Aboriginal History and the Cooks River, Sydney
[image: A view of the Cooks River today.]I live on the Cooks River in Strathfield and often wander along the paths on my wheelchair with my dogs, enjoying the little slice of nature in the middle of suburbia. Sections of the river have been rejuvenated with native plants and trees, and you can travel all the way from Olympic Park to Sydney Airport along the cycleways. 
The Wangal clan are traditional custodians of the Strathfield area, the Cadigal and Gameygal clans were their neighbouring clans along the river and there is evidence of occupation in the surrounding lands for 10,000+ years. 
The Cooks River seemed like a great landmark that would’ve had significance throughout history, and I decided to research what was known about Aboriginal history along its banks.
I found that there is evidence of Aboriginal people living along the river for more than a thousand generations, the coastline and river itself have moved and changed extensively over millennia and the people who lived with the river would’ve had to adapt and change with the environment over those generations.
The earliest documented evidence of Aboriginal people living along the Cooks River is a 10,500-year-old fireplace discovered during an archaeological dig next to Tempe House at Wolli Creek. 
[image: Ribs of Dugong]In the 1890’s construction of the Alexandra canal, which traced a natural tributary of Shea’s Creek to the Cooks River, uncovered 6,500-year-old Dugong bones that had been butchered and eaten. 
It is a fascinating find considering the Cooks River was freshwater 10,000 years ago and had become saltwater with Botany Bay forming around 6500 years ago, meaning the people of the area would’ve had to adapt and take advantage of the new food sources that change introduced.
[image: Skeleton of a 6,500 year old Dugong found along the Cooks River.] 







[image: Stone hatchet found near Cooks River.]

This hatchet (right) was found near the 6,500-year-old dugong bones but is probably considerably younger. 
It was donated to the Australian Museum in the 1920s.


[image: Photo of the 4,500 year old shell midden in Kendrick Park, Tempe, NSW.][image: Seating area to view the midden, Kendrick Park Tempe, NSW.](Photos) There are remains of a shell midden used next to the river in Kendrick Park near Tempe (left) where people started to gather 4,500 years ago to share meals. You can sit on this bench (right) to view the midden and reflect on this ancient history.
[image: Hand stencils found in natural rock shelter, Undercliffe, NSW.][image: Hand and forearm stencils]

(Photos) Along the river at Undercliffe, there is a natural rock shelter with 23 hand and forearm stencils that are believed to be 1,000 to 5,000 years old. 

We know that by 4,000 years ago the people using the Cooks River were connected by trade to areas such as Western Sydney and the Illawarra, and even further afield for their axes and a range of implements found along the river that didn’t use local stones. Around 1,500 years ago Aboriginal people along the coast began to use more local stone, and tools made from bone and shell. 
While there are aspects of Aboriginal life which are ancient, a lot of what we know about life along the Cooks River is based on a few hundred years and we can’t assume that we know all places that were significant, with the river evolving over thousands of years and the people of the distant past living quite differently to their descendants in the late 1700s. 
All this uncovered and preserved history tells us so much about how the landscape and environment around the river changed, and how the people changed with it. It has been so fascinating learning more about the local Aboriginal history of the Cooks River, and I wasn’t aware of many of these sites and facts before taking a deeper look into my area. I feel very fortunate to have this link to the past right in my own backyard!
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