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Introduction 1
The boundaries of New South Wales, South Australia and Queensland come 
together at Cameron’s Corner: the surrounding areas of those three states are 
known as ‘the Corner Country’. 

Both geographically and culturally the Corner Country is a very special 
place. It is west of the Darling and the other big rivers that come down from 
Queensland and flow into the Murray-Darling Basin. The Cooper Basin is not far 
to the north, but the only major river that flows right into the area, the Bulloo, 
forms a drainage basin of its own. After rains in the northern part of the Grey 
Range and around Quilpie the river fills up Bulloo Lake and the smaller lakes 
nearby. Jeremy Beckett visited Tibooburra, in the heart of the Corner Country, 
in company with George Dutton, the widely respected Aboriginal elder from 
Wilcannia in 1958. On that occasion, the most senior Tibooburra man, King 
Miller (Wangkumara/ Punthamara) sang a song to his visitors about Lake Bulloo, 
‘the big lake’, after rains: this place meant so much to the people of the Corner 
Country. He translated some of the lines: 

Weedy water,

Water lapping

Wave come back

Leaping up, striking the bank

Water shaking

Come and carry the weeds away

Bulloo Lake, water

Looking at it, he (a mythical Ancestor) came there.1

The water ultimately flows out into the big Carryapundy and Bullegree swamps, 
the Torowoto and numerous smaller swamps and the Bulloo overflow. These 
areas then spring to life with vegetation and with waterbirds. They were a major 
resource for Aboriginal people: for the explorers, they were the dreaded ‘Mud 
Plains’.2

The nearby parts of the Grey Range have some spectacular scenery, though they 
only reach an altitude of 332 metres (Mt Shannon). In those rugged hills and on 
the stony plains there are many sites of traditional mythological significance, 
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stone arrangements and important quarries which tell of many aspects of 
Aboriginal occupation. Cameron’s Corner itself is in sandhill country, which 
continues into South Australia and has links to the Strzelecki Desert. The story 
of the Two Rainbow Serpents links the extreme eastern edge of the Corner 
Country, the Paroo at Ularada waterhole, with the far western edge, where the 
Flinders Ranges rise out of the sandy plain. 

The Aboriginal people of the Corner Country belonged to a number of different 
‘tribes’, who spoke languages of four different language affiliations:

1. Karnic Languages of the Lake Eyre Basin (spoken in the Corner Country 
by Wangkumara people from along the Warri-Warri Creek across to the 
Bullagree) 

2. Paakantyi, Darling River Languages (spoken by Wanyiwalku/Pantyikali 
people from the Lake Yantara area eastwards) 

3. Yarli Languages (spoken by Malyangapa ‘Lake-water’, Wadigali, and 
Yardliyawara people from the Cobham Lakes across to the Flinders Ranges)3

4. Karlali and the Bidjara dialect along the Bulloo (Karlali was sometimes 
grouped with Karnic, but recent work has shown that it was separate).4

Languages between these different affiliations were not mutually comprehensible, 
so while a Yardliyawara man could easily understand Malyangapa he would not 
have understood Wangkumara. The Corner Country formed a special cultural 
community, and these linguistic divisions were no barrier: as explained in 
Section 1.4 below, people were generally multilingual.

An important feature of the Aboriginal culture of the ‘Corner Country’, is the 
mura which corresponds to what is elsewhere in Australia called the ‘dreaming 
track’. Though the ‘classical’ Central Australian concept of the Dreaming 
(tjukurpa)5 is not part of local belief, a mura story is something similar. It is 
a narrative which details the travelling of ancestral beings also called mura – 
occasionally human but more often anthropomorphic animal – who form the 
country and name it as they go. The Corner Country, where both of the authors 
have worked, is criss-crossed by a network of such stories. It would seem that 
both men and women once knew a great number of mura stories, in greater or 
lesser detail. Ceremonial life ceased in the early years of the twentieth century, 
and the transmission of traditional knowledge began losing its appeal for the 
rising generations. However, in our work in the Corner, from the late 1950s to 
the late 1960s, we found a number of senior Aboriginal people, particularly 
George Dutton, Hannah Quayle, Alf Barlow and Walter Newton, who were 
knowledgeable in these matters, and willing to have us record them.
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Figure 2: George Dutton in Broken Hill, 1957.  
Photograph by Jeremy Beckett.
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Figure 3: George Dutton and his son Jim at Wilcannia, 1956.  
Photograph by Jeremy Beckett.
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Figure 4: Alf Barlow at Wilcannia, 1957.  
Photograph by Jeremy Beckett.
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Pastoral settlement reached the Corner Country in the 1860s.6 By the time our 
mura-tellers were born, Aborigines were still living on their own country, not so 
much in their own right as by providing various services for the stations in return 
for food, clothing and tobacco. Yancannia, a relatively well-watered property in 
this generally arid region, was one of the most important areas for Aborigines, 
perhaps because it was the site of Birndiwalpi spring that figures in the story of 
the Two Ngatyi or Rainbow Serpents. From early on, the settlers transformed 
the landscape, particularly by sinking wells and bores at sacred waterholes and 
springs,7 and this unfortunately also happened to the Birndiwalpi ‘Brindiwilpa’ 
spring. Nevertheless these same settlers interfered little in the Aborigines’ affairs 
and ceremonies, not obstructing and perhaps sometimes enabling large regional 
ceremonial gatherings. According to our informants, these occasions attracted a 
number of named groups from around the Corner Country. Perhaps this mixing 
was a response to depopulation, but it may always have been this way – with 
different ‘mobs’ participating in one another’s ceremonies, and sometimes 
initiating one another’s boys according to their own distinctive rites.8 Singing 
the mura was quintessentially an inter-tribal activity, which at least notionally 
linked peoples over considerable distances. 

1.1. Mura stories as cultural links

‘Tribal’ maps now play an important part not only in land-claims, but also in 
much of our thinking about Aboriginal Australia. Looking at them one sees the 
whole of the country divided into several hundred little sections, sometimes 
in different colours, as in the AIATSIS map by David Horton and the map by 
Stephen Davis.9 These maps fulfil an important function, but they leave us with 
an idea of extreme fragmentation. Aboriginal society was not like that: people 
interacted with their neighbours and even people further afield on a regular 
basis, they held joint ceremonies with other groups, not only for the purposes of 
initiations, but also the increase of various food sources, and sometimes simply 
as celebrations of ritual and song. 

The mura stories and the long lines of song were linked to particular sites, but 
they also spanned a number of territories and created strong ritual links between 
groups sometimes quite a distance apart: great ceremonies brought people from 
afar. Such gatherings, as is well known, involved the exchange of goods and also 
marriage arrangements, which further consolidated the links.

In the dry interior everything relating to water was vital, and so stories and 
ritual concerning waterbirds and the legendary Water-snakes were particularly 
important.
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George McDermott, who was Wangkumara, explained very clearly how people 
in the Corner Country felt about their neighbours regarding these ceremonies. 
He had just sung a verse from a daytime Water-bird ceremony:

In the night time there is a big mob sitting round the fire – well they 
sing different than that, same mura but different way, you see. They call 
all the countries first, where the duck has been, where they lay eggs and 
one thing and another. And when they follow’m like that they sort of, 
they follow the country like in the history where the ducks have been 
travelling and when they get to the end like what we call Thuntira, 
Thuntirayi nhanha.

… Well that is the duck, then end of that part of the business. Well they 
go on again and call the country again. Different, different country, you 
know different names. Come from the same thing, see. Go like that, like in 
the night till it comes to this mura, finishing off. Well you finish off with 
that mura then where I sing it just now, Palkakaranala Walkapityipityi 
all that word, see. You know, the first one I sing. That is the finish. They 

Figure 5: George McDermott on the verandah of the  
Bourke Hospital, 1970. Photograph by Graham Hercus
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had a lot of country to go over, name, name the country, take’m might 
be month before they can finish up, wait for the other people to come 
up finish the mura off. Whatever people can’t come, of course they miss 
out.10

The idea of sharing the tradition with other groups was a most important feature 
of the mura stories. The word mura has a currency among a number of distinct 
language groups, in north-east South Australia and south-west Queensland, as 
well as well as the extreme north-west corner of New South Wales.11 

Wangkumara people originally belonged to the area to the north of Tibooburra, 
and most of their country lay on the Queensland side along the Wilson River and 
part of the Cooper. Malyangapa people were further south including Cobham 
Lakes and over into South Australia, while Paakantyi people lived all along the 
Darling and the lower Paroo and through large areas particularly to the west of 
the river extending into South Australia to the west of Broken Hill. There were 
a number of distinct Paakantyi dialects, but basically it was one language and 
people from Bourke to Broken Hill and to Wentworth could all understand one 
another. The notion of mura however over-rode linguistic boundaries: it belonged 
to an area, rather than to a specific group. It was known to Wangkumara and 
Malyangapa people. Remarkably, it was known also to the northern Paakantyi 
speakers (Pantyikali and Wilyakali) who lived between Broken Hill, White Cliffs 
and Tibooburra, and to the Kurnu from around Bourke, but not to Paakantyi 
speakers along the Lower Darling River. Thus the word mura appears on its 
own as muura,12 and in the phrase muura maarni ‘Corroboree connected with 
Ancestors’ in the Paakantyi dictionary,13 but these words were only recorded 
from northern Paakantyi people, from speakers of Kurnu, Pantyikali and 
Paaruntyi. In fact, the northern Paakantyi, and particularly Pantyikali and 
Wilyakali, seem to have been influenced by the cultures of their neighbours to 
the north and west in a number of respects.14

In general terms, the mura type of story is characteristic of Central Australian 
cultures,15 less so of the south-east, where there is less emphasis on travelling 
and where the narrative seems to be more dramatic.16 In the Corner, as elsewhere, 
the mura may be snakes whose movements form the meander of creek beds and 
coils of sand hills; but they also include a bronze-wing pigeon, a kangaroo, 
euro, emu, dog and porcupine.17 Their journeys may be confined to a locality or 
cover vast distances. Of the many stories we recorded we have selected the Two 
Ngatyi18 (‘rainbow serpents’) for detailed presentation here.

Mura stories that have survived in areas of greater conservation further west 
often describe Ancestors travelling to a particular destination and then turning 
back to where they came from. Sometimes their journey has a distinct purpose: 
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Figure 6: Hannah Quayle outside her home in Wilcannia, 1957. 
Photograph by Jeremy Beckett.
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it is for collecting, by fair means or foul, some particular object. Thus the Lower 
Southern Arrernte Rain Ancestor Anintyurla travels far afield so that he can steal 
a particularly powerful rain-stone, and the Lower Southern Arrrernte Ancestor 
Intara goes to cadge from the reluctant Arabana owners a wonderful pounding 
stone, whose clear ringing sound he could hear from hundreds of kilometres 
away. This kind of mura story is known from the Corner Country too: George 
Dutton told Jeremy Beckett how people named Drupada went to Tibooburra to 
get a powerful rain-stone. Many Ancestors however just simply travel, creating 
and naming the country: the Ngatyi are typical of these. In the story as told by 
the two main story-tellers the Ngatyi go back to their own country in a subtle 
and indirect way: Birndiwalpi spring, where they finish, is linked to the Paroo 
where they came from, by underground channels, accessible only to the Ngatyi.

The mura text, as it has been communicated to us, may be no more than a string 
of place names, which can be recited, but the mura were originally performed at 
gatherings of people who came together to ‘sing the country’, as George Dutton 
put it.19 People might not know all the names running the whole extent of a 
mura track; they performed the section they did know, giving way to those who 
could sing the next stretch, though by listening they might learn and eventually 
join in.20 An important feature of these songs was that they passed through 
different language communities, but it does not seem that one was limited to 
singing one’s own country. Dutton said that ‘the song [that is the performance 
of the mura] might last for years and be carried on at other places’ along the 
track.21 We take this to mean that the people at one end of the track might not be 
present when the final phase was sung, although they might perhaps be entitled 
to participate.

There was an established repertoire of mura: these were passed from generation 
to generation. It seems that new mura songs called maarni could be composed, 
as a result of a dream: as Dutton explained, ‘Your spirit travels. Then you make 
a corroboree about it. Others correct you on the names of places missed out. As 
you come to each man’s country you have to act his mura.’22 Hannah Quayle, 
who was an older contemporary of Dutton recalled how ‘a Gungadidji23 woman 
dreamed a song about the waterholes’. ‘It came from a dead person and she 
smoked all her relations before she taught them’.24 Perhaps most of these new 
maarni were forgotten after a while, but it may be that some were incorporated 
into the canon and the individual origin forgotten. From what Dutton said, the 
initial response to a maarni seems to have been to integrate it into the existing 
corpus of mura.

An ecological understanding of the mura stories might suggest that they 
functioned as maps enabling people to locate places vital for survival such as 
water holes. Alternatively, we can see them as animating the country, giving 
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meaning to a landscape that, at least to European – though not we think to 
Aboriginal – eyes, seems almost featureless. The places one comes to, for one 
purpose or another, are not marked simply for their utilitarian value; they have 
stories that people know and can celebrate with their fellows. Moreover, the 
names which the mura gave to the places they visited on their travels are also 
the names of living human beings. At various stages in their lives both men and 
women were given the names of places on some mura track, and when they died 
these names could not be spoken for some years. Jeremy Beckett remembers 
Dutton weeping to hear the names of long dead friends when King Miller was 
singing the pituri mura.

1.2. General ceremonies gradually replacing the mura

In the Corner Country, towards the end of the nineteenth century, Aboriginal 
culture came under increasing siege by Europeans. People had to move to various 
centres – large stations, missions and townships often away from their own lands, 
and so the mura stories and ceremonies, with their detailed references to sites 
tended to be eclipsed by more general song and dance ceremonies, not closely 
linked to country. The ‘Molonglo’ ceremony has been much discussed.25 Mrs 
Moisey (Kurnu, that is Paakantyi from the Bourke area), speaking at an advanced 
age with Luise Hercus in 1972 recalled having seen it in the early years of the 
twentieth century.26 There were a number of other general ceremonies, less well 
documented, which reached the Corner country. The Nguninta ceremony was 
certainly known there.

The situation with the Nguninta was very similar to that with the Mulu, as the 
‘Molonglo’ ceremony was called in the Corner Country. There can be no doubt 
that it is connected with the Arrernte Unintha. This name became Ngunintha in 
languages which do not allow initial vowels: in Wangkumara/Punthamara the 
name is pronounced ‘Nguninta’.

The Unintha was at first known as an Arrernte women’s dance. Spencer was not 
overly impressed by the dance, which he thought monotonous because it consisted 
simply of the women swaying their bodies in unison.27 The distinguished old 
Arrernte man, Walter Smith in reminiscing about this ceremony to Luise Hercus 
most certainly did not share Spencer’s opinion28 and the ceremony was hugely 
popular also in Arabana country. 

This ceremony survived for a long time among Arrernte people with men 
gradually becoming the main participants. In their dictionary Henderson and 
Dobson show this more modern development when they define the ‘Unenthe’ as 
‘a type of ceremony where men dance. Women and children can also attend’.29
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The form of the corroboree that reached the upper Cooper, via Boulia, was elaborate 
and anything but monotonous, with both men and women participating.

In May 1985 Jack O’Lantern and Cecil Ebsworth gave a detailed account of the 
Nguninta. They remembered it as it was performed in 1930 at Innamincka.30 
Jack could still sing many of the verses and gave detailed descriptions of the 
dancing. The main actor was said to have had more and more elaborate head-
gear each night and after three weeks, by the last night, it was at its tallest and 
he wore varying neck-decorations.31

On a later occasion, speaking at Orange in 1989 to Isabel McBryde and Luise 
Hercus, Cecil Ebsworth recalled how the Nguninta arrived on the Cooper, 
imported from Boulia. He was only about 11 years old when he saw the 
Innamincka ceremony, but Jack O’Lantern who was many years older than him 
had taken part in the dancing 

Baryulah Bob32 he was the one in charge of that, he must have went over 
there with them to Boulia (to learn the ceremony).

There was a lot of women dancing and men too, they must have had 
different parts.

That Wakuli Wakuli nharra, (a special final verse) that is the finish for 
the night every night.

It might go off for two or three nights but then they would start up again 
and he would have another square round his neck, all feathers and grass 
– I wish I had cameras and that, it was lovely. It was at Innamincka, 
halfway between the town and the station, where all the graves are, they 
had big camp there. They danced the Nguninta for three weeks. They 
had other ones too, but this was the main one; a lot of Wangkumara too, 
they shake a leg, big mob, 30 or 40 people down there, young fellows 
and old fellows.33

There were other ceremonies, held particularly at Nockatunga and Innamincka, 
which may or may not have belonged to this category of ‘travelling’ ceremonies. 
Jeremy Beckett in 1958 spoke with King Miller, a senior Punthamara man living 
at Tibooburra. His notes state:

Gudja corroboree in Innamincka, 1934. All naked. Coaxed up from 
Nockatunga. Miller was there.34

It is highly likely that the name represents the word kutya ‘feathers’ used in 
Mithaka and other languages to the west of Wangkumara-Punthamara and 
that this was a corroboree where only feather decorations were worn, as in the 
Warrthampa performed among Mithaka people. 
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These ‘travelling’ ceremonies are yet a further indication of interaction and 
cultural links between groups over a long distance. For people born after the 
turn of the nineteenth century, these ceremonies, which were spectacular and 
had great popular appeal, came to eclipse the mura stories.

1.3. Survival of the mura stories

The imported ‘travelling’ ceremonies were obviously popular, but they were 
not taken seriously by older people who were closely attached to their own 
country and who had learnt the mura stories. In the eyes of these older people, 
ceremonies like the Nguninta were just light entertainment. The mura stories 
meant so much more: they were the most treasured literature. It is those stories 
that the older people, born well before 1900 and particularly George Dutton 
wanted to talk about. It is those stories they told to Jeremy Beckett.

George Dutton recorded several mura stories on tape, and recited one (just a 
string of names) which he called the ‘dark people’s poetry’.35 However, most 
of what we have was dictated in the form of a picaresque narrative, which was 

Figure 7: Cecil Ebsworth, Orange, 1990.  
Isabel McBryde is sitting in the background.  

Photograph courtesy of Isabel McBryde.
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structured by the sequence of places along a track. This privileges the text 
and the mapping that is implicit in the place names, omitting the dimension of 
performance. It also privileges the individual mura-teller, whereas singing the 
mura had been an activity in which men and women shared their knowledge, 
and perhaps reached a consensus where recollections differed. 

We have selected the Two Ngatyi or ‘rainbow serpent’ mura to present here, 
because it covers such a vast distance (from the Paroo River to the Flinders’ 
Ranges, returning to a midway spot near the present day township of Tibooburra 
or in one version back to the Paroo); but also because we have three versions of 
it, and a fourth very brief reference which nevertheless includes an important 
detail. These versions, collected by Beckett in the winter of 1957, differ to 
some degree as regards the precise route the track follows, though they agree 
approximately as to where it begins and how far it goes, and agree precisely 
as to where it ends. We should however note the differences in the particular 
emphases and intentions of the mura-tellers.

Had the culture of which these mura stories were a part been still active, the 
telling of them might have been subject to a degree of standardisation, and it may 
be that no one would have been allowed to tell them on his or her own; however 
ceremonial life had fallen away in the early years of the twentieth century, and 
the senior men complained that the younger generation had no interest in such 
things. Remembering the mura stories in all their fine detail was no mean feat of 
memory under any circumstances; by 1957 it was a matter of reaching back into 
the past 50 or more years before. 

1.4. The storytellers and their country

The Ngatyi traverse country belonging to two groups of Paakantyi people: the 
Paaruntyi from the Paroo and Pantyikali people, also called ‘Wanyiwalku’, 
further west. Paaru-ntyi literally means ‘belonging to the Paroo’, and refers to 
both the language and the people. Pantyi-kali literally means ‘the Creek people’. 
Wanyi-walku is less easy to interpret: palku means ‘speech’, but what wanyi 
refers to is not clear. As often happens the language name is interchangeable 
with the name of the people. Pantyikali was a people’s name that could also be 
used as a language name, while Wanyiwalku was a language name that could 
also be used as people-name. The two were not quite synonymous: in dictating a 
‘tribal distribution’ for the north-west to Jeremy Beckett in 1957 George Dutton 
assigned a more easterly territory to the Wanyiwalku and a more westerly area 
to the Pantyikali:
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From Yancannia Creek, Pantyikali, up to Yantara Lake and across to 
Mordern, to Wonaminta, Milparinka where they mixed with Malyangapa, 
then back to White Cliffs, where they mix with Wanyipalku. These go 
away to Momba and Piree Lake36 

The languages that these people spoke were all Paakantyi languages, as mentioned 
above. They were mutually intelligible and really dialects of one language. 
Further on in their journey the Ngatyi traverse country belonging to people 
who spoke ‘Yarli’ languages, Malyangapa, Wadigali, and Yardliyawara, closer to 
the Flinders Ranges. These languages too were mutually intelligible and really 
just dialects of one language, but they differed considerably from the Paakantyi 
languages. The two main narrators were familiar with both these language 
groups: George Dutton was fluent in Paakantyi (Pantyikali) and Malyangapa, 
and Alf Barlow was fluent in the same two languages. Both had an intimate 
knowledge of large stretches of country on the New South Wales side of the 
story: George Dutton was particularly well acquainted with the Yancannia area, 
and this is where we have most detail.

Two of the storytellers, George Dutton and Walter Newton have already been 
the subject of articles by Beckett, and Hercus has also written about Dutton in 
various connections.37 Hannah Quayle appears in the books of Bobby Hardy.38 
The other storyteller, Alf Barlow, has been mentioned in a general article.39 
All were aged between 70 and 80 or more when they were interviewed. All 
belonged to the back country between Broken Hill and Tibooburra, Hannah 
Quayle being born on Morden Pastoral Station, Newton on Tarella, Dutton on 
Yancannia, and Barlow probably also on Yancannia. Hannah Quayle regarded 
her main language as Malyangapa, though she also spoke the Paakantyi dialect 
Paaruntyi. Dutton when speaking with Beckett and with Hercus identified as 
Pantyikali, referring to the group of Paakantyi people from the creek country 
around Mootwingee [Mutawintji]. When speaking with Tindale in 1938 he only 
used the name Wanyiwalku (‘Wainjiwalku’ in Tindale’s spelling) which was 
also used by Barlow and Newton. All the storytellers had been known to one 
another, but their life courses had diverged.

As a young man Dutton travelled around south-western Queensland and over 
to the Flinders Ranges and beyond, working as a drover but participating in 
‘corroborees’ wherever he went. He could speak a number of languages, at least 
six fluently. Dutton prided himself about the depth and geographical reach of 
his knowledge, which he communicated without elaboration. 

Unlike George Dutton, Barlow seems not to have travelled much outside the 
Corner, spending his middle years around White Cliffs, before settling in 
Wilcannia. He knew more than Dutton would allow, but alternated the mura 
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stories with folk tales of Ngatyi and ‘hairy men’ (makutya). Hannah Quayle’s 
life had been similar to Barlow’s. She only referred to the Two Ngatyi story in 
passing, talking mainly about various events from her early life. Newton had 
a rather different way of telling the stories, which were mainly the dramatic 
Paakantyi stories, relating to the deeds of the Crow and the Eaglehawk, with 
only excerpts from the mura tracks. Unlike either Dutton or Barlow, he had 
attempted to weave these stories into a continuous narrative, which sounded 
at times like an Aboriginal Old Testament, describing how ‘God’ (‘aka the 
Gulwiru’) periodically chastised ‘the people’ for wrongdoing, and ending with 
‘God’s’ ascension, and the coming of white people.40 The story of the Two Ngatyi 
appears in this narrative as a creation myth. Although of an age, the narrators 
were not personally close at the time Beckett took down their stories so that he 
interviewed each of them on their own; asking them to comment on the other’s 
version would have given offence. 

Beckett’s work with Alf Barlow was limited to two long sessions in July 1957 on 
the Wilcannia ‘mission’. He recorded a number of mura, as well as stories about 
Ngatyi and Makudja ‘hairy men’.41 Barlow died in 1962. Beckett had two sessions 
with Walter Newton in Broken Hill, in the July of 1957, and visited him briefly in 
the following January. He died in 1961. The Dutton corpus is very much greater, 
partly no doubt because he lived until 1968, but also because his knowledge of 
Aboriginal lore was extraordinary, and he was eager to communicate it, to white 
or black. Beckett worked with him at intervals from July 1957 to September 
1967; he died in November 1968. Luise Hercus also worked with him over a few 
years, there being an agreement, stipulated by Dutton himself, that he would do 
linguistic work with her, and tell Beckett about mura and ceremonies. Over the 
years he provided detailed accounts of ceremonies, including the milya and the 
wilyaru, told several dramatic Paakantyi stories about the Crow, and numerous 
mura. Beckett found George Dutton a delightful companion, but as an informant 
he was dogmatic and at times testy. He cut short requests for more information 
with a peremptory ‘That’s the story!’.

Neither of us knew that he had once spent a couple of days working with Norman 
Tindale. It was on the Brewarrina Mission in July 1938, when Tindale visited 
there on the Harvard-Adelaide Anthropological Expedition. It was during a 
very low ebb in George Dutton’s life, when he and his family and most other 
Aboriginal people had been forcibly moved from Tibooburra to the Brewarrina 
Mission, carted away in the back of trucks. Dutton loved Tibooburra: it was part 
of his ‘Corner Country’ – ‘good place, Tibooburra’ we have heard him say many 
times. The promised housing, for which George had already paid some money, 
did not eventuate. The mission was a long way out of town, among people from 
quite different groups. It was cold and wet, not like the Corner Country. It was 
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like a prison from which George and his family managed to escape, not long 
after Tindale’s visit, taking back-roads to evade the police.

Despite the dreadful conditions, George Dutton made a great impression on 
Tindale who wrote in his journal:

G. Dutton of the Wainjiwalku tribe was my chief informant at this station. 
I have recorded more complete stories, an outline of the grammar and 
a series of comparative short stories in three associated western NSW 
languages to show the differences in style and vocabulary. These are all 
recorded in separate notebooks. Of one of his songs I obtained a poor 
wax reproduction on our wretched Edison recorder which gets worse 
every time we use it. This song is of special interest.42

This recording of George Dutton was the only recording made on this entire 
expedition.

1.5. The Ngatyi in the mythology of the Corner Country

Ngatyi is the Paakantyi name, the Malyangapa word is kakurra, which 
corresponds to akurra used in Adnyamathanha, the language of the Flinders 
Ranges, for what Australian anthropology has called the ‘rainbow serpent’.43 
Although the particular manifestations vary a good deal across the continent, 
these supernatural beings seem always to be associated with water, whether 
as rain, and attendant thunder and lightning, or located in a waterhole, an 
underground spring, or in water flowing down a water course – whether an 
ephemeral creek or a river such as the Darling. As a generalisation it can be 
said that in Aboriginal belief a rainbow serpent is present wherever water is an 
active force in human existence, especially it seems where the source of the water 
is subject to seemingly mysterious variation. The Birndiwalpi Spring, which 
constitutes the axis of the story that follows, is stated to have an underground 
connection with the Paroo, many kilometres away.44 Although water is beneficial 
to humankind, the rainbow serpent is regarded as dangerous if approached 
without the appropriate ritual precautions, and in some accounts can rear up, 
swallow and regurgitate intruders. Only a Clever Man can dive in a waterhole to 
bring on or stop the rains.45 

Some, like the mura, perform their creative deeds and are transformed into 
features of the landscape: this is what happens to the Two Ngatyi in Hannah 
Quayle’s version. However Ngatyi may also be present in the here and now, and 
may be encountered by ordinary mortals. Alf Barlow said,
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When the Ngatyi travel, they bring the water with them. When you 
see the water rushing up and coming a banker and shaking, that’s the 
Ngatyi coming. When you feel water hot, Ngatyi been there. They only 
come after strangers: you’ve got to say, ‘ngabeda angagu giredja’46 – it’s 
me, I’ve been reared here.

The paddle steamer (on the Darling) ran into a Ngatyi, one time. The 
Ngatyi makes a noise like a bindi (thunder) but not the same. At Bullea 
Lake, a few kilometres south of Mt Browne, a Ngatyi caught a man and 
swallowed him, stood up in the lake to swallow him, and then spewed 
him out. [Interestingly enough this lake is on, or very close to, the track 
of the Ngatyi as described by Dutton and Barlow.] At Birndiwalpi a boy 
went down and found it dry. Found a place like a crawfish hole, pushed 
a stick in and water gushed out. He stood there and found a snake coiled 
around his leg. He came up. His mother shouted, ‘That’s enough!’ when 
it filled the flow stopped.47

In the myths of the Corner Country and usually elsewhere, these rainbow 
serpents are not included within the normal general term for ‘snake’. They are 
always something special and different from ordinary snakes. For many people 
the rainbow serpents are still a source of fear and wonder. George McDermott, 
a slightly younger contemporary of George Dutton from the neighbouring 
Wangkumara people explained:

At some places, they reckon the Parditha [that is the Ngatyi in the 
Wangkumara language] is still sitting in the creek.

Where Jack Conrick has a place [that is at Nappa Merrie] and that is 
where that thing is. There is a big hole there, which never goes dry, 
walya (never). While they are alive them Parditha they never dry out. 
They got their own soakage and everything.48

The rainbow serpent figures in Aboriginal belief in two modes, it may be the 
tutelary spirit of a particular waterhole or a creator figure who moves over the 
landscape. Though the roles may be combined momentarily: in the mythology 
of the Corner Country in two separate stories, the Guluwiru (according to 
some a giant serpent) and the Bronzewing Pigeon (mardi)49 both get water 
from waterholes putting the resident Ngatyi along with the water into their 
waterbags, releasing them further upstream, to run back to where they came 
from, or installing them in new waterholes. In the Two Ngatyi stories, however, 
while the muras’ association with particular sources of water is important at the 
beginning and the end of the story, they are also travellers who form and name 
the country as they go. It seems that they cease their travels but it is not clear 
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whether they or just their children become tutelary guardians of the water, 
either at Birndiwalpi or on the Paroo, or most likely linking the two.

Although the mura-teller may not have visited all the places mentioned in the 
narrative, the places are not imaginary. Beckett was unable to travel with his 
informants, but he was able to locate many of the places mentioned on a map, 
in discussion with Dutton. Now, by comparing maps checking Anglicised 
Aboriginal place names, and using linguistic data Luise Hercus has been able to 
establish not only the general direction of the journey, but also to identify more 
of the places mentioned in the story.

All four versions of the Two Ngatyi story agree as to the general direction of 
their journey, from east to west and back again, though in Hannah Quayle’s 
short version, they do not return. Newton differs from Barlow and Dutton in 
having them return to the Paroo, but this variation is probably not significant, 
since one of the story’s messages is to establish the subterranean link between 
the Paroo and Birndiwalpi, which was a spring north of Yancannia Creek. 

Another important message of the story is the setting of some kind of a 
boundary at the edge of the Flinders Ranges. Both Dutton and Barlow agree on 
this, although one has people saying, ‘Go back, this is not your country’, and 
the other has the local Ngatyi saying it. Again this difference does not seem 
significant: the people and the Ngatyi of the place are equated. Hannah Quayle’s 
version attributes the limit to the journey to the failure of water; it is hard to 
relate this to the other versions. All are agreed as to the approximate location of 
the westward boundary, but one might wonder ‘why there?’. The location is not 
near any ritual boundary: the higher wilyaru rite extended from the Flinders 
Ranges to the Corner Country (though not as far as the Paroo). The boundary 
may have marked the westward limit of trading routes for the Corner peoples. 
According to Dutton, Aborigines travelled from the Corner Country over to 
Moolawatana to obtain red ochre, which they traded for possum skin rugs from 
the Paroo.50 Moolawatana is not far from the place where the Two Ngatyi were 
turned back. The ‘boundary’ is clear however if one approaches the Flinders 
Ranges coming from the east, as did the Ngatyi. The Ranges rise straight and 
sheer out of the plain: there are scarcely any foothills. Only a few kilometres 
from the Paralana Hot Springs Mt Painter rises to 790 metres out of the plain. 
The Ngatyi traversed the Grey Range on their journey through the Corner: 
they got to Mt Browne – but that is a mere 274 metres and it rises from an 
elevated tableland. The eastern edge of the Flinders is one of the clearest natural 
boundaries one can imagine. It is a spectacular sight: it is as if one approached a 
vast stone fortress. It is the country of the Adnyamathanha, ‘the Stone people’, 
and their language belongs to a different subgroup from that of the Pirlatapa 
and also that of the Malyangapa and Yardliyawara people whose country the 
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Ngatyi have been traversing. George Dutton’s Ngatyi are sent back at the Hot 
Springs, at the edge of the Ranges, while Alf Barlow’s Ngatyi are sent back just 
short of the Ranges.

There were other mura stories that linked Paakantyi country with the eastern edge 
of the Flinders Ranges. The information available comes from Adnyamathanha 
people, and there is only scant mention of places to the east of the Ranges.  
D Tunbridge has recorded the story of the ‘Two Mates’, two male companions, 
who travel from Olive Downs, north of Tibooburra to the Flinders Ranges. They 
continue right across the Ranges and ultimately turn into a pair of Water-snakes, 
a male and a female.51 Whether there is any remote link between this story and 
the Ngatyi myth is uncertain.

The story of the Goanna and the Native Cat goes from Poolamacca across to the 
Flinders Ranges at Prism Hill, south of Paralana. There is a large sandhill on one 
side of Prism Hill: that is where the Goanna dug deep down to try to escape from 
a vengeance party. J McEntee learnt about this myth from the Adnyamathanha 
elder, John McKenzie.52 Prism Hill is known to Adnyamathanha people as 
Vardna-Wartathinha ‘Goanna Deep down’. The story was noted by Mountford 
and published by D Tunbridge.53 As in the case of the story of the ’Two Mates’, 
very little geographical detail has survived of the eastern part of the journey of 
the Goanna and the Native Cat, and this makes the Ngatyi tradition even more 
remarkable.54

Only Dutton and Barlow attempt a place-by-place, name-by-name account of 
the journey, and both accounts become sketchy as the Ngatyi cross the South 
Australian border, though both have a name for the place at which the Ngatyi 
are sent back. Barlow’s detailed knowledge fails earlier than Dutton’s, possibly 
because he had never made the journey himself; he worked mainly as a station 
hand. Dutton was a drover and had taken stock over the border (on one trip he 
got as far as Finniss Springs). We do not know whether he had actually followed 
the mura track, but since the tracks usually typically link waterholes in arid 
country, this is quite probable. Across the border, and tracing the return trip, 
the two accounts are never far apart geographically. The greatest discrepancies 
are on the New South Wales side, with Barlow’s route running well to the south 
of Dutton’s, once the Ngatyi have left the Paroo, only converging, though still 
not overlapping, as they reach the border. The convergence is closer on the 
return journey back to Birndiwalpi.

It is difficult to explain the differences between two such detailed accounts. 
Dutton insisted that Barlow ‘knew bloody nothing’, but there seems to be no 
justification for regarding the latter’s account as any less creditable. Nor in the 
face of so much detail, can we attribute particular differences to failing memory 
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on the part of one or the other. It may be, however, that there had not for many 
years been a situation in which they had aired their rival versions. It may also be 
that their lives had been lived in different parts of the country, so that the story 
places they remembered from their travels were different. We like to think of the 
two detailed versions as different strands of the same tradition.
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