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The Rebirth of the Australian
Aborigine Culture Brings
Renewed Danger to the Dugong

by Ben Cropp

THE ABORIGINE stood poised on the
dinghy’s bow, the long harpoon ready,
balanced in his right hand. The dugong
surfaced, a brown fat body not fifty meters
away. Now the boatman sculled rapidly, the
muffled oar quickly surging the dinghy for-
ward. Still the dugong lazed on the surface,
Up came the harpoon. The hunter’s body
arched, followed by a powerful dive. For a

moment he seemed suspended in midair, o
slow motion effect as the harpoon sunk deep
inte the great balk. A moment [ater the
hunter fell off the spear, there was a great
sptash. a tail dissppearad, and some frantic
swimming os the ahorigine grasped the
dinghy just in time before it jerked away in a
Finst tonw,

A dugong was captured, a bong strugple
yet whead for the oao Bardi tibesmen, a
struggle reenacted many times over the last
few hundred years on this northwest Aus-
tradism cost,

[ anchored Beva in Malumbo Bay, in a
sheltered pool between the coral amd the
swirling currents which boil into King
Sound, We ran our dinghy onto the beach at
One Arm Point 1o visit the Bardi tribe.
School was out and the children frolicked
beside the beach, They were playing dugong
hant games. One boy sunk his teeth into a
large piece of styrofoam, his boat, and fore
out a groove for the sulling car. A young
hunter aped five or six stood a2 the bow with
an imaginary harpoon while the other boy
scullest, The litthe hunter leaped from the
fioam boat anto the dogong prey—another
native boy—who surfaced spluttering and
swinging. The hunt game twrned imo a
brawl, and as | watched this delightful young
meles, the foam boal fell into pieces after
comiikg in comtact with the hanber's skull.
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They say the Barditribe used tobe awild Jat;
it seems to surface in the high-spirited chil-
dren.

ML many years ago they really looked a
wild Jat, heavily scarred with cicatrices and
their upper front teeth purposely kiocked
oil, Their komg pointed beards and bong hair
pulled back and bound with miud set off
Terocious featuses, wibich must have scored
mdy an early visitor.

Today. the Bardi are a peaceful and prowd
communily cinging 1o ancent tibal kores
more firmly than any other aborigine tribe
along the west coast. They live well in mod-
emn homes, their children go to school, but
they have no intention of losing the heritape
of thieir old trilal customs and native way of
life. The Bardi are hunters, highly skilled
hunters and fishermen of the sea. Every day
I sivw the fruits of the sea distributed among
the members of the well-fed communidty,

It hes not always been hike this for the
Bardi tnibe, The st explorers here made
little contact with and little impact on them.
The Dutch sailed past, huge sails over the
horizon, which must have bewilderad Urem.
Mucassans  and  Indonesians  probably
dropped in. fishing people with something in
commaos.

- Willizm Dampier, buccaneer and English
explorer, carcened his ship Cvgaet in 1638
only five miles south of Cygnet Bay, When

P locted water, he toed to isdisce the
aborigines to help fill and load casks. Damp-
icrwrate, ™, , | they stood there like statyes,
sturing at one another, and grinning like so
many monkeys, They are naked black peo-
pie with curly bair and are the most misera-
ble peaple i the world. Their evelids are
ahways half closed 10 keep the flies out of
their eves, They have great botile noses, full
lips, wide mouths and two fore teeth in the
upper jaw aré wanting in all of them. "

Drampier’s deseripdion would bring a
laugh to the proud and prosperous Bardi of
today. They shoubd have plundered the
pomipous buccancer on the spol,

The next white men who came browght
tragedy. These were pearbers, and as roguish
intheir way as Dampicr. Confrontation with
the pearling crews brought degradation to
the proud tribe. The white men raped the
women and hunted down the men to labor
on the luggers in forced slavery, When the
Bardi retaliated, spears flew, but many died,
and the tribe would never be the same,

In 1835 Captain Richardson was speared
in Cvgnet Bay. perhaps for very pood rea-
som. However, the police moved in and shot
several of the aborigines under the usual
pretext of *resisting arrest™. The Bardi tribe
suffered through the panitive expeditions
that folkowed. They were chained, marked
a5 the “guilty ones”, and marched off 1o
Derby. Here they suffered the final indig-
nity, of being locked upin the famous Derby
prisin tree —a great hodlowed-out baohab—
the very tree that provides food and water o
newmusdic aborigines in tmes of drought. The
once provd tribe was moved 1o a settlement
in Drerby and a sham life of drinking. fighting
and boredom.

What happened to the Bardi tribe was no
different from the degradation of dowens of
tribes around Austradia. They were first
dirapgged into the white man’s service on his
perscnal quest for riches, then lused further
by the white man’s goods, Mew habits were
formed-—notably alcohol and tobacco—and
the natives were enveboped by away oflife o
which they did not belong. But those “grin-
ningmaonkeys”, a3 Dampeer remarked, arca
stubborn and proud race, and the white
mian’skaws, which once suppressed the tribe,
tuday now lean toward their survival and
well being.

Adter a generation in the slums of Derby,
two elders, Billy Alchoo and Tommy Djubi,
who still remembered the good old days
when the tribe lived on Sunday Island off
One Arm Point, worked hard 10 persuade
thieir tribs (o return. Billy, now chairman of
the Bardi council, and an energetic, active
hunter in his seventies, told me of his pil-
grimage back 1o a dignified way of life.
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“In Drerbyy, couple a bloke wasworkin® but
sk dem just walking around de town, and
Eeing invto da jail from drinken. Denwe alla
spend all our money on bailing dem all de
time. We couldn’t do much in Derby so me
and Tommy we decide to make our way back
1o hoavie aned wie1l have our own lifie like we
been having before, We find here our happy
home back again what we been living he-
fore. All de people living in Derby, our own
people, dey hear dat we is going pood and
hive a good time and catch tertle and du-
gong, den dey all come hack, one by one,
little by little cross from Derby, Mow e are
all bere back again, go for der hunting turtle
and catching fish, and dey all happy here.
And we come back toour own cubture, whiat
we forget, and now we get all back again, the
Wity our people been show us—we gotta
carry on and keep dat way, ™

The Bardi tribe made a big deciion, Now
resettled on One Arm Point, the community
seems happy, prosperouws, educated in both
Western wiys and thedr own —and proud of
the hunting and fishing skills that keep their
froezers full of meat. The Bardi live the best
of both worlds, They have a reasonable
standard of living, nice homes and amenities
—yet they are true aborigines, they practics
windd teach the ways of tribal life.

P‘m OUR BRIEF ane-week stay, Djubi ot
Lined & busy itinerary alturtie and du-
gong hunting, drugping fich and chasing wikd
pigs. Before our cameras they proved adept
flm stars and even understood the problem
of continuity. I remember old Djubi calling
out o one of his boys, “Hey, you put shirg
back on. he flmed you with shirt st time.™
Many times they told each other where to
stand and what fowear when we picked up a
Folbowing shot.

O our first doy we went out drugging fish.
Itis awayoffishing whichcan filla bag within
the hour, i change from harpooning, an old
bore they like to teach the younger peaple.

On one of the smaller skands in the Sun-
day [sland group. we clambered ashore over
the solid quartz rocks. In the center of the
islinad grew many wispy small bushes, called
Tephrasta rosea, the predominant vepeta-
ton of the sandy areas, prowing 5 mete
high.

Our guides, Luke Thomas, Djubi’s son,
and Peter Coomerang, dug around the bush
hitse and pulied the fat poison root out. In a
halfhourof digging they had a hapful, Down
om the beach they methadically smasled the
roots o pulp, mixing them with soft sand to
contain the poisonous juices. With this bag
of pukp, libers and sand mixture, wewent out
on the expoded reaf at low tide insearchofa
Pl offish. We walked another hour, clseck-
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ing pool afer pool until they settled on one
twormeters decp, a few meters wide, and full
of fish which scuttled under the coral when
we approached. Tuke and Peter dove into
the pool, went down to the bottom and
relensed the mixtere, Tn be certain there was
o safe refuge for the fsh to hide, they
pushed some of the drug misture pnder
every adge and crevice, Mow we waited
expectuntly, camera ready, for the drug w
act.

[ doubt five minirtes had passed hefore the
first small fish hit the surface, It pasped at the
air and bounced erratically past Loke who
cawght it on one of its hops. It was only a
small siripey, be tossed it asicle. There were
higger fish down there,

More and mose of the smaller fish flapped
whong the surface, and bounced into the
shalbows, where they lay pasping. Teould wee
much bigger fish rushing back and forth
deep down in the poal, It would not be [ong
novw,

Amnother half hour passed, & turmoil of big
fish were panicking down thers, then sod-
denly they busst to the surface, bounding
along to Aup into the shallows, Both the
fishermen rushed i and impaled them on
spears, or caught by hand dozens of large
sturgeon fish and stripeys. Lynn, my wife,
and | dropped our camera and sound gear
and joined in the chase. Fish bounced along
and into our open hands, We captured over
two dozen edible fish from this one pool,
enough to feed several families that night

Downon the beach, old Djubi was putting
the finishitg touches to his new raft, It s not
just o raft, but a very special one. Djubi had
carcfully selected and cut each two-and-a-
half meter stake from a light-weight man-
grove tree, and nailed six topether with
wooden dowebs of hard wattle wood, It had
taken him o week to make this raft, in two
sections, each tapered at one end just like his
forefathers taughe him. Djubi teld me all
whonrt his rieft of ancient design and why it is
in two sections, actually two mafts tied 1o-
pether.

“Raft is pood thing for hunting vou see
because I'm da one been using eaflt long time
fior hunting turtle and dugeng. Outside in
deep water when | see 'em floating 1 jus
chasem, chasem. Next minute when turtle
wimnmna breathe T just drop Aat on de raff so
turtle ean’t se= me, next minute paddie
igain. When he get close I just get my spear
and jump over it and hit ‘em. Soon as 1 grab
dat turthe Lean just hit "em on a head and just
et “em on a raff den [ went home.

“IfLhit bigdugong. he verystrong, [untie
desrupe here an et im take one part raff with
‘imn. He tows this long time, [ just paddie
behind 'im on other part of eaff, When he's

dend 1 pull him on raff and tow him home

Raff is good thing to hunt turtle and dugona.
Wi tench our young people dis so dey know
oid ways s0 maybe someday after we die
they know how (0 make raff.”

Dijubiis the last of the original Bardi. He s
the only one left with the upper front teeth
knocked out, and 8 most obvious bulboss
nese, This amiable stooped man was abways
willing to help us. In his seventies, Djubi is
1o oid 1o hunt anymore, but he remembers
and teaches.

His son, Luke, showed me low he hunis
from the raft. He lets the currents sweep him
abong, quietly paddling to maneuver the raft
into position beside a surfacing turtle,
Crouched low on the rafi, he suddenly
straightened up and leaped out, plunging
the hixrpoon into the turtle, This time Luke
paddled back with hiscatch, but normally he
would wait for the tide to tur and the
currents o sweep him homeward nice and
easy. .
P‘ORA Loxa TiME | have wanted to film a

reak-life dugong hunt, Two fishermen,
Roy Wiggan snd young Douglas Tigon.
offered to take me. Douglas would handle
the harpoon while Roy sculled the boat,
which requires the most skill. He had o
snzak the dinghy right on top of the wary
dugongin the daytime so that the harpooner
could leapand accurately impale the animal.
As we made the long trip round to Cape
Leveque to get there, Roy described an-
other journey he had made in these waters
SO Years earler.

I went over 1o Cockatoo Island a few
vears apo with a seventeen-year-old com-
pamion e trsde my aboriginal goods, Cha the
wiay home. my little boat hit the powerful
tide rips and suddenly it capsized and sunk
unedar us.

“1 tried to help the boy how to swim, 1
gave him the paddie but he just sat on i, |
gave him a fuel drum o float on but he
couldn't do it right. Alver dark Tlost sight of
him.

“The tide took me ot & few miles and
whenit turned [ ended up at nearly the same
spat where the boat capsized. I camped on
the closest island and crossed 1w Mermaid
Ialand next day. [ tried to get back to the
island where everlasting spring walers are
buat the currents couldn’t let me, So [ drifted
from island to island trving 1o reach Derby
over fifty miles away. At Long Island |
camped four or five days and when 1 left that
island I knew I would survive,

“My mind was off. To my knowledge it
took me nincteen diys to reach Derby, but
when they put me in hospital they told me it
was only seven days since [ left Cockatoo
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[sland. 1 must have swom nearly eighty
miles,

“11 took me about three years ot least until
1was back onmyself again. I was sonervous,
Everytime [ was dugong hunting I was really
scared of the rips and whislpools, Now [ am
hack on myself again,™

We negotiated the boiling tide surge in the
narrow passage bebween Swan Point and
Swin [dand, and furned west for Cape
Leveque. Roy poanted out a section of ter-
bubent wates where he said the wreck of the
Karrakaifa loy. 3hewas 5 L271-ton steamer,
and oo the night of 26 March 1901, she hita
ok which now bears her name and she sank
quickly in only fen meters of water.

We pessed a little creek. Roy told me that
it was Humter’s Creek, where his grand-
father lived with his fourteen wives.

“My grandfather Harry Hunter had a
peariing fleet at Hunter's Creek. He's potso
many grandchildren and sons and daughters
everywhere 'cause be had 5o many wives.
He had o doeen or more, [ think fourteen my
mother told me. Harry Hunter, he come
from England about seventy or eighty years
ago. He was a boat builder and had & lot of
pearting boats. His name is everywhers
about here “canse of all his children,

Diogpins velled up fo'ard, A turtle dived
across the bow, Bov pave Douglas the tiller,
ripped his shirt off and leaped up on the bow,
Dougles roared in pursuit of the escaping
turtle. [ swung the camera up just intime to
czich Roy diving from the bow, He went
down deep, then spluttered to the surface,
grasping a large and furiously flapping green

qurike. Itwas a beantifully executed capture,
dome wath the bare hands.

The two aborigines kaulbed the struggling
replile into the small dinghy while I flmed,
then turned with a happy gnn toward the
cumerz—and threw the turtle back in the
water! ['was surprised, a5 turtle is important
totiediet of the Bardi tribe. But we wene n
here to catch turtbes,

(E DUGOHG 5 the [argest of all the ani-
mals honted by the aborigine. Tts esh is
superty, and its capture means a windfall of
meat unequaled by other prey, The hunting
of dugong with harpoons is also dangerous.
There are records of husters becoming
caughtin the ropes, knocked unconscious by
a blow from the tail, or towed far ot to sea
and caught imsudden storms, Those few who
acyuire great skill in dugong hunting reap
greatrewards—reiof just intermsof meat, but
because success brings great status, Tocom-
pete with such dangerouws elements and
capture dugong is the greatest cultural ex-
pressson an aborigine can make.
Acode of ethics deeply ingramed with the
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“In Derby, couple a bloke was workin’ but
most dem just walking around de town, and
going into da jail from drinken. Den we all a
spend all our money on bailing dem all de
time. We couldn’t do much in Derby so me

and Tommy we decide to make our way back to
home and we'll have our own life like we been
having before. Allde people living in Derby,
our own people, dey hear dat we is going good
and have a good time and catch turtle and
dugong, den dey all come back, one by one,
little by little cross from Derby. Now we are all
here back again, go for der hunting turtle and
catching fish, and dey all happy here.”
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social belsefs and attitudes surrounds the
bunting of dugong. The hunter will not i
out while in mowming after the death of 2
relative. A serious argument would post-
pune a kunt. Only the initiated mancan hunt
dugeng. Others must not even toach his
Sguipment,

Such beliefs have socially limited the
number of hunters i sach COMMAUTELY,
vontinge to prevent indiscriminate hunting
by the aborigines.

Dugong are now a protected species, hut
such laws donot apply to the aborigines. The
arrival of Ewropeans instigated the commer-
cal exploitation of dugong for oil, Vast
herds were quickly reduced until the dugong
hecame endangered. Today, indireet factors
such as the destruction of habitat and acc-
dental netting by shark and barramundi
fshermen are still reducing their pepla-
tion.

History records their huge numbers, G.

M. Allen in his book, Sireni, quoted that in
Tuly 1893, & Ierd in Moreton Bay off Bris-
bane extended .over three miles by 30K
vards, Such & herd would number many
thousands, Today, thatsame herdstill exists,
Thave seen them there —but oaly a dozen or
50,
In o few remote places the disgong are
again thriving. One of the heaviest con-
centrations seems to be along Cape York
Peninsula in Queensland, Creorpe Heinsohn
of James Cook University, Townsville, re-
corded in & recent acrial survey a herd of
some 700 dugeng off the mouth of the S1ar-
key River some seventy kilometers north of
Cooktown,

Shark Bay in Western Australia abounds
in dugong and offers an unrivaled 3T
tunity for dugong study in chear waters., [See
Oheeany, Volume 12, Number 3.) Canadian
suientist Paul Anderson recorded 363 fndi-
viduals by aerial surveys in 1978, but it is
believed this widespread herd may mmber
upward of a thowsand.

During an elghteen-month expedition
around Austritlia, [saw only two other areas
where dugong abound—the first in Doubt-
ful Bay, whers ten-meter tides pour throagh
Foam Pass and The Funnel, This ares is so
remote and rarely visited that my “moden ™
Admizalty chart was actualty made from o
survey early last century nnd was totally
maccurate, The ether area was along the
western front of King Sound off Cape Le-
veque, the traditional hunting grounds of
the Bardi people.

One may question the aborigingl use of
modem European teolssuch asdinghies and
outhoard motors—and how these must af-
fect their cultural conservation of the dy-
gong population, Modern methods have nog

o

5 yet brought about a dramatic increase in
the capture of dugong. The outhoard his
primarily allowed the hunter to travel More
quickly toand from the hunting ground ifin i
& bong way from home—and outhoards are
frequently out of order, According to D,
Anderson, the evidence suppests tha, fora
dugong population to endure. there should
be an annwal 95 percent survival rate. This
means that if the Bardi capture twoanimalsa
week, or ahundred a vear, there would feed
to be 2,000 dugong in the aren. As yet, the
Bardi’s hunting ground has not been sur-
veyed

BOUT TW MILES short of Cape Leveque,
Roy stopped the outhoard, took it off
the transom, and fitted o scuiling oar, He
wrapped a bag around the oar 1o muffle the
sound. “This is dugong country. Now we o0
real quietly, do not even cough,” Even the
faint Lapping of the fuel in the half empry
tank was given a worried look

We let the dinghy drift with the current
dlong the edge of the dugong feeding
grounds ahout a mile offshore. Two brown
heads popped up a hundrad meters farther
out, and two heavy bodies and Auked tails
followed 2 the dugong went back down
the seagrass on the bottom.,

There was excitement but no hurry. Roy
seulled the dinghy closer in and told me he
wanted the dugong to get used to his boar.
We would take it easy, follow and bide out
time for the attack.

Earlier, my friend Wally Gibbins had sat
for two houss timing dugong when we met
them in the gulf, Every dive they made timed
out atseven minates. [ told Ry this and kept
tabr with my watch. Amazingly, within a fow
seconds of seven minutes, these dugong of
the west coast popped up for & breath.

An hour passed os we relaxed in the boat,
¥el muscles tensed every time we heard o
faint snort. There were more than a dozen
dugong around, but Rov concentrated an
the first pair we saw and quictly followed.

Ve oo in mext time.” The seven minutes
ticked by slowly, Douglas stood on the bow,
dettly balancing the long harpoon. A long
roge snaked back from the detachabbe head.
He checked that there were nereoils close by
his feet,

We knew by now exactly where they
would surface apain. T wis surprisesd Roy
held the dinghy so far back, 5 good filty
meters from where they should surfaes , bt
he had his reasons, [ would shorthy witness,

Wally's calculations were a little off this
time. We waited with bated breath for Just
over another minute past the seven before
the two hauds popped up. Immediately Roy
sculled the dinghy forward, sibently b

swiftly with an urgent determination show
ing om his sirpined fsee

The two dugong were sl boling on ok
surface. We came in fast but they still seeme
W be 3 pood thirty to forty meters aheay
One dugong went down, the ather stayed
mament longer, Now the dinghy was Figh
above him, he was barely 4 meter under
neath, ;

Douglas leaped at that moment, The har
poon went in deep. I remember soein)
Douglas momentanly suspended in midni
still grasping the harpoon, then he ferll o the
spedr into the water. There was a grea
splash, Douglas popped to the surface, anc
Raw's outstretched hand pulled hiem into the
dinghy just in time_ There was o sudden perk
a5 the slack took up, and I realized the
dinghy was moving rapidly through the
water, The great animal surfaced ahead us
bath Roy and Douglas strained on the rope,
heaving to bring him in closa,

We were moving faster than the outhoard
had propelled us, It was only a frail three-
andh-a-half meter dinghy. | knew how the old
whalers felt when they hung on toa sounding
leviathan,

Now they had the dugong close. fiot tiring
andstill powerfully thrusting forward . With.
out hesitating Roy dived over with g heavy
rope and half hitched a loop around the
disgong’s tail. He finished this so quickly 1
hardly knew what he was doing, “We've goe
him now!” and a beaming Roy dambered
back in the boat. A very short tail rope
tethered him o the dinghy, Thar did not
o it was all over, Mow 4050 kilos of power
threshed and smashed beside ns.

The end was close though for the unforoy-
nate animal. Both aborigines now held the
Lail, twisting it so the dugong could ot raise
his head and breathe. A final expadsion of air
signiﬁadudruwmddu_qung. Mow it was casy
to tie him alongside and slowly head for
home,

The sun balanced on the horizon when
they beached the dinghy 4t One Arm Point.
Willing hancls hauled the carcas up on the
rocks, knives flashed and grinning children
gathered round. For all the Bard COMAMLIN-
ty that night it was “good mcker”, We sar
with them and tried the roasted entch. [have
to ndmit it tasted pood.

Forthe Bardi tribe, this is their way of life,
the old wiy, but the best. As Billy said, * The
olden time vou see we are coming back o
mow. The way our old peaple been show us—
We potta carry onand keep datway!™ =8
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