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ABSTRACT 

This is a study of material culture variation within the Alligator Rivers 
region of the Northern Territory. Variation in Australian Aboriginal material 
culture has usually been assessed by analysing differences between regions. 
This study aims to explore objects from specific localities within a region. 

The thesis addresses the question of whether there is intra-regional 
variation, and if so, how it is manifest. Factors affecting this are considered to 
determine if local, intra-regional or inter-regional influences are of more 
significance to the attribute compositions of local assemblages. The relevance of 
local analogies is also explored in the context of archaeological studies. The 
aims are achieved through an investigation of ethnographic and ethnobotanical 
information allied to an analysis of the distribution of component attributes of 
artefacts in museums and archaeological sites. 

It was found that significant variation in material culture did occur 
between localities. The different emphases were found to be intimately 
connected with raw materials used which had consequences for manufacturing 
techniques practised: Locally available raw materials were more likely to be 
used. When the relative importance of local, intra-regional and inter-regional 
influences were considered, it was found that local influences were of primary 
importance, intra-regional influences were of secondary importance and inter-
regional influences were of minimal significance. The social significance of the 
latter items increased with distance from the source and tended to be items 
connected with the male domains of ceremony and warfare. 

When patterns of attribute distribution were compared with 
archaeological findings in the region they were found to be broadly similar. 
This suggested there was continuity in the influences affecting the indigenous 
material culture between early historic and proto-historic times. There were 
however found to be some dissimilarities in the use and distribution of shell 
and in the stylistic features of barbed wooden spears. These differences were 
found to be related to methodological issues or intervening historical events. 
The use of the museum collection in the manner described was found to be 
integral to the findings of this thesis. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Early reports of Australian Aboriginal material culture give 
observations suggesting a homogeneity across the continent (Carstenz 
translated by Heeres 1899 in McKnight 1969:37; Major 1859; Robert 1979:40-
44). Greater familiarity with the material culture soon revealed variations 
but the perception of a homogenous material culture persisted. As recently 
as 1940 McCarthy claimed that regional variation had been established but 
was still not widely acknowledged: 

Although it has often been stated that there is a noticeable homogeneity in the 
material culture throughout the continent, even a superficial study reveals that 
the component traits are regionally varied. 

McCarthy 1940:242 

Variation in Australian Aboriginal material culture has been well 
established at a regional level (eg. Davidson 1933; McCarthy 1940; 
Satterthwait 1980). Variation within a region, which has been noted in 
accounts given by Aboriginal people (Spencer 1914:277; 1928:753; Chaloupka 
1981a; Neidjie 1989), has not been given similar attention by researchers 
until relatively recently, and then usually in the context of archaeological 
studies (eg. White 1967a; Attenbrow 1982; McBryde 1984; Witter 1990). The 
recent concern with the exploration of ever smaller spatial units of variation 
by archaeologists has paralleled, and in some cases fuelled (eg. Clarke 1985), a 
similar interest in variation or its lack in the material culture. 

Early perceptions of homogeneity in Aboriginal material culture in 
general are understandable when the journal entries of the first Europeans 
are considered. For example, the journal entries of the earliest recorded 
visitors to the tropical north of Australia reveal clearly the apparent 
uniformity perceived in the material culture assemblages witnessed on 
widely separated portions of the tropical coast line. In 1623 Jan Carstenz 
(Carstenz translated by Heeres 1899 in McKnight 1969:37) was on the western 
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coast of Cape York on the north east of the continent. He went ashore and 

was met by upwards of 200 'savages' making threatening gestures with their 

'arrows'. On inspecting the beach camp he found 'wretched huts' 

accompanied by 

• .. a square-cut assagay, two or three small pebbles and.. .bone. . .which they use in 
constructing their weapons, and scraping the same; we also found ... black resin 
and a piece of metal ... most probably got from the men of the Duyfken [in 1606]. 

Carstenz 1623, translated by Heeres 1899, in McKnight 1969:39 

In 1705 Marten van Deift commanded a fleet of three Dutch East India 

ships which spent some months traversing 60 miles of the northern coast 

from the south west of Bathurst Island to the north west of Croker Island 

(Major 1859; Robert 1979:40-44). On Melville Island he saw some 'stark naked' 

men, women and children. The women with children had 'a slight covering 

of leaves round their middle' (Robert 1979:41). The men were 'flourishing 

assegais ... or rather sharpened sticks'. Ornamental cicatrices adorned the 

bodies of some, as did 'a yellow or red ointment, prepared with turtle fat'. 

After weeks of contact, it was observed they appeared to have no 

habitations, either houses or huts. They fed on fish caught with nets and 

harpoons of wood and put to sea in small, fragile canoes made from the bark 

of trees. They had no metal, but 'only a stone which is ground and made to 

serve as a hatchet'. They were assessed as being 'greedy after linen, knives, 

beads and such toys'. 

In 1756 the Governor-General and the Council of Batavia sent out two 

ships, the voyage later that year being recorded in a report by the 'master 

cartographer' at Batavia, Gerrit de Haan (McKnight 1969:40). The ships were 

not far from Thursday Island when some of the crew landed on the shore of 

the Gulf of Carpentaria on 17 April. 

On landing they found a number of cabins constructed of the bark of trees; they 
also saw ... a small prau or species of vessel also made of bark, together with some 
fishing-tackle and a kind of assagays made of branches of trees, from 4 to 9 feet 
long, tipped at one end with a small piece of bone ground to a sharp point. 

de Haan 1756, translated by Heeres 1899, in McKnight 1969:41 

On 26 May they went ashore near what is now Weipa on the western 

coast of Cape York, where they saw several people armed with 'assagays' and 

accompanied by women who wore bark aprons. The Dutch requested to be 
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taken to a place with water. There they saw 'a number of primitive 
dwellings, merely consisting of sheltered places under the trees partly 
covered in with bark'. On returning to the beach they observed two bark 
canoes and were approached by a score of 'natives ... all of them with bodies 
daubed over with red'. They observed that 'the natives mainly subsist on the 
roots of trees and wild fruits such as yams or tubers, together with small 
quantities of fish which they catch in their canoes' (de Haan 1756 translated 
by J.E. Heeres, 1899, in McKnight 1969:43). 

The array of items recorded in these earliest accounts presents a picture 
of homogeneity in the material culture of the Aboriginal people of the 
tropics. The key elements of the material culture observed were later found 
to be repeated continent wide. Wood and fibre formed the basic materials 
used for artefacts, while the tools for manufacturing consisted of stone, bone, 
wood, shell and resin. Ochres were used for ornamentation. The foreign 
forged metal was also used when it could be found. 

A greater familiarity with the matérial culture of the continent led to 
the perception that 'the material cultures of the early Australians were 
varied and regionally distinctive' (Reynolds (n.d.:13). Regional diversity in 
the attributes of artefacts found in the material culture of Australia has now 
been firmly identified and established. Satterthwait's (1980) continent wide 
survey of Australian food procurement material cultures was one example. 
He showed that styles and components of manufacture were regionally 
varied. However there is still an assumption of intra-regional homogeneity 
in such studies. This may be justified at regional levels of investigation, but 
many researchers are now becoming more interested in the spread of 
material culture phenomena across a landscape within a region (eg. 
Attenbrow 1982; McBryde 1984; Morwood 1984; Witter 1990). This is the case 
in the region I have chosen for my study. Much of this interest has been 
generated by archaeological studies. For these researchers, the study of the 
relationships between particular sites has been of as much interest as the 
relationship of sites with their surroundings (White 1967a; Kamminga & 
Allen 1973; Jones 1985; Allen & Barton n.d.; Taçon 1991b; Brockwell 1989; 
Hiscock 1991, 1993; Mitchell 1994a). This work has established intra-regional 
variation in rock art and stone artefact composition and technologies, but 
museum collections of artefacts from the historical period have not been 
studied to the same degree. It has not been established whether variation 
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exists or not between the museum material culture assemblages collected 
from within the region. 

Intra-regional diversity has been established for non-material aspects 
of culture in the region. Differences have been recorded in social 
organisation (Elkin, Berndt & Berndt 1951; Keen 1980b; Chaloupka, 
Kapirigi, Nayidji & Namingum 1985), in ceremonies owned and 
performed (Berndt 1951; Keen 1980b; Chaloupka, Kapirigi, Nayidji & 
Namingum 1985), in art forms expressed (Tacon 1991b) and in botanical 
sources utilised (Chaloupka & Guiliani 1984). These findings have 
generally correlated well with one another (Tacon 1991b:12). But the 
historical material culture has not been examined intra-regionally. 

Intra-regional studies elsewhere have shown that the integration of 
material culture assemblages does not fit so comfortably with other cultural 
information. Crosby (1977:95), for example, found in a study of Melanesian 
percussive cutting implements that the distribution of stylistic variations 
rarely coincided with ethnic or linguistic distributions nor with subdivisions 
of the natural environment. The reasons may be inherent in factors 
considered by McCarthy (1940) to account for local variation in material 
culture. These were: The influence of the material used; the limitation of 
the manufacture of a trait to one locality or group, even though the raw 
materials are available in localities to which it is traded; the local elaboration 
of a widespread trait; the invention of a distinct type of object or a change in 
design or form; substitution, whereby a particular article is elaborated to 
serve an additional purpose; diffusion and trade. The aims of the present 
study are to establish if there is variation between the material cultures 
within a region, and if so, to identify some of the factors influencing the 
differences and explore their relationship to other aspects of culture. 

The aims are fivefold. The first is to address questions relating to 
variation in the Aboriginal material culture between localities in the 
Alligator Rivers region. Can such variations be shown to exist? Should such 
variation be demonstrable, the second aim is to examine the factors which 
influence such variation. Are they local (such as subtle variations of 
environment, raw material availability, etc.)? Are they due to larger forces 
(influences from outside the region, trade, global change, etc.)? The third 
aim is to determine if there is any correlation between patterns identified in 
the material culture of the region and other aspects of culture. The fourth 
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aim is to determine if it is relevant to discuss variation in material culture 
on an intra-regional scale. This query will be addressed by comparing the 
results of the study with patterns of attribute distribution found in 
archaeological studies of the region (White 1967a; Kamminga & Allen 1973; 
Schrire 1982; Jones & Johnson 1985a, b; Meehan, Brockwell, Allen & Jones 
1985; Brockwell 1989; Mitchell 1994a). Similar patterns would suggest a 
continuity of some influences affecting the prehistoric and historic material 
culture assemblages while differences would indicate changes have taken 
place and implicate the nature of those changes. Finally, the study aims to 
assess the value of using a museum collection to access the type of 
information needed to answer the research questions asked. 

The area of concern for this study is located in the Top End of the 
Northern Territory (Figure 1.1). The area extends from the Cobourg 
Peninsula to the upper Katherine River (Figure 1.2). This area includes the 
Coburg Peninsula, the adjacent coastline of Malay Bay, all that country 
bounded by a line passing directly south from the eastern most point on 
Malay Bay to the East Alligator River, all the area between the Alligator 
Rivers and the area which is the northern half of the country claimed by the 
Jawoyn (Merlan and Rumsey 1982), that is the land from the upper reaches 
of the Alligator Rivers to the upper reaches of the Katherine River (Figure 
1.1). The region includes the Alligator Rivers, the Cobourg Peninsula, the 
Murgenella area and the upper reaches of the Katherine River. 

The region was largely determined by the available data. There is a 
large body of material culture in Australian museum collections from 
roughly adjacent collection points. It seemed an excellent opportunity to 
assess if there were differences in the material culture between groups 
within an area usually made reference to at a regional level of investigation 
(see above). Contact between the groups of the area chosen has also been 
recorded. Aboriginal groups of the Cobourg Peninsula were known to have 
been in contact with the Alligator Rivers region from the earliest time of 
European settlement (Earl 1842:140; Stokes 1846:394; Leichhardt 1847:492; 
MacGillivray 1852:148). The Aboriginal people of the Katherine area were 
also included as the Jawoyn were a group whose territory around Katherine 
extended into the southern areas of the Alligator Rivers and who had 
contact with groups to their north (Merlan & Rumsey 1982). This contact 
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Figure 1.2 Alligator Rivers Region and Cobourg Peninsula. 
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between groups would enable an additional variable to be taken into 
account when assessing the presence of variation or not. Consideration 
could be given as to whether contact was a factor aiding the presence of 
homogeneity or contributing to variation as the case may be. 

The study will use ethnographic and ethnobotanical information, as 
well as artefacts from museum collections, to explore intra-regional 
variation in material culture. An extensive number of artefacts was 
collected from the Alligator Rivers region, Port Essington on the Cobourg 
Peninsula and Katherine from the time of the earliest European 
settlements (1846 at Port Essington) to the present. These are stored in 
museums around the continent and overseas. 

The artefacts in museums form the database for this study, so the 
criteria devised for the selection of the particular artefacts to be studied 
determined the time frame to a large extent. The artefacts were collected 
between 1846 to the present, but the period 1846 to 1924 was within the time 
of the 'great age of collecting' (Torrence 1993:468) resulting in a greater 
number of artefacts collected and acquired by museums during this time. 
The large numbers of artefacts collected within this time span permit a 
statistical analysis of relatively contemporaneous material. The quantitative 
analysis will not include material collected after 1924, although museum 
artefacts, ethnographic and ethnobotanical information outside of this time 
frame will be utilized to better understand the composition and context of 
the museum artefacts comprising the database. 

I am borrowing a term from McCarthy (1940:242) to describe the points 
in the landscape associated with the intra-regional groupings of artefacts. He 
found that the component traits (or attributes) of Aboriginal material 
culture were generally homogenous but regionally varied and used the term 
'locality' to 'distinguish areas demarcated by secondary local characters'. He 
stressed however that this did not allow 'a simple division into culture areas 
or complexes'. I too am resisting a search for culture areas or complexes. 
While a bounded area has been delineated, the emphasis will be on points of 
collection of museum artefacts. The term locality will be used to denote an 
area within the region which has as its focal point an identified point of 
collection. The material culture assemblages associated with these areas will 
be made up of the museum artefacts known to have been collected from 
these focal points. These localities do not have demarcated boundaries and 



are not associated with particular cultural groups with particular bounded 
areas, but instead are viewed from the perspective of the cultural use of 
landscape offerings and the passage of imported and exported items of 
material culture. 

In this study, artefacts are referenced by a museum catalogue number 
preceded by the initials of the museum in which it is housed (see key to 
Appendix 2). Reference to selected artefacts is made by indicating the 
collector's name where known, the date of collection or acquisition by the 
museum, then the artefact number. For example, the entry Spencer 1912: 
MOV/X14452 would indicate Spencer is the collector, 1912 is the date of 
acquisition by MOV, the Museum of Victoria, which has the item recorded 
in their catalogue as X14452. 

The questions addressed in this thesis will first be explored by 
determining the distribution of attributes of selected artefact types in selected 
localities to establish the spread of attributes across the landscape. 'Type' 
refers to the categories by which artefact groupings have been distinguished 
(Appendix 3). These have closely followed the categories used by museums, 
such as 'basket', 'apron', 'pubic cover'. Each of these categories is a 'type' of 
artefact. Some artefact types are much more highly represented numerically 
than others, such as bags, baskets, spears and armbands, and are 
consequently more suited to statistical analysis. Other item types are not well 
represented numerically but are associated with sufficient ethnographic and 
ethnobotanical information for statements to be made about their presence 
in local assemblages. 

Of particular interest will be the relative importance of local, regional 
and inter-regional influences on the attribute composition of local 
assemblages. McCarthy (1939:171) claimed the occurrence of a raw material 
in a confined locality was one of the basic causes of trade in Aboriginal 
Australia. The lack of a required raw material in one locality was redressed 
by obtaining the material from another. Berndt and Berndt however found 
that in the Alligator Rivers region, 

.the commodities that change hands in mtertribal trade are mainly extra refinements, not basic necessities... [they] enhance local standards of living ... not underpinning them. Everything else can be obtained and replenished locally, with relatively little effort or cost. 
Berndt and Berndt 1970:52 
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The importance of local raw material availability to local material 
cultures will be ascertained by distinguishing and quantifying those artefacts 
known to be traded into a locality from those known to be made in the 
locality. The raw materials used in the traded artefacts will be examined to 
determine if they were available locally. The degree of importance of raw 
material availability to local assemblages will be reflected in the comparative 
percentages of local and imported raw materials in objects made locally and 
in objects traded from elsewhere. Influences from beyond the region will 
also be considered. Artefacts entering and leaving the region will be 
identified and their significance to local material cultures assessed. 

A comparison of historic and prehistoric attributes will be made to 
identify similarities and differences in some patterns of attribute distribution 
over time: The museum artefacts and ethnographic material will be 
compared with archaeological, largely proto-historical, material found as 
surface scatter or in the upper levels of archaeological sites. Organic remains, 
particularly plant remains, require special conditions, especially in the 
tropics, such as those provided by middens or protected sandy floored 
rockshelters, to be preserved much beyond 800 years. This suitability falls 
away progressively in relation to shell, bone and lignified plant remains, to 
become almost negligible for the non-lignified plant remains. Clarke's (1985: 
table 5) table of frequency and percentage of occurrence of plant categories in 
excavation and surface units at Anbanbang 1 showed this: The Level II units, 
which had a basal date of 800 bp (Jones and Johnson 1985a: table 4.5), is the 
point at which the preservation of most of this material falls away sharply, 
with wood having the highest percentage of preservation. 

Stone is the most durable material and hence stone artefacts are 
preserved longer than other materials in sites. However, stone points were 
the only type of stone artefact collected in the historical context so they are 
the only type of stone artefact able to be compared historically and 
prehistorically. This set the lower time limit for the stone points used for 
comparison to approximately 5000 bp, as this was found to be the oldest 
occurrence of stone points in the study region (Schrire 1982:256). 

Raw material availability in the historic time frame of this study (1846 
to 1924) was in the main unchanged from proto-historic times: The rivers of 
the region, such as the South Alligator, became characterised by stable 
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conditions and continued sedimentation from about 5,300 to 2,500 years ago, 
leading to the disappearance of mangroves and the formation of the sedge 
and grass floodplains evident today (Woodroffe 1988:25). Any patterns of 
distribution of the raw material attributes of material culture in common 
will indicate continuity in the use of local resources and suggest similar 
influences were impinging on the distribution of raw materials in local 
assemblages. 

The museum collection will be used as a tool to access the spread of 
attributes between different localities by comparing attributes of artefacts 
collected from known collection points. The term 'museum collection' will 
be used to refer to the Alligator Rivers, Port Essington and Katherine River 
collections as a unit. The term 'local collection' will indicate those items 
from particular localities extracted from the whole for use in analysis. Terms 
such as 'Port Essington collection' will refer to the items in the particular 
local collections. 

The use of a museum collection in toto is unusual in Australian 
Aboriginal studies. The analysis of material culture items in museum 
collections to make statements about their cultural matrix has not figured 
prominently in the literature. Reynolds comment, while not specific to 
Australian Aboriginal culture (pers. comm.), is relevant in this context: 

It is understandable but nonetheless disturbing to read serious studies that 
cover material culture solely from literary sources and draw not at all on 
museum collections. This is an unspoken comment on the perceived value and 
the perceived level of accessibility of museum collections. 

Reynolds 1982:15-16 

Museum collections have been particularly useful to archaeologists. As 
McCarthy and Setzler (1960:216) remarked 

...the distinct contrast between the scanty, non-perishable objects recovered by 
archaeologists and the multitude and variety of perishable objects used by these 
primitive men is surprising. 

McCarthy and Setztler (1960:216) 

The collections were perceived to be useful in fleshing out the scanty 
archaeological material. Flood (1980:49), for example, considered museum 
collections, along with ethnographical records, as 'particularly valuable' to 
archaeologists for the purposes of reconstructing material cultures, as 'only a 



12 

small fragment of a culture could be deduced from the evidence of 
excavation'. 

However, where museum artefacts have been used it has been with 
little regard for their 'taphonomic history' (Torrence (1993:469). There has 
been little attempt to identify the particular locality from which an artefact 
was collected or the context of its collection or the way it was related to the 
museum collection as a whole. As Mulvaney (1976:74) remarked, this was 
quite likely the result of fifty years of neglect of Aboriginal material culture. 
The incorporation of the contextual information of a museum artefact 
would enhance its effectiveness as a tool for reconstructing prehistoric 
material cultures, especially when related to site specific information. It 
would seem that an opportunity is being missed in the study region when 
vast amounts of museum material, collected not long after European 
settlement in a region of so many archaeological studies, is not used with 
the same regard for contextual information given the artefacts with which it 
is compared. 

The analysis of attribute distributions using historic artefacts in 
museums has met a fairly negative reception in the Australian context 
(Devitt 1980; Robins 1980). Reservations have usually stemmed from the 
necessity of working with too few artefacts accompanied by too little 
information. Neither drawback applies to the Alligator Rivers museum 
collection. It is a large collection, much of it accompanied by a considerable 
amount of documentation, able to be fleshed out with an extensive body of 
ethnographic and ethnobotanical information pertinent to the region. This 
augurs well for more positive research outcomes. 



Chapter II 

PEOPLE AND PLACES 

As material culture does not occur in a vacuum, the cultural milieu of 
the Aboriginal people of the region will be presented and placed in its 
physical context. The culture of the Aboriginal people and their use of 
resources will be described and the physical features of the region outlined. 

2.1 The people 

Groups of people were spread about the region identified by a language 
and by association with particular tracts of land (Figure 2.1). In the late 19th 
century, and at least to the time of Spencer's visit there in 1912, there was a 
bloc of relatively homogenous forms of social organisation stretching from 
north of the Daly River (Figure 1.1) to Oenpelli, including the Cobourg 
Peninsular, which could be differentiated from systems to the east and 
south. This north western bloc was characterised by groups who identified 
themselves according to the language they spoke. They did not recognise 
moieties, clans or subsection systems, nor did they practise circumcision 
(Foelsche 1882; Basedow 1907:11; Eylmann 1908; Spencer 1914, 1928). The bloc 
to the south and east did have these practices as part of their culture, 
including the groups of Deaf Adder Gorge and the escarpment and the 
Jawoyn in the south of the study region. This division is well expressed in 
the story of the throwing of the spears in the four directions by the ancestral 
being Namangeminj in the south of the region, the breaking or not of the 
spears in the particular directions indicating the different practices groups 
were to follow (Chaloupka, Kapirigi, Nayidji & Namingum 1985:75). 

There is evidence that the social organisation of the groups of the 
region has undergone considerable change. Elkin, Berndt and Berndt (1951) 
found that 'the whole social structure of the tribes of the region.. .has been in 
a state of flux for several decades'. They found that: 
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• ..the evidence suggests that in the area from Melville and Bathurst Islands 
south-east across the Cobourg Peninsula (Jiwadja territory) towards the East 
Alligator River the basic form of social organisation was the grouping into 
matrilineal phratries. As they spread to the south-east they lost the aspect of 
being localised in the structure and by mythology but simply associate each totem 
with a particular tract of country. 

Elkin, Berndt and Berndt 1951 :258 

The changes in social organisation, particularly in the Alligator Rivers 
region subsequent to Spencer's (1914) time, were a result of the blending of 
elements of the two cultural blocs of western and eastern Arnhem Land. 
New cultural elements were brought in by immigrants such as the Maiali or 
transferred through ceremonies and the increased interaction of groups in 
the context of European associations. 

Elkin, Berndt and Berndt (1951) found there were four significant social 
classifications in the western region of Arnhem Land by the mid-century. 
They noted that a special feature of the social organisation, was the 
combination of phratries, or semi-moieties as they are called in a later 
publication (Berndt & Berndt 1970), with moieties, and of both with the 
subsection system which had been spreading there from the south. The 
fourth classification was a patrilineally based grouping of people with a 
common allegiance to territory called namanaij by Elkin, Berndt and Berndt 
(1951), but referred to most widely in the region as a kunmokurrkurr 
(Berndt & Berndt 1970; Keen 1980b). 

Spencer (1914:12) did not see any sign of moieties among the northern 
groups. Elkin, Berndt and Berndt (1951) saw the moiety system now found 
in the region as a recent introduction to Oenpelli which was grafted onto the 
phratry system. In the east of the region, from the escarpment edges, 
moieties were primarily ceremonial in function and were patrilineal, this 
fitting in with the markedly patrilineal nature of the clans, dialects and clan 
countries there. Confronted with a strong matrilineal social organisation, 
moieties became patrilineally based and each moiety was correlated with 
phratries which were 'mates' to one another but were not intermarrying. 
Elkin, Berndt and Berndt (1951) concluded this grouping of phratries 
preceded the moiety system. Chaloupka, Kapirigi, Nayidji and Namingum 
(1985:63) found the patri-moieties superimposed on the matri-moieties 
among the Gundjeipmi speaking Maiali. Patri-moieties were introduced to 
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the Maiali during the 1930s and are now dominant, but the matri-moieties 
and semi-moieties are still remembered along with their associated signs. 

There was no subsection system recorded by Spencer (1914, 1928) for the 
region in 1912. It has since spread north to Oenpelli and to Goulburn Island, 
but not more north westerly to the Cobourg Peninsula (Elkin, Berndt & 
Berndt 1951). The names are mostly the same as amongst the Jawoyn, 
suggesting the spread was from the south through communciation with 
these people. Ceremonies and trade facilitated its spread as did the greater 
mixing and mingling consequent of European contact. The system was 
typically given some local mythological sanction at Oenpelli by claiming that 
it was given to them by the ancestral being Waramurunggundji and her 
husband Wuragag. 

Elkin, Berndt and Berndt (1951:61) claimed recent diffusion is also 
indicated by the fact that the alternate marriages between succeeding 
generations is allowed, contrary to one of the functions of subsections once 
kinship and marriage rules have been correlated with them. The subsection 
system was also brought in to a region of cross-cousin marriage. 
Rationalisation of different marriage systems led to a reversal of this rule 
compared to other areas. 

The basis of religion in both western and eastern Arnhem Land is a 
fertility mother who is directly responsible for the seasonal fluctuations, the 
maintenance of the natural species and the growing of all vegetable and 
plant matter, and thus for the maintenance of tribal continuity (Berndt 
1951:159). The Gagudju referred to her as Imberombera (Spencer 1914:47) or 
Yiberumburr (Taylor:1987:347) and the Maiali called her 
Warramurrungundji (Berndt & Berndt 1970; Chaloupka & Guiliani 1984:9; 

IL Chaloupka, Kapirigi, Nayidji & Namingum 1985:77; Neidjie 1989:40). She is 
closely associated with the Rainbow Serpent, Almudj to the Mayali, Aburrga 
to the Amurraj, Ngalyod to the Gunwinggu and Borlung to the Jawoyn 
(Chaloupka, Kapirigi, Nayidji & Namingum 1985:80). 

A number of ancestral beings traversed the country and their journeys 
are mapped in Figure 2.2. Ceremonies were believed to have been taken to 
groups by these ancestral beings during the course of their journeys 
(Chaloupka 1981a:164). 
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Secular and sacred ceremonies were performed. Some ceremonies 
were attributed to particular groups, but members of other groups 
attended. Spencer (1914:136, 186) attributed the performance of two 
ceremonies at Oenpelli to the Kakadu', the Ober and the Maraian. He 
noted five in all being performed at the settlement. These were the above 
two as well as the Jamba, the Mungoan and the Kulori. The Jamba 
ceremony was an initiation ceremony performed just before the rains 
began and young initiates, accompanied by guardians, were sent forth for 
five month journeys to visit other groups (Spencer 1914:122). The hollow 
log, the Jamba, was drummed at this ceremony. Elkin (1953) also refers to 
the 'wooden drum' used in this area, but in relation to the Ngurlmak (a 
ceremony from east Arnhem Land) and Ubar ceremonies. Elkin (1953:102) 
however found the style of the music of the area to resemble the Wongga 
of the west coastal areas, south of the Larakia of the Darwin area. 

Berndt and Berndt (1970) outlined the various ceremonies they found 
to be performed at Oenpelli, indicating their heritage and the regions of 
influence. The ceremonies provided a sequence (from 1 to 5, Figure 2.3) for 
male novices, the Ubar, Mangindjeg, Lorgun and Maraian being obligatory, 
while the Kunapipi was optional. A man achieved social adulthood and 
marriage only after his first Maraian ceremony. Berndt and Berndt 
(1970:124) considered the Mangindjeg rites to have originated in western 
Arnhem Land along with the Ubar Ceremony. The Kunapipi was a recent 
addition to the ceremonial index, introduced from the south and first 
performed at Oenpelli in the 1950s (Berndt & Berndt 1970). 

The Gundjeipmi speaking Badmardi clan also practised the Lorgon 
mortuary rite. The Badmardi believed the ceremony came from the coast 
and was taken across the plateau to Dangbon and Rembarrnga people by 
ancestral beings (Chaloupka 1981a:164). Berndt (1951) however found it 
followed the Kunapipi through the Njalaidj trading ceremony, coming 
from the south east. These need not be contradictory statements. The 
ceremony may have followed the trade route outlined by Thomson (1949b) 
extending from the Liverpool River on the coast to the Wilton River well 
inland before coming across the plateau (see Figure 2.1). The Badmardi had 
contact with the people of this area (Chaloupka 1981a). Berndt and Berndt 
(Figure 2.3) found this ceremony to be a mixture of western and eastern 
Arnhem Land elements. 
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In the west of the region the Morak ceremony was performed 
(Stewart 1969; Kesteven 1981; Chaloupka, Kapirigi, Nayidji & Namingum 
1985:30). Stewart (1969:50) claimed this ceremony was a 'strictly localised 
Nourlangie area ceremony', a ceremony of instruction following on from 
initiation. Both Stewart (1969:50) and Chaloupka, Kapirigi, Nayidji and 
Namingum (1985:30) also record Djambal ceremonies being held in this 
area. Stewart (1969:50) was told the Djambal was called the "Bamboo" 
corroboree', further emphasising its local character, bamboo being an 
important resource in this area, but not growing further east. 

The Limilngan, whose country was west of the West Alligator River 
(see Figure 2.1), shared ceremonies with the Wulna and Larrakia to their 
west. These were the Kulida and Marerima ceremonies, the latter being 
equivalent to the Morak (Keen 1980b:89). This suggests a sharing of 
ceremonial ties between the groups of the wetlands and those of the north 
west of the region. It is evident that ceremonies were shared with 
neighbouring groups and that influences from these groups impinged 
upon the ceremonies shared. 

Trade ceremonies were a type of ceremony which was recorded by 
Berndt (1951) as being unique to the region (Figure 2.4). Berndt 
distinguished between ceremonies where economic elements appeared in 
religious or mourning rituals but were secondary to the main theme, and 
ceremonies where the groups met for the sole purpose of the exchange of 
trade items. 

In northeastern and north-central Arnhem Land ... the economic exchange is 
nearly always subordinated to the ritual and ceremonial significance. In 
western Arnhem Land on the other hand there are various ceremonies which 
depend on economic exchange, the goods themselves representing an integral 
part of the ceremonies. 

Berndt 1951 :157 

There were six trading ceremonies verformed at Oenpelli. I I 

Djamalag, the Rom, the Midjan, the Wurbu, the Mamerung and 
Njalaidj (Berndt 1951:160). 

the 
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2.2 Macassan and European contact 

Various places along the northern coast of Australia received a 
sustained stream of visitors from the 18th century onwards. The earliest of 
these visitors were Macassan trepang fisherman visiting from what is now 
Ujung Pandang in southern Sulawesi (Mitchell 1994b:189). Europeans joined 
the flow from the early 19th century, their visits eventually culminating in a 
series of settlements, some of which persisted. Aboriginal people had 
extensive contact with these foreign cultures, the degree of contact varying 
for different groups. 

2.2.1 Macassan contact 

The earliest known systematic foreign contact with the northern 
Aboriginal groups was the seasonal visits by Macassans exploiting the 
trepang beds in waters off the northern coastline in the 18th century 
(McKnight 1976; Mitchell 1994b:189) The driving force for this industry was 
the demand for trepang in lucrative Chinese markets. Any direct impact on 
the environment by the Macassans was minimal, although they may have 
been instrumental in introducing certain plant species such as the tamarind. 

The cultural impact was more extensive. Up to 1500 men were visiting 
the northern coast annually for four to five months of the year trading 
alcohol, metal tools and cloth (MacKnight 1969, 1976). The visits influenced 
Aboriginal genetic patterns, language, health, ritual, economic strategies and 
patterns of settlement (Thomson 1949b; Warner 1967; Berndt 1951; Kirk 1971; 
Urry & Walsh 1981; Mitchell 1994b). That Macassan influence had 
penetrated well inland was indicated by the fact that Leichhardt (1847:522) 
was greeted by terms from the language and evidence of trade in their goods 
70 miles from Malay Bay (Figure 1.2) where most of the Macassan activity in 
the study region took place (Warner 1967:449). The visits were gradually 
curtailed by the British introduction of licenses in 1872 and the imposition 
of extra import duties on rice in 1886 (MacKnight 1969). In 1907 the granting 
of licenses halted and the visits ceased. 

2.2.2 European contact 

The first recorded European exploration in the region was in 1705 
when Marten van Delft visited the coast of Cobourg Peninsula and Croker 
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Island (Major 1859; Robert 1979:40-44). It was 1818 before the next visit was 
recorded by Phillip Parker King while surveying the northern coast of 
Australia for the British Admiralty. It was King's reports to the British 
which galvanised the decision to establish a presence in the north (Spillett 
1973:13). 

It was decided to establish a trading post and after a settlement failed on 
Melville Island in 1824, a settlement was established at Raffles Bay, 20 km 
east of Port Essington. By 1829 Fort Dundas on Melville Island was 
abandoned and Fort Wellington at Raffles Bay had become an important 
trading post for Macassan trepangers (Robert 1979:11). Difficulties were 
experienced between the visitors and the inhabitants (Wilson 1835:74; 
Sweatman in Allen & Corns 1977:135-136) and later the same year this 
settlement was also abandoned. 

Rumours of French interest in the north again motivated efforts to 
establish a settlement and in 1838 the settlement of Victoria was established 
at Port Essington. Relations initially were good. The Aboriginal inhabitants 
were surprisingly friendly and eager to assist (Robert 1973:13), but by 1841 
Capt. McArthur was reporting Aboriginal resentment of the European 
presence. By October, 1847, McArthur had reported on the toll of the sickness 
and mortality among both Aboriginal and European inhabitants, stating that 
in regard to the Aboriginal people, 'we heard wretched accounts of those 
beyond our beach' (Robert 1973:13). In 1848 he reported trouble with 
Aboriginal people who objected to Europeans interfering in their fights and 
by 1849 this settlement was also abandoned. 

Surveys of the coast line advanced knowledge of the areas to the south 
of Cobourg Peninsula. Phillip Parker King was the first to enter Van Diemen 
Gulf and record the navigation of the coastline of the Alligator Rivers 
region (King 1826). Explorers such as Leichhardt (1847), Stuart (1865: 415-17) 
and McKinlay (1865-66) advanced knowledge of the hinterland and it was 
Stuart's enthusiastic reports about the country through which he passed that 
stirred pastoral industry interest in the north (Bauer 1964). This led to the 
establishment of Escape Cliffs at Adam Bay in 1865, which also failed. The 
successful settlement of Palmerston (now Darwin) was finally established at 
Port Darwin in 1869 (McKnight 1969:20). It eventually provided a base for the 
dispersal of supplies to pastoralists and buffalo shooters, both industries 
minimally controlled by the Government under a system of pastoral leases. 
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Buffalo provided the most extensive context for early sustained contact 
between Europeans and Aboriginals within the region. 

The buffalo became established in northern Australia during the period 
1824-1849 as the result of the release or escape of domestic herds from the 
early northern settlements (Clinch 1988:16). The country suited the animal 
well and buffalo proliferated unabated until the potential for harvesting was 
realised in the early 1870s. A substantial industry was commercially 
established in hides from 1876 (Clinch 1988:21) and 5,000 hides were being 
shipped from Darwin annually by 1900 (Bauer 1964:180). 

The buffalo industry provided one of the industries of the 'fossicking 
economy, a term coined by Levitus (1982) to describe the small scale 
economic activity by Europeans with little or no capital, which characterised 
European industry in the study region until the 1970s. This economic 
activity involved fossicking for minerals, small scale marginal cattle raising, 
timber getting, buffalo and crocodile shooting and tourist enterprises. These 
activities were mostly of a seasonal and temporary nature, with little impact 
on the landscape and with mostly incidental collaboration with Aboriginal 
people. 

Aboriginal groups joined the buffalo camps during the shooting season 
in the dry, the men skinning and boning and the women salting the hides. 
They returned to a traditional lifestyle during the off season. There was little 
need for coercion to retain Aboriginal workers and the relationship seems to 
have been one of genuine reciprocity, the camps providing European goods 
and tobacco to Aboriginal people and they in turn providing the shooters 
with workers without which the camps could not have operated. 

Not all the Aboriginal people in the region were attracted to the 
exchange of experiences of foreigners and their goods for work. Warburton 
(1934:114), who took up a lease in Gagudju country on the western edge of 
the East Alligator River from the coast to the escarpment in 1920, was told by 
a Gagudju elder living within his lease, Koperaki, (presumably not the 
Koperaki who worked for Cahill and became one of Spencer's (1928:763) 
main informants), that he had refused to reside at the Kaparlgoo Mission 
during its brief operation at the turn of the century on the South Alligator 
River, or work for Cahill at Oenpelli. However he did admit to visiting both 
localities to trade with Aboriginal people (Warburton 1934:96). He was not 
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alone. One of the problems the Kaparlgoo Mission experienced was an 
inability to attract adult Aboriginal converts and workers (Cahill 1901; 
Advertiser 16 April, 1902), but in this case the proximity to the settlements of 
Palmerston, Burrundie and Pine Creek were given as reasons for a lack of 
interest. 

It was undoubtedly the different milieux of interest surrounding 
buffalo and cattle which contributed to the greater amicability experienced 
between white and black in the areas in the north of the region dominated 
by buffalo -kc those in the south dominated by cattle. There were a number 
of contributing factors. Buffalo as food did not have the same appeal to 
Aboriginal people as did cattle as they were difficult to kill. It was very 
difficult to penetrate the thick hide of the buffalo with spears. Even on 
Melville Island, where buffalo were plentiful and the solid barbed wooden 
spears could be exceptionally large, 4500 mm in length and 2700 gm in 
weight compared to the average mainland spear of 3000 mm in length and 
260 gm in weight, buffalo were not hunted to any extent (Basedow 1912:302; 
1925:144). The only spear to be used for hunting buffalo was the metal 
shovel-nosed spear (Meehan & Jones 1991:201). However iis ferocity when 
angered caused it to be feared by Aboriginal people (Cahill 30 December, 
1898). Alternative methods to spearing were sometimes tried, but they were 
decidedly risky (Cahill 1898-99: 3 March, 1899). In contrast, the Timor ponies 
on Cobourg Peninsula, released by the early settlers, were killed for food. 
Cahill (1898-99: 20 January, 1899) claimed their comparatively small 
numbers attested to the quantity hunted. Aboriginal people were certainly 
not averse to eating the flesh of buffalo, as Leichhardt (in Earl 1863:85 as 
quoted in Clinch 1988:18) discovered. By associating with the buffalo 
shooters, Aboriginal people had access to the means to kill the beasts and 
consequently to the meat. 

Cattle on the other hand did well in drier areas. Cattle stations 
attempted north of Katherine were largely destocked by 1900 in recognition 
of this fact (Bauer 1964: 180). Drier areas were not so rich in natural resources 
and the cattle, less aggressive than buffalo, were an attractive alternative to 
Aboriginal people. This, coupled with the relative ease with which a spear 
could bring them down, made them an appealing target. Conflicts emerged 
when European owners regarded scarcer water resources the prerogative of 
their cattle and considered every beast with a strong proprietary interest. In 
contrast, there was some doubt in buffalo shooters minds as to who actually 



26 

did own the buffalo spread across the flooded plains of the north in such 
numbers, as evidenced by the highly unpopular litigation undertaken by 
Stockdale against other shooters he accused of poaching on his lease (NT 
Times and Gazette 1891-92). 

This contact history influenced the Aboriginal people in many ways. It 
influenced population numbers and distribution through the impact of 
disease, access to large settlements, and the location of alien enterprises 
within their midst. It changed the relationship of Aboriginal people with the 
ecology through the impact of introduced species and the introduction of 
foreign goods and foods resulting in less dependence on natural resources. 
The hunting of buffalo by the Europeans, for example, led to the 
congregation of large groups of Aboriginal people around the camps, even 
when only a proportion of them were actually employed, for long periods 
during the dry season when hunting was at its height. A diet based on 
natural resources was supplemented with rations of rice, tobacco, tea and 
sugar (Stockdale 1891; Searcy 1909; Lewis 1922:150-151; Warburton 1936; Cole 
1988; Levitus 1982). 

The presence of Europeans also affected the movement of Aboriginal 
people. When Europeans established their camps, Aboriginal seasonal 
movement came to be focused on them. European points of contact became 
the strategic points in the landscape. Aboriginal people called the routes 
travelled on foot between these points 'blackfeller roads'. Levitus (1982) 
outlined some of the historical routes used (Figure 2.5). 

It is difficult to know if the 'blackfeller roads' traversed in historical 
times followed those established before European contact to any great extent, 
as the strategic points in the landscape were identified for different reasons. 
There were certainly well used paths marking the landscape before the 
presence of Europeans or buffalos. Leichhardt (1847:504-5), when near the 
mouth of the East Alligator River, observed that 'many were the broad paths 
which led across the plains from the forest land to the saltwater'. It would 
seem the routes used coincided with routes of the past when convenient, as 
many of the 'blackfeller roads' followed similar paths to those of the 
ancestral beings (see Figure 2.2). No doubt traditional routes were used 
during the buffalo industry off season, and surely they were used where they 
coincided with the movements between European contact points. The 
changes in the patterns of movement also affected the flow of indigenous 
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Figure 2.5 'Blackfeller roads', after Levitus 1982. 
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artefacts and ideas across the landscape, primarily through trade and 
ceremony (Berndt 1951). 

2.3 The resources 

The Aboriginal people from the lower Adelaide River to the East 
Alligator River, extending 80 kms inland, were estimated by Keen 
(1980a:171-2) to have numbered 2000 'at the time of contact'. He used several 
methods to arrive at this claim, all arriving at a similar estimate. One was 
based on the relationship of population density to rainfall devised by 
Birdsell (1953), and another was calculated by extrapolation of known 
populations in Arnhem Land, a place of similar ecological characteristics. 
The basic premises were that population is more dense in areas of greater 
rainfall, as there are greater natural resources, and that coastal populations 
are more concentrated than those inland, as there is the added bonus of 
access to marine resources. Meehan (1982:15) made the correlation clear 
when she stated that 'in these areas it is the great abundance of food ... that 
makes such concentrated populations possible'. 

Peterson and Tonkinson (1979) estimate the original population of 
Cobourg Peninsula was 200 to 250 based on calculations for Groote Eylandt 
done by Rose (1960:209). The population was described in 1838 as 'numerous 
and healthy' (Pasco 1886), but was soon being severely reduced by disease, 
particularly smallpox (Foelsche 1882:8). 

Most of the early sightings of Aboriginal groups in the region reported 
small bands which could quickly swell to 100 or more. (Leichhardt 1847; 
McKinlay 1865-1866; Edmunds 1864-1866; Lewis 1922; Stockdale 1891; 
Warburton 1934). Leichhardt (1847:493) found the South Alligator River 
Aboriginal population 'numerous' and up to 200 visited his party on the 
west bank of the East Alligator River. The 1891 census estimated the 
Aboriginal population of the Alligator Rivers region to be 980 (Keen 
1980a:172). At the same time Cahill reported seeing about 150 Aboriginal 
people on the banks of the South Alligator River (Hill 1970 as quoted in 
Keen 1980a:172). Warburton (1934:210) found in 1920, at the other extremity 
of the period of concern for this study, that Koperaki, whose band normally 
numbered about 100, could rally 500-600 people to the East Alligator River to 
attend an initiation ceremony, claiming that 'all the tribes from as far as 100 
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miles would come. Keen's (1980a) estimate of 2000 population would seem 
fair, and the population before 1924, from which the artefacts were drawn, 
was comparatively substantial, though reduced. 

The Aboriginal people of the region were of an uncommonly robust 
physique. Leichhardt, (1847:505, 507) noted the fine, stout well made men' 
he met near the coast between the East and South Alligator Rivers and in 
fact proclaimed them as 'the stoutest and fattest men we had met' 
(Leichhardt 1847:510). Near the mouth of the East Alligator River he met 
men, women and children who were 'all well made, active, generally well-
looking, with an intelligent countenance' and concluded that 'they had in 
fact all the characters of the coast blacks of a good country'. 

Edmunds (1864-1866: June 1866), who accompanied McKinlay on his ill-
fated expedition to the region in 1866, also commented on the 30 Aboriginal 
men met near the East Alligator River Crossing as 'fine fellows'. This was in 
contrast to the 59 natives seen at Jim Jim Falls on the plateau edge who were 
covered in 'scrofulous sores' and whom he described as 'the worst 
specimens I have seen' (Edmunds 1864-66: 19 April, 1866). 

When the Alligator River people paid their first visit to the Rapid 
Creek Mission in 1884, their appearance caused comment. Strele (quoted in 
O'Kelly 1967:18) noted the 300-400 men, women and children were 'lively 
and well-fed,...kind, frank and cheerful' and exclaimed at the 'splendid race 
of men they were!'. 

Stockdale was also impressed: 

...while camped on the eastern side of the East Alligator River, 17 men from the 
South Alligator River crossed over and the smallest of the lot was over 6' and 
what is quite uncommon amongst aboriginals, were well developed even below 
the knee and four or five of the biggest men were simply splendid specimens of 
muscular savagedom. 

Stockdale 1891:12 

Again, of the Aboriginal people at Kapalga, 

Mr. Lennox says the natives are the best aboriginal specimens, physically, he 
has ever seen. Unlike the blacks further south and west, most of the men are 6 ft. 
high, and proportionately stout and well built. 

The Advertiser 17 December, 1901 
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Basedow (1935:176) also remarked upon the fact that 'the Alligator 
warrior ... was a huge fellow, well over six feet high' (1935:176), while 
Warburton found Romula, who featured prominently at Cahill's 
settlement, a noteworthy example, no doubt his accoutrements contributing 
to the impression of size and robustness: 

He was a magnificent fellow, standing well over six feet, and powerfully built. 
He wore a hair girdle, had more tribal markings than I had seen, and carried two 
heavy, dangerous looking spears. 

Warburton 1934:232 

Foelsche summed up the remarks when he stated that 

...physically speaking, the strongest tribes I have met with are those on the 
Alligator Rivers ... a great many of the men are over 6' high, and well 
proportioned. 

Foelsche 1881:2 

Warburton (1934:102) also commented on the stamina of the 
Aboriginal people of the region. He found them 'tireless walkers' able to 
average 5 miles per hour for 40 miles a day and find they were 'still able to 
pursue a goanna'. 

It is difficult not to link the robustness of Aboriginal people of the area 
with the abundance of natural food resources. While size and robustness 
need not necessarily be equated with an abundance of available food, the 
quantity and quality of food eaten may. Spencer (1911-12: 18 July, 1912) found 
'these natives are too well fed to trouble much about anything except 
tobacco' and remarked that 'the natives have a wonderfully easy time so far 
as food is concerned'. In fact he found difficulty in understanding what they 
could gain from their association with whites: 'If I were one of them I would 
not think of working for white people' (Spencer 1911-12: 10 July, 1912). He 
even quantified the food these people ate and was in awe of the amount of 
food eaten by the average man in a day in the bush, consisting of 'one whole 
goose, 2 turtles, the leg of a kangaroo and a lizard, quite apart from quantities 
of damper made out of lilyseeds'. He noted in his diary entry on the 28 July, 
1912 that '5 station blacks, after eating their usual midday meal today, 
polished off two big echidnas just as if they were little snacks by the way' 
(Spencer 1911-12: 28 July, 1912). The midday meals provided by Cahill were 
not scant (Cahill 1913-22). Warburton (1934:233) was astonished by Romula's 
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• 
appetite. At one sitting he 'polished off a couple of pounds of buffalo steak 
and looked hungrily for more'. 

A diet high in protein, as these reported meals are, could certainly 
contribute to a robust physique. Helms (1895 as referenced in Flood 1980:63) 
found that the Omeo and Monaro tribes of south eastern Australia would 
travel great distances to feast on the bogong moth of the Australian Alps. 
They would return after months of feasting looking quite fat and with glossy 
skins. The moth, eaten in huge quantities from October to January when 
they congregated in multitudes in the mountains contained a 'quantity of 
oil' and were 'sought after as a luscious fattening food' (Bennett 1834,1:265-66 
as quoted in Flood 1980:61). The Alligator River people had access to two 
seasonal gluts. The season of monsoon activity in January, February and 
March was the time when thousands of magpie geese congregated in the 
waterlogged sedgelands to lay their eggs on the floating masses of vegetation. 
Groups gathered in areas favoured by the geese to partake of the birds and 
their eggs. Rafts and canoes were poled between the nests and their contents 
raided (Chaloupka 1981a). Flooding also caused goannas, snakes and 
possums to seek refuge in the trees where they were easily caught. Collet's 
rat Rattus colletii, which breeds during the dry in the deep cracks of the 
floodplains, but emerges when burrows are flooded in the wet, also became 
easy prey (Calaby 1980:329). 

Waterbirds again congregated around diminishing patches of 
freshwater during the cool, dry months of June and July. They were 
relatively easy to catch as they were fat and in their prime. People caught the 
birds by their feet in still lagoons (Spencer 1928:774; Warburton 1934:154) or 
with small reed spears (Leichhardt 1847:505), or felled them with goose sticks 
(Warburton 1934:155; Berndt & Berndt 1970:40; Chaloupka & Guiliani 
1984:53-4, Table 18; Cole 1988:258), sometimes thrown from especially 
constructed platforms in the crowns of tall trees (Cole 1988:258; Brockwell 
1989:272; Hodgson 1993:37). 

It was also the season for harvesting long neck turtle in the mud 
beneath patches of the water plant, Hymenachne, and for catching the file 
snakes, Acrochordis spp. . ,the snakes being caught live from the remaining 
billabongs and carried in bags until needed (Spencer 1928:787). Spike rush 
corms, Eleocharis spp. attracted the birds, but they were also considered a 
delicacy by their hunters. Leichhardt (1847:504) travelled through the 
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* wetland regions at this time of year and observed 'the boys and young 
men ... occupied the whole day in digging for it'. In fact the collection of both 
could be combined. Chaloupka and Guiliani (1984:32) were told that partly 
digested spike rush corms from the stomachs of geese were preferred to 
those freshly dug. The coincidence of many species more easily caught in 
receding waterholes made these areas targets for the congregation of large 
groups on the wetlands at this time of year, however there was also an 
abundance of year round nutritious foods, none of which required the 
travelling of great distances to enjoy them. Highly nutritious food was easily 
acquired and in quantity in the region, contributing to a comparatively 
robust people. 

2.4 Physical features of the region 

The study region stretches from the Cobourg Peninsula to the 
Katherine River and is roughly bounded by the Wildman River to the west 
and the Arnhem Land escarpment to the east (Figure 1.2). It is an area 
subject to tropical monsoon activity resulting in climatic extremes with a 
long, desiccating dry season followed by an equally long and saturating wet. 
Much of the area in its northern reaches consists of coastal mudflats and 
mangroves backed by vast expanses of black soil floodplains. A number of 
large watercourses meander across the plains, the Wildman River, the West, 
South and East Alligator Rivers and Coopers and Murgenella Creeks. 
Expanses of freshwater wetlands are found at the estuarine extremities of the 
major watercourses. Much of the lowlands is covered by water for months at 
a time. 

Large stretches of open woodland are found on higher ground and 
pockets of monsoon vine forest intersperse most ecological systems. 
Bordering the lowlands to the south and east is the harsher environment of 
the sandstone plateau, intersected by a number of gorges providing 
protective niches for monsoon forest vegetation and swathed by the 
occasional plateau valley. The escarpment rises steeply from the plains, the 
divide marked by scattered outliers providing shelters in the form of caves 
and rock overhangs near lowland ecosystems. The country becomes 
progressively drier and more characterised by hills covered with scierophyll 
woodland in the southern extent of the region. 
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The Cobourg Peninsula has a coastline of bays and inlets marked by 
stands of mangrove in sheltered areas. Away from the shoreline, the area is 
dominated by tall open forest and woodland. There are few substantial 
rivers and only limited areas of freshwater swamp (Peterson & Tonkinson 
1979). 

The study region is abundant in natural resources (see Schrire 1982:9-
13; Breedon & Wright 1989:47-100), its abundance captured in Warburtons 
description of the wetlands after the rains: 

Now that the storms and heavy rains were abating, ducks and geese began to 
make their appearance in their thousands. They set about building their nests in 
the reeds on the edges of the swamps. The egg season was at hand ... In a few days 
the whole place was almost white with eggs... 

Warburton 1934:224 

Leichhardt (1844-6:17, as quoted in Schrire 1982:20) saw geese thronging 
so densely in the upper reaches of the East Alligator River that he suggested 
it be renamed 'Goose River'. 

The natural resources were affected to some extent by introduced feral 
animals, such as pig and buffalo, and weed infestation. The buffalo spread 
east across the Cobourg Peninsula after their release by the British settlers, 
and then south. It was first evidenced by Leichhardt on his overland journey 
to Port Essington in 1845 in the form of a footprint north of Coopers Creek 
(Arrowsmith 1847). By World War II buffalo had reached Nourlangie Creek 
well south in the region, although the odd animal was seen as far as Jim Jim 
Creek as early as 1920 (Warburton 1934:52). The effect on the environment 
was to turn large areas of freshwater wetlands from thickly vegetated 
swamps and woodlands to denuded and relatively impoverished plains 
(Meehan, Brockwell, Allen & Jones 1985). They ate and trampled plants 
essential for the maintenance of the wetland ecology, especially the water 
plants such as Phragmites, Hymenachne and Nelumbo, which provide 
marine environments favoured by hibernating turtle and filesnake and 
nesting birds and crocodiles (Schrire 1982:16). The loss of the plants, and the 
channels formed by the buffalo, helped destroy naturally formed levees 
which protected the wetlands from saltwater inundation. The presence of 
saltwater destroyed the plants favoured by the magpie geese, particularly the 
Eleocharis spp., and depleted other resources utilised by the people of the 
area, such as file snakes, long necked turtles, barramundi and catfish. By the 
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1960s the wetlands had become so damaged by buffalo they could not sustain 
the dry season influx of people (Levitus 1982:84). Buffalo also restricted areas 
which could be used by Aboriginal people through their fear of the 
aggressive nature of the animals, further diminishing the use of resources 
in locations where they were found (Cahill 1898-9: 30 December, 1898). 
Introduced plant species such as the invasive non-nutritious Hyptis 
suaveolens and Mimosa pigra (Schrire 1982:16) also reduced the abundance 
of natural resources. The Hyptis in particular favoured the monsoon vine 
forests, sources of many yam and fruit species. 

2.5 The localities 

The four localities which have been chosen for comparison to identify 
variations in the material culture at different points in the region are Port 
Essington, Kapalga, Oenpelli and Katherine. A description of the physical 
features and brief histories of each will be given to provide the context for 
the artefacts from each. 

2.5.1 Port Essington 

Peterson and Tonkinson (1979) have succinctly described the physical 
features of the Cobourg Peninsula on which Port Essington is situated: 

The Peninsula is a low lying area, the highest point being Mt. Roe with an 
altitude of 160 m. The numerous bays, points and headlands combine to create a 
long and varied shoreline in relation to the land area of 191,659 ha (740 sq miles 
approx.). As elsewhere in Arnhem Land the predominant plant formations are 
tall open forest and savannah woodland away from the shoreline. On the coast 
sheltered areas are marked by stands of mangroves while elsewhere there are 
long sandy beaches often dominated by casuarina trees. There are few substantial 

• rivers and only very limited areas of freshwater swamp. 
Peterson and Tonkinson 1979 

The broad physical features of this area and that of Oenpelli and the 
escarpment are evident in Figure 2.6. As can be seen, Cobourg Peninsula is 
largely tall open forest dominated by Eucalyptus tetrodonta. Ennis (1983:11), 
when visiting Port Essington in 1824, described the trees as growing to 'an 
amazing height'. Cahill (1898-99: 30 December, 1898) claimed the area 
boasted 'patches of ironbarks - real Queensland ironbarks - not the N. T. 
ironwood, erroneously called ironbark'. He was no doubt referring to the 
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Cooktown ironwood, identified by Kamminga (1988:29) as Erythrophleum 
chlorostachys 

The coastline of the Cobourg Peninsula and areas immediately to the 
south also have many areas of mangrove forest. There is a large stand of 
bamboo near the site of the Victoria settlement ruins (Stockdale 1891:12; 
Dunlop & Bowman 1986:77), and there are substantial stands of cypress pine 
at the neck of the Peninsula. Lewis (1922:135) noted a 'forest of native pines, 
large and fairly straight' there in the 1870s and Stockdale (1891:19) recognised 
'fine groves' of them as he passed through in 1891. Cahill (1898-99: 30 
December, 1898) a few years later also noted the sandy nature of the country 
and the 'fine clumps of cypress pine'. They occur in an area dominated by 
Eucalyptus tetradontaL  E. nesophylla and Melaleuca viridifiora, the types of 
vegetation most likely to be found in association with healthy stands of C. 
intratro pica (Bowman & Panton 1993:376). 

The coastal environment provided the staples of diet, with sandy 
beaches and islands providing breeding grounds for turtles and sea birds and 
the many offshore reefs providing an exceptionally rich marine habitat. 
Peterson and Tonkinson (1979) did comment that the south coast was 
considered 'relatively inhospitable' by both Aboriginal people and 
Europeans. This coastal orientation was expressed by the people in the 
consideration of themselves as 'saltwater' people (Bill Neidjie, Gagudju 
elder, pers. comm.) or 'coastal people' (Peterson & Tonkinson 1979). 
Campbell (1834:172) found they 'never penetrated far inland' and preferred 
the foods of the shore. Wilson (1835) commented on the diet of the people of 
Raffles Bay in 1829. 

Their food chiefly consists of fish, which they spear very dexterously. Catching 
turtle seems to be a favourite occupation with them ... they also make use of shell- 

A fish, which it is probably the business of the women to collect. They do not eat 
trepang ... but the various native esculent roots and fruits, together with cabbage-
palms, afford an agreeable addition to their usual fare. They are very fond of 
honey, which appears to be in abundance. 

Wilson 1835:164-165 

Lewis (1922:150-152) was of the opinion that 'there was probably no 
place in Australia where the natives got so much food as easily as at Port 
Essington'. White (1968) found that over a hundred years after first 
settlement, men and boys still went seeking turtle and dugong almost daily 
while the women gathered shellfish and crabs and the men speared fish in 
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high tide, in the creeks. Long necked turtle and geese were obtained from 
freshwater swamps and billabongs inland and honey was found in the open 
forests that predominated in the interior. Obviously it was an area richly 
endowed with food resources, although freshwater was a relatively scarce 
resource and mainly obtained from wells behind the beaches. Peterson and 
Tonkinson (1979) found there were relatively few place names inland but 
there were many more along the coast and out onto the reefs. 

Merlan and Rumsey (1982:59) pointed out that generally in Australia 
there is a greater concentration of site-names in areas along major 
watercourses and at localised water resources, suggesting that density of site 
names is associated with eco-systems of comparatively high resource 
abundance and consequently use. This supports the contention that coastal 
resources were more important to these people. 

Buffalo, Timor ponies and pigs were all introduced species released on 
the Peninsula when the early British settlements were abandoned. Buffalo 
were not hunted extensively for meat, but the ponies were. Lewis (1922:135) 
also noticed the introduced pineapples, bananas, jackfruit and guava 
growing around the old Victoria settlement. 

There were a number of groups on the Cobourg Peninsula speaking 
different languages at the time of the first European settlements, but Iwaidja 
became the dominant language and the name with which most of the 
museum artefacts were associated. Traditional links with western Arnhem 
Land are evident in the route of the journey of the ancestral being, Wuragag, 
who entered western Arnhem Land from the Peninsula (Chaloupka, 
Kapirigi, Nayidji & Namingum 1985), as indicated in Figure 2.2. The groups 
of the Cobourg Peninsula were involved in the trading ceremony the 
Wurbu (Berndt 1951) which provided trade goods to the Oenpelli locality. 
The Iwaidja of the Cobourg Peninsula had associations with other groups 
along the coast, the Maung and Gunbarlang speakers, and with the 
Gunwinggu (Berndt & Berndt 1970:11). who were associated with country 
north east of Oenpelli, before becoming the dominant group at Oenpelli 
(Harvey 1990:3). These associations facilitated trade first with the Macassans 
and later with Europeans at the early settlements (Taylor 1987:72). 



2.5.2 Kapalga 

Kapalga is now the name given to an area west of the South Alligator 
River about 40 km from the coast. It is centred on the site of a C.S.I.R.O. 
Ranger Station. Not far east of the Station, about two kilometres from the 
west bank of the South Alligator River, is Gabarigu Lagoon, which was the 
site of the Kaparlgoo Mission, collection point for 546 artefacts in the 
museum collection. The site of the lagoon was called Kaparlgoo by the 
Anglican missionaries who established a mission there and Kapalgo by 
Spencer (1914:277; 1928:753, 855), both attempted renditions of the word used 
on present maps, Gabarigu. 

The broad physical features of the Kapalga area have been extracted 
from the land systems map of Williams, Hooper, O'Ferrall & McAlpine 
(1969) in Figure 2.7. As can be seen, the lagoon is situated at the conjunction 
of a number of different land systems. It is situated on a Koolpinyah land 
system characterised by lowlands topped by tall open forest, eucalypt 
woodland, or scrub. The lagoon is located in an area of internal drainage 
depression supporting paperbark forest, grassland and herbaceous swamp 
vegetation. 

Gabarigu Lagoon was the site of a series of settlements known 
variously as Kapalga, Kaparlgoo, Coparlgoo, Kaparigo and Kapalgo in the 
literature. I visited Gabarlgu Lagoon in mid-August, 1992 in the company of 
Robert Eager, manager of the CSIRO Ranger Station, to assess ecological 
characteristics and historical evidence. The lagoon is 300 metres in diameter 
and is freshwater, presumed to be spring fed. It has not been known to dry 
up completely, but may do so as a result of the accumulative effect of a series 

10 
of years drier than usual. 

The lagoon was two thirds covered with Sesbania spp. bushes at the 
time of the visit. The introduced Pass iflora foetida vine intertwined the 
outer edges of these shrubs. A large clump of Cyperus spp. rushes grew 
amongst the Sesbania at the lagoon edge. The remaining third of the lagoon 
had Eleocharis spp. rushes bordering an area of still, open water. This area 
was being used by a variety of water birds at the time. Waterlilies regenerate 
with the appearance of the wet season and disappearance of the Sesbania 
bushes (Robert Eager pers. comm.). 
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Observed from the south east corner, the lagoon is surrounded to the 
right and left by monsoon vine forest. Paperbarks are evident on the western 
edge of the lagoon. To the right of the south east corner there is an immense 
banyan tree, Ficus virens. The monsoon vine forest area has a great variety 
of trees, including palms and a large Aistonia actinophylla, or milkwood 
tree, about 50 metres from the lagoon edge. Barringtonia acutangulataL  or 
freshwater mangrove, borders the high water mark. Syzygium spp. are 
evident as are Planchonia spp., both bearing fruits prized by Aboriginal 
people of the area (Russell-Smith 1985). There are some introduced species. 
Woodland backs the monsoon vine forest area. 

The area supports a profusion of wildlife. Water birds, including the 
magpie geese, frequent the lagoon along with turtle and fish. Saltwater 
crocodile feed on the lagoon fare: Eager (pers. comm.) reported counting 39 
crocodiles, averaging three metres in length, from the Cyperus mound one 
night recent to my visit. Many of these move to the river before the dry 
season finishes. Gabarlgu Lagoon is rich in natural resources, and is 
surrounded by a variety of flora. The South Alligator River is also close, two 
kilometres distant, estuarine at this point and lined with mangroves, adding 
to the choice of resources available. It is possible the lagoon had reed growth 
in the past. This is a species which has been severely affected by the spread 
of buffalo, to the extent where no species were recorded in the Alligator 
Rivers region during a survey by Story (1969), even though some were 
recorded in 1953 (Stewart & Aldrick 1953 as quoted by Brockwell 1983:22). It is 
now making a comeback in the region with the eradication of the buffalo 
(Clyde Dunlop pers. comm.). Reeds were reported growing not far from the 
lagoon in the time of buffalo hunter Tom Cole in the 1930s (Cole 1988:324). 

The lagoon area is surrounded by tall open forest receding to gently 
sloping margins supporting patchy grassland, Pandanus scrub, and mixed 
scrub. To the south is a large area of sandy lowlands supporting tall open 
forest (Figure 2.7). To the south west and north west there are 'swampy 
coastal plains liable to perennial or prolonged flooding' (Story, Williams, 
Hooper, O'Ferrall & McAlpine 1969). An ANPWS map of Kakadu National 
Park and surrounds (CSU87/014) shows an area labelled Big Swamp tothe 
north west of the wooded area of Kapalga. This could include the area 
referred to by Cole, who recounted a 'goose egg expedition' on a 'flooded 
plain about a mile away' from his camp at Kapalga. 
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There was quite a crowd gathered around three canoes, mostly naked and partly 
naked men, women and children ... Off we went, gliding through the reeds. It was 
no distance to the nests and the geese were in their thousands, sitting on nests no 
more than a few yards apart ... The area covered by this nesting place was 
probably about 200 acres. 

Cole 1988:324 

It is obvious that not only did the lagoon and its immediate environs 
provide abundant resources, but the area in general was richly endowed 
with a variety of resources. Availability of freshwater may have been the 
only limiting factor to the utilisation of these resources all year. A line of 
spring fed lagoons follows a drainage pattern from the north west (Robert 
Eager pers. comm.), culminating in the lagoon area and providing 
intermittent points of permanent and semi-permanent freshwater in a 
predominantly estuarine landscape. 

The Kaparlgoo Mission began in 1899. That Gabarlgu Lagoon was 
indeed the site of the Mission can be confirmed by an account by the 
missionary who established it, the New Zealander A. H. Lennox. (Advertiser 
27 August, 1901). On June 14, 1899, Lennox set out from Oodnadatta by horse 
to seek a site in central Australia. He soon decided the conditions in the 
centre were not suited to his concept of an industrial mission. Lennox 
decided the country around Brocks Creek was more suitable. There he met 
three Alligator Rivers Aboriginal people who took him to 'a very select 
spot', 

..a fresh water lake, three quarters of a mile in circumference, dotted with lilies, 
beautiful palms growing on its banks, and surrounded with very dense bush, 
interspersed with jungles, situated about 100 miles due east of Darwin, three 
quarters of a mile west of the South Alligator River and about 35 miles from its 
mouth. We settled there on November 28, 1899. 

Advertiser, 27 August, 1901 

A year later, the mission station seemed to be doing well. Lennox 
reported in glowing terms to the Anglican Adelaide community who 
funded them that 

...With their [the natives] assistance we have had a two acre paddock closely 
fenced in, and have our own garden of five acres, in which we are growing coconuts, 
bananas, pineapples, passion fruit, mango, dates, custard-apple, 
pawpaw ... manioca [sic] and many other vegetables; there are one acre gardens for 
the natives, with a small cottage attached to each; have built goat-shed, pigsty, 
and various sheds, our own permanent building and kitchen, with much timber 
felled and grubbed. We have also explored the country for hundreds of miles 
around, and cannot find a place to compare with Kaparlgoo, which has the whole 
of native food; fruit, yams, game, fish ... alligator and turtles, various reptiles and 
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small animals. We do not make our or the natives houses airtight, nor do we give 
the natives much clothing, knickerbockers and short pants being all that are 
necessary. 

Advertiser, 27 August, 1901 

Cahill had also visited the mission, presumably late in the dry from the 
following account, after meeting Lennox on a return trip from gathering 
turtles and turtle eggs on Field Island in the mission boat Evangel. His 
report confirms Lennox's account. 

I found that an enormous amount of work had been done since I had been here last. 
A nice shady road had been cut through the jungle and a large portion of the 
jungle had been cleared, but had been over-run by the tropical undergrowth. Mr 
Lennox had also cleared away a lot of big timber that had stood near the lagoon, 
but alas, the beautiful sheet of water that was to be seen the last time that I was 
here had all dried up, and where we then had six feet of water. Mr Lennox was 
cultivating some English potatoes and sundry other vegetables; he had sunk a 
well in the middle of the once lagoon to provide water for the people of the 
settlement.... He also has a good garden about a mile away from the mission 
station where there is a good supply of water. The water giving out at the 
mission station, there was [sic] very few vegetables left in the garden. 

Cahill 1901 

By mid-1901 the proximity of European settlements was already 
perceived as a possibly intractable problem, but it would seem a dearth in 
water supplies may have contributed. 

...We suffered considerably from the very long dry season this year, making food 
and work for the natives very scarce, and necessitating them having to leave the 
station and go a long way to hunt game etc. The garden suffered considerably from 
the want of water making our vegetable supply very short. 

Advertiser, 16 April, 1902 

The lack of sufficient fresh water for their needs and the proximity of 
European settlements proved insurmountable problems to the missionaries 
and in 1903 the Kapalgo block officially ceased to be a reserve (Cole 1985:40). 
The abandoned Mission subsequently became a station for buffalo hunters: 
Fred Smith in 1915 (Warburton 1934:189), Hazel Gaden and his wife in 1923 
(Hill 1951:397) and Tom Cole for a decade from 1934 (Cole 1988:356; 1992). 
There are no artefacts in museums extant from the times of this later 
history. 

Kapalga was a favoured camping area even without a European 
presence and was a considerably significant pre-contact Aboriginal camping 
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ground according to ethnographic information. Spencer (1914: 278) found 
'Kapalgo' was one of the 'central camping grounds' distributed to the 
Koarnbut by the ancestral woman Imberombera according to the Gagudju. 
That it was well used as such can be attested by the fact that Lennox 
(Advertiser, 27 August, 1901) was guided by local people to it as a suitable 
permanent camping ground and Spencer (1911-12, 12-13 August, 1912; 
1928:855-56) found it well occupied when passing through on his way from 
Oenpelli to Darwin. Archaeological corroboration of prehistoric use of the 
Kapalga site has been unavailable as the site has not yet been excavated 
professionally. 

Kapalga retained a high profile in the life of Aboriginal people of the 
Alligator Rivers region during most of the contact period. It was the site of 
the earliest mission in the region and its subsequent buffalo hunting 
activities ensured it became a significant destination in the movements of 
Aboriginal groups around the region for much of the 20th century. It would 
seem from the above evidence to have been a site regularly visited by 
Aboriginal people for various reasons, with a continuity stretching from 
pre-contact times according to Aboriginal tradition (Spencer 1914:278) to the 
present. 

The particular language group dominant at Kaparlgoo Mission was not 
identified by the missionaries, even in their carefully prepared lists of 
artefacts accompanied by language terms and meanings sent out with the 
collections of artefacts (Catalogue of curios from Kaparlgoo Mission, n.d.). 
While the language terms associated with items from the Kapalga area are 
consistent with one language (i.e. similar items collected by different people 
at different times from the same place are accompanied by the same 
language terms, and very few of the terms are duplicated in language 
associated with items from other localities), it is not known for certain 
which language. The country around Kapalga belonged to the Konbutj 
(Spencer 1914:277; 1928:753; Keen 1980b; Chaloupka 1981b), however the 
Konbutj language has long been extinct and nothing is known of it (Harvey 
1990:12). 

There would seem to have been some associations with the Gagudju 
(Figure 2.1). Some of the items from the Kaparlgoo Mission have Gagudju 
terms, such as Jun go, to indicate a type of bag. A Gagudju leader in the 1920s 
(Warburton 1934) was visiting Kapalga to trade in the time of the mission. 
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There would seem to have been regular visits to the wetlands to the 
south. Levitus (1982:69, 83) was told of a 'blackfeller road from Kapalga to 
the south along the western banks of the South Alligator River used by 
Konbulj and Ngombur (Figure 2.5). It is likely this followed a traditional 
route. Bamboo was obtained from these areas as it did not grow at Kapalga or 
to its north and east. It grew along the banks of the Mary River well to the 
west, but as can be seen from Figure 2.7, the wetlands were close to the 
lagoon and a more likely source. Reed may also have been supplemented 
from the wetlands. Leichhardt (1847:488) observed 'fine reedy and rushy 
lagoons' along the South Alligator River. Visits may also have been made 
in the dry to exploit the dry season influx of geese to the wetlands. This may 
have been motivated by a shortage of freshwater in the Kapalga area. 
Reports of water scarcity at Gabarigu Lagoon could have been due to the 
excessive use by the missionaries of water on their gardens and for domestic 
purposes, but beyond the lagoon, freshwater was generally scarce in the area 
in the dry (Bluey I1kirr, Gunwinggu elder, pers. comm.). 

'Blackfeller roads' used by the groups associated with Kapalga also 
extended to the west of the River to the West Alligator and Wildman 
Rivers. This was through Limilngan territory so it is possible the Kapalga 
people shared ceremonies with this group, who also shared ceremonies with 
Wulna and Larrakia people to their west. It is likely they were also involved 
in ceremonies to their east. The Mamerung trade ceremony reported by 
Berndt (1951) at Oenpelli attracted artefacts from the south west, mostly 
European goods and bamboo spears. 

Two ancestral journeys passed through Kapalga, those of Nadjamulu 
and Nadjamborro from between the West Alligator River and the Wildman 
River to Nourlangie Rock from where they diverged (Figure 2.2). Ancestral 
journeys usually coincided with trade routes (Elkin 1953; Allen 1980:89; 
Chaloupka 1981). There was a well used historical route across here used by 
those people moving from Oenpelli to the buffalo camps further west 
(Figure 2.5). Kapalga would have been an important camping ground for 
people travelling west, as the country has few permanent waterholes 
between there and Oenpelli, and contemporary lore insists camps of no 
more than two or three days duration were made at points in between 
(Bluey Ilkirr pers. comm.). 
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2.5.3 Oenpelli 

Oenpelli is situated about 20 km east of Cahills Crossing on the East 
Alligator River (Figure 2.8). Cahills Crossing was at the inland extremity of 
the estuarine portion of the river and its descent from the escarpment. The 
East Alligator River was described by King (1826:100-104) in 1818 as low, 
dreary and flat, covered in mangroves and inhabited by vast numbers of 
water birds. 

When Leichhardt (1847) passed through in 1845 he found the natives of this 
area 'numerous, 200 gathering near the western mouth of the East Alligator 
River. Further down river at the crossing, he found fish traps being used. 
McKinlay (Edmunds 1864-1866: June, 1886) also met large numbers on the 
eastern banks near the Crossing. 

Oenpelli in contrast is located by a freshwater lagoon in an area of 
seasonally flooded though well drained coastal plains consisting of 
freshwater over estuarine clays (Figure 2.8). The black cracking clays support 
sedge land and herbaceous swamp vegetation. These well drained coastal 
plains are dry for 6 months of the year. The freshwater lagoon (Figure 2.9) is 
frequently described in the literature as extremely picturesque and bountiful 
(Spencer 1911-12: 20 June, 1912; 1928:743; Warburton 1934; Cole 1988). 
Spencer (1928:743) described it as 'much the most beautiful spot that I have 
seen in the Territory'. 

Simpson (1951:43) reported Specht, botanist with the American-
Australian Scientific Expedition to Arnhem Land in 1948, as saying there 
were 'four distinct flora environments around Oenpelli'. These were the 
lagoons and swamps, the savanna bushland, the stone country of sandstone 
escarpments with 'hardy wattles and woollybutts, scarlet gums and spinifex, 
and the blacksoil floodplains 'grassed with wild rice'. Pandanus grows in 
abundance at the conjunction of the flood plain and the savanna woodland 
(Figure 2.9). Acacia wood, was also available in abundance. Cahill (1898-99: 
23 December, 1898) commented on the 'about three miles' of 'low 
ranges ... thickly covered with scrubby bushes, mostly wattle and quinine' not 
more than 'a mile' from Oenpelli. Reeds also grew in abundance (Spencer 
1928:2). 
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As can be seen from Figure 2.9, Oenpelli is backed by extensive 
escarpment country (the 'quartzitic hills edaphic complex'). The rock shelters 
on the edge of the escarpment are sufficiently close for Spencer (1914:31-2) to 
have observed the movement of groups of Aboriginal people from the 
plains around Oenpelli to them each evening of his stay from June to 
August to escape the pestering of mosquitoes. Gray (1915:26) also commented 
that the 'cave weathering is moderately developed, and serves to shelter the 
natives when they retreat from the flooded plains in the wet season'. The 
shelters were used all year round. 

Cahill described the Oenpelli area: 

We sent the boat back to Ere Allal [Cahills Crossing] and got our horses to take us 
around Buffalo Land. First place we went to was the Red Lily Lagoons, a chain of 
lagoons about four miles long, and mostly covered with red lilies. The seeds and 
roots of this plant form one of the chief articles of food for the natives ... the 
lagoons abound in wild fowl of all kinds ... we also got some fine fish here . ..there 
is plenty of splendid green grass at this time of the year (October) ... Leaving Red 
Lily (native name "Oway") we went through some low ranges for about three 
miles, then out on some sand ridges which are thickly covered with scrubby 
bushes, mostly wattle and quinine. About a mile further on we come to a splendid 
sheet of water, fully half a mile long, and two hundred and fifty yards wide - 
Owenpelly, or Um-blanyou. On the edge of the waterhole stands a splendid 
banyan tree, which at midday throws a dense shade fully sixty yards wide in the 
narrowest place - a beautiful place for a picnic. On both sides of the lagoon are 
hills.., the one on the west side standing about 450 ft high and from the summit of 
which a splendid view is to be obtained. One ... has a good view of the large 
plains ... the swamp not two miles from where we stand. 

Cahill 1898-99: 23 December, 1898 

Also near Oenpelli were several outcrops of quartz and granite (Cahill 
(1898-99: 23 December, 1898). McCarthy and Setzler (1960:275) reported a 
quartzite blade quarry near Oenpelli and observed there was suitable stone 
for artefacts all along the cliffs. It can be seen that Oenpelli was situated at the 
conjunction of a number of ecological zones, enabling access to a wide 
variety of resources. 

When Cahill (Cahill 1898-99: 23 December, 1898) passed through the 
area in the late 1890s, he found the buffalo greatly depleted from two decades 
of intense hunting. 'Now a man may ride two or three days and not see a 
beast large enough to shoot'. The country would have been regenerating 
from any damage sustained since their introduction. 
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Figure 2.9 Distribution of vegetation types in the Oenpelli area, after 
Bateman and Specht, 1958 



Cahill was welcomed at 'Owenpelly' by about a hundred natives' 
during the journey he reported in 1898 (Cahill (1898-99: 23 December, 1898). 
No doubt many of these same people were in the area when he began his 
farm in 1906. Gagudju, who had worked for Cahill prior to the 
establishment of the farm, also settled at Oenpelli. Gray described Oenpelli 
during a geological reconnaissance of the area between 27 October 1914 and 8 
January 1915 after the farm had been established for almost a decade. He 
found that 

• The homestead occupies the crest of a gentle laterite-covered rise about two 
miles to the north of the plateau scarp. A broken sandstone spur swings E.N.E. 
from the Alligator landing towards Oenpelli, where it is represented by three 
picturesque mesas lying N.E. S.E. and S.W. of the homestead. 
Along the foot of the plateau runs Whiskey Creek. This ... feeds a crescent lagoon 
half encircling the homestead and opens into the upper end of the splendid 
Oenpelli plain. From here, looking to the north-west, the dark paper-bark 
borders swing apart, and the wide green lawn loses itself in the great plains of 
the East Alligator ... At the end of the dry season green grass covered the plain 
knee deep. 

Oenpelli Lagoon is alive with wildfowl and fish. For its area it is probably the 
most prolific "tucker" camp in the Territory, and is apparently a sort of Mecca to 
the Hill or "stone" tribes of the East and South Alligator. 

Gray 1915:24 

Masson visited Oenpelli in 1915 and left his impressions. 

The banks of the river teem with wild-fowl, so the blacks have never lacked 
food, and are, in consequence, a fine race of strong, muscular men and pretty, plump 
lubras. No Chinese are settled there to demoralise them with grog and opium. 

Masson 1915:102-113 

His comments on the physical appearance of the Aboriginal people at 
Oenpelli are in keeping with those of many others for the region in general. 
Once again, as at Port Essington and Kapalga, the location was abundant in 

0' food resources. 

The station was run on much the same lines as the Kaparlgoo Mission: 

The men are learning to grow vegetables and to build houses of simple design, the 
lubras are being trained in domestic work ... Those who work on the homestead are 
well cared for, induced.to  be clean,and doctored if they are ill. 

Masson 1915:102-113 

Cahill's relationship with his workers allowed cultural life to proceed 
relatively unhindered at Oenpelli. Masson considered 
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.the secret to Paddy Cahill s success lies in his unbounded influence over the 
natives and in his wonderful sympathy with their customs and beliefs. He never 
laughs at them; he speaks to them in their own language, and calls them by their 
native names. In return they give him their confidence, and no ceremony is too 
sacred to be enacted before him. 

Masson 1915:102-113 

The prominent residents at Oenpelli during the time of Spencer's visit 
in 1912 and the duration of Cahill's farm from 1906 to 1922 were Gagudju, 
even though it was Mengeridji country. The central camping ground of the 

• Gagudju was in fact Munginillida or Mangarnalada (Spencer 1914:278), 
which is located north west of the present home of the Gagadju Bunitj clan, 
Amarrkananga or Cannon Hill. As can be seen from Figure 2.8, 
Mungarnillida Brook (Mangarnalada on the ANPWS map of Kakadu 
National Park and surrounds, CSU87/ 014) is also located at the conjunction 
of a number of land systems and consequently a variety of ecological 
offerings. 

Warburton (1934:154-5) described the homeland of the Gagudju in 
glowing terms. His lease, acquired in 1920, stretched from the coast to the 
Magela floodplain. At the centre of his lease were 'a score of clear running 
streams bordered by dense palm thickets and undergrowth and crystal clear 
water ran on to the plain and kept it perpetually irrigated' (Warburton 
1934:154). Cannon Hill was also a major camping ground: Leichhardt 
(1847:511) 'enjoyed the pleasing sight of large lagoons with a belt of reeds' in 
this area. At the foot of the group of three hills was a 'splendid lagoon', an 
excellent camping ground with a passage through to a freshwater billabong 
almost opposite Cahills Landing on the East Alligator River. The country 
had much in common with Oenpelli, so resources available were similar 
and consequently intimately familiar to the Gagudju. 

Most of the museum items collected by Spencer in 1912 were attributed 
to the Gagudju, who had been resident at Oenpelli for six years. They would 
have been using materials gathered from the Oenpelli site during that time, 
so the materials used in these artefacts can confidently be attributed to the 
locality, unless traded, information about which Spencer (1912, 1928) was 
quite specific. Most of the artefacts collected in subsequent years by Cahill, 
though not all necessarily from Gagudju people, were also made of similar 
materials. 

fl 
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There were a number of groups at Oenpelli, each living in separate 
camps about the settlement. The Umeriu and Geimbo came in from the east 
and the Kulunglutchi arrived from the Liverpool River (Spencer 1928:744, 
770). The latter two groups participated in joint ceremonies (Spencer 
1928:779). Aboriginal people at Oenpelli shared trading ceremonies with all 
the groups of the region (Berndt 1951). It was ideally suited to be a major 
trading point as passage across the East Alligator River was most convenient 
at Cahill's Crossing and Oenpelli was the first major source of fresh water 
after that point. All ancestral routes and 'blackfella' routes between the east 
and west banks of this river went through the Crossing. Oenpelli was on the 
route to journeys north and east of this point. It was ideally situated to be a 
major point of convergence for influences from the west and the east. 

2.5.4 Katherine 

The dominant group in the south of the Alligator Rivers region were 
and are the Jawoyn, whose country extends into the Katherine region (Arndt 
1962a; 1962b; 1966; Merlan & Rumsey 1982). Katherine is the name given to 
this locality, as this was the location given from which the museum artefacts 
were collected. The artefacts were collected from the area of the Jawoyn, 
whose large territory extends into the South Alligator River system (Keen 
1980b), and includes the Katherine River catchment area and Katherine 
town (Merlan & Rumsey 1982:37). It is a large territory, only the northern 
third of it being located in the study region. 

The Jawoyn's eastern neighbours were the Ngalkban and Rembarrnga, 
who provided the region's trade links with eastern Arnhem Land 
(Thomson 1949b). The Jawoyn shared in the Oenpelli complex of trading 
ceremonies in the form of the Mamerung ceremony (Berndt 1951; Merlan & 
Rumsey 1982:63), through which the north received bamboo spears and 
European goods. The bamboo occurred in the north western most 
extremities of Jawoyn territory. They also participated in the Njalaidj 
ceremony, which had many of the characteristics of groups to their south 
(Berndt 1951). 

The Jawoyn had a somewhat different history to the groups of the other 
localities. The area became dominated by cattle rather than buffalo, resulting 
in more strained relations between Aboriginal people and Europeans early 
in the history of the region. Intrusion by Europeans was resented to the 
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extent where leases were never taken up in some cases due to 'native 
hostility' (Merlan & Rumsey 1982:15). Eventually the establishment of 
major properties in the Katherine and Pine Creek area led to involvement 
in the pastoral industry and in agricultural work, and more usually mining 
in the study region. Aboriginal sites of significance are particularly dense in 
the area, with considerable ceremonial, burial and mythological significance 
(Merlan & Rumsey 1982:20). 

Within the study region, Jawoyn territory covers largely the areas 
0 known as Gimbat and Goodparla (Figure 1.2), which were leases covering 

the larger portion of Stage 3 of Kakadu National Park. These are 
characterised by 'tall open forest, woodlands, mixed scrub, sandstone 
monsoon forests, mixed open forest with monsoon elements, spinifex and 
fringing forests'. (ANPWS 1979:93). The vegetation of this area 
complements the rest of the region to its north, 'representing a more 
southerly, drier facet' (ANPWS 1979:96). There are different emphases on 
the kinds of resources available for food and material culture in this locality. 

Some of the country of this locality is typical of the plateau, of which a 
third consists of practically bare rock with little soil or vegetation, a further 
third has shallow sandy soils supporting a varied flora of heath-like shrubs 
and spinifex, while the remainder is sandstone woodland and tall open 
forest, dominated by evergreen eucalypts on deeper sands in restricted 
pockets or on undissected portions of the plateau. Mono-specific rain forest, 
usually Allosyncarpa ternata, which is endemic to the region, is found 
mainly in these dissected areas. Some escarpment resources were utilised, 
such as the rock wallaby (Spencer 1928; Chaloupka & Guiliani 1984). There is 
an extraordinary proliferation of art sites in this area (Edwards 1979; 
Brockwell & Cane 1987). Camp sites were utilised to enable visits to art and 
ceremony sites and en route to visit neighbouring groups (Chaloupka 
1981a). 

The Jawoyn shared cultural aspects with groups to their south rather 
than to their north. They used moieties and subsections and practiced 
circumcision. Their ceremonies also shared characteristics of groups to their 
south (Arndt 1962b). The trading ceremony, the Njalaidj, incorporated many 
features of the south, such as the use of arm blood to fasten feathers brought 
with the performers, conical headdresses and boomerangs. The boomerangs 
were tapped to accompany singing in place of the more usual clapsticks and 
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drone pipe (Berndt 1951). The differences in the material culture between 
these localities will be explored using a number of examples of artefact types. 
Before this is done, the database will be established. 
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Chapter III 

ESTABLISHING THE DATABASE 

The evidence on which this study draws is particularly rich in quantity 
and scope. It consists of historical and ethnographic information dating from 
the earliest times of European settlement in the region, a large body of 
ethnobotanical information and museum collections of considerable 
quantity. This chapter gives an account of how the database for this study 
was set up. It sets out criteria to decide which artefacts will be used in the 
analysis, describes their historical context, and shows how attributes of the 
objects can be augmented and cross-checked using ethnographic and 
ethnobotanical sources. 

3.1 The museum collection 

The earliest European contacts with the region were in the north on 
Cobourg Peninsula and were by sea, so it is not surprising to find Port 
Essington with the earliest dates associated with museum artefacts. During 
the functioning of the European settlement at Victoria between 1838 and 
1849, visits were made by seafarers. Leichhardts  (1847) overland journey of 
exploration to Port Essington from Queensland in 1845 was the exception. 
The more significant collectors are presented below in approximately the 
order of the time when they collected. 

Lieutenant John Matthew Ince, a naturalist and visitor to Port 
Essington on board the HMS Fly, was the earliest contributor, collecting a 
club, thirteen fish spears and a spearthrower. He was a nephew of John 
Edward Gray of the British Museum, where these artefacts were subsequently 
sent (Calaby 1974:12). In 1878-9 Alexander Morton, a naturalist collecting 
biological specimens for the Australian Museum in Sydney (Calaby 1974:12), 
collected and contributed two spearthrowers. Other collectors from this time 
contributed very small numbers of artefacts, collected more in the manner of 

p 
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souvenirs it would seem, which mostly found their way into overseas 
IL museum collections (Appendix 2). 

After the abandonment of Victoria in 1849, and the establishment of 
Palmerston at Port Darwin in 1869 (McKnight 1969:20), 200 km to the west of 
the Alligator Rivers, the region was used by pastoralists and buffalo 
shooters. John Lewis was the first to take up land in 1871, but it was not until 
1875 that he formed the Cobourg Cattle Company on the Cobourg 
Peninsular. In July of the same year he set out to establish a buffalo station 
on his lease (NT Times and Gazette 7 August, 1875; Lewis 1922:140). 

Lewis built a residence on his station, about 10 miles south of the 
Victoria settlement ruins, in fact using some of the materials from the ruins 
to do so. Lewis himself did not collect any artefacts, but his friend, Paul 
Foelsche, officer-in-charge of the first police detachment posted to the 
Northern Territory in 1869 (Carment, Maynard & Powell 1990:107), did. 
Foelsche actually visited Port Essington as there are photographs of the 
station (see Searcy 1909) and of the old cemetery among the Stirling Papers 
in the South Australian Museum (SAM Archives: AA 309). These are 
attributed to him, accompanied by the date 1875. Lewis left the territory in 
1876 (Carment, Maynard & Powell 1990:181), but the lease was not sold until 
1892 (Register of NT Pastoral Leases F670: 1890-1928). Foelsche remained an 
agent for the station for some years after, though probably did not visit it 
after Lewis' departure. Even though Foelsche was in the Northern Territory 
for four decades, he did not travel extensively (Carment, Maynard & Powell 
1990:107). His collection of artefacts was probably gathered during the 1875 
visit. 

Foelsche also contributed some ethnographical notes on the Aboriginal 
groups of Port Essington and other localities across the Top End (Foelsche 
1882, 1886). The artefacts collected from the region by Foelsche, 25 from Port 
Essington and 29 from Katherine, are in the South Australian Museum. 

There is also an extensive collection of Aboriginal portrait photographs 
taken by Foelsche. He had become the chief photographer in the Territory by 
1873 (Carment, Maynard & Powell 1990:107). There are copies in the South 
Australian Museum dating from 1877 to 1890. Copies of the photos are 
among the Basedow Papers (Basedow 1856-1941) in this museum (SAM 
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Archives AA22). There are 251 negatives in all, 63 of them featuring 
Alligator Rivers people and 13 of them Port Essington people. 

While the photographs are of Aboriginal people attributed to groups 
around Darwin, and include Larrakiah, Wulna, Minnitji, Alligator Rivers, 
Wagaitj, Port Essington and the Roper River, it would seem Foelsche took 
most of these photographs of Aboriginal people from northern groups 
during their visits to Palmerston. The same props (bark aprons, feather 
headdresses, treasure bags) are evident in a number of photographs of 
people described as Larrakia, Wulna, Port Essington, Alligator River, etc. 
These groups were certainly visiting the settlement during this time, 
camping at the Jesuit Mission at Rapid Creek or nearby (O'Kelly 1967:19). 
Consequently there needs to be some caution in assessing the use and 
significance of some of the artefacts displayed. As cicatrices cannot be 
interchanged, the provenancing of these is more reliable. 

Port Essington was also visited by Dr E. C. Stirling, Director of the South 
Australian Museum, who came to the north ostensibly to investigate 
redwater fever in cattle, but spent much of his time in peregrinations out 
and around the northern settlement (NT T & G, 16 January, 1891). He 
visited Port Essington on a one day excursion by sea in 1891 (NT T & G 27 
March, 1891), which resulted in the acquisition of 110 items, '...the 
indispensable bundles of native implements, domestic as well as warlike'. 
There is a list of Iwaidja names of objects obtained by Stirling (Catalogue of 
Curios from Kaparlgoo Mission 1891). He also gathered a collection of eight 
items from Katherine, some of which are now in the Cambridge University 
Museum. The latter may have been collected during a trip from Port Darwin 
to Adelaide in 1890 with the Earl of Kintore (Obituary Notice: 1941-3). 

D. M. Sayers was a trader merchant in Adelaide in 1908. He was a 
primary collector, that is, a collector who went into the field with the intent 
to collect artefacts in contrast to a secondary collector, who generally acquired 
artefacts through dealings with a primary collector (Phil Jones pers. comm.). 
Sayers contributed some material from the Port Essington group, the 
Iwaidja. It is possible he collected the artefacts while visiting Joe Cooper on 
Melville Island or on Cobourg Peninsula. Joe Cooper was one of the earliest 
buffalo shooters in the north and had begun shooting on the Cobourg 
Peninsula sometime after 1878, but eventually moved to Melville Island in 
1895-98 and again in 1905-16 (Carment, Maynard & Powell 1990:61-62). He 
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took some Iwaidja with him to Melville Island, which explains the 
appearance of twined conical baskets in some museum collections 
provenanced to the Islands. The twined baskets were not made by the Tiwi, 
who used large containers made from stringybark slabs sewn together with 
twine for the same purposes. 

Sayers claimed in a letter to the South Australian Museum Board, 
dated 1902, to have travelled throughout Arnhem Land in the 15-20 years 
previously and that he knew Joe Cooper well and had been to Melville 
Island. This association lasted at least until 1912, as there is a photograph of 
Sayers with Cooper and Gilruth, taken by Baldwin Spencer on Melville 
Island during Spencer's visit in 1911-12 (Spencer 1911-12; MOV/1315). Joe 
Cooper himself contributed some Iwaidja artefacts to the Queensland 
Museum, in 1917. W. B. Spencer, who never actually visited Port Essington, 
also collected some material from Iwaidja people from Port Essington while 
visiting Joe Cooper and the Tiwi on Melville Island. 

Most of the material collected from Port Essington ended up in the 
South Australian Museum, as South Australia at that time administered the 
Northern Territory. The exceptions were those collected by Spencer, which 
were acquired by the then National Museum of Victoria in Melbourne 
where he held the position of honorary director from 1899-1928 (Carment, 
Maynard & Powell 1990:268), and those collected by Harry Stockdale, whose 
contributions mainly ended up in the museum closest to his place of 
residence in Sydney, the Australian Museum. 

Stockdale was one of the region's most prolific collectors. He was an 
explorer, traveller, entrepreneur, amateur ethnographer and collector of, and 
dealer in, Aboriginal artefacts. He had travelled extensively over the 
continent '...over a period of thirty odd years ... ranging from the most south 
eastern portion of Australia to the farthest corner of the north west' 
(Stockdale n.d.; Gibbney & Smith 1989). Specific references are made to South 
Australia, Queensland, Port Essington, the Alligator Rivers and the 
Kimberleys. He had an association with the north from the first of his 
Kimberley expeditions in 1884-5. The NT Times and Gazette (1884-1992), 
reported intermittent visits to Darwin thereafter, culminating in his 
acquisition of a buffalo lease in 1891 that stretched from Cobourg Peninsula 
to the East Alligator River and included Murgenella Creek. There are records 
of the lease dating from 1891-1895 (NT Pastoral Leases F670: 1890-1928). He 



visited his lease twice in 1891, leaving a diary account of these trips 
(Stockdale 1891). 

The aim of Stockdale's first trip to Port Essington was to inspect the 
camp of his shooters, Goodleff and Sayle, and investigate suspected poaching 
by other shooters who had already spent many seasons in the area (Stockdale 
1891). This led to an altercation with the most prominent of the shooters, 
E.O. Robinson, which resulted in a most unpopular litigation which 
Stockdale lost (NT Times & Gazette 1891-1892). This may have influenced 
the brevity of his connection with the north. The NT Times and Gazette (12 
December, 1892) reported that 'the great "buffalo syndicate" appears to be on 
the verge of ruin. Several of the shareholders abandoned the project before 
Stockdale left, and the remaining three are now deserting the camp ... An 
inglorious end to an inglorious beginning'. His lease was not renewed in 
1896 (Colour List of NT Pastoral Leases F672). 

Stockdale was extremely impressed with the items gathered from the 
Port Essington/Alligator Rivers area and considered that 'the natives all 
about here make the best weapons, the best dilly bags and water baskets I 
ever saw in Australia ... a great deal of their ornamentation is in advance of 
the general run of native adornment' (Stockdale 1981:17). 

While most of his material ended up in the Australian Museum, some 
also ended up overseas, in Europe, Britain and America, or exchanged to 
other Australian museums. The William Dixon Collection, which was 
donated to the Australian Museum by his widow in 1912 (Dixon 1912), 
included 900 items Dixon had acquired from Stockdale, collected '...from all 
over Australia and from New Guinea and the Bismarck Archipelago' 
(McCarthy 1952:292). It was accompanied by a catalogue printed privately by 
Stockdale (1906). These artefacts were registered in the museum as E20274-
E21217. 

Stockdale also collected the artefacts which went to Chicago as the 
Harry Stockdale Collection in the ethnological section of the Chicago 
Exposition, at the instigation of the NSW Government Commission. These 
objects were subsequently donated by the Commission to the Australian 
Museum (NSW Commission 1893, 28 June, 1894), with a list attached and 
dated 26 June 1894. Of these items, 73 are able to be traced from the 
Museum's catalogue, most of them, (67), being spears. There is some 
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• difficulty in provenancing this material precisely. Some of it is attributed to 
Port Essington, some to Merkin-al-al Creek (Murgenella Creek), and some to 
the East Alligator River and the Head of the East Alligator River. Stockdale 
certainly visited these areas as indicated by his diary entries (Stockdale 1891). 
It would seem that he had also travelled as far as the South Alligator River 
(Cahill 1901). 

Robert Etheridge, then curator at the Australian Museum, wrote a 
paper documenting the items using Stockdale's information (Etheridge 
1893). Etheridge provenanced all this material to the Alligator Rivers. 
Stockdale agreed with Etheridge (1893:229) when the latter surmised the 
items were collected from the Bimbirik, a group of the lower parts of the 
Alligator Rivers, based on information provided by Earl (1846a:242). The 
Bimbirik were not the Iwaidja, as none of the language terms associated 
with the items coincide with Stirling's (1891) Ei-wa-ga Language List, nor 
were they Gagudju, for similar reasons. It is likely they were Amurduk, or 
one of the other groups immediately north of Oenpelli (Figure 2.1), where 
most of the buffalo camps were located at the time of Stockdale's visit 
(Stockdale 1891). 

Stockdale obtained boomerangs which were said to have come from 
groups further inland (Etheridge 1893:236). Etheridge (1893:229) again quotes 
Earl (1846a:242) to identify these groups as 'the Marigianbirik, or "People of 
the Mountains". Most of these artefacts are not included in the present 
study because of the lack of precision of their provenancing. 

Giles: The Katherine region collection is also an old one, reflecting contact 
points made along the Overland Telegraph Line. Alfred Giles arrived in the 

10 
north in 1870. In 1877 he agreed to join an expedition to establish several 
pastoral stations for Dr W. J. Browne, one of which was Springvale on the 
Katherine River. Giles remained at Springvale until 1894 before moving 
with his family to Pine Creek, then retiring to Adelaide in 1924 (Carment, 
Maynard & Powell 1990:112-14). Sometime during this period Giles collected 
fifteen artefacts which are now in the South Australian Museum. Foelsche 
and Stirling also collected from this area and contributed their items to the 
South Australian Museum. 

Lindsay: David Lindsay, appointed surveyor of the Northern Territory in 
1878, and an explorer of Arnhem Land (Carment, Maynard & Powell 
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donated articles to the South Australian Museum. The major contribution 
from the southern portion of the study region this century was the 21 items 
collected from the Jawoyn and Ngalbun at Mainoru, Beswick and Sleisbeck 
by the Czechoslovakian Expedition led by Karel Kupka in 1956. These 
artefacts are now in the Museum fur Volkerkunde in Basel. 

The Kaparlgoo Native Industrial Mission was located at Gabarlgu 
Lagoon on the South Alligator River. The general area in which the Mission 
was located is now called Kapalga. The Kaparlgoo Mission functioned from 
1899 to 1903 (Advertiser, 27 August, 1901; Cole 1985:40). Its industry was, in 
part, artefact manufacture. 

The Mission is, as the name indicates, partly industrial. This side of the work 
appeals in a very practical way to the natives and aids most materially the 
missionaries in teaching and influencing for good the adults who come into [sic] 
live at the Station. 

Diocese of Adelaide, Year Book, 1901-2:101-2 

It would seem there were factors which could have diminished the 
quality of the work being produced. 

The natives connected with the mison are mostly aged, sick, blind, widowed and 
orphans. All are taught to work and cultivate the soil, build houses, make and 
repair any necessaries. School is held daily for children, which they enjoy; at 
the same time they are kept up in the art of hunting and making the native 
weapons. The rising generation do not seem to take to the trades of their fathers 
unless they are kept at it. 

Advertiser, 16 April, 1902 

However, the museum artefacts provenanced to the Mission reveal a 
standard of workmanship comparable to that exhibited in items from other 
collection points within the region. So it is likely many of the artefacts were 
collected from visiting local adults. The Mission had difficulty attracting the 
adults (NT T & G 10 May, 1901; Cahill 1901), but it is obvious that the many 
well-crafted items in this collection are the work of experienced adult hands. 
The Mission population was generally 30 to 40, but could swell to 80 on 
occasion (Advertiser, 17 December, 1902), suggesting relatively large 
numbers of adults were visiting intermittently. 

Lists of artefacts available and their language names and uses were sent 
out from the Mission with collectors. Consequently a large amount of 
material was sold to visitors. Collectors included A.S. Newsham, a banker 



61 

briefly resident in Darwin from June to November in 1901 (NT T & G 24 
May, 1901; 14 June 1901; 1 November, 1901) 

J.F. Connolly collected items acquired by the Australian Museum in 
1903 (Connolly 1903). These items were accompanied by Kaparlgoo Mission 
language terms. 

J.T. Tunney was another collector from the Mission, whose artefacts are 
now in the Western Australian Museum. He was an ornithologist who, 
with his brother, spent 14 months on the South Alligator River from 
October 4, 1902 to November 1903 (Storr 1966:59-65; NT Times & Gazette 29 
August, 1902; 11 October, 1903; 20 November, 1903; 27 November, 1903). 
From October 5 to 10, Tunney 'worked the monsoon forest at "Kaparegoo" (= 
Koparlgoo, a former pastoral lease between the West and South Alligator 
Rivers extending from the coast to 32 miles inland' (Storr 1966:64). There is 
no mention of his visiting the Mission, but some of the artefacts he 
contributed to the Western Australian Museum from the South Alligator 
River have old tags bearing the name 'Kaparlgoo Mission' pencilled in the 
script of the time. 

Mrs Elsie Deacon also contributed 42 specimens from the 'Alligator 
River' to the Australian Museum in 1906 before leaving the Northern 
Territory. Thirty-eight of these were Aboriginal artefacts consisting of 
spears, spearthrowers, throwing sticks and a basket (Deacon 8 January, 1906; 
16 January, 1906). One of these spears, AM/E1563, is accompanied by a 
language term, morn gulk, associated with the Kaparlgoo Mission spears. 

Mrs L. G. Rogers contributed 35 artefacts to the South Australian 
Museum in 1958, but many of these items are accompanied by Kaparlgoo 
Mission vernacular language terms, while one item, SAM/A51004, is 
catalogued with the information 'originally obtained by Mr. A. McDiarmid 
from the Kaparlgoo Mission'. 

Archibald McDiarmid was a solicitor and seems to have acquired his 
material in 1902 (Phil Jones pers. comm.). Nineteen artefacts which were 
contributed to the British Museum some time before 1914 by H. P. Rogers, an 
ornithologist, do not seem to have been connected with Mrs Rogers. They 
were provenanced to Port Essington and the East Alligator River. 
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R. Lindsay Johnson contributed artefacts collected by his father, J. 
Howard Johnson, to the South Australian Museum in 1902 (Phil Jones pers. 
comm.). These artefacts are registered in the name of J. H. Johnson in the 
catalogue (Clarke 1992). A further contribution was made by R. Lindsay 
Johnson in October 1923, the list being in the Stirling Papers (Johnson 1923). 
Two of these items, cordage, (SAM/A12065 and A12066), are accompanied by 
Kaparlgoo Mission language terms, korarri for banyan vine string and 
boubon for bark scrub string (Catalogue of curios from Kaparlgoo Mission 
n.d.). It would seem that all the items contributed by the Johnsons were 
collected at the one time, 1902, from the Kaparlgoo Mission by J. Howard 
Johnson, perhaps through McDiarmid. 

McDiarmid may also have been associated with the explorer quite large 
collection by R.T. Maurice, 263 items, provenanced merely 'Alligator River' 
and housed in the South Australian Museum (Phil Jones pers. comm.). 
Maurice's collection was acquired by the South Australian Museum in 1903. 
It would seem he did not gather these items himself from the Mission. He 
certainly visited the area in 1899, between 31 May and 16 June, in search of 
the box of documents explorer John McDouall Stuart was said to have 
buried at the foot of the tree where he terminated his transcontinental 
journey in 1862 (NTT&G 16 June, 1899). But the Mission was not begun 
until 25 November, 1899 (Advertiser, 27 August, 1901). Maurice reported 
seeing a point which was described as Alligator River country 20 miles to the 
east of his most easterly position, but seems to have got no further east than 
Thrings Creek (NTT&G 16 June, 1899). The artefacts accompanying his name 
however are provenanced to the Alligator River, but one is labelled the East 
Alligator River (Maurice 1903: SAM/A33073), which looks like a coiled 
mourning band. 

Maurice's artefacts are accompanied by Kaparlgoo Mission language 
terms in some instances, such as murnurat for a reed mat (Catalogue of 
curios... n.d.), called an apron by Maurice (1903: SAM/A6542). But other 
language terms recorded do not seem to correlate with any other terms 
reported from the region. Maurice's items also exhibit attributes not present 
in the other material from Kaparlgoo Mission. The baskets show attributes 
of a decorative complexity usually associated with items further east, such as 
the nipple woven at the base, the double reverse twine patternings (see 
glossary), the white cross hatched designs and painted anthropomorphic 
figures. Koperaki, the elder of a Gagudju group on the western bank of the 
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East Alligator River in 1920, told Warburton (1934:96) he had visited the 
Mission and traded goods there. Kummuramara, a plumed wand (Maurice 
1903: SAM/A3732), used as a sign of peace and invitation to a corroboree at 
the Mission (Catalogue of curios... n.d.) was also recorded as a Gagudju term 
(Spencer 1912: MOV/X18542), suggesting ceremonies were shared. Visitors 
would have been attracted by tobacco grown at the Mission. It was said to 
possess 'a delicious aroma' and to 'burn freely' (NTT&G 28 June, 1901) and 
may have accounted in part for the prolific artefact output of the Mission. 

The craving for tobacco is well documented for this region (Sweatman 
in Allen & Corns 1977:146; Basedow 1907:29; Eylmann 1908; Spencer 1914, 
1928; Spencer 1911-12; Cahill 1913-22; Warburton 1934; Levitus 1982:20). 
Eylmann (1908:307 translated in Hodgson & Hubel 1994:12) reported that 
during his visit to the north in 1897, before the Mission was established in 
1899, Aboriginal people, including those from the Alligator Rivers region, 
were prepared to walk long distances to acquire tobacco: 

Hundreds of Aboriginal people walk annually to the eastern side of the railway 
line, where there are a few cattle stations, to trade tobacco and pipes in exchange 
for weapons, utensils etc. with other Aboriginal people, or the light coloured 
races in exchange for their women. I found out about the importance of tobacco in a 
North Australian's life while I was camped at Knuckey's Lagoon shortly before 
the wet season for a few months in 1897, close to an Aboriginal walking path. 
Nearly every day, a small group of people from the Alligator River region 
passed my camp to go to Palmerston on those uncomfortable summer days to get 
the entertaining tobacco cuts. 

Eylmann 1908:307 translated in Hodgson and Hubel 1994:12 

A steady supply of tobacco was one way that Europeans ensured 
Aboriginal residence and services. One buffalo shooter, for example, resorted 
to drying paw paw leaves for a tobacco substitute when he ran out of tobacco 
in order to keep his labour supply (Levitus 1982:20). Perhaps a steady supply 
of tobacco, which was grown and cured at Kaparlgoo (NTT&G 28 June, 1901), 
occasionally attracted an artef act supply from groups beyond the mission, or 
at least from local adults who were not actually resident at the Mission. 

After due consideration of the evidence, it has been decided to include 
this large collection of items, (263), dated 1903, with the Kaparlgoo Mission 
material, even though it has presented some provenancing difficulties. It is 
possible that Maurice collected the artefacts during his journey before the 
Mission was established, but it is doubtful. His was a journey of exploration 
with a very specific goal in mind (to find Stuart's tree). It lasted about two 



weeks, making it an unusual context for acquiring such a large and varied 
Ir number of artefacts, with language terms attached. He was known to have 

corresponded with McDiarmid, who was known to have acquired objects 
from the Mission in 1902 for Mrs L. G. Rogers. The evidence would seem to 
be weighted towards considering the Mission as the collection point. The 
Mission material is about equally divided between the South Australian 
Museum in Adelaide and the Australian Museum in Sydney while 
Tunney's material is in the Western Australian Museum. 

Oenpelli was the next prominent collection point. It was established as 
a dairy farm between 1906 and 1922. After this date it became a mission (Cole 
1971, 1975). The farm was established and run by buffalo shooter Paddy 
Cahill until his death in 1922. It was visited by W. B. Spencer in 1912. 
Spencer had intended only a short visit of two weeks with Cahill, but was so 
impressed by the place, the people and their culture that he stayed for two 
months from the 18th June to mid-August (Spencer 1911-12). Spencer, and 
subsequently Cahill, contributed most of the objects in the very large 
Museum of Victoria collection from this area. These contributions and co-
operation with photographic sessions were also stimulated by the giving of a 
stick of tobacco to the men, a handkerchief and half a stick of tobacco to the 
women and a little tobacco and lollies to the children (Spencer 1911-12; 
Spencer 1928:780). Spencer forwarded money to pay for artefacts sent to him 
by Cahill which Cahill duly distributed to the makers of the artefacts (Cahill 
1913-1922). 

Spencer (MOV Catalogue) firmly attributed most of the artefacts he 
collected to the Gagudju, as these were the group with whom he had most 
interaction through Cahill's main informants, Koperaki and Mitcherelak. 
The latter was introduced to Spencer through an earlier expedition east of 
Katherine (Spencer 1911-12). This expedition also included Gillen (Spencer 
1911-12), and would explain the presence of five artefacts acquired from 
Gillen by the South Australian Museum and provenanced to the Katherine 
River. 

Artefacts collected from groups other than the Gagudju were clearly 
identified by Spencer. Cahill, on the other hand, does not indicate so clearly 
to whom the items are attributed. Cahill (1913-1922: Letter, 24 May, 1916) 
wrote of 500 people visiting from the Liverpool River area in 1916 and of 
another 250 from Cape Don a few months later, mostly in search of 
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medication for influenza. Some of the language terms associated with these 
artefacts collected by Cahill differ to the Gagudju terms given by Spencer for 
the same types of artefacts. Only the nine Panda nus mats collected in 1918 
were specifically indicated as being obtained from a Liverpool River group. It 
is likely more of the artefacts contributed by Cahill came from groups further 
east. 

The ethnographic evidence for this assemblage is well represented. 
Spencer's writings (1911-12; 1914; 1922; 1928) provide an extensively 
documented account of the items in the collection. He was collector, 
documenter and curator of much of the collection through his association 
with the Natural Museum of Victoria (Spencer 1922; Calaby & Mulvaney 
1986), which subsequently became the Museum of Victoria. His writings are 
accompanied by photographs and sketches of items and their contexts. Cahill 
(1913-22) supplemented this with information sent in his letters to Spencer. 
Chaloupka, Kapirigi, Nayidji and Namingum (1985), Harvey (1990) and 
Neidjie (1989) provided later information, as Bill Neidjie, in his capacity as 
Gagudju elder, contributed to each of these works. 

Spencer (1911-13: 23 July, 1912) also collected a number of sacred objects. 
He mentioned his and Gillen's resistance to the idea of collecting sacred 
material, but had heard that the German missionaries were collecting it and 
sending it to Leipzig. It seems worth noting in the modern context that 
Spencer did feel uncomfortable about encouraging the handing over of these 
obviously highly valued items, but justified their acquisition by reasoning 
that it would be better for him to obtain them and keep them in the country 
than allow the Germans to acquire them and take them back to their 
homeland. 

Spencer was one of the few collectors of material from the region 
entrusted with these artefacts, his trust having been earned by revealing the 
extent of his ceremonial experiences elsewhere. It was no doubt greatly 
assisted by his friendship with Cahill, who was invited to ceremonies, and, 
as did Joe Cooper, had taken the trouble to learn the local languages (Spencer 
1911-12:10 July, 1912). Spencer (1911-12: 25-26 June, 1912, 2 July, 1912, 12 July, 
1912) was also permitted to take many metres of film of ceremonies. 

Only incidental contributions were made from the region after 1922, no 
doubt reflecting the passing of the 'great age of collecting' (Torrence 



mel 

1993:468). The only exceptions were the Australian and American Scientific 
Expedition to Arnhem Land of 1948, which included Oenpelli as one of its 
locations for study, and the Czechoslovakian Expedition of 1956, which 
concentrated its interest in the Katherine area. The Australian-American 
Expedition to Arnhem Land collected 77 objects currently housed in the 
Australian Museum and the Czechoslovakian Expedition 21 objects now in 
the Museum fur Volkekunde. 

3.2 Ethnographic sources 

The ethnographic information dates from the earliest records of 
European contact in the north (Major 1859; Robert 1979:40-44; de Haan 1756, 
translated by Heeres 1899, in McKnight 1969:41; Jan Carstenz in 1623, 
translated by Heeres 1899 in McKnight 1969:37). The first European 
settlements on the northern coast of the Cobourg Peninsula (1824-1849) and 
at Escape Cliffs on Adam Bay (1865-66) provided the context for much of the 
early information (eg. Sweatman in Allen & Corns 1977; Campbell 1834; 
Barker in Mulvaney and Green 1992; Leichhardt 1847, McKinlay 1865-1866; 
Edmunds 1864-1866). 

The successful establishment of Palmerston in 1869 facilitated various 
forays along the coast and into the hinterland by navigators, explorers and 
surveyors (eg. Carrington 1886; Gray 1915; Lindsay 1884). Pastoral leases 
provided the milieu for the next wave of information which came in the 
form of books, diaries, letters and newspaper accounts of the experiences and 
observations of the buffalo shooters, pastoralists and missionaries (eg. 
Lennox in NTT&G and Advertiser; Stockdale 1891; Cahill 1898-99, 1901, 
1913-22; Lewis 1922; Warburton 1934; Cole 1988, 1992). Amateur 
ethnographers such as Foelsche (1886) and Pasco (1886) submitted their 
writings on the northern groups to academic circles, while professional 
ethnographers recorded and published their findings in books and journals 
(eg. Basedow 1907; Eylmann 1908; Spencer 1914, 1928; Berndt 1951; Elkin 
1953; Berndt & Berndt 1970). 

A plethora of researchers, in the context of the formation of Kakadu 
National Park in the Alligator Rivers region, Nitmiluk National Park in the 
Katherine region and Gurig National Park on the Cobourg Peninsula, 
further sifted and added to this information (eg. Peterson & Tonkinson 1979; 



Merlan & Rumsey 1982; Keen 1980b; Chaloupka 1981b). There is 
consequently an extensive amount of information from the region from 
primary historical sources and of an ethnographic nature spanning the 
entire period of European contact. 

The reliability of the information is high. There is a considerable 
amount of professional material recorded over an extensive period of time. 
Spencer's accounts (1911-12, 1914, 1928), based on material collected during 
his visit to Katherine, Darwin, Melville Island and Oenpelli in 1911-12, were 
the earliest and perhaps the most extensive body of research specific to the 
region. Elkin, Berndt and Berndt (1951) considered his reports of the lack of 
certain social categories in this region to be reliable, as Spencer was 
particularly diligent in ferreting out this type of information. His reports on 
the social organisation and on the lack of some cultural practices such as 
circumcision provide interesting comparisons with later reports and 
indicated substantial changes in the systems of social classification and some 
cultural practices in historical times. His records provide a wealth of data of 
an inventory nature on the artefacts of the material culture of the region, 
and his social observations provided a benchmark for comparative use by 
later researchers. 

The information recorded by non-professionals accords well with this 
professional body of knowledge. Much of it is based on diaries, (McKinlay 
1865-1866, Edmunds 1864-1866; Stockdale 1891; Warburton 1934; Cole 1988, 
1992), with incidents and observations freshly recorded as they occurred by 
men trained to observe precisely such as navigators and surveyors. 

Perhaps the only shortfall in the ethnographic material for this study is 
the fact that much of the earlier information was collected in the north east 
section of the Alligator Rivers region, that is, around Oenpelli. This was the 
base from which the professional ethnographers worked (Spencer 1911-12, 
1914, 1928; Berndt 1951; Elkin, Berndt & Berndt 1951; Specht & Mountford 
1958; Berndt & Berndt 1970). The later research, done in the context of land 
claims in the 1970s, concentrated more on the South Alligator River 
wetlands, but with groups who were largely from other areas befote 1950. 
The groups now dominant in the study region, the Gundjehpmi and 
Gunwinggu, the former also referred to as the Maiali, are groups only 
recently resident in the area, having moved from points further east since 
the mid century. 



The Maiali are a migrant group, who by their own admission (Stewart 
1969:45), are incursors from the east during this century (Rindberg 1950; 
Chaloupka 1975; Keen 1980; Taylor 1987:71; Harvey 1990). They speak 
Gundjeipmi, which Harvey (1990:12) claims is a dialect of Gunwinggu. 
These people have merged with the Puneitja and Umbukarla groups 
Spencer (1914:276; 1928:752) claimed inhabited the wetlands. These groups 
came to use the superordinate term Maiali to describe themselves. It would 
seem the Maiali have merely consolidated seasonal visits made in the past 
to the wetlands. Chaloupka (1981) recorded accounts of visits to the wetlands 
by the Gundjeipmi speaking Badmardi of Deaf Adder Gorge in the 1920s'. As 
a consequence of the vagaries of history, while there is a large amount of 
information on the people of the coast at Port Essington, and on the people 
of Oenpelli, there is very little information on the people of the coastal 
portion of the Alligator Rivers, or on those of the wetlands prior to the 
1950s, though much can be inferred from the ethnographic information 
overall. 

While a gender bias may be expected in a collection of artefacts entirely 
gathered by men, there seems to be little skewing of the number of items 
used by men and women. Items specifically associated with women's 
activities, although dilly bags and baskets are well represented. Some items, 
such as digging sticks, may have minimal representation as a result of their 
less spectacular appearance rather than the fact they were more likely to be 
used by women. Items used for ornamentation, such as cane bead necklaces, 
feather headdresses and waistbands of string, were worn by both sexes, as is 
evidenced by the early photographs of Foelsche and Spencer. 

3.3 Ethnobotanical sources 

Ethnobotanical information is particularly valuable in providing a link 
between museum artefacts and the environments and cultures from which 
they come. Material use evident in the artefact can be directly linked to 
information recorded by professional researchers. There are some problems 
however, in using this material. There is a problem stemming from the lack 
of botanical precision in the information included in the documentation of 
the museum collection. It is difficult to match the ethnobotanical 
information with these records in many cases. There is also a problem in 



that much of the ethnobotanical information was collected from groups 
different to those now resident in the region. 

In regard to the first problem, that is, the lack of precision in the 
information accompanying museum material, information to the species 
level, able to be related to particular cultural groups in particular 
environments, is often severely limited. While there is a great deal of 
information on the gross identification of the raw materials used for 
artefacts, the lack of this information, especially at a local level, can restrict 
the research questions able to be answered. One can only agree with 
Kamminga when he lamented that 

...one of the most neglected areas of research on Aboriginal material culture is the 
study of the raw materials used to make artefacts. This is an extraordinary 
deficiency as the properties of materials often have a fundamental influence on 
the form and operation of the artefact. Sometimes what is seen to be variation in 
"style" is really a response to material constraint, or design features that take 
advantage of the material's special mechanical properties. 

Kamminga 1988:26 

Unfortunately, the avenues available for obtaining the above 
information from museum artefacts are often limited. Study of the artefacts 
at the level required is considerably time consuming and expensive. Also, 
many museums now require the permission of Aboriginal groups from 
whom the artefacts were originally collected, as well as compelling reasons 
for such research, before artefacts are released for intensive, in some cases 
destructive, analysis (Council of Australian Museums Associations 1993). 
While there is certainly no argument with these precautions, they do limit 
research. 

It was hoped that the identification of raw materials used in the 
museum artefacts could be achieved to at least genus level, but this has 
proved difficult within the confines of the study, that is, the necessity for 
restriction to macroscopic means of identification in the context of student 
location and resources, museum policies and the vastly scattered nature of 
the museum artefacts. Identifying the raw materials even by macroscopic 
means was severely restricted when the physical appearance of the raw 
materials of many of the artefacts is often disguised by dyes and ochres, or 
even a heavy patina of age. 
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These problems can be overcome to some extent by reference to the 
catalogue information accompanying the artefact, and in others by searching 
the ethnographic information related specifically to some of these artefacts. 
However there are serious deficiencies in these sources of information as 
well. Museum catalogues are depressingly short on precise identification of 
raw materials used in the items in their care, although more recent 
additions are often better documented. The collectors of the past often did 
not have the knowledge to enable a precise identification of raw materials 
used, or did not always use it in reporting their material culture 
observations. For example, the Berndts record very few species names in 
their most comprehensive account of the material culture of the area 
(Berndt & Berndt 1970). Even Spencer, who had a background in the physical 
sciences (Calaby & Mulvaney 1985), is often remiss in this regard. 
Consequently, the catalogues are scattered with such terms as 'swamp bush', 
'rushes', 'jungle vine', 'bush string' and 'scrub fibre'. These are often difficult 
to refine further. 

There are some notable exceptions to the imprecision of much of the 
earlier information. The explorer Leichhardt (1847), was well versed in 
natural history, and recorded many botanical and zoological observations to 
species level in the most extreme of conditions and without the aid of 
specimens. His compatriots, Basedow (1907) and Eylmann (1908), can also 
claim comparable regard in this respect. Both of their ethnographic accounts 
of regions closely related to the study area are liberally sprinkled with 
precisely identified species. Eylmann, on his arrival from Germany in 1896, 
made it his business to spend a month in Adelaide prior to his epic journey 
north to learn about the flora and fauna he was likely to encounter 
(Bunzendahl 1938 translated in Hodgson & Hubel 1994:4). 

It must be added however, that there was a certain amount of recording 
of language terms for items in the museum collection (eg. Stirling 1891; 
Catalogue of curios... n.d. and Spencer 1914, 1928), which did assist the 
identification of some source materials when matched with recent 
ethnobotanical information. 

There are some problems associated with the use of the excellent body 
of systematically recorded ethnobotanical information (Appendix 1) 
collected from the region since the American and Australian Scientific 
Expedition of 1948. This information has been augmented in the last two 
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decades, but there still remains the difficulty of matching contemporary 
ethnobotanical information with decades older museum items, especially 
when most of the ethnobotanical information was collected from cultural 
groups different to those who contributed the artefacts. 

Most of the contemporary ethnobotanical information was contributed 
by Gunwinggu and Gunjeipmi (Maiali) consultants, while most of the 
museum collection was obtained from groups which are extinct, or nearly 
so, such as the Konbutj and Gagudju. While the movements of the Maiali 
seem merely to have consolidated a long history of seasonal visits 
(Chaloupka 1981), and the material culture of the groups would have been 
very similar, local emphases and variations at the time of the museum 
collections, mostly early this century, may have been missed. 

Maiali now resident in the South Alligator wetlands, still use a 
Gunwinggu clan name, Madjawarr, which is associated with land east of 
Oenpelli from Numbulwar to Nabarlek (Chaloupka 1981b), to name their 
reed shafted spears. They also refer to a uni-directionally long barbed, hafted 
spear by the name markitjpa, said to have come from the Gune language 
group's territory in Central Arnhem Land (Chaloupka & Guiliam 1984:48). 
Groups did not normally use the language terms of other groups. Spencer 
(1914, 1918), for example, was given different language terms by the 'Kakadu' 
and other groups for the same types of artefacts collected from Oenpelli. The 
language terms for artefacts from Kaparlgoo Mission are different to those 
from Oenpelli, and differ again to those used at Port Essington and 
Katherine for the same types of artefacts. There are exceptions, but very few, 
and these are related to recent phenomena, such as the pan-regional terms 
used for the more recently introduced metal-headed spears called lam ma, 
and the forehead fillet called kallamba, used in the comparatively recently 
introduced Kunapipi ceremony (Berndt & Berndt 1970; Thomson 1949b). 

It would seem that the Maiali names preserve memories of Maiali 
movement from the north eastern and eastern escarpment country. As raw 
material availability would be somewhat different in these areas, for 
example, Eleocharis species would not be prevalent and bamboo does not 
grow further east than the South Alligator wetlands, some differences could 
result between artefacts collected from past wetland residents and 
information given by immigrants with a former stone country culture. This 
may explain, for example, the separation of species recorded for pubic covers 
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made by the Maiali into those found in the wetlands and those found in 
drier areas, such as woodland and escarpment (Chaloupka & Guiliani 
1984:63). 

There would, however, be a considerable amount of agreement in the 
use of certain species for particular types of artefacts because of the nature of 
the raw materials available and the uses which they needed to meet 
(Kamminga 1988). Some woods for example, available to all groups in the 
tropical north, would have qualities superior for particular purposes 
common to all groups involved in hunting and gathering in a tropical 
environment. Consequently there should be a high level of agreement 
between different groups utilising the raw materials commonly available to 
them. Generations of experience of local raw materials would ensure a bank 
of knowledge to help decide which materials in an environment would 
better suit particular purposes, whether a group knew others were using 
them or not. For example, it is desirable that a spear used for aquatic 
purposes be able to float. So it is more likely that such spears everywhere in 
similar environments will be made of similar woods. 

That there is a high level of agreement between species recorded for 
specific uses in ethnobotanical reports from widely separated areas can easily 
be demonstrated from the ethnobotanical information (Appendix 1). For 
example, the inner bark fibre from the red kurrajong, Brachychiton 
diversifolia, is reported as being used by Aboriginal groups for bast string 
fibre from areas as far apart as Dampier (Smith & Kalotis 1985) and 
Kalumburu (Crawford 1982) in Western Australia to Groote Eylandt in east 
Arnhem Land (Levitt 1981). Reports from no less than ten different areas 
record the use of this plant for bast fibre for bush string (Appendix 1.1). 
Obviously, red kurrajong was widely recognised as a tree providing raw 
material well suited to the making of string. 

Such widespread examples provide a bank of data able to be used to 
predict the species likely to be used in particular localities for particular 
purposes. If this information is consistent with environmental data, 
ethnographic accounts and museum artefacts collected at local levels, then 
some degree of assurance can accompany the identification of raw materials 
used in artefacts. There is also consistency in these ethnobotanical accounts 
over time. The revisiting of the same Aboriginal groups over decades by 



73 

different researchers in the study region has produced similar information 
(Hiscock 1993:152; Hodgson 1993). 

The ethnobotanical data used in Appendix I was collected largely by 
researchers working in the study region and Arnhem Land. Reports from 
further afield have been included for comparison where appropriate. 
Usually researchers also recorded the locality in which the information was 
found and the cultural identity of the Aboriginal consultant giving the 
information. Specht (1958) was an exception. He did acquire information 
specifically from groups at Oenpelli, but conflated his findings into one 
region, Arnhem Land. However, most of the plants he reported as being 
used are corroborated for the Alligator Rivers region by later researchers. His 
findings have also incorporated the findings of earlier researchers in 
Arnhem Land, specifically Warner (1967) and Thomson (1946, 1948, 1949a) 
in East Arnhem Land and Tindale (1925-26) on Groote Eylandt and the east 
coast of Arnhem Land. Altman's (1981) findings are from the Eastern 
Gunwinggu of the Mann and Liverpool Rivers region, while Levitt (1982) 
collected information from Groote Eylandt, Wightman and Smith (1989) 
from Milingimbi and Galpagalpa et al. (1984) from Maningrida. 

The remainder of the ethnobotanical sources contain information 
specific to the study region. Smyth and von Sturmer (1981) worked in the 
Oenpelli area, Chaloupka and Guiliani (1984), Meehan, Brockwell, Allen 
and Jones (1985), Russell-Smith (1985), Haskovec and Sullivan (1988), 
Hodgson (1992) and Dianne Lucas (pers. comm.), all collected information 
from within the Kakadu National Park boundaries. Supplementary 
information is available from Conservation Commission of the Northern 
Territory publications relating to Minyerri, south of Katherine (Wightman, 
Jackson & Williams 1991) and Belyuen, south of Darwin (Smith & 
Wightman 1990). 

3.4 The database 

The database for analysis was formed from the museum collection. The 
collection includes items from the Alligator Rivers region, (approximately 
equated with the present boundaries of Kakadu National Park), Oenpelli, 
Murgenella Creek, the Cobourg Peninsula and the Katherine River area. It 
does not include any restricted (secret/ sacred) material. The objects were 
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collected from 1846 to 1992. The bulk of the collection derives from four 
localities within the study region, Port Essington, Kapalga, Oenpelli, and the 
Katherine River area, the latter representing the Jawoyn, who are associated 
with land in the south of the region (Figures 2.1 & 2.2). 

The collection consists of 2785 artefacts collected by 93 collectors 
(Appendix 2). The items are housed in sixteen different institutions, eight of 
which are overseas (Table 3.1). The bulk of the collection, 2624 artefacts, is in 
Australian museums. The Australian collection is divided mainly between 
three institutions: The Museum of Victoria has 43%,  the South Australian 
Museum has 26% and the Australian Museum has 22% of the total. 

All the artefacts recorded from the Alligator Rivers region have been 
documented in reports to the Australian Nature Conservation Agency 
(Hodgson 1992). All artefacts in the Katherine Collection have been recorded 
in a report to the Jawoyn Aboriginal Association (Hodgson 1993). A 
compilation of the items in the Port Essington Collection can be obtained 
from the author. There is also an illustrated report of artefacts representative 
of types found in the museums from the Alligator Rivers region which was 
prepared for the Aboriginal people of Kakadu National Park (Hodgson 1994). 

Of the 93 collectors, 30 collected more than a dozen artefacts (Appendix 
2). Most of the objects were collected between 1890 and 1922, with reasonable 
samples from the Australian and American Expedition to Arnhem Land in 
1948 (77 artefacts) and the Czechoslovakian Expedition in 1956 (21 artefacts) 
(Table 3.2). 

The temporal and spatial characteristics of the collection of the 
museum artefacts are presented in Table 3.2. The time variable is divided 
into six year blocks, the times chosen enabling the presentation of the 
collections of localities in more temporally and numerically even categories. 
For example, all of the objects from Kapalga were collected between 1900 and 
1903. Spencer's collection was made in 1912. Cahill sent material to the 
Museum of Victoria between 1913 and 1922. The dates chosen to divide the 
categories spread the years and objects of collection more evenly along the 
time continuum, but still maintain temporal categories of an equal number 
of years. The exception is the period between 1846 and 1882. Only 41 items 
were collected during this period of almost four decades. These have been 



Table 3.1 Number of Alligator Rivers, Port Essington and Katherine 
River artefacts in museums. 

museum place museum 
code 

artefacts 

Australian Museum Sydney AM 610 
Berndt Museum Perth BMUWA 19 
Bishop Museum Hawaii BM 15 
British Museum London BrM 51 
Cambridge University Cambridge CAM 8 
Macleay Museum Sydney MM 16 
Museum fur Volkerkunde Basel MFV 21 
Museum of Victoria Melbourne MOV 1197 
Naprstek Museum Prague NM 16 
National Museum of Ireland Dublin NMI 7 
Northern Territory Museum Darwin NTM 5 
Pigorini Museum Rome PM 13 
Pitt Rivers Museum Oxford PRM 31 
Queensland Museum Brisbane QM 20 
South Australian Museum Adelaide SAM 727 
Western Australian Museum 1 Perth I WAM 129 
TOTAL 

__________ 
 2785 
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compressed into one time block, with only the years of collection being 

indicated. 

The time frame chosen for analysis using museum collection data was 
from 1846 to 1924. This time frame included a larger number of artefacts, 
increasing the possibility of some item types being sufficiently well 
represented numerically to permit statistical analysis. This proved to be the 
case for bags, baskets and spears. 

A greater variety of item types was found to be associated with the 
number of items collected within this time frame. In general, there was a 
greater number of item types associated with the time blocks which had the 
greater number of artefacts (Table 3.3). A greater number of artefacts were 
collected between 1890 and 1924. This is also the time of the greatest variety 
in artefact types (Table 3.3). Therefore, the artefacts collected within the time 
frame chosen to form the database for this study not only include the greater 
proportion of the museum collection, but also exhibit the greatest variety in 
artefact type. The material culture of the region was well represented both 
numerically and typologically. 

The database was established according to certain criteria. This was necessary 
as the collection spanned a considerable number of years and not all items 
were accompanied by sufficient information to be used. Items provenanced 
to simply Alligator River, (which river?), were not able to be used for spatial 
studies. Items which were not accompanied by a date of collection and the 
date could not be ascertained by historical associations, were also of little use. 
Items from localities which were under represented numerically were also 
of little use for comparing attributes between localities. A set of criteria was 
decided upon which both accommodated the demands to be made on the 
data and satisfied the requirements of the research questions. Items were 
chosen on the basis of the following criteria: 

1 Items which were accompanied by a date of collection or information 
allowing the calculation of a date of collection. The number of artefacts able 
to be given a date of collection was 2663 (Table 3.2). 

2. Items which could be provenanced to a particular locality (Table 3.2). 
These totalled 2627. When date and locality were considered together, 2561 
objects could be provenanced to a particular locality at a particular time. 



Table 3.2 Occurrence of artefacts over time 

YEAR Kap Oen MCr Pt.E KR! WA A11R TOTAL 
HEA  

1846-1882 10 41 
1855 3 
1865 1 
1866 4 
1878 2 
1879  21  

1883-1888 6 6 
1889-1894 63 158 64 32 317 
1895-1900 3 15 93 77 6 10 204 
1901-1906 535 11 1 8 25 580 
1907-1912 1 394 80 6 4 485 
1913-1918 1 320 24 345 
1919-1924 340 1 341 
1925-1930 12 12 
1931-1936 74 2 76 
1937-1942 13 1 14 
1943-1948 104 20 124 
1949-1954 2 1 1 4 
1955-1960 2 21 23 
1961-1966 0 
1967-1972 36 2 38 
1973-1978 1 2 2 5 
1979-1984 24 6 30 
1985-1990 6 7 13 
>1990 2 2 1 5 

no date 4 120 1  34 18 1  56 1122 
Total 551 11362 179 1446 1182 17 1158 12785 

where 
Kap = Kapalga 
Oen = Oenpelli 
MCr = Murgenella Creek 
Pt. E = Port Essington 
KR/HEA = Katherine River/Head of East Alligator River 
WA = West Alligator River 
AliR = Alligator Rivers 
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Table 3.3 Ratio of artefacts to types over time 

year artefact 
totalsX 

artefact 
typesY 

ratio of 
XtoY 

1846-1879 41 7 5.9 
1883-1888 6 1 6.0 
1889-1894 317 20 15.9 
1895-1900 204 11 18.5 
1901-1906 580 29 20.0 
1907-1912 485 22 22.0 
1913-1918 345 16 21.6 
1919-1924 341 10 34.1 
1925-1930 12 2 6.0 
1931-1936 76 3 25.3 
1937-1942 14 8 1.75 
1943-1948 124 15 8.3 
1949-1954 4 3 1.3 
1955-1960 23 11 2.1 
1961-1966 0 0 0.0 
1967-1972 38 7 5.4 
1973-1978 5 2 2.5 
1979-1984 30 2 15.0 
1985-1990 13 4 3.3 
>1990 5 2 2.5 
no date 1122 134 1 
Total 12785 1 

,i1 
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Items which were collected before 1924. This date was chosen as most of 
the collection was gathered before this date (Table 3.2). There were 2270 

items collected between 1846 and 1924. 

Of this material, the localities represented by the greater numbers of 
artefacts were chosen, that is Kapalga, Oenpelli, Port Essington and 
Katherine (Table 3.2). This provided a sample of 2785 artefacts, 787o of the 

total present in the museums (Appendix 3). Data pertinent to the numerical 

description of the collection is presented in Table 3.4. 

When the criteria for selection of the items for analysis were applied to 
the museum collection, there were found to be 2270 artefacts of 45 item types 

from four localities between 1846 and 1924 (Appendix 3). The application of 
the criteria for selection resulted in four spatially separated collections which 
could be used for comparative attribute distributions. 

Not all items identified were accessed, consequently not all attributes of all 
artefacts which met the criteria are known. A small proportion are in 
overseas museums. Wooden items are especially difficult to research 

because museums tend to store these in less accessible ways. For example the 

Australian Museum in Sydney has spears neatly arranged in horizontal 
racks, each spear individually mounted making finding them from 
catalogue numbers easy. But the spear heads are wrapped in many sheets of 

tissue paper topped by tied plastic bags making examination a difficult and 
time consuming process, sometimes not attempted for fear of damage to the 
item in the process, especially in the case of stone spears, which have 
particularly fragile joints. 

In contrast, the Museum of Victoria has all its wooden artefacts stacked 
in large bundles along wall shelves of great depth and height, causing access 
of any degree to be a daunting prospect. These difficulties reduced the 

number and types of some attributes available for analysis. However the 
sample is large enough for a sufficient number of attributes to be identified 

to be considered representative of the material culture of the region. Overall, 
suitably documented artefacts in sufficient quantity and variety are able to be 
extracted from the total to answer research questions specific to this thesis. 
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Table 3.4 Museum collection data 

Dates of collection: 1846-1992 

No. of artefacts recorded: 

Kapalga 551 
Oenpelli 1362 
Murgenella Creek 79 
Port Essington 446 
Katherine 182 
West Alligator River 7 
Alligator Rivers  158 

TOTAL: 2785 

No. of artefacts with dates: 2663 

No. of artefacts provenanced to chosen localities 
between 1846 and 1924: 

Kapalga 543 
Oenpelli 1068 
Port Essington 403 
Katherine 147 

TOTAL: 2161 

No. of known collectors: 93 

No. of items with known collectors: 2562 

No. of collectors contributing 12+ artefacts: 30 
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Chapter IV 

VARIATION IN LOCAL MATERIAL CULTURES 

The database has been established and its physical and cultural context 
has been described. Before particular types of artefacts are extracted from the 
database for analysis to determine if there is significant variation between 
the localities, there needs to be an appreciation of the material culture 
context from which they are extracted. An overview of the material culture 
of the region will precede the exploration of material culture at a local level. 
An analysis of selected artefact types will then be presented to determine if 
there is variation in the regional material culture at a local level. If local 
variation is established then the nature of that variation will be explored. 

4.1 The material culture of the region - an overview 

The indigenous raw materials used in the past by Aboriginal people of 
the Alligator Rivers region, and indeed in Australia generally, largely 
consisted of wood, bark, plant and animal fibres, feathers, shell, stone, bone, 
fats, waxes, resins and ochres. Plant materials were the mainstay of 
Aboriginal material culture in the Alligator Rivers region, being a 
component in some form of just about every type of artefact (Berndt & 
Berndt 1970:39; Chaloupka & Guiliani 1984:47). Plant parts used consisted of 
leaf and bark fibre, bark strips, seeds for decoration, reeds, rushes and 
bamboo, the roots, trunks and branches of trees and shrubs, flower heads 
(such as Banksia dentata for firebrands) and flower stalks (such as 
Leptocarpus spathaceus for cane beads). Gums and resins used as cements 
were also obtained from plants, as well as other exudates such as the latex 
used as body paint and fixatives for ochres. 

The items used included implements for collecting, preparing and 
carrying food and goods, means of transport, protective and ceremonial 
structures, items for adornment and ritual objects. Following is an overview 



of resources used and the items made from them in the Alligator Rivers 
region. This information is taken from ethnographic and historic literature 
sources and organised in terms of the raw materials used. 

4.1.1 Wood 

Wood was used to make music sticks, fighting sticks, flywhisks, shovel 
sticks (used mostly by women to shovel ashes and coals and clear ground), 
drone pipes or didjeridus, short and long smoking pipes, axe handles, spear 
shafts and points and lightwood spearthrowers with hardwood pegs 
attached. Small sticks were marked to convey messages, to acknowledge 
pregnancy and to issue challenges to do battle. A spindle to make hairstring 
was fashioned from wood as were toys such as spinning tops. 

Wood was also used for dugout canoes (Leichhardt 1847:258; Spencer 
(1928:830, 853; Warburton 1944:160,167,189).These were used during both the 
dry and wet seasons for fishing and transportation (Berndt & Berndt 1970:39). 
Leichhardt (1847:258) saw canoes on the lower reaches of the South Alligator 
River. Spencer (1928:853) observed 'every now and then ... a dugout canoe 
drawn up into a side creek' along the saltwater section of the East Alligator 
River. 

Poled rafts were more likely to be seen in the wetlands than dugout 
canoes. They were used to collect goose eggs. Goose platforms and throwing 
sticks were also items of material culture specific to the wetlands. The 
platforms were climbed to provide a high point from which the throwing 
sticks could be launched to bring down geese in flight (Cole 1988:258; 
Hodgson 1993). The throwing sticks were cylinders of wood measuring the 
distance from armpit to wrist, just long enough to tangle and break the 
wings of a goose in flight. 

There were several types of wooden headed spears used in the region, 
including small goose (point) spears and barbed spears. The latter were used 
for hunting and warfare (Catalogue of curios... n.d.). Sometimes the barbed 
spears were multi-pronged. These were also used for spearing fish 
(Leichhardt 1847:513, McKinlay 1865-1866:6). Wooden headed single and 
multi-pronged spears with bone tips were also used (Spencer 1928:357-59). 



Certain timbers were favoured for firewood. Those which gave long 
lasting coals were preferred. Different timbers were favoured in different 
seasons and for cooking different foods. The inner fibre of dead Pandanus 
spiralis trunks was considered a good source of dry tinder in the wet 
(Warburton 1934:199), while Acacia leptocarpa was favoured for cooking 
fish. 

4.1.2 Fibres 

Fibres were obtained from various leaves, reeds and barks and from 
human hair. They were used to make open mesh dilly bags, twined bags, 
grass mats and conical mosquito nets. A thin skein of string was worn 
around a young girl's chest to indicate her first menstruation and used to 
make pubic fringes for males and females. Arm bands were made from 
vines as were conical fish traps and large, wide meshed baskets. Conical fish 
traps and crab traps made of Flagellaria indica were seen used at the East 
Alligator Crossing by Leichhardt (1847:513-24). Hinged fish nets made of 
knotted string from plant fibres were used in the region (McCarthy & 
McArthur 1960:158; Chaloupka & Guiliani 1984: 10, 63). Grass stalks were cut 
into portions to form beads which were threaded onto skeins of string for 
necklaces (Foelsche 1873-1893; Basedow 1907: 42, fig. 48; Garde 1993). 

4.1.3 Bark 

Bark was used in sheets and as a source of string. Stringybark from 
Eucalyptus tetrodonta was used as ground cover, waterproof sheeting and to 
make shelters, bark paintings and paint brushes. Rolled, it was also used as 
torches for night fishing with spears. Paperbark from Melaleuca species was 
used to make shelters and rafts, as ground cover and as blankets. It was also 
used as containers and for wrappings, fire torches and kindling. 

Huts were made of stringybark and paperbark. Leichhardt (1847:495) 
saw '...a camp of fine oven like huts' made from paperbark on the South 
Alligator River. Stringybark huts lined with paintings were seen by 
Carrington in 1885 on Field Island (Carrington 1886; Chaloupka, Kapirigi, 
Nayidji & Namingum 1985:45). 'Beehive' huts were witnessed being used 
near Jim Jim Creek in the wet season in the early 1920s by Warburton 
(1944:49). They were constructed of saplings and paperbark. Small fires were 
lit inside to ward off mosquitoes. 



Leichhardt (1847:489) observed bark being beaten. He surmised this was 
to shred it for the purpose of straining honey. Haskovec and Sullivan 
(1988:39) report the preparation of an absorbent material by pounding the 
inner bark of Acacia difficilis to make it soft. It was used to soak up honey 
steeped in water and then squeezed into the mouth. 

4.1.4. Stone 

Spencer (1914:353-4) found stone tools had largely fallen into disuse by 
the time he visited the region in 1912, but stone was still used for spear 
points. These were traded in the escarpment area as recently as 1949 (Kyle-
Little 1957:195). Flat sandstone grinding slabs were used to grind waterlily 
seeds (Brockwell 1989:278). 

4.1.5. Seeds 

Seeds, particularly the red seeds of Abrus precatorius, were threaded on 
string or embedded in beeswax to make ornaments and ritual objects 
(Spencer 1911-1912: 12 July, 1912). 

4.1.6. Ochres and stains 

Ochres, charcoal and pipeclay were used as paints. A limited range of 
colours were used to pattern and stain artefacts, decorate bodies and execute 
drawings in bark and on rock walls. The basic colours were red, white, pink, 
blue, black and yellow. These colours were obtained from haematite and 
other ochres, pipeclay, charcoal or manganese, while the blue was an exotic 
substance obtained in European contact situations. It was possibly Reckitts 
blue, a substance used in the past by Europeans. Ochre was also used on 
bodies when hunting as a protective colouring, an effect increased by 
smearing the body with mud from the country (Basedow 1907:19,20). 

Ochres were used to paint on the inside of stringybark shelters 
(Carrington 1886; 1890:73; Spencer 1922; Mulvaney 1957) and rock walls. 
Spencer (1914) collected many bark paintings from Oenpelli. Cahill (Cahill 
1913-22: 11/6/1914) copied 64 rock drawings and sent them to Spencer (1912: 
MOV/X19884-X19928). They were executed on the walls of cliff overhangs 
and caves using ochres. The paints were made from the pigments by 
grinding upon a moistened flat stone and diluting it to a paste with water. 



Grinding hollows are evident throughout the rock shelters of the study 
region. Fingers, or brushes made from a part of a plant, were used to apply it. 
Ochred fibre objects were first greased and then rubbed with powdered 
pigment, according to Eylmann (1908: Chapter 17 translated in Sherlock 
1972:12). He found grease was omitted when colouring the skin although 
van Delft in 1705 observed bodies smeared with ochres prepared with turtle 
fat (Robert 1979:41). 

Different shades were achieved by mixing colours together or other 
materials in with them such as fats. Etheridge (1893:1893:229) mentions a 
mixture referred to as 'ruddle', which seemed to be used particularly to coat 
wooden items, perhaps to help preserve the wood. At Oenpelli, oil was used 
from snake or 'iguana' (Cahill 1913-22: May, 1916). Wax may also have been 
used as a preservative, as well as a fixative: Roth (1904:9) records T. Petrie as 
reporting that warmed beeswax was rubbed on wooden troughs and shields 
in Queensland, but he was not sure if it was for preservative reasons. 
Similarly, saurian or mammalian fat was also rubbed into wood, supposedly 
to maintain the shape of items such as boomerangs. The grease used in 
ruddle seems to have served the same purposes. Wood was also reported to 
be stained red with the sap of Terminalia carpentaria at Oenpelli (Smyth & 
von Sturmer 1981:31). 

4.1.7. Feathers and down 

Feathers and plant down were used. The cottony down in the seed pods 
of Cochiospermum species was used as decoration. Feathers were used to 
decorate bags and were incorporated into lengths of string used in 
ceremonies (Berndt & Berndt 1970:135). Leichhardt (1847:492, 502-3) and 
Spencer (1914:396) reported the use of goose-wing fans. Plumes and tassels of 
feathers were attached to headdresses, armlets, belts and baskets or held in 
the hand while dancing. 

4.1.8. Bone 

Bones were used to make points for spears and as awls. Kangaroo teeth 
were used as ornaments when bound with string and embedded in beeswax 
or resin. The shoulder blade of kangaroo was used as a knife to slice yams in 
preparation for leaching and cooking (McArthur 1960:104). 
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4.1.9. Other 

Various other substances and objects were collected and used. Gum was 
used for binding, certain leaves were used as sandpaper, other leaves were 
used as fish poison and sap was used for pigment. The leaf bases of palms 
were used as simple containers and snail shells were used as rattles in 
ceremonies (Berndt & Berndt 1970:132). Other shells were used for slicing 
and rasping. Mud was formed into large ground sculptures, one witnessed 
by Carrington (1886) estimated to be 'fourteen yards in diameter'. 

4.1.10 Fire 

Fire was used by Aboriginal people to fashion metal and reconstitute 
resins. It was also used as a tool to 'clean up' the country. It flushed out 
game and brought on new growth to attract game (Brockwell 1989:283). 
There is also evidence to suggest it actually improved the yields of some 
plants. Beaton (1982) found cycads had vastly increased yields after 
experiencing fire. 

Monsoon rainforest was burned in the Alligator Rivers region in 
contrast to other areas to help regenerate yams such as Amorphophallus 
species and Dioscorea species (Brockwell 1989:283). Camps were also made in 
monsoon rainforest areas skirting floodplains, where fire was advantageous 
for clearing. 

4.1.11 Exotic materials 

From the time of the earliest recorded foreign contact in the region, a 
visit made by Marten van Deift in 1705 (Major 1859; Robert 1973:40-44), 

0 indigenous materials were supplemented by introduced forged metals, glass, 
leather and yarns, and fabrics of wool and cotton (Leichhardt 1847:492; 
Sweatman in Allen & Corns 1977: 145, 148; Edmunds 1866: 16 June; Lewis 
1922:132). These exotic materials were used separately or incorporated into 
the body of artefacts, such as wool and cotton into the weave of bags and 
baskets and metal into the heads of spears. 
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4.1.12 Evidence of intra-regional variation 

There is very little evidence of intra-regional variation in the material 
culture as represented in the literature informing this overview. Some 
specialisation of equipment in particular environments has been noted. For 
example, large dugout canoes were recorded used on the coast and estuarine 
portions of rivers, while poled rafts were more likely to be seen in the 
wetlands. This level of observation is restricted to the observation of 
different artefact types used in different environments. It does not reveal the 
more subtle variations in the attribute components of artefact types. Similar 
looking baskets, for example, may or may not appear in all the localities, but 
an observation of their presence in more than one locality does not indicate 
if there were different emphases in the raw materials chosen for their 
manufacture or in the decorative attributes preferred. An analysis of the 
attributes of similar basket types in different localities will indicate if there 
are more subtle differences between them and their presence in local 
assemblages. 

An analysis of some of the attributes of selected artefacts collected from 
the four localities will indicate if there is significant variation in the material 
culture within the region. Variation in the raw materials used in local 
material cultures and some of the influences on that variation are explored 
in the next section. Data from the museum collection accompanied by 
ethnographic and ethnobotanical information will be presented to explore 
the variation. 

The artefact types chosen for analysis are from among those with 
greater numerical representation, that is bags, baskets and spears. The 
analysis is organised according to those artef acts composed predominantly of 
wood, that is the spears, and those predominantly made of fibre based 
components, that is the bags and baskets. 

4.2 Local variation in spears 

Spears are a particularly suitable type of artefact for comparing attributes 
between localities. They are a particularly numerous class of objects in the 
museum collection, lending themselves to statistical analysis, and their 
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component raw materials are comparatively easy to identify. Spears were 
ubiquitous among early accounts of encounters with the region's Aboriginal 
residents. Stockdale (Stockdale Papers n.d.:9) commented that one 'rarely 
met a native without a few spears and a billetta in his possession', the 
billetta being the flat bladed or lath spearthrower. Even when undertaking 
European activities, such as assisting with the buffalo industry, men were 
reluctant to abandon their spears. The women of the earliest buffalo 
shooting camps would carry the spears of those men using rifles. A large 
amount of time and care went into their manufacture and maintenance: 

p Basedow (1925:144) noted that men spent hours at a time in camp making or 
sharpening spears and when not in use, 'punctilious care' was taken of 
them. 

There is a great variety of woods used for spears, as evidenced in 
Appendix 1.1. But species of wood used in artefacts are particularly difficult 
to identify by macroscopic means. For this reason, the type of woods used in 
the spears of the museum collection will be conflated under the term 'wood' 
in relation to spearshafts. The use of wood as opposed to reed and bamboo 
for shafts is readily discerned, and the use of wood in contrast to stone, bone 
and metal for spearheads is also clearly possible. The woods used in spear 
heads are distinguished to the level of the broad categories of mangrove, 
Acacia sapling and hardwood. This section considers the distribution 
between the localities of the frequencies of occurrence of raw materials used 
in firstly, spearshafts and then spearheads. 

4.2.1 Spearshafts 

Shafts in the Alligator Rivers region were made of wood, reed or 
bamboo, all easily distinguished from one another. Bamboo was a prized 
material for spear shafts (Altman 1981). It was obtained from the only species 
of bamboo endemic to the Northern Territory, Bambusa arnhemica, which 
has a limited distribution (Figure 4.1). The source material for use as reed in 
spearshafts, Phragmites karka, on the other hand, is widespread. It is one of 
two species growing in Australia, and the only Phragmites species in the 
Northern Territory. It grows in damp, seasonally inundated Iocalities It is 
evergreen (Aston 1977), in contrast to the species found in the southern half 
of the continent, and is widespread across the tropical north of Australia. 
The points of distribution in Figure 4.1 represent the points of collection of 
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Figure 4.1 Distribution of Barn busa arnhernica and Phragrnites karka 
in the Northern Territory 
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s ecimens for the Herbarium of the Conservation Commission of the 
Northern Territory. 

Unfortunately many of the historical and ethnographic sources, 
including the information in museum catalogues, fail to distinguish 
bamboo from reed. The two were often conflated, or used interchangeably. 
This necessitated the accessing of spear shafts to determine if they were 
indeed bamboo or reed. The ethnobotanical information in relation to 
bamboo (Appendix 1.1), in contrast, correlates well with the museum 
material once the materials have been identified. 

Leichhardt (1847:505) foreshadowed the future confusion in identifying 
reed from bamboo in his reference to the 'goose spears, made of a strong reed 
or bamboo' seen in the region. Spencer (1914:357) referred to bamboo using 
the Gagudju word marlu, which Harvey (n.d.:8) found was used in 
association with Phragmites karka. Sweatman (in Allen & Corns 1977:145) in 
his journal of a visit to Port Essington in 1843, insisted that the shafts of the 
eight types of spears he described were all made of 'light reed'. However, 
examination of these types of spears in the museum collection revealed that 
they were mostly made of bamboo. 

More recent researchers have also had difficulty distinguishing these 
raw materials. White (1967b:430) described among her archaeological 
deposits found at Paribari near Oenpelli 'a bamboo pipe and the bamboo 
shaft of a spear'. She later identified the shaft as a link-shaft of Phragmites 
karka (Schrire 1982:64). Kamminga (1988:26), in a continent-wide survey of 
woods used in artefacts, indicated in his introduction that bamboo would be 
included under his definition of 'wood'. But he failed to include it in his 
species list at all. He decided to exclude reeds such as Phragmites and Typha 
(bulrush) from consideration, which is understandable as they are not 
woods, but unfortunate, as they are so often used in the same way as wood 
for spear shafts. 

Cundy (1980:180), in a study of spear and spearthrower technology, used 
the term 'reed/bamboo'. He was justified in this approach as these two are 
functionally similar anyway. But his assertion that they are extremely 
difficult to distinguish is surprising when one comes to know the qualities 
of these materials. They behave quite differently in manufacture and 
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durability. In addition, they can be identified confidently to some level of 
precision by macroscopic means. Plate 4.1 illustrates these differences. 

The node ridges of the Phragmites shafts are quite distinct and exhibit a 
small leaf scar above the node. They are not scraped or worked in any way, as 
the surface of the reed is not sufficiently strong. A closer examination of the 
shafts reveals they have very narrow walls and are more brittle and much 
lighter than the bamboo. They can provide shafts of a much smaller 
diameter than the bamboo, but can equal the bamboo in size if required. The 
bamboo shafts in comparison, have been worked with a tool. The nodal 
ridges are smoothed to form a concave band at their occurrence. The surfaces 
of the shaft are scraped, removing much of the shiny, light golden 'skin' 
typical of bamboo. These modifications are possible as the bamboo stems are 
thicker walled and stronger than the Phragmites. Clyde Dunlop (pers. 
comm.) said they were probably frequently straightened in the heat from a 
fire, which would be a risky procedure with the Phragmites, and probably 
not necessary anyway because of its erect growth pattern. 

Reed was confused with bamboo in the museum collection also. The 
confusion is evident in the following example. Spencer (1914:357) claimed 
the kunjolio, a single hafted spear, had a shaft of bamboo (1914:359). He used 
the Gagudju term, rnarlu, to describe the bamboo, a term identified by 
Harvey (n.d.:9) (malu) as referring to the reed Phragmites karka. The 
Museum of Victoria has a collection of spears known as kunjolio from 
Oenpelli: Ten of these were able to be examined and all were found to have 
shafts made of reed, not bamboo (Table 4.1). 

Ethnographic information indicates bamboo was used for stone headed 
spears, barbed spears, metal shovel nose spears and fish spears. The latter 
were made with metal wires or hafted hardwood heads of (usually three) 
barbed prongs (Spencer (1914:357; Altman 1981). Reed, Phragmites karka, 
provided shafts for fish spears in the Alligator Rivers region (Russell-Smith 
1985:259), and the short shaft of the 'goose spear' (Chaloupka & Guiliani 
1984). This information matched the spears with firmly identified raw 
materials in the museum collection. The short, pointed goose spears almost 
all had reed shafts, the occasional longer goose spear, distinguished by a 
different name, being the exception at Kapalga, in that bamboo was used for 
its shaft. 
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Plate 4.1 Reed and bamboo shafts. Above, reed shafts showing 
unworked nodal ridges. Below, bamboo shafts showing 
worked nodes and striate skin of shaft. 
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The ethnographically reported uses of bamboo are also reflected in the 
spearshafts of the museum collection. Spears with stone, metal or barbed 
heads were more likely to be made of bamboo. Wood was substituted for 
bamboo on occasion for these spear types. Very rarely was reed used for these 
larger spears. When reed was used, it generally provided only half of the 
shaft. A link shaft of bamboo was inserted between the spear head and the 
reed. 

Table 4.1 Example of incidence of reed in shafts accessed among 
kunjolio spears in the Museum of Victoria. 

category MOV catalogue 
numbers 

total raw 
material 

as identified 
by  

kunjolio spears X28371, X28372, X28373, 30 bamboo Spencer 
in the Museurr X28374, X28375, X28376, (1914:357) 
of Victoria X28377, X28378, X28379, 

X28380, X28381, X28383, 
X28384, X28385, X28387, 
X28388, X28389, X28390, 
X28391, X28392, X28393, 
X28394, X28395, X28396, 
X28397, X28398, X28399, 
X28400, X28401, X28402  

available for X28371, X28376, X28379, 10 reed this study 
indentification X28380, X28385, X28389, 
in this study X28391, X28397, X28398, 

X28402  

Spears with shafts of identifiable materials were chosen from the 
museum collection for an analysis of their raw material components. All 
spears from Appendix 3 with shafts for which the raw materials were able to 
be identified were included. Shafts from three of the four localities were 
chosen: Kapalga, Oenpelli and Port Essington. Not enough spear shaft 
materials could be identified in the Katherine collection. Table 4.2 shows the 
relative frequency of the reed, wood and bamboo shafts from the three 
localities. 

As can be seen, these distribution patterns are vastly different from each 
other. Hardly any wood was used in the Kapalga spears, with shaft 
composition being roughly split between reed and bamboo. At Oenpelli, reed 
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dominated comprehensively, while at Port Essington bamboo comprised 
nearly half the shafts in the collection. The differences between shaft type 
frequencies at the three localities was highly significant (chi-square = 35.5; df 
= 4; p  <<0.001%). These striking differences between localities are graphically 
illustrated in Figure 4.2. 

Table 4.2 Relative frequency (%) of spear shaft materials by locality 

spearshaft Port W Kapalga Oenpelli 
material Essington  

bamboo 36 49 24 41 34 17 
reed 24 33 29 50 139 70 
wood 113 118 15 19 127 13 
totals 1 73 1 100 1 58 1 1001 200 100 

These results indicate a greater use of bamboo at the sources of bamboo, 
that is, at Port Essington. In contrast there is a greater use of reed at Oenpelli 
and Kapalga, areas with lagoons which are ecologically suited to reed growth. 
Port Essington is poor in reed growth, and this is reflected in the figures. 
Similar patterns can be revealed when the raw materials of spear points in 
the museum collection are analysed. 

4.2.2 Spear heads 

The points or heads of spears were made of wood, stone, bone and 
metal. Spear heads made of wood tended to be made of harder woods than 
those used for shafts. The woods used for the cylindrical prongs of point or 
'goose' spears were mangrove and Acacia sapling while those of fish spears 
were made of hardwoods. The particular mangrove used was found by 
Specht (1959 quoting White 1949:58) to be the red mangrove, Bruguiera 
parviflora (Roxb.) Wight and Am. In contrast, Spencer (1914:357) found the 
same style of spear, the 'goose' spears at Oenpelli, had heads made of an 
Acacia sp. called ainya by the Gagudju. However the prongs of the single and 
multi-pronged bone tipped spears used for fishing and spearing file snakes 
were made of hardwood (Spencer 1914:357-9). A collection of goose spears in 



0 

MI 

Figure 4.2 Relative frequency (%) of spearshaft raw materials for each 
locality. 

a 
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Plate 4.2 have mangrove and Acacia sapling heads on reed shafts. The bone 
tipped spears can be seen in Plate 4.3. 

Barbed spears were made of the hardwoods. The barbs of spears could be 
long or short, varying from small serrations to long, elegantly curved, 
widely spaced, bi-directional projections along one or both sides of a head of 
ironwood, described as 'remarkable' by Etheridge (1893:229) and 'beautifully 
carved' by Thomson (1949b:64). A variety of spear types can be seen in Plate 
4.4. 

The perforations for the barbs in one type of spear were not cut 
through to the edge, producing what Stockdale (Etheridge 1893:232) called 
the 'lace' spear. They were not represented from localities west of Oenpelli 
in the museum collection. 

Another type of wooden spear head found in the region was known as 
a 'shovel nose' spear and became the shape most often duplicated by the 
metal headed spears. Foelsche (c. 1876: SAM/A5143, A5184, A5189) collected 
spears from Port Essington of a very dense and dark wood (possibly 
ironwood) which were entire, single pronged and with a very long shovel 
nose. Stirling (1891: SAM/A5238, A5239, A5263) collected similar spears but 
with a hafted head and a shaft of bamboo. The head of one such spear was 
triangular in cross section (Stirling 1891: SAM/A5240). 

More often the shovel nose spears in the collection were headed with 
metal. The shovel nose spear may have been an important type of spear in 
the past, or it may be that it was the shape most suited to the metal available. 
It had certainly achieved dominance in its metal form by 1900, when it was 
said to have been the most common spear at Kaparlgoo Mission (Catalogue 
of curios... n.d.), although wooden shovel nose spears were reported as part 
of the spear collection of the Maiali as recently as 1984 (Chaloupka & 
Guiliani 1984:48, figure 25). Very few reached the museum collection, 
possibly an indication of their utilitarian value. Meehan (1991:201) found 
metal spears were the only ones used to hunt the thick skinned buffalo, 
confirming their lethal effect and efficiency in comparison to other spear 
types. 

Stone headed spears were represented from all localities in the 
museum collection. Basedow (1907:32) claimed the stone headed spear was 
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Plate 4.2 Goose spears. The three spears on the left have sapling 
heads and the remainder have mangrove heads. Rogers 
1958: SAM/A50978-50988. 
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Plate 4.3 

The bone tipped 
kujorju or 
kumbarta spear. 
Spencer 1912: 
MOV/X19359. 
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Plate 4.4 Stone, metal and hardwood spear types. From left, bi-point 
spear, two pronged barbed spear, quartzite stone spear, short 
metal head spear, bi-barbed spear, bi-directionally barbed 
spear, long barbed spear and point spear. All have bamboo 
shafts. Spears from the South Australian Museum, left to 
right, SAM/A44580, A49901, A44581, A50967, A44578, A4632, 
A44579, A50968 



common among the coastal groups of the Northern Territory. Macgillivray 
(1852:2:147) reported seeing them at Port Essington, but made of a 'quartz or 
fine-grained basalt', obtained from the 'mountains behind the Port Essington 
isthmus', and Sweatman (in Allen & Corns 1977:145-6) found them to be 
commonly used as war spears there. Leichhardt (1847:486) did not see any 
stone spears during his journey, but was given a 'spear's head of baked 
sandstone'. 

Spears could have stone heads of quartzite, quartz or tuff. Quartzite and 
tuff were used exclusively as points for spearheads. The few examples of tuff 
collected from the region were usually identified in the museum catalogues 
as chert. They are more likely to be tuff (Needham 1990), and they are 
distinguished by the patches of white exfoliation or weathering (Daryl Guse 
pers comm.), clearly seen in Plate 4.5. 

Quartz was used as both barbs and points of spears. Pasco (1886:268) 
observed a spear '.. .headed with bits of sharp quartz, attached to the two sides 
of the weapon, from its point to about 15 inches upwards, by a tenacious sort 
of gum'. These were known as 'death spears' (Davidson & McCarthy 
1957:453-5; Hayden 1973:116-126). Some of the earliest spears collected from 
the region incorporated glass chips in place of the quartz pieces. There is one 
example in the Port Essington Collection. It is in the British Museum (Sir 
Everard Home 1866: BrM/0c1847.0827.25) and was possibly collected by 
Lieutenant Ince of HMS Fly in 1846 while at Port Essington. He donated 
other spears to the British Museum accompanied by that date. The glass 
seems to have been attached in the same manner as the pieces of quartz. 

The evidence from the museum collection and ethnographic sources 
indicated the use of bone in the region could be a peculiarity confined to the 
Oenpelli locality. Bone is frequently mentioned as a material used in 
artefacts in the literature for the region, but usually in relation to tools or 
ornaments, not spears. Eylmann (1908:365 translated in Hodgson & Hubel 
1994:18) found that in the coastal regions of the Northern Territory, scrapers 
were made of bone or shell. Basedow (1907) also found they were used for 
cutting and McArthur (1960:104).) and Thompson (1949) witnessed the the 
use of macropod bone for the slicing of vegetable matter. Spencer (1914:248) 
collected a bone awl from a woman and a kangaroo fibula said to have been 
used to bore a hole in the nasal septum (Spencer 1914:330-31). Kangaroo 
teeth were also used in head ornaments, but nowhere in the literature of the 



Plate 4.5 Tuff and quartzite spearheads. Left, tuff spear head, Wilson 
1952: SAM/A44513, HL 140 mm, HB 40 mm. Right, quartzite 
spear head, Roy n.d.: SAM/A44571, HL 125 mm, HB 50 mm. 
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region, other than Spencer's (1914:357-8) reference, was bone mentioned as 
being used for spears. 

Schrire (1982:248-9) found evidence of bone tools in the archaeological 
plains sites she studied, located not far from Oenpelli, but not in the plateau 
sites. They were mostly bipoints, unipoints and spatulate points. She 
surmised 'the small points probably served as trident or single spear tips', 
echoing Spencer's (1914:356-66) ethnographic observations. Their pattern of 
occurrence would indicate that if they were not a strictly local phenomenon 
at Oenpelli, they were at least a phenomenon restricted to the surrounding 
and nearby plains. 

Bone was used for the spear heads of the type of spear called jiboru by 
the Gagudju at Oenpelli (Spencer 1914: 357, plate 13, figure 2). This type of 
spear seemed quite localised in its occurrence (Spencer 1914:358). It was a 
single pronged hardwood headed spear tipped with bone. The bone tip was 
attached to a wooden head or prong, and the whole inserted into a short 
length of bamboo. A variation on the jiboru was the kuyorju or kumbata, 
peculiar to the 'Kakadu, Geimbio, Umoriu and Iwaidja' (Spencer 1914:358, 
plate 13, figure 3). It is a four or five pronged, hafted, bone-tipped spear (Plate 
4.3). The prongs were of hardwood and were inserted into a short length of 
reed or bamboo. 

An analysis of the museum objects makes the patterns of attribute 
distribution clear. Exotic materials were left out of consideration for the 
numerical analysis of spear heads, as they were not collected in numbers 
representative of their significance. Metal figured much more highly than 
their numbers in the museum collection would suggest (Catalogue of 
curios... n.d.). Also they do not reflect local ecologies. 

All spears were included for which spearhead material could be 
indentified (Table 4.3). Bone was left out, as it only occurred as tips on 
hardwood spearheads in spears at Oenpelli. There were 29 spears with 
hardwood prongs tipped with bone. As can be seen from Table 4.3 and from 
Figure 4.3, hardwood and mangrove were preferred for spear heads at 
Kapalga, hardwood, Acacia sapling and stone at Oenpelli, hardwood at Port 
Essington and stone at Katherine. There was a predominance of wood used 
at Port Essington and Kapalga, and a greater use of Acacia sapling wood at 



Oenpelli. Stone figured more prominently in the assemblages from Oenpelli a and Katherine. 

Table 4.3 Frequency of spear head materials by locality 

spearhead 
material 

Port T Kapalga 
Essington  

W Oenpelli % Katherine % 

mangrove 2 2 26 38 0 0 0 0 
Acacia 0 0 4 6 99 33 0 0 
sapling 
hardwood 111 92 29 42 96 32 5 24 
stone 1 6 1 10 114 1104 135 116 176 

120 1100169 1100 1299 1100121 1100 1  

The preference for certain raw materials in each locality had 
consequences for the types of spears most likely to be found there. 
Scatterplots showing the raw materials used for particular spear types 
revealed the closeness of this relationship. For example, stone spear heads 
were shafted with bamboo at Kapalga and Port Essington. Bamboo was in 
short supply at Oenpelli due to its lack of natural occurrence. Stone spears 
were more likely to have a shaft of reed and bamboo there, one inserted into 
the other to achieve the required length of shaft for a spear of this type. 
Some of these relationships are shown in Figures 4.4 and 4.5. The 
scatterplots were based on measurements in Tables 4.4, 4.5 and 4.6. Spears 
were chosen for which the measurements of both shafts and heads were 
known. A point spear in this context indicates a spear with a head which is 
round in cross section and pointed at the distal end. The goose spears fit this 
description. 

a It can be seen from the scatterplots that the uses of different shaft and 
head materials for each type of spear are very similar at each of the localities, 
and that they mirror the ethnographic information. Reed was used for the 
shorter goose spears. The heads are long compared to the shafts and could 
sometimes be longer than the shafts. It will be noticed that bamboo was 
rarely used for goose spears, except at Kapalga, and then only for the longer 
examples of this type of spear. Bamboo or wood was used for the longer 
spears with barbed, stone or metal spearheads. Bamboo could sometimes be 
rationed by being used as a link shaft. A group of spears, (21), from Oenpelli 
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Figure 4.3 Relative frequency (%) of spear head raw materials for each 
locality. 



Table 4.4 Port Essington spears and measurements used in 
scatterplots. Lengths in mm. 

spear type material shaft 
length 

head 
length 

total 
length 

AM/E4684 point reed 1580 650 2230 
AM/E4689 barb wood 1910 790 2700 
SAM/A21573 barb wood 1900 730 2630 
SAM/A31630 barb wood 2350 410 2760 
SAM/A34963 barb bamboo 2450 650 3100 
SAM/A34986 barb bamboo 2340 520 2860 
AM/E82655 barb bamboo 2460 660 3120 
AM/E82653 barb bamboo 2460 630 3090 
AM/E82648 barb bamboo 2370 680 3050 
AM/E82654 barb bamboo 2450 640 3090 
AM/E10985 barb bamboo 2310 620 2930 
AM/E4669 barb bamboo 2290 670 2960 

(lace) 
AM/E4698 barb bamboo 2310 660 2970 
SAM! A4649 barb bamboo 1770 790 2560 
SAM/A3491 barb bamboo 2130 400 2530 
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Table 4.5 Kapalga spears and measurements used in scatterplots. 
Lengths in mm. 

spear type material shaft 
length 

head 
length 

total 
length 

AM/E102804 point reed 740 640 1380 
AM/E10281 point reed 650 770 1420 
AM/E15832 point reed 1081 480 1561 
SAM/A50975 point reed 430 790 1220 
SAM/A50976 point reed 480 700 1180 
SAM/A50980 point reed 1160 620 1780 
SAM/A50985 point reed 1200 370 1570 
SAM/A50987 point reed 1280 460 1740 
SAM/A50988 point reed 1050 680 1730 
SAM! A50982 point bamboo 760 720 1480 
SAM/A50978 point bamboo 1380 390 1770 
SAM/A9788 barb bamboo 2265 710 2975 
AM/E10262 barb bamboo 1900 660 2560 
AM/E10272 barb bamboo 2320 640 2960 
SAM/A4632 barb bamboo 2430 670 3100 
AM/E10274 stone I bamboo 2400 150 2550 
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Table 4.6 Oenpelli spears and measurements used in scatterplots. 
Lengths in mm. 

spear type material shaft 
length 

head 
length 

total 
length 

MOV/X26446 point reed 1350 400 1750 
AM/E42798 point reed 1500 1140 2640 
AM/E31262 barb wood 2000 530 2530 
AM/E42799 barb wood 2520 400 2920 

(lace) 
AM/E42799 barb wood 2290 610 2900 

(lace) 
AM/E42801 barb bamboo 2280 460 2740 
AM/E30296 barb bamboo 2310 950 3260 
AM/E30297 barb bamboo 2320 880 3200 
AM/E31252 barb wood 2500 540 3040 
AM/E31258 barb wood 2540 690 3230 
AM/E42769 stone wood 2560 170 2730 
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used bamboo in this way (Cahill 1913: MOV / X18274-X18272). They were all 
spears with quartzite heads. 

There are technological reasons why some combinations of materials 
are better than others (Cundy 1980). Consequently the way in which the 
rawmaterials are used at different localities would be expected to be much 
the same. The analysis of the museum collection of spears shows however 
that the proportions of the types of spears from each locality are very 
different. When the abundance or lack of the raw materials in each of the 
localities is considered with this information, it is clear that raw material 
availability has an influence, not only on the materials used in spear 
manufacture, but also the types of spears which will be manufactured. 

4.3 Local variation in fibre based artefacts 

The artefacts to be considered in this section are made of string and 
strand from plant based fibres. In the study region, plant fibres were obtained 
from the bast, or inner bark, of shrubs, trees and aerial roots, (in the case of 
fig species), the stalks and leaves of herbs and sedges and the leaf bases of 
palm trees. Of all museum objects incorporating fibre, 1645 (89%)  used plant 
fibres. The remainder were from animal sources (6%),  including human 
hair, and introduced fibres such as plied wool and cotton (5%).  The plant 
fibres ranged from single element fibres, such as the leaf bases of palm trees 
folded to form containers, to multi-filamented hanks of bast worked into 
plied string. Technical terms are defined in the glossary. 

The types of artefacts made from string and strand chosen for analysis 
are bags and baskets. Other fibre based artefacts such as buckets and wooden 
containers are also considered in the context of the analysis. Local variations 
in raw materials used for bags will first be considered, then the local 
variations in manufacturing techniques. 

4.3.1 Bags 

Bags were made of string in the museum collection and the string was 
almost always made from bast fibres from the study region. The only 
exceptions were a small number of bags (six) collected from Oenpelli by 
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Cahill (eg. MOV/X20078). They were made from string from the leaves of an 
exotic plant, sisal hemp, grown by Cahill as a plantation crop (Love 1910:113). 

A variety of plant species were used for bast in the bags of the museum 
collection, sometimes different species being used for the same artefact. This 
is evident in the number of different textured and naturally coloured fibres 
seen in the construction of a bag collected by Cahill in 1913 (MOV/X18287, 
Plate 4.6). Variety in bast fibres used is also supported by ethnobotanical 
information which lists a variety of species used for bast in this region 
(Appendix 1.2). 

The most frequently reported plants for bast fibre string in the 
ethnobotanical information were young Brachychiton diversifoliaL  B. 
macrophyllus and B. paradoxum trees found growing in woodlands 
(Appendix 1.2). The kurrajong, Brachychiton diversifoliumL  a tree of the 
drier woodlands, was the plant mentioned as providing bast fibre to the 
Jawoyn in the southern areas of the study region (Merlan & Rumsey 
1982:72). The fibre most frequently mentioned in the ethnographic literature 
however as being used for string in the study region is from the banyan tree, 
Ficus virens (Stirling 1891; Catalogue of curios from Kaparlgoo Mission n.d.; 
Stockdale 1891; Etheridge 1893; Spencer 1914; Berndt 1951:167). When it is 
also known that it was the only fibre actually recorded in catalogue 
information in various museums as being used for string bags, it must be 
considered a fibre of significance in this area. 

In fact the occurrence of banyan fibre recorded for the museum items is 
an underestimation of its use for these items. The museum raw material 
specimens of banyan bast show it to be a deep red-brown colour. Ochred as 
string, it would be the dark colour of so many of the bags of unidentified 
fibre in the collection. The string was also very fine and even, as in those 
items identified as being made of banyan fibre, in contrast to string made 
from some obviously different fibres, such as the pale, possibly Planchonia 
sp. fibre in Plate 4.6. While the occurrences could not be unequivocally 
identified as banyan, the similarity between those indicated to be banyan by 
the museum catalogues and those thought to be banyan from macroscopic 
examination leads to the confident assertion that the collection of bags in the 
museums was indeed largely composed of banyan fibre. 
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Plate 4.6 Variety of bast fibres used in bags. Top right, MOV/X18628, 
top left, showing three fibre sources used in one bag, 
MOV/X18287 and bottom, MOV/X18289 
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The predominance of the use of banyan in the study region may have 
been due to the pattern of distribution of the species there and the particular 
properties of the bast of this plant. The banyan tree is found in a wide variety 
of habitats in the Top End, from monsoon vine forest to rock outcrops in 
open woodland (Brock 1988:190). It is a preferred shade tree, often being 
related to a camping spot such as Little Banyan in the South Alligator River 
wetlands. The group at Kapalga, where incidentally a huge banyan tree is to 
be found to this day, were in fact known as the Banyan natives (Cahill 1913-
22: 20 March, 1914). A large banyan tree also grew at Oenpelli in Cahill's time 

$ (Cahill 1898-99: 23 December, 1898). 

In contrast to other fibres, the inner bark of banyan is moist with sap 
throughout the dry season (Chaloupka & Guiliani 1984:59), perhaps because 
it is taken from aerial roots rather than stems. The sap does not rise in the 
dry in the stems of trees. There may be some advantage in using banyan fibre 
over other bast fibres for this reason. It would certainly be easier to release 
the bast from the bark outer covering of roots if it was moist at all times of 
the year. 

It is possible banyan is a superior fibre in water. Levitt (1981:105) 
recorded string from this species being used for fishing lines on Groote 
Eylandt. Meehan (1982:81) recorded the type of bag used for collecting marine 
shellfish on the Blyth River as being of banyan fibre. Smyth and von 
Sturmer (1971:21) found the hand nets used for fishing were made of 
banyan. It would appear this fibre worked well in water and was favoured 
for such uses. It would seem then that banyan fibre was particularly well 
suited to the making of artefacts in areas dominated by floodplains and 
wetlands. 

* Banyan was also a fibre source of relative abundance. It occurred in a 
wide variety of habitats in the study region and could be harvested all year. It 
had an advantage over other sources because of its availability and because 
of its suitability over other fibres in moist situations. It was well suited for 
use as an important fibre for string in the Alligator Rivers region. 

The only other sources of fibre for string mentioned in the older 
literature was a 'scrub fibre' known as boubon at Kaparlgoo Mission 
(Catologue of curios... n.d.) and 'the cotton tree' at Port Essington Stirling 

* 
(1891). The former may have been one of the Brachychitons, a scrub-like 
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species figuring prominantly in the ethnobotanical literature for this 
10 purpose (Appendix 1.2). Acacia spp. were another scrub-like group of plants 

used for string, but nowhere in the literature was it described as being used 
for bags (see Appendix 1.2). I suspect it makes a rather coarse string, more 
suited to the pubic covers it is usually associated with. The 'cotton tree' 
could be Bombax ceiba, which has seeds embedded in a cottony down, and 
the inner bark of which Brock (1988:98 quoting Hiddens 1981) claimed could 
be made into twine. Or it may have been Cochlospermum fraseri, a small, 
spindly woodlands tree, also well known for its cottony down, and also 

• reported as a source of bast (Brock 1988:124 quoting Chaloupka & Guiliani 
1984). The 'cotton tree' was also the fibre used for 'bibs' (breast mats) at Port 
Essington (Stirling 1891), suggesting the banyan may not have been so 
prevalent in an essentially woodland and strand environment, and an 
alternative was more often sought. 

While species of fibre used in bags could not be precisely identified, 
certain statements can be made from the above information. All the bags in 
the museum collection from Kapalga had the characteristics of banyan fibre. 
There is a huge banyan tree at this locality and the group of this locality were 
identified by regional lore with this plant. Most of the bags in the museum 
collection from Oenpelli were made of banyan fibre, but there was a greater 
variety of fibres evident (Plate 4.6). The bags from Port Essington were made 
mostly from banyan fibre, but were said by ethnographic sources to be also 
made from the unidentified 'cotton' tree. The very few bags from Katherine 
(including the upper East Alligator River) could not be identified as banyan 
but were said to be made from kurrajong fibre. 

While banyan was the dominant fibre used in three out of four of the 
localities, Kapalga, Oenpelli and Port Essington, its use was tempered more 

* often by the inclusion of other fibres at Port Essington and Oenpelli. Banyan 
was not recorded in the literature as a fibre used at Katherine, nor were the 
museum items from this locality identified as such. 

The reason for the dominance of banyan fibre at three out of the four 
localities, and the varying degrees of dominance, could be attributed to 
environmental factors. The most widely reported fibres in the 
ethnobotanical literature were Brachychiton diversifolia and B. paradoxumL  
Hibiscus tileaceus, Planchonia careya, Sterculia quadrifida and Ficus virens 
(Appendix 1.2). All except the banyan occur mostly in woodland habitats. 
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The banyan, Ficus virens, is the only species found in most 
environments, including the wetlands, so it is not surprising that most of 
the identified museum collection string bags seem to have been made from 
this plant, or that it was cited most often in the museum catalogues and 
ethnographic literature. The most preferred bast fibre, banyan, is one which 
is found comparatively more widely and is more easily available than 
alternative sources in the region. It would seem that the alternative 
woodland and strand species were more likely to be substituted in 
environments other than those dominated by floodplain and sedgeland, as 
was seen with the Port Essington 'cotton tree' and the kurrajong tree at 
Katherine. 

There were different manufacturing techniques used to make bags, 
associated with different uses. Local variations in the frequencies of the use 
of these techniques in the localities, and the implications for their uses, can 
be compared. 

Bags from this region were made using two different weaving 
techniques, the looped and knotted weave, both weaves found widely 
distributed over the continent (Davidson 1933). Spencer (1914:388) found the 
Gagudju at Oenpelli named their string bags by the weaving technique used, 
nangalo'warra for bags using the looped technique (eg. Spencer 1912: 
MOV/X18641) (Plate 4.7) and mirla for bags using the knotted technique (eg. 
Spencer 1912: MOV/X18633) (Plate 4.8). The Kaparlgoo Mission language 
terms revealed the same distinctions, m UT TO U 00, describing the looped bags 
(eg. Newsham 1901: AM/E10366) and umbiggarar the knotted bags (eg. 
Rogers 1958: SAM/A51011). The naming of these weaves in the museum 
catalogue also enabled the identification of the weaves of bags which could 
not be accessed. 

The looped weave allows a closer mesh. It is also a weave without 
knots, which allows for a stretching of the bag to better accommodate 
different shapes. The knotted weave is, as the name suggests, constructed 
with knots. The knotting secures the threads into a rigid position. It is not 
possible to achieve the same closeness of mesh using this weaving 
technique, consequently it is not very useful for carrying small objects or for 
bags requiring stuffing. 

PJ 
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Plate 4.7 Looped weave bag. Spencer 1912: MOV/X18641, L 400 mm B 
350 mm. 



I 

a 

Plate 4.8 Knotted weave bag. Cahill 1913 MOV/X18287. L 300 
mm. 
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The different weaves were therefore suited to different purposes. The 
looped bags were used for 'miscellaneous' purposes and the knotted bags 
were used for subsistence purposes, such as 'the carrying of game' (Catalogue 
of curios... n.d.). A bag or basket used for miscellaneous purposes was used to 
carry such items as were found in the straight rim basket MOV/X18791 
collected by Spencer in 1912. Catalogue information indicated it contained 
firesticks, bits of rag, stones, shell, down from the 'cotton tree', hair, a stone 
for opening shells, pigments (white and red in rock form), a fresh water 
mussel, a bone awl, a kangaroo tooth ornament (4 teeth in a resin band), 

• beeswax and a container woven of cane. The smaller mesh able to be 
achieved with the looped weave provided a more suitable container for the 
smaller items of a miscellaneous nature needed to be transported. 

There were some types of bags which were named for their function 
rather than their weave. Maiali called the small string bags carried by men 
malaka (Chaloupka & Guiliani 1984:62), a term (mala:ga) used by Berndt 
(1951:167) for all string bags at Oenpelli. When these were stuffed and tightly 
bound, they were known as biting bags (Plate 4.9), worn in a similar fashion 
to the treasure bags, that is, suspended down the chest from a string handle 
around the neck, and bitten when excited in battle. All of the biting bags in 
the museum collection but one were looped, to accommodate the close 
mesh required for retaining the materials used for stuffing. 

There were 180 carry bags in the museum collection and 49 biting bags. 
The bags were analysed for the frequency of distribution of weave types in 
the localities. The raw data for Table 4.7 was obtained from Appendix 3. 
Katherine was not included, as there were only three bags collected from this 
locality. The dearth of fibre containers in the Katherine locality is explained 
by the fact that the containers more often used there were pitchies made of 
wood rather than bags and baskets made of fibres. The results were found to 
be significant (chi-square = 11.13; df = 2; p = 0.01) 

Pi 
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Plate 4.9 Biting bag. Spencer 1912: MOV/X18571. 
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Table 4.7 Frequency of looped and knotted weave bags in localities. 

bag Port % Kapalga % Oenpelli % 
Essington  

looped 14 78 24 71 55 45 
knotted 4 22 10 29 67 55 

18 100 34 100 122 100 

As can be seen in Table 4.7, there were differences between the localities 
in the frequency of the different weaves used in the construction of bags. 
Looped bags predominated at Kapalga and Port Essington, while the opposite 
was the case for Oenpelli. Even accounting for the fact that biting bags, 
always looped, are added to the figures, (9 from Kapalga, 33 from Oenpelli 
and 4 from Port Essington), the knotted weave is still predominant at 
Oenpelli. These differences will be assessed in the light of the data on 
baskets, the container used as an alternative to bags in most of the localities. 

4.3.2 Baskets 

The raw materials used in the baskets in the museum collection were 
identified from macroscopic examination and ethnographic and 
ethnobotanical information. Certain types of raw materials were used to 
make certain types of baskets. For example, Pandanus was used to make 
small baskets with a close mesh and a straight rim, not for the large, wide 
meshed baskets with flared rims. As the type of raw material used was 
directly related to the type of basket manufactured, both of these attributes 
will be considered together. 

Baskets were made of leaf and stem strands (Appendix 1.3) with 
occasionally bast string incorporated into the strands in some types of 
baskets. Once again there were few examples of fibres identified in the 
museum collection. Fibres used in baskets were more likely to be described 
in more general terms such as 'rushes', 'reeds', 'jungle vine', 'swamp bush' 
or 'grass'. The Pandanus spiralis fibre was the only one botanically identified 

0 
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in the museum catalogues. The ethnographic and ethnobotanical literature, 
allied to linguistic information, has been of assistance in identifying other 
species used. 

Leaf and stem strands identified by ethnobotanists as being used in 
baskets were Pandanus spiralis, the Cyperus species, the Eleocharis species, 
Malaisia scandens vine and the Triodia species (Appendix 1.3). According to 
the frequency of mention in this information, Pandanus palm and Cyperus 
were the most important plants for strands of leaf and stem fibres in the 

• region. Among the species of Cyperus mentioned were Cyperus diffusus, 
and C. javanicus (Russel-Smith 1985:251). 

Malaisia scandens vine, found in monsoon vine forests, was used to 
weave baskets and fish traps (Altman (1981; Smyth & von Sturmer 1981:24). 
While the name of this plant was not actually associated with the museum 
artefacts, it was obvious some of the large, open weave baskets with flared 
rims were made of the stems of this vine. This was confirmed when they 
were compared to a scoop bought from the manufacturer for the Australian 
Museum by Meehan (1982: AM/E80982), with the accompanying 
information that it was made of Malaisia scandens vine. The materials were 
identical. This species was certainly the 'jungle vine' referred to in old 
museum catalogue information. 

Pandanus, as mentioned, was important to basket manufacture. It was 
recorded as being used for all the straight rim baskets, that is, 74% of all 
baskets (Appendix 3). The new leaves were taken from the central crown, the 
thorns removed, the lamina separated and the blades split into strands 
(Hodgson 1988:58-63). It was especially used where a close weave was 
required, as it is thin, but strong and pliant. 

Grasses were also used to make baskets. The leaves of a wide-bladed 
type of spimfex grass, Triodia sp.,, was reported to have been used (Russell-
Smith 1985:267). Triodia is a grass which grows on rock ridges and gravelly 
slopes, while the softer spinifex prefers open woodland (Petheram & Kok 
1983:236-45). This could be a genus more favoured by Maiali in their drier 
former home countries, the knowledge of which has been retained in their 
present wetland environment. An unidentified escarpment grass called 
kundide was reported to be used to make open mesh dilly bags by the Maiali 

n 
LA 



112 

(Chaloupka & Guiliani 1984:Table 28). Another grass, Heteropogon triticeus 
(R. Br.) Stapf., was recorded by Specht (1959:484) as being used for baskets. 

The leaf and stem fibres used for baskets were mainly floodplain or 
wetland sedges or monsoon vine forest species. Of 14 species, three were 
found on the floodplains, four were monsoon vine species and five were 
found in woodlands, while Pandanus was found in most environments. 
Once again, as with the banyan for bast fibres, the predominant plant used, 
Pandanus, was ubiquitous, found in stands in most environments, but 

• favouring 'seepage slopes, margins of drainage channels, banks of small 
watercourses and edges of coastal plains' (Harmer n.d.:106), situations more 
often found in a floodplains environment. 

Baskets in the museum collection were many (160) and varied. All of 
the baskets prior to the introduction of coil weaving for baskets in the region 
in the mid twentieth century via missionaries (Cato 1976; Hodgson 1988:6, 
34-39), were constructed using a twine weave (see glossary). This meant they 
were not distinguished with language terms by the weave as for the bags. 
Instead, the Aboriginal names of the baskets referred to their uses, which in 
turn dictated their form. Berndt and Berndt commented that 

...half a dozen named varieties of dilly-bag or long basket made by a twining 
technique, are solely for domestic use, some of them designed for specific 
foods ... for example, long yams are carried separately from bitter roots, and both 
from 'water peanuts'. 

Berndt and Berndt 1970:39 
Most of these twine weave baskets had certain characteristics in 

common. All of the baskets were a cylindrical shape, usually with a rounded 
base. Almost all baskets had a number of bast strings attached to the back half 
of the rim to form a handle. If the basket was patterned with ochres, the 

• intricacy of patterning was generally found on all portions other than the 
back. This was often left plain as it was this portion which rubbed the wearer 
because of the manner of wearing. Basedow (1906:39) illustrated a typical 
manner of carrying these baskets, that is, suspended by the handle from the 
brow down the back of the head, which left the hands free. This method of 
carrying a bag or basket also better distributed the weight of the load, a fact for 
which I can vouch from personal experience. This method may have had 
something to do with the making of a flared rim on those baskets used for 
subsistence purposes. The rim would guide foodstuffs into the basket as they 



113 

were being collected, passed over the shoulder and placed into the basket on 
the back. 

Spencer (1914:381-6) categonsed the baskets woven out of 'grass, rushes 
or split cane' at Oenpelli, (as opposed to the palm leaf buckets or paperbark 
containers), according to whether the baskets had a neck or not. I use the 
term 'flared rim' where Spencer used neck. The flared rim of these baskets 
was made by incorporating extra warps at the neck. This was achieved by 
doubling a warp strand and inserting it into a weft thread to create two new 
warps, or by simply spreading the warps of the body of the basket to create a 
wider mesh. These baskets can be seen in Plate 4.10. I will follow Spencer's 
categories as they most adequately distinguish the two main types of baskets. 

The baskets were catalogued in the museum and in the language lists 
(Catalogue of curios... n.d.; Stirling 1891) accompanied by their use, usually to 
do with the collection of yams, lily seeds, honey, water or eggs. The baskets 
with flared rims are no longer seen, the latest example in the museum 
collection being dated 1940 and collected from Oenpelli (Cole 1940: 
MOV/X44524). This may have been because they were more often used for 
subsistence purposes which were no longer required. 

Spencer (1914:381) recognised three types of baskets with a flared rim at 
Oenpelli, and referred to them using Gagudju terms as the kurokura, the 
djilara and the nuborgo. They were distinguished basically by size and the 
raw materials with which they were made. The corresponding types at 
Kaparlgoo Mission and Port Essington were also accompanied by the 
recording of a subsistence use. 

The larger type of basket with a flared rim was the kurokura (Spencer 
1914:381). This was made of Malaisia scandens vine and examples were 
collected from Kapalga, Oenpelli and Port Essington (Plate 4.11). It was 
known as a basket for collecting eggs at the Kaparlgoo Mission. It would be a 
favoured style of basket for this purpose, as the rigid vine would not 
constrict and crush the eggs as the basket was filled. Goose eggs were 
collected in great quantity during the nesting season at the end of the wet. 
These baskets were sometimes coloured but with a limited range of colour 
and with little intricacy of pattern because of the uneven surface and wide 
mesh. 
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Plate 4.10 Flared rim baskets at a ceremony. A palm bucket is at the 
base of the tree. Spencer 1912: MOV/665. 



Plate 4.11 Basket of Malaisici scandens vine. Stirling 1892: SAM/A2567. 
L 640 mm D 270 mm. 
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The smaller of the kurokura baskets with a flared rim (Spencer 1914:381; 
1928:847) was more likely to be made of 'stiff grass or rushes' called by the 
Gagudju woirnya (Spencer 1914:381). It could be the sugar cane grass, 
Heteropogon triticeus (R. Br.) Stapf., which Specht (1959:484) claimed was 
Spencer's (1928:846) 'stiff grass' used for baskets. These smaller kurokura style 
baskets were used at Kaparlgoo Mission to collect yams (eg. Newsham 
AM/E10369). The rims of these baskets were often topped by a few turns of 
vine which were bound with string. Red, yellow, black and white patterns of 
horizontal, diagonal and vertical bands and large dots were the most often 

p seen decorative elements. As for the larger kurokura baskets, the wider 
mesh and rougher surfaces were not so well suited to the more intricate 
designs seen on the smoother surfaced Pandanus baskets. 

Spencer's (1914:382) second type of basket with a flared rim was the 
dyilara (Spencer 1912: MOV/X18858 and X18859). These were also patterned 
with broad, simple designs (Plate 4.12). The djilara was distinguised from the 
kurokura by a closer mesh and the fact that it was made of grass stalks called 
'mugana or mukana' (Spencer 1914:383), identified by Harvey (n.d.:8) as 
ma 'garna, the Cyperus spp. Spencer found that 

Sometimes the longitudinal bands are made up of two or three fibres, which look 
much as if a single grass stalk had been split longitudinally. 

Spencer 1914:383 

In fact the 'grass stalks' would have been the split flower stalks of this 
plant (Diane Lucas pers comm.). Spencer (1914:383) found the weft strands 
were made of 'single strands', probably of the same material as the warp 
strands of the basket. 

The third type of flared rim basket at Oenpelli was the nuborgo (Plate 
4.12), which Spencer (1914:383) found resembled the djilara, but had closer 
mesh-work. The warp strands could be made of straight and twisted Cyperus 
spp. strands or split Pandanus spiralis strands. The nuborgo always had 
doubled weft strands or bands 'made of double strings' (Spencer 1928:847). I 
suspect Spencer means the weft strands were plied string. This is the case for 
this style of basket in the museum collection (Spencer 1912: MOV/X18857). 

An example of this style of basket from Kaparlgoo Mission was the malayber 
basket (Rogers 1958: SAM/A51007), which was used for carrying lily roots 
(Newsham 1901: AM/E10371). 
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Plate 4.12 Flared rim Cyperus spp. baskets. Left, nuborgo basket, 
Spencer 1912: MOV/X18857, L 390 mm, D 180 mm. Right, 
djilara basket, Spencer 1912: MOV/X18858, L 370 mm, D 150 
mm. 
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The baskets without a flared rim are numerous in the museum 
S collection. I have termed them straight rim baskets. Spencer (1914:384) found 

this type more common at Oenpelli. This is certainly reflected in the 
museum collection for that locality (Appendix 3). 

There were basically two types, called by the Gagudju the maleba, which 
had an open mesh, and the numalka or numalga (na'malga according to 
Harvey, n.d.:9) with a closed mesh (Plate 4.13). They were finished at the rim 
by abruptly cutting the warp threads and binding the rim with plied bast 
string half hitch stitches, either with the transverse portion of the stitch at 
the rim or at the base of the stitch. I have termed the latter a reversed half 
hitch stitch. A multi-stringed handle was attached to the back as for all of the 
baskets. 

These baskets were made with two or more Pandanus spiralis leaves as 
warp threads. The weft was made of two single Pandanus strands twined 
about the warp threads (see glossary). The outer surface of these baskets were 
sometimes decorated with 'Blue Mountain parakeet feathers' (Spencer 
1914:384) below the rim or to outline rectangular shapes which had been 
painted over with ochres or crosshatched with lines of white. Tassels could 
be added as cotton strips or as twisted lengths of string culminating in a 
cluster of feathers adhered with wax or resin. A nipple was occasionally 
woven into the base and sometimes raised edges of weaving, achieved by 
twisting the warp strands in the opposite direction, provided an additional 
patterning device (Plate 4.14). These baskets were used for miscellaneous 
purposes rather than subsistence purposes (Catalogue of curios... n.d.; 
Stirling 1891; Spencer 1914:385). The only reference to their use for 
subsistence purposes was in connection with very few close meshed, straight 
rimmed, clay lined baskets used for carrying honey or water (Stirling 1891; 
Connolly 1903:AM/ XE11920; Spencer 1914:385). 

The frequency of occurrence of the different types of baskets, flared rim 
and straight rim, were calculated for each locality to determine if there were 
different emphases in the occurrence of these types of baskets at different 
localities. Once again, data for the Katherine locality was omitted due to the 
very few baskets, four, collected from this locality. The results appear in 
Table 4.8. (Chi square = 20.4; df = 2; p  <0.001) 



Plate 4.13 Straight rim inaleba and na'inalga baskets, MOV/X18833-41, 
L120-210 mm, D 60-95 mm. 

I. 



Plate 4.14 Characteristics typical of a straight rim basket. Attachment of 
handle at back, unpatterned back, reverse half hitch binding 
at rim, double bands of reverse twine patterning, nipple 
base, ochred patterning including white crosshatching. 
Spencer 1912: MOV/X18849. L 340 mm D 130 mm. 
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Table 4.8 Frequency of flared and straight rim baskets in localities 

basket Port Essington % Kapalga % Oenpelli % 
flared rim 
straight rim 

4 
14 

22 
78 

17 

12 
59 

41 
14 
89 

14 
86 

total 118 1100 129 1100 1103 1100 1  

Table 4.8 indicates there were far greater percentages of straight rim 
baskets compared to flared rim baskets at Oenpelli and Port Essington. 
Kapalga, in contrast, had a greater proportion of flared rim than straight rim 
baskets. These differences may have been related to the relative availability 
of the materials used in the manufacture of the different types of baskets at 
each of the localities. All straight rim baskets were made of Pandanus. All 
areas provided access to Pandanus, but there was easier access to Pandanus 
at Oenpelli along the floodplain fringes not far from the settlement (Figure 
2.9). This easier access is reflected in the very high proportion of baskets 
made of Pandanus in this locality. 

People at Kapalga had greater access to monsoon vine forest species and 
floodplain sedges than Pandanus. These were the environments in which 
the vine Malaisia scandens and the sedge Cyperus grew, providing a context 
in which the flared rim basket, constructed from these species, was more 
likely to be made. Neither of these species were likely to be found so 
prominently at Port Essington, an environment of woodland and coastal 
strand. Pandanus was the favoured material for baskets in this locality. The 
different proportions of baskets used for miscellaneous purposes, the straight 
rimmed, and those used for subsistence purposes, the flared rim, need to be 

41 
viewed in the context of other types of containers used for these purposes, 
such as the bags. 

It will be recalled, there were many more bags using the looped weave 
at Kapalga, a weave used when making bags for miscellaneous purposes, 
than there were bags using a knotted weave, a weave used when making 
bags for subsistence purposes. This was in contrast to the dominance of the 
knotted weave for bags at Oenpelli, even when the biting bags, which were 
looped to accommodate stuffing, were included in the tally for looped 
weaving. When these variations are linked to the varying quantities of 
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straight rimmed baskets used for miscellaneous purposes and flared rimmed 
baskets used for subsistence purposes, some interesting patterns emerge. 

The number of baskets with a flared rim, baskets without a flared rim, 
knotted bags and looped bags collected from Kapalga and Oenpelli were 
compared. The difference in frequencies of looped and knotted weave bags 
for Kapalga and Oenpelli are shown in Table 4.9. Looped bags predominated 
at Kapalga while the opposite was the case for Oenpelli. These differences are 
highly significant (chi-squared = 11.5; df = 1; p <0.001) 

Table 4.9 Frequency of looped and knotted weave bags from Kapalga 
and Oenpelli. 

bag Kapalga % Oenpelli % 
knotted 
looped 

10 
15 

40 
60 

67 
22 

75 
25 

1 25 100 89 100 

The Kapalga and Oenpelli baskets are compared in Table 4.10. Kapalga 
tended to favour flared rim baskets while at Oenpelli they were 
predominantly of the straight rim form. Again these differences in frequency 
distribution for the two types from the two localities are highly significant 
(chi square = 24.3; df = 1; p  <0.001). 

Table 4.10 Frequency of flared and straight rim baskets from Kapalga 
and Oenpelli. 

basket Kapalga % Oenpelli % 
flared rim 
straight rim 

17 
12 

59 
41 

14 
89 

14 
86 

I—total 29 T100 103 100 
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Looped bags and straight rim baskets were used for miscellaneous 
purposes. A comparison of the occurrence of these artefacts from the 
Kaparlgoo Mission and Oenpelli revealed that the former locality had a 
higher percentage of the looped bags, while there was a higher percentage of 
baskets without a rim at Oenpelli. It would seem the looped bag made of 
banyan fibre was preferred for miscellaneous purposes at Kaparlgoo Mission 
while the basket without a rim, made of Pandanus, was preferred for these 
purposes at Oenpelli. 

Knotted bags and flared rim baskets were used for subsistence purposes. 
There was a greater occurrence of the flared rim basket used for subsistence 
purposes at Kapalga and of the knotted bag used for the same purposes at 
Oenpelli. It would seem the knotted bag was preferred for subsistence 
activities at Oenpelli while the flared rim basket was more likely to be used 
for these activities at Kapalga. 

These relationships were clearly represented in Figure 4.6 and 4.7. The 
left hand bars in each figure represent subsistence use, showing that for this 
purpose people at Oenpelli chose bags, while at Kapalga they preferred 
baskets. The right hand bars represent miscellaneous uses and for these 
purposes bags were used at Kapalga while baskets were preferred at Oenpelli. 

This pattern may be influenced by raw material availability, the type of 
food resources targetted, or trade. The first two possible influences will be 
considered here, but the third is an inter-regional influence and will be 
considered elsewhere. The results can be compared to the relative abundance 
of the raw materials used in their manufacture at each of the localities. The 
raw materials predominently used in each type of container have been 
outlined above. Banyan fibre was used predominantly for bags at all 
localities, while Malaisia scandens and Cyperus were more likely to be used 
for flared rim baskets and Pandanus for straight rim baskets. 

It can be seen from the results of the comparison of bag and basket types 
for specific purposes in the localities of Kapalga and Oenpelli that banyan 
fibre was a more important raw material for containers used for 
miscellaneous purposes at Kapalga than Pandanus, while Pandanus was a 
more significant fibre for this purpose at Oenpelli than banyan. This is a 
reflection of the relative prominence of these species at the two localities. 
Both species occurred in both localities, but banyan was more likely to be 
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Figure 4.6 Relative frequency (%) of bag types. 
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Figure 4.7 Relative frequency (%) of basket types. 
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found in the Kapalga environments of monsoon forest and wetland 
margins favoured by this species, providing a comparatively abundant 
source of this fibre at this locality. The significance of banyan to the people of 
this locality is reflected in the use of the vernacular expression, the 'Banyan 
Natives' (Cahill 1901). 

Pandanus grew at Kapalga, but substantial stands were not close to the 
site of the Mission. In contrast, Oenpelli is close to large stands of Pandanus, 
particularly along the fringes of floodplain and woodland (Figure 2.10). 
Pandanus, is a fibre suited to the manufacture of the straight rim basket used 
for miscellaneous purposes. A greater quantity of these baskets were made at 
Oenpelli. 

When the baskets used for subsistence, the flared rim baskets, are 
compared, Kapalga is a locality with ample supplies of the source materials 
required, Malaisia scandens vine and Cyperus spp.. Both grow in the 
monsoon vine forest and at the borders of the lagoon respectively at this 
locality. Here flared rim baskets of locally available materials are preferred 
over knotted bags of banyan for subsistence purposes. At Oenpelli knotted 
bags of banyan were preferred instead in an environment where the 
Malaisia scandens vine was not so readily available. 

Overall, the use of Pandanus took precedence at Oenpelli, while banyan 
fibre and monsoon vine forest species were preferred at Kapalga, preferences 
which appeared to be related to the relative abundance of these source 
materials at each of the localities, the lack of abundance being of as much 
significance as its presence. 

In contrast, both types of containers used for miscellaneous purposes 
• elsewhere, looped bags and straight rim baskets, were found to be 

predominant at Port Essington (Table 4.7 and 4.8). This difference may be 
explained if it can be found that some of the containers normally used for 
miscellaneous purposes were also used for subsistence purposes. The 
different foods targetted on the Coburg Peninsula may provide an answer. 
Certain types of containers are better suited to particular food resources, as is 
evidenced by the fact that certain types were specifically made for particular 
purposes. A certain length and breadth of basket with a mesh of a particular 
size was better suited to the collection of some foods over others. 
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The people at Port Essington were oriented towards exploiting a marine 
ecology. The smaller mesh of the looped bags and straight rim baskets are 
better suited to the collection of shell fish and small marine foods. Both 
looped weave banyan and straight rim Panda nus baskets were the preferred 
containers for collecting marine foods at the mouth of the Blyth River 
(Meehan 1982:81). These types of containers could well have been used for 
both miscellaneous and subsistence purposes at Port Essington. 

The use of containers other than bags and baskets needs to be 
considered in the context of this information. Paperbark containers were 
used in the region (Spencer 1914:380) as were buckets made from the leaf 
base of the kentia palm, Gronophyllum ramsayi, and pitchies made of the 
soft wood of the bean tree, Erythrina vespertilio (Eylmann 1908:368 
translated in Hodgson and Hubel 1994:22). 

The paperbark from Melaleuca spp. was found throughout the region 
and provided containers which were quickly and easily assembled from a 
rectangle of the bark secured at the ends with string or twine and with 
sometimes a handle of sapling wood attached (Plate 4.15). They were not 
very durable, but temporary containers used opportunistically. There 
would have been little variation between the localities in the manufacture 
and use of these containers. 

The palm buckets (Plate 4.16) were found in the Port Essington, 
Kapalga and Oenpelli localities (Appendix 3), but were not found in the 
Katherine locality. This distribution accords with the occurrence of the 
palm from which they were made. Gronophyllum ramsayi is endemic to 
the region 'as scattered groups in the sandstone region of eastern Arnhem 
Land and Kakadu National Park, and in extensive stands on Cobourg 
Peninsula' (Brock 1988:211). Its distribution does not extend as far south as 
Katherine. The palm buckets were only referred to in the context of 
carrying water (King 1827,1:111-2; Macgillivray 1852,1:146; Sweatman in 
Allen & Corns 1977:146; Spencer 1928:846; Specht 1959:484; Altman 1981; 
Russell-Smith 1985:254), consequently they were used for different 
purposes to the bags and baskets and need not be considered in the 
calculation of the variations in the latter between the localities. 

Neither bags, baskets nor buckets were significant as containers in the 
Katherine locality. Here the wooden pitchie (Plate 4.17) served the 
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Plate 4.15 Paperbark containers, Spencer 1914: Plate xxi. Container no. 
1, H 203 mm B 100 mm. Container no. 5, L 406 mm H 140 
mm. 
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Plate 4.16 Palm buckets. Above, palm spathe used for buckets. Stirling 
1891: SAM/A2615. Below, palm bucket. Spencer 
1912:MOV/X18865, L 380 mm, B 330 mm. 
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Plate 4.17 Wooden container. Stretton n.d.: SAM/A2470. Photo 
courtesy: South Australian Museum 
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purposes of all the other containers (Eylmann 1908:368, translated in 
Hodgson and Hubel 1994:22). Nor were the wooden containers seen in the 
northern localities (Spencer 1928:845) even though Erythrina vespertilio 
occurs in the Alligator Rivers region (Cowie & Finlayson 1986:22), but 
sparsely over most of the region when compared with its occurrence in the 
predominantly woodland environment it favours in the Katherine 
locality. 

4.4 Discussion 

While artefacts using the raw materials in the above examples are 
found generally across the region, there is a clear preference for certain raw 
materials and types of artefacts over others at a local level. These preferences 
are linked to the availability of raw materials in each locality. 

For containers, there was a much greater use of easily acquired 
Panda nus fibre at Oenpelli than at the other localities. Banyan was preferred 
to Pandanus at Kapalga, where this raw material was well represented on the 
floodplain margins and in patches of monsoon vine forest. An unidentified 
'cotton tree', a tree found in strand vegetation, was as likely to be used as 
banyan at Port Essington, a locality with a coastal orientation. Wooden 
containers were used at Katherine in an environment dominated by 
woodland species. 

The distribution of different frequencies of use of wood, bamboo and 
reed in spear shafts showed that there was a greater use of bamboo at the two 
localities closer to a source of bamboo, while there was a lesser occurrence of 
spear shafts of this material at Oenpelli where bamboo did not grow. There 
was a greater occurrence of reed for shafts at Oenpelli, an area of extensive 
reed growth, while reed for this purpose was less prominant at Port 
Essmgton, an area of poor reed growth. Wood for spear shafts was not the 
most significant material at any of the localities. It is clear that reed and 
bamboo were preferred to wood for spear shafts in the Alligator Rivers 
region, but reed and bamboo were used in quite different proportions at each 
of the localities. 

The analysis of materials used in spear heads also revealed a greater use 
of more readily available materials at each locality. Mangrove spear heads 
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were used at Kapalga and Port Essington, both localities sited near extensive 
forests of mangrove species. Oenpelli and Katherine had no mangrove spear 
heads, as both localities are far from sources of this wood. The Oenpelli 
locality instead revealed a strong preference for Acacia saplings, used in the 
same way as the mangrove, that is, for goose spears. Oenpelli had an 
abundant supply of Acacia woods less than a mile from the settlement 
(Cahill 1898-99: 23 December, 1898). 

Hardwood for spearheads was used extensively at Port Essington. It is 

• an area dominated by tall Eucalypt forests harbouring many species of 
hardwoods known to be used for spear heads (Appendix 1.1). There was less 
use of this material at other localities which bordered extensive floodplains 
rather than woodlands. 

Stone freqencies in spear heads closely reflected the availability of 
suitable stone materials. There is little suitable stone for spear heads at Port 
Essington and this is mirrored in the very few stone headed spears collected 
from this locality. Kapalga is not located near extensive sources of suitable 
stone for this spear type either and the figures reflect this. Oenpelli and 
Katherine in contrast are close to the escarpment, known as 'the stone 
country', a vernacular name acknowledging the abundance of this resource. 
Quarries near these localities attest to the presence and use of stone suited to 
spear points. 

These local raw material preferences had consequences for the relative 
frequencies of artefact types in each locality. Oenpelli, an area of abundant 
Pandanus supplies, was the locality making the greatest quantity of items 
best suited to this material, the straight rim baskets. Banyan was more easily 
available in quantity at Kapalga and this is reflected in the greater quantity of 

* bags made of this material, suited to the same purposes as the straight rim 
baskets and more often replacing them for these purposes. 

Acacia saplings, mangrove wood and reed shafts are species used in the 
construction of goose spear heads. Acacia and reed occurred in abundance at 
Oenpelli, and there is a greater proportion of this type of spear there. 
Mangrove largely replaced Acacia for use in the goose spears at Kapalga, 
where reed is also available. Consequently this type of spear is also well 
represented in this locality. Mangrove occurs in abundance at Port Essington, 
but reed is in short supply. There were very few goose spears collected from 
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this locality, but those which were collected had heads of mangrove rather 
than Acacia sapling. 

According to MacGillivray (1852:147), very short arrow-like spears of a 
small diameter were used at Port Essington. I suspect the shafts of these were 
made of a cane grass. Some unprovenanced spears of this nature in the 
South Australian Musueum had shafts with a hard, smooth golden surface, 
but without either the worked nodal bands of bamboo or the distinct nodal 
ridges of Phragmites. It could well be the reed spear found elsewhere was 

• replaced by small spears of a cane grass, perhaps with mangrove heads, at 
Port Essington. Its lack of occurrence in the museum collection could be a 
reflection on its less spectacular appearance. It may not have been so 
attractive to the eye of early collectors as the more spectacular barbed spears. 

For technical reasons, a strong, light wood is preferred as a shaft 
material for short headed spears such as stone spears (Cundy 1980). 
Consequently bamboo, a comparatively light but strong material, was 
preferred above all others. Oenpelli had a large proportion of stone spears in 
the assemblage there, but a paucity of bamboo. This lack was overcome by 
rationing the bamboo. It was combined with reed as a link shaft. In this way, 
the bamboo shafted stone spear was still well represented in the assemblage. 

Hardwood was particularly well suited to the making of barbed spear 
heads. Hardwood occurred in abundance at Port Essington. Most of the 
Cobourg Peninsula is covered by tall eucalypt forest, the type of vegetation 
most likely to harbour the best woods for barbed spear heads. There are far 
greater numbers of this type of spear associated with the Port Essington 
locality than any other. Obviously woodworking was a very significant 
activity there. Barbed spearheads did not figure so prominently at other 

• localities with less easily available supplies of this raw material. Barbed spear 
heads were also usually hafted onto bamboo shafts. Bamboo grew at Port 
Essington and both these raw materials were well represented in the 
numerous barbed spears made in this locality. 

The materials of most significance at each of the localities for spears, 
bags, baskets and buckets are able to be determined from this information. 
Bamboo, mangrove and hardwood were the most important materials for 
spears at Kapalga, while banyan fibre and monsoon vine forest and 
sedgeland species were favoured for containers. Panda nus, stone, reed and 
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Acacia saplings were the most important materials at Oenpelli, while 
Pandanus, banyan, the 'cotton tree', bamboo and hardwood were the most 
significant at Port Essington. The very small number of spears from 
Katherine for which materials were able to be identifed reveal that stone and 
wood were more significant materials in this locality and wood was more 
likely to be used for containers. This information is summarised in Table 
4.11. 

There is a direct correlation between the dominant raw materials used 

• for certain types of artefacts and the abundance of those materials in a 
locality in all instances except one. Bamboo was used in a substantial 
proportion of the spear shafts at Kapalga, but was not found locally. It did 
however occur in abundance in the nearby wetlands to the south of this 
locality. 

There are corresponding variations between the localities in the 
emphases in manufacturing techniques practiced. Woodworking featured 
more prominantly at the localities where barbed spears and wooden 
pitichies were the preferred artefact types, as at Port Essington and Katherine. 
More time was spent stripping reeds for spear shafts at Oenpelli than 
gouging the nodes and scraping the internodes of bamboo for spear shafts, as 
at Kapalga and Port Essington. Stone working skills were more prevalent at 
Oenpelli and Katherine. Twined weaving with Panda nus and the decoration 
of straight rim baskets occupied the people at Oenpelli and Port Essington 
more than did the making of the plainer flared rim baskets of vine and 
sedge at Kapalga. Looped weaving occupied the people at Kapalga more than 
did the knotted weaving, and vice versa at Oenpelli. 

Raw materials used for containers for liquids, such as palm buckets 
• and pitchies, showed variation between localities, variations intimately 

linked to the presence or absence of raw materials in this case, not just 
their comparative abundance. The lack in one area was not overcome by 
obtaining containers from another area, but rather by substituting with 
another species. Palm leaf buckets were not found in the Katherine 
assemblage, where wooden pitchies were used instead. Conversely, nor 
was the use of a material in one area duplicated in the other, even though 
the same raw material was present there, even though less abundantly. 
The bean tree grew in the northern localities, but the palm was preferred 
as a material for water containers. 



Table 4.11 Comparison of dominant local raw materials used for artefacts 
and abundant local raw material occurrence. 

Locality Artefact Dominant Abundant raw Raw material 
raw material material not in locality 
used in artefact occurrence 

in locality  

Port spear shaft bamboo bamboo 
Essington 

spear head hardwood hardwood 
bag banyan banyan 
basket Pandanus Pandanus 
water Gronophyllum Gronophyllum 
container ramsayii ramsayii  

Kapalga spear shaft reed reed 
bamboo bamboo 

spear head mangrove mangrove 
hardwood hardwood 

bag banyan banyan 
basket vine and sedge vine and sedge 
water Gronophyllum Gronophyllum 
container ramsayii ramsayii  

Oenpelli spearshaft reed reed 
spear head stone stone 

Acacia Acacia 
bag banyan banyan 

basket Pandanus Pandanus 
water Gronophyllum Gronophyllum 
container ramsayii ramsayii  

Katherine spearshaft wood wood 
spearhead stone stone 

hardwood hardwood 
bag/basket Erythrina Erythrina 
water vespertilio vespertilio 
container 
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Artefacts were composed largely of materials available in the localities 
from which they were collected. There is a strong correlation between the 
raw materials used for artefacts and the occurrence of those raw materials at 
the site of manufacture. There is also a strong correlation, not only between 
artefacts and the occurrence of particular raw materials in a locality, but with 
the comparative abundance of those raw materials at a locality. 



Chapter V 

INTRA AND INTER-REGIONAL INFLUENCES ON LOCAL 
VARIATION 

Not all the raw materials found in the local assemblages were obtained 
from the locality in which they were collected. The presence of these extra-
local materials indicated there were influences on the local material culture 
assemblages from beyond the locality itself. It is obvious there was contact 
with other localities and communication with the people of other localities. 
The nature of this contact will be considered using ethnographic 
information. 

The impact of the communication between localities on the material 
cultures at a local level will be assessed by identifying and quantifying the 
materials and artefact types in the local museum collections which came 
into the localities. In this way, the percentage of artefacts and materials able 
to be produced locally can be compared with the percentage of artefacts and 
materials known to have been imported. The impact of the exportation of 
artefacts and materials from a locality on local material culture assemblages 
will also be assessed, but only with the use of ethnographic information. It is 
not possible to determine from the museum collection the percentage of 
locally made material culture items exported and the percentage used 
locally. First the nature of the contact and communication between localities 
and groups will be considered. 

5.1 Ethnographic context 

A hunter/gatherer mode of living requires movement to exploit 
natural resources. It would be expected that local material 'culture 
assemblages would reflect a greater diversity of raw materials in their 
construction if a group were moving over a variety of ecosystems in the 
quest for natural resources. It is recognised that many of the museum 
artefacts were collected from localities which Europeans had transformed 
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into constantly used camping sites. The people connected with these 
localities would have been long term residents in the particular ecosystems 
in which the localities were situated. However the presence of raw materials 
from elsewhere in artefact construction confirms contact was made with 
other localities. Ethnographic information allows an exploration of the 
nature of this contad. 

5.1.1 Contact with other localities in the context of exploitation of resources 

Local movements occurred diurnally and seasonally. A whole camp 
could be relocated in the evenings for various reasons. Leichhardt (1847:506) 
noted that people at one location chose to camp on a hill at night and carried 
water up to the camp in 'koolimans'. Spencer observed at Oenpelli that 

.every night, as soon as the sun sets, a long procession of natives winds up the 
hillside from the plains around the billabongs and river, the women carrying 
their piccaninnies and pitchis containing water and stores of lily-roots, yams, and 
other food, the men carrying their spears and clubs. 

Spencer 1914:31-32 

Movements during the day also varied within a group according to age 
and gender and largely depended on the division of labour between the 
sexes. Leichhardt (1847:504-5) observed that boys and young men were 
'occupied the whole day' digging for the roots on the plains while the 
women went either to the coast to collect shellfish or to the 'bush to gather 
the fruits of the season and the cabbage of the palms'. The men, meanwhile, 
'gave their time to hunting'. Leichhardt (1845:422) did not see women 
hunting or fishing although they did most other activities such as firing the 
grass and digging yams. Spencer also noted this division of labour. 

All day long the women and children are in the water, gathering lily 'tuck out', 
while the men spear fish and catch water-fowl, climb trees alter flying-fox and 
honey-bag or hunt larger game such as kangaroo and emus. 

Spencer 1928:774-5 

These movements suggest that movement from a camp would be of no 
further distance than could be comfortably travelled to and from in a day. 
Consequently it would be expected that local raw materials used in artefacts 
manufactured locally would be made from materials no more than half a 
day's walk from a base camp and probably more often much less. 
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Movements to new camps were made to exploit seasonal abundance, to 
move on from areas where resources were exhausted or to experience a 
change in diet. Spencer (1928:823-4) found that 'when they have thinned the 
lilies out and fish and fowl get hard to catch and honey-bags are scarce, then 
they move on to another camp, where the same round is gone through'. 
Warburton (1934:151) reported that a large group of Aboriginal people at 
Cannon Hill were keen to follow him further up the East Alligator River to 
Gaernin where there was known to be fish, turtle and dugong, because they 
had eaten all the vegetable foods in their current camp. He was also told that 
the leader, Koperaki, 'was ready for a change of diet' anyway (Warburton 
1934:151). 

Most groups in the region did not move far from their estates. (I have 
borrowed the terms 'estate' and 'range' as used by Stanner in his 1965 article, 
the former to indicate 'the traditionally recognised locus ... of the territorial 
group' and the latter to refer to 'the tract over which the group.. .ordinarily 
hunted and foraged to maintain life'). Leichhardt (1847:504, 513) found there 
was little mingling between different groups, deducing this by noting the 
different languages spoken. Leichhardt (Schrire 1982:25 quoting Leichhardt 
n.d.:40) identified seven different groups in the region on the basis of 
language differentiation. He found guides speaking the different languages 
would continue to the limits of their own territories, but refuse to go further 
(Leichhardt 1847:495, 508, 510, 520). 

This same discomfort in another's country was observed by Warburton 
(1934: 34, 57, 71). His Aboriginal guide, who came from country west of the 
Mary River, between the Alligator Rivers region and Darwin, exhibited great 
concern in the 'foreign' territory of the Alligator Rivers. Warburton (1934:34) 
commented that 'a black is alright in his own country but in pretty real 
danger anywhere else', and claimed that he knew 'myall blacks ... would not 
venture beyond their own territory' (Warburton (1934:71). From 
Warburton's (1934) observations of the movements of Koperaki's band over 
the twelve months he worked his lease in 1920, Koperaki strayed little from 
traditional Gagudju territory (Figure 2.1), moving up and down the western 
side of the East Alligator River over the year as resources or work beckoned 
Koperaki told Warburton he had never worked for white men in the past 
but he had travelled as far as Kapalga in the time of the Mission and Oenpelli 
during Cahill's residence in order to trade 'bees-wax and other stuff' 
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(Warburton 1934:96). A trip to Field Island to collect turtle eggs was the 
furthest recorded extent of his movements (Warburton 1934:227). 

Checks and balances were in place to restrict the movement of groups. 
Initiands, for example, who travelled long distances between groups 'to 
broaden their outlook' (Spencer 1928:768), observed strict codes of conduct 
on approaching a camp during their travels and carried special 'wands' to 
ensure their safe passage (Spencer 1914:134-5; 1928:765-6; Walker in 
Vanderwal 1982:144). The need for such a precaution highlights the lack of 
arbitrary movement by groups. 

Groups were found living in their estates over considerable periods of 
time. The same group who threatened McKinlay when he became bogged in 
the mud not far south of Cahills Crossing in 1866 were still in the area thirty 
years later when met by Cahill (1989-99: 23 December 1898). They told Cahill 
they remembered trying to murder McKinlay and his party. Similarly, a 54 
year old Puneitja man of the South Alligator River wetlands remembered 
his grandfather telling of Leichhardt's journey through the same area in 
1845, and that the one remaining bullock was called Redmond (Stewart 
1969:10), a fact confirmed by reference to Leichhardt's (1847) account. 

European incursions into the region certainly influenced the traditional 
constraints upon movement, however groups early in the period of contact 
tended to work for Europeans in the areas of their homelands. Cahill 
(Spencer 1914) recruited Gagudju when he held leases in their country on 
the western banks of the East Alligator River, as did Warburton (1934). 
Gagudju people followed Cahill to Oenpelli when he established his farm 
there, but it was still not far from their own country (Figure 2.2). Cahill 
(1913-22: 20 March, 1914) mentioned that the 'Banyan natives' would no 
doubt be working for Fred Smith when he took up the lease at Kapalga in 
1915. Warburton (1934:189) found them to be the same group who had 
worked at the mission at Kapalga at the turn of the century. 

Even when groups did intermingle they maintained separate camps. 
Spencer (1928:744, 770) found the Umeriu and Geimbo from the east and the 
Kulunglutchi from the Liverpool River all lived in separate camps when 
they visited Oenpelli in 1912. This urge to maintain group cohesion even 
extended to visits to the major settlements. Spencer (1928:617) found that the 
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Alligator River people would not mix with others when they visited Port 
S Darwin, but would camp on their own about three miles outside the town. 

While groups of people did not move far from their estates, it is 
recognised that individual journeys of some length were made by 
Aboriginal people of the region to explore 'foreign parts'. These journeys 
were made especially by young men, a traditional aspect of culture Spencer 
(1928:768) considered was 'often met with in Australia'. The journeys were 
undertaken to give the young men 'the opportunity of broadening their 
outlook, by seeing foreign parts and meeting foreign peoples with languages, 
habits and customs often different from their own' (Spencer 1928:768). Trade 
was a strong incentive for taking long, extended journeys. Roth (1897) for 
example found that journeys taking all of the wet season were undertaken 
by members of north west central Queensland Aboriginal people, the dry 
spent at their destination and a return journey made in the following wet 
season. The journeys of the Badmardi within the study region recorded by 
Chaloupka (1981a) were certainly a part of this tradition. 

These traditional journeys may have provided a precursor for 
undertaking long journeys in the European contact situation, some even 
overseas. Approximately a score of Aboriginal men from Port Essington 
were reported seen in Macassar in 1876, taken there by visiting Macassans 
(Berndt & Berndt 1954:217). Stockdale (1891:2,4) claimed 'King Jacky Davis', 
an Aboriginal man from Port Essington, 'had been to Hong Kong and many 
far off places', while Cahill (1898-99 30 December 1898) claimed it was to 
England that he was taken. Journeys with Malays were not an uncommon 
occurrence in Arnhem Land according to Warner (1967:450). It is evident 
however that these long journeys were undertaken by small numbers of a 
group, and did not represent the predominant mode of movement practised 

S by peoples within the region. 

It is evident that exploitation of seasonal abundance leads to 
movement to various points in the landscape, but for most groups in the 
region this abundance occurred in or near their estates. Both Kapalga and 
Oenpelli were near areas used intensively by the geese, which were exploited 
by Aboriginal people during their seasonal congregations. The marine 
resources exploited by the people of Port Essington were available to all 
groups on the Cobourg Peninsula. There was not much movement required 
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of each group to ensure access to all the types of resources utilized on the 
S Peninsula. 

Local movements did not necessarily involve interaction with other 
groups, though the assembling of people in considerable numbers in a short 
time from an area surrounding a locality suggested communication with 
surrounding groups was never far distant (Leichhardt 1847; McKinlay 1865-
66; Lewis 1922). Smoke signals were used as means of communication 
(Warburton 1934:208), as were messengers (Spencer 1928:855). 

Movements of longer distance and duration were made in order to 
exploit seasonal abundance beyond a group's estate. These movements did 
involve the meeting of other groups as well as the exploitation of resources 
(Chaloupka 1981). While a large component of the resources exploited 
seasonally was derived from plants, it was the seasonal availability of 
abundant animal food resources such as the geese on the wetlands and 
nesting turtle on Field Island (Chaloupka, Kapirigi, Nayidji & Namingum 
1985:45) which influenced wider patterns of movement and residence in the 
Alligator Rivers region. 

While there is evidence that most groups in the region did not move 
far from their estates, there is also evidence that movement beyond the 
estates varied in distance and duration for different groups. These differences 
depended to a large extent on the comparative abundance of resources 
within a group's estate. Degrees of movement differed in different ecological 
zones. Mulvaney (1976:78) asserted that 'the world of the individual was 
circumscribed, especially in more favoured ecological zones'. There is some 
evidence this was the case in the study region. The coastal areas of Cobourg 
Peninsula were more readily exploited than inland areas (Peterson & 

O Tonkinson 1979). The estuarine portions of the Alligator Rivers were 
certainly well exploited compared to other ecological features of the 
landscape, as witnessed by, for example Leichhardt (1847), Cahill (1898-9) and 
Warburton (1934). Spencer (1928:853) saw many canoes pulled up all along 
the banks of the East Alligator River during his journey to Oenpelli. 

The freshwater swamps of the South Alligator River were an 
environment able to supply abundant food resources and permanent 
freshwater all year round. That it was utilised in the wet season as well as the 
dry is evidenced by the reporting of paperbark and stringybark huts in these 

S 
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areas, structures used only in the wet season (Leichhardt 1846:495-6, 506, 526; 
'S Warburton 1934:53, 175; Berndt & Berndt 1970:39). Ethnographic sources 

report gatherings of hundreds collecting for ceremonies and spreading out to 
favoured camping spots throughout this area at various times of the year, 
usually coinciding with the arrival of the geese (Leichhardt 1847; Chaloupka 
1981a, Levitus 1982:61). In fact the concentration of geese in the dry season in 
comparatively excessive numbers in this area compared to the rest of the 
region may have attracted a proportionately larger number of visitors than 
other areas. An ANPWS report (1986:90-91) on the natural resources of 
Kakadu National Park found that of all the 2,972 million geese recorded on 
the Northern Territory floodplains in 1981, 2,041 million of them were on 
the Kakadu National Park floodplains. In 1984, 2,540 of 3,872 million were 
there. Most of these were on the 'Boggy Plains - Nourlangie floodplain'. It is 
only if this area dries out before the onset of the rains that the Magela 
floodplain and the upper reaches of Nourlangie Creek become important to 
the geese, and no doubt the people who fed off them. It is likely goose 
numbers were even greater in the past before the intrusion of buffalo and 
Mimosa led to depletion of the plants favoured by them. 

The local Aboriginal groups in the South Alligator wetlands were 
relatively sedentary, not moving far from their homelands, while their 
visitors could travel considerable distances. Some visitors did not move far, 
such as the Warramal, while others came down from the plateau many 
miles to the south and east (Chaloupka 1981). The presence of large mounds 
at many of these campsites suggests these ethnographic accounts are 
reflecting long established practices (Meehan, Brockwell, Allen & Jones 
1985). 

In contrast, when Leichhardt (1847) moved through the stone country 
• he found very few camps and did not meet any Aboriginal people at all in 

spite of his identification of various edible foods there. It was the late dry - 
early wet season and the time of the goose harvest on the plains. Warburton 
(1934:204-16) also recorded visits by stone country groups to Koperaki in 
Gagudju country, sometimes friendly, as for an initiation ceremony, other 
times hostile, to the extent where severe casualties occurred in battle. Plateau 
dwellers were no doubt visiting the plains to partake of the seasonal plenty, 
though it would seem from the few camps observed by Leichhardt (1847) on 
the plateau that their numbers were less and reciprocal visits by people of 
the plains were few. 

C 
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Thomson (1949b:71-73) found in east Arnhem Land the extent of 
movement by the different groups was related to the comparative 
abundance of homeland resources. The Ritar'ngo (or Ritharrngu) and 
Rembarrnga, were nomadic groups 'having a big territory in the interior of 
Arnhem Land', areas of relative scarcity among the Arnhem Land clan 
territories, necessitating a larger estate and consequently a 'roving' lifestyle. 
They were also more active in transferring artefacts along the trade routes. 
The range of a group it would seem, tended to outstrip its usually larger 
estate to a greater degree if its resources were poorer than its neighbours. 
Communication between groups occurred in the context of these visits to 
the estates of others. 

Groups of the region moved about largely within the region, peripheral 
groups of course overlapping neighbouring regions. People from less well 
resourced localities tended to move further to exploit abundant resources 
than those in more favoured localities. These journeys to the estates of 
others entailed inter-group communication. Long journeys could however 
be undertaken by small parties from any group, such as those carried out by 
imtiands. It would also seem these traditional movements were slow to 
break down, interaction with Europeans in the region tending early in the 
history of contact to occur with the Aboriginal groups within whose territory 
Europeans chose to work. 

5.1.2 Communication between groups in the context of ceremony and trade 

While it is evident groups mainly utilized the resources of their own 
estates, they did not live isolated lives. People belonging to groups associated 
with particular localities intermingled with others from other localities. 
Various items of material culture passed between individuals within 

• groups. This intermingling and exchange was not arbitrary, but was 
influenced by a number of factors: the geographical features of the country, 
the seasonal cycle, social obligations and ceremonial activity. 

Wheeler (1910:70-97 in Mulvaney 1976:73) recognised three types of 
intergroup communication in Aboriginal Australia. The first two, 
communication between related tribes for kinship purposes or shared 
ceremonial life, and between adjacent groups on a basis of mutual 
agreement and benefit, describe the type of communication occurring 
between localities which facilitated the movement of people and artefacts. 
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The third type of communication, involving that between groups totally 
• separated from each other by geographic distance, occurred at a regional 

level. Mulvaney (1976:77) insisted these two types of exchange, that is, short-
distance, intergroup meeting and exchanges, and long-distance, intergroup 
activities, be distinguished on the grounds that the first involved primary 
contact, or face-to-face meetings between representatives of different groups, 
while the second involved secondary contact, or indirect influence, through 
the passage of a gift or ceremony from group to group along a traditional 
route. 

a 
In the second form of exchange, it may well be that only the objects 

travelled great distances, not individuals. Mulvaney (1976:78) traced the 
movements of two European castaways, William Buckley, who lived for 
thirty years with a Victorian Aboriginal group from 1803 to 1835 and James 
Murrell who lived with a coastal Queensland group between 1846 and 1863. 
Neither moved outside of a 100 mile span in the decades they remained 
with these groups. Mulvaney (1976:78-9) concluded these distances were 
about the limit of travel for most individuals within a group, but pointed 
out that the distances could be affected by the types of terrain in which 
groups were found. Journeys could be longer in drier inland areas. The 
evidence presented for the movement of groups in the study region over 
time would suggest that Mulvaney's (1976) general estimates for the extent 
of the movement of members of a group would apply also to the study 
region (Warburton 1934; Chaloupka 1981). 

Ceremonies provided a context for intergroup communication and 
consequently artefact exchange (McCarthy 1939:178). While some ceremonies 
were attributed to particular groups, members of other groups attended. 
Spencer (1914:136, 186) for example, attributed the performance of two 

• ceremonies at Oenpelli to the 'Kakadu', the Ober and the Maraian, but noted 
five in all being performed at the settlement. Spencer (1928:779) noted that 
while the different groups at Oenpelli at the time of his visit, the Kakadu, 
the Geimbio and the visitors from the King and Liverpool Rivers to the east, 
did not mix in camp, they did attend each others' ceremonies. 

Ceremonies tended to be shared with adjacent or nearby groups. In this 
manner local influences could spread. Berndt and Berndt (1970) for example, 
found the Lorgun mortuary rite performed at Oenpelli was also performed 
by the Gundjeipmi speaking Badmardi to the south of Oenpelli, who in turn 



138 

believed the ceremony was brought to them across the plateau via Dangbon 
* and Rembarrnga people by ancestral beings (Chaloupka 1981a:164; Berndt 

1951). Berndt and Berndt (Figure 2.3) found this ceremony to be a mixture of 
western and eastern Arnhem Land elements, further evidence of the 
communication between these groups. 

In the west of the region the Morak ceremony was performed (Stewart 
1969; Kesteven 1981; Chaloupka, Kapirigi, Nayidji & Namingum 1985:30). 
Stewart (1969:50) claimed this ceremony was a 'strictly localised Nourlangie 
area ceremony', however the Marerima ceremony of the Limlingan was 
considered the equivalent of the Morak (Keen 1980b:89). This suggests a 
sharing of ceremonial ties between the groups of the wetlands and those of 
the north west of the region. 

Ceremonies were largely shared with neighbouring groups, the 
ceremonies of the west of the region having elements in common with 
those of groups further west, while the ceremonies to the east shared 
characteristics found in the ceremonies of east and south east Arnhem Land. 
The directions from which these characteristics came were reflected in the 
trade routes (Elkin 1953:104). 

The link between trade and ceremonies was actually formalised in the 
region in the practice of 'trade' ceremonies recorded by Berndt (1951) as being 
unique to the region (Figure 2.4). Berndt (1951) distinguished between 
ceremonies where economic elements appear in religious or mourning 
rituals but are secondary to the main theme, and the trade ceremonies of the 
region where the groups may meet for the sole purpose of the exchange of 
trade items. 

There were six trading ceremonies performed at Oenpelli (Berndt 
1951:160). Each was associated with a particular group of people who 
travelled outside their own territory for the purpose of exchanging objects of 
material culture and holding simultaneously a relevant ceremony. Berndt 
(1951) traced ceremonial exchange from the perspective of the Gunwinggu, 
but this exchange involved all groups of the study region. Groups from 
other localities brought their own trade ceremonies to share with the 
Gunwinggu at Oenpelli. Elkin (1953) was also of the opinion that these 
trading ceremonies did not appear to spread from one group to another but 
rather remained part of the local repertoire of each, a5 was the case with the 
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Nymdi-ymdi of the Wadjigin and the corroborees of the Tiwi. It would seem 
the distribution of the trade ceremonies did not extend much beyond the 
region (Allen 1991:87-8). The nature of the trading practices and their extent 
need to be considered to assess the influence of trade on the local material 
culture assemblages. 

McCarthy summarised the nature of trade in Aboriginal Australia in 
general: 

...it was carried on between contiguous and distant hordes and tribes to secure 
desired raw materials, finished articles, corroborees and songs, produced or not by 
one of these groups, occurring or not in their respective territories, and brought by 
one or more members of one group to another; such barter was carried on at 
recognised 'market' places, feasts, ceremonies, and other gatherings, besides 
occasioning special journeys. 

McCarthy (1939:178) 

Some of this trade was conducted over great distances on well defined 
routes which McCarthy (1938 9:98-104) termed 'trunk trade routes'. Certain 
objects travelled 'constantly for considerable distances in definite directions 
and through the same tribes as others ... before them'. For example, 
Kimberley pearl-shell and Princess Charlotte Bay baler shell ornaments 
travelled across the continent to the east to Cape York Peninsula and beyond, 
and as far south as the Great Australian Bight (McCarthy 1938:93). 

From the evidence presented on communication in the study region, it 
would seem that the social mechanisms used for communication at the 
intra-regional level facilitated the movement of artefacts and ideas beyond 
the region, rather than the travelling of individuals across considerable 
distances. While these journeys did sometimes occur, the artefacts and ideas 
taken with individuals to neighbouring groups could eventually far outstrip 

• the range of the original bearers. It was the passing of artefacts from group to 
group rather than the transportation of them by individuals over vast 
distances which provided the links from the study region in the 'chain of 
connection' (Mulvaney 1976) characteristic of the inter-regional trade routes. 

Organised trading of material objects occurred within the study region 
and to points beyond, but some aspects of the trade were different to those 
reported in other regions of the Top End. Trade within the region shared 
certain characteristics with other regions but differed in some respects. The 
characteristics of trade shared in common were those such as trade 
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undertaken in the contexts of the fulfilment of kinship obligations, 
• economic transactions resulting from pre and extra-marital liaisons, 

marriage contracts and indemnities for certain offences, the specialisation in 
the manufacture of particular types of items by different groups and the 
bartering of required implements, utensils and so on (Berndt 1951). 

The aspect of trading practices which differed was the trade ceremonies. 
Berndt (1951) insisted that the trade ceremonies practised in the region were 
in addition to the more usual forms of trade. The nature of the trade carried 
out during the ceremonies was distinquished from other forms of trade by 
providing an excuse for group expression [of trade] in the form of a 
ceremony' (Berndt 1951). He claimed that these ceremonies were conducted 
specifically for the purpose of trading and were not to be confused with the 
trading relationships, such as m e rb o k and k u e practised in the Daly River 
region (Stanner 1933-1934) and the movement of gerri, (trade goods), in the 
central and north east of Arnhem Land (Thomson 1949b). 

Stanner (1933-1934) found a complex system of 'delayed economic 
exchanges' called merbok functioning among the Daly River tribes. These 
exchanges were carried out between individuals in the same tribe and in 
different tribes. Articles traded were kept for a time then passed on. There 
were no specific trading expeditions, but the objects could only pass in one 
direction. McCarthy (1938:432) called merbok paths 'highroads of cultural 
influence, particularly in myth and ceremonial life' and cited the adoption 
of a new kinship system by the Daly River groups along one of these routes 
as an example acquired earlier this century. 

Warner (1967:95) also found in east Arnhem Land evidence of articles 
of trade passing along well known trade routes for hundreds of miles and 

0 through many groups. He found particular kinship relationships, 
particularly the mother's brother's sister's son relationship, could be used to 
enlarge the economic life of a man. Status was accrued relative to the 
distance from which goods could be elicited. Certain types of items were only 
acceptable if they came from the appropriate quarter of the compass. 
Thomson (1949b:5) called these exchanges in north east Arnhem Land 
'ceremonial exchanges'. Berndt (1951) objected to the term as used by 
Thomson (1949), claiming that while the exchanges could take place as an 
adjunct to ceremonies, they were not the primary reason for the ceremonies 
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as they could be in western Arnhem Land, where individual exchange 
• partners were not to be found. 

The main differences between these exchange systems was that in the 
study region, there was direct contact between groups rather than 
individuals and there was a lack of restriction on the direction from which 
artefacts could move. For example, baskets made at Oenpelli were distributed 
to all points of the compass, though it is obvious from the flow of trade 
goods outlined in Figure 2.5 that artefacts were not returned to the groups 
who made them (Berndt 1951). In contrast, goods traded in other regions 
could only move away in one direction from the direction in which they 
came and could not be diverged from their route of movement. 

It is likely the presence of the trade ceremonies was a response to 
conditions peculiar to the region. It would seem without trade flowing in a 
specified direction, there was the possibility of the development of a 
monopoly. Berndt asserted that 

The Gunwinggu and adjoining coastal groups, such as the Gunbalang, Jiwadja, and 
Maung, previously held a monopoly in Macassan trade goods, which people 
farther inland, like the Dangbun, could obtain only through the njalaidj; the 
ceremony, it is said, was instituted for this purpose. 

Berndt 1951:171 

It may well have been that Macassan goods were not reaching others as 
effectively by traditional trading practices as they did in other regions. The 
trading ceremonies appear to have been introduced to strengthen the ritual 
sanctions upon traditional obligations to trade these items, which could be 
monopolised if a less rigid adherence to the paths goods could take and the 
obligation to part with them occurred. 

5.1.3 Intra-regional trade routes 

The major routes of movement within the region can be extrapolated 
from reports of the well used 'blackfeller roads', journeys of ancestral beings, 
(which are recognised as often coinciding with routes of travel, eg. Elkin 
1953, Allen 1980:89; Chaloupka 1981), and ceremonial information (Berndt 
1951) (see Figures 2.3, 2.5 & 2.6). On the basis of this information, it is possible 
to plot routes of travel within the region. There was movement up and 
down the South Alligator and East Alligator Rivers, there was movement 
from Kapalga and the wetlands to the East Alligator River Crossing and 

1111C.1 1C ID a t1UIL LU1I1LjU1L ueweeit utese movements anu resource 
rich geographical features on these routes, the routes tending to follow water 
courses, and aiming for resource rich destinations such as the localities of 
Oenpelli and Kapalga and the the South Alligator wetlands. Points of easier 
access to the plateau, such as Deaf Adder Gorge and Barramundie Gorge, 
feature as portions of the routes. There is a notable lack of routes between 
the estuarine portions of the South and East Alligator Rivers, coinciding 
with a reported lack of permanent freshwater in this area. 

Influences from beyond the localities generally were felt at a local level 
through the agency of communication for the purposes of exploiting 
seasonal food resources, participating in ceremonies or engaging in trade. 
These activities could take place concurrently. Ceremonies were conducted 
in the South Alligator wetlands, for example, in the late dry season to 
coincide with the gathering of geese around receding waterholes (Chaloupka 
1981; Brockwell 1989:284). 

5.1.4 Inter-regional trade routes 

The trunk routes in and out of the study region came from two 
directions, the north east and the south. McCarthy, quoting Mathews, found 
that in the area south west of the Alligator Rivers region, in Jawoyn territory 

* around Katherine and Mataranka, 

.'periodic journeys are made into the territories of adjoining and distant tribes 
for the purpose of exchanging manufactured or natural products. The routes along 
which the people travel on these occasions seem to have been fixed and 
acknowledged from time out of mind..there are several of these bartering or trade 
routes in different districts, and the journeys which occupy a long time, are 
marked by good feeling and festive corroborees'. 

R. H. Mathews 1903 as quoted in McCarthy, 1938:431 

Thomson (1949) outlined two major trunk routes out of the study 
region, one emerging from the north east, the other from the south east. The 
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as they could be in western Arnhem Land, where individual exchange 
• partners were not to be found. 

The main differences between these exchange systems was that in the 
study region, there was direct contact between groups rather than 
individuals and there was a lack of restriction on the direction from which 
artefacts could move. For example, baskets made at Oenpelli were distributed 
to all points of the compass, though it is obvious from the flow of trade 
goods outlined in Figure 2.5 that artefacts were not returned to the groups 
who made them (Berndt 1951). In contrast, goods traded in other regions 
could only move away in one direction from the direction in which they 
came and could not be diverged from their route of movement. 

It is likely the presence of the trade ceremonies was a response to 
conditions peculiar to the region. It would seem without trade flowing in a 
specified direction, there was the possibility of the development of a 
monopoly. Berndt asserted that 

The Gunwinggu and adjoining coastal groups, such as the Gunbalang, Jiwadja, and 
Maung, previously held a monopoly in Macassan trade goods, which people 
farther inland, like the Dangbun, could obtain only through the njalaidj; the 
ceremony, it is said, was instituted for this purpose. 

Berndt 1951:171 

It may well have been that Macassan goods were not reaching others as 
effectively by traditional trading practices as they did in other regions. The 
trading ceremonies appear to have been introduced to strengthen the ritual 
sanctions upon traditional obligations to trade these items, which could be 
monopolised if a less rigid adherence to the paths goods could take and the 
obligation to part with them occurred. 
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(which are recognised as often coinciding with routes of travel, eg. Elkin 
1953, Allen 1980:89; Chaloupka 1981), and ceremonial information (Berndt 
1951) (see Figures 2.3, 2.5 & 2.6). On the basis of this information, it is possible 
to plot routes of travel within the region. There was movement up and 
down the South Alligator and East Alligator Rivers, there was movement 
from Kapalga and the wetlands to the East Alligator River Crossing and 
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beyond, and there was movement from the South Alligator wetlands to Deaf 
Adder Gorge and beyond. There was also contact between Oenpelli and 
groups of the south via a route along the western edge of the plateau. Much 
of the contact with the Jawoyn seems to have been either across the plateau 
via Deaf Adder Gorge or up the South Alligator River and along Jim Jim 
Creek. 

There is a strong correlation between these movements and resource 
rich geographical features on these routes, the routes tending to follow water 
courses, and aiming for resource rich destinations such as the localities of 
Oenpelli and Kapalga and the the South Alligator wetlands. Points of easier 
access to the plateau, such as Deaf Adder Gorge and Barramundie Gorge, 
feature as portions of the routes. There is a notable lack of routes between 
the estuarine portions of the South and East Alligator Rivers, coinciding 
with a reported lack of permanent freshwater in this area. 

Influences from beyond the localities generally were felt at a local level 
through the agency of communication for the purposes of exploiting 
seasonal food resources, participating in ceremonies or engaging in trade. 
These activities could take place concurrently. Ceremonies were conducted 
in the South Alligator wetlands, for example, in the late dry season to 
coincide with the gathering of geese around receding waterholes (Chaloupka 
1981; Brockwell 1989:284). 

5.1.4 Inter-regional trade routes 

The trunk routes in and out of the study region came from two 
directions, the north east and the south. McCarthy, quoting Mathews, found 
that in the area south west of the Alligator Rivers region, in Jawoyn territory 

* around Katherine and Mataranka, 

'periodic journeys are made into the territories of adjoining and distant tribes 
for the purpose of exchanging manufactured or natural products. The routes along 
which the people travel on these occasions seem to have been fixed and 
acknowledged from time out of mind..there are several of these bartering or trade 
routes in different districts, and the journeys which occupy a long time, are 
marked by good feeling and festive corroborees'. 

R. H. Mathews 1903 as quoted in McCarthy, 1938:431 

Thomson (1949) outlined two major trunk routes out of the study 
region, one emerging from the north east, the other from the south east. The 
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directions of these routes add support to Berndt and Berndts (1970:124) 
contention that the 'main cultural influences [on Oenpelli] are from the east, 
south and south-west'. There is no mention in the literature of trunk route 
links to the north west of the Top End, nor is there reference to much shared 
ceremony, which may be indicative of less contact with the people of these 
regions, but could be the result of a paucity of data due to early and severe 
depopulation of the groups in these areas as a result of the presence of 
European settlements at Port Darwin and Burrundie. It should be 
mentioned however that Foelsche (1886:255) found the population flow in 
myths around Port Darwin indicated a movement from the north to the 
south and the south east rather than towards the study region to the east. 
O'Kelly (1967:18-19) found the 'Alligator tribes' were treated with caution 
and feared by local groups around Port Darwin when they began their visits 
to the settlement in the 1880s. This would suggest there was historically little 
congenial contact between the groups of these areas. 

The nature of the terrain may have contributed to a lack of contact. 
Ritchie and Baumann (1991) found routes of travel from Limilgnan-Wulna 
country tended to be south west to Burrundie on the Stuart Highway, then 
north to Darwin, rather than directly west. McKinlay's (1865-1866) party 
would have vouched for the particularly swampy nature of the floodplains 
of the lower reaches of the Adelaide and Mary Rivers in this region for 
much of the year. This may have discouraged contact of sufficient regularity 
to establish a major trade route between the peoples of the Alligator Rivers 
region and the regions to their west. 

There is also little ethnographic evidence of the entry of artefacts into 
the study region from regions to the east, south east and south. There is 
however evidence of the movement of artefacts out of the study region. 

* Thomson (1949b:72-73) described two trunk routes along which goods from 
the study region entered eastern and south eastern Arnhem Land (Figure 
5.1). The first was a route from the north of the study region to the Liverpool 
River and thence to north east Arnhem Land. Elkin (1953:104) found all 
song series from north western Arnhem Land, (including the study region), 
spread south by way of the Liverpool region. The song route went from the 
Gunbalang, a Gunwinggu group in the north of the study region, to groups 
on the Liverpool River. From there, songs went south to groups at the head 
of the Bulman River, then via the Rembarrnga and the Ngalbun to the 
Jawoyn. Elkin (1953:104) found it was a regular trade route and 'songs are a 
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part of trade'. Kyle-Little (1957:195), who established a trading post at 
Maningrida, at the mouth of the Liverpool River, found even by 1949 that 
'.. .natives from the surrounding inland country... stayed for a few days, held 
a corroboree, traded stone spear heads and ochre for tobacco, and then 
returned to their own country'. It would seem this movement was reflecting 
a portion of this trade route. 

The other route came into eastern Arnhem Land from the Alligator 
Rivers region via the Wilton River. This trade route linked with the 
Alligator Rivers region through such occasions as the Njalaidj trading 
ceremony (see Figure 2.5) performed at Oenpelli by groups from the south of 
the study region. These southern groups were linked across the plateau to 
groups on the Bulman and Wilton Rivers (Chaloupka 1981). The trade route 
possibly followed the ancestral journeys passing from the plains of the South 
Alligator River to the escarpment edge and up Deaf Adder Gorge (see Figure 
2.3). Both the southern and the north eastern trade routes were linked 
through the Rembarrnga (Thomson 1949). The trunk trade routes in fact 
encircled the plateau of the Alligator Rivers region. 

5.2 The influence of extra-local communication on local material culture 
assemblages 

It is possible to calculate the impact of communication with other 
localities and peoples on the local assemblages by using the data in Appendix 
3. This will be attempted for each locality other than the Katherine locality 
here. The proportions of items produced locally and those imported into the 
local material culture assemblages can be quantified by identifying and 
extracting the proportion of artefacts composed of raw materials not found 

• locally and those artefact types known to be received by intra-regional and 
inter-regional trade. The Katherine locality was not included as there were 
insufficient artefacts or information on items traded for this type of analysis 
to be done. 

5.2.1 Intra-regional trade - artefacts importedinto the localities 

Those artefacts imported into each of the localities are identified from 
raw material components and ethnographic information. These will be 
quantified and the percentage of imported items calculated. 
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ft Port Essington 

Of the artefacts collected from Port Essington, some spears and baskets 
were known to be imported (Berndt 1951:70). They came from Oenpelli 
through the Wurbu trading ceremony. The spears were most likely the reed 
spears, as reed was in short supply on Cobourg Peninsula but abundant at 
Oenpelli, and it was a spear noted as a specialty of the Gagudju (Spencer 
1914:359). The evidence however is inconclusive, so these data have been 
left out of the table. Stone was also imported, as local sources of this material 
were few.The types of stone used, largely quartzite and tuff, were certainly 
imported. The stone headed spears in the Port Essington collection can be 
included in the data. 

Berndt (1951) claimed baskets were traded to Port Essington through the 
Wurbu trading ceremony. It is not possible to identify which types of baskets 
may have been traded from Oenpelli to Port Essington. It is likely they were 
straight rim rather than flared rim baskets, as the former were made in 
comparatively far greater quantity at Oenpelli (Appendix 3), suggesting they 
were made for purposes other than local use, such as trading. Quantifying 
the baskets traded is therefore not possible, as there is no ethnographic 
evidence to indicate which were traded and which were made locally. Nor 
can the raw materials of the baskets in the museum collection be used as a 
guide, as all species used for baskets were available in the locality. That 
baskets were made by the Iwaidja of Port Essington as well as acquired by 
trade is evidenced in the museum collection. Spencer collected baskets in 
1912 from Iwaidja people, made during their stay of many years with Joe 
Cooper on Melville Island. 

• The metal used for spear heads was obtained from Macassan or 
European sources. Consequently these are included in the tally of imported 
items. 

A shield was collected from Port Essington by Savage (n.d.: 
SAM/A46185). Stockdale was also said to have collected a' shield from Port 
Essington (Etheridge 1893:241-2). Ethnographic accounts however insist 
shields were not made, or even used by the northern coastal groups of the 
Top End (Foelsche 1886; Basedow 1935:167-176; Simpson 1951:83). Spencer 
(1914, 1928) did not mention shields in connection with the region. There 
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were no shields mentioned in the lists of items of material culture 
associated with Kaparlgoo Mission (Catalogue of curios... n.d.) or Cobourg 
Peninsula (Stirling 1981). No information accompanied the catalogue entry 
of the shield collected from Port Essington. Shields were a part of the 
material culture assemblage of the Katherine locality. The shield collected 
from Port Essington resembled the Katherine shields in style, as did the 
shield collected by Stockdale and reported by Etheridge (1893:242, plate xxxii, 
figures 2,3 & 4). Both shields are elliptical in shape and have a handle carved 
into the body at the back rather than attached separately. It is possible the 
shields were traded from Katherine to the northern localities of the region. 

Kapalga 

There is no explicit ethnographic evidence to assist in the identification 
of the items traded or brought into the Kapalga locality, but some items can 
be inferred from raw material components and comparison with some 
artefacts traded to other localities. Bamboo, baler shell and the particular 
types of stone used in artefacts were traded or brought into the area, as these 
raw materials do not occur at all in this locality. Other raw materials such as 
cypress pine occur in insignificant quantities, increasing the likelihood of the 
importation of items made of these. 

Stone for the spearheads, those identified being quartzite, chert (or tuff) 
and slate, would need to be imported, possibly from the quartzite rich 
escarpment to the east and the tuff rich quarries towards Katherine. The area 
is poor in suitable stone for artefacts (Hiscock 1993: 140). The baler shell 
(Melo sp.) found in this collection would have come from the coast. Bamboo 
was acquired from the wetlands not far to the south and there is evidence to 
suggest the bark belts made of cypress pine collected from here were also 
traded from further south. It is likely they were from the same source as the 
bark belts traded to Oenpelli from the cypress pine groves at Anlar on 
Nourlangie Creek in the South Alligator River wetlands (Spencer 1928:851). 
There are no substantial stands of cypress pine recorded for the Kapalga 
locality, but the belts collected from this locality are identical in every respect 
to the Oenpelli belts. It would appear they originated from the same source, 
even possibly the same group of craftsmen, as there is only a decade 
separating the times of collection. 
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The similarities between the Oenpelli and Kapalga belts are even 
more marked when compared with belts from elsewhere (Plate 5.1). The 
bark belts were a type of artefact widespread over the western half of the 
Top End. They could be made of stringybark or cypress pine. 'Bark' 
however is something of a misnomer. It is more likely the wood which 
was used, which was able to attain considerable thinness and flexibility 
according to Tindale (1925-6:89). The material was removed as a single 
thin, strong, flexible piece in a long, narrow strip, the short even strokes 
used to do so being quite visible on the inner surface of the belts (Plate 5.1). 

Basedow (1907:45) reported the belts of the Darwin region as being 
made of stringybark, Eucalyptus tetradonta, a widely available raw 
material source, and recorded their dimensions as '8' long and 3" wide'. 
They were wrapped in multi4ayers around the waist of male wearers and 
were secured by tying with fur string. Eylmann (1908) also found the bark 
belts thickly bound with 'woollen strings' and in addition covered with 
paint, but reported they were made of the light wood of the 'pine tree', that 
is, the Callitris sp. They were reported on Cobourg Peninsula by Foelsche 
(1882:14) where they were found to be painted. 

Bark belts were collected within the region from Port Essington, 
Kapalga and Oenpelli. The bark belts from the Kaparlgoo Mission and 
Oenpelli were larger than most and were more ornately painted. Those 
collected from Oenpelli were identified as being made of Callitris 
intratropica by Spencer (1928:851). He also indicated they were not made 
locally. Cypress pine was not prominent in the Oenpelli locality and 
Smyth and von Sturmer (1981) do not mention it at all in their survey of 
plants used there. Nor does cypress pine grow in significant stands in the 
Kapalga locality. The belts from Oenpelli were called kupelbi (Spencer 
1914:402) by the Gagudju. At Kaparlgoo Mission they were known as 
kobeilkobell (Newsham 1901:AM/E10336,77). The use of similar names 
either side of the region further suggests their status as a trade item to both 
Oenpelli and Kapalga, both localities deficient in cypress pine, from 
Nourlangie, a locality rich in cypress pine. 

The Port Essington bark belts are likely to have been made locally. 
They look different. They are much narrower and have different 
patternings. There they were known as mai-am-bille (Stirling 1982; 
Stirling 1892: SAM/X2878; Spencer 1912: MOV/X18170), a distinctly 



Plate 5.1 Bark belts. Top left, belt from the Mary River, AM/E9144, 
top right, belt from the Victoria River, AM/E7881. Below, 
belts from Oenpelli, Spencer 1912:MOV/X18701, B 100 mm 
and M0V1X18707, B 100 mm. 
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different term to those used at Oenpelli and Kapalga. Cypress pine grew in 
quantity at the neck of the Cobourg Peninsula, not too far distant from the 
site of the Port Essington locality. The occurrence of the raw material in 
quantity not far from this locality, coupled with a different appearance and 
use of a different language term makes the production rather than the 
trading in of these belts at Port Essington a more likely occurrence. 

There was one shield collected from the Kaparlgoo Mission (Newsham 
1901: AM! E10298). It was registered as missing so could not be accessed. As 
indicated above, ethnographic evidence suggests this type of artefact was not 
made in the three northern localities. It is likely it was also imported from 
the Katherine locality. 

Oenpelli 

The identification of items traded in to Oenpelli has been more amply 
documented (Spencer 1914, 1928; Berndt 1951) for some types of items, but 
remains problematical for others, mainly through a lack of precision by 
recorders in describing the artefacts traded. From Port Essington came fibre 
items such as bags, human hair belts and breast mats, traded through the 
Wurbu trading ceremony (Berndt 1951). The bags collected from Port 
Essington have been described in Chapter IV. The bags resembled those 
found at Oenpelli in raw material composition and in type. It is assumed 
these same bags, made principally from banyan fibre, were similar to those 
traded to Oenpelli. Once again it is not possible to discern which type of bags 
were traded and whether those traded were merely supplementing bags 
already being made at Oenpelli. As a result, the bags were not included in the 
tally for the present analysis. 

Belts made at Port Essington were received by the people at Oenpelli 
through the Wurbu ceremony and from groups of the Liverpool River 
through the Midjan ceremony (Berndt 1951). Hair was contributed by people 
from Oenpelli to these groups and was spun into skeins of string for 
ceremonial hair belts. These skeins were spun on a spindle (Plate 5.2). 
Certain animal fibres, principally human hair and possum fur, were spun 
with a spindle by men (Basedow 1907; Eylmann 1908; Spencer 1914; Berndt & 
Berndt 1970). The string was four ply. The human hair string used in a head 
dress collected from Mainoru near Katherine (Kupka 1956:MFV/VA1048) 
was reported to be four ply and the human hair string found in the upper 



'p  

  

11 

 

J 

* 

EM 

Plate 5.2 Human hair belts. Above, a father and son wear hair belts in 
this photo of a Mangaridji family, Spencer 1912: MOV/1636. 
Below, spindle for spinning fur and human hair. Spencer 
1912: MOV/X18760. Photo after Allen, Lakic, Mullett, Raberts, 
Sculthorpe and Wrench 1993:15. 
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layers of the Anbangbang 1 archaeological deposit was also found to be four 
46 ply (Clarke 1985:90). These specimens were found in pits dated from 

approximately 400 bp to modern times, though samples of two ply hair 
string were found in pits dated from approximately 400 to 900 bp (Jones and 
Johnson 1985:41, table 4.1). It would seem hair string had been spun in the 
same manner since proto-historic times, although a difference was evident 
in older levels of the site, indicating change may have taken place in the 
interim. The human hair belts were either made into a simple skein and 
tied at the ends and bound, or the skein strands were separated out and 
interwoven at intervals with red ochred bast string or coloured wools. 

Breast mats were made and traded widely. The breast mats were small, 
looped weave mats resembling the bags in shape. They were suspended from 
the neck with string handles and worn down the chest. Eylmann (1908:398), 
found they were used by Wuiwanga warriors in combat. The Wuiwanga 
were a group to the southwest of the study region. Eylmann (1908:398) 
described the Wuiwanga mats as being a 600 x 200 mm rectangular mat with 
a string handle at one end. They were painted white with a red stripe. This 
describes very closely the one breast mat from Oenpelli in the museum 
collection (Plate 5.3). 

Campbell (1834:171) found that 'sometimes a necklace of net was worn 
down the back' by the Aboriginal people at Port Essington. No doubt it was 
the same type of item. A breast mat from the Roper River to the south east 
of the study region is very similar in shape and colouring. This type of mat 
was also collected from the Katherine River (Cues n.d.: SAM! A3549), but in 
this case was black rather than white. 

There are no photographs anywhere of the breast mat being worn, but 
Eylmann (1908:398) described it as being worn like a shield to cover the 
middle breast. During a fight the breast mat was flipped behind the head. 
When the warrior was prepared to fight to the death, he would take the 
upper rim of the mat between his teeth and let it hang down his chest. 

Berndt (1951:167) found the mats were called mari:bi at Oenpelli. He 
reported they were worn down the breast and were made of banyan fibre. A 
'bib' of the Iwaidja of Port Essington, said to be 'worn at war', was also called 
marreewe (Stirling 1891), and seemed to be the same type of item. It was said 
to be made from the fibre of the 'cotton-tree', as were some of the string bags 



Plate 5.3 Breast mat. Cahill 1922: MOV/X28611, L 711 mm B 178 mm. 
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from this region. This cotton tree fibre was given the same name as the bib. 
The use of the same name for these mats among the Iwaidja at Port 
Essington and also at Oenpelli, combined with the information that they 
were a trade item from Port Essington (Berndt 1951), suggests their 
manufacture was the prerogative of the saltwater people of the Cobourg 
Peninsula in the study region. 

Spencer (1914: 367) collected two types of clubs from Oenpelli which he 
found were made by groups to the north and east of this locality. 
Consequently their presence in the Oenpelli collection was through trade. 
They were the two clubs at the top of Plate 5.4. He found they were rare and 
made by the Iwaidja at Port Essington and by 'the Kulunglutji and Geimbio 
tribes to the south-east, and were not made by the adjoining Kakadu or 
Umoriu tribes'. Davidson (1938:23) identified the Kulunglutji as the 
Gunawitji on the basis of information given by Warner (1967). This group 
was situated on the mouth of the Liverpool River (Meehan 1982:13, Map 2). 

The first of these clubs, (top, Plate 5.4) was described and illustrated in 
Spencer's diaries (Spencer 1911-12: July 29). It was described as a rare club, 
used only in 'serious fights' as it was 'so heavy that a good blow would 
smash a skull easily'. Its weight would suggest it was made of an extremely 
dense timber such as ironwood. Unfortunately these clubs could not be 
identified among the museum collection due to difficulties presented by the 
storage of these items at the Museum of Victoria, nor through catalogue 
information. The pattern of distribution of these clubs however confirms 
the links between groups along the northern trunk trade route outlined by 
Thomson (1949), from the Cobourg Peninsula across the northern coast to 
the Liverpool River area and south east to the stone country. It is possible all 
these areas had better supplies of hardwoods than the Kakadu (Gagudju) or 

* Umoriu (Amurdak) groups (see Figures 2.2 & 2.7). 

From groups of the upper Liverpool River, feathered string, spears (not 
specified, but possibly stone from this area near the plateau), stone knives 
and speartkrowers were received, most likely the cylindrical spearthrower 
with a hair tassel. The other three spearthrowers used in the region, the lath 
type, the sabre spearthrower and the goose spearthrower (Plate 5.5) were all 
made within the region while the tasselled spearthrower was not. It was a 
type of spearthrower consisting of a straight stick, round in cross section, 
with a wooden peg set in a nob of wax or resin and with a human hair tassel 
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Plate 5.4 Clubs. Above, Spencer 1912: MOV/1346. Below, distal end of a 
fish tail club, Wood n.d.: SAM/A36833. 
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Plate 5.5 Spearthrowers. Left, lath spearthrower, Cahill 1913: 
MOV/X18329 L 900 mm B 36 mm. Middle, sabre 
spearthrower, Brown 1908: AM/E17550. L 914 mm B 40 
mm. Right, goose spearthrower, Newsham 1901: 
AM/E10301. L 1168 mm. 
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as a handle. A similar spearthrower was reported at Port Essington by 
Macgillvray (1852,1:147), but Basedow (1907:36) and Spencer (1914:377) 
claimed this type was more likely to be found south east of Borroloola, south 
of east Arnhem Land. Spencer (1914:377) added it was sometimes found 
among the groups of the Top End, but that it was traded, as they 'certainly 
did not make it'. 

One of these spearthrowers was collected from Mainoru near Katherine 
by Karel Kupka in 1956 (MFV/Va1047). Catalogue information reveals that 
Warner observed this spearthrower in east Arnhem Land and claimed 

'[it] is not a hunting weapon, and is supposed to be carried only by old men, 
although young men have been observed using it. Its use is ceremonial. The leader 
of a totemic dance frequently directs the dances with it, using it as a baton as he 
keeps time to the rhythm'. 

Warner 1958:483-485 

Its presence in the study region may have been in the context of 
ceremonies shared across the northern coast between the study region and 
east Arnhem Land. None were collected from the region in the time frame 
of this study, so they were not considered in this analysis. 

From the middle stretches of the Liverpool River, through the Eastern 
Djamalag trading ceremony (Figure 2.5), came 'serrated', (by which Berndt 
would mean barbed), spears, and metal shovel nosed spears (Berndt 1951), 
possibly the long nosed type (Thomson 1949). From the southern hills and 
plateaux, stone spears (possibly of tuff, as these areas had an abundance of 
this type of stone) and two kinds of red ochre were received through the 
Njalaidj ceremony. From the South Alligator River, bamboo spear shafts 
and European goods were received (Berndt 1951) as well as the cypress pine 
bark belts (Spencer 1928:851). It is possible the latter were used mainly for 
ceremonial purposes. Bill Neidjie (pers comm.) claimed the only time he 
saw this artefact was at a mortuary rite when young. It adorned the body of 
an elder being prepared for burial. 

Knives of shell were made, the shell, Meleagrina margaritifera (Spencer 
1912: MOV/X30149), being obtained from the coast. Pandanus mats were 
made by groups from the east, as were lace spears. 
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Katherine 

The Katherine locality received spears from the north through the 
Njalaidj trading ceremony (Berndt 1951:171) shared with the people of the 
Oenpelli locality. It is not stated what type of spears were involved in this 
trade. Eylmann (1908, as translated in Sherlock n.d.) found the Jawoyn made 
large quantities of the reed and barbed spears, so it is unlikely they were 
trading in spears of these types. It is likely they were quartzite headed stone 
spears found in such quantity in the Oenpelli collection and no doubt 
manufactured from stone from the nearby quarries on the escarpment. 
Stone spears however appeared in the Katherine collection in greater 
number than other spear types. It would need to be ascertained whether the 
stone of the spears in the museum collection was quartzite or tuff. The 
former is more likely to have been traded from the north, while the latter 
occurs locally in comparative abundance. 

Items such as fishing gear, nets, mats and baskets were also traded to the 
Katherine groups in the Njalaidj ceremony from Oenpelli. Spencer (928:845) 
however claimed the baskets were not found this far south. There were very 
few in the museum collection and these were more often attributed to the 
upper East Alligator River rather than Katherine. The numbers for this 
locality are so small and the ethnographic evidence so slight as to render 
speculations on the trade of any artefact types inconclusive. The artefacts 
forming the Katherine assemblage are too problematical to trace extra-local 
influences. For this reason, the Katherine locality has not been included in 
the analysis of data in this section. 

This information on objects imported into the localities is quantified in 
Table 5.1. Information on artefacts from three localities were used, Katherine 
not being included for reasons noted above. Samples of artefacts in excess of 
400 were available from each of the other places. 



Table 5.1: Frequency of items imported into localities 

Items imported Totals Items imported Items imported 
into Port into Kapalga into Oenpelli 
Essington  

Collection totals 403 543  1068 
lace spears 2 bark belts 9 bark belts 38 
stone spears 12 baler shell 1 human hair belt 46 
reed spears 6 bamboo items 29 breast mats 1 
metal spears 3 shield 1 Pandanus mats 9 
shields 1 metal spears 2 shell knives 2 

stone spears 10 metal spears 4 
lace spears 2 

Totals 24 52  102 
% of collection 6% 10% 10% 
totals  

Table 5.1 indicates that a mere 107o or less of artefacts in the local 
assemblages were able to be identified as being acquired by contact with other 
localities or by trade. All other artefacts were made, or could have been 
made, in the locality from which they were collected. Only 67o of artefacts 
collected from Kapalga could be identified as coming from somewhere else. 

5.2.2 Intra-regional trade - artefacts exported out of the localities 

There is very little ethnographic evidence of artefacts made and traded 
out of the localities. Oenpelli is the exception, as Berndt (1951) described the 
trade ceremonies from the perspective of this locality and consequently 
delineated the artefacts traded in exchange for artefacts from elsewhere. It is 
not worth calculating the proportion of material culture items traded from 
this information, as there is no way of knowing what proportion of a type of 
artefact was made for local use and what proportion was contributed to trade. 

A noting of the quantity of a type of item made for trade compared to 
the quantity of that same type of item in other localities should however 
give some idea of the significance of trade to the localities. The types of 
artefacts occurring in a larger proportion in a local assemblage would suggest 
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they were being made for purposes other than local use. An attempt will be 
3 made to quantify this type of information, however ethnographic sources 

rather than the museum collection will be relied upon more heavily for 
information on the impact of artefacts exported out of the localities on local 
material cultures. 

Port Essington 

Judging from the information provided by Berndt's (1951) description 
of the trade ceremonies, the people of Port Essington exported bags, breast 
mats, and hair twine through the Wurbu ceremony to the people of 
Oenpelli. None of these items occurred in sufficiently significant numbers in 
the Port Essington museum collection to suggest they were made for trade as 
well as local use. There were proportionately a far greater number of barbed 
spears made in this locality (Appendix 3), suggesting these may have been a 
trade item. Certain types of clubs were known to be made and traded by 
groups along the northern coast. These clubs were made of the same heavy 
timbers as the barbed spear heads. These timbers predominate in the coastal 
localities fringing the Arafura Sea (Figure 2.7), suggesting all items made 
from them could be candidates for trade. There is no specific ethnographic 
evidence to support the trading of barbed spears out of Port Essington so the 
assertion must remain conjectural. 

Kapalga 

The items contributed by Kapalga to the trade cycle are unknown. It is 
likely that the people of Kapalga were instrumental in passing on the 
bamboo and European goods acquired through the wetlands to the south. 
These items entered the region through the Mamerung ceremony, a trading 
ceremony conducted by Jawoyn and the Gundjeipmi people of the south 
west of the study region. 

If the people of Kapalga were engaged in trade through a trading 
ceremony, it was likely their contribution was fibre crafts. They were 
particularly known for their association with the banyan tree. The raw 
material from the bast fibre of this tree was used extensively for bags, belts 
headdresses and nets. The museum collection figures, (Appendix 3), do not 
indicate a larger proportion of fibre items being collected from this locality 
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than from any of the other localities. They are therefore unable to support 
any assertion of significance as a trade item. 

Oenpelli 

The people at Oenpelli passed on items received by them in the trading 
ceremonies as well as artefacts made by themselves for this purpose. Items 
received in trade and passed on to other localities included the European 
goods which were received from the south west in the Mamerung ceremony 
and in turn distributed to the people of the southern and south eastern hill 
country through the Njalaidj ceremony (Berndt 1951:171). 

The artefacts actually made at Oenpelli for contribution to the trade 
ceremonies were baskets and spears. Unfortunately, Berndt (1951) does not 
indicate which types of baskets, (which he also called dilly bags, 1951:165, 
footnote 21), or which types of spears were made for trade. The baskets were 
most likely the straight rim, as these were made in comparatively large 
numbers at this locality (Appendix 3). Of the spears, the most frequently 
occurring types were the Acacia tipped reed spears made especially by the 
groups at Oenpelli (Spencer 1914:359), and the stone spears made with 
quartzite from nearby quarries. Oenpelli was a locality well endowed with 
the raw materials for each of these types of artefacts. It is likely these were 
the types manufactured for trade as well as local use. 

Ochres, fishing spears, clubs, clapsticks and flywhisks were also passed 
on as trade items to the east in the Rom trading ceremony, shared with 
groups of the upper Liverpool River. The particular clubs traded were 
possibly the sword shaped clubs with a crescent edge at the proximal end. 
Stockdale (n.d.) called this type of club a 'fish tail club' (Plate 5.4, third from 
top). It was the most spectacular club of the region (Basedow 1907:36, Fig. 35) 
and considered by Stockdale to be unique to the region (Etheridge 1893:238, 
Pis 30, fig. 4, & 33, fig. 1). While it may have been unique to the region, 
Spencer (1914:367) found it also to be common within the region. 

Spencer (1914:367) found it had 'a very constant form' and was always 
well made. It was used in single combat, usually initiated by the issuing of a 
challenge stick. This club was said to be used 'for war' at Kaparlgoo Mission 
and was called munang-go (Rogers 1958: SAM! A50991). The Maiali called it 
marrnangu (Chaloupka & Guiliani 1984:53, Table 17). These clubs were made 
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of 'eucalypt or casuarina wood' on Cobourg Peninsula (Barker in Mulvaney 
* & Green 1992:186; Campbell 1834:170; Earl 1863:69; Macgillivray 1852:147; 

Sunter 1937:101). Stockdale (Stockdale 1906:13; Stockdale Papers n.d.:8) found 
it was 'stained like new copper' and was called meyarrol, as did Stirling 
(1891), but MacGillivray (1852,1:147) found it was called m iru. The Kakadu 
called the fish tail club periperiu. The fish tail club occurred at all localities 
except Katherine, but was far more common at Port Essington according to 
the museum collection (Appendix 3). This locality certainly had an 
abundance of raw materials suitable for its manufacture. 

The other club to qualify as a trade item from Oenpelli may have been 
the cylindrical club (Plate 5.4, fourth from top). Its occurrence in the Top End 
was widespread, but it was collected in greater quantity from Oenpelli than 
other types of clubs (Appendix 3). 

Spears, fishing gear, nets, mats and baskets were also traded from 
Oenpelli south to the hill country via the Njalaidj ceremony. The mats, if 
made at Oenpelli, were Eleocharis mats made by the Gagudju and other 
Alligator Rivers groups at the time of Spencer's visit (Plate 5.6), or they were 
Panda nus mats (Plate 5.7) made by groups visiting from east of Oenpelli in 
the time of Cahill's farm (Cahill 1918:MOV/X25903-15), but resident at 
Oenpelli by the time of Berndt's (1951) report. 

There were 27 twined mats in the museum collection, nine each of 
Eleocharis at Oenpelli and Kaparlgoo Mission, and nine of Pandanus made 
by people from the Liverpool River. The Panda nus mats did not appear in 
the Oenpelli collection until 1918, reflecting the different use of materials by 
Alligator Rivers groups and those groups to the east of them. Berndt and 
Berndt recognised the Eleocharis mats as a material culture item peculiar to 
the groups west of Oenpeffi: 

The western (for instance, 'Bargid') people used mats and pubic tassels of plaited 
grass, mcluding mangulaidj grass. 

Berndt and Berndt 1970:39 

Man gulaidj grass is identified by Russell-Smith (1985:252) as Eleocharis 
dulcis. As Eleocharis was the plant most sought by the magpie geese, 
especially at the end of the dry, and geese populations were particularly 
dense in the South Alligator River wetlands, attesting to the abundance of 
the Eleocharis species there, it is not surprising to find Eleocharis taking 
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Plate 5.6 Eleocharis mats. Above, elderly Gagudju men eating lily seed 

cakes from an Eleocharis mat at a ceremony, Spencer 1912: 
MOV/667. Below, folded mat, Maurice 1903: SAM/A6541. 
L 620 mm, B 1200mm, fringe 270 mm. 
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Plate 5.7 Pandanus mat, Cahill 1918:MOV/X25903. L 380 mm (ex 
fringe), B 600 mm (at mid-point), fringe L 100 mm. 
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precedence in these areas over Pandanus for use in the making of mats. 
S Eleocharis was also used for pubic covers in the region in preference to the 

more usual woodland Acacia species (Chaloupka & Guiliani 1984:63; 
Appendix 1.2 &1.3) used elsewhere. 

Pandanus mats in contrast were a feature of Arnhem Land material 
culture east of the study region. Cahill (1913-22: September 1918) claimed the 
mats were 'worn by the Liverpool River native women and are hung by 
string round the neck with the mat hanging over the rump'. The same type 
of mats were worn in the Ngurlmak ceremony of eastern Arnhem Land. 
Thomson called them aprons (Thomson 1937: MOV/ 34). He claimed they 
were worn by the women in the fashion described by Cahill to resemble 
emus and were also used in the Mandialla ceremony concerned with 
circumcision (Thomson 1937: MOV/ 119-16) and for food preparation 
(Thompson 1936: MOV/ 961). 

When the comparatively predominant frequency of straight rim 
baskets made of Pandanus strands is coupled with the occurrence of 
Pandanus mats at Oenpelli, albeit from groups further east, there is clearly a 
preference for Pandanus use in the east of the region. The mats traded from 
Oenpelli were constructed using either type of fibre during the time of 
collection by Spencer and Cahill (1912-1922), but would have been made 
predominantly of Pandanus by the end of Cahill's stay, as the eastern groups 
had begun turning their visits into migrations (Rindberg 1950; Chaloupka 
1975; Keen 1980; Taylor 1987:71; Harvey 1990) and the Gagudju presence was 
becoming less dominant. 

There was a variety of nets used in the vicinity of Oenpelli, any of 
which may have been the types traded. Large throw nets are shown being 
used on the lagoon at Oenpelli in a photograph taken during Cahill's time of 
residence (Cahill: MOV/ 136). The chipoiyu, a net mentioned by Spencer 
(1928:782) in a story concerning the ancestral being Numereji and his two 
brothers, is called a throw net and was used in the story to catch catfish at the 
upper extent of the tidal part of the East Alligator River. More often the nets 
in the museum collection are the hand nets (Plate 5.8, top), which were in 
common use across the Top End coastal plains (Isaacs 1984:124-5; 
Satterthwait 1990). These were knotted, and were constructed with four 
sticks to form a diamond shape able to be manipulated in a scooping action 
(Plate 5,8, below; Satterthwait 1990). A net of this description was called 
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kuwinara by the Gagudju (Cahill 1914: MOV/X20094) and was most likely 
made of banyan fibre (Altman 1981; Smyth & von Sturmer 1971:21; 
Chaloupka & Guiliam 1984:62-63), a fibre thought to be more durable than 
most in water (Levitt 1981:105). 

Berndt and Berndt (1970:39) report that the most commonly used fish 
net at Oenpelli was staked out across a stream with three or four posts, and 
fish were driven into it by men beating the water. Fish poisons were 
sometimes used in conjunction with these and the hand nets, usually 
crushed Barringtonia acutangular leaves (Chaloupka & Guiliani 1984) or 
bruised Strychnos lucida fruits (Minnie Alderson, Aboriginal consultant 
pers comm.; Hodgson 1993). Conical fish traps were also used, made from 
flexible vine woods. It would seem however, that the season of use and the 
fishing context would determine what type of equipment was more likely to 
be used at a particular time. Spencer (1928:785, 797) mentioned that different 
fishing techniques, therefore different equipment, were used in different 
seasons at Oenpelli. Spears and nets were used in billabongs in the dry 
season while traps, weirs and spears were more suitable when the water was 
running high in the wet season. It is likely all the types of nets mentioned 
were traded out of the locality. It is unlikely the traps were traded, as they 
were large and unwieldy in shape for easy transportation. Again, this type of 
item cannot be quantified as an item traded out due to a lack of data. 

Katherine 

The artefacts traded to the north of the region from Katherine were the 
stone spear heads and the two varieties of red ochre traded through the 
Njalaidj ceremony. It is likely the tuff for spear heads came from this 
locality, as tuff is in greater supply in the south (Hiscock 1993:146). 

There is no clear evidence in the museum collection of any items from 
Katherine entering the localities in the north of the region, other than the 
two shields, one found in the Port Essington collection, the other collected 
from Kapalga. Shields were a part of the Katherine assemblage (Appendix 3) 
and were made there. 

None of the wooden containers, so prevalent in the Katherine 
collection (Appendix 3), penetrated into the other localities of the study 
region. Spencer (1928:501) claimed they were a type of artefact not seen 
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Plate 5.8 Hand nets. Above, Australian and American Scientific 
Expedition to Arnhem Land 1949: AM/E52911. B 350 mm. 
Photo Ric Boizan (C), Australian Museum. Below, fishing 
with hand nets and spears. Photo Ryko, circa 1915, NT 
Library. 
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further north than Katherine. The palm leaf buckets and clay-lined cylinder 
baskets substituted for water carriers in the three northern localities in the 
region. 

It is interesting to consider if some item types known to be 
manufactured for trade out of a locality could be compared with their 
occurrence in other localities to assess if there is a correlation between a 
comparative abundance of those items in a locality and their use as a trade 
item. The baskets made and traded out of Oenpelli were the only instance 
with sufficient data to explore a correlation. It was found that baskets 
manufactured in quantity at Oenpelli and known to be traded from this 
locality in the trade ceremonies comprised a greater percentage of the 
material culture assemblage of Oenpelli than in the other assemblages (Table 
5.2). 

Table 5.2 Frequency of baskets traded out compared with frequencies of 
occurrence in other localities 

Items made Total % % Same items Total % 
for trade at of at Port of at Kapalga of 
Oenpelli 

Same item

Z
51 

Essington 
Collection total 1068 403 

_ 
543 

baskets 103 10  34 6 

The museum collection totals (Appendix 3) and the ethnograhic 
evidence were too inconclusive in regard to trade to test this assertion for 
other item types. Many of those types of items known from ethnographic 
information to be traded, such as the breast mats, were unable to be used in a 
numerical analysis, as so few of them were collected. Also, artefacts in the 
museum collection which were numerically strong, were not accompanied 
by sufficient information about their status as a trade item to be used. 

5.2.3 Inter-regional trade - artefacts imported into the region 

Inter-regional trade was that which involved groups beyond the region, 
and involved the movement of items to groups so far distant from their 
source that the ultimate receivers of the goods were never likely to have met 
the makers of the goods. Berndts (1951) delineation of the trading patterns 
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of the region (Figure 2.5) will be considered in this section in conjunction 
with Thomson's (1949b) depiction of the circulation of trade goods in eastern 
Arnhem Land (Figure 5.1), as both systems interacted and linked with the 
same major trunk trading routes. Unfortunately Thomson (1949b), unlike 
Berndt (1951), only represented the goods traded into east Arnhem Land in 
his rendition of the exchange cycle for that region (Figure 5.1), and not the 
goods traded out of east Arnhem Land. Consequently it is difficult to identify 
items coming into the study region from other regions. He did stress 
however, that because of the nature of trade in east Arnhem Land, particular 
types of goods travelled in one direction only. It could therefore be assumed 
that some of the prized quartzite spear heads of Ngilipitji quarry on the 
Walker River in East Arnhem Land would make their way in their 
paperbark wrappings via traders to western Arnhem Land (Thomson 1949b; 
Jones & White 1988). It is also possible the long shovel nosed metal spears, a 
specialty of the groups on the east Arnhem Land coast, travelled the same 
routes. The Maiali claimed their long metal nosed (up to 400 mm) spear 
originated in north east Arnhem Land (Chaloupka & Guiliam 1984:48). 

As it is not known what proportion of the types of indigenous goods, in 
contrast to the exotic items, passed along the great trade routes to the region, 
a calculation of the proportion of the total is not possible. However, it would 
seem to have been very small. The only materials which could not be 
obtained from naturally occurring resources within the region were the 
exotic goods. 

There were no indigenous items which occurred in the regional 
museum collection able to be identified as coming from beyond the borders 
of the region. 

5.2.4 Inter-regional trade - artefacts exported out of the region 

There is no ethnographic evidence from within the region for artefacts 
which were traded out of the region. There is evidence however of the 
movement of these artefacts beyond the borders of the region. Thompson 
(1949b) has described the movement of these artefacts along the trunk trade 
routes of east Arnhem Land. 
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Figure 5.1 Inter-regional trade in Arnhem Land, from Thomson 1949, 
Figure 2. 
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As already indicated, inter-regional influences were generally felt in the 
north through the transfer of goods and ideas to neighbouring groups along 
the major trunk trade routes rather than through the travelling of people to 
far off places. Thomson (1949b) outlined the artefacts of significance and the 
routes by which they entered or left western Arnhem Land (Figure 5.1). As 
indicated, those items which found their way beyond the region into 
Arnhem Land dispersed via two routes. One went north to cross the 
Liverpool River and the other came from the south via the Katherine and 
Wilton Rivers. These directions from the point of view of east Arnhem 
Land were known as kumur katjirk to indicate the north west quarter and 
kumur karin the south west. From the former were received breast mats, 
kallumba forehead bands, biting bags, long barbed spears and heavy fighting 
clubs (Thomson 1949b:73). From the latter came boomerangs, barbed spears 
with bamboo shafts, short metal shovel nosed spears known as lama, 
ceremonial human hair belts, again the kallamba headbands, and metal in 
the form of wire for fish spears and iron bars or rods for digging sticks and 
for manufacture into spear blades (Thomson 1949b:73-4). Those items which 
came by the Liverpool River, from the kumur katjirk quarter of the east 
Arnhem Land trade cycle, will be considered first. 

Thomson (1949b:63) claimed the "bibs' or aprons' he found in east 
Arnhem Land were 'heavy and closely-woven' and worn around the neck, 
suspended on the chest during fights. He also noted they were 'foreign to the 
culture' and found they were traded from far to the west (Thomson 
1949b:63). The mats were either made by groups other than those of the 
region or were traded over a wide area, as there is evidence they were used 
by the Wuiwanga on the south west, on the Katherine and Roper Rivers in 
the south and southeast and across the north to east Arnem Land. They were 
made on the Cobourg Peninsula and contributed to intra-regional trade from 
there (Berndt 1951). It would seem they followed the northern route from 
Port Essington and entered north east Arnhem Land via the Liverpool River 
trade routes to become an item of inter-regional trade. 

The small, stuffed biting bags worn by men (Spencer 1914:389) were also 
traded east from the region. According to Spencer (1914:389), they were worn 
by every man of the Gagudju and allied groups (see Plate 4.9). In fact the 
occurrence of the biting bags was widespread across the Top End, with 
evidence of them being worn as far away as the Fitzmaurice River on the 
western side of the Territory between the Daly and Victoria Rivers (Cole 
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1988:14). Figure 5.1 suggests, however, that those entering east Arnhem Land 
came from the Cobourg Peninsula and adjacent coast. The heavy fighting 
clubs and the long barbed spears were also traded across the north from the 
study region, particularly the elaborately barbed bakkaramma spear (Figure 
5.1), called mad jubali by the Maiali (Evans 1991; Chaloupka & Guiliam 1984: 
figure 25). 

The kallamba band was another widespread trading item (Plate 5.9), 
which retained its name wherever it was found. Eylmann (1908:383 
translated in Hodgson & Hubel 1994:38) found these bands were made from 
the Katherine River to the north coast. At Kaparlgoo Mission, these bands 
were made of banyan fibre and called kullamba. They were said to be worn 
by men at war (Catalogue of curios... n.d.). Chaloupka and Guiiam (1984:62-
3) also found head bands to be called kalamba by the Maiali, and were made 
of banyan or Planchonia careya fibre. A banyan fibre head band worn by men 
at Port Essington was called alumbah by the Iwaidja (Stirling 1891) and was 
adorned with 'a tuft of the feathers of the native companion [brolgal or the 
fur of a wild-dog [dingo tail tuft]'.  Basedow (1907:10) also reported the 
galambaua forehead band, but found it was woven of opossum fur. 
Thompson (1949b:73) also used the term kallamba for forehead fillets traded 
into eastern Arnhem Land from both the north west and the south west 
routes (Thomson 1949b:73-74). 

The kallamba band was not mentioned in Berndt's (1951) lists of items 
traded intra-regionally, but it was no doubt part of the ceremonial trade. 
Thomson (1949b:73) claimed it was worn in the Kunapipi ceremony and 
came into east Arnhem Land via the cattle stations in the south and was 
carried north by the Rembarrnga and Ritarngo people. Berndt and Berndt 
(1970:171) claimed the Kunapipi ceremony came to the Alligator Rivers 
region midway through this century from the south, initially following the 
route of the Njalaidj trading ceremony. It would seem the spread of the 
headband may have accompanied the spread of this ceremony, and it may be 
a more recent addition to the east Arnhem Land trade cycle, even though it 
was known in the study region long before the advent of the Kunapipi there. 
This is evidenced by the dates accompanying museum specimens and 
photographs taken by Foelsche of Alligator River people in the 1870s and a 
photograph taken by Ryko of an Iwaidja warrior circa 1915 (Plate 5.9). It is 
possible the headband was formerly an item of intra-regional trade which 



Plate 5.9 Above, kallamba head band, Stockdale 1894: AM/E4622. 
Below, Iwaidja warrior. Photo Ryko, circa 1915, NT Library. 
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was adopted by performers of the Kunapipi as it moved north, entering the 
inter-regional trade cycle with the advent of this ceremony there. 

The retention of the name kallamba for the headband supports the 
suggestion it may have been of relatively recent distribution outside the 
region. The only other item to retain the same name wherever it was found 
was the short nosed, metal shovel nose spear called lama. It was known as 
lam ma at Kaparlgoo Mission (Rogers 1958:SAM / A50967), lama by the Maiali 
(Chaoupka and Guiliani 1984:48), lamuri at Oenpelli (Cahill 
1922:MOV/X28429-31) and lam ma in east Arnhem Land (Thomson 
1949b:73). This may be a reflection of its status as a valued trade item of wide 
and relatively recent introduction to the material cultures of the Top End. 

The goods which were traded into east Arnhem Land from the study 
region from the kumur karin quarter (Figure 5.1), followed the trade route 
into east Arnhem Land from Katherine and the Wilton River. On arrival at 
the Wilton River, goods could go north to join the route passing across the 
Liverpool River, or more directly northeast (Figure 5.1). 

The ceremonial hair belts were one of the items of trade entering east 
Arnhem Land from the south of the study region, as were barbed spears of 
several types with bamboo shafts. The bamboo was obtained in the wetlands 
and distributed within the region to Oenpelli through the Mamerung 
trading ceremony. People at Oenpelli passed this commodity on to the south 
east through the Njalaidj ceremony conducted with the Dangbon of the 
southern hill country. It is not clear where the bamboo shafts met the barbed 
heads. Eylmann (1908, as translated in Sherlock n.d.) found the Jawoyn made 
large quantities of barbed spears, but does not indicate if the shafts were of 
bamboo. There is no supporting evidence from the museum collection. Port 

46 Essington spears of bamboo shafts and barbed heads were certainly made in 
quantity and may have passed through the region to the Katherine locality, 
and hence on to east Arnhem Land, but it is more likely the bamboo came 
from the wetlands as shafts and was attached to barbed heads in the 
Katherine locality, a predominantly woodland environment with an 
abundant supply of hardwoods. 

Goods of European origin, largely lengths of wool and cloth from 
Katherine and Pine Creek, also came via this route. The metal goods were 
passed on to east Arnhem Land, including the lamma spear. This was in 
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contrast to the long bladed metal shovel nose spear known as kaiyit, a style 
of spear made on the eastern coast of east Arnhem Land and traded from 
that quarter (Thompson 1949b:71; Chaloupka & Guiliani 1984:48).. 

Boomerangs (Plate 5.10) were traded from the Katherine locality, But it 
was traded south east into east Arnhem Land and not north into the other 
localities of the study region. Boomerangs were a part of the Katherine 
assemblage. Boomerangs in the museum collection were collected from the 
Katherine River area as long ago as 1892 (Stirling 1892: SAM! A5525, 54). 
Stockdale (Etheridge 1893:236) identified four types, including a type with 
mucronate ends, all said to have been collected from a group to the 
southeast of the Alligator Rivers. 

Boomerangs were said not to be made in the Alligator Rivers region 
(Foelsche 1882:12; Etheridge 1893:236; Basedow 1907:37; Chaloupka & 
Guiliani 1984:53-4), but there are some boomerangs in the museum 
collection provenanced 'Alligator River'. They were collected by Stockdale 
and contributed to the Australian Museum in 1894 (AM/E4656-9). Etheridge 
(1893:236) commented that these boomerangs 'strictly speaking. ..are from 
another [group] living further south-east and on the tableland'. He added 
that the men of the 'Alligator River Tribe' are 'spearmen', not 'boomerang-
men', a point he observed was particularly stressed by Stockdale. It would 
seem that boomerangs were not seen in the north of the study area early this 
century. Boomerangs were however a part of the material culture of groups 
to the south east of the study region. They were photographed by Thomson 
(1935: MOV/243) early this century being used as clapsticks during 
ceremonies by the Rembarrnga. They would have had appeal as a trade item 
from Katherine. 

Boomerangs were reported later as being traded into the northern 
localities of the study region from the south (Berndt 1951; Chaloupka & 
Guiliani 1984:53-4). They were not used as throwing sticks, but were used as 
clapsticks in the manner of the desert communities, that is, two boomerangs 
were held at the centre and the flat surfaces of the ends were clapped, one 
boomerang against the other (Eylmann 1908:376 translated in Hodgson & 
Hubel 1994:30). They were used in the Ngalaidj trading ceremony at 
Oenpelli, shared with groups from the southeast. This ceremony had many 
other desert culture characteristics, such as the use of arm blood to fasten 



Plate 5.10 Boomerang. Waters 1958: SAM/A51112. 



feathers brought with the performers, as well as conical headdresses (Berndt 
1951). 

5.3 Discussion 

It is evident from the results of the survey of trade between groups 
within the region and trade with groups beyond, that much of the trade 
occurred with neighbouring groups, although the items themselves could 
move further. The reported distribution of some of the items, such as the 
sabre spearthrower, lace spears and fish tail clubs, suggests that some of these 
items did not move far from their source. Other items, such as the lama 
spears and kallamba headbands, did move far from their source. 

Items traded to a locality from within the region represented a very 
small amount of the local material culture assemblages, 10% or less for all 
localities. It was difficult to assess the impact of items traded from the 
localities to other localities. It would also seem that these formed a small 
proportion of the local assemblages. Even fewer items were found entering 
from beyond the study region into the local assemblages. 

It is possible some of the long shovel nosed metal spears, only one of 
which appeared in the collections, but which were mentioned in 
ethnographic records, came from far to the east of Arnhem Land. Some of 
the quartzite spear heads may also have come from further afield. This may 
also have been the case for items entering the inter-regional assemblages 
from the study region. An admittedly cursory investigation of east Arnhem 
Land museum collections showed that the goods which travelled far from 
their source were generally much under represented in the local collections 
of their destination. For example, none of the few spears accessed from 
Groote Eylandt, the Roper River or the Liverpool River had bamboo shafts, 
although bamboo was said to be an important trade item in all of these areas 
(Thomson 1949b). 

It is evident that items exchanged between regions were numerically 
very insignificant to local material cultures. It is likely however that their 
social significance far outstripped their utilitarian significance. McCarthy 
(1939:173-4) claimed the status accrued by items, often in direct proportion to 
the distance they travelled, is well documented in Aboriginal Australia. It is 
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obvious from the items flowing out of the region and into east Arnhem 
Land that the particular goods which passed along the great trade routes 
were not arbitrarily chosen. The goods had little to do with raw material 
availability. Most of the items were to do with ceremony and warfare. 

The warrior in Plate 5.9 is adorned with many of the items which 
moved along the inter-regional trade routes: He wears a kallamba headdress 
worn in ceremonies and to war; he wears a biting bag used for the same 
purposes; he carries a long barbed spear, highly prized as a trade item and 
used in warfare, and he has a Macassan beaded necklace, acquired far from its 
source. His breast is heavily coated with pipeclay, echoing the use of the 
white breast mats used in war and traded from the study region. Other items 
traded out of the region were also to do with ceremony, such as the human 
hair belt, or war, such as the short, metal headed 1 a m ma spear. 

It would seem that the lack of a particular raw material was not the 
primary motivation for the types of goods involved in long distance trading. 
Both Warner (1967) and Thomson (1949b) stressed the gift giving aspect of 
exchange in east Amhem Land and Taçon (1991) has reviewed the literature 
revealing the symbolic power such items as stone spearheads, especially 
from quarries with the status of Nilipitji, could exert. Neither of these 
aspects can be inferred from the presence or absence of particular objects in 
the museum collection which were known to be traded, but it is noticeable 
from the ethnographic evidence that all the objects traded far from their 
source were to do with male activities, moreover with activities of 
considerable significance to males, such as warfare and ceremony, activities 
also of considerable significance to contexts for inter-group communication. 

Finally, it was found that all the artefact types mentioned in relation to 
inter-regional trade were also involved in intra-regional trade. There is 
some evidence to suggest those artefact types traded out of localities were 
largely those items made of materials which occurred in abundance in the 
localities of their manufacture. There is also some evidence to suggest (Table 
5.2) that the items traded out are found in proportionately greater numbers 
in the localities from which they were traded. 
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Chapter VI 

COMPARISON OF HISTORICAL AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL PATFERNS 
OF ATFRIBUTE DISTRIBUTION 

This study provides an opportunity to compare the attribute 
distributions of historical and archaeological artefacts in the region, as 
there is a methodological basis for comparison. Both sets of data, the 
artefacts from sites and the artefacts of the museum collection, are suited to 
the plotting of the spatial distribution of attributes. If there is found to be 
continuity between the historic and prehistoric material, it would suggest 
there were similarities in some of the influences upon local assemblages 
over time. Dissimililarities would suggest change, or an incomplete record 
in one of the sets of data. Consideration is also given to the relevance of 
regional analogies in the interpretations of archaeologists working in the 
Alligator Rivers region and elsewhere. Archaeological sites referred to are 
found in Figure 6.1. Artefacts are considered according to the dominant 
raw material with which they were made. 

6.1 Stone 

In one of the more significant regional studies in Australian 
archaeology, Schrire (1982:249) found evidence of similar stone industries 
at sites on the plains and plateau of the study region, but found variations 
in the compositional makeup of the remains of those industries. Both 
plain and plateau sites skirted the rim of the escarpment in the east of the 
region. Only a few flakes were found in the upper midden layers of the 
plains shelters while the plateau valley sites had many small flakes. The 
plains sites were interpreted as places where tools were used or repaired, 
while the plateau sites were interpreted as places where implements were 
manufactured. 

Schrire (White 1967a) first interpreted these variations to mean that 
two distinct cultural groups inhabited the stone deficient plains and the 
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stone abundant plateau. The fact that manufacturing occurred in one place 
and not in the other implied a link between the two. The inferred link was 
trade: 'Away in the hills lived the stoneworkers - perhaps these were the 
ones with whom the plainsmen traded' (White 1967b:431). Along with 
variations in stone remains between the two environments, there was also 
found to be considerably more bone and shell used in the plains 
environments. 

After a closer consideration of the available ethnographic 
information, the differences were then explained in the light of seasonal 
movement by a single cultural group between plateau and plain (White & 
Peterson 1969). Schrire (1982:251) finally decided upon a more 
environmentally oriented explanation and concluded that the availability 
of raw material sources to a particular site was the reason for the 
differences in the material residues in each, rather than the cultural 
affiliations of the site users or the season of use: 

...technological variations seen in the prehistoric sites should be regarded as 
less a mirror of major transhumance than a reflection of the relative 
availability of certain resources in relation to particular sites. 

Schrire 1982:251) 

More recent archaeological surveys undertaken in the region support 
Schrire's interpretation of her data. A study by Hiscock (1993) found that 
regional distribution of stone artefacts and their comparative rate of 
occurrence generally reflected the relative abundance of the raw material 
present where the artefact occurred: In general, more artefacts were made 
of materials available locally and less were made of materials which were 
imported, the occurrence of particular types of stone becoming less the 
greater the distance from the raw material source. 

Hiscock (1993) divided the Alligator Rivers region into three 
'provinces' for the convenience of study. These were roughly three equal 
parts divided latitudinally, the coastal province, the middle province and 
the inland province. It was found that 

..patterns of raw material use can be described using the percentages of the 
dominant raw material types. Quartz is often locally available within the 
middle province, and this is reflected in the high frequency of quartz on most 
sites in that zone ... In contrast quartz is a minor component on most sites in the 
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coastal and inland provinces. Along the coast quartz is replaced as the 
• dominant raw material by quartzite, while in the inland province tuff is the 

major raw material. 
Hiscock 1993:146 

Tuff and quartz were the dominant types of stone used and the 
dominant type of raw material available in the southern and middle 
provinces respectively. The quartzite of the north was not so readily 
available. In fact suitable stone for any artefact types was in short supply in 
the coastal province, which resulted in 'many artefacts being made from 
rock not locally available' (Hiscock 1993:140). Quartzite was available in a 
small area north east of Kapalga, (Munmarlary), on the eastern side of the 
South Alligator River, or would have been traded or acquired during 
movements to and from the eastern plateau and outliers (Needham 1990). 
The choice of quartzite in this province over the quartz from the 
neighbouring region to the south, or the tuff from further afield, may 
have been made for a number of reasons. Distance from the source may 
not have been the primary consideration. Such factors as geographical 
features, the location of trade routes and patterns of group interaction may 
have made quartzite more easily accessed, as concluded by Hiscock: 

While these pafterns undoubtedly relate to the geological structures of the 
provinces, and hence rock availability, it is likely that they also reflect the 
nature of trade networks and seasonal movements of groups in each province. 

Hiscock 1993:146 

Ethnographic evidence suggests the choice of quartzite would be made 
over other stone types in the coastal province. People in the coastal 
province tended to have more contact with the east and west rather than 
the south of the region. All ancestral journeys from the north west moved 
across the southern extremity of the coastal province (Figure 2.3) and came 

• in contact with the escarpment where quartzite producing quarries were 
found. None of these journeys moved directly between the quartz 
producing middle province and the coastal province. The same applies 
when the historical routes are considered (Figure 2.6). The 'blackfeller 
road' between north and south followed the western edge of the South 
Alligator River at the western extremity of the Alligator Rivers region, 
and did not go through the central portion. 

Those groups to the west of the region had ceremonial affiliations 
with those groups further west, while the Gagudju, the group with estates 
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between the estuarine portions of the South and East Alligator Rivers, had 
a ceremonial orientation to the north east and Oenpelli. Lines of 
communication, hence trade, were more likely to be with the east rather 
than the south for most of the people in the coastal province. 

Needham (1990) also found that the types of stone used in tools was 
more likely to reflect local availability. Of the 153 stone artefacts he 
examined in the collection of the Kakadu National Park Headquarters, he 
found there was 'a direct negative relationship between distance and the 
number of artefacts'. He concluded that 

This suggests all suitable local material was exploited for tool manufacture in 
preference to reliance on trading links to import higher quality material from 
elsewhere. This is also supported by the use of local quartzite over tuff generally 
over 50 kms away for points, where tuff is inherently easier to fashion and 
produces a tool of better quality. 

Needham 1990:11 

A comparison between the occurrence of stone spear heads in the 
museum collection and those from the archaeological contexts of the 
region showed patterns of raw material use in common. Only points can 
be compared, as these are the only type of stone artefact found in both the 
archaeological and historical assemblages. Schrire (1982:247) found that 
stone points were more likely to have been used as spear tips rather than 
pointed adzes in the archaeological sites she studied, on the basis that only 
one point showed evidence of woodworking. She did concede that the 
precise function of the points must remain open as a result of the negative 
outcomes of use-wear studies such as Kaniminga's (1978; 1982). 

In all of .Schrire's sites except one, Nawamoyn, which recorded only 
four instances of points, quartzite was the overwhelmingly dominant 
material used followed by quartz and then chert (or tuff) (Schrire 1982:, 68, 
98, 131, 155, 199). Jones and Johnson (1985:199) also found quartzite to be 
the dominant material for points (877o) when compared to the use of chert 
and quartz, 3% each, of a total of 45 artefacts, including those excavated at 
Nauwalabila (Deaf Adder Gorge) by Kamminga in 1973 (Kamminga & 
Allen 1973). Points found on Cobourg Peninsula were only found in 'post-
contact' middens, and were all made of quartzite (Mitchell 1994:195-196, 
tables 1 & 2). This correlation was also found to hold for the 18 points in 

0 
the stone artefact collection of the Kakadu National Park Headquarters 
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(Needham 1990: figure 1). Quartzite was the most common material used 
• (50%) followed by tuff then minimally by quartz. Points were also 

predominantly of quartzite in the museum collection (Table 6.1). Quartz 
followed in dominance and then chert, which is more likely to be tuff (see 
Plate 4.5). 

Table 6.1 Incidence of types of stone for spear heads in localities 

Attribute Port Kapalga 
Essington  

Oenpelli Katherine Total 

stone spear 12 
heads  

10 109 16 147 

quartz  42 42 
quartzite 2 1 58  51 
tuff/chert  2  2 
unknown 10 7 9 16 52 

Of the ten stone tipped spears collected from Port Essington, the stone 
of only two could be identified, but both were quartzite. Of the 97 stone 
spears collected from Oenpelli, 58 (537o) were found to be headed with 
quartzite. Kapalga presents something of an anomaly . Of the three spears 
able to be identified out of twelve, only one was found to be quartzite. The 
other two were tuff or chert. The tuff may have entered the northern 
province from the southern province along the route down the western 
bank of the South Alligator River (Figure 2.6). It may also have come from 
the Mary River (Needham 1990). None of the stone used in spears from 
Katherine could be identified. 

* The high incidence of quartz found in the Oenpelli collection of stone 
spears is unusual when no quartz spears were collected from the other 
localities. All the quartz spears were collected by Cahill between 1913 and 
1922, and are in the Museum of Victoria. None of the quartz spears could 
be accessed by myself or by subsequent enquiries to staff to ensure the 
catalogue entry was correct and that they were in fact quartz and' not 
quartzite. Needham (1990) found one of the two quartz points in the 
Kakadu collection was made of a glassy vein quartz which could have been 
found anywhere in lowland or ridgeland in the Alligator Rivers region, 
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while the other was made of a milky vein quartz found in the plateau, 
outlier and ridge country and on sand plains. It would be interesting to see 
the museum points, but it is likely they were made of the latter material 
when collected in such quantity from a locality so near plateau, outlier and 
ridge country, and considering most artefacts were made of materials 
nearer to their point of collection. 

It is also likely that shell replaced stone used for most artefact types in 
the coastal province. Hiscock (1993:141) found that the low average 
diversity of artefact types within coastal assemblages reflected the presence 
of shell middens with few artefacts. Being the coastal province, and hence 
more likely to contain shell in quantity, it is more likely that shell was 
used in place of stone materials for artefact types with a higher 
representation in the other provinces. If this were so, then the assertion 
that local raw materials would more likely be used in local assemblages 
would also hold for the coastal province, shell replacing stone as the 
material to qualify. It is worth noting in this context that the historical 
localities furthest from preferred stone sources, and closer to the coast, 
Kapalga and Port Essington, both had fewer numbers of stone spears in 
their collections (Table 6.1). 

6.2 Shell 

There is not the same coincidence between historic and archaeological 
material when shell artefacts are considered. This may be due to the fact 
that shell artefacts have not received the same intensity of interest as those 
of stone. First the historical material will be considered, then the 
archaeological, and the similarities and differences noted. 

Basedow (1907:49-50, figs. 64, 65) has the most detailed description of 
the historical use of shell for tools. He reported that the shells of large 
helices such as the terrestrial snail, Xanthomelon pomum, were 'much 
used' by coastal groups of the Top End for rasping and smoothing surfaces 
of wood, and described their modification: 'A hole is carefully tapped into 
the main whorl, leaving the edges of the fracture as sharp and abrupt as 
possible' (Basedow 1907:49). The same tool was used in northeastern 
Arnhem Land (Thomson Dec 1936: MOV/961 & 962; Jan 1937: MOV/963). 
It would seem to have been a widely utilized tool in the north. 
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Eylmann (1908:365 translated in Hodgson and Hubel 1994:18) found 
S scrapers were made of shell and bone in the north and Basedow (1907:50) 

reported bivalve shells being used in the final process of chipping stone 
spearheads and knives and for cutting wood. Altman (1981) identified the 
shell of the freshwater mussel, Velusunio angasi, as the species used at 
Oenpelli as a cutter after the flesh of the mollusc was eaten (Altman 1981). 
Spencer (1914:248) also recorded their use as knives at Oenpelli in 1912. He 
also found that 'large species of Cyrena ... made admirable cutting and 
scraping tools' (Spencer 1914:354). There are knives in the museum 
collection from Oenpelli (Cahill 1913:MOV/ X30149, X3015), which appear 
to be made from marine pearl shell, Meleagrina mar garitera (Basedow 
1907:45). 

Schrire (1982) has the most detailed account of the use of shell for 
tools in archaeological sites in the study region. She found that the use of 
shell tools differed in different locations in the region depending on the 
nature of the shell, the type of shell and its distance from its natural 
occurrence. Most other archaeological accounts record shell presence, but 
do not indicate if there is evidence of the use of shells as tools. 

Schrire (1982:35) found large amounts of shell in the coastal plain 
sites she studied. These consisted of mangrove/mudflat, freshwater, 
marine and land species. She surmised they were used for food, though 
very few showed signs of cooking. Shellfish however can be eaten quite 
readily without cooking, so a lack of these signs does not mean they were 
not primarily collected for food. Schrire (1982:38) did notice though that 
many of the shells were broken, exposing sharp edges which could be used 
as implements to cut and scrape. A very limited number were recogmsable 
as tools by the criteria she devised, that is, evidence of being ground or 
chipped into shape, unifacial use wear, tiny flakes detached from one 
surface elsewhere, or use-polish indicated by a localised high gloss. 

GeloinaL  a mudflat/ mangrove clam species, was found in all sites on 
the plains to be the shell species most frequently implicated as a tool. 
Schrire (1982:51) found 11 shell tools in levels I and II of the midden zone 
at Paribari, of which 9 were Geloina coaxans, mangrove clams. The 
freshwater mussel Velesunio angasi was the other shell utilized. Shells 
outside the midden were less well preserved and too friable and chalky to 
identify use wear markings, so the distribution of shell tool types and 

0 
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materials overall was unable to be determined. This is unfortunate, as 
Schrire (1982:52) found that the lower levels of this site, which included 
the midden, were dominated by mangrove/mudflat species, while the 
upper levels reflected an ecological change to freshwater species: It would 
have been interesting to confirm that Velesunio, the freshwater species, 
came to dominate as a tool as well as a food species in the upper levels of 
this site. The other plains site shell information suggests this may have 
depended on the proximity of Geloina if it was not available locally. 

Geloina was the shell species most abundantly present at 
Malangangerr (Schrire 1982:88, Table 29), the second plains site 
investigated by Schrire (1982). Shell tools occurred throughout the midden 
here also with 141 pieces of Geloina shell showing evidence of use-wear. 
Use polish was also evident in many instances. One shell had ochre stains 
in its concave inner surface suggesting use as a dish or palette. Schrire 
(1982:95) concluded that 'shell was extensively used in the site for some 
6000 years at least'. As at Paribari, there was an increase in freshwater 
mussel in the upper levels of Malangangerr, but differently to Paribari, 
there was little drop in the mangrove species (Schrire 1982:89). This could 
be explained by the fact that this site is nearer the tidal reaches of the East 
Alligator River at Cahills Crossing (Schrire 1982: Fig. 1). 

All shells identified as tools at this site were Geloina, indicating that 
this species was preferred as a tool even when Velesunio was more 
abundantly available locally. The preference for Geloina may have been 
due to its more robust, less friable nature, but this consideration is not 
sufficient to account for the change to Veles unio beyond a certain distance 
from the source of Geloina. This may have had something to do with the 
fact that shell needs to be worked fresh if it is to be modified for tool use 
(Roth 1904:11). The further the distance from the source, the less likely the 
shell will retain its fresh qualities. Alternatively, while the shell could be 
collected and worked at the source, the movement of people to transfer it 
to a site away from the source may not have been significantly frequent, or 
trade sufficiently active in regard to this item, to register its existence in the 
deposit. Schrire (1982) does not speculate. 

At Nawamoyn, another plains site, Schrire (1982:128) found shell 
tools again occurred throughout the midden. Those identified also 
exhibited use wear. Schrire (1982:129) found one Geloina shell had a round 
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hole 1.2 cm in diameter in the main body of the shell, but there is no 
suggestion it was used in the manner of the land snail or the bivalve shells 
in the ethnographic literature (Basedow 1907; Thomson December 1936: 
MOV/ 961, 962, 29; January, 1937: MOV/ 963) where a hole was knocked into 
the dorsal surface of a shell to form a scraping edge. It had a smooth 
margin and was most likely once a pendant (Schrire 1982: Plate 20). A 
marine species, Anadara granosa, also had a hole drilled through the base, 
but it was covered in red ochre, again suggesting its use as an ornament 
(Schrire 1982: Plate 21). Anadara was not referred to as a tool in this or any 
other site contexts. There was also a large piece of a baler shell, Melo sp. 
with use-polish along one edge. Schrire (1982:129) concluded that the 
mangrove/ mudflat shells were locally available, but that the marine shells 
for ornaments and artifacts were traded or collected on trips to the coast. 

The plateau sites, Jimeri I & II, in contrast to the plains sites, 
contained only the shells of the freshwater mussel, Velesunio angasi, and 
the land snail, Xanthomelon sphaeroideumL  in their deposits (Schrire 
1982:196). Shells occurred throughout the deposits, but were restricted 
mainly to the top 10cm. There was no indication by Schrire (1982) that any 
were used as tools. Schrire (1982:121, table 51) also found a very small 
percentage by weight of samples of terrestrial species Xanthomelon 
sphaeroideum and Arnemelassa creedi in the la level of the plains shelter, 
Nawamoyn, but she does not record any evidence for their use as tools. 

It would be expected that the land snail shell would occur at either 
plains or plateau sites, (one was found in the Kina excavation in the South 
Alligator wetlands by Meehan, Brockwell, Allen and Jones, 1985), and if 
used as in the ethnographic context, would be used in either type of site. 
None of the land snail shells in any sites were identified by researchers as 
tools. The fact that the practice of using land snail shells as tools was 
ethnographically reported from the Darwin region (Basedow 1907) to 
northeast Arnhem Land (Thompson 1936 Dec 1936: MOVi'961 & 962; Jan 
1937: MOV/963) would suggest it was a widely distributed practice well 
entrenched in the northern cultures in early historic times. The quantity 
of the shell of the land snail found in the archaeological sites certainly 
does not reflect the historical significance of these species. 

Meehan, Brockwell, Allen and Jones (1985:108) found that shell was 
'virtually or totally absent' from the surface of the wetland sites, 
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consequently it was decided to carry out an excavation at Kina to 'examine 
the importance of freshwater mussels in this site', among other aims. 
Brockwell (1989:128) stated that the Kma excavation was found to contain 
the freshwater mussel shells Velesunio sp. and Alathyia sp. throughout. 
One mangrove clam, a Geloina shell was found, as was the shell of a land 
snail as mentioned above, but there was no mention of any of these shells 
showing evidence of use as tools. 

It would seem that overall, Geloina was the preferred species for use 
as a tool in archaeological sites, and would even be imported a short 
distance if it was not available locally. Schrire also added that 

• . .technological adjustment occurred with the advent of estuarine shell at 
certain sites, in that shell replaced stone for cutting and scraping purposes ... the 
appearance of estuarine shell middens and the drop in stone-tool use and 
manufacture may be related to the distance of sites from the sources of estuarine 
shell. 

Schrire 1982:251 

This suggests that, given a choice, estuarine shell would be chosen as 
a tool in preference to stone for certain functions if it was available. 

Ethnographic evidence however suggests that species of shell other 
than those found in estuarine situations could just as readily replace stone 
as a preferred raw material for tools. Spencer 1914:353-54 commented on 
the ubiquitous presence of stone tools in the and regions of the continent 
but remarked that 'tribes' of the north had practically no stone implements 
left by the time of his visit in 1912. Spencer (1914:354) attributed the decline 
in stone use among the coastal groups to being able to secure 'a certain 
supply of iron hatchets and knives from Malays and others visiting the 
northern coasts of Australia'. However, while iron tools, particularly axes, 
were generally used, Spencer (1928:744) found the 'Kakadu' people used 
shells for cutting, but rarely if ever stone tools. It may well have been that 
the decline was not as dramatic as it appeared, but rather reflecting a far 
less reliance on stone anyway. 

Roth (1904:21) found that 'remarks applied to any recently-broken 
piece of stone being used as a scraper hold equally good in the case of chips 
from any strong and convenient shell'. It would seem from the 
ethnographic evidence that shell may have been a much more significant 
tool in the north of the Top End for working wood than stone, even before 
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the introduction of metal. This is interesting when one of the most 
common categories of stone tool types in archaeological sites in the north 
of the region has been assumed to be used for woodworking (Brockwell 
1989:186). This is understandable when researchers such as Hayden 
(1979:11) have found chipped stone tools were used mostly to work wood. 
However it is evident from the ethnographic information of the coastal 
regions that shell was capable of performing a wide range of woodworking 
tasks, and that it would be used in preference to stone in areas where it was 
available. 

A comparison of ethnographic and prehistoric findings regarding 
shell tools has revealed some interesting inconsistencies. The type of shell 
reported as being used most frequently for woodworking and slicing 
vegetable matter, the terrestrial snail, is not mentioned as a tool in reports 
of archaeological remains. This may be a product of the criteria used for 
identifying shell tools rather than an indication of a change in tool types 
over time. As Schrire comments 

...shell was used to cut and scrape organic material, though my strict definition 
of a shell tool probably much underestimates the degree to which this practice 
occurred. 

Schrire 1982:74 

It would seem that shell had been an important part of the tool kit in 
environments where it could be obtained in proto-historic times. 
However, the species mentioned in the ethnographic record as being used 
as tools do not correlate well with the archaeological record, where 
Geloina, a mangrove species was preferred when it could be collected close 
to its source, and Velusino, the freshwater mussel, would be used when 
the former was unavailable. This discrepancy suggests the species in the 

• ethnographic record should be identified in the archaeological sites and 
studied for indications of use as tools. The identification of shells used as 
tools in the sites of the region deserves closer attention from 
archaeologists. 

6.3 Bamboo 

While Schrire (1982) and Hiscock (1993) were thinking necessarily in 
terms of shell, bone and stone in coming to an environmentally oriented 
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conclusion to their studies, as these were the dominant remains in a 
0 tropical environment hostile to the preservation of more fragile materials, 

it stands to reason their conclusion should apply to most cultural materials 
likely to be found in a prehistoric context in Australia. Most of the historic 
collection is made of materials which do not survive in archaeological 
contexts, consequently artefacts able to be used in direct comparisons are 
few. Limited statements about artefact raw material distribution can be 
made however when the location of the few pieces of bamboo which have 
been found in archaeological sites in the region are compared with the 
distribution of this material in artefacts in the historical localities. 

Bamboo occurred in some of the archaeological sites, including those 
excavated by Schrire (1982) and Jones and Johnson (1985a&b). Clarke 
(1985:1989) studied the botanical remains in two archaeological sites, the 
Djuwar 1 and Anbangbang 1 sites excavated by Jones and Johnson 
(1985a&b), the former a plateau site and the latter a plains site, and found 
bamboo occurred in both. 

The frequency of occurrence of most species of plant material at the 
two sites was different, even though on the whole the species types found 
were similar. The finding of similarity in plant types should not be 
surprising, as Clarke also found that the ecological characteristics of plains 
outlier sites and plateau valley sites were similar. 

The plateau valleys contain, albeit on a smaller scale, all the major resource 
zones evident on the open plains. These include permanent pools, ephemeral 
swamps, open woodlands and forests, patches of monsoon rainforest, escarpment 
woodlands and plateau-top heathlands. 

Clarke 1989:84 

While plant species types were similar, there were different ratios of 
plant remains between the different sites. Bamboo was the exception. It 
occurred in similar quantities at both sites. This could be explained in part 
by the rest of Clarke's quote: 

The major regional contrast is between this general, open woodland 
environment with a mosaic distribution of habitats and the seasonally 
inundated, freshwater wetlands. 

Clarke 1989:84 

Bamboo was a resource from the wetlands, so would have had an 
even chance for equal distribution in two sites so close to one another 
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when compared to the distance from its place of origin. It would seem that 
the critical factor in the frequency of occurrence of artefact raw material 
components from particular localities in either a historic or prehistoric 
contexts is not entirely dependent on whether a site is on a plateau or a 
plain, but is strongly affected by the proximity of a comparatively abundant 
raw material source. The stone of Schrire's plain and plateau sites occurred 
naturally in abundance on the plateau but not on the plain, which was 
reflected in the differing frequencies of stone artefacts shown in each. The 
shell in the sites occurred naturally in abundance on the plain but not on 
the plateau, again reflected in the different frequencies of shell artefacts 
shown in each. Bamboo did not occur in abundance near the plain or 
plateau sites, but its occurrence in the sites about equally distant from the 
bamboo source was similar for both sites. 

These frequencies are reflected in the historic material. The greater 
the distance of an assemblage of artefacts from the source material, the 
lower the representation of the material in that artefact assemblage. As is 
the case for stone in the prehistoric context, it was also found that the 
greater the distance from the source of bamboo used for shafts in the 
historic context, the less its frequency of occurrence in a local assemblage 
and the more likely was the use of manufacturing techniques to ensure its 
conservation, as this locality was furthest from the source of bamboo. The 
bamboo that was acquired was more likely to be used in the shafts of spears 
in the form of a link shaft. 

6.4 Wood 

Barbed spear heads are the only wooden artefacts occurring in 
archaeological sites in sufficient numbers and suiitable condition of 
preservation to enable comparison with historical material. When they 
are compared, there is found to be some considerable differences between 
the variety and type of barbed spear heads found in archaeological sites 
and those collected in historical times. The very few spear heads found in 
the archaeological sites of the study region (Schrire 1982;Jones 1985) 
present very uniform attributes. They all came from a limited area of 
distribution, that is the escarpment rim, as wood was only able to be 
preserved for any length of time in the protected site conditions these 
areas could provide. However, compared to the variation in historical 
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spear heads found at a local, (the sites are not far from Oenpelli), or 
regional level, the uniformity is remarkable. 

All the spear heads recovered from archaelogical sites in the region 
exhibited relatively short, barely recurved barbs when compared with the 
barbs of great variety on the spears of the museum collection. When the 
archaeological specimens are compared to a typical, (that is, most 
commonly occurring) type of barbed spear (Plate 6.1, see also the spear in 
Plate 5.10), the differences are obvious. The spear heads found at 
archaeological sites in the area, at Anbangbang 1 (Clarke 1985:95, figure 5.9), 
at Deaf Adder Gorge (Jones and Johnson 1985:226, figure 9.30) and at Mt. 
Brockman (Jones and Johnson 1985:75, figure 4.32), are thick at the base of 
the barb compared to the length of the point, resulting in a short, blunt 
triangular barb. This could be the result of wear on the barb point over 
many years in the context of the site, but a close study of photographs of 
these spears suggests the shape is more the result of design than wear, as 
the edges on the basal planes of the barbs are still quite sharply angular. 
The age of the spears may not be great, as they occurred in the upper levels 
of sites, but it is evident from the rock art of the area that spears with 
barbed heads were being made well back in prehistoric times. Edwards 
(1979: plate 15) has photographed a rock painting in the dynamic style 
which clearly depicts a multi-pronged barbed spear being thrown by a 
spearthrower. This style of rock art is of considerable antiquity, at least 
prior to 9000 bp. according to Chaloupkats (1985:272, table 12.1) proposed 
chronology of the rock art of the Arnhem Land Plateau. The historical 
spears have barbs which are generally of a finer configuration and often 
much longer. 

There are also differences in the variety of styles of barbed spears. The 
spear heads found in the archaeological sites were all barbed down one 
side only, with all the barbs facing away from the distal end and all barbs of 
roughly the same configuration. In contrast, there is considerable variety 
in the length, shape and positioning of the barbs down the shafts of the 
historical spear heads, sometimes down one side, sometimes down both 
sides and occasionally facing opposite directions (see Plate 4.4). Sometimes 
the barbs are not cut through to the edge, resulting in the lace spears. 
Arrow tips and stops (see glossary), evident in the spear head in Plate 6.1, 
are very pronounced in some of the historical spears. 



Barbed wooden point, 1 barb extant, Barbed wooden point, 3 barbs extant, 
1 cut off. Cut marks at base of barbs cut marks at base of barbs 

ANBB1 R9 SW2-12 ANBB1 T8 2-17 

Barbed wooden point, 2 barbs extant, 1 cut off 
ANBB1 U17 SE 1-6 

Barbed wooden point, 6 barbs extant, cut marks at base of barb 
ANBB1 U8 Surface 1 

15 3cm 

- _ _ - - 
E 10271 

Plate 6.1 Archaeological and historical barbed wooden spearheads. 
Above, spearheads from Anbangbang 1, after Clarke 1985:95. 
Below, spearhead from Kaparlgoo Mission, Newsham 1901: 
AM/E10272. Photo, Australian Museum. 
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Clarke (1985:93) pointed out that many of the wooden tools at 
Anbangbang 1, particularly the barbed spear heads, showed clear marks of 
woodworking. She considered these artefacts were particularly well suited 
to studies distinguishing the effect of working with stone tools and metal 
tools, as the site spans the contact period, Macassan and European. A 
comparison with the stylistic features of the historic spears would suggest 
the archaeological spears were either worked with stone or shell or worked 
with metal by people who had not yet explored the technological 
possibilities of metal tools. Basedow (1907:51, figs. 66, 67 & 68) found, as late 
in the history of contact with foreign cultures as the turn of the twentieth 
century, that a steel knife was still held in the same manner as shells for 
different tasks. Hayden (1979:75) noted the same phenomenon when a 
steel knife replaced a stone scraper in the Western Desert. Manufacturing 
techniques were slow to change even when tools of new materials were 
eagerly adopted (Barker in Mulvaney and Green 1992:185). 

The coincidence of the introduction of metal tools into the material 
culture of the region with a change in the stylistic features of the artefacts 
may have taken place quite early in the history of regular contact with 
Macassans and Europeans. Metal moved far from settlements into areas of 
little contact (Eylmann 1908:378 translated in Hodgson and Hubel 1993:31; 
Sharp 1952:17; Reynolds 1982:19) and the study area was no exception 
(Leichhardt 1847:492). Hayden (1979:75) found that the access to metal tools 
in the Western Desert led to changes in spear types and materials and it 
would be likely that the same phenomenon occurred in the study region. 
By the time of Spencer's visit to Oenpelli in 1912, the 'Kakadu' people 
generally used iron tools (Spencer 1928:744). 

Metal tools for woodcarving would allow an easier attainment of 
more refined shapes, even though evidence for the shapes able to be 
attained with stone or shell is limited. 'Cockle' shells were used on 
Melville Island to carve the barbs of the elaborately coloured spears used 
solely as gifts to the dead and in mortuary ceremonies (Mountford 1958:98, 
plate 32), but these barbs do not achieve the elegantly curved and rounded 
shapes found on the spears of the study region. They are rather slits made 
into the wood (see Spencer 1914, plate xiv). 

Metal may also have contributed to a greater use of the more dense 
timbers for spears. One of the most commonly cited woods used for 
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wooden artefacts, including spear heads, in the ethnobotanical literature 
(Appendix 1.1), was ironwood, Erythrophleum chiorostachys. It was not 
among the species of woods identified by Schrire (1982) in the 
archaeological spear heads. Wooden spear heads found in the 
archaeological deposits at Paribari were identified as Callitris intratro pica 
and Eucalyptus tetradonta or E. phoenicia (Schrire 1982:64). The ironwood 
is an extremely dense, heavy timber, in fad one of the densest in the world 
(Kamminga 1988:29). Dense woods did present difficulties to Aboriginal 
people working with stone tools (Kamminga 1988:28), difficulties no doubt 
also applicable when using shell. The advent of metal would have 
increased the consideration of the denser materials for spear heads by at 
the very least reducing the time it took to work them. 

Metal was certainly preferred if it could be obtained. Barker (in 
Mulvaney and Green 1992:185) recorded the preference for steel axes over 
stone on Cobourg Peninsula in 1829, and found one of the reasons they 
were desired was the considerable redudion in the time it took to process 
wood with metal. There are no statistics comparing the time it takes to 
work wood when using metal in comparison to stone or shell, but Hayden 
(1979:75) remarked that 'the amount of time to make a 2-2.5 metre spear in 
the bush, using only stone chopping implements and adzes, is enormous'. 
It could be assumed the reduction in time was due to the ability of metal to 
sustain a sharper edge of longer duration combined with a reduced 
propensity to shatter (cf Kamminga 1982). The introduction of metal 
would have had some impact on the material culture, whether it was 
substituting shell or stone. Not only would it have had some impact on 
the time it took to work wood, but it would have permitted the 
achievement of more refined shapes with comparative ease and increased 
the readiness to tackle the more difficult woods. 

The increased variation in the stylistic features of the spear heads in the 
region may have been due to influences wider than, or at least co-terminous 
with, the introduction of metal. The metal was being introduced into a 
region which already had conditions conducive to an elaboration of material 
culture. The region was distinguished by an extraordinary abundance of food 
resources. Berndt (1951:159) equated abundance of food with appearance in 
the northern coastal groups of the Top End. Applied to the study region, this 
assertion would suggest it was extremely well endowed when the comments 
relating to the robust physique of peoples of the coastal areas are considered 
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(Leichhardt 1847:505, 507; Edmunds 1864-1866: June 1866; Foelsche 1881:2; 
Stockdale 1891:12 Warburton 1934:232). McCarthy equated the abundance of 
food with more time available for the elaboration of a 'richer' culture, that 
is, one where there was 'greater attention paid to detail such as finish and art 
motifs' (McCarthy 1939:176). 

Cundy, in relation to the development of high velocity technologies, 
particularly in the use of the goose spear and spearthrower and the sabre 
spearthrower in the study region, commented that 

.it may be a generally applicable observation ...that many societies invest large 
efforts in the production of complex technologies which have little outward 
significance in terms of subsistance ... it may well be overlooked as a feature of the 
technology of hunter-gatheres, although in the 'original affluent society' it may 
well have been a significant factor. 

Cundy 1980:204 

Jones (1977) equated ease of food procurement with an abundance of 
leisure. He saw the leisure being used to contribute to an enriched ritual and 
religious life, but this leisure could also be channelled into a greater concern 
with artefact adornment and technological complexity (McCarthy 1939:176). 
Berndt (1951) believed this was the case in the study region, particularly as a 
result of the sustained contact of Aboriginal groups with the Macassans. 
Berndt (1951) saw this contact stimulating a greater interest in the region in 
the material aspects of culture compared to other regions, an assertion 
confirmed by early European observers. Stockdale (n.d.), who had travelled 
extensively over the continent in the late 19th century, considered the items 
gathered from Port Essington and the Alligator Rivers the most beautifully 
executed of all the Aboriginal artefacts he had seen. Spencer (1911-12) was so 
impressed he extended his stay at Oenpelli considerably. 

Leisure, comparatively greater in an environment of abundant 
resources, was increased by the adoption of metal tools which greatly 
reduced the time it took to make a wooden artefact. The increased leisure 
could have been channelled into an exploration of the mechanical and 
decorative possibilities inherent in new and familiar materials, stimulated 
by an increased interest in the material aspects of culture as a result of 
contact with the Macassans. These changes appear to be evident in the 
region when a comparison is made between the spear heads found in 
archaeological sites and those collected in historical times. 
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6.5 Regional analogy 

The use of ethnographic information to make analogies for the 
purposes of interpreting archaeological material is firmly entrenched in 
archaeological studies in Australia. Not only are analogies made, but 
models for assessing archaeological data are created from this information. 
As Meehan and Jones have asserted, 

...a distinctive feature of the Australian literature has been an integration of 
archaeological data with an anthropological perspective and the ready use of 
ethnographically-derived social and technological models against which the 
archaeological data has been assessed and tested. 

Meehan and Jones 1988:vui 

The historical evidence is most often used to explain archaeological 
findings (eg. Allen 1974; Flood 1982; Schrire 1982). Gaughwin (1988:254) has 
pointed out the main shortfall in this approach is the lack of adequate 
integration of the two types of data. The historical material is not used to its 
maximum potential and the archaeological material is usually given 
primacy, a less secure assumption when employing the regional field 
surveys now so often used in cultural resource management projects (eg. 
Jones 1985; Hiscock 1991, 1993). 

Gaughwin (1988:254) suggested a framework of sub-divisions based on 
land units to provide a common ground to enable the integration of the two 
sets of data. Models are formed and assessed separately using each set of data 
and then synthesized to present an overall model. If the models fit without 
disagreement it is likely that the synthesized model has approached a high 
level of accuracy in describing pre-European land use patterns. Disagreement 
will lead to further attempts to identify the reasons. Gaughwin emphasises 
that 

By synthesising the data sets at the drainage basin level, rather than at the 
specific example level, many of the problems of treating them as of equal 
importance are overcome. 

Gaughwin 1988:257 

Gaughwin (1988:256) found historical information is often vague in 
relation to sub-unit locations and is often intractable in relation to 
quantitative analyses. Both of these problems are greatly reduced with the 
use of a large regional collection of museum material. It is often precise in its 
provenancing and it is often sufficiently large for particular artefact types to 
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allow statistical analysis. This information, combined with ethnographic and 
historical information and presented within a framework for analysis such 
as Gaughwin's, would make museum collections a powerful additional tool 
in the interpretation of archaeological regional studies. The information 
obtained from the museum collection used in this study can indicate the 
type of information which can be accessed. 

The importance of recogmsing the local aspects of a regional material culture 
is emphasized when regional values are compared with local values. A 
comparison with regional values will indicate how far the local values differ 
from the wider perspective. Table 6.2 indicates the regional values of 
spearhead materials. The frequency and percentage of spearshaft raw 
materials for the entire Alligator Rivers region is shown. It is clear that these 
regional values give a very different impression from each of the localities 
analyzed in this study. The value of this more detailed local level of analysis 
becomes immediately apparent. The insights it provides are illustrated 
starkly in Figure 6.2. 

Table 6.2 Frequency of spear shaft materials for the region 

spearshaft total 
material 
bamboo 94 28 
reed 192 58 
wood 45 114 
totals 1 331 1 100 

Analogies sought at the regional level would give very different 
impressions to a researcher wanting comparisons with say, data from a 
particular archaeological site or complex of sites in the region. A regional 
value for reed shafts is comparable to the Kapalga value, but the proportion 
of bamboo is very different. The percentage of reed shafts for the region 
overstates its value at Port Essington and underestimates its dominance in 
the Oenpelli collection. Bamboo proportions at Port Essington and Oenpelli 
are also markedly different from the regional figure. Wood, because of its 
minor importance for spear shafts, is the only raw material to be relatively 
unaffected by the imposition of a regional estimate. Wood 
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Figure 6.2 Spearshaft raw materials for each locality compared with 
regional values. 
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remains under 20% in all sets of locality data, though there are small 
variations. 

Once again it is clear that the regional values for spear head materials 

shown in Table 4.5 give a very different impression from each of the 
localities analyzed. This is clearly demonstrated in Figure 6.3. 

Table 6.3 Frequency of spear head materials for region 

spear head 
material 

total 

mangrove 28 6 
sapling 103 20 
hardwood 241 47 
stone 1137 27 

509 100 

Mangrove has very low representation at a regional level of 
investigation, but features quite prominently among the Kapalga spear 
heads. Acacia sapling spear heads are moderately represented at a regional 
level but are barely represented in any locality other than Oenpelli, where 
their occurrence is quite pronounced. Hardwood varies considerably in its 
intra-regional values. Almost all the spears collected from Port Essington 

had hardwood spear heads, while the proportion recorded in the other 
localities was less than half. None of the local frequencies of this material 
approaches that of the regional value. 

Regional and local values for stone also vary considerably. Oenpelli is 
the only locality approaching the regional frequency for this material. The 

use of stone at Port Essington and Kapalga is vastly under that represented 
for the region while the Katherine value is considerably over. As for the 

shaft materials, investigation of the frequency of raw materials used in spear 
heads at a regional level would not give an accurate representation of local 
patterns of frequency. The relative importance of spear materials and types 

would be misrepresented if information at a regional level was used for local 

levels of investigation. 
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This information is lost when the localised findings at archaeological 
sites are compared to artefacts of regional museum collections chosen as 
examples of material culture without regard to local context (eg. Schrire 1982; 
Brockwell 1989). Even when artefacts from local museum collections are 
matched to artefacts from archaeological sites much of the significance 
vanishes. Schrire (1982:22) restricted her comparisons of archaeological 
material with museum artefacts to the items collected by Spencer from 
Oenepelli in 1912 in her attempt to reconstruct the material culture of the 
plains and plateau sites. While items in Spencers collection were able to 
assist in the identification of some artefact fragments, their significance in 
terms of the local context was not accessed. A knowledge of the relative 
frequencies of raw materials used at Oenpelli, as indicated by the frequency 
of materials in artefacts collected from there, combined with a knowledge of 
the raw materials available at Oenpelli and the archaeological sites, would 
have provided a firmer base for comparison of relationships of artefacts to 
sites and relationships of these between sites. 

Care also needs to be taken when using artefacts from the historic time 
for comparison with archaeological material. Wooden spears made in 
historic times in the region have undergone some changes in configuration 
compared to spears in archaeological sites. Such influences as the 
introduction of metal and an increased interest in material goods through 
influences wider than the region may have contributed to these changes 
within the region. The database needs to be seen in its regional entirety as 
well as at the local level to adequately assess influences which may have 
impinged on a material culture in the intervening time. 

13 



Chapter VII 

CONCLUSIONS 

The study has demonstrated that the Aboriginal material culture of 
the early historical period of the Alligator Rivers region, as revealed by the 
museum collection and ethnographic information, does exhibit variation 
between different localities within the region. It has found that while most 
types of artefacts occurred in most of the localities, there were significant 
variations between the localities in the relative frequencies of the raw 
materials used and the artefact types made. For example, collections were 
made in all localities of spears with shafts of wood, reed and bamboo. 
These materials however were found to occur in differing proportions at 
each of the localities. Spearhead materials of stone, mangrove, hardwood 
and bone also occurred in differing frequencies. 

There was less obvious variation in fibre based artefacts. There was 
variation in the degree of difference in the raw materials used in fibre 
based artefacts. For some items, such as the string bags, banyan fibre was 
the dominant raw material in most of the local assemblages. Pandanus 
use, in contrast, varied more widely between the localites. There was a far 
greater use of Pandanus in the manufacture of straight rim baskets at 
Oenpelli than at other localities. Again, raw material use was related to the 
occurrence or not, or occurrence in relative abundance, of particular raw 
materials in the localities. Fibres such as those from the banyan tree, 
Malaisia scandens vine, Cyperus sedges, and Pandanus and kentia palms 
formed the basic component of containers in the three northern localities, 
but wood was more likely to be used in the Katherine locality. 

The variations between the material culture assemblages of the 
localities were found to be related to the comparative abundance of raw 
materials used for artefacts in those localities. Those raw materials used in 
artefact manufacture which were found to be more abundant in a local 
environment were those more likely to dominate the local assemblages. 
Conversely, the further a locality was situated from the source materials, 
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the less likely was the material to be found in the local assemblage. 
Bamboo was found in a greater proportion of spear shafts in those 

localities close to a source of bamboo, as at Port Essington and Kapalga, 

while those localities more distant had fewer artefacts using bamboo, and 
the bamboo was more likely to be rationed. Reed was represented in the 

local collections in greater quantities at localities where it was more 
abundant in the environment, as at Oenpelli and Kapalga, and less in 
localities where it was in short supply, such as Port Essington. Wood, being 
more generally available, showed less variation in its distribution, but was 
found less likely to be used in those localites which were abundant in the 
favoured alternative to wood, bamboo. 

Spear head materials showed similar patterns of variation. Stone 
spear heads were in greater abundance at those localities closer to the stone 
sources, such as Oenpelli and Katherine. Hardwood spear heads 
dominated collections taken from environments rich in this resource, 
such as Port Essington. Point or goose spears were more likely to have 
heads of mangrove wood in estuarine and coastal localities, where the 
forests providing this wood were found, while Acacia woods were used 
instead in inland localities. 

The dominance of local raw materials in local assemblages would 
have consequences for the technologies practised at a local level. The 
artesans in localities producing more stone artefacts would more likely 
practise stone manufacturing techniques than artesans in localities 
producing predominantly barbed wooden spears. While both types of skills 
were likely to be practiced by artesans in both localities, a greater 
proportion of the artesans' time would be more concerned with stone 

working skills in the former locality and woodworking skills in the latter. 

Regional levels of investigation into raw material use presented a 
different scenario to that found at the local level. Reed was found to be the 

dominant spear shaft material at a regional level, while stone was found to 
be the most frequently used material for spear heads. The overwhelming 

importance of bamboo for spear shafts and hardwood for spear heads in 
some localities is overlooked at this level of investigation. The differences 

found in the regional values has implications for the use of regional 

analogy, particularly when museum artefacts are used as a reference. The 

study has shown that subtle but significant variations occur in the material 
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cultures at a local level of inquiry when compared to impressions gained at 
a regional level. There are consequences not only for understanding local 
raw material use, but for the appreciation of the different emphases in 
manufacturing techniques associated with these variations. A different 
emphasis in a raw material used will result in a different emphasis in the 
manufacturing techniques employed and the type of tools used. This is of 
particular interest to archaeologists whose primary concern is 
understanding site use and its wider implications. It also has implications 
for analogies based on regional rather than local findings. 

The presence of a high incidence of local materials in a local 
assemblage suggests long term association with a locality. A relatively 
sedentary regional population would have a material culture reflecting the 
offerings of limited areas resulting in variation between the local 
assemblages. A very mobile population visiting many localities would 
have a material culture assemblage exhibiting a more regionally 
representative variety of source materials. Significant local variation in 
the study region suggests the population of the region was not highly 
mobile in the early historic period. 

While it was recognised mobility is less likely at sites where 
Europeans have established settlement and employment of a permanent 
nature, evidence has been presented to suggest that mobility for many 
groups in the region may not have been great even before European 
settlement. As is the case generally for environments rich in food and 
other resources, and consequently comparatively high in population 
numbers, groups did not move far beyond their estates. Movement was 
rendered relatively unnecessary by the abundance of food and other 
resources, but was also constrained by social convention. The dominance 
of local raw materials in a local assemblage would be reflecting the 
sustained association of a group with a particular locality. As a 
consequence, a group became known for the predominant types of artefacts 
it produced and distinguished by the skills for which it was recognised. 
Stone country people for example were known for their stone working 
skills, and wetland groups were known for their fibre skills in the 
preparation and weaving of Eleocharis mats. 

It was also found that those materials occurring in relative abundance 
in a locality were more likely to be a component of those artefacts moving 
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out of the locality as an item of trade. An abundance of cypress pine or 
bamboo in a locality was associated with item types manufactured for trade 
as well as local use. These items tended to be traded to areas of less 
abundance in the raw materials used. The cypress pine belts for example, 
made from the groves of this material in the South Alligator wetlands, 
were traded to areas less well endowed with this resource, such as 
Oenpelli. 

The high incidence of local materials also indicated that locally 
produced items were more important in a local assemblage than items of 
trade. When the incidence of traded goods in a locality was compared with 
those produced locally, it was found that the traded goods comprised 
approximately 10% or less of the total number of items. These items 
consisted of those made of materials scarce or non-existent in the locality 
receiving them, such as bamboo at Oenpelli, or made of materials in 
comparative abundance at the location from which the goods were traded, 
such as baskets at Oenpelli and bark belts in the South Alligator River 
wetlands. Most of these items were traded to localities from within the 
region. It must be concluded that most local material culture requirements 
were satisfied locally, with only a small proportion coming from other 
places within the region. 

There was very little evidence of any items being traded from outside 
the region. Most of the ethnographic evidence referred to items moving 
out of the region. It must be assumed exchange took place, reciprocity being 
integral to trade, but the identity of the items coming into the region, other 
than the exotic goods, is unknown. While there is ethnographic evidence 
that trade did occur between the study region and other regions, there is 
very little evidence in the museum collections of this taking place. This 
could indicate either that these items were valued too highly to surrender 
to collectors, or that the quantity was actually numerically insignificant. 
The lack of artefacts in the museum collection able to be identified as 
coming from beyond the region and paucity of ethnographic information 
would seem to indicate that inter-regional trade was not very significant to 
the composition of local assemblages in the Alligator. Rivers region. Items 
from other localities were more likely to be represented in an assemblage if 
they were traded intra-regionally, generally from neighbours, rather than 
inter-regionally along a major trunk trading route. 
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There is some evidence to indicate the items traded inter-regionally 
may have had a social significance beyond their numerical representation 
in the local collections. The types of items traded inter-regionally tended to 
be associated with ceremony and warfare rather than with domestic 
concerns. This correlation became more pronounced the greater the 
distance the item travelled from its source. Bags, baskets, mats, flywhisks 
and fishing gear were included among the items traded intra-regionally. 
These types of artefacts are not mentioned in association with inter-
regional trade. The further an artefact travelled, the more likely it was 
found to be associated with male activities, specifically to do with war or 
ceremony and the less likely it was to be artefacts used by women. The 
breast mats, biting bags, spears and clubs which travelled the trunk trade 
routes were used by men in war and the hair belts, boomerangs and 
kallamba headdresses were used in ceremonies. 

McCarthy (1939:171) found that the occurrence of a raw material in a 
confined locality was one of the basic causes of trade in Australia. This 
would seem to be so at a local level, groups in those areas without a 
particular raw material, such as bamboo or baler shell or quartzite, trading to 
receive it. However Berndt and Berndt (1970:39) would also appear to be 
correct in their assertion that a local material culture in the Alligator Rivers 
region was largely made up of the materials available locally. It would seem 
from the analysis of the museum collection that comparatively few of the 
items in a local assemblage consisted of items or materials traded into a 
locality. It was not possible to calculate the number of items traded out of a 
locality but those items traded out tended to be those made of materials in 
abundance at a locality, such as the Pandanus baskets at Oenpelli. 

In contrast to Crosby's (1977) findings, the study has revealed some 
correlation between the distribution of material culture attributes and 
other aspects of culture. The material culture of the region shows a general 
uniformity when artefact types are considered, except for the Katherine 
locality. These differences were found to correspond with differences in 
social organisation and cultural practices. The three northern localities of 
Kap alga, Port Essington and Oenpelli had very similar material culture 
assemblages when artefact types were considered. They all contained 
examples of a variety of barbed spears, stone spears and reed spears. All 
used the lath, sabre and goose spearthrowers and the fish tail and 
cylindrical clubs. The kallamba head band, hair string belts and bark belts 
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occurred throughout these localities. Bags, baskets and mats made of plant 
fibre were found in all the northern localities and the same weaves were 
evident in each. 

The similarities were enhanced by intra-regional trade, which 
ensured that a locality deficient in raw material for a particular type of 
artefact was not entirely without that type of artefact. Cypress pine bark 
belts were still represented in the Oenpelli collection through the agency of 
trade, even though the cypress pine was greatly under-represented in the 
area. Design characteristics also, such as cross hatching and woven nipples 
on the baskets, may have been the prerogative of one group, but became 
disseminated throughout the northern localities through trade. The only 
hint outside of ethnographic information as to which artefacts were more 
likely to be made locally and which were traded lay in the differing 
proportions of each type in an assemblage. An assemblage rich in reed 
products was usually found in a locality abundant in supplies of reed. An 
assemblage poor in this material was usually under-represented in 
artefacts of this material. 

The Katherine locality in contrast showed some differences. The 
material culture assemblage in this locality contained boomerangs, shields 
and pitchies, artefacts not found elsewhere in the region, or very rarely in 
the case of the shields. There were very few fibre products. The 
distributions of these differing compositions in the local assemblages 
reflected the differences in the cultural blocs of east and west Arnhem 
Land observed by recorders early this century. 

The groups to the west, from Daly River to Darwin and across to the 
Arnhem Land escarpment, all had a similar social organisation marked by 
a strong matrilineal orientation. Song styles and ceremonies shared much 
in common. Associations of groups to language and land were similar. 
The same name was used to refer to a people, their land and their 
language. East Arnhem Land groups in contrast were identified by clan 
names, each clan speaking a different dialect and associated with a 
patrilineally defined land owning group. Clans of the east had moieties 
and subsections, types of social groupings not found in the west. 
Circumcision was practised in the east, but not in the west. The Katherine 
locality was within the territory of the Jawoyn, a group sharing many of 



the cultural characteristics of the east rather than the west. They had 
moities and subsections and practised circumcision. 

These distinctions mirror those of the material culture in the study 
region and coincide with major environmental differences. The ecology of 
the northern localities is broadly characterised by estuarine floodplains and 
freshwater wetlands, in some cases adjacent to coastline and in others to 
escarpment edges. The Katherine locality in contrast is dominated by hills, 
plateaux and sclerophyll woodland. It must be stressed however that there 
was little evidence of any direct links between these correlations, other 
than those between environment and raw material availability and use. 
For example there did not seem to be any evidence related to the material 
culture as to why moieties developed in the Katherine locality and not in 
the other localities. Nor was the presence of moieties in this locality 
evidenced in the material culture items found there. 

Nor can the cultural differences be related to environment beyond 
the raw materials found in the localities. While cultural divisions have 
been related to such geological features as drainage basins (Jones 1974; 
Peterson 1976), the coincidence of the cultural divide between the eastern 
and western blocs with roughly the escarpment edges of the study region 
must be seen to be arbitrary, or at the very least convenient, in relation to 
the material cultures of each. Similar ecological zones are found on both 
sides of the divide, albeit to varying degrees. 

There was some interchange between these broad cultural blocs in the 
form of a small volume of inter-regional trade which may have 
intensified later in the century. Communication became more active in 
tandem with a European presence. Exchange in the context of trade also 
involved the exchange of ideas and practices in the context of ceremonies. 
Moieties and subsection systems were adopted by western groups bordering 
the eastern bloc, as were ceremonies such as the Kunapipi. The latter 
enhanced the adoption and spread of the kallamba head band from the 
study region into the eastern bloc. It would seem that the development of 
this interchange was a continuation of that begun at the onset of the 
regular Macassan visits, as was indicated by the contrast in stone traded 
from elsewhere, including the escarpment, and the local stone used in pre 
and post-contact middens on Cobourg Peninsular. 
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It was found that local raw material use dominated the material 
cultures at a local level in both the historic and archaeological context. 
While the examples of types of artefacts were limited in the archaeological 
context to materials capable of long term preservation, it would seem the 
assertion would apply to most artefacts in either context. One expectation 
which emerges from this study is that certain types of prehistoric stone 
tools would be used predominantly for different tasks in different 
localities. Those stone tools used for woodworking would occur in greater 
abundance at localities well endowed with natural resources to support a 
material culture dominated by wood. Less woodworking would take place 
in a locality where the assemblage was dominated by reed shafted spears 
with sapling heads. Reed requires minimal preparation to be transformed 
into a spear shaft, while bamboo and wood require more work. Sapling 
heads are much more easily worked than elaborately barbed hardwood 
heads. An abundance of woodworking tools in one locality over another 
could be reflecting the dominance of a particular technological 
requirement rather than variations in the activities undertaken at the 
sites, or the frequency and duration of visits to the sites, or the number of 
people using the sites. 

The results of this study suggests closer scrutiny could be given to 
shells found in archaeological sites. Ethnographic evidence indicates this 
material frequently replaced stone as a tool for many tasks in the coastal 
regions. Archaeological studies do not give shell high priority as a tool. 
Consideration also needs to be given to the possible ratio of shell tools to 
stone tools in coastal sites. If shell was indeed replacing stone as a tool for 
most activities, and the shell was unable to be identified as a tool due to a 
lack of preservation or insufficiently sophisticated methods, then the 
quantity of stone tools found would be misrepresenting the type and the 
nature of use of the site, and consequently the conclusions drawn from its 
investigation. The differences in the findings of prehistoric and historic 
shell use emphasises the importance of an appreciation of the links 
between the environments and the material cultures at a local level in the 
historic context, allowing better informed discussion of findings at the sites 
in the prehistoric context. 

It is difficult to compare historic findings to prehistoric findings when 
the materials are likely to be different because of the varying rates of 
preservation. It can be seen however that the regional distribution of stone 
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artefacts and the raw materials from which they were made show similar 
patterns to other types of materials and artefacts in the historic and the 
prehistoric contexts. More stone is used near the sources of stone and more 
stone is used of the type more readily available. The predominance of a 
preference for one extra-local type over another will only overcome this 
axiom if no suitable stone exists in a locality. The distribution of shell tools 
was also found to be reflected in the natural occurrence of shells. These 
long lasting materials are the usual matter of archaeological studies in 
tropical Australia, however similar patterns have found to apply to much 
of the historic material. The historic occurrence of bamboo in artefacts, for 
example, revealed that the incidence of bamboo used for artefacts is higher 
in those localities closer to the source of bamboo. This knowledge gives a 
firm basis for analogy in the archaeological context when it is known the 
distribution of the few fragments of bamboo were not found to contradict 
the historical findings. Schrire's (1982:251) final conclusions that the 
variations in her sites were a reflection of the relative availability of 
resources in relation to particular sites has been shown to be the case for 
historic remains as well. 

The use of a substantial museum collection allied to ethnographic 
and ethnobotanical information to trace patterns of variation within a 
region has proved to be successful. The identification of broadly similar 
patterns for material in archaeological sites with historic material in the 
museums suggests continuity between the principles governing 
indigenous artefact distribution within the region in the Australian 
Aboriginal hunter! gatherer context in prehistoric and historic times. This 
continuity should enable more museum collections, which pass the criteria 
for use in this manner, to be used to better fill the gap in information 
between the stones and bones of archaeological sites and the more 
perishable items of material culture. 

There are however some provisos which need to be considered. The 
numbers of artefact types chosen for analysis need to be large: The number 
of spears collected from the region was sufficiently large to allow 
conclusions to be drawn without corroborating ethnographic evidence. 
Ethnographic evidence however should not be ignored. Metal spears were 
reported as being the most commonly used type of spear in the region for 
much of the time of the museum collection, yet very few appeared in the 
museum collection. This was not considered to effect the representation of 
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relative abundance of particular spear types in the localities in relation to 
the occurrence of local raw materials, as metal is not an indigenous 
material. However it does indicate metal was used as a substitute for some 
spear types made formerly of indigenous materials, and consequently may 
have skewed to some extent the occurrence and hence the significance of 
these types to local raw material availabity in a locality. 

An enrichment of intra-regional information is possible if museum 
artefacts are seen in the context of their collection and relationship with 
other artefacts from a region. This information would be dramatically 
illuminated if more studies were conducted to identify the raw materials 
used in artefacts in museums of the kind conducted by Robins (1980) on 
Queensland Museum spearthrowers (Kamminga 1988:30). This would 
enable the very rich corpus of botanical and ethnobotanical information of 
the study region to further enhance the data and be matched to the 
occurrence of artefact attributes in different localities. 

Museum collections are being under utilized in the use of 
ethnographic information to elucidate archaeological data. Jones 
commented in relation to the non-lithic Anbangbang 1 archaeological data, 

By examining these technological items of wood, bone and fibre, the non-stone 
technology from the prehistoric period immediately preceding the arrival of 
Europeans in northern Australia can be reconstructed. This collection of 
prehistoric non-lithic material is bound to become an important research tool 
with which material culture collections, made in the region early in this century 
by Spencer and others, can be compared. 

Jones 1985:298 

Jones' advice was followed here, albeit at a somewhat gross level of 
investigation, and comparisons of the barbed wooden spear heads found in 
archaeological sites and those in the museum collections revealed some 
interesting differences in style and raw materials used. Investigation of the 
ethnographic information revealed the impact of historical events on 
these items of material culture. Evidence was presented to suggest the 
differences in the spear heads was related to the contact with foreign 
cultures in the form of the introduction of metal tools and an increase in 
interest in the material aspects of culture and trade. 

However, not only should the historic and prehistoric artefact types 
be compared, as has been done to date (Schrire 1982; Brockwell 1989), but 



202 

they should be seen in the context of the whole collection of a designated 
area. When information about ecological zones and raw material use is 
linked to local frequency distributions of attributes of museum artefacts 
from across a region, statements can be made, not only about whether an 
artefact or attribute is ethnographically associated with a region, but also 
about some of the dynamics between local resource use, technologies and 
trade. These are the interests of archaeologists. 

The elaboration and refinement of information based on museum 
collections need not only be judged according to how it provides the basis 
for better analogies, but can be used effectively to augment archaeological 
information (cf Meehan 1988:171). In the attempt by Clarke (1985:90) to 
identify the raw materials in bast fibre string fragments found at 
Anbangbang 1, use could have been made of the museum collection to 
considerably narrow the field of investigation. Clarke (1985:90, table 5.4) 
suggested possible identifications of the fibres by listing the considerable 
number of ethnobotanical species recorded in the literature as being used 
for this purpose. This information does not accurately reflect the use of 
bast fibres in the study region. A study of the fibres used in artefacts in the 
museum collection, allied with catalogue and archival information, 
indicated that the banyan fibre, Ficus virens, was overwhelmingly the 
dominant fibre used. This information would have vastly narrowed the 
investigative process, making a closer examination and positive 
identification of the archaeological fibres more feasible. 

I am sure there are other regional collections which would also 
qualify for a frequency distribution analysis of attributes. The requirements 
are a quantity of artefacts documented with sufficient information to 
ensure an accurate representation of artefacts made and used within 
particular localities at particular times. The 5700 artefacts of the well 
documented Donald Thomson Collection from East Arnhem Land in the 
Museum of Victoria (Thomson 1983:13) is one which comes to mind. 

It is hoped this thesis has provided more insight into the material 
culture of the ancestors of the Aboriginal people of the Alligator Rivers and 
adjacent areas. It is also hoped the inclusion of information of the non-
restricted aspects of the material culture between the covers of one 
document has made the sources of this information more accessible. There 
is a vast amount of information available on the artefacts of this area, 
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scattered among many publications. The information is far from exhausted, 

but it is hoped a more holistic presentation has given a better picture of how 

it once was for Aboriginal people making and using artefacts of largely 

indigenous materials early this century. 



GLOSSARY 

All dictionary definitions are from the 1988, Concise Maquarie 
Dictionary, second edition, Maquarie University, Weldon, Australia. 

Anthropomorphic figures refer to the stylised human-like figures 
sometimes decorating clubs and baskets. 

Arrowhead refers to a spear tip which is carved to resemble an arrow head, 
that is, the point forms the apex of either an isosceles or right angled 
triangle, the base of the triangle meeting the spear prong at right angles. 
The arrow shape can project on one side (uni-arrow) or both sides (bi-
arrow) of a spearhead. Whether it is bi or uni is usually determined by the 
bi or urn nature of the barbs with which it is associated. 

Barbed, when used in association with spears, is a pointed projection 
carved out of, or attached to, the prong of a spear to resemble the thorns of 
a rose bush. Barbs are arranged consecutively down the head of a spear, 
usually either on one or two opposing sides of a spearhead. Some barbs 
may face the distal end instead of the proximal end of the spear. These 
have been called reversed barbs. 

Uni-barbed spear refers to a spear which has barbs down only one side of 
the prong. 

Bi-barbed spear refers to a spear which has barbs down opposing sides of the 
prong. 

Binding according to the dictionary definition is 'the act of fastening or 
uniting'. This defintion suits my purposes for this term. 

Crosshatching refers to a decorative device consisting of diagonally or 
horizontally and vertically criss-crossing lines. Crosshatching is almost 
always white. 

Fibre according to the dictionary is 'a slender filament' or as 'matter 
composed of filaments'. I will use the term to describe both single element 
filaments such as a Pandanus strand or a kangaroo ligament, and a group 
of filaments such as the inner bark of trees or a tuft of hair. 

Fish tail dub refers to the particular style of club which consisted of a 
flattened shaft with sharp edges forming a convex lens shape in cross 
section. It came to a point at the distal end. It had an indented area at the 
proximal end to form a handle grip. The handle terminated in a flattened 

204 



205 

crescent shape projection resembling a pair of horns or the pointed ends of 
a fish's tail. 

Half hitch stitch binding refers to the stitching done with string around the 
rim of many of the cylinder baskets. The effect using the half hitch stitch 
resembles the familiar stitching done along the edge of old blankets, and is 
commonly known as a blanket stitch. 

Reverse half hitch stitch binding refers to the half hitch stitch used in the 
same maimer as above, but with the horizontal part of the stitch below the 
rim, at the base of the stitch, not crossing the top of the rim. 

Lace spear refers to the wooden spearheads which have eyelet holes formed 
where barbs were incompletely carved: The barb was shaped to leave a hole 
but not taken to the edge of the spearhead to form a point. A series of these 
holes gives a lacey effect when carved down one or two sides of a spearhead 
to form urn or bi-lace spears. 

Lath spearthrower is a spearthrower which has a shaft like a lath of wood, 
flat in cross section. A peg is lashed to the distal end and indentations occur 
at the sides of the proximal end to indicate the handle area. 

Nipple refers to a design characteristic sometimes seen woven into the base 
of a twine weave basket. It is formed at the start of weaving at the base of 
the cylindrical baskets and looks very like the nipple of a female breast as it 
projects from the rounded basket base. It is not known if this resemblance 
was intentional or whether it was simply a patterning device: It does not 
seem to have any functional effect. 

Ply refers to a 'single ply', which according to the dictionary is 'a strand of 
yarn'. This accords with my definition of a 'strand'. 

Plying refers to the combining of two or more yarns or strands to produce a 
'string'. 

Sabre spearthrower was one which was shaped like a sabre. It was long, flat 
and broad coming to a rounded end and with a slight lateral curve in the 
shaft. It was very thin in cross section and extremely flexible. The peg, a 
distal projection lashed to the flat of the blade and used to join the spear 
with the spearthrower, was pear shaped. 

Scraped nodes refers to the nodes of lengths of bamboo which had their 
nodal appendages removed in preparation for their use as a spear shaft. 
The scraping usually left a characteristic indentation of the shafts at the 
nodes. These were often ringed with white pipeclay. 

Spinning according to the dictionary is 'the technique or act of changing 
fibrous substances into yarn or thread'. 
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Stop refers to a projection at the base of the spearhead which resembles an 
arrow shape, but with the point being replaced by the prong of the spear 
head. It can also be bi or uni depending on the nature of the barbs it 
accompanies. 

Striate internodes refers to the practice of scraping the skin of the bamboo 
spearshafts longitudinally between the nodes to form stripes or striate 
markings. This may have been done to scarify the shiny surface to enable a 
better grip. 

Thread is used to indicate any length of continuous fibre able to be used for 
weaving, plaiting or binding. 

Types of thread: 

Strand is described in the dictionary as 'a filament', that is, 'a single 
element of textile fibre (as silk)'. Its use here is restricted to any fibre which 
forms a length of filament able to be used as a thread, but which has not 
been plied into string. Examples of strands are the strips prepared from 
Pandanus leaves, the spikes of rushes such as Fleocharis spp., or a length of 
kangaroo ligament. 

String is restricted to the thread resulting when two or more threads are 
plied. 

Weaving refers to the manipulation of one or more threads to form a 
fabric. 

Types of weaving: 

Twining refers to the passing of two or more weft threads either side of a 
series of warp threads with a clockwise or anti-clockwise twist of the weft 
threads around one another in the intervals. Twining can occur 
continuously in one direction to form a cylindrical shape, or backwards and 
forwards to form a single flat piece of fabric. 

Reverse twine weaving is where the two threads are twined in the opposite 
direction to the main body of a twined fabric giving a ridged effect which is 
used to form part of the decorative patterning. 

Double reverse twine weaving refers to two rows of reverse twine weaving 
divided by a narrow strip of regular twine weaving for decorative effect. 

Coiling refers to the wrapping of a thread about a core of threads to form 
a coil in such a manner as to bind the resulting coils one to the other. The 
stitch used to do the binding in the study region was the half hitch stitch, 
with sometimes a variation of this stitch for decorative effect. 
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Looping refers to weaving done with a single thread which is passed 
through loops to form a woven fabric of loops. The loops are not secured 
into position by a knot. Specifically, looping is the use of the half hitch 
without the hitch, that is, the yanking of the stitch to become a knot. 
Looping a thread continuously in one direction will form a cylindrical 
shape. 

Knotting refers to the weaving of a fabric with a single thread which is 
fixed into position with the use of knots. Knotting a thread continuously in 
one direction will form a cylindrical shape. 

Plaiting refers to the intertwining of three or more threads, each with the 
other, without knots being formed in the body of the plaited length. 
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Ethnobotanical tables 1 - 6 

Key to abbreviations 
Places 
References 

Table 1.1 Wood 
Table 1.2 Bast fibres 
Table 1.3 Leaf and stem fibres 
Table 1.4 Bark 
Table 1.5 Gums, resins and waxes 
Table 1.6 Other 

Key to abbreviations 

Places 

AL Arnhem Land 
All Rs Alligator Rivers 
EAL East Arnhem Land 
Groote Groote Eylandt 
E. Gunw Eastern Gunwinngu 

208 
208 
209 

210 
221 
223 
225 
226 
227 



References 

JA Altman 1981 
C&G Chaloupka & Guiliam 1984 
CTW White 1949 
CW Warburton 1934 
DL Diane Lucas pers comm. 
DL Levitt 1981 
H&S Haskovec and Sullivan 1988 
JK Kalotis 1988 
II Leichhardt 1847 
MG Guarde 1993 
RH Hodgson 1988 
RS Specht 1958 
R-S Russell-Smith 1985 
S&K Smith & Kalotis 1985 
S&W Smith & Wightman 1990 
NBT Tindale 1925-26 
S&vS Smyth & von Sturmer 1981 
WBS Spencer 1914, 1928 
W,J&W Wightman, Jackson &Williams 1991 
WLW Warner 1937 
W&S Wightman & Smith 1989 

209 



PAIII 

TABLE 1 ETHNOBOTANICAL INFORMATION - Wood 

Plant Habitat Part Use Place Reference 
Abutilon monsoonvine wood firesticks Groote DL 1981:99 
indicum forest shrub children's 

spears  

Acacia a woodland wood prongsfor Groote DL 1981:101 
ulacocarpa small tree fish spears, 

spearheads Maiali C&G1984: 
and shafts  Table 14 

Acacia woodland wood spearhead Maiali C&G 1984: 
auriciuli barbed spear Table 14 
-form is spear Maiali C&G1984: 

thrower  Table 15 
Acacia woodland wood prongs Groote DL 1981:103 
multisiliqua shrub digging stick DL 1981:101 

boomerang Wellesley JK 1988:34 
Islands  

Acacia schlerophyll strong spearthrower All Rs R-S 1985:246 
cons perse marginal wood 

scmb  

Acacia woodland wood spearhead, Maiali C&G1984: 
difficilis shaft wooden Table 14 

shovel nose 
and barbed 
spears 
spearthrower Maiali C&G1984: 

Table 15 
Acacia woodland, wood. spears E.Gunw JA1981 
holosericea mcts000 young sharp Maiali C&G1984:48 

forest shrub stems pointed short 
spear 
shovel and All Rs R-S 1985:246 
stone spear 
shafts 
spear shafts Dampier JK 1988:35 

S&K 1985:350 
spear shafts Maiali C&G1984: 

Table 14 
Acacia woodland wood spear shafts Maiali C&G 1984:48 
Ia tifolia understory Maiali C&G1984: 

tree Table 14 
spearshafts All Rs R-S 1985:246 
for shovel 
and stone 
spears 
firesticks Groote DL 1981:102 
spearshafts  

Acacia woodland wood axe handles AL RS 1958:490 
leptocarpa spear heads 

barbed and Maiali C&G 19S4: 
small sharp Table 14 
pointed spear 
heads 

____ _

acia sericar F twoodland wood spearthrower Maiali C&G1984: 
_____________ _____________ 

Table 15 
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TABLE 1 ETHNOBOTANICAL INFORMATION - Wood 
continued 

Plant Habitat Part Use Place Reference 
Acasia wood fish spear Maiali C&G1984: 
torulosa shafts Table 14 

digging sticks 
spear heads 
for wooden 
shovel nose, 
barbed and 
reverse 
barbed spears  

Acacia woodland wood digging stick All Rs R-S 1985:246 
mimula under 

storey 
shrub! tree  

Acacia wood spears E.Gunw IA 1981 
seriocarpa S&vS 1981:13 

spear heads Maiali C&G1984: 
Table 14 

Acacia spp. wood firesticks Oenpelli WBS1914:377 
sabre P1 20, figs 1,2, 
spearthrower  3&4 

Allophyllus wood firesticks Groote DL1981:123 
serra tus  

Aiphitonia open forest wood spearthrower Groote DL 1981:119 
excelsa tree shafts for 

fighting and 
fishing 
spears  

Aistonia monsoonvine large dugoutcanoes All Rs R-S 1985:247 S 
actinophylla forest tree stems Oenpelli S&vS 1981:13 

AL RS 1958:498 
Groote DL 1981:82 
Belyuen S&W 1990:5 

Atalaya woodland wood spear Maiali C&G1984: 
variifolia  thrower  Table 15 
Bambusa lowland wood spear shaft Maiali C&G 1984:48 
a rn hem ica freshwater shovel! fish! Kaparlgoo SAM Catalogue 

streams hardwood WBS 1914:357 
spear heads 
stone heads 
drone pipe Kaparlgoo AM catalogue 
roasting Maiali C&G 1984:55 
sticks Groote DL 1981:86 
mortar 
spear shafts 

Maiali C&G1984: 
Table 14 

Banksia freshwater wood model and EAL NBT 1925-26: 
den tata swamps and dugoutcanoes 82,110 

marshes  
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TABLE 1 ETHNOBOTANICAL INFORMATION - Wood - 
continued 

Plant Habitat Part Use Place Reference 
Bombax monsoonvine wood dugout canoes All Rs JA 1981 R 
ceiba forest E.Gunw S&vS1 981:14 

carvings Oenpelli R-S1 985:248 
drone pipes All Rs W&S 1990 

Milingimbi Table 1 
E.Gunw 
Yirrkal a, 
Groote, 

paddles Belyuen, 
Maningrida 
Oenpelli S&vS1981:14 

Brachychiton woodland wood firesticks Groote DL 1981:127 
paradoxuin shrub  All Rs R-S 1985:248 
Bruguiera mangrove wood paddles AL CTW 1949:58 
par v if! o ra 
B. gym norriza mangrove wood spear heads Milingimbi S&W 1990:7 

Dampier  

Callicarpa nxxs000 wood firesticks Groote DL 1981:129 
cana forest shrub 
Callitris open forest wood paddles AL NBT 1925-6:112 
intratropica spear Oenpelli WBS 1928:2:85 

thrower A L RS 1958:4831 
spears All Rs 
firebrands Oenpelli CW 1934 

All Rs WBS 1928:2:85 
belts Maiali C&G 1984:551) 
message 
sticks All Rs R-S1985:249 
barb spears 
spear 
throwers 
clapsticks Oenpelli S&vS 1981:17 
firewood Groote DL 1981:79 
paddles 
lath 
spearthrower 
spearthrower Maiali C&G 1984: 

Table 15 
Ca!ophy!lum monsoonvine wood hardwood All Rs R-S 1985:249 
Si! forest spear 

spearshaft Maiali C&G1984: 
Table 14 

spear C&G1984: 
thrower Table 15 

Calytrix woodland wood spearheads Maiali C&G1984: 
arborescens I  I  I  I  Table 14 
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TABLE 1 ETHNOBOTANICAL INFORMATION - Wood - 
continued 

Plant Habitat Part Use Place Reference 
Calytrix woodland wood spearheads Maiali C&G1984: 
exstipilulata three Table 14 

pronged 
multi barbed, 
wooden 
shovel nose, 
barbed, and 
reverse 
barbed  

Canarium monsoonvine wood dugoutcanoe All Rs R-S 1985:249 
austalianum forest 
Carallia coastal wood spearheads Maiali C&G 1984: 
brachiata monsoonvine wooden Table 14 

forest shovel nose 
and barbed Maiali C&G1984: 
spear Table 15 
thrower 

Casuarina strand tree wood spears AL RS 1958:487 
equisitifolia spear Groote DL 1981:87 

thrower peg 

Choriceras monsoonvine wood spearthrower All Rs R-S 1985:249 
tricorne forest shaft 
Clerodendrum monsoonvine wood no. 1 firestick All Rs R-S 1985:250 
floribundum forest shrub pipe  

Cochlosperinui woodand wed No. 2 All Rs R-S 1985:250 
fraseri firestick 

fighting Groote DL 1981:89 
spears  

Croton woodland wood firestick All Rs R-S 1985:251 
arnhemicus shrub 
Croton monsoonvine light spearthrower All Rs R-S 1985:251 
byrnesii forest wood 
Dillenia monsoon wood dugoutcanoe AL RS1958:494 
alata rainforest Groote DL 1981:92 

Diospyros monsoonvine wood spear Maiali C&G1984: 
calycantha thicket  thrower  Table 15 
Dolichandrone woodland hardwood digging sticks All Rs R-S 1985:252 
filiformis tree axe handles 

spear Oenpelli S&vS 1981 
throwers 
spearshaft 
for barb spear 
spear 
thrower C&G 1984: 

Table 14 
C&G1984: 
Table 15 
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TABLE 1 ETHNOBOTANICAL INFORMATION - Wood - 
continued 

Plant Habitat Part Use Place Reference 
Dry petes monsoonvine wood spear All Rs R-S 1985:250 
lasiogyna forest tree thrower 

shaft 
axe handles 

Dysoxylum monsoonvine wood fighting All Rs R-S 1985:252 
oppositifolium forest sticks 

spear Maiali C&G1984: 
thrower  Table 15 

Elaeocarpus monsoonvine wood dugoutcanoe Groote DL 1981:93 
arnhemicus forest tree 
Erythrina woodland wood spear All Rs R-S 1985:252 
vespertilio tree thrower 

vessel Minyerri W,J&W 1991:11 
Erythrophleun woodland wood spears EAL WLW 1937:495 
chlorostachys strand tree digging sticks 

flat clubs 
spear Oenpelli WBS 1928:844 
thrower pegs 
fish and 
dugong spear 
prongs EAL NBT 1925-6:93 
drone pipes 
axe handles 
spearthrower 
spearheads EAL NBT 1925-6:90 
spear prongs 
blades of E.Gunw JA 1981 
'crowbar' 
spears 
barb spears 
boomerangs 
spearthrower Oenpelli S&vS 1981:19 
flat clubs 
clapping Maiali C&G 1984:47 
sticks 
spear heads 
three prong 
multi barbed 
and 'goose' 
spear heads 
spearheads All Rs R-S 1985:252) 
unspecified 

Minyerri W,J&W 
1991:11 

Belyuen 
S&W 1990:12 

Maiali 
C&G1984: 
Table 14 
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TABLE 1 ETHNOBOTANICAL INFORMATION - Wood - 
continued 

Plant Habitat Part Use Place Reference 
Erythroxylum woodland wood Macassan Groote DL 1981: 
ellipticum tree pipes 

boomerang Minyerri W,J&W1991 
Eucalyptus woodland hollow drone pipe All Rs R-S 1985:252 
bleeseri stem 
Eucalyptus woodland wood shelters Groote DL 1981:190 
clavigera small tree 
Eucalyptus woodland hollow drone pipe Maiali C&G 1984:55 
ferruginea small tree wood 
Eucalyptus escarpment hollow drone pipe All Rs R-S 1985:253 
herbertiana small tree wood  R-S 1985:254 
Eucalyptus woodland wood scraper for Groote DL 1981:107 
polycarpa bloodwood hot coals & 

tree food pounder 
digging stick 
spear shafts 
spear Maiali C&G1984: 
throwers Table 14 

C&G1984: 
Table 15 

Eucalyptus woodland hollow drone pipe E.Gunwin JA 1981 
setosa small tree stems Oenpelli S&vS1981:20 

All Rs R-S 1985:253 
Eucalyptus woodland wood fighting EAL WLW 1937: 
tetradonta tree sticks 492,502-3 

clapsticks 
paddles 
grave posts 
bull roarers 
drums coffins 
fish spear 
heads Maiali C&G 1984:47 
spear heads 
barbed & All Rs R-S 1985:25 
pointed round 

Groote DL 1981:107-8 
spear 
thrower SAL C&G1984: 
dubs Table 14 
clapsticks Maiali C&G1984: 
spearshafts Table 15 

hollow drone pipe Maiali C&G 1984:55 
stem pipe stem Groote DL 1981:108 

Eugenia woodland/ trunk dugoutcanoe EAL NBT 1925-6:10 
suborbicularis strand wood  Oenpelli S&vS 1981 :209 
Exocar pus monsoonvine strong yam stick All Rs R-S 1985:253 
latifolia forest wood 

tree/shrub 
Ficus monsoonvine small firesticks All Rs R-S 1985:253 
opposita forest tree I  stems 
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TABLE 1 ETHNOBOTANICAL INFORMATION - Wood - 
continued 

Plant Habitat Part Use Place Reference 
Ficus coastal hollow dugoutcanoe EAL NBT 
racernosa mcxsoon trunk 1925-26:103 

forest tree 
Ganophyllurn monsoonvine wood dugout All Rs R-S 1985:254 
falca turn forest spear Maiali C&G1984: 

thrower  Table 15 
Gardenia woodland wood pipes Oenpelli S&vS 1981:22 
rnegasperrna 
Guettarda mons000 wood Macassan Groote DL 1981:120 
spec iosa vineforest/ pipe 

strand 
small tree 

Grevilea woodland wood spear Maiali C&G1984: 
pteridiifolia  thrower  Table 15 
Grewia monsoonvine wood good All Rs R-S 1985:254 
multiflora forest  firesticks 
Grewia monsoonvine wood good All Rs R-S 1985:254 
xanthopetela forest firesticks 
Grewia woodland wood paint brush AL RS 1958:493 
retusifolia shrub 
Guettarda strand wood firesticks AL RS 958:50 
speciosa  

Gyrocarpus monsoonvine young fish spear All Rs R-S 1985:254 
americanus forest stems shafts 

wooden Minyerri W,J&W 1991: 
vessels 17 

Hake a woodland hardwood spears All Rs R-S 1985:254 
arborescens small tree digging sticks 

clapsticks 
axe handles 
spearheads, Maiali C&G1984: 
wooden Table 14 
shovel nose 
and barbed 
spear C&G1984: 
thrower Table 15 

Hibertia woodland wood all Hibertias All Rs R-S 1985:255 
oblongata shrub good wood for 

firesticks  

Hibiscus woodland wood firesticks Groote DL 1981:99 
rneraukensis 
Hibiscus strand tree wood fish spear AL RS 1958:494 
tiliaceus 
Hibiscus strand tree wood shovel nose Groote DL 1981:99 
zonatus spear 

Hibiscus sp. shrub young firesticks All Rs R-S 1985:25 
918 stems fighting 

spear shafts 
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TABLE 1 ETHNOBOTANICAL INFORMATION - Wood - 
continued 

Plant Habitat Part Use Place Reference 
Hyptus monsoonvine stems children's Maningrida W&S 1990 
suaveolens forest exotic spears 

herb  

Litsea monsoonvine wood spear All Rs R-S 1985:25 
glutinosa forest tree thrower Maiali C&G1984: 

Table 15 
axe handles Belyuen S&W 1990 

Lophoto monsoonvine light spear All Rs R-S 1985:256 
-petalum forest tree wood thrower 
arnhemica 
Maba monsoonvine wood pipes Groote RS 1958:498 
humulis forest 

I strand  

Macaranga monsoonvine shovel spear Yirrkala RS 1958:492 
tanarius forest shafts 

harpoon, fish 
and stone Groote DL 1981:95 
spears 
fish spear 
shafts 

Belyuen S&W 1990 
Mallotus monsoonvine wood spear Maiali C&G1984: 
nesophila thicket  thrower  Table 15 
Maranthes monsoonvine large dugoutcanoes All Rs R-S 1985:256 
corymbosa forest tree spear Milingimbi S&W 1990 

thrower Maiali C&G1984: 
Table 15 

Melaleuca tree of damp wood dugout canoe Groote DL 1981:109 
cajaputi places  

Melaleuca tree of damp wood rafts All Rs R-S 1985:257 
leucadendron places  

Melaleuca woodland hardwood fish spear Oenpelli S&vS 1981:26 
minutifolia tree  heads  

Melaleuca shrub strong spears All Rs R-S 1985:257 
punicea  wood 
Melaleuca lowland strong fighting All Rs R-S 1985:257 
symphyocarpa small tree wood spears 

spearheads Maiali C&G 1984:48 
wooden C&G1984: 
shovel nose Table 14 
and barbed 
spears  

Melaleuca escarpment wood spearheads Maiali C&G 1984:48 
magnifica tree 'goose' spear C&G1984: 

and sharp Table 14 
pointed spear  
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TABLE 1 ETHNOBOTANICAL INFORMATION - Wood - 
continued 

Plant Habitat Part Use Place Reference 
Myristica monsoonvine wood paddles AL RS 1958:490 
insipida forest tree spear All Rs R-S 1985:258 

thrower 
digging stick, 
axe handles 

Nauclea mons000 wood dugoutcanoes AL NBT 
orien tails forest tree spear 1925-6:103 

thrower Minyerri W,J&W 
spears 1991:21 
paddles  

Pemphis woodlands wood digging sticks AL RS 1958:495 
acidula  Groote DL 1981:98-9 
Petalostigma woodlands wood spear SAL C&G1984: 
pub escens thrower Table 15 
Phragmites swamp reed stem spear shaft Maiali C&G 19841 
karka fish spear All Rs R-S 1985:259 
Planchonella woodland wood spear All Rs R-S 12985:259 
arnhemicus understorey thrower 

tree spear shaft 
spear Maiali C&G1984: 

______ 
 thrower  Table 15 

Poiyaltheia monsoonvine wood spear All Rs R-S 1985:259 
hoitzeana forest tree thrower Groote DL 1981:71 

fish spear  

Polyaitheia wood shovel spear All Rs R-S 1985:259 
nitidissima  

Polygonum hollow pipe All Rs R-S 1985:259 
attenuatum wood 
Popowia monsoonvine goodwood spear All Rs R-S 1985:254 
australis forest thrower 
Pouteria woodlands wood spear Maiali C&G1984: 
sericea thrower Table 15 
Premna monsoonvine goodwood firesticks E.Gunw JA 1981 
acuininata forest All Rs R-S 1985:259 

tree/shrub Oenpelli S&vS 1981:29 
Minyerri W,J&W 
Belyuen 1991:24 

W&S 1990:23 
Premna monsoonvine wood pipe Milingimbi W&S 1990 
serratifoiia forest 

tree/shrub  

Premna coastal wood spears Groote DL 1981:130 
in tegrifolia 

____ 

Rhizophora mangrove buttress dubs EAL WLW 1937:489 
mucronata forest root 
Scaevola strand shrub m000 pipe AL RS 1958:501 
sericea vine forest DL 1981:97 

shrub 
____ 

Smiiax monsoonvine wood firesticks Oenpelli S&vS 1981:30 
australis forest vone Groote DL 1981:14 



219 

TABLE 1 ETHNOBOTANICAL INFORMATION - Wood - 
continued 

Plant Habitat Part Use Place Reference 
Stenocarpus woodland wood spear All Rs R-S 1985:260 
cunningharnii  thrower 
Suriana beach shrub wood dugoutcanoes Groote DL 1981:125 
maritirna (yam) 

digging stick  

Syzigiurn wood dugoutcanoes E.Gunw JA1 981 
rubiginosurn 

 

Tern pletonia escarpment wood spear All Rs R-S 1985:61 
hookeri shrub  thrower pegs  

Terminalia woodland hollow drone pipe Maiali C&G 1984:55 
pterocarya shrub wood All Rs R-S 1985:261 

goodwood spear Maiali Ca&G1984: 
thrower  Thie 15 

Terminalia woodland goodwood spear Oenpelli S&vS 1981:31 
grandiflora understorey thrower Maiali C&G1984: 

tree axe handle Table 15 
spearheads C&G 1984:55 

C&G1984: 
Table 14 

Thespesia strand small wood fish spear Groote DL 1981:240 
populnea tree shafts 
Tinospora vine wood firesticks Oenpelli S&vS 1981:31 
smilacina 
Trerna all habitats wood spear Maiali C&G1984: 
aspera  thrower  Table 15 
Vitex monsonforest wood firesticks AL RS 1958:499 
glabrata vine  Groote DL 1981:130 
Wrightia monsoon vine flexible ribs conical E.Gunw JA 1981 
pubescens forest wood fish traps 

plant spear All Rs R-S 1985:263 
thrower 

Xanthosternon monsoonvine strong yam stick All Rs R-S 1985:263 
psidioides forest tree wood fighting 

spear  
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TABLE 2 ETHNOBOTANICAL INFORMATION - Bast fibres 

Plant Habitat Part Use Place Reference 
Acacia riverbank bast string for Groote DL 1981:102 
difficilis strand pubic tassel 

shrub string to bind All Rs R-S 1985:246 
Cycas 
damper 
bast strips to All Rs R-S 1985:246 
soak up H&S 1988:39 
honey Oenpelli LL 1847:495 

MOV/X18766 
Acacia woodland bast twine to tie Eastern JA 1981 
platycarpa shrubor feet of Gunwingu 

small tree  macropods  

Acacia woodland bast teased for Arnhem Land R-S 1985:490 
torulosa small tree pubic tassels 
Acacia sp. woodland bast teased for Maiali C&G 1984:63 
unamed  pubic tassels 
Aiphitonia woodland bast teased for Maiali C&G1984:63 
excelsa  pubic tassels 
Brachychiton woodland bast string E.Gunwing JA 1981 
diversifolia tree rope Groote DL 1981:126 

Eylandt 
young small bast string All Rs R-S 1985:248 
plants Milingimbi W&S 1990: 

Table 1 
Minyerri W,J&W 

1991:61C 1982 
Kalumburu G1984 
Yirrkala S&K 1985 
Dampier W&S 1990 
Maningrida  

Brachychiton woodland bast string E.Gunw S vS 1981:15 
macrophyllusi small tree All Rs W,J&W 1991 
megaphyllus 

 

Brachychiton woodland bast string Groote DL 1981:124 
paradoxum young plant (strongest) 

rope 
string E.Gunw JA 1981 
(yellow) All Rs R-S 1985:248 
small string Maiali C&G 1984 
bags for men 

Brachychiton bast string Milingimbi W&S 1990 
GMW 3467 

 

Clerodendrum pvoodland bast string All Rs R-S 1985:250 
978 young stems  

Ficus henneana monsoonvine bast plied rope AL RS 1958:488 
forest tree 

Ficus opposita monsoonvine bark fibre twine for Groote DL 1981:104 
vars. indecora forest tree tying objects 
and micra 
-can tha 
Ficus monsoonvine bast rope AL RS 1958:488 
nesophylla forest 
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TABLE 2 ETHNOBOTANICAL INFORMATION - Bast fibres - 
continued 

Plant Habitat Part Use Place Reference 
Ficus virens moosoon, aereal root string E.Gunw JA 1981 

woodland bast Maiali C&G 1984: 
and rocky 62-63 
outcrop, for bags and E.Gunw S&vS 1971:21 
floodplain hand held 
margin fish nets 

fishing lines Groote DL 1981:105 
bags All Rs MOV & AM 

catalogues 
Grewia monsoonvine bast string All Rs R-S 1985:254 
multiflora & forest shrub 
G. 
xanthopetala  

Helicteres sp monsoonvine bast string All Rs R-S 1985:255 
903,922 forest shrub 
Hibiscus woodland bast string E.Gunw JA 1981 
meraukensis annual shrub 
Hibiscus strand, bast rope Groote NT 1925-6:115 
tileaceus monsoonvine string Oenpelli S&vS 1981:23 

forest  All Rs R-S 1985:255 
Malaisia monsoonvine bast string for Groote DL 1981:105 
scan dens forest vine fishing line 

bast for AL RS 1958:488 
bracelets 
baskets All Rs Museum 

catalogues 
Melochia woodland bast string for E.Gunw JA 1981 
corchorifolia shrub walabi fish 

nets 
Phaleria blum inonsoonvine bast fibre AL RS 1958:495 

forest 
Planchonia woodland bast string Groote DL 1981:84 
careya tree All Rs R-S 1985:259 

Maiali C&G1984:62 
wetlands teased for Maiali C&G 1984:63 
shrub form pubic tassels  

Sterculia woodlands, bast string All Rs RS 1958:491 
quadrifida monsoonvine (white) E.Gunw JA 1981 

forest tree bags and Groote DL 1891 
belts Milingimbi W&S 1990 

EAL G1984 
Galiwinku 
Belyuen 
Maningrida S&W 1990: 

Table 1 
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TABLE 3 ETHNOBOTANICAL INFORMATION - Leaf and stem 
fibres 

Plant Habitat Part Use Place Reference 
Agave exotic leaves leaf fibre Belyuen S&W 1990:3 
sisalana succulent  string  

Cyperus floodplain flower string for Oenpelli S&vS 1981:17 
decompositus stalk dilly bags Mayali DLperscomm. 

frayed stems Oenpelli S&vS 1981:17 
paint JA 1981 
brushes 
stems conical Oenpelli JA 1981 
fish nets  

Cyperus floodplain large leaf baskets All Rs R-S 1985:251 
diffusus, sedge blades Maiali DLpers. 
C. javanicus comm. 

stems fishing nets Milingimbi W&S 1990: 
and baskets Table 1 

Eleocharis floodplain stalk pubic tassel Maiali C&G 1984:63 
dulcis sedge  

Flagellaria monsoonvine stalk armbands AL RS 1959:485 
indica forest Groote DL 1981:138 

ceremonial Milingimbi W&S1990: 
armbands Galiwinku Table 1 
bracelets Yirrikala 

Belyuen 
twine tying canoe Oenpelli S&vS 1981:22 

ends All Rs RS 1959:485 

rigid honey probes E.Gunw JA 1981 
stalks 

closed forest stalk flexible All Rs R-S 1985:253 
jungle spring armbands 

stong bark 
binder for 
canoes 

Gronophylluni coastal forest leaf stem string Oenpelli S&vS1981:23 
ramsa!/i palm tree 

palm leaf buckets Oenpelli WBS 1928,2: 
846 

AL RS 1959:484 
E.Gunw JA 1981 
All Rs R-S 1985:254 

Heteropogon grass stem armlets EAL WLW 1937: 
triticeus coastal dunes 144 

Euc. forest anklets A. L. RS 1959:484 
baskets Oenpelli Spencer 1928: 

846, see RS 1959 
:484 

Leptocarpa grass stems beads Maningrida Garde 1993 
spa thaceous necklaces 
Livistona woodland leaf fibre string Belyuen S&W 1990 
humulis palm  
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TABLE 3 ETHNOBOTANICAL INFORMATION - Leaf and stem 
fibres - continued 

Plant Habitat Part Use Place Reference 
Livistona palm tree fronds plaited Groote DL 1981:147 
inermis necklaces, 

bracelets 
Malaisia monsoonvine stems baskets Oenpelli S&vS 1981:24 
scandens forest vine conical fish E.Gunw JA 1981 

traps  

Pandanus palm tree new baskets E.Gurtw JA 1981 
spiralis many leaves mats All Rs R-S 1985:258 

habitats 
baskets Belyuen S+W 1990:19 

Daly RI RH 1988 
Peppimenarti 

armbands AL RS 1959:483 
belts/rope Elcho Is EAL W+S 1990: 
sails dresses Dampier Table 1 

Galiwinku 
Yirrkala 
Maningrida 
Groote 
Eylandt DL 1981 :148 

Phaleria monsoonvine stem fibre AL RS1958:495 
blumei 

 

Ptychosperma monsoonvine leaves plaited Groote DL 1981:147-8 
elegans forest palm bracelets Eylandt 

twine for 
canoes 

Triodia spp. ridges broad baskets All Rs R-S 1985:267 
woodland leaves 

Cannabis exotic herb leaf stem string for Oenpelli MOV 
sativa bags 

____________ 
Catalogue 

Coelorhachis woodland flower split strands Groote DL 1981:139 
rottboellioides grass stem for Eylandt 

bracelets 



TABLE 4 ETHNOBOTANICAL INFORMATION - Bark 

Plant Habitat Part Use Place Reference 
Eucalyptus woodland bark in bark canoes Groote DL 1981:108 
tetradonta ree wet season vessels 

shelters 
bark painting Oenpelli S&vS 1981:20 

Melaleuca moist area bark shelters Oenpelli S&vS 1981:24 
argentia tree bedding raft All Rs R-S1985:257 

cooking wrap 
vessels fire 
tinder burial 
swaddling  

Melaleuca moist area bark as for M. Groote DL 1981:109 
cajaputi tree argentia Oenpelli S&vS 1981:19 

All Rs R-S 1985:257 
Melaleuca freshwater bark as for M. Groote DL 1985:110-11 
leucadendron streams argentia Oenpelli S&vS 1981:25 

All Rs R-S 1985:257 
Belyuen W&J&W 

1991:19 
Melaleuca freshwater bark as for M. Groote DL 1981 
viridiflora streams argentia to Oenpelli S&vS 1981:25 

limits of All Rs R-S 1985:257 
gnarled Belyuen W&J&W 
growth  1991:21 
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TABLE 5 ETHNOBOTANICAL INFORMATION - Gums, resins 
and waxes 

Plant Habitat Part Use Place Reference 
Callitris woodland gum adhere spear Groote DL 1981:79 
intratropica  thrower peg  

Erythro woodland gumresrn adhere spear Groote DL 1981:86 
-phleum thrower joint Oenpelli WBS 1914:* 
chiorostachys S&vS 1981:19 

All Rs R-S 1985:252 
Eucalyptus woodland gUm leg plaster Groote DL 1981:107 
papuana tree against 

leeches 
Triodia dry area resin from for bmdmg Belyuen W&J&W1991:27  
inicrostachya grass stems wooden 

implements, 
patching 
holes  
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TABLE 6 ETHNOBOTANICAL INFORMATION - Other 

Plant Habitat Part Use Place Reference 
Aistonia monsoonvine white ceremonial All Rs R-S 1985:247 
actinophylla forest latex paint  

Dendrobium monsoonvine pseudo ceremonial All Rs R-S 1985:25 
dicuphum forest orchid bulbs paint 

exudate 
Gymnanthera monsoonvine latex ceremonial All Rs R-S 1985:2E 
nitida forest vine  paint  

Hoya monsoonvine latex ceremonial All Rs R-S 1985:255 
australia forest paint  

Ichnocarpus monsoonvine latex ceremonial All Rs R-S 1985:255 
frutescens forest  paint  

Abrus monsoonvine seeds decorative Groote DL 1981:112 
precatorius forest vine All Rs R-S 1985:246 

Oenpelli S&vS 1981 
E.Gunw JA 1981 
Minyerri W&J&W 1991:4 
Milingimbi W&S 1990 
Maningrida  

Banksia swamp tree 'velvet' nosesticks Groote DL1981:117 
den tata flower All Rs R-S 1985:248 

stalks 
seed firebrand Oenpelli S&vS 1981:14 
heads  All Rs R-S 1985:248 

Ficus opposita monsoonvine leaves sandpaper Groote DL 1981:104 
forest tree Oenpelli S&vS 1981: 

All Rs R-S 1985:25 
Minyerri W&J&W 

1991:16 
Ficus scobina monsoonvine leaves sandpaper All Rs R-S 1985:253 

forest tree 
Cyperus floodplains stem paint brush Oenpelli S&vS 1981:17 
decompositus sedge  

Antidesma monsoonvine berries dye purple All Rs R-S 1985:248 
ghaesembila forest small for plant 

tree fibre Peppimenarti RH 1988:78 
dye blue  

Coelospermum monsoonvine inner root dye for plant E.Gunw JA 1981 
reticulatum forest small bark fibre yellow All Rs R-S 1985:250 
syn. tree Belyuen W&S 1990 
Pogonolobus orange, Peppimenarti RH 1988:74-6 
reticulatus yellow and 

red with 
mordants 

Cyperus s. sedge root bulb red dye for All Rs R-S 1985:251 
1132 plant fibre, 

also black if 
steeped for 1- 

____________ 
 2 days  

Haemodorutn woodland root bulb red dye for All Rs R-S 1985:254 
brevicaule herb string Groote DL 1981:145 

brown Peppimenarti RH 1988:76 
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TABLE 6 ETHNOBOTANICAL INFORMATION - Other - 
continued 

Plant Habitat Part Use Place Reference 
Haemodorum woodland roots red dye for All Rs R-S 1985:154 
corymbosum herb plant fibre Minyerri W&J&W 
H. sp. 1126 Belyuen 1991:17 

brown dye Peppimenarti S&W 1990:14 
berries purple dye  RH 1988:77 

Morinda coastal vine roots yellow dye Groote DL 1981:121 
citrifolia forest for plant Oenpelli S&vS 1981:26 

fibre needs All Rs R-S 21985:257 
saltwater as Milingimbi W&S 1990 
fixative E.Gunw JA 1981 

Maningrida 
Galiwinku 
Yirrkala  

Patersonia woodland red or purple Oenpelli S&vS 1981:28 
sericea herb  dye  

Terininalia woodland sap stain wooden Oenpelli S&vS 1981:31 
carpentaria tree spears and 

spear 
throwers  

Cymbidium Eucalypt stem sap fixative for Groote DL 1981:146 
canaliculatum woodland ochres 

orchid stem paint brushes  

Dendrobium orchid stem sap fixative for Groote DL 1981:146 
dicuphuin ochres 

stem paint brushes  

Geodoruni orchid stem sap fixative for Groote DL 1981:146 
pictuni ochres 

stem paint brushes 
Acacia woodland gum bushglue Oenpelli JA 1981 
platycarpa  

Chrysopogon grass grass bush matress E.Gunw JA 1981 
latifolius  stems  

Cochiospermu woodland seeddown ceremonial Gunw JA 1981 
in fraseri small tree body 

decoration in 
past 

Pandanus ubiquitous  
77n~— 

rafts Groote DL 1981:1
spiralis 



APPENDIX 2 

OCCURRENCE OF ITEMS AND TYPE PER COLLECTOR 

COLLECTOR DATE OF 
COLLECTION  

MUSEUM ITEMS TYPES 

Akerman, Kim 1985-1990 NTM 1 1 
Angus, Hon J. H. n.d. SAM 1 1 
A&A Exp. to A.L. 1943-1948 AM 77 15 
Basedow, H. 1925-1930 BrM 1 1 
Bagot n.d. SAM 1 1 
Birks n.d. SAM 2 2 
Bosch, Lilian 1973-1978 QM I I 
Boys, W. E n.d. SAM 1 1 
Brown 1907-1912 AM 1 1 
Brown, Dr. D. R 1894-1900 SAM 1 1 
Brown, H. J. R. 1906-1912 AM 1 1 
Brown, H. Y. L. n.d. SAM 1 1 
Brunel, H. M. Esq. 1889-1894 CUM 2 2 
Bulbeck, F. P 1955-1960 SAM 4 1 
Bulgurawa 1979-1984 SAM 1 1 
Cahill, Patrick 1913-1918 MOV 273 16 

1919-1924 344 
Carrington, Capt <1889 (1884) SAM 6 1 
Chaloupka, C. 1967-1972 NTM 1 1 
Christie, Henry <1889 (1865) BrM 2 2 
Colciough n.d. QUM 1 1 
Cole 1937-1942 MOV 39 4 
Connolly, J. F 1901-1906 AM, BM 35 12 
Cooper, R. J. 1913-1918 QM 8 2 
Creed, Dr. J.M. 1895-1900 AM 2 1 
Crooks 1931-1936 AM 57 1 
Cutter <1889 (1872) BrM 1 1 
Dept. of Interior n.d BrM 1 1 
Danes 1907-1912 NM 2 2 
Dawes 1948-1950 QM 2 1 
Deacon, Mrs Elsie 1901-1906 AM 38 4 
Edge-Partington 1895-1900 PRM 2 2 
Etheridge, Robert 1895-1900 AM 37 6 
Eylmann, Erhard 1895-1900 BOM 7 7 
Foelsche, Paul 1889-1894 SAM 54 20 
Giglioli 1913-1918 PIG 13 4 
Cues <1900 SAM 15 11 
Gillen 1907-1912 SAM 5 1 
Govt. House Fete n.d. SAM 1 1 
Govt. NSW, Dept 1895-1900 AM, SAM 19 4 
of Public. 
Instruction 
Gubindi, Topsy 1979-1984 MOV 7 1 1 
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COLLECTOR DATE OF 
COLLECTION  

MUSEUM IThMS TYPES 

Harney, Bill 1949-1954 AM 1 1 
Home, Sir Everard <1889 (1866) BrM 2 1 
Home, George 1919-1924 SAM 1 1 
Ince, Lt. <1889 (1846) BrM 15 3 
Jennings, John 1895-1900 AM 18 1 
Johnson 1901-1906 SAM 16 6 
Jorlem, Mary 1979-1984 MOV 1 1 
Kupka, Karel 1955-1960 MFV 21 10 
Lindsay n.d. AM 2 1 
Lords of the Admir lty 
(Museum of the <1889 (1855) BrM 4 2 
Haslar Hosp.) 
McAlpine, Lord >1990 NTM 2 1 
Marinja, Anna 1979-1984 MOV 8 1 
Marval, H. E <1900 SAM 1 1 
Maurice, R. T. 1901-1906 SAM 263 29 
Moroton <1889 (1879) SAM 10 1 
Morris, J. W. 1955-1960 AM 1 1 
Morton <1900 AM 2 1 
Murphy 1967-1972 MOV 1 1 
Mus. of Applied 1949-1954 SAM 1 1 
Arts & Sciences 
Nailsworth Boys 1955-1960 SAM 1 1 
Tech. College 
(ex. Sparshott Colle tion) 
Nation n.d. SAM 1 1 
Newsham, S.A. 1901-1906 AM 116 24 
Novotny 1967-1972 NM 14 2 
Omlauf <1889 (1865) BRM 1 1 
Parkes, J. V. 1889-1894 PRM 1 1 
Perriman, H. L. 1931-1936 SAM 2 1 
Protector of 1925-1930 QM 8 1 
Aborigines 
Public Library n.d. SAM 1 1 
Raymond 1925-1930 MOV 3 1 
Richards, C. 1901-1906 MOV 5 2 
Rogers, Mrs 1901-1906 SAM 35 10 
Rogers, H. P. 1913-1918 BrM 18 7 
Roth 1901-1906 BrM 1 1 
Roy n.d. SAM 10 1 
Savage, Mrs M. I. n.d. SAM 1 1 
Sayers, D. M. c.1900 SAM 4 4 
Searcy, Alfred 1907-1912 SAM 1 1 
Siberian Furs Ltd n.d. SAM 5 2 
Spencer, Sir 1907-1912 MOV 473 22 
Baldwin 
Stewart, Mrs Edith I n.d. SAM 4 2 
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COLLECFOR DATE OF 
COLLECTION  

MUSEUM ITEMS TYPES 

Stirling, Dr. E.C. 1889-1894 SAM, GUM 118 22 
Stockdale, Harry 1889-1894 AM, BM 91 29 
Vane 

1895-1900 PRM 50 
1901-1906 7 
1907-1912 11 
n.d 12 

Stretton <1900 SAM 11 8 
Thorne 1967-1972 MOV 20 1 
Tunney, C & J.T. 1901-1906 NMI, 34 9 

WAM 
von Hugel, Baron 1889-1894 GUM, PRM 2 2 
Ward n.d. AM 4 1 
Waters, Mrs A. M. 1955-1960 SAM 32 5 
Webster, W. D. 1907-1912 PRM 1 1 
White 1925-1930 AM 10 2 
Wilson 1949-1954 SAM 12 3 
Wood n.d. SAM 3 1 
Zorich n.d. SAM 1 1 
TOTAL  2562  

Number of collectors = 93 
Number of items where collector is unknown = 223 

Key 

AM Australian Museum in Sydney 
BMUWA Berndt Museum in the University of Western Australia 
BM Bishop Museum in Hawaii 
BrM British Museum in London 
GUM Cambridge University Museum 
MM Macleay Museum of Sydney University 
MFV Museum fur Volkerkunde in Basel 
MOV Museum of Victoria in Melbourne 
NM Naprstek Museum in Prague 
NMI National Museum in Dublin 
NTM Northern Territory Museum in Darwin 
PM Pigorini Museum of Rome 
PRM Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford 
QM Queensland Museum in Brisbane 
SAM South Australian Museum in Adelaide 
WAM Western Australian Museum in Perth 



APPENDIX 3 

OCCURRENCE OF ARTEFACITS BY LOCALiTY 

Attribute Port Kapalga Oenpelli Katherine 
Essington  

aprons 
Eleocharis 2 
bast 1 1 
Possum fur 1 
paperbark 2 

axes 
stone 10 8 
metal 2 
unknown type  1 
bags 
looped 10 15 22 2 
knotted 4 10 67 
unknown type 14 27 8 1 
bitingbags 4 9 33 4 
baskets 
flared rim 4 17 14 
straight rim 14 12 89 4 
unknown type  

1 5 

buckets 3 2 23  

belts 
bark 2 9 38 
string 1 21 
human hair 9 46 1 
feather string 2 
possum fur 1 
unknown type 2 1 
boomerangs  8 
canoes 1 
children's 6 
objects  

chisels  1 
cloaks 
Eleocharis  2  

clubs 
fish tale 26 5 16 
cylinder 8 1 31 
unknown type 24 5 13 0 
containers 
baler shell 1 1 
gourd 1 7 
wooden pitchie  7 
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Attribute Port Kapalga Oenpelli Katherine 
Essington  

unknown type  5 
cordage 3 6 2  

digging sticks 2 5 8  

drone pipes 5 3 2  

fans  4 16  

feather objects 3 10 22  

firesticks 2 8 11 1 
flywhisks  2  

grindstones  1 3  

jingles I  

knives 5 2 11 
shell 2 
wood 5 
stone 11 
knife sheaths  3 
mats 
Eleocharis 9 9 
Pandanus 9 
nets  3 9 1 
net meshers 2 
ornaments 
arm 2 93 62 
chest 6 10 4 4 
finger 0 1 0 
head 16 34 30 7 
neck 23 34 4 
head/neck 0 49 3 
nose 7 7 
unknown type  5 2 
paddles 1 

paintings 12 6 17  

pipes  3 1 
pubic covers 
bark! human 1 
hair 
unknown type  1 
scrapers 1 
shell 1 

shields 1 1  11 
spatulas  2  

spears 
shovel metal 3 2 4 
shovel wood 8 
stone 12 10 97 16 
barbed 93 29 56 3 
point 18 35 64 13 
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Attribute Port Kapalga Oenpelli Katherine 
Essington  

lace 2 2 
bone point 33 
unknown type 22 15 5 5 
spear throwers 
sabre 4 
goose 6 14 1 
lathe 1 1 16 2 
unknown type 9 41  10 
staffs  1 1  

spindles  2 1 
sticks 
challenge 7 
message 6 1 5 
pregnancy 1 
tally 1 
wand (peace) 1 1 

throwing sticks  

wallets  1  
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