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Just off the coast near Wollongong are five small islands.
They are known today as the Five Islands.
Behind them rises the Illawarra escarpment, including Mount Keira — a landmark that can be seen from many parts of the surrounding area.
For Dharawal people, this landscape has stories that reach back through generations.
One Dreaming story tells how Mount Keira and the Five Islands came to be.
This is the story of Oola-boola-woo and his six daughters.

Long ago, Oola-boola-woo, the West Wind, lived high on Merrigong.
He had six daughters.
Their names were Mimosa, Wilga, Lilli Pilli, Wattle, Clematis and Geera.
The girls had cousins who lived in a camp beside the sea.
From time to time, their cousins made the journey up the mountain to visit them.
They brought gifts from the coast — fish and beautiful shells — as well as fruit and flowers.
Usually, the children enjoyed their time together.
They played and laughed.
But Mimosa did not always treat her cousins kindly.
She argued and fought with them.

Oola-boola-woo became angry when he saw Mimosa's behaviour.
He lifted the great piece of rock on which she was sitting...
...and hurled it far from the mountain and out towards the sea.
Mimosa found herself separated from her family.
Around her was nothing but water.
She was wet, lonely and sorry for the way she had behaved.
There was no one there to play with.
As the days passed, Mimosa changed into a mermaid and slipped into the water, swimming around her rocky island.

Back on the mountain, however, Mimosa's sisters began to forget what had happened.
Before long, they too stopped listening to their father.
One evening, Oola-boola-woo returned home as the sun was setting.
He had spent the day as the West Wind — stirring dust across the country and fanning the flames of a great bushfire.
He was tired.
There he found Wilga playing with her pet lizard.
The things she had been expected to do had been left undone.
Oola-boola-woo was furious.
He drew in an enormous breath...
...and blew Wilga and the rock beneath her all the way out to sea.

When the people at the seaside camp looked towards the ocean the next morning, they saw something extraordinary.
There were now two rocky islands lying off the coast.
And it did not end there.
One after another, Lilli Pilli, Wattle and Clematis were also sent from the mountain.
Soon, five pieces of the mountain stood in the sea.
And on them were the five sisters, now mermaids, warming themselves in the sunshine and swimming through the surrounding waters.
These became the Five Islands.

Only Geera remained.
Without her sisters, the mountain home felt very different.
It was quiet.
Her father was often away, travelling as the West Wind.
And her cousins no longer made the long climb from their seaside camp as often as they once had.
Geera became lonely.
From high above the sea, she could see smoke rising from the camp below.
Beyond it were the five islands where her sisters now lived.
Geera sat there quietly, looking towards them.
And she remained there for so long... grass grew around her.
Wildflowers appeared.
Geera turned to stone.
And became part of the mountain itself.

According to this Dharawal Dreaming story, Geera became the mountain we know today as Mount Keira.
And her five sisters became the Five Islands lying off the Illawarra coast.
The landscape itself holds their story.
Today, the Five Islands form part of the Five Islands Nature Reserve.
But for Dharawal people, this Country has a history far older than the names found on a modern map.
Dreaming stories can carry knowledge about Country, people, relationships and the responsibilities people have towards one another.
They connect generations with places that can still be seen today.
So when you look from the Illawarra coast towards the Five Islands...
or look back towards Mount Keira...
you are looking at a landscape that has been known, named and storied for countless generations.
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