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1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 
NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS), with the support of the local Aboriginal 
communities, have submitted an Aboriginal Place nomination for Bulahdelah Mountain.  The 
concept of an Aboriginal Place, as defined by Section 84 of the NPW Act, provides a statutory 
mechanism for the protection of Aboriginal cultural values that extend beyond the physical 
evidence of past Aboriginal occupation that can be identified in an archaeological context.  NPWS 
has commissioned Umwelt (Australia) Pty Limited (Umwelt) to undertake an investigation of the 
Aboriginal Place nomination of Bulahdelah Mountain, NSW (Figure 1.1).  The results of the 
investigation will be considered by the NSW Minister for the Environment (the Minister) when 
making a decision about declaring Bulahdelah Mountain an Aboriginal Place. 
 
NPWS have produced a report Aboriginal Place Declarations: Guidelines for their Assessment 
(NPWS 2001) that provides procedures for the nomination and assessment of Aboriginal Places.  
The procedures have been adopted for this study.  
 
 
1.1 WHAT IS AN ABORIGINAL PLACE? 
 
An Aboriginal Place is defined by the National Parks and Wildlife Act 1974 (NPW Act) as any 
place that is determined by the Minister as a place that ‘is or was of special significance to 
Aboriginal culture’ and any land in NSW may be declared as an Aboriginal Place.  Special 
significance is defined ‘land is of cultural significance to Aboriginals if the land is significant in 
terms of the traditions, observances, customs, beliefs or history of Aboriginal Australians’ in 
Section 71 D (1) of the National Parks and Wildlife Amendment (Aboriginal Ownership Act 1996 
No 142).  Aboriginal Places are protected under Section 90 (1) (S90) of the NPW Act.  Under S90, 
an Aboriginal Place may not knowingly be destroyed, damaged or defaced without consent of the 
Director-General of NPWS. 
 
 
1.2 OBJECTIVES AND TASKS FOR THIS ASSESSMENT 
 
The principle objective of this study is to provide sufficient information about Bulahdelah 
Mountain to make a decision about whether the declaration of the area as an Aboriginal Place 
would be justified. 
 
In order to achieve this objective the following tasks were undertaken: 
 
• assessment of the Aboriginal Place declaration for submission to the Minister; 
 
• familiarisation with and implementation of the Aboriginal Place Declaration guidelines; 
 
• ongoing consultation with the Project Manager; 
 
• ongoing consultation with the identified stakeholders; 
 
• fieldwork involving oral history interviews with Aboriginal knowledge holders.  The Project 

Manager will guide the consultant to the appropriate people; 
 
• documentation of available literature sources; 
 
• documentation of any contentious issues relevant to the place; 
 
• identification of the cadastral boundaries for the place in conjunction with the stakeholders 

and if need be engage a qualified surveyor; 
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• assessment of the evidence and recommendations regarding the appropriateness of making an 

Aboriginal Place declaration over the area; 
 
• production of a draft report for each nomination; and 
 
• production of final reports for consideration by the NPWS and the Minister for the 

Environment. 
 
 
1.3 STRUCTURE OF THE REPORT 
 
Section 2 of the report details the environmental and cultural context of Bulahdelah Mountain.  
This section will include the land use history of the area and contact details of all people involved 
in the project (Aboriginal groups, Aboriginal individuals, landholders and other local contacts). 
 
Section 3 of the report outlines the methodology of the assessment, noting any controls on the 
information in the report (or held elsewhere at the request of the communities). 
 
Section 4 provides the physical and cultural context of Bulahdelah Mountain by providing the 
results of archival and historical research, a review of previous archaeological studies and results of 
the oral history interviews. 
 
Section 5 of the report provides the analysis/evaluation of the Statement of Significance of the 
Aboriginal cultural heritage of Bulahdelah Mountain drawn from the results of the research and 
oral history results. 
 
Section 6 contains the conclusions and recommendations in relation to whether Bulahdelah 
Mountain meets the requirement to be designated an Aboriginal Place under the conditions 
specified by Section 84. 
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2.0 ENVIRONMENTAL & CULTURAL CONTEXT OF 
BULAHDELAH MOUNTAIN 

 
2.1 LOCATION 
 
Bulahdelah Mountain is located east of the township of Bulahdelah, which is situated on the 
confluence of the Myall and Crawford Rivers, approximately 70 kilometres northeast of Newcastle, 
NSW (Figure 1.1).  Bulahdelah Mountain is often referred to as ‘Alum Mountain’ since mining 
began there in the latter part of the nineteenth century.  Bulahdelah has been spelt in several ways 
including:  Bullah Dellah, Bulladilla, Bullah Delah, Booladeela, Bullahdelah, Bulladella, Boola-
deela and Booladilla. 
 
On the 1:25,000 topographic mapsheet Bulahdelah 9333-3-S, Bulahdelah Mountain is named Alum 
BULAHDELAH MOUNTAIN at AMG reference point 426740E 6414130N.  A higher crest to the 
southeast at AMG 826875E 6413330N is located 800 metres to the southeast of Bulahdelah 
Mountain (Figure 2.1). 
 
The area nominated as an Aboriginal Place is within the State Forest boundary on Bulahdelah 
Mountain, including the top of the mountain and may include private land.  Due to time constraints 
placed on the consultant, NPWS decided to contact private land owners after the report is 
completed.  
 
 
2.2 ENVIRONMENT 
 
Bulahdelah Mountain rises steeply between the alluvial corridor of the Myall and Crawford Rivers 
to the west and Fry's Creek catchment to the east.  The top of the mountain stands out as vertical, 
grey-white rocks that dominate the landscape (Plate 1).  The confluence of the Myall and Crawford 
Rivers is within a kilometre to the west and provides fresh water, becoming brackish at times.  
From there, the Myall River winds through low-lying swamplands before draining into The 
Broadwater, which is part of the estuarine lake complex named Myall Lakes.  The Myall Lakes is a 
lacustrine system that is situated behind a coastal sand barrier. 
 
The mountain (trending NNW/SSE) is approximately 3 kilometres long and 0.5 kilometres wide 
with an elevation of 274 metres above sea level.  Bulahdelah Mountain forms part of the Alum 
Mountain Volcanics which includes rhyolite, basalt, dacite, andesite, ignimbrite, tuff and 
conglomerate (Newcastle 1:250,000 mapsheet).  The mountain has the largest above ground 
outcrop of alunite in the world (Carter April 2003 pers. comm.).  Plate 2 shows an example of 
alunite outcropping on the western slope of Bulahdelah Mountain. 
 
Bulahdelah has a variety of vegetation types - from cleared, cultivated agriculture to patches of 
woodland and forest regrowth.  The vegetation is predominantly dry sclerophyll Eucalypt forest 
with patches of wet sclerophyll Eucalypt forest.  Trees have been felled for both the timber industry 
and for use in mining that was carried out on the mountain, resulting in very few older, mature trees 
still existing.  The vegetation on the western side of the slopes is now characterised by dominantly 
regenerated blackbutt with Angophora, peppermint, stringy bark, tallowwood, white mahogany, 
spotted gum, Moreton Bay figs and turpentine.  There is a depauperate mid storey and an open 
understorey.  The under storey consists of herbaceous plants, a number of orchid species, bracken 
fern and grasses broken intermittently with stands of grass trees (Plate 3), Acacia sp. and 
Banksia sp. 
 
Native wildlife still to be found on the mountain include wallaby, kangaroo, possum, bats and 
bandicoots.  A greater diversity of species would have been available to Aborigines before the area 
was impacted by logging and mining. 
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Aboriginal hunter-gatherers selected campsites for short stays of one or a few days when travelling 
through, or for weeks, depending on the activity they were in the area for and the resources 
available (Attenbrow 2002: 47). 
 
A wide range of resources suitable for Aboriginal use and for attracting animals and birds to the 
area are concentrated in a small area on Bulahdelah Mountain.  Species associated with wet and dry 
schlerophyll forests and riparian habitats closer to the rivers are within easy walking distance.  
Repeated burning of the low crests and saddles on the western base of the mountain would have 
provided open and elevated camp sites for Aboriginal people.  Also, stone suitable for flaking and 
grinding is readily available on the mountain. 
 
 
2.3 HISTORY OF USE OF BULAHDELAH MOUNTAIN 
 
Lt John Oxley, a Crown Surveyor, first recorded the mountain in 1818, naming it ‘Bulladella 
Mountain’.  In 1825, the Australian Agricultural Company was given a large land grant that 
extended from Port Stephens to the Manning River and west to Barrington Tops.  Bulahdelah 
Mountain was included in that area.  By 1830, the Australian Agricultural Company surrendered 
the coastal part of the land grant because it was not profitable (Baker 1985). 
 
Sir Edward Perry surveyed the area in 1830.  He referred to a ‘hill’ at the Myall and Crawford 
Rivers crossing that was called ‘Boola-deela’ by the Aborigines (Bulahdelah & Dist. Historical 
Society 1999).  
 
A small community developed at the foot of the Bulahdelah Mountain.  Timber grants were 
supplied in the Bulahdelah district between 1833 and 1853 and land grants were given out in the 
Myall River Settlement in 1840.  The settlement was officially named Bulahdelah in 1877, and in 
1886, the settlement was proclaimed a village.  Timber logging was replaced as the main economic 
source by mining in 1878 (Baker 1986). 
 
Bulahdelah Mountain contains the largest above ground alunitic rock source in the world.  The 
mineral alunite consists of potassium and sulphate of alumina.  The main use of alunite is in the 
manufacture of fertilizer and potash alum, which was used as a purifier in the manufacture of 
paper, and for setting colour in the dyeing industry.  Alunite was mined at Bulahdelah Mountain 
from 1878 to 1927 and from 1934 to 1950 (Baker 1985). 
 
The mountain was vacant Crown Land until 1897, when it was set aside as Crown Land Reserve 
and managed by the Department of Mines.  In 1979, the mountain was dedicated as part of the 
Bulahdelah State Forest on request of National Parks and Wildlife Service and the Forestry 
Commission. 
 
The meaning of the word ‘Bulahdelah’ has been said to mean ‘meeting of the waters’ (Great Lakes 
2003).  However, from extensive research of historical documents relating to the Bulahdelah area 
over many years, Malcolm Carrall (Bulahdelah and District Historical Society) says that the 
translation of Bulahdelah is ‘Great rock’ (Carrall 2003: 28). 
 
 
2.4 CURRENT LAND TENURE 
 
All but a small area at the northern end of Bulahdelah Mountain is currently used for recreation and 
managed by an Advisory Committee set up by the Forestry Commission.  The northern end is 
privately owned. 
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2.5 ABORIGINAL CONSULTATION AND INVOLVEMENT 
 
According to Tindale (1940, 1974), Bulahdelah Mountain is within the tribal area of the Worimi 
people, which extended from Forster in the north, Raymond Terrace in the south and west to 
Gloucester.  Bordering the area belonging to the Worimi people were the Biripi, Awabakal and 
Geawegal people.  However, a map produced in 1892 by Fraser, a mapper for the Australian 
Agricultural Company, places Bulahdelah Mountain within the boundaries of the Kuring-gai.  
Fraser’s tribal area extended from south of Sydney, west of Nowendoc and north of Port 
Macquarie. 
 
Currently, Bulahdelah Mountain is located in the area interest of the Karuah Local Aboriginal Land 
Council (Karuah LALC).  The traditional Aboriginal people from Bulahdelah and their descendents 
have dispersed so the Forster LALC, Purfleet-Taree LALC and Worimi LALC were also contacted 
to find Aboriginal people who may have lived in the Bulahdelah District in the past or had 
information about the area.  Several attempts were made to contact Kempsey LALC but without 
success. 
 
At the beginning of this project, Warren Mayers (NPWS Aboriginal Sites Officer, Northern 
Directorate) provided Umwelt with several Aboriginal contacts that knew, or knew others, with 
information about Bulahdelah Mountain.  Several respected Aboriginal elders were contacted but 
were reluctant to comment on Bulahdelah Mountain. 
 
Mr Michael Rodgers (Coordinator Karuah LALC) was contacted, resulting in Mrs Leila McAdam 
(Umwelt) visiting Karuah LALC on 14 March 2003.  Mr Rogers arranged for interviews with Mr 
Hector Saunders and Mrs Colleen Perry, Traditional Owners and Aboriginal Sites Officers from the 
Karuah LALC, who both live within the community at Karuah.  Later that day, Colleen Perry 
travelled with Leila McAdam to the home of Mr Barry Syron, a member of Karuah LALC and 
Elder for Bulahdelah, whose family had lived in Bulahdelah most of his life.  Later, Barry Syron, 
Colleen Perry and Leila McAdam travelled northwest of Bulahdelah to a point on a ridgeline 
named Markwell Heights.  From this point there was a good outlook of the Myall River Valley 
with Bulahdelah Mountain in the distance (Plate 4). 
 
Leila McAdam travelled to the Purfleet-Taree LALC on 30 April 2003 to meet with Mr Mick 
Leon, who is the Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Officer at Purfleet-Taree.  Previously, Mick Leon 
was the Cultural Heritage Officer for NPWS, Northern Directorate, Coffs Harbour and a member 
of Forster LALC. 
 
An interview with Ms Christine Ping-Griffin (Karuah LALC member) was undertaken on 30 April 
2003.  Christine has lived at the Karuah Mission and Purfleet Mission and now resides in 
Bulahdelah.  The following day, Christine Ping-Griffin accompanied Leila McAdam on a visit to 
the base of Bulahdelah Mountain. 
 
Contact was also made with Mr Lennie Anderson, (Chief Executive Officer of Worimi LALC), and 
Mr Les Ridgeway (Aboriginal Elder from Worimi Traditional Aboriginal Elders and Owners 
Group (TAE&OG). 
 
The Forster LALC contacted Ms Sue Syron and a telephone interview was conducted with Sue 
Syron on 2 May 2003.  Sue is Barry Syron’s sister and both have strong memories of their life in 
Bulahdelah.  Sue gave her approval to use information she provided in a report written by Navin 
Officer (2001) for NSW NPWS on possible Aboriginal burials at Bulahdelah Mountain. 
 
On 6 May 2003, a telephone interview was held with Mr Steve Brereton, an Aboriginal Field 
Officer with NPWS normally working at Booti Booti, presently at Coffs Harbour as an Aboriginal 
Heritage Assessment Officer with the Nandewar Bioregion Culture & Heritage Assessment.  Steve 
Brereton has worked closely with Aboriginal Elders over the state.  Steve also gave his approval to 
use letters and information recorded in the Navin Officer Report (2001). 
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Warren Mayers (NPWS) held a telephone discussion with Leila McAdam on 9 May 2003 to 
discuss information he had from Aboriginal elders and community members about Bulahdelah 
Mountain. 
 
Copies of the draft report were personally delivered to Aboriginal participants who were 
interviewed for this project and endorsement received.  The endorsed transcripts of interviews are 
in Appendix 1. 
 
 
2.6 NON-ABORIGINAL CONSULTATION 
 
Mr Kevin Carter (NPWS Area Manager for Manning) lives in the township of Bulahdelah, next 
door to the old Court House.  Kevin Carter is the President of the Bulahdelah and District 
Historical Society Inc. and has held that position for over 12 years.  Mr Carter was the District 
Forrester responsible for the management of Bulahdelah Mountain for over 12 years, from 1986.  
His knowledge of the mountain is extensive.  One of his great interests has been the past culture 
and movement of Aboriginal people in the surrounding district from the tablelands through to the 
coast.  His knowledge of the district has been built up from literature research and from talking to 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people throughout the area. 
 
Mr Malcolm P Carrall is the Vice President and Archives Officer, Bulahdelah & District Historical 
Society Inc.  Malcolm was born in Bulahdelah and has lived there for 44 years.  He is interested in 
both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal history, and has been collecting and documenting for the last 
12 years. 
 
Mrs Adele Carrall has been living in Bulahdelah for about 18 years, and is a writer for Universities 
regarding learning and education.  She has undertaken historical research and over the past 16 years 
or so, has acquired a great deal of knowledge about Bulahdelah Mountain and its history. 
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3.0 INVESTIGATION METHODOLOGY 
 
3.1 APPROACH UNDERTAKEN TO THE INVESTIGATION 
 
The investigation was undertaken according to the outline provided in the NPWS Contract for 
Services March 2003.  The project was undertaken in three stages as detailed in Sections 3.1.1 to 
3.1.3 below.  
 
3.1.1 Stage One:  Research and Consultation 
 
The tasks in Stage One included: 
 
• initial contact with Aboriginal Land Councils to arrange interviews with community members; 
 
• contact with the local historical group; and 
 
• background research for documentary references to Aboriginal people in the Bulahdelah 

District.  This included electronic searches and visits to the NSW State Library. 
 
3.1.2 Stage Two:  Interviews and Fieldwork 
 
Interviews were arranged in the following sequence: 
 
• field trips for interviews with Aboriginal community members and elders to record oral 

histories of Bulahdelah Mountain; 
 
• field trips for interviews with NPWS officers who have knowledge of Aboriginal culture in the 

study area; 
 
• field trips for interviews with Bulahdelah and District Historical Society for any references to 

Aborigines in the district; and 
 
• telephone interviews with Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people who could not be interviewed 

face-to-face. 
 
A field trip to Bulahdelah was not a requirement for this project, however, the opportunity was 
taken when it arose to visit the mountain with residents of the township of Bulahdelah while on a 
visit to conduct interviews in that town. 
 
3.1.3 Stage Three:  Post fieldwork reporting 
 
Stage Three involved the following tasks: 
 
• compilation of material resulting from research and interviews into a report; 
 
• copies of transcripts of interviews provided to relevant Aboriginal community members for 

endorsement.  Extracts of the interviews will be presented in the report; and 
 
• submission of draft reports to the Project Manager, Aboriginal Place Co-ordinator and relevant 

Aboriginal people for comment. 
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4.0 RESULTS OF INVESTIGATION 
 
4.1 RESULTS OF THE BACKGROUND RESEARCH 
 
The results of the literature and electronic searches are listed below and copies of returns from 
searches are in Appendix 2. 
 
Searches were made using the words: ‘Bulahdelah Mountain’, ‘Bulladelah’, ‘Bulladella’, ‘Bulla 
Dellah’, ‘Bullah Delah’, ‘Bullahdelah’, ‘Booladilla’, ‘Boola-deela’, ‘Alum Mountain’, ‘Myall 
River Settlement’, ‘Worimi’ and ‘Karuah’.  
 
4.1.1 Register of the National Estate 
 
The search confirmed Bulahdelah is listed three times, consisting of two Registered Sites (Alum 
Mountain Geological Site 1, Bulahdelah, NSW (Registered), Bulahdelah Courthouse (former), Ann 
St, Bulahdelah, NSW (Registered) and one Indicative Site (Bulahdelah Showground, Prince St, 
Bulahdelah, NOW).  An indicative site is a place that has been submitted for registration but has 
not been accepted as yet. 
 
4.1.2 NSW Heritage Office 
 
No heritage items are listed under the searches conducted for Bulahdelah Mountain at the NSW 
Heritage Office. 
 
4.1.3 National Trust Heritage Register 
 
No heritage items are listed under the searches conducted for Bulahdelah Mountain at the National 
Trust Heritage Register. 
 
4.1.4 Heritage Schedule within the Hunter Regional Environmental Plan 

1989 
 
The search for ‘Bulahdelah’ confirmed there were five heritage items listed of significance in the 
Great Lakes area.  These are the former alum mine on Bulahdelah Mountain, the general cemetery, 
the tramline trestle bridge, the former courthouse and Kauri and Co’s railway.  The tramway trestle 
bridge and Kauri and Co’s Railway are listed of State significance while the remaining three 
(including the Former Alum Mine) are listed at a regional level. 
 
4.1.5 Snowgums to Sand Heritage Sites (Midac Technologies (Australia) 

Pty Ltd) 
 
The search for ‘Great Lakes’ confirmed there were four Heritage Sites listed on the web site 
http://www.ozeplaces.com/Heritage/index.gre.htm.  These included:  Bulahdelah Mountain Park 
Alum.  Mine, Bulahdelah General Cemetery; Bulahdelah Courthouse; and Bulahdelah Logging 
Railway. 
 
4.1.6 Bulahdelah and District Historical Society 
 
The Bulahdelah and District Historical Society search returned eight items.  A Glimpse into the 
History of Bulahdelah Mountain is also available on-line 
(http://www.geocities.com/mlclmcrrll/page1.html).  This publication provides a brief history of 
mining at Alum Mountain (Bulahdelah Mountain).  The author has included extracts from 
newspapers, letters, library collections and mining reports. 
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From the historic sources, recorded early European observations of Aborigines in the Bulahdelah 
Mountain area are scarce.  Childhood memories of a pioneer’s daughter (Mrs Una M. Briggs) 
printed in The Bulletin c. 1900 (Bulahdelah and District Historical Society Third Quarter, 1985) 
refers to Aborigines on the Myall River:  
 

We must have been a nomadic family as we then moved to Hawks Nest on the 
other side of the Myall River.  My sister and I used to wander through thick bush 
picking wild flowers and talking to the Aborigines on our way to the land sand 
spit that runs to the headland. 

 
An article published in The Maitland Mercury 10 May 1847 (Carrall 2003: 23) mentioned the 
sighting of Aboriginal people by Europeans on a trip to Bulahdelah.  The author wrote: 
 

We passed a camp of fine-looking blacks, who rose as we approached, each 
black-fellow having at least a dozen spears in his hand.  They were all apparently 
equipped for a grand festival, having their hair in fine order, and a pure white 
band like a lady’s garter round their foreheads. 
 

In the same article, the writer encountered an early worker on a property at Bulahdelah who said he 
was not troubled by visitors ‘but the blacks were always about’ (Carrall 2003: 24).  Bulahdelah 
Mountain is described as ‘(t)his great and striking mountain...wooded to the very summit...seems 
like a lion asleep’. 
 
4.1.7 Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Straight Islander Studies 

(AIATSIS) 
 
There were no returns under the on-line searches of Mura – the on-line catalogue for AIATSIS. 
 
4.1.8 NSW State Library and Mitchell Library 
 
The NSW State and Mitchell Libraries were searched on-line, then the libraries were visited.  Two 
items only were located on-line, however, several sources were located when the libraries were 
visited.  Very few publications were found that referred specifically to Aborigines at Bulahdelah 
Mountain.  Publications relevant to this study included:  Adams (1988), Bennett (1929), Brayshaw 
(1986), Dawson (1831), Enright (1899, 1900) and Sokoloff (1974).  Most sources refer to 
Aborigines in the broader Port Stephens area, however, there are sources that provide information 
appropriate for this project.  For example, Enright (1900: 103-104) wrote about the language 
groups of the Aborigines of Port Stephens.  Although he does not mention Bulahdelah Mountain, 
he describes the language groups relevant to the surrounding area: 
 

The Kut-thung dialect is spoken amongst the Aborigines living along the southern 
bank of Karuah River and the south shore of Port Stephens.  It was one time 
spoken amongst the tribes lying between Port Stephens, West Maitland and 
Paterson, but with the exception of the Kutthung, they are now extinct   
 
The adjoining tribes were the Gummingingal, inhabiting the territory on the north 
shore of Port Stephens and the Karuah; the Waringal, living between Telegherry 
and Pipeclay Creeks; the Warrimee, living between Telegherry Creek, Port 
Stephens, the Myall River and the sea shore; the Yeerunggal, about the Myall 
Lakes; the Birrimbai, in the neighbourhood of Bungwall Fat; and the Birronggal, 
on the Myall River. 

 
One source that refers to early sightings of Aborigines comes from the letters of Rachel Henning.  
She wrote a number of letters between 1853 and 1882, which were first published in Australia by 
The Bulletin in 1951-2.  Rachel Henning moved to Bulahdelah shortly after her marriage in 1866.  
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The publication of the letters resulted from her niece, Mrs Gerald F. Dampney.  Rachel gives the 
Aboriginal name for the settlement ‘(t)he natives call it the town of Bulladilla’ (Adams 1988: 219). 
 
In one of her letters, Rachel mentions an Aboriginal camp on the Myall River, opposite her home 
(Adams 1988: 250).  Rachel Henning’s home was situated on the footslopes of the western side of 
Bulahdelah Mountain. 
 

The blacks have an encampment there now, and I can see them moving about their 
boats, which are moored to the bank. 

 
In her letters Rachel describes the landscape of the Bulahdelah area and Bulahdelah Mountain:  
 

The whole country is covered with dense forest, giant trees and thick under-wood 
and vines and creepers…backing up our house and the village, is “Bulladilla”, a 
great rocky mountain with steep sides clothed with forest and a range of 
perpendicular cliffs at the top which always catch the last rays of the sun long 
after they have left us, and very beautiful old Bulladilla looks then. 
 

In October 17, 1866, she wrote about the view from the mountain: 
 

Last evening we scrambled up one of the lower peaks of Bulladilla…to look for 
rock lilies and see the view…The view was magnificent – miles of hill and valley 
covered with forest, the river winding along, then the blue lakes, and beyond all 
the sea. 

 
From her description, Bulahdelah Mountain was a pleasant place to live with bountiful resources.  
No doubt, the original inhabitants would have been attracted to this area for the same reasons. 
 
William Scott was born in Carrington, Port Stephens, in 1844.  His reminiscences about the 
customs of the Aborigines from Port Stephens were recorded by Bennett (1929).  Scott (Bennett 
1929: 17) described Port Stephens as a rich and diverse resource area. 
 

The bush abounded with game in the form of kangaroos, wallabies, ‘possums, 
emus, flying-foxes, wild duck, swans, parrots, pigeons.  There were edible roots 
in the gullies, wild-fruits in the brushes.  It required but little effort to keep the 
communal larder filled to repletion. 

 
Among the terms Scott (Bennett 1929: 21) used to describe the landscape are ‘that land of milk and 
honey’ and ‘the blacks had a wide expanse of bush whereover to forage, a territory at that time 
teeming with game of all description’.  In addition to the resources described by Scott above, the 
Aborigines on the Myall River would have had fish, shellfish, eels and tortoise to exploit.  Scott 
also refers to the many uses of the grass tree, which is found in ready supply on Bulahdelah 
Mountain. 
 
Scott (Bennett 1929: 41) talks about communication systems between Aboriginal groups in the Port 
Stephens area.  One method of contacting other groups over long distances was by smoke signals.  
Fires were lit at vantage points and a style of morse code used to relay messages. 
 
Scott’s account of ‘mystery bags’ is of interest to this study (Bennett 1929: 5, 6) and will be 
discussed in Section 4.4.  Scott relates that the ‘mystery bags’ that Elders carried around their waist 
held some significant meaning.  He found a ‘mystery bag’ one day and describes the incident: 
 

In a hollow fork I discovered one of these mystery bags and displayed my prize 
excitedly to the group on the ground.  Fanny, on seeing it, became greatly agitated 
and ordered me to restore it to its hiding place at once.  Before doing so, however, 
I peered into it and saw only a piece of rock crystal. 



 
 

 Umwelt (Australia) Pty Limited 
1747/R01/V1 June 2003  4.4 

 
Rock crystals are mentioned in an article about Aborigines from the Raymond Terrace area, north 
of Newcastle, in Anthropos early in the 20th Century (McKiernan 1911: 889).  McKiernan 
discussed the power of medicine men: 
 

The medicine men also possessed and carried about with them certain magical 
objects among which none were more reverenced than the quartz crystals; these 
were held to possess the most marvellous powers.  These amulets were carried 
about in a skin pouch and were carefully kept from the eyes of the women and 
children. 

 
Clearly, the quartz crystals were of some significance to male Aboriginal Elders. 
 
4.1.9 Summary of background research 
 
Bulahdelah Mountain has been heritage listed at both at a National, Regional and Local level 
(Register of National Estate, Hunter Regional LEP & Snowgums to Sand Heritage Sites).  From 
historic documents, it is clear that Bulahdelah Mountain was an attractive and imposing part of the 
landscape, which contained a plentiful supply of resources.  The presence of Aborigines close to 
Bulahdelah Mountain is confirmed by the letters of Rachel Henning and from sightings by early 
Europeans published in newspapers. 
 
 
4.2 PREVIOUS ABORIGINAL HERITAGE INVESTIGATIONS IN THE AREA 
 
Three previous Aboriginal cultural investigations in the Bulahdelah area are relevant to this study.  
Navin Officer (2001) also carried out an historical investigation into possible Aboriginal burials on 
the base of Bulahdelah Mountain.  The investigation involved research from libraries and archives 
and from informants at a series of meetings with the community.  The other two studies were 
archaeological investigations (Koettig 1986 and Navin Officer 2000).  The latter investigation 
included the western footslopes of Bulahdelah Mountain. 
 
4.2.1 Investigation into possible Aboriginal burials (Navin Officer 2001) 
 
Several stories of Aboriginal burials were presented to PPK and RTA during consultation with the 
community for the preferred route of the Bulahdelah Pacific Highway upgrade.  Subsequently, 
Navin Officer (2001) conducted an investigation into the burials for PPK and RTA.  The 
investigation involved background research and interviews with Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
people to assess the significance of the claims.  The conclusions were not positive.  Although there 
appeared to be some credibility about Aboriginal burials on the mountain, there was no clear link 
between documentary evidence and the oral stories, nor was it possible to clearly define the area of 
the burials. 
 
4.2.2 Previous Archaeological Assessments in the Bulahdelah Area 
 
Several archaeological investigations have been undertaken in the Bulahdelah district (Barber 
1992; Byrne 1987; Curran 1993; Davies 1991; Ford 1999; Haglund 1992, 1998; Koettig 1986; 
Navin Officer 2000; and Rich 1990).  Of these, only two surveys have been undertaken in the 
Bulahdelah Range area. 
 
Navin Officer Heritage Consultancy (2000) undertook an archaeological investigation of the 
proposed Pacific Highway Bulahdelah upgrade.  The survey area included the western footslopes 
of the Bulahdelah Range.  Twelve sites were recorded during the survey, comprising seven artefact 
scatters, three isolated finds and two scarred trees.  Two artefact scatters and one scarred tree are 
associated with Bulahdelah Mountain (Figure 4.1).  Prior to this, no archaeological sites had been 
recorded within the present study area. 



 
 

 Umwelt (Australia) Pty Limited 
1747/R01/V1 June 2003  4.5 

 
Margrit Koettig (1986) undertook an archaeological investigation of a proposed water treatment 
works on the northwestern slopes of Bulahdelah Mountain.  No Aboriginal sites were located, 
however, the area had been disturbed and this could account for the lack of physical evidence. 
 
4.2.3 NPWS Register of Aboriginal Sites in the Vicinity of Bulahdelah 

Mountain 
 
The NPWS Register of Aboriginal Sites was consulted for information on sites recorded on the 
Bulahdelah 9333-3-S, Myall Lakes 9333-2-S and the Markwell 9333-3-S 1:25,000 mapsheets 
within 5 kilometres of Bulahdelah Mountain.  The search parameters included sites recorded within 
the grid reference range from AMG 421000 to 432000 Eastings and from 6407000 to 6420000 
Northings.  Twenty-two sites were listed on the Site Register in March 2003, however, two of those 
sites (#38-2-0130 & #38-2-0075) have been entered into the database incorrectly and will not be 
included in this section (Appendix 3).  The site types are summarised in Table 4.1.  Figure 4.1 
indicates the location of the previously recorded sites. 
 

Table 4.1 - Previously Recorded Aboriginal Sites from NPWS Site Register 
 

Artefact Scatter Isolated Find Scarred Tree Bora/midden Total 
11 6 2 1 20 

 
 
Of the 20 sites listed at NPWS, the majority of sites were artefact scatters (11), followed by 
isolated finds (6), scarred trees (2) and one bora/midden.  Three sites are situated at the foothills of 
Bulahdelah Mountain including two artefact scatters and one scarred tree.  These sites were 
recorded by Navin Officer Heritage Consultants (2000) while undertaking an archaeological 
assessment of a section of proposed upgrade for the Pacific Highway.  A brief summary of the 
distribution and content of previously recorded sites in the vicinity of Bulahdelah Mountain is 
provided below to place the mountain in an archaeological context.  
 
Artefact Scatters 
 
Artefact scatters were recorded predominantly on slopes and crests of ridgelines and spurs (eight 
sites) with the remaining three sites on creek terraces of the Myall River.  All but one of the artefact 
scatters contained eight or less artefacts.  Two of the sites were recorded on the footslopes of 
Bulahdelah Mountain and one is relevant to the current study area (#38-2-0131).  Both sites were 
recorded by Navin Officer Heritage Consultants (2000) during an archaeological assessment of the 
proposed upgrade of the Pacific Highway. 
 
• Site B1 (#38-2-0128) was located in an area of exposure on the northern footslopes of 

Bulahdelah Mountain, northeast of the township of Bulahdelah.  The site contained one grey 
rhyolite retouched flake and one white broken, rhyolite retouched flake. 

 
• Site B8 (#38-2-0131) was located on a spurline at the southwestern end of Bulahdelah 

Mountain.  Six artefacts were found in two areas of exposure, 50 m x 5 m, adjacent to the 
transmission line easement track.  The artefacts consisted of two grey/green flakes (fine 
grained siliceous), one light green/grey backed blade (fine grained siliceous), one broken light 
brown backed blade (volcanic), one white flake (rhyolite) and one dark grey/green flaked 
piece (fine grained siliceous).  The size of the site was assessed as limited due to poor 
visibility, having the potential to be larger and containing areas with potential archaeological 
deposits (PAD). 

 
• The remaining nine sites are described below: 
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- Four sites (38-2-0034-37) were recorded by Rich (1900) on the Koolonock Range within 
an area of 1 square kilometre, approximately 3 and 4 kilometres to the northeast of 
Bulahdelah Range.  Three of the sites contained small numbers of flakes or broken flakes 
(2-4) while one site (8-2-0037) contained 28 artefacts – all flakes or broken flakes.  The 
majority of artefacts were described as having been manufactured from grey fine grained 
siliceous, which, according to the author, ‘may have come from the Bu(a)lahdelah 
Mountain area’.  Three artefacts were retouched or showed signs of usewear. 

 
- The other five sites (38-2-0119, 38-2-0121 and 38-2-0124-0126) were recorded by Officer 

(2000) and are located to the west of the Bulahdelah Range.  Three of the sites were located 
on creek terraces of Myall River and two sites were located on low spurline crests.  The 
sites on the spurlines contained two artefacts each.  Two sites on the creek terraces 
contained eight artefacts each and one site contained two artefacts.  The majority of 
artefacts were flakes or broken flakes.  The dominant raw material was rhyolite which is 
available on Bulahdelah Mountain. 

 
Isolated finds 
 
Isolated finds were located predominantly on the slopes (three sites) with two sites on creek 
terraces and one site on a ridgeline.  No isolated finds were recorded within the study area.  The 
sites were distributed as follows: 
 
 two sites to the west of Bulahdelah Range within 3 kilometres of the footslopes (#38-2-0122 & 

#38-2-0123); 
 
 one site approximately 3 kilometres to the southwest of the range (#38-2-0120); 

 
 one site within 2 kilometres to the north of the range (38-2-0074); 

 
 one site approximately 4 kilometres northeast of the range (#38-2-0045); and 

 
 one site approximately 4 kilometres southeast of the range (#38-2-0089). 

 
Scarred trees 
 
Both scarred trees were recorded by Navin Officer Heritage Consultants (2000).  Site B2 (#38-2-
0128) was located on the saddle of a ridgeline, between Bulahdelah Mountain and a crest to the 
north-north-west of the mountain.  The site was described as a possible scarred tree.  The tree was 
recorded as being a Eucalypt.  Site B12 (#38-2-0118) is located adjacent to a creekline, on a 
floodplain to the west of Myall Creek and less than 3 kilometres to the southwest of the southern 
footslopes of Bulahdelah Range.  The scar was once again on a Eucalypt. 
 
Bora/midden 
 
One site has been listed on the NPWS Site Register.  The AMG references given for the site places 
it on the Myall River, within 2 kilometres of the southern footslopes of Bulahdelah Range.  On the 
site card, Site Alum Mountain, Bulahdelah River (#38-2-0012) is described as “open midden on the 
bank of the river near two small creeks, reported to be ‘dancing ground’”.  The author, date was 
not provided.  Navin Officer Heritage Consultants (2000: 12) mention the site in their report.  The 
writer refers to information from local informants about a corroboree ground reported to have been 
on the northern side of the town of Bulahdelah. 
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4.3 RESULTS OF THE FIELD TRIPS TO BULAHDELAH MOUNTAIN 
 
Malcolm Carrall, Kevin Carter and Leila McAdam travelled to Bulahdelah Mountain on 30 April 
2003 with the object of recording resources on the mountain and to inspect a rock shelter on its 
upper eastern face.  The following morning, Leila McAdam, Adele Carrall, Malcolm Carrall and 
Christine Ping-Griffin returned to the base of the mountain to inspect areas that were considered 
sacred to some members of the community. 
 
4.3.1 Field trip 30 April 2003 
 
Bulahdelah Mountain is situated close to the confluence of the Myall and Crawford Rivers and 
approximately 10 kilometres west of Myall Lakes.  There would have been a rich supply of 
resources available to Aboriginal people living in the area in the past.  There are suitable areas for 
Aboriginal camp sites on crests and saddles of spurs and other level elevated areas. 
 
Stone suitable for flaking and grinding are readily available, fresh water was available on the 
mountain from a stream, and from the Myall River to the west.  A variety of fauna would have 
been available in the past, including kangaroo, possum, wallaby, echidna, emu, fish, shellfish, 
turtle, birds and reptiles. 
 
Plants that have been recorded as useful to Aborigines, and also for attracting animals, were 
abundant on the mountain.  An example of the plants is depicted on the cover of this report.  The 
plants recorded on 30 April 2003 and 1 May 2003 (and their uses) are listed below. 
 
• grasstree (Xanthorrhoea sp.) – base of leaves and pith inside eaten, resin used for hafting stone 

tools, flowering stems used for spear shafts; 
 
• bracken fern (Pteridium esculentum) – underground fibrous  stem roasted and beaten with a 

stone to remove starch.  Sap from young ferns used for relief of insect stings; 
 
• native cherry (Excocarpus cupressiformis) - enlarged succulent stalklet (pedicel) eaten; 
 
• native apple (Billardiera scandens) – edible fruit; 
 
• matt rush (Lomandra sp.) – leaves used for weaving, base of leaves edible; 
 
• white cotton – (local name) edible; 
 
• wild passionfruit (local name) - fruits eaten; 
 
• wombat berry vine (Eustrephus latifolius) – small sugary tubers eaten, orange flesh of berry 

eaten; 
 
• native gooseberry (local name) – Aboriginal use of gooseberries related by Scott (Bennett 

1929: 40); 
 
• native violet (local name) – leaves eaten; 
 
• mosses – made into a compress for applying on wounds; 
 
• native mint – (local name) – used for compresses; 
 
• native raspberry (Rubus rosifolius) – berries eaten; 
 
• geebung (Persoonia sp.) – fruits eaten; 
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• wonga vine (Pandora pandoranus) – cane used for spears; 
 
• lilly pilly (Acmena sp.) – edible fruits; 
 
• fig tree (Ficus sp.) – edible fruits; 
 
• Banksia sp.  – nectar on flowers; 
 
• Acacia sp.  – gum from trunk and branches could be eaten; 
 
• stringy bark tree (Eucalyptus sp.) – used for making canoes; 
 
• Paperbark tree (Melaleuca sp.) – wrapping food for cooking, wrapping bodies for burials; and 
 
• iron bark tree (Eucalyptus sp.) – making spear prongs. 
 
There were numerous species of lilies and mushrooms on the mountain which would have been 
valuable resources for Aboriginal people. 
 
There are several rock shelters visible on the upper slopes, one of which can be reached from the 
western side.  It was decided to climb up to inspect the shelter.  Rock shelters often contain 
evidence of past Aboriginal occupation in the form of stone artefacts, rock art or hearths.  Also, 
there is a possibility of the shelter having a depth of deposit that may contain archaeological 
material. 
 
The rock shelter was reached after a steep climb up a scree slope.  The shelter was large with 
boulders against the back wall and a sloping floor to a sheer drop off.  The roof was over 6 metres 
tall, the floor space measured approximately 3 to 4 metres in width and over 6 metres in length 
(Plate 5).  No evidence of Aboriginal occupation was apparent. No artefacts were visible on the 
ground surface and there was a very shallow depth of deposit on the rockshelter floor.  No art was 
evident on the walls, however, the fragile nature of the rock would not provide good preservation 
of art had it existed in the past.  The rock face was exfoliated and the rock itself extremely soft.  
Charcoal from recent fires was located inside the shelter.  There was an excellent view of the 
landscape to the west from the rock shelter (Plate 6). 
 
4.3.2 Field trip 1 May 2003 
 
Leila McAdam, Adele Carrall, Malcolm Carrall and Christine Ping-Griffin visited the base of the 
mountain to locate the Site Bulahdelah 8 (B8), recorded by Navin Officer in 2000, and also to 
inspect the ‘guardian tree’ and the ‘healing stream’ (Plates 7 to 9). 
 
One artefact was located on a saddle between two low crests of a spur line.  The artefact was in an 
area of exposure on a track under the power line at AMG 426196E 6412857N.  The artefact was a 
core manufactured from a grey green fine grained siliceous material. 
 
The ‘guardian tree’ was found at AMG 426220E 6413520N and the ‘healing stream’ at AMG 
426263E 6413228N.  The stream was flowing at the time of the visit.  These two places are 
discussed in more detail in Section 4.4. 
 
 
4.4 RESULTS OF THE ORAL HISTORY INTERVIEWS 
 
This section presents the main points of the interviews undertaken during the investigation. 
Interviews with Aboriginal people (including NPWS officers) are given first, then the interviews 
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with non-Aboriginal people.  The interviews are in the order the interviews were undertaken.  
Extracts from the transcripts of the interviews can be found in Appendix 1. 
 
4.4.1 Interviews with Aboriginal members of the Community & NPWS 

Officers 
 
Hector Saunders – Karuah LALC 
 
Hector Saunders was born in Taree but has lived in Karuah for 27 years.  His father was a 
Wanaruah man from Singleton and his mother was Biripi from Coffs Harbour.  Hector is a Biripi 
Elder. 
 
The main points that came out of the interview with Hector are listed below: 
 
• The top of the mountain was a men’s site.  Hector’s words: 
 

It’s all significant on the top the mountain, not on the bottom. 
 

• There are caves on the mountain. 
 
• He does not know of any sacred trees on the mountain. 
 
• There were ceremonies held on the eastern side of the mountain. 
 

There were ceremonies up – way up the other side of the hill. 
 
• He does not know of any burials on the mountain. 
 
Bulahdelah Mountain is significant to Hector and he would like to see it declared an Aboriginal 
Place.  He said ‘It is significant to all the people but only up the top’.  
 
Colleen Perry – Karuah LALC 
 
Colleen Perry was born at Purfleet Mission at Taree and has lived in Karuah since 1939.  Colleen is 
a Biripi Elder she represents Karuah LALC as a Sites Officer in archaeological investigations 
within their area.  The main points from the interview with Colleen are listed below: 
 
• Colleen has heard that the top of the mountain is a men’s site. Colleen’s words: 

 
Well the top is supposed to be a men’s site – I don’t know what it’s like, I’ve 
never been up there. 

 
• Colleen does not know of any sacred trees on the mountain. 
 
• Colleen has heard stories that the main Elders had magic white stones from the mountain that 

were passed on to younger men.  Colleen’s words: 
 
You know the old full blood tribal men – they would go up and they carried three 
white stones … they would put magic in them. 

 
• Colleen has also heard there were ceremonies on the other side of the hill. 
 
• Colleen has heard the story about the burials but does not think there is any substance to the 

story. 
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Bulahdelah Mountain is significant to Colleen and she would like to see it declared an Aboriginal 
Place and agreed with Hector that the top was the important section. 
 
Barry Syron  
 
Barry Syron was born in Gloucester but has lived in Bulahdelah on and off all his life since the 
early 1950s.  Barry is a Biripi, a member of the Karuah LALC and the Aboriginal Elder for 
Bulahdelah.  His mother was born in Gloucester and grew up at a mission at Taree. Barry’s mother 
(Ma) was a highly respected Aboriginal woman with a good knowledge of Aboriginal culture.  
Barry is married to Clair who has lived in Bulahdelah for 32 years.  Clair has been interested in 
Aborigines from the district.  Barry and Clair’s children have studied Aboriginal culture at 
University.  The main points that came out of the interview were: 
 
• The mountain is a land mark.  Barry’s words: 
 

It would have been an Aboriginal land mark for people coming down from the 
highlands. 

 
• Barry believes that Bulahdelah was a camp site on a travel route between the Myall Lakes and 

the mountains.  Barry’s words:  
 

My friend’s grandfather used to talk about Aborigines camping on the river.  They 
travelled through here to the Lake and Tea Gardens. 

 
• Bulahdelah Mountain was an Aboriginal lookout point.  Barry’s words:  
 

The mountain would have been a lookout – you can see the coast from up there. 
 
• Barry has heard stories from his mother about burials on the mountain but he does not recollect 

the content. 
 
• He does not know anything about ceremonies on the mountain. 
 
• Stone from Bulahdelah Mountain was used by Aboriginal people.  Barry’s words: 
 

There is alum on a midden at Hawks Nest at Dark Point.  They had to come here to 
get it, it’s the only place around with alum.  Alum is white and would have been 
good for painting. 

 
Bulahdelah Mountain is very significant to Barry and his family.  They have a very strong 
association with the mountain.  He said: 
 

We spent a lot of time on the mountain when we were young, can’t imagine life 
without it. 

 
Barry rode horses around the mountain when he was younger and his family still go up the 
mountain for picnics.  Barry thought that the top section of the mountain was the most significant 
but thought that the slopes and crest above the flats should all be declared an Aboriginal Place. 
 
Michael Rodgers 
 
Michael Rodgers is an Aboriginal man who is the Co-ordinator of Karuah LALC.  Michael pointed 
out that ‘Bulahdelah is important to Karuah community members’ and ‘(t)he whole thing should be 
an Aboriginal Place.  It is a focal point for the Aboriginal people’. 
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Ray Kelly 
 
Ray Kelly (Dunggaiti Aboriginal elder) was contacted by telephone on 28 April 2003 at the 
Booroogen Djugen Nursing home, northwest of Kempsey.  Ray was a Sites Officer for NSW 
NPWS in the past and has visited many sites within the region.  He said that he didn’t know much 
about Bulahdelah Mountain because he was a Kempsey man.  Ray said he had been told two things 
about the mountain.  These are: 
 
• the mountain was supposed to be a men’s business place; and 
 
• there was a waterhole up on the mountain. 
 
Otherwise he said he would not like to comment.  He said a trip to Kempsey to interview him was 
not worthwhile and that Mick Leon should be contacted at the Purfleet-Taree LALC. 
 
Mick Leon 
 
Mick Leon is the Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Officer at Purfleet-Taree LALC.  Mick has worked 
as Cultural Heritage Officer for NPWS, Northern Directorate and, prior to that, at Forster LALC.  
Mick has had a lot of contact with Aboriginal Elders and is currently studying archaeology at the 
University of New England.  The main points that came out of the interview with Mick are: 
 
• Mick has heard from several Aboriginal sources that the top of Bulahdelah Mountain was a 

men’s place. 
 
• The mountain would have been one of the points from which Aborigines could communicate 

between the highland and Taree.  Mick’s words: 
 

...from the top of the mountain you would be able to see back to Whoota Whoota Hill 
on the coast, north of Myall Lake.  From the top of Alum you would definitely be able 
to contact each other with smoke.  You would know where people were.  “Come to 
the coast”…that sort of thing. 

 
Mick also thought that the top of the mountain was highly important.  He was aware that members 
of the community may know things about the mountain that they may not want to talk about.  He 
specifically asked that the following be added to the report: 
 

...there is a lot of knowledge still in the community that the community may not want 
to disclose to NPWS for the Declaration of an Aboriginal Place and that information 
should stay with those people and not be disclosed. 

 
Christine Ping-Griffin 
 
Christine was born in Newcastle and now resides in Bulahdelah and is a member of Karuah LALC.  
Her mother was born at Tea Gardens. Christine has been around the area all her life, living at 
Forster, Purfleet Mission and Karuah Mission.  The main points from Christine’s interview were: 
 
• There is a sacred tree at the base of the mountain called the Guardian tree.  The face of an old 

Aboriginal woman can be seen on the trunk of the tree.  Christine said: 
 

A lady (an Aboriginal teacher) who had arthritis has been coming and leaning on the 
tree – she says it has helped her. 

 
• Christine has been told by Aboriginal men that the top of the mountain is men’s business but 

she believes the tree shows it is women’s business. 
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• The mountain was used as a landmark to show Aboriginal people the way down the valley. 
 
• The mountain is a good lookout point. 
 
• There is a spiritual aspect to the mountain.  Christine said that one Elder had said he would not 

attend a meeting at the court house in Bulahdelah because he would not go near the mountain 
at night.  Christine added: 

 
I talked to one Elder about three months ago, he said he stopped going up the mountain 
because the grey men stopped him. 
 

• There are a lot of Aborigines buried on the eastern side of the mountain. 
 
All of Bulahdelah Mountain is highly significant to Christine.  She argues: 
 

I believe the mountain brought me to Bulahdelah.  I came to Bulahdelah on an 
advisory committee meeting and I felt I had to stay…  I carry a photo of the 
mountain with me everywhere I go. 

 
Lennie Anderson 
 
Lennie Anderson is a Worimi man who has been studying Aboriginal traditions for many years and 
he is a spokesperson for the Traditional Aboriginal Elders and Owners Group (southern).  Lennie is 
also in the last stages of his study for a Diploma in Archaeology at the University of New England.  
He has been studying Aboriginal tribal law for the last 10 years and he has been entrusted with the 
keeping of Aboriginal law by some of the Worimi Elders. 
 
Lennie said that he has heard that the top of Bulahdelah Mountain was a men’s place and that 
women should not go up there.  Lennie considers the lower sections of the mountain to be too 
disturbed by past mining and logging but the top and surrounding plateau is highly significant and 
should be declared an Aboriginal Place. 
 
Susan Syron 
 
Susan Syron, sister of Barry Syron, was born in the late 1940s and her family moved to Bulahdelah 
when she was six years old.  The main points from the interview with Sue are listed below: 
 
• Susan has heard that the mountain is a men’s place.  Susan’s words: 
 

I have heard from other Kooris.  I have heard from a Koori kid from the Wiradjuri tribe 
out Cowra Way.  He went partly up the mountain and he wouldn’t go any further.  He 
said “I’m not in the right place”.  Also, I have a Kamilaroi friend who lives in Taree 
now who won’t look at that mountain when she goes through Bulahdelah.  She thinks 
it’s forbidding – she’s from out Tamworth way. She feels it is a no-go area for her and 
if the road was built over it, there would be a lot of deaths’. 

 
• Susan thinks the mountain was an Aboriginal landmark.  Susan’s words: 
 

I have heard from other Kooris that it was used as a pointer to show the way. 
 
• Susan believes there are burials on the mountain.  Her words: 
 

I have heard there is supposed to be clever men buried on the mountain, I heard 
something as a kid.  We walked up the mountain with my auntie and my mother.  I 
remember my mother saying to us something like “come back here you kids there was 
black fellas buried up there” as she pointed to the mountain. 
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Susan has also heard that there are burials on the eastern side of the mountain. 
 
Bulahdelah Mountain is very significant to Susan.  Susan described her feelings about the 
mountain: 
 

I was brought up there.  No matter where you’ve been, it’s home when you’ve seen the 
mountain. 

 
Susan added that from where the mountain starts to rise at the bottom to the top should be declared 
an Aboriginal Place. 
 
Steve Brereton 
 
Steve Brereton is an Aboriginal NPWS employee who is currently based at Coffs Harbour.  Steve 
usually works as a field officer at Booti Booti.  Steve has spent a good deal of his life learning from 
Aboriginal Elders about traditional Aboriginal life.  Steve provided information for the burial 
investigation at Bulahdelah Mountain (Navin Officer 2000) in a letter dated 22/11/2000 and he has 
given permission for that information to be used in this report.  He commented about his letter 
when he was contacted by telephone.  His main points are: 
 
• The top of the mountain is a men’s area.  Steve said he had heard from a few different sources 

at Forster that the girls weren’t allowed to go up there.  Steve’s words from his telephone 
interview: 

 
It’s a men’s area on the top of the mountain.  The bottom of the mountain is not for 
men only. 

 
• Clever men (Kadija or Wirrigen) were buried on the mountain.  Steve said in his telephone 

interview: 
 

Stories have been told to me that remains of Aborigines were left in trees around the 
base of the mountain until decomposed to bones.  Then they were carried up the 
mountain.  This was only for the clever men. 

 
• Bulahdelah Mountain is spiritual and sacred.  His words from his letter: 
 

The mountain has a spiritual balance.  This balance was upset when mining was 
started out of the mountain.  I’m sure misfortune and many mishaps happened 
during this period of time. 

 
• He has heard from several sources that the mountain had healing qualities.  From his letter:  
 

The mountain was also used for healing.  Some kind of stone was collected off the 
mountain and made into medicine.  Also a stream that runs off the mountain had 
healing powers. 
 

Bulahdelah is highly significant to Steve.  He feels that the mountain draws attention when 
travelling up the highway and he believes that part of its significance is that Aboriginal people 
believe that it is spiritual.  Steve would like to see the boundary for Bulahdelah Mountain as an 
Aboriginal Place to go right to the base of the mountain. 
 
Warren Mayers 
 
Warren Mayers is a NPWS Sites Officer, Northern Directorate.  Warren spends a great deal of his 
time talking to Aboriginal Elders and visiting sites.  Warren’s main points are: 
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• He has heard stories of burials but is not sure where.  He heard bodies were placed on racks 

and later moved to the top of the mountain.   
 
• He has been told that the top of the mountain is a men’s place but he was also told as a child 

that about 260 metres was taken off the top for ore. 
 
Warren Mayers (Aboriginal Sites Officer, NPWS) has since informed Umwelt that the claims about 
the Guardian Tree have been investigated.  Mr Warner Saunders has stated that he did not tell Ms 
Ping-Griffin that the tree was significant.  Warren Mayers inspected the tree in the company of: 
 

 Lennie Anderson (Worimi LALC); 
 Michael Rodgers (Karuah LALC); 
 Hector Saunders (Karuah LALC and Elder); 
 Barry Syron (Karuah LALC and Elder); and 
 Les Ridgeway (Elder and Traditional Owner). 

 
Regardless of his feelings about the tree, Warren feels that all of the mountain is significant.  He 
defines the base of the mountain as where the river flat trees and the ridge species come in.  
 
4.4.2 Interviews with non-Aboriginal members of the Community & NPWS 

Officers 
 
Kevin Carter 
 
Kevin Carter lives in Bulahdelah and has a good knowledge of Aboriginal culture in this district.  
He believes that Aboriginal people came down from Barrington/Gloucester along the ridges that 
flank Bulahdelah Mountain to the Myall Lakes, using the coast in winter and the mountains in 
summer.  By the 1840s Aborigines were pushed into recognised camps and into the upper reaches.  
Kevin’s main points are: 
 
• There are stories of Aboriginal bodies wrapped in paperbark and tied with vines then placed up 

trees on platforms.  This could be a sign of a higher order and could support the stories of 
‘clever men’. 

 
• There is a spiritual sense about the mountain.  He knows that some Aboriginal people do not 

want to come near the area. 
 
• There is a bounty of resources on the mountain that were suitable for Aboriginal use including 

stones, water, plants and animals.  There is reported to be obsidian on the mountain, which is 
excellent for manufacturing stone tools. 

 
Kevin believes that Aboriginal culture is strongly related to the landscape and, because of the way 
that the mountain dominates the landscape, it is logical to assume that the mountain would have 
been of great importance to Aborigines in the district.  Kevin considers that the area of the 
mountain from east of the existing power line on the western slopes should be declared an 
Aboriginal Place. 
 
Malcolm Carrall 
 
Malcolm Carrall has been a resident of Bulahdelah all his life.  He spends a good deal of his time in 
research about the history of the Bulahdelah district.  He is currently focused on the Aboriginal 
aspect of history in the area. 
 
• Malcolm believes there were burials on the mountain. 
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• Malcolm has known a lot of people who have had pain relief after visiting the Guardian tree. 
 
• There is a spiritualism about the mountain. 
 
• The whole of the mountain is significant.  Malcolm conducts heritage walks up the mountain 

with Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people.  He finds that Aboriginal people get strong 
feelings on the mountain and often will not go to the top.  An Aboriginal woman has told him 
that the top of the mountain was a men’s site and then later a women’s site. 

 
• The healing stream was used for birthing by Aboriginal women.  Malcolm’s words: 
 

The Aboriginal women used to go there to have the babies then the babies were 
placed into the stream for purification of the babies and then the women used to sit 
in the stream. 

 
• Malcolm has heard about clever fellas and how they carried what they called the mystery bags 

and stones were contained within the bags.  The stone was probably alunite.  No uninitiated 
person was allowed to see what was in the bags; and 

 
• The mountain was very important because of the abundant resources. 
 
Malcolm has very strong opinions about Bulahdelah Mountain.  He stresses that the whole 
mountain is significant.   
 
Adele Carrall 
 
Adele Carrall is a non-indigenous resident of Bulahdelah who has a great interest in Aboriginal 
traditions and has undertaken extensive research about the Aborigines in the Bulahdelah area for 
many years.  Adele often visits the mountain and has studied the plants and fungi that are found 
there.  
 
• Adele knows both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people who claim that their illnesses have 

been improved by leaning against the Guardian tree. 
 
• Adele believes the mountain has a spiritualism that is felt by both Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal people.  Adele knows of Aboriginal people who would not go near the mountain at 
night. 

 
• The stories about burials on the mountain are true. 

 
• Based on the fact that the healing stream has sulphur from the alum and the alum having 

hydrolised upon coming into contact with water, the stream on the western side of the 
mountain could have been a healing stream. 

 
• The alum stone could well have been used for healing purposes due to its sulphur content, 

which is ideal for cuts. 
 
• Bulahdelah Mountain has always been a land mark for non-Aboriginal people so it stands to 

reason that the original inhabitants would have felt the same. 
 
• The top of mountain would have been an ideal location for a lookout point.  

 
Adele believes that Bulahdelah Mountain is significant to Aborigines and that the whole of the 
mountain should be declared an Aboriginal Place.  
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4.4.3 Summary of interviews 
 
The merit of these elements in relation to the significance assessment concept will be discussed in 
Section 5.  One of the strongest messages from the interviews was that Bulahdelah Mountain is 
significant to all people who were interviewed for various reasons.  Every person interviewed felt 
the mountain should be declared an Aboriginal Place. 
 
 
4.5 SUMMARY OF RESULTS OF INVESTIGATION 
 
Historical accounts provide evidence of Aboriginal presence in the Bulahdelah Mountain prior to 
European presence, Bulahdelah Mountain is described as a dominant feature in a landscape that 
was resource rich.  The archaeological record gives physical evidence that Aboriginal people were 
using the mountain.  The interviews indicate that the mountain is significant to Aboriginal people, 
albeit for different reasons. 
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5.0 THE ABORIGINAL CULTURAL HERITAGE SIGNIFICANCE 
OF BULAHDELAH MOUNTAIN 

 
5.1 SIGNIFICANCE ASSESSMENT CONCEPT 
 
Significance assessment is designed to ‘demonstrate whether or not the place is or was of 
significance to Aboriginal culture’ (NPWS 2001: 12).  From the interviews in Section 4.4, there are 
a number of facets of significance that have been referred to.  These include: 
 
 the top of the mountain was a men’s place; 

 
 the presence of a sacred or Guardian tree; 

 
 the presence of a healing stream; 

 
 ceremonies were held on the mountain; 

 
 there were Aboriginal burials on the mountain; 

 
 traditional Aboriginal men (Elders) carried magic stones from the mountain; 

 
 the mountain was an Aboriginal land mark; 

 
 the top of the mountain was an Aboriginal lookout /communication point; 

 
 the mountain is visited by contemporary Aborigines;  

 
 the mountain has a spiritual feeling about it; and 

 
 the mountain has a diverse range of resources. 

 
An Aboriginal Place may be defined by the assessment of the following issues: 
 
 the use of the place by past and contemporary Aborigines; 

 
 links with oral histories, traditional beliefs and culture with the nominated place; and 

 
 the role of the place in signifying Aboriginal cultural identity. 

 
 
5.2 ABORIGINAL PEOPLE’S USE OF BULAHDELAH MOUNTAIN 
 
During the course of the interviews for this project, it became clear that Aboriginal people who 
lived in Bulahdelah have used, and still use, the mountain for recreation.  Barry Syron and his sister 
Susan Syron both talk about using the mountain as children with their relatives.  Colleen Perry 
spoke about being on the bottom of the mountain and Christine Ping-Griffin has climbed the 
mountain.  Also, Malcolm Carrall talked about taking Aboriginal people for walks on the 
mountain. 
 
Almost all people interviewed had some story of Aboriginal people using the mountain in the past.  
Many heard the area was used for burials, ceremonies or as a men’s site.  Others thought it was a 
men’s place on top, and then there were stories about healing trees and streams.  Because it is such 
a dominant feature in the landscape, it is thought to have been a landmark, lookout point and a 
communication point.  
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Steve Brereton says that the top of the mountain was men’s and the bottom of the mountain was not 
only for men.  This would mean that the mountain was used by everyone.   
 
Although early references to Aboriginal use of Bulahdelah Mountain were limited throughout the 
research for this study, there are definite statements attesting to Aboriginal use of the area for 
economic and ceremonial purposes.  Rachel Henning’s reference to Aborigines using the area in 
the mid-nineteenth century is in an economic view setting a scene of everyday living.  Scott paints 
a picture of the Port Stephens area as a resource rich, idyllic place for Aborigines to live.   
 
Archaeological investigations have provided physical evidence that the mountain and its 
surrounding environs were used by Aboriginal people.  One recorded site is located at the base of 
the mountain.  Site types within 5 kilometres of the mountain show that people were using the area 
for both ceremonial and economic purposes. 
 
 
5.3 LINKS WITH ORAL HISTORIES, TRADITIONAL BELIEFS AND 

CULTURE 
 
In each of the interviews conducted, there was a clear message that Aboriginal people linked 
themselves to the mountain through oral histories, traditional beliefs and culture.  Every person 
interviewed had heard something about the top of the mountain being a men’s place, several had 
heard it was a burial ground or a ceremonial ground, while others had heard that ‘clever men’ had 
used the mountain and that the stones for their ‘mystery bags’ had come from the mountain.  The 
existence of ‘magical stones’ is supported by the evidence from historical sources, and good quality 
quartz stone is available on the mountain. 
 
 
5.4 ROLE OF BULAHDELAH MOUNTAIN IN SIGNIFYING CULTURAL 

IDENTITY 
 
As mentioned earlier in this report, many Aboriginal Elders contacted during the course of the 
investigation were not prepared to comment on Bulahdelah Mountain.  However, every Aboriginal 
person contacted added that Bulahdelah Mountain was significant to them.  As Mick Leon has 
pointed out, many of the Elders have information about areas that they do not wish to divulge.  
Both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people feel there is a spiritualism about the mountain and 
associate with it. 
 
 
5.5 STATEMENT OF ABORIGINAL CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE OF 

BULAHDELAH MOUNTAIN 
 
Undoubtedly, Bulahdelah Mountain is of cultural significance to Aboriginal people, both now and 
in the past.  The history and archaeology of the area show Aboriginal use of the area for economic 
and ceremonial purposes.  Many of the community do not wish to visit the mountain but feel 
connected to it and consider it is important to their culture.  Aboriginal people involved in this 
study have stated they wish to continue this association with Bulahdelah Mountain and would like 
it to be declared an Aboriginal Place.  However, many feel that only the top is significant while 
others consider the whole mountain to be significant.  
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6.0 CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
6.1 ABORIGINAL VIEWS ON CURRENT USE AND PROTECTION OF 

BULAHDELAH MOUNTAIN 
 
For the most part, Bulahdelah Mountain is currently used for recreation (bushwalking) and comes 
under the care of an Advisory Committee, which is managed by the Forestry Commission.  The 
overall impression from conversations with the community was that parts of the area have been 
extremely damaged by past logging and mining.  Nevertheless, the Aboriginal communities with 
interests in the mountain have a long standing association with the area and wish to maintain that 
relationship and to pass on that association to future generations.  Should the mountain be declared 
an Aboriginal Place, this would give the communities a say in the management of the area and 
ensure their continued connection with it. 
 
 
6.2 IMPLICATIONS OF ABORIGINAL PLACE ON BULAHDELAH 

MOUNTAIN 
 
Declaration of an Aboriginal Place does not change the status of the land.  In the case of 
Bulahdelah Mountain, it will still be Crown Land Reserve, managed by the Forestry Commission 
but in consultation with the Aboriginal communities and NSW NPWS.  Declaration as an 
Aboriginal Place will give the area protection under the National Parks and Wildlife Act 1974.  
This places restrictions on future changes of use.  Under Section 90 of the Act, the area cannot be 
destroyed, defaced or damaged without consent of the Director-General of NPWS.  This may affect 
future logging activities by the Forestry Commission.  Future development of the Reserve is not 
prevented, but, in accordance with NPWS Aboriginal Place Declarations: Guidelines for their 
Assessment, any development must comply with, and not detract from, the conservation of the 
cultural significance of Bulahdelah Mountain. 
 
 
6.3 MANAGEMENT ACTIONS AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES 
 
There should be an Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Management Plan designed between NPWS, 
Forestry, private land owners and Aboriginal communities for the future management of 
Bulahdelah Mountain.  The Management Plan should be designed to ensure protection of the land, 
and to preserve the cultural heritage values of the mountain. 
 
One archaeological site (Site Bulahdelah 8, Navin Officer 2000) has been recorded on the 
mountain during an investigation of the proposed upgrade of the Pacific Highway.  Should the 
highway proceed along that route, it will destroy Site 8 and impact on the lower slopes of 
Bulahdelah Mountain.  With the exception of Navin Officer’s investigation of the western lower 
slopes, Bulahdelah Mountain has not been subject to an archaeological investigation.  An 
archaeological investigation of Bulahdelah Mountain should be undertaken ahead of any 
development proposed for the mountain, or parts thereof. 
 
 
6.4 HOW MAY THE CURRENT LANDHOLDER BENEFIT FROM 

ABORIGINAL PLACE DECLARATION 
 
Although preferred, the consent of the landholder for the declaration of an Aboriginal Place is not 
required by the NPW Act.  According to the Aboriginal Place Declarations:  Guidelines for their 
Assessment benefits of an Aboriginal Place declaration to the landholder include: 
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• technical advice on management of the area; 
 
• support for and advice on preparing external funding grants; 
 
• knowledge and satisfaction that they are making a contribution in the conservation of NSW’s 

cultural heritage; and 
 
• gesture of recognition of, and reconciliation with Aboriginal people. 
 
 
6.5 BOUNDARY OF ABORIGINAL PLACE AT BULAHDELAH MOUNTAIN 
 
Figure 2.1 indicates the area proposed as the Aboriginal Place at Bulahdelah Mountain.  This area 
has been chosen as it incorporates those sections of the mountain of most importance to the 
Aboriginal community and provides an additional area of land to act as a buffer zone to protect the 
cultural heritage values of the mountain. 
 
 
6.6 CONCLUDING RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
This assessment confirms that there is sufficient evidence from historical sources, archaeological 
evidence, and the interviews conducted with the Aboriginal community that Bulahdelah Mountain 
is highly significant.  There is a strong connection between the mountain and Aborigines, both now 
and in the past.  The mountain is important in both a spiritual and economic sense. 
 
It is recommended that the area shown in Figure 2.1 (to be discussed with Warren Mayers) should 
be set aside as an Aboriginal Place and that the Aboriginal communities with interests in the 
mountain should consult with NSW NPWS, Forestry and the private owners to design a cultural 
heritage management plan for future management of Bulahdelah Mountain. 
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