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1.	 Aboriginal Society

The Denmark Shire lies in the Bibbulmun cultural area which is part of  
the wider Noongar country region, although the area just west of  the Hay 
River is typically an area of  overlap where, prior to European settlement, 
both Bibbulmun and Minang groups met regularly for ceremonial and 
economic purposes. As such, Noongar Elders now consider it important 
to consult representatives from both groups on cultural heritage and 
natural resource management activities in Denmark town and the eastern 
part of  the Denmark Shire. 

Bibbulmun and Minang country is deep in the Noongar cultural bloc. 
The Noongar people are the traditional people of  the southwest region 
of  Australia with their own distinctive language and cultural practices, 
as distinct from their semi-desert dwelling neighbours. In their evidence 
to the Federal Court hearings (Federal Court of  Australia 2006:38), the 
Noongar claimants noted that the southwest region:

… was occupied and used by Aboriginal people who spoke dialects of  a common 
language and who acknowledged and observed a common body of  laws and customs. 
Those Aboriginal people recognized local and regional names within the broader society 
but shared a commonality of  belief, language, custom and material culture, which 
distinguished them from neighbouring Aboriginal groups and societies. Responsibility 
for and control, particular areas of  land and waters, were exercised by sub-groups or 
families, but the laws and customs under which the sub-groups possessed those rights 
and interests were the laws and customs of  the broader society.

The Bibbulmun and Minang people represent regional sub-groups of  
the broader Noongar cultural bloc. The Bibbulmun people speak for the 
country stretching from Denmark, north-east toward Nannup and inland 
to include the Manjimup area. The Minang are from the King George 
Sound area that roughly encompasses the City of  Albany municipal 
boundaries. As such, Denmark was an area of  cultural interaction 
between the Bibbulmun and Minang people.

These cultural affiliations to Denmark are very important. The sense 
of  belonging to ancestral country is very personal and deeply rooted in 
traditional culture, reinforced by generations of  spiritual and physical 
connection to the area. Traditional rights of  access and use were, in this 
sense, embedded in a socio-cultural system in which both ‘rights’ and 
‘obligations’ were inherited and transferred variously through ceremony, 
genealogical succession and affiliation to particular stretches of  country 
over long periods of  time.

The Denmark River and Wilson Inlet are the focal points of  a large 
catchment area and home to complex and varied ecosystems. Wilson 
Inlet and its tributaries formed a focal point for Noongar people who 
managed and utilised the Inlet and its abundant natural resources during 
the later Holocene period (anytime from around 6000 years ago after the 
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Inlet formed), though they would have inhabited the area long before 
this time. Extensive archaeological material and sites at multiple locations 
in and around the Wilson Inlet foreshore and throughout the catchment 
attest to its economic and cultural significance prior to European 
settlement as a significant eco-cultural landscape. Fish traps, lizard traps, 
gnamma holes (man-made granite waterholes), burials, stone artefacts, 
tool making sites and ceremonial materials all exist at different locations 
around Wilson Inlet and its tributaries today as physical manifestations 
of  the ways in which Noongar hunter gatherers occupied the area. 
None of  the archaeological features exist in isolation from one another 
or from the ecosystems and natural features of  which they are a part. 
The features are all important components of  a cultural landscape now, 
just as they were components in a cultural system in the past. Noongar 
cultural systems in the Denmark region in the past were interwoven with 
the landscape and its ecosystems, just as today the cultural landscape is 
an inherent part of  the natural landscape.

In other words, if  we are to recognise and value the Noongar cultural 
sites associated with the Denmark region we need to understand how 
each and every feature is part of  an extended eco-cultural landscape. 
The term “eco-cultural landscape” refers to the interaction of  natural 
and cultural features within the landscape. In isolation, archaeological 
remains represent a static record of  past activities. In their full natural 
context however, cultural features exist as part of  a living, changing 
landscape and living culture. That is, information on past land-use 
activities and cultural materials (archaeological remains) is interacting 
with changing natural processes and land-use practices to form a living 
cultural landscape. Archaeological evidence of  past cultural systems is 
static but the interaction of  modern Noongar people with this cultural 
landscape is dynamic and forms the basis of  a living cultural landscape.

Like all hunter-gatherer societies, Noongar people had a limited material 
culture compared to Europeans but were affluent in many other ways, 
adapting to their environment and using resources that were in abundance 
and available to everyone. In the context of  a semi-nomadic lifestyle, 
in which people moved from place to place according to the seasons, 
having too many material possessions to carry was a burden. Above all, 
traditional hunter-gatherers across Australia valued food and resource 
sharing among kin over and above storage, accumulation and production 
for future exchange.

Typically, traditional artefacts and stone tools were made and discarded 
depending on the availability of  resources, the value of  specific items, and 
the extent to which they were used on a regular basis in the food quest. 
Men and women produced and carried small tools and wooden artefacts, 
as well as adornments and sacred material used in the conduct of  ritual 
and ceremonies. Men carried spears, spear throwers, boomerangs, knives, 
axes and throwing/hitting sticks. Women, being responsible for babies 
and small children, carried materials essential for child rearing, gathering 
and digging bush foods. 

Traditional clothing in the cooler months of  the year consisted of  
kangaroo skin cloaks (bukas) made by sewing three or more skins 
together, using a bone needle made from the hind leg of  the kangaroo 
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as an awl and sinew or bullrush strands as the thread (Berndt 1979). The 
buka was worn with the fur inwards for warmth and protection from rain 
in the cooler wet months and reversed during the hotter dry season. It 
was also used as a blanket at night. Both men and women occasionally 
used ochre (wilgie) and animal fat as a sunscreen and to ward off  insects. 
The men often wore hair string belts (to carry small tools while walking) 
and headbands made from possum fur and bird feathers for decorative 
purposes (Tilbrook 1983).

Due to the perishable nature of  plant remains, wooden artefacts, bark, 
cloaks, adornments and organic materials used to sew and weave food 
carrying baskets have mostly decomposed or been taken by collectors. It 
is unusual to find anything other than bone and stone artefacts and stone 
structures during archaeological investigations. More recent activity may 
also be evidenced by scarred trees, remnants of  temporary shelters (i.e. 
kwornt or mia mias) and fire hearths, as well as glass, metal and ceramic 
material that Noongar people have utilised as a raw material since 
European settlement of  the South West. The scarred or modified trees 
demonstrate the traditional practice of  carving or stripping large sheets 
of  bark or wood from the trunk of  trees to manufacture shields, carrying 
dishes or coverings for the kwornt. The shelters were built on a regular 
basis at camp sites, either by gathering or pulling branches together to 
erect a new shelter or by adding new brush or bark to old shelters left from 
previous visits to the area. Examples of  these structures are commonly 
constructed today by Noongar tour guides for public demonstration and 
interpretation purposes.

Stone tools form the most common evidence of  past Aboriginal 
occupation. In most cases this consists primarily of  waste material (e.g. 
debitage like flakes, broken flakes, and chips and cores) that were left 
behind during the process of  tool making. These generally form at least 
90% of  all artefacts located in most archaeological sites. The remainder 
of  stone material located on sites typically consists of  utilized flakes and 
a variety of  formal tool types, including scrapers, adzes and occasionally 
backed blades. These formal tool types are sometimes found as isolated 
artefacts, where they have been lost or discarded because they are 
broken or worn out. Such formal tool types may originally have been 
attached to wooden implements that have subsequently disintegrated but 
occasionally still show evidence of  the Xanthorrhoea based gum with 
which they were hafted.

More obvious are grind stones that as well as being used for grinding 
seed (and in some places, ochre) often show multipurpose usage with 
evidence of  secondary use as hammer and/or anvil stones. Such grinding 
material is often the most easily recognisable of  Aboriginal stone tools 
and therefore been removed from sites in the past by landowners and 
travellers. It is not uncommon for broken fragments of  such grindstones 
to be found amongst other artefact material.
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 Artefact assemblages in the South West of  Western Australia are often 
dominated by quartz although various cherts and silcretes are also found 
at some sites. Grinding material was generally made from dolerite. In 
some cases stone for artefact making can be found near or at the sites 
that they were located whereas others are likely to have been brought 
in from other locations or surrounding areas. Bremer Bay is known as 
a chert source, and there are increasing numbers of  chert quarry sites 
being located in inland areas off  the coast.

A significant feature of  traditional life in the Denmark area was the 
adoption of  patch or mosaic “fire stick” burning of  grass lands and bush 
as part of  traditional land management regimes. This was also used partly 
as a way of  opening up paths and hunting areas (or eco-tones) adjacent 
to wooded areas where yonger (kangaroo) and the kwoor (brush wallaby) 
would graze on new grass shoots after rains and a low intensity burn.

Elders still maintain knowledge of  the traditional practice of  making 
marron nets from reeds and sedges, an important estuarine and river 
system adaptation in this area. Elders and Traditional Owners also 
retain knowledge of  the operation of  fish traps in the inlets and rivers. 
Fish traps are a prevalent feature of  the Denmark heritage landscape, 
particularly in Wilson Inlet. 

The fish traps are a good example of  the ways that Noongar cultural 
heritage can provide valuable information for current and future land 
management. Through an understanding of  the operation of  fish traps 
and their reliance on tidal fluctuations, Traditional Owners can confirm 
that the Wilson Inlet sandbar was open during traditional times and that 
in years when it did not open naturally, Noongar people would have 
opened it by hand. This information has important implications for 
current management of  the annual opening of  the Wilson Inlet sandbar, 
a subject of  some community debate.

Noongar cultural heritage is embedded within the landscape. This 
means that many natural features of  the Denmark area hold important 
heritage values. Wilson Inlet, Nornalup Inlet, Frankland River, Styx 
River, Denmark River, Hay River and Blue Lake are all highly significant 
heritage features and are listed as such in the inventory. Conserving 
Noongar cultural heritage means conserving natural heritage as the two 
are completely intertwined. As such, factors impacting upon natural 
values such as development, dieback, invasive species, visitor impacts 
and erosion are also impacting upon Noongar cultural heritage values.

Traditional Owners and site custodians care deeply for the cultural 
heritage and natural heritage of  the Denmark region. The aspirations 
of  the Noongar community are to conserve the natural beauty, ecology 
and culture of  the Denmark region as far as possible. The Noongar 
community is keen to be involved wherever possible with the conservation 
and promotion of  their rich cultural heritage in the Shire of  Denmark.
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Photograph 1.–  View of Frankland River from Sappers Bridge



16 DRAFT 	 SHIRE OF DENMARK MUNICIPAL HERITAGE INVENTORY

The Thematic Framework

2.	 European Arrival

One of  the first European explorers of  the Denmark district described 
a place of  fine soil, towering timber and plentiful water. Giving such 
a description, Dr Thomas Braidwood Wilson showed he had great 
expectations for future settlers. Dr Wilson was one of  the first European 
men to penetrate the new territory outside the King George Sound 
settlement that had been set up in 1826. In 1829, with the backing of  
Lieutenant George Sleeman, Commandant of  King George Sound, 
Wilson took a party of  men to explore the interior. Guided by the 
Aboriginal Mokare, the party came across and named many geographical 
features of  the Denmark district. Such names as the Denmark and Hay 
Rivers, Mount Lindesay and Mount Shadforth still remain to this day. 
Wilson named the Denmark River after a medical friend. Alexander 
Denmark had played an influential role in Wilson’s career.

Despite the positive nature of  Wilson’s reports about Denmark, 
subsequent exploration by Captains Collett Barker and Thomas 
Bannister in the early 1830s raised some unfavourable aspects of  the 
district. Captain Bannister, in particular, thought that problems would 
arise for settlers owing to the thickly timbered nature of  the land.

It is little wonder then that the majority of  the early visitors to this region 
limited their visits to the coast. The beaches of  the area, later to be 
Denmark, were frequented by whalers and sealers. Assistant Surveyor-
General Alfred Hillman named William Bay in his 1823 exploration. After 
a friend WM Edward Parry. Visitors to the shores of  Denmark would 
have found evidence of  Aboriginal habitation in the area. Fish traps were 
built in the form of  low stone walls in Wilson Inlet. The Aborigines left 
reminders such as ochre and dolerite quarries. Remains of  stone tool 
making and cooking fires in caves have been found. Aboriginal names 
have remained in the district. Some examples are Mehniup, Owingup, 
Kordabup and Nullaki.

The structure of  Aboriginal society was seriously threatened with 
the arrival of  the Europeans. The traditional owners faced enormous 
pressure and disruption to their way of  life. Despite initial friendly 
relations, contact with the new settlers was disastrous for the Aboriginal 
population. Many deaths resulted from conflict as well as from exposure 
to European diseases such as measles, influenza and smallpox. There 
are various rumours about a taboo placed on the Denmark region by 
Aboriginal people. This may account for the disappearance of  the 
Aboriginal people from the Denmark district. However, this hypothesis 
has never been proven. An equally tragic and possibly related theory 
was that the many deaths leading from European-introduced diseases 
decimated their population and led to Aboriginal people to move to 
other locations. 

Nevertheless, there are many individual examples in the journals and 

Photograph 2.–  A Baldwin Locomotive 
transporting a load of timber to Albany across the 
Denmark River 1900s.

Photograph 3.–  Federal Boarding House in 
Denmark 1900s.

Photograph 4.–  Butcher Shop and first store in 
Denmark 1900.
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Photograph 5.–  Bert Saw, an early Bow Bridge 
Settler 1960s.

diaries of  early European explorers of  favourable encounters with the 
Bibbulmun and Menang people, across the whole breadth of  what is 
now the Shire of  Denmark. It was quickly obvious that the people 
encountered across the area were from different tribes, as their languages 
were not readily understood by Europeans who already had a smattering 
of  vocabulary from the inhabitants of  King George’s Sound. William 
Nairne Clark, Thomas Bannister, William Preston and Collett Barker 
all wrote of  examples of  co-operation and friendly (albeit slightly 
suspicious) interaction between the two nations in their travels.

In later times, when European settlement and land clearance became 
prevalent, the Noongar attitude towards the settlers hardened, but, by 
this stage, their numbers had dwindled through disease and migration, 
so there was little active resistance to these activities. By the beginning of  
the 20th century, government policies such as the Aborigines Act (1905), 
had begun to reduce any existing rights of  the Noongar people and this 
was followed by the forced removal of  children and the establishment of
missions. All these combined to reduce the Noongar population of  the 
Shire of  Denmark to a fraction of  its former size. 
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3.	� The Period 1829 - 1905 
Settlement

Photograph 6.–  Clearing the land 1920s.

Photograph 7.–  Clearing the land 1920s.

European use of  the land first began in the 1840s. Pioneer graziers such 
as the Hassell, Moir and Muir families, who farmed in the hinterland 
as far away as Kendenup and Cranbrook, began to use a small part of  
Denmark’s coastal areas for grazing cattle. They were able to walk their 
cattle through the uncleared bush areas via informal cattle trails, to take 
advantage of  the pasture on coastal heaths near the Irwin Inlet, and 
further west towards Walpole. 

The cattle were walked south before the hot summer months and then 
returned to their normal pastures in autumn. The trails, while informal, 
were marked by blazed trees, stone ovens and river fords. The land, 
however, was not held by freehold title, but was either considered 
common land or leased from the government. 

The first formal farm in the area was on land which bordered Wilson 
Inlet on the eastern side, leading towards the Nullaki Peninsula. This 
was Marbelup Farm, one of  the oldest in Western Australia, which was 
started in the 1840s by Henry Tulley and later bought by David Young, 
who gave his family’s name to the district of  Youngs Siding. This farm 
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