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We dedicate our story to the Yorta Yorta fighters for justice, who inspired us to pass on the power of the voice and the spear of the pen to future generations.
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Keywords from Yorta Yorta Language


Alcheringa: the Dreaming; title of Uncle Bill Onus’s 1960s television show


Algabonyah: grassy plain on Dungula downstream from Moira Lake; word for handsome, good-looking (see Ronald Morgan’s memoir)


apical: at the top, or apex, of a family tree


Baala wala: Broken River


Barmah, parma: home of the plover


Barmah Moira Forest: Original name of Barmah–Millewa Forest wetlands


batjelan: money


bayadherra: long-neck turtle, totem of Yorta Yorta


bitja: word for fire management, called cultural burning, of Barmah National Park


bitjau: firestick


biyala: river red gum


bloodline: connection to ancestors and land


borpa: freshwater crayfish


burnanga: Murray cod


Coranderrk: Aboriginal reserve near Healesville, 1863–1924


Country: used by Aboriginal people to describe the lands and waterways to which they are connected as an inherent right through their ancestors


Cummeragunja, Cummera: Our home; Aboriginal settlement on the NSW side of the Murray River near Barmah, 1882 to present


Cummeragunja walk-off: action of over 200 residents who walked off Cummeragunja Station in 1939 in protest at their living conditions and denial of their human rights


dhama winyarr: woman elder


dhamangalnya: senior male elder


dhangan: damper


dharnya: red-gum trees


djitiga: meat


Dungula: Murray River; the town name Tongala is an anglicised version


Dungula watjerrupna: Murray River short-necked turtle


Dunguma wala: big flood


dyiuman: afraid


galnyan yakurrumdja: respect


gammin: fake, not fair dinkum fella


gane: Great Rainbow Serpent


gangupka: Murray perch (yellow belly)


Garradha mowla: Yorta Yorta occupation site in Barmah National Park


golyinan: angry, aggravated


goolin: person upset about something


goopna ngarwu: deep listening, used in teaching/yarning/healing circle


goopri: grog


gowala: kind, kindly


gubbah: white Australian


Gulpa Gaka: Welcome


Gulpa Gaka Yorta Yorta Woka: Welcome to Yorta Yorta Country


Gunbungwerro: Dja Dja Wurrung and Baraba Baraba name for Loddon River


gurranyin: eagle


guthup: person who is too flash


identified ancestors: Yorta Yorta Nations term for original ancestors who were on Country when British sovereignty was imposed; alternative name is apical or principal ancestors


Itchica: meeting of the waters; Echuca


jiliwa: toilet


Kanyapella: big wetlands


Kaiela: Goulburn River


Kolety: Wamba Wamba name for Edward River


Koori: name for themselves used by Aboriginal people in Victoria and New South Wales


Kotopna, kootoopna: deep waterhole, name of a district


Kyabram: thick forest; name of a town


lotjpa yapaneyepuk: speak together


Maloga Mission: Aboriginal mission station, 1874–88; ‘maloga’ means sand or sugar


mar-noo, mia mia: camp, bark hut


Millewa: name of region in north-western Victoria; called ‘Pama Narrows’ by Yorta Yorta


Moama: burial ground, place of the dead; name of a town


Moira: lake connected to Barmah Lake; protected by Ramsar Convention


Moira Station: NSW pastoral station adjoining Moira Forest


moom: bottom


Mooroopna: name of a town, from mirrapoona, meaning deep waterhole


mulana: spirit


ngalnya nginak: kind regards


Ngarrindjeri: people of the lower Murray region in South Australia


nurtja: forest


Nunga: name for Aboriginal people in southern parts of South Australia


Nyoongar: name for Aboriginal people in south-west Western Australia


Tatura: small lagoon; name of a town


tiddas: sisters


Tongala: name of a town; anglicised version of Dungula


wakeda: wild about something


wala: water


winyarrn mana: woman’s camp


Woka: Country; the lands and waterways to which Yorta Yorta are connected as an inherent right through their ancestors


wudjelas: white people in South Australia


wulumburra: communal fire


wuta yapaneyepuk: all together


yakai: goodness gracious


Yakoa wala: Campaspe River


yalca: meat, tea and damper


yama muttar: bark canoe cut from river eucalypt trees


yamyabuk yepuc: walking together


yanagai: go away


yenbenon: our people


yillita: letters, message stick


yoorrook: ‘truth’ in Wamba Wamba language


Yorta Yorta Nation: First Nations Peoples of the Dungula, Baala, Yakoa, Kaiela (Murray, Broken, Campaspe and Goulburn rivers)





Family Trees
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Introduction:
Gulpa Gaka Yorta Yorta Woka


Welcome to Yorta Yorta Country.


As I sit in my study reflecting on life as a senior Yorta Yorta elder (dhumangalnya), I look around at the photos of my ancestors on the wall. They stretch back over many generations to the Yorta Yorta, Dja Dja Wurrung and Waveroo Traditional Owners. These are featured in the family tree and throughout the book.


Granny Kitty, an apical ancestor of the Yorta Yorta Nation, had eight children and they flourished, becoming a large family group living at Maloga and Cummeragunja on the Murray River. Her children and grandchildren became outstanding leaders of the Aboriginal community in Victoria and New South Wales. Our native title land claim from 1994 to 2022 verified our bloodline connections to these elders and, through them, to the original ancestors who lived on Country since creation. This was long before the British came and imposed their law over the original Indigenous lore and sovereign ownership of the territorial land and waters. (The term ‘lore’ is used to denote the oldest and original First Peoples law, tradition and knowledge that preceded the import of English law.)


I look at the photos of our sacred rivers and the rich forest wetlands. Just recently a new bridge was built over the Murray River at Echuca and was named Dungula. My brother Clive, his wife Judy Atkinson, and the Yorta Yorta Nation proposed this name to honour the Yorta Yorta ancestral connections and name for the Murray. It is a fine example of how the broader community is gradually recognising our proud Yorta Yorta language and heritage. Much of the language used in this book is drawn from Yorta Yorta speakers and our comprehensive online database and dictionary.


Our history is long and enduring. It tells us that we are of the land and the rivers that flow through Yorta Yorta Country. Our land abounds in rich river systems, intersecting and spreading out to replenish and create rich alluvial soils, grasslands and forest wetlands. Most of the food resources in Yorta Yorta Country came from water-based activities like canoeing, shell fishing, making fish traps to store food, spearfishing, and collecting food from the lagoon systems. The traditional hunting and fishing practices continue today in adapted forms, keeping our connections to Country going for future generations.


The title of this book, Beyond the Meeting of the Waters, takes readers directly to my home in Echuca. In Yorta Yorta language we call it Itchica, which means ‘meeting of the waters’. We are river-based wala (water) people. This is my ancestral place from where I have travelled beyond the meeting of the waters. My journey of learning has come full circle and will one day return to Itchica, the eternal resting place. It is a sacred homeland that calls us at the end of all journeys so that the spirit is free to rest in peace in the eternal Dreaming.


Our storylines draw on much of the traditional language, which is woven together with English. Indigenous Australia is one of the most linguistically diverse countries in the world. The Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) map of Indigenous Australia provides an overview of the location of territorial groups and languages spoken—languages that precede the advent of English. They seek to be treated as distinct and equally valued linguistic traditions. They evolved over time immemorial and, in the words of my niece and linguistic scholar Dr Lou Bennett, ‘our language is efficient. It stands firm in its own right without being measured by outside sources’.1


AIATSIS has identified over 250 Indigenous languages, including 800 dialects, that were once spoken across the length and breadth of the country. Much language was affected by the impact of colonisation, and since the 1980s there has been a concerted effort to restore it through language retrieval processes. We are seeing a paradigm shift in the inclusion of Indigenous languages in schools, music, theatre, media and Welcome to Country ceremonies, and in the traditional naming of Australian capital cities and regional areas. In the words of Indigenous early education specialist Deborah Hoger for Community Early Learning Australia:




Replacing European names, which more often than not, reflect a painful colonial past, can be a wonderfully positive move forward in terms of building on reconciliation. Using traditional First Nations names for places both acknowledges and celebrates the connection of First Nations people to those places; long-lasting connections which span tens and tens of thousands of years …


Returning the official name of a place to its original name then, is a powerful reminder to all that we are living within a cultural landscape; we are and always have been, living on Aboriginal land.2





English has left a permanent mark on the landscape, devising and choosing names for sites and places within Yorta Yorta land. Many place names are anglicised versions of the original names. Tongala is based on the Dungula River, and Mooroopna comes from our word mirrapoona, meaning deep waterhole. Names of other towns in the area are also derived from the Yorta Yorta language. Fortunately, the imbalance in language representation is changing through the efforts of the revival process. The Yorta Yorta language used in this book comes from sources including the Wiradjuri Condobolin Corporation (WCC) Language Program’s Yorta Yorta Dictionary app, missionary Daniel Matthews’ diaries, and Yorta Yorta speakers.


The Yorta Yorta Nation uses the terms ‘identified’ and ‘principal’ ancestors to denote the original ancestors who were on Country when British sovereignty was imposed. The term ‘bloodline’ is used to explain connections to the original ancestors, who are called ‘apical’ ancestors. These are the original ancestors from whom Yorta Yorta bloodline connections are validated. Colonisation did not extinguish the sovereignty of the Traditional Owners. Their sovereignty has never been ceded to the Crown by way of a treaty, compact or any formal agreement.


Language is always changing in how we talk about Indigenous culture and land relations. Terms like First Peoples, First Nations Peoples, Traditional Owners, and apical, principal and identified ancestors are used to describe tribal group identity and territorial connections. The way I talk about knowledge of identity and connection to Country is drawn from language used in our Yorta Yorta native title case (see Part IV). Since our storylines draw on traditional Yorta Yorta language woven together with English, I have tried to find a balance between older and newer versions of terminology throughout this book. The list of keywords at the start of the book will help you learn some of our traditional words. It is also important to acknowledge that there is a distinct Yorta Yorta English that we call the Cummera drawl, a dialect that grew out of the Cummeragunja Reserve history. It is a dialect of English that contains values and concepts of Aboriginal culture, some traditional words and non-verbal communication, and is still a key language of communication within our communities today.


My journey is long and winding, covering my life from the Mooroopna riverbank to Itchica (Echuca), Adelaide, Melbourne and overseas. It is a lifetime journey with my partner, Cathy Guinness. We have written this book together, blending both our stories into one narrative. Hopefully, it will find its place as a legacy of our adventures and as a family history for future generations, friends and the broader community.


Much material on our lives is located on my website (http://waynera.wordpress.com). I now have time to reflect on those stories with the advantage of a broader knowledge base, new experiences and different perceptions. This allows me to focus on the profound changes and issues that have influenced and shaped my life from its beginnings on the riverbank to Itchica and beyond.


I hope my contribution adds further value to the broader Indigenous narrative. My Yorta Yorta worldview has been enriched by studies and knowledge accumulated from a lifetime of work experience and education. It provides an opportunity for me to reposition myself within our own ways of being and seeing things, and through our own ways of teaching. In claiming that space, I draw largely on the rich oral tradition of my people’s cultural history and survival. That is the basis of the identity I have been brought up to follow as a proud Yorta Yorta man. My life has been guided by values that have inspired us to walk tall and proud wherever we may choose to go. This inspiration comes from the admirable leadership, wisdom and knowledge that we have been privileged to inherit from our ancestors. I share how this has shaped Yorta Yorta thinking and Yorta Yorta lives.


Part I of the book introduces my ancestors and looks at the impact of colonisation on our people, and three places that were important after colonisation: Moira Station, Maloga Mission and Cummeragunja Reserve. When I was in my late thirties I recorded the stories of the elders in my oral history project A Picture from the Other Side. The account of the life and times of my people before I was born that you read in this book is based on these stories.3


Part II deals with the first thirty years of my life, in the Aboriginal community on the Flat at Mooroopna and then in the town of Itchica. I share my experience of education, race relations and friendships made along the way. This includes the valued cultural learning I got from my elders, which takes my story to 1974.


Part III is about the opportunity to return to study, which was a major turning point in my life. I want to share the knowledge and wisdom I have gained from education, teaching, oral history projects and participation in the struggle for justice.


Part IV explains how my path in education culminated in a PhD while I also worked on the Yorta Yorta land claim between 1994 and 2002. Our native title claim is a story of sharing knowledge, hard work, denial of rights and then bouncing back to base-camp politics.


Part V comes from my experience of teaching the Oncountry Learning program at the University of Melbourne. This is a community-based education program I was privileged to teach in Yorta Yorta Country for nearly two decades, from 2003 to 2019.


Part V includes discussion of the racial vilification case involving News Limited journalist Andrew Bolt. I also talk about how global travels with Cathy have added to our story: her Irish connections and Anglo-Celtic heritage enrich the storylines as we trace the impact of British colonisation and the origins of the reserve system our people were forced to live under for so long. In Part VI, the impact of colonisation comes back to revisit the First Peoples of Victoria with the establishment of the Yoorrook Justice Commission from 2021 to 2025. In the final chapter, I analyse and reflect on the changes in government policy that continue to impact and shape our lives as First Nations Peoples.


The impact of the racial ideology that drove colonisation and continues to manifest itself in our everyday lives is a significant part of the book. Indigenous people have stories to tell of the way racism has affected us and our families, and how it remains a systemic barrier to equality and human dignity in our lives today. Dealing with racism at the individual and community level is critically examined, and we see how governments have struggled to deal with it as it continues to raise its ugly head. I discuss racism in my life experiences from the riverbank to schooling, on the sporting field, and in public life generally. As an agent of reform, I reflect on what changes have been achieved through government, and people’s actions to deconstruct racial barriers.


The calls for justice through the Anglo legal system are ongoing, and the sparsity of outcomes has taken a heavy toll on the social and emotional wellbeing of my people. The victories along the way have been minimal. They are important milestones, however, in balancing the justice scales. The Bolt case is an example of persistence, courage and determination to seek fair and just outcomes for the effects of racial vilification. Courage is also about standing one’s ground against prejudice and the ongoing practices of racial vilification, witnessed in the Stan Grant, Adam Goodes, Tanya Day and Veronica Nelson cases.


In measuring the gains achieved on the justice front in my lifetime, I draw on the ‘chipping-away’ philosophy, which has helped me find some serenity and inner resolve against adversity and negativity. For me, it is rejoicing in the big chips gained that helps to restore your passion for justice when the odds are continually stacked against you. They are minimal gains, but they help to restore hope and inspire you to keep fighting. ‘The struggle continues’ is language that constantly reminds us of the daunting reality First Nations Peoples are faced with. Small gains are better than none, and while bigger ones may be elusive, they are achievable with the power of the voice and collective solidarity. I reflect on ideas like these, drawing on the political philosophy and strategies for change advocated by our admirable leaders.


Our struggle for Indigenous-based human rights has been extensive. How rights are reflected in First Peoples sovereignty, land justice, heritage and self-determination is a major focus of the book. The Voice referendum of October 2023 was divisive in its representation, becoming a political football in similar fashion to the land rights debate that culminated in the Yorta Yorta native title fiasco. I devote much attention to these matters in the book.


The storylines in this book have a strong cultural context. They are like a large river red gum with interconnecting branches that are grounded in our ancestral lands, waters and creation stories. All of these experiences and events have had a profound effect on my life and my sense of being as a Yorta Yorta man. By sharing my journey through the storylines approach, I hope to inspire our next generation as I have been inspired by my ancestors. 





PART I


Who’s Your Mob?






1


My Mob, Our Country


One of the first questions we ask when we meet other First Peoples is ‘Who’s your mob?’ We use this as a cultural protocol to establish identity connections in the Koori world. Indeed, it is a mandatory requirement.


To me, this question has a much deeper and broader meaning. It is grounded in traditional lore and validated by our bloodline connections with the original (apical) ancestors. The language used about identity comes from traditional ways of knowing and being. The question of who you are and what tribal mob you are from is customary cultural protocol. In using this question to confirm identity, we can then start talking and find out more about each other.


Two important aspects of your identity need to be known. Firstly, for me, my main mob is Yorta Yorta. Secondly, and equally important, is the place where your ancestors come from. It is about ancestral lands as well as the reserve or mission station your people lived on. Knowing your mob and your connections to Country are a guiding framework that you carry with you forever. It’s like a road map that guides your life journey, wherever you may travel in Indigenous Australia.


My wife, Cathy, is familiar with the notion of ‘Who’s your mob?’ from the exchanges that often happen when she is with me. If we’re in Melbourne, for instance, and I see someone who looks familiar, I approach them respectfully by using the word ‘Koori’ to get their attention. This usually evokes a quick eye-contact response that leads to communication. Recently at Preston Market, I approached someone who looked familiar. He quickly replied, ‘Yes, I’m Yorta Yorta.’


I responded with delight, saying, ‘Hey, that’s my mob too.’ This takes us to the next step in the kinship process, where I ask, ‘Who’s your family group?’


The person might reply, ‘Ahh, I’m an Atkinson.’ An immediate bond brings us together with the same tribal group and bloodline connections. We keep talking about kinship relations and usually end with a Koori handshake of solidarity.


Cultural exchanges like this become news items to take home and share with family: ‘Oh, I met a Koori fella today at the market who is a grandson of Dad’s first cousin.’ We grow our knowledge base and learn about each other through our mob and where we’re from.


The deeper levels of knowing and family connections can take you to broader kinship relations. The connections between the reserves and mission stations are reflected in our oral histories. For instance, when I say I’m Yorta Yorta it directly relates me to the Dungula, Kaiela, Yakoa and Baala rivers and to the reserves where my ancestors lived. They lived at Cummeragunja from 1889 until the walk-off in 1939; before that, from 1874 to 1888, they lived on the mission station of Maloga, and earlier still, they lived in the bush or on Moira Station and other squatters’ stations. This opens further dialogue on the names of family groups who lived on the reserves and the migrations and intermarriages that took place before and after colonisation. We are now drawn into the broader intricacies of migration patterns and kinship relations.


It usually turns out you’re related at different levels to other people through the cultural relationships that evolved in time and place. Once contact is made and your mob is identified, it engages other storylines. A person may say, for example, that their aunty or uncle married someone from Cummera or lived at Coranderrk or Lake Tyers and married into the community. Or they may talk about an ancestor who is buried at a particular reserve. In most cases you are related as cousins, which engages the ‘Hey cuz, we’re related’ saying. This is a bonding experience that unites your bloodline connections. It extends your kinship connections to other distant family groups and also gives you a sense of cultural security to know that you have relatives spread far and wide. Indeed, it is common for these kinship connections to extend across Australia: I’ve found this in my own travels.


The question of Aboriginal identity and sense of place is explained more clearly in an oral history interview I did with a Cummeragunja elder some forty years ago. Uncle Bevan Nicholls’ take on the matter is most enlightening when he says:




There’s been a lot of changes for us as far as a race of people goes. But we’ll never change our identity. We’ve changed in a lot of other ways but the people who have left Cummera still call it their ‘home’ even though they might live in Melbourne or Sydney. It’s something that always crops up when someone who lived on Cummera has to give their place of birth, or their children want to know where their parents were born. Then there are [the younger ones] who are always curious to find out about Cummera. I’ve seen it happen a lot. I’ve met people that didn’t know their background and then all of a sudden ‘Goodness gracious’, they find out they’re Aboriginal and the next thing they want to do is check out their origin, which will bring them back to Cummera. It’s a good thing too, because I wouldn’t like to see our people lose their identity and origins. After all it goes back for 1000s of years and that’s something we must be proud of.1





From my research, I have found that these migration and intermarriage patterns go back much further than the reserve system. They come from pre-invasion times and continue through the reserves that were established in First Peoples Country.


Watching and being part of cultural protocols like ‘Who’s your mob?’ is something that Cathy regularly experiences:




What amazes me is how people know all these names and connections. Wayne’s memory is prodigious, extending back and forth over five generations to his great-great-great-grandmother Maria. She survived the killing times and visited Maloga Mission in 1874. Then he knows all his cousins, their parents and grandparents and their children. Then he knows the families they married into. Then he knows the main family groups from the reserves around Victoria and in New South Wales so that he can often place a person’s mob from their family name and even their looks. Of course, they also talk about what this one or that one is doing, and now we are elders, always about those who are sick or have passed. These connections are the main conversation point. They can literally go on for hours twisting and turning with many jokes along the way. I am just left listening as I have found it impossible to remember all these relationships. It is one of the many cross-cultural differences between Koori and non-Koori ways. To me it is distinctly a Koori cultural way of knowing.





‘Who’s your mob?’ is the culturally proper way of establishing your Indigenous identity and bloodline connections with the original ancestors. It’s a complex process that needs explaining and makes a mockery of the fraudulent ‘tick the box’ and gammin processes used today to circumvent the proper way of identity proof.
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My ancestors lived on the traditional lands of the Dja Dja Wurrung and Yorta Yorta before the British invasion of Yorta Yorta lands in the 1830s. In genealogies and land claims, these people are called apical ancestors—that is, they are at the top of our family trees. It is from them that we inherit our identity and bloodline connections.


My parents are Clive Atkinson and Iris Nelson. My mother’s bloodline connections come from two apical ancestors of the Dja Dja Wurrung and Yorta Yorta Nations, and her people are of the Dungula, Kaiela, Yakoa, Baala and Gunbungwerro rivers in north-central Victoria and southern New South Wales. Our ancestors had traditional linguistic and territorial boundaries that evolved over time immemorial. They precede the way the government decided in 1851 to use Dungula as the political boundary between Victoria and New South Wales. Before that it wasn’t a political boundary, which is why the names of many of the groups along the rivers repeat themselves, indicating that they occupied both sides of the river. A good example as we travel down-stream from Yorta Yorta is Barapa Barapa, Mutti Mutti, Latji Latji and Wamba Wamba of the Edwards River, which is called Kolety in Wamba Wamba language.


My mother’s Dja Dja Wurrung connections come through her grandfather, Henry Nelson, who was born in 1855 in Dja Dja Wurrung Country at Majorca, near Maryborough. His parents are recorded as Gorrakkum Nelson and Tgorook/Teurrk. Henry married Margaret (Maggie) Stone/McDonald at Coranderrk in 1880, and they later moved to Cummeragunja. Maggie was born in Waveroo Country on the Little River near Kiewa in eastern Victoria. Her mother is Mary Jane and her grandfather is Billy, who is an apical ancestor of the Waveroo people. After Henry passed in 1924, Maggie stayed on Cummera where she ran a small grocery shop. She then moved to Itchica and lived with our family until she passed away in 1952; she is buried in Echuca Cemetery.2


On the Yorta Yorta side, my mother’s bloodline connections come from the Cooper family line. She is the granddaughter of Ada Cooper, who lived between 1868 and 1942. Ada was a daughter of Granny Kitty and granddaughter of Old Maria. Maria and Kitty are the two apical ancestors who were born in Yorta Yorta Country and lived in the Moira Forest, which covers both sides of Dungula. Maria is assumed to have died at Maloga in 1879; Kitty died in 1885. Both are buried with sixty other ancestors, including some of missionary Daniel Matthews’ children, in unmarked graves in the old Maloga cemetery. Sadly, there is no official acknowledgement or memorial at the gravesite. Such sacrilege and lack of respect for our ancestors, who lack a proper cemetery to protect their graves, remains unresolved business for our people today.


My father, Clive Atkinson, also has Yorta Yorta and Dja Dja Wurrung bloodline connections. His father is Henry (Puppa) Atkinson, whose parents are Aaron Atkinson and Louise Frost. Louise was born at Mathoura near Moira Station in 1858 and had three children before she married Aaron in 1873. One of these was Puppa Henry. His white father is unknown, but Aaron Atkinson, the second son of Granny Kitty, was his cultural father who raised him.


My father’s mother, Caroline Morgan, is the granddaughter of Gilpoor Mauning, an apical ancestor of the Dja Dja Wurrung. While Caroline is my father’s mother, he was reared by Caroline’s sister Louise Morgan of the Dja Dja Wurrung at Cummeragunja. Caroline died at Coranderrk in 1933 at the age of forty-four. She is the daughter of Caroline Malcolm nee Morgan, who married Alfred Mur-terrin Morgan. Alfred was born at Wharparilla in Yorta Yorta Country in 1855.


Louise Morgan had a younger brother who carried the Alf Morgan name. He died in 1949 and is buried in the same grave as Nanny Lou and Puppa Henry in Echuca Cemetery. It gets a bit complicated here given that there are three Alf Morgans and another Yorta Yorta apical ancestor called Bagot Morgan. As far as I know there is no relationship between the Dja Dja Wurrung Morgan and the Yorta Yorta Morgan at the apical ancestral level.


Louise, or Nanny Lou as we call her, married Puppa Henry Atkinson in Moama, New South Wales in 1898. Puppa Henry and Nanny Lou reared me in their home in 37 Hovell Street, Echuca East, where they moved from Cummeragunja following the walk-off. Puppa Henry died in 1952 and I stayed with Nanny Lou until she died in 1956. I returned to my family home in Echuca South when I was thirteen to be with my brothers and sisters. Often, we had other extended-family relatives from the Nelson and Atkinson family line living with us.


It is significant that my parents, all my grandparents and most of my great-grandparents lived at Cummeragunja. My Aboriginality flows to me from these identified ancestors. Through them and as an extended family group, we trace our bloodline connections to Country. Our bloodlines go back to the original ancestors who have been on Country since time immemorial and have been buried on Country since creation. In Chapter 3 I return to the question of the Anglo names that we carry from the assumed fathers who had relations with Yorta Yorta women during the history of invasion and the pastoral stations.
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‘Gulpa Gaka Yorta Yorta Woka’ is a Welcome to Country message of the Yorta Yorta Nation. We are a proud river people. Our relationship with the rivers and forest wetlands is a spiritual and sacred one. The majority of Yorta Yorta live in the towns now known as Echuca, Moama, Shepparton, Mooroopna, Cummeragunja, Barmah, Nathalia, Cobram, Kyabram, Wangaratta and Mathoura, and other smaller centres within the traditional lands. Some live nearby at Albury, Wodonga, Deniliquin, Kerang, Barham and Swan Hill. Others have moved to the cities to pursue education and economic interests, but most of them still visit the area regularly to maintain social and cultural links.
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Traditional Yorta Yorta Land and Waters comprising 200,000 square kilometres. Courtesy the author.


I grew up camped beside Kaiela in Mooroopna, drawing our house-hold water from the river. When I was seven, I moved with my family to Itchica close to the Yakoa, Kaiela and Dungula rivers. We fished, swam and explored and watched the wala replenish the forest wetlands that link us with our ancestors. My great-great-great-grandmother Maria and her people travelled in bark canoes and lived on both sides of these ancestral rivers flowing through Yorta Yorta Country.


On Country I often dream of the campfires at night as my people cooked food and shared stories of the spirit ancestors and their creations. Our creation story goes back so far it cannot be dated, and it lives within us as the eternal Dreaming.


Biami created Dungula by sending his wife down from the high country. With her dogs and yam stick she journeyed across the flat and waterless plain. As she travelled, Biami sent his giant snake along to watch over and protect her. She walked for many miles, drawing a line in the sand behind her with her digging stick. The giant snake followed, weaving and turning as it meandered through the land, creating the curves of the riverbed with its powerful body. Then Biami spoke aloud from above, thunder and lightning flashing from the high country. Rain fell, and water quickly flowed along the path of the Rainbow Serpent. After many moons Biami’s wife came to the sea and went to sleep in a cave. Her dogs ran off and kicked up the sandhills, making the river mouth of the mighty Dungula.


The creation time gave rise to our traditional rights to land, heritage, water and cultural identity. Biami created the way for the river systems and the rights that flow to the Yorta Yorta Nation. Yorta Yorta have inherited these as sovereign rights. They are enshrined in traditional law and are protected by the 2007 United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.


The Biami creation story is featured in a mural at the Dharnya Centre in the Barmah Forest. The mural, which was created in 1985, has images of Biami and the Rainbow Serpent and designs that represent the totemic beings in our creation story. It is a powerful display of Yorta Yorta artistic expression by Yorta Yorta artist Robin Bailey Cooper. Our totems are binding elements of Aboriginal religion, a sacred link between humans and all living beings in nature and the Dreaming. Our connections were handed down by the Dreamtime ancestors as the lore of the land when caring for Country.


The extensive river networks were major focal points for food collection and community life. Throughout Yorta Yorta occupation there have been constant natural and cultural changes. Yorta Yorta people adapted and continued their culture despite adversity. I have learned to respect these stories as I travel through the Barmah–Millewa Forest.


Barmah and Moira are the names of the two forests that evolved on both sides of Dungula over time immemorial.3 They are one ecosystem that took different names when the Murray River became the political boundary between Victoria and New South Wales in 1851. Since then the names have changed, with Barmah keeping its given name and ‘Moira’ being replaced by ‘Millewa’. For administrative purposes they are now referred to as Barmah–Millewa. Given that the Moira Forest and wetlands were a significant part of the traditional lands of the Yorta Yorta Nation, the area is still called Moira Country in our language. Both the forests and the lakes are the heartland of Yorta Yorta territory, abounding in evidence of Yorta Yorta occupation. Like many other cross-border issues between the two state jurisdictions, these are matters that the Yorta Yorta Nation had to deal with after Dungula became a political boundary.


Once you learn to see the evidence, you can appreciate the land’s long history. The forest wetlands are rich in water-based resources, and there are hundreds of scarred trees from which bark has been removed. The smaller scars tell of coolamons cut to carry babies, food and water, while the large scars were for bark canoes. The trees themselves live on to tell the story today. The bark was removed with stone axes traded from as far away as Mount William, Mount Camel and Dookie stone quarries. Stone was traded in exchange for our hardy reed spears.


The Yorta Yorta were at the cutting edge of developing stone-tool technology. They adapted their technology as it progressed to more sophisticated levels, such as using ground-stone tool technology for cutting and crafting implements. Ground-stone tools like axes, scrapers and cutting tools continue to be exposed today by erosion and land development. A lot of the stone tools that were part of the traditional portable toolkit were buried with people when they died. It was a sacred part of their personal property that was protected under tribal law.


Growing up, I learned about this sacred river Country of ours. Uncle Bill Onus took us young fellas into the bush to teach us our cultural traditions (see Chapter 7). As an adult, with my cousin Gary I surveyed the Barmah and Moira forests in search of our heritage. We found evidence of Yorta Yorta occupation in scarred trees, cooking mounds, burial grounds and fish-trap systems. In our ways of yarning, Gary and I called ourselves the dirt scratchers because we spent so much time on our knees in the dirt finding evidence of our ancestors. We uncovered stone tools, shell middens, bones and older artefacts. What we found strengthened our identity and connections with Country.


I love reflecting on Gary’s and my journey through the forest wetlands and learning how our ancestors collected their food. While we searched, we saw turtles in the shallow water of the forest floods. We thought of our long-neck turtle totem and my grandfather’s favourite food, the short-neck turtle. We came across dozens of cooking mounds full of calcinated clay balls about the size of your fist. These clay balls were placed in the fire and used as heat retainers for cooking food. After each cook-up they became part of the mound, which built up over thousands of years. As we examined the surface and uncovered the dark soil blackened by fire, we found the clay balls. Some of them still had the fingerprints of their makers in the clay, a tangible link with our ancestors. Animal bones showed what sort of meat was eaten. The mound ovens were used for cooking kangaroo, possum, emu and fish, and damper made from grass seed. The mounds themselves indicate traditional conservation practices of keeping all discarded food and materials in one compost heap. Along the river we found heaps of shell middens—thousands of years of discarded shells from mussels and other shellfish. What a rich diet our ancestors enjoyed. As we canoed down the river, we could see evidence of fish traps made of branches at the junctions of the creeks as they flowed into the river.


Our explorations showed us how our ancestors lived, and our journeys were like a magnet that pulled us into deeper levels of knowing. Our hunger for more knowledge would take us to other sources.


In 2002 at Melbourne University, I developed the concept of Oncountry Learning. I wanted to share not only what I had learned as a youngster but also the rich oral and written learning available. In those courses I started my teaching at the cultural mounds in the Barmah Forest that were created over 6000 years ago, a time in world history when all human societies were regarded as hunters, collectors and fishing peoples. This is relatively recent in the timeline of Yorta Yorta occupation. Indigenous occupation of Australia is put at 60,000–120,000 BP (Before Present). The 60,000 BP figure comes from dating timelines at Lake Mungo in the Murray-Darling Basin. It is still debated by scientists and Traditional Owners. While Australia is still a relatively young country in archaeological methods, there is every likelihood that more timelines of Indigenous occupation will be uncovered in the future. Other dates, taken from prior vegetation pollen samples at Lake George near Canberra, indicate that fire was used by Indigenous people for land management and food production around 120,000 BP.4 The coastal midden site of Moyjil (Point Ritchie) near Warrnambool in Gunditjmara Country, still undergoing scientific analysis, is estimated to be 120,000 BP.5


[image: image]


We can compare what was happening for Yorta Yorta people at the cultural mounds with other world events of that time, which takes us back beyond the pyramids of Egypt and Stonehenge in England. The date of 6000 BP is estimated for the mound culture that evolved in the Murray Valley, which is long before any other known dates for religious belief systems in the Middle East and Central Asia. While there were no central places of worship in Aboriginal society, religious observance was practised and lived in everyday life on Country. It was a holistic religion in which the sacred lore of the land, spirituality and totemic relationships helped life and culture continue through practice and ceremony. There is no equivalent dating system for Aboriginal spirituality and belief in the Dreaming. It is something that is said to be timeless and ever-present in the Aboriginal worldview, an intellectual achievement still to be fully recognised for its theological strength and teachings.6


In my teaching of Indigenous Studies, I am often asked why Aboriginal people did not make the transition from hunting/fishing to farming. The answer comes from the path they chose to take in the food production process. Really, they didn’t have to become farmers, because they were able to keep their culture and lifestyle going at the hunting/ collecting and fishing level. Their religious duties, land management practices and food production strategies held them in sustainable balance with the land’s resources. They developed food production strategies long before the idea of farming happened, and adapted their lifestyle to meet the delicate balance of the hunter-gatherer economy. This was sufficient to sustain the Indigenous world of ‘knowing, being and doing’ since creation. It was something that was handed down from creation and developed over thousands of years of observance, practice and knowing what the land was capable of producing.7


The fact that this debate has raged so long suggests there are short-comings in how we think of food production in Australian studies. Botanist Beth Gott suggested that ‘the regime of firing, gathering and digging bore sufficient resemblance to agriculture to be regarded as a sort of natural gardening which ensured the continued abundance of the important food plants’.8 Archaeologist Josephine Flood says that ‘nothing was accidental or incidental: people acted deliberately to improve quality of food yield’, adding that ‘people were so affluent they didn’t need to change’.9 Historian Bill Gammage dedicates a chapter of his book The Biggest Estate on Earth, ‘Farms Without Fences’, to the question, saying ‘there was no need for fences’ in the food production strategies used: ‘People civilised all the land, without fences, making farming and wilderness one.’10 And so the debate continues.


In teaching Oncountry Learning, I encourage students to come with an open mind and a willingness to learn from the Yorta Yorta worldview. As we look around us and learn about the forest and river wetlands, I invite the students to draw their own conclusions from the knowledge presented. The Indigenous worldview is explained by visiting Country and seeing the tangible evidence. It is about cultural continuity, keeping life going and adapting to changes as they arise. Our culture is strong and claims its own space in the global story. These are some of the messages that come out of the Oncountry teaching program.


We can see that Indigenous uses of the land were certainly different from those of Europe, but they were not frozen in time and place, unyielding to change. Rather, they developed along different paths and continued to evolve and be refined over time. Aboriginal people took their own pathway and were unique in the way they provided for themselves. One can project what could have been but for the impact of colonisation, a relatively recent event on the Indigenous timeline. The journey of learning towards what First Peoples of the land could have achieved, if left alone to pursue their own ends, is a continuous process.
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Yorta Yorta people adapted traditional land management practices and technology over time. They used sophisticated practices that varied from simply managing existing resources to cleverly manipulating the environment for sustainable returns. Our people learned how to nurture the environment to produce food and to avoid overexploiting the resource. This required a delicate balance between food extraction and what the land was able to produce.


Our ancestors had diverse ways of managing the rich resources of the rivers and forest wetlands. Making elaborate fish-trap systems is one way the Yorta Yorta were able to make their fishing practices more efficient and less labour-intensive. Yorta Yorta people observed the river flows and fish migrations during replenishment times. They utilised boughs and brambles to construct elaborate fish traps across the mouth of the river channels that replenished the forest wetlands. As the flood-waters flowed back into the river, the fish were trapped in backwater storage pools for easy taking. This clever strategy allowed our people to store food for longer periods with minimum effort. You can see these natural depressions along the riverbanks, accompanied by the build-up of shell middens. The visibility of middens along the riverbanks are evidence of the abundant fish, crustaceans and freshwater mussels that were cooked and eaten at the site.


Yorta Yorta elders told me about other clever ways of getting food. The story of the duck hawk is an example of how advanced traditional society was in its intimate relationship with the land and its diversity of plant and animal life.


The duck hawk was a natural predator of the wild duck. It had a special whistle as it hovered over the ducks when they were in flight. When the ducks heard the sharp whistle, they would quickly descend to the water level for protection, flying just above the surface of rivers and creeks, flapping their wings on the water to deter the duck hawk. The duck hawk avoided getting too close to the water, which enabled the ducks to evade being attacked—a natural defence in the hunter-versus-hunted strategy.


Over time our ancestors learned to be astute watchers and listeners of wildlife behaviour, and this is where the story reaches its pinnacle. The skilled hunters learned to imitate the duck-hawk whistle, then made a net to catch the ducks as they retreated along the creeks for protection. The net was strung across the creek while one of the group hid in the bush and imitated the duck hawk whistle. This would bring the wild ducks down to the water’s surface. As they flew along the creek the net would be pulled as a capture trap. Many ducks would be caught, providing a rich food source for the community. I was told they could catch over a dozen ducks in one haul, thank you very much.


They made the nets from a plant called typha that grows in the forest wetlands. The roots are chewed into fibre to make nets and other items like baskets and carry bags. My grandmother Priscilla used to weave the gill nets that my grandfather George Nelson used for fishing. They camped at the Barmah Lakes where the fish were plentiful and would pack what they caught and sell to the market. Grandfather George was a man of the wala, continuing the old ways and adapting new methods to his bag of tricks.


If our ancestors could get a reliable food source from the whistle of a duck hawk, why stop your hunter-gatherer ways when the land, rivers and forest wetlands are your haven?


Daniel Matthews was aware of the plentiful resources of the Moira and Barmah Lakes when he established the Maloga Mission in 1874. On 7 July 1887, he applied to the Victorian Board of Land to establish a fishing reserve for the Yorta Yorta at the Barmah Lakes. The application was refused by the Board, which said it could not ‘see its way clear to carrying out your suggestion of forming or assisting to form a fishing station at Lake Moira’.11


The potential of establishing fishing as a commercial enterprise for the Traditional Owners followed the lines of Joseph Rice’s Murray River fishing enterprise. In 1855 Rice and his workers set themselves up in huts near the lakes, eager to make big money from the market conditions in Bendigo. The story goes that this enabled them to make huge profits by exploiting the skills of Aboriginal fishers, whose labour, it is said, was ‘paid for in grog’.12 As well as making big money, the fishing and timber camps brought with them other undesirable elements that confronted the Traditional Owners and Matthews’ missionary venture.


The storylines show that Aboriginal culture and lifestyle took their own pathway. It made graduations along the hunter-gatherer continuum, but the people were able to keep it going at the hunting/fishing level. There was no need to make the full transition to farming. Our ancestors had sophisticated food production strategies that allowed more quality time for leisure, cultural development, the maintenance of kinship systems, tribal business, and the management and care of Country. It is estimated that our ancestors would have spent around three-and-a-half to four hours a day on the food quest. The rest of their day was quality culture time. When compared with today’s workloads, stress levels and rising mental health problems, why would you change such a lifestyle when it worked so well? It’s an idealistic proposition, but one worth considering when faced with the toll that climate change, environmental destruction and land and water degradation has taken.
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On the cultural side of Yorta Yorta life, Uncle Ronald Morgan shared stories about cultural matters and ceremonial grounds like the Algabonyah plain in his 1952 book, Reminiscences of the Aboriginal Station at Cummeragunja and Its Aboriginal People. He talks about the water rat and the powers it uses to get food. The story goes that the water rat can blow out terrific heat and is able to open the shell of the freshwater mussel without difficulty.


Algabonyah, a word that was often used by Yorta Yorta people to mean ‘good-looking’ or ‘handsome’, referred to the green-grassed plain on the riverbank about 3 kilometres down from Moira Lake.13


It was a traditional meeting place for local and surrounding tribal groups, who gathered annually to celebrate and to conduct tribal business, including arranging marriages between Traditional Owner groups. It is recorded that up to 500 people gathered near Moira Lake in autumn to partake in ceremonies that included dancing and sporting activities.14 Remember that these observations were made after a significant depopulation had taken place due to the impact of colonisation and introduced diseases like smallpox. No Western time factors apply to such gatherings. Indeed, they were unique and came from time immemorial cultural knowledge and practices. Large gatherings were mostly connected with celebrating the arrival of a particular food source to support the mob. Under tribal law this required reciprocal totemic and ritual obligations to ensure the continuity of local food sources. Being part of a forest wetland system, Algabonyah was rich in fish and food plants that would have supported large gatherings of this nature.


The arrival of seasonal foods on the lakes and surrounding habitats was like a smorgasbord. Plenty of wild duck, swans and the nutritiously rich swan eggs, turtle and a variety of shellfish and tuba (Derris) plants supported larger ceremonial gatherings. The oral record suggests these gatherings usually lasted for a week or more. Translated into what we call Koori time in the Aboriginal world, there were no time restrictions or clocks to regulate human endeavour: it flowed with the seasons and what the land and waters were capable of producing. The well-honed tools of food production and firestick farming helped it along the way.


The first item on the agenda at the gathering would have been the tribal business that needed to be dealt with to maintain harmony and kinship relations between tribal groups. After the tribal business was done, leisure time began, with dance, music, stories and sporting activities. A game played at these gatherings is believed to be the source of Marngrook and those clever skills that seem to give Aboriginal players a vital edge in Australian Rules football. Many historians and Indigenous people would agree that Aboriginal people are very well suited to that sport. In tracing its roots to the traditional Aboriginal game called Marngrook, there is sufficient support for this view.15 Marngrook was a traditional teamlike game that involved lots of players and was played over a large area. It was played by river people of the upper and lower Dungula. The game was usually held on ceremonial grounds like the Algabonyah Plain. Individual players were commended for consistently exhibiting outstanding skills such as leaping high over others to mark the possum-skin ball and evading opponents who were trying to take the ball from your possession. Indeed, Marngrook can be likened to the game of keepings off, a contest to keep the ball in your possession for as long as your opponents allow. It was a highly competitive game played within the rules of the totemic moieties of eaglehawk and crow—the two moiety divisions of the Yorta Yorta Nation. Your alliance and loyalty came from the totemic ancestor that you inherited from your birth.


High marking, long kicking and handpassing characterised the game. It is thought that the sharp reflexes and hand-eye coordination developed through centuries of hunting and living off the land were sharpened by Marngrook.16 These are the superb skills that characterise Indigenous sportspeople across Australia and particularly in Australian Rules footy. Other aspects of Aboriginal culture manifest in the world of football explain why Indigenous people have been so successful in this original game.
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Fire was another important tool our ancestors used for land management and food production. They used fire, or firestick farming, for hunting and regeneration, for clearing tracks through reed beds, and as a way of dissuading Europeans from invading Traditional Owners’ land.


Bill Gammage’s book The Biggest Estate on Earth shows how Indigenous land philosophy and management prepared the land for its newcomers. Gammage argues that the settlers should acknowledge they were privileged to take possession of land that was so well cared for. There should be recognition of the traditional management and care of the land and waters for millennia by our ancestors. He sees fire as the ‘closest ally’ to our people’s land management philosophy.17 What an ally to have when it is needed most in land management practices. Gammage equates it with the totemic system. Because fire helps regeneration and the fertility of all living organisms in Indigenous land lore, it became embedded in the totemic system and played an integral part in the life and wellbeing of all living entities.


The origins and use of fire in Indigenous Australia are now being explained through a combination of scientific evidence and Indigenous knowledge. As a result of the study of ash sediment in pollen analysis studies at Lake George near Canberra, we know that fire has been used since 120,000 BP.18 Cultural burning is being acknowledged for its value in land management, and scientists and Indigenous people are working together to see how it can be reintroduced.19 Around Australia, traditional burning is being used in Kakadu National Park, Gariwerd, Beechworth Historic Park and the Dja Dja Wurrung land management program. The reintroduction of bitja and cultural burning as a land management strategy is used by the Yorta Yorta Nation Aboriginal Corporation in its management plan for Barmah National Park.20
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Yorta Yorta people witnessed many changes to Dungula over the millennia, but it has withstood the test of time. In particular, our ancestors saw the Cadell Fault and Great Flood cause significant changes to the land and river systems. Thirty thousand years ago, a rift of land pushed up between Deniliquin and Itchica, creating a significant flood. That rift, now called the Cadell Fault, was in front of the river as it flowed westward. The existing river system had to divert and flow north towards Deniliquin before turning west again near the end of the 12-metre-high escarpment.


The rift of land also caused the Kaiela River to dam itself into a large lake system. This formed Lake Kanyapella, stretching from Itchica to the Barmah sandhills in the east. The sandhills were formed by the prevailing westerly winds; this is very common when lakes and sandhills form. The lake was there until about 8000 years ago, and then a channel cut into its southern end, letting it flow into the ancient Kaiela. The sand ridge today is the most visible remnant of the fault. The best place to see the Cadell escarpment is from Picnic Point Road near Mathoura in New South Wales. The site is an important part of the Yorta Yorta storyline.


Yorta Yorta elders speak of a great flood that happened in the distant past. The power of the flood caused water to back up until it nearly covered the tops of the old gum trees in the Barmah–Millewa Forest. The storyline shares the alarm our ancestors felt as rising water forced them to move to higher ground on the sand ridge on the edge of the forest. As the water kept rising, the elders gathered. They could see their prized hunting and fishing grounds being taken out of reach. This forced them to act, and they used their digging sticks to release the water by digging a drain through the sandhill. The pressure was released and the water cut its way through the sand ridge to create its new course.
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Ancestral phases of the Murray River that affected Yorta Yorta occupation. Courtesy the author.


Yorta Yorta elders developed skills to release the water and return to an equilibrium with the land. We can see that life wasn’t totally free of natural changes to the land and environment. The Great Flood wasn’t catastrophic: it was dealt with and adjusted to in due course. Time was slow and survival remedies were abundant within the hunting and fishing way of life.


It is no coincidence that the site of this iconic change in the river course became the home of the Maloga Mission Station in the 1800s. The geological calendar puts the Great Flood at 25,000–30,000 BP.21 That the geological event can be correlated with our oral knowledge of the flood adds much weight to the iconic value of the old Maloga site.


The hard evidence of sites and objects reveals that the Yorta Yorta people have maintained a strong continued connection with the woka and wala of our ancestors. Archaeology validates the timeline of occupation, with new evidence continuing to show longer timelines. We have found and dated artefacts for interpretation of their various functions and uses. The Kow Swamp skull excavation revealed various burial practices, together with the use of stone artefacts, shells and marsupial teeth as grave items, dating back 15,000 years.22 While burial practices have been adjusted to cater for changes in Yorta Yorta society, some traditional customs are still practised. Most Yorta Yorta prefer to be buried in their ancestral lands; some have personal belongings buried with them and many still use smoke as a cleansing process in funeral ceremonies. Some Australian states now accept Indigenous people’s rights to be buried on Country so that their spirits are free to return to the ancestral lands.


Wind, fire, flood and bacterial decomposition have taken their toll on the preservation of organic materials. Our ancestors used wooden spears, clubs and boomerangs; fibre bags and nets; shell knives, scrapers and hooks; and possum-skin cloaks. They had bark and grass huts. The myriad single-campfire sites dotted around water margins need proper care.


Scarred trees represent a balance between extracting resources and living in harmony with the natural environment. The term ‘scarred tree’ has become common usage in cultural resource management to describe the way bark was removed from trees and used for a variety of purposes; over time this practice left a scar in the tree. Canoe trees are those from which canoes have been cut; they have larger scars. Scars also resulted from bark cut and used for coolamons to carry things, temporary shelter where a strip of bark was leaned against a tree for shelter, and bark paintings. Hardwood was used for artefact production and ceremonial and hunting tools.
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