PATHWAYS
OF BELIEF
THE SPIRITUAL WORLD Of THE YUAT
After listening to the Yuat (Moorara-Moorara) people, sharing their lives and
learning their cultural beliefs, Bishop Salvado concluded that they lacked any form
of divine worship.
I have never seen them practise any external form of religious worship,
and I am aware of no evidence that they practise any internal form either
(Memoirs 1977: 126)
He learned, however, that at the centre of their spiritual world
were two primordial principles – one good and the other evil.

THE CREATOR SPIRIT
“They have an idea of an all-powerful being, creator of earth
and sky, whom they call Motogon,” wrote Salvado. He was
“a very strong man, tall, wise, of the same colour and the
same country as themselves.”
When Motogon created the kangaroo, the sun, the trees, etc., he used these words:
‘land come forth!’ (and he blew and the land was created); ‘water, come forth!’ (and
he blew and water was created) – and so on for other things (Memoirs 1977:126).
Sheila’s bush creatures

Spirituality, legend and lifestyle

“This account greatly resembles the words of Sacred
Scripture,” wrote Salvado:
And God said, ‘let the earth bring forth living creatures of every kind’ (Gen. 2:24).

“By adding the word blew,” continued Salvado, “it makes us realise that there is extant
amongst them the tradition expressed in the Book of Genesis...”
Then the Lord God formed man from the dust of
the ground and breathed (blew) into his nostrils the
breath of life, and the man became a living being
(Gen 2:7).

Michelangelo’s creation scene

Even though he created all the creatures of
earth and sky, Motogon was not eternal.
The people informed Salvado that this
ancestral creator no longer existed, “having
died in decrepit old age long time ago.”

THE SPIRIT

OF EVIL

In contrast to the good Ancestor, Motogon, there was also a principle of evil called
Djengka (also Djengka or Djanak).

The people held Djengka in great fear, and were always reluctant to leave their
campfire at night:

They have the idea of an evil spirit who is superior to them, whom they greatly fear, and whom
they call Djengka (Memoirs 1977:126).

Campfire, hut & family

The Nyoongar people also applied the name Djengka to the newly arrived European
settlers, whom they thought to be their deceased ancestors, returned to their country
from the land of the dead.
Amongst other things, Djengka was responsible for storms and whirlwinds. He
was thought to haunt the bush, especially at night, and was blamed for the death of
children:
Many of them imagine that they have often seen him; this is why it is very hard to get them to
move any distance from the fire at night-time (Memoirs 1977:127)

This malevolent being was thought to live under the earth and roam the
bush after sunset.

Even today, Djengka, or Djanak, is a force to be reckoned with.

THE GREAT

SERPENT

Another being that inspired great respect was
a great snake, or rainbow serpent, which they
called Wagal (also Wakal, Wakarl or Wagyl),
and which inhabited large pools of water.
However much the natives if both sexes like to swim
‘dog paddle’ style in summer, they will never go into water
that is dark and deep, because they say that the serpent Wagal
is there, and they are afraid of him even during the daytime
(Memoirs 1977:129).

Throughout the winter period and early summer, there
is a deep pool (known to the people as Bwooradjen)
in the Moore River, immediately adjacent to the
monastery.

Bwooradjen Pool, New Norcia, haunt of the Wagal...

Archaelogists have found many stones artefacts here,
especially east of the river, at the side of the apiary
building.

In pre-contact times, this location was clearly a favourite place for camping. Salvado records the
existence of a ceremonial ground on the hill, about 1 km east of this spot, where corroborees were
still being held during the 1870s.

The old New Norcia Apiary

According to Salvado, Aboriginal people would not willingly camp closer than 100
m. from a river pool. Nor did they dare to draw water during the night, for fear of
the Wagal:
One of them said respectfully, ‘If we go and take water there, very soon we will be killed, but if you go, you will
be alright’...
When I reproached them for their superstitious ideas, they replied condescendingly, ‘Noonda Dwongaboort’
(You don’t know anything about it)... (Memoirs 1977:129).

As the aim of the missionary-monks was to introduce the Yuat people
to they ways of civilised life and to educate them in Catholic faith, they
regarded such spiritual beliefs as forms of animist superstition.
But as Dom Bernard Martinez maintained, although the people of the Moore River had little or
no concept of religion, they did have a well-defined moral sense:
They have indeed their own standard of right and wrong, which no argument of the white man can change.
Good actions and morals they acknowledge and praise as Kwoba [Gworba], or ‘right’, but whatver is bad they
evidently regard and express as Wirnda, or ‘wicked’ (Report to the WA Government, 1867).

The Moore River at New Norcia

THE Human
Condition
Illness, Injury & Death
The aboriginal people suffer from various illnesses that, because they do not receive the proper
treatment, often end by being fatal (Memoirs: 170).
In traditional times, all illnesses were treated by an
Indigenous doctor called the Bolya, who employed
elaborate and often painful rituals. These included
the application of physical pressure (i.e. to the head),
or the letting of blood. Sometimes they sucked the
afflicted part to extract small stomes (also called
Bolya).
However, after the people had seen the marvellous
effects of Salvado’s simple remedies, he and his
missionary monks were looked upon as “the most
famous Bolyas who ever lived.” (Memoirs: 170/1)

New Norcia Lithograph: 1850s

When someone was injured by a spear, the weapon
was extracted with great skill by an Indigenous
physician.
If the kidji were of the barbed variety, the patient “would simply
wrench it out of the wound himself.”
If it was a barbed spear, its removal was more painful:
Examples of 3 types
of kidji...

...the Bolya men push the barbed spear out to the opposite side until it projects
several fingers’ length; they then remove the transverse piece near the head, clean
away the covering gum and pull the weapon out from the point at which it went
in (Memoirs: 172)

As Salvado records, “They rub grease into the wound, which then soon heals
perfectly...” (See ‘Skills’ module for a specimen of emu oil, used for healing purposes)

The Bolya
Aboriginal people thought that all deaths, fatal illnesses and injuries of whatever kind, were caused by human
enemies who possessed “a malign power” in the form of what they called the Bolya.
In 1859 a group of Aborigines who hailed from the northeast were camped some seven miles north
of the Mission. Hearing that this group had the fearful Bolya with them, Salvado determined to go
and see it for himself. After much hesitation, 20 of his mission people agreed to accompany him.
Dwergan, his friend and esteemed Elder, begged him not to go:
“You will die,” said Dwergan.
To the consternation of everyone, Salvado insisted on entering the camp. He approached the foreign Bolya man,
who finally handed over two objects, whose odour, he recorded, “was not of roses!”
[They were] nothing but human hair and feathers, stuck together with grease mixed up with red ochre, then bound up all round with woman’s
hair made into a cord (See Gimenes: 336)

Deadly powers were attributed to the Bolya:
When an aboriginal person dies, either by accident or from natural causes, everybody
believes that he has been killed by the Bolya invisibly sent him by someone from
another and perhaps quite distant part. (Memoirs: 173)

Even in modern times, illnesses or other misfortunes are sometimes
attributed to the influence of stones or other items placed in a
victim’s way by hostile persons.
Salvado’s sketches of the mysterious Bolya

RITES OF PASSAGE:
OLD TRADITIONS
Birth Of Children
The Australians believed that the source of human life was more than
just biological, and that the bush was inhabited by the spirits of children
waiting to be born. Birth, like death, had many possible causes. These
could be both physical and spiritual.
Salvado records that a mother would attend to the entire needs
of her newly born child.
The infant has a reddish colour for some time, and then becomes dark like the
mother in less than a month. (Memoirs: 136)

The birth of a male child was especially welcomed. Prior to
the arrival of the missionaries, a mother’s third female child
was not normally allowed to survive, unless one of the other
women agreed to save it by taking it into her care.
As a general rule,
however, all surviving babies were
loved and cared for.
They feed their children well, and keep them as
healthy and clean as the situation allows…
(Memoirs: 137)

In the Mission, the Benedictines kept families
together and offered full support for the
welfare of the young children.

Bob Nogolgot poses in the
mission with his wife and
young children…

They were eventually able to provide a stone
cottage for each, while the children were
educated in the mission schools.
Mission residents Djiak, Bing-an &
children with Br. Pablo Clos

The Transition To Adulthood
As they approached adolescent age, the boys were prepared for full reception into the
adult community through the TRADITIONAL RITE OF INITIATION.
The ceremony of INITIATION began as each boy sat on the ground
with an Elder, or sponsor, each of whom was dressed in a kangaroo skin
cloak.
The first procedure was the painful rite of NOSE-PIERCING in
preparation for the insertion of the nose bone (Moolya Birndi).
The Elders performed this rite by pushing a sharpened eagle bone
through the nasal septum of each boy.
The ceremony was followed by THE FIRE TEST
Each boy jumped successfully over a great fire; afterwards returning, very proud, to his
guardian’s shelter (Gimenes 1958: 332).

A Yuat man wearing the
traditional nose-bone

AND A NEW LIFE
The Rites of Christian Initiation
The Indigenous practice of Initiation marked the transition from youth to adulthood.
In this important cultural practice the monks saw a parallel to the Christian forms of
Initiation – the Sacraments of BAPTISM and CONFIRMATION.
Salvado and his missionaries were therefore able to use the traditional
concept of Initiation as a foundation for preparing the people for these
two Sacraments.
The Rites of Christian Initiation mark the beginning of
life in the Christian faith. Accordingly, the monks were
at pains to see that all the children born of Christian
parents, as well as those children who would be educated
in the mission, were baptised and confirmed. Adults not
instructed in the faith would only be baptised in danger
of death.
The acceptance of these Rites by the Indigenous people
of New Norcia was hastened by a remarkable event that
occurred some months after the founding of the Mission:

A Marvellous Event
In 1847, an incident occurred that may be taken as a defining
moment in the spiritual life of the Mission.
One day… a native woman, whose husband was pursuing and trying to
kill her, burst into our midst for protection... The husband came up
running like a madman, with his kidji poised for throwing. We put her
inside the monastery for safety, locked the door, and went on with the
religious instruction.

Field of the bushfire... (module 4 & 5 025)

The next day we saw that a terrible fire was burning the bush round
about the Mission, and was getting close to our half-reaped crop
(Memoirs 1977: 66).

The ferocious fire advanced rapidly. With the help of the
Aborigines the monks did what they could to extinguish it, but
could not bring it under control.
In this extremity…we had recourse to the mercy of God, invoking the intercession
of the Holy Virgin as our special Protectress. We brought out a picture of our Blessed
Lady which had the place of honour on our poor altar, and took it to the corner of
the field nearest the flames, leaving it leaning against the wheat-stalks that were
due to catch fire within a few minutes.
Pro Hart’s impression of the New Norcia bushfire

SCARCELY HAD THE SACRED PICTURE BEEN PLACED
FACING THE FLAMES THAN THE WIND SUDDENLY
CHANGED DIRECTION AND DROVE THE FLAMES BACK TO
THE PART ALREADY BURNT. AND WITH THIS THE DANGER
ENDED.
In thanksgiving for the heavenly favour we had been granted, we offered a
solemn votive Mass of the Mother of God next morning, at which many of
the Aboriginal people were present.
The painting of Our Lady of Good Counsel as it hangs
in New Norcia Church – a gift to Salvado from
St. Vincent Pallotti in 1845
Picture frame donated by W.A.s Governor Weld

