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1. 	Introduction 

From 1 July 2009 the Department of Environment and Climate Change (DECC) referred to 
in this report, was renamed the Department of Environment, Climate Change and Water, 
with additional responsibilities for water. 

This oral history project was undertaken as a component of the Aboriginal Cultural 
Values of the Macquarie Marshes and Gwydir Wetlands project which is part of the 
NSW Wetlands Recovery Program. This report, based on oral history interviews, 
intends to contribute to the interpretation of the Aboriginal cultural values of the 
Macquarie Marshes and Gwydir Wetlands. 

Methodology 

While it was initially envisaged that 12 interviews would be undertaken for this 
project, only seven have been included. The Department of Environment and Climate 
Change NSW (DECC) provided listings of potential interviewees and DECC staff 
made preliminary contact in some instances. In other cases, consultants undertook 
preliminary and follow-up contact with the potential interviewees identified by DECC, 
in addition to those identified through alternative channels. All interviews were 
undertaken by the consultants. 

The interviews were conducted informally, often with the interviewees' family 
members and/or friends present. They were conducted at the interviewees' homes 
and no visits to the wetlands occurred. The interviews were recorded on digital audio 
and then transcribed verbatim. Quotes have then been extracted from the interviews 
for use in this report and, where requested, the interviewees have reviewed the 
quotes. Any changes requested by the interviewees have been made. Where 
interviewees have asked that sensitive material be removed, that has also been 
done. 
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Report structure 

The transcribed interviews have been organised into the following nine sections: 

Working in the wetlands: station life 

Living around the wetlands 

Resources of the wetlands 

Signs of the old people: artefacts and sites 

Changing land regimes: locking out 

Changing land regimes: stock to crops 

Decline of the wetlands: causes 

Decline in the wetlands: plants and animals 

Views on future management of the wetlands. 

The aim was to produce a report that accurately reflected the key themes present in 
the interviews and to avoid imposing a preconceived structure on the material. 

These nine subjects, therefore, reflect the way in which the interviewees themselves 
structured their discussions of the wetlands regions. 

Limitations 

Reluctance to speak 

In addition to the seven interviews included in this report, one interview was 
completed but permission for its use was subsequently withdrawn, and three 
interviews were arranged but not carried out, due to the retracted consent of 
interviewees. In all four cases the decision to withdraw from the project was a result 
of concerns with the potential impact on their working life as a result of the highly 
politicised nature of the water debate in regional areas. 

Another common concern was a lack of clarity regarding the aims and outcomes of 
the larger project. This was an issue in the Gywdir Wetlands area in particular, and 
appeared to result partly from the size of the project and its connection to a number 
of associated projects. 

A third reason was that, for a number of potential interviewees, while they have 
cultural and familial connections to the regions, they did not have any direct personal 
experience of the areas as a result of the historical patterns of movement and 
exclusion. Because of this lack of direct knowledge, they did not feel qualified to 
speak about the wetlands for this project. 

Sites of cultural significance 

The identification and protection of sites and places of cultural significance emerged 
as another issue of concern to interviewees and other community members. 
Provision of access to significant sites and places was seen as essential to allow for 
the teaching of younger generations and the continuation of cultural practices. While 
this is an issue on all land tenures, it is of particular concern in relation to areas 
dominated by privately held or managed lands such as the wetland areas. 
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Access for recreation and resources 

Provision for access to wetlands and rivers for broader utilisation such as recreation 
and resource gathering was also identified as a matter of concern in the wetlands 
area. This again is of particular concern in these regions due to the nature of the 
landholding in the area and the limited road access to provide even the opportunity to 
view these areas. 

Gender imbalance 

There is a marked gender imbalance in the interviews. This would appear to reflect 
the history of Aboriginal interaction with the wetlands areas which over the last 
hundred or more years has predominately occurred through working relationships 
with private property owners. The direct interaction of Aboriginal women with the 
wetlands areas would appear to have largely ceased when Aboriginal family groups 
ceased to be resident on stations in those areas, as non-resident casual or contract 
labour on properties is almost exclusively male. 

In the case of the Gwydir Wetlands it would appear that interaction with the wetlands 
has occurred through casual and contract station work, that is, non-resident labour, 
since the early twentieth century. In the case of the Macquarie Marshes the shift to 
non-resident labour would appear to have occurred in the mid-twentieth century. 

Comments and recommendations 

For reasons outlined above, this report presents only a limited view of the Aboriginal 
cultural and social history of the wetlands regions. In order to build on this report and 
add greater breadth and depth to the understanding of Aboriginal cultural values of 
these wetlands, it is necessary to collect further oral history material. 

The experience of this project also suggests that further engagement with the 
community regarding the aims and outcomes of the specific programs focused on 
Aboriginal cultural values and, more particularly, the wider program of Wetlands 
recovery, is required to facilitate a successful interview program. 

Throughout this project, interviewees and Aboriginal community members generally 
have emphasised that the limitation of the project to the wetlands areas is 
conceptually problematic. It is clear that the wetlands are not viewed by Aboriginal 
community members in isolation but are seen as part of a wider ecological and 
cultural landscape, both terrestrial and riparian. This specificity of approach is seen 
as detrimental to the recognition of Aboriginal cultural values. It is seen to detract 
from the capacity to recognise and develop policy and programs that address the 
social and cultural values that lie in the links between the different areas of country 
across the broader cultural landscape. 

It is strongly recommended, therefore, that a broader, regional approach be taken in 
future research in regard to the Aboriginal values of the wetlands. This approach will 
hopefully allow for a more accurate representation of Aboriginal cultural perceptions 
and values in relation to the wetlands as part of the broader landscape. 

The paradigm of 'traditional' Indigenous knowledge underpins much of the research 
undertaken in relation to Aboriginal cultural values in New South Wales. This 
paradigm is in many ways a product of research undertaken in northern Australia and 
is not an appropriate paradigm to apply in eastern Australia. The nature of the 
historical processes in eastern Australia have led to limited, though highly valued, 
retention and transmission of 'traditional' knowledge within Aboriginal communities. 
However, in addition to the limited 'traditional' knowledge that has been transmitted, 
there is substantial historical knowledge of the landscape and resources. The 
historical involvement of Aboriginal communities in the pastoral and agricultural 
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industries, combined with the underlying socio-cultural valuing of country, has led to 
individuals within Aboriginal communities holding substantial detailed knowledge of 
landscapes, resources, and changing land management practices and impacts. It is 
important that future research acknowledges this historical reality and refrains from 
placing too great an emphasis on traditional' forms of knowledge and cultural value. 
This is particularly relevant during the process of communication with Aboriginal 
communities regarding new research initiatives, to ensure a broad engagement with 
conservation projects. 
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2. 	The interviewees 

Bertie Bartholomew 
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Photo: Korey Moon, July 2007. 

Bertie Bartholomew was born in 1955 and grew up on Oxley Station in the Marshes. 
His father, Abe Bartholomew, was originally from Newcastle before coming to Oxley 
Station in the early 1950s. His mother was Nita Saunders from Nyngan. Bertie 
worked on Oxley Station for several decades before taking up kangaroo shooting and 
dozer driving. Today, Bertie is involved in documenting and preserving Aboriginal 
places in the Marshes and surrounding areas. 
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Noeline Briggs-Smith 

I 
S  / 	/ 

S' 

5- a • ' - 

__________________ 

4 S,_ 
\tj ' 

(5555jrJ_ 	

.4d / 
: 

'S 

V - ______________________________ 
LO 

t'' 5 	tV  #•S 

, y 

z' 

.•' 	I 

Photo: Korey Moon, July 2007. 

Noeline Briggs-Smith was born in 1940 at Top Camp in Moree. Her parents were 
Norman Briggs and Rita Duncan from Terry Hie Hie. Noeline grew up in Moree and 
lives there to this day. Noeline has spent the past 10 years establishing and running 
the Dhiiyaan Indigenous Unit of the Northern Regional Library and Information 
Service in Moree which has gathered a substantial collection of historical and 
genealogical material relating to Aboriginal people's history in the region. 
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Tom Carney 
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Photo: Korey Moon, July 2007. 

Tom Carney was born in 1941 in Warren. His parents were William John 'Bill' Carney 
and Josephine Muriel Carney nee Pearce. Bill and Josephine were both born at 
Gulargambone. Tom grew up on stations in and around the Macquarie Marsh country 
and has worked in and around the Marshes as a shearer. Tom still works as a 
shearing contractor today. Tom's brother Richard 'Dick' Carney was also interviewed. 
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Richard 'Dick' Carney 

Photo: Korey Moon, July 2007. 

Richard 'Dick' Carney was born in 1942 in Warren. His parents were William John 
'Bill' Carney and Josephine Muriel Carney nee Pearce. Bill and Josephine were both 
born at Gulargambone, although Dick explained that Josephine was actually from 
Warren. Dick grew up on stations in and around the Macquarie Marsh country and 
has worked on stations and as a shearer all his life. Dick's brother Tom Carney was 
also interviewed. 
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George Riley 

Photo: Korey Moon, July 2007. 

George Riley was born in 1940 in Warren. His parents were John Thomas Riley and 
Thora Francis Dennis, from Warren and Brewarrina respectively. George grew up on 
Beemunnel at Warren, where he and his father worked on stations. George is 
currently the chair of the Warren-Macquarie Local Aboriginal Land Council. 
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Lyle 'Lou' Swan 

Photo: Korey Moon, July 2007. 

Lyall 'Lou' Swan was born in 1929 on the banks of the Mehi River in Moree. His 
father was Onlan Swan from Terry Hie Hie and his mother was Sylvia Graham from 
Quirindi. Lou grew up in a settlement on the east Moree stock route. He worked in a 
range of positions on stations in the Gwydir Wetlands and around the region, then on 
the Council and at the slaughter yards in Moree for 15 years. 
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Alfred 'Dan' Trindall 

Photo: Korey Moon, July 2007. 

Alfred Daniel 'Dan' Trindall was born in 1931 in Narrabri. His father was William 
Buckingham Trindall from Narrabri and his mother was Rose Violet Ruttley from 
Coonabarabran. Dan worked as a drover as a young man, and on the electricity lines 
and railways, then spent 34 years working on properties, before retiring. 
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3. 	Interview themes 

Working in the Wetlands: station life 

Introduction 

In talking about the wetlands historically people structured their story around their 
own or their parents' working history in the region. This reflects the fact that people's 
primary form of direct connection to the wetlands areas in the life of the interviewees, 
and in the lives of their parents' generation, was through working on pastoral stations 
within the wetlands regions. 

In the case of the Maquarie Marshes, these work histories indicate that there were 
still small family groups resident on stations in the early to mid twentieth century, 
when a number of these interviewees grew up. However, the larger community 
settlements had disappeared earlier, with the active exclusion of Aboriginal people 
from the wetlands areas. In the mid to late twentieth century and through to today, 
the work histories indicate a pattern of individuals working in a casual or contract 
basis on stations within the area. This appears to be solely a male pattern of 
employment, and the level of Aboriginal employment in the area has declined over 
the past 40 years. 

In the case of the Gywdir Wetlands, the work histories indicate that the larger 
community settlements had been forcibly removed by the turn of the twentieth 
century. There are no indications of small family groups continuing to live on stations 
in the wetlands in these histories. There is, however, a pattern of individual 
employment on stations in the wetlands areas, as in the Marshes, primarily on a 
casual or contract basis. Again, this appears to be solely a male pattern of 
employment, and there has been a marked decline in the level of Aboriginal 
employment in the area over the past 40 years. 

Table 1: Properties referred to in the interviews 

Properties iniT 	.. 

Bellevue 

Marshes 

Red Joes Outstation 
I 

Properties in Gwydir TA'flj.. 

Boonaldoon 

Buttabone Stud Park Ringorah Combadello 

Ellengarah Ringorah South Cooma 

Gillendoon Rosedale Goonal 

Mole Sandy Camp Keetah 

Mundadoo Wambandry Kirkby 

Nellievale Willancorah Terry Hie Hie 

Oxley Yanganbil 
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George's father worked on stations around the Warren area all his life. 

George: He worked all his life here, around Warren... station hand, cattle and sheep 

Q: Mustering? 

George: Yeah, jackaroo sort of thing, then a station hand. Went from jackaroo to 
station hand. Jackaroos were mainly young fellas, then you get to station hand. He's 
a jack of all trades, the old man was... He rode horses all his life, he never drove any 
machinery. There wasn't any machinery in them days. Then when they did come in 
he was too old to go driving tractors... He was always a sulky and horse man, Dad 
was. 

Q: Do you know any of the properties that he worked on? 

George: Yeah, he worked on a place called Rosedale, that's on the other side of 
Nevertire, and Ellengarah up the river up here. And Gillendoon, just out of town, 
that's where he spent his later years. He ended up on a little property called 
Wambandry. He was married out of Rosedale, he was out there a fair while. Then he 
come back into town and worked up at Ellengarah then. That's where I started 
remembering things. Ellengarah... is up the river, straight up here 20 odd mile. It 
mightn't be that far, 15 to 20 mile. When he left there we went to a little property 
down the river two miles, called Wambandry, down on the river.' 

George worked on stations in the Warren region, though not in the Marshes 
themselves, for a long time before taking a job with the DMR, where he stayed 
for 20 years. 

George: When I left school at 15 the first job I had was I went fencing down on 
Gillendoon - crow bar and shovel, wire and fencing. Done everything else. That was 
the first job, on a property. 

Q: How did you get the job there? 

George: The bloke - Fred Rivers his name was - he was a fencing contractor and he 
lived down past us. And I went to school with his kids and his wife was related - she 
was Dad's niece, she was Dad's sister's daughter. And when we left school they just 
offered me the job so I went with them. Put the fence up and after that I done 
practically everything. 

Q: When you'd go out fencing, did you stay out there? 

George: Yeah, I'd camp out. This is 20 odd mile down the river, down the back 
through the stock route, follow the river right down... We had the old T-model Ford, 
we'd camp out five days a week. Come back at the weekend... It was three quid a 
week and your tucker. That was a lot of money them days, three quid a week. That 
would be six dollars a day, you couldn't buy a loaf of bread with that much today. 
Especially out here. [laughter] 

Q: What would you do when you come back at the weekend? 

George: Just run wild, like a teenager mate. Go swimming in the river, in the creeks, 
chasing rabbits, kangaroo, some pig shooting, rabbits mainly.2  

George Riley interviewed in Warren, June 2007. 
2  George Riley interviewed in Warren, June 2007. 
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George worked at a range of jobs on the stations in the Warren area. 

George: Stock working, mustering at shearing time, spraying burrs and a bit of 
fencing. 

Q: You never did shearing? 

George: I worked in the sheds [as a] rouseabout. Done that job like. I was going to 
take it on [shearing] but it never appealed to me. I done a day on the other side of 
Wilcannia there in '63. I was out there pressing. My brother was on the grog, he was 
a bit crook and I took his place for the day and he took my place for the day, 
pressing. That was the only day I ever done shearing. 

Q: You didn't take to it? 

G: No! [laughter].3  

Tom and Dick's father, Bill Carney, worked on Ringorah Station in the Marshes 
back in the 1920s. 

Tom: Yeah, he worked on that property. Funny thing he was talking about that when 
he died. He said.... they did all the fencing, clearing and ringbarking. And when they 
used to have to go and get their wages at the end of the month they would have to 
stand 100 yards away from the house and he'd call out one name and he'd make 
them stand out in the sun for an hour before they were allowed to go up to the house 
to get their cheque. And if anyone wanted a drink of water and he went away to get a 
drink of water and come back he'd call another name out and he'd have to wait 'til the 
other bloke had finished. That's how they treated them... Bastards yeah. He said you 
might wait there half a day to get your wages. God, he reckoned it was sad.4  

Dick and Tom's father worked on stations in the Marshes and other areas. 

Dick: Station hand, yeah that's more to his line... Yeah, well he used to look after 
stock 

Q: So he rode horses? 

Dick: All the time yeah... Fencer, he'd do all the fence, fence repairs. Different things 
like that. He was sleeper cutting and all that, you know, he done that too. [At] Dubbo, 
at the Goonoo forest I think.5  

His father worked with three other Aboriginal men sleeper cutting and fencing. 

Dick: See there was four Bills in this group of men, they was all relations. And one 
was called Windy Peach, well his name was Billy Peach. And there was Billy Pearce 
and Billy Mahoney and Bill Carney, that was my father. So what they used to call one 
another, they had to call old Windy Peach, they had to call him Peachy... The other 
fellow was Pearce, another bloke was Mahoney, and my father was called Carney, 
they'd use that second name. 

Yeah, but they was all Aboriginal see... They all worked together all the time, yeah... 
Sleeper cutting and fencing, you name it they done it really. 

George Riley interviewed in Warren, June 2007. 
Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
Richard 'Dick' Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
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Q: So were all those family names, they all from around that area? 

Dick: Round the Gular Warren area yeah, they all sort of tangled up, Coonabarabran, 
in that wide area. 

Q: But all associated with that... 

Dick: The Macquarie... Yeah, well they used to be all down at that Warren Marshes 
area, all down through there. [Doing] station work and fencing and... They used to 
catch a lot of wild pig and sell them back then; they'd do that together.6  

Dick and Tom's father worked on a number of properties in the Marshes and 
surrounding area. 

Dick: Yanganbil, that's just out the other side of Warren, Buttabone Stud Park and 
Ringorah South... Oh he worked on about six different properties... all in that area. 
Nellevale, and there's another one too.7  

Tom spoke of how their father worked as a stockman and boundary rider on 
stations in the Marshes area. 

Tom: [Dad was] a stockman. He rode horses... Like as far back as I can remember, 
when I was about six I suppose, he worked on a place called Yanganbil, out of 
Warren. He was the stockman there, he left there, I don't know what happened but 
he left there and went to Buttabone Stud Park. This was during the war, he couldn't 
go to war because they didn't have enough men to do the stock work. 

Q: Did he want to go? 

Tom: Oh, he wanted to go but they wouldn't let him go... They had no men to do the 
stock work, a lot of the women did it in those days. And he moved from Yanganbil to 
Buttabone Stud Park but we lived on the outstation. He was, they called them 
boundary riders, he used to look after all the boundaries, ride them every day. Take a 
horse and cart and do the fence line, fix the fences. We had, back in those days we 
had the rabbit plague then. And there wasn't one rabbit, there were millions of 
rabbits, millions upon millions of rabbits. And you used to have to put wire netting 
fences, so that the neighbour's rabbits wouldn't come in. But they did, eventually. 
They used to make good countries into droughts. So he did that, he looked after that 
side of it and he used to muster the sheep for the Buttabone Stud Park and take 'em 
in when they wanted them, because he was the boundary rider. When he wasn't 
doing that, when he wasn't doing the fencing, he had to cut burrs or mend fences, do 
the marking of sheep and cattle. Used burn off a bit of country too, do a lot of 
rabbitting. We used to trap the rabbits, he might trap 200 pair then hang them on the 
fence. In the winter time like this it was good, you didn't have the blow fly. You'd put a 
hessian bag out and then a fellow used to come out in a truck and pick 'em up and 
take them back to Warren to the chillers. And they'd use the skins and sell the rabbits 
themselves.8  

6  Richard 'Dick' Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
Richard 'Dick' Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 

8  Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
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Tom spoke of how his parents and uncles and aunts worked on stations in the 
Marshes when he was young. 

Tom: .. Mum sort of grew up in that area. She was born at Gulargambone but her 
Dad did a lot of droving around that area and Dad's did a lot of fencing around that 
area in the early days, and that's how they got to know it. I got to know it, in the 
Marsh country there, because we sort of worked through the area.... Oxley Station, 
me Uncle worked there, me Aunty worked there. 

Q: Who were they? 

Tom: Tommy Powell was me Uncle and Aunty Shirl Pearce was me Aunt that worked 
there, until she left there in about 1950. She got crook and near died, with 
appendicitis, so she left and went to Sydney. They had to take her through to Dubbo 
to have the operation and then she went on to Sydney. But Uncle Tom Powell 
worked on there, we used to go over to Oxley because he worked on Oxley, it's all 
part of the Marsh country. Over the river they had a swinging bridge there, it was just 
made by steel ropes attached to trees and posts. 

Q: What you'd drive a cart across it? 

Tom: Yeah, drive a cart or a horse, a sulky, but it used to get the sway up and horses 
were terrified of it, until they got used to it. We used to do a lot of mustering on the 
other side, for months and months.9  

When asked if there were other Aboriginal families working around the 
Marshes when he was young Tom said that there were other families. 

Tom: A lot of them either come from around that area or around Walgett or around 
Quambone, they all worked in that area, and Coonamble. And also Gulargambone 
and Walgett. That would be about it. All those fellas are gone, long gone. It's just sad 
that we didn't realise. We could have got more [information] if we could have got to 
them before they'd gone.10  

Tom explained that the Marshes were cattle country then as they were too wet 
for sheep. 

Tom: All cattle, too wet for sheep country. The moment you got rain the cattle were 
up to here in water. 

Q: Up to their hocks? 

Tom: Up to their hocks or further up, then they used to have to move them up onto 
the high country. If you leave cattle in the Marsh country and they don't get to high 
ground their hooves start to fall off, you had to move them onto higher country. And 
try and keep them out of the water. They had high spots in different places on the 
property but they used to run about three to 4000 maybe 5000 head of cattle 
sometimes. They used to have to move them across the river onto the red country, 
which was higher.11  

Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
° Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 

11 
Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
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Tom described how they used to travel overnight to go into Warren when they 
were living out on Buttabone Stud Park in the Marshes country. 

Tom: Like, when I was kid, we lived on Buttabone Stud Park, Red Joes was the 
outstation. Before Dad got his car we used to have to drive into town 50 miles, horse 
and cart. A lot of people wouldn't believe you that you had driven that far on a horse 
and cart. You'd leave lunch time Friday, you'd have to work an extra Saturday and 
Sunday the week before, so you could have a half day off Friday and drive half way 
Friday night. Take your horse out of the cart and tie her up, and your saddle horses if 
you were riding them, tie them up. Have your tea and go to bed... Q: Camp 
somewhere? 

Tom: Yes, on the side of the road, yeah on the side of the road near the river. You 
knew how far you could go, you knew where you had water on the river... Then you'd 
get up at day break the next morning and head into town and do your shopping, in 
Warren. And then you'd probably have the afternoon and head out Sunday morning 
the full day on Sunday. Leave at six o'clock in the morning and you'd be home by 
six o'clock that night...12  

Tom remembers helping with the release of mixamitosis on the Marsh stations. 

Tom: Back in 1952 we caught 26 rabbits; they weren't to be harmed in any way. The 
way we caught them was we used to fence the dams off and it was sort of dry and 
we'd put funnels into the dams and throw [tree] limbs in there so the rabbits could get 
in. And caught 26 and took them to the homestead, the main homestead, and they 
inoculated them with mixamitosis and there had to be two put in each paddock. 
Within a fortnight of that being put into the paddocks, the rabbits heads were like that 
[indicating large size] bunged them up, they couldn't see. And it was so sad to see it, 
and it killed millions upon millions. 'Cause when they got it in those ones, all they had 
to do was get a mosquito bite and that one would transfer it. So it knocked them 
completely... Yeah, it cleaned them up for a while then.13  

Tom recalled the spread of various introduced grasses with the decline of the 
rabbit population. 

Tom: Then we used to always have barley grass, you never had barley grass on 
black country back in those days because when the barley grass came up on the red 
country.... When the barley grass did come up on the red country the rabbits would 
keep it under control, they'd dig down and eat the root system and eat the whole lot, 
but they probably didn't get all the root system because it repeated itself after. After 
the mixamitosis got into the rabbits it started to go hell on the black country... It just 
snuck out onto the black country, each year it got further and further out. And it got 
into the sheep and the sheep used to transfer it to different paddocks and onto the 
black country. It was never ever on the black country. It was, barley grass was 
introduced by the Afghans, they brought it out here for camel feed. And also the 
skeleton grass. And, I think we used to call it rape, but they call it mustard grass 
now. 14  

12  Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
13  Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
14  Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
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Tom recalled mustering cattle in the Marshes country with his father. 

Tom: Oh yes, we mustered cattle off there when I was a kid. Also this side of the 
Marsh country, well it was still the Marsh country but just this side. Mr. Campbell 
used to have cattle there, we used to go and muster his cattle when he needed a 
hand. He was sort of a handicapped old fellow, he had one hoppy leg. I think it was, i 
got blown up during the war. And we used to help them muster his cattle. He used to 
pay us well, sometimes he might give us five quid or 10 quid, that was a lot of money 
back in those days. That might've been for a fortnight's work or a month's work. But 
he'd give you all in cash, so we got at the government that way.15  

Dick's first job was as a jackaroo on Buttabone Station in the Marshes when he 
lived there with his family. 

Dick: Yeah well you used to get your sheep out of the water and put 'em on high 
ground and all of this, you know. But a lot of things used to hurt us a lot you know. 
You'd go out there, you'd do these things, like the cockies, I'm not knocking the 
cockies, but you'd work daylight to dark honestly, in through the rain and all that, 
Saturday, Sundays, you never got paid. That used to upset me, but you couldn't, 
because I mean you had a house and they used to give you a killer, but they wouldn't 
pay you for it. 

Q: So you had somewhere to live, like a house on the property? 

Dick: A house on the property. 

Q: And they'd give you meat? 

Dick: Give us meat. I think we was only allowed half a sheep a week. But we used to 
kill a sheep a day, 'cause there was that many in the family. The cockie he didn't 
mind so much, but I just can't understand why they never paid us for these jobs, you 
know. They used to come and pick the younger boys up you know, the cockies, and 
take them around with them for the day, opening gates for 'em, you know, then they'd 
bring 'em back, brought 'em back home. But that was alright, the kids used to like 
doing that, but they never got anything for it neither. But old Mum and old Dad used 
to be a bit wary of that, anybody take us, 'cause that stolen generation was about 
then too see.16  

It was in the 1940s through to the early '50s that the Carney family lived on 
Buttabone Stud Park. 

Tom: It'd be 50 mile out of Warren, where we were. North, north-west, that's near the 
Marsh country there. So that's how we got involved with the Marsh country. 

Q: So were you the only family that was living, the only Aboriginal family...? 

Tom: On that place yes, Buttabone Stud Park. And we were on the outstation they 
called, it was called Red Joes, it was the red country.17  

Tom left home when he was 15 to work first with his Grandfather droving, and 
then as a shearer. 

Tom: I was second eldest [of 14]. Yeah, I was away for a lot of years. I went away 
with me Grandfather drovin'... up into Queensland. 

15 
 Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 

16 
 Richard Dick' Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 

17 
 Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
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Q: What was his name? 

Tom: Jack Pearce... Mum's Dad. I stayed with him for a couple of years and I left him 
and went into the shearing industry, around St George in 1958, I went into the 
shearing industry and been in it ever since. So I've been shearing for 38 years. I went 
roustabout, that's a shed hand, we call them rouseabout because everyone you see 
will rouse on you. That's the name 'rouseabout', because the shearers always go 
crook on rouseabouts, they're shed hands actually.... Started off as a shed hand and 
then I went pressing up until I took on shearing and I've been shearing for 38 years 
and still in the industry and I still like the industry. I know I'm getting older but I can 
still shear over 100 sheep a day. 

Q: That's pretty good, what was your biggest tally? 

Tom: I've shorn over 200. I might have shorn over 200 for a week, every day. That's 
back when I was about 30 odd. But I had five kids to keep so I had to do something 
and I just kept at it and it paid off. We bought the house and the kids all went to high 
school and they're all fairly well educated...18  

After he came back to the Marshes area, Tom continued to work as a shearer, 
as he does to this day. 

Tom: Now, I don't go away much now because me mates have got seven or eight 
sheds and I've got seven and the other fellow's got seven so we sort of work this 
district mainly...19  

One of the sheds on which Tom works also has goats. 

Tom: Out here where we go to one of the sheds me mate's got we shear about 600 
goats out there - they are angora goats... Oh they're a bit different [to shear], we 
needle them, sedate them. It stops 'em from kicking and fighting. It takes about the 
same time to shear them but they've been a bit awkward in the last two or three 
years because of the dust in them, because they tend to get more dust in them, they 
run on cultivation paddocks and it burns them a bit. The sheep have got the same too 
but now that this rain is coming again it will work out a bit better with the next 
shearing I hope. 

Q: Do you shear wet wool? 

Tom: No you've got to wait for the rain to stop... If you press 'em wet you could ignite 
it, like hay. If you press hay wet it will ignite itself, so wool is nearly the same way. 
You get a lot of arthritis and you get the 'flu bad if you start shearing sheep, like wet 
sheep. And people don't realise that but when you start getting the rain across the 
board, you can see you're washing the board as your shearing, it's just a waste of 
time, you know yourself if you start, it's just no good, your eyes all bung up and you 
can't see out of them. People just really don't know.2°  

18  Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
19  Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
20  Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
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Tom told a couple of stories about shearer's cooks in sheds in which he has 
worked. 

Tom: We had one bloke there, he was a mate of this fellow Surry, out here at Cobar 
years ago. And he said to this fellow, he said... he was sending all this, every run, he 
must have had a share in a banana farm, it'd be banana sandwiches. So he went 
down and said, 'Look, this is no good, you gotta go and tell Jack he's got to go.' So 
he went down, he said, 'Look Jack' he said, 'I'm sorry to say but you skun your last 
banana.' He said, 'What do you mean by that?' He said, 'You're finished, you're 
sacked, you're speared.' 

You know you get all, there's a lot of humour in the sheds with your cooks... We had 
another lady cook we used to call her Onion, 'cause everything you had was onion in 
it. No matter if it was a jelly or what it was it had onion in it. Then we had another 
bloke he must have had a share in the beetroot factory, because every sandwich he 
come up with had beetroot in it. All these little things, see. But it's the funny side, it 
might not be funny but some people it suits, like some people are just typical 
whingers. You get some blokes that'll go along with anything, so long as it's not dirty 
and making anyone crook, but... No, it's a good industry and it's a caring industry for 
one another, fellas stick together. But the younger generation they don't know. They 
tend to think that they've got all [the] rights.21  

Asked if there are many young shearers learning the trade today Tom stated: 

Tom: No, there's not. What's happened today, there is a few about, but what's 
happened today is the mining companies are taking them. It's bigger money so.. 

I taught a young bloke a couple of year ago. He started watching the bad 
shearers... then I got him out with me and he just couldn't understand why my sheep 
wasn't kicking me. I said, 'Look, have a look at your combs and cutters.' I said, 'Now 
if I cut your hair and the barber set starts pulling, you'd pull away and say, 'that's 
pulling my hair.' Well the only reason the sheep is kicking you is because your cutter 
is not cutting properly.' 'He can't talk to you so he's only kicking you in the ribs 
because you're hurting him. Change your cutter, change your cutter and have 
another go.' And he shore a few and he said, 'Jeez, you know you're right.' I said, 
'There you are, you've learnt something already, and you've been shearing for 12 
months and you didn't know that.' I said, 'it comes with age, experience'. Yes.22  

Dan spoke of his working life including his early years as a drover in the 
region. 

0: Yeah, I worked on the lines... I worked right out there [at Pine Creek] and I went to 
Lightening Ridge, with the electricity on Bellata, Pilliga, Burren Junction, Gwabegar, 
worked all through that area building their lines. 

.1 was working on the railway then and we was living in Dubbo then for a while. 
Then we came back here and a chap asked me to go out for a job for three days on a 
farm and I stopped there 34 years, 'til I retired. 

Q: So what sort of work were you doing? 

0: Oh, stock work, farm work, I managed the cotton farm for about 10 years, he had 
a cotton farm. He had seven places [around Narrabri]. 

21 
 Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 

22 
 Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
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Oh, years ago I used to do a lot of droving around, up all through that country [west 
of Moree]. Mainly working for drovers, always cattle.. [Once] we picked a mob of 17 
hundred steers up 24 miles out of Goondiwindi and we delivered them at Wodonga 
saleyards. We left up there on the 41h  of January and we delivered them down there 
on the 17th  of July. We went through three states, we went from Queensland, right 
across New South Wales and [into Victoria]. 

We went down through Dubbo, Goondiwindi down through Moree then down Pilliga, 
across to Coonamble, Dubbo. I used to work up there a lot, a couple of drovers, 
different people, I was in my teens. 

Q: Did you like that sort of work? 

0: Yeah, I did in them days, it was good. 

Q: So why did you stop doing that sort of work? 

0: Oh, I just got older and married. We'll be married 49 years on the sixth of next 
month.23  

Bertie grew up in the Marshes country, mainly on Oxley Station, where both his 
father and he worked. 

Bertie: I grew up there, me father came there back in the early fifties. And I was born 
in Nyngan and stayed there for a couple of days in hospital then went out to Oxley 
and was there for 25 years. I worked there for 20 odd years. 

Q: What sort of work did you do? 

Bertie: Stock work, grader driving, welding, irrigation work, a bit of farming... mostly 
all stock work. All on Oxley station. They only grew cereal crops like lucerne... And a 
bit of oats, that's about it. It's only just for grazing the cattle, all cattle, no sheep... We 
worked there for so long, well my father worked there for 35 years, [doing] the same 
sort of work.24  

Bertie talked about working on Oxley Station. 

Bertie: On the back paddocks there on Oxley, because Oxley was 95,000 acres and 
still is, we had cattle out there and we used to have to ride out with our pack saddles 
and camp out in a little old hut they had out there. We used to round the calves of a 
morning and muster cows in the afternoon. Bring 'em in and draft them up and brand 
them the next morning. There'd be about 10 blokes out there... Yeah [we] lived on 
the station... lived there, I actually worked there for 25 years off and on. I did 20 
years straight and then I did another five years just on casual work.25  

Combadello Station in the Gwydir Wetlands was the location of a large 
Aboriginal settlement before Europeans arrived. Aboriginal people continued 
to live there into the late nineteenth century. Noeline told of how her great 
grandmother was born there during a droving trip. 

Noeline: My great, great Grandmother had my great Grandmother at Combadello. 
They were moving cattle from Terry Hie Hie out up towards the Queensland border 
there, going up that way. And she had my great Grandmother amongst the cattle. 
They just got like a piece of canvassy thing and put it on a bush and between a tree 

23 Dan Trindall, interviewed at Narrabri, November 2007. 
24 Bertie Bartholomew interviewed at Quambone, June 2007. 
25 Bertie Bartholomew interviewed at Quambone, June 2007. 
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and tied it up and she just got in under there. She wasn't so much afraid of having a 
baby, she told me, she was afraid of the cattle treading on her. But that was at 
Combadello, on Combadello. And my great Grandmother, Roseanne Carey, she was 
born to a white man, she was born at Combadello. 

So she was born there in 1883 at Combadello. It's Combadello Station, it's still there, 
a huge property. I took my mother down before she died. They had a open garden 
day. And I said, 'Come on Mum, get in the car and we'll go down'. Because she's 
always got this thing about going back out to Terry Hie Hie, y'know where the roots 
were, where the people come from. And then she wanted to go back down to 
Combadello one day to see where Nanny Duncan was born, Roseanne. And I said, 
'Well they're having an open day there Mum, here's our opportunity, get in the car 
and we'll go down'. Oh she 'ummed' and 'ahhed', I said, 'Come on'. So we went 
down and she was sitting on the veranda in this big cane chair and I took her 
photograph. That was the last photograph I took of her, because she died not long 
after. So I don't know whether that's telling me something or not. But she felt so good 
that day because she was on the land where Nanny Duncan was born, where 
Granny Lizzie gave birth to Nanny Duncan. 

Her mother was Adeline. Adeline's mother was Roseanne, and Roseanne's mother 
was Granny Lizzie. So there's four generations, and I was the fifth.26  

Uncle Lou told of how he worked on stations around the Gwydir Wetlands in 
the 1950s. 

Lou: I worked in the watercourse country for bloody years, me and old Bob Smith, me 
Uncle, and another old white chap. Fencin', yard buildin', things like that see... down 
around Goonal, Keetah Station. On this side, it's still part of the watercourse, the 
main part of the watercourse is down the Watercourse Road. Well we were on the 
right... You go to Cooma down here, you turn off at Cooma, you don't go down the 
Watercourse Road, you turn off. And you come back onto the Collarenebri Road 
then. There's Keetah, Boonaldoon and Goonal see, three cockies there we used to 
work for fencin', yard buildin'. But now it's all cotton, they knocked everything down 
there, it's all cotton. 

Q: So what was it when you were work/n' there? 

Lou: All sheep stations, sheep and cattle... just all sheep and cattle back in those 
days. A little bit of wheat, not a real lot of wheat... 

But I worked down at Goonal there fencin', yard buildin' and everything like that... 
We'd camp there, well for five nights a week... Come home Friday evenings and then 
back in Monday. We got tangled up in that bloody '55 flood down there. We had to 
throw our swag... Well we were home, but all our gear was still down there and we 
got about five foot through it. It didn't run through, the water backed up five foot into 
our tent. And so we had to throw our swags away then, by the time we got back there 
they were no good... Yeah, mud holes, we couldn't get in, it was bloody four or five 
weeks before it was dry enough to get down there.27  

Uncle Lou talked a bit more about what it was like when he was working out on 
the wetlands station. 

Lou: ... The station owner give us the meat see. We got a killer, we had no 
refrigeration. We used to, we'd corn it and hang it up in a sugar bag in the tree. Get it 

26 
 Noeline Briggs-Smith interviewed at Moree, August 2007. 

27 
 LyalI 'Lou' Swan interviewed at Moree, August 2007. 
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out when we wanted it. We wouldn't take a full sheep, take half a one, the station 
would give us half a sheep, because we had nowhere to store our meat see. But 
after about three or four meals well there'd be none left... We'd boil our own, mostly 
potatoes and pumpkin and onion, that's the main stuff we used to get to take with us. 
Cook our own dampers in a old camp oven. And we'd leave here Monday morning, 
we'd pull up at a big shop over there and we'd get fresh bread. And when that run out 
we used to cook dampers. 

Q: So what was the name of that property? 

Lou: Well there was three of 'em. There was Keetah, Boonaldoon and a place called 
Goonal. 

Q: And the other fe/las you were work/n' with? 

Lou: There was Bob Smith, he was me Uncle. And the other old fella was named 
Hughie Smith, but was no relation, he was a white man... I was the youngest... Well 
in 1954, '53, I'd be what? 21, no 20. 

In bloody good nick too, I was. Liftin' bloody crowbars, shovels... I then got pleurisy, 
fencin'... Doctor said I had pleurisy. But he reckoned what's caused it, well you used 
to sweat and we'd get a little breeze come across the flat. I didn't know what, I just 
come home sick. And he put me in the bloody hospital because I had pleurisy. I got 
me medical record back the other day and it's got on it 1956 I had pleurisy. 
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Living around the Wetlands 

Introduction 

This section includes information on the various locations around the Wetlands areas 
where Aboriginal people formed camps and settlements. Reference is made to what 
appears to be one of the key reasons that Aboriginal people moved off the Wetlands 
stations and into settlements in surrounding townships, that is, to obtain access to 
education for their children. While the link between the concern with providing 
schooling for children and the fear of the removal of children by the Welfare 
authorities is not directly made in the transcribed material, it was made by a number 
of interviewees outside the formal interview situation. 

Table 2: Towns, settlements and locations referred to in the interviews 

ITowns, settlementsI1 iii locations 

Beemunnel Reserve Gwabegar 

Bellata Lightening Ridge 

Mt Harris Mt Foster 

Boggabilla Maria 

Boobera Lagoon Merri Merri Creek 

Bora Well Mon keygar 

Brewarrina Moree 

Buckinguy Mungindi 

Burren Junction Nevertire 

Caringle Nyngan 

Cobar Pilliga 

Collie Pine Creek 

Coonabarabran Quambone 

Coonamble St George 

Dubbo Top Camp, Mehi River 

Ewenmar Creek Walgett 

Gibson Way Warren 

Gilgandra WeeWaa 

Goondiwindi Wilcannia 

Goonoo Forest Willie Retreat 

Gular Wodonga 

Gulargambone Yass 
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When Dick was born, the Carney family was living at Mount Harris while his 
father worked at Buttabone Stud Park. 

Dick: [Dad worked at] Buttabone Stud Park. But we sort of lived around the 
mountains, Mt Harris they used to call it, down the other side of Warren. We sort of 
lived around those mountains, in those hills there. [There was] more or less a big 
reserve I think it was more than anything... 

Q: An Aboriginal reserve or a stock reserve? 

Dick: Just a stock [reserve], we used to sort of stay there while they were doing what 
they had to do, like sleeper cutting or whatever... Yeah, well see there was only me, 
Tom, and Bill and probably one girl. We all lived in a tent with Mum and Dad at that 
time... Like we was only small, only little fellas, like probably just a bit over walking 
stage then, you know... I remember it, I remember living in this tent. 

Q: Like a canvas tent? 

Dick: Yeah, canvas and plus... like when it used to rain or cold wind like this [now] 
you always used to see old Dad put dirt up around the tent, so the cold air wouldn't 
come into the tent. 

Q: What around the bottom of it? 

Dick: Yes, keeps the water away. Used to do all those things, you know. 

Q: And your Mum would cook on an open fire would she? 

Dick: Yep, probably a bit of wire netting you know, like if you wanted to grill meat. 
Like we used to have camp ovens... They used to have a ration on things, you know. 
You had to get a ration from the police station to go and get sugar and milk or bread, 
mainly sugar and bread, and other things like tobacco and stuff like that. But if... they 
didn't have those things there for you, you'd miss out... If you got in too late well... 
they had nothing see. It was hard, hard times.28  

Tom talked about how when he was young and the family travelled into Warren 
from the stations out in the Marshes, they would do the shopping and then visit 
relatives who lived in town. 

Tom: Oh just do your shopping and go and visit your relatives in town... We had our 
Aunties and some of our Uncles that lived in town. But they used to have to go out of 
town for work, but they lived in town because they had to send their kids to school. 
But they lived on a Mission... We used to call it the Beemunnel, on Ewenmar Creek. 
That's where most of the Aboriginals used to live out there. And down there on the 
north side... heading towards the Marsh country... my Nan used to live down there 
on the river.29  

28  Richard 'Dick' Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
29  Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
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Near where their Nan lived, there was a market garden run by Chinese men and 
Tom told this story about being caught there once. 

Tom: There used to be a Chinaman garden there... They used to pump all their 
water by hand up into the channels and they used to run channels off and they'd 
block them off with a piece of timber or fibro or whatever. 

Q: What sort of pump? 

Tom: Just an old hand pump. You don't see them today. And one bloke would just sit 
there for an hour just pumping.... they had a big long hose down into the water. You 
used to have to prime them - fill them up with water. Then get the bloke up there to 
pump them while you lowered it down so the water wouldn't run out and just kept the 
water there, you just keep pumping. Once you got it going you had to keep pumping 
and the other bloke he might stand an hour there pumping, then he'd change over to 
this hand pumping... 

I remember we, my cousin and I, he's long gone, he was about six months younger 
than I am, we were there and our Nan used to live over here and the Chinaman's 
garden over there must have been about ten acres. They used to supply the town. 
There were about six of them there and they used to smoke - what would you call it 
- poppy... opium yeah. They used to have their long pipes.... They used to hand it 
around to one another. Anyway when Nanny was living here and they had the fence 
line and we used to go across there and go up to the home where they lived and get 
our tomatoes and cucumbers and whatever, rockmelon, watermelon whatever. Me 
and him were smart in those days, we looked up and we didn't see anyone and so 
we went down there and we were knocking tomatoes off and he came down, this big 
fella, with a knife, a big knife and he stood in front of the hole where we got through 
and he was waving the thing around and we were screaming and crying and carrying 
on. He said, 'I cut your head off! I cut your head off', [laughter] and anyway he let us 
back and we dropped the tomatoes and he said, 'You come back again I cut your 
head off'. And the other bloke came out and said, 'Leave 'em alone, leave 'em alone', 
in their lingo anyway. We never went back. We had to go right round around the 
roadway to go there. They cured us from stealing. It was good, at least we learnt 
something.31  

A number of Aboriginal families moved off the stations in the area into Warren 
so that their children could go to school. George's family was one of these. 

George: Then we got old enough to go to school so Dad left down there and we 
come and lived out at Beemunnel. That's where most Aboriginal people used to live, 
just out on the Collie Coonamble road, the Gilgandra road, about two mile out. We all 
went to school from there. 

Q: Where did you go to school? 

George: Here in Warren, we all walked to school in them days, no buses. Couple of 
mile out, walk in walk out. We used to walk off the road, we used to follow the dairy 
cows, the pad they had... It was a beautiful walkway, no burrs and that on it. So we 
used to walk along that 'til we got to the highway then we'd walk along the old gravel 
road and into school... There would've been probably five of us [in the family]... and 
then besides all the other kids. There was heaps of them out there. So you'd be 
looking at, it would have to be probably around 40, 50 kids I suppose. 

31  Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
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Q: That's a fair sized settlement. 

George: Yeah, a good little settlement. There was thirteen houses out there. But 
where we used to live, we lived down the creek a bit about another mile down. I only 
moved around there [to the settlement] after I got married. That was in '59 that I got 
married. Then we moved around where all the rest of them were. All our kids grew up 
out there, all bar the last one.32  

Beemunnel was a reserve outside of Warren where Aboriginal people 
established a settlement in the twentieth century. 

George: It was a stock reserve and people just... all the oldies just went and lived 
there. They had a mission block up here, just up the river, just over the levee bank 
here, but they wouldn't live on it. 

Q: Why was that? 

George: They didn't want to be run by a white person, so they wouldn't live on it. 
They moved out there and everyone else sort of moved in with them then. It was just 
a stock reserve, camped on the river there.... 

All my Aunties and Uncles and Dad's sister and brother they all lived along there, the 
high ridge along the creek bank. Never flooded while we were there. The closest the 
flood got to where we was.. the old shack we had on the other side of the highway 
where we grew up, back in the biggest flood was about '55 or '50, that got within 
about 10 feet of the old shack. Never got any higher. She was pretty good. None of 
them was ever flooded out along there that I know of. Even around where we lived on 
the eight and a half hectares, no one ever got flooded there. They knew where the 
high spots were. [laughter]33  

Bertie explained how when Aboriginal people were pushed out of the Marshes, 
some of them moved onto a camp about two miles out of Quambone where 
they stayed until the 1950s. He spoke of how there were scarred and carved 
trees at that site, most of which were destroyed but a few remain. 

Bertie: When they moved the Aboriginals out of the Marshes into Quambone, this is 
where they moved them to. And this is where they scarred the trees back then. This 
is just out on the ... about two mile out of Quambone here on the Merri Merri [Creek] 
just out here... Yeah, that was a reserve... An Aboriginal reserve that was on private 
land... It was about 2000 acres... They built their own humpies out there and they 
engraved trees there. But they moved them off there into Quambone here. They went 
out and burnt the trees, the property owners. That was back in the 'SOs or 60s. 

Q: Where did they move them to? 

Bertie: Quambone here. Just over here, to the mission over here. They got housing 
over there now... 34  

32  George Riley interviewed at Warren, June 2007. 
33 George Riley interviewed at Warren, June 2007. 
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By the time that Noeline was growing up in the mid-twentieth century, 
Aboriginal people in the region had largely been pushed off the stations in the 
Gwydir Wetlands and elsewhere and were living in town. Noeline grew up at 
Top Camp on the Mehi River in Moree. 

Noeline: You'd carry your water from there [the Mehi River]. All the water that you 
drank or cooked with you had to walk up to Bingara Road and old Ma Smith and Pop 
Smith had a house and it had a windmill and you could go up there and get your 
fresh water. And we carried that water down, like in Chinese style with the yoke... 
[The river water] wasn't very clean, no. And if you did your washing or you wanted to 
wash your body you had to walk down to the river also with those kerosene buckets. 
They made buckets out of those kerosene containers and put wire through them. And 
then you went down and you got water from the river. You were not allowed to touch 
the water that was on a little old wooden table in the tin hut, dirt floor. And she had an 
old, my Granny Lizzie, had an old lace curtain over both buckets of fresh water, 
because that was for drinking and for cooking only... We had one of those canvassy 
hessiany type waterbags with a mug that hung on that. And that was your water. 
That's how you cool your water, in the shade of the tree. You had no fridges or ice 
chests or anything like that. 

Everything was cooked on an open fire. So we had old iron beds. And Uncle Toona, 
it was one room, and Uncle Toona's section where he slept was sectioned off by a 
piece of wire that was strung across the hut and she had big old nappy safety pins 
put to the hessian and they were like the rings. You just pulled the hessian, like a 
curtain, that gave him a little bit of privacy. But, I mean times were hard, but even 
though times were hard, we were all poor, no one had any more than any other. And 
there was no stealing or, you know there was nothing like that in those days. People 
were more united then. I think they had to be to survive, to help each other to survive. 
If anyone died everyone passed the hat around. You threw in for the funeral, to pay 
for the funeral. Because no one had money, everyone had to just throw in, lessen the 
burden on the people who had lost a family member... Food was hard, it was very 
hard. I can always remember going to bed hungry. The men worked out on the 
properties, the shearing. I think only for the properties, you know, a lot of Aboriginal 
people would not have survived. 

Those sheds that were close, they sheared, and they called that suburban, you went 
out suburban shearing, which was more or less in the area. If they went, like 
sometimes the shearers went down to Yass, and they had to still get permission from 
the Aborigines Protection Board to be able to travel on the train down to Yass to 
shear in the shearing sheds down there... And when the men worked out on the 
properties they would bring home tins of mutton fat and we'd make lights out of those 
when we ran out of kerosene. And... they'd bring meat home, corned flaps and stuff 
like that, from the sheds. 

And you cooked, you didn't have a lot of money at times, so if you didn't have money 
enough to buy bread you'd have to make your own bread. So you had the flour and 
the water and we used to, my Dad used to make dampers. And he'd put in the flour, 
he would put Sunshine milk, the dry Sunshine milk. And he used to make his 
dampers with dry Sunshine milk... plain flour with baking powder, to make it rise. 
Granny Lizzie used to always make those in camp ovens, she'd make those in camp 
ovens. But food was scarce... We used to have fish, we'd go fishing.35  

35 Noeline Briggs-Smith interviewed at Moree, August 2007. 
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Noeline talked further about the types of food that they used to eat when she 
was growing up at Top Camp. 

Noeline: When times got really, really bad the men would bring stuff in from out of the 
shearing sheds. But when the men were out in the shearing sheds there were no 
men at home right. So the women, we used to have to go, the kids used to have a 
go, fishing and you know, bring some of the food home when you run out of money. 
You'd go fishing, you'd have fish... we'd all throw in and help one another. If my 
mother ran out of money before Dad's shed cut out we'd go down to our Aunty Lily 
and Uncle Scoldy and they would give us money and keep us going. And sheep guts, 
I'll never ever eat sheep guts again. I'll never ever eat rabbit again. Because they 
were the things that we grew up on. We'd go hunting, kids would go hunting. We'd 
go, after the rain, we'd all jump on our bikes and with billy cans and bags we'd go 
getting mushrooms. There's so many things that we used to eat from the land back in 
those days that we don't eat now.36  

Noeline also spoke about some of the bush medicines that her grandparents 
used at Top Camp when she was young, and how many of those plants have 
disappeared now. 

Grandfather Duncan, Percy Duncan, Grandfather Percy... he used to throw his boots 
over his shoulder and walk barefoot right out to Terry Hie Hie. He'd have a blanket 
and a knife and a tomahawk. And he'd go for weeks, he'd get this urge to go 
walkabout. And he used to get all the bush tucker while he was away. And he used to 
bring the bush tucker home. He'd bring home fish and pigeons and things. And then 
when he came home we'd say to Nanny, Where's Grandfather?' She'd say, 'Don't be 
stickybeaks, he'll come home when he's ready'. And whenever he brought a goanna 
home he would always come the back way, he'd never come the front way where 
she could see him bringing a goanna home. 

Q: Why was that? 

Noeline: She just, she was against eating the goanna because that's our land totem. 
But he used to cook the goanna and he'd put a sheet of iron, he'd sort of grill it on the 
top of a sheet of iron and let the fat run down the ridges in the iron. And he would 
collect it in tins and then he had to start using jars because the tins, it used to eat 
through the tin, the goanna fat would eat through the tin it was that strong. And he 
used to mix metho with it and that's what he used to rub himself with. And when all 
the footballers knew that old Percy had a goanna they knew that there would be 
rubbing stuff. So they'd come up a few days later and get this goanna fat, mixed with 
metho, and use it for aches and pains and joints. Because a lot of the men used to 
suffer backaches from the shearing sheds, from bending over. A lot of them used 
that. A lot of them used to get those big things like boils and that from the sheep, you 
know, and carbuncles and things all on the back of their neck, like big boils. And old 
Percy Duncan used to have this goanna fat and metho stuff that they used to put on 
it, like a traditional type medicine. And even today they still use the boobialla. The 
boobialla is a tree and you boil the leaves and it's for a dermatitis or skin irritation... 
You wash in it, it's for external use. But a lot of the Aboriginal people now are 
drinking it. A lot of the people are drinking it, it's vile. You boil the leaves up and you 
get this browny looking concoction. And a lot of them are drinking it to cleanse their 
insides because they're diabetics. So they're trying to go back to the traditional 
medicines, but I don't think they're working. I suppose anything's worth a try. 
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But a lot of the things that I grew up with you don't see anymore, like googieyes. 
They were like a thing that grew under the ground, they're like a small type of potato 
thing. You never see those anymore. And the little baby lemons that Grandfather 
used to bring home when he went walkabout. He'd bring me home all these little 
lemons in a hat. And because I'm fair like my Mum and I had freckles he used to say, 
'Here, rub some of these on your face'. And I'd say, 'What for'. And he'd say, 'Get rid 
of some of them freckles'. And he always had a saying, he'd say, 'Sell me two bob's 
worth of your freckles', you know, he used to torment me. But he used to bring me 
home these little baby lemons and we used to eat them and they were sour as could 
be, but we still ate them. 'Cause they had this citrussy.... And Nanny Duncan'd say, 
'You eat them because they're good for you when you got a cold'.37  

' Noeline Briggs-Smith interviewed at Moree, August 2007. 
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Resources of the Wetlands 

Introduction 

The Wetlands were discussed in relation to their traditional importance as a resource 
area for Aboriginal people, that provided abundant plant and animal resources. Some 
of the interviewees spoke of the bush foods, both plants and animals, that they 
remember eating as children living in the wetlands areas. The range of bush foods 
utilized was wide and included kangaroo, duck, yellowbelly, catfish, black bream, 
cod, cray fish, and shrimp. 

The presence of feral pigs in the Macquarie Marshes and Gwydir Wetlands in the 
mid- and late twentieth century was spoken of by a number of interviewees. The pigs 
were utilised as an additional food source. The continuing presence of pigs in the 
area was referred to by one interviewee as a concern. Rabbits were present in large 
numbers in the wetlands area in the first half of the twentieth century, as was the 
case throughout the state. Interviewees spoke of the rabbits as both a food source 
and a source of income through the sale of the carcases and skins. 

The Wetlands country also provided resources in the form of timber that was used for 
the production of tools and utensils. 

Included in this section is the limited number of references to the bush knowledge 
some interviewees were taught by the old people about water and rain. 

Bertie spoke about the Marshes as a traditionally important resource area. 

Bertie: The reason why a lot of Aboriginals was living around Macquarie Marshes 
was that was their food chain. And there is always sufficient food there. When it did 
dry out they'd move out onto the higher ground. And because salt bush and 
vegetation was a lot thicker back then there was always a lot of food to hunt. 

Q: So when you say move into the high ground, which direction? 

Bertie: Well, in the higher ground I'm meaning back around towards Quambone as 
well as on the Marra country which is that higher red country... west of the Macquarie 
Marshes as well as east of the Macquarie Marshes. And some of them did move up 
and down on the Macquarie river system too, which is north and east as well. 

But that water being there it would be more than just one tribe there. There would 
have been other tribes there as well.38  

Bertie spoke further of the resource richness that used to exist in the Marshes. 

Bertie: Aboriginal uses of the marshes is because it was such a significant wetland, 
because of the wild life that was there that was their food chain and there was always 
an abundance of food there and it was very easy to hunt. Plus the fishing back then 
was unbelievable. I remember when I was a kid before the European carp came 
along.., we'd just catch yellowbelly on a line with a bit of bread on. And there was just 
an abundance of them, yellowbelly and cod and catfish and black bream. Now we 
don't get any black bream. We get the odd catfish, out here back towards Mt Harris 
we get 'em. The yellowbelly's not as thick as they used to be of course. In the winter 
floods we used to see the Musk duck come up the river. We don't see the Musk duck 
no more. When I was a little kid, five and 10 like, there used to be swans swimming 
up the river, but we don't see them up the Macquarie river no more... Like the 
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kangaroo was so thick the Aboriginals had no worries about catching or spearing any 
kangaroos, nor emus. And there was always emu eggs and swan eggs and actually 
they ate them. And duck eggs in hollow logs and trees. And now a lot of the trees are 
gone the ducks just don't nest in the trees as much. Not so much along the river 
because all the trees have been cleared. 

And Aboriginals camped on high grounds around the Macquarie Marshes due to the 
Macquarie Marshes would flood out quite a lot back then. So they'd camp on the high 
grounds... 39  

Bertie spoke about the decline of bush tucker plants as a result of grazing in 
the Marsh country. 

Bertie: There is a lot of plants. Quite a few bush tucker plants out there. A lot of our 
plants have been destroyed by sheep, sheep and cattle, eating them. Sheep when 
they eat they pull plants out by the roots, particularly small plants. A lot of the trees 
don't survive because of the sheep coming along and eating them as soon as they 
put their little leaves out of the ground. But you will find because of the DECC has 
taken over, the National Park, the nature reserves here now, all the number of trees 
that are growing out there now is unbelievable. Because they haven't got the sheep 
and cattle in there today to eat it out... 

I've seen... out there where they've ploughed the paddocks there and they've 
cleared land out there and it's bare as a badger's backside and after it's been left for 
about twelve months or so you see quite a number of trees that just comes up. And 
the country is slowly regenerating itself. It's unbelievable1  They also don't have many 
stock out there, they don't have any sheep out there, and you find if you've got no 
sheep the country does regenerate itself.4°  

Dick spoke of the bush foods that the family used to eat when he was a child in 
the Marshes area. 

Dick: Well, we used to have to live off the land more than anything I think. See we 
lived off rabbit, and bloody pig, duck, emu's eggs. But I never ever had kangaroo, 
never had kangaroo or emu, never done it. 

Q: Why do you think that is? 

Dick: Well, we didn't have to I don't think. No, we got what we wanted other ways 
see. We used to live off a lot of the fruit, not so much fruit, I suppose you'd call it 
Aboriginal food. You got your Muglies, you got your Quondongs, you got your 
berries, different things like that to eat. 

Q: What's a Muglie? 

Dick: It's a wild orange I think it is, it's a nice fruit. We used to eat them. And the gum 
off the trees, sap and that. We used to eat that sort of stuff. But see, we used to only 
go to town once every three months... It used to take us two days to get to town 
because you only had a horse and sulky... Yeah that's about, oh it'd be 35, probably 
about 40 miles the other side of Warren. [We'd] get our supplies and come back 
home, by the time we come back home it [was] probably all gone anyway. [laughter]41  

39  Bertie Bartholomew interviewed at Quambone, June 2007. 
40  Bertie Bartholomew interviewed at Quambone, June 2007. 
41  Richard Dick' Carney interviewed at Narromine, Juiy 2007. 
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Dick and Tom spoke of the vegetable garden they used to have on Buttabone 
Station in the Marshes. 

Dick: Oh, but we used to have rabbit, like damper too. Wild pig, we used to sty 'em 
and kill 'em later on. We never went hungry, get a couple of sheep now and again. A 
sheep a day we used to eat, so you know we done alright. 

Q: Yeah, / guess you would with that many kids. 

Dick: Yeah, you had to, otherwise we'd have starved, see. 

Tom: Mostly grew your own vegies... 

Q: You had a vegie garden as well? 

Dick: Yeah, old Mum and Dad used to grow them. 

Q: What sort of...? 

Dick: Cabbage and... 

Tom: Carrots and radishes, all of that sort of thing. 

Q: Was that on Buttabone? 

Dick: Buttabone Stud Park, yeah. 

Q: So you had a garden there, vegie garden? 

Tom: Like you had your spinach and everything... No matter where you went most 
people on the properties grew theirs. Like if they had oranges and we didn't have 
oranges and we had something they want we'd just swap about. That's the way 
everyone operated.42  

Feral pigs used to be a serious problem in the Marshes, and Tom spoke of 
hunting them both when he was young and later as an adult. 

Tom: Pigs were in their thousands, in their thousands. We went to Sandy Camp the 
north end '75. We shore - they had shorn there, Brascotts were shearing there. So 
they shore the sheep, then they'd finished and I was shearing at Buttabone Stud 
Park in '75 and I went back and this fellow said, 'We want you to go back and shear 
the stragglers too'. I had a friend and I went back and shore, there was two or three 
hundred of them, maybe up to a thousand. So we went back and shore them, they 
were coming in with Noogoora burr and Bathurst burr and we shore them. And a lot 
we shore were fly blown so we put them outside after we shore them. They were 
counted and put outside and that night the same lot we'd put out, we had about 26 or 
30 that were fly blown, sort of very sick and we thought they'd dry out once we shore 
off them and they'd be alright. But that night we heard the squealing and carrying on. 
Next morning we went over and the whole 26 sheep were eaten alive and that's how 
bad the pigs were. 

Even when I was kid growing up at Mt Foster there was a lady fell out of a tree there 
and the pigs ate her. They ate her alive - she broke her leg when she fell out the tree 
and couldn't get back up. 

Q: So she got up the tree to get away from them? 

Tom: Yes and she fell out. And broke her arm and leg and the pigs ate her alive.... 
[That was the] early '40s or late '40s. 

Q: The numbers aren't there any more are they? 
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Tom: No they poisoned them and shot them out with the helicopters. All over the 
country. There is pigs still about but not like there used to be... 

We used to trap them when we were kids. We used have a fence, a boundary fence, 
and we used to build a sty this side about that high. And we'd have a swinging gate 
and when they come in they'd push it in and then they couldn't [get out].43  

George also remembers that when he was a young man there were lots of feral 
pigs in the Marshes area that they used to hunt. 

George: There was in them days, there was hundreds of them. Used to go onto 
properties, they [property owners] never used to worry us. We never done anything 
wrong, we'd just go chasing rabbits and pigs which they didn't mind at all see.44  

Dan also commented on the presence of large numbers of wild pigs in the 
Macquarie Marshes. 

D: They used to go a bit of wheat but that's all, mainly just sheep country. There's a 
lot of pigs in the Marshes, they're still there... they make a mess. But out there you 
only see them early of a morning or late of an evening, when they're out feeding and 
next thing they're gone into the Marshes. They'll never clean 'em out of there, never. 
They gotta try.45  

Uncle Lou recalls that there used to be plenty of feral pigs out in the Gywdir 
Wetlands country. 

Lou: But years ago pigs was just like bloody sheep. If you got any waterhole you'd 
have eight or 10 or 20 pigs in one of them. 

Q: Did you ever go out pig hunting or anything like that? 

Lou: We used to go out on horses, but we wasn't pig chasm', we were musterin' 
cattle or sheep. But we used to see a lot of pigs. But then they got into this bloody pig 
shootin' business see and they used to bring 'em to the abattoirs and sell 'em and get 
'em to come through the abattoirs. We used to scald 'em. And by gee they were 
rough pigs too. Gee they were fresh. They could do them that night and bring 'em to 
the abattoirs that day... 

I was fencin' [at Goonal Station] and then the shearin' come on. And so they asked 
me old boss could they have a lend of one of his men. So they sent me to do the 
musterin' for the shearers see, bring the sheep in. And when they're shorn take 'em 
back to their paddocks. And that's how I used to get around and noticing all these 
pigs. But we never ever caught any to eat. But back when we were young fellas, me 
and old Jim Graham, we used to go onto Kirkby, just over the river here at the 
Gwydir. We'd get 'em and we'd cage 'em, 'cause I was working at the bloody butcher 
shop. He'd kill a couple and he'd bring all the bloody stuff in for me to pump 'em, 
corned meat. We'd corn it. But watch out if you got caught, if it was the old butcher 
bloke that got caught, he'd have serious trouble. I reckon it was nice too when you 
corn 'em. Oh mate, pigs everywhere. But when the abattoirs opened up that's when 
they started off pig shootin', kangaroo shootin'. And they'd bring 'em to the abattoirs 

43  Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
44  George Riley interviewed at Warren, July 2007. 
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and that's where they'd put 'em on the chain and send 'em up to the bloody, up to 
where we'd dip 'em in the hot water.46  

George remembers hunting and fishing around Warren when he was young, 
and the changes in the river that happened after irrigation started. 

George: Rabbits, rabbits and the odd kangaroo or two if we had a gun. Mainly we 
didn't have a gun, just used to go boondying rabbits and chasing pigs with the dogs. 
Used to do a lot of fishing in the river here and in the creek... You'd get the 
yellowbelly, cod, black bream and catfish, they were the four main ones. We used to 
do a lot of spear fishing when the spear guns come out when we were teenagers, 
when the water was clear before they put the dam in. It used to be real crystal clear 
like the ocean, we used to go spearing. We'd have no snorkel, just hold our breath 
and go under and get 'em. Bloody oath. Even after they put the Burrendong Dam in, 
even after it you'd only have a couple of months of clear water and then they'd start 
irrigation see. They'd let the water out of the dam and she'd go muddy. But before 
that, before they had the dam there she'd get down low but she'd be real crystal 
clear. You used to go down, you could nearly pick your own size, what fish you 
want.47  

When George was young they used to trap rabbits out on the properties his 
father was working on and the stock routes around town. 

George: We used to go out with the old man when he was on the property working. 
He was too busy working. We'd just go along [lie river doing our own fishing and 
chasing rabbits and pigs. And even years ago we used to, when the rabbits were, we 
used to set the traps and go and sell them. Sell them to the shops, years ago, sell the 
whole rabbit. Gut him and take him up to the chiller and they gave you that much a 
pair then. 

Q: Where was the chiller? 

George: One used to be over here just at the golf club... Mostly the one I remember 
was the one at the golf club. We used to get them in the sulky, go and get the sulky 
and bring 'em in. Set the rabbit traps and run them of a night and then do them again 
in the morning. We used to bring them up in the sulky and sell them here to the 
chiller, cash on the spot. That was our pocket money and a lot of people used to live 
off too. 

Q: Where did you set the traps, on the stock route? 

George: Yeah, or go to someone's property. They didn't worry about us them days... 
we used to jump the fence and go and set 'em. But mainly on the reserve, on the big 
reserve out the Coonamble Road there. And the Gilgandra Road, the main highway. 
Just get out about five mile out, because the routes were about a mile wide them 
days. Get out on the stock route and there used to be hundreds out there.48  

Tom remembers the different bush foods that the family used to hunt and catch 
out in the Marsh country when they were younger. 

Tom: We used to trap a lot of ducks. We had the same ideas that Aboriginals had 
back in the early days. Like you'd get to the water - here the river was running and 
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the ducks are running over there at 50 yards or a hundred yards. You just break the 
trees off, like the branches, break them all off and just get a cubby. Then you'd float 
down and they'd think you were a bush going past and you could see them and 
literally just pull 'em by the leg. Pull one down -just you only got the one most times. 
But sometimes when the leaves were floating past they would sort of bunch up and 
you'd get two. We used to do all that. 

And snaring 'roos. We used to use wire on a hole. We knew where they were going 
through the fence and we used to just get a bit of soft wire and make a hook here like 
a knot and then pull it up and tie it on the fence and they'd go through it and they 
would get it around the head and they would choke themselves. 

Q: So you'd come along and there they'd be? 

Tom: There they'd be. Or another, we used to catch crayfish we call them, down in 
the Marsh country... foxtails, pick them all up and sort of make a basket type thing, 
and leave a little hole there and put your meat in and they would go in there. And 
when they got in there they'd eat and then they couldn't get out with the others 
coming in. You might leave it there for an hour or two. But it wouldn't be long with the 
meat, once they got the smell of it. Or even soap, even soap. 

Q: Soap? Oh because it was made from animal fat? 

Tom: Of course, yeah. 

Q: You learnt that stuff off... 

Tom: Off our parents, people that knew our parents, elderly fellas and women folk. 
So you learnt all those little things. If you used the skills today in the bush you'd 
never starve. You wouldn't need a gun. You'd probably need a knife. I suppose you'd 
need... you could go back to the Stone Age days... 

Even with sticks. If you got a bunch of galahs, well they clamber up once they get on 
the ground, got a bit of seed about, throw your stick. We wouldn't make boomerangs, 
we'd make boondies.49  

Tom has some boondies and digging sticks that his parents made and that 
they used to use out in the bush. He has three boondies; one made from 
Quondong, one from Need lewood and another from Mulga wood. 

Tom: We used to knock rabbit with that, or kangaroos if they came past and we were 
close enough. Some are split a bit. 

Q: Are they made from a root? 

Tom: No a full tree, [a] branch. They're different sizes... Dad was making them all the 
time, he was an expert at it. He used to just break a bottle off, not too much patience, 
he might rasp it down a bit, but just to get it smooth, he just did with a bit of broken 
glass. We used to bring emery paper home from shearing. This is not finished 
properly but he done the job, it did the job. 

Q: These were made to use? 

Tom: Yeah, we used to use them for killing rabbits. Boondies we called them 
.50 

49  Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
50  Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
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Tom has a digging stick made by his mother, Josie Carney. 

Tom: With one of those you'd dig witchetty grubs.51  
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Tom Carney with boomerangs, boondies, and digging sticks made by his parents. 
Photo: Korey Moon, July 2007. 

Uncle Lou described how they used to go fishing at the Gywdir Raft in the 
Wetlands. 

Lou: No, no this is floods bringin' the logs down, and they caught up there somehow. 
And every flood they'd build up. And we used to go down to the weir and we'd stand 
on the weir and look downstream, and you'd see all these bloody logs like them old 
timber fellas used to. Similar to that see. And, now you take last night, a cold and 

51 
 Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
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frosty night like last night, and a nice sunny mornin' like this morning, you go down to 
that raft you'd see the bloody snakes shinin' like they was glass bottles. Get out and 
sun themselves on the logs, looks like a bloke smashed a lot of glass bottles there. 
Fair dinkum, those bloody snakes. All redbellies... black redbellies. Oh, you only had 
to keep your eyes open. But if you happen to see a snake he's always goin' away 
from you. He's always goin', but if they're matin' they'll give you a bit of a scare... 
mainly redbellies. You might get the odd brown. 

Q: So what sort of fish did you get? 

Lou: Yellowbelly, cod, black bream, catfish, that was our main freshwater fish. 

Q: So, in terms of the Raft, were you fishing like in spots... 

Lou: Sit on the log, yeah, sit on the log, drop your line down. Throw your line out, if 
you see a bit of a openin' in the logs, you drop 'im down. You leave him there, come 
back, they just hook themselves the fish. They just hook themselves. 

Q: And what were you using for bait? 

Lou: Craybobs and worms, shrimps, all that was used in those days. And the mussel, 
we used mussel at times... We used to rake the bore drains. You know what I mean, 
the bore? We used to rake the little crawbobs outa them and then go fishin'. And 
we'd get them little fellas and we'd take a shrimp net, throw it in the river, fish trap, 
worm trap. Put a bit of soap or a bit of meat in it. And pull 'em out every now and 
again, take a shrimp out. And you'd get a lot of little brown frogs then too, you can't 
do it now... You're not allowed to do it. [Laughing] No, you can't put 'em on a hook 
now.52  

Tom described some of the old ways he learnt to tell if rain was coming. 

Tom: And you can see with the trees... like when I drove out the other day I drove 
from here to Nyngan... and I looked at the trees, and they're all shining. You notice 
the trees get real bright and very shiny, it would flicker a lot and you know there is 
moisture in the air, you're going to get rain. That's how I know because I've looked at 
it for a long long time and like the old fellas told me, look at your trees, look at your 
bird life, how they going, how your animals are going. And raised dust, if your dust 
only goes up like that and travels that way you know you got moisture because you 
got the pressure coming down. And if you haven't got pressure coming down then 
your dust or your smoke automatically goes, well as far as you can see, into the sky. 
When you see dust like that, when you go along the road and you see the dust not 
rising you know you're going to get rain. And most of the old fellas will tell you that.53  

He spoke of the way the old Aboriginal men taught their knowledge of the 
bush. 

Tom: Aboriginals, among the Aboriginals, the real old fellas they're long gone, but the 
old white fellas that learnt off them, that's how I learnt what I know about the bush. 
The different places of where to get water and how to get water. It's just sort of 
handed down if you're interested in taking notice of what the older people say. A lot 
of people say, 'oh how would he know'. But they were here long before modern 
technology like today and I don't think they can still predict the weather. 

52  LyalI 'Lou' Swan interviewed at Moree, August 2007. 
53 Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
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Q: When you were young were there many older people around then? 

Tom: Oh yeah. Aboriginals, part Aboriginals, mainly on the big properties. Like they 
mainly loved the bush, they just didn't want to be in town. They didn't want to be part 
of society. They might come in of a weekend and get their groceries and they're gone 
on Sunday morning.54  

Uncle Lou explained how he was taught that the Carbeen or Woolly Bark tree is 
a sign of the presence of water. 

Lou: Oh, he's a real smooth bark. Halfway up, about that far off the ground, it's got 
scaly bark. It comes from the bottom, like scaly lookin', but it only goes so far up the 
tree. Well we call it a woolly bark, see the old people call it a woolly bark. And there's 
one at the cemetery down there, woolly bark carbeen they call it. They reckon, I don't 
know if it was right, they reckon it's very close to water. That's what the old people 
tell me... There'd be water not far down, they reckon. Like it'd be too far for us to dig, 
but if you want to dig a well or bore, you don't go down so far they tell me.55  

54 Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
55 Lyall 'Lou' Swan interviewed at Moree, August 2007. 

Oral History Component 	 41 



Signs of the old people: artefacts and sites 

Introduction 

The majority of interviewees either did not have detailed knowledge of artefacts, sites 
or places of significance within the Wetlands areas, or chose not to record that 
information at this stage. However, the presence of considerable amounts of 
culturally significant objects, including scarred and carved trees and earth mounds, 
within the Macquarie Marshes was discussed in some detail by one interviewee. 

The destruction of artefacts and sites, and the need for action to protect the 
remaining objects, was stressed by this interviewee. 

The destruction of carved and scarred trees as part of the general clearing of land 
occuring in and around Wetlands was also raised as a matter of concern in relation 
the Gwydir area. 

Ceremony at Macquarie Marshes, 1898 

A major ceremonial event occurred in 1898 on the eastern side of the Macquarie 
Marshes, this ceremonial site is mentioned by a number of interviewees. Elements of 
the ceremony were allowed to be viewed by the surveyor and ethnographer R.H. 
Mathews and by the photographer Charles Kerry. Mathews estimated that there were 
more than 200 people at the ceremony: 

They came from Gulargambone, Coonamble, Trangie, Dandaloo, Dubbo, Brewarrina and 
Conkapeak. From the time the local mob selected the site and commenced preparing the 
ground until the last continent arrived, was more than three months. At this gathering nine 
youths were admitted to the status of membership in their respective tribes. 

6  

Mathews' article provides further details of the ceremonies performed. Kerry's 
photographs include a series of six photographs of what appear to be open 
ceremonies occurring next to the camp area. There are also seven photographs 
taken within the camp. In addition there are 18 photographs of the ceremonial events 
occurring within the men's ceremonial area.57  

Tom said he saw scarred trees and other signs of the old people when he was 
working in the Macquarie Marshes. 

Tom: Oh yeah. Scarred trees, stones. I could take you out - a lot of people don't 
realise what's on the ground. A lot of people don't realise and people just walk over it. 
Little things, like little stones, little pieces of chip. Sometimes if they were walking, if 
they had to walk from one river - because they knew where to walk - if they walked 
from one river and it was dry they'd always put a very small stone under their tongue 
so that there would be moisture there all the time. Because your tongue's moving all 
the time so you've got to have moisture. Or different trees, different trees where you 
could get stuff... when you were sick.58  

56 R.H. Mathews, 'The burbung of the Wiradthuri tribes', Proceedings of the Royal Society of 
Queensland, Vol CVI, Brisbane, 1901. 
57 The photographs, and a discussion of their context, can be found in Steve Miller, Shanng a Wailwan 
Stoty: Education Kit, Powerhouse Museum, Sydney, 1999, available online at www.phm.gov.au. 
58 Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, July 2007. 
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After leaving station work, Bertie spent time working as a kangaroo shooter on 
stations around the Marshes. While doing this he found and recorded many 
scarred trees and other sites, and has been involved in their protection. 

Bertie: I've been out there 'roo shooting and pig hunting after that and then I bought 
me own graders and started earth moving and started going on to a lot of other 
properties around and done work for them. Then I started back 'roo shooting when 
the drought hit. Just went 'roo shooting and pig hunting on all these other properties 
joining the nature reserves, which is all within the great Marshes. And I was out 'roo 
shooting of a night time, and shine the light around and you find a lot of scarred 
trees. With the scarred trees I would take note of where they were and then I would 
go out in the daytime with my motor bike, four-wheeler and take photos of them. And 
I got the photos here. The property owners let me go on their properties looking for 
Aboriginal sites. They know I've been doing it for donkeys' years and they don't mind. 
Because I'm not going out there staking a land claim, but they are a bit wary of that. 
But with the sites that's out there I've had permission of property owners to fence off 
sites that's out there and we have done that. 

Q: What sort of sites? 

Bertie: Fenced off big oven mounds and also burial grounds. And back in '85 me 
father was digging some dirt on a bit of high ground in Oxley and we dug up this 
remains of a body there and then we got the police out and they identified, they did 
tests and everything and we found that was some Aboriginal buried there. Then 
National Parks said I could keep digging there, we kept digging with the grader and 
found another six. We only just recently, last year, early last year we fenced them off 
properly. 59 

Bertie spoke of the scarred trees, artefacts and ceremonial grounds that are 
out in the Marsh country. 

Bertie: There is a lot of scarred trees out there, there's other burials out there. But all 
around the Marshes there is a lot of hearths on the ground, there's a lot of artefacts 
on the ground... a lot of artefacts and a lot of scarred trees. The amount of scarred 
trees around the Marshes is just unbelievable. And the amount of Aboriginal 
campsites and ceremonial grounds within and around the Marshes is just 
unbelievable, what's out there. The ceremonial grounds... one's that's been 
documented back in the 1800s is the one that's in the Powerhouse Museum which 
Charles Kerry took [photographs of]. Because these photos are actually in the 
Powerhouse Museum I formed the Wailwan Elders Corporation to have control over 
those photos. Because of the Wailwan people that is in the Macquarie Marshes, they 
need some recognition. I feel the Gibson Way should be changed to the Wailwan 
Way because it's got that connection with the Wailwan people. The ceremonial 
ground is not far from the Gibson Way.60  

In his work protecting Aboriginal cultural sites and places, Bertie has also 
worked to protect non-Indigenous historical sites. 

Bertie: I have been documenting and looking for Aboriginal sites all these years, I've 
also been looking at white man's sites as well... And a lot of that history... Like the 
old bullock teams, where the old bullock teams used to cross over the Macquarie 
River. Where the bullock teams used to change the horses over and where the old 
pubs used to be. And where some old stockman had been killed and his horse went 

59 
Bertie Bartholomew interviewed at Quambone, June 2007. 

60  Bertie Bartholomew interviewed at Quambone, June 2007. 
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down and it killed him and he was buried there on the reserve.., on the old Oxley 
reserve. And there is only two people living last year that knew where they were and 
that was me and another bloke over in Oberon. And when I took the PP board out 
there they were amazed that they were there. No one else knew that they were there, 
that they existed. This is why we should also be looking at the white man's sites as 
well. There is a lot of history there. By protecting those sites and have them recorded 
then you can also take tourists out there as well. It's a win-win situation for 
everyone.61  
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Marked Tree, Macquarie River area. Photo: Korey Moon, July 2007. 

Bertie Bartholomew interviewed at Quambone, June 2007. 
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Bertie has been involved in photographing, recording and trying to protect 
Aboriginal places throughout the Marshes area. He spoke of a number of 
different places of importance including the place where the Kerry 
photographs of the Wailwan ceremony in the 1890s were taken. He identifies 
those photographs as having been taken on Willancorah Station. 

Bertie: Yeah, and when they took those people out of there they destroyed those 
scarred trees... When they moved the people out they went back, the property 
owners went back and destroyed the trees... 

[speaking of one of the Kerry photographs] See here what they are doing is 
mimicking drafting sheep. See the two sticks that's a gate and these fellows herding 
the sheep. And they sent a bloke up through here, mimicking drafting sheep... And 
not far from where that is there's a real old set of sheep yards there, it's still there 
today. It's all fallen down. And because of that estuary that is there that makes the 
Macquarie Marshes very significant.62  

Bertie also spoke of burial grounds on what used to be part of Oxley Station. 

Bertie: See they are the burial grounds on Oxley. That's the girl that we dug up. 
There's seven of them there. That's in the southern nature reserve... I took those 
[photographs] back in the '90s... 

All these scarred trees, I've been collecting them for donkeys', there's plenty. Well all 
these ones, these ones here is where the burial grounds are out at Oxley, these 
ones. And these are the notches, whether they represent burials or not [I don't know], 
because they oro not far, those trees are riglit dlorlyside the burial ground, not far 
from the burial ground... All these things need to be checked out, there is just so 
much there.63  

Bertie also spoke of a line of oven mounds that runs across the Marshes. 

Bertie: These here are mounds on a property adjacent to the Southern Nature 
Reserve... These here mounds are big fire mounds... big oven mound things. 
There's only two places in Australia, I think they are down near Victoria, they are 
down near Hay and here in the Macquarie Marshes... 

What they were doing is, we're not 100 per cent sure, but what I can gather is that 
there's such a big community of people joining within the Marshes... big... gatherings 
of people and they would have lit whopping great big fires and put their emus and 
kangaroos on there and cooked them up. Because there is lots of ash there and 
bone and what-not. And fat just burnt out of the animals goes into the ground and 
forms a sort of a hard rocky clay sort of thing. And over the years these here big 
mounds have built up. 

But it's not just that, it's quite a number of spots along the Marshes with the same 
sort of things. They run from Walton's right up to what we call the river block which 
is... about four mile long, five mile long. So it's a pretty significant area and about 
three or four hundred yards wide, somewhere around there.64  
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 Bertie Bartholomew interviewed at Quambone, June 2007. 
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Noeline spoke about the destruction of scarred and carved trees in the region 
and the importance of the government acting to protect them. 

Noeline: I think it's only fair to say that the government is trying to do its bit, as far as 
preserving and looking towards Aboriginal culture, but I don't think they're policing it 
enough. It needs to be policed more... I mean if somebody suddenly decides to get a 
tractor and pull down about 50 trees, I mean they're pulled down before anyone can 
do anything about it. It's the same like every winter, every winter I get the cold 
shivers thinking about people who are going out for wood for wood fires, fuel fires, 
camp stoves. How many trees, how many of our scarred trees and carved trees... 
There's two of them that I know of just down there before you get to Thorne House. I 
mean someone's going to end up chopping them up for wood if they're not removed 
and put somewhere. They're trees that were cut to make shields out of, or 
coolamons, you know those carrying dishes. But as far as I'm concerned it's not so 
much the tree it's also the earth that that warrior stood on to carve or do that tree. 
That is as significant to me... When I see an artefact, an Aboriginal artefact, the 
significance of that is great. But what's greater to me is who carved that, what group 
of Aboriginal people, where was it carved. That is more important to me as well. And 
as far as I'm concerned no one is made, no one is made to have respect or value our 
history... There's still a lot of stuff out on properties, there's still a lot of artefacts and 
stuff out there. And the government, they had this gun amnesty didn't they? 'Bring 
your gun in and we'll buy the guns back'. Why can't they do that for our artefacts and 
our history? Why can't the government buy all that back, so that we can bring it back 
in and store it?65  

65 Noeline Briggs-Smith interviewed in Moree, August 2007. 
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Changing land regimes: locking out 

Introduction 

It is evident in the family histories of the interviewees that there has been a gradual 
process of exclusion of Aboriginal people from the Wetlands regions. The 
interviewees themselves, however, do not generally structure their or their families' 
stories around exclusion as a theme. In some instances the interviewees have a 
historical perspective on the process of exclusion and in others it is evident in their 
retelling of their own family histories. 

The process of exclusion is seen very clearly as a continuing process; that is, that 
Aboriginal people are still actively excluded from access to and utilisation of the 
wetland regions. This is clearly linked by the interviewees to the extent of private 
ownership of wetland regions. 

Bertie spoke about Aboriginal families in the Marshes area when he was 
young. 

Bertie: Oh geez, in those days it was only old Bill Carney, he was managing 
Ringorah, which was Ringorah South. Only meself that had any real contact with the 
land. There was another bloke at Bellevue, another Aboriginal bloke there, but he 
recently passed away... I think he was a Gordon.66  

Bertie spoke of how the Aboriginal people of the Marshes area, after working 
on stations in the early days, were forcibly moved off the marshes. 

Bertie: Well as far as the Wailwan people are concerned there are a lot of 
descendant people from the Marshes, they are still living today but they are in 
Brewarrina, Coonamble and Gulargambone, living over those ways. They've moved 
out of the area and because they've moved out of the area, they've never had 
contact with the land all their lives. It's only their great grandmothers and 
grandfathers that's had contact with the land. But that's the advantage that I've had 
because I've lived in these Marshes all these years and always had contact with the 
land. 

The reason why a lot of people moved is because they put them on trucks and 
moved them out. And when they moved them out they burnt a lot of their original 
graves and scarred trees that they had out there in the Marshes. A lot of them were 
burnt. Also white people didn't want them out there, so they moved them off... They 
moved them into Quambone here and into Coonamble, Brewarrina, Bourke. And they 
just, once they moved them out then they lost contact with the land then. That was it. 
And a lot of the property owners wouldn't allow them to come back. That was back in 
the old days. But now I've found the property owners that I've had relationships, with 
as far as Aboriginal peoples is concerned, particularly around the Marra way and 
around the Marsh area, the people are quite good. 

Q: But then even after they'd moved them then, they moved them off living on the 
properties, did they use Aboriginal people for workers? 

Bertie: Yeah, they did back in the early days, before they moved them right out of the 
area. They did use them for stock work, sheep work, also fencing and gardening and 
all those sort of things, and ringbarking. Was a lot of ringbarking went on back then 
and burr cutting. A lot of those sort of things that went on. And would have been 

66  Bertie Bartholomew interviewed at Quambone, June 2007. 
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using them for desilting dams and putting dams in when they were developing the 
country back then. But mostly stock work. And we have evidence of that in the 
Wailwan photos, Aboriginal people in the Wailwan photos, I remember them 
mustering sheep. And we've got that documented. 

Yeah, they used them for the labour and then once that work ran out then they 
started getting other white people in and once they used them up then they moved 
them out. And a lot of people wouldn't employ Aboriginals.67  

Dick explained that, even when he was young, the Marshes country was mostly 
private property, and you could only go in there if you were working for the 
property owners. 

Dick: See, that was more or less private property. You couldn't go on there unless 
you worked for those people, or you went on there on a mustering thing you know. 
'Cause it was private property and you couldn't go on the private property those days 
there, you'd have to get permission off the bosses to go in there. 

But see it was a bit, when you look at it, I thought it was dangerous myself, to go in 
there. Because you don't know where the pigs were, you'd never know where the 
snakes were. It was full of snakes, pigs and wild cattle... See as high as those reeds 
[were], but you couldn't ride a horse through it, see. Sometimes you used to be able 
to ride around the clump, it was very rare.68  

The restriction of access to the Marsh country is a matter of concern to Dick 
and Tom. 

Dick: I think there are a lot of, like a lot of ways. You can't go on private properties 
that was a no-go zone. You can't go in to these places. They must have something in 
there they are hiding from us. But you know you see locks on gates, you can't go on. 

Q: Technically people are supposed to have access to rivers... 

Tom: The creek around... the bridge went over a creek and it went to the river, they 
couldn't stop you from following it, because no one owns the waterways. 

I've gone out here to the weir and a young man came... I was down there fishing one 
day and he came and said, 'You can't fish here'. And I said, 'Who says?'. He said, 'I 
said'. I said, 'Mate if you come here I'll throw you in the frigging water'. He said, 'I'll 
go and get the police', and I said, 'You go and get the police'. I said, 'You don't own 
that water. I'm not destroying anything, I am not cutting the trees down. Where that 
river runs when it's full I'm entitled to walk down there as long as I'm not cutting any 
trees, damaging anything'. I said, 'Am I damaging anything?'. He said, 'No'. I said, 
'You go and get the police, I'll wait here until you come back'. He tried to put me off. I 
wasn't doing anything, all I wanted to do was catch fish. I was right down the weir, I 
wasn't up the top of it.69  

67  Bertie Barthoiomew interviewed at Quambone, June 2007. 
68  Richard 'Dick' Carney interviewed at Naromine, Juiy 2007. 
69  Richard 'Dick' Carney and Tom Carney interviewed at Narromine, Juiy 2007. 
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Bertie spoke about the issue of access for Aboriginal people to the private 
properties in the Marshes, and the lack of strong relationships between 
Aboriginal people and the current generation of property owners. 

Bertie: I know there are quite a few property owners here that... [Speaking of one 
previous owner] Aboriginal people would ring him up and ask him if they could go out 
there emu nesting, looking for emu eggs. And he'd say, 'Yeah', no dramas at all. 
[Speaking of another property owner] he was another one. Aboriginal people would 
ask him if they could go out there looking for emu eggs and he'd say, 'Yeah'. But now 
he's past away and his son's taken over and his son won't let them anywhere near 
the place. It's a different generation of people. And some people don't like Aboriginal 
people on their lands and I think it's very sad because I think a lot of Aboriginal 
people can help a lot of people on the land. But because they won't allow them on 
there, I think it's a big insult and a... how can I put it, not only an insult to the 
Aboriginal people, but it puts Aboriginal people down. And that's why a lot of them 
sort of don't want to get up and have a go. 

And because I've had contact with those people over the years and I haven't let them 
worry me too much and I haven't had them sort of try and put me down. And because 
there are a lot of good people out there, a lot of people... Because of what I've been 
doing with the Aboriginal community... a lot of the farmers out there do support me. I 
think having a relationship with the property owners is a big help. But if you haven't 
got that relationship with them it makes it very hard for Aboriginal people to have any 
involvement with the farming community or property owners. I think that's a big 
downfall. But a lot of Aboriginal people from around the community don't know how to 
approach them. I think if they got off their backside and decided to go out and ask 
them if they could go oul there fishing or look for an emu egg... by going and asking 
them they can only say 'yes' or 'no'. By making that start maybe they might let them 
on.7°  

Uncle Lou spoke of being born on the banks of the Mehi River in Moree and 
gave a little bit of his family history. 

Lou: I was born on the bank of the Mehi River, on the East Moree stock route... I 
lived in an old tin hut there for 27 years, [laughter] no 37 years I lived in them old tin 
huts... 

Well there was, there was a lot of Aboriginal people born on that stock camp. That 
old lady up there [indicating photograph], my Granny, she brought a lot of them into 
the world... She was named Cora Smith. From Singleton. Then me old Grandfather 
there... he come from Rockhampton. Fred Smith... 

He went down to, many years ago there was a big Aboriginal mission on Singleton 
too see. 

Q: Oh, St C/air? 

Lou: Something like that, yeah. Well that's where me Granny, I don't know I'm not 
really sure, I don't know if she was stolen generation or what. But he met up and he 

71 married her... That's my mother's parents, yeah... She was a Graham.. 
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71  Lyall 'Lou' Swan interviewed in Moree, August 2007. 
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