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an Abbott, a Senior Principal Research
Scientist at the DeDartment of

Conseruation and tand Management,
has, for many years, combed historic
diaries, archives, dictionaries and library
collections to create a list of Aboriginal
animal names we can use every day.

For centuries, the Nyoongar people
in the south-west corner of Western
Australia eked their existence from
nature. They dined on fish, insects,
seeds, corms, tubers, bulbs, fruits and
nectar, birds, eggs, small mammals,
frogs and freshwater crayfish. Unlike
their northern cousins, they did not use
rafts or boats so subsequently didn't eat
seals or whales unless these became
stranded.

They stalked yonka, or westem grey
kangaroos, by running the animals into
soft, swampy bog and spearing them,
usually in winter. Another method was
to smoke them out and chase them
down a hill by shrieking and
frightening them. At the base of the hill
more men would be stationed with
heary hunting ketj (spears) ready to kill
the floundering animals. Kings Park
was a favourite spot for this battue, or
running down, with the slopes facing
Crawley and Subiaco being good
hunting spots.

But yonka weren't the only animals
to be hunted. There were koora
(western brush wallabies), maning
(banded hare-wallabies) and moororong
or bokal (black-flanked rock-wallabies)
to add to the menu.

Women and children collected small
species of rodents, such as the now-
extinct koolawa (long-tailed hopping-
mouse) or bolong (large-eared hopping-
mouse), that had been overcome and
killed by fire passing through the bush.
They collected kjirdon or matakitj
(Mitchell's hopping-mice), mookji (ash-
grey mice) or konding (Shark Bay mice)
in the same fashion. The widespread
burning of vegetation ensured an
ongoing supply of green pick or fresh

new growth for browsing and grazing
species, and increased the availability of
meat for the Nyoongar people.

WHAT'S INANAME?
The sounds of Nyoongar animal

names trip easily from the tonguB
because they're often an imitation of
the sound made by the animal. Early
European explorers were amazed at the
splendid parade of small creatures in
the bush, desert and sandplains. Eager
to learn more, they quizzed the
Nyoongars who gave them words such
as chuditch, numbat, quenda, woylie
and quokka-names still in common
use today.

Several early pioneers attempted to
live in harmony with the Aboriginal
people and developed friendships that
enabled them to learn elements of each
other's languages. The intertwined
relationship resulted in intertwined
words, so that names used by Nyoongar
people quickly found their way into the
English language-at least locally.
Unfortunately, Nyoongar is not a
written language, so there are no
references or dictionaries to record the
vocabulary. Today we must rely on the
spoken word passed from generation to
generation through the Nyoongar
culture or through pioneers' diaries and
notes kept about Nyoongar words.

A few years a!lo, the language was in
danger of dying out, and was largely a
vocabulary used by elders whose children
had abandoned tlle tribal language for
English. During the last decade, it has
revived to the point that three years ago

I Preaious page
I Numbats depicted in English zoologist
I John Could's oublic tion Austrulian
Marsupiab and Monotremes, fjrsl
published more than 150 years ago.
Like many native animals, they are
referred to by their Aboriginal name.

lAbooe: The name 'emu' is an anomaly.
I as the word is Portuguese. Marayong is
I the AboriAinal word for the animal
from New South Wales (Sydney) where it
was first observed by Europeans.
Photo - Jiri Lochman

I ,€ff 'Kangaroo' is another anomaly.
I Research suggests that this word (from
I north-east Queensland) means 'go

away'. The correct Aboriginal name for
that region is mania, or man-ya.
Photo - Jay Sa$on/Lochman TYansparencies
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One of the chal lenges in using the Nyoongar language is pronunciat ion and lan's paper
includes a guide to pronunciat ion including emphasis on the f irst syl lable.
Below is a list of animal names on the left. with the Nyoongar word or words on the rjght.
Several Nyoongar words mean there were different descriptions from different djstricts.
Deciding on the most appropriate one wil l  be a task for the Ngoongar people and others

r

COMMON USE

echidna
chuditch
dlbbler
maroo
red-tailed phascogale
brush-tai led phascogale
fat-tailed dunnart
white-tai led dunnart
grey-bel l ied dunnart
numoar
pig-footed bandicoot (extinct)
quenqa
western barred bandicoot
bi lby or dalgyte
western pygmy possum
western ringtail possum

noney possum
brushtail possum
boodie

broad-f aced potoroo (extind)
Gilbert's potoroo
rufous hare-wallaby or mala
tammar wallaby
western grey kangaroo
western brush wallaby
euro
reo Kangaroo
crescent nailtail wallaby (extinct)
black-f lanked rock-wallaby
quokka
long-tailed hopping-mouse (extinct)
large-eared hopping-mouse (extinct)
Mitchell! hopping-mouse
ash-grey mouse
Shark Bay mouse
western chestnut mouse
waler rat
southern bush rat
dingo
bats (not distinguished to species)
Australian sea lion
whale (not distinguished to species)
dolphin

catching specimens and sending
extenslve accompanying notes to
Could. Gould then arranged for the
artist, Hans Richter, to draw
entrancing colour sketches of the
animals-detailed paintings that
captured forever some species that are
now extinct-using Cilbert's notes.
And since Cilbert's notes often
included Aboriginal animal names,
they turned out to be one of [an's most
important sources. Gilbert had
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NYOONGAR WORD

nyingarn or donongerde
djooditj, ngooldjanqit or badjada
dibla or madoon
mado or domat
kingo
wambenga, balat balawa or koming
ngooda
djoordong
donat or djamin
noombat or waoo
boda, woda or boodal
kwenda
mal or nymal
djalkat
mandada or nyeranit
ngwayir, womp, wodet ngoor or
ngooiangit
ngoolboongoor, djebin or dat
KOOmal
boodi

moda
ngilkat
woorap
dama or bonin
yonka (male), wok or wor (female)
Kwara or Koora
bikada
mano
woron9
moororong or bokal
kwoka or bangop
koolawa or kodong
bolong
djirdon or matakitj
noodji
konding
dj irbit j
ngoodjo. wamp wamp or ngangarit j
modit
doot
bam-bi, ba-bi l l ,  babi lgun or babit j
manyinni
mammang
waraneen, kwillen-ah, kearia or
kwilena or waraneen

wandered across ihe Western

A u s l r a l i a n  c o l o n y  a s  i t  w a s  b e i n g

setl led. and he recordeJ many species

from Moore River and Toodyay. Hewas

often accompanied by Nyoongar aides

and by botanist Johnston Drummond,

who was f luent in Aboriginal

languages.
Could's magnificent colour plates are

still in demand more than 150 years later
and their value steadily increases. Gould
lived into old age, but Cilbert, one of our

I f luring his roving missionar] \a,ork. lhe
I founder of the Renedictine Community
I of New Norcia, Bishop llosendo
Salvado, was one of the early pioneers
who compiled lists of Aboriginal words
Photo Courtesy of the Benedictine
Community of Ne\r Norcia

first and best scholars of Aboriginal
words and a bri l l iant preser.uer of
animals, met an ugly death. At the age of
35, in a weird juxtaposition of events and
roles, he was speared to death by
Aboriginal people as he lay in his tent on
the ill-fated Leichhardt expedition to
Port Essington in Queensland in 1845.

OTHER SOURCES
From the first instances of

European interaction with Aboriginal
people, Aboriginal names for animals
were commonly used. lan's Nyoongar
word l ist was inspired by many other
sources. The writings of Dr Isaac Nind,
who worked at the King George Sound
convict colony during the 1820s, was
one of the earliest sources. Equally
useful were the diaries of Henry
Will iam St Pierre l3unbury, a military
officer stationed at York, Pinjarra,
Busselton and Will iams during the
1830s, and the notes of Charles
Symmons, Western Australia's f irst
'Protector of Aborigines' in the 1840s.
Other information was uncovered rn
lists from John Stokes, who carried out
Brit ish naval surveys of Australran
waters in the 1840s, followed by the
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