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appeared to reference changes in the land and seascape 
before and after the last Ice Age, which ended 10,000 
years ago. These narratives strongly support the idea that 
the Yolngu have been in the same region for at least 400 
generations, but our search for the motives for mobility 
goes back 2,000 generations and, as various scholars 
have shown conclusively, the idea that one foundational 
narrative driving mobility might have transferred through 
such a length of time is not tenable. The oral history and 
mythology of the Yolngu, while tantalising, will probably 
provide only the faintest glimpse into potential answers 
to our question. We need to identify alternate avenues of 
inquiry. 

Well entrenched in the Yolngu worldview is the idea that 
the people are autochthonous or born of the soil or the sea. 
Burrumarra once said to me that if Aborigines came from 
somewhere else, like Africa, then ‘show me the boats!’ 
The ancestors of Aboriginal people crossed into Australia 
up to 65,000 years ago, well before the invention of 
even the most rudimentary forms of sea craft, so how 
did they get here, Burrumarra asked. In our extended 
conversations, however, Burrumarra acknowledged 
that many of his clan’s stories speak of places far away 
across the seas to the north and sometimes he thought 
they must have come from there. However, he kept this 

upon the richness of natural world, he saw relationships. 
All living things were affiliated with his own and related 
clans, and to those clans into which his group married 
within the other moiety. The natural world was his 
extended family, and crucial to his identity. To forcibly 
remove Indigenous peoples from their totemic environs, 
as has happened repeatedly in Australian history, was to 
remove them not just from their comfort zone, but from 
their life support system. 

Nicholas Wade’s suggestion of learning about the very 
first migrants from Aboriginal Australian religion 
therefore faces a major hurdle. Burrumarra’s people, 
like other Aboriginal Australians, practice a decidedly 
land- and sea-based religion on territories handed down 
to them since time immemorial. Place is the key to 
Aboriginal identity and religion. The first migrants (the 
ancestors of Aborigines), however, appear to have been 
constantly on the move. If these early hunter-gatherers 
had a totemic religion similar to today’s Aboriginal 
people, then mobility is a conundrum. They would have 
stayed in the one place unless circumstances within or 
outside their control, forced them to do otherwise. 

The vast compendium of totemic narratives that 
Burrumarra carried around in his head, and that he 
referred to as his ‘backbone’, included some that 

 The late Yolngu elder David Burrumarra M.B.E. of Elcho Island

Picture by artist Julia Blackburn, commissioned by author.
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it ‘Bible Camp.’ The Yolngu deities had given the people 
laws to follow and rituals to perform. They had named all 
the natural species and, as I said, had allocated them as 
totemic markers of the various collectives, teaching them 
how to relate to one another in peaceful and mutually 
beneficial ways. 

As described in my book ‘Pilgrimage: Walking to Peace, 
Walking for Change’, you can feel that something special 
lies buried underneath those sand hills, though it is 
completely inexplicable (McIntosh, 2020). Burrumarra 
said to me that this major sacred site, like many others, 
transcended time. Many clans had come and gone over 
the millennia, either erased in warfare, or died out 
from various other factors, or been absorbed into larger 
collectives. We know little of their existence apart from 
scant references in clan songs or in personal names, their 
stories, to varying degrees, having been integrated into 
the mythology and oral history of those who came after. 
However, through these many transitions, the inheritors 
understood and respected the power and significance of 
sacred sites.

In short, the inference is as follows: When the first peoples 
came to this place after the last Ice Age and could travel 

opinion to himself. If Aborigines were just another group 
of migrants to Australia, how could they claim special 
rights in relation to the colonisers of more recent times?

Another statement from Burrumarra spurred much 
speculation on the idea of an inspired trajectory out of 
Africa. He said that while the narratives associated with 
certain sacred places change over time, there has been 
continuity in the way that people perceive and react to 
them. Burrumarra and I held our discussions on Elcho 
Island’s great sand hills, and it was here that we would 
contemplate the rich tapestry of Yolngu life. As evening 
approached, we would observe the setting sun and the 
rising moon and how the stars would cast a beam of light 
across the still waters directly to us, linking us to all who 
had come and gone before and had sat in this same place. 
The sand hills on which we rested had considerable 
totemic significance. When the deities first came to this 
island at the ‘dawn of the world’ from the direction of 
the rising sun—the ultimate destination of the spirits of 
the Yolngu dead—they placed something of themselves 
beneath the sands for the Yolngu to reflect upon so that 
they might lead long and joyous lives. When missionaries 
came to Elcho Island in the 1940s, recognising the 
significance of this place in local tradition, they named 

The Author, Ian McIntosh, and David Burrumarra, at work on a Treaty Flag, Elcho Island 1988
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The first peoples migrating out of Africa may not have 
been searching for a place and a lifestyle like this in 
the path of starlight across still waters—they probably 
did not know what they were looking for—but in time 
this became the spiritual solution that the ancestors of 
the Yolngu were seeking. It became the place of their 
dreams. A place where they could feel that they belonged 
and could grow. 

These first Aboriginal settlers were a driven people—
driven by the numinous—and on Elcho Island, the 
sacred narrative that facilitated mobility—in whatever 
form it originally took—transformed into one that 
promoted stability. Was this the motivation of their 
ancestor’s inspired trajectory out of Africa? What was 
the nature of their faith? Was it to resolve the cognitive 
dissonance associated with that profound question that 
lies at the very core of human existence that we do not 
live by bread alone (New Testament), or by breathe alone 
(Upanishads), and would travel to the very ends of the 
world for a resolution to this puzzle? 

The unique solution to the ‘god-shaped hole in the heart’ 
problem—namely the yearning of the soul that drives us 
on our spiritual quest—that was discovered by Australia’s 

no further—perhaps bordered to the south and north by 
other migrant groups—they set down roots. Only after 
death would their spirit journey continue, in this case in 
the direction of the rising sun, which was the object of 
their veneration. From this place, the deities had come to 
Arnhem Land to enrich the people’s lives. On their newly 
sanctified homelands, the people grew as a collective by 
adhering strictly to the laws of those deities who had 
left, as I said, something of their essence all along the 
coastline. The trading and ceremonial relations that the 
first peoples developed with other totemic groups, along 
with the aforementioned spiritual exchange with the 
eastern deities, allowed these first peoples to flourish. 

North-east Arnhem Land represented journey’s end but 
given their almost unquenchable desire for knowledge 
or truth, if the opportunity presented itself, some of 
the first peoples probably would have continued their 
physical journey in the direction of the land of their 
ancestors, and perhaps some did, although they are lost to 
history. However, in setting down roots, eastward travel 
was replaced by a form of ritual travel enacted through 
ceremony, song, and dance. 

The Author, Ian McIntosh, and David Burrumarra, with his Clan Treaty Flag, Elcho Island 1988
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Supposition 5. If the behaviour of the first migrants from 
Africa resembled that of the Yolngu, then they were 
preoccupied with not just bringing new children into 
the world and having enough food to eat. They were 
also intent upon expanding their territorial foothold, 
in cooperation with others, to better study, manage 
and protect the timeless sacred sites that gave 
meaning and significance to their lives.

Supposition 6. Deep desire drove the first peoples into 
unknown and unfamiliar lands and there were no 
doubts. They would succeed or die trying. 

Interim Conclusion 

Today, when the universal pilgrim steps outside of the 
routines of his or her daily life and steers a course in the 
direction of some great unknown—whether it be the true 
meaning of the divine or to find one’s place in the sacred 
order of things—one can almost hear the echo of the 
voices of those very first pilgrims. Whatever the nature 
of human religion 100,000 years ago, the reasons for 
mobility then are just as applicable today in terms of our 
desire or need for pilgrimage, and for transcending time 
and space in the quest for understanding and growth. This 
need to explore, to know and affirm, and to understand, 
is ever-present and is as essential as ever for building 
stronger societies in the face of today’s many challenges. 
As Rabindranath Tagore (2013) says, we have been 
forever grappling with ideas of a tethered but protected 
life within a structured and settled society and the 
freedom of the soul to wander endlessly in search of the 
numinous. I would add to this, a third and most vital step, 
namely, bringing home the fruits of those exploratory 
journeys. Apart from the inescapable physical realities 
to which the pilgrim has always had to respond, this 
dynamic has fuelled our sacred journeys since the dawn 
of time and will continue to do so in the future.  

Aborigines and called totemism by academics—saw 
them living in harmony with the natural world for over 
65,000 years. Seventeenth century philosopher Blaise 
Pascal postulated in his book Pensees that there was an 
original Eden in which humans lived in true happiness. 
Evidence presented here, however, suggests that from 
the very beginning, human beings went looking for Eden 
and, in countless settings across the globe and throughout 
time, found answers to this primal need to fill the hole in 
their hearts. Since the world dawn, it is this desire that 
was driving mobility. For the ancestors of Australian 
Aborigines, apart from all the climatic, demographic and 
other motives for mobility, they would seek answers to 
fundamental questions and, at least in the latter portion 
of their great journey, would find them by moving in the 
direction of the rising sun by establishing relations with 
deities associated with this hallowed place. 

Parts 2 & 3, now in progress, will provide evidence for 
the following suppositions: 

Supposition 1. Mobility was essential for survival, but 
in relocating their populations, first peoples put their 
beliefs on the line, understanding that the perceived 
rewards, however defined, far exceeded the risks. 

Supposition 2: Established theories of mobility should 
not be viewed in isolation from the cultural and 
religious disposition of early Homo sapiens. 

Supposition 3: Those religiously inspired pilgrims 
departing from Africa anticipated the long journey 
from within the confines of existing cultural norms 
and expectations. Travel into unknown realms was 
the means for affirming the truth and authenticity of 
the sacred centre. 

Supposition 4: Religions evolved to bond small-scale 
communities by helping members to behave in 
unselfish ways. Travel beyond the axis mundi and 
the security of home base, in search of validation or 
authentication, ultimately increased the chances of a 
community’s survival and growth. 
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