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Nyungar yarns or stories about the Nyungar Rainbow Serpent 

(Waakle), our boodjar (country), moort (family) and katitjin 

(knowledge) are central to the handing down of Nyungar culture and 

belief systems from one generation to another. These yarns have been 

passed on since the Nyungar nyittiny or ‘creation time’ and form  

the basis of our Cosmology, which as in other cultures, is an explana -

tion of much of one’s worldview, morals, values, behaviour, fears, 

superstitions, taboos and very instincts. Nyungar yarning and writing 

is an attempt to articulate these Nyungar social thematics. The follow-

ing yarns are told by Nyungar katitj boordier (knowledge leaders) 

Balardong/Wilmen Janet Hayden, Pinjarep/Yamatji Dr Richard Walley, 

Whadjuck/Balardong ‘Keeper of the Stories’ Tom Yelakitj Bennell, and 

Whadjuck/Balardong Sealin Garlett, and are as old as Nyungar.

Len Collard, a Whadjuck/Balardong Nyungar. 
is a Traditional Owner of the Swan Riverlands 
and surrounding districts. He is married to 
Lisa, has two daughters, Mia Joy and Ingrid 
Marie, and one granddaughter, Haley Mae. 
Len is a Director of Moodjar Consultancy, 
specialising in Whadjuck and generic Nyungar 
Culture as a sustainable principle and guide 
framework for working within our culture 
today in an ethical and respectful way. Len can 
be contacted on moodjar@yahoo.com.au

Djidi Djidi, Wardong, Kulbardi, Walitj and Weitj: 
Nyungar Dream Time Messengers

Westerly 54-2 interior final.indd   7 22/10/09   2:06:04 PM



8

Westerly 54: 2

Katitjin or knowledge given to Nyungar by the Waakal or Nyungar 

Rainbow Serpent included all things connected to our boodjar. The 

Waakal gave us our katitjin or knowledge about the boodjar and 

the sacred sites such as Mt Stirling, Mt Caroline, Mt Bakewell, Mt 

Matilda, Kokerbin Rock, Boyagin Rock, Mandikan, Mundaring, Karta 

Koomba, Waakal Mia, and the Derbal Yerrigan (Swan Estuary) and our 

relationship to them. Waakal gave us this knowledge about Nyungar 

and our kinship relationships, responsibilities and obligations to one 

another be they Whadjuck, Balardong, Wilmen or Pinjareb. The Creator 

gave us our katitjin about the six seasons, birds, animals, plants, bush 

medicines, trees, rivers, waterholes, hills, gullies, the stars, moon, 

sun, rocks and their interconnectedness in the web of life.

One of the themes in the Nyungar cosmology are the yarns about 

the role of birds and what they represent to Nyungar. The following 

stories, which are in keeping with our Nyungar oral tradition, were 

shared by Nyungar maam and yorkga boordier from our boodjar area. 

We are all active participants in these intergenerational oral yarns and 

I am very grateful to all the Keepers of the Stories and custodians of 

such ancient Nyungar katitj. In this paper I will maar wangkiny, or in 

hand writing, reflect the discussions with my moort katitj boordier 

about the way we, as Nyungar, make sense of the Nyungar worldview 

through the activities of birds and the messages they convey and how 

Nyungar then interpret these. The stories will focus on several birds 

that are very important in Nyungar cosmology. One such bird is the 

Djidi Djidi — the Willy Wagtail who is often known as the messenger or 

spy bird. Then there is Wardong — the Crow who is a lazy and cunning 

scavenger. Walitj — the Eagle is the most powerful guardian of the sky 

and then there is Kulbardi — the Magpie — he is the clever singer.

Yarns about Djidi Djidi and Wardong

I asked Aunty Janet Hayden about some bird stories that had been 

passed down to her and the role of these birds in our culture. She 

explained in detail to me what ‘Nutty’ had told her as a young girl 
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about bird stories. Tom Bennell was my deman or grandfather. He was 

also commonly known as Yelakitj or the ‘Keeper of the stories’, and 

was the son of Kate Collard and Dooram Bennell of Brookton. Many 

of our moort also affectionately called him ‘Nutty’. He married my 

dembart, Muriel McGuire, they only had one child, Elizabeth Jean, 

who was my gnarnk or mum. Deman Yelakitj had this to say on audio 

tapes he had created in 1978. ‘These stories I am doing, I am not going 

to give my history away. If these stories are not worth anything I’ll put 

them in the fire and burn them.’1 I am really glad he did not do this 

because it reminded me about the importance of getting our stories 

from our Elders while they are still alive today.

Aunty Janet related the following stories which are still clear in 

her mind all these years later; she told me:

You know Grandfather [Yelakitj] used to always talk about how he 

[the Djidi Djidi] was his shepherd. We still, my girls [Gerri, Sharne 

and Tina] they still relate to that. Because no matter where we go, 

if there’s something wrong in the family, he will come and tell the 

girls, not so much me but those two over there and Tina they will 

always be warning them of danger or something is happening. It 

has always been that way. We grew up with those stories, how 

mischievous, how the little Djidi Djidi got their name, they was 

named the mischievous one. Old Wardong was such a lazy old man, 

the old elders of the tribe gave Wardong orders to look after little 

children and look after all the old people in the camp while they 

all go hunting. When everybody went hunting all the warriors went 

hunting all the old boss men, old Wardong was lying underneath 

the tree and all he wanted to do was boss people around for a feed. 

So all the little Djidi Djidis had to take the feed over to him and 

feed him and go back. They got fed up with it so this day they said 

to one another, we are going to play a game on him. So while old 

Wardong was sleeping well what did they go and do, they went 

and took all his food away from him and they started to torment 

him. They torment him and he started to say to the mothers ‘take 
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these coolungars away,’ and no they wouldn’t go away. ‘Take ’em 

away.’ No they wouldn’t go and the children kept tormenting this 

old man so what did he do, what did Wardong do, and this old 

man’s name was Wardong and he told the little Djidi Djidis that 

he would turn them into little birds and they were little children 

see, and these little boys kept on tormenting and tormenting him 

and he got fed up with it. Anyway and lo and behold he went 

and changed all these children into little birds, little Djidi Djidis. 

They were crying to their mum and grannies and they couldn’t 

do anything about it. The old women were so upset and when the 

hunters came home and asked where all the children were and 

all the mothers were crying and grandmothers and there was old 

Wardong laying underneath the tree quite happy, he was laying 

under the tree. And they told the leaders that Wardong changed 

the children into little birds, so the old men said well for you being 

so lazy you will be a scavenger all your life and we will change 

you and they changed him into old black crow. And that’s where 

Wardong became the old black crow and he still has his name 

Wardong and the little Djidi Djidi’s still have their name and the 

children even you have a lot of the people say refer to children 

today as little Djidi Djidis. That story to me is very special, I have it 

written at home in my way and you know, Sharne, and I and Gerry 

and our kids we do a lot of stories and that, doing it our way.

To get more information on other Nyungar bird stories, I thought 

for a while and pondered who might be another who would be able 

to help me uncover more on the stories and roles of birds in Nyungar 

culture. I felt that Dr Richard Walley would be the next from whom 

to seek information. With this intention in mind, I set off to speak 

with Richard about himself and to seek his Pinjarra Nyungar yarns 

on birds and their role in the Nyungar world. In 2002, I caught up 

with Richard to speak with me in the grounds of Murdoch University 

where he explained that he:
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was actually born in Meekatharra, I was born in my grandmother’s 

country, and what I found out many years later, was that my elder 

brother and sister were taken away. When I was born, Mum was 

quite willing to have me up in that area, so my registration and all 

my certificates would have been in the Cue Post Office. Cue was 

the place to keep all that region’s records, so when the kids were 

taken away in the Pinjarra area, my records weren’t there. They 

were up in Cue.

I let him finish his birth place story and then remarked, ‘What 

I want to ask you, Richard, is, can you give us any bird stories that 

might have been orally handed down to you from the Pinjarra side 

of things?’ ‘There are lots of stories that were handed down,’ Richard 

responded. I then sought clarification, ‘Could you spin a yarn on that 

one about the Djidi Djidi bird?’ I asked. Richard paused for a second 

and quietly drew a long breath and explained, ‘Well, there is a number 

of Djidi Djidi stories.’ He responded:

The first one that I ever heard was when we were in the bush. The 

Djidi Djidi was the little bird that lured you into the bush for the 

gnardis, the woodarjis. You’d always find that you’d never, ever go 

out of the circle of firelight, if we did go to the dark areas, that’s 

where the gnardis and woodarjis were. But during the day, the 

woodarjis were quite cunning, they’d actually hide in caves and 

behind rocks and they’d have this ability to blend in, so you can’t 

see them, but sometimes you could smell them. As a kid, you’d 

be told to watch out for the Djidi Djidi, because it will keep taking 

you away and even today you’d find that a Djidi Djidi, when you 

go to it, it doesn’t fly away. It will just bounce a little bit and entice 

you further and further away. It just keeps bouncing and before 

you know it, you’re way into the bush. So if you’re a child, you 

think you can catch it, ’cause it’s just in front and it’s bouncing 

around and it mesmerises you and before you know it, you’re way 

into the bush and you could be lost. That’s one of the first bird 
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stories I actually heard — watch the Djidi Djidis ’cause he’s taking 

you to the woodarjis.

I sat and reflected upon this complex and in some ways scary story, 

and it reminded me of the many levels and ways one yarn could be 

interpreted by the women or men or the little ones. I was immersed 

within morals and values that Nyungar ought to be drawing from 

today for spiritual strength, direction and understanding. I believe 

this, like the previous yarns, is as relevant to Nyungar today as it has 

been for many young fullas whether they are Nyungar or Wedjela, it 

does not really matter, since I believe the spirits, in these forms, do 

not discriminate on race. I could see and feel that Richard was now 

ready to share another of his bird stories as he looked at me with a 

wry smile. At the same time, a slight wind blew his hair from one 

side of his face to the other and as he flicked it back again said:

One of the other ones I heard about the Djidi Djidi, is the story 

of how the Djidi Djidi used his head and was very cunning. He 

actually beat the eagle that was the fastest, bravest boordier bird. 

They said he was braver and faster than the other birds. What he 

used to do when they’d have a drink at the watering hole every 

morning and every night, he’d fly in and say ‘who’s the fastest, 

who’s the strongest?’ and every one would back away and say ‘you,’ 

until one day old Djidi Djidi said ‘no, no, no, look, I‘m faster and 

I’m stronger than you.’ Of course all the other birds were having a 

laugh and the eagle said, ‘How are you going to prove that? I can 

just swipe you now with my claws and crush you.’ But Djidi Djidi 

said, ‘let’s have a race first, I’ll race you.’ He looked and saw a big 

tree right on top of the big hill that was quite a long distance away, 

long way away and he said, ‘let’s race around that tree and back, 

then when we get back, we’ll have a fight. Then we’ll see who’s 

the strongest.’ As they took off, all the other birds laughed and the 

Djidi Djidi got up and the eagle, as you know, is not the fastest to 

take off. It’s got a slow take-off, but Djidi Djidi is pretty quick, so he 
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took off fast and the eagle was slowly getting speed up, then they 

saw the eagle fly up and they both disappeared in the distance. As 

the eagle flew around the tree, it came back and said he had passed 

the Djidi Djidi on the way back, ’cause I know I’m faster. But he 

didn’t see the Djidi Djidi. He was wondering where he got to, he 

must have been having a rest or something, and as he was getting 

close to where the finishing line was, he felt this tap on his chest 

and he looked down. The Djidi Djidi was underneath him, holding 

onto him and when he looked down like that, that’s when the Djidi 

Djidi grabbed hold of his throat on the feathers part. The eagle lost 

his balance and he couldn’t fly. As he kept going down, he fell and 

as he fell down, well, his nose used to be sharp like the other birds, 

his beak used to be sharp, it hit and hooked, and as it hooked, it 

knocked him around; and even today you’ll find that the eagle has 

that hook on his nose and all his feathers under here are ruffled. 

And as he landed like that, he knocked himself out. The Djidi Djidi 

come from underneath and flew across the line. So it just goes to 

show that sometimes, if you use your head, you can beat someone 

who’s got speed and natural strength. It just shows that there are 

many, many ways to the David and Goliath story. This is ours, I 

suppose. Kulbardi [Magpie] and Wardong [Crow] Stories.

I was really pleased with these yarns Richard had shared with me, 

ancient yarns that are still shared in the Nyungar way. I knew I was 

privileged that he would tell me these yarns of cultural respect, mores 

and humility; all factors that we will all need through life’s journey.

The Walitj the Eagle, Kulbardi the Magpie, Wardong the Crow  
and Djidi Djidi the Willy Wagtail

I was inspired to learn more about these Nyungar bird yarns of long 

ago and what they represent. I thought about who might be another 

that had the bird katitj or ideas on the birds that I was searching for. 

As I walked across the car park several days later, I saw a wardong 
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fly over head and it said ‘Jaaarnnitt Jaaarnit,’ or so I thought, and 

it pricked my consciousness that I needed to speak with my Aunty 

Janet Hayden again. Cooooee! I thought. She knows just about every 

thing that one ought to know about Nyungar culture and was sure 

she would have some more Nyungar yarns about birds for me. So off 

to find her was my next move. I eventually got a phone contact, and 

with my koort or heart racing, called my aunty and asked her if she 

could come down to Murdoch University for a yarn on family and 

have a cup of marngk or tea. I also asked if she would share some 

other bird yarns with me. Aunt, as usual agreed, and a time and place 

was negotiated. The day finally arrived and we greeted each other as 

mother and son and I kissed her on the cheek and she asked for some 

marngk. So off I went to organise some steaming hot marngk. It took a 

little time to let it cool and set her up for our yarn. We sat outside in 

the warming sun and as she sipped her marngk she began her yarn:

The story I was told about, I have it all written down at home. 

Warlitj was always a very proud bird, he never really mixed with 

the others, he was on his own and he never really got involved, 

unless he wanted a mate. Then she would go her way and he 

would go his way. Anyway, this time when darkness came over 

the earth, they had no way of bringing light back, and the sun 

wouldn’t come back. They had to send a bird and all the birds 

volunteered. Warlitj volunteered and Kulbardi volunteered; all the 

birds volunteered. They had to fly as high as they possibly could, 

searching for the sun. They found old Gnarnk, but she wouldn’t 

come back and it was Warlitj, Wardong, Djidi Djidi, Kulbardi and 

another one, I can’t think of that bird’s name. They brought the 

sun back. They told her that without her the earth would die. She 

was the Giver, they called her the sun, the Giver of Life. The earth 

is our mother, but when we talk about mother, we call her Gnarnk, 

because she is the giver of life, the sun is the giver of life and 

Warlitj was the most powerful of birds. He was the one that the 

sun, like Gnarnk, gave him authority to be the king of all birds. 
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The one bird that went on to keep the counsel to Gnarnk, was old 

Kulbardi. He was the one that gave counsel because he was the 

most eloquent of speakers, and he still is. He was the one who 

would relay the message that it was given to him. But it was Warlitj 

who went and took them as high as he possibly could. That might 

explain why, in the morning, when the sun, the Gnarnk, yira koorl, 

you will hear him talking. He’s moorditch, moorditch. Oh, yes, 

barl, he moorditch. So that’s part of the story. I look at Kulbardi in 

the morning and you can hear him, no matter whether you’re in 

town or in the bush, you will always hear Kulbardi. He is the first 

one who sings the songs; he breaks the day. If you look closely, 

the one who flies the highest in the sky is old Walitj. He is still up 

there and he is the guardian of both the earth and the sun. And he 

will always be that way. So when the Kulbardi spoke to Gnarnk, 

the sun, and bought her back, they might have agreed that he [sic] 

has to sing to her [sic] in the morning and welcome him [sic] all 

the time. When the old fellas start telling their story, they just say, 

oh yeah, he ís the one, Kulbardi is moorditch, because he was the 

best speaker. Listen to Kulbardi and he could tell you a story in the 

song that he sings. He is the happiest bird. He won’t stop singing 

no matter what you do to him unless you put food in his mouth. 

He’ll just sing, he is so happy; lots of Kulbardi around here.

I thought deeply about what Aunty Janet shared through this story 

and after some soul searching came to the realisation that birds are 

indeed symbolic creatures. For instance, the Kulbardi and the Warlitj 

remind me of the importance of the sun and the earth and everything 

in it. The Kulbardi is also a constant reminder to us Nyungar that 

the sun will rise everyday and that without the sun for warmth we 

Nyungar along with our plants, animals and birds would surely die. 

This story also conveyed to me that by working together, helping one 

another, joining forces or pooling our resources which all underpin 

the very essence of collaboration and co-operation we can all work 

together for the ‘common good of all.’
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I thought some more about Aunty Janet’s yarn and found even 

more messages that I among many others could relate to. Symbolically 

the Walitj could be seen as a loner who doesn’t like the company 

of others too often. Walitj soars high above in the blue sky and is 

always watching, watching, watching to see what others are doing 

because he is the guardian of the sun and earth. He is just like the old 

Nyungar — the guardian of the boodjar and everything in it. Whilst 

Walitj stays aloof from those below him and he is inaccessible to 

other birds and animals no person should be an ‘island’, we all need 

one another. We all have our strengths and weakness that makes us 

human and that not all strengths or weakness lay with one person. 

Like all the birds in this story, if we all get together and pool our 

strengths we can solve the most catastrophic situations.

Kulbardi, the Magpie, Wardong, the Crow, and Weitj, the Emu

Dr Richard Walley shared further yarns with me about the birds 

Kulbardi, Wardong and Weitj. He explained to me that he:

… was brought up with lots of those stories — the Kulbardi and the 

Wardong, when they used to both have white feathers and argued 

who was the whitest. … an emu played a trick on them and in the 

short story they argued about who was the whitest. They fell into 

the fire and the Wardong came out with black charcoal all over 

him and the Kulbardi had a bit of white left. There are a lot of 

those sorts of stories.2

I reflected and then asked Richard to tell us what he thought was 

symbolic of that.

What’s symbolic of that is, the Wardong and the Kulbardi were 

brothers and they had white feathers and, as they’d fly through the 

bush, the emus used to be jealous of them. All the other animals 

used to be quite impressed with the white feathers flying, apart 
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from old Weitj, who got jealous ’cause his feathers were sort of the 

greeny, brown type of grey colours and he wasn’t too impressed 

with his feathers. So what he did one day when the brothers were 

flying past was, he called old Kulbardi across and said, ‘Hey, 

Kulbardi, come here, when you’re flying through the bush next 

time, have a look at old Wardong. He’s jealous of you ’cause your 

feathers are whiter.’ Old Kulbardi said, ‘I didn’t know my feathers 

were whiter.’ ‘Yeah, yeah,’ Weitj he said, ‘yours are whiter, the next 

time you look, and he’ll be looking at your feathers.’ Kulbardi said, 

‘I’ll check that out,’ and flew off. Then old Weitj saw Wardong 

looking for Kulbardi and called him over, ‘Hey, Wardong,’ he said, 

‘next time you’re flying around, have a look at how Kulbardi looks 

at you. He’ll look at you sideways and when he’s looking at you 

sideways, he’s jealous of your feathers ’cause they’re whiter than 

his.’ ‘What?’ said Wardong, ‘Kulbardi reckons my feathers aren’t 

whiter than his? They are whiter,’ he said, ‘and he’s jealous of 

that? I’ll check it out,’ and off he went. When they were flying 

together, Kulbardi looked at Wardong and Wardong, he looked 

at Kulbardi and they knew they both were looking at each other. 

So Wardong said, ‘I know what you’re looking at, you’re jealous.’ 

Kulbardi reckon, ‘No, no, no, you’re jealous of me,’ and they started 

to fight. They were fighting in the air as they were flying, and as 

they were fighting, they started falling. They became tangled up 

in each other and started falling, down and down, and they hit 

this part on the ground where the fire went through. Wardong, he 

was underneath and he went straight through all the black burnt 

wood and he got through the ash and came out and shook himself. 

Kulbardi, he was on top, so when he jumped up, he found that all 

his front was black and only a little bit of white survived on his 

feathers, on the back at the top of his head. But Wardong, he was 

underneath. He was black all over. It just shows you that if you 

got something, appreciate what you’ve got because someone else 

is always jealous and they’ll try to trick you into losing it. Never 

be worried about what someone else has, always be concerned for 
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what you’ve got. There are a lot of those morals and stories I was 

brought up on.

Richard went on to say:

… also you find that the Kulbardi, he walks better than the 

Wardong, cause old Wardong was underneath and that’s how he 

hurt his legs. He broke his legs the same time, so he hops a little 

bit. Yeah, so there are a lot of morals to that particular story and I 

was brought up with, as I say, many, many stories in that area.

I reflected upon the yarn from the meeting with Richard because 

even today, I know here at the Kulbardi Aboriginal Centre at Murdoch 

University where I worked, the Kulbardis and the Wardongs do not 

mix. A few days later when I was at work having some toast and 

coffee, along came the kulbardi boordier yorgka named ‘Wingie’ who 

was always looking out for some bread crumbs.

Wingie was saved as a baby by a Murri or Aboriginal man from 

Queensland when he was a student at Murdoch’s Kulbardi Aboriginal 

Centre. Wayne ‘Wonie’ Turner and my family came to know each other 

and develop a kinship/friendship. We still keep in contact today and 

Wonie always fondly asks for Wingie. Wonie told me Wingie had her 

wing broken after being attacked by the other Kulbardis at the centre. 

He told one of the Kulbardi staff members who picked Wingie up and 

took her off to the Murdoch veterinary hospital where they did a great 

job by mending her wing and saving her life. That’s how she got the 

name ‘Wingie’.

 Anyway, getting back to the yarn, I threw her some scraps and 

lo and behold, in came the other clan members swooping like world 

war fighter planes, dive bombing, wing lifting and lowering as they 

negotiated their way to the pile of bread crumbs scattered on the 

lawn. However, several Wardong moved in and attacked the Kulbardi 

clan, stealing their few pieces of bread crumbs. Well well, I thought. 

Those yarns aren’t just yarns, there’s the practice as told by Richard 
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in the yarn he had shared with me a few days previously. Wardong 

and Kulbardi are still at each other to this day, but this time they are 

fighting over the bread crumbs.

After listening to his oral story I came to the conclusion that 

jealousy, gossiping and yarn carrying can do more harm than good. 

For instance, Weitj thought he was simply creating some harmless 

bantering amongst Wardong and Kulbardi because of his jealousy of 

their white feathers. However, Wardong took to heart what Weitj was 

saying to him because he then accused Kulbardi of being jealous of 

him. This caused bad blood between the two brothers. We should 

always be mindful of what we say even if it is in jest because in this 

case two very close family members were torn apart. Sadly, Wardong 

and Kulbardi who were once ngoornies still fight with each other 

to this very day. This is a symbolic reminder to Nyungar about the 

importance of our moort relationships, we must respect one another 

and value that which we have been given by our Creator and not to 

envy or be jealous of others.

After my reflection on this matter, I ate my toast and drank my cup 

of coffee, I again went into thinking about who might be another that I 

ought to seek out for bird yarns. Suddenly the screech and squawking 

of the darmoorluk, or the Western Australian 28 green parrot that was 

sitting in the tuart tree across from the office, where I sat looking out 

the window, caught my attention. Hey! I thought, that reminds me 

of my konk, boordier, Whadjuck/Balardong Sealin Garlett. I ought 

to chase Konk up as soon as I can and ask him if he can tell me 

some stories about these birds. So again, I went looking for him. This 

time I knew where he lived so off I went to his karluk or home fire. 

‘Kia Konk nyuny noonar moortung unna?’ Or ‘Hello Uncle you’re my 

relation eh?’ I said. He smiled and said ‘I been waiting for you. The 

Kulbardi told me at sun up that you was looking for me.’ Just fancy 

I thought. Anyway, we organised to meet in a few days, again in the 

grounds of Murdoch University. We met and sorted out a good place 

to talk and konk informed me that he had many stories to tell but first 

I ought to know the story from Kuraaa or a long time ago.
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Wardong the Crow and Kulbardi the Magpie

Konk looked at me and started off by saying:

Long before there were any birds, this is when everybody was 

human, there were two brothers who lived in a camp. These two 

brothers were ngoonies and they were really close. They hunted 

together. They made spears and boomerangs together. On this 

particular day, they went hunting. They were good hunters and 

they were able to get goanna and kangaroo, the yongka, and they 

were cooking this on the ground. They said, ‘we’ll cook this and 

take it back to camp, we will cook it up for the young fellas, so 

they don’t have to worry about making a fire when we get home.’ 

Anyway, when they were cooking the meat, they had the goanna 

on one side and the kangaroo in the fire, and when it was cooking, 

the older brother got up and stood behind his younger brother and 

he said, ‘hey, you know what, ngoonie,’ he said, ‘I seen a good 

bush over there that’s really straight, a really good strong bush 

for boomerangs. We should go and camp there for a while.’ The 

younger brother felt a little bit shame because where he lived, he 

was close to his parents, little sibling and the old people, and so he 

said, ‘no, I don’t feel like moving.’ The older fella thought that this 

is what he was going to teach him in law, in Aboriginal way, so he 

said, ‘no, I think we should go. I think you’re at an age now where 

you have to learn some of these things. I have to be the one to 

help you do that.’ The younger fella said, ‘well, wait till next time 

and maybe I will go.’ This made the other brother angry and he 

started pushing him on the shoulder. The younger brother put his 

head down, because you know it’s shame to argue with your older 

brother. When the other fella went quiet, he went moorlup (sulky), 

see, he wouldn’t talk. The older brother got angry and he picked 

up a boomerang and hit him on the side of the head. The younger 

brother fell down next to the fire and all the ashes got on his 

shoulder and went on his chest and on his arm. He rolled around 

on the dirt, trying to get the hot ash off him. And the older brother 
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picked up a spear. He wasn’t going to throw it, he was just going 

to jab it in his leg. So he picked the spear up and he was about to 

push it into his brother’s leg when a voice said, ‘Stop!’ and he froze. 

He listened for the footsteps on the ground. He listened because 

footsteps break the leaves and gravel on the ground. He listened to 

see how many people there was, but there are no footsteps. Then 

he put his head down and straightened up and dropped his spear. 

He knew who it was. The younger brother, who was burnt, sat up. 

Anyway, the older one sat down and waited and he wouldn’t lift 

his eyes up. Then the spirit said to these two boys, ‘You know, in 

your culture, I give you the spirit of unity. I give the spirit of being 

able to care for one another, but you draw blood from this young 

boy. You stood over this young boy like a master and that’s not 

what I give you in Aboriginal way. I’m going to separate you boys.’ 

The older brother started to shuffle about and move his feet in the 

dirt. Then the spirit said, ‘I’m going to turn you into a crow.’ And 

the spirit turned him into a crow and the Nyungar were to call him 

Wardong. The Wardong went away, and to the fella sitting on the 

ground, he said ‘I’m going to turn you into a magpie, your Nyungar 

name is Kulbardi, and you can go away too.’ So these two brothers 

left. That’s how the family of the Crow and the Magpie began. And 

if you ever notice today, a crow will never, ever go and share his 

meal with the magpie, very seldom. A crow will come over and try 

to boss and shoo the magpie away, or the magpie will go sit over 

there, while the old fella finishes the meal, but very seldom will 

you find them together, sharing a meal. That was a Nyungar story 

representing not only the brokenness, but also the healing that’s 

got to take place in our Aboriginal culture of today.3

I thanked konk for this story as it was again, like the other stories 

I had been given access to, insightful to say the least. I am not saying 

I was able to make sense of all he and the others had shared with me 

but I knew that I was must go deeper in my understanding of these 

bird stories.
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After pondering my konk’s story and its message this is what I have 

to say. In Nyungar culture, and as in most cultures, the older brother 

wants his younger brother to do as he says because he is older and it 

is his responsibility to help him to learn about the Nyungar law and 

ways.

It is the role of the older brother to help his younger brother 

understand that there are certain things that must be done as part 

of their rites of passage. If the younger brother is to be a successful 

and productive Nyungar there are certain skills he needs to acquire 

so that he can become a good hunter and provider for his moort. 

However, he didn’t appear to take these responsibilities seriously 

because he rejected his brother’s help which in turn made his brother 

angry. In fact he was so angry he wanted to do physical harm to him 

but fortunately a Spirit intervenes and tells him to stop. This could 

be likened to our conscience telling us that this action would be an 

immoral act. In essence, the Spirit or the conscience caused the older 

brother to drop his head in shame for feeling so angry that he wanted 

to hurt his younger brother. Dropping one’s head even today can be 

perceived as a sure sign of shame or guilt.

Moral of the story: listen, learn, don’t be afraid, be independent, 

enhance your knowledge and understanding, listen to your 

conscience — for it will always be your guide, strive to be a leader of 

people and look after your family.

I asked Konk if we could catch up another time so I could have 

another opportunity to speak one to one on these cultural narratives 

and to be exposed to more of the underlying messages and the 

relationship between Nyungar and other bird stories. He agreed to 

catch up with me later on down the track to help me in my search for 

the meanings and role of other birds in our Nyungar cosmology and 

raison d’être or the Nyungar meaning of life.
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Conclusion

In the tradition of Nyungar culture of south-west Australia, our oral 

histories continue since millennia by way of each generation of 

Balardong, Wilman, Yuat, Pindjarup and Whadjuck oral historians, 

the basis of our intergenerational oral tradition. Nyungar oral histories 

will continue ad infinitum and they will continue to be recorded 

by Nyungar, Indigenous people and non-Indigenous people alike. 

Nyungar oral histories will keep on having a profound influence 

on our future generations. They will be the eternal link to Nyungar 

identity, heritage and culture. Our stories, as handed down to us from 

the Nyungar oral historians and ‘Keepers of the Stories’, whether they 

are from the Balardong, Juat, Kaneang, Koreng, Minang, Njakinjaki, 

Pibelmen, Pindjarup, Wardandi, Whadjuk, Wiilman, and Wudjari 

language groups. I believe that these birds and their behaviours can 

and do reflect our own behaviours and attitudes as Nyungar or people 

per se.

Glossary

Balardong Nyungar language group around York and 

 Beverley

barl she/he/them

boodjar dirt, land, country (also budjar)

boodjarri pregnant

boordier Elders

coolungars children (also culungars, koorlongka)

darmoorluk the 28 parrot

Djidi Djidi willy wagtail

Dembart  Grandfather

Deman  Grandmother

Derbal Yerrigan the estuary waters also known as Perth 

 waters, the Swan River

Gennarks spirit beings who live in the bush
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Gnardi/s little spirit beings

Jaaarnnitt sound that a Wardong makes

Karta Koomba The big hill (i.e. Kings Park)

kaarna a sense of shame

kaarnya commonsense

katitjin knowledge (also kattidj)

Kia Hello/yes/g’day

Kulbardi magpie

Kura a long time ago

Konk uncle

koorndan knowledge of respect

kura the past

Maam Father

Marr wangkiny hand writing/hand speaking

Marngk tea

moort/moortung  family

Moorlyup sulky, upset or annoyed

Moorditch hard, clever, intelligent

mummaries small spirit beings who live in the bush

Ngark Mother (also the sun)

Ngoorn/ngoornies brother/s

nyittiny creation period, cosmology (Dreamtime)

Noonar you

Nyungar person

Nyungar Boordier Nyungar Elders

Nyungar katitj the people’s knowledge

Nyuny I/me

Pinjareb Nyungar language group ie Pinjarra

tjarnucks evil spirit/ghost bird

unna isn/t it (Nyungar English)

wadjella or wedjela non-Aboriginal people

Waakle/Waakal Nyungar Rainbow Serpent  
 (also Waugal, Warrgul)
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Waakal Mia A home of the Nyungar Rainbow Serpent

Waakle trail Mount Caroline, Mount Stirling,  
 Mount Matilda, Mount Bakewell

Walwalinj the hill that cries (Mt Bakewell)

Wardong crow

Warlitj Eagle

Wedjela White fellow

Weitj emu

Wilmen  Nyungar language group

Woodatchi/woodartji small hairy spirit people who live in the bush 
 and around rocky outcrops and caves

Whadjuck Nyungar language group

yorkga woman

Yelakitj spear legs

Yira koorl to rise or go up

Yongka kangaroo (grey)
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