




he Prince Regent River, in the far
north-west Kimberley, remains one

of Australia's most remote wilderness
areas. No roads penetrate its rugged
sandstone ranges, and a tide-race with
formidable whirlpools restricts access
from the sea. Upstream, from the
veritable inland sea of St George Basin,
the Prince Regent River runs straight as
an arrow into the heart of the
Kimberley Plateau, following an
ancient fault line. The Prince Regent
Nature Reserve, created in 1964, covers
some 633,825 hectares and Protects
almost the entire river catchment. The
reserve was nominated as an UNESCO
World Biosphere Reserve in 1978, in
recognition of its outstanding, intact
wildlife and pristine values.

I Preoious page
I Clockwise hom left.'view of St George
I Basin from Mt ftafalAar; a segment of
botanist Ferdinand Mueller's manuscript
description of a new plant he provisionally
named Bradshawiq macrosiphonia, bued
on soecimens collected from the Prince
Regent River in 1891 by Joseph Bradshaw.
ln 1891, th€ species was formally published
and named by Muelle\ Ranqhicarqa
macrosiphonia,lt is now known as
Lindemia macrosiphoztd (see photo on
page 5l); riveted galvanised sheeting from
the Marigui site and Bradshaw (Gwion
Gwion) figurative rock art.
Photos - Tim willin€ and Michael Cusack

NAMBS AND LEGENDS
The first-known Europeans to gaze

on this 'Regent' scene were the
botanist, Allan Cunningham, and ship's
surgeon, James Hunter, in SePtember
1820 on the survey vessel HMC (His
Majesty's Cutter) Mermaid , under Ihe
command of Lieutenant Phillip Parker
King. While the ship was undergoing
emerElency hull repairs at Careening
Bay, the pair had climbed a prominent
hill, which they named Mount Knight.
From this peak, their eyes were drawn
to a glimmering inland tidal basin, as
well as to a skyline dominated bY a
spectacular tilted mesa (an isolated,
flat-topped hill bounded on at least one
side by a steep cliff and having an
extensive summit area).

In the oral traditions of the Wororra,
the local Aboriginal people, this mighty
mesa, Ngayangkarnanya, had been
carried in the Dreaming from the north
by a vast shoal of fish, sharks and crabs.
The colossal weight ofthe load not only
exhausted them, it squashed manY

flat--{reating in the process both rays
and shovel-nosed sharks.

Unaware of these ancient legends.
Phillip Parker King and the crew of the
Mermaid ventured in to explore the
basins and navigable lower river,
bestowing British names with patriotic
zeal. The Prince Regent River was
named for the Hanoverian prince who
would shortly succeed his incapacitated
father, George lll, and reign in his
own right as KinE George IV The
391-metre-high mesa was named
Mount Trafalgar by Phillip Parker King,
in honour of Nelson's great naval
victory of 1805. An adjacent lesser peak
was named Mount Waterloo, after the
Belgian village that witnessed the
decisive defeat of Napoleon by the Duke
of Wellington's army.

MARIGUI
Seventy years later, another sailing

ship, gliding in on the flood tide,
ghosted into St George Basin in

sweltering November heat. On the deck
of the ketch, The Tluins, three months

out from Melbourne, stood hen coops,

dog kennels, a pair of goats and a dozen

expectant humans. Leading the party

was Joseph Bradshaw, a Collins Street

I Beloro; One of Cunn's 'hug€ scowling
I cliffs' along the Kimberley coast.
I Photo - Kevin Kenneally
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which is to thevoyager a long panonma

of wild grandeur. Huge scowling cliffs

and bluffs of sandstone frown with red-

hot angry faces on intruding ship and

encroaching sea. Th€ faces are scarred,
gashed and wrinkled bY the eternal

onslar:ght ofthe elements. Centuries of

ceaseless change have contorted the

mountain masses into wild fantastic

shapes, or built them into semblances

of ruined towered cit ies, battered

fortresses or crumbling amphitheatres.

Th€ pushing tides have gnaM/ed deep

bays, long reaches, and wide harbours

out of their stern adamantine M/alls or

wrenched from them masses of rugged

rocky islands.

Day by day we sped Past towerlng

islands, clad M/ith rich folds of tropical

vegetation from rocky base to flat-

topped summit, past tall commanding
promontories with rounded basalt

bases, down narrow channels fretted

through \r,ild Iines of ragged rocks, and

through noble straits dotted with

islands and indented by secret coves and

broad bays. At night the schooner, like a

tired bird, would fold its wings and rest

in some quiet haven hewn out of rocky

hi l ls or l ie rol l ing to her anchor"."

FOOTNOTES
Retrieved from obscuritY, and

presented consecutively for the first

t ime since publication in 1899, Gunn's

24 articles were originally headlined
'Pioneering in Northern Australia'.

Comprising the heart of the new book,

{Jnder A Regent Moon, they will prove a

revelation to all Australians, detailing a

forgotten chapter in ihe history of the

Kimberley frontier. Gunn s perspective

is without parallel and, at times, frankly

controversial in depicting the hostile

relationship that soon develoPed

between the would-be settlers and the

Wororra warriors, defending their

country. Besides editing Gunn's erudite

memoirs with extensive footnotes, and

locating Gunn's sketches in Sydney's

Mitchell Library, the authors have

lTop left: Wendy and Michael Cusack at

I Bradshaw's 'cave of paintings'.
I Photo - Michael cusack

lCentre left: Boab tree at Marigui used
I by Bradshaw's party for larget pYactice.

I Left: The Prince Regent River runs

I straight as an arrow into the Kimberley
I Plateau.
Photos - Tim Willing
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