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ABSTRACT 

Th i s  thes i s  i s  an  account of  the role of contemporary 

Abori g i nal women i n  subs i s tence . I t  refer s to women l i vi ng on 

remote out s ta ti o n s  i n  the S andover River reg ion of  ar i d , 

Centra l  Aus t ra l i a . I n  t h i s pos t - trad i t i ona l s i tu a t ion , 

women ' s subs i s tence cont r i but i on combi ned forag i n g  wi th the 

use of pur chas ed food s . The i r  f orag i ng cont r i buted a smal l , 

but nutr i t i onally importan t , compone n t  of  the d i e t . However 

women devoted more t ime to f orag i ng than to o ther subs i s tence 

act i v i t i es . A s exual d i vi s i o n  of  l abou r  exi s ted whereby men 

hunted regularly to provide f r e s h  mea t , wh i le women were 

largely respon s i ble for purchas i ng and prepa r i ng s tore 

foods . Subs ta n t i a l  technolog i ca l  change was evi den t , but 

trad i t i onal values cont i nued to s hape contemporary subs i s tence 

prac t i ces . Wh i l e  women had abandoned the mos t  onerou s  o f  

thei r trad i t i onal tasks , they reta i ned a central r o l e  i n  

subs i s tence . The i r  con tr i but i on , t hough much changed , wa s 

essen t i a l  to the mai n tenance of f ami l i es and h ousehold s . The 

subs i stence work under taken by women compr i sed one a spect of 

the i r  produc t i v i ty wh i ch a l so i ncluded ch i ld-care and 

household management . 

Anthropolog i cal model s of sub s i s tence that have empha s i z ed the 

a spect of s exual s eparaten e s s  i n  the t r ad i t i ona l d i vi s i o n  of 

labour have been i n f luent i a l  in  the analys i s  of women' s  role 

and s oc i al change i n  Central Aus tral i a .  Th i s  moder n  

ethnog raph i c  da ta , however ,  h i gh l i g hted the i n ter-dependence 

of women and men . I t  sugge s t s  that subs i s tence i s , and was 

tradi t i ona l ly , a sphere of dome s t i c  l i f e  wi thi n  whi ch the 

i nter-rela t i on� h i p  of  women and men is  a prom i nent and 

nece s s a ry f ea ture . 
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A NOTE ON ORTHOGRAPHY 

I have u sed the modern or thography f or Anmatyerre . I t  fol l ows 

closely tha t  for Ar rernte ( See Nash 1 9 8 1 ; Green 1 9 8 4 ; Pur l e , 

Green and Hef f er nan nd ) . Some pr inc ipal poi nt s  of d i f ference 

wi th Engl i s h are a s  f o l l ows : 

n g  a velar nasa l  a s  i n  the Engl i s h  S i.ES. 
ty a pal atal s top a s  i n  the Engl i sh church 

- -

l y  a pa l a ta l  lateral as the Engl i s h mi l l i on 
h a vel a r  f r i ca t i ve a s  i n  Scott i sh pronunc i a t i on 

of l och 

Vowe l s  

a a s  i n  Engl i s h f ather 
e a s  i n  Engl i s h b i rd 
i a s  i n  Engl i s h  t i n  
u a s  i n  Engl i s h  put ( i n i t i al pos i t i on ) 

a s  i n  Engl i s h  caught C other pos i t ions ) 

Stre s s  

I n  Anmatyerre t h e  f i r s t  vowel fol l owing a consonant i s  
stres sed . 

I n  the l i terature on Cen tral Aus tral i a , Abo r i g i na l  g roup names 

are var i ably s pel t . The fol low i n g  are the more common 

var i ants . The accepted modern f orm i s  u nder l i ned . 

Anmatyerre 

Unmatj era 

Unmatchera 

Yanmat j ar i  

Arr ernte 

Aranda 

Arunta 

Alyawarre 

Ya lyawara 

Alyawara 

I l i aura 

Al j auwara 



CHAPTER l 

BUNTERS , GATHERERS AND WOMEN 

May 1 9 8 2 : I had almo s t  completed the f i r s t  twelve month s  of 

f i eldwork in Central Au s tra l i a  working wi th Abor i g ina l  women 

on forag ing and subs i s tence pract i ce . Three weeks bef ore my 

departu re date , a group of women commented that they had ye t 

to show me s eed proces s ing and that the " s tory " wou ld be 

incomplete wi thout i t . 

We set out on a clear winter morning and qu i ckly loca ted an 

exten s i ve area of the gras s , alyatywerenge ( Eragro s t i s 

eriopoda ) .  The s even women took up tasks commensurate wi th 

thei r ski l ls in th i s  act i v i ty . The younger women col l ect ing 

the s eed heads , some of the older women winnowing the seed i n  

prepara t i on f o r  the huski ng , wh i le the two olde s t  women 

car r i ed out the mo s t  complex tasks ; the husk ing and f inal 

separation o f  the seed . As they went abou t t hei r var i ous 

tasks , one woman commen ted that th i s  activi ty , th i s  " seed 

bus ine s s " used to be " number one women ' s  work " . 

Watch ing the continuous ac t i v i ty of that small  group I had a 

g l impse of  the real ity of  the rou t ine of women ' s  trad i t i ona l 

work and began to apprec i a te the magni tude of the changes that 

hav� occur red . Women no l onger proces s  s eed and have not done 

so for many year s . I n  the 1 9 8 0 s  the i r  " work " was drama t i ca l ly 

d i f feren t . Other tasks had repl aced f orag ing and the e f f ect 
of  recent change was · perva s ive .

I i nves t i gated thi s many - s i ded subj ect throughou t  a per i od of  

twenty months f i eldwork s pent l i ving on two pas toral 

proper t i es , Utop i a  and Atar tinga ( previou sly Woodgreen ) ,  2 5 0  

km northeas t  o f  A l i ce Spring s  i n  the a r i d  Centra l Au s t ral i an 
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reg i on C F i gure 1 . 1 ) . G roups of Anmatyerre , Al yawarre and 

Arrer nte s peak i ng people were l ivi ng on these s ta t i on s  wh i c h  

now cover part of the i r  trad i t i onal terr i tor i es . 

THE STUDY 

The central theme of the the s i s  concerns the role of  

contemporary women i n  subs i s tence i n  a sma l l  remote 

commun i ty . The s tudy examines  how women ' s  subs i s tence 

contr i bution has al tered w i th chang ing c i rcums tances . I t  

explores the i n f luences s hapi ng the trends wi th i n  a sys tem 

wh i ch i ncorporates hun t i ng and gather i ng w i th i n  a ca s h  

economy . I n  part i cular i t  con s iders t h e  extent t o  wh i ch 

aspects of a hunter -gatherer trad i t i on con t i nue to i nf luence 

subs i s tence pra c t i ce s . The emphas i s  is on 

product i on but it is pres e nted w i th i n  a broad 

subs i s tence 

context . I 

examine the organ i z at i on of subs i s tence , modern patterns of 

forag i ng , technolog i cal c hange and the dome s t i c  s i tuat i o n  

w i t h i n  wh i ch women work . I concentrated my observa t i on s  on 

the role of women , a cho i ce bas ed on pract i cal cons i dera t i on s , 

and the d i vi s i on of  labour i s  ther�fore des c r i bed f rom a 

female perspect i ve . The ethnograph i c  data of  the s tudy 

prov ides a bas i s  to rev i ew preva i l i ng anthropolog i ca l  images 

of women ' s  rol e . In par t i cu l ar , I exami ne the rela t i on s h i p  

between anthropolog i cal models of subs i s tence and the 

i nterpretat ion of women ' s  role in Central Aus t ra l i a . 

I unders tand subs i s tence to mean a l l  act i vi t i es wh i c h  l ead 

d i rectly to the product i on of food . Forag i ng in th i s  con text 

was a par t i cular type of  subs i s tence act i vi ty in wh i ch women 

C or men ) procured f ood f rom the environment . The purchase and 

prepara t i on of  purchased f ood s tu f f s  f or consumpt i on was a 

compl ementary s phere of subs i s tence act i vi ty . 
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Throughout , my focus i s  contemporary . Th i s  the s i s  i s  not an  

exerc i s e in  recon s truc t i ng the pas t  but an attempt to 

under s tand pre s en t  behavi our w i th i n  a spec i f i c  hi s tor i cal 

context . T he contemporary s i tua t i on now under d i s cus s i on has  

clear l i nkages to both a recent and an anc i ent pas t ,  and , 

l i ttle a s  the actual content of that h i s tory can now be 

retr i eved , i ts s i g n i f i cance i s  nonethe l e s s  cr i t i cal ( Leacock 

1 9 7 8 ) . 

I use the term " pos t-trad i t ional " throughout the s tudy s imply 

to contrast the pre sent  w i th the pa s t . It is  not i nferr i ng 

that there was some moment i n  t ime at  wh ich the trad i t i onal 

l i fe - s tyle ceased and another began . S imi larly , the term 

" contemporary " i nd i cates and emphas i se s  that the s i tuat i on 

under s tudy ex i st s  w i th i n  modern , not anc i ent or h i s tor i c  

Aus tral i a . Al though the women whose l i fe I des c r i be are 

geographi cally i solated from urban Aus tral i a , i ts i n f l uence i s  

perva s i ve , not lea s t  becau s e  Abo r i g i nal people are u l t imately 

dependent upon it economi cally . 

BACKGROUND 

Feminists and Foragers in Anthropology 

Evi dence docume n t i ng the role of women i n  forag ing soc i et i e s  

h a s  been i ncrea s i n g  s tead i ly s i n ce Lee ( 1 9 6 8 : 4 2 )  drew 

atten t i on to data s how i n g  that mos t  extant forag ing groups 

subs i s ted prima r i ly on food s gathered by women . But a 

part i cular i n tere s t  i n  the role of women grew w i t h i n  the 

con text of the women ' s  movemen t  of the early 1 9 7 0 s  ( Qu i nn 

1 9 7 7 : 1 8 1 ) . Femal e  anthropolog i s ts , ref l ect i ng on the 

di scipl i ne , argued that anthropolog i ca1 perspect ives 

reproduced the s exual b i as of the wider soci ety and that the 

s tudy o f  " Man " , was , by and l arge , the s tudy of men by men 

\Reiter 1 9 7 5 ; Rosaldo and Lamphere 1 9 74 ) . 
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I n  hun ter-gatherer s tud ies  new d i rec t i ons arose f rom S l ocum ' s 

( 1 9 7 5 ) re -exami nat i on of  the preva i l i ng vi ew that mal e  hunt i ng 

and agg re s s i on provi ded the o r i g i na l  dynami c of cu l tural 

evolu t i on . S locum ( 1 9 7 5 : 4 9 ) a s ked a " s imple ques t i on " - " What 

were the fema l e s  do i ng wh i l e  the males  were out hunt i ng ? " . I n  

s ett i ng out t o  an swer i t , S locum con f ronted the more general 

que s t i on of how women , in that pa r t i cu lar ant hropolog i ca l  

d i s course , had been marg i na l i s ed to the poi n t  o f  i nvi s i b i l i ty .  

An exami nat i on of the d i v i s i on of labour i s  central to any 

analys i s  of the pos i t i on and s tatus of women ( Kuhne and Wolpe 

1 9 7 8 : 8 ) . Thus the anthropolog i ca l  l i terature explor i ng 

women ' s  s ta tu s  over l aps and i s , to vary i n g  degree s , f ou nded on 

that concern i ng the d ivi s i on of labour and the na ture of  

women ' s  work . S locum ' s re- i n terpretat i on of the role of  women 

i s  a semi n a l  work wi th i n  a l arge l i terature rel ated to the 

di v i s ion of  l abour wi th i n  hunter-gatherer groups . A 

mul t i far i ous subject , i t  may be con s i dered from a d i ver s i ty of 

view poi n ts . Emp i r i ca l  evi dence has been drawn f rom 

exami nat i on s  of f orag i ng pa ttern s ,  t ime a l locat i on s tud ies , 

ch i ld-care a rrangements , resource d i s t r i but i on and control 

mechani sms , or on probl ems re l a ted to the or i g i n  of the 

divi s i on of  l abour ( see for exampl e ,  Brown 1 9 7 0 ; Draper 1 9 7 5 ; 

Lee 1 9 7 9 ;  Halper i n  1 9 8 0 ;  Dahlberg 1 9 8 1 ; Hur tado , Hawke s ,  H i l l  

and Kaplan 1 9 8 5 ) . 

Despi te th i s  surge of i ntere s t , the documentat ion of women ' s  

rol e  i n  forag i ng soc i e t i es rema i ns patchy domi nated 

ethnograph i ca l l y  by r e s earch among the ! Kung C Es t ioko-Gr i f f i n  

and Gr i f f i n  1 9 8 1 : 1 2 1 ) . A myr i ad o f  researchers have recorded 

aspects of  the l i fe s tyle of hu nters and gatherer s  i n  Southern 

Af r i ca but the work of Lee ( 1 9 6 8 , 1 9 7 9 , 1 9 8 2 , 1 9 8 4 ) and Lee 

and Devore C 1 9 6 8 , 1 9 7 6 ) have provided the mos t i n f luent i a l  

model s  of f orag i ng soci ety . Recent research emerg i ng f rom 

stud i es among South Amer i ca n  forager s ( f or examp l e , Hi ll and 

Hawke s 1 9 8 3 ; Kapl an , H i l l , H awke s and Hurtado 1 9 8 4 )  and tha t 
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of the opt imal forag i n g  s chool C Wi n terhalder and Smi th 1 9 8 1 ) 

are more o r i ented to archaeolog i cal i n teres t s  ( Barnard 

1 9 8 3 : 1 9 5 ) and have yet to be i n tegrated w i th earl i er work . 

Whi le Lee ( 1 9 7 9 : 1 9 2 ) has  sa i d  that , 

I n  all  regions and throughout the year mongongo 
col lect i ng i s  the maj or activi ty of both men and 
women . . .  

the s trength of the image of " women the ga therer " i n  the 

l i terature on hunter -gatherers der i ves in large part f rom h i s  

research among the ! Kung . I t  was l ater re i n forced by 

i n terpreta t ions of evolu t i on wh i ch argued , partly on the bas i s  

of Lee ' s research , that " ga ther i ng and not hun t i ng was the 

i n i t i al food-gett ing behavi our that d i s t i ngu i s hed ape f rom 

human " ( Z i hlman 1 9 8 1 : 9 3 ) . 

Women and traditional life i n  Austral ia 

Austra l i an anthropology reflects , if a l i ttle later , the trend 

evident in the i nternat i onal l i terature - a recent focus on 

the affa i r s  of  women ( Ga l e  1 9 7 8 : 1 ) . I n  Austra l i a  a l so , i t  i s  

femal e anthropolog i s t s  who have car r i ed ou t the mos t  

comprehen s i ve i nve s t i ga t i on s  o f  women ' s  role . The i r  work has , 

as a domi nant theme , the rela t i on between gender and s tatu s ; 

( see for example , Reay 1 9 6 3 ; Berndt 1 9 7 8a ,  1 9 7 9 , 1 9 8 1 , 1 9 8 3 ; 

Hami l ton 1 9 7 5 , 1 9 7 9 , 1 9 8 0 , 1 9 8 l b ; Wh i te 1 9 7 5 , 1 9 7 8 ; Gale 1 9 7 8 , 

1 9 8 3 ;  Bell 1 9 8 3 a ,  1 9 8 3 b ) . W i th f ew excep t i ons the dome s ti c , 

economi c and mater i a l  d imen s i ons o f  women ' s  l ives have 

attracted much l e s s  susta i ned i ntere s t  ( al though see for 

example , Goodale 1 9 7 1 ; Cowl i shaw 1 9 7 9 ; Meehan 1 9 8 0 , 1 9 8 2 ; 

Ham i l ton 1 9 8 1 ; Wh i te , Barw i ck and Meehan 1 9 8 5 ) . More common l y  

that i nformati on i s  subsumed w i th i n  s tudi es n o t  expl i c i tly 

concerned wi th wome n , such a s  the work of Tonk i nson C 1 9 6 6 , 

1978) ··r-.:;kcnsha ( 1 9 7 8 ) Gould ( 1 980) ,  Al tma1i (19e�·, 198 4 , 

1 9 8 7 ) ,  O ' Conn e l l ,  Lat z  and Barnett ( 1 9 8 3 ) , Wh i t e  ( 1 9 8 5 ) and 

Ros e  ( 1 9 8 7 ) .  
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The apparent l ack of i n tere s t  i n  the mater i a l  a spect s  o f  

women ' s  l ive s  ref l ected t h e  earl ier ethnograph i c  trends wi t h i n  

Aus tral ian anthropology as much as i t  r e f lected a d i s i n teres t  

i n  the rol e of  women . Aus t ral i an hun ter -gatherers wer e  long 

the s ource of i nternat i onal debate on matters of k i n s h i p  and 

soc i a l  organ i sa t i on ( Woodbur n  1 9 8 0 : 9 6 ) .  As Gould C 1 9 6 9 : 2 5 2 ) 

po i nted out a t  the ea rl i e s t  Man the Bunter Con ference , papers 

dea l i ng wi th Aus tral i a  

showed a tendency toward spec i a l i sat ion i n  the 
s tudy of mar r i age and l and-owne r s h i p  wh ich set them 
apart f rom the mater i a l  pre s ented by mo s t  of the 
other contr i butor s . 

Ethnograph i c  i nf orma t i on on the trad i t i onal l i fe of women i s ,  

therefore , scant ( Berndt 1 9 8 1 : 1 6 8 ) and the dimen s i on s  o f  the 

divi s i on of l abour can no l onger be f u l ly documented . 

Mal i nows k i , i n  1 9 1 2 , revi ewed the ex i s t i ng e thnog raph i c  and 

h i s tor i cal l i terature and on th e que s t ion of the d i vi s ion o f  

labour concluded ( Mal i nowsk i  1 9 6 3 : 2 8 7 )  that s i nce women ' s  work 

was the more h eavy and monotonou s , the d i vi s i on wa s unnatural . 

Women theref ore worked as they d i d  under compu l s ion f rom 

men . After f i eld work i n  Arnhem Land , Warner a l s o  pondered 

the impl i ca t i on s  o f  the d i v i s i on of labour . Warner ( 1 9 6 9 : 1 2 3 ) 

proposed a causal relat i o n  between the s impl i c i ty of f emal e  

technology , thei r s impl i f i ed per s onal i t ie s  a n d  the i r 

con s eque n t  i na b i l i ty to ach i eve " soc i al va lue " ( Warner 1 9 6 9 : 6 )  

equ i valent to that of  men . He pos i ted no reas on for the 

orig i n  of the apparen t  s exua l  s epara t i on but specu l ated t ha t  

i t  was l i nked to what h e  perce i ved a s  men ' s  technolog i ca l  

super i or i ty . B u t  wh i l s t  War ner d i d  exami ne t he d i v i s ion o f  

labour , h i s  d a t a  w a s  heav i ly b i ased towards t h e  sub s i s t en c e  

act ivi t i es , - ar t i f ac t s  and technology of men w i t h  o n l y  a 

cursory desc r i pt i on of tho s e  of  women ( Warner 1 9 6 9 : 1 2 7- 1 4 3 ) .  



[ 8 ]  

Kaber ry ( 1 9 3 9 ) , on the bas i s  of her f i el d  work i n  We stern 

Aus tral i a , refuted preva i l i ng vi ews of the d i vi s i on of l abour 

that characte r i s ed Abor i g i na l  women ' s  work as e l emen tary , 

repe t i t ive and artl e s s  and men ' s  a s  ski l l fu l  and 

s t imu l at i ng . She commented : 

We can d i smi s s  the stateme nt that women ' s  work 
i nvolves more drudgery than that of the men , even 
though i t  may take l onger . I t  i s  compu l s ory only 
in the sense that it  is  an occupat i on that is  of  
vi tal  importance to the ma i n tenance of  l i f e ;  but 
there i s  no que s t i on of  the " brutal impos i t i on of 
the heavier  tasks on the weaker sex " ( Kaberry 
1 9 3 9 : 2 4 ) . 

On the con trary , she repor ted that the need and the 

expecta t i on of s har i ng s epara tely col l ected resouce s ensured 

that men and women , on the who le ,  worked to ma i n ta i n  

relation s h i ps of co-opera t i on ( Kaberry 1 9 3 9 : 2 5 ) . Kaberry 

( 1 9 3 9 : 3 5 )  conc l uded that the ex i s tence of a l abou r  d i v i s i on i s  

not of i t s e l f  ref l ect i ve of s ta tu s  but o f  the ava i l abi l i ty of 

resources , phys i ol og i ca l  sexual d i f ferences and exp l o i tat i on 

s trateg i e s . Further , s he sugges ted that the economi c s k i l l  of 

women " i s not only a weapon of subs i s tence , but a l s o  a mean s 

of enfor c i ng good treatmen t  and j us t i ce "  ( Kaberry 1 9 3 9 : 3 6 ) . 

Kaber ry ' s i ntere s t i n  the s ecul ar and mater i a l  a spects of  

women ' s  l i f e  wa s ground-break i ng . Her propos i t ion that some 

at ten t i on to t h i s d i mens i on of the i r  l i fe l og i ca l l y  precedes 

exami nat i on of  any other C Kaberry 1 9 3 9 : 1 8 7 ) has s i gn i f i can t l y  

i n f luenced my own s tudy . L i k e  her , I have taken woman the 

worker a s  " the po i nt of  depar ture i n to the concrete rea l i ty of 

her wor l d "  ( Kaberry 1 9 3 9 : 9 ) , but unl ike Kaberry I re s t r i c ted 

myse l f  to that d imen s i on of  l i fe in order to better unders tand 

the complex i ty wi th i n  i t . 

One wonder s  why i t  i s  t hat the every-day domes t i c  l i fe o f  

·-·.-_;;ner! h a s  r emained such a n  apparently u�attrac":ive sub j e�t of 
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s tudy even g i ven the current i n tere s t  i n  women ' s  af fa i r s ?  I s  

i t  that dome s t i c  l i f e  i ts e l f offers l es s  o f  anthropo l og i ca l  

worth than other aspects of l i fe , o r  tha t a predomi nantly ma l e  

an th ropo l og i ca l  d i s c i pl i ne d e f ines i t  t o  be s o . O r  i s  i t  

i nd i ca t i ve , a s  Ber ndt sugge s ted , of the ori e n tat i on o f  f ema l e 

re s earcher s themselves away f rom dome s t i c i ty i n  the i r  own 

wor ld? She specu l ated whether i t  was , 

. . .  because they thems e lves [ fema l e  r e s earchers ] 
wer e  concer ned w i th the l arger i s sues of publ i c  
l i f e , wi th the " eman c ipation " o f  women : and , 
mi s read i ng the s i gn s , they saw i n  the pos i t i on of 
Abor i g i na l  women an awf u l  war n i ng , or r emi nder , of 
the con nection between women and dome::slic i ty from 
wh i ch women a lmo s t  everywhere f i nd it so hard to 
e scape . ( Be r ndt 1978:80) 

Strathern (1984) has argued that the con temporary search for 

doma i n s  of women ' s  power wh i ch l i e  ou t s i de the dome s t i c  is  a 

r e f l e ct i on of ou r own deva lua t i on of dome s t i c i ty .  Ther e  i s  a 

t endency to impute our own cul tural mean i ng s  to recongi sabl e 

dome s t i c  symbol s  (1984:31) and ther eby mi s r epr esent the 

dome s t i c  l i f e  of both men and women in other cul t u r e s  

C Strathern 1984:31). 

Interpretations 

·Two central i deas abou t women ' s  produc t i on and the trad i t i on a l  

d i v i s i on of l abou r domi nate the Au stral i an l i te ratu re . T h e  

f i r s t  i s  t h a t  women w e r e  economi cal ly domi nant  because  they 

exploi ted the more r e l i ab l e  s ector of the resource ba s e ; 

s econdly , that the i r  economi c domi nance , coupl ed wi th a str i c t  

div i s i on of l abou r was t h e  ba s i s  of the i r  i ndepend ence of 

me n . Berndt (1979:34) summa r i s ed them : 

I n  r egard to trad i t i onal Abor i g i na l  
genera l ly speak i ng , s everal po i n t s  
e s tabl i s hed : 

soc i ety , 
are wel l  
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Cl) Women provided the most substantial and most 
consistent food supplies. They were the most 
dependable providers of food for their 
families . . .  

( 2 ) 

McCarthy 

Accordingly, women could be 
virtually independent of men. 
need male bread-winners . 

and McArthur (1960) carried 

economically, 
They did not 

out the 

quanti ta ti ve survey of Aboriginal 
' 

Although it has several shortcomings 

subsistence in 

(Jones 1980:135), 

first 

1948. 

it is 

the earliest available account . It offered 

evidence that women were the mainstay 

and Altman 

of 

no 

the 

unequivocal 

subsistence 

economy . Meehan (1980:17) (1982, 1984), 

studies 

on the 

basis of recent long-term quantitative among 

Aborigines of coastal Arnhem Land, are both of 

that the contributions of men and women under 

the opinion 

traditional 

conditions were equally 

specifically revise her 

important . Fieldwork led Meehan to 

earlier conclusion (Hiatt 19 78 : 13 )  

that women were more important food-providers in areas, such 

as the tropics, where gatherable foods were plentiful. She 

wrote <1980:17), 

Based on my experience with the Anbarra people 
since then that statement would now have to be 
modified because it appears that in tropical, 
coastal areas, women and men are equally important 
food providers . 

While the available ethnographic data indicated that women 

regularly carried out subsistence work separately from men, it 

is a different and unsubstantiated assertion that women were 

therefore economically independent of men . 

Central Australia was obviously different to coastal Arnhem 

Land, but even greater uncertainty surrounds women's role in 

this region. There is extensive evidence that environmental 

variation rather than uniformity characterises the Australian 

desert (Strehlow 1965; Mabbutt 1971; Peterson 1979) but the 
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only extensive studies of desert subsistence patterns have 

been based on the Western Desert, the harshest of the desert 

environments (Gould 1969, 1980; Cane 1984). When comparing 

the plant resource inventories of Warlpiri, Alyawarre C both 

Central Australian groups) and the Western Desert groups, 

Gould (1980:61) concluded that: 

. . .  the Western Desert stands out as a place that is 
exceedingly poor in numbers of edible plant and 
animal species and in the actual amounts of those 
species as well. . .  ln terms of water supplies and 
plant and animal resources, this is a physical 
environment that by any standard may be the most 
unreliable and impoverished in the world where 
people now live or are known to have lived directly 
off the land. 

In that environment, at that time, the diet was primarily 

vegetarian and "at least 90% of the time females provide 95% 

of the food available to the group as a whole" (Gould 

1980:62). Given the extreme nature of the Western Desert as a 

habitat for humans however, the subsistence patterns Gould 

documented are not representative of all desert regions nor 

should the role he attributed to women be accepted as typical. 

Rather than a model for arid Australia generally, Gould 

(1980:61) regarded the Western Desert as a baseline against 

which other arid, 

compared. 

but less harsh, environments may be 

The traditional economic role of women, except in broadest 

outline, is undocumented and therefore must remain a matter 

for continuing speculation. There is little convincing 

evidence, at least for Central Australia, for example, to 

support the assertion that, because, 

• . .  women are the economic mainstay, they must camp 
near sites where they have access to food 
resources. In this way women determine camp 
location and movements . . .  (Bell 1983a:55). 
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The "vegetarian stress" 

The vegetar i an character of t he d i e t  and t he image of "woman 

the gatherer " are i n tegral pa rts  of the pr opos i t i on tha t  

Abor i g i nal women ' s  econ omi c impor tance wa s founded o n  t he 

rel iabi l i ty of the i r  su bs i s te nce 

( 1 9 8 3a : 5 4 )  cla imed that , 

con t r i but i on . 

. . .  mos t  anthro po l og i s t s  al l ow tha t  in 
days women 's con t r i but ion to the 
con s i derab l e , up to e i ghty percent 
reg i ons . 

pr e-con tac t 
d i e t  wa s 

i n  d e s e r t  

Bel l  

She offered 

a s s e s sment 

here , an of t -repeated but 

made or i g i na l l y  by Megg i t t 

unsubs tan t i ated 

( 19 5 7 : 143) . Hi s 

quant i ta t i vely expres s ed conclus i on concern i ng t he 

contr i bution of vegetabl e s  ( ga thered by wome n) t o  the d i et wa s 

unsupported by da ta , neve r t he l e s s  h i s  s ta teme n t  concern i ng t he 

" vegetar ian s tres s "  ( Megg i tt 19 6 3 : 4 ) of the d i e t ha s bee n a 

power ful and cont i nuing i n fluence . It has fos tered a r i g i d  

as soc iat i on o f  women ,  gather i ng ac t i vi t i e s  and vege t ab l e  

foods , and a common i d e a  that t h e  "l i f e of the Aus tral i a n 

woman 

That 

cen tred around the veg e t able wo rld" 

as soc i a t i on has so  thoroughly 

( Rohe im 19 74 : 46 ) . 

permeated t he 

anthropolog i ca l  l i terature tha t  i t  i s  taken a s  a 

commonpl ace . I t s  i n f l uence ha s recen t l y  ex tended to the  arena 

of pol i cy recommenda t i o n s  on l and use in  desert ou t s ta t i o n s . 

Curren t l y  Abor i g i na l  men are tra i n ed a s  gardene rs . 
Th i s  i s  i n  marked con trast  to the trad i t i o nal 
s exua l d i v i s i o n s  of l abour . Con s eque n t l y ,  wome n 
s hould be tra i ned as  gardeners and female 
hor t i cul tu ral adv i sors  empl oyed ( Ca n e  and Sta n l ey 
19 8 5 : 2 1 6 ) 

Wh i le Gou l d  i n d i ca t ed t he cr i t i ca l  i mpor tance of pl a n t  f ood s 

for the e x t reme l y  a r i d  areas of Ce n t ral Au s tra li a ,  the  d a ta 

are both too l imi t ed and con trad i c tory t o  suppor t  such fi r m  

concl u s i on s  f o r  t h e  whol e  o f  a r i d  Au s tr a l i a . Fi n l a yson , a 
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zoolog i s t  who trave l l ed ex tens i vely through the s ou the r n  

Aranda a n d  Pi t j an t j a t j a ra country dur i ng 1 931-35, commented o n  

the impor tance of meat i n  the d i e t  of peopl e  he encou n t e red 

and worked wi th . F i n layson { 1 935: 38 ) wrote that the l i t tle 

known ( z oolog i cal ly) sma l l  mamma l s  "f orm the ma i n s tay of  the 

black man ' s  d i e t " and that they were of par t i cu l ar i n tere s t  to 

women :  

The kanga roo , the euro , the rock wa l l aby and the 
emu are the big game , the red meat , of the lord s  of 
the land [me n ]  . . .  upon thei r gins [ women ] devo l ves 
the con s tant t a s k  of d i gg i ng ou t the sma l l e r  
mamma l s  t o  suppl eme nt the l arder , a n d  from them a 
wealth of ma ter i a l  and data may be obta i ned whi ch 
is  otherwi s e  mos t  d i f f i c u l t  to a c ce s s .  { F i n layson 
1 935:41 ) 

He remarked on the abundance of l i z a rds , cal l i ng the a rea a 

"l and of l i zard s " :  

Of the larger k i nd s , two spe c i e s  o f  mon i tors . . •  are 
more ofte n  s een than any other s ,  and s car cely a day 
goes by wi thout e ncounte r s . . .  wi th t he s e  two great 
l i zard s , on accoun t o f  the bl ack' s f ond ne s s  for 
them a s  an art i c l e  of d i et .  { F i n l ayson 1 935:36 ) 

Finlayson ident i f ied t he mos t commonl y  cau ght goannas as  

Vara nus gou ld i i and v .  giganteu s .  H e  s ugges ted that 

Abor i g i na l  peopl e  sought l i z a rds 

. . • not [for] t he f l e s h  but the f a t . In a land  
where mamma l s  are n ear l y  a l ways l ean , the big  
l i z ard s and the emu are pra c t i cal l y  the only 
s ource s of fat- s u ppl y and a r e  che r i s hed accord i n g ! �  
{ F i n l ayson 1 935:38 ) 

Between 1 95 7  and 1 96 4 , Long trave l l ed amo ng the P i n tub i i n  t he 

vi c i n i ty of Lake Mackay , i n  the Wes t e r n  Deser t and repor ted : 

On l y  two of the twenty- t wo grou ps wer e  fou nd to be 
us i ng gra s s  s eeds for f l our mak i ng . . .  o the r seed s 
and f ru i t wer e  more often ava i l able t han g r a s s  
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seed s , the mos t u sed be i ng probably Solan um fru i t s 
and the quandon� ( Santa l um a cumi na t um) . . .  men have 
been seen gather i ng solanum and o t he r  f ru i t s i n  
quan t i ty ,  a s  we l l  a s  l i z a rd s  and roden t s . I t  s eems 
rea sonable to a s sume that the ma i n  s t aple i n  the 
area was l i z ard mea t . V i r tu a l l y eve ry g roup me t had 
been ga t her i ng l i z a rds ; i n  mo s t  i n s ta nces th i s  wa s 
the only food brought back to  camp .  Sma l l  l i z a rds 
C linga ) s eem t o  have pr ovided the sta ple for 
c hi ldren and to some ex tent for wome n .  Of the 
l arger l i z a rds pr obab ly the " blue tongues " 
( lungkata wana ) were the mo s t  i mpor tant source of 
food i t  s eems pr obable  that l i z a rds were 
s im i l a rly the rel i ab l e , all seasons stapl e  in the 
s andy d e s e r t s  t o  the s ou t h  where the mean � 
annual ra i n f a l l  i s  e ven l owe r but whe re i n sects and 
l i z a rd s are s imi larly n ume rou s . ( Long  1 9 7 1 : 2 6 7) 

Clel a nd bel i e ved the s ubs i s tence of Ce n t ral  and S outhern 

Aus tra l i a  to be meat -or i e n t ed wi th a pl an t - food suppleme n t . 

The food a vai l able may be summed u p  as foll ows . The 
nat ive of Southern  a nd Cen tral Aus t ra l i a , thou gh 
omn i vorou s  was e s s ent i a l ly a mea t- ea te r  ( i nclud i ng 
fi s h ) . An i ma l  food was hi s ma i n s t ay . There mi g ht 
be a cons iderabl e s u ppl emen t  of pl ant  food s i n  
Centra l Aus t ra l i a  but i n  t he South they were hard ly 
procurab l e . ( Cl e l and 19 6 6 : 1 1 8 )  

T i ndale ( 1 9 7 2 : 2 4 8 )  reported tha t  the P i t j a n t j a t j ara  lef t 

an ima l s  wi th i n s u f fi c i ent fat , an  i nd i cat i on t ha t  a n i ma l s  we r e  

re l a t i vely pl ent i f u l . He l ater comme nted t ha t  the  "De s e rt 

folk rega rd them s e l ve s  a s  f undamen tal ly mea t  eater s "  C T i nda l e  

1 9 8 1 : 1 8 7 4 ) . M ac f a r l ane ( 1 9 7 8 : 5 1 ) o n  a f i eld· tri p to the 

We s tern Des ert i n  1 9 6 3 , a drought year , reported women tak i n g 

ma i n l y  non-vegetable food s :  co s s i d larvae , hon ey ants , f rogs , 

some caterpi l l ars  a nd quandongs . P l a n t  food s we re i n  short 

supply , a n  ob s e rva t i o n  al so made by Gou ld ( 1 9 8 0 : 6 6 ) who noted 

a redu ct i on i n  pl a n t  s pe c i e s  d i ve r s i ty dur i ng dr oug ht . 

Final ly , Hami l to n , on t he ba s i s  of her des ert f i e ldwork wa s 

prompted to rema rk : 
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that  the s tr e s s  i n  the l i tera ture on women as 
gatherers  of vege table f ood s has , I t hi n k ,  been 
gros sly overdone and the i mpor tance o f  s ma l l  
pro te i n  s ources such as  egg s , bi rd s , l i z a rds , 
burrowi ng an i ma l s  and grubs ha s been grea t ly 
undere s t i ma ted Wome n  i n  the Ea s tern We s tern 
Desert  saw themselves as  go i n g ou t pr imar i ly for  
for meat . The vegetable f ood s they gathered we re 
an important suppl emen t  rather t han an al terna t i ve , 
t o  the a n i ma l  foods . ( Hami l ton 19 8 0 : 111 au thor's 
emphas i s ) 

As others have noted ( Dahlberg 19 81 : 15) , d i scus s i on of ten 

hi nges on the def i n i t i o n  o f  "ga ther i ng " .  I s  t he tak i ng o f  

l i z ard s , burrowi ng an i ma l s ,  g rubs or s he l l f i s h  "gather i ng" or 

some t h i ng e l s e ?  Or are par t i cul ar f orag i ng act i vi t i e s  g los s ed 

as  "ga t her i ng "  becau s e  wome n per form t hem? Anomal i e s abou nd . 

O'Con ne l l  and Hawkes C l 9 8 l : Table 5 . A . 2 ) for exa mpl e , pr esen ted 

da ta on f e ma l e  f oragers in Ce n t r a l  Au s tral i a . They recorded 

24 f orag i ng eve n t s  and d e s pi te documen t i ng tha t  on 10 of the 

2 4  occas i on s  t he women brought i n  an i ma l s  ( l i z a rds and grubs )  

as we ll , the t a b l e  was t i t l ed "Quan t i ta t i ve d a ta on some pl an t 

col lect i ng t r i ps or i g i n a t i ng a t  Benda i j erum 19 73 - 75 . "  A mi nor 

example perhaps , but one i nd i c a t i ve of a b l i nd s pot i n  

appre hend i ng the compl ex i ty o f  women ' s  forag i ng . The! 

Aus tral i an dat a , e s pe c i a l ly the recen t qu an t i t a t i ve accou n t s , 

cur rently support Embe r ( 19 78 : 4 4 0 )  who , af ter survey i ng data 

in the Ethnograph i c  atlas , concluded : 

The resu l t s  of the pre s e n t  survey do not suppor t 
the v i ew that gather i ng i s  ge ne rally the mos t  
impor tan t or eve n t he more i mpor tan t subs i s t e nce 
act i v i ty ,  nor doe s the su rvey support the related 
v i ew that women con t r i bu t e  subs tan t i a l l y  mor e  to 
subs i s ten ce than men . 

Model s of subsistence relations 

Bernd t C l 9 7 8 a ) sugg e s t ed that the pr i n ci pal subs i s tence 

technol ogy o f  Abor i g i nal me n and women , the s pea r and the 

d i gg i ng s t i ck respect i vely , s erved wel l  as  symbol s  f or the 

d i s t i n c t i ve roles  o f  men and women i n  Abor i g i na l  s oc i e ty . 



[1 6 ]  

A spea r i s  a symbol of ma lenes s .  One symbol of 
fema lenes s is a d i l lybag or ba s ke t  or a wooden 
food-carry i ng di sh.  But a d i gg i ng s t ick , though 
less  s harply di s t i nct i ve in form , is a l s o  a fema le 
symbol - i nd i cat ing the ma i n  economi c act i vi ty that 
is  the preroga t i ve and vi r tual monopoly of wome n ,  
the sphere of food-col lect i ng .  ( Berndt 1 9 78 a : 72 )  

Whi le Berndt noted the way i n  whi ch the "d igg i ng s t ick a n d  t he 

spear compl emen t  and supplemen t  each othe r "  s he comme n ted t ha t  

e i ther "cou ld s tand al one " ( Ber ndt 1 9 78 a : 72 ) and focused on 

the i r  separatene s s . 

In  Abor i g i nal  Aus tral ia the d i vi s i o n  of labour 
between t he s exes wa s fa i r ly clear cut in al l 
facet s of l i vi ng . . .  There was some ove r l a p ,  some 
conunon ground - but ge nerally s peak i ng no areas of 
uncerta i n t� ( Berndt 1 9 78 a : 74 ) 

Wi tho u t  l abour i ng t he me taphor , I t hi nk the s imi l ar i t i e s  of 

spear and d i ggi ng s t i ck a re equa l l y s t r i k i ng . The overlap i n  

the i r  subs i s ten ce fu n c t i on s  cou ld equ a l l y  we l l  symbol i s e  the 

overlap of ma le a nd fema l e  sub s i s tenc e pur su i t s to produce , 

what Meehan ( 19 8 0 : 15)  ha s ca l l ed , a sys t em of va ry i n g 

respons i b i l i t i e s . A d i ggi ng s t i c k  i s  an effec t i ve k i l l i ng 

i n s trumen t when u s ed as a club . On the other ha nd any 

sui table s t i ck can fu n c t i on a s  a d i gg i ng s t i ck or a club and 

men may thus a va i l  t hem s e l ve s  of the same re s ource s as do 

women . The s eparatenes s of the sys tem descr i bed by Bernd t 

C l 9 78 a : 72 )  where a "ma n  c ould manage by himself o ve r  a pe r i od , 

as  far  as  food -get t i ng we n t ,  j u s t  a s  a woma n cou ld , a l t hough 

hi s effor ts were fraught wi th ra the r  more u n cer ta i n ty tha n  

her s "  bel i e s  the f a c t  t ha t  men cou ld a s  we l l  ga the r  a s  hu n t , 

they could explo i t  t he en t i re r a nge of resource s  ( M eehan 

1 9 8 0 : 1 5 )  whe rea s i t  was women whos e a ct i vi t i es were l i mi ted 

ei ther by cu l tural pro s c r i pt i on s  or by the ex i g e n c i e s  of chi ld 

rai s i ng . 



[17 ] 

Hami l ton ( 19 79 ,  19 8 0 ) , expl i c i tly bu i l d i ng on Ber ndt's mod e l , 

used eth nograph i c  data from the ea s te r n  We s t e r n  De s e r t  t o  

argue that the d i v i s i on o f  labour between ma l e s  and f ema l e s  

. . .  i s  so  thorough -goi ng and compl e te that i t  can 
better be unders tood as two s epa ra te sys t ems . The 
i n s trume n t s  of labour , the techn ique s u s ed , the 
organ i sat i on of work , the means of red i s t r i but i on 
of the product and the ideol ogy gove r n i ng the s e  
ac t i v i t i e s  i s  notably d i f f er e n t for men and women. 
( Hami l ton 1 9 8 0 : 12 )  

H e r  analys i s  ult imately wa s d i re cted to the r e l a t i o n s hi p  

between econom i c  act i v i ty and the s ec ret l i fe o f  both me n and 

women , but the ex i s tence of s exual  s eparat i o n in da i ly 

subs i s tence pu r s u i t s wa s cent ral to her argumen t .  I t  i s  

unclear what t ime- f rame she u s ed - t rad i t i o na l and the refore  

recon s truc ted , o r  cont emporary . She s a i d  tha t i t  wa s not a 

" trad i t i ona l " s i tuat i on but 

behav i or rema i ned " ( Hami l ton 

that " e l emen t s  of pre- con tac t 

19 8 0 : 4) .  Nonethe l e s s , her 

descr i pt i on of pr oduc t i o n  i s  f ramed in trad i t i ona l terms ; the 

use of s tone and wooden gear , the organ i s a t i on of forag i ng and 

the cr i t i ca l  impor tance of g r i n d s tones . 

Al though Ham i l ton bas ed he r argumen t  on an exam i na t i on of the 

d i vi s i on of l abou r and technology , s he s e t  the d i s c u s s i on 

wi th i n  the context of a mor e  gen e r a l i s ed and broad ly ba s ed 

d i v i s i on be tween men and women , say i ng that : 

The d i chotomy be tween ma le and f ema le i n  Abor i g i na l  
s oc i et i e s i s  too we l l  known to n eed e i the r  
documenta t i o n  o r  re- s tateme nt . ( Hami l ton 1 9 7 9 : x i v >  

She noted how Wh i te ( 19 7 5 ) had es tabl i s hed " f or t he f i r s t  

time , the ext r eme s epa rat i on o f  ma l e  and f ema l e  i n  the Ce n t ra l  

Aus tral i an areas " and sugges ted that i n  de s e r t  soci e ty s exual  

separat i on i s  s o  pe r va s i ve and s ex-ba sed groups have such a 
., 

high prof i le that " t he fam i ly become s l e s s obv i ous and 

vi s i bl e "  ( Hami l ton 19 79 : x i x) . 
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Whereas Kaberry had earl i er proceeded from an exami nat i on of  

the economic and dome s t i c  rol e of  wome n to an  ex ami nat i on o f  

other aspects of the i r  soc i al l i f e ,  Whi te ( 19 7 5 )  d i d  the 

rever se . She argued tha t a d i v is i on be tween the sexes was the 

es sen t i al feature of soc i a l l i fe i n  Cent ral Au st ral ia ; that 

men and women , i n cludi ng ma rri age par t ners  " l i ved mai n l y  

separate l i ve s "  ( White 19 7 5 : 13 6 ) . This concl u s ion wa s ba sed on 

anecdota l observa t i o n s  of Abo r i g i n al soci al l i f e conducted 

wi thi n a Lu theran mi s s i on wi th a la rge numbe r of re s i den t s . 

She speculated whet her the a pparent d i v i s ion  may have 

or igi nated in the more extreme d i v i s i on of labour 

trad i t i onal ly nece s sary in de sert e nv ironme n t s . Al though no 

evidence was adduced i n  support , White ( 19 7 5 : 13 4 ) sugge s ted 

that , in contrast to more f e r t i le areas , the har s h  desert 

envi ronme n t  resul ted in reduced economic co-opera t i o n  between 

me n and women and that thi s mor e pronoun ced s epa ra t i on i n  

economi c ac t i v i t i e s then recurred through social and r i tual 

l i f e . Observ i ng that " Abor i g i n e s  did not share our concept of 

the nuclear fami ly as a res ide n t i al and opera t i onal group " ,  

a n d  that men a n d  women C i n  a large Abor ig i na l  s et t lemen t ) 

operated rather separately , she con cluded that s exua l 

separa ti on wa s the central feature of de sert  soc i a l l i f e 

( Whi te 19 7 5 : 13 6 ) . 

The separate l i f e  of Abor i g i nal wome n in desert soc i ety has 

s i nee emerged as  a domi n a n t  

s tatements o f  women ' s  rol e 

theme i n  recent an thropolog i ca l  

and , i n teres t i ngly , i t  i s  one 

advanced mo s t  s trongly by f emale resear cher s .  B e l l  C l 9 8 3 a) 

for example , ha s fur ther el abora ted the theme o f  sexua l 

separaten e s s  throug h he r focus on the exi s ten ce of separa te 

wome n ' s  res id ence s . 

The yawulya ( wome n ' s  r i tual)  and the j i l imi 
( women ' s  c amp) embody much tha t  i s  dear to wome n : 
both provide v i s i b l e  pr oof i n  the wi der soc i ety of 
women ' s  s e para tene s s  and i ndepe ndence . It i s  from 
the j i l imi tha t  the wome n ' s  r i tu a l  ac t i v i ty i s  
i n i t i a ted and con t r ol led , a nd i t  i s  i n  the j i l imi 
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t ha t  women achieve a separa t i on from men in the i r  
da i ly ac t i vi t i e s . A re fuge , a focus on women ' s  
da i l y ac t i vi t i es , an area taboo to me n , a power 
ba se , an expre s s i on of women ' s  sol idari ty , t he home 
of t he r i tua lly impor tan t and res pec ted wome n , t he 
j ilimi i s  a l l  t hi s  and more ( Bell 1 9 8 3 a : l 7) . 

I n  add i t i o n , t here are s trong i n ferences t ha t , for these 

wome n ,  dome s t i c  l i fe i s  of les s va lue t han ri tua l co ncer n s . 

As women leave behi nd t hei r mo ther i ng roles they 
move i n to more pr es t i g i ous women's ac t i vi t i e s and 
play an i ncreas i ngly impor t a n t  role in dec i s i on 
mak i ng ( 19 8 3 ( a ) : 3 5 ) . 

As S trathern ( 1 9 8 4  > commen ted , t he deval ua t i o n  of dome s t i c  

l i fe i s  more l i kely to be a con s t ruc t i on of the 

anthropolog i cal observer t han t he observed . An extended 

concern wi t h  t he separate sub s i s t e nce act i vi t i es of men and 

women has ob scured t he underly i ng common purpose of bo t h  men ' s  

and women ' s  act i vi t i es  - t o  acqu i re food for t hemse l ves and 

t he i r  depe ndant s . The d i etary a s pects  of subs i s tence are 

downplayed i n  t hese i nt e r pret a t i on s  whi ch emphas i s e the s oc i al 

dimen s i on s  of t he act i vi t i e s t hemselves ra t her t han t he i r  

ul t imate purpose . 

Change and a lost l ivel i hood 

Comprehens i ve quan t i ta t i ve an t hropolog i cal s tud i es of t he las t 

twenty year s  have unequ i voc ally es tabl i s hed t he importance of 

women ' s  role in t he economi c l i f e of hu n ter-ga t herers . By 

then t he ma j or i ty of such gr oups had , howe ver , already 

undergone ma j or econom i c  and s oc i al tr an s f orma t i on s . There i s  

an i n crea s i ng i n teres t i n  t he proces s and cond i t i on s  o f  t hose 

tran s f orma t i ons , and a concom i t a n t  i n tere s t  in  t he chang i n g 

role of women . 

Ros e , i n  hi s Winds of Change i n  Central Austral ia wa s among 

the f i r s t  t o  draw a t ten t i on t o  t he s i gn i f i cance o f  chang i n g 
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Abor i g i na l  subs i s tence pa tterns , s peci f i ca l l y  the adopt i on o f  

flour . H e  descri bed i t  as  "one of the mos t revolut ionary 

i n f l uences i n  b r i ng i ng about a change in the way of l i f e  of 

the Abori g i nes . • •  " ( Rose 19 6 5 : 3 1) . He argued that on the 

bas i s  of thi s mas s i ve change to subs i s tence prac t i c e , wome n 

had become an econom i c  l i abi l i ty to t he i r  men folk , s i n ce me n 

rather t han women now s uppl i ed the neces sary ca rbohydrate 

foods through t he i r  earned i ncome ( Rose 19 6 5 : 8 9) . 

Tradi tiona l l y ,  women as l abou rers , had con s t i tuted an as s e t  

for men . 

Not that ea rl i e r  commentators fai led to repo r t  chang i n g 

subs i s tence pat t erns - they d i d . But s ee i ng the wi de s pread 

use of flour , tea and sugar , there was a tendency toward s  

impre s s i on i s t i c  j udgemen ts , and , for unclear reasons , wome n 

were thought more ser i ous l y  affe cted by the changed s i tua t i on 

than men . I n  ref erence to the Ool d ea peopl e , Berndt and 

Berndt claimed that , 

Sex i s  one of the i r  chief i n tere s t s  and d i ve r s i ons , 
wi th gambl i ng a c lose  se cond . The former resu l t s 
no doubt from t he s pare time that woman now f i nds 
at her d i s po s al . No  longer  does s he co l l ec t seed s 
to gr i nd and make i n to damper , as now t he f l our i s  
su ppl ied and the mix i ng and knead i ng i s  a n  ea s y  
task . ( Berndt and Berndt 19 4 2 : 3 2 3 )  

Shortly a f ter they wr ote t ha t  woman ' s  l i f e s i nce con t a c t  wa s 

"much ea s i er and s impl e r "  but tha t  the subseque n t  s pare t i me 

ava i lable 

tend s to make her somewha t l a z y .  Such tendency wa s 
mu ch more noti ceabl e among women t han among me n . 
( Berndt and Bernd t 19 4 4 : 2 2 0 )  

Long ( 19 7 0 :  3 2 8 )  s peak i ng o f  cen t ral Aus t ral i a , thought tha t  

women d i d  l i t t l e  s i nce they n o  l onger f oraged , and t hi s  

i ncrease i n  l e i sure t ime "a ppears to be t he ba s i c  cause of 

some neurot i c  cond i t i ons " .  
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De s pi te a l ack of ethnog ra ph i c  evi dence , thes e repor t s  

i ndi cate at l ea s t  a recogn i t i on t h a t  changed subs i s tence 

prac t i ces may have con s t i tu ted a s i g n i f i cant i n f l uence . They 

a l s o  i nd i cate that obs e r vers pe rcei ved subs i s tence change a s  

pecul iar ly relevan t  t o  fema les ra ther than the wi der soc i a l  

group . Obs ervers i n terpre ted the i n corporat i on o f  f l our , 

sugar and tea i n to the d i e t as s i g nal l i ng the effect i ve end of 

women ' s  economic con tr i but i o n , and the beg i n n i ng of e i ther 

the i r  depe ndency ( a s Rose argued ) or the i r  mo ra l and s oc i a l  

decl i ne . Abo r i g i n a l  people thems e l ves often c i te f l our as a 

strai ghtf orward sub s t i tute f or many of the pl ant food s 

tradi t ional ly ga thered by women . Brady ( 1 9 8 6 : 3 9 ) recorded : 

Yalata women told me t hat gr i nd i ng seeds wi th 
tjungari ( top s tone ) and mak i ng nyuma ( s eed cake ) 
f i n i s h a l toge ther , ' f i n i s h at Ooldea , f i n i s h 
f l our ! ' .  

A l tman ( 1 9 8 2 : 7 6 )  repor ted a woman dec l a r i ng , 

What for I wa n t  to wal k  about a l l  da y ,  ngulmandjmak 
( morn i ng t ime ) t i l l  gukak ( da r k  t ime ) when I got 
that kanditj awah ( f l our ) r i ght here in that drum . 

Yet to i nte rpret the ado pt i on of f l our a s  a s impl e 

subst i tut i on and the ef fects a s  rest r i cted to women i s  to 

over s impl i fy . Women d i d  not j u s t  s top forag i ng . Wha t  e f fect 

did the ava i l a b i l i ty of a rel i abl e , pr oce s sed res ource have o n  

the f reque ncy of me n 's hu n t i n g ?  Wh at cons equences d i d  l o n g  

j ourneys to obta i n  ra t i o n s  have on the forag i n g  schedules of  

men and women ? What became of the great i ncrease ce remo n i e s  

assoc i a ted wi th resources .. tha t peo ple were n o  longer 

i nteres ted i n ?  What become of thos e , such as  the Headman of 

the Irl ipina ( g ras s seed ) totem ( G i l l en  1 9 6 8 : 1 6 0 )  who managed 

such redunda n t  resource s ?  

That i n t roduced re s ources pr oved an  i r res i s tab l e  drawcard i s  a 

common obs erva t i on ( Megg i tt 1 9 6 2 : 2 7; Long 1 9 70 : 3 1 9 ;  Ham i l to n  
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1 9 7 2 : 4 1; Tu rner 1 9 74 : 179 ; Brokensha 19 78 : 11 ) , b u t  one usu a l l y  

g i ven l i tt l e  ex tended con s i dera t i on . It pu z z l ed McA r t hu r , 

who , after compl e t i ng her exami nat i on of Abor i g i na l  d i e t and 

forag i ng in Arnhem Land wrote : 

The great ma j or i ty of  Abor i g i n es i n  the res erve a r e  
thu s n o  longer a n  autonomou s commun i ty but are 
dependent on the s e tt l eme nts for t he i r  l i ve l i hood . 
The i r  l i ves are ordered by Europe a n s  but they are 
free , t heor e t i ca l ly a t  l ea s t ,  to go back and l i ve 
a s  nomad s , s hou ld they s o  des i re . A l t hou gh i t  seems 
s trange t hat a once proud , s t rong a nd i ndependen t 
peopl e s hou ld wi l l i ng l y  g i ve up the i r  i ndependence , 
a great var i e ty of reasons  cou ld pr obably be 
advanced i n  expla n a t i o n . Four of t he mos t 
impor tant wou ld a ppea r  to be secur i ty ,  tobacco , the 
des i re to become mor e l i ke t he whi tema n and i ne r t i a  

n o t  nece s s a r i l y pl aced here i n  order o f  
i mpor tance . ( McArthur 19 6 0 : 5 ) 

The i ncreas i ng ava i l abi l i ty of Abor i g i nal  oral hi s tory and the 

use of h i s tor i c a l  rec ord s i s  on l y  now reveal i ng somet hi ng of 

the proces s  by whi ch t he i ncorporat i o n  of new food s and drug s 

prec i pi tated wide s pr e ad s oc i al , demographi c and economi c 

change ( s ee  for exampl e , Read and Japa l j a r r i  19 78 ; Br ady 

1 9 8 6 ) . 

Megg i tt ' s ( 1 9 5 7 : 1 4 3 ) s ta teme nt that 

pr ovi ded the ma j or port i on of t he d i e t , 

wome n trad i t i ona l l y 

whi ch was 70 - 8 0 %  

pl ant food s , added a par t i cular author i t y to a r guments t ha t  

women ' s  role co l l a ps ed wi t h  t he adopt i on o f  f lour . P u t  

s imply , t he v i ew wa s t ha t  s i nce wome n cea s ed t o  per f orm t he i r  

tradi t i onal subs i s te nce tasks  they cea sed to ha ve an e f f ect i ve 

role . I t  i s  a theme that recu r s  i n  t he recent l i terature -

woman ' s  product i ve r o l e  ha s decl i ned and he r economic  

contr i but i on i n  mod e r n  t ime s i s  of  l i t t l e  s i g n i f i can ce ( Al tma n 

19 8 4 ) . H ami l ton ( 19 75 : 178 ) sugge s t ed tha t  co n tempo r a r y women 

on s e t t l emen t s  i n  Arnhem Land , had los t t he i r previ ou s 

i ndependence and we re dependent on me n for the i r  subs i s tence 

needs . Bell  argued s imi l arly t ha t  change ha s u ndermi ned 
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women ' s  trad i t i onal econom i c  i ndepende nce and led to a 

d imi n i s hed socal pos i t i on . 

I n  Abor i g i nal  Aus t ra l i a  before whi te settlemen t ,  
women worked con stantly and that contr i but i on made 
them i nd i s pe n s i ble to the i r  menfolk . Rat i ons  
rel i eved women of  the burden of  food -ge tt i ng bu t 
made them pr imar i ly someone ' s  wi fe and mo ther 
Men now monopol i s e  the work whi ch wome n and men 
prev i ou s ly shared . ( Be l l  19 8 3 a : 4 6 )  

Both o f  the s e  argumen ts rest on a pa r t i cular vi ew o f  women's 

trad i t i ona l rol e . Impl i c i t  i n  the l att er , though , i s  a l s o  the 

sugges t i on that be i ng "s omeone's wi fe and mo the r "  wa s not only 

less soc i a l ly s i gn i f i cant than be i n g a forager but that i t  

enta i led no work . 

Exam i na t i on s  of cro s s - cultura l evi dence i nd i cate that the 

relat i on s h i p between s tatus and economic product i v i ty i s  

nei ther d i rect nor pred i c table C Sanday 19 7 3 )  . Draper { 19 7 5 )  

concl uded , for exampl e , tha t an i n creas i ng burden o f  domes t i c  

and subs i s tence work resul ted i n  a l os s  o f  autonomy for some 

! Kung women . As Dahl berg ( 19 8 0 :  4 0 6 )  po i n ted out , the ve ry 

cho i ce of econom i c  act i v i ty a s  a s i g n i f i cant i nd i ca tor of 

soc i a l  s tatus may be s u s pect f or cul tur es other than our own . 

As ide from the s e  problems , the pr opos i t i on s  s how l i ttle  

recogn i t i on of  the  pa uc i ty of ethnographi c data concern i n g 

trad i t i onal labour pa ttern s .  Nor do they acccount for more 

recent r e s earch wh i ch ,  whi l e  not expl i c i t ly concer ned wi th 

gender and s tatus , has i mpor tant i mpl i cat i on s  for both . 

Where research enqu i r i ng i n to the s t a tus of Abor i g i na l  women 

devel ops at a tangen t to tha t concerned wi th the ma ter i a l and 

econom i c  cond i t i ons  of the i r  l i f e , we wi l l  con t i nue to f i nd 

old s tereotypes be i ng s tretched beyond recogn i t i on . For 

exampl e , Wade -Mar s hal l ( 19 8 2 : 70 )  rece n t ly sugges ted tha t : 
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Prov i s i on for wi ves and off- s pr i ng was not a 
trad i t i ona l , nor has i t  become a modern prac t i ce 
for Abor i g i na l  men . Trad i t iona l l y  women we re 
i ndepe ndent in the i r  day-to-day ac t i vi t i e s  and 
the i r  food gather i ng pr ovi ded a large propor t i on of 
thei r own and the i r  chi ldren ' s  di e t . 

Summary 

The secular a s pe c t s  of Abor i g i na l  women's l i ve s , pa r t i c u l a r l y  

the i r  econom i c  and dome s t i c  ro les  a r e  l i t t l e  documen ted . A t  the 

same t ime , no t i o n s  about econom i c  a n d  dome s t i c  l i f e  pr ovi d e  the 

ba s i s  of much t hat i s  wr i t ten about women i n  de s e r t  s oc i ety . 

Wi thi n  the an thropolog i ca l  l i tera tur e of Ce n t ra l  Aus t ra l i a  the 

recog n i t i on of a sex -ba s ed d i v i s i on of l abour in comb i n at i on wi t h  

par t i cular res iden t i a l  a r rangemen t s  has been e l abora ted i n to a n  

a l l - perva s i ve s o c i a l  d i v i s i on . The anthropolog i ca l  imag es  of 

de sert s oc i ety a r e  of women s epa rate from me n . It i s  argued that 

tradi tiona l l y  thi s was becau s e  the d i v i s i on of l abour p�e 

d i s posed men a nd women t owa rd s  s epara t i on : i n  contemporary t i me s , 

because women un i te to a s s e r t  t he i r  inf luence de s pi te t he i r  los s 

of economi c s i g n i f i cance i n  a mo netary economy .  

The importance of  economi c a n d  mate r i a l  l i f e to anthropolog i ca l  

i nterpretat i on s  o f  women's role i s  clear , b u t  so f a r , unrefl ected 

i n  the ethnog ra phic record . I t  i s  my i n tent ion i n  thi s s tudy to 

separate the i s s ue of women's economi c contr i bu t i on from tha t  of 

s tatus and to conc e n t rate on the former . I have opted for a 

broad approach . The ma j o r focus of the s tudy  i s  the con t empo r a r y  

subs i s tence work of women . B u t  I a l s o  exam i n e the dome s t i c  

con text o f  subs i s t e nce a c t ivi t y and locate the women thems e l ve s 

wi thi n , not onl y a s i ng l e� s ex fra mework , but wi thi n t he i r 

hous eholds and fam i l i e s . Thi s s tudy i s  the f i r s t  such accou n t  of 

the every-day l i fe of Au s tra l i an deser t women . It is novel a s  

we l l  becau s e  i t  con cerns women who l i ved as  member s of sma l l  

fami ly-ba s ed groups o n  ou t s ta t i on s  ra t her than i n  l a rge 

settlemen t s . Ethnog raphi ca l l y  i t  add s to the exi s t i n g impo rtan t 

da ta on o ther a s pe c t s  of Abo r i g i n a l  l i fe i n  Ce n t ral Aus tral i a . 
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THESIS ORGANISATION 

The ethnograph i c  data and i t s i n terpr e ta t i on are orga n i z ed wi th i n  

ten chapter s .  Th i s  one pr esen ted the aims o f  the s tudy and 

reviewed releva nt l i terature . Chapter 2 d e s c r ibes the s tudy 

locat i on and the l i f e s tyle of the Abor i g i ne s  l i vi ng there , 

drawi ng attent ion to the envi ronmental and h i sto r i ca l  

c i rcums tances wh i c h  d i s t i ngu i s h thi s par t i cular  area f rom other 

a r i d  reg i on s  in Cen tral  Aus t r al i a . Chapter 3 expl a i n s  how I came 

to work at Utopi a , the organ i s at i on of the r e search and the 

pr i nc i pal me thod s  of data col lect i on . 

Chapters 4 to 7 f orm a un i t  i n sofar  as they conta i n  the bu lk o f  

the da ta on con temporary subs i s tence . The f i r st  of thes e 

chapters i s  an exami nat i on of the con temporary d i et and a 

quan t i ta t i ve analys i s  of women ' s  f orag i ng contr i but i on . A 

pr imary i n f luence on the pa tte rns  documented i n  Chapt e r  4 wa s the 

adopt ion of f l our wh i c h forms the f ocus o f  Chapter 5 .  Chapter 6 

de scr i bes the way i n  wh i ch wome n orga n i s ed the i r  fora g i n g 

ac t i vi t i e s . I t  i nc l udes an analys i s  of group o rga n i sat i o n and 

the way women accommodated the requ i r ements o f  chi l d - c a r e . The 

chang i ng technol og i ca l  ba s e  of women ' s  subs i s tence i s  d i scus sed 

in Chapter 7 .  

The subs i stence work under taken by women i s  pl aced i n  a contex t 

of the broader range o f  women ' s  d omes t i c  work i n  Chapte r 8 .  The 

con temporary d i vi s i on of l abou r i s  br i e f l y  con s i d e red . Cha pt e r  9 

exami nes the rela t i on s h i p  between women and o the r s , l oca t i ng them 
� 

as membe r s  of f am i l i e s  as  we l l  a s  househol d s . Chapter s 8 and 9 ,  

taken together , pr ovi d e  a broad e r  pe r s pect i ve on the sub s i stence 

role of women . The f i nal  chapter cons i de r s  the cha nged r o l e  o f  

Abor i g i na l  women i n  subs i s tence and i t s  impl i cat i on s  for  

con temporary dome s t i c  l i f e  i n  a r emote communi ty .  An as s e s sme nt 

is  made o f  the ex ten t to wh i c h contemporary pra c t i ce s  ref l ect 

what i s  known o f  trad i t i ona l pract i c e s . As we l l , the f i nal  

chapter relates the  s t udy data to cu r r ent  anthropolog i ca l  vi ews 
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concern i ng women ' s  role i n  bo th t rad i t i on a l  a n d  mod e r n  

commun i t i e s i n  Cen t r a l  Au s t ra l i a . 



CHAPTER 2 

THE SANDOVER RIVER REGION : PEOPLE , HISTORY AND ENVI RONS 

TERRITORIES AND TRADITIONS 

The s tudy area ( F igure 1 . 1 )  l i es  acros s the margi n s  of Anmatyerre 

terr i tory as  S trehlow ( 1 9 7 1 ) del i neated i t . I t  encompa s sed a 

sma l l  par t of the total Anmatyerre ter r i tory wh i c h  extended 

further to the north and the we s t  ( F igure 2 . 1 ) . The Alyawarre 

l ived to the eas t ; nor thern n e i gh bour s  i ncluded the Kaytetye and 

War lpir i wh i le to the s outh were the lands of nor thern and 

eastern Ar rer nte ( S trehlow 1 9 4 7 ) . 

I spent mos t  of the f i e ldwork t i me on one out s ta t i on , Angkwele , 

work ing wi th people who thought of  themselves as  Anmatyerre and 

who contra s ted the l anguage they spoke wi th that of the i r  

northeas tern n e i ghbou r s . However , group i dent i f i cat ion terms 

l ike Anmatyerre and Alyawarre were rarely used wi thout my 

prompt ing . Occas i ona l l y  people d i s t i ngui s hed between " us mob "  

and " those Alyawarre " ,  o r  " that Anmatyer re mob " . The terms u s ed 

referred to the l anguage of others but i n  th i s  border z one they 

were both i n f requen t ly and i n con s i s tently appl i ed . For exampl e ,  

the Angkwe le mob descr i bed the peopl e  a t  Three Bores as  be i ng 

" half  and hal f  Anmatyerre and Alyawer r e "  and thos e l iv i ng c l o s er 

to Ti Tree a s  be i ng " proper Anmatyerre " .  Ti Tree was i n  the 

heart of Anmatyerre ter r i tory by the reckon i ng of the Angkwel e  

Abor i g i ne s , Strehlow ( 1 9 4 7 ) a nd Ti ndale ( 1 9 7 4 ) . The u s ua l  manner 

of group ref erence and ident i f i ca t i on was i n  terms of cur rent 

res i dence , for  example , the Three Bores mob , the Angkwe l e  mob , 

the Alalkwere mob and so on . 

�n�atyer� e a n d  AlyawaL � e  peop l e order ed s oc · - 1 rP � � : i on s  wi t h i n  a _  

clas s i f i ca tory s y s tem o f  k i n s h i p . I n  add i t ion they empl oyed a 
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organ i sed wi thi n a n  
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and sub-secti ons . The 

e ight clas s sub- s ect i on 

Anmatyerre were 

sys tem and the 

A lyawarre , a four class  sec t i on sys tem . The two sys tems are 

closely rel ated , wi th each Alyawarre sect i on cor r e s pond i ng to two 

Anmatyerre sub-s ect i on s . 

a land tenure sys tem of 

The s oc i al network wa s i n tegrated wi th 

es tates held by pa tr i l i neally ba s ed 

descent groups , t he kerde or " owners " ;  a s s i s t i ng the owners was a 

s econd group , the kwetengwele , the ch i ldren of female membe r s  of 

the patr i l i ne , known loca l ly in Engl i s h as the " of f - s ide mob " . 

These related g roups held respon s i bi l i ty for land-based r i tua l 

and ceremo n i a l  a f fa i r s . Bel l C l 9 8 3 : Appendi ces ) has a useful and 

conc i s e outl i ne o f  the i n ter -rela ted network of  soc i al and l and 

rel a t i onsh i ps in th i s  area . 

The Anmatyerre do not f igure promi nently i n  the early wr i t te n  

records of Central Austral i a . The out s tandi ng e thnographers of  

the region , Spencer , G i l l en and Strehlow concentrated on the 

Arrernte , only i nc identa lly compar i ng them wi th n e i ghbour i ng 

grou ps l ike the Anmatyerre . S pencer and G i l len ' s ( 1 9 0 4 , 1 9 2 7 , 

1 9 2 8 , 1 9 6 9 )  records of  observa t i on s  made dur i ng the 1 8 9 0 s  

represent the earl i e s t  sys tema t i c  documenta t i on o f  Abor i g i na l  

l i fe i n  the reg ion . Des pi te cr i t i c  i sms ( S trehl ow 1 9 7 1 : xxvi ) 

thei r wr i t i ng s  a re a r i ch , i nd i spen s i ble ethnograph i c  source . I t  

i s  unfortu na te that women and the i r  l i f e  were g iven such a low 

prof i l e . 

Spencer and G i l l en ( 1 9 0 4 : 1 )  commen ted on Anmatyer re da i ly l i f e  by 

s imply record i ng the i r  s im i lar i ty to the Arrernte : 

The Arunta may be looked upon , i n  regard to i ts 
organ i s at i on and cus toms , a s  typi cal of  the 
importa n t  group of t r i be s  occupy i n g  the very centre 
of  the con t i nen t . The group i n cl udes the Aru n t a , 
I lp i r ra , Unmat j era , and Ka i t i sh t r i be s , a l l  o f  
wh i c h  have fundamen tal ly t h e  s ame organ i s at i on , 
cus toms , and be l i ef s  and may be s poken of , u s i ng 
the term f i r s t  propos ed by Mr H owi t t , a s  the Arun ta 
nat i on . 
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L i ngu i s t i cal ly ,  the Anmatyerre , 

Arrernte languages are par t  of 

Alyawarre , 

the Arand i c  

Kayte tye and 

language group 

wh i ch i ncluded one or two other groups of  Central Austra l i a  

and had a s peaker populat i on o f  perhaps s everal thousand 

( Yallop 1 9 7 7 : 1 ) . 

Spencer and G i l le n  ( 1 9 6 9 : 1 8 - 5 3 ) descr i bed a day i n  t he l i f e of 

a small  group of Arrernte l i v i ng at the turn of the century .  

I n  th i s , t hey commen ted br i e f l y  on many a spects of dome s t i c  

l i fe i nclud i ng subs i s tence pra c t i ce s  and mater ial cul ture . 

For a gl impse of da i ly l i f e  i n  ear l i er t ime s f or Central 

Aus tral ian women I comp i led the fol low i ng extract f rom the i r  

account . I s elected pas sages wh i c h  related spec i f i ca l ly to 

women , and i nd i ca te page refe rences ( i n bracket s ) at the 

conc lus i on of each pas s age . 

I f , now , the reader can imag i n e  hims el f  tran spor ted 
to the s ide of some waterhole in the cen tre of 
Aus tral i a , he  wou ld probably f i nd among s t  the s crub 
and gum- trees s ur roundi ng i t  a sma l l  camp of 
natives . Each f ami ly , cons i s t i ng of a man and one 
or more wives , chi ldren , accompan i ed always by 
dog s , occup i e s  a mia-mia ,  wh i c h  i s  merely a lean - to 
of shrubs s o  pl aced a s  to s h i eld the occupants f rom 
the preva i l i n g  w i n d , whi c h , i f  i t  be dur i ng the 
wi nter mon th s , i s  sure to be f rom the south-eas t .  
( 1 8 )  

. 

Earl y  i n  the  mor n i ng , i f  i t  be summer , and not 
unti l the sun be wel l  up if it be w i n ter , the 
occupa n t s  of the camp are a s t i r . Time is no ob j ect 
to them ,  and , i f  there be no l ack o f  food , the men 
and women a l l  lounge about wh i le the chi ldren laugh 
and play . I f  food be requ i red , then the women w i l l  
g o  out accompan i ed b y  t h e  c h i ldren a n d  armed wi th 
d i gg i ng s t i cks and pi tchi s ( wooden t roughs used for 
car ryi ng food and wa ter ) ,  and the day will  be spe n t  
out i n  t h e  bus h  i n  s ea rch of sma l l  burrowi n g  
anima l s  s u c h  as l i z ards a n d  small  mar s up i a l s . The 
men w i l l  perhaps set  of f a rmed wi th spear s ,  spear
throwers , boome rangs and s h i elds i n  search o f  
l a rger game s u c h  a s  emu s  a n d  kangaroo s . C 1 9 ) So 
far a s  cooki ng i s  concerned , the method i s  
pr imi t i  ve . Many of the vegetabl e s  such a s  the 
I r r i akura ( the bulb of the Cyperus rotundus ) ,  may 
be eaten raw , oi: they lL&iA.Y be roas ted i n  ho :.. ashes . 
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( 2 1 )  Very o ften large quan t i t i es of the pod s of  an  
acac i a  will  be gathered and laid on the hot a shes , 
s ome of whi ch are heaped up over them , and then the 
nat i ves s imply s i t  round , and " s hel l "  and eat the 
s eeds a s  i f  they were peas . . .  Perhaps the mos t  
s tandard vegetable di et o f  the nat ives i n  t h i s part 
of the Centre i s  what i s  cal led by the nat ives i n  
the nor t h  o f  the Arunta , I ngwi tch ika , and by wh i te 
men usually Mu nyeru . . .  C 2 2 ) From earl i e s t  
ch i ldhood boys and g i r l s  a l ike are tra i ned t o  take 
note of every track made by every l iving th ing .  
W i th the women e spec i a l l y  i t  i s  a f requent 
amusemen t  to imi tate on the s andy ground the tracks 
of var i ou s  an ima l s ,  wh i c h  t hey make wi th wonderful 
accuracy w i th t he i r  hand s . ( 2 4 )  

I f  we examine the i r  weapon s and implemen t s  of 
var i ous k i nd s , that i s  those u sually car r i ed about , 
they w i l l  be found to be comparat ively f ew i n  
number and s impl e . A women always has a p i  tch i , 
that i s  a wooden trough varyi ng i n  l ength f rom one 
to three f eet , wh i ch has been hol lowed ou t of the 
sof t  wood of the bean tree C Erythrina vesperti l i o )  

I n  th i s  s he carr i e s  food mater i a l , e i ther 
balan c i ng it on her h ead or hold i ng it slung on to 
one hip by mean s  of a s trand of  human hai r or 
ord i nary fur s tr i ng ac ros s one shou lder . Not 
i n frequently a smal l  baby w i l l  be carr i ed about i n  
a pitchi . The only other implement pos s e s s ed by a 
woman i s  wha t i s  popularly cal l ed a " yam s t i ck " , 
wh i ch i s  s imply a d i gg i ng s t i ck or to speak more 
correctly , a pi ck . ( 2 6 )  Of course the chi ldren go 
out w i th the women , and even f rom the momen t  they 
can toddle about t hey beg i n  to imi tate the act i on s  
of the i r  mother . I n  the scrub a woman w i l l  be 
d i gg i ng up l i z a rd s  or honey ants whi le close by her 
smal l c h i ld wi l l  be at work , with its d imi nut ive 
p i ck , tak i ng i ts f i r s t  l e s s on s  i n  what , i f  i t  be a 
gi rl , w i l l  be the ma i n  empl oyment of her l i f e . 

So far a s  cloth i ng i s  concerned , a woman i s  not 
much encumbered i n  her work . She usual ly wear s  
around h er neck one o r  more r i ngs , each of whi c h  i s  
common l y  formed of  . . . f u r  s tr i ng s . A s imi lar ki nd 
of  r i ng i s  of ten wor n  on  t he head and , among s t  the  
younger women espec i al ly . . . there may be worn a lon g  
s tr i ng of t h e  br i gh t  r ed bead s of t h e  bean tree . 
North of the Macdon nell  Ranges the wome n wear smal l 
apron s formed of s tr ands of  fur s tr i ng , and on  the 
forehead they o f ten wear an  or nament . . .  of  
por cup i n e -gras s  res i n , into wh i c h  are f i xed e i ther 
a few kangaroo i n c i sor teeth or e l se a number ( 2 7 )  
of sma l l b r i g h t  red s eeds . ( 2 8 )  Such �re t t 2 
ord i nary per sonal belon g i ng s  of  the nat i ves wh i ch 
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they carry about w i th them on the i r  wander i ng s . 
( 3 0 )  Among s t  the women the hai r i s  gener a l l y  worn 
s hort . . .  A very s tr i k i ng feature of both men and 
women a re the body s ca r s  . . .  ( 4 0 )  

When cond i t i ons are f avourabl e everyone i s  cheer fu l 
and l ight-hearted , though every now and then a 
quarrel wi l l  ari s e , f o l l owed perhaps by a f i ght , 
wh i ch i s  usual l y  accompan i ed by much noi se and 
l i ttle b l oods hed . On such occas i on s , i f  i t  be the 
women who a re concerned , f ight i ng clubs wi l l  be 
freely u s ed and b l ows g i ve n  and taken wh i ch wou ld 
soon render hors de combat an ordi nary whi te woman , 
but wh i ch have comparat i ve ly l i tt l e  e f f ect upon the 
black women ;  ( 3 2 )  

The women are certa i n l y  not treated usua l ly wi th 
anyth i n g  wh i ch could be ca l l ed exces s i ve 
harshne s s . They have , as among s t  other savage 
tr i be s , to do a con s i derable part , but by no means 
a l l , of  the work of the camp , but , af ter all i n  a 
good s eason th i s  does not amoun t  to very much , and 
in a bad s eason men and women suffer a l ike , and of 
wha t  food there is they get the i r  s hare . ( 5 0 )  

At n i ght t ime men , women and chi ldren ga ther rou nd 
the common camp f i re s  talk i ng and s i ng i ng the ir 
monotonous cha n t s  hou r  a f ter hour , unt i l  one a f ter 
the other they drop out of  the c i rcle , go i ng off  to 
the i r  d i f f er en t  camp s , and then at l e ngth all wi l l  
be qu i e t  . . . C 5 3 ) 

EARLY HISTORY 

The areas to the nor th ea s t  of Al i ce Spr i ng s  rema i n ed largely 

unknown to Europeans unt i l  the 1 8 7 0 s  when the South Aus tral i an 

Government commi s s i oned H . V .  Barc l ay and Char les  Wi n necke to 

survey the eas tern border of  the Nor thern Terr i tory ( Hartw i g  

1 9 6 5 : 2 9 5 ) .  The a rea con t i nued to have l i tt l e  appea l to 

Europeans . As  a r e su l t , few wr i tten records ex i s t  wh i ch 

descr i be l i f e  bef ore the pas toral take -over ( Hagen and Rowe l l  

1 9 7 8 : 2 0 ) . By 1 8 7 2  however , the t e l egraph l i n e  between Al i ce 

Spr i ng s  and Darw i n  had been cons tructed , prov i d i ng a corr idor 

of European act i v i ty through terr i to r i e s  of many d i f f erent 

Abor i g i n a l  group s . The cor r i dor almo s t  b i s ected Anmatyerre 
-

te rr i tory . European act i v i ty expanded i n to f avourable areas 
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to the eas t and we s t  of th i s  l i ne . 

( 1 9 6 5 : 2 9 9 ) remi nded us : 

S t i l l , as Hartwi g 

The front i er [ pa s toral ] mu s t  not , however , be 
thought of as gradua lly mov i ng nor thwa rd s ; i t  
j umped . . .  p i ck i ng the eyes out of the country and 
then occupi ed the better par t s  of the i nterve n i ng 
space . 

Th i s  " leap- frogg i ng "  e ffect was evi dent i n  the Sandover 

area . Pa storal i s ts occup i ed the better watered l and that 

sur rounded the Alyawarre be fore f i na l ly i nvad i ng the heart of 

the i r  ter r i tory in 1 9 4 7  when the S andover sub-d i vi son was made 

ava i lable for l eases ( Hagen and Rowel l  1 9 7 8 : 1 9 ) . 

The Anmatyerre were much l e s s fortunate . The i r  ter r i tory lay 

both eas t  and wes t  of the telegraph l i ne and they were 

i nvolved in s ome bloody con f l i cts . The party aveng i ng the 

murder of Wh i tes at the Barrow Creek Telegraph s tat i on i n  1 8 7 4  

i nfl icted widespread su f f er i ng o n  them . 

The s evere repr i sa l s  taken i n cl uded the 
i nd i s cr imi nate s hoot i ng of  many i n nocen t U nma t j era 
people w i th i n  an area up to 50 mi les south of 
Barrow C reek . ( S t rehl ow 1 9 7 l : xxx i i i ) 

When they res i s ted the i n cur s i on of Wh i te s  onto the i r  land 

( Hartwi g 1 9 6 5 : 3 8 7 )  the penal t i es meted out were extreme . 

To counter the grow i ng d i s content occas i oned by the 
clos i ng of  many s ur f ace water s to the nat ive s  on 
mos t  of the cattle s ta t i on s , the South Au s tral i a n  
Governmen t  despatched Moun ted Con s table Wi l l sh i re 
to Cent r a l  Au s tral i a  i n  1 8 8 1 . Wi l l s h i re and a 
fellow pol i ce o f f i cer Wurmbrand i naugurated a 
s evere " pac i f i ca t i on " pol icy dur i ng the e i ghteen
e i gh t i e s . The then sett led areas were qu i e tened , 
and orga n i s ed tr i ba l  res i stance br oken by the 
l i bera l  use of r i f l e s  and bul l et s . ( S t rehlow 
1 9 7l : xxx i i i ) 
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heavy popu l a t i on losses , the full extent o f  

n o  longer ascerta i n , but i n  1 9 0 1  Spencer 

( 1 9 2 8 : 4 1 2 ) c ommen ted that the " Unmatchera " t r i be : 

always a sma l l  one , was now nearly wiped out , 
partly by drought and partly by the fact that they 
h ad , yea r s  ago , been wha t  i s  ca l led " di spersed " . 

Pas toral i s t s  f i r s t  occup i ed the better watered , h i gher country 

and by 1 9 1 0  had taken up much of the Harts Range area , as  wel l  

as  country i n  the v i c i n i ty of  the Davenport Ranges north o f  

t h e  Sandover R i ver . I n  the f o l l owi ng two decade s s tat ion s 

important to con temporary Abor i g i ne s  were a l s o  e s t abl i shed -

for example , A lcoota , Atar t i nga ( prev i ou s ly Woodgree n ) ,  

Utopi a ,  MacDona ld Down s , Wa i t e  River , Bushy Park , Mount 

Ski nner C previ ou s l y  Harpers Spr i ng s ) ,  Delny , Mount R iddock , 

Woola Down s and Derry Downs ( F igure 1 . 1 ) . 

Wi th the pas toral i s t s  came a s u i te of an imal s unfami l i ar t o  

the Abor i g i ne s : cattle , s he ep , goat s , hors e s , came l s , donkeys , 

fowl s , cats and rabbi t s . Many of the se had a detr imental , 

though s t i l l  u ndetermi n ed ef fect on the env i ronment { Fr i th 

1 9 7 8 ) . Water i ng places used by s tock qu i ckly became pol l uted 

and pas toral i s t s , c l a imi ng that the prese nce of  Abor i g i ne s  and 

thei r dog s f r i g h te ned s t ock ( Reece 1 9 4 3 ) , excluded them f rom 

the bes t  water s . Whereas degradat ion of othe r aspects of the 

envi ronment by s tock may not have been s o  immed i ately apparent 

or d i s turb i ng , the pastoral i s t s ' wa ter managemen t  wou ld have 

been provoca t i ve f rom the f i r s t  ( Hartwig 1 9 6 5 : 3 9 1 ; McGrath 

1 9 8 3 : 4 4 ) .  The value of  many water s ources was i n creased by 

the i r  s tatus as s i tes of r i tu a l  s i g n i f i cance . 

As late a s  the n i netee n - twen t i e s  a group of  
Unmat j era nat i ves pl eaded w i th the own er of a 
n ewly- e s tabl i s hed s tat ion . . .  not to erect any 
bui l d i n g s  on  the actual s i te of  the central ragia 
pmara kutata of the i r  group ter r i tory . The sac red 
s oak wa s s i tuated : n  � be l t  of l ime s tone wh i ch ran 
through the whole o f  the newly- leased s ta t i o n  
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prope rty ; and wel l s  wi th good water at s hallow 
depth cou ld have been dug at many other places i n  
th i s  bel t . But the new owner had been warned by 
wh i te n e i g h bour s  not to s tand any " nonsense f rom 
these n igger s "  . • .  The s ta t i  on was set down on the 
pmara kutata , the trees were cut down for yard 
pos t s , the soak f i l led in and the s tones around i t  
were s c a t tered . ( S trehlow 1 9 7 1 : 5 8 6 - 7 ) 

Ford ( 1 9 6 6 ) r ecorded a pas tora l i s t ' s v i ew of set tl ement i n  her 

account of  the es tabl i s hmen t  of  MacDona ld Downs in 1 9 2 3 ,  

iden t i fyi ng the hards h ips and lonel ines s wh ich character i s ed 

the i r  l i f e s tyl e . S he f a i l ed , however ,  to addre s s  the 

fundamental i s sue - the conf l i c t  of i n tere s t  over l and that 

arose between pas toral i s t s and Abor i g i ne s . I n  her account 

Abor i gi ne s  a ppeared as per i pheral actors to the drama of  

European surviva l  i n  a hos t i le env i ronment . 

immed i ate f am i ly u l t imately control l ed over 

The Cha lmers ' 

1 0 , 0 0 0 km2 of 

Alyawa rre coun try , a f eat Ford ( 1 9 6 6 : 1 8 0 ) s ignal led a s  a 

vi ctory . She was apparently u naware of the pas tora l i s t s ' role 

i n  d i s pos se s s i o n : 

I n  a f i rm r i ng i n g  vo i ce , Chalmers cont i nued the 
poem , s l owly , though t fu l ly . . .  in order to dwel l on 
the hau n t i n g  poi gnancy of t h i s d i s pos s e s s ed race 
wh i ch he l oved so dear l y  - to whom he had been 
" l ike a c h i ef " , whi le h i s  wife had been a " s tar " . 
( Ford 1 9 6 6 : 1 8 1 ) 

Her s i s  a par t i cu l arly san i t i s ed h i s tory . Nowhere d i d  s he 

cons ider the hard s h ips i n f l i c ted , u n i n te n t i onal ly a s  wel l as 

del i berately o n  the o r i g i na l  l and-owne r s , by Wh i te men who 

bel i eved t ha t  " bu l l ocks and B l acks won ' t  m i x "  ( Reece 1 9 4 3 ) . 

From the ea rl i e s t  decades of the century mi ners  were a l s o  

active i n  the r eg i o n . 

Creek area and near 

At Har t s  Range , Jervo i s  Range , Hatches 

Bar row Creek men worked to retr i eve 

mi nera l s  i nc lud i ng mi ca , wol f r am , gold and t i n . Deta i l s  are 

few , but some idea of  scale can be ga i ned from a report by 

Patrol Off i cp r  Evan � C l 9 4 9 ) wh o , i n  1 9 4 ° , v i s i t ed 2 � . m i n es i n  
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these area s . The ma j or i ty were owned and operated on a smal l 

s ca l e  by one or two men . No mi ne piecipi tated a maj o r  ru s h  to 

the reg i on . Accord i ng to Evan s , 6 9  Abor i g i ne s  were a s s oc i a ted 

wi th the m i n e s  but f ew were actu a l ly empl oyed . 

S tat ions  and m i ne s  

f o r  Abor i gi nes  i n  

we re t h e  pr i nc i pal s ource s o f  empl oymen t  

the a rea . They worked , with  s ome 

except i on s , for s hort per i ods and r epeatedly , but accordi ng to 

the earl i e s t  records the abs olute number of per sons i n volved , 

espec i a l ly f ema l e s , was l ow ( Table 2 . 1 ) . Data i s  i ncomplete 

and may be unrel i a b l e  ( S teve ns 1 9 7 4 : 5 5 ) but o n  a patrol i n  

1 9 4 9  cover i ng the area f rom Yambah i n  the s outh out t o  the 

Jervo i s  mi nes  in t he ea s t  and back wes t  to Barrow Creek v i a  

MacDonald Down s , U top i a  and t h e  s tat i on s  between ,  Evan s ( 1 9 4 9 ) 

noted a l togther 3 5 1  Abor i g i n e s , of whom 1 2 2  men and 1 5  women 

were i n  employmen t  on e i ther s ta t i ons or mines i n  the area . 

The total popu la t ion  f igure i s  probably a n  undere s t imate s i nce 

i t  did not account for those away f rom homes tead s  at  the 

t ime . Patrol Of f i cer Sweeney ( 1 9 4 3 ) r epor ted a pronounced 

dr i f t  toward s A l i c e  Spr i ngs by Abo r i g i ne s  of the area : 

Mr  Turner [ of Alcoo ta S t a t i on ] told me he i s  unabl e  
to obta i n  s at i s f ac tory nat i ve labour , be i ng s o  
close t o  A l i ce Spr i ngs . Prev i ou s l y  when he had 
taken h i s  s tock boys i n to A l i ce Spr i ng wi th ca t t l e  
and pai d  them ther e , they had gone t o  the var i ou s  
Gamb l i ng S choo l s  among t h e  nat i ves i n  t h e  town , 
gambl ed thei r money and the c lothes he had bought 
them , then e i ther re f us ed to return or were a lways 
look i ng f or excu s e s  to get i n to Al i ce Spr i ng s  and 
its exc i tements . . .  Among the s ta t i ons of the ea s t  
and nor t h  e a s t  of A l i ce Spr i ngs , nat i ve labour i s  
becomi ng s carce a n d  s ta t i on owners mu st treat the i r  
employees wel l  to hol d them . . .  

By 1 9 7 6  the popu lat i on of U top i a  was 3 0 6  ( Toohey 1 9 8 0 : 7 )  and 

that of the l arge s t  camp at MacDona ld Down s , 1 3 0  ( O'Conne l l  

1 9 7 9 : 1 0 9 ) .  
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TABLE 2 . 1 :  ABORIGINAL EMPLOYMENT AND RESIDENCE FIGURES FOR 
SOME STATIONS IN THE SANDOVER RIVER AREA FOR THE 
YEARS 1 93 5 , 1943 , 1 9 4 9 , AND 1 95 7  

STATIO N S  YEARS 

19 3 5  19 4 3  19 4 9  19 5 7  

* A B A B A B A B 
m/f m/f m/f m/f 

Atartinga 3 / 4  ( 2 )  0 0 
Al coo ta ( 2 ) 1/ 0 5 4  
Bus hy Park 4 / 3  
Del ny 
MacDonald Down s 
Utopia 
Wai te River 

A 
B 
m 
f 

= 
= 
= 
= 

Number empl oyed 
Number res iden t  
male 
female 

Sources : - Eva n s  ( 19 4 9 ) 

- Sweeney ( 19 4 3 ) 

2 / 0  3/0  
10/3  3 4  9/0  5 1  

11/3 3 3  
3/3 

- = n o  i n forma t i on 
( )  = not d i f feren t i ated by s ex 

- Repor t s  of  Northern Ter r i tory Pas toral Leases  

I nves t i gat i on Comm i t t ee ( 19 3 5) 

0 
0 

6 4  
8 0  

0 

- Commonweal th of  Aus tra l i a  Reg i s ter of  Wards ( 19 5 7) 
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Dur i ng the res earch per i od ( 1 9 8 1 - 3 } no Abor i gi na l  peopl e l i ved 

at Mac Donal d  Down s , Wa i te R i ver , or Atart i nga ; a smal l group 

of between 3 0  and 4 0  peopl e were at A l coota and I have n o  

i nformat i on concer n i ng Bu s hy Park o r  Del ny . 

mi n i ng nor the pa s toral i ndu s try of fer 

Abor i g i nal peopl e  of the area . 

Today nei ther 

empl oymen t  to 

" travell i ng all over thi s  country• : an Aboriginal vi ew 

Aga i n s t  the backgrou nd of  events  des c r i bed , what wou ld l i fe 

have been l i ke f or Abor i g i n a l  peo ple - par t i cularly women ?  I 

asked Glory P i tyarre , a woman bor n  about 1 9 4 2 , to des c i be how 

she s pent her ear l ier days . The ac count probably refer s to 

the late 1 9 4 0 s and 1 9 5 0 s  and descr i bes the t i me before her 

marri age when she  l ived w i th her parent s . Wi th her father , 

h i s  brother , the i r  w i ves a nd chi ldren s he trave l l ed between 

Sti r l i ng S ta t i on in the north , Alcoota in the s out h , through 

Atart i nga and Wa i te R i ver S ta t i o n s  and on to the es tate named 

Alhalkere where En i l ty i ye i s  presently s i tuated . 

When I was o lder we u s ed to go a l ong way , camp i n g  
out . . .  W e  u s ed to go to Athathenge ( Atar t i nga 
S ta t i on } to get rat i on s . We u sed to work on the 
fences , maki ng hol es f or the fence pos t s . That 
whi tefe l l a  bos s  was a very cheeky bos s  for u s . He  
used to s h ou t  at  u s  to  d i g  the holes deeper . 
Throwi ng away the dead branche s ,  p i c k i ng them up 
and throw i n g  them away , cl ear ing the l i ne , and as 
we were c lear i ng , l ight i ng a f i re to warm 
our s elves . Then we u s ed to go and get w i t chett i e s  
[ g rubs ] a n d  other bush f oods , perhaps honey ant s , 
and eat them . We u s ed to wander arou nd l ook i ng for 
goannas . . .  

My s i s ter s and the other s u s ed to work . I n  the 
morn i ng we ' d  get up and eat food f l our and 
rati ons that the wh i tefella bos s , Old Purvi s ,  had 
g iven u s . There was f l our , j am or treacl e .  From 
then we u s ed to go to work . • .  cut t i ng the [ f ence l 
l i ne . . .  When the work was f i n i s hed completely i t  
wou ld be hol i day t i me , Chr i s tma s hol i day . We ' d  go 
back and he ' d  [ Purvi s ] g ive us f ood . We ' d  put o n  
t h e  c l o th e s  that he gave u s  a n u  ;;;!a t  the g rape s n e  
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gave us i n  a wheel barrow . The n  we ' d  go o f f  o n  a 
hol iday to Alcoota . We ' d  go back to the s ta t i on at  
Al coota . You could j us t  go and ge t f ood . Stra ight 
away people wou l d  s tart  worki ng aga i n . The o ld 
women wou l d  s hepherd the cattle and d o  the 
mi lk i ng . The n  we ' d  go to Angkarape ( Utop ia 
Stati o n ) towards here , and  then to Alpwer runenge 
( Wa i te R iver Stat i o n ) . . .  We ' d  keep go i n g  r i ght up 
to Alha l kere . 

Oh , talk about bus h  pota toe s and  yarns . Ye s . There 
woul d  be bu s h  potatoes every day of  the week , and 
emu ; s o  much of eve ryth i ng . Th i s  was a l ong t ime 
ago when I was a k i d , there were many emu . Look a t  
i t  n ow , t here ' s  noth i n g  l e f t , i t s  a l l  f i n i shed . We 
used to get Aca c i a  s eed s , dry them up and d r i nk 
them - i t  was lovely . [S oaki ng dry Acac i a  coreacea 
seeds i n  water produces a mi lky dr i nk ] . And seed s , 
rnulga a n d  p igweed and  g ra s s e s . We ' d  get bag s fu l l  
o f  them . We u s e d  to go and get wi ld tobacco out 
wes t  from Woodgreen [Atar t i nga Stat i o n ] ,  at a place 
cal led Therrel tye to the wes t  of  I ngkel aye 
[ Kur ra j ong bore area ] . . . When we got short of 
food , when the food ran out , at that t ime we used 
to  go back to the s ta t i on , to the bo s s , to  our 
bos s . 

When I was a k i d  . . .  i t  always ra i n ed , i t  was always 
green and we had bu s h  f ood everday . [now ] I t ' s  
rea l ly run  out . I t ' s changed over to d ry t ime s . 
When lots  o f  wh i te f e l l a s  came , bus h  meat and f ood 
s tar ted to d i sappear . A l ong t ime ago we u s ed to 
have l o t s  of goa n na s , peren t i s ,  porcup i n e s  
[ ech i d n a s ] ,  l i z a rd s , kan ga roo s , emus , but there ' s  
not much n ow . 

We u s ed to go of f a l l  the t ime , t rave l l i ng a l l  over 
th i s  country . We u s ed to go a long  way and spread 
for hun t i ng . S ome wen t  bus h , s ome wen t  back to the 
s tat i o n s . . .  To Alcoota , to  Ahertekenhe [Harper 
Spr i ngs/Mt Ski n ne r  S ta t i on ] ,  Athathenge a n d  
S t i r l i ng [S tat i o n ] . We u s ed to travel about l i ke 
that , s ome t imes to Arnrnaroo . I t  u s ed to be l i ke 
that . I t  wa s always green and always ra i n i ng .  We 
u s ed to go through a l l  the gra s s . Th ere wa s n o  
s i ck n e s s ,  when we walked around . 

Mum u s ed to k i l l  goa n n a s  a n d  f eed me , f eed me w i th 
sugarbag , l i ttie a n ima l s  and wi t h  wi tche t t ie s  
[grubs ] . Mum u s ed to cook w i  tche t t i e s  a n d  grubs 
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f rom the r i ver red gums , and get rabb i ts f rom the i r  
bur rows . W e  u s ed t o  eat por cup i ne when we were 
work i ng a t  Al coota . From there they ' d  come back 
and work in the s ta t i o n , was h i ng plates , l ook i ng 
af ter the cows , s heep and nannygoats ,  Mum u sed to 
mi lk the cows . ( Recorded 1 9 8 5 , Trans lated : J .  Green 
and M . M .  Turner ) .  

The l i fe s tyl e of  Abo r i g i nes  of the Sandover R i ver reg i on was 

character i sed by mob i l i ty .  People moved regu lar ly between the 

s tat i on s  of  the a rea , comb i n i ng a forag i ng l i f e s ty l e  wi th 

regular per i od s  o f  work in return for rat i o n s . Peopl e 

prefer red j ob - s h a r i ng s o  that " when one boy wan t s  a hol iday 

another boy take s h i s  pl ace " ( Sweeney 1 9 4 3 ) . Muc h of the work 

carr i ed ou t by Abor i g i ne s , 

bore s a l l owed f or fami l i e s  

such a s  f enc i ng o r  looki ng a f ter 

to accompany the worke r s  to the 

work s i te .  Tho s e  not occupi ed wi th the tas k  foraged i n  the 

surround i ng areas . G l ory noted that her brother went i nto a 

s tock-camp where work rout i nes and l i fe i n  general  were more 

regulated . G l ory ' s compe tence as  a forager r e f l ec ted her 

early i n ten s i ve a s s oc i at ion w i th bus h  l i fe .  Her mother was 

one of the f ew that cou l d  perform a l l  s tages of  s eed 

proces s i ng , an i nd i ca t i o n  that i t  had been a regular part of 

her own early l i fe .  The accoun t has over tones of  an earl i er 

golden age when i t  was " always green , always ra i n i ng . . .  and 

there was no s i cknes s " .  

The repatriation of land 

Dur i ng the 1 9 7 0 s  a f ter protracted nego t i a t i on wi th the l ocal 

Abor i g i na l  commu n i ty ,  the Utop i a  S tat i on lease-holder s ,  the 

Chalme r s  fam i l y , sold the property to the now defunct 

Abor i g i na l  Land Fund Commi s s i on . I t  was purchased on beha l f  

of the Abor i g i na l  communi ty res ident there i n  1 9 7 6  ( Toohey 

1 9 8 0 : 6 ) . Two yea r s  l ater , in wha t  was to be a precedent

sett i ng ca s e , t he Abo r i g i n a l  Centra l  Land Counc i l  succe s s fu l ly 

claimed U top i a  S tat i on under the Abor igi nal Land R igh t s  

_;,(_N_o_r_t_h_e_r_n __ T_e_r_r_.i_· t_o_r __ y_) __ A_c_t_ 1 9  7 6 . F i ve patr i - cla n s  C one 
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Anma tyerre and f our Alyawarre ) number i ng about 4 0 0  peopl e , 

became the legal owner s of U to pi a Stat i on af ter a drawn-ou t  

proces s o f  barga i n i ng a n d  l i t i ga t i o n . T h e  e s tabl i shment o f  

s erv i ces  t o  res i dent Abo r i g i n es began dur i ng th i s  t ime when 

the A l i ce S pr i ng s  based Central Au s tral i an Abor i g i nal Congres s 

set up a n  i ndependent hea l t h  serv i ce a t  Three Bores . The 

commun i ty formed a counc i l  to d i rect the cl i n i c ' s  act i vi t i es 

and thi s has con t i nued to be the commun i ty ' s central 

adm i n i strat i ve body . A f ter Utopi a S t a t i o n  was repa t r i at ed 

there was a drama t i c  i ncrease i n  populat i on as Abo r i g i nes f rom 

neighbour i ng areas took up res i dence . I n  19 8 1  the popu l a t i on 

was around 8 0 0  peo pl e  d i s per sed over eleven ou t s ta t i on s  

{ F igure 2 . 1 ) .  

ON THE OUTSTATIONS OF UTOPIA 

out s ta t i on s  or h omeland centres , are a relat i vely recent 

res iden t i a l  cho i ce among Abo r i g i nes l i vi ng i n  remote areas  

( Coombs et al 1 9 8 2 ;  Loveday 1 9 8 2 ) , provi d i n g  them wi th a 

h i gher degree o f  control over the i r  day- to-day af f a i r s  than 

they have in s e t t l emen t s  and town s . Typi cally , out s ta t i on s  

a r e  smal l , dependent o n  bas i c  faci l i t i e s  a n d  l i nked 

admi n i s tra t i ve ly to a l a rger , reg i onal body such as commun i ty 

counc i l  or resource cen t re . 

Unt i l  mid - 19 8 3  hou s i n g  on  a l l  Utopi a out st a t i o n s  con s i s ted of  

a var i ety o f  ten t s , tar paul i n s , bough - shades , wi ndbreak s , 

sheet s  of i ron and car -body cons truct i o n s . The sma l l e s t  

res ident i al un i t  con s i s ted o f  e i ther a mar r i ed couple and 

the i r  pre-ad o l e s cent chi ldren or a grou p  of unmarr i ed mal e s  or 

fema l e s . The l at ter were the arnkentye and alwekere 

respec t i ve l y . A hous ehold then , d i d  not neces sar i l y  compr i s e  

one nucl ear f ami ly . I refer to t ho s e  groups occupy i ng 

separate shel ter s a s  hous ehold s , and the aggregat i on of  

hous eho1,• s that formed · an  out s ta t i o n , a. s  the · �amp .: --- · The- - l ivi ng 

area of each h ou s ehold tended to have a north-wes terly outl ook 
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and i n d i vidual s hel ter s were between 1 0  and 2 0  metres apart . 

On s ome out s tat i on s , hou sehold s he l ters rema i n ed f ixed wi th i n  

the camp but i n  others they regu larly shi fted a few me tres 

th i s  way or that . A bore suppl i ed the ou t s ta t i o n s  wi th water 

wh i ch people carted f rom the tank for all dai ly household 

requ i rements . There were no ablut i on or toi let f ac i l i t i es . 

Shel ter arrangements changed wi th the s eason but wi th the 

exception of per i od s  of  r a i n  people rarely s l ept under 

cover . Dur i ng the summer they bu i l t  bough shades for the long 

hot days ; in wi n ter they bui l t  s turdy wi ndbreak s a l i gned 

aga i n s t  the cold s outh-ea s t  wi nds . Wi th a supply of  wood f or 

an all-n i ght f i re , the s hel ter was cosy , though open . Ra i ny 

per i ods caused the mos t  d i s comfort . S helter s , draped wi th a 

selection of blanket s , tarpau l i n s  and plast i c  gave protec t i o n  

i n  l i ght r a i n s  b u t  were qu i te i nadequate dur i ng prol onged o r  

heavy ra i n . At  the s e  t imes people e i ther shel tered i n  the 

cl i n i c  ca ravan , cars , or  vacated the outs tat i on a l together . 

All out s ta t i on s  had one elemen t  i n  common : a h igh degree of  

var i at i on i n  popu l at i on numbers and a related h i gh degree o f  

household mob i l i ty .  Membe r s  of  hous eholds , ent i re households 

or groups o f  hous eholds re- l ocated f requently . Conversely , an 

out s tat i on rece i ved many vi s i tor s who s tayed for per i od s  of  

time ran g i ng f rom a f ew days to a few mon ths ( Table 2 . 2 ) . For 

some per i od s  out s ta t i o n s  were completely vaca ted . O ' Connel l 

( 1 9 7 9 ) and Denham ( 1 9 7 5 ) provide more deta i led accounts o f  

household types a n d  res i de n t i a l  patter n s  i n  th i s  area . 

The Utop i a  Counc i l  h ad taken a dec i s ion to ban the use of  

alcohol on the proper ty . Gener a l l y  the pol i cy was adhered to 

by res i dents . There were spasmod i c  epi s odes o f  a l cohol use  

but  on the whol e , camp and f ami ly l i f e  was not d i s rupted by 

drunkenne s s . At Angkwel e  Artwe ambwe vehemently opposed i ts 

use and a .:  a co1l .: equence none wa ::> cvn sumed there . 
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The out s ta t i on s  of U topi a  arose not through a process o f  

fragmenta t ion o f  a large sett lement - t h e  more usual pattern , 

but from the gradua l return of people f rom elsewhere and the 

f i s s i on of already ex i s t i ng ou t s tati ons i n  the area . In an 

area of envi ronmenta l  d iver s i ty the locati on of outs tat i on s  

provi ded oppor tun i t i e s  f or people t o  expl oi t a range o f  

resources and mi cro-env i ronmen t s . 

Three Bores : the admi n i s trat ive centre 

Repres entat ives of the e l even out s ta t i ons made up the 

urapunt j a  Counc i l  wh i c h  employed a non-Abo r i g i nal manager , a 

bore mechan i c , and a med i cal team ( a  doctor and two nur ses ) .  

Three bores was the admi n i s trative centre for the Counc i l . I t  

had a sma l l  cl i n i c , o f f  i ce and s hop . The Counc i l  held 

meet i ngs there a s  wel l  as d i s tr i but i ng soc i a l  s ecur i ty 

payments and ma i l  once a week . The Cou nc i l  kept the number of 

non-Aborigi nal  per sonnel to a m i n i mum and dur i ng 1 9 8 1 -1 9 8 3  

they numbered only 1 3 , i n clud i ng c h i ldren and mys el f . Th i s  

was part of a pol i cy to d i s courage the es tabl i shmen t  o f  a 

compl ex i nfras tructure at  Three Bores . More Abor i g i nal people 

l i ved in the camps at  Three Bores than at  other ou t s ta t i on s . 

There wer e  u sual ly about 1 0 0  res iden ts dur i ng 1 9 8 1  - 1 9 8 3 . 

The s chool was a clus ter of large , permanent caravan s  s i ted a t  

the old s tat i on hou s e , 7 km north o f  Three Bore s . Mos t 

chi ldren on out s ta t i o n s  we re unable to at tend . 

A short-wave rad i o  network l i nked out s t at i ons and provided a 

regular channel of comrnunc i a t i on between widely s eparated 

groups . Ever y  morn i ng people made t he i r  arrangement s  for the 

day : the med i ca l  team arranged vi s i ts , an swered reques ts and 

checked on pat i en t s ; others swapped news . The cl i n i c  provided 

each out s ta t i on wi th a caravan to hou s e  the r ad i o  and s tore 

bas i c  med i ca l  s uppl i e s . 
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TABLE 2 . 2 :  POPULATION VARIATION AT ANGKWELE OUTSTATION IN 
SEPTEMBER , DECEMBER 1 981 AND MARCH 1 98 2  

S EPTEMBER DECEMBER MARCH 
1 9 8 1  1 9 8 1  1 9 8 2 

Mi nimum populat i on 1 8  9 5 
Max imum populat i on 2 8  2 3  2 6  
Vi s i tors 7 1 6 
Total vi s i tor -days 8 3  1 3  2 8  
Days ou t s tat i o n  vaca ted 0 1 1 2  

Record i ng day s 2 0  1 9  2 7  

I n  add i t ion t o  the sma l l  s tore a t  Th ree Bores , a travel l i ng 

storeman or hawker vi s i ted the area once a week . He set up at  

Three Bore s  every Saturday , then con t i nued a sel l i ng i t i nerary 

wh ich i ncluded the larger out s tat i on s . The hawker , 

( occa s i onal ly , there was more than one ) , brough t such valued 

i tems as f re s h  f ru i t ,  bread , chew i ng gum , frui t dr i nks , toys 

and clothes as wel l  a s  the e s s en t i a l  s tapl e s  of f lour , tea , 

sugar , t i nned good s and tobacco . Saturday wa s g i ven over to 

lei surely shopp i ng by women , men and c h i ldren . The Cou nc i l  

held i t s  mee t i ngs pr ior t o  the arr i va l  of the ma i 1 plan e . 

Mos t out s ta t i o n  res i den t s  trave l l ed to Three Bore s a t  lea s t  

each f ortn ight  o n  Satur day t o  col l ect the i r  s oc ial s ecur i ty 

payments , to s hop , gambl e and exchange gos s ip . The day always 

had an a i r  of exc i temen t , par t l y  becaus e  an unusua l ly large 

number of people had cong r egated and partly because of the 

day ' s ant i c i pa ted act i vi t i e s . 

forward to . 

Angkwele outstation 

Saturday was a day to look 

Angkwel� was the sma l le s t  of the Utop i a  out s tat ions . Not on 

Utop i a  S ta t i on proper , i t  was par t  of an a rea exc i sed f rom the 
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ne i ghbou r i ng Atar t i nga S tat i on ( F i gure 2 . 1 )  and i t  lay i n  the 

hear t of mulga wood land pla i n s . The out s tation i tsel f wa s 

s i ted on a cleared patch of red clay , surrounded by a grey

green s crub of mulga trees , many of wh i c h  were dead . Other 

people somet ime s  referred to the Angkwele mob a s  arti tye 

arinye or " people of the mulga " . There wa s a smal l , fenced 

garden area in wh i ch va r i ous f ru i t s  and vegetab les were 

planted and g i ven i n termi t tent atten ti on - wa termelons and 

rockmelons were favour i tes . 

The exc i s i on i ncorporated a pr i nc i pal s i te of the I lkawerene 

estate , the patr i l i neal country of Angkwele ' s  s e n i or mal e  

res i dent a n d  h i s  you nger brother , Li ndsay B i rd . The elder 

brother d i ed in December 1 9 8 5  and the use of h i s  name cau s e s  

d i s tre s s  t o  relat ives . T o  avo id th i s , I have referred to h im 

throughou t  the thes i s  as Artwe ambwe or " old man "  wh i ch was 

the acceptable local form of  respect ful addres s to s en i or 

men . The f am i l i es of the two brother s ,  orga n i s ed i nto f i ve 

hous ehold s , made up the core populat ion of the outs tat ion 

( F igures 2 .  2 ,  2 .  3 )  . Hou s eholds were pl aced arou nd a central 

cleared space of  approxima tely 70  m i n  d i ameter ( Fi gure 

2 . 4 ) . A fur ther cl eared area of between 1 5  m and 20 m wide 

separated the i nner camp area , i n  wh i ch mos t  da i ly camp 

act ivi ty took place , from the surrou nd i ng bus h . va r i ou s  types 

of hou sehold rubb i s h , mos t  n o t i ceably pla s t i c  of var i ou s  hue s , 

f r i nged the outermos t per imeter of  the camp as wel l  a s  the 

f i r s t  few met r e s  o f  bus hl and . Veh i cles were parked bes ide the 

owner ' s  s hel ter , and the c l i n i c  caravan wa s s ta t i oned 

permanently i n  the i n ner camp area . 

People were respe c t ful of each hou s ehold ' s  pr i va cy and 

al though i nter - hous ehold act i v i ty was cons tant i t  was mod i f i ed 

by soc i a l  regulat ions . For example , a son avo ided any d i rect 

con tact with h i s  mother af ter i n i t i a t i o n . Wh i le he was not 

barred f r om vi s i t i ng h i s  paren t s ' hear th he could only do so 

in h i s  mother ' s  absence . 
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Figure 2.2: Kinship relationships of Angkwele household members. 
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Figure · ·2.3: Age structure of Angkwele outstation population, 1 981 . 

65 70 



( 4 7 ]  

' 
. \ 

cu '�, 
I , , 

, , X I \ ' ' -.... ...... 
I \ , ,  

I \ ', 
I I \ \ 

I a \ · \ \ 
I � v\ 

\ 
I ' )\ 

® I , ._ 
I f w t 1 I I Kt I 

I ' ... , ) J \ '/ I 
I 

I/ \ \ , �  \ I \ I \ @ 

\ l \ I .,tJJu , ..  \ / \ ,, .___.,., ........ -/ c:J. I I / 

I 
0 - � · : 

® <t I 



[ 4 8 ]  

Mother - i n- law/s on- i n- law avo i dance was a lso s tr i ctly upheld 

but per son s of that re lat ions h i p  were only occa s i onally 

pres en t . Younger people tended to vi s i t  older peopl e at the i r  

hearths rather than the reverse . Sen i or men and the i r  wi ves 

spent much t i me at  each other hearths . Spaces des ignated as 

e i ther men ' s  or women ' s  ex i s ted only i n  the immed i a te vi c i n i ty 

of the arnkentye ( men ' s  camp ) and alwekere ( women ' s  camp ) . I n  

contras t to other larger desert encampments ( Megg i tt 1 9 8 7 : 1 2 9 ) 

the camp and surround i ng bush were not divided along s ex 

l i nes . 

Every fami ly owned dog s . The Angkwele dogs were vi s i bl y  

heal th i er t h a n  t h o s e  on a n y  other out s ta t i on : they were 

wi thout mange or obvi ou s  d i sease and they d i d  not ea t human 

faeces . To ma i n ta i n  a sma l l e r  number of camp dogs , Artwe 

ambwe arranged for pups to be g i ven away . 

Eni ltyiye outstation 

Eni ltyiye , set up i n  late 1 9 8 2 , wa s a sharp contra s t  to 

Angkwele . I t  was l ocated on a low sh rub covered sand- h i l l  on 

the f r i nge of the spi n i fex and sand-pl a i n  cou ntry that 

domi nated the reg i on north eas t of Utopi a .  It u sually had a 

populat i on of about 5 0  people wi t h i n  a t  least 1 2  hous ehold s ,  

i nclud i ng four alwekere and s omet imes an arnkentye ( F igure 

2 . 5 ) . The sen i or l andowner and his  wi fe l ived i n  hous ehold A ,  

but he was an i nva l i d , elderly and f ra i l  man and s o  nei ther 

travel led nor moved about the camp C F  igure 2 .  6)  . The next 

sen i or man and h i s  wi f e  C who wer e  my patron s ) l ived i n  

household B ,  al  though I ,  a s  a s i ngle per son , s tayed i n  the 

nea rby alwekere at hou sehold E .  In contras t to Angkwe le , 

En i l  tyi ye had i n f i rm and depe ndent elderly folk among i ts 

usua l res i d e n t s . As a con s equence , the out s ta t i on was never 

enti re ly vaca ted . Hou s ehold B was s i ted s t rateg i ca l ly at the 

_ po i n t  of  entry _t o the _ou tsta t i on so that M i chael a � �  h i s �i f e , 

Glory , were a lways aware of vi s i tors . 



r- - - - - - - il I 0 Topsy D I I 
I I 
I o Polly 

I 
t O Kathleen 
L _ _  - - - _ __1 

I 
_ _ _ _ _ Gj Household 

Alec 

r - -
- - - ci  

Kubityiye I 
L _ _ _ _ _ :._ J  
r - - - - - - - :"'1 

1 Michael ,�: 
I I t------+--t 
I 0 Glory : 
L - - - - - ,  L 
r - - - - -, 1 I o Jessie 1 1 1 1 L _ 

I 

[ 4 9 ] 

r 
-

- - - - - -F-, i o Margaret l 
I I I  I I 6. Colin J I I I  I I I Anna 1 
L _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _J 

Alan 

Peter 

Steven 
- - - - - -,  

. I 
Trish 1 

_ _ _ _ _ _J 
r - - - - - - - - - - - - -, 

Joy E 1  
I I 
I I 
I I 

1 
Rosemary I I 

I 
Dolly O Jeannie I 

L - - - - - - - - - - _ _ _  _J 

, - - - - - - - - - - - -Gl 
Jeannie c I 

I 1 1  · 
I 
I 

Henry 1 : I I  : I o Margaret 1 
L _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  _J r - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - :i1 

Patsy H I  L - - - - - � I 
r 

- �a�l�e� 1 : : I I I I : 6. I :  I 
I ! L  _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ .J 

L..- - - - - - - 11 I Jenn if er 1 1 
L _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ .J r - - - - - - - - - - - - - -;i 

Maggie J ,  
I I I I I I 6. : 

L _ _ _  · _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  _J 

Figure 2.5: Kinship relationships of some Eniltyiye household members, 1 983. 



@) hearth 
S shelter 
� �.living area '- --- track 

[ s o J . 

� � _:'.·:�=J· \ � ::�> 
\ ..-1. � E : I 
\ �� �/ I 
\ J. 

J 

' . K  

\ 
o I � 

\ · · � · II . 01 .. c I 
\ IO\ ��@{. � \;;.I , • •  � I . _,, -\ 0 !_, ,,. ---. 

\ .  ---
\ -- -- - --- ' 
\; "'  ...... ....,; 

I ' , 
l . . . , . �  fgure 2.6: . Household arran�ements at Eniltyiye outstation� 1 9.83 . .  · 



[ 5 1 ]  

The i r  hou s ehold area i ncorporated the cl i n i c  caravan becau s e  

Glory was t h e  out s ta t ion hea l th worker . They had bu i lt an 

extra l a rge bough s hade ( of the s ame dimen s i on s  as the 

caravan ) o n  i t s  western s i de and thi s was a favour i te summer 

res t i ng pl ace . As a t  Angkwele , no-one l ived i n  the caravan 

i t self . Jes s i e , f rom hou s ehold A ,  had two smal l ga rden plots 

i n  wh i c h  she grew wa te rmelons . En i l ty i ye had a large number 

of dog s , many of wh i ch were unheal thy and hungry for much o f  

the t ime . 

The households at  Eni l ty i ye were scattered ; there was not one 

central i nner camp area a s  at  Angkwele , ra ther there we re 

de f i nable clusters  of hou s eholds wh i c h  tended to create 

d i s  ti  net a reas of  focus . H ouseholds A ,  E ,  K ,  c ,  B and D 

con s t i tuted one such clus ter . The other households , s i tuated 

on the s l opi ng s ide of  the dune were only part ly vi s i ble f rom 

these more centrally l ocated hou s eholds and had thei r own 

act ivi ty area s . 

ENVIRONMENT 

Ar i d i ty i s  a domi nan t env i ronmental feature of  modern 

Austral i a  with a bout 7 0 %  of t he con t i nent qua l i fyi ng as ar i d  

zone ( Mabbut t  1 9 71 : 6 6 ) . Th i s  area , though de s cr i bed a s  a r id , 

i s  far f rom un i formly s o . Var i able cl imate , par t i cularly 

ra infal l ,  and d i  ver s e  landforms combi ne to produce a non

un i form land s cape conta i n i ng a range of  envi ronment s i n  wh i ch 

humans and an ima l s  l i ve . 

Climate 

Genera l l y  the c l imate i s  warm and dry . Day temperatu res are 

highes t f rom December to February when they rema i n  between 3 5 -

4 00c ;  f rom June t o  Augu s t , tempera tur es fall  t o  between 2 0 -

2 5 0c and n i gh t  g rouna tempera tures f i.- equ�n tly f a l l  t o  z ero . 

Expected a n nual ra i n fa l l  of the area i s  between 3 0 0  and 4 0 0 
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mm , mos t  o f  whi ch fal l s  dur ing the summer months . Ra i n fal l 

dur i ng the s tudy year s ,  1 9 8 1 -1 9 8 3 ,  conf ormed to that pat tern 

al though there were marked d i f ferences among the three yea r s  

( F igure 2 .  7 ) . The ra i n  dur i ng that t ime was suf f i c i ent to 

cause the S andover R i ver reg i on to f l ow on two separate 

occa s i ons . For mos t  of the time , i t  wa s a wide , dry , sand 

bed , of be tween 1 5 0  and 2 0 0  m i n  width . Dur i ng the heavies t 

ra i n s  the r i ver f i l l ed completely . I t  f l owed s trongly for  

about a week , tak i ng i t s waters to the  f l oodouts i n  the  sand

pl a i n  cou n try away to the northea s t  C Fi gure 1 . 1 ) . The f l ow 

soon s l owed and the wa ter d i s appeared . For up to a mon th 

af terwards sma l l  poo l s  of wa ter rema ined along the bed . 

Occa s i on s  when the r iver f l owed were t ime s of  general 

exc i temen t ,  par t i cul arly a s  the f i r s t  frothy r i vulets cour sed 

along the sands n ear Three Bores . 

Seasons 

I t  i s  the var i ab i l i ty of ra i n f a l l  a s  wel l  a s  i ts l ow ab solute 

amoun t that con tr i bu tes to the spe c i a l  features of ar id z one 

ecology . A l onger ra i n fa l l  cycle ( F i gure 2 .  8 )  i ndi cates the 

extent of ra i n f a l l  var i abi l i ty . I n  the thi rty year per i od , 

1 9 5 3 -1 9 8 3 , only two record i ng s  fell  wi th i n  the expected 3 0 0 -

4 0 0  mm range ; the res t were below that amoun t .  Becaus e  

vegetat i on growth i s  cl os ely t i ed to r a i n f al l , pl ant g rowth 

patterns s how a s imi lar  var i ab i l i ty .  The resul tan t seasonal 

unpred i c tabi l i ty is one of  the impor tan t character i s t i c s  of 

the arid z on e  and one that has far- reach i ng impl ications  for a 

forag i ng peopl e . Lat z  ( 1 9 8 2 : 1 2 6 ) s tated that " the c l imate i s  

s o  var i able that an ' average s ea son ' i s  a rare even t i n  

Central Aus tral i a " . 

Al though regular temperatu r e  changes marked summer f rom 

wi n ter , the uterne " hot- t i me "  f rom the alurrpe or " cold- t ime " , 

ra i n f .:: 1 1  was the . fun c t i onal tr i gger o :- . · s e a :.:: ·� .. · :il var: i a t ion . 

When r a i n fa l l  occurred a s  expected , dur i ng the summer mon th s , 
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i t  was f o l l owed by a bur s t  of g rowth ; th i s  was refe rred to a s  

atherrekinye or " green-t ime " - when t h e  country was covered i n  

gra s s  a n d  when f ru i ts appeared i n  quan t i ty .  Despi te the 

d i scomforts of l i fe dur i ng wet weather when roads were 

impas s i ble , s hel ter s i nadequate and food s carce , people spoke 

not of the i r  temporary d i scomfor t ,  but of the impend i ng 

bene f i t s  of ra i n  - fat goannas and sweet bush banana s . The 

peopl e of  Central Au s tral i a  accepted the cri t i cal impor tance 

of ra i n  and S t rehlow ( 1 9 7 1 : 4 6 0 ) said : 

ra i n  charms , wh i c h  s eek to s t imulate the sullen , 
s tu bbor n ,  idle ra i n  clouds i nto par t i ng w i th the i r  
prec i ou s  mo i s ture , were once among the i r  greate s t  
treasures . 

Late November to March , when days were extremely h ot , was a 

time of gene r a l ly reduced foragi ng act i vi ty .  I t  was 

under taken i n  the l ate af ternoons , i f  at all . Accord i ng to 

women , it was d i f f i cul t to track an ima l s  in the glare of the 

mid-day summer l ight and the ground was u ncomf ortably hot for 

thos e wi thout footwear , e spec i al ly chi ldren . Women wh o 

foraged dur i ng the high  temperatures of  summer wer e alert to 

heat s tres s on young c h i ldren . .  The measures they took to 

min imi se the danger i n cl uded cove r i ng an  i n fant wi th a water

soaked sheet beneath a blanket ; tak i ng small con ta i ners of  

water wi th them ; per i od i cal ly blowi ng a f i ne spray of water 

over i n fants and , per suad i n g  chi ldren to wa i t  in the deepes t 

ava i lable shade wh i le they worked . Dur i ng alurrpe , forag i n g  

of ten d i d  n o t  beg i n  u nt i l  mid-mor n i ng as people we re reluctant 

to leave the warmth of the i r  wi nd breaks and f i res to be 

exposed to b i t terly cold s outh easter ly wi nds . The sun s e t  

earl ier too a t  th i s  t ime , s o  f orag i ng days were s hor ter . 

More research i s  requ i red i n to the ecology of plant and 

an ima l s  f ound in a r i d  hab i ta t s  be fore we can be tter u nde r s tand 

_ the . xelat i.;:,nshi p  whi ch .ex i. s �ed between_ Aborigi nes._  and _ _  thei r . .  _ 

envi ronmen t  i n  pre-European t imes . 
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Pate C 1 9 8 6  > provi ded an example of how the appl i cat ion of a 

theore t i ca l  model  of subs i s tence behavi our ( opt i onal forag i ng ) 

may falter on i naccurate empi r i cal botan i cal i nf orma t i on . As 

another example , the work of o '  Con nel l et al C 1 9 8 3 ) i n  the 

Sandover River area and my own enqu i r i es i nd i ca ted that mu lga 

seed ( Acac i a  anuera ) was a trad i t i onal seed f ood . The 

domi nance of mu lga in the area might lead one to con clude that 

i ts use mus t  only have been l imi ted by people ' s  c ho i ce . 

Accord i ng to La t z  C 1 9 8 2 : 1 2 7 ) " one can s afely as sume that a 

group of 1 0 0  people could obta i n  a month ' s  supply of mulga 

seed ( more than l.;4 of  the i r  food need s ) f rom an area of about 5 

hectares " . However , dur i ng the e i ghteen mon th per i od of my 

stay i n  the area , I s aw o nly one pa tch of mu lga i n  f lower and 

was unable to even docume n t  the ga ther i ng of that seed . 

Water 

Trad i t i onal ly , people depended on rel i able soak s , rockholes 

large and sma l l , wa terholes  ( P late 2 . 5 ) , as  we ll  as s ources in  

plan ts and a n i ma l s . Some water s ources , l ike the 

Apwengal i ndeme rock hole near E n i l ty i ye , con ta i n ed water al l 

year round . Knowl edge o f  the loca t i on of water sources had 

value for contemporary people . Artwe ambwe , wi thout 

exhau s t i ng h i s  knowledge , named about 9 0  s oaks and water i n g  

places alon g  t h e  l ength of t h e  Sandover River a n d  i ts 

tr i butar i e s . We had occas ion ours elves to use the s oak s i n  

the v i c i n i ty of  Angkwe l e . 

The out st a t i on wi ndmi l l  had broken down . On 1 4 th Augu s t  1 9 8 1  
Artwe ambwe s en t  h i s  daugh ter s and mys e l f  to fetch water f rom 
a nea rby soak cal led Tyi rr i p i ye . We were unable to f i nd i t  s o  
later i n  t h e  a f ternoon he a n d  h i s wi fe j o i ned us  to locate 
i t . We f ound the s oak in the bed of Mul ler  Creek , sou t h  eas t  
o f  the out s ta t i o n . There were s everal obvi ous depres s i on s  i n  
the r i ver bed that marked previ ous l y  used soak s . Ada s et to 
work on one of these wi th a s hovel . She f i r s tly level led the 
area surround i ng the cen tre of  t he depres s i on , to les sen the 
amoun t  of loose san:d s l i d i .u'j i n c� ·- the hol e . N ext s h e  
shovelled away s a nd to form a f l a t  plat form . Seated on t h i s 
platform s he l eaned over to enlarge and deepen the s oakage pi t 
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u s i ng an old powdered mi lk t i n . Wh i l e she attended to the 
soakage i t se l f , her daugh ter cons tan tly clea red fal l i ng s and 
f rom the per imeter . Water collected i n  the bottom of the s oak 
when i t  was about 5 0  cm deep . I t  was brown i sh i n  colour but 
tas ted good - l i ke ra i nwater and we f i l led two ( 1 6 kg ) flour 
drums and a couple of plas t i c  bottles - abou t 3 0 - 3 5  l i t res . 
Ada then u sed an  axe to t r im the base of f another f l our drum , 
leaving i t  a cyl i nder wh i ch Artwe ambwe set i n to the f reshly 
excavated soak . S and wa s pus hed i n  around the s i des of the 
drum and its ori g i nal removable l id put i n  place . The s oak 
was ready for immed i ate use  should we return . Thi s happened 
three months a f ter I a r r i ved dur i ng wh i ch per i od there had 
been no ra i n  our way . 

Other water sources were sma l ler . One that I saw compri sed a 

rockhole i n  a sma l l , f lat plate of rock i n  mu lga s c rub . A 

rock plug l imi ted water los s through evapora t ion . I t  was no 

more than 3 5  cm in d i ameter and qui te i nconspi cuous . In 

add i t ion to thes e  sou r ces , people were aware of water-bear i ng 

pl ants , such a s  the roots of the desert kurra j ong 

( Brachych i ton gregor i i ) . There were also other method s  o f  

ga i n i ng rel i ef f rom dehydrat i o n . Artwe ambwe reca l l ed that a s  

a boy h i s  father u s ed t o  squeeze  l iqu id from t h e  partly 

diges ted gra s s  in  the s t omach of kangaroo over his  head . Th i s  

wa s to keep h i m  cool h e  s a i d . 

Ecological d i stinctions 

The d i ver s i ty of envi ronme n t s  w i t h i n  the a r i d  z one is the 

result of var i able ra i n fa l l  rece i ved by d i f fer i n g  landforms . 

Th i s  diver s i ty and i ts impl i ca t i on s  f or hunter-gatherers of 

the reg i on have been the sub j ec t  of commen t  ( S treh low 1 9 6 5 ; 

Peterson 1 9 7 9 ; Gou ld 1 9 8 0 ) . Despi te th i s , mod e l s  of 

subs i s tence , par t i cu l a r l y  in regard to women ' s  rol e ,  tend to 

as sume a u n i f orm arid z one pattern - that of areas wi th lea s t  

resource d i ve r s i ty and har s he s t  cl ima t i c  cond i t i on s . I n  

desc r i bi ng t h e  l and sys tems of  the s tudy area I have drawn 

exten s i vely on the work of Mabbu tt ( 1 9 7 1 ) who has con s idered 

human use of a r i d  a reas of Central Aus tral i a . 
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Wi th i n  the a r i d  z one a primary d i s t i nc t i on can be made betwee n 

areas where ra i n f a l l  i s  col lected wi th i n  i n tegrated drai nage 

channel sys tems , and those areas in wh i ch th i s  is not the 

case . The s e  make up respec t ively , the co-ord i nated and the 

unco-ord i nated dra i nage sys tems ( F igure 2 . 9 ) . I n  areas of co

ord i nated dra i nage that cha racter i s e the ea s tern a r i d  z one , 

rainfall  and runof f f rom the h igher country are mor e 

effectively concent rated and thus more read i ly acce s s ible f or 

both human and an ima l use . I n  the uplands larger , permanent 

rockpools and hol e s  occur , wh i l e along thei r dra i nage s treams 

and channe l s , permanent and semi -perman ent waterholes form . 

I n  the rema i n i ng l ow rel i e f  country of u nco-ord i na ted 

dra i nage , runof f i s  m i n imal . Ra i n fall i s  di spersed rapidly 

through ephemeral , unl i nked channe l s  or percolates away 

immed iately through the dunes and sand-pla i n s . The occurrence 

of acces s i bl e  water is mi n imi sed i n  the s e  areas . The s tudy 

area i ncl ude s the Sandover and Bundey River sys tems that dra i n  

the MacDonnel l ,  Harts and the Davenport Range s - w i t h i n  an 

area of co-ord i nated d r a i nage . 

A more deta i led exami nat i o n  of the regi on wh ich cons iders both 

landforms and vege ta t i on , s hows i t  to be a mosa i c  of mi cro

envi romen t s . These range f rom the more product i ve h igher 

country to spi n i f  ex s and-pl a i ns where resource s for f orage r s  

are l e s s  var i ed . Pe rry ( 1 9 6 2 )  comp i led a general i sed 

clas s i f i ca t i on of pa s turel ands of the A l i ce Spr i ng s  region and 

I have drawn on t h i s to d i s t i nqu i s h pr i nc i pa l  ecolog i cal z ones 

wi thi n the S andover R i ver area ( F i gure 2 . 1 0 ) . There are f ive 

d i s t i nct zones : mou n ta i n s  and h i l l s ; vege tated h i l l s  and 

lowlands ;  r i ver f l oodpla i n s ; pl a i ns , and s and-pla i n s . W i th i n  

each of the s e  d i s t i nc t i ve areas di f f erent su i tes of resources 

were ava i lable . 

Mounta i n s  and H i l l s : These i n clude the Spr i ng and Tomahawk 

Ranges as wel l a s  - the southern exten s i on of the For ster Range , 

all  of wh i ch are bel ow 7 0 0  m and are sma l l  ranges compared to 
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others i n  the Central region . The h i l l s , spars ely vegetated 

wi th Acaci a sp . are rel a t i vely i nacces s i ble and only of 

marg i nal s i gn i f i cance i n  the modern forag i ng s ys tem .  For 

En i l ty i ye res i dents , the nearby s toney range was , however , a 

source of g i dgee wood ( Acac ia georgi nae ) for f i re s . The 

larger area of h i gh country wh i ch i n c l uded Har t s  Range was 

out s i de the s tudy area . The ma jor  r iver systems of the area , 

the Sandover , Bundey and Plenty River s , however a l l  drai ned 

Harts Range and i t  was therefore a ma j or i nf luence on the 

regional eco logy . 

Vegetated h i l l s  and lowlands : Th i s  mi nor C i n area ) zone 

cons i s ts of  l owl and s vegetated ma i nl y  by mulga and wi tchetty 

bush C Acac i a  kempeana ) ove r shor t gras ses and forbs . 

Occas i onal l ow rocky outcrops , sparsely vegetated , harbour 

ech idna and s omet imes perent i , mak i ng them an area of 

particular forag i ng i n terest  ( Plate 2 . 3 ) . 

R iver f loodpl a i n s : Thes e are sandy , open wel l -gra ssed pla i n s  

wh ich carry areas o f  mi xed open woodland s , i ncludi ng mu l ga , 

gidgee , black wattle C A .  vi c tor i ae ) ,  ghost gums ( Eucalyptu s 

papuana ) ,  cool i bah C E .  rni crotheca ) and bloodwood C E .  

termi nal i s ) . River red gum C E .  cama ldu len s i s ) f r i nge the 

broad s andy r i ver bed s and t r i buta r i es ( Plate 2 .  6 ) . The 

Sandover River and the c reeks feed i ng i t  C Mul l er , Wa i te and 

Crooked Hole ) were the focus of  the Angkwe le forager s . The 

sandy open cou n try was excellent for track i ng an imal s . I n  

addi t i on , grubs , w i ld honey and seasonally ava i l able smal l 

yarns , wi ld oranges and bus h  on i o n s  were ava i l able . Kangaroo s  

were r a r e l y  s een i n  th i s  country . A f ter rai n s , t h e  r iver s a n d  

creeks provide good qua l i ty water e i ther on t h e  s u r f ace o r  

through shal l ow soak s . 
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Figure 2.1  O: Ecological zones of the Sandovar River region (After Perry 1 962) .  
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Plate 2. 1 :  Burt Plain, an expanse of predominantly mulga woodland (Acacia spp. ) with Hart's Range in the 
d istance to the south . 

Plate 2.2:  A dense stand of mulga in the vicin ity of Angkwele outstation. 
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Plate 2.4: Sand plain country near Eniltyiye outstation with Kurrajong (Brachychiton gregoni) , B l u e  M a l l �e 
(Eucalyptus pachyphylla) and spin ifex (Triodia spp. ) .  
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Pl ate 2 .5 :  Extensive ra ins rep lenis hed permanent water sou rces su c h as rock-holes .  

J .  . 
Plate 2.6: Dry sandy river beds fringed with River Redgum (Eucalyptus camaldulens1s) were favoured p laces 

to seek fresh animal tracks. 
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Pla i n s : The ma j or ( i n area ) z one of the reg i on i s  domi nated 

by mulga wood l ands occur r i ng in den se g roves and open patches 

( P lates 2 . 1 ,  2 .  2 ) . S tand s of g i dgee or patches of wi tchetty 

bush may replace mulga , and a l l  occur over gras s ,  par t i cularly 

wool lybutt ( Eragos t i s  e r  i opoda ) .  Shrubs i nclude Eremoph i la 

�- and Ca s s i a  spp . Th i s  area prov ided a va r i ety of food 

i tems but was par t i cularly f avoured for kangaroo , l i z a rd s and 

ech i dna .  Here people a l s o  procured grubs , honey a n t s , sma l l  

yams , bu sh banana s , bean s a n d  a range of other les s  abundant 

pl ant foods . 

Sand-pl a i n s : Th i s  wa ter les s z one dom i n a tes areas to the north 

and to the s ou thwe s t  of  the S andover R i ver reg ion . I t  i s  

vegetated ma i n ly by spi n i fexes of va r i ou s  types but develops 

substanti al s h rub cover in areas or t imes of les s ar i d i ty . 

The dune cou n t ry arou nd En i l ty i ye was wel l  covered wi th blue 

mallee ( Eucalyptu s gamophyl la ) ,  red mal lee C E .  pachyphyl l a ) , 

Grevi llea sp . , and the occa s i onal kur raj ong ( Brachyc h i ton 

gregor i i ) over spi n i fex ( P l ate 2 . 4 ) . I n  th i s  coun try peopl e 

hunted bus h  turkey and l i z a rd s . They gathered l arge and smal l  

yams , bus h ra i s i n s , bu s h  bananas , bean s and nat ive bee honey . 

The envi ronmental diver s i ty of the area provided a 

comparat i vely b road res ource base for i ts res i dent forager s 

and was one of  the more prod uc t ive l i v i ng areas i n  the arid 

zone . Meggi tt ( 1 9 6 2 : 3 2 ) i nd i cated th i s  in  sugge s t i ng that i n  

pre-European t imes , the Arrernte popu lat i on o f  the more 

cen tral areas was probably twi ce that of the War lpi r i , whose 

country was l argely sand-pl a i n  and spi n i fex . Dur i ng my 

f i eldwork ra i nf a l l  was plen t i ful and had been for a number of  

year s . The cou n t ry was , on that accou nt , probably near peak 

potential  f r om a forager ' s  po i nt of vi ew .  
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Modern geography : bores , stores and roads 

Europeans i n i t i al ly monopol i s ed the be s t  ava i l able sur fac e  

waters , but b y  s i nk i ng we l l s  a n d  later bores , they extended 

the area of  l and ava i l able to s tock . Acces s i ble sur face water 

sources were soon pol l uted by stock . Although we l l s  and bor e s  

did n o t  a lway s  provide water f i t  f or human consumpti on and 

requ i red regular ma i n tenance , i t  was the deve lopmen t  of an 

exten s i ve network of ar t i f i c i a l  water i ng pl aces ( F igure 2 . 1 1 )  

that allowed the con t i nued pa s toral occupa t i on of the 

reg ion . Bores super seded the older wooden - s ided wel l s . They 

cons i s ted of a pump , e i ther wind-dr iven through a w i ndmi l l  or 

eng i ne powered , and a larg e , meta l col lec t i ng tank . Water 

rema i ned the c r i t i cal resource , now as in the pas t , but i ts 

wide spread ava i lab i l i ty through the use of bores reduced 

attent ion to i t s  va lue . 

Every adu l t  knew the loca t i on s  of  a l l  bore s , the qua l i ty of 

the wa ter at each of them and the i r  s tate of repa i r . The 

location of water in rel at ion to other resources was no longer 

a cr i t i cal factor in dec i s ion s about movemen ts , but the 

knowledge of water loca t i on s  rema i n ed impor tan t . That l ocal 

people rarely carr i ed water in the i r  veh i cles when they 

travel led , ref lected the impor tance of th i s  knowledge . I f  

water was needed dur i n g  a day ' s foragi ng , trave l s  were 

i n terrupted to vi s i t  the nea r e s t  bore : 

We were on a t r i p  col l ec t i ng akarl i tye ( wi ld oranges ) .  I t  was 
January 1 9 8 1  and the tempera ture was 4 0 ° or more . A large 
group of  women ( 1 0 )  and c h i ldren ( 8 ) travel l i ng in two 
vehi cles , were search i ng for f r u i t  a s  we drove along the 
Sandover H i ghway about 7 0  km north of E n i l ty i ye . The cou n t ry 
wa s sand-pl a i n  and spi n i f ex , the k i nd known i n  loca l  par lance 
as " per i s h in ' country " . Dur i ng this  t r i p  we s topped a t  two 
bores , both a k i l ome tre or two off  the ma i n  road . We s tayed 
only 1 0  mi nutes at  the f i r s t  f or people to dr i nk and f i l l  
the i r  b i l l ycan s . At j us t  a f ter 1 p . m .  we drove to a second 
bore where we s-tayed · · for 2Q m i nutes . · · . .  -. .=re · �- . ; .+-:re · was ·a j ol ly 
atmosphere a s  the young g i r l s  clambered up the s ides of  the 
tank and , perched on i ts r im , f i l led the b i l lycans that were 
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pas sed up to them . Those below drank the i r f i l l  then doused 
thems elve s  thorough ly . After a cur sory wr i ng i ng ou t of the i r  
s k i r t s , and much ref reshed , everyone re turned t o  the veh i cl e s  
a n d  w e  con t i nued t h e  sea rch for wi ld orange s . 

People were conf ident that the i r  knowledge of the s urround i n g  

suppl ies , natural and man-made , · wou ld b e  adequa te i n  normal 

c i rcums tance s . Bores have enabled the permanent re

es tabl i s hme n t  of a number of sma l l  commun i t i e s  i n  remote and 

othe rwi s e  un i nhabi table loca t i on s . 

Many of the s ta t i on s  i n  the a rea operated small  s tore s . The se 

opened i rregu l ar l y  and s tocked bas i c  non -ref r i gerated food 

i tems , pet rol and some mechan i cal good s . Al though Utop i a  wa s 

a centre for Abar i g i nal s erv i ces i n  the area , s everal other 

stat ions had sma l l er re s i dent populations  of Abor i g i nes who 

depended on the i r  local s tat i on s tore . There wa s much 

travel l i ng between s tore s  - e i ther to buy goods not ava i lable 

locally or to vi s i t  relat ives when the i r  soc i a l  secur i ty 

payments arr i ved . The Alcoota s t ore ( F igure 2 . 1 1 )  stocked a 

wi der range of goods than that at  Utop i a  and the Angkwele 

fami l i es regularly trave l l ed there . Th i s  was partly becaus e  

the d i s tance f rom Angkwel e  w a s  les s than to U top i a  b u t  a l so 

because many of the f am i l y ' s  closest relat ives l i ved there . 

At least one s tore C on Delmore Down s S ta t i on ) act ivel y s ought 

Abor igi nal cus tom by prov i d i ng h igh ly-pr i z ed food s  such as 

i ce-cream and cooked c h i cken s . 

On publ i shed maps the s tudy a rea appear s  to be cro s sed by few 

roads . The Sandover H i ghway , a ma j or l i nk between the 

Northern Ter r i tory and Wes tern Queen s l and , cros s ed Utopia 

Station . A wide g ravel road , i t  car r i ed regular thoug h 

i n f requen t  t raf f i c . The s tat i on home s teads were connected to 

th i s  road . A s  wel l , a ser i e s of wel l - formed tracks connec ted 

s ta t i o n s  more d i rec t ly ( F i gure 2 . 1 1 ) . Each property had 

-tracl.; :3 cor, . ,  ..... c t i ng i t s · bores · and ye t other -tr- acks- we·re created ·  

whenever a f en ce was erected . 
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The open vegetat i on of much of the coun try fac i l i tated of f 

road travel t hough the l ikel i hood o f  punctures i n creased . 

However , cros s -coun try d r i v i ng was a regu lar feature of  

forag i ng exped i t i ons , espec i al ly for men hun t i ng kanga roo 

( O ' Connell and Hawkes 1 9 8 4 ) . Favoured open pla i n s  were 

vi s i b ly cr i s s -cros sed wi th the tyre tracks of many hu n t i ng 

exped i t ions . A b i rd ' s - eye v i ew of the area wou ld have 

revealed a ma z e  of tracks and road s a l l  of wh i c h were an  

essen t i al par t  of  the coun try knowl edge of l ocal peopl e .  

Through use of th i s  track and fence network , people were able 

to ga i n  acces s to mos t  par ts of the country . 

A PARTICOLAR LIFESTYLE 

To what extent could the exper i ences of Abor i g i nal people i n  

th i s  area be descr i bed a s  d i s t i nct ive ? W i th i n  Peterson ' s  

( 1 9 7 9 : 1 1 7 ) ecolog i cal con t i nuum of deser t soc i et i e s , the 

Sandove r Ri ver reg i on i s  mos t  s imi lar to tha t of the Arrernte 

- the leas t hos t i l e of  deser t env i ronmen t s  in wh i c h  hunter

gatherers l ived . I n  the s tudy area , wa terles s ,  sp i n i fex sand

plai n s  were not t he dom i nant feature of the land s cape a s  they 

were i n  the ter r i tor i e s  of both the War lp i r i  and the 

Pi ntubi . On envi ronmental grounds then , i t  can be expected 

that the s ub s i s tence prac t i ce s  of the Sandover River reg i on 

wou ld have d i f f ered f rom those areas . I t  wa s a l s o  d i f ferent 

from the Wes tern Deser t , an area more hos t i l e to human 

occupa t i on but better known eth nograph i ca l ly . H i s tor i cal ly , 

the ea s tern Anmatyerre and the Alyawarre reta i ned some f reedom 

of movemen t  wi t h i n  the con s tra i n t s  of pas toral occupat i on of  

the i r  terr i tor i e s . I t  i s  perhaps an h i s tor i cal acc ident that 

no attemp t was made to set up an admi n i s trat i ve centre , e i ther 

mi s s i on or  g ove r nme n t , in the i r  cou ntry and they wer e 

the refore not presen ted w i th a choi ce of congrega t i ng a t  a 

" super water - hol e "  ( H i a t t 1 9 6 8 : 1 0 0 ) . Nei ther d i d  t h ey ch0�se 

to move permanen tly away to centre s , such a s  Warrabr i , 

es tabl i s hed i n  n e i ghbour i ng ter r i tor i es ( Hagen and Rowe l l  
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1 9 7 9 : 1 9 ) . Sma l l  groups con t i n ued to care for the i r  coun try 

even wi th i n  the res tr i c t i on s  imposed on them both by pas tora l 

occupa t i on and the weaken i ng of the i r  ceremonial  network 

( S trehlow 1 9 7 l : xxx i v ) . Th i s  i s  not to say that people s tayed 

on the i r  own coun t r i es clearly they d i d  not . But the 

pattern of movement i nc l uded trave l s  acros s the i r  own country , 

the use of i t s  resources and the ma i n tenance of a level of 

knowledge of the a rea tha t was impos s i ble f or thos e bound to 

settlement s  and mi s s ions . I n  day- to-day l i fe small groups 

reta i ned autonomy - opera t i ng ac cordi ng to the i r  own authori ty 

and requ i r ements . Such a degree of i ndependence had no place 

wi th i n  i n s t i tu t i on s  ded i cated to the con s c i ous re-ar rangement 

of  the soc i a l  and cul tural l i fe of  Abor i g i nes as the 

author i t i es s trove to br i ng upon them what John McDowe l l  

Stuar t cal l ed i n  1 8 6 5  " the dawn of l i berty , c ivi l i s a t i on and 

Chri s t i a n i ty "  ( Hardman 1 9 7 5 ) . 

The following accoun t of  an Abor i g i nal woman , of approx i mately 

the same age a s  G lory P i tyarre but whose early l i fe was spent 

at Phi l l ip Creek and later a t  Warrabr i ,  ( two Government 

settlement s  to the north ) prov i des a useful  contra s t :  

At the mi s s i on a t  Ph i l l ip Creek we used to s tay i n  
the dormi tory . W e  wa s s eparate . Our paren t s  
s tayed i n  the camp . They took the k i d s  away f rom 
the i r  paren t s . 

I was grow i ng up at  Ph i l l i p Creek , and I was 
work i ng for that Mr and Mrs I ngham - only for a 
l i t tle wh i le - then we were get t i ng r eady to move 
to Warrabr i . . .  I s tayed wi th the I nghams . Everyon e 
was mov i ng on the truck to the War rab r i . . .  They 
were s t i l l  bu i ld i ng at War rabr i .  We l ived i n  
numbe r s ix hous e . 

Then at War rabr i , af ter the I nghams lef t , I started 
work i ng f or Mr Lovegrove [ Settlemen t  
Super i n tenden t ] f or three stra i gh t  yea r s  
c lean i ng , cook i ng J 1 r n c h  for him . . .  was h i ng clothes 
and i ron i ng . ·Now when .L s topped worki ng fur Mr 
Lovegrove I s tar ted work i ng i n  the k i tchen [ a  
communal  d i n i ng room and k i tchen f or Warrabr i 
res iden t s ] . I worked there for two year s . . .  After 
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the next Chr i s tmas , I s ta r ted i n  the sewi ng f actory 
w i t h  Mr s Loader . . .  I worked there for s ix yea rs . . .  
( Bell 1 9 8 5 : 1 2 ) . 

The l i fe s tyles exper i enced by these two women , l iv i ng n o  more 

than 2 0 0  km apart , were in s tark con tras t .  Where people 

avo ided l ong per i od s  of i n s t i tut ional i s a t i on a s  i n  the 

Sandover R i ver area , the i ntegr i ty of local groups and 

fami l i e s was preserved . That was impos s i b le i n  s i tu a t i on s  

where chi ldren were i solated f rom pa rents and adul t s  were 

rou t i nely orga n i s ed and d i rected . As Bel l ( 1 9 8 5 : 1 2 ) commen ted 

of the woman above : 

When she s howed me the camp s i tes of her parents 
and the s eparate dormi tor i e s  at  the Ph i l l i p  Creek 
Native Settlemen t  for male and female chi ldren of 
s chool age , Topsy ' s  gentle remi n i s cence ma sked the 
grim rea l i ty of the impac t of mi s s i on pol i cy on 
fami ly l i fe . 

Why some Abor i g i nes cho s e  to move more or less  permanen tly 

into s i tuat i on s  of decreased i ndependence rema i n s  a pu z z le . 

Perhaps i n  the Sandover R i ver area Abo r i g i nes res i s ted that 

pres sure and ma i n ta i ned d i rect l i nks w i th thei r land becaus e  

intrus i on s , a l though widespread , rema i n ed a t  a l ow l eve l . 

Abor i g i ne s  were abl e to exploi t these smal l ,  d i sper s ed 

European supply centres to sat i sfy the i r  des i re f or good s , 

wi th mi n imal los s of f reedom . At the s ame time , pas tora l i s ts 

had l i ttl e rea s on to encourage l arge number s  of i t i nerants to 

settle . For the Abar i gi nes , no  further advantage could be 

ga i ned by travel l i ng to the more d i s tant , larger settlements . 

What impl i cat i on s  does such a d i s t i nc t i ve h i s tory have for the 

women now l i v i ng a t  U top i a ?  The s tab i l i ty and coherence of 

soc i a l  l i f e was more s u s ta i nabl e wi th i n  a pas toral l i f e s tyl e 

_than t ha t  0£ _ l.a.r:ge _centr_es. _ _ _ women mainta i r: ed _an x ::�er.staz::.d in g . 
of the i r  r ig h t s  and respon s i b i l i t i es and more impor tantly , the 
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knowl edge that i t  was wi thi n the i r power to exer c i se them . 

They were l e s s  exposed to the domes t i c  models of European 

cul ture and u nder no concer ted pre s s ure to adopt them . I n  

addi t i on , i t  enabled them t o  reta i n  a n  act i ve r e l a t ions h i p 

with country that they have never abandoned . 



CHAPTER 3 

AN ANTHROPOLOGIST AT UTOPIA 

INTRODUCTION 

In  1 9 8 0  I was awarded a Re s earch Fel lows h i p  by the Aus tral ian 

Ins t i tute of  Abor i g i nal S tudies  to undertake a s tudy of 

Abor i g i na l  women ' s  food product i on techn ique s . On the ba s i s  

of sugge s t i on s  f rom other anthropologi sts  and the i r 

col league s ,  I con tacted the Urapunt j a  Abo r i g i nal Coun c i l  

through the res i dent med i ca l  off i cer . The negot i at i on s  

i nvolved a prel imi nary vi s i t  to the Commun i ty ,  d i s cu s s i on of  

the proj ect w i th the Cou n c i l and approval of my temporary 

res idence . · The proc e s s  wa s leng thy and anxi ety- r i dden . Eight 

month s elaps ed before the Coun c i l  forma l ly con sented to the 

proposal and I set out for U topi a to begi n the task . 

THE FIELDWORK EXPERIENCE : Year One 

I arr ived at Utop i a  w i t h  a f our wheel d r i ve veh i cle and a 

caravan wh i ch I set up , about 6 km north of Th ree Bores on the 

edge of the dry S andover R i ver . My nearest European 

neighbours  were about 2 0 0  m fur ther nor th-ea s t  along the River 

and the neare s t  Abor i g i nal n e i ghbour s , a bout 5 0 0  m away at the 

s i te of  the or ig i nal Stat ion h omes tead . Over the per i od of  

res i dence , I u s ed the caravan as a ba se camp ; a place to 

wr i te , to s tore spec imen s ,  f i lm ,  book s , clothes and f ood . I 

made add i t i on s  and a l terat i on s  to i t  and eventual ly l ived mor e 

around i t  than i n  i t . Wi t hou t  elect r i c i ty ,  i t  wa s both too 

hot i n  summer and too cold i n  w i n ter . I bu i l t a large shade 

on the wes t e r n  s i de of ti!t;; cara. ·van  and a wi nd break dnd 

f i repl ace at i ts southern e nd . I car r i ed wa ter f rom my 

neighbour ' s  camp and col lected my own f i rewood a s  n eces sary . 
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From my ba s e  camp I trave l l ed to the surround i ng out s ta t i on s  

where I l i ved i n  one o f  t he alwekere . Havi ng a ba s e  camp for 

s torage meant that I cou ld vi s i t  outs tat i on s  wi th few 

pos s e s s ions . U sually I took food , a small  bag of  personal 

pos s e s s i ons , note books , camera , a swag , and one or two other 

sma l l  i tems of equ i pment . I kept d i a r i es and othe r pre c i ou s  

records i n  a sma l l  metal too l - box wh i ch I kept locked . Th i s  

travelled wel l  and was s turdy enough to be l e f t  wi thou t 

anx i ety .  I rrespect i ve of wh i ch out s tat i on I was on , I 

travelled to Three Bores each Saturday , usual ly wi th s everal 

other res ident s . I res tocked f ood and f i lm suppl i es , showered 

at my neighbour ' s  camp , col l ected ma i l ,  bough t a few i t ems 

from the hawker , and caught up on local European news . Like 

everyone e l s e , I enj oyed the exc i tement of Saturdays . 

I do not w i s h  to g ive the impres s i on that a pred i ctabl e 

rou t i ne deve loped dur i ng my f ie ldwork . Many f a i led plans and 

unexpected devel opmen t s  ensured that thi s was not the cas e . 

For example , I had determi n ed to focus only on contemporary 

act ivi t i es dur i ng the early part of my f i eldwork . I therefore 

rarely que s t i oned people about " olden t ime s " and never 

reques ted demon strati ons of abandoned technolog i e s  or  foods . 

I t  was the women thems elves who , on learn i ng that I s hou ld 

soon be leav i ng , f e l t  that I s hou ld s ee such pract i ces i n  

order t o  f u l ly record the i r  subs i s tence knowledge . A s  wel l , 

out s tation res idents con s tantly formulated trave l plans wh ich 

i n volved my veh i cle - we shou l d  go shoppi ng i n  Al i c e  Spr i ngs ; 

we should j o i n  a ceremon i a l  group at another out s ta t i on where 

I was unknown ; I should a s s i s t th i s  group or that to go th i s  

way or that , and s o  on . I n  t i me I became more d i scr imi nat i ng 

about my obl i gat i on to the commun i ty and res t r i c ted my 

act i v i t i es and a s s i s tance to those wi th whom I had the clos e s t  

a s s oc i at i ons . Dur i ng ext ended ra i ny per i od s  the ent i re 

ou t s t a t i on :; .�r:.� � imc c moved to Th r�r. n ........ � - - -, - 1 \,_J I r-_- .-, ... 

Occa s i onal ly I wa s conf i n ed to my caravan becaus e  of  ra i n , 

when the petrol s upply ran out , and twi ce when I was i l l . 
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A week a f ter my a r r i val , at the conclus i on of a commun i ty 

meet i ng , an old man ( Artwe ambwe ) approached me and i nvi ted me 

to vi s i t  h i s ou ts tation at Angkwele . That same day I had a l s o  

asked another group of  women t o  vi s i t  the i r  out s tat i on 

Atnarare . Dur i ng the fol lowi ng month , I made s eve ral short 

tr ips to each , s tay i n g  only two days . I also offered to take 

the women from Three Bores on forag i ng excurs i on s  and thus 

began to bui ld a rela t i on s h i p  wi th them too . By July I had 

dec i ded to concentrate my work a t  Angkwele . Thi s dec i s ion was 

based on s everal factor s the smal l  popu l at i on , the 

ava i labi l i ty of veh i cl es there in add i t i on to mine , the 

s tabi l i ty of the g roup , and part ly because I felt more at  ease 

there . I have retur ned to th i s  sma l l  commun i ty s i nce the 

complet ion of f i e ldwork . 

On the second vi s i t  to Angkwele , dur i ng a di s cus s i on of  the 

study , Artwe ambe brought up t he matter of payment . I had 

been prov i ded an a l l owan ce w i th wh i c h  to pay Abo r i g i nal peopl e 

who ass i s ted wi th the re search . From that t ime on , I pa id h im 

regularly . The paymen t  was descr i bed by h im a s  " rent " . I t  

meant that I cou ld l i ve on h i s  ou tstation and h i s  fami ly wou ld 

undertake to teach me . The amoun t  i ts e l f , wh i le not 

commensurate w i th the depth of i n s t ruct i on g i ven , made a 

s ign i f icant con tr i but i o n  to that fam i ly ' s  i ncome . I t  i s  now 

obvious to me that I s hou ld have pa i d  h i s  wi fe . At En i l tyiye 

I chose that cour s e , pay i ng Gl ory not her husband , despi te h i s  

' s tatus a s  sen i or l andowner . However ,  i n  the beg i n n i ng o f  my 

f i eldwork I now real i se that I was unable to nego t i a te i n  a 

cul turally acceptable man ner . I took up the f i r s t  opt i on s  

that were presen ted . Later , I though t i t  impos s i bl e  to re

negot i ate ear l i e r  arrangemen t s  wi thout g i vi ng offence . A s  

wel l  as the cash paymen t s  to i nd i vi dual s , out s tat i on res idents  

had the use  o f  an add i t i onal a nd rel i able veh i cle wh i l s t  I wa s 

there . When I vi s i ted Three Bor e s  I worked wi th one of  the 

women there , pay i ng her for days that we worked tog ether . I n  

addi t i on I pa i d  women t o  col lect par t i cular f oods that I 

requ i red for nutr i t i onal analys i s . 
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I learned enough Anmatyerre to follow s impl e  conver s a t i on s , 

and eve n to j o i n  s ome . But my language faci l i t i ty was 

i nadequate for s u s ta i ned d i s cu s s i on or  i nves t i ga t i on . For 

th i s  I large ly rel i ed on Engl i s h and Abor i g i nal Engl i sh . Mos t  

women ' s  lack of conf idence i n  us i ng Engl i sh compounded my 

commun i ca t i on di f f i cu l t i e s  and th i s  ret i cence l a s ted a long 

time . Artwe ambwe , the olde s t  man at Angkwel e ,  had an  

excellent command of  Engl i s h  becau s e  of his  years of 

empl oymen t by Wh i te s . 

Second period of f ieldwork 

I n  June 1 9 8 2  I retur n ed to B r i s bane f or three mon ths . Back 

once more at  U top i a  in October , I found that a new out s ta t i on , 

Eni ltyi ye had been es tabl i s hed . I t  was located i n  sand pl a i n  

country t o  the north o f  Three Bores and seemed to o f f  e r  a 

contra s t  to the mu lga -domi na ted envi ronme nt of Angkwele . Th i s  

wa s not however a s imple con trast a s  the out s tat i on s  d i f fered 

in other respects  a s  wel l , par t i cularly popu l a t i on and veh i c l e  

avai labi l i ty . Desp i te my explanat i on of the des i rabi l i ty of  

con t i nu i ng my resea rch a t  this  s econd loca t i on I found i t  

d i f f i cul t to change the geograph i c  focus o f  my f i eldwork 

wi thout of fend i ng my former hos t s . I had become publ i cly 

iden t i f i ed wi th the Angkwel e  mob and did not wi s h  to embarra s s  

or , anger them by choo s i ng t o  l i ve wi th a nother fami ly . 

Dur i ng the f i r s t  mon th of the second f i e ld season the Angkwel e  

fami l i es  expected my former rou t i ne t o  con t i nue . They 

arranged f or me to re turn w i th them a f ter s hopp i ng days ; they 

sent me s sages to me by r ad i o  a nd h i n ted that I wou ld encounter 

probl ems work i ng a t  En i l ty i ye . They con s i dered that I s t i l l  

had much t o  l earn f rom them . The s econd per i od of f i eldwork 

was mor e  s tr es s ful than the f i r s t . I had les s t ime ( s i x  

month s )  to s et t l e  i n  to a new a n d  l arger ou t s ta t i on . As wel l 

. I _  needed to ma i ntai n regu �_ c: r .  con t a c t  w i  � h  my former ho :::: ;_s wh o 
l i ved over a 1 0 0  km from E n i l t y i ye . I a l s o  ma i n ta i n ed contact 

wi th the women in the l arge s t  alwekere at Three Bore s , 



[ 7 3 ]  

although I d i d  not s tay w i th them . My contact wi th them 

dur i ng the twenty month per i od wa s i n t ermi ttent , but they 

as s i s ted w i th demon s tra t i on s  and reque s t s  to f i nd par t i cular  

i tems of food . 

Learning to be an alwekere res ident 

In each of the alwekere in wh i ch I s tayed women a l l otted me a 

pl ace for my swag at one end of thei r space . At Angkwele th i s  

usually mean t that I had a comfortable place bes ide a f i r e , on 

the other s id e  of wh i c h  we re June , her ch i ldren , and her 

s i s ter . My bel ong i ngs were hung on the s hel ter pol es , out of 

the reach of dog s . I shared tasks such a s  mak ing tea , shel ter 

ma i n tenance ,  wood col lec t i on and rubbi s h - d i sposa l . My veh i cl e  

was reque s ted f or l arger t a s k s  l ike ma jor camp cl ean -ups , 

communal wood col lect i on and occa s i onal emergency medi ca l  

tr ips . As muc h  a s  pos s i ble I pa rt i c i pated and co-operated i n  

act ivi ties  wi thout e i ther i n i t i at i ng o r  con trol l i ng any o f  

them . Somet ime s  I d i splayed some competence a t  f orag i ng 

act ivi t i e s  but genera l ly i t  was agreed that I was more capable 

as a recorder o f  events  that as a part i c i pan t . There were 

many memorab le occas i on s . On one , I carefully tr acked a 

" porcup i ne " wh i ch turned ou t to be a sma l l  dog t hat was part 

of the forag i ng par ty ! 

I took suf f i c i en t  food to the out s ta t i o n  to cover my needs but 

shared i t  as our hou sehold , or  other s , requ i red . When our 

combi ned suppl i e s  wer e exhaus ted , I ,  along wi th everyone e l s e , 

depended on retu r n s  f rom f orag i n g . The f ood var i e t i e s  I chose 

to purcha s e  were in keep i ng wi th tho s e  a l r eady in use and I 

avoided a ttempt i ng to i n f l uence d i e tary cho ice i n  any way . 

That i nc l uded forag i ng . I nei ther e nc ouraged nor d i scouraged 

it , verba l ly , at leas t . Wh i le l i vi ng on out s ta t i on s  my d i e t  

was iden t i ca l  to t h a  :_ of otb· . .. res i ,; Gnt s . · 
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I lear ned the et iquette of approach i ng ot her hou sehold areas 

and to be c i r cumspect rather than d i rect i n  my deal ing w i th 

other s . I avo ided u s i ng notebooks or tape-recorders with i n  

the camp a s  much a s  pos s i ble becaus e  I bel i eved that thi s 

i nh i b i ted normal dome s t i c  l i fe . I wrote my notes i n  the 

pr i vacy of the alwekere ,  usually when other s  were a l s o  

attend i ng t o  chores s u c h  a s  was h i ng . M o r e  ex tens ive wr i t i ng , 

the preparat i on of  botani cal spec imen s ,  photograph 

documenta t i on and the l i ke , took place at  the caravan . 

DATA COLLECTION 

I recorded data u s i ng s tanda rd anthropolog i cal techn ique s -

tak i ng notes , photographs and f i lm .  As well I recorded 

quan t i ta t ive measuremen t  wherever pos s i ble . On each forag i n g  

t r i p  I recorded t h e  par t i c ipan ts ' names , t h e  d i s tances 

travelled and the t ime taken , locat i on s  where forag i ng and 

food prepara t i on were car r i ed ou t and the implemen ts used i n  

forag i ng . Once at  a chos en forag i ng loca t i on , I recorded 

even ts as they u n folded . I accompan i ed one or two women , 

record i ng the deta i l s  of the i r  f orag i ng technique s , tak i ng 

photographs and col lec t i ng botan i cal spec imen s .  I n i t i al ly , I 

asked women i f  I cou ld we i gh the i t ems they col lected . I was 

never refu sed , and s oon a rou t i ne developed whereby women 

handed me the i r  food a s  a matter of cou r s e . I u s ed three 

separate s et s  of hang i n g  scale s : a Pesola 5 0 0  g x 5 g ,  a 

Pesola 1 0 0 0  x 1 0  g and a Se l by 1 0  kg x 1 kg . I did not we igh 

the large s t  an ima l s , the kangaroos and bush turkeys , or  

por t i ons of  beef . These an ima l s  were mos t of ten hun ted by 

groups of men and it  wa s soc i al l y  i nappropr i a te for me to be 

i nvol ved . N e i ther d i d  I we i gh a l l  the sma l l  quan t i t i e s  of 

f ru i t s  that people col l ected and a te a s  they foraged , as th i s  

wou ld a l s o  have been i n ter rupt ive o f  the i r  activi ty . 

· .:?urchase.G items · · were - not we i gh ed a t · atl : · ·· bu ·.: mos t:  o f ·· t hosE 
( f or example the t i n s  of mea t ) wer e  of s tandard we igh t s . More 

spec i f i c  deta i l s of data col l ec t i on and analys i s  are provided 
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wi th i n  the relevant chapters of the thes i s . Throughout the 

the s i s I recou nt even t s  f rom f i eldwork that i l lus trate poi n t s  

under d i scus s i on . These accoun ts are taken f rom f i eld notes 

and have thu s been s epara ted f rom the thes i s  tex t . They are 

presen ted in a f orm however wh i ch d i f f eren t i ates them f rom 

s t r i c t  quotat ion . 

As well a s  record i ng the techn ique s of forag i ng , I sent 4 7 

food samples to the Human Nutr i t i on U n i t  i n  the B i ochemi s try 

Department of the U n i ver s i ty of Syd n ey where they were 

analysed for nutr i t i onal val ue . Af ter i n i t i al collect i on , I 

put the foods i n  the cl i n i c  freez er at  Three Bores . From 

there , I took them to Al i ce Spr i ngs i n  a small  esky where they 

were a i rf r e i g h ted to Sydney . The speci mens i ncluded plant and 

an imal foods . The results  of some of those analyses have 

s i nce been publ i s hed ( B rand et al 1 9 8 3 ; Brand and Cher ikof f 

1 9 8 5 ) ; wh i le a l l  completed analyses are  presen ted i n  Appendix 

I I . I col l e cted and pre s s ed 2 7 9  plant spec imens i n clud i ng 

spec ies used for food , for med i c i nal and for other purposes . 

The specime n s  were iden t i f i ed by Mr Pe ter Lat z  of  the Ar i d  

Zone Research Stat i o n  i n  A l i ce Spr i ngs and are s tored a t  

present i n  the Darw i n  Mus eum o f  Art s  and Sci ences . F i na l ly I 

col lected a set of  con temporary dome s t i c  and forag i ng 

implements for the Anth ropol ogy Mus eum at the Un i ver s i ty of  

Queen s land . 

I n  general , I carr i ed out my res earch by a lways choos i ng the 

least i n trus i ve method s . For th i s  reason , the ca sh economy 

does not f orm part of my research . Money , who had i t , and 

what they did wi th it was not s urpr i s i ngly , a top i c  of 

sens i tiv i ty . P eopl e  were ext reme ly d i sc rete in any dea l i ng s  

i nvol vi ng c a s h  ( see a l s o  A l tman 1 9 8 2 : 2 8 4 ) . For example , every 

week I gave Artwe ambwe an enve lope of cash . On one occas i on 
. . . .. . "'"' 

I i nadver ten t ly gave h im an emply e nvel ope . We were both "--- --· 

s i t t i ng i n  the veh i cl e  at  the t ime . As I s tarted the engi ne , 

I not i ced Artwe ambwe s l owly tear i ng up the e nvelope . I 
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a s s umed tha t  h e  h ad unob t rus i v e ly trans f e r r ed th e money to h i s 

pock e t , a s  h e  u s ua l ly d i d . No th i ng wa s sa id . Ov e r  a week 

l a te r , I un e xpec tedly came a c ros s an env e l ope o f  c a sh - th e 

amoun t due to Ar twe ambwe . Puz zl ed ,  I check ed w i th h i m  abou t 

th e p r ev i ou s  paymen t .  He l ook ed s trang ely a t  me , say i ng tha t 

I had no t pa i d  h i m  a t  a l l . I r ea l i zed th en wha t  had oc c ur r e d  

and apo log i s ed w i th emba r r a s sm en t . When I enqui r ed why he had 

no t que s t i oned me a t  the t i m e , he only l aughed . But w i th 

h i nds i gh t , th e ca r e ful tea r i ng o f  th e e nv e l ope took on mor e 

s i gn i f i canc e . To s ome ex ten t th i s  appr oach cons tra i ned th e 

quan t i ta t i v e  p r ec i s i on of th e s tudy , bu t i t  a l lowed for va s t ly 

be t ter r e l a t i ons be tween my hos ts and mys e l f .  De sp i te any 

shor tc om i ng s , th e da ta i nd i ca ted di e ta ry tr ends and enabl ed me 

to doc umen t the r o l e  o f  women in c on t empor a ry s ubs i s tenc e . 

Bias 

In order to adequa t e ly eva 1 ua te my da ta , I need to c ons i d e r  

the ex ten t t o  wh i ch m y  p r e s ence i n f l uenced th e s i tua t i on I 

doc um en ted . Did th e p r e s enc e o f  a fema l e  who own ed a r e l iabl e 

v eh i c l e  and w i shed to l ea r n  about bush- foods cause an i nc r ea s e  

i h  th e f r equency o f  women ' s  forag i ng and th er eby chang e th e 

s ubs i s tenc e pa t t e r n? Did I a l s o i n f l uenc e o ther a spec t s  o f  

subs i s tence th r ough my con t r ib u t i on s ?  Di f f e r en t  c i r c ums tanc e s  

preva i l ed a t  each o f  the th r ee s tudy l oca t i on s . 

At Angkw e l e ,  two fac tor s  mi n i m i s ed th e i mpac t of my p r e s e nc e : 

the l eng th o f  my s tay and th e n umbe r  o f  v eh i c l e s  owned by 

o ther ou ts ta t i on r e s i d en ts . Wh en i t  wa s unde r s tood tha t I 

wou ld be a r e s i den t ,  no t an oc ca s i ona l v i s i tor to th e 

ou t s ta t i on ,  i n t e r e s t i n  f r equ en t forag i ng wan ed . A pa t te r n  

eme rged wh i ch r e f l ec ted fac to r s  un r e l a ted t o  m e  s uch a s  th e 

ava i l ab i l i ty o f  f ood , wea th er cond i t i on s  and p eopl e ' s  own 

comm i tmen t s . Some day s  everyone s tayed i n  the camp a t tending 

to ta s k s  n o t  a s s oc i a ted w i th forag i ng . My v eh i c l e  was l e s s  

i mper tan t a t  Angkwe l e  becaus e ther e wa s a l ways a t  l ea s t on e 
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other veh i cl e  on the out s ta t i on .  The fact that my veh i cle wa s 

more rel i ab l e  than mos t  of those wh i c h  were local ly own ed 

seemed less  i mpor tant than the i ndependence people retai ned by 

travel l i ng in one owned by an Abo r ig i na l  relative . 

En i l tyiye ou t s ta t i on res iden ts usually owned one or two 

veh i cles , but there were long per i od s  when my hos ts had no 

acces s to a veh i cle other than m i ne . H owever , the women here 

were active bat i k  producers and the i r  enthu s i a sm for thi s 

act iv i ty mean t  they were l e s s  ready to go forag i ng s impl y to 

obl i ge me . Dur i ng my time a s  a camp res ident I too become 

i nvolved i n  bat i k  so as not to appear a s  though wa i t i ng for 

women to go f orag i ng . Never the l e s s  the wome n of En i l  ty iye 

outstation probably d i d  forage more f r equently wh i l e I was 

there . On one occa s i on wh i l e  I was absent , the nurse a s ked 

the women there i f  they had been out hunt i ng lately . One of  

them repl i ed , " No ,  Jeann i e ' s  not here " . I unders tand that one 

older woman , an energ e t i c  forager , s h i f ted to En i l ty i ye 

spec i f i cally because she knew that I was worki ng there and 

that a veh i cle was ava i l able for women to use in forag i ng . 

The women l iv i ng at  Three Bores , had l e s s  f requent acce s s  to 

veh i cles than the i r  coun terparts  at the other outs tat ions . 

Somet ime s , the medi ca l  s ta f f  who l ived at  Three Bores , took 

them on foragi ng exped i t i on s . As these women got to know me 

be tter they somet ime s arranged exped i t i on s  at t ime s wh en I 

vi s i ted Three Bore s . 

At Angkwele , I was a member of  an  a1wekere whi ch f requently 

comb i ned wi th other hou seholds to eat . My purchas ed food 

contr i bu t i on was thus di s t r i bu ted over at least two hou s eholds 

and somet ime s  more . I f e l t  tha t thi s wide di s t r i bu t i on 

subs tan t i a l ly mod i f i ed the e f fect o f  my contr i but i on on the 

household in wh i ch I wa � res j n � n t . My con tr i tni t i on to  t h e 

purcha s ed component of the d i et was more subs tan t i al a t  

Eni l ty i ye t h a n  e l s ewhere even though I followed t h e  same 
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arrangements a t  both places . Because of my shorter per i ods of  

res idence there and the subs tan t ia l ly l arger populat i on , I 

rema i ned a relat ive s tranger to the camp as a whole . 

Relat i on s  betwee n  mys elf  and the res i dents of Eni lty i ye 

rema i ned more formal than they d i d  at  Angkwele . I rece ived 

few reque sts  to s hare my suppl i e s  wh i ch were then all  gi ven to 

my hos ts . The i r  household member s h i p  was sma ll - usual ly two 

adults and an i n fant daughter . Al though the i r  other older 

daughter l ived in the alwekere , she and I j o i ned the i r  

household f o r  mos t  mea ls . I n  thi s s i tuation , my con tr i bution 

was a s i gn i f i cant  d i etary addi t i on . I rarely ran ou t of  

European food s , nor d i d  they , events wh i ch happened repeated ly 

at Angkwele . I did not at  any t ime l i ve i n  the Three Bores 

alwekere and have no sys tema t i c  records of purchased food use 

there . 

Thus I have sets  of  data der i ved from three di f ferent 

s i tuat i on s : they are comparab le in some respects but not i n  

others . For example , the data o n  total food con sump t i on i s  

drawn from records o f  d i et at  Angkwele ou t s ta t i on . However , I 

have used the data f rom the three locat ions to d i scus s the 

s trateg i e s  women used in f orag i ng - the way they orga n i sed 

groups , the ef fect group s i z e had on f orag ing succe s s  and s o  

forth . I have a l s o  u s ed i t  to compare the pattern of  resource 

use by women from each of  the three locat i on s . The advan tages 

i n  orga n i s i ng the research the way I d i d  outwe i ghed any 

ari s i ng from the l ack of comparab i l i ty .  I recorded women 

worki ng i n  a var i ety of s i tu at i on s . I l i ved f or per i od s  o f  

months i n  two alwekere , had s horter s tays o f  several days i n  

another two , a n d  w a s  a da i ly vi s i tor to s everal others . The 

organ i sa t ion of  these alwekere va r i ed a s  d i d  the s oc i a l  

arrangemen t s  t h a t  ex i s ted between them a n d  other hou s ehold s . 

Th i s  va r i ety of  s i tuati on s  better enabled me to a s s e s s  the 

·poten t i a l  s ;  gn ; f i cance of f ac tors 1 ike- e ! ! V  i roam� · ·  t ,  · · v t: r: .'!. cle 

acces s  and out s ta t i on s i z e . I became part icularly fami l i ar 

wi th one outs tat i on commun i ty and the s t ronge s t  of my vi ews 
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are based on that exper i ence . But I have not res tr i c ted 

di scus s i on to the data related only to that group . The 

several s i tuat i on s  that I obs erved have i nformed my 

i nterpreta t i on . 

THE CONTEMPORARY CONTEXT OF FIELDWORK 

The value of anthropo l ogy has been debated i n ternati onal ly for 

at  lea s t  two decades ( Gough 1 9 6 8 ;  Asad 1 9 7 3 ; Hyme s 1 9 7 4 ) as  

researchers " f ace the uncomf ortable fact tha t our work a s  

anthropolog i s t s  has gone on largely a n d  pr imar i ly under the 

imper i a l i s t  umbrel la " ( Wol f 1 9 8 0 : 4 5 8 ) . In Aus t ral i a , 

Abor i g i nes t hems elves began to draw atte n t i on to t he 

impl i cat i on s  of  that " uncomfor table fac t "  and a s s erted tha t 

" there has l ong been too damn much res ear ch and not enough 

action " ( G i l bert 1 9 7 3 : vi i i ) .  In the i n terven i ng per i od 

Abor igi nal i nvo l vement i n  the s tudy of Abor i g i nal culture has 

become i ncrea s i ngly a c t i ve , cr i t i ca l  and regu lat ive . As Myers 

( 1 9 8 6 : 1 3 8 ) expl a i ned : 

The anthropolog i s t ' s  compl ex i n teract i on w i th the 
conunun i ty he or she s tud i es has become a def i n i ng 
feature of the pro j ect . . •  I n  the i r  growi ng de s i re to 
exerc i s e  s ome control over the proce s se s  that 
def i ne t he i r  rea l i ty ,  Abo r ig i nal people s ee 
an thropologi s t s  les s a s  pr i vi leged Other s than a s  
human actors acce s s i bl e  a n d  respons i ble to 
Abor i g i na l  expec ta t ions . 

I n  retrospect , and w i t h  addi t i onal f ie ld exper i ence , my 

thoughts on much d i s cu s s ed not ions  such as " i n formed con sen t " , 

and " us e f u l  res earch " ,  o n  the real i ty of " the commun i ty " , and 

on the role of  adm i n i s t rat ive and pol i t i cal organ i sations  i n  

research , are amb i va l en t  t o  s ay the leas t . The ideal of 

accoun tab i l i ty ,  beyond that of a vol u n tary , per sona l , and 

tota l ly unenf orcab l e  commi tmen t  to the par t i cu l ar hos t group , 

seems to rema i n  a s t i l l  d i s tan t god ! and not only · for  

anth ropo l og i s t s . 



CHAPTER 4 

FEMALE FORAGERS AND CONTEMPORARY DI ET 

FORAGERS IN A MARKET ECONOMY 

The forag i ng prac t i ces of desert women have been rad i ca l ly 

al tered by a c ha nged sub s i s tence con text . Littl e , however ,  i s  

known of the pat ter n o f  the i r  hu n t i ng and ga ther i ng beyond 

statements that they no l onger under take many of the ta sks 

that they did trad i t i on a l ly ( Bel l 1 9 8 3b : 2 5 }  or that the i r  

forag i ng con t r i but i on i s  mi n ima l  ( O ' Connel l  et al 1 9 8 3 : 8 3 } . 

Other accounts C for example , Anderson 1 9 8 2 ; Young 1 9 8 1 }  are 

genera l i s ed useful i nd i ca tor s of the pos s i ble scope of 

women ' s  act i vi t i es ra ther than detai led i nve s t i gat ions . There 

i s  a need to exami ne what i t  is that women are do ing i n  

rel at i on to subs i s tenc e . Wha t  i s  the extent o f  the i r  

contr i but i o n ?  How i s  i t  con s t i tuted? What role , i f  any , does 

forag ing pl ay ?  W i th i n  the con text of  a desc r ipt ion of the 

d i et of one out s ta t i on , I document in th i s  chapter the patter n  

o f  forag i ng of  con temporary women . " Pa t ter n "  here refers to 

the regula r i t i es in women ' s  expl o i tat ion of trad i t i onal f ood 

resource s . 

CALCULATING THE CONSUMPTION OF FOOD 

The Utopi a commu n i t i es are i rr ever s ibly l i nked to the cas h

bas ed market economy and the i r  d i et is  now a comb i nat i on of  

foraged and purcha sed food s . Al  though I have d i s t i ngu i shed 

the two eleme n t s  of  the d i et for anal y t i cal purpo s e s , no such 

separat ion ex i s ted in everyday l i f e  - f orag i ng and purcha s i ng 

were i next r i cably i nterwoven . The prob l em to be solved each 

day ,., ,.i s I 1 :_  • · " What shall  we h :� �-age for ·? n · o r· !!What - s hall - ·we 

purchase ? " , but , " What s ha l l  we eat ? " .  
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Bush foods 

Bush food contr i but ions  to the d i et came f rom three mai n  

source s : par t i e s  o f  adu l t  mal e s  only , fami ly- based part ies  and 

pa rt ies  of women and ch i ldren onl y . A fou r th , but i n frequent 

source of bush food s  was f rom vi s i tors . A " party" denotes a 

forag i ng group . I t  usually i ncluded membe r s  of more than one 

household and wa s fami l y-ba s ed , but rarely compromi sed a l l  

fami ly member s  nor every member o f  any one hous ehold . 

I d i d  not j o i n  male hun t i ng par t i e s . Men mos t ly hun ted for 

the large s t  an imal s ,  kangaroo s , and les s of ten they captured 

other an ima l s  such as bus h  turkeys , peren t i s  and occas i onally 

smaller l i z ards . Meat  f rom a succe s s fu l  hunt wa s always 

d i s tr i buted to the rest  of the camp , and s i nce the number of 

households was sma l l  I cou ld ac count for the number s  of large 

animals hunted by men . Thi s was espec i al l y  so for kangaroo 

wh ich was by f ar the l arge s t  an imal as wel l  as that mos t  

frequently k i l l ed . I ca l cu l a ted we ights of thos e  an ima l s  on 

the bas i s  of da ta suppl i ed by O ' Conne l l  and Hawkes ( 1 9 8 4 : 5 1 6 ) . 

Succes s fu l  hun ters somet imes brought back meat that had 

al ready been cooked and butchered , somet imes not , dependi ng on 

the t ime of the k i l l . I f  i t  was early i n  the day , they cooked 

the an i ma l  near the hunt i ng s i te ,  and consumed among 

themselve s  the del i cac i e s  such a s  l iver , k i dneys , entra i l s  and 

blood . At other t imes they cooked the an imal a s hor t d i s tance 

from the camp , where t hey remai ned eat i ng in pr i vate . At  

these t ime s c h i ldren carr i ed mea t  between the group of  men and 

the other camp res ident s . Equally f requently , they cooked the 

meat a t  one of the hou s ehold s .  I am unaware of any occa s i on 

that men captured game and d i d  not return any por t i on of i t  to 

the camp . 

Fami ly-ba s ed par t i e s  were the mos t  regularly formed forag i ng 

group a t  Angkwe le and par t i es that I usua l ly accompan i ed we re 

of t h i s type . Some days , two or three such par t i es f ormed and 
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foraged s epara tely ; o ther days two large fami ly- bas ed par t i e s  

travel led i n  s eparate veh i cles but s hared a d i n ner -camp 

s i te .  C The d i nner- camp refers to the location away f rom the 

bas e  camp where food was prepared and eaten ) .  

Par t i e s  compr i s ed only of women and ch i ldren formed regu larly ,  

though at  Angkwele th i s  was of ten as a sub-group of a more 

broadly based f ami ly gr oup . They we re the mos t usual party 

formation w i t h  wh i c h  I was involved at both En i l ty i ye and 

Three Bores . 

People col lected bus h  food s on 1 0 2  of the 2 0 9  days that I 

lived on Angkwe l e  out s ta t i on . On those days I recorded 

returns . To the data f rom t r i ps i n  wh i ch I par t i c i pated I 

added the return s  on men ' s  hun t i ng and that of other forag i n g  

part ies where k nown . Calculat i on s  i ncorporated a 2 0 %  wa s te 

factor for a l l  game and f or f ru i ts ( Cappar i s  spp . ) that had 

th i ck , i nedi bl e  sk i n s . 

we ights . 

Purchased foods 

Al l we ights  gi ven are therefore nett 

Each fortn i gh t , one day was devoted to the purchase of 

suppl ies . In the i n terven i ng per i od people made sma l l  

purchases from the Utop i a  s tore o r  f rom one of  t h e  s everal 

neighbour i ng s ta t i on s . Purchased foods thus a r r i ved at an 

unpred i ctable t ime . At no time d i d  the out s ta t i on have a 

" closed " economy i n  the manner descr i bed for Arnhem Land 

( Al tman 1 9 8 2 : 5 7 ) .  T here , dur i ng the northern r a i ny season , 

the ou t s ta t i on became vi r tually i solated f rom the s urrou nd i ng 

centres , wi t h  one external source of supply . Becaus e  of the 

complex i ty of  the s upply network in the Utop i a  region , I 

calcula ted the cons umpt i on of s tore f oods on the ba s i s  of  

ac tua l con sumpt i o n  rather than i n i t ial purchase . Th i s  method 

provided a m i n imum e s t i mate of consumpt i on rather than the 

maximum e s t imate produced by mon i tor i ng tota l purchased 

quan t i t i es . 
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A ra nge of f oods were ava i l able f rom the hawker . I t  i n cluded 

the s taple s  of f l ou r , bread , tea , suga r , tobacco a s  wel l  as a 

var iety of  t i n n ed meat , egg s , potatoe s , o n i on s , one or two 

f ru i t s , ( orange s , appl es , bananas or g rapes dependi ng on 

season ) ,  t i nned f ru i ts and vegetables , powdered mi lk , 

b i s cu i t s , d r i ed f ru i ts , nut s , j ams , t reacle , cerea l s , sal t , 

dripp i ng and sof t dr i nk s . 

To calculate the total amoun t  of pur chased food s tuf f s  

con sumed , I used records o f  i nd i vidual con sumption for the 

months of September ( 1 9 8 1 ) , December ( 1 9 8 1 ) and March 

( 1 9 8 2 ) . For 5 3  days dur i ng that time I recorded the mea l s  of  

the par t i cular group I was with th roughou t  the day . That 

provided data on 1 3 0  eat i ng event s .  For each event I noted the 

number of part i c ipant s  and the type and quan t i t i e s  of food s 

con sumed . I n  many ca ses  the food was i n  eas i ly iden t i f i able 

quan t i t i e s , f or example a 3 4 0  g t i n  of meat , i n  other ca ses  

such as damper , I e s t ima ted qua n t i ty . To check the accuracy 

of my e s t imates I mad e  s imi lar s i z ed damper s at  home , we i gh i ng 

them whol e and i n  por t i on s . On that bas i s  I ca lculated the 

da i ly per cap i ta consump t i on of non-bu s h  food s . In addi t i on , 

I i ncluded a " s nack factor " to cover the con sumpt ion of i tems 

that I saw eaten but d i d  not sys temat i ca l ly record i n cludi ng , 

potato c r i sps , chew i ng gum or sof t dr i nk s . I e s t imated that 

each person consumed one 3 7 5  ml can of sof t dr i nk , 50  g of  

potato cr i sps , 50  g of  chew i ng gum and 1 5 0  g of swee t bi s cu i t s  

each week . Thes e e s t ima tes were cons erva t i ve . The energy and 

prote i n  equ i va l en ts of  purchased food s  were based on val ues 

provided by Thomas and Corden C 1 9 7 7 ) ; bus h food values were 

calcu l ated on the bas i s  of food s ampl es analysed ( see Appendix 

I I ) . I i ncl uded mys e l f a s  a membe r of the Angkwele group for  

al l calcu lat i on s . 



[ 8 4 ]  

Dietary Contribution of bush food relative to store food 

The total da i ly per capi ta i n take of food wa s 8 9 3  g wh i ch 

prov id ed 9 2 7 9  K j  of energy and 1 3 6 g of prot e i n  ( Tabl e  4 . 1 ) . 

There was a c l ear d i vi s i on i n  the s t ructure of the d i e t  i n  

that the s tore f ood compon e n t  con t r i bu t ed the bulk o f  the 

energy ( 6 8 . 1 % )  wh i l e  bus h  foods provi ded the greate s t  

propor t i on o f  prote i n  C 7 3 . 5 % ) . Both bus h  and s tore food 

categor i es a re fur ther subd ivided ( Tabl e 4 . 1 )  to i nd i cate the 

relat i ve contr i but i on s  of ma j or f ood type s . Pur chased 

proces sed plan t food s , ma i n ly f l our and bread , were the s ource 

of over a thi rd C 3 6 . 8 % ) of the tota l da i ly energy i n tak e . 

Bush fru i t s  and vegetab l e s , on the other hand , con s t i tuted a 

propor t i o n  of the e nergy i ntake wh i c h  was extreme ly sma l l  

relat ive t o  t h a t  of proce s sed foods . I t  appears , therefore , 

i n  th i s  calcul a t i on as negl i g i bl e  C < 1 % ) . Neve rthe l es s , eve n  

small quan t i t i es of f resh  food s provide e s sential  nutr i en t s  

( Appendix I I ) a n d  there fore may have a di etary s i gn i f i cance 

not read i ly apparent f rom a s ummary such a s  th i s .  Some wi ld 

plant foods wer e  col l ected regularly albe i t  in sma l l  

quan t i t i es . Commonly they were col l ected only i n  suf f i c i en t  

quan t i t i e s  t o  sa t i s fy a pers on ' s  immed i a te n eed s . Les s  

frequently , plan t s  were col l ected i n  quan t i t i e s  large enough 

to perm i t d i s t r i but i on of  the surpl u s . A lthough f l our and 

bread wer e  the ma j or s ou rce of  energy f rom proces sed food s , a 

small amoun t  of energy was d e r i ved from fresh vegetabl e s , 

par t i cu larly po tatoe s and occa s i onally o n i on s . 

The energy that was prov i d ed from bus h  s ou r ce s  came , not f rom 

plant but f rom a n ima l foods C 3 1 . 9 % ) ,  e spec i a l ly f rom an ima l 

fats . L i z ard fat  ( Varanus sp . ) ,  f or exampl e ,  wh i ch was 

frequen tly procured , provided 3 2 2 2  kJ/1 0 0  g wh i l e the f le s h , 

at 7 3 6 kJ/1 0 0  g ,  wa s l e s s  e nergy r i ch ( Appendix I I ) . I n  

add i t i on , purchased an ima l foods , pr i nc ipal lv t i nned mea t , 

contr i bu t ed a fur ther 6 . 8 % of the e nergy i n take . An i ma l  food s 

( bot h  bus h  and purchased ) provi ded 3 7  . 5 % of  the total da i ly 

energy i n take wh i l e  plant food s of all  forms prov i d ed 5 3 . 7 % .  
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TABLE 4 . 1 :  DAILY PER CAPITA CONSUMPTION OF BUSH FOODS AND 
PURCHASED FOODS AT ANGWELE OUTSTATION , JUNE 1 9 8 1  
- MAY 1 9 8 2 

Total Bus h  Food s 
Total Purchased Food s  
Total Foods 

Bus h  Food s : 

an imal 
plant 
honey 

Purchased Food s : 

an imal 
plan t 
suga r s  
other s  * 

Total Food s 

* i ncludes s of t  dr i nks , 

WEI GHT 
g % 

3 4 2 
5 5 1  
8 9 3  

3 2 6  
1 1  

5 

7 1  
3 4 7  

9 8  
3 5  

8 9 3  

3 8 . 3  
6 1 . 7  

1 0 0 . 0  

3 6 . 5  
1 . 2  
0 . 6  

7 . 9  
3 8 . 9  
1 1 . 0  

3 . 9 

1 0 0 . 0  

ENERGY 
kJ % 

2 9 6 2  
6 3 1 7  
9 2 7 9  

2 8 5 3  
4 3  
6 6  

6 3 0 
3 4 1 8  
1 5 2 1  

7 4 8  

9 2 7 9  

3 1 . 9  
6 8 . 1  

1 0 0 . 0  

3 0 . 7  
0 . 5  
0 . 7  

6 . 8  
3 6 . 8  
1 6 . 4  

8 . 1 

1 0 0 . 0  

potato c r i sps and s imi lar 

PRO'rE I N  
g % 

1 0 0  
3 6  

1 3 6  

1 0 0  
0 
0 

1 0  
2 5  

0 
1 

1 3 6  

s nack 

7 3 . 5  
2 6 . 5  

1 0 0 . 0  

7 3 . 5  

7 . 3  
1 8 . 4  

0 . 8  

1 0 0 . 0  

food s . 
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By a l l  mea sures ,  f ami l y-ba s ed forag ing part i es made the 

greate s t  con t r i but i on to the bus h  f ood s ector of the d i e t , 

provid i ng 5 4 %  o f  we ight , 5 5 %  of energy and 5 3 %  of prote i n  

consumed ( Table 4 . 2 ) . Mal e -only hunt ing par t i e s  a l s o provided 

a subs tant i al propor t i on , br i ng i ng i n  4 1 %  of the total we ight , 

4 1 %  of energy and 4 4 %  of prote i n . Part i es compos ed only of 

women and chi ldren provi ded 5 %  of the tota l i n t ak e  o f  we ight , 

4 %  of energy and 3 %  of prote i n . The s i gn i f i cance of f ami ly

bas ed par t i e s ' contr i but i on s  was due to a comb i nat ion of 

factor s : the presence of one or more mal e  hunters  who captured 

larger anima l s ; the pres ence o f  one or more older women who 

were the mos t  exper i enced and general ly succes s ful foragers  

and , the  f r equency wi th wh i ch f ami ly-based groups formed . 

Forag ing par t i e s  compr i s ed of a man and h i s wi f e  wer e  

clas s i f i ed a s  f ami l y-ba s ed par t i e s . Thes e  wer e  a regularly 

formed forag i ng party type at  Angkwe l e . The Angkwel e  alwekere 

rarely i ncluded older women able to form a sk i l led core group 

for female -only groups . There , the older women were mar r i ed 

and preferred to forage wi th i n  fami ly-based groups . 

TABLE 4 . 2 :  CONTRIBUTION TO DAILY PER CAPITA INTAKE OF 
BUSH FOODS BY DIFFERENT TYPES OF FORAGING 
PARTI ES AT ANGKWELE , JUNE 1 9 81 - MAY 1 9 8 2  

WEIGHT ENERGY PROTE I N  
g % kJ % g % 

mal e s  o n l y  1 4 1 4 1  1 2 1 6  4 1  4 4  4 4  
women o n l y  1 6  5 1 2 4  4 3 3 
fam i ly-ba s ed 1 8 5  5 4  1 6 2 2 5 5  5 3  5 3  

To tal 3 4 2  1 0 0  2 9 6 2 1 0 0  1 0 0  1 0 0  
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Dietary requi rements 

To calcu l a te the theor et i cal req u i r emen t s  of an i ndividua l ' s  

energy and prote i n  n eed s , I fol lowed gu idel i nes provided by 

Thomas and Corden C 1 9 7 7 ) . On t h i s bas i s  the da i ly energy 

requ i rements of the Ang kwe l  e " re fe rence per son " ( Thomas and 

Corden 1 9 7 7 : 2 7 - 2 9 ) was 8 9 6 5 kJ/pers on/day ( 2 1 3 5  kcal ) and 5 6  

g/per son/day of prote i n . These r equ i rements  are wi th i n  the 

ranges calcula ted for Abo r i g i nal groups i n  the Ar nhem l and 

region . McAr thur ( 1 9 6 0 : 2 1 )  calculated an energy r equ i r emen t  

of 2 3 5 0  kcal f or adu l t  male s , 1 7 5 0  kcal for f emales and 2 2 0 0  

kcal for c h i ldren aged 5 - 1 4  year s ;  Meehan ( 1 9 8 2 : 1 5 6 ) compu ted 

the Anba rra requ i r emen t s  at 2 0 5 0  kcal and Al tman C 1 9 8 2 :  6 2 ) 

calculated a s l i gh t ly h i gher r equ i r emen t of  2 5 0 5  kcal and 6 5 . 5  

g prote i n  for the Momega group . 

TABLE 4 . 3 :  DAILY PER CAPITA CONSUMPTION AS A PROPORTION OF 
CALCULATED DIETARY REQUIREMENTS FOR ANGKWELE 
OUTSTATION , JUNE 1 9 8 1  - MAY 1 9 8 2  

Total food procured 
Calculated r equ i r emen t s  
Procured a s  % of  r equi reme n t s  

ENERGY C kJ )  PROTEI N  ( g )  

9 2 7 9  
8 9 6 5  

1 0 3  

1 3 6  
5 6  

2 4 4  

The da i ly i n take o f  bo th energy and prot e i n  was i n  exce s s  of 

calculated r equ i remen t s  ( Table 4 . 3 ) . Energy i n tak e , at  1 0 3 %  

of requ i r eme n t s  was l e s s  s t r i k i n g  than the pr ot e i n  i n take of 

2 4 4 % of r equ i reme n t s . - To- some exten L the compar i son i s  a 
s tateme n t  of the obv i ou s  t h e  group i n  que s t i on obtai n ed 
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suff i c i en t  quant i t i e s  of energy to l ive . However , the h i gh 
,. 

prot ei n  i n take i s  i ntere s t i ng and unexpected f rom the 

perspe c t i ve of conve n t i onal an thropologi cal i nterpretati ons of 

trad i t i onal d i e t  C chapter 1 )  . ' The contemporary i ntake of 

prote i n  at Angkwel e  was of a s imi lar mag n i tude to that 

repor ted for the tropi cal north of Aus tral i a  where prot ei n  

i n take s of 2 0 3 %  o f  calcu l ated r equ i r emen t s  have been 

documented ( Al tman 1 9 8 2 : 6 9 ) . 

Despi te econom i c chang e , bush f ood s r ema i n ed an e s s e n t i a l  

elemen t  of the total d i e t . They contr i buted a subs tan t i a l  

proport i on of da i ly energy n e e d s  a n d  provided t h e  ma j or 

proportion of  t h e  prote i n  r equ i r ements . Wh i l e  th i s  was the 

s i tuat ion for mos t  out s ta t i on s  in the Sandove r River regi on i t  

may d i f f e r  f rom o ther commu n i t i e s . There i s  no comparab l e  

data f o r  other loca t ions  i n  Central Aus tral i a  b u t  Can e  and 

Stanley ( 1 9 8 5 ) , a f ter a survey of out s tat i on s  in the Wa lpir i ,  

Lur i t j a , P i ntubi and P i  t j an t j a t j ara areas C a l l  wes t  of the 

study area ) concluded that of out s tat ions vi s i ted ; 

there were only two [ ou t s ta t i on s ] ( 6  per cent ) at  
wh i ch bus h  foods wer e  thought to make a ma j or 
d i e ta ry contr i but i on . Four teen camps C 4 4 per 
cent ) u s ed bush f oods to a modera t e  deg ree whe reas 
there wer e  1 5  C 4 7 per cent ) at  wh i c h  we e s t imated 
that bus h  f oods wer e  of  m i nor i mportance . C Cane 
and S ta n l ey 1 9 8 5 : 1 9 7 ) 

The pattern r epor ted f or the l arge r , older commun i t i e s  i s  one 

of weekend f orag i ng C S i l b er bauer 1 9 7 1 : 2 4 ;  Young 1 9 8 1 : 7 6 ) . 

The decl-i n e  i n  t h e  supply of bus h  vegetabl e s  and f ru i ts and 

the subs t i tu t i o n  of purchased carbohydrate f oods a s  the 

pr i nc ipal energy source con f i rmed f i nd i ngs  of res earchers 
.. . ..  - - - - - - -

work : ng i n  Nor the r n  Aus �ral i a  ( Meehan 1 9 8 2 : 1 5 0 - 1 ; Al tman 1 9 8 4 ;  

Whi te 1 9 8 5 : 3 5 4 ) . At  Utop i a  the decl i n e  i n  i n teres t i n  bus h  
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vegetables contras ted to the con t i nu i ng i n ten s ive use o f  

an imal foods a n d  honey . As wel l  a s  forag i n g  for an imal food s  

and honey people con t i nued t o  buy foods f rom both thes e 

ca tegor i es ( e . g .  t i n ned mea t s  and treacl e ) .  I n  con tras t ,  

purchas ed plan t food and i ts proce s sed der i vat ive s  provided an 

alterna t i ve to w i l d  pl ant food s rather than an add i t i onal 

source of them . 

The d i et was meat ori ented . Animal foods contr i buted 

substan t i al ly to the da i ly e nergy i n take ( 3 0 . 7 % ) as well  a s  

provid i ng nece s s a ry prote i n . A f eature of the hu n t i ng pattern 

was a concen tr a t i on on nat ive spec i e s . Angkwele res idents 

hunted nei ther rabbi t nor f eral cat as was common i n  other 

areas ( Cane and S ta nl ey 1 9 8 5 : 1 9 6 ) nor d id they depend on 

beef . Angkwe l e  was an exc i sed l e a s e  on a pa s toral proper ty 

and the res i d e n t s  there fore cou ld not k i l l  cattle near the 

out s tat ion . They some t imes acqu i red suppl i es of beef f rom 

peopl e at Thre e  Bores or from the Wa i te River Station whe n  

kangaroo was part i cularly s ca r ce . 

By we i ght , the r e l at ive proport i on s  of an imal ( exclud i n g  

honey ) to vegetab l e  f ood s i n  t h e  d i e t  wer e  4 4 . 4 % and 5 1 . 1 % 

re spective ly ; by e n ergy the propor t i ons wer e  3 7 . 5 % and 

5 3 . 7 % . On t h i s  accoun t  the contemporary d i e t  bor e  l i t t l e  

relat i on s h i p  to t h a t  of trad i t i onal t imes wh i ch , i t  i s  

frequently reported , had a d i s t i nc t  " vegetar i an stre s s "  wi th 

the propor t i on of  vegetable foods i n  the d i e t  be i ng " of the 

order of 70  t o  8 0  per cent of the total food suppl i e s " ( Megg i t  

1 9 6 4 : 4 ) . I r respective o f  whether th i s  referred t o  we ight 

( whi ch is  probab l e ) or some other mea sur e , it  r a i s ed an 

inte re s t i ng que s t i on . Has the pos t- trad i t ional d i e t  changed 

to the exte n t  that forme r vege ta r i an s  have become ma i nl y  

seeker s of  mea t ?  Wha t  of women ?  Purchas ed food s  have 

repl ac ed what was once the i r  pr imary subs i s tence f i eld , 

suppos edly obv i a t i ng the need for them to forage at a l l  yet 

f ema l e  par t i e s  cont i nued to contr i bute a mod es t  propo r t i on of 
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the bu s h  f ood componen t of the d i e t . Why did women con t i nue 

and what con s t i tuted tha t contr i bu t i on ?  

PATTERNS OF WOMEN ' S  FORAGING 

The rema i nder of t h i s chapter des c r i be s  f orag i ng by groups of 

women and ch i ldren . Hav i ng determi ned that for one outs tat i o n  

group women ' s forag i n g  con t r i buted a relat ively mi nor 

propor t i on of we i gh t  and energy i n  the total d i e t , I col la ted 

data on women ' s  forag i ng par t i es f rom the three s tudy 

locat i ons to prov i de a more comprehen s i ve account of wome n ' s  

activi t i e s . The d i eta ry i n forma t i on pre s en ted s o  far rela ted 

only to Angkwele out s ta t i on whereas the account of women ' s  

forag i ng pat ter n s  wh i ch fol lows refers to women f rom Angkwele , 

E n i l tyiye and Three Bores . The followi n g  account of one day ' s  

forag ing was s imi lar to many and i l lu s trates the patterns to 

be d i s cus sed . 

A foraging trip with women from Three Bores 

It was a week devoted to the col lec t i on of samples of bus h  

food for nutr i t i onal analys i s . G lory and Lena had agreed to 

give me for analys i s  a por t i on of  whatever food i tems they 

found dur i ng the day ' s forag i ng . However the cho i ce of  

location and f orag i ng target were the i r  own . 

The 2 4 th of November 1 9 8 1  was cool , overca s t  with an 
occa s ional spr i nk l e  of ra i n  - ideal forag i ng wea ther .  S i x  
women ,  Glory Ngal e , Lena Perrurl e ,  Myr tl e , Nancy , Violet and 
Jean Pi tyarre , and Gl ory ' s  adolescent daughter made up the 
forag i ng par ty . The s e  s even wome n , all from Three Bores , were 
from s ix d i f f erent hous ehol d s ; f our were married and two 
others l ived i n  s eparate alwekere . The women had f i ve 
crowbar s  C i n clud i ng one borrowed f rom the medi cal off i cer ) , 
two fu l l  s i z e  axe s , one s l ightly smal l er one C a  3/4  axe ) , one 
tomahawk , b i l l ycans and t i n s . They were s eeking wi ld honey or 
" sugarbag " . I had a 10 l i tre conta i n er of water . By 1 1 . 4 5 
a . m .  everyone was i n  the veh i cle and we set of f sou t h  al"""''1  
the  road to Wa i te River Stat i o n . Tur n i ng to  - cros s the 
Sandover R iver near the homes tead we con t i n ued along the ma i n  
road toward s Ata r t i nga ( F igure 2 . 1 1 ) . A t  1 p . m .  we h ad 
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reached a s u i table pl ace and parked the veh i cle i n  the bu s h  
j us t  of f the road . Here the women fan ned out , walki ng th rough 
an area of open wood l and that had recen tly been burn t . New 
gra s s  shoo t s  gave the area a park- l i ke appearance . We cros sed 
a smal l  creek bed that s t i l l  had one or two poo ls of water i n  
i t  f rom rece n t  rai n s . I hea rd the sou nd of an axe , and wen t  to 
i nves t i ga te but the t ree had been unproductive and was 
abandoned by the t ime I a r r i ved . The women had gathered here 
and dec i ded to return to the veh i cle . Not far f rom the 
vehi cle Myr t l e  fou nd nat ive bees comi ng f rom a gidgee tree 
( Acac i a  georgi nae ) .  G lory , Lena and Myrtle shared the task of  
choppi ng from 1 . 5 0 p . m .  to 2 . 1 0 p . m .  When they had exposed 
the hon ey cache C arrwengarlkere ) ,  a l l  the women helped 
themselves to i t . Us i ng the i r  f i ngers or pi eces of f re s h l y  
cut wood -c h i p  to d i g  i t  out , they consumed i t  immed i ately . 
About 3 5 0  g wa s removed . 

Leav i ng there a s  s oon a s  the honey was eaten , we travel led 
back toward s Wa i te R i ver but turned off th i s  road onto a track 
head i ng northwards . We drove another 1 0  km before s toppi ng at 
2 . 4 5 p . m .  It wa s s andy here , we were on the f lood · pla i n s of 
the Sandover Ri ver . The vegeta t i o n  was aga i n  ope n , mixed 
woodl and . The group s pl i t  i nto smaller par t i e s : Glory and 
Lena worki ng together , Myr t l e  and Nancy , wh i le the others made 
up the th i rd par ty . 

I moved o f f  w i th Glory an d Lena , but s hor tly they had 
separated and mys e l f  and G l ory wa lked through the area 
check i ng trees , espec i a l ly g idgee , bl oodwood ( Eucalyptu s 
terminal i s ) and i ltyintye C Grevi l lea s t r i ata ) f or h ive 
entrances , a sma l l  ope n i ng about 0 . 5  cm d i ameter . Glory s tood 
close be s i de trees and looked up , watc h i ng for s igns  of bees 
ente r i ng or leav i ng entrances h igher up . She l oca ted two 
hive s i n  g i dgee trees and I f ound one i n  a grevi l lea , however 
we had no axe so at 3 . 1 5 p . m .  we l e f t  them to f i nd Lena . Lena 
had , dur i ng that per i od ,  k i l l ed two goanna s , one of  average
s i z e  C 4 4 0  g )  and a l arger one C 7 8 0  g ) . In t h i s a rea , Glory 
found two h i ve s  in an i ronwood tree ( Acac i a  e s troph i olata ) but 
by then , Lena was aga i n  out of s i ght , so she sat to dig the 
roots of a nearby wi tchetty bu s h  ( A . kempeana ) col lec t i n g  grubs 
C tnyemayte ) f or me . Per i od i ca l ly she ca l l ed to Lena and Nancy 
to br i ng the axe . I too began to d i g  for grubs and con t i nued 
to do s o  when Lena returned and those two chopped out the 
honey . Myrt l e  re-appeared and a l s o  dug f or grubs , col l ect ing 
10  wh i c h  s he gave me . Lena had earl i er dropped f ive g rub s 
be s i de my bag . G lory gave me 5 6 0  g of honey from the i ronwood 
tree that had j u s t  been opened - th i s  was not the en t i re h i ve 
but i t  was more than suf f i c i en t  for a sample . I t  conta i ned 
the egg s , pol l en , honey� wa x and one or two dP�d bee s . Wh i l s t  
separa ted f rom us , Nancy and Myr tle had fou nd three h ives . 
Nancy h ad a l arge powdered mi lk t i n  that wa s two th i rds ful l 
of honey ( about 8 5 0  g ) , a s  wel l , Myr t l e  had a sma l l  dragon 
l i zard . 
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Our party moved s l owly back towards the veh i cle as i t  wa s now 
5 p . m .  On the way , Glory f ound · two more h ives i n  gidgee 
trees . S he removed the honey wh i ch f i l led a small  ( 1 1 )  
b i l lycan and we i ghed 7 6 0  g ( excludi ng the can ) . By 5 . 3 0 p . rn .  
we h ad reached the veh i cle . Jean had a l a rge goanna C l . 5  kg ) , 
an arramaye ( Varanus sp . ) ,  a ki nd not of ten caugh t so there 
was an a i r  of sat i s f ac t i on among the g roup . Nancy and I 
rema i ned near the f i re wh i l e the other women re tur ned to cu t 
the " sugarbag " from the three trees that Glory and I had s een 
ear l i er . 

Nancy set a f i re ,  gut t i ng and cook i ng a l l  the l i z a rd s  wh i l e  
the other women were away . We h ad drunk all  the water s o  
there was no tea . I measured some of t h e  crowbar s  a n d  wh i l e 
do i ng s o  Nancy told me that she had brought her spec i a l  
" suga rbag " c rowba r wh i ch wa s ra ther s hor ter a n d  t h i cker than 
the other s . Such a s turdy crowba r can be u sed to j ab ,  lever 
and pr i se wood away f rom a sugarbag wi thout be i n g  ben t . The 
others returned at 6 . 1 5 p . m .  Lena h ad a b i l l ycan ( 2  1 )  that 
was two-thi rds full of honey ( about 8 0 0  g ) . Dur i n g  the day 1 1  
h ives h ad been cut by var i ous ind ividua l s  and groups : 

Myr tle and Nancy 
Glory 
Lena 
Lena and Nancy 
Glory and Myr te 
Glory , Myrtle , Len a , Joy , Jean 

3 h i ves 
2 h ives 
1 h i ves 
1 h ives 
1 hives 
3 h ives 

Each per son took the i r  cooked l i z a rd s . As wel l , Nancy had 1 0  
grubs that s he had cooked and s hared wi th Glory and myse l f . 
Lena prov ided me wi th the ta i l  and back l egs of the larger 
l i zard ( for analys i s ) , and the ta i l  of the sma ller one to be 
g i ven to the non-Abo r i g i na l  nur s e  in return for lendi ng Lena 
her thongs f or the day . Wh i l e that happened the other women 
col lected the i r f ood , crowbar s  and bi llycan s , cl imbed i n to the 
back of the t ruck and we had gone by 6 .  3 0 p .  m .  We reached 
Three Bores about 7 . 3 0 p . m . , no doubt with the wome n eat i ng 
for mos t of the homeward j ourney . 

Organisation of the data 

Dur i ng the 2 0  mont h s  that I was i n  the f i eld , I recorded 8 9  

forag i ng t r ips  i n  wh i ch only women and c h i ldren 

par t i c ipated . I exc l uded any t r i p s  wh i ch i ncl uded mal e s  over 

1 5  year·s o ld . These accounted for 4 7% of· - a J.. l fo rd.g i ng t r i ps 

recorded for a l l  loca t i on s  dur i n g  that t ime . Each t r i p  had a 
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s imi lar general pat tern . I pi cked up a group of women and 

chi ldren in my veh i c l e  and trave l l ed wi th them to a s i te of  

the i r  cho i ce . On arr i val mos t women immed i ately set of f alone 

or i n  sma l l  par t i es to f orage i n  the surround i ng bus h . One or 

two rema i ned near the veh i cle wi th the chi ldren . Foragers 

later returned to the vi c i n i ty of the ve hi cle where they 

cooked and ate the f ood at the d i nner- camp . Sometimes , 

dependi ng on y i elds and ava i l able t ime , they made fu rther 

forays i n to the surround ing bu s h . 

I always accompan i ed one party , attemp t i ng to record what 

happened , i nclud i ng we i gh t s  of food i terns procured and the 

time devo ted to releva n t  act i v i t i es . At the d i nner-camp , I 

weighed the forag i ng retur n s  of other women or recorded 

number s of i terns i f  they were already cooked . Occa s i ona l ly 

women spent the ent i r e t ime away i n  wh i ch case they took the i r  

returns t o  the i r  hou s ehold f o r  consumpt i on and d i s tr i but i on . 

Women typi cally brought back i tems from more than one type -

usua lly a mixed bag of  an imal foods and honey or f ru i t . 

Women ' s  forag i ng s tyle was such that a neat allocation of  t i me 

to i ndiv i dual i tems and forager s was impo s s i ble : women f oraged 

co-operative ly , they dug g rubs and honey ants togethe r , 

tracked l i z ards i n  group s , l e f t  tasks i ncomplete to begi n 

others , s hared col l ec t i on con tai ners and mos t  importantly , d i d  

not forage s i ngl e-m i ndedly f or o n e  i tern . T o  a ll ocate t ime 

only from the moment a woman began to retr i eve or capture a 

resource s ign i f i cantly underes timated forag i ng t ime s i nce i t  

ignores search t ime a s  we ll a s  un succe s s ful forag i ng ef fort . 

I have therefore con s idered r etur ns a s  be ing the product of  

the total forag i ng hours C i n woman -hour s ,  wh ) for each t r i p . 

Th i s  calcul at i on i n c l uded bo th s earch t ime and un succe s s fu l  

efforts . The 8 9  t r i ps tota l l ed 9 4 9  woman -hours C wh )  of  effort 

or , about 3 hour s per woman per tr i p . Th i s  excluded t ime 

spent . trave l l i ng to . and . from the f ·) · ag i ng s i te �s we ll as t i me 

that ch i ldren devoted to f orag i ng . I have als o omi t ted mys e l f  

and t h e  few i tems I collected f rom the calculations . 
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The ages o f  women par t i c i pat i ng i n  the forag i n g  tr i ps ranged 

from young mothers in the i r  twe n t i es to women ove r s ixty 

( F igure 4 . 1 )  . C h i ldren accompany ing them were predomi nantly 

under the age of f ive year s . There wer e few older women and a 

large cohor t of adolescents aged betwee n  1 5  and 2 0  years mos t  

o f  whom were wi thout dependa n t s . I n  total , howeve r ,  there was 

a large number of c h i ldren ; they cons t i tuted 4 6 %  of the tota l 

group . Further data related to the par t i es thems elves i s  the 

focu s of a l a ter chapter ; here I concentrate on the manner i n  

wh i ch women u s ed the resour ces ava i l able t o  them . 

I have organ i s ed the analys i s  of returns from these trips i n  

terms of Anmatyerre food ca tegor ies . For example , I di scus s 

the collect i on of  tyape ( grubs ) ,  a s  wel l  a s  that of merne 

( f ru i t s , yams and other plant i tems ) . A short descr ipt ion of  

that clas s i f i ca t i on sys tem is  neces sary here . 

Anmatyerre food classification and resource inventory 

The Anmatyerre c l as s i f i ed food i n i t i a l ly i nto un-named pl an t 

and an imal categor i e s . Wi th i n  the group of an imal food s they 

di fferen t i ated grubs , tyape , from other an ima l s  wh ich were 

kere . Wi th i n  the category of plan t food s , edi ble s eed-bear i ng 

plants , ntange , were d i s t i ngu i s hed f rom other plan t food s  

wh ich made up t h e  ca tegory merne . The f i nal category , 

ngkwarle encompas s ed sweet subs tan ces and i ncluded honey 

obta ined f rom bot h  na t ive bee s  and honey an ts a s  wel l  a s  that 

exuded from s ome blo s s oms ( Table 4 . 4 ) . An indi vi dua l i tem of  

food was i de n t i f i ed by a broad resource category name and i ts 

part i cular name . For i n s tance , kere amwelye . wa s the meat of  

the bearded d ragon ( a.mwelye ) , kere agherre the meat of the 

kangaroo ( agherre ) and s o  on . 
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On forag i ng tr ips people e i ther s imply noted that they were 

see i ng kere or les s of ten , they spec i f i ed the actual i tem .  

Water was d i s t i ngu i s hed accord i ng to s ource . For example , 

kwatj e  ngentye was water f rom a soakage . The Pi t j a n t j atj ara 

to the south and southwe s t  employed a clas s i f i cat i on scheme 

tha t d i f fered f r om the above only i n  the absence of a spec i a l 

seed category . They i n corporated s eeds wi th other plan t food s 

to give them a broader category mai , con ta i n i ng a l l  plant 

foods ( B ryce 1 9 8 6 ) . Some s tore-brought food s have been 

a s s i gned to a food cl a s s  othe rs have not . Flour and prepared 

damper were both merne ; a l l  fru i t s  and vegetables also were 

clas s i f ied as merne . Alcohol , soft-d r i nks , f ru i t  j u i ces and 

cordials  were ngkwarle . Fre s h ly ki lled bee f and t i n ned meat 

were kere . I f  a fur ther d i s t i nc t i on were neces sary , the f i r s t  

was kere bul l ock , the l atter , kere tyampete ( meat i n  a t i n ) . 

Tea and sugar were des cr i bed by Engl i sh terms . 

TABLE 4 . 4 : 

CATEGORY 

kere 

tyape 
merne 
ntange 
ngkwarle 

ANMATYERRE FOOD CATEGORIES . 

D ESCR I PTION 

an i mal f le sh i n cl ud i ng mamma l s , rept i les and 
b i rds 
va r i e t i es of grub 
f ru i ts , tu be r s  and leaves 
ed i ble s eed va r i et i es 
sweet subs tan ces i ncludi n g  those from ants , 
na t i ve bees , nectar s ,  lerps and sweet gums 

Each resource category con ta i ned a number of i tems that 

together made up the total i nve ntory of bus h  food resources . 

Contemporary foragers s e lected i tems f rom a larger i nventory 

of i tems they knew to be ed i b le , ava i l able and pos s i bly even 

exp:oi �ed in  the recent pas t . l L anked con temporary 

exploi ta t i on o n  a fou r  poi n t  s cale : i tems that were 
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cons i s tently s ought ( 3 ) ; i t erns that wer e  taken only i f  they 

wer e  encounte r ed ( 2 ) ; i tems taken rarely C l ) ; or i gnored ( 0 ) 

( Table 4 . 5 ) . The i nventory , compi led by Abor ig i ne s , was not 

nece s s a r i ly co- i nc id e n t  with a resource l i s t  comp i l ed by a 

European obs erve r . For examp l e , the pl ant i tems alangkwe and 

alkwarri rre were , accordi ng to L i n naean clas s i f icat i on , the 

same spec i e s  ( Le i chha rdt i a  au s tral i s ) . Th i s  is a l s o  probably 

true for a number o f  grubs . O ' Connel l  et al ( 1 9 8 3 ) compi led 

an extens i ve i nventory o f  the plant resources used 

trad i t i onal ly by the Alyawa r re but gave no i nd i cation  of 

modern leve l s  of u s e . 

Returns : energy and protei n  

Women expl o i ted f ou r  of  t h e  f ive f olk resource categor i e s . 

They sough t kere ( an imal s ) ,  merne ( plants ) ,  tyape ( grubs ) and 

ngkwarle ( honey ) . The category ntange ( seeds ) was no longer 

used as food but s everal spec i e s  were occa s i onal ly col l ected 

for sal e  to l ocal s e ed merchan ts . 

Over al l f ood categor i es and all  s tudy loca t i on s  women 

procured bus h  food s a t  a mean rate of 0 . 3  kg/wh , a quant i ty 

wh ich produced 2 2 0 0  kJ of energy and 3 5  g of prote i n  ( Tabl e 

4 .  6 )  • 

There was some va r i a t i on i n  the rates of  food procurement a t  

the three s tudy loca t i on s . Women from E n i l ty i ye out s tation 

procured quan t i t i e s  of  f ood a t  a subs tan t i a l ly h i gher rate 

C 0 .  6 kg/wh ) than women f rom e i ther Angkwe l e  or Three Bore s  

C 0 . 2  kg/wh ) .  The i r  rate of  e nergy produc t i on f rom that we ight 

of  food was also h i gher ( 3 1 5 6  kJ ) than tha t of Angkwe l e  ( 1 6 8 9  

kJ/wh ) o r  Thr e e  Bore s  ( 2 0 2 3 kJ/wh ) .  Much le s s  var i at i on was 

apparen t i n  t h e  rate of  protei n  procur emen t at each of the 

three locat i o n s . Women f rom Angkwele and En i l ty i ye achi eved 

rates of 3 8  g/wh and 3 7  g/wh r espec t i vely wh i l e  those f rom 

Three Bore s  a c h i e ve d  3 1  g/wh . 
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TABLE 4 . 5 :  INVENTORY OF RESOORCES INDICATING PRESENT USE 
LEVEL 

FOOD CATEGORY :  kere ( an imal food s exclud i n g  i n sect s ) 

I TEM USE LEVELS 

Abor i g i nal Othe r 
name name s 

artewe aus tral i an bus tard Eupodot i s  aus tral i s  3 
ilkwirte pere n t i  Varanus giganteu s 3 
lewatyerre goa n na Varanus sp. 3 
arramaye goanna Varanus sp . 3 
amwelye bearded dragon Amphi bolurus ba rba tu s 3 
inape echidna Tachyglo s s us sp . 3 
aherre red kangaroo Macropus ruf us  3 
angkerre* emu Droma i u s  novaehol land i ae 2 
arenge Eur o Macropu s robustus 1 
ilpangkere+ blue tongue ski nk Ti l iqua s c i ncoides 1 
pwelkere cres ted pi geon Ocyphaps lophotes 1 
arrwe rock wal l aby Pe t roga le sp . O 
atnwengkwe# spectac led hare wal l aby Lagor ches tes sp . O 
kwarlpe# na i l - ta i l  wal l aby Oychoga lea luna ta 0 
angkerrthe mounta i n  devi l Mol och hor r idus 0 
antenhe* bru s h- ta i l  pos sum Tri chosuru s vulpecula 0 
aherte bi l by Thyl acornys sp . 0 
arlute# be t tong Bettongi a sp 0 
altywekerre b lack goan na varanus sp . 0 
kapele l i z ard 0 
kirrekirre 1 i z ard 0 
ilentye ga lah Gol ophu s ros e i capi l lus 0 
arlpatye port l i n coln parrot Barnard i u s  zona r i u s  0 
atetherre budger i ga r  Mel ops i ttacus undul atu s 0 
arewarewe cocka te i l  Nymph i cus hol l andi cus 0 
angkwene ma j or mi tche l l  cockatoo Cacatua l eadbeateri  0 
irrarnte bl ack cockatoo Calyptorhynchu s  magn i f  i cus 0 
uremparenga rnulga parrot P s ephotu s  var i us 0 
arntepe p i geon 0 
unenangke tawny frogrnout h  Poda rgus s t r igo ides 0 
impaympe b i rd 0 
nyingke z ebra f i nc h  Tae n i opygi a  gut tata 0 
irreperrepantyele bi rd 0 
pelyakwe waterb i rd 0 
urralyerre b i rd 0 
antethirrike s nake 0 
utneye s nake 0 
wurreyirrpe s nake 0 
arrwepwele s nake 0 
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TABLE 4 . 5  ( contd . } 

FOOD CATEGORY : tyape ( grubs ) 

I TEM USE LEVEL 

Abor igi nal name 

atnyemayte 
alperrayte 
ingweninge 
lyenayte 
apunhayte 
wurrinyingkayte 
ukinayte 
ngkenarre 
lyalthengayte 
akultyayte 
awenthayte 
alapelayte 
unterrnengayte 
alkelayte 
athengayte 
artetyayte 
alkemalayte 
alepayte 
utneringayte 
angkerrayte 
alethalethe 
ntyeminyayte 
alangkerayte 
utniynte 

Other name s Hos t  Tree 

wi tchetty 
grub 

grub Aca c i a  kempeana 

g ru b  
grub 
gru b 
grub 
grub 
grub 
grub 
grub 
gru b 
gru b 
grub 
grub 
grub 
grub 
grub 
grub 
g ru b  
gru b 
grub 
grub 
grub · 
grub 

Atalaya herniglauca 
Eucalyptu s cama ldulens i s  
Acac i a  val id i nervi a 
Cas s i a  nemoph i la 
Aca c i a  georgi nae 
E .  camaldulen s i s  
E .  camaldulens i s  
A .  georgi nae 
A .  aneura 
A.  cor i acea 
A .  d i c tyoph leba 
A .  spondylophyl la 
Sal s ol a  kal i  
Aca c i a  estroph i ol ata 
A .  aneura 
Codonocarpu s cot i n i fol i u s  
Acac ia vi ctor i ae 
Eremoph i l a longi f ol i a  
unknown 
unknown 
Rhagod i a  spi n e s cens 
unknown 
unkown 

FOOD CATEGORY : ngkwarle ( sweet subs tances ) 

arwengarlkere 
yirrampe 
untyiyampe 
tharrkarre 
athengalpele 
aper iltye 
tyerrampe 
wutinewuti ne 
rlpele 
alperrampe 
atnyirrampe 
aterrkampe 
aper ante 

honey 
honey an t 
blos som 
blos som 
gum 
lerp 
ant  ne s t  
red honey ant  
lerp? 
gum 
gum 
gum � .  _. 

gum 

nat ive bees 
Camponotus sp . 
Hakea cordophyl la 
Grevi l lea juncti fol i a  
Aca c i a  e s troph i ol at a  
Eucalyptu s  camaldulen s i s  

Aca c i a  anuera 
Altalya hem igl auca 
Ven t i l aga vimi nal i s  
Acac i a · l it .. •.ilata 
E .  camaldulen s i s  

3 
2 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

3 
3 
2 
2 
1 
1 
1 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
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TABLE 4 . 5 ( contd . ) 

FOOD CATEGORY : merne ( pl an t  food s  exc lud i ng s eeds ) 

I T EM USE LEVEL 

Abor i g i nal name Other name s 

anatye 
atnularre 
alatyiye 
alangkwe 
alkwarr i r re 
atwakiye 
akarlitye 
katyerre 
ahakiye 
irriyakwerre 
iwurrarrkwe 
mwanyeme 
alperrantyiye 
kipangkwele 
altyiye 
wulkantye 
atyankene 
paki tyelkere 
perraleme 
utyirrke 
ngkwiyange 
aylpere 
anakatye 
angwelthe 
antyuwarle 
wirrpe 
anuki tye 
ngkwerrime 
ntyeminye 
arruwalpa 

bus h potato 
penc i l  yarn 
pen c i l yarn 
bus h banana 
bus h banana 
wi ld orange 
wi ld orange 
desert ra i s i n 
nat ive currant 
wi ld on i on 
wi ld orange 

bush tomato 
bl oodwood appl e 
l eave s 
buds 
mi s tle toe 
mi s tl etoe 
mi s tletoe 
wi ld f ig 
kur ra j ong s eed s 
bus h potato 

u nknown 
bean s  

mi s tl e toe? 

unknown 

Ipornea cos tata 
Vigna l anceol ata 
Vigna sp . 
Le i chhard t i a  au s tral i s  
Le ichhard t i a  au s tral i s  
Cappar i s  rni tchel l i i 
Cappar i s  urnbonata 
Solanum centrale 
Canth iurn lat i fol ium 
Cyperus bul bosus 
Cappar i s  loranth i f ol ia 
Sol anurn cle i s togamum 
Solanurn el ipt i curn 
Eucalyptu s terrni nal i s  
L .  aus tral i s  
L .  au s tral i s  
Lys i ana mur ryia 
Arnyerna sp . 
Arnyerna pre s i i  
Fi cus pl atypoda 
Brachyc h i ton gregor i i  
Ipornea sp. 
Solanurn ch ippenda l e i  
Cynanchurn flori bundurn 

Ryn charrhene l i near i s 
Car i s sa l anceol ata 

Enchyleana tornento sa 

FOOD CATEGORY : ntange ( s eed s ) 

ntyerreme 
alapina 
alyatywerenge 
lyawe 
ingwiytike 
altyewarte 
aperrperre 
angkwurrine 

woo l l ybut t gra s s  
p i g f  ace 
pigf ace 

Aca c i a  coreacea 
Paspal i d i um rarum 
Eragros t i s  eri opoda 
Portu laca ole racea 
Por tu laca i n traterranea 
Pan 5 °:=um- -deef."• ... ;l.)Ositu10 
Eucalyptus cama ldul e n s i s  
Eucalyptu s  mi c rotheca 

3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
2 
2 
2 
2 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

1 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
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TABLE 4 . 5  ( contd . ) 

FOOD CATEGORY : ntange ( contd . ) 

Abor i g i nal 
name 

ITEM 

Other 
name s 

USE LEVEL 

apwertalkwene button gra s s  Dac tylocten i um radulans 0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

ngalyerre unknown 
alpare rats ta i l s  
altyi liyaltyil iye unknown 
artetye mulga 
atnyeme wi tchetty bus h  
aleperlterrke 
antywelinye 
ale pale 
alepe pr i ckly wat tle 
ampwiye 

use leve l s : 0 = not taken 

Oysphan i a  ka lpari 

Aca c i a  anuera 
Acac i a  kempeana 
Acaci a mai tlandi i 
Aca c i a  tenui s s ima 
Acac i a  di c tyophl eba 
Aca c i a  v i c tor i ae 
Acac i a  s tipu l igera 

1 = tak en rarely or for demon s t ra t i on 
2 = taken when encounte red 
3 = a c t i vely s ough t  

# = thought by Abor i g i ne s  to b e  ext i nc t  
* = rarely seen 
+ = taken by s ome groups only 
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TABLE 4 . 6 :  FORAGING RETURNS OF WOMEN FROM ANGKWELE , 
ENILTYIYE AND THREE BORES , MAY 1 9 8 1  - MAY 1 9 8 3  

WE IGHT E NERGY PROTEI N 

mean mean mean 
total rate total rate total rate 
( kg )  C kg/wh ) ( kJ )  C kJ/wh ) ( g )  C g/wh ) 

Angkwele 7 0  0 . 2 5 4 5 , 6 0 4  1 6 8 9  1 2 , 4 2 5  3 8  
( 3 2 3  wh ) 

Eni ltyiye 1 4 0  0 . 6  7 7 0 , 1 1 1  3 1 5 6  9 , 0 1 9  3 7  
( 2 4 4  wh ) 

Three 
Bores 8 9  0 . 2 7 7 2 , 8 3 6  2 0 2 3 1 1 , 8 7 6 3 1  

( 3 8 2  wh ) 

Al l 
loca t i on s  2 9 9  0 . 3  2 , 0 8 8 , 5 51 2 2 0 0  3 3 , 3 2 0  3 5  

( 9 4 9  wh ) 

Of the four resource catego r i es the h i ghes t mean energy return 

rate ( 8 6 3  kJ/wh ) was der ived from kere ( an imal s ) whi l e  merne 

( plant s ) prov i ded 6 8 7  kJ/wh . From the category ngkwarle 

( honey ) women produced e nergy at a mean rate of 4 8 5  kJ/wh and 

from tyape ( grubs ) a much lowe r 1 6 5  kJ/wh . 

Var i a t i on i n  rates of energy and prote i n  procurement related 

pr imar i ly to the d i f feren t pat tern of explo i tation  of the four 

resource categor i e s  C kere , merne , tyape , ngkwarle ) at the 

study loca t i on s  C F  i gures 4 .  2 ,  4 .  3 )  . Women at Angkwele and 

Three Bore s procured the greates t propor t i on of  energy f rom 

kere . En i l  tyi ye , however , d i f f ered f rom th i s . There , plant 

foods con t r i buted the greates t propor t i on of energy . Women 

. from E ni l  ty i ye - al so ach i eved the � 1 : ·1he s-t ,_.:ea-n r-at-e s  of tota l 

energy product i on C 3 1 5 6  kJ/wh ) .  Th i s  was a consequence o f  
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the i r  grea ter use  of plant foods f rom wh i ch they acqui red 

energy at a rate of 1 4 0 2  kJ/wh . Th i s  rate was in exc ess  C >  

3 0 0 % ) of that produced at e i ther Angkwele ( 4 1 5  kJ/wh ) or Three 

Bores ( 4 6 1  kJ/wh ) f rom the same resource category . 

That E n i l ty i ye women gathered a greater quan t i ty of plan t 

food s  than the women of e i ther Angkwele or Three Bores wa s 

related as much to envi ronmen tal d i f ferences between the 

loca t i on s  as it wa s to a grea ter i n tere s t i n  plant foods . On e 

speci e s , alkwarri rre ( Le i chhard t i a  au s tral i s ) , con s t i tuted 8 3 % 

of the we ight  of pl ant  f ood col lected by En i l ty i ye women . 

Th i s  f ru i t C Plate 7 .  2 8 ) responded rap i dly to rai n and was 

part i cularly abunda n t  i n  the mal lee-covered sandh i l l s  

surround i ng En i l tyiye . I t  was a relat ively large f ru i t  ( mean 

weight of 25 g )  and s hor tly a f ter ra i n s  large quan t i t ies cou ld 

be gathered qu i ckly . 

A large group , i nc l ud i n g  s even women , four adoles cent g i rl s  
and a n  i n f an t , l e f t  E n i l ty i ye o n  t h e  1 8 th Apr i l  1 9 8 3 . There 
had been rai n on  s everal  occa s i on s  dur i n g  the previ ou s month 
and the alkwarri rre were a t  thei r be s t . New-grown a f ter ra i n , 
they were part i cularly succulent and were eaten i n  the i r  
enti rety when p i cked early . Later i n  the season the s k i n  
toughened a n d  became i nedi bl e . T h e  f ru i ts hung i n  clus ters of  
between two and f ive on v i ne s  tha t en tw i ned the mal l ee shrub s . 
our i ng a two-hou r  per i od of  forag i ng the wome n collected a 
total qua n t i ty of  4 3 . 7  kg of alkwarrirre . The s ki l l  requ i r ed 
for th i s  task was mi n ima l and a l l  members of the party were 
product i ve . I n d i vidua l s  ga thered quan t i t i e s  of up to 7 kg . 
One women had three l i z ards ( 0 . 9 5 kg ) i n  addi t ion to her 6 . 4  
kg of f ru i t .  

Al though the s ame f ru i t  occurred i n  the vi ci n i ty of  Angkwe le 

in mulga woodl and areas and a l s o  near Three Bore s , ne i ther 

loca t i on produced it in such abundan ce a s  the s and-pla i n s of 

En i l tyiye . 

Ngkwarle ( honey ) contri buted s ign i f i cantly to energy 

product i on . · For a i r · l oca :.:. i on s , i t  was collected -a L a · rnea:n 

rate of O .  0 3  kg/wh , produc i ng 4 8 5  kJ of  energy and 2 g of 
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pro te i n . The pr i nc i pal s ource of honey for women f rom 

Eni l ty i ye and Three Bores was that of the nat ive bee ( Plate 

7 . 2 6 ) . One such col lect i ng t r i p  has been descr i bed . A sl ight 

di f ference between the col lect ing rates of  Three Bo res and 

En i l tyiye may have been due to the f r equency wi th wh i c h  

En i l ty iye women l oca ted h ive s i n  sof twood trees . A l  though 

nat ive bees made h i ves in a wide var i ety of di f f erent tree 

spec i es C one excepti on to th i s  s eemed to be mu lga ) ,  h i ves i n  

sof twood spec i e s , for example the Eucalyptus sp . , were eas i er 

to remove be caus e  the wood o f  those trees was l e s s  di f f i cul t 

to chop . I t  was qu i cker to cut a h ive f rom a sof twood tree 

than f rom a hardwood type such as g i dgee ( Acac i a  georgi na e ) . 

As an i nd i ca t i on of  the d i ff erence : three women took 4 5  

mi nutes ( total ) t o  expos e  a h ive i n  a gidgee tree whereas i t  

took two women n i ne mi nutes ( total ) t o  reach the h ive i n  a 

sof twood uni tyiye tree C Hakea chordophyl la ) . I n  the creek 

floodout s  near E n i l tyi ye were large s tands of the sof twood 

cool i bah ( Eucalyptu s  mi crotheca ) wh i ch were f avoured honey 

forag i ng loca t i on s  for women there . Women f rom Three Bores 

more of ten chose to gather honey in s tands of  g idgee , 

frequenly commen t i ng o n  the relat i ve hard nes s of the wood a s  

they chopped . The d i f f i cu l ty they expres sed , however ,  d i d  not 

dampen the i r  enthu s i a sm to search f or honey . 

I n  regard to ngkwarle i t  wa s Angkwele that produced a 

di f ferent patter n . Women t here produced onl y 1 9 3 kJ/wh o f  

energy f rom honey - a sub s t an t i al l y  lower ra te than t h e  other 

loca t i on s . I sugge s ted that h ig her rates of energy product i on 

from merne a t  En i l ty i ye were not nece s sa r i l y  i nd i cat ive of a 

greater i n ter e s t i n  plant f oods . S imi larly , the l ow r e turns  

from honey a t  Angkwele d i d  not indi cate any less  i n teres t in  

ngkwarle a s  a resourc e ,  but rather reflected the  ava i l ab i l i ty 

there of honey an t s . Th ese only occur red in den s e  grove s of 

mulga wh i c h  were uncommon in the vi c i n i ty of En i l  tyiye and 

Three Bore s but surrou nde� �ngkwc: e .  
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At all  loca t i on s , the collect i on of tyape had a l ow prof i le 

al though women regularly gathered sma l l  numbers of them a s  

desc r i bed i n  the earl i e r  account . 

En i l tyiye ach i eved h i gher return 

For th i s  food clas s too , 

rates than e i ther of  the 

other two loca t i on s . The En i l ty i ye envi ronmen t may have had a 

more abundant g rub supply a s  we l l ,  but I have no evidence to 

support that . On 2 7 th December 1 9 8 2  women f rom En i l ty i ye wen t  

o n  a long j our ney t o  col lect tyape . T h e  6 5  km t r i p  to a 

di s tant , i nf r equenly vi s i ted area took 4 . 5  hours ( there and 

back ) . For an  addi t i ona l 3 .  7 hou r s , f ive women and f ive 

adolescen t s  co l l ected tyape tnyemayte C wi tche tty g ru bs > . At 

the end of the day they had a total of 4 . 3 9 kg of tyape . Th i s  

was the 

exclus i vely 

only 

on 

trip 

tyape 

recorded 

for the 

produced such a l arge qua nt i ty ;  

En i l tyiye f i gure s . 

where women concen trated 

e nt i re f orag i ng per i od and 

i t  probably accounts for the 

Plant foods contr i buted substan t i a l ly to the h i gher rate of 

energy product i on ach i eved by women f rom En i l  tyi ye , enabl i ng 

them to achi eve a mean total product i on rate that wa s g reater 

than the other loca t i on s . Women f rom Angkwel e  and Th ree 

Bores , on the o ther hand ach i eved t he i r  highest rates of  

energy produ c t i on f rom the flesh and fat  of a n ima l s . C I  use 

the term " an imal food s " to i ndi cate an ima ls encompas sed by the 

Anmatyer re category kere an ima l s  wi th f les h con s i dered 

ed ible . )  The women of  Ankgwe le produced energy f rom t h i s 

source at  rates h i gher ( 9 7 3  kJ/wh ) than both the women of  

Three Bores ( 8 3 0  kJ/wh ) and En i l ty i ye ( 7 7 0  kJ/wh ) .  But 

al though the en ergy produc t i on rate der i ved from the category 

kere was h i gher at Angkwel e  than other loca t i on s , the mean 

total energy produc t i on there ( 1 6 8 9  kJ/wh ) was l ower than a t  

other locati o n s . Women f rom Angkwele captured more an ima l s  

and thi s was r e f l ected i n  the i r  ra te s  o f  prote i n  produc t i on 

C Figure 4 .  3 ) . A s im i lar s i tuat i on pr eva i led a t  Three Bore s . 

Al though t he mean energy product i on rate there C 2 0 2 3  kJ/wh ) 

wa s h i gher than at  Angkwele . 
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An imal foods are pr imary sources of prote i n  so i t  i s  not 

surpr i s i ng that women ach i eved the i r  highest rates of prot e i n  

produc t i on through t h e  exploi tation of t h e  food ca tegory 

kere . However the impor tance of  that category kere was 

under scored by i t s  h i g h  prof i le i n  energy produc t ion rates as 

well . Thes e  were also h ig h e s t  ( mean rate over three loca t i on s  

of 8 6 3  kJ/wh ) f rom the category kere . 

Frequency 

A second a spect of the pattern of forag i ng wa s the f reque ncy 

wi th wh i ch women at each locat i on exploi ted each of  the 

resource categor i es ( F i g ur e  4 . 4 ) . Fo r all loca t i on s  the mos t 

frequently col lec t ed food ca tegory was merne . On 3 7 % of a l l  

forag i ng occas ions  s ome pl ant food was gathered . Only 

sl ightly l e s s  f r eque ntly C 3 3 % ) , women captur ed kere , whi l e 

the i r  col lect i on of  ngkwarle and tyape were l e s s  r egul ar , a t  

1 7 %  and 1 3 %  r e spec t i vely . T h e  var i a t i ons t o  th i s  pattern a t  

each o f  t h e  s tudy loca t i on s  a r e  con s idered bel ow .  Howeve r , 

cons idered i n  comb i na t i o n  wi th the data on re turn rate s , th e 

category of food col l e ct ed mos t  f requen t ly was not the mos t 

product ive o f  energy . Food plants wer e  gathered often but th e 

quanti t i es gathered wer e  i n suf f i c i e nt to produce l arge amou n t s  

o f  ene rgy . On the other h a n d  kere was a s l ightly l e s s  

frequently expl o i ted r e s ource b u t  i t  contr i buted mor e to the 

rate of e nergy product i on . Each event of captur e  provided a 

larger energy r e tu r n  than d i d  each even t  of ga ther i ng .  

Ngkwarle was col l ec t ed only about hal f a s  often  has plan t 

food s but i n  suf f i c i en t  quant i ty to cont r i bute substan t i a l ly 

to the overall  energy prod uc t i on . Tyape , gat hered on 1 3 %  o f  

occas i on s , prov ided a sma l l  propor t i on of energy . 

Angkwel e  

Women of Angkwel e  captur ed kere margi nally mor e  f requen t ly 

( 3 6 % ) than they ga the re d  merne C 3 4 % ) . Howeve r , the e n er gy 
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produc t i on rate that they ach i eved by captur i ng kere was twi ce 

that f rom plant food s , i nd i cat i ng that the quan t i t ies  of  pl an t 

foods they gathered were mostly smal l . The da ta on f reque ncy 

of col lect i o n  emphas i sed the role of ngkwarl e  ( honey ) a t  

Angkwele . I t  was col l ected more f requen tly ( 2 0 % )  than a t  any 

other loca t i o n . Grubs  were ga thered l eas t f requently C 9 % ) .  

Nutr i t i onal analys i s  i n di cated that tyape tnyemate were r i c h  

i n  both total energy ( 1 7 6 0 kJ/1 0 0  g )  w i th fats compr i s i ng 3 7 . 5  

g/1 0 0  g ,  and i n  th i s  r es pect they were s imi lar to kere . That 

Abor i g i n a l  people a l s o  s hared th i s  percep t i on wa s conf i rmed by 

Artwe ambwe who remarked as we left on a forag i ng t r i p , 

We ' 1 1  l ook about kere kanga roo and i f  we can ' t  
f i nd i t , wel l , we ' l l get tyape , he ' s  l ike kere 
aga i n . 

Angkwele peopl e  a s  a group we re wel l  suppl i ed w i t h  f resh meat 

( Table 4 . 3 )  and the i r  i n teres t i n  grubs was more as a s ource 

of var i e ty than an e s s e n t i a l  f ood source . 

women ' s  forag i ng ref lected th i s . 

Three Bores 

The retur n s  o f  

Women f rom Th ree Bore s  exp l o i ted the f ood clas ses of  merne and 

kere equal ly f requentl y . On 3 2 %  of all occa s i on s  whi ch they 

captured a n ima l s  they · a l s o  col lected plant food s . As for 

Angkwele though , t he h i g h  freque ncy of co l le c t i on of merne was 

not reflected in i ts energy contri but i on ( 4 6 1  kJ/wh ) whi ch was 

less than that of kere ( 8 3 0  kJ/wh ) .  Th i s , despi te the 

resource categor i e s  be i ng col l ected wi th the s ame f requency . 

Ngkwarle ( honey ) was gathered on 1 6 % of all  occa s i on s . 

Although muc h  le s s  frequen tly col l ected than e i ther plants or  

anima l s , t h i s resource ca tegory was a substan t i al s ource o f  

energy produc t i on . Concentrat i on w� � _ _ _  o n  n� ":'_ i v� _ hP �  honey . 

The category exploi t ed more f r equent l y  by women f rom Three 

Bores than at  o ther l oca t i on s  wa s that of  tyape . 
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Th i s  they gathered on 2 0 %  of a l l  occas ions . I ts energy 

prod uc t i on rate was les s t han any other resou r ce ca tegory 

de sp i te i ts f requent col lect i on because , l ike plant food s , i t  

was col lected i n  small  quan t i t i e s . 

En i l tyiye 

At En i l ty i ye , merne was by f ar the mos t  f requently exploi ted 

ca tegory ( 4 5 % ) a more i n tens ive level than at e i ther 

Angkwele or Three Bore s . As noted already , th e abundance of 

one part i cul arly f avour ed i tem accou nted for mu ch of the 

gather i ng , n ever theles s women gathered it of ten and i n  

quant i ty .  I t  was u sual for En i lty i ye women t o  return t o  the 

outs tation f rom a day ' s forag i ng wi th some pl an t foods for 

d i s tr i but i on . They captur ed an imals on 3 2 % o f  f orag i ng 

occas ions but these  f i gured l e s s  promi nently than plant food s  

i n  the i r  total energy prod uc t i on rates . They col lected honey 

less f r equently ( 1 4 % ) than e i ther Angkwele women ( 2 9 % ) or 

Three Bores women ( 1 6 % ) but more produc t i vely ( 6 9 9  kJ/wh ) than 

ei ther . Pos s i ble reason s for thi s d i f ference were the i r  

proximi ty t o  honey caches i n  sof twood trees a s  sugges ted i n  

the previ ous s ect i o n . The pattern of  gather i n g  grub s was 

s imi lar : they expl o i ted them l e s s  f requently ( 9 % )  than 

elsewhere , but more product i vely ( 2 8 6  kJ/wh ) .  

Targets 

On mos t  forag i ng t r i ps wome n spec i f i ed at the out s et wh i c h  

resource category they hoped to procure . I ref er to that 

nomi nated category a s  the f orag i ng target . A target was 

spec i f i ed e i ther by nam i ng i t  d i rectly or , the target resource 

was i n ferred from the l oca t i on , f or example , a c ho i ce of  

several low s toney outcrops i nd i ca ted a s earch for the echidna 

wh ich f reque n t  such places . The da ta on i n i t ia l  tr ip targets 

. ( Figure 4 . 5 )  , d is.t ingu i sh ed the i r. te rest women h ad .i n  obta i n i ng . .  

par ti cular f ood categor i es f rom the i r  succes s  i n  procur i n g  
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them . The compar i son o f  targe t patterns with f r equency o f  

procurement and the data o n  returns als o i ndi cated the degree 

of succes s women achi eved in atta i n i ng thei r expres sed 

goal s . Somet imes women s eemed u ndec ided a s  to the target . 

For example on 1 6 th Augus t  1 9 8 1 , a group s e t  out f rom Th ree 

Bores to get na t i ve bee honey or so I though t , but when the 

f i r s t  h ive was loca ted I d i scovered that no-one had brough t an 

axe . Trips with  an i n i tal targe t reflected both the des i re of  

the foragers at  that t i me as wel l  as the i r  i nformation 

regard i ng the poten t i al of  the chos en s i te . However 

throughout a day , f orager s , i nd i vidua l l y  and collect ively , 

as ses sed the i r  own per formance a s  we l l  a s  the produc tivi ty of  

the resource ba s e . They re- ad j us ted the i r  forag i ng targets 

accord i ngly . Some t ime s  the i n i t ial target proved 

unatta i nabl e , or a better oppor tun i ty arose dur i ng the course 

of the f orag i n g  day or other events caused a change of  pl an . 

For example , on a tr i p  to col lect akatyerre on 3 rd July 1 9 8 1 , 

after an hour of f ru i t  col lect i n g  the women moved to a nea rby 

mulga area where those f ru i t s were u nava i l able . There they 

searched for honey ant s  a s  wel l  as d i g g i ng l i z ard burrows they 

found . Mul t i - targets and sh i f t i ng targets were part of 

women ' s  forag i ng patter n . 

Over all  loca t i on s , the mos t 

targe t was the category kere . 

f requently nomi nated forag i ng 

I t  was sough t on 3 7 %  of  a l l  

occas i on s . U s i ng energy produc t i on a s  a un i t  of compar i son 

women were rel a t i vely succe s s fu l  in pur s u i ng the i r  i n teres t 

s i nce the i r  ener gy product i on f rom kere was greater than f rom 

other food categor i e s . The next mos t  frequently nomi nated 

target was ngkwarle wh i ch women s ough t on 2 8 %  of occa s i ons . 

But , i n  contras t to kere ,  they d i d  not succeed i n  procur i n g  i t  

a s  of ten a s  i t  was target ted . Women gathered honey les s 

frequently than e i ther of the categor i es kere or merne . Both 

kere and ngkwarle were resource catego r i e s  wi th a g reater 

element of a s s o c i a ted r i sk than was merne . For bo th 

categor i e s  it  was common for f oragers to fai l in  thei r 
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search . For mos t  plan t foods though , succes s wa s e n s ur ed once 

they wer e  loca ted . The g r ea t er r i sk of f a i lure a s soc i ated 

with procur i ng e i ther kere or ngkwarle was i ndi cated by the 

d i f f erences between the i r  target occurrence as ( 3 7 % and 2 8 %  

respect ively ) and the i r  lower f r eque ncy of col l ect i on ( 3 3 %  and 

1 7 % ) . Women d i d  not capture an ima l s  or gather honey as o f te n  

a s  they i n tended . 

In  contras t women ga thered merne more f requently than the i r  

i n i t i al targets i nd i cated . I t  was a target o n  2 4 %  of 

occas i ons but was ga thered more f requently ( 3 7 % ) than any 

other category . Th i s  con f i rms the trends of previ ou s l y  

presented data that p l a n t  food s  wer e  taken i f  encou ntered . 

The least f r eque ntly named targe t was tyape ( 1 1 % ) ; i t  wa s a l s o  

the least f r equently col l ected a n d  con tr i buted a lower rate o f  

energy produc t i on . 

Angkwele 

The targe t pattern of  women f rom An gkwel e  r e f l ected an 

or ienta t i on to the f ood categor i es kere and ngkwarle . They 

were target s  on 4 3 %  and 3 0 %  ( respect ively ) of all t r i ps . But 

Angkwele women ach i eve a h igher  l evel of succes s  becau s e  they 

also procured kere mor e  f r eque ntly than any other re source 

ca tegory ( 3 6 % ) . Merne cons t i tuted the i r  lea s t  f requently 

nomi nated targe t C l 2 % ) but was collected almo s t  a s  f requently 

as were anima l s  C 3 4 % ) . From the con s ideration of  targe t s , 

Angkwel e  women wer e  mos t  i n teres ted i n  kere and ngkwarle and 

least i n  merne and tyape . There was a d i s ti nct cons i s te ncy i n  

the forag i ng pat t e r n  o f  women f rom Angkwele . The i r  

or i entat i on t o  kere , was r e f l e c ted by i ts h igh prof i l e  i n  a l l  

aspect s :  women nomi n a ted i t  mos t  of ten a s  a target ; . they 

captured it mor e  f r eque n t l y  than other categor i e s  and i t  

provided the i r  h ighe s t  e ne rgy product i on rates . 
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Three Bores 

Women f rom Three Bores target ted ng.kwarle mos t  f requently 

C 4 1 % ) but it  was thei r least frequent ly col l ec ted resource 

category C 1 6 % ) . They e i ther did not pur sue the resource a s  

often as they i n i t i a l ly i n tended , o r  thei r s k i l l  was 

i n suf f i c i ent or a comb i na t i on of these c i rcums tances could 

accou nt for the d i f ference . 

ngkwarle mos t  f reque ntly a s  

procured kere and merne . 

E n i l tyiye 

They speci f i ed kere C 2 7 % ) and 

ta rget s . Mos t  frequently they 

For women at  E n i l ty i ye , merne was the mos t  commonly proposed 

target ( 4 1 % ) ; i n  con tras t to the other two loca t i on s  however ,  

i t  was a s  wel l , the i r  mos t  frequently col l ec ted ca tegory 

( 4 5 % ) . Kere was both a f reque ntly nomi nated target ( 3 8 % ) and 

a frequen tly col l ected one C 3 2 % ) . Tyape C 4 % ) and ngkwarle 

( 1 7 % ) were , the l ea s t  f requently targetted res ource 

categori e s . Women f rom E n i l ty i ye demon s trated a con s i s tent 

focus on the category merne s im i l ar to that of Angkwele wome n 

to kere ; i t  was t he i r  h ig h e s t  energy producer ,  they a l s o  

targetted i t  and col l ected i t  mo s t  f requently . 

Selection 

An exami na t i on of t he range of  i tems that women procured f rom 

each resource category completes the data on forag i n g  patterns 

C Figure s 4 .  6 ,  4 .  7 ,  4 .  8 )  . For example , wi t h i n  the resou rce 

category of kere women captured s even d i f ferent an imal 

spec i e s . D ragon l i z a rds cons t i tu ted 2 2 %  of the gros s we ight 

of these a n ima l s . Thi s arrangement of f orag i n g  data 

highl ighted e nv i r onmen tal d i f ferences between the l oca t i on s  

where i t  i nd i ca ted t h a t  an i tem commonly procured i n  o n e  area 

wa s absent f rom the i nve n tory of a second area . 
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The category kere was represented i n  the contemporary 

i nven tory by s even d i f ferent i tems . Almo s t  hal f ( 4 6 % ) of the 

total we i gh t  of anima l s  taken was compr i sed of one type of 

goanna C lewatyerre , Va ranus sp . Plate 7 . 2 5 ) . I t  was a smal l  

( mean we ight 0 . 4 8 kg ) an imal but one h ighly favoured f o r  both 

i t s  f lesh and fat . The much larger goanna C mean we ight 4 . 7 

kg ) ,  t he per e n t i , ( Varanus giga n teu s , Plate 7 . 2 4 )  wa s captured 

i n f requently though often s ought . I t  accoun ted for 1 1 %  o f  

meat we ight . The sma l l  dragon l i z ard s Amph i l bolurus ba rbatus 

( mean we i ght 0 .  3 9 kg Plate 7 .  2 5 ) cons i s ted 2 2 %  of anima l s  

captured . Another goa n na named arramaye C Varanus sp . ) wh i c h  

was larger t h a n  b u t  l e s s  of ten caught compr i sed 3 %  of mea t  

we ight . T h e  i mpor tan ce of l i z ards a s  a meat source f o r  women 

is h i ghl igh ted by th i s  data : 8 3 %  of  the we ight of  al l meat 

procured was f rom l i z ards , i n cl ud i ng the goannas and perent i ,  

bearded dragon s and blue tongue ski nk C T i l iqua s c i n coides ) .  

Ech idna ( Tachygl o s s us sp . ) and one kanga roo ( Macropu s rufu s ) 

were the other an ima l s  hun ted by women . 

Women col lected s even d i f f erent i tems wi t h i n  the category 

merne , but two , bus h  ra i s i n s  C Solanum c en tral e ) and bush 

bananas C Le i chhardt i a  aus tral i s ) ,  accounted for 7 7 % of t he 

total we ight . The range of i terns i ncluded f r u i t s , the two 

above-named , a s  wel l  a s  Cappa r i s mi tchel l i i  and c .  
loranthi fol i a ; i t  a l s o  i n cluded tuber s  - bus h pota to C ipomea 

costata ) ,  a sma l l  yam ( Vigna sp . ) and a peanut - s i z ed tube r 

C Cyperu s bu l bo s u s } .  Bush potato f l our i s hed i n  the s and-pl a i n  

country . I t  was frequently sought by women of out s ta t i on s  

north a n d  eas t  of E n i l ty i ye . 

The resource category tyape was represented by a s i ngl e  type 

of grub f ou n d  i n  the roots of the wi tchet ty bus h  C Aca c i a  

kempeana ) . Al though women obta i ned two types of honey ( nat ive 

bee and honey an t ) that o f  t he nat ive bee was col lP.cted i 1"\ 

greates t qua n t i t i e s , con s t i tut i ng 9 4 %  o f  the total we i gh t  of  

honey . 
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Figure 4.6: Weight (kg) of types of the resource fategory kere (meat), procured by women from 
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Figure 4. 7: Weight (kg) of types of the resource category meme (plants), procured by women from 
Angkwele, Eniltyiye and Three Bores, May 1 981 - May 1 983. 
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Figure 4.8: Weight (kg) of types of the resource category ngkwarle (Honey), procured by 
women from Angkwele, Eniltyiye and Three Bores, May 1 981 - May 1 983. 

Angkwele 

Women f rom Angkwele hu nted s ix of the s even i tems of  the kere 

category . The l i z ard compr i s i ng the bulk of the i r  catch wa s 

the dragon l i z ard ,  a s l ow mov i ng anima l  that was eas i ly 

captured . The peren t i  con s t i tuted a sub stan t i a l  por t i on ( 1 6 % ) 

of the i r  mea t  i ntake - h i gher than a t  the other loca t ions . 

Women a t  Angkwe le d i d  not hun t blue tongue� - they cons idered 

them i n ed i bl e . 
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N e i ther the larger wi ld orange C Cappar i s  loran th i fol i a ) o r  

bus h potato grew i n  the vi c i n i ty o f  Angkwe l e . O f  the other 

ava i l ab l e  plan t spec i e s , they harves ted three : bus h  rai s i n s , 

the smal ler w i l d  orange C C .  mitchel i i ) and bus h banana s . The 

latter were harves ted mos t  f r equently even though they 

con s t i tuted a smaller proport i on of  the total we ight  

ga thered . The women a t  Angkwele wer e  the only group wi th 

conve n i ent  acce s s to honey a n t s . They expl o i t ed two types of 

ngkwarle but had a par t i cular pref erence for honey ants  wh i c h  

provi ded t hem w i th extremely low returns  of bo th we ight and 

energy . They acqu i r ed honey f rom ants i n  suf f i c i en t  quant i ty 

to con s t i tute 4 0 %  of the we i g h t  of honey C S  kg ) t hey ga ther ed , 

yet they produced i t  at  the lowe s t  rate - les s than 0 .  0 2  

g/wh . They had thu s  s pent a t  l ea s t  1 0 0  woman-hour s  acqui r i ng 

honey from th i s  s ource . 

Three Bore s 

The range of i tems taken f rom each food category by the women 

from Three Bore s  was les s than other locat i on s . These few 

i tems were i n te n s ively expl o i ted . The sma l l e r  goan na s 

con s t i tuted 6 5 %  o f  the i r  total meat i ntake ; two other l i zards 

and echi d na made up the rema i nder . Wi th i n  the category mer ne ,  

they col lected f our d i f ferent var i e t i e s  but one , the bus h  

ra i s i n , accounted f o r  7 4 %  of t h e  total we igh t col l ec t ed . 

En i l tyiye 

At E n i l ty i ye there was a s im i lar concentra t i on , wi t h i n  the 

category of kere , or goa n na s . The s e  compri s ed 6 4 %  of the i r  

total mea t we i g h t . Onl y  at En i l ty i ye did women take blue 

tongue l i z a rds . 

only 4 %  of the 

I t  was an i n frequen t occurrence and made up 

total meat we i ght . The pat tern of  merne 

col lec t i on i nd i ca ted a level of exploi ta t i on of on e spec i e s , 

C bus h banana ) that was s i gn i f i can tly h igher than at other 

loca t i on s . Th i s  one i tern accounted for  8 3 %  of  the tota l 
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wei gh t  of merne gathered . Th i s  degree of spec i al i sa t i on 

produced a d i s t i nc t i ve f orag i ng pattern a t  En i l ty i ye such that 

it con s i s t en t ly appeared a s  an area i n  wh i ch women focu s ed on 

the resource ca tegory merne . The i r nar row sel ec t i on of  i t ems 

wi t h i n  th i s  category however made th i s  le s s  certa i n . The data 

sugge sts  that they focu s ed on bus h  banana rather than the 

resource category merne . 

Angkwel e i n  t h i s  respec t . 

En i l  ty iye can be contras ted w i th 

The forag i ng pat tern of women at  

Angkwele con s i s tently i nd i ca ted an  or i enta t i on to one resource 

category : kere . However the range of  i tems they s elected f rom 

wi th i n  that category was broader than any other loca t i on and 

the level of concen tra t i on on a par t i cular spec i e s , l e s s  

pronounced . They were , i n teres ted i n  kere a s  a f ood category 

and they expres s ed that i nteres t by pur suing a var i ety o f  

types ; some , s u c h  a s  t h e  bearded dragon were ea s i ly procur ed , 

others l i ke ech i d na s  and peren t i , much l e s s  s o . 

Compar i ng the i nven tory of k nown resources ( Table 4 .  5 )  w i th 

the i nforma t i on concer n i ng forag i ng pa tterns ( F igure s 4 . 6 , 4 . 7  

and 4 . 8 )  i nd i cates the reduct i on i n  the contempora ry i n ventory 

relat ive to that of  ear l i er t i mes . The exploi ta t i on leve l s  

( Table 4 . 5 )  i nc 1 uded two i terns taken by men ( bus tard and 

kangaroo ) a s  wel l  a s  s ome plants taken i n  very smal l 

quant i t i es . I t  i s  thu s a con s i derably broader contemporary 

i nventory than that s hown i n  Fi gures 4 .  6 ,  4 .  7 and 4 .  8 but 

clearly d i s t i ngu i sh e s  i terns f requently taken ( us e  leve l 3 )  

from tho s e  rarely taken ( us e  l evel 1 ) . 

FEATURES OF THE CONTEMPORARY PATTERN 

The pa ttern of res ource u s e  des cr i bed had a number of 

di s t i ngu i s hi ng character i s t i c s ; i t  was or i ented to hu nt i n g  

an ima l s  and ga the r i ng honey ; i t  compr i sed a much reduced s e t  

of i tems rela t i ve to t hat known of by the f orager s ;  i t  

hi ghl i gh ted - t he - impor tance of tas te preference � .  ::. :1 ·the 

contemporary s e l ect i on o f  resou r ce s . 
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The importance of meat , fat and honey 

Women ' s  f orag i ng showed , by a l l  measures , an emphas i s  on the 

hun t i ng of meat and the ga ther i ng of honey . A s trong 

preference for meat among hunter -gatherers i s  widely repor ted 

( Hayden 1 9 8 1 : 3 9 4 ) , and i s  a l s o  wel l  documented for Aus tral i a  

( Gould 1 9 8 0 : 7 5 ; Jones 1 9 8 0 :  1 3 4  > .  However comments to date 

have related to the impor tance of male hunt i ng . Th e da ta f rom 

Utopi a demon s tr a ted the importance of meat and fats  a s  targets 

of women ' s  forag i n g  and sugge s ted that men and women s hared 

simi lar for a g i ng or i en ta t i on s . Although women obta i ned 

smaller absolute quan t i t i e s  of meat , both women and me n were 

act ive , regular hun ter s . 

forag i ng targe t .  

For both , meat formed a pr i nc i pa l  

People placed a h i gh va lue o n  f r es h  mea t . After camp i ng a t  

Three Bores f o r  a week o r  so , one o f  the Angkwe l e  women 

agi tated for a return to the out stat i on , compl a i n i ng of be i n g  

" s tarvi ng f o r  kere" . Wh i le a t  Three Bores they had depended 

more on purchased t i n ned mea t . Th i s  was mos t  unsat i s f actory -

it was descr i bed a s  " dry " mea t . Hunger was bes t  as suaged 

through the consump t i on of fresh mea t . As a resul t ,  there was 

a high degree of  per s i s tence i n  the pur s u i t  of large animal s .  

I n  the las t l ight of a n  a f ternoon ' s  f orag i n g  on February 2 
1 9 8 2 , Paddy wounded a pere n t i . I t  s taggered of f i nto nea r by 
long gra s s  and could not be located . We retur ned to the 
out s tat i on . The nex t  morn i ng , Ada , Artwe ambwe , H i lda and her 
two younger brother s and I r e turned to where the peren t i  wa s 
last s een . We a r r i ved a t  1 1 . 4 5 a . m .  By 1 2 . 1 5 p . m .  Ada had 
searched the area thoroughly and f ound a smal l blood spot at  
the entrance o f  a nea rby rabbi t bur row .  The s i te was tota l ly 
unshaded , the ground r ough and s toney , but Ada set to work to 
dig i n to the burrows to locate the peren ti . U s i ng a crowbar 
and s hovel s he dug trenches between burrow entrances hop i ng to 
f i nd e i ther the  a n i ma l  or traces o f  i t .  Hi lda and I were abl e 
to shovel d i r t , but the plan n i ng and about f our f i f th s  of the 
labour was car r i ed ou t by Ada a lone . She con t in ued at  the 

_ task from 1 2 . 2 0 _ p . m.. unti l .S o l 5 p . !"' . �·."i t h  a s hort  . break for 
tea a t  2 p . m .  Af ter a lmos t  f ive hour s of con t i nuou s d i g g i ng 
i n  the m idday summer sun , she decl ared the l i z ard not there . 
As we walk ed back towards the veh i c l e , s he s aw a t ree w i t h  a 
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bee - h i ve i n  i t . Between 5 . 5 5 p . m .  and 6 . 1 5 p . m .  she chopped 
i n to the tree to retr i eve 7 2 0  g of honey . 

Fat wa s at least as i mportan t  a s  the an imal f l es h . Every 

an imal k i l led wa s immed i ately checked for fat content and 

there was expres s ed d i sappo i n tmen t  if they were " honey one s " ,  

carry i ng l i t t l e  fat . At cer ta i n  t imes l i z ards accumulated 

large pad s  of fat on the under-belly and along the tai l .  on 

captur i ng a l i z a rd in th i s  condi t i on , the fat of the u nder

belly was removed a f ter cook i n g  and di s tr i buted s epa rately 

( Plate 7 . 2 8 ) . On one occa s i on , 2 4  Septembe r 1 9 8 1 , 1 4  l i z ards 

were caug ht . There was plenty of fat f rom such a large number 

of an ima l s . The fat of the goa n na s was eaten and that of t he 

dragon l i z ards , a br igh t  ye l low fat , was rubbed on the i r  

chests  and f aces . I t  was con s idered as havi ng medi c i nal 

proper t i e s  a s  wel l  a s  bei ng ed ibl e . An ima l s  wi thou t  fat were 

less  sough t . A women rej ected an o f f er of sma l l  l i z ards t hat 

she though t  " too honey " . Al though larger a n ima ls , such as 

kangaroo , were rarely rej ected on th i s  account , I was told of 

one occas ion on wh i ch a per en t i  was left . The fat of catt l e  

wa s s imi larly h i ghly r egarded , although I noted l i t tle 

interest in  s heep fat  on  the few occas ions  i t  was purchased . 

Beef fat was reduced for u s e  a s  a f rying med i um and a s  a ba s e  

for certa i n  med i c i nal plants  that were then smeared o n  the 

ski n . 

The h i gh value placed on mea t  was not a recent devel opment . 

I t  was regarded trad i t i on a l l y  as suf f i c i en tly pres t i g i ous to 

form the ba s i s  of  paymen t  by a young man to the elders  i n  

return for teach i ng h i m  the Law . 

Phys i cal s treng th and hun t i ng prowes s  merely made 
i t  eas i er f or a man to provide the g i f ts of meat 
w i th wh i c h  to " so f te n " or  " loos e n "  the res i s t i ng 
aged guard i an s  of  the trad i t i onal myster i e s , so 
that t hey would pa s s  on  t he i r  secrets to h im .  
( S trehlow 1 9 7 1 : 6 7 7 ) 
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A s econd impor tant focus of u topi a women ' s  forag i ng wa s 

honey . Th i s  i s  a l s o  a widely reported feature of the di et of  

Abor i gi ne s  C Ch ewi ng s 1 9 3 6 : 2 7 ;  Megg i tt 1 9 6 2 : Table 2 ;  Akerman 

1 9 7 9 ; Levi t t  1 9 8 1 : 4 2 ;  Meehan 1 9 8 2 : 1 4 8 ) but one that has 

rece ived l i tt l e  a t ten t i on s o  far . I n  the ear l i e s t  d i e tary 

survey , McAr thu r ' s C 1 9 6 0 : 1 5 0 ) data i ndi cated that people a t  

one s tudy locat i on i n  Arn hem Land col l ec ted honey o n  6 7 %  o f  

the ( 1 5 )  ob s erva t i on days . S h e  commented : 

Be i ng the only real ly swee t  i tern i n  the i r  d i e t , 
apa rt f rom s ome f ru i t s , i t  i s  very sought a f t e r , 
and of ten  t h e  energy expend i ture and the time 
consumed C up to one hour ) i n  cut t i ng out a h ive i s  
out of a l l  propor t i on t o  the food obtai n ed . 
( McArt hu r  1 9 6 0 : 1 1 0 ) 

At Utopi a ,  women spent many hou r s  retr i evi ng honey f rom the 

hives of nat i ve bee s  C Plate 7 .  2 6 ) and f rom the underground 

chamber s of honey a n t s  ( Pl a tes 7 . 1 0 ,  7 . 1 1 ) . The t ime and 

labour they allocat ed to t h i s  pursui t were larg e , relat ive to 

the quan t i t i es of  honey that t h ey obta i n ed . Like  t h e  va lue of 

meat , there i s  evidence that the en thus i a sm for sweet tastes  

has  not a r i s e n  recently . F i n l ayson ( 1 9 3 5 : 6 4 )  f or example , 

observed t ha t : 

A swee t tooth i s  a l ead i ng charac t er i s t i c  of  both 
s exe s a t  all age s , and the gi n s  [ wome n ] go to 
i n f i n i te trou bl e  to get  honey and other l ocal 
swee t s , 1 ike t h e  sugary exudat i on of the rnu lga 
twi g s  and t h e  honey-an t .  The l atter i s  r e l i shed 
exceed i ngly . 

Meat and · honey were bo th impor tan t i tems wi th i n  the f orag i ng 

pattern of contempor ary wome n . Not only d id women s how a 

strong d e s i re to obt a i n  the s e  i tems , they consumed 

con s i derable quan t i t i e s  of each , and spe n t  a large amoun t  of  

time procur i ng them . An important d i f f e rence ex i s ted b e twee n  

. �the rol e of nunte_d meat a � d  .. that of bu s h  honey . There wa s n o  

ava i lable market subs t i tu t e  for  hun ted meat whereas t h er e  wer e  

market al t er na t i ve s  for honey . People wer e  u n able  to buy 
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fresh meat , s o  they hun ted . They bought treacle and s imi lar  

products as well as procur i n g  honey f rom the bus h . The 

selec t i on pattern of  women h igh l ig h ted the va lue they placed 

on meat , fat and honey . Al though men ' s  hun t i ng suppl i ed large 

quan t i t i es of  f r e s h  meat , and the s tore suppl i ed honey , women 

pursued both i tems a s  pr i o r i t i es . 

Reduced inventory 

The range of food i tems ob t a i ned f rom the bus h  by wome n of the 

Utopia reg i on i s  much reduced relat ive to the range of i tems 

they know to have been u s ed i n  even the recent pas t .  The 

local food c l as s i f i ca t i on sys t em iden t i f i ed f ive ma j or 

categor i e s  of f ood : kere ( an ima l s ) ,  merne ( frui t s , yams ) ,  

ngkwarle ( sweet subs tances ) ,  tyape ( grubs ) and ntange ( s eeds ) 

from wh i ch the contemporary i nven tory i s  drawn ( Tabl e 4 .  5 ) . 

Of the f i ve f ood categor i e s , f ou r  were part of the regular 

i nventory of modern forager s and one , ntange ( s eeds ) was 

cons i s tently i gnored as a f ood s ource . Women col lec ted seed s 

to demons t rate the trad i t i onal  proce s s i ng techn iques and on 

one or  two occa s i on s , gathered them for sale . To my knowledge 

no women pos s e s sed g r i nd s tones and to demons trate s eed 

proces s i ng they u sed those that I had found as wel l  as fresh  

pi eces of s tone . 

I tems f rom the f our categor i e s  were s e l ected on the ba s i s  of  

the i r  ta s te appeal , abundance and s i z e . For sweet subs tance s , 

only the two mos t  abunda n t  and concentrated sources of  honey 

C h i ves and an t s ) were act i vely s ough t ;  blos soms , lerps and 

gums were rarely col l ec ted and t hen only if encountered . I n  

the category kere , wi th except i on of t h e  bus tard and emu ( both 

hunted by men ) all b i rd s  were ignored . An ima l s  hu nted were 

those wh i ch were larger or read i ly ava i l able . L i z ards were 

par t i cularly valued a s  sources o f  f at and were an important 

i tem i n  the contemporary i nven tory of wome n . Frui t s  regu l a r l y  

explo i ted were e i th er l arge r e l a t i ve to others i n  t h e  
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ca tegory , l ik e  anatye ( Ipornea cos ta ta ) ,  alangkwe ( Le i chhardt i a  

aus tral i s ) , and akarl itye ( Cappari s umbona ta ) or eas i ly 

gathered i n  abundance , a s  are akatyerre ( Solanum centrale ) and 

irriyakwere ( Cyperus bulbo sus ) .  Those l ike the yarns alatyiye 

and atnularre ( Vigna sp . > were somet ime s sought , but only when 

they were known to be tas t i ng the i r  be s t . They appear i n  

Figure 4 . 5  among a group o f  other s imi larly i nf r equently 

gathered plan t food s . Al l plan t foods currently exploi ted 

of fered e i ther sweetnes s or a succulence that women descr ibed 

as tas ting  " sweet " .  

Influence of taste preference 

In the con temporary s i tuat ion a mi n ima l food supply was 

assured because people had regular acce s s  to s tore food s . 

Wh i le the range o f  ava i lab le s tore food s wa s not all  t hat 

people de s i red , i ts rel i ab i l i ty rel i eved them of the neces s i ty 

to forage i n  order to survi ve . Wi th survival gua ra n teed , 

there was an oppor tu n i ty to concen trate on mor e  favoured 

i tems . Th e s el ec t i on o f  one i t em rather than another i s  now 

based as much on ta ste a s  on hunger appeas emen t .  Women ' s  

foragi ng patterns and the proces s e s  of select i on that thos e 

patterns i l l u s t ra ted r e f lected to a l a rge exten t the i r  tas t e  

preference s . 

The s trongest  ta s te preferences i nd i cated by women were f or 

meat , fats  and sugars . They accord i ngly s elected i t ems f rom 

the trad i t i onal r e s ou r ce i nven tory accordi ng to thei r 

potent i al fatne s s  or sweetne s s . Each resource ca tegory h ad 

compr i s ed i t ems wi th va ry ing potent i a l s  to sat i sfy e i ther o f  

the two domi nant tas te pre ferences . The categor i e s  con ta i n i ng 

an ima l foods ( kere and tyape ) o f fered f atnes s ,  thos e 

conta i n i n g  plant food and honeys of f ered sweetne s s  ( Tabl e 

4 .  7 )  • 
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TABLE 4 . 7 :  POTENTIAL OF ANMATYERRE RESOURCE CATEGORIES TO 
SATISFY TASTE PREFERENCES 

FOOD CLASS QUALITY 

kere ( an ima l ) 
tyape ( grubs ) 
merne ( f ru i t s ) 
ngkwarle ( honey ) 
ntange ( seeds ) 

+ = presence of qual i ty 
0 = abs ence of qua l i ty 

sweet 

0 
0 
+ 
+ 
0 

fat 

+ 
+ 
0 
0 
0 

It  i s  s i gni f icant  that ntange was the only food c l a s s  that d i d  

not of fer e i ther tas te preference a n d  i nd i cated perhaps why 

thi s par t i cular category of i terns was ent i rely i gnored by 

modern forager s . Women exploi ted a reduced number of i terns 

from wi th i n  each of the other f our categor i e s , but s eeds was 

the only category wh i ch they compl etely bypassed . Wh i l s t  the 

level of work r equ i red in the proce s s i ng of seeds was surely a 

deci s ive factor , the per s i s tent  i nterest i n  other equal ly 

time-consumi ng and l abori ous act i v i t i es such a s  honey ant 

collect ion i nd i cated that o ther f ac tors might a l s o  be 

i nfluent i a l . 

Two fur ther poi n t s  s hou ld be con s idered . The preferences that 

have emerged a s  c r i t i cal d i etary i nf l uences are not themselves 

a cons equ en9e . .  of _ . cl'}an.qi!' q� _0i e t a ::�...: -. �b i. � s . rrc::erenc�s f 0 r  

meat , for fat  and sweet subs tances have a h i gh prof i le as 

i n f luences on  modern d i et , but the eth nograph i c  ev idence 

ava i lable s ugges ted that they were par t  of the trad i t i onal 

dietary va l ue s  of  the area . They are not of recen t o r ig i n  



[ 1 2 5 ] 

though t h e i r  i n f luence i n  s hapi ng the total d i e t  has probably 

i ncrea s ed i n  recent time s . S econdly , recorded ta s te 

preferences wer e  not s ex- spec i f i c . Men and women shared a 

preference for  meat , fat  and honey . The total d i et recorded 

at Angkwele ref l ected that pattern of preference and although 

women ' s  con t r i but i on to the d i et through f orag i ng was 

relat ively smal l ,  i t  nonethe l e s s  ref lec ted s imi lar trends . 

SOURCES OF VARIATION 

The forag i ng pat tern was subj e c t  to va r i at i on through seasonal 

changes assoc i ated w i th tempe rature and ra infal l . 

Seasonal ity 

Local envi ronme n tal d i f f erences eme rged i n  the patterns 

presented - the occurence o f  some resources i n  one loca le but 

not another , or the u s e  of  one i tern by one group and not 

another . Fur ther sources of  potent i a l  var i a t i on were the 

cultura l regu la t i on s  a s soc i ated wi th f ood use , and , the 

consequences for women , o f  the dependence on motor veh i cl e s . 

Years dur i ng wh i c h  the research was conducted were good - r a i n  

fell a t  t h e  expec ted t i mes i n  both t h e  summer of  1 9 8 1  and 

1 9 8 2 .  At lea s t  two of  t he recorded r a i n  per i od s  were 

suf f i c i en t ly widespread and heavy to cause the Sandover R iver 

to flow .  The i n ten s i ve harve s t i ng of bus h  bananas a t  

En i l  tyiye dur i ng t h e  la te summer , February , March a n d  Apr i 1 

1 9 8 3  f ol lowed early summer ra i n s . S imi larly , there were 

inten s ive col l ec t i on s  of desert r a i s i n s  dur i ng May 1 9 8 2  af ter 

heavy r a i n s  in the precedi ng February . Genera l ly speak i n g , 

however , s ea s onal  patterns a s s oc i ated w i t h  r a i n fal l wer e 

impos s i b l e  to detect from contemporary forag i ng . Pl ant food s , 

the s tronges t  i nd i cators of  seas onal i ty wer e lea s t rel i ed on 

by contemporary f orager s . The pl an t foods col l ec ted a t  

Angkwele , f o r  example , were i n  such sma l l  quan t i t i e s  relat ive 
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to other food types that thei r contr i bu t i on to the tota l d i e t  

was almo s t  negl i g i ble . I n  addi t i on , wome n as a group foraged 

too i nf r equently to detect the seasonal con s trai nts on th ei r 

forag i ng pattern . At En i l ty i ye , where plant foods were a more 

s ig n i f i cant food s ource , the women restri cted the i r  col l ect i on 

to one spec i e s , mak i ng the broader seasonal pattern of pl ant 

food use i mpo s s i ble to char t . The ef fects of temperature on 

forag i ng pract ices  were out l i n ed in Chapter 2 .  

Fi ring 

F i r i ng , a s  a techn ique o f  resource management had all  but 

ceased due to oppo s i t i on of European pastora l i sts . Af ter good 

ra i n s  the gras s growth was prol i f i c . Artwe ambwe complai ned 

that thoug h i t  was d i f f i cu l t  to e i ther track or even see 

animals , he could not f i re the area s i nce the ma j or por t i on of 

i t  was under a pas tor a l  leas e . The pas tora l i s t s ' vi ew h ad 

been wel l  impres s ed on Abor i g i na l  peopl e ,  and I saw great care 

taken wi th f i res a t  t ime s of h igh f i re r i sk . 

On 1 8  June 1 9 8 1  we travel led a long the MacDona ld Down s road . 
I n  the cab i n  wa s a woman and her teenage son who was smok i ng a 
cigarette . He threw the but t out of the window when he h ad 
f i n i shed . Wi th i n  a f ew mi nutes h i s  mother a sked me to turn 
back . On reac h i ng the place where the boy had thrown out t he 
cigarette end , we s topped and h i s  mother asked him to retr i eve 
it , wh i ch he d i d . As we d rove away she s a id that s he d i d  not 
wan t the forag i n g  par ty to s tart  a bu sh f i re . 

At other t ime s , women covered f i res with d i r t , or made them i n  

shal low p i  t s  to mi n imi s e  t h e  b l owing o f  sparks . I f , a s  La t z  

( 1 9 8 2 : 1 2 3 } argued , " the j udi c i ou s  u s e  o f  f i re was t h e  s i ngle 

mos t i mportan t aspect o f  the desert Abor i g i nes economy " , then 

con temporary people were no l onger able to real i z e  the 

potent i al abundance of  the i r  envi ronmen t .  
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Vehi cle access 

" No ca r ,  no kere " compla i ned Emi ly Kngwarraye once . She 

suc c i nctly d e s c r ibed the impor tance of veh i cl e s  i n  

con temporary forag i ng f o r  both men and women . Wi thout acces s 

to a veh i cl e , for ag i ng wa s res tr i c ted to areas near out s ta t i on 

camps , areas wh i c h  had usually bee n heavi ly exploi ted . I 

recorded da ta concer n i n g  women who foraged f rom a veh i c l e  

( mine ) wh i c h  they con trol led as f a r  as des t i nat i o n , dura t i on 

of s tay a n d  par t i c ipan t s  . .  The extent to whi ch the resu l tant 

forag i ng pattern may h ave resembl ed that f rom undertak i ng a 

survey of women s har i ng cars  wi th males i s  unknown . Where 

women s ha red cars or had to negot i ate acces s ,  the i r  degree of 

control over the veh i cle was d i mi n i shed ( see chapter 7 ) . 

Taboos and restrictions 

I was told that trad i t i ona l ru l e s  regardi ng the di v i s i on of 

game no longer ope rated and that peopl e took what por tions  

they wan ted . That was the case for the ma j or i ty of 

d i s tr i but i on s  that I obs e rved . But s i nce these were carr i ed 

out wi th i n  a sma l l  f ami ly group , formal rule s  may have been 

wa ived more eas i ly .  Certa i n ly none of the res tr i c ti on s  

descr i bed b y  Spencer ( 1 9 6 9 : 4 7 2 ) for e i ther unc i rcumc i sed 

youths or g i r l s  and young men were s t i l l  compl i ed w i th . For 

exampl e ,  chi l dren a r gued for the best part of the ka nga roo 

tai l , they ate bu s h  turkey , peren t i  and ech idna a l l  of wh i c h  

were forb i dden them accord i n g  t o  Spe ncer . 

Some food i tems , though , had par t i cular conven t i on s  a s soc iated 

wi th them . For examp l e , honey a n t s  requi red to be treated 

wi th care : people s h ould work qu i etly to retr ive them ; they 

should handle them gen tly and when collec ted the a n t s  s hou ld 

be covered w i th a swi tch of mu lga to keep them s h aded . The 

f ru i t  ahakiye "( Canth i um l at i f lo .i. um )  ,- of spec'i al  · s ign i f i cance 

to the Angkwe l e  g roup , was co l lec ted i n i t i al ly by Artwe ambwe 
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i n  spec i al ly made wooden di shes C lengarre ) pr i or to other 

people i n  the a rea col lect ing i t . Ahakiye wa s descr ibed as a 

" shy " or " t imi d "  bu sh wh i ch when be i n g  s tr ipped of i ts f rui t 

had to be treated qu i etly and respectf u l ly or i t  wou ld 

di sappear .  Green < 1 9 8 5 : 6 0 ) recorded an i n s tance ofa woman 

be i ng d i s turbed by her prepara t i on of anwekwetye ( Cari s s a  

lanceolata ) i n  a non -trad i t ional way . At the same time some 

i nnova t i on i n  f ood u s e  was evi den t . For exampl e ,  peopl e 

regularly re-f r i ed kangaroo meat wi th onion and ate i t  

ga rn i shed wi th s a l t  and occa s i onal ly sauce . 

SUMMARY 

Forag i ng by groups of women contr ibuted , by measures of 

we ight , energy and prote i n , 5% or les s of the dai l y per cap i ta 

bush food i n take of one out s tat ion g roup . Of t he total da i ly 

per capi ta f ood i n t ake i t  was l e s s  not more than 2 % . 

Desp i te th i s , f orag i ng group s compri s ed of women ( and 

chi ldren ) wer e  a regular occurence . The da ta on the pattern 

of women ' s  f orag i ng has sugge s ted s ome rea sons why that was 

so . Women have s elec ted , from the known trad i t i ona l res ource 

i nventory , a number o f  i tems wh ich they va lue h i ghly in terms 

of tas te : meat , fats  and honey . They concentrated the i r 

forag i ng e f f or t s  on  thos e spe c i e s . The va lue placed on these 

i tems was a s trong i nducemen t for women to con t i nue 

forag i ng . They con t i nued to engage in activi t i es that were 

both l abor i ous and t ime- consum i ng a s  they s earched out 

part i cular preferred i tems . The data in t h i s chapter 

ident i f i ed women ' s  pref erences and thei r role i n  the 

contemporary s elec t i o n  of r e s ource s . The i s sue of  the 

pers i s tence of wome n ' s  f orag i n g  w i l l  be further con s i dered i n  

the fol lowi ng chapter . Contemporary women ' s  forag i n g  wa s 

shown to con form to the convent i ona l anthropolog i cal v i ew of  

hunter -ga therers  ( i n bo th Aus tral i a  and eJ � ewhere ) a s  hav i n g  a 
di etary preference for meat . I argued that thi s pref erence i s  

not a recent one , or a developmen t  o f  recent di etary 
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change s . I t  sugges t s  that women ' s  foragi ng i n tere s t s  

converged wi t h  thos e  o f  men . A d i v i s ion o f  tasks  a n d  methods 

was not nece s s a r i ly i nd i cat ive of any d i f ference i n  

subs i s tence goal s . 

The role of plan t foods i n  con temporary f orag i ng requi red 

cons iderat i on . Th i s  category of  food con tr i bu ted less  to 

energy produc t i on than d i d  meat . However plant foods were 

gathered by women on more occa s ions  than any other res ource 

category .  Th i s  regular i ty of consump t i on of f resh source s  of 

vi tami n s , mi neral s and other nutr i en t s , a l b i e t  i n  smal l 

amounts , mus t  have nut r i t i onal benef i t s  not apparent i n  th i s  

k i nd of analy s i s  ( O ' Dea 1 9 8 3 ; O ' Dea , Wh i te and S i ncla i r  

1 9 8 8 ) . Th i s  i s  par t i cularly s o  i n  l oca l i t i e s  such a s  the 

Sandover River a rea where a l ternat ive suppl i es of  fresh pla n t  

foods are errat i c  a n d  expen s i ve . 



CHAPTER 5 

A REVOLUTI ONARY I NFLUENCE 

One of the mo s t  revoluti onary i n f luences i n  
br i ngi ng abou t a change i n  the way o f  l i f e o f  the 
Abor i g i nes has been , and i s , the i ntrodu c t i on of 
f lou r and to a l e s s  extent other food s tuf f s  of 
c i vi l i z at i on . ( Rose 1 9 6 5 : 3 1 )  

The adopti on of European f lour was a cr i t i cal event i n  i t s  

con sequences for women ' s  resource us e and the d i e t  o f  

Abor i g i nal people . The pa ttern of foragi ng that was descri bed 

in the previ ou s  chapter has devel oped largely as a response to 

the ready ava i lab i l i ty of food suppl ies  brought by Europeans . 

Although many such foods were adopted i n  t ime , flour was among 

the ear l i e s t  that was wi dely ava i lable . Among the resources 

abandoned on adopt i ng f lour was the food category ntange 

( seeds ) wh i ch had been primar i ly the forag i ng respon s i b i l i ty 

of women . An  accou n t  of s eed proces s i ng , the " ted i ous game " 

( Chewi ngs 1 9 3 6 : 4 ) , made redundant by Abor igi nes ' adopt i on of  

ref i ned whea t f lour wi l l  clar i fy the bas i s  of the i r  choi ce . 

Seed proces s i ng was a labour - i nten s i ve task . On each occa s i on 

that I obs erved i t ,  s everal women carr i ed ou t d i f f erent tasks 

simul taneou s ly . One or two collected seeds , another wi nnowed , 

another thres hed and so on . They changed tasks as requ i red . 

Even though there was no pre s sure on the group to produce 

accord ing to a s chedu l e , they worked bri skly and 

ef f i c i en tly . The younger women , 20 to 3 0  year s of age , 

carr ied out the l es s - sk i l l ed tasks such a s  gather i ng s eed s and 

d i f f i cu l t  s teps per formed by the _ older women . 
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SEED USE AT UTOPIA 

Seed proce s s i ng was the mos t  complex of the repetoi re of 

women ' s  trad i t i onal subs i s tence act ivies . I t  requ i red a set  

of  spec i a l i s ed s tone impl ements as wel l a s  wooden d i shes and 

improv i sed tool s . The s tone implements i ncluded : an upper 

stone or mu l l er cal led by Anmatyer re , tyenge ; an upper 

pound i ng s tone or pes t l e , C an alyere ) and a larger ba se s tone , 

{ athere ) . ( See Smi th 1 9 8 5  f or des cr ipt i ons of s tone tool 

types ) .  Shal low wooden trays cal led panthe C Anmatyerre ) or 

alengarre C Alyawarre ) were used as conta i ners f or the mi l l ed 

seed pas t e . The improvi z ed too l s  i ncluded a range of s hort 

beat i ng s t i cks , sma l l  bark spa tu las or shovels , bark d i shes 

and large branches for support dur i ng the foot-thres h i ng 

phase . Mos t  women knew someth i ng of seed proce s s i ng but only 

those over the age of 4 5  yea r s  had al l the ski l l s nece s sary to 

compl ete the proce ss . There were eight ma i n  proces s i ng 

stages ; collect i n g , thres h i ng , wi n nowing , yandy i ng , parch i ng , 

pound i ng , gr i nd i ng and cook i ng ( Table 5 . 1 ) ; each of the se 

stages requ i red cer ta i n  ski l l s . I obs erved all s tages of 

proces s i ng except cook i ng - the f i na l  and opt ional s tage . The 

proce s s i ng s equence var i ed s l i ghtly accord i ng to the seed type 

bei ng prepared and to the i nd i v idua l sk i l l s  and requ i rements 

of  the preparer . 

Collecting 

The women i n spected patches of gra s s  to determi ne whether the 

seed head was su f f i c i en t ly dry for easy col lec t i on and 

proces s i ng . Gras s was gathered by hand i n to a bu nch over the 

collect i ng d i sh and the seed heads pu l l ed downwards i n to the 

dish ( Plate 5 . 1 ) . Trad i t i onal ly a wooden col l ect i ng d i s h  

C panthe ) was u s ed f o r  th i s . For s ome tree seed s thi s method 

also appl i ed , but for other s , sma l l  branches bear i ng seed s 

were broken off  and col lected ( P late 5 . 3 ) . 



P l ate  5. 2 :  Seeds of  Woo l l y b u tt g rass.  
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Thresh i ng 

G ra i n  wa s  s eparated f rom the seed hu s k  i n  several d i f ferent 

ways . The larger s eed bea r i ng pod s , l i ke Aca c i a  cor i a cea and 

Brachyc h i ton gregor i i , were heaped up i n  a s hal low p i t  

approx ima tely 5 cm deep and 4 5  cm i n  d i ameter on a n  area of 

swept grou nd . They were then beaten wi th s hort s turdy s t i cks 

to break open the dry pods . As  the pod s broke , the s eeds fel l  

from them and , wi th the con t i nual beat i ng , col lected a t  the 

bot tom of the p i le . Per i od i ca l ly women removed the 

accumulated debr i s  of broken s eed pod s . The beat i ng s t i cks 

were f a s h i oned f rom wood ava i lable at  the col lect ion s i te a nd 

d i s carded on completion  of  the ta sk ; they were between 4 0  cm 

and 6 0  cm i n  l ength and 2 - 3  cm i n  d i ameter ( Pl ate 7 . 1 9 ) . 

Another method of  thresh i n g  i nvolved women us i ng the i r  f eet to 

release the s eeds . A 1 . 7  m dry branch of a tree was placed 

upr i ght and bur i ed f i rmly in the ground . A pi t ,  2 0  cm deep 

and 3 5  cm i n  d i ame ter was dug approx imately 4 0  cm away f rom 

the ba se of the branch . T rad i t i onally the wal l s  of the pi t 

were dampened to make them f i rm but these days a blanket wa s 

pl aced i n  the p i t . The p i t  was f i l l ed wi th the gras s seed . A 

woman then placed both f eet i n to the p i t  full of s eed a nd , 

us i ng the la rge branch to s t eady her s el f , moved her fee t  i n  a 

rapid c i rcular mot i on ( F i gure 5 . 1 ) . Per i od i ca l ly s he s topped 

to allow the other s to remove the broken s eed hu sks f rom the 

pi t .  

Winnowing 

W i n nowi ng was the f i nal s tage i n  col l ec t i ng the seed s . Wome n , 

us i ng the i r  hand s , took quan t i t i e s  of  cha f f  a nd seed and 

dropped them f r om a he i gh t  of a bout 3 0  cm ( P la te 5 . S a ) . The 

seed f e l l  to t he p i le wh i le the cha f f  was blown a s ide . The 

l a s t rema i n i ng chaf f , par t i cularly the heavi er debr i s  from 
� d . .. · �  -

d 
. 

tree SCeH 0 ;' .  wa s r .�move . •  - I ' ". ;  - ·  . •  , . . . ··....:. '::� �  r..:o �l !..l!� a n c  y a n  y i r. � . 



Plate 5.3: Myrtle with a load of green Acacia coriacea seed pods. 
These were l ightly steamed and the seeds eaten immediately. 

Plate 5.4: The dried seeds of Acacia coriacea were processed to produce meal. 
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TABLE 5 . 1 :  STAGES , SKILLS AND EQUIPMENT IN SEED PROCESS ING 

STAGE 

1 .  col lect 

2 .  thre sh 

3 .  w i nnow 

4 .  yandy 

5 .  parch 

6 .  pound 

7 .  gr i nd 

8 .  cook 

PURPOS E SKI LLS 

gather quant i ty 1 .  hand pick i ng 
of seed 2 .  select i on 

s eparate gra i n  
f rom husk 

remove husks 

remove d i r t , 
a s h , coal s 

dry s eed case 
( tree seeds 
only ) 

break hard 
case ( tree 
seeds only ) 

produce wet 
s eed meal 

cook pr epared 
wet s eed meal 

1 .  beat wi th 
s t i cks 

2 .  rythm i c  f oot 
movements 

3 .  sepa rate by 
hand 

1 .  by hand in the 
wi nd 

2 .  rhythmi c d i sh 
movemen t  

rhythmi c d i sh · 
moveme nt 

hand act i on 

hand act i on 

hand action 

EQU I PMENT 

wooden di sh 
C panthe ) 

improv i z ed 

wooden di sh 
( panthe ) 

wooden di s h  
C panthe ) 

wooden d i s h  
C panthe ) 
spatu la 

s tones 
( alyere & 
athere ) 

s tones 
C alyere & 
a there ) 

f i re 



� 13.4 ]  . 

Figure 5 . 1 : Foot threshing of grass seed . 



Plate 5.5: Stages in seed processing. (a) Wind winnowing 
(b) yandying demonstrated by Maggie Perrurle. 
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Yandying 

The term " yandy " , i s  an Engl i s h  expr e s s i on to de s cr i be the 

process  of  s epara t i ng s eeds f rom other mater ial such as sand 

and cha f f  by rhythmi ca l ly rock i ng the mixture i n  the shal low 

panthe ( Plate 5 . 5 b ) . Women refer red to th i s  as " c lean i ng "  the 

seed . There were three va r i a t i on s  of the rock i ng act ion 

accord i ng to whether one was s epara t i ng seed f rom chaff  or  

sor t i ng heav i e r  re s i due such a s  s o i l , f rom seed s . If  sort i ng 

heavi er mater i a l s  f rom s eeds , women were able to sort i n to 

e i ther two or three s eparate heaps on the coolamon . 

The mos t  bas i c yandy i n g  movement , cal led ilpeme , entai led 

mov i ng the coolamon br i skly up and down . Th i s  movement wa s 

used for the coar ses t types of  mixtures such as dr i ed f ru i ts 

mi xed wi th l eaf and twi g  f ragmen ts . 

mater i al d i v i ded i nto two p i l e s . 

Under th i s  act ion the 

Perf ormed in wi ndy 

cond i t ions , some of the l i gh ter debr i s  was also bl own away . 

The second movement , aynperneme , combi ned a les s pronounced 

vert i cal movemen t  wi th a rol l i ng mot i on . Th i s  d i vi ded the 

coolamon ' s contents i n to three d i s crete p i l es accordi ng to 

the i r  varyi ng we ight s . T h i rdly , i rr iketetiyweme , the mos t 

complex yandyi ng movement , i nvolved both a verti cal mot i on and 

a rol l i ng hor i z on ta l  mot i on , combi ned wi th a regu l ar , 

rhythmi c ,  one- handed knock on the coolamon . Th i s  combi nat ion 

of  movemen t s  also resul ted i n  a three way d i  vi s i on of the 

conten t s . 

These complex yandy i ng techn iques were only per formed by women 

over the age of 5 0  year s . However the tech n i que , i t self , wa s 

vital i n  the preparat ion of s eeds for consumpt i on - wi thou t  

yandyi ng ski l l s  the proces s cannot b e  completed . I gather 

that the l aboratory to wh i ch I sent unproces s ed s eeds for 

analys i s  had great d i f f i cu l ty s eparat i ng crus hed s eed f rom 

res i due C J .  Brand per s . comm . ) a nd were mos t  i nteres ted i n  how 

. i t  had bee n a ch i e'\7.-: . :� t ·.- ri .-� ; .  : .:• • l r: l � v· _ I.:� t �_ ( 1 9 8 �  � 1 :: '.. ) i r· 
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commen t i ng on the tech n i que of yandy i ng a l s o  emphasi sed i t s  

spec i a l  importance wi t h i n s eed proce s s i ng technolog i es . 

Parchi ng 

Some larger tree seeds had ex tremely hard ou ter cases . Before 

pound i ng ,  these were pa rched to i ncrease the br i t tleness of 

the cas i ng . Thes e  were then eas i er to break open wi th the 

pound i ng s tone . Sma l l  quan t i  t i  t i e s ( 2 0 0  g )  of cl eaned s eed 

were placed on the coolamon . U s i ng an improvi s ed bark spatu la 

C tyerrekere ) ,  10 cm x 4 cm , women shovel led hot soi l , ash and 

coa l s  f rom the f i re to cover the seed s ; they s t i rred the hot 

material  through the seeds for a f ew mi nutes . Seeds that we re 

parched then requ i red add i t i o na l  yandy i n g  to remove the soi l 

ash and charcoa l . 

Pounding 

u s i ng the upper pound i ng s tone , C alyere ) and the lower 

gr i nd i ng s tone , C athere ) ,  large s eeds were pou nded i n to coarse 

fragments . Becaus e seed f ragments tended to s catter acro s s  

the l ower gr i nd s tone a t  t h e  i mpact o f  t h e  pound i ng s tone , only 

a sma l l  handful  were pounded at a time . I wa s s hown a 

tech n i que whereby a barr i er of several strands of s tr i ng wa s 

pl aced around the per imeter of the gr i nds tone to control the 

scatter i ng of the large s eed f ragmen t s . On the days of 

proces s i ng , however women prefer red to use one hand to 

con t i nua l ly sweep scat tered f ragments back to the centre of 

the lower g r i nd i ng s tone . A f ter the seed A .  cor i acea was 

pounded , i t  was yand i ed aga i n  to remove some of the larger 

f ragments of s eed cas i ng . 

Grinding 

The mul l er , C tyenge ) , and the l ower gr i nd s tone , C athere ) , were 

used t • • : , �·., . , � ,.i c- -.. a- coa r � e · pas te f r · ·!ft L h-c= · ::; eed .. By p l 3.c i ng o n � 
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or two small s tones undernea th the g r i ndstone at  the edge 

near e s t  t he proce s s or , i t  was g i ven a s l ight slope away f rom 

the operator . A coolamon wedged under t he lower edge of  the 

g r i nd s tone col lected the ground meal . Women used a mot i on 

wh i c h  s imul taneously ground the s eed and pushed i t  towards the 

lower edge of  the g r i nd s  tone . A gradual ly accumulat ing mas s  

o f  wet s eed meal t r i ckled over the edge o f  the g r i nd s tone i nto 

the coolamon below ( Fi gure 5 . 2 ) . Water was tr i ck led onto the 

mul l er rather than d i rectly added to the ground seed . 

Cooking 

The method of cook i ng was des c r i bed to me . The wet seed cake 

was l a i d  in a s hal low trench at  the edge of  a f i re .  Sma l l  

burn i ng or g l ow i ng f i re- s t i ck s  were arranged across i t s  upper 

surface to d ry i t  out before i t  was covered with  hot so i l  and 

lef t to bake . The method was also recorded on f i lm a t  

MacDonal d  Down s among t h e  Alyawarre b y  T i nda le i n  1 9 3 0  

C Ti nda le 1 9 7 7 : 3 4 7 ) . Cook i ng was opt i onal though , and in each 

of the demon s tr a ti ons , those present consumed the seed meal a s  

a wet pas te , s crapi n g  i t  u p  off  the col lecti on d i s h o n  the i r  

f i ngers . 

Grass seeds and Tree seeds 

I n  the Sandover region women used gra s s  s eeds a s  wel l  a s  t ree 

seeds . They proces sed both types w i t h  a wet-grind i ng 

method . Thi s  i nvol ved the add i t i on of wat er a t  the gr i nd i ng 

s tage to l ub r i cate the gr i nd i ng s tones . As wel l , the water 

fac i l i tated the movemen t  of t he ground s eed meal acro s s  the 

gr i nds tone . 

The proce s s i ng of  tree s eeds was more comp l ex than that o f  

gras s seed s . I compared t h e  proces s i ng o f  o n e  t ree s eed type , 

Acac i a  cor i ac ea , wi th that of  a gra s s  s eed type , Eragros t i s  

e� � �podd , � T�ble 5 . 2 ) . 
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Figure 5.2: Using atherre and tyenge for seed grinding. 
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The t ime a l located to the d i f ferent s tages of process i ng i s  

a l s o  compared . Desp i te a d i f ference i n  complex i ty however ,  

the tree s eeds were proces s ed more qu i ckly C 5 .  7 h/kg ) than 

were gra s s  s eeds ( 8 . 4  h/kg ) . The domi nant impres s i on from the 

proces s i ng demons trat i on was of the lengthy procedu res 

requi red to prepare tree seed s . I therefore expected the i r  

product i on t o  b e  more t ime -con sum i ng than the grass  seed . 

Comments by women that the preparat i on of gra s s  seed was " a  

l i ttle b i t  qu i ck "  rel at i ve to that o f  tree seeds i ndi ca ted 

that they s hared th i s  percept i on . G i ven a choi ce between 

prepa r i ng gra s s  s eed or tree seed , women ' s  percept ion of the 

product ive ef f i c i ency of gr a s s  s eed may have led them to 

favour it over t ree seeds . Proces s i ng t ime d i f f erences we re 

greates t  in the col l ect i on s tage . Gra s s  seed was extremely 

t ime -consumi ng ( 6 . 3  h/kg ) to co l l ect compared w i th tree s eed 

C 0 .  4 h/kg ) . T ree seeds are l arge and eas i ly ga thered i n  

quan t i ty ( Plate 5 . 4 ) , wh i le gras s seeds are extreme ly sma l l  

and t ime consumi ng t o  gather i n  quan t i ty C P l a t e  5 .  2 ) . The 

col lection of tree seeds accoun ted f or only 7% of the tota l 

process i ng t ime ; for gra s s  seed s , col lection con s t i tuted 7 5 %  

of the total proces s i ng t ime . The i n t r i cacies  o f  parch i ng ,  

pound i ng , gr i nd i ng and repeated yandy i n g  were accompl i s hed at  

a rate of  5 . 3  h/kg for tree s eed compared wi th the fas ter rate 

of 2 . 1  h/kg for g ra s s  seed s . A s  wel l , proces s i ng A .  cor i acea 

produced more energy per u n i t  we i ght C 2 2 3 0  kJ/wh ) than d i d  E .  

er i opoda { 1 6 0 0  kJ/wh ) .  Al though the energy content of A .  

cor i acea ( 1 2 4 0  kJ/1 0 0  g >  i s  s l i gh t ly l e s s  than of E .  er i opoda 

C 1 3 3 3 kJ/1 0 0  g )  the greater proce s s i ng rate of tree s eed s 

provi ded a h i g her e ne rgy produc t i on rate . 

Whether the proce s s i ng of a l l  tree s eeds was more product ive 

of energy than a l l  g r a s s  s eed s i s  a quest i on requ i r i ng further 

research . S ome tree s eeds f or example , A .  anuera , were g round 

wi thout pr i or pou nd i ng , and s ome gras s s eeds such as Por tu l aca 

� d id not requ i re ,  f oot - t.h r e s h i n <J C' ""  l•.1 i n �0w i ri.r:  _ 
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TABLE 5 . 2 :  COMPARISON OF THE PROCESSING OF GRASS SEED AND 
TREE SEED 

GRASS S EED TREE SEED 

Eragros t i s  er i opoda 
( alyatwerenge > 

Acac i a  cor i acea 
C ntyerreme > 

S tage Rate 
C h/kg ) 

Stage Rate 
C h/kg ) 

col lect 

thresh w i th f eet 
wi n now 

6 . 3  

yandy to s epa�� 
seed from d i r t_________j 0 . 1 

gr i nd w i th tye�ge 
and athere u s i ng 
water 

eat wet pas te 

TOTAL 

2 . 0  

8 . 4  

col lect 

beat wi th s t i cks 
remove hus k  by hand 

yandy to s eparate s eed 
from ar i l  and husk 
fragments  

s eeds covered hot  so i l  
a s h , coal s  

yandy to s eparate seeds 
from a s h , s o i l  and coa l s  

pound wi th alyere and 
a there 

yandy pounded seed to 
remove s eed ca s e  
fragme n t s  

gr i nd wi th tyenge and 
athere u s i ng water 

eat wet pas te 

0 . 4  

0 . 2  

5 . 1  

5 . 7  
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The s eed of A .  cor i a cea and s ome other tree seed s , f or 

example , A .  v i ctori ae , were edi ble i n  the i r  unr i pe , as well a s  

the i r  r i pe form . The A .  cor i acea pods were p i cked green 

( P late 5 . 3 ) , placed i n  bunches on gra s s  f i re s  and peeled . The 

large green s eed s were eas i ly removed and ea ten wi thou t 

fur ther prepar a t i on . I n  add i t ion , d r i ed A .  cor i acea seeds 

were s oaked i n  water to remove the ar i l s C a  sma l l  orange 

coloured cap > and produce a mi lky wh i te l iqu i d  wh i ch peopl e 

en j oyed as a swee t dr i nk . Spencer and G i l len C 1 9 6 9 : 2 2 ) were 

probably referr i ng to A .  cor iacea in the fol lowi ng account : 

Very of ten l arge quan t i t ies  of the pod s of an 
aca c i a  wi l l  be gathered and l a i d  on the hot ashes , 
s ome of wh i ch are heaped up over them ,  and then 
the nat i ve s  s imply s i t  round , and " shel l "  and eat 
the s eeds as if they we re peas . 

T i ndale ( 1 9 7 7 : 3 4 9 ) d i s t i ngu i s hed the wet -gr i nd i ng of gras s 

seed f rom that of the proce s s i ng of  tree seeds and fru i ts 

wh i ch he des cr i bed a s  be i ng dry-pounded , ground and pu lped . 

He sugges ted that the wet -g r i nd i ng of gra s s  seed s , C a  

subs i s tence tech n i que , wh i ch he termed t he Panara cul ture ) ,  

represented a spec i a l  technolog i ca l  advance i n  the 

incorpora t i on of s eeds i nto the subs i stence economy of ar i d  

areas . The data f rom Utop i a  s howed that the proces s i ng of 

both tree s eed and g ra s s  s eed i nvol ved wet -gr i nd i ng and at 

lea s t  in s ome areas , the use  of  both was commonpl ace before 

the i ntroduct i on of f l ou r . O ' Connel l et al ( 1 9 8 3 : 8 6 )  recorded 

the use of  both at MacDonald Down s among the Alyawarre . Based 

on a demon s t ra t i on of proce s s i ng techn ique s , they computed a 

s imi lar product i on rate for A .  cor i acea ( 5 . 2 5 hr/kg ) .  

Rel iabil i ty and convenience 

In the trad i t i onal economy s eeds were a resource wh i ch of f ered 

both rel i ab i l i ty and conve n i en ce to f emal e  forager s . Both men 

and women knew the l ocat ions  of s eed-prod uc i ng plants , s o  that 

given proper s ea sonal cond i t i on s , they are abl e to vi s i t  those 
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a reas to harve s t  them . Even though women no longer gathered 

s eeds for consumpt ion , they knew the whereabout s  of  s everal 

patche s of  s eed - bear i ng gra s s . When they f i rs t  sugge s ted that 

I record s eed proce s s i ng one woman s a i d  that she had not i ced 

some alyatywerenge C wool lybu t t  gras s , E .  eri opoda ) plants tha t 

.were ready to col lect . They travelled to those areas and 

checked i nd i vi dual patches f or harve s t i ng on the mor n i ng of 

the demon s trat i on . Women were guaran teed of succe s s  i n  

col lec t i ng s eed and they were able t o  regu late the i r  own 

leve l s  of col lect i on . 

Seed col l e c t i o n  was a l s o  compat i ble wi th chi ld-care 

respons i bi l i t i es . On the day women demon s trated the 

proces s i ng of wool lybu t t  gra s s  the g roup cons i s ted of f i ve 

related adul t  women , three c h i ldren and two i nfants C F i gure 

5 .  3 ) . The older women , Maggi e  and Myrtle , under took the 

spec i a l i s ed tasks of f oot-th re s h i ng and yandyi ng . Glory 

pl ayed a co-ordi nator ' s  role , d i rect i ng her mother and s i s ter , 

as wel l  as w i nnowi ng s eed he r s el f . The younge s t  woman and her 

mother gathered seed for s hor t per i od s , but Barbara a l s o  

watched over h e r  own and her mother ' s  chi ldren . T h e  two 

g i r l s , R i ta and E l i z abeth , pl ayed together with i n  s i gh t  of the 

worki ng group . They occa s i onal ly took an i ntere s t  i n  the 

proces s i ng but l ater l e f t  the g roup to forage nearby . They 

returned wi th a large , green ed i ble mel on of European or i g i n  

wh i c h  was shared . Dur i ng the af ternoon , Magg i e , Barbara and 

the i r  c h i ldren a l s o  foraged in the s urround i ng area . The 

group rema i ned i n  one l oca t i on to car ry out collect ing and 

clean i ng . Al though G l ory co-ordi nated the procedures to s ome 

exten t , women d i d  not u ndertake tasks i n  any r i g id order nor 

d i d  each rema i n  at  the s ame t as k  or complete one task before 

try i ng another . s tages i n  the proces s i ng s equence could be 

i nterrupted w i thou t  l o s s  so that women at all t imes were abl e  

t o  a ttend the i r  ch i ldren ' s  needs . 
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Figure 5.3: Kinship relationships of women processing grass seed, 1 6  May 1 982, on Waite River Station. 
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Dietary role 

Knowledge of early Abori g i na l  subs i s tence pattern s in the 

reg i on i s  i n suf f i c i ent to a l l ow any but the mos t  general 

commen t s  on the role of s eeds in the overa l l  d i et . My 

enqu i r i e s  about pa s t  prac t i ce s  we re i nconclus ive but the equal 

importance of  yams in add i t i on to seeds was clear . In the 

contex t of a demons t rat i on of s eed proces s i ng I was told that 

atnularre , alatyiye , ( Vigna sp . ) ,  anatye C ipomea cos tata ) ,  all 

of wh i ch a re yams , and k.watye ( water ) were " ma i n  f ood s for 

olden-t imes " .  Women prepar i n g  to eat atnularre remarked on 

i t s  importance a s  a pr i n c i pal f ood i n  earl ier t imes . To a 

spec i f i c  e nqu i ry about the rol e  of s eeds relat ive to yams , 

people s a i d  that they 1 iked to get both seed s and yams : " to 

mix ' em up , somet imes alatyiye , s omet ime s ntange . "  

I have i n te rpreted the de s c r i pt i on of s eed proces s i ng a s  

" number o n e  women ' s  work " a s  a reference t o  i t  be ing a task 

spec i f i ca l ly performed by women rather than one wh i ch pre

occupi ed t hem . S eed proce s s i ng requ i red spec i a l i s ed 

implements and tech n i que s whi ch marked i t  as women ' s  labour i n  

a way wh i ch d i gg i ng yams was not . A l l  one requi red t o  obta i n  

yams was a d i gg i ng s t i ck , eas i ly improvi sed , used and 

d i scarded , by e i ther men or women . 

Knowledge of s torage pra c t i ces might a l s o  have i nd i cated the 

extent of dependence on s eed in the pa s t . One older woman 

told me that people had s omet i me s  s tored s eeds i n  the caves of  

h i l l s  near E n i l ty i ye , and another s a i d  that s eeds wer e 

occa s i onally cover ed w i th bark and l e f t  for later use . I t  wa s 

my u nders tand i ng that s torage was an occa s i onal rather than 

regular prac t i ce ; one carr i ed out on  a smal l s cale among the 

people of  the S andover Rive r  a rea . 

Among the Alyawarre records o f  s torage prac t i ces are s imi larly 

spar .: e . 8 '  Connel .1 . and Ha ,,.;.keS ·· · , , (' 0 1  ., ,.  ... , 
. ·: . ,  � � ..!... - .!.. 4 .  � .. : 1 �pe:r: Leu 
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Abor i g i ne s  i n  that area d i d  not s tore any of the i r  trad i t i onal 

food s , " wi th the except i o n  of some f ru i ts wh i c h  were 

occa s i ona l ly kept d r i ed i n  small  quan t i t ies for br i e f  

per i od s " .  B u t  a more recent paper , ( O ' Connell e t  a l  1 9 8 3 : 9 3 )  

noted that a European i n f ormant s tated that " grass  and herb 

s eeds were somet ime s s tored for i ndef i n i te per i od s  under 

trad i t i onal cond i t ions " .  Lawrence ( 1 9 6 8 : 5 7 } , in a revi ew of 

h i s tor i cal l i terature found no references to gra i n  s torage i n  

Central Au stra l i a  a l though he noted that further eas t , nor th 

of Lake Eyre , i t  was pract i s ed . 

One early repor t ( As hwi n 1 9 3 0 : 6 4 }  of a huge gra i n  s tore near 

Newcastle Wa ters is of ten c i ted as evidence of s t orage 

prac t i ces ( Al l en 1 9 7 4 : 3 1 4 ; Satter thwa i t  1 9 7 9 : 3 5 3 ;  Fl ood 

1 9 8 3 : 2 2 9 } .  Ashwi n ,  trave l l i n g  i n  1 8 7 0 - 7 1 , came upon a s tore 

conta i n i ng about a ton of gra i n  in 1 7  l arge ( f i ve feet long } 

wooden d i s he s . He commen ted on the unusual nature of the f i nd 

by contra s t i ng the pract i ces of people of that area wi th those 

other i nland groups " who rare ly , i f  ever , make any provi s ion 

for the future " ( As hw i n  1 9 3 0 : 6 6 ) . Ashwi n ' s  ob s erva t i on 

appears by h i s  own comments , to be an anomalous report for 

Central Aus tral i a . No s im i lar observa t i o n s  have yet 

appeared . Cane ( 1 9 8 4 : 7 6 )  be l i eved , howeve r ,  based on the ora l 

tes t imony of Abo r i g i nal people i n  the Balgo reg i on of north 

wes tern Aus t ra l i a  that s eed " s t orage was a very i mportan t 

aspect of the econom i c s tra tegy i n  an area on the marg i n s of 

the Tanami and Great S andy Deser t� " . 

The dependence o n  and u s e  of seed s  i n  pre- European t imes was 

probably l e s s  i mportant than in s ome other areas , for example , 

the Dar l i ng R i ver i n  wes tern New South Wale s  or the Cooper ' s  

Creek area ( Al l en 1 9 7 4 } . Wh i l e that environment l ike the 

Sandover R i ver area i s  al s o  character i sed by a r id i ty and 

cl ima t i c  uncer ta i n ty ,  f lood i ng a s s oc i a ted wi th the r iver 

svs tem provide� a seasona l  per i on i ('! i t- y  n n k n own i_ n t �� � t11d"," 
area . Al l en ( 1 9 7 4 : 3 1 2 ) proposed a regu lar s easonal movemen t  
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by wh i c h  people congregated along the r iver s  and lagoon s 

dur i ng spr i ng and summer and d i spersed i n to the h i n terl and 

dur i ng the wi n ter mon th s . They harves ted seeds dur i ng all  

s easons  but  were par t i cularly dependent on them dur i ng the dry 

wi n ter mon th s . Early obs ervers i n  that region repor ted the 

Abo r i g i nal prac t i ce of gather i ng unr ipe gra s s  i n to sma l l  

hays tacks so t hat i t  r i pened and dropped i ts seed convenient ly 

for col lect i on . Allen ( 1 9 7 4 : 3 1 3 ) quoted the expl orer Mi tche l l  

who noted a s  he trave l l ed down t h e  Darl i ng River tha t " the 

r i ck s  of haycock s , extended f or mi les . . .  " .  Noth i ng on that 

scale has been reported in the Sandover River reg ion or in 

other par t s  of Central Aus tra l i a  for that matter . The pattern 

of seed expl o i tat i on in the S andover R i ver reg i on appear s  to 

have contras ted wi th that of the Dar l i ng R i ver . In the f ormer 

root s , tube r s  and yams were gathered a long wi th seed s . Th i s  

s u i te of plant f oods rather than s eeds alone prov ided a 

rel iable vege table base for the d i et . 

I t  i s  mos t probable that s everal patterns of s eed use  co-

exi s ted in ar i d  Au s t ral i a . I n  add i t i on to the i r  nutr i t i onal 

conten t , s eed-mea l , r oots and tube r s  contr i buted e s s ent i a l  

bulk i n  t h e  Abor i g i na l  d i et . The relat i ve roles played by 

these f oods can bes t be a s s e s sed i n  the context of  the 

spec i f i c  envi ronmental cond i t ions and cul tural prac t i ces of  

each reg i on . 

THE ADOPTION OF FLOUR 

H i sto r i cal report s  ( for example ,  Horne and A i s ton 1 9 2 4 : 6 4 ;  

G i l l en 1 9 6 8 : 5 1 , 5 3 , 7 4 )  of the ear ly contacts between Abor i g i ne s  

a n d  European s i nd i cated t h a t  f l our was a pres t i g i ous g i f t  -

somet ime s  g i ven i n  payment for a r tefacts  or for a t tendance a t  

ceremony . Later , i t  wa s i nc l uded a s  a bas i c i tem i n  the 

compul s ory r a t i on s  of  food r ece i ved in l i eu of wages ( S teve n s  

1 9- 7 4 : 8 5 ) . · r" · Flol:lr ,: -· was- - - pr c i � r .:- � d-- ':' ·: :: r  1 :-�aliy · -ava i la:b l.:: 

resource s . People not only rece i ved what was g iven them , but 
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of ten a c t i ve ly s ought suppl i e s  of i t . Observers f rom many 

loca l i t i e s  report that European foods and mater i a l s  s imi larly 

attracted Abor i g i na l  peopl e .  Gl ory P i tyarre ' s  account of  her 

early l i fe dur i ng the 1 9 4 0 s  and 1 9 5 0 s  ( Chapter 2 )  i nd i cated 

that Abor i g i na l  people in the Sandover River reg i on pur sued a 

l i fes tyle that combi ned regu lar acces s to flour and other 

i n troduced food s wi th a cont i nu i ng , but pre sumably reduced , 

expl oi ta t i on of bus h  resources . 

F lour produced a damper s imi lar to that of the trad i t i onal 

method but wi thout the labour- i n tens ive act ivi ty of f i r s t  

col lect i ng a n d  proce s s i ng seed s . Adopt i ng f lour allowed women 

( or men ) to provide a comparable d i etary component i n  te rms of 

food bulk . No  extra equ i pment was requ i red for the 

preparat i on of d.arnper f rom f lour ; it was a dry food , eas i ly 

s tored and transpor ted e i ther i n  bag s  or t i n s ; and , as a 

s taple i tern of  European f ood i n  fron t i er locat ions i t  wa s 

widely ava i lable . Flour was compat i ble wi th the ex i s t i ng 

l i f es tyle of Abor i g i nal peopl e and was read i ly i ncorporated 

i nto the i r d i et . The spec i a l i s ed toolk i t  of s eed preparat i on 

became redundant and the part i cular proces s i ng tech n i ques , 

unneces sary . 

Glory and other women of her age no longer pos ses sed the 

yandy i ng or thre s h i ng s ki l l s  neces s ary to process  seed s . Her 

older s i s ter and her mother both d i d . Seed use d i d  not end 

abruptly . Rather , it decl i ned gradually as f l our became more 

read i ly ava i lable and foragers cea sed to learn the nece s sary 

ski l l s . Accord i ng to G lory P i  tyarre when people worked f or 

rations  women a l s o  ga ther ed seeds i f  they encou ntered r i ch 

areas of i t . Dur i ng the 1 9 4 0 s  and 1 9 5 0 s , people of the area 

ceas ed to regul ar ly use s eed and became dependent on f l our . 
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FLOOR IN CONTEMPORARY DIET 

A promi nent geol og i s t  and explore r , Mad i gan ( 1 9 3 6 : 9 4 ) 

des c r i bed thos e  areas of Central Aus t ra l i a that were beyond 

the reach of the motor- car as " damper country " because f lour 

there was such a s t aple i tem .  By the 1 9 8 0 s  the motor- car wa s 

ubiqu i tous but the s tudy area was s t i l l  very much damper 

coun try . 

Dietary role 

Flour was consumed e i the r as bread or more commonly as damper , 

a flat cake tha t was prepared at the hear th . People consumed 

6 5  g of bread and 1 5 5  g of f lour per person each day . Th i s  

provided 7 %  and 2 5 %  re spect ive ly , of the i r  total da i ly energy 

i n take . Together , f lour and bread provi ded 3 2 % of the da i ly 

energy i ntake ( Table 5 .  3 ) . Bread , i n  unsl i ced loaves , was 

only ava i lable once per week when the hawker vi s i ted . I t  wa s 

rapidly cons umed , u sually wi t h i n  the day followi ng purchas e .  

People then u s ed f l our to prepare damper . Al though bread was 

more conve n i ent because i t  was ava i l able for immed i a te 

con sump t i on , i t  was rela t ively expens ive and had s everal 

di sadvantage s .  One woman des cr i bed them : bread was too " s of t "  

- i t  d i s i n tegrated when d i pped i n  tea ; i t  f a i l ed t o  s a t i sfy 

hunger ; it  was u s ed up too rapidly . She sa id that she 

preferred damper , however she cont i nued to purchase bread 

regularly . W i thout proper s torage faci l i t i es in such a d ry 

cl imate , bread r ap i d ly d r i ed out to become hard and i ned i bl e  -

or i t  was ea ten by camp dog s . 

Flour , on the other hand was pur chased i n  wel l - s ea l ed 1 6  kg 

s teel drums ( Plate 7 . 9 e )  that protec ted it aga i n s t  dog s , other 

an ima l s  and the weather . I t  was taken from the drums a s  

needed and made i n to dampe r s . 



TABLE 5 . 3 : 

Flour 
Bread 

TOTAL 
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FLOOR AND BREAD CONSUMPTION AS A PROPORTION 
OF DAILY PER CAPITA ENERGY INTAKE OVER A 53 
DAY PERIOD AT ANGKWELE 

DAI LY PER CAPI TA VALUES 

Wt C g )  

1 5 5  
6 5  

2 2 0  

Energy C kJ )  

2 3 5 0  
6 8 0  

3 0 3 0  

% Total Energy 

2 5  
7 

3 2  

Damper combi ned w i th tea cons t i tuted a complete mea l  although 

peopl e pref erred to comb i ne i t  w i th other proce s s ed foods such 

as treacle or t i n ned meat . In all I recorded s ix var i a t i on s  i n  

damper preparat i on - a l l  exc ept one were cal led merne . 

Damper preparations 

Type A :  The mos t  commonly prepared form of damper was made a s  

follows . Flour was m ixed wi th bak i ng powder and water i n to a 

soft dough wh i c h  was then kneaded ou t i n to a l arge , f la t  

c i rcular cake . The quant i ty o f  f l our var i ed accord i ng t o  the 

s i z e  of the damper requ i r ed . A large damper was about 3 0  cm 

in d i ameter and 4 cm th i ck . I t  requ i red between 1 .  2 kg and 

1 . 5  kg of f lour . The cook u s ed a s t i ck or s hovel to s crape 

back coa l s  and f l am i ng wood f rom the f i re .  She then l a i d  the 

dough on the expos ed hot earth ( Pl ate 5 . 6 a ) . Hot s oi l , a s h  

and coa l s  were t h e n  s hove l l ed over t h e  top sur face o f  the 

dough C P l a te 5 .  6 b ) . A f ter 1 0  or 2 0  m i nutes the damper was 

exposed and turned over . The t ime of cook i ng depended on the 

- heat of the f i re · and tne .:; :._ z e of ·  :.:tie dampc:r . Wfiei1 - e.:.J6ked ;· Ehe - - �-



: ,. ie">. •,,. . ...... � .$ .B� 
Plate 5.6: Preparing a damper. (a) Placing the dough on hot coals ( b) cover i n g t h e  damper  w i t h  hot  coals, 

soil and ash .  
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damper was taken from the f i re , res ted l i ghtly on i t s  edge and 

s lapped s everal t imes on both s i des wi th the palm of the hand 

to remove any debr i s  that had adhered to the surface . 

Type B :  A s econd preparat i o n  method enta i led mix i ng a dough 

as des c r i bed above , but it was cooked in a camp-oven . A camp

oven i s  a heavy metal cooki ng pot wi th a close f i tt i ng l id 

whi ch was placed i n  a s hal low p i t  i n  the centre of  the f i re 

( Plate 7 . 9 c ) . Coa l s  and hot s o i l were s hovelled i n to the p i t , 

heaped around the oven and onto i t s  l i d . Th i s  wa s a slowe r 

cook i ng method , tak i ng between 5 0  and 6 0  mi nutes . I t  produced 

a favoured f orm of damper that had a bread - l ike crus t and rose 

wel l . However the requ i rement for spec i a l  equi pmen t  and a 

large bank of hot coal s l imi ted the frequency of i ts 

produc t i on . 

Type C :  The same dough wa s used i n  th i s  th i rd rec i pe . 

Handf u l s  of dough were then s epara tely kneaded to form smal l ,  

th i n  ova l - s haped cakes , each about 1 5  cm long and 2 cm 

th i ck . The s e  were cooked e i ther on a wi re gr i l l  set low over 

the coa l s  or , i f  the coa l s  were not too hot , d i rectly on 

them . They were turned a f ter four or f ive mi nute s . 

Type D :  Thi s  type of damper was prepared a s  the prev i ou s  one 

but i ns tead of the damper s be i ng cooked on the coa l s  they were 

deep f r i ed i n  a pan of beef d r i pping . 

Type E :  · When f ood was needed urgently a th i ck pas te cal led 

atnwerrenge was prepared u s i ng ·2 0 0 - 3 0 0  g of f lour to wh i ch was 

added e i ther bo i l i ng water or tea . The pas t e  was qu i ckly 

s t i rred , spr i nkl ed wi th sugar and eaten hot . It wa s 

immed i ately consumed because i t  became very hard a s  i t  cool ed . 

Type F :  The mos t  complex preparat i on of f l our i nvolved a 

commerc i a l  bread mix that i n cluded yea s t . Th i s  proces s 

1 ·�qui ret�. - r epea--ted- k·nead-i �g· - � or  prcp�r-a :: i cr. c t  th·E: ·ye·a:s· �- � · - Whe·h- · ·  
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the dough was ready i t  was cooked i n  a camp oven . I saw th i s  

prepared only once . I t  took almo s t  two hours  and al though the 

f i nal product was apprec i a ted , the time requ i r ed for 

preparat i o n  was proh i b i t ive . 

Women chose to prepare a par t i cular type of damper accord i ng 

to the a n t i c i pated number of consumer s ,  thei r appet i tes , the 

t ime , and the ava i lab i l i ty of i ngred i ents  or equ ipment . The 

mos t  f requently pr epared damper was tha t descr ibed as type A ;  

6 5 % of al l the prepara t i on s  were of th i s  type , wi th the nex t  

mos t  f requent type be i ng t h e  sma l l  i nd i v idua l damper s  { F igure 

5 .  4 } .  Thes e  were mos t  regu l arly prepared and eaten because 

they requ i red ne i ther equ i pmen t  nor spec i al . i ngred i ents . Al l 

types , except atnwerrenge , were eaten e i ther hot or cold ; 

pla i n  or spread w i t h  j am ,  syrup or wi th t i nned meat and 

sauce . Damper was a lways con sumed wi th tea . 

A number of f acto r s  i n f luenced the s i z e of the damper . On a 

day when l i ttle  other food had been consumed and a woman 

ant i c i pated a number of par t i c i pant s , s he prepared a large 

damper .  However i f  the cook was prepar i ng food primar i ly f or 

herself and her own dependan t s  s he u sual ly chose to prepare 

the smaller , qu i cker var i e t i e s . The f i na l  cho i ce was a l s o  

dependent o n  t h e  f i re :  i f  i t  had suf f i c i en t  coal s , how h o t  i t  

was and whether there was wood ava i lable . Angkwele ou ts tat i on 

was sur rounded by mulga , a h i gh qua l i ty f i rewood whi ch was 

collected wi th i n  mi nutes . At E n i l ty i ye , the close s t  wood to 

the camp was predom i nantly a f a s t- bur n i ng Eucalyptu s 

spec i e s . More of th i s  wood was requ i red to produce suf f i c i en t  

coal s . Dur i n g  the hotte s t  per i od s  of summer , mos t  cooki ng was 

carr i ed out e i ther in the mor n i ng or the even i ng because 

man i pu l a t i ng a f i re was unpleasant  dur i ng the heat of the day . 
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A task for women 

Women usually bought f lour and prepared damper s  becaus e  they 

were largely respon s i ble for ensur i ng t ha t  c h i ldren were fed . 

However adul t  men , too , were able to cook damper and 

occas i onal ly purchased f lour for the household . Damper 

prepara t i on , ( along wi th tea-mak i ng ) was an essen t i a l  domes t i c  

sk i l l  o f  modern out s tat i on l i fe .  Chi ldren learnt them f rom an 

early age . Artwe ambwe f requently prepared a damper in the 

mor n i ng ; Li ndsay did some t ime s . The d i s t i nc t i on be tween the 

purc hase of f lour and the preparat i on of damper was 

impor tan t . Flour was not an  immed i ately acces s i ble food - i t  

requ i red further l abour before i t  could be con sumed . Although 

men sometime s  pur chased f l ou r , they i n frequen tly prepared 

damper . They depended on women to provide them and the i r  

ch i ldren w i t h  adequate suppl i e s  o f  damper regardles s o f  who 

i n i t i a l ly provi ded the f lour . 

On average , a women wi th dependants made at leas t one damper 

each day . Fresh damper wa s u su a l ly made for breakfast  - 5 7 %  

were cooked before 1 0  a . m .  ( F igure 5 . 5 ) . Early i n  the 

morn i ng ,  hou sehold members wa i ted together at  th e i r  hear t h  

unt i l  t h e  damper was cooked a n d  d i vi ded . Dur i ng t h e  rest  of  

the day the pat tern of  eat i ng was unpred i c table . Fami l i e s  

left the c amp . Other meal s  took place e l s ewhere . Towards 

even i ng , hou s ehold member s  aga i n  gathered near the i r  hearth , 

when they s ome t imes shared another meal of damper and tea . 

The time spe n t  prepar i ng damper var i ed accord i ng to the rec i pe 

chosen . Atnwerrenge ( type E )  took the least  t ime C le s s  than 

10 mi nutes ) wh i le campoven damper ( type B )  requ i r ed an  hour i f  

the f i re was adequate . 



1 00 

� 0 
50 

A B 

[ 1 5 3 ]  

A = Large, Cooked in Ashes 
B = Camp Oven 
C = Small Cakes 
D = Small Cakes, Fried 
E = Flour Paste 
F = Commercial Dough Mix 

n = 1 36 

c D E F 
Damper type 

Figure 5.4: Frequency of preparation of damper types. 
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Figure 5.5: Damper preparation by time of day. 
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THE IMPACT OF FLOOR 

I t  i s  now d i f f i cu l t  to a s s e s s  the degree to wh i ch the 

contemporary d i et s tructure resembled that of trad i t i onal 

t imes . Was energy drawn f rom resources i n  the s ame 

propo r t i o n s  as now or d i d  a d i f ferent balance per ta i n ?  

Evaluati ng the impac t  of  f l ou r  o n  women ' s  forag i ng patterns i s  

theref ore d i f f i cu l t . I n  the fol l ow i ng calcu l a t i on s  I have 

as sumed , i n i t i al ly , that contemporary and trad i t i onal d i e t  

were o f  a s im i lar s truc ture . 

Cur rently , 6 1 . 3 %  C 5 6 8 7  kJ ) of  the total energy i n take was 

der i ved f rom purchased non-an i ma l  foods ( Table 4 . 1 ) . As sumi ng 

that at  lea s t  that propor t ion of energy was t rad i t i ona l ly 

provided by women , the forag i ng hours requ i r ed to provide an 

equ i valent amoun t  of energy f rom bus h  plant f oods can be 

cal cu lated ( Table 5 .  4 ) . The hours requ i red are calcula ted 

accord i ng to s evera l product ion rates . The f i r s t , C l 6 0 0  

kJ/wh ) ,  i s  bas ed on energy product i on f r om wool lybutt gras s 

seed ; the second , ( 2 2 3 0  kJ/wh ) ,  i s  ba s ed on  the product ion of 

energy f rom the t ree s eed Acac i a  cor iacea . The th i rd rate , 

C 31 5 0  kJ/wh ) ,  i s  the h i ghes t rate achi eved by con temporary 

women C Table 4 .  6 )  . They a l s o  show a range of  dependency 

ratios - a mea sure of  the number of per so n s  each woman can 

provi de f o� i n  add i t i on to hersel f . The h i ghest r a t i o  ( 4 . 4 )  

represen t s  the contemporary s i tuat ion a t  Angkwele . Of a total 

population  o f  22 i nd iv i dua l s ,  f i ve were f i t  adul t women 

( Figure 2 . 8 ) . Trad i t i onal ly , energy was drawn f rom a var i e ty 

of plant r e s ources , but the s e  seeds provide a usefu l  

i nd i ca t i on of e nergy produc t i on rates . At Rate 2 product i o n  

( 2 2 3 0  kJ/wh ) ,  a women could provide f o r  her sel f and one 

dependan t wi th 5 . 1 hour s  o f  f oragi ng work . Wi th 7 . 6  hou r s  she 

could prov i de f or 2 dependa n t s . However as the dependency 

rati o  i ncrea s e s  to the con temporary level of 4 .  4 ,  the hou r s  

requ i red of  women i ncrease to 1 1 . 2 .  
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TABLE 5 . 4 : FORAGING HOURS REQUIRED TO PRODUCE ENERGY 
EQUIVALENT OF PURCHASED NON-ANIMAL FOODS 

DEPENDENCY 
RATI O  

TOTAL E NERGY 
REQU I RED 

HOURS REQUI RED 
*Ra te 1 * *Rate 2 * * *Rate 3 

* 

* *  

1 
2 
3 
4 
4 . 4  

C kJ )  

5 6 8 7  
1 1 3 7 4  
1 7 0 6 1  
2 2 7 4 8  
2 5 0 2 2  

1 6 0 0  kJ/wh . 
( gras s s eed ) 

2 2 3 0  kJ/wh . 
( tree s eed ) 

1 6 0 0  kJ/wh 2 2 3 0  kJ/wh 3 1 5 0  kJ/wh 

3 . 5  
7 . 1  

1 0 . 6  
1 4 . 2  
1 5 . 6  

2 . 5  
5 . 1  
7 . 6  

1 0 . 2  
1 1 . 2  

1 . 8  
3 . 6  
5 • .  4 
7 . 2  
7 . 9  

Based on product i on rate of E .  e r i opoda 

Based on produc t ion rate of A .  cor i acea 

* * *  3 1 5 0  kJ/wh . Actual produc t i on rate of contemporary 
women f rom Eni l ty i ye i ncorporat i ng all  food catergor i e s . 

That number of forag i ng hou r s  would be impos s i ble for each 

woman to sus tai n on a da i ly bas i s . At the lower product i on 

rate ( 1 6 0 0  kJ/wh ) ,  the hour s r equi red C l 0 . 6 )  of each women are 

also beyond da i ly ach i evement f or a woman with 3 or more 

dependants . As sumi ng a dependency rat i o  of between two and 

three , ra ther than the h i gh er modern l evel s ,  the forag i ng 

hour s requ i red of women ranged from f ive hours  to more than 1 0  

hour s . 

Contemporary women who had abandoned these mos t  t ime-consumi ng 

plan t proces s e s  foraged at  rates o f  between 2 0 0 0  and 3 1 5 0 

kJ/wh . Over a l l  types of re sources and a l l  s tudy l oca t i on s  

they ach i eved a mean produ c t i on rate o f  2 2 0 0  kJ/wh ( Tabl e 

.- 4 . 6 ) . Women -- f rom _ ,£n.i l t..y i. ye . . .  , outs- t:. a !-- ·: . or! ,  ... : ! o -- we " --::. the ··  mos t  
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f requent col l ectors of  plant food s , attai ned a sub s tan t i a l l y  

h i gher rate of 3 1 5 0  kJ/wh . Thu s u s i ng e i ther contemporary or 

trad i t i onal technology , i t  may be that 3 1 5 0  kJ/wh i s  near the 

max imum rate at  wh i c h  women cou ld produce ene rgy through 

forag i ng . At t h i s  h i ghe s t  rate , women worki ng for 7 . 9  hours  

per day cou l d  theoret i ca l ly have produced 6 1 . 3 % of  

requ i r emen t s  even wi th the h i ghes t  dependency rat i o  of 4 . 4 . 

A product i on level of 7 . 9  hour s per woman per day as sume s that 

every woman wa s ava i l able every day . S i nce th i s  would not be 

so ( through pregnancy , i l l n e s s  or other commi tments ) s ome 

women would be r equ i red to work much longer than 7 . 9  hours on  

some days . So , for example , f or a women to provide the 

vegetable equ i valent  of 6 1 %  of energy r equ i rements  for 

hersel f , her hus band a nd two c h i ldren would have requi red 7 . 2  

hours every f orag i ng day . The data i nd i ca tes that the hours 

of labour r equ i red of  women in  arid areas under trad i t i onal 

t imes were s ubs tant i al . As other researchers have a l s o  

sugges ted ( O ' Con ne l l  and Hawkes 1 9 8 1 , Altman 1 9 8 4 ) the 

" or i g i nal a f f luence " of hun ter-gatherers may not have been a s  

great a s  thought b y  Sahl i n s  ( 1 9 7 2 ) . 

These cal culat i on s  a s sumed a trad i t i onal d i e tary s truc tur e 

ident i cal to the contemporary one whereby 6 1 . 3 %  of e nergy 

intake or 5 3 . 8 % of  food we i gh t  consumed was drawn f rom . plant 

food s . A woman forag i n g  at  peak product i on level C ba sed on 

the con temporary pattern ) needed to work between f ive and 

seven hours  to provide that amoun t  of food . I f  the proport ion 

of vegetable f ood r equi red was at the level of 70 - 8 0 %  of  

food wei g h t  or energy as has  been proposed ( Megg i tt 1 9 5 7 ) , i t  

i s  d i f f i cu l t  to e nv i sage how women wou ld have ach ieved the 

nece s sa ry extra produc t i o n . 

The ava i labi l i ty of f lour rel i eved women of a cons iderable 

amoun t  of  e s s e n t i a l , con stant work effort . The energy that 

they prov i ded trad i t i onally tnrough forag i ng , they now 

provi ded through t he purchase and preparat i on of  marke t food s . 
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PERSISTENT FORAGERS 

I t  i s  worth a s k i ng why women con t i nued to devote con s i derable 

t ime to forag i ng desp i te the ava i labi l i ty of prepared market 

foods and de spi te the mod e s t  return s f rom the i r forag i ng 

labour s ?  Previ ous con s iderations of susbs i s tence 

tran s f orma t i o n  have centred on the ces sa t i on of  women ' s  

forag i ng prac t i ces rather than the ex i s tence of con t i nu i ng ,  

albe i t  d i f ferent i nteres t s . They have concentrated on what 

women were not do i ng rather than wha t they were . For example 

O ' Con nel l et al ( 1 9 8 3 : 8 8 )  recorded a level of female forag i ng 

act i v i ty among the Alyawarre tha t was s imi l ar to that 

documen ted at U topi a .  

Women ' s  contr i but ion from hun t i ng and ga ther i ng was 
much l e s s  [ than men ' s ] , probably no more than 5 %  of 
total d i et , even though women i n  hou s eholds f oraged 
as of ten as once or twi ce a week . 

The author s d i d  n ot pur sue the que s t i on impl i c i t  i n  the i r 

observa t i on , but the i r  data i nd i cated that dur i ng the 1 9 7 0 s  

Alyawarre women f oraged i n  much the s ame manner a s  those a t  

Utopia . 

The pattern of contemporary forag i n g  prov i ded a par t i a l  answer 

C see Chapter 4 ) . The adop t i on of  f l our removed the 

uncerta i n ty from subs i s tence endeavour s  and enabled women to 

seek only those i tems wh i ch they mos t pr efer red . The lack of 

alterna t i ve f r e s h  mea t s ources a l s o  under lay women ' s  

con t i nu i ng f orag i ng act i v i t i es . Men regu larly provided 

quant i t i e s  of  hunted mea t  but women ' s  forag i ng provided 

themselve s  and the i r  dependants wi th add i t i onal sma l l  

quan t i t i e s  of a var i e ty of mea t s  and fat . The marked 

preference of everyone f or f resh meat mot i vated both men and 

women to per s i st i n  hun t i ng a n imal s . 
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Cultural sati sfaction 

Another impor tant d i me n s i on to the per s i s tence of women 

foragers i s  best i l l u s t ra ted by con s ider i ng the i r  i n teres t i n  

honey . 

Contemporary women had more t ime to devote to the pur s u i t of 

t ime-consumi ng resources but the con t i nued C or even i ncreased ) 

i nteres t i n  honey ( wh i ch wa s regul ar ly purcha s ed a s  wel l ) 

demons trated t hat forag i ng cho i ces i nvolved more than 

cons idera t i on s  of nece s s i ty and eff i c i ency . I concluded that 

the mot i vat i on for per s i stent  foragi ng mus t i n clude another 

element - one that I have termed cul tural sati s f ac t i on . Women 

en j oyed the act i v i t i e s  of forag i ng . They der ived a sense of  

ach i evemen t  f rom succes s f u l  ventures and sat i s fa c t i on i n  

performi ng the tasks neces sary for success . The voluntary 

organ i sa t i on and demons tr a t i o n  of seed proce s s i ng by women was 

an expres s i on of pr ide i n  the i r  breadth of subs i s tence 

knowledge . I t  drew attent ion to the role of cul tural 

sat i s fac t i on a s  an important elemen t  i n  f orag i ng act i vi t i e s . 

What was the ba s i s  of such cul tural sat i s fa c t i on ?  What 

contri buted to women ' s  e n j oyment apart f rom the i r  evident 

en j oyment of part i cular f ood i tems ? 

The foods that women concen trated on r epresented the h igh-r i sk 

category of the i r  trad i t i onal resource ba s e . Mos t  plants only 

had to be located to be col l ected . An imal food s , underground 

pl ant foods or  otherwi se conceal ed i tems i nvolved an i ncrea s ed 

r i sk of f a i l u re . The h i gh-r i sk i tems presented a cha l l enge to 

the forager tes t i ng her ski l l  in a way that the more 

repet i t i ve collect i o n  of other foods d id not . The exc i tement 

of  succes f u l  an i mal capture , f or example , wa s tang i ble : in  the 

concentra t i on dur i ng pur su i t , the g l eeful  s houts o f  c h i ldren 

on s ucce s s  and t he en j oymen t  of con sumi ng the an ima l . 
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Forag i ng a l so pre sen ted opportu n i t i e s  for women to travel . 

Thi s  wa s a ma j or factor i n  i ts appea l . Wh i l s t  on forag i ng 

exped i t i ons women trave l l ed away f rom thei r usual home -ba s e  

a n d  traver sed t h e  country . They were a b l e  t o  mon i tor trac t s  

of country a n d  the cond i t i on of resource s ; they noted i terns 

for future u s e  and s i g n s  of recent act i vi t i es by other 

people . Women a l so used f orag i ng t i me to educate younger 

women and . c h i ldren about the country . On excurs i on s , 

par t i c ipan t s  noted the s i te s  o f  previ ous d i n ner-camps , o f 

vehicle br eakdowns ,  succe s s f u l  hunt i ng eve nts , s i tes of wa s ted 

labours and other even t s . Th i s  was in add i t i on to place 

names , soakage l ocat i on s , p l aces of per sonal a s s oc i a t i on s  and 

the l ike . The l and s cape was a l i v i ng one that contai ned part 

of  the soc i a l  and cu l tural h i s tory of tho s e  travel l i ng through 

i t . Foragi ng and rela ted act i vi t i es can be s een as an 

important aspect of " look i ng a f ter country " becau se through 

them the l i nk s  between people and the country were ma i nt a i n ed . 

An expl anat i o n  of the per s i s tence of  female forag ing act ivi ty 

i ncorporates elemen t s  such a s  neces s i ty ,  d i etary preferences 

and what I have termed the cul tural sati s f a c t i o n  that i s  

i nherent i n  the act i v i t i e s . Meehan ( 1 9 7 7 ) concluded s imi larly 

that s hel l f i sh gather i ng among the Anbarra had an  importance 

beyond i ts nutr i t i onal con tr i bu t i on . She sugges ted tha t a 

fuller appre c i a t i on of i ts s ig n i f i cance lay i n  exami n i ng " the 

wider cul tural context " ( Meehan 1 9 7 7 : 5 2 4 ) of  s hel l - f i s h i ng 

activi t i e s . Only i n  t h i s l ight could i ts per s i s tence through 

hi s tory be unde r s t ood . 

SUMMARY 

The adopti on of f l ou r  marked the beg i n n i ng of d i etary cha nge 

and o f  al tered subs i s tence r ou t i ne s . Women were rel i eved of 

the burdensome task of proces s i ng s eeds . 



[ 1 6 0 ] 

Calculat i on s  based on the energy produc t i on rates of seed s , 

and of contemporary women i nd i cated that trad i t i onally women 

would have worked between f i ve and 1 0  hours per day . Th i s  

would prov i de the energy equ i valent to that now acqu i red 

through purchased foods C 6 1 . 3 % ) .  To produce grea ter 

propor t io n s  of e i ther we i gh t  or energy f rom pl ant foods wou ld 

have enta i led unsus tai nable l eve l s  of work f rom women . The 

data do not suppor t the conve n t i onal v i ew that women in th i s  

area trad i t i onally prov ided 7 0  - 8 0 %  o f  the d i et pr imar i ly 

through gathe r i ng . However , women were not s imul taneou s ly 

rel i eved of the n eed to engage i n  subs i s tence work of any 

ki nd . Women con t i nued to f orage and a s  wel l , provided the 

ma j or share of prepared f oods , par t i cularly tea and damper . 

Th i s  con s t i tuted at  lea s t 2 5 %  of the da i ly energy i n take . The 

per s i s tence of f orag i n g  as a regu lar part of contemporary 

women ' s  subs i s tence ac t i vi ty despi te the ava i labi l i ty of f lour 

and other sub s t i tute foods drew atten t i on to the importance of  

elements such a s  d i etary pref erence and cultural sati s fact i on 

in unde r s tand i ng contemporary subs i s tence rout i nes of women . 



CHAPTER 6 

WOMEN ' S  FORAGING STRATEGY 

Forag i ng has been descr i bed i n  terms of the resources that 

women were ab l e  to obta i n  ( Chapter 5 ) . A comp lementary a spect 

concerned the manner in wh i c h  wome n organ i sed to carry out 

these act i v i t i e s . In par t i cu l ar , what e f fect c h i ld-care 

respons i b i l i t i e s  had on the i r  organ i sat i on and product ivi ty . 

A FORAGING DAY 

I t  was Apr i l  1 2 , 1 9 8 3 . The r es i dent s of Angkwele had been 
conf i ned to camp for two co ld , wet days but thi s day wa s clear 
and sunny - good for f orag i ng . L i ndsay and Mavi s early on 
sugges ted that the day be spent col l ect ing tyape ( grubs ) .  No
one seemed i n teres ted i n  captur i n g  kangaroo s i nce one was 
brought i n  t he prev i ou s  eve n i ng . Af ter an hou r  or s o  of  
di scuss i o n  the camp d i v i ded i n to two group s , both of wh i ch 
left for the day . 

Around 1 0 . 3 0 a . m .  one g roup t ravel l ed to the ma i n  road i n  my 
vehi cle and f o l l owed i t  s outhwe s t  for about 4 5  km . I t  wa s a 
small group : L i ndsay , h i s  w i f e  Mavi s and the i r two young 
daughter s Jes s i e and Ros i e , Ada and her adul t  daughter 
H i lda . The equ i pment the f orager s  brought i n cl uded : f ou r  
crowbars , an axe , a s hort-handled s hove l , bi l lycan s , some 
blankets , wate r , tea , suga r , and a hal f l oaf of bread . Ada 
and H i lda s hared the cab i n  w i th me , wh i l e  Mavi s ,  her  hus band 
and c h i ldren s a t  in the back w i th the equ i pme n t . 

The vegetat i on along the road s ide wa s predominantly mu lga . At  
1 1 . 2 5 a . m .  Ada d i rected me to pul l  o f f  .the road near a 
par t i cularly den s e  s tand . The par ty d i vided i n to two gr oup s : 
Mavi s ,  her hus band and ch i ldren , and the s econd group of Ada , 
Hi lda and mys el f . Mavi s ' group moved off  i n  a northerly 
d i rect i o n  wh i le Ada , H i l da and I set of f towards the s outh . 
Ada led the way a t  a b r i s k  pace , carry i ng wi th her a bi l lycan , 
,.. rnl•1b.:u:· :--_ ., d.  _ t r. :  s hor t- � 3.ndl.ed s h .: "  .. T�l . ��,._ .. .:_ � :; �!::::-c!.lg-h - thr
mul ga s he s ca nned the ground around the bas e  of  the trees for  
s igns  of  honey ant  n e s t entrances . H i lda s earched too , 
cover i n g  a d i f f eren t area but rema i n i ng i n  our v i ew mos t  o f  
the t ime . Af ter 3 0  m i nutes Ada concluded that there were n o  
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ant s  i n  th i s  area s o  we retu rned to t he veh i cl e . The othe r 
group had reached the s ame conclus i on for they were a lready 
back at  the veh i cl e . The group d i rec ted me to retrace our 
route along the road . 

We l e f t  our f i rs t  s top a t  1 2 . 0 5  p . m .  return i ng 6 km to the 
nor thea s t  were we s topped aga i n  a t  1 2 . 1 5 p . m .  We were now out 
of the dense mulga s crub and in mixed , open wood l and of mulga 
( Acac i a  anue r a ) ,  bl oodwoods ( Eucalyptu s term i nal i s ) , and the 
s hrub , wi tchetty bus h  ( A .  kempeana > .  The cou ntry was f lat , 
wi th patches of  dry g ras s cover i ng the ground - pleasant to 
walk through o n  t h i s cool autumn day . The par ty aga i n  spl i t  
i n to the two g roups , but th i s  t ime Ada took the axe and a 
crowbar s ay i ng t ha t  th i s  cou ntry had " too much sugarbag " - the 
honey produced by nat ive bee s . 

At 1 2 . 2 0  p . m .  Ada s a t  to d i g  i n to the roots of a wi tchet ty 
bush seek i ng the grubs . U s i ng her crowbar wi th one hand to 
loosen the damp , red s o i l  s he def tly s cooped i t  up and tos s ed 
i t  to one s ide w i th her f r ee h and . Wi th i n  m i nutes she expos ed 
the s ha l l ow root of the s h ru b . She broke i t  of f by u s i ng the 
crowbar a s  a l ever u nder neath i t  to pr i s e  it up . P i n ch i ng the 
ski n  of the grub she pul led i t  f rom the swollen s ect ion of  
root . Two grubs were taken f rom that tree . Ada moved on 
aga i n  in a souther ly d i rect i on , check i ng the ground for f resh 
goanna burr ows , trees for the presence of  nat ive bee s , 
wi tchetty bus he s  f or the c racks i n  the so i l  that i nd i cate a 
supply of  g ru b s . As wel l  she s canned the s urroundi ng 
vegeta t i on for b r i gh t  green , pear-shaped bus h  bananas that 
hang f rom v i n e s  l ooped th rough the branches of mu l ga tree s . 

H i lda moved i n  and out of  vi ew ,  a lways wi th i n  ear s ho t , 
searchi n g  another a rea of  groun d . I kept Ada i n  s i gh t , both 
to record deta i l s  of her f or ag i ng a c t i v i t i e s  and out of f ear 
of get t i ng los t . ( I  rea l i sed l ater that whi le I might l o s e  
Ada , s he wou l d  n ever lose me ) .  

Between 1 2 . 2 0 p . m .  and 1 . 5 0 p . m .  Ada s earched for grubs a t  the 
base o f  s i x  d i f f eren t  trees . At the f ourth and s i xth trees 
H i lda j o i n ed the s earch by d i gg i ng on the other s ide . Retu r n s  
were sma l l  - 1 6  g rubs we i gh i ng 8 5  g .  Ada a n d  H i l da col lec ted 
2 5  l arge bus h bananas ( 6 2 5  g )  and Ada k i l l ed two smal l  dragon 
l i z ards we i gh i ng 1 4 2  g and 1 3 0  g respect ivel y . No sugar bag 
was s i ghted . We i n spec ted s everal patches of dens e , green 
mulga - the type i n  wh i c h  we h ad begun the day ' s  f orag i ng . I n  
_each pc;itc h �� � - - �g;:d n l oo.1<'er:l _ f0- '!'." _ hor!eY 3.�-f:. £  �,_,_� :: :.:.: �d n c .::. � • . . we. 
moved i n  a n  a r c , gradual ly changi ng our d i rec t i on northward s ,  
head i ng towar d s  the ma i n  road and the veh i c l e , whi ch we 
reached at 2 p . m . W it hi n  a f ew mi nute s , Mavi s and the other s 
emerged f rom t he l ow shrub acros s the r oad and a f ter load i ng 



[ 1 6 3 ) 

peopl e and gear i nto the veh i cle we returned nor theas t alon g  
t h e  ma i n  road . On the Angkwele road we s topped about 6 km 
north of the out s tat i on . I t  was 2 . 4 5 p . m . 

Mavi s spread a blanket on the ground then began col lect i ng 
wood for a f i r e  wh i l e  L i ndsay kept watch over the i r  two 
daughter s .  Ada , carry i n g  her crowbar , wa lked away towards the 
nearby mul ga s c rub where she foraged alon e . Hi lda col lected 
wood for a s econd f i re wh i c h  she bui l t  about two metres away 
f rom that made by Mavi s .  Here s he bo i l ed a b i l ly for tea , and 
cooked the two l i z ards and t he grubs that she and Ada had 
collected . 

Mavi s and Li ndsay had been ex tremely succes s ful , col lect i n g  6 0  
grubs C 4 6 5  g )  - a l l  f rom one bus h . We sat around the f i r e 
chatt i ng , eat i ng and d r i nk i ng unt i l  Ada ' s  return at  3 . 4 0 
p . m .  She had c augh t another of the dragon l i z ard s , a larger 
one th i s  t ime wh i ch we i ghed 4 6 5 g .  She took the two cooked 
l i z ards f rom H i lda ' s  f i re and gave them to Jes s i e .  She put 
the larger l i z ard on to cook but was later d i sappo i n ted to 
f i nd tha t  it con tai ned only a small amoun t of fat . She gave 
th i s  l i z ard a l s o  to Mavi s and Li ndsay , say i ng that s he 
i ntended to hun t aga i n , to f ol low the track of a large goanna 
tha t she had s een earl i e r . At 4 . 1 0 p . m .  Ada , H i lda and I bega n 
foragi ng aga i n . 

Ada qui ckly p icked up the track of the goanna , fol lowed i t  for 
twenty mi nute s , then abandoned i t  when i t  became too d i f f i cu l t  
t o  fol l ow t h e  t rack over h a r d  ground . A fur ther 1 5  m i nutes 
search located an  old honey ant excava t i on s i te wh i ch s h e  
worked a t  f or f ive m inutes - there were no a n t s . We then 
returned to the veh i cl e , r each i ng it at  5 p . m .  The afternoon 
had grown ch i l ly and we f ound L i ndsay , Mavi s and the c h i ldren 
s i tt i ng clos e to the i r  f i r e . Mavi s took the rema i nder of  the 
cooked g ru bs home in an empty bi l lycan . Wi th i n  f i ve mi nutes 
we had dr iven the las t f ew ki lometres i n to the out s ta t i on . 

Foraging organi sation 

Both thi s accou n t  of a f or ag i ng day and the ear l ier 

des c r i pt i on o f  a day wi th the women f rom Th ree Bore s ( Chap te r 

4 )  i l lus trate a pattern of con s tantly c hang i ng orga n i sat i on 

wi thi n the forag i n g  p� ..... +- y  _ _  .,_ s  _ th e  _d :::i_y p r ogre c: s e � . !. i nd s ay !' 

Mavi s and t he i r  c h i l dren rema i ned together f or the day , Ada 

and H i lda were s ome t i me s  together , s omet imes apart ; forag i ng 

some t ime s  co-operat i vely , other t imes i ndependen tly . The 
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women f r om Three Bores formed s im i larly var i able forag i ng sub

groups f rom the i r  fu l l  par ty . For exampl e ,  Glory and Lena s e t  

out together , s oon sepa ra ted then later re-grouped w i t h  

Myrtle . L a t e r  aga i n  i n  the s ame day they were all  part of a 

larger group wh i ch worked together for a short t i me . 

Although I d i d  not wor k  w i th Li ndsay and Mavi s on the day 

des cri bed , on other occa s i o n s  I obs erved the i r  forag i ng 

pract ices . L i nds ay d i d  muc h  of the c h i ld-m i ndi ng wh i l e Mavi s 

foraged , but they s tayed together a s  a group . Had L i ndsay not 

been pre s en t , H i lda wou ld probably have spent the day with  

Mavi s to  help with  the  two c h i ldren . 

As wel l  a s  f ormi n g  a n umber of f orag i ng groups dur i ng the day , 

the accounts i l l u s t ra te the manner i n  wh ich forager s swi tched 

rapidly f rom target to target . Ada tracked a l i z ard for 

twenty mi nutes , spen t f ive mi nutes d i g g i n g  a honey ant nes t , 

col lected bus h  ba nana s and s earched for native bee honey . She 

kil led two l i z a rd s  in a hal f  hour per i od dur i ng wh i ch t ime she 

also dug out a smal l number of g rubs . The women f rom Three 

Bores concentrated more on honey , but there were s ho r t  

i nterludes when G lory a n d  Myrtle  s earched succes s fu l ly for 

grubs and goa n na s . 

Cons tantly chang i ng forag i n g  groups and the s h i f t i ng o f  

target s  were b o t h  features o f  wome n ' s  foragi ng s trategy . Thi s 

f lex ib i l i ty a l l owed them to respond qu i ckly to a va r i ety o f  

s i tua t i on s . F o r  example ,  on tha t occa s ion Glory found s everal 

bee h i ves but was wi thout an axe . She rel i ed on mee t i ng the 

women wi th the axe to retr i eve them . When the group f rom 

Angkwel e  sat to cook and eat the i r  f ood , Ada l ef t  H i lda to 

cook wh i le she con t i nued forag i n g . · Women tracked a s  they 

walked ; they bega n a task but l e f t  othe r s  to complete i t ;  they 

worked co-operat i vely on some tasks out not other s . Forag i ng 

was rarely a s equence of d i s crete act i vi t i es . 
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Travel over the l and e i ther on f oot or by veh i cle provi ded an  

oppor tun i ty to mon i tor resource s , a pract i ce wh i ch i n f l uenced 

future forag i ng plan s . Forag i ng from a veh i cle was a sk i l l of 

both men and wome n . Whenever people travelled by veh ic l e , 

they s canned the road and surround i ng country for food . some 

i terns were not cons i dered suf f i c i ently impor tant to warran t 

s topp i ng but goannas and larger anima l s  were rarely pa s s ed 

wi thout at  lea s t  an attempt be i ng made to captu re them . The 

problem was to decide exactly what con s t i tuted a foragi ng t r i p  

when i t  cou ld reasonably b e  sa i d  that mos t  travel i ncluded 

forag i ng . Forag i ng tr i ps we re def i ned as tho s e  on wh i ch 

people had s e t  out spec i f i ca l ly to col lect bus h  food s . 

DATA ORGANISATION 

I cons idered that forag i ng bega n  when a veh i cle reached the 

f i rs t  chosen l ocat i on . I recorded the name s of  a l l  

par t i c ipant s  i nc l ud i ng c h i ldren a n d  a s s i gned each of these t o  

a part i cular forag i ng u n i t . Women and chi ldren who worked i n  

s ight o f  each other con s t i tuted a forag i ng un i t . I am not 

i ncluded a s  a member of a ny forag i ng u n i t . For example , even 

though I accompan i ed Ada and H i lda , I do not appear in the 

records on Tab l e  6 . 1 .  I con s idered that my pre sence was 

i n s ign i f i cant  f rom the po i n t  of vi ew of retur n s : I was an  

unproduct ive though wi l l i ng forage r . On  those few occa s i on s  

that I was succes s f u l  I kept my returns s eparate u n t i l  the 

account i ng was comple ted . 

The durat ion of f orag i ng was the l ength of  time for wh i c h  that 

group rema i ned toge ther . It excluded t ime spent a t  the 

di nner-camp . For an i ma l s  k i l led a t  the road s i de ( roadk i l l s ) ,  

I des i g nated the person who l e f t  the veh i cle to procure the 

an imal as a s i ng l e  per son forag i ng u n i t .  The dura t i on of 

thes e even t s  was u sual ly s hor t , between 0 . 0 5 R n � 0 l h �v r 5 : 
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For example , on the Angkwele out i ng a total of  s i x  

par t i c i pants  formed three f orag i ng u n i  t s  wh i ch con s i s ted of 

one , two and f our i nd i v idua l s  respectively ( Tabl e 6 . 1 ) . The 

forag i ng u ni t  compr i s i ng one woman expended 0 . 9  f orager- hou r s  

C f h ) ; the un i t  of  two per s on s  expended 6 . 2  f h  and so on . 

Observer bias and other problems 

General ly speak i ng , women avoi ded lengthy per i od s  of lone 

forag i ng . They compromi s ed cons tantly be tween forag i ng alone , 

cover i ng u nt r i ed areas to i ncrease thei r chances of succe s s  

and forag i ng i n  the company o f  other women t o  m i n imi z e  

threaten i n g  bu s h  encoun ter s .  Women were more comf ortable i n  

company o f  other s but a l s o  wi shed to max imi z e  the i r  chances of 

succe s s  in the  f ood ques t .  Faced wi th thi s d i l emma , a 

rea sonable s ol u t ion was to take along an an thropolog i s t  who 

provided company but not compet i t i on . On these occa s ions  I 

might have provi ded an opportu n i ty f or s i ngle f orag i ng tha t 

might not have otherwi s e  occurred . 

Chi ldren con t r i buted a s  s cou t s , a s  coll ector s of f ru i ts and 

sometimes a s  l i z ard t racker s ,  but the i r  contr i bu t i on wa s 

d i f f i cu l t  to quant i fy becaus e  i t  was i n termi tteq. t , and for 

present purpos e s , i n s ign i f i cant . ( On th i s  poi nt see a l s o  

Draper 1 9 7 6 : 2 1 6 ) . Hence , f or the calculat ions of  total 

forager-hou r s , I excluded per son s younger than f i f teen yea r s  

unles s t h e  f or ag i n g  u ni t  wa s compos ed o n l y  o f  ch i ldren . 

FORAGING UNITS : SIZE , DURATION AND AGE 

Us i ng the procedure outl i ned , 3 2 2  foragi ng u n i ts wer e  

def i ned . The l arge s t  forag i ng u n i t  con s i s ted of a group of 1 5  

peopl e ;  the sma l le s t ,  o f  a s i ngle forager ( Fi gure 6 . 1 ) . 

'f;.'eh i c.l ::  s i -z e s et . - - - �a n  u !· ,p.:: r! ,- � - -> rr· i- t  · =- o  .. _ ag � 11g - -� !:- � � - .  s i P2 --
i rrespect i ve o f  the des i re s  of women . 
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UNIT 

1 
2 
3 

TOTAL 
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EXAMPLE OF DATA ORGANISATION USING RECORD OF 
TRIP ON 1 2 . 4 . 8 3 FROM ANGKWELE OOTSTATION 

NUMBER OF DURATION FORAGER-
PARTIC I PANTS ( hr )  HOURS ( f h )  

1 ( Ada ) 0 . 9  0 . 9  
2 ( Ada , H i lda ) 3 . 1  6 . 2  
4 ( L i nd s ay , Mavi s ,  2 . 1  4 . 2  

two i nf a n t s ) 

6 . 1 1 1 . 3  

Smal ler u n i t s  were more common than larger one s , w i t h  7 7 %  o f  

al l un i t s  f ormed cons i s t i ng o r  four people o r  les s . The un i t  

mos t  frequen t ly formed ( 3 1 %  o f  all  occurrence s ) was that of  

the s i ngle f or ager whi le the l arges t u n i t s of 14  and 1 5  people 

respect ively were formed least o f ten C 0 . 5 % of a l l  

occurrences ) .  

Forag i ng u n i t s  f ormed for varyi ng per i od s  of t ime ( Fi gure 

6 . 2 ) . For exampl e ,  the dura t i on of  the f orag i ng u ni t  

compr i s i ng Ada and H i lda ( Tab le 6 . 1 )  wa s 3 . 1 hou r s  and that of  

the four per son f orag i ng u n i t , 2 . 1  hour s . The larges t  un i t s  

worked together f or the s hor tes t per i od s  o f  t ime ( 0 .  5 - 1 .  5 

hour s ) .  Con trary to my expecta t i on s , the smal l e s t un i t s , 

however , d i d  not  forage for the longes t per i od s . Thos e un i ts 

wi th between f ive and n i ne part i c i pants  s tayed together for 

between 1 .  8 a n d  2 .  3 hour s and wer e  the mos t  s tabl e  of  a l l  

un i ts . Foragi n g  u n i  ts o f  two , three and f our people worked 

together f or be tween 1 . 5 and 1 . 8  hou r s ,  wh i le s i n gl e  for ager s ,  

spen t 1 . 5  hou r s  work i ng a lone . 
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A compa r i s o n  of  the med i a n  age of forag i ng wi th u n i t  s i z e 

( F igure 6 . 3 )  i nd i cated that decrea s i ng age accompan i ed 

i ncrea s i ng u n i t  s i z e - the larger forag i ng uni  t s  contai ned 

more c h i l dren than did the smal ler one s . Forag i ng uni ts 

i ncrea sed in s i z e through the i nclus i on of  more chi ldren 

rather than more wome n . The med i a n  age of u n i t s  of more than 

f ive people was l ow - 12  year s , wh i le that of s i ngle forager 

un i ts wa s 3 2  year s . Th i s  refl ected the age d i str i but i on o f  

the group f r om wh i c h  al l forag i ng un i t s  formed ( F igure 4 . 1 ) . 

Of that group , 4 3  women were over 2 0  yea r s  of age ; 2 6  people 

were between 1 0  and 2 0  years of age , and there were 3 3  

ch i ldren under the age of  1 0  year s . The med i an age of  s i ngle 

foragers was l ow a l s o  becaus e  1 5 %  of those un i t s  compr i sed a 

ch i ld . 

Taken together the da ta ( F i gures 6 . 1 ,  6 . 2  and 6 . 3 )  s howed tha t 

smaller forag i ng groups occurred more frequen tly , were 

composed of more adu l ts and worked together for longer per i od s  

o f  time than d i d  the l arger u n i t s . S i ngle forager s 

con s t i tuted the mos t  f requen t ly f ormed uni t .  These uni t s  of  

one per son were mos tly older women who worked i ndependent ly 

for 1 . 5  hour s ,  a s horter per i od than forag i ng uni t s  contai n i ng 

more people . U n i  t s  of s ix or more par t i c ipan t s  contai ned a 

ma j or i ty of c h i ld ren . There were three d i s t i nc t  patterns of  

un i t  forma t i on : 

( a )  older women who freque n t ly f oraged a lone for subs tant i al 

per i od s  of  t ime ; 

C b ) s table g roups of up to f ive membe r s , compr i sed of  women 

and c h i ldren , wh i ch worked together for the longes t 

per i od s ; 

C c )  l a rger , u n s table groups domi nated by c h i ldren wh i c h  

formed i nf r equently a n d  worked together for t h e  s horte s t  

per i od �  of t im� � <  l . S  iiour s ) . 
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Foraging unit size (people) 

Figure 6. 1 : Frequency of occurrence of foraging units. 
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Figure 6.2: Mean duration of foraging activity by unit size. 
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Uni t  s i z e  and foraging returns 

I compared the f orag i ng retu r n s , by resource category , f or 

each forag i ng un i t  s i z e ( F i gure 6 . 4 ) . S i ngle forager s procured 

the greates t  amoun t  of kere ( meat ) ,  accou n t ing for 3 8 % , by 

weight , of  a l l  anima l s  ki ! led . As wel l , they procured the 

greates t quan t i ty ( 3 6 % ) of merne ( pl an t  food s ) .  For each of 

the f our r e s ource categor i e s , smal l er u n i ts were mo re 

produc tive than the l arge s t  uni t s . U n i  ts of f our people or 

les s , procured 8 1 . 2 % of a l l  kere taken , 6 7 . 8 % of merne , 6 5 . 7 % 

of ngkwarle and 1 0 0 %  of tyape . I n  the ca s e  of  tyape , no un i ts 

larger than f our peopl e procured them a t  all . At the other 

end of the s ca l e , the l arge s t  uni  t s  ( n i ne or more people ) 

procured 5 .  9 %  of  kere , 1 1 . 4 %  of  a l l  ngkwarle and 2 8 . 2 %  of  

merne . The l arges t  un i t s  were more succes s ful a s  gatherer s  of 

plant foods than e i ther of the other ca tegor i es . 

The pattern h ighl i ghted the i nf luence of  chi ldren on the 

produc tive abi l i ty of f orag i ng uni t s . As the u n i t s  i ncreas ed 

i n  s i z e the med i an age decreased to the poi n t  where u n i ts of 

s ix or more people had a med i an age of  be tween s even and 1 2  

year s . These larger un i ts of ten compr i s ed one or two of  the 

younges t  women and all t he chi ldren accompany i ng the 

exped i t i on . Plants  that these large uni  t s  col l ec ted were 

mainly the f ru i t s , akatyerre , ( Solanum cen trale ) and alangkwe 

( Lei chhar d t i a  austral i s ) . Once l ocated , these . f ru i t s  only 

requi red picki n g . The sma l l , eas i ly acqu i red tuber of  Cyperus 

bul bosus was dug wi th a s t i ck f rom s andy so i l . Women val ued 

the a s s i stance of  c h i ldren in the col l ec t ion of s everal 

var i e t i e s  of  wi ld orange ( Cappar i s  spp. > wh i ch grew on 

rel a t i vely tal l  trees . Ch i l d ren enthu s ia s t i ca l ly cl imbed t hem 

and s t r i pped them of r ipe f ru i t . 
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Figure 6.3: Median age of foraging units. 
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Ch i ldren s omet imes f ou nd bee h i ves , but were unable to use 

axes s uf f i c i en tly s k i l fu l l y  to retr i eve them . Ne i ther were 

they abl e  to gather honey a nt s . The produc t i v i ty of  t he 

larger u n i t s  i n  honey col l ec t i on was not a r e s u l t  o f  the 

cont r i bu t i on of  c h i ldren . Such u n i t s  u sually con s i s ted of  one 

or two women who located and col l ected the honey whi l e  a l a rg� 
group of  c h i ldren fol l owed them , eati n g  the honey immedi ately 

i t  was col l ec ted . Ch i ldren d i d  not neces sar i ly impede honey 

gathe r e r s  but were themselve s  unable to contr i bute . 
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Figure 6.4: Returns of foraging units (a) tyape (grubs), (b) ngkwarle 
(honeys), (c) kere (meat), (d) meme (plants). 
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The collect i on of  tyape ( grubs ) was u n s u i table f or c h i ld 

forager s .  I t  i nvolved l oca t i ng g rubs wi th i n  underground 

roots , s trenuous d i gg i ng and prec i s e  crowbar use . Women 

accompan i ed by c h i ldren were not neces sar i ly les s  product ive , 

but thi s i tem was not gathered by large forag i ng u n i t s .  

Unl i ke honey , whi ch was of ten consumed a t  the col lect ion s i te ,  

grubs were cooked pr ior to eat i ng . Chi ldren wa i t i ng at  the 

d i nner camp were therefore a t  no d i sadvantage and were l es s  

anx i ous t o  f o l l ow the adul t s . 

The mos t  drama t i c  rela t i on s h ip between forag i ng un i t  s i z e , 

compos i t i on and product i vi ty was for the re source category o f  

kere . Hun t i ng requ i red con s i derable ski l l  a n d  i n  the c a s e  of  

the peren t i  C P l ate 7 .  2 4 )  a degree of da r i ng . When the 

forag ing u n i t was large and composed of many chi ldren , women 

were unable to concentra te f u l ly on t he an imal ; tracks were 

d i s turbed and the group ' s no i s e aler ted an ima l s  to th e 

hun ters ' approach . Forag i ng u n i  t s  of  more than about four 

members were u nable to move qu i et ly and qu i ckly enough through 

the bus h . The i r succes s rate i n  captur i n g  kere was 

consequent ly much l e s s  than for e i ther smal l u n i t s  or 

i nd ividual f orager s . The l arge s t  u n i ts were the l ea s t  

product ive f orager s  for kere . 

The account of  the f orag i ng day w i th wh i c h  I began t h i s 

chapter i l lu s t ra ted thes e  trends . The u n i t  of f our people 

i ncluded two c h i ldren . They foraged for les s t ime than d i d  

e i ther Ada a lone o r  Ada a n d  H i  Ida together . Whereas Ada 

ki l led three l i z ards and collected f ru i t  wi th H i lda , the 

larger un i t  col l ected g rubs . I n i t i a l ly Ada worked i n  company 

wi th H i lda but l ater , when an  oppor tun i ty a ro s e , s he l e f t  the 

other s to forage a l on e  in the nearby area . A s im i l ar pattern 

was evident  in the out i ng wi th t he women f rom Three Bores . 

Mos t w� �men f oraged · alone f o r  a t  :.:. ca. ::; � · .:. ...... m::: i;>e. .... - .!. ud - �al thutigh · 
none worked a l one for the e nt i re t ime . women a c h i eved a 

compromi s e  between the des i re to f orage w i t hout cornpet i  t i  on  
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and the i r  vul nerabi l i ty when work i ng alone by per i od i ca l l y  

leav i ng t h e  un i t  they were worki ng with  to forage alone , f o r  

s hor t per i od s . T h e  succe s s  of  th i s  s trategy i s  ev ident i n  the 

quant i ty of f oraged food s s i ngle forager s procured relat ive to 

other s i z ed foragi ng un i t s . Despi te s i ngle forage r s  work i ng 

for l e s s  t ime than l arger s i z ed un i t s t hey were , on the whole , 

more produc t i ve . 

THE INFLUENCE OF CHILDREN 

Re searcher s have long recog n i z ed the par t i cular prob lems f aced 

by female f orager s . Lee ( 1 9 7 9 : 3 0 9 ) explai ned : 

Pregnancy , c h i ldbi r th , l acta t i on , and the need to 
care for and carry the young inf ant tend to draw a 
woman toward the home and to reduce her mob i l i ty .  
Women are t hu s  a t  the i n ter s ect i on of two cr i t i cal 
sys tems within the f orag i ng economy : the produc tive 
sys tem and the reproduct i ve sys tem , each with  i t s 
con f l i ct i ng demand s . The one nece s s i tates mob i l i ty 
and the other pena l i z e s  i t . I n  hun t i ng and gather i n g  
soc i e t i e s  there i s  a t i g h t  a r t i culat ion between these 
two sys tems . . .  

At Utop i a  too , the forag i ng prod uc t i v i ty of  women was markedly 

reduced when they had a l so to m i nd ch i ldren . The presence o f  

ch i ldren i n  a f orag i n g  u n i t  al tered t h e  prospects of women 

procur i ng certa i n  categor i es of food , par t i cularly kere . I t  

a lso a l tered t he i r  ef f i c i ency i n  procur i ng par t i cular food s . 

For example , a l though f orag i ng u n i t s  wh i c h  i n c luded c h i ldren 

gathered plant f ood s , they were less product ive than were 

s i ngle forage r s . The f l u id i ty of  women ' s  forag i ng un i ts 

provi ded a s tra tegy wh i c h  e f fect i vely mod i f i ed the i nf l uence 

of c h i ldren . S ome t ime s women f oraged in company w i th 

chi ldren , s omet imes they d i d  not . There were some i n s tances 
. - . -

when i nd i vidual Wu&uen Wel. c; unable to ledve tne i .r c h i l d ren· � ·- - ·· A 

br i e f  outl i ne of  the par t i cular ch i ld-care prac t i ce s  of women 

i n  the Sandover R i ver regi on provides  a contex t  for t he 
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preced i ng data . I t  augments a more spec i f i c  s tudy on i nf a n t  

transport b y  Denham ( 1 9 7 4 ) . For a deta i led accou n t  of  chi ld 

soc i a l i s a t ion in a northern Aus tral i an Abor i g i nal commun i ty 

s ee Hami l ton ( 1 9 8 1 ) . 

WOMEN AND CHILD-CARE 

From b i rth u nt i l  about e i g h teen month s , a ch i ld was i n  the 

con s tan t care of i t s  mother . Chi ldren were breas tfed un t i l  

they were about one year old . They were t hen g i ven add i t ional 

supplemen tary s o l id foods . Th i s  pat tern cont i n ued unt i l  the 

ch i ld was between two and three yea r s  old , and meant that an  

i n fant was u s ua l ly i n  the company of i ts mother . For s hort 

per i od s  other s ,  i nc ludi ng i ts father , l ooked after i t .  There 

were no bot t le s , prams or napp i es in regular use  and young 

ch i ldren wore clothes i rregu larly unt i l  they were abou t f ive 

years old . Wi th s impl i f i ed baby-care rou t i nes , women carr i ed 

out neces sary tasks a lmos t  anywhere wi th a m i n imum o f  

equi pmen t . 

Women f rom Utop i a  used the trad i t i onal wooden tray or coolamon 

( lengarre or panthe ) to carry c h i ldren up to 1 2  mont h s  of  age 

- or older i f  the ch i ld was sma l l  enough ( Plate 6 . 1 ) . The 

lengarre was gently curved in transve r s e  and longi tud i nal 

cros s sec t i o n s  and a b l anke t or a s heet was placed o n  i t  to 

create a comfortable and conven i en t  way of tran spor t i ng 

i n fants  ( Plate 6 . 2 ) . The ch i ld was usua l l y  completely covered 

to protect i t  f r om f l i es and d i r ec t  sun in the summer heat and 

to provide warmth in w i n ter . When walk i ng ,  a woman suppor ted 

the tray on one h i p  and held i t  wi th one arm or s he put a 

s trap under the tray and over her shou lder ( Pl at e  6 . 3 ) . The 

carry i ng method was conve n i en t  but the load was heavy . Glory 

Ngale car r i ed an  i n fa n t  in a lengarre dur i n g  1 9 8 3  and s eve ral 

t � . .  :e s on t .r i. ps · ,whe·! �  · f  .. · .n 19i n g ·· p ro spe.c t ::;  appea red · i;.··=11ji � 1k : ·  ._..i<. Li d · ·""- '. .· 

load was suf f i c i en t  deterran t  for her to abandon the s earch . 

When forag i ng , a woman wi th an  i n fa n t  s t i l l  r equ i red another 



Plate 6. 1 :  A wooden carrying tray (panthe or lengarre) used to carry infants and occas ionally as a food 
container. 
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Plate 6.2:
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Mavis Bird carries baby Rosie on a panthe covered with a blanket and sheet . 

! 
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person to look a f ter the ch i ld i f  s he engaged i n  act i vi t i e s  

wh i c h  exposed i t  to danger or d i s comfort - even i n  a lengarre 

chi ldren were only placed on the ground for br ief per i od s . 

On 2 1 . 3 .  8 3 , G lory Nga le , carry i ng her baby daugh ter i n  the 
lengarre , walked s everal met res ahead of  me as s he s earched 
for an imal tra ck s  on  the sandy g round . Out of  s i ght , but 
fol low i ng us wer e  Emi ly and Pol ly , who were o lder and wa lk i ng 
more slowly . Wi thout a war n i ng sound G l ory suddenly bega n to 
run ahead . The c h i ld was vi s i bl y  bounc i ng in the lengarre . I 
ran to catch up w i th her to d i scover what s he had s i ghted . 
She had s topped about 3 m f rom two bus hes . She i mmed i ately 
handed me the  lengarre and c h i ld and s earched for a large 
s turdy branch . Standi ng up , ab solutely s t i l l , under the bus h  
i n  f ron t of  u s  was a la rge pe rent i .  G l ory shouted for Emi l y  
t o  hur ry . T h e  other two women a r r i ved ou t of  breath a n d  wh i l e  
I s tood back ( wi th Poll y ) hold i ng t h e  ch i ld ,  Glory d i rected 
Emi ly to a pos i t i on beh i nd the l i z ard . She moved i n  closer , 
f i nally club b i ng t he an ima l heavi ly w i th the branc h . 

From about the age of  three year s , other people somet ime s  

mi nded a c h i ld for longer per i od s , b u t  i t  con t i n ued to spend 

the maj or part of  i t s  t ime w i t h i n  vi ew o f  i ts mother . By t he 

t ime a ch i ld was f ive or s i x  year s , i t  determi ned i t s  own 

da i ly act i v i t i es , spendi ng much of the day wi th a peer g roup . 

They frequent l y  travel l ed w i t h  other adul t  relat ive s . After 

seven yea r s  o f  age , the o r i entati on s o f  male and f emal e  

chi ldren d i verged noti ceably . Boys spent more t i me away from 

the i r  mother s and the hou s ehold than the i r  s i s ters . They were 

rarely r eque s ted to per form household t asks or baby- s i t t i ng 

chores . There was no r ig i d  o r  imposed s exual s epara t ion but 

it developed perhaps wi th the awa rene s s  that by ado l e s cence a 

boy would no l onger res i d e  i n  the s ame hou s ehold a s  h i s  mother 

nor would he speak or deal d i rectly wi t h  her . 

When c h i ldren were older , up to about f ive years of age , they 

usually had to be car r i ed at s ome s t age dur i ng an 

exped i t i on . 

pr i ck l e s  o r  

i n ter rupt i ng 

Sma l l  chi l dren c ompla i n ed o f  t i rednes s ,  t h i r s t , 

hunge r ; they d i s trac ted the i r  mother s ,  

and  i nter f er i ng wi th the i r  a c t i v i t i es . 

Exped i t i ons were s ome t i mes cur tai led becau s e  the compla i n ts of  



'im"° 
Plate 6.3: Glory Ngale uses a shoulder strap to su pport the panthe. Her i n fant daughter is covered with a 

blanket. 
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a ch i ld made i t  impos s i ble to conti nue . Th i s  i s  not to say 

that women neces sar i ly responded with equan imi ty to all the i r  

chi ldren ' s  demands . I nf a n t s  under the age of twelve months 

were les s demand i ng and were qui te read i ly taken on forag i ng 

tr ips but ch i l dren older than th i s  were more unpred i ctable and 

the i r  pre sence more d i s rupt ive . Women t r i ed to d i s suade t hem 

from accompany i ng them or they man i pulated c i rcums tances to 

create oppor tu n i t i e s  to f orage a l one for a t  least some t ime . 

Al l the hou seholds f rom Angkwele were on a j o i n t  forag i ng 
exped i t i on on  2 1  September 1 9 8 1 . June and Pansy had l e f t  the 
d i nner camp at 2 .  4 5  p . m . , and at  3 .  4 5  p . m .  Ada and H i lda 
dec ided to check an  echi dna t rack that Ada had s een earl i er i n  
the day . Four boys aged between seven and 1 3  years and mysel f 
accompan i ed them . On reac h i ng the s i te of  the track s , Ada 
cons tantly exhor ted the boys to s tay away so that she could 
s tudy them . But they wer e  enthus i a s t i c  and exc i ted trackers , 
run n i ng f rom place to place , s l owly d i s turb i ng the track and 
maki ng Ada ' s  task impos s i bl e . She began to c hop a l og i n  
wh ich she though t  the an imal might be whi l s t  the boys hurr i ed 
away to where they had s een June . Shor t ly there were s hout s  
from that group f o r  Ada t o  come qu i ckly becau se they had a 
perent i trapped i n  the l ong g ra s s on the creek ba nk . When Ada 
f i na l ly j o i n ed them to i nve s t i gate , they i nf ormed her that 
there was also an echi dna a f ew metres away t rapped in a 
hollow log . Ada d i rected everyone toward s the log � away f rom 
the dangerou s peren t i  whi c h  she and June wou ld deal wi th . 
Hi lda , Pan sy and I moved to the l og as d id the exc i ted group 
of boys . H i lda began chopp i n g  i n to the l og to a chorus o f  
i n s truc t i on f r om the boys . I looked back t o  s e e  wha t  Ada and 
June were do i ng , to f i nd that they had both s l i pped qu i etly 
away and wer e  out of s i ght . 

Younger women wi th sma l l  c h i ldren f oraged close to e i ther the 

veh i cle or the d i n ner - camp and other women encouraged the i r  

chi ldren t o  s tay wi th that group . Th i s  s tra tegy worked 

part i cularly wel l  i f  the veh i cl e  s topped near a patch of f ru i t  

o f  some other at trac t i o n  such a s  a l i z ard burrow o r  a cache o f

honey . Wh i le younger women worked i n  company wi th mos t  o f  the 

chi ldren , the other women moved qu i ckly off i n to the bus h . 

Howev ·- · j r -- - ch-i-ltl - --i. n s-i s t c: · c-:1" f c .l l owi n9 i ts · ··· mother , 

usua l ly compl i e d . 



( 1 7 8 ]  

Ski ll acquis ition 

Ch i ldren at Angkwele accompan i ed adul t s  on a l l  forag i ng 

trips . They l earnt of  bus h  foods by s earch i ng for and 

collec t i ng t hem . Thei r forag i ng ski l l s  were acqui red in the 

proces s .  Adu l t s  rarely gave chi ldren d i rect i n s truct ion on 

forag i ng techn i que s , a l l ow i n g  them i n s tead to par t i c i pate when 

and how they wi s hed . Ch i ldren collec ted f ru i ts and were 

somet imes succe s s fu l  i n  captu r i ng sma l l  an ima l s  such a s  the 

dragon l i z ard ( Plate 6 . 4 ) or b i rd s . As wel l  a s  accompanyi n g  

adu l t s  whose ski l ls they ob served , groups of c h i ldren spent 

t ime on the i r  own play i n g  i n  the bush surround i ng the 

out s ta t i on where they s earched out and ki l led smal l  an imals . 

Having acqu i r ed bas i c  s k i l l s , each per son became i ncreas i ngly 

competent through f or ag i ng regu l arly . Ch i ldren of  both sexe s 

spent much t i me observi ng and par t i c ipat ing i n  the forag i ng 

act i vi t i e s  of men and women s o  that by the t ime they reached 

adu l thood , t hey had acqu i red a grea t deal of env i ronmenta l 

knowledge a s  wel l  a s  a deta i l ed unders tand i ng of the complete 

spectrum o f  forag i n g  prac t ic e s . Men and women were probably 

not equa l ly competent in a l l  a c t i v i t i es but they were fami l i ar 

with the procedures . For example , women he lped i n  kangaroo 

hun t s  al though they rare ly captured them ; they a l s o  gutted and 

cooked anima l s  caught by men . S everal t imes when no adul t  

males were pres en t , June B i rd took a r i f l e  and s talk ed 

( unsucces s ful ly ) both kanga roo and bus h  turkey . Men too , 

competently w i elded c rowbar s  whenever they j o i n ed honey ant or  

yam gather i ng exped i t ions . 

I n  the cont emporary s i tuat i on , older women were ski l led 

foragers .  Many younger women were les s ski l led becau s e  

forag i ng was no l onger e s s en t i a l  f o r  them . Forag i ng ski l l s  

. .  included n ot o n l y  n k n q�l �-�qe _ _pf '".:: echn i que s and r ::? s c:ir ce s . but � 

an ab i l i ty to eva luate each s i tua t i on : to know whe n  to abandon 

a task as wel l  a s  whe n  to per severe ; to deal w i t h  the 



'"""'"""""" .. .... ,,.,,,,,..,�., --. '."' '• .. •• . ,, . �· :,v,,,:'.;�. ,, ,-: .'.w ,'/ :rJ� br0��J <.,�'.�::�;:':· , . , 
Chi ldren were competent foragers of fruits and some animals particularly the 
dragon lizards shown here captured by Anna and Desmond Bird. 

. " ��*J,i:: � .w! ,, '  
Women most successfully combined chi ld care with gathering activities such as yam collection, 
shown above. 
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extraord i nary events a s  wel l a s  the ordi nary . Such j udgemen t 

wa s a c r i t i ca l  componen t of  foragi ng ski 11  and one acqui red 

only through exper i ence . 

PERSI STENT AND INTERMITTENT FORAGERS 

Some women foraged regularly < pers i s tent  forager s ) ,  othe r s 

only occa s i ona l ly ( i n term i t tent forager s ) . Pers i s tent 

foragers tended to be more s k i l led , more product ive and mo re 

s i ngle-mi nded than women who foraged only occa s i ona l ly . Th ey 

frequently worked alone . Meehan { 1 9 8 2 : 1 3 1 ) descr i bed a 

s imi lar d i s t i n c t i on when she d i s cu s s ed the " s er i ous " ga therers 

of  s hel l f i sh .  At  U topi a ,  women who were per s i s tent forager s 

always own ed a t  least one crowba r wh i c h  they s tored i n  the i r  

household and pi cked u p  at  a momen t ' s  notice . Some had 

di f ferent crowbar s for par t i cu l ar ta sks . For example , Nancy 

Pi tyarre had one espec i al ly s tong crowba r that she used for 

col lecti ng honey . A good crowba r was an  i tem of  va lue to the 

mos t  regul ar forager s . I n termi ttent forager s of ten d id not 

own a crowbar or if they d i d , were uncer tai n  o f  i ts 

whereabouts .  I noted that women younger than twenty f ive 

years rarely pos s e s sed crowba r s . Nor d i d  the oldes t woman , 

Pol ly Perr ur le , who a l though s he o f ten accompan i ed forag i ng 

groups from En i l  tyiye ou t s ta t i on was too f ra i l  to undertake 

extended d i gg i ng s es s i on s . Adoles cents rarely car r i ed 

crowbars a t  a l l  on f orag i ng t r i ps thou gh they per i od i ca l ly 

borrowed them f r om o ther women . 

A DIVISION OF LABOUR WITHIN WOMEN ' S  GROUPS 

Women u sua l ly prepared and a te· the food they procured on 

forag i ng exped i t i on s  at  the d i n ner-camp . They took h ome that 

wh i ch was e i ther proc ured late i n  the day or was i n  exc e s s  of  

demands .  Th i s  o f ten compr i sed f ru i t s , grubs or honey but les s 

often , meat . Foray i ng- un.1.  c. s  - -re turned to 
var i ou s  t ime s throughou t  the day where 

Lht! di nner- camp a t  

succe s f u l  hunters  
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cooked and d i s tr i bu ted the i r  meat catches to other member s  o f  

t h e  par ty presen t . Women f i rs t  gave f ood to the i r  c h i ld ren or 

dependant s  before d i s tr i but ing it  to other closely related 

adul t  women . Everyone rece i ved some food but the d i s tr i but i on 

was not neces s a r i ly equal . Women who d id not engage i n  

forag i ng wai ted a t  the d i n ner-camp and prepared tea o n  the 

return of the forag i ng par t i e s . The regular d i s tr i but i on of  

foods a t  t he d i n ner-camp was a s trong i ncent ive for the 

younger women to co-operate i n  enabl i ng ski l led , ma ture women 

to forage a lone or a s  membe r s  of smal l  forag i ng uni t s . 

Adolescents and young mo thers looked a f ter older wome n ' s  

ch i ldren becau s e  i t  i n c reased the pos s i bi l i ty of shar ing t he 

returns of succes s ful f orager s . 

operation were obl i gat ions of 

Also underpi n n i ng the i r  co

k i n s h i p  and a degree of 

deference that was accorded the demand s  o f  senior women . 

These prac t i ces i nd i cated that a d i vi s i on of l abour ex i s ted 

with i n  female g roup s ; between the more and the les s s k i l led 

for ager s ; between older and younger women and between those 

wi th and thos e  wi thout dependan t s . It wa s a d ivi s i on based on 

age , exper i e nce and s k i l l . I n corpor a t i ng such a d i vi s i on i nto 

forag i ng orga n i s a ti on enhanced the prospec t s  of success  for 

all . The d i v i s i on o f  l abour a ffected i nd i vidual women 

d i f f eren t ly throughout the i r  l i fe .  Each woman spen t her 

earl i e s t  forag i ng l i f e  carry i n g  out unski l l ed work ; s he spent 

later yea r s  a s  a mother of young c h i ldren when f orag i ng was 

sometime s  i nterm i t tent ; f i n a l ly s he e ntered a · per i od a s  a 

h ighly s k i l led food producer on whom .other women and chi ldren 

depended . There was s ome paral l el be tween the d i vi s i on of  

labour wi th i n  women ' s  groups and that wh i ch exi s ted between 

men and wome n . In bo th cases the d i v i s i on released one s et of 

worker s to obt a i n resources that were h ighly des i red by al l . 
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SUMMARY 

Women regu larly f oraged i n  company wi th other women and 

chi ldren . A prom i nent f ea ture of  the i r  organ i sat ion on those 

occa s i on s  was the f orma t i on of  smal l  groups of  va r i ou s  

compos i t i on a n d  s i z e dur i ng t h e  course o f  a day . An ana lys i s  

of the compos i t ion o f  thes e groups , termed forag i ng uni  ts , 

i nd i cated a number of  regu lar i t i e s . The largest u n i  ts were 

compri sed of the younge s t  peopl e .  Conve rsely the un i t s 

compr i sed of one per s on had the h i ghe s t  med i an age . There 

were var i at i on s  in the product i v i ty of f orag i n g  un i t s and i n  

the categori e s  o f  food they were able t o  procure . For a l l  

types of resource s , t h e  s i ngle f orager s were t h e  mos t 

productive ; the large s t  groups were the l ea s t  produc t ive . The 

di f ference was lea s t  ma rked for the category of ngkwarle and 

mos t  apparen t for kere and merne . Forag i ng uni ts a l s o  va r i ed 

wi th regard to the durat i on of f orag i ng act i vi ty . The large s t  

un i ts worked together f or les s t ime than d i d  the smaller 

un i t s . However u n i t s  compr i s i ng one forager worked for  

s horter per i od s  of  t ime than  d i d  un i t s of be tween two and f ive 

member s .  I have i nterpreted the data a s  i nd i ca t i n g  a d i vi s i o n  

of l abour w i th i n  groups of female forager s .  T h e  f l ex i ble 

arrangements of  u n i t  forma t i on provided an effec t ive way of  

mod i fy i ng the res t r i c t i o n s  of  chi ld-mi nd i ng 

respons i bi l i ti es . At the s ame t ime i t  enhanced the 

product ivi ty of the ent i re group by e nabl i ng older , mor e  

expe r i enced women t o  forage per i od i cally un re s t r i cted by 

ch i ldren . Th i s  f l ex i ble orga n i sat ion was an  importan t 

component of  the f or ag i ng s trategy empl oyed by women . 



CHAPTER 7 

TRAVELLING LIGHT : CONTEMPORARY TECHNOLOGY 

Al l these s oc i et i e s [ hunter -gatherer ] are nomad i c  and 
po s t i vely value movement . They do not accumu l ate 
proper ty but con sume i t , g ive it away , gamble it away 
or throw i t  away • . .  they tend to u s e  portabl e ,  
ut i l i ta r i an , ea s i ly acqu i re d , replaceable arti fact s -
made wi th real s ki l l but wi thout hou r s  of l abour -
and avo id those wh i ch are f i xed i n  one place , heavy , 
e l aborately decorated , requ i re prolonged manufacture , 
regular ma i nte nance , j o i n t  work by several peopl e or 
any combi n a t i on of thes e . The sys tem i s  one i n  wh ich 
people travel l i gh t , unencumbered , a s  they s ee i t , by 
pos ses s i o n s  and by commi tment s ( Woodburn 1 9 8 0 : 9 9 ) . 

Fema le f orag e r s  i n  the s tudy area abandoned the i r  mos t  complex 

subs i stence technology when they adopted f l ou r  and othe r 

processed f oods . Add i t i onal techniques accompan i ed the 

incorporat i o n  of new f ood s , whi le new mate r i al s  such a s  i ron , 

of fered improved ef f i c i ency and diver s i ty i n  the tool-ki t . 

But to what extent were the con s tr a i n t s  on property 

accumu lation a nd the trad i t i onal hunter- gather preference to 

" travel l igh t "  a s  des c r i bed by Woodburn s t i l l  apparent? 

WOMEN ' S  FORAGING IMPLEMENTS 

Crowbar s  wer e  the pr i n c i pal implemen t  of women ' s  forag i ng 

technology . Made f rom s teel , these impl ements  had a d i ameter 

of between 1 .  2 and 2 .  3 cm w i th a f l at b l ade on one or  bo th 

ends ( Plate 7 . 1 ,  F i gure 7 . 1 ) . The ( mean ) d ime n s i on s  o f  a 

crowbar were 1 . 2  m i n  l ength , 1 . 7  cm i n  d i ame te r ; and 2 . 1  kg 

in we i gh t . The wi dth of  b l ades var i ed con s i derably , f rom 2 . 1  

cm to 4 . 1 cm , w i th � IDP R n  w i � � h of ? _ g cm ( T �h l e  7 _ ! ) . 
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TABLE 7 . 1 :  D IMENSIONS OF METAL CROWBARS 

LENGTH DIAMETER BLADE WEIGHT 
WI DTH 

C m )  C cm ) C cm ) ( kg )  

Range 0 . 9- 1 . 6  1 . 2 - 2 . 3  2 . 1 - 4 . l  1 . 0- 3 . 7  

Mean 1 . 2  1 . 7  2 . 9  2 . 1  

Number measured 3 0  2 8  3 2  2 8  

diamelf{�-----------------------::J!blade width 

f � length I 

Figure 7. 1 : Crowbar dimensions. 
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Plate 7. 1 :  A selection of metal crowbars owned by women. The set includes double and single-bladed 
crowbars. and one crowbar made from threaded iron over which a section of plastic garden hose 
has been placed as a protective hand cover. 

r.•.'tlml I I I 
Plate 7.2: The range of blades found on the set of crowbars 

shown in Plate 7. 1 .
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Crowbar s  were made f rom s crap i ron , some . of wh i c h  produced a 

bet ter qua l i ty tool than other s . For example , some women made 

crowbars f rom s teel wh i ch had a sp i ral thread C s imi lar to a 

s crew thread ) .  Con t i nual use  of that crowba r produced 

bl i s ter s . One r emedy was to place a s ect i on of  plas t i c  garden 

hose over part of  i t s  length ( Pl ate 7 . 1 ) . 

A crowbar funct i oned pr ima r i l y  a s  a d i gg i ng impl emen t .  

Holdi ng a crowbar i n  one hand about 1 5  cm up f rom the blade , a 

woman stabbed sharply i n to t he ground to loosen the ear th 

whi ch she then rapidly removed w i th her other hand . Worki ng 

rhythmically and con s i s tently i n  thi s f as h i on , she  was able to 

qui ckly remove l arge quan t i t i e s  of earth ( Plate 7 . 1 0 ) . Les s  

often , women g r i pped a crowbar with both hands about 2 0 cm 

apart , loos ened the earth , t hen pus hed i t  as ide w i th the 

crowbar . 

Woman ei ther s a t  or knel t i n  one of  s everal pos i t ions ( Fi gure 

7 .  2 )  when d i g g i n g  wi th a crowbar . I f  they ant i c i pated only 

br ief excava t i on s , k neel i ng or squa t t i ng was usua l ; where the 

expectat i on was of exten s ive d i gg i ng at one s i te ,  women chose 

a more relaxed posture w i th t he i r  legs extended . The pos i t i o n  

adopted var i ed dur i ng t he course  of  t h e  excava t i on . I n  

addi tion t o  i ts func t i o n  a s  a n  excava t i ng tool , a s teel 

crowbar was empl oyed in several other ways . 

A prob i ng act i on ( Fi gure 7 . 3 ) , tywekwentweme , was u s ed when a 

woman i nve s t i ga ted a f resh l i z a rd bur row . U s ing  a two -handed 

grip as s hown , s he traced the extent of the burrow by s tabbi n g  

the crowbar through the g round i n to the hol low cavern below . 

U s i ng a s im i lar  techn i que , usually wi th one hand she probed 

the ear th beneath t he w i tchetty bus h  in o rder to locate 

grubs . A s  the c rowbar s t ru ck i nf e s ted roots i t  produced a 

d i s t i nct ive s ound . 



[ 1 8 5 ] 

u sed w i th control and ac curacy , a crowbar a l so func t i oned 

effec t i vely as a crude chopper . Hav i n g  exposed the roots of 

the wi tchetty bus h , the grub- i n f e sted s ec t i on s  were e i ther 

broken of f or chopped wi th the c rowba r , then spl i t  l engthwi s e , 

aga i n  wi th the crowbar , to reveal the g rubs i ns ide . on the 

sof ter wood of trees l ike Grev i l l ea sp . women somet imes u sed a 

crowbar to r e tr i eve honey . Through a comb i na t i on of choppi ng , 

goug i ng and p r i s i ng , they removed s ect ions  of tree tru nk un t i l  

the h ive was a cces s ible . Large an imal carca s se s  such a s  

kangaroo and perent i were d i v i ded us i ng a crowba r a s  a chopper 

i f  a kn i f e  was unava i l able . T i n  can s  cou ld be opened . Whe n 

used th i s  way , a crowbar was held clos e  ( wi th i n  1 0  cm ) of t he 

blade w i t h  one hand and a degree of s k i l l  was r equi red to 

accurately d i rect eac h  blow . 

I n  add i t i o n  a crowbar was u s ed a s  a l ever to pr i s e up tree 

roots , to move boulder s and s omet imes anima l s ; a s  a club for 

ki l l i ng an ima l s  or a l  terna t i  vely da s h i ng the animal ' s  h ead 

aga i n s t , and as an ad z e- l ike impl ement to shave the qu i l l s  

from a n  ech i dna i n  preparat i o n  for cooki n g . 

Women used s c r ap i ron to make the i r  own crowba r s . They bu i l t  

hot f i re s  o f  g i dgee ( Acac i a  georgina ) i n  order to h ea t , t hen 

work the i ron . They s haped the b l ades by pounding the red-hot 

i ron rod w i th a hammer or the back of an axe-head . A . s econd 

axe-head l a i d  f lat or a s tone served as an anvi l . The task 

took between 2 . 5 and  3 h our s a s  the i ron rod s  were repeatedly 

placed in the f i re ,  removed and worked . An overly l ong pi ece 

of i ron was t r immed by f i r s t  hea t i ng i t  to red hea t , plac i n g  

i t  acros s t h e  b l ade o f  an axe- head t hat had been bur i ed 

ver t i ca l ly and h ammer i ng the hot i ron down onto the axe 

blade . After man u f ac ture , women rarely sharpened the bl ade s ;  

when they d i d  they u s ed a metal  f i le . 

. Metal crowbars have large : :  r.eplaccd the  � r r . .  � i t t:) n ;:.  l � -w•-:•� rt
d i g g i ng s t i ck or atneme but women ( and me n )  occa s i on a l ly 
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manufac tured an i mprovi z ed wooden one ( Plate 7 . 4 ) . These were 

th i cker in  d i ameter than metal c rowbar s  and with d i f ferent ly 

s haped ch i se l - l ike blades . 

made has t i ly and d i s ca rded 

leav i ng the forag i ng s i te . 

I mprovi z ed d i gg i ng s t i cks were 

at  t he end of  the day before 

Those that were mad e to 

demo n s trate trad i t i onal met hods C P late 7 .  5 )  were s traighter 

and l e s s  knobbled t han the improvi s ed type . Over t ime , s uc h  

digg i ng s t i ck s  acqu i red a u s e-gl o s s  desc r i bed b y  Thoms on 

( 1 9 6 4 : 4 0 8 ) as g l a s s - l ike : 

The very old impleme n t s  that I saw , pol i shed by u s e , 
had s een long servi ce and were treated a s  i f  they had 
a personal val ue . An old wanari [ di gg i ng s t i ck ] 
acqu i red a lmos t  a glas s f i n i s h  by the con s tant 
f r i ct i o n  of  the hand , and the  oil  and swea t with  
wh ich it  was gradual ly impregnated . 

A crowbar was the s i ng l e  mos t  impor tan t  impleme nt i n  t he 

modern women ' s  toolki t and the s k i l l  of  us i ng i t  effect i vely 

was fundamenta l to mos t  forag i ng act ivi t i es . The s ame ski l l s  

were s ome time s  u s ed i n  other contexts too . For exampl e ,  women 

used c rowba r s  i n  s hel ter con s t ru c t i on . F i r s t  and foremos t 

however , the crowbar was a forag i ng impl emen t - one wh i ch 

of fered grea t ver s at i l i ty when u s ed by an experi enced forager . 

Axes , pur c ha s ed f rom the mob i l e  s tore , were l e s s  frequentl y 

owned by i nd i v i d ua l  wome n , but women i n  a f orag i ng party of ten 

shared one . They were ma i nly u s ed i n  the col lec t i on of  honey 

and were e s s e n t i a l  i f  honey was ga thered f rom hard-wood trees 

l ike g i dgee C P late 7 .  2 6 ) . As was the case wi th crowba r s , 

women rarely sharpened axe s be f or e  u s e  but i f  t hey d i d s o , 

they u s ed a metal f i l e C Plate 7 .  7 ) . Broken handles wer e 

e i ther bound w i th w i r e  or r eplaced w i t h  loca l ly manufactured 

ones . The back · of an axe-head regu larly functi oned as a 

hammer or poun de r . La i d  f l at , t hey s erved a s  anvi l s  C Plate 

7 .  B )  • 
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7.2: Positions adopted tor 0xcavation with a crowbar, (a) cross-legged while excavating in front of self 

(b) one leg extended while excavating to side of self (c) seated within deep excavation pit. 
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Fegure 
�7.2 (cont):- Positions adopted for excavation with a c� �wbar, (di kneeling on one knee (e) kneel:ng or. 

both knees (f) seated, with both legs extended while excavating to side of self. 
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Figure 7.3: A crowbar used as a probe, (a) two-handed (b) one-handed. 

_ _., ,  . . . . . .... . . .. .  ··· · · �t·.·�· ,.:: · ·  - · · ··:.. ..:. · . � ;.· .... • . !  ... · · - • - •J \ U- . • '.'1- • � - · · · ·· · 
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At Angkwele women always had s hove l s . They were the only 

women who regularly sough t honey an t s  wh i ch were deep 

underground and requ i red exten s ive excava t i o n . The i r  forag i ng 

equi pment u s ua l ly i ncluded both a c rowbar and a s hovel ( Pl ate 

7 .  3 ) . I saw va r i ous s h ovel types < Plate 7 . 1 2 )  but becaus e  

much of t h e  d i gg i ng took place w i th i n  a con f i n ed p i t ,  women 

preferred smal ler s hovels to larger ones . They used s hovel s 

i n  a s i tt i ng pos i t i on a s  o f ten a s  they u s ed them wh i le 

s tand i ng . Whe ther s i tt i ng or s tand i ng , they worked toward s 

the i r  body , gr i pp i n g  the s hovel rather l ike one would a canoe 

paddle ( Plate 7 . 1 1 ) . At s ome s t ages i n  excava t i on , the s hovel 

was held close to i ts head w i th one hand and u s ed i n  much the 

same man ner a s  a crowbar ( Plate 7 . l l a ) . 

I n  add i t io n  to a crowbar , t he mos t  commonly u sed i tern i n  

forag i ng was a b i l lycan ( Pl ate 7 . 9d )  i n  wh i ch women ca r r i ed 

the foods they had procured . Thes e  were ava i l able i n  va r i ou s  

s i zes , 1 . 1  l i tr e , 2 .  5 l i tre , a n d  4 . 2 5  l i tres from the local 

s tore . Conta i ner s s erved as shovels when an extens i ve 

excava t i on was under taken . The sma ller bi l l ycans were 

favoured for honey and grub colle c t i n g  exped i t i on s . Larger 

conta i ners such as f l our d rums , pla st i c  buekets or p i eces o f  

cloth were u s ed to carry quan t i t i e s  of f ru i ts o r  s eeds . 

TECHNIQUES EMPLOYED 

Women u s ed a number of  techn ique s i n  f ood product ion ( Table 

7 .  2 ) . By techn iques I refer to the spec i f i c  set of handl i ng 

procedures a s soc i a ted w i th the i terns they procured . These 

i ncluded method s  o f  catch i n g , gut t i ng and cook i ng . As wel l , 

forage r s  employed f i re manageme n t  ski l l s  i n  mos t  a spect s  o f  

food prod uc t i o n . 
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women carried forag ing tools in  several ways : (a) Ada1B irci '�ests a cro�har ciicros;�her iowe�'t>ii'ck' 
holding it fi rm with one hand and carrying a shovel in the other (b) Lena Perrurle carries the 
crowbar at her side with one hand and carries an axe and a bil lycan in the other (c) Pansy 
Mcleod and June Bird rest crowbar and shovel on their shoulders. 
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Jean Pityarre uses an improvized digging 
st:i ck to collect yams. 

Plate 7.6: 

........ . . .  

The blades of the digging sticks shown in 
Plate 7.5. 

Plate 7.5: Wooden d igging sticks, atneme. (a) Traditional Mulga digging sticks made for collection by Artwe ambwe (b) improvized wooden digging sticks that were d iscarded at the foraging s ite. 

a 

b 
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Plate 7.7:  Myrtle Pityarre uses a metal fi le to sharpen an axe 
prior to a forag ing trip. Such maintenance was 
infrequent. 

Plate 7.8: Tools were multifunctional .  Emi ly Kngwarraye uses . 
one axe-head as a base and anottier axe- head to 
pulverize the backbone of a goanna. 
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Merne 

Wi th i n  the resource ca tegory of merne ( plan t food s ) women 

ga thered at  leas t s even d i f ferent i terns C Table 4 .  5 )  but the 

three mos t  commonly gathered were f ru i t s  ( Solanum centrale , 

Le ichhardt i a  aus t ral i s , Cappar i s  umbonata ) .  Thes e  were eate n 

immedi ately they were col lected . Women demons trated the 

method of pu lpi ng dr i ed S .  cent rale i nto smal l cakes but the 

procedure was not now in use . Bus h  potato ( Impomea cos tata ) 

was gathered more f requently i n  the mos t northerly reg i on o f  

the s tudy area where i t  was more abunda n t . Deep excava t ion 

was requ i r ed to locate and retr i eve the tuber s  wh i ch were then 

cooked in a s ha l low f i re pi t be fore eat i ng . Other yams ( Vigna 

�' P late 7 .  2 0 ) and the sma l l  tuber , i rriyakwerre C Cyperus 

bul bosu s , P l a te 7 . 2 1 )  were cooked l i ghtly or eaten raw if they 

were succulent . The plant f ood s that contemporary women 

col lec ted were those wh i ch could be eaten immed i a tely wi thout 

proces s i ng . O ' Conne l l  et al C 1 9 8 3 ) descr ibed contemporary 

plant col l ec t i on at  MacDonald Down s where a s imi lar trend wa s 

evident . 

Kere 

L i z ards were the a n ima l s  mos t  f requently taken by women . Of 

these , the goanna and peren t i  were preferred for both the i r  

meat and the f a t  they carr i ed i n  good s eason ( Pl ate 7 . 2 8 ) . 

Women came upon l i z ard tracks i n  the course of forag i ng for 

other foods or f ound burrows t ha t  showed evi dence of  recent 

act i v i ty . Al l were checked . The fol low i ng is an accoun t of a 

l i z a rd capture f rom a burrow . The f igures contai ned i n  

brackets  g ive the t i me and the l etters relate t o  F igure 7 . 4 .  
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TABLE 7 . 2 :  NOTES ON CONTEMPORARY FORAGING TECHNIQUES 

I TEM amwelye ( Amph i bolurus sp . ) ;  a sma l l  dragon 
l i z ard , mean we igh t 0 . 4  kg ( P l ate 7 . 2 5 ) . 

CAPTURE : The an imal was easy to k i l l  because of i ts hab i t  
of  becom i n g  mot i onle s s  when threatened . I t  was 
not val ued h i gh ly enough to war rant extended 
s ea rch t i me ; t rack i ng was l im i ted to large 
spec imens . K i l led by e i ther clubbi n g  on the 
h ead , or break i ng the neck . 

PREPARATI O N : amwelye was not gutted , but s i nged before be i ng 
placed i n  a s h a l l ow depres s i on at  f i re ' s  edge . 
Covered wi th hot s o i l , ash  and coa l s . Cooked i n  
about 1 5  mi nutes . 

DI STRI BUT ION : L i z ard was pul led f rom the p i t , sl apped s harply 
s evera l t imes to remove adher ing ash and so i l , 
p laced on a mat of  freshly-picked leafy 
swi tches . The j aws we re forced ope n , the s k i n  
be low the throat was p i nched a n d  torn down 
reveal i ng br i ght yel low fat . Fat and l iver taken 
for  d i s tr i but i on , other i nter na l  orga n s  
d i s carded . The ta i l , with  back leg s attached 
was broken from the tru nk and eaten . The head 
d i s carded and some times trunk al s o . The s k i n  
was n o t  eaten . Amwelye f a t  was h ig h ly regarded 
for i ts med i c i nal proper t i e s . As wel l  as eat i ng 
i t , people rubbed i t  on  the i r  bodi es , 
par t i cularly of  bab i e s . 

ITEM : lewatyerre ( Varanus sp . ) ;  sand goan na ( Plat e  
7 .  2 5 ) , mean wei gh t  0 .  5 kg . H i g h l y  rega rded 
e spec i al ly if fat laden . arramaye C Va ranus 
�. ) ,  s and goanna , we i ght 1 - 1 . 4  kg ( uncommon ) .  

CAPTURE : Lewatyerre and arramaye wer e  f ound i n  trees , 
burrows , on road s , or f eedi ng i n  the ope n . 
D i f f i cu l t to capture becau s e  after f ew s econds 
paus e  they e s cape at  great speed . If in a tree , 
people gathered s hor t ,  s tu rdy l engths of  wood , 
between 3 0  and 5 0  cm long and hur led them a t  
a n i ma l ' s  h ead . When i t  fel l to the grou nd , 
s tunned , i t  was cl ubbed . Women a l s o  excavated 
burrows . 

PREPARATI O N : Goann a s  were gut ted and s i n ged . S tomach removed 
through the mou t h  wi th hooked s t i ck C ulyengke ) ,  
lower i n te s t i ne s  removed through anus . Cooked 
i n  a - shal low_� p i-t , tu rned :� -:-4- .!.. :::way "'.:. '.": :-0·ugh ...._ ;.)uki n y  - -
t ime . Lewatyerre cooked w i th i n  3 0  m i nutes . 
C l e an ed of  hearth debr i s  and put on leafy mat s . 
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TABLE 7 . 2 ( contd . ) 

DI STRI BUTION : Head broken off  and d i sca rded . Th e be l ly ski n 
broken and two pads of  wh i te fat d i s t r i buted ; 
l i ver eaten . The ta i l  broken of f ,  genera l ly 
sub-d iv i ded i n to two or three smaller  s ec t i on s  
for re-di s tr i but i on . Back l egs pu l l ed off . 
R ema i n i ng trunk and forel egs g i ven away as a 
s i ng l e  p i e ce . Flesh  care fu l ly p i cked f rom the 
bon e s , skin wa s ea te n . 

ITEM : i lkwerte , ( Varanus giga n t eu s } ,  perent i ,  large 
c a r n i vorou s l i z ard , wei g h i ng up to 7 kg . ( Plate 
7 . 2 4 } . 

CAPTURE : As for other va ranus sp . but men u s ed . 2 2 
cal i bre r i f l e . 

PREPARAT ION : I lkwerte cooked i n  pi t approximately 5 0  cm long 
and 1 5  cm d e ep . Large f i r e  l i t  at the edge o f  
p i t .  The an ima l was gutted a s  other l i z ards and 
s i nged . Charred ski n s craped off w i th a kn i f e . 
Back l egs skewe red together , tai l folded i n  
unde r  the back l egs . Cook i n g  t ime was 
approx imately 5 0  mi nute s ;  l i z ard wa s tur ned 
dur i ng th i s  per i od . 

DI STRIBUTION : Cooked l i z a rd was cleaned . Wi th a kn i fe ,  axe or 
crowbar it was cut down e i ther s id e  of the 
backbone , sma s h i ng through the r i bs . The tai l 
and back l egs cut off  and sub-d i v i d ed . Backbone 
pul led f re e  o f  carca s s ; fat  pads r emoved f rom 
bel ly and each f ront leg w i th part of the upper 
t runk at tached cut f rom the trunk . The 1 i ver 
was eaten . 

ITEM : 

CAPTURE :  

inape ( Tachygl o s s u s  sp . } ,  echidna , mean we i gh t  
3 . 9  kg . Much sought , i n f r equently taken ( Pl at e  
7 . 2 3 } . 

S low mov i n g  an i mal , once l ocated unl ikely to 
e s cape . Occa s i ona l ly dug f rom burrow , but often  
f ound i n  c re v i c e s  of boulder s tr ewn h i l ls . 
Extrac t i on was t ime- consum i ng . Echi dna turned 
on i ts back , ki l led w i th a blow to the 
unprotec ted unde r s i de . 

PREPARATION : Qui l l s  sof t ened by soak i ng the an ima l , be l ly up , 
i n  a s ha l l ow wet depr e s s ion for 1 5 - 2 0  mi nute s . 

� - · · · - --- - :f r: t c s :. i nc =.  :- 2mcv e :.:  through smal l  i. :.! C .i. ..; i on i n  the ·  
b e l l y  l ater c l o s ed w i t h  a wooden skewe r . 
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TABLE 7 . 2  ( contd . ) 

Cook i ng pi t prepared w i th large f i re a t  i ts 
edge . Ech i dna thrown onto the f i re for few 
m i nutes to bur n down the qui l l s . Qu i ll s tumps 
removed us i ng crowbar , j abbi ng at the qu i l l s  to 
r emove them . People als o u s e  axe s , kn ives , 
pl i ar s  and f i nger s . Task took about 3 0 
mi nutes . Cooked for abou t an hour . 

DI STR I BUTION : An imal placed on i ts back on leafy mat . Two 
i n c i s i on s  made a long i t s length . The bo ney r ib 
cage and trunk was removed i n  one pi ece f rom 
i n s ide the th i ck , tough , fat-covered ski n . Sk i n  
was the pre fer red por t i o n  o f  the animal . Jui ces 
were t i pped f rom the ski n  and shared , then ski n 
cut up . 

I TEM : tnyemayte , wi tchetty g rubs . Th i s  wa s the ma i n  
g rub spec i e s  col lected f rom roots o f  Aca c i a  
kempeana bu s h  ( Plate 7 . 2 2 ) . 

COLLECTION : A woman s earched the g rou nd around the bas e  of 
s h rub , check i ng for i nd i ca t i on s  of  g rub 
i n f e s ta t i on f ine cracks i n  the ground f rom 
swol len roots , f ragments of cas i ng f rom 
devel oped moths and character i s t i c  s ound of  
crowbar str i k i n g  hol l ow roots . She sat and dug 
rap i d ly to expos e  root ; levered the root 
upwards ,  broke it  o f f  and removed the g rub C s )  
i n s ide . 

PREPARATION : Grubs l a i d  on the grou nd a t  the edge o f  a f i re 
and covered wi th th i n  layer o f  hot soi l and as h 
for  few mi nutes . 

ITEM arwengarlkere , nat i ve bee honey ( Pl ate 7 . 2 6 ) . 

COLLECT I ON : Located by s ee i ng e i ther the bees or nes t  
ent rance o n  the tree . Formerly people searched 
a round the ba s e  of trees f or t iny specks of  
d ropped pol len . Honey exposed by removi ng a 3 0  
cm s e ct i on o f  trunk above the h ive open i ng . 
Pol l en and honey removed . Wax d i s carded af ter 
honey sucked f rom i t .  Honey eaten a t  s i te or  
col lected . 
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TABLE 7 . 2  ( contd . ) 

ITEM : 

COLLECT ION : 

yirrampe , C camponotu s  sp . ) ,  honey ants  C P l ate 
7 . 1 8 ) . 

Fou nd on ly i n  mulga wood l and and requ i red 
exten s ive excava t i on to depth s of up to a me tre 
C P late 7 . 1 0 ) . Women s ea rched for e i ther the 
nest entrance or ants on the surface . They 
excavated to s eek the underground chambers t ha t  
h ouse the honey- f i l led ants ( Plate 7 . 1 1 ) . Ants 
were removed and placed on f res hly tur ned s o i l 
at the excava t i on p i t  edge . Honey- f i l l ed 
s egmen t  b i t ten off and eaten , head and legs of 
ant  di s carded . 

Mary and Queen i e  were forag i ng i n  an  area of low shrubland on 
a cool July a f ternoon in 1 9 8 1 . Mary f ound a f resh  burrow 
open i ng that was partly concea led by the branche s of  a f a l l e n  
dead tree [ 4 . 2 5 p . m . ] .  T h e  e nt rance ( A )  was 1 0 - 1 5 c m  across 
i t  wa s topped by a mound of f reshly tur ned earth . The wome n 
dragged the tree clear of the bur row [ 4 . 2 7 p .  m .  ] and Mary 
began tes t i ng an  a rea about 1 .  5 m beh i nd the entrance C B ) . 
She probed the earth a t  var i ou s  poi n t s  wi t h  a crowba r ,  
watch i ng whe re i t  wen t  i n  to the greatest depth to check th e 
di rection of  t he bur row . Once sa t i  s f  i ed of i ts d i rec t i on , 
Mary sat a t  the en trance , ( A ) , and s tarted excava t i ng rapi dly 
[ 4 . 3 0 p . m . ] .  As she dug she wat ched the col laps i n g  bur row and 
con s tantly probed the ground ahead . At th i s  t i me Queeni e 
probed the a rea C C )  w i th a crowbar [ 4 . 3 9 p . m . ] and s a t  down at  
( D )  where she  began d i g g i ng toward s Mary [ 4 .  4 1  p .  m .  ] . They 
dug unt i l  they were s eparated by only 30 cm t hen both 
abandoned excava t i on s  [ 4 . 4 2 p . m . ] .  There was no s i g n  of the 
l i z ard . Mary then s a t  to dig a t  C E )  [ 4 . 4 3 p . m . ] worki ng i n  
towards the suspec ted burrow . Almo s t  immedi ately she dragged 
a l i z ard ( 5 6 0  g )  f rom the ground [ 4 . 4 4 p . m . ] .  

The two foragers were both middle-aged women of l on g  

exper i ence . I recorded occa s i on s  when les s expe r i enced 

younger women dug unt i l  the burrow and i t s  s urrounds were los t 

i n  a confus i on of excava ted so i l  and h ol e s , some th i ng June 

B i rd d e s c r i bed i n  f ru s t ra t i on as " j ust  mak i n g  mes s " .  



L 1 � o J 

\ Jl //f ({(&c 
I 

:� 
_... E II/$� --1' B 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
., 
I 
I 

.. 
f a g��nna excavation. 4 Plan o Figure · 7. : 

Areas of 
investigation/ 
excavation: 
no burrows 



( 1 9 7 ] 

I n  contras t to the tr end of sel ect i on i n  plant food s , there 

was no evi de nce that wome n concen trated on an ima l s  that 

requ i red the s impler handl i ng techn iques . In  the case o f  

echidna , for example , the removal o f  the qui l l s  and 

prepara t i on of  t he an imal for cook i n g  was t ime -con suming and 

somet ime s d i f f i c u l t  yet . ech i d na were h ighly favoured and 

regularly hun ted ( Plate 7 . 2 3 ) . 

Ty ape 

Many type s of edi ble grubs were known to women ( Table 4 . 5 )  but 

they concentra ted the i r  efforts  on one type , tyape 

tnyemayte .  I wa s shown how several other types were 

col lected . I n  each case , the grubs occur red s i ngly rather 

than in c l usters  a s  did tyape tnyemayte . Al though the 

col lec t i on of s ome grubs , for example , tyape ingweni nge , whi ch 

were pul l ed f rom holes i n  the t runk o f  the r iver red gum 

( Eucalyptus cama l dulen s i s )  wa s les s t ime-consumi ng than that 

of tyape tnyemayte , they were less abundant i n  any g i ven 

area . Grubs were l ightly cooked be fore be i ng eaten , but cou ld 

be eaten raw . T ho s e  that were damaged dur i ng col lection were 

somet imes eaten raw . 

Ngkwarle 

The techn i que s of ga the r i ng two regularly taken s ou r ces o f  

honey were d i f ferent ( Table 7 . 2 ) . Honey ants were taken f rom 

the i r  underground chamber s wh i ch were excavated wi th crowbar s  

and s hove l s . Nat ive bee honey was col lected f rom tree tru nk s 

and branches u s i ng axe s ( see accounts  of gather i ng honey i n  

Chapter 4 ) . N e i ther type of honey was eaten wi th other food s 

or prepared pr i or to ea t i ng . Although more i n tens i ve l abour 

was requ i red to procure them , honey ants and nat i ve bees were 

more product ive honey s ources than were other s  s uch a s  

blossoms . 
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Dogs 

When wome n walked out f rom the i r  ba s e  camps to forage , they 

were accompan i ed by s evera l  dogs . Angkwele women regu larly 

took one favou r i te sma l l  dog , Ci ndy , that they sa i d  was an 

excel lent tracker of an ima l s . Les s  of ten the larger dog s also 

came along . Dog s  s eemed to make l i ttle apprec i able d i f ference 

to forag i ng succes s at  Angkwele . At t i mes wh en they barked 

and a ler ted an ima l s  to the forager ' s  pres ence , they were a 

pos i t ive h i ndrance . June occas i onally t r i ed to capture 

kangaroo by s endi ng her dog a f ter i t ,  but always wi thout 

succes s .  They were mo s t  e f f ec t ive i f  the an ima l had f i r s t  

been wounded . They prevented i t  then f rom con t i nui ng to 

es cape . 

Fire 

The ski l l s  of f i re man i pulat i on were learn t  early and f rom the 

age of f ive year s  mos t  chi ldren were able to s et a f i re and 

bo i l  tea . Every hou s ehold had at  l eas t one hear th f or 

cooki ng . A f i re was the phys i cal focus of much s oc i a l  

activi ty , mark i ng an area where people ga thered to e i ther 

prepare or d i s tr i bu te food . In the even i ngs , f i res marked 

household s l eepi ng areas , provid i ng l ight , warmth and comfort . 

Wood was gathered da i ly for hou s ehold r equi rements and mostly 

by women . When l arge quan t i t i e s  were needed , such  a s  for a l l 

n ight wi n ter f i res , or f o r  cook i ng kangaroo , men a s s i s ted to 

br ing in  l oads of  wood in  veh i cl e s . People pref er red harder 

wood types such as mu lga or g idgee as these burned more 

slowly . At En i l ty i ye , the s e  were not ava i l able wi th i n  walk i ng 

d i s tance , s o  f or da i ly chores people u sed blue mal l ee 

( Eucalyptus gamophyl la ) or  dogwood ( Acac i a  cori acea ) .  Wood 

was not chopped . Long pi eces i nclud i ng whole tree t runks 

were con t i nµ? l ly _ _  mqv:�d. Lntc . t h e  �f-� r e  a s  •_ : ! -:: :· �� :::- :: :d . · : n 
summer peopl e bu i l t  smal l f i re s  wh i ch were used ma i nly for 
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cooki ng and l i gh t . Wood col l ec t i on was less  f requent then and 

the quan t i t i e s  i nvo lved , smal l .  Dur i ng winter , when n ight 

temperatures reached f ree z i ng poi n t , a f i re burnt  at every 

hou s ehold from about 4 p . m .  onward s . Large log s  were 

col lected be fore dark and a s l ow f i re burned throughout the 

n ight . People awoke f requently to tend the i r  f i res , re

arrang i n g  log s  or re-k i ndl i ng f i res that had gone out . I n 

wi nter people rel i ed on f i r e  for warmth ra ther than the one or 

two blanke t s  that they used . There were severa l d i s t i nc t  

types of  f i re s . 

i n to another . 

I n  prac t i ce , one type was of ten conver ted 

Cook i ng f i re :  Cooki ng f i re s  we re set to produce a s tore of  

coal s  a s  qui ckly a s  pos s i b l e . The actual f i re s i z e depended 

on the cook i n g  task but heaps of  sol i d  s t i ck s , branches and 

th i nn i s h  log s  we re chosen . The flame s were i n ten s e  but s hort

l i ved , and the bur n i ng produced a bank of coal s . 

Sleepi ng f i re :  S l eep ing f i res were bu i l t  from sub stan t i a l  

log s , o r  eve n whole tree trunk s . Th ese were burnt at  one e nd 

produci ng a sma l l  f i re for many hour s . The wood from these 

f i res was genera l ly comp letely reduced to ash . 

Work f i r e :  A d i f ferent type o f  f i re was bu i l t  t o  hea t water 

for was h i ng or work s teel . A compac t  heap of large , hardwood 

logs was s et ; i t  had a s l ow ,  hot f i re wh i ch produced a bank of  

coa l s  su f f i c i en t  to ma i n ta i n  h i g h  temperatures . 

Smokey f i res : When f l i es were annoy i n gly numer ous 

sought rel i e f  f rom them by c reat i ng c l ouds of smoke . 

peopl e 

They 

threw l eave s , twi g s  and s u r f ace l i tter onto f lami n g  logs to 

ext i ngu i sh the f lames and produce smoke . S ome t i me s  they 

dragged one l og a s hort d i s ta nce f rom a f i re ,  leav i n g  i t  to 

smoulder . 
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Light-produc i ng f i re :  Flam i ng f i r es t i ck s  were used to provide 

br i e f  per i od s  of  l i gh t  at  n i g h t  - to s earch for mi s s i n g  i tems 

or check arou nd the hous ehold for tracks . 

Hearth maintenance 

Hou s ehold f i re s  were not l e f t  bur n i ng unattended . Bur n i ng 

log s were s epara ted or covered wi th d i r t . Becau s e  food s  we re 

cooked in the a she s of f i res , hearths were kept f ree of a l l  

rubbi sh , i nclud i n g  paper , and c i garette bu tt s . Food s craps 

were e i ther dropped be s i de the consumer , or thrown a me tre or 

so away , eve n tually to be eaten by dog s or  r aked to the 

per imeter of  the hou s ehold l ivi ng area . 

Hearths were cleaned of accumulated a s h . At A ngkwele , the 

most frequently used hearth became a s coured ova l - s haped pi t ,  

1 5 - 2 0  cm deep . Cook i ng s i te s  for large an ima l s  rapidly 

developed i n to subs tan t i al craters . Whenever pos s ible , 

anima l s  were cooked i n  the bus h  where wood suppl i e s  were a l s o  

more conven i en t . A t  En i l ty i ye , where t h e  so i l  was sandy , a s h  

was removed and t h e  resul t i ng p i t  ref i l led w i th f resh sand , 

ma i n ta i n i ng the hearth a t  surface level . Hearth loca t i on 

changed cons tant l y , even wi th i n  the space of a few square 

metre s to avo i d  the format i on of  exces s i ve ly deep crater s . 

HOUSEHOLD BASED SUBS ISTENCE 

The prepara t i on o f  

household shel ter . 

food was regu larly car r i ed out a t  each 

Cooki ng took place on an open f i re and 

i nvolved a smal l  number of  uten s i ls . Tea was bo i led in a 

b i l ly ; mea t and other foods were f r i ed or bo i led i n  a pan 

placed d i rectly on the coa l s  or they were cooked i n  an  

ear thoven . T i nned foods were .opened , heated on the f i re ,  then 

eaten d i rectly f rom the tin  or placed on damper . Wi th the 

e:xcf-! · ': i o n  , . r ,! ·damper ·1 · most-- purchas ed � :food::: �:� re · cooke·a · " w .i  L i:i 0 ·ut · 

further preparat i on .  Occa s i ona l ly wome n prepared meat-ba sed 

s tews . 
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otensils 

The mos t  common ly used conta i ner in hearth cook i ng was a 4 . 2 5 

l i tre b i l l ycan i n  wh i ch people boi led tea , and a s hallow bas i n  

for the prepa r a t i on o f  f l our dough . Les s  common were 

saucepans and f ry i ng pans or the ver s at i le camp-oven ( Plate 

7 . 9 ) . Compr i s i ng a deep bas e  and a close f i tt i ng l id and made 

from heavy i ron , th i s  conta i ner could be placed wi th i n  a 

hearth and completely covered wi th coal s . The l id s erved a ls o  

a s  a f ryi ng pan . Peopl e used large ( 5 0 0  ml ) metal pan n i k i n s  

for dri nki ng tea , o r  they improvi z ed w i th cl ean , empty t i n s . 

Another commo nly owned uten s i l  wa s a butcher ' s  kn i fe ( Pl a t e  

7 . 9c ) . These were i n  cons tant demand for food-cutt i ng tasks , 

for man i pu la t i on of f ood on the f i re , and open i ng t i n s . They 

were taken on f orag i ng t r i ps to butcher l arge an imal s . 

A character i s t i c  of hous ehold utens i l s was the i r  large s i z e . 

For example , wh i l e  l arge butc her ' s  knive s  were commonly own ed ,  

smal l e r - s i z ed table kn ives wer e  uncommon . The large b i l lycan 

was the f avoured uten s i l  f or bo i l i ng tea , whi l e  the sma l l er , 

less  commonly owned ones ( P late 7 . 9d )  were prefer red for 

forag i ng or u s e  as pan n i k i n s . Improvi z ed utens i l s , espec i al ly 

twigs and s t i ck s , were a l so an important component of the 

mater ial cul ture of  hear th-ba s ed subs i s tence ac t i vi t i e s . 

Plate 7 . 3 0 show i n g  a group of women prepar i ng food at  a large 

hearth i l lus t ra te s  s eve ral o f  the po i n t s  mad e above . The 

act i v i ty was car r i ed out on the ground . Ada ( back to the 

camera ) prepared damper dough i n  a s ha l l ow ba s i n , wh i l e  a 

cooked damper l ay par t i a l ly bur i ed i n  the coals . Two cooked 

damper s were s tored i n  the cardboard box . On the l ef t  o f  t he 

hearth , H i lda s l i ced beef f rom a larger p i ece wh i ch rested on 

a layer of f re s h  l e aves . The beef was cooked in the two 

saucepan s  to her r i gh t . They were set above the coa l s  on empty 

. t i n s . - Three s tanda rd.-:- s iz ed t ea cou L a �  n e r  b a. re 
- imin�d i  a tely i n  

front o f  her . 
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Plate 7.9: Commonly owned subsistence equipment. (a) An axe (b) butchering knives (c) a camp oven 

which served also as a saucepan and the l id as a frying pan (d) bil lycans - the larger one for 
brewing tea and the smaller one for a pannik in or general container (e) flour drum used as a 
storage container. 
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Plate 7. 1 0: he sk i l l  and efficiency with which women wield crowbars is demonstrated by t he extensive 

excavation June Bird performed in her search for honey ants in the hard,  red clay soil of the 
mulga woodland. 



Plate 7 . 1 1 :  June Bird uses a shovel to excavate for honey ants (a) She grips the shovel immed iately above 
the head as she creates a profi le from the surface (b) as the hole deepens she alters her digging 
position and the manner of g ripping the s hovel . She continues to move the shovel towards her 
body. 
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Plate 7. 1 2 : 
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A woman wi thout e s s en t i al uten s i l s  bor rowed from othe r 

households . I tems were " owned " by the or i g i nal purchaser but 

those used i n  food preparat i on c i rculated so f reely between 

ne ighbou r i n g  hou s eholds that own e r s h i p  became i rrelevan t .  

Uten s i l s  w i t h  an unknown h i s tory however , were d i scarded . 

Occa s i onal ly when the camp was cleaned , many i tems merely i n  

need o f  clean i ng were put i n  t he nearby rubb i s h  t i p . Th i s  was 

a protect ion aga i n s t  · pos s ib l e  harm caused by s trange rs 

tamper i n g  wi th on e ' s  per s onal pos s e s s i on s . The pract ice a l s o  

precluded acc idently u s i ng utens i l s t h a t  dog s had u s ed . 

I tems tha t were i n  da i l y  use such as bi l l ycan s , mug s , 

saucepan s and kn ives , al l had short u s e  l i ve s . Each household 

rarely kept i nd i vidual i terns longer than a few weeks . The 

most common ly owned uten s i ls ( Tabl e  7 . 3 )  were cont i nua l ly 

lost , borrowed , u s ed for non- subs i s tence purpose s , broken or 

di scarded . However they were e s s en t i a l  and requ i red cons tant 

replacement . Thus peopl e repeated ly replaced s imi lar utens i l s  

used i n  the subs i s tence act i vi t i e s of  every day .  They d i d  not 

accumulate a range of i n crea s i ngly d i verse ones . 

Food storage 

Food s torage was pr i n c i pa l ly a means of keep i ng food rema i n s  

safe f rom preda tor s , e s pec i a l l y  dogs . T i n s  of  food were 

always consumed at one s i tt i ng ;  cond i me n t s  were taken f rom 

household to hou s ehold and were thus a l s o  rap i dly con sumed . 

Cooked mea t  or damper was placed on the roo f s  of s hel ter s , i n  

trees , o r  l e f t  i n  the ashes  o f  a f i re .  F l our was purchased i n  

s trong 1 6  kg drums wh i c h when empty , were u s ed t o  s tore bread , 

fresh f ru i t , sugar , tea and other food s P late 7 . 9 e ) . Some use  

was a l s o  made of  the heal th  servi ce ca ravan and veh i cles a s  

storag e place s . Neverthele s s , food was regularly s tolen by 

dog s , cats and a t  Angkwele , even hor s es . 
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TABLE 7 . 3 : OWNERSHIP STATUS OF HOUSEHOLD ITEMS 

A :  S U B S I STENCE- RELATED ITEMS 

Common 

b i l lycans 
butcher ' s  kn i f e 
r i f le 
crowbar 
flour drums 
bas i n  
water con ta i ne r  

B :  OTHER I TEMS 

Common 

blankets 
mattre s s  
pi llows 
tarpaul i n/camp s heet 
cloth ing 
assorted t in/boxe s 
torch 
pur s e/handbag 
card s 
wooden weapon s  

( trad i t i ona l ) 
tobacco con t a i ner 

Household Inventory 

Les s Common 

s aucepan/ f ry i ng pan 
camp-oven 
axe 
shove l 
pann i k i n s  
wi re me s h  
veh i cle 

Less Common 

car tool s  
rake 
rad i o/ca s ette 
car too l s  
brus h/comb 
needle/thread 
bat ik equ i pmen t  

Uncommon 

plates 
kni ves ( table ) 
spoons 

Uncommon 

s c i s sors 
su i tca s e  
chi ldren ' s  toys 
wooden d i sh 
bed 

Hou seholds C wi th the excep t i on of arnkentye ) own ed a 

predi ctable range of i tems ( Tabl e  7 . 3 ) . The ma j or i ty o f  the s e  

were a s soc i a ted wi th subs i s tence , but people a l s o  h ad a range 

of other po s s e s s ions such as ma t r e s s e s , b lanket s  and 

torche s . I tems typ�ca l ly owned by a hous eh n l � c ov l �  be 

further d i s t i n gu i shed accord i n g  to whether they were a common 
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or uncommon element of  the i nventory . Those  l i s ted a s  

commonly owned were relat ively e s s en t i al whi l e  the rema i nder 

were l e s s  so . Each household , however , rarely pos sessed the 

complete set of  even the mos t  commonly owned i tems a t  any one 

time . So for exampl e ,  i terns con s idered e s s e n t i a l  for da i ly 

subs i s tence tasks such a s  a bi l lycan , r i f l e  or large knive s  

were always owned by at  least o n e  hou s ehold wi th i n  t h e  camp 

and
' 

were then bo rrowed by n e i g hbour i ng hou sehold s . I t ems 

des cr i bed as uncommon , such as plates and spoon s , were of te n  

unava ilable a t  any hou sehold i n  a camp . 

THE CHARACTERISTICS OF CONTEMPORARY MATERIAL COLTURE 

Indi vidual i tems were con t i nual l y  consumed i n  the manner 

desc r i bed by Woodburn ( 1 9 8 0 : 9 9 ) . The pattern of own e r s h i p  and 

con sumpt i on of  household u ten s i l s  meant that people repeatedly 

replaced a sma l l  set of e s s en ti a l  i tems by e i ther purcha s i ng 

replacements or by i mprov i z i ng them . For exampl e ,  the 

b i l lyca n s  wh i ch were pur chased were large wi th s ecurely 

attached hand l e s . I mprovi z ed b i l lycan s were made f rom empty 

mi lk-powder t i n s  u s i ng wire  s trands for a handl e .  Al though 

the purchased vers i on was more r obus t ,  households a l terna ted 

between owne r s h i p  of  the purchased i tern and i ts improvi s ed 

equ ival ent . I mprovi z a t i on and re-cycl i n g  thus extended the 

funct ions  of s ome i terns . Equa lly , i t  some t ime s  ended the 

subs i s tence l i fe of s ome i tems . For example , us i ng a b i l lycan 

to carry petrol . Each hou s ehold was thu s involved i n  a 

proces s  i n  wh i ch i t  con t i nually acqu i red e s s en t i a l  i t ems and 

s imul taneou s l y  d i  ves ted i ts e l f of tho s e  same i terns through 

los s , breakage , borrow i ng or other mean s . The range of i tems 

in wh i ch peop l e  i nves ted was cons tan t ;  the i nventor ies  o f  

i nd i vidua l  hou s eholds were not . 

I n  emphas i s i ng the res t r i c ted range of  ma te r i al cul ture i n  

_.curren t  u s e _ and _ __the� .. Wa¥- _ _peop.!.� _ ...ext ended func t i on th r;.;11g h

improv i z a t i on I do not mean to sugges t  that people wer e  
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un i n teres ted i n  acqu i r i ng mater i al good s  nor that they 

selected only the more ba s i c  ava i lable technology . I fou nd 

people to be avid but select i ve con sumer s .  Con s tantly plan s 

were made a s  to how certa i n  h i g h ly des i red and technolog i ca l ly 

soph i s t i cated i terns such a s  

tape- recorde r s  and v i deos 

Succes s  always depended on 

cars , generator s , refr igerator s , 

recorders could be acqui red . 

cash  ava i labi l i ty and here too 

people had s ome i nnovat i ve ideas . 

On the t h i rd of  Feb ruary 1 9 8 2 , a group qf women , ch i ldren and 
myself set out in the r e s earch veh i cle . We l e f t  the  
outs tat ion unusua l ly ear ly : our target was old Au s tral i an 
penn i es . Rumour had i t  that these were immens ely va luable and 
that Wh i te people pa id thous and s of dol lars for them . We 
trave l led to an  old camp s i te more than 5 0  km f rom the 
out s tat i on , scour i ng the ground around the ru i n s  of  previ ous 
shelters , and searched the known rubb i s h  dumps o f  local 
pas toral home s teads . The per s everance of the i n tens ive 
searchi ng pa id of f and the hun ters found s eve ral penn i es . 
Another party of penny s eekers a r r i ved and among the i r  group 
wa s one man wi th a ragged copy of " The Col l ector ' s  Guide to 
Penn i e s " whi ch I was d i rec ted to con sult and advi s e  on the 
worth of our f i nds . I n  total , a l l  our pen n i es were wor th 5 0  c 
at most . The women t o s s ed them a s ide i n  d i sgus t . 

On another occa s i on we spent a day look i ng f or gems tones . The 

women used the i r  crowbars to ch ip at  a certa i n  type of s tone 

i n  the hope of  f i nd i ng the " good one s " t hat they could s el l  i n  

Al i ce Spr i ngs . Few such cash-produ c i ng scheme s were 

succe s s fu l  but f a i lure did not appear to dampen enthu s i asm f or 

them . 

Complex technology i t s e l f d i d  n o t  i n t imida te peopl e .  Certa i n  

o f  the s e  i terns were h i ghly des i red . People con s i dered for 

example , that a veh i c l e  or vi deo improved the qua l i ty of  

l i fe . But such i tems were both s carce , cos tly and unable to 

be improv i z ed .  They had to be acqu i red through owner s h i p  

rather than borrow i ng . Thi s con tras t ed to mos t other uten s i l s 

and equ i pmen t .  Wi t h  the except i on of a r i f l e , the mater i a l  

· cult ur � · ·a s soc iatetl' - wi th " ' ··�;uhs i z-r.encc ( 'l'a b l c  · ·1 · . - .:, ) ' , · c ou ld r� -0e 
borrowed , i mprov i z ed or temporar i ly f oregone . There wa s 
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l i t t l e  apparent i ntere s t  i n  t he technolog i ca l  elabora t i on o f  

th i s  sphere of  mate r i a l  cul ture . 

IMPROVIZATION 

People manufactured a number of implements only when t hey 

needed them . So many e s s e n t i a l  tasks depended on the use o f  

these qu i ckly produced i tems t h a t  t hey con s t i tuted an  i n tegral 

component of contemporary mater i a l  cul ture . The artefac ts 

thems elve s  h owever had an ephemeral qual i ty .  Gou ld ( 1 9 8 0 : 7 2 )  

reported br i ef ly on thi s pract i ce among the Wes tern Desert 

people ,  des c r i b i ng implements  made th i s  way as " i n s tant tool s "  

- i tems that were f a s h i oned rap i dly f rom mater i a l s  at  hand and 

" di s carded wh enever and whereve r the i r  useful l i fe i s  over " . 

Specialised instant tools for foraging 

Two spec i a l i sed i n s tant too l s  were made and used regul a r l y  

( but n o t  exc lus i vely ) b y  women . A clas s of va r i ou s ly s i z ed 

hooked s t i cks named ulyengke s erved many purposes i nc ludi ng 

the gut ti ng o f  l i z ard s ( plate 7 . 1 3 ) . Al l goan nas were gut ted 

through the t hroa t , obv i a t i ng the need for an i nc i s i on . A 

th i n  branch of su i tabl e  fol i age ( usua l ly mulga ) was trimmed to 

produce a s t i f f  hooked s t i ck 1 5 - 2 5  cm l ong longer for 

gut t i ng a perent i .  The s t i ck was for ced , hook f i r s t , down the 

throat of  the l i z ard , twi s ted once and drawn back up , br i ng i ng 

the s tomach w i t h  i t  ( Pl a te 7 . 1 6 ) . The large s t  ulyengke , up to 

2 m long , were used to pul l  f ru i t and s eeds from h igh branches 

or to reach i nacces s i b l e  an i ma l s  ( Plate 7 . 1 5 ) . The sma l l e s t  

ulyengke t h a t  I recorded was made f rom a s ti f f , branch i ng 

gra s s  thwenpere ( En te ropogan ac i cu l ar i s )  that was tr immed to 

form a del i cate tool f or hook i ng grubs f rom hole s i n  t ree 

trunk s . A d i f f erent tool was the angkwert-angkwerte , a gently 

curved twi g  a bout 15  cm long ( Plate 7 . 1 4 )  wh i ch was u s ed i n  

the col l ec t i on o f  honey a n t s  ( Devi t t  1 9 8 6 ) . 



-
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Plate 7 . 1 3: A set of variously sized ulyengke, or hooked sticks that 
were used to gut goannas and perenti .  

-

- 11 11 11  
Plate 7. 1 4: A set of curved twigs (angkwerte-angkwerte) 

that were used in the col lection of honey-ants. 

Pl ate 7. 1 5 :  Lene Perrurle malting a large ulyengke to assist in dislodging a 
perenti from a rock crevice. Ulyengke of this s ize were '11so 
commonly used to pul l  fru it- laden branches c lose to the 
col lectors. 
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Thes e  too l s  were requ i red at a par t i cu lar stage i n  the 

forag i ng s equence t he i r  manuf ac ture and use was 

pred i c table . To my knowl edge , sub s t i tute ma ter i a l s  such a s  

wire were neve r used t o  f a s h i on them . Unl ike other tools i n  

use , they were extremely functi on - s pec i f i c , be i ng used once 

only for a part i cular task then d i scarded at the work s i te .  

Other instant tools 

I n  addi t i o n  t o  the spec i a l i s ed i tems above , a var i ety of  

improvi sed equ i pmen t  was fas h i oned from e i ther European or 

bus h  mater i a l s . For example , people u s ed s t i cks , s tones , tyre 

lever s or shangha i s  to d i s l odge l i z ard s that es caped i n to the 

h i ghest branches of trees ; they car r i ed honey on a woodch ip , 

i n  a b i l lycan or i n  plas t i c  conta i ners . The use of these 

i tems was less pred i ctable and people manuf actured them f rom 

any s u i table mater i al at hand . The fol lowi ng l i s t , wh i l e  not 

exhaust ive , i nd i cates the role of non-spec i al i s ed i n s tant 

too l s  in a range of tasks . 

( a )  long and s hor t s t i ck s : - used to club an ima l s  and to 

thresh larger s eed s ( Plate 7 . 1 9 )  

( b ) throwi ng s t i ck s : - s hort , ( 3 0 - 5 0  cm ) heavy s t i cks thrown 

to d i s l odge l i z ards f rom t rees 

C c )  f i re man iplua t i on s t i cks : - for prepa r i ng cook i ng area s 

i n  the f i re and arrang i n g  food ( Plate 7 . 1 7 ) 

C d )  " cu t lery " twi g s : - u s ed a s  s kewers to p i ck up hot food s ; 

for s t i rr i ng tea ; a spa tula type twig s erved as a spoon 

f or honey 

C e )  bark and wood c h i p  plates : - f or carry i ng smal l  

quan t i t i es o f  f ru i t s , honey , e t c  ( Plate 7 . 1 8 )  

C f )  bus h  brooms : - dry , l eaf les s branch , bound t i g htly used 

a s  a s t i f f  broom 

C g )  fol i age swi tche s : - s hort swi tches of  fol i age used to 

. . protect. ·  f ood , �f.r:Gm. f l ie r  . . . a 1.,.,1- t ;)  c � . e a n  c c, n k f'.- •l c a r c a s s e � ;  
u s ed a s  mats under cooked food 
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C h >  f la t  s tones : - for g r i nd i ng med i c i na l  mixture s , ochres 

C i )  empty t i n s : - u s ed as pan n ik i n s  for tea ; a s  res t s  for 

pot s  on f i res ( Plate 8 . 4 ) . 

The importance of improvi z ation 

The ski l l  o f  improvi z i ng too l s  a nd equ i pment f rom ava i lable 

mater i a l s  enabled people to l imi t hou seho1d ute ns i l s  and 

subs i s tence equ i pment to a mi n i mum , yet cont i nue to carry out 

neces sary tasks . The f r equency wi th wh i ch they produced a 

wide range of non- spec i al i s ed i n s tant too l s  reflected the i r  

reluctance t o  accumu la te and curate a s tock of i n frequent l y  

used impleme n t s . I nnova t ive s ol u t ions  to problems were common 

place . For example , when a bas i n was unava i l able for clothes 

was h i ng , one solut i on was to s coop a shal low hole i n  the 

ground , place a p i ece of plas t i c  or canva s  ove r it and f i l l  i t  

wi th water . I f  a bowl was unava i ab l e  for mak i ng damper , women 

pr epared i t  succe s s f u l ly on top of the f l our that was s tored 

in the l arge drums . T i n s  were opened wi th axe s , lar ge 

butcher i ng kn i ve s  or perhaps a crowbar - t i n  openers we re 

known but not requ i red . The ab i l i ty of people to improvi z e  

wi th regard t o  motor veh i cl e  repa i r s  was a s toni s h i ng , both a t  

U topi a  and e l s ewhere ( see a l s o  Nash  1 9 8 5 ) . Improv i z at i on a l s o  

i nvolved re-cycl i ng both European and bus h  ma ter i a ls . For 

example , a l arge plas t i c  water conta i ner wh i c h  had spl i t  was 

cut i n  hal f  a nd the s ide wi thou t  holes u sed as a wa sh i ng 

bas i n ;  f re s h ly opened t i n s  were immedi ately used a s  tea 

pann i k i n s . Empty f l our drums had numerou s  uses  - for s torage , 

for was h i ng , cooki ng , a s  beds teads and seat s . When women a t  

Angkwele re located t h e  alwekere they removed a l l  pos t s , 

tarpaul i n s  and other con s t ruc t i on mater i a l s  f rom the old s i t e  

to set up a t  the n ew locat i o n . 

A rel iance o n  the s ki l l of improv i z a t i on and imag i nat ive 

recycl i ng of many i terns enabled people to l imi t subs i s tence 

equ i pme n t  and hou s ehold uten s i l s to a mi n imum . Those tha t  



Pl ate 7. 1 8 : 

Plate 7. 1 9 : Polly Perru rle uses a short,  sturdy stick as a beat i ng i mp lement to 

release Ku rrajong seeds from their pods. 



Plate 7.2 1 :  Wild o�ions, irriyakwerre 
(Cyperus bulbosus) . 
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••••• ,�<� i�,4· :. \ Plate 7 . 24 :  Glory Ngale with a perenti ( Varanus sp. ) captured 
by the women. 



� goanna ( Varanus sp. ) and tour  d ragon l izards 

Plate 7 . 26:  A woman uses a smai t  st ick to scrape a cache of native bee 
honey from a Gidgee tree i nto a smali bi llycan. 



. � 
roasti ng softened the tough older B us h  B a n a n as alangkwe (L e1chhardt1a aus t 1a /1s ) . 

Plate 7.28: A portion of the fat removed from goannas is shared separately from the flesh. 
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they common l y  owned such a s  bi l lycan s , pot s , k n i ves and 

crowbar s ,  were few in number , por table ,  and robus t i n  

des i gn . I n  s e l e c t i n g  equ i pmen t  from the ar ray now ava i lable , 

contemporary out s ta t i on dwe l l ers had the pre fere nces Woodbur n 

( 1 9 8 0 : 9 9 )  des c r i bed . They s ought to " avo id those wh i c h  [ were ] 

f ixed i n  one place , heavy , elaborately decorated , requi re 

prolonged manufacture , regul ar ma i n tenance , j oi n t  work by 

severa l  people or any comb i na t i on of  thes e "  ( Woodburn 

1 9 8 0 : 9 9 ) . 

MOBILITY AND VEHICLES 

Forag ing ac t iv i t i es and a l l  travel i n  the area wa s by 

pr i vately owned veh i cles ( Plate 7 . 2 9 ) . Veh i cles were a 

central component of  contemporary mate r i al culture . Of a l l  

forag i ng tr ips , 9 1 %  made u s e  of  motor i sed tran sport . The 

s i ght i ng of  kanga roos , t he chase and the capture were of ten 

carr i ed out f rom a veh i cle C for a des c r i pt i on see O ' Connel l 

1 9 8 4 ) .  Women too , depended on tran sport to reach forag i ng 

s i tes al though they foraged on foot once they reached the i r  

chos en locat i on . 

Vehicle use 

Mos t fami ly g roups wi s hed to own a veh i c l e . When they h ad 

acqu i red i t , they then spent a large amoun t  of t i me 

ma i n ta i n i ng i t . There were no ma i n tenance fac i l i t i es i n  the 

surroundi ng 2 5 0  km , s o  owner s performed all necess ary 

mechan i ca l  work wi th the l imi ted number of tool s they own ed . 

Suppl i e s  o f  petrol , o i l , tyres , tube s , patches and spare par t s  

were s carce and the developmen t  o f  ma j o r  mecha n i cal f au l t s  was 

a con s ta n t  prob l em .  However the mater i a l  d i f f i c ul t i e s 

a s soc i ated w i th veh i c l e  own e r s h i p  were l e s s  prob lema t i c  than 

the s oc i al s tr a i n  i nvolved in  managi ng them . Always there was 

--a .-. hor tag-e o f  ·vehi c  1 e s',;" · ·  , own er s - were thu s  - forced· - t o ' 
rat i ona l i s e  compet i n g  and i n s i s tent demands on the use  of  

the i r  veh i cl e s  and the i r  mec han i cal suppl i e s . 
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Veh i cles were con s tantly pur cha s ed and s o ld at  U topi a .  Me n 

bought i n expen s i ve s econd- hand cars i n  Al i ce Spr i ngs then 

offered them for sale w i th i n  an exten s i ve local ne twork . 

Although veh i c l e s  were more expen s ive i n  Al i ce Spr i ngs and 

usually in better cond i t i on , arrangements for paymen t  were 

more su i table wi th i n  the l ocal market . In Al i c e  Spr i ngs 

people bought cars w i th immediate cas h  payment wh ereas they 

could arrange l ong term paymen t  or par t i a l  barter when they 

dealt wi th k i n  at U topi a . Veh i cles were the f ocus of muc h 

entrepreneur i al activi ty - t hey were bough t then re- sold to 

acqu i re ca s h ; there was barter i ng and barga i n i ng for the i r  

engi nes , bod i e s  or i n d i vi dua l parts . 

Vehicles at Angkwele 

Between May 1 9 8 1  and January 1 9 8 3  I was able to record deta i l s  

o f  e i ghteen veh i cles that pas sed through the Ang kwele 

commu n i ty ( Table 7 . 4 ) . " Owner s h i p "  was calculated a s  the 

number of days be tween the f i r s t  and f i nal date s on wh i ch I 

recorded a veh i c le present at  the out s tat i o n . V i s i tors ' 

veh i cles and borrowed car s we re not i n cluded . " Days not i n  

u s e "  refer s t o  those per i ods o f  t ime that the vehi cl e  was a t  

the outs tati on but i n  need o f  repai r s . For exampl e ,  a wh i te 

Ford Fl O O  sma l l  t ru ck ( Veh i c l e  1 > ,  was put on · blocks and 

served as both a s torage area and a s he l ter for many mon ths 

be fore it was f i na l ly sold . Three veh i c l e s  were in the 

pos s es s i on of the Angkwele r e s iden t s  for over s i x  mon th s . 

Veh icle 1 3  was s t i l l  i n  t he i r  pos se s s i on when I vi s i ted i n  

December 1 9 8 5 . Thi s was a n  unu sua l ly l engthy per i od o f  

pos ses s i on r e l a t ive t o  o ther veh i cl e s . That par t i cul ar 

veh i cle , a wh i te Datsun f our -wheel dr i ve , wa s rece i ved new as 

an a i d  grant f rom the Abor i g i na l  Benef i t s  Trus t  Fund . U nder 

the gra n t  condi t i on s  the owners were unable to s e l l  the 

veh i cle for  prof i t . Apa r t  f rom veh i cl e s  1 ,  2 and 1 3 , the 

dura-t-i on or - owner s h i p  - f or a veh i e r ._ w a s  �·u i  te  -�5�fioi t  - ( F fcjure ' 
7 . 5 ) . Of  the  1 6  veh i c l e s , s ix were owned by re s i den t s  o f  t he 
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Plate 7. 30: Women preparing damper, tea and beef at a large hearth. A ·damper is part ial ly visible in the ..
coals, tea brews in the bi l lycans and the meat is fried in the two saucepans on the left. Ada B ird 
(right) is m ixing dough for another damper. 
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commun i ty for l e s s  than 3 0  days . The ma j or i ty were owned for 

les s than 6 0  days . 

Veh i c l e s  wer e i n d i vi dua l ly owned . They were not con s i dered 

the col lect ive property of the outs tation , al though other 

hou s eholds had acce s s  to them . Non-d r i ver s ,  usual ly older men 

or women , a l so owned veh i cle s . Dur i ng the months of  

recordi ng , the out s ta t i on was never wi thout a funct i on i ng 

veh i cle . On average there were three ava i lable ( Tabl e 7 . 5 ) . 

But a l though veh i cles were rel a t i vely nume rou s , res idents 

sti l l  had unpred i c table acce s s  to them because those ava i labl e 

were unrel iable and s omet ime s parti cular hou s eholds 

monopol i z ed thei r use . 

The arr i val o f  a new veh i cl e  { Veh i cl e  1 3  i n  Table 7 . 4 )  enabled 

me to record rel i able i n forma t i on on the d i s tances tha t peopl e 

had travel led . For the 1 9 6 days of record s , the veh i c l e  

travelled a mean d i s tance of  1 5 8  km per day . Th e owner 

dec ided that the veh i cl e  wou ld not be used for hun t i ng wh i l e  

i t  was new :  i t  wa s t o  be dr iven only o n  the bet ter road s . I t  

went many t imes t o  Al i c e  Spr i ng s  - a rou nd trip o f  5 0 0  km -

becaus e i t  was roadwor thy and therefore unl ikely to attract 

pol ice a tten t i on . Veh i c l e s  tha t were bough t cheaply u sually 

did not conform to the legal s tandards of  roadworth i ne s s  and 

Abor i g i nal people fea red conf ronta t i on wi th the pol i ce ove r 

the ma tter . Thus the 1 5 8  km/day that veh i cl e  B travel led 

were trips for s hopp i ng , bus i n es s or social  act ivi t i es . These 

f igure s h i gh l i ght the i n ten s i ve use  made of  veh i cle s . The 

mean ( tota l ) d i s tance peopl e f rom Angkwele travel led on a 

forag i ng tr i p  wa s 5 4  km , con s i derably l e s s  than the da i l y 

d i s tances t rave l l ed i n  Veh i c l e  1 3 . There may have been 

unusua lly i n tens i ve use of  t h i s  veh i cle because of i t s 

uncharac te r i s t i c rel i ab i l i ty ,  but , I th i nk , many o ther 

veh i c l e s  travel led equ a l ly long d i s tances . 
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Figure 7.5: Duration of vehicle ownership at Angkwele, 1 981 -1 983. 

TABLE 7 . 4 :  RECORDS OF VEHICLES PRESENT AT ANGKWELE OUTSTATION , 
1 9 81-1 9 8 3  

VEH ICLE F I RST LAST 
RECORD RECORD 

1 2 7 . 0 5 . 8 1 2 6 . 0 1 . 8 2 
2 0 2 . 0 7 . 8 1 2 0 . 0 5 . 8 2 
3 0 3 . 0 7 . 8 1 0 2 . 0 8 . 8 1 
4 2 5 . 0 7 . 8 1 2 4 . 0 8 . 8 1 
5 2 7 . 0 7 . 8 1 0 8 . 1 2 . 8 1 
6 2 3 . 0 8 . 8 1 0 3 . 0 9 . 8 1 
7 2 4 . 0 8 . 8 1 0 8 . 1 2 . 8 1 
8 1 7 . 1 2 . 8 1 2 6 . 0 1 . 8 2 
9 0 6 . 0 3 . 8 2 2 5 . 0 3 . 8 2 

1 0  2 7 . 0 5 . 8 2 1 1 . 1 0 . 8 2 
1 1  2 7 . 0 5 . 8 2 
1 2  2 7 . 0 5 . 8 2 
1 3  1 1 . 1 0 . 8 2 1 7 . 0 6 . 8 3 
1 4  1 1 . 1 0 . 8 2 3 0 . 1 1 . 8 2 
1 5  1 1 . 1 0 . 8 2 0 5 . 1 2 . 8 2 
1 6  2 1 . 1 1 . 8 2 3 0 . 1 1 . 8 2 
1 7  0 9 . 1 2 . 8 2 2 0 . 0 1 . 8 3 
1 8  -· 1 9 ·� 1 2 ... 8 2 2 0 . 0 1 . 8 3 -

TOTAL 

2 2 4  
2 9 8  

2 8  
2 8  

1 2 1 
8 

9 6  
3 7  
1 9  

1 2 4  

2 2 4  
4 1  
4 0  

9 
3 9  
2 9  

DAYS NOT 
I N  U S E  

2 1 7  
4 7  

0 
0 
2 
7 
0 
0 
0 

0 
0 
0 
8 
0 
0 

. '· .. , . 
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My veh i cle trave l l ed about 3 0 0- 3 5 0  km per week ( about 5 0  km 

per day ) , and mos t  of the out s ta t i on veh i cles trave l l ed at  

leas t as much a s  I d i d , probably more . 

Women and vehicles 

There was no cul tural pro s c r i pt i on aga i n s t  women us i ng 

veh icles . Both June and Hi lda were regular , competen t and 

publ i c  driver s .  I n  do i ng so , they were unusua l  among women . 

Wh i l e  i t  was not common for women to dr ive , mos t  of thos e 

under the age of  3 5  year s had rudimentary drivi ng ski l l s but 

lacked the conf i dence to per form i n  publ i c . At En i l tyiye two 

adoles cent g i r l s  e n j oyed d r i v i ng the i r fami ly car a f ew 

ki lometres to col l ect wood but d id not dr ive e l s ewhere . When 

a woman drove a veh i cle the pas s enger s were usua l ly other 

women and ch i ldren or occa s i onal ly an older man who did not 

drive . Mos t  travel in the U topi a  area involved use of the 

Sandover H i g hway , a publ i c  but remote road , that many people 

were apprehens i ve abou t . They f requently spoke of  the 

pos s i b i l i ty of  mee t i ng " wh i tef e l l a  crooks " on the i r  

j ourneys . Cars conta i n i ng only women and chi ldren travel l i ng 

alone were con s i de red to be par t i cularly vul nerabl e . 

On 1 8 . 9 . 8 1 a group of four women and s ix chi ldren set out f rom 
. Angkwele for  a day of  foragi n g . About 2 4  km f rom the 
out s ta t i on , travel l i ng a long a bore track , we pas s ed a young 
European man t ravel l i ng a lone in  the oppo s i t e d i recti on . 
There was a l ong d i s cu s s i on about h i s  iden t i ty a nd the women 
concluded that he wa s an empl oyee f rom a nearby s tat i on . 
Shor tly a f te r  mee t i ng h im we tur ned of f the track , drove 5 km 
i nto the bush and parked the veh i cl e . June had brought her 
father ' s  r i f l e  and was keen to work wi thout be i n g  accompan i ed 
by chi ldren . S h e  persuaded her own c h i ldren to s tay wi th her 
s i s ter whi le s he , Topsy and I went off  a lone . We had walked 
only 1 5  mi nutes when we heard the other group s hout i ng for us 
to retur n . We d i d  s o . They had been t h i nki ng about the man 
we had pas sed and were too nervous to s tay alone . 
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When e i ther June or H i l da drove a veh i cl e  on a forag i ng tr i p , 

they were usual ly accompan i ed by another vehi c l e  and were part 

of a group that i nc l uded both men and women . Artwe ambwe 

caut i oned me about s topp i ng on the Sandover H i ghway wh i l e  

travel l i ng between Angkwel e  out s ta t i on a n d  Three Bores . When 

his daughters accompani ed me they some t imes brought a . 2 2  

r i f le with them . On other occa s i on s  the me n wa i ted for ou r 

veh i cl e  so that we cou ld travel s a fely i n  convoy . 

A woman whose hu s band own ed a veh i c l e  had regular acce s s  to 

i t . Women whose father s , sons or son s - i n- law were veh i cle 

owners also had regul ar acces s but were l es s  di rectly involved 

in the trave l plans . They tended to ad j u s t  thei r own 

requi rements to plans already made . I n  any event , i t  was 

those who ac tual ly s tayed w i t h  the veh i cl e  who ult imately 

decided on i t s  u s e . Women were s omet imes excluded f rom a car 

that was carryi ng only mal e  pa s s enger s ,  but they were qui ck to 

denounce publ i c ly tho s e  u s es they j udged to be i l l eg i t imat e . 

For example , the tran sportat ion of a lcohol to the out s ta t i o n s  

o r  prolonged j ou rneys b y  men ( wi thout the i r fami l i es ) to Al i ce 

Spr i ngs . Generally speak i ng , acces s to , and con trol of  

vehi cles was a vexat i ou s  i s sue f or all . 

I con cluded that n e i ther women nor men though t i t  a s a f e  

prac t i ce f or women to d r i ve thems elves around t h e  country . 

Women were reaso nably compe ten t  mech a n i c s  and knew the coun try 

as wel l  a s  men . The i r  vul nerab i l i ty appeared to be related to 

the pos s i b i l i ty of mee t i ng " s tranger s " , e i ther B l ack or 

Wh i te . So wh i le women cou l d  both own and dr ive vehi c l e s  

i ndependently of  men i f  they wi shed , they rarely chose t o  do 

so . 
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TABLE 7 . 5 : FUNCTIONING VEHICLES OWNED BY ANGKWELE 
COMMUNITY MEMBERS , 1 981-1 9 8 3  

YEAR MONTH VEHICLES 

1 9 8 1  July 4 
Augus t  5 
September 3 
October 3 
November 2 
December 4 

1 9 8 2  January 2 
February no record 
March 2 
Apr i l  1 
May 4 
June no record 
July no record 
Augus t no record 
September no record 
October 5 
November 4 
December 4 

1 9 8 3  January 3 

MEAN 3 . 2  

Table 7 . 6 :  DISTANCE TRAVELLED BY ONE OUTSTATION VEHICLE , 
ANGKWELE 1 982-1 9 8 3  

DATE DI STANCE ( km ) 

October 1 9 8 2  0 
November ( 2 0 . 1 1 . 8 2 )  8 , 0 7 9 
December ( 2 5 . 1 1 . 8 2 )  1 5 , 1 4 4  
January ( 2 2 . 0 1 . 8 3 ) 2 0 , 1 4 0  
February ( 0 7 . 0 2 . 8 3 )  2 3 , 1 4 2  
Apr i l  ( 1 4 . 0 4 . 8 3 )  3 0 , 8 8 3  

TOTAL 1 9 6 days 3 0 , 8 8 3  

DAI LY RATE 1 5 8 k;"h/day-
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They balanced the benef i ts of own i ng and manag i ng a veh i cl e  

aga i n s t  the haz ards o f  d r i v i ng wi thout male company . Co

ownership of a veh i cle wi th a spouse or o ther male relat i ve 

of fered a par t i a l  compromi s e . They cou ld claim acce s s  to a 

veh i cle wi thout forf e i t i ng the i r  s ecur i ty .  For these reason s , 

con temporary women who e i ther owned or drove veh i cles , d i d  s o  

i n  col labora t i o n  wi t h  men . 

The i n corpora t i on of veh i c l e s  i n to f orag i ng activi t i es has  

i ntroduced an e l emen t  of dependence of women on men wh i c h  was 

not present trad i t i ona l ly when a l l  par t i es foraged on foo t . 

At t imes when no veh i cle wa s ava i lable , women ' s  only opt i on 

was to f orage in  the vi c i n i ty of the camp the mos t 

frequently explo i ted and theref ore leas t product ive re s ource 

zone . But men hun ted regularly to obta i n  f resh meat , t hu s  

women a l s o  were able t o  f orage regu larly i f  they co-ordi nated 

the i r  plans wi th thos e  of male hun te r s . There was 

con sequent ly a close relat i on s h i p  between the f r equency o f  

male and f emale forag i ng . 

Myer s  bel i eved tha t s i n ce vehi c l e s  became commonplace women 

have become l e s s  mob i le than men and that they may even be 

les s mobi le than they were trad i t i onal ly . He sa id : 

Among a peopl e who gran t a h i gh val ue to mob i l i ty i t  
i s  a s ig n  of male domi nance that women have l es s  
access  t o  motor transportat i on than men . ( Myer s 
1 9 7 6 : 1 1 9 ) 

At Utop i a , I bel i eve , the i s sue of acces s was more than a 

ma tter of mal e  dom i nance . There , women compromi s ed be twee n  

i ndependen t  acce s s  t o  veh i c l e s  a n d  s ecur i ty i n  a way whi c h  

entai led col l aborat i on wi t h  men . Neverthe l es s , desp i te the 

rea s on s , a trend towards greater mob i l i ty for males was a l s o  

eviden t a t  U top i a . The contras t i n  mal e  and female mobi l i ty 

pat tern s  was greates t between young s i ngle men and young 

s i ngle women . Young men owned car s , young women d i d  n o t . 
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These women had a lways to negot i ate access  to the tran sport o f  

other s a n d  t o  accommoda te t h e  arrangements o f  other s . S i ngl e 

men thus spent much of  t he i r  t ime travell i ng f reely f rom plac e 

to place whe reas the i r  fema l e  counterparts  spent the i r  t ime i n  

camps w i th the i r  relat ive s . For example ,  H i lda , who was 

unmarr i ed and wi thout dependants , spent 9 9 %  of a s et of 

observat i on days ( 6 7 )  a t  her parent ' s  camp at Angkwe l e . Her 

younger brother , al s o  u nmar r i ed and wi thou t dependa n t s , spent 

7 2 %  of tho s e  days a t  Angkwe l e . For the r ema i nde r , h e  

travelled i n  t h e  company of h i s  peer s  t o  other camps i n  the 

di s t r i c t . 

on the other hand there was some di f f erence i n  the mobi l i ty of 

women on sma l l er out s tat ions  l ike Angkwel e  compared w i t h  tho s e  

o f  t h e  larger out s ta t i on s  l i ke Eni l ty i ye . At Angkwele , i f  

households wh i ch owned car s excluded alwekere res idents  f rom 

the i r  travel plans , i t  meant that one or two women and the i r  

chi ldren wou ld rema i n  alone at  the out s tat i on - a n  u nde s i rab l e  

s i tuation for al l concerned . On a larger out s ta t i o n  l ike 

Eni l  tyi ye wi th i ts f our alwekere , there were always s everal 

women in camp . An i nd i vidua l  woman cou ld , wi thout f ear for 

her s ecur i ty ,  be excluded from travel arrangements . The f our 

stable hou seholds a t  Angkwe l e  pos se s s ed a t  l ea s t  two , and 

somet imes three veh i cl e s  and it was pos s i ble f or everyone to 

trave l togethe r .  On larger ou ts tat ions th i s  was not the cas e ;  

fewer veh i cl e s  were owned by more hou s eholds and i t  was women 

rather than men who rema i ned beh i nd . At Angkwe l e , for 

example , there were u s ua l ly three adu l t  men and f i ve women 

res ident . At En i l ty i ye , there were f ive men and 1 4  adul t  

women . I n  add i t ion , women i n  the sma l l er out s ta t i on were more 

act ively i nvolved i n  the t ravel plans and were l e s s  hes i tan t 

to vo ice the i r  v i ews . 

Ada deci ded that the dav ( 1 1 . 0 5 . 8 2 )  wou ld bP d �vo t ed to 
forag i ng for honey - ants . She  f.>ar t i cularly wi s i1eci - to try a 
d i s tant l oca t i on bes i de the Sandover H i g hway . Artwe ambwe 
thought i t  was too far but Ada i n s i s ted . The s i te wa s 8 O 
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k i l ometres f rom the out s tat i on and wi th i n  an hour ' s  d r i ving o f  
Al i c e  Spr i ng s . The group o f  f orage r s  i ncluded Ada , Artwe 
ambwe , June , H i lda , Pan sy and three chi ldren . We a r r i ved at  
the s i te j us t  before 1 p . m .  The women dug for ants f or about 
an hour then everyone returned to the veh i cle for tea . Dur i ng 
thi s break , I sugges ted to Artwe ambwe , who had no bul lets f or 
hun t i ng , tha t s i n ce we were w i t h i n  a short di s tance of A l i ce 
Spr i ngs I cou ld drive i n  and p i ck some up for him then retu r n  
about 5 p . m . to p i ck up everyone . He agreed and we compi led a 
shor t  shoppi ng l i st . The you nger women had by then left the 
d i nner camp and returned to the bu s h . When they heard the 
veh i c le eng i ne they came hur ry i n g  back , shou t i ng at  me to s top 
immed iately . I d i d  s o . June was mos t  annoyed that her father 
and I shou ld h ave col laboratd in a plan wh i ch would leave the 
rest of the group wi thout transport at such a di s tant plac e . 
The two you nger wome n spoke angr i ly for qui te a wh i l e but 
Artwe ambwe qui ckly left the d i n ner camp for further honey 
ants search i ng w i th h i s  wife . I did not go i n to Al i ce 
Spr i ng s . 

The patter n I obs erved at Angkwele was per haps one of unusua l  

egal i tar i an i  s m  i n  regard t o  veh i cl e  use  s i nce , only there , 

were women competent regular drivers . However , they d i d  not 

of ten use veh i cl es i ndependen tly of me n .  Marr i ed wome n 

expected to part i c i pate i n  everyday l i fe to the same extent a s  

the i r partners a nd they reacted s trongly aga i ns t  en forced 

sexual s eparat i o n . Wh i l e women con t i nue to a s sert t h i s  a s  

the i r  r i ght they wi l l  counteract t h e  poten t ially d i vi s ive 

i n f luence of veh i cl e s  cont rol led by men and used exclus ively 

for men ' s  i n tere s t s . 

The influence of mobi lity 

The i nten s ive u s e  o f  motor veh i cles allowed people to pur sue a 

l i f e s tyle i n  wh i ch the i r  des i res to travel c ould be ful f i l l ed . 

Travel i nvol ved da i ly excur s i ons f rom the out s ta t i on camp . As 

wel l , hou s eholds or i nd i v idua l s  r e - located themselves at  other 

out s ta t i on s  f or va ryi ng per i ods of t ime . 

March 1 9 8 2 , two fami l i e s  l e f t  Angkwe le 

For example , dur i ng 

for 1 6  days . I n  

addi t i on the out s ta t i on was deserted for 1 2  days when eve ry 

hous ehold temporar i ly m9ved to Tqr�P - �Qre s ( Ta b l e  2 . 3 ) . The s e  

temporary absences reflected a wi l l i ngne s s to abandon n o t  only 
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s hel ters and equ i pmen t  but o th er k i nd s  of commi tments , such a s  

garden s  wh i c h  were e s tab l i s hed a t  the out s tat ion . Angkwele ' s  

sma l l  garden wa s , as a con s equence , both regularly tended and 

repeatedly abandoned . Once dur i ng the prol onged ab sence i n  

March , a sma l l  group of women and c h i ldren returned to 

Angkwele to check on the i r  dogs and two fowl s . Th i s  was an  

unusual degree of concern . More of ten dogs were left to f end 

for themselves . Dur i ng reloca t i on per i od s  people took o nl y  

the mos t  e s s e n t i a l  i terns - swag s ,  b i l lycan s , kn ives , r i f l es 

and perhaps some food i tems . Al l i tems that were conve n i en t ly 

tran spor ted i n  a veh i cle . Once es tabl i s hed at the new 

loca t i on , the proce s s of  acqu i r i n g  addi t i onal i tems 

con t i nued . Over a per i od of t hree or s o  weeks , a wider range 

of equipmen t  and uten s i l s  had aga i n  been accumulated . 

In  a l i f e s tyle i n  wh i ch mobi l i ty was so h i ghly val ued , the 

po sses s i on of  a large numbe r of hou sehold effects was 

futi le . They were repeatedl y  abandoned as peopl e spent t i me 

at other locat i on s . The ex i st i ng hou s ehold subs i s tence regi me 

was eas i ly accommodated wi th i n  a l i f e s tyle i n  wh i c h  frequent 

travel was  t he norm . Contemporary material  cul ture 

demonstrated the e f f ec t s  of  two powerful but oppos i ng 

pressure s : the need to keep pos ses s i on s  to a min imum as 

demanded by a mob i l e  l i fe s tyle , and a deve lop i ng i n teres t i n  

acqu i r i ng par t i cular i tems . The resu l t  i s  a mater i a l  cul ture 

i nventory that comb i ned a pred i ctabl e range of bas i c , mul t i 

funct ional technology with  a n  u npredi ctabl e range o f  

soph i s t i cated , spec i a l i z ed technology . Wi th i n  t h i s tota l 

i nventory of i terns those a s s o c i ated w i th women ' s  subs i s tence 

pract i ce s  were of  the former type - u n spec i al i zed and readi l y  

improvi z ed . 

LINKS TO THE PAST 

The range o-f· · · · Lrad i t- ' on a l  · women ' s  · - technc l ogy in t h e · s tudy a rea -

i s  poorly documen ted , but Spe ncer C 1 9 6 9 : 2 6 )  s tated that a 
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wooden conta i ner or pitchi and a wooden d i gg i ng s t i ck were the 

only f orag i ng implemen t s  car r i ed about by women . Wove n bag s  

were not used ( Spencer 1 9 6 9 : 3 0 ) . 

A women has always a pitchi , that i s  a wooden trough 
vary i ng in length f rom one to three fee t , wh i ch h a s  
been hol lowed out of t h e  sof t wood of t h e  bean tree 
( Erythr i na vespert i l i o ) , or i t  may be out of hardwood 
such as mulga or eucalypt . I n  th i s  s he car r i es food 
mater i al , e i ther ba lanc i ng i t  on her head or hold i ng 
i t  sl ung on t o  one h i p  by means of a s t rand of  human 
hai r or ord i nary fur s tr i ng acros s one shoulder . Not 
i n f requen t ly a small  baby wi l l  be carr i ed about in a 
pitchi . The only other implement pos ses sed by a 
wome n i s  what i s  popu larly called a " yarn s t i ck " , 
wh i ch i s  s imply a d i gg i ng s t i ck or , to speak more 
correctly , a p i ck . The commone s t  form cons i s t s  
merely of a s traight s ta f f  o f  wood wi th o n e  or both 
ends bluntly po i n ted , and o f  such a s i z e that it can 
eas i ly be car r i ed i n  the hand . When a t  work , a woman 
w i l l  hold t he pick in the r ight han d  close to the 
lower end and , a l ternat ively d i gg i ng th i s  i nto the 
ground wi th one hand , wi th the other she s coops out 
the loosened ear th , w i l l  d i g  down wi th surpr i s i ng 
speed . . .  Very of ten a sma ll pitchi w i l l  be u s ed a s  a 
shove l or s coop , to clear the earth out w i t h , when i t  
gets too deep to be me rely thrown up wi th the hand , 
a s  the women goe s on d i gg i ng deeper and deeper un t i l  
a t  las t s he may reach a depth o f  s ome s i x  f eet or 
more . ( Spencer 1 9 6 9 : 2 6 )  

Spencer ( 1 9 6 9 : 6 0 7 - 6 1 0 ) desc r i bed the va r i ou s  forms of pitchi 

i n  deta i l . He d i s t i ngu i s hed between the s hal low var i et i e s  

made f rorn a hardwood and the deeper trough - l ike spec i me n s  made 

f rom sof ter wood s . Al l were u sed as food or wate r conta i ners . 

Trad i t i ona l ly , atneme ( d i gg i n g  s t i cks ) i n  the Sandover R i ver 

area were made from mul ga ( Pl ate 7 .  5 )  and the i mprovi z ed 

d i gg i ng s t i cks made by contemporary women were of a s imi lar 

form to thos e des cr i bed by Spencer . Thoms on ( 1 9 6 4 : 4 0 7 - 9 ) as  

d i d  Spencer , de s c r i bed the d i gg i ng s t i ck and wooden d i shes as 

the pr i n c ipal i tems o f  P i n tu bi women ' s  portab l e  f orag i n g  

toolk i t . I n  add i t i on , women u s ed s tones for pou nd i ng and 

g r i nd i ng s eeds ( Spencer 1 9 6 9 : 2 2 )  pulp i n g  f ru i t s , prepar i ng 

tobacco and _ oth�r . ,.t..a s.k s  . ..  _ _  T.hes.e _ _  were . not pilr t c f  ·:_ : . .  "l po r i  .. .  b-l e 
toolki t but were u s ed on s i te or  a t  the camp . 
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The forag i ng implements used by contemporary women clo s e l y  

res embled tho s e  used trad i t i onal ly . T h e  crowba r was a metal 
ver s i on of  the d i gg i ng s t i ck and was used in an almos t 

ident i cal manner . I t  may have margi nally improved the 

ef f i c i ency of  women ' s  f orag i ng . I ts greates t advantage lay i n  

i ts i ncrea s ed durab i l i ty and consequent versat i l i ty i n  

funct i on i ng a l s o  as a chopp i ng impl ement . Accord i ng to women 

thi s was not done wi th the atneme ( di gg i ng s t i ck ) . Shovels or 

bi l lycans were used in place of  the wooden pitchi des c r i bed by 

Spencer .  Steel axes o f f e r ed the greate s t  technologi cal 

improvemen t s  in  forag i ng e f f i c i e ncy . A woman once commented , 

wh i l e  on a honey col lecti ng expedi t i on that such act i vi t i e s  
were a great deal more d i f f i cul t i n  " olden t imes " when people 

used s harp s tones and wedges to expose the h ive s . 

Nonethele s s , the contemporary women ' s  e s s e n t i a l  forag i ng 

equ ipment was a hand-held d i gg i ng impleme n t , as i t  was i n  the 

pas t . For thos e  i tems wh i c h  women con t i nued to procure there 

was l i ttle evidence tha t method s  of procurement had changed . 

Certa i n l y  t here has been no mod i f i ca t i on of technique s 

comparable to that wh i ch has occured i n  me n ' s  foragi ng wi th 

the i ntroduct i on of gun s  and motor veh i cl es to hun t i ng . 

In  abandon i ng s eed proce s s i ng , women abandoned the i r  mos t  

complex and onerou s  trad i t i onal subs i s tence tech n i que - one 

that requ i r ed s pec i a l i s ed equ i pment and had an  elaborate 

prepara t i on s eque nce . In t h i s respect , the range of forag i ng 

techn iques currently i n  use  had s impl i f i ed f rom thos e o f  the 

pas t . The s impl i f i c a t i o n  wa s ach i eved through a total 

abandonment of  the par t i cular res ource ra ther than through a ny 

mod i f i ca t i on of the tech n i que s of produc t i on . A s imi lar 

s impl i f i ca t i on h a s  occurred w i th the abandonment of a number 

of other i tems w i th i n  the f ood categor i e s  ( Tabl e  4 . 5 )  t ha t  

women con t i nued to explo i t .  

New t echn ique s such a s  b�i l i n g  and f ry i n g  were a s s nc i � t ed w i t h  
the i nt roduc t i on of  metal conta i ners . However , many purchased 
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food s  were prepared by plac i ng them d i rec tly on the f i r e . 

F i re managemen t  i ts e l f  rema i n ed an e s sent i al subs i s tence 

ski l l . The prepara t i on of damper was perhaps the mos t  

spec i al i z ed new subs i s tence tech n ique that wome n had adopted . 

SUMMARY 

The h i gh va lue that peopl e pl aced on mob i l i ty and the 

frequency wi th wh i ch they travelled placed s trong con s tra i n t s  

on t h e  mater i al cul ture a n d  technology of subs i s tence . The 

implements u s ed in contemporary subs i s tence were few i n  

number , s imple , mul t i funct i onal and por table . There was a 

rel i ance on i mprovi z a t i on . I n s tant too l s , rap i dly 

manufactured and d i scarded af ter use , were a s  much
' 

a f eatu re 

of household-ba s ed subs i s tence act ivi t i es as they were of  the 

forag i ng a c t i vi t i es . The relat ionsh ip between people and 

property con t i nued to be s trongly i nf l uenced by tradi t ional 

hunter-ga therer va l ue s . 

Household ba s ed sub s i s tence activi t i es car r i ed out by women 

i nvolved a l im i ted range of equ ipment and the techniques o f  

food prepara t i on ref l ected trad i t i onal prac t i ces . Women ' s  

forag i ng techn i ques have been l i ttle  af fected by technolog i ca l  

change . The pr i nc i pal f orag i ng gear , the crowba r ,  clos ely 

res embled trad i t i onal equ i pme n t  in functi o n . However ,  the 

total rel iance on veh i c l e s  has i n t roduced an element of 

dependence 

acce s s  to 

of women and 

veh i c l e s  than 

men on 

men , a 
soc i a l  and s exua l d i vi s i on s . 

them .  Mos t women had les s 

s i tuat i o n  whi ch may create 



CHAPTER 8 

SUBSISTENCE AND HOUSEHOLD WORK 

I n  s heer quan t i ty ,  hou s ehold l abour , i n clud i ng 
chi ld-care , con s t i tutes a huge amoun t  of  soc i al ly 
neces sary produc t i on . Nevertheles s , in a soci ety 
ba sed on commodi ty produc t i on , i t  i s  not usua l ly 
cons idered even a s  " real work "  s i nce i t  i s  
ou ts ide o f  t rade and the market place . ( Bens ton 
quoted i n  D i xon 1 9 6 9 : 1 9 4 )  

Changed subs i s tence pra c t i ces have tran s formed the forag i ng 

rol e of Abor i g i nal women . Observers of that trans format i on 

have f requen t l y  presented i t  wi th i n  a context of  los s  and 

degenera t i on ( see Chapter 1 ) . The contemporary s i tuat i on i s  

contras ted to that o f  t rad i t i on , when women were " the economi c 

backbone of the Abor i g i na l  group "  ( Boyle 1 9 8 3 : 4 4 ) . Underly i ng 

th i s  view i s  an a s sump t i on that when women ceased hu n t i ng and 

gather i ng , they ceased to und ertake any subs i s tence work . I t  

imp l i e s  too , that i n  trad i t i onal t imes , forag i ng con s t i tuted 

the enti rety of women ' s  product i ve work . Hence when forag i ng 

was abandoned or reduced , women ' s  product ive role ended . The 

act ivi t i es a s soc i ated wi th subs i s tence however were par t  of  a 

range of dome s t i c  work u nd e r taken by women . I n  th i s  br i e f  

accoun t my i ntent i on i s  t o  out l i n e  t h e  range of  product ive 

work u ndertaken by contemporary women .  Th i s  relates 

subs i s tence work to the other domes t i c  work they per formed . 

Catego r i e s  o f  work are des c r i bed and compared us i ng t ime a s  a 

measur i n g  u n i t . I have taken a broad view of  work , 

con s i der i ng any a c t i vi t i es i n  whi ch women expended e f f ort to 

provide a par t i cu la r  product or ef fect as a form of work . 

Th i s  i s  nece s sa r i ly an out s ider ' s vi ew s i nce i t  excl uded s ome 

dct i vi t i es .:> U C h  as gambl i ng wh i ch may h ave been con s t rued a s  

work b y  the par t i c i pa n t s . 
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CATEGORIES OF WORK 

Women ' s  work f e l l  i nto f ive ca tegor i e s : subs i s tence , chi ld

care , household tasks , c raf t , and pa id employment . Al l women , 

somet ime s  f r om the age of s i x  or seven year s were i nvo lved i n  

chi ld-care , subs i s tence and household tasks t o  vary i ng 

degrees . Cra f t  work , { the produ c t i on of  bat ik ) , wa s voluntary 

and pa id empl oymen t  was l imi ted on out s tat i on commun i t i e s . 

These ki nds of  categor i es were analytica l ly us eful , but they 

do convey an impres s i on of orderl i nes s wh i ch was ab sen t i n  

da i ly l i fe . For example , c h i ld-care wa s a con t i nuous task 

wi th i n  wh i ch spec i f i c  act ivi t i es were only part . As we l l ,  i t  

wa s often carr i ed ou t s imul taneou s ly wi th other ki nds o f  

work . Some tasks or act iv i t i e s  were as soc i a ted wi th more than 

one work category . For example ,  f i rewood col l ect i ng was 

somet imes for subs i s tence purposes , s omet imes for bat ik 

produc t i on and other t imes for  was h i ng . Wood ga ther i ng and 

water col lect i on were i n cluded as subs i s tence work becau se 

they were mos t commonly a s s o c i ated with that . 

Subs i stence work compr i s ed two iden t i f i ably d i f f erent k i nd s  o f  

produc t i on ; t h a t  a s soci ated w i t h  market foods and t h a t  of  

forag i ng . The d i vi s ion did not neces sar i ly have any 

s i gn i f i cance f or hou seholde r s . The e s s en t i al da i ly task was 

to provide su f f i c i en t  food e i ther by forag i ng , purchas i ng , 

prepar i ng prev i ou s ly pur chas ed food s  or some comb i nat i on o f  

a l l  o f  these . Peopl e d i d  not , i n  any prac t i ca l  s en se , 

endeavour to ma i n t a i n  a d i v i s i on between forag i ng and other 

subs i s tence act i vi t i e s . 

People purcha s ed food each Satu rday at the local s hop or 

i t i n eran t hawker . I t  was a l e i surely act i vi ty that con t i nued 

over four of  f i ve hou r s  and provi ded people wi th a c hance to 

en j oy unusua l  food s such a s  fresh f ru i t ,  sof t-dr i nks and 

sweet :s . 

repea ted 

Men and 

purchas es 

women s hopped 

C P late 8 . 1 )  . 

separately and bo t h  made 

For a Saturday s hoppi ng 



Plate 8.2: A quiet afternoon at the alwekere. Hilda Bird sits in the shade of a tree sewing while Pansy 
Mcleod is washing. She has a supply of water in the array of containers surrounding her. 
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ses s i on I a l l ocated 2 hour s . For occa s i onal vi s i ts to the 

sma l l  local shop at Three Bore s I a l l oca ted 0 .  5 hou r s . I n  

n e i ther ca s e  was travel t i me i ncluded . Women o f  each 

hou s ehold bough t the bulk o f  the i r  requ i reme n t s  of bread , 

flour , tea and sugar wh i le men acqu i red bul lets , pe trol and 

some l arger hou s ehold i t erns . I nd i v i duals bough t the i r  own 

tobacco . Purchas i ng ac t i v i t i e s  were intersper s ed wi th 

soc i a l i s i ng , vi s i t s  to the heal t h  cl i n i c and admi n i s trative 

bus i ne s s .  

Wh i le wome n pur chas ed suppl i e s  of food for the i r  dependants , 

( i nclud i ng the i r  husband ) ,  preva i l i ng soc i al values wer e  

antagon i s t i c  towards t h e  accumulat i on of goods . An 

indi vidual ' s  purchases were o f te n  reques ted later by e i ther 

co-res idents or  other hou s ehold membe r s . An  i ndividual woman 

therefore d i s tr i buted purcha sed foods beyond her own househo ld 

as she provi ded food on r eque s t  to other hou s ehold s or , as s he 

shared prepa r ed foods wi th members of other households . Th i s  

process of shar i ng and d i s tr i but i ng wa s conti nuou s and 

reciprocal a l though people occa s i onally compla i ned pr i vately 

about hou s eholds that depe nded too f requently on  other s . 

Women prepared or pr ovided f ood when the i r  chi ldren or 

husbands demanded i t  and , in addi t i on , chi ldren helped 

themselves to food suppl i e s belong i ng to the i r  par en ts or 

guardi an s . Whenever adu l t s  i n i t i ated the prepara t i on of  food 

to sat i s fy the i r  own needs others i n var i ably j o i n ed them whe n  

the food was ready . W i t h  t he except i on of breakf a s t , there 

were nei ther r egul ar meal t imes nor regular meal places . 

S imi lar pat tern s  of food consump t i on were recorded i n  Arnhem 

Land by McArthy and McAr thur C 1 9 6 0 : 1 5 0 )  and Ham i l  ton 

( 1 9 8 1 : 5 2 ) . 

Women ' s  forag i ng work was another a spect of the i r  subs i s tence 

con t r i bu t i on . They worked r egularly at th i s  and the food s  

they prov i ded were a n  i mpor tant component o f  t h e  d i e t . 
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Whenever pos s i ble they u s ed veh i cl e s  for forag i ng trips  but 

occa s i onal ly they walked out f rom the i r  home camps . For thi s 

chapter , I have s impl i f i ed the quan t i f i cation of forag i ng 

t ime . I t  wa s taken a s  t he t ime wh ich elapsed be tween a woman 

leavi ng the hous ehold ( e i ther on foot or by veh i cle ) and her 

return . Dur i n g  that t ime women engaged in a range of 

act i v i t i e s  - c h i ld-mi n d i ng , food preparati on and so on , but 

for th i s  s ec t i on I have not attemped to sub-d i vide a forag i ng 

day . 

Spec i f i c  tasks a s soc i ated wi th the care of young c h i ldren 

( Plate 8 . 3 )  were not neces s ar i ly e i ther t i me -consumi ng or 

di f f i cul t . However the mos t  onerou s  a spect of c h i ld-care l ay 

i n  the con s t ra i n t s  that i t  put on women ' s  other act ivi t i e s . 

I t  was a respon s i bi l i ty from whi ch there was l i ttle rel i e f  

( see Hami l ton 1 9 8 1 : 1 3 1 ) . Ch i ld-care was d i f f i cu l t  to descr i be 

quan t i ta t i vely as a ca tegory of work di s t i nct f rom other 

categor i es because i t  was mos t  of ten i n tegra ted wi th them . 

Member s of  a hou s ehold dwe l t  i n  e i ther temporary or permanent 

shel ter s . The la tter were bu i l t at the loca t i on whe re 

household member s spe n t  mos t  t ime . They were more elaborate 

structures than the temporary type ( Plate 9 . 2 ) . Each 

permanent h ou s ehold compr i s ed a covered s he l ter for the 

s torage of goods , a hearth area , and i n  the summer , a shade 

area s i tuated two or three metres f rom the hearth . O ' Connel l 

( 1 9 7 9 )  repor ted , i n  more deta i l , s im i lar type s of con s t ruct ion 

among t he Alyawarre . The cons truc t i on of a s hel ter requi red a 

co-operat i ve ef f o r t  between hou sehold members , to cut pos t s , 

ho i s t  pol e s , t i e  down canva s and s o  forth . I n  a l l  hou s ehold s 

( except the arnkentye ) women tended to take respon s ib i l i ty for 

subs equent ma i n tenance and a l tera t i on s . Wome n res i dent i n  the 

alwekere con s t ru cted and mai nta i ned the i r  own shel te r s  ( Pl a te 

8 .  5 )  • Peri od i c  tasks as s oc i at ed w i th h ou sehold ma i ntenance 

i nclude� removi ng accumu lated .as h  . .:: nd rubh. L . �"'i f ro; . .  - t h -::- h e-ar-th -, 

prepar i ng s l eep i ng areas each even i ng , col lect i n g  f i r ewood and 
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water and manag i ng hous ehold uten s i l s . As wel l  there was 

clothes was h i ng - an i n f requen t  but time consum i ng act ivi ty 

car r i ed out i n  d rums over open f i re s  ( Plate 8 . 2 ) . 

I n 1 9 7 6  a smal l ba tik cottage i ndus try was i ntroduced a t  

utopi a . T h e  women took i t  u p  en thus i a s t i cally ( Green 1 9 8 5 ) . 

Except for one or  two i�div idua l s , men were not i nvol ved i n  

batik product i on nor d i d  they have any other craft i ndu s t ry . 

Dur i ng my f i eldwork the women f rom Angkwele out s tat i on d i d  not 

work wi th bat ik but those f rom E n i l ty i ye were regu lar bat ik 

producers ( Plate 8 . 4 ) . The proj e c t  was co-ord i nated by a non

Abori g i na l  woman who travel led regu larly to the out stations  

supply i ng the ma ter i a l s  neces sary for product i on and 

purchas ing comple ted work . The ma rket i ng of the bat ik i n  the 

broader Aus tral i an commun i ty was also her respons i b i l i ty .  

Women worked when i t  was conven i en t ; the cra f t  product i on 

technology was s imple and they worked at or near the i r  own 

household s .  They were pa id i n  cash as they completed each 

i tern . The act i v i ty was par t i cularly su i ted to the needs of  

women on out s t a t i ons . It  provided a small  addi t i onal i n come 

and an opportu n i ty to deve lop thei r creat ive ski l l s  . 

• 
The Urapunt j a  Coun c i l  employed one woman on each out s ta t i on as 

a health worke r . She took respons i bi l i ty for commu n i ca t i ons 

on medi ca l  mat ters between the central base med i ca l  centre and 

the out s ta t i on res i dents . Each out stat ion had a caravan to 

house both the rad i o  and a range o f  bas i c  med i c i ne s . The 

heal th worker was respon s i b l e  f or i ts ma i n tenance . She was 

expected t o  be pres e n t  a t  the t i me of  rout i ne med i cal vi s i t s 

by c l i n i c  s ta f f  and to a ttend i n - s ervi ce tra i n i ng . The work 

that these r espon s i b i l i t i e s  generated however ,  var i ed 

greatly . S i ck people were o f ten taken s traight to the med i cal 

centre and other adu l t s  often d�d the rad i o  repor t s . On the 

larger out s t at i on s , k i n s h i p  rel a t i on s  i n f luenced the degree of  

i n terac t i o n  . be twe e n. th� t.2a l th..� WDrker ani:: r � s iden t .s . 

was no o ther employment ava i l ab l e  on out s ta t i on s . 

T h e re 



Plate 8.4: 
·v·· <. ,. .... .·.� 

Glory Ngale and her adolescent daughter work on bat i k .  
set over a low fire. 

, ., . .  _,.�;,. 



Plate 8.5: H i l da and June B ird construct a new alwekere· 
at 

Angkwele outstat ion. 

Pl ate 8.6: June Bird sets off on a hunting expedition i n  company 

with her two chi ldren and taking a .22 rifle. I t  was u n usual 

b ut not proscri bed for women to use rifles. 
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A QUANTITATIVE DESCRIPTION 

The dat a  was col lected over two per i od s  of three mon ths . 

Dur i ng that t i me I mon i tored t he act i vi tes of one woman for 4 6  

days i n  Sep tember 1 9 8 1 , December 1 9 8 1  and March 1 9 8 2 . The 

woman was s i ngle with three c h i ldren who l ived with her i n  the 

alwekere .  She was not i nvolved i n  c ra f t  produc t i on . I 

recorded the t ime s h e  spen t on each work category ( F i gure 

8 . 1 ) . I n  a l l , the woman worked for a total of 2 2 4  hours 

dur i ng the ob s erva t i on per i od and had theref ore a relat ively 

s hor t work day of 4 .  8 hours . As ide f rom ch i ld-car e ,  the 

largest propor t i on , by f ar of t h i s t ime , 8 1 %  or 3 . 9  hou r s  per 

day , was taken up w i th subs i s tence act i v i t i e s . Th i s  i ncluded 

forag i ng , food purcha s i ng and food prepara t i on . Th i s  accorded 

wel l  wi th a general impres s ion that the pract i ca l i t i e s  of 

subs i s tence were a da i ly pre-occupa t i on . I n  con s tra s t , 

hous eho ld tasks occup i ed 1 4 %  ( 0 .  6 hours ) of the tota l t ime . 

Not only d i d  subs i stence activi ty domi na te women ' s  work time , 

i t  was clearly d i s t i ngu i shed from other types of work . Women 

carr i ed out subs i s tence work more regularly and with  

comparat i ve pred i ctab i l i ty .  Every day they perf ormed at leas t 

one and often a l l  three tasks a s soci ated w i t h  subs i s tence -

forag i ng , prepara t i on or purchas i ng . Other catego r i e s  o f  work 

were less pred i c table . They tended to be u nder taken i n  

i nfrequent bu t extended bur s t s  o f  ac t i vi ty . So for example , 

whi le one or two women raked rubb i s h  f rom the hearth each day , 

moat engaged i n  l e s s  f r equent but mor e  protracted cl ean ups . 

Of the subs i s tence work , f orag i ng accoun ted for 6 9 %  of  

sub s i s tence work t ime , food preparat i on , 2 0 %  and purchas i ng , 

1 1 %  ( F i gure 8 . 2 ) . I n  the 4 . 8  hou r s  of  work per day , 

therefor e , a women spen t 2 . 7  hours forag i ng , almo s t  an hour 

( O .  8 hou r ) prepar i ng f ood C i nc l ud i n g  the collec t i ng of  wood 

and water ) ,  and 0 .  4 hou r s  i n  pur c has i ng i t . I t  i s  importan t 

tn recogn j � e  the � s � entiaL _ l abcmr. _ component i nvcl 72d _i, . ,  the
prepa ra t i on of  purchased food s  i nto ed i bl e  produc t s . Th i s  wa s 
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par t i cularly s o  i n  the case of  f lour and tea two ma j or 

di etary i terns . U nprepared f lour i s  i nedi b le , a s  i s  tea -

nei ther are ava i lable for consumpt i on wi thout fur ther work . 

That work i s  ca r r i ed out mos tly by wome n . 

For 3 9  days i n  Marc h , Apr i l  and May 1 9 8 3  I compared the 

forag i ng and ba t i k  act i v i t i e s  of another women . Her hou sehold 

compr i sed herse l f , her husband and the i r  i n fan t  ch i ld . On 1 3  

of the 3 9  days the woman n e i t her f oraged nor engaged i n  cra f t  

work ; o n  two days s he carr i ed out both act i vi t i e s  and o n  the 

rema i n i ng 2 4  days s he u nde r took one or the other tasks ( F igure 

8 . 3 ) . That these ac t i vi t i e s  occur red on the same day only 

twice C on day one and day t hree ) i nd i cated a preference to 

pur sue e i ther one or the other for substan t i a l  per i od s  of 

t ime . Bat ik was an act ivi ty mos t conve n i ently under taken at 

the camp ; it requ i red acce s s  to hot wax , water , dyes and soap 

powder . The woman I mon i tored s pent on average , 1 . 8  hou r s  per 

day engaged i n  bat i k  produc t i on . Foragi ng requ i red women to 

leave the camp . The two act i vi t i es were i ncompat ible and 

there wa s a cons iderable dec l i ne i n  forag i n g  f r equen cy for 

women engaged i n  ba tik produc t i on . The c ra f t  producer foraged 

for 2 . 1  hour s C on average ) on 3 5 %  of  the ava i l able days ( 3 9 )  

wh i le the non-cra f t  producer d i d  s o  f or 2 . 7  hou r s  on  5 0 %  of 

ava i l able days ( 4 6 ) .  It was common f or women to be bot h  

i ndu str i ou s  ba t i k  producers a s  wel l  a s  pers i s tent  forager s . 

The tota l work per i od for women who regu larly pursued both 

activi t i es was greater than the 4 . 8  hou r s calcul ated above - I 

would e s t imate i t  to be closer to 6 hour s per day . 

Both women I mon i tored were heal th-workers for the i r  

respective commu n i t i e s . A hea l th-worker ' s  da i ly work s chedul e  

was unpred i ctable and , l ike c h i ld-care , more a respons i b i l i ty 

than a regular da i ly l abour . I i n cluded ( F i gure 8 . 1 )  a 

component for the regul ar task of rad i o  repor t i ng but d i d  not 

furth er quant i f y  pa i d  wo rk . · ·  - - �- - - - -- - � 
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Figure 8.1  : Time allocated to some categories of work on 46 days during 
September, December 1 981 and March 1 982, at Angkwele. 
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Figure 8.2: Time allocated to subsistence activities on 46 days during 
September, December 1 981 , and March 1 982, at Angkwele. 
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Figure 8.3: Foraging work time compared with batik work time on 39 days 
during March, April and May 1 983, at Eniltyiye. 
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Dur i ng the s urvey mon th of March 1 9 8 2 , the woman who s e  work 

schedule I descr i bed , spent  f ive days away f rom the ou t s ta t i on 

attendi ng a heal th-worker tra i n i ng course i n  Al i ce Spr i ng s . 

She lef t her chi ldren i n  the care of her former hu s band . 

Th i s  s chedul e  has an i n teres t i ng omi s s ion : the producti on and 

mai n tenance o f  tool s ( s ee , in contra s t  Lee 1 9 7 9 : 2 7 2 ) . As a 

ru le , peopl e were unconcerned about the cond i t ion of too l s  and 

utens i l s u n t i,l a par t i cular i tern cea s ed to funct i on . Hence 

women per severed wi th blunt axes and crowbars i n  preference to 

sharpen i ng them . Dur i n g  twenty month s ,  I recorded only two 

occas ions on wh i ch crowbar s  were sharpened and one o f  crowbar 

produc t i on . Axe s were a l s o  sharpened only rarely . Men 

manufactured the wooden pan the u s ed by women to transpor t 

infants . When a c h i ld had outgrown i t , the panthe was pas sed 

on to another woman . 

The signif icance of women ' s  subsistence production 

Return i ng br i e f ly to Al tman ' s  ( 1 9 8 2 : 1 3 4 }  f i ndi ngs on work 

time , it is  evi dent that the s egmen t  of  wome n ' s  work wh i c h  he 

deemed i n s i gn i f i can t ,  namel y  the prepara t i on and purcha se of 

store food s , took up 1 . 2  hou r s  each day and repr esented 2 5 %  of 

women ' s  work t ime by my calcu la t i on . Peopl e at  Angkwele 

out s tati on and Momega out s ta t i on i n  Arnhem Land prepared 

purchased foods i n  a s im i lar man ner - f l our , in the form of 

damper , and tea wer e  impor tan t  s taple s  and cooki ng was carr i ed 

out on open f i re s . I t  s eems l ikely therefore tha t women i n  

both areas spent s imi lar amou n t s  o f  t i me engaged i n  the s e  

act ivi t i e s . On th i s  bas i s  there i s  l i t t le j us t i f i ca t i on f o r  

excl udi ng i t  a s  produc t i ve work s i nce i t  would represent 3 5 %  

of Al tman ' s  ( 1 9 8 2 : 1 3 8 } f i nal f i gure o f  3 . 4  hour s per day o f  

product ive work for women . Addi ng my es t imate o f  t ime 

al located by women to non- forag i ng s ubs i s t ence work ( 1 . 2  hour s 

per day ) to .. . h .i. s· · 3
·
. 4  hour s per woman per day g i v e s  a total 

product i ve work t ime of  4 .  6 hours  per day , a f i gure that i s  
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close to my own calcu lat i on ( 4 . 8  hours per day ) a rr i ved at by 

a d i f ferent method . 

As ide from the demons trably s ig n i f i cant per i od of  t ime wh i c h  

women al located t o  non- forag i ng subs i s tence tasks , the i r  

central impor tance i n  both d i e t  and s oc i a l  i nteract i ons i s  

overlooked i n  h i s  s cheme . The provi s i on of  prepared tea and 

damper by women to hou s ehol d s  other than the i r  own was a 

feature of  everyday l i fe .  The l abour i nput of women wa s , for 

Altman , i n vi s i ble , much a s  Dixon ( 1 9 6 9 : 1 9 4 )  cla imed for the 

same category o f  women ' s  work i n  wes tern i ndu s t r i a l  soc i e ty . 

THE SEXUAL DIVISION OF LABOUR 

With few except i on s , women took respons i b i l i ty f or the care o f  

young chi ldren a n d  t h e  dome s ti c  tasks as soc i a ted wi th da i l y  

household ma i n tenance . But the divi s i on that wa s apparent d i d  

not ari se out of a ny r i g i d  appor t i on i ng of  tasks that were 

characte r i s ed a s  e i ther wome n ' s  work or men ' s  work . Women 

rarely reque s ted men to carry out dome s t i c  chores , and they 

were much more l ikely to reque s t  the a s s i s tance of the i r  

female than the i r  male c h i ldren . For t h e  mos t  par t  they were 

not overtly compel led to under take dome s t i c  work by thei r 

partner s ,  dependan t s  or other relat ive s , but they d id take 

respons i b i l i ty for i t . Wh i le compul s i on was rare , there was 

nonetheles s a s oc i a l  expectat ion that women would do certa i n  

ki nds o f  work . 

Anna and Magg i e ,  two n i ne year olds , were play i ng together at  
the back of  the alwekere . Eac h of them was wear i ng a s carf  
t i ed i n  the  man ner of adul t  women . They had excava ted a smal l  
shal low p i t ,  covered i t  wi th a n  o ld p i ece o f  pla s t i c ,  f i l led 
i t  with water and s oap and wer e  was h i ng one or two i tems of 
thei r own cloth i n g  wh i le they sat chat t i n g . 

These c h i ldren a t  play had a l ready formed i dea s of  what 

con s t i tuted women ' s  work . 
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women ' s  role i n  

i n  the i r  active 

c h i ld-ra i s ing was an 

role i n  household 

management . Ensur i ng that ch i ldren had adequate food , s helter 

and comf or t i n volved mos t women i n  subs i s tence and hou sehold 

work . The benef i t s of th i s  work were en j oyed by all hous eho ld 

members . The e stabl i s hme n t  of subs tan t i a l , permanent 

household dwel l i ng s  has , however ,  created a par t i cular 

phys i cal doma i n  wi th i n  wh i c h  women u sually carry ou t thes e 

tasks . I t  has , I bel i eve , re i nf orced the assoc i a t i o n  of  wome n 

wi th dome s t i c  a f f a i r s  and hou sehold management . 

On the other hand , a s i de f rom subs i s tence re lated tasks , 

" hou se-keep i ng "  i t se l f  was a top i c  of s cant  i n tere s t  to e i ther 

men or women . Whether or not a woman per formed dome s t i c tasks 

at  all  and the s tate of order of her household was not a 

sub j ect of publ i c  comment . The tasks car r i ed out i n  relat i on 

to household ma i n tenance took up l e s s than an hour a day and 

i n  normal c i rcums tances were g iven a low pr i or i ty .  Women d i d  

not feel obl i ged to under take s u c h  t a s k s  i f  opportun i t i es to 

engage in other act ivi ti es a ros e . 

The comfort o f  a hou s ehold was l argely a consequence o f  

women ' s  ef fort s . They orga n i sed c h i ldren , beddi ng and f i res 

on mos t even i ng s ; they kept track of  hou s ehold equ i pment ; they 

washed cl othes ; car ted water and gathered f i rewood . Perhaps 

the s tronge s t  evi dence i nd i ca t i ng t he mag n i tude of  the i r  

contr ibu t i on was the spar sene s s  and lack o f  ma ter i a l  comforts 

to be had in mos t  s i ng l e  men ' s  camp . The arnkentye were 

i nvar i ably bare of equ i pmen t  and cons i s ted of rud imen tary 

wi ndbreaks .  S h e l ter for u nma rr i ed men in r a i ny weather was 

usual ly an  old  car or a caravan , i f  ava i l able . Both were les s 

comfor table than o ther shel ters  becaus e  no f i re s  cou ld be l i t  

i n  them . 

flour and 

avai lab le . 

No a r rangements exi sted for the safe s torage of  

o ther s taple s , and rarely were cooki ng utens i l s 

Except for mea t  provided throug h hun t i ng , men 

· l ivi ng i n  arnkentye were dependent on female relatives 
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res ident i n  n e i ghbour i ng hous ehold s  to provide the i r  da i l y  

needs . 

I vi s i ted t he alwekere at Three Bores br i e f ly on 1 8  Janua ry 
1 9 8 3 . The women s i t t i ng there were eat i n g  f r i ed beef f rom an 
an imal k i l led by the s on- i n- l aw of one of the res idents . 
About 2 5  m away , i n  s ig h t  of  the alwekere at the edge of the 
mai n  track wh i ch ran bes ide i t ,  a man sat alone . He was the 
brother of the man who had k i l led the bul lock and a res ident 
in the arnkentye . Shortly one o f  t he c h i ldren took some 
cooked beef to h im . 

The example h i ghl i ghted the role women pl ayed i n  food 

preparat i on and household management . The d i s t i nc t i on be tween 

purchased foods and prepared edi bl e  f ood was impor tant . My 

awarenes s of the d i s t i nc t i on was re i nforced by my own 

dependence on women . 

unable to make damper . 

I n  the earl i e r  days of f i eldwork I was 

Al though I bought f l our and provided 

that to my hos t , I wa s neverthele s s , dependent on her for a 

ma j or component of my dai ly d i e t . 

A sexual d i vi s i on of labour ex i s ted i n  forag i ng a c t i vi t ies . 

Men provided hunted f re s h  mea t  f rom larg e  an ima l s  wh i le women 

concentrated on smal ler an i mals such as l i z a rd s , echidnas and 

grubs , as wel l  a s  honey and plant food s . The d i vi s i on was not 

strict and no r e s tr i c t i o n s  prevented wome n us i ng the 

technology of hun t i ng - cars and r i f le s . I recorded several 

events in wh i c h  a woman , us i ng a r i f l e , attempted to take 

an imals usua l ly taken by men C Plate 8 .  6 ) . Conver sely , I 

observed men u s i ng d i gg i ng s t i ck s  to collect honey ants and 

yarns , or gathe r i ng f ru i ts and track i ng small  l i z ards . 

Nevertheles s , a d i v i s i on was evi dent . Men provided , by f ar , 

the ma jor share of hun ted mea t ( Table 4 . 2 )  and provided i t  i n  

guanti  t i e s  wh i c h  s at i s f i e d  the need s o f  one o r  more related 

hous eholds . For example ,  an  average- s i z ed kangaroo C 2 5 kg ) 

provided a t  l ea s t  2 0  kg o f  mea t  enou gh f o r  a l l  the 

hous eho lds a t  Angkwele for approx imately two days . The h i gh 

pre f e rence fur mea t  a nd fat s i n  combi n a l i on wi th L i 1e  , l ack - 0 r  
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an a l terna t i ve f re s h  meat s upply mean t  that all  requ i reme n t s  

were met through hunt i ng . M e n  thu s  ma i n ta i ned the i r 

trad i t i onal role a s  hun ters of  large game . A though women ' s  

forag i ng wa s s imi larly or i en ted · towards animal f ood s ; the 

speci e s  they commonly took were adequate for the requ i remen ts 

of fewer people but prov ided wel come va r i e ty . Women and 

ch i ldren were thus dependen t on men f or adequate suppl ies of 

fresh meat . The s t rong des i re of both men and women to 

consume f re s h  mea t however created a cons tant pres sure towa rd s 

exchange . Women regularly provided men wi th h ighly-pr i z ed 

bush-foods such a s  honey ants , f ru i t s , and l i zard meat i n  

return f o r  larger quan t i t i e s  o f  meat { F i gure 8 . 4 ) . Much a s  

people val ued regular s upp l i es of f r e s h  meat , i t  con s t i tuted 

only part of thei r di eta ry requ i rement s . Al l bush f oods 

represented 3 1 . 9 % of the da i ly per cap i ta energy i n take - the 

rema i n i ng 6 8 . 1 % was der i ved f rom pur chased food s of wh ich the 

bulk , { 5 3 . 2 % )  cons i s ted of f lour , s ugar and one or two 

vegetables . Th i s  was the s ector of the d i et wh i c h  women 

domi nated . They purchas ed , managed , prepared and d i s tr i buted 

these resources to the i r  spou se s , dependa n t s  and other 

relat ives . Where men rece i ved the household i ncome , th ey 

ei ther gave money to the i r  wives , or les s of ten , pur chased the 

household requ i remen ts themselve s . S t i l l , the orga n i sat i on of 

purchase , management of  mea l s  and o f  preparat i on was 

under taken by women . 

SUMMARY 

The adopt i on o f  proces s ed food s  tra n s formed women ' s  role , but 

the i r  con tr i but i on to subs i s tence requ i remerit s con t i nued . 

Fresh meat was h i gh ly des i red and mos t  conve n i ently procured 

i n  qua n t i ty by men . Con s equently a hous ehold wi thout acce s s  

to the produc t i on of both act i ve men and act i ve women was 

poorl y  provided f or . 
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large quantities of fresh meat 

Figure 8.4: Contemporary subsistence exchanges between men and women. 
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The con temporary d i v i s i on showed a complemen tar i ty of male and 

female product i on that preserved a s imi lar f eature of 

trad i t i onal economi c arrangements ( Kayberry 1 9 3 9 : 2 7 ) . It may 

be that the neces s i ty f or men to hun t  set up an expectat i on , 

by both s exe s , that the rema i nder of ' sub s i stence work be 

unde rtaken by women s i n ce a complementa r i ty of roles was the 

fami l i ar mode l . 

I n  addi t i on to subs i stence work , women under took other tasks 

wh ich con t r i bu ted to the ma i n tenance of the i r  own and related 

households . The 9ome s t i c  work of contemporary women a t  Utop i a  

( exclud i ng that relat i ng t o  chi ld- care ) occupied a t  leas t 4 . 8  

hour s per day . The impor tance of the i r  con t r i but i on i s  only 

par t i a l ly ref lected when f r:amed solely in terms of  t ime or 

ef f i c i ency . I t s  es s en t i a l  qua l i ty i s  then ea s i ly 

overlooked . I n terpre tat ions  of  change that i ncorporate a 

model of t he col lapse of wome n ' s  produc t i ve role ( Be l l  1 9 8 3a ;  

Altman 1 9 8 4 ) i g nore the s i gn i f i cance of a l l  other product ive 

( and reprod uc t i ve ) l abour wh i c h  women carry ou t wi th i n  the 

hous ehold or dome s t i c  sphere . The perception tha t women ' s  

household l abour does not con s t i tute real work h as long been a 

target for f em i n i s t  cr i t i c i sm ( D i xon 1 9 6 9 : 1 9 4 ) .  Al though 

anthropol og i s t s , par t i cularly those i n teres ted i n  women ' s  

role , have taken i s sue wi t h  ( mal e ) character i sa t i on s  o f  

trad i t i onal women ' s  work a s  " pedes tr i an "  a n d  " me n i a l " ( Maddock 

1 9 7 4 : 2 5 ) , con s ider a t ions of the changed s i tua t i on of 

Abor i g i na l  women have tended to overl ook the s ig n i f i cance of 

the i r  dome st i c  wo rk . 

1 9 8 1 : 1 8 2 ) ?  

I s  i t  because i t  i s  " too bas i c "  ( Berndt 



CHAPTER 9 

LABOUR AND DIVI SION IN DOMESTIC LIFE 

A d i v i s i on of labour based on s ex was ev ident i n  the 

act ivi t i es car r i ed out on  the out s ta t i o n s . I n  add i t i on there 

were arrangemen t s  for s ome men and women to l ive s epa rately 

wi th i n  each camp in the arnkentye and alwekere respe c t i vely . 

Taken together , can the s e  fea tures be s een as provi d i ng the 

ba s i s  for a soci ety in  wh i ch s exual s epara t i on is  the dominant 

mode of da i ly orga n i s a t i o n ?  To what exten t d id the ex i st i ng 

divi s i on of l abour , i n  con j ul') c t i on wi th a s exua l ly l i nked 

res iden t i a l  d i v i s i on represen t " the extreme s eparat ion of  mal e  

and fema l e "  ( H ami 1 t o n  1 9  7 9 :  i x ) whi ch i s  proposed a s  

character i s t i c  of desert  groups ( Wh i te 1 9 7 5 ) ?  The role of  the 

alwekere in day- to-day l i f e is central to the propos i t i on of 

separat i on . Bel l ( 1 9 8 3a :  1 7 )  f or example , sugge s ted that i t  

" provides vi s i bl e  proof i n  the wider s oc i ety of women ' s  

separatenes s  and i ndepende nce " .  The compos i t i on and role o f  

the alwekere a t  three d i f ferent out s ta t i on l oca t i on s , 

Angkwele , E n i l ty i ye and Three Bores f ormed the bas i s  of my 

i nve s t i gat i o n . 

ANGKWELE 

I n  December 1 9 8 1  there were f ive hou s ehold s a t  Angkwele , 

i nclud i ng one alwekere and one arnkentye . The total 

popu l a t i on was 11  adu l t s  ( i n clud i ng me ) and 13  ch i ldre n . 

Alwekere : structure and membership 

The alwekere at that time was compos ed of f ou r  d i s t i n c t  

a rea s - a c en t raJ  cove red � ton�g� �hP l t.e r  .- � �ll'l� J  1 s em i 

ci rcular cover ed abl u t i on area about three metres beh i nd the 
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central s hel ter on i t s  eas tern s ide , a leafy-bough s hade about 

n i ne met r e s  away to the s outh , and a s et of improv i s ed bed s  

set up i n  the open about four metres i n  f ront of  the central 

s he l ter ( F igure 9 . 1 ) . 

The covered shel ter was a sol id s tructu r e  of pos t s  and r a i l s  

t i ed together w i t h  wi r e , rag and somet imes bandages ( s imi lar 

to that shown in Plate 9 . 1 ) . It compr i sed a roofed s ec t i o n  

large enough to s l eep two adu l t s  a n d  three ch idren , a n d  a n  

open s ect i on where there was provi s i on f or a f i re-pl ace a n d  my 

sleep i ng area . The alwekere was re- l ocated w i t h i n  the camp 

area freque ntly at  Angkwele e i ght t ime s dur i n g  my s tay . 

Th i s  par t i cular s i te was a relat ively recent one , 

Approx imately 1 5  m fur ther back on the eas tern s ide was the 

s i te of the prev i ous shel ter wh i ch had been vacated two week s 

earl i er . L i t t l e  rema i ned at  the old s i te .  H i lda and June had 

removed u s e fu l  t imber to the new s i te and the dr i ed branche s 

wh ich had formed the previ ous s hel ter wal l  were gradua l ly 

be i ng s t r i pped away for f i rewood . A shade , at the northern 

end of the old s he l ter s i te ,  wh i c h  had been bui l t by a woman 

res ident who had s i nce l ef t , had fal l en i n to d i s repa i r .  

The alwekere was the only hou sehold w i t h  an ab lut ion a rea . I t  

was cons tructed f rom a f rame o f  i nward l ea n i ng.  branches about 

1 .  5 m h i g h  whi ch had been set i n  the g round i n  a s emi 

c i rcle . B lanke t s  were s l ung over t h i s f rame to provide 

pr i vacy . The ope n i n g  to  the  s truc ture faced away from the  

central camp area . Women and chi ldren f i l l ed bucke t s  of water 

and took them i n s ide t h i s sma l l  s helter to was h . 

As the wea ther warmed camp res idents  bui l t  bough s hade s . They 

placed s turdy , f orked post s  of mu lga in the ground . Roof 

ra i l s  were s et i n  the f orks and three or f ou r  add i t i onal ra i l s  

provided s upport f or the leafy branches whi c h  were pi led up t o  

form the roof . Snme t ime_c:; th e wp c:; tern w� l l  o f  t he s hade was 

covered wi th a s c reen of e i ther canva s , or more u sual l y , leafy 



puts the final t���hes fo an unusu�l'1y h igh wiridbreak c��'siruded beside the Covered 
shelter of the alwekere. 
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branches set  close together i n  the ground . The latter allowed 

a greater a i r  f l ow . 

I n  the hotter months  people prefer red to s l eep above the 

ground , if pos s i ble , i n  cas e of  s nakes . Few bed s were owned -

most were improv i sed . Our s were con s tructed f rom a number of 

. flour drums on wh i ch res ted a large i ron and wi re mes h  

frame . These platforms were pl aced about 4 m i n  f ront o f  the 

ma i n  s hel ter . Each even ing , mat tr e s s es and swags we re 

arranged on them and we s l ept wi thout f i res . 

The core membe r s h i p  of the Angkwele alwekere compr i s ed June , 

her three c h i ldren and H i l da { F i gure 2 . 2 ) , but vi s i tor s wer e  

frequent . T h e s e  ma i n l y  i n c l uded Mav i s ' mother , Topsy , h e r  two 

adul t  daugh ter s and s ome t i me s  her sons { who s tayed a t  the 

arnkentye ) .  So , for ex ample , t hey l ived i n  the alwekere f or 

three weeks i n  S eptember 1 9 8 1 ; not a t  al l i n  December ;  for one 

day in February 1 9 8 2  and for three days in March 1 9 8 2 . The 

change in member s h i p  a f f ec ted the phys i cal loca t i on of the 

alwekere . When i ts member s h i p  was l im i t ed to June , Hi lda and 

the c h i ldren , i t s l oca t i on var i ed f rom a pos i t i on near the 

edge of the camp { F igure 2 . 4 ) to one w i th i n  a coupl e of metres 

of the i r  paren t s ' dwel l i ng .  But on  the arriva l  of Topsy or 

other female vi s i tor s , the alwekere was s i ted a t  the per iphery 

of the camp area . 

When Topsy and her daugh ter s arri ved they set up another 

hear th and s l ept in a s epara te section of the alwekere f rom 

June and her f ami ly . They s tored the i r  food s eparately and 

cooked a t  t he i r  own hea rth . The alwekere t hen had a 

member s h i p  of  s ix women and th ree chi ldren . But t h e  

establ i s hmen t  a n d  ma i nt enance of two s eparate hearths , two 

l iv i ng areas and s hade s within the a rea of the alwekere 

clearly marked a s epa ra t i on of i t s  member s h i p  i n to two groups 

{ F igure 9 . 2 ) . A l l were res i d e n t s  of the s ame alwekere . 
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Figure 9.1 : Angkwele alwekere 1 981 . 
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Figure 9.2: Interactions between a_lwekere residents and other household at Angkwele, 1 981 . 
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However , they operated not a s  one group but rather a s  d i s t i nc t  

hearth group s . These two alwekere hearth groups a l s o  f ocus ed 

on d i f ferent hou seholds wi th i n  the camp . The pr imary focu s 

for Topsy and her daughter s was Mavi s and Li ndsay ' s  hou s ehold ; 

June and H i lda con t i nued to be more closely l i nked to the i r  

pare nt s ' hou s ehold . The hearth group s wi t h i n  t h e  alwekere 

somet imes wen t  on j o i nt excur s i ons and the th ree younges t  

women ( June , H i lda a n d  Topsy ' s  daughter , Pansy ) spent a good 

dea l of t ime together . 

Topsy was L i ndsay ' s  actu a l  mother - i n - l aw and c l a s s i f i catory 

mother- i n - law for Artwe ambwe . In each case all par t i es 

ma i n ta in ed s t rong avo idance behavi our . Topsy con f i ned her 

movemen t  to the immedi ate vi c i n i ty of the alwekere and the 

bu sh area to the s outh and ea s t  - never cros s i ng the cen tra l 

camp area . Her daugh ter s moved f reely about the camp area , 

spendi ng t ime away f rom the alwekere , ma i n ly at  the i r s i s ter ' s  

hous ehold . S i nce Topsy cou ld not actual ly vi s i t  her s on - i n

law ' s hou s ehold becaus e  of  the avo idance rel a t i on s h i p , her 

daugh ter , Mavi s ,  f requently vi s i ted the alwekere br i n g i ng her 

i nfant daughters w i th her . Al though Topsy ' s  movemen t s  wer e  

re s t r i c ted w i t h i n  the camp a rea , s he regularly provided and 

prepared food f or her adul t ch i ldren . 

On 3 October 1 9 8 1 , Topsy ' s  s o n  was a res i dent i n  the Angkwel e  
arnkentye a n d  she , o f  t h e  alwekere . O n e  eve n i n g  a f ter dark 
the s i ngle men returned to camp wi th uncooked bee f . It was 
sent to Topsy who put some a s ide for her s el f , then f r i ed the 
rema i nde r  wi th o n i o n  and had her daugh ter take i t  back to the 
arnkentye . The fol low i n g  morn i ng s he prepared a damper and 
tea , s end i ng hal f of eac h across to the arnkentye ; a s  wel l  s he 
gave a smal l por t i on of  cooked beef to mysel f ,  June and 
Hi lda . The day threatened rai n  and when the s i ngle men h ad 
left the camp , Topsy sent her two daugh ters over to erect a 
nylon tent u nder the delap i da ted arnkentye s hel ter . 

The alwekere was a d i s t i nct hou s ehold w i t h i n  the camp ( F i gure 

9 . 2  hou s ehold B )  but wi �h i n  i t  � h p r �  ��re two � epa ra tP hP�rth  

groups each o f  wh i ch had d i f ferent o r i enta t i on s  i n  the camp 
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( hous eholds A and E ) . Hou s ehold C i nterac ted wi th both 

alwekere hea r th groups less of ten than the other hou s ehold s .  

The f requent i n terac t i on be tween the alwekere hearth groups i s  

also indi cated . Alwekere res ident s s hared one large s hel ter 

and a def i ned space comparabl e to other camp hou s eholds at 

Angkwele . However , s oc i al ly and spa t i al ly , d i vi s i on s  wi th i n  

th i s  hou s ehold wer e  more complex than thos e o f  other 

households s i nce only the alwekere encompas s ed mu l t iple hearth 

groups . 

Arnkentye 

Unl ike the alwekere , the arnkentye was only occa s i onal ly a 

func t i onal hous ehold i n  the Angkwel e  camp . I t  usual l y  

cons i s ted only of  a bru s h  wi ndbreak a n d  f i replace . There were 

rarely r a i nproof area s , s hade or dome s t i c  utens i l s . When i t  

rai ned , the occupan t s  of the arnkentye s l ept i n  the i r  cars or 

i n  the h ea l th cl i n i c  ( a  caravan ) .  I obta i ned mi n ima l 

i nforma t i on about the l i f e s tyles of the you ng men apart f rom 

observa t i on s  made f rom a di s tance a s  a member of a n  

alwekere . However , young men were an exc epti ona l ly mob i le 

group . Denham commented that the Al yawar re mob i l i ty among the 

' ungundya ' res i de n t s  was so h i gh that he was unable to record 

data to compare the i r  hou s ehold wi th other hou s ehold type s . 

He s a id of  them : 

Thei r  s exua l matur i ty and s oc i al immatur i ty ,  
the i r  h i gh mob i l i ty and the very low frequency 
w i th wh i c h  t hey i n terac ted w i th wome n and 
c h i ldren made them a mo s t  d i s t i nct i ve clas s of  
Alyawara ( Denham 1 9 7 5 : 1 4 2 ) . 

I t  was 9 December 1 9 8 1  and hot . Day temperatures wer e  arou nd 
4 0 °c ,  ski e s  were cloud l e s s a nd the ground was burn i ng hot . 
The sound of c h i ldren began t o  f i ll the camp by about 7 a . m .  
At the alwekere no f i re had yet been l i t . As we woke we moved 
over to Ada ' s  and Artwe ambwe ' s  hou s ehold where a bi lly of tea 
wa s ava i l ab l e . Mavi s sent u s  a piece of damper . Both H i lda 
a nd T cont r i but ed . a t: i r!  _o f ,  mea t  t� the rr.ra l . B r ;:.. ,; � �...:: .�-t: w.. - s 
o�er

.
wi th i n  �a l f  

.
an hou r  but the adu l t s  l i n ge red on plan n i ng 

the day ahead . I t  was dec i ded that I would take some people 
hun t i ng i n  my veh i c le . 
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Col i n , Ronald , J ohnny , Paddy and h i s  two young s on s , wen t  to 
Three Bores on  u n speci f i ed bus i nes s , whi l e Li ndsay , Mavi s ,  
thei r two c h i ldren , and Anna trave l led to nearby Bushy Park 
S tat ion to shop and to vi s i t  relat ives . In my veh i c l e  were 
Artwe ambwe , Ada , S teve n , June , Kweme ntyaye , De smond , H i lda , 
E i leen and her f ou r  younge s t  chi ldre n . By 1 0 . 3 0 a . m .  the camp 
was deser ted . 

The hun t i ng par ty headed i n  a north-ea s terly d i rect i on f rom 
the out s ta t i on a long a t rack that ran bes ide a fence . The 
f i r s t  s top occur red 1 1  km from the out s tat i on where everyone 
di sper sed i nto the surrou ndi ng s cru b to col lect and eat 
alangkwe ( bush  banana s ) for  about half an hour . These were 
plen t i ful and par t i cularly succulent becau s e  of recent 
ra i n s . All  were eaten as we con t i nued . Dur i ng th i s  s top , 
Steven ki l led one sma l l  dragon l i z a rd .  After a fur ther 1 0  km , 
we s topped aga i n  to check a f re s h  pere n t i  track on the road . 
Artwe ambwe and Ada t racked , located and excava ted i t  f rom i t s 
burrow . Ada clubbed i t  to death wi th a crowbar . Jus t  a f ter 
midday we trave l l ed another 1 4  km to a d i nner camp where we 
s tayed for almo s t  three hou r s .  

Artwe ambwe , Ada and S teven l e f t  our group at thi s t ime , 
tak i ng the r i f l e  and crowba r to s eek kanga roo . The old man 
gutted the l arge l i z a rd before they l e f t  and in the i r  absence 
Hi lda dug a f i re p i t  and cooked i t . June , usua l ly a keen 
forager , had a sore arm and wa s unable to use a crowba r . 
Ei leen had a three month old baby and another i n fant u nder the 
age of two s o  h er movement was a l s o  curta i led .  The day was 
ex treme ly hot s o  we sat under some shady t rees , chat t i ng and 
wa i t i ng for the l i z ard to cook . I n  the meant ime Hi lda made a 
damper and a b i l ly of tea . Two hou r s went by bef ore the 
others retu r n ed . They returned , w i th Steven s hout i ng 
triumphantly about the two kan ga roos that had been s hot and 
left some f our k i l ometres away . The l i z ard was removed f rom 
the oven and s hared up qu i ckly by June . E i leen and h er 
chi ldren s a t  a l i tt l e  to one s ide . Her elde s t  daughter , 
Magg i e , carr i ed a leg , a por t i on of  the tru nk , r ib s  and f a t  to 
her mother ' s  f am i ly . 

On our way to p i ck up the kanga roos we cal led i nto a nearby 
bore for water , then con t i nued travel l i ng another 8 km before 
we s topped to cook the kan garoo s . Th i s  took about two hou r s  
and we l e f t  f o r  home a bout 6 . 3 0 p . m . I l e f t  the group and o n  
my return £ou n d  them e n j oy i n g  a " suga rbag " C wi ld honey ) whi ch 
had bee n col l ected f rom a nearby tree . The cooked kangaroos 
were put C u n butche red ) in the veh i c l e  on a pi le of fres h , 
green leaves . On our homeward j ourney , two kangaroo s were 
spotted in  the bus h . S teven i n s i s ted o n  s hoot ing them but 
mi s s ed . Artwe--· ambwe · "":"" ook:- tr:-: ri f l e  · u rrd wou ;-: det� - ·one - t:h«:tt t: he
dogs were then able to captu r e . The old man dec ided to walk 
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wh i le the re s t  o f  u s  wen t  to p ick up the carcas s .  Ada qui ck l y  
gut ted i t  a nd i t  was placed on the back of t h e  veh i cl e . By 
then the l ight was f ad i ng and we d id not s top aga i n  un t i l  we 
reached the out s tat i on at 8 . 3 0 p . m .  

When we arr i ved home , thos e who had gone to Bushy Park had 
also retur ned . I s topped br i e f l y  to let Artwe ambwe and Ada 
out at the i r  hous eho ld , then d rove acro s s  the clea r i ng and 
parked the veh i c l e  be s ide the alwekere . I ,  together w i th the 
other adul t s  f rom the alwekere , later j o i ned Ada and Artwe 
ambwe at the hou s ehold be longi ng to Li ndsay and Mavi s .  They 
di scus s ed the day ' s eve n t s  and shared the s o f t  d r i nks 
purcha s ed at B u s hy Park S ta t i on s tore . An hour or s o  later 
the smal ler c h i ldren grew s l eepy and made thei r way to the i r  
own fami ly hearth s . June , her ch i ldren and I returned t o  the 
alwekere where , after arrang i ng the beddi ng s he laid down w i th 
them . I cou ld hear the other member s  of the camp s t i l l  
talki ng a s  I dr i f ted o f f  to s leep . 

That day was typi cal of many spent a t  Angkwele and exemp l i f i ed 

some important features of domes t i c  l i fe i n  th i s  sma l l  

group . The dom i n a n t  impres s i on was o f  t h e  central i ty o f  

fami ly t i e s . Wh i le res i d e n t s  of  the alwekere mai n ta i ned a 

separate dwel l i ng to wh i ch they ret i red each even i ng and a t  

wh ich at  l ea s t  some t ime was spent dur i ng the day , t he soc i a l  

focus o f  da i ly l i fe f o r  the alwekere was t h e  hou sehold of  Ada 

and Artwe ambwe . Alwekere plans were made i n  con j un c t i on w i th 

thei rs . Th i s  o f ten r esu lted i n  j o i n t  ac tivi t i es but i n sured 

that each knew of  the o ther s pl an s and whereabou t s . The 

alwekere women were a d i s t i n ct group , neverthe l es s  other 

househol ds were concerned for thei r wel fare . 

One Saturday even i ng ( 2 1 . 1 1 . 8 1 )  af ter shopp i ng , a f i lm wa s 
shown . The people f rom Angkwele had s tayed on to s ee i t . The 
f i lm f i n i s hed about 11 p . m .  The a1wekere residents  were 
travel l i ng in my veh i cle , the o ther two households in anothe r  
one . Becaus e  I had a rranged to g i ve another per son a l i f t 
home , our veh i cl e  was delayed a s hort wh i l e . Later , near the 
ma i n  cros s i ng , 7 - 8 km f rom Three Bores , we fou nd the other 
Angkwele veh i c le wa i t i ng f or us  and we travelled the rema i n i ng 
6 0  km i n  convoy . The old man exp l a i n ed that he was worr i ed 
because there had been European s trangers around dur i ng the 
day and we women were travel l i ng a l one . 
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There were s t rong econom i c  t i e s  between the two hou seholds . 

Artwe ambwe and to a l e s ser extent h i s  sons provided the 

alwekere w i t h  regular suppl i e s  of f re s h  meat . Women and the i r  

ch i ldren f rom the alwekere ate a t  the i r parent s ' hearth a s  

of ten as they a t e  at  the i r  own . A s  i n  t h e  accou n t  above , th i s  

was of ten f or reasons  other than econom i c  neces s i ty .  The se 

two hou s ehold s  ma i n ta i ned some s eparate s tocks of food but the 

women from each hous ehold were aware of each other ' s  purchases 

and bor rowed f reely f rom t hem a s  the need a ros e . They 

exchanged food and other good s cons tantly . 

th i s  hou s ehold i n teract i on was ba sed on 

The i n ten s i ty of  

the close actua l 

k i n s h i p  t i e s 

households 

households . 

( paren t - ch i ld )  that exi s ted between the two 

and was 

Rel at ions 

res t r i c ted to those par t i cular 

be tween the alwekere and t he other 

households we re less i n tense but by no means restri c ted or 

formal . 

The alwekere and the arnkentye were treated a s  the preserves 

of women and men respect ively . Chi ldren f reely vi s i ted the 

men ' s  and women ' s  hou sehold s ,  to eat , play and talk or carry 

mes sages and r eque s t s . Th i s  f reedom also extended to a male 

of about 18  yea r s  who was thought t o  be retarded . H i s  

occa s i onal pres ence i n  the alwekere dur i n g  the day cau s ed no 

alarm . But when alwekere member s h ip was at i ts sma l l es t ,  w i th 

on ly Artwe ambwe ' s two daugh ter s and mys el f ,  soc i al 

regulat ions  were l e s s  r i g idly i n terpreted . 

Kwemen tyaye had been s i ck for two days , vomi t i ng and unable to 
eat . On the eve n i ng of the second day , as he l ay wi th h i s  
mother o n  the i r  mat t re s s  i n  the alwekere , Artwe ambwe 
appeared . He s a t  down bes ide the two and began to s i ng 
qu i e t ly over the boy . 

There were s everal such vi s i t s . Mos t  were a s soc i a t ed w i t h  

mundane ma tters  s u c h  as the retri eval of cook i ng ute n s i l s o r  

the col lect i on of  cooked mea t . You nger men ,  mar r i ed or s i ngl e 

never vi s i ted the alwekere or i t s envi ron s . 
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W i th i n  the smal l populat i on at  Angk�ele there were u sua l l y  

four a n d  s ome t ime s  f i ve phys i ca l ly d i s crete hou s ehold s . Th ey 

were the mos t  immed i a te l y  obvious a spect of camp 

orga n i sa t i on . Each had i ts own area of pr ivacy . I n  add i t i on , 

there wa s a marked s eparat i on between the hous eholds of 

unmarr i ed men and those of  unmarr i ed women . However i n  the 

conduc t of  everyday l i fe t h i s level of organi sat i on became 

less obtrus i ve and the s t rength of t i e s between hou s ehold s 

took on primary s i g n i f i cance . The res idents of separate 

hou s ehold s spent mo s t  o f  the i r  t ime j o i ntly i nvolved i n  

act i v i t i e s  i n  wh i ch res i dence was of les s importance than the 

rela t ionships  be tween pa rt i c i pan t s . In th i s  con tex t , s ex 

based groups were le s s  important than those based o n  fam i ly 

t i es . 

ENILTYIYE 

Of the 1 2  hou s eholds at  En i l ty i ye , fou r  were alwekere ( F i gure 

2 . 6  E , D , K  and H )  and there was somet imes an arnkentye ( F i gure 

2 . 6  C ) . The k i n s h i p  rela t i on s h i ps of household res i den ts are  

shown i n  Fi gure 2 . 5 .  Th e alwekere there were cons truc ted much 

as were those a t  Angkwe l e , u s i ng a comb i na t i on of lea f y  

bough s ,  wooden pos t s , canva s , plas t i c  a n d  i ron . Dur i ng my 

stay none of the households at E n i l ty i ye re- located the i r  

sh el ter s w i th i n  the camp area . 

Alwekere 

The core res i d e n t s  of alwekere E were fou r  women rang i ng i n  

age f rom abou t 1 6  t o  3 5  year s . The i r  ma i n  s helter was a n  i ron 

wi ndbreak 4 - 5 m in  length wh i c h  was made waterproof by the 

add i t ion of  a large tarpau l i n  s lung over an  i ron rai l . The 

central she l ter was a n  ext reme ly s tu rdy con s truc t i on and 

al te ra t i on s  were made only to extend i t . Regu lar res iden t s  

s l ept here . They u s ed e i ther a near L u  i n  t.L1e windbreak or o ne 

s i tuated on the s outhern s ide of  the smal l bough s hade wh i ch 
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s tood about 3 m away on the we s tern s ide of the wi ndbreak . 

The windbreak was extended on the southern s ide to accommodate 

the vi s i tor s .  They made add i t i onal hear th s  w i t h i n  the area of 

the wi ndbreak . At  the s e  t ime s the alwekere compr i s ed mul t i ple 

hearth s . Alwekere E s tood 5 m north of the hou s ehold A where 

the sen i or l andowner , the f ather of two alwekere res iden t s , 

l i ved . The adol e s cen t daughter of Glory Ngale ( Hou sehold B )  

was the other core res ident  of  alwekere E .  

Wes t  of the bough shad e of  alwekere E three f ra i l ,  elderly 

women l ived in a canva s tent C alwekere D ) . Onl y  one of these 

women was act ive and s he car r i ed out many of the tasks of the 

household . They cooked a t  a hearth a t  the open wes tern 

entrance to the ten t . Except f or the mos t  act i ve women , the 

member s of th i s  hou s ehold s pent a lmos t  all  of the i r  t i me 

wi th i n  the con f i nes of the i r own alwekere . 

On the other s i de of  the camp thorough fare , eas t  of the other 

alwekere , another woman , in her 6 0 s , l ived alone wi th her dogs 

C alwekere K ) . She l ived in a l arge tent and u s ed a hearth at 

its southern e nd . Although every hou s ehold had dogs , f ew had 

as many or gave them a s  much care a s  th i s  woman .  

On 2 5  Apr i l  1 9 8 3  I vi s i ted Emi l y ' s  alwekere . I n s ide , a smal l  
sect i on wa s par t i ti oned o f f  wi th old pi eces o f  blanket . Here 
the oldes t ,  s i ck dog whi ch was a lmo s t  devo id of fur l ay bes ide 
i t s own s leep i ng f i re .  O ther dogs were kept away both f rom 
the dog ' s  area and i ts f ood . 

The alwekere a t  H was a s s o c i ated w i th the hou s eholds I ,  F and 

G .  I rarely vi s i ted th i s  more d i s ta n t  clus ter o f  f ami l i es 

because my pa trons at  E n i l ty iye l ived i n  hou s eho ld B .  
Cons equently I k new l i tt le of  alwekere H .  Hou s ehold s I ,  F ,  G 

and H ( Figure 2 . 6 )  were l ocated approx imately 1 0 0  m f rom B -

almo s t  out of s i ght over the edge of  the l arge dune on whi ch 

the camp was located . The core res idents  of  H were f our women 

aged f rom i 6  to � O  yea r s  of age t hey were mos t  cl o s e l y  rela ted 

to the couple i n  hou s ehold I ( F i gure 2 . 5 ) . 
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Arnkentye 

The ma i n  shel ter of the arnkentye ( F i gure 2 . 6  C )  wa s an old 

car body . I t s  mos t  regular res ident wa s Mi chael ' s  older 

unmarr i ed brother , Kub i t j i ,  a man of about 4 5  yea r s  of age . 

Mi chae l and G lory ' s  other sons  l i ved away f rom En i l tyiye at  

that t ime . Kub i t j i d i d  not prepare food at his  own hous ehold 

but ate mos t mea l s  at household B .  Occas i onally there we re 

other men in the arnkentye and Gl ory pr epared tea and damper 

wh ich wa s taken to them . Kubi t j i was ab sent for long per i od s  

and h i s  relat ive s  o f ten worr i ed about h i s  we lfare dur ing those 

per i ods , par t i cularly i f  he had gone to Al i ce Spr i ng s  to get 

alcohol . 

One eveni ng C 2 8 . 3 .  8 3 ) , Mi chael decided that perhaps Kubi t j  i 
was lonely i n  the arnkentye and that i f  he had more company he 
wou ld s tay longer at  En i l ty i ye . So he shi f ted ove r there 
himself for the n i gh t , aski ng me to keep Glory company and 
sleep a t  the i r  hearth i n stead of  at the alwekere . 

Household interactions 

The households A ,  B ,  C ,  D ,  E and K had s trong social  and 

economic l i nk s . The sen i or landowner , c r i ppled and unable to 

walk , l ived in hou s ehold A .  H i s  wi f e  rema i n ed constantly w i th 

him . The i r  two daugh ters from hou s ehold E purchased neces sary 

suppl ies  for t hem unless the hawker travel led to the 

outstation . Product i ve hu nters of hou sehold B ,  K and I sent 

meat and other bush food s regularly to hou s ehold A .  As wel l  

there was a cons tant f low o f  prepared foods between hou s eho lds 

E ,  A and K ,  a s  for example , I noted on 2 5  Apr i l  1 9 8 3 . 

The day was cold and ra i ny .  S oon a f ter wak i n g , I real i z ed 
that there woul d  be no tea f or break f a s t  s i nce ou r hou sehold 
had no shel tered f i repl ace . We s a t , cold and glum , in the 
health carava n . S hortly a b i l ly of f re s h  tea arr ived f rom 
Emi ly C alwekere K ) . Later i n  the mor n i ng I sat wi th her . We 
were able to con t i nue ba t ik prod uc t i on i n  her we l l - s hel tered 
alwekere . Dur i no the a f t ernoo n and aoa j n at su ndown , . s he made 
a t h i n  s te� f rom beef , �n i on , � - -potato , sa l t  and cur ry 
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powder . Ros emary C alwekere E )  who had been fetch i ng s ome· of  
the i ngred i en t s  a s  wel l  a s  a s s i s t i n g  Emi ly with her ba t ik , 
took some o f  both batches o f  the stew back to her mother at  
hous ehold A .  

The two olde s t  women i n  alwekere D were dependent on the i r  

act ive co- re s i dent who prepared food o r  procured i t  f rom other 

households . She al s o  prov ided occa s i ona l i tems of  bus h 

food . Nei ghbour i ng household s ,  part i cul arly B ,  suppl i ed them 

with adequate f i rewood and ma i n ta i ned thei r s hel ter . Al l 

three women rece i ved pen s i on s  but needed someone to purchas e  

food and other good s for them . I t  was my impres s i on that 

reques ts for these o ld l ad i e s ' provi s i ons were at  time s 

relent l e s s  but that r ec i proci ty i n  ki nd to them wa s 

irregu lar . The i r  mo s t  frequent vi s i tor s were the middle- aged 

marr ied women of the camp . 

Household E was home for a you nger group of women . Wi th the 

except i on of  one widow , the core res iden t s  were unma r r i ed and 

in the i r  l ate teen s . Thei r peer s from hou s ehold H often 

vi s i ted them to chat and l i s ten to rad i o  or taped mus i c . Th i s  

group depended on the i r  paren t s ' hou s eholds ( A ,  B and I )  for 

thei r da i l y  food need s  a l though they each rece ived a regular 

unemployment benef i t . They thems elves had few 

respons i b i l i t i e s . They accompan i ed the older women on 

forag i ng trips  but the i r  i n exper i ence and consequent l ack o f  

forag i ng ski l l s  meant they con t r i buted l i tt l e . 

I was approac hed by Emi ly abou t go i ng out hu n t i ng on 8 Apr i l  
1 9 8 3 . S he s a i d  to me qu i et l y  that the group s hou ld only 
include her s e l f  and the old woman f ram alwekere D becau s e  
those ' young g i r l s  j u s t  fol l ow ' em about ' .  The preced i ng day 
a large g roup of  s ix wome n , f ive young chi ldren and fou r  
adoles cen t s  had b e e n  out . T h e  meagre f orag i ng return s  d i d n o t  
go f a r  when d i s tr i buted among s o  many . 

Unl i ke the r e s i dents  of the Angkwele alwekere , the women o f  

Eni l tyiye n e i ther owned n o r  d r ove veh i cl e s . They were r e l i a n t  

o n  other hou s eholds w i th ve h i cl e s  for tran sport . 
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As e l s ewhere , men s uppl i ed the ma j or por t i on of f resh meat . 

Thus hou seholds wi thou t  an act i ve male hun ter were l i nked to 

those that had . The res idents  of alwekere D ,  E and K ,  and 

hous ehold A looked to hous eho ld B ,  and to a l e s s er extent to c 
and I ,  to provide the i r  hu n ted meat requ i rement s : 

Around lunch t ime on 1 4  March 1 9 8 3 , Mi chael ( hou sehold B )  and 
three other mal e  vi s i tors left in h i s  veh i cle to g o  hu nt i n g . 
Mysel f ,  M i chae l ' s  wi fe G lory , her i nf an t  and adoles cen t 
daughters ( the l a t te r  f rom hou s ehold E ) , Emi ly ( hou sehold K )  
and two adole s cent s .  Maureen and Jedda ( h ouseho ld H )  wen t  out 
to gather bus h bananas wh i ch were at  the i r  be s t  a f ter recent 
ra i n s . Ka thleen Kamarre had gone out on foot ear l i er . Our 
group ga thered 6 . 5  kgs of  the f ru i t ,  mos t  of wh i ch was taken 
back to En i l ty i ye . Kathleen had three goannas wh i ch she took 
to her hou sehold . About 4 . 3 0 p . m .  the me n retur ned . They had 
a bus h  turkey and a la rge kangaroo . Both an ima l s  were cooked 
in one pi t on t he wes tern edge of household B .  The bi rd was 
removed before the kangaroo . G lory prepared , cooked and 
butchered the bus h turkey . Michael prepared and cooked the 
kangaroo , but h i s  w i fe butchered i t . By 7 p . m .  the cooki ng 
was complete and a small  group of women gathered to col lect 
port i ons of meat to take to the i r  households . Every 
household , except J and C wh i c h  were unoccup i ed at the t ime ,  
rece ived meat f r om the d i vi s i on . The vi s i t i ng group wh i ch 
included three of  the mal e  hun t i ng par ty took pa rts  of both 
an imals as did hous eholds B,  A and I ;  the other s rece i ved 
ka ngaroo only . 

I t  was u nusual f or the hu nters  o f  e i ther hou s ehold B or c to 

procure large quan t i t i e s  of mea t and I obs erved few formal 

divi s i on s  such a s  th i s . For exampl e ,  these me n ob ta i ned mea t  

on e ight of t h e  3 3  days o n  wh i ch bus h  food was procured . I n  

the i nter im o ther hou s ehold s sent  them por t i on s  of cooked 

meat . The exc hanges wh i ch took place were a con s tant part of 

day-to-day l i fe . 

I was out wi th Emi ly ( hou s ehold K )  and Pol ly ( hou sehold D )  on  
8 Apr i l  1 9 8 3 . Late i n  the a fternoon we sat wa i t i ng for the 
two l i z ards that they had caug h t  to cook . Near 6 p . m . , Glory , 
Mi chael and the i r  i n fant  retur ned and s a t  down 1 0  or s o  metre s 
away from u s  where they made a s eparate f i re . Shortly Em i ly 
gave me one cooked l i zard to t ake acros s to them . They had 
also caug h t  two l i z ards C o f  the s ame type a s  Emi ly ) and a s  
soon a s  the s e  were cooked , Glory gave Emi J y a ser. � i o n  o r  body 
and some f ctt f L vm one v� them . 
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Figure 9.3: Kinship relationships of core residents of one alwekere at Three Bores, 1 983. 

At En i l ty i ye , unma rr i ed women h ad s e t  up severa l  alwekere 

based on a number of cri ter i a : k i n s h i p  rel a t i onsh ips , age and 

idiosyncra t i c  pre ference . The oldes t wome n chose to l ive 

separately from younge r ones ; sma l l  gr oups of closely rela ted 

women , set up s epar a te hou s eholds and one woman l i ved a l one 

wi th , or , a s  she expl a i ned , because o f , her many dogs . Each 

of these alwekere was o r i en ted to one or  more marri age-ba s ed 

households w i th whom they ma i n t a i ned s trong social  and 

economi c l i nk s . 

THREE BORES 

The popul a t i on of  Thr ee Bor e s  f luctuated , but at the t ime o f  

f i eldwork was between 1 0 0 a n d  2 0 0  people - con s i der ably larger 

than that of e i ther Angkwe le or E n i l ty i ye . There were a t  

lea s t  three alwekere but s i n ce I wa s never a res ident o f  t he 

Three Bores camp my i n forma t i on i s  i n complete . My k i n s h i p  

af f i l i at i on s  meant tha t when a t  Three Bores I a s s oc i ated wi th 

one pa rticular  alwekere who se core memhA rs ( F igure 9 . 3 )  were 

closely rela ted to s e n i or wome n at bo th Angkwel e  and En i l ty i ye 

( F igure 9 . 4 ) . 
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{A) = Angkwele resident 
(E) = Eniltyiye resident 
(T) = Three Bores resident 

---< 1 Nancy Pityarre (T) 

Violet Pityarre (T) 

Myrtle Pityarre (T) 
Topsy Perrurle {E) 

Polly Perrurle (E) 
I .-1 --------0 Glory Pityarre (T) 

Maggie Perrurle (T) 
1 �1 -------� 

� L Kathleen Pityarre m 
0 

O Elizabeth (E) ----AIL.J. 
I I  

C Glory Ngale {E) 

Jessie Ngale (E) 

�.-I ----------[ Hilda Ngale (A) 

Ada Pityarre (A) June Ngale (A) 

I I  c Maggie Kamarre (E) 

1 1  
1 1-1 --------o Jeannie Pityarre (E) 
� 

Figure 9.4: Kinship links between senior women residents of Angkwele, Eniltyiye and Three Bores. 



[ 2 5 5 ] 

Alwekere : structure and membership 

The alwekere was s i ted 3 0  50 m from n e i ghbour i ng 

household s . I t  was large i n  area compr i s i ng a subs tan t i al 

wi ndbreak , a ten t , a bough shade , a large f i repi t and a 

col lect ion of per sonal belong i ng s  such as sui tca s es , boxe s and 

flour -drums ( F i gure 9 . 5 ) . The membersh i p  of th i s  alwekere was 

di fferent f rom those at  e i ther Angkwele or En i l tyiye . Th e 

ma jori ty of i t s regular res ident s we re mature but act ive 

widows - women between 35 and 5 0  years of age . The women , 

be i ng widows , rece i ved i ndependent i ncome s . As wel l  they were 

experi enced foragers and were u sually succes s ful when they 

sear ched f or bush food s . The women had wi th them in the 

alwekere s c hool -aged c h i ldren and some grandc h i ldren . 

Together w i t h  thei r f r i ends th i s  combi na t i on created a l ive ly 

soc ial a tmosphere .  Membe r s h i p  o f  th i s  par t i cular alwekere 

changed more f r equent l y  than mos t .  The c l i n i c , s tore , s choo l  

and admi n i s tra t i on o f f  i ce were located at  Three Bores and 

attracted a con s tan t s tream of peopl e attend i ng to bus i ne s s .  

On occas i on s  women f rom other locat i on s  had to s tay a t  Three 

Bores alone , whereupon many of them moved i n to th i s  

alwekere .  The regular res ident s often provided for these 

temporary vi s i to r s  i n  addi t i on to fu l f i l l ing the i r ob l iga t i ons 

to kin  i n  nei ghbour i n g  hou s ehold s .  It  s eemed to me that t h i s  

alwekere was more self -conta i ned than the sma l ler one s  a t  both 

Angkwele and En i l ty i ye . I ts large s i z e , its  d i s tance from 

other hous ehol d s , the s e n i or i ty and ski l l  of i t s res ident s ,  

and the i r  f i nanc i a l  i ndependence , combi ned to c reate a 

household wh i ch was relat ively less  dependent on n e i g hbour i ng 

households .  Neverthel e s s , a s  i n  the other locat i on s , the 

women of th i s  alwekere were also rel i a n t  on male hun ters of 

other hou s eholds to supply them f resh meat , and they h ad onl y  

i rregu lar acce s s to veh i cl e s . 
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Figure · 9.5: An alwekere at Three Bores. 
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CHARACTERI STICS OF ALWEKERE 

Al l member s  of  alwekere were women e i ther temporar i ly or 

permanently wi t hout spou s es . However ,  the form of any 

par t i cular alwekere , i t s  locat i on , member s h i p , s tabi l i ty and 

s i z e , var i ed con s i derably . The mos t  s ign i f i cant f actor in 

determi n i ng an alwekere ' s  form was the s i z e  and compos i t i on of 

the larger re s iden t i a l  group in wh i ch it wa s part . The 

alwekere o n  t he sma l l e s t  out s ta t i on , Angkwele , had the 

smal les t but mos t  s tab le membersh i p . I n terac t i o n  be tween 

women i n  th i s  hou s ehold and other . camp households wa s 

intense . 

mi nimal . 

The i r  s eparat i on a s  a group i n  da i ly a f f a i rs wa s 

An i ncrease i n  camp s i z e  saw a va ri ety of alwekere forms 

emerge as groups of unmar r i ed women further d i f feren t i a ted 

thems elve s . The di f f erences related to ki n s h i p  t i es - close 

female k i n co- re s i ded ; to age older women sepa rated 

themselves f r om younger ones and , to per sonal prefer ences . 

Wi th i n  the l arger alwekere , women aga i n  d i f feren t i ated 

thems elves on t he bas i s  of k i n sh i p  aff i l i a t i on s  to form 

d i s t i nct hea r t h  g roups . The s e  hearth gr oups opera ted largely 

i ndependen tly w i th i n  the alwekere , of ten construct i ng 

i nd i vidua l  sect i on s  o f  the alwekere shel ter . The loca t i on of  

the alwekere was regu l a ted by that of the mar r i age-ba s ed 

households wi th whom i n te rac t i on was mos t  freque nt . Women 

establ i s hed or j o i ned an alwekere that were s i ted near close 

kin  l iv i ng in  o ther type s of households . Soc i a l  and econom i c 

exchange between thes e  hou s eholds was cont i n ua l  and 

prop i nqu i ty prov i ded secur i ty for the f emale res iden t s . 

At Angkwele and En i l ty iye , the ma j or i ty of  the act ive , s en i or 

women were re s id ent i n  mar r i age-ba s ed hou s ehold s wh i l e  the 

alwekere accommoda ted bo th the old e s t  and the you nge s t  

women . At  t h e  l arge s t  alw�ke.1. e c1.t Three Bore ci , hvwt!ver , Lhe 

core group i nc luded a number of s e n i o r  women in addi t i on to 
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the aged and young . Th i s  d i f ference s i gn i f i cantly i n f l uenced 

i ts s tatu s in the camp . That par t i cular alwekere was larger 

and wa s re la t i vely les s dependent on other household s than wa s 

the case i n  the sma l ler out s tat i on s . 

Every woman spent at  l eas t s ome per i od of t ime dur i ng her l i f e 

in  an alwekere .  U nmarr i ed wome n per i od i cally moved f rom one 

alwekere to another to vi s i t  relatives . A s  we ll , each woman 

moved out of  the alwekere when she mar r i ed but retur ned to i t  

i n  the even t  o f  s epara t i on or the death of her partner . As a 

resu l t , alwekere had f requen tly chang i ng member s h i ps and 

somet ime s  s everal hearth group s . The l argest alwekere were 

the mos t  uns tabl e  in terms of member s h i p . A s t r i k i ng a spec t 

of alwekere l i f e  was the autonomy of i t s member s ,  par t i cularly 

older women . They moved from one alwekere to another 

i ndependently of  the i r  co-re s i dent s . Th i s  i nd i vidual autonomy 

was also ref lected i n  the s epa rate hou s ehold budgett i ng 

arrangemen t s , and the absence of s hared hous ehold rout i ne s . I 

concluded that i t  was a con sequence of the s trength of the 

l i nk s  wh i c h  drew i nd i vidual adu l t  women to households other 

than the alwekere .  Thu s , wh i l e  alwekere was an ident i f i ably 

di screte household for women it d id not , I bel i eve , repre sen t 

the soc i a l  s epara t i on of  i t s membe r s  from the l arger camp 

group . 

SEXOAL SEPARATION IN DOMESTIC LIFE 

Segregat i on i n  the 

ba sed group s were 

sma l l e s t  outs tat i on was m i n ima l and s ex

l eas t obvi ous in  da i ly l i fe . But when 

Angkwe le res i d e n ts travel led to Three Bores for s hopp i ng they 

became part of  a much l arger g roup and the mal e - f ema le 

divi s i on became more eviden t . Angkwele women sat w i th the i r  

female k i n f rom Three Bor e s  wh i le t he men s tayed w i th the 

veh i cles or wi th groups of  men . The congrega t i on of many 

-re s iden t s  f rom d i f f erent ou t s ta t i on s  b rou gh t t ";ethe:""" peopl e 

wi th a wide range o f  k i n s h i p  relat i on s h ips i n cludi ng tho s e  
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nece s s i tat i ng avo i dance . I concluded that a separat ion i n to 

groups of  men and groups of  wome n on these occa s i on s  was an 

ef fect ive though t emporary s t rategy to accommodate the 

requ i r ements of k i n s h i p et ique t te and was employed i n  forma l 

s i tuat i on s  such a s  large pub l i c  gather i ngs or meet i ng s . 

Whi le a s exua l d i v i s i on of  par t i c i pan t s  always accompan i ed 

large gather i ng s , a degree of formal i ty cou ld a l s o  be 

i n troduced w i th i n  a sma l ler soc i al group i n  cer ta i n  

c i rcums tan ce s . For exampl e ,  

The commun i ty advi sor ( Wh i te , ma le ) a r r i ved at Angkwe le on 2 
February 1 9 8 2 , to f i nal i z e the arrangements for the new hou s e s  
soon t o  b e  bu i l t . The men ga thered together , close to the 
advi sor and on t he edge of Artwe ambwe ' s  hou s ehold . Al l the 
women s a t  f our or  f i ve me tres d i s tan t und er a shade wi th thei r 
younge s t  c h i ldren . They cou ld hear , although not clearly . 

On the other hand , s exua l separat i on wa s not the only s t rategy 

empl oyed to deal wi th unusual s oc i a l  s i tuat i ons . 

One wi nter even i ng ( May 1 9 8 3 ) I i nvi ted a l l  the Angkwele group 
to my bas e  camp at Three Bor es to vi ew sl ides that I had 
taken . Becaus e  i t  was a conf i ned area , I an t i c ipated tha t men 
and women wou l d  s i t  s eparately and accord i ngly s et s eparate 
f i re s . On arr i val , however , the gr oup d i vided i nto m i xed- s ex 
groups wh i c h  a l s o  d i d  not vi ol ate avo idance rel a t i on s h ips . 
Artwe ambwe , h i s wi fe , and adu l t  daughters formed one group . 
The other adul t s , i ncludi ng t he unmarr i ed son , grouped arou nd 
the s econd f i re and the c h i ldren moved between the two . 

SUMMARY 

At utop i a  re s iden t i al a r rangements  d i v i ded hou sehold s 

accord i ng to mar i ta l  s tatus . Households based on a marr i ag e  

partner s h i p  were d i s t i ngu i shed f rom t h o s e  t h a t  were not . The 

latter were t hen f ur ther d i vi ded accor d i ng to the s ex of  adu l t  

member s  i n to alwekere and arnkentye ( F i gure 9 . 6 ) . No fema l e s  

l i ved i n  t h e  arnkentye b u t  ma le c h i ldren u p  t o  1 0  to 1 2  year s 

of age s ome t i me s  l i ved i n  the alwekere :  
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total 

unmarried 

men 

Figure 9.6: Residential divisions on Utopia outstations. 

women 

At puber ty c h i ldren . moved away f rom the i r  parents ' hou s ehold 

i n to e i ther an arnkentye or an alwekere . They con t i n ued 

however to be dependen t  on the i r  paren t s  and close k i n . A 

household thus contai ned a nucl ear fami ly only unt i l  the t i me 

that the f i r s t  ch i ld r eached pu ber ty . Each fam i l y  then wa s 

d i vided between hou s ehold s , but the l i nks between these 

households wer e  f i rmly estab l i s hed . Wh i le household s wer e  the 

mi n ima l  r e s i d en t i a l  u n i  ts , they were nei ther s e l f -suf f i c i en t  

economi cally nor i ndependen t  s oc i al ly . Each con s ta n t l y  

focused ou twa rds towards o t h e r  hou seholds wh i c h  conta i n ed 

clos e k i n .  Fami ly groups drawn together by thes e i nt e r 

b ·  · •.·i sehoJ  .": ' ·l inks- we-re· h 3 ·g hJ y v i s i b l e- · · h! eve!. y " dcty l !: f ':! •.J � 
ou ts ta t i on s . 
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The orga n i sat i on of alwekere at the three loca t i ons i n  wh i ch I 

worked h igh l i gh ted a recur rent theme i n  s oc i a l  rela t i on s : the 

acceptance of i nd i vidual autonomy coupled wi th a s trong 

expect a t i o n  of i n terd ependence through ob l igat ion . The 

alwekere and arnkentye presented an opportun i ty f or the 

e s tab l i s hmen t  of soc i a l ly i ndependen t  s ex-ba s ed hou s ehold s . 

However , powerful i n ter - s exua l , i n ter-household k i n s h i p  t i e s 

cou n terac ted the deve lopment of any tende ncy toward s hou sehold 

i ndependence . 

I n  s i tuat i o n s  i nvolvi ng sma l l er number s  of cl os ely related 

indi vi dua l s ,  i n c reased fami l i a r i ty reduced the n eed for 

formal i ty .  I n  these s i tuat i on s  s exua l d i vi s i o n s  became 

i n frequent and les s pred i c t able . The var i ab i l i ty of ma le -

fema le rela t i on s h i ps wa s mos t  apparent w i th i n  the smal ler 

groups . Thus wh i l e s exual sepa rati on was eviden t a t  t imes , i t  

was not a con s ta n t  nor the domi nant feature o f  t he day-to-day 

relat ions  between men and women .  

Sexua l s eparat i on wa s one aspec t of male - fema le rela t i on s  -

ne i ther a l l -perva s i ve , nor ever -pres ent . I n  ac cept i n g  that 

view it is  pos s ib le to reconc i le s eemi ngly contrad i ctory 

propos i t i on s . For example , Hami lton C l 9 7 9 : xix ) sugges ted that 

" extreme s eparat i on of  mal e  and f emale in the Central 

Au stral i an a reas " had been f i rmly establ i shed . But she a l s o  

sugges ted that : 

I n  Central Aus tra l i a  men and women were more 
relaxed wi th each other [ than i n  norther n 
Aus t ra l i a ] a n d  more con s iderate towards one 
another ' s  needs . . .  Men were ope nly sol i c i tous 
toward s the i r  w i ve s  when they were i l l , and wou ld 
o f ten be s een carryi ng sma l l  bab i es and chi ldren 
around ( Hami l ton 1 9 8 1 : 7 7 ) . 

Th i s  l a s t  image , i n  my vi ew , does not f i t  we ll a soci etv a l s o  

exh i b i t i ng " acute s exual s eparat i on "  ( Ham i l ton 1 9 8 1 : 7 7 ) . 
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The Utop i a  data i n d i ca ted a need to ref ine curren t vi ews o f  

s exua l s epara t i o n  and i t s  opera t i on i n  da i ly l i fe i n  desert  

commun i t i e s . There , i t  was a s trategy of i n t erper sonal 

relat i on s h ips , sen s i t ive to place and t ime , rather than a 

s i ngle mechan i sm wh i c h  d i vided soci ety i n to exclus ive , 

i ndepend ent g roups ba s ed on not i on s  of s exual sol ida r i ty . 



CHAPTER 1 0  

A HUNTING HERITAGE 

Almo s t  7 0  years have elapsed s i n ce Eu ropeans f i r s t  annexed the 

trad i t i onal l ands of Anmatyer re and the Al yawarre people of 

the Sandove r R i ver area . The con s equen ces of the resul t i ng 

degrada t i on of  the re source bas e  by i n troduced an ima l s , of the 

violently enforced r e s t r i c t i on on acce s s  to land and 

resources , and t he active preference shown by Abo r i g i nes for 

European food s and commodi t i e s  have been far reach i n g . A 

change d i e t  and new tec hnol ogy rad i cally a l tered the contex t  

and t h e  prac t i ce of  trad i ti onal hun t i ng a n d  ga ther i n g . 

Forag i ng was no longer e s s en t i al f or survi va l . I n s tead 

Abor i g i ne s  devel oped a subs i s tence pa ttern wh i c h  combi ned 

elements  of foragi ng prac t i ce w i t h  those of a ma rket 

economy . The role o f  both men and women i n  subs i s tence has  

been , and con t i nue s to be , t ran s f o rmed by the i n terac t i on of  

the i r  own cho i ce s  w i th the rap i dly chan g i ng c i rcums tances i n  

whi ch those c ho i ces a re made . Throu gh an exami nat i on o f  

women ' s  contemporary subs i s tence r o l e  t h i s s tu dy documen ted a 

prev i ou s l y  l i ttl e-res earched sphere of  Abor i g i nal women ' s  

l i fe . Docume n ta t i on o f  women and subs i s tence i n  the 1 9 8 0 s  

provided a va n tage po i n t  f rom wh i ch t o  cons ider the impac t of  

change . As we l l  though , the modern data drew atten t i on to the 

images of trad i t i onal wome n ' s  e conom i c  l i f e  whi ch preva i l  i n  

anthropology . I t  h i ghl i gh ted the s i gn i f i cance o f  a par t i cu l a r  

model of  subs i s tence f o r  t h e  predominant  vi ew of women ' s  l i f e 

in Central Au s tral i a .  

A persistent tradition 

Con temporary women hun t e¢i , grf r. h P. rPd : 1' � r f:  r "."u � e . co� s tructed 

shel ters and engaged i n  craf t work . They took pr ima ry 
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r espon s ibi l i ty for young ch i ld r en . These tasks ( exc l ud i ng ch i ld 

c a r e ) took up approx i ma te ly 4 . 8 h ou r s  a day . Th e  ma jor pa r t  o f  

th i s  t i me ( 8 1 %  o r  3 . 9 hou r s ) w a s  devo ted to subs i s tence work . O f  

the t i me g i v en t o  s ubs i s tenc e ,  6 9 % ( 2 . 7  h our s ) wa s spen t  

forag i ng ; th e r ema i n i ng 1 . 2 hour s was a l loc a ted to the pur cha s e  

and p r ov i s i on o f  o th e r  food s . Wh i l s t  women spen t a g r ea t dea l 

mor e t i me forag i ng than th ey di d engag ed i n  o th e r  s ubs i s tenc e 

ac t i v i t i e s , tha t  c ompone n t  o f  the i r  ac t i v i t i e s  c on tr ibuted but a 

sma l l  propor t i on o f  the to ta l f ood i n  tak e . Mea s u r ed a s  e i th e r  

we i gh t ,  p r o te i n  or ene r gy , the i r  c on tr ibut i on t o  th e d i e t  th r ough 

forag i ng accoun ted for l e s s  than 5% o f  the to ta l bush food 

i n tak e . Th e  r e ady ava i l abi l i ty o f  mark e t  s ubs t i tu tes for much o f  

the bush f ood trad i t i ona l ly p r oc ur ed by women ha s r educ ed th e 

nec e s s i ty for th em to spend l ong h our s forag i ng . Nev e r th e l e s s , 

forag i ng c on t i n ued to be the i r  mos t t i me-consum i ng s ubs i s tenc e 

ac t i v i ty .  By a mea s ur e  o f  t i me a l l oca ted i t  wa s by far  the i r  

mos t s i gn i f i can t ac t i v i ty :  by a mea s ur e  o f  energy con tr ibu t i on i t  

wa s no t s o .  Wh en for ag i ng , women s e l ec ted r es our c e s  f r om th e 

trad i t i onal i n v en tory on th e ba s i s  o f  d i e tary pr e f e r enc e . Th e  

r e s our c e s  mo s t  f r equen tly s ough t  and mos t proc ur e d , fa t and mea t , 

wer e a l s o  p r ov i d ed i n  l a r g e  qua n t i t i e s  by men . An o th e r  foc u s  o f  

the i r  forag i ng wa s honey , a r e s our c e  for wh i ch a p r oc e s s e d  

equi va l en t  wa s r egul a r ly pur cha s ed . Bu t , i r r e spec t i v e  o f  th e 

ov er a l l  pr edom i nanc e o f  mea t and swe e t  f oods ( f r om o th e r  s our c e s ) 

i n  th e d i e t ,  women c onc en tra ted th e i r  forag i ng e f for t s  upon 

th em . Women ' s  forag i ng i n te r e s t s , desp i te mode s t  r e turn s , 

i ndi ca ted a c on t i nui ty o f  trad i t i ona l d i e ta ry pr e f e r ence s ,  i n  

th i s  ca s e  mea t ,  fa t and honey , on the c on tempor a ry s e l ec t i on o f  

bush f oods . 

The p e r s i s tenc e o f  forag i ng d r ew a t ten t i on to th e l ev e l  o f  

en j oymen t tha t  women d e r i v ed f r om th e s e  ac t i v i t i e s . Th i s ,  i n  

i ts e l f ,  may par tly exp l a i n  the pe r s i s tenc e . I us ed th e term 

c ul tur a l  s a t i s fac t i on to enc ompa s s  thos e e l emen t s  o f  for ag i ng 

wh i ch w e r e v i ew ed pos i t i v e l y  by women . I t  i n c l uded the h i gh 
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value placed on the target food s , the en j oyment of  trave l , the 

chal l enge of  the hu nt , the s oc i al i n teract i on s  wh i ch took 

place and the oppor tun i t i e s  tha t forag i n g  provided to ma i n ta i n  

fami l i ar i ty wi th a land scape r i c h  i n  mean i ng . The importance 

of th i s  d i men s i on of  forag i ng , thoug h les s tang ible and les s 

amenable to qua n t i tat ive des c r i p t i on , was a f i ndi ng o f  t h i s  

s tudy and con f i rms that of other s  ( for exampl e ,  Meehan 1 9 7 7 ) .  

Subs istence change 

Although market foods reduced women ' s  work e f fort they d i d  not 

s imu l taneou s ly obv i a te the requ i remen ts for food , for the 

managemen t  of  new r esour ces or the provi s i on i ng of depend-

ents . Forag i ng r equ i remen t s  we re reduced - subs i s tence need s 

were not . As Vac hon ( 1 9 8 2 : 4 7 8 ) s a id : 

Cer ta i nly , a mod i f i cat i on i n  Abor i g i nal pa tter n s  of  
consump t i on wi th a rel i ance on European food s has  
a l tered the emphas i s  placed on hun t i ng and gather i ng 
activi t i e s . However , the fact t hat We s tern De sert 
people may eat more f l our than mu lga seed s  is  l ikely 
to have a grea ter e f fect on  t hei r hea l th than on  
soc i a l  rela t i on s h ips  and concept i on s . 

Th i s  i s  not to say that d i etary change and the t ra n s format i on 

of sub s i s tence 

re lation s h ips . 

practi ces have not a f fected s oc i a l  

Rather , that some d i men s i on s  o f  l i fe were ( and 

are ) more d i rectly or more rap id l y  i n f luenced than are other s .  

Al tman a l s o  con s idered the changed s i tuat i on of forager s .  He 

argued ( 1 9 8 4 : 1 8 9 )  that trad i t i onally , women ' s  and men ' s  

subs i s tence con t r i but i on 

thought . He ( 1 9 8 4 : 1 7 9 )  

was more equ i tab l e  than previ ou s l y  

a l so conc luded that " men ' s  economi c 

contr i buti on today f a r  ou twe ig h s  women ' s " .  H i s  concl u s i on s  

der i ved from unneces sar i l y res tr i ct i ve def i n i t i on s  o f  

subs i s tence work . He ( 1 9 8 2 : 1 3 4 ) def i ned t h e  va r i ou s  

catego r i e s  of  produc t ive work wh i ch h e  used i n  h i s  s tu dy . Of 
the e s s en t i a l  da i ly tasks - meal prepara t i on , wood and water 

col l ect i on , he wrote : 



[ 2 6 6 ] 

. . •  I wi l l  exami ne some f o  the s hortcom i ng s  of my 
methodol ogy . F i r s tly , dome s t i c  activi t i e s C ' i n s ide 
the house ' )  are not quan t i f i ed . The two mos t 
importan t of  the s e  are the col lec t i on of f i rewood and 
water and cook i ng • . .  Col lect i on of thes e two i tems 
f rom my ob serva t i o n  and exper i ence took abou t 2 0 - 3 0  
mi n tues per hous ehold per day . I t  was not 
s ig n i f i cant  enough to f eature i n  my t ime un i t  
quan t i f i ca t i on . Regular fetc h i ng o f  water and wood 
was predomi nantly . . .  women ' s act ivi ty . • .  Non
tradi t i onal cook i ng of  damper , tea , r i ce and f lour 
por r i dge i s  predomi nantly women ' s  doma i n , and owi n g  
to i t s  overa l l  da i ly i n s i gn i f i cance i t  i s  not 
quant i f i ed . 

He des cr i bed i t  a s  11 i n s i gn i f i cant 11 i n  terms of the t ime i t  

took rel a t i ve to the t ime taken to prepare and cook other 

food s . Al tman de s c r i bed t h i s  a s  a methodolog i cal " s hort

comi ng " ,  not appea r i ng to recogn i s e its poten t i a l  b i a s . Time 

al loca ted to the cooki ng of  large game ( ma i nly carr i ed out by 

men )  he recorded as product i ve labour , but tha t all ocated to 

cooki ng purchased food s ( ma i n ly car r i ed out by women ) was 

undocumen ted . U nder h i s s cheme , da i l y  tasks l i ke maki n g  

damper and tea , es sen t i al i n  t h e  modern di et b u t  pr i n c ipal ly 

undertaken by women , rema i n  un recogni sed as work at a l l . 

The data f rom U top i a  indi cated that purcha s ed f ood s 

cons t i tuted 6 8 . 1 % o f  total dai ly per cap i t a  energy i n take . 

Although i t  i s  not known prec i s ely what propor t i on of  that 

energy wa s provided by women and what by men , a m i n imum 

s tatement of women ' s  contr i but i on i s  pos s ible . The prepar

ation of  f l our a s  damper wa s under taken almo s t  e n t i rely by 

women . M i n ima l ly , f l our repre sented 2 5 % of the total da i ly 

energy i ntake . The labour of  women thus provi ded , a quarter 

of  the da i ly e nergy i n take . Regardl e s s  of who i n i t i al ly 
\ 

purchased the f l our and whether the necessary preparat i o n  was 

time-consum i ng , i t  wa s the labour of wome n wh i c h  provided an  

ed i ble food f rom f l our . The actual leve l of  women ' s  

.cont r i bu t i on __ tp _ _ _ _t.h� . ..... _da .i_ I,y _, . e n � rg�1 i n t 3.ke �·.:r a �  ;;' !" Ob::.� ly ml:. .:: h 

h igher , but the m i n ima l f i gure i s  suf f i c i en t  to i nd i ca ted that 
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women ' s  con t r i bu t i on , i n  a pos t-tradi t i onal s i tua t i on wa s 

h i gh ly s i g n i f i cant . The i ndi ces chose s  by Altman however were 

i nadequate to the task . Thus on the one hand , he categor i sed 

women ' s  con t r i but i on through the prepa ra t i on of purchased 

foods as i n s i gn i f i cant by one measure t i me and on the othe r , 

commen ted ( 1 9 8 2 : 2 6 9 } that ; 

S ha r i ng o f  market food s ( parti cul arly tea and 
damper } . . .  had impor tan t symbol i c  mean i ng s  of 
s oc i abi l i ty ,  f r i ends h i p , a l l i ance and at t i me s  
k i n s h i p  obl i ga t i on s  tha t wer e extremely important to 
Gunwi nggu s oc i al harmony and stabi l i ty .  

Scan t a tten t i on has  been g i ven to women ' s  product i v i ty i n  non 

subs i s tence a c t i vi t i e s , mos t  notably , the i r  con t r i but i on to 

the care of  ch i ldren . Women mus t  accommodate the demand s of 

caring for c h i ldren wi th those of forag i ng and other dome s t i c  

tasks . Thi s rema i ned neces sary for contemporary women despi te 

al terat ions i n  bo th t he i r  f orag i ng and dome s t i c  work 

pa tter n s . For women engaged i n  forag i ng act i vi t i e s , chi ldren 

were at  lea s t  a d i s trac t i on , and at wor s t , a heavy burden to 

be car r i ed l i teral ly . Abor i g i na l  women for ager s were 

s imi larly con s t ra i n ed by c h i ld-mi ndi ng al though Lee ( 1 9 7 9 : 3 2 0 } 

assumed that , u n l ike the ! Kung , Abor i g i nal women were not 

accompan i ed by c h i ldren on exped i t i on s . 

Women from Utop i a  were usual l y  accompan i ed by chi ldren younger 

than f i ve of  age and a lways ca rr i ed i n fants  wi th them . I n  

forag i ng act i v i t i e s  a d i vi s i on o f  labour by age among women 

was evi dent . The younger women under took the care of c h i ldren 

belong i ng to older women for some per i od s  of t ime .  Th i s  

enab led the older more exper i enced forager s an opportu n i ty to 

work unhampered by c h i ldren . These women were by far the mos t  

prod uc t i ve forager s .  The regular prac t i ce o f  s har i n g  the 

food s procured was an  i ncent ive for younger women to co

operate wi th o�der  women in  th i s  endeavour . The pat�ern of  an  

age -based l abour d i vi s i on documented a t  U top i a  may wel l  



coi nc i de w i th that of trad i t i on . However the greatly changed 

role of  the younger women made any de f i n i t ive s ta tement 

impos s i ble . The younges t  women who were i nvolved i n  foragi ng 

exped i t i on s  - t hos e be tween 1 3  and 2 0  years of age were the 

lea s t  act ive foragers a s  wel l  a s  the least product ive . I n 

trad i t i onal t ime s i t  i s  l ikely that the f orag i ng capab i l i t i e s  

of th i s  younges t cohor t wou ld have been grea ter . The 

di fferences then in performance of  younger women rel at ive to 

older women wou ld have been les s s t r i k i n g . 

Denham ( 1 9 7 4 ) r ecorded that Alyawarre c h i ldren i n  Central 

Aus tral i a  we re regu larly car r i ed up to an ag e of  about s i x  

years ; Hami l ton ( 1 9 8 1 : 1 3 1 )  commented o f  Arn hem Land that , 

" Anbarra women f i nd chi ldren the i r  mos t  heavy and cumbersome 

burden " ,  wh i le Meehan ( 1 9 8 2 : 1 3 7 ) sa id of the same people : 

I have a l re ady h i nted at  the way i n  wh i c h sma l l  
chi ldren domi nated the i r  mothers a n d  i n f luenced the i r  
forag i ng ab i l i t i e s . I need only r e i terate here how 
th i s  to tal depe ndence dras t i ca l ly i n h i b i ted the 
mother ' s  abi l i ty to procure food . 

I n  l ight of  th i s  i t  i s  d i f f i cu l t  to accept an eva lua t i on of  

product ivi ty wh i ch regarded c h i ld-m i ndi ng as a lei sure 

activi ty ( Al tman 1 9 8 2 : 1 3 4 ) wi th i n  an analys i s  wh i c h  then 

argued that women ' s  product i vi ty had decl i ned C Al tman 1 9 8 2 , 

1 9 8 4 ) . 

Ch i ld-care i s  both a s i gn i f i cant  f actor i n  women ' s  work 

patter n s  ( Hur tado et al 1 9 8 5 ) and , i t s e l f , a form of  work . I t  

var i e s  i n  i n te n s i ty and durat i on but i t  i s  wor k  

nonethele s s . I t  con s t i tuted a cr i t i cal economi c a n d  s oc i a l  

con t r i but i on wh i ch u l t ima tely enabled t h e  reproduct i on of  the  

soc i a l  group . Wh i l e the ful l extent of  chi ld-care demands may 

be di f f i cul t to mon i tor qua n t i tat i vely , the i r  s i gn i f i cance a s  

a n  i n f luence on Abor i g i n� l wome n mer i ts more at ten t i o n . 
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Unl ike the s eden t i z ed ! Kung women at  Mahopa C Draper 1 9 7 5 ) I 

d i d  not f i nd that t he work of pos t-trad i t i onal Abor ig i nal 

women had become " more spec i a l i sed [ and ] t ime -con sumi ng 

( Draper 1 9 7 5 : 1 0 2 ) . Women at Utop i a  had a decreased work load 

and a s impl i f i ed subs i s tence rou t i ne as a con s equence of the 

ready ava i labi l i ty of proces sed food s . Th i s  was not  

accompan i ed however by a reduct i on in  subs i s tence 

respons i bi l i t i e s . The i r  contr i but i on rema i n ed c r i t i cal to the 

ma i n tenance of i nd iv idua l s  and household s . 

The lack of  rel i ab l e  docume ntat i on of women ' s  trad i ti ona l 

foragi ng practi ces wi l l  foreve r add a specu la t i ve edge to 

compar i sons of  pas t and presen t . But the tende ncy to s ee 

women ' s  subs i s tence role a s  the total i ty of the i r  product ive 

or econom i c  role has produced i n terpretat i on s  of  c hange wh i c h  

argue that women ' s  product i ve role col lapsed wi th the 

widespread adop t i o n  of proces s ed food s in place of  those 

trad i t i onal ly obta i n ed by forag i ng . 

Woman the gatherer 

The image of " woman the gatherer " ,  a s trong i n f luence i n  the 

hun ter-gatherer l i terature s i nce the publ i ca t i on of 

quan t i tat ive descr i p t i o n s  of ! Kung subs i s tence ( Lee 1 9 6 8 , 

1 9 7 9 ) was an i nnovat ive view . I t  was the f i r s t  whi ch accorded 

women an  econom i c  presence in evolut i onary h i s tory . 

Nonethe les s i t  may become a s  con s t r i ct i ng a s  i t  wa s 

con s tru c t i ve . Th i s  i s  par t i cularly s o  when the equa t i on o f  

women , ga ther i ng act i vi t i es a n d  vegetable foods i s  

cons i s tently opposed to that o f  men ,  hun t i ng and a n i ma l  food s 

and the resu l t i ng two - s i ded s cheme accepted a s  be an  ad equa te 

model of Abo r i g i nal subs i s tence . Desp i te i ts appeal i n g  

elegance , the model i s  unab l e  to accou n t  f o r  al l ava i lable 

data . Nor , does it  provide an  adequate ba s i s  to exam i n e  or 
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There i s  a cur i ous d i s c repancy i n  the port rayal of the fema l e  

forager s  a s  be i ng pre -oc cupi ed wi th t h e  ga ther i ng o f  plan t 

food s , wh i l e  a s  Hayden ( 1 9 8 1 : 3 9 5 ) has po i n ted out , hun ter

gatherer groups in  general s how a d i s t i nc t  preference for meat 

and fats . I t  is  worth a sk i ng then , why the portraya l of  women 

forage r s  has d i verged so s harply f rom that character i sa t i on? 

For exampl e ,  Lee ( 1 9 6 8 : 4 1 )  h i ghl i gh ted the importance of 

an imal food s for the ! Kung when he sa id : 

The tota l i ty of the i r  [ ! Kung ] subs i s tence act i vi t i e s  
thu s  repr esent s an ou tcome of two i ndi vidual goal s ; 
the f i r s t  i s  the de s i re to l i ve we l l  wi th adequa te 
l e i sure t i me and t he s econd is  the des i re to e n j oy 
the reward s , both soc i a l  and nu tr i t i onal , af forded by 
the k i l l i ng of game . I n  s hor t , the Bushmen of the 
Dobe area eat as much vegetable food as they need , 
and as much meat as they can ( author ' s  empha s i s ) . 

But i f  ! Kung women were pre-emi nen tly ga therers of plant

food s , what was the ba s i s  of thei r su bs i s tence a c t i vi t i e s ?  

Why d i d  they n o t  i nclude an ima l food s  i n  the res ource s they 

exploi ted? Did men and women actua l ly have s epara te forag i ng 

i n tere s t s ?  Was the d i v i s i on of labour so str i c t  as to produce 

groups of men and women who not only engaged in d i f f ere nt 

tasks , but were mot i va ted by d i f feren t vi ews of  sub s i s tence? 

The consump t i on of  an ima l  food on Angkwele out stat i on prov ided 

a high prote i n  i n take ( approx imately 2 . 5  time s  the recommended 

di etary a l l owance ) .  Almo s t  a l l  of t h i s was provided by men ' s  

hunt i ng . Neverthel e s s , despi te th i s  regular provi s i on of  meat 

by men , women a l s o  concent rated on an imals  on the i r  forag i ng 

exped i t i on s . I have argued that th i s  preference , was 

trad i t i ona l , not a recently acqu i red . I t  i nd i cated that t he 

subs i s tence preferences o f  women and men converge much more 

than is conveyed by t he anthropologi cal images  of " women the 

gatherer " and " man the hun ter " .  
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Labour divi sions or social divisions? 

The work of  Lee and other resea rchers provided evidence of the 

importance of ga thered foods ; an i dea qu i ckly taken up i n  

Aus t ral i a  too . But the complex i t i es o f  the divi s ion o f  labour 

have rece i ved l e s s s c ru t i ny here . Lee ( 1 9 8 2 : 4 0 ) , f or example , 

po i nted out that  ! Kung men provided " a lmo s t  a f i f th of a l l  the 

gathered food " and he a l s o  pondered the importance of meat to 

them . 

I n  l i ght of the greate s t  importance of 
gathered food in the d i e t  i t  i s  cur i ous 
that a l l  ! Kung , bot h  men and women , va lue 
meat more h i ghly than plan t food . Wh en 
mea t  i s  s carce in the camp a l l  peopl e 
expres s a c ravi ng for i t  even when 
vegetable foods are abundant ( 1 9 8 2 : 4 0 ) . 

Accordi ng t o  Lee ! Kung men and women have a shared view o f  

subs i s tence pr i or i t i es even though a s eparat i on of ta sks was 

evi dent i n  da i ly act i vi t i es . I n  contra s t  to Aus tral i a , ther e 

was no sugge s t i on that the ! Kung s exual ly-ba s ed l abour 

divi s ion was part of a wi der soc i a l  d i v i s i on tha t  permeated 

everyday l i fe and resul ted i n  s ex spec i f i c  subs i s tence 

schemes . 

Recal l  Ham i l ton ' s  ( 1 9 8 0 : 1 2 )  s ta temen t  on the d i v i s i on of  

labour by s ex in  the eas tern Wes tern Desert of Aus tral i a : 

• . .  i t  i s  s o  thorough -goi ng and complete that i t  can 
better be unde r s tood as two s eparate sys tems . The 
i n s trument of l abou r , the techn i ques used , the 
o rgan i sa t i on of  work , the mean s of re- d i str i but i on 
of the produc t , and the idealogy gover n i n g  these 
act i vi t ie s  is  notably d i f ferent for  men and women . 

Such a degree of  s epara t i on con s t i tutes not d i vi s i on of l abour 

but the d i vi s i on of  s oc i e ty . A l abour d i vi s ion presuppose s  

the exi s tence of  a common purpo � P.  - i n  t h i R <"'a R P �l l b R i. R b � � ,..e 
need s . The character i sa t i on o f  a l abour d iv i s i on as an  a l l 

embrac i ng s oc ia l  d i v i s i on i n  t h e  f orm o f  " dual soc i a l  systems " 

obscure s the e s s e n t i a l  i n terdependence of  men 
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and women i n  the pur s u i t  of  a sat i s factory d i et . Al though 

Hami l ton C 1 9 8 0 : 1 2 ) d i s t i ngui shed produc t i on f rom con sump t i on 

and br i ef ly noted that the 11 • • •  only poi nt of i n tersec t i on 

be tween men ' s  and women ' s  econom i c  act ivi t i es i s  wi t h i n  

consumpt i on . . .  11 i t  was the d i v i s i on or sugge s ted dual i ty 

whi ch domi n a ted her i nterpr etat i on . 

At U top i a  a d i vi s i on of labour exi s ted i n  the sphere o f  

subs i s tence . I t  was reflected i n  a di etary s tru cture i n  wh i c h  

men prov ided l arge quan t i t i e s  of  o n e  componen t ( bush meat ) and 

women added a range of  i tems i nclud i ng bo th foraged and 

purchased foods . The compl emen tar i ty of  women ' s  contr ibution 

lay i n  the i r  prov i s i on of  a d i f f erent s egment of the di et and 

i n  the i r  provid i n g  it  accordi ng to  a di f feren t time 

schedule . Men hu nted per i od i ca l ly ;  women prepared food s  

regularly a nd f r equently . The contr i bu t i on of both s exe s wa s 

essen t i a l  i f  a l l  were to en j oy a s at i s factory di et . From an 

analyt i cal per spect i ve , subs i s tence product i on could be 

character i s ed as a sphere of  a c t i vi ty domi nated by a d i vi s i on 

by s ex - men prov ided one s e t  of  f ood s and women another . But 

from the per spe c t i ve of da i ly subs i s tence activi t i es , such a 

stark d i vi s i on i s  overd rawn . I t  conveys l i t tle of the pattern 

of intera c t i o n  among out s ta t i on r es ident s a s  they da i ly solved 

the col l ec t i ve probl ems of s ubs i s tence . 

The i n terpretat i on o f  a d i v i s i on of  l abour a s  a broader 

soc i etal d i v i s i on has been s trengthened by a recent focus on  

the ex i s tence of s eparate r e s i de n t i a l  arrangement s  for women 

( Wh i te 1 9 7 5 ; B e l l  1 9 8 3a ) . Two features o f  soc i a l  relat i on s h i p  

a l abour d i v i s i on a n d  a res iden t i a l  divi s i on have been 

f i rmly l i nked and presented as evidence for the s eparatenes s 

of women i n  des e r t  commun i t i e s . My exper i ence w i th i n  the 

smal l out s ta t i on commun i t i e s of Utop i a  d id not accord wi t h  

that vi ew .  
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The exi s tence of  hou seholds exclu s ively for women i s  a 

character i s t i c  feature of  Central Aus tral i an groups . So too , 

however , are household s exclus ively for men . Both are 

repor ted among the Alyawarre C O '  Connel l 1 9 7 9 ; Denham 1 9 7 5 ) , 

the Wes tern Ar rernte and Lur i t j a  ( S tol l , Z iersch and Schma l l  

1 9 7 9 ) , P i n tubi ( Myer s 1 9 8 6 : 9 )  a n d  t h e  We s tern De sert people 

( Wh i te 1 9 7 5 ) . At Utop i a  thes e we re known as alwekere ( for 

women ) and arnkentye C for men ) . Al though me n ' s  hous ehold s 

operated d i f f erently f rom women ' s  hou s ehold s , the ba s i s  of  

the i r  forma t i on wa s the s ame . That i s , they represented a 

divi s i on of  hou sehol d s  on the ba s i s  of mar i tal s tatu s . 

Mar r i ed couple s  e s t ab l i s hed s eparate househo ld s  f rom those who 

were e i ther temporar i ly or permanently wi thout par tners . The 

latter group we re then f ur ther d i s t i ngui shed by s ex to form 

separate male and female hou sehold s .  Each of the out s tations  

had one or  more alwekere wh i ch provided a s ecure and pr ivate 

base f or women wi thout par tners . Like other hou s ehold s , i t  

did not operate a s  a n  i ndepende n t  un i t  wi th i n  the camp nor was 

it an i s olated hou sehold . The number of res iden t s  in an 

alwekere changed f requen t ly but the mos t  i ntense i n terac t i on 

between alwekere and other hou s ehold s occur red when i ts 

member sh i p  wa s smal l .  

I concluded that phys i c a l ly d i s crete hou s eholds for men and 

women in th i s  area ref l ec ted , not a fundamental d i vi s i on of  

soci ety by s ex ,  but rather a s oc i al recogn i t i on of mar i tal 

statu s . The contra s t  be tween the vi ew I have presented of the 

alwekere a s  a hou sehold that i s  i n tegrated wi t h i n  a set of  

d i f f erently con s t i tuted hou sehold s , and that of  Bel l  

( 1 9 8 3a : 1 7 ) who regarded them a s  " vi s i ble proof i n  the wider 

soc i ety o f  wome n ' s  s eparatene s s  and i ndependence "  r e f l ects i n  

par t ,  the d i f ferent con texts  o f  f i eldwork . An thropolog i ca l  

commentator s on  the r o l e  of  women have conducted f ie ldwork 

ma i nl y  wi t h i n  large commu n i t i es and a s  Hami l ton ( 1 9 8 2 : 4 ) s a i d : 
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cond i t i on s  i n  camps today ref lect not how t h i n g s  
u s ed to b e  normal ly but how they were on the 
i nf requen t but regular occas ions when large number s 
of people gathered together . 

The present s tudy , carr i ed out wi th sma l l  out s tat i on g roups , 

emphas i s ed the s i gn i f i cance of  r e s i den t i al group s i z e . Wh i le 

there can be no cer ta i nty tha t the s i tua t i on documen ted at 

Utopi a  is any c l oser an  approx imat i on of  trad i t i onal t ime s , i t  

at leas t has demon s trated that the role o f  women and the i r  

rela t i on s h i p  wi t h  the wider soc i al group i s  s i gn i f i ca n t ly 

d i f f eren t wi th i n  sma l l e r  fami l y-ba s ed groups than that 

reported from l arger settleme n t s . Gou ld ( 1 9 6 9 b , 1 9 8 0 ) ,  who 

worked wi th a group of les s than twen ty peopl e l i vi ng away 

from a settlement , s imi larly gave no i nd i cation that the 

separat i on of  men and women was a remar kable feature of  the i r  

soc i al a rran gement s .  As a res ident of an alwekere on an  

outsta t i on of f ive hou sehold s , I nei ther observed nor 

experi enced the deg ree of sexua l  s eparat i on i n  da i ly l i fe 

reported in recen t anthropologi cal l i terature re levant to the 

area . My contrary vi ew sugge s t s , that cur ren t i n terpretat i on s  

o f  mal e-f ema l e  relations  wh i ch s tres s s exual separatenes s , 

requ i re re-as s e s smen t . I n  my vi ew ,  there has been a tendency 

to transpo s e  f eatures of subs i s tence organ i sation , ( or even 

l imi ted a spect s of  subs i s tence ) ,  and features of res iden t i a l  

arrangements i n to a l l - encompa s s i ng model s  of  soc i a l  

relati o n s h i ps . 

Subs i s tence wa s an  a spect o f  da i ly l i f e  that i nvolved the 

i nteract i on of men and women . Some tasks were d i f feren t i ated 

by sex . Equa l l y  t hough , the neces s i ty f or co-operat i on and 

rec iproc i ty was evident . The result  was a subs i s tence sys tem 

that showed what Maddock ( 1 9 7 4 : 6 6 )  called 

the Abor i g i na l  tendency . . .  to regul te s exua l i ty , 
s u bs i s tence and r i tual a s  to generate mutua l  
depende nf ' � r  · - the,.- �  ... : ·-1 efl i ng o f  soc i a l i ty t h-..: 3 .- ff e c t ,::\:! 
r e s t i ng not on  spontaneou s generos i ty but on 
cus tomary obl i ga t i o n . 
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Th i s  s tudy has provided a d i f f eren t view .  The i nf luence of  

trad i t ion on contemporary wome n ' s  subs i s tence prac t i ces at  

Utopi a was everywhere apparent . The i r  pr ide i n  trad i t i on wa s 

repeatedly demo n s trated by t he i r  des i re to have me unders tand 

the exten t of thei r knowl edge as wel l  as the range of curren t  

prac t ice . But t h i s i nf l uence d i d  not equa te to an " al l 

oppres s ive n i gh t - s hadow " . The sub s i s tence cho i ces made by 

contemporary women demons t rated a f lex i ble , rather pragmat i c  

approach t o  change . 

Th i s  s tudy has  pre sen ted an  accou nt of contemporary 

subs i s tence w i t h  an emphas i s  on women ' s  role . The e f fects of 

the documented changes are d i f f i cult to guage in the s hort 

term , but i t  i s  a l ready apparent that there are deleter i ous 

health con s equences a s soci ated with them C O ' Dea 1 9 8 3 ; O ' Dea , 

Wh i te and S i n cl a i r  1 9 8 8 ) . A l l ev i at i ng or preven t i ng those 

problems wi l l  requ i re research wh i c h  fur ther inve s t i gates the 

changes recorded in th i s  study . I n  part i cular ther e is a need 

to exami ne Abo r i g i nal  percept ions of the changes that have 

enveloped them , of the rel at i on s h i p  between d i et and heal th , 

and on the nature or nece s s i ty of i ntervent ion . 
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The influence of tradition 

Wi th i n  a changed con tex t , the i n f luence of trad i t i on on 

women ' s  subs i s tence prac t i ces has rema i ned s t rong . The mu lt i 

funct i ona l i ty character i s t i c  o f  a hun t i n g-gather i ng l i fe s tyle 

was a domi nant  f ea ture of women ' s  subs i s tence technology . 

Improvi z a t i on , 

diverse tasks  

an  e s s e n t i a l  ski l l ,  enabled people to per f orm 

w i t h  a l im i ted range of impl emen t s . The 

s impl i f i cat i on of subs i s tence prac t i ces has provided women 

w i th t ime to pursue other act i v i t i e s . Thus i t  i s  l i kely , 

though impos s i ble to demo n s t rate conclus ively , that 

contemporary women al located more t ime to forag i ng for 

resources of preferred tas t e , l ike honey , than did the i r  

predeces sors . I t  i s  a l s o  l ikely , though s imi larly impo s s i bl e  

to demon s trate , that women now h ave more lei sure t ime . 

Women ' s  subs i s tence pract i ce s  s howed a s trong conti nu i ty wi th 

trad i t i on but not t hrough any marked avers i on to mate r i a l  

change o r  i nnovat i on . T h e  prof ound d i etary changes wh ich have 

occurred i n  recent t ime s are suf f i c i en t  evidence of  th i s . 

There i s  ample s imi lar evi dence i n  th i s  s tudy to refute any 

sugge s t i o n  that conserva t i sm was a dom i nant f eature of the 

relat i on s h i p  between Abor i g i nal people and the mate r i a l  

world . S trehlow ( 1 9 4 7 : 3 5 )  b y  contra s t , charac ter i z ed 

trad i t i on i n  Central Aus tral i a  a s  an  " al l-oppres s ive n i gh t 

shadow " . 

A l l  occupat i on s  or i g i nated w i th the totemi c 
ances tor s ; and here too the nat ive fol lows 
t rad i t i on b l i ndly : he c l i n g s  to the pr imi t ive 
weapons u sed by h i s  forefathe r s , and no thought of 
i mprov i ng them ever enter s h i s  m i nd . I n  a l l  h i s  
modes o f  l i vi ng and i n  a l l  h i s  mut i far i ou s  
occupa t i on s , there i s  everywhere evi dent the s ame 
depre s s i ng i nert i a  Noth i ng that the ances tors  
have don e  ca n ever be b�tt �red by l 2 tQ.r 
cra.L t sme.c.l . l. n  l-h i s  r espec t ,  too , as  in all other s 
i t  i s  u n f o r tunately t rue that Cen tral Aus t ra l i a  
s l eeps under the a l l  oppr e s s i ve n i ght- shadow o f  
t r ad i t i on .  
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APPENDIX I 

A GLOSSARY OF ANMATYERRE TERMS 

agherre 

ahakiye 

akatyerre 

alangkwe 

alatyiye 

alkwarr irre 

alyatywerenge 

al ye re 

alwekere 

amwelye 

angkwerte -angkwerte 

arnkentye 

Artwe ambwe 

a there 

atneme 

atnwelarre 

atnwerrenge 

aynperneme 

ilpeme 

red kanga roo , Macropus rufus 

Cant h i um lat i fol i um ,  a smal l black 
pl um- l i ke f ru i t  

desert ra i s i n , Solanum centrale 

bus h banana , Le i c hhard t i a  aus tral i s , 
a f ru i t  found i n  mulga wood l ands 

penc i l  yam , Vigna sp . 

bus h banana , Le i chhardt i a  aus tral i s  
a f ru i t  found i n  sandy country 

wool l ybu t t  gras s ,  Eragros ti s er i opoda 

poundi n g  s tone 

women ' s  hou s ehold 

dragon l i z ard , Amph i boluru s sp . 

sma l l  curved twi g  u s ed i n  col lect ion 
of honey an t s  

men ' s  hou s ehold 

term of r espect for s en i or men used i n  
the thes i s  t o  refer to a par t i cular 
deceased man 

lower g r i nd s tone 

wooden d i gg i n g  s ti ck 

smal l  yam , V igna sp . 

t h i ck edi ble pas te made f rom ref i n ed 
f lour and bo i l i n g  water or tea 

a par t i cu l a r  yandy i ng movemen t  u s ed to 
sor t ma ter i al s  wi th coolamon . 

a par t i cular yandy i n g  movemen t  u s ed 
t6 s o r t  mater i al s  wi th �v�l amon 



i rrykweteteweme 

kere 

kere · tyampete 

.kwatye ngentye 

lengarre 

merne 

ngkwarle 

ntange 

pan the 

tyape 

tyape atnyemayte 

tyenge 

ultatyele 

ulyengke 
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a par t i cu l ar yandy i ng movemen t  used to 
sort mater i al s  with coolamon 

term for the group of an ima l s  wh i c h  
a r e  hun ted for f lesh and fat ; a 
general term for meat 

t_i nned meat 

water f rom a soakage 

shal low wooden tray or cool amon ( term 
u s ed by En i l ty i ye res i dents ) 

the category of foods that i ncludes 
edi ble roots , f ru i t s  and vegetables  

the g roup of f oods that i nc l udes sweet 
subs tances 

edi bl e  s eeds 

shal l ow wooden tray or coolamon ( term 
u s ed by Angkwele res idents ) 

the category of foods that i ncludes 
all edi ble grubs 

edi b l e  grubs fou nd i n  the roots of the 
w i tchetty bus h , Acac i a  kempeana 

\ 

top gr i nd s tone 

ske i n s  of s t r i ng used by women a s  a 
s l i ng to support we ight of coolamon o r  
as an a id i n  s eed gr i nd i ng 

imp r ovi s ed wooden hooked implemen t  
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