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Wilinggin Country comprises a network of majestic ranges and river systems, within which lie pockets of paradise.
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WARNING: Readers are advised that this book contains images and names of people who have passed away.


How do you pronounce Ngarinyin? Na-rin-yin.
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This book is dedicated to Wilinggin, and all the old
people who told us the stories in this book.
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THE APP


This book comes alive when read alongside the Ngarinyin app. View new and archival footage, listen to Ngarinyin word pronunciation and gain access to detailed harvesting and craft-making information.


Search for ‘Ngarinyin’ in your app store.


The app is available on a range of devices.
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FOREWORD



The Ngarinyin people are the Traditional Owners of the central Kimberley region in Western Australia, and one of the three language and cultural groups within the Wandjina Cultural Society. They are deeply committed to preserving and revitalising their cultural heritage and traditional bushcraft skills. Their knowledge of the land, water and spiritual connections is profound, passed down through countless generations. However, modern pressures, including displacement, environmental changes and socio-economic challenges, have placed their ancestral knowledge systems at risk.


In response, Ngarinyin Elders and community leaders are actively leading initiatives aimed at safeguarding their heritage. Central to this is the practice of ‘Wurnan’, the traditional philosophy of sharing and sustainability that underpins their custodianship. Through cultural camps, bush trips and intergenerational learning programs, Elders teach younger Ngarinyin people essential bushcraft skills such as fire management, tracking, bush medicine, food gathering and traditional tool making. These activities not only ensure the survival of practical skills but reinforce deep cultural narratives, songlines and spiritual connections to sacred sites.


Collaborations with local schools, ranger programs and cultural heritage organisations amplify these efforts. Ngarinyin rangers play a crucial role in land management projects that blend traditional ecological knowledge with modern conservation practices. This includes protecting rock-art sites, managing invasive species and maintaining biodiversity through Indigenous fire-stick farming techniques.


By undertaking documentation projects, including digital storytelling, language revitalisation efforts and art exhibitions, the Wilinggin Corporation shares Ngarinyin culture with broader audiences, while ensuring knowledge remains, and is developed, within the Ngarinyin community. These initiatives are a powerful assertion of cultural identity and autonomy. They resist the erosion of traditional knowledge and affirm the community’s rights to maintain and celebrate their culture, and their responsibility as the holders of Country.


Keeping cultural practices alive is not just about preserving the past — it is a vital part of maintaining Ngarinyin identity, health and connection to Country. By fostering a sense of pride and purpose in younger generations, they ensure that the knowledge of their ancestors continues to thrive in the present — and into the future.


Arnold Sahanna, Chairperson Wilinggin Aboriginal Corporation
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Unggarrun, ironwood, leaves are used to smoke people when coming onto Country or when strangers are visiting.



WELCOME TO WILINGGIN COUNTRY





We start by smoking everyone using gum leaves, which gives you a good sleep. You can hear that crackle [of the leaves] in your body when you go to sleep.


– Cracker Duckhole
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Burning unggarrun leaves to smoke visitors




Ngarinyin Country starts from Napier and finishes at El Questro. It’s a beautiful Country. The Country will always call back people, no matter where or how far you go.


– Heather Wungundin





In the north-west corner of Australia, a rugged landscape almost as big as Tasmania forms the ancient homelands of Ngarinyin people. Today the area is well known because it is bisected by one of the great outback odysseys — the Gibb River Road. But for millennia before motorcars, Ngarinyin people walked and cared for this sublime freshwater Country.


Sultry rivers lined with languid pandanus and paperbark trees open up to deep, rocky gorges. Purple-tinged ridges loom over dusty and expansive savannahs dotted with boab trees, a sure sign you are in the Kimberley.


Pockets of monsoon rainforest can be found here and there, and even an ancient coral reef. This charming environment houses species of flora and fauna found nowhere else in Australia. An annual wet season fills the rivers and floods the tablelands, but also brings the threat of cyclones. This is followed by a cooler, dry period where the creeks retract and many flowers appear until the humidity and rain begin again.
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Expansive tracts of savannah cover Wilinggin Country.
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Gibb River Station, known as Ngallagunda in Ngarinyin, sits about halfway between Derby and Wyndham along the iconic Gibb River Road. It is a working cattle station owned by the traditional custodians of that Country.
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Secluded gorges dotted across the landscape are popular swimming spots, offering relief from the heat and dust.









[image: ]


Wannalirri is the head Wandjina for the Ngarinyin people, and brought all the Wandjinas together to send a big flood to drown the people after some children teased Dunbi the owl and plucked out his feathers.



WANDJINA





Wandjina is a creator. It gives us things what we need for ourselves and for the land. It gives us source of life: water, kangaroo, bush yams, sugar bag. When it’s dry season and it’s really hot and billabongs are dried up and it’s hard to get water, you go to a riverbed and the riverbed is just bare dry, and you really begging for water, you dig it up, soak water.


You dig ’em up, that sand, you have water underneath. Or if you see a bird further down the river, that bird will give you that source of life to say there’s water there. Or you can find water in tree, if you’re lucky enough. Just a little bit, but it will just keep you going until the next destination. Wandjina gives us a lot. He gives us names, skin names, what clan we come from and how we’re related in terms of kinship and giving us language. That’s the Wandjina spirit, that’s what I’ve learned from my old people.


– Heather Wungundin





Burrowed within the landscape are sandstone caves adorned with ochre depictions of the numinous Wandjina, creator and sacred spiritual force. Wandjina are Wilinggin ancestors who put themselves in the rock when the world was soft, and generations of Ngarinyin people have kept the paintings fresh to keep the Wandjina alive and strong.


Wunggurr, the rainbow serpent, is sometimes seen with the Wandjina. It is the custodian of Wandjina law and our dreaming – all the sacred sites we look after on Wilinggin Country. It usually lives in deep-water pools.




You know this Wandjina, it’s a life-saving thing, for a long time. You know them old people, they were really Wandjina people. They was all the time with the Wandjina. Talk about the Wandjina. Not only talking about, they went and visit it. They visit. Just like you go visit someone in the grave. Like that now. Them old people used to do it, and talk to that Wandjina. That’s why them old people have long life.


– Matthew Martin
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Elder Matthew Dembal Martin.
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Wandjina is a powerful rainmaker spirit, associated with creation and seasonal regeneration of the land.




The Wandjina talked. When you see a cloud rolling in, rain coming close. When lightning flash, he want to see where the people are. Thunder, he don’t talk, he mumble. When he mumble, he talk to the people. They understand. Good tucker coming. Green grass.
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