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INSE RT TO THE 2005 REPRINT
Since the Paper and Talk workshop in 1994 th~re has be~m a great" deal of
activity around suppo rt for Australia's Indigenous languages, and mort:!
genera lly about small languages all over the world. Some of the inform<ltion
in the book is now quite out of date, especially nanles and add resses of some
language centres. In gene ral the advice given is still applicable. Internet
searches w ill give you lots of useful information, and a good place to start is
with the following sites:
Federation of Aborigina l and Torres St rait Islander Languages:
http://www.fatsil.o rg
AIATSIS' langu<1ge resource pages:
http://www.aiatsis.gov.au/rsrch/rsrch_pp/lgs_rsc.htm

Directory of sit(:$ related to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander languages
of Australia :
http://www.dnathan.com/ VLlaustLang.htm
Update on information about language programmes in
South Australia:
http://www.adelaide.edu.au/kwp
Errata

page 107: please note the preferred spelling is Arrernte (Eastern Arrern te).
Page 107: the indication on the map for Arrernle is in the wrong location.
Arrernte is the area around and including Alice Springs, in Cen tr,:ll Australia.
Page 107: last two rows of table should read:
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Page 109: Jaru; last two rows of table should read:
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Lament
fora
dialect

Dyirringan is lost to the tribes of
the Yuin
I am filled with remorse
and I weep at the ruin
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Of beautiful words
that were softly spoken
Now lay in the past
all shattered and broken
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We forgot it somehow
when English began
The sweet-sounding dialect
of Dyirringan
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If we're to be civilised
whom can we blame
To have lost you
my language
is my greatest shame
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Bill Reid passed away in early November 1993.
He was very positive about recording his
language, Gamilaraay, and he was an
enthusiastic participant in the Paper and Talk
workshop. Here is an edited version of his
welcome speech.

am very happy to have been invited to this workshop, and
I'm grateful to those who worked towards getting me down
here, because I'm an old-age pensioner, and I suppose my
resources are very limited. I'm grateful to the Institute for
being able to get me here.
I was asked at a meeting in Bourke to make a welcome speech

at a particular celebration, and to give it some sort of
prestige they wanted me to say welcome to the people in my
language. They wanted it in the Wangkumara language, but
I'm Gamilaraay, I'm not Wangkumara. So I composed a little
speech in Gamilaraay. On that particular day I wanted them
to forget, forget the bad things and to remember that we

have many good things going for us. And so I had to go on
then in English and explain the good things, legal aid,
medical service and all those types of things that we had
going for us. But I was pleased to be able to give it some
quality, some Aboriginal quality, put something into the
meeting that we had that day.

Welcome

And so we have in front of us a great lot of work to do, a
large amount of good work, and I'm glad the linguists are
l1ere today, they can pick those bits and pieces and maybe
tl1row me out of the meeting.
Anyways, I'm sure that we're going to get a whole lot out of
this workshop, and I'm looking forward to what we will get,
for the input of all of the people. I'm grateful to Janet
Matl1ews wl10 used to come out and I used a lot of her
grandfather's stuff to get tile words tl1at I know now. And I
just found another excellent book, discovered by accident, it
was mixed up in my stuff, and it was the Bible stories of
Ridley. There's words there I didn't know about. The spelling
of those people is atrocious! One spells a word one way,
another spells it another way, it's just a big mix up. I'm
110ping that we can standardise our language, the halfway
sounds that we've got, the p and tile b, t11e t and d, the j
and y, the k instead of the g and all of this muck up with tile
English alphabet, and we've got to try and work out some
system of standardising the spelling even if we've got to put
tile p and the b togetl1er. Each of tl1ese with a double
meaning, spell tl1em the same way so that they know wl1at
tl1ey're on about.
I 110pe tl1at we can get a lot out of til is worksl1op.

May 1993
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his book is the result of a workshop held at AIATSIS
(Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Studies) in March 1993.lt aims to give information to
language workers about taking texts and wordlists from
historical sources and making them useful in language programs
and literature today. What we present in this book is a quick
guide to what are really very complicated issues. If you want to
find out more, look at Crowley's introduction to historical
linguistics (Crowley 1992).
Finding out about languages that are no longer spoken, or are
still spoken by only a few people, can be a long and difficult
project. It needs a certain amount of detective work to go
through old sources and to make them useful to language
projects today. If you are lucky you may also have material
recorded by trained linguists. and audio tapes to help decipher
the relation between written forms and the sounds they are
meant to represent. Making sense of the information you find
can also take a great deal of work. Some recording of Australian
indigenous languages in the early days was quite good. but
much of it was done by people who were not able to hear the
sounds of Australian languages. nor were they expecting to find
complicated grammars, or a rich understanding of the natural
environment.
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The late Bill Reid worked to recover his language from his own
memory and from written sources. His opening address cautions
about the spelling used in old sources, and advises that linguists
can be quite useful.
Jeanie Bell, although not at the workshop, has written of her
experience in putting together a dictionary of her
grandmother's language from historical material including more
recent material recorded by a trained linguist (Chapter 1).
Finding out which language was spoken in a particular place
may also be difficult. While there are strong links between
Australian languages and the country of their speakers, these
links can also change over time. Nicholas Thieberger (Chapter
2) looks at these issues and suggests books to look at for more
details on language names and locations.
Jaki Troy discusses some ofthe problems in reading handwriting
that is difficult to read (Chapter 4). The original sources may be
hard to find, located in a collection in a capital city, or elsewhere
in the world. Geraldine Triffitt (Chapter 3) suggests where to
look for historical material.
How do you figure out how to pronounce the words written in
historical sources? Peter Austin and Terry Crowley (Chapter 5)
outline a method for taking words spelled in a number of ways
from a number of sources and figuring out what they could or
should sound like. They show that comparison with
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neighbouring languages can help, and also discuss the types of
typographical errors that can be spotted with a little knowledge
of the type of language you are working with. Charts of different
spelling systems in use in parts of Australia show what type of
sounds to expect (Chapter 6). Nicholas Thieberger also
compares the way sounds are made in a few languages and in
English.
There is more to a language than words, so we need to
understand the grammar and how words are used in building
sentences. Jane Simpson (Chapter 7) describes the most
common type of grammatical patterns found in Australian
languages and the way in which old sources can hold more
information about grammar than may be thought at first glance.
Once you have made sense of the information, what can you do
with it? Rob Amery (Chapter 8) emphasises the importance of
getting language back into use in various ways, including
greetings, songs and other everyday activities.
Computers are a useful tool in reworking historical materials.
Nicholas Thieberger (Chapter 9) provides an example of the
transformation of a handwritten manuscript into a useful set of
electronic data.
Many historical sources have been reworked and are now
available in a more accessible format. A list of some wordlists
and dictionaries based on historical sources is included as
Appendix 2.

xiv

A list of participants at the workshop can be found in Appendix
1. Some of the exercises and activities at the workshop are

included in this book. One that is not is the transcription of
tapes which many of the participants found very useful. The
sound archive at AIATSIS supplied a short example of taped
material from relevant languages and the workshop split into
groups to work on transcribing some of the tape. A similar
exercise can be provided for you to work with your own
language, if you give the sound archive at AIATSIS enough notice
to prepare a sample tape.

Working on
a dictionary
for Murri
languages

ver since I have been involved in working with Murri
languages, I have wondered whether there would be an
opportunity for me to work with my own languages from southeast Queensland. Initially I believed that because our languages
were no longer spoken there would be little chance for this to
happen, even though at that time I had no idea of what material
was available in the archives, museums, historical societies and
libraries, and indeed I didn't even know how many people from
these language groups had some knowledge of the languages.
So when I went to work in the Northern Territory on the living
languages of Central Australia, I became aware of how important
it was to our identity as indigenous people to have that
connection to our language and our culture. Also, in order for
us to function as healthy people this connection and understanding had to be there. For some groups of Aboriginal people
in this country these links have never been broken due to their
geographical isolation, their late exposure to the more ruthless
sides of colonisation, and even a late introduction to the socalled benefits of the English language, both oracy and literacy.
These groups of people have been fortunate enough to be able
to maintain the strength of their language and culture,
sometimes in the face of quite extraordinary circumstances,
particularly the impact of English and all that means.
Even in some parts of the east coast, this situation has been
quite different from one group to the other, depending on the

development factors in that region, and the type of missionaries
or government supervisors they were exposed to during the
decades of missionisation and christianisation, and then, of
course, of integration and assimilation. However, in south-east
Queensland, the colonisation, decimation, dislocation,
alienation and dispossession process was very fast and brutal.
Many of our languages were killed off very quickly with many of
our people. Our old people were rounded up and put on
reserves, and brainwashed and brutalised until they quite often
believed themselves that they were lesser human beings than the
whites who ruled their lives. The only way they could ever be
considered acceptable, but never equal, was if they forgot their
traditional culture, practices, beliefs and languages and copied
the ways that were being forced upon them. During all of this,
they were constantly reminded that they could never be as good
as the white models they were exposed to (which weren't all that
great anyway), but would always be regarded in an inferior way.
When I finally got back home and started working on my own
languages, I had worked through some of these issues and
developed a better understanding of it all, not only from our
experience in this part of the country, but in the fuller
perspective of what had happened in other parts of the country
as well. So when I got my first small grant to work on compiling
the dictionary, I think I was coming at it from a different angle to
what I might have done even five years before that, and I think
that was an important part of the process.
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I had to do a bit of work in collecting copies of as much of the
historical information as I could, but there was a lot of local
knowledge by this stage of what was available and what was
considered a useful source and what wasn't, so I just went about
the business of collecting all this material, and started to study
it. Of course, most importantly, I had to make contact with the

Elders from our group, and any remaining speakers who I could
identify and who were accessible. Unfortunately, the numbers of
people were very small, and even in terms of Elders there are
only a few of them left, and they are fairly spread out, so this
meant that I couldn't always have regular contact with them.
Also, because they are very old and such a valuable resource in
our community, there is quite a lot of demand on their time and
knowledge. and we have to be very conscious of this in making
any added demands on them.
I had some funds to work on the dictionary full-time for about
three months, and most of this time was spent doing the
research and keying the information into the computer. There
were a lot of other similar projects happening around different
parts of Australia at this time, so it was a good time and
environment in which to be doing this work. Also, it was a time
when more and more Murries were getting involved in this kind
of work, and even though there had been a belief that it was
essential that formally trained linguists be the main people
involved in this work, Murries were standing up at different
meetings which were organised to discuss language issues and

saying that they were taking more control over these types of
activities, and now wanted to have more say in the direction
which these projects would take.
So I guess I was in a fairly privileged position of having done
linguistics study at university, been out to work in Central
Australia with some living languages, and now returned to my
own country where cultural and linguistic revival was becoming
a real factor in our lives.
One of the issues which kept coming up was the question of
access to this material. particularly for other Murries from the
same language group, but also for Murries living in the area
where these languages were spoken, or non-Murries interested
in the language for various reasons. People were anxious to get it
once they knew it was in the pipeline, and of course even now
there are many requests for copies of this material. Of course we
then had to deal with issues of copyright and ownership, and
when I had been given the first small dictionary grant from
AIATSIS in Canberra, I had to negotiate with them about
copyright. and the only terms on which I would accept the grant
were if they would agree to let the copyright of the material
remain with the Gubbi Gubbi and Butchulla people. So when
the dictionary is finally printed the copyright of this material
will belong to the present Gubbi Gubbi and Butchulla people
who are the traditional owners of their tribal lands, and of the
cultural and linguistic heritage which goes with the
responsibility of custodianship of land and lore. They will be the
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people who decide who has access to the material and how this
information and knowledge is used. First and foremost. we must
always respect the words of the Elders in this regard, and then
make sure that we use this knowledge with the integrity and
respect that it is due.
Finally having access to this information after so long a period
of denial and alienation from our language will playa major role
in strengthening our identity and our traditional links to this
land and our ancestors. We are not idealistic about our
languages becoming fully spoken languages again, or that they
might replace the role of English for us, but they certainly will
fill an enormous vacuum in our lives, which has been forced
upon us for too long. We want people to understand what this
means to us, but we also want people to respect our right to lay
claim to our connections to this land together with all the
traditional rights and responsibilities which this brings.
Times have changed dramatically in the past twenty years, and
with these changes, there have developed other fears and
concerns by the non-Aboriginal people of this country, and
until they can come to terms with their own place in this
country and the role that their ancestors may have played in
steering this country to its present day state - that is, owning
their own history (and not necessarily having to feel guilty) then we will never get any closer to understanding and
accepting each other as equal players in the future of this land.

For while they and their peers and families continue to consider
us as second-class citizens, the poor relations dependent on
their goodwill and continued welfare handouts, and refuse to
see us in any other role, there will always be resentment from
our camp because we know more than anything that there is a
basic lack of respect for who we are and where we have come
from and where we are going to.

m

What is

rying to find out what language your grandparents or

your
languaget

great-grandparents spoke can be difficult. What they
called their language may be different from what other people
called it, or what the written records call it. Or they may never
have told you what language they spoke.
There are usually a few names for a language or a group of
people who speak a language. This should not be too surprising
- think of Australians, who speak English, but might also be
Western Australians, or sandgropers, or Nyungars. They could

also be wajaJas or baJanda (terms used by Aboriginal people to
refer to Europeans). You can see that there are at least seven
terms which could be used to name these people, and the name
oftheir language can sometimes be (or get confused with) the
name of the group. If you also consider that outsiders have
names for these people, then you also have such names as
Australiens, Australiani or Orang AustraJi. Naming language

groups can be difficult, but finding out what language was a
person's main language may not be easy either. Because many
Aboriginal people are multilingual, they could also identify
themselves with a number of languages. If you know what
language a relative spoke, it could also be the language you are
after. If you need help with finding relations you could look at
the Aboriginal Studies Press book, Lookin for Your Mob (Smith
and Halstead 1990).
If you know what place your language belongs to, you can then go

to a map to find out which group's country it is. The map people

Thieberger
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usually refer to is Tindale (1974); it is the big map (above) with the
whole country divided up with boundaries clearly defined
between the named groups. Given that there could be lots of
different names for one group of people, Tindale's map on its own
is not always going to provide the answer you want. The books
accompanying the map give more detail and some alternative
names for the groups on the map. It is doubtful whether the
boundaries and territories he shows on the map should ever have
been taken to be permanent and unchangeable things. You should
also bear in mind that Tindale travelled around the country

II

collecting the information for his map, and that what he recorded
depended on who he talked to, and how much he understood
local languages (which is generally very little).
There are other maps around, some better than others, but not
all of them aim to show the same thing. Some of them try to
show traditional territories from before the European invasion.
Others try to show what groups are still speaking languages
today, or are still associated with certain parts of the country.
If you are lucky there may be more detailed work available for
the area you are looking at. If there are good records of the
language, like a grammar or collection of texts, then these will
provide the best source of information for you. You should also
get in touch with those researchers who have worked in your
area, and also see if there are any language centres around that
could help (see Appendix 3 for a list ofthese). m

Helpful books
General works which list information about Australian languages
are: Capell (1963); Oates (1975); O'Grady, Voegelin and
Voegelin (1966); Tindale (I 914}; Wurm (1971).
In some parts of the country there are handbooks available. For
the Northern Territory see Black ( 19(3). and Menning and Nash
( 198 I); a handbook of Top End languages is also In preparation. For
Western Australia see McGregor (I 988} and Thieberger (1993).
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Paper and talk

What is
written
on your
languagel

n this chapter I will describe some of the wordlists,
sentences and texts that explorers, settlers, missionaries,
and government officials recorded from Aboriginal people in the
early days of European contact. Then I will outline the work
undertaken this century, by visiting scholars, students and staff
of university linguistics departments, and lately by Aboriginal
linguistic workers at language centres. Finally, I will give a brief
description of where these materials are located and how you
may obtain access, beginning with the library of the Australian
Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies.

Early
language
records

New South Wales
Following the material collected by David Collins, William
Dawes, the Astronomer, and other officers involved in the early
settlement in Australia, interest in learning the local languages,
recording words and analysing grammar was mainly conducted
by missionaries. Threlkeld in the Lake Macquarie area and
GUnther in Wellington Valley recorded Awabakal and Wiradjuri
respectively. Their material was used by Horatio Hale, Linguist
with the United States Exploring Expedition in 1838-1842.
Victoria

Apart from some poor wordlists recorded by George Augustus
Robinson in the 1840s and an English-Aboriginal vocabulary of
the Melbourne language by Daniel Bunce in 1851, most of the

recordings of Victorian languages were published by Brough
Smyth in 1878, including Green's vocabulary of the Yarra tribe
and Thomas' Woiwurrung material. James Dawson wrote an
account of three local tribes of the Western District, including
wordlists, in 1881.

Tasmania
Despite visits by English explorers, and subsequent British
settlement, the earliest ethnographic and linguistic information
recorded was by French expeditions of Baudin and
D'Entrecasteaux. In the period 1823-1834, George Augustus
Robinson recorded vocabulary in his journals, and during their
visit to the colonies in 1832 and 1838, Backhouse and Walker
recorded vocabulary and songs on Flinders Island. Milligan
compiled a vocabulary published in 1857 as a parliamentary
paper and reprinted by Brough Smyth and others. Unfortunately
only a few sentences and songs were recorded and no attempt
was made to analyse the grammar.

Western Australia
Captain George Grey recognised similarities in sound and
structure among different languages and suggested that the
languages belonged to a language family. Bishop Salvado (at
New Norcia), Francis Armstrong, George Fletcher Moore and
R.M. Lyon recorded languages of the south-west.

Queensland
The earliest recorded material from a language in Queensland
was of Guugu Yimithirr of which Sir Joseph Banks recorded 180
words (including 'kangaroo'). In 1843, 15 words ofthe
Hinchinbrook dialect of Warrgamay were collected during the
voyage of the HMS Fly, and another 200 words were collected in
1884 by Houze and Jacques. Another Warrgamay dialect was
described by the Norwegian zoologist, Lumholtz, in 1889 as
having a small vocabulary and lack of abstract expressions, and
his misconceptions affected attitudes to Australian languages
for many years.

Northern Territory
During the short-lived settlement at Raffles Bay, Cobourg
Peninsula, the commandant, Captain Collet Barker, attempted to
learn the language of the people there. His diary, held at the
Mitchell Library, Sydney, records his attempts. Earl, a competent
linguist, was among the first settlers at Port Essington. He noticed
the influence of Macassan words in the local languages. In 1846,
the shipwrecked Father Angelo Confalonieri worked as a
missionary at Port Essington and recorded some of the Iwaidja
language. A vocabulary of the Woolner District of the Adelaide
River, compiled by J.W.O. Bennett, was published by Taplin in 1879.

South Australia
Shortly after the establishment of the South Australian colony in
1836, Lutheran missionaries Teichelmann and Schlirmann

worked among the Kaurna people in Adelaide and learned and
recorded their language. Another German missionary, Meyer,
recorded the language of Encounter Bay (Ngarrindjeri) in 1843,
a language studied by George Taplin, founder of the Aborigines'
Friends Association mission at Point McLeay.

n the latter part of the nineteenth century, interest in
Aboriginal languages and particularly in the
differences between them was renewed. Projects to collect
language lists from government officials, or settlers in particular
areas, culminated in the publication of the vocabularies in
Curr's The Australian Race, covering the whole continent. Howitt
received some language lists from his correspondents who sent
him details about Aboriginal social organisation. Ridley, a
missionary, analysed the languages of Northern New South
Wales, and R.H. Mathews collected ethnological information,
wordlists and grammatical information while he worked as a
surveyor in various parts of Australia. The journal Science of Man,
published by the Anthropological Society of Australasia,
provided a forum for local settlers, government officials and
other interested people to send in snippets of local language,
and particularly placenames. The visiting linguist, Sydney Ray,
collected Aboriginal vocabularies from north-west Australia and,
whilst with the Cambridge Anthropological Expedition,
recorded the languages of Torres Strait.

Nineteenth century governments had passed legislation to
'protect' the original inhabitants, and many of the Protectors of
Aborigines, notably W.E. Roth and Archibald Meston of
Queensland, had recorded features of the languages.
Interest then languished until the 1950s except for some
isolated linguistic activity by missionaries like Nekes and Worms
in the Kimberleys, and by notable individuals, Daisy Bates for
example, and a few academics. Baldwin Spencer and Gerhardt
Laves recorded vocabulary from various regions during their
sojourn in Australia in the 1920s. Anthropologists Stanner,
Tindale, Elkin and their students, and linguists Arthur Capell,
T.G.H. Strehlow and Stephen Wurm were ahead of their time in
recording social organisation, ceremony and language in
various parts of Australia. Geoffrey O'Grady recorded
information from languages all over the country. The Summer
Institute of Linguistics (an organisation devoted to Bible
translation) held its first courses in Melbourne in 1951.
In 1958-60 the eminent American linguist, Ken Hale, visited
Australia and collected a large amount of vernacular language
material spoken in the Northern Territory, Queensland,
northern Western Australia and particularly central Australia.
From the texts and elicited sentences and vocabulary, he
analysed grammar and sentence structure and came to
understand the worldview of the people he learned from.

Hale's visit was the trigger for the rebirth of academic interest
in Australian languages. Linguistics had been taught within the
Department of Anthropology, University of Sydney, since 1926.
When William Hoddinott took up the Chair of English at the
University of New England, he became interested in the
languages of northern New South Wales, the Daly River region
of the Northern Territory and the Kununurra area of the
Kimberleys.
In 1965, Monash University founded the first independent
department of linguistics, followed by the Australian National
University's Faculty of Arts department in 1970 and Newcastle
and Sydney in 1975. Other linguistic stimulus came from the
establishment by Act of Parliament in 1964 of the Australian
Institute of Aboriginal Studies, and of the pUblishing medium,
Pacific Linguistics, in 1966 (formerly the Linguistic Circle of
Canberra).
With the increase of post-graduate students and other
researchers recording and analysing languages, the archives of
tape recordings and fieldnotes held at the Institute grew
rapidly. The Institute library has acquired as much published
material on Aboriginal topics as possible using Greenway's

Bibliography of the Australian Aborigines and the Native Peoples of
Torres Strait to 1959 (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1963) as a
first guide.

II
access to
materialst

aving briefly discussed the sources of linguistic material
recorded before 1960, how do you obtain access to it?

Many of the wordlists described above have been published. The
early vocabularies collected by scholars accompanying explorers
are usually published in the diary of the voyage or expedition or
in accounts of first settlers. For instance, there is a Sydney
vocabulary at the end of David Collins' An Account of the English

Colony in New South Wales. Horatio Hale wrote volume five of the
Reports of the United States Exploring Expedition under the
Command of Charles Wilkes (Philadelphia: 1846).

Resources at AIATSIS Library

Published works like the above are in the library at the
Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Studies (AIATSIS). The Institute has a comprehensive catalogue,
including material which is not held there. The information is
held on the Institute's computer, and searches for references on
particular languages are undertaken from the catalogue on
request. There is a charge for this service.
Other locations of books, serials and manuscript collections are
given on the Australian Bibliographical Network which links
libraries throughout Australia. This is usually accessible from a
local public library which can arrange interlibrary loans of
books or photocopies of articles from magazines and journals.

However, some vocabularies, grammar notes and even stories are
not published but remain in manuscript form. AIATSIS has a large
collection of unpublished material. As a condition of its
research grants, the Institute stipulates that copies of fieldnotes
and recordings of linguistic work must be deposited in its
library. Copies of these works must also be returned to the
communities which have provided the information. With
increasing academic linguistic research, large collections of
manuscripts and tape recordings, and the resulting theses, have
been added to the Institute's collections.
Some of the results of linguistic fieldwork undertaken before the
establishment of the Institute are also in the library. Vocabulary
lists collected by the surveyor R.H. Mathews and placenames
correspondence sent to F.D. McCarthy while he was at the
Australian Museum are stored in the library.
The originals and copies of Gerhardt Laves' vocabularies,
sentences and texts including languages of New South Wales are
fully indexed. They were sent from the United States where they
were stored in an attic for many years. Unfortunately, the storage
was inadequate and water obliterated much of the writing on the
cards. This is an example of the need for proper storage and
preservation of records.
Among the large Stanner collection of fieldnotes, papers and
publications are some linguistic notes from the Daly River area.
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Some of William Hoddinott's collection of stories, songs,
vocabulary and texts from the New England and north coast
areas of New South Wales have accompanying tapes.
Copies of the fieldnotes from Ken Hale's visits to Australia have
been deposited in the Institute. His Warlpiri notes form the
basis of the Warlpiri dictionary, produced at the Institute for
Aboriginal Development in Alice Springs.
Unpublished material and tapes deposited at the Institute
remain under the control of the depositor, who can request
restrictions on access or copying of material. In some cases this
may be because secret language is used, or it may be that the
material is in a preliminary form, or that it will be published later.

Other sources
Not all of the historic linguistic material is at AIATSIS. Although
other libraries may have the originals, in many cases AIATSIS has
copies of the manuscripts. This means that the material may be
seen at AIATSIS but permission to copy material remains with the
holding institution. For example, the South Australian Museum
holds some of the records of the early missionaries, Schurmann
and Reuther, as well as the papers ofthe anthropologist Norman
Tindale who collected more than 100 vocabularies during his
visit with the Harvard Australian Expedition in 1938-39, and
more vocabularies from the Gulf of Carpentaria region in 1960
and 1963.

In Melbourne, the La Trobe Library holds the correspondence of
Brough Smyth, and the papers of Howitt which include kinship
terms among his notes on social organisation, and the papers of
Baldwin Spencer, who recorded grammatical expressions from
some of the Top End Northern Territory languages.
The Elkin papers are at the University of Sydney Archives. They
include linguistic notes collected in the Kimberley region of
Western Australia. The large body of linguistic material of
Australia and the Pacific amassed by Arthur Capell is located
temporarily with his literary executor but will eventually come to
AIATSIS in Canberra.

The Mitchell Library, as the repository of material written in or
about New South Wales, has the original manuscript
vocabularies collected by George Augustus Robinson in his
wanderings around Tasmania and south-eastern Victoria and
New South Wales. Another manuscript located there is one of
the few records of Guring-gai, the language spoken North of
Port Jackson, which the missionary Threlkeld recorded.
In Brisbane, the Oxley Library collects information about
Queensland. It has the reports of the Protectors, including
Roth and Meston who recorded many wordlists. Thanks to the
efforts of D.D. Bannister, a language enthusiast, copies of these
lists and compilations of languages around Brisbane are in the
AIATSIS library.

The National Library of Australia, in Canberra, has large holdings
of personal manuscripts including the notebooks and vocabularies
collected by Daisy Bates on her travels in Western Australia.
Some wordlists have come from further afield. The Confalonieri
manuscripts belong to the Propaganda Fide Archive, Rome. The
Dawes manuscripts, which have the most complete records of the
grammar and vocabulary of the Sydney language, are located at
the Library of the School of Oriental and Asian Studies, London,
but copies have been deposited in AIATSIS library.
Recognition of the need to bring together all available material
in languages under threat of extinction motivated the series

Handbook of Australian Languages, edited by R.M.W. Dixon and
Barry Blake. For each language included there is a description of
past records and research, a sketch grammar and comprehensive
wordlist. Community-based language centres are now collecting
material in the languages of their areas to publish stories,
grammars and wordlists for use in schools.
It should be noted that researchers may have to meet the specific

requirements of the holding organisation in other States or
Territories before material becomes available. This may include
applying for a reader's ticket giving the reasons for wanting the
ticket together with a statement from a prominent member of the
community or land council supporting the application.

The use of any such material obtained from any of the above
sources may be subject to restrictions imposed by the author or
copyright provisions.
The Library of the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Studies is a storehouse of the records of
Australian languages. Although it was only established in the
1960s, it contains much of the material on languages which was
written before that. Even where material is not held by the
Institute, a record in the computer catalogue will give the
location of the institution holding the item.
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Backhouse, J 1832-1844, Manuscript journal. Mitchell Library.
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nook, Peek whuurong]
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Languages. Canberra: Australian National University Press; and
later Oxford University Press. [Grammatical sketches,
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Margany, Gunya, Tasmanian, Djapu, Yukulta, Uradhi, Nyawaygi,
Woiwurrung, Panyjima, Djabugay, Mbabaram]
Earl, GSW, 1853, The Native Races of the Indian Archipelago: Papuans.
London: Bailliere. [Includes vocabularies of Port Essington area]
Elkin, AP 1923 -1979, Papers. Sydney: University of Sydney Archives.
[Includes vocabularies of Larrakia, Jawoyn in fieldnotes on
Northern Territory tribes]

Grey, Sir G 1840, A Vocabulary of the Dialects of South-western

Australia, 2nd edition. London: Boone.
Gunther, J 1892, Grammar and Vocabulary of the Aboriginal Dialect
caned the Wirradhuri. In LE Threlkeld, An Australian Language as

Spoken by the Awabakal. Sydney: Stephens & Stokes. [Gunther's
correspondence, 1829 -1878 and notes on NSW Aborigines are held
in the State Library of New South Wales, Sydney]
Hale, Horatio 1846, United States Exploring Expedition during the Years

1838, 1839, 1840, 1841, 1842, under the Command of Charles

Wilkes, USN: Ethnography and Philology. Philadelphia: Lea and
Blanchard. [Wiradjuri, Awabakal vocabulary and sentences]
Hoddinott, WG 1963-1982, Papers on the NSW North Coast, New
England and Daly River (NT) Languages. Held at AIATSIS library.
Houze, Eand V Jacques 1884, Etude d' anthropologie. Bruxelles: F Hayez.
[Includes vocabulary from Hinchinbrook Island]
Howitt, AW 1850-1906, Papers. Melbourne: held at the La Trobe Library.
Copies of some papers at AIATSIS.
Jukes, JB 1847, Narrative of the Surveying Voyage ofHMS Fly, Commanded

by Captain FP Blackwood, RN, 2vols. London: T & W Boone.
[Includes the language list by Evans of Hinchinbrook Island
language]
Laves, G 1929-1932, Papers, mainly field notebooks, correspondence and
language cards. Held at AIATSIS library. [Includes language notes,
vocabulary and sentences for languages of NSW, South Australia,
NT, Cape York and particularly Gumbaynggirr and Karajarri]
Lumholtz, C 1889. Among Cannibals. London: John Murray.

Lyon, R M 1833, A Glance at the Manners and Language of the
Aboriginal Inhabitants of Western Australia, with a Short
Vocabulary, Perth Gazette 1(13), 56; (14), 59-60; (15), 63-64;
(16). Reprinted in N Green (ed) 1979, Nyungar -

The People.

Perth: Creative Research.
Mathews, RH [1880-19127], [Australian languages material:
fieldnotes]. [Phonologies, grammatical information and
vocabulary for many languages particularly Victorian] AIATSIS
Ms 3179. Also at AIATSIS are bound offprints of Mathews'
published language material from many parts of Australia,
particularly NSW and Victoria.
McCarthy, FD 1900-1945, [Aboriginal placenames, lists and related
correspondence]. Manuscript at AIATSIS.
Meston, A 1891-1923, Papers. Brisbane: Oxley Library. [His lists of
vocabularies from Aboriginal tribes include wordlists from many
parts of Queensland and Northern NSW]
Meyer, HAE 1843, Vocabulary of the Language Spoken by the

Aborigines of South Australia Preceded by a Grammar. Adelaide:
Allen. [Vocabulary from Encounter Bay to Lake Alexandrina]
Milligan, Joseph 1878, On the Dialects and Language ofthe Aboriginal
Tribes of Tasmania, and on their Manners and Customs. In RB
Smyth, The Aborigines of Victoria, vol 2. Melbourne:
Government Printer.
Moore, GF 1842, A Descriptive Vocabulary of the Language in Common

Use amongst the Aborigines of West em Australia. London: Orr.
Facsimile edition, Perth: University of Western Australia Press,
1978. [Vocabulary from Perth area, Vasse River and King
Georges Sound]
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Nekes, Hand EA Worms 1953, Australian Languages. Fribourg:
Anthropos-Institut. [Comprehensive study of Australian
languages, particularly languages of the Kimberley Region, WA1
Parkinson, S 1773, A Journal of a Voyage to the South Seas, in His

Majesty's ship The Endeavour. London. [Includes Banks' Guugu
Yimithirr list]
Peron, F and L de Freycinet 1824, Voyage de Decouvertes aux Terres
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Rossel, EPE de 1808, Vocabulaire de la Langue d'une des Peuplades de
la Terre de Van-Diemen. Voyage de D'Entrecasteaux, Envoye ala

Recherche de La Perouse. Paris: {;Imprimerie Imperiale.
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Expedition]
Roth, WE 1897, Ethnological Studies among the North-West Central

Queensland Aborigines. Brisbane: Government Printer. [PittaPitta grammar and vocabulary]. Vocabularies of Dyirbal,
Ngadjan, Ngikoongo, Gulngay, Yidiny, andGuugu-Yimithirr
appeared in issues of North Queensland Ethnography Bulletins.
Salvado, R 1851, Two Native Dialects of the New Norcia District. Rome:
De Propaganda Fides. Reprinted in EJ Stormon 1977, The Salvado

Memoirs. Perth: University of Western Australia Press.
Schilrmann, CW 1844, Vocabulary of the Parnkalla Language Spoken

by the Natives Inhabiting the Western Shores of Spencer's Gulf;
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Science of Man 1897-1913. Sydney: Anthropological Society of
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Smyth, RB 1878, The Aborigines of Victoria: with Notes Relating to the

Habits of the Natives of other Parts of Australia and Tasmania,
2 vols. Facsimile edition, Melbourne: John Currey O'Neill, 1972.
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[Includes an Amnta vocabulary] AIATSIS has copies of his papers
held in National Museum of Victoria, Melbourne. [Includes
Minyung, Larakya and Warrai language material]
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Stanner, WEH 1933-1982, Papers. Held at AIATSIS library. [Included in
the collection are linguistic materials from the Daly River area]
Strehlow, TGH 1944, Aranda Phonetics and Grammar. Sydney:
Oceania Monographs.
Taplin, G 1879, The Folklore, Manners, Customs and Languages of the

South Australian Aborigines. Adelaide: Government Printer.
[Appendices contain grammar and vocabulary of Narrinyeri]
Teichelmann, CG and CW Schurmann 1840, Outlines of a Grammar,

Vocabulary, and Phraseology, of the Aboriginal Language of
South Australia, Spoken by the Natives in and for Some
Distance around Adelaide. Adelaide: Authors.
Threlkeld, LE 1834, An Australian Grammar, Comprehending the

Principles and Natural Rules of the Language as Spoken by the
Aborigines in the Vicinity of Hunter's River, Lake Macquarie,
etc. New South Wales. Sydney: Stephens & Stokes. Edition by
John Fraser published in 1892. [Includes grammar, vocabulary,
translations of St Luke's Gospel in Awabakal]. Threlkeld papers
are in the Mitchell Library, Sydney.
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have been working on the Sydney Language from old

Reading

manuscript sources and have written a dictionary based

old

on these sources (Troy 1994). A big problem in dealing with
manuscripts, once you have found them, is reading the
handwriting.
There are many kinds of records that could contain information
about the language you want to research. Look for wordlists,
handwritten and published, records to do with missions,
transcripts of trials or reports to government inquiries. Library
catalogues will not have what you want because they usually
give broad descriptions of what is in the manuscript and may
ignore brief reports of language names, conversations and so
on. The catalogue may not list 'Aboriginal' or 'language' so you
will need to look for other types of information such as names of
missions or names of people who owned properties or
businesses in the area. Often the property names have now
become local placenames. Reading through nineteenth century
novels can provide information, and may include local
Aboriginal vocabulary. People's letters in archives often have
useful cultural information as do journals from pastoral
properties or military personneL
Places to look for information include AIATSIS, the National
Library of Australia, university libraries (especially those with
specific manuscript collections) and local historical societies.
(See Chapter 3 for more on sources of information.)

sources
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In the past the non-Aboriginal population used a lot of
Aboriginal words that have gone out of general use now. In the
First Fleet writings the words badjagarang, bagaray, walaru, walaba
for types of kangaroo were used without translation, indicating
that they were well known among the European settlers.
Because literacy was not widespread and the spelling system for
English not highly regularised, spelling often reflected how
people spoke. If you have a manuscript with spellings that do not
make much sense to you, try pronouncing the words with
different accents. If you know that the writer was Irish, for
example, try saying the words with an Irish accent to see what
they could represent.
Some old fashioned symbols were used in handwritten
manuscripts. For instance, Threlkeld used y for the 'th' as in ye
for 'the' and f was commonly used for double s (see Dawes' use of

f in the bottom left of the illustration on page 36 which reads,
'Space occasioned by the lof of the Eye or blind both').
From the late eighteenth century through to the mid-twentieth
century copperplate writing was used. In the days before
typewriters it was considered a quick and easy script for formal
writing. Using copperpi"ate, people would have a rough and a fair
hand, one that was used for quick notes and scribblings, and the
other used for more careful writing. Fair hand indicates that the
material could have been copied from somewhere else and if it is
in alphabetical order it is likely that more careful attention has

been paid to the data. An example of rough and fair hand can be
seen in the example below, a manuscript from 1790, in which the
rough hand is that of Arthur Philip, first Governor of New South
Wales. The example at the bottom of the page shows Dawes' fair
hand used in a page of well-organised information.
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Copperplate used the nibs of ink pens to give wide and narrow
strokes on letters. This can make it hard to read as the wide
downstrokes could be quite dark in comparison to the lighter
upstrokes, and the inks have faded, leaving only the darker lines
on the page. Sometimes people would write both ways to save
paper. In addition, inks bleed over time, so that some
manuscripts are virtually unreadable

Look at the example on the next page which shows William
Dawes' key to his spelling system. Dawes was one of the earliest
recorders of an Aboriginal language, in this case the Sydney
Language. This is his own spelling system and we can only guess
what he meant by some of the symbols or diacritics (marks
above or below the letter) such as a dot above or beside a. His
own accent, from the south of England and London of the late
eighteenth century. gives some dues. Note also the use of 1)
which began in the seventeenth century. Peter Austin and Terry
Crowley discuss interpretation of handwriting and printing
errors on pages 86-87.
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The poor legibility of many manuscripts is the result of a
combination of the factors discussed above, and to make them
useful today it is usual to transcribe them carefully, marking on
your transcript where the writing is not legible, and creating
typed files, on a computer, which can then be searched and
treated like other computer-based information. This process is
discussed in more detail in Chapter 9. II!

hy is it so hard for us today to read so many of the

What word

language words that were first written down?

is thatt

Here is a game to help us understand what the people who first
tried to write down words from Aboriginal languages were up
against. This is important because then we can make better
sense of what they wrote. We also have a better chance of getting
round some of their difficulties when we start writing language
words ourselves. We start out facing many of the same problems
now, especially if, like most of them, we aren't used to hearing or
speaking ancestral languages and are - so far - only used to
reading and writing English.
This simple experiment allows us to share some of the
frustrations of the early writers - and have a laugh on the way
to solutions.
To play it you will need plenty of slips of paper, a container to
hold them, and one person among you who can speak a suitable
word of his or her language, or a tape-recording of the word. The
results will be most interesting if the language, or at least the
word, is one that none of the rest of you know already. and also if
the word is a longish one. There are two parts to the game.

veryone listens to the word being spoken, or played on
tape, just a couple of times. and then writes what they
hear on a slip_ You each write it down as best you can, whatever
way you like, without discussing amongst yourselves or getting

one

repeat pronunciations from the speaker. (Captain Cook and
Joseph Banks, the first writers of the first Australian language
word to get into English, 'kangaroo', wrote down 'kanguru',
'kanguroo' and 'kangooroo' to represent what they had heard
Guugu Yimithirr speakers say in mid-1770, then sailed away on
the Endeavour without any opportunity to go back for later
checks.) What you are thinking about and aiming at as you write
is how to help yourself remember exactly what you heard, and
how to help other people to know exactly what you heard, so
that later you and other people will be able to say it the same
way with only the writing and not the voice to help you.
Put your slip (or slips if you want to give it more than one try)
into the container, and have a break; do something else for a bit.
This is to let your memories of the spoken word fade before
testing the written versions.

ass round the container, and everybody take a turn to
pick a slip (not your own). You can ask some more
people who weren't involved in the first part to join in at this
point if you like. Have a go at reading your slip aloud for
everyone to hear. Then hold it up for everyone else to see, so
that anyone who thinks there's another obvious way to read it
can have a go at reading it aloud too. How many people have
written down the word the same way? And how many ways of
reading each spelling did you come up with?

At the end you can ask the speaker to say the word again or you
can play the recording some more. Did any ofthe readings of
any of your spellings make you say exactly what the speaker
said? If so, congratulations! You have been lucky! But it's equally
likely that you have not been lucky, and that NONE of your
readings from any of your spellings have produced the speaker's
way of saying the word. Do not be downhearted; this is
NORMAL! Don't throw the slips away; Jist the different spellings
where you can look at them aU next to one another, like Terry
Crowley and Peter Austin do with the different old spellings of
Bundjalung and Gamilaraay words in Chapter 5.
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his is where the game gets to be really useful. You can
learn a lot of things from looking at all your results
together, whether any of them were successful for getting back
the word the speaker said or not. There are several different
kinds of things to discover:
!1M

There is strength in numbers of different spellings. By
comparing them you may be able to work out what the
original word was, even if none of the spellings on
their own will help you to the original pronunciation
and only the original pronunciation (as shown for
Bundjalung words in Chapter 5).

!1M

You can learn exactly which are the new sounds for
English speakers to hear and to say, to write and to
read. You will also notice how often people used to
writing and reading English tend to read some letters
and combinations of letters differently according to
what other letters there are in the word.

!1M

You can learn that there is a method for getting
around all the mismatches between the systems of
sounds used in Aboriginal languages and the sound
system of English. There is a method for getting
around the limitations of English ways of using the
alphabet to write and read English when it comes to
using the same alphabet to write and read Aboriginal
languages. The method is to start with the sound
system of the Aboriginal language, decide on a letter

Looking
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or combination ofletters to represent each sound and
stick with writing it that way every time that sound
comes up. If a person approaches a word of the
language written your way as if it were an English
word, they may still not read it successfully. But if you
also provide a key to your writing system, if they are
not successful in reading it how you want them to, it
will be because they haven't given your system a go.
The illustration on page 46 shows the slips from the time the
participants in the Paper and Talk workshop played this game.
The word we know in English as 'kangaroo' comes from the
Guugu Yimithirr word for one kind of kangaroo -

a large

blackish one. The word we experimented with writing down was
another Guugu Yimithirr word for another kind of kangaroo a smaller one that lives in rocky country higher up.
Here is the Guugu Yimithirr word as written in the spelling
system used for the language today by the Guugu Yimithirr
people of Hopevale in Queensland:

gaigaranggurr
Here is a key to the sounds of the letters when they are used for
writing Guugu Yimithirr:
g

between English k and g

a

like u in English cut

I, r

as in English

u

like u in English put

ng

like ng in English singer

rr

like a Scottish r, but quite quiet at the end of a word

The letters represent the same sounds in the spelling system
(orthography) used for Guugu Yimithirr as they do in the
spelling systems used for Bundjalung, Gamilaraay and Kaurna
(see 'Letters, sounds and how to say them' on pp 111-13).
Let us now return to Captain Cook's, Sir Joseph Banks' and
today's spellings of 'kangaroo'. According to the Guugu Yimithirr
spelling system they write their word gangurru. If we follow the
key we can find out how they pronounce it. If Guugu Yimithirr
people wanted to make people say the English speakers'
pronunciation of 'kangaroo' that we have got used to reading
and saying from our spelling, and from Cook's and Banks' that
led to it, they would write 'ganggaru', to make us say that extra gsound after the ng-sound.
The final illustration is 'Different readings of different ways of
writing the (Guugu Yimithirr word) galgaranggurr'. On three
occasions when 'What word is that?' was played, I tape-recorded
the ways in which people read out the slips they picked, together
with alternative readings suggested by other players who
disagreed with the first reading. So that you can have an
impression of how the game went, I have typed out the slips and
transcribed the ways they were read, using the 'International
Phonetic Alphabet ([PA) symbols for use in Australian English'
which are listed with a pronunciation key at the front of the

so

Macquarie Dictionary. I used IT from the Guugu Yimithirr spelling
system as well, because Australian English does not have that
sound. You will notice that no-one was game to try reading one
of the spellings! And that there was only one spelling that was
used by more than one person. Among all the spellings, only one
found a reader who read it so that it sounded to Frankie Deemal
like his own original word - and that was because both writer
and reader had had some helpful previous experience in
hearing, saying, writing and reading Aboriginal languages. After
the game, everybody had had some!
The first occasion was an AIATSIS History Workshop. Guugu
Yimithirr participant Frankie Deemal said the word galgaranggurr
(and did not make a slip or read aloud other people's). A number
of the other participants already had some familiarity with
spelling systems in use for other Aboriginal languages, usually
their own. The second group were workshopping problems to do
with deciding on spelling systems to use for their own languages
- Narrunga, Ngarrindjeri and Kaurna. The third group were
mainly educators interested in literacy in English. Some knew
and could read and write some other languages, including
Italian and Turkish, but few knew anything about Aboriginal
languages.
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kulkadrnungnu

(No~one

2

kacarangua

[ 'kHfo l'AlJi)WA
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kulkarungoo

[ kuik~'rA1J!Ju ]

4

kalkarungkurr

[

kur ]

5

kullakunll'lguu

[

rAlJQu ] [

6

cukarungoo

[ 'kok~, moou ]

7

kalkarr'anggur

[ 'hulk.,.., moou;;! ] [

tried to read this one)
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Lknlk"nnju ]
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kalarunlul
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9

kalkarunggurr

[

10

kurlgarungoo

[ 'ko~lk~rAlJu ]
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kulkarunggurr

[ 'knlk,m lJUlT

12

kalkarungu

[ 'IHt'lkArUIJU ] [ 'ka;lbmljo ]

13

kalkarungal
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14

kalkarangkurr

(Read like a Guugu Yirnlthirr
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]

person says galgarangurr)

15

ka!karungurr
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16

kulkarungurr

[ ,kalkarAl)'g';}IT ]

17

kalkarangu

[ kal.kara'l)U ]

18

kukulrangoodt

[ kolmhAlJut ]
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kulkarungurr

[ , kulkAm'IJu~rT ]

]
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gulkarungu
kalkarngu
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kulgarangu
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[ krel'kangll ]
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1
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[ 'kAlkA, rreljgor ]
[ 'kArkA, rA')Qur
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kulkurgood
galgarangur
guigarangul
galgarunguk
galgarungul
galgarangur
kalkarangur
gancuyar
calcarungur
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[ 'kAlk;;), gud ] [ ko\'kuo god ]
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(same as 3, not read again)
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{ ,krelkAr;"IJ'gu~ ]

Looking

n this chapter we are going to look at ways of

at old

'reconstituting' pronunciation and correct spelling of

spelling

words that are to be found in old written sources. We will show
you some methods for working with old documents to sort out
how old spellings can be interpreted. However, you must
remember that reconstitution can only be as good as the
sources that it is based on; if the spelling in the sources is poor
then our reconstitution will be affected by this, and you will not
be able to come up with very accurate interpretations.
Sometimes, it will even be necessary to say, 'We don't know what
sounds the writer is trying to represent -

it could be this, or it

could be that', or even, 'We simply can't tell'. It is important to be
honest about this from the beginning and to recognise the
limitations that face us when we try to work with old spellings.
This doesn't mean that we should give up and not try to
interpret the materials we have available; rather, that we must be
realistic and accept that, like reconstituted orange juice, the
language can never sound as good as the original did.

and

ifferent people pronounce words in any language in
different ways. In the same way, different people
sometimes have different ways of spelling words. Why is this so?
Differences in pronunciation can arise for a number of reasons.
Sometimes, people who speak the same language come from
different places. so we say that they speak different dialects of
that language. They can understand one another pretty well, but
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sometimes they choose to use a different word or expression, or
sometimes they may use the same word but pronounce it slightly
differently. We are familiar with this in English: people from
Australia speak differently from people from England (and even
within England there are lots of regional variations), and people
from both places speak differently from people in America (again,
there is lots of regional variation to be found in America).
The same is true for Aboriginal languages. For example, the word
that we write in English as 'Koori' is derived from a word that
originally just meant 'man' in the language of the Sydney area,
and some of the languages along the coast to the north of
Sydney, as far as Kempsey. In these languages, some people used
to say guri, while others used to say /ruri. It wouldn't have
mattered, from the point of view of understanding one another,
which pronunciation somebody used, since both were perfectly
acceptable to speakers of all of these languages at the time.
When we come to spell words that vary in their pronunciation
like this, our main aim is going to be consistency, so that
spelling reflects pronunciation in a consistent way.
Sometimes differences in pronunciation can be purely personal,
as with a person who has a lisp, or someone who swallows their
sounds when they speak. Again, we have to be careful to
recognise this and to aim for a spelling that represents the most
common pronunciation and one that all people will recognise
and understand.

When you work with written source materials and try to figure
out the original pronunciations of old words, you will notice
immediately that different people have written the same words
in different ways. Why is this?
For English, correct spelling is taken to be a sign ofliteracy and a
good education, but not many people realise that it was only in
the last few hundred years that spelling became so strict as it is
now. It was only when English dictionaries became widely
available, and spelling was taught in school, that it became
possible to say that one spelling was 'correct' and another
'incorrect'. Before that, people often spelled words in different
ways (and sometimes one person spelled the same word
differently, as the mood took them), adding a letter here or a
letter there, or leaving them out as they liked. Sometimes
printers did this to make up the length of lines in books. It didn't
matter much as long as everyone was still able to read what was
written, and understand what was meant.
When it comes to spelling words in a foreign language, as
Aboriginal languages were to almost all the early writers. there
are a number of extra reasons why we might find different
spellings in the written records that are available to us. One of
these is the writer's own language background (whether they
spoke English, or French. as their main language. for example).
and even their dialect (working class northern English versus
educated southern English). We will discuss this in more detail
later. Another reason could be the length of time they spent
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learning the language. We might reasonably expect that
someone who had spent many years living in a community (such
as a teacher or missionary) might have a better grasp of the
language and be able to spell words better than someone who
had just visited for a day or so, like a passing traveller. We might
also expect that a person who has lived in or visited several
different communities, or who had tried to learn several
languages, might be better placed to respond to language
differences. This isn't always true, but we must keep it in mind
and look into the background of the person who wrote down the
words we are trying to make sense of, including where he or she
lived and where they travelled to.
Another reason we might find spelling differences is the general
level of interest in language and culture shown by the person
who collected the information. Someone who is more
sympathetic to Aboriginal people and culture is more likely to
spend the time to learn the language properly and to try to spell
it more accurately. Individual differences playa large part here:
some collectors were just more careful and tried harder to be
accurate than others did.
Looking at source materials in archives such as those at AIATSIS
shows that there are many different spelling systems in use by
language collectors. When trained linguists write words in
Aboriginal languages, they use a special (phonetic) alphabet that
makes it possible to clearly indicate exactly how a word is
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pronounced. When other linguists trained to use the same
symbols look at how a word has been written, they know
immediately how it should be pronounced.
Many of you will have seen books written about Aboriginal
languages in which a number of strange-looking symbols might
occur. Words written using these symbols might look something
like this (see for example the phonetics used on pp 51-52):
1) 3 3

a [e

S

J

ce i

CUi) ct~

While linguists know how to interpret spellings such as these,
people who have not been trained in linguistics often cannot
make much sense out of what has been written.
This means that when we write languages that have not been
written before by their speakers, we need to have a more
practical way of spelling them, which only uses letters of the
alphabet that ordinary people are familiar with. The spelling
system that is adopted for any particular language will always
depend in the end on how the people with an inherited interest
in the language want to write it themselves.
At the same time, there are several important principles that

people have to keep in mind when a writing system is being
developed for a language. The most important principle is that
the same sound should always be represented in the same way in
the spelling system in whatever word it occurs in. This means
that when we write a language we should not represent a ksound sometimes as k , and at other times as c or even as ck.
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By using the same spelling for the same sound, we are making
sure that there can never be any confusion about how a word is
to be pronounced. For instance, if a word that is pronounced
maka were to be written by one person as maka and by another
person as maca, a third person trying to read the same words
would not be sure if these two spellings were meant to represent
one pronunciation, or two different pronunciations.
We have shown you elsewhere in this manual some of the kinds
of decisions that have been made about spelling different
Aboriginal languages in Australia, so we will not go into any
more detail at this point about how a spelling system could be
devised for your language if it does not already have one.
The important point to keep in mind is that very few of the
published and unpublished sources on the languages that you
will be dealing with were written by people with training in
linguistics. The vast majority of the people who were writing
words in Aboriginal languages in the nineteenth century, and
even in most of the early part of the twentieth century, were
English speakers who were hearing the sounds of Aboriginal
languages through the sounds of English that they already knew,
and who were writing these sounds with the spelling system that
they had already learned in school for English.
A smaller number of people who were speakers of other
European languages wrote words in Aboriginal languages as
wen, especially speakers of French and German. When these
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people wrote words in Aboriginal languages, they would have
heard the sounds through the sounds of their own languages,
and they would have written them down following the spelling
rules of their own languages, as in the case study of Ngarla (see
Chapter 9) where the recorder was Italian.
Because of this fact, it is important to pay attention to the
language background of the person who was writing your
ancestral language. The same spelling given by a speaker of
German, or of French, or of English, might have been intended
to represent quite different things. In fact, even speakers of
different varieties of English may have used different sorts of
spellings to represent the same sounds, depending on how they
pronounced words in their own dialect of English.

he amount of information that has been recorded for
different languages varies quite a lot. For some languages
we might have only one or two wordlists, and for others there can
be many vocabularies available. It is important to realise that
there can be errors in the wordlists that collectors took down.
Several sorts of errors can creep in, especially when the collector
was not properly trained and did not spend a great deal of time
studying the language. From our own work, and that of linguists
like Luise Hercus and Gavan Breen, we can identify the following
types of errors as being common:
fJ

misunderstanding what a word in an Aboriginal
language meant
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Hill

mixing words from several different languages together
in a single list

II

mistakes in spelling words

We will look at each of these in turn.
Firstly, misunderstanding the meanings of words is not
uncommon in old sources, especially when the collector and
interviewee had no language in common and must have relied
on gestures and pointing. Sometimes, the meaning given in a
wordlist is completely wrong because the collector did not
understand the English spoken by the Aboriginal person who
gave them the words. In early days, Aboriginal people's English
was often heavily accented and showed the effect of the
languages they spoke. This can be seen in the following
examples taken from wordlists that we have examined:

heart

hot

wet

sweat

moths

boss

shit, dung

tongue

Sometimes, the Aboriginal person may have given the correct
English word, and pronounced it correctly as wen. However, if it
was a word that has more than one meaning in English, the
collector may have thought the word referred to a different
thing. For instance, there is an example where an Aboriginal
person said that a particular word meant 'bark', which the
collector took to mean 'bark of a tree: In fact, however, the
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Aboriginal person was referring to the barking of dogs, and the
word should have been translated as 'bark' or 'make a sound'.
Another problem is that sometimes a specific term is translated
for a general term, or a general term is given when a specific term
was meant. Here are some examples:
Corred
grass

vegetation

boy

uninitiated youth

beard

hair

day

now

thumb

your hand

girl

female

snake

carpet snake

Finally, we sometimes find a meaning listed for a word which is
actually that of a related word; this is especially true where pointing
and gestures would have been used. Here are some examples:
WordUst

Corred

thighs

buttocks

cloud

sky

woman

wife

hair

head

ground

camp

frown

blind

spider

to bite

dig

drink
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You can imagine how the last two came about - the collector
points at an insect and says 'spider', while the Aboriginal person
giving words says, 'Look out. It will bite'. For the last example, the
collector could have said, 'Dig the ground', perhaps making the
motions of scratching a hole in the ground, and the Aboriginal
person thinks, 'Poor fellow. He's thirsty and is digging a soakage
for a drink!'
Mixing words from different Aboriginal languages in vocabulary
lists is something that we must be careful of and try to look out
for. Sometimes, it can even look as if a wordlist belongs to just
one language, while what has really happened is just that the
writer has thrown together words from a variety of different
languages into a single list for some reason! Some Europeans
also seem to have believed that all Aboriginal languages were
somehow the same, so it was alright to put together words that
they gathered from different places into single lists.
One other common mistake of this kind was the recording of
some of the pidgin English words that were widely used in the
past as if they were words in a particular local language. Words
like bindji for 'stomach', or coolamon for 'dish', spread out from
Sydney with the early settlers and these words sometimes appear
in vocabularies from other areas instead of the original words
for these things.
Finally, there can be mistakes in the written sources because of
problems with spelling words. We cover these in the next section.

hen we have two or more written sources we can
compare the spellings and meanings of words given to
come up with guesses about what the language was probably
like. Generally speaking, the greater the amount of recorded
information, the greater the amount of inconsistency there
seems to be in how words were recorded. It often seems that
there were as many different ways for people to spell the same
word as there were people who were trying to write it!
While it might seem like a nuisance that there is so much
variation in people's spellings of words in Aboriginal languages,
we should, in fact, regard this inconsistency as our friend, rather
than our enemy. Very often, the fact that people have given us
different spellings can point to the exact sound that they were
trying to represent, but which they were having so much trouble
with. We can compare the different spellings to get at the most
likely original pronunciation.
Let us take a simple example first of an. A number of different
sources from the 1800s and early 1900s have written the word
for 'man' in Bundjalung (which comes from the northern coast
of New South Wales, and extends into parts of southern
Queensland) like this:
bygul

beigal

bigal

bygle

bycol

baygul

In this case, we are lucky because there are still lots of people
living in Lismore and surrounding areas who can tell us how the
Bundjalung word for 'man' is actually pronounced. These
pronunciations tell us that the correct spelling should be baygal.
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So, how is it that these earlier observers managed to write this
word in so many different ways, with not a single spelling being
correct? The answer is that these people were all English
speakers, and they tried to interpret the pronunciation of the
word baygal as if it were an English word. They then tried to
represent their interpretation of the sound by spelling it as if it
were an English word.
The first part of the Bundjalung word is spelt bay-, and it sounds
very much like the English word 'by', as in 'the man sat by his
wife'. The same sound in English can also be spelt as 'bi', in a
word such as 'biting: That is why many of the early recorders
wrote the word beginning with 'by-', while some others
represented this sound as 'bi-:
In Bundjalung, it does not make any difference in a word like

baygal whether you make the sound a or e. (In this respect,
Bundjalung is very similar to many other Aboriginal languages.)
Because it does not matter if people actually pronounce ay (as in
English 'eye') or ey (as in English 'ray'), it is best to write these
sounds all the same, and the Bundjalung have agreed to write ay.
Some of the people who wrote this word in these early sources
clearly heard an ey-sound. In one of these words, 'beigal' you can
see that the person tried to represent this as 'er. The spelling
'baygul' was perhaps also meant to represent the same sound,
with the first part of the word rhyming with the English words
'bay' and 'ray'.

If we turn our attention to the middle of the word, you will see
that most people have written a g, while one person has written
a c. The letter c in English is often used to represent a k-sound,
as in words like 'can' or 'because: In very many Aboriginal
languages (including Bundjalung) it does not make any
difference whether we pronounce a g or a k, so these two sounds
should be represented by the same spelling wherever they
occur. In the spelling system that has been agreed on for
Bundjalung, these sounds are both written as g.
The very last letter of this word is written in most sources as /, so
it seems to be fairly certain that these people were all trying to
write a word that ends in the sound 1. The spelling 'bygle' might
seem a little puzzling, but in fact many words that end in the
sound 1in English are spelt with -Ie at the end:
rifle

little

wriggle

puzzle

So far, we have been able to show that this word should be
reconstituted as having begun with bayg- and as ending in -1.
But we still have not shown what has happened with the sound
that occurs between the g and the /. The spellings that have
been recorded seem to vary quite a lot. Some sources give us 'a',
some give us

'0: while others give us 'u'.

The spelling 'bygle' makes it look like the sound between the g
and the 1was the same indistinct sort of sound that we find
before the final sound in words like 'rifle: 'little: 'wriggle: 'puzzle'
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and so on. This indistinct sound is the same sound that is
represented in a variety of different ways in English spelling:
total

wretched

cannon

awful

putrid
What happens in Bundjalung (as well as many other Australian
languages) is that the sounds a, i and u all often end up
sounding a bit like this indistinct sound in English when there is
more emphasis placed on another part of the word. In
Bundjalung, there is greater emphasis placed on the first part of
the word, ie on bay-, while the second half ofthe word gets
swallowed up a little bit.
But if you listen very carefully, or if you get a speaker of
Bundjalung to pronounce the word very slowly, you will hear
that this indistinct sound is really meant to be an a-sound. This
means that on the basis of an of these alternative spellings, we
could settle on the correct spelling for this word as baygal. And,
of course, we are lucky enough in this case to have Bundjalung
people who can still pronounce the word, and we can see that
this is in fact the correct spelling.
This demonstration shows that when there are a number of
different spellings of a word in old sources, what you should do
is compare these spellings against one another. One easy way to
do this is to line up spellings above one another and compare
the letters that were used to write the words. Here are these old

spellings once again lined up in the kind of way that we mean:
b

ay

g

u

b

Y

g

u

b

ei

g

a

g

a

b
b
b
.,-.--..-..

b

Common

y

g

y

c

Ie
0

----,-.-.".,~<~.---.-.----.-,.------,-----

ay

g

..._---_.'"..

a

ere is an example of another set of spellings lined up in
the same way, this time the word for 'ear', so we can see
how the correct pronunciation of this word can be worked out.
The correct spelling as provided by speakers of Bundjalung is
given under the line at the bottom:

n

u

ng

b

n

u

ng

b

nn

u

ng

p

n

a

ng

b

n

0

ng

b

n

a

ng

p

e

The first thing that you should note is that the spellings 'b' and
'p' at the beginning of this word point to the same kind of
variation as we found in the middle of the word baygal. Just as g
and k-sounds in Aboriginal languages are often interchangeable,
the difference between band p generally does not need to be

represented in the spelling systems for these languages. The
spelling system that has been adopted for Bundjalung represents
both of these sounds as b.
You should note that double letters like nn in the middle of a
word in English generally show that the previous vowel is short,
and not that the doubled letter itself is pronounced double. This
means that a spelling like 'binnung' is probably meant to be
pronounced with a short i like in the word 'dinner'. if it had been
a single n, the sound might have been the longer sound that we
find in the English word 'diner'.
In the spelling 'bigal' for the previous word, all of the sources write
the middle sound with only one g, which indicates that the
preceding letter is meant to be pronounced with a sound like the i
in 'fine: If the word for 'man' were meant to be pronounced 'bigal'
rather than baygal, we would have expected the old sources to give
spellings something like 'biggal' or 'biggle:
You can see that one of the sources has spelt the word for 'ear' as
'penung; in which the first part ofthe word contains an 'e' spelling
rather than an 'i' spelling. Aboriginal languages generaUy only have
three vowel sounds - a, i and u. Where you find variation in
spellings between i and e, the correct spelling is probably i.
Similarly, when there is variation in spellings between a and 0, the
correct spelling is probably a.In this example, you can see that
there are spellings that show this kind of variation, such as 'pinang'
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and hnong: These suggest that the word should be written as

binang. The spellings that contain 'u' before the final 'ng', such as
'binnung', are also consistent with this pronunciation, as the letter

u in English, when it is followed by a consonant (or a group of
consonants) at the end of a word. is often used to represent a
similar sort of sound in English:
but

sung

crust

What we will do now is show you a list of many of the different
kinds of spellings that are often used by speakers of English
when they are writing words in Aboriginal languages. One of the
problems is that often the same letter can be used to represent a
number of different sounds in the Aboriginal language, so
unless you are able to check some pronunciations out with
some older people who still remember some of the language, it
may not be possible to be certain about the exact original
pronunciation at all.
Vowel sounds

We will begin with the vowel sounds (see the table opposite).
You will remember that we said it was important to consider
what a person's own language background is when you are
working out how to interpret old spellings. If you come across a
spelling like u in many English words, it is not always possible to
be sure whether this is meant to represent the sound u or a,
because the letter u can be pronounced as in the word 'put', or as
in the word 'but'.
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Spelling

0,
ef,

Possible Comment
pronunc*
iation

Ixampies

COrNct
spelling

or

a

in the middle of a word

parneh

bana

an, en

a

at the end of a word

parneh

bana

or

when there is a single
consonant followed by a
vowel

pana

bayna

pena

bin a

jena

djana

peenar

bina

following y or dj

yealki

yilgi

when there is a single
consonant followed by
a vowel, especially e

biner

bayna

when there is a single
consonant followed by
a vowel

bynan

bayna

especially at the end of
a word

pyn)'

bayni

ponnan

buna

waner

wana

puna

buna

punnan

bana

a

e

a

especially after y, dj or fly

i, ee, ie

ea

or
y

0

U

a
U,oo

U

U

a

especially after w

when there is a double
consonant after it in the
middle of a word, or a
single consonant at the
end ofa word
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But, if you have two different people recording a word, one an
English person who writes 11, and another a French person who
writes OU, then it is likely that the sound should have been LI
rather than Q. The reason for this is that the letters ou in French
are only ever used to spell the sound u, and never Q. The word

bouche in French, which means 'mouth: is pronounced very
much like the English word 'bush'. If a French person wanted to
write a word that sounds like English 'rush', it would look quite
different - probably something like rache.
Some Aboriginal languages make a difference between long
vowels and short vowels; long vowels are drawn out in their
pronunciation, and they are written double. This can make quite
a meaning difference, as in the following words from Gamilaraay:

tharra 'thigh'

tharraa 'drunk'

guway 'blood'

guwaay 'is speaking'

garril

gariil

'leaf'

'cold'

Unfortunately, it is very difficult to distinguish long and short
vowels in the spelling of old sources since they are almost never
consistent on this point. Sometimes, when old sources contain
ar the writer might have intended to represent a long QQ, but it is

just as possible that Q plus following r or rr was meant.
Even with some writers who seem to have gone to a considerable
amount of trouble to clearly mark long vowels, there can often
be misleading spellings. For example, Gamilaraay words were
written down by the missionary William Ridley in the 1860s in a
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fairly consistent spelling system. Ridley had studied a number of
languages (including Latin and Greek) and lived in northern
New South Wales for some time, getting a good grasp of the
language. He uses a line over vowel sounds to show when they
are long, as in 'guddu' for guduu 'cod fish' and 'karl!' for garriil
'cold'. Unfortunately, when the vowel follows the first letter of a
word, Ridley's use of the line becomes inconsistent: sometimes
the vowel is really long (as we know from later recordings), but
sometimes it is short. Most Gamilaraay words have emphasis on
the first vowel, and Ridley must have sometimes heard this as
lengthening the vowel. For example, he writes 'bukhai' for bagaay
'creek', and 'murti' for muru 'nose'. Notice that he also slipped up
in writing 'ar' where he should have had a in 'pullar' for balaa
'white; and 'karlin' for gaalan 'meat ant:
Consonant sounds

Let us now look at consonant sounds. The examples that we have
already looked at indicate that older spellings often vary in the
following sorts of ways:
b

and

p

d

and

t

j

and

ch

(and also g before i or e)

g

and

k

(and also c or ck)

This is because it is common in Aboriginal languages for all the
speakers of a language to pronounce words with sounds that are
actually halfway between a b and a p, or between a d and a t. Some-
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times, even if some people clearly pronounce a g or a d, other
people might dearly pronounce the same words with k and t. Or
the same person might pronounce a word with b on one occasion,
but pronounce the same word with p on another occasion.
In languages where there are these kinds of variation (and you
should remember that this covers most of the languages of
Australia), you should settle on a single spelling for these
sounds no matter what sorts of different spellings are given in
the old sources. It does not matter whether you write all the
words ofthe language with p's, t's and k's (as is done in
Pitjantjatjara). or with b's, d's and g's (as is done in Bundjalung).
The important thing is to write the sounds consistently in all the
words that they are found in.
Another feature of Aboriginal languages is that they usually
have more than one r-sound. One of these r-sounds is
pronounced very much like the kind of 'softer' r we have in
Australian English, while the other r-sound is rolled the way the
Scots typically pronounce their r's, or pronounced as a very
quick flapping sound. Although the rolled r does not occur in
the kind of English that is spoken in Australia, something very
dose to it is often found in words spelt with t or d between two
vowels in words like 'butter' and 'ladder' when they are said
quickly and casually.
The softer r-sound is often written in Aboriginal languages just
as 'r', while the rolled r is often written double, as 'rr'. It is
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important to indicate the difference between these two r-sounds
in Aboriginal languages, because the choice of one sound over
the other can often change the meaning of a word. For instance,
in the Gamilaraay language of north-central New South Wales,
we need to spell these two sounds differently to show the
difference between words such as the following:

muru

nose

murru bottom, buttocks
(You wouldn't want to make a mistake if you were trying to
comment that somebody had a big nose, and you accidentally
ended up saying that they had an unusually large bottom!)
English speakers who wrote Aboriginal languages were often not
aware of the need to write these two sounds differently, so we
cannot always be certain about how sounds written as r should
be spelt. However, there are often clues in the kinds of spelling
variations that we find which tell us how words spelt with
r should be pronounced.
One clue involves variations between spellings with rand
spellings with d. If you find this kind of variation, you can be
reasonably sure that you are dealing with the rolled r, rather
than the softer r-sound. Bundjalung is one of those few
Australian languages which have only a single r-sound. Because
there is only one r-sound, we only need to use the single letter r,
though in its pronunciation, the Bundjalung r sounds just like
the rr that we find in other Aboriginal languages.
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The word for 'bone' in this language was recorded by two
different people as follows:
tarrigon
dadigun

The fact that one person has written 'rr', while the other has
written 'd' suggests that the sound they were trying to represent
was a rolled r rather than a d. We can confirm this guess by
listening to the way that this word is pronounced by the old
people today, who say darigan, and not 'dadigan'.
English speakers also seem to have had a lot of trouble writing
words that end with the rolled r-sound. This is hard for English
speakers to hear, firstly because we do not have rolled r's in
Australian English, and secondly because although we do have
the softer rs, we do not have them at the ends of words.
(Although in Australia we do not pronounce r's at the ends of
words, they are pronounced by Americans, in words such as
'car' and 'four'.)
When these early observers tried to write Aboriginal words with
a rolled r at the end, they often put in additional vowels
instead, to make the words sound more like English words. So, if
old sources have the same word ending sometimes in a vowel
and sometimes r, the word may well have ended in a rolled rsound. Sometimes when writers added a vowel at the end of a
word, they also dropped the vowel that occurred before the rsound.
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Look at the following different ways that people wrote the
Bundjalung word for 'fire':
wybera
wibbera
wyborough
waibar
y-bur-a
wyebra
whyburra

The old Bundjalung people today pronounce this word as waybar,
and these early writers generally misheard this as 'way bra' or as
'waybara', and tried to spell it according to the pronunciation
that they had actually misheard. (Note that these spellings also
indicate that sometimes the old sources use letters of the
alphabet to stand for the sounds represented by the NAME of the
letter, and not just the sound that they represent. So, the
spelling 'y-bur-a' begins with the letter Y, but we are supposed
to read this so that it sounds like the name of the letter itself).
Another thing that early writers often did when they heard
rolled r-sounds at the ends of words was to mishear them as
I-sounds, which are not really too different from r-sounds.
(Remember, for example, that Japanese people often have
trouble distinguishing I's from r's.) So, if you find variations in
spelling between r and I at the end of a word, it may be that you
are dealing with a rolled r.
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Look at the following spellings ofthe word for 'one' in
Bundjalung:

yabbroo
yaburu
yabberu
yabul
The fact that there are vowels at the ends of words with the
letter r coming before them, and with the vowel before the
r

being dropped should make you think that there is actually a

rolled r at the end of this word. That is, when early sources seem
to vary between spellings that point to pronunciations such as
'yabru' and 'yaburu: they were probably trying to represent
something more like yabur.
You can see that the last of these spellings is actually closest to
this suggested pronunciation, except that the writer has
incorrectly written the final sound as l. When you see these
kinds of variations in spellings, you should also be suspicious
that the last sound was meant to be a rolled r. Once again, we
can confirm this guess by checking with the old people, who
pronounce the word for 'one' in Bundjalung as yabur.
In English, the letters th are used to represent two different
sounds. Firstly, they can represent the sound in the word 'this',
and secondly, they can represent the sound in 'thin'. Neither of
these sounds occurs in most Aboriginal languages. However,
there is another sound that occurs in many Aboriginal
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languages that is not found in English. This is a sound that is
halfway between sounds that we write as d or t, and the sounds
that we write as th, sounding very much like the sounds in
'got the' and 'had the: In many Aboriginal languages, this sound
is written as dh, or as tho
For instance, in the Gamilaraay language of north-central New
South Wales, there are words such as the following, where it is
important to distinguish between words spelt with d and words
spelt with th (as well as words spelt with dj) because there is very
often little else that distinguishes between these words. Look at
the following examples:
madamada

knotty (as hair)

matha

women's marriage division

madja

exclamation of sorrow

Although some writers misheard this sound as th, there are
plenty of other writers who couldn't hear it as a separate sound
at all, and simply represented it as t or d. This means that if you
come across examples of variation in spelling between t and d
and th, then the sound that you are dealing with could well be tho
There are other writers who also found the sound that we spell
in Aboriginal languages as dj or tj (or sometimes as dy and ty)
difficult to distinguish from the sounds that we spell as d or t.
Where you find variation in spellings between ch or j (or dge at
the ends of words) and t or d, it may well be that you are dealing
with the sound dj.

Languages spoken in central and western Australia have a
further type of d-sound. one in which the tongue tip is turned
back slightly (we call these retroflex sounds, something like the
pronunciation of a person from India or Pakistan). We write this
sound as rd. English speakers have trouble with this sound, but
we can sometimes tell it is present when the spelling contains a
vowel (usually e, u or 0) plus rt or rd, as in the following examples
from Diyari, spoken east of Lake Eyre:

murtie

mardi

heavy

wordoo

wardu

short

merda

marda

stone

Aboriginal languages don't often have words starting with vowel
sounds. If you see words written in old sources that start with
vowels, you should be suspicious that maybe they contain some
kind of mistake, and that the European writer was actually
mishearing a vowel for something else. Aboriginal languages do
not usually have words containing h-sounds either, so you
should also be suspicious of words in old sources with the letter
h, especially if it comes at the beginnings of words.

One thing that Aboriginal languages do have, which English
does not have, are words starting with the sound ng. English
words do have this sound, but only in the middle of words (such
as 'singer'), or at the end of words (as in 'bang'). The sound ng at
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the beginning of words in Aboriginal languages is very hard for
English speakers to hear. Sometimes they would not hear this
sound at all. Sometimes they would hear it, but they would
mistake it for an n or m, or for an h, or for a g. So, when you see
the same word starting with spellings that vary between h, g,

m or n, or which sometimes have just a vowel at the beginning,
there is a good chance it starts with the ng-sound.
Look at the following spellings of the Bundjalung word for 'dog':
augham
aggum
nuccum
nargum

We would expect that this would should have ng at the
beginning. The next sound would be a. With the variation
between spellings such as g and c, we can be sure that the next
sound should be g. The final part of the word should be am.
Thus, we would guess that the word should be ngagam, and this
is exactly what the old Bundjalung people tell us it should be.
Aboriginal languages often have an n-sound like in English
'onion' or 'news'. In many Aboriginal languages, this sound is
written as ny (though sometimes, it is spelt instead as yn at the
ends of words). English only has this ny-sound at the beginning
and in the middle of words, but it never has the ny-sound at the
end of words. This makes it very difficult for English speakers to
hear when it occurs at the ends of words.
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Typically, when English speakers come across the ny-sound at
the end of a word, they mishear it as n, or as ng. These are both
sounds that do occur at the end of words in English, so it is easy
for English speakers to hear them. When there is a ny at the end
of a word in an Aboriginal language, this may also cause an
English speaker to mishear the vowel that comes before it as an
i-sound as well, or for there to be ay-sound between the vowel
and the final consonant (giving spellings like ain or oin). So, if
you find spellings that vary between nand ng, especially when
there seems to be inconsistency in the spelling of the vowels
before these sounds as well, it may be that there should be a nysound at the end of the word.
Look at the following early spellings of the Bundjalung word for
'tongue':
yalling
yullan

We can be fairly certain that the first part of this word should be
written as yal-. The variation between the i and a spellings, as
well as the variation between the ng and n spellings, suggests
that it should probably be correctly spelt as yalayn. (Remember
that the letters yn at the end of a word in Bundjalung spell the
same sound that is written as ny at the beginning and in the
middle of words such as nyula 'he' and ganyahl 'fishing line'.)
It is possible to imagine a number of other spellings that early
writers might have given for a word pronounced yalayn in an
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Aboriginal language. Other possible spellings pointing to the
same pronunciation might include the following:
yullain
yallane
yalline
yullin
yaline
yalyne
yaling

Although English does have ny-sounds at the beginning and in
the middle of words (in words like 'news' and 'banyan'), these do
not sound exactly like the sounds that are written as ny in
Aboriginal languages. This is because the ny-sounds in English
really consist of an ordinary n-sound with a followingy-sound.
However, in Aboriginal languages, the sound that is written as ny
is really just a single sound, which is halfway between nand yin
its pronunciation.
This means that what should be correctly written in Aboriginal
languages as ny is often misheard as just n or y. Where you see
spellings that vary between n andy, there is a good chance that
the writer was mishearing this ny-sound.
Although English speakers sometimes had trouble writing ngsounds and ny-sounds in some parts of words, there are some
other sounds that they almost always had trouble writing. In
fact, many writers never heard these sounds at all, which means
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that for many words in some languages, we can never be
completely sure whether our spellings are correct or not.
Some languages have a sound that is more or less halfway
between the th-sound and the ny-sound. In those languages that
have this sound, it is often written as nh. In Yuwaaliyaay of
north-central New South Wales, it is important to write this
sound differently to both nand ny as sometimes this is just
about all that is used to distinguish different words from each
other. Look at the following words:
guna

shit

gunharr

kangaroo rat

To an English speaker, these words would sound almost
identical, yet a speaker ofYuwaaliyaay would hear the difference
without any trouble. No doubt you can appreciate how
important it would be to dearly distinguish the pronunciation
(and spelling) of these two words in this language. Imagine the
consequences of any possible mistakes!
Similarly, in central and western Australian languages there is an
n-sound pronounced with the tongue tip turned backwards (like
rd we described above). We write this as rn, but in the early
sources it sometimes appears as 'rn' and sometimes just as 'n'.
Examples from Diyari are 'merna' for mama 'mouth', and
'achana' for ngadjarna 'to ask'.
The problem is that in nearly all of the earlier sources, words
containing the nh or rn-sound would have been written with the

letter 1'1, which also represents the n-sound. This means that if
your language is one of those which has separate nh or msounds and you see a spelling such as 'noodil', you can never be
sure whether the first letter is meant to represent I'l or nh or rn.
So, a spelling like this could be interpreted just as easily as being
meant to represent 'nudil' or 'rnudil' (or 'ngudil') as ·nhudil'.
1n fact, if you only have a single spelling for this word, there are

some other pronunciations that you could not

out as well.

An early spelling such as 'noodil' could therefore easily also have

been meant to represent anyone of the fonowing kinds of
pronunciation:
nudil

nuthll

nudjil

nurdU

nhudil

nhuthil

nhudjil

nhurdU

nyudil

nyuthil

nyudiil

nyurdil

ngudil

nguthil

ngudjil

ngurdil

rnudil

rnuthi!

mudjil

murdil

In cases like this, we can only decide which of this whole range of
possibilities is correct by asking one of the old people what the
correct pronunciation of the word is. Unfortunately, if it happens
that there are no old people left who still remember the word, we
can never be certain about which pronunciation was correct.
This kind of ambiguity can also come about when consonants
come together in the

HH''-'Ull'L-

of a word. Thus, a

the middie of a word could indicate:
the single sound ng, as in 'singer';

like ng in
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m

the sequences of sounds n followed by g (we write this
as n.g), as in mankind;

II:

ng followed by g (ngg), as in finger;

m n followed by dj (ndj), as in whinger.
For example, 'cangeU' for ganggal, or 'carnungool' for ganundjul.
Aboriginal languages rarely have the kinds of rasping 'noisy'
sounds that we write as s, sh, z, f and v in English. You should be
suspicious of any words in an early source that contain these
letters. It could be that these letters represent printing mistakes,
but it is also possible that these sounds represent a sound that
somebody misheard. The sounds that these letters are most
likely to represent are as follows:
5, 5h, z

represent

tj, dj (also spelt as ty or dy)

f, v

represent

p, b

Using these kinds of general guiding principles it is often
possible to compare spellings to one another and to arrive at a
reasonable idea of how the word should be pronounced.

f we did not have enough problems already in correctly
interpreting old spellings, there is the final problem
that old published sources often include mistakes that the
writers did not discover when their material was published. If it
is at all possible, you should check the spelling of a doubtful
form against the spelling in the original handwritten
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manuscripts. Some of the more common printing errors that you
will expect to find are interchanges of the following letters:
u

and

n

n

and

m

n

and

r

and

t

and

j

and
g

and

y

There may also be confusion between 0, a, e and s, because in
the handwriting of the time, it was often difficult to decide
exactly which letter people were intending to write (especially if
the ink has faded over the years). See Jaki Troy's chapter (p 37)
for more discussion of interpreting old handwriting.
For instance, there is a whole variety of different sources which
indicate that the word in Bundjalung for 'hand' should be
written as danggan. However, there is just one old source which
gives the word as 'tungau: This spelling by itself would probably
be more consistent with a number of other pronunciations,
including 'danggaw' or 'dangga' or 'danggu', but certainly not

danggan. Probably what happened is that in this single source,
somebody mistakenly printed the n upside down, and it came
out as a u! This means that it was meant to have been printed as
'tungan', and not as 'tungau' at all.

ometimes the source information that we have on a
particular language is quite poor in quality, or limited in
scope, and we are unable to decide which is the correct
pronunciation of a word from among a number of possibilities.
Occasionally, we can look at information on neighbouring
languages and use that to help us decide. We have to be careful
when comparing neighbouring languages to realise that
sometimes their words will be different, but on many occasions
there will be enough similarities that these can help us decide
between a number of competing alternatives.
For example, the Gamilaraay language of north-central New
South Wales ceased to be spoken in the 1950s as a result of the
policies of the New South Wales government that prevented
older people passing on their knowledge to younger generations.
We have a little information on the language from professional
records made in 1955 by SA Wurm, and lots of early recordings
collected by missionaries and settlers. The language which was
the western neighbour of Gamilaraay is called Yuwaaliyaay -

it

continued to be spoken until the 1980s and we have good
records of it, including tape recordings. We can use this
information to compare with Gamilaraay old sources to help sort
out spellings.
In general. Gamilaraay words and Yuwaaliyaay words look pretty
similar. Where there are differences between a pair of words in
the two languages, we often find that the same kind of difference
is found in many other words at the same time. For instance,
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when Gamilaraay has the soft r-sound between identical vowels,
Yuwaaliyaay has no r and just a long vowel. Here are some
examples:

mara

maa

hand

biri

bii

chest

yuru

yuu

cloud, dust

There are lots more examples of this type of difference in words
in the two languages. However, when there is a rolled r between
two identical vowels in Gamilaraay, we do not find any difference
at all between the two languages. This means that Gamilaraay rr
corresponds to Yuwaaliyaay rr, as in the fan owing words, which
are the same in both languages:

barra

barra

to fly

mirril

mirril

nasal mucus, snot

burrul

burrul

big

murrun

murrun

alive

Now, we can use this comparative information on the two
languages to help in interpreting some of the spellings in old
Gamilaraay sources. First, look at the following spellings for the
word for 'black swan':

barriamul

pariamul

parrearmel

parrimul
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We can line these spellings up and use the principles we
described earlier to work out the correct spelling:
b

a

rr

ia

m

u

p

a

r

ia

m

u

p

a

rr

ear

m

e

p

a

rr

m

u

=""""'. _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

~._ _ _ _ _ _ ._"~ .. <n.....

b

a

11

aya

m

a

The problem is: what about the sound that is written alternately
as rand rr? These spellings could equally well have been meant
to represent 'barayamal' or 'barrayamal'.
Looking at Yuwaaliyaay, we find that its word for 'black swan' is

baayamal. This fits with the kinds of correspondences between
the two languages where there is a soft r-sound between the two
vowels, so we can guess that the original sound was probably r
and not rr. The reconstituted spelling for 'black swan' in
Gamilaraay should therefore be barayamal.
Now look at this example of the spellings for 'black duck' in
Gamilaraay:
kurranghi
yurrungee
currunga
koorangee
kurrongey
koorangee
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We can line these up as follows:
k

u

rr

a

n

gh

y

u

rr

u

n

g

ee

c

u

rr

u

n

g

a

k

00

r

a

n

g

ee

k

u

rr

0

n

g

ey

k

00

r

a

n

g

ee

g

a

11

a

11

g

11

Here we have several problems:

m What is the r-sound?
m What is the final sound?
II

Was the sound before the g really an n, or could it have
been the ng-sound?

On the basis of the spellings in the Gamilaraay sources, the final
sound could have been i (suggested by 'ee') or ay (suggested by
'ey', and the letter names a and i ). The r-sound could have been r
or rr. Thus, any of the following would be pronunciations that
these spellings could have been trying to represent:

garangay

garanggay

garrangay

garranggay

garangi

garanggi

garrangi

garranggi

In Yuwaaliyaay, the word 'black duck' has been correctly recorded
as garrangay. Since this is one of the possible pronunciations that
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is consistent with the various Gamilaraay sources, we should
assume that this was probably the original form of the Gamilaraay
word as well.
While information from neighbouring languages can help us out
in cases like this, we should point out that it is very easy to
misuse information from other languages, especially if you are
not trained in how languages change over time, and how
languages are related to each other. If you are thinking that
perhaps this kind of information might be able to help you to
interpret some sources for a particular language, it would
probably be best to ask for help from an experienced linguist. ill
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The word for 'fly' in Gamilaraay appears in old sources as:
burulu
budulu
bool"Ooloo
poodeloo
buriloo

What do you think the correct spelling should be?
Answer

The different spellings of p and b at the beginning of the word
show variants of a sound b, The use of u and

00

for the next

sound suggests u< The next sound is spelled as r or d and we saw
that this indicated the rolled r, rather than the smooth r-sound<
The next sound is also u, as indicated by u and 00 (in Gamilaraay
main emphasis generally goes on the first syllable, so middle vowels
tend to sound weaker and more indistinct to English speakers< This
is why we also get e and i in the spellings here). The next sound Is
invariably I, while the final sound is again u.
This gives us: burrulu< Wurm's notes from 1955 confirm this as
correct pl'onunciation. n:
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1
The word for 'bone' in Bundjalung is spelt in old sourtes as:
tarragun

darlgun

tarrigon

dadigun

dut<egan

What do you think the correct spelling should be?
An$w¢'~r

The variation between the spellings t and d at the beginning of the
word indicates that the difference between these sounds is not
important, as we tind in very many Aboriginal languages. We should
settle on only one of these to write all examples of such variation.
and in the case of the accepted Bundjalung spellingt the choice has
been to spell these sounds as d, The a spellings, as well as the u and
e spellings, all point to the next sound being an a, There is only one
..-sound in Bundjalung (though in most Aboriglnallanguages there
are two separate ..-sounds, a 'softer' sound which is generally
written a.s r, and a 'stronger' sound that is generally written double,
as rr), This means that we only need to write this as r in Bundjalung.
The fact that one of these spellings contains a d is because the ,...
sound in Bundjah.mg is in fact pronounced rather more 'strongly'
than the normal r of English. This caused the person writing this
word to hear it as the same kind of sound that we sometimes make
in English when we pronounce a word like 'steady' very casually, The
variation between the spellings a, 0 and u ali point to the sound
being a. Finally, the last sound is consistently spelt as n, $0 there are
no problems in deciding that it should be spelt as n.
The correct spelling of this word In BundJalung should be darigan, II

The word for 'wood' in one of the Tasmanian Aboriginal languages
was spelt as follows by English people:
moo.mer.rer

mume.mer.rer

moomerah

moomara

The same word was recorded by french people as follows:
moumra

moumbra

What do you think the correct spelling should be?

The first part of this word was almost certainly mu. The spellings
00

in English and ou in french both suggest that the second sound

was u. Other spellings such as mums in English for this part of the
word also suggest that the second sound was u. All sources point to
the next sound being another m. All sources also point to the last
sound being a. There are a few problems with the middle of the
word, however. The English sources suggest that folloWing the
second m·sound. there was a vowel, which is spelt as either a or e.
In the french sources, however, there Is no vowel at all. This could
be interpreted as meaning two different things;
II

There really was a vowel there, but the first vowel may have
been more strongly emphasised, leaving the vowel in the
middle of tMIa word 'swallowed up' a little bit, making it
harder to hear for the French people. If there was a vowel
hEre, then it was probably a, given that there is variation

between the spellings a and e.

continued...
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There was no vower here at all, and the EngUsh speakers
put one in where it shou!dntt have been. in much the same

way that some

English say 'flUum' Instead

of 'flIm', Ot"
~. also

of 'burglar'.

have to decide how to

t"Prwt>~p1"I't

the r-sounds. You will

notice that one of the French reoorders has written a b betw~n
the m 3hd the r.This might have

because the

that he

wl'ote as r was pronounced very strongly. In olden times in English.
our r~sOlmds were pronounced much more

strong~y

than they are

nowadays (l1lore like the Scots roIl th~!r r's tod:l'f)·

Wheil01./r rolle<.l r's came afterSOlll1ds liken, people !ometil'nes
".\1.",,,,,,,..,,.<'1 I.d-sound "",·n",,""

the r, There wa.s once a
people came to pron0tmCEl as

word 'thunrian' ill English,
'thundt'ian'. This has
btJt~P1e

down

to

us

as the word 'thunder',

d in that word was originally not there at all.

What CQtdd have happel,ed in the case ofi::he spelnng moumbra
thia.Jrench writel'

that nerW\\s hearing somet.hing like mumUTa

(or mumrra), but beause there was a rolled
have inserted the b when it should not

he might
been there, in the

same way that English speakers in the past

the d in the

word 'thunder'.
$0,. in the case of the word for 'wood' in

cannot be sure. from the wrjtten

were meant to
mumrra. This is one

we

whether these spellings

the pronunciation mumarra, or
few

of Tasmanian languages that
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have been remembered down to modern times, and one of the
grand-daughters of one of the women who was born in the Flinders
Island settlement in the 18005 was recorded on tape with a
pronunciation something like mumara. She pronounced a vowel
after the second m, but her N.iound was very soft, Uke the normal
Australian English r, and not rolled like the Scots f. However, we
cannot take this old lady's pronunciation as necessarily meaning that
the original pronunciation had a soft r, as people who speak only
English often find it quite difficult to pronounce rolled r's.
What all of this means is that the original pronunciation of the word
for 'wood' was probably muman-a, though we cannot rule out
other possibilities. such as rnumara, or mumn-il. or even
mumra.m

Look at the following spellings of the Gamilaraay word for 'right
hand':
thurial
toorial
turial
toorea1

What do you think the correct spelling should ber (Hint: 'right hand'
in Yuwaaliyaay is thuuyaal),
A.nswer
The t and th at the beginning here Indicate th, The next sound is 1.1,
as shown by spellings u and 00. Next we have an r, but we cannot
tell if it represents r or rr. The next sequence of ia or ea probably
represents something like iya or uya, while the ending is dearly t
On the basis of the old sources we would say the word is

thur(rt)iluya•. Now, when we look at Yuwaaliyaay Wf:i flnd thuu at
the beginning; this points to Gamilaraay having thuru (remember
that when Gamilaraay has r between identical vowels. Yuwaaliyaay
just has two vowels and this helps us decide between rand rr). As
for the ending, the old writers of Gamilaraa.y probably missed the
long vowel &a, so we can use the comparative information from
Yuwaallyaay to say that the Gamilaraay word for 'right hand' was
probably thuruyaat II

The word for 'ear' in a Tasmanian Ahoriginallanguage is spelt in the
following ways by the same person, writing on different occasions:
nin,ne.woon.er
hen.ne,wun.ner
un.ne.woo.ner

What do you think the correct spelling of this word should be?

The hardest part of this word is probably the beginning. so we will
leave that til! last, The spellings woon and wun probably point to a
pronunciation like wun. (It is significant to note that the Englishman
who wrote these words was a poorly educated lower dass man,
who spoke a dialect of English where the word but rhymes with
put.) The last sound was probably meant to be a. Thus, the word
probably ended in wuna. If we assume that Tasmanian had only
three vowels .~ i, u and a

then the e that precedes the w is a

problem. In order to work out whether this should be i or a (as
both are possible), then we really need some more spellings which
point in the correct direction. However, we simply do not have any
more spellings, so we cannot decide between these two alternative!,"
The next preeeding sound is fairly straightforward, as it was almost
certainly n. The vowel that comes before this is our biggest
headache in deciding the correct spelUng of this wont The spelling i
suggests that it was i, whereas the spelling u suggests that it was
either u or a. The spelling e could be interpreted as either i or a

continued, ..
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This spelling is therefore completely ambiguous between all three
vowels, and there is no way that we can decide which is correct!
The first sound of the word might look like a problem as well, though
perhaps it is not as big a problem as it first seems. Variations in spelling
between n, h and nothing often points to the sound ng that Et\glish
speakers oft(\)n have so much troubl(\) with at the beginning of lit word.
$0, what we have is a set of spellings that point in any of the following

directions:
nginiwuna

nganiwuna

nguniwuna

nginawuna

nganawuna

ngunawuna

Unfortunately, in this caSEl, there is no longer anybody left who
remembers (\)nough of the language to be able to help us decide which
of these pOSSibilities is correct. m

inguists working on Australian Aboriginal languages
have not written much about the problems of working
out spellings from old sources, so really there is nothing you can
read that will give you more details on these kinds of problems
apart from what we have said. However, there are a couple of
books and articles that mention some of the problems that we
have described, and use the techniques we have discussed. You
may wish to look at them for further ideas.

Austin, Peter 1991, The Karangura Language, Records oftile South

Australian Museum 25.129-37.
Blake, Barry J ]991, Woiwurrung, the Melbourne Language. In R..MW
Dixon and Barry J Blake (cds), The Handbook of Australian

Languages, vol 4, 30-122. Melbourne: Oxford University Press
[especially pages 58-62J.
Breen, Gavan 1981, The Mayi Languages of tile Queensland Gulf

Country. Canberra: Australian Institute of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Studies.
Breen, Gavan 1990, Salvage Studies of Western Queensland Aboriginal
Languages. Canberra: Pacific Linguistics.
Crowley, Terry and RMW Dixon 1981, Tasmanian. In RMW Dixon and
Barry J Blake (cds), Handbook of Australian Languages, vol 2,

394-421 lespecially pages 404-414]. Canberra: Australian
National University Press.
Hercus, Luise 1989, Three Linguistic Studies from Southwestern New
South Wales. Aboriginal Hislory 13, 44-62.

Oates, Lynette 1990, Aboriginal Recording of Aboriginal Language. In
Peter Austin, RMW Dixon. Tom Dutton and Isobel White (eds),
Language and History: Essays in Honour of Luise Hercus.

221-232. Canberra: Pacific Lingujstics, C-116.

Ganai-a lost opprotunity
In !963, Luise Hercus

n>c'on1"'rI

several

""",<11,,,1'<: of Ganaj (a I..:tltlf)Slaml

including
then in his seventies, recalled some
from his early

at lake

and words he had learnt from

mother;

mother was born at

and

fluently. She

spoke ali the Gana!

rl"\''''''''''<>£1 her knowledge and

in the 1940$, at

an entire

pastor, wrote

VI.." .. "",,,,,,,,

When Luis€:

her Yarram
met

urging of a local

Connolly in 1963 only one page

remained,

rest

children who did not

its

of

How to

n other parts of this book we have seen that untrained

decide on

people recording Australian languages often made

a spelling

mistakes because they tried to use the spelling system of their

system

own language. Each language has its own system of sounds, and
it is by finding out what those sounds are and how they work in
the language that we can then develop a good spelling system.
Ideally a spelling system should aim to show what the
meaningful sounds of a language are.

we
U25e

nglish has a spelling system that got stuck a few
hundred years ago and has not been able to keep up
with changes in the language. It has also had words from other
languages coming in at various times and on top of all of that,
scholars changed the spelling system to try and show the origins
of words, so we got stuck with a b in debt, p in receipt and h in
honour. The spelling we use in English does its best and really
does very well, but it also has lots of ways of spelling the same
sounds. Think about words like these in which the bolded parts
are all the same sounds:
eye

aye

cow

bough

kit

women

sew

hoe

why

sigh

pi

crow

pro

though

pie

Now think of examples which use the same spelling, but are
pronounced differently:
bough

cough

how

tow

through
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The problem of trying to write an Australian indigenous
language using an English spelling system has been the topic of
other parts of this book. When we come to design a spelling
system for a language that has not been written before, we can
make it much more sensible than the English one.
We should try to make the spelling system so that one sound in
the language has one letter. All spelling systems which linguists
help develop should follow this approach, each sound having
one symbol. There are good spelling systems in use all over
Australia, used in schools, in major reference works like
di~tionaries

and in other books. The chart on pages 112-113

shows some variant spellings that have been used in the past
and compares them with the spelling systems of some of the
languages mentioned in this book.
In the next few pages you will see examples of spelling systems
from different languages. Sometimes neighbouring languages
can use the same spelling system, so if you know the sound
system of a nearby language, and it is similar to the one you are
working on (they could be related languages like Italian, French
and Spanish) then you may be able to use the same spelling
system (see the discussion in Chapter 5 on using information
from other languages).
However, you have to be careful. Warlpiri, Arrernte and
Pitjantjatjara are geographically close to each other, but each has
a different sound system and uses a different spelling system.

The following charts (pages 106-11) are given to show what
systems are being used and what you can expect to find in your
area. The maps give a general location of the country of the
language; they are not meant to show what the boundaries of
the language group are. (They show the 1: 1,000,000 map on
which the country associated with the language occurs.)
Note that there are many similarities among the sound systems
of Australian languages, and so the spelling systems are also
often similar or identical.

Adnyamathanha (Yura Ngawarla)
alveolar

velar

-------p

th

t

rt

ty

b

dh

d

rd

dy

Ih

n

rn

ny

rI

Iy

...

_....,----k

vnh
m

d

rd

rr
r

w

a aa i u

y

ng
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Burarra - Gun-nartpa

stop

nasal

ch

P

t

rt

b

d

rd

m

n

rn

ny

rl

Iy

rr

trill

vowels

r

a e

g

rd

w

o u

k

y

ng
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Gupapuy.gu
!amino~
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..".,"""""----

....>""""" ......""""'''' _ _ _n=.''.''''.='''''

"""~

""""

nasal

p/b

th/dh

tid

tiff

tj/dj

klg

m

nh

n

n

ny

1]

r

y

rr

trill

w

a

ae

i

0

u

GurindJi

k

p

t

rt

m

n

rn

ny

rI

Iy

r

y

rr

w

a i u

ng
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Jaru

b

d

rd

m

n

rn

rI

Iy

rr

rd

w

r

g

ny

ng

y

a aa i ii u uu

Ngarluma
bilabial

dental

a!veo!~lr

b

th

d

rd

m

nh

n

rn

ny

rI'

Iy

Ih

rr
w

rd
r

a i u

k/g

y

ng

Paakantyi
lamino~

nasal

p

th

t

rd

ty

k

m

nh

n

rn

ny

ng

rl

Iy

Ih

lateral

rr

flap, trm

rd
r

w

y

a aa i ii u uu

Pitjantjatjara
tJ

palatal

nasal

p

t

&

tj

k

m

n

n

ny

ng

latera!

Iy

r

trill

r

w

a a:

i: u u:

y

IU

Wik-Mungkan
dental alveolar

p

th

t

ch

k

m

nh

n

ny

ng

rr
r

w

a aa e ee

ii

0

00 U

y

uu

he following table lists letters and other symbols that have

Letters,

been used in historical sources together with descriptions
of the sounds they have been used to represent. As pointed out
elsewhere in this book, it is important to know where
a writer comes from, and to understand the effect of their own
language's spelling system on their choice of symbols.
The column 'Most common spelling' shows the set of letters and
pairs of letters most commonly drawn on in modern spelling systems
for writing Australian languages. There are no phonetic characters
or diacritics, which makes them easy to use with computers.
The table is based on Yallop (1982) with three extra columns for
the spelling systems of the languages mentioned most often in this
book, so you have a key for reading Bundjalung, Gamilaraay and
Kaurna words aloud.

how to say

a
aa

hlp

dlt
dhlth

a

a

all
b

ail

d
dn
e

d

b

a
hlp
dI t

th
~h

e
g/k

i

j

Ii

ih

ifs

Ii

dl

ty

m
n

Iy
m
n
ng

I
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Iy
m
n

m
0

~t

1)

~~

ny

ny/yn

oy

r

r

r

rr

nji rt

rt

rI

rI

m

m

rr

u
uu
w
y

rr

drr

u

u/o

u
uh
w

uu
w

w

y

y

'I

as in about, cut
as In father
between EngHsh band p
betw&erl English t and d
made with your tongue
blade pressed against the
back of your top front teeth,
as for a til sound in English
sometimes used as it !ong
j sound, otherwise like e in hen
between English k and g,
occasionaUy written as
k when at the beginning
ofa word
as in pin
as in peel
sometimes like j in budge,
sometimes like ,11 in catcher
!ike english I
made by saying I with your
tonte blade pressed against
the CK of your top front teeth
as In m!l!ion
like English m
like English n
like ng in singer
made by saying n with your
tongue blade pressed against
the back of your top front teeth
as in onion
glomi Stop. like in cockney
pronunciation or tt in bottle
like r in English fun, with
the tongue tip turned back
like t said with the tongue
tip curled backwards
Hke I said with the tongue
tip curled backwards
li~ n said with the tongue
tip euded backwards
a trilled r I!ke in Italian or
Scottish English
as in put
as In cool
like English w
liKe English r

a
al

hlp
d

low back vowel
long low back vowel
bilabia!
alveo!ar stop
interdental stop

a, ah, ar, 0, U
a, ah, ar
t

dh, th, ~,S

e/dil

long high

g

velar stop

c, ec, k

i:'

high front vowel
long high front vowel
alveolar af'fricats

e,ee,,!
a, ea, '1', i1, ih
e, eh, d'1', dr. dj. tj, ty. ty

ItJ

vowel

alveolar lateral
interdental lateral

A

palatal latera!
bilabial nasal
alveolar nasal
velar nasal
interdental nasal

gn,n,l)
n, !J

palatal nasal
glottal stop

gn, ni, ny, Ii
h

R, r. r

J

tetrofiex glide or
approximant
retroflex stop

tn

retroflex latetal

III ~)

t'etl"Ofiex nasal

n, Il

rlr

alveolar flap or tI'iIl

r, d, f

u/u

high back unFounded vowel
long high back un rounded vowel
labiovelar Ot' bilabial glide
palata! glide

m

n

IJ
I:l

J1
;1

u:
w

!,gl, Ii, I)'

d, t, 1, <;I

&,00
0.00

j, i

exercises

us

Look through eith$r a dictIonary or a wordllst of an Australian
language, Find a word that contains the following sound and write it
in the space provided, Practise pronouncing the words as you read
them and copy them.

a
j

k
Ih

IV
m
n
ng

nh

nv
p
f'

rl
m
rr
rt
t

th
u

w
V

Look at this example text in Manjiljarra, a language of the Great
Sandy Desert. Written by Mitchell Blljaba.

Ngayu~ma

kart!,

yutirringu Nyik.a-ngka Taalu,Iyuutu·ngKa nyarra-

t WlIS bom over past the Stock Route at Nylka,

Nylka-ngka kakarra JUuKurTu-ngb.

is east of Durl:m Hills,
Haa...tli~ya kllnyimu yuwinmanu,

My famiJy kept me and
Pah.lnyajanu~rni~ya

me

kadngu kakarra Yimangarri,

me eost to

After

Y;rl'l'<'1.1'1arnrri

Payarr-wMa Puyuiykun.wana.

around Poyerr and around PU'Iuiykura,
PUYl.liykura><ngk.a"ya nyil"lal"lgu pakamu Mamd •••Jukurrpa,

PuyufykufO MoliI<.i people
the Drt:omtime,

and then got

went to the east

And we went

to the

Route,

Jlingutyu"laju l"Iyinangu rawa.

We

there a long time,

Maa·ma KUka pungllrril"lgu.
J learned how

to kill animals (for

Palunyajllu'Ill-iajura )'anu Mamu rl1arra·kartt

thiTt we went on to Momumarttl,
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Ka~laju*jananya wadjunu

jina pulukuwinti yanunyja.

And we followed the tracKS of the people taking the
cattle [on the Stock Route}
Pungu.ya ngalang" junu tarrlta puluku.

Tiley killed and ate a bullock and left the bones.
Ka-Iaju manu paarnu "gaiangu,

And we got {what was left} and cooked it and ate It
Ka.laju yanu yapurra Karlamllyi~karti.

And we went west to Rudall River.

Fill in the English words for the following (I and :2 are done for you),

*Iaju

we

:2

-wana

around

3

-rna

4

Ka

5

yapurra

6

puluku

7

~ya

8

ngalangu

9

yanu

!O

-ngka

II

kakarra

12

*ku

13

~karti

14

·mi

15

marlaku

16

Taakuruutu

fl![$

look carefully CIt these sentences from Ngarluma, olie of the

languages of the area around Roebourne.
Ngayi

nybdru

nhakaN"u

birrl.ngb

I (subject)

you (object)

see (-future)

afternoon (-place)

I'll see you in the afternoon
1 Salu

ngaju

tludktNlha

wamda-I<a

nit (·past)

stick(-with)

Sine (subject) me(obJect)

He hit me with a stick
3 ThardaJi-ma Yl.lkurru

bury(-past)

dog

bone{ ·object}

buried a bone

The

"

kuJu-yi

Ngaju

warli

I (object)

snake (subject) bite(-pan)

bltra-rna

Tile snake bit me

S Thukutha-nma

mangiruru

spear (-imperative) kangaroo

ngunhu

kurjarda-wari

that olie

spear(-with)

Spear that roo with a spear
G Salaiyi mayaka.bura waka-na

then

man(-plura!)

go(-past}

thaka-ru

nyamh'ua-ku

get(-past)

dugong(-object)

In those days men would hunt for dugong
., Npyi
I (subject)

yarhima~ru

wirrba-yi

make (-future)

boomerang
y01J(object)
Hndit'ect object)

nyinku

I'll make you a boomerang
continued ...
&__________________ ________ ____________________
~

~

d~
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8 Datu

S/he

thaka·ru

ngaiikutharnduku

get(-future) us two(object !nclusive)

baba*yi
water(~obiect)

He'll get water for us (two)
9 Ngayi

wantharru

I (subject) put (future)

mangkurla

mamburra

child knee you(subject)

nyinda~la

(-location)

I'll put the child on your knee

Notke that the word order is different to English. Words are
marked as being subjects or objects, so their order in a sentence
isn't as important as it is in English. If we said 'The man bit the dog', it
has a different meaning to 'The dog bit the man', But in Ngarluma
you could say Mayaka yukurru~ku bilya.rna, or

Mayaka~ku

yukurru bilya~rna, with the suffix ·ku telling us that the word it is

attached to is the object of the sentence.
Using the information in the sentences above. try the following.
What is the Ngarluma word for:
water
snake
boomerang
dugong
child
stick
How would you say:
The dog bit me
You will make me a boomerang
I bit the snake
Now try to make up some other sentences in Ngarluma.

ill

Making

earning a language is more than just learning how the

sense of

words sound, and what they mean. We need to know

the words

how to use the words, how to put them together in sentences. To

in old

do this properly you need a grammar of the language. There are

wordlists

very few grammars of the Aboriginal languages that are no
longer spoken. There are far more wordlists than grammars,
because it is easier to collect a list of words of a language, than
it is to work out how to use them in sentences.

But if you have a wordlist of a language, it may give some clues
about how to put words together in sentences. Some wordlists
include example sentences, and they are very useful sources, but
even wordlists without example sentences may contain clues. To
make the best use of them you really need to have a speaker and
a grammar of a neighbouring language that is closely related.
Understanding the grammar of a language is not easy. However,
I will give some examples below of uncovering these clues. I'll
use material from two South Australian languages -

Kaurna,

the language of the Adelaide Plains, and Barngarla, the
language of the Eyre Peninsula and north. These languages are
quite typical of languages spoken over most of Australia.
Of course, I can only give a sketchy idea of some important
characteristics. You might like to look at Colin Yallop's article,
The Structure of Australian Aboriginal Languages (1993), for a
fuller explanation of some of the ideas touched on here.
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ictionaries of Aboriginal languages often have labels for

Label:s; for

the kinds of words in the dictionary. For instance, in the
Barngarla dictionary, there is an entry:
penyi

S

smart, pain

word:s;

where s stands for 'substantive' or, as it is more often known,
'noun' -

that is, a word which describes a thing or a person. So

we know from this that penyi doesn't describe an action ('His
foot pained him'); it describes a thing ('He felt a sharp pain').
Here is a list of labels for kinds of words:
N, NOM, S

noun,

v

AD]

words for
things and
people

dog
language
grammar, girl

verb

words for
actions and
states

come, die
speak, dig
write

adjective

words describing
things and
people

big, small
innocent

ADV

words describing
how an action is
carried out

quickly, often
happily
carefully
probably

PRO, PRON

words that
stand instead of
nouns

I, you, he
she, it

t'H"Mm ..,,,,

Many Australian Aboriginal languages make an important
distinction between two types of verbs:

m

verbs where someone does something to someone or
something else:
I lit the fire. You are eating the fish. The sun dried the
clothes. I saw the elephant.
In some wordlists these are called TRANSITIVE verbs, or
active verbs. They are sometimes abbreviated as: TV, VT
or VA.

m verbs where someone or something just is, or becomes
something, or does something without involving
someone or something else:
She ran. She died. The sky is dark. The sky darkened.
In some wordlists these are called INTRANSITIVE verbs,
or stative verbs or neutral verbs. They are sometimes
abbreviated as: IV, VI, VS or VN
Sometimes wordlists don't include labels, but the English
translations give you clues. For instance, in a wordlist of Kaurna
pepared by William Wyatt we find:
kanterla

sweat

On its own we cannot tell whether this is a verb or a noun. However, in the rest of the list there are many words like the following:
onye

to laugh

panmeende

to dive

patteende

to thrust into the ground
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It seems as though Wyatt tries to translate verbs into English
using 'to'. So we can guess that kanterla must be a noun and not a
verb. And when we look at another word list of Kaurna, that of
Teichelmann and Schurmann (1840), we find:
kandarla

S

perspiration, sweat

kandarlangandi

VN

to perspire, to sweat

From this we can tell that our earlier guess was right -

kanterla

means the thing, perspiration, and not the action of sweating. It
is a noun, not a verb. We can use it in sentences like, 'Sweat
stained his shirt', but not in 'He sweated a lot'. The way to talk
about the action is to use kandarlangandi - the label VN means
that it is an intransitive verb.
But this example raises a new question. Does kandarlangandi
really mean 'to sweat'? The answer to this is: yes and no. No, it
doesn't exactly mean 'to sweat' - that is, you can't use it in a
sentence like, 'He doesn't want to sweat: But yes, it does mean
'sweat'. 'To sweat' is a CITATION FORM. A citation form is the
conventional way a word is represented in a dictionary. For
instance, we know that 'write', 'writes', 'wrote', 'written', 'writing',
'to write' all belong together; they share a meaning; they are all
forms of the same word. Likewise we know that 'book' and 'books'
belong together. However, suppose we make separate entries for
them in a dictionary:

write

make letters on paper

writes

someone makes letters on paper

wrote

made letters on paper

written

made letters on paper

to write to make letters on paper

writing

making letters on paper

book

written or printed work

books

written or printed work

You can see that there is a lot of repetition. So usually
dictionary makers choose one form as a citation form to
represent the whole word. In English, we normally use WRITE,
SWEAT, PERSPIRE, etc as the citation forms.

write

to make letters on paper (,writes', 'wrote'
'written', 'writing')

book

written or printed work

Dictionary-makers also often choose one form to represent the
meaning. For verbs in English this is often the 'to' form, 'to make
letters' in the example.
Now, what about kal1darlal1gal1di? Teichelmann and Schlirmann
represent its meaning with the 'to' form, 'to perspire'. But Kaurna
doesn't have a 'to' form like English. Kal1darlangandi actually
means 'Someone is' -

or 'I am', or 'you are' -

'sweating'. We

know this from the grammar. Verbs ending in -l1di or -ne or -ni in
Kaurna mean that the action is happening now, in the present;
that is, -l1di or -ne or -ni express the present tense. So, dictionary
makers are using the present tense as the citation form.
A good wordlist will use the same form as the citation form an
the way through. However, earlier recorders did not always
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understand the material they were getting. For example, Wyatt
gives us:
kokaritte

to scratch the skin

This word ends in -tte. It does not look like the present tense
forms -ndi or -ne or -ni . In fact there are at least two endings
sometimes written -tti in Kaurna. Adding one ofthese endings to
a verb means something like 'Someone scratched himself'
(action that happened in the past: past tense). Adding the other
means 'Don't scratch yourself' (telling someone not to do
something: negative imperative).
Wyatt also gives us:
bookoo-bookoo

to shave

This word seems to be doubled and it doesn't contain the
ending -ndi. In fact, when we look at Teichelmann and
Schtirmann. this word turns out to be an adjective:
bukko-bukko

ADJ

bald

It is easy to understand how confusion arose. Here's another

example, from Williams, another early recorder of Kaurna:
to make haste

we-ril-Iah

The ending does not look like the present tense verb ending at
all. In fact, looking at Teichelmann and Schtirmann we find:
wirrilla

ADV

quickly, hastily, fast

Perhaps someone said to Williams: Wirrilla! 'Quickly!' And he
understood this as 'Make haste!'

Confusion over what is a verb can also go the other way. The
next example, from Wyatt, is actually a verb, as we can see from
looking at Teichelmann and Schtirmann:
boolyoreende

blue, dark, cloudy [Wyatt]

pulyorendi

to be or become, black, dark [T&S]

How did such a confusion arise? It probably arose because
Kaurna, like most Australian Aboriginal languages, has no
special separate word for 'is; 'am', 'are'. To say, 'It is dark', all one
has to say is something like Pulyorendi. Wyatt probably
interpreted this as 'dark: rather than as 'It is dark:
Let's look now at some properties of types of words that may
come up in wordlists.

~.,..c_"',

.. of

Pronouns
Many Australian Aboriginal languages have different words for
'you: 'we' and 'they', depending on how many people there are:
Pitjantjatjara
you (one person) nyuntu
you two

nyupali

wetwo

ngali

you mob

nyura

we mob nganarna

That's one ofthe reasons why in the wordlists you will often find
several words for 'we' and 'you'. Sometimes the older wordlists
make a distinction with 'you' -

they use 'you' for more than one

person, and 'thou' for one person. Sometimes they add notes
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like dual (two people) or plural (more than one person or more
than two people, depending on whether there is a dual in the
language).
Many Australian Aboriginal languages don't have separate words
for 'she', 'he' and 'it'. Here's an example from Barngarla, in which

padlo can mean 'she', 'he', 'it'.
Padlo ngai mai kutta nungkunnarru
She did not give me food,
or

he did not give me food,

or

it did not give me food

ngai

me

mai

food

kutta

not

nungkunnarru

gave

Another reason why you may find several forms of pronouns is
that Australian Aboriginal languages very often use endings to
tell you who is doing what to who. In English, the order of words
shows who is doing what to who: 'Mary bit the dog'; 'The dog bit
Mary: In most Aboriginal languages, endings on words do this.
Here are some examples from Kaurna to show this:
Gadla padlondi

The fire is dying

gadla

fire

padlondi

is dying

Gadla-rlo ngai ngadli

The fire has burnt me

ngai

me

ngadli

has burnt

Munangka gadla parra ngatto
I will light first the fire

munangka

first

parra

will light

atto-ngatto

I (for transitive verbs
like 'light')

Ngai yaintya wandeota
I shall sleep here
ngai

I (for intransitive
verbs like 'lie', 'die')

yaintya

here

wandeota

will lie

You can see here that Kaurna uses the same word ngai for T when
there is an intransitive verb: 'I sleep: 'I die'; and for 'me' when it is
the object of a transitive verb, 'it has burnt me'. It uses a different
word ngatto for T when it is the subject of a transitive verb, 'I will
light the fire'.
The result is that in early wordlists you often find two words forT,
and you often find the same word used for T and 'me'. Early
recorders often found this very confusing. If this is still confusing
for you, read the article by Yallop mentioned earlier.

.... ,

.1> .

... A'IIil."" ........

look at the words for 'fire' in the three sentences abow,

Which form behaves like ngal and which like ngatto?
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You add ..rto to gadla when it acts as the subject of a transitive verb

'The fire burnt me', So gadla$rto acts like ngatto. And gadla on its
own acts Uke ngat We call endings like ·rto ERGATIVE. Many

Australian languages have ergative endings.

Nouns and adjectives
In most Australian Aboriginal languages there are no words for
'a', 'an' and 'the'. Look at the following example from Barngarla.
Barngarla
Wariyoko bamburritawo murdliringi
The ship is stationary in the calm

bamburritawo

is stationary

wariyoko

ship

murdliringi

in calm weather

The English translation has 'the' twice. The Barngarla has no
word matching 'the'.
Nouns and adjectives are often interchangeable. That is, the
same word can be used to name a thing or to describe
something like that thing. For instance, the Kaurna word gadla
for 'fire' can also mean 'hot'.
In English we have to say whether we are talking about one thing
('book', 'dog', 'child') or more than one thing ('books', 'dogs',

'children'). In many Aboriginal languages, words can be marked
for whether there are one, two (dual), or more than two (plural),
but only if knowing the number ofthings is important in
understanding what is going on. It is usually important to know
the number of people involved, but less important to know the
number ofthings (eg fish).
Barngal"'la
yura

man

yuralbelli

two men

yurarri

men

marra

hand

m arral belli

two hands

Barngarla
Kuyanga yurarri muwarritanna
The men are employed in (catching) fish

kuya

fish

muwarritanna

be employed in

In this sentence it is important to know that a particular group
of men is fishing, and so yura has the plural marker -rri. In the
next sentence, however, the speaker is merely saying that
anyone's head would ache, and so yura has no marker.
Barngarla
Nunno yura kakka puttungkutu
You make people's heads ache

nunno

you

l<al<l<a

head

puttungkutu

make ache

(The ending -tu on the verb actually means 'do something now',
ie present tense).
Sometimes words are doubled to show that there is more than
one thing. So in Warumungu, a language of Central Australia,

pulkka means 'old person', pulka-pulkka means 'several old people'.
In wordlists you often find doubled words. Sometimes they mean
that there is more than one thing, as we just saw. On verbs, they
often mean that the action is done more than once. Often new
adjectives can be made from nouns by doubling. Or nouns can
be made from adjectives by doubling.

Kaurna
I<arro-I<arro

red

tammi flat

tammi-ammi

plate

yallu

yalluyallu

red hot

karro

blood

flame

Often new words can be made by joining words together:

Barngarla
yerru

whirl

yerruwarri

whirlwind

warri

wind

warri-kalyoru

bleak wind

I<alyoru bleak, chill
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Have a look at the following words from SchUrmann's Pamkalla
dictionary. What can you say about them?
palta marraba

without clothing

gadla marraba

without fire

mai marraba

having no food. destitute

kauo marraba

without water
fA

From these we can guess that marraba means 'not having, Without'.
But unlike the Kaurna tlnna this time marraba is written as a
separate word. However, unlike 'without' in English, it has to follow
the other word. II

Often new words can be made by adding endings. Look at the
following Kaurna words from Teichelmann and Schurmann's
dictionary:
turnkitinna

not having clothes

maiitinna

without food

parutinna

without meat

gadlatinna

without wood

kartotinna

having no wife

From these we can guess that -tinna means 'not having, without'.

us

It can be used to form more abstract meanings:
turlatinna

not quarrelling

turla

anger

tiatinna

toothless, blunt

tia

tooth

mokatinna

stupid, silly

moka

brain

Another very common ending is shown in the following example
from Barngarla:
kaya ilka

provided with spears, armed

kakko ilka

having a head, obstinate

mai-ilkanna

having food, rich

mankailkanna

having dots, a grown up man (manka
means 'dots, tattoo scars')

Lots of languages have an ending meaning 'having, provided with'.
So, when you look at a wordlist, try and look for common
patterns. They may help you find ways of making sentences in
the language.
Many Australian languages use endings to show meanings like
'in', 'on', 'from', 'to' etc. Here's a sentence from Kaurna to show
you how it works.
Karra ngai padne Yultiwirraanna

Up to the Stringy-bark forest will I go
karra

high, up

ngai

I

padne

will go

yulti

stringybark

wirra

forest

U6

You can see that -anna expresses the idea of 'to'.
So you normally wouldn't expect to find separate words in
wordlists with meanings like 'to' or 'in' or 'for'. Moreover, the
usual citation form for a noun is without any endings at all. But
sometimes in wordlists you will find forms with endings. For
example, many languages also often have an ending meaning
'for' or 'wanting', as in 'I went for firewood', 'I am hungry for
food'. This ending sometimes turns up in wordlists on words for
'food' or 'water: So in Wyatt's wordlist we find:
mayeecha

hungry

This is made up of the word mayi 'food', and an ending meaning
'for'.
Now look at the following examples from Wyatt's Kaurna
wordlist.
werle

house

werlingga

at or in a house

yo:ko

a ship

yoko:ngga

in a ship

wingko

the breath

wingko:ngga

the place on which a man dies
which receives his breath

moonto

belly

moonttoongga pal!o:ne a miscarriage
(pallo:ne is another form of padlondi,
means 'to die'.)
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You can see that the -ngga ending here means something like 'at',
'in'. And here is an example sentence from Teichelmann and
Schurmann's dictionary backing up this idea.
Nantungga ba padnendi He goes on horseback
ba

she, he, it

nantu

horse

padnendi

is going

Looking at placenames often reveals this type of ending, because
very often the early recorders recorded the name of a place plus
ending. Here is a list of placenames from Wyatt.
Ungke Perre

Field's River

Ungke perringga

Onkaparinga River

Willa willungga

Rodney'S country, from
Onkaparinga to Willunga, and
south of it

Auldingga

Aldinga

Maippungga

Myponga

Korra weerungga

Districts of the Adelaide tribe

Peelta werlingga

Districts of the Adelaide tribe

You can see they all have this -ngga ending.

Verbs
We have already looked at two very important properties of verbs.
The first is whether they are transitive or intransitive. The second
is that the citation form is very often the present tense.
Verbs often have endings like the present tense to show when an
action or event took place. We have seen the present tense

endings in Kaurna and Barngarla. Normally those are the most
likely endings to find in a wordlist. But sometimes you may find
other endings. For instance, in Wyatt's Kaurna wordlists we find
the following:
kutteen

to bring, fetch or carry

kutteendo

bring thou

peenjane

to write

peenjanto

write thou

wantando

do not do that, desist

You can see an ending that looks like -nto or -ndo. And the
meaning appears to be a command. From the use of 'thou'
rather than 'you', we can guess that it is a command addressed
to one person. Notice that the verbs all look transitive. When we
learn that the word for 'you' (one person) is nindo when it is the
subject of a transitive verb, we can guess that -fifo and -ndo are
short forms of nindo.
Let's look some more now at the two types of verb, transitive and
intransitive. Take a sentence like 'I hit myself'. Doing something
to oneself is called REFLEXIVE. This is halfway between the
transitive type (because someone is doing something to
someone) and the intransitive type (because the person is doing
something to themself, not to someone else). Some languages
treat it as transitive, and some treat it as intransitive. Some
languages mark verbs in special ways to show that they are being
used reflexively.
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Look at the following examples from Teichelmann and
Schurmann's Kaurna dictionary.
bakkendi

VA

to cut

bakkirendi

VR

to cut oneself

kaltendi

VA

to ask; command

kaltirendi

VR

to ask for oneself

kattendi

VA

to carry; to fetch

kattirendi

VR

to fetch for oneself

kudlendi

VA

to wash; clean

kudlirendi

VR

to wash oneself

In a modern spelling system bakkendi might be written pakinti, and
so on. Now there are several things to notice about this list. First,
all the words end in -ndi (-nti). This ending means that the action
is happening now; that is, it expresses present tense.
Second, some of the verbs are said to be VA, and some are said to be
VR. All the VA verbs represent things that a person does to something

or someone else: one cuts a person or a piece of bread, one asks a
person for something, one carries someone or something, one
washes someone or something. They are all transitive verbs.
All the VR verbs represent things that a person does to himself, or
for himself. In Kaurna they are all treated as intransitive verbs.
Moreover, they all have an extra r in them. We can break up a
word like bakkirendi as:
paki-ri-nti

She is cutting herself

cut-self-PRESENT or

He is cutting himself...
and so on

Have a look at the following words from Schurmann's Parnkalla
dictionary. What can you say about them?
warringarrlti

to

cut oneself

yerlingarriti

V

to hide oneself

irata

V

to keep off, defend,

Iranlarrlti

V

to disengage oneself

pullungarriti

V

to wipe oneself, wash

pullutu

v

to wipe. brush. sweep

kantylti

VA

to lead, conduct

kantyingar"riti

V

to carry about with one. as food

protect

First. all the meanings of the words look like verb meanings,
Moreover, some of them arE labelled v and one is labelled VA. We

can guess that the VA one, kantylti, 1$ transitive, both becaUSE! of its
meaning and because of the label, We can't say anything much abOUt
the others because V could stand for verb - regardless of whether
it Is transitive or intransitive.

Second, the words all end in Mti or "ttl: or -ta. This looks like an
ending.
third. several of the words have ngarrlln them. and their meanings
seem to involve doing something to oneself or for oneself,

cQntinued.••
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Fourth, some pairs of words seem related: pullum 'to wipe',
puUungarriti 'to wipe oneself'. These words have puilu in

common. We can guess from this that we can break clown these
words as follows:
putlu-tu

wipe~l

pullu-ngarri~ti

wipe~self~l

Now we can guess that ..tu appears when the word ends with u, and
..ti when the word ends with t What happens when the word ends
with at Why. we get ta.: irata. g

So, if you see a lot of words with meanings like 'cut oneself or 'shave
oneself' in a wordlist, have a good look and see if you can find
something in common between the words - like the -n- in Kaurna.

r said earlier that Kaurna, like other Australian languages, has
several ways of expressing the ideas that English expresses
through words like 'is', 'am', 'are'.
First, they may just put words together without a joining 'is', 'am',
'are'. Here are two example sentences, one from Kaurna, and one
from Schtirmann's dictionary of Parnkalla [Barngarla].

Tindo natta wongarta

The sun is now in the west

tindo

sun

natta

now

wongarta

west

Barngarla
Karkalla ngunya

The figs are overripe

karkalla

native fig

ngunya

overripe

Second they may create special words meaning 'to be
something' by adding endings. Look at the following words:
karrarendi

VN

to be proud; haughty

kurturendi

VN

to be or look sad, sorry. dejected

manyarendi

VN

to be cold

mentamentarendi VN

to be wearied; tired

You can see that they all end in -rendi. We know that -ndi is the
present tense. What is -re? It is an ending which makes verbs
meaning 'be something'. So manya means 'the cold, rain', and

manyarendi means 'Someone is cold: You can also see that they
are all labelled VN. They are all intransitive verbs.
Notice something odd -

this re looks exactly like the re that we

saw earlier in Kaurna when we were talking about reflexive
verbs. And indeed it is.
Add re to a transitive verb like 'cut' and you get a reflexive verb,
'cut oneself'. Add re to a noun like 'cold' and you get an
intransitive verb 'be cold'.
What does this mean? It means that the reflexive verbs are actually
a special type of intransitive verb in Kaurna. Lots (but not all)
Aboriginal languages work like Kaurna. They have special ways of
making intransitive verbs, and of making reflexives.
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Exercise
In the last ElxercJse we looked at some Barngarla V'$rbs made with

ngam. Here are some more wards made with ngarrt
Have a look at the follawlng wards from SchUrmann'!! Pamkafla

dictionarY. What dlhyriu say about theri1l
yurre mantyarri

in good humour, gbujt merry

yurre mantyamngarrlti

to be pleased. in good humour

Now have a look at these words. What can you say about them!

kallata

V

to call, hail

kallangamti

V

to call to each other

paitya kafata

VA

to commence a quarrel

(paitya means 'fight')
karangamd

V

to quarrel

yurre mantyarri looks like an adjective. while yurre
mantyamngarriti looks like a verb - it has the -ti ending we saw
earlier. We can guess that ngam doesn't only make reflexive verbs,
it also makes verbs aut of adjectives,
Second, kaJlangarriti has the mftaning 'do something to each
other', This Is a special kind of action - you do something to

someone and they do the same thing back to you. It is often called
RECIPROCAL action. languages often treat

reciprocal actions in the

continued., •
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same way that they treat reflexive actions - and Barngarla seems to

be doing the sarl1El, Bamgarla uses the suffix -ngarri for both
reflexive and reciprocal actions.
What about the last verb karangarriti 1Why does it have ngarrl?
There's no adjective. there's no 'self' and there's no 'each other' in
the definition. The answer is that 'quarrel is really shorthand for
j

'quarrel with each other'. So it too is a reciprocal verb.
Notice by the by that brata is sald to be VA while karangarriti is
said to be V. This means ~rata is transitive. We might suspect that

karangarriti is intransitive. But we don't have enough evidence yet
to be sure about this.

III

Languages also often have special ways of making transitive
verbs. Here's an example from Barngarla.
mauurrurriti

V

to be black

mauurruringutu

VA

to make dark, blacken

mirkarriti

V

to be taken by surprise

mirkarringutu

V

to surprise, frighten

murreriti

V

to be healthy, well

murreringutu

VA

to make well, mend
to eat

ngalgutu
ngalgungutu

VA

to make or let eat

ngallanniti

to become large, grow

ngallanningutu

to make grow, increase
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nganiti

to return

nganingutu

to send, carry back

You can see that these words form pairs: one ends in -ngutu and
the other doesn't. The one ending in -ngutu seems to mean
something like 'to make something, be or do something: This is
sometimes called a causative ending. Lots of Australian
languages have causative endings, and they make transitive
verbs. B
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Learning

here is a common notion that language learning means

and

learning vocabulary (words), as if all we need to do to

reviving a

learn a language is 'swallow the dictionary'. It is a bit like giving

language

someone a collection of cogs, flywheels, hands, casing and clock

from

face and saying, 'Here's your clock'. Perhaps even more

historical

important than learning vocabulary is learning what makes the

sources

language tick - the grammar. We need to know how to string
the words together to make meaningful utterances and how to
put sentences together to form a coherent story or conversation.
It is good to have long-term goals when learning a language. It is

even better to establish short-term goals that are achievable
given your situation and resources. Is the aim to produce fluent
speakers who can use the language in all areas of life? Or is it to
learn some of the language? Is it to reclaim one's linguistic
heritage and to demonstrate some active knowledge of that
heritage?
What are the expectations? And are they realistic? There are
some things we can do and some things we can't do. With the
best will in the world, in many situations the language loss has
been so great that there's very little we can do to reverse that.
However, in some situations (eg Kaurna), there's a surprising
amount we can do, including:
lIIJ

retrieval of language from historical sources

lIIJ

linguistic reconstruction

lIIJ

filling in the gaps.

aurna is the original language of Adelaide and the
Adelaide Plains stretching from Crystal Brook in the
north to Cape Jervis in the south. The Kaurna people were
decimated (by smallpox and other diseases) and dispersed away
from their country in the early contact period, By 1860,
according to the historical record, few Kaurna remained. Ivaritji,
the last person of full Kaurna descent, died in 1929, whilst the
second-last person of full descent died in 1907, and the last male
in 1897. However, Kaurna people and Kaurna identity have
survived. Kaurna people have been returning to Adelaide this
century, a Kaurna heritage committee has been set up and
Kaurna identity has been firmly re-established. In recent times,
Kaurna history and some aspects of Kaurna culture have been
introduced into schools within the Aboriginal Studies
curriculum. A Kaurna dreaming track, the Tjilbruke Trail, which
traverses the southern portion of Kaurna territory, has been
marked out. Kaurna is coming to have a higher profile within
public life in Adelaide.

What remains of the Kaurna language!
There are no fluent speakers of the Kaurna language remaining.
In fact, the few Kaurna words known were, until recently,
identified without exception by their speakers as Narrunga from
nearby Yorke Peninsula. The number of such known words is not
large, but includes tidna 'foot: kalta 'sleepy lizard', angki 'woman',
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Narrunga and Kaurna were in fact very closely related, with
many words being shared by both languages.
Fortunately, reasonably good quality written documentation of
the Kaurna language remains. Two German missionaries,
Teichelmann and Schtirmann, published Outlines of a Grammar,
Vocabulary, and Phraseology of the Aboriginal Language of
South Australia, Spoken by the Natives in and for Some
Distance around Adelaide in 1840, after just eighteen months'
work on the language. In 1982 this book was reprinted as a
facsimile edition. It contains a sketch grammar, a vocabulary of
some 2000 words and about 200 translated sentences.
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An additional unpublished manuscript by Teichelmann (1857)
contains a more comprehensive vocabulary and additional
phrases and sentences. It was located in a library in South Africa,
having been lodged there by South Australia's former Governor,
Captain Grey. These two vocabularies are available on disk; they
are the two main sources on the Kaurna language. In addition,
several short wordlists were compiled by other observers.
Unfortunately, few texts were ever recorded. To date, only two
short letters written by Kaurna children attending the Native
Location School have been found. The first, dated 1841, was sent
to Governor Gawler and was signed by a number of the children.
The second, dated 1845, was sent to Governor Grey and his wife.

letter written by
U;ya HaM, 1134$.

Ul

Teichelmann and Schtirmann (1840) were generally consistent
in the way in which they wrote Kaurna. However, they missed
some important distinctions between different kinds of sounds
(eg between interdental and retroflex consonants), and they
over-represented the vowels. Whilst their description of the
language is incomplete, there is enough material in it
(combining the grammar outlines complete with pronoun
paradigms, nominal affix charts etc, with the vocabulary and the
sentences provided) to create new sentences and write or
translate a wide range of materials.
Kaurna belongs to the Pama-Nyungan language family.
Fortunately, Adnyamathanha in the Flinders Ranges and
Pitjantjatjara in the north of South Australia are not too far
distant relatives. Where there are gaps or uncertainties in
relation to grammar and meanings of words, we are able to look
to these better known and still vibrant related languages to aid
in reconstruction. Twenty-nine per cent of the vocabulary of
Kaurna and Pintupi (a Western Desert dialect closely related to
Pitjantjatjara) are related (O'Grady 1991. pers comm).
The public function of language

In Adelaide, the Kaurna language is coming to perform a very
important role within the public arena:
IIIIIIII

Aboriginal institutions are being named with Kaurna
names -

Kura Yerlo Council Inc, Tandanya Cultural

Institute, Warriapendi Alternative School and
Inbarendi College;
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Speeches are being given in Kaurna - for instance, at

II

the opening of Yaitya Warra Wodli, the South Australian
Aboriginal Languages Centre, in February 1992 (see p
164);
Kaurna is used in songs sung at special occasions -

II

for instance, at the opening of Yaitya Warra Wodli and
NAIDOC Week. Greetings, leavetakings and terms of

address have already become wen established at Kaurna
Plains School where the Kaurna language program is
operating. Speeches of welcome in Kaurna are almost
routine now at public gatherings where Kaurna Plains
School is involved. Nungas take pride in being able to
use their language in public;
Ii

Kaurna signs have appeared at the University of South
Australia in the Faculty of Aboriginal Studies -

for

instance, for the enquiries desk, lecture rooms,
conference room and toilets. More recently many
Kaurna signs have been posted at the Aboriginal
Education Unit within the Department of Education.

What to do with the materialsf

What can you do once you have worked through the historical
materials and have a wordlist or dictionary or texts in the
language?

U4

Songs

Songs are a great starting point. It is very easy to learn to sing
songs in a foreign language, especially if the tune is already
known and the general meaning of the song is dear. This has
proved to be very effective in Adelaide. In time, through singing
the songs, the sound system of the language begins to sink in
and people begin to develop more of a feeling for the language
in a non-threatening and fun way. Nursery rhymes are great with
little kids.
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Make the sessions active
It is always easier to talk about something in front of you. And it

is much easier for the language learner to follow what's being
said if the dialogue is about something that is here and now and
concrete. Don't be afraid to gather up some artifacts, foodstuffs,
leaves, branches, stones, water etc, and take them into the
language learning session. It may be somewhat artificial. but
these items can be easily passed around. With them you can
practise requests, commands, statements or commentary and
other basic structures in the language. You will find these basic
structures (eg 'Pass me the __ ' or 'Give the __ to __' or
'Where is the _ _ ?') to be very useful in all kinds of situations.
It is a good idea to use our bodies as much as possible.

Commands such as 'Stand up!: 'Come here!: 'Go over there!', 'Sit
down!: 'Lie down!', 'Give the _ _ to _ _ l' are very useful. If
they are accompanied by body movement fulfilling the request
or command, the expressions and language structures will sink
in and be remembered much better. The actions become
associated with the expressions. One language teaching
methodology, Total Physical Response (TPR), bases its entire
methodology on this.

Use names and relationship terms
In addition to personal names, Kaurna is fortunate in that it has
birth order names. These names are readily applicable anyone can use them. It appears that the birth order names were
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the usual form of address. Similarly, subsection names or 'skin
names' could well have been documented in the language you
are teaching/learning. Use them at every opportunity.
Relationship terms like auntie, unde, brother, sister, are good
words to learn early on because they can be used so readily. Some
of these relationship terms have already come back into common
usage in Kaurna -

at least around Kaurna Plains School.

Use common expressions and formulaic language

Learn greetings. leavetakings and other set expressions that can
be used as a unit. To begin speaking Kaurna, it is very useful to
learn words like ne 'yes: ko 'OK', yakko 'no; marni 'good', wointye
'maybe', yakka alya 'I'm sorry', ngaityo yungandalya 'thank you' (lit
'my brother'!) and particles such as alya which express surprise.
All these words and phrases can be used as stand-alone
utterances. One doesn't need a strong grasp ofthe language to
use these expressions appropriately and thus begin to use
Kaurna actively. Requests, commands and other expressions are
also often used. Making a point of using them at every possible
opportunity helps to develop confidence in learning and using
the language.
Create a language-rich environment

Use signs and posters to reinforce the language structures being
learnt. At Kaurna Plains School, the staff have put signs on the
front door Ninna Marni? 'How are you?' as you go in, and

I 58

"u'Jd talk

Nokkioto! 'See you later' on the back of the door as you leave.
Labels for concrete items in the immediate environment can
assist with the learning of vocabulary.
Use the language outside offormal session times
Lunchtime or morning tea is a good time to practice the
language you are learning. Develop expressions for:
Pass me the
This is nice chicken/meat/bread
Would you like a cup of tea? Do you take milk? Sugar?

You can use these same expressions every day. Make an effort to use
the language at home, even if you only use it in a few basic
expressions for a start. If possible, try to use more than just words.
Try to think in the language
Make yourselves familiar with the materials that you have on the
language. Get a good idea of what kinds of words and language
structures have been documented. Instead of trying to translate
difficult passages from English, choose topics and expressions
for which you have the vocabulary and language structures.
Some things will be expressed very differently in your language
to the way they might be said in English. In Kaurna for instance,
one says Ngoityo yungondoO'o lit 'Oh! My brother!' where English
would use Thank you'. And presumably other relationship terms

(egyakkana 'sister') would be used instead ofyunga 'brother' in
this expression.

learn to make new words
Look at the common patterns in the language for forming words.
By using the right endings (or suffixes) or combining two words
to make compounds, you will be able to construct many new
words for new concepts. All languages do this. English for
instance uses an -er suffix attached to verbs to talk about the
person who performs the action (eg driver, rider, drinker) or the
thing that does the action (eg computer, wringer, cutter).
Likewise, Aboriginal languages usually have suffixes that do the
same job as the -er suffix in English. They also typically have
suffixes meaning 'having', 'without', 'associated with' or
'belonging to: In Kaurna we have developed several new terms
on the basis of existing patterns. These new terms indude:

padnipadnitti 'car' from padnendi 'to travel'; karrikarritti
'aeroplane' from karrendi 'to fly'; and mukamuka karndo 'computer'

(lit 'lightning brain'). Fortunately, many new terms are
documented in the Kaurna sources, so we have a good idea of
how Kaurna people referred to new things and new concepts
back in 1840.
Often the meaning of an existing word is extended or widened to
include new objects of similar appearance or function. For
instance, according to the 1840 source, the Kaurna word for
'blood' karro was extended to refer also to 'wine'; pari 'maggot'
was extended to refer to 'rice'; tarlti 'wing, feather' was used also
for 'pen'.
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It is worth looking at how 'strong' Aboriginal languages

incorporate new concepts into the language. See Simpson
(1985), Amery (1986) and O'Grady (1960) for discussion of this
in Warumungu, Pintupi and Nyangumarda.
Don't be afraid to borrow words. All languages borrow to a
greater or lesser extent. It may be preferable to borrow from
neighbouring Aboriginal languages instead of English. In the
early contact period, many languages throughout South
Australia and Central Australia have borrowed the Kaurna word
nanto for 'horse: Nanto originally meant 'male kangaroo'. Many

languages in eastern Australia have borrowed the word yarraman
'horse' from one of the languages spoken around Sydney in NSW.
Using written materials

It is probably not a good idea to base your program too much on
literature and written materials. You will probably want the main
N tt,is@!'! V ilM"C©@

focus of the program to be oral. However, written materials can
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be useful to reinforce language learning, especially in situations

t&te iC:;urna

where little of the language is known in the community.
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Big books, charts and posters are especially useful. The
production of high-quality glossy books can help to increase the
status of the language. People are more likely to want to use
them if they are attractive and professional looking. They can
give the community and children something tangible that they
can be proud of. We have translated a popular children's story,
Tucker's Mob, into Kaurna. In addition, a proposal has been put
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forward to translate the Tjilbruke Dreaming (currently available
in English, see Edwards 1971) back into Kaurna.

The Story of the Falling Star (Jones 1989) and Narrunga, Kaurna and
Ngarrindjeri Songs (Ngarrindjeri, Narrunga and Kaurna
Languages Project 1990) are particularly good examples of
literature that can become the focus of community pride in the
languages. Writing stories that involve the language learners can
be fun. Take a series of photos around a common theme (eg a
trip to an important site or place, a fishing expedition, looking
after a pet joey, carving emu eggs, or chickens hatching out).
Then you can easily write the story around the photographs.
Using computers and electronic archives
Computer technology (eg HyperCard) now allows us to produce
'talking books' complete with computer graphics, where the
computer will 'speak' out loud in the voice ofthe person who
recorded the story. This is a very useful additional aid for language
learning. It would be possible to create a 'talking dictionary:
The Kaurna vocabulary, and that of many other Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander languages, has already been loaded into an
electronic archive. There is a good chance that you can obtain the
vocabulary of your language on a computer disk. This allows you
to search and find particular words or endings of words. If you
learn how to manipulate the files, you can sort them into different
categories to suit your purposes (eg pull out all the fish terms).

Language nests -

Kohunga reo

Maori language revival started in the 1970s. The backbone of
the Maori language revival is the Kohunga reo 'language nests'
which began in 1982. They link the grandparent generation with
the preschoolers, so that the very young learn from the most
knowledgeable older generation. Kohunga reo have produced a
new generation of Maori speakers who know more Maori than
their parents' generation. Around 1982, a bare handful of
children came to primary school with any knowledge of Maori.
In 1989, 2000-3000 children, many of them fluent bilinguals,
were starting school after having been exposed to daily use of
the Maori language for three years or more (Spolsky 1989: 91).
Kohunga reo have been very successful in producing fluent
bilingual children. This puts pressure on local schools to
establish a bilingual language program. They seek to both
re-establish the number of speakers (through teaching in
school) and to increase the number of public and official
functions for which Maori is used.

o what degree you can copy the Maori experience
depends on how many fluent speakers remain and how
much of the language survives in the community. If a language is
to become re-established, it means changing patterns of
language use. This will be very difficult at first. The revival of
Hebrew as an everyday spoken language began with one man,
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Ben Yehuda, around the turn of the century. He made a
conscious decision to use Hebrew and insisted from that point
on that Hebrew was spoken by his own family. He made a point
of using it in public whether other people understood it or not.
In fact, he and his family went out of their way to speak Hebrew,
and their efforts had a major formative influence in the
development of the modern Israeli language. Of course, the
situation in Israel is very different to Aboriginal Australia, but
there are important lessons here. Remember, the important
thing is to use your language whenever and wherever you can.
For more ideas have a look at materials developed in specific
languages (eg Djabugay). Also, a draft kit, Let's Talk Our Language,
developed by Kathryn Gale and Beth Graham, contains a lot of
good ideas suitable for a range of different language situations.
The Western Australian Framework for the Teaching of Aboriginal

Languages in Primary Schools also details a range of games,
activities and teaching strategies. IIII!
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language you are interested in, you will want to do
something with the information.
You may want to produce a book of stories, or a dictionary, or
combine tapes with written material to help teach the language.
You should use a computer to help with all ofthese jobs. For more
information about using computers with Australian languages,
see 'Notes for the Computer-assisted Language Worker'
(Thieberger 1994b). It goes into more detail than we can here.
Any computer will have a word-processing programme which
allows you to type information, and then rearrange it and print
it out neatly. Some word-processing programmes are easier to
use than others; some let you do page layout, including
drawings or photographs.
If you are producing a wordlist you can use a database

programme, which will sort and locate information very quickly.
Databases are very useful for entering wordlists or dictionaries,
as they provide a form on the screen for the information to fit
in. Relational databases allow you to link different types of
information, or to use a single English list and link it to lists of
other languages. This could be useful for areas where there are
many sources, or where there could be a number of dialects.
For wordlists you can also use a text file in which entries are
marked as belonging to certain fields (a method caned field-
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oriented standard format or FOSF). Many wordlists and
dictionaries of Australian languages are done in this way. It has
the advantage of allowing the work to be done on any computer,
with any word-processing software (see below for an example).
When you are typing up your texts, dictionary or wordlist, try to
include as much information as possible. Each word in the list
should have a source (either a text number, or a person), and
other useful additional information. Remember that it is much
easier to take information out than it is to put it in when you
have 2000 entries in your dictionary.
For printing you should use a laser printer, and for publications
you may even need to send the work to a bureau to make highresolution bromides, as laser printing can be too fuzzy for highquality reproduction.
If you want to link sound to texts (speaking linked to written
versions of the speech) then you can use 'multimedia' or
'interactive' software. On Macintosh computers, HyperCard is a
programme which allows you to link pictures, video clips,
sounds and texts. Examples of the type of links you can make
between story texts and sound are Australia's Languages: Australian

Indigenous Languages Information Stacks (on floppy disks) and
also the Encyclopaedia of Aboriginal Australia (on CD), both
produced by AIATSIS.
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You should always think of your computer files as resources
which must be kept safely. Backup your work onto at least one
other copy. Make safe copies of important work and store them
in a different place to your computer. If your language centre or
office burns down, what will you have left!
You can deposit copies of your work at AIATSIS. They offer a free
service of safe deposit for electronic data in their electronic data
archive (ASEDA).

n this section we will look at an example of how to
change a handwritten manuscript into a computerbased text file.
The manuscript was found in the Benedictine monastery at
New Norcia in Western Australia by Bob Dixon. There are five
parts to the manuscript - two are alphabetical by language to
Italian, and two are Italian to language, however each contains
different amounts of information, with substantial overlap
between them. The fifth is an entirely different language, which
looks like one of the Nyungar languages of the south-west; it is
not dealt with further here. I visited New Norcia to get a better
copy of the manuscript and to discuss the access restrictions
and copyright issues.
There are no dues on the cover of the work to indicate who
wrote it or when. The one clue about when it was written is the

reference to 'Pintangadenga: the naIIle of the station owned hy
Mr Padbury'. Brown and Geytenbeek (1990) list
Pinyja garta g1<any a as the place where the De Grey house was
n
n
built. PadburY owned a station on the De Grey River (within
Ngarl territOry), between 1863 and 1868. Hence we can
a
tentatively date the manuscript as late 1860s.

The vocabulary is given with Italian equivalents, and the
Aboriginal language is written using an Italian-based spelling
system. We can see that words that we know today, like jina for
'foot', are reflected by dna in this list. Fortunately, Italian
spelling is much more suited to recording Aboriginal languages
for most sounds, so that we can accurately predict most of the
correspondences between the wordlist and what sounds are
meant to be represented. The problem of retroflex sounds
remains, as there appears to be no recognition of them by the
writer. Some double r sounds have an overbar (iT), but the
combination of both wordlists shows that the same word may
have an overbar in one version but not in the other.
On the previous page you can see an image of a page of the
manuscript. The two lists of language to Italian were read,
translated and typed, then keyboarded using tabs to separate
the three fields oflanguage, Italian and English (a database is a
good way to enter information like this, with a separate field for
each of the fields of language). They were proofread twice from
this keyboarded version back to the original. Any illegible items
were marked. Because there are four versions of the same
wordlist, it was possible to cross-check spellings and illegible
characters. Proofreading is very important, and it is usually
better to have one person type a work and another person
proofread it.
Using the structure of the manuscript, each word or phrase
(Ngarla word, Italian word, English word) was marked with codes
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(\w for headword, \i for Italian, \g for English). This set up the
file in categories which we will call fields.
The two files were combined, and an additional field added by
duplicating the \w or language field. This new field was used for
reworking the spelling into one that is closer to the one in use in
the Pilbara today, as much as is possible. Note that the original
headword was kept in the file. Structuring the text in this way
means that we can work with it as we would with a database. In
addition, we can manipulate information within the fields using
a word processor like Nisus which lets us search for text with a
regular shape even if the content varies. A regular expression
like this:

\\z [A\\]*cci[A\\]*
locates the text cci within the newly added(\z) field, and allows
changes to be made only to that string.
Ordinarily we would think of gn at the beginning of a word
reflecting what we write today as ng, but in Italian, gn is the
sound of ni in onion. So we would write the word gniupa as nyupa,
the current word for 'spouse' in parts of the Pilbara.
Global changes made to the \z field are: chi became ki; ci became
ji (not when preceded by c and when followed by a consonant);
ci followed by a vowel became j (not when preceded by c); gl and

gli became (y; gn became ny; j became y; 0 became u. Vowel
combinations were separated by a glide (ia became iya) and
glides were inserted before vowel intial words.

Duplicate entries were deleted using the regular expression
function of Nisus. The whole file was reversed to alphabetise on
the English field, permitting duplicate entries to be deleted or
collapsed. Definitions of verbs were changed to allow alphabetising on the main word rather than on 'to: No other effort was
put into the reversal, but a preferable finderlist would elaborate
on the existing one by breaking up senses into greater detail.
A list of 166 words was taken from this combined file and used to
compare with other languages of the Pilbara. One hundred and
sixty-six words of a number of regional languages were placed
into a spreadsheet file (following the procedure adopted by
Menning and Nash in the lAD Central Australian sourcebook).
Of the 166 words, 17 could not be found in the manuscript. The
following table shows the number of correspondences between
the manuscript list and the other language lists; the first figure
is the number of correspondences, the second is the number of
unique correspondences (the number of times that language
was the only one to reflect the language of the manuscript):
Banyjima

40/1

Manyjilyjarra

24/0

Martuthunira

10/0

Ngarla

85/42

Ngarluma

41/6

Nyangumarta

27/2

Warn man

2511

Yindjibarndi

24/0
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It is dear that the highest correspondence is with Ngarla (as

represented in Brown and Geytenbeek's 1990 Ngarla-English
dictionary), but there are still 60/166 words which are not
reflected in the Ngarla list. These figures also show that Ngarla
was the only language to correspond with words of the
manuscript in 42 cases.
The differences between the old manuscript and modern Ngarla
could be a result of:
II

language change over the 120 years between
collection of information;

II

several dialects of Ngarla may have existed, of which
only one survives today;

II

the definitions in the old manuscript and the current
dictionary of Ngarla may be sufficiently different to
prevent comparisons.

Whatever is the case, the fact that the wordlist is legible and in
electronic form, means that it will be easier for others to work
with it from now on.
The vocabulary is available in electronic form as a backslash
marked-up file from the Aboriginal Studies Electronic Data
Archive. Depositing with ASEDA means that others can have
access to the work and can reproduce it in different forms.
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tab-separated file in a form like (a) can be manipulated
using a regular expression parser like Nisus or Qued/M,
both types of software that run on Macintosh computers. The
structured set of information (a) becomes the marked up data set
(b) using the following regular expression:
find:

1\\(.:+ \) \t\(.:+\) \t\(.: +\) \\r,

replace with:

\\w \ I\t\\1 \2\t\\i \3\r

(a)

mirror

c'alachi

miser

c'umar'e

moon

w'ill'or'o, w'iI'orr

luna

morass

gnitura

morass

(b) \w mirror

0

\1 c'alachi

c'alai

specchio
avaro, tenace

0

c'alai

\i specchio

\w miser

\I c'umar'e

\i avaro, tenace

\w moon

\1 w'ill'or'o, w'iI'orr

\i luna

\w morass

\1 gnitura

\i morass

You can then decide to make the headwords bold or italic, to
underline the definitions or whatever. The important thing to
remember is that you are creating a file of data, not just the
finished product that you want printed out on a page. If you make
sure that you have a good data file, then you can create lists of
words in the language, with definitions, or you can create lists of
words in English, with their language meanings (a finderlist). See
Notes for the Computer-assisted Language Worker (Thieberger
1994b) for more information about text manipulation and
working with dictionaries and wordlists .•
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Appendix 3

ere are some sources that will be useful in your search for
material on your language:

Blake, BJ 1991, Australian Aboriginal Languages: A General Introduction,
second edition. Brisbane: University Queensland Press.
Dixon, RMW 1980, The Languages of Australia. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.
Yallop C 1981, Australian Aboriginal Languages. London: Andre Deutsch.

ere are contacts for organisations that will be useful in
your search for material on your language (this list was
produced by the Yamaji Language Centre):

New South Wales
Niigarr Lingo Gumbi
NSW Aboriginal Language Management Committee
84 Derribong Street. Trangie NSW 2823
Phone: (068) 887 136
Muurbay Aboriginal Language and Culture Co-op. Ltd.
648 Sherwood Road, Sherwood via Kempsey NSW 2440
Phone: (065) 669 353

Fax: (065) 669 143

Northern Territory
Darwin Regional Aboriginal Language Association
Phone: (089) 814 142

Fax: (089) 817 031

East Arnhem Language Centre
via Yirrkala School, PO Box 936, Nhulunbuy NT 0881
Phone: (089) 871 224 Fax: (089) 871 725
Institute for Aboriginal Development
PO Box 2531, Alice Springs NT 0871
Phone: (089) 522 688

Fax: (089) 531 884

Kardu Numida Incorporated
OLSH c/o the Brothers, Port Keats NT 0822
Phone: (089) 782 477; 782 363

Fax: (089) 782 300

Katherine Regional Aboriginal Language Centre
PO Box 89, Katherine NT 0851
Phone: (089) 711 233

Fax: (089) 710 561

Nauiyu Nanbiya Language Centre
PMB 28, Daly River NT 0822
Phone: (089) 782 427

Fax: (089) 782 590

Papulu Apparr-Kari Language Centre
c/o PO Box 1108, Tennant Creek NT 0861
Phone: (089) 623270 Fax: (089) 623 280
West Arnhem
Minjilang, Croker Island via Darwin NT 0822
Phone: (089) 790 299; 790295

Fax: (089) 790 297

Contact: Mary Yarmirr

Queensland
Djabugay Tribal Aboriginal Co-op
PO Box 34, Kuranda Qld 4872
Phone: (070) 938 806; 938 859

Fax: (070) 937 629

Guugu Yimidhirr Language Centre
c/o PO Hopevale, Qld 4871
Phone: (070) 609 261; 609232

Fax: (070) 609 262

Kombumerri Aboriginal Corporation for Culture
154 Rochedale Road, Rochedale Qld 4123
Phone: (07) 341 5575

Fax: (07) 341 9385

Thoorgine Education Centre
PO Box 363, Pi alba Qld 4655
Phone: (071) 244 100 Fax: (071) 244 100
Torres Strait Islander Art & Craft Corporation
PO Box 5647, MC Townsville Qld 4810
Phone: (077) 786 68

Fax: (077) 814 033

South Australia
Yaitya Warra Wodli
1 Lipson Street, Port Adelaide SA 5015
Phone: (08) 241 0227 Fax: (08) 241 0228

Tasmania
Tasmanian Aboriginal Language Program, Head Office
198 Elizabeth Street or GPO Box 569F, Hobart Tas 7001
Phone: (002) 348 311

Fax: (002) 311 348

Contact: June Sculthorpe (Program Co-ordinator);
Sally Clarke
North & North-West Region
163 John Street or PO Box 531, Launceston Tas 7250
Phone: (003) 316 966

Fax: (003) 314 258

Victoria
Lordjba Victoria
PO Box 15, Healesville Vic 3777
Phone: (03) 646 7255; mobile: (018) 580 893
Fax: (03) 646 7266

Western Australia
Fitzroy Crossing Annexe of KLRC
PO Box 86, Fitzroy Crossing WA 6765
Phone: (091) 915 124
E-mail: klrchc@peg.pegasus.oz.au
Kimberley Language Resource Centre
PMB 11, Hall's Creek WA 6770
Phone: (091) 686 005

Fax: (091) 686 023

E-mail: klrchc@peg.pegasus.oz.au
Mirima Dawang Woorlab-gerring
PO Box 162, Kununurra WA 6743
Phone: (091) 691 029

Fax: (091) 682 639

E-mail: mdwg@peg.pegasus.oz.au
Noongar Language & Culture Centre
16 Little Street, Carey Park, Bunbury WA 6230
Phone: (097) 912 165
Wangka Maya Pilbara Aboriginal Language Centre
PO Box 693, Port Hedland WA 6721
Phone: (091) 732 621

Fax: (091) 732 973

E-mail: alcphang@peg.pegasus.oz.au

Wangkanyi Ngurra Tjurta Aboriginal Corporation
PMB 3, Kalgoorlie WA 6430
Phone: (090) 211 655

Fax: (090) 218 128

Yamaji Language Centre
PO Box 433, Geraldton WA 6530
Phone: (099) 643 550, 214477 Fax: (099) 642 634
E-mail: yamaji@peg.pegasus.oz.au
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