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*NGUNAWAL COUNTRY 

&  

The small portion known as Guru Bung Dhaura (& Kamberra ) 

Klensendorlffeôs Grant 

Westlake 

Stirling Park & Capital Hill  

 

 
 

Above is a copy of Dicksonôs 1829 map of the area of Canberra.  Black Mountain is the big range on the lower left.  The upper prong 

of the mountain is now Acton Peninsula and the lower one is Black Mountain Peninsula.  Near Acton Peninsula is the M (on side) of 

the Molonglo River that identifies the area on the right side of the Molonglo River as the area of Stirling Park ï former Klensendorlle 

land grant.  The long line of  hills are Red Hill and Mugga. 
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Above is a detail of a 1909 map by Charles Scrivener showing the area of Black Mountain on the north side of the Molonglo and 

Stirling Park on the southside.  The Gap is between the hills marked 1981 and 1995. 

 

Stirling Park and Capital Hill (former Westlake) are part of the southern area of Ngunawal country and itôs Ngunawal name is Guru 

Bung Dhaura (stony ground).1 With the exception of the western side of Stirling Ridge facing Fitizgerald Street that was part of 

Yarralumla property, the area was part of Klensendorlffeôs grant. Opposite on the north side of the Molonglo River was JJ Mooreôs 

                                                           
1
 Information about Ngunawal culture and names given to me by Mr Don Bell, Ngunawal elder.   
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grant that he named Canburry (Canberry).  Later the property was renamed Acton ï a name that this locality still has today.  It has 

been accepted by a number of European authorities that the name Canberry means meeting place.2 

 

According to Gwendoline Wilson, a researcher, who wrote Murray of Yarralumla - the locality of Canberry [meeting place] was on 

both sides of the river, but appears to have been mostly within Klensendorlffe land on the south side. 3   

 

Information regarding the European understanding of the meaning of Canberry differs to that told to me by Ngunawal elder, Mr Don 

Bell, who said that Canberry (Kamberry) refers to the two mountains ï Black and Ainslie ï viewed from the north.  It means womanôs 

breasts.4   

Perhaps the meaning - Meeting Place - associated with the word Canberry may have come about because areas around Black 

Mountain, Mt Ainslie & Capital Hill were meeting places. 5    

                                                           
2
 Lionel Wigmore The Long View Australiaôs National Capital (first published 1962) pages 15-18: As Mooreôs 

application [for his land grant 1826] indicated, the locality had already become known as Canberry, a name generally 

accepted (though without conclusive evidence) as being Aboriginal in origin.  W Davis Wright, son of a pioneer settler, 

frequently talked with members of a tribe of Aborigines in the area.  He has recorded having learnt from them the name 

of their tribe near being four to five hundred, when men first came there, was Kamberraé  Wright also goes on to 

mention a man making ceremony ï then all the men together left with the boys for Jedbenbilla Mountain, the sacred 

placeéthen all proceeded to Kamberra for the great feast. 

Wigmore also goes on to say that the name Jerrabombera is a misquote of  jerronwongera jerra, beal paialla njaia that 

was a reply to a question by an Aboriginal guide from Campbelltown area re the name of the area.  The answer was that 

the young boy asked the question was afraid of lightning.  Also mentioned that troops sent from Sydney in 1826 to 

Inverary (now Bungonia) near Lake George to disperse the natives who were angry about use of Aboriginal women by 

white men. 
3
 Information published in Murray of Yarralumla from Stewart Mowleôs diary ï footnote page 102.  Reference to the 

name of Canberry on the south side of the Molonglo is found in the Corkhill family in True Tales From Canberraôs 

Vanished Suburbs of Westlake, Westridge & Acton Gugler ï in the chapter Memories of the Corkhills at Riverview by 

Margaret Sullivan.  Robert Corkhill was born 31 May 1863éWhen he came to Australia as a young man of eighteen 

years in 1881 he was employed as a groom for the Campbell Estate of DuntroonéRobert was offered a small parcel of 

land near the National Library of Australia that was called CanberryéThis area is also on Klensendorlffe land.  The 

Glebe Park Story by John Grey also refers to the area of the Glebe being known as Canberry. 
4
 From the north the two mountains look like a womanôs breasts.   During a walk on 27

th
 February 2004 on Stirling 

Ridge Mr Bell told me that Black Mountain and Mount Ainslie were two important mountains ï the former the more 

important of the two. Mr Bell also mentioned that on each mountain and others there would be pyramids of stones that 

direct the eye from one mountain/hill to another.  He also spoke about the importance of pointer rocks that served 

purposes such as indication that a family group had headed off in a particular direction. 

5
 Black Mountain, known in colonial times and early 20

th
 century as Black/s Hill.   Stirling Ridge has an important 

womenôs area. The nearby camping area to this site was Capital Hill.  The two areas are connected by old pathways and 

a ford across the Molonglo River.  Black Mountain is a menôs area where initiations took place.  Around the base of the 

mountain are numerous camping areas.   Black Mountain Peninsula was a site of a major battle between the Ngunawal 

and Wiradjuri people.  The Ngunawal people won. 

Terry Horan whose parents came to the Yarralumla area in 1910 where his father worked on various jobs on the land 

identified an Aboriginal Camp near Coppinôs Crossing on the south side of the river and was shown Aboriginal 

paintings in caves under Civic.  His father was friendly with the Aboriginal people in the district and intended to show 

his son more important sites when he became old enough to see them. Unfortunately his father died before he was 

shown all the promised sites.  Other sites were mentioned in documents relating to the construction of the Botanical 

Gardens ï camping site in the grounds.  Don Bell also spoke of a family camp site on Black Mountain. 

 

Following is an excerpt from a talk given by WP Bluett to the Canberra & District Historical Society on 29
th
 May 1954.  

The following are observations made by Europeans living in the area at the time. 

The Aborigines of the Canberra District at the Arrival of the White Man  

éOne group camped at Pialligo  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.   These were called the Canburry 

or Nganbra blacks (John Blundell 1838, and Mrs McDonald, nee Webb 1842).[These are names given to the Aboriginal 
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Black Mountain has menôs areas where initiation rites took place.  Nearby to the mountain on the flat land near Black Mountain 

Peninsula was a large bora ground used for ceremonial corroborees related to the initiation rites.  On the other side of the Molonglo in 

the area of Stirling Ridge is a significant womenôs area. 

The significance of the cultural landscape of Stirling Park becomes a little clearer when viewed from a vantage point on Stirling 

Ridge.  From this site the surrounding mountains form a ring around the ridge and between them are the old pathways.  In turn the 
hills of Stirling Park form a second smaller circle around the land in The Gap.6   

Stirling Ridge is one of the old pathways that linked the area of Black Mountain via Red Hill and Mugga to Tuggeranong. 7  Along 

the ridge and in other areas of the park are numerous river rocks and other small stones foreign to the area.8  One river rock used in 

the arrangement around a mourning tree on the ridge has been identified by a local geologist as probably having come from Black 

Mountain or Jerrabomberra. Many are incorporated into the numerous stone arrangements found in the park and common to most of 
the arrangements is the use of  small black and white quartz river rocks  placed next to each other. 

To date I have not read any European information about the Ngunawal connection with Red Hill, that is long ridged mountain, but 

information provided by Mr Bell indicates this mountain was an area where tool making took place and preparation for corroborees 
was made. 9 

                                                                                                                                                                                                  

people by Europeans that links them with the area of camping. Reminiscences such as this give us a glimpse into the 

early times, but these stories are but the tip of the iceberg of knowledge and come from families who still live in the 

district.] 

 

Reference to camping in the Hall area is found in a booklet put out for ACT Heritage Week in 1982 ï Hall Historical 

Society & Village Voice Special Issue.  On page 11 is a quote from Wattle Park by Ron Winch ï pages 133 part of 

which is quoted below: 

Aborigines have been in the Hall area for at least several thousand years and possibly much longer.  A number of 

prehistoric camp sites have been found in the region, one the largest being on the property of Residale on the 

Gininderra-Gundaroo RoadéBernie Rochford of Hall added the information that there was a collection of stone axes in 

the Hall School Museum that came from these camp sites. 

6 The entrances to The Gap follow the area of modern Empire Circuit from the area of the Canberra Mosque down the hill and the 

area of modern Darwin Avenue.  Both roads follow creeks that joined in the area of the Mexican Embassy before continuing down 
The Gap on its way to meet with the big creek on its way to the Molonglo River.  

7
 Red Hill was given its European name because of the intention to plant shrubs such as bottle brush ï with red flowers 

Information from Charlie Russell who had a property on Red Hill. 
8
 Mr Bell mentioned to me that rocks from Stirling Ridge have been moved to other areas including the Defense area 

near Bungendore. 

9
 Europeans have documented a number of the corroborees held in the territory.  The sites include Black Mountain, Oaks Estate and 

Tuggeranong.  Karen Williams in her article History of Tuggeranong Homestead, wrote about a corroboree at Tuggeranong and 

massacre of Ngunawal people that may be why they were relatively shy of European contact.  Karen wrote - A corroboree was 

witnessed and recorded at Tuggeranong by William Edward Riley sometime during the 1820s prior to January 1828.7 However, by 

1834 the record of distribution of government blankets from ñJane Valeò (Tuggeranong) indicates that Aboriginal society in the 

region had already been severely affected by colonisation. G A Robinson, Protector of Aborigines, in 1844, provided a chilling 

indication of what may have happened to some of the early ñOnerwalò (Ngunawal) of the Yass area when he wrote, ñYass and 

Bathurst blacks in the early settling of the colony were said to have been troublesome, and that in consequence commandoes had 

been sent out against them.ò8 However, most journal references of the early settlers in and around the Tuggeranong plains suggest 

that the relationship between the new settlers and the remaining Aboriginal people who moved through the Canberra region was 

relatively amicable. The occasional corroboree and other ceremonial activities were mentioned into the 1860s, with Aboriginal 

groups and individuals congregating on the edge of pastoralistsô properties, villages and towns. Government polices eventually 

marshalled Aboriginal people of the region to missions near Yass and Tumut till the mid 1950s.  

David Dexter in his book The ANU Campus quotes from Dr Josephine Floodôs 1981 work on Aboriginal sites in the territory ï In 

Canberra itself prehistoric campsites have been recorded at Pialligo, Duntroon, Kingston, Barton, Parkes, Yarralumla, Deakin and 
on the lower slopes of Mt Ainslie, Mt Pleasant and Black Mountain.  Doubtless there are many more sites awaiting discoveryé 
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Red Hill, like Attunga Point (Stirling Park) and Capital Hill has a ready source of white and other coloured shales that may have been 

used by the Ngunawal people.10  The Red Hill Quarry site is opposite Alfred Deakin High School in Kent Street Deakin.  It was later 
filled in as a dump.11   

In the area of Stirling Park there is a second significant peninsula of high land that today is part of Block 1, Section 12812 on the 

eastern end of Stirling Park near Flynn Drive.  On this land there is a high concentration of stone arrangements four of which may be 

European in origin.13  This area of high ground links directly with Capital Hill that was one of the camping areas used by the 
Ngunawal people. 

Insight of Ngunawal connection with land is found in an on-line article by Karen Williams who has worked closely with Don and 

Ruth Bell on numerous sites in the territory.  The  article is entitled - History of Tuggeranong Homestead 

[http://www.tuggeranonghomestead.com.au/history/default.htm].   

An excerpt follows: 

The local Aboriginal tribe, the Ngunawal peoples, consists of a number of different clans bounded by the broad language groups of 

Wiradjuri, Ngrio (Ngarigo), Gundungurra and Yuin. The Tuggeranong plain of Canberra is at the southern extremity of Ngunawal 

country. The Canberra region is generally understood to have been a meeting place, suggesting that there was a reliable food and 

water supply and that pathways were significant as people moved from place to place through transitional cultural boundaries 

following river and creek corridors and the ridges and spurs of hills and mountains. Pathways may be the means of access across the 

region and, in the case of the main ranges visible from the highpoints of the Tuggeranong area, a physical and visual link to major 
spiritual centers and gathering places in the Snowy Mountains. 

For Aboriginal culture there are inextricable links between sacred and secular landscape values. Aboriginal people always did things 

with a witness, whether it is the spirits of a mountain, the water, the flowers. Therefore, open sites such as the stone artefact scatters 

found around the Tuggeranong homestead will be related to other landscape features by story and association. Similarly, grinding 

grooves, such as those located east of the Tuggeranong homestead, may be found in association with a significant rock outcrop yet 

equally suitable rock is not used in other places. Put into the local context, Ngunawal Dreaming refers to people emerging from their 
origins beneath the rocks.14 

Ngunawal connection with their land has been kept through the generations.  Don Bell (surname changed from Carroll to Bell when 

his widowed mother remarried), now an elder, was taught his culture by his father and other elders.  He has continued his fatherôs 

spiritual duties with the land.  This knowledge is being passed on to family.15   

Don Bell wrote his story for True Tales From Canberraôs Vanished Suburbs of Westlake, Westridge and Acton.  Part of his story 

follows: 

My Father was James Carroll and my mother was Christina Carroll (nee Brown).  I came from a family of eleven children, being the 

second youngest.  I can remember going on walkabouts with my family.  The only transport we had was a wagonette with two spare 

horses trotting behind.  Dad and Mum would pack us all into two wagnonettes.  Dad would drive one wagonette and my eldest 

brother Cyril would drive the other one. 

There would be Dad and Mum and the smaller children in the front wagonette and the rest of the older ones in the second wagonette 

with Cyril.  We would travel to Canberra, Queanbeyan and districts.  In Canberra I can remember a creek just away from old 

                                                           
10

 Mr Bell informed me that the shale in the old quarry ï Attunga Point ï was not the best quality and that they used 

white shale from another local source. 
11

 The quarries at Attunga Point and Red Hill were used by the Canberra Brickworks as a source of white shale for their 

Canberra Creams.  The quarry on Capital Hill was used for construction work in the 1920s. 
12

 Changed circa 2006 to Blocks 5, 6 & 8.  The majority of stone arrangements are on Blocks 5 & 6.  This area  is  being 

developed for residential purposes for the Chinese Embassy. 
13

 These arrangements have glass containers dated around the time work was being carried out on the preparation for the 

filling of the lake ï commenced in 1963.  They are on the top soil unlike the majority of arrangements that sit on clay. 

Mr Bell identified one of the arrangements that he saw as being not my culture. 
14

 The land where the Ngunawal people emerged from the rocks is in the Yass area.   
15

 Many European documents written in the 19
th
 and early 20

th
 centuries state or imply that the Ngunawal people died 

out with eg the death of Queen Nellie in the late 1890s.  This is not true.  Many were herded into missions such as 

Hollywood near Yass and many who were visible in the territory were moved on. 
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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.16 

Sometimes we would go right to what is known today as Black Mountain.  My Father would not let us go near some places as it was 

Taboo.  Cyril was the only one to see these places.  We used to live on fish and trapped water birds. 

We camped all over Canberra.  There was only bush and some small tracks either made by our ancestors or the wagonette.  

Everything we done was hard.  We washed in cold creek water - that water we also drank, as well as washed our clothes in it.   My 

Father would not tell us anything that was told to him by the Ngunawal Elders.  He was a direct descendent of two Ngunawal Queens 

of the Nugunawal Clan - namely Lucy Carroll and Nellie Hamilton. 

We camped all around Canberra - Red Hill, and where the New Parliament House is today.  That is why that area is very significant 

to us Carrolls. 

My Father was a man who knew all types of trees, berries and fruits of the bush.  He would get water and go to the Nguni tree and 

pick leaves off it and make tea to drink.  As I grew up I have always kept the knowledge of what my Father told me of the early days in 

Canberra when all you could see would be beautiful trees and nature and it was very peaceful.  Even today as a Ngunawal Elder I 

always get that urge to go back to the significant places even though they have been destroyed by another culture.  Spiritually my 

culture is always drawing me back to the Peace and Quiet of what is left ï 

Don Bell told me that his mother used to cook on a stone that was carried with the family on their travels.  Below left is a photograph 

of that stone and on the right two stones marked by Mr Bell as stones used for sharpening - one for rough work and the other for finer 

work. These stones, along with an axe made using traditional methods by Mr Bell, were exhibited at the exhibition and book launch 

of True Tales From Canberraôs Vanished Suburbs of Westlake, Westridge & Acton held at Canberra Museum and Gallery in the late 

1990s.   

   

                                                           
16

 Refers to the Provisional Parliament House.  Valerie Clarke (nee Hawke) and Noel Carn of Westlake recalled seeing 

an Aboriginal family camping each year on Capital Hill down below the Prime Ministerôs Lodge near the big creek.  Val 

recalled the family camped at the time of the big frosts and the children did not wear gloves.  She worried that they may 

have felt the cold. 
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Above photographs taken February 2002. Right - Mr Don Bell on Stirling Ridge holding a stone tool found in the area. Left - Mr Don 

Bell showing John Bruggeman the scar on a tree marking a burial ï Stirling Ridge. 


