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IVAN NAMIRRKKI’S STORY

In 2008, I asked Marralwanga’s son Ivan Namirrkki why he had chosen to live at 
Kumurrulu, then a new outstation (Figures 1.2, 3.1, 3.2 and 3.3; see Taylor 2012). I knew 
Namirrkki well when he had lived at Marrkolidjban, and I wanted to understand why he 
had branched away from that locale, first moving to Mankorlod with his older brother, 
before setting up his own outstation at Kumurrulu. The development of autonomy was 
an important factor – he wanted his own identity separate from his older brothers – but 
Kumurrulu also had important significance for him. He told me that he had moved there 
to fulfil a promise he had made to his father. To help me understand, he wanted to tell an 
extended family story. I said that I would write it down in memory of his father.

We settled around a fire at the back of his house at Kumurrulu. I had set up a temporary 
camp there. The sun was setting orange and mauve behind the ironwood and stringybark 
forest. I had grown to love this part of the forest during my time at Marrkolidjban. Smoke 
from ironwood cooking fires mixed with the lowering fog, and I could smell the sweeter 
smoke of grassfires that had been lit in the middle of the day (Figure 3.3). As the fog 
descended, the gloom became a red haze. Catching the firelight, I saw the head of a huge 
marrngunj (eel-tailed catfish), some 30-centimetres wide, tossed at the edge of the camp 
for the dogs. I wrote in my notebook by the light of the fire, surrounded by starlight and 
a horned moon. Flying foxes flapped above us while they licked the orange flowers of the 
manbalanjdjarr (Darwin woollybutt).



Figure 3.1: Ivan Namirrkki and son Davis with geese 
he shot on the Marrkolidjban floodplain, 2007.
Source: Photograph by author.



Figure 3.2: Ivan Namirrkki, with Owen Yalandja and the linguist 
Murray Garde, giving a speech, in the Kuninjku dialect, at the 
celebratory dinner for the Water Spirits Creative Partnership 
and ASEAN–Australia Centre Launch, 2024. 
Note: The Water Spirits exhibition, touring Australia and ASEAN countries, 
is focused on art works of Yawkyawk painted by both artists.
Source: Photograph by author.
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The day before, Namirrkki had been painting his bark painting design for Rolk, a sacred 
site near here in Yirridjdja moiety, Barrbinj clan Country. Ivan explained that it was 
a Djang for dancing by Yirridjdja people. He was using red paint collected from a place 
called Ngalng Djang, named after Freshwater Yabby, which is a sacred place in his father’s 
Kardbam, Country.

He remembered that, when he was young, his father and mother, Mary-Rosie 
Dukkalwanga, used to come near here to use a fish net called walabi at Kudjaldordo on 
Mankabo Creek (Manggabor Creek on published maps) just down the hill and near the 
current road (Figures 1.1 and 1.2 and Appendix 1). An old man called Bob Balirrbalirr 
Dirdi (1905–1977, Bulanj subsection, Barrbinj clan, and classificatory ‘father’) used to 
show Marralwanga around this Country. Ivan said that his father grew up here and on 
the other side of the forest near Marrkolidjban in the Duwa moiety Country of Wurrik, 
Marrirn and Born clans. He also lived further west on the other side of Marrkolidjban 
Creek at places like Kurrukkurrh, Mikirlin and Malworn in Yirridjdja moiety, Djalama 
Country. That was the land of one of his mother’s mother’s brothers.

Marralwanga’s own Kardbam lands were further south at Mankorlod. As a young boy 
Marralwanga was there with his father, Namunjdja, and his father’s brother, Namirriwu. 
Mildjundjun, Bob Wanurr’s father, and another Kardbam man, was also living there. 
It used to be a big family. When Marralwanga’s father, Namunjdja, died, Marralwanga 
moved north to his mother’s, Kurulk clan Country on the Mann River and later lived in 
the Marrkolidjban area.

I asked Namirrkki to speak slowly, and in English, so I could write down the details. 
I’ve improved the English a little in this text and made some minimal explanatory additions 
in square brackets. When I was living at Marrkolidjban in 1981 and 1982, Namirrkki was 
a favoured son of his father. Marralwanga was teaching him how to paint. I understood 
Namirrkki’s strong feeling of reciprocal responsibility to his father and his account is a 
lovingly conveyed picture of Marralwanga’s life. It is a history that focuses on places and 
the other Aboriginal people who introduced Marralwanga to them.

(Facing)
Figure 3.3: Ivan Namirrkki lighting grass at Kurrehdjadja 
adjacent to the Liverpool River, 2008.
Source: Photograph by author.



My father was looking after all that land you know. Duwa and Yirridjdja 
side. He was the best man, and he knows that Country. That’s why he 
didn’t go back to Kardbam Country. He grew up in this Country and went 
to business here and was always hunting. He would have liked to go back 
to Kardbam Country, but no one was left there. They all separated, some 
to Barunga and some to Oenpelli. So, our father was staying here and got 
this place when he grew up to be a man. He became a leader of people that 
Kodjok! That time he got old he was teaching me. I was painting with him. 
He told me about every Country, the stories and the people who lived here. 
At one time there was no one living here. The people would agree with 
him because he was a leader of people and Country, like Marrkolidjban 
and Kumurrulu.

He once brought me here to Kumurrulu and said if you want to shift here 
when you grow up you can leave your brother [Big Bill Birriyabirriya at 
Marrkolidjban]. I made a promise, that’s why I came. He also liked for 
me to go back to Mankorlod sometimes [Namirrkki resettled first at 
Mankorlod and then moved to Kumurrulu]. He didn’t turn his back on his 
Country, but he married here and was living with his cousins. My mother’s 
father [Laybalayba] and Clark Bubbuwanga’s mother’s father [Djok clan] 
wanted him to come and be a leader of people and make a big family. 
I’m the only one that came here. I’m close to my big brother, so we know 
and look after each other.

So, we know all the Kardbam Country. Me and my kids go there all the 
time. Nelson Nawilmak and Sam Mayalwanga they have got family and 
kids too. We’ve got the biggest mob of family. Too many Kardbam, that’s 
Kodjok’s family. We have one father but different, different, mothers. 
But they are all the same family. We are all Bulanj and Bulanjdjan and they 
are all Kamanj. One husband Kodjok. From us kids to new kids coming out 
from here. Us mob married too, different wife, but all Kardbam. I’ve got 
five Namunjdja kids. Sam’s got kids. There’s Clark’s family. Nelson has two 
boys and two girls. Arthur Kalarriya’s three kids, two girls and one boy.

There are grandchildren too. I’ve got four grandchildren, two from Elijah, 
one from Davis and one from Obed.

After my father died, my mother [Mary-Rosie Dukkalwanga] moved to 
live with Bruce Nabegeyo [Kodjok, Djalama] in Gunbalanya. I go and 
visit my mother and Bruce Nabegeyo in Gunbalanya, but my brother 
[same mother], Conrad Kardildil, had an accident and died.
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I used to paint Ngalyod [Rainbow Serpent], Kinga [Estuarine Crocodile], 
Kalawan [Sand Monitor] and kunj [kangaroos], the different story coming 
out of my mind. These are animals and living things from the beginning, 
from creation time. This earth was made before by them. They were really 
big animals [Djang]. After that, people were living in caves and had lots of 
hair. They would eat raw meat, not cooked. Mongerrk/Namumuyak was 
a hairy monster.

There were big animals living at Yirolk and Yibaladjyikod and at the place 
I’m  living [Kumurrulu]. They sink down and it was soft first. Then it 
went back to normal. If they were here all the time, they would be the 
biggest, biggest, animal. They would kill us too. Kunj [kangaroos] and 
Dadbe [King Brown Snake] were really big before. They are still there 
inside [they have made themselves into a place or Djang site]. When we 
do something wrong, then it’s raining. These are too secret things that stay 
there forever. So, we don’t touch or humbug at these places. We stop people 
who don’t have permission. If they touch it, it’s bad for us. We are worried 
for something coming out.

Those things we paint, we show the people, so they know the Country. 
That’s the secret. We remind them to name the place. I’m doing it myself, 
to make the people know where I stay and not to touch or humbug. I keep 
an eye on all that if people want to go. So, I can call the spirit and then we 
can go in the secret area.

That’s from the picture. Like Ngalyod, but Baladj [Leech] like Ngalyod. 
And Rolk [Maggot] like a Ngalyod. If they move, they break the ground.

My father told me to go here and look after the secret site. My kids too. 
If they ask, I can take them in. 

It’s very hard for us too. My father told me it’s dangerous. Every secret 
Dreaming Country, it’s very dangerous. That’s why we block all that 
Country. We ask the ranger mob [Djelk Rangers] not to go there and 
Balanda not to go there. And the Djulng [burial places] too, at Mikirlin, 
they might get sick.

Everything gives us life. I really need this Country. I can hear bird, water, 
fish. Any  sort of bird is sort of talking. It gives us knowledge. I gain 
knowledge from there.

That’s why I’m doing painting and work on Country [that afternoon he 
had burnt the grass at Kurehdjadja]. I come from there. I like kunrak 
[to make a bushfire]. Even today I like to shoot kornobolo [agile wallaby 
that lives in the grass]. I like to make the fire it makes me happy. It makes 
me warm and my breath warm.
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We can never change it. It always must be there.

We need the dry season. We need the wet season. To make things come 
out. I can feel Baladj, Rolk, Ngalyod and Wind [Kunkurra in the form 
of a willy-willy is a Kardbam Djang]. Also, animal and human – we feel 
together.

That’s the story. That’s my thinking.

I like earth too. Delek [white paint mined in the earth] is Ngalyod shit. 
White clay made from Ngalyod. Like we get it. We get red, yellow, and 
black too. Like black from kunrak [charcoal from fires]. Kunrak is speaking 
to us to get it from the ashes to make colour. Even sticks too.

I sit on the ground, and it sort of touches me. Kunkurlk [ground] that’s the 
one we came out from. That’s why we are always sitting in the dirt, sit on 
the ground, or in the white sand at the waterside at Wakyoy [a billabong 
just down the hill]. Also, out of the water here. Even on mud it’s the same. 
Any living thing it’s for me.

My father spoke to me a lot, giving me all the teaching.

That star, Namorrorddo, the Shooting Star [Kardbam Djang]. That’s the 
one I paint. That man used to hunt every night.

That Ngarrbek [Echidna] we used to hunt at midday. It used to be hunted 
with a dog. I got one but my son didn’t like it. I like to eat it.

That one is holding us and speaking to us not to go away. Spirit not to go 
too. That is the secret side. So, we tell the Balanda to go away. We get our 
speaking from the secret one, they speak to us.

It’s for me. I can go everywhere in this Country. It speaks to me, it’s my 
spirit. It’s the same for my father and the same for me.

That’s the way I do it. I call everyday myself, my grandfather, my 
grandmother, and mother and father. They were leading in that knowledge. 
They speak first. I’ve got to bring those words of the first father and 
grandfather. Later another spirit will come.

I’m happy to give that word. So, we can teach all the people, to let 
them know.
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It had been a long discussion so we both retired for the night. We agreed that the next 
day we would visit a few of the locations that had been mentioned in Marralwanga’s story. 
The next morning, I noticed that Ivan had two shovel nosed spears settled in a tree fork. 
Ivan explained:

They are for ceremony. Kuninjku have a different Law. At ceremony we 
can speak to people and calm them down or use the spear. This is the same 
as my father. He told me to use the spears. I am known everywhere from 
ceremony.

That spirit is holding me. I promised my father I won’t leave it alone. I hold 
onto that spirit.

To look at some of the Country important in Marralwanga’s life, we moved down to 
Komnud, a fishing place on Marrkolidjban Creek adjacent to the broad Liverpool River 
floodplain.

They gave him promise wife. They want Kodjok to stay here. My mother’s 
father [Kunumbidj clan] gave him a wife because they know.

I was born at Yidkuna in my mother’s Country [In 1961. Ivan’s mother was 
Kunumbidj clan, which became ‘company’ with the Born clan whose land 
is at Marrkolidjban]. My father and mother took me to Maningrida when 
it was just paperbark houses. We went by walking up across to the other 
side [of the Liverpool River] from Maningrida and gave a signal for them 
to come and get us. They made a basket from kunkod [paperbark] to carry 
the baby. The Nabarlang tribe came to get us by kubbunj [dugout canoe]. 

[After staying in Maningrida for about ten years] they came back and 
stopped for a while at Kurrukkurrh. We know that old man Jerry Min Min 
[Jerry Min Min Bankarr, Djerriminmin] who was a cousin, or nakurrng, 
for Peter Marralwanga. An old grandfather. After that my father moved 
to Marrkolidjban [1973]. Everyone agreed, Born, Mirwi and Kunumbidj 
clans, you can have this home and these daughters. They gave him promise 
[wives] to stay. He became a boss man – king man.

He used to be a fighter. Fighting another brother. He went after another 
tribe where he had married [Croker Island]. Then they broke all the 
spears. Kodjok got a spear wound and the other guy died with a cut neck 
[1964 in Maningrida].
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I also have to sort out trouble with others. My father told me not to use the 
spears again. Peter had two laws, fighting people and law for this Country 
[Balanda law]. We still got that law. I should keep that law. I try to bring 
that two law, countryside and our people. I’m thinking. But my father 
stopped me. He didn’t like to go two laws [toward the end of his life].

Nobody ever came around this way. He used to be hiding all the time here 
during the war.

Captain Cook first came to show manme [‘plant food’ but in this case flour 
and some stories have it that Captain Cook founded the Port Essington 
settlement]. They all came out to try it.

They all came together, different nations. Lots of people helping together. 
But we like to stay here because our people were working here and because 
of ceremony.

Peter used to make marrkidjba [hooked spear], miyarrul [fighting club], 
and Larrkan/Lorrkkon [hollow log coffin sculpture] for sale [in Gowan 
Armstrong’s time as arts adviser at Maningrida]. They might all be gone. 
I would like to look at them.

Ivan crossed the Marrkolidjban Creek and moved onto the floodplain to shoot four 
Burdekin duck for lunch. There were rainbow bee-eaters swooping low over the water 
while we cooked and ate them.

Yidkuna near here is my Country near Mumenkerr [Ivan was born here].

After lunch we drove to Midjuyh, a landing on the Liverpool River for Marrkolidjban 
outstation. Namirrkki arranged that we fished with some very thick line since there can be 
large saltwater fish at this locale.

Over there is Kabowakbun [Djang for Magpie Goose, Murnubbarr]. It means 
water turning around, like kaboborledme, swinging water. Kungadja is 
good for kuluban, flying fox.
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We talked about some Kardbam clan people.

Charlie Rurrkula is the eldest brother for Don Nakidilinj. Mildjundjun 
went south to Beswick. After Namunjdja, Namirriwu [Father’s brother] was 
father for Peter Marralwanga. Namirriwu used to paint on rock. He was 
living at Mankorlod but passed away. Kodjok’s later ‘fathers’ adopted him 
and brought him this way. Next was Nanguru, a Nawurrbbarn man and 
Jimmy Kalarriya’s father. He showed Kodjok the Wubarr ceremony. Later 
was Kiwilari, a Dankorlo man. Kodjok came back and Bob Balirrbalirr 
Dirdi, a Barrbinj man, looked after him. He was a man for the Karrbarda 
[Long Yam] Djang and boss for Kudjaldordo. Kodjok came back and got 
married. All these people wanted him because he was a knowledge man. 
They call him like ‘brother’.

Peter Marralwanga’s mother’s Country is Mumeka and Mimarn on the 
Kurulk side [Kurulk clan Country and where he was born]. Djok and 
Durlmangkarr were mixed up with Kurulk as Duwa people. Born, Mirwi 
and Marrabunga, a  seaside clan, were Duwa also. People used to go 
everywhere, and they would get married.

Namirriwu and Namunjdja were Dangbon and Dalabon tribe. Dangbon 
side. Peter didn’t like to stay on his father’s side and he came back to his 
mother’s side.

My grandfather is a walem [a southern] man but he came right back up to 
Barrbinj Country.

Peter Marralwanga was young, like 10, when his father died. He didn’t 
know where he came from. He came back and saw another brother 
[Djongoro] there already. So, he sat with him. His brother said: ‘Don’t 
go back, we should stay together.’ He was a boy. He stayed where he was 
adopted and grew up. They taught him ceremony. He was a painter too 
for ceremony, on secret ceremony side. They didn’t have those ones to sell. 

Second time, he started to paint [for sale] when I was a kid. He used to 
sell little bit, little bit. He used to work on Lorrkkon stuff, the one with a 
mouth, for a while in Maningrida [Lorrkkon or Larrkkan and with pointed 
‘jaws’]. He used to sell to Gowan Armstrong. This one is sort of Mardayin 
and Wubarr, secret side. They used to have it in Kuninjku Country.



40

PETER MARRALWANGA

He came back and met Mirwi, Born, Djok, Wurrik, Mok, Bordoh, Kulmarru, 
Kunumbidj, Barabba and Malakirri – all the Duwa clans. He also travelled 
south and met Marrku and Kandjarra clans close to Kunumbidj Country 
[on the upper Imimbar Creek and tributaries of the Upper Blyth near 
Malnjangarnak]. He was travelling there, and they know him well. They 
made him and he came back. He went to Beswick for visiting. He went to 
Croker Island and Goulburn Island. He went to Milingimbi for Wubarr. 
Bununku people from Malnjangarnak went to Dhumbu for ceremony for 
Wubarr and Mardayin.

I have a grandmother from koyek [eastern] side. Mary-Rosie Dukkalwanga 
is Kunumbidj and from the east. They gave Mary as promise because he 
was a businessman and had power. They brought many daluk [women] to 
him. He came and stayed at Marrkolidjban and he was teaching. Kundoy 
means promise marriage. They gave him land and daluk. They give 
him that Country too. This is old custom law: ‘I look after this land for 
you mob.’

Djok wife first. Kunumbidj. Dulmangkarr. Kunumbidj. Born. Warrkwarrk, 
she ran away, Dean Yibarbuk’s mother.

Kodjok went back to the Ancestors. His spirit is still living.

My grandmother, Kodjok’s mother, came back and died at Mimarn in her 
own Country. First went to Bununku, came back to Dankorlo and then to 
Barrbinj. All this was before Maningrida and before I was born.

Maningrida started when I was born [Maningrida started in 1957 and 
Namirrkki was born in 1961]. There was timber and forestry, a sawmill, 
and they were selling timber.

Peter Marralwanga had the skill to find meat, he started feeding us.

I really needed him. I couldn’t move when I was a boy because I listened 
to him.

It was Peter’s word to make Kumurrulu.

He showed me how to spear and where to cook.

I can hear him speak – it’s his spirit. That’s why I love his voice and Country. 
I can never lose that voice and word. That is his teaching.

Not far from Kumurrulu, at Yidkuna, you can see a little tree [where Ivan 
was born, he and the tree grew up ‘level’].



My mum was adopted by Dankorlo who grew her and gave her to Peter 
Marralwanga. She was promised because she was a full cousin.

In John Hunter’s time, Peter Marralwanga made the outstation 
[Marrkolidjban]. I was a schoolboy. They came to Miduyh [where we are 
sitting] and were just camping up there at Marrkolidjban. Peter used to 
take me all around, like a favourite.

Yimayhyirud is close and close to family. He didn’t like to stay at Mumeka.

Kalidjan, my grandmother [Kodjok’s mother with the skin Kalidjan] was 
married to Bulanj Namunjdja [Kodjok’s father]. He had four wives. Kalidjan 
Marrku, Kalidjan Kandjarra, Kalidjan Barabba and Kalidjan Kurulk 
[Kodjok’s mother with the skin Kalidjan and clan Kurulk]. My father didn’t 
like to follow his other brothers because he had a different mother. ‘I’m not 
walem [southern], I’ve got my mother back this way. Djok and Kurulk mob 
and Durlmangkarr.’

Peter Marralwanga was travelling. He had two sisters and two brothers.  
All gone now.

My kakkak [mother’s mother Ngarridjdjan skin] was living at Yikarrakkal, 
old grandmother Gularama. She was promised [to Balang Kununbidj 
Laybalayba]. Grew up as Dankorlo side and Marrirn and Djalama all mixed.

Early on only had Oenpelli, Goulburn Island and Croker Island [large 
settlements]. All the family were staying at Gunbalanya after the war 
[1949–50]. Peter was working djarrang [horses] and branding bullock 
in Oenpelli.

He also camped at Mabara and Bolkdjamo, which are rock shelters with art 
in Djok Country and shared with Kurulk. Also camping in Durlmangkarr 
and Mok Country [further up Liverpool River]. Peter was travelling in 
his mother’s Duwa Country because he is djungkay [ritual manager] for 
that Country.

We concluded our discussion and I said that I would write his words up as part of a story 
about Marralwanga’s life. Ivan is still living between Kumurrulu and Maningrida and takes 
a very similar attitude to protecting this Country as his father did before him.
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