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What does the life of Biyarung reveal about the participation of Indigenous people in

Indigenous and colonial society and economy in the 19th century?



It was my people, the Aboriginal people of Botany Bay and Sydney, who were first in Australia
subject to the invasion and colonisation of their lands, however, it was not until assimilation
policies, beginning in the late 1800s, where Aboriginal peoples rights and freedoms were
stripped and many aspects of their lives were controlled. My great-great-great-great-great
grandmother Biyarung (c.1810 — ¢.1893), also known as Biddy Giles, was a senior Dharawal
woman who lived and worked in Southern Sydney, on Dharawal Country. My family, the
Gweagal people, are connected to the Northern part of Dharawal Country around Kurnell and
Botany Bay. This is where Biyarung’s father and uncle were when they witnessed James Cook
landing in Kurnell in 1770. The story of this event has been passed down to me through many
generations, and at the time my family’s first impression of these people on the boat were that
they were ghosts. Biyarung had a strong connection to northern Dharawal country, as described
by her daughter, and spent most of her life around southern Sydney, where many of her

descendants, including myself, maintain that strong connection today.

She is one of the few Aboriginal women who were recorded in the nineteenth century as a
cultural leader who had ongoing professional relationships with British colonists in Sydney.
She ran a successful fishing and hunting tour business around Botany Bay, and the Georges
and Hacking rivers, while also using the tours as an opportunity to share Dharawal language
and cultural knowledge. In the context of nineteenth-century colonial Sydney, where
Indigenous people were considered inferior, Biyarung proved the capacity for Indigenous
people to have agency, run a business and be economically self-sufficient, and maintain a
strong connection to culture and country. In attempting to uncover details about Biyarung’s life
from colonial sources this biographical essay will employ the conceptual tools of post-colonial
theory. However, it will also employ family and oral histories, which are crucial to any attempt
to discuss Indigenous lives without solely relying on colonial sources, as European knowledge

should stop being privileged in research.

Nineteenth-century colonial attitudes and beliefs surrounding Indigenous people were highly
negative and saw Indigenous people as inferior and primitive. One article states that, “[the
Indigenous people are] the most degenerate, despicable and brutal race of beings in existence”,
and stand as it were in scorn ‘to shame creation’.””! This was the general trend of newspaper

articles at the time and opinions such as this one was common and shared widely.? Indigenous
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people's lives were not valued and Indigenous participation in colonial society was almost
invisible.?> Aboriginal people were largely excluded from the colonial economy, apart from the
pastoral industry.* In pre-colonial times, the distinct Indigenous Australian economy consisted
of a combination of production and consumption through means of hunting, gathering, creating,
and trading, on the basis of obligations and commitments to kinship relations.’ Traditional
economic practices continued through the nineteenth century. However, the main contribution
of Aboriginal people to the settler economy was manual labour, in exchange for rations or

promised wages that were rarely seen.®

The term “Hybridisation” in social sciences is understood as an agential strategy of survival
and adaptation. In the case of Indigenous Australians in the nineteenth century, it was a way
for Indigenous people to fuse Indigenous and colonial ideas and ways of life together.” It is
seen as a post-colonial phenomenon.® An example of this was in Tasmania, where Aboriginal
people began breeding hunting dogs, which enabled them to hunt kangaroos on a large scale
and to supply large amounts of meat for the colonial market. However, this success on the
market was short lived as Tasmanian Aboriginals were soon subject to attempted genocide by
martial law that Tasman-Aboriginal people could be killed on sight from the early to mid-
nineteenth century.’ It is evident that there was some Indigenous participation in the colonial
economy and society. However, it was extremely scarce, and often interrupted by policies

against it.

It is important when looking at colonial sources to use post-colonial techniques to “read against
and along the grain” and to interrogate colonial texts in an unconventional way, so historians
can attempt to uncover details of Indigenous people’s lives that may have been suppressed due

to colonial methods and bias.!® Aboriginal people in Sydney have participated in the European
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economy since the earliest days.!! With the growing European population, there was a decline
in employment opportunities for Indigenous people; however, there was a large market for
Aboriginal guides.'? The lives and efforts of Aboriginal guides have often been downplayed.'?
However it is clear that they were in control of their companions and their knowledge and
ability impressed those who participated.'* As a result of the desire for weekend leisure
activities, in the 1850s the Sir Joseph Banks Hotel opened, attracting hundreds of visitors, who
went to enjoy the food, bar, and ballroom.!> Aboriginal people in this part of Sydney —
including Biyarung — took advantage of the economic opportunity these visitors to the hotel

provided.'¢

By the late 1850s Biyarung had taken over a farm at Mill Creek, off of the Georges River, and
married an Englishman Billy Giles.!” Biyarung and Billy Giles were self-sufficient, having a
small herd of goats and an orchard of quince trees, and supplementing their income by offering
guided tours to the guests of the Sir Joseph Banks Hotel.!® There was a large market for tourism
around Botany Bay at the time, as people in the city wanted to go on day and weekend trips.
Hotels like Sir Josephs Banks became popular tourist destinations. Biyarung was an extremely
skilled woman who excelled in fishing and hunting, using these skills to operate fishing and
hunting tours around Botany Bay, and the Georges and Hacking Rivers from the 1860s.! She
skillfully used her intimate knowledge of the lands and waters of Dharawal country to make a
successful business venture, and her customers were often left happy with glowing reviews.
One customer stated “no matter what hour of the day it was, or what was the state of the tide,
or what kind was the weather, “Biddy” could, so to speak, put us “on” to the fish.”** Customers

would also remark at Biyarung’s dog training ability, often leaving customers “astonished” at
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her pack of hunting dogs.?! Biyarung’s tours were successful as they took place on her cultural

lands and waters “in which Biddy clearly felt comfortable and to which she belonged”.?

Biyarung adapted to the colony's economy by creating her guided tour business catering for
Europeans.?® She was a motivated woman, who was familiar with colonial society, who owned
her own boats, and ran her own business on Dharawal country. Biyarung was not the only
Aboriginal person conducting business in this area. There were others from Botany Bay also
conducting fishing tours — for example, Mahroot, and Johnny and Lizzie Malone all had
individual successful tour businesses that took visitors out to Botany Bay and adjoining
rivers.?* Similar to Biyarung, they used their intimate knowledge of the land and waters and
their cultural skills to conduct these successful business ventures. Despite common belief,
Indigenous entrepreneurship in colonial Sydney was not rare as seen through the lives of

Biyarung, Mahroot, and Johnny and Lizzie Malone.

There is a paucity of research regarding Indigenous entrepreneurship in the nineteenth century.
If more research is to be completed, dominant ideas and beliefs regarding Indigenous people’s
participation in the colonial economy will need to be challenged. Colonial settler recollections
may be problematic; however, they can also be useful material to find evidence and uncover
details of Indigenous lives, when read critically. Hindle and Moroz have found evidence to
warrant Indigenous entrepreneurship as a distinct disciplinary field of science.? It has been
found that Indigenous entrepreneurship is distinguished on its own from mainstream
entrepreneurship as well as other social management and business to create a well-designed
and defined field of research alone.?® Through looking at historical methods and examples of
Indigenous entrepreneurship from the early colonial economy, and how Indigenous people then
engaged with the economy, we can make connections and remember those who paved the way

for Indigenous entrepreneurs today.

Biyarung made business connections with her European customers, including George Hill, a

member of the Sydney Aborigines Committee who helped obtain boats and other provisions.?’
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Through these relationships, Biyarung and other Indigenous people were able to challenge the
prominent views of Aboriginal people. Europeans in Sydney had a great opportunity to gain
insight into cultural continuation, connections and changes of Aboriginal people around the
colony, and were able to gain insight and build their own opinions of Aboriginal people through
the connections they made with them.?® There is limited firsthand knowledge of how Europeans
in the area compassionately felt about Aboriginal people in Sydney. However, through
examining the Sydney Aborigines Committee members’ actions, assumptions can be made
about their personal beliefs and attitudes. For example, member Bob Nichols who founded the
committee, argued against prohibiting alcohol sales to Aboriginal people, believing prohibition
was ineffective.?” Nichols argued that this was a discriminative act as “many of the blacks were
industrious, and comparatively civilized ... [and] had a right to equal liberty with the whites.”*°
One can assume that the "Blacks” he was referencing were his Aboriginal associates from
Sydney whom he had acquired a boat for several years earlier.’! It is clear that Nichols attitudes
towards Indigenous people were positive however the motives behind his actions should be
interrogated. The relationships provided needed assistance to Aboriginal people in Sydney and
in return, Aboriginal people in Sydney shifted Nichols thinking away from popular attitudes

towards Indigenous people.

Biyarung was self-sufficient with many connections in colonial Sydney, despite popular and
dominant beliefs that Indigenous people were incapable of self-sufficiency. She used her
fishing and hunting tours both as a segue into the colonial economy, and as a platform to teach
Dharawal words and their meanings to participants.>? These tours showed a shift in power
dynamic, as Biyarung was in control of the group and asserted the value of her traditional
knowledge of the lands and waters, which was information that Europeans wanted and needed.
Using Dharawal language on these tours was also an assertion of knowledge, as using the
Dharawal name for certain things such as plants or animals is claiming it back from Europeans

and teaching rather than being taught. A more recent example of asserting Indigenous values

28 Karskens, G. Colony: A History of Early Sydney. Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 2010.

2 »Thursday July 26, 1849. Legislative Council”, Sydney Morning Herald, 26/7/1849, p. 2
30>Thursday”, 26/7/1849, p. 2

31 Nichols, G., ”The Aborigines of Sydney”, The Australia Daily Journal, 5/6/1844, p.2

32 Goodall and Cadzow, Rivers and Resilience. pp. 94-100.



on Dharawal country is the dual naming of Botany Bay National Park to recognise its original

name Kamay National Park.?

Biyarung was not just an entrepreneur, she was also a cultural leader. In the 1880s Biyarung
moved away from Mill Creek. She was living at Dolls Point, around the entrance of the Georges
River, with other Aboriginal people, including her brother Joey. She remained in the area for
the rest of her life, and became known as ‘Granny Giles.” In 1888, when she was at La Perouse,
she was one of the passengers rescued from a boat on Botany Bay in a storm. In December of
the same year, she fell sick at Sylvania across the Georges River from Dolls Point, and passed

away in Royal Prince Alfred hospital and was buried at Rookwood cemetery.

In the 1890s, after her death she was described as being a language and cultural informant of
anthropologist Mary Everitt. Mary Everitt states that “Granny Giles ... spoke the pure Botany
Bay Turruwul (Dharawal)” and that her native name was “Bi-yarrung”.3* Biyarung’s work with
Everitt has had a positive impact on her descendants and the Dharawal community, as this
information has been used in language reclamation and cultural research in the late twentieth
and twenty-first century. Biyarung passed this deep cultural knowledge and expertise to her
daughter Ellen Anderson, who was the main source of many traditional Dharawal stories in
C.W. Pecks publication Australian Legends in 1933.3° Both Ellen and Biyarung preserved and

maintained traditions and stories, acting as important resources for colonial academics.

Ellen was documented to be a full-blooded Aboriginal person of her once large and powerful
tribe which was known to have preserved their Dharawal traditions and language.*® Ellen then
in turn passed this on to her own children and grandchildren, descendants of whom still live
around Botany Bay on Dharawal country and carry this knowledge forward. It is not just the
legacy of her knowledge that is important today, but she is still remembered and considered as
an important Dharawal woman who is held in high regard by the community and descendants
today. As a descendant of both Biyarung and Ellen Anderson, I aim to continue their legacy of
cultural advocacy by uncovering and recording their life histories, as well as the traditions and

stories that they worked so hard to preserve.
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Indigenous engagement with linguists and anthropologists int the nineteenth century has had
positive effects for language and cultural research for Indigenous communities today as the
work completed has maintained and preserved language and other valuable cultural knowledge
that may have been lost through the protection era, where speaking language and practicing
culture was prohibited.>” There was a significant amount of documentation of Indigenous
cultural knowledge historically through missionaries and anthropologists, resulting in a large
number of collections containing this knowledge has been maintained through archives.*®
Access to these documents of colonial history was fundamental to assist Indigenous people
with relearning language, and reclaiming cultural knowledge. The issue with archival
collections is that often museums and libraries are not familiar with the full content of their
collections which could result in important documentation dispersed among many other
items.> While this information is important and valuable, it is necessary to question why were
indigenous people giving this information as well as the goal of the linguist, missionary, or
anthropologist; was this a benevolent interest; was it to preserve dying language or stories; or
was it to do with a position they held. It is vital that researchers and historians put the techniques
and methods of post-colonial theory to practice to uncover the goals and meaning behind each
piece of text.** Mary Everitt was an ethnographer whose job was to collect detailed observation
of people in their natural environments.*! Everitt collected language, cultural, and personal
information regarding Biyarung’s life. The records in Everitt’s collections consisted of
valuable information that has been used today. Through this engagement, Biyarung and her life
could be considered as an object of study, as ethnographers study people. The details collected
by Mary Everitt would have been majority correct observations however they were from a
colonial authors perspective, so Everitt may not have been knowledgeable in certain cultural

practices or meanings of words as her observations were through a colonial lens.
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Family and community knowledge is consistent with the scattered settler memories and
government documents however through scrutiny of these texts along with family and
community knowledge, details about Biyarung’s life and work have been able to be uncovered.
Her engagement with the colonial economy has shown that general attitudes and opinions of
Indigenous people at this time could be proved wrong. As seen through her life and work,
Biyarung was capable of self-sufficiency, was able to make solid connections among colonial
society, and engage her services in a way that incorporated cultural values and knowledge.
Biyarung was not the only Indigenous person to conduct businesses in the nineteenth century,
and therefore participation in the colonial economy, in Sydney and Botany Bay in particular,
was not invisible, as popular belief had thought. Biyarung’s contribution to Indigenous society
is the lasting legacy of her knowledge that has been passed down through generations so that
descendants today can continue to pass this legacy on. Those Indigenous people who
participated in Indigenous and colonial society and economy in the 19th century, were able to
shift local views and beliefs that society had on Indigenous people. Her descendants are still
connected to Botany Bay and continue her legacy today. Sharing her story is my way of keeping
her legacy strong and allowing others to gain insight into her life and life of Aboriginal

people in the Bayside area in colonial Sydney.
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