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At precisely 11am on Tuesday 19 October 1875 a group of people assembled for the 
‘christening’ of the new bridge at Cudgegong. Though Cudgegong was only a small village, 
this event made the pages of the Western Post, the Sydney Mail and the Miners’ Advocate in 
Newcastle.  
 
It wasn’t the children of Limestone Flat and Cudgegong School that piqued interest though 
they had assembled punctually, sung enthusiastically and enjoyed a nice tea party afterwards. 
Nor was it Miss Atkinson, daughter of contractor T Atkinson, although she looked quite 
fetching, I feel sure, as she delicately smashed the bottle of sherry against the bridge and 
named it Lambert Bridge. It wasn’t the bridge itself which was the subject of interest though 
it was described as an ornament to the town and a credit to the constructors.   
 
No, it was the special guest after whom the bridge was named, ‘the old king, Jim Lambert, of 
the Dabee tribe, decorated with all the insignia of his lofty position’, who was the centre of 
attention. His insignia, I learnt from other sources, was a brass plate awarded by local 
pastoralists. It was shaped like a half moon, attached to a chain which could be hung around 
the neck and was inscribed ‘Lambert King of Rylstone and Dabee Blacks’.  
 
Though Lambert wore the plate (also called a gorget) with great pride, I am cynical enough to 
believe that it, and others like it (and there were many hundreds of these), were given less in 
appreciation and more as a token of control – to ensure continuing co-operation from the 
original inhabitants as the new arrivals occupied their land. 
 
The annual distribution of blankets, initiated by Governor Darling in 1826 which continued to 
1962, can be seen as another way of controlling a dispossessed people and encouraging 
dependency. It became an annual event when leaders like Jimmy Lambert led his people into 
town around the time of the King’s birthday (24 May). ‘The writer well remembers the 
annual visits of the Dabee tribe with Jimmy Lambert and his consort Peggy.’ (MG 12/1/1922)  
 
Jimmy Lambert wore his plate with pride till the time of his death which was reported in the 
Town and Country Journal on 3/6/1882. He died at Cudgegong and was believed to be the 
last ‘pure blackfellow’ in the Mudgee district. He died on the same day the Wallerawang to 
Mudgee railway line reached Capertee and the reporter observed that some would ‘regard his 
death as a significant tribute to the advancing strides of civilisation’. 
 
The late nineteenth century was a period when there was a certain nostalgia, a certain regret, 
for the demise of the Aboriginal population, though, as we see from the above quote, this was 
often superseded by a stronger belief that ‘progress’, as driven by the white population, was 
more important than a race of people generally regarded as inferior.  
  
An obscure Australian poet Henry Lublin, is more regretful than most. In ‘The Dying Chief’ 
he conjures up, through the death of Jimmy Lambert, the tragedy of a reduced people. The 
natural world, Lublin suggests, wind, rivers and trees, moan in grief at the dying of a revered 
chief ‘of a once active race’ though his death goes unnoticed by a people lauding their own 
heritage ‘sunlit and free’. 



 
By the early twentieth century many white Australians, looking back on early settlement and 
their early pioneers in the central west, had hardened their attitudes. Aborigines were often 
depicted as bloodthirsty and quarrelsome, fighting amongst themselves, and brutally 
murdering innocent white people. Guntawang for example ‘had on it a ferocious type of 
black so treacherous that the whites had to abandon it.’ (Nepean Times 22/1/1916) 
 
Whites, it was suggested, only attacked blacks in retaliation though it was acknowledged that 
the slaughter was extensive: ‘neither men, women nor children were spared’.  
 
The loss of an inferior race was considered ‘ordained by an inevitable destiny...The 
Australian aboriginal possesses in an extraordinary degree the traits of the savage and is 
absolutely incapable of the reception of civilisation,’ declared the Mudgee Guardian 
(19/9/1907). 
 
It is only in recent years that Aboriginal family stories have been re-kindled for a broader 
audience. Peggy Lambert’s great granddaughter Madge Green recorded family stories in a 
journal including the massacre of the Dabee tribe.  

‘The Redcoats caught them unprepared; the blacks ordered their women and children 
to climb into the trees on the flat and they ran to the mountainside to the cover of 
rocks and trees. The soldiers knew better than to follow them into somewhere 
unknown to them and well known to the natives. Young Jimmy [Lambert] was shot in 
the leg as he ran up the mountain. The soldiers, balked of their revenge, turned back 
across the flat and shot down every woman and child hiding in the trees. Among them 
the young lubra raped by the shepherds (without their women they would soon die 
out).’ 

 
I was not aware as I learnt about the tools, shelter, clothing and food of the ‘ancient’ 
Aborigines in fifth class Social Studies, that a great chunk of their history was being 
extinguished. And it took many years before I recognised the racism I had absorbed and the 
invisibility of Aboriginal Australia. 
 
Peggy and Jimmy Lambert are visible now, depicted on the wall of Kandos Museum by local 
descendants and Djon Mundine during the Cementa Contemporary Arts Festival in 2015.  
 
Today we see Aboriginal people on film and TV, at the Olympics and in parliament. We see 
many, not just proud of their heritage but confident of their future. And we whites are 
learning to shrug off the guilt-stained cloak of denial that we have been wearing for two 
centuries. And address the results of dispossession. 
 
 
The Dying Chief 
[The following verses have been written in 
memoriam of the ex-chief of the once numerous 
and famous Dabee tribe, known as James 
Lambert, who died recently (sic) at Capertee, New 
South Wales, aged 85. He was both esteemed and 
respected by the settlers in the west and was by 
them made the recipient of a handsome shield 
suitably inscribed with his name and credentials, 
of which, to the end of his days the horny-handed 
old warrior was ever most zealously proud.] 



 
	
The	night	wind	moans	o’er	the	dark	river	
			With	a	sigh	like	a	spirit	in	pain,	
The	flood	waters	shudder	and	shiver	
			And	murmur	a	mournful	refrain-	
			“Not	again	on	earth	–	never	again!”	
	
The	trees	–	to	and	fro	swaying	slowly,	
			Outlined	‘gainst	the	luminous	sky-	
Stretch	black	arms	like	phantoms	unholy,	
			Gaunt	arms	that	reach	weirdly	on	high,	
			With	a	dumb,	and	yet	passionate,	cry!	
	
Not	a	sound	on	the	earth	or	in	heaven,	
			Save	that	sad	inarticulate	moan,		
Like	the	plaint	of	a	soul,	unforgiv’n,	
			In	the	outer	world	wailing	alone	
			In	a	desolate,	dread	monotone.	
	
Lo!	‘neath	a	rude	mia-mia	lying,	
			Kin	bereft,	in	this	unhallowed	place,	
	The	ruler	of	western	plains,	dying-	
			Chief	revered	of	a	once	active	race,	
			Nigh	extinct	–	him	a	mouldering	trace.	
	
No	lubra	beside	her	lord	weepeth,	
			Nor	resounds	the	corroboree	near;	
Ev’ry	child	of	the	forest	fast	sleepeth	
			With	the	boomerang,	nullah	and	spear;	
			Hence	reign	sadness	and	solitude	here.	
	
Say,	when	vaunt	we	our	civ’lisation,	
Laud	our	heritage,	sunlit	and	free,	
Do	we	picture	the	vile	devastation	
			That	death-smote	the	tribes	of	Dabee,	
			Erst	who	revelled	in	fullness	and	glee?	
	
Availeth	it	naught	that	the	legions	
			Who	once	roved	on	the	shores	of	yon	bay	
Have	been	ruthlessly	hurled	to	the	regions	
			Where	Erebus	a	spell	holdeth	sway-	
			There	to	rest	till	the	great	Judgment	Day?	
.							.					.						.				.				.					.					.					.					.					.				.					.	
Sigh	on!	O	weird	wind,	in	your	sorrow!	
			Moan	on!	O	dark	tide,	to	the	sea!	
On	your	darkness	there	dawneth	a	morrow,	
			His	darkness	no	morrow	shall	see-	
			Gloom	rests	on	the	lonely	Dabee.	
	
Your	shade	will	be	‘whelmed	in	the	burning	
			Of	the	dawn	hues	the	Orient	that	stain,	
And	the	glow	of	the	sunlight	returning	
			Shall	pave	thee	with	brightness	again-	
			But	on	him	shall	it	quiver	in	vain.			
 
                       H H Lublin, The Leader, Feb 1895 
 


