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13
Widespread songs

A number of the nineteenth-century sources refer to songs that were known 
by a wide range of people, and had often come from far away. They were 
sung by Aboriginal people, even though the meaning was not known to 
the singers.

In general we are not able to translate these, as often we have neither any 
suggested meaning, nor any clear idea of what the original language of the 
song was.

Table 13.1: Widespread songs

Name of song 
(section)

Source of text Other 
references

Notes

Ma-le song 
(13.1)

Georgiana McCrae (1966: 
201); George Gordon 
McCrae (1917: 170)

Perhaps the 
same as the 
Mallæ malææ 
song referred 
to by Dawson 
(1881: 80) 

If the song referred 
to by Dawson is the 
same as that recorded 
by the McCraes, it is a 
commemoration of the 
ravages of smallpox.

Corroboree 
song, said to 
originate in 
the Yass area 
(13.2)

Bulmer, MS letter (MV XM 
81); Bulmer in Campbell 
(1999: 56); Bulmer MS 
(MV XM 922, pp. 24–25); 
Smyth (1878, 1: 170); 
Howitt SLV MS 1053/4 (a)

– Language unknown. 
In the Howitt MS, it is 
suggested the song 
originated at Yass 
and Tumut, so may be 
Wiradjuri.

Song brought 
down the 
Murray (13.3)

Bulmer in Campbell 
(1999: 56); MS (MV XM 
925, p.44)

– The song was 
presumably collected by 
Bulmer at Yelta. It could 
have been in any of a 
number of languages.
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Name of song 
(section)

Source of text Other 
references

Notes

The platypus, 
a far-travelled 
song (13.4)

Howitt (1904: 414); Howitt 
MS (SLV MS Box 1053/4 
(a), p. 57)

– This song may have 
come from NSW, 
possibly from the 
Richmond River.

Source: Authors.

We are not able to offer linguistic analysis of any of these songs, save to 
present the original texts and any small observations on them we have been 
able to make.

13.1 Ma-le song
There are three versions of this song. In her diary entry dated 5 January 1847, 
Georgiana McCrae writes ‘Eliza told me the words of a few native songs 
I noted them down. There was one which the Goulburn blacks’ tribe sing 
when one of their number is sent to jail’, following which she gives the text 
of the song, the name of which we have regularised as ma-le, which we write 
with a hyphen so that it will not be misread as English male/mail. The version 
from Georgiana’s journal (McCrae 1966: 201) is presented as Box 13.1:

Box 13.1: Ma-le song, version 1

Malay nyar wara goma malay a a
nyar wara a rindia a a malay
wara goma a a a malay a rindia
a a malay a a wah wara goma etc.

Source: Georgiana McCrae’s journal, 5 January 1847; McCrae (1966: 201);  
adapted by authors.

The second version is from a notebook that forms the first part of George 
Gordon McCrae’s manuscript journal of reminiscences ‘Experiences not 
Exploits’. It is dated by the State Library of Victoria’s McCrae papers 
Finding Aid as 1840–41, but although perhaps referring to that time, 
it was composed much later. The full text of the song with introduction is 
presented as Box 13.2:
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Box 13.2: Ma-le song, version 2

Now, we first began to spell out native names and barter such small treasures as we 
had, for boomerangs, waddies and leangls, not to say canoe-paddles, spears, nulla-
nullas and wee-a-weets or throwing sticks beside womeras or spear propellers. Here 
too we learned our first (and last) Australian boat or rather canoe song, but of which 
only a solitary couplet and the chorus survive in my memory 

Mahlay, O, O, Ryndya

Ryndya, O, O, gomay

Mahlay, Mahlay, wah!

A really pretty melody with a chorus fading away by degrees

Source: George Gordon McCrae manuscript, SLV MS 12018, Box 2523/3 (a), p. 140;1 
adapted by authors.

A third version is in the published notes from George Gordon McCrae 
(1917: 170) and is presented as Box 13.3:

Box 13.3: Ma-le song, version 3

Mah-lay

Mah-lay nya ware gomay.

Wara a, a, a, gomay-wara

Mah-lay nya Ryndia Mah-lay

Wah ... Ah! wara.

Source: George Gordon McCrae (1917: 170); adapted by authors.

In McCrae (1917), the song associated with jail is the one given above 
(section 3.7.1) as having been composed by Ningolubbel. It is possible 
that the ma-le song may be the widely travelled song relating to smallpox, 
mentioned by Dawson (1881: 80): 

A lament called ‘Mallæ malææ’, composed in New South Wales in 
commemoration of the ravages of small-pox, is known all over the 
Australian colonies and is sung in a doleful strain, accompanied with 
groans and imitations of a dying person.

It may also be that the song is the same as the one mentioned by Teichelmann 
and Schürmann (1982 [1840], Vocabulary: 34).2 Note that palti means 
‘song; play’:

1	  McCrae has numbered only those pages that are written on; but not those which are blank (mostly 
recto) or have a drawing pasted on them (also recto). Sometimes, however, the recto page is written on 
and numbered.
2	  Thanks to Corey Theatre for pointing out this reference.
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Nguya. s. pustule; the disease of smallpox, from which the aborigines 
suffered before the Colony was founded. They universally assert that 
it came from the east, or the Murray tribes, so that is not at all 
improbable that the disease was at first brought among the natives 
by European settlers on the eastern coast. They have not suffered 
from it for some years; but about a decennium ago it was, according 
to their statement, universal; when it diminished their numbers 
considerably, and on many left the marks of its ravages, to be seen 
at this day. They have no remedy against it, except the nguyapalti.

Nguyapalti, small-pox song, which they learnt from the eastern 
tribes, by the singing of which the disease is believed to be prevented 
or stopped in its progress.

Both Dawson and Teichelmann and Schürmann mentioned that this is a 
widespread song, and Dawson named it, but only Georgina McCrae wrote 
down the words. 

All three versions contain a word with initial /r/, rindia, which suggests that 
the song has travelled from another place. Initial /r/ was not found in the 
Eastern Kulin languages, and this suggests that the song may be from one 
of the Murray River languages, as Hercus has recorded rind [ˈriːnd] as the 
Tarti-Tarti word for the Murrumbidgee River, and ‘also a general term for 
“river”’ (1986: 232).

Note that in Box 13.2, George Gordon McCrae did specifically state that 
this was ‘an Australian boat or rather canoe song’ and made no mention of 
the possible connection with smallpox. If our suggestion that this is a Murray 
River languages song is correct, then the fact that it contains the word for 
‘river’ may be the reason why McCrae’s consultant, Bed-be-endgeer or Ben 
(see section 3.1.2), categorised it as a ‘boat song’.

Another possible connection is a reference noted down by Howitt in his 
manuscript notebooks ‘Corroboree beginning “Mally Mallay – tariarara” 
for which Murray Jack had heard formerly at Lambing Flat but heavy rain 
set in and prevented it’ in Museums Victoria (XM 760, p. 15). Murray Jack 
was from the Yuin tribes.

We cannot offer any translation of the meaning of this song, and if it is 
indeed the same song that Dawson (1881) and Teichelmann and Schürmann 
(1982 [1840]) were referring to, it is likely that people in the Melbourne, 
western Victoria and Adelaide areas would not have understood it either.
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13.2 Corroboree song, said to originate 
in the Yass area
The corroboree song recorded here is found in a range of versions. The first, 
presented as Box 13.4, occurs in a letter of Bulmer’s relating how a stick 
would be sent to a tribe when a corroboree was to be held, informing people 
of the coming corroboree. This version also describes the text as being ‘the 
burden of the song’. In the nineteenth century, burden meant ‘the refrain 
or chorus’ and it may be that these words were only part of the whole song.

Other versions of this song are found in Bulmer in Campbell (1999: 56), 
see Box 13.5; the manuscript version that Campbell used as the basis for this 
transcription (MV XM 922, pp. 24–25), presented as Box 13.6; a report 
from Bulmer in Smyth (1878, 1: 170), see Box 13.7; and also in the Howitt 
manuscripts, State Library of Victoria (MS Box 1053/4 (b), page numbered 
5, hw0404.pdf, p. 86), see Box 13.8.

Box 13.4: Corroboree song, version 1

Many years ago when I was on the Murray a stick about 3 feet long was sent to the 
tribe at Yelta. It was marked with their usual marks and was an object of great interest 
to the tribe. I[t] was held in the hand of the time keeper at the corroborie and was 
struck with a bough of a tree at intervals. The burden of the song was as follows: 
Wilpon tha wilpon me gra. At the gra the stick was struck. All the men held sticks in 
their hands but only the one who taught the song held the stick which had travelled, 
the blacks said a very long way. Indeed, it must have travelled far for I found the same 
song was quite familiar to the Kurnai here so that it must have been known all along 
the arms of the River Murray and up the Darling and through Gippsland and indeed 
I have no doubt it was known in the greatest part of NSW.’

Source: Bulmer, letter of 15 April 1880, MV XM 81; adapted by authors.

Box 13.5: Corroboree song, version 2

Corroborees
Their great festival time was when they held a corroboree (koonyeroo). This was 
generally in the summer time when food was plentiful and travelling easy. Then the 
strangers came from different parts, perhaps one had brought a new song, and he 
was going to teach them the figures of the dance belonging to it. All they wanted was 
to know the song which could be learned in five minutes and the figures of the dance.
The corroboree songs travelled a long way, one song which was sung on the Murray 
in 1857 I heard sung at Lake Tyers in 1862. It was only a very few words; wilpore tho 
wilpore me garaw. When it was brought to Yelta it was accompanied by a stick of about 
a yard long. This stick was held in the hand with one end on the ground. It was struck 
by the dancer with a bough, at each sound of the word garaw. 

Source: Bulmer in Campbell (1999: 56); adapted by authors.
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The part of this description relating to this widely travelled song is found 
in the Bulmer papers (MV XM 922, pp. 24–25), and our transcription is 
here presented as Box 13.6. There are some differences between this and 
Campbell’s transcription:

Box 13.6: Corroboree song, version 3

These corroboree songs travelled a great many miles. At the junction of the Darling 
in 1857, a song came down from the Upper Murray. It was accompanied by a stick of 
about a yard long, well carved. This was held in the hand while the song was being 
performed. For in some corrobories they did not use their legs
[p. 25]
but merely their hands. In this case the stick was held in the hands of the singers and 
was struck with a small bough. The song consisted of but five words. It was as follows: 
wilpon tho wilpon me gra. 
But the tune was much more musical than any I had heard. In 1861 when I came to 
Gippsland I found this same song had gone all over that part of Victoria. 

Source: Bulmer papers, MV XM 922, pp. 24–25; adapted by authors.

Box 13.7: Corroboree song, version 4

“The corrobboree,” says the Rev. Mr. Bulmer, a Missionary at Lake Tyers, in Gippsland, 
“is a simple affair. The tune is the best part of it. In fact the tune is the chief feature, 
the poetry being generally poor. The song which made a great stir at the last 
corrobboree I witnessed was composed of about five words. It was of a language I did 
not understand, and indeed the blacks themselves did not understand it ; but that 
did not matter to them. All they desired was the tune and the figure of the dance. 
The words were as follows:–

Wilpon

Tho Wilpon

Me

Gra.!

 “The sound of gra was carried on to a great length, while all the men made a very 
graceful bend of the body, and thus it was repeated at pleasure. In the corrobboree 
the blacks sometimes use their legs as in a regular dance, always keeping time 
remarkably well. At other times they only, bend their bodies in a very graceful way. 
When the dance consists in using the legs freely, then, as a rule, they never use any 
particular stick, but carry in the hand a boomerang or a tomahawk, as in a war-dance 
; but when they present themselves in figure only bringing the body into play, they 
mostly have something in the shape of a stick, which it is presumed belongs to that 
particular kind of dance. Sometimes the stick is held in the left hand, to support 
the performer while he sways his body backwards and forwards. At each forward 
movement he strikes the stick in his left hand either with a bough or with another 
stick. It is astonishing to see with what soldier-like regularity the body of each man 
bends to the time. On certain occasions, when the legs have been mostly exercised 
in the dance, some of the men would assist the women in the singing, and would use 
their sticks in beating time.”

Source: Bulmer in Smyth (1878, 1: 170); adapted by authors.
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Box 13.8: Corroboree song, version 5

Imported Corroboree

Billy the Bull and Lambi heard the following corroboree at Sale some years ago. 
Melbourn blackfellows brought it over. It was said to have come from Yass & 
Tumut, thence to the Murray and to Melbourne. Mr Bulmer heard it at the junction 
of [the] Darling & Murray in 1860. It was sung by a man who stood facing a line of 
men (audience) so that the firelight shone on him. In his hand he held the message 
(corroboree) stick – which was about 30 in. long by 3 wide and say ¼ in. thick. Marked 
by diagonal bands of alternate red ochre and pipe clay. In his other hand he held 
a bough which he waved over the stick as he sang thus:

When Mr Bulmer saw it the stick was round with diagonal bands.

The words as follows:–

Wilpontho – wilpontha – jǔro-o-o

jǔra-a-a

The meaning of the words is unknown.

Source: Howitt, SLV MS Box 1053/4 (b), page numbered 55; hw0404.pdf, p. 86; 
adapted by authors.

Billy the Bull is one the elders of the Gippsland tribes. For further 
information about him, see section 5.1.6.

We are unable to offer any translation for this song.

13.3 Song brought down the Murray
Bulmer also wrote down this song, stating that it was ‘brought down 
the Murray’. There are two versions presented here, that transcribed 
by Campbell from the Bulmer papers, presented in Box 13.9, and the 
manuscript version from Museums Victoria (XM 925, p. 44), presented in 
Box 13.10.3 The Campbell transcription differs slightly from ours.

3	  The page numbering of some of the Bulmer papers is very confusing. The PDF file which we were 
able to work from contains two pages numbered 44 in succession. This piece of text is on the second of 
those, and the previous page does not contain the section of text in [] brackets.
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Box 13.9: Song brought down the Murray, version 1

The songs now in use do not generally have more than six to twelve words, these are 
repeated as long as required, thus:

dilli mi generay

tharamba lanuma

ngio

The above was brought down the Murray, and though it was in an unknown language 
to the blacks, yet they sang it very often. 

Source: Bulmer in Campbell (1999: 56); adapted by authors.

Box 13.10: Song brought down the Murray, version 2

[the songs now in] use do not generally have more than 6 to 12 words, these are 
repeated over and over again thus:

dilli mi genera tharamba lanuma ngio

This was repeated as long as the singing was required. They state that the [ulni?] is in 
a language that was not known to the tribe where it was used & had travelled a long 
way before it got to the people they could sing it. 

Source: Bulmer, MV XM 925, page numbered 44, p. 73 of PDF; adapted by authors.

Since we do not know anything about the meaning of the song, or where it 
originated from, we cannot suggest any translation.

13.4 The platypus, a far-travelled song
The final song presented in this chapter is about a platypus. Here, we have 
a word-by-word gloss, and a word for platypus written as Malla-malle and 
Mulla-mulle, which we would suggest can be regularised as mala-mala. 
We do not know any language in which the word for ‘platypus’ is similar to 
this form.

There are two versions, that in Howitt (1904), presented here as Box 13.11, 
and the manuscript version from the State Library of Victoria, presented 
as Box 13.12. Howitt (1904: 414) mentions that the song was heard in 
Narrinyeri country, but it does not originate there.4

4	  According to Wikipedia, ‘Platypus’, accessed 29 October 2017, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Platypus, 
the platypus range does not extend into Narrinyeri territory.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Platypus
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Howitt mentioned that it was heard in the Geawe-gal tribe, which is the 
name of a clan of the Dharawal that lived on Botany Bay, NSW. Later in 
the same text he mentions that a Wolgal speaker had said that this text came 
originally from the Richmond River. We are not at present able to say from 
where this song originated, but it was presumably in a place where platypus 
live, and the word for them is something like mala-mala.

In his manuscript version of the song, Howitt names Murray Jack, a Yuin 
man, as the consultant, using his Indigenous name Yibai-malian in the 
1904 book.

Box 13.11: The platypus, a far-travelled song, version 1

The makers of Australian songs, or of the combined songs and dances, are the poets, 
or bards, of the tribe and are held in great esteem. Their names are known in the 
neighbouring tribes, and their songs are carried from tribe to tribe, until the very 
meaning of the words is lost, as well as the original source of the song. It is hard 
to say how far and how long such a song may travel in the course of time over the 
Australian continent.

A good example of such far-travelled songs is the following, of which I have heard 
two versions. One runs as followsː–

Malla-malle taria-rara uananga

Ngumberanga ye-yandaba

I heard it first sung by one of the Narrinyeri in 1861, and afterwards Mr. G. W. Rusden 
sang it for me from memory, having heard it in the Geawe-gal tribe many years 
before. In neither case was the meaning of the words known.

The second version I heard sung at the Murring Kuringal in 1880 by Yibai-malian, who 
said that it came to his tribe, the Wolgal, many years before, having been, he believed, 
originally brought from the Richmond River in New South Wales. The air to which it 
was sung was the same as I had before heard, but the words differed from those of 
the first version given, beingː–

Mulla-mulle kuruitba tarria-rara

Platypus large rock bend of river

Guiltura nanga ebermeranga

[p. 416]

He said the words spoke of a platypus sitting on a rock in the river, but he could not 
explain the second line.

Source: Howitt (1904: 414, 416); adapted by authors.



INDIGENOUS SONGS OF VICTORIA

662

Box 13.12: The platypus, a far-travelled song, version 2

Australian Aborigines 

Corroborree Song

Mŭlla-mŭlleʹ Kūrūiʹtba tāʹra-irā taʹra-iraʹ

platypus big rock river bend

gūialtūra nauga ebermernang

big water hole

Mŭʹri Jack couldn’t remember the remainder of the song

Source: Howitt, SLV MS Box 1053/4, hw0404.pdf, p. 88; adapted by authors.
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