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Introduction
The topic of this study is the words and expressions of Australian languages 
which occur in the text and glossaries of the five books by Alice Duncan-
Kemp, all set where she grew up on Mooraberrie Station in the Channel 
Country of south-west Queensland. The books were published many 
decades ago, yet the vernacular vocabulary that occurs throughout them has 
received no linguistic assessment. There are a couple of diverse motivations 
for now tackling this task.

The first is to discern which of the vernacular expressions are a primary 
record of the languages local to the ‘Mooraberrie’ district. This is particularly 
important for those whose heritage is these languages, as there was little 
recorded of them. There are just two published vocabularies of Karuwali, 
the language at ‘Mooraberrie’ (Anon. 1886 and W[atson] 1912), which 
total 188 items (including duplicates). Karuwali is nowadays subsumed 
under the name Mithaka as recorded by Breen (1968–70).

Another motivation is to contribute to the appraisal of Duncan-Kemp’s 
unique ethnographic and historical observations, ‘to assess the value of her 
accounts as historical and anthropological evidence’ (Griffiths 2011, 35). 
We can ‘test the books as evidence’ (Griffiths 2011, 37) in respect of their 
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linguistic content, given that at least some of it can be measured against 
independent records of the relevant languages. As it happens, soon after 
Griffiths wrote of this, the Native Title process did include consideration of 
Duncan-Kemp’s ethnographic record (Trigger and Sneddon 2014), although 
little attention to her vocabularies, and in any case the examination was 
truncated by a Consent Determination by the Federal Court (rather than 
proceeding to a hearing), in which the ‘Reasons for judgment’ make no 
mention of Duncan-Kemp (Gorringe on Behalf of the Mithaka People v State 
of Queensland [2015] FCA 1116 (27 October 2015)).

It is not just that ‘[t]here has recently been a renewal of scholarly and literary 
interest in Alice Duncan-Kemp’ (Griffiths 2011, 39). Some passages in 
her writings have been drawn on in research, such as Memmott (2007, 
141–43) on shelters,1 the frontier history of Kerkhove and White (2021; 
Kerkhove  2023), and the archaeology of Westaway et al. (2021, 1046, 
1047, 1053–54, 1056)2 and Franklin et al. (2021), and Walker (2023) 
have recently drawn popular attention to ‘the rediscovery of her work’. 
In the context of the archaeological work, Mithaka Aboriginal Corporation 
director Tracey Hough is quoted in a recent news item:

She [Alice Duncan-Kemp] uses the lingo of that time, so we can 
piece together some of our language from her writings. (Willis 2022)

This study is also offered as a contribution to the reconstitution of the 
Mithaka language.

Background
Alice Duncan-Kemp (1901–1988) lived just after the period of Simpson’s 
(2020) survey of 19th-century women recorders of language in Australia. 
Her biographers make passing mention of her interest in the Aboriginal 
languages where she grew up, but none tell of her recording of hundreds 
of vocabulary items of those languages (Steinhauer 2001; Watson 2007; 
Griffiths 2011). Her circumstances aligned with some of the factors which 
Simpson (2020) identified as hindering or helping language recording: 

1	  The comparison is made with the later spellings of Roth (1910, 63–64).
2	  One reference is incorrect: ‘In this context, there is evidence that the Mithaka constructed earthern 
[sic] weirs to retain water as part of a flood-driven irrigation system in order to increase the productivity 
of local plant species (Duncan-Kemp 1968)’ (Westaway et al. 2021, 1056). This observation does not 
appear in any of Duncan-Kemp’s publications.
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family demands (her only brother and then her father both died when 
she was a young child), basic education, and financial support from the 
station’s operations.

Figure 20.1: Scenes from Mooraberrie Station, 1917.
Source: Original from The Queenslander, 29 September 1917, 21 (nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article22342978).

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article22342978
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article22342978
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Alice Duncan (as she then was) grew up on her family’s pastoral property 
‘Mooraberrie’ in the Channel Country of far south-west Queensland, as 
illustrated in a 1917 montage (Figure 20.1). However, Alice also had times 
away from Mooraberrie. ‘In October 1908 Laura [Duncan, Alice’s mother] 
had sent her three young daughters to live with her parents in Sydney’ and 
they did not return to Mooraberrie until December 1910 (D. Duncan-
Kemp 2020, 164). For 1914–17, Alice was at boarding school in Brisbane 
(Wheeler 2021, 79–83), then in 1918 at Toowoomba (pace Watson 
2007), and then ‘spent a year or so as a governess before returning home’ 
(D. Duncan-Kemp 2020, 209). At age 20, she was engaged to Frederick 
Kemp (1887–1958), a bank employee, and after marriage in 1923, they 
lived in or near towns further east (Australian War Memorial n.d.), and Alice 
visited back to Mooraberrie just a few times. As well as her own experiences, 
Alice could draw on her father’s: ‘Her father told local stories at night in the 
homestead and after his death she had access to his journals, since destroyed 
by other members of her family’ (Griffiths 2022, 163–64). We do not know 
how much local vocabulary was in her father’s records.

As it happens it was during Alice’s teen years that Schmidt (1919) in Vienna 
was compiling the first classification of virtually all the publications on 
Australian languages to that time, and he identified the Karawalla-Tunberri-
Sprache in the Kana-Sprachen subgroup (Schmidt 1912, 487–89) using 
the two published vocabularies from near Mooraberrie. Linguists who have 
subsequently recorded and analysed the Karnic and other languages of the 
Channel Country (Breen 1990; Austin 1990; Bowern 2009; Bowern and 
Atkinson 2012) incorporated those two earlier records (under the language 
name Karuwali), but none of their publications mentions Duncan-Kemp.3

This study attempts to remedy this omission. I examine the Indigenous 
words and expressions published by Duncan-Kemp (‘Duncan-Kemp’s 
words’ for short), and assess them where possible against other records.

First, we need to consider the way Duncan-Kemp spelled words. After 
the discussion of orthography, Duncan-Kemp’s words are sifted as 
to  whether  they are also attested in old records of the same district, 
and, if not, whether they are referrable to published words of Australian 
languages at some distance from the Channel Country. We will then be 

3	  This is not because linguists have been unaware of the Duncan-Kemp glossaries. Gavan Breen wrote 
to Duncan-Kemp on 6 November 1970, asking if she could provide basic vocabulary and grammatical 
inflexions of Karuwali; it seems that there was no reply. A decade later R. M. W. Dixon located Tintookie 
in her glossaries, and Luise Hercus knew of her writings, as did Claire Bowern by 2009.
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able to conclude that a portion of Duncan-Kemp’s words are copied from 
other publications, and the sizeable remainder we can speculate is a valuable 
record of Channel Country vocabulary that no one else wrote down.

Duncan-Kemp’s vocabulary and glossaries
In the foreword to Our Sandhill Country, her first book, Alice Duncan-Kemp 
states her claim to authenticity:

As I am no scientist, the fauna and flora are described by purely 
local names. The aboriginal words given are those used on our many 
walkabouts with the gins and are given as we children pronounced 
them. (A. M. Duncan-Kemp [AMDK] 1934, vii)

The second (1964) edition of her second book, Where Strange Paths Go 
Down (WSPGD), includes ‘the greater part of Our sandhill country in the 
same volume’ (AMDK 1964, ix). That edition also added a glossary of 
scientific names, and the claim about vocabulary was rephrased:

There is nothing scientific in this book: fauna and flora are described 
by local names, and the aboriginal words given are those used during 
our walkabouts with the gins and are written as we, when children, 
pronounced them. (AMDK 1964, ix)

The second and fourth of Duncan-Kemp’s five books end with a glossary, 
with 210 entries (AMDK 1952b, 233–33; 1964, 294–99) and 675 entries 
(AMDK 1968, 305–20) respectively. As Ruhen’s (1969) review of the latter 
book puts it, it is ‘a glossary of aboriginal words (from which tribe?) with 
only the initial letters arranged alphabetically’. The reader of the fourth 
book is led to believe, just as the reader of the second book was assured, that 
the terms also belong to any of the ‘thirteen dialects’ Duncan-Kemp says 
she knew ‘within a fifty-mile area’ (AMDK 1968, 152); she doesn’t label any 
word with a language name. Yet it is fairly clear that some dozens of terms in 
her books are imports from elsewhere, from publications by others.

There are up to 1,420 vernacular terms in Duncan-Kemp’s five books; this 
count includes personal names, some place names and words of Aboriginal 
English. This comprises around 848 total distinct entries in the glossaries 
(37 or so terms occur in both glossaries). Each glossary entry is mostly a 
single word with an explanation (many of them esoteric), and some are short 
expressions or sentences. Few of the meanings are the ones associated with 
the most common vocabulary, such as are represented in the questionnaires 
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of Curr or Bates or the standard ‘basic’ lists used worldwide. Duncan-Kemp’s 
glossaries also include a handful of Australian English outback words to 
help the wider readership, and a few words of Aboriginal English and of the 
early colonial Pidgin in standard spellings (see section on regional English).

One word, exceptionally, spread from Duncan-Kemp’s books into Australian 
popular culture. A. M. Duncan-Kemp (1952b, 104) has Tintookie as part 
of women’s business along with ‘Tintupra – Plant people’ (AMDK 1952b, 
233) and in her glossaries:

Tin-Tookie – A tribe of gnome-like people who roam unseen 
through the bush. These folk are said to know the last words of the 
dead. (AMDK 1952b; 1964, 298)

Tintookie: Gnomes who run about the sandhills and flats at night. 
(AMDK 1968, 318)

This was somehow drawn on to name the 1956 marionette musical 
Tintookie, and then the Tintookies marionettes that appeared on Australian 
television in the 1960s.4

Reed (1965) included some Duncan-Kemp words in his once popular 
book of ‘Aboriginal words’. A couple of these words have been adopted into 
scientific nomenclature:

•	 Yunkara (Table  20.3) was used to name a species of dung beetle 
Onthophagus yunkara (Matthews 1971), and also possibly via Reed 
(1965, 144), applied to a new genus of proctotrupoid wasps (Galloway 
1979, 238); the word is the last entry in Duncan-Kemp’s (1952b) 
glossary (and was also applied to a racehorse by 1953)5

•	 the genus Yammacoona of benthic marine amphipods (Barnard and 
Drummond 1978, 166), probably from Reed (1965, 141), glossed 
‘Woman Wizard’ by A. M. Duncan-Kemp (1968, 320)

4	  The word was revived by former prime minister Paul Keating in launching The History Wars: 
‘This is why you get all this trashing about in the press and why we are drenched in the babble of the 
lickspittles and tintookies around them’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 5 September 2003, www.smh.com.
au/opinion/keatings-history-wars-20030905-gdhceb.html). The word was added to the Collins English 
Dictionary with a changed sense, ‘as an Australian term for “a fawning or servile person”’. ‘Sue Butler’s 
editorial assessment was, “There are no other citations and none of us believe it.”’ (Manser 2021). 
See British Pathé, ‘Australian Puppets (1967)’, YouTube, www.youtube.com/watch?v=yBsRldkGK4s.
5	  Narandera Argus and Riverina Advertiser, ‘Darlington Point Races: New Year’s Day Attraction’, 
24 December 1953, 6, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article101621717.

http://www.smh.com.au/opinion/keatings-history-wars-20030905-gdhceb.html
http://www.smh.com.au/opinion/keatings-history-wars-20030905-gdhceb.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yBsRldkGK4s
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article101621717
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•	 the name for the †Mythunga genus of pterosaur was taken from A. M. 
Duncan-Kemp (1968, 142, 203, 314); Mythunga ‘referring to a star and 
a hunter of the skies in an unspecified western Queensland aboriginal 
dialect (Duncan-Kemp, 1968)’ (Molnar and Thulborn 2007, 462).

Previous studies

Scholars have made varying assessments of where Duncan-Kemp drew 
information from. Sutton (2010, 75, 87n1) noted:

According to Luise Hercus (pers.  comm., 1998) much of the 
linguistic material in this book [(AMDK 1968)] comes from 
the local language of Farrer [sc. Farrar’s] Creek, which has varieties 
known as Karuwali, Mithaka and Marula, but some of the material 
is Wangkangurru.

The historian Tom Griffiths has devoted many years of study to the area.

I have tested Alice’s stories by seeking parallel sources and have 
concluded that she rarely invented substantive detail. In other words, 
she felt a sacred responsibility to record the stories of her Mithaka 
teachers accurately. (Griffiths 2022, 163)

If vocabulary counts as substantive detail, then, yes, it is not ‘invented’, even 
when dozens of expressions have clearly been silently copied from elsewhere, 
as evident below, and cannot all be attributed to her Mithaka teachers.

It is notable that the entomologist at the Australian Museum, K. C. McKeown 
(1934) perused Our Sandhill Country when it appeared, and identified an 
extensive list of the biota mentioned, which remains unpublished.

Johnston and Cleland (1943, 169–71) extracted the plant vocabulary and 
information from Our Sandhill Country as part of a regional study of flora 
records and observed: ‘Some of the information is similar to that given by 
Roth (1897)’ (Johnston and Cleland 1943, 169). Low (1989) extracted 
several flora terms from A. M. Duncan-Kemp (1933a) (which he titles 
incorrectly as Our Channel Country), as shown in Table 20.1.
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Table 20.1: Low plant terms from A. M. Duncan-Kemp.

Word Meaning Johnston and Cleland (1943)

kooni ‘red rosy Pigweed’ –

curda ‘another fleshy plant of the 
Portulaca order’

–

witooka ‘a brittle, radish-like, rose’ tarvine Boerhavia

tallculli ‘sweet onion bulbs’ Bulbine sp. lily

pattis ‘seed-cakes’ –

minni edible thick sweet sap from Bauhinea –

mungaroo ‘nuts from roots of the nut-grass’ Cyperus bulbosus

Source: Low 1989 and A. M. Duncan-Kemp 1933a, compiled by author.

Low (1989, 196) observed that ‘Alice’s brief descriptions of such foods are 
important ethnographic data, for they are among the few records of the diet 
of Channel Country Aborigines’ (not realising that some of the words or at 
least their spellings are due to Roth (1897)); and that Johnston and Cleland 
(1943) ‘bravely’ made identifications as in Table 20.1 and ‘gave many other 
names, some of which are almost certainly incorrect’.

Johnston (1943) published a parallel study of fauna records, including 
noting some vocabulary in common with Roth (1897) (including mokwari 
‘pigeon’, kibulyo ‘duck’, kooridala ‘eagle’, pingkara ‘feather’, pijerdo ‘hawk 
sp.’, wakerdi ‘crow’, woma ‘snake sp.’).

Some of the vernacular expressions come up in Duncan-Kemp’s ‘extended 
correspondence (1948–57)’ (Griffiths 2011, 37; A. M. Duncan-Kemp 
1948–57, 1952a; Leo 2008, 83) with Dr Lindsey Winterbotham (1887–
1960), the honorary Curator of Anthropology at the University of 
Queensland, and most if not all of them also occur in her books with similar 
explanations.

Jefferies (pers. comm.) in 2012 surmised that at least Duncan-Kemp’s 
spellings of words yelka  yelka and katoora, and some group names, were 
copied from Roth (1897).

The historian Ray Kerkhove’s recent monograph adduces support from all of 
Duncan-Kemp’s books (Kerkhove 2023, 31, 34, 53–57, 82, 91, 101–2, 227, 
237, 283, 294). The Kooroongoora features (see below) and, for instance, 
Yilli Yilli and keeba (1968, 20), words uniquely hers, are taken to refer to 
kinds of military insignia.
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The botanist Jennifer Silcock (2024) has undertaken a detailed study of 
the flora in Duncan-Kemp’s books, which has identified about 140 species 
with local names uniquely recorded by Duncan-Kemp, and about 20 names 
probably taken from elsewhere.

Spelling conventions
There is noticeable variation in the way sounds of other languages are 
spelled by people familiar only with English orthography and its vagaries. 
In  particular, the lamino-palatal stop typical of Australian languages has 
been represented by j, dj, tj, ch, tch, g (before i or e), and in other ways; and 
the velar stop by c, k, g, or sometimes q. Duncan-Kemp’s spellings range over 
these possibilities; other of her conventions are listed in the Commentary 
section. The low vowel may be written a (as in most orthographies of 
the world), or, notoriously and peculiar to English, u (especially before 
double letters).

An unintended consequence is that such choices lead to idiosyncratic 
spellings which can assist in flagging when a word might have been copied, 
and help in tracking a putative source.

Independent sources for local words
Some of the ‘Mooraberrie’ local words can be corroborated by comparison 
with the two known Karuwali vocabularies: those published by Anon. (1886) 
and W[atson] (1912) (and see Nash 2022). Others can be corroborated in 
the Murunuda variety of Mithaka: 149 items recorded by Campbell (1899).6 
There is no indication that Duncan-Kemp drew on these publications.

Further corroboration can be found in the Mithaka vocabulary recorded by 
Breen (1968–70) after the publication of Duncan-Kemp’s last book and, 
further afield, in other Karnic languages, widespread words of which have 
been conveniently compiled by P. Austin (1990).

6	  This is the source (Breen 1990, 164) meant when he referred to ‘Campbell 1904’, a confusion with 
(Cameron 1904).
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Some other nearby languages have not been definitively included in or 
excluded from the Karnic group, because so little has been recorded of them 
(see, for example, discussion by Breen 2011c). One of these is Boonthamurra 
(Punthamarra), which may be the Booramuntha of A. M. Duncan-Kemp 
(1968, 1).

Terms corroborated in Karuwali and 
Mithaka languages
This section and the next gather the roughly 30 words for which 
a corroborative match can be found in other records of Channel Country 
languages. It is close to exhaustive with respect to corresponding words 
published by Roth, and for Duncan-Kemp’s first book, but is less so for 
vocabulary in her later books. First, in Table 20.2 are the 13 words which are 
corroborated in the two meagre Karuwali vocabularies or Breen’s (1968–70) 
Mithaka recordings.

Table 20.2: Words in A. M. Duncan-Kemp corroborated in Karuwali 
and Mithaka.

Duncan-Kemp Comment
Form Sense Reference
coolie sun 1934, 280; 

1952b, 29, 
235

koorle sun (Anon. 1886), 
koorlee sun (W[atson] 1912); 
Yandruwandha kurli ‘day’ 
‘an alternative word for 
“sun”’ (Breen 2004, 36)

Milli-mur-
ro, Mil-le-
murro

Pelican; name of a tribe 1934, 233; 
1952b, 
240; 1964, 
296

Mithaka marlimaru pelican 
(Breen 1968–70); maḷimaru 
pelican (Blake 1979a, 235)

Mootch-
choo-choo

Mary Ann’s mother 1934, 262 mutitu (Anon. 1886), Mithaka 
mutyutyu old, old woman 
(Breen 1968–70); muyutyu 
old woman (Blake 1979a: 
229)

Mootch-
choo-choo

grandmother, old woman. 
Respected term for 
married women, European 
or aboriginal, of all ages

1952b, 
262; 1968, 
314

mootchery yams 1934, 
259; 1961, 
210–11

Mithaka mutyiri yam 
(Breen 1968–70)

Murrathirra (hand of fire) warrior 1934, 215; 
1968, 287, 
313

murra ‘hand’ (Anon. 1886; 
W[atson] 1912); mŭr-ră hand 
[Roth 36]; *mara (Austin 
1990); see thirra below
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Duncan-Kemp Comment
Form Sense Reference
Nyungie moon (see also oongra 

Table 20.3); name of a tank
1934, 
134, 233; 
1952b, 234 
1962b, 213 
1968, 253, 
316

nyangi moon (Breen 1968–
70); Pitta Pitta jŭng-ĭ moon, 
month [Roth 33]; tyaŋi, nyaŋi 
moon (Blake 1979a, 237)

poolool-oo woman-making ceremony 1934, 278 pulurlu ‘woman’ (Breen 
1968–70)

punja female 1968, 72 punja ‘woman’ (W[atson] 
1912); punga ‘A Black woman’ 
(Anon. 1886; Campbell 1899, 
220); panydya ‘black woman’ 
(Breen 1968–70)

teeta 
Teeta Lake

ant or insect in general 1934, 
109, 202; 
1952b, 143, 
239

Mithaka t[h]itha ‘ant’ (Breen 
1968–70); tā-tā ant [Roth 38]: 
differs from Roth’s vowels, 
which are both the ā of 
English fate.
Teeta Lake 25°15´S 140°53´E

Thirra fire (see also: Murrathirra 
above; oongra Table 20.3)

1968, 318 turroo (Anon. 1886), tooroo 
(W[atson] 1912); Mithaka 
turru (Breen 1971, 57), t[h]
urru ‘fire, firewood’ (Breen 
1968–70)

Thirrakoora the Fiery One 1952b, 23 *ŋuru oorroo ‘one’ (W[atson] 
1912)

Thirra 
Jimpa

mountain sacred to the 
Merenetta people

1961, 40 Wangkayutyuru jimpa ‘black’ 
(Blake 1979b)

Thirra-
moulkra

‘heart warming’, gathering 
around a campfire, symbol 
of friendship and goodwill

1961, 42 Wangkayutyuru mulka ‘trunk, 
butt, log’ (Blake 1979b)

Thirra 
moulkra

friendship fire 1968, 318

Tjumma-
Burrit

one of the ceremonial 
names for the ‘Shield 
Possessor’

1952b, 
233; 1964, 
298

Karuwali toombaroo ‘shield’ 
(Anon. 1886); Kungkari 
thumpurru ‘shield’ (Breen 
1990, 56)

Note: In alphabetical order; [Roth 33] = Roth (1897, 33), etc.

Coolie ‘sun’ is notable because it is uniquely recorded for Karuwali and 
is distinct from Mithaka warlka and the general Karnic word titji ‘sun’. 
The word panja ‘woman’ is uniquely recorded for Karuwali and Mithaka; 
compare panya ‘woman’ in adjacent Mayi languages.
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Terms corroborated in other Karnic 
languages
This section gathers some 18 words of Duncan-Kemp’s first book, and a 
few more in later books, for which corroboration can be found in records of 
other Channel Country languages, in the same linguistic subgroup (Karnic) 
as Karuwali and Mithaka. I’ve concentrated attention on the first book 
because it happens to be the one with almost all of the matches with Roth. 
The restriction also avoids potential influences from later publications, 
as are detectable in the later books. The first book is the only one published 
prior to Duncan-Kemp’s correspondence with Dr Lindsey Winterbotham 
(in 1948–57; AMDK 1948–57, 37).

I separate the Karnic expressions into two. First, Table 20.3 gathers words 
mostly spelled idiosyncratically by Duncan-Kemp. One (Goolburra) does 
match a published spelling, though this may be accidental. Then Table 20.4 
presents words that match the unique spellings of Roth (1897) so much so 
that they must have been copied.

Table 20.3: Words in A. M. Duncan-Kemp corroborated in Pitta-Pitta or other 
Karnic languages.

Duncan-Kemp (1934 or later) Comment
Form Sense Reference
Balleroo Milky Way; Rain God 1934, 109, 

122, 130, 
272

păl-lā rain [Roth 37], pala 
(Blake 1979a, 230, 237)

cheeba, jeeba springtime 1934, 209 chĭ-bă moon [Roth 33], tyipa 
moon (Blake)

chin-bi-ea-ya starry hunting 
grounds

1934, 234 chĭn-bĭ star [Roth 33], tyinpi 
star (Blake)

Cunmurra Three-eyed Snake; 
carpet snake god; 
wise and kindly spirit

1934, 155, 
195, 215; 
1952, 235; 
1968, 307

cunmerrie (AND2; Moore 
2016, 455), kân-mă-rē 
huge supernatural water-
snake [Roth 33]; kanmari 
Mythological water snake 
(Blake 1979a, 226)

Ditchie-Koona Name for a tract 
of land known as 
the Sun-Woman’s 
Territory in the 
direction of the 
ironstone ranges to 
the north-west

1952b, 
235; 1964, 
150

Proto Central Karnic *titji 
‘sun’ Di, Ng, Yl: ditji; Ya, Yw: 
drritji (Austin 1990). Koona 
could be a genitive suffix 
followed by -nha marker of 
proper nouns.
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Duncan-Kemp (1934 or later) Comment
Form Sense Reference
Goolburra man’s name; emu 

(‘hence her name, 
Kool-par-i: the bird 
with the nodding 
head’; 1934, 287)

1934, 280; 
1962, 54

‘the Goolburra Emu’ (A. M. 
Duncan-Kemp 1952a, 154; 
1964, 187); see Kool-par-ri 
in Table 20.4 and Goolburra, 
in Curr section

jeeba, cheeba ‘Big fella jeeba 
(spring) corroboree 
one moon (month)’; 
egg season; Spring

1933b; 
1934;19, 
246

chĭ-bă moon [Roth 33], tyipa 
moon (Blake)

karani women’s country only 1934, 272; 
1952, 149; 
1968, 
55, 89, 311

no potential cognate found, 
but note kă-nā-rĭ young 
woman at full puberty [Roth 
33]

koongk-gar-ra (nose-possessor) 
Crested Wedgebill

1934, 117 koon-gă-rĭ nose [Roth 34]

Moochambilla 
(cf. machomba 
in Table 20.4)

kangaroo in general; 
name of a tribe

1952b, 239 The first vowel oo is puzzling: 
mâ-choom-bă kangaroo [Roth 
35], matyumpa (Blake 1979a, 
235). The termination is also 
on Roth’s synonym koo-lă-
bĭ-lă.

Mulkaree deadly magic 1968, 92, 
208, 315

mŭl-kăr-ĭ a benevolent, 
omnipresent, supernatural 
being. Anything 
incomprehensible [Roth 14, 
36, 127, 153,158, 161, 165]; 
cf. Lardil markirii ‘to be 
bewitched, cursed by magic; 
to be a victim of mulgry’ 
(Ngakulmungan Kangka 
Leman 1997, 199)

mungawarra mourning cap 1934, 191, 
231

Wangkanguru mungwarroo 
‘kopi head covering’ ‘Warroo 
= white. Thus, mungwarroo 
is white mung or forehead, 
i.e. the widow’s cap’ (Horne 
and Aiston 1924, 21n2, 153, 
175);7 repeated by Johnston 
and Cleland (1943, 171)

murdu totem organisation of 
the Dieri and Arunta 
tribes

1934, 190 Diyari mardu matrilineal 
totem (Austin 2014)

Myorli country at Davenport 1934, 168 Miorli [Roth 42] Mayawarli
Nuppa water, rain 1934, 68, 

95
*ngapa water (Austin 1990)

7	  Thanks to Peter Sutton.



PROJECTING VOICES

626

Duncan-Kemp (1934 or later) Comment
Form Sense Reference
Oooga, oo-ooga ‘emus’ eyes’ 

– obsidianites, 
australites, tektites

1934, 72; 
1962, 215; 
1964, xxvii

‘Dieri and adjacent tribes’ 
ooga ‘staring eyes, emu’s 
eyes’ (Fenner 1935, 137); at 
the northern edge of their 
distribution (Fenner 1935, 
134).
Duncan-Kemp presented 
one from Mooraberrie to the 
University of Queensland 
(Royal Society of Queensland 
1938, xii)

Ooloopoolooloo name of tribe 1934, 68 Ooloopooloo [Roth 41] 
Ngulupulu

oongra strange: Thirra 
Oongra ‘strange fire’ 
‘in Booramuntha 
tongue’ (however, 
Cameron (1904) 
and Breen 
(2011c) recorded 
Punthamarra wiyi 
‘fire’; cf. Thirra), 
Nyungie oongra 
‘strange moon’; see 
also Yunkara

1968, 1, 
253–54, 
316

cf. Wangkumara yurna 
‘stranger’ (Robertson 1985, 
309)

Rinkatinka name of tribe 1934, 68 Tinka-Tinki, Ringo-Ringo 
[Roth 41]

Ula hunting magic 1968, 281, 
318

possibly a sense of Kungkari 
yurla ~ wurla ‘fire’ (Breen 
1990, 53); ‘Ula Thirra means 
fire hunting mob in Mithaka 
language.’ (Lowe et al. 2023, 
29) (see thirra Table 20.2)

Weeneera courier or messenger 1934, 
197; 1962, 
39; 1968, 
53,320

Yandruwandha wirni ‘tell a 
story’ (Breen 2004, 120)

Yunkara ‘stranger’; see also 
oongra

1952b, 43, 
240; 1964, 
65, 290

–

Notes: In alphabetical order; [Roth 37] = Roth (1897, 37); AND2 = Australian National 
Dictionary, 2nd ed.

Whether oongra and Yunkara involve the same stem is unclear. In the 
Antekerrepenh language to the north-west, arnkengeny ‘stranger’ (Breen 
2011b) might involve the same stem (with -ngeny formative); compare 
Warumungu yarnkka ‘traveller’, and Gulf language Yanyuwa yankarra 
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‘stranger; tourist’ (Bradley, Kirton and Yanyuwa Community 1992, 321). 
On the other hand, if the first vowel of Yunkara is the high back vowel 
/u/ this is uncharacteristic of Duncan-Kemp’s spellings and to match that 
the only potential cognates I have found are the distant southern Western 
Australian Yunga, goonina yunggar ‘stranger’ (Bates Folio 39/1-33 XII 2A, 
1a),8 and possibly yunkarra ‘yours on your own, your private stuff ’ in the 
Western Desert language Tjupan (Hanson 2013).

Worth mentioning here is the expression Mulka-mukana ’the vow of peace 
and the seal of goodwill’ (AMDK 1961, 139–40), although it does not 
occur in the first book. This is the one expression we can presume came from 
the journals of Alice’s father. The historical context and import of Mulka-
mukana have been set out recently by Griffiths (2022). The expression’s two 
stems have been reconstructed to Proto-Karnic:

*malka ‘mark’ Di, Ng, Ya, Wm, Pp: malka; YwR matja
*muka ‘sleep’ Di, Ng, Yl, Ya, Mi: muka; Wm: muga

also Proto Central Karnic:

*malkamalka ‘striped’ Di, Ng, Yak: malkamalka; Yw: matjamatja
[Language name abbreviations:] Diyari (Di), Ngamini (Ng), 
Yarluyandi (Yl), Yandrruwandha (Ya), Yawarrawarrka (Yw), Mithaka 
(Mi), Karuwali (Ka), Wangkumarra (Wm), Pitta-Pitta (Pp) (Austin 
1990, 193)

A complication is that in her correspondence, Duncan-Kemp used another 
spelling, Mulka makana (AMDK 1948–57, 4/2/1949, p. 1); if this is more 
accurate, then the ‘sleep’ interpretation isn’t available.

Terms matched with Roth 1897

W. E. Roth (1861–1933) was a physician who, from 1894, was Surgeon at 
Boulia, Cloncurry and Normanton hospitals (Roth 1897, v). Most of his 
time at Boulia, he spent studying the local Pitta-Pitta language and recording 
much ethnographic detail, which he published in his (1897) monograph.

8	  Folio 39/1-33 XII 2A, ‘1a Gauera (and a few words from Balgalea) Of Jijilandi, Bundi garrbinya, 
Brook’s Place, Kārūra (on top of cliff ) Israelite Bay Magisterial District’, Digital Daisy Bates; Thieberger 
(2017).
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Table 20.4 lists over 80 words in Duncan-Kemp’s first book (Our Sandhill 
Country) that match up with Pitta-Pitta words published by Roth as 
noted in the right-hand column. The match includes identity of spelling 
(including hyphens but ignoring Roth’s diacritics) and the sense. Roth’s 
(1897, 1) spelling conventions are: ă for schwa; â = tar, ā = fate, ī = bite, ō = 
mote, ŭ = mud, ū = new. If there is a supporting entry in Blake’s 1970s Pitta-
Pitta vocabulary, it is noted in the adjacent column. The right-hand column 
shows the Mithaka word with the same sense, which can help assess whether 
a term matching Roth’s would also have been in use around Mooraberrie. 
A few entries in the table show only a partial match between Duncan-Kemp 
and Roth, whether of form or meaning; these differences are considered in 
the following section.

Commentary

Notice in Table 20.4 that the words matching Roth occur almost entirely in 
Duncan-Kemp’s first book. There are only seven words matching Roth in 
the later glossaries, which I have not noticed in the first book (Piralko and 
wakoola in WSPGD; kundi, mi-e, Mokawarri, Mul-le and woombunje in 
WSGC). There are only about eight Roth words repeated outside glossaries 
in the later three books, and only another eight are just in the glossaries of 
the later books (kurra, maka, Multara, nullah, Parawanga and Wakaje in 
WSPGD; kalori and muruk-kundi in WSGC). Most of the words denote 
artefacts, plants, some animals and human classification.

Some rows of Table  20.4 show small but notable differences between 
Duncan-Kemp and Roth, which can be considered in terms of form and 
of meaning.

Form
•	 bir-ba-poo-ro adds r at the end of the first syllable
•	 huk-ul-burra drops the first letter, c – this could be from miscopying, 

not caught for the 2nd edition; a printer’s error is unlikely as it occurs 
on two separate pages

•	 kalora has a final a rather than i, but the i is restored in a later glossary
•	 karapari omits the d of kă-ră-bă-drī ‘coolibah seed’, but maintains Roth’s 

contrast with karabadi ‘coolibah tree’; however, it is presumably the 
same word for the tree and seed
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•	 ka-ti kaa-ti omits mâ-rō while retaining its gloss ‘possessor’: mâ-rō ‘sign 
of possession’ [37, 35]

•	 Koo-li-ung drops the final o
•	 kote ‘smoke’ differs from Roth’s form in the last vowel; it is a widespread 

word (koodoo ‘smoke’; Anon. 1886). That Duncan-Kemp has it in Bogie’s 
direct speech suggests it would not be a copy from Roth. Similarly for 
kunta.

•	 kundi seems to conflate the suffix in muruk-kundi with a stem of the 
verb ‘to go’

•	 kunta ‘spinifex resin’ differs from Roth’s kŭn-tĭ (and Blake) in the last 
vowel, and agrees with local wordlists Karuwali ‘kuntha’ ‘grass’ (Anon. 
1886) and Mithaka kantha ‘grass’ (Breen 1968–70) reflexes of pCK 
*kantha ‘grass’ (Austin 1990). The stem is also apparent in the location 
name Kanti-kardima ‘cane-grass area’ (AMDK 1961, 116).

•	 lunga is not reduplicated. It is rare in Karnic languages for a word to 
begin with l (or r), and words that do usually can be seen to have been 
borrowed from elsewhere. There is only one recorded Mithaka word 
for ‘boomerang’: tyira ~ tyara (Breen 1968–70). Possibly Roth’s lung-a 
lung-a was misapprehended as a repetition.

•	 machomba ‘kangaroo’ drops an o from Roth’s mâ-choom-bă
•	 Ooloopoolooloo has an extra loo
•	 pookankudye has k in place of Roth’s g
•	 Tool-koo-roo has oo in the first syllable in place of Roth’s ŏ
•	 yup-per-ti spelling differs a little from yŭp-pī-ĕ-rĭ; the t could be a 

miscopying.

Meaning
•	 bir-ba-poo-ro, meaning ‘war boomerang’, is more specific than Roth’s 

‘boomerang in general’
•	 jara-jaras: the gloss has changed slightly, from ‘larger’ to ‘large’. Roth was 

referring to the underneath grindstone.
•	 ka-ko-ma: Note that Duncan-Kemp gives this word a more 

specific sense, ‘marsupial blind mole’, than Roth’s ‘rat’ or Blake’s 
‘mouse’. Zoologists have had reservations about this: ‘scientific 
confirmation is lacking, and notoryctes was not listed as a Queensland 
mammal by Longman in 1930’ (Finlayson 1935, 235–36) 
‘Notoryctes typhlops Stirling, marsupial mole – Duncan-Kemp (1933a, 
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66) mentioned that this animal, kakoma of the tribes living among the 
sandhills west of the territory occupied by the Pittapitta and related 
tribes, was eaten by the natives and the skins were used for ceremonial 
purposes and for making loincloths. Roth (1897, 33) stated that 
kokoma Pp [sic] was a rat. Finlayson (1935, 235) mentioned that 
there was no scientific confirmation of the presence of the mole in 
Queensland and that it was not recorded in Longman’s list (1930) of 
the mammals of that State. The region, however, lies in the great arid 
sandhill region whose zoology has not yet been satisfactorily investigated, 
and the presence of the animal there is likely.’ (Johnston 1943, 268) 
‘In 1931 I found that keen Wonkanooroo hunters who had spent 
40 years between the lower Diamantina and Barcoo and the 
southern portion of the Arunta Desert knew nothing of it, nor 
did their women, but Johnston (1948) gives some credence to a 
report that an animal called Kakoma (by the Wonkadjura) in south-
west Queensland may be this species.’ (Finlayson 1961, 161) 
Only one term has definitely been recorded for the marsupial mole in a 
Karnic languages: in the westernmost, Arabana urkamata (Hercus 1990), 
corresponding to Stirling’s Oorquamata (also South Arunta) (Finlayson 
1961, 161).

•	 koongk-gar-ra ‘Crested Wedgebill’, a bird species not mentioned by 
Roth; however, Duncan-Kemp glosses the word ‘nose-possessor’ where 
the stem is a fair match of Roth’s ‘nose’ word with no possessor suffix

•	 munta ‘seed food’ is more specific than Roth’s ‘food of any description’
•	 nulla mar-o: the first part nulla is here equated with ‘club’, presumably 

from the widespread word nulla-nulla (from Pidgin), whereas 
Mithaka ngarla ‘skin’ (Breen 1971, 52) matches the Pitta-Pitta sense. 
This discrepancy is correlated with the stated sense of the expression: 
Roth’s ‘uncircumcised’ versus Duncan-Kemp’s ‘circumcised’. Possible 
explanations for this discrepancy are that Duncan-Kemp misanalysed 
the term because she knew of nulla-nulla but not of ngarla, or that her 
teachers had similarly reanalysed the word. Note that this term does not 
occur in her first book.

•	 Parawanga has the extended sense ‘mirage’ not given by Roth
•	 we-ri we-ri ‘sand, desert’ has a wider sense than Roth’s ‘sandy channel’, 

and is in quoted speech of a black stockman
•	 wunka-wunka ‘possum-skin drum’ is not a term given by Roth (1897, 

120) though he described the drums; surely it derives from wŭn-ka- ‘to 
sing at a corroboree’
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•	 yundi: ‘we thought meant “lover”. Afterwards, we learnt that it meant 
male cousin’ (AMDK 1934, 248), fitting with Roth’s sense

•	 yup-per-ti sense differs a little (at least in gender) from yŭp-pī-ĕ-rĭ.

These differences, particularly the ones of meaning, are indications that 
Duncan-Kemp was using knowledge she had herself acquired. It is plausible 
that Duncan-Kemp knew a number of the words before she consulted 
Roth’s monograph, and then decided to adopt his spellings (dropping the 
diacritics).

There is a pair of words in Duncan-Kemp’s later books with a close 
resemblance to a word recorded by Roth. Compare Pootikka-tikka and tikka 
‘Wattle tree, of which the leaves or bark is burnt and the ash mixed with 
the Pitchuri’ (AMDK 1952b, 238; 1968, 236, 317, 318) with poo-kâ-tĭ-kâ 
‘sp. of wattle used in the preparation of pituri’ Roth (1897, 37, 100) (and 
note poo-tĭ ‘fire-wood’). Neither of these words was recorded by B. J. Blake 
(1979), and without further information, the apparent discrepancy of form 
cannot be resolved.

Copy or coincidence?
Key evidence that Duncan-Kemp was copying Roth’s spellings is where 
Roth’s orthography over-differentiates. This is particularly clear with 
respect to the low vowel. Roth represents this single phoneme variously 
with â, ă, or ŭ – he uses â only in the first syllable of a word (or disyllabic 
morpheme), only uses ă word-finally and otherwise uses ŭ or ă. Throughout 
Table 20.4, Duncan-Kemp’s spelling uses a for Roth’s â and ă and uses u 
for Roth’s ŭ. There is no phonemic contrast involved, and probably little if 
any consistent phonetic difference. Similarly, for consonants, Roth applies 
the English voicing oppositions of b  p, ch  j, d  t, g  k, whereas in Karnic 
(and many other Australian) languages these pairs are mostly allophones of 
a single stop series. Throughout Table 20.4, Duncan-Kemp’s spelling uses 
precisely Roth’s choice of allophone.

The Pitta-Pitta recorded by Roth was centred on Boulia, 270 kilometres 
north of the Duncans’ home at Mooraberrie. It is grouped as North-
west Karnic, quite distinct from Central Karnic languages Mithaka and 
Karuwali (Breen 2011a, 256–57). Breen (1971, 29) measured the similarity 
of Channel Country languages by lexicostatistics: his cognate counts with 
Pitta‑Pitta were 44 per cent (Mithaka) and 27 per cent (Karuwali, represented 
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by the meagre lists of Anon. 1886 and W[atson] 1912). Breen (2011a, 257) 
calculated the cognacy between Pitta-Pitta and Mithaka (with Marrulha and 
Karuwali) as 49 per cent nouns and 29 per cent verbs, for basic vocabulary.

Whether the particular words copied from Roth’s Pitta-Pitta would have 
been  used at Mooraberrie could be roughly estimated by checking what 
Mithaka words have been recorded for each of the meanings in Table 20.4. 
This is the relevance of the right-hand column, where it can be seen 
that about 14 of Duncan-Kemp’s words match Mithaka, about 17 show 
a different Mithaka word for the meaning, and the remaining 44 cannot 
be compared as the meanings are not in the Mithaka records. Extrapolating 
from these two probes, it could be expected that Duncan-Kemp would 
find in Roth’s Pitta-Pitta vocabulary less than half of the words she learnt 
at Mooraberrie.

A copy of Roth’s monograph may well have been at the Mooraberrie 
homestead; William Duncan was already manager there when the book was 
published in Brisbane, and ‘Alice’s father appears to have been well educated, 
with interests in comparative religion and anthropology’ (Watson 2007).

It is worth noting that Roth later changed his orthography:

The following Spelling, upon an English basis, has been adopted 
throughout the text. Unfortunately, it was not until after I had taken 
my departure from Boulia that I learnt of the ‘continental’ system 
now being followed in the old country. (Roth 1897, 1)

it must be remembered that the spelling as originally transcribed 
into my note-books was purely phonetic, the subsequent 
etymological orthography, such as it is, being only gradually learnt 
and understood in proportion as my familiarity with the language 
increased (Roth 1897, 30)

Roth’s early 20th-century publications did turn to the ‘continental’ system, 
that is, where letters have the value as in the orthography of European 
languages such as Italian (and vowel diacritics are used sparingly). For 
instance, Roth (1910, 63–64) has the ‘hut’ terms koo-rou-i and unna-kud-
yes as kurau-i and annakadyi respectively. These were quoted in Roth’s later 
spelling by Memmott (2007, 140–43), who still notes the resemblance 
with the parallel terms he also cites from Duncan-Kemp. Had Memmott 
seen Roth’s earlier spellings, he may have questioned whether Duncan-
Kemp’s record was independent of Roth’s. Durbidge and Robins (1984, 
568) described the remains of two shelters (at Mount Leonard on the south 
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of Mooraberrie) and noted that A. M. Duncan-Kemp (1933b, 1964) are 
among ‘historical documents of recent Aboriginal occupation for which few 
written records exist’, but has no vernacular terminology.

More extensively, Johnston and Cleland (1943, 169–71) extracted the 
sizeable plant vocabulary and information from Our Sandhill Country and 
observed that ‘[s]ome of the information is similar to that given by Roth 
(1897)’ (Johnston and Cleland 1943, 169). Note also that Nillee ‘bush rat’, 
one of the fauna words apparently from Finlayson (see below), was recorded 
from Karnic languages of South Australia.

Arandic words
Some of the words in Duncan-Kemp’s later books are matched in an 
Arandic language. That subgroup of languages are the neighbours across the 
west of the Karnic languages, and their traditional country includes some of 
the Northern Territory–Queensland border region, the closest variety being 
Antekerrepenh. It is possible that some of the Aboriginal people who visited 
(or lived at) Mooraberrie knew one or more Arandic languages. Generally, 
Arandic words are distinctive in that most are vowel-initial, whereas a-initial 
words of that form are absent from Karnic languages, while yi-initial and 
wu-initial words may be pronounced with initial i or u, respectively. Also, 
there has been much variety in the spellings used for any Arandic word.

The first section gathers Arandic words that very likely were copied from 
the classic books of Spencer and Gillen, particularly because of the matching 
spellings. The next section lists other words which correspond to Arandic 
vocabulary but do not match Spencer and Gillen’s spellings: these may well 
have been used at times in the Channel Country.

Spencer and Gillen

Table 20.5 gathers about 10 words of Duncan-Kemp’s that can be recognised 
as Arrernte (and other languages) from Spencer and Gillen’s (1899) ‘Glossary 
of native terms used’. See Wilkins (1997) for details about those terms.
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Table 20.5: Spencer and Gillen words.

Duncan-Kemp Spencer and Gillen  
(1899, 645–57)Term Source

Alcheringa 1934, 271 Alcheringa

Chil-perta or Achilpa the 
spotted cat

2005, between 300 and 
301

Achilpa – wild cat

ulpirra (in direct speech) 1968, 246 Ulpirra – [aerophone]

inarlinga (in direct speech) 1968, 218, 255 Inarlinga – echidna

Oknirra: Gods or spirits 1968, 136, 270, 316 Oknira – Large or great

Allinga: powerful medicine 
man of the Sky World

1968, 141, 305 Allinga – The sun

Ar-ree-koori-an-yan-a 
atninga: the sins of the 
fathers are visited upon 
the children

1968, 110 Atninga avenging party 
(1899, 489ff)

Inkata: Boss or elder 
(in direct speech)

Member of the Old Men’s 
Circle (1952b, 235); 
old men (1961, 140; 1968, 
13, 249, 309)

Inkata (1899, 9)

Quabara: sacred songs 1952b, 239 Quabara sacred 
ceremonies

Oruncha: ‘the mighty 
Oruncha spirit of the 
Lake Eyre region’ ~ 
Eruncha

1968, 168, 217 
1968, after 152

Oruncha spirit individuals 
etc.  Eruncha ‘devil-man’ 
Spencer and Gillen (1927, 
2:265)

yarumpa ‘honey ants’ 1961, 211 Yarumpa honey-ant

While the words of Table 20.5 look to have been copied from one or more 
books by Spencer and Gillen, it is possible that Duncan-Kemp (or  her 
father) had heard some of them in the Channel Country. However, none 
have a match in the recorded vocabularies of Karnic languages. Notice that 
only one of these words, Alcheringa, appeared in Duncan-Kemp’s first book; 
it is the word most popularised by Spencer and Gillen, and Duncan-Kemp 
may have read it in a secondary source.

The ‘honey ant’ word is interesting in that Duncan-Kemp unusually has 
three rather different spellings. Her first book has eerumba teeta ‘type of 
ant that secretes honey in its nest, found near Teeta Lake’ (1934, 259–60), 
then yarempi ‘honey pot ant’ (1964, xxv), and finally Spencer and Gillen’s 
spelling yarumpa as in Table  20.5. The spelling variation indicates that 
Duncan-Kemp (or her father) had heard the word.
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There is one word for which Duncan-Kemp’s description appears to 
draw on Spencer and Gillen, even though she spells it another way. This 
is Oolapoorunja (1952b, 123–24) ‘female Kadaitcha’, ‘The changed one’. 
Spencer and Gillen (1927, 2:616) described Illapurinja ‘female Kurdaitcha’ 
as ‘The changed one’.

Another word, ultimately from an Arandic language, is Finlayson’s Alunqua 
(see below).

Other Arandic

This section gathers some of the vocabulary recognisable as Arandic but 
which does not match Spencer and Gillen’s spellings. Even though most of 
these words conform to the distinctive pattern of Arandic but not Karnic 
languages, they may have been in use in the Channel Country, perhaps by 
frequent visitors.

‘green parrakeet’
Tithera ‘small things; budgerigars’ (AMDK 1968, 317)

Duncan-Kemp did record other words for budgerigar: Mowana (AMDK 
1968, 313) and Gil  gil (AMDK 1968, 308), which we can expect to be 
local words.

Attrutra green parrakeet (AMDK 1952b, 105, 139, 235)
Attrutra ‘Night Parrot’

Compare Alyawarr atetherr ‘budgerigar’ and Dieri:

IA 622. katatara (n, f ) = ‘a bird with green plumage.’
IV,168 3910. 23) kalra worana = ‘to put on a billi containing katatara 
feathers’ fn1. According to JAG Irrgang, the katatara is the ‘green 
shell-parrot’ (Reuther 1981 [1901])

‘woman’
The usual Mithaka words meaning ‘woman’ are pantya and pulurlu, and for 
‘old woman’ kurruku and mutyutyu (also ‘old’) (Breen 1968–70); Duncan-
Kemp uses the latter but not the former, and also another word known only 
as Arandic:



645

20. WHERE STRANGE WORDS FIT

Arrakutcha, the Snake-woman of the Birra Birras (AMDK 1952b, 
166)
ARRAKUTCHA – Snake-woman (AMDK 1952b, 237)
Arrekutcha Snake Woman (AMDK 1961, vii; 1968, 55, 121; 2005)
Arrakutcha Snake Woman (AMDK 1964, 294)

The entry arrakutcha ‘An old woman’, occurs in J. F. Mueller’s Alice 
Springs vocabulary (No. 37; Curr 1886, 1:414), and is a spelling Gillen 
used (D. Wilkins, pers. comm., 16/7/22). This corresponds to Spencer and 
Gillen’s (1899, 646, 652) arakutja, Andegerebina arugudja (Breen 1971, 
44), and in modern Arrernte orthography arrweketye ‘women’.

A related term of Arandic origin is Alknakarinja ‘a group of strong, 
intelligent women … some miles beyond Bungari’s mother’s camp’. ‘Tall 
(for Aborigines), deep copper-coloured, straight-haired women were called 
Alknakarinja, meaning “women who turned their eyes away from men”’ 
(AMDK 2005, 294), for which the source appears to be:

Arragutja alknarinja – a woman who ‘would not look at a man’ 
(Spencer and Gillen 1927, vol. 1,95)

The Alknarinja are women who ‘won’t look at’ or who ‘turn their 
eyes away’ from men to whom they have been allotted. (Spencer and 
Gillen 1927, vol. 2)9

‘sky’
‘El kora, el kora’ ‘a place where plant spirits dwelt’ (AMDK 1961, 69):

alker ‘1 sky. 2 clear weather, clear sky, cloudless sky’; alker-alker 
‘bluish, silvery, shiny, egg white’ Alyawarr (Blackman, Green and 
Moore 2019)

‘new moon’
Ingitja or Ingitsa (AMDK 1952b, 234), Ingjitsa (1968, 69, 75), Ingitsa (2005, 
98): ‘new moon’:

ingkaylt Variant: ngkaylt; angkaylt ‘1 split in half. 2 new moon’ 
Alyawarr (Blackman, Green and Moore 2019)

9	  Thanks to David Wilkins.
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‘see’
Duncan-Kemp’s Ar-ree Ar-reewa a hail and a farewell ‘I see you, I see you 
all’ (1968, 26), Aree-aree-wah-khweeri ‘We see you all’ Traditional greeting. 
Thank you and godspeed (1968, 305) and Arawa goodbye (1968, 305) 
apparently involve the Arandic verb are- ‘see, look’ (Alyawarr areyel; 
Blackman, Green and Moore 2019).

‘light (in colour)’
With Duncan-Kemp’s Arrilcurra ‘Red-headed One’ (nickname), Arilkurra 
‘red headed one’, Arrilkirra ‘little red devils, mythical creatures’ (1968, 
305), compare:

Alyawarr arrerlker ‘white’, arelherrty ‘light skinned, reddish, half-
caste’ (Blackman, Green and Moore 2019)
Western Aranda arilkara ‘light, white’ (Kenny 2018, 175)

‘authority’
The Arrernte word Inkata (see Table 20.5) is also in the Alyawarr language:

ingkart Variant: inkart. ‘1 someone who has authority e.g. elder 
brother or sister. 2 missionary, pastor, clergy. 3 Christian person’ 
(Blackman, Green and Moore 2019)

The word is possibly also the stem of Inkardji-noora: ‘Kooroongoora; 
fantastic creatures in human form; heralds of aboriginal judiciary and black 
magic’ (1968, 53, 67, 309).

ceremony name
With Duncan-Kemp’s Apulyah ‘Sand Drum, Mankind’s first drum’ (AMDK 
1952b, 65; 1968, 305), compare:

Alyawarr apwelh ‘initiation ceremony for young men’ (Blackman, 
Green and Moore 2019)
Kaytetye apwelhe ‘public part of men’s initiation’ (Turpin and Ross 
2011, 150)

‘sacred’
Amooga ‘life rhythm’, spiritual relation between people and country 
(1968, 170, 305)
Alyawarr amek-amek ‘restricted place, secret or sacred place’ and 
amek- in derived forms (Blackman, Green and Moore 2019)
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The above are a sample of several dozen of Duncan-Kemp’s vernacular 
expressions which can be sourced more or less closely to an Arandic language. 
It is notable that none occur in her first book, the one first published in 1933.

Terms spread with regional English
Duncan-Kemp also includes in her glossaries well-known terms of Australian 
English such as brolga, camp sheet, coolamon, corroboree, didgeridoo, gibber, 
jabiru, perentie, pitchuri, soak, swag, taboo, tucker, yams, most (but not all) 
of which derive from some Australian language. Similarly, she employs 
some other words which have gained currency in English in some periods 
or in some regions of Australia. These include gnamma holes and some such 
as the trees minnareetchie ‘Red Mulga tree, Ringed Gidgee’ (1934, 131; 
1952b, 227; 1968, 101) and napunyah ‘Eucalyptus sp.’ (1968, 55–56) which 
originate from Australian languages, possibly including ones spoken around 
Mooraberrie (Silcock 2024). There are also a few words of Aboriginal 
English: benjiman ‘husband’ (from fancy man) (1934, 229, 232, 249, 263; 
1952b, 22, 31, 238; 1964, 36, 45, 53, 294), bullocky (fresh meat), debbil-
debbil, kadaitcha or kadaitja and skin (subsection).

Terms of New South Wales Pidgin

The Duncan-Kemp glossaries include about a dozen words which descend 
from New South Wales (NSW) Pidgin (and in turn primarily from 
the Sydney Language). These are gathered in Table 20.6, which includes the 
corresponding spellings and sense listed in the Australian National Dictionary.

Table 20.6: Words in Duncan-Kemp’s books from NSW Pidgin.

Duncan-Kemp AND2 (Moore 2016)

Form Sense Reference

baal, bael no, not or don’t – a negative WSGC, 
WSPGD

baal, bael, bail

buk-keen Totemic or ceremonial 
killing; ceremonial killing at 
recognised killing ground

WSGC, 
WSPGD

bugeen, buckeen, buggeen 
A devil or evil spirit

coola angry WSPGD cooler, coola, coolie angry, 
anger

gin Aboriginal woman in general WSGC gin Aboriginal woman, 
or wife

gunyahs black’s dwellings WSPGD gunyah
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Duncan-Kemp AND2 (Moore 2016)

Form Sense Reference

mundowie big toe; also name for 
old man

WSPGD mundowie A foot, a footstep

myall bush Aborigines 1952, 42 myall

nulla, 
nullah

club; also name for initiate of 
first degree; a circumcised 
boy

WSGC, 
WSPGD

nulla, nullah, nulla-nulla 
‘a wooden club …’

towri land 1934, 32, 
114

towri ‘country’ (from 
Gamilaraay dhawuray); also 
Yuin languages dhawurri 
(dbowra etc.) ‘ground’10

waddy fighting stick 1934, 24, 
122

waddy

Notes: In alphabetical order; AND2 = Australian National Dictionary, 2nd ed.; WSGC = 
Where Strange Gods Call; WSPGD = Where Strange Paths Go Down.

A Pidgin word listed by Duncan-Kemp is liable to be taken to be of local 
origin, as in this news report:

Mithaka dwellings – called Gunyah – have been found on the station 
and throughout the Channel Country. Researchers have dated them 
as the oldest structure in Australia. (Willis 2022)

There is another NSW word used by Duncan-Kemp, as the name of a 
Channel Country man. This is Berigora, popularised as the species name 
of the Brown Falcon (Falco berigora) and which derives from the Sydney 
hinterland (Nash 2016). A. M. Duncan-Kemp (1968, after 168) says 
‘Berigora, aboriginal name for the brown whistling hawk, was the signature 
or spirit-name’ of an important man also known as Happy Jack (and see 
below). While there may well have been a personal name pronounced similar 
to berigora, it is unlikely that the distant meaning applied in the Channel 
Country. Across Australia, there is a range of various words denoting the 
Brown Falcon, and there is no other evidence that berigora was its form 
beyond central-east NSW. (The only Karnic record seems to be Gason’s 
Pittiekilkadie; Johnston 1943, 281.)

10	  Thanks to Harold Koch and Ray Wood.
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Terms of 1934 not corroborated in Karnic 
or Arandic languages
This section gathers those words in Duncan-Kemp’s first book (Our Sandhill 
Country), which may well be a valuable record of Channel Country 
vocabulary that no one else wrote down. In Duncan-Kemp’s later books, 
there are some hundreds of additional words of this kind, of which only a 
few are extracted here. (An example is dhoora ‘blunt-nosed spear’; AMDK 
1961, 51, 56; 1968, 51, 56.)

Table 20.7 lists in alphabetical order some 80 vernacular terms (including 
nine place names) in Our Sandhill Country which do not match an entry in 
the Pitta-Pitta vocabulary published by Roth, nor have some corroboration 
in a Karnic or Arandic language. Some of the entries in Table 20.7 may 
have been drawn from written sources from beyond the Channel Country, 
yet to be identified. I have noted in the right-hand column any relevant 
information I have so far found.

Table 20.7: Words in A. M. Duncan-Kemp, not corroborated in Karnic or 
Arandic languages.

Duncan-Kemp (1934 or later) Comment

Form Sense Reference

accishans periwinkles 1934, 45 –

Apperdurnia waterhole name 1934, 176, 
275

–

Beeramon man-god, 
cf. Ionawonna

1934, 233 –

Billiah, Bully-
yea-ah

name of a man 1934, 263 –

Bo Bo quadger 
un-goon-yun-noo

the rain song 1934, 147 Arrernte kwatye ‘water, rain’

Bogil-a-ri wild spinach 1934, 29 –

Boona-untheera 
wee-pe myoul 
buntheera

‘Fickle jade, be quiet 
cruel one!’ (wail by 
grave-diggers)

1934, 279 –

Boondie name of a set 
of hills in SW 
Queensland

1934, 168, 
244; 1952, 
24

–

Cheelungurra one who has the 
power to create

1934, 131 –

Coorab-bin Frog (or Barking) 
Lizard

1934, 274 –
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Duncan-Kemp (1934 or later) Comment

Form Sense Reference

curda fleshy plant of the 
Portulacca order

1934, 69 –

Cutiteera name for Annandale 
Station

1934, 49 ‘place of pigs’ (A. M. Duncan-
Kemp 1948–57, 7/8/1948); 
cf. Ngulupulu karti ‘head’ 
(Breen 1968–70), Pitta-Pitta 
kaṭi ‘head’ (Blake 1979a, 226)

Ionawonna woman-god, 
cf. Beeramon

1934, 233 –

Jilleroo bush tomato 1934, 29; 
1952, 233; 
1962, 151; 
1968, 309

–

Jinki Jinki name of a black 
brumby stallion; 
‘debbil debbil’

1934, 142; 
1952, 218

–

koorikoori, koori quick 1934, 95, 
185, 202; 
1952, 38

cf. Alyawarr kwerr 
(exclamation) ‘come on’ 
(Blackman, Green and Moore 
2019)

Kudgee wild castor oil plant 
(with white flower)

1934, 248; 
1952, 20, 
82, 235

annotated as ?Datura 
leichhardtii (Native 
Thornapple) (Duncan-Kemp, 
letter 22/11/1933); listed in 
Reed (1994, 285); Kudgee 
introduced poisonous Ricinus 
communis on N Stradbroke 
Island (Stephens and Sharp 
2009, 127) where Jandai 
dictionary guji (also means 
‘red’, said to relate to 
red flower)

Macumbara the cloud-gatherer; 
man’s name

(1933b) 
1934, 122; 
1952, 236

–

Marmoo demon spirit; itches 
and insects plague

1934, 267 Maamu (1952, 236; 1962, 
205; 1968, 314) cf. WD mamu 
‘monster’

Meera sacred twig laying 1934, 118 –

Melyaeena woman’s name, the 
flower-faced one

1934, 227 –

Merpulla Rain Woman, wife 
of Macumbara; 
also meaning fey or 
second sight

1934, 122; 
1952, 234

–
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Duncan-Kemp (1934 or later) Comment

Form Sense Reference

mi-e-ya a kind of tribute 
paid by trading 
parties

1934, 208 –

Milkery waterhole 24mi 
south-west of 
homestead

1934, 
90, 115, 
137–39

–

minni sweet sap from the 
bauhinea tree (type 
of gum)

1934, 75 –

montawinnie sandhills 1934, 186 –

Moora-pi-eer-ree ‘Our Sandhills’; 
proper name for 
Mooraberrie

1934, 20 –

Moor-loo the she-dog 1934, 279 –

moo-roo oven 1934, 252 –

moudra stone chatter, 
signalling by 
tapping stones

1934, 205; 
1968, 61; 
1968, 314

–

Muk-kundrie giant Cuckoo 1934, 267, 
268

–

Mul-lo name of an old man 1934, 202 –

Mundook the daylight spirit; 
Goddess of Fertility

1934, 32; 
1952, 68, 
234

listed in Reed (1994) 
‘goddess or spirit of fertility’

Mungeena woman’s name 1934, 279 –

Murra-mil-le crane 1934, 123 –

Murra Moudra name of a waterhole 1934, 82 cf. moudra ‘stone chatter’

Murranudda name of a tribe; 
plains turkey

1934, 167, 
240 1952, 
159, 239 
1964, 191; 
1968, 94

Murranudda or Merrenetta 
Plains turkey; also name 
of tribe (1952, 239 = 1964, 
296); Mereneeta: plain turkey 
tribe south of Mooraberrie 
(1968, 313)

Mypunga name of a lake 1934, 134; 
1952, 25

–

na-ra-pa-te-eya fish-making rite 1934, 283 –

Nikik-kil-li placename, the 
green place

1934, 264, 
283

–

Noongurra man’s name 1934, 288, 
290–91

–

nulunjera medicine man 1934, 224; 
1968, 316

–
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Duncan-Kemp (1934 or later) Comment

Form Sense Reference

Nummerkullas a group of inanimate 
beings

1934, 290 Nummakullas a group of semi-
human beings (1968, xix)

Nungeena goddess of birds 1934, 267 –

nuppamurras water traps 1934, 92 ngapa ‘water’ + ?

Oora-lan-nee daughter of 
Merpulla – involved 
with clouds

1934, 122 oo-ră camp [Roth 37]

paely ooras desert rats and mice 1934, 14 oo-ră camp [Roth 37]

parootra boonti edible small white 
grub in the wild 
broom bush

1934, 69 Yandruwandha padri ‘edible 
grub, moth’ (Breen), Diyari 
par.rri ‘grub type’ (Austin); 
‘Helms (1896, 318) gives 
bundi for Cassia desolata 
in the Everard Ranges and 
makobundi for the larva of 
a Cossus moth in the Blyth 
Range. Mrs Bates (1918, 153) 
referred to bundi as a species 
of Acacia.’ (Johnston and 
Cleland 1942, 98)

pintamurri needle-bush 1934, 73 –

Pippiniminni name of a debbil-
debbil

1934, 234 –

pompamurra sandhills; a 
particular sandhill

1934, 134, 
198

-marramarra ‘rows of’ a 
Warlpiri suffix occurring 
on words mean ’sandhill’ or 
‘claypan’ (Laughren et al. 
2022, 402–3)

Pool-ka medicinal mud 1934, 222 –

Poo-loo name of a baby? 1934, 290 Warumungu pululu ‘baby, 
baby spirit’

poo-tee-poo-tee-
yas

a kind of grid or 
wooden cradle used 
for drying meats

1934, 280 poo-lĕ ‘dry’ [Roth 37]

poorakies ‘blue poorakies and 
paely ooras (desert 
rats and mice)’

1934, 14 ‘poorakie, an Adelaide term 
(presumably aboriginal) for 
a rat-kangaroo’ (Johnston 
1943, 263, also 269); 
Ngarrindjeri paraki / parrarki 
‘Bilby’; cf. Kaurna burkoburko 
‘a small species of mouse’ 
(Teichelmann and Schürmann 
1840, 4)

poora-unna pinkish tinge to the 
saltpans

1934, 51 –
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Duncan-Kemp (1934 or later) Comment

Form Sense Reference

Rarkee an evil spirit 1934, 294 cf. Tarkee

reechi leaves 1934, 162 –

tallculli sweet onion bulbs 1934, 69 Talculla (Duncan-Kemp, letter 
22/11/1933, p. 5)

Tarkee the night spirit 1934, 32, 
274

cf. Rarkee

Titherapatchie name of an old man 1934, 180 –

Toora-kun-gu-ru name of Roseberth 
and one of the 
Georgina Creeks; 
‘the plain of 
kangaroos’

1934, 48, 
49

–

toorie spirit stones (in 
arrangement)

1934, 114 –

Urraditchie husband of Woman 
wizard (the Man in 
the Moon)

1934, 140; 
1952, viii

–

Warpinyah name of a claypan (a 
vast expanse)

1934, 168, 
271; 1952, 
149

–

Wee-icka White Flower, 
transformed into 
little yellow and 
brown gibber or 
‘paper-bag’ bird

1934, 57 –

wiididna truffle 1934, 260 Pitjantjatjara wititha ‘desert 
truffle’

winnaitcha spirit of the dead 1934, 233 –

Wirral-lee the water-gin, sings 
to rain-maker

1934, 130, 
185, 215

–

Wompoo half bird, half frog, 
fantastic creature of 
swamp and brake

1934, 147 compare the Wompoo Fruit-
Dove of the Australian east 
coast

woolitcha circular leaved 
mustard-plant

1934, 69 –

Woonaminta medicine man’s 
name

1934, 249, 
280)

–

Wooroona grey owl; a women 
spirit

1934, 195; 
1968, 319

–

wundrunna stout one, very stout 
(hearts)

1934, 184 –
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Duncan-Kemp (1934 or later) Comment

Form Sense Reference

Wun-yel-la red-bellied black 
snake

1934, 279; 
1962, 205; 
1968, 60, 
319

–

Wyeriguru the fire spirit 1934, 279; 
1952, 20, 
238; 1968, 
300

listed in Reed (1994)

yalka thick parsnip-
like edible root 
(identified as 
Trachymene 
glaucifolia Blue 
Parsnip by Silcock 
2024)

1934, 69 To be distinguished from 
Australian English yelka ~ 
yalka ‘bush onion, Cyperus 
spp.’ (Duncan-Kemp’s 
Mungaroo; Table 20.4) and 
from Pitta Pitta yalka ‘empty’ 
and yarlka ‘dry’ (Blake 1979a, 
233), yăl-ka drought [Roth 40]

Yamma-coona Spirit woman who 
rules the sky tribes; 
made rivers and 
tribes

1934, 140, 
278–81; 
1952, 236; 
1968, 11,  
282, 311, 
320

listed in Reed (1994), ‘female 
ruler of sky spirits who made 
rivers on earth’; glossed 
as ‘Earth Mother’ in 1968 
(Sutton 2010, 75)

yerndoos cracking-stones for 
shell food before or 
after cooking

1934, 48 –

Note: In alphabetical order; [Roth 37] = Roth (1897, 37).

Commentary

The spellings in Tables  20.3 and 20.7 show the use of many of Roth’s 
conventions. At the same time, there are usages which do not conform to 
Roth’s practice, including:

•	 the use of c before a vowel or in combination with k (Roth uses c only 
in the digraph ch)

•	 the combination tch
•	 the use of double vowel ee and ii (Roth’s only double is oo); the 

combination ie; the combination ow
•	 the use of y for a vowel sound
•	 the use of stop consonant symbols ( b  p, ch  j, d  t, g  k) in wider and 

more varied contexts than Roth.
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Words copied from beyond Karnic
This section sets out the evidence of Duncan-Kemp having copied 
vocabulary published from elsewhere in Australia. The subsections are by 
author and in approximate order of publication year.

Curr 1887

There are two words which first appeared in Curr’s compilation in a language 
outside the Channel Country.

Dhakkan
‘Dhakkan the Rain Spirit’ and in direct speech attributed to Moses 
(1968, xxiii, xxiv, 152, 168ff.).

This term originates from Mathew (1887, 177, 201; 1910, 171–73) Dhakkan 
‘rainbow’ and ‘the most distinctly imaged supernatural being’ in Kabi and 
some neighbouring languages of the Brisbane area. Dhakkan was popularised, 
including by Ernestine Hill (1930) and in various newspapers articles and 
a  fiction serial in the 1930s, removing it from its origin, and so Duncan-
Kemp would more likely have learnt the word from those sources rather than 
Curr’s book. A Mithaka term for ‘rainbow’ has not been recorded; the most 
relevant is Central Karnic *kurrhikira ‘rainbow’ (Austin 1990).

Goolburra
The entry ‘the Goolburra Emu’ in A. M. Duncan-Kemp (1952a, 154; 1964, 
187) is listed in Table  20.3; otherwise spelled Kool-par-ri (Table  20.4). 
The Goolburra spelling may have drawn on the entry ‘Emu Goolburra’ in 
the vocabulary Curr No. 141 ‘Western River’ by John Haines (Curr 1887, 
3:16), reconstituted as kulpari and assigned to the Guwa language by Breen 
(1990, 109, 124). Breen (1968–70) recorded Mithaka warrukatyi ‘emu’, 
also in other Karnic languages.

Bolam 1927
Known as the Frog (or Barking) Lizard by bushmen of that quarter, 
and by blacks as Coorab-bin, this creature belongs to the gecko 
family. (AMDK 1934, 274)
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Compare ‘Frog or Barking Lizard … The blacks call it “Coor-a-bin”. 
It  belongs to the Gecko family’ (Bolam 1927, 35) from observations at 
Ooldea on the Nullarbor Plain.

‘Gymnodactylus milii or perhaps Nephrurus laevis De Vis (illchiljera of the 
Aranda) are possible identifications’ (Johnston 1943, 291). The modern 
equivalents are Underwoodisaurus milii, Barking Gecko, or Nephrurus levis, 
Smooth Knob-Tailed Gecko, both of which have been recorded in the 
Channel Country.

Passages matched with Bates’s publications

Duncan-Kemp is likely to have read Daisy Bates’s famous The Passing of the 
Aborigines, published in 1938 and several later editions. Parts of the book 
had appeared earlier in Australian newspapers. Bates’s account of  the 
mountain devil in a 1924 newspaper article looks to have been used by 
Duncan-Kemp in her first book. Table  20.8 collates the corresponding 
passages. Then Tables 20.9 and 20.10 show some words apparently drawn 
from Bates’s 1938 book or earlier articles.11

Bates 1924
Table 20.8: Comparison of passages in Bates and A. M. Duncan-Kemp.

Bates (1924) Duncan-Kemp (1934, 63–66, 271–72)

the little creature known as the mountain 
devil is sadly mis-named, for it is one of 
the most harmless as well as one of the 
most useful creatures in Australia.

the term, ‘devil,’ is a misnomer, for the 
Naiari is one of the most harmless as 
well as most useful creatures of the 
lizard tribe. (1934, 63)

The females are superior in intelligence 
to the males,

The female is considered to be superior 
in intelligence. (1934, 63)

The female when egg-laden digs a long 
tunnel with her foreclaws … She may 
take two or more days to do this work 
and lay her eggs (six or eight) in the little 
cavity she has made at the end.

When the female is egg-laden she digs a 
short, sloping tunnel with her foreclaws, 
in which to lay her eight or ten white 
tough-shelled eggs. She may take a few 
days to do this and deposit her eggs … in 
a cavity she has made at the end of the 
tunnel. (1934, 63)

11	  Note that Bates’s unpublished vocabularies are available at bates.org.au.

http://bates.org.au
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Bates (1924) Duncan-Kemp (1934, 63–66, 271–72)

arranging the sides as she comes along 
so there will be a clear, open road for 
the young ones … With this duly done 
her maternal labours cease. The young 
ones hatch out in the spring, and make 
their way along the tunnel, opening its 
door for themselves. The young mountain 
devils are not an inch in length, and 
are so exactly the colour of a piece of 
greyish-white deadwood that unless a 
watch is kept over the entrance only very 
fine sight can detect them once they 
have emerged.

Arranging the walls as she goes along 
so as to leave a clear path for the young 
ones … This duly done, her maternal 
labours cease.
The young ones hatch out in the 
springtime or after rains, opening the 
tunnel door for themselves. They are 
then barely an inch in length, with soft, 
spongy bodies. The young Naiaris are 
so exactly the colour of grey brushwood 
and spinifex about them, that unless one 
keeps a keen lookout on the entrance, it 
is almost impossible to detect them once 
they have come out. (1934, 63)

They make their way to the nearest 
tree, plant, or bush, and immediately 
begin to search for ants, clinging to the 
trunk or branch of a living or dead tree, 
their protective colouring making them 
practically invisible.

they cautiously make their way to the 
nearest tree trunk or root and search for 
ants, their protective colouring making 
them practically invisible. (1934, 63–64)

Notwithstanding their formidable 
appearance they are very sensitive and 
thin-skinned; they sometimes shed their 
skins during the summer, but there is no 
yearly rule in this respect,

Notwithstanding their formidable 
appearance the Naiaris are very sensitive 
and thin-skinned; sometimes they shed 
their skins during the summer months, 
but have no yearly rule in this respect. 
(1934, 64)

the egg-laden female suffers no hurt 
if she carries her eggs into the next 
summer. Her size diminishes, but the 
shape of the eggs can still be felt. The 
mountain devils absorb water through 
their pores, but they need little or no 
water, their ant food being meat and 
drink to them.

The egg-laden female seems to suffer 
no harm if she carries her eggs into 
a second summer. She does this at 
the approach of a dry time; her size 
diminishes, but the shape of the eggs 
can still be felt. Sandhill Devils are 
hygroscopic and absorb water like a 
sponge through their skins. Otherwise, 
they need little or no moisture, their 
ant-food being meat and drink to them. 
(1934, 65–66)

Mountain devils occupy a unique position 
in aboriginal stellar mythology, for they 
have a part of the sky belonging to them 
into which no man may enter.

Sandhill Devils occupy a unique position 
in aboriginal stellar mythology; for they 
have a portion of the sky belonging to 
them into which no man might enter. 
(1934, 271–72)

In the dhoogoorr, or dream times of long 
ago, mountain devils were women who 
never mated with men; they travelled to 
and fro over their own territory, always 
accompanied by big and savage dogs 
which guarded their camps from all men.

In the Alcheringa Sandhill Devils were 
women who never mated with men; they 
kept strictly to their own territory. When 
they went out to gather roots and seed 
food they were always accompanied 
by their dogs who guarded them from 
all men.
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Bates (1924) Duncan-Kemp (1934, 63–66, 271–72)

Mountain devils travelled all about, and 
wherever they rested they left babies 
behind them, telling their children that 
they must never speak or whistle, or the 
men would hear them and come and 
take them away. At Kallaing, Jalbunba, 
and Bilgin waters they sat down and left 
many babies in the spirit stones within 
or beside these waters, which are called 
ming-ari waters today.

Wherever the Naiaris rested they left 
many babies behind them, telling them 
never to speak or the men would come 
and take them away. At Toonka and 
Warpinyah they sat down and left many 
babies in the white spirit stones beside 
these waters which are called Naiari 
Waters to this day.

Now Nyeeruna was a man and a great 
hunter, and he wanted mountain devils 
for his wives;

Balleroo … was a medicine-man and a 
mighty hunter, and wanted these Naiari 
women for his wives …

By and by the mountain devils went up 
into the sky and sat down there with 
their dogs all round them.
… and now he can be seen chasing and 
chasing the mountain devils, but never 
overtaking them; and so that part of the 
sky where all the mountain devils sit down 
is kung-ga (women’s) country only …

When the Devils went up into the sky and 
sat down there with their dogs, Balleroo 
went up after them. He may be seen at 
night with his white girdle chasing the 
Devils, but never catching them, for that 
part of the sky where the Devils are is 
karani, women’s country only.

By and by, when the mountain devils 
were changed into the little creatures we 
know, they were still voiceless, because 
their mothers in the dream times had 
never allowed them to speak or whistle, 
and no one has ever heard a sound 
coming from them. But they were given 
very keen eyes, and their bodies were 
covered with thorns, so that they might 
keep their enemies away.

After the Alcheringa had passed and 
the Naiaris were changed to the little 
creatures of the gibbers and claypans, 
they were still voiceless because their 
mothers in the dream times had never 
allowed them to speak. No one, white or 
black, has ever heard a sound from them. 
But they have remarkably keen sight, and 
their bodies are encrusted with thorns or 
spikes to keep their enemies away.

Their chameleon-like quality of changing 
colour with surroundings is interesting to 
watch, they are brown against the brown 
stem, grey-green in the herbage, red and 
yellow in the bright sand, and dark and 
sombre, brown or grey, among the dead 
leaves of acacia or mulga.

Their chameleon-like changes in colour, 
due to pigmentation cells under the 
skin, are very fascinating to watch; on a 
brown stem they turn brown; on grass, to 
herbage green. (1934, 65)

Some of Duncan-Kemp’s description does differ from Bates’s; for instance, 
the quantity of ants consumed. A. M. Duncan-Kemp (1934, 64): ‘How 
many ants this tiny reptile will consume in a clay can only be roughly 
estimated. It has been timed on a mound to lick up forty to fifty ants a 
minute, over two thousand ants in an hour’; whereas Bates had ‘[t]hey may 
consume anything up to a thousand ants a day. I have sat beside them for 
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an hour and counted over a hundred ants caught and eaten by each one’. 
On  this Withers and Dickman (1995, 8) refer to A. M. Duncan-Kemp 
(1933a) but not Bates.

A good deal of Bates (1924) was republished almost identically in Bates 
(1938, 174; 1944, 201).

Bates star lore
Other likely borrowings from Bates’s publications are in Table 20.9.

Table 20.9: Star lore from Bates (alphabetical).

Daisy Bates publications Duncan-Kemp

Joor-joor: ‘Canopus, the owlet 
nightjar, laughs his joor-joor 
laugh’ (1933)

Joora – owlet nightjar, seen in 
night sky as Canopus
Joora-oorpna – mythical land a 
portion of the heavenly island 
out of which the beings came 
at the call of Nyruna and 
Yammacoona

1952, 236; 1964, 
187; 1968, 310; 
2005, 75
1968, 300+7

‘Kara, the red-backed spider 
(Rigel in Orion) is also 
redly shining, ready to bite 
Nyeeruna’ (1933)

‘Kara the spider (Rigel), who 
glowered redly at her husband 
as he chased the Sandhill 
Devil Women (Pleiades)’
‘Kara: Spider-woman, seen in 
the sky as Rigel in the Orion 
constellation’

1952, 154 = 1964, 
187 1952, 236 = 
1964, 295

Ming-ari ‘Mountain Devil’ 
(changed into by Pleiades); 
‘mountain devil’ in south-
central area and edges of 
Great Australian Bight (1924; 
1938, 174; 1944, 200n)

Mingari: name for spirit 
woman, the Old One; also 
name of Alice Duncan

1968, 11, 14, 314

Naiari (1924); Nai’ari ‘mountain 
devil’ on the borders of WA 
and SA (1938, 174)

Naiari: Sandhill Devil Lizard 1934, 63–64, 108, 
271, 276; 1952b, 119, 
212; 1964, 26, 30; 
1968, 315

Nyeeruna: Orion and Sirius 
(1924), constellation Orion 
(1933); Nyiruna (Orion), Ming-
arri (Pleiades) (1921)

Nyeruna: Orion
Nyruna
Nyruana – tribal father (Orion)

1968, 316; 2005
1968, viii, 142, 300+7
2005
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Commentary on some terms in Table 20.9
Kara: Bates’s term corresponds with Wirangu gara ‘cobweb’, Kuyani kara 
‘spider’ (Hercus 1999, 166). The same form is found in some Karnic 
languages – Wangkumara garra, and Wonkajera and Karanya kŭr-ră (Roth 
1897, 51) – but is distinct from the Proto Central Karnic *marankarrha 
‘spider’ (Austin 1990) or Pitta-Pitta kupu.

Mingari: This word, with Bates’s derivation (‘word is derived from ming, 
small black ant’), is in the Western Desert language (e.g. Kukatja mingari 
‘mountain devil’). Note also Minyari bush marsupial mouse; also the 
dreamtime daughter of wise women (Pleiades) (AMDK 2005). Elsewhere, 
Duncan-Kemp has teeta ‘ant’ (Table 20.2), matching Mithaka t[h]itha ‘ant’ 
(Breen 1968–70).

Naiari: A. M. Duncan-Kemp (1934, 64) says, ‘It is known to the aborigines 
of the Murranudda tribes on the Warpinyah claypan country as the Naiari, 
meaning the little black ant’. However, this word is otherwise known from 
the Western Desert languages Pitjantjatjara ngiyari ‘thorny devil (Moloch 
horridus)’, Warnman ngiyari ‘mountain devil’, according with Bates’s 
observation that it is used on the borders of Western Australia and South 
Australia (i.e. the common border). The notion that it denotes the black ant 
could be an invalid inference from Bates’s (1924) statement that ‘[t]he word 
[mingari] is derived from ming, a small black ant; ari, many, belonging to, 
full of ’ (ending a paragraph where Naiari is also mentioned).

Both these ‘mountain devil’ words are different from ones recorded in Karnic: 
Pitta-Pitta maŋuna (Blake 1979a) and Yandruwandha thadjingumini (Breen 
2004). Also, the Diamantina is on the very eastern edge of the known 
distribution of Moloch horridus (Atlas of Living Australia 2022).

Nyeruna: The famous Wati Nyirunya of the Western Desert. Duncan-Kemp 
used a different name for Orion in an earlier book: Balleroo (1952b, 8, 92, 
154, 234) the red Kangaroo people’s god and rainmaker. Compare Balleroo 
‘Milky Way; Rain God’ (1934, 109, 122, 130, 272).

Joora: this word is probably onomatopœic; for instance, Ngaanyatjarra 
(Western Desert) tjuurr, ‘[a]t night they call out, “Tjuurr” ’ (Glass and 
Hackett 2003). I have not found a name for the nightjar (or Canopus) in a 
Karnic language vocabulary.



661

20. WHERE STRANGE WORDS FIT

Bates 1938
A couple more terms, in Table 20.10, are found in Bates’s book and later 
books by Duncan-Kemp in addition to some in Tables 20.8 and 20.9.

Table 20.10: From Bates 1938 (alphabetical).

Bates (1938) Duncan-Kemp

Jeedarra ‘a mighty magic snake’ 
on the Nullarbor (1938, 118)

Jeedara: carpet snake god on 
west side of Georgina River

1952b, 1968

Wanji-wanji (1938, 125–27) Wanji, Wanji wanji: a bird 
dance and song pageant

1952b, 239; 1964, 
57; 1968, 96, 320

Commentary
Jeedara corresponds to this entry in the Wirangu dictionary:

dyirdara ‘snake: death adder’. The word Dyirdara also referred to 
the mythical monstrous serpent which created the cliffs along the 
Bight (DB) [sc. Daisy Bates] (Hercus 1999).

Wanji wanji:

As we drew near the birds [brolgas] trumpeted, flapped their wings 
and began to dance most gracefully. ‘Wanji wanji’ the blacks termed 
the dance, this being the name of an aboriginal corroboree dance 
which made its appearance at intervals on the Diamantina and 
Georgina rivers. (AMDK 1964, 57)

The name Wanji-wanji was first used by ethnographer Daisy Bates, 
who witnessed what she called a ‘travelling show’ or ‘travel dance’ at 
Eucla on the south coast of Australia (Bates 1913–1914). (Turpin 
2019, 245)

Bates’ reference to the song dates its performance back to 1850 and, 
additionally, no person, clan, or language group claims ownership of 
the song that I am aware of. (Turpin 2019, 246–47)

Turpin (2019, 253) surveys the geographic spread of records of Wanji-
wanji, though unaware of its mentions by Duncan-Kemp. The closest to 
the Channel Country would be ‘archival recordings of the song from Port 
Augusta and Wilcannia’ and central Australia, where it is known in recent 
times, including by Arrernte and Anmatyerr.
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In the case of Wanji-wanji, it may well be that Duncan-Kemp did learn the 
word in the Channel Country, and took just its spelling from Bates. Note 
though that in Duncan-Kemp’s first book (1933a, 147) she wrote wun-jee 
for a homophonous word in far western Queensland languages, using Roth’s 
(1897, 40) spelling, and the similar word panja ‘woman’ she spelled punja.

Djanba-rambalara
‘This is a Djanba-rambalara (evil magic bow),’ whispered Moses 
(AMDK 1968, 38)
evil magic bow (rainbow) (AMDK 1968, 307)

(a) The Djanba (in this spelling) of north-west Australia has been written 
about fairly widely. The name even appeared in a series of advertisements by 
Carlton United Breweries!

DJANBA, DIVINE THUNDERER OF THE NOR’WEST

The Australian aborigine thinks a great deal about things beyond 
the earthly sphere. The world around him is alive with supernatural 
beings, friendly and hostile. Found in the wilds of Kimberly [sic] 
(W.A.) by Rev. Father Worms, this figure was covered with human 
blood applied during a secret rain ceremony. Intentionally small, 
it represents Djanba, the Invisible … ([advertisement], The Herald 
(Melbourne), 1 January 1947, 2)12

Meggitt (1955) published on Djanba among the Warlpiri.

(b) Rumbalara was the name of a siding on the railway between Finke 
and Alice Springs, which in 1929 was a temporary railhead during the 
line construction. Its name derives from nearby Mount Rumbalara, from 
Arrernte mpwelarre ‘rainbow’.13

12	  nla.gov.au/nla.news-article245869338 (repeated in many newspapers).
13	  Olive Pink, Letters to the editor, Northern Standard (Darwin), 5 September 1947, 6, nla.gov.au/
nla.news-article49982216. The name has been reused in other parts of Australia, notably for the name 
of an Aboriginal Co-operative near Shepparton.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article245869338
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article49982216
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article49982216
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Finlayson’s fauna and flora

Duncan-Kemp’s books have at least five terms for fauna and one flora term, 
which occur in the same (or almost the same) spelling in H. H. Finlayson’s 
classic The Red Centre, first published in 1935 and then in 1943, 1945, 
1952, and later. Finlayson’s terms are generally from Karnic languages of 
South Australia or from the Western Desert language.

Cooracuddie
purple-backed Cooracuddie Lizard about four feet long 
(AMDK 1952b, 52, 234; 1968, 307)
Cooracuddies (Lace Lizard) groups (AMDK 1968, 97)

In earlier books, Duncan-Kemp (AMDK 1934; 1964, 171) spelled the 
word Kwool-cud-dee.

This word corresponds to kooracardie lizard (Varanus gouldii) of Finlayson 
(1943, 41–43), a word in the Western Desert language, such as Ngaanyatjarra 
kurrkarti ‘sand goanna, Varanus gouldii flavirufus’ (Glass and Hackett 2003) 
and Pitjantjatjara/ Yankunytjatjara kurkaṯi ‘Gould’s sand goanna’. However, 
‘Lace Lizard’ usually refers to two large monitor lizards Varanus giganteus 
(Perentie) and V. varius (Lace Monitor); the latter does not occur in western 
Queensland.

Neither ngintaka nor kurrkarti have cognates in records of Karnic languages, 
which include various other ‘lizard’ terms. That Duncan-Kemp used 
spellings different from Finlayson’s might suggest she did know the word 
locally, but applied it to a larger lizard.

Nillee
Nil-ee Bush rat; also synonym for ‘he is not there’; nil-lee 
(AMDK 1952b, 239; 1964, 297)

Compare ‘Nilee of the Wonkonguroo’ (Finlayson 1933, 197); nilee ‘a little 
carnivorous marsupial Sminthopsis crassicaudata centralis’ (Finlayson 1943, 
53), the fat-tailed dunnart. The word nili ‘mouse’ was recorded in several 
Karnic languages in South Australia (Reuther and Scherer 1973).
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Yallara
yallara Long-eared bandicoot; also name for a boy (AMDK 1952b, 
51, 88, 233)
the law-giver and elder … head man of the Goolburra 
(AMDK 1961, 56)

Compare yallara ‘one of the rarer rabbit bandicoots Thalacomys minor 
miselius’ (Finlayson 1943, 51) (now the Lesser Bilby Macrotis leucura).

Maala
Maala occurs in her books only in the glossaries:

Maala. Marsupial hare or hare-wallaby (AMDK 1952b, 236; 
1964, 296)
Lagorchestes sp.: Hare-wallaby. Maala of the Diamantina 
aborigines. (AMDK 1968, 322)

The word in this spelling was popularised by Finlayson (1943, 50, 52, 54–
57). This marsupial is now generally known as the Mala, from a central 
Australian word. However, the Mala wallaby has never been recorded in 
Queensland or the Channel Country.14

Nyntucka
Nyntucka occurs only in one of the glossaries:

Nyntucka: prentie lizard over 8ft long and weighing 35-40 pounds 
(AMDK 1968, 315)

The word in this spelling was published as nyntucka lizard (Varanus 
giganteus) of Finlayson (1943, 41–43) ‘apparently superficially identified 
with the better known parentie’. It is the Western Desert word now spelled 
ngintaka.

Alunqua
Alunqua Bush cucumber; good eating. (AMDK 1968, 201, 305)

Compare ‘alunqua, a green cucumber-like fruit borne by a plant which 
climbs upon the mallee in the sand-hills’ (Finlayson 1943, 76). This word 
was adopted into English from Arrernte alangkwe ‘climbing plant Marsdenia 
australis’ (Moore 2016, 22).

14	  Atlas of Living Australia, ala.org.au.

http://ala.org.au
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Night Parrot
Myrumburling ‘Night Parrot’ (AMDK 1961, 133–35)
My-r-r-rum-burling ‘Name for night parrot’ (AMDK 1968, 314)
(Georgina River areas ‘Myr-r-rum-lumbing’) (AMDK 1968, 323)

Olsen (2018, 235) has given reasons for scepticism about some of Duncan-
Kemp’s account of the Night Parrot, and the words for it are ‘obviously 
a corrupted rendition of Myrrlumbing, the name that Frederick Andrews 
attributed to the Aborigines, and which had been repeated in the popular 
literature by this time, such as in Neville Cayley’s best-selling Australian 
Parrots [1938]’.

Western Desert language
Duncan-Kemp writes of riding from the homestead to the area of Scowling 
Rock, and from there observing a distant scene through field-glasses:

The aboriginal men were exposing the painted totem boards; 
sacred sprit-emblems enshrining the faith and life of the Goolburra 
tribe, Tjilbirba and Watikutjara, ‘the ancient Dingo people’. 
(AMDK 1961, 58)

The words Tjilbirba and Watikutjara are both distinctively of the Western 
Desert language. The first has the distinctive augment -pa, and the second is a 
compound of two common terms of the language. In a modern orthography, 
they are written tjilpirrpa ‘sacred board’, wati-kutjarra ‘man-two’ (Glass and 
Hackett 2003). Note that Duncan-Kemp’s glosses do not relate to these two 
senses. Both words are among the few Western Desert words from Ooldea 
used in an illustrated article in a 1951 Women’s Weekly (Young 1951), which 
Duncan-Kemp is likely to have read, after the publication of her first book. 
I have not found another possible source containing both words spelled in 
the same way as quoted. (For Goolburra see the section on Curr 1886.)

Another word known only from the Western Desert language is mingkurl  
~mingkurlpa ‘tobacco’. This corresponds to Mingul ‘tobacco plant flower; 
flower of the small Nicotine Plant’ (AMDK 1952b, 115, 237), ‘tobacco 
bush’ (AMDK 1963; 1964, 149), ‘the tobacco plant known as mingul or 
ingulba’ (AMDK 1964, xxv), ‘Mingul, the tobacco plant flower’ (AMDK 
1964, 194). Both mingul and ingulba (in these spellings) are discussed by 
Johnston and Cleland (1934, 268, 274–78, 280, 282), though Duncan-
Kemp may have read them in some later publication. Neither word is 
recorded outside the Western Desert or Arandic areas (respectively; see Nash 
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1997, 200–201), and furthermore, Karnic languages generally do not have 
a vocabulary which ends in a consonant and in particular the the lateral l 
(except for the poorly attested Kungkari on the north-east fringe).

Woggul
There are several instances of Woggul ‘the everyday name of the sacred 
watersnake’ (AMDK 1964, 138, 144). At one point it is in direct speech 
attributed to a local man, Bogie, and at another point reduplicated ‘as an 
offering to Woggul woggul’ (AMDK 1952b, 210, 235). It is also mentioned 
in later books (AMDK 1961, 185; 1968, 319). As noted with respect to the 
word Mingul, Karnic languages generally do not have a vocabulary which 
ends in a consonant and in particular the lateral l, and the name matches 
that of the widely known Waakal, the Nyungar Rainbow Serpent of south-
western Western Australia. That name has been spelled in various ways, but 
the spelling Woggul is unusual, and prior to Duncan-Kemp’s publications, the 
only instance I have found is in a story from Western Australia (Shaw 1930). 
Curiously, that story had just two other Nyungar words, one of which was a 
boy’s name Gil-gil; A. M. Duncan-Kemp (1968, 81, 83) has that as the name 
of a local girl (and said also to mean ‘budgerigar’ 1968, 121, 308).

Kooroongoora and words from Wilson (1954)
Duncan-Kemp applies the name Kooroongoora to disturbances of 1912–18, 
she says she knew of first hand (AMDK 1968, ix; Griffiths 2011, 29, 32). 
Many parts of her account match a 1954 magazine article (Wilson 1954) 
so closely that there can be no doubt that Duncan-Kemp drew on it (Nash 
2023). Duncan-Kemp’s Kooroongoora looks to be a transliteration of Wilson’s 
Kurungura (with oo for u). Wilson may well have written the second syllable 
to be pronounced like the English word rung. Kurangara was a name applied 
to resistance events in the Kimberley and Pilbara reported from the 1930s. 
Duncan-Kemp doesn’t mention Kooroongoora in her first three books, nor 
in her correspondence with Winterbotham (AMDK 1948–57, 1952a). 
See (Nash 2023) for further discussion. Note in addition ‘kooroongooroo, or 
love corroboree, of the women’ (Hill 1943, 7) ‘the women’s corroboree of love 
and purification by fire, peculiar to the Warramunga’ (Hill 1951< 356–7).15

The terms which look to have been copied from Wilson (1954) are gathered 
(with contexts) in Table 20.11.

15	  Thanks to Ray Kerkhove.
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Bill Harney
Loonba, the female kingfisher; ‘Loon-ba’ (AMDK 2005, 76, 78)

Wonambi the Rainbow Snake (AMDK 2005, 286–87); wonambies 
‘left to right whirlwinds’ (AMDK 1968, 96)

Loonba ‘red-rumped kingfisher’ and Wanambi are both distinctive words 
of the Western Desert language and occur in these spellings on the same 
page in Rees and Rees’s (1970, 80) account of their 1960 visit to Ayers Rock 
(Uluṟu) guided by Bill Harney. The authors note that some material was 
taken ‘from travel books of ours’ or radio features broadcast by the ABC. 
In standard orthographies of the Western Desert language varieties, the 
words are spelled luurnpa or luuṉpa and waṉampi. The latter was written 
Wonambi in a number of pre-1968 publications, such as by Mountford and 
the Berndts. The records of the Karnic languages (of the Channel Country) 
have various words meaning ‘kingfisher’ but none like this.

Meggitt’s Warlpiri

Consider these four terms in Where Strange Gods Call:

The circle of rock and stone was called Jingadagudagu, meaning 
the Owlet-night jar. In the Dreamtime Jingadagudagu was the 
outer guard of the Birds Holy Place in the Sky World

Jingadagudagu: Owlet night jar in ceremonial; person of an older 
race; important in ritual. (AMDK 1968, 248, 309)

Jubali desert water root, resembling parsnip; very bitter (AMDK 
1968, 310)

Judu-waru-waru: Name for Tuk tuk, and songs; also name for a 
section of the Natchawiree tribe. (AMDK 1968, 309)

Worgali Brolga; Native Companion; name for man (Wargally). 
(AMDK 1968, 34, 51, 320)

These have matches in Meggitt’s Warlpiri glossary, as extracted in Table 20.12:
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Table 20.12: Warlpiri terms from Meggitt and in the current dictionary.

Meggitt (1962, 5–15) Warlpiri dictionary  
(Laughren et al. 2022)

Eurostopodus guttatus (nightjar) jingadagudagu yinkardakurdaku 
‘Spotted Nightjar’

Marsdenia australis (bush-banana) jubali yuparli ‘Bush Banana, 
Silky Pear’

Gymnodactylus sp.? (gecko) juduwaruwaru yurduwaruwaru ‘Long-nosed 
Dragon’

Megalornis rubicundus (brolga) worgali wurrkali ‘Yellow-billed 
Spoonbill, Royal Spoonbill’

First, note that Meggitt’s orthography used j for the palatal glide, for which 
the modern orthography uses the letter y. Duncan-Kemp does not otherwise 
use that convention, so must have copied the forms unwittingly.

In Warlpiri yinkardakurdaku is built on yinka ‘laughter, fun’ and rdaku 
‘hole’. Elsewhere Duncan-Kemp has ‘Joora – owlet nightjar’ (AMDK 1968, 
310). Further, Meggitt noted the species is ‘ritually important’; Duncan-
Kemp had it as ‘important in ritual’.

Meggit’s identification of wurrkali as the Brolga has not been confirmed; 
instead, we now believe the Warlpiri word denotes the Spoonbill. A. M. 
Duncan-Kemp (1968, 313) has a separate word for Spoonbill, Miljoori 
(and Breen (1968–70) recorded Mithaka murludatyala).

Copying as validation?
The preceding sections show that Duncan-Kemp drew dozens of words from 
unattributed sources far from the district she knew. One might conjecture 
that she recognised the words and merely drew on disparate publications 
for the spellings. This would be to go along with Tom Griffiths’s suggestion:

It’s possible that even where she is drawing on other published 
sources, she is elaborating her own experience and trying to make 
sense of it. (quoted by Walker 2023, 20)

The suggestion may well apply to some fraction of Duncan-Kemp’s copied 
remarks; that when she noticed in her wide reading a passage which gelled 
with her own experience, she might have validated such a description by 
adopting it. However, the above discussion shows that when it comes to 
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terminology, some of her copying cannot be matched in the language of the 
district, and, in turn, this casts doubt over other words with copied spellings. 
It is more than an elaboration to import unflagged distant terminology.

Outside the scope of the above vocabulary study is consideration of 
Duncan-Kemp’s presentation as if from her own experience of other kinds 
of information, presumably gleaned from her reading about other parts of 
Australia. I mention two examples just to indicate that her appropriations 
are not just of vocabulary.

The photographs in Duncan-Kemp’s books (chosen in part by her 
publishers) are known to be from all over, and many are captioned as such. 
Several are F. J. Gillen’s photographs reproduced without attribution (two 
are from Spencer and Gillen 1899, 343, 524 at AMDK 1968, after 152). 
One in particular is presented as showing a man of the Channel Country 
with the caption ‘Berigora – Medicine Man made by the Oruncha’. This 
adds ‘Berigora’ to the caption of the same photograph of Spencer and 
Gillen (1899, 527; reprinted in Spencer and Gillen 1927, 2:396) and the 
accompanying text describes the man, including that ‘[i]t was at Kalmurnia, 
Lake Eyre, that he first met the … Oruncha’, and that her father knew 
him (AMDK 1968, after 168). Kerkhove (2023, 56; first printing only) 
reproduced the photograph with Duncan-Kemp’s caption, as an instance 
of ‘far-travelling medicine men’ (Kerkhove 2023, 57). However, Spencer 
and Gillen (1899, 527) encountered the man on the upper Finke River 
(west of Alice Springs) apparently as a local (Oruncha is an Arrernte word, 
see Table 20.5), and he is likely the ‘Arrernte man named Twairira’ in their 
1896 photograph.16

Among general remarks on the languages of her area (‘the kirrenderri’), 
Duncan-Kemp states, as if from her own observation, that:

In the verbs ‘to eat’ and ‘to drink’ there are more than two thousand 
inflections (AMDK 1968, 153)

This indeed applies to some Top End languages, but is a gross exaggeration 
for languages of the Channel Country (or any of the Pama-Nyungan 
languages).

16	  Spencer & Gillen: A Journey through Aboriginal Australia, ‘Arrernte man named Twairira, of the 
Atyunpe (Lizard) totem, Alice Springs, Central Australia, 1896’, spencerandgillen.net/objects/50ce72​
ec023​fd7358c8a8a20.

http://spencerandgillen.net/objects/50ce72ec023fd7358c8a8a20
http://spencerandgillen.net/objects/50ce72ec023fd7358c8a8a20
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Some extraordinary ethnographic remarks should be noted. One is 
that messengers ‘even from Arnhem Land and the Arafura Sea’ visited 
Mooraberrie (AMDK 1968, 88), or that ‘I have met, whilst riding and 
mustering, trading groups and song groups … from Arnhem Land and from 
Central and Western Australia’ (AMDK 1968, 97).

A further questionable observation is in her account of a corroboree which 
Duncan-Kemp said she attended:

The aborigines’ technique is simple, but the themes obtained from 
a few bones tapping each other and the hollow sticks blown by 
the men to the accompaniment of mouthed gum leaves, and the 
plaintive sounds of the didgeridoo and wooden flutes were fraught 
with tragedy. (AMDK 1952b, 183 – per Bradley; similarly, AMDK 
1964, 211)

The whimpering notes of the gum leaves, and the plaintive sounds 
of the didgeridoo and wooden flutes were fraught with tragedy. 
(AMDK 1964, 214)

On this the experienced sound archivist Kevin K. Bradley (1995, 11n7) 
commented that ‘I do not know of any other evidence corroborating the 
playing of wooden flutes, didgeridoo or leaves by Aboriginal people in that 
region at that time’, and also that, across Aboriginal Australia, ‘[p]resent 
scholarly research has revealed no body of traditional music or traditional 
context for the playing of the leaf ’ with the sole exception of Duncan-
Kemp’s mention (Bradley 1995, 7).

Conclusion
Along with recording some local vocabulary from her Aboriginal 
acquaintances in the Channel Country of south-west Queensland, Alice 
Duncan-Kemp copied various words from publications by others without 
attribution. The clearest instances are from Bates’s and Wilson’s articles, and 
the spellings (at least) from Roth’s ethnography. To some extent, Duncan-
Kemp must have already grasped the concepts for which she imported the 
names; to what extent, though, is, within the limits outlined, hard to know. 
Hundreds more words, the majority in her fourth book published in 1968, 
have not been identified as copies, nor can they be corroborated in the 
local languages; these may well be a valuable record of Channel Country 
vocabulary that no one else wrote down.
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In some places, Duncan-Kemp has blurred fact and fiction. As more 
community members engage with similar resources at a distance from advice 
from experts, there’s a place for advising caution about trusting sources that 
have not been well tested. In this context, the above analysis is also intended 
as a contribution to resources for the reconstitution of local language and 
culture.
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