In the early 1960s, there was an invitation from a Larrakia traditional leader asking through message stick for people from outside of Larrakia (that is, NE Arnhemland, Central Australia, SE Arnhem, Central Arnhem, Wadeye, Peppimenarti, Daly River, even the WA border) to come into Darwin and have a big Gunabibi ceremony. 

This is a ceremony of rite of passage, initiation, discipline & respect for young men and women as they enter adulthood.

The request was for support Larrakia traditional ceremonial leader because he had seen that something was going to happen to Darwin, that it would continue to grow very big, and into a city. His idea at the time was to make a last and final ceremony, and that area should be kept as an historical place of importance, that is a sacred site. This is because people gathered from all over, to support this traditional leader who was fulfilling his commitment to ancient customary law, in the sense of protection of the land. He recognized that as Darwin was growing so rapidly, ceremonies (the coming together of the tribes for important business) would very soon cease to be possible in the Larrakia lands.

The message stick progressed from Darwin to Adelaide River, Pine Creek, Katherine, Mataranka, Elliott, Tennant Creek, Ali Curung, Ti Tree, Alice Springs, other Central Australian communities in the Pitjantjatjara lands, Walbiri lands, Arrernte lands etc., then to Ngukurr, Borroloola, and then to the Daly River region. The message reached the people and they travelled by foot to Darwin; for some, it took a period of three months or maybe more.

The people involved in from North East Arnhem include:

Dayngumbu – elderly Gumatj leader.

Mungurrawuy – is James Galarrwuy Yunupingu’s younger father, and he is Dayngumbu Yunupingu’s brother.

Burunggurr – the main Gunabibi boomerang singer

Djirrigulu – boomerang singer

Dawidi – boomerang singer

Roy Rraywala - Djunggaya (caretaker for Gunabibi boomerang singers)

Ray Banakaka – boomerang singer

Rringadjun and Rrangmirr (brothers; both passed away en route, between Darwin and Milingimbi; they tried to help the Larrakia traditional leader)

Walipurru (known as Blue Jean)

Djarrkadam – Barangga woman

Garritjimarra – later went back to Ramingining

Makultja – later, police tracker, Galiwin’ku

Gatji – later, police tracker, Galiwin’ku

Djadjuwuy – public bus driver, later, pearler with Paspaley

Balarra – his song was in the movie Jedda

Milngamuru – later married to a Larrakia woman, and had children

Dayngumbu - later married to a Larrakia woman

Nancy Djindjiniya 

Djarrnginy – married to Robert Wukuwuku of Maningrida

Ngurrmili 

Bayabaya 

The above names are all deceased.

The names of the people from all the other communities are now not known.

Now in that respect, some new generation Larrakia people are saying they want to build a business on that sacred land. They have a right to do that, but other people want that sacred area to be protected, so that it can continue to belong to Aboriginal people as an appropriate ceremonial place.

When the invitation was made by the Larrakia leader in the 1960s, for the Gunabibi ceremony, there were other ceremonies occurring at the same time among the local tribes in the greater Darwin area such as Brinkin, Malak Malak, Larrakia. But Gunabibi was a special invitation across the whole Northern Territory. 

This submission does not seek to defend any one party over another, but to tell the story, and give the current issue on potential development some historical context. 

We Aboriginal people need to stand together as a nation and help each other in this kind of circumstance, to protect the old ceremonial areas so that they remain part of our culture and remain as historical sacred sites now and for future generations. We are living in a modern society, and we know that there is always pressure for development of land, even by Aboriginal people who may have a right to do so … We outside people also have an interest through the ceremonial issues. We need to talk with someone who is a Larrakia leader to resolve this together. We could see if there could be a memorial erected there to show the historical and ceremonial importance of the site.
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