
Case study

The following story is one of the few that remain 
of the people in the Gammon Ranges.

Arkaroo’s Dreamtime Journey

“Back in the Aboriginal Dreamtime, a giant 
serpent known as Arkaroo, who was living in the 
main water pound in the high Gammon Ranges 
south-west of Arkaroola, slithered down to the 
plains to quench his thirst.

Arkaroo descended upon Lakes Frome and 
Callabonna and drank them both dry. The 
water was saline, and he became bloated. He 
dragged his heavily laden body back up towards 
the Gammons, and in doing so, he carved out 
the deep sinuous gorge that is now known as 
Arkaroola. On his way back he stopped at several 
places for a rest, and while doing so he formed 
springs and waterholes along the way. There are 
a few permanent ones around there now.

Groundwater stories from the dreamtime, 
arkaroo’s dreamtime Journey (sa)  

The content for this case study is taken 
directly from the Masters Thesis entitled 
“ABORIGINAL PEOPLE AND GROUNDWATER” 
by Bradley J. Moggridge (University of 
Technology, Sydney, 2005).  For full details, 
refer to the original thesis document, 
including a comprehensive set of references.

WARNING – THE AUTHOR OF THIS MATERIAL 
APOLOGISES TO ANY ABORIGINAL PERSON 
WHO MAY BE DISTRESSED BY THE MENTION 
OF THE NAMES OF PERSONS WHO MAY NOW 
BE DECEASED.

To Aboriginal people, the stories of the 
dreamtime represent the past, present and 
future.

Storytelling is an integral part of life for 
Australian Aboriginals. These stories are 
passed from one generation to another, usually 
by elders in Aboriginal communities both 
traditional and contemporary. The Dreaming 
or Dreamtime is an English translation of an 
Aboriginal concept that has many terms to 
describe. Dreamtime stories depict the very 
basic part of a long and complex event. Stories 
covered include: the creation of the land and 
life, protocols and tribal lore, life and death, 
warfare, hunting, linking every creature and 
every feature of the landscape, male and female 
roles, as well as sacred and public affairs.

These are stories of the history and culture of 
Aboriginal people, handed down in this way 
since the beginning of time and refer to all 
that is known and all that is understood.  The 
stories indicate the linkages between surface 
water, groundwater, lakes and rivers, cave 
systems, natural springs, thermal springs, rain 
events recharging the aquifers and, in drought, 
excess discharge allowing culture heroes 
to move with watertable fluctuations.  Many 
groundwater related sites would be dreaming 
sites because water that originates from below 
the ground, with Aboriginal people not knowing 
the full extent of hydrogeological processes, 
would deem it to be spiritually significant. 
The dreaming significance of these sites, for 
instance, would link surface and sub-surface 
waters through their culture heroes. 

The stories are told in detail and re-enacted in 
ceremonies which capture the imagination of 
the young, primarily for educating. The teaching 
styles have proven to be inspiring and powerful 
tools in presenting the Dreamtime beliefs and 
cultural practices.
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Going further

Research and explain how the Paralana Hot 
Springs formed. Why are people warned not  
to swim there today?

What are other uses for heated groundwater?

Groundwater stories from the dreamtime, 
arkaroo’s dreamtime Journey (sa)   
He dragged himself up into the Gammon Ranges, 
where he now sleeps safely in a hideaway at the 
Yacki Waterhole. Restlessly he sleeps on with his 
belly full of water, and whenever he turns the 
rumbling in his stomach sends out great noises 
that can be heard from time to time to this day. 
The minor earthquakes and rumblings have been 
recorded.

One of the most important waterholes left around 
these parts by the Arkaroo is that of the Paralana 
Hot Springs. The Aboriginals of long ago found 
this spring very convenient. They used to use 
it for domestic purposes, as well as bathe in it. 
It is said to have cured minor aches and pains. 
This spring became hot when, back in the old 
time, two young warriors fought for the love of a 
young girl. The victor, after killing his opponent, 
plunged his fire stick murder weapon deep into 
the spring, thus making it hot. Since then the 
water emerges only little below boiling point”. 
(May Wilton in Isaacs, 1980).
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