








THE STORY OF THE EXPEDITION 

conditions there were also unpleasant. The temperature among the rocks was 
high, the humidity oppressive and the dust from the sieves so dense that it was 
sometimes difficult to see the archaeologists. 

After a while McCarthy left and went to Fish Creek with Bray and Miss 
lVlcArthur, leaving Setzler to carryon with only the help of two aborigines. At 
Fish Creek Miss McArthur studied the diet and food habits of an aboriginal 
group, and iVlcCarthy noted their methods of food-gathering; Bray added THany 
insects to his entomological collection. 

The reduced size of the lagoons at the end of the dry season had concentrated 
the fish. Miller declared that they were the richest waters in which he had col­
lected. He netted his specimens in both the fresh-water lagoon and the tidal East 
Alligator River. 

For the ornithologist there were birds everywhere, on the water, in the grass, 
among the trees and the tumbled rocks of the plateau. Oenpelli was a prolific 
field for Deignan. For the botanist, too, the conditions were equally good and 
Specht's collection grew by leaps and bounds. Bassett-Smith and I concentrated 
on making a coloured film on the varied bird and plant life of the lagoons. And 
in the caves of the rugged plateau I found extensive galleries of unusual cave 
paintings. 

On 19 October, just as the party was farewelling tvliller on the eve of his 
departure for U.S.A., Johnson reached Oenpelli after walking 160 miles from 
Cape Don, without a native to guide him. He had been successful in making a 
collection of mammals which can be compared with that made by the naturalist 
Gilbert over a hundred years ago. 

But, even to the end, transport troubles followed us. The Chinese merchants, 
having repaired the landing barge Triumph, had arranged to send it up the 
East Alligator River to Oenpelli, load our supplies and, with the party aboard, 
transport us to Darwin. 't\Te had partly dismantled our camp, when the news 
came through by wireless that a widespread measles epidemic had broken out 
in the Darwin area and the movement of all aborigines was prohibited. As the 
barge was manned largely by an aboriginal crew, that meant the Triumph could 
not leave Darwin. It seemed as if we might have to wait, in a partly dismantled 
camp, for an indefinite time, but after many negotiations I was able to arrange 
for Harney and myself to be flown into Darwin to form part of the crew. The 
final difficulty was overcome when HalTY Moss, the pilot of the little plane that 
carried us to Darwin, generously offered to act as our pilot along the treacherous 
East Alligator River. 

We left Darwin at midnight, and two days later, on 1 November, reached the 
Oenpelli landing. Most of that night, and all the next day, we worked incessantly 
transferring the supplies by motor from our camp, several miles inland, to the 
river bank. Then, as the brief tide (we were seventy miles from the sea) lifted the 
barge from the muddy bottom, everyone, expedition members and aborigines 
alike, rushed the goods on board hoping' to get away before the tide went out. 
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But a tangled anchor rope delayed us and we were left stranded in the mud for 
another twelve hours. By next sunrise, however, we were on our way down the 
river and by sunset, two days later, we were berthed at the Darwin jetty. The 
field "'ork of the expedition was over. 

The results of the expedition could hardly have been richer, both 1rom the 
standpoint of human companionship and scientific results. I cannot speak too 
highly of the good fellowship that existed between members 01 the party during 
the eight months we were together, a good fellowship not ahvays present on expe­
ditions where members have been together for extended periods. The gross results 
of the collections, too, were impressive: 13,500 plant specimens, 30,000 fish, 850 
birds, 460 animals, several thousand aboriginal implem.ents and weapons, together 
with photographs and drawings of a large number of cave paintings from Chasm 
Island, Groote Eylandt and OenpeJli. There was also a collection of several 
hundred aboriginal bark paintings anc! two hundred string figures. In addition 
to the physical collections of natural history and ethnological specimens, each 
scientist had written extensive field notes as a basis for his scientific papers. There 
were also many hundreds of monochrome and coloured photographs as well as 
several miles of colour film on aboriginal life and natural history. 

Two articles. on the expedition have been published in the National Geo­
graphic I\!Iagazine: 'Cruise to Stone Age Arnhem Lampo by Howell "Valker and 
'Exploring Stone Age Arnhem LamPl by myself. Four coloured cine films have 
also been completed, with Bassett-Smith as photographer and myseH as director: 
'Arnhem Land', a survey of the natural history and ethnology o( that region; 
'Aborigines of the Sea Coast', dealing with native life at Yirrkalla; 'Birds and 
Billabongs', picturing the birds and the "vater-lilies of Oenpelli lagoons; and 'The 
Arawaltja Ceremony' of Groote Eylandt. 

This volume is the first of a series which will describe the scientific results 
of the Amhem Land Expedition. General subjects which will be published in 
the succeeding volumes are: Ethnology, archaeology, ornithology, mammalogy, 
hepherology, conchology, botany, ichthyology. 

The ethnological and natural history specimens collected on the expedition 
will, when the research work on them is completed, be distributed between the 
Australian and American institutions, with the exception o( the botanical col­
lection. A duplicated collection has already been presented to the major herbaria 
in Australia; to the Kew Gardens, London; to the Arnold Herbarium, Harvard 
UniverSIty, Boston; to the United States National Herbarium, \tVashington; and 
to the Ri jksherbarium, Leiden, Netherlands. 

?\lany of the cave paintings discovered at Oenpelli, and bark paintings collected 
at Groote Eylandt, Yirrkalla and Oenpelli, have been reproduced in colour by 
UNESCO in Australia: Aboriginal Paintings-Amhem Land. 

C.P.M. 
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