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‘Noongar Six Seasons’ represents the chain of life for Nyungar people. This is a depiction of an 

environmental plan for our people where these food chains and biodiversity is a blueprint of cultural 

importance to Nyungar people.  

 

Artist Statement 

Joe Williams grew up in the Tambellup area. His artistic skills 

grew strongly from a very young age with influence from his 

father Jack Williams and his Aunty Bella Kelly. In his adult years 

Joe taught in public schools and the prison system. He also 

lectured at the Great Southern TAFE, teaching Aboriginal 

Cultural Studies and all aspects of Art.  

Joe has featured his Art in numerous exhibitions and Art 

projects in the south west region of Western Australia, where 

he still pursues his passion of his Noongar culture. 



 

 

FOREWORD 

 

The Southwest of Western Australia has some of the most extraordinary land and seascapes that 

have been cared for by Nyungar people since time immemorial. Over time Nyungar People have 

applied their Law and fostered their spiritual relationship to the country and all things in it. 

Since European settlement the country has been subject to substantial transformations and the 

population has grown and profited from farming, mining, fishing, forestry and other primary 

industries. However these changes have come at a price to both the environment and to the 

opportunity for Nyungar Traditional Owners to care for their country. The South West Catchments 

Council through funding by the Australian and Western Australian Governments of the Natural 

Heritage Trust and the National Action Plan (for Water Quality & Salinity) is seeking to facilitate 

management and cultural change to practices for the betterment of all and our environment. 

Our Traditional Owners have a birthright and an obligation to care for their country under 

Traditional laws passed on from their Ancestors and Ancestral beings. The South West Catchments 

Council recognises the Nyungar people s desire to care for Traditional country and have actively 

endeavored to readdress this issue through the Memorandum of Agreement signed with Traditional 

Owners. This Cross Cultural Awareness Package (Katijin Wongi) is a two (2) day program with an 

annual forum. The purpose of Katijin Wongi is for Aboriginal NRM Facilitators, 

Natural Resource Management Officers, Sub-regional bodies, Aboriginal and Non- Aboriginal 

Communities and to have a tool to refer to when considering the design and delivery of Cross-

Cultural Awareness Training sessions (CCAT), with a Natural Resource Management (NRM) and 

Cultural Heritage content. 

This package intends to encourage ways to build better working relationships with Nyungar 

communities. Caring for their country and understanding what this means to Nyungar peoples is an 

essential element. While this package is primarily for the use of our Nyungar workers to facilitate 

learning about our culture, it is also hoped the package will be used in reverse by non-Aboriginal 

people, with the assistance of Nyungar people, to help educate some Nyungar peoples about the 

majority culture. 

 

 

Tony Brun 

Chairperson 

Southwest Catchments Council 

 



 

 CONTENTS 

KATIJIN WONGI  “THINKING LEARNING AND YARNING” .................................... 2 

FOREWORD ............................................................................................................................ 3 

CONTENTS .............................................................................................................................. 4 

LEARNING OUTCOMES ...................................................................................................... 6 

NYUNGAR NATURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT .................................................... 8 

CHRONOLOGY OF WESTERN AUSTRALIA ................................................................ 10 

NYUNGAR COUNTRY ........................................................................................................ 17 

NYUNGAR HISTORY .......................................................................................................... 20 

MISCONCEPTIONS, STEREOTYPES AND RACISM ................................................... 22 

1967 REFERENDUM POSTER ........................................................................................... 23 

RECONCILIATION: BRINGING THE NATION TOGETHER .................................... 24 

EFFECTS OF POLICY ......................................................................................................... 25 

ABORIGINAL TERMS OF REFERENCE ........................................................................ 26 

NYUNGAR CULTURE ......................................................................................................... 27 

DREAMING ........................................................................................................................... 28 

SACRED SITES ..................................................................................................................... 29 

GENERAL CULTURAL COMPARISONS ........................................................................ 30 

NYUNGAR KINSHIP ............................................................................................................ 31 

CHILD REARING PRACTICES ......................................................................................... 32 

SIX SEASONS ........................................................................................................................ 33 

NYUNGAR ECOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE ..................................................................... 34 

TRADITIONAL MEDICINE ............................................................................................... 44 

NYUNGAR LAND AND SEA MANAGEMENT PRACTICES TODAY ........................ 45 

FIGHTING FIRE WITH FIRE ............................................................................................ 47 

CARING FOR COUNTRY ................................................................................................... 49 



 

CULTURAL HERITAGE MAPPING ................................................................................. 52 

RECOMMENDED READING ............................................................................................. 56 

INTERNET ADDRESSES FOR AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINAL ISSUES ...................... 58 

 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

The South West Catchment Council would like to Acknowledge those people and organization that 

contributed to the development of this ‘Katijin Wongi’ package either directly or indirectly. 

The South West Catchments Council, State and Commonweath Governments would like to specially 

thank Ken Hayward and Karen Ireland, Directors of Kallip Pty Ltd and the assistance of Bill Bennell, 

SWCC Aboriginal NRM Co-ordinator with the production of this publication. 

The Nyungar Elders words of wisdom are utilised within Katajin Wongi  

The ‘Katijin Wongi Training package is a strategic initiative of the South West Catchments Council 

funded by the natural Heritage Trust (NHT) and/or the National action Plan for Salinity and Water 

quality (NAP), joint programs of the State and Australian Government. 



 

 

South West Catchments Council – KATIJIN WONGI – Cross Cultural Awareness Page 6 

Participants Booklet 

LEARNING OUTCOMES 

Participants as Members of 

Society 

• Review your interactions and 

relationships with Aboriginal people. 

• Gain a greater understanding of 

interaction between non-Aboriginal and 

Aboriginal individuals, families and 

groups. 

• Acknowledge your backgrounds and 

experiences, in particular, the ways of 

coping in new cultural situations and 

enhancing self-recognition of changes in 

behaviour. These changes can be acted 

upon immediately. 

• Comprehend and gain an appreciation 

of the effects of ‘life chance’. 

History 

• Learn about Australian society from 

Aboriginal perspectives within the 

history of Australia. 

• Relate to the impacts of Government 

policy and the stolen generations, in 

particular on culture, Aboriginal families 

and community. 

• Appreciation of Nyungar land and sea 

management practices.  

Identity and Ways of Life 

• Discover religious structures and 

philosophies of Nyungar society within 

traditional and contemporary 

communities. 

• Understand the diversity and variation 

of Nyungar culture by listening to the 

shared meanings of life from a panel of 

Nyungar people. 

• Recognise cultural differences and see 

where these differences may cause 

conflict or difficulty, as well as 

recognising the similarities that make us 

all human. 

• Gain an insight into Nyungar spirituality. 

Communication-Local 

Indigenous Community Panel  

• Acquire information about ways of 

working in different situations to 

accommodate local cultures and 

customs. 

• Learn about the concept of Aboriginal 

English. 

• Recognise possible barriers in language 

and communication styles and learn 

ways to overcome them. 

Cultural Mapping 

• Identify features in the landscape that 

are highly likely to have cultural heritage 

significance. 

• Be involved in a cultural heritage survey 

following protocols. 

• Understand the methodology 

incorporated in cultural mapping. 

• Appreciate the importance of family 

groups. 

Biodiversity and Bush Medicine 

• Understand Nyungar peoples’ unique 

relationship with their natural 

environment. 
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• Discover how Nyungar people collect 

and make bush medicines to treat many 

ailments. 

• Understand the need to include 

Nyungar interest in land, heritage, 

economic development and culture in 

the protection of biodiversity. 

• Explore ways to strengthen the active 

participation of Nyungar peoples in 

NRM.  

Working Together For the 

Future 

• Obtain methods to analyse and plan for 

different techniques for working toward 

changes in our society.  

• Devise practical strategies for 

recognising where the potential barriers 

might be and learn how best to 

overcome them. 

• Explore ways for Nyungars and non-

Aboriginal people to work together 

when ‘Caring for Country’. 

• Explore ways to further learn about 

Nyungar culture and managing the 

environment.  
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NYUNGAR NATURAL 

RESOURCE MANAGEMENT 

Nyungar people have a long association with the 

environment of the South West and its natural 

resources. They utilised the natural resources 

according to their law, to look after 1country. 

‘The inter-dependence of all life within country 

constitutes a harsh but essential lesson – those 

who destroy their country ultimately destroy 

themselves’. as noted by Hill in Bradby & Pearce 

(1997), therefore the maintenance of 

biodiversity has always been linked to the health 

of Nyungar people both spiritually and 

physically.  

Nyungar people have always valued the natural 

resources within their country as having 

spiritual meaning, providing sustainable diet and 

for their healing capabilities. In more recent 

times natural resources have also been valued 

for the educational and employment 

opportunities they create. It is also important to 

note that Aboriginal environmental knowledge 

associated with natural resources is another key 

cultural value. 

Access to natural resources by Nyungar people 

is important for the appropriate management of 

those resources. Further, it is essential that 

Nyungar people’s traditional knowledge of 

natural resources and their management, both 

now and into the future, be appropriately 

acknowledged. 

If Nyungar people are to be involved in NRM, 

they must first be confident that previous 

difficulties will be overcome. These may include 

issues with consultation, representation, 

                                                

 The term ‘country’ as it is used in this report 

refers to the land that has particular significance to 

Nyungar people. The term connotes an affinity 

between people and land which has significant 

spiritual and religious components 

 

intellectual property and access and that their 

cultural values will also be protected. It is 

paramount that the Traditional Owners of 

country are consulted in a respectful manner. 

They must be recognised, as an integral part of 

the process of decision making, about the future 

management of natural resources in the South 

West. 

If there is one thing that is absolutely not free in 

Nyungar land tenure systems and Nyungar 

politics it is knowledge, and this traditional 

knowledge must be treated and respected as 

intellectual property.  

The ownership of this knowledge often lies with 

Aboriginal Elders and is key to understanding 

country. Elders must be able control the access 

to this knowledge as it is not available to all and 

sundry. The cultural protocols associated with 

such knowledge must also be properly 

maintained. 

The United Nations Convention on Biological 

Diversity signed by over 180 nations, including 

Australia, has entrenched the rights of 

Aboriginal people. Domestically, these rights are 

expressed through the National Strategy for the 

Conservation of Australia’s Biological Diversity, 

and the Environmental Protection and 

Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999. 

It has only been of late that the primacy of 

Indigenous interests and rights in Australia, have 

been recognised. Australia ratified the United 

Nations Convention on Biological Diversity in 

1993. The Convention contains measures that 

require signatory countries to develop national 

strategies for the conservation of their 

biological resources, the promotion of 

environmental sustainable development, access 

to genetic resources and control of 

biotechnology industries. Articles 8(j) and 10(c) 

of the Convention specifically address 

Indigenous rights in relation to the overall 

conservation, sustainable use and equitable 

sharing of the benefits of biodiversity. 

The natural environment of South West is 

clearly a Nyungar cultural landscape shaped by 

the inherent relationship between people and 
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country. It is vital that Nyungar people, and the 

traditional knowledge they have to offer, are 

considered in the development of strategies to 

manage the natural resources of the South 

West. 

Nyungar culture has survived over 50,000 years. 

Knowledge has been handed down which 

enables us to accurately describe many of the 

traditional and ongoing cultural values of the 

natural resources of the Region.  

Aboriginal Cultural Values of the Southwest Region; 

A Technical Report Compiled by Bill Bennell, SWCC 

Aboriginal NRM Coordinator 
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CHRONOLOGY OF WESTERN AUSTRALIA 

Before Present  

4,600,000,000 Planet Earth born 

4,300,000,000 Molten granite solidified preserving minute zircon crystals of Earth's original crust, 

found at Jack Hills in Pilbara,inland from Shark Bay 

3,600,000,000 Earliest evidence of life on Earth: fossilised microscopic single-celled cyan bacteria 

found in stromatolites at North Pole mine, Pilbara. Photosynthesis evolved. Bacteria 

produced oxygen as waste, oxygen entered atmosphere and turned sky blue. Iron 

oxide developed. 

3-2,800,000,000 Yilgarn Precambrian Plateau formed. 

2,500,000,000 Wave Rock developed, later of great cultural significance to Nyungar people. 

2,000,000,000 Earth's single land mass, Pangaea, began to break into two super continents, 

Laurasia in north and Gondwana in the south. Fossils in Stirling Range may have 

contained animal life at this time. 

1,200,000,000 Animals emerged from the sea to live on land, evidenced in Stirling Range fossils. 

1,115-750,000,000 Glaciation eroded WA’s mountains.  

530,000,000 Diverse marine life. 

420,000,000 

 

First land plants evolved from marine algae and develop rudimentary roots with 

mycorrhizal fungi as symbionts to enhance nutrient and water uptake. A fossil in 

Murchison Gorge indicated a range of animals moved from water to land. 

330-250,000,000 Extensive glaciation followed by the appearance of cycads and abundant crocodile-

sized amphibians.  

200,000,000 Warmer temperatures were experienced. Glaciers melt. Conifers appeared. 

Dinosaurs dominated. 

110,000,000 India split from South West Australia (Gondwana).  

Tibet broke from Darling Scarp. Antarctica separated from southern WA. Diverse 

invertebrates appeared. Birds inhabited Australia. 

80,000,000 Africa broke away from Gondwana. Eucalypts came to life. 
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65,000,000 River systems of WA developed. Antarctica separated from Eastern Australia. 

50,000,000 

 

Banksia and Peppermint (Agonis) appeared. Plants adapted to nutrient poor soil by 

evolving underground food storage organs, tough leaves and woody fruit in which 

nutrients concentrated. Salt accumulated in the soil due to lack of drainage. 

Everlastings (Asteraceae) appeared and increased. Various grasses grew. Numerous 

reptiles and frogs. 

40,000,000 South America split from Gondwana (Australia). 

30,000,000 Nullarbor Plain formed a barrier to migration across Australia. Swan Coastal Plain 

developed, became extremely rich in flora. 

25,000,000 Mammals appeared. Differing opinions support different origins and dates. 

25,000,000-60,000 At a date and place yet to be established incontrovertibly, human beings appeared 

on Earth. 

70-60,000 Humans inhabited Australia according to western scientific dating methods. 

Aboriginal people themselves say they have been here far longer. 

Years AD  

589-618 Chinese record great land mass, kangaroos and men who throw boomerangs. 

1421-2 Chinese map Australian coast. 

1516 Portugese established a colony in Timor; their ships visited northern WA using 

maps copied from Chinese. 

1542 Map of Australia by Jean Rotz, from the Chinese map, was given to Henry VIII.  

1616 Dutch East India Company ship Eendracht under Dirk Hartog landed on the WA 

coast. 

1622 First English ship to land WA, the Trial, wrecked Monte Bello Islands. 

1629 Dutch ship Batavia wrecked on Houtman Abrolhos, its captain the first European to 

record an Australian mammal, the tammar wallaby. 

1644 Abel Tasman explored the north west coast. 

1688 Englishman William Dampier landed at King Sound, explores, reported native 

people. 

1696-7 Willem de Vlamingh named the Swan River. 
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1699 Dampier's second voyage collected plants; first European description of a kangaroo. 

1770 Captain James Cook 'discovered' Australia; reported 'Native' people resident. 

1788 England colonised eastern Australia. 

1791 Lieutenant George Vancouver took possession of land now WA in the name of the 

King of England. 

1801-3 French surveyed coast. Aborigines described. 

1826 King George Sound made a convict settlement. 

1827 

 

Western third of Australia annexed for England. Captain James Stirling explored 

Swan River, reported presence of Aboriginal people, urged England to colonise the 

region. 

1828 Colony of WA was announced, Stirling made Lieutenant Governor. 

1829 England took possession of West Coast. Land said to be 'unoccupied'. White 

population 1003 inhabitants. Aboriginal population estimated around 15,000. Land 

Regulations was proclaimed. River front farm land handed out in grants. 

1831 Stirling reported the only annoyance to white people was the hostile conduct of 

certain Aborigines. 

1836 Charles Darwin found south WA 'dull and uninteresting’. 

1839 Governor John Hutt replaced Stirling, introduced new Land Regulations, and 

offered small lots of poorest land to some Aborigines. 

1846 Benedictine monks Salvado and Serra established New Norcia Mission in the 

Midlands. By the 1880’s they owned or leased one million acres (405,000 hectares). 

1848 Land Regulations amendment permited pastoralism over large areas. 

1850-68 Convicts transported to WA from England. Explorers found abundant levels of salt 

in WA soils. 

1863 Explorers found abundant levels of salt in WA soils. 

1870 Representative Government granted, excluding women, Aborigines, Asians. 

1883 Land sale revenue is the source of prosperity, certain to increase. (Crown Lands 

Report). 

1886 Midland Railway Company was given 3,320,000 acres of prime land for building the 
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Midland Railway. Aborigines Protection Board established. 

1887 Agricultural Commission appointed to plan agricultural development. 

1888 Yilgarn goldfields discovered; first prospectors guided by Aborigines. 

1889-90 Constitution Act grants responsible Government. Section 70 provides one per cent 

of revenue to go to Aborigines due to a history of harsh treatment by colonists. 

John Forrest made the first Premier. White population 48,500. 

1893 Homestead Act offers free 160 acre farms to males over 18 years of age. 

Destructive Birds and Animals Act provides for destruction of native fauna. 

1894 Agricultural Bank established, Agricultural Bureau (advisory service to farmers). 

1895 Extirpation of Native Fauna Conference. White population 100,515, increased due 

to gold mining. 

1896 Extermination of Native Vermin Policy rewarded killing of native fauna. 

1897 Salinity noted in Northam Toodyay district. 

1898 Land Act offered purchase on easy terms to clearers and developers of land. 

1901 Federation of Australian colonies joined the Commonwealth. 

1904 Increasing salinity was observed, attributed to the clearing of native vegetation. 

1905 Aborigines Act, following 1902-1904 Roth Royal Commission, introduces virtual 

apartheid. Fresh water supplies became too salty for railway use. 

1907 No 1 Rabbit Proof Fence 1150 miles completed. 

1900-21 Department of Agriculture Handbook detailed how to remove each native tree 

species. 

1917 Evidence of dangerously high salinity on farm land dismissed by Royal Commission. 

1932 Land Act amendments enforced clearing, cultivation, fences, reservoirs. 

1936 Native Administration Act amended 1905 Act to increase segregation policy. 

1945 
Soil Conservation Act introduced measures to conserve soil resources and control 

erosion. 

1946 Wheat acreage extended tax concessions to producers who cleared more land. 
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1950 Agricultural Protection Board was set up to control (destroy) 'noxious' (native) 

plants and vermin. Wildlife Conservation Act passed. 

1954 Native Welfare Act, policy of assimilation, administered by Native Welfare 

Department. Ban lifted on preventing Aborigines from residing in Perth. 

1957 Attention given to WA’s salt problem, reported by the Department of Agriculture. 

1962 Mechanisation increased land clearing. Accelerated Payment Scheme offered 

incentives to farmers who quickly effected clearing and other 'improvements' 

1965 Land Act amendment: buyer needed to clear and sow 50 % of land within 11 years. 

1967 Federal Referendum to end discrimination against Aborigines. Approved by 90.8% 

of Australians. Opposed by 24%of Western Australians. 

1969 Wheat quotas introduced due to over supply. 

1972 One Earth Summit sought ways to deal with human impact on the earth. 

1973 New Policy for Aborigines of self-determination. 

1975 Racial Discrimination Act; unlawful to base acts or preferences on race. 

1979 Agricultural scientist G H Burvill stated 98%of West Australian farmland will never 

become unproductive as a result of salt. 

1980 Department of Agriculture found considerable area of land suffering salt 

encroachment. 

1988 Australia’s Bicentenary celebrated. Western Australia Select Committee on Salinity 

concluded 'practices brought by the white man cannot be sustained. .  . .salinity 

without doubt the State’s most serious environmental problem. .. If we are to 

maintain a civilisation in this State we have to reverse this process.' 

NRM group established for the Blackwood River catchment. 

1989 The Manjimup Land Conservation District Committee was formed to manage 

community NRM projects in the Warren Region.  

1992 High Court Mabo decision found Australia not terra nullius when colonised.  

Rio Earth Summit produced Biodiversity Convention. 

1993 Native Title Act defined Native Title, left open extinguishment, required Native 

Title holders be treated no less favourably than other landholders. 
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1996 State of the Environment Australia Report by 50 experts warned salinity was not 

being addressed, loss of biological diversity was a serious problem, and an 

integrated approach was urgent. High Court Wik decision found co-existence of 

Native Title and pastoral lease possible. 

1997 The Geographe Catchment Council (GeoCatch) was established in July as a result 

of growing local concern about the health of the Geographe Catchment.  

1997-8 Wik ‘Ten Point Plan' amended the Native Title Act in order to give pastoralists 

certainty. 

2000 The Leschenault Catchment Council was formed through the amalgamation of two 

community NRM groups - the Leschenault Inlet Management Authority and the 

Leschenault Catchment Coordinating Group.  

In March the Peel-Harvey landcare community formalised an integrated catchment 

management approach to the Sub-Region with the establishment of the Peel-Harvey 

Catchment Council.  

The Cape to Cape Catchments Group was formed.  

2001 Irreversible land degradation noted in State of Environment Australia Report. 

2002 In November South West Catchments Council is officially recognised as the peak 

NRM body for the South West Region. 

Australia named one of five worst countries in the world for clearing vegetation. 

Australian Government refused to join Kyoto Protocol, instead pushes for more 

'free trade' agreements which encourage land clearing and other unsustainable 

farming activities. Numerous scientific reports and satellite imaging prove Australia’s 

productive land and rivers were dying due to the removal of native vegetation. 

2002-3 Australian Terrestrial Biodiversity Assessment by leading scientists sat on Federal 

Minister's desk for months before it was leaked by concerned persons. It warned 

land was in major crisis due to clearing and overgrazing, 3000 ecosystems were at 

risk of extinction.  

2004 Lost Lands Report - a government review attempts to identify all lands originally set 

aside for Aboriginal people. 

2005 The South West Regional Natural Resource Management Strategy was accredited in 

June 2005 when State and Australian Government Ministers endorsed the 

recommendation of the Joint Steering Committee. 

2006 MOU established between SWCC and South West Aboriginal Land & Sea Council  

The Warren Catchments NRM group is formed to continue the community's 

involvement in NRM.  
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ATSIC abolished and replaced with the Office of Indigenous Policy Coordination. 

Nyungar Native Title Claim Upheld for lands in Perth Metropolitan Region making 

this the first successful NT Claim over a metropolitan area in Australia. 

Western Australian State Government appeals Justice Wilcox decision seeking 

official clarification. 

Nyungars protest against this decision on the steps of Parliament House.  

 

Reference: Irene Cunningham, 2005, Land of Flowers, An Australian Environment on the Brink, Oxford Press, 

NSW.
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 NYUNGAR COUNTRY 

Nyungar People 

The Aboriginal people in the South West 

corner of WA are collectively known as 

Nyungars. Aboriginal people with familial ties to 

this country share a common culture, language, 

history and affiliation with land (Green, 1984). 

Daisy Bates 1966 writes ‘that their lands took in 

everything to the west of a line drawn from 

Jurien Bay on the west coast to Esperance on 

the south coast’. Norman Tindale (1940) 

developed a schema for setting out Aboriginal 

'tribal' boundaries he claimed that there were 

14 different Nyungar groups based on socio-

linguistic characteristics  

(See figure 1).  

Nyungar Tribal/Socio-Linguistic 

Boundaries 

 

Figure 1: Nyungar tribal boundaries based on N. 

B. Tindale (1940); from Green (1984). 

Reference: Active Awareness in the Blackwood 

– Nyungar Land Use Studies (Traditional and 

Contemporary), Blackwood Basin Group, 2006 

Nyungar Country in SWCC 

NRM Region 

The South West Catchment Councils 

encompasses ten of the 14 socio-linguistic 

groups of the Nyungar Nation, this being 100% 

of the the Nyungar Nation. (See figure 2) 

Wardandi, From Bunbury to Cape Leeuwin, 

chiefly along the coast; at Geographe Bay, the 

vicinity of Nannup and Busselton.  

Pibelman, Lower Blackwood River; chiefly on 

the hills in country between the Blackwood and 

Warren Rivers; east to Gardner River and 

Broke Inlet; on Scott River; inland to Manjimup 

and Bridgetown.  

Pindjarup-Pinjarra to Harvey and Leschenault 

Inlet; lower reaches of Murray River.  

Wilman, At Wagin and Narrogin; on Collie, 

Hotham, and Williams Rivers west to Collie; 

Wuraming north to Gnowing, Dattening, and 

Pingelly; east to Wickepin, Dudinin, and Lake 

Grace; south to Nyabing (Nampup), Katanning, 

Woodanilling, Duranilling and approximately 

75% of the SWCC Region. 

Kaneang On the upper Blackwood River; east 

to a line joining Katanning, Tambellup, 

Cranbrook, and Tenterden; at Ko-jonup, Collie, 

Qualeup, Donnybrook, Greenbushes, 

Bridgetown; headwaters of Warren and 

Frankland Rivers; south bank of Collie River to 

Collie and between 5-15% of the SWCC 

Region. 

Minang, King George Sound; north to Stirling 

Range, Tenterden, Lake Muir, Cowerup, and 

Shannon River. On the coast from West Cliff 

Point to Boat Harbour; at Pallinup (Salt) River; 

at Mount Barker, Nornalup. 

                                                

 Please note that all descriptions of the ‘Tribal 

Boundaries are based from N.B. Tindale's (1974) 

Aboriginal Tribes of Australia 
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Koreng, From Gairdner River to Pallinup (Salt) 

River; at Bremer Bay; inland to Jeramungup, 

Pingrup, Nampup (Nyabing), Badgebup, and 

Kibbleup near Broome Hill; south to Stirling 

Range; at Gnowangerup and Ongerup; west to 

Cranbrook and Tambellup but not originally at 

Kojonup or Qualeup.  

Njakinjaki, East of Lake Grace; at Newdegate, 

Mount Stirling, Bruce Rock, Kellerberrin, and 

Merredin; west to Jitarning; south to Lake King, 

and Mount Madden; east to near Lake Hope and 

Mount Holland.  

Ballardong, York district and east to the 

vicinity of Tammin, Kununoppin, Waddouring 

Hill, and Bencubbin. North along the Avon 

River; at Toodyay, Goomalling, Wongan Hills, 

and northward to Kalannie where there is a 

native mine for white stone used for knives and 

multibarbed spears. South to Pingelly and 

Wickepin. Western boundary the Darling Scarp.  

Whadjuk, Swan River and northern and eastern 

tributaries inland to beyond Mount Helena; at 

Kalamunda, Armadale, Victoria Plains, south of 

Toodyay, and western vicinity of York; at Perth; 

south along coast to near Pinjarra.  

 

*Country – a term referring to the land to 

which a Nyungar person or group feels a sense 

of belonging, where they are originally from.
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NYUNGAR COUNTRY BASED ON TINDALE MAPS 1940 

Figure 2 
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NYUNGAR HISTORY 

Before the European Invasion 

It is estimated that between 300,000 to more 

than one million Aboriginal people lived in 

Australia before European contact. Before the 

arrival of Europeans in the late eighteenth 

century, Aboriginal cultural relationships with 

the land had been established for upwards of 

60,000 years. P. Tweedie (1998). 

Nyungar people have a complex and holistic 

framework for understanding their place in the 

world and their role in looking after country. 

The Nyungar world view (Dreamtime) was a 

time when Nyungar traditional mythologies 

taught and provided people with a blue print 

for respect and utilisation of resources in a 

sustainable way. ‘Anthropologists have 

described it as the heart of Aboriginal 

spirituality, as it uncovers the relationship 

between the people, the land and its creatures’ 

(Roxanne, 2000). It is important to understand 

that this is not just simply a time that occurred 

in the past, it continues to transform itself in 

the present.  

Throughout Nyungar country there are many 

creation stories. In particular the Waakal 

(snake) is one of the most influential of these 

creator beings that shaped Nyungar people’s 

ecological worldview and which form the basis 

for Nyungar law. Glen Kelly (2003) talks about 

this relationship as “an environmental 

management plan for ‘blackfellas’ to look after 

the whole landscape and not to over exploit it”. 

(Goode, 2003) 

While there might be some environmental 

factors that limit where people can live, 

Aboriginal people live in all parts of Australia, 

and have adapted to living in a diverse range of 

climatic conditions. 

Flood (1983) writes ‘Aborigines were capable 

of indigenous manipulation of their 

environment, not necessarily to increase food 

production but to increase regularity and 

reliability to food resources, making possible a 

semi-sedentary way of life and regular large 

tribal gatherings’. 

Like other groups of people, Nyungars adapted 

their land to give them access to areas and 

provide sustainable resources when needed ie. 

burning country.   

Nyungar law personifies a form of NRM that 

ensured that there was as “an environmental 

management plan for ‘blackfellas’ to achieve 

sustainable outcomes”. 

The Impact of Invasion  

In 1829 WA became a colony of the British 

Empire and Aboriginal people were made 

subjects of the Crown. 

By 1830 dispossession of the Nyungar people 

commenced in earnest as white ‘settlers’ 

pushed into the country. In 1832 the “Battle of 

Pinjarra”, a massacre of Nyungar people, took 

place. 

The spread of British settlement was 

accompanied by a drastic decline in the 

Aboriginal population. Many people died of 

introduced diseases to which they had no 

immunity. 

The traditional land dependent economy was 

destroyed as hunting grounds were taken over 

for grazing and agriculture. Nyungar people 

became trespassers on their own land, with 

disastrous consequences for the maintenance of 

spiritual life and social systems. 

Bungert, a ‘chief of the Vasse tribe’ describes 

the impact that the British had on his land since 

their arrival in 1829. Furthermore, Bungert 

provides a glimpse of the major reduction in 

biodiversity and the interruption of Nyungar 

people’s relationship to country. 
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He states this in some of his verses, within a 

translated letter to the Inquirer Newspaper 

Perth WA, 1873.  

 

“To his excellency the Governor…………… 

Our ranks are quickly thinning,  

It grieves me to look around;  

I see that in a few short years  

Our place will not be found. 

 

The white man came amongst us, 

He proved a faithless seer, 

He introduced tobacco, 

He plied our son with beer 

 

He drove away the kangaroo, 

Our hunting grounds lay waste. 

And sadly now we miss that food,  

So suited to our taste………..” Bungert 1873 

 

‘Aboriginal people’s relationship with country 

links people to ecosystems rather than giving 

them dominion over them’ Hill in Bradby & 

Pearce (1997). The continued clearing of land, 

vital to both native flora, fauna and to the 

Nyungar people for agriculture and 

development has placed some living things 

stranded on a path towards death. 

Together with the devastation of the natural 

resources within Nyungar country, was the 

total rejection of culture, customs, spirituality, 

economy, organisation and way of life. This 

rejection would eventually see the rise of 

unofficial actions of colonisers and official 

Government policies that forcibly removed 

Nyungar people from their land.  

Due to these Government policies, the physical 

and spiritual health of Nyungar people declined. 

In addition, due to the lack of traditional land 

management practices, the natural resources in 

the South West deteriorated. 

Today 

Nyungar people want to regain control of their 

traditional lands and believe they have a cultural 

obligation and birthright to do so. It is 

important that Aboriginals are able to define 

the priorities and programs that underpin land 

management aspirations. 

The Task Force on Aboriginal Social Justice 

recognises this view and states ‘Aboriginal 

Australians require better access to lands of 

traditional affiliation and increased involvement 

in the management of those lands’ (1994).  

Over recent years there has been increased 

awareness among conservation groups, 

Government agencies and the broader 

community of the role Nyungar people have in 

managing their country. 

In 2003, the WA Government was actively 

engaging with the Nyungar community about 

their involvement in the management of 

conservation lands (CALM, 2003)’.  

At the present time the State Government 

wishes to put in place management mechanisms 

that will allow for Aboriginal aspirations and the 

objectives of conservation lands to be met. 

Consistent with the Government’s election 

commitments and with its publicly stated 

position of achieving a level of land justice for 

the Indigenous citizens of the State’.  

Nyungar people have an important and unique 

role to play in the restoration of the natural 

environment across the South West. However, 

social justice and human rights issues that 

negatively impact on potential involvement by 

Aboriginals in NRM, needs to be addressed as a 

part of this process. 

Aboriginal Cultural Values of the Southwest Region; 

A Technical Report Compiled by Bill Bennell, SWCC 

Aboriginal NRM Coordinator 
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MISCONCEPTIONS, STEREOTYPES AND RACISM 

 

'Abo Brand Sanitary White', a 1921 advertisement for white paint. This is a perfect illustration of C.D. 

Rowley's comment (in the books The Destruction of Aboriginal Society and Outcasts in White 

Australia) that Aboriginal people in white Australia were 'constantly exposed to deliberate or unthinking 

insult'. Advertisers have often used Aboriginal people and symbols in their campaigns the boomerang is 

still the most popular Australian logo and was the basis of the Sydney 2000 Games symbol. 

Reference: Teaching Aboriginal Studies, Ronda Craven 1999 
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1967 REFERENDUM POSTER 

 

A Poster for the 1967 Referendum was produced by the Federal Council for the Advancement of 

Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders (FCAATSI). 

FCAATSI is the Aboriginal organisation that led the struggle for the Referendum.  

Many people are unaware of the years of work behind the Referendum, and of the many other 

Australians who worked for it. (Courtesy DAA Collection, AlATSIS) 

Reference: Teaching Aboriginal Studies, Ronda Craven 1999 
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RECONCILIATION: BRINGING THE NATION TOGETHER 

 

Reconciliation Council Chair, Patrick 

Dodson, and Prime Minister John 

Howard light candles at the opening of 

Reconciliation Week at Parliament 

House in Canberra, May 1996. 

(Courtesy Mirror Australian Telegraph 

Publications and Council for Aboriginal 

Reconciliation) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cartoon by Bill Leak which appeared 

in The Australian, 29 May 1996. 

Leak uses the symbolic lighting of 

candles at the opening of 

Reconciliation Week to comment on 

the perception that the Coalition 

Government's attitude to Native 

Title and Aboriginal rights, had 

effectively sabotaged the 

Reconciliation process. (Courtesy Bill 

Leak) 

 

 

 

Reference: Teaching Aboriginal Studies, Ronda Craven 1999 
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EFFECTS OF POLICY 

Ramifications of Crisis Appropriate Response 

Breakdown of social structures and traditional 

lifestyle 

Opportunities to rebuild 

Imposed identity Own identity encouraged 

Hopelessness/helplessness Hope and help from society 

Anomie/alienation Develop sense of belonging 

Desecration of spiritual life Rediscover spirituality 

Exclusion of sacred life Rediscover sacred life 

Dietary changes Re-education on diet 

Poor hygiene/housing/health Health education 

Restriction of movements Freedom to move 

Sexual abuse Counselling 

Aboriginality denied Aboriginality encouraged 

Breakdown in socialisation Rebuilding of social structures 

Total dependency Re-establish independence 

Cycle of poverty well established Learn to budget and save 

 

Other mid to long term effects of past policy decisions on Aboriginal people: 

• High infant mortality 

• Reduced life expectancy 

• Rapid increase in communicable 

diseases 

• Re-infections (eye, skin etc.) 

• Malnutrition, malabsorption 

• Vitamin deficiency 

• Diabetes 

• Alcohol and substance dependency 

• Trauma and stress 

 

Ken Hayward, 1997 
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ABORIGINAL TERMS OF REFERENCE
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NYUNGAR CULTURE 

Nyungar people are the Indigenous people of 

the South West of WA. The precise boundaries 

of these groups and the names for the groups 

within them vary in different literature. 

According to Daisy Bates, 13 tribal areas 

existed, while Norman Tindale argued that 

there were 14 (Bennell, 2005).  

The areas where differences occur are the 

northern and the southern coastal areas on the 

fringes of the South West. Within each of these 

tribal boundaries, different customs and 

traditions exist and different dialects are 

spoken. These often subtle cultural differences 

should be acknowledged and respected.  

Nyungar culture will be more pronounced in 

some areas than in others. For example, the 

Wardandi people are salt water people, as their 

country extends along a lot of coastline. 

Therefore fishing may have played a much more 

important part in their lives than in more inland 

areas, such as Wilman. Their land management 

practices differ as a result.   

Nyungar culture is based on the same premise, 

but it is diverse. Day-to-day ways of life and 

Dreaming stories can differ between tribes 

throughout the Nyungar nation, in response to 

the landscape in which they live. For example, in 

some areas tribes exist under a patriarchal 

society (male dominance), while in others, the 

society is matriarchal (female dominance). It is 

often the case that the women make the 

decisions on some aspects of life, such as the 

food gathering and preparation, while the men 

have final say in other aspects, such as hunting 

and camp movement. 

 

 

 

Wardan Aboriginal Corporation 
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DREAMING  

Spiritual and Ceremonial Values  

The spiritual bond Nyungar people have with 

the land and everything on it is one that is 

symbiotic. 

Elder Barbara Corbett ‘Mother nature was the 

Nyungar people’s birthright, Nyungar people 

communicate with the spirits of their ancestors 

in nature (the bush, forest and waters). Nature 

is a spiritual force’. (Goode, 2003) 

The magnitude of the importance of natural 

resources to Nyungar people has also been 

acknowledged as a physical link to, and part of, 

their cultural heritage. It is essential in 

protecting and conserving the integrity of 

significant Nyungar sites.  

Elder Everard Kickett comments “there is an 

old saying among Nyungar people, that you can 

take the Nyungar from the land and bring him 

to a new area to live, but you can not take the 

land from the Nyungar as it is in him”. 

(Wheatbelt Aborignal Corporation WAC1994). 

Responsibility for the proper care of landscapes 

of significance, are a continuing part of Nyungar 

spirituality. The ancestral spirits of the 

Dreamtime still exist today in many Nyungar 

eyes; they created the natural landscapes and 

provide it with meaning, law and people. 

Toussaint (1987) writes, ’The all encompassing 

importance of the Dreamtime was no more 

apparent than in relationship to ‘ownership’ or 

guardianship of land, the knowledge and rules of 

which were handed down to each generation 

through the medium of song, ritual, mythology, 

and forms of visual art. Rights in relation to 

land, spiritual and economic, were passed on to 

successive generations who were responsible 

for gaining and passing on knowledge of its 

creation, and performing ceremonies to ensure 

its maintenance’. 

The ceremonial significance of many places has 

been documented. For example Mr Joe 

Northover states: ‘There was a particular song 

to sing and it is necessary to throw sand into 

the water to warn the Ngarngungudditj Walgu 

that you are approaching, doing this was calling 

out to the spirit of the water’. (Goode, 2003). 

Mr Northover was referring to the Minningup 

pool situated in the Collie River. 

Archaeologists have confirmed that all water 

sources were, and still are, important to 

Nyungar people and that it is highly likely that 

there would be larger concentrations of 

Aboriginal artefacts found around freshwater 

sources, lake and estuaries.  

As stated by Gibbs.M. (1995 ) “it should be 

recognised that a large number of Aboriginal 

names have been perpetuated in modern 

maps…An examination of older maps, such as 

the 40 chain series held in the Battye Library, 

do not reveal much more detail, although a 

limited number of specific features, especially 

springs and watercourses, do have Aboriginal 

names”.  

Elder Vilma Webb, senior elder of the 

Wardandi tribe, states in Goode 2003 “all water 

ways, rivers, chains of lakes or water holes are 

the dreaming trails of the Nyungar 

people.”Elder Webb goes on further and adds a 

rhetorical question “if they weren’t significant to 

Aboriginal people why were they named” 

(Goode 2003). 

All land and water is significant to Nyungar 

people as virtually all land and water within the 

South West is associated with Aboriginal 

cultural heritage as noted in (Goode 2003). 

“Water ways were always important in Nyungar 

country, and water is considered to be one of 

the most important parts of creation”. 

Aboriginal Cultural Values of the Southwest Region; 

A Technical Report Compiled by Bill Bennell, SWCC 

Aboriginal NRM Coordinator 
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SACRED SITES 

Scared sites are an integral part of Aboriginal 

culture. They are places that bear the marks of 

the creative ancestral spirits, which continue to 

have a presence in land formations.  These 

ancestral spirits followed pathways and sites, 

and form a connection with the land for people 

from various language groups into a wider 

community of Aboriginal peoples. 

There are geographical features (not all of them 

obvious or interesting to the non-Aboriginal 

eye), which mark episodes in the stories of the 

ancestral spirits’ journeys throughout Australia.  

Sacred sites are the settings of the custodian’s 

most important knowledge and activities.  They 

are fundamental to the sense of self.  To 

destroy or damage a site is a distressing and 

dangerous act, which threatens not only living 

and unborn generations, but also the spiritual 

forces and order of the world. 

Aboriginal people are descendants of these 

ancestral spirits, and their task is to take care of 

scared sites by performing necessary rituals and 

singing the songs, which tell of the ancestral 

spirits’ deeds.  Rituals and ceremonies celebrate 

and continue the order of life. 

Religious in nature, sites and songs which are 

sacred are also secret, and too powerful for 

disclosure.  To reveal details of these sites may 

in itself be tantamount to desecration.  

Certain scared sites are known to be dangerous 

places, and Aboriginal people work to protect 

others from harmful contacts with such places.  

The judicial system in Australia recognises 

‘sacred sites as bounded entities’ which is a 

useful and definitive tool for protection. There 

are over 26,000 sites registered in WA. 

Thousands of sites are not disclosed due to 

their sacred nature while others due to 

interference wait to be reconnected to 

Aboriginal people.  

 

 

 

The power of the ancestral spirits may be 

concentrated in localities, but all land is imbued 

with spirituality. 

 

Collie River Creation Story (Ngarngungudditj 

Walgu) 

South West Catchment Council Archives 
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GENERAL CULTURAL COMPARISONS 

Aboriginal Society Wadjulla (Non-Aboriginal Society) 

History is timeless History is quantified and specified 

Engage in holistic thinking Engage in empirical thinking 

Time is circular, without boundaries – is past and 

continuous 

Time is linear and quantified with reference to points – is 

future orientated 

Spiritual views are not questioned Spiritual views may be questioned 

Being rather than doing is important – fit into 

circumstances that are there 
Try to change circumstances that are there 

Immediate gratification important 
Deferred gratification important (should these be 

swapped over?) 

Aboriginal society is acceptable as it is Society needs to change 

Group orientated – everything is for all group members Individual orientated – acquisitions are for you 

Kinship is important in a family unit – a person can go 

from home to home 
Kinship of far less importance 

Aborigines expect children to be like them Non-Aboriginal children not expected to be like parents 

Spontaneous lifestyle – do what you want when you 

want 

Structured lifestyle – must plan and be stable if want to 

succeed 

Uncritical of children or society because of respect Critical – everyone is judged 

Personal lifestyle – hard to understand an ‘impersonal’ 

person 
Impersonal lifestyle – people would rather be alone 

Basically listeners – do not speak unless it is important Basically verbalisers – think out loud, must speak 

Illiterate – use symbolic language Literate – use books and very verbal 

Little eye contact – is impolite to do so Lots of eye contact – it is important 

Indirect in questioning – talk around the point Direct questions – very to the point 

Non-legislative – laws are morals and to support the 

group, not to isolate anyone 
Legislative – laws are written and offenders are isolated 

Accepting others following separation or wrongdoing  
Not accepting of others following separation or 

wrongdoing 

Age is respected Youth respected  

A non-market economy – money not important Market-orientated – money important and complex 

Giving is important Saving important 

 

Hughes and Andrew, 1998 
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NYUNGAR KINSHIP 

Wardung     Manatj 

 

      Torndirrup 

 

Ballaruk      Didaruk 

 

 

A Nyungar was born into a skin group under Wardung or Manatj. 

These upper great southern skin groupings regulated Nyungar society through 

cultural and social obligations.  

Simulation of these groups correct betrothal may have worked as follows: 

Narganuk   are to be with   Torndirrup 

Ballaruk   are to be with   Didaruk  

The children from a union between Narganuk and Torndirrup are Didaruk. 

The children from a union between Didaruk and Ballaruk are Narganuk. 

Another way to understand this correct way of betrothal is when a Torndirrup 

man is with a Narganuk woman their child will be Ballaruk. 

When a Ballaruk man is with a Didaruk woman their child will be Torndirrup. 

Source: Daisy Bates 

Narganuk 

Ballaruk 

Torndirrup 

Didaruk 
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CHILD REARING PRACTICES 

Aboriginal Society Western Society 

State of being State of doing 

From Hunter and Gatherer society From Agrarian society 

Must be autonomous for survival Work in a group with a boss to lead 

Takes time to deliberate on decisions for 

survival – independence important 

Must obey commands immediately for survival – 

industrial revolution 

Has a wider scope to roam from carer Carer keeps child within sight at all times 

Extended family all responsible for child 

rearing 

Mainly bought up by nuclear family 

Helping/reciprocal Competitive 

Conquered society – used to bowing to 

conventions of dominant society 

Dominant society – expectations of others and obeying 

commands 

Disciplined by being made to feel ashamed 

of behaviour 

Disciplined by command or scolded for bad behaviour 

Allowed to stay with adults and participate 

in socialisation 

Made to sleep in bed and room by themselves at a very 

young age 

Very little discipline in childhood – the child 

is left to make many decisions of his own 

Strict discipline at a very young age including eating, 

sleeping, watching TV and the like 

Baby is in constant touch with family and 

siblings – feet never touch the ground 

Baby is left alone in pram or cot. Mostly from a nuclear 

family. Mother learns skills from a book, TV, etc. 

Carried around on hips of children Baby always in sight of mother or carer 

Body language intuitive More of a verbal interaction 

 

Joan Winch 
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SIX SEASONS 

 

 

Andrews & Hughes 

Courtesy of Department of Education 
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NYUNGAR ECOLOGICAL 

KNOWLEDGE 

Bush foods and medicines 

When planning for the landscape and NRM, it is 

important to remember that many Nyungar 

people still use natural resources for food and 

medicinal purposes.  

The Nyungar year is divided into six 

seasons: 

Bunuru (February - March), when the Region 

suffered from hot northerly winds and a 

shortage of fresh water. During this time the 

fruits of the zamia, Macrozamia riedlei, were 

collected and the toxin removed. Tailor and 

mullet were trapped in shallow water. 

* all quotes are as cited in Meagher (1974). 

“This is the By-yu or Zamia season and mullet, 

salmon and taylor-fish abound”. *Moore (1884). 

“The native women collect the nuts from the 

(Zamia) palms in the month of March, and 

having placed them in some shallow pool of 

water, they leave them to soak for several 

days”. *Grey (1841).  

Marron, gilgies, kooyal (frogs) and tortoises 

were collected from wetlands. Haemodorum 

spicatum (a bulb) was collected and roasted for 

use as a spice. Wattle, banksia blossom and 

various roots were collected. Trees were 

climbed in the search for koormul (possums). 

“They pull the blossoms of the red blossoms of 

the red gum tree (now in flower), steep them in 

water, and drink the water, which acquires a 

taste like sugar and water by this process”. 

*Moore (1884) 

Conversely, in late summer and autumn of each 

year, the population would traditionally 

assemble in large numbers around freshwater 

springs along the coast, and hold their annual 

meetings and gatherings before retiring onto the 

escarpment for winter. 

Djeran (April - May) When the weather cools 

and winds swing around to the South West. 

Fishing of the estuaries and other waters 

continued. Bulbs and seeds were collected for 

food. Group fishing in inland lakes and at weirs 

took place.  

“ Yanjidi – An edible root of a species of flag 

(typha angustifolia) growing along fresh water 

streams and banks of pools….This root is in 

season in April and May, when the broad leaves, 

will have been burned by the summer fires, by 

which the taste, according to ‘native’ ideas, is 

improved’. *Moore (1884). 

Makuru (June -July) People would shelter in 

the ranges and escarpments away from the 

fierce winter storms coming up off the southern 

ocean. Nyungars moved to inland hunting areas 

once the rains had replenished inland water 

resources.  

“On the approach of winter the ‘tribes’ draw off 

from the coast into the interior of the country, 

where, encamped in the depth of the forests, 

they lie sheltered from the severe storms” 

*Brown (1856). 

Tribonanthes sp (tuberous plants) were 

collected.  

Kuljak (swans) began moulting making them 

unable to fly and easy to catch. By holding a 

smouldering bull banksia branch (Banksia 

grandis) beneath their skin cloaks (bookas) 

Nyungars were able to keep warm.  

Djilba (August – September) The weather 

became warmer once more. The tubers of 

Platysace cirrosa were dug from beneath 

wandoo. Waitch (emus), quenda, koormul 

(possums) and yonga (kangaroos) were hunted. 

Meen and djakat (roots) were collected.  

“They begin to return to the coast about 

September/October, and at this season they 

chiefly subsist on roots”. *Nind (1831). 
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Kanbarang (October – November) In early 

spring, they moved down to the coastal 

wetlands to feast on estuarine fish, eggs and 

waterbirds that flocked there during the nesting 

season. 

“At spring time of the year, they live principally 

upon eggs and young of birds, chiefly of the 

parrot type, but also of hawks, ducks, swans and 

pigeons”.*Nind (1831). 

The moodjar or Christmas Tree Nuytsia 

floribunda provided sweet gum when the bark 

was removed.  

The Astroloma sp and Santalum acumiatum were 

in fruit and the yam Dioscorea hastifolia and 

Platysacea cirrosa were collected. Gilgies 

(freshwater crayfish) were caught.  

Birak (December – January) Hot and dry with 

easterly winds during the day and south 

westerly sea breezes in the late afternoon. 

Nyungar people burnt sections of scrubland to 

force kangaroos, wallabies, goannas and small 

marsupials into the open. 

“As summer advances they assemble in greater 

numbers. It is at that season that they procure 

the greatest abundance of game. It is done by 

setting fire to the underwood and grass, which, 

being dry is rapidly burnt” (Nind, 1831). 

The fires were lit until Bunuru to reduce 

undergrowth and encourage the lush growth of 

grasses and young plants in Djilba. Banksia 

flowers were gathered for their honey.  

A major concern of Aboriginal people is that 

their cultural knowledge of plants, animals and 

the environment is being used by scientists, 

medical researchers, nutritionists and 

pharmaceutical companies for commercial gain, 

often without their informed consent and 

without any benefits flowing back to them. 

Aboriginal people have long been aware of the 

medical properties of plants in their local 

surrounds. (Janke 1998) 

There is significant opportunity to integrate 

Nyungar knowledge of the environment into the 

South West Catchments Council Natural 

Resource Management Strategy, where 

appropriate intellectual property and cultural 

rights are respected. (Glen Kelly 2000) “I believe 

that with the combination of Nyungar traditional 

knowledge and modern scientific method, it will 

be possible to create an extremely robust and 

effective land management system. A cross-

cultural land ethic, if you like. I also believe, very 

strongly, that this can ensure the long term 

survival of the land we now share”. 

Other Uses of Natural 

Resources  

Nyungar people had trade networks that would 

enable them to obtain resources, which were 

unavailable in their own areas. Aboriginal people 

in the South West developed certain pathways 

to travel along when journeying. 

Hammond in Machin (2002) identified several 

South West trails, describing one leading from 

the Perth crossings through Kelmscott, Beenup, 

Wungong, the Serpentine River and Mundup to 

the Pinjarra ford. From here the main trail led 

on to Bunbury, Busselton, Margaret River, 

Blackwood River, Nannup, Augusta, Nornalup, 

Denmark, Albany and Ongerup. He also 

identified another trail leading from Pinjarra to 

Marrinup, the Williams River, Kojonup, 

Kendenup, the Porongorups and then to the 

end of the South West territory.  

The natural resources in the South West are 

valued for many traditional uses such as: 

implements made from a variety of woods 

throughout the Region (Gidji)Spear, (Kyli) 

Boomerang, (Miro) Spear thrower, (Dowak) 

Short heavy stick used for knocking down birds 

and (Woonda) Shield. These examples are but a 

few of the many uses for woods in the area. 

The fauna is utilised as well; possum hair is still 

used for many ornamental reasons, band of 

possum hair is also used worn around the head. 

Kangaroo skin is worn as a cloak, and the bones 

sharpened for use as a needle. 
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Many stones also are fashioned into tools, for 

heads of spears, stone axes and in some cases 

used as scrapers and grinding stones. 

The examples provided show that Nyungar 

people continue to use natural resources in 

many ways, which differs between each Nyungar 

community. The traditional uses of natural 

resources may provide an educational tool to 

teach young people about Aboriginal culture, in 

a contemporary setting. 

Educational and Employment 

Values  

Natural resources are connected to many other 

values beyond those already discussed that are 

important to Nyungar people. Some of these 

values include cultural heritage, environmental 

knowledge of Nyungar people, land, 

employment, teaching and recreation.  

For example, many Nyungar communities in the 

South West are now looking at country for its 

educational value and economic use, in 

providing ongoing aspirations for their 

community’s needs. 

The Wardan Aboriginal Cultural Centre was 

developed by the Wardandi people as a place 

where they can share their culture with visitors, 

school groups and Aboriginal people from other 

areas. It aims to increase understanding and 

reconciliation within the wider community. 

A variety of activities are provided at the 

Cultural Centre. Aboriginal educational 

programs have been designed to meet the 

requirements of the Aboriginal Studies 

Curriculum of the Education Department of 

WA. Nyungar instructors give a hands-on 

presentation that is both informative and 

entertaining.  

(www.wardan.com.au) 

Aboriginal Cultural Values of the Southwest Region; 

A Technical Report Compiled by Bill Bennell, SWCC 

Aboriginal NRM Coordinator 

MOODJAR 

CHRISTMAS TREE 

Family Loranthaceae  

Moodjar is earth's sole representative of the 

genus Nuytsia,  

“Out there, on the straw-brown sand   plain, 

the Christmas trees 

. . . tougher than ancestors bloom …” 

Western Australia’s golden-flowered Christmas 

tree once covered the metropolitan area of 

Perth in a blaze of blossom at Christmas time. 

Called moodjar (muja) by Nyungars, it is for 

them a sacred tree guarded by ritual. Elders 

long ago proclaimed it a protected species, to 

be respected and kept alive forever.  

However, in non-Aboriginal Australia, this most 

precious plant, among earth’s rarest, has not 

been listed as part of our heritage.  

There is no preservation order. 

It continues to be ripped out of the earth by 

developers with no thought for the 

consequences. 

Unique on earth, endemic to WA from the 

Murchison to Cape Arid, the Christmas tree is a 

miracle of nature. 

 "A most curious instance of a plant belonging 

to the order Laranthaceae (sic) growing in the 

ground," wrote John Lindley in A Sketch of the 

Vegetation at Swan River Colony published in 

England in 1839.  

He noted particularly the "very large thyrses of 

bright orange coloured flowers”. 

Up to a metre in length, these flower clusters 

produce profuse quantities of pollen and nectar, 

a rich food source for many insects which, in 

turn, become food for a variety of birds. This 

was one reason for Nyungar Elders to protect 

the tree by law. 
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James Drummond one of WA’s first botanist, 

described it in 1843 as: "The most magnificent 

of our forest trees, trunk four feet (120cm) 

diameter, when in flower it appears like a fire in 

the woods, favourite haunt of insects and 

insect-eating, honey-sucking birds: In some 

areas colonists called it "Fire-tree".  

Reference: Irene Cunningham, 2005, Land of 

Flowers, An Australian Environment on the Brink, 

Oxford Press, NSW. 

MANGART 

JAM TREE 

Acacia acuminate 

Family : Mimosaceae 

The land from the Avon River to Narembeen 

was almost completely covered with jam tree 

and sandalwood, according to Henry Lefroy's 

1863 exploration diary.  In 1895 WA's founding 

Conservator of Forests, John Ednie Brown, 

estimated that 4 million acres (1620000ha) 

contained jam tree, often in association with 

York gum. The sandalwood reported by Lefroy 

had by then been cut or pulled out. 

The Nyoongar name for jam tree is mangart, a 

much-valued tree with a wide range of uses to 

Nyungars. Before western style foods and 

medicines were introduced mangart was the 

source of copious seeds for flour, a medicinal 

sap and nutritious edible gum that was eaten 

fresh or mixed with liquid, made into a ball. 

pounded to a flat cake and stored for time of 

want. Timber from mangart was also sought 

after: it was renowned for making the best 

kylies (boomerangs). 

"Wood of this tree is frequently made into the 

curved weapon for throwing, which always 

retains its delicious fragrance," wrote diarist 

George Fletcher Moore in the 1830s. Writer 

Janet Millett who lived at York in the 1860s said 

Aboriginal men borrowed her paints to 

decorate Kylies that were "much valued by 

them and not readily parted with." 

Thoughtful colonists learnt the language and 

respected the culture of the country they had 

invaded, and tried to persist with the Nyoongar 

name, mangart', but it became generally known 

as 'jam'. 

Jam seeds have hard outer cases, which make 

them long-lived in time of drought. Seeds, with 

grinding stones to make flour for baking into 

damper at bivouacs (as he termed camping 

grounds), were transported by Nyoongars over 

long distances in kangaroo skin carry-bags. 

The Department of Agriculture's Handbook 

published in 1903 stated: "Jam land soil is one of 

the best balanced ... very widely distributed ... 

extending from the Murchison to Katanning ... 

Were it not for scanty rainfall it would carry 

enormous crops ... It is overgrown by the 

'raspberry jam tree', a kind of Myall ... easy to 

clear ... At places salt patches generally follow 

up the clearing of land." 

Jam's natural habitat, according to the first 

extensive survey of forests made by Surveyor 

General Sir Malcolm Fraser in 1882, extended 

from the Gordon River in the South to 

Champion Bay near Geraldton. In the natural 

ecosystem, jams were the parasitic 

sandalwood's preferred host where one young, 

sandalwood might depend on eighty jams for 

sustenance. This was known to Nyoongars but 

colonists were unable to see the relationship. 

At the time of colonisation, sandalwood grew 

throughout the south west but it was cut or 

pulled out, and when white scientists, unaware 

of the jam-sandalwood  partnership, tried to 

establish plantations they failed. Nyoongar 

consultants could have explained why but they 

were not asked. 

Most acacia seeds are highly nutritious, with up 

to 45% protein, 28% fat, 15% carbohydrate, 

vitamins and trace elements. 

Dark brownish-black and shiny, jam seeds were 

a favourite food for regent parrots which were 

once so plentiful that wheat farmers had them 

classed as vermin when the parrots turned to 

wheat for food after the jams were cut down. 
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Regent parrots actually need large tree hollows 

for nesting, and when the gum trees 

disappeared so did the parrots. Today, regent 

parrots are rare in most areas and extinct in 

some, although in a few districts they are still 

seen in numbers. 

Jam mistletoe provided food for possums, 

mistletoe birds and butterfly larvae. Flowers 

sharing the jam tree habitat were unmatched in 

the world. 

Reference: Irene Cunningham, 2005, Land of 

Flowers, An Australian Environment on the Brink, 

Oxford Press, NSW. 

WANDOO 

Eucalyptus Wandoo 

Family: Myrtaceae 

Wandoo is the Aboriginal name for a once 

wide-ranging eucalypt found only in WA and 

called white gum by colonists for the distinctive 

white bark which appears after brown dead 

bark is shed. The botanical name, Eucalyptus 

wandoo, is a rare scientific use of the original 

Aboriginal name. 

According to Brooker and Hopper there are 

two subspecies of the well known white barked 

wandoo: E wandoo subsp. wandoo, with pale 

yellow bark when fresh, ageing to white or grey 

and found from Gingin/Bindi south to 

Donnybrook and south east to the lower 

Pallinup River and E wandoo subsp. pulverea, a 

smaller tree with powdery bark often pale 

orange when fresh, ageing to white or grey, 

found from Cataby to Morawa. The latter is 

similar to the commonly called Powderbark 

wandoo (E accedens), and the two can be found 

growing together in the Eneabba area. 

In the WA journal Nuytsia (1991), botanists M I 

H Brooker and S D Hopper explained that Dr 

Schauer probably based his naming on 

specimens from a small shrubby variety of 

wandoo (there are 28 varieties of wandoo) as 

well as the tree form. 

Powderbark wandoo, found in a 250km north-

south belt inland from Perth, can be confused 

with wandoo, but they are two different species 

distinguished by different buds and fruit. 

Generally, powderbark wandoo is smaller, 

grows on hilltops higher than typical wandoo 

habitat, and has orange-tinged white bark 

covered with a pinkish powder which rubs off. 

Throughout this period of re-naming by the 

western scientific world, the Nyoongar name, 

generally spelt 'wando' by colonists, remained in 

common use. 

One of the earliest written accounts was 

George Fletcher Moore's, recorded while 

exploring north and east of Perth in 1834-35: 

"On some of the most arid tracts of ground the 

natives pointed out a tree called 'wando' from 

which they obtain an occasional supply of water. 

This tree is of that species of a Eucalyptus of a 

yellowish colour and has rusty tinges on its 

bark. It is not every tree that contains water, a 

slight mark of discoloration on the surface 

seems to indicate the concealed treasure; at this 

spot the tree is tapped (with a hammer) when a 

liberal jet will reward the search.  On satisfying 

their wants the natives close up the orifice by 

hammering bark into the hole, thus reserving 

the superfluous store as a supply for future 

occasions. This is perhaps rain water which, 

finding its way through the decayed limbs is 

stored in the body of the tree thus ensuring a 

supply in those districts…"  In many districts 

this was the only water available in summer. 

Wandoo bark was used for games of skill by 

Nyoongars, according to colonist, Ethel Hassell 

at Jerramungup: a circle of bark 3-4cm thick and 

1m diameter was cut in a circle and rolled along 

the ground like a wheel while attempts were 

made to spear it with a short spear. 

Due to its exceptional hardness, wandoo timber 

was used as soon as colonists discovered its 

qualities. One particular use for wandoo was for 

trenails, the cylindrical wooden pins used to 

fasten timbers together, especially in ship 

building.  In 1852, 14700 trenails were exported 

to London. Wandoo timber was then available 

in large dimensions, cut from trees 17 feet (5m) 



 

 

South West Catchments Council – KATIJIN WONGI – Cross Cultural Awareness Page 39 

Participants Booklet 

in diameter near the base. These ancient giants 

were among the first to fall under the colonial 

axe. 

WA's unique wandoo forest was home for 

various fauna, including now rare or endangered 

species such as numbats, tammars and woylies. 

Blossom and seed were food for numerous 

creatures, and the "useless" trees which 

provided bark and wood for the tannin industry 

were incalculably "useful" for birds and animals 

that made homes in the great old hollows 

formed over hundreds of years--- wandoo has a 

very slow rate of growth. Of the 95 per cent of 

invertebrates which remain undescribed by 

western science, no one knows how many have 

been lost. But we do know that their 

contribution was vital for the health of the 

forest and the soil. 

100,000ha of wandoo woodland remain, mainly 

at Julimar, Dryandra and Perup, managed by the 

Department of Environment and Conservation. 

There are a further 150,000ha of mixed 

wandoo-Jarrah native forest where bauxite has 

been mined since 1961, destroying about 

I0000ha of forest since then, and permanently 

removing an irreplaceable ecosystem in order 

to make aluminium, and profits for the overseas 

owners.  

Reference: Irene Cunningham, 2005, Land of 

Flowers, An Australian Environment on the Brink, 

Oxford Press, NSW. 

BIBBUIBU  

PAPERBARK 

Melaleuca 

Family: Mydaceac 

Commonly called paperbarks and honey 

myrtles, melaleucas like eucalypts belong to the 

Myrtaceae family. Nyoongar writer Jack Davis 

(1970) calls them bibbulbu, from bibbul, 

Nyoongar for paper. 

Aboriginal names for paperbarks in the Swan 

River Colony were recorded by colonist 

George Fletcher Moore in the 1830s: modong, a 

large melaleuca growing on swamp plains; 

mudurda, a small species; and kotil, a tea-tree 

or Leptospermum, similar to melaleuca. 

Paperbarks were very common, and very useful 

for Aboriginal people. Bark can be stripped 

from trees in large sheets, and was used by 

Nyoongars as roofing for their dwellings. A 

piece of bark could be placed in a hollow in the 

ground to hold water, and bark was also folded 

cup-shape for drinking purposes. 

Observing Aboriginal usage, colonists too used 

the bark for a quick convenient weatherproof 

building material, found close at hand. Wore 

noted how non-indigenous travellers in the bush 

made temporary shelters from bark 'in default 

of tents"; he said paperbark was preferred to 

the leaves of the grass tree for a bush couch, 

although it needed to be "drained of moisture 

and well dried before the fire." 

Nyoongars formed spears out of the wood. 

Austrian naturalist Baron Charles von Hugel, at 

Swan River in 1833, saw spears made from 

"peeled shoots of Melaleuca... sharpened at one 

end and slightly hollowed out at the thick end." 

Those he saw were never straight. 

Paperbark wood was also used by Nyoongars 

for nimbats, the curved wooden books used for 

pulling out the larvae of insects from parts of 

trees difficult to reach.  The species used was 

Melaleuca radula (a honey myrtle), according to 

botanist James Drummond. 

One of the most important and frequent uses of 

paperbark for Nyoongars was to keep food 

clean and to seal in flavour when cooking. The 

Nyoongar mode of cooking would be "no 

disgrace to a Parisian cook," wrote Military 

Commandant Frederick Chidley lrwin in 1835. 

He explained how fish were washed and 

prepared then "wrapped in soft bark and placed 

in hot ashes until dressed. By this process an 

acid from the bark was communicated to the 

fish, imparting an agreeable a flavour that it 

required the addition of no other sauce." Bark 

of the Melaleuca or 'tea tree as it is called in 

New Holland", he said, is of a soft cottony 

substance, and strips off the tree in large flakes. 
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To read descriptions of Nyoongar foods at the 

time of colonisation makes the mouth water. 

Explorer George Grey in the 1830s wrote of 

paperbark fish cooking: "They (Nyoongars) 

dress them in a manner worthy of being 

adopted by the most civilised nations, this is 

called 'Yudarn dookoon' or lying-up cooking'. A 

piece of thick and tender paper bark is selected, 

and torn into an oblong form; the fish is laid in 

this, and the bark wrapt round it, as paper is 

folded round a cutlet; strings formed of grass 

are wound tightly about the bark and fish, which 

is then slowly baked in heated sand, covered 

with hot ashes; when it is completed, the bark is 

opened, and serves as a dish: It is of course full 

of juice and gravy, not a drop of which has 

escaped. Several of the smaller sorts of 

freshwater fish, in size and taste resembling 

white bad are really delicious when cooked in 

this manner." 

Frogs too were cooked this way as well as 

pieces of kangaroo and other meats. 

Paperbarks were among the red gums (marris) 

that covered Mrs W G Eastcott's Wagerup land 

in 1886, with "great big blackboy trees, some 

with seven heads on one trunk ... All fell before 

the axe." Her farmer husband built their house 

from split slabs with a paperbark roof: "The 

parlour, a pretty little place, was covered with 

paperbark on top and sides and lined again with 

finer bark ... No rain or wind could come 

through." To keep out snakes, goannas and 

wind, she stuffed cracks with torn up paperbark. 

Melaleuca’s soft pink underbark is one of earth's 

most exotic materials. Fragrant, many-hued, soft 

yet extremely strong, it is washable and today 

there is a growing market for culinary use. It 

also fills baby pillows (babies can breathe 

through it), lines hanging baskets and is used in 

artwork, Sheets of paperbark were sewn 

together by colonists to make bedspreads and 

curtains. 

Paperbarks shed bark naturally and are 

unaffected by sensible stripping, but cutting into 

the tree with an axe can kill it. 

The name Melaleuca was selected by Swedish 

botanist Caroius Linnaeus in the eighteenth 

century, from the Greek melas for black and 

leucos for white, based on a specimen of 

Melaleuca leucadendron (cajeput) for its white 

bark and apparently black trunk which was 

thought to be natural but was probably due to 

fire. 

Melaleucas vary from 1m tall honey myrtles to 

30m paperbarks. The 'tea trees" mentioned by 

Captain Irwin are not melaleucas but 

leptospermums, close related to melaleucas and 

similar in appearance but smaller. Sometimes 

paperbarks (melaleucas) are called tea trees 

in eastern Australia but in WA tea tree 

generally refers to leptospermum. 

Once upon a time in abundance Kangaroos 

nibbled the fresh leaves that droop towards the 

earth and tiny blue wrens frequently found 

protection in the dense foliage. While Insects 

track paths in and out of the layers of bark.  

Reference: Irene Cunningham, 2005, Land of 

Flowers, An Australian Environment on the Brink, 

Oxford Press, NSW. 

MALLEE 

Mallee means a form of growth, not a species of 

tree. 

Mallee is an Aboriginal word from Victoria 

where it describes the scrubby eucalypt, 

thickets of the dry north-western areas of that 

state. The term "mallee" came into common use 

by colonists throughout Australia, used to 

describe the vast districts where Mallees grow, 

generally known as mallee country. 

In WA there are 150 different eucalypts that 

take the mallee form. Certain species of other 

genera, such as melaleuca and acacia, can also 

form mallee-type with some eucalypts, such as 

karri, never grow as Mallees. 

The typical mallee understorey of broom-bush 

(Melaleuca uncinata) provides another example 

of natural companion growth in WA's 

environment. The vulnerable underground 
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orchid (Rhizanthelia gardneri) depends on a 

fungus associated with broom-bush roots found 

only in mallee country. Removal of the Mallees 

which provided its habitat gives it an uncertain 

future. 

Numerous birds and animals not found 

elsewhere live in mallee vegetation, which due 

to its density provides good protection. The 

first white explorers into inland WA 

complained repeatedly of "impenetrable 

thickets", only finding a way through with the 

help of Aboriginal guides. 

While the mallee evolved a form of growth that 

enabled it to survive in a harsh climate, other 

living creatures came along and adapted to the 

mallee habitat. The best known is the Gnowl, or 

mallee fowl. Gnowl, pronounced 'no', is the 

Aboriginal name from Western Australia for 

this small turkey-like bird, called lowan by 

Aboriginal people in eastern Australia, and 

generally known as mallee fowl by non-

indigenous Australians. In WA, Gnowl seems to 

be entering the general vocabulary. 

Nineteenth century white travellers through 

WA's southern interior where Mallees are 

common,  recorded "great numbers of Gnowls"; 

they also reporting consuming 30-40 Gnowl 

eggs a day in season, finding them "most delicate 

in flavour". Explorer Charles Hunt in September 

1864, east of Mt Burgess, wrote: it is "near time 

of Gnowl depositing eggs in their numerous 

nests in the thicket country which may be said 

to extend from here to the south coast and 200 

miles to the west." This is typical mallee 

country. 

Gnowl eggs were a valued food for Aborigines 

who took care to protect the eggs' producers 

and to make sure enough fertile eggs were left 

to provide for the following season. Gnowls are 

about the size of a pheasant, and made 

"delicious eating" for colonists who rather like a 

sheep farmer culling all his ewes then wondering 

why he has no lambs the next year, didn't think 

to preserve the breeding stock. This "delicious" 

food is now only found in historical documents; 

most twentieth century indigenous and non-

indigenous West Australians have never tasted 

it, and they have never seen a Gnowl. 

Today Gnowls are officially gazetted under the 

WA Wildlife Conservation Act as “fauna which 

is rare or likely to become extinct." But it was 

not only the removal of eggs and breeding stock 

that caused their demise. Gnowl nests are large 

complex constructions and it can take 50 years 

for enough litter to accumulate to build one 

nest. 

Gnowls depended for food on the tender young 

shoots growing on Mallees, as well as the 

dependent insect life. This essential litter and 

food were destroyed by clearing and burning 

mallee country. While Aboriginal people also 

burned mallee country, it was a carefully 

controlled, highly skilled rotational procedure, 

protecting food sources for themselves and the 

creatures sharing their environment. 

As well, for Aboriginal people Mallees were of 

incalculable value as a water supply: almost pure 

water can be found in the porous horizontal 

roots. This source of water allowed survival and 

travel for Aboriginal people in what were 

waterless tracts to non-Aborigines. 

Reference: Irene Cunningham, 2005, Land of 

Flowers, An Australian Environment on the Brink, 

Oxford Press, NSW. 

KWEL  

SHEOAK 

Casuarina 

Family: Casuarinaceae 

Nyoongar names for sheoaks were recorded in 

the 1830s as 'gulli' and 'kwela'. Today, 

Nyoongars call the common sheoak 'kwel'. Gulli 

may have indicated one of the other WA 

species of casuarina, or allocasuarina as some 

botanists call some casuarinas, a naming issue 

which is debated.  Generally, casuarinas are 

known now as sheoaks. 

Having foliage somewhat similar to pines, 

casuarinas were occasionally called "Australian 
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pine", but they are not related to conifers or 

calitris. 

Sheoak timber was often called beefwood by 

colonists for the reddish colour of the wood, 

and sometimes the tree itself was known as 

Beefwood Farmer John Bussell, between 

Augusta and Busselton in 1831, recorded: 

"Beefwood, or Oak, is valuable for timber, large 

and fine, bark used for tanning." 

The main use for sheoak timber was for roofing. 

A shingle from one of the first WA houses 

roofed with sheoak was in a splendid state of 

preservation 83 years later. Three old sheoak 

roofs still existed in Perth in1996, but one has 

just been demolished to make way for the 

Northbridge tunnel. 

"A shingle short", Millett explained, was a 

colonial phrase indicating the same state of mind 

described in Scotland by the expression "a bee 

in the bonnet". Nyoongars might call this Kart-

warra, a bit mad, silly, and literally head-sick. 

Sheoaks were plentiful in the Vasse area and the 

Goodwood timber mill near Busselton cut a 

large quantity; in 1886 it was believed the local 

supply would last another 4 years. The timber 

took a high polish and was used for high-grade 

furniture and mantelpieces. Sheoaks, or 

casuarinas, have no certain affinity with other 

trees, although links with primitive vegetation in 

America have been suggested. They are found in 

Africa, India and the Pacific as well as Australia, 

and of the 40 Australian species most are 

endemic to WA. 

Pollination of sheoaks is by wind, and they are 

one of the few native WA trees to grow happily 

in shade. They adapt to a variety of soils, 

including alkaline and brackish, and are drought 

tolerant. 

Sheoaks provide food and home for many 

insects, and seeds for parrots. Crimson 

flowering mistletoe (Amyema linophylia) twines 

around the branches, mimicking its host's 

apparent leaf form, and when in flower it looks 

as if the sheoak is flowering red. 

Aboriginal people gathered from far and wide to 

celebrate the gum season and share with ail, 

including the Dempsters, this nutritious and 

delicious food. 

The country north east of Goomalling, when 

first surveyed for farming in 1903, was covered 

with trees including "oak which grows very high 

and dense." Ten years later it had been cleared 

and was covered with wheat, and today 

increasingly with salt patches. 

Is any WA tree protected in this way? Under 

Aboriginal laws to sustain life on earth many 

plants were. Children were taught about them 

from an early age. 

Reference: Irene Cunningham, 2005, Land of 

Flowers, An Australian Environment on the Brink, 

Oxford Press, NSW. 

WOLGOL  

QUANDONG  

Santalum acuminatum  

Family: Santalaceae 

Quandong is sandalwood's sister, and was 

widespread in WA before colonisation. Now it 

is rare in some regions and virtually extinct in 

others such as urbanised areas. 

Bright red quandong fruit is well known in rural 

areas across southern Australia for having twice 

the vitamin C content of oranges. It has long 

been part of the diet for Aboriginal people and 

more recently for farmers. 

They were eaten fresh or dried and stored by 

Aboriginal people who ground the kernels for 

use as a liniment, and made poultices for sores 

from pounded leaves. 

One of the few native fruits used by the general 

population, they can be eaten raw or sundried, 

after extracting the stone. Acid flavoured, 

similar to cherry guava in taste, they make pies, 

puddings, jam and chutney, and are stewed with 

apple, sugar and spices, served with custard or 

cream. The kernel inside the stone is edible, 
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25% protein and 70% oil, so oily it burns like a 

candle. Emus love it, and spread the seeds, their 

digestive process almost certainly assisting 

germination. 

Quandong is the Wiradjuri (NSW) Aboriginal 

name, introduced to WA by colonists. 

According to writer Ethel Hassell at 

Jerramungup in the 1870’s, the Nyungar name 

was wolgol: "Often on our walks we would 

gather wo/go/ nuts---in the Eastern States they 

are called quandongs and the name has gradually 

spread over here."  

Quandong trees were, she said, very plentiful, 

tall as a cherry tree with pale green almost 

yellow leaves and "red berries resembling a 

large deep red cherry."  

The kernels tasted like brazil nuts and the jam 

like damson, and her wo/go/ jams became "very 

successful." Nuts varied from small marble-size 

to "as big as two thumbs," and made necklaces 

and playthings for children. 

Later, painted quandong seeds made marbles 

for the popular board game Chinese checkers. 

Dr Joan Winch, 2001 

 

 Quandong WA (Nyungar name Wogol of 

Jerramungup) 
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TRADITIONAL MEDICINE 

In the past, Aboriginal people had an 

environmental perspective that was based on 

the premise that everything in the world was 

liked and was imperative for life and living.  

They had to know about plants, animals, sea 

creatures, herbs and how they affected human 

life.  Natural medicines were used as a primary 

preventative health care, unlike the 

contemporary medical model of responding to 

illnesses.  All food was eaten to maintain health 

and herbs (stimulants), clay and insects (mineral 

replacement) were used at all times.  There was 

also a spiritual force, which could cause sickness 

or health. 

Aboriginals managed to harvest in all 

temperatures from the tropics, to the desert 

and in the cold south coast.  Decisions 

regarding harvest and the events of the seasons 

were dependent on nature and signs – such as 

the phases of the moon. 

Many berries have high Vitamin C content, 

although Aboriginal fruits are often not palatable 

to European tastes because they have a very 

low glucose content.  With palates more 

accustomed to low levels of glucose, a high 

incidence of diabetes exists in Aboriginal society 

today. 

Early settlers did not take advantage of the 

traditional knowledge that Aboriginal people 

had to offer.  The destruction of our culture in 

the South West has caused the loss of a lot of 

the finer knowledge.  In many areas of WA, 

coldness and dryness of the body is considered 

a sign of good health, and so treatments that 

achieve these conditions even including 

antibiotics are administered. 

The plants used for medicinal purposes were 

insignificant in appearance, and frequently used 

for the same purpose in places hundreds of 

miles apart.  Before Europeans came to our 

land, boiling was not possible inland as there 

were no large shells, therefore infusions were 

used and herbs were ground up and put in a 

warm bath made from wood. 

The most important chemicals in Aboriginal 

medicine are the aromatic oils and tannins.  The 

more potent alkaloids and other toxins, 

although still important are less widely used.  

Aromatic oils give eucalypts, tea trees, native 

mints and other herbs their strong aroma. 

Known as essential or volatile oils these 

aromatic oils evaporate readily to produce an 

inhalant vapour. 

Dr Joan Winch 2001 

References: 

Low, T (1990) bush Medicine, A pharmacopea of 

natural medicine. Angus and Robertson Book, 

Harper Collins Publishers, Australia. 

Reid & Betts (1979) Records of Western Australian 

Plants Used as Medical Agents, Department of 

Pharmacy West Australian Institute of Technology. 
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NYUNGAR LAND AND SEA 

MANAGEMENT PRACTICES 

TODAY 

Current landcare practices are increasingly 

incorporating Nyungar land management 

principles into contemporary environmental 

fields. It is recognised that the concept of 

sustainability is the same as the Nyungar cultural 

ethos of ‘Caring for Country’.  

The Department of Conservation and Land 

Management (CALM) has long practised 

controlled burning, which is an adaptation of a 

traditional Nyungar practice. While CALM 

burns land as protection against wild fires, 

Nyungar burning is based on hunting practices. 

Burning is an acknowledged land management 

tool, loosely based on natural processes.  

In recent years, the discovery of the properties 

of heat and the chemicals in smoke for native 

seed germination have been explored and 

widely adopted. Nyungar people knew that a 

burn stimulated new shoot growth and seed 

germination, which led to future benefits 

(Burrows, 1990). This lesson is now being 

appreciated in contemporary landcare also. 

Many plant species whose seed was difficult to 

germinate in nurseries can now be grown, due 

to the use of smoke and smoke-water. 

Controlled burns of different intensity are also 

used to stimulate the growth of plant species in 

the field also. It is known that species such as 

prickly moses (Acacia pulchella) benefit most 

from hot summer-autumn wildfires, while 

species like the honey bush (Hakea lissocarpha) 

increase in number after lower intensity spring 

fires.   

The implementation of the Wagin Lakes 

Recovery Plan is a tangible acknowledgment of 

Nyungar people as the first land carers in the 

Blackwood Basin. This plan involves the Wagin 

Shire, the Wagin-Woodanilling Landcare Zone, 

the local Nyungar community and is managed by 

the Friends of Wagin Lakes. Nyungar Landcare 

trainees are also employed to undertake works 

as part of the plan. The project is designed to 

recover the environmental and cultural integrity 

of the Wagin Lakes area. This involves 

documenting and educating the community 

about Aboriginal culture, history and traditional 

land management practices in the area and 

restoring the vegetation around the lakes (BBG, 

unpublished).    

Animals are now being named by their Nyungar 

names, for example quenda, numbat and 

chuditch. The use of traditional names is both a 

recognition and celebration of their significance 

to Nyungar people. The protection of native 

species in the Blackwood Basin is important 

culturally as well as environmentally. A good 

example of this is the threatened malleefowl 

(gnow). The gnow plays an important traditional 

and cultural role for Nyungar people in the 

Blackwood Basin (BBG, unpublished). The bird 

is well known to Nyungar people in the 

wheatbelt and ancient song-lines celebrate the 

Dreamtime journeys of the malleefowl across 

Australia. The malleefowl was once common 

throughout the Blackwood Basin, even in the 

jarrah forest. Now however, there is only one 

confirmed breeding pair east of Katanning, with 

some additional sightings near Dongolocking 

(BBG, unpublished). Thus, protecting the 

malleefowl in the Blackwood can also be seen as 

protecting culture in the Blackwood.  

Important Nyungar sites are now increasingly 

being tied into Landcare activities and being 

protected. The Aboriginal Heritage Act 1972 

protects Aboriginal heritage, which includes all 

places and objects of cultural or spiritual 

significance to Aboriginal people. An Aboriginal 

site is anything of significance to Aboriginal 

people, either archaeological or anthropological. 

Archaeological sites involve physical objects, 

such as axe heads, scar trees and structures. 

Anthropological sites are those that encompass 

the intangible aspects of Aboriginal culture such 

as spiritual and mythological aspects. All 

waterways are considered sites of significance, 

as they are integral to Aboriginal Dreaming. 

According to Section 17 of the Aboriginal 

Heritage Act, it is an offence to alter or damage 

an Aboriginal Site without authorisation from 
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the Registrar of Aboriginal Sites under Section 

16, or from the Minister for Indigenous Affairs 

under Section 18. In the event that on-ground 

works are required that may damage an 

Aboriginal site, consultation with appropriate 

Aboriginal representatives from that area and 

Ministerial approval is required. 

The Nyungar people, particularly the Elders, still 

possess vast traditional knowledge of how to 

care for the land. Some of this knowledge has 

been shared with non-Aboriginal people for the 

benefits of knowledge and environmental care, 

such as bush tucker plants, medicines and fire 

stick farming (BBG, unpublished).  

Lessons about land management, cultural values 

and especially sustainable land uses, can be 

gleaned from the Nyungar people. As we 

acknowledge the Nyungar people as the first 

landcared in the South West, then it is equally 

important to incorporate these values and 

knowledge into today’s landcare ethic.  

“I believe that with the combination of Nyungar 

traditional knowledge and modern scientific method, 

it will be possible to create an extremely robust and 

effective land management system. A cross-cultural 

land ethic, if you like. I also believe, very strongly, 

that this can ensure the long term survival of the 

land we now share.” 

Glen Kelly (2000) Landscope Special Fire Edition 

Reference: Active Awareness in the Blackwood – 

Nyungar Land Use Studies (Traditional and 

Contemporary), Blackwood Basin Group, 2006. 
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FIGHTING FIRE WITH FIRE  

Nyungar people used fire in day-to-day life. It 

was an important tool, not just in hunting and 

cooking, but for social and spiritual reasons. Fire 

was perhaps their most useful and precious 

resource, used in tool and artefact production, 

in food preparation and cooking, for hunting 

and driving game, for warmth and for signalling 

or communication. The camp fire provided 

comfort and company and a focal point at 

ceremonies and gatherings (Green, 1984). The 

role and power of fire in Nyungar culture and in 

Aboriginal culture Australia-wide is documented 

in Dreaming stories (Jacob, 1991).  

As Nyungar lifestyle required considerable 

travel, their tools had to be able to be carried 

with them from place to place. Fire was no 

exception. Nyungar people carried fire sticks 

with them, generally made of the flower cone of 

Banksia grandis, as it had properties that enabled 

it to remain smouldering for a considerable time 

(Jacob, 1991). This enabled people to start a fire 

easily wherever they were, rather than having 

to go through the time consuming process of 

starting from scratch (Jacob, 1991). 

Nyungar people used fire as a sophisticated land 

management tool, through the practice of 

controlled burning often referred to as “fire-

stick farming” (Blackwood Basin Group, 

unpublished). This was active land management, 

in that the people deliberately manipulated the 

natural landscape to best suit their needs (Jacob, 

1991). Burning had twofold advantages of 

sending game in a desired direction and/or 

collecting animals that could not escape the 

flames. Secondly heat and smoke from the 

flames caused the germination of plants with 

woody seed pods and encouraged fresh, new 

growth of vegetation for future game (Jacob, 

1991). 

 The practice of burning occurred during Birak 

and Bunuru. It reduced the cover of 

undergrowth and encouraged the new, tender 

growth of grasses and young plants in Djilba, 

which in turn attracted animals later in the cycle 

(Wallace & Huston, 1996). It was also used to 

encourage the regeneration of food plants 

(Bindon & Walley, 1992). As the fires were 

generally of low intensity, they did not damage 

the middle or upper layers of the vegetation, 

rather they targeted the understorey species 

such as grasses (Blackwood Basin Group, 

unpublished). The intensity of fires was also 

controlled and managed, with areas burnt at 

low intensity at short (two year) intervals and at 

high intensity at longer intervals to encourage 

the growth of thickets (Kelly, 1999).    

Controlled burns were not just used for 

hunting, but in creating pathways for the 

movement of people. Thickly vegetated areas, 

particularly in the jarrah forest, were burnt to 

allow easier access. These pathways were often 

created to link meeting places, so that tribes 

who were separated by large areas of thick 

vegetation could travel to meet for trade and 

social gatherings (Jacob, 1991).    

This practice of controlled and coordinated 

burning was largely responsible for altering the 

vegetation structure of the South West, from 

dense understorey in forested areas to a more 

open structure of low woody shrubs, zamias, 

grass trees and banksias (Blackwood Basin 

Group, unpublished). Charcoal deposits in the 

karri forest of the Scott River Swamp indicate 

burning occurred 9,300 years ago, a time and 

place when natural fires were not very frequent 

(Jacob, 1991).    

Nyungar burning practices or fire-stick farming 

impacted little on the natural environment. 

They may not have been farmers in the 

contemporary sense of the word, which is 

perhaps a positive. They certainly did not create 

the large-scale environmental problems 

currently experienced due to land clearing for 

European farming methods (Jacob, 1991). 

“They had their own ideas, the blackfellas. Every 

year, certain times of the year, they’d burn the 

bush…they don’t do it now, you put a fire in 

the bush, you’ll see trucks come from 

everywhere! They (Wadjella) don’t know how 

to burn, they don’t know how to use it! We 

used to burn stuff. All us blacks did; burn it!”  
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Angus Wallam (12 October 2005) From 

University of Western Australia (2006) 

Incorporating Indigenous Knowledge and 

Cultural Protection into NRM Practice in the 

Blackwood  

The time in which Nyungar people burnt was 

very much dependant on the time of year. The 

people knew to wait until the hot season (Birak 

and Bunuru) to burn. This was the time when 

most birds and animals had finished nesting and 

before the wetter weather, that would prevent 

and slow the burning process. 

Reference: Active Awareness in the Blackwood – 

Nyungar Land Use Studies (Traditional and 

Contemporary), Blackwood Basin Group, 2006. 
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CARING FOR COUNTRY 

Protocols for Working Together 

The following draft points represent good 

practice in meeting the requirements of 

Integrated NRM Plans to demonstrate proper 

consultation with Aboriginal groups in their 

Region. These draft protocols have been 

prepared by the Indigenous Policy and 

Coordination Section of the Department of the 

Environment and Heritage to assist Australian 

Government Officers in the assessment of 

regional plans submitted for comment. 

Good practice in Aboriginal consultation and 

involvement in integrated regional NRM 

planning will be reflected by: 

• The inclusion of at least two Aboriginal 

people on each regional body  

• Inclusion of a list of local Aboriginal 

people and organisations with interests 

in land management issues in the Region  

• Inclusion of a list of the Aboriginal 

organisations and individuals who were 

consulted in the process of developing 

the Integrated NRM Plans (these last 

two dot points address the requirement 

to demonstrate consultation has 

occurred)  

• The identification of Aboriginal-owned 

properties in the Region or the 

percentage of Aboriginal-owned land in 

the Region; identification of areas of 

public land where Native Title rights 

and interests may continue  

• A explicity commitment within the Plan 

to build partnerships with local 

Aboriginal organisations  

• Each Plan having a statement on the 

Region's Aboriginal history, heritage and 

interests  

• Recognition that there are Aboriginal 

interests in most, if not all, natural 

resources such as spiritual, totemic and 

economic relationships with many 

plants and animals (biodiversity) and 

acknowledgement that Aboriginal 

people have rights and responsibilities 

for these  

• Recognition of Aboriginal cultural 

interests in water management such as 

lakes, rivers and coastal areas, special 

places, fishing and environmental flows  

• Recognition of the need to protect 

Aboriginal cultural heritage places as 

part of Aboriginal NRM. 

• Inclusion of capacity building programs 

recognising and including Aboriginal 

peoples' traditional ecological 

knowledge and land management 

practices  

• Identification of the need for ongoing 

Aboriginal participation in NRM such as 

the development of Aboriginal Land 

Management Facilitator - positions  

• Consultation with Aboriginal 

communities should commence in the 

early stages of the plans - not after 

everyone else has had their say  

 {(Original Source; DEH Website 2006) the word 

Indigenous replaced with Aboriginal as per SWCC 

policy} 

Aboriginal Cultural Heritage  

Aboriginal Heritage Act 1972 (WA) - 

Those wanting to use land which might disturb 

an Aboriginal site or object are advised to 

undertake detailed anthropological and 

archaeological heritage surveys.  These include 

searches of the Sites Register and should also 

involve discussions with Aboriginal groups who 

have an interest in the particular sites or 

objects. If the land does contain sites or objects 

which would be disturbed by their 
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development, under the Aboriginal Heritage Act,  

the developer must apply for permission to 

proceed from the Minister for Aboriginal 

Affairs. Reporting of sites to the Department of 

Indigenous Affairs therefore provides greater 

protection.  The Aboriginal Cultural Materials 

Committee, assesses how important the site is 

and considers the site or object relative to 

Aboriginal people or communities. The 

committee then makes a recommendation to 

the Minister. 

The Aboriginal Heritage Act 1972   

• Defines the meaning of "Aboriginal Site" 

in section four of the Act  

• Protects all Aboriginal Sites whether or 

not they are recorded on the Aboriginal 

Sites Register or otherwise known to 

the Registrar of Aboriginal Sites, DIA or 

the Aboriginal Cultural Material 

Committee  

• Provides for "offences relating to 

Aboriginal sites" in Section 17  

An Aboriginal Site may:  

• Exist in any area of WA  

• Not have been recorded in the 

Aboriginal Sites Register or elsewhere  

• Not have been identified in previous 

heritage surveys or reports on that area 

but remains fully protected under the 

Act. 

Therefore, the absence of any reference to an 

Aboriginal Site in any area is not conclusive.  

Consultation with relevant Aboriginal 

communities and Native Title claimants is 

recommended to identify any additional 

Aboriginal Sites that may exist and what, if any 

further heritage surveys may be required.  

More information about Aboriginal Sites and 

Heritage can be found on this website at: 

www.dia.wa.gov.au and Information about 

Aboriginal Heritage Inquiry System (AHIS) is 

available from the DIA Website. 

Geoscience Australia Copyright for base map 

information shall at all times remain the 

property of the Commonwealth of Australia, 

Geoscience Australia, National Mapping 

Division. All rights reserved (2005).  

Copyright for Mining Tenement Boundaries 

shall at all times remain the property of the 

State of Western Australia, Department of 

Industry and Resources. All rights reserved. 

(DoIR (2005.11).  

Reference: Department of Indigenous Affairs – 

www.dia.wa.gov.au 

Identifying Nyungar Heritage 

Places and Values 

Undertake Background Research 

Action  

• Include previous Aboriginal cultural 

heritage and resource surveys in any 

background research.  

Hints 

• Relying solely on information about 

Aboriginal heritage contained in 

Government registers is not adequate 

as this information is rarely 

comprehensive.  

• A project should not rely solely on 

previous work to establish Aboriginal 

heritage values, as Aboriginal people 

may not disclose the existence of some 

heritage places unless there is a serious 

and immediate threat of injury or 

desecration.  

• Information can be sought from a 

number of organisations including local 

Aboriginal organisations, the Australian 

Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Studies (AIATSIS), Native Title 
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representative bodies, State heritage 

agencies and Local Government.  

Ensure that the Relevant Aboriginal 

People are Actively Involved and 

Identify Their Heritage Places and 

Values 

Aboriginal involvement in identification 

processes may be the only way to establish the 

location of ‘Dreamings’, totemic obligations, 

traditional food, medicine and material culture 

resources particularly as there may be no 

obvious physical evidence for past or present 

Aboriginal use at these places. It is also the only 

way in which the value of a place for Aboriginal 

people can be established.  

Actions  

• Ensure compliance with State, Territory 

and Australian Government laws by 

obtaining necessary permits for surveys 

and other activities required to identify 

Aboriginal heritage values.  

• Ensure that sensitive information 

disclosed in the course of identifying 

Aboriginal heritage places and values is 

protected from unnecessary further 

disclosure. 

• Record the name of custodians of 

information where they have more 

specific information about places and 

values.  

Hints  

• Aboriginal people are likely to describe 

the importance of a heritage place in 

general terms (eg it’s that tree, it’s a law 

place, it’s part of women’s business, it’s 

a burial place, it’s important because 

there are lots of medicines here, this is 

where our ancestors lived or this is the 

mission where I was taught).  

• They may also avoid discussing heritage 

places and values because of cultural 

sensitivities, and this may be particularly 

true for very important spiritual places.  

• Advice on permits can be obtained by 

contacting the relevant State or 

Territory heritage agency or Office of 

Aboriginal Affairs.  

• It may be appropriate for Aboriginal 

males and females to separately 

undertake the identification of heritage 

values and places.  

Reference: Ask First – A Guide To Respecting 

Indigenous Heritage Places and Values 
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CULTURAL HERITAGE 

MAPPING  

Cultural Site Assessment  

One of the most important tasks in heritage 

management is to assess the threats to a site. 

Threats can include natural erosion and 

present-day practices such as road building or 

mining, and the risk that people will pilfer 

artefacts if they find out about the site. In 

making a case for further work to protect a site, 

it is therefore necessary to say how significant a 

site is. Significance assessment is carried out by 

heritage professionals who can carry out more 

detailed field research, but it is very often done 

because of the work of other people in the 

community. 

Recording 

Site recorders may be interested in a variety of 

questions. Firstly, what are the remains in 

question made of?  

Most archaeological remains are highly durable, 

like stone, bone or shell, although in desert 

areas and underwater where bacteria are 

inhibited, wooden remains may survive as well. 

It should be obvious to most people what 

material they are dealing with, although it can be 

hard to distinguish small fragments of bone from 

shell. Stone is denser and even a tiny piece feels 

heavier than the same volume of shell or bone. 

Stone may be described in terms of whether it 

is soft and crumbly or hard, crystalline (having 

small crystals) or not, fine-grained or coarse-

grained.  

Knowledge of local geology helps determine 

whether the rock has been carried in or not. If 

it is foreign to the area, could it have been 

carried by natural forces (e.g. by a river, or by 

animals) or by people? If only people could have 

carried the material in, the site recorder should 

try to assess whether the rock could have come 

from recent construction activity.  

Having identified the material, the recorder 

needs to assess whether the material has been 

modified. This is particularly important if the 

material is present locally e.g. on the site.  

Does it show signs of flaking or grinding?  

These are two basic methods of manufacturing 

stone artefacts which site recorders should 

learn about. Learning about the manufacturing 

techniques, the tool types, and the traces of use 

on stone artefacts will also help site recorders 

identify the activities that took place. 

Other questions about sites that recorders may 

address include:  

• What is the extent of the archaeological 

evidence – how far does it go? It is 

important to accurately identify the 

position and extent of the site using 

GPS (Global Positioning System) or 

detailed maps. 

• Is there potential for more 

archaeological evidence to be located 

under dense vegetation or 

underground? How dense is it – how 

many artefacts, approximately, per 

square metre?   

• What types of artefacts are present? 

• What sorts of activities might be 

inferred from these remains – e.g. 

camping, hunting, seed-grinding, 

shellfish-gathering? 

• Have there been other assessments of 

the site? If so, what did they find out? 

It is also important to describe the site 

environment. This information helps show how 

the site formed and what might have attracted 

people to this place. The geomorphological 

setting – lakeshore, riverbank, sand dune, rock 

shelter, etc – helps people assess the natural 

history of the site, the environment in the past, 

and the potential for archaeological remains to 

be preserved below surface. Recording the 

distance to the nearest water source (and 
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whether it is permanent or seasonal), the type 

of vegetation and the local fauna, if obvious, 

show what resources might have been locally 

important. If the site is on a slope, what 

direction does it face (e.g. north)?  

Site Identification 

The views of Nyungar people for an area are 

very important in helping assess the Aboriginal 

cultural heritage significance of the following 

kinds of features. These features are highly likely 

to have Nyumgar cultural heritage significance. 

Some types of Aboriginal sites are as follows:  

Artefact scatter 

Artefacts are frequently found scattered across 

the ground surface throughout Western 

Australia. They may include stone artefacts and 

artefacts made from European materials such as 

metal and glass. The artefacts usually derive 

from occupation sites (camp sites) and can 

come from various activities associated with the 

camp, such as tool repair, food preparation, or 

hut building. Some camps had special purposes 

such as rituals, ceremonies, artwork, or hunting, 

and it may be possible to identify these activities 

in the artefacts. 

Occupation sites 

Evidence of occupation sites includes the 

remains of Aboriginal dwellings or a "Mia". 

These are places where the material remains of 

human occupation are found. Such sites contain 

discarded stone tools, food remains, ochre, 

charcoal, stone and clay hearths or ovens, shell 

middens and shell scatters, including deposits 

found in rock shelters and caves. These deposits 

may be buried. 

 Historical camps 

The value of 19th Century and 20th Century 

Aboriginal campsites has become recently 

recognised. They are essentially artefact scatters 

of the historic period and include a variety of 

historical artefacts like cans and bottles. Many 

manufactured items were adapted for 

Aboriginal purposes, such as glass spear points. 

Other items like billy cans and flattened 

kerosene tins may be found in European 

historical camps as well, but the historical and 

archaeological context of the site can show 

whether the site was an Aboriginal camp. 

Shelters made of branches, bark or grass were 

rarely preserved for more than a few years, but 

occasionally rocks were used to stabilise these 

building materials. When these rock patterns 

are located they provide evidence of former 

habitation sites. It may also be possible to 

identify hearth stones. 

Middens 

When people collected shellfish and other foods 

from a favoured camp over many years, they 

accumulated ashes, hearth stones, shells, bones 

and other refuse in large mounds. Very large 

mounds are unknown in the southwest, but 

small scatters of shell and camping debris may 

be found on the southwest coastline. 

Fish traps and weirs 

Fish traps and weirs are stone or wooden 

constructions designed to capture fish other 

aquatic species. Traps are considered as 

structures made predominantly from stone to 

form an enclosure. Weirs are constructions 

designed to the natural flow of water in creeks, 

streams and other watercourses. 

Quarries 

Where Aboriginal people quarried rock 

outcrops for making stone artefacts, they 

created very large quantities of artefacts in the 

form of rock fragments that were not suitable 

for tools, were by-products of tool 

manufacture, or were simply surplus to 

requirements. Factory sites where rocks were 

worked down into tools are often located near 

quarries.  

Ochre and other mineral pigments used in 

painting rock surfaces, artefacts and body 

decoration are mined from naturally occurring 

seams, bands and other deposits. Such as ochre 
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found in Dryandra. This activity can sometimes 

be recognised by the presence of wooden 

digging sticks or the marks made by these 

implements. 

Marked trees 

In south-western Australia Aboriginal people 

incised toeholds in trees for climbing and made 

large scars to make marker trees to indicate a 

ceremonial place or territorial area. Some of 

these trees remain today, but they are a 

vanishing resource. 

Burials  

In the south-west the dead were buried, the 

burial position varying according to the customs 

of the particular area and time. Natural erosion 

or earthmoving occasionally exposes burial 

sites. 

Paintings 

Few paintings are known in the south-west, 

either because of a lack of suitable rock or 

because they have not survived. They are 

known from a few rock shelter sites in 

limestone and granite. 

Rock art:  

Western Australia has a very rich and diverse 

rock art heritage. Rock art sites can include 

engravings, paintings, stencils and drawings. 

Paintings, stencils and drawings may have been 

done for everyday purposes, but were often 

used for ceremonial and sacred functions. 

Engravings include designs scratched, pecked or 

abraded into a rock surface.  

Engravings 

This term describes designs which have been 

carved, pecked or pounded into a rock surface. 

Most engravings occur in the open but some are 

situated in rock shelters. They may be made on 

hard or soft rock, such as those found at 

Milyeannup and in the Burrup. 

Caches 

It was often customary to hide (“cache”) both 

ceremonial and utilitarian objects in niches in 

cave walls and other secluded places for later 

use.  

Ceremonial grounds 

At some sites the ground has been modified in 

some way by the removal of surface pebbles, or 

the modelling of the soil, or the digging of pits 

and trenches. In other places there is no 

noticeable alteration of the ground surface and 

Aboriginal people familiar with the site must be 

consulted concerning its location. No physical 

remains of ceremonial grounds are known in 

south-western Australia, although several are 

known from oral and historical records. 

Mythological sites 

Many sites described here have a dual role. 

They have a practical function and a place in 

mythology. Many other sites have only a 

mythological role, and cannot be recognised as 

such by people who are not familiar with the 

associated traditions. They may include natural 

features and landmarks. As required for the 

recording any other site type, it is advisable to 

consult the appropriate Aboriginal people about 

the use and significance of the site. These 

represent sacred grounds and their connecting 

pathways. Aboriginal people used these places 

for ceremonies, including initiation and skin-

group gatherings. 

Stone structures 

Stone structures are found in many areas. They 

may include stones wedged into a standing 

position, cairns or piles of stones, elaborate fish 

weirs to trap fish, propped stones to provide 

lizard habitat (“lizard traps”), and low walls or 

pits to provide a hide or shelter for hunting. In 

some parts of WA elongated rock fragments 

were erected as a warning that a special area is 

nearby.  
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Wells and Water Rock Holes  

often indicates the location of dreaming trails 

and links of the way Nyungar people frenquently 

traveled through country.  

Ecological Knowledge 

Nyungar ecological knowledge is useful because 

it is constant with various types of native 

vegetation. 

Appropriately qualified persons such as 

anthropologists, archaeologists and historians 

can also provide valuable assistance in these 

matters. The extent to which the person 

consulted with Aboriginal groups about the 

carrying out of the activity and the results of the 

consultation should also be demonstrated. 

Central to any assessment or management of 

any activity likely to excavate, relocate, remove 

or harm Aboriginal cultural heritage, are the 

views held by the Aboriginal peoples of the 

area.  

Ask First  

A guide to respecting Aboriginal heritage places 

and values, released by the Australian Heritage 

Commission, provides a practical guide to 

consulting and negotiating with Aboriginal 

people about their cultural heritage. Available 

from the Australian Heritage Commission 

website: 

www.ahc.gov.au/publications/indigenousheritage 

 Joe Dortch and Ken Hayward, 2007 
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RECOMMENDED READING 

Aboriginal Heritage Procedures Manual, 

Department of Indigenous Affairs.  

 Aboriginal Torres Strait Islander Commission A 

Plain English Guide to the Native Title Act 1993 

www.atsic.gov.au/issues/land/native_title 

 BATES D. 1966. The Passing of the Aborigines 

Second Edition: Willam Heinemann Ltd 

Melbourne and Sydney  

 Bradby & Pearce 1997 Southwest Environmental 

Strategy: for Southwest (WA) local Government 

Association, ISBN 0 9587032 

 Craig D.1995 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Involvement In Bioregional Planning: Consultancy 

Report prepared for the Biodiversity Unit, 

Department of the Environment, Sport and 

Territories. 

 Department of the Environment, Sport and 

Territories, 1996: National Strategy for the 

Conservation of Australia's Biological Diversity   

 Department of Conservation and Land 

Management. 2003. Indigenous Ownership and 

Joint Management of Conservation Lands in WA, 

Consultation Paper WA Government. 

 FLOOD J. 1983.Archaeology of the Dreamtime 

New Edition: Collins Publisher Australia  

 Goode Brad. 2003. Southwest Yarragadee 

Blackwood Groundwater Area, Aboriginal Cultural 

Values Survey: A report prepared for the 

Department of Environmental Protection 

Water and Rivers Commission. 

Government of Western Australia, 1998.Task 

Force for Aboriginal Social Justice 

 GRAHAM B. 1991. Index : Diary of ten years 

eventful life of an early settler in Western 

Australia. Northbridge, W.A: Friends of Battye 

Library. 

GREEN N. 1984. Broken spears: Aborigines and 

Europeans in the South West of Australia. 

Perth: Focus Education Services. 

GREEN N. (ed.) 1979. Nyungar--The People : 

Aboriginal Customs in the South West of Australia. 

Perth: Creative Research in association with Mt. 

Lawley College. 

GREY, G.1841 Journals of Two Expeditions of 

Discovery in the North West and Western Australia. 

London: Boone 

 HODSON S. 1993. Nyungars and Work: 

Aboriginal Experiences in the Rural Economy of the 

Great Southern Region of Western Australia. 

Aboriginal history, 17(1??? 

Glen Kelly 2000 Landscope Special Fire Edition,  

 Lennon J. 2001 Identifying and Assessing Cultural 

Landscapes: Australian?? Practice in a Global 

Context. In M. Cotter, B. Boyd and J. Gardiner 

(eds) Heritage Landscapes: Understanding Place 

and Communities.. 

 MEAGHER S.J. ( 1974) Food Resources of the 

Aborigines of the South West of Western Australia 

 Machin, B. (2002) Wagin Heritage Trail Report 

 MOORE G.F.1884a. Diary of Ten Years 

Eventful Life of an Early Settler in Western 

Australia . Nedlands, W.A: University of 

Western Australia Press, [1884]. 

 NSW Native vegetation council, Aboriginal 

Values of Native Vegetation in NSW.(2001) 

 JANKE T 1998 Our Culture Our Future Report 

on Australian Indigenous Cultural and 

Intellectual Property Rights. Michael Frankel & 

Company  

 ROXANE T. 2000. Understanding Australian 

Dreamtime, http://exn.ca/Stories/??? 

  Wheatbelt Aboriginal Corporation 1994 Avon 

Valley Nyungar History Program (unpublished) 
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 PEPPER C. 2002 Sustainability of Cultural 

Heritage and Landscapes: A Background Paper 

Prepared for the State Sustainability Strategy 

 Tweedie. P (1998) ‘Aboriginal Australians Spirit of 

Arnhem Land’ New Holland Publishers UK 

 TINDALE’S (1974)  Map of Aboriginal Tribal 

Boundaries South West sheet detail 

http://www.samuseum.sa.gov.au/tindale/boundar

ies/sw 

 

 TILBROOK L. 1983. Nyungar Tradition: Glimpses 

of Aborigines of South Western Australia. 

Nedlands: University of Western Australia 

Press. 

TOUSSAINT S. 1987. Nyungars in the City: A 

Study of Policy, Power and Identity, (unpublished) 

M.A. Thesis Department of Anthropology, 

UWA  

TOUSSAINT S. 1992. Aboriginal Resistance and 

the Maintenance of Identity: Nyungars and the 

State. Social analysis. 
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INTERNET ADDRESSES FOR 

AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINAL 

ISSUES 

ABS – Indigenous themes  

 www.abs.gov.au   

ATSI WWW Resource Directory 

 www.koori.usyd.edu.au 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Links

 www.indiginet.com.au/ablinks 

Aboriginal Art of Australia  

 www.ozemail.com.au/~hallpa/indesb 

Aboriginal Studies   

 www.ciolek.com 

Action for Aboriginal Rights  

 www.vicnet.au/~aar 

AIATSIS    

 www.aiatsis.gov.au/limks.htm 

Australian Indigenous Soldiers Homepage 

www.fortunecity.com/meltingpot/statue

park/620/index 

Australian Aboriginal Writers  

 www.vicnet.net.au~ozlit/aborigwr 

Australian Indigenous Health  

 www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au 

Australian Heritage Commission 

 www.ahc.gov.au 

Australians for Native Title  

 www.nativetitle.aust.com/index 

Bringing Them Home Oral History Project

 www.nla.gov.au/oh/bth 

Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation  

 www.reconcilitaion.org.au 

Department of Indigenous Affairs 

 www.dia.wa.gov.au 

Heritage Council of WA  

 www.heritage.wa.gov.au 

Human Rights & Equal Opp. Commission

 www.hreoc.gov.au 

Journey of Healing   

 www.journeyofhealing.com 

Native Title (Mabo, Wik, Native Title Act)

 www.netspace.net.au/~rodhagen/nativetitle 

Native Title Tribunal   

 www.nntt.gov.au 

Native Title Unit   

 www.aiatsis.gov.au 

Tandanya (Aboriginal Art)  

 www.macmedia.com.au 

WA Indigenous Tourism Committee  

 www.waitoc.com 

 

 

 

 


