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Aboriginal Section 
Appendix 

 
 A point I would like to make is that the majority of writings about Aboriginal people, 
and that includes the little written about the Ngunawal, has been produced by men 
who neither Ngunawal nor privy to Ngunawal Women’s Business.  Stirling Ridge has 
an area that is Women’s and this land has survived with little damage European use 
presents a unique with permission and help of and from Ngunawal women an 
opportunity for examination and study. 

 
 In mid 2003 I recommenced examination of the evidence of human habitation in 
Stirling Park.  I had in the early years of the 1990s documented the sites of European 
occupation but only noted the areas of Ngunawal rock arrangements and scarred 
trees on Stirling Ridge.  Mr Bell walked a section of this area of Stirling Park with me 
at that time and identified a number of important trees including a mourning tree on 
western end of Stirling Ridge overlooking the Molonglo River (now part of the waters 
of Lake Burley Griffin).  Another section of the ridge was identified at the same time 
as Women’s Area.  Sometime later a Ngarigo lady walked the area with me and 
showed me the site of an important woman’s grave (and other graves). This grave 
and others are in depressions.  She also mentioned a ley line of rocks across the hill 
that sit along one of the fault lines in the area. 
 
The hills of Stirling Park have been left to regenerate and have only had temporary 
accommodation erected on them.  During the Colonial era the land was not used to 
any great extent because it was considered unsuitable for farming and grazing.  It is 
the only small parcel of land relatively untouched that has survived the arrival of 
Europeans.  It is part of the land mass to which Capital Hill belongs and is near one of 
the most important mountains to Ngunawal people – Black Mountain. 
 
Capital Hill is thought to be a Women’s area and in the early 1800s according to 
Stewart Mowle (lived in the area 1830s – 1852) is the land called Canberry (meeting 
place). There are many reasons why this land has not been written about to any 
extent but I believe that its survival relatively untouched into present times presents 
us with a unique opportunity to examine a landscape that holds a history – a record - 
of Ngunawal people.  The scars on a number of the trees are pre-European and I 
would think the same may be said of the rock arrangements.    Evidence of 
Aboriginal adaptation of European artefacts for their own use is also found on the 
hillside.  In particular glass – unbroken used to carry liquids – and broken used for 
cutting and scraping. 
 
Written and photographic information about in particular rock arrangements of the 
Ngunawal people is sparse and I believe that the area of Stirling Park and what has 
survived there can be valuable in extending knowledge of the Ngunawal people.  
Indeed the ACT government on line history of Ngunawal people in their introduction 
mention that this written history relies heavily on Josephine Flood’s written work - 
Moth Hunters.  This work in turn, I have been told, relies on information lodged in 
Heritage Departments.  It dwells mainly on areas of National Parks outside the city of 
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Canberra.  For information about Aboriginal people within the areas of the modern 
city and its satellite cities (Woden, Tuggeranong, Gungahlin etc) we have to rely on 
the few reminiscences written by locals about their own areas and some information 
from early explorers.    
 
The information that I have gathered about the Aboriginal sites in Stirling Park is a 
beginning and should be taken as just that.  The work is ongoing.  I commenced 
documenting the information gleaned towards the end of 2003 and continued up 
until the beginning of March 2004.    
 
In February 2004 Mr Don Bell, his wife Ruth and daughter Karen, walked the land of 
Stirling Ridge with me.  During this walk a number of trees were identified.  At one 
point Mr Bell picked up a piece of broken glass and told me that he and other 
Aboriginal boys and men used glass such as this as a scraper to smooth the timber of 
boomerangs and nulla nullas that they made.  He said the piece he showed me was 
probably used for that purpose as the edge was dulled from use.  There are many 
such pieces on Stirling Ridge.  He also showed me pimple like growths on one of the 
white gums and said that this was regrowth after toe holds had been cut for 
climbing.  There are many trees with climbing cuts on Stirling Ridge.  It is through 
these incidental conversations that one learns about Ngunawal life and ways.  
 
From time to time during conversations other points about Ngunawal ways and life 
are mentioned.  Mr Bell gave me some of the names of areas – they include: 
  
Gura Bung Dhaura - stony ground - Stirling Ridge  
Lake Ngungara - flat water - Lake George  
Nadyund Burorage (pronounced Ngunja Booya) the spirit of the lake - the main spirit 
of the Ngunawal  
people.  
Jubbi – male spirit.  This spirit looks after Mother Earth. 
 
Lake George is very important to the Ngunawal people.  During a National Trust walk 
around Stirling Park led by Mr Bell he told us the story of the lake and the reasons 
for the water of the lake disappearing from time to time. 
 
Black Mountain and Mount Ainslie are two important mountains and are referred to 
as women’s breasts.  This description becomes clear from entrance to the Canberra 
area from the Yass side. 
 
There is also a thin black creature with long arms and bony fingers that waits for 
people with evil in them.  It latches on to those people.  Don, during our walks and 
talks recalled that his mother every evening would sweep the earth around their 
house so that evidence of any creature that visited during the night would be left in 
the swept earth.  
 
Mr Bell also mentioned that the Ngunawal people are rock people.  Rocks are used 
to leave information for each small group of Ngunawal people as they move around 
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the land.  Some pointer rocks tell those who follow which way a group has moved.  
This made sure that food sources were not depleted for those who followed – they 
would take a different path.  Piles of rocks in pyramid forms are also placed on 
mountains pointing from one to another.   Circles of rocks and trees are important. 
Circles are trees – in particular groves of five trees are significant.  They are in places 
of spiritual significance.  White quartz rocks in circles are also significant. 
 
The noisy sticks and flutes were played by Ngunawal people.  Mr Bell on the day he 
led a walk around Stirling Ridge sang a song in language.  He played the noisy sticks 
at that time.  On another occasion he mentioned an area where corroborees took 
place and the women pulled skins across their knees that they used as drums. 
 
Every year the Carroll family1  travelled from Yass around the country in a circular 
track – anti-clockwise.  This pattern followed the old ways.  Once a year in old times 
the clans met in big groups over near Black Mountain for corroborees, marriage 
ceremonies, initiations etc.     In his story in True Tales From Canberra’s Vanished 
Suburbs of Westlake, Westridge and Acton (Gugler), Don Bell said in reference to the 
family’s walkabouts to the Canberra district In Canberra I can remember a creek just 
away from Old Parliament House.  We would go there quite often.  We would camp 
on that creek and walk into the scrub to hunt for possums, grubs and wild vegetables 
or fruit.  Sometimes we would go right to what today is known as Black Mountain.  
My father would not let us near some places as it was Taboo.  Cyril [eldest brother] 
was the only one to see these places.  We used to live on fish and trapped water 
birds.  We camped all around Canberra…Red Hill, and where the Parliament House is 
today.  That is why the area is very significant to us Carrolls…2 
 
This information by Mr Bell also makes the point that the Aboriginal people still kept 
their connection with the land and that Aboriginal people did not cease their visits 
and ceremonies connected with the land in the Canberra in 1920 as suggested by  
some academics. 
  
Don Bell Canberra Times Monday 23rd February in reference to a proposed dam at 
Naas. 
 
Elder gives Libs’ dam plan thumbs-up.  Fears a proposed new dam for the Naas Valley 
would destroy Aboriginal heritage were dismissed by one of the community’s leading 
indigenous elders yesterday.  Don Bell said that traditional custom could cope with 
the dam.  He gave it his blessing and called for a speedy start to 
construction…Aboriginal custom allowed for significant sites in the dam area to be 
moved or protected and they would not be an impediment to its going ahead.  
“Traditional culture has a history of covering cultural secrets and the covering of the 
Naas River Valley with water is no different.”  He said the rituals for moving sites 
were well established and could be used for any found on the dam floor.  “For sites 

                                                 
1
 Don Bell’s surname was Carroll.  After his father’s death his mother remarried a man with the 

surname of Bell and Don took this name. 
2
 Don Bell goes on to say that his father was a Ngunawal elder, descendent of Queen Nellie Hamilton 

and Lucy Carroll. 
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having a problem being buried, their dreamings can be re-established only after 
cleansing of the new dreaming site has been performed.  Part of the cleansing 
ceremony is fire so last year’s fires tell us that it’s OK to move those sites because 
mother nature has already cleansed the area for the rebirthing of the new dreaming 
places.” 
 
The Ngunawal people are a peace loving race but at one time they fought a battle 
with the Wiradjuri people on Black Mountain peninsula.  The former were trying to 
steal Ngunawal land.  
  
Burials 
 
Mr Bell told me that only important men had big burial ceremonies and mourning 
trees.  Women and children received less important burials.  He also mentioned that 
different families had different ceremonies and/or ways of looking after the graves.  
The bodies were prepared by cutting the tendons at the back of the legs to enable 
the bend legs to be draw them up in a bent position to the chest where they were 
bound tightly to the body.  The body was then placed in a sitting position in a hole 
dug into the earth in areas such as creek bank or near a tree.   The hole in which the 
body was placed was then filled and covered with stones.  Only men received a 
special burial.  Mourning practices included a mourning tree around which several 
circles of stones were placed.  The closest relatives to the deceased sat within the 
circle and others on the outer side of the main circle.  Part of the process of 
mourning was to cut the body to draw blood.  If this could not be done in a 
ceremony red earth was used.  Scarred trees that had marks carved within the scar 
were also used as grave markers. 
 
He also told me that a male relative – from memory – his father’s – or grandfather’s 
uncle – is buried on Lanyon property.  He showed the site to Brendan Smyth.  During 
discussions Mr Bell also spoke about the burial of Hong Gong (various spellings) near 
Tharwa and that the marker placed by Europeans is in the wrong place. 
 
Signs of graves include scarred trees, mounds and depressions.   According to some 
documents referred to later in this article, the bones of babies and infants (carried 
by the mother) and others were carried to a burial area where they were interred.  
Babies and infants who died were probably carried by the mother until such time as 
the burial place was decided. 
 
Some references about burials in the area of the FCT are found in a number of 
writings by people who lived in the district in the 1800s and early 1900s.  Some of 
the sections on this subject written by these European people are quoted later in 
this section.   
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Following is information about Burials in the ACT from European people – some of 
whom lived in the district in the 1800s and early 1900s. 

 
Local Writings on Burials 

 
Moth Hunters Josephine Flood 

Burial Customs  

The Ngarigo3 believed that the magical powers of their elders came from Darmulan, 
who once lived on earth, where he taught the people tribal religion, gave them the 
Kuringal ceremony and told them what foods to eat. When he died he went up to the 
sky where he could still see people, and became angry if they did forbidden things 
such as eating taboo foods. They believed in a land beyond the sky, where there were 
other Aborigines. The spirit of a dead person (bulabong) went up to the sky, where it 
was met and cared for by Daramulan. The sky was called kulumbi and on the other 
side of it lay another country with rivers and trees. This country of the sky was a land 
like the earth, only more fertile and well-supplied with game.  

Each dead person’s spirit, bulabong, was thought to make camps, kill game and 
make fires in the bush for a time after death. The Ngarigo therefore tied a corpse up 
tightly, the knees drawn up to the head and hands placed open on each side of the 
face. Graves were sometimes made like a well with a side chamber, sometimes by 
digging out a cavity in a bank. The body was buried either naked or fully adorned in 
the customary attire and painted with white pipeclay. Weapons and implements 
were buried with the body. Ngarigo custom was to cross a river after burial to 
prevent the ghost following them. The Walgalu were likewise careful to bury with a 
dead person all their belongings, even cutting a canoe into pieces and putting it into 
the grave.  

In the Canberra region, there is an eyewitness account of the burial of one local clan 
leader, Hong Gong or Honyong (by William Davis Wright who was born at Lanyon in 
1843...[continues with the same story that I have recorded later in the work under 
the author].  

Other methods of burial practiced in the ACT were burial in a cave, the body being 
stretched out and covered with large stone, burial in a hollow tree or secondary 
burial, the corpse being placed on a platform in a tree, and the bones buried a year or 
more later...  

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
3
 This is a Ngarigo name.  Mr Bell has mentioned the main spirit of the Ngunawal people lives in Lake 

George.  There are links between the Ngarigo and Ngunawal people. 



 324 

Canberra by W Davis Wright (1923) 

Manners and Customs of Aboriginals.  

When the whites first came to Queanbeyan Hong Kong was chief of the Kamberra 
tribe. It was not a very troublesome crowd, in fact - as related in the beginning of 
these notes - the old chief was the worst of the lot. Hong Kong’s burial had some 
gruesome features. After his death at Cuppercumberlong, the men of the tribe got 
together, tied him up in a complete ball, then cut him open between hip and rib, and 
through the orifice withdrew the old chap’s kidney fat, distributing it in small pieces 
to every gin in the camp, who stowed the treasure away in the net bags they always 
carried around their shoulders. His grave was on the top of a rocky hill - about a 
quarter of a mile from Tharwa Bridge - and about five or six feet in depth. A tunnel 
about six feet in length was excavated and the body inserted with his spears (broken 
in half), his shield, nulla nulla, boomerang, tomahawk, opossum rug, and other 
effects. Then the hole was filled in with stones and earth. I was very young when I 
saw all this.  

With the coming of the Europeans and the advent of iron, stone implements were 
soon dropped, and are now merely curios, of which most old settlers have a specimen 
or two. It was the custom of the tribe to meet once a year for a big corroboree. Then 
they would split into camps of from twenty to thirty, and resume their uneasy flitting 
from one spot to another, living on the animal, grub and plant life and moving on as 
they exhausted each place.  

Canberra seems to have lain at the junction of three tribal territories, the Ngunawal 
of the Southern Tablelands, the Ngarigo of the Monaro Tablelands and Snowy 
Mountains and the Walgalu of the Tumut Valley and high country east of the 
Murrumbidgee. Indeed it seems most likely that the name Canberra is an Aboriginal 
word meaning a meeting place. The Ngarigo believed that the magical powers of 
their elders came from Darmulan, who once lived on earth, where he taught the 
people tribal religion, gave them the Kuringal ceremony and told them what foods to 
eat. When he died he went up to the sky where he could still see people, and became 
angry if they did forbidden things such as eating taboo foods. They believed in a land 
beyond the sky, where there were other Aborigines. The spirit of a dead person 
(bulabong) went up to the sky, where it was met and cared for by Daramulan. The 
sky was called kulumbi and on the other side of it lay another country with rivers and 
trees. This country of the sky was a land like the earth, only more fertile and well-
supplied with game.  

Each dead person’s spirit, bulabong, was thought to make camps, kill game and 
make fires in the bush for a time after death. The Ngarigo therefore tied a corpse up 
tightly, the knees drawn up to the head and hands placed open on each side of the 
face. Graves were sometimes made like a well with a side chamber, sometimes by 
digging out a cavity in a bank. The body was buried either naked or fully adorned in 
the customary attire and painted with white pipeclay. Weapons and implements 
were buried with the body. Ngarigo custom was to cross a river after burial to 
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prevent the ghost following them. The Walgalu were likewise careful to bury with a 
dead person all their belongings, even cutting a canoe into pieces and putting it into 
the grave.  

In the Canberra region, there is an eyewitness account of the burial of one local clan 
leader, Hong Gong or Honyong (by William Davis Wright who was born at Lanyon in 
1843...[continues with the story written by Wright quoted later in this document].  

Other methods of burial practiced in the ACT were burial in a cave, the body being 
stretched out and covered with large stone, burial in a hollow tree or secondary 
burial, the corpse being placed on a platform in a tree, and the bones buried a year or 
more later...  

Carved as opposed to scarred trees probably also originally existed in he ACT. WP 
Bluett described trees being carved in association with burials:  

In many cases, but not all, the grave would be dug at the foot of a tree. A piece of 
bark, some 2 or 3 foot (60-90cm) square would be removed from the tree, 
overlooking the grave from about 3 ft up. On the bared wood curves and angels, 
short lines and dots would be cut about half an inch deep with their stone axes. These 
were to the natives hieroglyphics which informed members of the tribe that one of 
their number was buried at the foot.  

 WP Bluett The Aborigines of the Canberra District at the Arrival of the White Man 
(1954) 
The burial customs among our blacks varied somewhat with the terrain on which the 
death had taken place.  In the inner more populated areas the practice was for a hole 
to be scooped out with spears and shields to a depth of from 3ft to 4ft.  In this the 
body would be placed in a hunched up sitting posture with the head tied to the knees.   
If a man, his spears, nulla-nulla and boomerang would be laid alongside the body, in 
the belief that he would need these in the land to which his spirit would be going.  
The grave was then filled with earth. 4  
 
Strangely in many cases, but not all, the grave would be dug at the foot of a tree.  A 
piece of bark, some 2ft or 3 ft square would be removed from the tree, overlooking 
the grave, from about 3 ft up.  On the bared wood, curves and angles, short lines and 
dots would be cut about half an inch deep with their stone axes.  These were, to the 
natives, hieroglyphics which informed members of the tribe that one of their number 
was buried at the foot.  It was an open question among whites whether these 
hieroglyphics told the name of the deceased.  And the blacks interrogated were 
always too scared to discuss the subject. 
 
The markings did vary in size and form to some degree.  But that may have been at 
the whim of the designer.  Although they believed that the spirit of a dead person still 
haunted the vicinity of the corpse, it had become a malevolent spirit, which had to be 

                                                 
4
 This is the method of burial described by Mr Bell and fits the descriptions of small holes – 

depressions on Stirling Ridge.  Many of the depressions are placed around a central gum tree. 
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exorcised by their "medicine man", the tribes useful soothsayer and general 
practitioner.  So it was that these graves were shunned.  It may have been that the 
tree notices were in keeping with that belief.  They would not knowingly walk near, 
nor would a mia-mia be erected within a hundred yards or more.  The Abo's pat 
explanation was, with a roll of his eyes, "Debbil-Debbil, that fellow". 
 
One sure fact was that these inscriptions, whatever their import, were in some ways 
understandable to the natives and in that respect they became the one and the only 
example known of an incipient written language possessed by our southern 
Aborigines. 
 
In the mountain country, where dingoes were plentiful, the dead were usually buried 
in similar graves, but the grave was heaped with a wide mound of heavy stones, to 
prevent marauding dingoes from reaching the body.  Such a dire happening was 
considered an affront to the man's spirit, which would probably cause calamity to his 
relatives. 
 
For some unknown reason, whether status in the tribe or for family affection, in some 
cases the body would be placed on a sheet of bark and tied high in a tree, clear of 
hawks and dingoes.  After twelve or eighteen months, according to the weather, the 
clean bones would be collected and a procession of relatives and friends would carry 
them perhaps fifty miles to some tribal centre such as the Limestone Plains, where 
they would be buried in like manner to a corpse.  Then a corroboree would be held 
with much chanting and singing mingled with the wailing of the women, banging of 
heads and slashing of bodies, to show their grief.  This didn't prevent them all from 
honoring the bones of the departed by concluding with a slap-up feast in the best 
manner of European "wakes"… 
 
Another method of disposing of the bones was to lay them out as a complete 
skeleton on the floor of a cave.  This was a high honor, reserved for kings and great 
warriors, in districts like the Monaro, where caves abound. 
 
One such skeleton reposed for many years in a cave on Blackfellow's Creek (hence the 
name) which runs into the Upper Goodradigbee to the west of Mt Bimberi.  The white 
bones lay stretched in their correct anatomical position, with the exception of the 
arms, which were crossed over the chest.  Close around the skeleton a fence had been 
made of stones the size of one's head.  The bones were of a man fully 6ft or more in 
height.  As with many relics of the past, which would have been of great interest 
today, the hand of the vandal has been busy and now, unless some parts were 
purposely hidden about the windings of the cave, the skeleton is no more. 
 
Settler pioneers around Kiandra tell the story of one abortive attempt to steal the 
skull of this ancient warrior, an attempt foiled by fear.  A Government Survey Party, 
back in the '90s5 was engaged in charting the course of the Goodradigbee. Their 
guide from Kiandra, was a local stockman, who was able to pilot a way through the 

                                                 
5
 1890s 
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rough trackless country, over which to travel their two horse-drawn waggonettes.  
He fixed their camp about half a mile upstream on a River from Blackfellow's Creek. 
The Survey Party had heard the tale of the cave and the skeleton as they came 
through and they asked for directions.  The stockman pointed out the high limestone 
cliff close to the River. 
 
The Party consisted of a Surveyor, two chainman, a cook and a horse-boy.  The 
Surveyor was elderly and mealed in his personal tent.   The four staff were all 
youthful, had a tent to sleep in and mealed in the Cook's galley. 
 
One evening at dusk, while having their tea, the talk in the galley turned to the 
blackfellow's skeleton.  None of them knew anything about the eeriness or 
complexities of caves, nor of the animals, which day and night frequented them.  An 
argument arose as to who was game to go, then and there, in the dark to the cave 
and bring back the skull of the skeleton in proof of his venture.  The talk developed 
into a sweep being arranged of two shillings each (a prize of 2 pounds today) for the 
brave one.  Even that didn't raise any takers.  They weren't local lads and the lonely 
mountain bush at night brings creepy visions over unaccustomed and expectant 
shoulders. 
 
At last the youngest of the four, the horse-boy, Mick, of eighteen or nineteen, jumped 
up saying, "I'm not frightened, I'll go, give me t he lantern." By this time the night 
was pitch black.  The feeble lantern gave little more than ten feet of light.  However, 
Mick knew the direction of the limestone cliffs which held the cave.  Their survey 
work had taken them past it on several occasions within a couple of hundred yards.  
But in the blackness of the night, the scrub and rocks and fallen timber made walking 
not only hazardous but disconcerting and upsetting to nerves, already on edge from 
the fears of his mates… 
 
The cave today is little known.  It is in a limestone belt on the Northern side of 
Blackfellow's Creek.  Across the locality, which is covered with scrub, is difficult.  The 
cave can only be reached only per boot or by sure footed horse.  The fearful Abos 
avoided it, while in later years susceptible Whites, who have heard distorted accounts 
of the skeleton and its weird companions, have not been specially curious. 
 
Another cave which should be worth exploring is at London Bridge, spanning the 
Burra Creek, which flows into the Upper Queanbeyan River.  Vandals have destroyed 
most of the beautiful formations, but is should still have possibilities for research into 
native customs. 
 
Police Superintendent Martin Brennan, who in the 71s6 was in charge of the 
Queanbeyan-Canberra district, tells in his book "Australian Reminiscence" (William 
Brooks 1907), how he visited this cave in 1874 and found "A veritable catacomb on a 
small scale, wherein were hundreds of human skulls and bones, centuries old.  I 
collected several bags of took them to Queanbeyan, where they were inspected by 

                                                 
6
 1871s 
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three doctors including the coroner, Dr Morton.  The bones were pronounced to be 
skeletons of Aborigines."  
 
What became of the bones Brennan does not say.  However, he was not likely to have 
gathered every scrap that was there and besides such a burial place should be likely 
ground for other relics, things which it was the practice of the natives to leave with 
their dead. 
 
Lyall Gillespie 
Lyall Gillespie whose family came to the district in the 1840s and who written 
extensively on local Aboriginals also mentions a number of burial sites found in the 
district.  A few examples from his book on the local Aboriginals follow:  
 
Aboriginal skeletons and bones have been found in many places in the country 
surrounding Canberra.  Many were found in caves; others were disturbed in their 
underground resting places by people digging out rabbit burrows or excavating for 
other purposes.  In other cases remains were found in hollow trees, one such instance 
incurring at Molonglo in 1863, when a hollow tree burnt down at Rose Valley was 
found to contain the remains of an Aboriginal woman.  
 
In January 1874 Sergeant Martin Brennan of the Queanbeyan police discovered on 
London Bridge estate, the property of John McNamara, a limestone cave in which he 
found hundreds of human bones and skulls said to be centuries old.  In 1869 some 
prospectors discovered another cave in a limestone hill about three miles from 
Michelago.  On entering the cave of spacious proportions being about 30  feet square 
on the floor and in height about 20 feet.  In it was a human skeleton together with 
fragments of a marsupial rug, the seams of which had been sewn with fine sinews of 
an animal in evenly spaced regular stiches...  
Also mentioned are a number of important sites including Black Mountain.  Sites of a 
number of rock paintings found and stone implements are included in the text.  He 
also has a long list of Aboriginal words including Ngunawal and their meanings. 7 
 
Terry Horan 
 
Terry Horan is the youngest child of Michael Horan and his wife Marguerite nee 
Gammon who settled in the Yarralumla area in 1910.  Michael Horan became 
friendly with the local Aboriginal people and was shown many important sites in the 
territory.  He showed his son Terry a number of them and intended to show more 
when the boy became older but died before he could reveal all that he had learnt.  
However he did tell his ons about a burial cave in Black Mountain and took him to a 
cave under Civic Centre where he showed him some Aboriginal paintings.   Terry also 
mentioned and Aboriginal camp in the vicinity of Coppin’s Crossing. 
 
 
 

                                                 
7
 Mr Don Bell also has a book that contains Ngunawal words and their meanings.  He told me about the 

significance of Lake George and that the Aboriginal name used by Europeans is wrong. 
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Noel Carn and Val Hawke of Westlake 
Noel, who is one of my contemporaries and lived at Westlake in the 1940s and 
1950s, was one of the two Westlake people who noticed an Aboriginal family 
camping annually at the time of the first frost just below the Prime Minister’s Lodge 
on edge of big creek that continued down between Camp Hill and Capital Hill to the 
Molonglo River.  At that time the creek was confined into a drain.  Don Bell 
mentioned that one of his sisters got lost in the drain at one time.  Don also 
mentioned that his family camped near a creek near Capital Hill.  This may be the 
creek that joined the big creek that flowed from Red Hill down between the Stirling 
Ridge hill and Capital Hill on its way to the Molonglo River. 
 
Val is a few years older than me and was the first to mention the Aboriginal family 
that camped annually in the gully below the Prime Minister’s Lodge at the time of 
the first frosts. 
 

References to Aboriginal Burial Practices 
 
Rocks around trees & shrubs. 
Common amongst Aboriginal people in Australia is the use of trees as a focal point. 
(Trees have spirits).  Circles of rocks around trees is found throughout Australia.  
Whether or not the meanings are the same is not known.  Some examples of this 
practice that is also found in Stirling Park follow. 
 
Below is a photograph in AP Elkin’s book, The Australian Aborigines, showing a tree 
burial with a circle of rocks around it.  It is in North Western Australia.   
 

   
 

On the next page is a 2001 photograph taken by me at Chimpering Rock Hole in the 
Great Victoria Desert.  The dead bush was originally in the centre of the rock circle.  
There are others not photographed that have now dead small trees in the centre of 
the circles.  Also found in the area was an unbroken 1930s beer bottle.  Unbroken 
bottles are found near the circles of rocks on Stirling Ridge and Camp Hill.  The 
purpose may have been the same? – That is to carry water for ceremonial purposes? 
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Below are two photographs of mourning trees on Stirling Ridge. 
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The importance of a tree and circles is also mentioned by Wright in his reference to 
Customs of the local Aboriginal people.  Although the quote below refers to a 
Corroboree – not a mourning ceremony – it is interesting to note the use of a central 
tree. 

The ground was cleared around a big tree - if one was available, if not, a pole and 
boughs were arranged - and at a set time the gins entered the arena, and sitting in a 
circle with an opossum rug tightly stretched across their knees, made a sort of a 
drum-like taunt as an accompaniment to what they called their singling.  

 Burial Depressions on Stirling Ridge8 

Below is a photograph of one of a rock lined depression on Stirling Ridge.  It is oval 
shaped and around 5 metres – 6 metres across.  Nearby are other similar sized 
depression – one has rocks in the centre area of the depression.  A black river rock is 
part of the stone arrangement.  A Ngarigo lady who visited the site said that this 
grave is of an important woman – I can’t recall the correct name for her – she was a 
shaman.  This photograph was taken in late 2003.  The one below right was taken in 
April 1999. 

 

  
 

 The photographs below were taken on Stirling Ridge in 2003/2004.  There are a 
number of ant bed nests that have rocks in them arranged in an oval pattern.  There 
are numerous depressions such as the one shown below right.  They range in size 
from adult body length to small depressions ones around 30 centimetres across. 

                                                 
8
 The depressions shown in the photographs were identified by a Ngarigo lady as burials.  The 

descriptions in a number of articles suggest that these big and the smaller depressions on the north 

western end of Stirling Ridge are burials. 
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On the next page is another example of rock 
lined oval shaped depression on Stirling 
Ridge.  The majority found to date are on 
the north side of Stirling Ridge.  In a number 
of these depressions cut off bases of bottles 
have been found.  Some have river rocks 
added. 
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Below is a photograph of a depression under a wild cherry tree next to the Mourning Tree identified 
by Mr Bell - shown earlier – on Stirling Ridge. 

 
 

 
 
Pointer Stones & Marker Stones. 
During discussion with a member of the ACT 
Heritage Branch I was told that there is no such 
thing as pointer stones used by Aboriginal people.  
This statement is at variance with the information 
I received from Mr Don Bell and his wife, Ruth 
Bell.9  It is also at variance with my experiences in 
the Great Victorian Desert where it was not 
uncommon to find pointer rocks directing the 
gaze to the sites of native wells that were several 
sand hills away.   I also came across the following 
relating to marker stones in Records of Times 
Past Ethnological Essays on the Culture and 
Ecology of the New England Tribes. Edited by 

Isabel McBryde.  Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, Canberra 1978. 
 
Productions and Resources of the North Western Districts of New South Wales 
1842-1854.   
William Gardner Boundaries of the Blacks. 
 
Thus we find on inquiry of the blacks that each tribe has a particular district allotted 
to them, this they divide as their own. This district is further divided by that tribe into 
their various hunting grounds and fishing places, and these are considered to support 
the tribe.   
 
The rude designs of the blacks sometimes seen in the bush of Australia denote the 
boundaries of the District, the various hunting grounds, the fishing waters or burial 
places belonging to the tribe. These when found by travellers in the bush are alluded 
to without knowledge of their proper object or intention. 
 
The boundary line of each district belonging to the tribe is marked at distances, and 
as these are principal indications of the District, they are marked at certain points 
and distances, in the most imperishable manner that the blacks may have at 
command, and a rock, or stone, is usually employed to mark upon and record part of 
this line. 
 
Within the District a cutting or pint of a kangaroo upon a rock, denotes the hunting 
ground of that animal… 

                                                 
9
 Mr and Mrs Bell also told me that they were told by a member of the Heritage Department that there 

are no such things as pointer and marker rocks used by Aboriginal people.  Rather insulting I would 

think. 
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Ngunawal people are rock people and in addition to arrangements used pointer and 
marker rocks.  During a walk on 27th February 2004 on Stirling Ridge Mr Bell told me 
that Black Mountain and Mount Ainslie were two important mountains – the former 
the more important of the two.  On each mountain and others there would be 
pyramids of stones that direct the eye from one mountain/hill to another.   
 

General Information 
Other references to Ngunawal life in the territory. 

 
Canberra by W Davis Wright (1923) 

Manners and Customs of Aboriginals  

An interesting tribal custom, and one strictly observed, was that of sealing, as it 
were, a male and female child as future husband and wife. From that time they were 
termed each other’s snake, and were supposed not to look at one another. I have 
often seen these bridal couples (of the future) when meeting pull a covering over 
their faces or turning aside, to observe the tribal law. This interregnum lasted until 
the tribal man making ceremony came off ie when the boys were about seventeen to 
twenty years of age, and a sufficient number of them available, say five or six. Then 
all the men together left with the boys for Jedbenbilla Mountain, the sacred place, so 
to speak, sanctified for that purpose. It was a very solemn affair and great secrecy 
observed. I never heard what the actual rites were, but the boys returned fully made 
men, with one tooth knocked out, then all proceeded to Kamberra for the great feast. 
10 

The ground was cleared around a big tree - if one was available, if not, a pole and 
boughs were arranged - and at a set time the gins entered the arena, and sitting in a 
circle with an opossum rug tightly stretched across their knees, made a sort of a 
drum-like taunt as an accompaniment to what they called their singling. [The 
importance of trees that is reflected also in what is found on the site is referred to in 
this information from Wright.] 

Now came the men, arrayed in a perfect galaxy of decorations, skin tassels hung in 
festoons, faces and bodies painted with clay, white and coloured, they danced and 
postured until weary, or the ceremony was concluded. Then came the event of the 
day, and the blushing couples, so long sealed and blind to each other’s existence, 
were presented to each other, to begin life in orthodox style, the snaky relationship a 
thing of the past.  

 
 

                                                 
10

 Stewart Mowle who lived at Yarralumla Property and later next door at Klensendorlffe’s property 

(1830s-1852) said that Canberry (various spellings) was more on the south side of the Molonglo River 

than the north side – ie around the area of Stirling Park.  Some old documents state that the 

Corroborees were held on the north side of the river near the old Acton offices – today near the site of 

the modern museum on Acton peninsula. 
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Aboriginal Burials Post European Invasion. 
 
Europeans have influenced Aboriginal burying practices and decoration of graves.  
The Dunedoo Cemetery that was established in time for the burial of my uncle 
Samuel Trevor Yeo in November 1911 (he was one year old) there is talk of several 
Aboriginal people being buried outside the cemetery perimeter.  Their graves have 
no headstones are markers and it is only oral histories that keep the knowledge of 
the burials known.  Don Bell’s father, James Carroll, was also buried outside the 
cemetery proper.  Nellie Hamilton, Don Bell’s grandmother, is buried  in the 
Queanbeyan Cemetery in the RC section.  Her grave too is unmarked. 
 
I have been told stories about the mass graves used to bury Aboriginal people who 
were killed.  One is in the vicinity of Sale in Victoria.  It is not recorded in any official 
documents but is known to the locals.  Similarly, another massacre not recorded to 
my knowledge is the killing of members of a tribe of Aboriginal people in the 
Cobbora area.  The adults were shot and the children thrown in the river to drown. 
[This is a family story] 
 
During the twentieth century a number of Aboriginal cemeteries in the European 
form were established.   One that is documented is at Collarenebri where grave 
decorations consist of glass heated and then broken into fragments and placed on 
the graves. The process is not as simple as it sounds because great skill is required to 
heat the glass to the right temperature etc.  Family graves are looked after by family 
members and the skills of preparing the glass is passed on from one generation of 
women to the next.  The on-line study of the Collarenebri Murris Cemetery makes 
the point – These memories about shared experiences of working on the cemetery 
over many years.  These memories reveal a complex development of a living 
traditionally bases culture which is continuously evolving.  At the same time, they 
express a universal need to draw on ritual and community mourning to come to 
terms with death…   
 
The Murris article that I read on these graves also mentioned that the burials had to 
take place between daylight and sunset and that the graves had to be dug by family 
members and friends.  There was also mention that the traditional alignment of the 
bodies was north south but this tradition at times was broken.  References to burials 
in the ACT also note that burials were often made near rivers or creeks and that after 
burial the mourners crossed the water – a feat that the spirit of the deceased could 
not do.   

   
Geoffrey Meyer (family historian) 
EVIDENCE OF ABORIGINAL BURIALS 
I have either fully transcribed dozens of cemeteries or looked through many others 
looking for burials of people belonging to many family trees I was working on.  All of 
this was done in the 1970s and 1980s covering most of the cemeteries in the 
Hawkesbury area around Windsor/Richmond, all of the cemeteries within the Hunter 
Valley from Merriwa and Scone to Maitland as well as Murrundi, Quirindi and many 



 336 

more in the North West of NSW and also went in Gilgandra, Coonabarabran, 
Dunedoo and Gulargambone. 
 
My observations of grave sites not having proper headstones erected over them can 
be distinctly seen as either white or Aboriginal.  The styles of decoration and primitive 
erection are different in both cultures. 
 
I have only seen Aboriginal graves in the Gulargambone cemetery which to me 
indicates that during the course of the C20th those of Aboriginal blood in that area 
chose to bury their people within the cemetery.  The graves [in this cemetery] are 
outlined with stones painted white, while inside the perimeter of the stone outline 
the ground is decorated with coloured pieces of glass.   
 
As there was not other cemetery that I encountered in my wide travels which covered 
the areas where Aboriginal descendents were buried, it is assumed that they have 
chosen to bury their dead in a separate place and probably using stones and pieces of 
rock in patterns to mark the spot and also some glass or glass bottles.  The 
Aboriginals would know which site of each burial belonged to a particular person 
until such time as the families moved away or became integrated into white society 
or chose to follow western ideas. 
 
The graves in the cemeteries which belong to white people, have been arranged in a 
different way reflecting the western culture.  Low wooden picket fences around the 
perimeter of the grave with the use of vases filled with real or artificial flowers to 
adorn the graves.  Sometimes a cement slab would be placed over the grave and then 
a primitive marker or printed inscription of a more permanent nature added to the 
grave.  Sometimes only a wooded cross with inscriptions was erected and the grave 
tended to keep out weeds and the usual vases of flowers or other symbols reflecting 
the life of the person buried there. 
 
In the 19Cth graves that did not have headstones erected had high wooden fences 
around them with wire netting attached to the rectangular frame and without any 
indication of who was buried there.11  I have seen a large area surrounded with a low 
wooden fence in the picket style which enclosed a large number of burials (members 
of my own family) which did not survive beyond the middle of the 20Cth. 
 
The two cultures did not use the same methods of marking grave sites, in the case of 
Aboriginals because headstones were not traditional and in the case of white people 
because they could not afford to erect a proper headstone. 
 
Geoff Meyer, BA. MA[NE] Family Historian 21.2.2004. 
 
To date I have only come across general information written about the majority of 
Aboriginal burials in general in the area of the Australian Capital Territory.  There are 

                                                 
11

 Aboriginal people do not mention the name of the deceased.  Two graves with European headstones 

that I saw near Ooldea just gave the dates of deaths – and that each held an Aboriginal body – no 

names on the headstones.  I did not photograph these graves. 
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the few such as Honyong (various spellings).  It is my belief that Stirling Ridge and the 
area of Camp Hill were burial areas for the Ngunawal people.  The many depressions 
of varying sizes that are placed near old gum trees follow the general information 
about burials described in some early writings. 
 
The following photograph was taken on Block 1 Section 128 (Stirling Park near Flynn 
drive).  It is one of four arrangements that have glass inserted in the ground.  This 
glass can be dated to the early 1960s.  Mr Bell when he saw it commented, Not my 
culture (ie not Ngunawal).  There is no evidence to suggest that the stones set into 
the ground and the bottles & jars are contemporary.  They are reminiscent of 
European Grave furniture. It is possible that these may be from other Aboriginal 
people visiting the area?? Or placed there during the period when the lake was 
under construction.  Below are two photographs of jars (four areas in total) inserted 
into the ground .  The second photograph has two white quartz river rocks added to 
the decoration. 
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Above – black arrows point to the jars in the ground.  Below is an arrangement that has a bottle 
inserted into the area within the stone arrangement.  It is possible that the arrangements were in situ 
long before the bottles/jars were added? 

 

 
 

Following is a photograph taken in February 2004 of a decoration found in one of the depressions on 
the northern side of Stirling Ridge on the western end.  Part of the oval shape was marked with bricks 
made post World War 2 at the Canberra Brickworks.  This particular area has added a small figurine of 
a horse. 
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Below right is a piece of glass that appears to have been used to cut – on the left is one of the sharp 
pieces of white quartz also found on Stirling Ridge that could have served the same purpose. 
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Other Early References to Ngunawal People in the Canberra area 
 
History of Goulburn Area on the Internet that refers to the 
Ngunawal people. 
 

Aboriginal Settlement 
Two tribes lived in this area the Gandangara, to the north, and the Ngunawal, to the 
south. The tribal boundary between the two (shown on the accompanying map) cuts 
through what is now Goulburn City. This boundary, like the others on the map, is 
based on linguistic differences, and marks only the approximate limits of location of 
the tribes. Populations tended to concentrate where game, water and other food 
were relatively plentiful. The Gandangara lived mainly in and around the 
Burragorang Valley, which was rich in kangaroo; the Ngunawal lived around the 
Murrumbidgee, south of Canberra, and along the Molonglo near Queanbeyan, and 
around Lake George.  
 
Because these tribes came into contact with white settlers from the 1820s onwards, 
much of their language and culture disappeared before anyone alert to their 
significance could document them. Most of the meagre and fragmented information 
that is available concerns the Ngunawal; very little is known about the art, customs 
or traditions of the Gandangara tribe.  
 
The Ngunawal were said to be a very gentle people. Sir Terence Aubrey Murray, an 
enlightened landowner-magistrate whose influence was felt in and around Collector 
from the 1830s, was noted for his humane and just treatment of the Aborigines. For 
their part, the Ngunawal were helpful to the settlers, and peaceful. Violence was 
rare, and when it did occur, was invariably the result of Europeans usually 
bushrangers and convicts taking and abusing the Ngunawal women.  
Mercifully, the Ngunawal and the Gandangara seem to have escaped the systematic 
slaughter, poisoning and drowning practised on many other Aboriginal tribes in 
Australia. Yet their slow death was still horrible: the smallpox epidemic of 1830, the 
influenza epidemic of 1846-47, and the measles epidemic of the 1860s, not to 
mention the mortality caused by tuberculosis and venereal disease, caused a 
catastrophic drop in numbers. As pastoral development destroyed the food chain on 
which the Aborigines depended, those that survived were faced with slow starvation.  
 
Alexander Harris, in Settlers and convicts (1847) recorded one Goulburn Aboriginal's 
assessment of the effect of European land use: Plenty water before white man come, 
plenty pish (fish), plenty kangaroo, plenty possum, plenty everything: now all gone. 
Poor fellow now, black fellow! By and Bye, that got nothing at all to patter (eat). 
Then that tumble down" (then he will die)'. The two economies that of the pastoralist 
and the hunter gatherer could not co-exist.  
 
The Bogong moth (Agrotis infusa) was a vital part of the diet of the Ngunawal. These 
moths, easily harvested, and highly nutritious, aestivated in their millions in the 
southern alps, and in the summer months, the Ngunawal grew 'fat, glossy and 
polished like ebony' from eating them. The moths were eaten after being lightly 

http://www.geocities.com/goulburneast/goulburnhistory.html#aboriginal
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roasted, and had a taste something like that of a walnut. The Ngunawal were one of 
a number of tribes who gathered for the moth feasts. By 1878, however, the impact 
of European settlement, particularly its part in bringing into year-round proximity 
tribes which normally had little contact, had ended the festival forever.  
 
From March to November, during the winter, the Ngunawal dispersed into small 
nomadic groups, living on game and those vegetable foods which were available 
year-round. At certain times of the year, 'manna' a whitish sugary deposit formed by 
insects, could be obtained from various trees, most notably the 'Manna Gum' (E. 
viminalis). In good seasons, up to nine kilograms of this important food could be 
obtained from a single tree. The Ngunawal kept warm during the cold upland winters 
by sewing possum skins together to make cloaks.  
 

 
 

Dr Diane Bell suggested in 1975 that 500 would have been the approximate figure for 
the extent of the Ngunawal tribe; this would have allowed them to spread out into 
fairly widely dispersed groups. By 1856, their numbers were down to 70, according to 
Shumack, a local farmer. Their economy shattered, the survivors became dependent 
on whites for food, clothing and shelter. Some achieved a degree of prominence in 
white society. Johnny Taylor, a batsman of legendary prowess, was only one of a 
number of Ngunawal cricketers of the 1870s. 'Queen Nellie', the last full-blood 
Ngunawal, was a well known Queanbeyan identity, whose intelligence impressed the 
many judicial figures she appeared before. In her later years, her status became that 
of a local dignitary. She died on New Year's Day, 1897 in Queanbeyan Hospital after 
having received and farewelled all the notables of the town.  
 

Aboriginal Art 
That there are very few known Aboriginal sites on the southern tablelands is largely 
due to the absence of sandstone rock shelters. The limestone caves in the area, such 
as those at Wombeyan and Bungonia, are either too wet or shaft-like to be habitable. 
Of more than 100 caves inspected by Josephine Flood (1980), only one showed any 
evidence of Aboriginal occupation.  
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There are two Aboriginal sites which have been studied in detail in the area covered 
by this guide. One, at Nardoo, east of Lake George, is an open air camp site, and the 
other, at Gardiner's Rocks near Bigga, is the only known example of Aboriginal rock 
art on the southern tablelands. The paintings, which are fading and have been 
defaced, show that emus were once common in the area.  
The few other known sites, such as the initiation mound near Kenmore Hospital on 
the eastern side of the Wollondilly River, the two corroboree grounds east of the 
Goulburn railway station, the burial grounds on Lansdowne Estate, and the weapon 
sharpening site near Tarago, have not as yet been excavated or examined by 
archaeologists… 
 
Errol Lea-Scarlett Queanbeyan District & People  1968.  National Library of 
Australia Registry No AUS 68-2418  PP 19, 20, 21 
 
The first settlers [of the Limestone Plains & Queanbeyan area] slowly got to know the 
scattered groups of aboriginals.  Always very few they shunned the occasional visitor 
before settlement began, although James Ainslie is said to have been guided to 
Duntroon by an aboriginal woman when he arrived from Bathurst with Campbell’s 
sheep.  Alan Cunningham, in 1824 was struck by the absence of signs of native 
occupation, and the general lack of comment by explorers indicates the fact that the 
natives were avoiding them.   In 1826 an official, albeit arbitrary estimate of the total 
native population of the district between Goulburn and Lake George placed the 
number at nineteen men, seventeen women and nine children (Ref Returns of the 
Colony of New South Wales. 1826) 
 
It appears that there were two tribes of aboriginals in the Queanbeyan District, 
Ngarrugu and Ngunawal (Ref F Watson, A Brief History of Canberra 1927 p 13) 
 
Within clearly defined areas they roamed in search of food, the Ngarrugu from 
Queanbeyan through the Monaro country as far as Delegate, the Ngunawal from 
Queanbeyan to Yass, Tumut and Boorowa, and across to Gundagai (Reference N 
Tindale, Results of Harvard-Adelaide Universities  
 
Anthropological Expedition 1938-1939 -  Distribution of Australian Aboriginal Tribes, 
Royal Society of South Australian Proceedings, Vol 64, 1940 p 1930.  Some superiority 
of the Ngunawals is sugested by the fact that both tribes spoke the Ngunawal dialect 
although neighboring tribes all used other dialects.  Surveyor Dixon in 1829 received 
the impression that there were more than one tribe along the Murrumbidgee 
towards its junction with the Yass River.  He reported meeting several tribes of 
Natives amongst which were the notorious Montogo, Maravanue, Borabong etc etc. 
(Reference Surveyor Robert Dixon, Monthly Report to Surveyor General, 1-31, May 
1829 (AONSW 2/1531)  The names as quoted could be those of individual; he did not 
make the point clear.  The last is possibly the origin of the place name ‘Burbong’, 
although well-removed in point of distance.  The supposed tribes were doubtless sub-
groups of the Ngunawal.  Lhotsky, writing in 1834 stated that the blacks whom he 
encountered near Gunning told him that their wanderings did not take them to 
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Limestone, by which he meant the Queanbeyan District. (Reference John Lhotsky A 
Journey from Sydney to the Australian Alps. P 41) 
 
Frederick Watson History of Canberra 1927.   
Frederick Watson was editor of Historical Records.  These records had information 
on convicts removed (destroyed)…Watson’s section conveys a little more 
information.  In his Chapter 2 starting on page 13 … 
 
As elsewhere the Aborigines disappeared rapidly before the advance of civilization 
within the territory at and about Canberra.  Before any exact scientific investigation 
of their tribal customs could be effected, they had become contaminated with the 
vices of the white invaders so to speak.  All the information, that is now available, is 
derived from casual references by visitors, from the reminiscences of early residents, 
and from the researches of RH Mathews, student of ethnology. 
 
As in other parts of Australia, the tribe which occupied the federal territory, 
possessed sharply defined area, over which it had the privileges of hunting and 
roaming.  The northern boundary of this area was situated approximately above the 
ridge which forms the southern limits of the watershed of the Yass River. John 
Lhotsky, the German naturalist, states that some aborigines, whom he met at 
Breadalbane plains in the year 1834 and who called themselves Pajong tribe, 
informed him they hunted as far as the Yass Plains.  RH Mathews states that the 
Wiradthuri group of tribes occupied the watershed of the upper Murrumbidgee River; 
that the Ngarrugu tribe occupied the country from  Queanbeyan southerly to 
Delegate; that the Ngunnawal tribe adjoined the Ngarrugu tribe on the north from 
Queanbeyan to Yass, and extended to Burrowa and Goulburn; that, south of the 
Ngarrugu tribe was the Birdhawal tribe, south west the Kurnai, and west the 
Walgala.  It is evident that Lhotsky, in 1834, and Mathews by his researches, agree as 
to the position of the northern boundary of the territory of the tribe, which roamed 
about Canberra. 
 
Mathews states that the Ngunnawal dialect was used by the Ngarrugu tribe, which 
possessed rights over the federal territory; but that all the other tribes who were 
neighbours to the Ngarrugu, spoke different dialects.  He has collected and published 
a vocabulary of the Ngunnawal dialect. 
 
As already noted Mathews states that the tribe was called Ngarrugu.  W David 
Wright who knew the remnants of the tribe in his youth (about 1850), says that it 
was called Kamberra.  PROBABLY KAMBERRA WAS THE NAME OF A SUBDIVISION OF 
THE MAIN NGARRUGU TRIBE.” [My upper case.] 
 
 
LH Fitzhardinge St John’s Church and Canberra 1941 
Page 18  The following refers to Robert Campbell’s man Ainslie finding Pialligo (later 
named Duntroon.  Campbell wanted land in the area of the Cow Pastures. But as 
there was no land available there.  He then instructed his overseer, James Ainslie, to 
take delivery of his sheep from the Government flocks at Bathurst and travel 
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southward with them in search of suitable land.  Failing to find what he wanted at 
the Goulburn Plains, Ainslie drove his flock on, and near Yass he fell in with some 
aborigines who guided him to the limestone Plains.  Here where the Royal Military 
College now stands, he erected his huts… 
 

  
The Aborigines of the Canberra District at the Arrival of the White Man -A paper 
read to the Canberra and District Historical Society, 29th May 1954 by W P Bluett 

 
To get a picture of our district Aborigines in their relation to Canberra one needs to 
remember that the headquarters of the Nganbra-Pialligo tribe was right here within 
City boundaries.  Not that they occupied any village or permanent settlement; that 
was not the custom of the blacks who had to be constantly on the move, going "walk 
about" after their retreating game.  One group camped at Pialligo12 and were known 
to the early settlers as Pialligo blacks; another, of a larger number of families set up 
their mia-mias at the foot of Black Mountain close to Canburry Creek.13   These were 
called the Canburry or Nganbra blacks (John Blundell 1838, and Mrs McDonald, nee 
Webb 1842). 
 
At each of these camps the Abos put on their one great form of entertainment - the 
Corroboree.  On the Canbury Creek the big nearly whole-tribe pageants were staged, 
while Pialligo was the scene of their frequent local social gatherings.  A corroboree 
was the Abos one great expression of community entertainment and tribal display. 
 
Canberra was the most convenient locality, rich in food, for the King to assemble his 
warriors and their families 400-500 strong, for his empire of over two million acres, 
when he wished to do honor and impress his neighbouring monarchs.    And Canburry 
Creek over the centuries must have seen many of these inspiring demonstrations.  
The night would be lit up with the cooking fires at a hundred or more mia-mias 
spread along the Creek; the four or six blazing bonfires lighting up the big cleared 
dancing ground; the painted and decorated athletic performers, their greased bodies 
glistening in the firelight; the dancing and miming and singing and shouting; the 
piccanninies goggle-eyed with excitement; the old men chanting and tapping their 
feet, the lubras clapping hands and slapping buttocks to the rhythm of the dance.  
How thrilling the sight to the primitive native.  Such a show would cover the whole 
gamut of his cultural understanding. 
 
And so generation after generation life went on in Old Nganbra - feasting and 
dancing, singing and chanting, marrying and giving in marriage, a few squabbles and 
heartaches and now and again a call to war.  Except in times of bad drought they 

                                                 
12

 The area now called Fyshwick was known as Molonglo.  Similarly the area known as Pialligo was 

the area of Duntroon.  In the early years of Canberra the area now known as Pialligo was known as 

Fyshwick.  According to a number of documents that I have read, the name Pialligo was the word used 

in answer to Ainslie’s question to the Aboriginal lady who showed him the way to Pialligo.  He asked 

the name –she replied she didn’t know –pialligo – there are variations on this story. 
13

 Now called Sullivan's Creek. 
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were well fed, they had no housing shortage, no rent collector and the word WORK 
did not disfigure their vocabulary... 
 
Samuel Shumack’s book, An autobiography or Tales and Legends of Canberra 
Pioneers   
In 1856 the local tribe of Aborigines numbered about seventy, and their chief was 
Jimmy the Rover.   There were strange and bloody stories in circulation about him, 
and any new arrivals in the County Murray were eager and ready to believe all they 
heard about the blacks.  About ten years before our arrival at Canberra a dispute 
between two of the local tribal leaders was settled in primitive fashion, each man 
using a nulla nulla and a shield called a cooliman.  The site selected for combat was 
where the Queanbeyan showground is now, and about a dozen pioneers were 
present including Thomas Beattie, S Naylor, Richard Moore, Wright, P McNamara 
and A McKeachnie.  Jimmy the Rover killed his opponent and the howling of the gins 
could be heard a mile away.  Archibald McKeachnie later told me that the body was 
buried in a sitting position, and his account of the fight confirmed that given by Mr 
Wright. 
 
After the death of his rival, Jimmy the Rover became chief of the Pialligo tribe and it 
was now that his roving instincts became manifest.  Shortly after he disappeared, 
and some two years passed before he again appeared in the County Murray with a 
little white girl about four years of age.  He looked after this child and she was his gin 
when I first met them.  They often visited our home, but mother was unable to get 
any information from her because Jimmy guarded her jealously and she was 
uncommunicative in his presence.  However, Mrs John Coppin learnt from some of 
the local lubras that when Jimmy left the locality he went north of the State and 
joined a tribe, but it was not long before they were hunted by the local squatters and 
many were shot.  In retaliation the tribe made a raid on a station homestead, and 
killed all except the little girl.  Jimmy had to fight some of the tribe’s stalwarts to save 
the child’s life, so he fled back to County Murray, taking the child with him.  The 
journey took some months and another blackfellow named Hong Kong had usurped 
his position as chief, so Jimmy had another fight on his hands.  This took place at 
Lanyon and lasted an hour; Hong Kong then fled to Cuppacumberlong, where he later 
died…The last time I sae the Rover was in 1863 when the tribe camped near our 
home at Emu Bank and the native called Bobby called to see us.  Mother asked him 
how Jimmy and Ginnie (the white girl) were and Jimmy said, “Ginnie is dead three 
months and Jimmy cry a lot for her.”  Shortly after this the tribe moved out towards 
Yass, and here Jimmy killed another blackfellow during a fight.  The police from Yass 
came out to arrest him, but he took to the bush and later called at Uriarra for rations, 
saying, “Police want Jimmy – don’t tell police where Jimmy is.”  The story goes on to 
tell of how the people helped him.  Jimmy lived in a cave and food was left for him.  
He gave instructions of how to bury his body as he knew that he was dying.  His 
instructions were carried out following his death.  The year was around 1864 and 
Jimmy’s age was around 60. 
 
Shumack continues on with the story of Bobby and his wife Nellie. Their two children 
Eddie and Millie died young with measles.  One of Nellie’s descendents is Don Bell 
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who now lives at Canberra.  Shumack goes on to tell the story of a child who 
drowned in a waterhole at Yarralumla.  The Aboriginal people said that the body 
would be found downstream.  They were not believed at the time but later the body 
was found downstream.    
 
Another reference was made to a visit by the South Coast Aboriginals about 1862 or 
1863.  They numbered about 400 and met in Dr Hayley’s paddock at The Oaks.  
When they left a body was found buried – it was of a warrior. 
 
Another story told is of Nanny who was the daughter of Ainslie and the Aboriginal 
woman who showed him to Duntroon.  Nanny had eleven children.  One daughter, 
Sarah married Richard Lowe. 
 
LYALL GILLESPIE’S CARDS – REFERENCE TO ABORIGINALS (‘B’ & ‘M’ 
Sections) 
Death by drowning on last Friday the 21st instant two twin brothers aged about 6 
years, sons of Mr George Bates innkeeper of this town it appears went to fish at the 
Queanbeyan River at 4 o’clock.  One of the two by some means got his line foul and 
in endeavouring to untangle it, dropped his rod in the river which he grasped at to 
catch and in doing so fell in, the other brother gave the alarm, when a member of 
the inhabitants of the town including the constabulary hastened to the spot and 
after searching for the body about 15 minutes it was found by an Aborigine of the … 
known as Jimmy the Rover.  Dr Martin was immediately on the ground and did 
everything that lay in his power to restore life, but in vain.  A magisterial  enquiry 
was led by Captain Faunce JP in the absence of the coroner who was away from 
home, where a verdict of ‘accidentally drowned’ was returned. His remains were 
interred on last Sunday and his father being a member of the Happy Ha… Lodge of 
Oddfellow .. officers and brothers attended the funeral.   
Goulburn Herald 5.4.1856 
 

BELCONNEN 
Belconnen was the name given to a creek in what is now the Canberra satellite town 
of the same name.  According to a local story, an aborigine had been sent to find a 
stockman or shepherd in the vicinity and had used the works ‘bail connen’, ‘bail’ 
apparently being a negative in the local dialect.  It is also possible that the name was 
at one time spelt Belconnell.  It is recorded that Donald Cameron, one of the earliest 
settlers in the district built his homestead in 1870 within 100 yards of Belconnen 
Creek.  The Belconnen Courier 2.11.1972 
 
Old Cooma Resident. Perhaps one of the oldest if not the oldest resident of Cooma 
was the Aboriginal Biginook whose death took place a few week since. Mr Henry 
Dawson, the solicitor is also one of a quartelle of ‘oldest residents’ and his early 
recollections in connection with a gathering of Aborigines when some 1200 were 
present at Cooma are of three score years.  Biginook then a child of five years, was 
also present with his sister, Jubba.  A large gum tree stood at the spot which is now 
the corner of the Cooma Post Office and close to the telephone bureau at the corner 
of Vale and Maine Streets.  This tree was lighted and about thirty piccaninnies were 
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playing around it when a large limb fell and struck Biginook at the back of the head 
breaking the drums of both of his ears.  The child was taken to the residence of Mrs 
Dawson (the mother of Mr H Dawson) Beresford House, which occupied the site of 
the new School of Arts building in Vale St where his injuries were attended to.  After 
the accident the infant Biginook lost his sense of hearing and speech and was deaf 
and dumb during the remainder of his life.  He was well known in Cooma and district 
and would communicate by means of the deaf and dumb alphabet and signs.  
Biginook was a native of Mutlingbang? near Jechride (now known as Gagedzerick) 
and was taken by ‘Moondie’ an old Aboriginal generally called ‘Monday’ from 
Woolway to Mr John Smith of Bobundara and thence to Nimitybelle.  He then for a 
period with Mr Henry Wallace of Dangelong prior to living in Cooma where he 
obtained a livelihood working at odd jobs.  He was about 65 years of age at the time 
of his death at Cooma Hospital.  ‘Mercury’  Queanbeyan Age 14.7.1914 
 

BILLY (ABORIGINAL) 
Played with Ginninderra Cricket team in a match against Queanbeyan on New Year’s 
Day.  Scored 4.  Queanbeyan Age 6.1.1870 
 
Report of the commencement of the cricket season with the usual married versus 
single match.  Eddy and Billy were amongst the single players.   
Queanbeyan Age 6.10.1870 
 

BILLY THE RAM 
Report of the murder by aborigines of an aboriginal known as Billy the Ram at the 
camp near the Oaks on the bank of the river, Dr Hayley’s residence.  A son of Dr 
Hayley’s saw three or four blacks digging a hole a little distance from their camp and 
near the camp something wrapped in a blanket like a dead body.  Information was 
given to the police and s…Constable Reilly proceeded to the spot and disinterred the 
body, which was rolled up in a blanket doubled and tied up.  At the bottom of the 
grave there were a tin pot, necklace and several articles of attire.    
The Golden Age 5.4.1862. 
 
The Wynyard Times in noticing our report of the murder of Billy the Ram, the 
aboriginal who was lately discovered dead near Mr Hayley’s says ‘Billy was familiarly 
known to most of the residents of the Murrumbidgee district. He was a low thickset 
sturdy fellow, with more apparent intelligence than the blacks in general and his 
countenance indicated a savage disposition. Billy’s character was by no means good, 
he was very quarrelsome and pugnacious.  It is generally reported that he had been 
engaged in more than one murder both of blacks and whites and at one time in 
camping with other blackfellows turned bushrangers standing up travelers in the 
most approved style. As it is supposed that he was murdered by blacks of a tribe 
different to his own it more than probable that his death was the result of an act of 
savage justice. ‘We can confirm our contemporary’s remarks having ourselves known 
Billy for some years, and could give more than one illustration of his savage 
disposition, one shall suffice; on a certain occasion at a station in the Lachlan district, 
we witnessed a murderous assault committed by Billy on no less a personage than 
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the old King of his tribe, Jimmy Coorooboorooma.  Regardless of the sacredness of 
the King’s person, Billy was battering his aged and royal head with a nullah nullah till 
the welkin rang again with the echoes of the murderous blows and had it not been 
for the timely interference of the King’s loyal subjects Billy would have added to all 
his other sins, the foul stain of a regicide.  He came of this’ attempted assassination 
of the King’  was that his majesty had used his authority in commanding Billy to 
restore a beautiful lubra whom he had stolen from a neighbouring tribe, and who 
were threatening Cooroobroorooma’s tribe with war if the captive was not returned.  
How the matter ended we know not; but that the savage King and his more savage 
subject have both gone the way of all black – the letter, whether designed by or not, 
has fallen a victim to that universal law ‘ who so sheddeth man’s blood, by men shall 
his blood be shed.’  
 The Golden Age 3.5.1862 
 
BLACK, PETER 
At the quarter session, Black Peter and Stupid Tommy (aboriginals) were found guilty 
of assault and robbery and sentenced to 3 years each.  Black Peter to serve the first 
year in irons. Goulburn Herald 23.1.21854 
 

DEUMONGA, BOBBY 
Report by the Braidwood Observer of the murder by Jimmy the Rover of Bobby 
Deumonga, a Queanbeyan Aboriginal of the same tribe.   
The Golden Age 24.5.1862 
 
The Braidwood press in reporting the murder of a certain Aboriginal by the hand of 
one of his own tribe mentioned the victim as being the above well known 
blackfellow of this district (Bobby Deumonga), but is appears that the murdered man 
is some other blackfellow for Bobby has since made his appearance in this town and 
was present at the cricket match on Saturday last he himself being a cricketer.   
The Golden Age 31.5.1862 
 
BOBBY (ABORIGINAL – SEE ALSO BOBBY DEUMONGA – same person) 
Played in a cricket match at Ginninderra on Easter Monday between an All Comers 
Team of 17 and the district 11.  Particular reference is made in the report of the 
match to his excellent fielding.   
The Golden Age – A Correspondent 11.4.1861 
 
Played with Ginninderra in a cricket match against Duntroon at Ginninderra on 15th.  
The Golden Age 20.2.1862 
 
Played with Ginninderra in a cricket match against Duntroon. Scored 6.  
The Golden Age 3.10.1861 
 
Played with Ginninderra in a cricket match against Duntroon at Ginninderra  
The Golden Age 17.10.1861 
 
Played with All Comers eleven in a cricket match against Ginninderra.   
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The Golden Age 26.4.1862 
 
Played with Ginninderra eleven in the first cricket match of the season against 
fifteen of the district.   
Golden Age 2.10.1862 
 
Played with Ginninderra in a cricket match against Yass at Yass New Year’s Day.  
Scored 10.  
Golden Age 8.1.1863 
 
Played with Ginninderra cricket team in a match against St Vincent (Braidwood) at 
Braidwood on 21st instant. Scored 16.   
Golden Age 29.1.1863 
 
Played with Ginninderra eleven in a cricket match against a Queanbeyan sixteen on 
Anniversary Day at Queanbeyan.  
Golden Age 29.1.1863 
 
Played in a cricket match with Ginninderra against Queanbeyan on 26th instant at 
Queanbeyan. Scored 38.   
Golden Age 28.5.1863 
 
The once numerous tribe of aboriginal pro…of this district have for some time past 
been reduced to one blackfellow, Bobby, the well known cricketer, his gin, Nelly with 
two or three piccaninnies of doubtful paternity and an old widowed gin called Nanny 
on Tuesday Mr A Gibbes of Yarralumla performed the part of the good Samaritan to 
poor Bobby who is stricken down by consumption and brought him to Queanbeyan 
hospital for medical attention and kindly nursing and although his days are 
numbered it is well since nothing more can be done for him that his passage to the 
grave should be resolved as smooth as skilled humanity can make it; nor would it be 
more than his duty is some Christian minister or private Christian philanthropist 
were at the eleventh hour to labour to light up the dark valley for poor Bobby by 
directing him to the way to a better inheritance than fell to his lot in this life.  
Goulburn Herald Chronicle 9.11.1872 (or 92?) 
Queanbeyan Age 7.11.1872 (or 92?) 
 
Report of a terrified boy about eight years old leaping off Queanbeyan bridge 
because of his fear of blackfellows.  Passing over the bridge he saw approaching him 
from the other end the well known Aboriginal Bobby.  When he turned Black Nelly, 
Bobby’s gin was approaching from the other end.  He was unhurt.   
Queanbeyan Age 27.4.1871 
 
There were a good many males in the Pialligo tribe in 1860 of whom I remember 
Jimmy the Rover, Bobby, Jimmy Taylor and Kangaroo Tommy. I first saw Bobby in 
1858 when the tribe were camped near the house.  During the time my father saw 
Bobby break in an outlaw horse at Ginninderra and later told me that Bobby’s exploit 
was superb. The horse tried every trick known to the equine race but it never 
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unseated him.  His lubra’s name was Nellie and they had two children – Eddie and 
Millie – but both died young with measles.  On one occasion Nellie gave one of the 
leading citizens of Queanbeyan a piece of her mind when she said, “You know Nellie 
we make good laws.  See that building over there, it is a grave and if people break  
our laws we put them in there.”  “Yeah,” she said, “you have a lot of big rich men 
over here that should be in there.  You come and take our land and kill our game and 
let us starve, and if we take a sheep or kill a calf you shoot us or put us in gaol.  You 
bring your disease and give it to us – we had nothing like that until you came and 
stole our land – you gave us rotten blanket and bad rum.”  Nellie was a very 
intelligent woman and was honest and truthful.  About 1871 Bobby was known 
throughout the district south of Goulburn as the champion wicket keeper and was 
also a good bat.  He and his mate, Jimmy Taylor, died great things for Ginninderra 
Cricket Club… In 1872 Bobby and Nellie and their children were the only pure bread 
blacks in the district – A measles epidemic about 1862 had decimated the tribe that 
camped near Emu Bank in 1858 and 1862…Shortly after 1872 Bobby, Nanny, Eddie 
and Millie were carried off by measles *incorrect+ and Bobby’s gin, Nellie was the 
only pure blooded member of the tribe left.   
Tales and Legends of Canberra Pioneers. Samuel Shumack pages 149-151 
 
Report of the fire which destroyed the residence of Mr F McAuliffe, blacksmith of 
Ginninderra, and most of its contents.  Mr McAuliffe estimates his loss at between 
50 and 60 pounds.  The loss would have been far greater but for the willing 
assistance of an aboriginal named Bobby and Mr McAuliffe men and women on the 
premises.   
Queanbeyan Age 26.10.1867 
 
Report of a cricket match between Queanbeyan and Ginninderra at Queanbeyan on 
New Year’s Day.  Bobby was top scorer for Ginninderra with 17.   
Queanbeyan Age 6.1.1870 
 
Played a cricket match between Ginninderra and Yass at Ginninderra on Thursday 9th 
instant – scored 1 and 11.  
Queanbeyan Age 16.11.1871 
 
Bobby and Eddy played with Ginninderra in a cricket match against Queanbeyan at 
Queanbeyan.   
Queanbeyan Age 4.1.1868 
 
Bobby played for Ginninderra in a cricket match against Queanbeyan at Ginninderra 
on Easter Monday.  
Queanbeyan Age 10.1.1868 
 
Bobby played with Ginninderra in a cricket match against Queanbeyan at 
Queanbeyan.  
Queanbeyan Age 25.4.1868 
 



 351 

Played in a cricket match on Monday last married V single players selected from the 
three clubs in the district.   
Queanbeyan Age 30.5.1868 
Report of a cricket match at Ginninderra on 18th between Ginninderra and 
Queanbeyan and the return match at Queanbeyan on anniversary day.  Bobby 
played for Ginninderra in both matches.   
Queanbeyan Age 28.1.1869 
 
Played at Ginninderra in a cricket match against Queanbeyan on the Queen’s 
birthday.  Ginninderra won.   
Queanbeyan Age 30.5.1871 
 
Report of a dinner for the Queanbeyan cricketers who were to have played Goulburn 
on Thursday but could not because of rain. Mr JJ Roberts (?) was in the chair.  One of 
the Queanbeyan players is an aboriginal in the colony, delighting in the name of 
Bobby.  Whilst the feast was going on Bobby was introduced to the company by one 
of the stewards and his appearance was the signal for a hearty burst of cheering.  
Bobby for the remainder of the evening occupied a post of honour to the left of the 
chair.  Enjoyment continued until mid-night.   
Goulburn Herald 10.10.1857 
 
Played with Queanbeyan in the deferred match against Goulburn Cricket Team at 
Goulburn on Saturday.   
Goulburn Herald 14.10.1857 
 
Bobby (aboriginal) played with Ginninderra in a cricket match against Queanbeyan at 
Ginninderra on Saturday 18th instant.  Scored 5 in both innings.   
Goulburn Herald (Queanbeyan Correspondent) 25.10.1856 
 
Bobby, aged 40, labourer, Charnwood, died 27.1.1873 buried at Glenwood Burial 
Ground.  Certified by Henry Hill.  Parents not known, single, witnesses Patrick 
Newman, CN Walker and WF Cook, WS Hall. Register of deaths, Queanbeyan. 
 
Edmund Yoarah aged 15 died 11.9.1871 of pneumonia buried Glenwood. Certified by 
H Hall, Charnwood.  Parents, Bobby Hamilton and Nellie Warker – witnesses to burial 
Daniel Donohoe, Robert Gunnell and James Murphy. Register of Deaths 
Queanbeyan. 
 
District early burial plots 
…At Ginninderra the natives had a burial ground and these dusty sons of the wilds 
looked on these plots with reverential awe.  The last internments in this plot were in 
the mid nineties – Kangaroo Tommy and Jinnie.  There is another at Glenwood.  
Bobby and his two children, Eddie and Millie were buried there in the seventies.  
Bobby for years was the wicket keeper of the Ginninderra Cricket Club and was 
considered second to none in Australia… Yours etc, old identity.  
Queanbeyan Age 26.2.1932 
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BOBUNDARA 
Mentioned in the report of the death of Bobundara (aboriginal) that he was a native 
of Murlingbong near Jechrick (now known as Gededzerick) and was taken by 
‘Moondi” an old aboriginal generally called “Monday” (?) from working to Mr John 
Smith at Bobundara and thence to Nimmtybelle.   
Queanbeyan Age 14.10.1914 
 

BOMBALA 
Aboriginal word for meeting of the waters.  
Queanbeyan Canberra Advocate (Aboriginal Place names and Their Meaning by GBL) 
8.1.1925 
 
Opening of the Tharwa Bridge took place on Wednesday last. The structure was 
artistically decorated for the occasion. Owing to the thick dust along the road the 
procession from Lanyon gate was wisely abandoned.  At a signal from the Committee 
there taking part in the procession assembled at the western approach. The 
cavalcade was formed something in the following order:- The Queanbeyan Band, The 
Queanbeyan Mounted Rifles, Mrs Charles McKeahnie, Miss EW O’Sullivan and Austin 
Chapman (MPs), Mayor and Mayoress of Queanbeyan, the carriages of the principal 
residents, the carriages and horsemen arrived at the centre of the bridge the 
procession halted.  Mrs McKeahnie was assisted from her carriage and presented by 
Mr O’Sullivan on behalf of Mr McClure with a handsome morocco silk lined case 
containing a pair of gold plated scissors, the case bearing the inscription on a silver 
plate “Presented to Mrs C McKeahnie by C McClure, contractor on performing the 
ceremony of christening the Tharwa Bridge, 27th March, 1895.”  Then suspended by 
a blue ribbon hung a bottle of champagne, and with her scissors severing t his, as the 
bottle swung towards the side of the structure, crashed against it and scattered its 
contents fizzing on the floor, Mrs McKeahnie added – “I name this structure the 
Tharwa Bridge.”  The cheers which none having intended and a few appropriate 
words addressed by Mr O’Sullivan, the procession reformed and proceeded to the 
eastern end of the bridge, where Mrs McKeahnie was formerly presented to Miss 
Cunningham and other prominent ladies.  After a photograph had been taken of the 
group of distinguished person present amongst who was Nelly, Aboriginal Queen, 
the military forming a background, more formal speechmaking followed …(?) naming 
the carriage of Mr FC Campbell as a platform Mr G Fane De Salis JP was voted to the 
chair, while standing around were other members of the committee including Mr CH 
McKeahnie JP the chairman of the committee and Mr McClure the contractor.  In the 
carriage along with the chairman were Mr O’Sullivan and Mr Austin Chapmen MP for 
Braidwood also Miss McKeahnie of Yarra near Goulburn. Speeches were made by 
Messrs De Salis, O’Sullivan, Chapman, McClure and Cadden.  During Mr O’Sullivan’s 
speech Miss McKeahnie who was attired in perfect highland costume and was 
charmingly prepossessing in appearance, as well as perfectly self possessed, rose and 
in graceful diction excellent elocution and perfect ac…(?) recited “Advance 
Australia”.  As her reward she received hearty applause from her audience (Miss 
McKeahnie is the granddaughter of the venerable lade who named the bridge). 
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Besides the caterers for the public who were Messrs McLaughlin and McNamara, 
publicans and Miss Sullivan general refreshments, together with sundry fruit stalls.  
Mr McClure had arrangements for entertaining the members and sundry other 
guests.  The tables were abundantly provided and the party thoroughly enjoyed their 
host’s hospitality.  There were no formal toasts however.  On the west side of the 
bridge Mrs McKeahnie had provided a sumptuous spread at which a very large 
number of persons regaled. Mr Cunningham also provided an excellent repast for 
the military.  Besides all there, groups of prime parties directed the open in every 
direction and formed a delightful picture of rustic enjoyment.  The unity show was a 
prominent feature of the day arrangements were made for the exhibition on the 
bridge which was roped off for the exhibitions committee and judges.  Drs 
Richardson and Blackall officiated as judges and Mr A Cunningham was appointed 
referee but his services in that capacity were not required.  There were nine entries 
in all – six representing the west side of the river and three the east side.  The 
decision of the judges was announced by Mr Cunningham as follows: Prize Baby of 
the West Mrs P Hardy’s Juns three months old boy; Prize Baby of the East – Mrs J 
Monck’s baby boy seven months old, on the announcement of the decision of the 
judges the prize runners were taken from the arms of their proud mothers and held 
up to view of the crowd who heartily cheered the bu…y babies and their delighted 
mothers.   
 
The Mounted Rifles gave a display of tent pegging which drew a crowd of volunteers 
and this fine body of men were much admired by those who had never seen a troop 
of soldiers before.  There were no other military manoeuvres.  From some course or 
other the programmed of spots advertised failed to come off, but there were some 
cricketing exercises and other games in which a good many took part, and after 
nightfall there was a dance in which a number of young folks heartily enjoyed 
themselves.  The claims of charity were not overlooked.  In addition to other hospital 
boxes Mr McClure with thoughtful foresight had a collection box for the Queanbeyan 
Hospital fixed on the bridge. 
 
The actual roadway elevation of the bridge is 42 feet from the summer level of the 
river and 4 and half feet above the highest recorded flood.  The extreme length of 
decking is 598 feet and there is nearly as great a length of earthworks.  The structure 
itself is divided into the following spans: - 4 truss spans each 90 feet, 5 timber beam 
spans each 35 feet, and 2 of 30 feet each with an overhand at each end of 1 and half 
feet.  The width of the roadway is 15 ft between the kerbs ()?) Which occupy 8 
inches each making a total width of 16ft 4 inches.  The quantities of material used on 
the structure are as follows: 15000 cubic feet of timber (ironbark and tallowwood), 
38 tons of iron work, 3 tons 11cwt paint and oils, 1 and three quarter tons tar.  The 
architecture is what is known as the new style Truss and the Tharwa Bridge finished 
the first instance of the application to any bridge of importance in the colony.  
Goulburn Evening Post (Qbn from local papers) 2.4.1895 
 
BULGA 
Aboriginal word for mountain. Queanbeyan Canberra Advocate (Aboriginal 8.1.1925 
Place names and their meanings by GBL) 
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To the Editor of the Sydney Gazette 
Observing by accident of a monster seen at Bathurst West a big hare(?) to give you 
im…(?) of an extraordinary creature often seen by myself at Lake Bathurst South.  
One fine morning in November 1821 I was walking by the side of the Marsh which 
runs into Lake Bathurst when my attention was  attracted by a creature casting up 
the water and making a noise in sound resembling a porpoise, but shorter and 
louder, the head only was out of the water. At the distance I stood (about 100 yards) 
it had the appearance of a bulldog’s head, but perfectly black, the heat floated about 
as though the  animal were recreating itself.  It cast up the water behind …(?) the 
quantity thrown up en…(?) neither strength nor bulk.  It re…(?) about five minutes 
then disappeared.  I saw it at a greater distance afterwards when it w(?) the same 
appearance.  One night my overseer placed a cart in the marsh and in the morning 
got into it armed with a musket very heavily charged with pieces of lead.  The 
creature appeared at daylight and the man fired; he saw the creature rise and lie at 
full length on the reeds about 5 foot long, but his shoulder was in such excruciating 
pain from the recoiling of the musket that he involuntarily shut his eyes from the 
agony and when he opened them the creature had just turned over and 
disappeared.  Numbers of them have since been seen but never been shot at.  In 
December last Mr Forbes and I were bathing at the East end of the Lake where an 
arm runs among the honeysuckle.  As I was dreaming a creature at the distance of 
about 130-150 yards suddenly presented itself to my view; it had risen out of the 
water before I perceived it and was then gliding on the smooth surface with the 
rapidly of a whale  as it appeared to me at the time.  Its neck was long apparently 
about three feet out of the water and about the thickness of a man’s thigh, the 
colour a jet black, the head was rather smaller in circumference than the neck and 
appeared surrounded with black flaps which seemed to hang down and gave it a 
most novel and striking appearance.  The body was not to be seen, but from the 
rippling of the water I judged it to be not longer that the neck.  After it had 
continued the course for about 300 years I turned round to ascertain if Mr Forbes 
had also seen it.  And on looking again it had dived and was seen no more.  I should 
have concluded this creature the same as the one before described but that the 
head appeared of a different form for the first animal did not appear to have any 
flaps about its head; nevertheless I was never near enough to see sufficiently 
distinctly as to this and other particulars.  One thing is curious – The Aborigines of 
the Lake and its neighbourhood can never be prevailed on to go near the marsh 
and describe this creature as having formerly taken their children into the water.  
They call it in our tongue – ‘Devil Devil’. I am Yours, Etc ES Hall, Macquarie St March 
25. Sydney Gazette 27.3.1823 
 
Story of the capture of a gang of bushrangers at the beginning of 1828. One of the 
leaders, William Tennant and a man named Dublin Jack or J Jones called at and 
robbed a hut occupied by James Ainslie, R Campbell’s overseer, and an aboriginal. 
On the following morning Ainslie and the aboriginal went in pursuit and came up 
with two the bushrangers.  Ainslie grappled with Tennant and during the struggle 
some Constables appeared and fired at and wounded both Tennant and  Dublin Jack 
and captured them.  About the same time James Cowan(?)  JJ Moore’s overseer 
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captured the other leader John Ricks, and four members of the gang were captured 
by Constable. In February 1828 Tennant, Ricks, James, Murphy. Thomas Hain, J Jones 
and C Campbell were tried at Sydney and convicted.  The first four were sentenced 
to be hung, Jones to transportation for fourteen years and Campbell for seven years. 
Watson’s History of Canberra pages 34-35 
 
Story of the capture of a gang of bushrangers at the beginning of 1828. One of the 
leaders, William Tennant and a man named Dublin Jack or J Jones called at and 
robbed a hut occupied by James Ainslie, R Campbell’s overseer, and an aboriginal. 
On the following morning Ainslie and the aboriginal went in pursuit and came up 
with two the bushrangers.  Ainslie grappled with Tennant and during the struggle 
some Constables appeared and fired at and wounded both Tennant and  Dublin Jack 
and captured them.  About the same time James Cowan(?)  JJ Moore’s overseer 
captured the other leader John Ricks, and four members of the gang were captured 
by Constable. In February 1828 Tennant, Ricks, James, Murphy. Thomas Hain, J Jones 
and C Campbell were tried at Sydney and convicted.  The first four were sentenced 
to be hung, Jones to transportation for fourteen years and Campbell for seven years. 
Watson’s History of Canberra pages 34-35 
 
The death occurred the other day in Goulburn Hospital after a long illness of a black 
tracker who was employed by the police.  Thomas Montague Byrne aged 59 years. 
‘Monty’ as he was called was a full blooded Queensland Aboriginal.  He was brought 
to this state in unusual circumstances being placed at the age of four in a sugar bag 
by his brothers, Henry and James Hayes.  The brothers were working a claim in the 
Queensland border and found the blacks troublesome. They scared them away by 
the old trick of a lighted candle in a watermelon with eyes and mouth cut in it, but 
the blacks departed so hurriedly that they left ‘Monty’ behind.  The brothers took 
charge of him and brought him to Gunning Flat near Cowra where a Mr O’Leary a 
relative of the brothers took care of him and had him educated and given religious 
training.  ‘Monte’ was told when he was brought from Queensland to keep his head 
in the bag when they were travelling in the train. ‘Monty’ was most popular with all 
members of the force. He was trustworthy and reliable and always gave good 
service.  Queanbeyan Age 29.8.1933 
 
MAKE-A-CAKE (Aboriginal) 
One of the Aborigines who accompanied Messrs Ainslie, Cowan, McFarlane and 
others when they went after the bushrangers Tennant and Rix(?). Make-A-Cake first 
sighted Tenant’s Camp and called out ‘make a light’ meaning that he saw the 
bushranger’s encampment. Federal Capitol Pioneer (article Henry Selkirke) 25.6.1928 
 
Another native of the now historic city area of Canberra has passed away in the 
person of Thomas Andrew McDonald, a member of this widespread Scots family 
which has played such a big part in pioneering the Queanbeyan –Canberra district.  
Born in the year 1859 quite close to where the Federal Parliament House now stands 
on a small farm owned by his father, Alexander McDonald. Tom was one of family of 
15, 10 girls and 5 boys.  Most members lived to a ripe old age marrying into many 
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district families but today of the original 15 only one is left – John McDonald known 
among his friends as ‘Fergus’ who is business at Bankstown Sydney. 
 
Tom’s mother was a Kinlyside, another pioneering family which has played a highly 
credible part in the district affairs… This Miss Kinlyside had been a nurse to Mrs Fred 
Campbell of Yarralumla, who was a daughter of James Wright the owner back in the 
40s of Lanyon, Cuppacumbalong and Borroomba (known to the Aborigines as 
Booroorooomab). The early friendship of the two women led in later life to close 
associations between the Campbell and McDonald families.  Alexander McDonald 
worked for Fred Campbell for many years part of the time as overseer of Coolamine 
Plains Station and Tom and his brothers and sisters always had the kindly interests of 
Fred Campbell.  The last five years of Tom’s life was spent at Coonbi Station near Hay 
which is still owned by members of the Campbell family.  Tom was noted as one of 
the finest horsemen in a district renowned for its wonderful riders.  Yarralumla and 
Coolamine Plains had some great horses and for years Tom’s job was to break in the 
station hacks…When working for Uriarra Station in charge of Peppercorn Plains his 
Uncle John McDonald and cousins Alick and Morton always knew that rain or snow 
their stock were safe while in Tom’s hands. Of relatives there are scares and the 
name McDonald is honestly known throughout the state. 
 
Tom’s father had two brothers, John of Uriarra and Coll of Captains Flat each of 
whom reared a big family…  
 
The late Mrs Thomas Whitehead of Wickerslack (where husband was formerly 
overseer at Duntroon) was a sister.  Mrs A Collett of Queanbeyan is a cousin so is Mr 
Archie McDonald of Royalla. Other well known cousins are Alick Morton, Bill and Jack 
McDonald, John, Bert, Aubrey and Harcourt Reid, Mrs Dave Proctor and Mrs 
Harrigan of Queanbeyan. 
 
Tom leaves a widow and three children all residing in Queanbeyan.  His children are 
Arnold, a good stockman like his father, Georgina (Mrs Sylvester Thompson) and 
Dorothy (Mrs Robert Jones of Yass). WPB Brindabella Queanbeyan Age 10.2.1931 
 
Mr F McAuliffe blacksmith of Ginninderra was burnt out last Sunday night week. The 
family had retired to rest leaving everything apparently safe and having taken more 
than ordinary precaution to secure the fire on the hearth.  But shortly after 1 o’clock 
in the morning  Mr McAuliffe and his wife were awoke by one of the children 
exclaiming the bed was on fire. It was then seen that the entire premises were in 
flames and it was only by tearing away some slabs and bark that an escape was 
affected. Mr and Mrs McAuliffe succeeded in saving themselves and the children and 
a little of their household stuff and stores, but besides the dwelling house and 
kitchen Mr McAuliffe estimation of his loss between 50 pounds and 60 pounds. This 
loss would have been far greater but for the willing assistance of an aboriginal 
named Bobby and Mr McAuliffe’s man and woman on the premises. A very general 
sympathy for Mr McAuliffe in his loss was expressed by his neighbours in the liberal 
manner in which they supplied all the various materials necessary for the 
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reconstruction of the dwelling house – a service for which the sufferer desires us to 
convey to those who rendered it his heartfelt gratitude.  
Queanbeyan Age 26.10.1867. 
 
Monaro or Menaroo or Maneroo – a freeholder in the Manaroo district takes up the 
questions mooted by our correspondent in that late communication, and he says: 
Former Governments spelt the name of the district ‘Manaroo’; the latest fashion to 
spell in ‘Monaro’ phonetically none of these is correct spelling and the nearest 
approach to the pronunciation by the native blacks is given in ’man-air-uh, So with 
Punbula which is often pronounced ‘Panb-yoo-laa’ than otherwise though many in 
the locality pronounce it Pam-poolah and the blacks called it ‘Pam-pull-up’.  
Meribula is not sounded ‘Mer-imb-yoo-la’ by the blacks but ‘Murrimbullah.’ Thus it is 
apparent that the native vowel sound ‘uh’ freely enters into the aboriginal names 
there several townships and districts. No doubt it would savour(?) of indelicate for us 
to pronounce such names as their primitive expression would justify, but it might be 
as well in the absence of an accurate standard of ortholgy(?) in reference to them 
that they should be exactly registered for historical purposes by some means as Isaac 
Pitman’s Phonotype provides.  We would then for sake of refinement and 
embellishing afford to go to the length of pompelia(?) wiik-ortly(?), Manarea etc.  
The first would be claimed and the two others quite English. Sydney Morning Herald 
– Goulburn Herald 2.6.1858 
 
Another of the notorious cutworms is the native Boogong Moth (Agrotis infusa) 
which sometimes flies in dense clouds from the mountains to the sea, and the 
bodies’ return on the waves to be piled up in deep masses along the tide line. The 
aborigines used to collect the moths in large numbers for food.  They are rich in fat. 
The New International Illustrated Encyclopaedia – An Aboriginal Feast. 
 
In connection with the Boogongs a name given by the Aborigines to a mountain tract 
of country west of the Upper Murrumbidgee on account of the presence there in 
prodigious numbers at a certain season of the year of the … of a giant moth of the 
same name – may be mentioned here, for the information of those who may be 
ignorant of the fact that when the Aboriginal natives were numerous in these parts it 
was their yearly custom to migrate to the Boogong Mountains (leaving their women 
and children to take care of themselves) for the purpose of feasting during the 
season on the larvae. However lean starved and miserable their condition before 
going up to their yearly feast the blacks always returned sleek and fat and altogether 
in prime condition.  I have known several old settlers who have tried the experiment 
of eating these boogong larvae after roasting them on coals and they pronounce 
them to be a great delicacy with a flavour resembling that of a roasted chestnut. 
Queanbeyan Age (Instalment XIV of Six Days in the Mountains of Cowley) 12.6.1875 
 
The good old days of Yore (Reminiscences continued) of Mr SM Mowle Usher of the 
Black Rod in the Legislative Council written for the Gundagai Times)  …One night we 
camped at the foot of the Boogong Mountain famed for the congregation of the 
moth of that name. The blacks at a particular time of the year used to make for this 
place, scoop the insects up into a sheet of bark, knead them into a dough, bake, 
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fatten upon them and coming down from the mountains obese and shiny.  A 
visitation of this insect took place in Sydney about 34 or 35 years ago and filled the 
late Rev M Charles’ Church at St Leonards’s.  The swarm could be distinctly heard 
overhead making its way there.   
Gundagai Times 22.8.1902 
 
Just now everyone has a word to say about the prevalence of moths. They re about 
an inch long and dark in appearance and are called Boogong Moths. The pests are 
everywhere, except in the breakfast milk and that’s usually kept covered. One local 
lady stated housekeeping and down came a shower of boogongs.  She first thought 
the black cloud was the forerunner of a massed attack… 
Queanbeyan Age 25.11.1930 
 
Plagues of moths are reported in many districts – a large number are invading 
Queanbeyan. Queanbeyan Observer 31.10.1905 
 
MUGGA 
Aboriginal word meaning ‘red ironbark’.  
Queanbeyan Canberra Advocate Aboriginal Place Names and Their Meanings by GBL 
8.1.1925 
 
MURRAY, JACK (KING JACKY) ABORIGINAL 
The Monaro Aboriginals – Admirable portraits of two of the last Aboriginals of the 
Monaro Tablelands appear in connection with the Governor’s trip. These are 
respectively Murray Jack, King of the once numerous Wolgal tribe and Mickey. His 
Majesty Jack died only some two months ago and is buried in the cemetery at 
Cooma.  The most noteworthy incident in his life was in a conversation he held with 
Lord Belmore when that Governor of NSW was passing through the district in that 
eventful occasion Murray Jack informed His Excellency with a proper …(?) of dignity 
that he – Jack – was King of the Monaro.  Mickey lives at Bolaro Station Mr Rowe’s(?) 
property and is still hearty enough to lend a hand this year with the shearing.  
Sydney Mail 9.1.1892 
 
On Saturday King Jacky, one of the last of the Monaro Blacks died at Cooma and was 
accorded a government burial.  He was very old.  The cause of death was influenza. 
Queanbeyan Age 14.11.1891 
 
MARVELLOUS (ABORIGINAL) JOHN NOBLE -1928 
A message from Junee states that ‘Marvellous’ an old Aborigine who is well known 
throughout the Riverina and was in Queanbeyan for several months last year was 
found in a serious condition by the Bethungra Police and taken to hospital. 
‘Marvellous’ was presented to the Duke and Duchess of York on the opening of 
Parliament at Canberra.   
Queanbeyan Age 15.3.1928 
 
‘Marvellous’ or Marbellous’ the old Aboriginal black fellow well known in Cooma and 
most southern towns had died in the Cootamundra District Hospital. He was born at 
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Murrama near Cootamundra and was about 82 years of age. He was in Canberra 
when the Duke of York visited the city to open the Federal Parliament.  
Cooma Express 30.3.1928 
 
The well known Aborigine John Noble (Marvellous) died at the Cootamundra District 
Hospital yesterday evening. Deceased had been ailing for some time and for the last 
month had been in hospital.  Deceased was well known all over New South Wales 
and was a most interesting figure.  His age was unknown. The remains were interred 
in the RC portion of the cemetery this afternoon.  Deceased was born at Muttama 
about 80 odd years ago.  
Cootamundra Daily Herald. 28.3.1928 
 
‘Marvellous’, an Aborigine who was well known in many parts of New South Wales 
died in the Cootamundra Hospital on Tuesday. He was born at Muttama near 
Cootamundra about 82 years ago.   
Queanbeyan Age 30.3.1928 
 
Last week ‘Marvellous,’ an old aboriginal who is believed to be more than 100 years 
of age, and is well known throughout the Riverina was found in a serious condition 
by the Bethunga Police and taken to hospital.  ‘Marvellous’ was presented to the 
Duke and Duchess of York on the occasion of their visit to Australia last year and is a 
well known identity.  
Sydney Morning Herald 14.3.1928 
 
Blackfellow, ‘Marvellous’ is in the Cootamundra Hospital seriously ill. He is said to be 
over 80 years of age.  
Bombala Times. 23.3.1928 
 
Poor old Marvellous! He is in a private ward of native’s own making at the 
Cootamundra District Hospital.   The police found him on Thursday morning under a 
tree in Hovell Street, He is sick and feeble. They took him to the institution and 
placed him in the shade of the big him in the shade of the big gum tree at the back of 
the hospital building.    Perhaps as he lies under the old gum tree he will see the 
‘possums’ playing among the leaves. The old blackfellow is known throughout the 
southern parts. He must be well over the four score –  
Cootamundra Herald. Yass Courier 12.3.1928 
 
Two amusing incidents raised a laugh amongst the big crowd which lined the 
barriers. The first was when an ancient Aboriginal known locally as ‘Marvellous’ 
stood and gravely saluted the Duke and Duchess and the second was when Mr H 
Marshall, Secretary to Sir John Butters, Chairman of the Federal Capital Territory 
walked past carrying his twin sons. They are the first pair of twins born in the Federal 
Territory.  
Daily Express 11.5.1927 
 


