
605

9
Yorta Yorta songs

A number of Yorta Yorta1 songs have come down to us from a range of sources. 
Songs in this language were both traditional songs and Christian songs, 
such as the well-known Bura Fera ‘Pharoah’ that is a translation reportedly 
made by Thomas Shadrack James, a teacher at the Maloga mission school. 
Bura Fera was recently highlighted in the 2012 film The Sapphires.2 In this 
present study, we are not including a discussion of these Christian songs 
(Bowe and Morey 1999: 117 discuss these in detail), along with several 
songs of English mixed with some Yorta Yorta words (see further Bowe and 
Morey 1999: 116).

One of these mixed songs was introduced in Bowe and Morey (1999: 
117) as ‘in the single manuscript sheet of A. Edwards, he mentions the 
following song: “Coroboree Song of the Moira Lake tribe of blacks, 
composed by Johnny, their chief, on first seeing a breech-loading gun, 
about the year 1875”’. Bowe and Morey (1999) describe this source as 
‘material given to the Rutherford family of Deniliquin, who historically 
had attachment to the Ulupna Homestead, and passed on to members of 
Geraldine Briggs’ family’. Unfortunately, we do not know anything about 
the chief named Johnny.

1	  We use this spelling because it is the one adopted by the community. We do not wish to claim, by this 
spelling, that there is a retroflex stop. Hercus (1986: 239) recorded this word as [ˈyoˑta].
2	  For a description of the film, see Wikipedia, ‘The Sapphires (film)’, 10 April 2012, accessed 21 July 
2017, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Sapphires_(film).

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Sapphires_(film)
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The full text of this song is presented as Box 9.1:

Box 9.1: Corroboree song of the Moira Lake tribe

Boung ang ah! Boung ang ah! Melbourne

Ah! dunning ah! cartridge, breech-loader,

webalung oh! gebero, jedero, powder, ah pucka

wunga kingen kat, mungino, weri weri

jah mung oh! De, bung ang ah!

Source: Edwards (c. 1875); adapted by authors.

Most of the words in this song are either English or probably onomatopoeic. 
Bowe and Morey (1999: 117) noted that ‘none of the words in the song 
accord with the word listed by Robinson for “gun” or “musket”, po.mid.er.re.
ger’. We have included its text here because it was a corroboree song, but we 
are not able to offer any further analysis of it.

We are pleased, however, to be able to present several song texts that were 
not known to Bowe and Morey (1999) and which have either never been 
published or have been out of the public view for many years. These are the 
corroboree song published in the Riverine Herald on 21 December 1892, 
the version of the ‘Down the railway’ song sung by Camelia Satchell, and 
the songs, cries and chants as part of the Boys’ initiation ceremony, part of 
John Atkinson’s statement that was written down by R.H. Mathews (NLA 
MS 8006/3/4.1, Notebook 1) in the last decade of the nineteenth century.

The traditional songs presented can be grouped into (1) corroboree songs, 
(2) a hunting song, (3) a chant relating to tribal territory, (4) a song about an 
evil spirit, the Hairy Beka chant, and (5) a song sung as part of the initiation 
ceremony. A list of the songs that are discussed here is presented in Table 9.1:

Table 9.1: List of Yorta Yorta traditional songs

Song Source Bowe and 
Morey page 
references

Section

Corroboree song Riverine Herald, 21 December 1892 – 9.2.1

Corroboree songs Locke in Smyth (1878, 2: 335) 112 9.2.2

Hunting song Curr (1887: 579) 112 9.3

Chant relating to 
tribal territory

Eastman MS: 8 116 –

The Hairy Beka 
chant

Margaret Tucker singing, recorded 
by Luise Hercus

113 9.5.1
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Song Source Bowe and 
Morey page 
references

Section

Down the railway As recorded by Wayne Atkinson, 
and also Camelia Satchell singing, 
recorded by Luise Hercus

– 9.5.2

Cries and 
songs from the 
Boys’ initiation 
ceremony

John Atkinson’s statement (R.H. 
Mathews, NLA MS 8006/3/4.1, 
Notebook 1, pp. 166–72) 

– 9.6

Source: Bowe and Morey (1999); adapted by authors.

Note that in our linguistic analyses, we follow the regularised spellings used 
by Bowe and Morey (1999). In most cases the rhotic is written as a double 
rr here; however, Bowe and Morey did not use that consistently (see for 
example, 1999: 52), although in the word list (1999: 164–274), double rr 
is usually employed.

9.1 Musical terminology in Yorta Yorta
Words listed in Bowe and Morey (1999) relating to song and dance are 
presented in Table 9.2:

Table 9.2: Words for ‘song’ and ‘dance’ in Yorta Yorta

Regularised spelling Sources3

damánmu- tumman’muty ‘corroboree’ (R.H. Mathews); dum num mitter 
‘dance’ (Robinson)

garra- kurradhan ‘dance’ (R.H. Mathews); cur.re.yae, cur re yuc 
‘corroboree’ (Robinson)

watjúka gorrkara warchūka kōrkora ‘drive away by means of a song’ (Curr) 
(compare gorrkara ‘rain’)

bayi- bayiya, bâ-ee-ya ‘sing’ (R.H. Mathews)

Source: Bowe and Morey (1999); adapted by authors.

We do not have any information about the process of ‘driving away 
by means of a song’, but we assume that this refers to evil or otherwise 
undesirable spirits and entities, and the likely related phenomenon of 
driving away illness.

3	  We have not listed all the sources here, just a selection. Readers who want to see all the sources 
should consult Bowe and Morey (1999).
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9.2 Corroboree songs

9.2.1 Corroboree song 1
The corroboree song presented here was published in the Riverine 
Herald, a newspaper read both in Echuca and Moama, in 1892.4 It is the 
reminiscences, written in the first person, of an (as yet unidentified) man 
who states that he left the Bendigo Goldfields in 18505 with his ‘mate Bill 
Symons’ and arrived in Echuca just as it was being founded, staying in a 
pub ‘kept by a man named Hopwood’. This Hopwood is Henry Hopwood 
(1813–1869), a former convict who made his way to the Murray River in 
1848 and set up a hotel and a punt. The post office of Echuca was known as 
‘Hopwood’s Punt’ until 1855. The writer of this story would have arrived in 
Echuca in the early 1850s, and the corroboree that he described must have 
been performed around that time.

The location of the corroboree was at what is now the Echuca Post Office, 
at 226 Pakenham Street.6 It is close to both the Murray and the Campaspe 
rivers, but is not at the junction of the two.

The text relating to the corroboree is presented as Box 9.2.

Box 9.2: Corroboree song 1

One night the blacks held a “corroboree” just about where your post-office now stands. 
If I live till I am as old as Methuselah I’ll never forget that night. The blacks, some two 
hundred of them, were all painted like living skeletons, each rib being re-produced on 
the outside by means of white or yellow ochre. Their faces wore hideously marked, 
and as the gleams of the dew fell on their forms they looked like … [some words 
obscured in online version] fanatical devils. As they danced around, clashing their 
sticks together, and chanting a sort of verse, they were for all the world like a lot of 
demon’s let loose. I’ll give you an idea of their song.

Here he got into the centre of the bar floor, and beating both heels together on the 
boards, he capered nimbly around, chanting the following :—

“Yama nong a neepeeah

Anortha to tha teeno ;

4	  The whole article from which this was taken can be seen at ‘Echuca – Then and Now’, Riverine 
Herald, 21 December 1892, 2, accessed 21 July 2017, trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/​114694538?​
searchTerm=Echuca%20then%20now&searchLimits=exactPhrase|||anyWords|||notWords|||requestHa
ndler|||dateFrom=1892-12-21|||dateTo=1892-12-21|||l-advtitle=311|||sortby.
5	  This is not accurate, as gold was not discovered in Bendigo until September 1851.
6	  Located at 36.1293316 South, 144.7489861 East.

https://tinyurl.com/3hevehs6
https://tinyurl.com/3hevehs6
https://tinyurl.com/3hevehs6
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Nai mine, crah bien, crah bine,

Crah bone, crah boo !

Yah—r-r-r-r-r-r—rah ! !

The old fellow danced around with much gusto, finishing off with a great rattle of “r’s,” 
and concluding with a “rah !” like the snap of a rat trap.

Source: Riverine Herald, 21 December 1892, p. 2; adapted by authors.

Our suggested regularisation of this song is given as (9.1):

(9.1) yama nong(g)a n(h)ipiya

(ng)anorrtha dotha d(h)inu

n(h)ai main grapin grapain

grapon grapu

da rrrrrr ra(h)!

Notes
Without any information about the meaning of the song, we can only 
speculate at what the words here might mean. The first word might be 
yama ‘to run’, and it is possible that the first phrase yama nong a means ‘run 
from’, which was recorded as having the form yamin noynuck (Barry 1867). 
Note also that one of the songs translated by Ludwig Becker as being from 
‘the Lower Murray’ is named as Yaam-song (see section 14.2).

There is no word in the various sources for Yorta Yorta listed in Bowe and 
Morey (1999) that is of the form neepeeah, but G.A. Robinson did record 
nite yer ‘creek’. If this line meant either ‘run away to the creek’ or ‘run 
away from the creek’, we would expect either an allative suffix or an ablative 
suffix, but there does not appear to be one (see Bowe and Morey 1999: 58 
for discussion of those suffixes).

The last part of the song appears to be vocable or onomatopoeic. There do 
not appear to have been initial clusters in Yorta Yorta, and so the section of 
the song crah bien, crah bine, crah bone, crah boo, which we have regularised 
with initial grap-, would not meet the usual phonotactic rules of the 
language, as also the rhotic trills r-r-r-r-r-r and rah. It is possible that crah 
bine and so on actually represents English ‘grab him’.
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9.2.2 Corroboree songs reported by Locke
Three songs were written down by Locke (Smyth 1878, 2: 335), 
who introduced them thus: ‘The three following were their favourite 
corrobborees’. They are presented as Box 9.3:

Box 9.3: Corroboree songs written by Locke

1. Berri berri ma, jildomba

Berri berri ma, jildomba

Berri berri ma, jildomba-naga

Athen jindema, no goi-eela;

Jindema, jindema, o-en-dethen-o.

Warrim bang-e, berri berri ma jildomba-a,

Berri berri ma jildomba, berri berri ma jildomba.

2 Aree muthe-e, aree mutho-o

Aree mutha, comang-a thalitanga magoonba

Malang-oree, malang-oree

Mullin mullin jing-a magoonbang-a jiltang-a

Jing-a jing-a, gothanga, magoontanga thalato

3. Thunda irra tha, thunda ra-oo,

Gra imalang-a imee-a;

Thunda irra tha, thunda re-e,

Gra imalang-a, imme-e-e

Source: Smyth (1878, 2: 335); adapted by authors.

We are not able to add further to the analysis beyond that done by Bowe 
and Morey (1999: 113) who suggested the following:

Song 1, lines 1–3, 7; berri berri ma; may be the Yorta Yorta 
expression birrama ‘go away’

Song 1, line 4; goi-eela; possibly Gaiyila ‘Goulburn River’

Song 1, line 6; bang-e; may be the Yorta Yorta past participle banga

Song 1, line 6; warrim bang-e; possibly worrwa ‘climb’ + banga 
‘past’

Song 2, line 2; mutha; possibly matha ‘canoe’

Song 2, line 4; magoon; possibly makun ‘fish, perch’

Song 2, line 4; bang-a; may be the Yorta Yorta past participle banga
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Song 2, line 4; mullin; may be the Yorta Yorta word malin ‘beat’

Song 3, lines 2, 4; imalang; appears to be the Yorta Yorta word 
(y)imilang ‘today’ (which also appears in the corroboree song 
recorded by Curr).

9.3 Hunting song
The hunting song documented by Curr (1887, 3: 579) also included 
a translation. The text with Curr’s translation is presented in Box 9.4:

Box 9.4: Hunting song recorded by Curr

Ngoe immilang kai-i-mer, Yes, today (we will have) kangaroo,

Yoorta yanna yooringa, Not go sun (or before sundown),

Wanama wai panama, …

Yoorta purra wollikthia. Not red kangaroo fat.

Source: Curr (1887, 3: 579); adapted by authors.

The analysis from Bowe and Morey (1999) is presented as (9.2):

(9.2) Ngoe immilang kai-i-mer

Yes today (we will have) kangaroo,

ngowe imilang gaiyimarr

yes today kangaroo
‘Yes, today (we will have/hunt) kangaroo.’

Yoorta yanna yooringa

Not go sun (or before sundown),

yota yana yurrnga

neg go sun
‘Not going (before) sun (down).’

Wanama wai panama

…

wanama wayi banama

Curr did not suggest a translation for this line. Bowe and Morey (1999: 
112) suggested that the first word might be ‘eagle’, based on a form wanmir 
‘hawk’, recorded in the Exposition Internationale Melbourne (Barry 1867).
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Yoorta purra wollikthia

Not red kangaroo fat.

yota barra walitja

neg red kangaroo fat
‘Not red kangaroo fat.’

Bowe and Morey (1999: 112) further observed that ‘[t]he language used 
in the song shows considerable economy of word usage. The vocabulary is 
standard but the only verb that is recognisable is in a non-inflected form 
(perhaps because it occurs in a nominal context.)’.

9.4. Chant relating to tribal territory
Another text discussed by Bowe and Morey (1999: 23) is listed as follows 
(Box 9.5):

Box 9.5: Eastman text

(xiv) c. 1890 Eastman MS

(EA) The Aborigines – their life and contact with the whites’. Manuscript, contained 
in Riverina Records, Mitchell Library, Sydney. Microfiche CY 1249. Four-line lyric, one 
word, and some discussion of Yorta Yorta/Yabula Yabula relations.

Source: Bowe and Morey (1999: 23); adapted by authors.

This included a four-line song, in mixed English and Yorta Yorta, which is 
discussed in Bowe and Morey (1999: 117). The original source is the typescript 
version (MLMSS 130, B 1341)7 that contains a reference to the usage of 
traditional song, on page 8. These comments are presented in Box 9.6.

Box 9.6: Chant relating to tribal territory

The education of the youth included a boundary line direction by the elders who would 
accompany the pupils – Various notable spots on the boundary chain give a name – 
later to be memorized into a whole, into a sing song reputedly bird-like chant. I can 
only recall an odd spot or name on a round, I once heard run over by an aboriginal 
the significance of which made appeal possible in these two instances. The one 
“Thuggera-munnera” given a clump of trees one of which had been struck by lightning, 
the word meaning Thunder which then treated in pure Abo it rather resembles.

Source: Eastman MS, p. 4, adapted by authors.

7	  This can be looked up at State Library of NSW, ‘Hugh Malcolm Eastman Memoirs, ca. 1850 
– ca. 1952’, MLMSS 130, B 1341, accessed 27 August 2019, archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/​
110319508.

http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110319508
http://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/archive/110319508


613

9. YORTA YORTA SONGS

Bowe and Morey (1999: 234) list the word for ‘thunder’ as munarra, a word 
attested in a number of sources. We cannot offer any explanation of the 
meaning of thooggera.

The Western Kulin word for ‘thunder’ is marndarr in Wemba Wemba. 
Eastman was based at Morago, which is west of Deniliquin in Kulin territory; 
but he does also talk about the Yorta Yorta speaking areas. We assume that 
this text is indeed in Yorta Yorta.

9.5 Songs recorded in the 1960s

9.5.1 Hairy Beka chant
The Hairy Beka chant is a rare example of a traditional song that survived 
in the 1960s and continues to be sung until the present day.

Bowe and Morey (1999: 113) wrote of it that:

The Hairy Beka chant is the best known traditional story fragment 
known today for which we can confidently provide an analysis. 
There were apparently many stories of a hairy creature called the 
Beka of whom children were afraid. Curr gives the meaning of Beka 
as ‘ghost’ (pēk-ka Cb, pekka Ct). Lois Peeler recalls hearing stories 
from her grandmother (Theresa Middleton Clements) about the 
Hairy Beka which had a strong odour. It had long white hair, long 
arms and legs and when it walked its bones made a creaking sound 
(Bowe, Peeler and Atkinson 1997:23).

When speaking to Luise Hercus, Priscilla McCrae (Hpmc) recounts 
a story in which an old woman, an old witch, (the Beka) is said to 
have been left at home to mind the children while their fathers and 
mothers went out hunting.

There are two versions of the text of this chant, both recorded by Luise 
Hercus, one from Priscilla McCrae, presented in Box 9.7, and the second 
from Margaret Tucker, presented as example (9.3). There is also a related 
song, ‘Down the railway’, in two versions, discussed in section 9.5.2. Howitt 
(1904: 289) also describes how the counting out of parts of the body was 
done, and in his manuscript describes counting out information relating to 
ceremonies (SLV MS Box 1053/6 (b), hw0421.pdf, pp. 25–26).
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The text of the chant, spoken but not sung, by Priscilla McCrae was 
recorded by Luise Hercus in July 1963, on the recording digitised by 
AIATSIS as HERCUS_L04-000217A.wav (original name field tape 
21/14). The discussion of the Hairy Beka chant commences at 52:31, with 
an explanation of the context. A cut file of this recording has been uploaded 
to YouTube at youtu.be/_NKS0G_TkZ8.

This text arose when the parents of some children went off hunting for 
a whole day and their children were left with an old lady, whose task was 
‘to have a hole dug and a fire made and this oven heated up for the prey that 
they’d bring, and then they’d have a good cook up and a good meal’.

The detailed explanation of the chant as given by Priscilla McCrae is 
presented in Box 9.7 (this portion commences from 54:08 on HERCUS_
L04-000217A.wav). Our transcription is largely based on Bowe and Morey 
(1999: 114) but slightly altered following another opportunity to listen to 
the recording.

Box 9.7: Hairy Beka chant as explained by Priscilla McCrae, context and text

Then the story goes on. It’s sort of a twist up. The story goes on that while the mother 
and father were away, this old lady, real old lady the witches like, you know, she got 
very nasty to the children, cos the mother and father was all away, this is a horrible 
thing. So she said to them ‘Come and get some sticks and we’ll make a (they call fire 
bitja, see), bring us some wood we’ll make a big bitja now and make this oven hot for 
your mother and father cause they’ll be running, throwing it in and throwing it in, and 
so she said I’m going to go away from here, and these children come on, all go round 
now, go right round this hole. Sit down and lean over, lean over like that’ And she came 
along, it is a fable, but this is the yarn they used to tell, see, and some of the language 
came into this, she’d start at this one and she’d say: Woningenda, gɔruminda, deewin 
ngangabrawin. … then she’d get that one there see, and that one’d fall in.

Source: Bowe and Morey (1999: 114), adapted by authors.

Priscilla McCrae went on to explain the meanings of the expressions in 
the counting out chant. The transcriptions presented in example (9.3) have 
been slightly adjusted from Bowe and Morey (1999: 114) after listening to 
the tapes again.

(9.3) [wonigənda] ‘this one here’
[gɔɹʊmənda] ‘you here’
[deːjawɪn] ‘this one’
[ŋaŋa brawɪn] ‘you too’

http://youtu.be/_NKS0G_TkZ8
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The word [gɔɹʊmənda] does not accord with our other knowledge of the 
Yorta Yorta language, and so Bowe and Morey (1999: 114) suggested it 
was based on the root mumin- ‘seize’, as shown by their analysis, presented 
as (9.4):

(9.4) Woningenda gomenda deewin ngangabrawin?
womigin-da muman-da deyawin ngangaburrayawin

where-3sg seize.non.fut-3sg this one that far one
‘Which one is (s)he seizing, this one, that far one?’

It is also possible that the second word is based on buraya- ‘far’; that is, 
referring to you over there.

Curr (1887: 578) documented a sentence that has a related meaning. 
The linguistic analysis is presented as (9.5):

(9.5) Which one will you take or seize

womigin ngia mommon

womigin ngina(k) muman

which you seize.pres
‘Which one will you seize?’

A second version of the chant was sung by Margaret Tucker, recorded by 
Luise Hercus on 1 August 1962 at Broadmeadows, on field tape 21/2, which 
has been digitised by AIATSIS as HERCUS_L04-000211A.wav. The Hairy 
Beka chant is found at 54:27 on this recording. A cut file of this recording 
has been uploaded to YouTube at youtu.be/t_n9E9KOhFc.

The linguistic analysis is presented as (9.6):

(9.6) Ngangaburai, ngangaburai, ngangaburai, deyawin

o ngangaburraya ngangaburraya ngangaburraya deyawin

excl that far (one) that far (one) that far (one) this one
‘That one, that one, that one ... this one!’

The musical analysis, as done by Grace Koch, is presented as Figure 9.1. 
The word deyawin is spoken clearly and loudly rather than sung.

http://youtu.be/t_n9E9KOhFc
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Figure 9.1: Musical analysis of Margaret Tucker’s version of the Hairy 
Beka chant
Source: Grace Koch.

The song is a chant mostly on one pitch with an octave leap towards the end 
followed by a spoken phrase. The song maintains a triple metre throughout.

9.5.2 Down the railway
A longer song, containing English words but also the same material as the 
Hairy Beka chant, was documented by Wayne Atkinson (1981: 64) from 
Priscilla McCrae. The explanation and song are presented as Box 9.8:

Box 9.8: Down the railway as sung by Priscilla McCrae

the old people taught us the corroboree song and we used to sit down with our legs 
crossed and a pillow in our laps, beating the pillows and singing while they’d be 
corroboreeing. We used to sing …

Down the railway, goobya goobya (go away)

narabri der yuh win ngungarbri win

you this one here

woolba woolba woothamayi

that one there look

derya wyn ngungabri wyn

this one here look

Source: Bowe and Morey (1999: 115), adapted by authors.
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The analysis based on Bowe and Morey (1999: 115–16) is presented here 
as (9.7):

(9.7) Down the Railway

goobya goobya

go away

gabai gabai

come.imp come.imp

narabri der yuh win ngungarbri win

you this one here

ngangaburraya deyawin ngangaburrayawin

that far (one) this one that far one

woolba woolba woothamayi

that one there look

wulba wulba wuthamayi

? ?

derya wyn ngungabri wyn

this one here look

deyawin ngangaburraya

this one that far one
‘Down the railway, come, come, that one, this one, that one there, … 
this one, that one there.’

A second version of this song, with different words, was sung by Camellia 
Satchell for Luise Hercus on 28 November 1965 at Bendigo. This was 
originally recorded on Hercus field tape 21/40, and digitised by AIATSIS as 
HERCUS_L03-001002B.wav. This song is found at 8:59 on the digitised 
recording. A cut file of this recording has been uploaded to YouTube at 
youtu.be/IkdHovT52OA.

Our transcription of the words is given in (9.8):

(9.8) Down the Railway

yagabai o

girri bang o

gilau

http://youtu.be/IkdHovT52OA
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She went on to say that the song was learned from Cummeragunja Mission 
and ‘all used to sing it’.

We are not able to offer any analysis of the meaning of this song. We have 
not included a transcription of the music, as this song does not appear to 
be traditional music.

9.6 Songs and cries from the Boys’ 
initiation ceremony
In this section we present John Atkinson’s statement, a section of six pages 
in R.H. Mathews (NLA MS 8006/3/4.1, Notebook 1). The statement 
includes very clear detail about the Boys’ initiation ceremony, and three 
short songs as well as some cries and several short songs. Much of the 
information contained in this statement was published by Mathews (1904: 
306–22)8 under the heading ‘The Wonggoa or Wongupka Ceremony’. 
In that publication, Mathews combined into a single account information 
about the Yorta Yorta ceremony with those about the Dhudhuroa Wanggo’a 
and Dyibbau ceremonies (see Chapter 10), and probably other ceremonies, 
without clearly indicating the sources (see further section 9.6.1).

This is one of several documents relating to the initiation ceremonies in the 
R.H. Mathews notebooks, the others of which are information about 
the Wonga’a ceremony, described on pp. 62–64, the Jibâga (pp. 66–68), 
and the Wȏngŭmŭk (pp. 69–73). It is not clear who the informants for 
these three descriptions were, nor in what order they were performed. 
Since these descriptions do not contain text, transcriptions of these are not 
presented here.

John Atkinson was one of the leaders of the community. He is probably the 
same John Atkinson who died on 24 December 1912 at the age of 58, his 
parents having been named in his death certificate as John Atkinson and 
Kitty Erran. His place of death was Moira Station.

8	  Reprinted as a book in 1905. We believe the text of the 1905 book is largely the same as the 1904 
article.
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The full text of John Atkinson’s statement is given in Box 9.9:

Box 9.9: John Atkinson’s statement

p. 166
Wūngupga  Ngunnē  as sweetheart looks after a boy
R-Rirt! Yeh! Wah! I stamp one foot
Boys muster in ring every afternoon for 2 or 3 weeks
Ye! Yeh! Wirr! This lasts for about a week
At the end of this time they say Birr! Weh! Woh! Wir!
Kāˈlurtēˈ one old man sings out while they are dancing round
repeating that word
Yēbok! and the old fellow sings out and repeated by mob
Bu! i! = no more and then fellow sings out and they repeat
Yeh ! and then fellow & repeat and that finishes it
Last moon, boys put in goanga & and sit round him
His mother is outside in direction by country. She gets one of his ngorea [kilt – 
inserted] & swings it round her head & dances round. Presently cover boys with [lots 
of – inserted] rugs, [sewn together – inserted], furry side up. Some men prop the middle 
up. Man in the bark shovels throw hot ashes & coals on top of rug. Men propping rug 
sing out Bir-Bir-Bir! and turn boys round until all the ashes thrown up. The boys put 
sitting in same spot. All the men gather up the swags. After the boys leave the women 
scrape up the ashes which are thrown

p. 167
on the boys into a heap in the goanga. The boys mother has the boys Ngore tied on 
the end of a reed spear and stand it in the side of the heap – all mothers do the same. 
A boys mother’s sister [might – crossed out] [would – inserted] also have a ngore in a 
similar manner. The mothers & female relatives dance round the heap while the boys 
are going away but a crowd of men prevent them from seeing the boys.
The boys are led out of the goanga into the bush
Your great grandfather is coming directly to take you along on the dry land in a canoe 
(muttha). They throw a bit of bark and it makes a whirring sound. On they travel & 
camp they are thirsty. Lets give the boys a drink of water. They make a little papalˈwar 
(little for water) [& heat – crossed out] bend a rod over it with a few leaves attached 
– They cut some rush-grass and put it flat on top of the water. Then they go and chop 
a dhūlpaka out of a tree & make it into a bullroarer, with a string attached. When 
all is ready they fell one and then. All the time little bits of bark are whirled about. 
The men say
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p. 168
“They’ll be with you presently” A big fire is made – A very large one. Even as fire is 
blazing up well the men start swinging bullroarer in different places around. Keep 
away they’ll get inside the boat directly. At that the blankets are taken off. And at 
that they hand the boy his great g f who was going to sail him in the canoe [put under 
around – inserted]. They caution boys
Dharamulan - Bĭngˈalgä - Baraina
When Dharamulan was burnt he pulled at his tongue and threw it into all the trees.
Next thing all the boys are brought to the waterhole and kneel down with elbows 
on ground & take a mouthful each, and all the men do the same. They all go [to th 
– crossed out] round the fire with mouthfulls of water and squirt the water into it & 
quench it & pull the boys aside to that it won’t blaze on the dance. Now if you open 
mouth you will be killed like the fire is put out. Then they sing Dh. song

Bing’alga wanha wurrana

Bingˈalga wanˈba warrana yeh! woh

This is sung in day time

p. 169
They leave that place and go on to a camping place where they play antics. Women 
in family way. [song of it – crossed out] [spears shake in ground all around her in 
night time – inserted]

[Banggorba – crossed out] Bandhaˈnggorba anborba

Wirragīñ ngaia

This is sung in night time
Any time men go back to woman’s camp, two women go run to meet them with 
spears and tails and pass tail round head & run back to goangˈa & dance.
After all this boys are brought in with about a rate of a run or jog. All boys painted 
with forked bough over each shoulder led with string in front. The mothers come out 
a short distance to meet them, with each a bunch of boughs or twigs, a mother and 
her sister meet the lad and one goes each side – They all in a string as the mothers 
run along with the boy, they sing yer! yer! and strike him on the side – hips – with the 
boughs, until the first boy is

p. 170
[Here is a small drawing of a circle, with a dot in the middle, slightly towards the left, 
marked ‘fire’ and an image of a fire, with a wavy line leading from the right of the 
circle]
they are plucked this day they are brought back to fire
at the fire at the bott of a tall tree and stand – all the others stand round they throw 
the leaves on the fire, and push the boys in – the men do this – the mothers stand back 
as the boys stand on the green bushes in the thick smoke till nearly suffocated. the 
guardian takes him to 20 feet away where there are logs laid together with leaves on 
top for a seat. The boy is put sitting down on the top of the bag. All the mothers go 
back to the camp. After that they are taken off the seat (Karkaria) they are taken to 
a bough shed where they sleep that night.
Next morning they are taken away before sunrise by two old men and camp out in the 
bush till after sundown when they are brought back to the bough hut.* They go like 
this for a week or two, then they can come near to the nguˈ- lumbarˈa or young men’s 
camp and are smoked again. They are now allowed to come into the young man’s camp
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* [Insert] They must not let a woman’s shadow fall on them or walk on a 
pathway used by women.

p. 171
Banˈupka
Tyibbauga
In a few months, or perhaps a year, they [shave – crossed out] [pluck – inserted] the hair 
off his face & paint him as for a corroboree, they put ngoree (several ngores). He goes 
about among the people carrying wood or water – he brings mud – he brings a little stick 
& [groans?? wader??] it – if they ask him for food will give them the bones. He has a bag 
slung over his shoulder with a live snake in it with the poison broken up with a stick 
rubbed on it. He sits down & dungs close to the young woman. [When – crossed out] 
This goes on for several weeks. He goes to bed and he wakes in the morning all right 
and goes about quickly and does not go near the women nor more generally with men.
Banˈupka – is the same as Tyibbauga – but they put clay on the centre of his head & 
shave the hair up into it till it forms [wiya – crossed out] winya or ridge from forehead 
to back of neck.

Source: R.H. Mathews, NLA MS 8006/3/4.1, Notebook 1, pp. 166–71;  
adapted by authors.

We can recognise a number of words in this text as being Yorta Yorta. 
The words in the statement that are not contained in the songs are given 
in Table 9.3:

Table 9.3: Words in Yorta Yorta language in John Atkinson’s statement

Spelling Translation given In Bowe and 
Morey (1999)

Notes

goanga refers to the 
camp

gundja ‘home’ The spelling with oa suggests 
perhaps gong(g)a or gondja.

ngorea ‘kilt’ ngorra ‘kilt’ The spelling suggests ngorre; 
similar to the Western Kulin 
ngouratch (see section 2.3.4)

muttha ‘canoe’ matha ‘canoe’ –

papalˈwar ‘little for water’ – babálwa; this is explained in 
Mathews (1904: 313): ‘The men 
set to work and dig several 
little holes, papal’wa, about the 
size of a wash-basin, and bend 
a small green rod, with some 
leaves attached, over each hole.’ 
He goes on to explain that the 
boys will suck the water out of 
this ‘through a net-like covering 
of loose rush-grass floating on 
the surface’. 

karkaria ‘seat’ – perhaps gagarriya. The root ga- 
means ‘to sit’
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Spelling Translation given In Bowe and 
Morey (1999)

Notes

nguˈ- lumbarˈa ‘young man’s 
camp’

– ngulámbarra

Banˈupka refers to boy 
undergoing 
initiation

banupka 
‘young man, 
16 years’

–

Source: R.H. Mathews, NLA MS 8006/3/4.1, Notebook 1, pp. 166–71;  
adapted by authors.

The text materials contained in John Atkinson’s statement consists of several 
shouts and short cries that are given at the front of the statement on page 
166. These are presented with notes as Table 9.4:

Table 9.4: Cries in John Atkinson’s statement

Text of 
cry/shout

Background information 
in the statement

Notes

Wūngupga 
Ngunnē 

‘as sweetheart looks 
after a boy’

wong(g)a is term for ‘a partially initiated 
boy’. Mathews added ‘boy whose tooth is not 
to be knocked out’. The suffix pka is found 
in a number of words in the language, but its 
meaning is not clear (Bowe and Morey 1999: 
97). It might refer to the state of partial 
initiation. ngune may be a 2nd person 
singular possessive pronoun, given as nguni 
(Bowe and Morey 1999: 64).

R-Rirt! Yeh! 
Wah! 

‘I stamp one foot’ These words cannot be translated. Note 
that r-rirt is an /r/ initial word, an initial 
phoneme only found in a very small number 
of words. It probably represents a cry that 
does not follow the usual phonotactics of 
the language.

Ye! Yeh! 
Wirr! 

‘This lasts for about a 
week’

–

Birr! Weh! 
Woh! Wir!

Prior to these words, 
Mathews writes ‘At the 
end of this time they say’

The word birr might be the verb meaning ‘go 
away’, a very common word in Yorta Yorta 
(Bowe and Morey 1999: 94).

Kāˈlurtēˈ ‘one old man sings out 
while they are dancing 
round repeating that 
word’

Mathews’s notation indicates second 
syllable stress, as galúrrte. Bowe and Morey 
(1999: 52) point out that the addition of a 
suffix can lead to stress shift. It may be that 
this word contains a root galu- with a final 
suffix. (Note: we assume the final consonant 
is not a retroflex rt but is a cluster rrt.)

Yēbok! ‘and the old fellow sings 
out and repeated by 
mob’

–
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Text of 
cry/shout

Background information 
in the statement

Notes

Bu! i! ‘no more and then fellow 
sings out and they 
repeat’

–

Yeh ! ‘and then fellow & repeat 
and that finishes it’

–

Source: R.H. Mathews, NLA MS 8006/3/4.1, Notebook 1, p. 166; adapted by authors.

The use of cries in ceremonies is also found in the Boys’ initiation ceremony 
from Gippsland (see section 5.2.21.2). They are not uncommon throughout 
Australia, having been recorded in many places. In Maningrida in the 
Northern Territory, for example, people report that in funerals of long ago 
there were a range of types of cries appropriate for certain points in the 
ceremony.9

John Atkinson’s statement also contains three longer texts, which may have 
been songs. The first of these, from page 168, is from the point in the 
ceremony where the boy is handed to a grandfather who is going to sail 
him in a canoe, and he cautions the boy against Dharamulan. The text and 
regularisation are presented as example (9.9). Note that this is not listed as 
a song in Mathews (1904) and may have been a piece of spoken text.

(9.9) Dharamulan Bĭngˈalgä Baraina

dharramulan bing(g)álka Barraina

pn ? ?
‘Dharamulan …’

It is possible that the line written underneath this text conveys the meaning 
or the context: ‘When Dharamulan was burnt he pulled at his tongue and 
threw it into all the trees’. We cannot find the attested Yorta Yorta words 
for ‘burn’, ‘pull’, ‘tongue’ or ‘throw’ in this song, and can only recognise the 
word for Dharamulan in example (9.9). The second word has stress marked 
on the middle syllable, suggesting that it is a root bing(g)a- followed by 
a suffix -lka. No such suffix was recorded for the language, though this 
combination of consonants is found frequently in Yorta Yorta. This word is 
also found in the next song and may be connected with fire or burning in 
some way.

9	  Margaret Carew, pers. comm.
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Dharamulan is a mythological figure well known in New South Wales.10 
He is strongly associated with the Wiradjuri, and was male and the son 
of Baiame, the creator. He is also referred to in the Dhudhuroa Dyibbau 
ceremony (see section 10.2). This raises the possibility that part or all of 
these songs are actually using Wiradjuri language or some kind of common 
ceremonial language. In relation to the second song, which with its 
introduction, an explanation or translation, is presented in Box 9.10, the 
word bing’alga that we are not able to interpret may be related to the form 
Bing-gil-bee. This word is found in a song that Mathews noted, presumably 
from Wiradjuri, and which is found with musical notation in the Mathews 
papers (NLA MS 8006/4/7). The full text of that song is Dhar-ram-oo-loon 
Dhar-ram-oo-loon Bing-gil-bee moon-da-nun-a gum-mer-ra-wa.

Box 9.10: Song in John Atkinson’s statement

Now if you open mouth you will be killed like

the fire is put out. Then they sing Dh. song

Bingˈalga wanˈba warrana yeh! woh

Bing’alga wanha wurrana

Source: R.H. Mathews, NLA MS 8006/3/4.1, Notebook 1, p. 168; adapted by authors.

The 1904 published version of this song is given in Box 9.11:

Box 9.11: Song in Mathews’s publications

Men and boys now approach the fire already mentioned and squirt the water out of 
their mouths upon it – as many as possible squirting at the same moment. The men 
then jump round and sing

“Bingalga wanba wan-ana! yen! won!”

This chant is repeated over and over again for some time, and when it is finished the 
novices are allowed to drink a few mouthfuls of water by crouching down beside the 
papalwas, or water-pans, as before. They are also given some human ordure11 and 
animal flesh. In a little while both boys and men go to rest for the night.

Source: Mathews (1904: 314); adapted by authors.

10	  See for example Wikipedia, ‘Daramulum’, accessed 25 July 2017, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daramulum, 
and Dharug and Dharawal Resources, ‘Biiami’, accessed 25 July 2017, dharug.dalang.com.au/plugin_wiki/
page/Biiami.
11	  We have not been able to find references to the eating of human excrement in the manuscript 
sources, an additional reason to doubt the accuracy of the information in Mathews (1904). There is 
mention of this type of custom in Mathews (1905b), relating to ceremonies in other parts of Australia.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daramulum
http://dharug.dalang.com.au/plugin_wiki/page/Biiami
http://dharug.dalang.com.au/plugin_wiki/page/Biiami
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Our analysis is presented as (9.10):

(9.10) Bingˈalga wanˈba warrana yeh! woh

bing(g)álka wanha wurru-na ye wo

? wh mouth-abl? onom onom

Bingˈalga wanha wurrana

bing(g)álka wanha wurru-na

? wh mouth-abl?
‘... where ... (your) mouth, ye! wo! ... where ... from? (your) mouth.’

Note that the word bing’alga was also found in example (9.9) above. It may 
mean ‘extinguishing’. We believe that the two other words in this song 
are probably the interrogative wanha and wurrana, the word for ‘mouth’ 
with an unknown suffix. Perhaps the overall translation was something like 
‘extinguishing the fire, like (your) mouth …’.

The third song and its context is presented in Box 9.12, repeated from 
above.

Box 9.12: Song in John Atkinson’s statement

They leave that place and go on to a camping place where they play antics. Women 
in family way. [song of it – crossed out] [spears shake in ground all around her in 
night time – inserted]

[Banggorba – crossed out] Bandhaˈnggorba anborba

Wirragīñ ngaia

This is sung in night time

Source: R.H. Mathews, NLA MS 8006/3/4.1, Notebook 1, p. 168; adapted by authors.

In the version in Mathews (1904: 315), it is written as Bandhanggorba 
wirralgiñ ngaia without the division of the first word.

The text with a suggested regularisation is presented in (9.11):

(9.11) Bandha’nggorba anborba wirragiñ ngaia

bandhanggó(rr)ba (ng)anbó(rr)ba wirrakiny ngaiya
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Notes
We cannot propose any translation for this song. The first word is likely a 
root bandha- with a suffix -nggó(rr)ba. Most probably there is no rr here, 
and the spelling <or> is indicating vowel quality. There is no root bandha- 
recorded in the old sources; the nearest form is bandola ‘how’, recorded by 
Curr (1887). There are also no roots with an initial wirr-.

9.6.1 Comparison with Mathews’s 
published articles
As discussed above, Mathews (1904: 306–22) and its reprint (Mathews 
1905a) contain a long description of the Wongg’oa or Wongupka ceremony 
that is partly based on John Atkinson’s statement, but also includes 
information gained from Ned Wheeler about Dhudhuroa ceremonies. 
Mathews (1904) is a widely available source,12 and we thus regard it as 
important that the more accurate and nuanced descriptions in the notebooks 
be made available.

Mathews (1904: 306) generalised these ceremonies, which may have been 
similar in various groups, stating that what he was presenting was ‘an account 
of the initiation ceremonies of the native tribes who originally occupied 
that portion of the Upper Murray, Mitta Mitta, Kiewa, Ovens, King and 
Broken Rivers. These rites were also in ... on the upper Goulburn, Yarra 
and Saltwater rivers’. The article includes the various cries presented above 
in Table 9.4, at (1904: 309), and the song presented above in Box 9.10 at 
(1904: 314). The versions of the songs and cries given in the published text 
are often different from those in the manuscript notebook.

There is some information in Mathews (1904) that is not found in John 
Atkinson’s statement. This relates, for example, to the construction of the 
papal’wa and the way in which the water is taken from it (see Table 9.3). 
Given that this information is not found in the original manuscript, we are 
unclear what is the source of this information, or whether there may be 
other information in the Mathews papers about this that has not yet 
been identified.

12	  R.H. Mathews, ‘Ethnological Notes on the Aboriginal Tribes of the New South Wales and Victoria: 
Part I’, in Journal and Proceedings of the Royal Society of New South Wales for 1904 38, edited by the 
Honorary Secretaries. www.biodiversitylibrary.org/page/41579064#page/9/mode/1up.

http://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/page/41579064#page/9/mode/1up
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Another example of something that we cannot attest in the manuscripts 
is that after discussing the two Yorta Yorta songs, Mathews moves to a 
description of ‘the burlesque of “Thunder,” muri-muriwa’ (1904: 315). 
Thus it seems that this source is an amalgam of multiple sources, including 
John Atkinson and Ned Wheeler, and others besides.

A possible clue to Mathews’s methodology is contained in a manuscript 
sheet in the National Library of Australia (NLA MS 8006/8/397), which 
is included in an offprint of Mathews (1905b). This is headed ‘Scheme 
– Wongupka’ (with the word Wongupka added in blue pencil, possibly 
at a later time). Our suggestion is that this list is Mathews’s collation of 
information about the initiation ceremony from several sources, and it was 
this collation that led to the 1904 publication.

This document is transcribed in Box 9.13.

Box 9.13: Wongupka scheme

Scheme – Wongupka [this word added in blue]

√ Contingents arrive with novices in centre of ring

√ Women & children muster close by

√ Men call out names of places &c

√ Disperse & erect camps

√ Corrobborees held till all the people arrive

√ Breaking up arranged for

√ At daylight all the boys are mustered out of entire camp

√ Strings tied round arms – painted

√ Fire throwing √ Small roarer

√ Teeth out – p 338 √ Mother & Women

√ Story of canoe

[Holes in clay and water -crossed out]

√ Must not walk under leaning tree, through water

√ Women in family way

√ Thunder

√ Women rush out to meet a man with oposs tail

X Scarring of bodies

√ Return of boys first time & [smoth??]

√ Camp made for boys [and corrobboree – crossed out and linked by pencil 
to the line ‘Holes in clay and water’]
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√ Pantomime [Performances – crossed out] – [Possums – word added in blue]

Semi dramatic

√ Dharamulan on bank , with roars [& his song – added in blue]

√ Boys must not speak

[Small roarer bringing boys home – added in blue]

Source: R.H. Mathews, NLA MS 8006/8/397; adapted by authors.

Note that in one copy of Mathews (1905a), held in the National Library 
of Australia, he makes significant pencil margin notes expanding on the 
information in that source. These pencil notes have not yet been transcribed, 
but are found in NLA MS 8006/8/105.
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