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During my employment as an anthropologist with Pilbara Native Title Service in Tom Price, Western Australia from November 2001 to October 2003 and with Gumala Aboriginal Corporation from October 2003 to July 2006, I visited Wittenoom Gorge and the Wittenoom township on many occasions, often staying overnight at the Wittenoom Guest House in the old convent (now closed – see Malcolm 2009). During the above period, video recordings were made at two ‘meeting camps’ near Wittenoom during the summer initiation ceremonies (Day 2003, 2005a) as well as cultural history documentaries at Wittenoom and at Mulga Downs Station (Day 2005b, 2005c). I also assisted research and on-location filming for an unfinished documentary entitled, ‘Lights out at Wittenoom’ (Simmering 2006). However, my primary task has been research for the registered Martu Idja Banyjma (MIB) native title claim (WC98/62) of approximately 9554 square kilometres that includes the Wittenoom area and surrounds. 
Norman Tindale (1974:255) recorded the Banyjima boundary as:
Upper plateau of the Hamersley Range south of the Fortescue River; east to Weediwolli [sic] Creek near Marillana; south to Rocklea, on the upper branches of Turee Creek east to the Kunderong Range.  In the later years under pressure form the Kurama, they moved eastward to Yandicoogina and the Ophthalmia Range forcing the Niabali eastward.  They also shifted south to Turee and Prairie Downs driving out the Mandara tribe, now virtually extinct [‘Punduwana], a native place not yet located, was their main refuge water in very dry times; other refuges were in Dales Gorge and at [‘Mandjima] (Mungina Creek on maps).

The linguist Alan Dench, who recorded the Banyjima language (Dench 1980, 1991), confirmed the Banyjima claim to the Wittenoom region in a statement by a Banyjima elder, Percy Tucker, translated by Dench (see Day 2009:10):

These ones, they are the gang, the boss for the Hamersley Range. [Nyiyajirri-mpa marntiyarrangara nhanguyu nyiyangkaku marntakaku Karijinilaku, maatha].

All of these Marntiyarrangara of this name – my grandfather, Herbert Parker’s grandfather, the father belong to them, my father, my uncle [Jurlu-layi, jurlu-rla marntiyarrangara nyiya yini, Wirrilimarra, Pirtupiri, Marntunha, Pilypangkanpangu, Pirtanganpangu],

In this hill, on the top of the Hamersley Range, they were the boss of what’s left behind, us little fellas [Nyiyangka marntaka pirturula Karijinila pantiku maatha ngajupantharriku kupijarriku].

In keeping with the above statement, the Banyjima name for the Hamersley Ranges, Karijini, was selected as the name for the Karijini National Park (see Olive 1992:47), of which Wittenoom Gorge, from a Banyjima point of view, is an ecological and cultural part, although excluded on maps (see Karijini Aboriginal Corporation 1996).
According to the late Herbert Parker, a Banyjima elder and Pilbara representative on the National Aboriginal Committee (NAC), Banyjima people who lived and worked on Mulga Downs station were used as labourers by the manager, Lang Hancock, to mine asbestos at Yampire Gorge and later at Wittenoom (see Day 2009; Hancock 1992; PAIWP 1995; Olive 1997). Rose Hancock ably (1992:282-3) describes the labour-intensive methods used by Hancock’s workers to separate the fibres from the rock and package into bags.
In 1995, an anonymous Banyjima woman, aged 67, gave a statement to the Pilbara Asbestos Injuries Working Party (PAIWP 1995). She stated:
Family was at Ngampiku before white fellas come along. Lang Hancock started asbestos mining. They used to put all the asbestos on the mail truck then until they got the big trucks. Use to bring the asbestos to Tsakalos place to unload there. When they finish white fellas took over - that was Kartirtikunha (Yampire Gorge). Then they come around this side to Ngampikunha (Wittenoom)... (also cited in Day 2005d:1)

Herbert Parker’s wife told Noel Olive (1992:43): ‘There was a big Aboriginal camp in Wittenoom Gorge near the mine, and all of those boys worked there. They were at that place before there was a mine it was like a holiday place. They had a bough shed there. And when the mine started, they started working there.’ In 1941 Australian Blue Asbestos Ltd took a 51% interest in Lang Hancock’s mine in Wittenoom Gorge. A residential settlement was built in Wittenoom Gorge in 1946 and the present town was begun at the entrance of Wittenoom Gorge a year later. In 1948 Hancock sold his share of the Wittenoom mine to CSR. Aboriginal people were then largely excluded from the town and the Gorge, except on Race Day and other community events. Eighteen years later the Wittenoom asbestos mine was closed, allegedly because it was no longer profitable. TIME magazine reported in 1988 that over 20,000 people had lost their lives due to asbestos diseases contracted in Wittenoom. Because of the long incubation period of asbestos diseases, and the itinerant nature of the work force, the true figure may never be known. 

After the cessation of station employment in the 1960s and the closure of the mine, Aboriginal people gradually returned to Wittenoom to occupy the vacant houses. Amongst other Aboriginal families who moved to Wittenoom were the Stevens, McGuinness, Tucker, Cook and Parker families (see Olive 1992:239; PAIWP 1995; Day 2005d; Young 2007; Day 2009). These families represent the Banyjima, Innawonga, Indjibandi and Gurama language groups. Ken Goldie, (now living in Batchelor, NT) who was removed to the south as a child, remembers fondly how he was recognised by elders outside the Wittenoom Hotel and reunited with the members of his mother’s Cox family. 
In 2005 (Day 2005b, 2005c), Greg, Archie and Alec Tucker pointed out where the families camped on the outskirts of town on Race Day, and the site of Greg’s mother’s home at 1 Zero Street. Greg says that visiting Aboriginal families also camped in the abandoned houses around the town, which were littered with broken asbestos sheeting. He and other children played in the gorge and in the tailings from the mine. ‘We would play in the soft dust from bags which had fallen off the trucks, and even put the fibres in our mouths,’ says Greg. His Uncle, Alec Tucker remembers the burial in the Wittenoom cemetery of Alec’s mother, Egypt Tucker of Mulga Downs in 1972. Other registered burials in the cemetery are a child of Lola Cook and the elders Paddy Kaiaba and Lucy Nardji. Greg Tucker also spent a month in isolation during initiation ceremonies near Wittenoom at an old Aboriginal Law Ground situated near the old piggery now marked only by foundations of the slaughter shed floors.

 Eventually the state housing in the town was evacuated and Aboriginal residents were moved to Roebourne and Onslow on the coast. The resentment this forced move caused is revealed in a statement by Blanche Tucker prepared in 1984 for the Seaman Inquiry (Day 2009:37): 
We had a law ground at Mulga Downs. We made a new law ground at Wittenoom. Why can’t we go back to Mulga Downs? I would like to go there. No one tells me why. And that country belongs to Alec and Greg [Tucker]. That belongs to them [Aboriginal] law way. I feel satisfied about that. We had to leave Wittenoom too. I can’t go back there. Why? I would like to go back there’.
Lang Hancock bought most of the village at the end of the Gorge and all of the abandoned mine buildings in 1967. Other mining companies like Rio Tinto and Western Mining also used the old buildings as an exploration centre for the district. Drilling confirmed rich iron deposits throughout the Hamersley Ranges, including the adjacent Bee Gorge, renown for its Aboriginal rock engravings. To accommodate mining leases, both Wittenoom and Bee Gorges have been excluded from the Karijini National Park which is managed by the State Government and a committee of the traditional owners. The families of some Aboriginal people who are known to have died of asbestosis, mesothelioma and lung cancer have won compensation payments with the help of the Asbestos Diseases Society in Perth. However, the effects on Aboriginal people are ongoing (see, PAIWP 1995).

Although Aboriginal children played in the tailings which coated the school grounds and swum in the pools in the Gorge, most have happy memories of childhood in Wittenoom. The school magazine Djawal Idi (Vol 2, No. 1, pp. 13-15, 1977) describes how: ‘The [Wittenoom] hotel has a beautiful pool. Every Friday afternoon, the older school students go to the hotel pool for swimming lessons.’ Photographs show mixed classes of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal children at the pool. Vivienne Cook, a schoolgirl in Wittenoom, describes a school camping trip through the gorges and up the ‘catwalk’, ‘a steep narrow, dirt road cut into the side of a hill’ to Joffre Creek (Vol 3, No. 3, p.4-5, November 1978; also see Malcolm [2009] for a description of The Catwalk). Vivienne now operates a cultural awareness course in Tom Price. Her aunt, Lola Young (nee Cook), also now living in Tom Price, has written an autobiography with the help of Anna Vitenbergs (Young 2007). 
Lola Young describes the remarkable ‘return to country movement’ when the communities of Wakathuni and Youngaleena were established. Both these communities opened Law Grounds and small cemeteries. The founder of Youngaleena, the late Horace Parker, was buried at his community about 12 kilometres from Wittenoom on 15 April, 2000. Youngaleena residents previously used the town of Wittenoom as a supply and mail delivery centre. In more recent years, a small community known as ‘Wirrilimarra’ has been established by Greg Tucker on land excised from Mulga Downs station, north of the Auski Road House. 

In keeping with the ‘return to country’, there has been a revival of ceremonies at Youngaleena and Wirrilimarra in the Wittenoom area (see Day 2003, 2005a). These ceremonies begin with the building of a ‘meeting camp’ to accommodate the families of the young men to be initiated. Families live under bough sheds for the duration of the seclusion of the young men, preparing food and assisting in other ceremonial duties. After travelling around the Pilbara, the marlulu arrive at the camp escorted by a ‘mob’ of visitors from neighbouring language groups. After being ‘run in’ the marlulu are taken to the Law Ground and do not return to their waiting families for up to six weeks. As the meetings are held in the summer, during these weeks of waiting, families commonly use the pools in Wittenoom Gorge to cool off and picnic in the shade while cooking ‘bush tucker’ and damper on an open fire (see Day 2005b, 2005c)

It is estimated that approximately 40 Aboriginal people regularly visit the Wittenoom area. However, during ceremonies numbers may reach up to 100. For example, from December 2004-January 2005 and again in 2009, the ceremonies at Wirrilimarra involved over 250 people and from November to December in 2002 over a hundred people gathered at Youngaleena with families using the pools in Wittenoom to cool off from the heat of the day, when tourists are seldom seen. Undoubtedly, once the townsite and remaining residents of Wittenoom are removed Aboriginal people will make more use of the Wittenoom area because of the potential for unrestricted hunting and reduced contact with non-Aboriginal people. Up to the present, kangaroos and other game have led a protected existence in Wittenoom.
A search of the Aboriginal Sites Register within the Department of Indigenous Affairs in Perth shows that there are approximately twenty recorded Aboriginal sites within the Wittenoom area (Table 1). However, there are many other sites not recorded, protected only by their remoteness. Intrepid tour operators like Mr Dave Doust who operated out of Wittenoom until recent years are more cognizant of the location of these sites, almost all being petrogyphs. Because of the broken history described in this essay, few Aboriginal people today are familiar with the locations of Wittenoom petroglyphs or can interpret the meanings. This indifference to ancient engravings is notoAs such, the petroglyphs belong as much to the National Estate. However, many Aboriginal people are of the belief that it is best not to register sites in the hope that they will be left alone, although this may be unrealistic if mining or other work is to resume in the gorges.

Close to Cathedral Pool in Wittenoom Gorge, there are petroglyphs of animals, birds and human figures etched on the cliff face. Two large rock slabs at the base of the cliffs have unusual engravings pecked into the smooth face under an overhang. I am not sure if these important sites are recorded. However, no Aboriginal people have expressed any knowledge of their meaning. The figures appear to be of a woman with twins and symbols suggest a fertility significance. Other Wittenoom petroglyphs are portrayed in Gail Malcolm’s book, The Road to Wittenoom: a photographic journey through Wittenoom Gorge (Malcolm 2009). However, the photographs have no captions. Malcolm (2009)only comments, ‘There are scattered collections of incredible Aboriginal art, documentation of how special and important this gorge has been from time immemorial, but no-one will show you where!’
When I met the caretakers of the village at the end of Wittenoom Gorge, Vera and Umberto, I was told of a film by Lang Hancock showing burial sites in rock shelters in the gorge. The bones have long been souvenired and no contemporary Aboriginal people can recall any burials. In summary, Wittenoom Gorge is used by Aboriginal people today mainly for recreational purposes. Indigenous users are content to leave art sites alone and hope that others will do the same, although in recent years graffiti has damaged the art on the cliff face at Cathedral Pool.

Aboriginal people who have been prevented from enjoying their native title rights of hunting, gathering materials, camping, taking care of sites and conducting rituals because of pollution in Wittenoom and the Gorge may have a strong basis for legal action according to legal opinion. Flanagan (2003:12 ) states: 

It might be possible to mount an argument that the presence of asbestos at sacred sites has impinged on the ability of native title holders to use and enjoy their native title rights. If Native Title is found to survive in Wittenoom Gorge, then Aboriginal people will be within their rights in accessing the site. 

The Racial Discrimination Act is arguably likely to provide compensation as denying access to the area is affecting Aboriginal people uniquely and disproportionately. Aboriginal people would be denied the right to practice their cultural and religious activities while the effect of denying access to the Wittenoom area would not impact on non-Aboriginal people to the same extent.

The practical significance of Wittenoom Gorge in the arid surroundings of the Pilbara is the chain of year-round water holes, so well portrayed in Gail Malcolm’s photographs, including Pyramid Pool, Crossing Pool, Magazine Pool, Garden Pool, Town Pool, and Mine Pool, amongst others (Malcolm 2009). Crossing Pool is a favourite picnic place for aboriginal people and others, although the sandy shore is heavily contaminated by fibres that are disturbed by digging pits for cooking and cling to towels and clothes. I have even seen tourists on trail bikes churning up the sand.
Although many Aboriginal people are aware of the dangers of asbestos and would not go near Wittenoom, having lost members of their families through the disease, others who have survived the Wittenoom experience believe they are immune or that fibres only affect people who smoke and other similar fallacies. I have often seen families with children at the waterholes. 

Table 1. Registered Sites in the study area (see map).
	Site ID
	Access
	Site Name
	Site Type
	Coordinates
	Site No.

	6160  


	P O N
	Wittenoom Anw1
	Artefacts / Scatter
	627039mE 7536354mN

Zone 50 [Unreliable]
	P06945

	6161  


	P O N
	Wittenoom Ase1 
	Artefacts / Scatter
	627939mE 7535954mN

Zone 50 [Unreliable]
	P06946

	6162
	P O N
	Wittenoom Ase2  
	Artefacts / Scatter
	627539mE 7536304mN

Zone 50 [Unreliable]
	P06947

	6163
	P O N
	Wittenoom Ane1
	Artefacts / Scatter
	628640mE 7538655mN 

Zone 50 [Unreliable]
	P06948



	6165 


	P O N
	Wittenoom D2
	Artefacts / Scatter
	627839mE 7534154mN

Zone 50 [Unreliable]
	P06950

	6166 


	I O N
	Wittenoom Hr1
	Artefacts / Scatter
	629638mE  7532554mN Zone 50 [Unreliable]
	P06951

	6167 


	P O N
	Wittenoom E1
	Artefacts / Scatter
	630338mE 7536754mN

Zone 50 [Unreliable]
	P06952

	6168 


	P O N
	Wittenoom K2
	Artefacts / Scatter
	631538mE 7531154mN Zone 50 [Unreliable]
	P06953

	6169 


	P O N
	Wittenoom Orepass 1
	Artefacts / Scatter
	631438mE  7537454mN

Zone 50 [Unreliable]
	P06954

	6170 


	P O N
	Wittenoom Orepass 2
	Artefacts / Scatter
	631438mE 7537554mN

Zone 50 [Unreliable]
	P06955

	6171 


	P O N
	Wittenoom K1.
	Artefacts / Scatter
	632839mE 7530654mN

Zone 50 [Unreliable]
	P06956

	6172  


	P O N
	Wittenoom W1-1.
	Artefacts / Scatter
	634139mE 7530654mN

Zone 50 [Unreliable]
	P06957

	6173 


	P O N
	Wittenoom W1-2
	Artefacts / Scatter
	634139mE 7531054mN

Zone 50 [Unreliable]
	P06958

	7230 


	P O N
	New Wittenoom West
	Artefacts / Scatter
	644838mE 7536153mN

Zone 50 [Reliable]
	P05682

	11277 


	P O N
	Eastern Gorge
	Painting
	639640mE 7531655mN

Zone 50 [Unreliable]
	P00889

	11278 
 
	P O N
	Wittenoom 
	Painting 
	639640mE 7539655mN

Zone 50 [Unreliable]
	P00890


	11279

	P O N
	Kalamina Gorge
	Engraving
	646640mE 7529655mN

Zone 50 [Unreliable]
	P00891

	11576

	P O N
	Wittenoom Gorge
	Engraving
	636389mE 7530354mN Zone 50 [Unreliable]
	P00604

	12032
	P O N 
	Bee Gorge, Wittenoom
	Painting, Engraving
	629638mE 7542354mN

Zone 50 [Unreliable]
	P00102

	6043
	P C N
	Balgunji
	Ceremonial Water Source in Yampire Gorge
	Not available for closed sites
	P07090


Legend P - Permanent Register; C – Closed; O – Open; N - No restriction
The cleanup of Wittenoom Gorge 2002-2005 (from Day 2005e)

In 2000, a newspaper announced, ‘Gorge to bury its deadly past.’ The report began: 

The Wittenoom asbestos mine is to be demolished, 35 years after it was closed. Hancock Prospecting Ltd is seeking State Government support to rid the beautiful Wittenoom Gorge of a longstanding reminder of its tragic past. The company this week confirmed that it planned to remove all mine structures and the former workers’ camp.

A government statement added: ‘It should be noted that the agreement between the State Government the Hancock Group does not include the removal of asbestos tailings dumps. The issue of tailings dumps will be considered in the future by a Government Steering Committee which has been established by the Cabinet…’

The Ashburton Shire Council stated, ‘The clean up involves burying some materials on site and carting some materials off site for disposal. The process is monitored by the EPA and is conducted under strict OHS regulations. The company contracted to carry out the works is McMahons. Preliminary work has started with some buildings being deconstructed.’ 

The demolition and ‘clean up’ of the mine site did not include the barren mountains of asbestos tailings which extend for kilometres up Wittenoom Gorge. For decades the deadly blue-black crushed ore spilt down the high up the rocky cliff face from many mine shafts, building ledges where miniature railways carried the waste further and higher. When the mine was abandoned, the shafts were sealed with concrete, and now encircle the gorge like ancient tombs. While the tunnels into the ancient rock hide their secrets, the massive mountains of tailings, aided by gravity, tropical rains and dry winds, began creeping slowly along the gorge like a deadly glacier, silting up the once-deep water holes and clear creeks, towards the plains below. Around the stark white gums which survive in streams choked by asbestos, thick clusters of spidery blue fibres hang from tangled flood debris.

The Banyjima traditional owners and residents of Wittenoom townsite claim that the buried demolition material might include large amounts of Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), waste oil and batteries (Day 2005e). PCB’s were used for their insulating properties and do not degrade, accumulating in fatty tissues and so are concentrated in the food chain. They were used extensively in transformers and electrical capacitors. The Banyjima questioned whether the disposal of mine materials, including many transformers, drums and batteries was adequately supervised. They claimed that there is a threat to the water supply for Wittenoom, which is drawn from the gorge, and the Millstream aquifer which is the source of the main water supply to a number of coastal towns. No Aboriginal people appear to have been consulted before the demolition work. Cement floors of demolished buildings throughout the gorge were not removed, without determining the opinion of the traditional owners. 

Despite the many reports and inquiries into Wittenoom asbestos mining operations, the government has no plans to remove the tailings dumps. However, in April, 2003, Jon Ford the Minister for Mining and Pastoral wrote: ‘I have recently been appointed to chairman of the Western Australian Government interagency steering committee charge with recommending the strategy for the final cleanup and closure of the Wittenoom townsite and mine.’ After protests from the Banyjima people, two places were set aside on the committee for representatives of the native title claimants and the local communities. In early March, Greg Tucker attended his first meeting of the steering committee in Parliament House, Perth.

The restriction of access to the gorge and removal of the remaining buildings at the old town site is the State Government’s preferred option. Tourist maps presently warn motorists not to stop at Wittenoom and to keep their vehicle windows wound up while in the area. In late 2003, the Shire of Ashburton notified the public that the road into Wittenoom Gorge was to be closed for two years. The Shire statement added: ‘the closure is due to demolition works undertaken with regard to old asbestos mining buildings and general cleanup works in relation to sites disturbed by asbestos mining. Entry to these areas or travel in the general area is considered a health hazard.’ Although the proposal to close the sealed road into the gorge was narrowly defeated by the Ashburton Shire Council, The government policy remains ‘out of sight, out of mind.’

Useful Contacts

*Greg Tucker, Aboriginal Liaison Officer, Gumala Aboriginal Corporation, Po Box 601, Tom Price WA 6751

*Lola and Phil Young, 29 Mungara St, Tom Price, WA 6751. Telephone 08 9188 1062
Archie Tucker

Bonny Tucker, Moonah St Tom Price

Gladys Tucker, 1791 Kulai St, Tom Price WA 6751. Telephone 08 9189 1047

Ali Parker, c/- Pilbara Native Title Service, Karatha, WA 6718 Mobile 0427 196 924

*Johnny Parker, c/- PNTS, Tom Price, WA 6751

Wayne Stevens, Gurama Aboriginal Corporation, Tom Price.

*Natalie Parker, Youngaleena Community

Tim Parker, Youngaleena Community
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