About the Wathaurong - The Wathaurong People

Prior to the arrival of Europeans, the Wathaurong people occupied what is now known as the Bellarine Peninsula. 

Geelong itself was first 'established' by Europeans between 1836-1838. As a result of declining food sources (due to the introduction of sheep and cattle) and a severe influenza epidemic in 1839, the Wathaurong population began to decline rapidly. By 1853 the Wathaurong numbered 30-40, compared to 300 seventeen years earlier living permanently around Geelong (Heritage Branch, Aboriginal Affairs Victoria).

Most of the history around Geelong highlights and promotes William Buckley - the non-Indigenous escapee who lived for over 30 years with one of the Wathaurong clan groups. 

One hundred and forty archaeological sites have been recorded in the Bellarine region; they are a testimony to the large array of human pursuits carried out by the Wathaurong.
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Boundaries 

The traditional boundaries of the Wathaurong peoples start along the coastline from Werribee to the Lorne Peninsula area. It traverses inland to Colac, through to Cressy onwards to Ballarat. Within these boundaries there were approximately 14 clan groups who were traditional owners of their particular ancestral site. 
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The creation of the Kulin Land and its people was the work of the Great Ancestor Spirit known as Bunjil, the eagle-hawk, he still watches over the land today. Bunjil shaped all the natural features of the area. He made the animals and the plants and taught the people how to behave on earth. He taught them how to conduct the ceremonies which would ensure the continuation of life. Bunjil has two wives, one of whom is Ganawarra, the black swan. His son is Binbeal, the rainbow. Binbeal's wife is the second bow of the colours in the rainbow, sometimes seen showing fainter than the first. Six young men were summoned by Bunjil, to carry his message to men and women all over the earth. They were Djurt-Djurt, the nankeen kestrel; Thara, the black shouldered kite; Yukope, the great parakeet; Dantun, the blue mountain parrot; Tadjeri, the brushtall phasco-gale; and Turnung, the feather tall glider. All were capable of mighty deeds in the name of Bunjil. After he made all the country and living things in it, he taught the people how to make and use weapons. He also taught them rules and social behaviour. When he had finished, Bunjil gathered his wives and sons together and told Bellin-Bellin, the musk crow, which had charge of the winds, "Open your bag and let out some wind". Bellin-Bellin opened the bag containing the whirlwinds, which let out a blast so great that big trees were thrown into the air, roots and all. Bunjil wanted more wind, so Bellin-Bellin opened his bag and released a wind so strong that it carried all his people to Tharangalk-bek (the heavens), where they now live looking down on the world as stars.

A Seasonal Aboriginal Camping Place

Before colonisation, the landform we now call Lake Wendouree was a swamp, and the higher ground on its south western side made for an ideal seasonal camping place for the local Aboriginal clan, the Burrumbeet Baluk, (people belonging to the Burrumbeet country).

The Burrumbeet Baluk was a clan of the Wathawurrung people and their country lies on the volcanic plains around Ballarat, Learmonth and Burrumbeet and they shared a common boundary with the Carringum Baluk clan to their south.

Their lakes and streams and open fertile plains provided them with an endless bounty. The flat fertile plains abounded in emu (karwer) and kangaroo (koim), and provided a rich supply of plant foods, especially the tubers of the murnong, which the women dug up using their digging sticks (kanni). While the water ways and lakes provided the people of the Burrumbeet Baluk with fish (tarlum), eels (koonan) and birds.

The spiny headed mat rush (karawan) was harvested and woven into baskets by the women, and it can still be found growing on Lake Wendouree's shores.

Wendouree is a Wathawurrung word meaning "be off', while Ballarat takes its name from the Wathawurrung word for "resting place", and Burrumbeet means "muddy water". Mounds built up by people camping on the one spot for thousands of years, would have featured on the edge of the swamp. The construction of the present lake destroyed any such signs of Indigenous occupation.

The Platypus, A Living Totem Of The Ballarat Aboriginal Community
The platypus (baarlijan) represents the Ballarat Aboriginal community.

Creation stories about the platypus tell of a creature made up of parts of other animals.

The platypus has a bill and webbed feet like a duck and also has thick fur like the water rat.

Just as the platypus is made up of other animals so today the Ballarat Aboriginal community is now made up of people from many Aboriginal nations.

Ballarat lies in the traditional lands of the Burrumbeet Baluk, a clan of Wathaurong people who roamed this country for thousands of years until their lifestyle was disrupted by colonisation.

Behind the story of the platypus are the impacts of colonisation which destroyed the traditional lifestyle of all Aboriginal nations, including the Burrumbeet Buluk, whose lands were taken for farming and mining.

In order to survive, many people left their country, their camp sites. While others were removed from their families by government authorities, and taken to far away places.

Today the lives of the people of Aboriginal nations who make up the Ballarats Aboriginal community reflect those events.

While the platypus is a symbol of unity for the Ballarat Aboriginal community, it is also a powerful symbol of survival and points the way forward to a new phase of cultural regeneration.
How Mount Buninyong and Mount Elephant Were Formed
Mount Elephant and Mount Buninyong were once men.

Mount Elephant was in possession of a stone axe. Buninyong offered him some gold for it.

Having agreed they met at what are now the Pitfield diggings for the exchange.

Some time later Buninyong reconsidered, and desired his gold back. Elephant refused. Buninyong sent him a fighting message, and the challenge was accepted. They met at Pitfield diggings. Elephant buried his spear in Buninyong's side, and the hole can be seen to this day.

Elephant received a deadly blow on the head from Buninyong's stone axe. The gaping hole in Elephant's head can also be seen. The two men, mortally wounded, retired in opposite directions. Their bodies turned into mountains at the spot where they died.

Mount Elephant was known as Djerrinallum to the local Aboriginal clan, the Djerrinallum Gundidj.

Djerrinallum means "nest of sea swallows" and probably refers to a habitat for those birds.

Mount Buninyong was called Puninyong by the Northern Wathawurrung clans.

The local clan was the Keyeet balug and the name Puninyong means "big hill like knee"

Buninyong

Looking at the Wathawurrung occupation of the region between the Werribee River and the site of Ballarat, possible pointers come from three discoveries in the nineteenth century. In the first instance, an indication of the early occupation of the Ballarat area by the Wathawurrung was the discovery in 1864 of a bluestone axehead hafted for a handle. It was located by a gold prospector nearly 56 centimetres below the surface of a lava flow from Mount Buninyong.'
The axe was 20 centimetres long and weighed more than two kilograms. While the ground in which the find occurred had evidently not been previously disturbed" by Europeans, the axe was similar to others commonly found on the surface of the ground in Western Victoria."

A possible bone tool, the "Buninyong Bone Implement" was unearthed by miners in Ballarat in 1890. It was located more than 73 metres in a bed of silt below basalt set down by an eruption of Mount Buninyong."' The bone was identified as a rib fragment from a giant marsupial but a long straight cut along one end of it appeared to be man-made. Prominent men of the time who were interested in Indigenous culture, however, were skeptical about the validity of this theory.
To date, no satisfactory explanation has been given as to how the bone was shaped to "an irregular point from opposite sides."'"
In the third instance, towards the end of the nineteenth century three stone implements were found below a lava flow near the junction of Myrniong Creek and the Werribee River, about 10 kilometres north-west of Bacchus Marsh.' In this instance, geologist C.C. Brittlebank initially located a wedge-shaped implement of hard slaty rock, measuring approximately 17 to 18 centimetres (7 inches) by 15 centimetres (6 inches). It showed signs of being pounded with another rock, and had been flaked on two edges as though it was made into a chopper.
A few years later Brittlebank located two further artifacts, one of them an axe, in the same gravelly clay which underlay Newer Volcanic lava flows. Indications are that the gravelly clay in which the three implements were found was laid in the Pleistocene Age.`

' The Antiquity of Man in Australia, details unknown, p. 76.

" Griffiths, Tom (1996), Hunters and Collectors, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 59; Mahoney,

D.J. (1943), "The Problem of Antiquity of Man in Australia", in Memoirs of the National Museum of Victoria, No. 13, pp. 7-56 plus three plates: see p. 41 and plate 111. Brittlebank was the Government Plant Pathologist.

"' Griffiths, op. cit., p. 59. '" Gill, op. cit., p. 76.

" Mahoney, op. cit., p. 36. "' lbid, pp. 37-38.

Lal Lal
The Lal Lal Falls are situated within the traditional country of the Wathaurong Aboriginal people, and is one of Victoria's most significant Aboriginal cultural sites, as it is one of several recorded living sites of Bunjil- the Kulin people's creator spirit. Several Aboriginal names have been recorded for the falls, including Bunjil, and Lal Lal, said to mean "dashing of waters in crevice'. Aldo Massoia has described the Kulin "myth" of the Lal Lal falls on the Moorabool River on the following terms: "Bunjil made the falls to relieve the monotony of the landscape. He liked them so much that he decided to make them his earthly home.
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