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‘A good introduction to the Aboriginal languages spoken in the Kimberley will
also be a good introduction to Australian Aboriginal languages in general. As
the world’s leading expert on Kimberley languages, William McGregor has
succeeded admirably well on both of these fronts. This book provides an insight-
ful and highly readable account both of the social setting in which the languages
are spoken and of their main structural features.’
Alan Rumsey, Department of Anthropology
The Australian National University

The Kimberley, the far north-west of Australia, is one of the most linguistically
diverse regions of the continent. Some fifty-five Aboriginal languages belonging to
five different families are spoken within its borders. Few of these languages are cur-
rently being passed on to children, most of whom speak Kriol (a new language that
arose about half a century ago from an earlier Pidgin English) or Aboriginal English
(a dialect of English) as their mother tongue and usual language of communication.
This book describes the Aboriginal languages spoken today and in the recent past
in this region. The main features of their grammars are outlined, including their
sounds and word and sentence structures. In addition, there is discussion of
how they are related to one another, how they were and are used in conversational
interactions, and their roles and uses in traditional and modern speech communities.

William B. McGregor is Professor of Linguistics at Aarhus University. He
has studied Kimberley languages for more than two decades. He has published
grammars of four of the languages, and written articles on a variety of topics
including their grammar, history, semantics, and discourse organisation.



The story of Kimberley Aboriginal languages cannot be satisfactorily told
without recognising the crucial contributions of individual Aboriginal men
and women. This work contains photographs of a number of Aborigines now
deceased who have provided significant input. Readers should be aware that in
some communities seeing photographs and the names of dead people may cause
distress, especially to close relatives. Before using this book in such communities,
the reader should determine the wishes of senior members and take their advice
on safeguards.
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TO HUGH AND SAM



Mirlimirliya yoodbidi wangarragganoowoo.
“We’ve got to put the words on paper lest they get lost.’
(Gooniyandi, Lanis Pluto to William McGregor
at Muludja, 1980)

Ngantipa nyamurnalu kurnka karru, wayinta karrwawu nyawama jaruma
ngaliwanyma? Jaru nyurruluny ngunta karrwawu mikilyiyirri.
‘When we old people die, will you keep this language that belongs to you and me?
You should keep your own language in your mind.’
(Gurindji, an unnamed community senior,
cited in Dalton et al. 1995: 83-4)
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PREFACE

This book provides a general account of the Australian Aboriginal languages
spoken today and in the recent past in the Kimberley region of the far north-west
of Australia. It describes their vocabularies (words, how they are formed and their
meanings), their structures (what they are like — their grammars), how they
resemble and differ from one another (their ‘types’ — how they can be classified,
and the relations among them), how they were and are used in communication
between people to convey meaning, and what the modern language situations are
like (the role of Aboriginal languages in daily life, their social uses and values).
To give some appreciation of the languages and their use — to help them come
alive — some illustrative stories are given together with English translations and
discussion of their organisation and style of delivery.

It is intended for use both as a textbook and as a reference work. It could be
used as a textbook for a one-semester introductory course in Australian linguis-
tics for advanced undergraduate and postgraduate students in universities in
Australia and elsewhere. It should also be suitable as auxiliary reading for
Kimberley Aboriginal students attending more practically oriented courses in edu-
cational institutions such as Karrayili Adult Education (Fitzroy Crossing),
Kimberley College of TAFE (various locations), Notre Dame University
(Broome), Pundulmurra College (Port Hedland), and Batchelor Institute of
Indigenous Tertiary Education (Batchelor, Northern Territory). The book was also
written with more general audiences in mind, including persons of European
descent living in the Kimberley, many of who interact with Aboriginal people on
a regular basis in the course of their work, tourists visiting the area, and other
persons with an interest in the Kimberley region. For the latter groups of reader
there are few suitable reference works that span the gap between literacy materi-
als for particular languages, and highly technical academic works, impenetrable
to all but specialists. There is also something for academic linguists and anthro-
pologists interested in finding out more about Australian languages.

A minimum of specialised linguistic knowledge is presumed throughout,
although familiarity with fundamental grammatical notions that most people learn
in school, such as noun, verb, word, sentence, would be advantageous. Linguistic ter-
minology and concepts are developed as required; instead of a glossary of technical
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PREFACE

terms, the index points to the page where each term is first introduced and explained.
At these first mentions, the terms are given in small capitals. I have not, however,
eschewed discussion of issues, and in places fairly technical arguments and topics
are presented, some of which (especially in Ch. 10) are not found in general works
such as this. To ignore these would, in my view, neither do justice to the current state
of knowledge, nor reveal what it is that makes studying the languages exciting.

To ease the way into the sometimes quite technical treatment of grammatical
topics in Chs 6-8, 10, and 12, Ch. 5 develops the major concepts and terminol-
ogy of grammar, from the standpoint of Kimberley languages. This chapter also
serves as an overview of the major grammatical characteristics of the languages.

In consideration of non-academic readers, I have tried to avoid excessive
breaking up of the flow of the text by reducing the number of in-text references
and endnotes. Each chapter concludes with a section ‘Further reading’ which
mentions some additional readings relevant to the topics of the chapter. The
section ‘Languages and sources’ at the end of the book lists the main references
for each language. In most cases the endnotes supply additional information of
interest to specialists, and can be ignored by the general reader.

Why restrict the book to Kimberley languages rather than Australian
Aboriginal languages generally?

For one thing, a number of good general introductory books on Australian lan-
guages appeared during the 1980s, including Dixon (1980), Blake (1981, 1987),
and Yallop (1982). Even though these books are now somewhat dated, I see no
need for another book of similar scope and orientation. All of them, however,
suffer from an inordinate focus on what are called Pama-Nyungan languages —
a group of languages that covers the entire continent except for the Kimberley
and Arnhem Land (see Map 1 and §2.4). Non-Pama-Nyungan languages (i.e. all
traditional languages other than the Pama-Nyungan ones) are given short shrift,
and by authors lacking in first hand experience with them. With its focus on
Kimberley languages, and my expertise in non-Pama-Nyungan languages, this
book presents something of an antidote to this unfortunate bias.

Nevertheless, 1 did not want to go to the opposite extreme and make non-
Pama-Nyungan languages the subject of this book, to the exclusion of Pama-
Nyungan languages. I rest content with challenging the implicit message that
Pama-Nyungan language represent the ‘norms’ for Australian languages. The
Kimberley region is a fascinating and diverse one, geographically, biologically,
culturally, linguistically, and historically. But the diversity falls within limits, and
a number of features are shared amongst its languages, Pama-Nyungan and non-
Pama-Nyungan. By giving the book a regional focus it is possible to provide some
notion of the unity, diversity, and complexity of the languages and language
situations without sacrificing depth of treatment for breadth of coverage.

Second, recent years have seen an explosion of interest among the members of
general Australian public in things Kimberley, including its history, prehistory,
geography, flora and fauna, indigenous people, their music (witness such
successful musicals as Bran Nue Dae and Corrugation Road), their art
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PREFACE

(aside from traditional rock art — especially in the Wandjina and Bradshaw tradi-
tions — and body painting, a number of Kimberley artists — among them Queenie
McKenzie, Rover Thomas, George Mung Mung, Janangoo Butcher Cherel, and
Mervyn Street — have produced fine works of art that have sold successfully in
Australian cities and overseas), and their oral literature, among other things.
A number of books are available on many of these themes, some quite technical.
Notable for its absence is a general book on the indigenous languages; the
present book is intended in part to fill this void.

In my experience, talking about grammar — especially of ‘exotic’ languages
such as the topic of this book — tends to invoke two different types of reaction of
incomprehension, and rapid conversation closure. For some, grammar means the
sets of explicit rules they learnt at school, which they (quite rightly) believe do not
exist for Australian languages. That this does not imply that speakers of the lan-
guages might be following implicit (or unconscious) rules of structuring their
utterances seems to fall on deaf ears, and when explanation begins interest soon
wanes and hands are thrown up in despair and puzzlement, or facial expressions
show disbelief. For another group, similar reactions of fear are invoked that arise
when speaking about mathematics: there is something mystical and incomprehen-
sible about both — esoteric knowledge that they will never be able to acquire. [ hope
that this book will do something to convince both groups that with a little invest-
ment of effort it is possible to understand traditional Aboriginal languages — they
are neither impoverished systems too simple to require study, nor transcendental
phenomena beyond the ken of ordinary Westerners. Moreover, | hope the book
will show that study of these things is not purely an ivory-tower enterprise, but
has practical applications and relevance.

While I have tried to be even-handed in my treatment of Kimberley languages by
giving examples from a variety of different languages, my own involvement with
the languages will be evident in the frequency of reference to those I am most famil-
iar with myself (Gooniyandi, Nyulnyul, Warrwa, Gunun/Kwini, and Wangkajunga).
There is a dearth of reliable information on many aspects of many Kimberley
languages, and one inevitably falls back on one’s own experience and data — and
feels more comfortable with talking about the languages one is most familiar with.

Bill McGregor
Arhus, February 2003

A new survey of Australia languages, Dixon (2002), appeared while this book
was in press. The reader is warned that there are many conflicts of opinion and
fact between the two books; these cannot be adequately dealt with in the present
work. Suffice it to say that nothing in Dixon’s book causes me to revise the
account presented on the following pages.

WBM
Arhus, April 2004
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ABBREVIATIONS AND
CONVENTIONS

I have tried to avoid using abbreviations as far as possible, in most cases restricting
them to glosses in example sentences, and occasionally for cited forms in the text.
Just a few of the lengthy technical terms used repeatedly in the text are abbrevi-
ated; but language names are always spelt out in full, since using abbreviations
would adversely affect the comprehensibility and accessibility of the work, even
if it saved a few pages. The following is a list of the main abbreviations that are
used. (A few that are used only in one section are omitted because they are
explained in the text of that section or in endnotes.)

ABL ablative (‘from’)

ABS absolutive (object and intransitive subject); see §7.2
AG agentive (‘-er’)
AILF Australian Indigenous Languages Framework

ALL allative (‘to’, ‘towards’)
APP applicative (‘do with’)

ASP aspectual (‘happening at the same time, or different time”)

ASSOC associative (something associated with a thing)

aug augmented (add one or more things to a minimal (smallest) set);
see §6.1.2

BA Bachelor of Arts

C consonant

CAT catalyst; see §5.2

CAU causal (‘because’)

CAUS  causative (‘make’)

CHAR  characterised by (indicates a characteristic property of some thing)

COM comitative (‘with”)

COMP  complementiser (functions to connect a subordinate clause to a main
clause, a bit like ‘while”)

CONT  continuous (‘going on over a period of time’, ‘continuously’)

CcvC compound verb construction; see §8.1 and §8.3
DAT dative (‘for’)
du dual (‘two’)
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EMP
ERG
EXC
EXCLAM
FAC

FEM
FREQ
FOC

FUT

GEN
HAB
HTH

ICP

IMP
IMPL

IMPER
inc

INF
INST
INTENS
INTER
IPA

IRR

IT

v
KLRC
LOC
MA
MASC
MDWG
MID

NAATI
NEUT
NFUT
NP
NPA

N/P

ABBREVIATIONS AND CONVENTIONS

emphatic (‘very’, ‘really”)

ergative (‘by’); see §7.2 and §12.3

exclusive (excluding the addressee: ‘us, not including you’)
exclamative (indicates an exclamation (!))

factive (‘it is a fact that”)

feminine (of nouns, usually females — ‘she’)

frequency: number of times (e.g. ‘twice’)

focal (something to which attention is specifically drawn)
future (later time)

genitive (‘X’s”)

habitual (‘happens often or all the time’)

hither (‘this way’, ‘towards here”)

inceptive (‘begin’)

imperfective (‘be going on at a certain time”)

implicated (‘involved in’ — an event somehow

involved in another)

imperative (‘do it!”)

inclusive (including the addressee (‘me and you

(and perhaps others)”))

infinitive (like a fo- form of a verb in English)

instrumental (‘with’, ‘using’)

intensifier (‘very’, ‘much’)

interrogative (question, ‘?°)

International Phonetic Alphabet (where phonetic representations
are given, they use the letters and symbols of this alphabet)
irrealis (‘didn’t or mightn’t happen’)

iterative (repeated instantaneous actions)

inflecting verb; see §5.1 and §8.1

Kimberley Language Resource Centre

locative (‘at’, ‘in’, ‘on’)

Master of Arts

masculine (of nouns, usually males — ‘he”)

Mirima Dawang Woorlab-gerring Language and Culture Centre
middle (form of a bound pronoun — §6.3)

minimal, number of things in the smallest set of a particular type;
see §6.1.2

National Accreditation Authority for Translators and Interpreters
neuter (of nouns, usually things — ‘it”)

non-future (‘happened in the past or present’)

noun phrase (e.g. ‘the big dog’)

non-past (‘didn’t happen before — may be happening now, or may
happen later”)

neuter/plural (a grouping of nouns that are either inanimate

or plural)

XX



OBJ
OBJCOMP
OBL

PA
PAIR
PER
PF
PhD
pl
POS
PP

PRES
PRIV
PROG

PUNC
PURP
REF
REL

REP
SEM
SEQ
sg

SUB

SUBCOMP

SUBJ
SVC
TR
TTH
uv
v

VP

ABBREVIATIONS AND CONVENTIONS

object form of a bound pronoun (e.g. ‘me’ rather than ‘I’);
see §6.3

complementiser marking a subordinate clause that modifies the
object of the main clause

oblique form of a bound pronoun, neither subject nor object
(“for/on me’)

past (‘happened before”)

forming a pair together

perlative (‘via’, ‘through’, ‘along”)

perfective (‘finished’, ‘completed”)

Doctor of Philosophy

plural (more than one)

possessor

postpositional phrase (an NP that is accompanied by

a postposition)

present (“happening now’)

privative (‘without”)

progressive (in the process of happening, continuing

to happen)

punctual (an event that happens in an instant)

purposive (‘for”)

reflexive and reciprocal (‘to oneself’, ‘to one another’)
relator (relates clauses (events) together, marking one as less
important: ‘when’, ‘where’, ‘why’)

repeated (‘again’)

semblative (‘like’)

sequential (‘after’, ‘following another event’)

singular (‘one”)

subject form of a bound pronoun (e.g. ‘I’ rather than ‘me’);
see §6.3

complementiser marking a subordinate clause that modifies the
subject of the main clause

subjunctive (‘it is hoped or wished that’, ‘I hope or wish that”)
simple verb construction; see §8.1 and §8.2

transitive conjugation (in Nyulnyulan languages); see §8.2.3
thither (‘that way’, ‘away from here’)

uninflecting verb; see §5.1 and §8.1

vowel

verb phrase (e.g. “‘will be going’)

zero; see §5.1

first person (‘I’, ‘we’)

second person (‘you’, ‘you lot’)

third person (‘he’, ‘she’, ‘it’, ‘they”)

first and second person (‘me and you’)

xxi
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ABBREVIATIONS AND CONVENTIONS

marks the end of a tone unit in the language line; in gloss lines, indicates
categories that are conflated, that is, where it is not possible to easily align
the gloss with a morpheme in the language line

encloses phonemes (i.e. distinctive sounds); see §4.1

encloses a phonetic representation of an utterance, using IPA symbols; see
International Phonetic Association (1999)

encloses an optional item (one that may or may not occur in the particular
utterance or construction)

acting on

acted on

in the language line and in material enclosed in square brackets, marks

a long vowel; in the gloss line, separates two or more words that corre-
spond to a single word or morpheme of the language line

a reconstructed form of a word from an earlier stage of a language;
sometimes used to mark a word or sentence as ungrammatical or
unacceptable

separates morphemes (see §5.1) within a word

specifies a negative value for a feature

in analyses of Gooniyandi verbs, this symbol separates certain morphemes
that are very tightly connected; in certain structural formulae, it represents
items in sequence; elsewhere indicates a positive value for a feature
separates the two main parts of the verb in Bunuba

over a vowel, indicates a main or primary stress

over a vowel, indicates a secondary (weaker) stress

separates syllables of a word; used in some orthographies to separate a pair
of letters that usually represent a single sound when they instead represent
two — for example, n.g in Gooniyandi orthography represents an n followed
by a g, while ng represents the last sound of sing

in gloss lines for example sentences indicates a morpheme the meaning of
which is not known

Inflecting verbs (see §5.1 and §8.1) are cited in all capital letters to distinguish
them from other types of words and morphemes. Occasionally they have a sub-
scripted number — this is to distinguish between different inflecting verbs that
have the same basic form. Elsewhere subscripts are used following a form or
gloss to distinguish between things that look the same, but really are different.
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INTRODUCTION

1.1 Nature of Australian languages

Most Australians know next to nothing about the languages of the original
inhabitants of the continent. In fact, misconceptions abound. Many believe — and
this was frequently reinforced by what they were taught in school — that there is
(or was) a single Aboriginal language, that this was a primitive language spoken
by a primitive people, and that it had no grammar and at most a few hundred
words, supplemented by gestures and grunts. It is also commonly thought that the
sounds mimicked sounds of nature, and that there were no abstract terms such as
love and hate, only words for specific material objects.

In fact, there were and still are hundreds of different Aboriginal languages
spoken on the Australian continent. According to political criteria, there could be
500-600 languages spoken on the continent at the time of European contact —
roughly one for each ‘tribal’ unit, the speech of one ‘tribe’ always being different
from the speech of its neighbours (see §2.1). Sometimes the differences are very
small, permitting members of one ‘tribe’ to understand members of another with-
out previous experience of their form of speech. In these circumstances, linguists
generally speak of different dialects of a single language, reserving the term lan-
guage for cases where the differences are more substantial, and members of one
group need to learn the other’s form of speech in order to communicate. Under
this definition, something like 200-250 different languages were spoken in
Australia at the time of first contact.

Australian languages are not ‘primitive’. In fact, not one of the world’s
6,000—7,000 languages can be described as ‘primitive’. Each has its own complex
grammatical system and vocabulary of many thousands of words, including
abstract terms. Moreover, all languages are used in certain social, cultural, and
environmental context, and this is reflected in various ways in their grammar and
vocabulary. It is not surprising that traditional Aboriginal languages had no terms
for Western scientific and technological concepts such as ‘differentiable mani-
fold’, ‘attractor’, ‘atom’, ‘quark’, ‘computer’, ‘television’, and so on. Nor did
many languages have terms for specific numbers above about three or four. On
the other hand, Aboriginal languages are better developed than English in certain
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areas, including kinship — instead of the handful of terms found in English they
typically had scores of different words for different types of relative (see §3.2
below) — and flora and fauna, where the distinctions and classifications made in
everyday speech rival those of scientific discourse in English.

As in all languages, the sounds of some words in Aboriginal languages are
suggestive of their meaning. Many Kimberley languages call the peewee or
mudlark diyadiya (pronounced like ‘dear-dear’) after one of its calls; likewise the
word for willy-wagtail often resembles its characteristic sound — jindiwirrinyi in
Gooniyandi, jindibirrbirr in Nyulnyul, and jigirrijgeng in Miriwoong. And in var-
ious languages dul (rhyming with ‘pull’) means ‘bang’, and hence ‘shoot’. But
such words are the exception rather than the rule, and the sounds of words in
Aboriginal languages are generally as ‘arbitrary’ and unpredictable as in any
other language. Who could guess that the meaning of the Gooniyandi word
thaarra is ‘dog’, or that yoowooloo means ‘man’?

It has been known for a long time that there are some striking similarities
amongst the languages of Australia. Most have a word like ngayu, ngaju, or ngay
for ‘I’, and many have ngali for ‘we two’. There are also widespread words
including jina ‘foot’, kumbu ‘piss’, kuna ‘shit’, pina ‘ear’, and others. There are
also some striking similarities in their sound systems. Most — though certainly not
all! — have just three vowels, i, a, and u, and in most the first syllable of a word
is stressed. Similarly their grammars share a number of features, such as the use
of case-marking suffixes (similar to Latin) instead of prepositions like English 7o,
from, and so on. Thus, to express ‘to the camp’ in Walmajarri, one says ngurra-
karti where ngurra means ‘camp’, and the suffix -karti means ‘to’. Notice that the
Walmajarri expression does not have a word for ‘the’; this is also a common fea-
ture of Australian languages. Another well-known characteristic of Australian
languages is their extreme freedom in word order. Any order of the words in a
simple sentence is usually acceptable, and all have substantially the same mean-
ing. There are also various grammatical differences among Australian languages,
and Kimberley languages differ in some important ways from languages of other
parts of the continent.

Many linguists believe — though this has not been proved — that all Australian
Aboriginal languages (with perhaps one or two exceptions) belong to a single
family, and that they all ultimately come from a single language, usually called
proto-Australian (Dixon 1980: 3). How long ago this language might have been
spoken is anyone’s guess; however, it is likely to have been many thousands of
years before the present. During the subsequent millennia, many differences have
evolved, giving rise to the linguistically diverse situation of today. As yet this
is hypothetical, and we do not know whether such a parent language existed for
all modern Australian languages. Nor have any links been demonstrated with
languages from other parts of the world, including the nearby island of Papua
New Guinea, which was connected with the Australian continent as recently as
8,000 years ago. There are, however, some intriguing possibilities (see e.g. Foley
1986: 269-75; Nichols 1997).
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1.2 The Kimberley environment

The central or core Kimberley region comprises a plateau region in the far north-
west of Western Australia, extending from a rugged Indian Ocean coastline to the
Fitzroy River in the south and the Ord River to the east. With an area of some
360,000 square kilometres — approximately the size of Germany and half as big
again as each of Britain, New Zealand, and the state of Victoria — it is one of the
least known, most inaccessible, and wildest regions in Australia, and contains
some incredibly impressive scenery. What is generally referred to as the
Kimberley these days is a somewhat larger region that extends south approxi-
mately 200 kilometres and east slightly less, making over 420,000 square kilo-
metres in all. We will generally take the term in its usual sense, only when
necessary distinguishing between the core Kimberley region and the wider
Kimberley. Named after John Wodehouse, first Earl of Kimberley and British
colonial secretary during 1870-1874 and 1880-1882, respectively, it is sparsely
populated with an estimated population of just over 30,000 residents in 2000, of
which slightly under a half were of Aboriginal descent.

The countryside varies considerably both in terms of geology and climate, and
consequently in terms of vegetation and animal life. Geologically, the Kimberley
consists of four main divisions: the Kimberley Block, the Fitzroy River Basin, the
Ord River Basin, and the Great Sandy Desert.

The Kimberley Block is the northernmost division, and comprises some
180,000 square kilometres. It is a plateau composed mainly of sandstone with
patches of basalt, dipping in a north-westerly direction to a drowned coast. The

Plate 1.1 Walcott Inlet (© Rob Jung).
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sandstone of the plateau, formed around 1,800 million years ago in the
Precambrian period, is deeply incised by rivers radiating out from the Mount
House plateau area, the Charnley, Prince Regent, King Edward, Drysdale, and
Durack rivers. The King Leopold Ranges bound the Kimberley Block on the
southwest, and extend from Collier Bay in a south-easterly direction for around
240 kilometres. This range averages 600 metres in height, with the highest peaks,
Mount Ord and Mount Broome rising just over 900 metres. The rugged
Kimberley coastline is cut by drowned river valleys. Tidal variation is extreme,
reaching 12 metres in places (e.g. Hanover Bay), giving rise to strong currents
that made shipping hazardous in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.
The region is sparsely wooded; perhaps the most distinctive feature is the boab
tree, a relative of the African baobab, a moisture-storing tree of wide girth.

The Fitzroy River Basin, dating to the Ordovician period (around 438—505 million
years before the present), is a large subsidence area between the Western Australian
shield in the south and the Kimberley Block to the north. In this basin flows the
Fitzroy River, the largest river of the state, which traces a 525 kilometre course from
its source in the Durack Range in the East Kimberley to its 10 kilometre-wide mouth
at the southern end of King Sound. Despite its large catchment area, the Fitzroy
River is reduced over much of its course to a series of water holes in the dry season.
But during the wet season it carries an enormous volume of water that spreads out
in a flood plain 100 or more kilometres wide in the lower reaches of the river.

Along the northern fringe of the Fitzroy Basin stand a series of limestone
ranges running in a south-easterly direction for some 250 kilometres, from Napier

Plate 1.2 A boab tree (© Kevin Shaw).
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Plate 1.3 Countryside towards Jirrinyoowa (Cabbage Gorge) (© Tamsin Wagner).

Downs in the west to Bohemia Downs in the east. The ranges vary from 3 to 5
kilometres in width, and rise some 50 to 100 metres above the surrounding plains.
They form a part of a massive barrier reef that formed some 360 million years
ago in the Devonian period, when the area lay under a shallow sea. This reef prob-
ably then extended for more than 1,000 kilometres around the seaward margin of
the Kimberley; evidence of it is also seen to the north of Kununurra, where it
forms the Ningbing Range. These ranges represent some of the finest examples
of fossilised reefs found anywhere in the world; marine fossils can be seen in their
weathered walls.

A number of beautiful gorges have been cut into the limestone by rivers and
creeks, the best known being Windjana Gorge (Lennard River), Tunnel Creek, and
Geikie Gorge (Fitzroy River). The gorge at Tunnel Creek forms a natural tunnel
approximately 750 metres in length through the limestone of the Napier Range.
Geikie Gorge is the largest of the gorges, extending 8 kilometres through the
ranges. During the wet season, the river can turn into a raging torrent, running
through the gorge to heights of more than 16 metres above the dry season level.
At the height of the dry season it consists of a single large waterhole, inhabited
by Johnstone River crocodiles, and freshwater species of sawfish and the Bull
shark, relics of the marine period that have adapted to the freshwater environ-
ment. Geikie Gorge contains a number of sacred sites of the Bunuba people, and
tourists should see the gorge from one of the tours run by Darngku Heritage
Cruises, or CALM (Department of Conservation and Land Management).
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Plate 1.4 Limestone range near Danggu (Geikie Gorge) (© Tamsin Wagner).

The Ord River Basin, which also dates to the Ordovician period, bounds the
Kimberley Block to the east, and contains the second largest river of the region, the
Ord River. This river rises in the Albert Edward Range and follows an easterly then
northerly course for some 500 kilometres before it enters the sea at Cambridge
Gulf. The river was dammed for irrigation in 1967 at the Kununurra Diversion
Dam, and later, by a larger dam 40 kilometres south of Kununurra, completed in
1972. This dam holds back Lake Argyle, under which lie a number of important
sacred sites of the Miriwoong people. Until recently, expected agricultural develop-
ments failed, and the Ord River Scheme has become Australia’s most costly and
controversial irrigation projects. Recent plans to dam the Fitzroy River have met
with strong opposition from both Aboriginal communities and sections of the white
population, and the project seems to have been shelved for the time being.
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Perhaps the most spectacular feature of the Ord Basin is Purnululu (Bungle
Bungle Range) declared a national park in 1987, and assigned World Heritage
status is 2003. The range is formed from sandstone laid down in horizontal beds
during the Devonian period, some 350 million years ago. Alternating bands of
light and dark sediments in the sandstone reflect changes in the moisture content
and texture of the layers. Alternating protective skins of silica and lichen give rise
to horizontal bands of orange and black in the rock; beneath the skins the rock is
white and friable. The wind and weather have sculpted the soft sandstone into
beehive-shaped domes along the southern flank of the range, that rise to heights
of 300 metres above the surrounding plain. This array of domes ranks as one of
the most outstanding examples of sandstone towers in the world.

The Great Sandy Desert forms the southern border of the Kimberley region,
and merges into the Gibson Desert and Great Victoria Desert to the south. It is
characterised by 8-9 metre high linear sand dunes that are partly vegetated by
spinifex and mulga trees. The main period of dune-formation ended around
10,000 years ago, though the dune crests remain active. Surface water is scarce,
most water being found in rockholes protected from direct sunlight. There are of
course no major rivers, and the lakes contain no water, except after major rains;
otherwise, they are dry, salt-encrusted lake beds.

One interesting geographical feature located near the border between the
Fitzroy Basin and the Great Sandy Desert, around 130 kilometres south of Halls
Creek, is the Wolfe Creek meteorite crater, called Gandimala in Jaru. This was
formed around 300,000 years ago when a huge iron meteorite crashed into the

Plate 1.5 An antbed (© Tamsin Wagner).
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earth. The crater is the second largest on the earth from which meteorite
fragments have been collected, and is circular in shape, with a diameter of about
900 metres. The floor is about 60 metres below the rim, which rises 35 metres
above the surrounding plain; it is thought that the crater may have been up to
200 metres deep before being filled with wind-blown sand.

Deposits of various minerals have been found in the Kimberley. The earliest
finding was of gold at Halls Creek in 1881, which was followed a couple of years
later by a short-lived rush. In the past few decades, the region has been exten-
sively investigated for its mining potential — much of the region is criss-crossed
by ‘cut lines’, straight roads cut through the countryside by mining companies for
their explorations — and a few commercial ventures have recently been under-
taken. Diamonds are mined at Argyle, situated about 110 kilometres south-south-
west of Kununurra, and currently the biggest diamond-producing mine in the
world; and lead and zinc are mined at Cadjebut, about 80 kilometres south-east
of Fitzroy Crossing. Until the late 1990s, iron ore was mined on Koolan and
Cockatoo Islands. A few bores produce relatively small quantities of oil, and a
few small-scale operations mine Kimberley colourstone and black granite.
Mining raises important issues of Aboriginal ownership and management: con-
cerns that are beyond the scope of the present book. (The Kimberley Land
Council is involved in protecting the rights of Aboriginal land owners in relation
to mining, tourism, and other commercial considerations.)

Two main seasons are distinguished in the English of Kimberley residents: the
wet, from about December to March, and the dry, from April to November. These
are apt names: in most years no rain at all falls during the dry. The period at the
end of the dry season, just prior to the onset of the wet, is perhaps the least com-
fortable, being characterised by high temperatures (40°C and over during the day)
and high humidity. Cyclones develop during the wet season; however, they usu-
ally strike the coast between Broome and Onslow, only occasionally the coast
along the Dampier Land peninsula and further north.

Some of the most extreme weather conditions of Western Australia are encoun-
tered in the Kimberley. The highest rainfall of the state — over 140 centimetres —
occurs on the Mitchell Plateau, on the Kimberley Block, while some of the lowest
falls — less than 20 centimetres — are encountered in the Great Sandy Desert.
Wyndham is the most consistently hot place on record in Western Australia, with
a mean maximum temperature of 35.5°C throughout the year.

1.3 Recent history of the Kimberley region

It is now generally accepted by prehistorians and archaeologists that human
beings have been living on the Australian continent for at least 40,000 years;
some put the date at 60,000 or more years (Flood 1999: 17-19), though there are
disagreements about the methods used (Mulvaney and Kamminga 1999: 2). Early
dates for occupation of the Kimberley have been found: Carpenters Gap in the
Windjana Gorge National Park contains stone tools dating back 40,000 years;
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Widgingarri and Koolan on the coast near Derby reveal dates of 28,000 years; and
Miriwun on the Ord River (East Kimberley) is an 18,000 year-old occupation site
(Flood 1999: 69, 73).

The Kimberley environment has not remained constant over the forty or more
millennia during which it has been populated. During the final cold period of the
last ice age, which lasted from about 25,000 to 15,000 years before the present,
the region was generally more arid than now. Vast quantities of water were locked
up in polar ice, and the sea level was considerably lower than today. At the height
of the glacial period about 18,000 years ago the Kimberley coastline lay far out
to sea from its present location, in places up to 200 kilometres. (At that time,
mainland Australia, Tasmania, Papua New Guinea formed a single land mass, the
Sahul super-continent.)

Little is known with certainty about the greater part of the history occupation,
since Aborigines did not keep written records. Nor did their oral traditions docu-
ment the past in a way that Western thought regards as history (Kolig 1996),
although there are cases where oral traditions are in agreement with western his-
torical records or prehistorical reconstructions. Australian history — as distinct
from prehistory and ‘mythology’ — begins with the first visits of Europeans and
their written records.

Although the Kimberley was one of the last regions of Australia to be colonised
by Europeans, first contact happened quite early. One of the first Europeans
known to have visited the region was the English privateer William Dampier who
landed somewhere on the Dampier Land peninsula over three centuries ago, in
1688.! His comments about the people he encountered are frequently quoted, and
need not be repeated here. Nevertheless, his journal inadvertently provides some
insight into what the people he came into contact with, probably the Bardi,
thought of him. Toby Metcalfe, a linguist who has worked on Bardi, observes that

[According to Dampier’s journal] the Aborigines ran from him crying out
‘Gurri! Gurri!” Dampier, as with most Europeans, would have had trouble
with his word-initial ng’s, and there is no doubt that the people were, in
fact, calling out, ‘Ngaarri! Ngaarri!” The ngaarri is probably the most
feared and fickle of the malevolent spirit-brings [sic] — a creature who is
forever seeking to kill and injure, and one who supposedly accounts for a
good proportion of the misfortunes of the Bardi people. Dampier to them
was believed to be the ‘miserablest” and most ‘nasty’ of the bad spirits!
(Metcalfe 1979: 197)

During the next century, if not before, Macassan seafarers regularly visited the
Kimberley coast — which they called Kaju Jawa — in search of trepang (béche-
de-mer), pearlshell, trocus shell, and fish (Crawford 1982: 29, 2001: 69-94;
Mulvaney and Kamminga 1999: 411). They established temporary processing
depots at various locations along the northern Kimberley coast, and probably
utilised Aboriginal labour. There is evidence of at times violent conflicts with the
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indigenous population. These visits were curtailed by government regulations
in 1906.

Few Europeans visited the Kimberley region until the nineteenth century.
During the four dry seasons between 1818 and 1822 Phillip Parker King surveyed
and charted the northwest coastline of Australia, including the Kimberley coast.
Disaster Bay on the east coast of Dampier Land was named by King as a reminder
of a near disaster with the racing tides. In 1838 John Wickham undertook a fur-
ther survey of the Kimberley coast, while George Grey explored the Northern
Kimberley countryside inland from Hannover Bay. The next exploration into the
Kimberley was in 1856 when Augustus C. Gregory took a party westwards from
the Victoria River along the northern fringe of the desert to Sturt Creek, which
they followed to Lake Gregory.

In most parts of the Kimberley significant contact between Aborigines and
Europeans began in the late 1870s and early 1880s, largely due to Alexander
Forrest’s glowing report of the pastoral and mineral potential of the region follow-
ing his 1879 expedition along the Fitzroy Valley. Pastoralists began arriving in the
early to mid-1880s; just a few years previously, pearlers had begun to make signif-
icant contact with the coastal peoples between La Grange Bay and One Arm Point.

The first twenty or thirty years of white occupation was marked by violent con-
flict between the invaders and the original inhabitants. Both pastoral and pearling
industries required a labour force to do the menial tasks, and force was frequently
used to secure workers from the indigenous populations. Violence was also fre-
quently employed to remove Aborigines from, and keep them away from, places
where they were not wanted, including water sources, dwellings, buildings, stores,
and so on.

But the violence of the early frontier was not entirely one way: a number of
whites were killed or wounded by Aborigines (see the Gooniyandi text in §11.2.3),
and many suffered from losses of stock as a result of spearing by Aborigines. This
in turn usually provoked swift and brutal retaliation, and in some cases entire
groups were exterminated. By the 1920s, the Kimberley region could be said to
have been effectively colonised. Aborigines living in the Kimberley interior were by
then working on cattle and sheep stations in ever increasing numbers. Nevertheless,
cattle and sheep spearing continued until the early 1970s, and numerous attempts,
successful and unsuccessful, were made on the lives of whites by Aborigines, and
of Aborigines by whites. The main task of the police force in the Kimberley until
about 1970 was to encourage (by force or otherwise) Aborigines to conform to
white cultural norms, especially the work ethic (Bohemia and McGregor 1995).

Pastoralists and pearlers were not the only whites with interests in, and who had
significant contact with, the indigenous population of the Kimberley region. Soon
after first settlement, missionaries arrived and began establishing missions. The
earliest were along the coast, in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth
century. In 1890 the Catholic church established a mission at Beagle Bay on the
Dampier Land peninsula; prior to this, in 1885 a mission had been established
near Goodenough Bay on the eastern side of the peninsula by Fr Duncan McNab,
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but it was short-lived. In 1908 another Catholic mission was established, at Pago
Pago on the Drysdale River; it was shifted to Kalumburu in 1936. Protestant
missions appeared soon after. Sydney Hadley, a reformed pearler, established an
Anglican mission on Sunday Island in 1899. In 1912 a Presbyterian mission was
established at Port George IV; it was soon moved to Kunmunya. The Anglican
Church finally established a mission on the Forrest River in 1913, despite their
earlier failure at the same site in 1897.

It was not until much later that missions were established in the Kimberley
interior. Again the Catholic Church led the way, establishing a mission at Old
Balgo in 1942, following an abortive attempt to establish a mission at Rockhole,
near Halls Creek. The United Aborigines Mission established themselves at
Fitzroy Crossing in 1951.

The main purpose of the missions was of course to convert Aborigines to
Christianity. But most took their task as including the enculturation of Aborigines,
and thus placed a high value on instilling the work ethic. Work was normally a pre-
requisite of payment (usually in the form of food and tobacco), although this was
sometimes difficult to put into practice. Children were generally seen as the great-
est hope. Not only were they provided basic education, but they were also segre-
gated from their families from an early age, and brought up under the care of the
missionaries in dormitories. This was considered as the most effective means of
assimilation, and of keeping the children away from the bad influences of adults.
Until the 1960s, even the most enlightened missions employed the dormitory sys-
tem. Of course this had significant effects on the transmission of the culture and
language, and is doubtless one of the factors responsible for the shift to speaking
English in the mission communities. In some places missionaries even banned
traditional ceremonies and destroyed sacred items. The impact of missions was
certainly not only bad; missions also provided refuge to Aborigines, and some
protection from unscrupulous whites.

Certain government instrumentalities also had important effects on the Aboriginal
population of the Kimberley. Most notable were the Aborigines Protection Board and
the police, whose duties included acting as ‘protectors’ of Aborigines! As a part of
its policy of segregation and assimilation, the Aborigines Protection Board estab-
lished Aboriginal reserves at various locations. In the East Kimberley the properties
Moola Bulla and Violet Valley were purchased by the State government, and reserves
were established on these properties in 1910 and 1911, respectively. In the West
Kimberley, a reserve was established at Munja, on Walcott Inlet, in 1927.

White colonisation resulted in major population movements in the Kimberley.
Missions and reserves were used as convenient settling grounds for Aborigines,
who were frequently brought from far away — often by force — and resettled on
them. From early in the twentieth century the Western Australian government had
a policy of removing part-Aboriginal or ‘half caste’ children from their mothers,
and relocating them in white institutions. Because the government provided
financial assistance for each person supported, missions sometimes vied strongly
for the custody of these children, now referred to as the stolen generation.
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Not infrequently missions were relocated, taking with them their entire
Aboriginal population. In 1949 the Kunmunya mission moved to Wotjulum, tak-
ing with it most of the coastal Worrorra people, and absorbing the inhabitants of
the nearby Munja reserve, which was then closed down. At the same time the
coastal peoples from farther north moved into the Kalumburu mission area.
The result of these moves was to leave ‘a vast area of uninhabited country in
the homeland of the Worora and its two allied tribes, with the three islets of habi-
tation, namely the Missions at Wotjulum, Kalumburu and Forrest River’
(Davidson 1978: 94). Seven years later, the Wotjulum mission was shifted to Old
Mowanjum, on the outskirts of Derby.

Sometime in the late nineteenth or early twentieth century desert people from
the Great Sandy Desert started moving northwards into the Kimberley region
(Kolig 1981: 21). This movement continued into the 1960s and early 1970s, by
which time the last of the desert people had moved out of their country. The rea-
sons for this movement are not entirely certain, but it is likely to be in part related
to the pastoral industry. In particular, the people living in the areas of intensive
pastoral activity — especially the country along the rivers — sustained considerable
population losses. Perhaps in part because of the depleted population in the more
hospitable country, the desert people may have begun to move north. Doubtless
other factors were relevant, including curiosity about the new world of white
people — the new artefacts and easily obtained food and tobacco.

Killings, massacres, overwork and starvation on pastoral stations and pearling
luggers, in addition to resettlement of people away from their traditional lands,
often in close proximity to Aboriginal groups with whom they had few ties, all
contributed to the destruction of Aboriginal societies in the Kimberley, and the
decimation of the people. So also did introduced diseases, especially leprosy and
venereal disease. Although the history of both of these diseases in the West
Kimberley goes back to the late nineteenth century, leprosy did not reach epidemic
proportions until the mid-1930s. And it remained as such for the next fifteen years
until 1950, ‘the last of the big years’ (Davidson 1978: 95). From the late 1930s suf-
ferers were taken in to the Derby leprosarium by police patrols; most remained
there for the rest of their lives. A plaque at the leprosarium cemetery indicates that
over three hundred Aboriginal lepers were buried there; doubtless many others
died in their homelands, having avoided the police patrols (Bohemia and
McGregor 1995), or escaped from the leprosarium. Many sufferers of this disease
were Northern Kimberley people, Worrorra, Ngarinyin, and Wunambal.

Until 1968, most Aborigines in the Kimberley lived in small communities on
pastoral properties, missions or reserves; relatively few resided in the towns. With
the phasing in of award wages to Aboriginal workers over the next couple of
years, many workers were discharged, and they and their families forcibly
removed from the pastoral properties and shifted into the towns, where they began
to live as fringe-dwellers. Since the 1980s, this trend has reversed, and increasing
numbers of Aboriginal people have returned to their former homes, where they
have established, or are attempting to establish, independent communities.

12
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INTRODUCTION

’ BEWARE

Plate 1.6 Hazards of travel in the Kimberley in modern times (© Tamsin Wagner).

1.4 History of research on Kimberley languages

For expository purposes it is convenient to identify three main phases of research
into Kimberley languages: (a) an EARLY PHASE, from the late nineteenth century
until about 1929; (b) an INTERMEDIATE PHASE from about 1930 to 1959; and
(c) a MODERN PHASE, extending from 1960 to the present. These phases were not,
of course, completely distinct, and the work of some investigators spans more
than one of them. We discuss them in the following subsections.

1.4.1 The early phase

This phase was dominated by the work of amateurs, who had little or no
linguistic training. Prior to 1890, a handful of explorers, pastoralists, pearlers, and
missionaries had recorded the odd word in some Aboriginal language, usually
without specifying its identity or even location. Few words in the writings of these
people are identifiable. An exception is the wordlists provided by James Martin,
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in his 1865 report on expeditions to the west Kimberley coast in 1862 and 1863.
He lists about seventy basic words in the language of the ‘sea-coast tribes’, and
about twenty in the language of the ‘natives of the interior’. Most of the terms of
both lists are identifiable as Nyulnyulan, probably Yawuru and Nyikina respec-
tively. Martin was surprisingly perceptive: ‘the language of both sea-coast and
inland tribes . . . is agglutinate, with Malay affinities few, obscure, and only partly
recognised; the dialects prevail over exceedingly small areas, as is the case with
eastern Kelcenonesian tribes’ (Martin 1865: 287).

The establishment of the mission at Beagle Bay by French Trappist monks in 1890
marked the first serious work on Kimberley languages. One of them, Fr. Alphonse
Tachon, wrote a sketch grammar of Nyulnyul; this was the first and for decades best
description of any Kimberley language. He also produced a quite extensive wordlist
and translations of religious materials. Tachon’s work was subsequently used by
Pallottine priests during the early 1900s, but not improved upon until the 1940s.

William Bird, a school teacher on Sunday Island, published a few short notes on
Jawi grammar (Bird 1910), which were far inferior to Tachon’s unpublished sketch.
It provided scant information, and even scantier analysis, often misguided. Aside
from these two works, one finds no more than the odd remark about grammar.

The first-known audio recording of a Kimberley language was made in 1910,
at Beagle Bay by Fr Bischofs. He made wax cylinder recordings of some thirty
Nyulnyul songs and speech (half a dozen cylinders), amounting to approximately
an hour in total. The following year the Swedish ethnomusicologist Yngve Laurel
visited Sunday Island, and recorded songs and a short conversation in Jawi.

During this period a number of wordlists of disparate quality were compiled by
people such as Daisy Bates (Jukun, Yawuru, Nyulnyul and Ngumbarl), William
Bird (Jawi), C.J. Annear, postmaster and protector of Aborigines at Fitzroy
Crossing (Gooniyandi); the ubiquitous amateur R.H. Mathews (Kija);
N.H. Stretch, a pastoralist (Jaru); Ernest Rigby (Walgi — an unidentified language
closely related to Kija); and the adventurer Michael Terry (Gurindji).

In 1927 and 1928, the anthropologist A.P. Elkin undertook his first field trip to
the Kimberley. Although his primary interests were in kinship, genealogy and
social organisation, he also gathered names of artefacts, flora, fauna, places, and
verb forms in Nyulnyul, Bardi, and Ngarinyin. Elkin is noteworthy as the first
person to transcribe indigenous texts in a Kimberley language, and one of the few
investigators of the time with an interest in sociolinguistic and anthropological
linguistic issues.

Given the meagre state of knowledge during this first period, it is remarkable
that Fr Wilhelm Schmidt was able to produce a classification of Australian lan-
guages, including Kimberley languages, that is correct in broad outline. Schmidt
(1919) distinguished between northern and southern languages, roughly parallel
to the modern distinction between Pama-Nyungan and non-Pama-Nyungan
languages. For the Kimberley region he distinguished three groups: a King Sound
group, an Ord River group, and a Ruby Creek group. These correspond to what
are now called the Nyulnyulan, Jarrakan, and Pama-Nyungan families (§2.4).
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1.4.2  The intermediate phase

This phase, embracing the mid-twentieth century, saw slackening off of amateur
interest and an increase in professionalisation. Investigators were on the whole
less linguistically naive, and attempted some basic grammatical analysis. In addi-
tion to half a dozen missionaries, there were also a couple of professional lin-
guists and anthropologists working from universities. This period is probably best
characterised as the period of surveys.

The Presbyterian missionary James R.B. Love began intensive work on
Worrorra in the late 1920s, at Kunmunya mission. He as an astute and insightful
observer, with a genuine interest in the people and concern for their welfare; his
notebooks provide a wealth of information on the Worrorra language and culture.
Love published various works on the language and its speakers, including gram-
matical sketches (Love 1931-2, 1938), the first published sketch grammars of any
Kimberley language. His Master of Arts (MA) thesis is quite detailed, and has
recently appeared in print (Love 1934, 2000). His book on the Worrorra people
and the early history of Kunmunya mission (Love 1936) also contains interesting
remarks on the language.

Another protestant missionary with an interest in Kimberley languages — and
who was to make important contributions in the modern period — was Howard
Coate. In 1934 he established a mission base near Mt Barnett, and very soon
started to learn Ngarinyin. He began compiling a wordlist; then, with Love’s
assistance, began analysing the grammar. An ‘itinerant’ missionary without
church funding, Coate worked on a number of occasions as guide and assistant to
visiting anthropologists and linguists. In 1938 he was engaged as an assistant to
the linguist Arthur Capell (see later). In 1944 or 1945, Coate took over as tempo-
rary superintendent of the Sunday Island Mission, during which time he worked
on Bardi. Then in 1946-1947 he was employed by Professor A.P. Elkin to gather
information on the northern Kimberley Wandjina cult; this permitted Coate to
gather a large corpus of mythological texts in Worrorra, Ngarinyin and
Wunambal, and compile a sizeable wordlist in the three languages. Most of the
following decade saw Coate away from the Kimberley, though he continued his
linguistic researches when opportunity arose — as a patrol officer in the Northern
Territory, he compiled vocabularies and grammatical notes for Gupapuyngu and
Warlpiri. He returned to the Kimberley in the early 1960s (see later).

Catholic missionaries also made important contributions. Most notable were
the German Pallottine missionaries Frs Herman Nekes and Ernest Worms. Worms
arrived in Australia in 1930, and worked as parish priest in Broome for the next
eight years, during which time he investigated the local Yawuru people and their
language. His onetime teacher, Fr Nekes followed five years later, thus beginning
a collaboration that continued until Nekes’ death in 1948. From his base in
Beagle Bay, Fr Nekes gathered information on Nyulnyulan and far northwestern
Pama-Nyungan languages. Fr Worms was more active as a fieldworker, and
travelled extensively over the Kimberley region and elsewhere. His interests,

16



INTRODUCTION

however, were more anthropological than linguistic though he did always gather
information on the languages.

Frs Nekes and Worms published various articles on Kimberley languages and
cultures, covering themes such as the pronominal systems, onomatopoeia, terms
for new concepts, toponyms, mythological terms, and mythology. Their magnum
opus Nekes and Worms (1953) is, despite its title, primarily about Dampier Land
and neighbouring languages. It describes their grammatical structure, and gives
extensive wordlists and sample texts in a number of languages.

During the 1930s, Fr T. Gil, superior of Pago Pago and later Kalumburu mission
from 1926 to 1943, produced a wordlist and translations of religious materials in
what he refers to as the Pela language, which is probably Gunin/Kwini (McGregor
1993: 13). Dom Theodore Hernandez, stationed at Kalumburu in the 1940s, inves-
tigated aspects of social organisation and beliefs about procreation.

The first professional linguist to work in the Kimberley was Gerhardt Laves,
a student of the famous American linguist Edward Sapir. He was brought to
Australia in 1929 by A.R. Radcliffe-Brown under funding from the then
Australian National Research Council. In 1930, Laves undertook fieldwork on
Karajarri and Bardi, during which he recorded eleven wax cylinders of Karajarri
speech and song at La Grange. Unfortunately, Laves published virtually nothing
about his research into Australian languages, and wrote a single short description
of Karajarri grammar (Laves 1931). His fieldnotes, however, are highly regarded
for their accuracy and detail, and have been used by linguists in recent years.

Arthur Capell — widely regarded as father of Australian linguistics — undertook
an extensive trip through northern Australia in 1938-1939. Beginning in Broome,
he travelled through the Kimberley and thence Northern Territory, recording
information on many languages, including Ngarinyin, Wunambal, Worrorra,
Nyulnyul, Bardi, Yawuru, Nyikina, Warrwa, Bunuba, Gooniyandi, Kija,
Miriwoong, Jaminjung, Ngaliwurru, Nyangumarta, Karajarri, Mangala, and
Walmajarri. In 1940, Capell published the results of his investigations and pro-
posed a classification according to typological characteristics (Capell 1940). He
later published grammatical sketches of Wunambal (Capell 1941) and Nyikina
(Capell 1952/1953). His 1956 book 4 new approach to Australian linguistics
heralded the third phase of Kimberley language study — and indeed of modern
Australian linguistics (Capell 1956/1966).

1.4.3 The modern phase

Both missionaries and professional linguists have played an important role in the
modern phase (since 1960), which might be described as professionalised and
descriptive in orientation. It is in this phase that the first detailed grammars
appeared, and investigators employed modern linguistic methods and approaches.

Fr Kevin McKelson, who had arrived in the Kimberley in the early 1950s, was
stationed for many years at La Grange mission where he began learning the local
languages, Karajarri, Mangala, Nyangumarta, and Yulparija. Beginning in the
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1960s, he produced useful studies of the four languages, as well as language
learning materials, literacy materials, and translations of religious liturgy.

Howard Coate’s return to the Kimberley in the early 1960s marked the beginning
of a new phase in his linguistic investigations. He renewed his collaboration with
Elkin and Capell, and continued gathering information on Ngarinyin, and in the
mid-1960s, other languages, including Bardi, Gooniyandi, Bunuba, Unggumi,
Yawijibaya, Winyjarrumi, Umiida, and Unggarrangu. The data he gathered on the
last four of these languages, restricted though it was, represents virtually everything
known about them. Working with Elkin, Coate compiled a dictionary of Ngarinyin
(Coate and Elkin 1974), the first good dictionary of any Kimberley language, and
wrote a grammar (Coate and Oates 1970), with assistance from Lynette Oates; this
was the first published grammar of a Kimberley non-Pama-Nyungan language.
Coate also translated parts of the New Testament into Ngarinyin.

In the late 1960s, linguists working under the auspices of the Summer Institute
of Linguistics (SIL) — a worldwide missionary organisation whose major goal is the
translation of the Bible in a linguistically informed way — began to make an appear-
ance in the Kimberley. Joyce Hudson and Eirlys Richards went to Fitzroy Crossing,
and worked on Walmajarri; Joy and Peter Taylor went to Halls Creek and worked
on Kija. Hudson and Richards produced descriptions of Walmajarri grammar
(Hudson 1978), wordlists, learning materials, literacy materials, Bible translations,
and so forth. The Taylors also wrote descriptions of aspects of Kija grammar, literacy
materials, and translations of portions of the Bible, though little is published.

[ S =2a0

Plate 1.7 Howard Coate and William McGregor in conversation in front of the former’s
hut, 1996 (© Kevin Shaw).
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The most innovative and exciting research carried out by a missionary in the
modern period was that of Fr Anthony Peile, stationed at Wirrimanu (Balgo) from
1973 until his untimely death in 1989. Peile’s main talents were not in descriptive
linguistics, but in Kukatja ethno-science, in the Kukatja conceptualisation of the
world. He believed that language was central to this, and that it was impossible to
understand the Kukatja views without an understanding of their language, and
how it is used to speak about phenomena of the world. His two most significant
publications, deal with the Kukatja understanding of plants (Peile 1996), and the
human body and soul (Peile 1997). (See §9.6 for further details.)

The story of modern academic research into Kimberley languages begins with
Geoffrey O’Grady, who, in the 1950s, began working on Nyangumarta. In 1963,
he completed his doctoral thesis (Indiana University), a grammar of the language;
this was subsequently published as O’Grady (1964). Two years later, in collabo-
ration with C.E. Voegelin and FM. Voegelin, O’Grady published a large-scale
classification of Australian languages, O’Grady et al. (1966).

Also in the 1960s, William Hoddinott of the University of New England began
work on languages of the Daly River and Victoria River regions, on the margins
of the Kimberley. His students John Cleverly and Janet Bolt undertook fieldwork
in the Victoria River region in the mid-1960s. Cleverly wrote an MA thesis on
Jaminjung (Cleverly 1968); and later Hoddinott and Frances Kofod worked Bolt’s
fieldnotes into grammars of Ngaliwurru (Bolt ef al. 1971a) and Nungali (Bolt
et al. 1971b).

Since the 1960s, a steadily growing number of professional linguists and post-
graduate students have carried out fieldwork on Kimberley languages, and many
have produced descriptive grammars — mostly of a high standard — and articles on
various linguistic topics.

The 1970s saw a significant increase in the number of academically trained
field linguists working in the Kimberley. Most began as doctoral students, and
many are still active. Michael Silverstein, Alan Rumsey, and Eric Vaszolyi (later
Vasse) worked on Worrorran languages; Toby Metcalfe and Bronwyn Stokes on
Nyulnyulan languages; Frances Kofod on Jarrakan languages; and Tsunoda
Tasaku and Patrick McConvell on Pama-Nyungan languages.” Five higher degree
theses resulted. Three of the four doctoral (PhD) theses were detailed grammars:
Rumsey (1978) (published 1982) of Ngarinyin; Tsunoda (1978) (published 1981)
of Jaru; and Stokes (1982) of Nyikina. The MA thesis, Kofod (1978), was a
descriptive grammar of Miriwoong. The other PhD thesis, Metcalfe (1972) (pub-
lished in 1975), focussed on Bardi verb morphology, and was the first attempt to
apply a modern linguistic theory to the description of a Kimberley language.

The 1980s saw the arrival of only two new academic linguists: myself in 1980
(Gooniyandi), and Komei Hosokawa in 1986 (Yawuru). Both wrote detailed mod-
ern grammars of the languages as PhD theses, McGregor in 1984 (published
1990), Hosokawa in 1991 (to be published by Pacific Linguistics).

In 1984, Joyce Hudson and Patrick McConvell undertook a pilot study of the
language situation and needs in the Kimberley, the results and recommendations
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Plate 1.8 Fieldwork on Gooniyandi at Jiljiyardie, 1980. Left to right: Joe Dimeye, Jack
Bohemia, William McGregor (© Alan Rumsey).

of which are reported in Hudson and McConvell (1984). As a consequence, the
Kimberley Language Resource Centre (KLRC) was established, the first
Aboriginal-run language centre in the country. The KLRC began operations in
Broome, but shifted after a year to Halls Creek; an annex was established a few
years later in Fitzroy Crossing. In the late 1980s, a second language centre,
Mirima Dawang Woorlab-gerring Language and Culture Centre (MDWG), was
established in Kununurra to serve local interests.

Establishment of language centres brought changes to fieldwork. No longer
can new fieldworkers simply arrive at communities and begin work on a lan-
guage. Rather, the language centres act as buffers between linguists and commu-
nities, and prospective researchers should make initial contact via the centres.
Since the late 1980s, a number of budding linguists began as workers for the
KLRC. Three have since completed higher degrees: Therese Carr, an MA on
Wunambal (2000); Mark Clendon, a PhD on Worrorra (2001); and Barbara Jones,
a PhD on Wangkajunga (2003). Emily Knight is currently (2004) completing an
MA on Bunuba. Janet Sharp finished a PhD on Nyangumarta grammar in 1998.

A significant development of the 1990s has been a return to detailed studies of
particular grammatical topics, that began with Metcalfe’s study of Bardi verbs.
Verbs have again been the major focus of interest, with three PhD theses devoted
to them, Nicolas (1998) (Bardi and Bunuba), Schultze-Berndt (2000)
(Jaminjung), and Claire Bowern (2004) (Bardi).

Another important development of the 1990s was the appearance of dictionar-
ies for speakers of the languages and their children: Walmajarri (Richards and
Hudson 1990), Kukatja (Valiquette 1993), Bardi (Aklif 1999), and Worrorra
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Plate 1.9 Kimberley Language Resource Centre building in Halls Creek (© KLRC).

(Clendon et al. 2000). A number of others are in preparation under the auspices
of the KLRC, including dictionaries of Gooniyandi, Nyikina, and Bunuba.

The 1980s also saw the beginning of interest in, and acceptance of, the non-
traditional languages spoken by Aborigines in the region. Kriol (see §2.4.7 and
§3.4.2) became for the first time considered worthy of investigation by linguists,
and SIL linguists played a major role in its documentation (e.g. Hudson 1983).
The attitudes of educators also began to change for the better; Kriol has begun to
be accepted as a real language, the first language of the majority of Aboriginal
school children, and some literacy materials have been produced.

The post-1960 period has been not just one of increased descriptive sophistica-
tion. It has also been a time of increased social consciousness of both linguists and
Kimberley Aborigines. It is now expected that linguists will return results of their
research to communities in a suitable form, and provide advice or assistance in
such matters as orthography development, teaching literacy or linguistics, produc-
tion of literacy materials, and so on. Linguists are also employed by community
schools, adult education centres, language centres, and Catholic Education.

1.5 Spelling and pronunciation

Traditionally, Australian Aborigines did not write their languages. True, they did
employ various forms of visual communication such as bodily designs, markings
on message sticks, and painting. But none of these are true systems of writing:
the spoken language is not represented in a consistent way. There is no direct
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correspondence between the visual symbols and words of the language: the visual
marks symbolise meanings directly.

Today, however, many languages, particularly the widely spoken ones, do
have writing systems. Indeed, some have had a writing system for many years.
JR.B. Love developed a writing system for Worrorra in the 1920s and 1930s, and
used it in his Bible translations. The numbers who learnt it were not large, and the
skill appears not have been passed on to the younger generations, who learnt liter-
acy skills in English exclusively. Until the 1970s, most writing systems were devel-
oped exclusively for linguists, anthropologists and missionaries. It is only in the
last twenty or thirty years that Kimberley languages have acquired writing systems
for use by speakers. As might be expected, no languages have large bodies of lit-
erature, or large numbers of literate speakers. The best established writing systems
are for Walmajarri and Kukatja; these have been taught both to adults in adult edu-
cation classes and to children in non-government schools such as Noonkanbah
school (Walmajarri) and Luurnpa Catholic School in Wirrimanu (Kukatja).

In most cases the writing systems — or ORTHOGRAPHIES — are still under develop-
ment or are being trialled, and spelling has not yet become standardised. Since the
mid-1980s the KLRC has played an important role in the development of ortho-
graphies. Many recommendations have been made over this period, beginning with
Hudson and McConvell (1984), and numerous workshops have been held with
speakers of various languages, often with the assistance of linguists. The Centre has
recently published a guide to the orthographies in use, or recommended for use, in
Kimberley languages, with basic information on the systems for some twenty-eight
languages (Kimberley Language Resource Centre 1999). The important point about
these recent developments is that, as Patsy Bedford says in her Foreword,

Linguists were the first to write our languages down using letters from
English, but the English alphabet doesn’t belong to Aboriginal people. For
many years now many Aboriginal people have longed to write their own lan-
guages. Our languages are very different to each other and to English so
it is hard to decide which letters to use for writing them. The Kimberley
Language Resource Centre has a policy that the Aboriginal people who
own the languages should take a part in deciding on the orthography for
their language. Many of the languages have had their elders, speakers and
community members involved in deciding on their orthography.
(Kimberley Language Resource Centre 1999: iii)

Significantly, the decision processes have often extended over lengthy periods of
time, during which it has been possible to give them a fair trial. For instance,
Gooniyandi speakers decided in 1984 on a spelling system (Street and Chestnut
1984). As a result of problems encountered in using it, modifications were pro-
posed and accepted by Gooniyandi speakers at a meeting sponsored by the
Kimberley Language Resource Centre in 1990 (Carr 1991). A writing workshop
held at Yiyili Community in 1999 recommended a further change.
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There are several reasons why different orthographies have come into use for
different languages.

First, orthographies have been traditionally decided on by linguists, and
speakers of the language have had little or no say in the decision-making process.
Preferences of the linguist for certain letters to represent particular sounds often
shows up in the orthography they recommend. Linguists have often opted for sys-
tems reflecting their own language background (usually English) and linguistic
training, rather than systems that may be most convenient for speakers. With
increasing involvement of speakers in the decision-making processes, choices
have been made that are sometimes surprising to linguists. An example is the
decision by Gooniyandi speakers in 1984 to use the letter d to represent both the
sound d as in dog and the rolled r-sound (as heard in Scottish English), sounds
which are quite distinct in the language. This decision has since been revoked, and
now the standard 77 is used for the latter sound.

Second, early orthographies used linguistic symbols (such as 1) and compli-
cated diacritics (as in i, ¢, T, t, etc.). These are difficult to produce on typewriters —
and a nuisance to type on standard computer keyboards — and in recent years
emphasis has been placed on practical orthographies that lend themselves better
to typewriters and computers.

Third, and perhaps most significant, are political considerations. As Patsy
Bedford says (Kimberley Language Resource Centre 1999), ‘In the Kimberley
region there are many Aboriginal languages still used. For the people who own
these languages, each one has its own separate identity and this can be seen by
the different writing systems that are in use’. Such considerations seem to have
been partly why Bunuba people choose u for the sound like u of put in English,
thus maintaining an obvious difference from the nearby and closely related lan-
guage Gooniyandi, which uses oo for this sound. The Gooniyandi decision to use
oo was to facilitate transference of literacy skills from English.

Kimberley orthographies can be divided into two main types: north Kimberley
orthographies and the south Kimberley orthography. North Kimberley orthographies
are used by (or recommended for) most non-Pama-Nyungan languages traditionally
spoken in the Kimberley proper; the south Kimberley system is used mainly by Pama-
Nyungan languages from the bordering regions (see Map 3). Two major exceptions
are non-Pama-Nyungan Kija, which uses a variant of the south Kimberley orthogra-
phy, and Pama-Nyungan Jaru, which uses a north Kimberley orthography.

The following is a fairly complete list of symbols that are currently used in the
various systems, together with indication of which systems they are used in, and
brief explanation of their sound value (see Ch. 4 for further discussion). No
language uses all of these letters.

a  as in father, but shorter; sometimes is sounds more like the u of but, or
the a of sat. It is never pronounced as the a of mate.

aa like the sound written ar in car in Australian English; this is a long
version of the sound written as a.

23



(="

€e

ii
iyi

(SN

INTRODUCTION

similar to the p of pin or the b of bin, but more like the p of spin. In some
languages the p pronunciation is more frequent; in others it is the b.
Used in most north Kimberley orthographies; the south Kimberley
orthography uses p for the same sound.

similar to the ¢ of tin or the d of din. In some languages the ¢ sound is
most frequent; in others, the d is. Used in most north Kimberley
orthographies; the south Kimberley orthography uses ¢ instead.

used in Bunuba only for the sound written 7d or 7t in other languages.
The closest sound in English is 7d and ¢ in some American pronuncia-
tions of card and cart, though the tip of the tongue is turned back further.
as in pet in Worrorran languages other than Worrorra itself where it
sounds like the e of men and the ai of air; in Jarrakan languages the
same letter is used for something closer to e of mechanic.

like ee of feet in Worrorra, and ai of air in Wunambal.

similar to the & of king, or the g of girl; it is never pronounced as the g
of gentle or gem. Used in some north Kimberley orthographies; the
south Kimberley orthography uses & instead.

as in bin, and sometimes like the ea of bean, only shorter. It is never
pronounced like the 7 in side.

used in Wunambal for a sound similar to that of 7 in a New Zealander’s
pronunciation of fish and chips.

like the ee of seen.

like the ee of seen in a few orthographies, where it is used instead of ii.
similar to the j sound of jam, or the ch sound of chill.

similar to the k of king, or the g of girl. The south Kimberley ortho-
graphy and some north Kimberley orthographies use & for this sound,
others use g; a few use both, usually £ after n, g elsewhere.

like the / of English.

used in Bunuba for the sound written 7/ in other languages. The closest
sound in English is 7/ in some American English pronunciations of Carl,
though the tip of the tongue is turned back further.

English has no close approximation for this sound, which occurs in only
two or three languages; see §4.2.2 for a technical description.

rather similar to the //i of million, it is even closer to the /I sound of
Castilian Spanish /lave ‘key’.

as in English man.

like the n of English.

used in Bunuba for the sound written rn in other languages. This sound
is similar to 7n in some American English pronunciations of barn,
though the tip of the tongue is turned back further.

like the ng of sing, but not like the ng of finger. This sound often begins
words in Kimberley languages, giving rise to one of the main difficulties
experienced by English speakers learning to speak Aboriginal languages,
who find it very difficult to pronounce the sound at the beginning of words.
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used in Bunuba to represent the sound written as ng in other
orthographies.

there is no English sound close to this one (see §4.2.1.1 for a
description), and it is very difficult for the English speaker to dis-
tinguish it from n. Like /A, nh occurs in just a few languages.
similar to the ny of canyon and the ni of onion.

as in pot or or in port.

some languages (e.g. Gooniyandi, Bardi, and Miriwoong) use these
letters for the u sound of put, which is written u in other languages;
in Worrorra, it is like the longer oo of food; sometimes both short
and long versions of this sound are also represented by the same let-
ters (e.g. Bardi).

long version of oo, like the oo of food and pool, but slightly longer.
similar to the p of pin or the b of bin, but more like the p of spin.
This letter is used in the south Kimberley orthography, and in Kija;
most north Kimberley orthographies use b for this sound.
normally pronounced like the » of 7un in most dialects of English,
even at the end of a word (as in the typical American pronunciation
of car).

there is no very similar sound in English; closest to the »d and rt
sounds of card and cart in some American English dialects, though the
tip of the tongue is turned back further. Used in most north Kimberley
orthographies.

there is no closely similar sound in English. This sounds most like
an American English pronunciation of the 7/ of Carl, though the tip
of the tongue is bent back further in the mouth.

as for 7/, there is no close approximation to this sound in English. It
sounds like 77 in American English pronunciation of barn, but the
tip of the tongue is bent back further in the mouth.

this sounds like the ¢ of butter when spoken quickly; it is some-
times ‘rolled’, like the r sound in Scottish English. It is never
pronounced like the 7 of run.

there is no closely similar sound in English. r¢ sounds like a 7 or a
d, but is pronounced with the tongue tip curled back slightly; it
sounds like the 7d and rt sounds of card and cart in some American
English dialects. This symbol is used in the south Kimberley and
Kija orthographies; north Kimberley orthographies usually use rd
for this sound.

similar to the ¢ of tin or the d of din. In some languages the ¢ sound
is the more frequent; in others, the d predominates. This letter is
used in the south Kimberley and Kija orthographies; north
Kimberley orthographies usually use d instead.

this sounds like an ordinary ¢ or d to speakers of English, but it is
pronounced more like the 4 of thing.
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tj this is used in Kukatja for the sound written as j in other orthogra-
phies; it sounds like the j of English jam.
u like the u of put, never like the u of but or muddle.

uu  similar to the oo of pool, only slightly longer.
uwu similar to the oo of pool, only slightly longer.

w usually pronounced like the w of wide; sometimes, however, w cannot
be heard when the following sound is a u.
y usually pronounced like the y of yes; sometimes it is not heard before

i, as in the name Yiyili, often pronounced as though it began with .
yh English has no sound remotely like this one; see §4.2 for a technical
description. yi occurs in only one or two languages.

In this book we try as far as possible (given the ongoing processes of develop-
ment) to spell words according to the orthography used by, or recommended for
use by speakers of the language. Where such a system does not exist, we employ
some variant of the north Kimberley orthography, or the plain south Kimberley
orthography as appropriate. Admittedly, this may cause some confusion for the
general reader, for whom it might have been more convenient to employ a single
standard system for all of the languages. However, the burden should not be too
great, if it is recalled that each system is some variant of either the north or the
south Kimberley orthographies. Furthermore, the differences between these two
systems are not enormous, and mainly hinge on use of b, d, g in most north
Kimberley orthographies as against p, ¢, k in the south Kimberley orthography,
and the absence of 74 and n/ in the south Kimberley orthography.

Further reading

McGonigal (1990), McGregor and Chester (1999), and Edwards (1991) are useful general
works on the Kimberley region; Tyler (1996) is a good non-technical description of the
geology, and Kenneally ef al. (1996) on the plant life of Dampier Land. Moon and Moon
(2002) is an excellent guidebook to the Kimberley. The Lonely Planet guide to Aboriginal
Australia, Singh ef al. (2001), provides much useful information on Aboriginal people,
groups, and organisations in Australia, though unfortunately the information on
Kimberley languages is unreliable and fragmentary. Horton (1994) is an essential refer-
ence on Aboriginal topics.

A good general text on Australian prehistory is Mulvaney and Kamminga (1999); less
technical is Flood (1999), which has a full chapter (ch. 7) on Kimberley prehistory. A
number of books treat on the history of relations between Aborigines and whites in the
Kimberley, including Biskup (1973), Davidson (1978), Kolig (1981), and Yu and Hudson
(1988); McGrath (1987) and Berndt and Berndt (1987) are good accounts of the role of
Aborigines in the cattle industry in northern Australia. See also suggested readings at the
end of Ch. 11 for Aboriginal accounts. On the history of Kimberley missions and
missionary work, see Durack (1969/1985), Zucker (1994), and Choo (1997).

The history of research into Australian languages is under-researched. Capell (1971) is the
most comprehensive account, though it is now quite dated; short accounts can also be
found in general works on Aboriginal languages such as Wurm (1971: 13-29) and Dixon
(1980: 8-17, 20—-1). On community control of linguistic research see Wilkins (1992).
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SURVEY OF KIMBERLEY
LANGUAGES

2.1 Language, dialect, and ‘tribe’

How many Aboriginal languages are there or were there in the Kimberley region?
The answer to this depends on what is meant by the term ‘language’.! Linguists
usually invoke the criterion of mutual intelligibility: varieties of speech that are
sufficiently alike that speakers of one can immediately understand speakers of
another belong to a single LANGUAGE. For example, speakers of Australian English
can understand speakers of American English (and vice versa), and so these belong
to the same language: they are DIALECTS of a single language. Distinct languages
are recognised when forms of speech are not mutually intelligible, when it is not
possible for a speaker of one to understand a speaker of another without learning
their form of speech. Monolingual speakers of Danish and English cannot under-
stand one another, and therefore Danish and English are distinct languages.

Turning to the Kimberley, speakers of Big Nyikina and Small Nyikina can
speak to one another in their own variety of speech, and be understood perfectly
well. Big Nyikina and Small Nyikina are therefore dialects of one language,
Nyikina. In terms of this definition, at least thirty distinct languages were spoken
in the greater Kimberley region before the advent of whites.

This criterion, however, is not without difficulties. Australians know very well
that there are dialects of English (e.g. Yorkshire and Glaswegian English) that are
not mutually intelligible with Australian English: it is usually impossible for
speakers of Australian English to understand speakers of these dialects without a
good deal of exposure to them. To deal with this situation the criterion of mutual
intelligibility can be adjusted slightly: instead of requiring mutual intelligibility
among all varieties it is sufficient that all varieties must be linked by a chain of
varieties with mutual intelligibility between each linked pair.

Another problem with the requirement of mutual intelligibility is putting it to
practice and determining whether two varieties really are mutually intelligible.
Aboriginal people generally understand and speak what appear to be very differ-
ent varieties, that we would expect to be mutually unintelligible. But if everyone
who can speak one variety can also speak the other it would be impossible to tell
in practice whether or not they are mutually intelligible.? The reality is that mutual
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intelligibility is not an all or nothing thing, and is not an easy criterion to apply
empirically.

Westerners generally think of language in rather different terms. They — including
linguists also, when they are at home — commonly think of languages as being asso-
ciated with political units, generally nations;’ in this sense language is a marker of
group identity and solidarity. Danish, Swedish, and Norwegian are distinct lan-
guages according to this political criterion, although in terms of the weakened
criterion of mutual intelligibility they are dialects of a single language.

Australians of European descent tend to consider the political unit linked to
language in Aboriginal Australia to be the ‘tribe’, conceived of as a group of people
living within a bounded territory, sharing customs unique to them, and marrying
among themselves. Aside from problems with the notion of ‘tribe’ — anthropologists
have criticised it on various counts — the relation between a ‘tribe’ and the speak-
ers of a language is at best complex and indirect. The speakers of a language typ-
ically include many people belonging to different ‘tribes’, and most members of
a ‘tribe’ generally spoke more than one language.* Thus the political definition of
language also runs into problems: languages are not associated with ‘tribes’ via
speakership as in the case of nation-states elsewhere in the world.

Aboriginal people themselves, it seems, have a different conceptualisation of
languages to westerners. According to a widespread Aboriginal belief, languages
are directly linked to particular tracts of country. They are the property of certain
areas as the result of having been implanted there in the Dreamtime, a long-ago
era during which the world came to be as it is as the result of the activities of
Dreamtime beings. The manner in which this is believed to have happened differs
from place to place, but the belief is often validated by mythology. Gooniyandi
people have told me of how a Dreamtime being travelled into their country from
the west, ‘putting down’ Nyikina in its territory along the lower reaches of the
Fitzroy River, then Gooniyandi further upstream. And according to Alan Rumsey,

Ngarinyin people have told me of how their language originated at a place
called Gulemen, ‘Beverley Springs’, where it was first spoken in the
Dreamtime by Possum. From there he carried it all over present-day
Ngarinyin country, and that is why the language is there today.
(Rumsey 1993: 202)

The link between people and language in the general Aboriginal conception is thus
indirect, mediated by the country. It is the traditional owners of tracts of land who
are responsible for the maintenance of that country; being also owners of the
language, they are responsible for that too. It is not the speakers of a language who
own it, and can speak for it, but the traditional owners of the country of the
language. And they need not, these days at least, even be speakers of the language.

The languages that were placed on the land in the Dreamtime were almost always
given names by the responsible beings. It is normal and sensible practice for a
linguist to begin by accepting these names as identifiers of separate languages.
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At the start of fieldwork a linguist can only do this; the question of mutual
intelligibility can only be raised later. Named varieties of speech would normally
be tentatively identified as distinct languages, except when explicitly informed to
the contrary. This assumption must of course be subsequently questioned, and
renewed attempts made to determine the referents of the names — and what type
of linguistic entity they designate — by talking to owners and speakers. The answer
is sometimes — though not always (see next section for mention of some difficul-
ties) — quite clear. For instance, owners of the Nangu, Nawurtu, and Najanaja vari-
eties regard them as types of Karajarri, and use both the general and more specific
terms in reference to their language. These varieties are thus dialects of Karajarri.
By contrast, Nyulnyul and Jabirrjabirr are probably about as similar as these
dialects of Karajarri, but the owners of one do not recognise themselves as owners
of the other, and the two were associated with different (though partly overlapping)
territories in traditional times.

Adopting this notion of a language, some fifty-five traditional Aboriginal lan-
guages were spoken in, and belong to, the extended Kimberley region — somewhat
more than identified by the criterion of mutual intelligibility (see earlier text).
Their approximate traditional locations are shown in Map 3.

Regardless of the notion of language one adopts, the Kimberley emerges as a
region of considerable linguistic (and cultural) diversity. In fact, it is one of the
most linguistically and culturally diverse regions of Australia, with seven
different language families being represented. By contrast, the languages of the
remainder of the continent (excluding the northern part of the Northern Territory)
belong to a single family (see §2.3).

2.2 Names of languages and ‘tribes’

The names of languages and the political units (‘tribes’) they are associated with
via ownership of the territory of the language are usually the same, or very simi-
lar, in the Kimberley region. However, anyone who reads the literature on
Kimberley languages and peoples will find a plethora of names for languages and
‘tribes’. This can be very puzzling and confusing. What, one might wonder, is the
difference between Ngarinyin and Ungarninyi, or between Gunian, Gooniyandi,
and Gunan?

In some cases the differences amount to no more than variant spellings, and can
be put down either to mishearings or to different spelling conventions. In other
cases the differences are clearly more than alternative spellings. Sometimes own-
ers of a language use one term to refer to themselves, while their neighbours use
another term. The Murrinh-patha language and people of Wadeye (Port Keats),
for example, are referred to as Garama by their Jaminjung neighbours; thus some
anthropologists and linguists who obtained their information from the Jaminjung
people have referred to the language as Garama. In other cases linguists and
anthropologists have been given terms like waringarri which means ‘eastern
region’, warrmarla meaning ‘desert people’, balanggarra ‘many people’, and
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goolarrabooloo ‘westerner’ instead of the genuine language or group name.
(This is similar to the way that Australians sometimes refer to the English or
French as Europeans, Westerners, etc.)

There are other sources of confusion. In a few cases the names of the language
and the political unit are slightly different. Thus Ungarinyin is the name of a lan-
guage, whereas Ngarinyin is the name of the people (a ‘tribe’) who are the tradi-
tional owners of the country of the language.” Even so, Ngarinyin has been
chosen as the preferred language name. Another source of confusion may be that
owners of a language do not have a single term for themselves or their language
that distinguishes them or it from others, but rather use a variety of terms depend-
ing on context, specifically on the affiliation they wish to indicate on the specific
occasion. This was the case in the Western Desert region, including the northern-
most parts, adjacent to the Kimberley, and in the Forrest River region.®

Table 2.1 provides a list of all Aboriginal languages spoken in the Kimberley
region traditionally and today. The traditional languages included are those whose
place was in the region generally referred to as the Kimberley — which in com-
mon parlance includes the area around Broome and Dampier Land — and regions
to the south and east as shown in Maps 2 and 3. Post-contact population move-
ments have brought people from these neighbouring regions into the Kimberley
itself, in some cases leaving the traditional countries depopulated (see §1.3).
Excluded from the list are languages spoken by isolated individuals who moved
into the region alone, as the sole representative of their language.

The names are given in alphabetical order according to the preferred spellings,
which are given in the first column. Preferred spellings are based on four main con-
siderations, and are (with one or two exceptions) in accordance with the recom-
mendations of the KLRC. (1) Where a spelling is in use in a literacy programme

Table 2.1 List of Aboriginal languages of the Kimberley

Recommended spelling Main alternative spellings

Aboriginal English Black English, non-standard English

Andajin

Bardi Baadi, Ba:di, Bard

Broome Pearling Lugger Pidgin ~ Broome Kriol, Japanese Pidgin English, Malay talk
Bunuba Bunaba, Bunapa, Punapa

Doolboong Tulpung, Duulngari

Gajirrabeng Gajirrawoong, Gadjerawang, Gadjerong, Gadyerong
Gambera Gamberre, Gambere, Gambre

Gooniyandi Gunian, Guniyan, Konean, Kuniyanti

Gulunggulu

Gunin/Kwini Gunan, Gwini, Kunan

Gurindji Kuurrinyji

Guwij Guidj, Guwidj

Jabirrjabirr Djaberdjaber, Djaber-Djaber

(Table 2.1 continued)
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Table 2.1 Continued

Recommended spelling Main alternative spellings

Jaminjung Djamindjung

Jaru Djaru, Tjaru

Jawi Chowie, Djau, Djawi, Dyawi

Jukun Djugan, Djugun, Djukan, Jookoon

Juwaliny Tjiwarlif, Tjiwarliny

Karajarri Garadjari, Garadjeri, Garadyari

Kija Gidja, Kitja, Lunga, Lungga

Kriol Creole, Pidgin English

Kukatja Gogodja, Gugadja, Gugudja, Kukaja

Kuluwarrang Guluwarin, Kuluwarin

Malngin

Mangala Mangarla, Manala

Miriwoong Miriung, Mariung, Miriwun, Mirriwung, Mirrwu

Miwa Bagu, Miwi, Pela

Munumburru Munumburu

Murrinh-patha Garama, Murinbada, Murinbata, Murinjbada

Ngardi Ngadi, Narti, Ngati

Ngarinyin Ngarinjin, Ungarinjin, Ungarinyin

Ngarinyman Ngarinman, Ngaringman

Ngarnawu Nganaw

Ngumbarl Ngoombarl, Ngormbal, Ngumbal, Ngumbarl

Nimanburru Nimanboorroo, Nimanboro, Nimanburu,
Ninamburu

Nyangumarta Njangamarda, Njangumarda, Nyanumada

Nyikina Njigina, Nyigena, Nyigina

Nyininy Njining, Njininj, Nyinin

Nyulnyul Njul-Njul, Nyol-Nyol, Nyoolnyool, Nyul Nyul

Pidgin English Pidgin

Pintupi Bindubi

Umiida Umida, Umi:da

Unggarrangu Unggarangi

Unggumi Ungkami, Wunggumi

Walmajarri Walmadjari, Walmadjeri, Walmatjari, Walmatjiri,
Walmayari

Wangkajunga Wangkatjungka, Wonggadjunggu

Wanyjirra Wandjira, Wandjirra, Wanjira

Warlpiri Wailbri, Walbiri, Waljbiri

Warrwa ‘Warwa, Warwar

Wilawila Wila-Wila

Winyjarrumi Windjarumi

Wolyamidi Woldjamidi, Wol’jamidi, Wolyamidi

‘Worrorra ‘Worora, Worrora, Wurora

Wunambal Unambal, Wunambul

Waurla Worla, Ola, Walajangarri, Worlaja, Wula

Yawijibaya Jawdjibara, Yaudjibara, Yawjibarra

Yawuru Jauor, Yaoro, Yawooroo

Yiiji Jeidji, Yeid;ji

Yulparija Julbaridja, Julbre, Yulbaridya, Yurlparija
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in the language, that spelling is accepted. (2) A spelling is adopted where
the community of speakers, or its representatives, accepts or uses it in preference
to other spellings. (3) If neither (1) nor (2) apply, then the spelling is in accordance
with the orthography recommended for the language. (4) The recommended spelling
is sometimes the one most frequently found in the literature. Throughout this book
we use these recommended spellings.” In the second column of Table 2.1 are given
the main alternative spellings or language names that the reader is likely to find in
the literature. Other spellings and names have been used, the interested reader should
consult McGregor (1988a) for a fullish list of alternatives for each language.

2.3 Relationships among the languages of Australia

Given the large number of languages spoken in the Kimberley region, the reader
may wonder how similar they might be to one another and to other indigenous lan-
guages of the Australian continent. It is possible to speak of similarity of languages
from a number of different perspectives. One important measure of similarity for
the linguist concerns whether or not the languages are GENETICALLY RELATED —
whether or not they come ultimately from a common ancestor language spoken at
some time in the past, and that over time split into different languages.® If two lan-
guages have a common ancestor language, the differences between them can be
accounted for as the result of accumulated changes over hundreds or thousands
of years, whilst similarities are likely to be retentions from the ancestor language.
For example, German and English are closely related languages, whose roots can
be traced back to a single language, that was also the parent of other modern
languages including Norwegian, Danish, Faroese, Swedish, Icelandic, and others.
These are members of the Germanic group of the Indo-European family, a
large family of languages spoken over much of Europe, and extending as far away
as the Indian subcontinent. Other groups in the Indo-European family include
Romance (French, Spanish, Italian, etc.), Celtic (Irish Gaelic, Scots Gaelic, Welsh,
Breton, etc.), Slavonic (Russian, Ukrainian, Macedonian, Polish, etc.), and
Indo-Iranian (Hindi-Urdu, Marathi, Kashmiri, Persian, etc.).

It is probably fair to say that most Australian linguists believe that all mainland
Aboriginal languages — with perhaps one or two exceptions — are genetically
related (e.g. Dixon 1980: 3, 225; Yallop 1982: 30). However, this belief has not
yet been convincingly demonstrated, and remains a hypothesis rather than an
established fact.? Furthermore, much more work remains to be done to work out
the precise details of the relationships between the individual languages. Nor have
genetic links with any languages of Papua New Guinea, South-East Asia, or the
remainder of the Pacific region (or further afield) been established.'’ Indeed,
given the absence of written records, the enormous time depth of man’s occupation
of the continent, and the eight thousand or so years of separation from New Guinea,
it may be that such relationships will never be more than speculative.!!

Genetic relations among languages are established by the COMPARATIVE
METHOD, which involves assembling sets of words — referred to as COGNATES — in
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the various languages that are similar in both sounds and meaning. Consider, for
example, the following words from English, German, Swedish, and Danish, all of
which have the same basic meanings:

English German Swedish Danish
man mann man mand
son sohn son son
home heim hem hjem
hair haar har har
one ein en en

two zwei, zwo (archaic) twad to
hand hand hand hdand
house haus hus hus
mouse maus mus mus

It is clear that there are too many similarities among these words for them to be
the result of chance resemblances. And considering that they are common and
basic everyday words, it is unlikely that the four languages would each have
separately and independently borrowed them.'? They almost certainly derive from
common sources, single words in an earlier language, the forerunner or parent of
the modern languages. This hypothesis finds further support in the fact that many
more such sets cognates involving these and other similarities in sounds can be
established for the three languages, and that moreover these similarities are regu-
lar.” For instance, the sound correspondences between English ou, German au,
and Swedish and Danish u in the last two rows turn out to be regular, and are
repeated in many other cognate sets.

Using the comparative method it is possible to establish genetic links between
languages. However, even if it is not possible to set up cognate sets like the one
above for English, German, Swedish, and Danish, it does not follow that the lan-
guages are genetically unrelated: the comparative method can demonstrate rela-
tedness of languages, not unrelatedness. It may be that the time depth is simply
too great: the languages may have changed so much in sound and meaning that
words that ultimately come from the same source no longer appear to be cognates;
or alternatively, large-scale borrowing of words may have taken place, replacing
cognates by non-cognates, and thus obscuring the relation between the languages.
Investigators have encountered such difficulties in using the comparative method
to show the genetic relatedness of Australian languages. Indeed, it has some-
times even been suggested — quite erroneously — that the comparative method is
inapplicable to the languages of Australia!

One difficulty in attempting to demonstrate the relatedness of Australian lan-
guages by the comparative method is the paucity of cognates amongst the
languages — and when they do exist, the lack of regularity in sound correspon-
dences. In his seminal New Approach to Australian Linguistics, Capell
(1956/1966: 85ff.) listed only about forty words that are widespread over the
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continent (these he referred to as ‘Common Australian vocabulary’). These
include, among others, the following:

bibi ~ ngaman ‘breast’ ngurra ‘camp’
bina ‘ear’ ngana ‘who’
guna ‘shit, faeces’ Jjalany ‘tongue’
mili ~ mil ~ miil ‘eye’ bu ‘hit’
Jina ‘foot’ ma ‘take’
mara ~ mala ‘hand’ nya ‘see’
umbu ‘piss, urine’ nyina ‘sit’
8
mayi ‘vegetable food’ ya ‘go’
gujarra ~ pula ‘two’ bulga ‘big’
waru ~ warlu “fire’ mina ‘what’

Unfortunately, this short list came to be interpreted as relatively complete, and
thus that few cognates exist among Australian languages. While this may be so on
the broad continental level, it does not follow that few cognates exist between
every pair of languages, and the real difficulty lies in misapplication of the
comparative method.

It has also often been suggested that the rate of vocabulary replacement in
Australian languages is high compared to other languages (e.g. Dixon 1972: 331,
1980: 28; Yallop 1982: 38), obscuring genetic relations. One commonly cited reason
is the widespread practice of name-taboo, whereby the name of a dead person, as
well as any word sounding similar to it, were tabooed, and could not be uttered
(Dixon 1972: 331). However, this factor appears to have been overplayed: it was usu-
ally only the immediate family of the deceased to whom the taboo applied rigidly,
and a taboo was normally relaxed after a period of a few years or so. There is no evi-
dence that name-taboo led to a higher rate of vocabulary replacement in Australian
languages than languages spoken elsewhere (Alpher and Nash 1999: 48).

The difficulties with the comparative method in the Australian context may thus
have been overestimated, and are perhaps to some extent at least consequences of
too large an initial domain: to adopting a top-down, rather than a bottom-up
approach. This is not to suggest that applying the comparative method is easy — it is
not. But the method should not be rejected out of hand for imaginary problems.

Amongst a collection of genetically related languages, which together as a
whole are said to form a single language FAMILY, some are likely to be more
closely related to one another than they are to others. Thus, linguists attempt to
subdivide the languages of a family into smaller, more closely related sets, called
GROUPS. These groups are also genetic units, in that the languages of a group have
a common ancestor, a language spoken sometime after the ancestral language for
the whole family. For example, the Indo-European family includes the Romance
languages — French, Spanish, Portuguese, Italian, etc. — which form a group, so
called because they derive historically from Latin, the language spoken by the
inhabitants of Rome some two thousand years ago.
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Figure 2.1 A hypothetical genetic tree.

By successive processes of grouping and subgrouping, we can arrive at a
model of the genetic relationships which can be represented by a tree, as shown
in Figure 2.1. Correspondingly, the same diagram can be used to represent the
historical relationships among the languages, and their development from an
ancestral language.

Such a diagram shows clearly which languages are most closely related to one
another: H and I are closely related to one another; they both derive historically from
E, which over time broke up these two languages, perhaps because the speakers
divided into two different communities. G is somewhat more different from both H
and I than either is from the other. But it is more closely related to them than to J, K,
L, etc. The modern language G is a direct descendant — indeed, the only one — of a
sister language G' of E (not shown), spoken at the same time as E. But whereas over
time E split into two distinct languages, G' did not. This does not mean that G'
changed less than E; indeed, the differences between G' and G could be as promi-
nent as the changes between E and H, and E and I. Both G' and E derive from B,
which came ultimately from A, the so-called PROTO-LANGUAGE for the whole family,
which at some point of time diverged into three different languages, B, C, and D.

Establishing subgroups is a tricky and painstaking business. The best evidence
is a peculiarity not shared by other members of the family, a characteristic that is
not likely to have arisen spontaneously and separately in each of the languages
(Anttila 1972: 302). Such a feature is likely to have arisen just once, before the
languages diverged. Of course, it could have been independently borrowed by
each of the languages, and so in practice linguists look for a number of such fea-
tures, to provide a better guarantee against borrowing. They also look for features
that are unlikely to be borrowed, such as irregular forms in the grammar — for
example, a shared irregularity in the forms of a verb, such as an irregular form
for past action. The idea here is that if two languages show similar irregularities
in the forms of a verb it is more likely that they were inherited from a common
ancestor language than that each was borrowed or independently developed.
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The linguist needs to know a lot about the languages in order to subgroup them
by such means. In many parts of Australia, detailed information of this type is
only now beginning to be assembled. Thus, linguists such as Geoffrey O’Grady,
William and Lynette Oates, and Kenneth Hale who in the 1960s and early 1970s
were attempting to classify and subclassify all of the languages of Australia had
to employ more manageable methods, that did not require such intimate knowl-
edge of the languages. The method they used was a statistical one, referred to as
LEXICOSTATISTICS. It seems reasonable to assume that over time related languages
will share less and less vocabulary. According to the lexicostatistical approach,
the rate of replacement of core or basic vocabulary is reasonably constant over
time, and thus the percentage of cognates in the basic vocabulary ought to give a
measure of how far apart the languages have moved. It was stipulated that, in the
Australian context,

(1) languages sharing 15 per cent or less of basic vocabulary belong to different
FAMILIES;

(i) languages sharing 16-25 per cent basic vocabulary belong to different
GROUPS in the same family;

(iii) languages sharing 26-50 per cent basic vocabulary belong to different
SUBGROUPS of a single group;

(iv) languages sharing 51-70 per cent basic vocabulary belong to different
LANGUAGES in the same subgroup; and

(v) languages sharing over 70 per cent basic vocabulary belong to different
DIALECTS of the same language.

This method is controversial, and has been roundly criticised by R.M.W. Dixon
in various publications — for example, Dixon (1980: 262-5). We will not discuss
the problems here, beyond commenting on the apparently arbitrary status of the
percentages in (i)—(vi), and the difficulty in deciding what constitutes an item of
basic vocabulary. (See also Yallop 1982: 33—7.) Despite these criticisms, lexico-
statistical counts do provide useful information for the linguist — although it must
be treated with caution — and may furnish a useful guide to genetic relatedness
(Embleton 1986: 92). As Alpher and Nash (1999: 48) conclude:

The estimates of the fraction of lexical replacement that is attributable to
borrowing (however crude), and the estimated equilibrium rate that fol-
lows from this, are low enough to suggest that lexicostatistics, as a
rough-and-ready method of language subgrouping, can proceed without
undue concern for the effects of borrowing. In particular, there appears
to be no reason from this quarter to question the lexicostatistical evi-
dence for the ‘Pama-Nyungan’ subgroup suggested by O’Grady ef al.

Lexicostatistical counts for Nyulnyulan languages performed by Bronwyn Stokes
and myself reveal a picture of the Nyulnyulan languages that is in substantial

36



SURVEY OF KIMBERLEY LANGUAGES

agreement with that derived from application of the comparative method (Stokes
and McGregor 2003).

Other ways of classifying Australian languages have been employed at various
times. One of the earliest, and arguably the most significant, is Arthur Capell’s
classification (Capell 1940)."* Capell distinguished in the first place between
PREFIXING and SUFFIXING languages. Prefixing languages have both prefixes
(meaningful elements placed at the beginning of a word, such as un- in English
unusual, uncommunicative, unhappy, etc.) and suffixes (meaningful elements
placed at the end of a word, like the -ing ending in English words eating, looking,
etc.), whereas suffixing languages have only suffixes, and no prefixes. Prefixing
languages, as Capell discovered, are restricted to the northern part of the
Australian continent, to the Kimberley and Arnhem Land, whilst suffixing lan-
guages occur across the rest of the continent.

Capell’s classification was TYPOLOGICAL rather than genetic: that is, it was based
on shared grammatical characteristics, rather than on retentions from an earlier
language. These two modes of classification do not necessarily agree: languages
may be genetically related without sharing particular grammatical characteristic;
on the other hand, languages that share grammatical characteristics need not nec-
essarily be genetically related. For instance, English is a prefixing language (as it
has both prefixes and suffixes), yet it is not related to any traditional Aboriginal
language. Interestingly, within Australia the broad typological division into pre-
fixing and suffixing languages coincides remarkably well with a primary division
of the languages into the PAMA-NYUNGAN and NON-PAMA-NYUNGAN families,'? as
Map 1 shows. The Pama-Nyungan family — which is spoken over about nine-tenths
of the continent — is named after the word for ‘man’ in Cape York and the south-
west of Western Australia respectively, and is well established as a language fam-
ily. It is, however, somewhat marginal to the Kimberley: these languages were
traditionally spoken on the edges of the Kimberley, rather than within the region
as such. In the Kimberley proper, the traditional languages were non-
Pama-Nyungan. For this reason, this book reverses the traditional emphasis
on Pama-Nyungan languages, and focusses attention on non-Pama-Nyungan
languages — though not to the extent of ignoring Pama-Nyungan languages.

2.4 Language families in the Kimberley

The Kimberley region, as we have seen, is a region of considerable linguistic
diversity, with almost sixty languages spoken either today or in the recent past by
Aboriginal people living within its borders. These include, in addition to the non-
Pama-Nyungan languages traditionally spoken in the region, a number of Pama-
Nyungan languages traditionally located in the neighbouring desert regions to the
south, east and south-west, plus a few non-Pama-Nyungan languages from nearby
parts of the Northern Territory. Not only have peoples from these adjoining
regions moved in post-contact times into the Kimberley region, but it is also likely
that prior to contact speakers of the languages belonging to the Kimberley core
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spoke these neighbouring languages. In addition, a number of non-traditional or
POST-CONTACT languages — languages introduced or developed subsequent to
European contact — are spoken by Kimberley Aborigines, all but one of which
employ words borrowed mainly from English.

Capell’s typological classification of Australian languages has already been
mentioned. Capell (1940) did more than distinguish between what were to be later
called Pama-Nyungan and non-Pama-Nyungan languages; it provided the first
comprehensive classification of the northern, non-Pama-Nyungan languages of
the Kimberley and Arnhem Land. Again, the classification was primarily, though
not exclusively, typological. It went as follows:

PREFIXING LANGUAGES:

Non-classifying, Fitzroy Basin Bunuba, Gooniyandi
Dual classifying, Kimberley Kija, Miriwoong, Gajirrabeng, etc.
Non-classifying, Dampier Land Nyulnyul, Bardi, Nyikina, etc.
Multiple classifying, Worrorra, Ngarinyin,

Northern Kimberley Wunambal, etc.

SUFFIXING LANGUAGES:
Normal Australian type, Mudburra group Walmajarri, Jaru, Warlpiri, etc.

Prefixing languages are distinguished according to whether they are non-
classifying, dual classifying, or multiple classifying. These terms require
explanation (see §7.4 for further details).

o NON-CLASSIFYING languages are languages that do not have genders or noun
classes — that is, they do not distinguish in their grammars between male
(masculine), female (feminine) and non-human (neuter) things or nouns. To
put it simply — and somewhat inaccurately — these languages, unlike English,
have just one pronoun covering ‘he’, ‘she’, and ‘it’. Two of Capell’s prefix-
ing groups are of this type. These he distinguished mainly on the grounds that
they were very different in terms of their words; he was also aware of other
major grammatical differences. Suffixing languages are also non-classifying
(except for a few isolated instances elsewhere on the continent).

o  DUAL CLASSIFYING languages are languages with just two genders: all nouns are
either masculine (predominantly males) and feminine (predominantly females).

e  MULTIPLE CLASSIFYING languages are those with three or more classes or gen-
ders for the nouns. For instance, in Ngarinyin, all nouns are either masculine,
feminine, or belong to one of two neuter (i.e. non-human, and neither male
nor female) classes.

In regard to the Kimberley languages, the broad outlines of Capell’s classifica-
tion have not been changed much in the more than half a century since he first
proposed it. The lexicostatistical surveys of the 1960s and 1970s reconfirm it,
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renaming the typological groups as families, and proposing some subdivisions
within them. Unfortunately, however, none of these surveys cites the data used,
and it seems unlikely that all of the lexical comparisons were actually performed —
still today there do not exist even basic wordlists for some of the non-Pama-
Nyungan languages classified in the surveys, and complete and reliable basic one
hundred item wordlists are difficult to come by for a number of others. More
recent surveys are rather more cautious in their claims, and do not pretend to
be comprehensive. Nevertheless, the evidence does tend to confirm that Capell’s
typological groups are also genetic families (i.e. are groups of languages deriving
from a single parent language). For these genetic families we adopt the names
given in the lexicostatistical surveys, with spellings slightly adjusted for consis-
tency with orthographic conventions. The families traditionally spoken in the core
Kimberley region are BUNUBAN (non-classifying Fitzroy basin), JARRAKAN (dual
classifying Kimberley), NYULNYULAN (non-classifying, Dampier Land), and
WORRORRAN (multiple classifying, Northern Kimberley).

In the remainder of this section we provide some remarks on the language fam-
ilies currently represented in the Kimberley. Two things should be borne in mind.
First, although the broad outlines of the classification are likely to prove to be rea-
sonably accurate, many details are still tentative, and open to qualifications and
revisions. It is an unfortunate fact that information on some languages is still
lacking, and very little detailed historical and comparative reconstruction has
been undertaken. And although subgrouping within the families has been estab-
lished with varying degrees of certainty, to date no attempts have been made to
determine relationships among the families. Until this is done, the claim that the
families are ultimately historically related must be taken with a grain of salt.

Second, information on numbers and locations of speakers of the languages is
notoriously unreliable. Estimates vary considerably from linguist to linguist (see
e.g. McGregor 1988a), due partly to the different criteria they invoke for speaker-
hood, partly to the fact that the criteria have not been put to the test of careful
empirical surveys in the field, and partly to a variety of other factors.

2.4.1 Bunuban family

This family consists of just two fairly closely related languages, Bunuba and
Gooniyandi. These two languages are not mutually intelligible, although many
speakers — particularly older persons — are bilingual in both. They are about as
similar as English and Dutch, and share approximately 45 per cent common
vocabulary on Hale’s 100 item list of basic words. Thus, according to the lexico-
statistical criteria cited above (see p. 36) they do not belong to different groups,
as is claimed by O’Grady et al. (1966: 35) and Oates and Oates (1970: 40), but
to different subgroups of a single group.

Bunuba and Gooniyandi each have only about a hundred speakers, most of who
live in Fitzroy Crossing and nearby outstations; a few live further afield, in other
Kimberley townships such as Halls Creek and Derby. Fluent speakers are over
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forty years of age, and neither language is being passed on to the children as the
primary medium of communication, although it seems that most children do
know some words, and can understand the language to some extent.

2.4.2 Jarrakan family

This is also a smallish family, consisting of four or five languages traditionally
spoken in a narrow belt extending north-east from near the junction of the Fitzroy
and Margaret Rivers near Fitzroy Crossing to Wyndham, on Cambridge Gulf,
near the Northern Territory border. The term for this family, Jarrakan — previously
spelt Djeragan — derives from the word jarrak meaning ‘language’, ‘talk’ or
‘speech’ in Kija. It is not a corruption of the name Durack (a well-known family
of eastern Kimberley pioneers), as suggested by Tindale (1974: 245).

The main languages in this family are Kija, Miriwoong and Gajirrabeng.
According to O’Grady et al. (1966), they belong to two groups, Kijic, consisting of
Kija only, and Miriwoongic, consisting of Miriwoong and Gajirrabeng. Kija is the
most viable of the three languages, with perhaps a hundred or so speakers living
mainly in the area from Halls Creek to Kununurra. Miriwoong has perhaps twenty or
so fluent speakers, living mainly in Kununurra and nearby outstations; Gajirrabeng
has even fewer, possibly no more than about three or four fluent speakers. None of
these languages could be said to be healthy (see §3.6): they are not being learnt and
used as the mother tongues and primary languages of communication of children,
whose level of understanding may, however, be quite high (Kofod forthcoming).

The Jarrakan family also includes some other poorly attested languages or
dialects. A language called Doolboong was apparently spoken on the coast of
Cambridge gulf, to the west of Gajirrabeng. However, no information is available
on this now extinct language, and its classification as Jarrakan remains uncertain —
although speakers of Gajirrabeng and Miriwoong say it was like Gajirrabeng.
Three other terms remain mysterious: Kuluwarrang, which was possibly a dialect
of Kija; Lungka, which may be the Jaru name for Kija, meaning ‘naked’ (Berndt
1975: 123);'® and Walgi, for which the only available information consists of a
wordlist published in Ray (1897), which indicates it was a dialect of Kija (no one
today seems to be able to identify this term, however).

2.4.3 Nyulnyulan family

The ten or so languages of this family were traditionally spoken on the Dampier
Land peninsula and adjacent parts of the Kimberley region proper. They are Bardi,
Jawi, Nyulnyul, Jabirrjabirr, Nimanburru, Ngumbarl, Jukun, Nyikina, Warrwa and
Yawuru, all of which are quite closely related, and share high rates of cognates.
Opinions vary as to precisely how the languages are related. However, recent histor-
ical and comparative work by myself and Bronwyn Stokes (Stokes and McGregor
2003) suggests a family tree structure as shown in Figure 2.2. (The dotted line
indicates an uncertain grouping — information on Ngumbarl is lacking.)
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Nyulnyulan
Eastern /Western\
% yric\ Nyulnyullc Bardic
Warrwa  Nyikina Yawuru Jukun Ngumbarl Nimanburru  Nyulnyul  Jabirrjabirr Bardi  Jawi

Figure 2.2 Genetic classification of the Nyulnyulan languages (dialects not indicated).

Plate 2.1 Carmel Charles, last fluent speaker of Nyulnyul (© William McGregor).

All Nyulnyulan languages are in rather precarious states, and none is presently
being learnt as a mother tongue of children. Bardi is the strongest, with perhaps
around fifty speakers (estimates vary considerably). Nyikina has slightly fewer,
and Yawuru around twenty. With the exception of Warrwa, which has one known
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fluent speaker, the other languages appear to be moribund — no fluent speakers
are known, though there may be a few persons who have less than fluent control,
or at least remember some words.

2.4.4 Worrorran family

This family consists of over twenty named varieties traditionally spoken throughout
the mountainous northern Kimberley region. According to both Capell (e.g. Capell
1940; Capell and Coate 1984: 1) and the lexicostatisticians of the 1970s (Oates and
Oates 1970: 40-2; O’Grady et al. 1966: 35), the family consisted of three groups:'”

Worrorric Worrorra, Yawijibaya, Winyjarrumi, Umiida, Unggarrangu,
Unggumi

Ngarinyinic  Ngarinyin, Ngarnawu, Andajin, Wolyamidi, Walajangarri,
Worla, Guwij, Munumburru

Wunambalic Wunambal, Wilawila, Gambera, Gunin/Kwini, Gulunggulu,
Miwa, Yiiji

Historical and comparative research recently undertaken by Alan Rumsey and
myself (McGregor and Rumsey 2003) confirms both the genetic unity of the
group — contra Dixon 2002: 672—4 — and the division into three primary groups.

The language/dialect situation is quite complicated, particularly in parts of the
Wunambalic group, which shows resemblances to the situation in the Western
Desert (see Berndt 1959; Miller 1971) where the terms used by speakers are flex-
ible, overlapping, and do not usually correspond to what an anthropologist would
see as distinct ‘tribal” groups. As Capell and Coate put it,

...some of these designations [i.e. language and dialect names] are made
for convenience of treatment, especially in the northern subdivision [i.e.
the Wunambalic group], where the variations are slighter than the other
two, and the application of names by the people themselves quite uncer-
tain. There has been much disagreement among anthropologists as to the
application of names to the various ‘tribes’ in the north and east of the
NK [Northern Kimberley] area.... The people of the Forrest River (FR)
area do not seem to have a tribal name at all. They have variously been
called Miwa, Yeidji, Gwini, all of which terms have a validity, but none
of them is currently accepted by all the people. The terms Walar and
Manunggu refer to sections of the FR tribes and are not primarily lin-
guistic terms even though they do seem to correspond with dialect vari-
ations within the north-eastern section. On the other hand, then names...
[of] the central and western [varieties] are used and recognised by the
people themselves. One man is definitely a Worora, another Wunambal,
another a Ngarinjin, and so on. The island communities, of course, are
marked off by their natural boundaries, but these on the mainland are not
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so distinguishable, and it is sometimes difficult, if not impossible at the
present day to determine just where the boundaries ran while Aboriginal

civilisation was still intact.
(Capell and Coate 1984: 2)

For the other two groups also the situations are not entirely clear-cut.
Yawijibaya is sometimes treated as a separate language, sometimes as a dialect of
Worrorra; Unggumi, by contrast, seems to be consistently regarded as a separate
language. And in regard to the Ngarinyinic group, at least these days, most know-
ledgeable people say that Ngarnawu, Walajangarri, Wurla and Guwij are kinds of
Ngarinyin. Andajin, however, is never said to be a kind of Ngarinyin; it is consis-
tently regarded as a separate language (Alan Rumsey, pers. comm.).

As in the case of other Kimberley families discussed here, the Worrorran lan-
guages are not particularly viable, and are spoken only by older people. Ngarinyin

Plate 2.2 Billy Munro (Morndi), last fluent speaker of Unggumi (© William McGregor).
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and Wunambal are the strongest in terms of numbers of speakers, each with maybe
a hundred or so speakers (estimates vary considerably and are not reliable). For the
other varieties in the Ngarinyinic subgroup no reliable estimates are available of
numbers of speakers, though they are certain to be small; Andajin probably has
only two fluent speakers. For the Wunambalic subgroup, estimated numbers of
speakers vary from a handful (for Gambera, Gulunggulu, Gunin/Kwini, and
Miwa) to a high of 500 for Yiiji — a very unlikely figure cited in Glasgow et al.
(n.d.). There are no known fluent speakers of any language of the Worrorric group.

2.4.5 Pama-Nyungan family

As we have already seen, Pama-Nyungan languages traditionally covered the
entire Australian continent except for the Kimberley and Arnhem Land; the intru-
sion of their owners into the Kimberley proper is a relatively recent phenomenon,
dating to post European contact. The seventeen or so Pama-Nyungan languages
in the region fall into four subgroups of a single group, these being named after
their words for ‘person’ or ‘man’: Marrngu, Ngumbin, Yapa (Ngarrka in O’Grady
et al. 1966), and Wati (also called the Western Desert subgroup). The Marrngu
languages (Karajarri, Mangala, and Nyangumarta) were traditionally spoken to
the south-west of the Kimberley, in the northern Pilbara. These days the majority
of speakers live at La Grange, Broome, Port Hedland and Strelley. The Ngumbin
languages (including Walmajarri, Jaru, Juwaliny, Nyininy, Wanyjirra, Gurindji,

Plate 2.3 Michael Angelo, Wangkajunga speaker.
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and Malngin) were spoken to the east of the Marrngu languages, in a line extending
in an easterly direction into the Northern Territory. To their south were the Yapa
languages (Warlpiri and Ngardi) and Wati languages (Yulparija, Wangkajunga,
Kukatja, and Pintupi).

Today, Pama-Nyungan languages are the most viable of the traditional
Aboriginal languages spoken in the Kimberley. Many have over a hundred speak-
ers; indeed, Warlpiri and Walmajarri may have over a thousand. Nonetheless, like
the non-Pama-Nyungan languages, most appear to be weakening. With the excep-
tion of the languages spoken in the most outlying communities — Kukatja at
Wirrimanu (Balgo), Jaru at Yaruman (Ringers Soak) — children are not learning
the traditional language as their first and primary language.'®

2.4.6 Other traditional language families

A small number of speakers of Murrinh-patha (meaning ‘language-good’) and
Jaminjung now reside in the eastern Kimberley region, in the vicinity of
Kununurra. Most speakers of both languages, however, reside outside of the
Kimberley, in Wadeye (Port Keats) and the Victoria River area, respectively.

Murrinh-Patha is now classified as a Daly River language, this being a geo-
graphically defined set of about a dozen languages that fall into five low-level
genetic subgroups, between which much diffusion of words and grammatical
forms and characteristics has occurred (Ian Green, pers. comm.). According to
the lexicostatistical classifications, Murrinh-Patha was the single member of a
family named Murrinh-pathan. Murrinh-Patha is a strong language, with upwards
of 1,500 speakers; it is spoken by the majority of the population of the Wadeye
community.

Jaminjung belongs to what used to be referred to as the Jaminjungan family,
which is now regarded as one branch of the Mindi family, whose other members —
including Jingili and Wambaya — are spoken far to the east in the Barkly Tableland
region (Chadwick 1997). Jaminjung is an endangered language: together with
Ngaliwurru (in a dialect relation to it) there may be 50—150 speakers, scattered
over a wide area; neither is being learned by children as a first language.

2.4.7 Post-contact languages

The term post-contact language refers to the non-traditional languages and vari-
eties of speech spoken by Aborigines. In the Kimberley region these include three
varieties that took their words mainly from English: Aboriginal English, Kriol and
Pidgin English. In addition there is one variety that did not, Broome Pearling
Lugger Pidgin. Pidgin English and Broome Pearling Lugger Pidgin are called
PIDGINS: they are not full languages, but rather auxiliary forms of speech that
have arisen in contact situations between members of different speech communi-
ties, and are used in a restricted range of social contexts. Aboriginal English is
regarded as a dialect of English, whereas Kriol is a distinct and different language,
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a CREOLE — a full language that emerged when Pidgin English became the mother
tongue of a group of children (see §3.4.2).

Today all Aboriginal people in the Kimberley understand and speak some post-
contact variety based on English. Kriol is now the mother tongue of most
Aboriginal children in the Kimberley, and the number of speakers of this lan-
guage runs into the thousands. Most older people, at least in the interior of the
Kimberley, also understand and speak it, though usually as a second (or later)
language. In addition, Aboriginal English is also spoken by many Kimberley
Aborigines, including children. There are no clear dividing lines between Pidgin
English, Kriol and Aboriginal English, which merge into each other. The other
post-contact language, Broome Pearling Lugger Pidgin, has fallen into disuse in
the past thirty or so years.

This book is primarily about traditional Aboriginal languages; §3.4 provides
some basic information on post-contact varieties.

Further reading

McGregor (1988a) provides fairly comprehensive basic information on Kimberley
languages, including estimates of numbers of speakers, classifications, alternative
names, orthography, references, and language programs. Menning and Nash (1981) and
Thieberger (1993) do the same for Central Australia and Western Australia south of the
Kimberley. All three require updating. The second half of Angelo ef al. (1998) contains
very readable and generally reliable overview of Australian languages, though the infor-
mation on Kimberley languages is minimal, poor, and inaccurate — including the
estimate of ‘about 15 different languages’ (p. 218). Dixon (2002), adopting the linguistic
criterion of mutual intelligibility, also recognises around the same number of languages;
his ‘languages’ generally correspond to my language groups. In fact, it seems that he has
underestimated the differences within some of these groups, especially in Worrorran,
and to a lesser extent Nyulnyulan.

Crowley (1992) is a useful introduction to the methods of historical and comparative
linguistics; more detailed and technical are Anttila (1972) and Hock (1986).
Applications of the comparative method to Australian languages are too numerous to list
here; noteworthy are Hale (1966), Crowley (1976), Evans (1988), and Blake (1988).
Evans (forthcoming) contains a number of applications of the comparative method to
non-Pama-Nyungan languages. Criticisms abound of the comparative method and the
tree model of genetic relatedness and historical change — for instance Dixon (1997)
(Crowley 1999 is an excellent critique) and Aikhenvald and Dixon (2001) (which
includes two papers dealing specifically with Australian languages). Dixon (2002)
accepts the genetic relatedness of Bunuban, Jarrakan, and Nyulnyul languages.
However, he considers that the Worrorran languages form a mere areal group;
McGregor and Rumsey 2003 argue to the contrary, that the languages are indeed genet-
ically related. Dixon also rejects the Pama-Nyungan idea — see note 15 to this chapter.

Rumsey (1993) is an excellent discussion of language, tribe and territoriality; general
anthropological works such as Elkin (1938/1974), Berndt and Berndt (1964/1992) and
Maddock (1972/1974) can be consulted for further information on the notion of
Dreamtime. (See also references at end of Ch. 3.)
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LANGUAGE IN KIMBERLEY
ABORIGINAL SOCIETIES

3.1 Traditional Kimberley Aboriginal way of life

Prior to European colonisation, Aboriginal people all over Australia lived as
hunters and gatherers. They were restricted nomads who ranged over relatively
delimited areas in smallish foraging bands, exploiting the resources of the sea,
rivers and creeks, and land. The core Kimberley region is relatively rich in food
resources, and supported a high population density in comparison with the desert
regions on its southern and south-eastern fringes. Agriculture was not practised,
and nor (in general) was food stored for future consumption.

Labour was divided on a sexual basis. Men were the primary hunters, who pur-
sued the larger game; women were the primary gatherers, who provided the bulk
of the vegetable staples, smaller animals, and animal products such as honey. This
division was not completely rigid, and men would gather, women hunt, as oppor-
tunity or necessity arose.

Material culture was relatively simple. The basic toolkit for men included var-
ious types of spears, woomeras (spear-throwers), boomerangs, and clubs for hunt-
ing, fishing, and fighting. Women used digging sticks for digging yams and the
like, stone axes for chopping out honey, and coolamons (carrying dishes) for car-
rying berries, seeds, babies, and so on. Other tools included fire drills, fire saws,
and grinding stones. Permanent dwellings were not made, although temporary
shelters were constructed from available materials such as spinifex and branches.
Because of the nomadic lifestyle, almost every artefact had to be portable.
Exceptions included grinding stones, which were too heavy to be constantly
carted, and would be left in suitable places near sources of seeds. In some places
more fixed and permanent structures were constructed. The coastal people of
Dampier Land, for instance, built stone fish traps, many of which still survive,
and some are still in use (Smith 1997).

Kimberley Aborigines had an intimate knowledge of the environment, includ-
ing its geography and the seasonal distribution of plant and animal species. They
had an extensive understanding of the food value of plants, and their medicinal
uses. The habits of animals were well known, and a variety of different hunting
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Plate 3.1 Kimberley points (© William McGregor). These beautiful points were made by
pressure-flaking quartz to obtain a small glassy head — thus the name ‘bottle
spear’; in post-contact times they were often made from glass and porcelain
(obtained from telephone lines). Kimberley points were not only used in hunt-
ing larger game such as kangaroos and euros, but also often had mythological
or religious significance, sometimes being implanted magically in a person in
a revenge killing; they were widely circulated along the traditional exchange
routes. The points shown here were manufactured in the Mount House region
in the early 1920s.

Plate 3.2 Remains of stone fish trap at Point Emeriau, in Nyulnyul country (© Moya Smith).
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techniques were employed according to the animal, seasons, and geography. For
instance, among the fishing techniques employed by the coastal Dampier Land
peoples were stone traps, temporary traps of grass that were placed in tidal creeks,
spearing, clubbing with a special type of boomerang, and use of a fish ‘poison’
that stunned fish, permitting them to be collected by hand. Both men and women
were expert at tracking, a skill taught at a young age. They could identify animals
by their tracks, and follow them even over difficult terrain.

Place played a very important role in Kimberley Aboriginal society. People iden-
tified themselves with certain tracts of land by conception, birth, ownership, and
various other ties. They had an intimate and detailed knowledge of their country,
and the country over which they had hunting and gathering rights. We will see
many reflections of the importance of place throughout this book.

Day-to-day interactions were to a large extent confined to the foraging group;
less frequent interactions occurred between these groups. Marriage was normally
outside of the group, and not infrequently outside of the tribe. Certain places were
the habitual settings for large gatherings of people from different tribes, who met
together to perform important rituals. An extensive network of trade and
exchange — widely referred to by a term resembling wirnandi or wurnandi —
crossed the Kimberley region in two main pathways, extending beyond into the
desert region, and through into Central Australia (Akerman 1979). Myths, rituals,
body designs, and the like passed in a north-westerly direction from the centre
through to Dampier Land, while in the opposite direction moved material items
such as pearl shells and shields.

The life of an individual was divided into stages, some of which had associated
‘rites of passage’ marking the progression from one stage to the next. These began
at birth, when the new born baby might be ‘smoked’ — put in smoke made from
burning the leaves or branches of a certain tree — in order to make it strong. Males
underwent a lengthy series of initiation rites, beginning at early adolescence, and
extending into manhood. Stages along the way to full manhood were marked by
bodily operations, including cicatrising (scarring of the chest), tooth evulsion
(removal of one of the front teeth), circumcision, piercing of the nasal septum,
and sometimes subincision (slitting of the underside of the penis along the ure-
thra). At the time these operations were performed, important religious knowl-
edge was imparted to the initiand. Girls also underwent rites of passage marking
their entry to womanhood, though these were not normally as elaborate as the
initiation rituals boys passed through — and less is known about them.

Death was marked by a complex series of mortuary rites; these usually incor-
porated inquests into the cause of death. Except if the deceased was very young
or very old death was usually attributed to human agency, often sorcery. The most
common practice was for a cadaver to be placed on a platform in a tree, where it
was left to decompose. On the ground below were placed a number of stones or
sticks, each representing a suspect killer. After some months, the stones would be
examined; the stone marked by the exuviae of the dead person would identify the
killer (not necessarily be the person physically responsible). The death could then
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be avenged either by a revenge party, or by ensorceling the culprit through a ritual
referred to in Australian English as ‘pointing the bone’. After the body had fully
decomposed, and only bones remained, it would usually be finally laid to rest in
a grave or cave.

Relatives of the deceased observe various taboos. This usually includes a taboo
on eating meat for a mourning period that might last for some months, until ter-
minated by a neutralising rite. Everywhere in Australia a taboo on uttering the
name of a recently deceased relative was — and in many place still is — observed;
this could also extend to words that sound like the name. Indirect or circumlocu-
tious reference is made to the deceased, if absolutely necessary. The name-taboo
might last for a number of years, in the case of a very close relative, a shorter time
for a distant relative.! In some cultures widows observe a taboo on speaking for
some months (see also §13.2).

Music, song, and dance played an important role in Aboriginal cultural life.
Traditional musical instruments included clapsticks (a pair of sticks that were hit
together) — in some groups, a pair of boomerangs were hit together instead — and
the bullroarer (a small flat piece of wood attached to a string that was whirled
around the head, making a dull roaring noise). Beat was also marked by clapping
cupped hands against the thighs. The didgeridoo was not known in the Kimberley
in pre-contact times, but has recently been introduced in many places; it is widely
known as bambu.

Each tribal group had a repertoire of sacred and secular songs. Sacred songs were
associated with religious ritual; they were known only to initiated men, and sung
only on particular ritual occasions. Secular songs were of various types, including
love songs, which were sung to assist in the seduction of a desired lover — not as
serenades performed in the presence of that person, but in their absence, to enchant
them magically; songs sung for the increase of natural species; songs sung for
contraceptive purposes, and so on. Both sacred and secular songs were exchanged
between groups, and travelled along the above-mentioned exchange routes; they
were also in continual processes of invention by individuals who ‘dreamed’ them,
sometimes in a language other than their own mother tongue. Songs were always
sung in the language of their invention; they were never translated.

The above remarks are very general, cover only a few aspects of traditional
Aboriginal life, and gloss over many details, including intergroup differences. It is
possible to identify, broadly speaking, five main cultural blocs in the greater
Kimberley region, that correspond roughly to the five main language families, and
also to the primary environmental divisions. There is the Northern Kimberley bloc,
which occupied the major Kimberley Block; these were speakers of the Worrorran
languages. A second bloc is the Dampier Land peoples, who spoke mainly western
Nyulnyulan languages, and resided on the flat Dampier Land peninsula and adjacent
areas. A third cultural group are the southern river peoples, who inhabited the largest
river, the Fitzroy and its tributaries; these were speakers of the two Bunuban lan-
guages, and the eastern Nyulnyulan languages Nyikina, and Warrwa. A fourth cul-
tural group is the desert peoples, speakers of Pama-Nyungan languages, Walmajarri,
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Kukatja, Wangkajunga, Karajarri, Jaru, etc., whose country was the desert regions
bordering the core Kimberley region. The fifth bloc is the eastern Kimberley
peoples, speakers of Jarrakan languages, who inhabited the Ord River Basin.

These cultural blocs have some relevance today and in the recent past, and these
days it appears that, to the young at least, tribe-like groups are less important than
the cultural blocs. There are also striking similarities in the post-contact histories
of groups from the same blocs, reflecting regional differences in colonisation.

Today, of course, no Kimberley person lives a traditional way of life.
Nevertheless, there are aspects of modern Aboriginal life, culture, beliefs, and
so on, that are continuations from the traditional past. For example, although
Kimberley Aboriginal people now live in houses in towns and small ‘outstation’
communities, and the nomadic hunting and gathering way of life is no longer
practised, they still frequently go on bush trips, hunting and gathering using mod-
ern technology such as motor cars, and rifles. And in many communities boys still
undergo some forms of initiation.

3.2 Social organisation

Traditional Kimberley Aboriginal society can be described as kin-based in
the sense that every person in the social universe — including newcomers — is
perceived as being in some kin relation with everyone else. This kin relation was
either genealogical (‘actual’) or classificatory — that is, based not on blood-ties,
but on presumed relationships, determined by other considerations, much as in
mainstream Australian society a child might call a friend of their parents aunty or
uncle. On the one hand kin relations govern interpersonal rights and obligations;
for instance, two persons related as father to son might be expected to behave in
some ways like a father and son, the father providing the son with food or money.
On the other hand, the kin relation between two individuals is often (except when
it is a close genealogical one) open to a certain amount of manoeuvring and nego-
tiation in accordance with the desired interpersonal relationship the individuals
wish to establish with one another (Rumsey 1981).

Interacting with the kinship system are divisions of the social world into
classes, implemented in some form or other in most Aboriginal groups through-
out the Kimberley. Three main types of class system are found: MOIETIES, which
distinguish two classes; SECTIONS, that distinguish four; and SUBSECTIONS, distin-
guishing eight. Moieties are found in the North Kimberley cultural bloc; sections
amongst some cultures of the Dampier Land bloc,” and amongst speakers of
Pama-Nyungan languages to the south, on the coast between Broome and Port
Hedland; and subsections are found elsewhere, among the southern river peoples,
the desert peoples, and the east Kimberley peoples. Subsections are a relatively
recent arrival in the Kimberley, and in most cases replaced former section
systems early in the twentieth century.

In the normal run of things, membership of a class in any type of system is
determined by the class of the individual’s mother. Class membership also plays
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Figure 3.1 Gooniyandi subsection system and terms.

a role in determining appropriate marriage partner: one’s spouse should always
belong to a different class from oneself. Within the section and subsection sys-
tems the choices can be specified more precisely. This is illustrated in Figure 3.1,
which shows the Gooniyandi subsection system. (Notice that each subsection has
two terms, one for male members, the other for female members.) Thus, for a
Jawandi man the preferred wife belongs to the nyawoorroo subsection. Not all
other unions are equally bad. A second preference for spouse is from the subsec-
tion diagonally opposite the first preference on the same face of the cube — thus,
for the jawandi man a nangala woman.

It is easy to see how a subsection system can be used to determine kin relations
amongst persons who have no actual genealogical ties. One can simply calculate
the relation on the assumption that first preference marriages were consistently
made, and trace the shortest path between the two subsections on Figure 3.1.
Thus, a jawandi man would normally call a jawangari man ‘father’, since the
mother of jawandi is nambiyindi, whose first preference of husband is jawangari.
The other shortest path would lead to the kin relation ‘son’, which would be an
acceptable alternative, though less likely if both individuals are adult men.
The subsection system is frequently used in this way these days to incorporate
outsiders — granted that they have been assigned to a class — into the kinship network,
so that the appropriate manner of interpersonal behaviour can be determined.
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Different types of kinship systems were used in different tribes, and different
types of behaviour were expected between persons in the same kin relations —
though there were similarities. One widespread system, called the Aranda system,
distinguishes four kinds of kin terminologically in the grandparental generation:
thus, different terms are used for the mother’s parents from the father’s parents. In
such systems marriage of first cousins (children of parents’ siblings) was not per-
mitted, though marriage with certain kinds of second cousins (grandchildren of
grandparents’ opposite sex siblings) was. For a man, the first preference for a wife
was a classificatory — but not a genealogical or ‘close’® — mother’s mother’s
brother’s daughter’s daughter: that is, someone from the same subsection as the
latter, in a subsection system.

Not only are the kinship systems of Aboriginal societies elaborate in compari-
son with European societies, but also the system of terms are more complex, and
make many more distinctions than are made in languages such as English. We
conclude our discussion of kinship with a glimpse at the system of kin-terms of
Gooniyandi, which has an Aranda system.

The basic kin-terms identify a single individual, the REFERENT, in a specified
relation to EGO — the person from who the relation is calculated — who is chosen
as the ‘centre’ for the purposes of the calculation.* Two types of basic kin-terms
are distinguished, binary and ternary.

BINARY KIN-TERMS specify the kin relationship between referent and ego in iso-
lation as it were, as in ‘my brother’, which links the speaker and another person
through the relationship of brotherhood. There are over thirty binary kin-terms in
Gooniyandi. The known terms are listed in Table 3.1, together with indication of
some of the relations they can be applied to; the list is not exhaustive.

The terms have been divided into three groups, depending on generation level
with respect to ego: same generation, one generation distant, and two generations
distant. Most terms in the latter two groups can apply in both directions, to rela-
tives in both the previous and the subsequent generation(s). In particular, notice
that there are no separate terms for grandparents and grandchildren: the same
terms cover both. And although there are separate terms for parents and children,
we find the former terms used also for certain kin in the generation below.

Within each of the three groups terms are given first for the closest CONSAN-
GUINEAL, that is, blood or genetic relative — followed by terms for in-laws, rela-
tives through marriage. More terminological distinctions are made among
consanguineal kin than between in-laws.

It will be noticed that all the same sex siblings of an individual are normally
grouped together under a single kin-term. Different sex siblings tend to be
referred to by different terms when ego and referent are not separated by very
many kinship ties, but they are often not distinguished terminologically when ego
and referent are separated by more ties. Effectively, sex is relevant within one
generation of ego for consanguineal relations; but consanguineal relations two
generations distant generally group siblings together terminologically. Thus, if
I call a man ‘father’, I would also call all of his brothers ‘father’; if I call a woman
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Table 3.1 Binary kin-terms in Gooniyandi

Kin-term Some kin relations denoted by the term

Ego’s generation

marna B, (of ©), FBS, (of O)
ngaja B_ (of O), Z, (of ©), B (of @,), MZS, FBS_ (of ©)
marni Z, (of 0),Z (of ), FBD, MZD
narrimba Z (from same M and F)
goornda MBS, FZS, MMBDS (close), FFZDS (close)
goorndi MBD, FZD, MMBDD (close), MMBW (close)
garingi W, WZ, BW
ngoombarna H, HB, ZH
garndiya(ngi) WB, MBCh (distant)
mawoornda ~ MBDH, MBSW (distant), FZSW, FZDH
magoornda
marra WB (who gives his Z as W)
mandirri HZ, HMZD
One generation above or below ego
ngaboo F, FB
ngarranyi M, MZ, FZSD, MFZD, MBSD
nyaanyi MB, FZH, MMS, MMBS, MBSS, FZSS, MFZS
ngawi FZ, MBW
marriyali WM, WMB, WMZ
lambadi WE, HE, SW, WFB, WFZ
goorriji HM, ZSW, HMB, HMZ
ngaloowinyi Ch (of ), BS, BD, WZD, WZS
ngaliganyi D (of 9), WBD
ngalangi S (of @), WBS
Joogoo Ch, FZDCh
garli joogoo WBCh, ZCh, MBDCh (of ©7)
ngoonyarri SW (of Q)
Two generations above or below ego
girlagi FF, FFB, FFZ, SCh (of ©)
ngawiji FM, FMZ, FMB, SCh (of @), MMBW (distant)
Jaja MM, MMZ, MMB, MFZH, WFM, FZSW, MBSW (close),
DCh (of Q)
Jjaminyi MF, MFB, MFZ, WFF, WMM, MMBW, DCh (of O)
jabi familiar term for a jaminyi
barngoo MMBW (close)
boorngali WMM
ngoomara WMF
Note

For the sake of space, standard anthropological abbreviations are used in the table: B — brother;
Ch — child (either sex); D — daughter; F — father; H — husband; M — mother; S — son; W — wife; and
Z — sister. Combination of symbols indicates the relation of kinship ‘possession’, the ‘possessor” occur-
ring to the left of the ‘possessed’ kin. Thus, for example, MB means ‘mother’s brother’, and FZD means
‘father’s sister’s daughter’. The subscript + means ‘older’, — means ‘younger’, and a means ‘adult’.
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‘wife’, I would call all her sisters ‘wife’; but my father’s sister and wife’s brother
would be called something different from father’ and ‘wife’. For in-laws, siblings
are distinguished by sex only within the same generation; those one or two gen-
erations distant are designated by the same term. Thus all of the siblings of my
mother-in-law are called by the same term, ‘mother-in-law’.

To provide a more graphic view of the system, Figures 3.2-3.4 display some of
the basic binary kin-terms on simple genealogical trees, based on a male ego
(triangles indicate males, circles, females). Figure 3.2 shows the immediate
consanguineal kin of ego, and their spouses; Figure 3.3 shows the more distant
consanguineal kin, the cousins; and Figure 3.4 shows the immediate consanguineal
kin of ego’s wife.

The Gooniyandi system of kin-terms is fairly typical in terms of the number of
distinctions it makes, and the general principles of grouping together of relations
under a single term.

TERNARY KIN-TERMS — also called ‘shared’ and ‘triangular’ — mark the relation-
ship between referent and ego indirectly, through an intermediary (technically, the
‘propositus’), who is usually the addressee. Roughly, their import can be glossed
as ‘your X who is my Y’, or ‘your X, you being my Z’. Figure 3.5 depicts the
difference between binary and ternary kin-terms.

[ | | I | [ | | I |
©] A A=0 O A O A A =0 O A

girlagi girlagi\ ngawiji  ngawiji  jaminyi jaminyi | jaja jaja  jaja
[ [ | [ | |
o A A= 0 O A
ngawi ngaboo  ngaboo ‘ ngarranyi ngarranyi nyaanyi
[ | |
o = A o = A A = @]

marni |, ngoombarna garingi marna, NGANYI garingi
ngaja (EGO)
marr/yall ngallgany/ ngalang/ goorr//l Iambadl ngaloowmyl ngaloowmy/ /ambadA

/aja /a/a ngawul ngawul /ammy/ /ammy/ g/rlag/ glrlag/

Figure 3.2 Basic Gooniyandi binary kin-terms for a male ego’s close consanguineal kin.
The same term is used for siblings of either sex for relatives that are two gen-
erations distant. Usually there are separate terms according to sex for relatives
one generation away from ego who are siblings; one exception is for offspring
of a man, who are not distinguished according to sex. Offspring of a woman,
however, are; this means that a man uses different terms for his sister’s son and
her daughter, but the same term for his own son and daughter.
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Jjaminyi, jaja Jaja | jaminyi
A = O A = O O A = O
nyaanyi | ngawi ngaboo | ngarranyi ngarranyi  nyaanyi, ngawi
A = O A =0 A A = O A = O

mawoo- NGANYI

mawoornda | goorndi goornda mawoornda , goorndi  goornda mawoornda
rnda (EGO)
[ 1 [ 1

A @) A (@] A O A O
nyaanyi  ngarranyi nyaanyi ngarranyi nyaanyi  ngarranyi  nyaanyi ngarranyi

Figure 3.3 Basic Gooniyandi binary kin-terms for a male ego’s more distant
consanguineal kin. This figure illustrates two general principles of kinship ter-
minology: (1) cousins related through different sex siblings (cross-cousins) are
treated terminologically differently from those related by same sex siblings
(parallel cousins), who are referred to by the terms for siblings (not indicated);
(2) cousins related through different sex siblings either one or two generations
distant from ego are treated the same terminologically — that is, the same terms
are used for first and second cross-cousins.

A = O A = O
ngoomara | boorngali Jjaminyi | jaja

A O o = A O o
marriyali marriyali | lambadi lambadi

[ [ |
A = O O A = O

NGANYI garingi  garingi  garndiyangi marni
(EGO)
O JAN

ngaliganyi ngalangi

Figure 3.4 Basic Gooniyandi binary kin-terms for a male ego’s wife’s close consanguineal
kin. The terms boorngali and ngoomara are used exclusively for the
biological parents of the actual wife’s genealogical mother; if any of these
relations are classificatory, the terms jaminyi and jaja are used instead —
that is, the same terms are used for classificatory WMMs and WMFs as for
real and classificatory WFF and WFM. Implicit here is marriage with
a distant classificatory second cross-cousin, a MMBDD (the ngoomara is
a classificatory MMB).
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(a) Referent (b) Referent
ol S &
5} L %
5 & 5,
=] Q~ @
Ego Intermediary
Ego Relation,
Figure 3.5 Nature of (a) binary and (b) ternary kin-terms.
Table 3.2 Gooniyandi ternary kin-terms
Kin-term Relationship of intermediary Gloss
(addressee) and referent to ego
manaroo intermediary = W; referent = WM, ‘your mother’ (to W)
WMB
manggan. goo intermediary = W; referent = WM; ‘your mother’ (to W);
intermediary = WM; referent = W ‘your daughter’ (to WM)
moorrgali intermediary = WMB; referent = WM,  ‘your sibling’ (to WMB)
WMB, WMZ
lamboonoo intermediary = W; referent = WMB ‘your uncle (nyaanyi)’ (to W)
balmandi intermediary = WB; referent = WM ‘your mother’ (to WB)
WOOorrroo intermediary = WMF; referent = WM ‘your daughter’ (to WMF)

There are only about half a dozen ternary kin-terms in Gooniyandi; they are
listed in Table 3.2, which specifies some relationships they can be applied to.
Notice that ternary terms exist only for relations in which at least one of the
persons, usually the referent, is an in-law of ego.

3.3 Speech styles

As mentioned earlier, the tenor of interpersonal relationships in traditional
Aboriginal societies was to a large extent modulated by kinship. An important
aspect concerns the style of speech the interactants adopt: a particular style of
speaking may be appropriate among individuals in a certain kin relation, but not
among individuals in a different relation. This need not be reciprocal: the style
adopted by one individual may be different from the style adopted by their part-
ner. There is nothing exotic about any of this. In mainstream Australian culture
one would adopt a different style of speech when conversing with a uniformed
police officer to what one would use when speaking to a close friend or lover; two
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uniformed police officers would adopt different styles of speaking to one another
than to a criminal they were in the process of apprehending.

The primary difference between the situations for Aboriginal and European
cultures relates to the features that are most salient in characterising the interper-
sonal relationships: kinship in the former case, social role, position, or socio-
economic class in the latter. The relation between these features and styles of
speaking is one of speech norms; it is not one of predetermination: people do not
always follow the norms, and sometimes speak in inappropriate ways, flouting the
rules. Doing so generally conveys a particular interactive meaning. For instance,
a criminal could speak to a policeman in the same manner as one policeman to
another, but to do so would convey certain interactive meanings, and could be
a rather dangerous thing to do.

Two stylistic extremes are found in a number of Kimberley languages, avoid-
ance styles and joking styles. The former is associated with interactions between
individuals who ought to maintain distance from one another, the latter between
individuals who can interact freely and intimately. The joking style is typified by
ritualised insults, often concerning the other’s promiscuity; these are usually for-
mulaic in nature. Avoidance styles are characterised not so much by formulaic
utterances as by different patterns of language use; some of these are commented
on in §3.3.1. In §3.3.2 we turn briefly to secret styles, speech styles used to
conceal the meaning from outsiders, generally speakers of the same language
who do not belong to the interacting group.

3.3.1 Avoidance style

Many Australian Aboriginal languages have a particular style of speech used
between individuals in a kin relation that requires a degree of circumspection in
interaction, that requires avoidance of social intercourse to varying degrees. The
strictest avoidance was generally between a man and his wife’s mother, and the
latter’s sisters, and reciprocally, between a woman and her daughter’s and sister’s
daughter’s husband, where these relations are actual. The relation between a
woman and her husband’s mother and the latter’s siblings, especially her brothers,
were also usually subject to strong avoidance; these belong to the same subsec-
tion as the daughter’s husband in subsection systems, as can be seen in Figure 3.1.
Generally speaking individuals in such close in-law relations were expected to
maintain both physical and social distance from one another: not to approach one
another closely, not to gaze at one another, not even (in some societies) to talk to
one another. Similar degrees of avoidance might be characteristic of individuals
in potential mother-in-law to son-in-law relations — who might want to establish
the relation to facilitate a marriage.

Less strict avoidance was expected between a man and his wife’s mother’s
brothers, and a woman and her daughter’s husband’s sisters, as well as between
more distantly related in-laws, between individuals related by classificatory
rather than actual ties. Such relatives were generally permitted to interact more
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closely with one another, physically and socially. For instance, they might be
permitted to engage in joint social activities such as hunting, or conversing, and
might well meet one another’s eye. There were of course differences between
Kimberley cultures in terms of the types of behaviours considered appropriate to
avoidance kin, and the remarks of this section are highly general and should not
be presumed to apply in all details to all societies.

Where speech between avoidance kin was permitted, in some Kimberley
Aboriginal cultures a special speech style or variety was expected to be used; this
style was also used in the presence of, or when speaking about one’s actual or
a close mother-in-law or son-in-law. Languages including Bunuba, Gooniyandi,
Walmajarri, Jaru, Wanyjirra, Warlpiri, Mudburra, Malngin, and Gurindji had an
avoidance style; for others, such as Ngarinyin, Yawuru, and Nyikina, there is no
evidence that there was ever an avoidance style.’

Avoidance styles in Kimberley languages have the same phonology (sounds) as
everyday speech styles, but differ slightly in vocabulary and grammar. Avoidance
speech was also characterised by differences in mode of delivery: usually it would
be spoken quietly and slowly, and speakers might not face one another directly,
but avert their gaze.

Both Bunuba and Gooniyandi have slightly over a hundred words specific to
their avoidance styles, called Gun.gunma in Bunuba. Avoidance words often have
a more general sense than their everyday counterparts, so that one avoidance term
may correspond to a few different everyday terms. For instance, jayirriminyi
covers thangani ‘mouth, language, speech, story’ and also yingi ‘name’ in
Gun.gunma, jalimanggurru covers three distinct boomerang types, baljarrangi
‘returning boomerang type’, gali ‘returning boomerang type’, and mandi ‘non-
returning boomerang type used for hunting’. Avoidance words in both Bunuba
and Gooniyandi tend to be longer than everyday words; there is also some ten-
dency for them to have more consonant clusters (see §4.2 and §4.4) than every-
day words. These features of word meaning and sound structure are characteristic
of avoidance styles.

Only a fraction of the everyday vocabulary has corresponding terms in the
avoidance style: absent are terms for those bodily functions and organs that one
would not expect to be referred to in such sensitive interactions. There are also
many inexplicable gaps: for instance, Gooniyandi avoidance style seems to have a
distinct term for just one animal, the dog; for all other animals the everyday term
is used. Thus avoidance style utterances in Bunuba and Gooniyandi did not involve
replacement of every word by an avoidance style word. However, avoidance
vocabularies were sufficiently comprehensive and general that any utterance could
contain at least one distinctive item. In fact, just a single distinctive avoidance style
item was normally employed even if the utterance could potentially contain more.

Avoidance styles of Kimberley Pama-Nyungan languages have even fewer
words specific to them. Jaru, Wanyjirra, Mudburra, Malngin, Gurindji, and per-
haps Walmajarri have a single characteristically avoidance style word, a verb. In
Jaru it is luwarn-, which is identical with the ordinary verb meaning ‘shoot’. This

59



LANGUAGE IN KIMBERLEY ABORIGINAL SOCIETIES

verb replaces any verb of everyday speech, and is neutral in meaning. Thus
compare (3.1) and (3.3) with the everyday equivalents (3.2) and (3.4).

(3.1) maliyi ngalu luwarnan  murla-ngga Jaru
mother:in:law they:are be:doing here-at
‘Mother-in-law is sitting here.’

(3.2) ngawiyi nga nyinan murla-ngga Jaru
father  he:is be:sitting here-at
‘Father sits here.’

(3.3) maliyi ngalu wulb  luwarni Jaru
mother:in:law  they:were jump did
‘Mother-in-law jumped.’

(3.4) ngawiyi nga wulb  wandinya Jaru
father ~ he:was jump fell
‘Father jumped.’

Warlpiri avoidance style has a slightly larger number of peculiar terms, including
a few verbs.

Examples (3.1) and (3.3) bring out a grammatical feature characteristic of
avoidance styles: use of plural form ‘they’ when referring to a single person, the
individual in the avoidance relation. Often this is restricted to the closest avoid-
ance relations, more distant, classificatory ones being denoted by the singular
pronoun. Similarly, in addressing a close avoidance relative the second person
plural ‘you lot, you all’ is normally used.®

There are other characteristic features of avoidance styles. In particular, avoid-
ance style speech is typically vaguer than ordinary speech; it is rare for speakers
to elaborate on vague avoidance utterances to make the meaning more precise.
Another peculiarity of Gooniyandi avoidance style (and probably others) is that it
is more common to qualify one’s utterances with expressions of uncertainty than
in ordinary speech.

3.3.2 Secret styles

A few secret speech styles have been reported for languages of the greater
Kimberley region. The Pama-Nyungan language Warlpiri had a special secret
style of speech that was taught to novices during their period of seclusion pre-
ceding initiation; it was used exclusively by initiated men during the performance
of certain rituals. It has been described in a publication, but initiated Warlpiri men
now prefer that nothing more be published about it.

In recent times — perhaps during the 1960s and early 1970s — a Pig Latin based
on English was used in the west Kimberley by Aboriginal children in the Catholic
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Colleges in Broome, Derby, Beagle Bay, Lombardina, and elsewhere. Below is
a brief exchange invented by Lorna Cox, a fluent speaker:

(3.5) A: onalei! ‘Lornal!”
B: atwei? ‘What?’
B: atwei udei uyei antwei? ‘What do you want?’
A: ivgei imei animei. ‘Give me money.’
B: i atgei othingnei. ‘I’ve got none.’
A: ivgei imei utei oladei. ‘Give me two dollars.’
B: eitwei afei. ‘After.

This Pig Latin is the same as used in schools in other parts of Australia and
elsewhere, and was presumably learnt through contact with children from Perth.
Other Pig Latin varieties were perhaps local inventions, devised for greater secrecy
by children without a traditional language.” In one variety words are shortened by
deleting the last syllable or two, to which the meaningless form -(r)igi is added;
thus, naarigi ‘nothing’, and du(ri)gi ‘do’. In yet another variety — possibly dating
to the late 1970s and early 1980s — each word is again shortened, and -iriji attached
to the end. In a similar Pig Latin, called Yeraka, in use among the Nyungar people
in the south-west of Western Australia, -raka, -waka, or -yaka is added after the
first syllable of a word (Douglas 1976).

3.4 Post-contact varieties

As mentioned in §2.4, four main new speech varieties came to be spoken by
Kimberley Aborigines in the wake of European colonisation. Two were pidgins,
that is, auxiliary forms of speech used between members of different speech com-
munities in contact situations. Pidgins are not full languages, but rather restricted
codes, used in restricted communicative domains; they are not the mother tongue
of any speakers. One of these pidgins was English-based, most of its vocabulary
coming from English; the vocabulary of the other was mainly from Malay. These
varieties are discussed in §3.4.1 (Pidgin English) and §3.4.4 (Broome Pearling
Lugger Pidgin). The other two new speech varieties are Kriol, which derives his-
torically from Pidgin English, and a dialect of English, Aboriginal English. These
are discussed in §3.4.2 and §3.4.3.

The three English-based varieties — Pidgin English, Kriol, and Aboriginal
English — are not separated by clear boundaries; they merge into one another, and
it is often uncertain as to which of them a stretch of speech belongs to. Indeed,
this often may not even be a meaningful question. Nor are they consistently or
clearly distinguished in descriptions. Pidgin English and Kriol in particular have
often been grouped together under the former label, especially in works pre-dating
1980; only subsequently has it become common to recognise the difference
between pidgins and creoles, and use the term Kriol (or creole).
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3.4.1 Pidgin English

It seems that two main varieties of Pidgin English arose in the Kimberley: a
coastal Pidgin English that was spoken in the port towns of Broome, Derby, and
Wyndham; and an inland variety spoken mainly on cattle stations in the east
Kimberley and on cattle and sheep stations in the west Kimberley. These varieties
differed somewhat from one another in vocabulary.

The coastal Pidgin apparently arose in the early years of the pearling industry’s
relocation to Broome from the south to facilitate communication between
Aborigines and whites. Pidginised forms of English were also in use between
whites and the other ethnic groups employed in the pearling industry, including
Malays, Japanese, and Koepangers, and doubtless the earlier Pacific pidgins
(which would have been known by some) formed a foundation for the coastal
variety. Many Aboriginal people working in the pearling industry and in the port
towns spoke different and mutually unintelligible languages. Despite the high
degree of multilingualism in traditional times (see also §3.5), multilingualism
would have been largely restricted to languages in close geographical proximity.
Aboriginal workers in the port towns came from diverse regions, and many com-
municative situations would have involved interactants who shared no traditional
language. The pidgin thus came to be used amongst Aborigines.

The inland variety probably arose slightly later, in the late 1870s and 1880s,
and was initially used mainly between Aborigines and white stockworkers and
pastoralists on cattle and sheep stations. Most likely Pidgin English was brought
into the region by cattlemen and their Aboriginal workers who droved cattle from
Queensland, ultimately settling in the East Kimberley, and at about the same time
by sheepmen from southern Western Australia, who settled mainly in the West
Kimberley. The overlanders, Aboriginal and European, brought with them eastern
and southern traditions of Pidgin English that they had used in interactions on the
pastoral stations of the Northern Territory and Queensland on the one hand, and
southern parts of Western Australia on the other. The varieties deriving from the
two sources appear to have been substantially the same. Afghan cameleers, oper-
ating mainly from the ports of Derby and Wyndham, doubtless also contributed
to the introduction and spread of Pidgin English in the Kimberley interior.

Pidgins are ancillary codes used in a limited variety of social contexts to commu-
nicate restricted ranges of meanings. As a consequence, compared with “full’ lan-
guages they have small and restricted vocabularies consisting primarily of words
useful to the specific contact situations in which they arose and are used. The words
were usually derived from the language of the colonisers, in the case of Kimberley
Pidgin English mostly ultimately from English, although some words were appar-
ently borrowed from Malay, and some came from the local traditional languages.
Some words can even be traced back to the earliest Pidgin English known to have
been spoken by Aborigines, Port Jackson pidgin; an example is bogey ‘bathe, swim’.

Pidgins have simple grammars compared to natural languages like English and
traditional Aboriginal languages, making them easier for adults to learn. Usually
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words are structurally simple in the sense that they are not made up of smaller
meaningful pieces such as prefixes (like un- in un-usual) and suffixes (like the -s
of dog-s) (see Ch. 5 for more on grammar). In English and most Kimberley
Aboriginal languages you refer to events that happened in the past by using a spe-
cial form of the verb: in English usually by adding the suffix -ed (as in finish-ed,
walk-ed, etc.); likewise in many Kimberley languages, for example, in
Wangkajunga the ending -rnu on jiki-rnu ‘drank’ tells you that it happened before.
In Pidgin English by contrast you refer to past events by putting the word bin
before the verb — thus bin gug ‘cooked’, bin gamab ‘arrived’.

Another illustration of the relative simplicity of Pidgin English is its way of
indicating that more than one thing is being spoken about. In English you
normally add -s to the noun, as in boy-s, dog-s, book-s, etc.; in many Kimberley
languages you can (though you don’t have to) add either a suffix specifying two
things, or a different suffix specifying many. There is no corresponding way of
making these meanings in Pidgin English. The noun by itself can be used for any
number of things. If the speaker desires to specify the number of things they have
to add a separate number word, for example, dubala modiga ‘two cars’.

Another respect in which Pidgin English is grammatically simple is that there
are no irregularities such as are common in English and Aboriginal languages. In
English a number of verbs are irregular in the way they express past time: we say
sat rather than sitted, ate not eated, went not goed, and so on. Such irregularities
are also found in many Kimberley languages. But Pidgin English has none of
these complications that make learning the languages more difficult: past time is
always indicated in one and the same way, by the word bin.

Pidgins tend to show considerable variation between speakers, reflecting the
fact that they are not the native languages of any of the speakers. Another conse-
quence of their not being anyone’s mother tongue is that pidgins tend to show cer-
tain characteristic features of the native languages of the speakers. An obvious
respect in which Pidgin English is like traditional Aboriginal languages — and
unlike English — is in its sounds. Words borrowed from English (which account
for the majority of Pidgin English words) are adopted to the sound patterns of the
traditional languages, which are quite similar across Kimberley languages (see
Ch. 4). No Kimberley language has s or sk sounds, and English borrowings
involving these sounds appear without them; usually they are replaced by j
(pronounced as in jam). Thus, the Pidgin word for ‘sit’ is jidan, and for ‘sugar’ is
Jjuga. Kimberley languages do not distinguish between the sounds p and b, ¢ and
d, or k and g, and this is reflected in the lack of distinction between these sounds
in Pidgin English: both pin and bin would be pronounced in the same way, as
would be #in and din, and so forth.

Another sound characteristic of Pidgin English deriving from the traditional
languages concerns the sounds that can follow one another. English allows a num-
ber of sequences of consonants (sounds like s, £, b, m, r, etc.; see Ch. 4) that are
not allowed in Kimberley languages. Usually a vowel (a sound such as i, a, or u)
separates them in the Pidgin English word. For example, the Pidgin English word
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for smoke is jumog — the initial s has been replaced by j (as per the previous
paragraph), and u inserted to break up the unacceptable sequence jm. (This does
not happen to all sequences of consonants, only the ones that don’t occur in tra-
ditional languages. So for ‘cry’ we have gray — many languages allow g followed
by r at the beginning of a word.)

Doubtless Pidgin English changed over the decades, expanding both in
terms of its words and in grammar, as contact between Aborigines and whites
intensified and diversified (see Miithlhdusler and McGregor 1996: 104). The fol-
lowing examples come from works by two early Kimberley whites, Hamlet
Cornish (one of the first pastoralists to establish a cattle station in the west
Kimberley) and R.H. Pilmer (a policeman in the Kimberley in the 1890s).%
Observe that neither shows evidence of the past tense marker bin, a feature that
later writers almost always include in quoted utterances by Aborigines, perhaps
suggesting that this was not present in the earliest varieties. In fact, there is no
indication anywhere of whether the event was in the past, present, or future, this
being inferred entirely from the circumstances. (Of course one must be cautious
in drawing conclusions from quotations in published literature, for example, it
is unlikely that the cited forms scared and him accurately represent the pronunci-
ation of these words. Both writers use a combination of standard and non-
standard English spelling. On the other hand, it seems unlikely that such a
distinctive characteristic as bin would not have been represented by either
observer if it was present.)

(3.6) ‘That Guirella fella, him plenty scared, he laughed. ‘Him make camp, then
make another camp; then another camp. Him plenty scared fella all
right.... ‘Blackfella go that way, gins go that way, said Paddy, indicating
opposite directions, then added triumphantly ‘Guirella, him go walkabout
one man.’

(3.7) ‘Longada tellum me tellum longa BILIMUR “I killem easyfella. Him
rushum blackfella camp longa yowada (horse). I hidum longa bush. He
gallopum longa bush, he gettum gidgee (spear) longa back!”’

By the 1930s, however, it appears that bin was in use, as illustrated in (3.8),
from Porteus (1931: 94-5).7 (Incidentally, Porteus himself uses bin incorrectly in
referring to a hypothetical event.) Unfortunately, nothing is known for certain
about the history of Pidgin English.

(3.8) I was rather interested to learn what danger Alido would undergo if he
returned to his people. ‘Suppose you go back?’ I asked, ‘other fellow bin
spearem?’ ‘Go back all right, was his reply, ‘my uncle bin spearem me
already.” With that he displayed the scar of a wound newly healed in his
thigh. ‘Them fella bin kill me with nulla nulla, he added, showing scars
also on his head, shoulders and arms, where he had evidently been
severely clubbed.
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3.4.2 Kriol

Pidgin English was presumably spoken as a second (or third, fourth, even fifth)
language by most Aborigines in the Kimberley interior until the 1940s or early
1950s; until then children learnt one or more traditional Aboriginal languages
first. The traditional languages were the major vehicles of communication among
Aboriginal people in the communities of workers and their relatives on the cattle
stations, where the majority of Kimberle