The Religion

‘The trees belong to themselves.’
from the novel, Daniel Martin, by John Fowles

Re-reading Rob Parker’s article on his observations of events
at the Chaclundi State Forest confirmed once again an
impression that many must be gaining: the whole debate is
being polarised with each side accusing the other of
belligerent mendacity to the point of futility. I don’t envy his
attempt to mediate with either side.

So his essay made me consider what these forests,
particularly these ones here on the east coast that we’re
familiar with, have meant in the past. In its fullest sense it can
be called The Religion of Trees.

A fine book called Aboriginal Pathways by J. G. Steele,
Professor of Physics at Queensland University, records the
clans of South East Queensland and the Richmond River. The
Aboriginal association with these trees was on many levels. At
its most simplc was the production of weapons for hunting and
fighting — the spears, clubs, shields, eic.

He writes ‘Kinbombi, near Goomeri, means a fight about
a woman — literally gin (woman) bombe (hit). The choice of
this name, presumably by the Railway Department, is
appropriate, because nearby at Goomeri was the site of a

great fighting ground where tournaments were held in the
bunya season. The word Goomeri means a large corkwood

(Endiandra sieberi) shield which was used in close fighting to
fend off clubs. [I have a piece of corkwood bark in the
workshop and can vouch for its toughness.] The original name
of the fighting ground was Goomeribiroi or Gumeribirai,
which means “shield speared” - a reference to an incident in
which a spear was thrown contrary to the referee’ s directions.

Rainmaking at Maryborough was performed by the old
men, using a certain tree (unspecified) which was covered in
a pendulous moss — like long streamers — giving the
impression of rain seen at a distance. The ritual was
accompanied by the burning of the tree.

The mythology of trees was explained in stories that surely
rival modern genetics for their descriptive power.

As a youth, John Mather spent the years 1965-72 in the
Manumbar district. He lived ‘in the country of the Kabi tribe

and was in constant touch with Kabi and Wakka natives’.
Mather quoted the story of the bunya tree and the cypress pine.
Bonyi and Kuloloi were rivals. They had a great fight at
Koraniga (Fraser Island) and Bonyi threw his spears low
down; the spears became the branches of the cypress pine.
Kuloloi speared Bonyi high up and this explains why bunya
trees growing in the forest have branches only at the top.
The use of trees in the more sacred aspects of Aboriginal
life was recorded in the story of Parrot’s Nest, a pine capped
hill north west of Amphletts Lagoon in the Richmond River

area. Known to the Aborigines as Goorambil, meaning pine
tree, on its summit was a stone arrangement, the djurebil

(sacred place of a species) of the hoop pine, which was owned
by the Wyrallah clan. A particular pine tree on this site was
used for sorcery; a leaf plucked from the tree would be pointed
at an enemy, which would cause blood to run out of the
cnemy’s mouth. In former times the owners of the kjurebil
used to go to the top of the Parrot’s Nest once a year to

maintain the stone arrangement and perform dances or
incantations.

Since this is no longer done some people believe that the
evil spirits are out of control and will harm anyone who
approaches.

Further north the djurebil for babies consisted of a group
of spotted gums, which in 1929 were being preserved by the
owner of the property at the request of the Aborigines. The
performer of the rite would strip small pieces of bark from the
sacred trees and throw them in different directions, talking all
the time to the spirits. (Consider the spotted gum after ashower
of rain in December as the old bark flakes away revealing the
new colours).

Trees played a profoundly significant role in the
ceremonial performances at all bora-rings such as the one that
existed just north of Casino until 1976 when the site was
bulldozed; but it has been recorded in 1906 ‘that the tree in the
centre had been removed from some area, its roots being
scraped out with their hands and stone implements and the
trunk planted here with its roots in the air; that the roots
reached to the wall, and interlacing them with lawyer vines

they had a temple. On the left outside the ring were two large
trees linked like a staple’.
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These events were repeated and recorded in more detail by
John Currie who settled in 1968 close to the bora-ring now
situated next to the Tucki General Cemetry at the North Arm
of the Richmond. In describing ceremonies held there about
1875 he writes, “The men and women sat on opposite sides of
a huge fire in the centre of the larger ring. A track one hundred
metres long led to a small ring in the scrub and in the centre of
thisring was a tree turned upside down with its roots in the air.
The tree was supported with vines and decorated with vines
stripped of their bark to reveal a red colour. An old man was
stationed at the top of this tree, speaking to the initiates and
throwing sacred pebbles to the ground.

Working at North Stradbroke in 1971 became a personal
introduction to the spirituality of their culture, Stradbroke is,
like Fraser Island, a large sand dune, and holds two sacred
lakes — Boomera, the Brown Lake, and Kaboora - the Blue
Lake. Of the two, Kaboora was the most sacred spot of all, as
it was the burial place of the great men of the clan. These places
were held in real dread as they were the homes of jargons, the
rainbow serpent. On no account would anyone take water from
the lakes. Before either of the lakes could be approached the
natives would stand a few hundred metres away and call out
in their own language and wait for a sign; if the water wascalm,
forexample, it was safe to approach,a custom maintained until
1964.

As part of this sacred arena, close to Karboora was a
immense cypress pine (Jandai language — boraggarie) which
was regarded as sacred. It was about 12 metres tall and 2.15



essentials of this proto-historical civilisation ... the variety of
anthropological types shows an ethnic synthesis already well
advanced. The proto-Australiods seem to represent the most
numerous and most ‘primitive’ elements, the aborigines; the
‘Mediterrancan’ type is probably of Occidental origin and can
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