Nyiyaparli Assessment of the Significance of Archaeological Sites

Traditionally, Nyiyaparli people must ask neighbouring language group landowners for permission to enter or use their land. The Nyiyaparli therefore expect mining companies to do the same before using Nyiyaparli land. Heritage surveys are seen as recognition of this etiquette. In return for the Nyiyaparli locating heritage sites, they expect the mining companies to look after those sites.

The flagging of sites is imbued with additional political significance because, as Gordon Yuline states, “We had no rights over our land until native title”. Prior to the Mabo decision in 1992, mining companies did not need to consult with traditional owners. Gordon Yuline has previously said “We are happy to see mining give work and training to our young people. At the moment they got nothing to do. It is a good thing what is happening now. It’s up to [the mining company] to look after [the sites] — we give them the responsibility to look after [them]”.

All sites, whether archaeological, ethnographic or historical provide a link to the ancestors and the creation spirits. Although the pastoral era was at times brutal, the links to the past as revealed in the landscape were rarely broken. People stayed on their land and the significant physical features of the landscape remained intact. 

Today, mining is vastly changing the landscape, to the extent that David Stock comments sadly that he “couldn’t recognise” the country and he feels as though his memory of the landscape is being “wiped out”. The elders are concerned that there will be nothing left of the country as they have known it to show the younger generation. Identifying and protecting sites provides some assurance of a continuing link with the past.

Tindale (1974:252) defines Niabali [Nyiyaparli] country as:
Headwaters of the Oakover and Davis Rivers above their junction; middle waters of the Fortescue River; northwest to Roy Hill; on Weedi Wolli [sic – Weeli Wolli] north of the Ophthalmia Range; east to Talawana. In about 1890, pressure by the Kartudjara forced the Niabali to retreat from the northern vicinity of Savory Creek to a boundary on the headwaters of the Jiggalong Creek. The Niabali are closely related to the Bailgu with whom they are becoming much mixed.
Brown (1987:14) describes the Niabali [sic] and their western boundary as follows:
At the eastern end on the plateau were the Niabali and the central plateau was Pandjima territory (Fig.3). The boundary between the two groups lay west of Weeli Wolli Creek. Brandenstein (1967:2) notes that this was also a linguistic boundary, as Niabali is the westernmost member of the large Western Desert group of languages, and Pandjima belongs to the Pilbara Tablelands linguistic group. Recent information indicates that this boundary area was transitional rather than clearly demarcated, and that both bordering groups recognised a joint ownership of the area and its resources. 
The relationship between language and country is important to Nyiyaparli people. As Gordon Yuline says, “language was there already”, explaining that when the world was created the languages were associated with each country “like Chinese or Japanese”. This view is common among Aboriginal groups (see Rumsey 1989). While songs and rituals may be exchanged or given to another tribe, for Nyiyaparli there is a connection between language and country. They successfully maintain their laws and customs amongst other language groups in a Central Pilbara culture block that Gordon Yuline describes as “Different language groups — one law, one culture”.

The ethnographic survey team also inspected an arrangement of stones in the shape of a cross and discussed its possible significance. The Nyiyaparli consultants did not consider the stone arrangement to be of Aboriginal origin and did not associate this type of stone arrangement with any known Aboriginal activity.

However, on his return from Newman after the visit to the arrangement, Alan Charles claimed he had been told by Martu friends that the stone arrangement should be recorded as an Aboriginal site. The anonymous advisors told him that there were similar stones “lined up” near the Canning Stock Route that were left by “two marban men walking around the country, making the country safe”. Alan added, “Long time ago nothing written down, they make a mark” and he suggested that the stones in the cross arrangement had been carried “from a long way”. 

However, Alan was the only dissenting voice and his advisors were not witnesses to the inspection of the stone arrangement the previous day. Although the dissenting opinion is noted, the majority view was that the stone cross is not an Aboriginal site, but is worthy of further study as it may have historical significance. For this reason, it is recommended that the stone arrangement should be avoided during the drilling program.
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