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Mnr~aret, a Queen of Ancient Tradition. 
>) * * * * * >i< ,._ * • * '~ * >I< ... * 

At the outset,I wish to emphasise that,after considerable mental wrestling,! have 
consented to present much of the material about Old Margaret,of Swansea, that will 

be part of one bo0k that id nearing completion. 

Therefore ,I ,,,.ou d bo obliged that until publication the material should not 
be u"cd unlesu in general terms. Jhile I have completed a long chapter on this great 
Aboriginal nerson, my research into her history is continying,the reasons for which 
will become obvious. 

\/hen deo] inp; 1-•i t h Aboriginal -nersonages, we s; ould 
the famous o.nd imfamoue. 

nut them into two catAgories: 

But toni~ht I will deal only with those who were not only AborigineG of genuine 
tribal trarlition--and,mark you, persons to be riroperly recognised in Auotralian ~ 

history for their greatness--but also to be living monuments- that is, they should_, ~ 
never be al'owert to die as other nast events in Aboriginal history-- to be·monumentsw 
of achiev~ment that will ins ire Aborigines of today to make some real attempt to 

emulate them. 

1e of Euronean descent arc much too prone to perpetuate the myths of ~ 
past leader and heroer,, conveniontl y overlooking that in the early days of colonial 

acquisition of Auutralia thnL there \Jere among Aborigin~eople of wisdom,courage, 
leadership and nobility .... but such traits of great character have general .y been 
ignored by most historians and history books, and even today, sad to say:so much of 
the literature published about this ancient race and its culture. 

Those who have sturtied Aboriginal history in all probability have read about 
the Tasmanian Heroine-- Truganini, a princess of her tribe, but whose image has 

be n somewhat damaged by writers in recent years. Thomas Bock 91790-185G) 
did a ortrait of Trunagini --he,by the way,called her TRUGUERARNA--for Lady Franklin. 

It sho~ed a close-cropred,slim woman,hcr neck encircled with possum thread rinclets, 
and a ceremonia1 burn or cut on the uprer part of her left arm. 

The coastal region also had an equally famous Aboriginal wom.n •. Old ~argarct,of 
L ke Mac~uarie,better known for generations of Eurpeans as Queen Mnrgaret,as she 

undoubtably was. 
Sha is believed to havo be1:n the last Awabakal full-blood. Few details are avail­

able about her death in Ne\··castle Hospital about 190L~. 

It is more than a century ago that she became a central figure in a black-white land 
ri~hts i • ue. She not only had justice on her side; she also had widespread community 

supnort from the State Premier down,ards. 

But tihen thi"' hap• ened tffi~lii~m Here different --and so were the people, both 
Euronean and Aboriginal. There w~n a relntionship that died with the passing of the 

last original owners of this re~ion. 

There are several facets of Murg~ret's history that should be studied more 
closely to get a clearer and more honest picture of Aboriginal--European relation-

sttips during the tiilighl years of Aboriginal presence in Lake Macquarie. 

First, she not only spoke fluent English,but she wrote and read this introduced 
langauge rather well. As she acquired this strange toneue, she taught ~hite people 

her mother tongue--the language of the Awabahal people,--- for for many years in 
this part of Lake Macqparie both languages vere freely spoken, particularly by 

children. 4 
I can remember many years ago, when in collaboration with the late Mr Blakemore,then 
President of Lake Macquarie Hist rical Society and Principal of Booragul High School, 

a hi::;tory r,;urvcy was takon in partr; of the Lake. The human c;ources were people aged 
75 to 100 years old. 



marga.ret two 

I r,ha 1 never forg0t one morning when we visit0d a dear olrl lady in her iiineties. 
She W,'ilS bedridden, but still mentally aJ.ert. Yes, sheremembered the old darkies, 

aG shr .al 10d. them. \1ho could ever foreet Que0n Margaret, she mdlmf)mllmdtw said. 

"I kne Hargaret and h,'r fa1oily and the Whites (Aborigines) well," this ol< lady 
recal ed. "vlhcn we were young, we spoke the lingo well ,as did many of our parents. 

"Marr;aret taught uc the Lord's Prayer,as the miG: ionary had taught her." 

The old lady remembered some words.like wil ai for pos~um, moe-atnee for Kanearoo, 
Koe-in the great sririt. 

I began to recite in A "Rbakal the firnt fe•.: lines of the Lord I s Prarey in Awabn.kal .. 
It was not bc~orc long oh0 joined me. correcting so e pronunciation. 

And,of course, the missionary, as none other than another famous character in 
Aboriginal .hh~tory ,.t<ev Lancelot Edwe.rd Threlkeld, who established at Bahtahbah 
(Belmont) in 1825 nustra lia' s first land-granted mis:.;onary to Aborigines. 

~hile never surroundering her ribal traditions, Martaret became a Christian, 
as did her baptised children QQall Church of Eneland--for she was wont to tell her 
white friends: ''Big sJirit in sky all same man . Like you Christians: you have 
dif f'erent ,,,ays saying and doing things, but you all believe in one big spirit fella." 

Her name i perpetuated geosraphically in ~argaret's Bay.Likewise, that of her 
huGband,Ned, in Black Ned'o Bay. 

Swam;ea I r, original ~1ame --Leican Flat--was derived from the A abaka name--

Kong Korong-ba, the p. ace of Pelic<ins. Like··•iso, the channel was 
Bid-rloc-dahbah--the river the great spirit mmmm~m:J created to swim 
Macquarie. 

kno· n as 
to form Lake 

Margaret was ln1mm born at \,Jai-ong,no" cal ed \-Jyong, a member of the Brisbane Water 
Clan of the A~abakal. She waa brourht to Swansea when rather young. She had 
more than one pace of residenoe, but early Swansea families remember best the 
four-room~d cottage she kept at S ,ansea Head ,spotless with coats of whitewash 
gjven t lice a ye·1r. She ~as highky re~arded by al] members of the community, 
especially ,-,hito chilrlrPn, •·•ho lovcrl to hear tmibih relate the folk lore of her 
peo Jle. 

She was f'olilnd of r:ro••1inr: geraniums ,as ;ell ar corn and tobacco.She also 
kepy poulty and pigs. 

Described as an ind u(;trial and regal figure~M1111rnr:amtb Margaret always kept a bucket of 
cold water to refresh visitors,no matter who they mi~ht be. 

In her late years, her two main pets were a tame wallaby and a magpie.The latter 
could ta]k in both English and Awabakal. In those days, there were a faw "raw" 
dittier; in Awabakal sung by the male element of the comn1unity. Margaret made sure 
the magpie 1

8 tender ears were not polJuted. 

But the mapgie suffered a nasty end. As Margaret often told her friends,she 
was shocked one morning to here shrieks,antl then the bird's last disparing words: 
"Marp;aret, th cat's got me." 

The wallaby WRS timid and affectionate. ~/hen strangers came to the house,it 
would jump on Mnrgaret'a bed an stay there until they had gone. 

Marr:aret had t":o children, Hmilimmm Ellen and Wil 7 iam Henry, better kno1,1n as 
Buckin'. Both went to the first school in the district--at Galgabba, but w~m~ 
which they pronounced as Ngarlgar-bah. Buckin inhurited all tho tribal instincto 
and physical attributeG of his forefathers. He died compararively young after an 
accid .nt. He wns given a shroud of paper bark and smoked before being put into his 
coffin. Native bush wa~ planted on top of the grave,located at the back of 
Parbury Road.The grave,neatly out in~d in shells, was kept neatly for many years 
by Aborigines and ~·hitP people. But when the Aborigines were no longer about, 

the grave became necloctad, and hnG probably falJen victim to some form of 
development. 



margaret three 

Buckin was an oustandinB sportsman, and all sides wanted 
Ee could pick up a stick like a flashmmm and knock off 
rock ~ithout fail. 

him to play with them. 
the proverbial shag on thr 

Ellen apnarently married,since one grand-daughter--Jeebel--went to 
Galgabba School. Once asked what she liked best,Jeebel replied: 1'Have a hot bath,put 

on muslin dresr; an sit in sun." 

Margaret had a ister--Ni ,who liv~d in a crude bark shelter at Swansea Heads.She 
lived moctly by herself and refusGd to yield to change, and npoke only Awabakal.She 

did not enter any ~uropean building.The only conces~ion she made was to accert a 
Government blanket, qualifyiny acceptance 11 she would perfer a possum cloak made by 

her man." 
Other chilrlren of that time were Wool and MAiley,who were expert at getting 

native bee honey,cathcin3 pose um and koala bear (then very plentiful) anrl playing 
2 buAh hide and scuk 1-Jith •,:hite children. 

In later yearG,Wool became wel1 known for a famous retort. He was well dressed 
l!iurO'f\ean r,tyle wh n two city types f'RS,~ed him by and observed:"Notice a big black cloud 
in the offing." His qnick reply was : 11\fo.tch out that the big cloud don't send out 
forked lir;htning and ::;trike you both." 

In their school days often the pelts of pos:;ums and bearG \•1ere 11 pege;ed on the 
slab 1;al1s of that firRt school at Galgabba. On the site of Swansea Hie;h School were 
large grass trees from which the Aborigines obtained gum to trade since it was in 

demand for varnish manufacture. The Aborigines also heated this gum to provide a 
coating on their weapons to preserve them. 

eviction 
The first threat to Margaret and her husband,Ned, was recoded in the "Newcastle 

tutnmmtiJmlOhronicle on September 2, 1871, under the heading:"A Case for Goverment Inquiry" 

Part of th report said: •.... "Old Ned, the last of his tribe in this district,vihith 
1vhom nl1 fishing and shooting parties are acquainted, is thre'ltencd with expulsion 

from hi:; little holding on the south side of the Lake by a person who has made a free 
selection on which this Aboriginal has his habitation. 

"Ned has long resided mhon this spot \/ith hin wife ant! family and blind mother. This 
is one of the original inhabitants and owners of th ~mmjm aoil,who is now threat­

ened under a Liberal Land Act with banishment from his squattage so that a free 
settler may reap the benefit of his labours. 

''No matter for auch a proceedinga as this may be sanctioned by law,we venture 
to hope that tho Government,once an rised of these particulars,will regard them in the 

light of equity only, and that it will preventm~mm one,who has a ri~ht to the land 
far better than the Crom itself ,from being driven off," 

The item brou~ht a ~e ·k later a rBsnons from ~ev John Sha1, of Scone, who 
said:"Ned is •,;el1 known in Ne1•1castlo nnd Dri,,bane Water, As a clergyman formerly 

at Gosford,and m acquainterl with the family mentioned.The dwelling and situation 
are better than many of the selections--a tempting bait to anyone without the bowels 
of conscience.Ned,hardworking and inoffensive,maintains himself by getting beeswax 

and honey.Margaret,his wife, is an ornament to her six;irreroachablo in her mmmals. 
She is a fin looking woman .Mar'aret is an excellent neddlewoman. She is a skillful 

maker of cabbage tre· hats,selling them from £2 to £4, 
''I think the Governor could interfere,for if I recollect right a portion of his 

oath of office exnres es that he will protect the Aboriginal inhabitants of this 
country .Here is a case \·1here surely that prot·1ction is required." 

The Mayor of Ne·•ca ... tle,James liannell, •1rote to the Minister for .Land,,,,·1ho later 
in~tructed th~t Old Ned was not to be dioturbed.and that the Government surveyor 

~as to measure 20 to 30 acres to be notified as a reserve,so that Ned and his family 
wi11 br: secure from all intrusion." 

'rhe second thre11t came eir;ht years later,when the "Ne,,1co.otle Morning Herald" 
rcnort.__d that a l·\r Rohert To.lbout had taken up a se]ectiron at Catherine Hi 1 Bay 

thnt included Margaret's hut and garden. This evaked action mr Mr C HmMmiliilim Hnnnell, 
brother of the no~ late Jnmes Hannell, reminding the Minister for Lands (Mr JS Farnell 
of hi:. promi"'e to protect MF1rp;ar,~t and f!;e her family. Mr Haib.ili.ell told the t"iininter: "It 

would be an act of wanton cruelty to dispos~es her of her small block of lan<l she 
no· occupie~ when it is con~idered that the whole of it was the patrimonet of her 

tribe." 



margnret four 

Mr Rob1crt fllmmmmm r, Harv·ood, of Ne1·1castle 9 reo ied that next day ,said the report 
was miGlcading aince ~bmm he and Nr falbot had visited Margaret's location the 

previous we, k. Mr Talbot told M~ MnrRaret he would be the last man to ~mtmm 
inntruct anyone to interfere ,, i th thrf;arct I s property. He himuelf had paid a 

depouit for 80 acres of m~cselecte~ lanrl but his right was being disput~d by 
holders of a mineral Jeas. 

Mr Talbot then entered the controversey,by publicing stating it was hid intention not 
to interfere with Margaret or her family in any way. 

He added:" I have studied Aborigines 
years,particularly where they have become extinct 

race.The last of my Aboriginal friends b ·ing 
Hobart Tovn immm in the HMS Clio eight years 

Trugannini,mean hg seaweed ...... . 

and their race for the past 15 
by the introduction of the white 
Lalla Rookh when I used to visit 

ago.Her native name was fflmmem~m~mm 

"Old Ned , 1•1ho d iod about six years, is buried near Margaret I s present abode . 11 

Early in 18.?,o, Mr IIungerford,MLA anti f~ d Peter Fleming,of \t/ickham, vic-:;ited 
Mar~aret at PelicanFlat. 

The report ,dated February 6, said: 11 Old Margaret is the last livi • native of the 
original tribe of Aborieines in the district.She has a son 20 and daughter 26. M~ 

The Premier (Sir Henry Parkes) did not sec any objection to Mr Hungerlord 1 s proposal 
that the land on 1hich ohe resided should he dedicated to her and her chilrlren for life. 
Sir Henry promioed immediare action •. 

Alrl and Mrn Flemfug, who kne~ Margaret welJ, had built for her a boat costing 
13 guineaR so she coul·' catch fi,sh .. 

On harch 15, WW Stenhen,,oecrct, ry for land·,that a reserve of ~O acres 
had been ap,.roved for Marf"Rrct. 

But where'.' And i·1hat has hr1p ,ened to it. I have tried for years to check official 
records for exact details of thi,J decision •.. but there is nothing at all. This is 

evirlently the fate of many land grants to Aborigines •.. once they died, the lanJ became 
vac,rnt... no other Aboriginal needs were ever considered. 

\
1e do not kno1 where Margaret w s buried,except oral tradition is that she 

eternally re~to c ose to her husband. 

And ~hat of Ellen and her children? Again, a mystery. Some say they 
return0d to Bricbane Water to meet remnants of Marcaret's family;others claim 

11they just diGap,eared". 

~aln 1979 I ijterviewed Mr William Wood,born 1891, 
who ived in S1amsea from early childhood,and as a youth remembered Queen Margaret 

well. He mmmmfu~ dm was able to fill some of the gaps, now beinr researched to get 
the complete picture. But even at the turn of the cehtury Margaret was a living 

legend.As he de~cribcd her:"A queen in every sense." 

I hope I have presented sufficient to indicate that our 
coa, ta] Aboriginer· of tribal tradition '•Jer p oplc mrfi ,-.iho had both dignity and 

nobiJity .Harely io an Aboriginal ~erson of this stature presented in history or 
book form. She,like Threlkclrl, will be an indestrictible pnrt of Aboriginal hi:,tory. 

It can be> ju. tifiabl y said of her that Ghe nd her husband won the first and 
riehto is· uc in Auc.tralia more than 10' yearG aeo.I think it can be fairly said that 

her life is an cxamnle for any Austr,lian,no matter his or her ori~in, to follow. 



marg·,ret five 

. famoun ~b~m~ Ab~ri~inal around Lake Macuuatie--and many other 
Jlony-- at the time Margar.t was young was Boerar-bahn ... also 

.il ...•. and Eaglehawk after he became a clan chief • 

. ~atgaret nd he had one thing in common:both kew Threlkeld, the mis~ionary. 

~nn for most o his life was known by hia toetmic name--/e-pohng. He gained 
oaglohawk name after passing through a very high ceremony in the Watagan 

.ountuins in the late 1820s to assume le dership of his people around Lake 
Macquarie. 

Let it be fully understood that the Ah~ahbnt ~al, as historians would have us 
believe,lived only ~round the sore~ of Lake Macquarie and beaches of Newcastle. 

As Tommy Sales can verify,our site· team hao diGcovored in recent months increasing 
evidence jus' how large and extensive this tribe was.Their bush sites may even 
outnumber those near water. 

• Beerarbahn was born near Belmont, but at an early ago moved to Sydney,where 
he gre~ up to a tennager,then employed by an Officer called McGillicuddy. He 

shor ened hi□ ~nglicised name to McGill. 

McGill,thouph over of alcohol, was still a great mmm m man and scholar.He 
was able to interoret in a number of Aboriginal languages in addition to hi~ own: 
Eonarua ,kattang, Grin~hai, Dnrkinoong,Dharook and mmm~~iili posGibly Kamilaroi. 

Threlkeld did not learn Ababaka mother tongue; he was really taught it 
by Beerabahn, 1 •ho ,,a always very careful with pronunciation. 

It i1 because Beerabahn w s so thoroueh--anrl perhaps t~usting--that he passed on to 
Thro keld some of the ritual language to enable an ac~urate translation of th0 
Gospels. ost of the anguage relating to spirituality belonged to this second 
tier of raother tobgue--the ritual or initiation language. I can vouch for that.as 

one ho has read tiJO gospels dm Awabakal and his vicabi lary and lexicon many times. 

Somewher•i,I hope--yet to be found,like so many of Thre1keld 1 s work-- is 
the misr;ion ry' s comr,l et ntory about Beerarbahn. The misi-donary was too tin11mmf!Jtn 
thorouph to rrgard as com"lete his brief versions of his mentor. 

Althoup~h Beerabahn spread far anrl. "ide the purpose of Threlkeld I s mis~,ion, he 
himself never surrenderer! his traditional beliefs. 

The end of Beerabahn andhis family is a mystery.:Patty, hti:s wife, and Beerabahn,the 
Gecond--his only son--were living in 1841. Then a blank. Patty had a melodious 
name in her own language-- Tee-pah-ma-ah. 

His fiOn until 1836 was called Nin-noe-ai. hen it became Beerahbahn, probably due 
to initiation. Perhaps the strangest repect of his gaving his father's name is 

that both had the name of Beerahbahn at the same time. 

Yhis iP indeed a mystery that probably will never be accurately explained. 

Gnother wel 1-knov·n identity of the time was Gorman ,chief of the l ambalang Clan, 
betweeh Hc·harn and Shortland, His first name was Boe-Ninba, anrl later for his 

acnior yearr koo-ah-mun. 

On the road to Kurri Kurrithere is a small creek called Wuart Pot, who was an active 
fir:ure around the Lake and C\'castle in the 87 >0s. He belonged to the Kurunbung ( 
Cooranbon~J Blan of th~ Awabakal. He is be~t known that for a crvicc rendered an arm; 
officer have him a ilvcr mug--about the quarter size of a beur tankard. Th,ueh he 
cou)rl hav0 GO d it for heaps of grog. 1._uart Po~ held on to it until his death.He is 
be1irvrd buri~d in the vicinity of the cre,k th t bear~ hiH name. 

Ona of the most import nt men in tribal days was the Poontec-mai--the sacred 
mes•·engcr--1·ho w s given im!,1unity , hcr0vcr he travelled, "'Omewhat like the diplomatic 
service of other days. Only one hnn be n recorded in the re~ion--Ngloomlec, of the 
Mt Sugarloaf of the Awahbarkal. 


