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Welcome to the first issue of The CROSS-POLLINATOR. We aim to pack our monthly
newsletter with information and news about native bees and to keep our members
updated with the workshops, meetings, demonstrations and any events that are
happening in the native bee world.

FEATURE ARTICLE
Each monthly issue of CROSS-POLLINATOR will include an original feature article. This
month’s, our first, is a fascinating journey deep back into Australian colonial history by
Dean Haley. Dean is well known as an innovative stingless beekeeper, president of the
Brisbane branch of ANBA, an active observer of bees in the wild and inventor of new
hive designs and beekeeping products. He has a strong interest in stingless bee honey
and is leading work towards a stingless bee honey standard. But here Dean casts an
eye to the past as he explores the origins of the word Sugarbag. Dean, who has Aboriginal ancestry, concludes that “The word is as Aussie as Kangaroo or Wombat”.
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Sugarbag History; The origin of the unique word for
Australian native bee honey
by Dean Haley
Summary: I searched the literature to find the origin of the word sugarbag, which is
now commonly used for the honey of native stingless bees. I uncover the fact that
sugarbag is a remnant word of a forgotten NSW pidgin language from the 1820’s that
has been re-absorbed into mainstream Australian English.
Australia has eleven species of native social stingless bees inhabiting the warmer parts
of NSW, QLD, NT and WA. These bees are tiny (around 4mm long), and mostly black.
They nest in natural spaces such as hollow trees and produce half a litre or so of delicious, sometimes interestingly sour honey each year. This honey is called “sugarbag”1.
European settlers had the word “honey”, and Indigenous Australians had words in
their own languages (e.g. Dharug words nguwaga and gadyang2), yet the rather
strange word sugarbag developed in early colonial New South Wales. This article discusses the history of that word.
This is a contentious subject in the Australian native bee community where for many
years the origin of the sugarbag word has been speculated and contested. In The Australian Native Bee Book3 (Heard 2016), Tim Heard finds a strong Indigenous cultural
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colony of New South Wales. This was a period of much conflict between these peoples, as evidenced from the newspaper articles of the time. Others were developing bridges between people, culture, and language. The tale involves an
extinct Pidgin English language that will be a surprise to
many people reading here. This language was largely forgotten until Jakelin Fleur Troyi reminded us in her 1994 thesis5 (MELALEUKA – A history and description of New South
Wales Pidgin). Sugarbag is a remnant word of that forgotten
NSW pidgin language (Troy 1994, page 231) that has been reabsorbed into mainstream Australian English. There are over
500 Aboriginal language words found in Australian English 6.
Sugarbag is special, as it is one of the very few that has an
origin in the extinct Port Jackson Pidgin.

Sydney circa 1820’s when the pidgin language was growing [Image source: Sydney Living Museums]
connection. Tim quotes a 1904 book Tom Petrie’s Reminiscences of Early Queensland4 (Petrie 1904) as being the earliest mention of sugarbag that he could find. Other stingless
bee enthusiasts point to alternative references, and theorise
that straining wild European bee honey through the cloth
sacks called sugar bags (a process called sugar-bagging) was
the origin of the name with no Aboriginal cultural connection. A few enthusiasts have even questioned the legitimacy
of sugarbag as a word for stingless bee honey.
The tale of the origin of this word is a journey through history. It begins in the 1820’s when two cultures, Aboriginal and
European were thrust together in Port Jackson, the early

Pidgin languages develop in contact or trading situations
where there are three or more language groups. Where
there are only two language groups, one language or the
other dominates, or the people become bi-lingual (Troy
1994, page 5). At first the colonists were only talking with the
Dharug speaking Eora people. However as the colony expanded into other language areas, the pidgin language grew.
The following map shows the different language groups
around Port Jackson in the 1820’s.
The earliest record I can find of Sydney Aboriginal people and
sugar bags is a newspaper article from 18277. In this article,
the Aboriginal people are described as soaking empty sugar
bags in water, and then sucking the sweet juice “…as one
might suck the juice out of an orange”7. This was described as
occurring in group situations of 8 to 10 people 7, and was likely very similar to cultural practices of sharing honey, where
honey was mixed with water and sucked through processed

“The tale of the origin of this word is a journey through history. It begins in the 1820’s when
two cultures, Aboriginal and European were thrust together in Port Jackson

bark fibres (Heard 2016). The Eora people would have been
using the word to ask for or trade for more sugar bags. As
sugar bags were being used in the same cultural context as
their traditional honey, I believe this is how the word entered the pidgin language and became the word for honey.
In 1831, Robert Dawsonii published his book The Present
State of Australia8. On page 136 he passes an axe to a
Worimi man north of Port Jackson. The man expressed
satisfaction and pleasure, and told Dawson in pidgin, that
he would get “choogar-bag” and pointed to the branches of
a nearby tree. Dawsons guide Bungareeiii confirmed that
this meant honey. This 1831 reference to a pidgin word
(choogar-bag) is the first known record of sugarbag meaning native bee honey.
I researched newspaper articles using the National Library
of Australia (Trove) digitised records. I searched the following terms, for the years 1800 to 1900; (Sugarbag, sugarbag
honey, sugarbag bee, bush bee, bush honey, wild bee, wild
honey, native bee, native honey, stingless bee, trigona, trigona bee, trigona honey). The Trove digitised records are an
extremely good reference for anyone doing historical research and the search engine is easy to use.
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Indigenous languages and peoples of the Sydney region. [Image source: Wikipedia]
There were more than 50 newspaper articles9 which used
the term sugarbag, and there was an Aboriginal cultural
connection in the majority of these articles. It is my belief
that in these early years, Indigenous Australian’s referred
to all wild bee honey as sugarbag, and did not distinguish

between native and European bees. The search term “Native
Bee” returned some very well written articles with early insights into native bee behaviour showing early interest in our
bees. E.g. In 1803 in Sydney we have the following; “Some
days ago a small Hive was found in the hollow of a tree that
had been brought into town as fuel. When taken out a prodigious swarm of small bees flew out upon the bystanders and
nearly covered the person who held it in his hand, but without
stinging him or any other person. About a pint of honey was
taken from it, and the hive afterwards presented to a Gentleman.”10

Notes:
i. Jakelin Fleur Troy PhD: Dr Troy now works as the Director,
Indigenous Research, Office of the Deputy Vice Chancellor
Research – The University of Sydney. Dr Troy’s thesis in 1994
was the first modern recognition of the sugarbag word origin,
though this discovery went un-noticed in the stingless bee
community.
ii. Robert Dawson (1782 – 1866): Dawson arrived in Sydney in
1825, at the request of John Macarthur to “act as NSW Chief
Agent of the newly formed Australian Agricultural Company”.
(source Wikipedia). He lived in Worimi country from 1826 –
1828.
11
Stingless bees were sent to London in 1825 and Paris in
12
1854 “Among the recent contributions to the Paris Exhibition iii. Bungaree (1775 – 1830): A man of the Kurringgai people of
Broken Bay north of Sydney. He was regarded “as an explorer,
is a glass hive, with a wooden top and bottom, containing a
entertainer, and Aboriginal community leader” (source Wikmost extraordinary swarm of native bees, which may be seen
ipedia). Bungaree was widely respected by European and Aboat any moment, in their usual busy manner, going through all
the ramifications of their most complicated and delicate mech- riginal people.
anism of wax and honey. The view which it presents is fraught
References and information sources:
with the deepest curiosity and interest, and will no doubt
afford matter for the most pleasurable research on the part of 1. [Internet dictionary, April 2019] en.oxforddictionaries.com/
definition/sugar_bag
the ‘bee fanciers’ of Europe. The hive has been courteously
2. [Internet dictionary, April 2019]
12
presented by Sir Thomas Mitchell.”
www.dharug.dalang.com.au/language/dictionary
Newspaper searches of wild European bees was also inter3. Heard, T (2016). The Australian Native Bee Book (page 103)
esting. The spread of these bees across Australia was docu4. Petrie, C (1904). Tom Petrie’s reminiscences of early
mented, as was the arrival of wax moth, brood disease, and
Queensland (dating from 1837)
imported Italian bees. I found no mention of European bee
5. Troy, J (1994). Melaleuka – A history and description of New
‘sugar-bagging’ in these pre 1900 newspaper articles.
South Wales Pidgin (Thesis submission to Australian
National University)
In a final twist to the tale, I introduce yet another language.
Missionaries from Port Jackson NSW arrived in the Northern 6. [Internet article, April 2019] www.creativespirits.info/
aboriginalculture/language/aboriginal-words-inTerritory in 1908 and established the Roper River Mission. The
australian-english
history surrounding the upheaval of Aboriginal people at this
7.
[Newspaper
article from National Library of Australia
time is another sad page in Australian history. The result was
(TROVE)
digitised records https://
displaced people (many of them children), virtually refugees
trove.nla.gov.au>newspaper
(April, 2019)]; The Aussettling on the mission. These people came from 8 different
tralian,
31
Oct
1827,
p3
language groups. Port Jackson Pidgin was the communication
base at this mission, and this grew into Northern Territory 8. Dawson, R (1831). The present state of Australia; Description of the country, its advantages and prospects with
Kriol language over time. This is a living language with over
reference to emigration: and a particular account of
50,000 speakers, with an estimated 10,000 people using it as a
the manners, customs, and condition of the Aborigifirst language. Creole (Kriol) languages are more sophisticated
nal Inhabitants. (2nd ed.)
than the pidgin from which they originate. They have many
9.
Newspaper
articles from National Library of Australia
distinct words, and their own use of syntax and grammar. The
(TROVE)
digitised records that use the word
choogar-bag or sugarbag of the early Port Jackson Pidgin also
“sugarbag”
in a sentence https://
survives in Northern Territory Kriol as “sugabeg” or
trove.nla.gov.au>newspaper
(April, 2019).
“shugabeg”. The following is an example of sugabeg used in a
Kriol sentence: “Sambala bin go lukabat, sugabeg, en sambala
bin gidimat masul langa rainingwoda.”13 (Jentian 1977).

The Moreton Bay Courier (Brisbane, Qld. : 1846 - 1861) Saturday 11 December 1858 p 2 Article

Sugarbag, meaning Australian native bee honey1 certainly has
an interesting history. Its origins come from a time of language building between two very different cultures. As a surviving relict of the extinct Port Jackson Pidgin language, the
word origins can equally be claimed as Colonial English, Worimi, Dharug and other Indigenous people/languages of the
Sydney basin area. The word is as Aussie as Kangaroo or
Wombat (from Dharug word Wumbat2).

The Moreton Bay Courier (Brisbane, Qld. : 1846 - 1861) Saturday 5 March 1859 p 2 Article

I would like to conclude by acknowledging my Aboriginal
(Ngemba Wielwan) ancestry and to express my respect for the
Indigenous people of NSW and Northern Territory that I have
mentioned. I respect the peacemakers in all cultures, and
hope we can sit down and share sugarbag together.

The Moreton Bay Courier (Brisbane, Qld. : 1846 - 1861) Saturday 30 April 1859 p 4 Article
The Maitland Mercury and Hunter River General Advertiser
(NSW : 1843 - 1893) Tuesday 8 January 1861 p 2 Article
Maryborough Chronicle, Wide Bay and Burnett Advertiser (Qld.
: 1860 - 1947) Saturday 24 December 1864 p 3 Article
Dalby Herald and Western Queensland Advertiser (Qld. : 1866 1879) Thursday 31 May 1866 p 2 Article
Rockhampton Bulletin and Central Queensland Advertiser (Qld.
: 1861 - 1871) Saturday 16 March 1867 p 2 Article
The Queenslander (Brisbane, Qld.: 1866 - 1939) Saturday 13
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November 1869 p 8 Article
Australian Town and Country Journal (Sydney, NSW : 1870 - 1907)
Saturday 6 July 1872 p 27 Article Illustrated
The Armidale Express and New England General Advertiser (NSW :
1856 - 1861; 1863 - 1889; 1891 - 1954) Friday 15 September
1876 p 4 Article
The Queenslander (Brisbane, Qld. : 1866 - 1939) Saturday 30 September 1876 p 28 Article
Rockhampton Bulletin (Qld. : 1871 - 1878) Saturday 10 February
1877 p 2 Article
The Darling Downs Gazette and General Advertiser (Toowoomba,
Qld. : 1858 - 1880) Monday 24 December 1877 p 3 Article
Australian Town and Country Journal (Sydney, NSW : 1870 - 1907)
Saturday 14 September 1878 p 17 Article

The Burrangong Argus (NSW : 1865 - 1913) Saturday 4 January 1879
p 4 Article
Clarence and Richmond Examiner and New England Advertiser
(Grafton, NSW : 1859 - 1889) Saturday 6 March 1880 p 5 Article
Australian Town and Country Journal (Sydney, NSW : 1870 - 1907)
Saturday 31 July 1880 p 32 Article Illustrated
The Queenslander (Brisbane, Qld. : 1866 - 1939) Saturday 22 October 1881 p 525 Article
Morning Bulletin (Rockhampton, Qld. : 1878 - 1954) Friday 11 November 1881 p 3 Article
Western Star and Roma Advertiser (Toowoomba, Qld. : 1875 - 1948)
Wednesday 16 November 1881 p 4 Article

The Queenslander (Brisbane, Qld. : 1866 - 1939) Saturday 1 July
1882 p 12 Article
Morning Bulletin (Rockhampton, Qld. : 1878 - 1954) Wednesday 3
January 1883 p 1 Article
The Queenslander (Brisbane, Qld. : 1866 - 1939) Saturday 21 April
1883 p 631 Article
Australian Town and Country Journal (Sydney, NSW : 1870 - 1907)
Saturday 26 May 1883 p 20 Article
Morning Bulletin (Rockhampton, Qld. : 1878 - 1954) Tuesday 30
October 1883 p 2 Article
Queensland Figaro (Brisbane, Qld. : 1883 - 1885) Saturday 30 August
1884 p 10 Article
Australian Town and Country Journal (Sydney, NSW : 1870 - 1907)
Saturday 13 September 1884 p 28 Article
The Brisbane Courier (Qld. : 1864 - 1933) Monday 8 March 1886 p 2
Article
The Queenslander (Brisbane, Qld. : 1866 - 1939) Saturday 13 March
1886 p 424 Article
The Riverine Herald (Echuca, Vic. : Moama, NSW : 1869 - 1954; 1998
- 2000) Wednesday 17 November 1886 p 2 Article
The Australasian Sketcher with Pen and Pencil (Melbourne, Vic. :
1873 - 1889) Thursday 17 May 1888 p 71 Article
The Brisbane Courier (Qld. : 1864 - 1933) Tuesday 12 June 1888 p 6
Article
Evening Journal (Adelaide, SA : 1869 - 1912) Saturday 4 March 1893
p 8 Article
Northern Territory Times and Gazette (Darwin, NT : 1873 - 1927)
Friday 22 September 1893 p 3 Article
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Darling Downs Gazette (Qld. : 1881 - 1922) Saturday 18 November
1893 p 4 Article
The Brisbane Courier (Qld. : 1864 - 1933) Thursday 31 May 1894 p 2
Article
The Western Champion and General Advertiser for the CentralWestern Districts (Barcaldine, Qld. : 1892 - 1922) Tuesday 2 July
1895 p 9 Article
The Queenslander (Brisbane, Qld. : 1866 - 1939) Saturday 16 November 1895 p 938 Article
Queensland Times, Ipswich Herald and General Advertiser (Qld. :
1861 - 1908) Tuesday 17 March 1896 p 6 Article
Coolgardie Pioneer (WA : 1895 - 1901) Saturday 3 October 1896 p 4
Article
Freeman's Journal (Sydney, NSW : 1850 - 1932) Saturday 19 December 1896 p 5 Article
The Brisbane Courier (Qld. : 1864 - 1933) Thursday 20 May 1897 p 6
Article
The Queenslander (Brisbane, Qld. : 1866 - 1939) Saturday 21 August
1897 p 857 Article
Leader (Melbourne, Vic. : 1862 - 1918, 1935) Saturday 20 August
1898 p 34 Article
The Australasian (Melbourne, Vic. : 1864 - 1946) Saturday 20 August
1898 p 11 Article
The Telegraph (Brisbane, Qld. : 1872 - 1947) Friday 2 September
1898 p 2 Article
Clarence and Richmond Examiner (Grafton, NSW : 1889 - 1915) Saturday 3 September 1898 p 3 Article
The Queenslander (Brisbane, Qld. : 1866 - 1939) Saturday 1 October
1898 p 634 Article
The Queenslander (Brisbane, Qld. : 1866 - 1939) Saturday 1 October
1898 p 633 Article
The Queenslander (Brisbane, Qld. : 1866 - 1939) Saturday 31 December 1898 p 1257 Article
The Australasian (Melbourne, Vic. : 1864 - 1946) Saturday 18 February 1899 p 12 Article
Clarence and Richmond Examiner (Grafton, NSW : 1889 - 1915) Saturday 25 February 1899 p 7 Article
Freeman's Journal (Sydney, NSW : 1850 - 1932) Saturday 8 April
1899 p 8 Article
The Brisbane Courier (Qld. : 1864 - 1933) Tuesday 18 April 1899 p 9
Article
The Queenslander (Brisbane, Qld. : 1866 - 1939) Saturday 10 June
1899 p 1059 Article
The Western Champion and General Advertiser for the CentralWestern Districts (Barcaldine, Qld. : 1892 - 1922) Tuesday 12
June 1900 p 9 Article

10. Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser (NSW : 1803
- 1842), Sunday 4 September 1803, page 2
11. Australian (Sydney, NSW : 1824 - 1848), Thursday 8 December 1825, page 3
12. Sydney Morning Herald (NSW : 1842 - 1954), Monday 9 October 1854, page 5
13. Jentian, D (1977). Anemlen Wokabat

Form a new local branch
The newly formed Australian Native Bee Association Inc.
(ANBA) aims to build a dynamic member-based organisation dedicated to protecting all native bees (not only stingless bees), protecting our members and providing great
learning resources and social experiences. For details about
forming a local branch go here: https://
australiannativebee.org.au/Form-a-new-local-branch
The Brisbane branch has already held its first two meetings.
We are in discussion with numerous potential branches
around the country. Let us know if you are interested in
forming a local branch. See our website for details on
what’s required. https://australiannativebee.org.au.
Although we only have one functional current branch (Brisbane), we are working with many to build a national network, see the table
below. If you are in one of these areas, please make contact. If you wish to form a new branch let us know.

Second Australian Native Bee Conference

ANBA in the press

Don’t miss the second Australian Native Bee conference in Brisbane,
5-7 December 2019. SAVE THE DATE! More info at https://
australiannativebeeconference.com.au.

To promote our new association, we put out a press release which was published in a number of outlets such as
Indulge Magazine online. See at: https://
indulgemagazine.net/buzzy-business/

Competitions for Logo and Newsletter Name
If you are one of the many talented creatives who entered our competitions, we know you’re bursting
to hear about the decision, and most importantly who gets the prizes. We are asking for your patience as we sort through the wonderful ideas and art. We are so overwhelmed by the entries that we
are considering their use not just for a logo but for banners, letterhead, posters, etc. See just a few of
the logos scattered in random places through this newsletter.
The prize for the Newsletter title went to Alan Hyman from Bathurst NSW, for his entry: CROSS-

POLLINATOR. Alan’s explanation: Newsletter title implying an exchange of information /
research / ideas/ forum with obvious bee reference. Congratulations Alan.
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Indigenous honey production
Honey production from Australia’s native stingless bees has serious potential. See this story on developing a native stingless bee
honey industry on Minjerribah. https://indulgemagazine.net/
indigenous-honey-trial/

Australia Post releases a stamp issue
featuring Australian Native Bees
Read the details to the wonderful new stamp issue.
https://www.australiannativebee.org.au/news/7578453

More recognition of stingless bee honey
The Sydney Royal Easter Show holds it’s the first native bee honey competition. Read all about it here:
https://australiannativebee.org.au/news/7581913

Native Bee Workshops, Events and Seminars
Contact us to add your events to our notice board.
WORKSHOPS ON STINGLESS BEEKEEPING
By Dr Tim Heard and/or Dr Tobias Smith
(Sugarbag Bees)
See website for an extensive series of educational
events in Qld and NSW: https://sugarbag.net/events
COURSES AT LISMORE ACE COMMUNITY COLLEGE
By Frank Adcock (Nashua Native Bees)
Benefits of Keeping Native Bees
14 September 2019, 9.30-3.30pm, and
16 November 2019, 9.30-3.30pm.
Cost: $80
More details: https://www.acecolleges.edu.au/course
-category/leisure-and-lifestyle/relaxation/benefits-ofkeeping-native-bees-field-trip

Please send us details of your upcoming events and we will add them to our calendar.
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Brisbane Branch News
ANBA

The Australian Native Bee
Association Inc promotes
the conservation and sustainable use of all Australian
native bees. ANBA achieves
that by providing resources,
disseminating information,
supporting members and
communicating with stakeholders.

For more information and
to join, please go to our
website: https://
australiannativebee.org.au
Facebook: https://
www.facebook.com/
Australian.Native.Bee.Association/
Contact: Secretary: Trevor
Weatherhead, 0427
960735, Email:
sec@australiannativebee.or
g.au

Last meeting: A rapt audience were treated to a fabulous display of native bee hive innovation at
the June meeting of the Brisbane branch. Member Steve compiled photos and documented the
highlights on his website. Read it here: http://nativebeehives.com/bnbc-meeting-02-06-2019/
Future meetings: The Brisbane Branch meets on the first Sunday of the month from 1 – 3 pm at
THECA, 47 Fleming Rd, Chapel Hill, 4069. Meetings focus on the invited speaker, here’s the next
few events.
7 Jul 2019. Dr Romina Rader; The role of native bees in pollination of crops in Australia
4 Aug 2019 Tim Heard and Dean Haley; Stingless bee Honey and a national standard
1 Sep 2019 Dean Haley and Nick Powell; Dean and Nick's variety show
6 Oct 2019 Various speakers; Field day
Reminder to members of the Brisbane Branch: Please join the ANBA to keep receiving Newsletters, to hear about events and to get a discounted entry to meetings. The Brisbane branch
Newsletter is now a part of the ANBA Newsletter (Cross Pollinator) which you will continue to
receive if you join up here: https://australiannativebee.org.au/.

Next meeting of Brisbane Branch
1-3 pm, 7 Jul 2019 at THECA, 47 Fleming Rd, Chapel Hill, 4069.
We will heard from Dr Romina Rader on The role of native bees
in pollination of crops in Australia
Romina is a Senior Lecturer in Community Ecology at the University of New England, Armidale. Her research interests include the
identity and performance of insect pollinators in crops, plantanimal interactions and the response of biodiversity to landscape and environmental change. Please contribute $2 for
members of ANBA, or $5 for non-members. Light refreshments
served.
DON’T MISS THIS TALK, ROMINA IS A GREAT SCIENTIST AND COMMUNICATOR

Do you have a contribution to Cross-pollinator? Please send text and accompanying
pictures to comoff@australiannativebee.org.au
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