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ON BULGAR CREEK, NEAR SINGLETON. 
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[With Plates XVIII. - XX.] 

· [Read before the Royal Society of N. B. Wales, October 4, 1893.] 

ABOUT eighteen months ago I was engaged on some extensive· 
surveys under the Real Property Act in the Parishes of Why brow· 
and Milbrodale, about fifteen miles ft·om Singleton, and whilst SO· 

employed my attention was drawn to the existence of some caves~ 
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in the vicinity, containing aboriginal drawings. Being anxious 
to obtain all the information I could on the- subject, I got some 
<>f the residents to act as guides, and visited two of the most 
interesting of these caves .. Thinking that the result of my inspec­
tion may be of some interest to the members of this Society, I 
have prepared a few n.'otes, with illustrative diagrams, which I 

• will now place. before you. 

I will first deal with the cave shown on Plate 19. This cave 
<>r rock-shelter, is a large overhanging ledge of Hawkesbury 
Sandstone on the west side of Bulgar Creek, a tributary of the 
W ollombi Brook, and is situated within Portion No. 2 of six 
hundred and forty acres, in the Parish of Milbrodale, County of 
Northumberland, about a quarter of a mile southerly from the 
old road from Sydney, over the Bulgar Mountains, to Singleton, 
and is about fifteen miles south-westerly from the latter town. 

The cave or shelter, is in one of the ordinary low rocky escarp­
ments of the Hawkesbury Sandstone which are very numerous in 
this part of the district ; the direction of the escarpment being 
north-westerly, and the dip north easterly. The cave is a 
eighty feet above the adjacent valley, and faces the ~orth-east, 
consequently the sun shines into it, on fine days, all the year 
round. There is also a good drainage from the front of the cave, 
which keeps it dry and free from moisture. The shelter ·is about 
fifty-eight feet long, and is twenty-three feet high from the ground 
to the top of the ledge, the depth from the front to the back of 
the interior being twenty-two feet at the widest part. The thick­
ness of the overhanging rock at the front is about three feet, 
gradually getting thicker as it goes back. The floor of the cave 
is, in places, sandstone, in situ/ in others, disintegrated sand, but 
too shallow for burials to have taken place. There is no trace of 
any hearth-rubbish, leading to the belief that the recess has not 
been used to any great extent as one of residence. 

I will now proceed to briefly describe the figures. Standing in 
front of the· cave with the face towards it, the most prominent 
object is the grotesque figure of a man about eight feet high, with 
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the arms and legs extended, and out of all proportion to the rest 
of the body. It is generally supposed by old colonists who have 
been a good deal among the aborigines in the early days of the 
Colony that the figure of a man represents either a good or evil 
spirit, and generally were those who pre~ided over the ceremony 
of the Bora. The figure in this cave, having the legs and arms 
fully extended, seems to represent a man lying on the ground. 
It is known that, at the ceremonies of the Bora some of the 
aboriginal tribes were in the habit of making a colossal figure of 
a man on the ground with sticks, and covering them over with 
earth, so as to show the outline distinctly. Such a figure repre­
sented Baiamai, or the Great Spirit. In front of this cave there 
is a large level valley, timbered with large and lofty trees, well 
suited for a Bora ground, and I think it more than probable that 
Boras were held here, and that the figures in the cave are con­
nected with the ceremoiiies which took place on such occasions. 
There was plenty of good water in the Bulgar Creek close by, and 
good hunting grounds all around. 

But to proceed with our description of the figures. On either 
side of the body, just below the arms, there are perpendicular 
lines about eight or nine inches long, three being on the right 
hand side, and four on the left. It is not clear what these lines 
are supposed to represent, but I think a very feasible theory is 
that they are intended to show the upper ends of spears, the lower 
ends being on the ground, with their tops resting against the rock. 
Close to the body on the right hand side is a native tomahawk 
with handle, and on the left, a boomerang, with another boomer­
ang a little further to the left. A short distance below the right 
hand there is another tomahawk with handle, and what appears 
to be intended for a waddy; There are four impressions of hands 
in the immediate vicinity of the figure of the man, and one hand 

and a boomerang at some distance, in the upper left hand corner 
of the cave. It will thus be seen that all the figures in this cave 
consist of one rude drawing of a man, seven spear heads, three 
boomerangs, two tomahawks, and a waddy. The plate shows all 
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these drawings exactly as they are in the cave, being accurately 

arawn to scale from actual measurements, and in the proper colours. 

The figure of Baiamai, or Devil Devil, or whatever the image 

represents, is drawn in red, by a number of strokes drawn in the 
direction of the different limbs, not one mass of red colour, and 

appears to have been done with some red substance held in the 

hand. The apple tree, and also the grass tree of Australia, yield 

a red gum or resin, which has the property of staining anything 

with which it comes in contact when in a wet state. The eyes, 

and the lower part of the body of the man, are drawn in white. 

The seven perpendicular marks, which we have supposed to be 

the upper ends of spears resting against the rock, are drawn in a 
whitish grey colour, probably with a white stone held in the hand. 
All the rest of the figures are drawn in what has been called the 

" stencil " or "splash-work" method. These drawings appear to 
have been made by placing the extended hand, or other object, 

flat on the rock, and then squirting a whitish colour over it by 
means of the mouth, or in some other manner. It will be observed 

that three of the hands in this cave are right hands, which is 
rather unusual in these rock drawings, the impression being 

generally that of the left hand. 

After thP. " splash-work" drawing was completed, some dark 

substance appears to have been applied to the rock within its 
margin, because all the splash work figures in this cave are darker 

than the surrounding sandstone. The height of the lowest of 

these figures above the floor of the cave is about four feet, and 

that of the highest about twelve feet. 

I was informed by Mr. W. G. McAlpin, who is now eighty-four 

years of age, and has resided in the neighbourhood for the last; 

fifty years, that the figures in this cave were there when he first 

came to the district; and even at that time the drawings were 

beyond the knowledge of the local blacks. Mr. McAlpin further 

states that the figures on the rock are now in about the same 

state of preservation as when he first saw them upwards of fifty 
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years ago, having suffered very little in that time. It may be 

mentioned that the Hawkesbury Sandstone is not very durable, 

even under the most favourable circumstances, and when located 

in damp situations, and subjected to much moisture, it crumbles 

away rapidly. It is owing to the very favourable situation of this 

cave, pointed out in the early part of this paper, that its walls 

are now apparently in very nearly the same state as when the 

drawings were made upon them. 

Going on now to describe the drawings shown on Plate zo, 
which is drawn to the same scale as Plate 19, it will be observed 

that they are not so interesting as those we have first noticed; 
the cave is not so large, and the drawings are confined to impress­
ions of the hand. This cave is situated on Crown land, in the 
Parish of Whybrow, County of Hunter, on the south side of 
Bulgar Inlet, a tributary of the W ollombi Brook, about a mile 

south-westerly from Thomas Hayes' forty acres, being Portion 34 
in the Parish just named. The cave is on the side of a hill facing 
the north-east, about one hundred and fifty feet above the level 

of the creek, and about one hundred yards back from it. It is in 

one of a number of large rocks a little way above the sandstone 

escarpment 'which bounds the creek, ~hich bears at this place 
nearly east and west. There is good natural drainage, and the 

sun shines into the cave from sunrise till past mid-day, thus keep­
ing it very dry. The cave is about sixteen feet long, and e"xtends 
back into the rock about nine feet; it is about five feet high 

inside, but on account of its dome shaped interior, is only about 

four feet at the entrance. The formation of the rock containing 

the cave is sandstone conglomerate. The figures are drawn on the 

back wall of the cave, near the roof, and are in an excellent state 

of preservation. There are ten hands altogether, all being left 

hands, with, the exception 'of one. Each hand is of the dirty 

yellowish-brow.n colour of the surrounding sandstone, but the 
surface of the rock, outside the margin of the figures, is smeared 

with a whitish or ash-coloured substance after the manner of 

"splash-work," which causes the figures to stand out in relief. 
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As a rule, very little more than the hand is ever depicted in 

the native drawings, and the hand with part of the arm attached 

is considered very rare. It will be observed that two of the figures 

in this cave show the arm as far as the elbow, which makes them 
unusually interesting. 

Mr. W. G. McAlpin who resides on the Wollombi Brook about 

three miles from these caves, told me that he used to know of 

another cave with aboriginal drawings on its walls, similar to 

those which I have been describing, some miles further to the 
westward, but of late years the rock in which the cave was situated, 

has fallen over on its face covering the entrance to the recess in 
which the drawings appeared. 

The practice of rock painting by the aborigines has been observed 
from the time of the earliest explorers and is universally distributed 
over Australia, having been observed in different parts of New 

South vV ales, in Queensland, and in Western Australia, but there 

appears to h!tve been very little attention paid to it. 

I have confined myself as much as possible to descriptions only 
of these drawings, and have not attempted to connect them with 

the myths and superstitions of the Australian aborigines; neither 
have I speculated on their supposed totemic or symbolical mean­

ings. I have left these researches for those better qualified to 

follow' them out than I am, or have more time at their disposal. 

I have prepared a plan (see Plate r8) drawn to scale, which 

shows the correct position of the caves with regard to the nearest 

purchased lands, with the names.of the Parish and County in 

which each is situated, so that anyone wishing to visit them can 

do so with facility. 
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