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Introduction

‘I’ve been everywhere, man.’

So sang ’60s pop sensation Lucky Starr, in a song best enjoyed by the deaf.

But to my mind, Lucky was stretching it. Even if he really had been to all 94 of the Australian towns, regions, rivers and suburbs that his song sort of sometimes half-rhymes, that still leaves a fair number of places unaccounted for – and quite possibly Lucky-free.

Australia, as I imagine you’ve noticed, is really rather big. To truly go ‘everywhere’, you’d actually need to go to about four million places (including, alas, Perth and Geelong). You’d need to visit valleys and mountains, and drive through deserts and plains. You’d need to clamber over rocks, cross muddy creeks, and steer a boat between islands and bays. You’d need to buy maps and a compass, invest in boots and a backpack, and say goodbye to about half of your life.

I rather doubt that Lucky has done this – and, naturally, neither have I. Life is short, petrol is expensive, and there’s just so much good stuff on TV.

But what I have done, dear reader, is spend time on Google, and run my eyes over a few books and maps. And in so doing, I have discovered something quite interesting. However boring many places in Australia might be, the names that we give them frequently aren’t.

Take ‘Snowtown’, for example. Snowtown is a town with no snow.

Or ‘Bordertown’. This one is far from the border.

Australia doesn’t have any moles, and yet we have a ‘Mole River’, and while we have no monkeys, there’s a ‘Monkey Creek’. We don’t grow oranges in ‘Orange’ or bananas in ‘Banana’, and there’s no gate to keep you out of ‘Bogan Gate’.

Interested yet? Well, what if I were to tell you that ‘Dead Secret’ really does have a secret, and that there was a real mystery at ‘Mystery Bay’? Or that a ghost (or something like it) was once seen at ‘Ghost Hill’, just as ‘Monster Creek’ had a monster, of sorts.

But what can be found in ‘Blood Creek’? Or, indeed, ‘Coffin Bay’ and ‘Dead Mans Pass’? You’ll need to read on if you want to know the answers – but take care in ‘Murdering Gully’ and ‘Misery Bluff’.

On a cheerier note, we also have a town called Tittybong – though it’s a bit of a disappointment (much like ‘Mount Disappointment’), as there’s nothing there but houses and shops. ‘Rooty Hill’ and ‘Fiddletown’ are perfectly respectable places as well, sad to say, just like ‘Cockburn’ and ‘Upper Swan’. From ‘Horny Point’ and ‘Shag Island’ to ‘Mount Mee’ and ‘Iron Knob’, Australia is full of places that sound very interesting and, well, kind of aren’t.

But against that we have place names that don’t sound interesting, but in fact have a story to tell. Behind the staid name of ‘Fremantle’ is the story of an aristrocratic rapist, while ‘Sydney’ dates back to the undead. Lord ‘Melbourne’ liked to whip orphan girls and Dr ‘Bass’ may not have been straight.

Want more? Well, sure. In Mt Buggery to Nowhere Else, you will discover that the king of ‘Kings Cross’ had his own royal sex chair, and Edward (Lake) ‘Eyre’ murdered dozens of kids. The ‘Simpson Desert’ is named after a man who made washing machines, and St Kilda was far from being a saint.

I could go on and on, and in actual fact I have. The result is the rest of this book. Australia’s four million place names are filled with stories of hope and courage, and failure and cowardice, and murder and abduction. This is a book about starvation and shipwrecks, convicts and corruption, mutinies and daring escapes. It’s a book about bungling bureaucrats and near-blind explorers, and brave animals who weren’t all that bright. This is a book with fat kangaroos, peculiar smells, wombat poo and wallaby’s urine.

It is, in other words, a book about Australia. I very much hope you enjoy it.
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Australia

‘What’s in a name?’ a girl called Juliet once asked her good chum Romeo.

When it comes to the land down under, the answer is ‘Rather a lot’. Here’s a little snapshot of how Australia came to be so called.

TERRA NULLIUS (60 000+ BC)

As big as Australia is today, there was a time when it was bigger still. Low sea levels meant that our wide, brown land was even wider – connected in the south to what’s now Tasmania, and in the north to what’s now Papua New Guinea. And it was also quite a bit less brown, with huge inland lakes and lush river valleys.

And then at some point, it got humans as well. Probably about 50 000 years ago (though, really, it’s anyone’s guess), an uncertain number of people arrived in an uncertain way for some reason that is – yes – uncertain. We do know that they came here from south-east Asia, probably as part of a group that then moved north to China. And we also know that, at some point after they arrived, this continent became both drier and more isolated as sea levels started to rise. The first Australians were effectively cut off from the world, and so set about making one of their own.

TERRA ANONYMOUS (60 000BC – 400BC)

We also don’t know what they called that world. What was their name for ‘Australia’, if in fact they had one at all?

Fast forward 47 500 years and Australia still didn’t have a name that we know of – though the same could be said for England and France. This is because, much like those nations, we weren’t really a nation at all. We were, rather, about 250 nations, with at least as many languages and dialects.

And while it was one thing to name your nation’s land or another nation’s land, trying to give a name to all the land would, for an Indigenous person, have been like trying to cram all the mystery and magic and meaning of existence into a single word. The land is not just something the first Australians lived on; it is something that they lived with and through. As the anthropologist Deborah Rose in Nourishing Terrains put it, it is:



a living entity with a yesterday, today and tomorrow, with a consciousness, and a will toward life. People talk about country in the same way they would talk about a person: they speak to country, sing to country, visit country, worry about country, feel sorry for country, and long for country. People say that country knows, hears, smells, takes notice, takes care, is sorry or happy. Because of this richness, country is home, and peace. It is nourishment for body, mind, and spirit.





Country is also:



multi-dimensional. It consists of people, animals, plants, Dreamings; underground, earth, soils, minerals and waters, surface water, and air. There is sea country and land country; in some areas people talk about sky country. Country has origins and a future; it exists both in and through time.





Can you come up with one word for all that? I’m pretty sure ‘Australia’ doesn’t really cut it.

TERRA AUSTRALIS INCOGNITA (400BC – 500AD)

But the word ‘Australia’ is what we’ve ended up with, and it’s more or less because of the ancient Greeks. Around the same time we’re talking about (that is, around 400BC), most people in the know tended to know the Earth was not flat but rather a big round ball. But what use is a ball that’s too heavy on top? A proper sphere should be properly balanced.

It was therefore postulated by Plato and the like, that – given that there was so much land spread across the north of the planet, from Asia to Africa and Europe – there must, in fact, be an equally big continent to provide a counterweight of some sort in the south.

Some philosophers called this pseudo-land ‘the Antipodes’, and if you’ve ever wondered why, just think of podiatrists. ‘Anti’ means opposite and podes means ‘feet’. If Athens and its neighbours were at the head of the planet, the unknown southern land beneath them must be its feet.

Mostly, however, they called it just that: terra australis incognita, a phrase meaning ‘unknown southern land’.

And even though Terra Australis would remain incognito for many more centuries to come, it started appearing on maps, thanks to men like Macrobius, a ‘Neoplatonist’ from the fifth century AD. Ancient cartographers ‘abhorred a vacuum’, as Michael Pearson, author of Great Southern Land: The Maritime Exploration of Terra Australis, puts it, and would seize any excuse to draw land and not sea. Their maps tend to ‘combine reliable survey with fanciful coastlines based on particular cosmological views, on vague and misinterpreted travellers’ tales, or on the simple desire to fill up the map area with something, anything’.

Terra Australis varied wildly in size and shape, though it generally stayed near what’s now known as the Antarctic.

TERRA WHO-THE-HELL-KNOWS? (500 – 1606)

So when did Terra Australis stop being ‘a fanciful coastline’ and become a continental fact? When, in other words, did non-Australians become cognisant that there really was a great land to the south, and give it some kind of name?

The annoying thing is that we really don’t know. As Claire Corbett puts it in her essay ‘Putting Australia on the Map: “Mapping Our World” at the National Library of Australia’, ‘The outline of Australia slowly emerges from the “dark sea” like a photograph developed in an old-fashioned chemical bath.’

Taking things chronologically, some say that the Vikings travelled here in the 1200s, and called us Solar Partistra (‘the sunburnt land’). Others say that Locach, the land that Marco Polo wrote about the century after that, was in fact Australia (rather than Thailand).

Moving on, there’s some chance that the Chinese came by. They certainly traded with what’s now Indonesia, and put something not unlike northern Australia on a couple of fourteenth and fifteenth-century maps. But if any of them ever gave it a name, they didn’t bother to write it down.

It would be a surprise if southern Indonesian fishermen weren’t at least aware of our coastline (though God knows what they called it). There’s even some evidence to suggest that the Macassans ‘began annual voyages to the north coast of Western Australia, Northern Territory and Queensland well before recorded visits by the Europeans’ – presumably to fish or to trade.

But let’s get factual. When did those recorded visits begin?

Answer number 1 is 1504. It was then that a French sailor called Jean Binot Paulmier de Gonneville supposedly struck a ‘violent storm’ near the Cape of Good Hope, got lost, and drifted east for six weeks. He (somehow) found his way back to France the next year and claimed to have accidentally come across the fabled ‘Austral land’. His preferred name for what he called his ‘discovery’ was Indies Meridionale (the South Indies), but chances are we call it Madagascar.

Fifteen years later, a Spaniard, Ferdinand Magellan, sailed below South America to ‘discover’ a new ocean which he called ‘the Pacific’. He then sailed across it, in an effort to find a western sea route to Indonesia’s Spice Islands – and some say that, on the way, he found Australia.

All we know for sure is that a continent called Brasiliae Australis appeared on a 1533 map of the world, along with a note describing it as ‘recently discovered but not yet fully explored’. Though, as the name suggests, the cartographer put us south of Brazil … whereas, in fact, we’re about 16 000 kilometres west. It could be that he was talking about Antarctica. But, since he also wrote about how the ‘good, honest … inhabitants of this region’ named their children after ‘St Thomas the Apostle’, it could also be that he was just making stuff up.

What else? Well, yet another bunch of maps – these ones from the 1560s – feature yet another bunch of strange-looking, crudely sketched lands a little south-east of what’s now Indonesia. Usually called La grande île de Java (‘the great island of Java’) – though other names included Psittacorum region (the ‘Land of parrots’), Magellanica (‘the land of Magellan’) and La Australia del Espíritu Santo (‘the southern land of the Holy Spirit’) – these lands were by and large Spanish and Portuguese ‘discoveries’, though what they’d actually ‘discovered’ is anyone’s guess. Probably just a few Pacific islands.

HOLLANDIA NOVA (1606–1770)

As you may have gathered by now, fifteenth- and sixteenth-century sailors were by and large sailing blind. Lacking any reliable way to work out their longitude, they were essentially unable to ever truly know where they were, let alone draw a good map.

Technology began to improve in the 1600s, just in time for the rise of the Dutch. While Portugal and Spain had hitherto dominated the south seas (thanks to their ‘discovery’ of South America), things got trickier when the Netherlands became an independent nation in 1581 and decided to make a play for the spice trade. They set up a trading port in what’s now Indonesia, and – in a rather more systematic manner than their forebears – started to sniff around in the south.

And so came the moment we’ve been waiting for: the first definite ‘discovery’ of Australia in about 50 000 years. In 1606, a Dutch East India Company captain called Willem Janszoon sailed from Indonesia to what we can now be sure was Cape York – though at the time he thought he was seeing New Guinea.

The reason we can be sure is because, in the decades after Janszoon, the Dutch definitively charted the coasts of D’Edel’s Land, Endracht’s Land, Van Diemen’s Land and de Witt’s Land. Or, as they are rather better known today, the Northern Territory, the Pilbara, Tasmania and the Great Australian Bight.

But were any of these lands the fabled Terra Australis? For most of the Dutch, the answer was no. Under their watch, Australia’s now-charted north-west became known as New Holland (or Hollandia Nova, to use the more formal Latin). The great southern land must be further south, they figured – and hopefully a bit more great. While the Dutch continued to map New Holland for over a century, they never actually bothered to claim it. They found the land dry, hot, inhospitable and, worst of all, devoid of spices.

NEW HOLLAND / NEW SOUTH WALES (1770–1817)

Enter the English. When a certain Captain James Cook was ordered ‘to proceed to the southward in order to make discovery of … a Continent or Land of great extent’, his attitude was sceptical, at best.

‘I do not believe such a thing exists, unless in a high latitude,’ he wrote of the legendary Terra Australis, as the Endeavour crossed the Pacific in 1770. After two centuries of European voyages across vast empty seas, the ancient Greek vision of a Europe-Africa-and-Asia-sized continent was starting to seem like a major stretch.

Cook was thus not surprised when he arrived at the southeastern coast of New Holland without having encountered another continent in the South Pacific – though he was also not slow to give it another name. When Governor Phillip arrived with the First Fleet 18 years later, it was in the British colony of New South Wales that he landed (though the continent’s unwanted north-west was still known as New Holland).
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TERRA AUSTRALIS (AGAIN)

And, for most of his life, Matthew Flinders used those terms too. But when he confirmed that New South Wales and New Holland constituted a continent in 1803, by becoming the first person to sail around it, he used a popular book about his voyage to argue that – since it was a single geographic entity – the continent needed a single name.



It is necessary to geographical precision, that so soon as New Holland and New South Wales were known to form one land, there should be a general name applicable to the whole; and this essential point having been ascertained in the present voyage, with a degree of certainty sufficient to authorise the measure, I have, with the concurrence of opinions entitled to deference, ventured upon the re-adoption of the original Terra Australis; and of this term I shall hereafter make use, when speaking of New Holland and New South Wales, in a collective sense.





So we’re back to ‘Great Southern Land’, then? Why do that?

Because the combined continent of New South Wales/New Holland was as ‘great’ as any ‘southern land’ was ever likely to get. ‘There is no probability that any other detached body of land, of nearly equal extent, will ever be found in a more southern latitude,’ Flinders wrote in 1814, which was six years before the discovery of Antarctica … an even more southern continent that’s nearly twice our size.

But, to be fair, Flinders also felt that Terra Australis had ‘antiquity to recommend it’ and would be ‘less objectionable’ to the Dutch than an Anglo name like, say, New South Wales.

AUSTRALIA (HURRAH!)

However, the navigator felt that the word ‘Australia’ would work better still. ‘Had I permitted myself any innovation upon the original term it would have been to convert it into Australia; as being more agreeable to the ear, and an assimilation to the names of the other great portions of the earth,’ Flinders wrote in his introduction to his book A Voyage to Terra Australis.

Flinders wasn’t the first to think of the name (see the capsule below). Like Magellanica, Brasiliae Australis and the Land of Parrots, it had popped up here and there (in reference to pretty much anywhere) over the centuries, as a refreshing riff on the rather staid ‘Southern Land’.

But he was the man who made it popular. The book was a hit all over the colony, and the new name wasn’t too far behind. The Governor of New South Wales, Lachlan Macquarie, received a copy in 1817 and started to use ‘Australia’ in his correspondence within weeks. He then recommended that the name be formally adopted, and in 1824 the British Admiralty agreed. It was officially sanctioned in 1830, with the publication of The Australia Directory in Britain, and in a range of Admiralty Hydrographical Office publications.

Australians all let us rejoice, because we finally have a name!


Early Uses of the Term ‘Australia’

1538 – Appears on a map by Belgian cartographer Gerardus Mercator, though as part of a phrase (climata australia or ‘southern wind’) rather than as a stand-alone proper noun.

1545 – Appears on a (wholly fanciful) map of the Southern Hemisphere in Astronomia: Teutsch Astronomei, a (sort of) scientific work by Cyriaco Jacob zum Barth.

1625 – Appears as ‘Australia del Espíritu Santo’ in the English translation of a Dutch work by Sir Richard Hakluyt – but perhaps by accident, as a spelling mistake. Hakluyt had actually been writing (in Dutch) about ‘Austrialia del Espíritu Santo’, an island which we now know as Vanuatu. A Spanish sailor had ‘discovered’ it in 1606, and named it after Spain’s ruling Habsburg family, which also ruled Austria.

1638 – Appears in the index of a Dutch manuscript, A General Description of the Indies (though, oddly, not in the text).

1693 – Appears in the English translation of a French novel, The Adventures of Jacques Sadeur, in reference to an entirely mythical ‘Southern Land’.

1756 – The word ‘Australasia’ appears for the first time in History of the Navigation of Terra Australis by Charles de Brosses.

1771 – Appears in Alexander Dalrymple’s An Historical Collection of Voyages and Discoveries in the South Pacific Ocean, though in reference to the entire South Pacific region, rather than just New Holland.

1793 – Appears in George Shaw and Sir James Smith’s Zoology and Botany of New Holland. They write about ‘the vast island, or rather continent, of Australia, Australasia or New Holland,’ even though Flinders had yet to fully establish that New South Wales and New Holland made up a continent.

1804 – Frequently used by Matthew Flinders in his letters and daily conversation and then again in A Voyage to Terra Australis, his popular 1814 book.

4 April 1817 – Appears for the first time in a formal document: a despatch from Governor Lachlan Macquarie to Lord Henry Bathurst, Britain’s Secretary for the Colonies. Macquarie recommended that it be formally adopted later that year – and in 1824 the Admiralty finally agreed.
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