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14
Songs in unknown languages

In this chapter we present two songs whose languages we have been unable 
to establish. The first of these is the Up River initiation song, documented 
in the Lower Murray area by both Radcliffe Brown and Berndt and Berndt.

14.1 Up River initiation song
This song was sung by both Pinkie Mack and Albert Karloan, neither of 
whom knew the language in which it was sung. Two versions of the text 
have come down to us, one from Berndt and Berndt (1993) (see Box 14.1), 
and the second from Radcliffe Brown (Box 14.2).

There are also surviving recordings of this, and a transcription of the music 
for the Berndt and Berndt recording by Alice Moyle. As with the other songs 
recorded by Berndt and Berndt onto a wax cylinder at East Wellington in 
South Australia in 1943, the singer was Pinkie Mack. Berndt and Berndt 
(1993: 172) wrote that: 

(We tried to record this on part of an Edison wax cylinder recording 
at Brinkley, East Wellington, in 1943. Pinkie Mack was the singer. 
This collection of cylinders is now in the Australian Institute of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, AIATSIS, in Canberra.)

These wax 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. 12 contains the following (Box 14.1; from BERNDT_RC01-
004244_listing.pdf ):
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Box 14.1: Details of Cylinder No. 12 recorded by Berndt and Berndt

1st part: an Up River initiation song ˈpaːta ˈwinәma …
2nd part: A ˈJakәmalˈdaːk tribal song from up the river ˈdugdugәdo ˈjaːna

Source: AIATSIS BERNDT_RC01-004244_listing.pdf; adapted by authors.

This portion is on the AIATSIS WAV file from 18:48 to 21:29, commencing 
with the words spoken by Alice Moyle: ‘No. 12 slightly mildewed at 
commencement’.

The musical transcription made by Alice Moyle is in pencil, and (apparently) 
kept at AIATSIS.1 We have been able to access a PDF copy of it; one of around 
13 transcriptions of songs from the Berndt and Berndt collection made by 
Alice Moye. In Figure 14.1, we present a clear version of the transcription done 
by Alice Moyle of this song. In the document containing this transcription 
there are multiple songs and it may be that the one immediately following the 
double bar line in the original represents a transcription of the second part 
of Cylinder No. 12, the Wentworth song, sung by Jacko (see section 8.2.2). 
We are not including that musical transcription in this volume.

Figure 14.1: Alice Moyle’s musical analysis of the Up River initiation song
Source: Grace Koch.

1	  The PDF file from which we derived Figure 14.1 was called BERNDT_RC01-004244_
supplementary1.pdf. Using the Adobe Photoshop program, we extracted a JPG file and decreased the 
brightness until all of the writing was readable.
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Range: Major 9th (C–D)

The two text versions of the song are presented below. Box 14.2 is the 
version in Berndt and Berndt (1993), and Box 14.3 is the version as notated 
by Radcliffe Brown.

Box 14.2: Up River initiation song, version 1

Unfortunately Karloan and Pinkie Mack did not know the meaning of the dancing and 
the songs. They were said to have been introduced to the Yaraldi in the middle of the 
nineteenth century by visiting Walkandi-woni, but the specific language in which the 
song was rendered was unknown. Pinkie Mack, who had some knowledge of up-river 
languages, was unable to identify it. (We tried to record this on part of an Edison wax 
cylinder recording at Brinkley, East Wellington, in 1943. Pinkie Mack was the singer. 
This collection of cylinders is now in the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Studies, AIATSIS, in Canberra.)

The songs words were as follows, and our rendering is directly from actual field notes 
taken at the time Pinkie Mack discussed the words with us; it was not taken from the 
song recording:

Part One

1 Pata winema ngama leiwuninang ania akaka.

2 Maria pailpata mani mani tjatu-pulanda waipali ai malo-a.

Part Two

1 Pata winema ngama leiwuninang a ai …

2 Mani-mani tjatu-pulanda waipali ai malo angk.

3 Pata winema ngama leiwuninang ei a …

4 Mani-mani tjatu-pulanda waipali ai malo a.

The above two parts were repeated and followed by the concluding words:

Pata winema ngama leiwuninang malo tr tr tr

Songs of this kind always began and ended with three beats.

Source: Berndt and Berndt (1993: 172); adapted by authors.

Box 14.3: Up River initiation song, version 2

Informant Albert Kaláwan

‘corroboree coming from up the Murray river’

Partawineme name láwinana

ania:ka:ka:

maria paitjpa:ta:

(Murray)

mani mani tartubarlanda*

alpeli au ma:lauwang
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partwinema

------------

ya:mbalan

*metre has been indicated on this line.

Source: Radcliffe Brown Papers, AIATSIS MS 995; transcribed by Peter Sutton.

We do not know what language this song is, but we can be confident that it 
is not Ngarrindjeri (Narrinyeri), because if it had been, both Albert Karloan 
and Pinkie Mack would have been able to translate it, whereas neither of 
them knew the meaning and Pinkie Mack could not identify the language.

It has been suggested (Mary-Anne Gale, pers. comm.) that the initial word 
pata could be related to the song type patangi, one of the song types discussed 
in Berndt and Berndt (1993) (see also the discussion of Jacko’s song, which 
was a patangi, in section 8.2.2). She also suggested that winema could be 
winmun ‘construct/work’ or winamun ‘beating time’ from ‘wiñam-in, v.s., 
beating time’ (Meyer 1843: 107) and winamin Taplin (1879). 

However, Berndt and Berndt (1993) noted that the song was brought down 
to the coastal areas by Walkandi-woni, who were a ‘generic Grouping of 
non-Yaraldi people further up river. Compound is based on “North Wind”’, 
adding (1993: 213) that:

Pinkie Mack also mentioned that the Walkandi-woni people were 
the main source, in later days, of various ceremonies when Kukabrak 
ones were held less frequently or not at all. Upriver people, she said, 
sent a prigi (messenger) who came to Mannum and continued by 
canoe with a companion.

This would suggest that the language is less likely to be Ngarrindjeri.

There is a similarity between this song and another initiation song 
documented by Howitt in section 2.3.3, which we have included in the 
Western Kulin languages section. Both of these songs commence with 
the word pata and both are initiation songs. As seen in section 2.3.3, Howitt 
glossed pata as ‘wait a while’, but this meaning is not found in any of the 
language sources for Western Kulin. It is possible that both this Up River 
initiation song and the Initiation song in section 2.3.3 are in the same 
unknown language.
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We note that the form leiwuningang is found in the Berndt and Berndt 
version (Box 14.1), and a corresponding láwinana in the version recorded by 
Radcliffe Brown (Box 14.2). Both of these forms are similar to the Murray 
River word lewa- ‘sit’ (see discussion of Minduk Jack’s second song, section 
12.3.2). If this song were in one of the Murray River languages, however, 
we would have expected Pinkie Mack to understand its meaning, since she 
was able to interpret the meaning of Minduk Jack’s songs.

Note that the word for ‘father’ in Keramin is recorded with the spellings pate 
and bait (Horgen 2004), which could be realised as pata.

However, beyond these speculations, we cannot say much about this song, 
neither being able to offer any translation of it or even any certainty as to 
which language it is.

14.2 Anaruka song (Creek song)
On 27 November 1860, Ludwig Becker, who was one of the members of 
the Burke and Wills expedition, sent a letter to Dr Macadam, MLA, Hon. 
Secretary, Royal Society, Victoria, and the letter was read at a meeting of 
the society in December 1860 and published in The Argus on 11 December 
1860.2 Becker included ‘A specimen or two of a song and tune of one of the 
Murray Tribes’. He introduced this as follows:

Remark.—I had not had much opportunity as yet to converse 
sufficiently with the natives so as to offer something new or of 
great interest to others unacquainted with the Lower Murray and 
the Upper Darling tribes. However, I was fortunate enough to hear 
from an intelligent native some-thing which may prove interesting 
enough to lovers of primitive songs and tunes. It is a translation of 
a corroboree song, and which that young Murray black dictated to 
me in English. I wrote it down word for word. The same young man 
also favoured me with a love-song, repeatiug it several times, so as to 
enable me to note correctly words and melody.

LUDWIG BECKER.
Darling Depot, Nov. 27.

2	  ‘Royal Society of Victoria’, Argus, 11 December 1860, accessed 30 April 2017, trove.nla.gov.au/
newspaper/article/5694801?searchTerm=aboriginal%20melodies&searchLimits=l-state=Victoria. The text 
is also published in Tipping (1979: 190), where we first became aware of it.

http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/5694801?searchTerm=aboriginal%20melodies&searchLimits=l-state=Victoria
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/5694801?searchTerm=aboriginal%20melodies&searchLimits=l-state=Victoria
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The translation of the corroboree song, also described as Yaam song, is given 
in Box 14.4:

Box 14.4: Yaam song (Corroboree song)

(Lower Murray.)
“I am with the white people,
But all my tribe in the camp at home,
And I am living with the white people ;
And I am amongst other blacks,
And cannot understand their speaking.
Wheregara was my country,
But I am covering myself with the blanket now,
And I am not covered with the opossum rug,
And I cannot make it :
Cannot get the opossum to make the rug,
I am with the white people now.
And I cannot go to my home yet.
I cannot get married to my colour.
Being now with the white people ;
And if I want to marry my colour
I must go home.
And if I marry to my colour,
And if I go to another country
With the white people,
And leave behind my lubra,
Perhaps white people take her,
And give her to another black.
And this I do not like ! Ugh !”

Source: Recorded by Becker (1860); adapted by authors.

We do not know of any language in which yam(a) means ‘corroboree’ or 
‘dance’, and cannot therefore associate this song with any known language 
group. Note, however, that the first word of the corroboree song reported 
in the Riverina Herald, discussed in section 9.2.1, has yama as its first word.

The form and sentiment of this Yaam song raises questions about the status 
of this song.
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Becker’s discussion of the Anaruka song is presented in Box 14.5, and the 
full text with music (from Tipping 1979: 190) is presented as Figure 14.2.

Box 14.5: Anaruka song (Creek song)

Note.—‘Anaruka’ is the word for ‘creek,’ but often given as a name to girls. There is 
a truly poetical conception in the double meaning of the word. “Walwallim (name of a 
black fellow) sings—
“Anaruka ! you must be quick, come down,
I cannot wait for you long;
No man can wait for you long.
I am going to sleep (to die).”

Source: Recorded by Becker (1860); adapted by authors.

Figure 14.2: Musical analysis and text of the Anaruka song recorded 
by Becker
Source: Becker (1860) in Tipping (1979: 190); courtesy of Melbourne University Press.

Range: Augmented 5th (B–F)

Becker has put the song into a 4/4 metre. The semitone drop from C to B 
and the diminished 5th rise in the 6th bar suggest an underlying Lochrian 
mode. 
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The full text is given in (14.1):

(14.1) Anaruka walli-walli madin haana-ruk carrol-gunnage allsan-u-ri wai ki-
waiki yen dailomhnai geng nadami.

We presume that the first word could be regularised as nganaruka. This 
does not resemble any words in Paakantyi or Maraura and so we cannot 
offer any analysis of the song’s meaning or suggestions as to which language 
it is in.
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