Ngayku Bubu-Jalun Ngulkurrku Kujinka

(Managing our Precious Land and Sea Resources)
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On the 10th June 1770 James Cook’s Endeavour hit the reef at Cape Tribulation.  With a hole in the bottom of his boat, Cook and his crew’s seamanship allowed them to sail on up our coast and to beach on a sandbank opposite what is now Cooktown on the Endeavour River. 
 

Cook and his crew spent 48 days on that sandbank repairing the Endeavour. 
This was close to an important shared boundary between several local Aboriginal tribal groups including many of my ancestors.  James Cook and the well known botanist Joseph Banks used the opportunity to make contact with the great, great grandparents of the Kuku Yalanji and Guugu Yimidhirr people and the word list they compiled is still regarded as a definitive list of correct Guugu Yimidhirr words and meanings. 

Generally things were very peaceful, but there was one major conflict between Cook and his crew and my ancestral kinfolk. It concerned the killing of turtles. 
On the 18th July Cook found a number of my relatives aboard the Endeavour.  They were very interested in the fact that Cook and his crew had hunted and killed a number of turtles. The next day the word had got out and ten Guugu Yimidhirr men with spears came on board, and started to ask for the turtles.  It confused Cook’s crew and the Guugu Yimidhirr people became agitated when their requests were not honoured. One can only imagine the cultural misunderstandings between the two groups. The warriors attempted to throw the turtles over board and then anything they could lay their hands on. They went to the beach and started fires and caused a big commotion. Cook actually fired shot and hit one of the Guugu Yimidhirr warriors.

Some time later the elders of the community returned to make peace with Cook and his men. Joseph Banks records that an old man came forward carrying a spear without a point. He wrote: “He halted several times and as he stood employed himself in collecting the moisture from under his arm pit with his finger which he every time drew through his mouth. We beckoned for him to come: he then spoke to the others who all laid their lances against a tree and leaving them came likewise and soon came quite to us”.
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Traditional Families Eddie Barney, Ngadjina, Linc Walker, Karanba in discussion Mossman Shire Hall, 2004

Traditional families of our area still take the management of land and sea resources very seriously. It is an unbroken line of knowledge that stretches way back to before James Cook landed on our shores. Even today our people recognise quite clearly, the actions and signs of the old man.  He was trying to neutralise the venom of the conflict and to make peace. I have seen the old people do this at the Daintree Mission when I was growing up. My parents told me these actions were to quieten things down and to stop conflict. 
Even in this first encounter with Europeans, in Cook’s time, Aboriginal people of this area could forgive the ignorance of the new comers who had obviously taken either too many turtles willy nilly or turtles that were too young or female. Nor did Cook and his crew even have the courtesy to apply to our custodian of turtles for a permit to hunt!

This is a good story to tell. Because it shows the conflicts between our cultures and conveys the fact that for many thousands of years Kuku Yalanji people and Guugu Yimidhirr have managed the resources of the rainforest and the sea according to strict protocols. It also shows how much we revere turtles and dugong.

Our system did not involve a big public service department run out of Brisbane or Canberra or even Cairns. Every man, woman and child knew the rules and knew their duties in relation to the conservation of the precious resources of the rainforest and the seas. For us every single part of the universe from the stars in the night sky to the sands on the beach had to be protected and kept it in harmony and it was our job as human beings to make sure everything was in order. 

240 years later our system is still the best and most efficient way of looking after the land and sea in our beautiful Daintree region. But things have changed. My people are not the only ones who walk the ancient paths and visit the beautiful, bountiful seas of the Barrier Reef. It is our desire to share with our fellow Australians and all of the international visitors who come to our precious homeland, our knowledge and our rules about looking after the environment and most particularly our beloved turtles and dugong.

But there are several points of misunderstanding that we need to be careful about thinking back to Cook and the clash with my ancestors.

Two weeks ago, for example, the Port Douglas & Mossman Gazette (Thursday, March 11, 2010 published an article titled Special Investigation, “Trapped Turtle hunters caught in net of lies”. The Gazette said that it had been involved in a six month investigation of turtle hunting and conservation but it never once talked to the traditional elders of this region.

The article makes a lot of mistakes, raises several accusations and has caused much consternation in the Aboriginal and the mainstream local community. Like the old man who approached Joseph Banks and James Cook I write now to appease the situation and to restore harmony to our communities and to restore harmony to our Daintree universe.

The first point is that if the Gazette does truly want to hear about the land and sea management practices that every traditional person adheres to faithfully then it is important that it establishes good communication links with the people who are the custodians and traditional owners of the region. 

It is also important to understand that “missions” brought many historical Aboriginal peoples from outside this region to settle in our traditional Bama homelands. These “outside” families are our friends and often our relatives but they do not have the same knowledge about this region as the traditional families. There is a very strict set of protocols which the traditional families manage and regulate.
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Linc & Bennett Walker, Cooya Beach
As far back as I can remember on ceremonial occasions when we do eat turtle meat, it was always important that the elders came first. This is a protocol that some have forgotten. Many young people used to go without food because it was the elders who are precious in our communities. This principle applies to the way in which we manage our lands and seas. The people who possess the great knowledge in our communities have to be elders of the traditional families. It is they who had the real authority and knowledge in their thoughts and actions. It is they who were, and now need to be respected and consulted to understand the true nature of our cultural practices. This is not an accident in our culture. To be worthy of respect meant a lot of life experience and knowledge, it wasn’t something that you could do a short course on to gain a certificate.
The Gazette featured a picture of my son and I holding a turtle shell which it said was eaten at my birthday party. Many tourists will recognise the turtle shell we’ve been using it for years when we explain our culture. One turtle was eaten but it was in ceremonial recognition of my late mother who was a revered elder who many will remember fondly. It is a very special item for all of us family members. Please note that this turtle was not taken as a day to day practice as if we were going to the supermarket. The turtle was taken for a special occasion and every single part of it was used including, on occasion after occasion, the turtle shell. It caused me great distress to see this picture published in the Gazette above a passage that seemed to suggest that the traditional families were taking turtles every day. This is far from the truth.
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The second point is that it is important for people of European origin to make an attempt to see things through our eyes. One of the things that was most offensive to our people in the Gazette article was the primacy attached to the views of the former lighthouse keeper and caretaker of the Low Isles. The period cited from the 1960s to the 1980s was a very bleak and hurtful time for my people. Although my family was lucky enough to obtain an exemption ticket under the Qld Act[1] in 1962 and were able to continue to practice our traditions, many Indigenous people were discouraged from speaking their own language and practicing their own traditions. Many, including my father and his mother, were exiled from their homelands.
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Juan Walker showing visitors the bounty of the Rainforest

We were not able to even bank our own earnings and save up for the most basic commodities like fishing lines and boats. Very few had the freedom to walk, look after and hunt on our traditional lands. My Dad had been working for the mission from an early age and he had saved up 240 pounds which was a considerable sum in those days. He tried to buy back the property where he was born. But even though he had the money. The authorities would not allow him to use his money or to buy the land. One of the things that my father instilled in us kids was, we had to buy back the  land, and we are still trying to. We had to get the land and seas of our ancestors back into equilibrium and balance. I have expressed this in a song, Julyamba which is well known to local Aboriginal families but which I translate here for a wider audience.

Julaymba (Daintree)
Nyulu balkjajin (He was born)

Marrjanga (In the rainforest)

Bada bada (Under the arms)

Jukungu (Of a big old tree)

Wawu bajangan (By the river)

Julaymba (Daintree)

Dungan dungay (On its way)

Jalunbu (to the sea)

Ngunyin yakan (They cut the birth cord)

Kajan jukungu (In ceremony And tied it to that tree)

Jankiba (Norman Walker, Snr)

Jankiba (Norman Walker, Snr)

Kari milka wulay, (Living (in) my memory)

 Ngamu kankalinji (Mother and child)

Yungan (Were forced to go)

Birrir jirrimandi munji (To the island of the palm (Palm Island))

Ngunyin yakan (They cut the cord)

Bubumun juku mun (To his land, to his tree)

Ngunyin yakan (Cut the cord)

Kuku ngamumu (To his mother tongue)

Jankiba (Norman Walker, Snr)

Jana yunu wawu (They changed your life)

Waluinduman (Changed your life)

Waluinduman (Changed your life)

Wujaljiku (Forever)

Jankiba (Norman Walker, Snr)

Yunu wawu buyun ban (They maimed your life)

Ngunyin yakan (Cut the cord) 

Naybumunji (With a six year knife)

Nyulu Jankiba (So Norman Walker Snr)

Juma Bayanbuku dungan baja (Was mission bound)

Dinkarman yinyayku (Till he became a man)

Kirraji dankiku (Worked hard there)

Walayman (Earned his share)

Kuku warrmba-bungan baja (Found his language again)

Nyulu wawa jirrday bajaku (But when he went)

Bubungu bundayanka (To live his dream)

Bubu maninka juku maninka (Buy back his land, his tree)

Nyungun majanka Balkan (He was told by the authorities)

Yundu kari yalamaka (You can’t do that)

Yununku wawukari (You’re not wanted here)

Nyulu nyungu kankalkankal (So he gathered up)

Yubaku kunjan (Us kids one day)

Wubulku kunjan (All of his family)

Jananda kuku Balkan (Told the story)

Yuda nyadjin yinya juku (Of his river tree)

Yinya bubu ngayku  (The place is his heart and soul)

Wawujiday yinanka (Where he will always be)

Ya yuda kaykay kaykaywarra (Please, children whatever you do)

Yuda jumay manibaja yanya bubu (Take back that place one day)

Yala ngadimuku kuda (And though the years have tumbled by)

Nyungu Juku  yingayku jajanay (His tree still stands)

Nyiku nyiku  (Today) 

Julaymba (Daintree)

Ngayku bubu wawu bajanga (River of my country)

Julaymba (Daintree)

Jalunbu dungan dungay (Flowing to the sea)

Julaymba (Daintree)

Manjalmun (From the mountains)

Jalunbu (To the sea)

Julaymba (Daintree)

Ngaykunku kari milkawulay (Won’t forget me)

Karanba (Bennett Walker)

So, as all this suggests, of course during the period from the 1950s to the 1980s there was not much traditional culture practiced publicly in our region. But it was burning deep in our hearts just the same. It has been my family’s mission over the past twenty years to reinstate the conservation and land practices of our ancestors and to help restore the pride of our people and to show the world how to really look after the land and sea. 
I began working with the National Parks service as a ranger from 1983 and continued until 2001. I gained many certificates and skills but the most important skills were taught to me by father and mother. My most important mission was, with my family, to ensure that our traditional lands were looked after and that our traditional knowledge and understanding lives on. 
My family and I have been working to pass on traditional knowledge and skills in an environment which has changed dramatically. At the same time my people and our families have had to adapt to the post mission, modern world. Now, despite the occasional misunderstandings of journalists and new comers to our area, we are very positive about the future. It is my hope that my grand children will grow up in a much better world that has Kuku Yalanji traditional culture at the heart of our regional environmental and land management practices.

In this spirit the traditional families of the area want to put forward some comprehensive plans for how the Daintree can prosper by looking after our precious resources. It is a big job to try to explain our vision especially in a short paper. We have been gathering the stories and knowledge for many years and it would take many volumes to transmit them all to you. There is also a lot of information which we try to protect within our families according to our law which holds that knowledge can only be passed on with age and experience. It is not something to be trivialised or for anyone to use willy nilly.
But what are the real issues in relation to turtle and dugong? There are a lot of points to make:

· Many local non-Indigenous people have no understanding of the relationship between the land and the traditional families of the area. We have to make a real joint effort to explain our culture of conservation and land management to the visitors and residents of our area. The traditional families will continue to work hard at this.
· The historical Aboriginal peoples who have come to our area, also have an important role to play in conservation and land management. But there are some things that they do not have the authority to do and this is the domain of the traditional families and elders. We ask all Aboriginal people in the region for their respect in undertaking our traditional job and in following the rules that have been established regarding our lands.

· The traditional owners and custodians of the Daintree Region have very strict rules about hunting turtles. We have a strict limit on the number of the turtles that can be taken. Only one turtle is able to be taken on a hunting trip and this cannot be on an every day basis only for special occasions. Turtle conservation is a key aim in our hunting practices. In accordance with our traditional obligations our objective is to ensure that there is not too many and not too few of a particular species. Balance and harmony is our objective. With regard to turtles we have very strict rules and a management plan that was recognised back in 1998. Within our families we have active discussions about how we can improve our conservation efforts even further every day of the week!

· The traditional owners of the area do not sell turtle meat but we do share turtle meat on special occasions with Indigenous friends, non-Indigenous family members and visitors as part of our quest for greater understanding of our cultural heritage and as part of our normal family generosity. 

· We do not hunt turtles every day. We do not eat turtles every day. 

· It is common knowledge that Indigenous hunters who have no traditional connections to our region have hunted, and are hunting, turtles in our region. This definitely needs to be under the spotlight because such hunters do not observe the strict protocols that the traditional families follow. 

· The traditional families do not issue “hunting permits”. Yalanjiwarra Janunji Marrjanga Aboriginal Corporation issues identity cards to traditional Yalanji hunters to counter illegal hunting by non-traditional Indigenous hunters and any other illegal poachers.  A number of government organisations including Cairns Regional Council, National Parks, Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority, Boating and Fisheries all support the identity card system. Before the system was put into place hunting was taking place without any controls. But beyond that our powers stop and we would certainly like more powers to completely prevent illegal sales and hunting of turtles and dugong in our region. We would also like more members of the traditional families to get and actively use their identity cards. This would also make it easier for the fishing authorities to actively police turtle hunting in our region. Overall our aim is to conserve our precious turtle and dugong population. They are sacred and valued animals with whom we share this remarkable country.
· Traditional families are not vegetarians. We do eat turtle meat. This is part of our lifestyle and culture. But because we do eat and respect turtles and dugong we are also fierce conservationists and protectors of their well being. Hunting is not only about food, it is also about balance. If you journey to places like Canberra, there are too many numbers of particular kinds of wild life because traditional owners have lost the ability to manage the precious resources of land and sea. For example, there are very large numbers of kangaroos and in national parks large numbers of other tame wild animals. There is a public outcry when there has to be a wholesale slaughter of animals and there is a lot of wastage of resources that could be used for food. Our hunting practices are meant to keep all the animals and flora and fauna in balance. We think our traditional system is a much better conservation regime that really has the interests of animals and the environment at heart. In the Daintree our biggest worry is pigs. Traditional families and all Aboriginal people should be paid to hunt these damaging feral animals who are destroying the habitat of animals like cassowarries, goannas, turkeys, scrub hens. wallabies and many other small marsupials.
· When we kill turtles we do so as humanely as possible.  We are also, at this time, thinking deeply about the sacred turtle that made its way through the waterways that formed the Daintree landscape. We thank our lucky stars for living in this region and for its resources. The turtle that we kill is in many ways part of us. However we do not understand the kind of worry about any meat being eaten and also those radical vegetarians that do not like to see any animal killed even when it is about maintaining the natural balance of things and when every part of an animal’s anatomy is used for good purpose. These things are very foreign to our thinking. For us hunting and eating animals is part of our ancient and natural cycle of life. 

I urge all my neighbours and friends to work with us to understand Kuku Yalanji traditional practices and to be tolerant. Our whole region needs to move beyond tokenism. It is not good enough for Aboriginal icons that are not even part of our heritage to be used for economic or social advantage. It is not good enough for Aboriginals to appear and then disappear after opening local council chambers and schools. It is not good enough for Aboriginal people to be used as tokens during the reinactment of  Cook’s visit without understanding the complex interactions that have must have gone on. Neither is it good enough for Quicksilver to decorate their buses with indigenous designs (which are not even traditional for this area) when international and domestic tourists crave real understanding of the symbols and nature of our region. You cannot cherry pick parts of a culture that you like or feel comfortable with. There is much more to learn and understand.
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[1] The Aborigines Preservation and Protection Act and the Torres Strait Islanders Act, explicitly excluded excluded indigenous people from voting in state elections, made it unlawful for any indigenous person in Queensland to knowingly receive or possess alcohol, restricted their movement, denied them any right to the lands of their birth or even the land where their reserves were located, and curtailed their access to the normal processes of justice available to the rest of the community.  It gave the relevant authorities the power to resettle them by force, remove their children without proof of neglect, forbid them to marry, censor their mail, compel them to work for low wages, withhold their wages without their consent and seize their property on the flimsiest pretext. As the Cairns Aborigines and Torres Straits Islanders Advancement League (CATSIAL) declared in July 1960, "the shadow of 'the Act' hangs heavy over the lives of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island peoples." One of the more pernicious aspects of the Queensland regime was the systematic theft by the state and its officials of Aboriginal wages and savings.  Through control of Aborigines' earnings and bank accounts, millions of dollars of private savings were expropriated by the Queensland state to meet its own expenditure commitments or as a source of investment revenue. By 1960 the department controlled over £258,596 (almost $15 million today) belonging to Queensland Aborigines. By 1969 it controlled over 10,450 private bank accounts.
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