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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Revisiting Francis Birtles’ painted car: exploring a cross-
cultural encounter with Aboriginal artist Nayombolmi at
Imarlkba Gold Mine, 1929–1930

Joakim Goldhahna , Sally K. Mayb and Paul S. C. Taçonb

aUniversity of Western Australia, Australia; bGriffith University, Australia

ABSTRACT
Inspired by an intriguing photograph of a painted Bean car with
Aboriginal designs, this paper explores the cross-cultural encoun-
ter between the renowned adventurer Francis Birtles (1881–1941)
and Aboriginal artist Nayombolmi (c. 1895–1967). Meeting by
chance during one of Birtles’ overland explorations by motorcar
and one of Nayombolmi’s annual walking route journeys, the two
men came together in an area that would become synonymous
with the Imarlkba gold mine in present day Kakadu National Park.
Their acquaintance, based on mutual needs and curiosity, pro-
vides a rare insight into cross-cultural colonial relationships in this
frontier region. Beginning in 1929 their interactions continued
intermittently as the Birtles-initiated Imarlkba gold mine devel-
oped and Badmardi people (and others) joined the workforce. By
revisiting the well-known photograph of Birtles’ painted Bean car,
this paper uses a variety of sources, most notably old and new
oral history recordings, to investigate Aboriginal histories and
colonial cross-cultural engagements in remote northern Australia,
and how newly introduced technologies and material culture
could be charged with new meanings.
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While there is no shortage of photographs from 1920s and 1930s western Arnhem
Land, occasionally one appears that is both intriguing and challenging to interpret.
This research was inspired by one such photograph (Figure 1). It features the renowned
adventurer Francis Birtles (1881–1941),1 an unidentified Aboriginal man, and an old
Bean car in a remote part of western Arnhem Land. Birtles himself can be seen in the
driver’s seat. The car is covered in traditional Aboriginal rock painting motifs, depict-
ing an emu; a fresh water crocodile; two long-necked turtles; a saratoga (fish); a hand-
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and-arm stencil; and fourteen dancing and crawling human-like figures. On the rear
end of the car, an Aboriginal man sits on a dead kangaroo holding a dog in his lap.
Birtles, in turn, holds a living magpie goose. Next to him in the front seat is Birtles’
dog, Yowie.

This remarkable photograph has been discussed and published before, but its social
and cultural context has remained unknown.2 In this article, we uncover the intriguing
cross-cultural encounter so evocatively captured in this image. In doing so, we wish to
picture Birtles’ painted car in relation to recent discourses within humanistic and social
sciences which explore cross-cultural encounters in colonial contexts, and how intro-
duced European technologies and material culture may have been perceived by
Aboriginal people.3 We have been stimulated to do so by recent thought-provoking
research which explores similar ideas in relation to photographic depictions of First
Australian encounters with new means of transportation, such as bicycles and cars.4

Figure 1. Nayombolmi and Francis Birtles in the painted car, a slightly altered Bean Model 14/40.
The photograph was probably taken during the wet season of 1929/1930 when Birtles went bush
looking for gold. Photographer unknown. Courtesy of the National Library of Australia, PIC/8381/1-
423 LOC Album 1054/A-1054/D.

2For example, Georgine W. Clarsen, ‘“Australia – Drive It Like you Stole It”: Automobility as a Medium of
Communication in Settler Colonial Australia’, Mobilities 12, no. 4 (2017): 520–33; Paul S. C. Taçon, ‘From Rock Art to
Contemporary Art: Indigenous Depictions of Trains, Planes and Automobiles’, Australian Archaeology 84, no. 3
(2019): 281–93.
3Nicholas Thomas, Entangled Objects: Exchange, Material Culture, and Colonialism in the Pacific (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1991); Tony Ballantyne, Webs of Empire: Locating New Zealand’s Colonial Past (Wellington:
Bridget Williams Books, 2012).
4For example, Jim Fitzpatrick, The Bicycle and the Bush: Man and Machine in Rural Australia (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1981); John Altman and Melinda Hinkson, ‘Mobility and Modernity in Arnhem Land: The Social
Universe of Kuninjiku Trucks’, Journal of Material Culture 12, no. 2 (2007): 181–203; Victoria Haskins, ‘The Smoking
Buggy’, in Off the Beaten Tracks: A Journey Across the Nation, ed. Emil A. Davies (Birdwood: National Motor Museum,
2008), 72–89; Georgine W. Clarsen, ‘Mobile Encounters: Bicycles, Cars and Australian Settler Colonialism’, History
Australia 12, no. 1 (2015): 165–86; Clarsen, ‘“Australia – Drive It Like you Stole It”’; see also Jane Lydon, Eye Contact:
Photographing Indigenous Australians (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2005).
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Georgine W. Clarsen, for example, establishes that outsiders’ tropes of Indigenous reactions
to new technologies, which often focused on fear and fascination, or even ontological con-
fusions, gave voice to a supposed ‘racial superiority and reinforced a collective sense of
their own modernity’. Her studies reveal how this trope unfolded as ‘an ideal prism
through which to consider Indigenous people’s relationships to modernity,’ which often
neglected how Aboriginal people ‘devised new pleasures, accommodations, resistances and
collaborations through those new technologies’.5 Clarsen argues that:

Aboriginal people were active participants in a struggle over practices and their
representation, in which imported technologies played a central role. As the producers of
images, ideas and practices that refused their status as an anomaly in modern Australia,
they created new ground between cultures. For both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people,
new technologies of mobility became central to hybrid cultural forms that took pleasure in
experimentation and change. Understanding the entangled histories of Indigenous and non-
Indigenous mobilities offers one way of tracing the emergence of inclusive conceptions of
Australian modernity that can accommodate multiple ways of moving and belonging.6

By revisiting the cross-cultural encounter captured in the photograph of Birtles and his
painted car from a similar angle, our article aims to contribute to these discussions in the
following ways. First, from historical and oral history sources we have been able to identify
the so-far anonymous Aboriginal man as Nayombolmi (c.1895–1967, also known as
Barramundi Charlie) – the most prolific known rock art artist in the world.7 Second, from
this identification we are able to explore anew the social and cultural context behind this
well-known photograph. Third, by contextualizing this photograph we can explore a cross-
cultural encounter from both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal perspectives, which enables
us to challenge the colonial trope that Clarsen and others have explored.

In this article, we argue that Birtles’ and Nayombolmi’s little-known acquaintance
mirrors a complex cross-cultural interaction which itself reflects how local Aboriginal
people participated in a ‘fossicking’ colonial frontier economy.8 It is also a story about
fame, fraud and exploitation. The scene and social context for this cross-cultural
encounter is Imarlkba, a small-scale gold mine operating between the early 1920s and
1942, situated within today’s Kakadu National Park (henceforth Kakadu) in the
Northern Territory (Figure 2).

Francis Birtles – a short introduction

During the first decades of the twentieth century, Birtles was a household name in
Australia (Figure 3). He is described as one of the first home-grown Australian super-
stars.9 Birtles grew up in a poor working-class family in Fitzroy, Melbourne, and left
home at age 14 to join the merchant navy, encircling the world more than twice.10

5Clarsen, ‘Mobile Encounters’, 174, 183.
6Ibid., 186.
7Ivan Haskovec and Hillary Sullivan, ‘Reflections and Rejections of an Aboriginal Artist’, in Animals into Art, ed.
Howard Morphy (London: Unwin Hyman, 1989), 57–74.
8Robert Levitus, ‘Everybody Bin All Day Work’: A Report to the Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service on the
Social History of the Alligator Rivers Region of the Northern Territory, 1869–1973 (Canberra: Australian Institute of
Aboriginal Studies, 1982).
9Brown, Francis Birtles Adventurer, 1.
10Francis Birtles, Battle Fronts of Outback (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1935); Birtles, Driven, 3–8.
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Thereafter, he fought in the Boer War for two years. Birtles was to go on to build his
name and legacy as one of the most daring overlander adventurers of Australia, explor-
ing the so-called ‘outback’, first by bicycle and later by motorcar.

Birtles had a flair for employing new technologies such as bicycles, motorcars and,
for a short time, aeroplanes. The first vehicle he embraced was the bicycle, a relatively
new means of transportation that he initially encountered during the Boer War. Back
in Australia, Birtles partook in a process to turn the bike into a common means of
transportation, but he went further and used it as an adventurer’s tool to explore and
criss-cross the Australian continent. When motorcars became more common, in
Birtles’ case from 1912 onwards, his interest switched to exploring remote Australia
from behind the steering wheel. He earned countless records, for instance for travelling

Figure 2. The location of the Imarlkba gold mine in western Arnhem Land and some of the places
mentioned highlighted. The escarpment or Stone Country is marked with darker grey. The symbol
‘þ’ marks some of the places known to have been visited as part of traditional walking routes for
the Badmardi clan group as in Chaloupka 1981. Scale is 50 km.
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from Darwin to Adelaide in nine days, nine hours and fifteen minutes.11 Birtles was
also the first person in the world to drive from London to Melbourne.

Birtles was neither the first nor the last overland explorer of remote Australia, even
if he often left novel tracks behind him, but he was one of the best self-promotors and
entrepreneurs.12 His charisma was well-attested and contributed to a large number of
newspaper articles covering his adventures. Birtles’ stardom, however, sprung out of
his foresight to bring still and cinematographic cameras on his trips, which made it
possible to document his adventures in both words and pictures. He frequently wrote
articles in newspapers and presented several celebrated adventure books about his most
memorable expeditions.13 For instance, his book from 1909, Lonely Lands: Through the
Heart of Australia tells of his epic journey on bicycle from Sydney to Darwin, and

Figure 3. ‘Portrait of Francis Birtles in Arnhem Land,’ late 1920s. Photographer unknown. Courtesy
of the National Library of Australia, PIC/8381/148 LOC Album 1054/B.

11 Francis Birtles, Darwin to Adelaide, 9 days, 9 hours, 15minutes: Francis Birtles’ History Making Journey, 18–27 Nov
1924 (Melbourne: British Imperial Oil Co Ltd, 1924).
12Fitzpatrick, The Bicycle and the Bush; Brown, Francis Birtles Adventurer, 21–37.
13Francis Birtles, Lonely Lands: Through the Heart of Australia (Sydney: NSW Bookstall Co., 1909); Francis Birtles, 3,500
Miles Across Australia in a Ford Car: From the Gulf of Carpentaria to Port Philip Bay (Adelaide: Duncan & Fraser Ltd,
1913); Birtles, Darwin to Adelaide; Birtles, Battle Fronts of Outback.
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further on to Adelaide, Melbourne and Sydney; a trip that would encompass more
than 13,000 km today. That said, Birtles did it before proper roads were in place. The
book included a map, fan-portraits of Birtles, and about 80 photographs capturing dif-
ferent wonders along his trip. His books sold well, and it unfolded a new public under-
standing of remote Australia which helped to constitute a certain colonial trope and
form a new national identity.14 In 1924 he re-enacted this trip, but now with
a motorcar.15

Birtles also embraced the opportunity to present his adventures in the form of mov-
ies for the big screen, such as ‘Across Australia with Francis Birtles’ (1912), ‘Into
Australia’s unknown’ (1914), ‘Through Australian wilds’ (1919) and ‘Coorab in the
island of ghosts’ (1929). His first movie from 1912 was a great success and was
screened ten days in a row at the Lyceum Theatre in Sydney.16 His last movie was pos-
sibly the first in Australia to present an all Aboriginal cast. Birtles’ restlessness and
glory opened doors to sponsors for upcoming adventures and for him to appear in
prominent commercials for companies such as Shell, British Imperial Oil Company,
Ford and Bean automobiles, Dunlop tyres, and more.

Warren Brown, one of Birtles’ growing numbers of biographers, has underlined the
importance of his overlanding adventures in relation to building an Australian national
identity, an identity which also encompassed not so well-known parts of the
Australian continent:

This young, fit, bronzed adventurer seemed to embody the excitement and optimism of
a new country flourishing in a new century. This was a golden age where man was
developing a relationship with machines, and people wondered whether Frank Birtles’
partnership with his trusty bicycle and cars might somehow finally lead to the
subjugation of an untameable Australia. He was seen at this time as a sort of conquering
hero – a son-of-the-soil bushman about to take on the heartless forces of nature and the
elements, given no quarter [… ] he opened up Australia for everyday Australians.17

Yet, there is another aspect to this projection. The formation of a new Australian
national identity coincided with moving colonising frontiers into Indigenous countries.
In other words, nationalism and colonialism went hand in hand.18 Viewed from this
perspective, Birtles’ overland expeditions, including numerous encounters with First
Australians, can be seen as one of many ways of picturing a moving colonial frontier in
Australia.19 As such, another reason to revisit this photograph is to shed light on how
some of these colonial processes were entangled in Birtles’ exploration of the not-so-
well-known parts of Australia, and how this might have been perceived from an
Indigenous perspective.

14Clarsen, ‘“Australia – Drive it Like You Stole It”’, 523–4.
15Malcom Ellis, The Long Lead. Across Australia by Motor-Car (London: T. Fisher Unwin Ltd, 1927).
16John Clarke, The Sundowner Bean Car (Canberra: National Museum of Australia, Collection Series, 2003), 11.
17Brown, Francis Birtles Adventurer, xvii, 371.
18Joakim Goldhahn and Sally K. May, ‘Beyond the Colonial Encounter: Global Approaches to Contact Rock Art
Studies’, Australian Archaeology 86, no. 3 (2019): 210–18; Ian J. McNiven and Lynette Russell, Appropriated Pasts:
Indigenous Peoples and the Colonial Culture of Archaeology (Lanham: AltaMira Press, 2005).
19Ron Vanderwal (ed.), The Aboriginal Photographs of Baldwin Spencer (South Yarra: The National Museum of Victoria,
1987); Jane Lydon, Photography, Humanitarianism, Empire (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2016).
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Nayombolmi – a short introduction

In contrast to Birtles, Nayombolmi never sought any fortune or fame (Figure 4). He
was born in the bush around 1895 in Balawurru (Death Adder Gorge) in the southern
part of today’s Kakadu (Figure 2). His father Ngarradjgu (alt. name Nanggwirid), as
well as his father before him, belonged to a clan group known as Badmardi.20 His
mother was from the Matjpa clan (her name is not recorded). Nayombolmi’s first years
of life coincided with the first sustained non-Aboriginal settlement in the vicinity of
Badmardi Clan lands. He grew up on country surrounded by his family, hunting, fish-
ing, and living what could be described as a ‘traditional’ Badmardi life.21 During his
early years he often saw his close relatives paint on rock walls and inside stringybark
huts, using stories and songs to share knowledge of the ancestral and human present-
past and future.

His journey to adulthood probably started when he was about seven to eight years
old, and it finished years later, most likely when he was in his upper teens or in his
early 20s. At that time Nayombolmi had passed through several initiation ceremonies
and acquired the necessary understanding and skills to be called a man. From this time
on, he was acknowledged as a talented and prolific artist among his peers.
Nayombolmi had two wives, Nellie and Rosie Almayalk (alt. name Nalmainyarag), but
no children of his own. Later in life, his closest kin knew him as a fully initiated man
and as a prominent cultural and ceremonial leader.22 To paraphrase the words of
anthropologist A.P. Elkin, he was a ‘Man of High Degree’.23

The importance of Nayombolmi for non-Aboriginal people was highlighted in the
mid-1980s when Kakadu Park rangers Ivan Haskovec and Hillary Sullivan started to
gather information about his life and legacy as a rock painter. Through interviews with
his closest relatives, especially his classificatory brothers and biological cousins Nipper
Kapirigi (c.1910–1987, alt. spelling Gabirrigi) and George Namingum (c.1920–1987),
they gathered information about 604 rock paintings that Nayombolmi had created dur-
ing his lifetime.24 These artworks were found at forty-six places located in no less than
eight different clan lands; including Badmardi (eight sites), Warramal (three), Rol
(twelve), Wardjag (three), Mirarr (three), and Djamgolor (seventeen).25 Later research
in these areas, especially by George Chaloupka and our ongoing research, has identified
and attributed even more places and rock art images to this impressive artist.26

20George Chaloupka, ‘The Traditional Movement of a Band of Aboriginals in Kakadu’, in Kakadu National Park
Educational Resources, ed. Tony Stokes (Canberra & Darwin: Australian National Park and Wildlife Service, 1981),
162–71; George Chaloupka, Back to My Country, Namarrkananga and Guwarrda Ngarrdug Narrunden Balawurru: ‘I
am Going Home to the Deaf Adder Creek’. A Progress Report to the Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service
(Darwin: Northern Territory Museum of Arts and Sciences, 1983).
21Ivan Haskovec and Hillary Sullivan, Najombolmi: The Life and Work of an Aboriginal Artist (Canberra and Darwin:
Unpublished report for Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service, 1986).
22Sally K. May, Josie G. Maralngurra, Iain G. Johnston, Joakim Goldhahn, Jeffery Lee, Gabrielle O’Loughlin, Kadeem
May, Christine N. Nabobbob, Murray Garde, and Paul S. C. Taçon, ‘“This is My Father’s Painting”: A First-Hand
Account of the Creation of the Most Iconic Rock Art in Kakadu National Park’, Rock Art Research 36, no. 2
(2019): 199–213.
23Adolphus Peter Elkin, Aboriginal Men of High Degree, 2nd ed. (Brisbane: University of Queensland Press, 1977).
24Haskovec and Sullivan, Najombolmi.
25Haskovec and Sullivan, ‘Reflections and Rejections of an Aboriginal Artist’, 72.
26Paul S. C. Taçon, From Rainbow Snakes to ‘X-Ray’ Fish: The Nature of the Recent Rock Painting Tradition of Western
Arnhem Land, Australia (PhD thesis, Australian National University, 1989); Paul S. C. Taçon, ‘“If You Miss All This
Story, Well Bad Luck”: Rock Art and the Validity of Ethnographic Interpretation in Eastern Arnhem Land, Australia’, in

HISTORY AUSTRALIA 7



Figure 4. A collage of photographs of Nayombolmi. Above, from Anlarr, more famously known as
Allan Stewart’s Nourlangie Safari Camp, in the late 1950s, showing from left to right, Raburrabu
(Mission Jack), Nayombolmi (Barramundi Charlie), Toby Gangali, and Old Nym Djimongurr. All these
men were known rock painters. Below, two portraits of Nayombolmi taken by Lance Bennett at
Mudgenberri Station in Late 1966. Photographs by Don McGregor and Lance Bennett. Courtesy of
Dave Lindner and Barbara Spencer.

8 J. GOLDHAHN ET AL.



Even though most Australian citizens would struggle to identify Nayombolmi from
a photo (Figure 4), many will probably encounter some of his artworks during their
lifetime.27 He is not only renowned for creating some of the most celebrated rock art
images in Australia, such as the illustrious rock paintings from Anbangbang Gallery in
Kakadu – a place visited by 150,000–200,000 people every year28 – his artworks are
also acknowledged in global rock art overviews.29 Moreover, his artworks appear on
the front cover of numerous monographs and anthologies, in countless academic
articles, popular books and tourist guides. Nayombolmi’s artworks have also appeared
on the Australian Bicentennial ten dollar note (Figure 5), on postcards, booklets and
tourist paraphernalia, and they have even inspired the iconography of the Coat of
Arms of the Northern Territory.30

That said, as a general rule, the authorship of these artworks is left out. In short: art-
works by Nayombolmi are well-known, but, with few exceptions, the artist has been
ignored. This can also be said to be true for his encounter with the more famous and
celebrated Birtles.

Birtles and the Imarlkba mine

Mining was just one out of many ‘fossicking economies’ that took hold along the colo-
nising frontier in western Arnhem Land throughout the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries. The term ‘fossicking economies’ was first coined by historian Robert
Levitus to describe the seasonal engagement of Aboriginal labour in outsiders’ exploit-
ation and the appropriation of Aboriginal land and natural resources.31 It is a term
that embraces a ‘sense of wringing a marginal life from whatever economic possibility
[that] presented itself [in] small isolated pockets of activity initiated by tough and
adventurous [sic] Europeans who ran their marginal operations on a shoestring or on
credit’.32 Activities included buffalo shooting, timber milling, dingo scalping, marginal
cattle-raising, crocodile hunting, and small-scale mining. Needless to say, most, if not
all, of these industries were totally dependent on Aboriginal workforces and know-how
to succeed.33 Aboriginal people seem to have perceived these operations mainly as an
opportunity to access newly introduced goods such as tea, flour, sugar, alcohol, cloth,
mosquito nets, and tobacco.34

Rock Art and Ethnography, ed. Mike J. Morwood and Doug R. Hobbs (Melbourne: Occasional AURA Publication 5,
1992), 11–18; George Chaloupka, Journey in Time: The 50,000-Year Story of the Australian Aboriginal Rock Art of
Arnhem Land (Sydney: Reed New Holland, 1993); May et al., ‘This is My Father’s Painting’.
27Paul S. C. Taçon and Christopher Chippindale, ‘Nayombolmi’s People: From Rock Painting to National Icon’, in
Histories of Old Ages: Essays in Honour of Rhys Jones, eds. Atholl Anderson, Ian Lilley and Sue O’Conner (Canberra:
Pandanus Books, 2001), 301–10.
28May et al., ‘This is My Father’s Painting’.
29Jean Clottes, World Rock Art (Los Angeles: The Getty Conservation Institute, 2002).
30Taçon and Chippindale, ‘Nayombolmi’s People’.
31Levitus, ‘Everybody Bin all day work’.
32Dan Gillespie, Imarlkba: Historical Archaeology and a Fossicking Economy Site in the Top End of the Northern
Territory (masters thesis, University of New England, 1985), 25.
33For an actual well-argued case study, see Lynette Russell and Penelope Diane Olsen, Australia’s First Naturalists:
Indigenous Peoples’ Contribution to early Zoology (Canberra: National Library of Australia, 2019).
34Robert Levitus, ‘Social history since colonization’, 64–93; Robert Levitus, The Life of Butcher Knight Namandarrk
(Canberra: Unpublished Report to Parks Australia, Robert Levitus Anthropos Consulting Services 2011).
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Non-Aboriginal people first came upon the gold deposit at Imarlkba, situated in
Jurkmanj Clan lands at an upstream tributary of Barramundie Creek (Figure 2), in the
early 1920s, about ten years before Birtles showed interest in mining at the site.35 It
was a small-scale operation up until 1933 when Birtles and his partners established the
Arnhem Land Gold Development Company – No Liability (ALGDC-NL) and floated it
on the Sydney Stock Exchange. The nominal capital was set at £20,000 divided into
200,000 shares. The ALGDC-NL constructed more robust timber buildings and an air-
strip, as well as upgrading 112 km of road leading up to the Imarlkba mine.36

One of the chief miners at Imarlkba, Frank Atkinson, stated in an interview that the
gold was first discovered by Yorky Mick Alderson, a famous Yorkshireman and fos-
sicking entrepreneur in western Arnhem Land.37 Alderson also claimed to have been

Figure 5. (Top left) The Coat of Arms of the Northern Territory, (top right) the logo for the
Aboriginal Areas Protection Authority in the Northern Territory, and (below) the bicentennial $10
note with one of Nayombolmi’s rock art figures, which was inspired and appropriated from art-
works created by Nayombolmi. Sources: www.aapant.org.au, www.nt.gov.au, and author’s collection.

35Gillespie, Imarlkba, 33.
36For a chronological overview, see Birtles, Driven, 257–58.
37Frank Atkinson, ‘Interview with Frank Atkinson Conducted at Red Cross Pioneers Home, Katherine, N.T. 8/11/1983
by Dan Gillespie’, in Gillespie, Imarlkba (Appendix V, 1–28, 1985).
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heavily involved in Birtles’ engagement at Imarlkba in 1929–1930, but he was later
excluded from the deal when the ALGDC-NL was formed. This made him furious and
he threatened to kill Birtles. Alderson was later given some money ‘to try to make
him shut’.38

Birtles probably visited the mining area in 1924 and 1926 when he was undertaking
some of his overlanding journeys through western Arnhem Land.39 In 1933, he used
his reputation to persuade people to buy stock shares in ALGDC-NL.40 In fact, Birtles
put his reputation on the line by including a statement in the prospectus that alleged
that it was he who had discovered the gold reef at Imarlkba: ‘the field is entirely new,
and has never been worked by anybody but myself’. Birtles stated that he took some
samples of the reef in 1926, before embarking on his famous journey from London to
Melbourne, and that he spent ‘2 years’ – in 1929 and 1930 – in ‘developing the reef
with the aid of native labour at a personal expenditure of over £1000.’ Birtles confi-
dently proclaimed that Imarlkba was ‘the most promising gold proposition I know of
in Australia’ and ‘destined to be one of Australia’s greatest goldfields’.41 The prospec-
tus, which was launched on 21 February 1933, was efficacious, the stocks sold over-
whelmingly well and the mine was up and running just a few months later.42

When ALGDC-NL was operating the Imarlkba mining camp it consisted of about
fourteen buildings and sheds, including a general store, magazine, garage, kitchen, and
two buildings dedicated to extracting the gold: one house for the battery and another
for the boiling process. A house was built for the mine manager and between eight and
eleven bark huts were used at different stages by the non-Aboriginal workers as sleep-
ing quarters. Up to a dozen Aboriginal workers, including Nayombolmi and his closest
kin, camped about 400–800 metres from the non-Aboriginal miners, down at a creek
where they had easy access to clean water.43 They slept in traditional stringybark huts.

The ALGDC-NL only operated the mine for two years, 1933–1935, before it closed.
The mine failed to deliver any return to the shareholders. It would soon emerge that
the company founders had ‘salted’ the reef at Imarlkba with gold from other places to
lure people to buy shares.44 In other words, the ALGDC-NL investment and the
Imarlkba gold mine was a scam. Nevertheless, gold ore continued to be extracted at a
smaller scale by different companies and private operators until 1942. None of the min-
ers had much luck.

Nayombolmi and the Imarlkba mine

There are few historical sources about work and life at the Imarlkba mine; they are par-
ticularly scarce on how the Aboriginal workforce experienced these events. The most

38George Namingum, ‘George Namingum. Interviewed [by D. Gillespie] at Jim Jim Crossing, N.T. 29/11/1983’, in
Gillespie, Imarlkba (Appendix V, 1–41, 1985), 14.
39Birtles, Driven, 293–98.
40Dan Gillespie, Three Historic Sites in Kakadu National Park. Munmalary Homestead, Goodparla Homestead and
Yemelba (Imarlkba) Mine (Jabiru: Unpublished Report from Parks Australia, 1988), see also Birtles, Driven, 245–59.
41Quotes from Francis Britles in ‘Prospectus of Arnhem Land Gold Development No Liability from 21st February,
1933’, and Gillespie, Imarlkba, 33.
42Gillespie, Imarlkba, 3, 33–36.
43Ibid., 33–36.
44See Gillespie, Imarlkba, 34–35; Brown, Francis Birtles Adventurer, 359–61; Birtles, Driven, 245–59.
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reliable information comes from unpublished oral history interviews conducted in the
1980s by historical archaeologist Dan Gillespie. He interviewed two non-Aboriginal
miners as well as Nayombolmi’s classificatory brothers, Kapirigi and Namingum. Their
experiences of the mining process and camp life are our main source about
Nayombolmi’s interaction with the Imarlkba miners, including Birtles.

According to Kapirigi, the Badmardi clan group found out about the mining activity
at Imarlkba in the early 1920s during their seasonal movements across the region.
During the wet season, from late November to early May, they would embark on a
traditional west-bound walking route from their clan estate at Balawurru down to the
South Alligator River. Hereafter, they would head south, following the river upstream
into Jawoyn countries and the escarpment, or Stone Country (Figure 2). The purpose
of these travels was to explore natural resources, to visit family and friends, and to par-
ticipate in different cultural ceremonies, such as name-giving, initiation and death rit-
uals. Towards the end of the wet season the group would head east and follow the
tributaries of the East Alligator River north down to their clan estate at Balawurru,
sometimes after a visit to Oenpelli (today’s Gunbalanya).45

Members of the Badmardi clan came across the miners at Imarlkba during one of
these walks when they were heading towards the Jim Jim area to collect bamboo for
making spears.46 Imarlkba was an important place for the Badmardi and other clan
groups. Before the mining there was a mardayin ceremonial ground situated there,47

and it is likely that some of the Badmardi men went through and/or took part in this
ceremony at Imarlkba.

Kapirigi, who is believed to been born c.1910, remembered visiting the mining camp
in the early 1920s with members of the Badmardi clan.48 Thereafter, he seems to have
joined the Aboriginal workforce at the mine on and off until the mid-1930s, usually in
the dry season from May to October/November. The interaction with the miners was
casual to begin with. The Badmardi men used to kill water buffalo for the miners to
trade the desired fresh meat for tobacco – or nikki-nikki as they called it. Kapirigi
explains the importance of tobacco as a trade item:

Everybody bin comin’ down for tobacco from Arnhem Land – like this Tommy Ngolan
– ngalai – gammarang and everybody bin meet ‘im in the bush – up to my country –
this way – and we all comin’ for tobacco here [Imarlkba] – and everybody comin from
over Nabarlek (east of Oenpelli) and they comin’ this place – comin for tobacco.49

Namingum, who was born around 1920, was just a child when he and Kapirigi fol-
lowed Nayombolmi to the Imarklba mine and were put to work for Frank Atkinson
and Charlie Butcher. Following Gillespie’s historical research on the mine, this prob-
ably happened in the early 1930s. Namingum guessed that he was about eleven years
old at the time: ‘We bin kids. No moustache yet’.50 He worked at the mine for about

45Chaloupka, ‘The Traditional Movement of a Band of Aboriginals in Kakadu’.
46Namingum, ‘Interviewed’, 5.
47Chaloupka, Back to My Country, 86.
48Nipper Gabirrigi, ‘Interview [by D. Gillespie] with Nipper Gabirrigi Conducted at Imarlkba 26 May 1984’, in Gillespie,
Imarlkba (Appendix V, 1–23, 1985); for Kapirigi’s year of birth see Taçon, ‘From Rainbow Snakes to “X-Ray” Fish’, 93.
49Gabirrigi, ‘Interview’, 2.
50Chaloupka, Back to My Country, 86.
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two years.51 Kapirigi would have been in his early twenties, and Nayombolmi in
his thirties.

As indicated, Badmardi clan members were well represented at the mine. Nangulidj,
Kapirigi’s and Namingum’s biological father, and Alec Nawomirril, their older brother
and half-brother, were also working at the mine.52 So did Kapirigi’s male relative on
his mother’s side, Nabulmun.53 Both Kapirigi and Namingum stated that Nayombolmi
worked with the boiling process, melting the alluvial deposit into gold bullions. As
Namingum recalls, ‘Charlie and his mate melted the gold and made it into large blocks.
Lots of money’. At times, Kapirigi worked in the battery, while Namingum mainly
worked in different shafts and costeans, collecting the ore with a pick and shovel: ‘no
grader, no bulldozer – we just the pick and shovel’.54 Dynamite was occasionally used
to access the deposits below ground. According to Kapirigi, the work at the mine was
hard and monotonous:

Digging that gold you know – get that all the dirt and washin’ out and find him gold
there long that water in the bottom – and we gonna do that right up to sundown,
knockoff – and tomorrow we doin’ that same work – that’s all we gotta do.55

Like the growing town of Darwin, developing settlements such as Pine Creek,
emerging cattle stations like Barramundie and Goodparla, and more temporary sea-
sonal camps for buffalo shooting and crocodile hunting, the mining site at Imarlkba
was strictly segregated (Figure 6). The ‘whitefeller mobs’ stayed in bark sheds or small
houses close to the mine, while the ‘blackfeller mobs’, which seem to have been about
eight to twelve men, camped some distance away down at a nearby creek in traditional
stringybark huts.56 There was apparently a rule against bringing young kids and
women to the camp, but it was not always followed. For example, the young lads like
Kapirigi and Namingum provided cheap labour before they had ‘grown
any moustache’.

According to Kapirigi and Namingum, most Aboriginal men were not paid any
regular wages for their hard work, they were mainly compensated through daily sup-
plies of food and tobacco – ‘No money – only just tucker, tobacco’.57 Sometimes the
work was also paid for in alcohol, which at the time was illegal: ‘… he [Frank
Atkinson] used to give people [alcohol] – in the bush – (laughs) that’s all – no money’.
Later in the same interview Namingum stated that the miners provided ‘plenty of
tucker and plenty grog’ but ‘no money’.58 An exception to this occurred when some
‘blackfeller’ followed one of the miners to Pine Creek to gather supplies, where they
could be given ‘little bit money – not too much money’.59

The mine site had a small store that was managed by Charlie Butcher, where the
Aboriginal working force could collect tea, sugar, flour, tinned meat, rice, pickles, and

51Namingum, ‘Interviewed’, 1, 9.
52Ibid., 1.
53Gabirrigi, ‘Interview’, 3.
54Namingum, ‘Interviewed’, 3, 23, 25.
55Gabirrigi, ‘Interview’, 5.
56Namingum, ‘Interviewed’, 15, 27–29.
57Ibid., 3.
58Ibid., 11.
59Ibid., 3.
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tobacco: ‘We used to walk down to old Charlie Butcher’s store and just pick him (the
tucker) up – take him home longa creek’.60 However, on and off, the Badmardi mob
used to get fed up with the ‘white-fella food’ and go for a hunt: ‘… that worker might

Figure 6. A map showing the major outline of the Imarlkba mining site. Source: Gillespie, Imarlkba,
Figure 4.

60Ibid.
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be knock off – bout 3 o’clock something 4 o’clock – well him go hunting – him knock
‘im one kangaroo and take him back’.61 The main target of these hunts was different
kinds of macropods, especially Antilopine kangaroo and black and common/Euro wal-
laroo.62 Emu was also a sought-after meal. The hunt was usually conducted with the
help of dogs and traditional shovel-nose spears, some with metal points and some with
stone points, but sometimes they were allowed to borrow a firearm.63 On occasion,
goose eggs were collected in the wetlands to the north. The Badmardi men working at
the mine also collected more traditional stable food, such as sand palms and different
kinds of yams. Namingum: ‘Oh yeah – we got him bush tucker when we out of work –
from mine – we get lotta tucker in the bush used to be – long yam, cheeky yam, water
yam – all that’.64

The non-Aboriginal miners were mainly pictured as fair and righteous men in the
interviews that Gillespie conducted: ‘Not bad – not cheeky – no white men been cheeky
down there – just work quiet – easy one’.65 The exception was their tense requests for
sexual intercourse with Aboriginal women – ‘… lubra now – oh used to chase him
bout all the young girl here – him white man [… ] whitefeller bin cheeky – all over’.66

The store manager Charlie Butcher, for example, ‘pinched’ one of Nawomirril’s wives,
Daisy, when they worked at Imarlkba:

Yeah – white fella [Charlie Butcher] pinched him and he bin wanta keep him there –
young girl – working girl – and he’d help him man too – help him us feller like – give
it tucker – anything – but no money [… ] She was only young girl – just little girl.67

Butcher ‘pinching’ Nawomirril’s wife, perhaps his promised wife as she is described
as ‘just little girl’, was just one out of countless examples of cross-cultural sexual behav-
iour. Most miners seem to have had a ‘bush-wife’. Most non-Aboriginal station manag-
ers, stockmen, dingo scalpers, buffalo and crocodile hunters, as well as miners, engaged
in relationships with Aboriginal women.68

After the Imarlkba mine failed in 1935 work opportunities for Nayombolmi and his
peers seem to have ceased. Nayombolmi appeared on and off at the nearby
Barramundie Station according to different historical sources, which is probably where
he earned his nickname ‘Barramundi Charlie’. He mainly worked as a stockman and in
buffalo shooting camps, skinning the carcasses and washing, salting and preparing
the hides.69 During the Second World War he worked for a while with non-
Aboriginal crocodile hunters. After 1935, Kapirigi and Namingum worked at
Goodparla Station as stockmen under Monty Sullivan, who owned the station between

61Gabirrigi, ‘Interview’, 7; Namingum, ‘Interviewed’, 18–19.
62Namingum ‘Interviewed’, 18–19.
63Gabirrigi, ‘Interview’, 7.
64Namingum, ‘Interviewed’, 10.
65Ibid., 17, cf. Gillespie, Imarlkba, 71.
66Namingum, ‘Interviewed’, 29.
67Ibid., 5, 7.
68Gillespie, Imarlkba, 9, 26, 71; Levitus, ‘Everybody Bin All Day Work’, 39, see also Ann McGrath, ‘Before Grog, Before
Wages, Before the Japanese War: The Northern Territory in 1938 and some Station Routines’, in All That Dirt,
Aborigines 1938. An Australia 1938 Monograph, ed. Bill Gammage and Andrew Markus (Canberra: Australian National
University, 1982), 67–82; John D Mulvaney, Paddy Cahill of Oenpelli (Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 2004),
8–9, 62–64.
69Haskovec and Sullivan, Najombolmi; ‘Reflections and Rejections of an Aboriginal Artist’; Levitus, ‘The Life of Butcher
Knight Namandarrk’.

HISTORY AUSTRALIA 15



c.1936 and 1939.70 One of Namingum’s responsibilities was to bring ‘killers’ (cattle
ready for harvesting) up to Imarlkba so that the miners in the late 1930s had a fresh
supply of beef: ‘I’m bring him cattle here – bring him killers – killers might be two –
take ‘em back’.71

The photograph

The actual encounter between Birtles and Nayombolmi is best revealed through the
former’s photographic archive. There is also some implicit and sporadic evidence in
Birtles’ writings. Our main source, however, is oral history. During the 1983 interview
Gillespie showed Namingum two photographs of Birtles that were included in the ori-
ginal ‘Prospectus of Arnhem Land Gold Development No Liability’ from 21 February
1933. One of these photographs depicted the painted car. Namingum not only recog-
nised Birtles but also instantly identified the, until then, unknown Aboriginal man sit-
ting on the back of the car (Figure 1):

Int.: I don’t know if you’ve ever seen this bloke [shows photograph of Francis Birtles
from Arnheimland prospectus].

G.N.: That’s the battery eh?

Int.: No more that’s one bloke – he had this funny motorcar. Got that blackfeller
painting all over him.

G.N.: Oh yeah. That’s my brother [the Aboriginal – the photo] Charlie I think –
Barramundie Charlie – yeah!

Int.: Sitting behind.

G.N.: Yeah – that Charlie used to painting everything.

Int.: And you reckon Barramundie Charlie painted those pictures [on the car].

G.N.: Yeah. He paint ‘im everything. You know that – Deaf Adder – [Interview
interjects Burrunguy!] – Burrunguy – Balawuru – all that draw [rock art] – he draws
all that.

Int.: And you reckon might be he did this.

G.N.: Yeah.

Int.: That white feller his name is Francis Birtles.

G.N.: Yeah – Francis Birtles.72

The positive identification of Nayombolmi is strengthened by the fact that the dis-
cussed photograph was included in the ‘Foreword’ of the ‘Prospectus of Arnhem Land
Gold Development’ from 1933; now with the candid caption: ‘Mr. Francis Birtles in the
car in which he made his last visit to Arnhem Land. The crude design on the body
were drawn by aboriginals’. Moreover, and of paramount importance here, is the fact
that Namingum’s identification was offered spontaneously without any leading ques-
tions – ‘Oh yeah. That’s my brother Charlie I think – Barramundie Charlie – yeah!’

70See Gillespie, Three Historic Sites in Kakadu National Park, table 2.
71Namingum, ‘Interviewed’, 34.
72Ibid., 13–14.

16 J. GOLDHAHN ET AL.



The following question from Gillespie, ‘And you reckon Barramundie Charlie painted
those pictures?’, is more leading, but it was answered positively without hesitation –
‘Yeah. He paint ‘im everything’. Our own oral history research in Kakadu in 2019 has
also confirmed this with Aboriginal elder Josie Maralngurra identifying Nayombolmi
in this photograph. Josie spent much of her childhood walking country with her
parents and Nayombolmi and has clear recollections of her classificatory grandfather.73

Based on historical sources about Birtles’ known visits to western Arnhem Land and
photographs of his different cars during these trips, and the stated fact that the photo-
graph of him and Nayombolmi was taken during ‘his last visit to Arnhem Land’, it is
possible to be quite precise with the dating of this encounter. This exploration was
undertaken in 1929 and 1930 in a Bean model 14/40 car that was slightly rebuilt so it
resembled Birtles’ famous car, the Sundowner.74 It had ‘a bonnet that sloped slightly to
the radiator, lower placement of headlights, larger doors, lighter front wheels and a div-
ided windscreen’.75 This description matches well with the photograph of Birtles and
Nayombolmi (Figure 1).76 This journey Birtles steered in solitude, only accompanied
by his dog, Yowie. He left Melbourne in November 1928 and arrived in Darwin in
May 1929. Birtles stayed in western Arnhem Land for more than a year before he
returned south again. Throughout this time he seems to have used Pine Creek as a
base camp.77

During the journey, the October Wall Street stock market crash occurred, which
sent a financial shock wave around the world. The fall of the Sydney stock market
meant that Birtles lost his savings.78 He was soon to turn 50, a household name, but
penniless. To compensate his losses, Birtles went bush, looking for gold in western
Arnhem Land.79 Following his own account, it was during the wet season of 1929 and
1930 that he ‘discovered’ the gold-bearing reef at Imarlkba:

One day in an undulating ridge I found that which I had spent months seeking – gold. I
prospected the country for miles around, and dollied sections of different outcrops.
Dishwashing gave good traces of the yellow metal. The indications were too promising
to leave. I worked there during the whole of the wet season, from October to April.
From a party of blacks, travelling through that part of the country, I obtained some tea,
given them some tobacco in exchange. It was a lonely camp. The country carried no
game, with the result that there were no natives camped in the vicinity. The little tribe,
passing through on a pilgrimage from one hunting-ground to another, were the only
human beings I saw during the months I was there.80

Given that Imarlkba is situated along the traditional walking routes of the Badmardi
clan group (Figure 2), and Namingum’s positive and spontaneous identification of his
classificatory brother and biological cousin in Figure 1, it seems likely that the men-
tioned ‘pilgrims’ can be identified as Nayombolmi and his closest kin.

73May et al., ‘This is My Father’s Painting’.
74Clarke, The Sundowner Bean Car.
75Birtles, Driven, 246.
76Ibid., see captions to figures on 98–101.
77Ibid., 247.
78Brown, Francis Birtles Adventurer, 355–57.
79Birtles, Driven, 247.
80Birtles, Battle Fronts of Outback, 283.
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A rumour about Birtles’ ‘discovery’ of gold at Imarlkba, a mine that had been in
place for at least nine years, started to circulate in February 1930.81 In the 1933 pro-
spectus Birtles admits to having been there in 1926, and that he later returned in
1929–1930 and worked up the mine ‘with the aid of native labour’. This clearly indi-
cates that the encounter between Birtles and Nayombolmi, might have extended in
time beyond the short meeting and of exchanging tobacco for tea that the quote above
seems to indicate.

In June 1930 Birtles claims to have taken out a lease at Imarlkba and, thereafter, he
left for Adelaide, Melbourne and Sydney to try to find people willing to invest in what
would become ALGDC-NL. He did not return to Arnhem Land before the company
was founded and their mining at Imarlkba was about to start in mid-1933.82 Following
on from this, and based on the dependable information given in the prospectus of
ALGDC-NL, the iconic photograph depicting Nayombolmi, Francis Birtles and his dec-
orated car was taken sometime during the wet season of 1929–1930.

There are two other photographs from this journey which add to this conclusion.
The first depicts a rather content-looking Birtles and his dog Yowie (Figure 7). They
are sitting in front of his tent with his Bean car in the background drinking tea in soli-
tude. A closer look at the photograph, however, reveals that traditional Aboriginal
spears are attached to the left side of the car and a tail of a wallaby hangs over the bon-
net. To the right, before the rear of the car, we see Birtles’ tripod, so it is apparent that
an Aboriginal person is taking the photo. There are also some characteristic but slightly

Figure 7. Francis Birtles and his dog camped beside the car having a drink, Arnhem Land.
Unknown photographer 1929. Courtesy of the National Library of Australia, PIC/8381/185 LOC
Album 1054/B.

81Birtles, Driven, 248–49.
82Brown, Francis Birtles Adventurer, 249–59.
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washed-out anthropomorphic figures painted with white pigment to the right above
the back wheel of Birtles car (Figure 7), which hints at the presence of Nayombolmi.

The next photograph depicts the likely owners of the spears (Figure 8). The photo
shows the same car and spears; the latter seems to rest on the car in pretty much the
same place as in the previous photograph. In front of the Bean car we see Yowie and
an unidentified Aboriginal man, with a pipe nonchalantly hanging in his mouth, hold-
ing up a recently killed bush turkey (Figure 8). Scarification runs over his chest and
arms, doubtless made during some of the many rituals which transformed him from
boy into man. Behind this man, sitting on the rear of the car, we recognize
Nayombolmi with his broad walrus moustache (cf. Figures 1 and 8). He wears an arm
ornament just above his elbow and some scarification can be seen on his shoulder.

Given the close resemblance between the two photographs, especially the placing of
the spears on the car, it is credible that these were taken within a short span of time.
The identification of Nayombolmi makes it probable that a Badmardi person took the
photograph of Birtles having tea (Figure 7), perhaps Nayombolmi or one of his rela-
tives. Reading the photographs (Figures 7 and 8), we might witness a reciprocal gift
exchange that seems to have included tea, a bush turkey, a wallaby and nikki-
nikki (tobacco).

There is a final reflection to be made about these three photographs from Birtles’
journey to western Arnhem Land in 1929 and 1930, which suggests that these photo-
graphs were taken at different times. Birtles looks harmonious and content in Figure 7.
The land seems sunny and dry, especially in comparison to Figure 1. This might indi-
cate that the photograph was taken during the dry season soon after his arrival in 1929.

Figure 8. Two Aboriginal men with a bird they have caught, Arnhem Land, Northern Territory,
probably depicting Nayombolmi (the man sitting on the back of the car). Photograph by Francis
Birtles in 1929. Courtesy of the National Library of Australia, PIC/8381/137 LOC Album 1054/B.
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In the later photograph Birtles appears to be more ‘bush-bashed’, his face looks emaci-
ated, which suggests it was taken later during the proper wet season. This is in line
with Birtles’ own words that underlined that he suffered some bad times before the
‘party of blacks’ turned up with their tea. The photographs therefore might have been
taken on two different occasions; Figures 7 and 8 in 1929 and Figure 1 during early
1930. Given Birtles’ own statement in the prospectus, stating that he was ‘developing
the reef with the aid of native labour’, it could be that the later photograph was taken
after he and his acquaintances spent some hard times at the mine at Imarlkba during
the wet season of 1930. Nayombolmi might have painted Birtles’ car on more than one
occasion (cf. Figures 1 and 7).

The hoax

The ALGDC-NL gold mine at Imarlkba came to a halt less than two years after the
establishment of the company. As mentioned above, there is good evidence that the
mine was ‘salted’ to look better than it turned out to be.83 This official story is some-
what contested by oral history given by Namingum:

Int.: Do you reckon they got lotta gold out of that place or not much?

G.N.: Oh lotta gold – any brownstone you see him – that gold in him. [… ] keep goin’
pick and shovel – you know work – all the way along. We used to get lotta money [win
gold] but no money that time [… ] Yeah – no money for me.84

The truth might possibly lie somewhere between these contradictory versions of
how much gold the mine produced, not least because the fossicking economy gave
plenty of room for altering reality in ways that was profitable for others than stock-
holders. In any case, Birtles did not suffer any economic loss this time. His sparse assets
demanded that he sold his share promptly. However, although Birtles was among the
original vendors of ALGDC-NL, he was prevented by law from selling his share until
six months after its registration on the Sydney stock market. To kill time, Birtles:

… hit the road publicising the mine, he maintained, as a ‘hosing-down’ exercise, ‘so as
to put a stop to all bulling of the market by giving publicity to the extent of our
developments and demonstrating there was nothing as yet to warrant a boom’. In other
words, Frank simultaneously talking the mine up and talking it down.85

Birtles seems not to have been the driving force behind the hoax; he even warned
other people that his business partners in ALGDC-NL tried to create an artificial stock
market boom.86 That said, closing in on the end of the six-month curfew, Birtles went
bush, probably to calm his nerves. He caught beriberi disease, his legs swelled, his left
arm was paralysed, and his nerves were about to break.87 Alone in the bush, Birtles
heard that his financial manager had sold his shares in ALGDC-NL with a profit

83Gillespie, Imarlkba, 34–36, 57, Appendix 1. See also Brown, Francis Birtles Adventurer, 359–61; Birtles,
Driven, 245–59.
84Namingum, ‘Interviewed’, 4, 6.
85Brown, Francis Birtles Adventurer, 357.
86Gillespie, Imarlkba, 34–36.
87Birtles, Battle Fronts of Outback, 284–86.

20 J. GOLDHAHN ET AL.



beyond any expectation.88 He became filthy rich, allowing him to possess things he
‘always wanted – the sort of things a man of my tastes dreams of owning when he
hasn’t a cracker’.89 As usual, the ‘native labour’, Nayombolmi and the Badmardi clan,
as well as others who constituted a vital part of the workforce at Imarlkba, were left
with nothing. These included the ‘pilgrims’ who helped Birtles overcome his bad bush-
bashing period in 1929–1930 and helped him to establish ‘his newly found gold reef’ at
Imarlkba, and the Jurkmanj Clan group on whose land the mine was situated.

Revisiting Francis Birtles’ painted car

One of our aims with this article has been to reveal the historical context and name of
the until-now anonymous Aboriginal man accompanying Birtles in the photograph
with the decorated Bean car from 1930 (Figure 1). We identify him as Nayombolmi.
The chance to unfold the cross-cultural encounter between these men, made possible
through Gillespie’s oral history back in the 1980s, is both challenging and enlightening.
It adds another layer to their mounting biographies, their lives and their legacies.

Our investigations of the photograph of Birtles’ painted car reveal a close relation-
ship between Birtles and the Badmardi people. From the evidence presented above they
seem to have been well acquainted and even relatively relaxed with each other – going
hunting together; having tea; exchanging gifts; working up the gold reef, and more.
Nayombolmi might even have painted Birtles’ car on more than one occasion. The
Badmardi’s relationship to Birtles and his car seems far beyond the fear, fascination,
and ontological confusion that contemporary travelogues, and even Birtles’ own writ-
ing, sometimes expressed.90 That said, by incorporating this photograph in the pro-
spectus of the ALGDC-NL company, Birtles actively made use of a colonial trope that
had made him famous for the Australian public in the 1910s. The photograph helped
to stage him as a knowledgeable frontier explorer who knew how to take advantage of
the free labour that constituted an important part of most, if not all, fossicking
entrepreneurship.

But why would Nayombolmi add traditional Aboriginal images to Birtles’ car in the
first place? We know that similar cross-cultural encounters to those we have discussed
here inspired Indigenous people all over the world to depict and contemplate newly
introduced means of transport, such as cars, but also boats, planes, trains, bicycles,
with ample examples in western Arnhem Land.91 Strangely enough, few of
Nayombolmi’s more than 650 known rock painting figures have dwelt upon such
introduced subject matter. We only know about a painted goat figure and two beeswax
figures depicting a water buffalo and a hunter with a gun,92 which constitute less than
0.3 per cent of his known rock art portfolio.93 Importantly, Nayombolmi reacted

88Brown, Francis Birtles Adventurer, 355–71; Birtles, Driven, 258–59.
89Birtles, Battle Fronts of Outback, 287.
90For example, Clarsen, ‘Mobile Encounters’, and ‘“Australia – Drive It Like You Stole It”’; Haskins, ‘The
Smoking Buggy’.
91Taçon ‘From Rock Art to Contemporary Art’ with references.
92Taçon, ‘If You Miss All This Story, Well Bad Luck’; Liam Brady, Sally K. May, Joakim Goldhahn, and Paul S. C. Taçon,
‘What Painting? Encountering and Interpreting the Archaeological Record in Western Arnhem Land’, Archaeology in
Oceania (2020, https://doi.org/10.1002/arco.5208).
93Haskovec and Sullivan, Najombolmi.
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differently to Birtles’ car – he added traditional imagery on to the introduced subject
matter (Figure 1), imbuing it with his own traditional cultural knowledge, values, and
his artistry, as well as possibly also his own hand-and-arm stencil. It would be tempting
here to try to explore the motivation behind his action. Why did he choose the images
he painted, images that often carried symbolic meanings? The dancing and crawling
human-like figures, for instance, have been interpreted as depicting parts of known cul-
tural ceremonies.94 The animal figures also carried deeply symbolic meanings which
would only partly be revealed to an outsider like Birtles.95

Here we argue that through his acquaintance with Birtles, possibly stretching from
the early 1930s back to the mid-1920s, Nayombolmi was well aware of the explorer’s
extensive journeys beyond Arnhem Land. Maybe Nayombolmi saw Birtles’ car as a
blank canvas of opportunity to express and impose his traditional knowledge and val-
ues on the changing world – a travelling canvas for his cultural messages. As Clarsen
has argued: ‘Indigenous agency was never erased [… ] Aboriginal people seize new
experiences and tell their own stories about it’.96 Following Clarsen, Nayombolmi
might have perceived Birtles’ car as a ‘new ground between cultures’, an opportunity to
craft his own version of the modern world that had entered his life-world. The car
could be described as a hybrid, entangling different worldings with each other (Figure
1). Painting the car can then be seen as a reclamation, an act of resilience. By adding
his paintings to the car, enmeshing it with novel meanings, whatever these were,
Nayombolmi would be confident that it would carry his message well beyond familiar
beckoning mountains and horizons, extending it into the world. Maybe he saw the car
as a way to educate non-Aboriginal people about Aboriginal culture, customs and
law?97 Likewise, Nayombolmi might also have created a message for other Aboriginal
people seeing this car, perhaps for the first time. There may well have been something
reassuring about seeing familiar imagery upon an unfamiliar new technology – i.e. that
other Aboriginal people have seen and touched the car before and have even claimed
the space with their paintings.

Nayombolmi continued to hold on to his cultural values throughout his life. As a
cultural and artistic leader, he contested the changes brought on by outsiders and made
a myriad of visual statements that aimed to enforce traditional cultural values and
laws.98 For Nayombolmi, his cultural identity was a powerful driving force in his artis-
try, a force which he retained throughout his life. In this pursuit, he seems to have
been even more persistent and intrepid than the eccentric Francis Birtles.

At the heart of this article has been the intriguing cross-cultural encounter between
Aboriginal artist Nayombolmi and non-Aboriginal adventurer Birtles in interwar
Australia. Through the identification of Nayombolmi in the photograph of the car he
painted, we can no longer view this picture solely as representing a colonial trope of

94Clarsen, ‘“Australia – Drive It Like You Stole It”’, 527.
95See Taçon, From Rainbow Snakes to “X-Ray” Fish; Luke Taylor, Seeing the Inside: Bark Painting in Western Arnhem
Land (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996); Brady et al., ‘What Painting?’
96Clarsen, ‘“Australia – Drive It Like You Stole It”’, 525.
97For the educational role of Aboriginal art in relation to non-Aboriginal people, see Ronald Berndt, ‘A Living Art.
The Changing Inside and Outside Contexts’, in Aboriginal Arts and Crafts and the Market, ed. Peter Loveday and
Peter Cooke (Darwin: Australian National University, 1983), 29–36; Taylor, Seeing the Inside; Howard Morphy,
Becoming Art: Exploring Cross-Cultural Categories (New York: Berg, 2007).
98Haskovec and Sullivan, ‘Reflections and Rejections of an Aboriginal Artist’; May et al., ‘This is My Father’s Painting’.
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white masculine superiority. Instead, our search has suggested Indigenous negotiation,
adaptation, creativity, and resilience in the face of colonial intrusion. We hope not only
to add to knowledge about Birtles and Nayombolmi but also to contribute to the grow-
ing number of cross-cultural studies that aim to humanise past, present and emerging
Indigeneity.
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