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boriginal place names fasci­
nate people. They see a name 
on a signpost and hare off to 

their local library to find out its mean­
ing. If successful it may describe a top­
ographical feature, or be a flowery 
descriptive phrase, or even express 
anabstract idea. This makes the lin­
guist wonder how such meanings have 
been derived. How does one point to 
‘peace’ for example.

W ith increasing databases and dic­
tionaries o f place names compiled as a 
result o f linguistic, historical or anthro­
pological research, it is worth looking 
deeper into the correct derivation o f 
the name.

Place names encapsulate many 
other characteristics o f the local lan­
guage. Remember that Australia at tire 
time o f setdement was a continent 
peopled by nations o f probably 250  
language groups who did not under­
stand each other and had different at- 
timdes to life, in the way that Europe 
is a conglomerate o f different peoples. 
Even Captain Cook experienced dif­
ferences in language when his word 
for the black Cape York kangaroo gan - 
guru. in Guugu Yimthirr was not un­
derstood by the Dharawal people o f 
Botany Bay. Many o f the languages o f 
Cook’s time have disappeared so that 
place names may be one o f the few 
indicators o f the sound system, word 
structure or grammar o f die language.

Aboriginal languages have differ­
ent sounds to English, causing diffi­
culties for the explorer or surveyor 
trying to record them. As there was no 
difference between k/g, p/b or t/d, the 
same word may be written with a k, a 
g  or even a c. However there were dif­

ferences between the four n sounds as 
to where they were pronounced and 
whether the tongue was behind the 
teeth, through the teeth, curled back 
or flat against the roof o f the mouth. 
An initial ng'is common in many lan­
guages, but not in European languag­
es where it may be heard and written 
as an n. As a consequence, most Abo­
riginal place names have been so dis­
torted by the Anglicised spelling that it 
is difficult to ascertain the correct word 
and its ending. For example, Ngudy- 
um buny  became Woodenbong, 
Brewarrina came from burrii Acacia 
pendula and warinna  standing.

People remark about the up towns 
o f South-Western, Western Australia 
or the frequency o f on g  endings in the 
Southern N SW  towns. This demon­
strates the importance o f suffixes in the 
grammatical systems. Instead o f a 
preposition and a noun as in English, 
Aboriginal languages have word stem 
plus suffixes to show location, direc­
tion and the grammatical case, similar 
to noun declensions in Latin. ITie loc­
ative ending meaning at, in  or on 
something is often translated as p la te 
of. In die same way verbs and their 
auxiliaries show person, tense, 
number, or aspect through suffixes or 
even prefixes in some northern lan­
guages.

A  common suffix signifies having 
a characteristic. In NSW , Gilgandra is 
on the border o f Wiradjuri and Ngi- 
yampaa countries. It has the Wiradju­
ri dm  ending corresponding to dburi 
or djuri meaning havin g  and not the 
bon e ending from p u w a n  which 
means havin g  in Ngiyampaa words 
like Gulargambone.

Recendy on the radio program 
Australia All Over there was discussion 
and speculation as to the reason for 
the doubled place names, such as 
Grong Grong or Goonoo Goonoo, 
(one enthusiast had collected more 
than 120 o f these). Reduplication is a 
common feature o f Aboriginal gram­
mar. Depending on the language it 
can express intensity, diminution, un­
reality or more likely plurality and 
widespread distribution. Hence, wag- 
ga n  is a crow and Wagga Wagga, 
many crows.

Place names may also reflea the 
spiritual life o f the people. Some are 
named after the activities (including 
bodily functions) o f the ancestral be­
ings who roamed the country in the 
Dreaming. Hence, many N SW  
names incorporate g u m  or excrement 
in their names, this being abundant at 
Goonoo Goonoo and Coonamble, 
g in a  plus bil meaning plenty of.

There is increasing academic in­
terest in the origin and correct rep­
resentation o f  Aboriginal place 
names. In projects, such as the one 
carried out in the Flinders Ranges, 
teams comprising linguists and car­
tographers are led by the Aborigi­
nal elders who explain their country 
and teach the origins o f the place 
names. Government guidelines for 
new names give preference to Abo­
riginal names. Names may be 
changed from the European to the 
Aboriginal, so that Ayers Rock is 
now Uluru. Aboriginal names have 
even been chosen for features on 
the planet Venus as a gesture to the 
International Year o f the W o rld ’s 
Indigenous Peoples.
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Bound volumes or single 
issues 1840 to 1980, 
including major overseas 
titles (eg. London Tim es]

Also popular MAGAZINES 
(e.g. Life, Look, W om en's  

Weekly, etc.) to 1970
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B risb a n e  C ity Council
Tender Document

Tenders have closed for the “SUPPLY, 
INSTALLATIO N AND MAINTENANCE 
OF LIBRARY AUTOMATION SYSTEM” 
and the te n d e r d o cu m e n t is now  
available fo r sale at the reduced price of 
$100.00, postage included. Send order 
plus cheque to: B risbane City Council 
Library Services Library A dm inistration 
Headquarters 76-86 C om m ercia l Road 
Fortitude Valley OLD 4006.
Or if you wish to collect and 
pay fo r your copy in person 
p le a s e  te le p h o n e  
(07) 253 5644. Brisbane City

LIB R A R Y  PERSO N N EL 
C O N SULTA N TS

Experienced and qualified library staff 
available for temporary and permanent 
positions - all sectors, all levels.

FREELANCE LIBR ARY & 
IN FOR M ATION  SERVICES P/L

27 Kasouka Rd, Camberwell 
Victoria, 3124
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