
Introduction
The National Geographic Society–Smithsonian Institution–
Commonwealth of Australia Expedition to Arnhem Land,
Northern Territory, was planned as a result of negotiations
between representatives of the Australian Government and
the National Geographic Society of Washington, DC, USA.

The Australian Government realised that such an expedi-
tion afforded a great opportunity, both to better the good
relations between Australia and the USA, and to investigate
one of the least known parts of Australia, Arnhem Land,
where little was known of its natural history and ethnology.
To further these aims, the Minister for Information arranged
for a comprehensive study of the region by a party of
American and Australian scientists — an anthropologist, an
ethnologist, an archaeologist, a botanist/ecologist/ethno-
botanist and three zoologists to study mammals, birds, rep-
tiles and fish. A nutrition unit consisting of a nutritionist, a
medical officer and a biochemist was appointed by the
Australian Institute of Anatomy, Canberra, to study the health
and nutrition of Aborigines.

The Expedition of ten scientists, two photographers and
three support staff spent 7 months in the field from April to
October 1948. Four volumes of the Records of the American
–Australian Scientific Expedition to Arnhem Land were pub-
lished by Melbourne University Press (1956, 1958, 1960,
1962),1–4 several articles appeared in the National Geo-
graphic Magazine (1946–1949)5–9 and five films11–13 on the
culture of Arnhem Land Aborigines were produced. Personal

Experiences on the Coast of Adventure14 (edited by Ray and
Alison Specht) were collated at Southern Cross University,
Lismore, for the Fiftieth Arnhem Land Reunion (Sydney,
27–28th June 1998).

The results of the research of the Nutrition Unit of the
Australian Institute of Anatomy were published in the
Records of the American–Australian Scientific Expedition to
Arnhem Land Volume 2 Anthropology and Nutrition3

(Melbourne University Press 1960). The nutrition studies and
ethnobotany of nomadic Aborigines15 in coastal and inland
localities of Arnhem Land, undertaken by Margaret
McArthur, Fred D McCarthy and Ray L Specht, are sum-
marised in the following paper in this journal. Three reports
on the nutrition and health of Aborigines in Arnhem Land
settlements in 1948 are reproduced in this issue of Asia
Pacific Journal of Clinical Nutrition:
1. Food consumption and dietary levels of the Aborigines at

the settlements16 by Margaret McArthur (1960).
2. Report of the biochemical assessments of nutritional

status17 by Kelvin J. Hodges (1960).
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During the American–Australian Scientific Expedition to Arnhem Land in 1948, a nutritionist (Margaret
McArthur), a medical officer (Brian Billington), a biochemist (Kelvin Hodges) and also the ‘flying dentist’
(John Moody) observed the nutrition and health of Aborigines in the settlements on Groote Eylandt, at Yirrkala
and at Oenpelli, Northern Territory. The results of their research were published in the Records of the
American–Australian Scientific Expedition to Arnhem Land Volume 2 Anthropology and Nutrition. (Melbourne
University Press, 1960).

Although seasonal and regional variations in food supply were a constant problem for nomadic Aborigines
living on ‘bush tucker’ gathered from marine, freshwater and terrestrial ecosystems, the variety of food
provided a well-balanced diet according to the international recommendations of 1948.

In contrast, improvements in the 1948 diet of Aborigines in the settlements were strongly recommended.
1 An increase in the quantity of food given to older children and adolescents.
2 Regular distribution of fresh fruit and vegetables throughout the year from settlement gardens.
3 Regular supplies of fish, meat and other animal products, particularly for children, adolescents, pregnant and

lactating mothers.
4 Increased production of milk and greater care in its handling.
5 Greater use of whole grain cereals in preference to refined products.
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3. The health and nutritional status of the Aborigines18 by
Brian P. Billington (1960).
The general pathology of the Aborigines in the settle-

ments — trauma, tropical ulcers, respiratory diseases, vene-
real disease, yaws, eye lesions, skin diseases, leprosy,
malaria, filariasis, and internal parasites — is included in the
following facsimile reproduction of Billington’s article18 in
Volime 2 of the Records of the American–Australian Scien-
tific Expedition to Arnhem Land (1960).

The report19 on the dental and periodontal conditions of
Aborigines who were examined in the Arnhem Land settle-
ments during 1948 by the ‘flying dentist’ John E. H. Moody
has not been reproduced in this issue of the Asia Pacific
Journal of Clinical Nutrition.

Almost 40 years after the Arnhem Land Expedition of
1948, John Cawte examined the mental health of Aborigines
of Elcho Island and Groote Eylandt in Arhen Land. The
results of his studies are reported recently published books
(1996, 2000).20,21
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*

* The following is reproduced courtesy of the State Library of South Australia.



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 167



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges168



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 169



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges170



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 171



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges172



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 173



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges174



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 175



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges176



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 177



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges178



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 179



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges180



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 181



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges182



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 183



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges184



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 185



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges186



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 187



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges188



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 189



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges190



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 191



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges192



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 193



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges194



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 195



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges196



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 197



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges198



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 199



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges200



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 201



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges202



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 203



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges204



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 205



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges206



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 207



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges208



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 209



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges210



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 211



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges212



Nutrition and health (1948) of Aborigines in Arnhem Land settlements 213



M McArthur, BP Billington and KJ Hodges214


