Ethnographic Background 

The current survey area lies within what is commonly accepted as being Nyiyaparli country. Tindale (1974:252) describes the Niabali [Nyiyaparli] country as:

Headwaters of the Oakover and Davis Rivers above their junction; middle waters of the Fortescue River; northwest to Roy Hill; on Weedi Wolli [sic – Weeli Wolli] north of the Ophthalmia Range; east to Talawana. In about 1890, pressure by the Kartudjara forced the Niabali to retreat from the northern vicinity of Savory Creek to a boundary on the headwaters of the Jiggalong Creek. The Niabali are closely related to the Bailgu with whom they are becoming much mixed.
Many older members of the Nyiyaparli group were born, raised and worked on pastoral leases throughout the native title claim area, including Balfour Downs, Ethel Creek, Sylvania, Warrie, Roy Hill, and Marillana, or sought refuge at the Jigalong Mission, now a community situated on an Aboriginal Reserve within the Nyiyaparli native title claim (WC05/6)). According to Tonkinson (1966:63):

The original inhabitants of the area around Jigalong, including the station to the north east, were the Njijabali, a group possessing cultural and linguistic affinities with the Budijara, Gadudjara and related desert people to the east, but at least as many ties with the more westerly groups.... Most Njijabali were attracted westwards to early European settlements along and beyond the western fringes of their tribal area, even before Jigalong was established. Later, almost all the remaining Njijabali followed suit, in response to the increasing intrusion of their desert neighbours from the east. In 1964, the Jigalong camp contained no Njijabali people. The small number of surviving Njijabali is scattered on the stations west of Jigalong and at Mount Newman.

Carl von Brandenstein worked extensively with the Nyiyaparli in the 1960s and described a ‘federation’ of tribes in the Pilbara:
The table mountain Manygirrkura on the border of the Njiabali and Paljgu country in the Chichester Range is an extraordinary place, a ceremonial ground of old, and still of ritual as well as political importance to all the tribes in the North West (Pilbara). The name means something like ‘language nest’ and indicates the role of this mountain as a ‘language ark’ for the North Western tribes.  The word ‘ark’ was used by my informant.  

The table mountain is halved by a creek of the same name and is beset with boulders all around its slopes. Here the best known and still recognized ‘nations’ of the North West are represented each by one such boulder outstanding in shape and colour… I was told that these 10 nations once formed a federation and had much in common linguistically as well as ritually. They fanned out from here to occupy their present areas (Brandenstein 1966:2).
A more detailed discussion of this site and the background to defining its boundaries is included in the following section of this report. 
Archival Research Results

A search of the Register of Aboriginal Sites revealed that a closed ‘Ceremonial, mythological’ site named Mungayikurra bunamalinya (Site ID 11807) is recorded within a 10 kilometres by 10 kilometre square boundary that includes the survey area. Goode (2007:14) reports on a men’s quarry, CB06-76, that Goode notes is associated with Mungayikurra bunamalinya. Referring to the quarry Goode comments, ‘and as such is an important site that is connected with the story and rituals that occur at [Mungayikurra bunamalinya] some 70 km to the east.’ Von Brandenstein (1972) and Palmer (1977) provide a valuable insight into the cultural significance of the site complex at Mankarlyirrkurra, now more precisely located to the north east of the present study area (see below for further comment). No other ethnographic sites are located within the survey area (see McDonald 2006, 2007). Previous ethnographic research in FMG’s Cloud Break, the neighbouring areas around Roy Hill and adjacent Christmas Creek areas include Birckhead (2007a, 2007b), Green (2003, 2004), Day (2008a, 2008b, 2008c) and McDonald (2000, 2006, 2007, 2008). 
McDonald (2008:18) lists a number of previously recorded mythological/ceremonial sites associated with Mankarlyirrkurra [Munggayilkurra/Mungalinguru/ Mangakal-jirrkurra] that are recorded to the north and east of Christmas Creek, including:

· Site ID 11290 – P00902 Mungayilkurra/Mundayyilgeri

· Site ID 11805 - P00349 Mungayilkurra/Bandigura
· Site ID 12006 - P00178 Mungayilkurra/Mungayilgur

Von Brandenstein (1972:288) notes that:

There exists in the Roy Hill district of the north-west of Western Australia a sacred precinct of about 80 square kilometres which was used until recently as an initiation centre. The whole area consists of a high plateau of the mesa type, traversed by a main creek and its tributaries and forming an extensive valley. Of the many cliffs and rock noses jagging into it from all sides 10 had been chosen to represent the 10 “nations” which form a ritual alliance still adhered to in their [sic] north-west. … The sacred place was used to teach the young initiands the tribal and “national” geography and history which is supposed to have originated from there.

Palmer (1977:39) observes that the mythological being Mungaliguru is “now an escarpment near Roy Hill”, and that the area and its spirit is linked to a number of major Dreamings that crisscross the Pilbara. As a result of an on-site meeting, Green (2004:5-6) has recently more precisely recorded 14 sites within this complex (Table 2). Green (2004:5) concluded:

All of these Aboriginal ethnographic sites collectively form part of the Mankarlyirrkurra ethnographic site complex, with the southern most sites within the area over which FMG intends to undertake its exploration drilling program.

The Senior Aboriginal Lawmen advised that the hills either side of the Marble Bar Road (for a indeterminate distance) should all be considered part of the Mankarlyirrkurra ethnographic site complex, as X travelled through this entire area undertaking various deeds and activities that will not be discussed here for cultural reasons.  

Previously, Green (2004:4) cited the Lawmen’s explanation that ‘X (the x) travelled south from the southern most ethnographic site at the Mankarlyirrkurra ethnographic site complex south eventually into the desert. However, there is no indication in any of the archival or oral evidence that the dreaming track passes through the present Priority 1 -3 survey areas at Christmas Creek.
Defining the Mankarlyirrkurra site complex
According to the Department of Indigenous Affairs (DIA) register of sites, the anthropologist Kingsley Palmer recorded a closed ‘Ceremonial, mythological’ site named Mungayikurra bunamalinya (Site ID 11807) in a square, 10 kilometres by 10 kilometres. However, the following paragraphs show how the 10km x 10km boundaries of Site 11807 have been more precisely defined by more recent research and ethnographic surveys with Senior Pilbara Aboriginal Lawmen (see McDonald 2000, 2006,  2007, 2008; Green 2003, 2004; Birckhead 2007a, 2007b; Day 2008a, 2008b,2008c).

Elsewhere, Palmer (1980:12) claims: ‘“Site” is an English term, not an Aboriginal one.’ Palmer continues: ‘the spirituality which is a concomitant feature of these places is not contained within a clearly demarked area...’ Earlier in his report, Palmer (1980:7) states that mythical beings ‘left the whole of the countryside imbued with a spirituality which is now believed to be endemic to all objects, all places and to all living creatures, including the Aborigines themselves.’ Palmer (1978:12 cited in Hawke and Gallagher 1989:119) also states that, ‘the term Aboriginal site as a defined location is redundant. Aboriginal thought admits that some places are more important than others, but cannot easily accommodate the notion that one place is a site and another is not.’
In support of his definitions, Palmer (1978) uses the term ‘sphere of influence’ in his evidence to the Mining Warden in the Noonkanbah case. According to Hawke and Gallagher (1989:119), Professor Ronald Berndt also prepared a discussion paper for the Aboriginal Cultural Materials Committee (ACMC) which addressed the question of spheres of influence, ‘buffer zones’ and ‘complexes’ of sacred sites ‘where the land between neighbouring sites was part of a whole’ (Hawke and Gallagher 1989:119). Bindon’s report to the WA Museum argues that the concept of a ‘sphere of influence’ around significant sites includes the substrata of the earth (Bindon 1979). However, Jim Birckhead (2007:12) claims that the Aboriginal Heritage Act 1972 does not support the registration of ‘buffer zones’ or a ‘site complex’ unless it is a continuous area, although he suggests that the terms are appropriate for cultural heritage management purposes.

Birckhead (2007:9-12) includes a lengthy discussion of the definition of a ‘site’ under the Aboriginal Heritage Act 1972. He notes:

Several court challenges have succeeded ... against prosecutions for damaging a site because the recorded boundaries of the sites concerned could not be justified as having been accurately defined to delineate only the area with heritage significance. In all cases, the boundary had been loosely or arbitrarily defined, whether in a ‘join the dots’ fashion to amalgamate several spatially-separate heritage features, or by incorporating a ‘buffer zone’ around the actual site that was not an area of heritage significance itself.

From the above quotes, Birckhead’s interpretation of a ‘site’ appears to conflict with Palmer’s all-encompassing definition. Whether the recording of the Mankarlyirrkurra site as a 10 kilometre square was made for expediency or according to a concept of ‘spheres of influence’, the boundary is not supported by recent research and consultations with Senior Aboriginal Lawmen.
In 2004, FMG requested Pilbara Native Title Service (PNTS) to facilitate a meeting of Senior Aboriginal Lawmen in order to attempt to accurately define the boundary of the Mankarlyirrkurra ethnographic site complex. The previous year Nic Green (2003) had undertaken a Preliminary Ethnographic Survey with Nyiyaparli consultants for PNTS and FMG. After that survey, Green (2003:12, 2004:2) concluded:

The Nyiyaparli Consultants were unwilling and unable within their cultural tradition, to define the boundary of the Mankarlyirrkurra ethnographic site complex without consultation with other Senior Aboriginal Lawmen at the time. However, coordinates defining the approximate area of the Mankarlyirrkurra ethnographic complex were recorded in order to provide FMG with advice on the area to avoid during their proposed exploration drilling program.

In conjunction with consultations with Nyiyaparli elders in subsequent ethnographic surveys (see McDonald 2000, 2006, 2007, 2008; Birckhead 2007a, 2007b; Day 2008a, 2008b,2008c) the conclusion is that the DIA registered Site 11807 ‘Mungaykilkurra/bunamalinya’ provisionally encompassed a ‘buffer zone’ and has since been more precisely defined by further research and consultation with Nyiyaparli and other language group elders.
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