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Aooriginal

Were the Aboriginal Australians the world’s
first astronomers? By Ray Norris

WHEN THE BRITISH First Fleet arrived in Austra-

lia in 1788, their navigators probably knew less about the
southern sky than many of the Aboriginal people who they
drove from their land. Sadly, nobody thought to ask. The
British settlers and convicts weren't interested in the many
rich and vibrant Aboriginal cultures, each with its own cus-
toms, folklore, and language. Only recently have most of us
appreciated the deep vein of astronomy threading through
the Aboriginal stories and ceremonies.

With hindsight, we shouldn’t be surprised. To those living
in Australia thousands of years ago, under the magnificent
river of the Milky Way threading through a coal-black sky, the
heavens were an integral part of their world. It would have
been obvious that particular stars were visible only at certain
times of the year and would help navigation through the cool
of the night. Even more important would be the belief, shared
by most Aboriginal cultures, that the world was created
in the “Dreaming” by ancestral spirits who have
left their mark all around us. Those who can
understand these symbols have a complete
understanding of the world and the rules
by which one should live - a sort of user
manual for living. The night sky would
be an important chapter of this manual.

Since the 50,000 year-old Aboriginal
cultures are far older than Stonehenge
or the Pyramids, it is sometimes said
that “the Australian Aborigines were
the world’s first astronomers”. Is this
statement correct? Quite apart from
the assumption of a static culture, the
word “astronomy” implies more than just

recognising a few stars. It implies a quest to understand
the patterns in the sky, the motion of the Sun and Moon,
phenomena like eclipses, and whether events in the sky are
connected to those on Earth. Can we find evidence for such
a deep interest amongst traditional Aboriginal people?

Sun, Moon, and eclipses

The Yolngu people, in the far north of Australia, tell how
Walu, the Sun-woman, lights a fire each morning, bring-
ing us dawn. She decorates herself with red ochre, some of
which spills onto the clouds, colouring the sunrise. Then
she carries her blazing torch across the sky from east to
west, creating daylight. As she descends to the western
horizon, spilling red ochre at sunset, she extinguishes her
torch, and starts the long journey underground back to the
morning camp in the east.

The Moon, named Ngalindi in the Yolngu language, was
a fat lazy man (corresponding to the full Moon) with
two wives and two sons, whom he expected to feed

==L )






