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he use and abuse of Aboriginal  
ecological knowledge

Philip A. Clarke

Introduction
Prior to the irreversible social and 

environmental changes to Australia brought 

on by European settlement, Aboriginal 

hunter-gatherers relied upon strategies to 

survive that were heavily built around their 

understanding of country, and in particular 

their detailed knowledge of ecological 

processes. The plants and animals that, 

together with the minerals, were sources of 

raw materials to make food, medicine and 

artefacts were not randomly placed within 

the landscape, but sparsely distributed 

in ways that Aboriginal people keenly 

understood. There was no specific body of 

knowledge within Aboriginal tradition that 

was equivalent to the study of ecology in 

Western science, although the experience and 

familiarity that hunter-gatherers had with the 

Australian biota was immense. Knowledge of 

the relationships between organisms and the 

environment was encoded in their Creation 

traditions.

The life of Australian hunter-gatherers in 

the desert was nomadic, which maximised 

their efforts in making a living while 

maintaining a low level of physical impact 

upon the fragile environment. Accordingly, 

Aboriginal land ‘owners’ possessed highly 

developed skills in observing temporal 

changes and spatial patterns within their 

country, which is seen in the formulation of 

their seasonal calendars. European explorers 

recognised that the Indigenous inhabitants 

had an intimacy with the land, and they took 

advantage of this by recruiting Aboriginal 

companions to their expeditions. These 

Indigenous men performed various crucial 

roles, such as guide, tracker, protector and 

procurer of food and water. In carrying out 

their duties, their possession of ecological 

CHAPTER 4
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knowledge was essential. It is argued in 

this chapter that in the case of the Victorian 

Exploring Expedition, led by Robert O’Hara 

Burke and William J. Wills, the lack of 

Aboriginal members in the small team that 

made the return trip from Cooper Creek to 

the Gulf of Carpentaria seriously jeopardised 

the outcome. The explorers had denied 

themselves a convenient way of accessing 

local ecological knowledge.

Aboriginal ecological knowledge
When Europeans arrived in Australia, the 

desert country was home to Aboriginal 

groups who to varying degrees were related 

by kinship and who shared common Creation 

mythologies and material culture traditions 

(Clarke 2003, 2007). Key areas within the 

arid centre of Australia provided refuges 

for hunters and gatherers during times of 

extreme hardship. In terms of the movements 

of people, the Cooper Creek system, with its 

string of water holes crossing the corners of 

Queensland and South Australia, was like a 

pulsating heart. Here, bands of people from 

groups such as the Diyari and Yandruwandha 

moved out into the desert in search of food 

after rains had fallen, then retreated back to 

their camps along Cooper Creek in times of 

drought.1 By constantly moving across their 

country during good seasons, Aboriginal 

people reduced their overall impact upon 

the environment, allowing the land to 

recover from the short-term effects of their 

foraging activities. Ecological knowledge 

was important in choosing a time to set fire 

to the scrub to hunt and in deciding when 

to risk leaving safe waters to access more 

remote environmental resources (Kimber 

1984; Latz 1995). As part of group-memory, 

this knowledge was encoded in Aboriginal 

Creation accounts involving the Muramura 

(Dreaming) Ancestors, which were told 

in song (Horne and Aiston 1924; Howitt 

and Siebert 1904; Jones and Sutton 1986). 

Aboriginal people believed that certain 

individuals were ‘rain-makers’ who held the 

ritual power to alter weather and bring water 

to their country (Clarke 2009; Elkin 1977; 

McCarthy 1953). During severe droughts, 

the memories of older group members were 

crucial when trying to predict where to find 

food and water.

Aboriginal groups living along Cooper 

Creek and pushing into the surrounding 

areas had a distinctive toolkit. The area 

was part of a region where people did not 

generally use throwing spears. Researchers 

George Horne and George Aiston (1924, 

p. 79) noted that among Aboriginal people 

at Cooper Creek, ‘The spear does not seem 

to have been a very popular weapon … 

They had the long, pole-like spear called 

piranburra, made out of a box-tree root 

or mulga root, and employed it as much 

for digging as for any other purpose’. 

According to these authors, spears requiring 

a spearthrower were not generally made in 

this area, although a few came in via trade 

with Arrernte people to the north-west. For 

weapons of defence and killing game, the 

Cooper Creek people relied heavily upon 

a variety of handheld and throwing clubs, 

as wells as fighting staves (Horne and 

Aiston 1924; Jones 1996).2 Other essential 

tools were the digging-stick used chiefly 

by women, and a range of bags made from 

string and animal skins for carrying food, 

water, implements and other objects. In spite 

of being in a desert region, Cooper Creek 

possessed large water holes rich in fish life 

(Glover 1990). A finely woven net of plant 

fibres was attached to stakes at 2 m intervals 

and stretched across a water hole to gill net 

fish during the night.

In the arid zone, grindstones and 

pounders were essential tools for processing 

small hard-coated food sources, such as 

seeds, which enabled larger groups to live in 

the desert than would otherwise be possible 

(McBryde 1987; Tindale 1977) (see Figure 

4.1). In the Cooper Creek area, grinding 

(or milling) stones were typically slabs of 

rounded hard sandstone approximately 

50 cm long, 30 cm wide and 4 cm or more 

thick.3 The pounder was made from similar 
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hard stone material and of the size to fit into 

a hand. Being large, heavy and awkward to 

carry, the grindstone slabs were generally 

left behind at each of the main seasonal 

camps near water holes (Horne and Aiston 

1924). In Australian popular literature these 

Central Australian grinding stones are often 

simply called ‘nardoo stones’ (Ramson 1988).

Hunter-gatherers across the world 

typically have diets comprising a large 

number of plant and animal species, making 

the identification of staple foods problematic. 

In Australia, with its variable climate, certain 

foods were relied upon almost exclusively 

when the seasons of flood or drought had 

limited access to most other sources. Nardoo, 

because of its abundance and availability 

during droughts, was a major ‘hard time’ 

food source for Aboriginal foragers in parts 

of arid Australia (see Figure 4.2). It is a 

small low-growing waterfern with clover-

Figure 4.1: Grindstone. For desert dwellers, a stone slab such as this was essential for removing the hard 

outer coverings of nardoo sporocarps and grass seeds. The resulting meal was cooked into damper. Philip 

A. Clarke, Alton Downs, north-east of South Australia, 1987.

like leaves, that springs up in the mudflats 

after infrequent rains. Nardoo forms dense 

mats of vegetation that soon die off to leave 

behind sporocarps, which are flattened pea-

shaped spore cases up to 5 mm in diameter. 

The dark hard outer coverings of these seed-

like growths enclose a yellowish powder 

that has a bitter taste. Aboriginal foragers 

generally gathered sporocarps from dry 

mud after the plants had died (Bates 1918; 

Cleland 1957; Cleland et al. 1925; Cleland 

and Johnston 1937–38; Gason 1879; Johnston 

and Cleland 1943; Kemsley 1951; Kimber 

1984; Riches 1964; Roth 1897; Spencer 1918; 

Worsnop 1897).4 At Cooper Creek, explorer/

anthropologist Alfred W. Howitt (cited in 

Smyth 1878, vol. 2, p. 302) claimed that 

nardoo ‘may be called their “stand-by” when 

other food is scarce. In many places, miles of 

the clay flats are thickly sprinkled with the 

dry seeds [sporocarps]’ (see Figure 4.3).
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Figure 4.2: Nardoo plant. This small arid-zone fern grows in dense mats on the mudflats after rain, 

leaving behind the dried dark and split pea-shaped nardoo spore cases on the dry mud. Philip A. Clarke, 

Diamantina, north-east South Australia, 1986.
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Figure 4.3: Linda Crombie collecting nardoo. Without this labour-intensive food source, Aboriginal people 

would not have been able to remain in the deserts during long-term droughts. Philip A. Clarke, Diamantina, 

north-east South Australia, 1986.
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A meal of nardoo sporocarps, even in 

dried form, is rendered edible only after 

extensive preparation involving pounding, 

sluicing and baking into cakes (Basedow 

1925; Bonyhady 1991; Earl and McCleary 

1994; Horne and Aiston 1924; Murgatroyd 

2002). The protracted process is necessary 

due to the presence of thiaminase, which 

is an enzyme that blocks thiamine (vitamin 

B1) absorption in human bodies (Earl and 

McCleary 1994; Everist 1981; McCleary 

and Chick 1977; Moran 2004). The highest 

levels of enzyme activity are found in green 

growing plants. Bancroft investigated how 

Aboriginal people at Annandale in south-west 

Queensland prepared nardoo:

The involucres [sporocarps], which are 

very hard, are pounded between two 

stones; a handful of them is held in 

the left hand and fed to a stone on the 

ground, a few grains being allowed 

to drop from the hand by separating, 

abducting the little finger, a smart blow 

being struck with a stone in the right 

hand, which effectively pulverises every 

grain at once; it is surprising with what 

rapidity they can do this work. The flour 

is mixed with water, kneaded to a dough, 

and baked in the ashes (Bancroft 1894, 

p. 216).

The Ngardu-etya and Anti-etya Dreaming 

of the Yandruwandha people at Cooper Creek 

celebrated the creation of grindstones and 

the use of nardoo (ngardu) sporocarps and 

grass seed (Howitt 1904).5

The availability of nardoo sporocarps 

and their ability to grind it enabled 

desert dwellers to remain in country that 

experienced long dry periods. Grindstones 

for pounding were typically used close 

to water sources near mudflats where the 

nardoo grows (Clarke 2007; Thomson 1962). 

The production of flour through grinding 

was laborious, with the ‘tap-tap’ of the 

process heard from the camps far into the 

night (Howitt, cited in Maiden 1889; Lees 

1915). In the Diyari language of north-east 

South Australia, pita-ru was the lament of 

hard-working women during droughts; it 

meant ‘always-pounding’ (Reuther 1981). 

Nardoo and other closely related species are 

found widely across Australia, although the 

use of sporocarps for food appears to have 

been completely avoided in regions outside 

the desert. Apart from nardoo, the seed of 

various grasses, portulaca (munyeroo) (see 

Figure 4.4) and various wattles were ground 

to produce meal in the desert.

In Aboriginal Australia, no single territory 

occupied by one Aboriginal group would 

have provided everything that was required 

for long-term survival. Trading allowed 

goods, such as nets and weapons made from 

sources in restricted areas, to be distributed 

for use throughout a much larger region 

(Clarke 2003; McCarthy 1938–40). Horne 

and Aiston stated that Kopperamanna, in 

the bed of Cooper Creek in north-east South 

Australia, was a major place for barter, where 

‘Thither came from the north the soft-wood 

shields, for none of this soft-wood [batwing 

coral tree] grows amongst the Lake Eyre 

tribes’ (Horne and Aiston 1924, p. 34) (see 

Figure 4.5).6 The shields had been traded 

into their country from many hundreds of 

kilometres to the north. In eastern Central 

Australia, a narcotic made from the pituri 

shrub was a highly prized trade item, with 

the superior leaves and sticks coming 

from the Mulligan River area of south-west 

Queensland (Basedow 1925; Clarke 2003, 

2007; Hicks 1963; Smyth 1878; Watson 

1983). Apart from its recreational use, for 

Aboriginal men the pituri was said ‘to excite 

their courage in warfare’ (Von Mueller, cited 

in Smyth 1878, vol. 1, p. 223) and it was 

given to male initiates prior to ceremony 

to heighten their sense of revelation (Latz 

1995). As a stimulant, it was claimed to 

create sensations of well-being, and as a 

narcotic it suppressed hunger and thirst, 

such as that experienced during protracted 

hunting expeditions.

Ochre, important in Aboriginal ritual and 

painting, was a major trade item throughout 

Aboriginal Australia (Peterson and Lampert 
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Figure 4.4: Portulaca, also known as common pigweed or munyeroo. A succulent creeper that bears 

edible seed, which is as fine and black as gunpowder. The leaves and stems were used by desert dwellers 

as thirst-quenchers. Explorers ate this plant as greens to battle scurvy. Philip A. Clarke, Tennant Creek, 

Northern Territory, 2011.

Figure 4.5: Batwing coral tree (beantree). The light-weight timber is soft and therefore easily carved into 

shields and containers. Philip A. Clarke, Alice Springs, MacDonnell Ranges, Northern Territory, 2007.
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1985; Sagona 1994). Parties of men from 

Cooper Creek went on long trading trips 

south to the mines at Pukardu (Bookatoo) 

near Parachilna in the Flinders Ranges of 

South Australia (Cooper 1948; Jones 1984, 

2007; McBryde 1987; Wilhelmi 1861). The 

expeditions took two months and involved 

participants travelling about 500 km before 

commencing the return trip to Cooper Creek. 

Trade, based on this source of red ochre, 

connected people from as far north as south-

west Queensland and the MacDonnell Ranges, 

and possibly as far south as the Adelaide 

Plains and Port Lincoln. The ochre is not 

bright red, but rather a metallic pink which is 

shiny when applied to human skin.

Aboriginal gatekeepers of 
ecological knowledge
The first British colonists in Australia 

encountered a land that was strange in 

comparison to their homelands. Many of the 

plants and animals appeared exotic (Finney 

1984; Moyal 1986) and the seasons were 

different too (Reid 1995a, b). To Europeans, 

Australia was a ‘new’ land to explore, claim, 

settle and develop (Clarke 2008; Griffiths 

1997). Although treated as an unoccupied 

wilderness, the continent had actually 

been shaped by its Indigenous inhabitants 

over many thousands of years. Aboriginal 

foraging practices that involved the use 

of fire kept large areas open for travellers 

(Clarke 2003, 2007; Hallam 1975; Latz 1995). 

Explorers, knowingly or otherwise, took 

advantage of this. For European travellers, 

Aboriginal pathways were a particular 

advantage to finding key places, such as 

water holes, and when moving pack animals 

across the country. As settlement spread 

across the continent, Aboriginal tracks were 

incorporated into stock routes and many 

eventually became part of the modern road 

system (Clarke 2003, 2008).

Survival of the explorers at key moments 

during each expedition hinged upon how 

the Indigenous inhabitants received them. 

In the early days of colonisation, Aboriginal 

guides were essential, being relied upon 

for their knowledge and experience of the 

different environments and Indigenous 

peoples. In their service to the explorers 

they found pathways, established protocols 

with Aboriginal land owners to allow 

expedition parties safe passage, collected 

scientific specimens and on occasion 

were even bodyguards (Clarke 2008). 

Aboriginal interpreters were necessary, as 

social conditions in the newly established 

towns and rural areas did not favour the 

colonists learning to speak a variety of 

Indigenous dialects (Donaldson 1985). In 

times of shortage, explorers called upon 

their Aboriginal guides to use the land to 

provide food and water, as well as for making 

shelter and watercraft. Explorers looking for 

indications that the country they traversed 

was suitable for agriculture considered large 

numbers of local Aboriginal people to be 

both a physical threat and a good sign that 

the land was fertile.

In employing Indigenous guides, explorers 

could either recruit Aboriginal men from 

settled areas to be part of the expedition, 

or opportunistically fall in with those they 

met during their travels and acquire local 

knowledge directly from them (Clarke 2003; 

McLaren 1996). Some explorers used both 

strategies simultaneously. By employing 

Aboriginal guides at the outset, expedition 

leaders gained companions who had time 

to develop familiarity with their needs. 

A disadvantage of this strategy was that 

the expertise of these guides was most 

concentrated upon the culture, language 

and environmental resources of their own 

territory, which the expedition would sooner 

or later leave behind. On the positive side, 

Aboriginal people who, as individuals, had 

lived as hunter-gatherers before Europeans 

arrived, possessed bush skills and general 

ecological knowledge of landscapes that 

could be broadly applied across the 

continent.

Indigenous guides were recruited from 

survivors of the early waves of British 
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colonisation. They were present at pivotal 

points of early Australian exploration 

history. Explorers routinely took Aboriginal 

companions, forming partnerships such 

as Mathew Flinders and Boongaree, George 

Grey and Kaiber, John Mitchell and Barney, 

Edward Eyre and Wylie, Edmund Kennedy 

and Jackey Jackey, Ludwig Leichhardt 

and Charley Fisher, Peter Warburton and 

Charley, Ernest Giles and Jimmy, and John 

Forrest and Windich (Clarke 2008; McLaren 

1996; Reynolds 1990). From the early 19th 

century, many of these men were issued with 

breastplates, mostly brass and copper, as 

medals to acknowledge their efforts (Cleary 

1993; Troy 1993).

he expedition and Aboriginal 
ecological knowledge
The Victorian Exploring Expedition took 

place in a period when the involvement 

of Aboriginal guides with explorers was 

declining, perhaps due to a desire to rely 

more upon newly available technologies, 

such as mapping instruments and superior 

weapons. When Burke received news of John 

McDouall Stuart’s apparent good progress 

on his parallel route across Australia, the 

expedition was transformed from a scientific 

exercise into a race. The original plan to wait 

for a benign season to cross the continent’s 

unmapped interior was abandoned. Burke 

also sacrificed the potential for Aboriginal 

guides playing a major role.

On 19 October 1861, Burke took an 

advance party from Menindee and made a 

dash for Cooper Creek. Aided by favourable 

weather and recent rains, they arrived at 

Cooper Creek little more than three weeks 

later, on 11 November. William Wright, who 

had been recruited into the expedition at 

Kinchega on the Darling River, went with 

them accompanied by two Aboriginal 

guides as far as Torowoto, then the three of 

them turned back (Brahe, cited in Victoria 

1861–62). It was intended that Wright would 

follow the advance party to Cooper Creek 

with more supplies and fresh camels (Wright, 

cited in Victoria 1861–62). Before returning 

to Menindee, Wright instructed his guides to 

find Aboriginal people from inland groups 

to help the expedition reach Cooper Creek. 

Wright (cited in Victoria 1861–62, p. 108) 

later claimed that:

I told Mr Burke before I left him that I 

would procure guides to take him on 

to Cooper’s Creek, which I did. I got the 

natives that were with me to get blacks 

to take him on as far as Bulloo. They left 

him there and he crossed to Cooper’s 

Creek without any guides. Mr Burke had 

guides with him to Bulloo.

Given the problems the advance party 

would eventually face in procuring food, 

it was unfortunate that Burke had reached 

Cooper Creek without the company of 

experienced Aboriginal guides from the 

Darling River area, who remained with Wright.

In the official investigations that followed 

the expedition, much is made of the apparent 

bad decisions made by Wright at the 

Menindee camp (Moorehead 1963). He was 

a crucial player in terms of supplying the 

depot at Cooper Creek and maintaining the 

connection with Melbourne. It was through 

Wright that the guides among the ‘Darling 

blacks’ were recruited, as he knew those 

Aboriginal people well having worked as 

a manager of Kinchega Station. One of the 

guides on this trip had previously been north 

with him and would play a major role in 

subsequent events (Wright, cited in Victoria 

1861–62).

On 10 November 1860, trooper Myles 

Lyons and saddler Alexander McPherson set 

out from Menindee, accompanied by the 

Aboriginal tracker Dick, to convey urgent 

despatches from the Exploration Committee 

in Melbourne to Burke who had now reached 

Cooper Creek (Wright and Beckler, cited in 

Victoria 1861–62). The despatches included 

the most recent intelligence of Stuart’s 

progress on his south–north crossing from 

Adelaide. When the messengers became lost 

and desperately short of provisions and 

water, Dick conveyed them to the care of local 

THE USE AND ABUSE OF ABORIGINAL ECOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE



70

THE ABORIGINAL STORY OF BURKE AND WILLS

Aboriginal people in the Torowoto district. 

He returned to Menindee, which he reached 

on 19 December, having had to walk for the 

last eight days as his horse was lame. Dick 

took Dr Hermann Beckler back to rescue the 

stranded men, who had lived for weeks on a 

small amount of nardoo flour per day. Beckler 

(cited in Spencer 1918, p. 13) recorded in his 

journal on 27 December that they had found:

Macpherson [McPherson] at a short 

distance from us, apparently searching 

for something [nardoo] on the ground 

… Lyons was at the camp engaged in 

baking cakes when we came up to him. 

The seeds of which they prepared a warn 

[sic: warm?] meal, and out of that either 

cakes or porridge, is not properly a seed, 

but the sporangium and the spores of a 

small plant, the leaves of which are very 

like clover. It is, I believe, a Marsileana 

[Marsilea], and everywhere to be met with 

where water stagnates for a time.

The Europeans owed their lives to nardoo 

and the actions of Dick.

Back at Menindee, Dr Ludwig Becker 

commemorated the heroism displayed by 

the Aboriginal guide in a portrait of ‘Dick, 

the brave and gallant native guide’. In 

correspondence dated 31 December 1861 

from the Exploration Committee to Wright, 

John Macadam (cited in Wills 1863, p. 140) 

wrote that ‘The medal for Dick, the aboriginal 

guide, bearing a suitable inscription, is 

forwarded with this despatch, and the 

committee leave in your hands the bestowal 

of such additional reward as you may deem 

proper – not exceeding five guineas (say 

5£ 5s.)’. Wright did not leave Menindee to 

travel to the Cooper Creek depot until 26 

January 1861; on that trip Dick accompanied 

the party, possibly through coercion. By 28 

January they had reached Pamamaroo Lake, 

where Wright (cited in Victoria 1861–62, 

p. 188) claimed that ‘After breakfast Dick, the 

native, who had shown on several occasions 

a disposition to slip away, borrowed a clean 

shirt and then bolted. His unwillingness to 

accompany the party arose from his fear of 

the natives, and was to be regretted, as his 

absence deprived us of our only interpreter.’ 

Wright appeared to have mixed feelings 

about Dick’s worthiness as a guide.

With the public focus on the poor 

decision-making processes involved with the 

running of the expedition, along with the 

suitability or not of nardoo as a food source, 

the investigation of the roles the Aboriginal 

people played have been largely ignored 

until recently. Little has been recorded 

about Dick or any other Indigenous men 

employed during the Burke and Wills saga. 

It is likely that Dick first became familiar 

with Europeans, such as Wright, at pastoral 

stations along the Darling River, which was 

then at the frontier of European expansion 

towards the north. Dick’s cultural affiliations 

were probably with the Barkindji people who 

lived along the banks of the Darling River 

and ranging south. These people had good 

relations with those who lived in the back 

country, north and west of the river (Newland 

1889).

Burke’s small party was successful on 

the stage from Cooper Creek to the Gulf 

of Carpentaria, due to their chosen route 

and the weather. They benefited from local 

people’s foraging activities. On one occasion 

in February 1861, faced with having to 

travel through a bog, they came across an 

Aboriginal pathway which took them to a 

‘nice watercourse’, past some ‘little pebbly 

rises where the blacks had been camping’ 

and to a place where Aboriginal diggers had 

left behind a quantity of ‘yams’ that were ‘so 

numerous that they could afford to leave lots 

of them about, probably having only selected 

the very best. We were not so particular, but 

ate many of those that they had rejected, and 

found them very good’ (Wills 1863, p. 212; 

Wills, cited in Victoria 1861–62, p. 229). 

Although not named, the roots were probably 

pencil yams (small yams) which are recorded 

as a major food source across arid Australia 

(Bindon 1996; Clarke 2007; Latz 1995), often 

found growing near creeks and lagoons (see 

Figure 4.6). The trip south to Cooper Creek 
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Figure 4.6: Pencil yams are generally collected after the surface parts of the plants die off, some months after 

rain. The tubers are cooked in hot sand and ashes. Philip A. Clarke, Tennant Creek, Northern Territory, 2011.
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right, as the next day he and Burke started 

moving along the creek and found a group of 

Aboriginal people fishing. Wills (1863, p. 283) 

recorded that:

… they gave us some half-a-dozen fish 

each, for luncheon, and intimated that 

if we would go to their camp we should 

have some more and some bread. I tore in 

two a piece of macintosh stuff that I had, 

and Mr. Burke gave one piece and I the 

other … They had caught a considerable 

quantity of fish, but most of them were 

small. I noticed three different kinds; a 

small one that they call Cupi, from five 

to six inches [13–15 cm] long, and not 

broader than an eel; the common one, 

with large coarse scales, termed Peru; 

and a delicious fish, some of which run 

from a pound to two pounds [0.9 kg] 

weight; the natives call them Cawilchi. 

On our arrival at the camp they led us to 

a spot to camp on, and soon afterwards 

brought a lot of fish, and a kind of bread 

which they call nardoo … In the evening 

various members of the tribe came down 

with lumps of nardoo and handfuls of 

fish, until we were positively unable to 

eat any more. They also gave us some 

stuff they call bedgery or pedgery [= 

pituri]; it has a highly intoxicating effect 

when chewed even in small quantities. It 

appears to be the dried stems and leaves 

of some shrub [see Figure 4.7].8

Incredibly, given their dire circumstances, 

Burke was for a long while reluctant to accept 

help from Aboriginal people and on one 

occasion even angrily refused a gift of fish, 

ordering King to fire his revolver (King, cited 

in Victoria 1861–62; Wills 1863).

The explorers feasted well on the prepared 

nardoo given to them by local Aboriginal 

people, but had no knowledge of its early 

preparation stages and for some time did 

not know from which plant it came. After 

leaving the company of Aboriginal people, 

the explorers searched in vain for it in the 

surrounding vegetation. On 10 May, Wills 

described his despair: ‘I went out to look 

during late summer was more strenuous 

then the trip north and, with food supplies 

running short, the explorers looked for wild 

sources. On 21 April, Wills (1863, p. 235; 

cited in Victoria 1861–62, p. 238) wrote 

in his journal: ‘I am inclined to think that 

but for the abundance of portulac that we 

obtained on the journey, we should scarcely 

have returned to Cooper Creek.’7 Many other 

explorers had found this plant useful in 

treating the debilitating and life-threatening 

condition of ‘land scurvy’, also known as 

‘Barcoo rot’ (Earl and McCleary 1994; Hagger 

1979; Ramson 1988).

Having reached the Cooper Creek depot, 

the surviving three explorers (Burke, Wills 

and King) decided that their return to settled 

districts would follow explorer Augustus C. 

Gregory’s 1858 path, which was to cross the 

Strzelecki Desert to Mount Hopeless north of 

Lake Frome where there was a police station, 

then head south towards Adelaide. On 23 

April the three men commenced travelling 

downstream along the southern bank of 

Cooper Creek (Burke, cited in Jackson 1862; 

Wills 1863). The chosen path was one that 

would have often been used by Aboriginal 

people on ochre expeditions, although they 

would have gone only during favourable 

seasons after good rains. On 24 April, Wills 

recorded that ‘As we were about to start 

this morning, some blacks came by, from 

whom we were fortunate enough to get 

about twelve pounds [5.4 kg] of fish for a 

few pieces of straps and some matches, &c.’ 

(Wills 1863, p. 273). The Aboriginal interest 

in acquiring exotic materials is consistent 

with their trading practices, with visitors to 

their country expected to pay for the right to 

pass through unmolested.

When the explorers’ attempt to reach 

Mount Hopeless failed through lack of water, 

they backtracked towards the main depot 

at Cooper Creek, near the South Australian 

border with Queensland. On 6 May, Wills 

remarked in his journal that ‘I suppose this 

will end in our having to live like the blacks 

for a few months’ (Wills 1863, p. 282). He was 
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Figure 4.7: Pituri. Desert Aboriginal people used 

the foliage of this small tree to produce a powerful 

narcotic, as well as to poison game animals. Philip 

A. Clarke, Port Augusta, South Australia, 2007.

for the nardoo seed [sic. sporocarps] for 

making bread: in this I was unsuccessful, 

not being able to find a single tree of it in 

the neighbourhood of the camp. I, however, 

tried boiling the large kind of bean which the 

blacks call padlu; they boil easily, and when 

shelled are very sweet, much resembling 

in taste the French chestnut; they are to be 

found in large quantities nearly everywhere’ 

(Wills 1863, p. 285). The identity of ‘padlu’ as 

a food plant is a mystery. Based on linguistic 

evidence, Wills may have been referring to 

the pop saltbush, a common low-growing 

shrub of inland Australia.9 The description 

also fits a species of Acacia.

After much searching, on 17 May the 

explorers, perhaps unfortunately, located the 

source of the nardoo. While walking along an 

Aboriginal path ‘King caught sight in the flat 

of some nardoo seeds, and we soon found 

that the flat was covered with them. This 

discovery caused somewhat of a revolution 

in our feelings, for we considered that with 

the knowledge of this plant we were in a 

position to support ourselves, even if we 

were destined to remain on the creek and 

wait for assistance from town’ (Wills 1863, 

pp. 286–287).

From this point, they relied heavily on 

the nardoo they collected, using a ‘pounding 

stone’ taken from a deserted Aboriginal 

shelter to process what they gathered (King, 

cited in Victoria 1861–62; Wills 1863). Wills 

(1863, p. 288) noted on 24 May that he had 

‘Started with King to celebrate the Queen’s 

birthday by fetching from Nardoo Creek 

what is now to us the staff of life; returned 

at a little after two P.M. with a fair supply, 

but find the collecting of the seed a slower 

and more troublesome process than could 

be desired’. In his journal for June 1861, 

Wills frequently referred to himself and 

his companions ‘pounding’ nardoo. Among 

Wills’ ailments was severe ‘constipation of 

the bowels’ (Wills 1863, p. 289). By 15 June, 

Wills wondered whether his condition would 

improve if he consumed less nardoo and 

chewed tobacco to suppress his appetite. 

From this time until Wills’ last journal entry, 

the surviving explorers gathered and ate 

nardoo, which did not assist them to regain 

their health and well-being. This seemed 

inexplicable as, at this time, local Aboriginal 

groups appeared to live well on a diet 

comprised largely of nardoo and fish.

The health of the three explorers, already 

poor following the exertion involved in 

getting to the Gulf and back, continued to 

deteriorate at Cooper Creek. By late June, 

Wills was no longer able to move and Burke 

was not much better off. On 29 June, Wills 

(1863, p. 302) was close to death and noted 

in his journal that ‘starvation on nardoo is 

by no means very unpleasant, but for the 

weakness one feels, for as far as appetite 

is concerned, it gives me the greatest 

satisfaction’. After Burke and Wills had died, 
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King (cited in Victoria 1861–62) was left to 

fend for himself. On one occasion, he was 

lucky to find a store of nardoo in a deserted 

shelter, which fed him for a fortnight. In 

arid regions, Aboriginal people often kept a 

surplus of dried food, such as nardoo and 

seed, stored in wooden containers or in bags 

of skin or woven string, for future use (Clarke 

2003, 2007). These were cached in brush 

shelters or dry caves or buried in the sand.

It is clear from Wills’ journal, found 

with his body, that for the most part the 

Victorian Exploring Expedition had only 

limited interaction with Aboriginal people. 

Sole survivor King (cited in Victoria 1861–62) 

eventually made the wise decision to join 

a local band of Aboriginal people. Each 

day women gave him nardoo, presumably 

prepared for eating, while the men 

sometimes provided him with fish. In return, 

King would shoot birds for them. In line 

with Aboriginal custom, as a single man King 

slept in the bough shelter of unmarried men 

each night. On one occasion, he noticed that 

a woman who had just given him a ball of 

prepared nardoo had a sore arm, preventing 

her from grinding any more. He treated her 

by cleaning the wound with a sponge soaked 

in water he had boiled, then applying silver 

nitrate. The effect must have been rapid and 

positive, as from then on this woman and her 

husband maintained a close relationship with 

the explorer, which included helping him 

make camp whenever the group moved to a 

new location.

King spent weeks travelling with his 

adopted band until the arrival of Howitt’s 

relief expedition at Cooper Creek (Howitt 

and Foster, cited in Victoria 1861–62). 

Howitt proved an excellent choice of leader, 

as he was an experienced bushman, an 

accomplished geologist and an emerging 

ethnographer and anthropologist (Moorehead 

1963; Murgatroyd 2002; Stanner 1972). 

Probably due to his bush skills and the 

presence of Aboriginal guides Sandy and 

Frank, the 12 men in his party appear to have 

largely avoided the health problems suffered 

by Burke’s expedition at Cooper Creek. 

Howitt made sure that succulent vegetables, 

such as mesembryanthemum (pigface) (see 

Figure 4.8), portulac and wild spinach were 

frequently eaten (Howitt, cited in Victoria 

1861–62).10 Importantly, his party travelled 

during a mild season. The relief expedition 

found King on 15 September 1861 in such 

a state that he was not at first recognised 

as being European. King was able to return 

to Melbourne but he developed peripheral 

neuropathy, due to the prolonged deficiency 

of thiamine (Earl and McCleary 1994; 

Moorehead 1963). He never fully regained his 

health, dying in 1872 at the relatively young 

age of 33.

Conclusion
The tragedy of the Burke and Wills expedition 

highlights the importance of the proper 

transfer of landscape-based knowledge from 

the Indigenous occupants to the European 

newcomers. If the explorers had gained 

greater intelligence of local plant foods and 

their preparation, they may have avoided 

sickness altogether. A greater appreciation of 

the climate cycles of the interior may have 

tempered Burke’s decision to make such 

a risky crossing. As demonstrated by the 

events surrounding the rescue of McPherson 

and Lyons at Torowoto, the presence of 

Aboriginal guides with an understanding of 

regional languages would have facilitated 

the communication of ecological knowledge 

to the stranded explorers at Cooper Creek. If 

Burke, Wills, Gray and King had the services 

of an experienced Aboriginal guide, such 

as Dick, in Central Australia the chances of 

them all surviving would have significantly 

increased. For the explorers, a closer 

relationship with local Aboriginal bands 

could have led to better prediction of the 

local climate and the possible use of bush 

medicines to improve their well-being.

From the late 19th century, scientists 

working in remote parts of Australia 

recognised the value of Aboriginal 

ecological knowledge. Biologists on the Horn 
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Expedition, which travelled through Central 

Australia in 1894, employed local Aboriginal 

people as collectors and recorded valuable 

biological data from them (Baker and Nesbitt 

1996; Clarke 2008). In the 20th century, 

Donald Thomson drew even more heavily 

upon Aboriginal ecological knowledge in 

his zoological work on the mammals and 

fishes of northern Australia (Thomson 1987). 

From the late 20th century, researchers have 

studied Indigenous ecological knowledge in 

its own right (Horstman and Wightman 2001; 

Lucas et. al. 1997; Rose 2005; Walsh 1990; 

White and Meehan 1993). While the great 

depth of Aboriginal-held information on the 

environment is widely recognised today by 

Western-style researchers, its continuation 

as an oral tradition is threatened by social 

changes within the Aboriginal community, 

with generations of senior custodians who 

have direct hunting and gathering experience 

THE USE AND ABUSE OF ABORIGINAL ECOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE

passing away (Clarke 2007). Apart from 

this threat, modifications to the physical 

environment, brought on by altered fire 

regimes, invasion of exotic species and 

climate change, are changing the context for 

this knowledge.

Endnotes
1 For cultural boundaries of these groups 

refer to Tindale (1974). For the Diyari 

language, Reuther (1981) provided a 

vocabulary and Austin (1981) produced 

a grammar. Jones (1990) gave a 

demographic history of the Cooper 

Creek area. Note that in the literature 

Yandruwandha is sometimes written 

as ‘Yantruwanta’, ‘Jandruwanta’ or 

‘Yantruwunta’ and Diyari as ‘Dieri’.

2 Overview also based on the range of 

objects the author inspected in the 

Figure 4.8: Sarcozona, an inland species of pigface. In 1861, the members of the Burke and Wills relief 

expedition, led by Alfred W. Howitt, ate the leaves of a pigface species to avoid scurvy. Philip A. Clarke, 

Port Augusta, South Australia, 2009.
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Aboriginal collection of the South 

Australian Museum.

3 The archaeological collection of the South 

Australian Museum has many examples 

of grindstones and pounders from the 

Cooper Creek district.

4 There are two species: common nardoo 

(Marsilea drummondii) and short-fruited 

nardoo (Marsilea hirsuta).

5 Kimber (1984) presented an overview 

of other Nardoo Dreaming accounts 

from surrounding areas. McBryde (1987) 

provided a Grinding Stone Dreaming from 

Wangkangurru people further west.

6 The batwing coral tree (Erythrina 

vespertilio) is also known as the Stuart 

beantree and grey corkwood. There 

are examples of these shields in the 

Aboriginal ethnographic collection of the 

South Australian Museum.

7 See King and Wills (cited in Victoria 

1861–62) for other references to the use 

of portulac.

8 The fish species Wills observed may have 

been the spangled perch or catfish (cupi), 

bony bream (peru) and callop (cawichi).

9 The ‘padlu’ that Wills heard may have 

been the paldru that missionary Johann 

Reuther (cited in Clarke 2008) listed 

in the early 20th century as a Diyari 

word for ‘shrub, pods burst open, pop-

saltbush’.

10 Based on my field knowledge of the 

inland flora, the ‘mesembryanthemum’ is 

probably sarcozona (Sarcozona praecox), 

while the ‘portulac’ would be munyeroo 

(Portulaca oleracea). The ‘wild spinach’ is 

possibly either Chenopodium auricomum 

or a species of Tetragonia, all of which 

are sometimes known as ‘native spinach’ 

or ‘wild spinach’.
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