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and their symbolic representation of the whale, given that Mugga (the humpback whale) 

is their group totem.                          

Figure 4.6. Malcolm Burns. Body painting at Land 

Handover celebration mimics those marks shown 

historically in the photograph Figure 4.5. H. Van Issum 

(Photographer). (2007, April 7). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Uncle Bernie Singleton and Uncle Vince Singleton (personal communication, 

June 16, 2012) had the key responsibility of ensuring our people’s totem, Mugga mugga 

(humpback whales), were represented during the land transfer ceremony on 4 April 2007. 

The male dancers came predominantly from family in the Cairns and Hervey Bay regions 

and knowledge of gypsum and red ochre deposits on the islands was confirmed by 

Woppaburra man Bob Muir in his cultural heritage work (Coastcare, 1999). Although the 

specific colours used in this modern ceremony were ‘brown’ rather than ‘red’, the design 

closely resembled Roth’s 1898 photograph showing the traditional design.  Participant 

observations at the time of the ceremony and photographs show the use of a sea eagle 

design on the women’s faces. Hence, the participation in ceremonies using traditional 

markings is a feature of who the Woppaburra were and still are culturally.  In past 

Figure 4.7. Ruth Link. Facial painting at Land Handover 

celebration depicts the features of a sea-eagle, one of the 

Woppaburra totems. H. Van Issum (Photographer). (2007, 

April 7). 



 

86 | P a g e  

traditional ceremonies, body painting was often connected to other rituals of scarring, 

amputation or circumcision. 

4.2.7.2 Scarring and ceremony.  

The photograph of Ulowa shows extensive scarring which was a common ritual as 

evidenced by various historical photographs and 

archival data related to the Woppaburra. The pattern of 

scarring is short traverse nicks in vertical columns on 

various parts of the body. Roth (1898) indicated that on 

male and females he observed, “both in front, as low 

down as the umbilicus, and back, numerous small 

vertical rows of scars, each composed of short, 

horizontal ones in close apposition: furthermore, on the 

outer thighs, in females, a single composite vertical row 

of traverse ones, and on the upper arms (also on the 

males) a few traverse rows of short vertical ones” (p.32). 

At the coming of age it is generally understood that 

young Aboriginal men must prove elements of manhood 

by sustained physical and mental trials (Elkin, 1994). 

The physical trials may include deprivation of food stuffs, physical body scarring with 

eugari (pipi) or waku (oyster) shells, circumcision and confinement to an external camp 

area. Roth (1898) indicated specifically that “Keppel Islanders have one of the upper 

front teeth knocked out … and the nasal septum is also pierced” (p. 28). The mental trials 

include isolation, mocking, abstinence from speech and meagre food provisions for 

approximately eight weeks (Roth, 1898, p. 28).  W.H. Flowers (as cited in Roth, 1898), 

gives a description of edible foods at this time. After the ceremony for the next 2-3 

months, newly initiated men may only eat sugarbag (honey), yams and opossum flesh but 

“not even gnaw the bones” (Roth, 1898, p. 29). Every few years, depending on the 

maturity and number of young males, a ceremony may take place.  

Aboriginal man Gaiarbau, born in 1873, whose cultural knowledge was recorded 

by Winterbotham (1959) stated similar procedures for other clans in the vicinity of 

Figure 4.8. Photograph of Ulowa  

(ca.1897) shows extensive scarring 

as described by Roth in 1898. The 

photograph is held in the H.A. Craig 

Collection at the Rockhampton 

Municipal Library. 
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Kilcoy and surrounding areas. He described how all bora ceremonies were held in the 

smaller ring 100-300 metres from the main ring and aligned in a north-south direction. 

The southern ring was aligned with astronomical ‘coal sacks’18, in particular the Southern 

Cross constellation19 and ceremony was timed for when this was clearly visible in the 

southern sky.  Gaiarbau was living on the Durundur reserve when the Woppaburra were 

present and has admitted in his accounts that his cultural information was from the 

various clans with whom he interacted (Winterbotham, 1959). Bob Muir (personal 

communication, April 24, 2014), a respected Woppaburra man, indicated that he 

observed the remnants of a bora site on Konomie. It is unclear if this is a northern or 

southern bora ground but given his description of a fairly large circle, it is likely to be the 

northern celebratory ring for general corroborees (o-yi). A further reference from Morris 

(1989) indicated a bora ring on Woppa at Long Beach (p. 14). The bora ceremony was a 

part of the Woppaburra’s way of life, not dissimilar to modern day coming-of-age 

ceremonies. They involved challenges, hardship, survival techniques and other aspects to 

ensure that young men can survive as an adult in society. Such ceremonies were a 

necessary part of the culture for Woppaburra men. While many of these tended to be 

male activities the Woppaburra had specific women’s business as well. 

4.2.7.3 Women’s business.   

The interview data and archival evidence described how the Woppaburra women 

considered a clear separation existed between men’s and women’s business and this was 

a distinct aspect of Woppaburra culture. My male status precludes me from knowledge of 

any sacred women’s aspects but some generalisations can be made. Aunty Francis Gala 

(personal communication, April 23, 2013) stated, “men’s and women’s business was very 

strict. They’d kill ya!”  The separation can be shown with two examples listed below. 

Roth (1898) when he referred to Wyndham’s diaries from 1884, described how 

Woppaburra women would often carry ‘dolls’ (Kum-ma) made from the butt of a grass 

                                                           
18 ‘Coalsacks’ are also known as the dark spaces in the sky, sometimes called nebulae. It is the space 

located inside the constellation ‘crux’ or Southern Cross which is of importance to many Aboriginal 

people. Gaiarbau (as recorded by Winterbotham, 1959) believed it was the ‘heavenly’ southern bora ring 

for spirits of the dead, who could maintain their ceremony after death.  
19 Aunty Vanessa Kirk (personal communication, February 23, 2013) stated her grandfather (Albert Peters 

aka Munquadom) “took particular note of constellations...if they were out at sea at night they would not 

lose directions…the stars guided us”. 
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tree and being tear-drop shaped of varying lengths up to 400mm. They are coloured with 

red ochre and Roth (1898) believed they are possibly “charms for begetting fine young 

children [and he] also found several of them mixed up with the bones etc. in one of the 

shelter-cave graves in the North Island”(p.31). Aunty Chrissy Doherty (personal 

communication, February 18, 2013) believed that:  

young girls were given these as a birth rite, they are a women’s object and they 

carried 'em like babies and it was a charm to have a lot of babies and it also then 

became a burial doll because when Roth desecrated our burial caves these were 

everywhere and these went with their women when they passed away, so they're 

very spiritual to our women, very, very special, they were initiation, charm, 

fertility and burial. 

It is unclear if the ‘dolls’ were part of a birthing ritual and then given to the 

newborn girls as part of a ceremony or if their placement in the burial chamber has other 

spiritual associations. Aunty Chrissy Doherty (personal communication, February 18, 

2013) believed that there were two different types and the second, shorter ‘cone-like’ 

artefacts may have been grave markers to identify burial grounds. The majority of dolls 

were in private and public collections. Mr F. Jardine advised he had a number of these in 

his private collection (Morning Bulletin, 9 July 1936) and Roth (1898) gathered from a 

burial cave  a number of ‘dolls’ which were subsequently sold to the National Museum in 

1905. These were returned to the Woppaburra women at Kuril Dhugan in the Queensland 

State Library on 11 November 2011. The dolls were subsequently returned to Konomie 

Island with ceremonial proceedings on 10 December 2011.   

 

 

Figure 4.9. Items from National 

Museum returned to Woppaburra 

women. Longer item likely a doll; 

smaller item a grave marker. H. Van 

Issum (Photographer). 
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Figure 4.10. Return to 

Country of women’s 

sacred dolls. 

Woppaburra women 

after ceremony- note 

the dugong totem on 

dress and sea eagle 

facial painting. 

 

 

 

 

A second example of a women-only activity was called ‘Woo-ro’ where three to 

four young girls would build a small shelter or grotto from rocks and take turns throwing 

pebbles into the chamber’s opening (Roth, 1898, p. 31). It appears that this may only be 

for amusement but the information clearly indicated that these are female-only events or 

‘women’s business’ similar to knowledge and access to birthing locations across Ganumi 

Bara. Unusually, the Woppaburra woman also had scarring down the outside of the 

thighs and sometimes amputation at the first joint of the small finger (Roth, 1898, p. 33). 

It is believed that the horizontal cicatrices on the thighs may be as a result of injuries 

while mourning the death of a close and respected kin (Roth, 1898). The reason behind 

the small finger amputation and associated process is largely unknown.  A number of 

aspects of Woppaburra culture have clear demarcations between male and female roles 

and responsibilities. Specific details regarding women’s issues have not been investigated 

deeply as it is inappropriate for male clan members to enquire or discuss. The following 

section outlines burial rituals which are predominantly male domains. 
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4.2.7.4 Burials.  

Burials rituals for most Aboriginal people are some of the most important cultural 

aspects of traditional and modern life. Alan Morris, a long-time resident with substantial 

family history on the island, described some Woppaburra rituals passed down through 

social memory within his family. Morris (1989) described an occasion when a ‘warrior’ 

was killed. Initially his body was returned to the homeland, where an elevated platform 

with lateral sticks was constructed away from camp. Morris (1989) explained that his 

body would be located on the platform and “here the body was allowed to decompose. 

The juices and fat from the body would fall to the earth below” (p. 15). After the body 

was reduced to a skeleton the 

bones would be gathered in a 

fishing net and deposited in a 

rock shelving cave with the 

entrance blocked by a number of 

stones. The skull and jaw would 

be located separately from the 

other items in the same cave. 

Morris (1989) indicated that the 

burial cave locations were 

headlands of Little Peninsula, 

Leeke’s Creek, Puddley (also 

known as Putney) Beach and 

through to Monkey Point (p. 18). 

There were also a number of 

‘tree butt’ burial sites where 

remains of other ancestors were 

deposited in the bottom of burnt 

out or core rotted trees. The 

diagram indicates where Morris 

believed the burial sites were. 

Figure 4.11. Map showing burial sites on Woppa prior to 1900. 

X denotes burial sites. From Morris, A.J. (1989). My Island in 

the Sun. Emu Park, Australia: Author, p. 92. 
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Gaiarbau, an Aboriginal cultural advisor who spent time with the Woppaburra, 

also described this exact process of how an elevated platform was made, the drying of 

skeletal remains and eventual placement in a dilly/fishing bag woven from lawyer cane 

(calamus australis), then deposited in a rock cavern for that purpose (Winterbotham, 

1959). Gaiarbau also stated that the bodies of younger children were wrapped in bark and 

placed in the same location. Gaiarbau indicated that those associated with the funeral 

were covered in gypsum (white clay) and the burial area had a smoking process to rid the 

site of any bad or lingering spirits (Winterbotham, 1959, p. 88).  

Roth’s (1898) description of burial processes concurs with the previous 

descriptions, though he adds that “the three rock shelters visited were all on the coastline, 

well exposed to the cleansing influences of the sea air” (p. 35). He described two such 

cavities on Konomie. The first, approximately 1.5 metres wide and one metre deep from 

front to rear containing eight adults and two children, the second a similar size contained 

seven adults brought there “ a considerable time after their massacre”(p. 36). Roth (1898) 

also noted the presence of the remains of a young child wrapped in bark inside a dilly bag 

hanging in a tree in November, 1897.  Roth (1898) described the site at Little Peninsula 

on Woppa where “Mollie who died in Sept ’97 [1897] has been laid to rest” (p. 36). Roth 

(1898) also described ‘tree butt’ graves on both islands. He noted that such burials in 

surrounding areas were typically in bloodwood, stringy bark and ironbark trees with the 

apertures cut approximately two metres from the ground. The three accounts give similar 

descriptions of burial practices on Ganumi Bara and museum notes that accompanied 

skeletal remains failed to indicate why some skeletal remains were in tree butt graves 

why others were in rock shelters (observation, June 28, 1993).  

Notes associated with skeletal remains in the Australian Museum, Sydney, 

indicated that all male and juvenile remains were located in rock shelters while all 

women, except one, were tree butt burials (Donlon & Pardoe, 1991, p. 4). Roth (1898) 

also took the young child in a dilly bag as part of his ‘artefact’ collection, and recorded it 

in these notes as a “dilly bag burial”. The skeletal remains were distributed between what 

was called the Roth Collection in the Australian Museum and the H.A. Craig Collection 

donated to the Queensland Museum. Two ancestors from H.A. Craig’s collection were 
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subsequently sent to the Royal College of Surgeons in London in 1928 for ‘scientific 

research’ (Longman, 1928). The female ancestor was destroyed in the bombing blitz 

during WWII and the male ancestor was transferred to the Natural History Museum, 

London in 1955. It is likely that in 1905 Walter Roth, Protector of Aborigines, wrote one 

of the accompanying notes when he sold the ‘collection’ to the Australian Museum. The 

note in the museum catalogue stated that the skulls were from the people on Konomie 

who were “murdered and left to rot; the remains were subsequently collected and placed 

in a cave whence they were obtained” (Larnarch & MacIntosh, 1972, p. 8). 

Further photographical evidence from the H.A. Craig Collection of skeletal remains is 

available in the Rockhampton Municipal Library. This photographic evidence showed his 

‘proud’ collection of Woppaburra’s skulls.  

Figure 4.12. Woppaburra Skulls (ca.1924-1928). Photograph held in the H.A. Craig Collection, 

Rockhampton Municipal Library. 
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These skeletal remains were collected by Mr Cowie prior to Roth’s visitations in 

189720 and housed in his private collection until being sold to Mr H.A.Craig (Morning 

                                                           
20 There are several references in Roth’s 1898 report The Aboriginals of Rockhampton and Surrounding 

Coastal Districts that his key sources of information came from W.T. Wyndham, W.H. Flowers, C.E. Roe 

and a Mr A. Cowie. Mr Cowie was a long-term resident of Rockhampton as he was a key informant for 

Roth on matters in the region prior to 1897. A. Cowie later sold many artefacts, photos and skeletal remains 

to H.A. Craig sometime between December, 1920 (Craig’s arrival in Rockhampton) and June, 1924 (H.A. 

Craig’s address to the Royal Geographical Society regarding these items). 

Figure 4.13. Notes on the back of the photograph (Figure 4.12) explore the idea of Aboriginal people 

possibly knocking holes in skulls ‘ to let the spirit out’. Photograph held in the H.A. Craig Collection, 

Rockhampton Municipal Library.   
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Bulletin, 27 June 1924, p. 8). Notes on the  back of the photograph in his collection 

discussed the idea of Aboriginal people possibly knocking holes in skulls ‘ to let the spirit 

out’ however a recent study by the Australian Museum indicated that, of the 11 skulls in 

this collection, many clearly had bullet holes (Donlon & Pardoe, 1991). A further unusual 

factor was the widespread presence of auditory exostoses (Donlon & Pardoe, 1991; 

Rowland, 2002), a bone growth in the ear canal which indicated that the Woppaburra 

spent considerable time in cold wind and water conditions.   

 The Donlon and Pardoe (1991) paper also indicated that a further, very large 

mandible was buried in the St. Paul’s churchyard21 located at 89 William St, Allenstown, 

Rockhampton. Further notations associated with the pictures in the H.A. Craig Collection 

in the Rockhampton 

Municipal Library stated it 

may be from a ‘mission 

cemetery, Keppel Island’ 

and the text further noted 

that ‘skulls sent to Brisbane 

Museum came from here’. It 

appears that this entire 

collection was sent to the 

Brisbane Museum around 

1926 (Longman, 1927).   

  

 

 

Figure 4.14. Note on reverse of 

photograph of mandible found in 

Mission Cemetery, Keppel Island 

(ca.1927). It is likely that this 

entire collection was sent to the 

Brisbane Museum around 1926.  

                                                           
21 In an address H.A. Craig gave to the Royal Geographical Society on 19 July 1924, he stated that he 

‘found’ this item in the St Paul’s churchyard.   
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It seems that the unique aspect of the burials are placement in coastal crevices 

with most tending to be in northern and north-eastern parts of Woppa and Konomie. The 

Australian Museum in Sydney indicated that these skeletal remains, along with other 

items collected by Roth, were sold to the Museum in 1905 and registered by Mr Thorpe, 

the Curator of Anthropology (Donlon & Pardoe, 1991, p. 5). Both of the skeletal remains 

in these collections were repatriated to Konomie in 1992 as part of a federal program. 

The Woppaburra consider that returning ancestral remains to traditional homelands is a 

serious cultural obligation and part of their responsibility as Woppaburra. Aunty Chrissy 

Doherty believes that the identification and retrieval of all cultural artefacts are necessary 

to connect closer to ancestors (personal communication, April 11, 2013).       

4.2.7.5 Weapons, implements and jewelry/adornments.   

The data source of several photographs taken by Roth in the late 1890s and 

located in the State Library of Queensland (John Oxley Collection) show the Woppaburra 

with extensive jewellery and weapons. The adornment of such jewellery and possession 

of implements were essential parts of Woppaburra culture.  A visit to the Australian 

Museum in Sydney in February, 2013 identified a number of the same items which were 

taken by the Protector Walter Roth in 1897 and sold to the Museum in 1905 for £450 

(Donlon & Pardoe, 1991, p. 5). This is the equivalent of $64 331 AUD today 

(http://www.thomblake.com.au/ secondary/hisdata/calculate.php).  The various items 

were yilum (nautilus shell) jewellery, harpoons, nawul (an oyster shucking tool), nol-lu 

(fishing nets), i-ya (fish hooks), a canoe and a length of woven human hair approximately 

3 metres long and 1cm in diameter. An important adornment for the Woppaburra, was the 

use of the nautilus shell (likely nautilus alumnus) known traditionally as yilam, for 

jewellery on both men and women. Figure 4.4 shows the use of oval shaped, pearlescent 

blue-grey pieces carefully fabricated and connected by twine. The items held by the 

Australian Museum (observation, February 18, 2013) also showed the use of colourful 

red toadstool or fungus as an item of adornment. Combined, these items were tied around 

the forehead and also used as a necklace (Roth, 1898, p. 32).  Interestingly, these 

necklaces were worn by both genders of varying ages. Considering the rarity of the 
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nautilus mollusc and its propensity for deep water habitat, such jewellery would have 

been highly prized. 

Roth (1898) noted that there appeared to be no boomerangs, woomeras or other 

commonly accepted Aboriginal weapons (p. 44) but there are clearly tum-ba (digging 

sticks) shown in museum photographs (National Museum of Australia [NMA], 2013) and 

described by Roth (1898) as being made from mangrove timber with charred extremities 

and used for digging yams (p. 39). Roth, who also authored The North Queensland 

Ethnography, Bulletin No.3, described the fishing hook and nets used by the Woppaburra 

(Queenslander, 4 January 1903, p. 12). The hook is approximately 20-25mm in diameter 

in a crescent shape made from cocoa-nut and turtle shells. He claimed that the hooks and 

process for manufacture “is met with now only on the Keppels” (p. 40) although seen 

decades before in other regions. It is produced with a stone drill made from the shaft of 

ra-la (a grasstree) forked at one end, boo-ran (a sharpened quartz tip) and bound by ran 

(the fibre of a tea tree) (Morning Bulletin, 4 January 1902, p. 12). The article also 

indicated that soldier crabs were a common bait used. In addition, Wyndham (1890) 

indicated that soldier crabs were used as ‘berley’ and thrown into crevices around rocks 

at night, perhaps a type of tidal fish trap where they would then be caught by hand (p. 

115). The items described are tools reflecting the daily life of the Woppaburra and 

provide additional information on who the Woppaburra were as a cultural group. The fish 

hook is indicative of an isolated culture, as it was seen decades before in other locations. 

Other physical artefacts that were observed in the Australian Museum are a useful data 

source to understand the semi- isolated nature of the Woppaburra culture.  

A canoe and harpoon artefact (NMA, 2013) observed in the Australian Museum 

on 18 February 2013, show some unusual characteristics which give evidence to the 

Woppaburra’s unique culture. Wyndham (1890) advised that during the daylight hours, 

Woppaburra would use a canoe and use a specially constructed harpoon to catch large 

fish, dugong and turtle (p. 115). The harpoon located in the national museum shows how 

the head piece of the harpoon with attached twine was fitted into a socket at the end of 

the main shaft which would dislodge upon spearing its prey. The sea creature would tire 

and the fisherman would take his catch. Intricate descriptions of the harpoon are similar 
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in Wyndham (1890), Roth (1898) and particularly Massola’s (1964) accounts showing a 

movement of harpoon technology which traversed the eastern seaboard as far down as 

Sydney, up to Japan and perhaps wider22. Uncle Vince Singleton (personal 

communication, June 16, 2012) discussed his father’s construction of harpoons as a child 

living in Yarrabah in 1958. “I remember dad making them spend[ing] hours on them with 

a file…hunt in the inlet in rowboat of the bay and come back with dugong and turtle 

(Uncle Vince Singleton, personal communication, June 16, 2012, p. 9). He confirmed the 

use of a single barb as used on Ganumi Bara and how this technology was passed down 

in the family. This indicated that maintaining traditional hunting methods and processes 

is valued by many descendants and considered a means of keeping the Woppaburra 

culture alive. 

In addition, Ganumi Bara canoe construction was similar to surrounding regions 

with Roth (1898) describing two items seized by himself and Mr A. Cowie (p. 37). The 

Morning Bulletin (6 March 1883) also described the construction of mainland canoes 

from large pieces of bark from an ironbark tree, using tea-tree bark strips and vines as 

oakum to seal the ends. They stated that the canoes are “most ingeniously constructed” 

however one person would have to paddle while the other bailed continuously (Morning 

Bulletin, 6 March, 1883). It specifically mentioned that such canoes have “been known to 

visit the [Keppel] islands”.  There is also contemporary evidence on Woppa of the ‘scar 

tree’ described by Roth (1898) which was used to make a canoe (p. 37). Both items 

described by Roth are currently located in the Australian museum, Sydney. The use of 

canoes was superseded by dinghies and larger boats as the Woppaburra’s resources and 

access to technology evolved. 

Uncle Vince Singleton (personal communication, June 16, 2012) described his 

father in the Cairns inlet with a small dinghy and oars but never with any motor. Aunty 

Vanessa Kirk (personal communication, February 23, 2013) also reminisces about the 

hours of rowing from Urangan to Round Island, Little Woody, Big Woody and 

eventually to Fraser over a number of days. Thus, while technology enabled the 

                                                           
22 Harpoon design in Newfoundland and Alaska where Inuit hunting of seals and whales commenced at 

least 1500 AD (Dickenson & Sanger, 2005) show striking similarities to those on the east coast of 

Australia.   
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Woppaburra to access modern equipment, many traditional fishing and hunting 

techniques such as the use of harpoons remained (Uncle Vince Singleton, personal 

communication, June 16, 2012). The association with boats, sea and fishing was a 

common theme through all interviewees. The association with the ‘sea’ as the primary 

food source and implements such as canoes or boats were as important as items on ‘land’ 

for the survival and ongoing cultural practice of the Woppaburra.     

4.2.8 Western artefacts.   

An atypical artefact prized by the Woppaburra is a series of brass breast plates 

now located in the Queensland Museum. Although they are not a traditional cultural 

artefact, they are considered historic and a representation of who the Woppaburra of the 

late nineteenth century were culturally. More broadly, brass breast plates were the 

settlers’ attempt to control and direct the Woppaburra by instituting a hierarchical system 

similar to the British. Most breast plates had inscribed “King of (location)” (NMA, 2014). 

Breast plates were bestowed upon chosen leaders who may become loyal and useful to 

the colony to settle disputes and maintain order (Darian-Smith, 2015). Three such plates 

made of brass were awarded to the Woppaburra. The first two are similar in that they 

were not awarded in the general sense as a means of controlling the Aboriginal 

population, but rather in response to the recipients’ acts of bravery.  They have the 

inscriptions, “Paddy - for saving life, 10-4-96”, and, “Ulowa-King of Wapparaburra- for 

saving life 10-4-96”. Each has an etching on the left side of an upturned boat in rough 

seas and on the right edge an image of two men’s heads in the sea (Morning Bulletin, 27 

May, 1896, p. 5).  

The Morning Bulletin described the heroic actions of the Islanders on 13 April 

1896, just three days after the event. It detailed how the 24-foot boat named the 

Undaunted and owned by W. Smith (also known as ‘Hoppy Billy’), capsized on Friday 

evening 9 April 1896. The crew was Smith and three ‘lads’ Wilkins of Lakes Creek, and 

Clark and Winlow of Rockhampton. The youth Clark could not swim and was saved 

immediately by Ulowa and brought back to the upturned craft. The ‘white’ crew stayed 

holding on to the keel while Ulowa and his son Paddy took the oars as buoyancy devices 

and swam to a beach between Tanby Point and Emu Park. After swimming for an hour 
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and a half in the water, they sounded the alarm and by daybreak the next day all the 

locals on the boat were saved just off Pelican Island located in the southern section of 

Ganumi Bara. The Morning Bulletin (13 April 1896, p. 5), emphasised the rescuers’ 

deeds and stated, “there can be no doubt great credit is due to Mr Long [captain of rescue 

boat and local school master], Constable Johnson, and others who so readily set out to 

look for the men who were in such peril”. No mention is made of the Woppaburra, Ulowa 

and Paddy, who swam for an hour-and-a-half at night to alert the rescue party. 

On 23 May 1896, about six weeks after the event, Mr Ringwald (Ringy) 

McLelland who was a  local businessman and friend of the Woppaburra, moved to get 

due recognition for their acts of bravery.  Ringy McLelland organised and paid for the 

manufacture of breast plates and awarded these to the recipients (Morning Bulletin, 27 

May 1896, p. 5). At some point between January 1900 and September 1902 when the last 

Islanders were removed from the islands to the mainland, the southern protector, 

Archibald Meston, acquired these items. Archibald Meston, the Protector of Aborigines, 

retained these in his personal collection and they were subsequently entered into the 

Queensland Museum collection on 14 May 1924 (Queensland Museum, 2016b, 2016c). 

Archibald Meston, the past Protector of Aborigines, had passed away on 11 March 1924, 

hence they were most likely donated from his estate.   

Figure 4.15. Breastplate, awarded for bravery in 1896 to 

Ulowa, was acquired by Archibald Meston, the Southern 

Protector, and eventually given to the Queensland Museum in 

1924. Queensland Museum. (2016c). Brass breastplate: Ulowa, 

King of Wapparaburra, for saving Life. Register no. QE-2630-

0. Brisbane, Australia: Queensland Museum. 

                                                                                 

Figure 4.16. Breastplate, awarded for bravery in 1896 to 

Paddy, was acquired by Archibald Meston, the Southern 

Protector, and eventually given to the Queensland Museum 

in 1924. Queensland Museum. (2016b). Brass breastplate: 

Paddy, for saving Life. Register no. QE-2625-0. Brisbane, 

Australia: Queensland Museum. 

 



 

100 | P a g e  

 

Figure 4.17. Breastplate inscribed ‘Jimmy- King of Conomie, 

n.d. This breastplate is similar in size, material, design and 

lettering as those in Figures 4.16 & 4.17 and was donated to 

the Queensland Museum in 1996. Queensland Museum. 

(2016a). Brass Breastplate: “Jimmy King of Conomie”, 1 

person, trees.  Register no. QE-11911-0.Brisbane, Australia: 

Queensland Museum. 

 

 

The third breastplate which was uncovered by chance on a recent visit to the 

Queensland Museum has the inscription “Jimmy- King of Conomie” with no date 

inscribed. This was donated to the museum and registered in 1996 after the passing of 

well-known curator and naturalist Frederick Stanley Colliver in 1991 (Queensland 

Museum, 2016a). After it had passed through many hands, this breastplate was acquired 

by Colliver sometime between 1938 and 1991. The breastplate has an image of an island 

on the left with trees and water in the foreground and an Aboriginal man with a spear on 

the right side. The similarity in size, material, design and lettering would suggest 

conferral around the same period and possibly the same manufacturer. Interestingly, one 

of the breastplates in its current state was hung by a twine of human hair and natural 

fibres (Queensland Museum, 2016), human hair usually being used only for ceremony 

and healing purposes (Aunty Chrissy Doherty, personal communication, April 11, 2013). 

Discussion regarding the ‘King Plates’ brought mixed reactions from current 

descendants who either venerated or despised them. Elder Aunty Gwen (personal 

communication, April 22, 2013) knew very little about the King Plates but appeared quite 

pleased as they acknowledged that “they were the king of the tribe. They were the 

master”. Aunty Chrissy Doherty (personal communication, April 11, 2013) stated, 

“Jimmy….you’ve just recently found his king plate, it was unbelievable…I was crying”. 

Some Woppaburra seemed to appreciate the acknowledgement by the colonial powers 

that their people had some status, on the other hand some saw it as an insidious way of 

controlling their people. Aunty Vanessa Kirk (personal communication, March 22, 2013) 

when asked about ‘King Plates’ stated “ no, I’m not particularly keen on that” as we were 

all raised without a competitive spirit and our Elders were more guidance than leaders, it 
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was “Western society who gave them names as chiefs…”. Aunty Francis Gala (personal 

communication, April 23, 2013) stated “we had no kings and queens”. While the 

historical presentation of King Plates has some historical value, it also demonstrates 

Western values which conflict with Woppaburra and general Aboriginal perspectives of 

leadership and governance. Underlying the physical artefact is the Woppaburra’s’ 

motivation for such an act of bravery. This may have been out of duty, fear or a sense of 

compassion for the survivors. Elder Linette Russ (personal communication, June 5, 2013) 

spoke of a “generosity of spirit” of the Islanders which indicated the inherent ‘goodness’, 

which she believes is part of the cultural and moral values of the Woppaburra and a 

possible reason behind the acts of heroism. 

4.2.9 Hair. 

Hair has a very important meaning to many cultures, from the Christian and 

Jewish tradition of strength through Samson’s hair (Comay & Brownrigg, 1993) to the 

Torres Strait Islander, ‘Yalbup Poethay’ or first hair-cutting ceremony signifying 

transition from toddler to childhood. For the Native American Lakota people, Means 

(1996) explained that the hair holds memories, and mourners cut locks to release those 

memories. The people in these memories can then transition to the spirit world. For the 

Woppaburra, hair strands held several meanings from holding memories to medicinal 

healing to inherent powers. Roth (1898) stated that: 

among the Woppaburra people, a human 

hair cord, plaited quite 3/8 in. thick, is 

tied tightly round the forehead for 

headache, round the belly for stomach-

ache and so forth. To make this rope, the 

hair is cut off by a sort of sawing 

movement with the sharp edge produced 

by splitting a ra-an (cuttlefish shell) 

vertically down its centre (p. 11). 

      

Figure 4.18. Traditional healing use of human hair. 

Image shows hair cord being wrapped around that 

part of the body which needs healing. From W.E. Roth 

(1898). The Aboriginals of the Rockhampton and 

Surrounding Coast Districts. Brisbane, Australia: 

State Library of Queensland. 
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The item described above was collected by Roth in 1897 has been located in the 

National Museum since 1905. On a recent visit to the National Museum in February 

2013, all Woppaburra present avoided handling or touching this item except for Uncle 

Vince Singleton, a strongly spiritual man. After looking at the item and running the 

plaited hair cord through his fingers he stated, “this means a lot to us, it’s our ancestor 

hair…touching this and feeling this it feels good…and just got a good atmosphere here at 

the moment” (personal communication, February 18, 2013). Aunty Vanessa Kirk 

(personal communication, March 22, 2013) stated, “hair was very sacred in our culture, 

with hair, they used hair to locate people you know, hair was not put in the same category 

as you might put a Coolamon or bark canoe”. Aunty Chrissy Doherty (personal 

communication, April 11, 2013) also confirmed that it can be used in healing ceremonies 

and that upon the death of grandparents, many mourners would cut a lock of hair for 

safekeeping. Linda Jordan (personal communication, April 11, 2013) advised that she 

still had Nana Conomies’ brush with her hair in it. 

Conversely, hair could be used to create harm by use in ‘magic’. Aunty Chrissy 

Doherty became a little cautious and stated, “I can’t say too much because I’m 

superstitious”, although she did explain how her Aunty Ethel would say “don’t leave hair 

laying around. Don’t leave your brushes, don’t leave any hair” (personal communication, 

April 11, 2013). Aunty Chrissy Doherty explained how “you can be sung up if someone 

has your hair” (personal communication, April 11, 2013). This cultural belief about hair 

is based in traditional fears of how other people, particularly the ‘feather foot’ or 

‘medicine man’23, can use a person’s hair to cause them harm. Part of this ritual is the 

‘singing up’ of bad spirits. Hair is more than a historical artefact and more than a cultural 

relic. It is one of the few remaining parts of an ancestor’s biological remains. It occupies 

a position as a symbol of healing, a tangible link to ancestors and holder of special 

powers. It is common to cut locks of hair from small children or deceased relatives as a 

                                                           
23 Roth (1903) in North Queensland Ethnography: Bulletin No.5. “Superstition, Magic and Medicine” 

discussed how ‘Medicine Men’ “having placed some hair…of the individual he wishes to injure into his 

piece of bone or bamboo, he burns it to make his victim sick” (p. 31). This concurs with the Woppaburra 

beliefs. 
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keepsake and it has a central position of importance. The traditional and contemporary 

beliefs about hair are important facets of Woppaburra culture.   

4.2.10 Stories.   

The physical act of being on country is useful for getting into a position to know 

country but the more significant way of knowing country is by communicating with 

traditional owners (Benterrak, Mueke & Roe, 2014). Narratives created by the ancestral 

creators and passed onto current Woppaburra Elders allow a reading of country that 

slowly form a mosaic of who they are and were. Benterrak, Mueke and Roe (2014) stated 

that “the country does not offer up the fullness of its meaning to the receptive individual 

as some romantics and spiritualists would have us believe” (p. 67), rather it is by the 

collection of partial knowledges that the true picture of who the Woppaburra were as a 

people is developed. Storytelling, as a traditional cultural practice, is a major aspect of 

reading country. The data set identified that, for the Woppaburra, a select few family 

members have sought to listen carefully to their old people and have had the role as story 

tellers bestowed upon them. 

A Woppaburra story teller ‘Darlutta’ (Aunty Chrissy Doherty), in her customary 

role as family storyteller, stated, “I could not fulfil my customary duties, as a family 

storyteller, without giving deep respect and recognition to my mother land and to my 

ancestral women, who shaped the traditional woman I am today” (Aunty Chrissy 

Doherty, personal communication, April 11, 2013)  . On our first meeting, she proceeded 

to trace her genealogy back verbally to her great grandmother Aunty Conomie, through 

aunties and her mother. Aunty Chrissy Doherty (personal communication, April 11, 

2013) stated, “Aunty Ethel made me her next storyteller and she bestowed [upon] me a 

traditional name as the storyteller”. For Darlutta, the process of holding and passing on of 

stories is deeply spiritual, 

my beautiful ‘women mothers’ gave me, my dreamings, my song lines, my skin, 

my mother land, and I am so proud and honoured, to share their stories and 

traditional knowledge with all our young ones, I pass down their precious legacy, 

traditional knowledge, as they would expect me to do, with dignity and kindness, 
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to always share with others, and my personal promise, to my Aunty Ethel, to keep 

our history living (personal communication, April 11, 2013). 

Darlutta mentioned both traditional knowledge and history. There is a clear 

connection to country with the process of maintaining and passing on of these stories. In 

a traditional sense, the content of these stories relates to the dreaming and creation, a time 

when the islands were created and social practices were enshrined into Aboriginal lore. 

For an island clan, most stories are based in sea country, and to a lesser extent, in land 

country. The ideas form the basis of social practices and are bound within a number of 

sea creatures as totems. In an historical sense, Darlutta believed that she has a 

responsibility “to keep our history alive” by sharing with others (personal 

communication, April 11, 2013). These themes from the interview data help us 

understand who the Woppaburra were culturally and historically, and who they are today 

by integrating traditional stories and history within contemporary lifestyles. A selection 

of stories below drawn from the data set relate to totems and give a sense of how they 

relate to the Woppaburra. 

4.2.11 Totems.   

The Woppaburra believed they shared a ‘life essence’ with all natural elements of 

the environment. As with other Aboriginal people their social world included the natural 

world and conversely, the natural world was humanised (Berndt & Berndt, 1999). The 

Woppaburra, as part of the wider Darambal language group, use the word ‘bikanh’ as the 

term for totem (Terrill, 2002). In real terms a totem is a human representation of a natural 

feature. This is seen most often as an animal or sea creature but it also can be flora or 

geographical features such as waterways and unusual land features. Broadly, the 

Woppaburra Elders identified totems at three separate levels. Those being the language 

group level, clan group level and individual level.  

The Woppaburra clan group is part of the wider Darambal language group whose 

totem is the waterlily. Aunty Glenice Croft (personal diary, May 31, 2016) advised that 

“nakiu-pink waterlily is the Darambal/Woppaburra sacred dreaming flower”. The four 

leaves in the waterlily totem used at the Dreamtime Cultural Centre at Rockhampton 

surrounding the lily itself refer to the four main clans (Dreamtime Cultural Centre, 2015). 
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Tindale (1974, p. 166), believed there were four clans of the Darambal and recent 

research by Memmott (1993) confirms this also (p. 41). Ron Hurley (1988), renowned 

Aboriginal artist, described the story of this ‘tribal’ totem in his 1988 artwork ‘Darumbal 

Totem’. He explained how 

the Darumbal [people], as part of a ceremony, collect the roots [of the waterlily] 

and cook them in ant bed ovens, where they are left uneaten, to be washed away 

by flood waters. The flood carries the old roots out to sea, the strong young roots 

stay in the ground near the camp, while the seeds are carried into creeks and 

lagoons. This ensures a plentiful supply of food for the next season. Each part of 

the lily is regarded as a member of a family: the flower and seed pod is the father, 

the main root the mother, the young roots the children, the short stalk that bears 

the bud the eldest son, the little roots surrounding the mother are unborn children 

and the bulrushes are the old women guarding the family. 

The Woppaburra know that they are a clan group of the wider Darambal nation. 

Elder Linette Russ (personal communication, June 5, 2013) stated that when she was a 

child “granddad always said Darambal never Woppaburra…I never heard it 

[Woppaburra]” and Elder Chrissy Doherty stated, “Nana Conomie…always identified 

herself as Darambal” (personal communication, April 11, 2013). Given the distance 

between the islands and the mainland, while the Darambal and Woppaburra shared the 

same language group it is unclear how strongly the Woppaburra identified with the 

Darambal totem. Images from the H.A. Craig Collection from Rockhampton and physical 

artefacts from the National Museum of Australia showed no images of the ‘waterlily’ 

totem on any artefacts, nor were there any references in the accompanying notes 

(observation, February 13, 2016). In addition, only one interview participant discussed 

the Darambal totem but that person was cognisant also of the Woppaburra clan group 

totem. The waterlily is prolific around the creeks and freshwater areas in Rockhampton 

but is not present on Woppa and Konomie. Hence, it was not surprising that stories 

related to the Darambal language group totem were not broadly discussed by the 

Woppaburra. 
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The second level of totemic ancestors is at the family or clan group level. A clan 

group totem is represented by an animal, plant or other natural feature which becomes the 

identifying symbol of that clan. Not dissimilar to the Scottish tartan or English coat of 

arms, a symbolic representation which identified members who belong to a specific clan 

is had by Aboriginal Australians. The traditional group totem of the Woppaburra is 

‘Mugga mugga’, the humpback whale. In their language the term ‘mugga’ is humpback 

whale, and as is common in many Aboriginal languages, the plural is by simple repetition 

of the word i.e.: Mugga mugga. Historical captions on Figure 4.4 identify one 

Woppaburra male as ‘Mugga’ and body painting similar to the humpback baleen. 

Creation stories associated with the whale include identifying the humpback whale as 

bringing life to the islands. A characteristic of the humpback is that it has two spouts; one 

created the island environment and the second sprayed the people out to occupy these 

lands (Angela Leitch, personal communication, November 21, 2014). Uncle Gary Smith 

(personal communication, April 23, 2013) gives another insight of the clan totem through 

stories: 

I used to sit down and talk with Uncle Albert around the fire, around the fire up at 

the point there [Dayman Point] and he would tell us a lot of good stories but we 

thought he was only bullshitting because he’d have a good laugh. I’ll never forget 

the one he told about the point there, a whale brought him up to the point there 

and spat him out. Stories, I tell ya, Uncle Albert would tell a few yarns… oh yeh! 

I just used to like sitting there listening to him… Stories about the whale spitting 

him out at the beach there at Dayman point there. And he reckons he was diving 

one day and came to this big cave with treasures and he reckons he seen this shark 

and the shark bit him...and he bit the shark back.... 

It is possible that cultural beliefs about totems and creation have morphed into 

stories or have manifested as stories. The interview data indicated that stories were 

accepted without value judgements of truth or accuracy (Elder Linette Russ, personal 

communication, June, 5, 2013).  The use of the clan totem is strongly featured in all 

contemporary ceremonies such as the historic land transfer in 2007 (observation, April 4, 


