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Introduction

Throughout the world, birds have a prominent place in the cultural traditions of human 
societies, being celebrated in painting, craftwork, song, ceremony, dance, story and literature. 
In many Indigenous cultures they are perceived as having been involved with the original 
creation of the world and as spirit beings to have since then maintained their supernatural 
powers that can transform the day-to-day existence of people. Birds have a symbolic significance 
relating to both life and death. They are routinely seen as portents of impending calamity and 
even death, are considered carriers of the spirits of dead people, and often embody those 
same spirits themselves. Conversely, birds are also associated with life and fertility. Birds are 
significant as sources of food and medicine. In the material culture, which is the totality 
of objects that people make and use, birds appear symbolically in art, while bird parts are 
routinely used in the construction of artefacts. Birds have complex behaviours, some of which 
are analogous to those of humans.

When the British colonists first arrived at Sydney in 1788, Aboriginal Australia was 
culturally complex, with over 200 language groups and many more clans spread across 
an ecologically highly varied landscape.1 In spite of major regional cultural differences, 
the importance of birds for Aboriginal peoples was universal.2 Over the millennia of their 
occupation of this continent, the Aboriginal custodians of the environment had developed 
deep understandings of the immense diversity, seasonality and spatial distribution of the 
organisms within their foraging territories. This Indigenous-held knowledge was so detailed 
and useful to the European colonists that the first collectors of natural history specimens 
routinely employed local Aboriginal peoples as guides and assistants.3 This relationship 
between Aboriginal peoples and scientists persisted into the 20th century, and is perhaps 
best demonstrated by the work of biologist cum anthropologist Donald Thomson, who 
incorporated observations from his Aboriginal field assistants into his zoological writings.4 He 
was not alone in appreciating Indigenous knowledge. Geologist and anthropologist Charles 
Chewings remarked that Aboriginal hunter-gatherers:

… know the habits of every living thing around them, great or small. Captain 
S.A. White [who was a South Australian naturalist] has expressed the opinion 
that they are, in this respect, the most competent naturalists that ever were, or 
ever will be. With the sure knowledge that they can find food when they go forth 
to hunt tomorrow, they make the best and most of the present.5

This book focuses on the historical and cultural relationships of Aboriginal peoples and 
the Australian avifauna. While it provides an overview of Aboriginal relationships with birds 
across the whole continent, it accesses only a small part of the immense body of knowledge 
that Aboriginal peoples have held about a group of organisms that Europeans refer to as birds. 
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for Kurnai, Gugu Rarmul for Koko-rarmul, Gupapuyngu for Kopapingo, Karajarri for 
Karadjeri, Kokatha for Kukata (in South Australia), Ngarrindjeri for Narrinyeri, Nyungar for 
Noongar/Nyungah, Pitjantjatjara for Pitjandjara, Tiwi for Tewi, Wardaman for Waddaman, 
Warumungu for Warramunga, and Yuwaalaraay for Euahlayi.43

Book structure
This book covers a broad range of relationships that Aboriginal peoples have with birds, on 
a spectrum from cultural perceptions to the actual physical use of bird materials. In terms of 
cultural perceptions, the text commences with the role of birds as ancestors (Chapter 2), creators 
(Chapter 3) and spirit beings (Chapter 4), then describes avian nomenclature (Chapter 5). The 
physical relationships that Aboriginal peoples have with birds are discussed in relation to the 
topics of bird foraging (Chapter 6), birds working with people (Chapter 7), birds as food 
and medicine (Chapter 8) and avian materials used to make material things (Chapter 9). The 
concluding chapter (Chapter 10) considers the future of Australian ethno-ornithology.

Map of Australia, showing places and regions mentioned in the text. Philip A Clarke, 2021.
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Birds and the spirit world

Australian Aboriginal peoples are part of a world where it is believed that birds can 
communicate with humans in cryptic ways. Bird spirits are seen as being in possession 
of supernatural powers, which include being prescient. This enables them to warn people 
of impending danger and foretell future events.1 They are also believed to carry deceased 
souls, and in some cases bring misfortune. In comparison to other more cryptic animal 
groups in Australia, most avian species are highly mobile, easily observed or heard, and 
exhibit strong seasonal behaviour. Some birds, such as magpies and crows, possess complex 
social behaviours akin to those of people.2 Others have human-like features, like the 
forward-facing eyes of owls, or uninhibited behaviours, such as those of the willie-wagtail, 
that bring them into close proximity to people. These are all attributes supporting the 
Indigenous perception that certain bird species, as spirit beings, are capable of practising 
magic on people. It is an Aboriginal belief that people could project their own soul spirit 
into the form of animals, particularly birds.3 There is no clear distinction between birds 
and spirits. As discussed in Chapters 2 and 5, somewhere in between the spirit birds and 
extant birds there are also extinct birds, that may or may not relate to one or both of these 
categories.

Many of the world’s human cultures share beliefs about the supernatural roles of birds.4 
For instance, in New Britain off the east coast of Papua New Guinea the islanders throw 
stones at owls, as they regard those birds as a death omen.5 Similarly, the San of the Central 
Kalahari Desert in southern Africa recognise most birds as being intelligent and ‘credited with 
thought processes and values comparable with those of man’.6 The San believe that birds are 
capable of practising sorcery against animal enemies and rivals, and have behaviours that can 
be used to predict future events. The Mbuti of the Congo in Africa believe that owls must be 
avoided due to their role of ‘watchman’ for a witch or sorcerer.7 The Mbuti traditions about 
birds are analogous to those in Aboriginal Australia, as according to anthropologist Mitsuo 
Ichikawa they recognise:

… the role of birds as the mediators between human society and the invisible 
world. The birds are believed to convey information on otherwise unaccountable 
causes of illness, unpredictable distribution of animals and their behavior in the 
forest, unexpected failure of hunting, sudden visit of a guest, and other events 
which the Mbuti feel require some kind of explanation.8

In Western European cultures, birds have featured prominently in traditions concerning 
death and the spirit world.9 In western Hungary, a stone was thrown at an owl because its 
hooting was thought not only to forecast death, but also to cause it.10 The late 19th/early 20th 
century folklorist James G Frazer remarked, in relation to the deceased, that ‘Often the soul 
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height. Its breast is said to be covered with different coloured feathers; but the 
probability is that the blacks have not had a sufficiently near view to ascertain 
whether this appearance might not arise from hair or scales. They described it 
as laying eggs of double the size of the emu’s egg, of a pale blue; these eggs they 
frequently meet with, but they are ‘so good for eating,’ the black boys set them 
up for a mark, and throw stones at them.30

In 1847, Lieutenant Governor Charles Joseph La Trobe reported from the Port Phillip 
district that the bunyip was reputed to be ‘a fearsome beast, as big as a bullock, with an 
emu’s head and neck, a horse’s mane and tail, and seal’s flippers, which laid turtle’s eggs in 
a platypus’s nest, and ate blackfellows when it tired of a crayfish diet’.31 A colonist visiting 
Challicum Station in western Victoria in 1850 was taken to a cluster of three large waterholes 
that, according to local Aboriginal tradition, was the site where a bunyip had once been 
speared and then dragged dead on to the grass, where its emu-like outline was marked out 
and the turf within it cleared.32 In 1857, an item in a Melbourne newspaper claimed that a 
traveller along the Murray and Goulburn Rivers had seen ‘no less than six of these curious 
animals’. It was reported that:

Mr Stocqueler informs us that the bunyip is a large freshwater seal, having two 
small paddles or fins attached to the shoulders, a long swan-like neck, a head like a 
dog, and a curious bag hanging under the jaw, resembling the pouch of the pelican. 
The animal is covered with hair, like the platypus, and the colour is a glossy black.33

The recognition of bird-like features in spirit beings is a common theme across 
Aboriginal Australia. In the creation beliefs of the Wiilman people from Bremer Bay in the 
south-west of Western Australia, the Jannock were ‘evil spirits’ with ‘heads like Carrack 

‘Bunyip’, Toor-roo-dun. Drawn by Kurruk, an Aboriginal person of Western Port, Victoria, in the 19th 
century. Smyth RB (1878) The Aborigines of Australia, Vol. 2, Fig. 244.
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Bird nomenclature

What people observe in the environment is as much a product of the importance their 
culture places upon each type of object, as it is upon the acuity of their vision. For languages, 
the reading of the landscape creates a proliferation of words in categories that are deemed 
important by the speakers. A combination of utilitarian and other cultural factors combines 
to determine which organisms will attract a specific name, and how distinctive those names 
will be.1 Anthropologist Eugene S Hunn explained that ‘we humans recognise a diversity 
of kinds of birds, giving each a name, often a name descriptive of the birds’ voices, colours, 
actions or haunts’.2

In Australia, linguists and amateur word collectors have compiled regional lists of 
Aboriginal bird names.3 Reference to such studies is necessary when using historical records 
to investigate early Indigenous relationships with birds, but they are imperfect because on the 
frontier of British colonisation the first recorders as a group were inconsistent with both their 
use of English-derived names and the spelling systems they used for Indigenous languages.4 
Since some of these early sources concern languages that are no longer spoken today, it is now 
often difficult to directly assess the accuracy of their work. According to Western Australian 
government biologist Ian Abbott, the ‘scope for error in recording Aboriginal names is 
very great’.5 In my own experience, there are errors in many of the recorded Aboriginal 
vocabularies, both in terms of the sourcing of words and the identification of the avian species 
concerned.6 Many other bird species have been described in the ethnographic literature, but 
are not properly named to the extent of identifying species.

Ornithologists have synthesised this historical data on avian names, in recognition of 
the potentially valuable insights it provides into past bird species distributions. For instance, 
in 1933, T Theodor Webb, the missionary/ornithologist based at the Methodist Mission 
Station at Milingimbi, published a list of Aboriginal bird names for the eastern Arnhem 
Land region.7 In 1943, zoologist T Harvey Johnston at the University of Adelaide published 
the results from a detailed ethnozoological study in north-eastern South Australia, based on 
extensive fieldwork and historical research, which included lists of Aboriginal bird names and 
a catalogue of the uses for each species.8 In 1955, Herbert T Condon, the curator of birds at 
the South Australian Museum, listed Aboriginal names for birds from across South Australia, 
many of them gained from curator of ethnology Norman B Tindale, as a key for identifying 
the birds mentioned in the early historical and ethnographic literature.9

In 1981, biologist Ian Mansergh and linguist Luise Hercus argued that by compiling 
Aboriginal names for animals from earlier recordings, maps could be generated of the past 
distributions of locally extinct species in the Gippsland region of Victoria.10 Historical 
geographer Sue Wesson suggested in 2001 that the former ranges of birds, such as magpie 
geese and bustards in southern Australia, might be determined through the analysis of early 
recorded Aboriginal vocabularies.11 In 2018, a research team comprising ornithologist Andrew 
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In the Lower Murray region, the evidence suggests that the apparent lack of recorded 
individual names for various small hawks/falcons was probably not a failing of the recorder, 
but more likely due to local Aboriginal peoples grouping them under a single term, kiriki.80 
This was noted by other scholars for seven species of hawk in the Antakirrinya language 
of the Western Desert,81 and for the four ‘fierce falcons’ in Adnyamathanha spoken across 
the northern Flinders Ranges of South Australia.82 Similarly, in the Anmatyerr language of 
Central Australia, the brown falcon and grey falcon are both called irrkerlanty.83 In the Yidiny 
language from the rainforest region inland from Cairns in northern Queensland, bijuu refers 
to the grey goshawk, but also probably to the collared sparrowhawk and brown goshawk.84 
From the data assembled from the Lower Murray, it appears that in the Ngarrindjeri language 
the welcome swallow and martins were classed together with a single name, possibly along with 
swifts,85 which is also a folk term grouping noted in certain languages outside of Australia.86 

Australian raven. Its Aboriginal name is generally derived from its call, such as waa for central Victoria 
languages. This species often shares a name with various crows. Philip A Clarke, Laratinga Wetlands, 
Mount Barker, South Australia, 2015.

Aboriginal People and Australian Bushlife_3pp.indd   91Aboriginal People and Australian Bushlife_3pp.indd   91 11/2/2022   6:00:56 PM11/2/2022   6:00:56 PM



115

6
Early hunting and gathering

European observers formerly considered that the world’s hunter-gatherer societies possessed 
passive relationships with the environment, meaning that they responded in an ad hoc manner 
to whatever natural resources were found, aimlessly wandering about the land waiting to find 
what each season would deliver by way of sustenance. As the result of more detailed studies 
of Indigenous lifestyles since the mid 20th century,1 it is known that hunter-gatherers took 
a more active role in managing their environment, through their food selection, use of fire 
and hunting pressure. Prior to European settlement, Aboriginal hunter-gatherers were able 
to restrict their impact upon the landscape by dispersing thinly and by constantly moving 
according to their own calendars.2 For them, birds as highly seasonal animals were excellent 
sources of food and artefact-making material.

What gamebird is that?
In Aboriginal Australia, there are two main categories of recognised food: animal and 
vegetable.3 By way of example, in the Lower Murray of South Australia all animal food was 
generally classed as mami, while vegetable food was nguni.4 Here, food was also classified 
according to foraging zones, with coastal bird species considered to be part of ngamataro, 
‘shore food’ – a category that included birds, fish and shellfish that are all found along the 
beach.5 In the Western Desert language, the two main food categories are kuka for meat and 
mai for vegetable food.6 A similar separation exists in many other Aboriginal languages, such 
as in Gugu Gulunggur spoken in Bloomfield River in northern Queensland, where meat 
is minya and vegetable food is maiyi.7 In the Wik Ngathan language of western Cape York 
Peninsula, all animal foods, including eggs, are termed minh, while vegetable food is kuthel.8

Contrary to recent non-anthropological opinions, as expressed by popular writer Bruce 
Pascoe,9 Aboriginal peoples at the time of European settlement were not ‘farmers’ in the 
Western sense of the term, but highly skilful nomadic foragers who possessed a wealth of 
knowledge about the environments with which they interacted.10 In Aboriginal society, men 
and women had different but complementary roles in foraging for food.11 The division of 
labour was such that men fished and hunted more mobile animals, such as birds and large 
marsupials, while women generally focused on collecting more static resources, such as plant 
foods, shellfish, eggs, ground insects, reptiles and small burrowing mammals. Nevertheless, 
members of either sex and of any age would collect most foods, including birds, if presented 
with an opportunity.

The number of food species used by Aboriginal peoples across Australia is immense in 
comparison to the foods typically used by agricultural societies, such as the sources brought 
out by the first European settlers.12 Food sources were seasonal: the proportion of animal 
food in the overall diet varied throughout the year from being a major source to a minor one. 
Not all potential foods were fully utilised during more benign times.13 Most animal foods 
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explained the matter to me thus:- ‘You see, plenty duck sit down ‘long water – 
too long way blackfellow knock ‘em down ‘long a waddy. Blackfellow make ‘em 
dog’s tail ‘long a grass, and make it all same dog sit down ‘long a bush. One 
duck, he see him, and he say, ‘long another duck, ‘Ki! You see him wild dog, 
sit down ‘long a shore!’ ‘No, that one bit o’ grass.’ All time duck he swim that 
way and that way (right and left) – all time he come close, and by’m-by he come 
plenty close. Then blackfellow he jump up and throw um waddy [throwing-
club] – whir-r-r. My word! He kill um three, four, five duck.’245

The waving reeds apparently looked like a dog tail, and this attracted inquisitive ducks 
already on the water. When the birds come in close, the hunter stands up and throws clubs as 
they take flight. The duck lure technique was refined after European settlement, as described 
by settler John P Bellchambers:

After the admixture with other breeds, the natives, either by accident or design, 
evolved a wonderfully clever decoy dog. It was small, rather long in the body, of 

Butterfly lure, intended for catching the inquisitive Australian bustard. Smyth RB (1878) The Aborigines of 
Victoria, Vol. 1, Fig. 18.
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Australian raven. In many parts of Aboriginal Australia, this species totemically represents one of the two 
moieties through which the known world is divided. Philip A Clarke, Adelaide Plains, South Australia, 2019.

‘Lyre bird dance’ by William Barak, Coranderrk Mission, Victoria, 1890s. AA795/1/1, South Australian 
Museum Archives.

Australian pelicans. This large bird is among the most frequently recorded species in Aboriginal 
mythology and is a major totemic species. Philip A Clarke, Raukkan, Lower Murray, South Australia, 1990.
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Cape Barren goose. In the Lower Murray, 
this bird, called lawari, is a totemic species 
and a highly favoured food. Philip A Clarke, 
Adelaide Hills, South Australia, 1990.

Crested pigeon. In the creation mythology of the Flinders 
Ranges in South Australia, the ancestor of this species 
stole large grindstones from the diamond dove and left 
them at sites where Aboriginal people later quarried 
them to make grindstones for preparing grass seed. 
Philip A Clarke, Adelaide Plains, South Australia, 2014.

Black swans. Birds on the water could be lured in by hunters splashing a swan wing. In the Lower Murray 
region, kungari the swan is a totemic species for several clans. Philip A Clarke, Mark Point, Coorong, South 
Australia, 1991.
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