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DESERT D\,VELLERS
by Peter Bindon and David Cough

Aboriginal women were the breadwinners of the
desert-dwelling groups. Their digging sticks were
used to extract a daily diet from the harsh hard
ground over which they travelled throughout the
year. But food sources in the desertwere unreliable,
so how did the desert dwellers eke out a living
from such an arid land, and what relevance do
thei r trad iti o n al I and man agement tech n iq ues have
for present-day scientists and land managers?
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sandgrains from the tinyseeds gathered
into piles by ants. The seeds are collected
bywomen, who grind them to a nutrient-
rich flour or porridge. A shallower kind
of p/ll makes a useful shovel. Soil
loosened by the digging stick can be
scooped from a large hole very easily
using these dishes. Traditionally, bowls
were carried by balancing them in a
small circle of twisted grass or emu
feathers - called amangun - on the top of
the head. This allowed one free arm to
carry the digging stick, with a young
child invariably tucked under the other.

MEN'S WORK
As the women and children gathered

the staples, men organised hunts for
bigger game like emus and kangaroos.
Generally these animals were speared
from ambush near water, perhaps with
the assistance of tame dingoes, which
were always keen to hunt. Small water
holes regularly visited by emus were
drugged with the narcotic pitjuri
lDuboisia hopuoodii) and the birds fell
easy prey to the hunter's spear.As larger
game species were often caught away
from the camps, they were generally
disembowelled on the spot. Various
organs were replaced in the body cavity
and the smallaccess hole intheabdomen
was stitched with a sharp twig. Animals
were roastedwhole in deep beds ofcoals
with the skin intact. Cooking in this way
preserved much of the moisture in the
flesh - an important consideration in
arid desert environments where water is
a scarce commodity.

Perhaps the most useful ofthe tools
used byAboriginal men in the desertwas

lTop ight: Piti, a lightweight wooden
I bowl carved from beanwood
| (Erythrina aespertilio) and used for
carrying water and bush tucker.
Photo - Douglas Elford

lAboae right: Pitjuri (Duboisia
lhopwoodiil growing on a wind-blown
I sand drift near Kalooorlie.
Photo - Peter Bindon

the spear thrower or zriu. Skilfully
shaped to deceivingtiinness from a fl itch
of tough mulga (Acacia aneura\, t^rs
light-weight tool was used primarily to
add velocity to the hunter's spear. But it
had several otheruses. The broadcurved
body of the miru sewed as a platter in
which fruits and berries could be carried.
The tiny hook or mukul that held the
spear provided an extension for an arm
reaching high into mulgas in search of
the tasty mulga apples (not fruit at all,
but galls resulting from insect attacks
on the mulga) or for picking fruits. It
could also be used to coax a reluctant
animal from within ih burrow. 0n tne
handle end was a sticky lump of limiri or
resin from Triodia pungerx , a species of
spinifex. This held in place a sharp stone
chisel or tjuna, which was shaped
something like an orange quarter. Thrs

razor-sharp blade was used to cut open
game, sharpen awooden spear to a needle
point, cut the sinews from animals, or
for any number of other cutting, scraping
and slicing chores.Atnight in the camp,
the spear thrower served as a container
for objects that could not be placed
directly on the ground for fear of loss.
The edge ofa boomerang rubbed briskly
backand forth inagroove on the backof
the spear thrower produced a glowing
pile ofpowderedwood, the beginnings of
a fire.

A tool that caught the eye ofEuropean
explorers as they struggled to cross
Australia's deserts was a stone-bladed
knife in a barksheath. Thesewere called
Ielira and were eagerly traded for steel
knives byAborigines - both sides assured
that they had made a good trade.
However, they seldom agreed upon much
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I Deep in a roclq gully, a waterhole,
I shaded by a rock fig (Frtru
I platgpoda\, pro\rides cool water.
Photo - Peter Bindon

I Relow right: Desert claypans provide
I short-term freshwater following rains,
I but as these quickly disappear, desert
dwellers centre their activities on mor€
permanent supplies.
Photo - Jiri Lochman

cut theAborigines' feet.An early morning
stroll is reminiscent of walking across
broken glass, but the story really refers
to the frozen surfaces found on shallow,
still claypans and water holes, or the
frozen remnants of the previous night's
water supply left exposed in the dish.

During most of the year, sleeping
arrangements were simple. A neatly
construc led windbreak of  sp in i fex
tussock or leafu tree branches arranged
to windward kept the cool night breeze
from the occupants, who were each
f lanked by a smal l  s leeping f i re .
Awakening regularly and pushing the
ends ofthe thick branches into the fire,
the people remained comfortably warm
through the night.

In the day andwhile noton the move,
auiltjo of treebranches couldbe quickly
erected to provide shelter from the sun
when it was at its hottest. Only very
occasionally was it necessary to build a
more substantial shelter that could
shed the very light seasonal showers of
rain.

Sometimes cyclonic depressions
managed to push huge cloud banks far
inland, and then no amount of brush
roofing would prevent the group from
being drenched in the torrential rains
that fell.

Scattered throughout the desert are
remnants of the old plateau, which refl ect
the former surface of the soil in past
geological ages.

The edges of these mesas and
breakaways contain shallow caves, and
during very hear,y rains these provided
the only secure and warm shelter for
desert dwellers.

CULTURE AND
CONSERVATION

There can be no doubtthat life in the
desertis harsh, buttheAboriginal groups
who have lived there for thousands of
years survive because of an intimate
knowledge ofthe land and its plants and
animals, and a seemingly innate ability
to extract resources in a sustainable
manner. Since European settlement and
the migration of many desert-dwelling
Aborigines from their traditional lands,
the face of the western desert has
changed, often for the worse. More
recently, scientists began working with
these people to understand more about
the desert, itswildlife and the sustainable
management  of  p lant  and animal
habitats.

A major survey ofthe desert regions
of Western Australia was carried out by
scientists from the Department of
Conservation and Land Management
(CALM) in the early to mid 1980s (see
'Vanishing Deser t  Dwel lers ' ,
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Wildfires are sgnonamous uith
W tem Australian summer' but uhat
can be done to lasen the threat to life
and propertg? Lachlan McCaw
discusses the problem on page 49,

Daisies belong to the Asteraceae
familg, one of the world's largest
families of llouering plants. Staanne
Curry presents some of them in
'Delightful Daisies' on page 41.
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Aborigines haue eked out a liuing in
the harsh Westem Desert region for
thousands of Uears. Their intimate
knowledge of the desert is helping
sciqntists leam more about its plants
and animak. See 'Agging Stick and
Desert Dwellers' on poge 10.

'Rainforests and Bats', on page 34, tells
the stora of the recent LANDSCOPE
Exoedition to the Mitchell Plateau.

Can images from space help locate
desert mammals? See 'From Buckshot
to Breakauags' on page 23-

ARBoR DAY POSTER COMPETITION .................. 46

Cape Barrm geese liue on the islands
and rocks of the Archipelago of
Recherche. A few geors ogo their
numbefi aryeared aery lou and their
suruiual uas in doubt. Houew\ a
recent surae| of the islands has
brought good news with a marked
incaease in the bfud's population.

The illustration is bU Philirya
Nikulinsky.
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