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1.0 Aboriginal cultural values for natural and physical 
environments   
 
The Rocks Precinct, Sydney Harbour is part of a larger Gadigal landscape (see 
Map 1, Attenbrow 2010:23) with a vibrant story waiting to be told and shared with 
a much wider audience.  This Precinct only makes sense in an Aboriginal cultural 
context when it is considered as part of an entity with semi-permeable boundaries 
and ever expanding spheres of influence and meaning. This perspective can be 
represented by a series of concentric circles that symbolize interconnected 
political, linguistic and social, stories of landscape and journeys (see Figure 1). 
 
2009 appears to have been a watershed of new Sydney Aboriginal histories.  Kate 
Challis wrote Tales of Sydney Cove (2000) based on the diaries of First Fleet 
naval officers in an effort to bring the first years of the colony to life.  Heather 
Goodall and Allison Cadzow traced the history of Aboriginal people along the 
Georges River from early white settlement to the present in their book Rivers and 
Resilience (2009).  This book tells stories adaptation, thriving and surviving in the 
margins of south-western Sydney and begins to populate Sydney with Aboriginal 
people in the periods when other observers described them as disappearing.  
Grace Karskens book The Colony, a history of early Sydney (2009) gives space 
and depth of research and analysis throughout this monograph to exploring the 
experiences of Aboriginal people as Sydney was settled by European colonists.  
In 2010 Attenbrow updated Sydney’s Aboriginal Past to draw on the latest 
historical, archaeological, geological, environmental and linguistic research, as 
well as the oral evidence of present-day Aboriginal people.  The work of Paul Irish 
has yet to be seen (July 2016 exhibition) but promises to further enhance our 
understanding of the histories of contemporary Sydney Aboriginal people.  These 
resources, along with the many Aboriginal autobiographies that have been 
published (for example The Wander of it all by Gloria Ardler, a La Perouse 
woman) may be tapped to provide an understanding of late nineteenth and 
twentieth century Sydney Aboriginal people.  This newly available information 
informs this Aboriginal cultural heritage overview by linking early contact histories 
made available by the First Fleet recorders and the current generations of Sydney 
Aboriginal people.  This will inform Aboriginal cultural heritage management in 
The Rocks by supporting accurate and appropriate local Aboriginal interpretation 
media. 
 
There are Aboriginal cultural values which permeate every consideration of 
natural and physical environments: 
 
1.1 Physical Environments 

 A flood separated the countries of the world 
 
One time all the land in the world was joined up in one big country.  The big 
flood came and the world was covered.  As the water began to go down, 
the streams and currents of water divided the land up into islands. 
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There was only one people left on one of these islands.  It might have been 
that country called Africa.  These people were cut off, living on that island.  
Those people were great throwers of the boomerang.  They could throw 
their boomerangs into the sky until they went out of sight.  They were hard 
throwers in those times. 
 
One man was throwing his boomerang in that country.  He threw it hard 
and far.  It travelled into the sky, away out of sight.  The boomerang flew 
and hit a tree in the country of Australia.  That tree was near the beach at 
Middle Head, down from Macksville. 
 
“Oh”, those people in the island cried.  “There’s land over there.” But they 
didn’t know how to get back to this country. 
 
Then a little boy started to cry.  He was crying and crying and crying.  All 
his people tried to give him a witchetty grub, honey, paddy-melon, carpet-
snake, wallaby.  All kinds of tucker they brought to him.  But the little boy 
would take that tucker and throw it away and go on crying and crying. 
 
The little boy’s brother in law, Ngudgeegullum, came along.  He brought 
with him a dungirr, a koala bear.  He said to the little boy, “Do you want 
this?” 
 
“Ngee!” said the little boy. 
 
The brother-in-law took the bear and killed it.  He opened it up and took out 
the guts.  Then he took the intestines and threw them at the boy and hit him 
in the stomach with them. 
 
“Yaree, jagurr, yarngoo yarri”, said the boy.  “I’m going down to the beach 
now”.  He took the koala bear’s intestines down to the beach and started to 
blow them up with his mouth. 
 
“Yes, that’s right”, said his brother-in-law.  The little boy started to laugh 
then. 
 
Those intestines started to go right up into the sky.  The little boy blew into 
them, boombi, we call them.  They began to curve over the sky and make a 
bridge. 
 
All those people, those tribes on the island, started to walk across on that 
bridge.  Ngudgeegullum, the brother-in-law, went first and the little boy 
followed him.  As they walked across the bridge, Ngudgeedullum kept 
saying, “I’ll cut it off now! I’ll cut it off!” He wanted to cut the bridge with his 
stone-axe. 
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But the little boy said, “Don’t do that! Wait until we are all over there.” 
 
When all the people landed on the beach at Middle Head- that’s where the 
bridge ended when it came across the sky- Ngudgeegullum cut it off with 
his stone tomahawk.  “Now,” he said, “you can float away.  I don’t want to 
see you any more.  Now you can turn into a rainbow.” So the bridge turned 
into a rainbow and floated away. 
 
There was no sea at that time.  It was just calm water.  “Now”, said 
Nudgeegullum to the water, “you’ve got to chase me now.” The water 
started to roll.  It started to roll into the beach in big waves.  Nudgeegullum 
ran up and down the beach crying out, “come on! Chase me!” The water, it 
rolled and it rolled, trying to chase Ngudgeegullum.  That’s how the sea 
started.  That’s how it is today. 
 
“Now,” said Nudgeegullum to the little boy, “you must turn into the koala 
bear and I must turn into the native cat.  Our names are dungirr and 
barnjull.” So these two turned into the koala bear and native cat. 
 
Then all the people who landed at that place split into different tribes.  They 
went to different rivers. 
 
That’s why the tribes talk different languages all over Australia. 
(Robinson 1965: 30-2).1   
 

Physical environments are valued in multiple ways and have multiple categories of 
meaning: All physical entities are imbued with a spirit, beyond, but not exclusive 
to, any other purpose that they may have for Aboriginal people.  Physical 
environments and their elements feature in teaching stories told to children and 
adults. Every landscape feature provides reminders of a story that gives multi-
level teachings for those who have the story.  Stories also necessitate 
cooperation, promoting social cohesion, because no one person or group is given 
the whole of a story. 
 
The above story describes the journeys undertaken by some of the first ancestral 
beings to visit the continent of what became known as Australia, the wise and 
philosophical koala, from far off Africa to land eventually at Middle Beach, 
Macksville.  In other versions of this story people arrive at the Shoalhaven River  

                                                
1 There are different versions of this story from South Australia (David Unaipon 2001:189-209, 220-222), 
the Illawarra (Mathews1994:10).and this story from Ngumbarr man James McGrath who was living in 
Redfern in the 1960s working for the Department of Railways when he met Roland Robinson.  He told 
Robinson “My mother belonged to the Gumbangirr tribe on the Clarence River.  My father was a Ngumbarr, 
he belonged to the tribe at Port Macquarie.  Look, you see these tribal marks on my chest.  They were given 
to me when I was put through the rules of the tribe.  They are the marks of my totem, the crab totem”. 
 



Aboriginal Cultural Heritage 
Landscape Overview and Management Recommendations for The Rocks June 2016 

Report prepared by Kath Schilling and Dr Sue Wesson  7 

 



Aboriginal Cultural Heritage 
Landscape Overview and Management Recommendations for The Rocks June 2016 

Report prepared by Kath Schilling and Dr Sue Wesson  8 

 



Aboriginal Cultural Heritage 
Landscape Overview and Management Recommendations for The Rocks June 2016 

Report prepared by Kath Schilling and Dr Sue Wesson  9 

from islands to the north by canoe.  Thus Aboriginal people are taught respect for 
their physical environments and understanding of geological events, like the 
effects of glaciation and the formation of rivers and mountain ranges. 
 
The records from other parts of Australia demonstrate that all notable landscape 
features (such as promontories in the course of a river) were named and valued 
for the resources that they provided spiritually, as well as for natural and physical 
resources.  Names may describe the characteristics of the resource.  For example 
Burramattagal (Parramatta) means ‘place where the eels lie down’ (Troy 1994:23).  
The key features that would have been named within The Rocks precinct are the 
high points of land, the promontory which housed the Observatory (Tarra), the 
whole promontory (Tarra-wal-lo-dah), the Tank Stream, Sydney Cove (Warran), 
Cockle Bay/Darling Harbour (Go-mo-ra or Tumbulong), McMahons Point, Milson’s 
Point/Kirribilli (Kiarabilli), Goat Island (Me-mel) and Balmain (see maps 2 and 2a). 
 
Talla-wo-la-dah (The Rocks peninsula) was described by Collins in 1798 and 
comprised long sandstone ledges and lintels of Hawkesbury sandstone with two 
rocky knolls, 15 metres high at Coodye (Millers Point) and rising up to 40 metres 
at what became Observatory Hill.  The Tank Stream flowed from these high points 
east into War-ran (Sydney Cove) and is likely to have been the only permanent 
watercourse in the immediate area (Godden Mackay Logan 2001: 12).  A camp 
site has been found (at Angel Place) and excavated adjacent to the Tank Stream 
watercourse yielding stone artefacts and shell remains suggesting that the area 
was used as a campsite which included stone tool manufacture (Godden Mackay 
Logan 2001: 17).    
 
1.2 Natural Environments 
Natural environments are valued in multiple ways: All natural entities are imbued 
with a spirit beyond, but not exclusive to, any other purpose that they may have 
for Aboriginal people.  Natural environments and their elements feature in 
teaching stories told to children and adults. Thus Aboriginal people respect and 
understand their natural environments.  Many of these stories, including The 
dianella berry (featuring the blue flax-lily and the white-browed tree-creeper, an 
East Coast story) and The first gymea or gigantic lily (a Georges River story) were 
recorded by C.W. Peck in two publications (1925, 1933). 
 
Sandstone hill slopes of the shores of Port Jackson most likely comprised open 
woodland of blackbutt (E. pilularis), red bloodwood (E. gummifera), Sydney 
peppermint (E. piperataI), and Angophora costata.  Where streams drained into 
the harbor, such as the Tank Stream at Woggan-ma-gule (Farm Cove) and at  
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Map 2  Aboriginal Cultural Heritage at Port Jackson 
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Map 2a Aboriginal Cultural Heritage at Port Jackson detail  
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Notes to accompany maps 2 and 2a 
 
Camp sites 
1815  The Domain 
1820  The Brickfields 
1820  North Rocks 
1822  Elizabeth Bay 
1832  Botany Bay 
1833  Point Piper 
1833  Rushcutter’s Bay 
1833-83 Rose Bay 
1833-45 Double Bay 
1837  Darling Point 
1837  Concord 
1837  Duck River 
1854-  Prince Alfred Park (throughout 1800s) 
1881-3 Circular Quay 
1883  Balls Head 
1883-6 Lavender Bay 
1890  Waterloo 
1890  Alexandria 
1893  Salt Pan Creek 
 
Post-contact burial sites 
1789  Government House garden (Arabanoo) 
1805  Brickfields (Gurrooee) 
1821  Ryde (Nanbarry) 
1828  Rose Bay (Bungaree) 
1836  Central station site 
1854  Botany (Mahroot) 
1858  Rose Bay (Kaaroo, Cora Gooseberry) 
  Farm Cove 
 
Ceremonial Sites 
1795  Farm Cove initiation 
  Hyde Park battle ground 
  Botanical Gardens 
1824  Sydney Cove gathering 
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Tumbulong (Cockle Bay), mudflats backed by a swamp forest of Grey She-oak 
(Casuarina glauca) and Swamp Mahogany (E. robusta) occurred.  A broad 
swampy basin at the headwaters of the Tank Stream extended between what is 
now Market and Parks Street.  Other swamps and mudflats at the mouth of  
Tumbulong (Cockle Bay) would have provided a rich variety of food and plant 
resources, including shellfish, birds, tubers, ferns and other plants used for tools 
and utensils.  There would also have been flowers, fruit and nectar as food 
sources, seeds and feathers for decoration, wood bark, vegetable fibre, plant 
gum, animal skins and tendons and bone processed to make containers, shelter, 
fishing gear and blankets Gooden Mackay Logan 2001: 13). 
 
1.3 Land and seascapes 

As the tribes moved and dispersed across the vast continent, water 
became essential for survival in areas where vegetation was exceedingly 
sparse and dry.  It is not surprising that legends telling of the creation of 
waterholes, soaks and rivers receive a great deal of attention and are well 
remembered by succeeding generations.  On Australia’s small offshore 
islands, varying explanations are given for the separation from the 
mainland.  The Djankawu brother, when on Elcho Island tripped and 
accidentally pushed his stick into the sand, causing the sea to rush in; and 
on Mornington Island, in the Gulf of Carpentaria, legends tell of the seagull 
woman Garnguur, who formed the channels separating the islands from the 
mainland by dragging her raft backwards and forwards across what was 
then a peninsula.  The people of central Arnhem Land believe the narrow 
seas between Milingimbi in the Crocodile Islands and the mainland were 
formed by the Creation Shark, who went on to form the land at the place 
now known as Nangalala. (Isaacs 1982: 108) 
 

Land and seascapes are important platforms of creation and teaching stories: All 
landscape features are elements in stories of heroic Ancestral Beings that created 
each part of the landscape.  Within the belief system of Aboriginal people, a 
songline, also called dreaming track, is one of the paths across the land (or 
sometimes the sky) which mark the route followed by localised 'creator-beings' 
during the Dreaming. The paths of the songlines are recorded in traditional songs, 
stories, dance, and painting2. Although the stories of The Rocks are not now 
known, for millennia they would have served to keep the country, its physical 
features, people, plants and animals strong and in a meaningful relationship to 
one another.    
 
Gadigal people would have used the high ground at Tarra, which later became an 
observatory, to keep a look out for schools of fish, whales which may beach and 
provide a multi-day feast, friendly and unfriendly visitors and the return of family 
members after an expedition for fishing, trading or otherwise visiting. The lookout 
at Tarra gave views onto Balmain, Me-mel (Goat Island), Manns Point, 
Greenwich, Balls Head, McMahons Point, Kiarabilli (Milson’s Point, Kirribilli), 
                                                
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Songline 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indigenous_Australians
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dreaming_(spirituality)
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Booragy (Bradley’s Head), Tu-bow-gule (Bennelong Point) and Moring 
(Vaucluse). 
 
 
1.4 Landscape of the last glacial maximum   
The physical landscape of the Sydney basin contains prehistoric shorelines and 
geographical features beneath its bays, they in turn provided sustenance and 
stories of heroic Ancestral Beings at the time of peak glaciation during the ice 
ages.    
 
Around 17,000-18,000 BP (before present) the sea level was at its lowest, Port 
Jackson was a deep river valley and the coast was around 15 km further east of 
the Heads. ‘An unquantifiable number of the earlier sites of Aboriginal occupation, 
focused on the fresh water streams of the now drowned river valley have been 
lost’ (Godden Mackay Logan 2002: 13). 
 
1.5 Land as the source  
In Aboriginal cultural understandings the land teaches and provides everything; all 
resources for spiritual frameworks, for language and for political relationships 
(which are maintained through trade, resource sharing, intermarriage and 
common alliances or enmities), artefact manufacture, foods, medicines, items for 
play, items for adornment, items for artworks (barks, ochres, pecking tools) and 
teaching tools.    
 
1.6 Engravings 
The Sydney basin is rich in sandstone rock platforms and shelters where 
engravings were created by Aboriginal artists which served a multitude of 
purposes (see Map 2).  These engravings have been identified as increase sites 
(to promote the health of a particular plant or animal), initiation sites (in which 
older children made the ceremonial step into the responsibilities of adulthood), 
culture-hero/heroine sites (in which the significance of heroic Ancestral Beings are 
celebrated) and astronomical sites (in which the stories of ancestral Star Beings 
are celebrated).    It is likely that the engraving sites had and continue to have a 
multitude of purposes. 
 
1.6.1 Physical and documentary evidence of engravings 
The Sydney engravings are part of a regional style that stretches from the 
southern rim of the Hunter Valley in the north, to the Woronora Plateau in the 
south, and as far west as the Blue Mountains.  The most detailed early account of 
Sydney engravings was written by Governor Phillip in a 1788 letter: 
 

In Botany Bay, Port Jackson, and Broken Bay we frequently saw the figures 
of men, shields, and fish roughly cut on the rocks; and on the top of a 
mountain I saw the figure of a man in the attitude they put themselves in 
when they are going to dance, which was much better done than I had seen 
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before, and the figure of a large lizard was sufficiently well executed to 
satisfy every one what animal was meant.3 

 
In 1847 George French Angus inspected Camp Cove, Point Piper, ‘Mossman’s 
Bay’, Georges Head, Middle Harbour, Lane Cove, North Head, ‘South Reef 
Promontory’ and ‘Port Aiken’ (Port Hacking) and observed: 
 

 … I refer to their carvings in outline, cut into the surface of flat rocks in the 
neighbourhood, and especially on the summits of various promontories 
about the harbours of the coast.  Although these carvings exist in 
considerable numbers, covering all the flat rocks upon many of the 
headlands overlooking the water … After examining the flat rocks in every 
direction, we found sufficient examples of these singular outlines to confirm 
at once the opinion that they were executed by the aboriginal inhabitants; 
but at what period is quite uncertain.4 

 
Angas listed a number of engraved subjects including kangaroos, possums, 
sharks, shields, boomerangs, dancing men, birds, gliders, black swans, and fish.  
Attenbrow’s 2001 analysis of Sydney engraving and pigmented sites found 840 
open rock platforms and 875 rock shelters (Attenbrow 2010: 146).  An purported 
engraving of a whale at Dawes Point (NPWS Site No. 45-6-30) by Sadlier in 1888 
was assumed to have been destroyed by the construction of the Dawes Point 
Battery or the Harbour Bridge construction (Godden Mackay Logan 2002: 15).  
However recent analysis suggests that this site was at Miller’s Point. 
 
1.6.2 Intangible evidence 

 In Aboriginal societies, all aspects of life were, and still are in many parts of 
Australia, intimately associated with religious beliefs and practices; living 
arrangements, relationships between people of both sexes, relationships 
between people and the natural environment, food collecting, hunting, and 
foods that can be eaten, as well as designs on implements and weapons, 
and body adornment.  Primary religious themes revolve around fertility (of 
humans, animal and plant species) and rites of passage, particularly the 
onset of puberty and death.  Spiritual beliefs and religion are expressed 
through stories (myth) and ritual, both of which belong to the Dreaming, 
and are associated with song, dance, music and emblematic 
representations.5 

 
In 1844 Angas interviewed Kaaroo (aka Cora Gooseberry) from her camp at 
Camp Cove, South Head about the relationship between initiation ceremonies and 
engraved figures.  She told Angas that no-one lived on the engraving sites due to 
the presence of supernatural beings (‘Too much dibble-dibble walk about’) and 
that spiritual dances, fights and non-religious dances were held on these areas.  

                                                
3 Phillip 1892:135 in Attenbrow 2010: 146. 
4 Angas 1847 in Attenbrow ibid. 
5 Attenbrow 2010: 127 in which she refers to Berndt 1974. 
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Late nineteenth century researchers RH Mathews, Robert Etheridge jnr and WD 
Campbell reasoned that because there is a similarity between the depictions of 
figures in engravings and those sculpted on initiation grounds, the engravings are 
likely to be associated with initiation activities.  In 1930 Port Stephens elders, 
including a karadji, told Enright and Elkin that certain engraved figures in the 
Upper Macdonald River valley had totemic, ritual and mythical meanings.  The 
large range of engraved figures has been correlated by recent archaeologists with 
ancestral beings, people associated with initiation ceremonies and other 
supernatural beings (Attenbrow 2010: 134-5). 
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2. Issues and gaps identified within The Rocks Heritage 
Management Plan (2002, 2006, 2009) 

 
2.1 Archaeological interpretation 
The writers of the report equate Aboriginal cultural heritage with archaeological 
evidence of occupation and its interpretation (page 8).  This is only a small fraction 
of Aboriginal cultural heritage which includes a complex of spiritual expressions 
and interpretations, social and political connections, and physical cultures around 
resource use and interpretation and the valuing and meaning within physical 
landscapes. 
 
Positive approach to address 
Present Aboriginal cultural heritage as a living culture having a rich heritage of 
aspects for body, mind and spirit.  Present archaeological evidence as one of 
many ways in which to access aspects of tangible Aboriginal culture. 
 
2.2 Meaning of archaeological finds 
The statement on page 9 ‘Such remains, as may be unearthed in the future, would 
be of major importance to the Aboriginal community of Sydney as a symbol of 
their survival’ this suggests that Sydney Aboriginal people only know that they 
have survived when archaeological finds are made.  This makes no sense. 
 
Positive approach to address 
Replace with the statement; Such remains as may be unearthed in the future will 
add to the sparse archaeological record of Aboriginal occupation at The Rocks 
and as such will be valued by the Sydney Aboriginal community as symbolic of 
their continuous occupation. 
 
2.3 Paucity of Sydney Aboriginal histories 
The sentence ‘these later histories and experiences are poorly understood and 
little researched but contribute to the value placed on the area by the Aboriginal 
community by exemplifying their adaptability, maintenance of cultural identity and 
association with the place.’ (page 9) This statement does not acknowledge the 
excellent research work of Goodall and Cadzow (2009), Attenbrow (2010), 
Karskens (2009) and Challis (2000) most of which succeeded the report. 
 
Positive approach to address – Rethinking and changing views on 
Aboriginal culture 
2009 appears to have been a watershed of new Sydney Aboriginal histories.  Kate 
Challis wrote Tales of Sydney Cove (2000) based on the diaries of First Fleet 
naval officers in an effort to bring the first years of the colony to life.  Heather 
Goodall and Allison Cadzow traced the history of Aboriginal people along the 
Georges River from early white settlement to the present in their book Rivers and 
Resilience (2009).  This book tells stories adaptation, thriving and surviving in the 
margins of south-western Sydney and begins to populate Sydney with Aboriginal 
people in the periods when other observers described them as disappearing.  



Aboriginal Cultural Heritage 
Landscape Overview and Management Recommendations for The Rocks June 2016 

Report prepared by Kath Schilling and Dr Sue Wesson  18 

Grace Karskens book The Colony, a history of early Sydney (2009) gives space 
and depth of research and analysis throughout this monograph to exploring the 
experiences of Aboriginal people as Sydney was settled by European colonists.  
In 2010 Attenbrow updated Sydney’s Aboriginal Past to draw on the latest 
historical, archaeological, geological, environmental and linguistic research, as 
well as the oral evidence of present-day Aboriginal people.  The work of Paul Irish 
has yet to be seen (July 2016 exhibition) but promises to further enhance our 
understanding of the histories of contemporary Sydney Aboriginal people.  These 
resources, along with the many Aboriginal autobiographies that have been 
published (for example The Wander of it all by Gloria Ardler, a La Perouse 
woman) may be tapped to provide an understanding of late nineteenth and 
twentieth century Sydney Aboriginal people.  This newly available information 
informs this Aboriginal cultural heritage overview by linking early contact histories 
made available by the First Fleet recorders with the current generations of Sydney 
Aboriginal people.  This will inform Aboriginal cultural heritage management in 
The Rocks by supporting accurate and appropriate local Aboriginal interpretation 
media. 

 
2.4 Valuing landscapes 
The sentence ‘The prehistory of The Rocks, as established to date, indicates that 
Aborigines, while using the area, did not find it as hospitable as nearby harbour 
bays and rivers.’ (page 9) This claim is ethnocentric and reflects the cultural 
values of the authors, having presumably, a European ancestry.  As we will show 
throughout this report, Aboriginal people do not value or judge landscapes as 
good or bad in the same ways as European-Australians.  

 
Positive approach to address 
Stress that The Rocks precinct was one a range of environments available to the 
Gadigal and that it was likely used for a range of purposes, including as a lookout 
post.  Also that landscapes have spiritual significance for Aboriginal people as 
mythical story places, as travel routes, as ceremonial sites, as places of harvest, 
as places imbued with historical events and so on.  The meaning of landscapes is 
further affected by and interpreted through age, gender, social role, political 
affiliation and the culture of the observer.  
 
2.5 The Rocks as an isolated social construct 
The report does not acknowledge that The Rocks, as a social construct of a 
physical place, is an artificial entity within the Aboriginal cultural heritage context.  
As a construct it is useful for the control bodies that manage it, but it is unhelpful 
to attempt to interpret Aboriginal cultural heritage solely within its boundary. 
 
Positive approach to address 
Stress that The Rocks precinct cannot be usefully considered in isolation but as a 
facet of Gadigal country relating to spiritual stories that connect it with other 
places in the landscape beyond the entity now known as The Rocks.  Also that 
landscapes have spiritual significance for Aboriginal people as mythical story 
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places, as travel routes, as ceremonial sites, as places of harvest, as places 
imbued with historical events and so on.  The meaning of landscapes is further 
affected by and interpreted through age, gender, social role, political affiliation and 
culture of the observer.  
 
2.6 Cultural continuity 
The report makes no mention of the continuity of Aboriginal culture between the 
people met by the first colonists and contemporary Aboriginal Australians.  
Furthermore, many of the Aboriginal people met by the first colonists have 
descendants who live in the Sydney region today.  Archaeology has a tendency to 
consider Aboriginal shell middens and the artefacts found within them in isolation 
from contemporary Aboriginal people of the region.  Sydney Aboriginal families 
know their stories and have passed them down, linking the stories and people 
who met Captain Cook and later the First Fleet with the knowledge holders of 
today.  For example, Michael Ingrey’s grandmother’s grandmother was a resident 
of the camp at the Government Sheds at Circular Quay in the late eighteen 
hundreds (Michael Ingrey pers. com. May 2016). 
 
Positive approach to address 
Using the twenty-first century resources of Challis (2000), Goodall and Cadzow 
(2009), Karskens (2009), Attenbrow (2010) and Irish (2016) research and depict 
stories of the cultural continuity of Sydney Aboriginal people. 
 
2.7 Breadth of depiction of Aboriginal cultural heritage  
There are many ways in which Aboriginal cultural heritage for The Rocks may be 
interpreted.  We have described these broad research opportunities in section 8. 
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3. Planning context of Aboriginal cultural values   
 
3.1 Partners and Stakeholders 

o Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority (State Government) 
o Destination New South Wales (State Government) 
o Sydney Botanic Gardens (State Government) 
o National Parks and Wildlife Service, Cadman’s Cottage 
o Metropolitan Local Aboriginal Land Council (Aboriginal 

Community) 
o Barangaroo 
o Tribal Warrior 
o Information Centre Tours (Local Government) 
o Museum Cultural Tours (State Government?) 
o Private Tour Groups (Private Enterprise) 
o The Rocks tourism businesses (Private Enterprise) 
o Aboriginal musicians (Private Enterprise) 
o Sydney Aboriginal families (Traditional Owners and others) 

 
3.2 Legislation 

o National heritage legislation (Federal Government) 
o State heritage and planning legislation (NSW Government) 
o Local heritage and planning legislation (Sydney City Council) 
o Reference to the Burra Charter and ICOMOS Australia 

 
3.3 Dynamic Elements 

o Changing attitudes to valuing Aboriginal cultural heritage 
o Changing needs of tourists and residents 
o Changing numbers and demographic of tourists  
o Increasing knowledge about Sydney Aboriginal cultural heritage  
o Development of The Rocks precinct bringing more people to 

overnight and visit the area 
o Opening of the Barrangaroo Precinct 

 
3.4 Challenges 

o Communication between partners and stakeholders to provide a 
coordinated approach 

o Common defined goals between partners and stakeholders to 
promote accessible, appropriate presentation of Aboriginal 
cultural heritage 
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4. Threats and pressures to Aboriginal cultural heritage  
The vision statement in The Rocks Heritage Management Plan (2002, 2006, 
2009) states ‘The total heritage resource of The Rocks will be cherished and 
managed for the benefit of current and future generations’ (page 39).  This is an 
all-encompassing statement which embraces Aboriginal cultural heritage with all 
its complexity. 
  

• Aboriginal cultural heritage experiences for tourists are not necessarily 
particular to The Rocks.  For example, one of the commercial walking tours 
and the Aboriginal crafts and other artefacts sold in The Rocks retail 
outlets. 

• Aboriginal cultural heritage is not necessarily accurately portrayed by 
service providers.  Most international tourists are in no position to critique 
the quality or accuracy of the material delivered or on display. 

• The Aboriginal cultural heritage experiences on offer can be too general 
providing a “generic Aboriginal heritage experience” which gives an 
erroneous perception that a generic Aboriginality exists in language, 
custom, spiritual expression and so on. 

• Some service providers are offering a personal expression of Aboriginality 
during their cultural heritage tours.  This can give the client an 
uncomfortable and non-professional experience which may not be what 
they had expected or sought. 

• However there are excellent resources and service providers including the 
Sydney Learning Adventures arm of the Sydney Harbour Foreshore 
Authority who give tours to school groups, and the City of Sydney’s self-
guided historic walking tour Barani Barrabugu (Yesterday Tomorrow) 
pamphlet and maps which refers to both traditional and contemporary 
Aboriginal culture.  

 
 
There is an absence of visible Aboriginal heritage across The Rocks precinct 
which does not support Sydney’s efforts to provide an excellent standard of 
tourism experiences. Other Australian cities, including Cairns, Alice Springs and 
Perth, are presenting their Aboriginal cultural heritage in high quality, diverse and 
visible ways.    
 
The need for accessible Aboriginal heritage across The Rocks will increase when 
the Barangaroo precinct opens.  Tourist numbers will surge along with 
expectations of the provision of appropriate, accurate and accessible Aboriginal 
cultural heritage information and interpretation.  There is already excellent guided 
tour material available to school children.  It would be good to see this expanded 
to provide high quality experiences for adults.  Section 8 outlines the opportunities 
for further research which will enhance the understanding, conservation and 
interpretation of Aboriginal cultural heritage for The Rocks precinct. 
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5.  Opportunities for promoting, researching and displaying 
Aboriginal cultural heritage   

 
The Rocks has been the site for important events in the history of Australia from 
global cooling and rewarming, the development of distinctive Aboriginal cultures 
and the arrival of Europeans and the changes that they wrought on the natural, 
physical and social environments.  Sydney Aboriginal communities responded to 
these changes with dynamic adaptations and continue to be involved in and to 
occupy the inner city of Sydney as political agitators for positive change, 
residents, service providers and employees. There is an opportunity for the 
partners and stakeholders that manage and promote Aboriginal cultural heritage 
at The Rocks to work cooperatively to link pre-contact, post-contact and 
contemporary Aboriginal heritage at The Rocks in a positive way.   
 

• Depict an Aboriginal woman gathering water in a traditional wooden 
coolamon with a painted mural on a prominent building wall.  Highlight the 
importance of fresh water sources to survival for Aboriginal people and 
their choice of camping areas.   Highlight the importance of adequate 
seasonal sources of food to stage an event involving large numbers of 
people such as Bennelong’s 1824 gathering at Farm Cove. 

• Create a metal sculpture of an Aboriginal figure overlooking Port Jackson, 
perhaps looking out for fish or the canoes of family or strangers.  The 
sculpture could be interpreted through information on the importance of 
localised sea travel for the Gadigal and all Port Jackson, Port Hacking Bay 
and Botany Bay peoples.  Provide information about the numbers of 
canoes that were observed by early colonists, the role of the lookout on any 
high point of land.  It is likely that the highest point at The Rocks served this 
purpose.    

• Revitalise Gadigal language by using bilingual signage for place names 
and other items using Troy’s 1994 dictionary.  Scenes of Aboriginal life in 
the Sydney region could be projected onto walls in the foyers of the Sydney 
Harbour Foreshore Authority building.  The steps of Nurse’s Walk may be 
depicted as a water-course.    

• Some suggested topics for interpretation at The Rocks are; shared 
Aboriginal and new-migrant histories, the unifying effects of poverty and 
difficult circumstances for Sydney people, Aboriginal people and The 
Hungry Mile; Aboriginal migration to and from The Rocks area, post-World 
War Aboriginal migration, the impacts of racism including early settler 
attitudes, the formal White Australia Policies of Federation and 
contemporary expressions of racism (see also proposed projects in section 
8). 
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6. Constraints to the management of Aboriginal cultural 
heritage 
 
6.1 Research Cost 
The cost of research has its own value which will accrue to all residents, business 
people and visitors to The Rocks.  It is important that overseas visitors, tourists 
and locals are provided with a consistent high quality experience of Aboriginal 
cultural heritage at The Rocks.  Currently school groups benefit from a well-
resourced tour package through the Sydney Learning Adventures arm of the 
Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority.  The rich Aboriginal story of the Sydney 
region, which is actively sought by tourists to the area, remains largely untold.  A 
significant quantity of high quality information, including research undertaken 
recently by Paul Irish in conjunction with members of La Perouse Aboriginal 
community, is now available to tell some of the complex stories of Aboriginal 
cultural heritage for The Rocks and the broader Sydney basin from earliest times 
through to the present.  Because there is a limited amount of physical evidence to 
be interpreted, more time and effort may be expended on research. 
 
6.2 Interpretation Cost 
Seek funding and resources to turn Aboriginal cultural heritage research into 
interpretive material, in all its many forms, for The Rocks. 

 
6.3 Information Quality Control 
There is a need to improve the quality and quantity of information and resources 
for interpretation of The Rocks and do justice to the breadth and depth of 
information that is now available. 

 
6.4 Balancing Stakeholder Demands 
In the effort to balance the demands of visitor, community and commercial 
expectations for The Rocks, Aboriginal cultural heritage at this time is 
marginalised.  The Visitor Services arm of Sydney Harbour Foreshore Authority 
has responsibility for ensuring a high standard of delivery and experience for 
clients of Aboriginal cultural heritage events across The Rocks Precinct.  The 
Rocks area is managed by many stakeholders and partners, which involves 
complex processes when new strategies are suggested and / or are introduced, 
but processes that benefit all.  There may be a need to develop key performance 
indicators for visitor services, to describe what a quality experience needs, do a 
review of existing performance and to evaluate existing performance. 
 
6.5 Sites with multiple layers of heritage 
Stakeholders and partners may favour the conservation, preservation and 
presentation of later European heritage sites over older Aboriginal heritage sites 
and their interpretation for a number of reasons.  These reasons may be devolved 
to economic or political concerns. 
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7. Statement of Significance for The Rocks re Aboriginal 

Cultural Values 
 
7.1 Historic  
 

• The arrival of the First Fleet at The Rocks and the story of the impact of the 
arrival and subsequent settlement of The Rocks area on the Gadigal.  This 
event continues to be celebrated by the invaders/settlers and mourned by 
Australian Indigenous people with more or less passion.  In 1938, the 150th 
anniversary of this event was reenacted at Farm Cove, and Gadigal people 
were portrayed by strangers from Menindee.  The arrival is now marked by 
a special day in the yearly calendar of events for Australia called Australia 
Day. 

• The creation of the Sydney Harbour Bridge involved Aboriginal workers and 
community members quarrying granite in Moruya, and La Perouse 
Aboriginal people walking across the bridge as part of the opening 
ceremony.  A special march across the Bridge by 300,000 Australians was 
held in 2000 to demonstrate solidarity with Aboriginal Stolen Generations 
people and their families. 

• Archaeological, historical and pictorial evidence of Aboriginal occupation of 
The Rocks is important to the Aboriginal community and to the wider 
community because it has the capacity to educate future generations about 
Aboriginal links with the land and their continued association with a 
particular area. 

• The Rocks has been the site for important events in the history of Australia 
from global cooling and rewarming, the development of distinctive 
Aboriginal cultures, the arrival of Europeans and the changes that they 
wrought on the natural, physical and social environments.   

 
7.2 Historic association 
 

• Gallow’s Hill at the corner of George and Essex Streets, The Rocks, is the 
site of the hanging of several Aboriginal people in 1816.6 

• In 1824 Bungaree hosted a ‘Great Gathering’ of tribes near Sydney Cove 
attended by Aboriginal people from Liverpool, Windsor, Emu Plains, The 
Hunter River and The Five Islands at Wollongong.7 

• In 1824 ‘most of the survivors and remnant of the Sydney peoples …, have 
gathered into the ‘Sydney Tribe’. Those from areas north of Sydney tend to 
gather and settle on the north side of the harbor, while those from the south 
are settling at Circular Quay or Botany’. 8  In the 1880s Aboriginal people 
from the north of Sydney including the north coast and the Hunter River 

                                                
6 http://www.historyofaboriginalsydney.edu.au/central/1810s 
7 http://www.historyofaboriginalsydney.edu.au/central/1820s 
8 http://www.historyofaboriginalsydney.edu.au/central/1820s 
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moved to live at Circular Quay at the Government Boat Sheds in response 
to increasing disadvantage in their home countries, demonstrating an 
ongoing history and use of the area by Aboriginal people9. 

 
7.3    Social 
  

• The Rocks holds heritage of both the earliest settlement of Australia and 
some of the first co-occupation and cooperation experiences of Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous Australians. 

• Aboriginal families resided in The Rocks during the 1960s demonstrating 
an ongoing history and use of the area. 

• Aboriginal people now work in The Rocks as tour guides, artists and 
Government employees demonstrating an ongoing history and use of the 
area. 

• Archaeological, historical and pictorial evidence of Aboriginal occupation of 
The Rocks is important because it gives the Aboriginal community a valid 
stake in contributing to the management of a section of Sydney that is 
historically significant, highly visible, visited by large numbers of tourists, 
extremely valuable in monetary terms and has been preserved by public 
protest and effort to tell an important social and historical story. 

• Contemporary Aboriginal people are linked to The Rocks through historical 
association; first contact experiences, housing, employment, ceremonial 
occasions and re-enactments; and contemporary experiences; 
employment, tourism and management. 

• 2009 appears to have been a watershed of new Sydney Aboriginal 
histories.  Kate Challis wrote Tales of Sydney Cove (2000) based on the 
diaries of First Fleet naval officers in an effort to bring the first years of the 
colony to life.  Heather Goodall and Allison Cadzow traced the history of 
Aboriginal people along the Georges River from early white settlement to 
the present in their book Rivers and Resilience (2009).  This book tells 
stories adaptation, thriving and surviving in the margins of south-western 
Sydney and begins to populate Sydney with Aboriginal people in the 
periods when other observers described them as disappearing.  Grace 
Karskens book The Colony, a history of early Sydney (2009) gives space 
and depth of research and analysis throughout this monograph to exploring 
the experiences of Aboriginal people as Sydney was settled by European 
colonists.  In 2010 Attenbrow updated Sydney’s Aboriginal Past to draw on 
the latest historical, archaeological, geological, environmental and linguistic 
research, as well as the oral evidence of present-day Aboriginal people.  
The work of Dr Paul Irish has yet to be seen (July 2016 exhibition) but 
promises to further enhance our understanding of the histories of 
contemporary Sydney Aboriginal people.  These resources, along with the 
many Aboriginal autobiographies that have been published (for example 
The Wander of it all by Gloria Ardler, a La Perouse woman) may be tapped 

                                                
9 http://www.historyofaboriginalsydney.edu.au/central/1880s 
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to provide an understanding of late nineteenth and twentieth century 
Sydney Aboriginal people. 

• The Rocks precinct was one a range of environments available to the 
Gadigal and it was likely to have been used for a range of purposes, 
including as a lookout post.  Landscapes have spiritual significance for 
Aboriginal people as mythical story places, as travel routes, as ceremonial 
sites, as places of harvest, as places imbued with historical events and so 
on.   

• Dynamic elements in the planning context of Aboriginal cultural values 
need to be taken into account.  These include changing attitudes to valuing 
Aboriginal cultural heritage, changing needs of tourists and residents, 
changing numbers and demographic of tourists, increasing knowledge 
about Sydney Aboriginal cultural heritage, development of The Rocks area 
bringing more people to overnight and visit the area and the opening of the 
Barrangaroo Precinct. 

• There are conflicted views on Aboriginal cultural heritage in contemporary 
Australia as a result of our frontier and colonial experiences.  These 
histories are full of the unjustifiable treatment of Aboriginal people, 
therefore their interpretation is uncomfortable. There is an unspoken belief 
that it is better to leave such accounts untold, especially to overseas 
tourists who might judge contemporary Australians harshly.  However, 
accurately interpreting Aboriginal cultural heritage requires that it be 
contextualized in historic events and attitudes, both political and social, no 
matter how uncomfortable.  Some Australians prefer to interpret Australia 
only from 1788, whereas others consider that Australian Aboriginal culture 
has grown from a deep knowledge and understanding of this land and that 
knowing Aboriginal cultures informs all Australians about who we are as a 
nation. 

 
7.4    Scientific or research 
An item has potential to yield information that will contribute to an understanding 
of NSW’s cultural or natural history 

• Archaeological, historical and pictorial evidence of Aboriginal occupation of 
The Rocks is important to Aboriginal people because it tells a story of 
ongoing occupation of The Rocks area by firstly the Gadigal group, then 
the peoples of the north shore of Port Jackson, the Garigal of Broken Bay 
and the Gameygal of Botany Bay.  Later Aboriginal people from other parts 
of New South Wales lived and worked in The Rocks area.  Many of the 
values of Gadigal heritage at The Rocks are intangible and consist of 
relationships that existed between The Rocks precinct and other parts of 
Gadigal territory binding them through physical journeys (see Map 3), 
spiritual journeys (such as the story of the arrival of mythical ancestors from 
the north or from Africa using canoes or the rainbow and aided by the Wise 
Koala), ceremonial activities that took place outside of The Rocks precinct 
but were linked to it (such as an 1824 gathering at Sydney Cove). 
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Notes to accompany Map 3: Migrations and Journeys 
1820:  Illawarra to Brickfields camps 
  Hunter Valley to Brickfields camps 
 
1824:  Liverpool to Sydney Cove 
  Windsor to Sydney Cove 
  Emu Plains to Sydney Cove 
  Hunter River to Sydney Cove  
  Five Islands to Sydney Cove 
 
1824:  people living north of Sydney to north shore 
  people living south of Sydney to Circular Quay 
  people living south of Sydney to Botany 
 
1828:  Newcastle to Governor’s Domain 
  Port Stephens to Governor’s Domain 
  Coolangatta to Governor’s Domain 
 
1830s  Sydney to Coogee to fish 
 
1837:  Duck River to Parramatta 
  Kissing Point to Parramatta 
  Concord to Parramatta 
 
1850  Throughout NSW to Redfern  
  (for work on the new railway) 
 
1858  Sydney to Parramatta to harvest E.obliqua for canoes 
 
1880  Illawarra to La Perouse 
  north coast to Circular Quay 
  Hunter River to Circular Quay 
 
1881  Port Stephens to Circular Quay 
  Liverpool to Circular Quay 
  Five Islands (Illawarra) to Circular Quay 
 
1893  Burragorang Valley to La Perouse 
  Burragorang Valley to Salt Pan Creek 
  Burragorang Valley to Mittagong 
  Burragorang Valley to Bowral 
  Burragorang Valley to Camden 
  Burragorang Valley to Megalong Valley 
  Burragorang Valley to The Gully (Katoomba) 
 
1930s  Happy Valley to La Perouse and elsewhere in Sydney 
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• The three known archaeological sites at The Rocks will continue to reveal 

details about the past, including information about the length of occupation, 
seasonal use of the landscape, post contact experiences and Aboriginal 
family histories.  The redevelopment of building sites within The Rocks 
precinct provide opportunities to build on the scientific importance of the 
area to Aboriginal cultural heritage. 

 
7.5     Rarity 
  

• The Rocks is a part of the Gadigal Aboriginal group landscape, a group 
who spoke Dharug language, who traded with people from Lake 
Macquarie, Liverpool and the Five Islands, a fisher people who foraged 
both on land and sea throughout their territory and lived primarily from fish, 
shellfish, sea birds and coastal hinterland vegetables and fruits.  Gadigal 
use and history of The Rocks precinct is exemplified by the three known 
archaeological sites found there.  Gadigal presence and custodianship of 
The Rocks area was recorded by early colonists and visitors.  There are no 
known descendants of the original Gadigal. 

 
7.6 Summary Statement of Significance 
The Rocks contains sites that demonstrate the Aboriginal use and history of the 
area including pre-contact camp sites, Gallow’s Hill, houses where Aboriginal 
families lived and the Harbour Bridge on which Aboriginal people worked.  They 
are an important part of a holistic approach to demonstrating the history of the 
city.  These sites demonstrate the Aboriginal occupation and use of their land.  
They are important to Aboriginal people because of this link with the land and they 
are important to the Aboriginal community and to the wider community because 
they have the capacity to educate future generations about Aboriginal links with 
The Rocks area and their continued association in this particular area.  There is 
the potential for places and remembered histories of Aboriginal people in The 
Rocks to further elaborate this ongoing association and experience.  There is a 
potential for other pre-contact and early contact period archaeological sites to 
have survived below existing structures.  Depending on their condition, there is 
potential for such sites to reveal details about the past, including information about 
length of occupation, seasonal use of the landscape, post contact experiences 
and Aboriginal family histories. 
 

• Present Aboriginal cultural heritage as a living culture having a rich heritage 
of aspects for body, mind and spirit.  Present archaeological evidence as 
one of many ways in which to access aspects of tangible Aboriginal culture. 

• Archaeological, historical and pictorial evidence of Aboriginal occupation of 
The Rocks is important to Aboriginal people because it tells a story of 
ongoing occupation of The Rocks area by firstly the Gadigal group, then 
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the peoples of the north shore of Port Jackson, the Garigal of Broken Bay 
and the Gameygal of Botany Bay.  Later Aboriginal people from other parts 
of New South Wales lived and worked in The Rocks area.  Many of the 
values of Gadigal heritage at The Rocks are intangible and consist of 
relationships that existed between The Rocks precinct and other parts of 
Gadigal territory binding them through physical journeys, spiritual journeys, 
ceremonial activities that took place outside of The Rocks precinct but were 
linked to it. 

• The three known archaeological sites at The Rocks will continue to reveal 
details about the past, including information about the length of occupation, 
seasonal use of the landscape, post contact experiences and Aboriginal 
family histories.  The redevelopment of building sites within The Rocks 
precinct provide opportunities to build on the scientific importance of the 
area to Aboriginal cultural heritage. 

• The Rocks is a part of the Gadigal Aboriginal group landscape, a group 
who spoke Dharug language, who traded with people from Lake 
Macquarie, Liverpool and the Five Islands, a fisher people who foraged 
both on land and sea throughout their territory and lived primarily from fish, 
shellfish, sea birds and coastal hinterland vegetables and fruits.  Gadigal 
use and history of The Rocks precinct is exemplified by the three known 
archaeological sites found there.  Gadigal presence and custodianship of 
The Rocks area was recorded by early colonists and visitors.  There are no 
known descendants of the original Gadigal. 

• 2009 appears to have been a watershed of new Sydney Aboriginal 
histories.  Kate Challis wrote Tales of Sydney Cove (2000) based on the 
diaries of First Fleet naval officers in an effort to bring the first years of the 
colony to life.  Heather Goodall and Allison Cadzow traced the history of 
Aboriginal people along the Georges River from early white settlement to 
the present in their book Rivers and Resilience (2009).  This book tells 
stories adaptation, thriving and surviving in the margins of south-western 
Sydney and begins to populate Sydney with Aboriginal people in the 
periods when other observers described them as disappearing.  Grace 
Karskens book The Colony, a history of early Sydney (2009) gives space 
and depth of research and analysis throughout this monograph to exploring 
the experiences of Aboriginal people as Sydney was settled by European 
colonists.  In 2010 Attenbrow updated Sydney’s Aboriginal Past to draw on 
the latest historical, archaeological, geological, environmental and linguistic 
research, as well as the oral evidence of present-day Aboriginal people.  
The work of Dr Paul Irish has yet to be seen (July 2016 exhibition) but 
promises to further enhance our understanding of the histories of 
contemporary Sydney Aboriginal people.  These resources, along with the 
many Aboriginal autobiographies that have been published (for example 
The Wander of it all by Gloria Ardler, a La Perouse woman) may be tapped 
to provide an understanding of late nineteenth and twentieth century 
Sydney Aboriginal people. 
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• The Rocks, as a social construct of a physical place, is an artificial entity 
within the Aboriginal cultural heritage context.  As a construct it is useful for 
the control bodies that manage it, but it is unhelpful to attempt to interpret 
Aboriginal cultural heritage solely within its boundary. 

• The arrival of the First Fleet at The Rocks and the story of the impact of the 
arrival and subsequent settlement of The Rocks area on the Gadigal.  This 
event continues to be celebrated by the invaders/settlers and mourned by 
Australian Indigenous people with more or less passion.  In 1938, the 150th 
anniversary of this event was reenacted at Farm Cove and Gadigal people 
were portrayed by strangers from Menindee.  The arrival is now marked by 
a special day in the yearly calendar of events for Australia called Australia 
Day. 

• Dynamic elements in the planning context of Aboriginal cultural values 
need to be taken into account.  These include changing attitudes to valuing 
Aboriginal cultural heritage, changing needs of tourists and residents, 
changing numbers and demographic of tourists, increasing knowledge 
about Sydney Aboriginal cultural heritage, development of The Rocks area 
bringing more people to overnight and visit the area and the opening of the 
Barrangaroo Precinct. 

• The Rocks has been the site for important events in the history of Australia 
from global cooling and rewarming, the development of distinctive 
Aboriginal cultures, the arrival of Europeans and the changes that they 
wrought on the natural, physical and social environments.   
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8. Management recommendations   
 
8.1 Best practice management policies 
The Rocks Heritage Management Plan (2002,2006,2009) states that SHFA 
intends to make unique places in Sydney that the world talks about and to 
manage Places profitably and socially to deliver excellence in our role as manager 
for Sydney’s significant waterfront and other precincts, balancing visitor, 
community and commercial expectations.  As custodian to ensure the 
preservation and interpretation of our natural and cultural heritage. (page 5) 
 

• Follow national and international best practice benchmarks for Indigenous 
cultural heritage management used in Hawaii, New Zealand and Canada. 

• Follow a NSW Government-wide approach to managing Aboriginal cultural 
heritage.  The National Parks and Wildlife Act 1974 legislates for the 
management of Aboriginal artefacts.  Metropolitan Local Aboriginal Land 
Council is responsible for consultation on all aspects of Aboriginal heritage 
at The Rocks.  The Australian Museum is responsible for the management 
and care of all artefacts found at The Rocks. 

• Aboriginal community involvement: Consider a community led approach to 
managing Aboriginal cultural heritage. 

• Manage Aboriginal cultural heritage as a key aspect of The Rocks precinct 
including its tangible and intangible resources. 

• The Rocks, as a social construct of a physical place, is an artificial entity 
within the Aboriginal cultural heritage context.  As a construct it is useful for 
the control bodies that manage it, but it is unhelpful to attempt to interpret 
Aboriginal cultural heritage. 

• Ensure recognition of diversity and inclusivity of information for all cultural 
heritage in The Rocks. 
   

8.2 Promotion and tourism of Aboriginal cultural heritage at The Rocks 
• Acknowledge that current Aboriginal cultural heritage experiences for 

tourists are not necessarily particular to The Rocks.  For example, one of 
the commercial walking tours and the Aboriginal crafts and other artefacts 
sold in The Rocks retail outlets.  Best practice asks that Aboriginal cultural 
heritage experiences at The Rocks be Sydney specific and use only local 
craftspeople, artists, musicians, authentic musical styles and products.  
This promotes knowledge of Aboriginal cultural diversity. 

• Promote a forum of service providers to increase the quality and quantity of 
Sydney-based Aboriginal cultural heritage material available.  Make the 
Sydney Learning Adventures (SHFA) material available to adult tourists 
and visitors as well as school groups. 

• Promote visible high quality diverse tourism experiences of Aboriginal 
heritage across The Rocks precinct learning from examples provided in 
other Australian cities including Cairns, Alice Springs and Perth. 
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• Section 8 outlines the opportunities for further research which will enhance 
the understanding, conservation and interpretation of Aboriginal cultural 
heritage for The Rocks precinct. 

 
8.3 Appropriate skills and experience in Aboriginal cultural heritage 

• Increase the professionalism of tourism service providers, including tour 
operators and retail outlets, by focusing on the needs of the customer as 
well as the authentic Sydney-based Aboriginal cultural heritage material 
that is delivered, to reduce the personalization of tour experiences. 

• There is a need to improve the quality and quantity of information and 
resources for interpretation of The Rocks and do justice to the breadth and 
depth of information that is now available.  There may be a need to develop 
key performance indicators for visitor services, to describe what a quality 
experience needs, do a review of existing performance and evaluate 
existing performance. 

 
8.4 Ownership, participation and approvals 

• Aboriginal people have been disenfranchised in this country.  They own 
their culture both tangible and intangible.  It is important to start from a 
position of prioritizing the preservation of all Aboriginal culture and then 
consider ways in which it may be interpreted. 

• Going forward there is a continuing opportunity and obligation for continued 
Aboriginal involvement in the management of the land and seascapes.  The 
Rocks has been the site for important events in the history of Australia from 
global cooling and rewarming, the development of distinctive Aboriginal 
cultures, the arrival of Europeans and the changes that they wrought on the 
natural, physical and social environments.   

 
8.5 Manage intangible Aboriginal cultural heritage values in The Rocks 

• The paucity of tangible Aboriginal cultural heritage in The Rocks precinct 
makes the intangibles and their preservation and interpretation, culture, 
community and language, even more important. 

• Acknowledge that there is no generic Aboriginality and that each group of 
Aboriginal people in Australia, including the Sydney basin Aboriginal people 
have and continue to have unique expressions of language, custom and 
spiritual expression. 

• Landscapes have spiritual significance for Aboriginal people as mythical 
story places, as travel routes, as ceremonial sites, as places of harvest, as 
places imbued with historical events and so on. 

• Present Aboriginal cultural heritage as a living culture having a rich heritage 
of aspects for body, mind and spirit.   

• The Rocks precinct cannot be usefully considered in isolation but as an 
aspect of Gadigal country relating to spiritual stories that connect it with 
other places in the landscape beyond the entity now known as The Rocks. 
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• The Rocks precinct was one a range of environments available to the 
Gadigal and it was likely to have been used for a range of purposes, 
including as a lookout post. 

• Using the twenty-first century resources of Challis (2000), Goodall and 
Cadzow (2009), Karskens (2009), Attenbrow (2010) and Irish (2016) 
research and depict stories of the cultural continuity of Sydney Aboriginal 
people. 

 
 
8.6 Interpretation 
A significant quantity of high quality information, including research undertaken 
recently by Paul Irish in conjunction with members of La Perouse Aboriginal 
community, is now available to tell some of the complex stories of Aboriginal 
cultural heritage for The Rocks and the broader Sydney basin from earliest times 
through to the present.  Because there is a limited amount of physical evidence to 
be interpreted, more time and effort may be expended on research. 
 

• Ensure recognition of diversity and inclusivity of information for all cultural 
heritage in The Rocks as part of the wider Sydney region. 

• Using the twenty-first century resources of Challis (2000), Goodall and 
Cadzow (2009), Karskens (2009), Attenbrow (2010) and Irish (2016) 
research and depict stories of the cultural continuity of Sydney Aboriginal 
people. 

• Gender balance in all representations and interpretations; give equal space 
to interpreting the stories of women as those of men. 

• Native plantings on The Rocks foreshore interpreted using images of 
women and children making artefacts and preparing foods.  Develop a 
resource use garden with in-depth interpretation of plants and the animals 
that they support; use Gadigal language words; resource use information; 
diagrams of the part of the plant or animal used and how it is prepared.  
Stories of how people use these resources today.  Develop a partnership 
for this project with the Sydney Botanic Gardens to be overseen and 
managed jointly by their Aboriginal staff. 

 
The following projects are suggested as ways in which highlight Sydney 
Aboriginal cultural heritage to better present it to all people who reside in, work 
in, want to know more about and visit The Rocks precinct in ways that are 
accessible, appropriate, visible and authentic.  These projects include an 
examination on the culture of the Gadigal, the traditional custodians of The 
Rocks precinct, a focus on Sydney sandstone rock engravings and their role in 
Gadigal culture, how the artwork of early colonists adds to the body of 
information about the Gadigal, the ways in which Aboriginal people were 
involved in the physical fabric of the Sydney Harbour Bridge and the 
celebration of its opening and finally, Sydney Aboriginal political protest and 
involvement including the 1970s Green Bans about the proposed development 
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of The Rocks, anniversaries of the landing of Captain Cook, Australia Day and 
Sorry Day. 

 
Project 1 Traditional Culture of the Gadigal 

• The Gadigal people, their language and their neighbours; the extent of 
Gadigal territory and the relationship the Gadigal had with The Rocks area.  
Dawes recorded Gadigal language with Aboriginal woman Pattygarang. 

• Spiritual practices and understandings; The Rocks area as part of a 
spiritual understanding connected through ceremonial and other spiritual 
practices; songs, dances, stories, pictorial representations.  Mahroot gave 
some information about his spiritual practices in 1845. 

• Gadigal land and its waters; The Rocks as part of a sea coast landscape 
which shaped Gadigal culture and practice and their relationships with their 
neighbours and political affiliates.  Early colonists observed that the 
Gadigal were a sea coast people whose material culture revolved around 
fish whereas the Liverpool people (Gundungurra) were of the woods and 
had a material culture based on protein derived macropods and possums. 

• Gadigal social organization; family groups, relationships through 
intermarriage, relationships through trade, relationships through ceremony, 
relationships through teaching and learning roles, relationships through 
occupation, relationships through totem, relationships through trade and 
political affiliation.  Early colonists observed the importance of social roles 
for the Gadigal (and the destructive effect on social cohesion) when 
Gadigal men were taken or coerced away from their families to work in 
European enterprises. 

• Land use patterns; the way that the Gadigal used different physical 
environments seasonally and in response to local weather events and 
patterns.  How people using The Rocks precinct responded to prevailing 
weather conditions and patterns throughout the year. Some sources of 
fresh water in Gadigal territory fluctuated in response to rainfall and 
impacted on the availability of camping sites.  Early colonists observed that 
when fresh water sources were polluted by long term occupation, Gadigal 
people removed to cleaner camps. 

• Resource use, food, shelter, clothing, adornment, tools, equipment and 
weapons; some resources were available in The Rocks precinct seasonally 
and some had to be obtained from other parts of Gadigal territory or traded 
with neighbours.  In 1845 Mahroot spoke of clothing made from local tea-
tree (Melaleuca sp.) bark and kangaroo skins traded with foreigners from 
Liverpool, Lake Macquarie and The Five Islands area (Illawarra).  He said 
that at one time it was possible to collect enough possum skins in a week 
to make a rug. 

• Designs and images; Colonial artists recorded the body art and cicatrices 
of Gadigal women and men which symbolize purpose, role and level of 
initiation.  Designs and images were used to provide spiritual purpose, 
meaning and teaching, in death rites, to indicate belonging to a group, for 
decoration and for personal adornment. 
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(Sources: Tench, Paine, Dawes, Attenbrow 2010) 

 
Project 2 The social and spiritual function of engravings and rock art 
The Sydney basin is rich in sandstone rock platforms and shelters where 
engravings were created by Aboriginal artists and served a multitude of purposes.  
These engravings have been identified as increase sites, initiation sites, culture-
hero/heroine sites and astronomical sites.  It is likely that the engraving sites had 
and continue to have a multitude of uses. Engravings have been found in Gadigal 
country at Bondi. Although a whale engraving was once thought to be at Dawes 
Point, new evidence suggests that it was in fact on the north shore and was 
destroyed c1865.  (Sources: AHIMS, Attenbrow 2010, Sydney Aboriginal people, 
Stanbury and Clegg 1990) 
 
Project 3 Pictorial evidence of Gadigal culture from early colonial 
artworks  
The artworks of late eighteenth and early nineteenth century colonial artists 
provides tangible evidence of Gadigal religious practices, and symbolic 
representations of role (for example an image of Wangal man Balooderry shows 
distinctive fish symbols on his arms and a fish spear on his chest (Challis: 97). 
Body painting may be likened to the ways in which people from other cultures don 
specific clothing, Gadigal people appear to have taken on particular body paint 
symbols and forms.  These various artworks show Sydney Aboriginal people, 
including the Gadigal, engaged in ceremonial dances, travelling in family groups, 
camped on the outskirts of European settlement, procuring foods including fish 
and at rest in their camps.  This project will undertake an analysis of Aboriginal 
cultural heritage provided by the artworks of European artists who visited Port 
Jackson, Botany Bay and Broken Bay in the early contact period. 
(Artists: Port Jackson Painter, William Bradley, George Raper, William Westall,  
Philip Gidley King, Augustus Earle, Richard Read jnr., CA Lesueur, Governor 
King, Collins 1798, John Heaviside Clark, Nicholas-Martin Petit, Thomas Watling, 
J Neagle, John Eyre, Major James Taylor, John Lewin, GW Evans, Alphonse 
Pellion, Joseph Lycett, Artist unknown (State Library of NSW), Pavel Nikolaevich 
Mikhailov, J Carmichael, SJ Neele, PHF Phelps, John Rae, Charles Rodius) 
 
Project 4 Dynamic adaptation HIGH PRIORITY 
An examination of post contact history of the Aboriginal people who used Port 
Jackson exploring the themes of  

• procuring sources of fresh water, after the pollution of The Tank Stream 
(there were camp sites near and around Tank Stream all the way to the 
Archibald Fountain, there were also transient camps across Gadigal 
territory), making camps at Camp Cove, Double Bay, Elizabeth Bay, 
Kissing Point, Bennelong Point, La Perouse and Circular Quay (Karskens 
2009, Goodall and Haskens 2009).    

• language Adopting English, American, Irish, Scottish, Gaelic accented 
forms of the English language and thus becoming multi-lingual.  Most 
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Aboriginal people were fluent in more than one dialect of their language, 
often having parents from different dialect or separate language groups.  
Sydney Aboriginal people were also noted by early colonial recorders as 
being excellent mimics and rapidly able to learn English, now 
acknowledged as one of the most difficult languages. Mahroot spoke of 
Aboriginal women living with non-Aboriginal partners in the Botany area 
where their children would have been raised in a multi-lingual environment 
that including skills in speaking English dialects (the language of the father 
and his visitors, working partners and traders) and possibly more than one 
Aboriginal language (the language of the mother as well as her relatives’ 
other dialects). 

• Gadigal in the new world; Characters of Gadigal country; truthful stories 
of character.  Tourists need to know names and places and happenings.  
The Sydney Learning Adventures resources (Sydney Harbour Foreshore 
Authority) provide an excellent précis of the important known Aboriginal 
people of the early colonial period. 

• food, trade/barter (exchanging fish for sugar, flour, tea, tobacco, alcohol), 
new foods (rice, flour, sugar, vegetables and fruits) 

• The European concept of work; the work/leisure dichotomy, working 
away from home (shepherding, droving, logging, lime burning, whaling and 
sealing etc; do the women and children always travel with their men folk? If 
not how do they survive), The interaction Aboriginal people had throughout 
the centuries, from fishing on the harbor and selling of their products 
around the Circular Quay, to working on the docks, factories and in the 
building trades around the area.  Aboriginal women worked as mid wives 
from the time of colonisation, and as domestic servants as settlements 
were established.  In 1845 Mahroot spoke of his remuneration as a whaler 
and as a fisherman and what he used the money to buy. 

• Housing; learning to wall out the world.  The segue from rocks shelters 
and gunyahs made of boughs and bark to roofed enclosures.   

• new political alliances as a result of migrations  
• maintaining ceremonial tradition, spirituality 
• mega groups; Groups of Sydney and other Aboriginal people gathered 

together and formed communities through intermarriage and shared 
experience (life stories, work places and so on).  La Perouse community, 
George’s River community, Black’s Town community (I don’t think Black’s 
Town was a forced community from Jim Kohen’s work???), Hawkesbury 
River community. 

(Sources: Irish 2016, Karskens 2009, Goodall and Cadzow 2009, Nugent 1988, 
Aboriginal oral histories, Sydney Aboriginal Elders) 
 
Project 5 The Rocks Aboriginal timeline  
An Aboriginal timeline for The Rocks to provide key episodes in the histories of 
Sydney Aboriginal people from the stories of glaciation 18,000 years BP to 2016 
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AD.  This will be a valuable resource for tourism businesses and operators in the 
The Rocks precinct.  This should include events such as the landing of the First 
Fleet at The Rocks annually celebrated or mourned as Australia Day and Sorry 
Day 28 May 2000 when 300,000 people walked across the Sydney Harbour 
Bridge in support of Stolen Generations people and their families. 
(Sources: A History of Aboriginal Sydney website, 
http://www2.sl.nsw.gov.au/archive/events/exhibitions/2006/eora/docs/eora-
captions.pdf, Nugent 1988, Ardler 1991, Attenbrow 2010, Karskens 2009, Goodall 
and Cadzow 2009, Irish 2016) 
 
Project 6 Sydney Aborigines and the Harbour Bridge HIGH PRIORITY 
The story of Aboriginal involvement in the Sydney Harbour Bridge construction 
and opening including quarrying of granite at Moruya Heads by members of the 
far-south coast Brierly family, rock engravings to commemorate the opening 
created by La Perouse men Burt Tambar, Bob Simms and Jack Simms in 1931   
at La Perouse10, a corroboree to celebrate the opening by La Perouse men and a 
march across the bridge by La Perouse Aboriginal people.  This is an opportunity 
to investigate the Aboriginal workers, like Pat Eatock’s father, who worked on the 
construction of the Harbour Bridge.11 
(Sources: Moruya local histories, La Perouse Mission Church OEH website 
www.environment.nsw.gov.au/heritageapp/ViewHeritageItemDetails.aspx?id=506
1399) 
 
Project 7 Sydney Aborigines’ political action HIGH PRIORITY 

• Explore Aboriginal involvement in The Rocks Green Bans of the 1970s, 
• 150th Anniversary of the landing of the First Fleet at Farm Cove using men 

from Menindee to act as the Gadigal,  
• Australia Day as a yearly event of mourning for Aboriginal people as the 

day of invasion. Sydney Aboriginal peoples’ perceptions of Australia Day. 
• The arrival of the First Fleet severely disadvantaging the Gadigal who were 

at the contact front line at The Rocks.   
• Sorry Day 28 May 2000 when 300,000 people walked across the Sydney 

Harbour Bridge in support of Stolen Generations people and their families. 
Sydney Aboriginal peoples’ responses to Sorry Day, the 2000 March and 
The Apology made by Prime Minister Kevin Rudd. 

• For Aboriginal people the personal is political 
(Sources: Autobiography of Jack Mundey (1981), Trove NLA) 

 
8.7 Manage tangible Aboriginal cultural heritage values in The Rocks 

• Present archaeological evidence as only one of many ways in which to 
access aspects of tangible Aboriginal culture. 

                                                
10 Information based on anecdotal evidence 
www.environment.nsw.gov.au/heritageapp/ViewHeritageItemDetails.aspx?id=5061399 
11 http://www.historyofaboriginalsydney.edu.au/central/1930s 

http://www2.sl.nsw.gov.au/archive/events/exhibitions/2006/eora/docs/eora-captions.pdf
http://www2.sl.nsw.gov.au/archive/events/exhibitions/2006/eora/docs/eora-captions.pdf
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• Such remains as may be unearthed in the future will add to the sparse 
archaeological record of Aboriginal occupation at The Rocks and as such 
will be valued by the Sydney Aboriginal community as symbolic of their 
continuous occupation. 

 
8.8 Management of archaeological resources in The Rocks 

• Precontact Aboriginal artefacts are managed according to The National 
Parks and Wildlife Act 1974 (NPW Act), administered by the Office of 
Environment and Heritage (OEH), the primary legislation for the protection 
of some aspects of Aboriginal cultural heritage in New South Wales.  
Section 90 of the NPW Act requires that Metropolitan Local Aboriginal Land 
Council conduct site assessments, surveys and excavations of proposed 
developments that are likely to destroy Aboriginal artefacts or sites.  Any 
artefacts found in The Rocks precinct are managed and stored by the 
Australian Museum. 

8.9 Maintenance 
• Annually assess available new research into Aboriginal cultural heritage for 

the Sydney region and in response augment and modify existing 
interpretive materials. 

 
 
 
  

http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/legislation/NationalParksAndWildlifeAct1974.htm
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/legislation/NationalParksAndWildlifeAct1974.htm
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