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Bendigo - a boxer’s nickname
Victoria’s Bendigo is a rather unusual toponym. Even 
though its origin is well-known and oft repeated in 
gazetteers and placename dictionaries, it is worthwhile 
to look at it in a little more detail. Under our revised 
typology of placenames (Blair & Tent, 2021) it would be 
classified as eponymous (6.1 ‘Human’ – 6.1.2 ‘Notable 
person’). 

Etymology
It is generally agreed that ‘Bendigo’ is an altered form 
of the biblical ‘Abednego~Abednigo’, /əˈbɛdnəgoʊ/ 
‘servant of Nego’ (< abed ‘to serve’), a Babylonian name 
given to Azariah, one of the three captive princes of 
Judah who were Daniel’s companions at the court of 
Nebuchadnezzar II, the king of Babylon (Daniel 1:7). 
The name ‘Abednego’ was at its peak in Britain between 
1720 and 1785, spiking in 1741 (Geneanet). It is not too 
difficult, if you’re a phonetician, to track the shift from 
‘Abednego’ to ‘Bendigo’.

It is natural in casual speech for phonological changes 
to occur in and across words, viz. the modification, loss, 
addition, or transposition of sounds. Such processes 
are common in all languages and should not be seen as 
lazy articulation, rather the accommodation of adjacent 
or nearby sounds in order to produce a smoother and 
more efficient transition between them. In the case of 
‘Bendigo’ we can argue that two types of phonological 
change have occurred:	  

•	 The loss of the unstressed initial vowel /ə/. 
This common phonological process is known as 
‘aphaeresis’. Some common examples include: round 
< around, specially < especially, spy < espy, and ’cause 
< because.

•	 The transposition of the contiguous /d/ and 
/n/. This is also a very common process occurring in 
all languages; it is known as ‘metathesis’ and is often 
heard in child language. Some examples include: 
anemone > *anenome (onset consonants of adjacent 
syllables), jewelry > *jewlery, asterisk > *asterix, and 
comfortable > *comfturble. The process has shaped 
many Modern English words: for instance, bird, 
horse, wasp, and hasp were derived from Old English 
bridd, hros, wæps and hæps, respectively.

continued page 3

Bendigo, Victoria. (Photo source: www.bendigoregion.com.
au/explore-bendigo/blooming-bendigo-letters/)

https://en.geneanet.org/
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Chris Woods recently noticed that 
this issue’s Placenames Puzzle would 
be No. 99, and so he devised an 
appropriate set of questions for this 
almost-auspicious occasion. Have 
a go at the puzzle on the back page 
(and try not to first sneak a look at 

the answers below). I hadn’t been keeping count until 
Chris pointed this out—but now I’ve realised that, 
because the very first issue (December 2001) did not 
have a puzzle, this is actually the centennial issue of 
Placenames Australia.
Perhaps this No. 100 issue is an excellent occasion to 
celebrate our refreshed websites, one for Placenames 

Australia and the other for the Australian National 
Placenames Survey. We’ve introduced them on pages 
6-7, for those who haven’t discovered them yet. One 
of the most exciting aspects is the way the ANPS 
website gives access to the Survey’s database. For 
many years we’ve found the old version to be slow and 
tricky to work with—it’s a great relief to have this new 
professionally-designed interface instead. And it gives 
me confidence to ask: are you a volunteer researcher-
in-waiting? Would you like to do some research on 
your local placenames and have the results appear in 
the ANPS Database? We can help you get started, and 
work with you as you continue. 
Email me!

From the Editor

This newsletter is published quarterly by  
Placenames Australia (Inc.)   
ISSN: 1836-7976

Editor: David Blair 
PO Box 5160 
SOUTH TURRAMURRA NSW 2074

David Blair
<editor@anps.org.au>

 
The streets of Laurieton

 1.   Nine Creeks Reserve  
 2.   Nine Ways
 3.   Forty Nine Waterhole
 4.   Nine Mile Creek
 5.   90 Acre Sand Bar 

 6.  Nine Elms
 7.  Nine Mile Diggings
 8.  Ninety One Mile Bore
 9.  Nine Mile Beach 
10. Nineteen Mile Hill 

11. Nine Mile Bank
12. Nine Tails Creek
13. 19 Mile Swamp
14. Ninepin Point
15. Nine Mile Bore  

16. Ninety Acre Hill
17. Ninety Nine Dam 
18. 913 Mile Siding
19. Nine Panel Bend
20. Brumby 9

Puzzle answers - (from page 12)

Content from this publication is free to use under Creative Commons licence cc by 4.0

Stephen Smith, at the Camden Haven Historical 
Society in northern NSW, is working on the origins of 
street names in Laurieton. With just a few names still 
unsolved and all the standard sources checked, he has 

sought our assistance. Do any of our readers have any 
historical information on Laurieton that might not 
have made it into the public record? If you think you 
can help, email the Editor and I’ll let Stephen know.

 
Resources
Jan Tent has been keeping an eye on the various 
resources available on toponymic matters. Here’s this 
issue’s list for you.

•	 Adelaide suburbs: an A-Z guide to their history

•	 Sydney: its southern waterways

•	 Newcastle/Lake Macquarie/ Hunter Valley: 
placename history and origins

•	 Wollongong: archive of placenames

•	 Tasmania: the island state’s placename origins

•	 NSW: a Terry Kass article on surveyors and 
placenaming in the 19th century

And two rather different sources:

•	 Jan Tent told us of an article in the Guardian 
that reports on a Google maps tool that correctly 
pronounces Māori placenames 

•	 Paula Herlihy drew our attention to an article in 
Trove on Navigating the Topography of Chinese 
Australian History

mailto:editor%40anps.org.au?subject=
mailto:editor%40anps.org.au?subject=
https://www.realestate.com.au/news/your-az-guide-of-the-history-behind-adelaides-suburbs/
https://visitsydneyaustralia.com.au/waterways-south.html
https://www.freesettlerorfelon.com/hunter_valley_place_names.htms 
https://web.archive.org/web/20060919102857/http:/www.wollongong.nsw.gov.au/library/localinfo/place.html
https://ourtasmania.com.au/tas-names-towns.html
https://www.apas.org.au/files/conferences/2025/Surveyors-and-Place-Naming-in-19th-Century-New-South-Wales.pdf
https://www.apas.org.au/files/conferences/2025/Surveyors-and-Place-Naming-in-19th-Century-New-South-Wales.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2026/jul/02/new-zealand-finally-gets-a-google-maps-tool-that-correctly-pronounces-maori-placenames
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2026/jul/02/new-zealand-finally-gets-a-google-maps-tool-that-correctly-pronounces-maori-placenames
https://trove.nla.gov.au/blog/2026/02/19/navigating-topography-chinese-australian-history
https://trove.nla.gov.au/blog/2026/02/19/navigating-topography-chinese-australian-history
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...Bendigo
Aetiology
Numerous sources (e.g. Saxton, 1907; 
O’Callaghan, 1918; Martin, 1944; Blake 
1977; Aussie Towns; Victorian Places; 
Macquarie Dictionary) provide us with 
comparable aetiologies for the toponym 
Bendigo. In essence, the city owes its name 
to an unnamed shepherd and talented boxer 
at the nearby pastoral run ‘Ravenswood’. 
Nothing is known about him, not even his 
name or what became of him. However, 
in recognition of his boxing prowess, he 
was given the sobriquet ‘Bendigo’, which 
was the nickname of the world-famous 
Nottinghamshire champion heavyweight bare-
knuckle boxer, William Abednego Thompson 
(1811-1880).

The Ravenswood shepherd’s fights often took place on the 
banks of a creek on the property which became known 
as Bendigo’s Creek. The discovery of gold at the creek 
in 1851 put the area on the map. It became Victoria’s 
greatest goldfield, producing over two million grams in 
1856, its peak year. The location was originally known as 
Sandhurst, but was officially changed to its present name, 
Bendigo, in 1891. 

The antecedents of ‘Bendigo’
Nottingham’s ‘Bendigo’ Thompson was not the first 
Abednego known as ‘Bendigo’. Langley [n.d.] reports 
there was an eighteenth-century highwayman in Warwick 
who also went by the sobriquet. It seems, then, that the 
nickname was not unique to William Thompson. Who 
knows how many eighteenth and nineteenth century 
males named ‘Abednego’ were commonly known as 
‘Bendigo’? 

The geographic spread of Bendigo
There are other locations and geographic features, in 
NSW, QLD and SA, bearing the name-form Bendigo, 
with New Zealand also having one. The latter is located 
in Central Otago, in the South Island. In this case, it is a 
copied toponym (5.1 ‘Locational)’ (Blair & Tent, 2021), 
because the name-form was copied from Victoria’s 
Bendigo. It was brought to New Zealand during the 

Otago Gold Rush in the 1860s by gold miners who 
came from the Victoria fields. Both countries’ Bendigos 
became the richest goldfields of the time. Like Kiandra 
in the Snowy Mountains, Otago’s Bendigo is now a ghost 
town, a relic of New Zealand’s goldrush.

Jan Tent
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Remains of Bendigo Gully Hotel, store and butchery, Central Otago 
(NZ). Source: Bristow, 1997. (photo: Matthew Sole).
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Update on Modder Creek
I’ve speculated previously, in the September 2024 issue 
of Placenames Australia, about the naming of a certain 
remote watercourse near the Kosciuszko National Park 
(‘Modder Creek’s muddy aetiology’). One possibility was 
that the name might be connected to the region’s muddy 
and boggy geomorphology, and the fact that modder 
means ‘mud’ in both Dutch and Afrikaans may not have 
been purely coincidental.

The second possible plausible aetiology, however, was 
that it is a copied name from the decisive 1899 Boer 
War battle at Modder River (on the border of Orange 
Free State). Further consideration leads me to take this 
derivation more seriously.

There are various places in Australia whose toponyms 
were copied from Boer War battles and locations. I 
mentioned two of them, Spion Kop and Zeerust, in 
another  Placenames Australia (Tent, 2024a). According 
to our database, the former name-form has been assigned 
to no less than 34 toponyms in Australia! There are also 
two Modder Rivers in Tasmania, one at Southwest (West 
Coast) and the other on Cape Barren Island, both of 
which commemorate the battle. 

The Australian contingents who fought in the Boer Wars 
numbered over 16,000 men, the largest contribution 
from the Empire, with a further 7,000 Australians serving 
with other colonial or irregular units (Wallace,1976). 
With those numbers, I should be surprised if none came 
home with new toponyms in mind to commemorate 
their exploits in South Africa.

Frew & Frew’s Tumbarumba (2009) cites the names of 25 
men who volunteered to fight in South Africa—a large 
number for such a small and isolated community—one 
of whom may have been responsible for the local Modder 
Creek name. However, no records exist to enlighten us. A 
further argument may be made for the Boer War origin 
of Modder Creek—it was initially called Modder River 
which replicated the original South African name.

I have recently discovered another such toponym, namely 
Zulu Creek, in the Nariel Valley south of Corryong (vic). 
The timing of the discovery of gold at this creek in 
1879, leading to gold mining in the area, suggests the 
name may commemorate the Anglo-Zulu War of 1879. 
However, this may simply be coincidental, and it really 

calls for still further research. 

The toponyms of remote, high-country geographic 
features rarely have any documentation illuminating 
their origin, because the name-givers (pioneers, graziers, 
miners, and local residents) seldom kept such records. 
This makes the task of the toponymist challenging—the 
perennial plight of the toponymist.

In a future newsletter article or in an ANPS Occasional 
Paper, I hope to catalogue and analyse Australia’s South 
African toponyms that commemorate the many battles 
fought between the British, the Zulu people and the 
Boers. Stay tuned.

Jan Tent
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Tom Thumbs Lagoon
The inner harbour of Port Kembla, south of the NSW 
city of Wollongong, is now officially known as Tom 
Thumbs Lagoon. But is this the feature that was originally 
named Tom Thumb’s Lagoon?

I was recently adding placenames to the ANPS Database 
from a 1799 topographical plan of the area around 
Sydney,1 surveyed by Charles Grimes and Matthew 
Flinders, and I found a discrepancy between the 1799 
plan and the existing location of Tom Thumbs Lagoon.

Charles Grimes2 was the colony’s Surveyor, and his 1799 
plan (below) shows Tom Thumb Lagoon to the south-
west of ‘Hat Hill’ (possibly today’s Mount Kembla), with 
the entrance to Tom Thumb Lagoon south of ‘Sandy 
Point’ and ‘Martins Islands’ (now known as The Five 
Islands). Other than Tom Thumbs Lagoon, none of these 
placenames appear on current maps. Matthew Flinders’ 
manuscript narrative3 of his expedition states that the 

entrance to Tom Thumb’s Lagoon is five miles south of 
‘Sandy Point’. By the time the journal was published in 
1814 as A Voyage to Terra Australis,4 he had realised that 
the feature was James Cook’s Red Point, and it so appears 
in that printed edition.

Further, it is clear that the ‘Tom Thumbs Lagoon’ on the 
Grimes map is the feature now known as Lake Illawarra.

The Illawarra Historical Society, in a letter published 
in the December 1965 issue of Walkabout magazine, 
indicated that the lagoon known as Tom Thumbs Lagoon 
was wrongly located by Surveyor James Meehan several 
years after Flinders and surgeon George Bass had explored 
the coastline in 1796. Meehan’s new position for Tom 
Thumbs Lagoon, within the harbour at Port Kembla, has 
been perpetuated on subsequent maps and plans, and is 
recognised by the NSW Geographical Names Board.

The Australian National Placenames Survey entry for 
Tom Thumbs Lagoon is as follows:

Although Matthew Flinders makes mention of Tom Thumb’s 
Lagoon in the journal of his joint expedition with George Bass 
south from Port Jackson in March 1796, he does not state 
there that he named the lagoon. It is, however, understood to 
be named after their 8ft long x 5ft beam boat, Tom Thumb II. 

The current location of Tom Thumbs Lagoon, the inner 
harbour of Port Kembla, differs from where Flinders in his 
journal locates it, which is the feature known today as Lake 
Illawarra.

[The full entry in the ANPS Database for Tom Thumb Lagoon 
appears on a later page of this September issue, as an illustration 
of how the recent re-design of the ANPS website has improved 
access to the data that our researchers have added.]

Stuart Duncan
Endnotes
1 A topographical plan of the settlements of New South Wales, including 

Port Jackson, Botany Bay and Broken Bay / surveyed by Messrs. Grimes 
& Flinders; communicated by Lt. Col. Paterson of the New South Wales 
Corps. https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-703423006/view

2 Australian Dictionary of Biography. Grimes, Charles (1772-1858). 
https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/grimes-charles-2129 

3 Flinders, M. Narrative of expeditions along the coast of New South 
Wales, for the further discovery of its harbours from the year 1795 
to 1799. https://web.archive.org/web/20110711145151/http:/www.
nmm.ac.uk/flinders/DisplayDocument.cfm?ID=90&print=full

4 Flinders, M. (1814). A Voyage to Terra Australis, undertaken for rthe 
purpose of completing the discovery of that vast country, and prosecuted in 
the years 1801, 1802 and 1803...Vol 1. London: G. & W. Nicol. https:/
gutenberg.net.au/ebooks/e00049.html

The Charles Grimes 1799 map (extract). The plan is 
horizontally aligned,  with North to the right.

https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-703423006/view
https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/grimes-charles-2129
https://web.archive.org/web/20110711145151/http:/www.nmm.ac.uk/flinders/DisplayDocument.cfm?ID=90&print=full
https://web.archive.org/web/20110711145151/http:/www.nmm.ac.uk/flinders/DisplayDocument.cfm?ID=90&print=full
https:/gutenberg.net.au/ebooks/e00049.html 
https:/gutenberg.net.au/ebooks/e00049.html 
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Refreshing our websites
Last year, the ANPS website celebrated (if that’s the right 
word) its 20th birthday. It had served us well over the 
years, but it would not be unkind to say that the site 
was showing its age. Not only did it look old, but there 
was one aspect that was making life difficult for our 
researchers: the module that served as the web interface 
to our Database was (to use a technical term) clunky, 
and it was not providing easy access for data entry and 
extraction.

So the Placenames Australia management committee 
agreed that the site should be redesigned to satisfy 
community expectations and to improve our browser-
enabled Database access. An early decision was to 
separate the content and functions across two distinct 
sites. One site would focus on the work of Placenames 
Australia, giving community-oriented information 
about Australia’s placenames and toponymy resources in 
general. The other site would be about the Survey and its 
place within the overview of Placenames Australia, and 
would link directly to the ANPS Database for staff and 
associated researchers.

As a first step, Stuart Duncan volunteered to design 
the new Placenames Australia site. He spent several 
productive weeks doing just that, and placenames.org.au 
went live at the end of last year. The old website remained 
as a placeholder for some of the original content while 
we set about finding a partner to create a new ANPS 
website from scratch.

Gold Coast Websites were contracted early this year to 
implement this second task for us. It had two aims, to 
be completed in sequence. The first was to develop an 
easy-to-navigate interface for the ANPS Database; this 

module had to address the store of over 300,000 entries 
and show the results on screens that would be clear and 
easy for us to work with. The second aim was to design a 
modern website which, as well as being the home of the 
Database module, would explain the work of the Survey 
for those who wished to know more about our aims and 
methods. After a very productive and collaborative effort 
between Gold Coast Websites and ANPS personnel, the 
new site anps.org.au went live in June.

Although that website is open-access, the Database itself 
is currently behind a firewall; we’re keeping it available 
for Admins and research staff only for the time being, 
while we do a huge amount of housekeeping on the data 
files.

When ANPS was conceived in 1970, it was decided that 
it would be an authoritative dictionary of Australian 
placenames, as a conjunct to the Australian Dictionary 
of Biography and the Australian National Dictionary.  The 
aim of the Survey is to capture the origin, meaning and 
history of Australian placenames, with each variation 
in the spelling and punctuation considered a different 
placename. Our volunteer researchers document where 
and when each placename was used,  linking them, 
where appropriate, to other placenames for the same or 
adjoining topographic features. Each screen in the new 
interface links to one of a set of user guides, written by 
Stuart Duncan, which are already easing the task of data 
entry for us.

One other new facility which we are finding valuable: the 
screen for each placename record has the abiility to print 
out a PDF report which displays all the information 
we’ve collected on that toponym. A good example is the 
report on Tom Thumb Lagoon (next page), the subject of 
Stuart Duncan’s article in this issue.

continued next page

https://placenames.org.au
https://anps.org.au
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Australian National Placenames Survey
A Placenames Australia Inc Project

Report on Tom Thumbs Lagoon

ANPS ID:  68904 Feature Type:  lagoon Feature Code:  LAGN

Related Names:  Lake Illawarra (39577); Port Kembla Harbour (57472); Tom Thumb Lagoon (92575);
Tom Thumb's Lagoon (464529)

Location:

State:  NSW LGA:  Wollongong City

Latitude:  -34.459433 Longitude:  150.894343

Description:  A lagoon about 4km S of Wollongong and about 4.5km E by S of Unanderra

Discussion:

Although Matthew Flinders makes mention of Tom Thumb's Lagoon in the journal of his joint expedition
with George Bass south from Port Jackson in March 1796, he does not state there that he named the
lagoon. It is, however, understood to be named after their 8ft long x 5ft beam boat, Tom Thumb II.
The current location of Tom Thumbs Lagoon, the inner harbour of Port Kembla, differs from where
Flinders in his journal locates it, which is the feature known today as Lake Illawarra.

Other Data:

Now the harbour at Port Kembla

Documentation:

Excerpt Source

so named by Bass & Flinders after their boat.
(Information from Two Hundred Years in Retrospect -
Kurrell - Sutherland 1770-1970 - Walker P. 18)

Geographical Names Register

Tom Thumbs Lagoon A topographical plan of the settlements of New
South Wales, including Port Jackson, Botany
Bay and Broken Bay / surveyed by Messrs.
Grimes & Flinders ; communicated by Lt. Col.
Paterson of the New South Wales Corps
(Grimes, Charles)

TOM THUMB MISPLACED
The council of the society feels, however, that your
attention should be drawn to the statement that Tom

Walkabout

Firefox https://anps.org.au/anps-admin/generate-report.php?anps_id=68904

1 of 2 10/8/2026, 9:51 amExcerpt Source

Thumb Lagoon was “named after the tiny craft of
Matthew Flinders and George Bass, who were forced
ashore there in 1796”. It is, we think, now generally
accepted by historians that the Tom Thumb Lagoon
of Bass and Flinders was in fact Lake Illawarra and
that the lagoon afterwards known as Tom Thumb
Lagoon was wrongly identified by Surveyor Meehan
several years later.
W. G. McDONALD
Hon. Secretary,
lllawarra Historical Society,
Wollongong, N.S.W.

Situation of Red Point 34° 29.5' 151° 1'
From Red Pt. to the entrance of Tom Thumb's
lagoon; a low, curving sandy beach; S.W. 5 miles
+3.5 ' -4.3'
-----------------
Situation of the entrance to Tom Thumb's lagoon 34°
33.0' 151° 56.7'

A Voyage to Terra Australis Vol 1 (Flinders,
Matthew)

© Copyright Placenames Australia Inc (PA) 2026

Firefox https://anps.org.au/anps-admin/generate-report.php?anps_id=68904

2 of 2 10/8/2026, 9:51 am

Stuart Duncan
David Blair
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More often than not, the origin of a placename in 
Australia remains a mystery. Paddys River is such an 
instance. You come across the name some 15 km SE 
of Tumbarumba on the Tooma Road (NSW). It is a 
watercourse of about 30 km impounded by Paddys River 
Dam. Clearly, it is most likely named after an individual, 
but who was Paddy?

Unfortunately, I have not been able to discover the 
answer. An article entitled ‘Paddy’s River Goldfield’ 
in the Mount Alexander Mail of 8 July 1875 (page 2) 
echoes this: ‘Paddy’s River is a large volume of water, 
which flows into the Tumbarumba Creek, a tributary of 
the River Murray, and the goldfield has been called after 
‘Paddy’— but whether in compliment to Hibernia or 
otherwise we are not in a position to state.’ Rooks (1998, 
p. 43) also admits to not knowing the name’s origin, 
but understandably surmises he must have been an 
Irishman. This is a reasonable assumption, given ‘Paddy’ 
is a colloquial term for an Irishman. 

The Tumbarumba/Paddys River region saw a gold rush 
in the mid-1800s which apparently attracted a good 
number of Irishmen. In support of this, Rooks cites 
the various gullies near Paddys River Dam that bear the 
names of Irish gold miners, timber workers and settlers. 
She also mentions that the river was initially named 
Cowra Creek. This is corroborated by maps of the region 
of the 1850s as well as numerous newspaper articles. 
Gold mining commenced in earnest at Cowra Creek in 
the early 1870s, which corresponds to the appearance of 
Paddys River as once again witnessed on contemporary 

maps and in newspaper articles. However, both names 
were regularly used until the 1960s (e.g. see NSW 
Government Gazette extract below). 

However, on 16 December, 1977, the name Cowra Creek 
was officially discontinued and the name Paddys River 
was adopted (Government Gazette of the State of New 
South Wales, No.154, page 5563).

Australia experienced a large influx of Irish people right 
from the beginning of British occupation in 1788, with 
many more arriving during the gold rushes. It may be 
argued that this is partly correlated with the more than 
200 placenames in Australia that bear the name Paddy. 
It may be further argued that their mining exploits are 
reflected in the 153 streams that have the specific element 
Paddy. 

Apostrophes in placenaming
You may have noticed that Paddys River has sometimes 
been written here with a possessive apostrophe and 
sometimes without. The use of possessive apostrophes 
in general has been a contentious issue since the 18th 
century, especially in placenames. Many place-naming 
authorities across the world mandate they be omitted. 
However, as Figure 1 shows, this convention is not 
always adhered to. 

One of the functions of place-naming authorities 
is to standardise and to facilitate the consistent use 
of placenames to assist in their rapid retrieval from 

Who was the ‘Paddy’ of Paddys River?

 continued next page
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Just thinking...

...from previous page

emergency service databases. The omission of 
apostrophes is an integral component of this. Added 
to this, most so-called possessive names are in fact 
not possessives, but merely proper names designating 
specific geographic features; the apostrophe is therefore 
superfluous. The words that form a geographic name 
change their function from ‘words having a particular 
descriptive or dictionary meaning’ to ‘fixed labels that 

refer to exclusive geographic features’. One further 
reason is that apostrophes can easily be obscured by 
contour lines on topographic maps. Hence, I have not 
employed the possessive apostrophe in Paddys River.

Jan Tent
Reference
Rooks, A. (1998). The place names of Tumbarumba & District. [The 

author].

...about ‘unnamed’ places
Our Tassie correspondent Chris Woods asks, How is an 
unnamed road ‘unnamed’ if  it’s named Unnamed Road? 
He supplies photographic evidence (not from Tasmania, 
but from Queensland) to illustrate his perplexity. He 
reports that he spotted this sign at Lake Monduran, 
near Gin Gin in central Qld. We share your pain, Chris.

...about autology
A recent discussion in our favourite mag New Scientist 
raised the question of autological words—words 
that express a property that they happen to possess. 
As the article notes, ‘noun’ is a noun; ‘sesquipedalian’ 
is definitely sesquipedalian. (Feel free to check that 
one out!) What about the opposite phenomenon, 
which might be called heterological? We’re thinking 
‘monosyllabic’ which is definitely polysyllabic; and 
‘phonetic spelling’ which is certainly not phonetic.

And all this led to the question of the month for our 
readers. Are there (can there be?) placenames which are 
in some sense autological or heterological? Your answers 
on a postcard, please...

...about our favourites
Quite often I’m asked if I have any ‘faves’—placenames 
that would be in my top ten of toponyms, for whatever 
reason. Last year I was chatting to Paul Turton on ABC 
Radio Newcastle, and this topic came up again. Here’s 
the list from my notes of that trip to the Newcastle 
studios. But a rather embarrassed heads-up, first of all, 
to our non-New South Welshpersons reading this (and 
don’t we need a new demonym for the eastern state!)... 
They’re all NSW placenames in this list. 
•	 Brindabella. The area was settled in the 1860s, with an early  

homestead of that name. The home of Miles Franklin, 
author of ‘Childhood at Brindabella’ and ‘My Brilliant 
Career’. The langage of origin is Ngunawal, ‘two kangaroo 
rats’. 

•	 Jerilderie, on the Newell Highway, north of Berrigan. 
Origin was a Wiradjuri word,  djirriildhuray ‘with reeds, 
reedy place’

•	 Nimmitabel, sse of Cooma. Possibly a Ngarigu word, 
‘source of streams’, the local name since the 1840s

•	 Merimbula, on the south coast. Probably a  Dyirringany 
word,  ‘two waterholes’

You’ve probably worked out it’s all about the sound—all 
of them sound as if they could be names of fairies in 
Midsummer Night’s Dream! But here’s one that really 
doesn’t:
•	 Gulargambone, in the Coonamble LGA. It’s from a 	

Ngiyampaa word, gilaagambuwan ‘with young galahs’

It’s still all about the sound of the name, of course. How 
Australian can you get! (I once did a road trip there, so 
that I’d always be able to say, really slowly, ‘Yeah... I’ve 
been to Gulargambone’.

David Blair
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Yasawa - a place of kings or rubbish?...
In the last contribution in this series, we turned our 
attention to Yasawa, a long spindly island in the far 
northwest of the Fiji group. It is the most northerly 
island in the Yasawa Group (Yatu Yasawa), which 
also comprises seven inhabited islands and many 
smaller ones, mostly tourist resorts or uninhabited.

Yasawa is a volcanic island approximately 22 km long 
and from 0.73 to 1.6 km wide, with small peninsulas at 
both ends. There is relatively little rain, so the hills are 
mostly covered with reeds and smallish trees. The Yasawa 
group is frequently hit by hurricanes, so the traditional 
house has a lower pitched roof than in other parts of Fiji.

The names of places in eastern Fiji were recorded earlier 
than in the west, many in the eighteenth century, because 
of its proximity to Tonga, a popular destination for 
European explorers after Cook. So the name of Yasawa was 
not recorded until about 1807, when Captain Brumley, of 
the New England trading vessel Hope owned by Edmund 
Fanning, compiled a list of island names in Fiji. Most are 
from the east, but two are from the west: Assavo ‘Yasawa’ 
and Levo-Callow ‘Lewakalou’, the name of ‘Round 
Island’, an uninhabited isolated rock about 23 km (14 
miles) northeast of the northern point of Yasawa. The 
passage between these islands was well known to traders, 
being the safest passage from Fiji when heading west to 
sell to middlemen in Manila. The American Commodore 
Charles Wilkes compiled a detailed map of the group 
in 1840, and this also included ‘Awakalo’ (Lewakalou), 
Asaua (Yasawa) and some other islands in the Yasawas.

There is much more of interest in Yasawa, including 
Sawailau, a small island with petroglyphs in a cave and a 
fabulous giant bird like the roc of the Middle East, but 
we must move on to its etymology. There is no obvious 
etymology of Yasawa, but at least one that is plausible 
with some linguistic leger-de-main, and this requires us 
to first consider the initial phoneme, the ‘y’. This ‘y’ is 
prothetic in most languages of Fiji, meaning it was added 
to the beginning of words with initial ‘a’. For instance, 
*ɂatu ‘tuna’ lost its glottal stop initial and became *atu, 
then added the ‘y’, so the modern word for ‘tuna’ is yatu. 
Therefore, modern Yasawa derives from earlier Asawa.

Next, we return to the name of the small uninhabited 
island off Yasawa mentioned above, famous for its 

petroglyphs and fabulous human-eating bird: Sawailau. 
This island is situated southeast of the village of 
Nabukeru, at the southeast corner of the island. Its 
name can be analysed as Sawa-i-lau, with ‘i’ being a 
preposition meaning ‘in, at’ and lau being a locative 
noun meaning ‘east’ or simply ‘seawards’, related to 
Indonesian laut, meaning ‘sea’, and similar words in 
many Pacific languages. We have come across this word 
or affix before in many placenames, most recently in 
Ovalau, which we speculated could have originally 
meant ‘nest-shaped land to the east (of Vitilevu)’. If this 
is the correct etymology of Sawailau, something like 
‘east Sawa’, it means that Sawa is the earlier name of 
the main island, Asawa being the result of prefixation.

This is not quite as ad hoc as it may sound! We have 
discussed many placenames in Fiji that show prefixation 
with a-, the most common being Anuca, meaning ‘small 

continued next page

The sandbar connecting the island of Waya and Wayasewa
(Photo: Doron - https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.

php?curid=1585919)
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island’, which has developed into Yanuca, Nanuca, 
Yanuya, Nanuya and similar forms, all related to such 
words as Indonesian and Roviana (western Solomons) 
nusa, with the same meaning. Indeed there is an island 
in eastern Indonesia, off the coast of Seram, named Nusa 
Laut, literally ‘small island in the sea’. It is not clear what 
the meaning of this prefix was, but it could have been 
an article that was reanalysed as part of the placename.

To propose a meaning for Sawa, we need to return 
to the etymologies of such larger islands as Muala, 
Cicia and Qamea. They involve the suffix -(C)a, a 
nominalising suffix of either simply -a or -a preceded 
by one of a small number of consonants. This is no 
longer an active process of word or name formation, 
but clearly was in the past, and meant ‘place of ’. We 
suggested that Muala was previously Moala, meaning 
‘place of chickens or jungle fowl’, while Cicia meant 
‘place of gastropods’, and Qamea was ‘place of crabs’.

Apologies here to those who have little interest in 
morphophonemics, or even linguistics, but it must be 
explained that, in most of Fiji, when a root ended with a low 
rising vowel sequence, essentially ai or au, the high vowel 
became a glide when it was suffixed with -a. For example, 
a small island to the west of Yasawa is called Vawa, and 
this can be analysed as coming from *vau+a, that is, place 
of vau (beach hibiscus, Hibiscus tiliaceus, a very useful 
tree). This raises the possibility that Sawa means ‘place of 

sau’, leaving unanswered for the moment what sau meant.

As it happens, sau is perhaps the most polysemous word in 
all Fijian languages. The iVolavosa Vakaviti, monolingual 
dictionary of Standard Fijian, lists twelve meanings, of 
which six are nouns. Meanings related to various kinds 
of diseases and afflictions are probably least likely, along 
with terms for artefacts such as white glossy ornaments 
like earrings and cowry shells attached to the sinnet cord 
extending from a kava bowl, or the cord itself. On the 
other hand, the meaning ‘king, chief, ruler’ is plausible, 
the only problem being that historically that meaning is 
confined to parts of eastern Fiji. To further complicate 
matters, in western languages sau is the common 
widespread word for ‘rubbish’ or ‘refuse’, not something 
that would normally be advertised in a placename.

So, what was the most likely meaning of sau in the 
placename Sawa? Sadly, we seem to have run out of space, 
so the answer will be revealed in the next instalment, but 
I will give readers a clue: like many suffixed placenames 
of this form, the base refers to something that is 
permanently prominent in that place, and has been 
mentioned in the description of Yasawa in this article.

Paul Geraghty

...placenames of Fiji #29

Bay of Yalobi, Waya Island, Yasawa Group
(Photo: Doron - https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.

php?title=File:WayaYalobi.jpg&oldid=1186407192)
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There         Answer: Elliston
 1.	 Capital city named after a queen
 

Placenames Puzzle Number 99

Become a Supporting Member!

Nines. Names with nines are contained in this issue’s 
quiz. For example: (SA) Water body northwest of Port 
Augusta. Answer: Nine Mile Tank.

Can you go the distance this September?

 1.	 (VIC) A watery reserve near the Little Desert

 2.	 (NSW) The number of ways to go in 
Broadmeadow

 3.	 (QLD) A waterhole southeast of Cloncurry
 4.	 (NT) A different creek southwest of Barrow 

Creek
 5.	 (VIC) Sandy part of the Murray River near 

Nyah
 6.	 (ACT) Homestead in the north with trees
 7.	 (VIC) Dig around southwest of Rushworth
 8.	 (NSW) A bore due north of Wilcannia
 9.	 (QLD) A beach north of Corio Bay 
10.	 (TAS) A hill east of Marrawah

11.	 (SA) The bank of a creek west of Port 
Augusta

12.	 (NSW) A creek in Moreton National Park
13.	 (WA) A swamp between Mount Barker and 

Albany
14.	 (TAS) A point near Verona Sands 
15.	 (NT) A bore southeast of Finke
16.	 (NSW) A hill west of Mittagong  
17.	 (SA) A dam near Lake Eyre
18.	 (WA) A siding west of Rawlinna
19.	 (VIC) A bend of the Murray River near 

Barmah
20.	 (SA) A bore close to the NSW border near 

Innamincka 
 

[Compiled by 
Christopher Woods]

Answers on page 2]
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