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The ongoing debate surrounding renaming the Cooks River to Goolay’yari underscores the
profound injustices endured by the Aboriginal community since the river's discovery in 1770. For
centuries, the river has borne witness to the suffering and displacement of its original
custodians, the Eora Nation. Beyond historical mistreatment, the Cooks River has suffered
severe environmental degradation, further alienating Aboriginal connection to this vital
waterway. The pollution and industrial waste that plague the river today symbolize a broader
disregard for Aboriginal culture and land. Renaming the river to Goolay’yari represents a crucial
step toward rectifying past wrongs and honoring the river’s original custodians. This essay
argues that renaming the Cooks River is imperative for acknowledging historical injustices and
fostering renewed respect for Aboriginal culture and environmental stewardship.

The Cooks River, known to the Eora Nation as Goolay’yari, holds deep cultural and spiritual
significance. Evidence of Aboriginal presence along its banks predates European arrival, with
landmarks like Tempe House serving as testament to this enduring connection. The Gadigal,
Wangal, and Gameygal clans thrived here, relying on the river for sustenance and spiritual
practices deeply intertwined with their cultural identity.

Aboriginal customs along the Cooks River were rooted in sustainable practices honed over
millennia. Fishing, hunting, and gathering were central to their way of life, intricately balanced
with environmental stewardship. The Eora people employed sophisticated fishing techniques
such as weirs and fish traps, allowing them to harvest fish while preserving the river’s
ecosystem. These practices not only sustained their communities but also exemplified a
profound respect and care for their environment, contrasting sharply with the exploitation and
neglect that followed European colonization.

Spiritual practices tied to the river were integral to Aboriginal cosmology, steeped in Dreamtime
narratives that imbued the land with sacred meaning. Ancestral stories of creation and the
land’s formation underscored the interconnectedness of all life, reinforcing the river’s status as
more than a natural resource—it was a living entity central to Aboriginal identity.

The arrival of Europeans, however, marked a profound disruption. Captain Cook’s naming of the
river in 1770 initiated a period of violent upheaval and dispossession. European settlers soon
followed, claiming Aboriginal lands for agriculture and urban development. This encroachment
led to significant conflict as Aboriginal people were forcibly removed from their ancestral lands,
disrupting their social structures and traditional practices.

Despite these challenges, Aboriginal resilience persisted, albeit under severe strain. The forced
displacement and cultural suppression inflicted deep wounds, severing ties to land and cultural
practices essential to their identity. The loss of connection to the Cooks River, renamed after
Captain Cook, epitomized the broader assault on Aboriginal culture and heritage.

For Aboriginal people, the connection to land transcends mere geography—it is a profound
relationship imbued with spiritual significance and cultural identity. Central to this connection
is the Dreamtime, a complex cosmological framework that intertwines creation stories with the
land’s physical features. Dreamtime narratives recount the journeys of ancestral beings who
shaped the landscape, bestowing sacred meaning upon places like the Cooks River.



Land, in Aboriginal philosophy, is not static but a dynamic, living entity. This perspective informs
sustainable practices that sustained Aboriginal societies for millennia. Techniques like
controlled burning were employed not only for land management but also to promote
biodiversity and maintain ecological balance. The nomadic lifestyle, moving with seasonal
rhythms, allowed for regeneration of the land and ensured the sustainability of resources,
reflecting a deep ecological knowledge honed through generations of intimate engagement with
the environment.

The severance caused by European colonization was not just physical displacement but a
profound cultural and spiritual dislocation. Policies of assimilation and segregation sought to
erase Aboriginal identity, disrupting traditional practices and severing intergenerational
transmission of cultural knowledge. Children were forcibly removed from families, a practice
known as the Stolen Generations, further fracturing communities and eroding cultural
continuity.

Despite these challenges, Aboriginal resilience endures, evidenced by ongoing efforts to

reclaim cultural practices and reconnect with ancestral lands. The symbolic renaming of the
Cooks River to Goolay’yari holds profound significance in this context, representing a reclaiming
of cultural identity and a reaffirmation of Aboriginal custodianship over the land.

The arrival of Europeans in Australia, spearheaded by Captain Cook’s voyage in 1770, heralded
a devastating chapter in Aboriginal history. The Cooks River, named in honor of Cook, became a
poignant symbol of this tumultuous period. European settlement brought with it diseases,
violence, and systematic dispossession that reshaped the social and ecological landscape of
the region.

Captain Cook’s naming of the river marked the beginning of a process that would fundamentally
alter Aboriginal societies. European settlers, viewing the land through a lens of exploitation and
ownership, sought to impose their own structures and practices upon the existing Aboriginal
cultures. This colonization process was not just about territorial expansion but a systematic
dismantling of Aboriginal ways of life.

The impact on Aboriginal communities was catastrophic. Diseases introduced by Europeans,
such as smallpox, ravaged populations with no immunity, leading to widespread mortality and
social upheaval. Violent conflicts erupted as settlers encroached upon Aboriginal lands,
displacing communities and disrupting traditional patterns of life.

The introduction of European legal and economic systems further marginalized Aboriginal
people, relegating them to the fringes of society. Policies of segregation and assimilation aimed
to eradicate Aboriginal cultural practices and languages, forcibly removing children from
families to be raised in institutions designed to assimilate them into European ways of life. This
practice, known as the Stolen Generations, had profound intergenerational impacts, fracturing
families and eroding cultural continuity.

The legacy of European colonization continues to reverberate through Aboriginal communities
today. Socioeconomic disparities, health inequalities, and ongoing challenges in asserting land
rights underscore the enduring impacts of historical injustices. The Cooks River, named after
Captain Cook, embodies this legacy—a constant reminder of the trauma inflicted upon
Aboriginal people and the resilience required to endure and reclaim cultural identity.



The Cooks River, once a vital lifeline for the Eora Nation, has endured significant environmental
degradation since European settlement. Historically, the river provided sustenance,
transportation, and spiritual connection for Aboriginal communities, supporting a rich tapestry
of cultural practices and ecological balance.

With the advent of European industrialization, however, the river’s ecosystem underwent drastic
transformation. Urbanization and industrial activities introduced pollutants and contaminants
into the river’s waters, disrupting its delicate balance and irreversibly altering its natural habitat.
Factories and sewage systems discharged waste directly into the river, leading to widespread
pollution and degradation of water quality.

Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, the Cooks River became increasingly polluted, earning
a reputation as one of the most contaminated waterways in Australia. Environmental disasters,
such as the cyanide spill of 1942, underscored the river’s vulnerability to industrial negligence
and underscored the broader disregard for its ecological health.

The environmental degradation of the Cooks River parallels the social and cultural
marginalization experienced by Aboriginal communities. Both processes are rooted in a colonial
mindset that prioritized exploitation and resource extraction over sustainability and
environmental stewardship. For Aboriginal people, the degradation of the river symbolizes the
broader assault on their cultural heritage and custodial responsibilities.

Renaming the Cooks River to Goolay’yari represents a symbolic gesture toward reclaiming
environmental integrity and honoring Aboriginal custodianship. It signifies a commitment to
restoring the river’s ecological health and reconnecting Aboriginal communities with a vital
cultural and spiritual resource.

The debate over renaming the Cooks River to Goolay’yari transcends a mere change in
nomenclature; it embodies a profound reckoning with Australia’s colonial past and ongoing
commitment to reconciliation. The river’s history—from its cultural significance to the Eora
Nation to its environmental degradation—mirrors the broader narrative of colonization and its
enduring impacts on Aboriginal people.

While renaming the river will not erase the injustices of the past, it represents a crucial step
toward acknowledging historical wrongs and honoring Aboriginal resilience. Goolay’yari
signifies a reclamation of cultural identity and custodial responsibility, restoring dignity to a vital
natural resource deeply entwined with Aboriginal spiritual and cultural life.

As Prime Minister Anthony Albanese aptly remarked, the current name, “crook Cooks River,”
reflects not only its polluted state but also the troubled history it embodies. Renaming it to
Goolay’yariis a gesture of respect and recognition, redirecting the river’s trajectory toward
healing and reconciliation.

In conclusion, renaming the Cooks River to Goolay’yari is a necessary act of justice and
reconciliation—an acknowledgment of past wrongs and a commitment to a future where
Aboriginal culture, environmental stewardship, and social justice are honored and celebrated. It
is a small yet powerful step toward a more equitable and inclusive Australia.



This expanded structure provides a comprehensive exploration of the topic while maintaining
clarity and depth across all sections. Let me know if there are any further adjustments or
specific details you'd like to include!
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