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Place, Many Stories: West Kimberley




This publication draws on the Australian Heritage
Council final assessment of national heritage values
of the west Kimberley.

For more information on the National Heritage List
and to view the Australian Heritage Council final

assessment, visit www.heritage.gov.au




The west Kimberley is one place with many
stories. Renowned for its dramatic landscapes
and rich Indigenous culture, the region weaves
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of the Australian continent with Aboriginal
history dating back more than 40,000 years.

which
simply heloags there P

define Rustralia.

Tony Burke, Environment Minister




What makes the west Kimberley special?

The west Kimberley is one of Australia’s special places.

It is a vast area of dramatic landscapes of great

biological richness, relatively undisturbed since European
settlement, with important geological and fossil evidence
of Australia’s evolutionary history. The region is home to
a rich living Aboriginal culture and a proud pastoral and

pearling tradition.

Ancient geology

1,800 million years ago the
Kimberley was a separate land
mass that collided with the
ancient Pilbara and Yilgarn,
forming the core of the future
Australian continent. The King
Leopold Ranges are the remnants
of massive mountains thrown up
by the collision and their folded
and crumpled rocks tell

an important story of the
shaping of Australia.

The Oscar, Napier, Emmanuel
and Pillara Ranges — now high
and dry in the landscape — are
the remains of a vast coral reef,
similar in scale to the Great
Barrier Reef, that existed nearly
400 million years ago. The Gogo
fish fossils from this ancient reef
system provide a rare insight into
the evolution of life on Earth,
including the earliest four-limbed
vertebrates.

Biological richness

The rugged Kimberley plateau,
western coastline and northern
rivers continue to provide a vital
refuge for many native plants and
animals that are found nowhere
else or which have disappeared

from much of the rest of Australia.

In addition, Roebuck Bay is
internationally recognised as

one of Australia’s most significant
sites for migratory wading birds.
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The west Kimherley is one of Rustralia’s




A rich and dynamic living
Aboriginal culture
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> National Heritage Listing captures

the stories of our culture, our people
and our country from the past,
present and future. We are one

mob connected through the cultural
landscape of the Kimberley ?:’1

Janet Oobagooma, Kimberley Land
Council Cultural Adviser




Early European
exploration

The Kimberley coast was the
scene of some of the earliest
European exploration of the Great
South Land. Privateer William
Dampier’s published accounts of
his 1688 visit to the Kimberley
were highly influential in the
creation of European attitudes
towards Australia and its people
and stimulated later explorers
such as James Cook. A carved
boab at Careening Bay provides
rare, physical evidence of the
explorations of the eminent 19"
century Australian hydrographer,
Phillip Parker King.

A rich pastoral history

The west Kimberley has a proud
pastoral tradition, involving both
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
people. Fossil Downs Station
was established in 1886 by the
MacDonald and MacKenzie
families after a three year journey
of more than 5,600 kms droving
cattle from Goulburn, NSW — the
longest overland cattle drive in
Australia’s history.

Pearling

The west Kimberley has a
special place in the minds of
Australians for the region’s
colourful pearling history.




The following pages

oytline the nine criteria
used to assess the

of the
west Kimberley and
why it now has a

on the

National Heritage List.

fﬁ National Heritage Listing of the
West Kimberley recognises that
country is alive and strong, and
so are the laws and cultures
that Traditional Owners have
followed in this country for
thousands of years. ? g

Frank Davey, Kimberley Land
Council Co-Chair
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The outstanding landscapes and rock
formations of the west Kimberley provide an
incredible insight into the evolution of the
Australian continent, including the Devonian
Reef which provides a continuous record

of 20 million years of reef deposition.

The west Kimberley also holds biological
significance, rich with plant, animal, reptile
and frog species. Many of the rivers that
run through the west Kimberley, like the
Drysdale, Prince Regent and Mitchell rivers,
are home to a large number of freshwater
fish and turtles, that are found only in this
part of Australia.

A biological refuge

The region is important as a biological refuge
for plants and animals that have survived
changing conditions such as climate, invasive
species and human beings.

The west Kimberley is regarded as a natural
laboratory for the study of ecological and
evolutionary processes.
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occupation for at least 40,000 years. . S

Kimberley Pearl shell

...the most widely
- ) distributed commodity in
Aboriginal Australia
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The drove to Fossil Downs began
near Goulburn in 1883, with 500
cattle, two teams of bullocks and
50 horses. Led by brothers, Charles
and Dan MacDonald, it would be
the longest droving trip across the
continent, covering a distance of
around 5,600 kilometres.

On 3 June 1886, what was left
of the party finally arrived, with
around half the original head
of cattle, and 13 of the original
50 horses, at the junction of the
Victoria and Margaret rivers.
They stopped near a tree which
Alexander Forrest had marked
F136. The trip had taken them
three years. They renamed the
place Fossil Downs Station after
the many fossilised shells they

found in the nearby outliers of

the Devonian Reef.

In the years to come it would
become the largest privately-
owned cattle station in Australia,
at over a million acres. Fossil
Downs is still owned by the
decedents of the MacDonald
brothers.

It would he the l‘mgQSt dl‘ﬂvmg
trip across the coatinent

covering a distance of aroynd
£,600 kilometres



Noonkanbah is one in a series of important steps in the national
struggle of Aboriginal people to have their rights to practice
traditional law and culture, and their rights to traditional land
ownership recognised. Yirrkala and Wave Hill in the Northern
Territory, Mer (Murray) Island in the Torres Strait, Queensland and
Noonkanbah each assume their own symbolic importance in the
long, slow path towards the recognition of Aboriginal rights and
the protection of Aboriginal heritage.
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There are tracks and fossils in the
west Kimberley that preserve a
unique record of ancient life in
Australia. The Broome Sandstone of
the Dampier Coast contains the only
sauropod prints found in Australia
and is the most extensive evidence
of dinosaurs from the western half
of the continent.

There are also significant botanical
remains in the west Kimberley
including preserved wood shavings,
seeds and plant fibres. These

help us to better understand the
impacts of climate change on flora
through the ages and also some of
the techniques used by Aboriginal
people to gather plant life.

The extraordinary preservation of
plant remains in the archaeological
deposits in limestone rock shelters
in the Devonian Reef provides rare
evidence of Aboriginal plant use and
adaptation to changing resources
over 40,000 years, contributing to
our understanding of the impact of
climate change on the ecology.

The sauropod prints found at
Dampier Peninsula include some

of the largest in the world, at

1.75 metres long, as well as some
of the smallest. They are the only
sauropod tracks known in Australia.

Fossilised human footprints on the
Dampier Peninsula are significant for
being one of only three documented
human track sites in Australia and the
only evidence of human tracks in the
west coast of Australia.
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In 1820, Phillip Parker King
careened his ship the Mermaid
in Careening Bay on the
Kimberley coast of western
Australia. On this occasion a
boab tree was carved with the
initials HMC Mermaid to mark
the crew’s stay on what was
then a very remote area of the
Australian coast. The Mermaid
Tree is rare as the only known
physical reminder of King’s
survey expeditions along the
Australian coastlines.
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The west Kimberley helps us to
better understand Australia’s
natural and cultural history and
provides insight into biological
and geological processes and
landscape formation that shaped
our continent.

By studying the Devonian

Coral Reef, we can gain an
understanding of how reef
communities react to climate
change and to changes in sea
level, both of which are key
issues facing modern coral reefs
like the World Heritage-listed
Great Barrier Reef.

The limited archaeological
research in the region shows a
significant potential to provide
new information on the early
history of Australia and its people.

Research also links comets and
tsunamis to Indigenous oral
histories, painted rock images
and stone arrangements. Further
exploration of these phenomenon
may shed light on the history

of natural disasters on the west
Kimberley coast and in particular,
the nature and effect of mega
tsunami events.
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of an ongoing Aboriginal
painting tradition

on earth will continue yg

Bungal (David) Mowaljarlai,
Senior Ngarinyin Traditional Owner
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Each Kimberley Aboriginal society
has a rich body of religious
narratives that concern the
Dreaming. While such narratives
are distinct for each of these
societies, they all contain accounts
of creator beings who ‘gave’ them
their laws and customs. These
narratives describe how ancestral
creator beings have ‘made’

the Indigenous countries that
comprise the west Kimberley.

The relationship between
Aboriginal people and country is
one of reciprocity. While country
is the source of their spiritual and
physical well being, indeed their
very identity, it is the responsibility
of Aboriginal people to ‘look after’
or ‘care for’ it.

Such responsibilities are defined
by the traditional laws of each
Kimberley Indigenous society.
They include acknowledging and
respecting their country’s resident
spiritual beings, and extracting
their country’s resources in a
non-wasteful way.

hetween

Rhoriginal peobdle and country is




Wanjina-Wunggurr Yradition

The traditional homeland of the
Wanjina—Wunggurr community
in the north Kimberley includes
members of the Worrorra,
Ngarinyin, Unggumi, Umida,
Unggarrangu, Wunambal and
Gaambera language groups.
Collectively, this community
believes that they are themselves
descendents of a single creator
being called Wanjina.

Thousands of images of Wanjina
occur in rock shelters across the
region; a visual testimony of a
complex association of socio-
religious beliefs that continue

to be central to the laws and
customs of the Wanjina—
Wunggurr community. In no other
Indigenous society in northern

or central Australia, does a single
class of creator being, depicted as
a distinct rock art motif, have such
a significant and multifaceted role
or set of associated meanings and
practices.

As an embodiment of the sacred
Wunggurr life-force that permeates
the cosmos, the Wanjina evoke the
primordial but continuing era of
creation called Lalai (the Dreaming).
During Lalai, the Wanjina worked
with the Wunggurr Snake and other
animal helpers to make the country.
The Wanjina gave their human
descendents their laws and customs,
and continue to instruct people in
their dreams. As part of the ongoing
reciprocity between the Wanjina
spirit ancestors and their human
descendents, senior law-men renew
the Wanjina paintings in order to
keep them “fresh’.

As paintings, Wanjina take the
form of human-like beings and also
of animals and plants. They play a
crucial role in Wanjina-Wunggurr
society’s ongoing social, economic
and cultural life.

Along with their other expressions
as features of land, sea and sky,
paintings of the Wanjina are

a distinct characteristic of the
Wanjina-Wungurr homeland
which plays a fundamental role in
specifying geographical location.

As the spirit ancestors of the
Wanjina-Wunggurr people, the Wanjina
play a fundamental role in specifying the
geographical location of the homeland
and the nature and basis of the
citizenship of its members.

The Wanjina-Wunggurr homeland,
where the painted images on rock
and other features in the land,
sea and sky, including natural rock
formations and man-made stone
arrangements, are manifestations
of the Wanjina and the Wunggurr
Snake, are of outstanding heritage
value to the nation because

of their importance as part of
Indigenous tradition.




The spectacular west Kimberley
coast from King Sound near
Derby to Bonaparte Gulf near
Wyndham, is perhaps the longest
stretch of predominantly rocky
coast in Australia. It is a drowned
river landscape spanning over
2,500 kilometres of intricate
headlands and archipealagos,
deep bays, impressive tidal
effects and magnificent
waterfalls, undisturbed by major
development.

The major coastal landforms and
habitats of the west Kimberley
are unique. They are a series of
places and environments that
are significant to Australia. The
Kimberley ria (rocky) coast, from

the Helpman Islands in King Sound

to Joseph Bonaparte Gulf, is the

most extensive region of ria coast

at more than 2,500 kilometres.

Roebuck Bay is a hotspot for
many different species of
migratory birds because of its
location and climate.

A rare tropical example of

an intertidal mudflat system,
Roebuck Bay has the highest
number of bird species of
international importance visiting
its shores due to the seasonally
abundant nutrients.




Martuwarra (Fitzroy) River
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The place has owtstanding heritage
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deptonstrating a Aigh degree of
Creative or techrical actreverent
a a particular period.

...from ancient and ongoing
Aboriginal painting traditions to
cleverly designed watercraft and the
exquisitely decorated Sacred Heart
Church at Beagle Bay.
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Sacred Heart Church, Beagle Bay

f ==
&4 ... Day after day parties set off into the

bush or to the coast to cut timber, cart
sand, dig clay and gather tons of broken
shells for lime. As the timber structure
mounted, 60,000 double bricks were
shaped and baked in stone kilns and
thousands of live shells, mother of pearl
and many other varieties from small
cockles, cones and trochus to giant
clams and bailers for holy water fonts
were gathered in from a wide range of

coastal waters and tidal reefs ? g

Mary Durack (1969)
Australian author and historian
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Broome - Port of Pearls
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The west Kimberley has a long and varied history
filled with accounts of European exploration and
Indigenous resistance. The history and stories

of the west Kimberley also provide accounts

of individuals who have been significant to the
shaping of Australia.

andamarra (aka Pigeon)

Jandamarra (aka Pigeon) led the
Bunuba resistance from 1894
1897. The timing of the last wave
of European settlement and the
impenetrable nature of the place
itself helped create the man and
the legend of Jandamarra - a man
brought up in two worlds, whose
detailed knowledge of European
settlers and capacity to train his
Bunuba countrymen and women,
severely threatened the colonising
project.

His ingenuity with European
firearms even went as far as
binding the leg sinews of kangaroo
around .44 cartridges to make
them fit the Enfield rifles that
they carried. He also trained the
Bunuba in tactics to pre-empt
and counter European advances,
devising strategies to ambush
parties and capture weapons.
While Jandamarra did not act
alone, his abilities to disappear
and avoid capture, and to appear
to even cheat death itself, made
him a much feared adversary to
European settlers and a powerful
leader amongst his own people.

Jandamarra’s ability to evade
police capture and disappear

into the limestone landscape
gave him legendary status among
his own people and the colony.
Aboriginal people believed he
had Jalnggangurru (magic) power.
Contemporary accounts say he
could “fly like a bird and disappear
like a ghost - he was two separate
beings.

Jandamarra will always be a hero to
the Bunuba people. Doesn’t matter
how people see it as good or bad, he’'ll
always be a hero...who fought for the
Bunuba People and for his country’

Dillon Andrews, senior Bunuba man.

Jandamarra’s success brought a
severe response from authorities
who threw enormous resources
into efforts to capture Jandamarra.
His death in 1897 marked the

end of large organised violent
resistance by Aboriginal people.
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