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Prefatory Note to the Second Edition



Six years after the appearance of the first edition, more is known of the Northern Territory’s past—yet, in a short history such as this book, not enough more to materially alter its outline. Apart from small corrections, revision of the text is confined to those trends outlined in the last chapter which may benefit from being brought up to date. The Territory is still the Territory.





Preface



Many people have made possible the writing of this book. The Northern Territory government provided the History Award which gave me the opportunity to write; and no restrictions were placed on what I wrote. For critical and kindly comment upon drafts of the work I am greatly indebted to Professor Russel Ward; to my colleagues Ann McGrath and Frank Alcorta; to Harry Giese and Helen Wilson of the Northern Territory Government’s History Unit; to those of valued interest and knowledge, Tony Austin, Nan Giese, Richard Wilson and Jack Ellis.


Timely help and advice came from Dr Campbell Macknight on the Macassan visitors to Arnhem Land, from Mark de Graaf and Ted Milliken on aspects of Aboriginal life, from Peter Spillett on the British settlements in north Australia, from Mrs Jean Austin on her father, Dr J. A. Gilruth, from Colonel Jack Haydon and Mr Marsden Hordern on aspects of World War II, from Dr Alistair Heatley and Dr Peter Loveday on Northern Territory politics. If I have not always paid sufficient heed, the fault is mine. Without the help of these people and others nameless here the book would have been very much the poorer.


To research students whom I do not know and whose theses lie, for the most part, unpublished in university libraries, this book owes much of its very core, as it does to the few academics who have researched and written on the history of the Northern Territory.


Librarians whose knowledge and superb service lightened my task included Bill Fogarty of the Australian War Memorial, Colleen Pyne of the North Australia Research Unit, Australian National University, Sarah Braunstein and Elizabeth Estbergs of the Learning Resources Centre, Darwin Community College. Others of the College staff gave expert, indispensable aid: Penny Steele in cartography; Debbie Kroon in photographic reproduction. I do not know how I could have prepared the drafts without the magnificent organizational ability and secretarial service provided by Elizabeth Hurford. Lastly, my wife Wendy bore all the inconvenience with her usual sang-froid and gave invaluable and long continued assistance with the whole exercise.


Problems posed by distance and area measurement have been tackled as follows in this book:


Metric measurement as used, broadly, for contemporary comment, except for measurement of distances over the seas, which remain in this work—as they do in fact—in sea miles (knots). All other measurements remain in Imperial form, as in the original sources.


Aboriginal tribal names have been spelt by Europeans in many different ways. This book follows the forms used in N. B. Tindale’s Aboriginal Tribes of Australia except for occasional examples of a widely-recognized, different form.


The Northern Territory has a long and colourful history—and one of many threads, some linking the north to the rest of Australia, others peculiarly its own. In such a short work as this, it is not possible to do more than touch lightly on a variety of themes and much of importance must be left unsaid. The select bibliography provided for each chapter will give some guide to further reading. I hope that, in selecting and interpreting the historical evidence which appears in this book, I have maintained something of both the colour and the continuity of human endeavour in the Northern Territory.





1 The Land and Those who belonged to it



Long before the nation-states of Europe existed the first Australians had settled their continent and developed their own states, hundreds of them, based on economic use of the land. We will never know how permanent their boundaries were in prehistoric times but they were sanctified by tradition before the Europeans came to Australia. The newcomers looked to their own traditions and set out to sweep aside all that had gone before. They carved out colonies to suit themselves, defining their boundaries with arbitrary precision by parallels of latitude and meridians of longitude. The first generations knew little about the continent and the borders they chose were, to a high degree, accidental and illogical. The political and economic problems so created remain to bedevil all Australians, it seems, for evermore. Nowhere have these problems been more apparent than in the Northern Territory. It was the last and least logical of the land divisions imposed by nineteenth-century Britons and British-Australians, a land left over when they had taken what they wanted of Australia.


In 1786 the British government decided that convicts must be sent to New South Wales. What were the boundaries of that colony to be? Sixteen years earlier James Cook had named the land and claimed it for his King; but Dutch sailors had long since cruised the west and north-west coasts of the continent and called it New Holland. They made no formal claim to the land but the British could not be sure of their rights and half a continent seemed sufficient for their purposes. So Captain Arthur Phillip’s Commission as Governor of New South Wales gave him control of all the land from the latitude of Cape York in the north to the south cape of Tasmania ‘and of all the country inland to the westward as far as the one hundred and thirty-fifth degree of longitude’. Thus the earliest western boundary of New South Wales bisected the coast of Arnhem Land near Milingimbi and ran south through unknown range and desert to include within the mother colony one-third of the present Northern Territory.


Neither Phillip nor any of his successors down to Lachlan Macquarie ever paid any attention to the remote northern extremity of their domain; there was no reason why they should. But under the influence of time, trade and imperial ambition, the British extended their interest in northern Australia. When Matthew Flinders received his Admiralty Instructions in 1801 he was told to survey the coast of New Holland, ‘on the eastern side of which His Majesty’s colony of New South Wales is situated’. Sixteen years later Lieutenant Phillip King received similar Instructions. The Lords of the Admiralty were then bold enough to call the whole shoreline of Australia ‘the Coast of New South Wales’; but Earl Bathurst, Secretary of State for War and the Colonies, was more cautious. His additional Instructions to King spoke of ‘the yet undiscovered Coast of New Holland’. Such ambivalence was swept aside in 1824 when the British decided to establish a military and trading settlement on the shores of either the Cobourg Peninsula or the adjacent Bathurst and Melville Islands. These areas were, very inconveniently, beyond the western boundary of New South Wales. So Earl Bathurst, still in office, made it clear that they were to be appropriated to the Crown; and it was done.


Fort Dundas, near the 130°E longitude line, was established within the British enclave so created. The ownership of the mainland to the south remained uncertain but, in that time of Britain’s great sea power, who was there to deny her what she wanted of the Australian continent? Sir Thomas Brisbane, recalled from his governorship of New South Wales in 1825, had ruled over the same lands as those allotted to all his predecessors; his successor, Ralph Darling, held an altered Commission. The western boundary of his domain extended to the meridian of 129° E longitude so that it might include Fort Dundas. Two-thirds of a million square miles of mainland Australia had been added to New South Wales, ostensibly for the sake of a minor military settlement. In this casual fashion the future Northern Territory and South Australia gained their western boundaries. This line became a permanent fixture within four years; the colony of Western Australia took up the western one-third of the continent in 1829.


Until 1834 the whole of the Australian mainland remained divided between New South Wales and Western Australia. In that year the British government finally yielded to the pressure of middle-class visionaries and legislated to create the colony of South Australia. Except for the Southern Ocean, the new colony had no natural boundaries. Lines of latitude and longitude again came into play. The eastern boundary was placed judiciously at 141°E longitude between Adelaide and the new settlement of Port Phillip. The western boundary, surprisingly, was not to be the Western Australia border, but 3° of longitude east of it and not until the end of 1861 did the South Australians succeed in persuading the Imperial government to close that gap. The northern boundary was simply placed in the middle of the continent, along the parallel of 26°S latitude. No white man had ever seen any part of that boundary and whether it ran over mountains or plains or the fabled inland sea, no one knew. It was the most arbitrary of all arbitrary borderlines.


The whole of the Northern Territory still lay within New South Wales and so it remained, though cut off from any land connection, when Queensland separated from the mother colony in 1859. The western boundary prescribed for Queensland had some logic in it, being the northward extension to the Gulf of Carpentaria of South Australia’s eastern boundary; but this tidy arrangement lasted only three years. The new Queensland government had its eyes on the supposedly rich Plains of Promise bordering the Albert River and on the vision of establishing a deep water port at Sweer’s Island in the Gulf of Carpentaria. Both of these places were west of the Queensland boundary. Persistent lobbying of the Colonial Office had its reward; in 1862, Queensland’s western limit was extended to 138°E longitude. The colonies of Australia had defined the limits they possess today and, quite accidentally, had defined the limits of the Northern Territory.


The area delineated thus is huge, nearly 1.35 million square kilometres; but arbitrary lines drawn on the map of Australia took no account of geographic harmony. Only in its basic geological structure does the Northern Territory show a substantial degree of unity. Nearly all of it is part of the great Shield Zone of western Australia, one of the world’s most ancient and stable geological areas. Nowhere is the base rock of the Northern Territory so old as that of the Yilgarnia surface further west, reaching back half way through the five thousand million years of the earth’s existence; but many of the older cherts, quartzites, sandstones and slates of the Territory have been relatively undisturbed for five hundred million years, suffering little from the mighty tectonic forces that buckled and distorted the landscape to the north and east, or shattered the surface of the earth in volcanic fury. Much of the old surface drowned beneath ancient seas, to rise again capped with the hardened sediments deposited by the waters, the limestones of the Barkly Tableland, sandstones of Arnhem Land and Centralia, shales, conglomerates. The raw force of molten magma from the earth’s interior thrust upwards through weaknesses in the surface rock, searing, buckling, metamorphosing it into new forms, creating amongst the great uniformity a wealth of new minerals; tin and tantalite, gold, silver, lead, zinc, copper, manganese, wolfram, antimony, arsenic, iron and uranium.
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Tropical Australia and its northern neighbours





From Mt Isa and Mary Kathleen in Queensland a great arc of metalliferous rock swings north-west along and beyond the Carpentaria coast, through McArthur River, Groote Eylandt and Arnhem Land to Darwin and the Kimberleys of Western Australia. From there another arc stretches southward into the desert, curves east through Centralia and peters out near the Queensland border. Between these two arcs lies the outlier of Tennant Creek; and from east of Alice Springs another metal-bearing area runs into South Australia and westward to the Jameson Range of Western Australia. Nearby, in the south-west corner of the Territory lie deposits of a different kind; oil and gas, trapped in the thick sedimentary strata of the Amadeus Basin. All these resources lay beneath the land, unknown and unwanted by the first Australians; but there was another resource drawn from beneath their feet which they could and did use to survive in the arid Centre. The Great Artesian Basin of western Queensland underlies the south-east corner of the Northern Territory and adjoining aquifers extend west and north-west through the dry interior. Where the ground water reached the surface or came close enough to be dug for in the sand of dry river beds, it sustained mankind.


The Northern Territory shares its mineral zones and its underground water with all of its neighbouring states. The surface of the land, too, pays scant attention to human boundary lines. In 1966 J. McDonald Holmes built on the work of other geographers to define, by an amalgam of natural features and economic use, four major geographic regions within the Territory; and while geographers are prone to argue about criteria for the definition of regions and even about the usefulness of the concept of regionalism, the four broad regions defined by Holmes do lend themselves to an understanding of human settlement in the north. Of these regions the Katherine–Darwin area, bounded on three sides by sea and, roughly by the watersheds of the Daly and Roper rivers on the fourth, is the only one located wholly within the Northern Territory. To the east lies the Barkly Tableland, bisected by the Queensland border. Its economic centres are Camooweal and Mt Isa, both in Queensland. The Victoria–Ord River region, split between the Northern Territory and Western Australia, looks to Wyndham and Kununurra, both in the latter state. In the south the ranges around Alice Springs form an oasis surrounded by great deserts. The Alice region has no natural links in any direction.


The Katherine–Darwin region, the ‘Top End’ to Territorians, finds its unity in climate and economic use. It is the area which looks to Darwin as the focal point of its human activities; it is the area which enjoys a high, reliable and strictly seasonal rainfall. The Top End lies between 11° and 15° South latitude, well within the tropics. Daily maximum temperatures hardly vary during the year and, at 28°-33°C, are not high by Australian standards; but they seem so when the summer Wet closes in. During the winter Dry, rain is rare except for showers on the Arnhem Land coast. Vast anticyclones, moving eastward across Australia’s southern waters, spin off a flow of high pressure air which traverses the dry centre of the continent and flows over the Top End from the south-east. In the early Dry the skies are clear, the mornings lightly cool. Later the winds bear bushfire smoke and fine red desert dust over the land and out into the Arafura Sea. The sun sinks red into that sea, its power dimmed by the haze, washing the shoreline and the trees in a light diffuse, shadowless and soft beyond description. By October the south-east winds die away as the anticyclones move south into the Southern Ocean, the humidity rises and clouds form, building up into great thunderheads throughout November and December. The rain comes behind a burst of wind, as a sprinkle or a great wall of water. The sun returns and the land is a steaming cauldron, sapping human energy. But in December or January the vast rising air mass of the Intertropical Convergence Zone (I.T.C.Z.) crosses the north coast and lies across the Top End, bringing deep formless cloud and day after day of heavy rain; bringing, too, a mild north wind and relief from the sun. By the time the I.T.C.Z. moves north again in March or April 80 per cent to 90 per cent of the year’s rain has fallen and the bush, brown and listless in the late Dry, is green, its trees half-buried in a sea of tall grass.
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Land masses past and present





The Wet gives life, but it has dangers. The rivers rise, flowing far out over their lower flood plains, refurbishing their margins, refilling dry waterholes and muddy billabongs. The waters can also run wild after torrential rains, making the land impassable and threatening the life and habitat of every creature within its reach. Worst of all are the cyclones, born in the Arafura Sea and the Gulf of Carpentaria. These awesome tropical storms are not very frequent; thirty-three of them passed within 160 kilometres of Darwin in the sixty years before 1969, while twice that number threatened the central Queensland coast during the same period, but Darwin, unluckier than Queensland towns, has been virtually destroyed by cyclones twice in a period of seventy-seven years.


Both the amount and duration of rainfall diminish southwards. Darwin averages 1500 mm yearly with 100 days of rain; Daly Waters, 600 kilometres south, receives 660 mm over 55 days. The whole area has a growing season long enough for cropping, but the concentrated nature of the rainfall does not help; nor does the soil structure. Most soils are either skeletal or heavily leached, their soluble minerals washed down into the water table by the warm rain, sometimes compacting there to form silcretes or laterite. Where such leaching has attacked a stable surface for long periods, as in the Gove peninsula of Arnhem Land, the useful mineral bauxite may result,; but the soils are acid and impoverished and the best of them, alluvials on the river margins, are subject to severe flooding.


Land use is also restricted by the broken, rocky spine of the region which runs north-east from the low stony hills of the upper Daly River to the bold massif of the Arnhem Land escarpment, backed by a vast gorge-slashed sandstone plateau. The Katherine-Daly River system drains north-westward, running deep and green in its upper reaches and swept by the fierce tidewaters of the Timor Sea for eighty kilometres above its shallow mouth. The Roper River flows to the Gulf of Carpentaria and a maze of shorter river systems, ephemeral above the tidewater mark, reach out to the Arafura Sea. Not one of the river mouths is deep enough for the navigation of large ships and good harbours are few; Melville Bay and Arnhem Bay, near the eastern tip of Arnhem Land; Port Essington, magnificent in the broad sweep of its waters and the beauty of red headland, black reef and white sand beach overhung by cordia, casuarina and eucalypt, but locked into the loneliness of the Cobourg Peninsula; Port Darwin and Bynoe harbour, huge, shallow and tide-scoured.


The seas to the north are shallow, for here the continental shelf, so narrow off most of the Australian coast, reaches all the way to New Guinea and was dry land within the time that mankind has inhabited Australia. The coast is low and reef-strewn, the seas ripped into an opaque milky green by the savage tides, difficult for human use, but rich in sea life.


The land, too, bears a great variety of life. Open eucalypt forest, dominated by bloodwoods, boxes and stringybarks predominates, with a ground cover of native sorghums, grasses which spring to rapid growth which may top three metres during the Wet, and dry to straw in the Dry. The long rainless season culls out species which are not drought-resistant and stunts the growth of those that endure. The industrious termites (‘white ants’) of the north ensure that few of the bigger trees are sound. Only where there is permanent water, on riverbank or billabong or swamp, can patches of rainforest exist; and only there are found the twin symbols of the Top End, pandanus and paperbark. Along the low margins of sea and river grow most of the thirty species of mangrove native to Australia, unloved but essential nurseries of sea life. Wildlife abounds. Seventeen species of marsupial, from antilopine kangaroo to tiny marsupial mouse, have been identified in the Kakadu National Park, plus nineteen bat and fourteen rodent species, an estimated one-third of all Australian bird species and more than fifty reptiles, including both estuarine and freshwater crocodiles. The Top End provided for those who adapted their needs to the land. It has been much less kind to those who would change it.


That part of the Ord–Victoria region which lies within the Northern Territory is dominated by the Victoria River and its tributaries. They rise in rugged stony country to the south and east, effectively a continuation of the hilly spine of the Top End, and come together to form the largest of north Australian rivers; but, wide as it is in its lower reaches, the Victoria’s treacherous entrance from Joseph Bonaparte Gulf and the many sand and rock bars are little help to shipping. Between and to the south of the ranges, the land is a patchwork of flat to undulating country, with a ground cover of kangaroo grass, sorghum and barley mitchell grass, blending into the dry spinifex country to the south and the speargrass plains that reach out towards the Barkly Tableland. The rainfall varies patchily from 1000 mm along the northern coast to 380 mm in the south and is less reliable than in the Top End. Only the better watered parts carry a consistent overstorey of eucalypt forest. Grassland is dominant on the leached red and yellow earths of the lowlands and the heavy clays of the south-east.


The mitchell and kangaroo grasses of the region provide much better pasture than the rank native sorghums of the Top End. In their wild state they are within the range of the larger marsupials of inland Australia, red kangaroo, antilopine and western red wallaroo, plus several species of wallaby. The permanent water of the Victoria River system provides a base for reptile life and an immense variety of birds, from wedge-tailed eagles to the tiny, beautiful wrens and finches. Red rock and straw-toned grass; that is the image of the Ord–Victoria.


To the east of the Ord–Victoria region and separated from it by a wide belt of lightly wooded speargrass and spinifex plains lies the Barkly Tableland. The Barkly shares some of the characteristics of the Ord–Victoria; a summer maximum rainfall of 900 mm near the Gulf coast, shading southwards into the 250-300 mm mark of the semi-desert spinifex plains. But the core of the Barkly is an almost perfect plain of ancient stable rock overlain by younger alluvials and heavy clay soils. Except for the creek lines, it is almost treeless. The pale hues of mitchell and flinders grass, sweeping to a lightly convex horizon, extend far over the Queensland border to the east and shade gently into the dry plains drained sluggishly by the Georgina River and its ephemeral tributaries to the south. Only to the north does the Barkly come near to meeting the characteristics of a true tableland. Here the stony uplands of Arnhem Land thrust an outlier between the swampy Carpentaria coast and the mitchell grass plain. A low escarpment faces the sea, topped by skeletal soils and straggling woodland, broken by numerous small stream lines. Surface water is scarce on the Barkly in the Dry, but sub-artesian water lies beneath. Mitchell grass is fine fodder for red kangaroo, wallaroo and wallaby. During and shortly after the Wet, it is fine for cattle too; and during that time many of the birds of northern Australia congregate near the swampy hollows of the plain. Gamebirds, waterfowl, predatory kestrels and crows home in on the water, migrating far to the north in the dusty heat of the Dry, or gathering near the station bores and the permanent waterholes along the tributaries of the Georgina. Out on the open Tableland, the grass shimmers yellow-white in the late Dry sun or bends to the cool north winds and the Wet season rains from the Carpentaria sea; and the land seems ageless, endless, unchanging.


In the south of the Territory, bisected by the Tropic of Capricorn, is the complex series of ranges, Petermann, MacDonnell, Krichauff, Waterhouse, Chewings and others, which stand above arid plains on all sides. The Great Sandy and Gibson deserts of Western Australia bar the way westward, salt lakes and sand lie to the south. The long sand ridges of the Simpson Desert thrust north-westward into the south-eastern corner of the Territory. North of the ranges the grim sand and stone pavements of the Tanami Desert stretch to the margins of the Victoria River country and eastward towards the Barkly, merging into the semi-arid landscape around Tennant Creek; undulating plains and rocky outcrops, clothed in spinifex, mulga and, along the sandy creek beds, ghost gum, snappy gum and acacia.
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Regions of the Northern Territory





The MacDonnells and parallel ranges run east-west for three hundred kilometres to form the core of the Alice Springs region. Much of their rock structure is of great age. The oldest of the gneisses, schists and granites were formed more than 1700 million years ago, but they have been mightily distorted by the subterranean forces of the earth. They lay under shallow seas for at least 100 million years, were wrenched some 400 million years ago into great mountain ridges which ran to 4000 metres high, only to be worn down to mere remnants by the insidious action of water and sun over unimaginable periods of time. Remnants they may be, but impressive ones. At the western end of the MacDonnells, three ridges, Liebig, Zeil and Sonder, rise to nearly 1500 metres above sea level and even at a general level of 700-1000 metres, the summits of the MacDonnells are far higher than any of the ranges of the Top End. They stand out boldly in the clear light of a Centralian morning, the upper walls of their steep gorges struck red by the sun, cool sand and tranquil pools hidden in the depths. To the south lie the island-mountains of the sand sea, Ayers Rock and the Olgas, surely the best known of all Australian landmarks.


Between and close around the ranges the land has long been turned to human use. Temperature ranges are markedly greater here than in the areas nearer the warm northern seas. Forty degrees Celsius is a common mark during the summer and the winter nights bring frost. The northern part of the area receives up to 380 mm of rain yearly, most of it from the last breath of the summer monsoon, but troughs of moist air from the Southern Ocean scatter a yearly average of 100-130 mm of rain over the extreme southern area of the Territory and provide a few showers further north. Short grasses spring up after rain on the red and calcareous earths of the plains and intermontane basins; kerosene grass, oat grass, woollybutt and wallaby grass, nutritious to cattle and kangaroo alike. The rains are unreliable and the grasses soon die in the dry heat. The hardy edible woodland plants, mulga, gidgee, southern ironwood, myall and witchetty bush, remain. They, with the saltbush and bluebush of the south, have enabled grazing animals to survive and thus enabled human hunters and harvesters to survive too. Water from the infrequent storms pours off the bare rock faces to lie in the deep ravines and seep into the sand where it may sometimes be recovered by digging. Occasionally, the underlying aquifers reach the surface, creating springs and seepages where wildlife concentrates, not so abundantly as in the better-watered lands of the north, but still including emu and several species of wallaby, pigeons, cockatoos and wrens.


Centralia has beauty, bold and stark; the appeal of the Top End is subtle; and all of this land may even now generate in the men and women of the outer world who come to live there forces not quite love, nor fear nor awe, but variants of all, which keep them there. For the Aborigines, who lived there undisturbed for millenniums past, the tie to the land was the very core of their being.


The Australian Aborigines are amongst the most mysterious peoples of the earth. Conventional wisdom is that they came from south-east Asia. For long it was thought that Aboriginal languages had an affinity with the Dravidian tongue of South India. Linguists now discount that theory entirely and can find no evidence that Aboriginal languages are related to any other in the world. Attempts have been made to link the Australian Aborigines genetically to aboriginal populations of Asia; Malayan negritoids, the Ainu of Japan and others. The science of human genetics advances rapidly, but to date suggests only that these minorities are much closer to the dominant majority peoples of their own lands than they are to the Australian Aborigines.


Recently the focus of interest has moved from mainland south-east Asia to the Indonesian islands. Hominids are known to have lived in Java for at least 300 000 years and possibly for as long as two million years B.P. (Before Present, i.e. before the base year of 1950, the prehistorian’s convenient measure of time). Why should not this area be the Aboriginal homeland? Within the span of known human existence its climate has been kind, varying little even during the great Ice Ages. Thousands of islands scattered over a warm sea provided vast shorelines for a foraging people. Within the last quarter-million years the seas have often fallen to low levels and risen again, with the advance and retreat of the polar ice sheets. Three times, at 160 000, 60 000 and 20 000 years B.P., the sea has fallen further than 100 metres below its present level, drying out the huge shallows of the Sunda shelf, extending mainland Asia to Sumatra, Borneo, and Java: extending, too, the boundaries of the southern continent across the Sahul shelf, joining New Guinea to the mainland with a corridor one thousand kilometres wide and placing the shores of Australia within one hundred kilometres of Timor. That distance across open water was a formidable obstacle for primitive men to cross, and there were other deep-water gaps just as wide, notably along the palaeontological divide defined by Charles Darwin’s collaborator, A. R. Wallace. Wallace’s line separates Borneo from the Celebes and Lombok from Bali. Few Asian plants and animals managed to cross that gap, but if human beings came to Australia from Asia, they most certainly had to cross it and the other stretches of water which barred their way eastward. The best time to cross was, obviously, the time of the lowest sea level. Perhaps, though, it was the drowning of settled shores by the rising sea levels of interglacial periods which provided the desperate impulse for human migration by primitive means across the wider straits, where no land could be seen from the starting point. It would be rash to assume that the Aborigines have never possessed seaworthy craft or suitable navigation skills because they did not possess them when the Europeans arrived; the history of human technological development is not a continuum and sheltered waters have been more often a highway than a barrier to man. So they may have crossed, eventually entering Australia anywhere along a broad front from the Kimberleys to Cape York and fanning out over the whole continent. This theory of recent migration from Asia is logical, reasonable—and unproven.


The lack of linguistic or genetic connections to Asia—or to anywhere—may merely reflect the great length of time that the Aborigines have lived in Australia. The oldest archaeological date for their presence, from Lake Mungo in western New South Wales, is less than 40 000 years B.P.: but Australian archaeology is still young. The time scale could yet be pushed back by further research, perhaps to the low sea level period of 60 000 years ago—or further since low sea levels have existed many times during the course of the great Ice Ages of the last 600 000 years. At least one archaeologist has suggested that the first Australians have been on the continent long enough to participate with Asian and African groups in the final stages of modern human development. Members of traditional Aboriginal societies might not quarrel with that idea, since their myths imply that mankind has lived in Australia from time immemorial; but in the present state of the archaeological record this concept is even more speculative than the inward migration theory and is likely to remain so, unless firm evidence can be found for the presence of hominids in Australia at a far earlier date than we know of now.


The available evidence for Aboriginal migrations within the continent is only a little less puzzling than that concerning their origins. During the 1930s the physical anthropologist J. R. Birdsell began to develop a trihybrid theory of Aboriginal migration, based upon variations in physical build. Three waves of people, he argued, had come successively from the north; the Barrineans, most of whom ended up in Tasmania; the sturdier, more hirsute Murrayians who supplanted the Barrineans in much of of the south-eastern mainland; and, lastly, the Carpentarians, taller and well adapted to the heat of the north, who formed the ancestors of most tribes of the Northern Territory. Birdsell’s theory has long been under attack from other physical anthropologists who argue that variations encountered amongst Aborigines are small enough to have stemmed from adaptation to environment amongst people from a single source. Genetic studies have failed to provide concrete evidence for either theory and the archaeological record is, in some respects, more baffling than enlightening. Studies of human remains excavated from a range of sites in eastern Australia show similar cranial features; heavy brow ridges, strong jaw lines and molars, which place them within the category of ‘robust’ skulls, usually considered to be more archaic that the lighter, delicately-featured ‘gracile’ crania. Some of the most notable finds of robust type, from Kow swamp in northern Victoria, have been dated at about 10 000 B.P.: yet the most ancient of Australian crania from Lake Mungo are gracile and appear to be more than three times as old. The present-day range of Aboriginal crania falls somewhere between the two. Did two radically different groups enter Australia separately and later merge to form the existing Aboriginal population? Or were they variants formed within Australia from one ancestral group? Again, as James Urry suggests, it is possible that the present-day Aborigines are late immigrants and that the forms known from the fossil record became extinct without mixing with them.


The oldest archaeological sites so far investigated in the Northern Territory are five rock shelters near Oenpelli, excavated by Carmel White in the late 1960s. Some of the stone tools found there date from 22 000 B.P. If the Asian migration theory is correct we may expect that much older sites will be found as archaeological work continues in the Territory though, probably, the oldest are buried beneath the Arafura Sea.


One interesting feature of the Oenpelli finds was the presence amongst the earliest tool assemblages of ground-edge axes. The replacement of percussion flaking by edge-grinding was a remarkable technological advance and the Aborigines of Oenpelli seem to have been amongst the earliest on earth to discover it. Equally remarkable is the evidence which indicates that edge-grinding techniques took at least twelve thousand years to spread into the south-east of Australia and then appeared quite rapidly in widely scattered areas. S. A. Wurm has linked this archaeological data to linguistic evidence which strongly suggests that some five thousand years ago migrating groups swept out of the continental north-west in a drive which took them, their language and their technology to the Southern Ocean and almost to the east coast. The image arises of some mighty warrior, a black precursor to Alexander the Great, leading his armies from the Northern Territory to conquer the known world; alas, the movement of language and ground-edge technology was probably much slower than the image would require. However, the evidence does suggest that the pattern of Aboriginal occupation which existed when Europeans first entered Australia spanned only a small fraction of the total time that the first Australians had spent in the land. We do not know when or how that pattern evolved. In a non-literate society a few hundred years might have given it the timbre of timelessness which is found in Aboriginal mythology or it might have existed before European civilization began.


In 1930 A. R. Radcliffe-Brown estimated that before the coming of Europeans Australia supported some 250 000 to 300 000 Aborigines. His data base was slender but no one has yet come up with a more convincing figure. Because of the complex relationships between individuals and groups in Aboriginal society, anthropologists have always found it difficult to establish uniform criteria for the recognition of political and social units. The largest unit, the tribe, usually shares a common language, though differing dialects of that language may exist between the sub-groups of the tribe. Sub-groups are no easier to define than the tribes they belong to. For want of better, anthropologists must use (and disagree over) such European terms as horde, clan, phratry, moiety, family, section and local group, none of which can adequately describe Aboriginal social relationships. Some languages spread across tribal boundaries; others have such a high level of common content that linguists are hard put to say what is dialect and what is a separate language. Wurm places the original number of separate Australian languages at about 260. But tribal delineations depend on more than language: specific cultural traits, the ownership of land and the spiritual life associated with that land also play a part. The usual estimate for the number of pre-European tribes in Australia is from 500 to 700, ranging in size from 100 to 1500 persons.


According to Norman B. Tindale’s monumental work, Aboriginal Tribes of Australia, 126 tribes had all or most of their lands in the Northern Territory. The Territory contains somewhat more than one-sixth of Australia’s total area and, given the aridity of Centralia, it probably supported somewhat less than one-sixth of Australia’s people. F. L. Jones has estimated the population of the Northern Territory in 1788 at 35 000. It seems a reasonable guess. Like all Aborigines these people were hunter-gatherers and their tribal distribution closely reflected the availability of water and natural foods. The great majority lived in the Top End, clustering thickly along the well-watered coastal lands with their wide variety of marine and terrestrial wildlife. Tribal areas could be as small as the 260 square kilometres assigned by Tindale to the Iwaidja of Cobourg Peninsula and the Madngela of the Daly River valley, or greater than a European kingdom, as in the case of the 137 800 square kilometres inhabited by the Walpiri of the Tanami Desert. Population densities also varied enormously, from Meggitt’s estimate for the Walpiri of one person per 90 square kilometres to Hiatt’s calculation of one person per 1.13 square kilometres for the Gidjingali of Arnhem Land. All the land had owners; but we know nothing of how tribal boundaries evolved nor how permanent they were in prehistoric times.


All these people shared a common framework of life. Its outlines are widely known through the work of A. P. Elkin, R. M. and C. H. Berndt, T. G. H. Strehlow, W. E. H. Stanner and other pioneer anthropologists, followed in recent years by a host of others. Aborigines moved over areas recognized as being theirs by their own and neighbouring tribes and local groups. Individuals or groups might have extraterritorial rights over the lands of others through custom or kinship. Division of labour according to sex was universal, though not absolute: the men hunted and the women gathered. They depended utterly on the bounty of the land and it was probably this dependence which shaped the nature of their indissoluble links to it. Aborigines belonged to the land, rather than the land to them; and that relationship was enshrined within a subtle, complex code of social and religious life.


Since they inhabited a whole continent; Aboriginal groups showed considerable differences in the detail of their daily lives, according to the environment they lived in. In their more obvious forms, these differences appeared in the size of clan and tribal territories, the range and frequency of movement over those territories and the size of the migrating groups. Desert people such as the Pintubi, Walpiri and Aranda needed to move far and frequently in endless search for food and water. In the searing heat of a rainless summer the size of the migrating group might be reduced to the very minimum, a man, his wife or wives and children, and large groups could seldom stay long together. Some of the coastal groups were large, semi-permanent and lived an almost sedentary existence, sustained by a plentiful diet from the sea: dugong, turtle, fish, shell fish and even crocodile, as well as greater resources from the land than the desert peoples dared imagine. Differences in weapons and in hunting and gathering practices followed. M. J. Meggitt has pointed out that north coast tribes tended to rely heavily on the sea and neglect, relatively, the food resources of the land, that riverine tribes placed much greater emphasis on hunting and that the scarcity and unpredictable movements of game in the desert forced the arid land peoples to rely heavily for their food on the laborious gathering of seeds and roots by the women.


Aboriginal creation myths often give rather tantalizing hints that the concept of eternity was widely recognized; but the form in which it found expression depended heavily on environment. Warner’s version of the Djinkgao myth from coastal Arnhem Land begins, ‘when things started there was only water’. The creators of names, islands and totemic symbols are two sisters who paddle in their canoe from the sea. They endure rape and theft which leads for all time to the food-gathering obligations of women; and they become the mother-ancestors of the Murngin. By contrast, the Northern Aranda vision is of darkness and dry earth. As T. G. H. Strehlow tells it.


 


In the beginning everything was resting in perpetual darkness: night oppressed all the earth like an impenetrable thicket. The gurru [pandicoot] ancestor—his name was Karora—was lying asleep, in everlasting night, at the very bottom of the soak of Ilbalintza; as yet there was no water in it, but all was dry ground.


Bandicoots, an important food item to the Aranda, are born from the stirrings of Karora as he reacts to the coming of sunlight, he rises, leaving a water-filled hole behind, sons are born and the Aranda world takes shape.


In ceremonial, as in myth, environment played a significant part, thus penetrating to the very core of Aboriginal life; but not all ceremonial practices are easily ascribed to such causes. Environment does not explain why the Tiwi of Bathurst and Melville islands buried their dead, usually within 100 metres of where they died and why the Walpiri exposed their dead on a tree platform; nor does it explain why circumcision as part of a young man’s initiation was practised in the west, but not in the east, of the continent. Differences between Aboriginal groups are endless, yet are less remarkable than the basic cultural similarities.


How was it that this broad cultural uniformity existed for so long? White Australians have been prone to ask why, for instance, agriculture never entered the Aboriginal world. It could be asked, with equal validity, why should it? The change from hunter-gatherer to agriculturalist has been by no means universal in world history and most of the Australian continent is unfit for growing any kind of food crop. Still, there is evidence of contacts in late prehistoric times between the crop-growing villagers of New Guinea and the Cape York tribes. In Arnhem Land the wild yam, a staple food, can be easily regrown by cutting off the top and thrusting it back into the ground. Yams were stored in times of plenty but neither outside contacts nor the ease of regrowing the wild yam ever induced the Aborigines to adopt systematic agriculture. A nutritional study done by Margaret McArthur of the 1938 American-Australian Scientific expedition to Arnhem Land suggests one reason for the lack of agricultural development where such was possible in Australia. She found that most of the local groups she studied were easily able to maintain a diverse and nutritionally sound diet from the natural resources of the area they inhabited. In his history of ancient Australia, Geoffrey Blainey emphasizes the life of plenty which Aborigines could lead, but, in John Mulvaney’s words, ‘the fact remains … that in a nomadic hunting society, it is the leanest season which is the true gauge of the capacity of a country to sustain a population’. Australia is a land of many lean seasons. Nomadic life could then become a struggle for existence which the old and the very young often lost.


There may be another reason, less tangible but more potent than natural food supplies, for the lack of agricultural development or other great changes in Aboriginal society. In the ancient past, great changes may have been necessary to set up the basic elements of what we know as traditional Aboriginal society; but once set up, their way of life was an integrated, internally consistent, harmonious whole. All needs, temporal and spiritual, were catered for and if this balance was gained at the cost of extreme introversion that may have seemed no cost at all to the Aborigines. Great change to any aspect of this society could have endangered the whole. Perhaps that is why, in prehistoric times, it never came.


Some recent admirers of this balanced society have created an image of Aborigines which is perilously close to Rousseau’s eighteenth-century vision of the Noble Savage. The Aborigines would not have recognized the image. In the crime and passion of the Dreamtime myths they acknowledged the eternal faults of mankind. The detailed studies of anthropologists show that Aboriginal men quarrelled and killed over prestige, religion and women; they were like other men the world over. W. Lloyd Warner estimated that, in one part of Arnhem Land between 1909 and 1929, about two hundred men died from organized warfare. As Blainey notes, in an area with a total population of three thousand these casualties were colossal. The yearly average was one person in three hundred, six times the casualty rate of the United States in an average year of World War II. Aborigines lacked neither courage nor martial spirit. Apart from the shared virtues and vices of war, perhaps the only way in which their society had a close relationship with that of Europeans was that women could only exercise political power by the subtlety of their man-manipulation.


For all the human follies of its individual members, Aboriginal society achieved an enviable degree of balance with its environment; but strengths built up during the long ages of isolation from the rest of the world were weaknesses when that society had to defend itself against an expanding Europe. A way of life where change came so slowly that it must have seemed never to come at all could not withstand the violence of change brought by those whose ethos was so different that they must have seemed like aliens from the other side of Planet Earth. Even when those aliens came with good will, they could not understand the subtle complexity of Aboriginal life and the eternal bond to the land. When they seized the land, courage and fighting ability were not enough to eject them from it. There were no acknowledged leaders to organize armies of resistance or to negotiate for peace. Worst of all, there was no real sense of nationhood, of what has come to be called ‘aboriginally’. Loyalty was to the local group, the tribe and perhaps to friendly neighbours. All others were objects of indifference or hostility. Thus the white men were able to use black against black in winning the continent for themselves; and the Northern Territory was no exception to the pattern set in the rest of Australia.





2 The Forces of Change



Between five thousand and twelve thousand years ago the rising ocean breached the last of the land bridges between continental Australia and New Guinea. Thereafter external influences upon the Aborigines probably declined and they were left to consolidate a society based on group obligations and without European-style concepts of individual power and wealth. The development of close ties to traditional lands must have meant that wars of conquest became almost inconceivable. How was it possible to take another’s Dreamings? Yet Aborigines did occupy the lands of others. There are, for instance, clear indications that within historic times both the Gunwinggu and Iwaidja peoples of western Arnhem Land have expanded their tribal boundaries at the expense of neighbouring groups. The most likely cause of such expansion was population decline in the areas thus occupied. Declining groups could invite a larger neighbouring group to act as custodian of part or all of their lands; but they were clearly seen to be custodians only, in the first generations, even if the landowners died out completely. Only with the passing of time and human memory might the occupiers come to think of themselves as owners of the land. In an indirect way war may have played some part in such changes, by causing depopulation or a desire to move away from aggressive neighbours. Something of this kind seems to have happened at Lajamanu (Hooker Creek) earlier this century after clashes between the Gurindji, who then owned the area, and their southern neighbours, the Walpiri. The Gurindji moved north towards Wave Hill and Lajamanu is now predominantly a Walpiri settlement. Older Walpiri men may concede that they are in Gurindji country. Younger men are more willing to assert the ownership rights of their own tribe. But neither Walpiri nor Gurindji would consider the change in occupation to spring from a war of conquest.


The peoples of Asia and Europe who ended the isolation of the Aborigines came of a very different tradition; an intensely competitive one, based on an endless search for power and material wealth. Far back in prehistoric times great human movements took place over the face of the earth, for reasons we can only surmise. Amongst these prehistoric migrations were those which brought the Aborigines to Australia and moved them great distances within the continent. But eventually Aboriginal groups began to stabilize their society and their territorial holdings, possibly before the city-states of Sumer, first of the earth’s urban civilizations, rose on the dusty plains of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers five thousand years ago.


Urban civilization brought opportunity, for a fortunate few; opportunity to use human talents creatively in the development of art, literature and science and destructively in the development of the ultimate form of competition, wars of conquest. While the Australian Aborigines moved over their continent in search of understanding, distant city-states grew to nations and nations to empires. Assyrians, Persians, Macedonians, Romans, Huns and a myriad of other peoples flowed outwards over the Eurasian continent, absorbing or annihilating those peoples in their path, only to give way themselves to others in a pattern of rise and fall which some historians came to see as inevitable. J. H. Plumb summed up five thousand years of Eurasian civilizations in a few words: ‘Few societies have secured peace; none stability for more than a few centuries; prosperity, until recent times, was the lucky chance of a small minority’. Yet so enduring and pervasive has the competitive tradition been that few of those born to it have ever seriously questioned its validity. We may now pay homage to the traditions of other peoples; we continue to judge them by the standards of our own.


In the course of imperial expansion, Eurasian peoples began to flow down the chain of Indonesian islands which reach south and east from the Asian mainland to the near north of Australia. In the twelfth century A.D. the Mongols came that way. A semi-nomadic people from the windswept grasslands of central Asia, they butchered their way to the gates of Europe under the barbaric Genghis Khan and his successors; and they alone of all the invaders of China succeeded in conquering the entire country. Under Genghis’s grandson, Kublai, who ruled as Khan from 1260 to 1294 A.D., the Mongol empire reached its zenith. Mongol fleets harassed the shores of Burma, Vietnam and Java. A great system of imperial highways stretched right across continental Asia and by this means there came to Kublai’s court the Venetian traveller Marco Polo, to hear and later recall tales of the South Lands beyond the Indies. Polo spoke of the great islands of Lochac, Pentam and Malaiur, south of Java. His sailing directions placed them in the vicinity of north-western Australia, but his description of kings and cities, gold and elephants to be found there make it certain that it was not Australia that the sailors of the Great Khan had discovered. Polo’s lands were, in fact, to the west, not south, of Java. Either he or the tellers of his tales made an error which lived on to influence the work of European cartographers and increase the lure of the mysterious Southland.


A better claim to the discovery of northern Australia arose during the rule of the Ming emperors who, by 1371, had driven the Mongols out of China. Chu Ti, third ruler of the dynasty, sent into the southern seas at least seven great naval expeditions between the years 1405 and 1431. At that time Chinese naval architecture reached its height. The great junks of the Ming fleets were faster, more seaworthy and immeasurably more comfortable than any vessel possessed by Europeans for at least a hundred years thereafter. ‘On each ship four decks are constructed’, said the traveller Ibn Batuta,


 


and there are cabins and public rooms for the merchants. Some of these cabins are provided with closets and other conveniences, and they have keys so that their tenants can lock them, and carry with them their wives and concubines. The crew in some of the cabins have their children and they grow kitchen herbs, ginger etc., in wooden buckets.


European vessels have yet to match some of these amenities.


The eunuch admiral, Cheng Ho, commanded the Ming armadas. According to the sixteenth-century Chinese historian Ku Ch’i-Yuan, the fleet of 1405 contained 63 ships and nearly 28 000 men. For twenty-one years fleets of this size roamed the southern seas from Africa to Java. Did they also reach Australia? Units of Cheng Ho’s fleet are known to have found Timor and could easily have been blown by the north-west monsoon to the Northern Territory coast, no more than three or four days sail away. But the only direct evidence of an early Chinese presence in north Australia is a small carved figurine of Shou Lao, Tsaoist God of Longevity. Workmen in 1879 found this well-preserved artefact entwined, more than a metre below the surface, in the roots of a banyan tree at Doctor’s Gully, Darwin. Neglected for many years, it reached the Sydney Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences. There, in 1951, the historian C. P. Fitzgerald examined it closely. He concluded that it was of Ming craftsmanship; but he also thought it to be jade and thus rare. Expert examination has since shown the figurine to be of soapstone and therefore a common object which might readily have come into the hands of any of the peoples with whom the Chinese traded. Moreover, it is uncommonly well preserved for a soft object supposed to have lain four centuries in the earth. It could have come with the Macassan trepangers who later frequented the Arnhem Land and Kimberley coasts; it could have belonged to Chinese who came to Darwin after the founding of the town, or even to the labourers who said they found it, for they were Chinese; or it might indeed have belonged to the seamen of Cheng Ho. The same problems of ownership and dating occur with fragments of Chinese pottery found on the Arnhem Land coast. The Ming connection with the Northern Territory seems likely to remain only a fascinating speculation. After 1433 the Chinese abruptly withdrew their great fleets from the southern seas and returned to their old isolation from the world, to their eventual detriment, for they left behind a power vacuum which was filled by Javanese merchant princes, Japanese pirates, Arab traders and, within one hundred years, by Europeans.


At the other end of the Eurasian continent the emerging Christian nations of Western Europe faced their greatest enemy, Islam. Ever since the death of the Prophet Muhammad in 632 A.D. the Islamic faith and its practitioners had been expanding in all directions from their Arabian base. By 712 A.D. the Arabs had swept through the whole of North Africa and hurdled the Straits of Gibraltar to extinguish the Visigothic kingdom in the Iberian peninsula. The Franks halted them permanently at Poitiers in 732 A.D., but they remained in Spain for seven hundred years. The Islamic advance continued in the hands of the Seljuk and Ottoman Turks at the eastern end of the Mediterranean. Notwithstanding the four Crusades they turned the western Christians out of Asia altogether with their capture of the Byzantine capital, Constantinople, in 1453. A century earlier they had crossed the Bosphorus and advanced through the Balkans—even, briefly, into northern Italy—and Ottoman rule lasted in Eastern Europe until the nineteenth century. Islam, spread by the sword into Europe, penetrated eastward more peacefully, through the notable skills of the Arabs as traders and navigators. In 1292 Marco Polo, homeward bound from China, called at the Sumatran port of Perlak and reported that the place was so full of Arab merchants that they had converted the local population to the law of the Prophet. During the fifteenth century the State of Malacca grew to great power under Muslim rulers, who helped to carry the Koran eastwards. Within a century Arab traders had reached the Tanimbars, only two hundred miles north of the Arnhem Land coast. Curiosity and hunger for trade drove the Arabs and they dreamed of spreading the Prophet’s word to the ends of the earth. Their swift dhows may well have reached Australia; but there is no concrete evidence to show that they did.


The Portuguese came next to the near north of Australia. In 1249 they took the Moorish stronghold of Silves and thus ended Muslim occupation of their country two and a half centuries before the forces of Ferdinand and Isabella freed Spain by clearing the Moors from Granada. But Portugal is stony and steep, a country of erratic rainfall, unnavigable rivers and, at the time, shocking roads. In the fifteenth century the King had barely established his authority over a turbulent nobility and, by and large, an ignorant one, sharing little in the Renaissance which produced the brilliance of Dante, Petrarch, Leonardo da Vinci and Raphael in Italy or Jan van Eyck and Erasmus in the Netherlands. A swarm of often poverty-stricken gentry, a large and lax clergy and a growing urban mob in Lisbon and Oporto made up the other minorities of the Portuguese population. The majority were illiterate peasants whose life was at best grinding toil in return for stifling protection, at worst a foretaste of Hell. Hygiene was virtually unknown, sewage ran down the open street gutters and medical practice consisted of quack nostrums and bleeding. The Black Death of 1348-49 had decimated the population, and it returned sporadically for centuries. The Church offered salvation, but a religious tolerance which, in the thirteenth century, had seen Iberian Christians, Muslims and Jews celebrate their rites amicably in the same temple—the mosque of Santa Maria la Blanca at Toledo—was extinguished in the fifteenth century by the Catholic reaction to the Reformation. In 1530 the Inquisition began to burn heretics in the public square at Lisbon, to the sadistic delight of the city mob. Small wonder that, looking back over a gap of five centuries, their countryman de Queiros, called them ‘filthy, fanatical and ferocious’. They were little different from the other peoples of Europe; and their courage, avarice and blind bigotry made their country into the first great world power.


The Portuguese had learnt of astrolabes and maps from the superior civilization of the Moors. They owed a mighty debt to their Prince Dom Henrique (Henry the Navigator) who, from 1419 until his death in 1460, gathered around him scholars from all over Europe to solve the problems of world navigation. They evolved the lateen-rigged caravel and drew on the designs of other Iberian seamen to build large square-rigged carracks and galleons. They armed their ships with cannon and they broke the psychological barrier of the unknown. Cape Bojador, on the Saharan coast of West Africa, had long been the terminus of European navigation. The tale was told of a fourteenth-century Venetian galley whose crew had seen the hand of Satan rising from the water beyond the Cape. They returned to Venice, it is said, with such speed that their record stood till the days of steam. In 1433 Dom Henrique’s captain, Gil Eannes, passed Cape Bojador. Eighty-three years later the Portuguese had reached and settled on Timor, ten thousand sea miles from Europe and only three hundred miles from the north Australian coast. In 1859 R H. Major suggested that the Portuguese had discovered that coast. Few took him seriously and amongst those who did, the weight of opinion went against him until K. G. McIntyre completed a searching analysis of the whole question in 1977. His findings have revived the Portuguese claim. Not only did they discover the north coast of Australia, he contends, but the whole eastern seaboard as well. McIntyre’s arguments for the discovery and charting of the east coast by the Portuguese captain Cristovao de Mendonca in 1522-23 rest mainly on scattered references to that officer by later Portuguese historians and on a series of world maps produced by the outstanding Dieppe school of cartographers between 1536 and 1566. The similarities between the east coast of the southern continent, Jave-la-Grande, as shown on these maps, and the east coast of Australia are remarkable and McIntyre explains very ingeniously the considerable discrepancies. It could have been so, one thinks after reading his work. But the final stone in his reconstruction—perhaps documents from the Portuguese archives, perhaps the unearthing of the mysterious Mahogany Ship buried beneath the Warrnambool sandhills—is still lacking.


The Dieppe maps give no help at all to the case for Portuguese discovery of Australia’s north coast: the northern shore of Jave-la-Grande bears little resemblance to Arnhem Land and the Gulf of Carpentaria. It does, however, correspond well with the north coasts of Java and Sumbawa. McIntyre believes that Portuguese charts of northern Australia were sufficiently close in outline to those of north Java to spread confusion amongst the Dieppe cartographers and cause them to add one to the other. Whatever the truth of that, it seems hardly possible that the Portuguese should not have discovered the north coast of Australia.


The Portuguese had been in Timor for ninety years before the first Dutch vessel reached Australia. To reach that island from Oporto or Lisbon their ships swept wide into the Atlantic Ocean under the power of the north-east trade winds, turned south into the wild seas of the Southern Ocean to round the tip of Africa and crept northward to India and down the long chain of Indonesian islands through the heat, the squalls and the fierce currents of those tropical seas. By the time the mountains of Timor rose out of the sea Portuguese seamen knew that home lay a full year and ten thousand sea miles behind them. Australia was so near; and they had every reason to search the seas south of Timor. Ever since the Alexandrine Greeks of the second and third centuries B.C. had deduced the existence of a great southern continent the legend of the Southland had grown, to adorn fancifully the work of medieval cartographers. The greater part of Jave-la-Grande, as shown on the Dieppe maps, belonged to that tradition. To the legends of Asia, such travellers as Marco Polo, Ludovico Varthema and Manuel de Erédia added their own visions until the Southland became the Isles of Gold to the Portuguese and Spanish. With that dream before them and the technical ease of the voyage from Timor, how could they fail to reach Australia?


Evidence of their presence may be seen in the Portuguese loan words that linguist C. G. von Brandenstein found in tribal languages of the north-west coast; but such borrowings may not be from the earliest date of Portuguese arrival in Timor. After all, they held part of that island for 450 years. There is, however, more direct evidence that they found the continent at an early date. In July 1916 H.M.A.S. Encounter, on wartime patrol, landed a shore party on an unnamed island in Napier Broome Bay, near the extreme northern tip of the Kimberleys. The sailors found two ancient cannon part-buried in the sand at the top of the island (since named Carronade Island). Extensive digging uncovered only one other item, a small part of a brass-bound chest. Gun-markings have enabled the cannon to be tentatively identified as of Spanish manufacture and Portuguese ownership; and they date from the late fifteenth or early sixteenth century. One is preserved at the Garden Island Naval Base in Sydney, the other in the Fremantle Maritime Museum. A third cannon, found two years later on a reef near the other two, was melted down for its brass. It may be, as Andrew Sharp suggests, that these finds are signs of a Portuguese shipwreck from which no one returned to tell the tale. If that could be proven, which it cannot, the question still arises: if one Portuguese ship reached Australia, why not others?


McIntyre goes further, identifying the year of discovery as 1525 and the discoverer as the Portuguese pilot Gomes de Sequeira. There are several accounts by later Portuguese historians of two voyages undertaken by Sequeira in 1525-26 from his base at Ternate, in the Moluccas. In spite of vagueness and contradictions in these sources, McIntyre has been able to show beyond reasonable doubt that, early in 1525, Sequeira was sent to explore northwards from Ternate, and that later in the same year he set out again from the same base and was carried southwards by storms to the coasts of two large islands. McIntyre connects the accounts of Sequeira’s voyaging with two maps, one by the Portuguese, Gaspar Viegas, of 1537 and one by the Italian, G. B. Gastaldi, of 1554, which show such islands. The northernmost appears to represent the Tanimbars. The southern island is placed where the Cobourg Peninsula and Croker Island thrust long fingers out into the Arafura Sea. Gomes de Sequeira may well be the European discoverer of the Northern Territory; but certainty eludes us, perhaps because of Portuguese policies of secrecy about their discoveries and the loss of most of their voyaging records in the terrible Lisbon earthquake of 1755.


The Spanish, Iberian neighbours and powerful rivals to the Portuguese, came next in search of the Southland. They came from the east, across the Pacific Ocean, following the great voyage of Magellan around the world in 1520-21; but their notable captains of the sixteenth century, de Saavedra, de Grijalva, Mendana, de Quiros, missed Australia by passing too far to the north, even though the latter two were specifically seeking the southern continent. The Englishmen Francis Drake (1580) and Thomas Cavendish (1588) followed the same route north of New Guinea. Of all the Spanish explorers only Luis Vaez de Torres has any notable significance for the history of the Northern Territory. His passage, in September 1606, of the strait which bears his name proved the existence of a sea lane which became a significant factor in British settlement on the north coast and for long acted as the main lifeline of the Top End. If it is true that Mendonca preceded Torres by more than eighty years, then Portuguese secrecy has denied him the credit. The Spanish were almost as tardy with Torres and not until James Cook passed through in 1770 did Torres Strait become generally known to the world.


The Portuguese island empire, threatened on the east by the Spanish in the Philippines, soon had to face a worse threat from the west. In the last years of the sixteenth century a new maritime power, Holland, arose on the swampy shores of the North Sea. In 1568 William, Prince of Orange, led the Dutch in rebellion against their Spanish overlords and for eighty years thereafter sporadic, savage war raged across the Netherlands; war made infinitely cruel by the religious hatreds of Spanish Catholics and the militant Calvinist minority amongst the Dutch. In 1580 Phillip II of Spain acquired the Crown of Portugal and closed the port of Lisbon, centre of the European spice trade, to his enemies. The Dutch reacted with marvellous energy, sending their fleets to fight the Spanish and Portuguese all over the globe. The Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (V.O.C.), formed in 1602, obtained exclusive rights to the trade of the East Indies and speedily ousted the Portuguese from most of their island bases. In the year of its founding the V.O.C. gained control of the Banda Islands nutmeg trade. In 1603 Bantam, and in 1605 Amboina, came under their sway. A treaty of 1607 with the Sultan of Ternate established them in the Moluccas. ‘The Hollanders are merely good gunners and otherwise fit for nothing save to be burned as desperate heretics’, wrote a Portuguese chronicler in 1624. But they were a great deal more than that. The judgement of a seventeenth-century Chinese writer may not be unfair: ‘The people that we call Red-hairs or Red Barbarians’, he wrote, ‘are identical with the Hollanders … They are covetous and cunning, are very knowledgeable concerning valuable merchandise, and are very clever in the pursuit of gain. They will risk their lives in search of profit and no place is too remote for them to frequent’. Not all Dutchmen were so greedy as the Amsterdam merchant who, caught trading with the enemy port of Antwerp in 1638, told the Prince of Orange that he would risk sending his ships through Hell if he saw a profit in the voyage; but they were remarkable seamen and traders.
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