
Chapter One

Words from
Indigenous
Languages

The word kangaroo is the fi rst and best-known borrowing of an Aboriginal 
word into English. Captain James Cook had seen Aborigines at Botany Bay, 
New South Wales, in 1770, but detailed contact with the indigenous people of 
Australia occurred only when the Endeavour had to be beached for repairs at 
the mouth of what was to be named the Endeavour River, the site of present-
day Cooktown in north Queensland, after the ship had been damaged on coral 
reefs. During their seven-week stay Cook and his crew had contact with the local 
Aboriginal people, the Guugu Yimidhirr, and their language. At Botany Bay, on 
1 May 1770, Joseph Banks, the botanist on Cook’s 1768–71 voyage, had reported 
that his party ‘saw also the dung of a large animal that had fed on grass which 
much resembled that of a Stag’.1 This was possibly the dung of a kangaroo, but 
they did not see the animal itself. The seven-week stay at Cooktown, however, 
enabled them to make an intensive study of the fl ora and fauna of that area, and 
on 23 June 1770 Cook reports in his journal that a new animal had been sighted: 
‘One of the men saw an animal something less than a grey hound, it was of a 
Mouse Colour very slender made and swift of foot.’ 2 The following day Cook 
himself sees the animal:

I saw my self this morning a little way from the ship, one of the Animals before spoke 
off  [sic], it was of a light Mouse colour and the full size of a grey hound and shaped 
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in every respect like one, with a long tail which it carried like a grey hound, in short 
I should have taken it for a wild dog, but for its walking or runing [sic], in which it 
jumped like a Hare or a dear [sic].3

Joseph Banks records the killing of one of these animals on 14 July, in an entry 
to which the running head is ‘Kill Kanguru’, and this is the first evidence of the 
word kangaroo in English. Three weeks later Cook’s journal shows that he too 
has come to learn the word for this new animal, and on 4 August he records in 
his journal: ‘the Animal which I have before mentioned called by the natives 
Kangooroo, or Kanguru.’ 4 This is the second piece of evidence for the word 
kangaroo in English.

Cook and Banks took this and other Aboriginal words with them back to 
England. Because of the unusual nature of this new animal, the word very 
quickly became widely known. It became known to the English lexicographer 
Dr Samuel Johnson, who had produced his renowned Dictionary of the English 
Language in 1755. In August 1773 Samuel Johnson and his biographer James 
Boswell were in Scotland. On 29  August they dined with the Rev. Alexander 
Grant; Dr Johnson introduced the topic of the kangaroo, and proceeded to 
imitate the creature:

The appearance, conformation, and habits of the quadruped were of the most 
singular kind; and in order to render his description more vivid and graphic, Johnson 
rose from the table and volunteered an imitation of the animal. The company stared; 
and Mr Grant said nothing could be more ludicrous than the appearance of a tall, 
heavy, grave-looking man, like Dr  Johnson, standing up to mimic the shape and 
motions of a kangaroo. He stood erect, put out his hands like feelers, and, gathering 
up the tails of his huge brown coat so as to resemble the pouch of the animal, made 
two or three vigorous bounds across the room.5

The word was therefore well established in international English when in 
1787 Joseph Banks gave a copy of his ‘New Holland language’, a collection of 
words he had taken from the Guugu Yimidhirr people of north Queensland, 
to Governor Phillip before the First Fleet left, and Phillip either mistakenly 
thought that the word kangaroo had been taken down at Botany Bay in New 
South Wales or assumed, as many have done, that all Aboriginal languages are 
much the same.

Watkin Tench (a member of the marine corps on the First Fleet), writing in 
December 1790, shows that the word kangaroo had become the generic term 
for the animal at the new colony, and when he sees one, writes naturally of 
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it as a kangaroo: ‘About one o’clock, the serjeant was awakened by a rustling 
noise in the bushes near him, and supposing it to proceed from a kanguroo, 
called to his comrades, who instantly jumped up.’ 6 Tench is one of the most 
acute observers at the new colony, and he is one of the first to realise that 
even close to Sydney the indigenous people speak what he terms ‘different 
dialects’ (in reality different languages). In April 1791 he writes: ‘Although 
our natives and the strangers conversed on a par, and understood each other 
perfectly, yet they spoke different dialects of the same language; many of the 
most common and necessary words, used in life, bearing no similitude, and 
others being slightly different.’ 7 He is aware, too, that there is something odd 
about the history of the word kangaroo. After explaining how for three years 
the colonists had mistakenly thought the local indigenous word beal meant 
‘good’ when it in fact meant ‘bad’, he mentions Captain Cook’s wordlist:

After this, it cannot be thought extraordinary, that the little vocabulary, inserted 
in Mr. Cooke’s account of this part of the world, should appear defective; even were 
we not to take in the great probability of the dialects at Endeavour River, and Van 
Dieman’s [sic] Land, differing from that spoken at Port Jackson. And it remains to be 
proved, that the animal, called here Pat-a-ga-ram, is not there called Kanguroo.8

Tench wonders if Cook made a mistake in taking down the word kangaroo, 
but he is aware of what he calls different ‘dialects’, and is therefore prepared 
to countenance the possibility that the Sydney word patagaram (‘kangaroo’) 
might refer to the same creature as the kangaroo referred to at Cooktown. 

The indigenous people at Sydney were understandably confused by the 
white people who pointed at patagarams or wallabies and used the word 
kangaroo for them. Australian Aboriginal Words in English explains:

Members of the First Fleet employed the word kangaroo in talking to the local 
Aborigines, and must have used it in connection with a variety of marsupials. The 
Iora people thought they were being taught the English word for ‘edible animal’; 
when cattle were unloaded the Aborigines enquired whether they were kangaroo. 
The story doesn’t end there. When Europeans settled along the Darling River, the 
English word kangaroo (an original loan from Guugu Yimidhirr) was taken over into 
the Baaganndji language (with the form gaangurru) as the name for the introduced 
animal ‘horse’.9

The next step in the history of the word kangaroo was the development 
of Tench’s slight worry into a firmly-held hypothesis that Cook had been 
mistaken in his recording of the word. In 1820 Captain Phillip P. King visited 

MOO_SOL_01_4pp.indd   3 19/6/08   1:46:28 PM



Speaking Our Language: The Story of Australian English

4�

the Endeavour River area where Cook had been, and took down a vocabulary 
list just as Cook had done. The surprising thing was that the word kangaroo 
did not appear on King’s list, and instead of the expected word for the animal, 
kangaroo, he listed the word min-ar. And so at a later date the most unlikely 
story developed that when Cook asked a Guugu Yimidhirr person the name 
of the animal he responded kangaroo, which purportedly meant ‘I don’t know’ 
in Guugu Yimidhirr. Australian Aboriginal Words in English points out that the 
problem was solved in 1972 when the linguist John Haviland studied Guugu 
Yimidhirr and found that King’s word min-ar meant ‘edible animal’, and that 
King had probably pointed to a number of different kinds of kangaroo.10 The 
word that Cook collected referred to a specific kangaroo, probably the large 
grey or black kangaroo Macropus robustus.

In addition to being the first borrowing, kangaroo has been one of the most 
productive words in Australian English. It has been used since the 1930s for 
members of the Australian international rugby league team, but before that 
it was used in the 1880s and 1890s for Australian cricketers. In both World 
Wars Australian soldiers were often called kangaroos, and briefly in the early 
twentieth century an Australian could be called a kangarooster. It has been 
used in the names of plants and other animals: kangaroo apple, kangaroo bush, 
kangaroo grass, kangaroo fish, kangaroo rat, kangaroo tick, and many others. 
It has been used in a variety of other compounds: kangaroo bar (‘bullbar’), 
kangaroo jack (‘a heavy-duty jack to lift logs etc.’), kangaroo route (‘the Qantas 
route to London via Singapore’), kangaroo start (‘a jerking start by a motor 
vehicle’), kangaroo steamer (‘a stew made from kangaroo meat’), and kangaroo-
tail soup. The kangaroo paw is best known as the plant from south-western 
Western Australia with elongated paw-like flowers, but during the 1980s 
this same compound was applied to repetition strain injury. Two kangaroo- 
compounds, interestingly, originated outside Australia, and they illustrate the 
internationalisation of the term. A kangaroo court is ‘an improperly constituted 
court having no legal standing, e.g. one held by strikers, mutineers, prisoners, 
etc.’, and it first appears on the American goldfields in 1853 (where, of course, 
it may have been influenced by Australian miners). The term kangaroo closure 
is ‘applied to a form of parliamentary closure by which some amendments are 
selected for discussion and others excluded’, and is primarily used in Britain 
(Australian parliaments would now talk about applying the ‘guillotine’).  
The phrase to have kangaroos in the top paddock, meaning ‘to be crazy’, however, 
is exclusively Australian. And the kangaroo takes part in an Australian 
variation on an international idiom: if I bought a kangaroo it wouldn’t hop. In its  
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abbreviated form kanga, it can mean screw (‘a prison warder’—originally 
rhyming slang on kangaroo/screw). As a verb, kangaroo can mean ‘to hunt 
kangaroos’. It can also mean (often in the form kangaroo hop) ‘to leap in a 
manner resembling that of a kangaroo’, and this is often used to describe a 
motor vehicle moving forward in jerks: ‘Kangarooing our way up the track 
in half-mile jumps. Stop, swear, fill, drive’ (1968).11 It has also developed the 
figurative sense ‘to squat over a lavatory bowl with one’s feet on the seat’: 
‘Please don’t kangaroo the seat, / our breed of crabs can leap six feet’ (1964).12

Kangaroo continues to generate new terms in Australian English. The 
kangaroo nugget is a .9999 gold bullion coin of one ounce, minted in Perth from 
the mid 1980s. In the 1980s the compound kanga cricket was created to describe 
a modified form of cricket, using a soft ball and plastic bat, for young children. 
In Aboriginal English a kangaroo marriage is one not bound by Aboriginal or 
European law, described by one of the Australian National Dictionary Centre’s 
respondents as ‘hop on, hop off, and hop away’.

The history of kangaroo points to some significant features of the history 
of indigenous borrowings. It is clear that there were early misunderstandings 
about the nature of Aboriginal languages. Banks and Governor Phillip assumed 
that the words that had been collected in northern Queensland would be of use 
at Port Jackson. We have seen that Watkin Tench soon came to realise that there 
were different and various languages. Tench was not the only one to become 
aware of the complex linguistic situation. David Collins arrived on the Sirius 
with the First Fleet as deputy judge-advocate of the new colony. In his Account 
of the English Colony in New South Wales (1798), Collins offers some pertinent 
comments on the Sydney language:

The dialect spoken by the natives at Sydney not only differs entirely from that left 
us by Captain Cook of the people with whom he had intercourse to the northward 
(about Endeavour river) but also from that spoken by those natives who lived at 
Port Stephens, and to the southward of Botany Bay (about Adventure Bay), as well 
as on the banks of the Hawkesbury. We often heard, the people from the northward 
had been met with, who could not be exactly understood by our friends; but this 
is not so wonderful as that people living at the distance of only fifty or sixty miles 
should call the sun and moon by different names; such, however, was the fact.13

Tench and Collins, however, could not have known how linguistically diverse 
Australia was. We now know that when the First Fleet arrived in 1788 there 
were about 300,000 Aborigines in Australia. They spoke some 250 distinct 
languages, each as different from one another as English is different from 
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German, French, Italian, Latin, Greek, Sanskrit, and Hindi. Within these 
Aboriginal languages there were often dialects, so that there were probably 
up to 600 different ways of speaking. In the nineteenth century there were 
efforts made to record some of these languages, usually in the form of word 
lists and occasionally with an attempt at a grammar. But the efforts were 
not greatly scientific or comprehensive. When E.E. Morris edited his Austral 
English in 1898, he lamented the lack of work that had been done on Aboriginal 
languages:

It can hardly be claimed that the Australian family of languages has ever been 
scientifically studied, though there is a heap of printed material—small grammars 
and lists of words—rudis indigestaque moles. There is no doubt that the vocabularies 
used in different parts of Australia and Tasmania varied greatly. … About the year 
1883, Professor Sayce, of Oxford, wrote a letter that was published in The Argus, 
pointing out the obligation that lay upon the Australian colonies to make a scientific 
study of a vanishing speech. … Probably a sum of £300 a year would suffice for an 
educated enquirer, but his full time for several years would be needed.14

The sentiment is admirable, but the passage makes it clear that Morris was 
underestimating the cost and endeavour that would be required to chart those 
languages that were still extant. Nothing was done in the following sixty years, 
and Europeans’ knowledge of, and even awareness of, Aboriginal languages 
diminished, even as some of those languages disappeared. This period of sixty 
years, between 1900 and 1960, will assume even greater significance as the 
argument of this book develops, for in many important ways it was a period of 
linguistic inertia in the development of Australia.

When the linguist Bob Dixon, born in Nottingham and trained in Oxford 
and London, arrived in Australia in 1963, having been encouraged to study an 
Australian Aboriginal language, he found that not much progress had been 
made since Morris’s time. Dixon recalls:

In 1963, the languages of Australia were very much a terra incognita. Pitifully little 
work had been done in the 175 years since the first white invasion, and half-way 
decent grammars were only available for three or four of the two hundred distinct 
Aboriginal languages. During my period in the field, there was just one other linguist 
at work—the Sanskrit scholar Luise Hercus, who was recording the languages of 
Victoria from their last speakers.15

This neglect explains the inadequate treatment given to the etymologies 
of Aboriginal words in dictionaries until recently. Even as late as 1981, the 
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first edition of the Macquarie Dictionary gave the etymology of kangaroo as 
‘Aboriginal’, and this remained in the 1985 revised edition. It was not until 
the second edition of 1991 that this was changed to ‘Aborig.; Guugu Yimidhirr 
gangurru a large black or grey kangaroo’. The pioneering work on the 
etymologies of Australian Aboriginal words was done by Bob Dixon, and he 
oversaw the etymologies for words in the Australian National Dictionary (1988) 
and Australian Aboriginal Words in English (1990).

This book is not concerned with place names, since these are proper nouns 
and not dictionary words, even though there is no doubt that in terms of 
numbers of borrowings our largest debt to Aboriginal languages is for place 
names, of which there are doubtless many thousands. The borrowing of words 
other than place names into Australian English has been much more modest 
in scope. About 440  words have been borrowed, and these have been from a 
great variety of languages—about eighty in all. Many of these languages have 
provided only one or two words, and most of the borrowings were from the 
languages spoken in or near the first major points of settlement.

The language that was spoken in the area around Sydney has been variously 
called Dharuk (or Dharug: Aboriginal languages make no distinction between 
voiced and voiceless sounds, so that k/g, p/b, and t/d are interchangeable) 
and Eora. The Eora were a coastal people, and their name is recorded early by 
Governor Hunter in 179316 and David Collins in 1798.17 The name Dharuk (with 
the spelling ‘Darrook’) does not appear in the printed record until 1897,18 but 
this people’s territory was further inland from the Eora. Because of uncertainty 
about the name, I have followed Troy in referring to the language as the Sydney 
language.19 It is a language that provided a large number of very familiar words. 
There are many terms for fauna. They include (with the year in which they 
were first recorded indicated): bettong (1802); boobook (1790); cobra ‘shipworm; 
mollusc’ (1836); dingo (1789); koala (1798); pademelon ‘a small wallaby’ (1802); 
potoroo ‘a rat kangaroo’ (1789); tarwhine ‘a fish’ (1790); wallaby (1798); wallaroo 
‘a large kangaroo’ (1826); warrigal ‘wild dingo’ (1790); wombat (1798); wonga 
wonga ‘a pigeon’ (1821). Words for flora include: burrawang ‘a palm-like plant’ 
(1790); geebung ‘a shrub with plum-like fruit’ (1790); kurrajong ‘a tree yielding a 
useful fibre’ (1801); waratah ‘a tree with bright red flower-heads’ (1788). Words 
for ceremony and people include: corroboree (1790); gin ‘a woman’ (1790); koradji 
‘one with skills in traditional medicine etc.’ (1793); myall ‘a stranger ’, later ‘a 
wild Aborigine’ (1798). There are a number of words for weapons, including: 
boomerang (1790); nulla-nulla ‘war club’ (1790); waddy ‘club’ (1790); woomera 
‘instrument to propel a spear’ (1793). Other words include: bombora ‘wave over 
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reef, the reef itself’ (1871); gunyah ‘a shelter’ (1803); gibber ‘a rock or stone’ (1790); 
bogey ‘to bathe or swim’ (1788); cooee ‘a call’ (1790).

It is immediately evident that almost all the words are nouns, and that 
they refer to the external world, the world of  ‘things’. Most of the borrowings 
are terms for flora and fauna, followed by words for religion and ceremony, 
implements, and features of the environment, suggesting that there was 
no great interest on the part of the colonisers in understanding any of the 
conceptual aspects of indigenous cultures. The only exceptions to this 
emphasis on nouns are the verb bogey, and the word cooee, which was used as 
an interjection as well as a noun.

Again, it is David Collins in 1798 who is especially perceptive about this focus 
on things external:

In giving an account of an unwritten language many difficulties occur. For things 
cognizable by the external senses, names may be easily procured; but not so for 
those which depend on action, or address themselves only to the mind: for instance, 
a spear was an object both visible and tangible, and a name for it was easily obtained; 
but the use of it went through a number of variations and inflexions, which it was 
extremely difficult to ascertain; indeed I never could, with any degree of certainty, 
fix the infinitive mood of any one of their verbs.20 

Collins’ reference to words denoting objects ‘both visible and tangible’ is an 
accurate summation of the kinds of words that were borrowed from Australian 
indigenous languages, and indeed of the kinds of words that are typically 
borrowed from indigenous languages by colonising forces. In the United States, 
too, the words borrowed from indigenous languages were almost exclusively 
nouns. From Algonquian, for example, came chipmunk, hominy, moccasin, 
papoose, pecan, skunk, terrapin, totem, and wigwam.

After the Sydney language, the two most important languages for borrowings 
on the east coast are Kamilaroi and Wiradjuri. Kamilaroi was spoken in the 
Namoi River district of northern NSW and southern Queensland. Wiradjuri 
was spoken in southern NSW and northern Victoria. Kamilaroi and Wiradjuri 
are closely-related languages, and share some vocabulary. Yuwaalaraay and 
Yuwaaliyaay were dialects of Kamilaroi, and so words are shared by these 
languages. Yuwaalaraay itself is also the source of the two important Australian 
words, bilby (1885) and galah (1862). The borrowings from these languages are 
fewer, and later, as exploration and settlement spread out from the central hub 
of Sydney. Words for fauna from the Kamilaroi language include brolga (1896) 
and budgerigar (1840). Words for flora include: bindi-eye ‘a plant with a barbed 
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fruit’ (1896); boree ‘a wattle’ (1845); brigalow ‘a wattle’ (1844); carbeen ‘Moreton 
Bay ash’ (1888); mulga ‘a wattle’ (1848). Kamilaroi words for ceremony and 
people include: bora ‘initiation ceremony’ (1851); murri ‘Aboriginal person’ 
(1884); towri ‘traditional territory’ (1872). Other words include: coolamon ‘basin-
like vessel’ (1845); cowal ‘gully’ (1882); gilgai ‘land with hollows and mounds’ 
(1867); gundy ‘a shelter’ (1876). Words for fauna borrowed from Wiradjuri 
include: boggi ‘a lizard’ (1911); corella ‘a cockatoo’ (1859); gang-gang ‘a cockatoo’ 
(1833); kookaburra (1834). Wiradjuri words for flora include: belah ‘a casuarina’ 
(1862); mugga ‘a eucalypt’ (1834); quandong ‘shrub with an edible fruit’ (1836). 
Other Wiradjuri words include: billabong (1853); bondi ‘a club’ (1844); boorie ‘an 
Aborigine’ (1943).

In terms of the number of borrowings, the only language that compares 
with the Sydney language is the Nyungar language of south-western Western 
Australia. There was a European settlement at the present site of Albany in 
1826, but the major settlement was on the Swan River in 1829. The reason for the 
large number of borrowings from Nyungar probably has something to do with 
the fact that the flora and fauna of south-western Western Australia differed 
greatly from that of eastern Australia. Many words for fauna were borrowed 
from Nyungar, including: bardi (grub) (1840); boodie ‘burrowing rat kangaroo’ 
(1857); chuditch ‘western quoll’ (1912); dalgite ‘bilby’ (1840); dunnart ‘pouched 
mouse’ (1928); marron ‘freshwater crayfish’ (1943); numbat ‘a termite-eating 
marsupial’ (1923); quokka ‘small wallaby’ (1855); tammar ‘a wallaby’ (1847). 
Nyungar words for flora include: balga ‘grass tree’ (1845); jarrah ‘a eucalypt’ 
(1846); karri ‘a eucalypt’ (1866); mallet ‘a eucalypt’ (1837); marri ‘a eucalypt’ 
(1833); tuart ‘a eucalypt’ (1836). Nyungar words for people and ceremony, 
weapons and instruments, and landscape features include: boylya ‘a clever man’ 
(1841); gnamma ‘hole that collects rainwater’ (1893); kwongan ‘dry scrubland’ 
(1840); kylie ‘a boomerang’ (1835); wagyl ‘carpet snake; rainbow serpent’ (1831).

No other languages have provided words in the quantity provided by the 
Sydney language (55 borrowings), Nyungar (57), Wiradjuri (22), and Kamilaroi 
(18). Wuywurung, the Melbourne language, provided ten words, but these are 
mainly obsolete terms such as leangle for a fighting club and malka for a shield. 
A weet-weet was a weapon and toy, consisting of a flexible handle about 60 cm 
in length with a wooden or bone knob at the end. It is now spoken of mainly in 
historical contexts, for this was one of the weapons that the first Australian 
cricket team to tour England (a team consisting entirely of Aborigines) 
demonstrated at the Oval in 1868. In 1938 the poet R.C. Ingamells took the 
word Jindyworobak from a word list of the Melbourne language, and used it to 
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mean ‘a member of a literary group formed to promote Australianism in art and 
literature’.21 Mia-mia meaning ‘a shelter’ is probably from Wuywurung, although 
the existence of the same word and meaning in Nyungar has led some to believe 
that it was transported from Western Australia to Victoria by whalers and fur 
traders.22 The Wathawarung language of the Geelong region provided a few 
words, including bunyip. This creature of Aboriginal legend is first mentioned in 
1845, and is described as ‘uniting the characteristics of a bird and an alligator’.23 
In 1847 it is ‘about as big as a six months old calf, of a dark brown colour, a long 
neck, a long pointed head, large ears, a thick mane of hair from the head down 
the neck, and two large tusks’, and is described as ‘an amphibious animal, as it 
has been observed floundering in the rivers as well as grazing on their banks’.24 
Ten years later it is ‘a large freshwater seal, having two small paddles or fins 
attached to the shoulders, a long swan-like neck, a head like a dog, and a curious 
bag hanging under the jaw, resembling the pouch of the pelican’.25

Tasmanian languages provided only four words, perhaps an indication of 
the extremely negative relationships between settlers and indigenous peoples: 
canagong refers to any of several succulent perennial plants commonly called 
‘pigface’; boobialla is applied to a variety of Acacia longifolia and to several small 
shrubs of the genus Myoporum; lubra in the sense ‘Aboriginal woman’ is probably 
from a Tasmanian language; and mariner is the name given in Tasmania to a 
kind of shell that is used to make necklaces. The Adelaide language, Gaurna, 
provided about 12 words, the best-known of these being wurley for ‘a shelter’. 
The Brisbane language, Yagara, provided about 17 loans, including humpy ‘a 
temporary bush shelter’, dilly (as in dilly bag), bunya ‘a pine tree’, and especially 
yakka ‘strenuous work’. Late in the nineteenth century two important terms 
came from the Arrernte language of the area around Alice Springs: alcheringa 
(literally ‘in the Dreamtime’) refers to the collection of events, beyond 
living memory, which shaped the physical, spiritual, and moral world of the 
Aborigines; churinga (literally ‘object from the Dreamtime’) is a sacred object 
(normally carved or painted) of Aboriginal ceremonial. The word koori is from 
the Awakabal language (and neighbouring languages) of northern New South 
Wales. The Australian National Dictionary (1988) states that koori (meaning 
‘Aboriginal person’) is ‘now used chiefly by Aborigines’, but by the early 1990s 
koori had become the standard word in Australian English for an Aborigine 
from Victoria or New South Wales.

Many of the words that were borrowed from indigenous languages in the 
nineteenth century have been given extra life by being used in transferred 
senses and contexts. The word wallaby is from the Sydney language, and has 
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come to be used for about two dozen marsupials (smaller than kangaroos) of 
a number of genera. These include: black-gloved wallaby, brush wallaby, hare 
wallaby, nail-tailed wallaby, rock wallaby, swamp wallaby, and whiptail wallaby. 
A wallaby track is literally the ‘path worn by a wallaby’. The term was first 
recorded in 1849, and three years later it was being used in a transferred sense 
to describe ‘the route followed by a person who journeys through the country 
in search of seasonal work’. The phrase on the wallaby track was subsequently 
reduced to on the wallaby. An itinerant rural worker or swagman could be 
described as a wallaby: ‘Three cooks were kept during the ‘wallaby’ season—
one for the house, one for the men, and one for the travellers’ (1869).26 These 
distant days and their travelling wallabies are gone, but the phrase on the wallaby 
remains a living part of the language, especially appropriate to those armies of 
grey nomads, the retirees who travel around Australia in their campervans: 
‘What’s the attraction of spending six or seven months a year on the wallaby? 
“What else can you do when you’re retired—at my age?” Joe says. “I get a lot of 
pleasure out of it. Rather than stay in the murky city, get out in the fresh air” ’ 
(2006).27 These grey nomads are not yet called wallabies, but another group of 
Australians certainly is—the Australian international rugby union team used 
to be called the Rabbits, but this was changed in 1908 to the Wallabies. Indeed, 
the names of Australian animals have been widely used for Australian sporting 
teams. In addition to the Kangaroos (rugby league) and the Wallabies, there are 
the Kookaburras (men’s hockey) and the Wallaroos (women’s rugby union). 
When a hybrid form of Australian Rules Football and Gaelic Football was 
first played in Ireland in 1967, the Australian team was called the Galahs, but  
this was too much even for the Australian sense of humour, and the name was 
soon dropped.

Name change is at the core of the new role found for the small bandicoot 
called the bilby. The bilby was adopted as Australia’s replacement of the 
European Easter bunny in the 1980s, and so the term Easter bilby came into 
being. The history of the word dingo in Australian English is not so felicitous. 
The dingo was commonly regarded as a pest by early settlers, and this gave rise 
to many compounds indicating attempts to control or destroy the animal: dingo 
fence, dingo hunter, dingo-proof, dingo scalper, dingo stiffener (‘a person employed 
to eradicate dingoes’), and dingo trap. The dingo also developed a reputation 
for cowardice and treachery, and this was transferred to human beings. Thus 
a person can be described as a dingo: ‘You bloody dingo. … Ya could’ve given 
him a chance’ (1966).28 The word can also be used as a verb meaning to behave 
in a cowardly manner: ‘A man who avoids an unpleasant job is said to dingo it’ 
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(1942);  29 ‘Habbie could have outrun him, but had been taught never to “dingo” it 
and would stand and fight’ (1981).30 A dingo’s breakfast to start the day is ‘a quick 
piss and a good look around’ (1965).

As with the dingo, the perceived typical characteristics of other animals 
have given rise to transferred or figurative senses. The galah is a bird of often 
comical antics, and this appears to have produced the transferred meaning ‘a 
fool’ applied to human beings (and therefore not a good choice for the Aussie 
Rules–Gaelic football team!). A flock of these gregarious birds perched in trees 
and sounding off raucous calls generated the phrase as mad as a gumtree full of 
galahs: ‘Is your moggie [i.e. cat] as mad as a gum tree full of galahs? David Knox 
tells of his cat’s descent into madness’ (1999).31 The same cacophony generated 
the term galah session for a period of private conversations over an outback radio 
network, especially for people on isolated stations, and then more generally for 
any long chat. The typically slow-moving wombat led to wombat being used to 
describe a slow and stupid person: ‘I can’t believe it. You bloody Queensland 
hillbilly. You wombat!’ (1996).32 During the gold rushes of the nineteenth 
century a verb to wombat, meaning ‘to dig or burrow like a wombat’, was used 
to describe the digging of deep holes in search of gold: ‘The constraint of body 
in work, the damp, the closeness of the atmosphere … make this wombatting 
not the most amusing operation in life’ (1852).33 In the First World War, the 
labouring of Australian soldiers to build trenches drew analogies with the 
tunnelling of wombats: ‘In addition to the important work of tunnelling, units 
under the supervision of officers and … c.o.’s, thousands of infantrymen, the 
greater majority of whom were entirely ignorant of underground work, have 
been transformed into excellent wombats’ (1917).34 Diggers all! Most recently, 
a pedestrian crossing with a raised speed hump has come to be known as a 
wombat crossing.

The legendary bunyip was a large, dark-coloured monster that inhabited 
waterways, and had a reputation for making booming noises during the night. 
The bittern Botaurus poiciloptilus is a swamp bird with a booming call, and it 
came to be known as the bunyip or bunyip bird. Cattle that had managed to live 
in the bush and grow to full size without being mustered and branded were 
known as bunyips because of their size. But did the bunyip really exist? It was 
probably doubts about the existence of this creature that led to the figurative 
use of bunyip to mean ‘impostor’: ‘A new and strong word was adopted into 
the Australian vocabulary: Bunyip became, and remains, a Sydney synonym 
for imposter, pretender, humbug, and the like’ (1852).35 A year later the radical 
politician Daniel Deniehy coined the memorable phrase bunyip aristocracy 

MOO_SOL_01_4pp.indd   12 19/6/08   1:46:29 PM



Chapter One: Words from Indigenous Languages
  

� 13
�

to ridicule moves to establish an unelected upper house and some kind of 
hereditary peerage in Australia. Although the sense ‘impostor’ is still at 
work, the ardent ‘nationalist’ Deniehy ironically takes aim at some Australian 
creatures, pilloried as degenerate antipodean versions of European animals, 
just as an Australian peerage, in his analogy, would be a degenerate version of 
the European system:

But, though their weakness was ridiculous, he could assure them that these pygmies 
might do a great deal of mischief. They would bring contempt on a country whose 
interest he was sure they all had at heart, until even the poor Irishman in the 
streets of Dublin would fling his jibe at the Botany Bay aristocrats. In fact, he was 
puzzled how to classify them. They could not aspire to the miserable and effete 
dignity of the grandees of Spain. They had antiquity of birth, but these he would 
defy any naturalist properly to classify them. But perhaps it was only a specimen 
of the remarkable contrariety that existed at the Antipodes. Here they all know the 
common water mole was transferred into the duck-billed platypus, and in some 
distant emulations of this degeneration, he supposed they were to be favoured with 
a bunyip aristocracy.36

The phrase bunyip aristocracy continues to have resonance in Australia. It was 
used during debates in the 1970s about whether Australia should retain ‘God 
Save the Queen’ as the national anthem: ‘Even many members of Australia’s 
bunyip aristocracy seem to be able to grasp the reasoning behind the need to 
eliminate God Save the Queen as the national anthem and to remove the Union 
Jack from the flag’ (1972).37 Those who clamoured for imperial honours pre-
1975 were often seen as aspirants to a bunyip aristocracy, and the Australian 
awards that replaced them, with the system of companions, officers, members, 
and medallists (and, originally, knights and dames!), have similarly been 
judged to perpetuate the bunyip aristocracy tradition: ‘There have been calls 
to blend the five levels of awards into one, to do away with the hierarchical 
“bunyip aristocracy” in which honours are awarded on the basis of degrees of  
merit’ (1998).38

Mulga (from a number of  languages in New South Wales and South Australia) 
is a term for various wattles of drier inland Australia, and the mulga is a term for 
areas typically having vegetation of this kind, especially remote and sparsely 
populated areas of Australia; it is synonymous with the outback. It occurs  
in many compounds to describe land that is characterised by the presence  
of mulga: mulga country, mulga flats, mulga paddocks, mulga scrub. It also occurs  
in compounds that describe the flora and fauna of the mulga: mulga ant,  
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mulga apple, mulga grass, mulga parrot, mulga snake. More complex are those 
compounds that suggest the kind of human behaviour that the remote and 
isolated world of the mulga can produce. To be mulga-bred is simply to be reared 
in the country, but some who are reared in the mulga turn out to be rustic 
simpletons of the kind called Mulga Bill. An extreme form of Mulga Bill-ness  
is mulga madness, a kind of eccentricity caused by living in the outback: ‘There 
are many phases and manifestations of mulga madness; but only three distinct 
stages—(1) wearing corks on the rim of the hat; (2) carving quandongs;  
(3) carrying puppies in the billy’ (1909).39 The mulga wire or mulga wireless is 
synonymous with bush telegraph, the informal network by means of which 
information or rumour is conveyed in the bush. Mulga scrubbers are wild cattle, 
and the mulga mafia is a term for (members of) the Country Party, as tough 
in their own way as those mulga scrubbers: ‘The National Country Party is …  
a rustic clan of tough, like-minded politicians who know what they want and 
how to get it. Its critics might see the party as a kind of mulga mafia’ (1978).40

The similar term mallee (from the Wemba Wemba language of north-
western Victoria and south-western New South Wales) has generated many 
terms. The term mallee refers to various eucalypts that are characteristically 
small and have several stems that arise from a common base. It was applied 
to semi-arid areas where the principal vegetation (often called mallee scrub) 
is made up of such mallees: mallee country, mallee desert, mallee district, mallee 
land. By the 1850s the term could be used figuratively: ‘The promontory of his 
nose being only visible through the scrubs which, from his lips downwards to 
his chin, were impervious. No Leichardt razor had penetrated there; it was all 
“Mallee” ’ (1853).41 Mallee country is tough country, and the cattle raised on it 
must also be tough, giving rise to the idiom as fit as a mallee bull: ‘Three raw eggs 
for breakfast, then a quick jog around the park with a coupla jerseys on, and by 
the time the footy season gets under way you’ll be as fit as a mallee bull’ (1968).42 
The farmers in these areas are called mallee cockies. In the past they used mallee 
rollers to crush and flatten mallee scrub preparatory to farming in the mallee 
soil. It was hard work grubbing out the mallee roots, the large woody rootstock of 
the mallee eucalypts, but these mallee roots became renowned for the heat they 
generated in the fireplace: ‘A Mallee-root fire dullness cannot be,/It loosens wit 
as wine does’ (1928).43 The mallee root loosened wit of a different kind when in 
the 1940s it became rhyming slang for ‘prostitute’.44

There are still gaps in our knowledge about words that may have been 
taken from Aboriginal languages. It is likely that the following names for 
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kinds of fish are from New South Wales coastal Aboriginal languages, but the 
evidence has not been found: morwong (first recorded 1871), nannygai (1871), 
tallegalane (1879), teraglin (1880), wirrah (1880), wobbegong (1852). The name 
of the South Australian fish the tillywurti (1924) is probably Aboriginal, but we 
have been unable to prove it. We have not been able to prove that barramundi 
(1864) is an Aboriginal word, although it seems likely that it is. There are many 
regional words for ‘a stone’ that might be Aboriginal, but the proof has not 
been forthcoming, and they are all first recorded very late: boondy of Western 
Australia (1952), brinny mainly of Victoria (1943), coonie of Western Australia 
and the Northern Territory (1941), goolie of Queensland and NSW (1924), yonnie 
of Victoria (1941).

On the other hand there are a number of words that have been claimed 
as Aboriginal but which are probably not. The best-known of these words is 
didgeridoo, the name of the Aboriginal musical instrument. This instrument 
was not used in southern Australia, and the term didgeridoo is first recorded 
in 1919. In the area where the instrument was primarily used, Arnhem Land, 
the term didgeridoo was not used. In the Yolngu language of this area the 
instrument is called yidaki (a term that is now widely used in English), and it 
seems likely that the word didgeridoo is a non-indigenous attempt to render 
the sound of the instrument.45 The ‘jolly jumbuck’ has been given some fanciful 
Aboriginal etymologies, including this by A. Meston in the Bulletin in 1896: ‘The 
word “jumbuck” for sheep appears originally as jimba, jombock, dambock, 
and dumbog. In each case it meant the white mist preceding a shower, to 
which a flock of sheep bore a strong resemblance. It seemed the only thing the 
aboriginal imagination could compare it to’.46 No such word for ‘white mist 
preceding a shower’ has been found in any Aboriginal language, and although 
we do not know the origin of jumbuck it seems likely that it is a pidgin alteration 
of an English phrase such as jump up, given the predilection of individuals 
among travelling sheep to do just that every now and then! Equally fanciful 
was the Aboriginal etymology offered by Meston for jackeroo in 1895:

It dates back to 1838, the year the German missionaries arrived on the Brisbane River, 
and was the name bestowed upon them by the aboriginals. The Brisbane blacks 
spoke a dialect called ‘Churrabool’, in which the word ‘jackeroo’ or ‘tchaceroo’ was 
the name of the pied crow strike, Stripera graculina, one of the noisiest and most 
garrulous birds in Australia. The blacks said the white men (the missionaries) were 
always talking, a gabbling race, and so they called them ‘jackeroo’, equivalent to our 
word ‘gabblers’.47
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Jackeroo first appeared in 1845 and was used to refer to a white man living 
beyond the bounds of close settlement. By 1870 it was used to describe a young 
man (usually English and of independent means) who worked free on sheep or 
cattle stations to gain experience; later it acquired the present sense of a young 
man who works on a sheep or cattle station to acquire the practical experience 
and management skills desirable in a station owner or manager. But there is no 
evidence to support Meston’s etymology, and there is no evidence of a word 
for a bird name like this in any of the languages in the Brisbane area. The word 
jillaroo (a female station hand or trainee manager) is simply jack- jilled.

Although some 440 words are listed in Australian Aboriginal Words in 
English, this number is considerably fewer than the 740+ words taken into 
New Zealand English from Maori. The New Zealand figures no doubt reflect 
a different relationship between the colonisers and the indigenous peoples 
in Australia and New Zealand. In New Zealand there was only one language 
(which, since 1987, has been an official language), and because the one Maori 
culture was spread across the North and South islands it was sufficiently 
robust and integrated to withstand the effects of colonisation. In Australia, 
with a multiplicity of indigenous languages, the typical pattern was contact, 
displacement, loss of culture and language. Words were borrowed at the point 
of first contact, but there was little continuing contact with the indigenous 
peoples and their languages and cultures. Many of the 440 Aboriginal words 
in Australian Aboriginal Words in English are obsolete or have always had very 
limited distribution. Probably no more than 300 are currently available to an 
Australian speaker, and since many of these are names of flora and fauna, most 
are not in everyday speech.

Of  all the borrowings from Aboriginal languages, the first one, kangaroo, is by 
far the most common in general usage.48 Of the eight most common words, five 
are from the Sydney language, one is from Kamilaroi and one from Wiradjuri, 
all within the Sydney hub. The one outsider is kangaroo, coming from a language 
2000 km to the north of Sydney. The –roo suffix has also generated the terms 
Socceroos (the international men’s soccer team), Hockeyroos (the international 
women’s hockey team), and Olyroos (the Olympic soccer team). Like the animal 
itself, the word kangaroo is probably the most recognisable Australian on the 
world stage.

It is extraordinary that the chance collection of this word by Banks and 
Cook should have produced the most common and enduring of indigenous 
borrowings. Banks also took down the word quoll from the Guugu Yimidhirr 
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language. After this 1770 recording, the word does not appear in print again 
until it emerges in a word list of Australian terms in 192449 and then in a 1968 
book.50 Since then the name quoll has become very common. But for almost two 
hundred years this small marsupial was not known by an indigenous name; 
instead it went under the unimaginative name of native cat, a name it shared 
with a number of other similar-looking small marsupials—but that is a topic 
for the next chapter. 
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