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An example of rich language 

documentation: A return to the 
Old Mission

Clair Hill

Introduction
This chapter will explore the interaction between Umpila/Kuuku Ya’u 
speakers on a 60-kilometre car journey from Lockhart River Aboriginal 
Community to the Old Mission at Bare Hill in north-eastern Cape York 
Peninsula, Australia. The passengers were, at the time, three of the six 
remaining fluent speakers of Umpila and Kuuku Ya’u, two closely related 
dialects of a Paman language of this region. The trip is a return to home; 
it is a trip to Umpila homelands and a return to the mission site where 
the passengers grew up and spent their early adult lives. The mood in the 
car is one of excitement, and their conversation is lively and orientated 
almost exclusively towards noticing and discussing aspects of the passing 
landscape. They call out to plants and animals we pass, addressing them in 
a way one would a missed friend or family member. They notice a rich array 
of bushfoods ripe for use. They categorise and re-categorise tracts of land 
as we travel through them. They list the names of places along the route, 
confirming and reconfirming the spatial relationship between these places.

It is this array of dynamic and varied linguistic behaviour that drew my 
attention to exploring the language used on this trip and others like it. 
The car journey was recorded and analysed as part of a major regional 
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language documentation project in which the passengers and I were 
collaborators, called the ‘Documentation of Five Paman Languages of 
Cape York Peninsula’. One of the key local aims of this project was to 
supplement and fill gaps in earlier documentary records of Umpila and 
Kuuku Ya’u from the 1960s and 1970s, with the fundamental language-
documentation goal of creating more comprehensive language records for 
improved language revitalisation outcomes (Austin 2003; Himmelmann 
1998; Mithun 2007). Recording conversations on car journeys, such as the 
trip to the Old Mission, was one method used to complement the more 
formal and elicitation-based documentation work undertaken. Road trips 
to Country and outstations were contexts where speakers often self-selected 
to speak Umpila and Kuuku Ya’u rather than the vernacular of Lockhart 
River Creole. As described above, the language used in these contexts was 
focused on descriptions and classifications of the landscape and aspects 
of the landscape. The recording of these trips provided spontaneous and 
contextually situated language related to the landscape domain which was 
lacking from the existing documentation records.

The high degree of language competency displayed in the landscape domain 
is connected to the cultural salience of Country for Umpila and Kuuku Ya’u 
people, which is well documented in this context (Chase 1979, 1984; Chase 
and Sutton 1981; Rigsby 1982, 1999) as well as more broadly in Indigenous 
Australia (Berndt and Berndt 1970; Myers 1986; Sutton 1995; Walsh 
1997). But there is more than cultural salience at play here. The chapter 
will explore how the expressions and interactional sequences employed 
by speakers on this journey are linguistic actions which have the function 
of maintaining and revitalising the speaker’s connection to Country. The 
passengers’ interaction is best understood in relation to a cosmological or 
ontological frame where humans, landscape, plants and animals are all 
part of a greater whole – in anthropological literature in the Cape York 
context this has been termed the ‘humanised landscape’ (Rigsby 1982) 
and elsewhere the ‘corporeal connection’ (Stanner 1979, 135; Tamisari and 
Wallace 2006). This framing highlights the value of the documentation and 
analytical work undertaken in this project for language revitalisation within 
this community. Younger generations of Umpila and Kuuku Ya’u people 
cite feelings of discomfort and concern about visiting Country without 
knowing proper ways and protocols, of which traditional language usage 
form a key part (Ashmore and Allain 2017 make similar points in the Wik 
context). The rapid language loss experienced by this community could 
impact the younger generation’s ability to know specific expressions and 
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linguistic practices, and hence, also disrupt visitations, and connection, to 
Country. Language documentation like that made in the recording analysed 
in this chapter helps address this issue.

This chapter will explore two interconnected threads. First, it shares new 
language description for the landscape domain for Umpila/Kuuku Ya’u, 
with insights into social functions of language use in this domain. Second, 
it shares a successful language documentation methodology employed in a 
language loss context and a close analysis of a recording utilising this method. 
The rest of this chapter is structured as follows. The following section will 
provide some background information on the current Umpila and Kuuku 
Ya’u language situation. The next section will provide a summary of the 
methods and introduce the context of the recording analysed in this chapter. 
The subsequent sections will provide key vignettes from the recording, 
illustrating how the rich contextualised data provides multiple insights 
into landscape semantics in Umpila and Kuuku Ya’u and cultural functions 
of these language usages. These are largely provided chronologically as 
produced on the car trip, leading the reader through the journey as it 
happened. The final section will draw together the discussion and advocate 
for the benefits of targeting domains of rich speaker competence in language 
documentation projects in challenging language loss contexts.

The language setting
Umpila and Kuuku Ya’u are two varieties of a Paman language spoken 
on the eastern coast of Cape York Peninsula, Australia. This large remote 
peninsula located in the far north-east of the country is home to 40 or so 
distinct languages of the Pama-Nyungan family. Today, many have either 
only a  handful of fluent speakers or no current speakers, particularly in 
the central and southern areas of the peninsula which had earlier white 
contact and the intrusion of pastoral and fishing industries disrupting 
language transmission. Many of these language groups are undertaking 
a  range of different types of language revitalisation activities, according 
to the language situation and community needs: training local language 
workers, revitalising song practices to support language knowledge, and 
establishing school language classes (Ashmore and Allain 2017; Harvey 
2021; Hill and McConvell 2011; Nancarrow and Cleary 2017; Pama 
Language Centre 2016).
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Umpila and Kuuku Ya’u are the key southern and northern coastal dialects, 
respectively, of a dialect complex that had six or more varieties prior to non-
Indigenous colonisation. A micro-speech community of Umpila and Kuuku 
Ya’u has persisted with a handful of elderly speakers and around a dozen 
semi-speakers.1 Most of these reside today in Lockhart River Aboriginal 
Community, situated on Lloyd Bay. In contemporary community-based 
life the two dialects function as a composite variety (Hill 2018, 24–29; 
Thompson 1988, 3). They are referred to as single language entity (Umpila/
Kuuku Ya’u) throughout this chapter. Today the vernacular language of 
Lockhart River community is an English-lexified creole, Lockhart River 
Creole, which bears some relationship to Torres Strait Creole (Mittag 2016). 
The emergence of Lockhart River Creole began in the early 20th century, 
which saw increased interaction with outsiders, most notably Torres Strait 
Islanders and South Pacific Islanders. A form of Lockhart River Creole was 
firmly established as the everyday language of the community by the middle 
of the 20th century (Laade 1970, 273; Warby 1999).

The key speakers involved in the language documentation project 
(see below), in which the work reported on here was undertaken, were a 
small group of elderly Umpila and Kuuku Ya’u women respectfully and 
affectionately referred to as the old girls within their community. These 
elderly women had a great enthusiasm for, and dedication to, telling and 
creating language documentary records. This reflects the time of change 
they had lived through and their awareness of the shift and loss of culture 
and language. Between 2004 and 2012, with considerable community and 
local organisational support, they participated in three significant language 
documentation projects.2 This chapter provides a look at one method 
employed with one of these projects.

1	  A semi-speaker is someone who has partially acquired a language, usually within childhood, during 
a period of language change or language loss within their community (Dorian 1977; Grinevald 2003).
2	  These projects were (i) Oral Histories and Stories of the Umpila and Kuuku Ya’u Peoples of Lockhart 
River language and culture documentation in 2004, undertaken in collaboration with Lockhart River 
Land and Sea Management Centre and Lockhart River Arts and Cultural Centre, funded by AIATSIS; 
(ii) Cape York Peninsula Language Documentation Teams in 2005, undertaken in collaboration with the 
Lockhart River Arts and Cultural Centre funded by Maintenance of Indigenous Languages and Records 
program; (iii) Five Paman languages of Cape York Peninsula between 2007 and 2011, undertaken in 
collaboration with Lockhart River Aboriginal Shire Council, which supported PhD fieldtrips of the 
author and was funded by the Endangered Languages Documentation Program.
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The method and the data examined
The speech during the car journey analysed in this chapter was recorded 
as part of a major language documentation project that the passengers 
and the author were collaborators in, called the ‘Documentation of five 
Paman languages of Cape York Peninsula’, funded by the Endangered 
Language Documentation Program.3 It was a three-year project (2006–09) 
to supplement and fill gaps in earlier documentary records of Umpila and 
Kuuku Ya’u, and it also had a strong focus on recording the stories and oral 
histories of the speakers.

There are challenges in language documentation contexts where there is only 
a small pool of fluent speakers and great community interest in documenting 
language knowledge, such as this one. Given that the target language 
for documentation isn’t the everyday language within a community, the 
documentary records by necessity become planned events and often formal 
and performative. Speakers who haven’t regularly spoken the target language 
in recent years may be self-conscious or concerned about correct language 
production. Certain methods of elicitation, such as grammatical elicitation, 
stimuli-based elicitation, and narration tasks, often prevail in these contexts 
and are incredibly useful. Recording conversations on car journeys, such 
as the trip to the Old Mission discussed in this chapter, was one method 
used in the Umpila and Kuuku Ya’u language documentation project to 
complement the more formal and elicitation-based documentary records.

The Umpila/Kuuku Ya’u language documentation team made a series of 
audio recordings on car journeys to outstations and other key on-Country 
locations in 2008–09. This interactional context became a target for 
documentation after we noted the spontaneous and rich Umpila/Kuuku 
Ya’u language employed on these journeys, particularly the complex 
environmental and spatial descriptions. There are limited situations within 
the contemporary life of the speakers where their heritage language was 
employed in such an extended and spontaneous way. Relatedly, most 
excerpts in this chapter contain elements of Lockhart River Creole, the 
everyday vernacular of the remaining Umpila and Kuuku Ya’u speakers. 
The presence of this newer language code does not diminish the value of 

3	  The team-based project was led by Jean-Christophe Verstraete and hosted at the University of Leuven. 
It supported work on five Paman languages in urgent need of language documentation.
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the rich records of Umpila and Kuuku Ya’u language. They are a result of 
the natural and spontaneous online language production which involves 
multiple codes.

For the car recordings, the audio set-up consisted of a video camera 
(Panasonic HC Ultra HD Professional Camcorder) and microphone with 
a windshield (Rode NT1 Cardioid Condenser Microphone with DeadCat 
windshield). The camera was not used to record visuals: the video camera 
and the Rode microphone interfaced well and produced better audio in 
challenging conditions than the handy Zoom H2/H4 which was often used 
for audio recordings in other contexts during field trips. The microphone 
was positioned on a small desktop stand within a shoebox and held in 
position with a collection of tea towels and handtowels; movement was 
a key concern given corrugations and rough road conditions. The shoebox 
was placed on the centre console between the two front seats with the 
microphone facing towards the passengers in the backseat and the box 
was also wedged securely in place on the console using tea towels and a 
micro travel towel. The resulting audio was surprisingly good, clear enough 
for accurate transcription despite the dirt road and severe corrugations 
as is typical of roads in this area. On some of the trips, supplementary 
documentation was also undertaken, such as a GPS track recorded using 
a handheld Garmin device, still photography, and video recorded at key 
places along the way.

The recording under consideration in this chapter is a conversation between 
three Umpila/Kuuku Ya’u speakers during a car trip on 28 August 2008. 
The 60-kilometre journey is from their current residence in Lockhart River 
Aboriginal Community on Lloyd Bay to the original mission settlement 
near Cape Direction. The route is shown roughly in Figure 29.1. Due to 
poor road conditions, the participants hadn’t travelled to the Old Mission 
for three or four years and only intermittently in the preceding decades. 
The car had six passengers in total during the trip under discussion. The 
three Umpila/Kuuku Ya’u elderly women speakers (referred to as speakers 1, 
2 and 3 in examples throughout) who carry most of the conversation, and 
the author, remain constant. The grandson of one of the speakers and the 
coordinator of the local art centre share the driving, swapping between cars. 
It is common to become bogged on this road (note the many river and creek 
crossings shown on Figure 29.1) and so two cars were travelling together 
with some change in drivers throughout. The journey takes around 2 hours 
and 15 minutes.
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FIGURE 29.1: Map of the journey taken on 28 August 2008.
Source: Cartography © Brenda Thornley, 2024.

As mentioned above, the trip is a return to home in two ways. The speakers 
spent most of their childhood and young adult life at the Old Mission. 
It is also a trip to edge of Umpila homelands to which all three speakers 
are affiliated through patrilineal connections. It is a familiar journey. They 
travelled this route (approximately, with some route differences between 
tracks and roads of earlier eras) to the Iron Range Airstrip while still resident 
at the mission, and then later in life to revisit their childhood home.

Old man country
The discussion will now turn to a series of vignettes from the recording. 
The first occurs once the familiar surrounds of Lockhart River community 
have been left behind, around 6 kilometres further on from an often-visited 
causeway near the start of the road. In this sequence, one passenger says 
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ngaachi [world/country/place] getting old now (as shown in line 1). A similar 
assessment is made later in the journey, with the same speaker producing a 
related expression in Umpila/Kuuku Ya’u, ngaachi chilpu-laka ‘poor old man 
country’ (excerpt 2, line 1).

Excerpt (1) (Tape 1 01:21)

1 S1 ngaachi-laka4 getting old now

place-pathos getting old now
the poor place is getting old now

2 (0.8)
3 S2 hey?

(0.8)
ngaachi
place
the place

Excerpt (2) (Tape 1 35:04)

1 S3 place look strange-laka hey=5

place looks strange-PATHOS hey
the place looks strange, poor thing, hey?

2 S1 =yea:::h
3 (0.4)
4 CH place look strange (.) different from how you rem[ember it?

4	  The following abbreviations are used in the glosses: 1 first person, 2 second person, ASSOC 
associative, dem demonstrative, dist distal, DIR directional, FUT future, INC inclusive, NF non-
future, NOM nominative, PRED predicator, PROX proximal. These notation conventions are used 
to indicate the timing and other aspects of the talk: ::: colons indicate a prolongation in production; = 
contiguous utterances, an equal sign is placed either side of utterances with no time gap. [ overlapping 
utterances, left hand square brackets mark the start of the overlap. (0.0) intervals within and between 
talk are measured in seconds and indicated in brackets. (.) micro-pause, a pause less than (0.2). The 
timing notation follows standard conversational analytic and interactional linguistics practice – see Ochs 
(1979), and transcription notation developed by Gail Jefferson as described in Atkinson and Heritage 
(1984, ix–xvi).
5	  There is currently no standardised Lockhart River Creole orthography in use in the community, 
though key community language workers widely acknowledge the need for one to create improved 
language resources and teaching materials. This is a goal for future work. This chapter will employ an 
orthography based on English spelling for the fragments of Lockhart River Creole which feature in 
examples. This does not accurately represent the phonology of the language, but in the context of this 
chapter, it does allow for easier (albeit compromised) access by readers not familiar with it.
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5 S1 [ngaachi chilpu-laka

place old.man-PATHOS
poor old man country

6 (0.2)
7 S3 not like time belong we (.) it never been that kind

In a follow-up session in Lockhart River, the significance of the use of 
these expressions became clear. Ngaachi chilpu is explained by the speaker 
of this phrase as meaning: ‘When the place like an old man, tired and not 
good anymore. We need to care for it, make it come good and strong again’ 
(Hill 2007–10, LCHVDP03Sep0801). The conception of the land as an 
old man and the expression ngaachi chilpu ‘old man country’ reflects the 
passenger’s changed interaction with the land in recent decades. ‘Old man 
country’ expresses a change of state of the place due to human neglect 
(for discussion of a comparative perspective to Wik-Ngathan, see Sutton 
1978, 49–50; Hill and Ashmore 2020, 56–57). Discussion with the 
speakers reveals that this state is associated with the absence of regular and 
appropriate use of resources associated with a tract of land, the absence 
of regular burning off, and the lack of regular visits to important places 
and camp sites by appropriate family members. This is believed to result 
in both environmental and metaphysical degradation, such as diminishing 
availability of resources, potentially dangerous wildfires, and the unsettling 
of forces associated with totems and ancestral spirits (for similar discussion, 
see Chase 1980, 133–36). The passenger’s categorisation of the land as 
ngaachi chilpu reflects a view of abandonment. They remark that the place 
looks unfamiliar, unlike in their early years (see (2), line 1: the place look 
strange poor thing!; line 7: not like time belong we [belonging to us]). When 
this comment is produced while we are travelling, we are near an outstation 
that was of local importance and frequently visited in mission years but has 
long been unoccupied and neglected. This is also true for the road itself and 
indeed the Old Mission destination. The road is closed to vehicles most 
of the year (as compared to horse or tractor travel in previous eras) due to 
seasonal rains washing away parts of the route, and for most Umpila/Kuuku 
Ya’u people, the lack of transport means nearly no access at all. The Old 
Mission site itself is overgrown, with remnants of the dwellings to be found 
in long grass.

The expression ngaachi chilpu is recurrently explained as being imbued with 
pathos (as in (2) above), much like the pity and sorrow one would feel for 
an elderly family member who should be respected but instead has been set 
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aside; note in (1) and (2) the expression occurs along with a special pathos 
clitic -laka which overtly expresses and reinforces this meaning in each of 
these usages. In line with the pathos expressed in ngaachi chilpu, returns 
to neglected places are reported by the speakers as typically emotional 
events. People recognise the neglect, they ungkangkalmana ‘cry for’ and 
wul’inchanya ‘feel sorry for’6 the land and spirits of dead relations associated 
with the land (Chase 1980, 133; Sutton 1978, 49–50). This road trip is 
such a return to Country. While the passengers do not leave the car on the 
journey, they acknowledge the neglect through exchanges such as in excerpt 
(1) and (2), and work to make amends to the Country we pass through. 
Many of the expressions and interactional behaviour explored in the rest of 
this chapter are linked to the social action of making amends to Country.

Good country
Throughout the trip, the passengers excitedly express their appreciation of 
the land, noting the richness of the plants that are ready to use and the 
animals available for hunting. They call out to the land directly. Excerpt 
(3) features an example of this, which occurs 13 minutes further along in 
the journey from excerpt 1. S1 calls out the window, Away ngaachi nganu 
kumilanamu miinthama ‘Hey Country you have sandpaper fig. It is good!’ 
(line 3), using an interjection and second person pronoun to create an 
address utterance.

Excerpt (3) (Tape 1 14:06)

1 S1 oo kiika-na ngi’i kumila
oh look-NF dem.prox tree.sp
oo look here at the sandpaper fig.

2 (0.4)
3 S1 away ngaachi nganu kumila-namu miintha-ma

hey place 2sgNOM tree.sp-ASSOC good-PRED
hey place you have sandpaper fig. It is good!

6	  There are equivalent examples of empathic expressions and specifically ‘feel sorry for’ verbs in 
many Australian languages. A few examples drawn from languages across the continent are nyarrurrini 
in Manyjilyjarra (Burgman 2009); ngangkang ngoonchan in Wik Mungkan (Kilham 1986); marrbun in 
Dalabon (Ponsonnet 2014); ngarragali in Gamilaraay (Ash, Giacon and Lissarrague 2003).
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4 (0.6)
5 S2 miintha kumila here grow everywhere [alright!

oh look-NF
Good sandpaper fig here growing everywhere alright!

6 S3 [yeah look all sweet one
Yeah look they are all sweet ones.

Examples like (3) evoke how Country as a listening recipient is available for 
address in the interaction. Speakers would describe this linguistic action as 
kuupathangka ngaachiku or ‘talking for country’ in an Aboriginal English 
expression widely used in Cape York Peninsula and possibly further afield. 
At Martin Creek, the passengers call out to ngaachi ‘Country’ exclaiming 
how the bush fruit is beautifully ripe and ready to eat. It’s delivered as a 
congratulations to the place for its abundance. At Thalmpapinta, they 
notice that a tree species used in the production of several material cultural 
items is growing plentifully and is available to make spears and other 
items. The speakers use proximal deictics like ngi’i ‘here’ or ngi’ilu ‘this one’ 
(excerpt (3) line 1) and the visual perception verb kiikina ‘look’ (excerpt 
(3) line 1) to secure joint attention, directing each other to notice and 
appreciate the various resources on offer together. These are a recurrent part 
of the structure of the noticing sequences, along with a third element, an 
attribute of the plant or animal (excerpt (3) line 6). Excerpt (4) provides 
another illustration of one of these sequences and shows this three-part 
structure. First, it begins with a deictic and look construction to solicit joint 
attention (‘… here front side, oh here look’, see lines 1–3 below). Second, 
it is followed by a description of the resource (‘turtle down here, big one!’, 
lines 5–6). Third, it is followed by an attribute of the resource (‘a long neck 
one’, line 8).

Excerpt (4) (Tape 1 17:21)

1 S2 oowow atapa ngi’i front side
EXCLM creek dem.prox front side
oowow creek here frontside

2 (0.6)
3 S1 oh look ngi’i look

oh look dem.prox look
oh look here look!
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4 (.)
5 S2 minya tukul pakay (.) big one=

animal getting old big one
turtle down here, big one!

6 S1 =yeah minya tukul here now
yeah animal turtle here now
yeah turtle here now

7 (0.2)
8 S3 manu uungku

neck long
a long neck one

The sequence in (4) is typical in other ways. The noticed resource does not 
have to be sighted to be the target of the noticing sequence. In this instance, 
the passengers do not see any visual evidence of the presence of long neck 
turtles (line 8). There is a small creek to cross, and the car doesn’t slow. 
However, it is a place where long neck turtles are known to be found. This 
highlights a social function of these collaborative sequences. Interactants 
use them to demonstrate that they know places where certain resources can 
be found and/or they can identify resources for exploitation. The provided 
assessment or feature of this resource displays an understanding of its use 
and importance to the other interactants in this situation. The place itself is 
included as an interactant which can be addressed in these sequences, as in 
excerpt (3).

The noticing sequences, along with much of what the passengers 
linguistically do on this road trip, can be described as having the social 
action of making the Country come good. The noticing utterances frequently 
include an assessment of the resources, or the Country in general, as miintha 
‘good’, as in (3). In a follow-up language session at a later point, Country 
deemed as miintha ‘good’ is emphasised as one currently being used by 
people, or Country that is ripe for usage by people. This characterisation is 
highlighted by one Umpila speaker talking about what makes a ‘good’ place 
or ‘good’ Country shown in excerpt (5) below. She provides an example of 
having good sand for camping and good fishing: like good place for camp, 
like good spot for fishing (line 5). Crucially, in the vernacular definition, it 
is human use itself that makes it a good place. She finishes up by saying, 
we go there, make-im [make it] come good (line 7). This stands in direct 
contrast to the human neglect of ngaachi chilpu ‘old man country’ discussed 



993

29. AN EXAMPLE OF RICH LANGUAGE DOCUMENTATION

above, where human neglect is tied to lack of visitation, to degradation 
and to the metaphorical ageing of a place. The notion of ngaachi miintha 
‘good country’ and the expression come good resonates with widely used 
expressions such as Healthy Country and Caring for Country in the 
broader Indigenous Australian context (OIPC 2007). These expressions tap 
into widespread Indigenous Australian views on the interconnectedness of 
promoting ecological and human health (Burgess et al. 2005; Burgess, Berry 
and Gunthorpe 2008; Rose 1996).

(5) Vernacular definition discussion on ‘good place/Country’

1 oh ngampula waatha-ka Wachipinta ngam ngaachi miintha-ma
oh 1plincnom go-fut Martin Creek ok place good-pred
oh we go Wachi, ok, it is a good place

2 (0.2)
3 wimpa miintha-ma

sand good-pred
it is good sand

4 (0.8)
5 like good place for camp, like good spot for fishing
6 (0.4)
7 we go there make-im come good

(Hill 2007–10, LCHVDP21Jun0901)

Shared designations
Once the road crosses over most of the tributaries of the Claudie River 
and starts to turn towards the coastline, there is a shift in the environment. 
The  ground is sandier and the vegetation more open. At this point, the 
passengers begin discussing whether the ground material of this area 
is better referred to as ampulu ‘sandy soil’ or yar’i ‘fine white sand’. This 
interaction is shown in excerpt (6). In line 1, S2 initiates the following 
sequence by producing ampulu hey? ‘sandy soil hey?’. This is confirmed by 
the other passengers, but then she self-corrects this to yar’i ‘fine white sand’ 
(line 7). S1 then disagrees with characterisation, no no he can’t be (line 12). 
S2 maintains it is yar’i (lines 14–15).
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Excerpt (6) (Tape 1 27:29)

1 S2 ampulu hey?
sandy soil hey?

2 (0.4)
3 S4 ampulu?

sandy soil?

4 S1 yea:::h=
5 S3 =y[eah
6 S2 [yar’i [yar’i pulpul

fine sand, fine white sand 

7 S3 [yar’i [pulpul
fine white sand

8 S4 yar’i [pulpul?
fine white sand?

9 (0.2)
10 S2 he just like- there where for Macamboy mob hang

11 (0.5)
12 S1 no no he can’t be
13 (0.8)
14 S2 no them kind sand now small one
15 (1.3)
16 S2 fine one

The negotiation between the speakers in (6) about which term fits best 
highlights the extra meanings and associations of these terms. These are at 
the root of the minor disagreement. The sequence also highlights the use of 
shared designations across referential categories which is a common feature 
of the landscape domain in Umpila/Kuuku Ya’u. Ampulu and yar’i can be 
used to refer to a soil type as well as to a patch of land or an extended area or 
landform, where that soil type is present. Ampulu is ‘sandy soil’ and the term 
can be used in application to the soil itself (i.e. a handful of it) or to a patch 
of the soil or to the coastal dune habitat in which the soil is characteristic.7 
Yar’i is the term for a ‘fine white sand’ and is also used as a habitat term for 

7	  This could be a metonymic relationship whereby habitat type comes to be referred to by the 
name of the ground material it is associated with or alternatively monosemy. See Hill (2022) for some 
discussion of this.
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several specific dune systems with the fine white sand. The yar’i form has an 
additional meaning, as the name of a place in the Temple Bay area – which 
is viewed as a prototypical instantiation of the type of habitat. All these 
three uses, viz. basic noun, habitat term and place name, employ the same 
form with no lexical derivation required (see Table 29.1). The difficulty 
with S2’s use of yar’i in excerpt (6) appears to be from interference between 
the two of the usages. While the sand physically looks like yar’i ‘fine white 
sand’, S1 is  troubled by its association with a culturally significant place 
yar’i which is connected to a totemic being and an associated creation story. 
It is these associations which are the issue in settling on the appropriate 
characterisations in the conversation between the passengers.

Table 29.1: Shared designations of ampulu and yar’i.

Soil Landscape Place name

ampulu sandy soil coastal dune habitat –

yar’i fine white sand parabolic dune system Temple Bay place

Source: Author.

Shared names are rife in Umpila/Kuuku Ya’u environmental domains; this is 
a phenomenon noted in Australia more broadly, e.g. in Nunggubyu (Heath 
1978), Mayali (Evans 1997), Yir Yoront (Alpher 1991), and Anindilyakwa 
(Waddy 1988). One of the most interesting examples of this is the use of 
shared names for biota in different categories based on shared appearance or 
trait. For example, the term yikan is used to refer to a species of acacia tree 
(flora), a place which is associated with abundance of these trees (place), 
a spear type which is made from the acacia wood (object), and the action of 
straightening a spear over the heat of a fire (action). The shared designation 
yikan is semantically driven through shared spatial continuity of plant-
to-place but then also a further association of use-and-action. This is a 
recurrent pattern in shared designations in Umpila/Kuuku Ya’u (Hill 2022). 
It connects back to fundamental points made above about the cultural 
salience of associations between places and resources and use of these 
resources. Words like yar’i, ampulu and yikan are examples of lexicalisation 
of these connections.

There are only a handful of instances within the existing Umpila/Kuuku 
Ya’u language corpus where speakers overtly discuss shared designations. 
The sequence recorded on this trip provides unique insight into speakers’ 
understandings of the relationship underpinning these shared designations. 
There is overt awareness of shared designations with multiple related 
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meanings and the different speakers may activate different aspects of 
meanings associated with these in different contexts. This example once 
again illustrates the rich insights into Umpila/Kuuku Ya’u landscape 
semantics that this documentation method generated.

Place names
The passengers list place names along the route repetitively and 
collaboratively. An example of this occurs a few minutes along the road 
from the previous vignette and is shown below in excerpt (7). S1 comments 
Danger Creek this side (line 1). S2 joins in with a reference to a closer place 
with Nunda that side (line 3). S1 confirms and lists a sequence of four named 
places along the route we are travelling: Nunda, then Danger creek, then 
yiipay [south] Yumachiku, then wanim [watyamacallit] that another place 
them callim? Kukinyuku (lines 4–7). The list is then extended to include 
Bald Hill (line 15).

Excerpt (7) (Tape 1 30:23)

1 S1 Danger Creek this side
2 (1.0)
3 S2 Nunda that side=
4 S1 =Nunda then Danger Creek then yiipay [south8] Yumachiku

5 the:::n wanim [whatyamacallit] that another place them callim? 
6 (1.2)
7 S1 Kukinyuku

8 (0.4)
9 S3 hm[mm
10 S4 [Kukinyuku?

11 (0.3)
12 S2 Kukinyuku there now yinchu [close] to where you go in
13 (1.0)
14 S3 you can look wanim [whatyamacallit] there=
15 S1 =Kukinyuku and then Bald Hill

8	  Interlinear glossing is not used in this excerpt. The few language forms used, besides from the place 
names, are glossed in square brackets.
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The list includes both traditional language (e.g. Nunda) and English-
introduced place names (e.g. Danger Creek) reflecting the use of both 
systems of names in contemporary life. The place name lists produced on 
this trip are typically co-produced by several speakers and include spatial 
terms indicating the relationship between the places, e.g. see (7), this side 
(line 1), that side (line 3), then yiipay ‘then south’ (line 4), yinchu ‘close’ to 
where you go in (line 12).

The author has observed place name listing in both informal conversations 
and more formal storytelling contexts (as the following example illustrates). 
The road trip recording provides a data point of comparison between on-
Country lists and place name listing in narratives – once again providing 
spontaneous examples to complement the more planned or formal language 
use contexts within the language documentation project. The sequence in 
(8) is an extract from a narrative Ngaachi Kungkay (recorded in 2007, not 
on the trip in focus in this chapter). It lists five place names along the coast: 
Paytham, Mapunyuchi, Thuuyapinta, Chili Beach and Yuwka. As in excerpt 
(7), the list is collaboratively produced with cross-speaker confirmation of 
the place names and features spatial information about the relationship 
between the places (line 1 pakay ‘down’; line 8 and 12 kungkay ‘north’; line 
16 ngku kuukulu ‘from over there’). As in (7) and (8), the lists follow travel 
routes, even without an accompanying account of a trip, though they are 
more commonly embedded in some account. These lists provide insight 
into people’s normal habitation and travel (Hill and Ashmore 2020, 61–62). 
A similar observation has been made by Sutton for Wik-Ngathan and Wik 
Alken in the Western Cape context where a person talking about Country 
will list place names mostly following ridges and courses crossed on travel 
routes (Sutton 1978, 51).

(8) Place name list in Ngaachi Kungkay ‘North Place’ story, 13 August 2007

1 SP ngi’i pakay Paytham
dem.prox down place.name
down here is Paytham

2 (1.0)
3 SP then waathi-nya Mapunyuchi hey

then go-NF place.name hey
then go to Mapunyuchi hey?

4 (0.6)
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5 SP Mapunyuchi

place.name
Mapunyuchi

6 (.)
7 SP yaw Mapunyu=

yes place.name
yes Mapunyuchi

8 SP kungkay-ma
north-DIR
northwards

9 (1.0)
10 DS Thuuyapinta there

place.name there
Thuuyapinta there

11 (0.6)
12 SP kungkayi

north
north

13 (1.2)
14 SP go now Chili Beach

go to Chili Beach now

15 (0.4)
ngku kuukulu
dem.dist2 from
from over there

16 (0.5)
17 SP ngaachi manthal Yuwka

place name place.name
the place named Yuwka

(Hill 2007–10: LCHVDP13Aug0701)

The recurrent structural features of these lists, which can be identified in both 
conversational and narrative contexts of use, suggest this is conventionalised 
collaborative speech act for Umpila/Kuuku Ya’u speakers. This brings us 
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to the question of what might motivate this conventionalisation. Knowing 
named places and their spatial relationship to each other can be helpful 
for wayfinding. This journey is made on a road, minimising the need for 
navigation via place names, but at an earlier time this was a bush track 
travelled by foot or horse; indeed prior to Mission days, all travel was by 
foot or canoe and required good navigation skills. The linguistic practice of 
listing names may be grounded in, and serve, navigation functions. Systemic 
ordering of place names in stories and songs is widely noted in the Indigenous 
Australian context to have mnemonic functions (for key discussion, see 
Hercus and Simpson 2002; for language specific commentary, see also 
Merlan 2001; Strehlow 1971; Tamisari 2002; Wilkins 2002). Functionally, 
being able to successfully retrieve place names and locate the relevant places 
in space has been noted to contribute to navigation and knowing where 
resources are (Hercus and Simpson 2002) and helping track totems and 
events (Tamisari 2002; Wilkins 2002). These hypothesised functions and 
the observation that listing of place names is a recurrent linguistic activity 
by Umpila/Kuuku Ya’u speakers, make this valuable linguistic knowledge 
for young people to reclaim in language revitalisation.

Human–natural world classification 
systems
Reaching the destination, the car passes through the ruins of small cottages 
at the Old Mission, and as we come over a crest to look out to sea, one of 
the passengers makes a reference to the kuyan moiety classification of this 
land. This is shown in excerpt (9). S3 says, turning to the author (lines 6–8), 
potentially providing an explanation already known to the others in the car, 
‘see kuyan [moiety] now. All chu’uchi kul’a [small stones] everywhere pile up, 
rough one’.

Excerpt (9) (Tape 2 34:05)

1 S2 and you queen loadim- [yuma [fire(wood)] for yumi
2 S4 [this goes down to sea, does it?
3 (.)
4 S1 °yeah°
5 (0.6)
6 S3 see kuyan [moiety] now
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7 (0.2)
8 S3 all chu’uchi ku’la [small stones] everywhere pile up (.) rough one

The Umpila and Kuuku Ya’u subsection kin system of partilineal moiety 
groups, kuyan and kaapay, classify human society and much of the natural 
world. This bilateral grouping includes owned tracts of land referred to as 
estates in the local anthropological literature (Chase 1980, 136 following 
Stanner 1965). There are around 50 estates within the Umpila, Kuuku Ya’u 
and Kaanju complex with each of the estates classified as either kuyan or 
kaapay (Chase 1980, 136; Hill and Ashmore 2020, 55). On this road trip, we 
had crossed from kaapay classified estates, which constitute the area around 
the current Lockhart River settlement, into a kuyan estate. This transition 
happened about a third of the way through the drive. The change in estate 
and in moiety classification was not commented on by the passengers, until 
we arrived at Old Mission site and the sequence in (9) was produced. In (9) 
the speaker points to an association between a feature in the environment 
and the estate’s classification as kuyan: that is, the presence and nature of 
the stones on the foreshore (line 8). This association is linked to essential 
shared features that motivate or underpin the kuyan and kaapay groups (Hill 
2022, 2011; Thomson 1933). People talk of a person’s moiety as indicated 
by the colouring of their hair and skin or the lines on the palm of their 
hands. For tracts of land, features like patterns on leaf and bark, water types 
(still, moving, stagnant), textures of stone and other ground materials are 
viewed as indications of moiety classification. For ground material, broken 
vs smooth polished rock, rippled vs flat sand, are frequently appealed to, as 
is the case in (9). These associations were explored in photo naming and 
sorting tasks that the language speakers and the author worked on in 2007–
08 and that were reported on in Hill (2011, 2022). Once again, this rich 
documentation provides a spontaneous example of a speaker highlighting 
these associations in a natural context. This demonstrates that these 
associations are overtly drawn on by speakers in classifying the estates using 
this bilateral distinction.

Conclusion
This chapter has explored aspects of the interaction between Umpila/
Kuuku Ya’u speakers on a car journey which was a return to Country for the 
speakers. It was recorded at a crucial stage of language loss with only half a 
dozen fluent speakers. The aim was to document the complex spontaneous 
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and contextualised language that was noted to occur on car trips through 
and to Country. It is presented here as a successful example of rich language 
documentation and highlights the value of finding situations where strong 
language competency remains in language loss contexts. Each of the 
vignettes explored highlighted new insights into Umpila/Kuuku Ya’u, often 
complementing language material recorded in more formal and planned 
sessions.

This discussion has shown how the lively conversation of the passengers 
focused on the passing landscape, providing insights into landscape 
semantics and ways to talk about Country in Umpila/Kuuku Ya’u. The 
speakers’ interaction highlights a well-known cultural view in which humans, 
landscape, plants and animals are all part of a greater whole, referred to as 
the ‘corporeal connection’ (Stanner 1979, 135; Tamisari and Wallace 2006), 
or the ‘humanised landscape’ (Rigsby 1982). The ways of talking about 
landscape and the formal structure of the language categories themselves 
reflect this in many ways. The chapter explored an expression which classified 
Country as an ‘old man’ based on human–land interactions. This expression 
employed a human classificatory term and pathos suffix used to refer to 
people – demonstrating shared strategies for land and person reference. The 
analysis then examined noticing-assessment sequences in a context where 
the speakers greeted the Country as recipient in the interaction. Finally, 
the shared use of moiety classification for both Country and people was 
noted. The analyses presented show how the speakers of Umpila/Kuuku 
Ya’u throughout the trip highlight their knowledge of, and connection to, 
Country. The Country is termed at the start of the trip as ngaachi chilpu 
‘old man country’, highlighting its state as neglected and abandoned, but 
throughout the trip the speakers note the abundance of resources available 
and repeatedly describe the Country as miintha ‘good’. In doing so, they 
revitalise their relationship to the land with the use of language, while 
simultaneously creating rich language documentation records for language 
revitalisation purposes.
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Jane Simpson introduced me to the domain of toponymic studies in 
supervision meetings in my Honours year in the Linguistics Department 
at the University of Sydney in 2001. I was working on spatial language in 
Umpila/Kuuku Ya’u, and under her direction, I discovered how place names 
can be a locus for both unusual grammar and semantics. This sparked 
a  developing interest in how people talk about place and landscape that 
has been a recurrent thread in my research. My interest was even further 
cemented when, with Jane’s support, shortly after Honours, I worked 
as  research associate with the Australian National Placenames Survey 
at Macquarie University. At the time, the survey was in the final stages 
of copyediting a landmark volume The Land Is a Map, on place names of 
Australian Indigenous origin, which Jane co-edited with Flavia Hodges and 
Luise Hercus (Hercus, Hodges and Simpson 2002). This volume shows 
how place names are a conduit for understanding language and culture 
relationships. The complexity of this relationship feeds my ongoing interest 
in the ways people name and talk about place and landscape, as is reflected in 
this chapter.
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