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Pallanganmiddang songs

There is a song/chant that was published in Smyth (1878, 1: 62) in the 
description of the Narra-mang, an example of a ‘coming of age ceremony’.1 
Smyth neither identifies the ‘correspondent’ who gave him this information, 
nor indeed where the ceremony was from, save that it was part of custom 
of tooth evulsion, the knocking out of the upper incisor teeth, practised on 
‘the Murrumbidgee, Murray, Ovens and Goulburn’. Note that Mathews 
(1898) also mentions the ‘Narramang’ but states that it is the ceremony of 
‘the tribes speaking the Darkinung, Wannerawa, Warrimee, Wannungine, 
Dharrook and some other dialects’. This area is well to the north and east of 
the locations mentioned by Smyth.

Possible evidence for its identification is found in the text of the description 
of this ceremony, where two animals are named, My-ioa ‘black swan’ and Joh-
gah ‘musk-duck’. The first word is found in the Pallanganmiddang language 
(Blake and Reid 1999: 28), regularised as mayiwa, with forms written down 
by G.A. Robinson and Thomas Mitchell, who gave the form as miewa 
(in Curr 1877, 3: 562–63). Since Mitchell was also a correspondent with 
Smyth, we suggest that the information about the Narra-mang ceremony 
and the accompanying song may have been provided to Smyth by Mitchell, 
and we have, consequently, included it as an example of a Pallanganmiddang 
song, the Ovens River also being part of the Pallanganmiddang territory.

1	  Note that Narramang is mentioned as an alternative name for the Burbang in the R.H. Mathews 
notebook titled ‘The Burbang of the Darkinjung Tribe’ (NLA MS 8006/3/8). At one point the word Burbang 
is crossed out and Narramang is written (see Mathews 1897: 11). The Darkinjung territory is the Hunter 
region and Hawkesbury River; and the Darkinjung word for black swan is Mulgwa. While this is plausibly 
related to My-ioa, given the location stated for the Narra-mang we are assuming that this song was used by 
the Pallanganmiddang and have kept discussion of it in this chapter. Jesse Hodgetts (pers. comm.) confirmed 
that ‘Ngarramang was practised by both the Darkinyung and Awabakal around the Hawkesbury, Hunter and 
Central Coast of NSW’ but that he did not recognise the words for ‘black swan’ and ‘musk duck’.
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There is one more possible word in language in the text, the word coradjes 
that presumably refers to older, already initiated males who took care of 
the young boys in the ceremony. This word, also spelled kuradji, refers to 
a ‘clever man’ in some languages of New South Wales, and was probably in 
widespread use in the nineteenth century. This word has some similarity 
to guritch, who had a similar function in the initiation ceremony of the 
Djadjawurrung, according to Howitt (1904: 613). See section 2.3.3 for a 
longer discussion of the song associated with initiation in western Victoria.

If we are correct in assigning this as a Pallanganmiddang song, it is the only 
surviving text in the language. It is much to be regretted that we can offer 
no analysis of it. 

The full text of the description of the ceremony with the song is presented 
as Box 11.1:

Box 11.1: Narra-mang ceremony and song

One of my correspondents gives this account of the ceremonies practised on the 
“making of young men”:- Narra-mang – the name given to a custom of the blacks of 
the Murrumbidgee, Murray, Ovens, and Goulburn tribes – consists essentially in the 
knocking out of two of the incisor teeth of the upper jaw. It may perhaps be regarded 
as a religious ceremony, in the performance of which many mystic rites are observed – 
rites that no white man is permitted to witness unless he be one who has the confidence 
and regard of the old men. The operation is performed at the age of puberty, and the 
teeth of the males only are knocked out. When a lad has to be initiated, he is removed 
to some remote and secluded spot, and when it is night, the coradjes (priests and 
doctors), painted and decorated with feathers, &c., begin their operations. A ring is 
marked out, and in this the youths are placed, one at a time; incantations are uttered 
by the priests; and, finally, one of them, holding in one hand a piece of wood shaped 
like a punch, and in the other a tomahawk, approaches the youth and knocks out two 
teeth. When this has been done, the young man is placed in a gunyah, formed of, so 
closely interwoven as to be nearly impervious to light, and then the wild songs of the 
women are heard, who approach and walk round the gunyah, each holding in her hand 
a lighted brand. For the space of one moon the youths are prohibited from seeing any 
one except the coradjes. If they are seen by a female, they will surely die. When this 
ordeal is passed, and not before, they are permitted to eat of the flesh of the My-ioa 
(black swan), and that of the Joh-gah (musk-duck), and they may then also eat of the 
emu. Some of the chants are of this kind:–
Therr-an-jee-gar jabery-mah Johans Joh-gah–&c.
’Tis now that you are sick,
But soon will grow your beard,
And on the magic musk-duck
With the men you shall feed.

Source: Smyth (1878, 1: 62); adapted by authors.
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11. PALLANGANMIDDANG SONGS

A possible regularisation of this text is presented in example (11.1):

(11.1) dherrandji-ga djaberri-ma djowa-na djoga 

Blake and Reid (1999) noted that ‘a suffix -ga appears on some human 
nouns’. It may be that this suffix is present on the first word of this song, 
and perhaps the first word is related to the word for ‘human’, djerri. We can 
speculate that, since this song is about the initiation, the first word may be 
referring to a human, namely the boy who is to undergo initiation.

It is possible that the word written as Johans has a misprint in the last letter 
as s for a and this may suggest a suffix -na that is discussed in Blake and 
Reid (1999: 22).

The word Joh-gah is glossed in the text as ‘musk duck’, for which we have 
suggested a regularisation of djoga. No word for ‘musk duck’ has been 
documented in Pallanganmiddang or its neighbour Dhudhuroa, but the 
fact that the word is glossed in contextual explanation above the song and 
present in the text of the song, and the translation ‘musk duck’ is in the 
translation, suggests that this song does indeed include mention of the ‘musk 
duck’. It is possible that the ‘musk duck’ (Biziura lobata) was an important 
animal in the moiety system of the Pallanganmiddang.2

The translation contains more material than the text, which unfortunately 
is cut off by ‘&c.’

2	  The musk duck is also mentioned in two Gippsland songs, both related to the ‘White Woman’ 
story. In Gippsland, the word for ‘white woman’ included the word for ‘musk duck’ (see sections 5.2.2 
and 5.2.3).
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