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23  POSSUM HUNTING 

As noted in the previous story, perhaps the most prized possessions of local Aboriginal people were their possum 

skin cloaks.  Over time, a person’s possum skin cloak would grow in size, and as well as being a practical item, 

was an important cultural object.  The decoration on the leather side of the cloak would tell important stories 

of both the person who owned it, and the people to which that person belonged. 

It seems that possum hunting was more often part of the role of the men, but women were also documented in 

colonial history climbing trees to source possums.  When possums were hunted, both the meat and the skins 

were important.  Nothing was wasted.   

CURRENT SITUATION 

These days, possums (both brush-tailed and ring-tailed) are protected species in Victoria and most other states, 

although there is still an annual season in Tasmania (with bag limits).  As a result, if you are wanting to make a 

possum skin cloak these days, you can’t just go out and hunt enough possums to do so.  However, there can be 

exemptions for traditional owners. 

There is an enormous amount of legislation that currently relates to traditional owners, protecting their rights 

and interests.  Under the Victorian Traditional Owners Settlement Act 2010, the government can “authorise the 

members of a traditional group owner entity that has a natural resource agreement” to hunt certain wildlife.  

This has to be for traditional purposes, rather than commercial.  As a result, an entity could come to an 

agreement with the State government which allows its members to hunt possums with a view to making a 

possum skin cloak. 

WARANGA AREA 

There are a couple of problems with this in the Waranga area.  Firstly, possum habitat, and therefore numbers 

of possums, has been vastly reduced since European colonisation.  Possums like tree hollows, and many of the 

older trees with hollows have simply disappeared with clearing. 

In addition, at the moment there is no Aboriginal entity in the local area that has negotiated a natural resource 

agreement with the Victorian government.  Unfortunately, descendants of the Ngurai-illum Wurrung people, 

who were the traditional owners of this area, did not at the time of writing have an “entity” with which to 

negotiate an agreement.  The neighbouring Yorta Yorta and Taungurung corporations are the nominal 

custodians of the area at the moment and could potentially make an agreement with government. 

The Dja Dja Wurrung people around Bendigo are the nearest group to have gained a “natural resources hunting 

authorisation” as part of a natural resources agreement.  It specifies that, in total, up to 50 possums (and 250 

Eastern Grey Kangaroos) can be taken by members of the Dja Dja Wurrung each year for traditional purposes. 

PRESENT DAY SOURCE OF SKINS 

Australia was a big exporter of skins over 100 years ago.  For example, around four million pelts went to world 

markets in 1906.  Tasmania is the only state that still exports possum fur and meat, with around 20,000 possums 

harvested in 2014-15.  Most of these go to China and Taiwan. 

Possums were introduced to New Zealand from Australia about the time that European colonisation was 

expanding into the Waranga area in the wake of Major Mitchell’s 1836 expedition.  Sadly for the New Zealanders, 

the possums bred like rabbits.  They were ideally suited to their new environment, with no natural predators, 

and numbers burgeoned.  The population is now estimated in the tens of millions, and hundreds of thousands 

of pelts are exported each year.  Obviously New Zealand has no restrictions on hunting what is a major 

environmental pest. 
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As noted in the previous story, there has been a resurgence in the making of possum skin cloaks in Australia in 

the last 25 years or so.  It seems as though you can access enough skins for a decent sized cloak from New 

Zealand for between $500 and $1000, and at the same time help our neighbours across the ditch get rid of a 

few of these unwanted pests.  

References:  Australian Geographic, Atlas of Living Australia, Victorian Government websites 

24  USE OF OCHRE 

In recent stories about corroborees and possum-skin cloaks, mention was made of the use of ochre.  Ochre is a 

natural clay earth pigment containing iron oxide that the local Aboriginal people used to produce paint.  The 

paint was then used for all sorts of artistic decoration and for cultural purposes.  It was, and still is, used for art 

works on many mediums, such as rock art, body painting and on objects such as baskets and possum-skin cloaks.  

The squatter Curr noted the men using ochre to paint their bodies prior to the corroboree that he witnessed in 

the 1840s. 

Certain colours were harder to source than others, so became highly valued.  Ochre was one of many items that 

were traded along clearly defined (to Aboriginal eyes) trade routes that criss-crossed the country.  Traded ochre 

was often kept moist, in a ball, for ease of carrying to points at which trading occurred. 

COLOURS 

There is a wide range of colours of ochre available – most commonly reds, yellows, browns, oranges, blacks and 

whites but also purple, pink, green and turquoise.  Blue is one colour that traditional Aboriginal peoples rarely 

used, perhaps largely due to lack of ready availability.   

“Colour may often be associated with a particular usage and meaning.  In many cultures across the continent 

white is a colour used to represent mourning and loss. Yellow in many situations is associated with women’s 

ceremonies. Whereas red may in some cultures represent an association with war…it may also be seen as the 

colour of celebration or ceremony.”1 

SOURCES IN THE LOCAL AREA 

One can only imagine where the good sources of ochre might have been in the Waranga area, especially in the 

areas where mining, farming and industrial pursuits have since totally changed the landscape.  A site close to 

Rushworth that seems to contain all sorts of different colours of clay is the spot that locals just refer to as “the 

clay dams”, south west of Growler’s Hill and below the wildflower reserve. 

The white clay there is virtually a pure white, and is generically referred to as “pipe clay”.  This name was 

probably brought to the area via European colonisation.  White clay was often used on the continent to fashion 

pipes, which were then fired. 

MAKING OCHRE 

As with many Aboriginal cultural activities, there has been something of a resurgence in people producing ochre 

paint and using it in a variety of ways.  The Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies 

(AIATSIS) is encouraging this resurgence, and a visit to its website reveals some interesting short videos about 

making ochre to apply to a possum skin cloak.2 

The ingredients usually include the powdered clay, water and some type of binding agent.  Often the latter 

would be the gum from an acacia (wattle), which you often see oozing out of the trunk when a tree or shrub has 

been damaged. After the flow of sap stops it hardens into globules of gum.  One of the most ubiquitous wattles 

in our area is the Golden Wattle (acacia pycnantha) which produces a beautiful honey-coloured gum.  Perhaps 

this is what the Ngurai-illum Wurrung people used as a binding agent for their ochre? 
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The clay was ground into a fine powder using stone tools – the Aboriginal equivalent of a mortar and pestle.  

Then, appropriate amounts of water and gum were added and the ochre was ready for immediate use.  

Alternatively, with less water added, it could be squeezing into a ball for later use or for transporting as a trading 

item. 

IN THE BUSH 

When you are in the bush sourcing materials to make ochre, you see everything in a completely different light.  

Just looking for wattle gum, for instance, you start to see not only all the different gums exuded by different 

plants, but by looking closely at those plants, you begin to see all the insects and other small critters that rely on 

those plants.  You get the faintest inkling of the way that Aboriginal people see their country and how everything 

is connected. 

References – 1  Kooriehistory.com/earth-pigments-ochre/; 2  aiatsis.gov.au/exhibitions/possum-skin-cloak 

25  FRESHWATER MUSSELS 

Another local resource that has been mentioned in relation to the making of possum skin cloaks was the shells 

of freshwater mussels.  Apparently, the shells were used to scrape excess animal fat from the inside of the 

possum skins before they were dried.  They were also used to incise patterns into the cloaks before they were 

painted with ochre. 

In an early Waranga Dreaming story, former Nagambie resident Harry Parris was cited as mentioning Aboriginal 

middens at Reedy Lake.  A midden is an “accumulation of shell produced by Aboriginal people collecting, cooking 

and eating freshwater shellfish.”  As well as occurring at lakes and swamps, middens can be found along rivers 

and creeks. 

COLLECTION AND COOKING  

Eating muddy flavoured mussels collected from local waterways these days is a doubtful privilege, but they were 

much more palatable when our rivers and creeks ran clear, prior to the days of intensive agriculture and 

deforestation.  It was most often the role of the women and children to collect the mussels.  “Depending on the 

season, one person could collect up to 200 shellfish per hour.”  It is no wonder that vast accumulations of shells 

have been found in middens, often mixed with fish bones, the bones of other animals and charcoal from the 

fires on which they were cooked. 

Mussels can survive in damp ground for up to two years.  This meant that in time of drought, the people could 

dig down, say in a dry creek bed, and find a source of food when other sources were scarce.   

Mussels were usually lightly roasted on an open fire, which eventually caused the shells to pop open as the 

mussels expanded with the heat.  The flesh of the mussels would supplement other animal and plant foods, 

although “the relatively low energy value of the meat” would mean that, by itself, the flesh of mussels would 

not constitute an adequate diet. 

STORAGE OF MUSSELS 

Some people still have the misconception that Aboriginal people were simply hunter-gatherers i.e. they just 

collected or hunted what they needed for the next meal.   However, there is plenty of evidence to suggest that 

they engaged in all sorts of pursuits that belie that notion.  One was the storage of food for use in the future, 

and freshwater mussels were an example of this. 

There have been examples of caches of shells found which were certainly not random piles of shells that would 

constitute middens.  Instead, they were collections of carefully stacked mussels, buried down about a metre.  
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Presumably, this allowed the people to come back to that spot at some point in the future, and have a supply of 

mussels readily available for use. 

USE OF SHELLS AS TOOLS 

As stated at the outset, mussel shells were often used as tools in different stages of the production of possum-

skin cloaks.  With their sharp edges, they were probably handy for plenty of other things.  If that is the case, it 

begs the question as to whether the women always carried some shells with them on country.  Perhaps they 

were in such profusion around the Waranga area there was no need to, as you could always find one if you 

needed it. 

If the shells were indeed carried around as tools, perhaps there were some other small items that the women 

regularly carried with them.  An awl, which is a small pointed tool made of bone, would have been useful for 

piercing leather e.g. when sewing together possum skins, as well as for many other uses.  This contrasts with 

heavier items, such as grinding stones, which were often left in situ at regularly frequented campsites. 

PROTECTION OF MIDDENS 

Like all places of cultural significance to Aboriginal people in Victoria, shell middens are protected, so you cannot 

disturb or destroy them.  No artefacts, including the shells themselves, should be removed from such a site.  

Instead, you should report the presence of such sites to the Heritage Registrar at the Office of Aboriginal Affairs 

Victoria. 

References:  “Aboriginal Freshwater Middens” information sheet (Victorian Government 2008) 

26  CARRYING ESSENTIAL ITEMS 

Although it is well established that Aboriginal people in the Waranga area were much more than just hunter-

gatherers, there is plenty of evidence of seasonal migration around Ngurai-illum Wurrung country.  Before times 

of travel, the women had to decide what items they would need to always carry with them.  There would 

certainly be a number of small tools, such as a scraper (shell), an awl (bone), a cutting blade (stone) and a yam 

digging stick amongst the items that would be regularly used.   These items could be carried in a bag or basket. 

In addition, the women may have used a another carrying vessel (these days most often referred to as a 

“coolamon”, although that is an anglicised NSW Aboriginal word), an oval U-shaped piece of bark or wood which 

could be used for transporting food collected on their travels.  This would often be carried on the head.  It could 

also be used under an arm to carry a small baby. 

BAGS AND BASKETRY 

To carry the smaller tools, while at the same time leaving the hands free for other tasks, the women would often 

use bags or baskets made from found materials.  These vessels could be hung by a string or strap around the 

neck. 

Stiff baskets could be made using various weaving techniques, or by a process known as coiling.  Because of the 

materials used, few if any of these baskets from the local area would remain in existence today.  As a result, it 

is now a matter of conjecture as to what natural raw materials were used.   

One of the common plants of the local box ironbark forests that has the right properties for basket making is the 

Black Anther Flax Lily (Dianella revoluta).  The strappy leaves can be used for basketry as soon as they are 

harvested, giving the plant an advantage over other materials that have to be dried before use. 

As well as the Flax Lily, another common plant that might have been used is the Lomandra.  This plant is usually 

found in the gullies around the box-ironbark forests, where there is a bit more moisture.  The common names – 
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spiny or spiky head mat rush, or basket grass – indicate that the plant was definitely used for basket making, 

certainly in other areas, but probably also in the Waranga area.  

DILLY BAGS 

As well as making stiff baskets, local Aboriginal women were adept at making what is generally referred to these 

days as “dilly bags”.  These are soft string bags, made from woven bush string.  The word “dilly” is most likely an 

anglicised Queensland Aboriginal word that come into general use.  Dilly bag making skills were apparently lost 

in Victoria after European colonisation, but are now making a resurgence. 

One of the local forest items that might have been used by the Ngurai-illum Wurrung people to make string for 

dilly bags is the bark from the red stringybark tree (E.macrorhyncha).  The bark that was used was not the fibrous 

outer bark that we are familiar with, but the layer of inner bark that is generally white, yellow and orange and 

resinous.  To collect this bark, the outer layer of bark is removed by use of an axe.  (Prior to European 

colonisation, the axes used were stone-headed.)  The inner bark, once removed from the tree, was bashed with 

a stone or the flat side of an axe head. 

The fibrous material resulting could then be used to make into string by twisting and weaving the strands.  The 

resin helped to keep the string together.  String could obviously be used for a whole range of purposes other 

than making dilly bags e.g. nets for fishing and catching birds. 

MAKING STRING 

When on country, in an environment where the desirable raw materials were available, string making would 

have been a regular activity for local Aboriginal people.   

Like basket-making and dilly bag making, these skills would be passed down through the generations, with local 

variations.   

References:  Websites - Culture Victoria - cv.vic.gov.au; Yenbena marrinbidja 

27  LESSONS TO BE LEARNT 

The last story talked about the essential items that the Ngurai-illum Wurrung women would have carried around 

with them as they moved around country.  Similarly, the men would need to select just a few easily-carried items 

e.g. spears and clubs.  Heavy items, such as grinding stones, would be left at regularly used campsites. 

It is an interesting contrast to our sedentary lifestyle these days.  When people settle in a place, they start to 

accumulate “stuff”.  The longer they stay there, the more they tend to accumulate.  The result is that much of 

that stuff is of no real use to them.  And many of us spend a disproportionate amount of their lives getting the 

wherewithal to purchase yet more stuff. 

A lesson we can learn from Aboriginal people who frequented this area before European colonisation is that less 

is better:  more assets won’t bring you greater happiness.  Also, if you do have the good fortune to accumulate 

some wealth, then sharing it with others can enhance your life as well as that of those around you. 

PERIPATETIC LIFESTYLE 

Another advantage of Aboriginal life in this area pre-1840, that we could all learn from, are the benefits provided 

by walking.  Always being on foot allowed the Ngurai-illum Wurrung people to live in close harmony with nature.  

Their knowledge of the country over which they travelled was most detailed.  It was the basis for many stories 

that could be shared. 

In contrast, we tend to use motor vehicles for most journeys, missing out on so much along the way.  “Motorised 

transport is nothing but destination after destination, slicing everything into disconnected episodes; back at this 
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familiar (walking) pace, the world was integral again.”1   By walking from place to place, Aboriginal people were 

able to make the connections which allowed them make sense of the universe. 

This is quite apart from the pollution now caused by cars, with more and more cars appearing on the world’s 

roads.  “In 2000, there were four million cars in China.  By 2010 this had gone up twenty-fold to eighty million, 

with growth expected to continue for a long time to come.”2   Now there are 340 million.  You have to question 

whether that constitutes a higher standard of living.   

The health benefits of walking – both physical and mental – cannot be ignored.  By walking more, we can be 

healthier as well as noticing and learning so much more about our country as we traverse it. 

MAKING THINGS FROM SCRATCH 

In 2019 the Rushworth Shire Hall committee ran a “Spirit of Making Do” event as part of the very successful 

150th birthday celebrations of the hall.  This timely reminder came at a point in time when we are less and less 

likely to make things from scratch for ourselves or others. 

The Ngurai-illum people were highly skilled at making do with what resources that they had on country.  Trade 

was only relied on to obtain the few items they could not make for themselves, or for which the resources were 

not available locally.  The result was that they were adept at a whole range of skills that were passed down from 

generation to generation, and in a way that enhanced family and community relationships. 

As well as coming up with a useful or aesthetically pleasing thing, the physical act of creating something from 

scratch can also be good for the soul.  “When we use our hands effectively the heart is most at peace.” 

KINSHIP AND SPIRITUALITY 

Another lesson that can be learnt from the original custodians of our country is the importance of family.  Of 

course, this is much more difficult these days where families are often spread across the globe, having little day-

to-day contact. 

Aboriginal family connections are closely linked to concepts of spirituality in ways that we can vaguely 

understand.  This is worth exploring, considering that many people today lament the apparent loss of faith and 

spirituality in society.  Again, there is much to learn. 

References:  1  Hunt, Nick, Walking the Woods and Water; 2  Lilwall, Rob,  Walking Home from Mongolia p 265 

28  KINSHIP RELATIONSHIPS 

Each member of the Ngurai-illum Wurrung Aboriginal people belonged to one of two moieties, Bunjil or Waa.  

Moiety means “half” in Latin, and in the local Aboriginal context means there are two social or ritual groups into 

which all people are divided.   

“A person’s affinity with either Bunjil or Waa defines their kinship relationships, marriage partners and social 

responsibilities”. (museumsvictoria.com.au/bunjilaka) “People who share the same moiety are considered 

siblings, meaning they are forbidden to marry.  They also have a reciprocal responsibility to support each other”.  

(australianstogether.org.au) 

BUNJIL AND WAA  

Bunjil is represented by the “eaglehawk”, or as we know it better, the Wedge-Tailed Eagle.  In local Aboriginal 

mythology, Bunjil was the creator deity – similar to God for Christians or Allah for Moslems.  Bunjil was also 

considered to be a cultural hero and an ancestral being. 
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Waa is represented by the Crow.  Like Bunjil, Waa was a cultural hero and ancestral being.  Waa was considered 

to be something of a trickster, but also a protector. 

So, everyone in the local Ngurai-illum Wurrung people was in either the Bunjil or the Waa moiety.  This was 

decided by the moiety of their Father, in a system known as patrilineal (patri = father).  This was true of many 

of the neighbours of the Ngurai-illum Wurrung e.g. the Taungurung to their south, but through south-eastern 

Australia, the system was generally matrilineal i.e. people traced their identity from their Mother. 

CLAN CONNECTIONS 

As well as individuals being identified as being Bunjil or Waa, so too were clans.  We have already talked about 

three Ngurai-illum clans, and each of those identified with Bunjil or Waa, viz – Ngurai-illum balug (Murchison) – 

Bunjil; Bendebora balug (Elmore and to the north) – Bunjil; Gunung willum (south of Elmore) – Waa. 

Whenever a marriage occurred with the Kulin nation, it was always between one person identifying as Bunjil 

and one as Waa, and with someone from a clan with the opposite moiety.  For example, if a Bunjil woman was 

to marry, it would be with a Waa man, and she would then go and live with the Waa clan.  Any children of the 

relationship would identify as Waa.  As a local example of this, Tooteerie, a woman from the Ngurai-illum balug 

clan (Bunjil) married a Wurundjeri man (from a Waa clan) and their son was the famous artist and Aboriginal 

activist William Barak (1824-1903). 

Marriages could still occur between someone from the Kulin nation and someone from another language 

speaking people.  For example, the so-called “Queen Mary” buried in the Murchison cemetery, who married 

“Charles” Tattambo, was from the Wemba Wemba Aboriginal people from on the Murray River, even though 

she spoke quite a different language and had different cultural beliefs.   

TOTEMS AND SKIN NAMES 

In addition to being from a specific language group, clan, and moiety, Aboriginal people could also be linked by 

having the same personal totem e.g. a specific animal, bird or reptile.  Having a particular totem meant that it 

was incumbent on a person to protect and conserve that creature.  It also gave them a link to anyone else with 

that particular totem, who would be treated as a sibling.  Totems might also be plants, landscape features and 

types of weather. 

Yet another personal link between people could be by a Skin Name.  The system of using skin names was in the 

form of a sequential cycle, usually of 16-32 names.  Again, you shared a special bond with anyone who had your 

skin name. 

BELONGING 

The upshot of all of the above is a level of connection between Aboriginal people that is difficult to grasp for 

most people of European origins.  Although the extraordinary kinship relationships that existed before European 

colonisation have been compromised by disconnection from country, it is clear that very strong bonds continue 

to be an important feature of Aboriginal life.  It must be reassuring to have so many people looking out for you. 

“You will never be an only child.  Here’s all your other brothers and sisters…You’ve got all these other mothers 

and fathers to support and teach you.  That’s the strength of the system…That extended family take it really 

seriously and want to be engaged in that life.”  Lynette Riley 

Reference:  australianstogether.org.au and Museums Victoria websites 
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29  ABORIGINAL SPIRITUALITY 

Closely linked to the systems of kinship that were briefly discussed in the previous Waranga Dreaming story are 

the advanced notions of spirituality that were evident in the lives of Aboriginal people of this area prior to 

European colonisation.  Compared to some of the major religions of today, Aboriginal spirituality had evolved 

over tens of thousands of years, with local variations.   

“Aboriginal spirituality is defined at the core of Aboriginal being, their very identity.  It gives meaning to all 

aspects of life including relationships with one another and the environment.  All objects are living and share 

the same soul and spirit as Aboriginals.  There is a kinship with the environment.  Aboriginal spirituality can be 

expressed visually, musically and ceremonially.”  (Grant, 2004) 

Sadly, we know very little about the highly developed spirituality of the Aboriginal people in this area, and the 

depth of its meaning to their lives.  Along with many other things, there was massive disruption to this aspect of 

their lives from the late 1830s. 

BASIC TENETS 

It is possible, however, to generalise about some of the basic tenets of Aboriginal spirituality, and reflect on how 

they may have guided the lives of Aboriginal people in this area.  One aspect of this spirituality that we can all 

relate to is the concept of animism i.e. “a world where everything is interconnected, people, plants and animals, 

landforms and celestial bodies are part of a larger reality…nothing is inanimate, everything is alive…all are 

energised by a spirit.  As such, humans are on an equal footing with nature, are part of nature and are morally 

obligated to treat animals, plants and landforms with respect.” 

We are by now familiar with the Aboriginal view of the Dreaming – the time of creation – just as similar stories 

exist in most major religions of today.  As noted in the previous story, Bunjil (the Wedge-tailed Eagle) was seen 

as the creator figure for the Ngurai-illum Wurrung people. 

The role of totems, briefly described in the previous story, was also an important part of the whole concept of 

Aboriginal spirituality.   

MORE THAN CREATION 

In local Aboriginal communities, the creation ancestor (Bunjil) was also seen to have stipulated “what people 

had to do to maintain their part of this interdependence” i.e. the rules by which all things were to live 

harmoniously and sustainably.  The laws ensure “that each person knows his or her connectedness and 

responsibilities for other people, for country….and (for) the ancestor spirits.” 

In practice, the basic laws had probably existed since time immemorial, subject to regular revision over time 

until the result was a very practical and workable set of rules.  These rules were then handed down by elders in 

an oral tradition over hundreds of generations. 

 CLARITY 

One of the things that emerges from this discussion is that Aboriginal people’s lives were very clearly ordered 

by tens of thousands of years of a system that was handed down orally, and understood by successive 

generations.  People knew where they stood, and what was expected of them.  There was enormous comfort 

for people in having a very clear structure by which to live their lives.  

Because of the inextricable link between Aboriginal people and their country, one can only wonder at the 

devastation caused by the disconnection from country in the period from 1836 – especially the first couple of 

decades of European colonisation extending into the 1850s.   
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Part of the healing process that people can go through is to try to reconnect with country.  There are plenty of 

encouraging examples in our local communities where this is happening. 

Reference:  australianstogether.org.au website 

30  TATTAMBO – LOCAL NGURUNGAETA 

Possibly the best known 19th century Aboriginal person 

from this area is the man usually referred to as “King 

Charles” Tattambo, who died in 1868 and is buried at the 

Murchison cemetery.   He had lived right through the 

period of European colonisation and witnessed 

monumental changes.  There are a number of photographs 

of him, which is rare for Aboriginal people of this area.  

Many of them were gone before photography became 

commonplace.   

It was standard practice back then to give Aboriginal 

people a European moniker, and the generations that 

followed Tattambo went almost exclusively by non-

Aboriginal names.   

BREAST PLATES  

Part of the reason that Tattambo’s grave is so well-known 

is that there is a replica of his breast-plate on an iron fence 

surrounding the grave.  The breast-plate was made of 

brass, featuring the words “Tattambo King – Property of 

Mr Fryer, Molka Station”.  Molka Station was east of the Goulburn River and south-east of Murchison – part of 

Ngurai-illum Wurrung county. 

The wording on the breast-plate seems to be a fairly sad indictment on the way that European colonisers saw 

the local Aboriginal people.  Surely “property of” is tantamount to considering someone to be a slave?  The 

wording is even more demeaning when you realise that Tattambo was a head man of some importance to the 

Ngurai-illum Wurrung people. 

The term “King” used on the breast-plate is inappropriate, as it was not a term used by Aboriginal people.  “King” 

implies that someone has absolute power, and may be entitled to hold the position on a hereditary basis.  That 

was not the case in the structure of local Aboriginal communities.  These days, it could also be interpreted as 

being used in a condescending, mocking way by the squatters, rather than as a term of respect. 

NGURUNGAETA (pronounced Na-Run-Getta) 

In his later years, Tattambo was a Ngurungaeta, or head man/elder for the Ngurai-illum Wurrung people.  “The 

clan heads…were important figures…However the clans were never dictatorships, and decisions that affected 

the clan were only ever made final after extensive consultation amongst members of the clan.  This democratic 

method and lack of hierarchical structure was unusual to the early white settlers who documented the first 

contact with Aboriginals.”1  This view adds further weight to the idea that “King” was inappropriate 

terminology. 

Another discussion of Ngurungaetas says that “These individuals were men of distinguished achievement who 

had effective authority within their clans and 'were considered its rightful representative in external affairs'.”2  
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Distinguished achievement” in large part related to the extensive cultural knowledge and history of the clan that 

was carried by the Ngurungaeta. 

EARLY DAYS 

 Tattambo was born into the Gunung Willam clan, which was based on the Campaspe River.  This was about as 

far away as you could get in Ngurai-illlum Wurrung country from Molka, so it is an inaccuracy to say that 

Tattambo was “of the Molka Tribe”.  After the dispossession caused by European colonisation, clans lost their 

traditional country, which could account for Tattambo finishing up at Molka.  Perhaps he worked on the station, 

which was a common role for Aboriginal people in colonial society. 

The moiety of the Gunung Willam clan was Waa, the crow, which would have been an important totem for 

Tattambo, along with anyone else born into that clan.  We don’t know exactly when Tattambo was born, other 

than that it was in the very late 18th or early 19th century, well prior to first contact with Europeans.  One oral 

historical account from an old Murchison resident3 suggests that the first white man seen by Tattambo’s young 

son (and Tattambo?) was when Major Mitchell’s expedition passed through the area in 1836. 

So, although we know almost nothing of Tattambo’s early life, it is not hard to imagine him growing up in the 

safety and security of Ngurai-illum Wurrung clan life, gradually building the knowledge and skills that would 

prepare him for his later life as a Ngurungaeta. 

References:   1  http://heritage.darebinlibraries.vic.gov.au/article/643; 

2  https://www.vaclang.org.au/languages/woiwurrung.html; 3 Waranga Chronicle 29.10.1874 (Thanks Alan 

McLean) 

 

31  LOCAL KINSHIP CONNECTIONS  

Mentioned in the previous story, Tattambo (often referred to by Europeans as King Charles) was apparently 

born into a clan of the Ngurai-illum Wurrung people called the Gunung Willam, whose home country was on the 

Campaspe River south of Elmore.1  The names of his parents are unknown. 

Like his father and any siblings, he was in the “Waa” or crow moiety.  As such, one of his cultural duties was to 

conserve and protect the crow.  His mother would have been from another clan, and if she was from one of the 

groups of Aboriginal people in the Kulin nation, she would have been from a “Bunjil”, or wedge-tailed eagle, clan 

and moiety.  

FAMILY 

We do not know much about Tattambo’s possible siblings, apart from a brief reference to a sister, who was 

called “Sarah” by the Europeans.  In 1874, a Mr Green, superintendent of the Coranderrk Aboriginal reserve, 

near present-day Healesville, was trying to encourage any remaining Aboriginal people living around Murchison 

to transfer to the reserve.  Noted as a sister of Tattambo, Sarah “could not be prevailed upon to quit the haunts 

of her life with all their associations.  She alone remains, like an old tree in a clearing, gnarled somewhat, but 

sturdy and strong.”2 

Tattambo married twice.  The name of his first wife is unknown but they had a son, known by the Europeans as 

“Captain John”.  His second wife was known as “Queen Mary”.  These two people are buried with Tattambo in 

the Murchison cemetery.  “Queen Mary” and Tattambo had one child, commonly known as “Jenny”.  There will 

be stories about these members of Tattambo’s family in later Waranga Dreaming articles. 

Descendants of this line of the family are proud and strong Ngurai-illum Wurrung people.  In particular, the 

writer would like to acknowledge Ngurai-illum Wurrung Elder, Uncle Vincent Peters, now a regular visitor to 

Murchison.  Uncle Vin is an invaluable contributor to these stories. 

https://www.vaclang.org.au/languages/woiwurrung.html
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MULTI-LINGUAL 

Kinship connections meant that Tattambo would have been multi-lingual.  His native tongue was the Ngurai-

illum Wurrung language.  Connections with the other people in the Kulin nation (which comprised at least five 

other similar languages), meant that he would have been able to communicate with people from all of those 

language groups.   

The languages spoken by near neighbours, the Bangerang/Yorta Yorta (to their north) and the Barapa Barapa 

(west of the Campaspe River), were quite different to those spoken by members of the Kulin nation.  There 

would have been a necessity to learn the basics of those languages to facilitate communication. 

Thirty years of contact with Europeans before his death in 1868 would also have given Tattambo a good working 

knowledge of English. 

INITIATION 

When Tattambo was growing up, well before the impact of European colonisation, he would have been taken 

through his initiations by an Elder, known in some Kulin clans as a Caganguk.  A Caganguk was a mentor, 

knowledgeable in the stories and culture of his people, who would work with a group of boys, imparting 

knowledge and preparing them for their initiations. 

Photos of Tattambo indicate that he had cicatrices on his body (as did his second wife Mary), some of which he 

may have received at initiation.  Cicatrices are scar tissue that forms from wounds. The cicatrices on Tattambo’s 

body were from wounds deliberately inflicted on the upper body.  The wounds were kept open until the scar 

tissue formed, resulting in the familiar raised scars.  These scars were a form of decoration, also telling stories 

of their owner.3 

BURIAL 

When Tattambo was buried in Murchison cemetery, it was apparently at his own request.  As a mark of respect 

from the local community, the grave was “fenced in by a beautiful piece of iron railing, the workmanship, we 

believe, of Mr Barratt.  It is faced by the brass plate the old king wore round his neck…”4  Estimates of his age at 

the time ranged between 70 and 80 years. 

References:  1 Barwick, Diane, Mapping the Past:  At Atlas of Victorian Clans 1835-1904; 2  Waranga Chronicle 

12.11.1874; 3  Woiwod, Mick, The Last Cry (Tarcoola Press 1997); 4 Waranga Chronicle 29.10.1874 

32  “QUEEN MARY” 

When Tattambo died on 1.1.1868, it was reckoned that he was at least 70.  If this was accurate, then he was 

born prior to 1800.  This was well before any first contact with Europeans on Ngurai-illum Wurrung country in 

northern Victoria.   

There was a short-lived European settlement at Sullivan’s Cove (near present-day Sorrento), from which convict 

William Buckley escaped in 1803.  He lived with the Wadawurrung people on the Bellarine Peninsula for over 30 

years.  In his travels within the Kulin Nation, Tattambo may have encountered Buckley, as members of both the 

Ngurai-illum Wurrung and Wadawurrung attended cultural gatherings near what is now Melbourne CBD. 

Tattambo’s second wife is only remembered by her allotted European name, “Queen Mary”.  Her birth name 

and clan are not known.  As was a common occurrence with Aboriginal marriages, she was much younger than 

Tattambo.  When she died in 1874, her age was estimated at 55-60, placing her date of birth before 1820.  The 

report of her death said “Mary’s recollection dated back as far as the time of Buckley, ‘the wild white man’…”1  

Perhaps Mary saw him at a Kulin gathering? 
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FAMILY BACKGROUND 

When an Aboriginal woman was married to a Ngurai-illum Wurrung man, she had to leave her clan to live with 

her husband’s clan.  Mary was apparently from Wemba Wemba country, near present-day Murrabit.  There is a 

record of Tattambo and Mary visiting her relatives there in 1866.2  It is not known when Tattambo and Mary 

were married, but we do know that their daughter Jenny (aka Jeannie or “Jinny”) was born around 1844.  At this 

time, the family may have had connections with the Aboriginal Protectorate that was operating at Murchison. 

It is also unclear whether Tattambo’s first wife (name unknown) was deceased before he married Mary.  Some 

Aboriginal men had more than one wife concurrently.  There was a son from the earlier marriage who was known 

by the Europeans as Captain John.  He died in 1874, just before his step-mother Mary, both being buried along 

with Tattambo at Murchison cemetery.   

A MATRIARCH AND ELDER 

Photographs of Mary showed that she had a 

considerable amount of decorative scarring on her 

upper abdomen and arms.  It is unclear whether this was 

standard practice for local women.  Perhaps she already 

had the scarring prior to leaving Wemba Wemba 

country.   

After Tattambo died, Mary “unusually, assumed the role 

of Queen…Captain John preferred to keep a low 

profile.”4  It was reported that “for many years 

afterwards (i.e. after Tattambo’s death) his widow, 

Queen Mary…and a tribe of 100 blacks roamed about 

the Waranga Shire and enjoyed the protection of an 

aboriginal compound, which was supervised for some 

time by William Phillips, on or near the site of the 

present Murchison Mechanics’ Institute, the state 

school and the local churches.”5 

This second quote was written in 1930, so is probably 

inaccurate on some counts.  In particular, it seems very 

unlikely than there were 100 Aboriginal people in the 

area in the 1860s.  The Aboriginal Protectorate at 

Murchison had closed in 1853, and many of the former residents had moved to reserves such as Coranderrk, or 

had dispersed to other areas.  However, it could well be that Mary and a much smaller group, which included 

her step-son Captain John and her sister-in-law Sarah, continued to follow Ngurai-illum Wurrung songlines into 

the early 1870s. 

BEING ON COUNTRY 

The press of the day generally used condescending language when writing about Mary and her perceived 

ownership of the land.  “The Queen-dowager Mary…usurped without contradiction the regal title…Mary would 

spread her arms forth, and proclaim aloud that all the land was hers.  Poor Mary!”6 

Another story written over a year earlier in 1873 reported “The township (Murchison) has been honoured by a 

visit from royalty, Queen Mary, with her retinue, having lighted her camping-fire near the Farmers’ Hotel on the 

Rushworth road.”7  This seems to indicate some continuation of the seasonal movement of the remaining 

Aboriginal people around former Ngurai-illum Wurrung country. 
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References:  1 “Argus” newspaper 2.10.1874, p4;  2  Clark, Ian D, Goulburn River Aboriginal Protectorate (Ballarat 

Heritage Services 2013); 3  Waranga Chronicle 29.10.1874 per favour Alan McLean;  4 Notes by Uncle Vin Peters; 

5  The Age, 24.7.1930, p7; 6 “Argus” 2.10.1874; 7 McIvor Times & Rodney Advertiser 3.7.1873 

33  CAPTAIN JOHN 

The Aboriginal man called “Captain John” by the Europeans was the son of Tattambo and his first wife.  We do 

not know John’s Aboriginal birth name or where he was born.  When he died in 1874, it was estimated at the 

time that he was in his late 40s.  If true, that would place his birth date in the mid to late 1820s.  “Mr William 

Phillips, the oldest resident in the town, remembers him as a boy of 12 or 13, when the Protectorate was first 

established under Mr Le Soeuf in 1839.”1 

Being born prior to the European incursion into Ngurai-illum Wurrung country meant that as a boy, John would 

have had a very traditional upbringing.  The clan of his parents was based on the Campaspe River south of 

Elmore, but travelled extensively to the east, beyond the Goulburn River.  All children born in the Gunung Willam 

clan, like John, became members of the Waa, or crow moiety, so this bird would have been an important totem 

for John. 

INITIATION 

At about the time that John would have normally been going through his formal initiation, the world of the 

Ngurai-illum Wurrung was in total upheaval.  European colonisers rapidly moved into their country in the wake 

of the 1836 Major Mitchell expedition.  John could potentially have been a witness to some of the massacres 

that took place, particularly on the Campaspe in the late 1830s. 

It is unclear whether John went through an initiation process in the usual way, because of these disruptions.  

Instruction was given to young teenage boys by a mentor, usually from within the clan.  The mentor needed to 

have accumulated considerable knowledge to pass on, so was usually a respected older man.  The initiation 

culminated in ceremony at a location regularly used for such events. 

LATER YEARS 

A writer for the Waranga Chronicle claimed that Captain John said the first white men that he had seen were in 

Major Mitchell’s party, as they passed through northern Victoria in 1836.  When the Aboriginal Protectorate was 

established in 1839, it seems that Captain John frequented the station with other members of the Ngurai-illum 

Wurrung clans. 

As he grew older, he was employed by the police as a tracker in Gippsland.  There was generally no love lost 

between the people of the Kulin nation (of which John was member) and the Gippsland Aboriginal people known 

as the Kurnai.  Apparently, John tended to be overenthusiastic in the performance of his duties, preferring to 

shoot first and ask questions later. 

One such incident resulted in his own arrest.  However, when he was handcuffed and being taken to a place of 

incarceration to answer the charges, he escaped by diving into a river and swimming away underwater. He 

“…appeared not again on the confines of civilised life till his offence was forgotten.”1  His access to firearms 

during his time with the police meant that he became an excellent shot, and as a result probably abandoned his 

traditional weapons. 

FAMILY LIFE 

When he resurfaced along the Goulburn River, Captain John spent most of his time in the districts of Avenel, 

Seymour, Nagambie and Murchison, particularly the latter.1  His wife was known as Biddy.  They had a daughter 

(Jeannie/Jenny) who was born around 1844, and a son, Johnny/Johnnie.   
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In winter 1874, while camping on the Goulburn at Murchison, Biddy’s mia mia caught fire.  She was the only 

occupant, and was quite severely burned.  She was nursed back to health by Jeannie and an unnamed member 

of the Murchison community.2  After John died in 1874, the remaining members of his immediate family went 

to live at Coranderrk station near Healesville.3   

It seems that Captain John was quite a character.  “There was a humorous twinkle about the Captain’s eye that 

seems to intimate that he rather enjoys life.”4  When he died, it was reported that “The deceased had a great 

deal of native dignity in his composition, and he was a true gentleman on many points.”1 

References:  1  Waranga Chronicle 29.10.1874;  2  ibid 2.7.1874; 3  ibid 12.11.1874; 4 McIvor Times and Rodney 

Advertiser 3.7.1873.  Waranga Chronicle articles courtesy of Alan McLean. 

34  BURIAL RITES 

Recent Waranga Dreaming stories have focussed on three Aboriginal people who are buried in the Murchison 

cemetery – King Charles Tattambo, his second wife “Queen Mary” and his son by his first marriage, known as 

“Captain John”.  All three were born before European colonisation of the Waranga area, and were deeply 

imbued with Aboriginal spirituality and culture.  In view of that, it is somewhat surprising they all chose to be 

buried according to European, rather than Aboriginal, customs. 

The first of these to be buried was Tattambo, in January 1868.  By that point, Tattambo had been influenced by 

over 30 years of contact with Europeans.  Most reports of his death mention that he wanted to be buried that 

like a European.  “He had been gradually wasting away for a month, during which time he was quite aware of 

his approaching end.  He viewed the matter quite calmly, expressing a very strong desire to be buried in the 

cemetery, and in a coffin.”1  

 A FOOT IN EACH WORLD 

People like Tattambo and his relatives lived with a foot in each of two worlds, which were poles apart.  On one 

hand, they had lived at a time totally uninfluenced by European ideas and culture, living in traditional ways over 

many years.  Then they had experienced a dramatic transformation in their lifestyles, over an extremely short 

period of time, during which time everything they knew was radically changed forever. 

The fact that members of this family survived such an enormous change is a testament to their adaptability and 

courage to embrace change.  It is understandable that they would adopt some of the customs of the European 

colonisers, while at the same retaining many aspects of their traditional way of life in the face of enormous 

pressure to change. 

The generation that lived through European colonisation felt the pull of both cultures in a similar way that 

emigrants to a new country do.  The difference for the local Aboriginal people was that they had not moved, but 

their world had changed so dramatically, it would seem to them as though they were in another country. 

TRADITIONAL BURIALS 

Had the lives of Tattambo, Mary and John not been impacted by European colonisation, their burial rites would 

have obviously been quite different.  Like the situation in our community now, there was a whole range of 

options open to the families of the Aboriginal people of the local area when one of them died. 

Generally, Aboriginal burial took place at, or close to, the place where the person died, rather than in a 

communal cemetery.  For this reason, the remains of Aboriginal people have been located all over the Waranga 

area.  An earlier Waranga Dreaming story mentioned the two skeletons found near Sapling Point on Waranga 

Basin in the 1930s.  A similar discovery took place on the Campaspe River near Rochester in 1886, when a farmer, 

Mr McHattie, “whilst digging up an Aboriginal “oven” unearthed the skeletons of two human beings.”  Dr Taffe 
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“pronounced them to be Aboriginals” and concluded that the remains belonged to a man and a woman “of good 

age.”2  

A reporter in the Ovens and Murray Advertiser who had visited the Murchison district, and was talking about 

the Ngurai-illum Wurrung people, said that “From archaeological research of a very superficial character, we 

find frequent traces and mementoes of the Aboriginal occupation of the Goulburn.  The blackfellow’s tomahawk, 

their camp-fire and burying ground, are continually being met with…”.3 

FUNERAL SERVICE 

William Thomas, who worked for a period as an Assistant Protector of Aborigines, and later as a “guardian” 

(after the protectorate system was abandoned) made the following observations – “Over the men, according to 

their importance, an oration is delivered…Over the women and children no ceremony is performed.  After the 

body is interred, the encampment breaks up, leaving a fire at the east of the grave.”4 

What Thomas does not mention is that the time of death was often accompanied by intense keening by the 

Aboriginal women, and sometimes by self-harm.  Grief was displayed openly and unashamedly.  

References:  1  McIvor Times and Rodney Advertiser 10.1.1868; 2  Elmore Standard 19.2.1886; 3  Ovens and 

Murray Advertiser 15.7.1885, p 4; 4  Bride, Thomas F (ed) Letters from Victorian Pioneers p 400 

35  DEATH AND GRIEVING 

The previous Waranga Dreaming story cited William Thomas, a former Assistant Protector of Aborigines, 

providing details of what he thought were standard practices after the death of an Aboriginal person.  It is worth 

noting that practices varied widely across Australia prior to European colonisation – perhaps even within Ngurai-

illum Wurrung country - and included both burial and cremation. 

What Thomas does not mention in his story is that the time of death and grieving was often accompanied by 

most intense keening by the Aboriginal women.  Unlike many present-day funerals, grief was displayed openly 

and unashamedly and could also include mourners self-inflicting themselves with wounds.   

KEENING 

When we think of keening as a way of expressing grief, we tend to think of the Irish.  In his book “My Father’s 

Wake”, Irish author Kevin Toolis writes – “In the narrow room the old man lay close to death….In the bare 

whitewashed room, no bigger than a prison cell, 10 watchers – the mná caointe – the wailing women, were 

calling out, keening, sharing the last moments of the life, and the death, of this man. My father. Sonny…In the 

tight, enclosed space, the sound of this chorus of voices boomed off the walls, the ceiling, louder and louder, 

reverberating, verse after verse, on and on, cradling Sonny into death.  This death so open, so different from the 

denial of the Anglo-Saxon world would, too, be Sonny’s last parental lesson.  How to die.” 

Similarly, keening was an important part of Aboriginal burial practice.  When “Captain John” died in 1874, the 
Waranga Chronicle reported “As a rosy-tipped morning dawns on Monday a wail is heard from the native camp 
on the banks of the Goulburn at Murchison…His lubra (sic) mourns, and two other women from a neighbouring 
camp join in the coronach”.1  (Coronach = part of a round of keening, the traditional improvised singing at a 
death, wake or funeral). 

We can only guess who the “two other women” would be, but most likely candidates would be his stepmother 
“Queen Mary” and his Auntie “Sarah”.  In the small Aboriginal community still living on the Goulburn River at 
the time, they were two of the few remaining older women who would be most familiar with the traditional 
songs and chants that had been passed down over many generations. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Keening
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SORRY CUTS 

Another way of displaying grief was through self-inflicted wounds, often cutting the arms with a sharp object.  
This is quite different from a practice where a person may self-harm as the result of negative feelings that they 
have about themselves or aspects of their life.  Instead, it is part of “ceremony” or “sorry business”, with an 
example being sorry cuts “practised as a sign of grief for the loss of a family member”.2 

There doesn’t appear to be any documented evidence of Ngurai-illum Wurrung people engaging in “sorry cuts”.  
The few photographs that we have of the people do not make it clear either, although a well-known photograph 
of “King Charles” Tattambo appears to indicate that his arms are highly scarred.  These scars may have been 
decorative, as were those clearly featured on the shoulders and breasts of his second wife, “Queen Mary”. “Sorry 
cuts” are quite different to this decorative scarring, instead being a way of demonstrating grief. 

SORRY BUSINESS 

The grieving process was (and still is) taken extremely seriously by Aboriginal people, so there is no reason to 
suggest that it would have been any different for the Ngurai-illum Wurrung people in centuries gone by.  
Extended kinship relationships meant that the deceased was very closely linked to a large number of people.  It 
was important for those people to all get together at the time of the death and take their time to work through 
the early stages of the grieving process.  This is generally referred to these days as “sorry business”. 

Like the Irish experience mentioned above, deaths were treated openly, and grief displayed publicly by 
Aboriginal people.  Perhaps there is another lesson to be learned here, rather than the traditional reserve we 
tend to display in response to a death. 

References:  1 Waranga Chronicle 29.10.1874; 2 https://healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/ 

36  MARRIAGE 

After a couple of stories on the deaths of Ngurai-illum Wurrung Aboriginal people in pre-colonial times, the focus 

in this story will be on another important life event - marriage.  Earlier stories in the series have established a 

few basic facts e.g. a couple who married had to be from different clans, and in the case of Ngurai-illum Wurrung 

people, from clans of the opposite moiety i.e. Bunjil (the eagle) or Waa (the crow); the woman had to go and 

live with the man’s clan, although she would still have regular contact with her immediate family at clan 

gatherings;  any children would be part of the father’s moiety and clan.  Girls would only leave that clan to marry, 

usually in their early to mid-teens. 

Marriage did not have to occur within the same language group, or related language groups such as the 

Taungurung or Dja Dja Wurrung.  A woman may marry into a group of people who had quite a different language, 

which she would have to learn.  She might also marry into a group with whom her clan were not necessarily on 

good terms e.g. the Bangerang/Yorta Yorta . 

BETROTHAL AND POLYGAMY 

Marriages were often between an older man and a younger woman.  The squatter Edward Curr observed that 

the men were often 20 years older than their bride.1  In many cases, the woman had been betrothed to the man 

years before.  And, she may not necessarily be the first wife.  It was common for older Aboriginal men to have 

more than one wife at the same time. 

Curr recounted a story about a marriage that took place in the early 1840s.  The Ngurai-illum Wurrung people 

(represented by at least two of their clans) went onto Bangerang country on the lower Goulburn River, preceded 

https://healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/
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by their emissary, an old man.  He arrived the day before.  When the rest of his people arrived, there was a 

corroboree in the evening. 

LIGHT ON CEREMONY 

After the corroboree, it was time for the several betrothed young women to go the camps of their prospective 

husbands.  There was little or no ceremony as such.  Each young woman was simply expected to take her few 

possessions and go.  If she showed reluctance, she could be encouraged, then cajoled, threatened and possibly 

even physically assaulted by her father until she complied. 

It is easy to understand why she might be reluctant.  She may already have been attracted to someone of her 

own age within her own people, having grown up with them.  But here she was, going to live with a much older 

man she barely knew, and whose language she probably had little opportunity to practice.  She could also 

potentially incur the wrath of any other wife or wives that the man might already have. 

One of the young Bangerang women, who was betrothed to Wawgroot, a Ngurai-illum Wurrung man, apparently 

went through exactly these experiences.  When he saw the family two years later, Curr noticed that the girl’s 

“sulkiness had been replaced by her constitutional good humour…she had on quite a showy opossum-rug, 

elaborately scored with approved aboriginal designs, enveloped in which, peeping over her shoulder, was a little 

black thing, which seemed the delight of its mother.  Even Mrs Wawgroot No 1 appeared to have got reconciled 

to her presence, and to be fond of the baby.”2  

BACHELOR CAMP 

With most of the young women being married off to older men, there was inevitably a group of young bachelors 

in each clan’s camp.  Curr reckoned that very few men under 30-35 would have a wife, something confirmed by 

other observers.  When a clan was in camp, they usually camped in small family groups – husband, wife or wives 

and their children.  The bachelors camped separately as a group.  It is not difficult to imagine that in these 

circumstances, there could be some prevailing jealousy and frustration. 

With European colonisation of the Waranga area, the colonists were predominantly men.  They were often 

attracted to Aboriginal women, creating another possible flashpoint between them and both single and married 

Aboriginal men. 

References:  1  Curr, Edward M, Recollections of Squatting in Victoria, 2nd Edition, p 139; 2  ibid p 145 

37  MORE ON MARRIAGE 

William Thomas, one-time Assistant Protector of Aboriginal people in Victoria, had more to say about the 

marriage customs of the people.1  He did not serve in that role in the Waranga area, but after the Protectorate 

system ended, he had contact with former residents of this area in his role as an “official visitor” to all the 

Aboriginal reserves and depots.  This included the reserve at Coranderrk, where many members of the Ngurai-

illum Wurrung people finished up, so his observations are probably valid for these people. 

His observations seem to make it clear that in pre-colonisation Victoria, Aboriginal women generally had no 

rights in marriage.  Men had “the right of giving the women away; the women have neither choice or will in the 

matter; they are the property of the father; if he is dead, of the brother; if there is no brother, the uncle.”  While 

men could have more than one wife at a time, a woman would only have one husband.  Because a woman was 

usually much younger than her husband, she was likely to be widowed at some point.  At that time, she could 

re-marry.  This second marriage was often to a younger man. 
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PAYMENT FOR A WIFE 

Thomas also observed payment to the parent(s) of a young woman when she was delivered to her prospective 

husband.  This would be in the form of material goods, such as possum skin cloaks, food and other items of 

value.  There may also have been an exchange of goods between families, rather than just a one-way payment, 

which ratified the marriage contract. 

As explained in the previous story, marriage commenced with co-habitation, rather than after any sort of 

elaborate ceremony.  Despite the lack of ceremony, the marriage had far greater implications than just being a 

union between a man and a woman.  Dr D Bell explains - 

“Perhaps the most important difference between Aboriginal marriage patterns and those of white Australia 

is that the marriage is not seen as a contract between individuals but rather as one which implicates both kin 

and countrymen of the parties involved. If we explore the web of relations which surround an arranged 

marriage entered into at the time of initiation of a young male, we find that at least three generations are 

implicated.”2  

SEPARATION AND DIVORCE 

In a similar way that marriage began with co-habitation, the end of a marriage was evidenced by the parties 

living apart.  “Divorce could occur by mutual consent or unilaterally, again, in most cases, without any 

particular formality: divorce involved, and was signified by the termination of cohabitation.”2   It may also 

have required the consent of parents. 

If there was no mutual consent e.g. the wife left the marriage of her own volition, the man was empowered 

to force her to return, including by the use of violence.  Alternatively, he might seek compensation for his 

loss.  

If adultery was a factor in a marriage breakdown, Thomas observed that “the adulterer and adulteress are 

both punished – the latter awfully severe…”  i.e. clan law approved of the meting out of physical violence to 

both parties, presumably by the aggrieved husband. 

IMPACT OF COLONISATION 

European colonisation rapidly and radically changed marriage rites for local Aboriginal people.  There were 

many deaths from disease and violence, which negated long standing pre-nuptial arrangements and existing 

relationships.  Local people were dispersed, with many going to reserves where they lost contact with kith 

and kin.  And because colonial society was male dominated, there was a strong attraction displayed by some 

of those men towards Aboriginal women, regardless of their marital or pre-marital status. 

The influx of gold miners in the early 1850s did not improve the situation, and PC Chauncy “reported two 

extremely violent sexual assaults by non-Indigenous miners upon Aboriginal women at Whroo and Rushworth 

diggings.”  In his report, Chauncy said “this is no uncommon case.”3  This knowledge taints our vision of the 

goldfields as a glorious period of our history. 

References:  1  Bride, T F, Letters from Victorian Pioneers, pp 400-01; 2  Australian Law Reform Commission, 

Marriage in Traditional Aboriginal Society (ALRC Report 31, 2010); 3 Cahir, Fred, Black Gold, Aboriginal People 

on the Goldfields of Victoria 1850-1870, p 109 

38  ORIGINS OF FOOTY 

In the previous story, mention was made of one of the Assistant Protectors of Aborigines who worked in the 

Port Phillip district (then still part of NSW) in the 1830s and 1840s.  William Thomas spent most of his time with 
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the Wathaurung people, in the Port Phillip bay area.  The Wathaurung were part of what has come to be called 

the Kulin Nation, which included the local Ngurai-illum Wurrung people. 

What this meant was that the Ngurai-illum not only shared some common language with the Wathaurung, but 

they would regularly meet with them and other peoples of the Kulin Nation.  As well as taking the opportunity 

at those get togethers to trade and share cultural experiences, they could well have been a venue for various 

sporting activities.  Thomas observed with regard to games that “they have many, all adapted to expand the 

corporeal (i.e. physical) powers, (such) as running, jumping and throwing…but the most manual is wrestling…and 

it is not until both are nearly exhausted that one is down.” 

MARN GROOK 

Anyone who watches NITV, or is just a footy fan, will probably have come across the Marngrook Footy Show, a 

celebration of all good things Aboriginal football.  William Thomas was an early observer of the game that he 

recorded as being called “Marn Grook”.  (Yokayi Footy on NITV is well worth a look as well) 

At a gathering of Kulin peoples in 1841, he recorded his observations of a game – “The men and boys joyfully 

assemble when this game is to be played.  One makes a ball of possum skin.  It’s somewhat elastic but firm and 

strong.  The players of this game do not throw the ball, as a white man might do, but drops it and at the same 

time kicks it with his foot.  The tallest men have the best chances in this game.  Some of them leap as high as 5 

feet or more from the ground to catch the ball.  (ed.  Is this the origin of the “speccy”?)  The person who secures 

the ball kicks it.  This continues for hours and the natives never seem to tire of the exercise.”1 

Another early observer said “Each side endeavours to keep possession of the ball, which is tossed a short 
distance by hand, then kicked in any direction. The side which kicks it oftenest and furthest gains the game. 
The person who sends it the highest is considered the best player, and has the honour of burying it in the 
ground till required the next day. The sport is concluded with a shout of applause, and the best player is 
complimented on his skill. The game, which is somewhat similar to the white man's game of football (i.e. 
rugby), is very rough...”2 

CODIFICATION OF FOOTY 

Do these observations sound familiar?  Perhaps the Ngurai-illum Wurrung were present at the gathering in 1841, 

and it is interesting to ponder the possibility of them having their own Marn Grook team to compete against the 

other groups from the Kulin Nation.  It was another 18 years after the game Thomas witnessed before Tom Wills 

and others sat down to provide the first codified set of rules for Aussie rules football.  Although Wills was 

influenced by his experiences with rugby, he grew up on a station in western Victoria, regularly playing with 

Aboriginal kids, so this may also have been an influence. 

Some historians refute this, but whatever the case, there is no doubt that the contribution of Aboriginal people 

to the excitement of Aussie rules football has always been a feature of the game.  This has never been more 

evident than today, when there are nearly 200 listed players in the AFL with Aboriginal heritage.  At 10% of listed 

players, this is far in excess of the 3% of the overall population who identify as Aboriginal.    

References:  1  Stephens, Marguerita (ed), The Journal of William Thomas:  Assistant Protector of the Aborigines 

of Port Phillip and Guardian of the Aborigines of Victoria 1839-67; 2 Dawson, James, Australian Aborigines (1881) 

39  ABORIGINAL SPORTS AND RECREATION 

The last story talked about some of the possible links between the Aboriginal game of Marn Grook and present-

day Aussie Rules football.  Marn Grook is one of many activities undertaken by Aboriginal people that we would 

now classify as sport or games. 
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These days we see sport as part of our recreation...something you do when you are not working.  This concept 

was imported to Australia by European colonisers.  For Aboriginal people, however, recreation and work were 

inextricably linked.  Sport and games had practical applications, so that by practising these activities, it improved 

personal skills and strengths that assisted in other aspects of their lives such as hunting and fishing, fighting and 

tracking.  The reference by William Thomas to men and boys gathering to play Marn Grook suggests that the 

activities were also a good way of skills being passed from generation to generation. 

RIVER AND WETLAND DWELLERS 

Frequenting the Goulburn and Campaspe Rivers, numerous lesser waterways 

and extensive wetlands such as the Waranga Swamp and the lakes complex 

between Corop and Colbinabbin, the Ngurai-illum Wurrung people were very 

adept in the water.  Skills such as swimming, canoeing and fishing were natural 

parts of their day-to-day existence, connected to the collection of food.  

Children were in an out of water from an early age, becoming most 

comfortable in that environment. 

As previously noted, the water was often very clean and clear, facilitating 

easier fishing and collection of other food items such as mussels.  Children 

would be involved in these activities, learning from their peers and elders. 

One of the few remaining signs of the Aboriginal occupation of our rivers and 

creeks are the scar trees, often in close proximity to the waterways.  These 

are trees where the bark has been removed for a particular purpose, such as 

making a canoe.  The tree shown in the picture is close to the Campaspe River, 

so may well have been used to construct a canoe.  The primary purpose for 

the canoe would be practical, whereas we would view canoeing simply as a 

recreational activity. 

FOREST AND PLAIN   

All the skills associated with hunting and collecting of food, as groups of Ngurai-illum Wurrung people moved 

across country, probably started as a recreational activity for children e.g. climbing, running, jumping, throwing, 

tracking, fighting.  Regular practice honed their skills as well as developing their physical prowess. 

Obviously, tracking was a highly developed skill that would have taken years to learn.  It is a skill often associated 

with Aboriginal people.  The “Anzac Tales” series of stories mentioned two Aboriginal men who were brought 

to the Rushworth area by police to assist in the tracking down of arsonists in 1917. 

Like all sports and recreations that are engaged in these days, some players emerge as experts in particular 

fields.  It seems that “Captain John”, who we met in earlier stories, had exceptional tracking and navigational 

skills, which were utilized when he was employed as a member of the Native Police.  Perhaps he learned these 

skills directly from Tattambo, his father? 

CULTURAL PURSUITS 

Similarly, many cultural pursuits had practical applications for Aboriginal people, rather than just being 

amusements.  Singing, dancing, story-telling and acting were all integral to their overall way of life, as well as 

being a way of passing stories down from generation to generation. 

Skills such as weaving, basket-making and sewing would be taught to girls from a very early age, not just as a 

hobby or fun activity, but as a way of producing practical items essential to the daily lives of the Ngurai-illum 

Wurrung.  Similarly, young boys and men would be constantly learning how to make items such as spears, clubs, 
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shields and stone axes, which required a range of raw materials and different skills.  These items would be used 

by the young boys in their games, while they were learning skills that their clan would need to rely on as they 

grew into manhood. 

40  STONE AXES 

Perhaps the most important tool used by the Ngurai-illum Wurrung people prior to European colonisation was 

the stone axe.  It had a wide variety of uses, including collecting bark to make canoes, as mentioned in the 

previous story.  They were also used to “cut wood and bark from trees, to fashion wooden tools, weapons and 

utensils, and to pound and grind food”.1 

The local area has a long history of being a source of highly-prized raw materials used to make these axes.  As 

well as being used for axe-heads, the stone was also used to make knives, as well as barbs and points for spears, 

all of which were vital to the survival of the Ngurai-illum Wurrung.  Local stone was a valuable item traded over 

vast distances beyond the Waranga area.   

Many axe-heads have been found in the local area.  Writing to the children’s Campfire Circle page in the Weekly 

Times in 1934, a young Ronald Black from Moora East* claimed that “We often find aboriginal stone axes around 

here.”2  In 1957, the Curator of Anthropology at the National Museum of Victoria wrote that Major W J Day 

“who owns a fine property adjoining the timber reserve (at Reedy Lake) possesses a number of stone artifacts 

collected at various times from sand dunes overlooking it.  He has, amongst other implements, ground edged 

axes which came unmistakably from Mt William.”3 

MOUNT WILLIAM GREENSTONE 

South of Ngurai-illum Wurrung country, Mt William (near Lancefield) is regarded as a hugely significant source 

of greenstone, which is well suited to the creation of stone axe-heads.  The quarry was, and still is, known as 

Wil-im-ee Moor-ing.  The custodians are members of the Wurundjeri clan of the Woiwurrung people.  To put 

them in context, the Woiwurrung were part of the Kulin nation, along with the Waranga area’s Ngurai-illum 

Wurrung people, so there is no doubt that the Ngurai-illum Wurrung were very aware of the significance of Mt 

William, and may have travelled there on occasions. 

Greenstone is the common name for a sub-volcanic rock known as diabase or diorite.  It is an igneous rock, a bit 

like basalt, although when the volcanic lava was cooling, it cooled a bit slower than basalt did.  As a result, the 

crystals are slightly larger.  The greenstone we are talking about here did not come from a volcanic eruption, but 

from an intrusion.  This happens when magma cools and solidifies within the crust of the planet.4  

Greenstone intrusions can be exposed by subsequent erosion, which is what has happened with Mt William and 

at a handful of other sites in Victoria, including on the Mount Camel range in the Waranga area. 

QUARRYING 

Testing has revealed that quarrying at Mt William dates back about 1500 years.  “Stone outcrops were fractured 

using fire alternated with cold water, and the stone was levered loose with fire-hardened poles. Using stone 

anvils as work benches, the stones would be fashioned into blanks. These were later sharpened into axe heads 

using abrasive sandstone to achieve a sharp edge.”5  There was no suitable sandstone at Mt William for this sort 

of sharpening, so the axe-heads were either traded as blanks, or taken to another site to be sharpened before 

use or trade. 

“Researcher Isabel McBryde estimated there were 268 mining pits, eighteen of which were several metres deep 

surrounded by at least thirty four discrete flaking floors, with debris up to twenty metres in diameter including 

some featuring a central outcropping rock used as an anvil.”5  McBryde’s research also related to the Mount 

Camel range, which we will come back to later. 
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(*Moora East is not where you imagine it might be.  It was due north of Rushworth, on the eastern side of the 

old parish of Moora – nothing to do with the settlement of Moora, west of Rushworth.  There was a school (No 

1991) at Moora East and the Black farm was in the very north-eastern corner of the parish of Moora on the 

corner of McEwen and Two Tree Roads.  Most of the Rushworth township is also in the parish.  Thanks for the 

heads up, Alan McLean) 

References:  1  www.aboriginalculture.com.au › stone tools; 2  Weekly Times 3.2.1934, p 30;  3  Massola, Aldo, 

in the Victorian Naturalist, July 1957, p 44; 4  geology.fandom.com; 5 aboriginalhistoryofyarra.com.au 

41  GREENSTONE AXE-HEADS 

Much of the research that has been done on greenstone axe-heads revolves around the quarry at Mt William 
near Lancefield.  The quarry on the Mt Camel range near Toolleen is much smaller than the Mt William quarry, 
but displays some of the same characteristics, viz - 

• The outcrop bears scars from flaking, crushing and battering 
• Pits and trenches are found around the base of the outcrop 
• Large amounts of broken stone, particularly flakes, are the same type of stone as the outcrop 
• Identifiable stone artefacts, such as unfinished tools, hammerstones, anvils and grinding stones may be 

around the site1 

The quality of the greenstone found on the Mt Camel range is equivalent to that from Mt William.  Indeed, when 
researcher Isabel McBryde was researching and writing about the quarries in the 1970s, she found it was 
impossible to distinguish whether some of the stones had come from Mt William or the Mt Camel range.2 

TRADING OF AXE HEADS 

As previously stated, axe-heads and other items quarried on the Mt Camel range were traded over a huge area.  
For example, McBryde identified an axe-head found at Lake Mungo in NSW as having been quarried on the Mt 
Camel range.  This is between 450-500 km from the Waranga area.  It is easy to imagine the valuable items being 
traded from group to group of Aboriginal people over trade networks that had been in place for hundreds, if not 
thousands of years. 

At a more local level, the early squatter Curr noted that “flints and tomahawks the Bangerang had…(been) 
obtained from the Ngooraialum and Pimpandoor in exchange for beautiful light reed spears which were easy to 
carry and most effective in hunting”3  The Bangerang were part of what is now generally referred to as the Yorta 
Yorta people, who lived on the northern plains and rivers.  The “Ngooraialum and Pimpandoor” that Curr refers 
to are two clans of the Ngurai-illum Wurrung people, based on the Goulburn and Campaspe Rivers respectively. 

CONTROL OVER RESOURCES 

This begs the question – who controlled the quarry site on the Mt Camel range?  Today, there is some conjecture 

over this question as certain contemporary organisations try to spread their influence and power over places 

where they were not previously recognised as the traditional custodians.  The vast majority of historical 

information available suggests that this quarry was under the control of the Ngurai-illum Wurrung. 

With Mt William, the Wurundjeri clan were, and still are, considered the custodians.  There is evidence to suggest 

that most of the quarrying was done by a ngurungaeta (elder, leader) with a small group of helpers.  

Interestingly, despite the value of the resource, there appear to have been no attempts by other clans to take 

over, by force or otherwise.  Wurundjeri rights to the site are recognised and respected, as they have been for 

generations. 
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MORE THAN JUST A TOOL 

There is evidence to suggest that greenstone carried far great significance than one would first imagine.  Rather 

than just being the raw material for axe-heads, at least one academic has postulated that Mt William (and hence 

Mt Camel range?) greenstone might be symbolic in a cultural sense and be linked to the cosmological beliefs of 

Aboriginal people.4 

One of the reasons for this conclusion is the fact that greenstone axe heads have been found in areas where 

alternative stone is available for tool-making.  This suggests the rather unique green colouring of the stone, 

which is only found in a handful of places in Victoria, imbued it with a special significance.  Or, could it have been 

that the sites of the greenstone quarries were important dreaming sites?  It is not hard to imagine the top of the 

Mt Camel range, with its spectacular panoramic views, being a very special place for Aboriginal people. 

References:  1  vic.gov.au Aboriginal Victoria Fact Sheet:  Aboriginal Quarries; 2  McBryde, I., 1984a. Kulin 

greenstone quarries: the social contexts of production and distribution for the Mt William site. World 

Archaeology 16, 267–85;3  Curr, Edward M, Recollections of Squatting in Victoria, p 267;  4  Brumm, A. R. (2010). 

'The falling sky': symbolic and cosmological associations of the Mt William greenstone axe quarry, Central 

Victoria, Australia. Cambridge Archaeological Journal, 20 (2), 179-196. 

42  MAKING A STONE AXE 

The most important Aboriginal tools in pre-colonisation times were stone axes.  Recent stories have talked about 

the use of greenstone in producing the axe heads.  Locally, the stone was quarried on the Mt Camel range.  

Quarried axe-heads were then chipped on one side to make a sharp edge.  They could then be traded as a blank 

or transported to a suitable outcrop of sandstone, where the blade could be honed to make it sharp enough to 

be a useful tool. 

Sites where this grinding took place are sometimes identified by a series of grooves in sandstone outcrops, 

indicating that a site has been used again and again over many generations.  As well as sharpening the blade, 

the abrasive stone was also sometimes used to notch parts of the axe-head to assist with the secure attachment 

of the handle. 

OTHER ELEMENTS 

Apart from the stone axe head, the other main element required was a handle.  Clearly, there was no possibility 

for a hole to be drilled through the axe-head to accommodate the handle.  Instead, the handle was often one 

that wrapped around the entire axe-head, secured with string and/or sinew and an adhesive.  We can only guess 

at what raw materials were used for the non-stone elements of the finished axes, as these are the parts that 

would rot away over time.  However, there have been recent projects that can give us some clues as to what 

materials were used.   

The “Koorong” project, run by the Wurundjeri clan in 2012, included the process of making stone axes using 

greenstone for the axe heads.  The wood used in the axe handles came from silver and black wattles.1  There are 

plenty of species of wattle on Ngurai-illum Wurrung country that may have been suitable for the same purpose.  

Whatever material was used would have to be flexible enough to bend sharply without snapping, to facilitate 

the wrap around nature of the handle. 

STRING AND ADHESIVES 

An earlier Waranga Dreaming story mentioned that the inner bark of stringy bark trees was a possible source of 

raw material to make the string that was used to attach the axe-head to the handle.  Also mentioned was the 

use of wattle gum as a fixative.  Once the string had been tied around the handle and the axe head, the wattle 

gum could be heated and used in this way, sometimes in conjunction with other additives. 
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One very strong adhesive used by Aboriginal people was the gum 

that can be found under some grass trees (Xanthorrhoea).  It was 

collected by the women and children as they passed through 

country.  It often appears as rounded balls of deep maroon 

coloured, hard, shiny gum (pictured).  In its dry form, this gum is light 

and would have been easy to carry.  When required for toolmaking 

it could be heated on a fire in a mix with wattle gum, then applied 

to the almost completed tool, giving it at extra level of strength for 

the hard work ahead. 

With all the time-consuming work that went into the construction 

of one axe, making something that would survive rough use over a 

long period would be a high priority. 

RAPID OBSOLESCENCE 

Stone axes quickly outlived their usefulness after Europeans arrived 

with metal axe-heads and their fitted wooden handles.  Axes were often one of the first items used by the 

settlers in their trade with local Aboriginal people, so it would be fair to say that use of stone axes in the local 

area all but disappeared in the 1840s.  

It may well be that they maintained cultural significance, as suggested in the previous story, and that the primary 

place where the axe-heads came from continued to be an important part of local song lines.  Sadly, these 

connections with place were quickly destroyed after European colonisation. 

REFERENCES:  1  Griffin, Darren, et al, The Koorong Project:  experimental archaeology and Wurundjeri 

continuation of cultural practices, in Excavations, Surveys and Heritage Management in Victoria, Vol 2, 2013, pp 

59-66   

43  A SALUTARY LESSON 

Writing about Aboriginal history is fraught, for many reasons.  Not least of these is the fact that much of this 

history has been passed down in an oral tradition, while academic historians generally rely on documented 

material to verify facts and tell their stories.  It is much harder to access information from oral sources, especially 

where the impact of colonisation has fragmented this information and there are few remaining descendants to 

approach.  

However, there is plenty of material still to be found.  With any history-related subjects, it is incumbent on the 

author to totally immerse him or herself in the exercise, by reading, watching, listening, visiting, experiencing, 

experimenting, recording and collecting.  By trying to do this with an open mind, new insights and knowledge 

can be gained.  Such is the case when looking at Aboriginal history. 

IGNORANCE AND NAIVETY 

Quite often, this process can begin from a position of ignorance and naivety, but can turn into a learning 

experience.  For instance, one could begin by picking easy targets.  You could decide that because the local area 

has a recognised former Aboriginal axe-head quarry, which has been studied quite a lot, you could go and have 

a look.  Recent Waranga Dreaming stories have referred to the quarry on the Mt Camel range, where greenstone 

was mined for use in axe-heads, spearheads and blades.  A well-intentioned (albeit ignorant) visitor might be 

excused for picking up a few pieces of greenstone to take home to study and experiment with.  After all, there 

is plenty there. 
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To further one’s interest in the subject, you might go on an excursion to Mt William, near Lancefield.  Mt William 

is renowned as the most famous of several greenstone quarries in Victoria, and stone from there has been 

traded over vast distances.  A Wurundjeri Elder could show you around the Mt William site.  They would no 

doubt make it clear that nothing should ever be removed from the site.  Obviously, if every visitor did that, the 

cultural value of the site would be compromised.  Gulp! 

THE RETURN 

No doubt someone who had removed something from such a site would then resolve to return the pieces of 

stone to where they had been collected.  In hindsight, it was a foolish thing to do.  Especially by someone who 

could recall being outraged at a person who had fossicked around at Gallipoli and collected a whole lot of items 

to take home and make a display.  This was pretty much the same thing in a different setting. 

Imagine this – our no-longer so naive culprit travels to the Mt Camel range to return the stones.  It is a filthy day.  

Driving up the small country track around the base of the mountain, it is pouring rain.  As the car comes to a 

stop at the base of the mountain, the rain suddenly stops. 

A BRILLIANT RAINBOW 

The top of the range is a fairly stiff half-hour climb from where 

the car is parked.  Rain still threatens, but the mission is deemed 

to be important.  Halfway into the ascent, the sky clears to a 

bright azure blue, and a brilliant rainbow appears over the plains 

to the east of the Mt Camel range.  The end of the rainbow is in 

the middle of Ngurai-illum Wurrung country.  It stays that way as 

the climb is completed.  The stones are returned as close as 

possible to where they had been picked up and a whispered 

apology made. 

On the descent, a mob of kangaroos move fluidly across the range.  A bird of prey soars majestically and calls in 

the distance.  At the same time as the car is reached the rain starts to bucket down again.  In the safety of the 

car it is possible to sit quietly and reflect with some awe on what has just happened.    There is a strong sense of 

goodwill for “doing the right thing”; a feeling that the earlier ignorance has been forgiven.  And to quote a term 

that a Yorta Yorta man used at a recent funeral, a feeling of being “embraced”.  Some people might even call 

this a spiritual experience. 

44  THE PRIMARY WEAPON 

One of the implements always carried by Ngurai-illum Wurrung men in the local area was the spear.  When 

travelling across country, each man would usually carry a handful of spears.  This was the principal weapon used 

for hunting larger marsupials, particularly kangaroos.  It was also used in internecine conflict and to defend 

territory which was being invaded by European colonisers in the 19th century.     

Earlier stories have made mention of Aboriginal men demonstrating their spear throwing prowess early in the 

20th century.  This was often done as a novelty at events such as agricultural shows and footy matches, but it 

was a skill that was already in rapid decline by then.  The introduction of the gun by European colonisers quickly 

rendered the use of spears obsolete. 

SPEAR MAKING 

Like the making of stone axes, which was discussed in an earlier story, there were several elements involved in 

the construction of a spear.  Preparation of the tip of the spear and the shaft were important steps.  In some 
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cases, the tip would just be a fire-hardened end of the shaft, while in others there was the additional process of 

affixing a tip e.g. of bone, wood or stone to the shaft. 

In the construction of spear shafts, it was important that they be light, strong and somewhat flexible.  For 

accuracy in throwing, they also had to be relatively straight, which implies that when searching for basic raw 

materials, there was a preference for shafts that were already that way, requiring minimal adjustment.  

Preference would also be given to shafts with a reasonably consistent diameter over their length.   

With timber shafts, fire was often used to heat the wood to make it pliable enough to straighten them by 

bending over the knee.  Just what sort of timber the Ngurai-illum Wurrung used from their own country for 

spear shafts is debateable because few, if any, examples have survived.  There is evidence to suggest that acacia 

saplings and grass tree stems were used in some areas.  Perhaps the Ngurai-illum also used these raw materials, 

which were common on their country. 

The story about stone axes noted that the Ngurai-illum Wurrung people traded their highly prized axe blanks 

with the Bangerang (Yorta Yorta) in exchange for a special type of reed which made for a quality shaft.  This was 

perhaps the preferred raw material, but would not always be available, so local alternatives would be necessary. 

SPEAR HEADS 

Suitable stone for spear heads would be a by-product of the greenstone axe-head quarrying process.  Bone 

would obviously come from animals killed in hunting, while a hardwood such as ironbark might be used to 

provide the tip for a shaft of lighter wood or reed. 

The type of spear head produced would depend on the purpose of the spear.  Generally, heavier spears would 

be used for fighting, lighter for hunting.  Spears for fishing would be light and have several prongs to make it 

more difficult for prey to escape.  Similarly, spear heads for land-based hunting included barbs or had microliths 

(small, jagged stones) attached, to maximise tissue damage on the target. 

JOINING THE ELEMENTS TOGETHER 

Spear heads would be attached using some of the raw materials discussed in the stories about axes.  This would 

include some form of binding, which would be further strengthened by natural adhesives.  Hand made string 

was one form of binding previously mentioned, but the sinew from animal carcasses, usually kangaroo, was 

another more commonly used raw material.  Once a spear head was securely bound to the shaft, strong adhesive 

gum would be applied after it had been softened on a heated stone by a fire.  This might include gum from a 

variety of plants including wattles and grass trees. 

The lives of the Ngurai-illum Wurrung people depended in large part on their ability to produce weapons of high 

quality, as the area’s agile marsupials were a major source of protein in their diets.  They could not afford to 

have substandard equipment which might fail at the critical moment, after a whole lot of effort had gone into a 

hunt. 

Reference:  Koorihistory.com/spears/ 

45  HUNTING LARGER ANIMALS 

As explained in the last story, the spear was the principal weapon for hunting larger animals such as kangaroos 

and emus, which was primarily a male occupation.  Prior to the hunt, a significant amount of work would have 

gone into spear production to try to ensure the best possible outcome.   

From a young age, boys would have played at stalking prey and throwing spears, so by the time they had passed 

their initiation into manhood, they would already have had a significant amount of practice.  They would be 

ready to participate in hunting forays with the men or on their own. 
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Earlier stories mentioned how by employing traditional patterns of burning, there was clear predictability about 

where there was likely to be a good supply of kangaroos at a particular time.  Aboriginal clans would seasonally 

move back to these locations after it had rained and the kangaroos were attracted by the fresh new growth.   

DAYTIME HUNTING 

During the day, it would have been easy to predict where kangaroos would rest.  These days in the bush, this is 

often towards the top of a rise where there is some tree and understorey cover with a bit of shade, as indicated 

by well-used “scrapes”.  These areas could be targeted by hunters in daylight hours. 

Fire may also have been used to flush kangaroos out of an area into the path of hunters.  If there were enough 

people on the hunt, beaters could be employed to funnel the animals towards the hunters, who would be 

downwind.  Just the noise of the beaters moving through the bush could be enough to make the animals move.  

If more noise was needed raised voices and percussion items could be used. 

In the summer when water was at a premium, there may have been particular places where the animals always 

went to drink.  These would be prime places for hunters to wait in ambush. 

STALKING 

There are plenty of stories about the legendary stalking stills of Aboriginal people, with the Ngurai-illum Wurrung 

people being recorded as excelling in this talent.  For a spear-throw to be effective, a hunter would need to get 

quite close to the prey before unleashing the spear.  Too far away, and the throw was more likely to miss its 

target or strike the animal with a non-lethal blow. 

The squatter Edward Curr recounts the story of his brother witnessing a Ngurai-illum Wurrung man stalking an 

emu1, although on this occasion the hunter used a dog rather than a spear to bring his quarry down.  The hunter 

“raised his left arm so as to look like the branch of a small burnt tree, of which his body represented the stump, 

bringing his head close to his left shoulder.”  While the bird was distracted by feeding, the man moved forward 

with “the whole of his person, with the exception of his legs, rigidly still.”  As soon as the emu looked up, he 

remained motionless, moving forward again as soon as it resumed feeding. 

On this occasion, it was a chance sighting on a plain and there was no bush around, so the man improvised.  

More often, the hunter would get some small branches to make a screen to approach the target, again using 

the stop-start method described above.  Any movement noticed by the animal would cause it to run (or hop) for 

cover, so the hunter would have to carefully watch hi 

s quarry right through the approach. 

THE KILL 

You can imagine the difficulty of quietly stalking an animal to get close enough to effectively throw a spear.  

Quite apart from not being seen, the hunter had to be careful not to be smelt or heard by the prey.  Years of 

practice would be concentrated into the act of throwing the spear accurately, with the small target of the head 

or neck being preferred spot to aim for.   

The Woi-wurrung people, who like the Ngurai-illum Wurrung were part of the Kulin Nation, called the lighter 

hunting spears djirra or jerrar.2  Perhaps the Ngurai-illum used the same or a similar word?  The prey would be 

finished off with the gungerrun (club in Woi-wurrung) and carried back to camp around the shoulders.  

Reference:  1 Curr, Edward, Recollections of Squatting in Victoria p 223-4;  2 Woiwod, Mick, The Last Cry – 

Glossary pp 368-84  
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46  USING A SPEAR THROWER 

Most Australians are very familiar with the word “woomera” through its generic use as a term for an Aboriginal 

implement used to throw spears.  The term was also used to name the area in South Australia where the British 

Government imposed on Australia to detonate atomic bombs and fire rockets into the atmosphere with 

complete disregard for the traditional owners of the area. 

The word woomera comes from the Dharug language which was in use in what is now the Sydney area of New 

South Wales.  It is clear that the implement was in use throughout much of Australia at the time of European 

colonisation, including in Ngurai-illum Wurrung country.  However, the name used by the local people for the 

spear thrower is not known.  Some of the names used by the Dja Dja Wurrung, who were near neighbours  and 

associated with the Ngurai-illum Wurrung through the Kulin Nation, were yerrick or thur-ruk.1 

A SIMPLE IDEA 

The spear thrower is sometimes claimed to be an Australian Aboriginal invention that was not replicated on 

other continents.  However, there is evidence to suggest that spear throwers were also used in Europe and the 

Americas.  It is likely that man started using spear throwers around 30,000 years ago with variations on the basic 

theme being developed on different continents.  When the skeleton of “Mungo Man” was discovered at Lake 

Mungo in southern NSW and found to be 42,000 years BP (before the present) he had an arthritic right elbow.  

Was this the result of prolonged use of a spear thrower?2 

The idea of a spear thrower is very simple.  Its use serves to extend the length of the user’s throwing arm, with 

three main outcomes – the spear can be thrown greater distances, at higher speed, and with greater precision 

– all of which gave a hunter or fighter significant advantages over hand thrown spears.  Being able to throw a 

greater distance meant that the hunter did not have to stalk the prey as closely as before.  The greater power 

and speed of a weapon released from a spear thrower would mean that, if accurate, it would be more likely to 

immobilise or kill the animal. 

USE IN THE LOCAL AREA 

An example of a spear thrower held in the Museums Victoria collection1 came from the Avoca area, traditional 

country of the Dja Dja Wurrung.  Their country also spread east from Bendigo to the Campaspe River, so it is 

certain that they would have had contact with the Ngurai-illum Wurrung in that region, or in other Kulin Nation 

gatherings.  The two peoples shared a significant amount of language and culture and would also have shared 

knowledge about inventions such as the spear thrower. 

Museums Victoria suggests that spear throwers in this area were often made from wood from the cherry ballart 

tree as well as the blackwood wattle, common in box-ironbark forests.  They were often constructed in a U-

shape so that the spear could sit in the groove.  On the end held by the hand, there may have been a knob to 

allow a better grip.  The other end would have a small hook, made of wood or bone, that would slot into the 

end of the spear.  This hook would be attached using the same materials used in other constructed items – 

animal sinew or handmade string, secured with heated gum from plants such as the grass tree and/or wattle. 

MULTIPLE USES 

One of the characteristics that differentiates Australian spear throwers from those found on other continents is 

that they tended to be multi-purpose.  Because of the groove, which often widened out in the middle of the 

implement, the spear thrower could be used to collect and carry small food items.  Sometimes a stone cutting 

edge was inserted into the handle so it could be used for various purposes, including cutting up food. 

Designs were often incised into, or painted onto spear throwers, as they were with many implements used by 

the Ngurai-illum Wurrung people. 
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References:  1 Museums Victoria website https://collections.museumsvictoria.com.au/items/158885; 2 

Wikipedia website 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


