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MODE of PREPARING the DEAD among tlve NATIVES of tlie UPPER 
MARY KIVER, QUEENSLAND. NO. II. By A. MCDONALD. 
(Communicated by W. BOYD DAWKINS, Esq., F.R.S.) 

THE following extract from a letter of Mr. McDonald completes 
the account of the very singular funeral customs of the aborigines 
of the Upper Mary Kiver: 

"Upper Mary Kiver, Queensland, July 31. 
" I will begin with the skin, as I have seen at least three of 

them ; and I will tell you how I saw the first. I had a mob of 
blacks camping close to my house, about four years ago, and 
some of them stole—well, that is a harsh word—took some of 
my sweet potatoes out of some ground which I had dug and 
planted; so I thought the sweet potatoes were mine, and I told 
them so. Of course, none of them had taken any; they all 
denied it. I got vexed at this, and determined, if possible, to find 
out the culprit. By this time they were on the march, and I 
followed them and overtook som£ of them in the scrub ; amongst 
others, an old woman, with a very bulky swag. I called a halt, 
and ordered the old lady to unpack, when they all began very 
earnestly to remonstrate with me, assuring me that she had not 
got them; that they were on ahead, and if I would let her go 
they would bring them back. However, I fancied all this palaver 
was to get rid of me ; so I insisted. They then told me that the 
old woman's son was in the bundle. I did not believe them, 
and told them so. When they saw they could not get rid of 
me, she very reluctantly untied the bundle, and I was certainly 
surprised when she showed me the skin—not all of it, but as 
much as satisfied me. I saw the head with the hair on, and 
the hands sticking straight up, one at each side of the head, the 
fingers distended. 1 felt sorry for the poor old woman, who 
handled it as tenderly as if it had been a baby. Since then I 
have frequently seen the large bundles ; and once I had an old 
woman working for me several weeks. She had her boy's skin 
all the time, and was very careful to keep it warm, thinking, 
poor old woman, that her boy could still feel. I got on the weather 
side of her one wet afternoon when we could not work. I sat 
down with her in her gunyah, and gently and gradually got the 
history of her boy. He had been about eighteen, and had been 
killed. She cried so bitterly, and seemed so sorrowful, and not 
at all vexed when, at length, I asked her to let me look at the 
skin. She first looked all round, to make sure that no other 
blacks or whites were close at hand, and then commenced to 
untie the rags it was wrapped up in, and as she did so she com
menced a wail such as is almost impossible to describe—so 
intense, so heart-piercing, that even I, white fellow as. I am, 
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forgot I was white, seemed to get completely fascinated, and 
joined the poor mother in mourning the untimely end of her 
boy. I t was a scene never to be forgotten—the tall, gaunt old 
woman, the miserable wet day, the bark gunyah, the skin, the 
rags, and above all the mournful wail when the skin was un
covered. She seemed to get worse; took it on her knee, rocked 
it, held it to her breast, then held it at arm's length, until I began 
to think she would lose her reason in her great sorrow, and was 
glad when she suddenly recollected that it was cold and wet, and 
wrapped up the skin again, covering it with all the clothes and 
blankets she had, and sitting naked herself. The skins then are 
carried about, and mourned over many moons. Often at night 
I have heard the wail from the camp ; it is heard miles away, 
for all hands join, and a kind of dirge is sung, the time being 
well kept. A piercing cry starting each time, all then join; it 
gradually dies away, and then again the shriek, and so on. I 
believe Dr. Lang says they are used to cure certain diseases. I 
do not think so. After being carried about for a year or more, 
they are either buried, or hung up in a hollow tree in the country 
to which they belong. 

" I have often tried to get a skin, but never could; yet I have 
offered a pound for one: but I might as well offer ten pounds. 
However, I still keep trying; but it is a very difficult and delicate 
point to touch upon. My old man, ' Baa poor Undah/ has 
promised me his when he dies; but then, as he will not have 
the disposing of it, the chance is not good. "When the skin is 
dried, it is stretched on spears, which have then a peculiar virtue 
imparted to them—that is, when thrown in battles, they cannot 
fail to hit their mark. 

" ' The bones/ when scraped, are distributed amongst the re
latives and friends of the deceased; hence the difficulty of getting 
an entire skeleton of a full-grown black fellow: and again, the 
most of them are broken to get out the marrow, &c. I believe 
they are again collected, after being carried about for some time, 
and hung up in a tree; but I have walked about the country a 
good deal, and not yet seen one, so I cannot be certain upon 
this point. 

" ' The destination of the soul/ Now, this is a point that I 
am at present trying to work up, and would therefore prefer not 
to give surmises of my own, or statements of others, which are, 
I think, not borne out by facts. I think it is of the utmost im
portance in questions of this nature to be very careful. So, then, 
at present I am unable to answer this question further than 
stating definitely that they do believe in a future state. This 
will be (even now is) a very difficult subject, because most of 
the blacks have got hold of some orthodox opinions about futT" 
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rewards and punishments; and it is very amusing to hear their 
ideas. For instance: ' Billy' tells me very gravely, ' Supposing 
black fellow, Bloody Kogue, then um bony, divil divil put him 
into big fellow pot, and make um soup. An supposing that 
budgerry fellow, then that go along tae, and altogether mess
mate along a white fellow.' Then follow a number of questions 
as to the work when there, what kind of food, and generally 
half questioning, ' Ball grog, I believe ? Eh, you think it ? 
Plenty tobacco V and so on in these childish questions. And 
during a long conversation, perhaps a little real light may or 
may not be thrown upon their own purely native ideas of the 
future state. But I will let you know as soon as I can confi
dently give the particulars. And now we get to the last ques
tion—viz., about the ' flesh.' You do not appear satisfied about 
the manner of disposal of the flesh, probably thinking it was 
very wasteful of them to bury good food; but then you forget 
that this was a particular case, where, as one of them remarked 
to me, ' Arrah-Donal Caal, you go close up that fellow, Ca-bon 
stink;' so perhaps the cause of death, or the not very sweet 
smell after death, may have deterred them from in this case par
taking freely of what is beyond doubt with them a great luxury. 
Even in this case, I believe I have sufficient substantial, and also 
corroborative, evidence to warrant me (reluctantly I must con
fess) in stating that they did eat a part of the flesh. You may 
remember I left at a time when I certainly should not have done 
so. The head, legs, and arms had been removed from the trunk; 
it had been opened; and the so-called 'stone' had been handed 
round for inspection: those not cutting up were mostly all busy 
scraping, or cutting the flesh from the bones, excepting those on 
the look-out. Several pieces of flesh which had been cut from 
the bone were roasting on the fire, while, as I think I stated, 
one old gin was greasing herself with a piece of fat. The two holes 
were dug, and a quantity of wood ready to pile on the top of 
the holes, after they were filled in with earth, over the flesh. 
Now, you ask, did they not dig up the flesh again and eat it ? 
I think not, and I will tell you why I think so. Certainly there 
were plenty of them to have eaten the lot, good and bad; but 
they were not hungry I know, and they were very careful to 
keep all dogs away during the whole of the ceremony, evidently 
thinking that it was not at all proper for a dog to get even near the 
body. Now, they could not, under any circumstances, eat the 
entrails, &c; and as there are always native (that is, wild) dogs, 
the ' Australian dingos,' prowling about, what is not eaten, or 
carried away, must be buried, or otherwise well protected from 
these dogs. Now, the systematic way that the gins went about 
scraping out the holes with their yam sticks, leads me to con-: 
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elude that it is a regular part of the ceremony. I have visited 
the place twice since, and am quite satisfied the holes have not 
been reopened ; but there has been a good fire on each. 

" I am, as I said, obliged to confess that the natives eat the 
flesh of some of their departed friends, and evidently think by 
so doing they are both benefiting themselves and conferring an 
honour upon the dead. It is not done altogether from a craving 
after human flesh, although I believe that some years ago it was 
not so, and that then the old men were remarkably fond of a 
piece of a young gin, nicely roasted. Now, however, inter
course with the whites has caused them to drop this to a 
great extent, and now the gins are often buried whole, and the 
children are also; but the men are still eaten, especially chiefs. 
And I have heard of cases recently where tough, skinny, old 
fellows have been faithfully eaten, although they could not have 
been very juicy. The reason, I am told, is that by partaking of 
the flesh of a person, they inherit the virtues of that person." 

The meeting then adjourned. 

MAY 20TH, 1872. 

DR. E. S. CHARNOCK, Vice-President, in the Chair. 

THE minutes of the last ordinary meeting were read and con
firmed. 

W. H. PAYNE, Esq., of 42, Limes Grove, Lewisham, was 
elected a Member. 

The following presents were announced, and the thanks of 
the meeting voted to the respective donors:— 

FOR THE LIBRARY. 

From the SOCIETY.—Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, part 2, 
No. 4, 1871 ; Proceedings ditto, December, and Appendix for 
1871 and No. 1, Jan., 1872. 

From the AUTHOR.—The Stone Age in New Jersey, 1872. By Dr. C. 
C. Abbott. 

From the EDITOR.—The Food Journal for May 1872. 
From the EDITOR.—Nature, to date. 
From the AUTHOR.—Syed Ahmed Bahadoor, C.S.I., on Dr. Hunter's 

" Our Indian Mussulmans : Are they bound in Conscience to 
rebel against the Queen V By " A Mohammedan." 

From the EDITOR.—American Eclectic Medical Review, vol. vii, No. 9. 


