BILLIBELLERI -AN ASTUTE LEADER IN TESTING TIMES

Billibelleri was one of the three ‘Jagga-Jagga brothers’ who met with John Batman on the
Plenty River in Greensborough in June 1835. They were not in fact brothers, but a leadership
fraternity with Bebejern as Headman, Billibelleri Songman and Jagga-Jagga the Kidney-Fat
Man, or Chief Constable. The position of Songman was in effect the Secretary to the Tribal
Council and required him to code all decisions into songs and ceremonies for transmission
throughout the tribe.

Billibelleri was born about 1791, probably near the Merri Creek, and would have risen to
formal leadership status after the smallpox plague of 1828. Like the first smallpox plague of
1789, the second plague of 1828 wiped out a whole generation of Elders, so his promotion
came earlier than it otherwise would have.

Following the sudden death of Woiwurung Headman Bebejern in August 1836, Billibelleri
was invited to fill the now vacant role. With British colonisation having begun the year
before in 1835, Billibelleri was faced with crisis and change at every level. Having been
warned for many years by the escaped convict William Buckley that any resistance would
result in wholesale slaughter, Billibelleri decided to try and help his people adapt to the new
world as best they could.

Over the course of the next ten years as Headman, Billibelleri proved himself to be an adroit
diplomat, negotiator and strategist, albeit from a very inferior power base. With the arrival
of the well-meaning but sanctimonious and relatively powerless Aboriginal Protector
William Thomas in early 1839, Billibellari fostered a close relationship with him.

When Billibelleri’s 18 year old son Wonga badly injured his foot on Mount Dandenong in
September 1839 and was nursed back to health by William Thomas and his wife Suzannah, it
proved to be a stroke of luck. Although Wonga was back in full health in a couple of months,
Billibelleri instructed his son to stay with Thomas and learn all he could of ‘whitefellah
ways’. Wonga accordingly kept company with Thomas in his work for the next four years,
and this ultimately shaped the survival of Woiwurrung people into the present day.

Billibelleri and Wonga were often exasperated by the constant sermonising of Thomas
about his all-seeing, almighty and vengeful God, as well as Thomas’ frequent attempts at
social climbing with the squattocracy. However whenever an issue arose involving any lower
status members of colonial society, Thomas proved to be a powerful ally and advocate for
Aboriginal people.

By mid-1840 public concern was mounting over the presence of an Aboriginal camp on the
outskirts of Melbourne where the Botanic Gardens are now sited. Thomas was consequently
ordered by Governor LaTrobe to ‘itinerate with the natives’ and find a site for a reserve
away from Melbourne.



Billibelleri’s led the Kulin to his first choice for a reserve, the Bolin-Bolin Billabong near
Heidelberg. However this was rejected by Thomas as being ‘too close to civilization’.
Billibelleri’s second choice was Pound Bend at Warrandyte, but this was also rejected as it
was close to squatters such as Major Charles Newman and James Anderson, who were
extremely antagonistic to Aboriginal people. Billibelleri then left the party in exasperation
and told his son Wonga to take over the task of finding a site for the Kulin.

Wonga then led the troop south from Bolin-Bolin down the Dandenong Creek valley. Wonga
then chose a site at Nerre-Nerre Warren, north of Dandenong in September 1840. However
no economic base was ever established at the Reserve apart from government handouts,
and it was therefore doomed from the start.

In 1842 the Native Police Force was established and it was also located at the Nerre-Nerre
Warren Reserve. Billibelleri gave his patronage to the force and was given honorary officer
status and a uniform. He also persuaded Bebejern’s son, Barak, to join the Native Police.
However in late 1843 the Native Police troop was taken on a punitive expedition to
Portland, where they were involved in the massacre of 17 Mara people. In response
Billibelleri immediately withdrew his support for the Native Police. He walked off the Nerre-
Nerre Warren Reserve and returned to the Merri Creek.

By this time in December 1843 the Reserve at Nerre-Nerre Warren was collapsing. William
Thomas subsequently established his residence at the junction of the Merri Creek and Yarra
River, adjacent to the Aboriginal camp already there. In 1845 Thomas established a Baptist
school at Merri Creek for the education of the children of the camp.

Billibelleri again threw his support behind the initiative, sending his own children there to
learn how to read and write. His son Munnarin proved to be one of the brightest students
and was being groomed to follow in the footsteps of his older brother, Wonga.

However over the following year Billibelleri began to sicken as the cold he had caught
entrenched itself as pneumonia. Billibelleri eventually died on 9th August 1846 at age 55. He
was buried with Bebejern at the junction of the Merri Creek with the Yarra, in the traditional
knees under the chin position, sheeted in bark and facing east.
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