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Most of the Aborigine s res ident at sett lement s at Ngukurr ( Roper 

River ) and Bamyili  ( near Katherine ) speak a contact vernacular which 

they refer to as ' Pidgin English ' .  The language has become creolised , 

b eing the first language for the younger people , and the usual language 

of communicat ion for the older people . Similar creoles  appear to be  

spoken in a wide area in cat t le station areas of the Northern Territory ; 

although the forms may not be ident i cal , the se creoles  appear to b e  
1 highly mutual ly intelligible . 

Aborigines at Ngukurr and Bamyili who are fluent in Engl ish c learly 

di fferentiate the creole and Engl i s h ,  and rarely mix them . Those who 

are l e s s  fluent in English speak a mixture of English and c reole to 
non-Aborigines ,  the proportion varying with their familiarity with 

Engl ish . This s ituation account s for the non-recognit ion of the creole 

a s  a language entity by many government and s chool staff for many years . 

It was noted only that some Aborigines spoke good Engli s h ,  while others , 

with less  whi te contact , spoke a ' broken Engl ish ' .  Sharpe reported on 

the creole to the then Northern Territ ory Wel fare Branch in about 1 9 6 7 , 

and found that , although their staff had not been consc ious o f  the 

creole before then , they appeared immediate ly to recognise that its  

exi stence accounted for much language they had heard from and among 

Aborigine s .  Greater awarene s s  of the creoles by white s , s temming from 

greater use of creole in the pre sence of white s , has fol lowed changes 

in att itude t o  thes e  languages in recent years , by both Aborigines and 

whit e s . 

The Roper Aborigine s distinguish between different forms of creole 

in their area ,  referring to ' proper '  or ' heavy ' Pidgin as opposed to 

63 

Sharpe, M.C. and Sandefur, J. "The Creole Language of the Katherine and Roper River Areas, Northern Territory". In Cline, M. editor, Australia Talks: Essays on the sociology of Australian immigrant and Aboriginal languages. 
D-23:63-78. Pacific Linguistics, The Australian National University, 1976.   DOI:10.15144/PL-D23.63 
©1976 Pacific Linguistics and/or the author(s).  Online edition licensed 2015 CC BY-SA 4.0, with permission of PL.  A sealang.net/CRCL initiative.



6 4  MARGARET C .  SHARPE AND JOHN SANDEFUR 

' l ight ' P idgin . Jernudd , in studying sociolects at Bagot Re serve in 

Darwin in the l ate 1 9 6 0 s , found three types of ' English ' spoken there : 

Aboriginal Engl ish ( a  re stricted form of Engli s h ,  often only used for 

very s tylised topics  - for example , saying the right things to those 

in authority about baby care , hygiene , etc . ) ,  Creole , and Roper P idgin . 

At this t ime many o f  the more influential Aborigines at Bagot Re serve 

were from Roper River . Jernudd state s  ( 1 969 : 2 0 ) : 

" Th e  yout h C r e o l e  i s  � i n g u i s t i c al l y  d i ffer ent from P i d g i n . 
C r e o l e  i s  typo l o g i c al ly c l o s e r t o  En g l i s h  t h an P i d g i n  s i n c e  
i t  h a s  a s im i l ar pho n o l o gy ( al t hough part i c ul arly the i n t o n 
at i on a l  c h aract e r i st i c s  a r e  c l o s e r  t o  P i d g i n ) a n d  a m o r e  
Engl i s h  v o c ab u l ary . It s synt ax i s  b a s i c al l y  a P i d g i n  s y n t ax . 
P i d g i n  h a s  p r e s e rv e d  an Abo r i g i n al - type ph o n o l ogy in ad d i t i on 
t o  s h arp s yn t ac t i c al d i f f e r e n c e s  from Engl i s h .  I t  i s  o f t e n  
r e fe r r e d  t o  as R o p e r  P i dg i n  ( from R o p e r  R i v e r ) .  Many s c h o o l 
c h i l d r e n  swi t c h  b e tween and are able t o  c omm ent on t h e  two 
Ab o r i g i n al En gl i s h  var i et i e s , P i d g i n  and C r e o l e . For t h em 
t h e s e  var i e t i e s  fun c t i on a l l y  s t and i n  a d i g l o s s i a  r e l at i on 
( i n add i t i o n  to t h e  d i gl o s s i c  r e l at i on b et w e e n  t hem and 
Engl i s h ) .  They use P i d g i n  t o  adult s , C r e o l e  amo n g  t h em s e l ve s . 
Th e i r  P i dg i n  i s  i n  e f f e c t  a mo d i f i e d  C r e o l e . "  

The evidence in the Ngukurr-Bamyili area does not warrant a c lear 

distinct ion of two dialects of creole . Rather , Ngukurr and Bamyili 

may best  be described ( a fter DeCamp 1 9 7 1 )  as being post-creole speech 

communitie s . In such a situat ion the creole is being continually 

modified in the direction o f  the standard ( donor ) language , and is  in 

the process  of merging with it . The influenc e  of the standard language 

( in this case Engl ish )  does not reach all speakers uniformly ,  so that 
2 

there is a continuum of varieties of creole ( me solectal creol e )  from 

an ' o ld creole ' form or basilec t , to a form much c loser to Engl i sh , 

which we will call the acrolect . The acrolect i s  defined to b e  the 

donor language towards which the creole is  moving or leve l l ing . Thi s 

situation applied in the Bamaga Community in Cape York ( Rigsby 1 9 7 4 ) ,  

but at Ngukurr and Bamyili there appears to be  a structural gap between 

the acrolectal creole and Engl i sh . Sandefur plans to confirm whe ther 

this gap exists  with the aid of a computer conc ordance in the near 

future . 

The Aborigine s '  use of ' heavy ' P idgin i s  roughly equivalent t o  the 

basilec t , and ' light ' Pidgin t o  the acrol ect . The speakers make no 

c lear or ab solute delineat ion between the two , but c lassify a given 

speech variety relat ive to another variety . Thus , for example , 

acro lectal creole may b e  said to be ' proper English ' in one s ituat ion 

and ' light Pidgin ' in another by the same speaker . Jernudd ' s  Roper 

P idgin is  roughly equivalent to ' heavy ' Pidgin or basilectal creole , 

and his youth creole to ' light ' Pidgin or acrolectal creole . We have 
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used Roper Pidgin for communication with Aborigines from Elliot t ,  

Borroloola , Bagot ( mainly with Roper related people ) ,  and even ( for a 

few old people ) at Palm I s l and near Townsvi lle , and observed its  use 

among Aborigine s on twe lve cattle stat ions throughout the Roper River

Bamyili area , and at Katherine . 3 We have report s of a similar creole 

or creoles from Elliott down to and along the Barkly Highway to the 
4 

Queensland border , Hooker Creek , et c .  Evidenc e from te levi s ion 

documentarie s  seen by Sharpe also sugge s t s  that Roper Creole would be 

mutually intelligible with creoles in an even wider area . 

The creole of a given speaker will cover a large range of the 

continuum , a number of soc io-l inguistic factors affe c t ing the area of 

focus at any given t ime . The two main fac tors , as mentioned earl ier , 

are the speaker ' s  degree of fluency in English and who he is t alking 

with . Inter-Abor iginal communicat ion is usually focused towards the 

basilectal c reole , which i s  not normally intell igible t o  Europeans . 

Speakers fluent in Engl ish c learly code switch when speaking with 

Europeans , rarely mix ing the creole with Engl ish . Those l e s s  fluent 

in Engl ish focus on acrolectal creo l e ,  some mixing the creole with 

Engl ish ( i . e . ,  cont inuously switching codes in the conversat ion ) .  One 

notab l e  except ion is the Aboriginal minister at Ngukurr who is  very 

fluent in Engl i sh ( he learnt Engl ish before Creole ) but charac teristi

cally mixes Creole and Engl i sh during church services  in an attempt t o  

be  inte ll igib le to b o t h  t h e  Aborigine s and the Europeans i n  his c on

gregat ion . 

The proce s s  o f  leve l l ing and speaker focus on the cont inuum are most 

readily seen in the phonology . It is also observab le in the grammar ,  

a s  wel l  a s  ( although t o  a les ser degre e )  i n  the vocabulary . 

The basilect phoneme s are patterned after the Aboriginal tribal 

vernaculars o f  the area with little  s ignificant deviat ion , b eing the 

following : consonant s 5 I b , � ,  d ,  � ,  g ,  m ,  ii ,  n ,  � ,  I) ,  \ ,  I ,  ! ,  r ,  r ,  

y ,  wi and vowel s  I i , e ,  a ,  0 ,  u / . There is  evidenc e for the existenc e ,  

diachronically , o f  s everal coexistent vowel systems . For those tribal 

vernaculars that have a three vowel system,  ' old ' P idgin appears to 

have only had three vowel s  I i , a ,  u / ;  lei was probably introduced into 

the basilect before 1 0 1 , as lei has also developed in the Alawa l an

guage from south of the Roper River ; l e i  also oc curs in Creole as a 

contraction of l a y / . The phoneme 1 0 1  deve l oped later . Phoneme 

fluctuation can be seen in l a y g i m/ l e g i m  Z i k e ,  b u g i / b o g i  Bwim, n a m u l  

n u mo / n omo n o ,  and g u w e / gowe go away . Consonant c lusters word init ially 

are avoided in the basilect , e ither by delet ion o f  the initial c onson

ant or by insert i on o f  a vowel b etween the consonants of the English 

donor word , result ing in words ( s till  retained ) such as J i l  i b  B Z e e p ,  
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j i n e g  s n a k e ,  b i l a Q g i d  b l anke t ,  b u l u d a Q  b lu e  tongue l i z ard, b u l  i j i ma n  

p o l i c eman , g a r a j i m  scra tch, d o n  s t o n e ,  and b i y a spear . 

The acrolect phoneme s are pat terned after the English phoneme s with 

no significant deviation . Consonant di- and tri-clusters occur as do 

vocoid diphthongs , and the distribution of phoneme s is  the same as for 

English . The me solect doe s  not have a set of phoneme s pe� h e  but may 

be thought of in terms of leve lling rule s  showing the basic interfer

ence patterns between the bas i lect  and acrolect as one move s ' up '  the 

continuum . Ten general consonantal leve ll ing rules have been delin

eated . The se are not ordered rule s  but operate simultaneou s ly . They 

are l i s t ed , however ,  according to frequency of operation . 6 

1 .  Sibilant s that were deleted to avoid consonant c lusters word 

initially are replaced . b i y a � s b i y a spear . 

2 .  The alveolar sib ilant replaces  the alveopalatal stop in donor 

positions . 7 Further del ineation of the s ibilants  in donor 

posit ions oc curs in acrolectal creole . j a b i  � s a b i under

s t and, s a p  � s a p  shop . 

3 .  Voic ing further del ineates devoiced consonants in donor 

pos itions , occurring stylistically in basilec tal creole 

and contrast ively in acrolectal creole . b a g  � b a k  bark . 

4 .  Labiodental fricative s  replace bilab ial stop s in donor 

positions . b o b a l a / b owa b a l a  � f o b a l a / f ow a b a l a  four . 

5 .  Word initial / h /  that underwent delet ion during creolisat ion 

re-occurs . a m i n i  � ha m i n i  how many ? 

6 .  Affricat e s  replace the alveopalatal stop in donor posit ions . 

j e j � c e c  churc h .  

7 .  Interdental fricat ive s replace alveolar and alveopalatal 

stops in donor positions . j a r r e � oa r r e there ( from ' t h a t  

way ' ) ,  d e  � oe the y . 

8 .  / 9 /  replaces / 5 /  in donor posit ions word finally . mawos � 

mawo9 mou t h .  

9 .  Alveolar consonants ( somet ime s with modificat ion of the 

preceeding vowel )  replace re troflexed consonants in donor 

po sitions . a r d i m  � a d i m  hur t . 

1 0 . Flapped / r /  is reduced to cont inuant / r / in init ial conson

ant c lusters . t r r u b a l a  � t r u b a l a  true . 

Speakers will occasionally apply 

t ions . One speaker at Bamyili , for 

leve lling rules  in non-donor posi

example , characteri stically ' over

so that he had / f /  occurring where leve l l ed ' with reference to rule 4 ,  
8 / p / or / b /  should have been . Leve l l ing rules for vowel s  are more 

complex and harder to define . Use of some vowel phones i s  stylistic 
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acrolect . 

6 7  

Dut ton found for Palm I sland Aboriginal Engl ish that there was a 

greater speed of utterance ( in syllab l e s  per unit time ) for Aboriginal 

English than for Austral ian English .
9 

Although no study has been done 

on the creole on this point , this appears to be so for it , accounting 

in large measure for the very low inte l l igibility of the creole to 

Australian Engl ish speakers . Otherwi se rhythm ( stre s s-timed as in 

English)  and the basic intonation patterns and the informat ion c onveyed 

by each intonation patt ern , are readily understood by speakers of our 

dialec t s  of English ( Aus tralian and southern American resp . ) .  The 

creole has , as does Austral ian Engli sh , two stat ement int onat ions , one 

with final fall of pit ch , and one with final rise of p it c h .  The latter 

pattern appears , as in Austral ian Engl i sh , t o  convey non-final utter

ance in narrative , or a statement inviting some token of response in 

conversation . Thi s  non-final statement pat tern may end in a glottal 

stop , part icularly in narrative . However , the creole also has an 

intonat ion pattern never heard in Engl ish , for describing s ome c on

t inuing action . Pitch rises  mid-s entenc e ,  usually on a verb , and i s  

maintained a t  a high leve l o n  a lengthened vowe l o r  o n  repet itions o f  

a word ; the sentence is  conc luded with a phrase o r  c lause having e ither 

s tatement intonat ion pattern . Laryngealisat ion can often be heard in 

the high-pitched segment . 
.,.... - - - -

........ , 
a� 'ed wed  wed  wed wed  wed r\a j i I) .  
I wa i te d  for age s ,  b u t  n o t h i n g  ( came ) . 

The more prominent feature s only of the grammar are presented in 

this short art i c le . The des cript ions given can be ampl ified and 

explicated by reference to the appended short text s .  

Transit ive verb s are marked b y  the suffix - i m .  
i m  g i l  i m  g e l) g a r r u .  He i s  h i t ting a kangaroo . 

1 m  g ra y g r a y . He/she i s  cry i n g .  

m i  l u g .  I s e e . 

Past tense is marked by b i n  ( also used as a past tense copula ) ,  

and future by a n d i . 
Past : i m  b i n  g i l i m  m i . He hi t m e . 

Present : m i  j a b i . I unde r s t a n d .  

Future : i m  a n d i j i l l b j a ya . He wi l l  s l e ep there . 

Cont inuous aspect is shown by the suffix - b a d  on verb s ;  for intran

sit ive verbs redup licat ion can be used instead of - b a d . 

1 m  b i n  me g i m  g i n u .  He made a can o e . 
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i m  b i n  me g i m b a d  g l n u .  He was ma k i n g  a canoe ( not fini shed ) 

i m  b i n  g r a y . He cr i e d .  

i m  b i n  g r a y g r a y . H e  was cry ing . 

Moods are indic ated by word s as follows : 

wa n d i wan t  ( intentive ) : i m  wa n d i go l a  r i b a .  

He wan t s  t o  go t o  the river . 

l a b d a  mus t ( ob ligat ive ) :  i m  l a b d a  l u g I a d a g d a . 

He mu s t  s e e  t h e  doc t o r .  

g i n  c a n  ( abil itat ive ) :  a g i n  b a j i ma b . 

I can bring i t .  

g a n  c an n o t  ( inabilitative ) :  y u  g a n  g o  l a  m i . 

You can ' t  go wi t h  me . 

u r l d i  u s e d  to ( habitual past , oc curs with b i n ) : 

i m  b i n  u r l d i  a l b i m  m i . He u s e d  to he L p  m e . 

y u s d a  u s e d  to ( habitual past , occurs without b i n ) : 

m i  y u s d a  l e g i m  i m .  I u s e d  to L i ke i t .  

a i d e a L ways ( repet itive ) : a l a b a d  a i d e b l e b l e .  

They are a Lways p La y i ng . 

n oma n o t  ( negat ive ) :  y u  n o ma b i n  a l b i m  m i . 

You di dn ' t  h e Lp me . 

Verb c l i t i c s  indicate direction of movement , sometimes of an ab stract 

nature . Although of Engli sh origin , there i s  indicat ion that at least 

one language nearby , Nunggubuyu , had clitics  used for the same purpose . 

The c litics  are l isted be low . 

- a b  up : b a j  i ma b  b l a  m i . Pa s s  i t  up for me . 

- d a n  down : i m  b i n  b u l d a n . He fe U down . 

- a d  o u t : i m  b i n  gowa d l a  h a wo j  gw l g b a l a .  

- I  n i n :  

- a  n on : 

- w e  away : 

He w e n t  o u t  of t h e  h o u s e  quick L y .  

m i  wa n d i gow i n  l a  r i b a .  I wan t t o  g o  i n  t h e  riv e r .  

y u n d u b a l a  gama n l a  m i . You two come t o  me . 

i m  b i n  ba s a we . He p a s s e d  away (died) . 

- b e g  b ac k :  g a m b e g  w e y a  y u  b i n i j . Come b a c k  when you fin i s h . 

The only nouns overtly p lurali sed in the creole are o l me n  o L d  man 

( plural o l me n o l me n ) ,  and o l g a m e n woman ( p lural o l g o l g a m e n ) .  Adj ectives 

are usually marked by suffixed - b a l a  or - wa n . 

Pronouns are shown in Table 1 .  Except for the first person ( excl . )  

singular pronoun , there is  no variat ion in form between nominat ive and 

oblique , obj ec t  or po s s e s s ive . a / a y  may be used for subj ect , and m a y /  

ma y n  for pos s e s s ive ; m i  may be u s e d  i n  all pos it ions . Away from Roper 
River the dual distinct ion is  somet ime s mis s ing , and the forms m l b a l a ,  

y u ( m ) b a l a  and somet ime s i mb a l a  are heard . y u mob is more common than 

y u w a l a b a d  at Ngukurr , and y u wa l a b a d  at the c attle stat ions . 
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singular 

12 person ( 1st incl . )  yunmi 

TAB L E  1 
PRONOUNS 

dual 

1st person (excl . )  m i  (etc . )  m i nduba l a  

2nd person yu yunduba l a  

3rd person i m  i mduba l a  

plural 

yunma l abad/m i na l abad/w i 

me l abad/m i ba l a/w i 

yuwa l a bad/yuba l a/yumba l a/yumob/yu 

a l abad/a l /de/je 

6 9  

A reflexive pronoun m i j a l b  ( invariant for all  persons ) and rec ipro
cal pronouns g l j a  each o ther and m i j a m e d  t o g e t h e r  exist . 

o l me n  b i n  l u j i m  m i j a l b .  The o l d  man di e d .  ( lit . l 0 8 t  him8 e lf )  

y u  wa n d i b o g i m i j a l b  l a  r i b a 7  D o  y o u  wan t t o  8wim by your 8 e l f  

i n  t h e  river ? 

y u n m i  g a d i ma b  m i j a l b .  We go our own waY 8 . 

a l a b a d  b i n  g i l i mb a d g i j a .  The were c o n t inua l l y k i l l i n g  e a c h  o t h e r .  

d u b a l a  m e d  g i J a . They ( two ) are ma t e 8 . 

d u b a l a  b i n  go l a  r i b a m i j a me d . They ( two ) w e n t  to the r i v e r  

toge the r .  

As i n  English , the sub j ec t  of the c lause precedes the verb if any , 

and the obj ec t  if any follows the verb . Other ' c ase ' relations are 

signal led by : 

b l a / b l a � a  genit ive b e longing t o ,  pertaining to,  for t h e  purp 0 8 e  of 

l a / l a � a  locat ive t o ,  i n ,  a t ,  w i t h  (accompan i t i v e  and i n 8 t rume n ta l )  

g a r r l m  instrumental wi th (accompan i t i ve and i n 8 t rumen t a l )  

b u r r u m  ab lat ive from 

To indicate locat ion more spec ifical ly , phrase s  such as l a  d a b  l a  

on top of, l a � a  l i d l a  in fro n t  of, b i y a n  l a  b e hind, g u l u j a b  near, 

b l n j i  l a  fac ing, b a g b o n  l a  facing away from are used . 

C lauses may b e  re lated by j uxtaposition , but seven conj unct ions 

occur . They are an and, b a d  but, b u j  i / b u ii  i if, an 1 es u n l e 8 8 ,  
1 0  

b e c a u 8 e ,  w i n  w h e n ,  and w a y a  w h e r e ,  whi l e ,  t h a t ,  who,  whe n . 

funct ions parallel that of their English equivalent s .  

d u m a j l 

The ir 

Sentence words and interj ect ions inc lude y u w a y  y e 8 ,  n o mo no, n a j l �  

no thing, n o ,  g u r d i o h  dear ! ,  y a g a y  o u c h ,  b o b a l a  poor thing, what a 

8 hame ( b o b a l a  also has adj ect ival-type use as in b o b a l a  m i  Poor o ld 

me ! ) . 

In basilectal creole many items of vocabulary are from local 

language s .  Examples  are : � u g u  w a t e r ,  g a b a r r a head ( origin not 

known ) , g u l a  anger, b a r r a w u  b o a t  ( from Malay via local l anguage s ) ,  

w a r l  good a l l over, ii u g u r r  8acre d .  Other words , although of 
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English origi n ,  may not be recognised as such by many Australian 

English speakers . Examples are : b i n j i  s toma c h ,  d a g a food, d a g a d a g a d  

e a t ,  j a b a dinn er, e v e ning me a l ,  b a g i tobacco, b a j a m  pas t/fi r s t  time . 

Other words of Engl ish origin have changed their reference suffi ciently 

t o  be confusing . Examples  are : b i � g a arm, hand ( from ' finger ' ) ,  

a � i n a b  b e  up above ( from 'hanging up ' ) , g i l  i m  h i t  ( from ' ki l l ' ) ,  

j i g i b a l a  p o i sonous ( from 'che e ky ' ) ,  y a l a b a l a  ha lfca s t e  ( from ' y e l l ow ' ) ,  

g u gwa n ripe ( from ' c o o k e d ' ) ,  b ra b l  i proper ( from 'prop e r l y ' ) ,  d u m a j  

l o t s  ( from ' too much ' ) , g a j i n  mo ther- i n - l aw ( from ' c o u s in ' ) . 

Many creole expre s s ions were incorporated into the English of white 

resident s at Ngukurr and surrounding cattle stat ions ; such re s ident s 

found them colourful and apt . Expre s s ions often heard from white s 

inc luded : g u d  b i n j i happy , b u l a b g u l a  angry , b o b a l a ,  b o b a l a  m i , etc . 

poor fe l l ow, poor o ld me, et c . , y u  s a v i ?  do you unde r s t and, w a n e m  a 

wha t ' s - i t ,  � i 7  ( pronounced n i  by white s )  i s n ' t  i t ? ,  mowa b e d a  b e t t er, 

j a l d u fin i sh e d, OK, i m  r a y d  i t ' l l  do , b o g i swim, wash, b i g i n i n i  c h i l d, 

y uw a y  y e s ,  g e j i m  ca tch, g e t ,  m u n a � a  w h i t e  person, b l e g b a l a  A b or i g i n e ,  

y a l a b a l a  h a l fc a s t e . 
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The following t e x t  examples  were tape recorded a t  Ngukurr by 

Sandefur during April and May , 19 7 4 . With few exceptions , the bas i le c t  

vowe l system has b e e n  followed . 

Text No . 1 .  This i s  part of a story told by Sambo for t ape rec ording 

after t e l l ing the same st ory in his tribal vernacular , Ridarngu . Sambo , 

about 4 0  years old , speaks Roper Creole as his second language , and 

speaks virtually no English . The story i s  about making a stone axe , 

and he makes referenc e to a spec ific tree on locat ion in the st ory . 

d i j a n  - d e  b i n  a i d e go . d e  b i n  a i d e l u k d a t  b l gw a n .  
Thi s  ( t r e e )  - t h e y  a Lways wen t to one . They a Lways L o o k e d  for a b i g  

b i g  t r i  b i n  j a n d a b . b e l a m - b l a m t r i o d i s wa n .  d e  b i n  l l b a m  d a t  
o n e ,  a b i g  t r e e  s tanding, a p L um tre e ,  t h i s  one . They L e ft the b i g  

b i g  t r i o l e d i  J a n d a b . d e  b i n  a i d e l u k d a t  y a �  t r l , e ?  
t re e s ,  L e t  ( t hem) s tand . They a Lways L o o k e d  for ' a  young t re e ,  s e e ?  

p i l a m .  d e  b i n  l u k a n  b l e t n i m , b i n  k a d i m .  d e  b i n  
A p Lum . They found one and f L a t t e n e d  i t ,  (and) c u t  ( i t ) . They (wo u L d) 

k a d l m  a n  g r e b a m . g r e b a m , me g l  l i l w a n . m e g i 
c u t  ( i t )  and s crape ( i t ) , s crape ( i t )  (and) make ( i t )  sma L L ,  make 

f l a t wa n p r a b l i .  
( i t )  rea L Ly fLa t .  

g l d i m  r e d wa n , 
(They wou Ld )  g e t  a h o t  coa L ( lit .  'red o n e ' ) , ( and ) 

m e g l m  b a y a . m e g i m  b a y a  a n  b a r n i m .  m e g i m  j i l a gwa n , 
ma k e  a fir e ,  make a fire and h e a t  ( i t ) . (They ' d )  make i t  fLexi b L e  

b i n d l m b a k  a n  p u d i m  d a t  t o n  e k . 
( s La c k ) , bend i t  b a c k  and p u t  t h e  s t o n e  axe (head) ( o n  i t ) . (They 

g l d l m  j a t  t r i � ,  d a t  b u j  t r i � .  d a t  b u j  t r i � , n a  w i n  
wou Ld )  ge t t h a t  s tring, t ha t  b u s h  s tring . Tha t b u s h  s tring, now which 

m i  g u l i m - w i n  a b i n  dok t i d e ,  k o l i m  b a gwu r r a n i ,  i m  I y a b l a n d i . d a t 
I c a L L ed, when I t a L ke d  today , bagwurra n i ,  there ' s  p L en t y  here . That 

b u j  t r i � ,  a b a r l j a n i w e y a  de b i n  a i d e Y U J l m , 1 m  I y a .  
b u s h  s tring which the A b origi n e s  t h e y  a Lway s u s e d, t here ' s  s ome here . 

b l g ma b  i y a ,  d u ma n i  a l a  go j a n d a b ,  a b owe . 
L o t s  here , p L en t y  a Lways s tanding (growing) e v e rywhere . 

g i d l m  
(They ' d )  g e t  
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a n  d a y i ma p  l od a n  r a d a p  
i t  and t i e  i t  u p  (wrap the hand L e )  - L o w  down (near t h e  head) right 

l a  h e n , w e y a  oe b i n  a I d e o l i m  g a d i  
up t o  the han d L e  (end of hand L e )  where they a Lways h e L d  i t  w i t h  t h e  

b i l) g a . e n d a l  - i m  g a d l m  
hand . It ' s  go t a han d L e  . . . .  

Text No . 2 .  Thi s example i s  part of an inconspicuously recorded conver

sation between I s aac ( Mara tribe sman deceased , age about 7 0 ,  spoke fair 
English , and Charlie ( Rembarrnga tribe sman , age about 5 0 ,  speaks fair 
Engli s h )  out side the Ngukurr store . 

I :  wa t d a t  b o d  b i n  d u ?  C :  w i j a n ?  - 0 i m  g a d a  h o I  i n  i m ,  oe 
Wha t  did tha t  b o a t  do ? Whi c h  o n e ? - o h ,  i t  go t a h o L e  in i t  t h e y  

r e k a n . I :  b a j ?  C :  i m  s t a k i n  o a  s e n d . I :  w e y a  d i j a n  i y a ?  
reckon . The barge ? It ' s  s tu c k  i n  t h e  san d .  Wh ereab o u t s  ( lit . 'where 

C :  roj r i b a 1 m  j i d a n l a b a t  - l a  s e n g r a n . ma i d b i  i m  
t h i s  here ' )  R o s e  River i t ' s  s i t ting a t ,  on t h e  sand.  It ' s  p o s s i b L y 

g a d a  h o I  - I :  j e y a , w i n  a b i n  j a y a  i m  b i n  s t a k  j e y a  l a l) a  o a t  
go t a ho L e . There, when I was there i t  g o t  s tu c k  there at t ha t  

maw0 9 , w e y a  i m  b i n  1 0  t a y d . C :  oe r e k a n  i m  g a d a  h o I  d u m a j i . 1 1  

( r i v e r )  m o u t h ,  a t  Low t ide . T h e y  r e c k o n  i t ' s  go t a ho L e .  

I :  a n  mo b e d a  i m  k a m a n d i s  s a y d  b u r r um 
And ( i t ' d  b e ) b e t t e r  ( if) he come s t h i s  s ide from (where he wa s )  

s t a k  a g i n  . . . .  mo b e d a  i m  b i n  k a m a n d i s  s a y d  -
s tu c k  next t ime . . .  b e t t e r  ( if) he comes t h i s  s i de (from where he was ) 

s t a k  w e y a  oa t t u b a l a  c a n a l i m  s p l l d a p .  C :  d a w o n  f r a m  oa t c a n a l 
s tu c k  where t h e  two c hanne L s  di v i de . Down from (where ) t h e  c hann e L s  

s p 1 l d a p  i m  b i n  g o  n a  h i d i m  b e l) k  . . . . .  
divide h e  wen t ,  ( b u t  h e )  h i t  the bank . . . . .  

Text No . 3 .  This i s  part of an inconspicuous ly recorded conversation 

with Wallac e , and is an excerpt of his  response to the que st ion of the 

di fference between Pidgin and English . Wallace is  a Ngandi tribe sman , 

about 5 0 ,  and speaks very poor English . 

y u  g i n  i r r l m ,  y u  no . l a y k  po i s .  i l) k l l s  p r a p awa n ,  i m  1 I l b l t -
You can hear i t ,  you know . L i k e ? ?  Proper Eng L i s h, i t ' s  a L i t t L e  -

j l j j e y a g l n .  
ju s t  there aga i n  ( s howing wi t h  hands ) . 

k u l u j a p  g l j a .  
(They ' r e )  c L o s e  toge t h e r .  

d u b a l a  g u l u j a p  g l J a .  
The two are c Lo s e  toge the r .  

l i l b l t  h a y . 

a n  I y a I l) g l i L  
A nd here ( s howing wi th hands ) i s  Eng L i s h .  

p l J l n  I I) g 1 l j  1 m  b o d a mw a n .  
( I t ' s )  a L i t t L e high (higher ? ) . Pidgin Eng L i s h  is t h e  b o t t om o n e . 

1 m  b o d a m .  y u  n o , y u  s a b l o r a t . y u  s l ?  . . .  p l j l n  
It ' s  (on ) t h e  b o t tom . You know, you unders tand OK . You s e e ?  Pidgin 

I I) g 1 l s  ( ? )  e b i w a n  . . .  p r a p a I l) g 1 l 5 ,  1 m  p r a pawe , 1 m  l a y t , 
Eng L i s h  i s  heavy . . . .  proper Eng L i s h ,  i t ' s  t h e  proper way, i t ' s  L i g h t ,  

yu n o  . .  . 
you know . .  . 
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Text No . 4 .  Thi s  is  part of a rec ord ing made of Lloyd ( three-year old 

halfcaste) looking at a pic ture book . 

a n  d i n  i m  g a d a  g a l i ma p  g a l i ma p ,  d i n  i m  g a d a  p u l d a n  d i n a . 
And then he ' s  g o t  to c l imb up, t h en he ' s  g o t  t o  fa l l  down dinner 

( p u l i m d a n  d i n a )  y u k u y , b i n a n a , i m  g a d i ma p  g a d i ma p  o l a  
(pull down t h e  dinn e r )  Wow ,  banan a s ,  h e ' s  c arry ing a l l  t h e  bananas . 

b i n a n a . y u k u y , . . .  I i l  b o y . d u b a l a  g a d a  g o  l a  m a m l , 
Wow, . . .  a l i t t l e boy . They two have to go to ( t h e i r )  m o t h e r ,  

d u b a l a  . . .  y u k u , d u b a l a  g a d i i v a . . .  b i Q g a . tu  b i Q g a . tu  
t h o s e  t w o  . . . .  Wow ,  t w o  of them here . . .  fi ngers . T w o  fin gers . Two 

o l a g i j a  • . . .  d a r r a n  j e y a , d a k .  f i j , d a d a n  g a t  
a l toge ther ( to ta l )  Tha t t h e r e ,  i s  a duc k . F i s h ,  t h a t  o n e ' s  go t a 

f i j  b l a  me l a b a t .  b l a  y u ma b . wa n l m  d i j a n  i v a ?  wa t f o f a d a wa n , 
Wha t ' s  t h i s  here ? Why is t h e  fa t o n e  fi s h  for u s . F o r  y o u .  

i v a l u k ?  
(doing tha t ) ? Here l o o k .  

n a ? ?  • . . .  

r i gh t ?  . . .  

f a t wa n , i m  we r r i  b i g  t r a j a ,  
The fa t o n e ,  he ' s  wearing b i g  trou s e r s ,  
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N O T  E S 

1 .  Data on which this paper is based were gained during fieldwork b y  

Sharpe i n  1 9 6 6 - 6 8  while a member o f  t h e  Summer Institute of Linguistics  

and as a Re search Fellow at  the  University of Queensland funded by the 

Austral ian Institute of Aboriginal Studie s ,  and by Sandefur under the 

auspices  of the Summer Institute of Linguistics  in 1973-7 4 .  A brief 

analysis  by Sharpe ( 1 9 7 4 ) has been updated b y  us in the l ight of 

Sandefur ' s  more comprehens ive data and analysis . 

2 .  Terminology i s  taken from Day ( 19 7 3 ) , ' Patterns of Variation in 

Copula and Tense in the Hawaiian Pos t-Creole Cont inuum ' . Wo�king 

Pap e�4 in Ling ui4tic4 , University of Hawaii . Vol .  5 ,  No . 2 ,  Feb . 1 9 7 3 . 

3 .  Sharpe at Elliott , Borroloola and Palm I s land ; Sandefur at Bamyili 

and cattle  stations north of Roper River ; both at all other place s . 

4 .  Personal communicat ion with Neil Chadwick . 

5 .  Stops are devoiced , / f / is flapped or tril led , and / r / i s  a 

retroflexed c ontinuant . In examples  following , phonemic symbols  / � , d ,  

n ,  I ,  f /  will be replaced by j ,  r d , r n , r l , r r  re spe c t ively . Symbols 

n and Q will b e  retained . 

6 .  This has only been estab l i shed impre s s ionistically . A stat i s t ical 

count of their occurrences  in a large sample of text s with the aid of 

computer i s  planned for the near future . 

7 .  By ' donor po sition ' i s  meant that position in the English donor 

word from which the basilect word was derived during creolisat ion ( or 

pidginisat ion ) and to which it is returning during levelling . 

7 4  
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8 .  This occurs frequently i n  Filipino Engl ish with respect to I f  I and 

I p / . 

9 .  Intelligibility of Aboriginal Engl ish was increased by repetition 

of clauses  or phrase s , this pre sumab ly t o  compensate for the increased 

utterance rate . Roper Creole appears to use repetit ion in a s imilar 

way , but so t o  some extent do the sub stratum language s .  

1 0 . w a y a /w e y a  paral lels the subordinating conj unction g a d a  in Alawa 

in its  generality of use and vagueness  of meaning , and the g a d a 

subordinate c lause i n  A lawa appears typical o f  many Aboriginal lan

guage s .  

1 1 . d u ma j i here is not easy to translate , but parall e l s  the use of 

b u t  in some North Queensland ( and elsewhere ) English . It imp l i e s  

reasons understood by speaker and hearers , and i s  somet imes trans lated 

' b e ca u 8 e  ' .  
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