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Ngangkari gathered from across the NPY Lands for the first ngangkari meeting in Mutitjulu, Northern Territory, 2000. From left: Arnie Frank, Jacky Giles, Barney Wangin, Tiger Palpatja, Andy Tjilari, Josephine Mick, Jimmy Baker, Bernard Tjalykuriny, Harry Tjutjuna and Nakul Dawson.
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NOTES TO THE READER


Spelling The names of people in this book are spelled correctly using Pitjantjatjara orthography and as specified by each individual for this publication. However, some people’s names have been and are spelled differently elsewhere. Ilawanti Ken’s name is spelled variously as ‘Ilawanti’ and ‘Iluwanti’.


The stories in this book come from interviews with ngangkari conducted in their own languages. These were transcribed and/or translated into English, and edited for readability and length, adhering to the conventions of written English. The editors and translators acknowledge the limitations of imposing such conventions on an oral tradition and have strived to preserve the voice of the speaker.


PRONUNCIATION


A Spelling and Pronunciation guide for Pitjantjatjara/Yankunytjatjara is provided on p. 266.


How do you pronounce ngangkari? NUN-ka-ree


CAPTIONS


Front cover: Nyangatja Ngayuku Mara (These are my hands), 2024, Rhett Hammerton & Maringka Burton, National Photographic Portrait Prize 2024 finalist.


Endpapers: Betty Muffler, Ngangkari Ngura (Healing Country) 193, 2023. Acrylic on linen, 122 x 198 cm. Image courtesy of the artist, Iwantja Arts and Jan Murphy Gallery.


Preliminary pages: p. 1 (half title), pp. 4–5, p. 7 (opposite) and p. 13, Nigel Campbell.


Pages 28–29, 232–233 and 258–259, Nigel Campbell.









Every Australian Aboriginal language will have its own words for healer, and healing practices may differ across language groups. ‘Ngangkari’ is a Pitjantjatjara word that belongs to Anangu, the Aboriginal people of the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (APY) Lands, and Yarnangu, of the Central and Western Desert regions.
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Andy Tjilari and Helen Milroy. PHOTOGRAPHER ANGELA LYNCH.
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Helen Milroy with Andy Tjilari (left) and Rupert Langkatjukur Peter, Australian Indigenous Doctors’ Association (AIDA) Symposium, Newcastle, 2005.


PHOTOGRAPH APY ARA IRITITJA AI-0096183.










FOREWORD



I am very honoured to write the foreword for the 3rd edition of this most excellent book, Traditional Healers of Central Australia: Ngangkari. Traditional healers have been part of the fabric of Aboriginal communities since the beginning of time. They have kept us healthy in mind, body and spirit and provided wise counsel in times of need. Everyone feels better when our healers are around us as their mere presence helps us to feel safe, cared for and connected.


Aboriginal culture in Australia is the oldest living culture in the world. This also means Aboriginal peoples in Australia have the oldest continuous knowledge system in the world, which has grown and adapted over many thousands of years. Our communities thrived for generations despite the many changes to the environment as well as to social and political systems. We have lived through an Ice Age and survived the trauma of colonisation.


Given the profound impact of the historical legacy that continues today, I wonder where we as Aboriginal peoples would be if our healers had not been with us. They cared for us when we were excluded from services, they held us through times of grief and trauma, and they continue to safeguard our spirits as we sleep in our country. Yet in contemporary times, our traditional healers and our models of care still struggle for recognition within the broader systems of health and mental-health care.


Our traditional systems of care were inclusive, they did not discriminate, in fact they treated everyone as family, as it should be. Our models were collaborative, healers worked together for the benefit of the person, family, or community. This was the origin of the multidisciplinary team – healers with a variety of skills and practices working together to achieve the best outcomes and improve social and emotional well-being. Our traditional healers are also our psychotherapists, able to give a cultural explanation, insight, or interpretation to our distress.


Our models of care were always person and family centred, holistic and enduring. Unlike service systems today, development, parenting, kinship, healing, life, and models of care were integrated and framed within an ecological perspective. This is probably why there is no single word for health or ill-health in Aboriginal languages. Understandings of health, mental health, social and emotional well-being have been learned and adapted over millennia to be our ways of knowing, being and doing, with an interconnected sense of self within a collectivist culture. Our healers are multiskilled and multidimensional in the way they work. We are finding, more and more, as we develop a strong evidence base in health and well-being, that Aboriginal ways of knowing, being and doing, and our models of care, are at the forefront of best practice.


Being able to work in a cultural model and belief system is essential in mental-health care to give meaning and validation to experiences and mental-health challenges. Providing culturally derived treatments and support also allows for greater acceptability and likelihood of successful outcomes. In some of the more remote areas of Australia, it is our traditional healers and systems of care that provide the mainstay of support for our communities as other services struggle to provide an adequate response or fly in and out, leaving the community to fend for themselves.


It has been one of the highlights of my career to have had the opportunity to work with some of our traditional healers. As a western-trained doctor, I have learnt so much from their wisdom, insight and healing practices. I have been privileged to experience their kindness, friendship and knowledge. I have also personally benefited from a range of cultural treatments. I am so grateful our traditional healers did not give up through the onslaught of colonisation but remained determined to retain their knowledge and gifts and to train the next generation of healers in our communities. I am still astonished at the deep thinking, the sophistication of culturally derived psychological concepts, and the care that is taken to educate and expand our understanding of well-being. Our traditional healers are our first doctors, professors and scientists.


I hope our traditional systems of knowledge and healing remain strong and vibrant. I look forward to a future where our health and mental-health systems recognise and value the work of our traditional healers. I also look forward to the day when our medical students and health care professionals can learn from the wisdom of healers who have sustained us for generations.


During a recent yarning session about healing and well-being with some of our healers from NPY Women’s Council, I learned that when our spirit is strong, it compels us to care for others; and when we care for others, our spirit is strong. This is the essence of healing.


Professor Helen Milroy


AM MB BS; FRANZCP; CATCAP


Dr Helen Milroy is a descendant of the Palyku people of the Pilbara region of Western Australia and is recognised as Australia’s first Indigenous doctor. Helen is currently Professor of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry at University of WA, Honorary Research Fellow at Telethon Kids Institute and Chair of Gayaa Dhuwi Proud Spirit Australia.
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Editorial Advisory committee 2025: Imitjala Pantjiti Lewis, Peter Mitchell, Jennifer Mitchell, Yulara, 2024.


PHOTOGRAPH RHETT HAMMERTON.










ALANTJA KUWARITJA



Introduction


Welcome to ngangkariku tjukurpa nampa two. Welcome to the second book of ngangkari stories. We want this book to portray the ngangkari story clearly, and to hold it, to help ensure its continued existence into the future.


We want you to read the introduction to the first book – ‘Alantja Irititja’ – by the three tjilpi [old men] over the page. They received their knowledge and powers from a long line of people. They came together with this history and recorded it for others to share. What they have said remains true and important.


In the past, Anangu lived solely in the bush. Ngangkari were with them as they moved around country. Those original three tjilpis were the first ones to talk openly about ngangkari work, and Piranpa [non-Anangu] became really interested. So, they began to travel together outside the central desert, to the cities, giving ngangkari treatments and demonstrating their skills. There was so much interest that the idea came to record their knowledge in writing. So, little by little, they opened up about their practice until it became better understood [by Piranpa].


Now, we are the new generation of ngangkari, following their lead and taking our turn to record our stories. What we really want is for our ways of doing things, our culture, to become more important again, and for the learning and ancient traditions to be passed on to keep people strong and healthy in the modern world.


We are still here. We are still working ngangkari. We are still passing on ngangkari power and the knowledge of how to use it. But we need to keep teaching so there can be more understanding about our work. To keep reminding Piranpa that we exist so they can see the importance of having us working alongside them in the hospital system. In a lot of the community clinics a ngangkari will be called in when someone is sick. We want this to become standard practice.


This book is for both Piranpa and Anangu. People from all over the world are really interested and want to buy it. That means we are raising our own money through our own words, our own Tjukurpa [culture and stories]. We hope that ngangkari of the future might be inspired to follow in our footsteps, might take their place in the future to hold and protect what we have left behind for them.


Ngangkariku Tjukurpa wiyaringkuntja wiya. Ngarala wanantjaku. Ngangkari nampa two book rawa ngarakatintjaku. The ngangkari tradition is not going to end. It will be there to follow for all time. The ngangkari nampa two book will be a part of this.


Peter Mitchell, Imitjala Pantjiti Lewis and Jennifer Mitchell, with Norma Baker Bryant and Marita Baker
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Editorial Advisory committee 2011: Rupert Langkatjukur Peter, Andy Tjilari, Toby Minyintiri Baker.


PHOTOGRAPH RHETT HAMMERTON.










ALANTJA IRITITJA



Introduction First Edition


Welcome to our new book. Given that we were once, only recently, naked spear-carrying people, and now that we have exchanged our spears for a new way of life and have almost forgotten how to pick up our spears and go hunting for meat, we are still very new to books. All we knew once was our spears and spear throwers.


Our people everywhere have always followed the instructions given out during our public speeches, early in the mornings. We used to listen to alpiri speeches every morning, just before dawn, in the early dawn light. Alpiri is the time when people talk, just before the sun comes up, early, as soon as the dawn’s breaking, when you can see the ground in the early morning. People used to talk about where we would be going hunting, and they would name the places we’d be going to, and which kind of meat we’d be going for, and so we’d be able to prepare our minds for the day. All children would hear the speeches. As soon as dawn was breaking, people would start talking. We’d wake up to the sound of people giving speeches during the alpiri time. During alpiri speeches everybody would be advised as to which way they would be going, and of the hunting strategy for the day, and who would be going on the advance party to assess the hunting, and if they were going to go for one day or for a few nights and maybe keep going and then come back a few days later, or a month later. Some speeches were made during the night when people were lying down semi-asleep and so, of course, they’d hear all the speeches, and so in the morning, what was said would be discussed further.


Now we have this book, which is something that resembles our own alpiri speeches. We have opened up our lives to you, spoken our own alpiri speeches and put them into this book, for white people, and for you, to read. We never knew about books or paper before, never! All we have ever had are paperbark trees. We called the papery bark from the paperbark trees nyiri, which is the same word for paper and book. Paper and books come from white people, not us. We never wrote our Tjukurpa – our story, history, Aboriginal Law, ‘Dreaming’ – down before. Paper is now part of our lives, and so now we have written our own nyiri – our own book.


This is our own version of alpiri that we have spoken about, written into this book, and you may now read our stories about ourselves. This is the first time people like us have collected our stories together and written them down on paper. They are all in one place on this paper, and you can read our Tjukurpa that appear like written alpiri. We do have our Pitjantjatjara Bible, of course.


We did know how to communicate by making marks, of course, which we called walkatjunanyi. When travelling, we would make marks on the ground to say, ‘We are heading off over in that direction!’ and we’d scrape marks on the ground to tell them to join us later at a certain point. We would make a number of similar marks reminding them not to delay in joining us. We’d use our feet to make the marks on the ground. Tjinangku – we’d write with the feet.


We’d communicate these sorts of things: ‘Go around that way and camp overnight. The following day keep going to that important big place, because that is where we want to meet up with you next!’ or ‘Women and children come along now!’ or ‘We have already gone on ahead!’, ‘We’ve gone in that direction!’ We’d mark the ground in a straight line with the foot. We would mark the ground with our hands too, to leave a message for our families, instructing them about where we were heading. We still do this. Our families still do this. So we were almost writing, poor us! We were writing, but not on paper! Today we go by the whitefella Tjukurpa. Telephone. We use whitefella telephones to say, ‘We are going in that direction!’ Or we write it down on the paper.


So the notion of writing on paper is a very new one, but here we are with our own book. People can choose which part they wish to read. All the people who look at this book will be able to understand us more, and we are happy about that. We are really happy to offer a number of ngangkari people’s stories.


The stories are about how we all walked the land, how we all lived, how we took our spears and hunted our meat, and how we cooked it, and how everyone sang inma, ceremonial song, all the time to the children, and how we lived our lives like that. Stories of our way of life are all here in this book. We naked children were always dancing! We adored dancing! We were naked, but who minded? We sang all the time. We’d be playing and we’d hear the melodies rising up and we’d know there would be inma in preparation. In the early evening the inma would begin and everyone would gather around for the dancing and singing and we would watch it. We have so many stories about our traditional life because our lives are so rich.


We have carried on with most of our traditions as well, and so we are able to talk about them with clarity and familiarity. We’ve told you a lot about our lives in our new book, so when you open it and read our first words in this opening section, you will read these words that we are speaking now. We are writing down new stories this time, new stories, different from the ones in our previous book Ngangkari Work – Anangu Way, now out of print.


Spoken Tjukurpa from we ngangkari are inside this book. It contains Tjukurpa about the healing touch of the ngangkari and stories about how ngangkari came to be – as well as many other stories, stories about the campfire, living beside the fire, in shelters made of branches and beside windbreaks, living inside beautiful warm and comfortable wiltja – shelter, or cool and shady wiltja. Our shelters protect us from the elements and keep us dry from the rain. Our grandmothers would ensure they were well maintained. We would sleep warm and cosily inside, next to the warm embers of the fire. We were well looked after children. We were healthy – ipilypa.


Everyone was healthy because of ngangkari. Ngangkari would arrive quickly when summoned to a sick child. If the child had, say, sore ears, the ngangkari would work quickly around the ear area of the sick child, in the comfort of their own wiltja. The ngangkari would remove the badness and banish it from the home wiltja. Ngangkari are skilled at recognising and banishing mamu, away from the home wiltja. Mamu are harmful spirit beings – a dangerous spirit force or energy.


Children would respond well and bounce back to health quickly. The ngangkari would regularly follow up with the healing breath – the blowing treatment – afterwards. The blowing-breath treatment is the finishing touch to any treatment. The parents would be relieved and happy about the treatment and ngangkari would always be praised and thanked, sincerely. This is how we lived, how our grandfathers lived.


In our first book we spoke a lot about achieving acceptance and recognition in the western medical world. Many ngangkari have already given a number of their stories in that first book. That was a great book, with great stories. We knew that it would bring us out into the open, and it did. People understood us a lot more after that first book came out. That’s why we told the stories, for people to read. We put a pair of hands on the front cover to show that ngangkari work primarily with the hands. Ngangkari are gifted with healing hands. Mara ala – healing hands. Mara nyangatja mapan tjara – these hands hold mapanpa.


These hands work with the spirit. Inside these hands are mapanpa. The hands touch the sick person. The person being touched is always happy to be given the healing touch. The family members are happy too. Ngangkari make people happy. People freely watch a ngangkari treatment and they are always thrilled to see ngangkari at work. They place their absolute trust in ngangkari and ngangkari deliver results.


We used to carry mingkulpa – wild tobacco – around in the old days, but how did we do it without pockets? Well, we bundled our mingkulpa up inside emu feathers. We would rub the mingkulpa on rocks and make it just right to take in the mouth. This is something we all enjoy. A ngangkari will also carry mapanpa around in that same emu-feather bundle. The ngangkari would always have his bundles with him. Of course all men had their bundles of mingkulpa! You don’t need to be a ngangkari to have an emu-feather bundle. Women and men all had to carry their mingkulpa somehow. Women were very good at bundle-making. After all, they’d be making manguri – headrings – all the time. They’d make beautiful manguri in order to carry their water bowls safely back home, balanced on their heads. We Anangu have got many different tools. Ngangkari have many tools of their own, and most of the time these tools are quite public and can be seen by others.


In this new edition, we are making public some more stories, newer stories and newer information about ourselves, in the same way that a ngangkari will open his feather bundle and reveal his mapanpa.


People can read about us, and our communities, and hopefully understand that there are ngangkari in many communities – that we are many rather than few. We hope they will be happy about these stories. We want people to enjoy our stories. We ngangkari have not spoken like this before, this is the first time in history that we ngangkari have revealed so much about ourselves. Our forebears never spoke publicly like this before and, in this book, Toby speaks for the first time ever about his own life.


Ngangkari have had varied lives, and this book is full of ngangkari lives and stories. Our own people can read these stories and we hope they will derive a lot of joy and pride from knowing what strong Law we have and what strong culture has come down to us from our forebears. We hope they will be happy and proud to read about their own people – their own ngangkari.


These stories are all ngangkari stories. All ngangkari follow ngangkari rules. We are strict about following our Law. We work according to the ancient Laws and rules of our ancestors. We work with our special perceptions, our eyes and our hands. We see everything and we are always ready to help. We see mamu. Ngangkari know everything, proper ngangkari.


We can help depressed people by talking to them and speaking to them straight, to help them move forward from their poor mental state, and we continue talking and talking to them to help them regain their equilibrium. It is like this: ‘You might be depressed from something that has made your life go wrong, why have you allowed it to mess up your life?’ and they’ll say, ‘No, it is because my wife has been swearing at me and I have been angry and because of that I have been depressed and sad’. And so we’d say, ‘But you have no reason to be so sad, you should be happy, don’t be sad, be happy and think about your family. Be happy within your family. Perhaps you have to leave your wife, if she is ruining your life, you need to get happy and find happiness. Choose your heart! How can you live with a sad kurunpa? With a healthy kurunpa you will live a happy life.’ Like that. We counsel people, yes we do.


We work our way through to the start of the problem. ‘Are you sad because of the arguments?’ They’ll say, ‘Yes, there have been arguments directed towards me and because of that I have been depressed.’ So we advise them, ‘You must continue to talk to ngangkari about this and we will treat you for your inner depression’. So they continue to see a ngangkari and the ngangkari has a look and gives them a healing treatment and brings about inner harmony. ‘Your argumentative inner-self is not good for you but now you are less angry, you will be happy and live a happier life.’ We work often like this, on happiness.


Helping people with mental-health problems is the same as that, we are very effective. We also work on the circulation flow, which is one thing ngangkari highly value as a treatment. Ngangkari open the flow again, and people quickly improve, and everything is soon better.


When someone is right at the end of their life and in palliative care, then it is too late. It is too late for the dying person, and they know that. So all we can do is wait, but that is good too. Perhaps the dying person is an old man, and if so, the relatives accept that. We are all happy that they have lived a good life, and there is no argument and everyone’s satisfied that everything that could be done was done. The person passes away with dignity and everyone is okay about it. Ngangkari have a job to do then, but it is too late for the dying person. Nobody is worried that he is departing because we know he has had a good life and has been a successful hunter and has lived a long and healthy life and now it is his time to depart. The whole family is happy and proud of him and some of the younger people are hoping to receive the bequest of his kurunpa.


This is how all our grandfathers died. They died in good circumstances, and died of old age. Of course everyone is very sad that they are losing him but they accept that death is a fact of life. What is the point of worrying too much? Listen, you are not to worry too much. Move forward. The surviving widow is still broken-hearted when her man dies and she cries aloud and her kurunpa inside is crying too. They think about him all night. People can’t forget him. They will cry and be sad. They will wait for a couple of weeks for the kurunpa to be gathered and placed inside the surviving widow.


It makes us proud and happy to think about these ngangkari tjukurpa, belonging to all ngangkari. All the ngangkari know the rules. Ngangkari are very intelligent people. Ngangkari have a lot to consider. They use their foresight, their eyesight and the touch of their hands. That is how they work. We hope people will enjoy reading the stories in this book because they are good stories and tell the clear story. Most of them are new stories, which are placed next to some of the earlier ones. We also have paintings of Tjukurpa, culture, country, travel and mamu. All the paintings have Tjukurpa in them.


We are really happy with our new series of stories. They are only open ngangkari stories. These stories are only the ones allowed to be open and public. Our sacred Law is for Anangu only. We do not speak about our sacred stories. People can read this without fear, even children can read this book without fear. This book is for Anangu to read about ngangkari and for them to be proud they have their own healers. They can read in this book about our own inma. They can read the stories about how children became ngangkari and perhaps they may wish to become ngangkari themselves. We are proud of all the people we have healed.


We tell how we live and work because it is only ngangkari telling their stories in this big new book, bringing their important stories out into the open. It is them to whom we give credit. They’ll have the pleasure, seeing people read it and see the realisation dawning – ‘Oh! So that’s it! These stories are all by ngangkari! This is marvellous, these stories are marvellous!’ The stories are all by ngangkari and they are all good. They are all important ngangkari thoughts. We hope that our people in the future will realise, ‘Hey! These named ngangkari have done a marvellous job of recording our traditional culture!’


Andy Tjilari, Rupert Langkatjukur Peter and Toby Minyintiri Baker
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Ngangkari collaborative painting in progress, Alice Springs 2012. PHOTOGRAPH ANGELA LYNCH.


Over page: Josephine Watjari Mick, Pantjiti Unkari McKenzie, Naomi Kantjuriny, Maringka Burton, Ilawanti Ungkutjuru Ken, Ngangkariku Tjukurpa, 2012. Acrylic on linen, 300 x 150 cm.
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NGANGKARIKU TJUKURPA



The Story of Our Work




Ngangkariku Tjukurpa (Ngangkari Story) is a collaborative work created by several ngangkari featured in this book, and now hangs at NPY Women’s Council in Mparntwe, Alice Springs. During the making of the work, the artists spoke in detail about the painting, an extract of which is printed on the following pages.





Josephine Watjari Mick You see before you, Ngangkari Tjukurpa. This is the first time we have painted a painting like this that depicts the work and life of ngangkari. The round symbols are the ngangkari men in ancient times who, at a time before their deaths, passed their ngangkari powers down to their sons. Their sons would hold their fathers’ ngangkari powers and would be trained by their grandfathers. Grandfathers would hand down their knowledge and skills. And so, ngangkari power would progress on down the ages, like a fire burning eternally, flames spreading across the lands, in the same way that the learning and knowledge would travel. So, you see, depicted by these round symbols, all the ngangkari who are still practising today. See the yellow, orange and red colours? They represent the light and the flames of the fire of knowledge from ancient times, travelling, and arriving, to present times, being passed down through the ages from old men to young children.


The name of this place we have painted is Ukata. Ukata is a location near Umutju, where ngangkari children live. They are tjitji ngangkari, and this is a place of Ngangkari Tjukurpa. Ngangkari Tjukuritja. These children all became ngangkari at a young age and remained fully practising ngangkari their whole lives. Today, ngangkari are still practising, with a rise in prominence of women ngangkari like us. Women ngangkari are practising in every community, as they were in the past, and are still practising and healing people today.


See the purple, orange and yellow circles? These represent Ngangkari Tjukurpa. The ngangkari are foraging for food to eat, collecting it and placing it in their food bowls. They are gathering ngantja [mistletoe], kampurara [bush raisin or tomato] and wangunu [woollybutt seed]. With these nutritious foods and ngangkari healing treatments, people lived healthy and happy lives.


In the bush are trees, and inside the trunks of these trees reside ngangkari kuuti. Kuuti live here, until they are collected by ngangkari. Ngangkari have open hands, which absorb the kuuti – or mapanpa – represented by the white marks on the painting. Ngangkari live in this landscape, as shown here in this painting.
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Josephine Watjari Mick There are ngangkari living in each community – women and men and children, all ngangkari. Ngaanyatjarra Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara Women’s Council is a recent organisation in the history of our people, but it was the Women’s Council that had the idea of employing ngangkari as staff members. Here you can see depicted the Women’s Council directors and government representatives coming to meetings at the NPY Women’s Council offices. Here they discuss different projects and learn about all the different teams’ work. They learn about how the ngangkari project works also. So here is a meeting, and here is our office.


The round shapes are ngangkari mapanpa, which are healing tools passed down through the generations. Mapanpa are held inside a ngangkari’s body. They are pushed inside and kept there, ready and waiting, until they are needed for a treatment. When needed, they are pushed forward, ready to be put to use by the hands. The hands with the mapanpa do the healing and the sick person is made well again.


We painted this together, and we are very pleased with the finished product, and proud to show you, considering it is the very first time we have ever attempted to document material such as this in this way.


Pantjiti Unkari McKenzie This is the place where my grandfather’s grandfather lived and where he handed down his ngangkari powers to his son. That son, in turn, passed them down to his son, when he was still a child. The sons, in their turn, pass on the powers. This is the road they take.


Josephine Watjari Mick You can see that line there. Ngangkariku Tjukurpa moved along and spread out throughout the land. The round ones here are all the ngangkari. They became really big and important, like a big bushfire.


Maringka Burton Just like a big bushfire, with the flames growing bigger and brighter …


Josephine Watjari Mick … and then it arrives here, where Women’s Council has its head office. Female ngangkari are to be found in every community. Every community has its own ngangkari, who live and work there.


And this group over here represents the bountiful country. Our traditional bush foods were very nutritious and healthy. Everybody was healthy and robust, all the people, and the ngangkari. Women would hunt and gather every day, and everyone was healthy and strong. If someone got sick for some reason, the ngangkari would make them well again, along with their wonderful strong bush foods.


That part over there resembles the trunk of a huge tree, or a great tree, which is in fact Ngangkariku Tjukurpa and ngangkariku mapanpa. See the mapanpa there? Mapanpa are part of ngangkari heritage. This design represents the road, or journey, taken by a ngangkari, as they spend life travelling around and healing people. The power of healing spread through the land, in the beginning, when it all started. That is Ngangkari Tjukurpa. Ngangkari Tjukurpa is everlasting and eternal. It is passed down through the ages to the next generation of descendants.


This is the fire that a ngangkari feels when she is ready to impart the healing power. These here show not only the journeys that we take, but the power that we have in our hands and in our arms. It is like a shining light. Like a fire light. When we are ready, we rub our hands like this.


Pantjiti Unkari McKenzie If somebody is sick, we do this with our hands.


Josephine Watjari Mick … Then they get hot, and we are then ready and prepared to extract the sickness. Our hands, the power that we have in our hands, which is in our palms and in our fingers and in our fingertips, opens out. It is normally shut, or closed, but when we are about to heal a sick person, it is just like magic. It opens out, ready to touch and heal them. It is like a light. It is heat, and it shines. It is like fire, and it heals. That is the healing power. Our hands open out when we are ready to heal. When they are close to the sick person.


Maringka Burton We have never painted anything like this before. The story shows a large area of land and the stories of a lot of people – men, women and children. Our work, the work of the ngangkari, is very much like a bushfire in the way that it spreads across the land and across time. Our fathers and our grandfathers have held that ancient skill and story about ngangkari work and ways, have held it strongly and passed it on to us, in exactly the same way that a line of bushfire burns its way across the land – similar to the way the past moves to the present, and the way in which the skill passes down through time and space.


We are ngangkari and we have painted this canvas to depict that work that we have always done across the lands, from the Northern Territory to South Australia to Western Australia, in every home and community. Our canvas has story and it also has inma [song and ceremony]. Ngangkari inma. Ngangkari inma resides inside this painting, alongside the story and the depiction of our work.




[sung by the women]


Ngangkari tjutaya nyinara waningi waru purunypa tilira waningi


All the ngangkari are sitting around igniting energy like fire





Our work, as ngangkari, has risen in unprecedented prominence, yet it is an ancient skill we maintain, passed down from the elder to the younger, year after year after year, in order to keep our whole society happy and healthy. This is what we are depicting in this canvas.


Pantjiti Unkari McKenzie We painted this, our own dedicated canvas, to depict Ngangkari Tjukurpa. Some of the images and ngangkari activities we have painted are being depicted here for the very first time. So, we are inexperienced at depicting our work in this manner. But here you can see where we have each worked on our own areas, capturing and depicting the essence of our work as we know it. We have just finished painting this canvas and it is beautiful! We painted it ourselves and here we all are, standing back from it, gazing at it together, and feeling very proud and satisfied with our work!


It is like the flames of a fire, burning brightly. We did not paint this painting lightly. We painted it with an honest and genuine intent to capture what was in our hearts and minds. We painted it with love.


Our children, as yet unborn, children of the future, will be able to see this painting which tells the story of when we were children ourselves, and how we have lived our lives, and how we hope for future generations to be able to continue on with our traditions. We want our granddaughters’ children and our grandsons’ children to learn our stories because they are not our stories exclusively. They are our people’s stories. We are not the only ones. There are many more of us, in all stages of life. We want to see our traditions continued in strength into the far distant future.




[sung by the women]


Mapan ngayuku katingu nguntinatju ngalya katingu


I was carrying my power, my mapanpa when somebody stole it away
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NGANGKARI




We are talking about the way ngangkari think and work so others may understand, especially people who work in different modalities of health care. We are cooperating with other people’s desires to learn about ngangkari. However, they are our stories. They are just for listening to. Remember that they belong to Anangu, and they are full of our Tjukurpa. Tjukurpa nganampa Ananguku. Tjukurpa Ngangkariku. This means, ‘Our Law – Aboriginal people’s Law. Ngangkari Law.’


Arnie Frank
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PETER MITCHELL




My father cared for me with a spear and a spear thrower. Long ago. We were provided for by the country. My father’s whitefella name was Ray Mitchell, but his Anangu name was Katakura because he would lose his temper easily. If someone said something that upset him he would get mad and spear them!





His own father’s name was an ancient name, Wantukungulunytju. He was given that name because he was always really anxious about looking after a special bag he carried around with sacred objects inside. He kept things like kangaroo sinew, emu feathers, and other sacred things in it. He wouldn’t store it close to camp but would hide it far away so others wouldn’t find it. He was my father’s father, from Blackstone. My father was also born in Blackstone.


My mother’s name was Patjuniny. She was born on the northern side of Tjukurla. The Luritja side. My mother spoke Luritja. My father spoke Ngaatjatjarra. I speak a little bit of Ngaatjatjarra but mainly Pitjantjatjara. When my father was a youngfella he went to Kulkuta – the other side of Tjukurla. It was there that he was married. He took my mother to Blackstone where my older brother was born. They then moved around with the one child to all those special places between Warakurna and Wankari. My second brother was born at Warakurna. After that, they continued to move around the [Warburton] Ranges area, but later, they came back to the bush, back to Warakurna.




When I was a young child, long before there were any houses or weather station at Warakurna, I met my uncles from the bush, from the north side. They were Pintupi-Luritja people, my mother’s younger brothers. One was a ngangkari.





There were no houses there at that time, no roads, just bush. That’s where I was born. Then we travelled back to Blackstone, back to [my father’s] country. All my family (they’ve passed on now) were living there. My mother and father cared for me. A lot of my extended family were living in the country around there – in Blackstone, Mantamaru, Ranges, Wanany and Warakurna – my Ngaatjatjarra extended family.
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I remember, when I was an older child, my father was walking between Blackstone and Warakurna and he saw where the grader had knocked down trees. He came back and told us that something was destroying his country. The next morning he took us to see the road. We saw that it was true. There were mounds of earth that the bulldozer had made. We all cried when we saw that road.


We followed the road on foot, followed that road for a long way when we heard the sound of an engine coming in our direction. It was a Landrover, not a Toyota, a Landrover. That’s what they had long ago. We looked and saw dust coming around the corner, so we raced into the bushes. He saw us, that whitefella – ‘Hey, they’ve run off to the hills!’ So, he stopped the car near us and called out, in our language, ‘Hey, do you want water?’ He spoke in Yankunytjatjara. It was Len Beadell. He called, ‘Nyuntu kapiku mukuringanyi? Pitja!’ Then we all came forward, mum and dad also. We came out for the water, and he poured it for us, in a pannikin. Then, he asked, ‘Where are you going?’ ‘We’re following this road. You’re ruining our country.’


When I was a young child, long before there were any houses or weather station at Warakurna, I met my uncles from the bush, from the north side. They were Pintupi-Luritja people, my mother’s younger brothers. One was a ngangkari. He was the grandfather of Tinimai, who lives in Warakurna. He was a very old man. He was an important ngangkari and we stayed with him. We stayed with him for fear of evil spirits. The evil spirits would pick people up and carry them away at night. They would take children away. He would hide us behind his back to protect us. He would tell us to stay there near the fire. That’s how he looked after us.


We would watch him. He would take the ngangkari from his stomach and show it to me. I could see it clearly. When the aeroplanes flew overhead, he would use his ngangkari skills to throw mapanpa at the planes to make them go away. And those aeroplanes would swiftly fly away. They were war planes. That was later, when I was an older child, around the time they exploded the bomb at Maralinga.


It was at that time that my oldest brother became a ngangkari. My grandfather, Wantukungulunytju, gave the ngangkari [powers] to him. Then, my brother said to me, ‘When you get a little older, I’ll give you my ngangkari powers’. He said to me, ‘I’ll give them to you and you can use them to heal other children’. When the time came to give the powers to me, he noticed I was unwell. He told me to go and seek out ngangkari in the west who would also provide me with ngangkari powers from their country.


When I was a child, the other kids couldn’t see my mapanpa. I was the only one aware of it. My older brother had put the mapanpa into me. Then, later, he opened my hands. I opened and closed them and felt my hands getting hot. My hands got hot because of the power that came into them. Then, after a while, they became cool again. From then on, if any of my family became unwell, I would extract the sickness from them, and they would become well again. Ernest Bennett was one of the people I treated when we were both still children. He was also an important ngangkari.
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When I was young, I didn’t go to school. The only school was far away. After some time, my father took me to Warburton when he went to sell dingo scalps, and he left me there to go to school. He took my young sister back with him. I had one grandmother living there, my father’s mother. She was a very old lady and she lived in a wiltja, not a house. I lived with her, my grandmother. But after I’d been there for a while, I became homesick for my mother and father, and I stopped going to school.


I met my wife in Papunya. Her name was Mary Jillian, and she was from Haast Bluff. I was from the west and we were there for cultural business. Afterwards, her father brought her across and we lived together in Docker River. There were no houses there at first, only one caravan. We lived in a wiltja. We worked there, doing council work.
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Peter Mitchell as a child, eating maku (witchetty grub), Giles, 1958. IMAGE BALLOONS & SPINIFEX (1958), COURTESY NATIONAL FILM & SOUND ARCHIVE OF AUSTRALIA.


These days, I am here in Alice Springs doing ngangkari work. I came here for other reasons, but people noticed that I was healing lots of sick people and I was invited me to work in the Ngangkari team for NPY Women’s Council. When I started, they displayed my photograph in the hospital and in the NPY Women’s Council office so that people would know that I was a ngangkari. There were a lot of women ngangkari photos there as well. There are many others working now, all doing good work. We all work together. People from all over come to be healed.


The liaison worker at the hospital asks me to come and tells me who is sick. Then they take me up to the ward and show me the patient and I extract the sickness. Afterwards, they touch [where they had pain] and they tell me, ‘Hey, I’m feeling much better. My spirit is feeling cooler now’. The punu makes them feel hot and when I extract it, they become cool. I take it out with my two hands. It comes into one hand and then it moves up and across and down to come out of my other hand.
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Peter Mitchell’s family going for water, Giles, 1958. Peter’s father, Ray Mitchell, is leading the families to a rockhole known to them.


IMAGE BALLOONS & SPINIFEX (1958), COURTESY NATIONAL FILM & SOUND ARCHIVE OF AUSTRALIA.


Every time, when the water was full, we’d go swimming there. Peter Mitchell.


I do ngangkari work with my hands only, with my two hands, when people are sick. I don’t suck blood out with my mouth, I just extract it with my hands, only my hands. That’s the way I do it. I remove the blood from where the punu has entered. Maybe it’s entered here or here [indicating places on his body], or back here, or perhaps the stomach is distended. I do it like this [demonstrating grabbing something from his leg] and get it. My forehead and two hands are ala. I can see [touching forehead] if someone is coming towards me with a punu to harm me. I can see him coming from far away. He tries but he can’t make me sick. When he arrives, he sees that his power can’t hurt me, that person with the punu.


Here in Alice Springs, families will tell me when someone is very ill in hospital. They might be worrying [about them]. They tell me they are having an operation, let’s say tomorrow, and they take me, and I touch the person. I touch them and, when the doctor takes them for an x-ray, they find nothing there. It’s gone before the operation because I’ve already taken it out. ‘You’re alright! I’ll just give you medicine.’ They both play a part, medicine and ngangkari.


If people aren’t feeling good, they call [NPY] Women’s Council, the Ngangkari team, who let me know that someone is sick in the stomach or head and is in hospital. Then they come and pick me up and take me there. The psychiatrist takes me to see people with mental-health problems. We go in together. I touch them here [touching side of head] or here [touching top of head], and I can sense something spinning around in there and I take it out.


Whitefellas have to train for many years to become doctors, but ngangkari are given their powers. My power comes from the eagle. It’s my grandfather’s Tjukurpa, Hudson Mitchell’s, the eagle. I have his [in me]. I can send him off and he flies away and finds the [person’s] spirit and takes it back to the sick person. He puts it back into them.


I travel from here to Kalgoorlie or Perth. My ngangkari goes. He goes and heals and when he has finished the healing, he returns to me. I take him out from here [indicates to stomach]. I get him out by calling his name and I tell him to go and see the sick person. So then he goes. I tell him what the door looks like where he needs to go, and he finds the correct door and enters. And, while the person is sleeping, he touches their stomach. The person doesn’t feel their stomach being touched by my friend [ngangkari] but the ngangkari senses it and gets it out. Takes it out and throws it away. Then he returns to me.


My daughter, Kerrie, was in Adelaide and she told me that she was sick. So, I went in spirit, I went and saw her. I healed my daughter. I took out the punu and returned. [I do it for] people of any colour and for different language groups. They come from Top End and I take it out of them. They all know me, Alyawarr, Anmatyerr, they all know me – from Ntaria, Kintore, Kiwirrkurra. They ring me and ask me to come in the night because they are sick. So, I send my friend the eagle to them.


These are what I have – two ngangkari from the west and the eagle from my grandfather. The ones from the west travel to find people’s spirits. I will keep them always. Some people’s ngangkari are new ones, but mine are very old. I got them a long time ago when I was a child.


When I was a child there were no houses, no hospital. There was no Blackstone, no Irrunytju, no houses in Pipalyatjara or Amata. There was only Pukatja, Warburton and Hermannsburg. When I was a child they speared their food, the meat, and chased after goanna. We ate the black-footed rock wallaby [waru]. There were lots of waru around our place, around Warakurna, Kutjuntari and Blackstone. But recently, they’ve all gone, the waru. There are only a few left.


We ate bilby [ninu], makura [bandicoot], mitika [burrowing bettong], mala, tawalpa [crescent nail-tailed wallaby]. Bilbies liked to eat honey ants, but they ran very fast. A pity, because they were very tasty meat. We would see the bilbies digging for honey ants. They dig with their noses and paws, like a shovel.


People didn’t get so sick then. They were eating animals from the bush and were very healthy. Then the animals that we hunted became scarcer. And people started to stay in one place, to live in communities. Now people are getting whitefellas’ sicknesses. Now there are lots of different medicines. People are looking for help from western medicine. There are new techniques – x-rays, operations – and there is also an important role for ngangkari, particularly in preparation for these treatments – ngapartji ngapartji.


Ngangkari are also asked to free the spirits of people who have died in hospital. Their spirits may still be there in the room, in the ICU and in other wards. I go into these places, find those spirits, take them outside so they are free to go back to their families. This includes everyone – men, women and children, young and old. When ngangkari set them free, we can see them heading off on foot, looking for family. When they find family, they stay with them. Then they are happy. For example, if a person is grieving someone, a ngangkari will find the spirit of the family member who has passed and place it in them, and they will feel better.


When I touch someone and I feel their spirit is slowing down, I think it may be their time to finish up. It might be their time. But if, when I touch them, I feel some harmful things inside, hurting their spirit, I will remove all of them. Then they will start to breathe better, and the doctor will give them medicine and they will recover.
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