensuring Aboriginal dependence upon European systems of production, and 
of robbing he Darug of proud hunting and food gathering traditions that had taken thousands of 
years to develop. Henceforward, Aboriginals of the western Sydney region were at the mercy of 
the colonial authorities, whose primary concern was the continued expansion of British 
settlement further westward - into yet more Aboriginal land. 
(  On Darug Land 1988 p74)

FROM: R A CE REL A T IO NS IN A USTR A LI A  T h e  A b or ig in es Fay Gale, 1975.
In 1845 the Catholic Archbishop of Sydney gave clear evidence of the reasons for the Aboriginal 



decline.

T he  a g gressiv e  m o d e  o f  t aking  p ossession  o f  t he ir  coun t r y  which  ne c essarily  
inv olv es  a  v as t  loss  o f  li f e  t o  t he  na t iv e  p o pula t ion.  T his  is  d one  und er  t he  
in f lu e nc e  o f  p rinciples  and  id e as  which  p ar t ies ,  t o  so o t h e  r e m orse  o f  
c onscie nc e ,  und e r  t h e  in f lu e nc e  o f  se l f ish  m o t iv es,  a re  willin g  t o  a d o p t .  I ha v e  
m ysel f  he ard  a  man,  e duca t e d ,  and  larg e  proprie t or  o f  she e p  and  ca t t le ,  
main t ain ,  t ha t  t he re  was  no  m ore  harm  in  sho o t ing  a  na t iv e ,  t han  in  sho o t ing  a  
wild  d o g .  I ha v e  he ard  i t  main t aine d  b y  o t he rs,  t ha t  i t  was  in  t he  course  o f  
Pro vid ence ,  t ha t  t he  blacks  should  disapp e ar  b e f ore  t he  whi t e ,  and  t he  so oner  
t h e  p ro c ess  was  ca rrie d  o u t ,  t h e  b e t t e r  f o r  a ll  p a r t ie s .
 
I f e ar  such  o pinions  pre v ail  t o  a  g re a t  ex t e n t .  V e r y  r e c e n t ly  in  t h e  p rese nc e  o f  
t wo  clerg ymen,  a  man o f  educa t ion  narra t ed,  as a  good  t hing,  t ha t  he  had  be en 
one  o f  a  par t y  who  had  pursued  t he  blacks,  in  consequence  o f  t he  ca t t le  having  
b e en  rushed  b y  t hem,  and  t ha t  he  was sure  t he y  sho t  upwards o f  a  hundred.  
When  exp os t ula t e d  wi t h ,  he  main t aine d  t ha t  t he re  was  no t hing  wrong  in  i t ,  t ha t  
i t  was  pre p os t e rous  t o  supp ose  t he y  had  souls.  In  t his  o pinion  he  was  joine d  b y  
ano t her  educa t ed  person presen t .
 
I f ear  also ,  t hough  I am asham e d  t o  sa y  i t ,  t ha t  I ha v e  reason  t o  b elie v e  t ha t  
p oision  has  b e e n,  in  man y  ins t anc es,  use d .  

John Molloy, a surgeon in the Hawkesbury district in 1800, maintained that in the four and a 
half years prior to 1799, 26 white settlers had been killed and 13 wounded (On Darug Land 
1988 p75.)
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6 0 , 0 0 0  A b o r i g in e s  d i e d  a f t e r  1 7 8 8 ,  s t u d y  s h o w s .
( T h e  S y d n e y  Mo rnin g  H e a r ld ,  2 5  F e b ,  1 9 8 7 . )  B y  Jo s e p h  Gla sc o t t  
More than 600,000 Aborigines died in the years after European settlement in Australia, 
thousands of them shot by the settler, according to new evidence. 

Recent archaeological research shows that the Aboriginal population in 1788 was much higher 
than earlier thought. 

These are the findings of the authorities in the Australian Bicentennial history book project, 
Aust ra lians t o 1 7 8 8, which have been announced in the Sydney University newsletter. 

Dr. Peter White, reader in anthropology at Sydney University and a co-editor of the book, said 
that the estimate of the Aboriginal population in Australia at the start of European settlement in 
1788 had been dramatically revised upwards to about 750,000 people. 

The more than doubled the estimate of about 300,000 which was accepted in the 1930's.

Dr. White said belief in the smaller number of Aborigines at the time of settlement had helped 
diminish the reponsibility of Europeans for the decline of the Aboriginal population.

"If we are now talking about 750,000 people rather than 300,000 the destruction of the 



Aboriginal society was on a more appalling scale than we imagined," he said. 

"A large Aboriginal population in some areas also explains more easily the terror some settlers 
must have felt, because obviously in some places there were few whites and thousands of 
Aborigines. 

"But the recent research confirms that thousands of Aboriginal men, women and children were 
killed by European settlers."

The co-editor of the book, Emeritus Professor D.J. Mulvaney, Professor D.J. Mulvaney, 
professor of per-history at the Australian National University, said the recent evidence meant 
that more than 600,000 Aborigines died in the years after European settlement. 

The majority would have died from introduced diseases such as influenza and smallpox, and a 
poor diet of flour and other new foods which replaced their traditional balanced diet. 

"While the population figures are only estimates, there is no doubt that a great many Aborigines 
were shot by Europeans," he said. 

"In the Alice Springs area between 1870 and 1900, between 500 and 1,000 Aborigines were 
killed by settlers. In one area of Queensland, about 200 to 300 were killed in one massacre. 

"Some Europeans were also murdered by Aborigines. But the settlers killed about 20 Aborigines 
for every white person who was murdered."

Professor Mulvaney said recent archaeological evidence also showed that Aborigines were not as 
nomadic as traditionally believed. Stone houses near Hamilton in southern Victoria indicated that 
Aborigines lived in semi permanent villages in some food-rich areas. He said Aborigines had a 
more diverse diet than was thought. "The traditional idea is that Aborigines hunted kangaroos. 
But the vegetable food sources from plant life was probably much more important."
Professor Mulvaney said Aboriginal occupation is Australia had been traced back 40,000 years.

111

D .   A B ORIGIN A L  ID E N TIT IES
BUNG AREE

Bungaree came with remnants of the Broken Bay tribe to settle in Sydney;
King Bungaree in reply to questions, of early European contact; said 

When t he  t rib e  t o  which  he  b elong e d  f irs t  b eheld  t he  big  ships,  som e  t hough t  
t he y  were  se a  mons t e rs;  o t her  groups t hough t  t he y  were  gigan t ic  birds,  and  t he  
sa ils  w e r e  t h e ir  win gs ;  while  m a n y  d e cla r e d  t h e y  t h e y  w e r e  a  mix t ur e  o f  
g ig an t ic  f ish  and  bird ,  and  t ha t  t he  b oa t s  which  were  t owe d  as t e rn  were  t heir  
y oung  ones.  He  heigh t ened  his  descrip t ion  b y  ac t ing  t he  cons t erna t ion  o f  t he  
t rib e  on  t ha t  occasion.  He  t old  m e  t he y  were  t oo  much  t e rri f ie d  t o  o f f e r  any  
hos t ile  d e m ons t ra t ions,  and  t ha t  when  t he y  f irs t  he ard  t he  re p or t  o f  a  muske t ,  
and  o f  a  ship 's  gun,  t he y  f ancied  t hose  weapons were  liv ing  ag en t s  o f  t he  whi t e  
m a n  ( S a d l e i r ,  1 9 7 8 ) .
 



Bungaree first came to the record when he was recruited by Flinders in 1799, to accompany his 
voyage of exploration in the Porpo ise. His age was probably about 18. His achievements were 
many, his character exemplary and his conduct earned the praise of all under whom he served.
 
After his return from the Porpo ise voyage 1799, he was recruited by Lieutenant Grant in the 
Lady Nelson and assisted in the exploration of the Hunter River. He then joined Captain Matthew 
Flinders in the Invest iga tor with another Aboriginal named Nanbaree who had been brought up 
in the settlement under Surgeon White. They were thus the first native born Australians to 
circumnavigate Australia.

In 1804 Governor King sent Bungaree to assist in handling the local Aborigines at Newcastle 
where the penal settlement had been reopened. Unfortunately some absconding convicts killed 
Bungaree's father whilst making their way back to Sydney through the Central Coast. Bungaree 
then returned to his family group of which he now became the Elder. 

He visited the settlement at Sydney on several occasions for ceremonies and gatherings and 
became known to and a favourite of Governor Macquarie. At the time, under stimulus from home, 
the Governor was making special efforts to get the Aboriginals to settle down and grow crops.

In 1815 Governor Macquarie persuaded Bungaree, his family group and 15 other Aboriginal 
families to leave the Central Coast and to occupy some huts which had been prepared for them at 
Georges Head, near the entrance to Port Jackson which he called King Bungaree's Farm. The land 
was rock-strewn and barren and thus farming failed but the fishing boat provided was used to 
row out to the open sea and catch fish. An old map dated 30th October 1841 notes an area at 
George's Heights as "King Bungaree's Farm" so evidently it was still being used as an Aboriginal 
settlement even though it was unsuitable for any farming purpose (Carroll 1949).

In 1817, however, Captain Phillip Parker King, who had been directed to complete the 
maritime survey begun by Matthew Flinders, again recruited Bungaree who thus became the 
first native born Aboriginal Australian to circumnavigate Australia twice. On his return 
Bungaree found that his family group had returned to the Central Coast where he followed them. 
So it was that he was not on the spot when Captain King sailed on his second voyage.
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In 1821 Governor Macquarie made his last visit to Newcastle and Bungaree and his family group 
journeyed to Wallis Plains to put on a "Kauraberie" for the old Viceroy. At his meeting 
Macquarie persuaded Bungaree and his family group to settle again at Georges Head. Here, the 
day before they embarked for England, the Macquarie visited and farewelled the Bungaree family 
group and left them in the care of the new Governor who has been a member of the visiting 
party.

From this point onward Bungaree himself became one of the fixtures of and one of the sights 
worth seeing in the settlement. Governor Macquarie, who had been promoted just before his 
departure, had presented Bungaree with his old uniform and accoutrements and with such other 
things as a well equiped boat. Bungaree loved to wear the uniform and became a familiar figure 
in it. As an ex - naval man he knew and observed the necessities of naval procedure in all his 
comings and goings and he was one of the few competent interpreters then available.



All the diariests and analyst of the period mention him and most refer his manly character and 
good qualities. Flinders, Collins, Menzies and Macquarie all tell a good deal of the story and the 
writers of the 1820's such as W.C. Wentworth, J.D. Lang and Peter Cunningham also refer to 
him.

The village Bribie Island in Queensland is named after him. So also is a fishing village in the 
state of Victoria in the form of Bungaree Norah. His memory is honoured in the Central Coast by 
the name given to the headland on which Norah Head Lighthouse stands.

It is not possible to determine the exact position of the Central Coast from which Bungaree and 
his family group came from, it is more probable that they came from Patonga but it is still 
possible that they came and were a family group whose hunting grounds were in the vicinity of 
the area named Bungary Norah. Bungaree was looked after in Garden Island Naval Hospital in his 
last illness. He died in 1830 and was buried at Rose Bay.

For further details on Bungaree see Keith Willey's When the Sky Fe ll Down .

MUSQUIT O

A well known resistance fighter from the Central Coast was Musquito, who was a revolutionary 
and desperado according to the norms set by European law. Early in the contact period, Musquito 
became involved with the criminal fringe of European society. He later led several attacks 
against colonists along the Hawkesbury River, and was eventually imprisoned and sent in 1805 
to Norfolk Island and later Tasmania in 1813. Musquito's first-hand knowledge of bush-ranging 
tactics was subsequently used by the authorities to help round up outlaws in Tasmania. 

When given his freedom as a reward, Musquito became leader of a renedage group of Tasmanians, 
and organised large-scale guerilla tactics against the colonists, with tactics aimed at emulating 
the military discipline and skills of the soldiers. He was eventually re-captured, and sentenced 
to death for murder in 1825 in Hobart gaol. At the hanging, Musquito expressed the view that 
hanging was "no good for blackfellow". On being asked if it was good for white fellow, why was it 
not also good for blackfellow, he gave the laconic reply "Oh white fellow! Him bin blurry well 
used to it now" (Bennett 1969: 15-16; see also Willey 1979: 180-182 in Vinnicombe 1980.)
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TURO  DO WNS

The older inhabitants of Brisbane Water still recall an Aboriginal by the name of Turo Downs 
who lived at Hardy's Bay but he was not a local man. He had been brought from Northern 
Queensland by a contractor named Dunk. Turo later became an employee of Captain Anderson who 
had a vessel which carried fire-wood to Sydney. Turo was able to bring the ship from Sydney to 
Brisbane Water on his own. He was a great runner and a powerful swimmer and impressed those 
who saw him dive into the sea from the rocks at Kilcare Beach and emerge with a threshing 
lobster in his hands. Turo Downs still has a great reputation among the older inhabitants, who 



remember him as a gentleman in the true sense of the word, astute, polite and with a good 
command of English (pers. comm. E. Pope and B. Myers). He died on Brisbane Waters aged 86 in 
1942. Turo Downs was buried at Kincumber Church, where a grave stone bears the tribute that 
he was "respected by all" (Swancott 1961: 10, 142 in Vinnicombe).  There is a photograph of 
Turo Downs in pg 82 The Third Old Gosford by Gwen Dunder 1980.

BIL LY  F A W K NER

In 1875 Henry Kendall the well known poet and columnist, described Billy Fawkner, in the 
Town and Country Journa l , as being "the last of the blacks." Consequently Kendells' elegy "The 
Last of his Tribe," was probably about Billy Fawkner. (The elegy is quoted in full in the section, 
Culture Contact and Conflict - Case Studies) Also known as King Billy, Fawkner had been a 
trusty servant with the Ward family at Brisbane Waters for many years, helping to raise their 
children. Henry Kendall had lived in Brisbane Water for two years and certainly knew the 
Wards and Billy Fawkner. (Vinnicombe IV:29)

In the 1860's and 70's Billy used to travel to Dural to sell fish and oysters and with the money 
bought tea, sugar, flour, tobacco and pipes from the Central store.

King Billy's Cave was about three-quarters of a mile south of Berowra Creek. At the top of his 
cave was a distinct effect of the head of an Aboriginal, not carved. King Billy's wife, Sal, lived in 
another cave nearby, and she would jump from the top of her cave and drop into his. There was 
no other way she could enter. In the water was "Sal's Rock" from which she used to fish. (Loca l 
Co lour, July/September 1977)

The grave of Billy Fawkner, who died on land where he belonged, is apparently lost in oblivien. 
(Vinnicombe IV:29)

WIL L ERM A RIN
Willermarin was the Aboriginal person who threw the spear which struck Governor Phillip at 
Manly Cove. Willermarin was a visitor to this area from the North, probably the Central Coast. 
This information is according to Captain Tench in Cobley, J. (1963.)

BRA N CH  J A C K
In 1804 new European settlement in the Portland Head (now called Sackville Reach) area caused 
conflict between the Aboriginal people as they were again driven from the river banks. 

115

One of the settlers sent Governor King a memorial requesting permission for the European 
settlers to shoot any Aboriginal people who appeared on sight and as a result Governor King sent 
for three Aboriginal people who declared that they did not like not being allowed near the river 
banks and being shot at and asked if they could have the lower part of the Colo River and King 
assured them that there would be no more settlement in this region. But land grants continued 
the following year when Aborigines realised they were still being driven from their land.



Branch Jack, an Aboriginal 'resistance fighter,' led his people on a series of raids using guerilla 
warefare tactics against the European settlers around his own neighbourhood, the Colo River 
area. After numerous raids on farms and killings in the district the Aboriginal warriers escaped 
to the mountains and could not be found. Armed boats were sent out but no one was apprehended. 

In September 1805 a vessel , The Hawkesbury  was moored off Mangrove Point downstream 
from the present day Wiseman's Ferry. The Aboriginal raiding party paddled out, boarded the 
ships while the Captain and crew were down below sleeping.
 
Branch Jack and Woglomigh a 'notorious', Aboriginal leader were seen by the captain when he 
went to investigate when he heard voices from above. Woglomigh wounded the Captain in the hand 
with a spear and was shot by another European visitor on the boat. The Aborigines retreated and 
Branch Jack swam for the banks. As he rose to breathe he was fired at three times and died on 
the banks before his father and the rest of his people. (Ross 1980  : 87,88)

Q u e e n  Go os e b e rr y .
Queen Gooseberry was on of Bungaree's wives whose father had come from the Northern Sydney 
area. Her father told her about the rock carvings around the harbour foreshores and she showed 
those she knew about at North Head to George French Angus a European visitor with an interest 
in them. After Bungaree death she settled around Camp Cove, South Head with other groups of 
displaced Aborigines and was given a breast plate with her name on it. She died in 1862 and is 
supposedly buried at La Perouse. 

B u m b l e
A servant of a Yarramalong Valley family after whom Bumble Hill on the Central Coast is named.

Bi r a b a n  ( b e e - r e - b a h n )  m e a n in g  E a g l e h a w k
Biraban was well known Aboriginal character from the Awabakal area of the Central Coast. He 
was born at Bahtahbah (Belmont). As a child he was taken to Sydney to act as personal assistant 
to an officer of the Sydney Barracks Captain John M. Gill. He was given the English name of 
Johnny McGill (after his master) and quickly learnt to speak English fluently. 

Biraban, having been initiated through 14 different ceremonies was a leader of the Awabakals. 
When L.E. Threlkeld opened a mission on Lake Macquarie in 1825, Biraban, through his 
influence on his people and his knowledge of English, became Threlkeld's interpreter and 
linguistic assistant. Threlkeld used his association with Biraban to make a full translation of the 
Awabakal language. The mission closed in 1841.

Biraban also helped interpret at court cases which involved Aborigines, where his abilities and 
demeanour won the respect of officiating judges but he was not allowed to be sworn as a witness 
(as he was Aboriginal).
Biraban was an outstanding Aboriginal of his time, at once using European culture and at the 
same time preserving his traditional integrity. Although attentive to the Christian teaching of 
his employer, he was also punctilious in observing his own tribal customs and ceremonial 
obligations. (Vinnicombe IV:198 1980) 118

He took part in the annual get-together of Aborigines where he was declared and given the 



insignia of King of the Lake Macquarie tribe. He visited the Australian Agricultural Company at 
Port Stephens with Rev. L.E. Threlkeld and they astonished the local people by addressing them 
in their own language. (Bennett 1969 : 15)

Biraban skills and influence were used to create a better understanding between the Europeans 
and the Aborigines of the whole colony. Biraban died in about 1850. (Threlkeld, in Vinnicombe 
1980)

P e m u l w y .
T h e  na m e  Pe mulw y  m e ans  e ar t h :  m an  o f  t h e  e a r t h .  Pe mulw y  liv e d  in  A us t ra lia  
in  t he  las t  hal f  o f  t he  1 8 t h  cen t ury .  He  was b orn  around  1 7 5 6  t o  a  p e ople  who  
b e lie v e d  t ha t  t h e ir  world  was  b rough t  in t o  b e ing  b y  a  t ransc e nd e n t al  c re a t o r  
who  t ook  t he  t e mporal f orm  o f  t he  rainb ow.  He  die d  in  1 8 0 2 .  He  was t he  
r a i n b o w  w a r r i o r . (Eric Wilmot, 1987.)
Such was the legend of Pemulwy, as stated by Wilmot in his book, Pemu lwy ,  The  Ra inbow 
W a r r i o r ,  Weldon 1981. It  is recommended reading, also the viewing SBS series The Ra inbow 
Serpent , an episode called "Warriers".

Wilmott describes his extraordinary powers and his connection to the supernatural. In both 
legend and history, he is credited with conducting a 12 year compaign against the European 
invaders that were well beyond the acts of outlaws or thieves. 
T h e y  w ere  ac t s  o f  war  carrie d  ou t  b y  p e o ple  d e t e rmin e d  no t  t o  surre nd e r  t h e ir  
land  o r  so v e re ign t y  t o  t h e  in v a d e r .  (Wilmot 1987)

Pemulwy was a member of the Eora people from the Sydney area. He fought fiercely against the 
Europeans in the Sydney - Parramatta area from 1790 to 1802.

He is not mentioned in our textbooks because, unlike Aborigines like Bennelong, he did not 
accept European ways nor their presence in the Sydney region. Despite the fact that past 
historians have overlooked Aboriginal resistance in general, and Pemulwy's exploits in 
particular, we can put together his career from documents of the time such as Governor 
Phillip's correspondence and from journals of the earliest colonists. 

1790 Pemulwy and his group had committed many raids agains the 
colonists, killing or wounding seventeen people. 

Pemulwy speared Governor Phillip's gamekeeper, John McIntire 
who later died from his wounds.

Governor Phillip ordered a punitive party to pursue Pemulwy and his
group and to bring back six adult males - dead or alive. They failed. 

1794 Pemulwy was involved in a raid at Parramatta and wounded. 

1795 Pemulwy was spotted at an initiation ceremony, fully recovered from his wounds.

Pemulwy led an attack on settlers at Brickfield Hill near Sydney.

Another punitive party went in search of Pemulwy but was not 



successful. 
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Pemulwy fought Black Caesar, a negro bushranger, and was seriously
wounded. 

1796 Pemulwy led many attacks against settlers in Parramatta and Lane
Cove. 

1797 Pemulwy and his group attacked and killed settlers at Toongabbie 
and north of Parramatta. 

Settlers finally confronted Pemulwy and his group. Five Aborigines
were killed and Pemulwy was wounded. He was taken to hospital with seven buckshot 
wounds. Later he escaped, even though he had irons on his legs. 

1798  A myth grew up among the Aborigines that Pemulwy was immune to 
Euorpean weapons. 

1799 Pemulwy's attacks on the settlers increased.

1801 Pemulwy and his people started setting fire to crops and houses and
continued killing settlers. 

Governor King issued orders that the Aborigines of the Parramatta, 
Georges River and Prospect Hill districts were to be fired at on sight. Pemulwy 
continued his raids, killing more settlers. 

Governor King outlawed and offered a reward for the capture of Pemulwy - dead or alive. 

1802 Pemulwy again attacked settlers at Parramatta and Toongabbie, 
killing four. 

Governor King told the local Aborigines that if Pemulwy was 
captured he would re-establish friendly relations with them.

Not long after this Pemulwy was shot by two settlers. His head was
amputated, preserved in spirits and sent to Sir Joseph Banks in 
England for research purposes. 

Al t hough  a  t e rrible  p es t  t o  t he  colony  he  was a  bra v e  and  ind e p end en t  charac t er  
(King HRNSW Vol 4 : 784). 

Disc ussio n  Po in t s
1. List some of the guerrilla war tactics used by Pemulwy.
2. Why, do you think, was Pemulwy's head considered of importance

to "scientific research" in 1802?
3. What happens when a person is declared an outlaw? 
(From the work of Kate Cameron)
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Ma r t h  H o b b s  /  E v e r in g h a m
Martha Hobbs was an Aboriginal women from the Hawkesbury area. She married Ephrain 
Everingham who was born in 1855 of an Aboriginal mother and non Aboriginal father (John 
Everingham [son of a First Fleeter]/ Mildred Saunders). They settled around the Sackville area, 
and lived on a local property "Tinzzana." They had children who went to the local schools, six 
boys and two girls. Some of the grandchildren of Martha lived on Sackville reserve in the early 
20th century. 
Descendants of the family still live in the Windsor and Richmond area and also in Sydney and 
there are several buried in St. Thomas Cemetary, Sackville. Matha Everingham was said to be 
the last of the traditional Aboriginal women of the Hawkesbury area. She died in Sackville at the 
Everingham property "Tinzzana in 1926 and is buried at the local church, St Thomas Church of 
England, Sackville Reach.
(Ross 1981 : 202, Ross 1980 :380)
For more information about this family see A bor ig ina l  H is t ory vol 12 1-2 1988 pg 63  and 
H is t ory  Magazine of The Royal Australian Historical Society  No. 4, June 1989 pg 13  and  
Ross, V. Cornstalks A Geneology , Library of Australian History 1980.

O t h e r  A b o r i g in a l  P e o p l e  o f  t h e  1 9 t h  C e n t u r y  a n d  e a r l y  2 0 t h  
C e n t u r y .
After the devastating first contact period, Aboriginal people lived on the fringes of European 
society often subsisting off rations and blankets handed out by the Government or catching and 
collecting their own food. Very little is mentioned in books, journals and newspaper articles of 
these people because they were thought to be 'a dying race.' 

Evidence suggest that Aboriginal people lived along the shores of the Hawkesbury River and its 
tributaries and Sydney Harbour up until the 1920's perhaps and that others were living on 
specific Aboriginal Reserves (such as the Sackville Reach reserves) having travelled there 
from many areas until these reserves were forcably closed by the Aboriginal Protection Board 
in the 1920's,30's and 40's.

Some of these people to get a mention in various books are:
* Gr a n n y  L e wis  - who lived on the banks of the Marramarra Creek in the Berowra area. Her 
decendants are reported to have intermarried with non Aboriginal people in this area (Loca l 
Co lour).

* Bla c k  L u c y  - who lived in Milling Street Gladesville, until she died in the late 1920's. She 
was referred to by Europeans as the last (traditional)  member of the Gameraigal tribe and was 
buried in the Field of Mars cemetery. (Attenbrow 1981 : 91-92)

* T arp o t  - occupied a cave at Mosman Bay above "The Barn" the boy scouts building and lived 
by catching fish and doing odd jobs. He was usually dressed in cast off naval uniforms. He was 



reported to be still alive in 1888 (Guilder n.d. and Carroll 1949)

Other Aboriginal people lived until the early 1900's at Quakers Hat Bay near Beauty Point, 
Middle Harbour (Information from D. Keed 28/5/1984 North Sydney local history library 
collection also Carroll 1963,1949)
Quakers Hat Bay was earlier named Red Hand Bay because of the stencilled red hands at one time 
to be found there on the sandstone rocks and caves in the area. 
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A t  Chris t m as  t im e ,  t h e  " Black f e llows ' ,  as  t h e y  calle d  t h e  A b orig in es,  w ould  
com e  up  in  hord es  f rom t he  coun t ry  and  camp  in  t he  ca v es  in  t he  Cre morne  
Reserv e .  T here  t he y  wai t e d  t o  receiv e  t he  annual gi f t  o f  a  blanke t  e ach,  giv en  b y  
t h e  Go v e rnm e n t .  T rac es  o f  t h ese  Chris t m as  g a t h e rin gs  c ould  s t ill ,  un t il  qui t e  
r e c e n t ly ,  b e  se e n  in  t h e  h e a ps  o f  hal f - b urn t  sh e lls  a round  t h e  ca v es.  Source: 
Doctor Agnes Bennet t, C & C Manson, 1960 :11. Local history section of North Sydney library.

On t he  f la t  piece  o f  ground  b e t we en  t he  Kurraba  Road  bridg e  and  A ubin  S t re e t  
ad jacen t  t o  a  pre t t y  wa t er f all,  now co v ere d  b y  s t ones and  o t her  dumpings,  and  a t  
t he  im m e dia t e  re ar  o f  " Dalmarnock "  co t t a g e ,  t he  blacks  would  co m e  in  f ro m  f ar  
and  ne ar  e ach  y e ar  and  camp  f or  som e  t im e  in  ord er  t o  receiv e  t he  annual 
dis t ribu t ion  o f  b lanke t s  and  ra t ions  on  t he  Que e n 's  bir t hda y .  T hese  blacks  would  
f o ra g e  f o r  miles  around  and  pre t t y  well  cle an  ou t  all  t he  o p ossums and  o t he r  
ma t t e r  f i t  f o r  dig es t ion.  Som e t im es t he y  would  camp  a t  t he  back  o f  " Fassi f e rn , "  
t h e  la t e  r esid e nc e  o f  t h e  f a mily  Lox t ons.  During  t h e  v isi t  o f  t h e  la t e  Princ e  
A l f r e d ,  D uk e  o f  Ed in b ur g h ,  in  1 8 6 8 ,  in  t h e  H.M.S.  Gala t e a ,  t h e  A b orig inals  t ha t  
w e re  c olle c t e d  f ro m  t h e  di f f e re n t  d is t ric t s  t o  p e r f o rm  a  la rg e  c o rro b ore e  b e f o re  
t he  ro y al  v isi t or  camp e d  ab ou t  where  S t .  John 's  Church  now s t ands  on  t he  
sou t hern  heigh t s  o f  Care ening  Co v e .  

I  w e ll  r e m e m b e r  w a t chin g  a  nu m b e r  o f  t h e  o rig in a l  inh a b i t a n t s  o f  t h is  c o un t r y  
h e re  ca m p e d  prac t ising  f o r  t his  g re a t  e v e n t ,  m aking  t h e ir  b o o m erangs  f ro m  t h e  
local  t re es  and  using  t he m,  as  t he y  dance d  round  wi t h  t heir  b odies  pain t e d  in  
many  designs.  The  gro t esqueness and  f acial con t or t ions were  such t ha t  one  could  
n e v e r  f o rg e t .  Source: Ear l y  N eu t ra l  Ba y , L.F. Mann, R.A.H.S.J. Vol. XVIII, Part IV, 1932.
Local History Section North Sydney Library.
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SEC TIO N  T HREE  REBEL LIO N ,  REF ORM A N D  RE A SSERTIO N .

A .  T h e  Pr o t e c t io n  Pe rio d  1 8 5 0 - 1 9 4 0 's  
European settlement had altered the Aborigines from free, assured people, held together by a 
strong sense of community obligation and sharing networks, to a scattered group of dependents, 
relying on the hand-outs of a non-Aboriginal society. 

As early as 1841 Crown Land Commissioner Allman wrote of his belief in the benefits of 
"separating the children of the present generation from their parents and placing them under 
competent tuition" to try to keep the children from leaving the mission stations with their 
parents.

The Aborigines believed in a spirit world, unseen yet ever present. The missionaries could not 
challenge the power of the spirits. Europeans, being seen as re-incarnated spirits might be 
expected to break the 'tabus' which to the Aborigines were inviable. By accommodating the white 
man's presence into their beliefs, the Aborigines were able to resist, even ignore, the attacks on 
their behaviour of the Europeans who, on the one had, put forward Christian laws and codes of 
behaviour, but on the other hand, disobeyed those laws with impunity. This was unacceptable 
within the Aboriginal system of values and beliefs. 

The Aborigines Protection Board (later to become known as the Aborigines Welfare Board) was 
established by the New South Wales Government in 1883. Its powers were legislated through an 
act of parliament in 1909.

The Board's policy was that all Aboriginals should live on reserves. In 1883 there were 25 
Aboriginal reserves totalling 1,414 hectares. By 1900 there were 133 reserves. Aboriginals 
were encouraged to farm these reserves and implements were supplied. Most of the reserves 
would have been considered insufficient to support one non Aboriginal family, but they were 
expected to support whole Aboriginal communities. It was the Board's policy to force Aboriginals 
to be self-sufficient by supplying rations only to the aged, the sick and children. Most 
Aboriginal reserves were miles out of town, making it more difficult for Aboriginals to get 
work. 

Reserves were run by non Aboriginal officials or missionaries. Generally, their effect was one 



of institutionalising the people, and they lost their desire and ability to be self-sufficient. The 
only form of protest that was safe was one of passive resistance, often disguised to appear as 
incompetence or stupidity. It is an intelligent human strategy to be uncooperative when other 
means of resistance are not available.

Resistance sometimes also took the form of leaving the mission or reserve where possible for 
the establishment of the missions meant a fixed focus of activity and implied that the Aboriginal 
people should forgo their traditional lifestyles.

The powers of the Protection Board were wide and far reaching. What we would today call 
invasion of privacy and denial of natural justice was then a daily occurrance. There were weekly 
inspections of houses; the Aborigines were required to ask for permission to enter or leave a 
reserve; they were excluded from various social security allowances of the day and, where 
eligible. were paid in the form of household goods which were not transferable if the family left 
the reserve. Those who wanted to move about their locality as free citizens needed "an exemption 
certificate" but these were very difficult to obtain. Indeed, Aborigines did not always want them 
because it was an insult to their humanity and set them apart from their kin. 124

By far the worst actions of the Board were those which removed Aboriginal children from their 
families. Legally children could only be removed if they were neglected or uncontrollable but in 
practice the law worked differently. No committal hearing was necessary and in some cases 
managers of reserves wrote on the committal notice the reason for the Board taking control of a 
child simply as "for being Aboriginal". 

Training homes were set up to train Aboriginal children as domestic servants and labourers: a 
girls dormitory at Warangesda Station on the Murrumbidgee in 1893, the Cootamundra Girls 
Home in 1911 and the Kinchela Boys Home at Kempsey in 1924. From 1915 to 1939 any 
station manager or policeman could take Aboriginal children from their parents if he thought 
this was for their moral or spiritual welfare. Many Aboriginal people grew up not knowing who 
their parents were. Brothers and sisters were always separated and usually lost contact. 
Parents were actively discouraged from visiting their children, and children were never 
allowed to go home, because Government policy was designed to break up Aboriginal families. 
More than 5,000 children were removed in this way between 1883 and 1969 when the 
Aborigines Welfare Board was finally abolished. (In 1940 the Aboriginal Protection Board was 
replaced by the Aboriginal Welfare Board.)

Under legislation in force after 1939 non Aboriginal children could also be charged with neglect 
and removed from their parents but the act under which they were charged was a good deal more 
generous in the alternatives in offered of being fostered by suitable relatives or returned to the 
parents after a period of good behaviour.

A 1918 amendment to the Protection Act defined an Aborigine as "any full-blooded or half-caste 
Aboriginal who is a native of NSW." These people were legally allowed to live on reserves. To the 
Aborigines, however, the criteria for being Aboriginal were identifying as such and being of 
Aboriginal descent.

During the 1920's and 1930's the discrepancy between these two definitions caused untold 
misery. The Protection Board expelled hundreds of people from the reserves on the grounds they 
were not Aborigines. When these people moved to new camps on the town fringes, local councils 



would hound them away on the grounds they were Aboriginal. They became displaced persons, 
wandering from station to reserve to fringe camp, often miles from their traditional territory, 
and so, unwelcome by those Aborigines on whose territories they were forced to now live. 

In New South Wales a new Aborigines Protection Act was passed in 1936. It applied to "any full 
blooded or half caste Aboriginal." Any statement or document was enough to prove a person was 
Aboriginal unless the contrary could be "shown to the satisfaction of the Court." If there was any 
doubt the Court could decide on sight.

The 1936 Act allowed any Aboriginal or "person apparently having an admixture of Aboriginal 
blood" to be removed by court order to a reserve, and kept there  until the order was cancelled. 
It was now an offence to entice or assist any Aboriginal person to move from a reserve. The 
Board could also terminate any Aboriginal employment if the Board was not satisfied with its 
terms. The so called protection policy was in fact a dispersal policy and was to be replaced by 
assimilation policies and then integration policies, none of which took into account what the 
Aboriginal people themselves would have wanted. Whether Government policy caused anger or 
fear, defiance or misery, dispersal touched all Aboriginal people in New South Wales.
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From: The Module Bank 87/004 The Schoo l in the Communi t y: the Aborig ina l Perspec t ive
A C T I V I T IE S .
Material Required

* Worksheet 1 - N.S.W. Aborigines Protection Act,
      1909

* Worksheet 2 - Application for Exemption 
* Worksheet 3 - Cerfificate of Exemption 
* Video -       'Lousy Little Sixpence' (1 hour)

or
      'Women of the Sun' Episode 2, 3 or 4 
       (1 hour per episode)

* VCR and monitor
(one copy of each worksheet per participant)

TASK ACTIVITY
1. Distribute Worksheet 1 and ask participants to read it. 
2. Ask participants to form small groups to discuss the worksheet. 

Suggest to small group leaders that they may wish to use the
following discussion points.

S o m e  p o s s i b l e  d i s c u s s i o n  p o i n t s



* type of document (Act of Parliament/Government Policy)
* wording of the document (complicated legal language)
* members of the Board (who they were, how they were appointed)
* powers of the Board (amount of control)
* effects of the Board's decisions on the Aboriginal people

(paternalism, loss of identity, splitting of family groups, roles of 
men and women changed, children's lives affected)

* implications of this Act for Aboriginal people today

3. Distribute copies of Worksheets 2 and 3 for participants to 
read and discuss. Small group leaders may wish to include the
discussion points below. 
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S o m e  p o s s i b l e  d i s c u s s i o n  p o i n t s
* what the Certificate of Exemption meant for Aboriginal people

(exchanging one for of control for another, imposing 'white' values
on Aboriginal people)

* why Aboriginal people applied for the Certificate of Exemption 
* importance of the extended family to Aboriginal people during the 

Protection era and today (support, survival of people)

4. Introduce the selected video, 'Lousy Little Sixpence' or 'Women of 
the Sun'. Play the video.

5. Ask participants to return to small groups and to consider the 
discussions points relevant to their video.

'Lousy Little Sixpence' - Discussion Points

* ways in which Aboriginal people organised their fight against the
Board

* how education of Aboriginal people during the Protection era affects



the lives of Aboriginal people today
OR

'Women of the Sun' - Discussion points

* the attitude to Aboriginal Welfare demonstrated in the video episode
* the reasons why the Welfare policies concentrated so much on 

Aboriginal women and children
* how those Welfare and Protection policies affect the lives of 

Aboriginal people today

6. In plenary, invite group leaders to report back on their small group
discussions. 
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W ORKSHEE T  I

N S W  A b o r i g in e s  Pr o t e c t i o n  A c t  1 9 0 9
An Act to provide for the protection and care of aborigines; to repeal the 
Supply of Liquors to Aborigines Prevention Act; to amend the Vagrancy 
Act, 1902, and the Police Offences (Amendment) Act, 1908; and for 
purposes consequent thereon or incidental thereto. [20th December, 1909.]

Be it enacted by the King's Most Excellent Majesty, by and with the advice 
and consent of the Legislative Council and Legislative Assembly of New 
South Wales in Parliment assembled, and by the authority of the same, as 
follows:-

1. This Act may be cited as the "Aborigines Protection Act, 1909," and 
shall come into force on a date to be fixed by proclamation of the Governor 
in the Gazette. 



2. The Acts specified in the Schedule hereto are, to the extent 
indicated, repealed. 

3. In this Act, unless the context or subject matter  otherwise 
indicates or requires:

"Aborigines" means any full-blooded aboriginal native of Australia, and 
any person apparently having an admixture of a aboriginal blood who 
applies for or is in receipt of rations or aid from the board or is residing 
on a reserve. 

"Board: means board for protection of aborigines constituted under this 
Act. 

"Liquor" means and includes wine, spirits, beer, porter, stout, ale, cider, 
sherry, or any spirituous or fermented fluid whatever capable of producing 
intoxication.

"Local Committee" means committee appointed by the board to act in 
conjunction with the board under this Act. 

"Prescribed" means prescribed by this Act or the regulations. 
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"Reserve" means area of land heretofore or hereafter reserved from sale 
or lease by the Governor, or given by or acquired from any private person, 
for the use of aborigines. 
"Regulations" means regulations in force under this Act. 

"Stations" means stations on reserves.

4. 1) There shall be a board, to be styled "The Board for Protection of 
Aborigines", to consist of the Inspector-General of Police, or Acting 
Inspector General of Police, who shall, ex officio, be chairman, and not 
more than ten other members who shall be appointed by the Governor.

2) The board shall, subject to the direction of the Minister, be the 
authority for the protection and care of aborigines under this Act. 

3) The board shall annually elect one of its members as 



as may be necessary.

6. The board may appoint managers and local committees consisting of 
not more than seven nor less than three persons, to act in conjunction 
with the board, and also officers to be called guardians of aborigines; and 
may at any time abolish such local committees, or remove any members 
therefrom, or cancel the appointment of any guardian. 

Such committees and guardians shall exercise and perform the 
powers and duties prescribed by this Act and the regulations. 

7. It shall be the duty of the board-
a. to, with the consent of the Minister, apportion, distribute, and apply as 
may seem most fitting, any moneys voted by Parliament, and any other 
funds in its possession or control, for the relief of aborigines;
b. to distribute blankets, clothing, and relief to aborigines at the 
discretion of the board;
c. to provide for the custody, maintenance, and education of the children of 
aborigines;
d. to manage and regulate the use of reserves;
e. to exercise a general supervision and care over all matters affecting 
the interests and welfare of aborigines, and to protect them against 
injustice, imposition, and fraud. 
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8. 1. All reserves shall be vested in the board, and it shall not be 
lawful for any person other than an aborigine, or an officer under the 
board, or a person acting under the board's direction, or under the 
authority of the regulations, to enter or remain upon or be within the 
limits of a reserve upon which aborigines are residing, for any purpose 
whatsoever. 

2. The board may remove from a reserve any aborigine who is guilty 
of any misconduct, or who, in the opinion of the board, should be earning a 
living away from such reserve. 

3. Any building erected on reserve shall be vested in and become the 
property of the board also all cattle, horses, pigs, sheep, machinery, and 
property thereon purchased or acquired for the benefit of aborigines. 

9. Any person who gives, sells, or supplies, except in case of accident, 



aborigine, shall be guilty of an offence against this Act. Nothing in this 
section shall affect the opeation of the Liquor (Amendment) Act, 1905.

10. Whosoever, not being an aborigine, or the child of an aborigine, 
lodges or wanders in company with any aborigine, and does not, on being 
required by a justice, give to his satisfaction a good account that he has a 
lawful fixed place of residence in New South Wales and lawful means of 
support, and that he so lodged or wandered for some temporary and lawful 
occasion only, and did not continue so for some temporary and lawful 
occasion only, and did not continue so to do beyond such occasion, shall be 
guilty of an offence against this Act. 

11. 1) The board may, in accordance with and subject to the provisions 
of the Apprentices Act, 1901, by indenture bind or cause to bound the child 
of any aborigine, or the neglected child of any person apparently having an 
admixture of aboriginal blood in his veins, to be apprenticed to any 
master, and may collect and institute proceedings for the recovery of any 
wages payable under such indenturte, and may expend the same as the 
board may think fit in the interest of the child. 

Every child so apprenticed shall be under the supervision of the 
board, or of such person as may be authorised in that behalf by the 
regulations. 

Any such child so apprenticed shall be liable to be proceeded against and 
punished for absconding, or for other misconduct, in the same way as any 
child apprenticed by his father with such child's. 130

PRO T EC TIO N  PERIO D  IN  T HE  SYD NEY REGIO N

After the traditional method of hunting and gathering ceased to be an option, the remnants of the 
Dharug, Darkinjung, and Gundungurra Tribes who had not become integrated into the 
mainstream culture lived largely on reserves or on  missions. Such establishments were to be 
found between Blacktown and Richmond along the Richmond Road, on the west bank of the 
Hawkesbury River north of Windsor (Sackville), in the Burragorang Valley and La Perouse in 
the south of Sydney.

Many of the records relating to the reserves were lost in a fire, but they were probably similar 
to the other institutions throughout Australia. In general the Aboriginal people were supervised 
by a non Aboriginal who had absolute power over the movements of people to and from the 
reserve. The Aborigines were provided with food and clothing but rarely, if ever, did they 
actually received any currency. In general, conditions were unchanging and little generally  
better than they had been over the previous fifty years. It was generally believed that the 
Aboriginal race would soon die out, so the reserves basically acted as holding areas until what 



The reserve at Sackville still had about 50 Aboriginal people living on it at the turn of the 
century, consisting of both Dharug and Darkinjung families. (Kohen 1985). In 1889/ 1890 
there was an average of 35 adults and 40 children in the Windsor Police District which includes 
the Sackville Reserves. Rations of tea, sugar, flour were given to these people every three 
months and in January 1889 the Aborigines Protection Board, railway freighted a sailboat from 
Sydney for the Aborigines on the Sackville Reserves (Aboriginal Protection Board records, State 
Archives).

After World War 1 and II large numbers of reserves were rovoked for the provision of 'soldier 
settlers' blocks for ex-servicemen. It was believed that Aboriginal people were a dying race and 
thus would not require any land. In the 1954 - 1964 period another wave of revocation occured 
related to the Government policy of assimilation and the removal of Aboriginal people from 
traditional Reserves to new Reserves set aside in other places or towns.

Many of these reserves and missions, like the Sackville Reserve on the Hawkesbury near 
Windsor, remained until the early twentieth century. The Sandy Point Reserve, near Liverpool, 
was possibly one of the oldest reserves in the Sydney area. In Burragorang Valley, there were 
two reserves. The Tonelli River Reserve was near its junction with the Wollondilly. "Pocket 
Farm" (also called "St. Joseph's Farm", "Black Farm" or "Black Town") was at the junction of 
Cox's River and Warrangamba Gorge. The latter was 100 acres of alluvial soil purchased, in 
1877, with money collected from public contribution by the Rev. Father Dillon of Camden. 
Sixty people of the Gandangarra tribe lived there. When the Aborigines Protection Board 
eventually decided that the Aboriginal population on reserves and missions in western Sydney 
should be relocated to La Perouse, there was little option. Even though the families of 
Nurragingy and Colebee held the land grant along Richmond Road for several generations, it was 
expropriated by the Aboriginal Protection Board.  The Tonelli River Reserve people were 
removed to La Perouse in 1927-28. The people at Pocket Creek were also moved at the same 
time. Dr. Dillon (apparently) had not received a full legal title. The farm was sold, possibly as a 
result of the Church's desire to raise revenue, regardless of the fact that it had been bought by 
public contribution specifically for the Burragorang Aborigines.(Kohen 1985)
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The Sackville Reserve were closed in the early 1940's and the people were removed to La 
Perouse except Andy Barber who wanted to stay.(Wal Jones in Yarns and Pho tos of Beaut iful 
Berowra ,  Hawkesbury  t o  Hornsby). One Sackville reserve was declared a public reserve in 
1957 and a stone monument placed there to commomorate the Hawkesbury Aborigines.

In 1940 a new policy of "assimilation" was proclaimed in the Aborigines Act 1940 which 
established the Aborigines Welfare Board. Many reserves were closed in the 1940's and 50s and 
people coerced into the towns.

With the fragmentation of Aboriginal groups, after their resistance had been brutally 
suppressed and their subsequent dependence on "hand-outs" for their survival on the missions 
and reserves to which they were directed, came the NSW Governements' desire to "de-tribalise" 
the children of Aboriginal people in order to make them more "useful and acceptable" in a more 
"civilised" society.



While no specific figures are available regarding the numbers of Northern Sydney Aboriginal 
people who suffered during this "period of protection," it is certain that not a single one would 
have been unscathed. Peter Read, in his The Stolen Genera t ions says, T o  pu t  i t  ano t her  wa y ,  
t he re  is  no t  an  A b original  p e rson  in  NSW  who  d o es  no t  know,  or  who  is  no t  
re la t e d  t o ,  one  or  t wo  o f  his  coun t r y m e n  who  w ere  ins t i t u t ionalise d  b y  t he  
whi t es.  In the article, The Stolen Genera t ions, Peter Read describes what happened to the 
Aboriginal children in NSW who were taken away from their parents by government legislation 
and put into the care of government institutions. 

The impact of this legistation and policy on Aboriginal families in NSW can never be fully 
appreciated. The devastation of individual lives remains incalculable. That the law remained in 
force until 1969 is indefensible. It is a story that needs to be told.

For more information read:
Survival, A History of Aboriginal Life in NSW, Nigel Parbury, Office of Aboriginal Affairs, 
1986.
The Stolen Generations, The Removal of Aboriginal Children in NSW 1883-1969. Office of 
Aboriginal Affairs 1982.
Koorie: a Will to Win, Angus and Robertson 1985
Tucker, Margaret. If Everyone Cared Grosvenor Books, Sydney 1977.
Which has an account in chapter nine of Margaret's apprenticeship as a maid to a family in 
Beecroft Road, Cheltenham.
Or view videos:
1. Koorie - A Will to Win by James Miller (NSW Office of Film and T.V)
2. A Lousy Little Sixpence.
3. Faces of Change: Coral (ABC)
4. Women of the Sun: SBS Sydney 1982
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IT EMS  O F  EN VIRO NMEN T A L  HERIT A GE
DATE: 28th October, 1987.

PROPERTY DESCRIPTION: Monument to Aborigines - Public Recreation 
Reserve off Holes Drive, Sackville

DESCRIPTION: Simple monument with plaque listing the purpose of the 
monument. 



monument. 

DATE OF CONSTRUCTION: 1952

LOCAL ENVIRONS: Situated within public reserve

CONDITION: Good

SPECIAL FEATURES:
Where monument is situated was previously an Aboriginal reserve. Last 
known Aboriginal person living in the area was Andrew Barber who died at 
106 years of age. Barber had a small row boat which he used to catch fish 
from the River. Barber supplemented his diet of fish and small animals 
with supplies of tea, sugar, flour and anything else he would obtain from 
local farmers. 
In addition to this the local police travelled to the area weekly by 
motorcycle with food and tobacco for Barber. 

In the vicinity is Maggies Bight - a former Aboriginal mission run by 
Maggie, an Aboriginal woman.

*Monument placed by farmers etc. as tribute to Aboriginal people who 
lived in the area. 
EXTERIOR RESTORATION NEEDS: Minor
Mr. P.W. Gledhill, who was responsible for having the site declared a public 
reserve, donation a sandstone memorial to the Hawkesbury Aborigines. It 
read as follows:
T h is  o b e l isk  e re c t e d  as  a  m e m or ia l  t o  t h e  a b or i g in e s
o f  t h e  Ha w k e sb ur y  f o r  w h o m  t h is  a r e a  w as  o r i g in a l l y  
reserv ed .  Unv e iled by  Cr.  H .  C .  Ma t heson ,  Esq . ,  
Pres id e n t ,  Co lo   Sh ire  Counc i l .  D e d ica t e d  b y  t h e  V ery  
Rev . S. Bar t on Babbage , M. A ., Ph.D ., Th.L., Dean of  
Sydne y ,  5 t h Ju ly  1 9 5 2 .
T h is  m e m or i a l  is  t h e  g i f t  o f  P . W .  G l e dh i l l ,  Esq . ,
F .S . A .G .  and  in t eres t e d  f r iends .
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A b o r i g i n a l  l a n d  c l a i m  i s  q u e r i e d
North Shore Times 19.11.1986.



The Metropolitan Local Aboriginal Land Council admitted that land it has 
claimed at Cowan hasn't any historical significance.This follows a recent 
Hornsby Shire Council meeting where the claim was tabled. The council 
decided to defer the matter for the "educational benefit" of the council to 
find out on what basis the claim was made. But the Metropolitan Local 
Aboriginal Land Council's chairman Harry Mumbulla said the land in 
question did not have any Aboriginal historical significance. He said the 
Aboriginal Land Rights Act 1983 allowed the Aboriginal community to 
make any claims on land that: "can be lawfully sold or leased, or reserved 
or dedicated for any purpose under the Crown Lands Consolidation Act 
1913.
*Is not lawfully used or occupied
*Is not likely to be needed for residential lands
*Is not likely to be used or needed for essential public purposes"
The land claim includes 5.36ha along the rear boundaries of lots on the 
western side of the Pacific Highway near Cowan railway station.

C o u n c il  o p p o s e s  c l a im  o n  g a r d e n s .  
An Aboriginal land claim for the Ku-ring-gai Wildflower Garden has met 
with vehement objections from aldermen. Ku-ring-gai Council decided to 
fight the claim to the land at St Ives, made by the Aboriginal Land Council 
under the strong protest that the claim was "ludicrous" and "deplorable."

Alderman .....................suggested the council's emblem, depicting two 
Aborigines, be changed. Alderman ................put forward a five point proposal 
to not recognise the claim or the Land Rights Act and called on other 
councils to unite against the act. 
Alderman............ demanded, "the council deplore attempts to divide the 
nation" and said the claim was " a threat to Australia's future as a free 
nation."
"When we start recognising minority groups and give them the right to 
claim land we open up a Pandora's box,"he said.
"It is the beginning of a nation within a nation."
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T h e  S t o l e n  G e n e r a t i o n s
The  s t a t ion  popula t ions b ecame  older,  more  dependen t  t han  e v er  on  t he  manag er,  
t h e  m a t ro n ,  and  t h e ir  A b orig inal  hand y m an.  Yo un g  m e n  n o w  le f t  t h e ir  f a milie s  
f o r  g o o d ,  e i t h e r  t o  s e a rch  f o r  w o rk  wh e r e v e r  p as t o ra l  o r  un t ra in e d  la b o ur e rs  
w ere  wan t e d ,  o r  t o  wand er  a round  t h e  kinship  a re a ,  o f f e ring  t h e mselv es  as  
cheap  casual workers  t o  f arm ers.  The y  ke p t  well  ou t  o f  t he  wa y  o f  wom en and  
t heir  y oungs t ers  who,  b e f ore  child  endownm en t  cam e  in  1 9 2 7 ,  d e p end e d  on  
t h e ir  m e n  bringing  b ack  t o  t h e  t wo -ro o m e d  w e a t h e rb o ard  hu t s  su f f icie n t  wa g es  
t o  sup ple m e n t  t h e  no t  v e r y  nu t ri t iv e  Bo ard  ra t ion .  If  t h e  b re a dwinn e r  ha d  b e e n  
issu e d  wi t h  an  expulsion  o rd e r  f o r  insole nc e  o r  id le n ess  ( and  t h e  m ana g e rs  ha d  
absolu t e  discre t ion  t o  make  such  explusions ) ,  t hen  t he  wag es had  t o  b e  smuggled  
in t o  t h e  s t a t io n ,  o r  in t o  a  r ese r v e  i f  t h e  se rg e an t  was  v indic t iv e ,  f o r  t h e  f a mily  
w e r e  f i rmly  s e p a ra t e d  f r o m  him  while  t h e y  li v e d  in  a  B o a rd  h o m e .  Sm all  g r o u ps  
o f  hidd en  hu t s,  o f  bag  or  corruga t e d  iron  sca v eng e d  f rom  t he  local  t ip ,  g rew 
where  such  f amilies  could  g e t  t o g e t he r  o f f  r ese rv es,  usually  on  t own  co m m ons,  
r i v e r b a nks ,  o r  in  un t o uc h e d  f o r e s t .  
W h ere  t h e  sm all  A b orig inal  c o m muni t ies  ha d ,  b e f o re  t h e  W ar ,  m os t  f e are d  t h e  
ag gressiv e  shire  councils  and  exp ec t e d  t he  Board  t o  pro t ec t  t he m f rom councils '  
e f f o r t s  t o  m o v e  t he m  on,  now t heir  f e ars  t urne d  a gains t  t he  Board  i t se l f  and  all  
i t s  w orks .  T h e  A b orig in e s  sa rd o nic  nick -na m e  f o r  t h e  Bo ard ,  c o m m o n  c oin  un t il  
t h e  ' f i f t ies ,  was  t h e  " Pe rse cu t ion  Bo ard " ,  and  d a t es  f ro m  t his  t im e .  T h e re  w ere  
n o  l e ss  t h a n  t h ir t y - six  e x p ulsio n  o r d e rs  issu e d  o v e r  sin g le  y e a r  f r o m  D e c e m b e r  
1 9 2 3 ,  inclu din g  six t e e n  o v e r  A pril  an d  Ma y  o f  1 9 2 4 :  m os t ly  f ro m  m ana g e d  
s t a t ions,  wh ere  t h e  p olic y  could  b e  im m e dia t e ly  im p ose d  b y  au t hori t y .
(Jack Horner, Vot e Ferguson for Aboriginal Freedom, 1974.)

The  da y  cam e  a t  Cum eroo gunga  when  police  arriv e d  in  a  car  f rom Moama  and  
t o o k ,  wi t h  o t h e r  g ir ls ,  D o u g 's  sis t e r ,  s ix t e e n - y e a r - o ld  Hild a .  T h e  p o lic e  c a m e  
wi t hou t  warning ,  exce p t  f or  t he  precau t ion  o f  ensuring  t ha t  t he  m en  had  b e en  
se n t  o v e r  t h e  sand -hills  t o  cu t  t im b er .  So m e  o f  t h e  g irls  e lud e d  t h e  p olic e  b y  
swim min g  t h e  Murra y .  O t h e rs  w e r e  f o rc e d  in t o  t h e  c a rs ,  wi t h  m o t h e rs  w ailin g  
and  t hrea t ening  t he  o f f icers  wi t h  any  weapon a t  hand.  Doug  saw his  mo t her  chase  
t h e  p olic e  wi t h  a  crow b ar .  Sh e  and  o t h e r  m o t h e rs  scra m ble d  in t o  t h e  cars  wi t h  
t he  children  and  re fuse d  t o  g e t  ou t .  The y  wen t  as  f ar  as  Moama  wi t h  t he  girls  
and  t here  were  f orced  ou t .
A f t e r  a  f ew  m on t hs '  t raining  a t  Co o t amundra ,  t hese  girls  were  appren t ic e d  a t  
3 / 6  a  w e e k .  T h e y  re c e iv e d  1 / -  as  p ock e t -m on e y ,  2 / 6  b e ing  p aid  in t o  t h e  
board 's  t rus t  accoun t ,  la t er  t o  b e  handed  ou t  a t  t he  board 's  discre t ion.
" T he  p olic e  said  t he  child ren  were  ne gle c t e d , "  Doug  said .  " My  sis t e r  was  no t  
ne glec t e d .  Bu t  i t  was t he  cra f t y  wa y  t he  police  handle d  t he  ma t t e r  t ha t  rankle d . "
For  a  long  t im e  a f t e r  t ha t ,  whene v er  cars  were  he ard  approaching ,  Doug  and  t he  
o t h e r  y oung  child re n  crawle d  und e r  t h e  f lo or  o f  t h e  scho ol-house .
The  f ac t  t ha t  t he  highes t  a v enue  o f  oppor t uni t y  op en  t o  t hese  girls  was t raining  
t o  b e  c h e a p  s e r v a n t s  in  w hi t e  h o m e s  -  wi t h  i t s  im plie d  in f e r io r i t y  -  w as  t h e  
r e ason  f o r  t h e  p are n t s '  ina bili t y  t o  se e  a d v an t a g e  in  se p ara t ion  f ro m  t h e ir  
child r e n ,  w as  inc o m pr e h e nsib le  t o  t h e  Bo ard .
( M. Thorpe Clarke, Pastor Doug, 1975: 39-40.)
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Dis c u ss  t h e s e  e x a m p l e s  o f  " p r o t e c t i o n . "

Consider the effects on the women and children of the practices described 
in the second document.

A) After reading the account of Pastor Doug and Margaret Tuckers account 
in : If  Ev ery one  Care d: A u t ob iography  o f  Margare t  Tucker (1983) and seeing 
the film Lousy  L i t t l e  S ixp e nc e ,  find out about the Aboriginal Protection 
Board's Apprenticeship schemes and write a short account in your own 
words of what happened to two generations of Aboriginal children in 
Australia.

B) Imagine that you are a small boy or girl of about six or seven years old 
taken from your parents by the Protection Board. Keep a diary of the 
events which happened to you till you reached adulthood.
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C.  PO LITIC A L  MO V EMEN T S 1 9 2 0 's  3 0 's  4 0 's
E x t r a c t  f r o m : S u r v i v o r s  A  H i s t o r y  o f  A b o r i g i n a l  L i f e  i n  N S W  
N .  P a r b u r y ,Min is t r y  o f  A b o r i g i n a l  A f f a i r s  1 9 8 8  p p 1 0 7 - 1 1 2 .
In 1937 William Ferguson, an Aboriginal shearer and unionist formed the Aborigines 
Progressive Association (APA) at Dubbo. Like the Aborigines League (AAL), the APA aimed for 
full citizenship and equality for Aboriginal people. White sympathizers like Michael Sawtell, 
later president of the Aborigines Welfare Board, and the poet (Dame) Mary Gilmore were 
present at the first meeting of the APA.

In 1937, William Cooper of the AAL had the idea of marking the 1938 Sesquicentenary as a "day 
of mourning" for Aboriginal people. The idea was taken up by Ferguson and Jack Patten of the 
APA, and a Day of Mourning committee was formed. At the same time the Sydney press published 
letters about the frontier massacres period in New South Wales.

The committee published a manifesto, "Aborigines Claim Citizen Rights" (reprinted here almost 
in full) for Australia Day 1938, and on the day held an Aboriginal Conference and Day of 
Mourning and Protest, at the Australian Hall in Sydney. "Aborigines and persons of Aboriginal 
blood only" were invited. One reporter and one policeman were allowed in.

Five days later an Aboriginal delegation led by Ferguson and Patten met the Prime Minister, 
presenting him with a ten point program for Aboriginal equality. The Commonwealth was asked 
to take over Aboriginal affairs and give positive help in education, housing, working conditions, 
social welfare and land purchases, although it was to be thirty years before the Australian 
Government accepted any of this responsibility. The Committee for Aboriginal Citizen Rights 
was formed in Sydney, and from March 1938 Ferguson and Bill Onus published the Australian 
Abo Call, the journal of the APA.

T h e  o f f ic ia l  c e le b ra t io ns
For the official 1938 Australia Day celebrations the Government brought in "tame" Aboriginals 
from the Menindee reserve. They were taken straight from the train, locked up in a stable at the 
Redfern police barracks and guarded by dogs:

On January  2 6  t he y  were  brough t  ou t  dressed  in  leav es t o  b e  chased  along  t he  
shore  b y  Bri t ish  soldie rs  wi t h  b a y one t s  and  t o  parad e  t hrough  t he  s t re e t  on  a  
f loa t .  T he  nex t  da y  t he y  w ere  se n t  b ack  t o  t he ir  t in  she ds  on  t he  Darling  Riv e r .
Sydney Morning Herald Good Weekend, 26 January 1985.

The following is a major part of the manifesto distributed by the Kooris of New South Wales at 
the protest meeting held in Sydney on Australia Day,1938.

One  Hundre d  and  f i f t y  y e ars.
The 26th of January, 1938, is not a day of rejoicing for Australia's Aborigines; it is a day of 
mourning. This festival of 150 years of so-called "progress" in Australia commemorates also 
150 years of misery and degradation imposed upon the original native inhabitants by the white 



150 years of misery and degradation imposed upon the original native inhabitants by the white 
invaders of this country. We, representing the Aborigines, now ask you, the reader of this 
appeal, to pause in the midst of your sesquicentenary rejoicings and ask yourself honestly 
whether your "conscience" is clear in regard to the treatment of the Australian blacks by the 
Australian whites during the period of 150 years' history which you celebrate?
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T h e  old  A us t ralians
You are the New Australians, but we are the Old Australians. We have in our arteries the blood 
of the Original Australians, who have lived in this land for many thousands of years. You came 
here only recently, and you took our land away from us by force. You have almost exterminated 
our people, but there are enough of us remaining to expose the humbug of your claim, as white 
Australians, to be a civilised, progressive, kindly and humane nation. By your cruelty and 
callousness towards the Aborigines you stand condemned in the eyes of the civilised world. 

Pla in  S p e a k in g
These are hard works, but we ask you to face the truth of our accusation. If you would openly 
admit that the purpose of your Aborigines Legislation has been, and now is, to exterminate the 
Aborigines completely so that not a trace of them or of their descendants remains, we could 
describe you as brutal, but honest. But you dare not admit openly that your hope and wish is for 
our death! You hypocritically claim that you are trying to "protect" us: but you modern policy of 
"protection" (so-called) is killing us off just as surely as the pioneer policy of giving us 
poisioned damper and shooting us down like dingoes!
We ask you now, reader, to put your mind, as a citizen of the Australian Commonwealth, to the 
facts presented in these pages. We ask you to study the problem, in the way that we present the 
case, from the Aborigines' point of view. We do not ask for your charity; we do not ask you to 
study us as scientific freaks. Above all, we do not ask for your "protection". 
No thanks! We have had 150 years of that! We ask only for justice, decency and fair play. Is this 
too much to ask? Surely our minds and hearts are not so callous that you will refuse to 
reconsider your policy of degrading and humiliating and exterminating Old Australia's 
Aborigines?

A b orig in es  Pro t e c t ion  A c t s .
All Aborigines, whether nomadic or civilised, and also all half-castes, are liable to be 
"protected" by the Aborigines Protection Boards, and their legal status is defined by Aborigines 
Protection Acts of the various States and of the Commonwealth. Thus we are for the greater part 
deprived of ordinary civil legal rights and citizenship, and we are made a pariah caste within 
this so-called democratic community. 
The value of the Aborigines Protection Acts in "protecting" Aborigines may be judged from the 
fact that at the 1933 census there were no Aborigines left to protect in Tasmania; while in 
Victoria there were only 92 full-bloods, in South Australia 569 fullbloods, in New South 
Wales1,034 full-bloods.
The Aborigines of full-blood are most numerous, and most healthy, in the northern parts of 
Australia, where white "protection" exists in theory, but in practice the people have to look 
after themselves. 
But already the hand of official "protection" is reaching out to destroy these people in the north, 
as it has already destroyed those in the southern States. We beg of you  to alter this cruel system 
before it gets our 36,000 nomadic brothers and sisters of North Australia into its charitable 



clutches!

W ha t  " Pro t e c t ion "  Me ans.
The "protection" of Aborigines is a matter for each of the individual States; while those in the 
Northern Territory come under Commonwealth ordinances. 
This means that in each State there is a different "system", but the principle behind the 
Protection Acts is the same in all States, Under these Acts the Aborigines are regarded as 
outcasts and as inferior begins who need to be supervised in their private lives by Government 
officials. No one could deny that there is scope for the white people of Australia to extend 
sympathetic, or real, protection and education to the uncivilised blacks, who are willing and 
eager to learn when given a chance. 
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But what can be said for a system which regards these people as incurably "backward' and does 
everything in its power to keep them backward? Such is the effect of the Aborigines Protection 
Acts in every State and in the Northern Territory. No real effort is being made to bring these 
"backward" people forward into the national life. They are kept apart from the community, and 
are being pushed further and further "backward."

" Pro t e c t ion "  in  N e w  Sou t h  W ales
We take as an example the Aborigines Protection Act (1909-1936) of New South Wales, the 
Mother State of Australia, which is now so proudly entering its 150th Anniversary.
This Act sets up a Board, known as the "Board for Protection of Aborigines," of which the 
Commissioner of police is ex officio Chairman. Other members - not exceeding 10 in number 
are appointed by the Governor. 
The Board has power to distribute moneys voted by Parliament for the relief of Aborigines, and 
has power "to exercise a general supervision and care over all Aborigines and over all matters 
affecting the interests and welfare of Aborigines, and to protect them against injustice, 
imposition and fraud."
The arbitrary treatment which we receive from the A.P. Board reduces our standards of living 
below life-preservation point, which suggest that the intention is to exterminate us. In such 
circumstances it is impossible to maintain normal health. So the members of our commuinity 
grow weak and apathetic, lose desire for education, become ill and die while still young.

A b orig inal  wi t hin  t h e  m e aning  o f  t h e  ac t
An "Aborigine" is defined in the New South Wales Act as "any full-blooded or half-caste 
Aboriginal who is a native of Australia, and who is temporarily or permanently resident in New 
South Wales."
It will be noted that the Board's "protection" extends to half-castes as well as to full-bloods.
Under certain provisions of the Act, the Board has power to control "any person apparently 
having a admixture of Aboriginal blood," and may order any such person "apparently" of 
Aboriginal blood (under a Magistrate's order) to live on an Aboriginal Reserve, and to be under 
the control of the Board.
By an amendment of the Act (1936) an averment that a person is an "Aborigine" is regarded as 
"sufficient evidence of the truth of such averment....unless the contrary is shown to the 
satisfaction of the Court." The onus of disproof is thus on the accused, contrary to the traditional 
practice of "British" law.

Half -Cas t es,  Quadroons and  Oc t oroons.



The Aboriginal Protection Board, which has "protected" the full-bloods of New South Wales so 
well that there are now less than a thousand of them remaining, has thus recently acquired the 
power extend a similar "protection"  to half-castes, quarter-castes, and even to persons with 
any "admixture" of Aboriginal blood whatever.
Its powers are so drastic that merely on suspicion or averment it can continue its persecuting 
protection unto the third, fourth and fifth generation of those so innocently unfortunate as to be 
descended from the original owners of this land. 

Powers  o f  t he  Board .
The Protection Act gives the Board an almost unlimited power to control the private lives of 
Aborigines as defined  by that Act. 
For example, the Board may order any Aboriginal into any Reserve or out of any Reserve at its 
own discretion. 
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The Board may prevent any Aboriginal from leaving New South Wales.
The Board may prevent any non-Aboriginal person from "lodging or wandering in company" 
with Aborigines (thus keeping the Aborigines away from white companionship)!
The Board may prosecute any person who supplies intoxicating liquor to any "Aborigine, or 
person having apparently an admixture of Aboriginal blood."
The Board may cause the child of any Aborigine to be apprenticed to any master, and any child 
who refuses to be so apprenticed may be removed to a home or institution. 
The Board may assume full control and custody of the child of any Aborigine.
The Board may remove any Aborigine from his employment. 
The Board may collect the wages of any Aborigine, and may hold them in trust for the Aborigine.
The Board may order any Aborigines to move from their camp to another camp-site, and may 
order them away from towns or townships. 
The Board may authorise the medical inspection of any Aborigine and may order his removal to 
any institution for treatment.
The Board may make regulation to "apportion amongst or for the benefit of Aborigines" the 
earnings of any Aboriginal living upon a Reserve. 

D e priv e d  o f  Ci t i z e n  Rig h t s
The effect of the foregoing powers of the Aborigines Protection Board in New South Wales is to 
deprive the Aborigines and half-castes (and other "admixtures") of ordinary citizen rights.
By a curious twist of logic, the Aborigines of New South Wales have the right to vote - for the 
State Parliament! They are considered worthy of the franchise, but not worthy of other citizen 
rights. They are officially treated either as a menace to the community (similar to criminals) 
or as incapable of looking after themselves (similar to lunatics) - but yet they are given a vote!

How t he  Board 's  Powers  are  Use d .
The annual report of the Aborigines Protection Board for the year ended 39th June, 1936, is a 
smug, self-satisfied document.
It states that the total number of Aborigines and half-castes in New South Wales on 30th June, 
1936 was:-
Full-bloods                                 976
Half-castes                             9,884



Total                                     10,860
In the "care and protection" of these 10,860  people the Board reported that it spent 57,265 
pounds during the year.
This amounts to an expenditure on Aborigines of an average of 5/5/5 half pounds per head per 
annum. 

The Government of New South Wales may boast that is spends approximately two shillings per 
head per week on the care and protection of its 10,860 Aborigines, or approximately 3 half d. 
per day on each Aboriginal!

A b oli t ion  o f  t he  A .P.  Board .
We, representing the Aborigines and half-castes of New South Wales, call for the abolition of 
the A.P. Board in New South Wales, and repeal of all existing legislation dealing with Aborigines. 
We ask to be accorded full citizen rights, and to be accepted into the Australian community on a 
basis of equal opportunity. 
Should our charges of maladministration and injustice be doubted, we ask for a Royal 
Commission and Public Inquiry into the conditions of Aborigines, to be held in public.
We can show that the Report of the Aborigines Protection Board omits to state relevant facts, 
bearing on the "care and protection" which the Board is supposed to give to our people. 
The Aborigines themselves do not need or want this "protection." 148

No  " Se n t im e n t al  Sy m p a t h y , "  Ple ase!
We do not wish to be regarded with sentimental sympathy, or to be "preserved," like the koala's 
as exhibits; but we do ask for your real sympathy and understanding of our plight.
We do not wish to be "studied" as scientific or antropological curiosities. All such efforts on our 
behalf are wasted. We have no desire to go back to the primitive conditions of the Stone Age. We 
ask you to teach our people to live in the Modern Age, as modern citizens. Our people are very 
good and quick learners. Why do you deliberately keep us backward? Is it merely to give 
yourselves the pleasure of feeling superior? Give our children the same chances as your own, 
and they will do as well as your children!
We ask for equal education, equal opportunity, equal wages, equal rights to possess property, or 
to be our own masters - in two words: equal citizenship! How can you honstly refuse this? In 
New South Wales you give us the vote, and treat us as equals at the ballot box. Then why do you 
impose the other unfair restriction of rights upon us? Do you really think that the 9,884 half-
castes of New South Wales are in need of your special "protection?" Do you really believe that 
these half-castes are "naturally backward" and lacking in natural intelligence? If so, you are 
completely mistaken. When our people are backward, it is because your treatment has made 
them so. Give us the same chances as yourselves, and we will prove ourselves to be just as good, 
if not better, Australians, than you!
Keep your charity! We only want justice.

A  Na t ional Ques t ion.
If ever there was a national question, it is this. Conditions are even worse in Queensland, 
Northern Territory and Western Australia than they are in New South Wales; but we ask New 
South Wales, the Mother State, to give a lead in emancipating the Aborigines. Do not be guided 
any longer by religious and scientific persons, no matter how well-meaning or philanthropic 
they may seem. Fellow-Australians, we appeal to you to be guided by your own common sense 
and ideas of fair play and justice! Let the Aborigines themselves tell you what they want. Give 
them a chance, on the same level as yourselves, in the community. You had no race prejudice 



against us when you accepted half-castes and full-bloods for enlistment in the A.I.F.  We were 
good enough to fight as Anzacs. We earned equality then. Why do you deny it to us now?

Explo i t a t io n  o f  La b o ur
For 150- years the Aborigines and half-castes throughout Australia have been used as cheap 
labour, both domestic and out-of-doors. We are to-day beyond the scope of the Arbitration Court 
awards, owing to the A.P. Board system of "apprenticeship" and special labour conditions for 
Aborigines. Why do the Labour Unions stand for this? We have no desire to provide coolie labour 
competition, but your Protection Acts force this status upon us. The Labour Parties and Trade 
Unions have given us no real help or support in our attempts to raise ourselves to citizen level. 
Why are they so indifferent to the dangers of this cheap, sweated labour? Why do they not raise 
their voices on our behalf? Their "White Australia" policy has helped to create a senseless 
prejudice against us, making us social outcasts in the land of our ancestors!

Co mic  Car t o ons  and  Misre prese n t a t ion
The popular Press of Australia makes a joke of us by presenting silly and out-of-date drawings 
and jokes of "Jacky" or "Binghi," which have educated city-dwellers and young Australian to 
look upon us as sub-human. Is this not adding insult to injury? What a dirty trick, to push us 
down by laws, and then to make fun of us.! You kick us, and then laugh  at our misfortunes. You 
keep us ignorant, and then accuse us of having no knowledge. Wake up, Australians, and realise 
that your cruel jokes have gone over the limit!
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W in d o w - D r e s s in g .
We appeal to young Australians, or to city-dwelling Australians, whose knowledge of us is 
gained from the comic Press or from the "window-dressing" Aboriginal Settlement at La 
Perouse, to study the matter more deeply, and to realise that the typical Aboriginal or half-
caste, born and bred in the bush, is just as good a citizen, and just as good and Australian, as 
anybody else. Aborigines are interested not only in boomerangs and gum leaves and corroborees! 
The overwhelming majority of us are able and willing to earn our living by honest toil, and to 
take our place in the community,  side by side with yourselves. 

Ra c i a l  P r e j u d i c e
Though many people have racial prejudice, or colour prejudice, we remind you that the 
existence of 20,000 and more half-castes in Australia is a proof that the mixture of Aboriginal 
and white races is practicable. Professor Archie Watson, of Adelaide University, has explained 
to you that Aborigines can be absorded into the white race within three generations, without any 
fear of a "throw-back." This proves that the Australian Aboriginal is somewhat similar in blood 
to yourselves, as regards intermarriage and inter-breeding. We ask you to study this question, 
and to change your whole attitude towards us, to a more enlightened one. Your present official 
attitude is one of prejudice and misunderstanding. We ask you to be proud of the Australian 
Aboriginal, and to take his hand in friendship. The New Zealanders are proud of the Maoris. We 
ask you to be proud of the Australian Aborigines, and not to be misled any longer by the 
superstition that we are a naturally backward and low race. This is a scientific lie, which has 
helped to push our people down and down into the mire. 
At worst, we are no more dirty, lazy, stupid, criminal, or immoral than yourselves. Also, your 
slanders against our race are a moral lie, told to throw all the blame for our troubles on to us. 
You, who originally conquered us by guns against our spears, now rely on superiority of 



numbers to support your false claims of moral and intellectual superiority.

A  N e w D e al  f o r  A b orig in es!
After 150 years, we ask you to review the situation and give us a fair deal - a New Deal for 
Aborigines. The cards have been stacked against us, and we now ask you to play the game like 
decent Australians. Remember, we do not ask for charity, we ask for justice.

J.T. Patten, 
President, 
La Perouse. 

W. Ferguson, 
Organising Secretary, 
Dubbo.
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D .  A ss im il a t i o n  1 9 4 0 ' s  t o  1 9 7 0 ' s
Extract from : T h e  A b or ig in es in A us t ra l ian  H is t ory ,  Ba ckground  No t es  f or  
t e a ch e rs ,  1986 NSW Dept of Education pp18-20
The Second World War resulted in enormous changes taking place in Australia. These changes 
affected the lives of all Australians and their impact was felt by Aboriginal people as much as by 
any other section of society. 

The war probably made many Australians much more aware of the disadvantaged position of 
Aborigines in Australian society. Indeed, the mobilisation of large numbers of young Australians 
and their deployment in the northern part of the continent meant that many white Australians 
for the first time became aware of Aborigines. 

The presence in Australia of large numbers of Afro-American soldiers may also have had an 
effect on attitudes towards Aborigines. It is certainly possible that contact with these soldiers 
highlighted for Aborigines their own disadvantaged position within Australian society.

In addition many Aborigines joined the armed services. Many of these were exploited and 
underpaid and their service has been largely unrecognised. But those in regular units received 
often for the first time in their lives pay and conditions equal to that of their white 
counterparts. As well, at least 1,000 Aborigines were employed by the army and according to 



Hall (1980) they performed work which would never have been allocated to them in pre-war 
society. 

Not everyone welcomed these changes. Many station owners in Northern Australia objected to 
these developments and saw them as a threat to the circumstances on which much of their wealth 
was based. However, the war had clearly had a significant impact on Aboriginal people and on 
white attitudes towards them. It was certainly no longer possible to believe that the Aboriginal 
people were dying out or that protectionist policies were appropriate for them. 

Governments throughout Australia responded to these changing attitudes by abandoning their 
Protection Policies in Favour of Assimilation. This new policy acknowledged the continuing 
existence of Aboriginal people but was unfortunately based on the assumption that Aboriginal 
culture would be absorded into the "superior" white culture. Lauching the new policy at a 1951 
conference of state and federal ministers, the then Minister for Territories, the Honourable 
Paul Hasluck, explained it by saying:

A ssimila t io n  d o es  n o t  m e an  t h e  sup pressio n  o f  t h e  A b orig inal  cul t ure  ( sic )  b u t  
r a t h e r  t h a t ,  f o r  g e n e ra t io n  a f t e r  g e n e ra t io n ,  cul t u ra l  a d jus t m e n t  will  t a k e  
p lac e .  T h e  na t iv e  p e o ple  will  g ro w  in t o  t h e  so cie t y  in  which  b y  f o rc e  o f  his t o r y ,  
t he y  are  b ound  t o  liv e .  

Clearly this policy was based on several misconceptions. It assumed that there was a single 
Aboriginal culture and that this culture should be absorbed into the "dominant" white culture. It 
should be easy to understand why Aboriginal people reject assimilation, but many white people 
continue to base their attitudes towards Aborigines on assimilationist ideas.

In the 1950's and 1960's government also seemed unaware that the foundations of assimilation 
lay uneasily in the quicksand of paternalism and Social Darwinism. As late as 1965, fourteen 
years after the lauching of the policy, the Minister for Territories reaffirmed that its main aim 
was to absorb Aboriginal people into white Australian society. In a speech to the House of 
Representatives, the Minister, the Honourable C.E. Barnes, stated: 151

T h e  p olic y  o f  assimila t io n  se e ks  t ha t  a ll  p e rso ns  o f  A b orig inal  d e sc e n t  will  
cho ose  t o  a t t ain  a  similar  manner  and  s t andard  o f  liv ing  t o  t ha t  o f  o t her  
A us t ra lians  an d  li v e  as  m e m b e rs  o f  a  sin g le  A us t ra lian  c o m m uni t y  e n jo y in g  t h e  
sa m e  rig h t s  an d  p riv ile g e s ,  acc e p t in g  t h e  sa m e  r e sp o nsib ili t ie s  an d  in f lu e nc e d  
b y  t he  sam e  ho p es  and  lo y al t ies  as  o t her  A us t ralians.  A n y  sp ecial  m e asures  
t aken  are  re garded  as t emporary  measures no t  based  on  race ,  bu t  in t ended  t o  
m e e t  t heir  ne e d  f or  sp ecial  care  and  assis t ance  and  t o  make  t he  t ransi t ion  f rom 
one  s t a g e  t o  ano t he r  in  such  a  wa y  as  will  b e  f a v oura ble  t o  t he ir  social,  
economic  and  poli t ical  ad vance m en t .

Their assimilationist vision of the future was not shared by the majority of Aborigines. 
However, Aboriginal people were well aware of the discriminatory laws and practices which 
continued to disadvantage them. Throughout the '50s and '60s Aboriginal organisations continued 
their political compaigns against these laws and were gradually successful in removing many of 
them. 

These campaigns were of great importance to Aboriginal people and, indeed, to the development 



of a more just and compassionate society in Australia. In the words of Chicka Dixon, an 
Aboriginal prominent in these campaigns:

" changes don' t  come  ou t  o f  t he  generosi t y  o f  poli t icians.  The y  come  ou t  o f  
p o li t ic a l  s t ru g g le . "

Unfortunately, the majority of Australians seem to know less about this struggle than they do 
about the civil rights movement led by Martin Luther King in the United States at the same time. 

In N.S.W. the most significant Aboriginal organisations before 1970 were the Aborigines 
Progressive Association (founded by Ferguson in 1937) and F.C.A.A.T.S.I., the Federal Council 
for the Advancement of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders (1958). Some of those prominent 
in this latter organisation included Faith Bandler, Kath Walker, Mum Shirl, Kenny Brindell, 
Chicka Dixon and Bert Groves. 

F.C.A.A.T.S.I., is perhaps best known for its role in the campaign leading up to the 1967 
referendum which resulted in the Commonwealth gaining the power to legislate for Aboriginal 
people. The referendum also resulted in the removal of a number of other practices which 
discriminated against Aborigines. In N.S.W., for instance, it made the despised "dog licences" or 
Exemption Certificates irrelevant and ensured Aboriginal people of citizens' rights. 

However, F.C.A.A.T.S.I. was also prominent in other less well-known campaigns. For instance, 
N.S.W. hospitals continued to practise segregation. Giving an example of this, Alice Briggs of 
Purfleet recalled how in 1954 she was removed from a white ward to an all-Aboriginal ward 
when, in the middle of labour, it was realised that she was Aboriginal. Her baby's nightdress and 
everything else in this ward were labelled with the letters ABO to ensure that they were not 
used by anyone else in the hospital. Pressure from F.C.A.A.T.S.I. resulted in the N.S.W. 
government deciding in 1961 to withdraw subsidies from hospitals which continued such 
practices.

Other Aborigines also came into prominence at this time in the campaign for civil rights. Pearl 
Gibbs was active in a campaign to ensure that pensions and maternity allowances were paid 
direct to Aboriginal people instead of to the local Protector, reserve manager or policeman. This 
was untimately achieved in 1959.
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Throughout the 1960's Eric Simms and other Aboriginal Footballers playing with the South 
Sydney Rugby League team were also quietly active in opposing the laws preventing Aborigines 
from drinking in hotels. Simms and his friends simply insisted on their right to drink in hotels 
in the South Sydney area. This right was eventually recognised as another spin-off of the 1967 
referendum. 

Another prominent Aboriginal person in N.S.W. in the 1960's was Charley Perkins. With 
Margaret Valadian, Perkins became the first Aboriginal graduate from an Australian university. 
In 1964-65, he organised Freedom Rides to towns in north-western N.S.W. These fact-finding 
tours highlighted the appaling socio-economic conditions that had been imposed on Aboriginal 
communities in these towns. They also publicised some of the forms of discrimination being 
practised by local governments particularly in relation to housing and the provision of services 
to Aborigines. Discriminatory practices by some service and other clubs were also highlighted 



by these Freedom Rides. Some of these parctices were modified as a result of Perkins' campaigns 
and the publicity they generated. It is interesting to note that some of the students who supported 
Perkins have since achieved positions of political prominence. These include Frank Walker, The 
Minister for Aboriginal Affairs in N.S.W., and Tom Roper, the Minister of Health in Victoria. 
Perkins himself is today the Director of the Aboriginal Development Commission. 

Aboriginal women were also active in the political struggle at this time, continuing a tradition 
which had begun by earlier generations of women. N.S.W. women who were involved in the 
political campaigns at this time included Bobbie Sykes, Mum Shirl, Jenny Munro, Millie Butt 
and Pat O'Shane. Countless others have also been involved in the formation of organisations like 
the Murrawina pre-schools and the Aboriginal Education Consultative Groups. 

Margaret Valadian has also remained prominent in Aboriginal Affairs. Since first graduating 
from Queensland University she has graduated as a Master of Social Work from the State 
University of New York, a Master of Education from the University of Hawaii and a Bachelor of 
Social Studies from the University of Queensland. 

Much of her time has been devoted to furthering the case of Aboriginal education. At different 
times she has been a member of the Schools' Commission, the National Aboriginal Education 
Committee, the Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies and the N.S.W. Board of Aboriginal 
Education. In Paris in 1982 she co-hosted an international seminar on adult education for 
indigenous peoples. She is currently a director of the Aboriginal Training Cultural Institute. 

Aborigines were also active elsewhere in Australia. In 1946 Aboriginal stockmen in the Pilbara 
area of Western Australia organised a long-lasting strike over wages and conditions. In 1962 
the people of Yirrkala in the Northern Territory sent a bark petition to Canberra protesting at 
the desecration of their land due to bauxite mining. In 1965 the North Australia Workers Union 
began a historic case in which it applied for equal pay and conditions for Aboriginal stockmen. 
The following year Dextar Daniels, an Aboriginal union organiser, assisted the Gurindji people 
of Wave Hill in organising their strike and walk-off from this Vesteys-owned cattle station. 

All of these events assisted in raising community awareness about Aboriginal issues and in 
galvanising Aboriginal organisations throughout Australia in their struggle for rights. However, 
the walkoff of the Gurindji, which became the longest strike in Australian history, is of 
particular significance. It is to this event that the first granting of Aboriginal land rights in the 
Northern Territory in 1974 can be directly traced. 
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While these events were occuring in Northern Australia the political campaign in N.S.W. 
continued. In 1970 Aborigines conducted a significant protest at the celebrations of the 
Bicentenary of Cook's arrival just as they had at the sesqui-centenary celebrations of white 
settlement in 1938. While ceremonies were being held to commemorate the arrival of Cook a 
group of Aborigines gathered on the shores of Botany Bay. A wreath was thrown into the Bay to 
commemorate all those Aboriginal people who suffered violence and dispossession as a result of 
Cook's "discovery."



Also in 1970 came the establishment of the Aboriginal Legal Service in Redfern and those 
involved included Gordon Briscoe and Mum Shirl. 

In 1972 the Aboriginal Tent Embassy was established on the lawns outside Parliament House in 
Canberra. Aboriginal people active in this included Chicka Dixon and John Newfong.

Despite police attempts to remove it the embassy remained for six months and helped to bring 
national and international attention to the position of Aboriginal people. It was partly in 
response to the Tent Embassy that the Labor Party, then in opposition under Gough Whitlam, 
promised to recognise the land rights and to change government policy from integration to self-
determination if it were successful in the elections later that year. 

The Aboriginal people had by now clearly realised the value of organisations. After 1970, and 
particularly after 1972, a large number of Aboriginal organisations emerged to continue the 
struggle for Aboriginal rights. In Sydney alone these included:

the Aboriginal Legal Service
the Aboriginal Medical Service
the Aboriginal Education Consultative Group (A.E.C.G.)
the Aboriginal Education Council 
the Murrawina Pre Schools
the Aboriginal Training Cultural Institute
the Aboriginal Children's Service
the Aboriginal Housing Company
the Aboriginal Sports Foundation
the Aboriginal and Islander Dance Theatre Co. 
the Black Theatre Group and
the Black Supermarket, Redfern.

Many of these organisations were also formed at a local level in country areas. Locally based 
legal and medical services are now functioning in many country towns and there is a state-wide 
network of A.E.C.G. groups. A host of other organisations also appeared throughout the state 
during this period. They included women's refuges, Moree Aboriginal Sobriety House (M.A.S.H.) 
and other alcholic rehabilitation programs, housing companies and Aboriginal Advancement 
Organisations. In addition it was during this period that Aboriginal people took control  
themselves and self management began to become a reality. 
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S e c t io n  4  T h e  C o n t e m p o r a r y  Sc e n e
P a r t  A  A b o r i g i n a l  S t a t i s t i c s
Some Estimates of the Aboriginal Population of Australia
1788-1971



1788          1901           1921               1947        1971    1986
New South Wales   40,000       8,065      6,067    11,560   24,128    59,012
Victoria  11,500      521            573              1,277      6,371  
12,610 
Queensland                  100,000     26,670      15,454 16,311   31,922     61,267
South Australia             10,000  3,070         2,741   4,296      7,299    14,292
Western Australia        52,000   5,261      17,671 24,912   22,181     37,788
Tasmania                         2,500        0                 0                      0         671        6,712
Northern Territory      35,000 23,363     17,973 15,147   23,381      34,740
A.C.T.                             0       100                        1,217
Australia                     251,000 66,950      60,479 73,817  115,953  177,638
Sources:
1788: A.R. Radcliffe - Brown's estimates in 1 9 3 0  O f f ic ia l  Ye ar Bo ok  o f  t h e  
C o m m o n w e a l t h  o f  A us t ra l i a , No. 23, pp. 687-696.
1901: O f f ic i a l  Ye ar  Bo o k  o f  t h e  C o m m o n w e a l t h  o f  A us t ra l i a , No. 1, (1901-
1907), p. 145.
1921: O f f ic i a l  Ye ar  Bo o k  o f  t h e  C o m m o n w e a l t h  o f  A us t ra l i a , No. 17 (1924),
pp. 951-961.
1947: S t a t is t ic ians Re p or t  on  t h e  1 9 4 7  C e nsus, pp. 153-165.
1971: Repor t  on t he  1 9 7 1  Census (Travers p1)
From: The Aborigines in Australian History 
Some background notes for NSW Teachers  and 
Facts and Figures Australia Travers 1990 and
 Report on the 1986 Census, ABS

Radcliffe-Brown's figures are, of course, no more than estimates and it is possible that the 
Aboriginal population in 1788 could have been much higher.

But the other figures in the table may also be underestimated. The fact that the Aboriginal 
population of Tasmania is indicated as nil for 1901 and 1921 suggests that the statisticians did 
not recognise the Aboriginality of many people whose ancestry could be traced to both races. If, 
as is likely this were repeated throughout Australia, then the Aboriginal populations indicated 
in the above table may be considerably understated. 

While the Aboriginality of many people may not have been officially recorded, in practice they 
were often discriminated against because of it. This was a period when Aboriginal people often 
found themselves classified as "full bloods," "half castes", "quarter castes" and so on. The 
indignities associated with such terms and their divisive effects in Aboriginal communities were 
usually blithely ignored by those who used them.

The definition, accepted by the Aboriginal people themselves and the Government for census 
purposes is :  A n  A b o rig in a l  o r  T o r r e s  S t r a i t  Is la n d e r  is  a  p e rs o n  o f  A b o rig in a l  o r  
T o rr e s  S t ra i t  Isla n d e r  d e sc e n t  wh o  id e n t i f i e s   as  a n  A b o rig in a l  o r  T o rr e s  S t ra i t  
Island e r  and  is  acc e p t e d  as  such  b y  t h e  co m muni t y  in  which  h e  liv es.  
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1 9 8 6  Census o f  Popu la t ion and Hous ing.
Australian Bureau of Statistics
by Aboriginal People Community/Local Government Area (LGA) and DAA 
Administrative Area.

Eastern Region - Sydney Census
Community/LGA 1976 1981 1986

Ashfield 196 127 173
Auburn227 140 176
Bankstown 548 267 699
Baulkham Hills 160 67 136
Blacktown 1742 1585 3089
Botany 219 195 284
Burwood 110 47 88
Camden/Narellan 36 46 66
Campbelltown 438 775 1765
Canterbury 470 256 508
Concord 55 30 34
Drummoyne 86 23 38
Fairfield 635 423 907
Holroyd 317 147 347
Hornsby 169 85 170
Hurstville 181 86 182
Kogarah 90 26 84
Ku-ring-gai 83 19 56
Lane Cove/Hunters Hill 76 17 51
Leichardt 576 287 419
Liverpool 747 481 1003
Manly 129 102 72 
Marrickvi l le 810 633 726
Mosman 53 15 20
North Sydney 129 46 62
Parramatta 581 301 653
Penrith 761 608 1308
Randwick 884 663 827
Rockdale 185 115 182
Ryde 212 89 140
South Sydney 957 839 * *
Strathfield 79 48 64
Sutherland 339 183 474
Sydney 415 223 1210
Warringah 285 208 254
Waverley 201 89 171
Willoughby 112 31 58
Woollahra 70 48 74
Windsor/Hawkesbury 224 123 308



Total 13587 9499 16878
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North Eastern - Port Macquarie
Community/LGA 1976 1981 1986

Gosford276 175 570
Wyong 264 178 647
Cessnock 98 116 234
Muswellbrook 21 35 174
Great Lakes 171 173 293
Hastings 77 77 347
Kempsey 761 941 1280
Lake Macquarie 408 536 1194
Maitland 256 127 399
Murrurundi 40 13 26
Newcastle 662 479 909
Nundle 12 21 20
Port Stephens 254 208 392
Scone 49 47 69
Singleton 47 42 86
Walcha99 104 117

Total 3495 3272 6757

S O CIO - E C O N OMIC  IN DIC A T ORS
The following information, extracted from the 1986 Census and other surveys, shows the 
greatly disadvantaged position of the Aboriginal people in New South Wales, relative to that of 
the non-Aboriginal population.

Age structure 
At the time of the 1986 Census, the NSW Aboriginal (and Torres Strait Islander) population 
constituted one per cent (59,011) of the total NSW population of 5,401,881. The Aboriginal 
population is relatively young: about 53 per cent is under 19 years of age and 3.3 percent is 
over 60 years of age. The figures are 31 per cent and 15.7 per cent, respectively, for the total 
NSW population. 

Other data:
Aborigines Non-Aborigines

Average life expectancy 58 years 75 years
Infant mortality (per 100,00) 29 9.6
No recognised certificate/diploma 76% 8.4%
Bachelor's degree 1% 9.8%
School retention rate - year 12 10% 41%
Unemployment rate 40% 9.8%
Average yearly declared income $9,345 $13,975
Housing - average occupancy rate per



household 4 2.6
(for NSW)

Living in rented accommodation 66% 27%
Imprisonment rate for Aborigines is eight times higher than for non-Aborigines. Aborigines 
constitute 8 per cent of the NSW prison population (338 out of 4230) despite the fact that they 
form only one per cent of the total population.
( K o or i e r, Office of Aboriginal Affairs) 158

B .  S t e r e o t y p e s
K o o r i e s  i n  o u r  S o c i e t y
Koorie or Murrie is the term some Aboriginal people in NSW use to describe themselves.

Som e  m y t hs explod e d  f or  y ou  t o  Explore  and  Discuss
My t h :  W hi t e  p e o ple  b uil t  A us t ralia .  " W e "  c re a t e d  a  hig h  s t and ard  o f  li v in g  ou t  
o f  no t hing.
Facts: Australia today was built by Europeans, by Chinese, by Pacific Islanders who were 
kidnapped and worked as slaves and by Koories who suffered the same fate. Some industries, like 
cattle farming in Northern Australia, could not have developed without Koorie labour. In any 
event, if someone walked into you house, repainted the walls, changed the furniture and made it 
look "nice" you would not be likely to accept that this made the house theirs. 

My t h :  A b orig inal  lan d  rig h t s  c la ims  g o  t o o  f a r ;  t h e y  wan t  a ll  t h e  lan d ;  t his  is  a  
t hre a t  t o  our  wa y  o f  li f e .  
Facts: Land Rights claims are expremely limited. They refer only to Crown (Government) land 
not required for any purpose and to proper compensation for the takeover of Koorie land over 
the last 200 years. If all land rights claims were met in NSW, the pattern of land ownership 
would not change substantially. Only 179 of land right claims have suceeded, representing just 
0.04% of all land in NSW.What would change would be the fact that the original owners of this 
continent would have the space within which to develop and sustain their culture and identity.

My t h :  A b orig inal  p e o ple  wan t  t o  r e t urn  t o  a  p rimi t iv e  e xis t e nc e  and  t urn  t h e  
clock  b ack .  
Facts: Koorie people recognise and have consistently said that any return to their traditional 
hunter-gatherer existence is no longer possible. Even if they wanted this lifestyle, the 
environment has been so corrupted that is would be impossible. The land is not open, the native 
plants and animals have been killed. There are many aspects of non Aboriginal society and 
culture which have been freely accepted by Koorie people. What Koories want is the freedom to 
accept some parts of non Aboriginal culture while retaining selected parts of their own culture. 

My t h :  O rd in a r y  t ax p a y e rs  f un d  sp e cia l  p r i v il e g e s  f o r  A b o rig in e s  un d e r  t h e  la n d  
r i g h t s  l e g is la t i o n .
Fac t : Land rights are funded through 7.5% of all land tax collected by the NSW Government. 
Ordinary home and land owners do not pay this tax. The bulk of the revenue is paid by a small 
number of large land owners, mainly property investors and big companies in the Sydney area.

M y t h : A b original  p e o ple  are  div id e d  in t o  di f f e ren t  f ac t ions  and  d on ' t  know wha t  
t he y  wan t .
Fac t :  Aboriginal people have as much diversity of political, moral and religious opinion as 
non-Aboriginal communities. The one uniting opinion is a desire to live in a society without 



discrimination with the opportunity to advance themselves and control the future directions of 
Aboriginal society.

My t h :  A b o rig in e s  wh o  a r e  n o  lo n g e r  t r ib a l  A b o rig in e s  a r e  n o t  r e a l  A b o rig in e s .
Fac t :  Aborigines are not any less Aborigines because they live in cities, towns, or in suburbs; 
or on farms or stations. This is a sterotype that shows the stagnation of people perceptions.
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My t h :  O nly  r e a ll y  b la ck  p e o ple  ( ' f u ll - b lo o ds ' )  a r e  e n t i t l e d  t o  b e  c o nsid e r e d  f o r  
an y  f o rm  o f  sp e cial  t r e a t m e n t .
Fac t :  The classifying of people according to skin colour or by some degree of blood quantity is 
offensive and incorrect. Such terms are normally applied to animals. All people living in 
Australia are of mixed racial descent but identify as Australians. Aboriginality, like 
Australianism, is a phenomenon which is determined by social characteristics. Such identity has 
nothing to do with genetics, e.g. skin or hair colour.

M y t h : A b orig in es  jus t  k e e p  asking  f o r  hand -ou t s  f ro m  t h e  g o v e rnm e n t .  T h e y  
ough t  t o  s t and on t heir  own f ee t .
Fac t s : For most of the last 200 years, Koories have been deprived of the most basic human 
rights. Until 1959 a Koorie was not entitled to unemployment benefits or a pension. Until 1949 
Koorie children were, by law, the property of the state; they could be, and were removed from 
their families under the "Aborigines Protection Act". Koorie people today still suffer from that 
legacy. Their life expectancy is about twenty years less than for other people, infant mortality 
is three times the general rate. Unemployment is around four times the general rate and 
imprisonment nearly forteen times. Because of their race, generations have been relegated to 
the economic and social scrap heap. The spectacular success of health and legal services and 
productive co-operatives set up and run by Koorie people themselves has been ignored by the 
media.

M y t h :  Re al  A b orig inal  p e o ple  a re  qui t e  ha p p y .  T h e  t ro u ble  is  c o min g  f ro m  
p e o ple  who  d on ' t  lo ok  lik e  A b orig in es  a t  a ll .
Fac t s:  For the last 200 years anyone with Koorie blood in them has been subjected to labelling 
and discrimination by society. Koorie people have the right to decide who will speak for them. 
Claims that "white stirrers" are responsible for Koorie demands are based on the view that 
Koorie people can not organise themselves and that they do not know their own people.
There is certainly nothing to be gained economically or socially in claiming to be a Koorie.

M y t h : Pe o ple  in  t h e  bush  are  qui t e  ha p p y .  T h e  t rouble  is  co ming  f ro m  p e o ple  
w h o  li v e  in  t h e  c i t i e s .
Fac t s:  Koorie people who live in cities came there in search of work. All of them came 
originally from country areas. The tribes who lived in what is now Sydney were wiped out in a 
series of battles during the first few years of the invasion. Wherever they live, Koorie people 
share a culture as they have shared discrimination. It is not for other people to tell them which 
ones are "real" and which are not. Aboriginal people in this material are referred by by their 
preferred expression of Koories.
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S e c t i o n  5  A p p e n d ic e s
Appendix A

Aboriginal Place Names

Awaba Flat surface
Bebeah Where axe stones are found
Bombi Water swirling around rocks
Bombora Water swirling around sunken rocks
Bongon Like a man
Bouddi The heart
Broula Place of trickling water
Budgewoi Young grass (or stinking week)
Bucketty Mountain spring
Bulbararing High rocky headland
Bullimar Yours
Bumble Native orange
Bungary Norah Bungary's grinding stone
Buttaba Place of plenty
Calgo The mouth
Colo Koala
Cooranbong Swampy creek
Dharug Tribal sub-name
Dooralong Timber for spears
Durren Messenger
Ettalong or (Ellalong) Drinking place
Ettymylong Drinking place
Gerrin (Long Jetty) Danger
Girrakool Place of waters
Girraween Place of flowers
Gorokan Dawn
Gwandalan Peace



Kanwal Place of snakes
Daragi The Entrance
Kariong Meeting place
Kincumber Direction of the rising sun
Koolswong Koala bear place
Kourong Gourong Fast-running sea
Kulnura In the clouds
Kurrawyba Big rock in the sea
Mandalong Forest oaks
Mardi Stone knife
Mourawaring High-up view
Munmorah Grinding stone
Narara Black snake
Ourimbah Sacred initiation place
Patonga Oysters
Tegerin Cockle shells
Terilbah Where white clay is found 163

Terrigal Place of little birds
Toowoon Mating call of the wonga pigeon
Toukley Place of brambles
Tuggerah Savannah grassland
Tumbi Umbi Plenty of water
Umina Respose
Wallarah Lookout
Wamberal Where the sea breaks
Warrah Honeysuckle
Woy Woy Big Lagoon
Wybung Dangerous sea
Wyee Fire
Wyong Edible yam
Wyongah Yam patch
Yambool Banksia flower
Yarramalong Cedar treees
Yellawa low-lying island

A borig ina l Place Names in New South Wa les and the ir Meanings.
Barrenjoey Young Kangaroo
Cowan Big water; uncle.
Dural Hollow tree on fire; smoking hollow tree
Koolewong A native bear.
Manly although not an Aboriginal word, the name is 

included because the Aborigines here were considered 
"manly", and from this the suburb received its name.

Mount Colah Anger.
Narrabeen A root word in at least thirty places in New 

South Wales, meaning forks, forked twisted
turned about, black or dark.
Names which include this root and are still



used: Narrabarba, Narrabeen, Narrabri, 
Narraburra, Narrawa, Narrawin. 

Taronga Park taronga, a beautiful view.
Turramurra High land; small watercourse; a creek.

Wahroonga Our home.

Aborigines of the Hunter Region: NSW Department of Education, p68.
NAME MEANING
Muloobinba Place of sea fern (city of Newcastle)
Derrigarbah Flower on sand (Wickham)
Waratah Name of flower
Yirritabah Sacred place (Swansea Heads)
Biddabah Silent resting place (Warners Bay)
Pondee Overlooking view (Toronto itself)
Boe-oon Maitland (The plain)
Bah-tah-bah Belmont (hillside by lake)
Kuttai Sydney (place of lighthouse)
Yir-annar- la i Between Newcastle and Bar Beaches: sacred sites
Wau-Warhan Freeman's Waterhole
Warrah-Walloong Mountain in watagans 164
Pulba Prounced Bool-bah, meaning island. (Water home of 

Boor-oeyir-ong, water monster who guards the island which is a 
most sacred place where high degree ceremonies were 
performed).

My-oona Clear water
Wyee Bushfire
Wyong Yam place
Gwandalan Restful place
Mirra-booka Dog died here
Nik-keenbah place of coal (Lake Macquarie area)
Koe-purra-bah Place of yellow earth, which when burnt turns into 

red ochre used for body decoration and cave painting.
Bongog Beach Fraser Park 
Pallamanbah Creek Swampy place
Bee-wong-koola Any place where red ti-trees grow
Millabah Place of funs (Speers Point)
Peetoe-bah Place of pipe clay
Ngarran-bah Where inferior brambles grow (i.e.does not produce 

food)

NSW A borig ina l Place Names and Euphanious Words,  w i t h the ir meaning F.D. McCarthy (Comp) 
Australian Museum 1971.
Aboriginal Names of Parts of Port Jackson
Be nn elong  Poin t
Jubugali, Dabugali, Tabegulli (Bannelong, Baneelong), a native from Manly, trained by 
Governor Phillip to become an emissary of peace among the Port Jackson Aborigines.
Blu e ' s  Po in t



Warringarea, Warrungara, Warrungarea
Bo t an y  Ba y
The Biddi-gal horde lived on the north shore of the bay, and the Gwea-gal on the south side. 
Bra dle y 's  He a d
Burra-gi, Burroggi
Bum b ora  
Current off Dobroyde Head
C a b a ri t a  Po in t  
Parramatta River
C a d i - g a l
The horde which occupied the southern side of Port Jackson from South Head to Long Cove. 
Care ening  Co v e .
Wey Wey; Wee-a-wy-ai.
Ca t t ai  Cre e k  
Between South Head and Watson's Bay
Ch o w d e r  Ba y  ( Cli f t o n  Gard e ns )
Korre
Chowder Head
Garuga, Gorugal
C l a r k  Is l a n d
Ballongololah, Billong-ololah, Biloela
Cocka t oo  Island
Warriebah, Warrinbah
C o ll in ' s  F l a t  ( S p r in g  C o v e )
Kayjamee, name of local horde in this area. Governor Phillip was speared at this place when a 
whale feast was in progress. 165
Crow's  Nes t
Wargundy
D a r l i n g  H a r b o u r
Tumbalong, Tuombalong
D a r l i n g  P o in t  
Eurambi, Yarranabbi, Yarrandabbi, Yaranabe
Daw e 's  Poin t
Tabagulla, Tilagulla, Tarra
D ouble  Ba y
Diendagulla
Eli z a b e t h  Po in t
Jerrewon, Jerrowan
Farm  Co v e
Koorowal, Kuruwal; Woccanmagulli Yah-loong
F ig  T r e e  Po in t
Kooroowal, Kuruwal; A wild fig tree
Fla gs t a f f  Poin t
Kannai
F or t  D e nison
Matewanne, Mattawunga
Gard e n  Island  
Booroowang, Buruwang
Goa t  Island



Melmel, Melem, Milmil
Gr e e n  o r  La in g 's  Poin t
Kubungharra, Tubbungnarra
H u n t e r ' s  H i l l
Moocooboola, Mukubula (between two waters)
K i r r i b i l l i  P o i n t
Drived from Kiarabilli Kurraba Point Kurraba
K ur r a g h b e n n a  Po in t
Between Mosman's Bay and Little Sirius Cove
Lan e  Co v e  Riv e r
Turranburra, Turrumburra
L a v e n d e r  o r  Hulk  Ba y
Quiberi
Long  Nose  Poin t
Yerroulbine, Yurilbin. (Swift running water)
Ma nly  B e a ch  
Kannai. The Kay-yee-my-gal horde lived in the Manly district
Mrs .  Ma c q u a r i e s ' s  Po in t
Wiong, Yah-loong, Youlaugh, Yourong, Yurong
Mid d l e  H a r b o u r
Warring-ga, Boombilli, Barrabrui, Barra-brui, 
( T h e  S p i t )
Barrabri
Mid dle  He a d
Gurugal, Kubba-kubbi
Mi l l e r ' s  P o i n t
Walumetta, Wallumede (also kiarabilli)
Mosm an 's  Ba y
Gorm-bullagong
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N e u t ra l  Ba y  
Warrabri ,  Wurrabirr i ,  Wurrubirr i
N e u t ra l  Ba y  Sh o r e
Karrabba
N o r t h  H a r b o u r
Balgowlah, Kunna
Nor t h  Head
Boral, Boray, Borre
Nor t h  Shore  
Cammeray, Kammeray, Cammeri, Commeru. Local horde opposite Sydney Cove, or from 
Greenwich to Middle Harbour.
P a r r a m a t t a  Ri v e r
The Walumetta-gal (Walumutta, Wallumede) horde occupied the north side of the river, and the 
Wann-gal lived on the south shore.
P a r r i w a  ( P a r r i w i )
Near The Spit, Middle HarbourPoint and Reserve
P o i n t  P i p e r  
Walara, Willarra, Wollahra, Bungarrung
Po t t 's  Poin t  



Karrajeen, Kurrajeen, Yarrandabbi
Ro b er t son 's  Poin t
Walwarra-, Wollwarra-, and Wutworra-jeung
Rose  Ba y
Gingagull, Pannerong
Rushcu t t e r ' s  Ba y
Kogerrah, Kogarah; place of rushes
Sh a r k  Is la n d  
Boambilli, Boambillia
S h a r k  P o in t
Burrawang, Burraway
Sn a p p e r  Po in t
Wollowi
South Head
Burrawarra, Burrowarree
Sow and  Pigs'  Rocks
Barrabbara, Birrabirra, Burrabirra
Spring  Co v e  and  Quaran t in e  S t a t ion
Karrangla, Kurrangli
S t e e l  Poin t
Burroway
Sydney  Cove
Warrung, Warrane (Circular Quay)
Taronga
Beautiful view
T ar b a n  Cr e e k
Also Tharbine
V aucluse  Ba y
Coolong, Kulong, Koo-e-lung; porpoise
V aucluse  Poin t
Mering, Moring
W a r r i n g a h  
Country to south of Middle Harbour; Middle Harbour; Grey Head
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Wa t son's  Ba y
Kulli, Kutti, Kuti
Woolloomooloo
Wullaoomullah, Walomolo, on maps of early 1820's; Wallamulla, used by remnants of Sydney 
A b orig in es  
for this bya; Walla-bah-mulla, a black bush kangaroo, a young kangaroo; Wal-loo-yen-wal-
loo, where are you going? Also said to mean a resting place for the dead.
W ud y ong  Poin t
Also Wodyong (Careening Cove)
W y a r g in e  Po in t
Middle Harbour

Footnote. -Authorities have not been able to define the precise names of these localities, and the 
alternative names and spelling are given. The meanings of the Aboriginal words are known in 
only a few instances. 



A p p e n d ix  B  C o n t a c t  N a m e s  a n d  A d d r e ss

Office of Aboriginal Affairs
Level 4 ADC House
189-193 Kent Street
Sydney
(02) 256 6888

Department of School Education Library
Ground floor 2-10 Wentworth Street, Parramatta 2150 
PO Box 6000
Parramatta  2124
(02) 561 1306 ,Fax 635 4581

Local History Libraries at Local Council libraries

Local Historical Societies

N.S.W. Aboriginal Education Consultative Group
37 Cavendish Street
Stanmore
(02)  550 5666

Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander  Studies
P.O. Box 553
Canberra City
(06) 246 1111

Field Study Centres (FSC)
Gibberagong Field Studies Centre
Kuring gai National Park
Bobbin Head Via
Turramurra 2074
(02) 457 8245
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Blackbooks
13 Mansfield Street
Glebe 2077
(02) 660 0120 

National Parks and Wildlife Service, Cadman's Cottage
110 George Street
The Rocks
P.O. Box 1967
Hurstville 2220
(02) 585 6444



State Archives
2 Globe Street
Sydney
(02) 237 0100

Mitchell Library
Macquarie Street
Sydney 2000
(02) 230 1414

Australian Museum Bookshop
6-8 College Street
Sydney
P.O. Box A285
Sydney South
(02) 339 8111

Aboriginal Artist Gallery
477 Kent Street
Sydney 2000
(02) 261 2929

Boomalli Co-operative
18 Meagher Street
Chippendale 2008
(02) 698 2047

Royal Botanical Gardens Education Office
Mrs Macquarie Road
Sydney
(02) 231 8111

Taronga Zoo Education Office
Bradleys Head Road
Mosman
(02) 969 2455
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A p p e n dix  C . B i b l i o g r a p h y
T h e  A b or ig in es in A us t ra l ian H is t ory ,  So m e  b ack  ground  no t es f or  
T e ach ers, NSW Department of Education, n.d.

A b or ig ines o f  t he  Hun t er Re g ion, NSW Department of School Education 



Hunter Region.

A b or ig in es o f  NSW, National Parks and Wildlife Service.

A b or i g in a l  H is t o r y  Vol 1 1977 Part 1 and  Vol 12  1-2 1988 Australian 
National University

A n A b or ig ina l  Persp e c t iv e :  On Darug  Land  A  Soc ia l  H is t ory  o f  W es t e rn  
Sydney , Greater Western Education Centre, 1988.
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