12

Songs in the Murray River
languages

Very little linguistic information about the Murray River languages spoken
in Victoria and just across the border in South Australia has survived.
Our comments on the four songs discussed in this chapter can only be
preliminary at best.

The most comprehensive study of this group of languages from the Victoria
perspective, Horgen (2004), gathered together information about a range
of languages in the Lower Murray area, including Yaraldi (Ngarrindjeri/
Narrinyeri), Ngayawang, Yu-Yu, Keramin and Yitha-Yitha, although it was
not a comprehensive study and did not include the information gathered
by Berndt and Berndt (1993: 12). Of the languages studied by Horgen,
Yu-Yu, Keramin and Yitha-Yitha are the languages that will be referred to
in this chapter. Our analysis of these songs will draw on Horgen, and also
the word list headed Lyart from the William Thomas papers (State Library
of NSW, MLMSS 214, Volume 21 Item 17), which was not included in
Horgen’s study.

The languages as named by Berndt and Berndt (1993) are (1) Yakamuldak,
for the songs sung by Minduk Jack, and (2) Yeyu, for the song sung by
Pound. Berndt and Berndt (1993: 220) said of Yakamuldak that it was
a ‘variation of or an alternative for either the Kureinyi (Ke-mendok) who
originally occupied country on the Murray near Wentworth or the Maraura
(Yako-Yako)’. Our analysis is that these songs are not Maraura, and therefore
belong to Kureinyi, which is a variant form of Keramin.
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Yeyu is stated by Berndt and Berndt (1993: 221) to be ‘probably an
alternative name for the Yite-yite’ (the latter is assumed to be Yitha-Yitha).
However, it is more likely to be the language Yu-Yu (see Horgen (2004) for
further discussion of these groups).

It is not known if these ‘Murray River languages’ form a linguistic subgroup.
Dixon (2002: 669) referred to them as the ‘Lower Murray Small Linguistic
Area, referring to them as the ‘Lower Murray Areal Group’ elsewhere
(for example, 2002: xxxvi). While observing that the languages shared
certain features, Dixon (2002: 669) observed that it was ‘most unlikely that
all five languages could be shown to constitute a genetic subgroup’.

Hercus (1986), in her map, associated Yitha-Yitha, Tarti-Tarti and Keramin
with the Upper Murray languages (Dhudhuroa and Pallanganmiddang).

There is a large number of tribal names for the groups in this area, which
have been assessed by Clark and Ryan (2008). Clark and Ryan (2008:
27) included a comparison of Tarti-Tarti (which they spelled Dadidadi)
and Yari-Yari, the language recorded by Thomas (SLNSW MLMSS 214,
Volume 21 Item 17, pp. 273-85). While there are differences between these
word lists, there may be enough common forms to suggest a connection
between them.

12.1 The songsters - singers and
composers

While the information about these languages is very sketchy, the four
songs presented here, all documented by Berndt and Berndt (1993), are
rich examples of traditional songs, and if they are indeed in the Murray
River languages, they represent the most substantial texts surviving in these
languages. All the songs in this chapter were sung by the Yaraldi tradition
bearer Pinkie Mack.

Confusingly, Berndt and Berndt (1993: 517) also said that John Mack,
first husband of the well-known Pinkie Mack, came from east of Mildura
‘in Munpul clan territory of the Yakamuldak language group’. Our analysis
is that these songs are not Maraura and nor are they in John Mack’s own
Letyi-Letyi language (see further Blake et al. (2011) for more detailed
discussion of the Letyi-Letyi sources; the song composed by John Mack in
Letyi-Letyi is presented in section 2.10).



12. SONGS IN THE MURRAY RIVER LANGUAGES

Only a small number of the words in the songs could be confirmed by the
other sources in the language (mostly given in Horgen 2004). There are,
however, enough of these to confirm that all of these songs are indeed in the
Murray River languages.

We are able to say a little about the two men who composed these songs.
Geographical locations often formed part of Aboriginal peoples’ public
names in the colonial period and Minduk Jack’s personal name shows his
place of origin in the area of Minduk Creek (various spellings), which lies in
what is now the northern reaches of the Mallee Cliffs National Park, NSW,
some 20 kilometres south-east of the Victorian town of Red Cliffs.!

Minduk Jack remained throughout his life in his home district and was
working on Mailman and Tapaulin stations on the New South Wales side
of the Murray in the early 1880s and Mildura Station in Victoria as late
as 1885.2 The year 1885 also saw the founding of the Mildura Irrigation
Settlement that featured as locale and source material for the first of Minduk
Jack’s songs as recounted below. Based on Pinkie MacK’s testimony, the
Berndts viewed 1890 as a probable date for the events depicted in this song,
but as a Parliamentary Commission enquiring into the operation of the
settlement definitely saw members of parliament visit in 1896, we believe
the latter date is more likely. As Pinkie and John Mack’s family was based
in Mildura around this time? it is possible that Pinkie’s detailed knowledge
of the song stemmed from her personally seeing the events Minduk Jack
described in his song. Certainly this is a very rare instance of such direct
knowledge of the composition and transmission of a particular song.

Unlike Minduk Jack, Pound is an elusive figure and does not feature in any
of the historical sources from the area, other than in Berndt and Berndt
(1993). It is unlikely then that he remained in his home district, but we
are unable to determine whether he died young or moved down river like
people who would have been known to him such as Bob McKinlay (Yu-Yu)
and Frank Fletcher (Maraura) did.

1 State Records of New South Wales, MacCabe FP, Surveyor General’s Crown Plans 1792-1886,
Lower Darling Squatting District Map No. [2544], plan 3 of 5 of map of Murray River between Taila
Creek and the Darling River.

2 Mallee Cliffs Cash Book 1883-1885, Mildura Genealogical Society.

3 Victorian Death Certificate 1895/2881.
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12.2 Musical terminology in the Murray
River languages

A small number of words for ‘sing’, ‘dance’ and ‘corroboree’ were documented
in the Thomas papers, SLNSW MLMSS421, Volume 21 Item 17.% This is
the section containing words listed as belonging to the Lyart Tribe. Clark
and Ryan (2008: 29) point out that Lyarz or Luztt is the name for the Murray
River, and that these words were collected in August 1860 from Kulkyne
Bobby and Young Man Tommy who were at the time on trial.

The words for ‘sing’ and ‘dance/corroboree’ that were collected are presented
in Table 12.1.

Table 12.1: Words for ‘sing’ and ‘dance/corroboree’ in Thomas’s Lyart
word list

Page number | English Language Suggested regularisation

281 ‘to sing’ Eure-re-vein yurriwin

281 ‘corroberry’ Young-lun yang(g)ilan

284 ‘Let us corroberry’ | Wag-ge-men wakamin yang(g)ilan
Young-lann

Source: SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 21 Item 17; adapted by authors.

12.3 Minduk Jack’s songs

Three songs sung by Minduk Jack to the Berndts are presented in this
section. In A World That Was (1993: 220-21), in the section about the
Patangi style of songs, Berndt and Berndt described these songs as follows:

Three songs that were sung to us were composed by Minduk Jack
of the Yakamuldak language group in the vicinity of Mildura and
Wentworth. This language name is a variation of or an alternative for
either the Kureinyi (Ke-mendok) who originally occupied country
on the Murray near Wentworth or the Maraura (Yako-Yako) whose
territory was on the northern side of the Murray from Wentworth
and included part of the western side of the Darling River.

These three songs are presented in sections 12.3.1, 12.3.2 and 12.3.3.

4 These papers are available online at the State Library of NSW website, ‘Volume 21 Item 17: William
Thomas “Language Murry Tribe from Kulkyne Bobby & Young Man Tommy, 1860, Trial etc. 1868,
accessed 4 January 2016, acmssearch.sl.nsw.gov.au/search/itemDetailPaged.cgi?itemID=1148277.


http://acmssearch.sl.nsw.gov.au/search/itemDetailPaged.cgi?itemID=1148277

12. SONGS IN THE MURRAY RIVER LANGUAGES

12.3.1Song 1
Berndt and Berndt (1993: 220) describe this song as follows:

One of Minduk’s songs describes how he was sitting on the bank of
the River Murray watching Europeans arriving by steamer in order
to establish the township of Mildura (see Appendix 7.26). This was
said to be a party of parliamentarians coming to look at the project
site. The party arrived by steamer, was taken in a buggy to inspect
the site and eventually returned to the boat. Pinkie Mack, who sang
this song for us, added that more than one buggy was involved and
that these belonged to the ‘Chaffey Brothers’; the date of the visit
by the Europeans was about 1890. The song was sung when the up-
river and the down-river people met for their ceremonies.

For this song there is also a recording of Pinkie Mack singing it, recorded
by Berndt and Berndt on to a wax cylinder at East Wellington in South
Australia in 1943. In the 1950s these cylinders were played and transferred
onto magnetic tape at the behest of Alice Moyle and this recording is now
digitised by AIATSIS as BERNDT_RC01-004244A.wav. This consists of
13 cylinders, of which Cylinder No. 9 contains the following (Box 12.1;
from BERNDT_RCO01-004244_listing.pdf):

Box 12.1: Details of Cylinder No. 9 recorded by Berndt and Berndt

1st part: John Mack’s song from 'Laitfum 'Banreindzi-Upper Murray. 'Kim 'nala ...
2" part: Minduk Jack’s song: 'Jakemul'da:k tribe, Upper River Murray. 'na:ngili ...

Source: AIATSIS BERNDT_RCO01-004244 _listing.pdf; adapted by authors.

The section of the recording containing the two songs from Cylinder
No. 9 appears to commence at 13:00 on this recording and run until 15:41,
including a back announcement by Alice Moyle that ‘No. 9 showed very
little sign of mildew but No. 10 is badly mildewed’.

The first of these songs is discussed in section 2.10. The words are very
difficult to make out on the recordings, and we cannot even be sure when
the first of these songs finishes and the second commences. It may be
that the second song, that of Minduk Jack, commences at about 14:47
on the original recording and runs for about 45 seconds. We cannot easily
make out the words to confirm that this is indeed the song.
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The full text and translation of the song from Berndt and Berndt (1993) is
presented as Box 12.2:

Box 12.2: Minduk Jack’s Song 1

1. Nanggili bugi gudawal gudawa maimana gudawa
Going on buggy climbing hill road  looking around
2. [line1repeated]
Maimana gul wilkin a gudawal gulnga

looking around going right around and returning
4. [line1repeated]
Going on the buggy, climbing the hill road, looking around

Looking around, going climbing around, and returning

Going on the buggy, climbing the hill road, looking around

Source: Berndt and Berndt (1993: Appendix 7.26); adapted by authors.

The only word that can be certainly associated with the Murray River
languages is maimana ‘look’. In Keramin, maima is given as ‘see’ by
McFarlane in Curr (1886, 2: 282-83), and in Thomas’s Lyart list, my-mull
is listed with the meaning ‘seeing’ (p. 276). We suggest that there is a root
maima- ‘see’.

The words for ‘go’ and ‘road’ in Horgen (2004) do not resemble the words
found in this song.

12.3.2 Song 2
The second song is described by Berndt and Berndt (1993: 221) as follows:

In another song, Minduk Jack told of his boss from the sheep station
on which he worked going away from his own camp (see Appendix
7.27). Minduk was brooding about the manager, who had gone out
looking for sheep without telling him. ‘He could have stopped back
and talked to me; he could have said goodbye, and told me when he
would return!’

The full text and translation of the song from Berndt and Berndt (1993) is
presented as Box 12.3:
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Box 12.3: Minduk Jack’s Song 2

1. Natangun amaima kula wildja-matja
he left without seeing me gone on to the other side
idenap a leun a ininpan-ngara
| would have sat down been talking they would

2. Ida pundingari narimia kaipi
me would he have found there left me he could have said
yu-gubaii ngaii-towa wilka kaipi
you goodbye my ‘white man’ return he could have said
He left without seeing me, he went to the other side.
We could have sat talking together.
He could have found me there in my camp. But he left me. He could have said
‘Goodbye you!’, My ‘white man’, he could have said, |"[sic] come back!

Source: Berndt and Berndt (1993: Appendix 7.27); adapted by authors.

There are a number of words in this song that correspond to other sources in the
Murray River languages.

Line1

amaima ‘without seeing me’ contains the root maima- ‘se¢’, already discussed
in connection with Song 1 (section 12.3.1).

leun a ‘sat down’ is the root regularised by Horgen (2004) as lew-a Ssit,
found widespread in this group, found as lewa in both Keramin (McFarlane
in Curr 1886, 2: 282—83) and Yitha-Yitha (J.A. Macdonald in Curr 1886, 2:
285-89), as well as in Thomas (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 21, p. 284)

as Laven-nal-ly ‘let us sit down’.

Line2

kaipi ‘he would have said’ is found in Ngayawang as kappun, kaptun
(see Horgen 2004).

ngaii ‘my’. Thomas (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 21, p. 284) records
ngar-gee-woon as meaning ‘my knife’, writing ‘my’ underneath ngar-gee.”

thowa ‘white man’ is found in Keramin as thow-wur ‘white man’ (McFarlane

in Curr 1886, 2: 282-83).

5  The meaning of woon is uncertain. On page 279, Thomas (SLNSW MLMSS 214, Volume 21)

gives a list of weapons and implements and names the boomerang as woone.
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12.3.3 Song 3

The last of Minduk Jack’s songs is discussed by Berndt and Berndt (1993:
221) as follows:

Minduk also wrote a song which focused on one of his tasks as a
shepherd (see Appendix 7.28): dragging sheep out of abog. The sheep
were covered Bunwith maggots buc still alive. The maggots would
come crawling out of the mud towards the sheep.

The tull text and translation of the song from Berndt and Berndt is presented
as Box 12.4:

Box 12.4: Minduk Jack’s Song 3

1. Betulun aruka ambal beru-itj tjang-itjang
fly eggs becoming that are maggots crawling
ailiminai ilimindi tjang-itjang
following in streams trying to crawling

2. Yamilin-o beru-itj tjang-itjang
Writhing maggots crawling

3. [lines 1and 2 repeated]

Fly eggs becoming maggots
crawling, following in streams

[to infest sheep]

Writhing, crawling maggots.

Source: Berndt and Berndt (1993: Appendix 7.28); adapted by authors.

Notes

In this song only one word is recognised from the Murray River language
sources: in line 1, the word betulun ‘fly eggs’, contains the form of the word
for ‘egg’ found in Yitha-Yitha, recorded as bdze and beir and in Keramin,
recorded as bet, bit, bert and bart (Horgen 2004).

This word also contains the form /loane, recorded in Keramin with the
meaning ‘housefly’. We therefore suggest that this word is a compound,
literally ‘egg-housefly’.

The word listed by Horgen for ‘maggot’ (Ngayawang yeltirri ‘maggot,
applied to rice’) does not resemble the form found in this song.
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12.4 Pound’s song

Unlike the songs of Minduk Jack, the song presented here has a much more
traditional theme, telling the story of Nguril, an Ancestor Creator.

Berndt and Berndt (1993: 221) stated that Nguril was identified with
Ngurunderi, the chief ancestor being of the Yaraldi (Ngarrindjeri) of the
Murray mouth, and that Ngurunderi had originally come down from up
river. They refer to the Maraura narrative Norman Tindale (1939) took
down, relating how ‘Ngurunderi followed his two wives down river’.
Tindale’s Maraura informant Peter Bonney did not name Ngurunderi
directly in this narrative, and it is unclear from a reading of it which of a
range of male figures might represent him. Peter Bonney did say, however,
that the Nurili are ancestral beings; very old men, the INurunderi of the
river is one, also Wa:ku and Ka:nau — Crow and Eagle. He was thus aware
of Ngurunderi and equated him as an ancestral being along with figures
from his homeland as ‘Nurili’ — a term that clearly correlates to Nguril of
the Yu-Yu as featured in Pound’s song. While there is little detail in this
song beyond a general confirmation of Nguril creating the land, we read
the absence of specifics as emblematic of the conventions and limitations
of song as opposed to story.

In terms of further context, Berndtand Berndt published a story from a Yu-Yu
speaker, Mrs Carter, recounting what was a Bareindji narrative from the
scrubland out from the Darling but referring to Crow and Eaglehawk rather
than other ancestral beings. Its focus on Crow and Eaglehawk paralleled
that in Peter Bonney’s story (Tindale 1939) and also referred to overlapping
locations on the lower Darling and nearby reaches of the Murray.

Overlapping motifs and linked ancestral beings occur in stories from areas
further apart, however. Albert Karloan recounted how ‘in the early days of
the Dreaming Ngurunderi followed the great Murray Cod down the river,
poling his canoe’, with the Cod’s actions forming the landscape (Berndt
and Berndt 1993: 223). Like many of the ancestors who are linked, he had

two wives.

This parallels a story taken down by R.H. Mathews (NLA MS 8006/3/4.1,
Notebook 1, p. 153) from Werkaya speakers of the Victorian Mallee in
which Datyukul (literally ‘arm-having’) pursued the giant Cod down the
Murray, again forming the landscape as they went. In the Werkaya version
the Cod was pursued from Swan Hill down to Murray Bridge before the
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narrative swept across country to the east, while in the Yaraldi story the
Cod was pursued down through the lower lakes. The same figure appears
as Thathakwil in a Mathi-Mathi account of Orion taken down by
Luise Hercus from Jack Long (Blake et al. 2011: 130), showing an even
greater spread of linked stories across land as well as in the night sky. We
see how these links extended even further again as R.H. Mathews notes
that “Thattyukwil some fellows call him Bundyal’ (NLA MS 8006/3/4.2,
Notebook 6, p. 6°) and ‘Bunjil is “Datyukul” from Datyuk is the arm’ (NLA
MS 8006/3/4.1, Notebook 1, p. 153), ‘Bunjil’ being the major creation
figure for Eastern Kulin speakers of central Victoria (see section 3.2.4 for a
song relating to Bundjil).

In his story ‘Narroondarie’s Wives', David Unaipon (1990) told of how
Ngurunderi came from the north, where he ‘was known or called Boonah,
hence the initiation ceremonies’.

Unaipon, a devout Christian and much influenced by Christian teaching,
went on to say that ‘Narroondarie and Boonah are names by which he
is known as a good man, as a Sacred Man who is endowed or guided by
the will of the Great Spirit, the Nhyanhund or Byamee, the our father of
all’. Baiame, another Ancestor Creator, is mentioned in connection with
Dharamulan (see sections 9.6 and 10.2).

Unaipon (1990) says: ‘After coming from the Northern part of Australia
down into various parts of New South Wales and Victoria, he found his way
into South Australia, dwelling mostly in and around the shores of Lakes

Alexandrina and Albert’.

Thus it appears that Pound’s song is in fact a part of much greater story, part
of a very long ‘songline’ that is only very fragmentarily recorded, but for
which we do have the song that related to the Ned’s corner area.

The Berndts’ fuller description of the background to the song is given below
(Berndt and Berndt 1993: 221):

A further patangi came from Ned’s corner of the Victorian side
of the River Murray (see Appendix 7.29). It was sung by a man
named Pound of the Yeyu language group. This was probably an
alternative name for the Yite-yite who originally occupied part of
the northern side of the Lachlan River. This song was of particular

6 We are grateful to Harley Dunolly-Lee for pointing out this reference.
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significance since it referred to Nguril who is identified as the mythic
Ngurunderi. Roughly, the song was translated as “This is where
Nguril has been walking; this is what he has been doing; these are
his tracks across plain after plain, with flowing creeks making their
way down to the River’.

They went on to say:

This is the only direct Aboriginal statement we heard at that time
about Ngurunderi’s linkage with the upper reaches of the Murray,
except the statement that he came down the Murray from this
direction in mythic times (see Chapter 15). However, Howitt (1904:
489) referred to the Wiimbaio people speaking of Nurelli, which
could well be a variation of Nguril. This mythic being was said to
have made the whole country and eventually gone into the sky from
a point located on the north side of the Murray, at Lake Victoria,
about fifty miles from Wentworth. Two songs about Nurelli are set
out in Howitt (ibid.: 428). The patangi was performed at night,
when decorated men and women danced. Pinkie Mack herself was
a participant when she married John Mack, who came from this
general area.

The two songs referred to here are the Maraura Sun song (section 8.1.2)
and the Moon song (section 8.1.4). Perhaps it is possible that these two
are part of the same song series/dreaming/songline that also involves
Ngurunderi and Nguril? We might also mention here that the Kangaroo
song (section 8.1.3) and the Moiety song (section 8.1.1) are also possibly
related to a similar ‘dreaming’.

The full text and translation of the song from Berndt and Berndt (1993:
Appendix 7.29) is presented as Box 12.5:

Box 12.5: Pound’s song

1. Imanei ipana Ngurilal  anggitjin imanei
Look here he did this Nguril that is what look here
ipana Nguril ai
he did this Nguril
[line 1 repeated]

3. Waral-waral waral-waral amalivin livin
Plains after plains creeks flowing through
a mukuluwei
River water
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Look here! Nguril did this!
That is what Nguril did.

Plain after plain, with flowing creeks,

To the river’s water.

Source: Berndt and Berndt (1993: Appendix 7.29); adapted by authors.

Notes

The word imanei in line 1 might be based on the root maima- ‘see’ that is
found in two of Minduk JacK’s songs and discussed in section 12.3.1.

In line 3, the word mukuluwei ‘river water’ is probably based on the word
nguk- ‘water’, found in a number of sources. Hercus (1986: 232) wrote
['guk], which would be spelled as nguuk with a long vowel. Thomas
(MLMSS 241, Volume 21 Item 17, p. 276) gives noourk for ‘water’, and
Horgen (2004) lists a range of similar forms from all five languages in
his study.

The word mukuluwei is glossed as ‘river water’ and it is possible that
this compound contains a form of the word for Murray River /ut/ludt
in Keramin and /futte in Yitha-Yitha (Horgen 2004), also spelled /yart by
Thomas (MLMSS 214, Volume 21 Item 17, p. 273).

We also speculate on the possibility that the forms -2/ and -ai written after
the word Nguril are intended to be the same suffix and are actually ergatives.
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