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Ngurunderi’s wives: 

Implications for language  
and cultural revival

Mary-Anne Gale and Judy Cole

Introduction
Ngurunderi is arguably the most celebrated Ancestral hero to the 
Ngarrindjeri people of the Lower Murray, Lakes and Coorong region of 
South Australia (SA). But in the contemporary context of the MeToo 
movement,1 some Ngarrindjeri women are asking whether he is a hero 
worthy of such celebration. In a relatively well-known Dreaming narrative, 
Ngurunderi pursues his two runaway wives throughout the length and 
breadth of his country, and on finding them at the tip of Ramindjeri clan 
territory2 he takes his revenge and drowns them both as they attempt to 
escape across the sea to Kangaroo Island. Similarly, in another narrative 
Ngurunderi’s brother-in-law Nepeli pursues his own two runaway wives, 
depicted as two temptresses, in order to claim them back. To escape Nepeli’s 

1	  ‘MeToo’ is a social movement against sexual abuse and sexual harassment. The phrase ‘MeToo’ was 
first used on social media in 2006, on Myspace, by the activist Tarana Burke, a sexual assault survivor. 
The tag #MeToo was first tweeted in 2017 and since then has gained much momentum as a movement. 
Wikipedia, ‘MeToo Movement’, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/MeToo_movement.
2	  Ramindjeri is the most western clan dialect of the Ngarrindjeri nation. Its country runs from the 
mouth of the Murray River at Goolwa in the east to Cape Jervis on the tip of the Fleurieu Peninsula in 
the west.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/MeToo_movement
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wrath his two  wives choose to give up their life on earth and escape to 
the skies above, along with the seductive Ancestral hero Waiyungari, where 
together they become three stars in the heavens.

So what does a community do when the cultural knowledge and 
key creationary narratives associated with their language are possibly 
misogynistic and unpalatable to women? Do they ignore them? Or openly 
challenge them? Or represent the narratives in a more palatable form for 
women? We  ask this in the context of the cultural and language revival 
movement which has now gained much momentum within the Ngarrindjeri 
community in SA. This chapter addresses some of the questions that 
Ngarrindjeri women (one of whom is a co-author, Judy Cole) are asking 
today as they contemplate the ill-fated outcomes of female protagonists 
in the creationary Ngarrindjeri Dreaming narratives that are remembered 
today. It should be noted that not all Ngarrindjeri Dreaming narratives 
include women. In fact those that are most remembered and passed on to 
children, and shared in schools, are typically about non-gendered birds, fish 
and animals, and end with life messages about the importance of sharing, 
never venturing out alone, listening to Elders and not being too proud.

However, it is the more epic creationary Ngarrindjeri Dreaming narratives 
which feature women, and these women are often destined to victimhood 
at the hands of their powerful male partners. The women typically appear in 
pairs, are portrayed as promiscuous or law breakers, and are either drowned 
together, transformed into birds together or manage to escape together 
from their hostile husbands into the celestial heavens. By contrast, the 
Ancestral heroes are male, are celebrated for their might and power, are the 
law-makers, are often aggressive, and are heralded for their earthly deeds of 
transforming the landscape or creating the many fish and animal species, 
plus other commendable feats.

This chapter explores the issue of the ways in which women are portrayed in 
Ngarrindjeri Dreaming narratives and what this means in the context of the 
MeToo movement. It particularly considers the language used to describe 
these women and their exploits, and their victimhood roles in narratives. 
It  also considers the syntactic category of ‘duality’ in the Ngarrindjeri 
language and how this is an obligatory marker at the clause and text level. 
We explain this obligatory aspect of the grammar because it is an important 
reflection of the culturally high load that two protagonists have in narratives, 
and this is particularly so when it comes to talking about women, wives and 
female characters. We finally offer (as a tentative suggestion) an alternative 
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reading of women’s roles in these narratives by offering a ‘rewriting’ (to use 
the Narrative Therapy term) of women’s exploits with a positive spin, but 
at the same time highlighting the duality constructions that Ngarrindjeri 
grammar offers.

What the anthropologists say
The anthropologist Joseph Campbell, author of the popular and seemingly 
timeless 1949 book The Hero with a Thousand Faces, compares mythologies 
from across the world and reveals an archetypal male hero who is evident 
across time and cultures. Campbell talks universally of the hero:

The tendency has always been to endow the hero with extraordinary 
powers from the moment of birth, or even the moment of conception. 
The whole hero-life is shown to have been a pageant of marvels with 
the great central adventure as its culmination. This accords with the 
view that herohood is predestined, rather than simply achieved … 
(Campbell 1949, 274–75)

So according to Campbell:

The hero has died as a modern man – perfected, unspecific, 
universal man – he has been reborn. His second solemn task and 
deed therefore … is to return then to us, transfigured, and teach the 
lesson he has learned of life renewed. (Campbell 1949, 14–15)

Over 70 years later, in response to Campbell, and his typical rendering of 
the ‘hero’ as a super-human male, in its various guises, Maria Tatar asks 
where are the (female) heroines in these same legends? In her 2021 book 
The  Heroine with 1001 Faces she gives recognition and a voice to the 
heroines that are silenced and (arguably) downplayed in Campbell’s analysis. 
Tatar reveals that:

As I was writing this book, it only gradually dawned on me that 
heroines were habitually bent on social missions, trying to rescue, 
restore or fix things, with words as their only weapons. Heroes, by 
contrast, are armed and ready for battle. They embark on quests and 
journeys that have as their goals more than a return home. Seeking 
glory in conflict, often military and martial, they chase down 
immortality more than anything else. And they secure enduring 
fame through a process that can be described, plain and simple, 
as self aggrandizement and self mythologization. (Tatar 2021, 6)
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Tatar (drawing on the work of Solnit 2020) points out that over the 
centuries, through the retelling of fairy tales and myths, ‘What we have 
done, as a culture, is enshrine stories about heroes and power (which often 
translates into the power to injure) and dismiss stories about ordeals that 
require resilience, persistence, and the forging of alliances’ (Tatar 2021, xxi).

In the context of the recent MeToo movement, and with a feminist reading 
of Campbell’s archetypal myths, Tatar contests that ‘women may appear 
in the triumphant stories of hero’s deeds and accomplishments, but all too 
often they are strangely invisible, lacking agency, voices, and a presence in 
public life’ (Tatar 2021, xx–xxi). We will return to this issue later in relation 
to the typical portrayal of women in Ngarrindjeri Dreaming narratives. 
But first we will provide a summary of two Dreaming narratives of the 
Ngarrindjeri nation that feature powerful male ‘heroes’ in revengeful pursuit 
of their wives, as they provide a point of reference for this chapter.

Two Ngarrindjeri narratives and their 
portrayal of male heroes
Ngurunderi, as mentioned earlier, is the most prominent Ancestral hero 
for the Ngarrindjeri people of South Australia. The narrative telling of 
Ngurunderi’s exploits on earth, before he enters the celestial realm, is one 
of the better known narratives told today. According to missionary Taplin, 
he was a ‘great hunter’ and ‘is said to have made all things on the earth, 
and to have given the men the weapons of war and hunting. Nurundere3 
instituted all the rites and ceremonies which are practised by the Aborigines, 
whether connected with life or death’ (Taplin in Woods 1879, 55).

So the creationary Ngurunderi narrative begins …4 Long ago (Kaldowinyeri) 
Ngurunderi travelled southwards from the upper reaches of the Murray 
River in pursuit of a giant Murray Cod (pondi). As he travelled further down 
the river he continued to chase the giant cod, which widened the river with 
the thrashing of its tail. Ngurunderi chased the cod all the way to the end 
of the river in the Lakes region at Kanakangg. After spearing the cod, with 
the assistance of his brother-in-law Nepeli, Ngurunderi cuts the cod into 

3	  ‘Nurundere’ is the spelling used by Taplin, compared to the spelling commonly used today: 
‘Ngurunderi’.
4	  The paraphrasing of the narrative here uses English expressions and vernacular terms as used by the 
various written sources, particularly Taplin (1879) and Meyer (1846), rather than those of the authors.
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pieces, with the latter commanding each piece to become a different species 
of freshwater fish. From Rumply Point (Ngalaiying) Ngurunderi continues 
his creationary travels, and at some stage his two wives (the sisters of 
Nepeli) run away from him.5 But his creation journey doesn’t stop, and 
nor does the pursuit of his two wives. Heading towards the south-east, he 
encounters Parampari (an evil man) and asks him: ‘Ngint engkun nakung 
mi:minengkun?’ Did you see those two women? At the Granites, a long 
battle ensues between Ngurunderi and Parampari, with the former finally 
killing and burning his combatant.

The pursuit of Ngurunderi’s wives continues westwards along the coast, as 
does his land forming events, until he sees his two wives wading across the sea 
towards Kangaroo Island (Narunggawi). In a final vengeful act, Ngurunderi 
calls to the waters to rise up and engulf his two wives, resulting in them 
drowning, and finally transforming into The Pages islands (Maralangk – 
two sisters). Ngurunderi ends his earthly journey by diving into the sea 
himself, and then rises up into the sky where he becomes a celestial and 
celebrated star (see Taplin in Woods 1879; Meyer in Woods 1879; Berndt 
1940; Tindale 1935b; Berndt and Berndt 1993).

Similarly, another male Ancestral hero of the Ngarrindjeri is Nepeli, 
Ngurunderi’s brother-in-law, who also pursues his two runaway wives. 
Nepeli’s wives are said to have left Nepeli for a narumbi (sacred man) 
named Waiyungari who was daubed in red ochre and therefore forbidden 
to women. According to Taplin, Waiyungari was ‘a mighty hunter of 
kangaroos’ and once cut up a giant kangaroo to make all the smaller species 
of kangaroo, just as Ngurunderi created all the different fish species (Taplin 
1879, 56–57). The two wives of Nepeli happened upon Waiyungari as 
he was drinking at a lake, and ‘admired his handsome form, and fell in 
love with him’. This made Nepeli ‘very angry with all parties concerned 
at being treated so scandalously’ (Taplin 1879, 56). After his wives spent 
a night together with their handsome but sacred hero, the angered Nepeli 
sought out Waiyungari’s hut and left a latent spark in its grass wall, and 
commanded it to ignite when his wives returned to spend another night 
with Waiyungari. When the hut ignites the women escape, along with 

5	  Ngurunderi’s wives enter the narrative at different stages in different versions of the same narrative. 
Albert Karloan was the source for Tindale (1935b), Berndt (1940) and Berndt and Berndt (1993). 
In Karloan’s version the wives are not mentioned until after the cutting up of the cod with Nepeli. In the 
Unaipon (Smith 1930) version they appear before the encounter with Nepeli. Meyer (in Woods 1879, 
205) begins the Ngurunderi narrative with Ngurunderi living ‘in the east’ with his two wives and several 
children. Note: Tindale’s version is the source for the vernacular terms used here in italics in this retelling.
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Waiyungari who throws a barbed spear, with a line on its end, up into the 
sky as a means of escape. Waiyungari pulls himself up to the sky, and then 
pulls the two women up, where they can be seen today as three stars in the 
heavens (wayirriwar) (see Taplin in Woods 1879; Meyer in Woods 1879; 
Tindale 1935a; Berndt and Berndt 1993).

Portrayal of women in Ngarrindjeri 
narratives
So what are we to make of the portrayal of women (or our possible 
‘heroines’) in the Ngarrindjeri Dreaming narratives that are available to us 
now? And is it possible to look beyond the misogynistic behaviour of the 
male Ancestral heroes, and salvage a feminist and post-MeToo reading of the 
same narratives? Can any agency be restored to the women in Ngarrindjeri 
narratives when their fate is always bleak and that of victimhood? Is it 
relevant that these narratives were relayed to researchers by Ngarrindjeri 
males? Would it have made a difference if the women were asked for their 
version/perspective of the narratives?

Does the fact that these narratives were typically recorded by zealous male 
missionaries6 and/or male anthropologists (in the context of a gender 
divided society in which women are oppressed) also help to explain the roles 
portrayed by the women in the retelling of the narratives? Even Catherine 
Berndt’s co-authored commentary refers to the behaviour of Nepeli’s two 
runaway wives as ‘reprehensible conduct … in violating a sacred taboo’ 
(1993, 299). Ronald and Catherine Berndt also refer to the (unusual for 
Australia) female moon in another narrative as ‘having no shame’ and 
‘copulating promiscuously’ (1993, 233).

Missionary George Taplin (1879, 55) refers to the hero ‘Nurundere’ as the 
Ngarrindjeri people’s ‘Supreme Being’. According to Meyer, the missionary 
to the Ramindjeri people of Encounter Bay, ‘Nurunduri’ was a ‘tall and 
powerful man’ and ‘wherever he arrived he spread terror amongst the people, 
who were dwarfs compared to him’ (Meyer in Woods 1879, 205). While 
pursuing his wives he created many landforms (at Ramong, for example, he 
created Kungkengkuwar – Rosetta head, or the Bluff – by stamping with his 

6	  Missionary Meyer comments in his brief ethnography (1846): ‘As the mythology and traditions of 
other heathen nations are more or less immoral and obscene, so it is with these people’ (Meyer in Woods 
1879, 200).
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feet). Meyer tells us that: ‘At length he found his two wives at Toppong’. But 
rather than showing his wives any compassion we are told that, ‘After beating 
them they endeavoured again to escape’. And, ‘Now tired of pursuing them, 
he ordered the sea to flow and drown them’ (Meyer in Woods 1879, 205).

None of the many recorders of the narrative have explained why Ngurunderi’s 
wives ran away from him in the first place. Was it because of the beatings 
reported by Meyer? The Berndts enquired, but confirm: ‘The reason for his 
two wives leaving him [Ngurunderi] was not revealed’ (Berndt and Berndt 
1993, 227). But they do write of the (supposed) disobedient behaviour 
of the women during their escape, such as catching and cooking bream 
fish which ‘burst [and released their smell during cooking] because it was 
taboo to women’ (Berndt and Berndt 1993, 224). They also write of the fear 
(of Ngurunderi) in the people crawling through the bushes at Nguldemalang, 
‘whispering among themselves, “Stoop down. He’ll see you!”’. Ngurunderi 
heard them whispering and turned them into birds, where they still dwell 
today, dwelling low in the lignum bushes (Berndt and Berndt 1993, 224).

The Ngarrindjeri man David Unaipon, in his florid retelling of the 
Ngurunderi narrative (in Smith 1930, 317–18), portrays Ngurunderi’s two 
wives as enchantresses or temptresses, and he often returns to the theme of 
imprisonment as a means of punishment for his female characters (see Gale 
2000 for an analysis of Unaipon’s writings). According to Unaipon:

Now these two maidens, by their wonderful charms, had captivated 
many a many good man on his way to the Spirit Land. On account 
of their behaviour these two maidens had been imprisoned under 
many different forms, sometimes as beautifully coloured butterflies, 
sometimes as flower-tops of reeds. Various trees, shrubs, and plants 
had endeavoured to keep them prisoners because they captivated so 
many great and good men [our emphasis]. (see Unaipon in Smith 
1930, 318)

At various times, Unaipon refers to these same two young maidens as: 
‘cunning maidens’, ‘fair maidens’, ‘a picture of beauty’, ‘culprits’, ‘the 
transgressors’ and ‘wayward wives’. For their act of eating the forbidden fish 
he writes: ‘silly and frivolous maidens have eaten the forbidden fish, and 
now they must be punished’ (see Smith 1930, 318–28).

Another negative reference to a female protagonist, again from the 
missionary Meyer, refers to ‘Wurruri’ (the spider) as an ‘ill-tempered old 
woman’ from whom the languages of the region originated (Meyer in 
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Taplin 1879, 204). Quite a celebratory feat? Despite the clear ill-temper 
of Ngurunderi during his travels, taking constant retribution on the many 
characters he encounters, including his wives, he continues to be portrayed 
as a hero by all the early recorders.

In modern times it is primarily Ngarrindjeri men who choose to retell the 
Ngurunderi narrative to others, and who celebrate the creationary acts of 
Ngurunderi, whether it be through their artworks or through oral ‘story-
telling’. A very large mural recently completed on Bay Road in the tourist 
town of Victor Harbor features three Ngarrindjeri Dreaming narratives, one 
being Ngurunderi. The mural was featured in the Fleurieu Living lifestyle 
magazine where the story was briefly retold by the Ngarrindjeri male artist. 
He states: ‘A god-like ancestor Ngurunderi shaped our lands and gave us our 
laws and ceremonies’. The artist only offers a sanitised version of the role 
played by Ngurunderi’s wives for the magazine, with no mention of them 
being drowned – just ‘Ngurunderi’s wives travelled ahead of him’ (2023, 92).

Most Ngarrindjeri women today choose not to tell the Ngurunderi narrative 
at all. And it is the women who primarily work in schools and are asked to 
share their culture and Dreaming stories with their students. Women deem 
the cruel treatment of Ngurunderi’s wives at the hands of their husband 
unsettling, and the mystery about why his wives were running away in 
the first place is problematic. They prefer to tell narratives with positive 
portrayals of its female characters.

Heroines in narratives from other groups
The Wawalag sisters, also known as the Wawilak sisters, are Ancestral 
heroines of Arnhem Land,7 in the Northern Territory, from the Dhuwa 
moiety. They travelled across the region from the east to the west as ‘creator 
beings’,8 transforming the land and creating the social order as they sang 
and named different plants and animals. They were also responsible for 
instilling different languages among the Dhuwa clans of Arnhem Land, 
largely through being swallowed by the Rainbow Serpent Yurlunggur, which 
regurgitates them, and their baby, at different stages of their journey. Their 
creative travels end back at Wawilak territory where they are regurgitated 
by the serpent once more, then turn into stone. The fertility and initiation 

7	  Wikipedia, ‘Arnhem Land’, accessed 15 June 2022, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arnhem_Land.
8	  Wikipedia, ‘Creator Deity’, accessed 15 June 2022, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Creator_deity.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arnhem_Land
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Creator_deity
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ceremonies associated with Wawilak songs and their creation activities 
provide cultural unity among the Dhuwa groups today (see Berndt and 
Berndt 1948).

The Djan’kawu sisters are two more celebrated Ancestral heroines of 
Arnhem Land, and also from the Dhuwa moiety. They travelled by canoe 
from the island of Burralku in the east, and then by foot traversed the 
land ‘following the sun’ towards the west on their creation journey. They 
carried sacred objects (including sacred dilly bags) and walked with a long 
stick in each hand, making springs and waterholes with their sticks, and 
naming the fish, birds and animals as they journeyed. They also gave birth 
to many children on their way, each representing the many Dhuwa clan 
groups. Different Dhuwa groups convey the various aspects of the journey, 
with one version telling of the men stealing the sacred dilly bags from 
the women as they swam in a waterhole (see Berndt 1952). According to 
Morphy, ‘In the Rirratjingu version of the Djan’kawu story the sisters were 
accompanied by their brother. They set out by canoe on a long voyage from 
Burralku, the land of the Morning Star in the west, to Yalangbara on the 
northeast Arnhem Land coast’ (Morphy 2011, 11). So, different ceremonies 
performed by Yolngu people today reflect different aspects of the Djan’kawu 
sisters’ journey and creationary acts, just as they do for the Wawilak sisters’ 
journey (see also Morphy 1984; Keen 1994).

Ngurunderi’s wives and the Hindmarsh 
Island bridge affair
Well before the MeToo movement of 2017, Ngarrindjeri women rose 
to prominence in the mid-1990s during the media frenzy surrounding 
the Hindmarsh Island bridge affair in SA. It was during that time that 
the expression ‘secret women’s business’ entered our shared repertoire of 
colloquialisms. Perhaps it was the unsettling challenge in the courts, regarding 
what some considered, rightly or wrongly, to be the fragmented cultural 
memories of the Ngarrindjeri women in particular, that subconsciously 
(or possibly consciously) spawned a renewed interest in reclaiming the 
Ngarrindjeri language and culture.

The Ngarrindjeri people today remain the very proud custodians of the 
lands and waters of the Lower Murray, Lakes and Coorong region, and 
the cultural knowledge associated with those lands and waters – even if that 
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knowledge is fragmentary. Ngarrindjeri territory includes Lake Alexandrina 
where the Ancestral hero Ngurunderi cut up the giant cod to make all the 
freshwater species of fish. The southern banks of Lake Alexandrina is the site 
of the community of Raukkan, the ‘home of the Ngarrindjeri’, which was 
the original site of the Point McLeay Mission founded by George Taplin in 
1859. Taplin’s (1879) written records, even though judgemental in nature, 
are a major source of cultural information today, as are Tindale’s 1930–
1940s journals (Tindale 1921–91) and the Berndt and Berndt (1993) 
written accounts.

Hindmarsh Island and the Murray Mouth, where the fresh water and 
saltwater meet, was the site of the dispute regarding ‘secret women’s 
business’ in the 1990s when a group of Ngarrindjeri women contested the 
building of a bridge that crossed the waters to connect Hindmarsh Island 
with the mainland at Goolwa. The bridge was eventually built in 2001, 
but the (brave) women who contested the proposed bridge won their 2001 
federal court case, validating their beliefs in the Dreaming narrative of the 
Seven Sisters associated with those waters. Because that same narrative 
was not recorded in the written records of anthropologists, the women 
were accused of ‘fabricating’ their story. The Royal Commission, called 
by the SA Government in June 1995, that questioned the validity of the 
Ngarrindjeri women’s beliefs and memories of their oral traditions caused 
much heartache, and split the community.

The reason we mention the controversy of the Hindmarsh Island affair is 
because it helps clarify why the contemporary revival of the Ngarrindjeri 
language, and the reclaiming of Ngarrindjeri cultural knowledge, has its 
challenges. It explains, to some extent, why the Ngarrindjeri people are 
a little sensitive when the authenticity of their cultural practices today is 
questioned. With the increased demand in the community for Ngarrindjeri 
people to perform smoking ceremonies, and with the constant requests 
to give ‘Welcome to Country’ speeches, or performances, there is much 
pressure. Who has the authority to perform these rituals? Can both men 
and women perform public smoking ceremonies? Who can give a welcome 
speech, and how ‘traditional’ are they anyway?9 And who can teach and/

9	  Gale’s closest experience of ‘welcoming’ speeches in remote areas of Australia is for Aboriginal 
custodians to call out to their Ancestors to let them know they are visiting their country, to ensure no 
harm comes their way. Gale found it amusing when in the 2021 season of the Bachelorette on Channel 10 
TV, the Aboriginal (Noongar-Yamatji) Bachelorette Brooke Blurton was given some sort of Welcome to 
Country ritual at Uluru in the Northern Territory. The Aṉangu women seemed decidedly uncomfortable 
in performing in Pitjantjatjara what the TV network (and maybe Brooke) must have requested of them.
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or bestow the rights for others to perform such ceremonies? As we write, 
schools and local councils are writing their Reconciliation Action Plans 
(RAP), which puts even more demands on Ngarrindjeri community 
members to help such organisations ‘tick all the boxes’.

The Hindmarsh Island bridge saga also helps explain why Ngarrindjeri 
women are sensitive about what versions of their Dreaming narratives are 
valid, and what aspects of their beliefs should be passed onto their young 
ones. They are now careful not to rely on the old written sources, particularly 
those written in judgement by male missionaries in the days when women 
were expected to be subservient to their husbands. They also know to give 
due credit to the living Ngarrindjeri Elders and the fragments they still 
remember of their cultural knowledge and Dreaming narratives, in fact 
the community demands that authority and respect be given to the Elders. 
To disrespect their remembered cultural knowledge would be like repeating 
the disrespect shown towards the contesting women during the Hindmarsh 
Island bridge affair.10

At the 1995 Royal Commission women spoke of Hindmarsh Island with the 
name of Kumarangk meaning ‘place of pregnancy’ (from kumari ‘pregnant’ 
+ -angk ‘Locative suffix’). They had memories of Hindmarsh Island being 
a place just for women where they went by boat to give birth, assisted by 
their midwives. A very elderly (non-Aboriginal) neighbour of Gale’s in SA, 
in the middle of the Hindmarsh Island saga, told of his aunt who was a 
midwife to the Aboriginal women on Hindmarsh Island (Kumarangk), 
where they would go to have their babies. His aunt would wait for the 
smoke signal from the women on the island, and then be rowed across by 
boat to assist them in birthing their child. The male boat owner did not 
remain on the island, and nor would the pregnant mother cross the waters 
to the midwife at Goolwa.

Ngarrindjeri people are told true stories of the kidnapping of Ngarrindjeri 
women by sealers to Kangaroo Island, in the early 1800s, where they were 
enslaved.11 They share this same violent contact history with their western 
neighbours, the Kaurna people of the Adelaide Plains. Some of the enslaved 
women tried to escape across Backstairs Passage, where Ngurunderi’s wives 
were drowned, with the same fatal end.

10	  For more details on the Hindmarsh Island bridge affair, see Bell (1998), Simons (2003), and Brodie 
with Gale (2002).
11	  Kangaroo Island is a larger island off the tip of the Fleurieu Peninsula across the rough waters of 
Backstairs Passage, about 22 kilometres from Cape Jervis.
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In one account, according to Taplin’s diary:

I heard today of an affecting event which happened near Waitpinga 
or Yankalilla some years ago. Some barbarous white sealers on 
Kangaroo Island stole three black women from the coast near Rapid 
Bay. One of these women had an infant with her and all appear to 
have had black husbands. While they were on Kangaroo Island they 
sought for means to get across Backstairs Passage, and so escape their 
captors and get back to their husbands. The two women who had no 
child found a dingey [sic] on the shore while the mother and infant 
were absent, and seizing the means of escape, started across the strait. 
They reached the other side safely. The poor young mother now 
pined in her loneliness and at last driven to desperation, tied her 
infant to her back, and started to swim across the seven miles of sea 
which separated her from her husband. She was never again seen 
alive. But some months later, her people found her body on the 
shore near Cape Jervis, above high water mark, with her dead babe 
tied to her head. She had crossed, crawled up the shore exhausted 
and died. (Taplin’s diary entry 15 February 1871)

More heroic escapes by women were relayed to Taplin, and retold in his 
journal:

I learned from the blacks that Lizzy Wilkin’s [a ‘half caste’ who was 
brought to Point McLeay to live by the government] mother was not 
stolen away from Port Lincoln but from Willunga. She was stolen 
so young that she cannot remember the locality. But many of the 
old people remember her and her being kidnapped … It appears 
that it was common for native women to be thus stolen by white 
people. The first whites who came to Point Malcolm tried to kidnap 
women. Old King Solomon’s mother was once kidnapped when he 
was a boy. The kidnappers used to take them to Kangaroo Island 
and keep them there. So they kept Solomon’s mother and a lot more 
women in a hut and used to tie them with cords when they left 
them. One day one of the women when thus bound in the absence 
of the men got hold of a piece of fire and burnt her cords and set 
herself free and also her companions. They then seized a dingey [sic] 
or boat of some kind and got over to Cape Jervis. When Solomon’s 
mother was taken away he was a boy, when she returned he was a 
man. (Taplin’s diary entry 9 March 1867)

Another woman, originally snatched away from her child at the mouth 
of the Inman River (Muwerang), succeeded in swimming the strait from 
Kingscote back to Muwerang to retrieve her child (see Berndt 1940, 185). 
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These kidnappings began well before the official colonisation of the state 
of SA in 1836, and before the establishment of Adelaide as the capital city, 
and long before the founding of Point McLeay Mission in 1859. There are 
Kaurna and Ngarrindjeri descendants today of Nellie Raminyemmerin, who 
was abducted by the Russian-Finnish sealer John Wilkins. Nellie was the 
mother of Lizzy Wilkins and had seven children in all to Wilkins. In 2011 a 
park was named in the Adelaide parklands after Nellie Raminyemmerin in 
her honour as a (surviving) Kaurna woman.12

The feminist writer and activist Rebecca Solnit tells us that as a (western) 
culture we have dismissed the element in stories about (female) ordeals 
that require ‘resilience, persistence, and the forging of alliances’. One 
could ask whether the place of women in Ngarrindjeri narratives is like 
those characters in fairy tales that Solnit says are ‘about people who are 
marginal, neglected, impoverished, undervalued, and isolated … and 
struggle to find their place and their people’ (Solnit in Tatar 2021, xxi–
xxii). Maybe it is timely, in this era of cultural revival, to reassess the way 
women are portrayed in Ngarrindjeri narratives by various recorders, just 
as feminist writers have (according to Solnit) allowed women characters 
to ‘talk back, create solidarity, survive and triumph’ (see Tatar 2021, xxii). 
The contemporary survival stories of the kidnapped women certainly shout 
of resilience and persistence, and alliances were definitely forged between 
the southern Kaurna and Ramindjeri/Ngarrindjeri women in their plights 
on Kangaroo Island.

Maybe it is possible to ‘rewrite’ the role of women in Dreaming narratives 
by describing their behaviour in positive ways such as ‘curiosity’ – in the 
reaffirming way that Tatar defines curiosity as ‘desirous of seeing or knowing; 
eager to learn; inquisitive’ (Tatar 2021, xxii). Perhaps Ngurunderi’s wives 
were curious about the taste of those forbidden bream fish, and perhaps 
Nepeli’s wives were curious about the red ochre man Waiyungari, who 
was said to have been created by his mother from her excrement. One 
Ramindjeri friend, who was born and bred on Kangaroo Island, recently 
conveyed that the oral tradition she grew up with was for Ngurunderi’s wives 
to survive their flight across the strait, and to reach Kangaroo Island safely, 
where they lived for a long time, hunting for kangaroos and other foods of 
the bush. This (little-known and un-acknowledged) version contradicts all 

12	  City of Adelaide, ‘Nellie Raminyemmerin’, accessed 15 June 2022, living.cityofadelaide.com.au/
nellie-raminyemmerin/.

http://living.cityofadelaide.com.au/nellie-raminyemmerin/
http://living.cityofadelaide.com.au/nellie-raminyemmerin/
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the Ngurunderi narratives to be found in the written records, whereby both 
wives were drowned and became The Pages islands (Annette Rawlings, pers. 
comm., April 2022).

Interestingly, ‘rewriting’ one’s story is exactly what Narrative Therapy is all 
about, as espoused by its founder, the late counsellor Michael White from 
Adelaide, SA (see White and Epston 1990). Narrative Therapy is a popular 
method used by Aboriginal counsellors, whereby their clients are encouraged 
to rewrite their own survival stories as victors rather than victims, and to 
reclaim any agency they have had throughout their own (often difficult) life 
stories (see Wingard et al. 2015).

What are legitimate sources of cultural 
knowledge and Dreaming narratives?
For Aboriginal people wanting to revive their (often fragmented) language 
and culture in the modern context, they are faced with many challenges. 
They may ask themselves: What is a legitimate source of information when 
the knowledge of the Elders is fragmentary? Who do the younger ones go to 
for cultural information and how do they know this information is accurately 
recorded and/or represented and therefore valid and authentic? Or are 
validity and authenticity unreasonable expectations in this postmodern era? 
How do you respond to the constant demand by non-Aboriginal people for 
Welcome to Country ceremonies and smoking ceremonies? Do you adapt 
and give them what they expect? Or do you give them what you know, or 
have been told about, or have researched, on such rituals? And who gives 
who the authority to perform such rituals?

It should be acknowledged that the long running saga of the Hindmarsh 
Island bridge affair knocked the confidence of Ngarrindjeri women (and 
men) when it comes to representing their culture and knowledge in public 
today. Trying to reconstruct a language and culture from fragmented 
memories of Elders takes a lot of bravery. The fear of being judged or 
being accused of ‘fabricating’ knowledge is always lurking in the shadows. 
So, where does one go to fill in the missing pieces? To other Aboriginal 
groups whose language is still strong and whose cultural rituals are practised 
on a regular basis? Or to the archival written sources, which may be sketchy 
and often contradict each other? Or to academic anthropology and linguistic 
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papers that are often hard to read, and may be biased depending on who 
recorded the stories, from whom, and how they were interpreted? Or to the 
internet and, in particular, searching YouTube and Wikipedia?

In the academic world, there is much rigour when it comes to sources and 
referencing. Wikipedia is not respected as a source, mainly because the entries 
are not guaranteed to be written by ‘experts’. But we confess that Wikipedia 
has been a useful resource for this chapter and pointed us to other sources 
on the various topics. It is easily accessible, is continually updated, and is 
massively wide-ranging in the topics it covers. Even as a source of ‘more 
academic’ references, it has been invaluable. So, can Ngarrindjeri women 
go to Wikipedia without fear of being judged or being inauthentic when 
looking to reconstruct their own Dreaming narratives?

Wikipedia (and our reading of other ‘reputable’ sources) reveals that there 
are many different versions of the Wawilak sisters and Djan’kawu sisters 
Dreaming narratives of Arnhem Land. This variation depends on which 
Dhuwa group is recounting the sisters’ journey and what country they are 
traversing, and what stage of the narrative is being told. In one version 
of the Djan’kawu narrative, the dilly bag, which is full of sacred items, is 
stolen by the men, whereas in another version, the dilly bag catches on fire. 
In the Rirratjingu version, the sisters are escorted by their brother on their 
travels, whereas in other versions they travel alone. In the Wawilak narrative, 
different versions vary on when and how many children each sister gives 
birth to during their travels. There are different levels of secrecy regarding 
the menstrual blood which arouses the Giant Python Yulnggur in a water 
hole as the sisters rest during their travels. Similarly there is disparity on the 
role of the python in swallowing and regurgitating the women and/or their 
children in this narrative, and how it relates to contemporary rituals. So there 
is much variation in the profane and sacredness of both the Djan’kawu and 
Wawilak narratives, and to whom different parts of the narrative can be 
told, or re-enacted in contemporary rituals and secret ceremonies.

It is the complexity of such stories, and the many versions they may have, 
along with different levels of secrecy, that made the whole Hindmarsh Island 
saga so controversial when being fought out in the public domain. The key 
narrative, the Seven Sisters Dreaming, is a widely known narrative across 
much of central and southern Australia. But the profane became the sacred 
in the context of cultural loss for those Ngarrindjeri women opposed to the 
building of the bridge. These sensitivities make sense to Gale, who recalls 
teaching in a community in north-east Arnhem Land in the late 1970s 
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when she observed young women were still careful about crossing the waters 
when menstruating. During a school camping trip with an adolescent Post 
Primary girls’ class, travelling across the sea to a neighbouring island by boat 
was an issue for the girls who were at that particular time of the month.

Gale also knows from her experience of teaching in Arnhem Land and 
the Tanami desert in the Northern Territory (NT), and from work trips 
to other communities in the NT and SA, that there is huge variation in 
cultural practices across Australia, and even between close neighbouring 
communities. For example, only Warlpiri men spin human hair, whereas 
it is Pitjantjatjara women who spin human hair and animal fur. In some 
communities both men and women can perform public smoking ceremonies 
as a cleansing ritual, while others have separate smoking rituals. Gale has 
witnessed a women’s only smoking ritual for a Warlpiri baby, performed by 
older Warlpiri women, to give the baby and mother strength and resilience 
in life. A quick search on the internet reveals that the Aṉangu Ngangkari 
Tjutaku Aboriginal Corporation (ANTAC), based in Adelaide, ‘provide 
cleansing and smoking of private houses, buildings, health care facilities 
and outdoor areas’. This is provided by both male and female ‘Ngangkari’ 
(Aṉangu healers) as an open and public service to all.13 By contrast, Warlpiri 
women perform public cleansing rituals of houses and camps in their own 
communities, after someone has passed away, simply by sweeping the area 
with green leaves.

So when Aboriginal people who are reclaiming their culture, usually from 
southern Australia, draw from communities with stronger cultural traditions, 
which practices do they replicate? These are questions that we cannot answer 
here. These issues are, however, something that the Ngarrindjeri community 
is currently wrestling with. Below we share the perspective on such matters 
from Judy Cole, the Ngarrindjeri co-author.

Perspective from a strong Ngarrindjeri 
woman on Ngurunderi’s wives
My name is Judy Cole and I am a proud Ngarrindjeri woman from 
Marrunggun. I live and work on the Country of the Kaurna people of the 
Adelaide Plains, and pay respects to their Elders past, present and emerging. 

13	  See the ANTAC website and their smoking services at: www.antac.org.au/ngangkai-services/cleansing.

http://www.antac.org.au/ngangkai-services/cleansing
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I have loved working in primary schools where I have provided support to 
students and their families as well as teachers and other staff, in my role 
as an Aboriginal Community Education Officer. It has been a wonderful 
community-based journey where learning and sharing knowledge about 
Aboriginal culture has been cherished on many levels. I have been given the 
opportunity to develop my skills further by presenting a program within 
the Adelaide Women’s Prison. As Aboriginal educators, we are calling on 
our age-old skill of sharing stories, personal and professional, to facilitate 
learning. I also pay respects to my Ancestors and Elders, whose bravery, 
strength, patience, and wisdom have created the strong Ngarrindjeri 
community today.

It is a sad realisation that very few Ngarrindjeri Dreamings were passed down 
to me from my family. Stories that I did learn were gathered during a very 
special time in my life when the whole extended family would travel, convoy 
style, visiting different areas of significance on Ngarrindjeri ruwi (country). 
I loved to accompany my grandmother, Margaret Rigney (nee Karpany), 
who I called Nanny, to places ranging from the beaches of the Southern 
Ocean which lie on the other side of massive sand-dunes, to the beautiful 
Lakes – Lake Alexandrina and Lake Albert – and also Marrunggun where 
the Murray River (Murrundi) flows into Lake Alexandrina.

I know of the mulyawongk (sometimes called the ‘bunyip’) from my times 
with my family at Marrunggun, which is the ancestral ruwi of my mother 
and grandmother since time immemorial. We spent many long weekends 
and school holidays camping there by the side of the river in tents. Our 
days were spent swimming, playing, enjoying meals prepared on the fire 
and listening to the different yarns around us. We would often hear about 
the mulyawongk named Keppin, and his menacing intentions regarding 
what would happen if we went swimming at night or were found shouting 
around down at the river’s edge by ourselves.

Similarly, even though I am a grown adult, I am still a little afraid to look up 
in the trees in case that Mingka bird is there just waiting for small children 
to muck up or start crying, especially at night. The Mingka bird (or owlet 
nightjar) makes a frightful sound at night, and can be a warning of death. 
I have learned of many other stories from books, which have been recorded, 
with acknowledgement given to the contributing Aboriginal Elder. These 
include the Dreamings of Witj Witj (a young girl who turned into a bird), 
the Watji Pulyeri (the blue wren) and the Ngurunderi Creation Dreaming.



PROJECTING VOICES

1024

I am thankful the Dreamings were recorded so that we can continue to share 
this knowledge that had been passed down for centuries. I am proud to be 
able to share the story of how the Murray River, Murrundi, and all the fish 
that inhabit it were created, by Ngurunderi. I have shared this story with 
my family and the schoolchildren I have worked with over the years. The 
children marvel at the creation of the river and the landscape but often asked 
‘Why is Ngurunderi chasing his wives?’ Each time I’ve answered honestly 
that I really don’t know.

To me, this is a small part of the story that we will unfortunately never know 
the answer to. It is interesting to note that the early recorded Ngarrindjeri 
Dreamings were predominately recorded by white men. We can assume 
they would not have been allowed to hear the full Dreaming anyway, and 
that any portion they were exposed to would have been recorded using their 
restricted scope. These recorders could not even begin to understand the 
complexities before them.

While the Ngurunderi Dreaming ends tragically for the women, there is no 
indication of what may have set the chain of events into play. The women 
displayed their resilience, playfulness, and bravery as they journeyed. The 
fact that many of the journey’s details are left up to our own imagination may 
reflect the problems that arise with information gathering and recording. 
We have no hint of the women’s righteousness or otherwise and I think 
it would be unfair to presume, based on gender alone. The tragic end for 
these women leaves me a little melancholy. Ngurunderi could have foreseen 
the outcome of the rising seas yet chose that path only to be overcome 
with remorse and so chose, as his fate, to join his Ancestors as a part of the 
Milky Way.

The MeToo movement has been a long time coming. It is tremendous 
because it transfers power to women who have experienced sexual abuse or 
harassment and allows them to experience solidarity and begin the journey 
of healing. The level of suspicion levelled at Ngurunderi regarding his 
reason for the pursuit, and the eventual demise of his wives, is interesting. 
In the present day we have witnessed several instances whereby the level 
of evidence needed to determine guilt or innocence regarding abuse in a 
relationship is very high. It is a pity that Ngurunderi does not receive the 
same consideration.



1025

30. NGURUNDERI’S WIVES

The Hindmarsh Island bridge controversy increased divisions within the 
Ngarrindjeri community. It is a pity that Australians are now more aware 
of the throw-away phrase ‘secret women’s business’, which has since arisen, 
rather than about the wonderful lives of every one of the women brave enough 
to agree to provide evidence from both sides to the Royal Commission. 
I cannot say who is right or wrong in this instance – I can only be thankful 
that I was not responsible for making the judgement in the case or the 
subsequent appeal. The Hindmarsh Island bridge saga highlighted the clash 
between cultures when profit and economic development are valued more 
highly than Community voice and Aboriginal cultural knowledge.

Dual number in Ngarrindjeri grammar – 
a linguistic perspective
In this section we look more closely at dual number constructions in 
Ngarrindjeri, primarily because they are obligatory in the grammar. 
In a revival setting where all community members speak English, this is a 
significant feature to be learned, as it is very different to English number 
marking. Dual number also figures prominently in the texts that we wish to 
revisit in the following section where we offer example sentences, constructed 
by the authors, that portray Ngurunderi’s two wives in a more positive light.

A close examination of the narratives that hold the cultural knowledge of the 
Ngarrindjeri people reveals that when narratives are told in the Ngarrindjeri 
language, much is embedded about the cultural beliefs and perspectives of 
those who tell the stories. In deference to Roman Jakobson (1987, 410), 
Nick Evans reminds us, in his 2010 book Dying Words, that:

Languages differ not so much in what you can say as in what you 
must say. From the thousands of things we can attend to in the world 
around us, each language makes a different selection of what gets 
front-seat treatment as so-called grammatical categories, which speakers 
and hearers need to keep constant track of … (Evans 2010, 70)

For Ngarrindjeri marking substantives (i.e. nouns, pronouns and kin terms) 
for number is what must be done in the morphology, and this includes dual 
number. Ngarrindjeri has a singular, dual and plural form for all substantives 
with specialised case endings for all pronouns (both free and bound forms) 
and nouns, including the subgroup of kin terms, in the singular, dual and 
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plural form.14 This requirement of marking all substantives for number in 
the language makes for some detailed declensions for each word class, all 
of which were documented in detail by the missionary to the Ramindjeri, 
Meyer (1843).

This obligatory number marking of substantives in Ngarrindjeri also renders 
the dual marking of two protagonists in Ngarrindjeri Dreaming narratives 
highly visible. Interestingly, dual number marking is also relevant for many 
common activities in cultural and ceremonial life to happen between pairs, 
for example the initiation of two young boys together in days gone by, and 
two men plucking each other’s beards when in mourning. In the Ngurunderi 
story already discussed, it is two wives who run away, and in the Waiyungari 
narrative there are two wives of Nepeli who run away. Similarly we have scenes 
in the Ngurunderi narrative where two protagonists (Ngurunderi and Nepeli) 
together spear and cut up the giant cod into pieces, and two protagonists 
(Parampari and Ngurunderi) who fight with each other at the Granites.

Marking for number, and in particular for dual number, is a field of 
grammar in need of further research across Australian languages, particularly 
in the context of languages under revival. Vaszolyi (1976) provides a good 
overview of marking across Australia for number in prefixing languages as 
well as suffixing languages, and discusses marking for number in pronouns, 
nouns and demonstratives. For nominals he points out that ‘dual’ and ‘trial’ 
marking doesn’t necessarily mean exactly ‘two’ and three’ respectively, but 
more a ‘pair’ and a ‘few’ (1976, 28–29). This all has implications for the 
teaching of such concepts in the language revival context.15

In Ngarrindjeri, nouns and most kin terms take the suffix -i for singular, 
-engk for dual and -ar for plural, for example: mi:mini ‘woman’, mi:minengk 
‘two women’, mi:minar ‘many women’; and mareli ‘sister’, marelengk ‘two 
sisters’ and marelar ‘many sisters’. The singular agent/Ergative suffix is -il 
and the dual agent/Ergative suffix is -engkul. The plural substantives are 

14	  In Ngarrindjeri kin terms constitute a subset of nouns, but grammatically they behave like pronouns 
with a nominative/accusative system; however, they also have ergative forms, like nouns. Ngarrindjeri 
pronouns actually have a split system with ergative forms for a few exceptional pronouns, but primarily 
use a nominative/accusative system (see Gale 2010).
15	  The languages to the east of Ngarrindjeri in Victoria mark for number with a singular, dual and trial 
suffix, and the state education department has published on the web advice on when such grammatical 
concepts should be taught in their Foundation to Year 12 school language programs. See, Victorian 
Curriculum and Assessment Authority, A Quick Reference Guide to the Grammar of Victorian Aboriginal 
Languages: Foundation to Level 10. Melbourne: The Authority, 2021, www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/Documents/
alcv/A_quick_reference_guide_to_the_grammar_of_Victorian_Aboriginal_Languages_F-12.docx.

http://www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/Documents/alcv/A_quick_reference_guide_to_the_grammar_of_Victorian_Aboriginal_Languages_F-12.docx
http://www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/Documents/alcv/A_quick_reference_guide_to_the_grammar_of_Victorian_Aboriginal_Languages_F-12.docx
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not marked at all for the agent/Ergative case (on neither nouns nor kin 
terms). Transitivity is best conceptualised as a continuum, comprising 
several features all contributing to overall transitivity. According to Hopper 
and Thompson’s (1980) analysis, plural subjects are associated with lower 
transitivity.16 Regardless of the mechanism, dual nouns can attract agent/
Ergative case marking where plurals do not. Likewise, Accusative case is 
marked only for dual objects in Ngarrindjeri -engkun while singular and 
plural object (Absolutive) substantive nouns are not marked. By contrast, 
the singular, dual and plural forms for Nominative, Accusative and Ergative 
cases in Ngarrindjeri kin terms (according to Meyer 1843) are more complex 
and often irregular (see Gale 2010, 74–79).

Another important context where dual forms occur in Ngarrindjeri is with 
reflexive and/or reciprocal actions, noted in the two clause examples (1) and 
(2) below, adapted from Meyer (1843, 29), but composed by the authors 
and with contemporary spellings.

They both show the marking of a reflexive action involving two protagonists 
using the basic constructions: king-engk-ung ‘REFLEX-they.two-each.
other’.17

Thus we could construct the following clauses:

(1) Ngurunderi Parampari, king-engk-ung mendh-ung kaiki-ungai

Ngurunderi Parampari, reflex-they.two-
each.other

fight-pst spear-with

‘Ngurunderi and Parampari, they were fighting each other with spears.’

(2) Pangali prati, king-engk-ung kalparr-ung

older sister younger sister reflex-they.two-
each.other

help.with.load-pst

‘Older sister and younger sister were helping each other with their loads.’

16	  Note the neighbouring Kaurna language also doesn’t mark ergativity on plural nouns/substantives 
(Amery 2016, 148). Also, Dunn and Meakin (2023, 223–25) write of ‘optional ergativity’ whereby 
agents are not marked obligatorily in some ergative-marking Australian languages. They suggest 
‘discourse and semantic factors motivating optional ergativity’ on agents including ‘low agentivity, such 
as in unintentional actions … expectedness of the agent in a given discourse context, as well as with the 
animacy of the agent’ (2023, 224).
17	  Alternatively, the reflexive and/or reciprocal action could involve more than two people using the 
plural suffix -ar within a similar construction using the same forms: king ‘relex/recip’ and -ung ‘each.
other’, as in: king-ar-ung ‘reflex/recip-pl.they-each.other’ (also from Meyer 1843, 290).
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Rewriting the Ngurunderi’s wives narrative 
for language and cultural revival
We will now revisit the Ngurunderi narrative, as told in Ngarrindjeri by the 
older man Albert Karloan, the last fluent speaker of Ngarrindjeri, using the 
version he told to the young anthropologist Ronald Berndt in 1940. We 
believe it is possible to re-examine the exploits of the two runaway wives 
from a positive and feminist perspective – just as a narrative therapist would 
invite a female client, who has suffered (and survived) domestic violence, 
to retell her own story by looking for the strength and resilience she has 
managed to muster in her survival.

In this section, we will highlight the brave exploits of the two wives, and 
name the many (perceived) positive qualities (highlighted in bold italics) that 
these two strong sisters arguably displayed in the Ngurunderi narrative, from 
a feminist perspective. We will construct some new expressions, by drawing 
from the substantive paradigms offered by Meyer (1843), particularly from 
the reflexive constructions. These expressions help describe the positive 
qualities we as authors can see in the two sisters, and feature many markers 
of duality. Some expressions are also taken from the Berndt version of the 
narrative, as told by Karloan, to describe their exploits. Note the suffix -engk 
‘they two.3p.dual’ can be added to all substantives in Ngarrindjeri, including 
adjectives and nouns, so it features prolifically in the descriptives below for 
these two ‘strong’ Ngarrindjeri women – ‘Ngarrindjeri piltenggi mi:min-engk’.

These reworked expressions offered below, composed by the authors, 
have the intent of rewriting the experience of Ngurunderi’s two wives 
from a feminist position of strength and resilience. We offer them only as 
suggestions or possibilities, which may entice Ngarrindjeri women to revisit 
the Ngurunderi narrative rather than ignoring it altogether because of its 
ill-treatment of women. Note we have used contemporary spelling below, 
not Meyer’s.

1. Let’s begin with the bravery shown (mangadhang ‘bravery’ and 
mangadhangarang ‘showing bravery’) by the two sisters in running away in 
the first place from their big, strong and powerful husband Ngurunderi. 
These two sisters (pangali – older sister and prati – younger sister) were 
married to the same man, and it was (arguably) very brave of them to 
attempt an escape. They must have had some reason for wanting to run 
away, and together they faced the challenge: 
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Nap-engk yunti tek-embi, Ngurunderi-nendi, mangadhangarang-engk 
‘Together those two wives escaped, from Ngurunderi, both showing 
bravery’. 

They would have said to each other: 

Yunti-angal tek-ambi ‘Let us two escape (with each other) together’.

2. Next consider the curiosity (prandelurumi) of the two wives in wanting to 
try the forbidden fatty fish, especially considering they were probably tired 
and hungry from their recent escape. In Karloan’s vernacular version there 
is no mention of the (bream) fish being forbidden. It is only in the Berndts’ 
commentary (1993, 224) it is said to be ‘taboo’. But Unaipon (Smith 1930, 
329) refers to their meal as ‘forbidden fish’. 

Prandelurumi marel-engkul bailpuli ma:mi nem-ung ke:nangk ‘Those two 
curious sisters cooked fatty fish on the fire’.

By eating the fish: 

Nap-engk king-enggan-ung tumbet-embi ‘Those two wives restored each 
other’.

3. The two sisters (marelengk) were also skilful and resourceful (ngarr-
amaldi or winm-amald-engk), especially in the way they hurriedly made two 
reed rafts (kundi) and poled (ngaiberung) across the lake to Ngailaiung to 
escape their husband: 

Winm-amaldengk kengkul winmung kund-engkun ‘Those two resourceful 
ones made two reed rafts’.

They would have said: 

Yunti-angal tek-ambi, lorowar mungkul-ald ‘Let us two escape together 
across the lake’.

4. The sisters were also adventurous (tarndaipul-amaldi) to run south into 
the territory of the Ramindjeri people in order to escape their husband: 

Tarndaipul-amaldengk marel-engk tek-ung Ramindjeri ruw-angk ‘The two 
adventurous sisters escaped into Ramindjeri country’.
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5. The sisters were playful (tainku-walurumi) when they reached the sea 
near The Bluff (Longkewar) and splashed together in the water, making it 
pop: 

Tainku-walurumi marelengk prirtul-ung walda Longkewar-ald ‘The two 
playful sisters splashed (in the water) near the Bluff ’.

6. The two sisters showed great strength (piltenggi) and endurance as they 
quickly headed further south along the shoreline to escape their husband: 

Piltenggi maralengk tiwer ngopung Ngurunderi-nendi ‘The two strong sisters 
went quickly from Ngurunderi’.

They would have said: 

King-angal-ung kalparr-ambi ‘Let us two help each other with our load’.

7. Throughout their exploits, the two sisters stayed together in solidarity 
(yunti). They helped each other (yuntun) throughout their escape and always 
stayed together and tried to protect each other: 

King-engk-ung nap-engk yunt-embi ‘Those two wives were helping each 
other’.

They would have said: 

King-angal-ung ngol-ambi ‘Let us two protect each other’.

8. The two sisters were determined (piltenggi-walun) to survive and were 
strong willed (wugatumi), even when their husband made the sea rise and 
threatened to drown them. They would have said to each other: 

Ngeli wugatumi mi:minengk, piltenggi-walun-angal. Ngeli tumbetan ‘We are 
two strong-willed and determined women. We will survive’.

King-angal-ung yult-ambi yarli-nendi ‘Let us two drag each other from the 
sea’.

9. Even though those two sisters were frightened (plukun), they never gave 
up. They were smart (munkumboli) and threw their bags away as the sea 
dragged them down. First the younger one drowned (milpung), while the 
older sister kept swimming. But eventually she too drowned: 

Pratil meroki winmung ‘the younger sister threw her bag away’.
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But eventually: 

Yunti maralengk milpung ‘the two sisters drowned together’.

10. But the two sisters are remembered over time (kaldau ngulun). They 
can be seen today as the two rocks in the form of The Pages (Maralengk) 
in Backstairs Passage, between Tankalilla Beach and Cape Willoughby on 
Kangaroo Island (Ngurungaui): 

Maralengk marti-walun. Kaldau ngulambi-engkun ‘The two sisters became 
stone. Those two should be remembered for a long time’.

The point of this section of the chapter is not to suggest any drastic change 
to the plot of the Ngurunderi narrative, as it has been passed down from 
generation to generation. The purpose is to pose the possibility of rewriting, 
or re-evaluating, the role played by the two wives (who are sisters) in the 
same narrative, whether it does or does not have the same fatal ending.18 
This is exactly what Leah Purcell, the Aboriginal actor and director of the 
recently acclaimed movie The Drover’s Wife, has done in her rewrite of the 
Henry Lawson classic story The Drover’s Wife (originally featured as a short 
story in The Bulletin in 1892). According to Purcell (in an interview on 
ABC Radio National Awaye, 28 May 2022), she grew up hearing Lawson’s 
original version of The Drover’s Wife, but as an adult, she felt compelled to 
retell the story from an Aboriginal woman’s perspective. She wanted to ‘tell 
her truth’ and retell the story as one of ‘survival and hope’ for Aboriginal 
women (see Purcell 2019).

We argue that the same ‘retelling’, or ‘rewriting’, or ‘reimagining’, can 
(and possibly should) be done for the role played by Ngurunderi’s wives 
in  the well-known Ngarrindjeri narrative of Ngurunderi. Through the 
lens of a feminist, it can be argued that those two wives well deserve their 
‘truth’ (tjutjul) to be seen as: courageous, strong, brave, inventive, skilled, 
curious, playful, enduring, determined, strong-willed, smart and most of all 
loyal to each other, throughout all their trials and tribulations of life … 
and death.

18	  We are not suggesting a change in the plot of the Dreaming narrative, and especially not in the 
order that Keith Windshuttle rewrites the contact history of colonial Australia, and questions the reported 
past negative experiences of living Aboriginal people (see his regular column in the Quadrant magazine). 
By contrast, we are providing a possible feminist reading of the experience of women in Ngarrindjeri 
mythology, and speaking into the silence of the absent voices of the two ‘courageous’ sisters – aka 
Ngurunderi’s two wives –with the same strength akin to the Wawilak sisters of Arnhem Land mythology.



PROJECTING VOICES

1032

Conclusion
This chapter addresses the issue of some Dreaming narratives being 
unpalatable to women living in the modern context of the MeToo movement. 
We have made some tentative suggestions of ‘rewriting’ the way women 
are represented (as victors rather than victims) in a particular Ngarrindjeri 
creation narrative, thus making it more palatable for girls and women. This 
rewrite may encourage women to actually tell these narratives to others, 
rather than dismissing it altogether (as many currently do) because of its 
treatment of the women.

But the last words for this chapter appropriately goes solely to the wise 
Ngarrindjeri co-author Cole – munkumboli mi:mini ‘wise woman’ – who, 
after many years working in schools supporting Aboriginal students, 
adventurously chose to recently embark in a new role working with 
Aboriginal women prisoners as they seek to transform their troubled lives. 
We trust these women will be able to draw on the same strengths that we 
are advocating for Ngurunderi’s wives as they contemplate life outside their 
prison walls.

According to Cole: Aboriginal society was very egalitarian, and survival 
depended on roles and responsibilities being maintained. The situation 
where Dreamings have been recorded with a strong gender bias indicates 
there has been a breakdown somewhere along the line. Are we to believe that 
these men recording the stories could process the wonderful information 
they had gathered? From Ngurunderi’s fleeing wives to the Ngarrindjeri 
witnesses of the Hindmarsh Island Bridge Royal Commission we see a 
pattern of bravery. It is noteworthy that the Reconciliation Week theme for 
the year 2022 was ‘Be Brave. Make Change’, a worthy aspiration.

To finish, our Ngarrindjeri women have grown stronger and stronger and 
have prospered in the face of adversity again and again. This has been aided 
by the strength and bravery they bring. It brightens my outlook for the 
hopes and dreams for the future of each and every Ngarrindjeri mi:mini 
(girl or woman) making their way in Australia today.
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Dedication
I would like to express my heartfelt gratitude to my mum, Christine Cole 
(nee Rigney). A platjinggun (proud) and piltenggi (strong) Ngarrindjeri 
woman who was born at Raukkan and learned her language from her 
mother, Margaret Rose Karpany and father, Clive Earl Rigney. She learned 
many things while growing up at Marrunggun, on the banks of the lower 
Murray River. Her married life took her to Broken Hill in far west NSW, 
where she worked with the Aboriginal community there. Despite being 
away from Ngarrindjeri ruwi (Country), she ensured that she forged 
strong connections for her children by continually sharing and teaching 
them their language, detailing family history, connecting them to Country 
and building strong relationships with family and community. She was 
a fierce advocate for Aboriginal people and was incredibly proud of her 
Ngarrindjeri culture. My mum would be ecstatic to know that through her 
loving example, her grandchildren and great-grandchildren continue to 
benefit from her unyielding wisdom and strength. We will sorely miss her 
staunch and gracious presence in our lives. Having the knowledge to pass 
along Ngarrindjeri language to our children and grandchildren is one of the 
greatest gifts possible. Anu Nginti ningkuwi Thank you mum.

References
Amery, Rob. 2016. Warraparna Kaurna! Reclaiming an Australian Language. 

Adelaide: University of Adelaide Press. doi.org/10.20851/kaurna.

Bell, Diane. 1998. Ngarrindjeri Wurruwarrin: A World That Is, Was, and Will Be.  
Melbourne: Spinifex Press.

Berndt, Ronald M. 1940. ‘Some Aspects of Jaralde Culture, South Australia’. 
Oceania 11, no. 2: 164–85. www.jstor.org/stable/40327890.

Berndt, Ronald M. 1952. Djanggawul: An Aboriginal Religious Cult of North-Eastern 
Arnhem Land. Melbourne: F. W. Cheshire.

Berndt, Ronald M. and Catherine H. Berndt. 1948. ‘Sacred Figures of Ancestral 
Beings of Arnhem Land’. Oceania 18, no. 4: 309–26. doi.org/10.1002/​j.1834-
4461.1948.tb00487.x.

Berndt, Ronald M. and Catherine H. Berndt. 1993. A World That Was: The Yaraldi 
of the Murray River and Lakes, South Australia. Carlton: Melbourne University 
Press.

http://doi.org/10.20851/kaurna
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40327890
http://doi.org/10.1002/j.1834-4461.1948.tb00487.x
http://doi.org/10.1002/j.1834-4461.1948.tb00487.x


PROJECTING VOICES

1034

Brodie, Veronica and Mary-Anne Gale. 2002. My Side of the Bridge: The Life Story 
of Veronica Brodie. Adelaide: Wakefield Press.

Campbell, Joseph. 1949. The Hero with a Thousand Faces. California: New World 
Library.

Dunn, Vivien and Felicity Meakins. 2023. ‘Ergativity’. In The Oxford Guide to 
Australian Languages, edited by Claire Bowern, 217–25. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198824978.001.0001.

Evans, Nicholas. 2010. Dying Words: Endangered Languages and What They Have to 
Tell Us. 1st ed. Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell. doi.org/10.1002/9781444310450.

Gale, Mary-Anne. 2000. ‘Poor Bugger Whitefella Got No Dreaming: The 
Representation & Appropriation of Published Dreaming Narratives with Special 
Reference to David Unaipon’s Writings’. PhD diss., University of Adelaide.

Gale, Mary-Anne. 2010. Ngarrindjeri Learner’s Guide. rev. ed. Adelaide: University 
of South Australia.

Hopper, Paul J. and Sandra A. Thompson. 1980. ‘Transitivity in Grammar and 
Discourse’. Language 56, no. 2: 251. doi.org/10.2307/413757.

Jakobson, Roman. 1987. Language in Literature. Edited by Krystyna Pomorska and 
Stephen Rudy. Boston: Harvard University Press.

Keen, Ian. 1997. Knowledge and Secrecy in an Aboriginal Religion. Repr. Oxford Studies 
in Social and Cultural Anthropology. Melbourne: Oxford University Press.

Lawson, Henry. 1892. ‘The Drover’s Wife’. The Bulletin, 23 July.

Marchetti, Sam. 2023. ‘Connecting Community to Culture: Piece by Piece’. Fleurieu 
Living, Spring 2023, 90–93.

Meyer, H. A. E. 1843. Vocabulary of the Language Spoken by the Aborigines of the 
Southern and Eastern Portions of the Settled Districts of South Australia, Viz., by 
the Tribes in the Vicinity of Encounter Bay, and (with Slight Variations) by Those 
Extending along the Coast to the Eastward around Lake Alexandrina and for Some 
Distance up the River Murray: Preceded by a Grammar Showing the Construction 
of the Language as Far as at Present Known. Adelaide: James Allen.

Meyer, H. A. E. 1846. Manners and Customs of the Aborigines of the Encounter Bay 
Tribe, South Australia. Adelaide: George Dehane.

Morphy, Howard. 1984. Journey to the Crocodile’s Nest: An Accompanying Monograph 
to the Film Madarrpa Funeral at Gurka’wuy. Afterword by Ian Dunlop. Canberra: 
Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies.

http://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198824978.001.0001
http://doi.org/10.1002/9781444310450
http://doi.org/10.2307/413757


1035

30. NGURUNDERI’S WIVES

Morphy, Howard. 2011. ‘Material Expressions of Ancestral Agency – Yolngu Acting 
in a Virtual Space’. Adriaan Gerbrands Memorial Lecture, Leiden. Available on 
Academia: www.​academia.edu/9290723/Material_expressions_of_Ancestral_
agency​_Yolngu​_​acting_in_a_virtual_space_2011_Adriaan_Gerbrands_Memorial​
_Lecture​_​Leiden.

Purcell, Leah. 2019. The Drover’s Wife: The Legend of Molly Johnson. Australia: Viking.

Simons, Margaret. 2003. The Meeting of the Waters: The Hindmarsh Island Affair. 
Sydney: Hodder.

Smith, William Ramsay. 1930. Myths and Legends of the Australian Aboriginals. 
London: George Harrap.

Taplin, George. 1879. ‘The Narrinyeri’. In The Native Tribes of South Australia, 
edited by J. D. Woods. Adelaide: E.S. Wigg & Son.

Tatar, Maria. 2021. The Heroine with 1001 Faces. New York: Liveright Publications.

Tindale, Norman B. 1921–91. ‘Bound Volumes of Expedition and Office Journals, 
Notes and Compilations’. AA308/01, South Australian Museum, Adelaide.

Tindale, Norman B. 1935a. ‘The Legend of Waijungari, Jaralde Tribe, Lake 
Alexandrina, South Australia, and the Phonetic System Employed in Its 
Transcription’. Records of the South Australian Museum 5, no. 3: 261–74.

Tindale, Norman B. 1935b. ‘The Story of Ngurunderi’. Journal of Researches in the 
South East of S. Australia. Vol 2. AA 338/1/33/2, South Australian Museum, 
Adelaide.

Vaszolyi, E. 1976. Aboriginal Australians Speak: An Introduction to Australian 
Aboriginal Linguistics. Mount Lawley: Aboriginal Teacher Education Program, 
Mount Lawley College of Advanced Education. ro.ecu.edu.au/ecuworks/6737.

White, Michael and David Epston. 1990. Narrative Means to Therapeutic Ends. 
New York: W.W. Norton & Co.

Wingard, Barbara, Carolynanha Johnson and Yileah Drahm-Butler. 2015. Aboriginal 
Narrative Practice: Honouring Storylines of Pride, Strength and Creativity. Adelaide: 
Dulwich Centre.

http://www.academia.edu/9290723/Material_expressions_of_Ancestral_agency_Yolngu_acting_in_a_virtual_space_2011_Adriaan_Gerbrands_Memorial_Lecture_Leiden
http://www.academia.edu/9290723/Material_expressions_of_Ancestral_agency_Yolngu_acting_in_a_virtual_space_2011_Adriaan_Gerbrands_Memorial_Lecture_Leiden
http://www.academia.edu/9290723/Material_expressions_of_Ancestral_agency_Yolngu_acting_in_a_virtual_space_2011_Adriaan_Gerbrands_Memorial_Lecture_Leiden
http://ro.ecu.edu.au/ecuworks/6737


This text is taken from Projecting Voices: Studies in Language and Linguistics 
in Honour of Jane Simpson, edited by Carmel O’Shannessy, James Gray and 

Denise Angelo, published 2025 by ANU Press, The Australian National 
University, Canberra, Australia.

doi.org/10.22459/PV.2025.30

http://doi.org/10.22459/PV.2025.30

