
1400-1600

The Age of Exploration began in the 1400s 
and continued through to the 1600s. It was 
a period when European nations began 
exploring the world including Asia for 
knowledge, to spread Christianity, wealth 
and glory, and spices.

Evidence has been found along the northern 
shores of Australia as early as 1401 of 
Chinese and European sailors. However, the 
best documented wasn’t until 1606 when 
Dutch explorer, Willem Janszoon, landed on 
the western side of Cape York Peninsular and 
charted about 300 km. Later in 1606 Spanish 
explorer Luis Van de Torres, sailed through 
and navigated the Torre

1600’s

An important, and often little know history 
of the area, is the hundreds of years of trade 
between Indigenous people of Arnhem 
Land and Maccassan traders from Sulawesi. 
Macassans began visiting the north coasts of 
Australia maybe as earlier as 1640 to trade 
for turtle shells, pearl shells and trepang 
-  a delicacy and highly valued jelly-like sea 
cucumber which has flavour-enhancing 
properties and is considered a stimulant and 
aphrodisiac by Chinese. In fact Macassans 
were among the first foreigners Indigenous 
locals came across, introducing items such 
as canoes, sails, hooks, fishing lines, beads 
and metals. These traders often employed 
Indigenous people to help gather and 
process the trepang.

 These traders would arriving in December 
and return home 4 months later, often taking 
some Indigenous people on the return trip 
to Macassar to settle and start families. 
While trepang farming began to decline 
around 1908 with the introduction of policies 
regarding limiting resource access to foreign 
fishers, the China/Japan war and then WWII, 
the last of the traders was still alive and well 
into the 1900’s allowing for the practice to be 
well-documented.

Even today this extensive history has 
a lingering memory amongst the local 
Yolngu with certain words in their language 
originating from Macassar.

1700-1900

Matthew Flinders, while circumnavigating 
Australia in the “ Investigator“ from 
1802 to 1803, charted the waters around 
Wessel Islands, these charts were still 
used up until the mid 1900s when they 
were updated. Flinders also encountered 
a fleet of  Macassan praus at the English 
Company Islands and interviewed the 

captain named Pobassoo whom he was able 
to communicate with through his cook, who 
was Malay. Pobassoo stated that year, a 
thousand men in sixty praus have come to 
northern Australia in search of trepang for 
the Rajah of Bono.

This meeting between Flinders and 
Pobassoo was held 30 miles north west  
of Bremer Island.

Flinders was the first to use the word 
Australia to name the continent.

Missionaries

As early as the early 1920’s explorers, 
missionaries and settlers have visited the 
region known as East Arnhem. However,  
it wasn’t until 1935 that the Methodist 
Church of Australia established a mission 
at Yirrkala. Over the following decades, 
members of 13 clans that owned land in the 
surrounding area were gradually drawn to 
the mission.

The community of Yirrkala became well 
known in 1963, when traditional owners sent 
a bark petition to the Federal Government 
to protest the approval of bauxite mining 
on their homelands. Today Yirrkala is also 
internationally known for its Bark Paintings 
and the Yidaki known as the “didgeridoo”, 
these can be purchased from the Buku 
Larrngay Art Centre located in Yirrkala.

WWII

During WWII the region known as Gove 
played a crucial role in the defence of 
Australia.

Gove airport sits on the site of the former 
RAAF Base built in 1943. It was named after 
Pilot Officer William Gove who was killed in 
action.  During the war, CAC Boomerangs, 
Lockheed Venturas and PBY Catalina (flying 
boats) all operated in the region. At the 
height of operations 5000 servicemen were 
stationed at the base.

Local Indigenous people played an 
important, largely unrecognised, role 
in supporting the war effort in Northern 
Australia. Surveillance units throughout the 
North were supported by local Indigenous 
working as spotters, trackers, and guides. In 
addition, a task force of Yolngu were trained 
to defend the coastline.

Local Indigenous played a part in the  
rescue of pilots (allies and Japanese) shot 
down in remote regions of Arnhem Land. 

1950- present

After the war the airport continued.

In the late 1960s the township of Nhulunbuy 
was established when bauxite mining 
commenced. A alumina refinery and deep 
water port followed.

Nhulunbuy was named after Mount 
Saunders which has a Yolngu name of 
Nhulun  and being in the centre of town, 
Nhulunbuy means surrounding Nhulun.

This is why people get confused about 
Nhulunbuy and Gove, one being the town 
and the other is the airport.

A Brief History of Banubanu

Banubanu is on Bremer Island (Dhambaliya 
in Yolgnu), a 15 minute flight or 40 minute 
boat trip off the coast of the region known as 
Gove in North-east Arnhem Land.

The island is home to a small Indigenous 
community at Gutjangan.

In 1983 Trevor was working for the Aboriginal 
Areas Protection Authority surveying Sacred 
Sites and was part of a team that classified 
Bremer Island as a protected zone, the island 
stayed in his heart.

Helen an Arrernte woman met Trevor in 2000 
their Banubanu dream began in 2003 while 
operating a fishing charter business. Trevor 
would anchor his boat in the sheltered 
bay for lunch onboard. Eventually Trevor 
approached the custodians of Bremer Island 
and traditional owners, who remembered 
him from earlier day and granted him 
permission for the development of 
Banubanu Retreat.  A permit fee from guests 
is paid to the custodians and traditional 
owners to this day.

A large outcrop of rocks on the northern 
tip off the island is named Banubanu by 
the Yolngu. Trevor believes the name could 
originate from the Macassans as Banu is a 
Persian woman’s name meaning lady where 
Banubanu would be a group of women.

Whilst they have always had an excellent 
relationship with and respect for the 
traditional owners it wasn’t until 2014 that a 
25 year Land Use Agreement was formalised 
with the Northern Land Council. This allowed 
the retreat to move from humble beginnings 
to a world class eco-resort.

Today

There is now a restaurant, bar and 
swimming pool overlooking the western bay 
plus six beach front deluxe safari tents, one 
a penthouse tent perched high on the top of 
sand dunes.

A Brief History of the Region

D R E A M T I M E
The earliest history of East Arnhem Land is recorded in the paintings, 
dances and songs of the Yolngu, the traditional owners of North East 
Arnhem – covering land and sea and one of the oldest continuously 

existing cultures in the world, spanning over 50,000 years. 
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