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EDITORIAL

This unique edition of Westerly provides a space for Aboriginal stories
to be published and heard. There is a great diversity in the stories in this
edition, some focus on family relationships, others on Country and some on
the trauma of colonisation. A common theme is the subtle and often ironic
sense of humour that threads through the collection, offering a sense of
hope and resilience. The collection is thought-provoking, insightful, sad,
funny, and full of all those wonderful foibles that make us all human.
Working with stories is always a privilege, but it has been a particular
honour to be involved with this collection, which is the first edition
Westerly has ever produced comprised solely of the works of Aboriginal
writers. We would like to thank all of the contributors for their wonderful
stories, The University of Western Australia’s School of Indigenous
Studies for supporting the project and the editors of Westerly for the
opportunity to showcase the works of Aboriginal writers.
Sally Morgan and Blaze Kwaymullina, Guest Editors

This issue of Westerly introduces its new, biannual format, with what we
think of as a ‘traditional’ issue published mid-year and a ‘creative’ issue
published late in the year. Westerly has been annual since 2000 and we are
excited by the new opportunities this change offers.
It is significant that this development coincides with an issue of Westerly
devoted to the work of Indigenous writers and artists. We congratulate its
guest editors, Sally Morgan and Blaze Kwaymullina and their contributors,
5
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for all their extraordinary work. It has been a very rewarding and exciting
experience working with Sally and Blaze on this Westerly.
There are other changes at Westerly. Dennis Haskell’s distinguished
association with the journal, as an editor and a voice for Westerly has
been a very long and significant one. But even editors grow old, and
in Dennis’s case, he has finally become too busy to continue to have a
direct role in the journal’s publication, having taken up an appointment
as Chair of the Literature Board of the Australia Council, although his
interest and influence will remain strong. At the same time, Westerly is
pleased to welcome a new co-editor in Tony Hughes-d’Aeth. Tony is a
UWA colleague, a member of the Westerly Centre and he brings a wide
knowledge of the local and the national writing scene as well as his own
dedication to all that Westerly stands for.
Delys Bird and Tony Hughes-d’Aeth, Editors

PATRICIA HACKETT PRIZE
The editors have pleasure in announcing the
joint winners of the Patricia Hackett Prize for
the best contribution to Westerly No. 53, 2008:

Mark O’Flynn for his story ‘Red Shoes’ and
Mike Williams for his story ‘The Gig’

6
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Djidi Djidi, Wardong, Kulbardi, Walitj and Weitj:
Nyungar Dream Time Messengers
Leonard M. Collard

Len Collard, a Whadjuck/Balardong Nyungar.
is a Traditional Owner of the Swan Riverlands
and surrounding districts. He is married to
Lisa, has two daughters, Mia Joy and Ingrid
Marie, and one granddaughter, Haley Mae.
Len is a Director of Moodjar Consultancy,
specialising in Whadjuck and generic Nyungar
Culture as a sustainable principle and guide
framework for working within our culture
today in an ethical and respectful way. Len can
be contacted on moodjar@yahoo.com.au

N

yungar yarns or stories about the Nyungar Rainbow Serpent
(Waakle), our boodjar (country), moort (family) and katitjin
(knowledge) are central to the handing down of Nyungar culture and
belief systems from one generation to another. These yarns have been
passed on since the Nyungar nyittiny or ‘creation time’ and form
the basis of our Cosmology, which as in other cultures, is an explana
tion of much of one’s worldview, morals, values, behaviour, fears,
superstitions, taboos and very instincts. Nyungar yarning and writing
is an attempt to articulate these Nyungar social thematics. The follow
ing yarns are told by Nyungar katitj boordier (knowledge leaders)
Balardong/Wilmen Janet Hayden, Pinjarep/Yamatji Dr Richard Walley,
Whadjuck/Balardong ‘Keeper of the Stories’ Tom Yelakitj Bennell, and
Whadjuck/Balardong Sealin Garlett, and are as old as Nyungar.
7
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Katitjin or knowledge given to Nyungar by the Waakal or Nyungar
Rainbow Serpent included all things connected to our boodjar. The
Waakal gave us our katitjin or knowledge about the boodjar and
the sacred sites such as Mt Stirling, Mt Caroline, Mt Bakewell, Mt
Matilda, Kokerbin Rock, Boyagin Rock, Mandikan, Mundaring, Karta
Koomba, Waakal Mia, and the Derbal Yerrigan (Swan Estuary) and our
relationship to them. Waakal gave us this knowledge about Nyungar
and our kinship relationships, responsibilities and obligations to one
another be they Whadjuck, Balardong, Wilmen or Pinjareb. The Creator
gave us our katitjin about the six seasons, birds, animals, plants, bush
medicines, trees, rivers, waterholes, hills, gullies, the stars, moon,
sun, rocks and their interconnectedness in the web of life.
One of the themes in the Nyungar cosmology are the yarns about
the role of birds and what they represent to Nyungar. The following
stories, which are in keeping with our Nyungar oral tradition, were
shared by Nyungar maam and yorkga boordier from our boodjar area.
We are all active participants in these intergenerational oral yarns and
I am very grateful to all the Keepers of the Stories and custodians of
such ancient Nyungar katitj. In this paper I will maar wangkiny, or in
hand writing, reflect the discussions with my moort katitj boordier
about the way we, as Nyungar, make sense of the Nyungar worldview
through the activities of birds and the messages they convey and how
Nyungar then interpret these. The stories will focus on several birds
that are very important in Nyungar cosmology. One such bird is the
Djidi Djidi — the Willy Wagtail who is often known as the messenger or
spy bird. Then there is Wardong — the Crow who is a lazy and cunning
scavenger. Walitj — the Eagle is the most powerful guardian of the sky
and then there is Kulbardi — the Magpie — he is the clever singer.
Yarns about Djidi Djidi and Wardong
I asked Aunty Janet Hayden about some bird stories that had been
passed down to her and the role of these birds in our culture. She
explained in detail to me what ‘Nutty’ had told her as a young girl
8
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about bird stories. Tom Bennell was my deman or grandfather. He was
also commonly known as Yelakitj or the ‘Keeper of the stories’, and
was the son of Kate Collard and Dooram Bennell of Brookton. Many
of our moort also affectionately called him ‘Nutty’. He married my
dembart, Muriel McGuire, they only had one child, Elizabeth Jean,
who was my gnarnk or mum. Deman Yelakitj had this to say on audio
tapes he had created in 1978. ‘These stories I am doing, I am not going
to give my history away. If these stories are not worth anything I’ll put
them in the fire and burn them.’1 I am really glad he did not do this
because it reminded me about the importance of getting our stories
from our Elders while they are still alive today.
Aunty Janet related the following stories which are still clear in
her mind all these years later; she told me:
You know Grandfather [Yelakitj] used to always talk about how he
[the Djidi Djidi] was his shepherd. We still, my girls [Gerri, Sharne
and Tina] they still relate to that. Because no matter where we go,
if there’s something wrong in the family, he will come and tell the
girls, not so much me but those two over there and Tina they will
always be warning them of danger or something is happening. It
has always been that way. We grew up with those stories, how
mischievous, how the little Djidi Djidi got their name, they was
named the mischievous one. Old Wardong was such a lazy old man,
the old elders of the tribe gave Wardong orders to look after little
children and look after all the old people in the camp while they
all go hunting. When everybody went hunting all the warriors went
hunting all the old boss men, old Wardong was lying underneath
the tree and all he wanted to do was boss people around for a feed.
So all the little Djidi Djidis had to take the feed over to him and
feed him and go back. They got fed up with it so this day they said
to one another, we are going to play a game on him. So while old
Wardong was sleeping well what did they go and do, they went
and took all his food away from him and they started to torment
him. They torment him and he started to say to the mothers ‘take
9
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these coolungars away,’ and no they wouldn’t go away. ‘Take ’em
away.’ No they wouldn’t go and the children kept tormenting this
old man so what did he do, what did Wardong do, and this old
man’s name was Wardong and he told the little Djidi Djidis that
he would turn them into little birds and they were little children
see, and these little boys kept on tormenting and tormenting him
and he got fed up with it. Anyway and lo and behold he went
and changed all these children into little birds, little Djidi Djidis.
They were crying to their mum and grannies and they couldn’t
do anything about it. The old women were so upset and when the
hunters came home and asked where all the children were and
all the mothers were crying and grandmothers and there was old
Wardong laying underneath the tree quite happy, he was laying
under the tree. And they told the leaders that Wardong changed
the children into little birds, so the old men said well for you being
so lazy you will be a scavenger all your life and we will change
you and they changed him into old black crow. And that’s where
Wardong became the old black crow and he still has his name
Wardong and the little Djidi Djidi’s still have their name and the
children even you have a lot of the people say refer to children
today as little Djidi Djidis. That story to me is very special, I have it
written at home in my way and you know, Sharne, and I and Gerry
and our kids we do a lot of stories and that, doing it our way.

To get more information on other Nyungar bird stories, I thought
for a while and pondered who might be another who would be able
to help me uncover more on the stories and roles of birds in Nyungar
culture. I felt that Dr Richard Walley would be the next from whom
to seek information. With this intention in mind, I set off to speak
with Richard about himself and to seek his Pinjarra Nyungar yarns
on birds and their role in the Nyungar world. In 2002, I caught up
with Richard to speak with me in the grounds of Murdoch University
where he explained that he:

10
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was actually born in Meekatharra, I was born in my grandmother’s
country, and what I found out many years later, was that my elder
brother and sister were taken away. When I was born, Mum was
quite willing to have me up in that area, so my registration and all
my certificates would have been in the Cue Post Office. Cue was
the place to keep all that region’s records, so when the kids were
taken away in the Pinjarra area, my records weren’t there. They
were up in Cue.

I let him finish his birth place story and then remarked, ‘What
I want to ask you, Richard, is, can you give us any bird stories that
might have been orally handed down to you from the Pinjarra side
of things?’ ‘There are lots of stories that were handed down,’ Richard
responded. I then sought clarification, ‘Could you spin a yarn on that
one about the Djidi Djidi bird?’ I asked. Richard paused for a second
and quietly drew a long breath and explained, ‘Well, there is a number
of Djidi Djidi stories.’ He responded:
The first one that I ever heard was when we were in the bush. The
Djidi Djidi was the little bird that lured you into the bush for the
gnardis, the woodarjis. You’d always find that you’d never, ever go
out of the circle of firelight, if we did go to the dark areas, that’s
where the gnardis and woodarjis were. But during the day, the
woodarjis were quite cunning, they’d actually hide in caves and
behind rocks and they’d have this ability to blend in, so you can’t
see them, but sometimes you could smell them. As a kid, you’d
be told to watch out for the Djidi Djidi, because it will keep taking
you away and even today you’d find that a Djidi Djidi, when you
go to it, it doesn’t fly away. It will just bounce a little bit and entice
you further and further away. It just keeps bouncing and before
you know it, you’re way into the bush. So if you’re a child, you
think you can catch it, ’cause it’s just in front and it’s bouncing
around and it mesmerises you and before you know it, you’re way
into the bush and you could be lost. That’s one of the first bird
11
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stories I actually heard — watch the Djidi Djidis ’cause he’s taking
you to the woodarjis.

I sat and reflected upon this complex and in some ways scary story,
and it reminded me of the many levels and ways one yarn could be
interpreted by the women or men or the little ones. I was immersed
within morals and values that Nyungar ought to be drawing from
today for spiritual strength, direction and understanding. I believe
this, like the previous yarns, is as relevant to Nyungar today as it has
been for many young fullas whether they are Nyungar or Wedjela, it
does not really matter, since I believe the spirits, in these forms, do
not discriminate on race. I could see and feel that Richard was now
ready to share another of his bird stories as he looked at me with a
wry smile. At the same time, a slight wind blew his hair from one
side of his face to the other and as he flicked it back again said:
One of the other ones I heard about the Djidi Djidi, is the story
of how the Djidi Djidi used his head and was very cunning. He
actually beat the eagle that was the fastest, bravest boordier bird.
They said he was braver and faster than the other birds. What he
used to do when they’d have a drink at the watering hole every
morning and every night, he’d fly in and say ‘who’s the fastest,
who’s the strongest?’ and every one would back away and say ‘you,’
until one day old Djidi Djidi said ‘no, no, no, look, I‘m faster and
I’m stronger than you.’ Of course all the other birds were having a
laugh and the eagle said, ‘How are you going to prove that? I can
just swipe you now with my claws and crush you.’ But Djidi Djidi
said, ‘let’s have a race first, I’ll race you.’ He looked and saw a big
tree right on top of the big hill that was quite a long distance away,
long way away and he said, ‘let’s race around that tree and back,
then when we get back, we’ll have a fight. Then we’ll see who’s
the strongest.’ As they took off, all the other birds laughed and the
Djidi Djidi got up and the eagle, as you know, is not the fastest to
take off. It’s got a slow take-off, but Djidi Djidi is pretty quick, so he
12
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took off fast and the eagle was slowly getting speed up, then they
saw the eagle fly up and they both disappeared in the distance. As
the eagle flew around the tree, it came back and said he had passed
the Djidi Djidi on the way back, ’cause I know I’m faster. But he
didn’t see the Djidi Djidi. He was wondering where he got to, he
must have been having a rest or something, and as he was getting
close to where the finishing line was, he felt this tap on his chest
and he looked down. The Djidi Djidi was underneath him, holding
onto him and when he looked down like that, that’s when the Djidi
Djidi grabbed hold of his throat on the feathers part. The eagle lost
his balance and he couldn’t fly. As he kept going down, he fell and
as he fell down, well, his nose used to be sharp like the other birds,
his beak used to be sharp, it hit and hooked, and as it hooked, it
knocked him around; and even today you’ll find that the eagle has
that hook on his nose and all his feathers under here are ruffled.
And as he landed like that, he knocked himself out. The Djidi Djidi
come from underneath and flew across the line. So it just goes to
show that sometimes, if you use your head, you can beat someone
who’s got speed and natural strength. It just shows that there are
many, many ways to the David and Goliath story. This is ours, I
suppose. Kulbardi [Magpie] and Wardong [Crow] Stories.

I was really pleased with these yarns Richard had shared with me,
ancient yarns that are still shared in the Nyungar way. I knew I was
privileged that he would tell me these yarns of cultural respect, mores
and humility; all factors that we will all need through life’s journey.
The Walitj the Eagle, Kulbardi the Magpie, Wardong the Crow
and Djidi Djidi the Willy Wagtail
I was inspired to learn more about these Nyungar bird yarns of long
ago and what they represent. I thought about who might be another
that had the bird katitj or ideas on the birds that I was searching for.
As I walked across the car park several days later, I saw a wardong
13
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fly over head and it said ‘Jaaarnnitt Jaaarnit,’ or so I thought, and
it pricked my consciousness that I needed to speak with my Aunty
Janet Hayden again. Cooooee! I thought. She knows just about every
thing that one ought to know about Nyungar culture and was sure
she would have some more Nyungar yarns about birds for me. So off
to find her was my next move. I eventually got a phone contact, and
with my koort or heart racing, called my aunty and asked her if she
could come down to Murdoch University for a yarn on family and
have a cup of marngk or tea. I also asked if she would share some
other bird yarns with me. Aunt, as usual agreed, and a time and place
was negotiated. The day finally arrived and we greeted each other as
mother and son and I kissed her on the cheek and she asked for some
marngk. So off I went to organise some steaming hot marngk. It took a
little time to let it cool and set her up for our yarn. We sat outside in
the warming sun and as she sipped her marngk she began her yarn:
The story I was told about, I have it all written down at home.
Warlitj was always a very proud bird, he never really mixed with
the others, he was on his own and he never really got involved,
unless he wanted a mate. Then she would go her way and he
would go his way. Anyway, this time when darkness came over
the earth, they had no way of bringing light back, and the sun
wouldn’t come back. They had to send a bird and all the birds
volunteered. Warlitj volunteered and Kulbardi volunteered; all the
birds volunteered. They had to fly as high as they possibly could,
searching for the sun. They found old Gnarnk, but she wouldn’t
come back and it was Warlitj, Wardong, Djidi Djidi, Kulbardi and
another one, I can’t think of that bird’s name. They brought the
sun back. They told her that without her the earth would die. She
was the Giver, they called her the sun, the Giver of Life. The earth
is our mother, but when we talk about mother, we call her Gnarnk,
because she is the giver of life, the sun is the giver of life and
Warlitj was the most powerful of birds. He was the one that the
sun, like Gnarnk, gave him authority to be the king of all birds.
14
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The one bird that went on to keep the counsel to Gnarnk, was old
Kulbardi. He was the one that gave counsel because he was the
most eloquent of speakers, and he still is. He was the one who
would relay the message that it was given to him. But it was Warlitj
who went and took them as high as he possibly could. That might
explain why, in the morning, when the sun, the Gnarnk, yira koorl,
you will hear him talking. He’s moorditch, moorditch. Oh, yes,
barl, he moorditch. So that’s part of the story. I look at Kulbardi in
the morning and you can hear him, no matter whether you’re in
town or in the bush, you will always hear Kulbardi. He is the first
one who sings the songs; he breaks the day. If you look closely,
the one who flies the highest in the sky is old Walitj. He is still up
there and he is the guardian of both the earth and the sun. And he
will always be that way. So when the Kulbardi spoke to Gnarnk,
the sun, and bought her back, they might have agreed that he [sic]
has to sing to her [sic] in the morning and welcome him [sic] all
the time. When the old fellas start telling their story, they just say,
oh yeah, he ís the one, Kulbardi is moorditch, because he was the
best speaker. Listen to Kulbardi and he could tell you a story in the
song that he sings. He is the happiest bird. He won’t stop singing
no matter what you do to him unless you put food in his mouth.
He’ll just sing, he is so happy; lots of Kulbardi around here.

I thought deeply about what Aunty Janet shared through this story
and after some soul searching came to the realisation that birds are
indeed symbolic creatures. For instance, the Kulbardi and the Warlitj
remind me of the importance of the sun and the earth and everything
in it. The Kulbardi is also a constant reminder to us Nyungar that
the sun will rise everyday and that without the sun for warmth we
Nyungar along with our plants, animals and birds would surely die.
This story also conveyed to me that by working together, helping one
another, joining forces or pooling our resources which all underpin
the very essence of collaboration and co-operation we can all work
together for the ‘common good of all.’
15
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I thought some more about Aunty Janet’s yarn and found even
more messages that I among many others could relate to. Symbolically
the Walitj could be seen as a loner who doesn’t like the company
of others too often. Walitj soars high above in the blue sky and is
always watching, watching, watching to see what others are doing
because he is the guardian of the sun and earth. He is just like the old
Nyungar — the guardian of the boodjar and everything in it. Whilst
Walitj stays aloof from those below him and he is inaccessible to
other birds and animals no person should be an ‘island’, we all need
one another. We all have our strengths and weakness that makes us
human and that not all strengths or weakness lay with one person.
Like all the birds in this story, if we all get together and pool our
strengths we can solve the most catastrophic situations.
Kulbardi, the Magpie, Wardong, the Crow, and Weitj, the Emu
Dr Richard Walley shared further yarns with me about the birds
Kulbardi, Wardong and Weitj. He explained to me that he:
… was brought up with lots of those stories — the Kulbardi and the
Wardong, when they used to both have white feathers and argued
who was the whitest. … an emu played a trick on them and in the
short story they argued about who was the whitest. They fell into
the fire and the Wardong came out with black charcoal all over
him and the Kulbardi had a bit of white left. There are a lot of
those sorts of stories.2

I reflected and then asked Richard to tell us what he thought was
symbolic of that.
What’s symbolic of that is, the Wardong and the Kulbardi were
brothers and they had white feathers and, as they’d fly through the
bush, the emus used to be jealous of them. All the other animals
used to be quite impressed with the white feathers flying, apart
16
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from old Weitj, who got jealous ’cause his feathers were sort of the
greeny, brown type of grey colours and he wasn’t too impressed
with his feathers. So what he did one day when the brothers were
flying past was, he called old Kulbardi across and said, ‘Hey,
Kulbardi, come here, when you’re flying through the bush next
time, have a look at old Wardong. He’s jealous of you ’cause your
feathers are whiter.’ Old Kulbardi said, ‘I didn’t know my feathers
were whiter.’ ‘Yeah, yeah,’ Weitj he said, ‘yours are whiter, the next
time you look, and he’ll be looking at your feathers.’ Kulbardi said,
‘I’ll check that out,’ and flew off. Then old Weitj saw Wardong
looking for Kulbardi and called him over, ‘Hey, Wardong,’ he said,
‘next time you’re flying around, have a look at how Kulbardi looks
at you. He’ll look at you sideways and when he’s looking at you
sideways, he’s jealous of your feathers ’cause they’re whiter than
his.’ ‘What?’ said Wardong, ‘Kulbardi reckons my feathers aren’t
whiter than his? They are whiter,’ he said, ‘and he’s jealous of
that? I’ll check it out,’ and off he went. When they were flying
together, Kulbardi looked at Wardong and Wardong, he looked
at Kulbardi and they knew they both were looking at each other.
So Wardong said, ‘I know what you’re looking at, you’re jealous.’
Kulbardi reckon, ‘No, no, no, you’re jealous of me,’ and they started
to fight. They were fighting in the air as they were flying, and as
they were fighting, they started falling. They became tangled up
in each other and started falling, down and down, and they hit
this part on the ground where the fire went through. Wardong, he
was underneath and he went straight through all the black burnt
wood and he got through the ash and came out and shook himself.
Kulbardi, he was on top, so when he jumped up, he found that all
his front was black and only a little bit of white survived on his
feathers, on the back at the top of his head. But Wardong, he was
underneath. He was black all over. It just shows you that if you
got something, appreciate what you’ve got because someone else
is always jealous and they’ll try to trick you into losing it. Never
be worried about what someone else has, always be concerned for
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what you’ve got. There are a lot of those morals and stories I was
brought up on.

Richard went on to say:
… also you find that the Kulbardi, he walks better than the
Wardong, cause old Wardong was underneath and that’s how he
hurt his legs. He broke his legs the same time, so he hops a little
bit. Yeah, so there are a lot of morals to that particular story and I
was brought up with, as I say, many, many stories in that area.

I reflected upon the yarn from the meeting with Richard because
even today, I know here at the Kulbardi Aboriginal Centre at Murdoch
University where I worked, the Kulbardis and the Wardongs do not
mix. A few days later when I was at work having some toast and
coffee, along came the kulbardi boordier yorgka named ‘Wingie’ who
was always looking out for some bread crumbs.
Wingie was saved as a baby by a Murri or Aboriginal man from
Queensland when he was a student at Murdoch’s Kulbardi Aboriginal
Centre. Wayne ‘Wonie’ Turner and my family came to know each other
and develop a kinship/friendship. We still keep in contact today and
Wonie always fondly asks for Wingie. Wonie told me Wingie had her
wing broken after being attacked by the other Kulbardis at the centre.
He told one of the Kulbardi staff members who picked Wingie up and
took her off to the Murdoch veterinary hospital where they did a great
job by mending her wing and saving her life. That’s how she got the
name ‘Wingie’.
Anyway, getting back to the yarn, I threw her some scraps and
lo and behold, in came the other clan members swooping like world
war fighter planes, dive bombing, wing lifting and lowering as they
negotiated their way to the pile of bread crumbs scattered on the
lawn. However, several Wardong moved in and attacked the Kulbardi
clan, stealing their few pieces of bread crumbs. Well well, I thought.
Those yarns aren’t just yarns, there’s the practice as told by Richard
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in the yarn he had shared with me a few days previously. Wardong
and Kulbardi are still at each other to this day, but this time they are
fighting over the bread crumbs.
After listening to his oral story I came to the conclusion that
jealousy, gossiping and yarn carrying can do more harm than good.
For instance, Weitj thought he was simply creating some harmless
bantering amongst Wardong and Kulbardi because of his jealousy of
their white feathers. However, Wardong took to heart what Weitj was
saying to him because he then accused Kulbardi of being jealous of
him. This caused bad blood between the two brothers. We should
always be mindful of what we say even if it is in jest because in this
case two very close family members were torn apart. Sadly, Wardong
and Kulbardi who were once ngoornies still fight with each other
to this very day. This is a symbolic reminder to Nyungar about the
importance of our moort relationships, we must respect one another
and value that which we have been given by our Creator and not to
envy or be jealous of others.
After my reflection on this matter, I ate my toast and drank my cup
of coffee, I again went into thinking about who might be another that I
ought to seek out for bird yarns. Suddenly the screech and squawking
of the darmoorluk, or the Western Australian 28 green parrot that was
sitting in the tuart tree across from the office, where I sat looking out
the window, caught my attention. Hey! I thought, that reminds me
of my konk, boordier, Whadjuck/Balardong Sealin Garlett. I ought
to chase Konk up as soon as I can and ask him if he can tell me
some stories about these birds. So again, I went looking for him. This
time I knew where he lived so off I went to his karluk or home fire.
‘Kia Konk nyuny noonar moortung unna?’ Or ‘Hello Uncle you’re my
relation eh?’ I said. He smiled and said ‘I been waiting for you. The
Kulbardi told me at sun up that you was looking for me.’ Just fancy
I thought. Anyway, we organised to meet in a few days, again in the
grounds of Murdoch University. We met and sorted out a good place
to talk and konk informed me that he had many stories to tell but first
I ought to know the story from Kuraaa or a long time ago.
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Wardong the Crow and Kulbardi the Magpie
Konk looked at me and started off by saying:
Long before there were any birds, this is when everybody was
human, there were two brothers who lived in a camp. These two
brothers were ngoonies and they were really close. They hunted
together. They made spears and boomerangs together. On this
particular day, they went hunting. They were good hunters and
they were able to get goanna and kangaroo, the yongka, and they
were cooking this on the ground. They said, ‘we’ll cook this and
take it back to camp, we will cook it up for the young fellas, so
they don’t have to worry about making a fire when we get home.’
Anyway, when they were cooking the meat, they had the goanna
on one side and the kangaroo in the fire, and when it was cooking,
the older brother got up and stood behind his younger brother and
he said, ‘hey, you know what, ngoonie,’ he said, ‘I seen a good
bush over there that’s really straight, a really good strong bush
for boomerangs. We should go and camp there for a while.’ The
younger brother felt a little bit shame because where he lived, he
was close to his parents, little sibling and the old people, and so he
said, ‘no, I don’t feel like moving.’ The older fella thought that this
is what he was going to teach him in law, in Aboriginal way, so he
said, ‘no, I think we should go. I think you’re at an age now where
you have to learn some of these things. I have to be the one to
help you do that.’ The younger fella said, ‘well, wait till next time
and maybe I will go.’ This made the other brother angry and he
started pushing him on the shoulder. The younger brother put his
head down, because you know it’s shame to argue with your older
brother. When the other fella went quiet, he went moorlup (sulky),
see, he wouldn’t talk. The older brother got angry and he picked
up a boomerang and hit him on the side of the head. The younger
brother fell down next to the fire and all the ashes got on his
shoulder and went on his chest and on his arm. He rolled around
on the dirt, trying to get the hot ash off him. And the older brother
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picked up a spear. He wasn’t going to throw it, he was just going
to jab it in his leg. So he picked the spear up and he was about to
push it into his brother’s leg when a voice said, ‘Stop!’ and he froze.
He listened for the footsteps on the ground. He listened because
footsteps break the leaves and gravel on the ground. He listened to
see how many people there was, but there are no footsteps. Then
he put his head down and straightened up and dropped his spear.
He knew who it was. The younger brother, who was burnt, sat up.
Anyway, the older one sat down and waited and he wouldn’t lift
his eyes up. Then the spirit said to these two boys, ‘You know, in
your culture, I give you the spirit of unity. I give the spirit of being
able to care for one another, but you draw blood from this young
boy. You stood over this young boy like a master and that’s not
what I give you in Aboriginal way. I’m going to separate you boys.’
The older brother started to shuffle about and move his feet in the
dirt. Then the spirit said, ‘I’m going to turn you into a crow.’ And
the spirit turned him into a crow and the Nyungar were to call him
Wardong. The Wardong went away, and to the fella sitting on the
ground, he said ‘I’m going to turn you into a magpie, your Nyungar
name is Kulbardi, and you can go away too.’ So these two brothers
left. That’s how the family of the Crow and the Magpie began. And
if you ever notice today, a crow will never, ever go and share his
meal with the magpie, very seldom. A crow will come over and try
to boss and shoo the magpie away, or the magpie will go sit over
there, while the old fella finishes the meal, but very seldom will
you find them together, sharing a meal. That was a Nyungar story
representing not only the brokenness, but also the healing that’s
got to take place in our Aboriginal culture of today.3

I thanked konk for this story as it was again, like the other stories
I had been given access to, insightful to say the least. I am not saying
I was able to make sense of all he and the others had shared with me
but I knew that I was must go deeper in my understanding of these
bird stories.
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After pondering my konk’s story and its message this is what I have
to say. In Nyungar culture, and as in most cultures, the older brother
wants his younger brother to do as he says because he is older and it
is his responsibility to help him to learn about the Nyungar law and
ways.
It is the role of the older brother to help his younger brother
understand that there are certain things that must be done as part
of their rites of passage. If the younger brother is to be a successful
and productive Nyungar there are certain skills he needs to acquire
so that he can become a good hunter and provider for his moort.
However, he didn’t appear to take these responsibilities seriously
because he rejected his brother’s help which in turn made his brother
angry. In fact he was so angry he wanted to do physical harm to him
but fortunately a Spirit intervenes and tells him to stop. This could
be likened to our conscience telling us that this action would be an
immoral act. In essence, the Spirit or the conscience caused the older
brother to drop his head in shame for feeling so angry that he wanted
to hurt his younger brother. Dropping one’s head even today can be
perceived as a sure sign of shame or guilt.
Moral of the story: listen, learn, don’t be afraid, be independent,
enhance your knowledge and understanding, listen to your
conscience — for it will always be your guide, strive to be a leader of
people and look after your family.
I asked Konk if we could catch up another time so I could have
another opportunity to speak one to one on these cultural narratives
and to be exposed to more of the underlying messages and the
relationship between Nyungar and other bird stories. He agreed to
catch up with me later on down the track to help me in my search for
the meanings and role of other birds in our Nyungar cosmology and
raison d’être or the Nyungar meaning of life.
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Conclusion
In the tradition of Nyungar culture of south-west Australia, our oral
histories continue since millennia by way of each generation of
Balardong, Wilman, Yuat, Pindjarup and Whadjuck oral historians,
the basis of our intergenerational oral tradition. Nyungar oral histories
will continue ad infinitum and they will continue to be recorded
by Nyungar, Indigenous people and non-Indigenous people alike.
Nyungar oral histories will keep on having a profound influence
on our future generations. They will be the eternal link to Nyungar
identity, heritage and culture. Our stories, as handed down to us from
the Nyungar oral historians and ‘Keepers of the Stories’, whether they
are from the Balardong, Juat, Kaneang, Koreng, Minang, Njakinjaki,
Pibelmen, Pindjarup, Wardandi, Whadjuk, Wiilman, and Wudjari
language groups. I believe that these birds and their behaviours can
and do reflect our own behaviours and attitudes as Nyungar or people
per se.
Glossary
Balardong

Nyungar language group around York and
Beverley

barl

she/he/them

boodjar

dirt, land, country (also budjar)

boodjarri

pregnant

boordier

Elders

coolungars

children (also culungars, koorlongka)

darmoorluk

the 28 parrot

Djidi Djidi

willy wagtail

Dembart

Grandfather

Deman

Grandmother

Derbal Yerrigan

the estuary waters also known as Perth
waters, the Swan River

Gennarks

spirit beings who live in the bush
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Gnardi/s

little spirit beings

Jaaarnnitt

sound that a Wardong makes

Karta Koomba

The big hill (i.e. Kings Park)

kaarna

a sense of shame

kaarnya

commonsense

katitjin

knowledge (also kattidj)

Kia

Hello/yes/g’day

Kulbardi

magpie

Kura

a long time ago

Konk

uncle

koorndan

knowledge of respect

kura

the past

Maam

Father

Marr wangkiny

hand writing/hand speaking

Marngk

tea

moort/moortung		family
Moorlyup

sulky, upset or annoyed

Moorditch

hard, clever, intelligent

mummaries

small spirit beings who live in the bush

Ngark

Mother (also the sun)

Ngoorn/ngoornies

brother/s

nyittiny

creation period, cosmology (Dreamtime)

Noonar

you

Nyungar

person

Nyungar Boordier

Nyungar Elders

Nyungar katitj

the people’s knowledge

Nyuny

I/me

Pinjareb

Nyungar language group ie Pinjarra

tjarnucks

evil spirit/ghost bird

unna

isn/t it (Nyungar English)

wadjella or wedjela

non-Aboriginal people

Waakle/Waakal

Nyungar Rainbow Serpent
(also Waugal, Warrgul)
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Waakal Mia

A home of the Nyungar Rainbow Serpent

Waakle trail

Mount Caroline, Mount Stirling,
Mount Matilda, Mount Bakewell

Walwalinj

the hill that cries (Mt Bakewell)

Wardong

crow

Warlitj

Eagle

Wedjela

White fellow

Weitj

emu

Wilmen

Nyungar language group

Woodatchi/woodartji small hairy spirit people who live in the bush
and around rocky outcrops and caves
Whadjuck

Nyungar language group

yorkga

woman

Yelakitj

spear legs

Yira koorl

to rise or go up

Yongka

kangaroo (grey)
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Another Day
Tjalaminu Mia

Another day
cold cage
jingle key
clang of iron gate
resonate
main division
drill yard
green sea
on bended knee

Tjalaminu Mia is a Menang and Goreng
Nyungar woman from the Great Southern
region of Western Australia. She is a Research
Fellow at the School of Indigenous Studies at
The University of Western Australia and is
passionately interested in the creative arts.

Siren blare
change of guard
military march
step forward
under stone arch
quiet cell
silent tears
deaf, uniformed ears
Life force limp
Jagged nerves
Shattered hope
Rock walls
Through the bars
Freedom glimpsed
sparrow wings
cold comfort
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Sacred Sisters
Tjalaminu Mia

ourselves, myself is the past
old woman
our black mother
watching
over us
sacred sisters
in the past
happy in the known
sacred sisters
in the present
unhappy in the unknown
have been searching
lost
alone
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broken circles
grey shadows
we have been searching
old woman
we need your touch
remembered, re-mended
shattered mirrors
but I still see you
in us
old woman
myself in the past, is ourselves
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Nanna and Me

Blaze Kwaymullina

Blaze Kwaymullina is a Palkyu person from
the Pilbara. He is a Lecturer at the School of
Indigenous Studies at The University of Western
Australia. Blaze is a published children’s author
with an interest in all forms of writing.

C

olonisation is, and always was, a great con. An edifice built
on smoke and mirrors. An illusion shedding guilt through an
intricate web of denial stories. Stories that said we were less than the
colonisers. Less human, less intelligent, less able to love or mourn.
As Auber Neville, that ruthlessly efficient ‘protector’ of Aborigines
for Western Australia, once wrote:
If a girl comes back pregnant our rule is to keep her for two years.
The child is taken away from the mother and sometimes never
sees her again. It really does not matter if she has half a dozen
children.1

The myriad versions of the colonial story all unfold with convincing
logic. If we were human, then we were an example of what once was,
not of what would be. No glorious future awaited us, instead we were
perceived as a relic of the past. Such stories obscured us, drowned
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our voices, and overlaid us with a colonial guilt that ‘has a thousand
voices, all of them lies.’2
But even lies need justification and enthusiastic advocates like
Neville pared the philosophy down to one short, brutal sound byte — it’s
for their own good. Thus the lies became benevolence, through which
the ‘blessing’ of European civilisation could be bestowed.
My great grandmother, Daisy Brockman/Corunna, lived in the same
era as Auber Neville, Chief Protector of Aborigines from 1915 to 1940,
so a significant span of her life fell directly under his jurisdiction.
Nanna was born around 1900; inland, under a white gum tree, on a
dry creek bed, in an area now known as the eastern Pilbara. She came
into the world in the same way generations of Palkyu people had before
her, being enthusiastically delivered by the women, who smoked her
to keep her safe. Yet there was one significant difference about her
birth. The dry creek bed now cut through something that hadn’t been
there in her own great grandmother’s time, a pastoral station called
Corunna Downs. The station hadn’t arisen from an equitable trade,
a meaningful partnership agreement, or a treaty. Rather, it had been
imposed on a land which had been taken by superior force of arms.
From the 1860s onwards, the colonial story began snaking out from
the south to the north, its narrative creating an illusionary structure
the physical presence of colonisation could occupy. In this story,
land primarily existed for the purpose of creating material wealth,
something which, in the colonisers’ eyes, my people had failed to do.
Industry was springing up everywhere. In the Pilbara it was centered
around the development of pastoral stations, but with the discovery
of gold in the 1880s, the focus shifted to mining.
When my Nanna came into the world at the end of the century,
all the new things — stations, horses, guns, whips, mines, cattle,
sheep — had been in her country less than forty years. The colonial
story was new too, a shocking tale that deeply conflicted with the
morality her old people had taught her in their stories. It must have
been difficult to grasp how a new story based on nothing could have
such power. The stories of the old people always connect to Country,
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you can see the story in the shape of a river, the formation of a hill,
the placement of a star. But the colonial story was grounded only
in the people who believed in it, its shape only made manifest by
fences, houses and the built structures of colonialism. In a myriad
of ways, the colonial story sought to rewrite my great-grandmother.
First there was her name, although her Palkyu name was Talahue, the
world would know her as Daisy. She would be given two surnames.
Originally it was Brockman, part of the last name of the station owner,
Alfred Howden Drake-Brockman. Later, when she was taken to Perth
to work for the Drake-Brockman family as a servant, her last name
would be changed to Corunna, after the station. Where Palkyu names
usually tie to a place of meaning in Country, Corunna tied her to the
colonial story and to that newly arrived illusionary reality.
My Nanna, unlike her own great-grandmother, could not expect to
grow to maturity in the same way that her old people had. She would
not enjoy the same rights and responsibilities, live in the same kind
of cultural safety, be free to speak her own language, or experience
the same intricate joys. Being born on the frontier, meant that her
life would be ruled by men, dominated by the oppressive racial and
legislative policies of an all-male government; which would define
her, a Palkyu woman, as a non-citizen, an alien in her own land.
The colonial story would also reach out and entangle me, her greatgrandson, some ninety years later.
I was in my first year of high school, twelve going on thirteen
years old, when my teacher declared that even though most people
thought it was Captain Cook who had discovered Australia, it was in
fact the Dutch. Even at that tender age, I was painfully aware of the
irony of one lie correcting another. But before I could object, I was
burdened with another relentless gem of colonial logic. The popular
‘We are all Immigrants Theory’. My teacher went on to matter-of-factly
explain to our class that everyone came from somewhere else. While
the Dutch had used sailing ships to reach our continent, Aboriginal
people had used a land bridge. The only difference was time. It was
an uncomfortable feeling, suddenly finding myself a visitor to my
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own ancient country. It gave me a brief bitter taste of what it must
have felt like for my Nanna, to be declared a stranger in her own
land.
When I challenged my teacher’s logic, I was sent to the Headmaster’s
office for disrupting the class. Even in the early 1990s, colonial
chicanery still had the power to punish. I am painfully aware that my
defiance would have seemed like an unheard of luxury to my Nanna,
who did not have an opportunity to boldly challenge the colonial
story. The worst I would face was an hour of detention and negative
remarks in my end of term report, but in my great-grandmother’s
time, the consequences were more brutal, the net of control far more
pervasive. My ability as a young boy to speak out against the lies was
bought and paid for by her suffering.
When I think about her now, I wonder whether I could have survived
what she did, and I marvel at her resilience and the changes she saw
in her life, especially the move from the north to the south, which
she experienced as a teenager. Where once she would have regularly
walked across her country with her own people, as a young woman
she was forced instead to undertake a journey out of country with
strangers. She traveled from her birthplace to Port Hedland, where
she boarded a boat called the Minderoo. Suddenly the same turbulent
waters, which in ages past had claimed the lives of European sailors,
became the convenient conduit which shipwrecked her own life. A
freshwater woman, torn away from her family and her people, left all
at sea. This was death, of sorts. Not a quick death, like the merciful
drownings the Dutch sailors experienced, but one she would have to
live with for the rest of her life. A living death that her descendants
would inherit and fight to make sense of.
As the Minderoo neared Fremantle, Nanna would have seen a
range of low lying hazy hills signalling a new coastline, a noisy port
and a sandy coastal town. Were her eyes drawn to the Round House
Gaol? I wonder. It was hard to miss, displayed so prominently on
a hill overlooking the sea. My great-grandmother was not the first
person to be forced from the north to the south. Others had already
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come in chains, they had passed the Round House on their way to
a prison for Aboriginal men and boys on Rottnest Island, known to
Nyungar people as Wadjemup, the Isle of Spirits. She would have
known of some of these disappearances, listened to whispered talk,
heard fearful rumours. Did she wonder what her own destiny might
hold?
The dislocation she experienced was an integral part of the
colonial story. As colonists moved from the south to the north,
they moved people like my Nanna from the north to the south.
More than anything, the colonial story sought to remake place by
removing people from their ancient countries and by destroying sites
of cultural and spiritual significance, in order to impose a ‘colonial
only’ identity. Thus, Talahue becomes Daisy. Along with her new
name she is given a new role. Transported to a new place, her old life
is actively obscured, as the colonial narrative assigns her a presence
in the story that services its own self justifying needs.
It was in Perth, the capital city of Western Australia, that Nanna’s
journey, at least for the time being, came to an end. She had arrived
powerless, at the seat of political power. What an irony that must
have been for her! Her own great-grandmother would have been a
powerful woman. A matriach. A woman able to exercise her rights and
responsibilities towards family and country with integrity and zeal.
But my Nanna was robbed of that. Instead she was forced into a life
reduced and redefined by the story in which she had been incarcerated.
She was now a protagonist on whom words like — stupid, inferior,
immoral, lazy, unintelligent, ungrateful, untrustworthy — could
be pinned with impunity. My Nanna was owned by the State and
controlled by the Aborigines Department. She had no rights. Not as a
woman, a mother, or even a human being. What she did have though,
was a number. The Aborigines Department kept detailed personal files
and notes on Daisy Brockman/Corunna. Over three hundred pages
long, it was a file in which it was the right of every white person to
express an opinion about her life. Employers, policemen, travelling
Inspectors for the Aborigines Department, doctors, superintendants,
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magistrates, townspeople. Any person passing by with a stray thought
in their head could have their say about who and what my Nanna
was.
When I read the colonial files on my Nanna, there are two features
that define the story they weave about her, absence and distortion. The
feature of absence is a lie of omission, a story told as if she is a child in
a room of adults, a person others must make decisions for. The other
feature is one of distortion, my Nanna may be glimpsed on the fringes
of the story or perhaps even play a pivotal role in the narrative, but
it’s not really her, merely a character constructed to serve a purpose,
part of the colonial story’s historical camouflage. Distortion can also
be read as absence, for the truth of the matter is my Nanna is not in
her file at all. The Daisy Brockman/Corunna in the colonial story is
a mirage created by colonial racist mythology. My great-grandmother
was one of the many thousands of imaginary Aborigines held captive
by the Aborigines Department and the colonial story. They assigned
her a number, but she wasn’t a number, she was a human being.
They wrote endless words about her, but not once, in any of their
official writings, could I glimpse my Nanna’s true self. The woman
in the files was a figment of the colonial imagination, described
and judged in white terms, created to justify and allay the guilt of
actions that no one had the moral courage to take responsibility for.
The colonists desperately needed women like my Nanna. Without
her degradation, how could they possibly make their own superiority
clear? In their story, Daisy Brockman/Corunna’s outer self consisted
of the shipwrecked servant who was offered generous sanctuary by a
wealthy family in need of a useful worker. She was the woman with
the file number who the governing authorities had to control and selfrighteously wring their hands over. In their world she was the names
people called her, the words others wrote about her, the abuses which
they thought she deserved. But none of this was Nanna’s truth. If any
of her personal truth was to be glimpsed in their story, then it was
only in the guilty silences, the omissions which the colonists chose
not to record, for fear it would incriminate them.
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So who was my Nanna really? Well, here I am, scissors in hand,
snipping away at the deadly cocoon that encased her. Nanna Talahue,
or Daisy Brockman/Corunna as the world called her, was a funny,
wily, stubborn, clever woman who survived unspeakable tragedy.
One of the amazing things I remember about her was her language.
Banned from using Palkyu language by her employers, she repeated
it each day in her head. This was only one, of her many silent acts
of defiance. Acts that were funny, sad, subtle, cunning, stubborn,
persistent. All signaling her inner self of law, language and country
remained inviolate. The strong spirit deep within her triumphed,
and for that I stand in awe of her. I was only a child when she died.
A young, energetic boy at the beginning of my life when she was
coming to the end of hers. It was only towards the very end of her life
that she began to develop a tenuous sense of safety. An understanding
that here at last was a place where she could begin to voice some of
the things that for decades had remained unspoken. I was fortunate to
share that time with her. I sat on her bed while she fed me jellybeans
and we looked through my storybooks together. I chattered incessantly
while she wheeled my baby brother in his pram. I offered her lots of
cream biscuits with her mugs of tea, and I complained loudly when
my mother called out that it was time to leave Nanna alone because
I had school tomorrow and it was getting late. I was only a child, but
through my child’s eyes, I glimpsed who she truly was. Today her
silence is part of my voice and her story shapes my own. I have no
doubt she’s leaning over my shoulder as I write this, having a chuckle
at the great grandson who pestered her with questions and gobbled
down her jellybeans.

1. Report on the Initial Conference of Commonwealth and State Aboriginal
Authorities, Canberra, 1937, State Archives of Western Australia
Department of Native Affairs, ACC. 993 File 427/36.
2. Lenard Peltier, My Life is a Sun Dance, St Martin’s Griffin, New York, 1999.
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A Refreshing Sleep

Kim Scott

Kim Scott has worked extensively in
Indigenous arts and education, and is an
award-winning author. He is a Noongar
man whose ancestral country is along the
south‑east coast of Western Australia.

Ngaitj K— ngoordiny nooketiny kaat kwetj daarab koorlin …*
Last night I slept at the massacre site, and woke up much refreshed.

T

he man paused, pen in hand. His two sentences surprised
him; the first, in a language few could read and in which
words came slower than drawing, was more like painting than writing.
And then the second sentence — not a true translation, though most
apt — came so quickly.
True, he did feel refreshed. That was the surprise.
How those words had bubbled up, spilled out.
It was more than he’d written in a long time. He resumed his
drawing. The soft scratch of the pencil soothed, and he drew the
interlocking stone of the old homestead, the sheets of rusting iron
and timber beams propped in yellowing stubble. He drew the land
sloping down to the line of trees marking the creek. Later he would
draw the spring there, how the water bubbled within the low walls
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built so many years before. But he did not yet know the spring, nor
the bones buried along the sandy creek banks.
Last night he and his cousin had studied the full moon’s face.
Leanne had handed him binoculars. Here Warren, she said. Take
a look.
A bright bone face shining through a shredded belt of clouds.
How you feel, sleeping here where all our old people died?
He’d thought about that, of course. People said it was a spirity
place, because of all that killing, an evil place for the likes of them.
But, he told his cousin, it happened over a hundred years ago …
If I’m related to the people killed here, I reckon they’d be happy to
see me back.
When I was a child, Leanne told him, and they showed me the
chips in the wall the spears made, I never knew it was my own people
throwing spears.
And the people shooting...They your people too, unna?

The old man had opened a padlock, and led them into the house.
No electricity, he said.
My brother was living here right up until he died, the old man
told them. Then we rented it out. They fixed it up like this, he said,
waving his torch.
A number of computer components stacked along one wall.
That’s what he did for a crust, repairing them.
The torch and the old man’s words revealed details one at a time,
spot lit in the darkness: a chair; a checked vinyl table cloth; a number
of bottles, each with a candle inserted.
They lit some of the candles.
A doorway. Curtains, more doors.
Outside again, the old man pointed out the little hut that was the
toilet, a rainwater tank next to it.
Use a bucket of water to flush the toilet, he said. Tank’s right
there.
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The old farmer left them. He rattled away, and the two of them,
Leanne and Warren, stood at the door and watched the tail-lights
like two red eyes retreating among the trees. A chill wind crossed
the paddock behind them, came past the old stone homestead and
followed those red lights down to the creek.
They looked up at the bone of moon.
Warren entered a bedroom, his candle feeble in the darkness,
and the flickering light glinting in the low sash window might have
showed a face looking in: a cheeky spirit creature, ready to make
trouble; a skull.
The candlelight showed a well made bed, and he fell backwards into
a long warm sleep. Waking up he felt — as written — very refreshed.
The sun, barely up, hid behind clouds that coated the dome of
sky. Warren scribbled on paper by the back door step. The cold wind
made his eyes weep.
In daylight it was easy to see that the house was only a few rooms:
a lounge room front and centre, a bedroom each side and a kitchen out
back. Beside the kitchen another (locked) room. Storage, he guessed.
He went and knocked at his cousin’s door. No answer. Peeked in:
bags were packed beside the bed. She must be down at the creek, he
thought, must’ve got up early and gone for a walk. Must be ready to
be gone.

They had walked the homestead yesterday afternoon, Leanne showing
the way. The shearing shed seemed almost a cathedral, with two
immense stone walls at each end, steps leading up to the floor, and a
high, vaulted roof.
They’re very religious, the Wartons, his cousin said. You’ll see for
yourself tonight when we eat.
The pioneer’s grave was a concrete block not much larger than
a coffin, broken and folded at the middle. A little sunken, it was
surrounded by weeds and a faded, peeling picket fence. There was
an inscription:
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William Skelly
Killed by Natives 1880

Fifty metres away, perhaps less, the creek curved around and
Look, said Leanne, how high it’s been. Her trailing hand revealed
the texture of debris caught and woven among the trees in horizontal
lines like something intended, like something made for their visit.
The flood level was clearly marked. They walked across a grey-pink
and succulent groundcover. Payn, the woman said for her cousin’s
benefit, plucking the knobby remnant of a flower and putting it into
her mouth. Looking back from a clearing high on the bank the man
saw tussocks and tufts of grass interspersed between rocky pools,
and drifts of sand patterned by different rhythms: wind, the trailing
leaves of trees, grass, animals, flood.
Mangart, his cousin said as they entered among small, thintrunked trees. Jam tree. For a moment, in the grey light, Warren felt
as if he stood among a crowd of stiff-spined old warriors; the leaves
trembling despite themselves.
Used to be a lot of sandalwood growing with all these, she said.
Gone now, but jam tree’s good for fence posts.
Wouldn’t need much cutting, the man offered. Because he could
see the fence posts, waiting to be trimmed to the right length.
Hard wood too. Termite don’t touch ’em.
Then she added: Someone showed me a grave here once, in among
all this mangart. We followed a line of rocks straight to a clearing same
size as a grave and these jam trees standing in a circle around it.
The two cousins looked, but they couldn’t rocks in a line or a
small clearing among the jam trees. So they followed an old fence
back to the creek bed, the posts stepping back down the bank one,
two, three … No wire linking them. Scavenged? Rusted? Swept away
in some flood?
The creek bed curved again and the man’s eye was caught by a tall
tree perhaps half a kilometre away where a bird — remarkable for its
size, even at this distance — was watching from one of the boughs.
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Eagle, the woman laughed. Keeping an eye on us, unna?
She sang in the language of which he knew only a few words. And
translated.
A bird singing. I wonder does he sing for me, or who, what?
Then, seeing his face: that’s for us, you too.
Where’d you learn that?
Oh, lotta work. Old people.
I never knew. There are songs, still? I been learning, you know, I go
to classes, I hunt them out. I got some books … But eagle don’t sing.
No. Not eagle. Curlew. Lotta people scared. They say the curlew’s
death bird. But it’s us, ours. Curlew only signals death if he runs
right into your campfire. But there’s a lot of bullshit too. You can say
anything to wadjelas.
Then they went to the Wartons’ place, to share food under their
roof, under our night sky, under that bony moon.

Leanne drove. She knew the Wartons, had stayed with them when
she was a child.
Their headlights picked out a car in a shed, and what must be
the house behind a copse of trees. Thin lines of yellow outlined the
windows and a jagged, flickering orange light was fire brimming in
half an iron drum. Gravel crunched under their feet. They heard
muffled singing, a piano.
Leanne knocked, called at the door, which opened, and they
were pulled into a small hallway. Their eyes were all for her. Warren
looked around. A guitar, mandolin and banjo were propped against a
piano. Large sheets of paper were stuck to the walls, and hymn lyrics
written in thick pen. There was a pin-up board of clippings and old
photographs of pioneers, so very stiff in their family groups, standing
close to their horses and carts.
Electric light shone upon rough stone walls, yet the corners of the
room were cobwebbed with darkness.
Long time no see, said Mr Warton, holding the Leanne’s hands,
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pulling her close. Not quite hugging. My cousin, she introduced
him. The men shook hands. Mrs Warton nodded her head, quickly
explained that she did not like to stand too close to people. She stood
with her body at an angle, her head turned away, only glancing at her
listeners as she spoke. A young couple, perhaps twenty years old,
came and stood beside her.
Peter, Becky said Mr Warton. They’re staying with us, from the
church.
While the others were talking Mrs Warton said, as she quickly
brushed past Warren: You follow God?
No.
I’ll get the salad together. She handed a tray of meat to her husband.
The barbeque should be ready.
It was a comfort to go outside, to stand around the flames.
You made this yourself?
A barrel of fire, and a heavy hot plate of iron that pivoted over it.
At the edge of firelight, a cat watching them.
Leanne helped Mrs Warton in the kitchen. Mr Warton — call me
Robby—moved the meat around, introduced another man who’d
walked from the darkness as his older brother, Noel.
Meat sizzled.
Noel is a painter,
Oh, not for a long time now.
You’ll see his paintings inside, some of them.
The meat spat, fire crackled. The cat arched its back.

Noel was visibly surprised when he saw Leanne. Mrs Warton came in
quickly, sideways but direct.
Oh, weren’t you here then? We looked after Leanne when she
was just a little girl. She spent years and years with us, when her
grandfather got sick.
What is it, twenty years ago?
Twenty-five.
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Seven of them sat around the table. They bowed their heads as
Robby said grace. The legs of the table were thick, the timber heavy
beneath the plastic table cloth, its red and white checks. None of the
plates matched. The very large print of hymns surrounded them.
Gentle Jesus, meek and mild
Tho I walk in the valley of death
Lead me Jesus lead me …
After grace the young boy, Peter, read some passages from the
bible.
Then Noel spoke for some time. The certainty of your holy word,
he said. Our conviction and faith in your word.
The meat was on a metal tray, under a metal lid. Thin, transparent
plastic sealed the salad. There were rough stone walls and hymns.
The room seem smaller than before.
And then they were passing food around the table, then they were
eating.
Yes, we looked after quite a few Aboriginal children, from time to
time. White children too.
They drank fruit juice.
The man said it seemed very green as they drove down. Very
green.
Ah yes, we’ve had good rain.
The woman had told her cousin she hoped the Wartons would not
ask about her husband, her marriage or the church. She did not want
to hurt them. She would feel embarrassed, ashamed of her failure.
But it’s not a failure, necessarily, he’d offered.
They would see it that way, and I’d feel it.
But the Wartons never asked.
It’s green yes. Lot of birds. Mallee hen are returning. There’s a few
around again. And curlews, there used to be a lot of them, one time.
We’d see them in the dark, in a circle around our camp, their eyes
shining in the firelight.
The cousins’ glances ricocheted from one another.
And emus, emus are nesting.
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Robby was talking to the young boy and girl about Leanne, this
Aboriginal woman they’d fostered when she was a little girl, who
they’d been so very close to. And who had now bought her cousin to
meet them. He said that several times. Said to his wife he was only
talking because people mightn’t know these things about the bush,
and a lot of people were interested these days.
We are all more enlightened nowadays, and would like to know
more.
The male sits on the eggs, he said. Funny things, emus. They run
in a straight line when you chase them.
His smile was higher one side, and he tilted his head to make it
more so.
They’ll stick to the track, and if you’re in a car behind them you
can get so close you feel their legs knocking against the front of the
car. They can’t turn away.
Warren wondered if they’d be asked to sing hymns. But it suddenly
got very late and the Wartons had a long way to drive in the morning,
had to get up early for mass.
Oh, you went out to K— today? Noel said, when Robby spoke of
their visitors, this woman and her cousin planning to spend the night
at the old homestead.
A lot of Aboriginal people say its taboo, even in town. They don’t
like it.
Speaking to Leanne, his gaze flickered over Warren.
I’d always heard, Leanne said. But I never dreamt it might be my
own family, or related …
Did you find the bubbling spring? Noel asked. You can drink it,
if you want. Got a lot of minerals in it, he said. Sheep drink it no
problems. The pigs fairly thrived; they got very fat.
The paintings on the walls were of horses, some attached to carts
and coaches. Horses drank from a painted stream, and one or two
trees leaned over them in the dripping golden light.
Warren and Leanne had found their vehicle in the dark, and
followed Robby Warton to the homestead. They’d watched red eyes
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retreat in the darkness, considered the moon. Had stumbled with
candles, slept in their separate rooms.

Now it was morning, and Warren looked up from his page. He thought
he’d heard someone calling.
Leanne was waving from down by the creek.
Found the pool, his cousin said, when he reached her. She’d
walked up the slope toward him.
It’s not far, and how did he find the company last night?
Oh, a bit strange. I don’t know many church people. Not like that.
No.
They know the place well though. The natural environment. And
when they said that about the curlews, I thought of you singing the
song.
Yes, she laughed. And the emus. They’re vermin down this way.
I remember, from when I was here. You never think, you know. But
people would drive up close behind them, like he said, and you can
hear their legs knocking the roo bar. They run right over the top of
them. You can kill a lot of emus that way.
They came to where the creek was coarse sand, the banks almost
like dunes. And like the sand of a city beach after a party, this was
covered with footprints, and more.
Wow, lotta roos, and emus.
They studied at the prints.
Lizards … Plenty of life about then. Tiny prints of birds. Snake.
Grass and shrubs had drawn circles around themselves where
they touched the ground with the wind.
The spring is this way.
They made their way around tussocks of spiky grass, banks of reeds
and still pools of water. Sometimes a thin stream could be seen winding
from one pool to another, but mostly the pools, like themselves, were
isolated, united only by the lay of the land, the otherwise dry creek
bed.
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And then there was a low wall, less than waist high, of rocks
cemented together to make a small well.
See?
The water was clear, cold. Small bubbles rose to the surface,
and a circle regularly rose, swelled in a smooth curve, gently broke.
Something beneath the surface, something held within the water’s
skin, needing release.
Forever brimming and spilling over the wall, water ran down the
stone and became a tiny stream pushing through the damp sand.
Sometimes it disappeared but, where the gravel track vehicles used
to get to the homestead, it was calf-deep, and several strides wide.
It persisted, sometimes unseen, running from pool to pool, now
whispering: Baalap nitja ngoordiny nooketiny.
They slept here.
A very fine steam of water pushing grains of soil aside, following
the way water had always flowed, keeping a little path for itself.

Imagine, the man said, what it was like.
It was all those prints in the sand got them thinking this way. And
the bubbling spring, of course. They followed the creek bed, often
glancing up toward the unseen homestead.
They never camped too close to water, said Leanne.
Oh?
Well, mozzies and midgies for one thing. And where kangaroo
and that would come and you wouldn’t want to scare them.
The many different footprints in the sand.
And not to foul the water, I guess.
Except maybe for a special occasion, a ceremony or something.
But of course they were only guessing. Only imagining.
And so they walked back up the slope to the homestead: solid
stone warming in the sun, windows overlooking that bubbling spring
somewhere at their backs. They packed up. It was a long drive back
to the city. Home.
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Barely over the crossing, the wheels dripping water from the
shallow creek, the man said, Look.
A mallee hen.
Oh. Thought they’d gone.
No. Remember, he said last night.
He slowed the car, stopped. The mallee hen stood before the car,
facing them.
Hey! The woman was pointing. Another one.
A second mallee hen stood a few metres away, looking at them.
Warren opened the car door, and the mallee hens turned and noncha
lantly trotted deeper into the stunted, jam-tree forest.
Might be a nest, a what they call it …? A mound.
Warren was out of the car, following the same small track the
mallee hen had taken. He imagined the mallee hens’ nest close by,
that towering mound in a clearing. Twigs caught at his clothes, and he
had to bend, crouch a little but no matter the pad was clear enough.
He turned to see the way he’d come and already could not make
out road or car. It would be easy to get lost in here. Lost in his own
country. Shame, if he let that happen. It was very grey among these
trees, trees not so much larger than him, grey with the bark and the
heavily filtered light, and each tree spiked with bare twigs. The forest
floor was sand and leaf litter. Pads, like the one he had followed ran
in different directions but too small for him to follow. As he turned
to make his way back to the car, he saw an irregular shape on the
forest floor. A tiny clearing, and the shape was … Oh, it was the size
of a grave, and seemed to glow, a sort of pale, almost phosphorescent
grey-green. The shape of two bodies turned to one another, perhaps.
He bent, and plucked at the tiny plants. Rubbery almost, resilient.
A lichen of some sort? A piece came easy from the soft earth and he
slipped it into the pocket of his shirt, and rushed back along the way
he had come, ducking, crouching, surprising himself with the sense
of something like panic in his breast.
The woman’s face lightened when she saw him emerge from the
trees.
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We need to be moving, to get home by dark.
That was amazing.
The Wartons said they were coming back, mallee hen.
Yes, but two! And they didn’t want to run.
Well, they’re nesting I guess. A couple like that.
I thought I might find the nest. Nothing but. Thought I was gunna
get lost, soon as I got off the road.
He started to tell her of the strange flower, but they were interrupted
by emus — heads tall, high-stepping, leaning on one another — racing
across the road not far in front of them. The birds ran up the soft bank,
soil flying behind them, and then were gone, had melted into the yate
trees gathered at this corner of the road.
Vermin, they call them here. Something they don’t really want.
They drove into a tunnel of trees: tufts of leaves and the bark
peeling back from thin, strong limbs.
They glimpsed the black strip of bitumen, and the sky opened
above them as they arrived at the open gate upon which two eagles
perched, at a height level with Leanne and Warren. People and eagles
held one another’s gaze, and then the latter opened their wings and
lifted themselves heavily into the air, insisting.
Leanne and Warren wound down their windows and craned their
heads to watch the birds spiralling up into the grey sky. Laughing,
were soon enveloped in the sound of rushing tyres on bitumen, were
inside the howling wind of a car driven at speed.
We will all be back.
*Kedalak ngaytj K— ngoordiny nooketiny kaat kwetj darapin bardlanginy
Night-time I (massacre site) lay down slept, head bone inside travelling.
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Alf Taylor is one of the Nyoongar community’s leading writers,
the author of three books of poetry and prose. His next
books will be a memoir to be published by Magabala Press
and a poetry collection to be published by Salt. His mother
Queenie, a Nagdu woman, was taken from her family while a
child, and this extract is his imaginative reconstruction of that
event from a longer version of his mother’s life. Alf himself
was stolen and brought up in New Norcia Mission.

G

randma Polly could see the concern on her daughter’s face
and could see that her daughter was playing dice with the
devil. But how could she stop her? Ada told her mother that she was
taking her two children to the wildflower show and that she wouldn’t
be long away, and as usual Queenie would be the first to give her a
bunch of precious flowers. Ada’s only thought was the excitement of
Queenie for the wildflowers. Grandma Polly nodded as she was told,
in a not sure act of bravado, that Ada would keep a lookout for the
troopers or the policemen, or ‘boogie men’ as they were referred to by
the tribe. Ada hugged her mother, and her mother sensed that this girl
is flirting with an evil that is not too far from our boundaries.
‘You’d better hurry’, she said, trying to make light of it. That evil
always seemed not too far away when the Nagdu people seemed to
be happy. Ada looked at Queenie, who was desperately in a rush to
move. Not forgetting her love for her Grandma, she called out ‘Love
you Grandma Polly.’
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Polly waved as she watched her daughter and her two grandchildren
heading for the wildflowers. She gave a sad smile as she saw Queenie
ducking and weaving amongst the bush, with her mother and brother
trying to hurry along behind. Looking back for her Mother, Queenie
had to giggle, because Mum was a fair way back, trying to coax Jack
who, to be quite honest, was not excited about the galaxy of flowers
that awaited. He would rather have gone out and looked for bush
tucker, Queenie thought.
But Grandma Polly was transfixed on the movements of Ada and
her two children.
She mumbled, almost in silence, ‘If anything happened to the
children we’d have to blame Mother Nature for luring Queenie in.’
Innocent of the genocidal wave that was slowly drowning her people,
Queenie ran through the bush in exhilarating happiness, letting her
fingers flick the leaves of the young saplings as she whizzed by. Running
into the cleared area she gasped. Standing silently, still, mesmerised
and in her wildflower land, she thought of Grandma Polly telling her
of the beauty that appears every year about springtime. Polly would
often tell all the children that they must be good Nadgu children, and,
once a year, if the children behaved really well, Mother Nature would
send the rain down in the winter and, come the spring, the wildflowers
would appear for the good Nadgu kids. And looking at what lay before
her eyes, she thought,’We must have all been good kids.’
She looked longingly over her wondrous wildflowers and knew
that she had to pick enough for all the families, but not pick too much.
If we pick too much or trample these pretty flowers Grandma Polly
and also Mum will rouse. Mother Nature will not let the rain fall on
our Nadgu land, and there will be no display of her kindness to the
Nadgu people. Looking over her beautiful wildflowers, she thought
of the stories she had heard last night around a campfire, snuggled
around her little sisters and listening to the elders talk, sing and
play the didjeridoo. Sometimes she heard the stories being told but
sometimes the elders would talk with great concern in their voices,
especially when they spoke of the children in the Nadgu tongue.
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Words like ‘hide’ … ‘children’ … ‘British Government’ … ‘no more you
will see them.’
This would often confuse young Queenie, when sleep was about
to engulf her. She would always think, before drifting off into her
wildflower land, ‘As long as I’ve got my mother, my brother and all
my family and the flowers that await me I am happy’.
Ada with Jack came out of the bush and laughed at her daughter
spinning around, arms outstretched either side of her, in front of the
wildflowers. Mother and daughter looked over the magical carpet of
flowers and little Queenie imagined that they were all laughing and
smiling at her as they danced to the tune of a slight breeze. They had
Queenie in a world so far away from the theft of little Aboriginal
children from their Mums and Dads to make these little black kids like
little white kids in this country they called ‘Australia’. All Queenie
wanted was to be around her family and around the bush.
‘Hey, my big girl, looks like they knew you was comin’.’
Queenie ran to her mother, who let Jack slide down from her hip
and stand on the ground. Ada put her arms around her daughter’s
shoulders and looked at the beautiful flowers.
Ada thought that all the seasons had been good to the Nadgu
people and she knew of the hot summer they just had, the cold chilly
winds that come in from Esperance, followed by the cold winter
rains, which made us forever have the fires burning, and the beautiful
spring weather through which the bush gave us these wildflowers.
Then gently pushing Queenie on her back Ada said, ‘All those
purty flowers are waitin’ for you girl.’ Queenie walked softly at first
and was afraid to trample on those ‘purty flowers’ as her mother
called them.
As long as Queenie could remember, her mother and the rest of
the mothers, and even Grandma Polly, would take all the children out
to the wildflowers and turn a day into a festival. Dampers would be
made out in the bush. Kangaroo meat would be taken out and cooked
on the hot coals. And whatever bush tucker they found in the bush
they all shared, lizards, goannas, bardies and whatever bush fruit
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was around; in Spring they were never short of the bush fruit that
grew around the Fraser Ranges. And on this particular day, thought
Queenie, it’s only me, my brother and my mother. ‘This’, she thought,
‘is the first time that we are alone. I wonder what kept the other
families away? Never mind’, she considered, ‘I will pick the flowers
for all the families. I wish the other kids were here with me.’
Ada walked back to the bush and found a hollow log to sit on and
was quite at ease with herself. From here she could watch Queenie
picking all her flowers and could see Jack looking for bobtails. She
knew that in this warm weather there’d be a lot of young bobtails out,
and the family loved roasted bobtails.
With the excitement of Queenie, who seemed quite happy just
picking her flowers, she had to laugh at her son Jack who was trying
to kill a bobtail.
‘I’d better go and help him,’ she thought. ‘Either that bobtail is
gunna bite him on the toe or he’s gunna hit himself on the toe with
that stick he’s trying to flatten the bobtail with.’
Ada quickly got up from the log and walked to Jack who in his
frustration couldn’t understand why he couldn’t kill his favourite
meal. Ada had to laugh at him because she had just seen one tasty
meal get away before her very eyes. Picking Jack up and hugging him,
she said ‘Nevermind bub, we get it later. I’m sure there’s lot more
bush tucker here.’
Looking around, she saw a quandong tree laden with its fruit, its
skin quite red. It might be ready to eat. She carried Jack to the tree
and could see that his eyes had lit up on seeing the quandong tree
and the bobtail was the furthest thing from his mind. She was glad
that the young children were taught at a young age that the bush will
look after you as long as you look after the bush and not light fires
when not the right season and bury the bones of the animals back in
the ground. It is good for the soil.
Putting Jack down, she reached up and grabbed a quandong and
peeled its soft red skin from the nut and had a taste. ‘Hmmm, not
quite ripe but good enough to eat.’
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She took a taste of a few more before getting a handful and giving
them to Jack. She knew he would make short work of the quandongs,
and the round nuts he would keep to play marbles with with the other
kids. These kids have got their own shop right out here in the bush
and it doesn’t cost them any money. She laughed, looking at Jack who
had a big smile on his face while chomping on his quandongs.
She stepped out from the bush to look for Queenie amongst her
wildflowers but there was no sign of her. She froze in disbelief. ‘She
was there a minute ago’, she thought and began to shout frantically
‘Queenie, Queenie, mummy want you, bullay look out for boogie man
on horses.’ She saw her daughter run away from the bushes holding
onto her flowers with a big smile on her face. ‘Queenie, come back to
us. Run quick’, trying to control her voice, looking for her son who
was poking a stick into an ants’ nest a few yards away. She called to
him urgently ‘Jack, run to Mummy.’
At that precise moment, Ada heard the hoofbeats upon her red soil.
She froze instinctively, looking for Jack who was running towards
her, his face full of fear. Then, she turned to look at Queenie who also
realised something was going to happen. Fear overtook her whole
body as she ran as fast as she could to her mother.
Ada was close to the hollow log she was sitting on and called
to Jack in a controlled voice, ‘Jack, run to Mummy and get in this
hollow log coz policeman comin’’, holding her arms out for him to
run to.
Grabbing him and hiding him in the hollow log, she turned to see
Queenie running towards them and she screamed as the troopers on
horseback were suddenly upon her and Queenie. But what caught
her eye was how the hooves had churned out so much red dust.
There were three policemen on horseback, but with so much red dust
around, Ada thought there were twenty horses or more because all
she could see were the horses’ chests and the white policeman’s face
on his horse. The rest of the legs were covered in red dust and Ada
could see Queenie running towards her with her hands outstretched
in front of her, flowers in each one.
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For a split second, Ada thought that Queenie was going to be
galloped on and screamed frantically as the horses veered away from
Queenie and she was lost in the churned up dust. ‘Where are you
Queenie?’ she screamed amidst the swirling redness. Ada froze to
the point of near collapse as she saw Queenie step out of the thick
swirling dust to give her a bunch of wildflowers. Mother and daughter
let out an agonizing scream. It all happened within a split second of
fierce movement. But to Ada it would come to seem a slow motion
replay in her mind. Ada had just barely touched the flowers when
her daughter was snatched from the ground and the troopers held her
tightly. She screamed and screamed for her mother.
As the troopers rode off with the screaming child, the dust lingered
high in the late morning. All Ada could see were the beautiful petals
falling aimlessly to the ground. Amidst the red dust.
She didn’t know long she had lain there but she could still hear
Queenie’s screams and the dreaded hooves beating into the red dry
soil.
Then realising she hadn’t heard from Jack, she got up quickly
and rushed to the hollow log, only to find it empty. Ada was on the
verge of collapse again when she heard a voice in the bushes calling
‘Mummy, mummy.’ Regaining composure, she ran into the bushes
whispering fiercely, ‘Stay in the bush. Mummy gunna get you.’ She
was relieved when she grabbed Jack who was cowering in the bushes
and sobbing hysterically. Trying to quell her own sobs, she nestled
him to her bosom and did her best to settle him down. He clung to
his mother and, weeping, asked, ‘Will we ever see Queenie again?’
She sobbed, ‘Wherever they take you I’m gunna find you my little
wildflower girl!’
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Nyoongar Woman and a Mobile Phone
Alf Taylor

No more reading smoke signals

pick up mobile and talk —
to who? She might say
the Kimberleys, the Wongis, Yamitjis, Nyoongars,
or to any blackfella’s
got my number;
she scratches her head
in eager anticipation:
Huh, huh,
’nother ’lation on the line
‘Yes, my dear. Oh hello.’
‘How are you?’
‘What!’
‘You want twenty dollars?’
‘But I got fuck-all!
“You got your money today.’
‘Why me?’
‘Um not a big shot
Noongar yorgah
’cause I work for A.L.S.’
‘No, I got nothing!’
‘Um wintjarren like you.’
‘Yeah and fuck you too!’
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Up a Ladder: Black Words and Me

Jake Milroy

Jake Milroy is a Palkyu person from the
Pilbara. He works as a Research Assistant at
The University of Western Australia, and is
a board member of Yirra Yaakin, Australia’s
largest Aboriginal theatre company.
Readers should be aware that this essay
contains the names of deceased persons.

W

hen you’re up a ladder cleaning windows and your hands
are thinking, feeling, and acting by themselves, you find
time to listen to the wind and give thought to the disparate self-desires
and meanings of life. What do I want for the future? What direction
am I going in? It was at these times that a deeper interest in society,
and how I could one day contribute something more to it other than
sparkling windows, dawned on me. I began thinking of life beyond my
sometimes wonky ladder. When I gave a window a final spray before
wiping it clean I could see my face reflected in the glass like a mirror.
But that reflection would be far different today if it weren’t for the
continual love and support I have received from my family, friends and
the Aboriginal community throughout my life and over what has been
at times, a turbulent past six years. As any working man will tell you, to
get to the top of the ladder you always have to start from the bottom.
My story begins at a place that will be familiar to other young
Aboriginal men. I was young, black, out of school, unemployed and
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looking for a place to live. I had not yet pierced through the barrier
that incarcerates many young minds into an internalised belief
that once you have left school, there is no going back. A feeling of
disenfranchisement and introspection had crept into my logic and I
was content with the weekend to weekend, pay to pay, and nothing
to gain outlook I had fostered earlier in my teenage years. Unable to
gain employment with the local supermarket, a feeling of fear and
resentment for my plight provoked thought on how I should accept
or confront what was happening.
Opportunities presented themselves in many different ways and I
realised it was important to make a choice and stick with it. Beginning
with the decision to gain as much employment as I could and be free
of the incursions inherent within the welfare system, I searched for
a new outlet and inspiration, to give me a sense of self-worth. Handy
with a shovel and crafty with the art of professional window cleaning,
I began to develop an employment base and finally had something to
say to people when they asked what it was that got me out of bed in
the morning. A sense of pride made my legs feel stronger and I was
growing a beard of masculinity and maturity that fitted in with my
identity as a labourer. It helped having a beard, as older people were
less likely to second-guess my decisions in relation to work and it
was easier to fit in. Noticing the reactions of different people when I
would tell them my profession was motivating, as many would take
pity on me, as though I didn’t have a job at all. Their perceptions
may have been influenced by my young man’s disdain for fashion
and my scrawny appearance of six foot and sixty kilos. In this line of
work I met some really good people and took on board what pearls of
wisdom they felt necessary to part with.
The day came when I had my routine cut out for me and work was
plentiful. Then the hand of opportunity extended itself once again,
only I failed to realise it until it slapped me in the face, grabbed me
by the scruff of the neck and dunked my head into the vast pool of
further education. When the question of pursuing higher education
was first mentioned to me I shrugged off the suggestion like a bouncer
57

Westerly 54-2 interior final.indd 57

22/10/09 2:06:06 PM

Westerly 54: 2

being insulted by a drunk after being ejected from a pub. But as time
passed and I continued to stand on my ladder, I began to picture
myself without my window cleaning gear and with a piece of paper in
my hands instead. Putting the question to others brought up a variety
of responses, both for and against, but I knew what I wanted. I could
feel the new direction of the wind on my back and I went with it.
Butterflies on my first day, it was like a scene out of an American
movie. After being outside the educational setting for some time,
enrolling at The University of Western Australia was quite daunting.
I knew the gruelling task ahead of me, studying and working, would
be testing in many different ways. Eventually I began to feel more
comfortable and participated in a variety of events on campus that
inspired a closer understanding between Indigenous and nonIndigenous Australians. The exchange of knowledge and ideas led to
a number of other great initiatives and I began to really enjoy taking
part in Amnesty International meetings, multicultural week, and
protests for the preservation of the Burrup Peninsular. Sooner than I
realised I was heading up the Western Australian Students Aboriginal
Corporation at The University of Western Australia. Beginning as
a student member I really enjoyed helping out with the cultural
events, cook ups and excursions where WASAC would invite special
guests to share Aboriginal culture with fellow students, Australian
and International. It’s a great feeling to see people enjoying a bit
of Aboriginal culture and taking home a fresh perspective that has
come from Aboriginal people directly. In the following years I was
nominated Vice-President and then President, which taught me a lot
about how challenging it can be to head a corporation while studying,
working and trying to keep your house clean. Although I missed the
chance to play with my colleagues in the National Indigenous Tertiary
Games in the Eastern States, it was still important to have assisted
in getting the team there to win the trophy for UWA. Speaking at
events became enjoyable and encouraged a feeling of empowerment,
optimism and activism within me. These were the ‘pre National
Apology’ days known as the ‘Howard years’ and conversations over
58

Westerly 54-2 interior final.indd 58

22/10/09 2:06:06 PM

Jake Milroy

the barbecue with sturdy and cantankerous Howard minions were
character building, with the guidance of my peers. It was a time when
the concerns and representation of Indigenous issues were becoming
increasingly marginalised and contemptuous. The surge of a growing
complacency in even listening to such issues found me addressing an
audience of trees on one occasion.
While studying I continued to work in a variety of occupations:
cooking and coffee making, gardening, window cleaning, loading and
unpacking goods and bar work. With the support of family, friends,
community, and a dedicated team of staff at the School of indigenous
Studies, I finished my degree without taking a break from my studies
at all. Suddenly the bucket and the squeegee were gone, instead my
hands held an important piece of paper, a Bachelor of Arts degree.
Then that wind at my back started blowing again, this time towards
a project called Black Words, an initiative of AustLit: The Australian
Literature Resource. I would never have guessed that I would end up
being employed by the tertiary institution where I studied!
Black Words
Black Words (http://www.austlit.edu.au/specialistDatasets/BlackWords)
is an information-rich website, a searchable database and a forum for
communication. The main objective of the project is to promote, build
and provide a comprehensive collection of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander literature for the interest, research and educational
purposes of the public and relevant organisations. The database is
very comprehensive. It includes records of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander authors, storytellers, playwrights, film, television and
theatre, theatre and dance companies, cultural events and awards,
other Indigenous databases, Indigenous publishers, cultural centres,
Aboriginal languages, important speeches and lectures and so on. The
scope is extensive, but remains focused on the work of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander writers and storytellers. Working on the project
has been one of the most enjoyable experiences of my life. I also
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appreciate the irony of my employment. Only a year or so ago I had
been addressing an audience of trees out of frustration at the deafness
of Australians to Indigenous issues. Now here I am, collecting and
showcasing the powerful words of some of our great Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander writers and orators. Perhaps the trees put in a
good word for me. I like to think so.
The site boasts hundreds of Western Australian and Northern
Territory Aboriginal writers with thousands of other Aboriginal writers
and storytellers from around the nation. The promotion of Aboriginal
literature is further assisted by adding to the number of works that have
been recorded and are yet to be recorded on Black Words. Over the
year I have read an overwhelming amount of Northern Territory and
Western Australian literature by Indigenous authors and storytellers.
The works have included a variety of different literary forms that give
insight to the Aboriginal Australia so many have come to be interested
in. AustLit is a fast-growing literature resource numbering over
100,000 Australian writers with over 600,000 recorded works. The
site is easy to navigate and is made even easier when searching for
work by Aboriginal writers by using the subset Black Words. Links on
the Black Words page enable users to search for random works, full
text, a history calendar of important events, links to major publishers,
authors and other sites. The research of the Black Words team strives to
provide the most accurate and comprehensive information available
for the promotion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander writers.
Black Words creates author profiles and maintains them continually
in order to provide the most accurate information available. It’s an
interesting part of the job that can require a lot of cross-checking of
resources, references and discussion. Author profiles on Black Words
include as much background information as possible and this means
that when we can, we contact the author and ask them what information
they would like to be included along with any additional information.
Date and place of birth is included in profiles along with the different
names and spellings authors have acquired throughout their lives. A
list of their awards is displayed under their brief biographies that give
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users a chance to learn more about the inspirations and experiences
of authors. The heritage of authors is also included in their profile,
along with records of works about them such as biographies, review,
columns, criticism, essays, prose, plays, songs, and poetry.
The majority of my research has been focussed on finding and
recording oral histories from Western Australia and the Northern
Territory. Aboriginal oral history accounts are flexible in the way that
they can serve as life stories that include family history, dreaming
stories, poetry, insights and Aboriginal names of geographical
locations. Some of the most powerful writing that I have come across
has been in the form of oral histories containing the thoughts and
experiences of many different Aboriginal people. The oral history form
on paper differs to the audio interview, as the speaker elaborates more
freely on certain memories and experiences, whereas in interviews
the interviewer has a tendency to cut the speaker off and redirect
the conversation towards what they want to hear. The speakers
usually end with their view on the contemporary community setting
relating to what they miss from the past and what they dislike about
the community at the time of the recording. These oral histories are
powerful pieces of Australia’s history and the main recurring theme
they address is Aboriginal experiences under colonisation.
For example, from the outset of the pastoral industry’s encroach
ment upon Indigenous countries throughout Western Australia and
the Northern Territory, there are many stories that detail the varied
childhood experiences of dispossession, enslavement, first contact, first
love, growing up, marriage, childbirth and the impact of government
policies. Some of the accounts found in Yammatji: Memories of the
Gascoyne, speak of the destitution many Aboriginal people were
subject to after being displaced from their land and removed from
their families and a particular way of life. In contrast to the depth of
harsh experiences contained in the stories, many are complemented
with an optimism and acceptance that rejects any notion of self-pity.
Some of the speakers surreptitiously hint at their satisfaction with
having outlived many of their oppressors. Within the book Bush
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time, Station Time: Waddi Boyoi and Johnny Walker Reminiscences
of Eighty Years as told to Bruce Shaw the main character Waddi Boyoi
shares his experiences of growing up during what is known as ‘the
killing times’ at the turn of the 19th century. Waddi was raised by
his parents traditionally until he found himself working on cattle
stations. Accounts of the relationship between station managers,
head stockmen and Aboriginal drovers are commonly described as
being one of slave labour. Waddi Boyoi considered himself fortunate
to have survived through many of the difficult challenges he faced
from avoiding massacres and violent employers, to curing himself of
introduced diseases with traditional homeopathy.
Some fascinating life experiences have been recorded in the form
of oral histories and are enjoyable to read. In Thalanyji Gujurunyjarri:
Jaburda Thalanyji Gulyarriyarra Ngarrarigu, Jalygurru who is also
known as Judy Hughes is a mother of five boys and five girls and shares
her story of giving birth to her son Kevin. The story is brief, yet multilayered as it tells of the hardship that some Aboriginal women have
endured during pregnancy. Without a great deal of assistance during a
cyclone in 1963 that destroyed the town of Onslow and tore the roof
off her house, Jalygurru gave birth to her son Kevin. Characteristically,
Kevin was nicknamed Willy (short for willy willy). Other baffling
records tell of people, cattle and kangaroos being chased and going
missing in inland pools kilometres away from the sea. Somehow sharks
have been found inhabiting these inland pools for years growing to
massive lengths. On the topic of mystery, there are numerous stories
and records of bright lights and UFO sightings going back a long time.
Donny Lewis’s account in Yammatji: Memories of the Gascoyne is
certainly a memorable one having brought Donny and the station boss
closer together in a time of fear. However, for many it seems that little
has been done to recognise their grievances. It is an important part of
their life story they want to be remembered and not forgotten.
Numerous accounts describe childhood memories that become
hard to read as the pages are stretched with testament to the brutality
of the colonial frontier. The station setting and their surrounding areas
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have been a common theme, with old men and women recounting
their memories of working hard before the age of ten with only a
stockman’s whip for an education. These and other experiences are
also recorded in correspondence records which also find their way
into Black Words. For example, the Oombulgurri story contains a
number of letters addressed to Reverend Gribble who initially ran
Oombulgurri Mission, situated near the Forest River in the Kimberley
region of Western Australia. Correspondence can provide some real
insights into the lives of Aboriginal people during settlement. Within
the Oombulgurri story, the people really missed Reverend Gribble
after his departure. Reverend Gribble’s departure from the settlement
was largely due to his life being threatened by the local police after
he and Reverend James Noble reported police shootings of Aboriginal
people. The letters demonstrate the close relationship some Aboriginal
people enjoyed on some missions, though unfortunately this changed
dramatically after Gribble’s departure. Correspondence records allow
the reader to engage directly with the writer and grasp the context
within the time of writing. The hardships suffered by Aboriginal
people seeking to gain permission for marriage, or a reason for being
denied entry to the local hotel have been captured in letters.
As an Aboriginal person, or more specifically, a Palkyu man from
the Pilbara in the north-west of Western Australia, reading these
accounts can be difficult. I see so much of myself and the experiences
of my family in other people’s stories. For us, Australian history is a
family history, it’s always emotional and it’s always personal, and it’s a
story that sadly often speaks of people being moved away from family
and country. Not all accounts vehemently emphasise the horrors that
took place during the speaker’s lives, but many do. This exemplifies
the importance of such oral histories being readily available to those
interested in it, as it showcases and identifies the varied feelings and
reflections on many people’s different experiences.
Indexing numerous collections of stories from the Dreaming has
been another highlight of my research. Researching Dreaming stories
has been one of the most enjoyable parts of being a Black Words
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team member, as they are educational, entertaining and an important
part of Aboriginal culture. There are many enthralling stories that
I have loved reading, but one of my favourites would be the story
of Wanganenni, the bird that wouldn’t sing enough, by Oodgeroo
Noonuccal. It is an unfortunate reality that some of these stories are not
readily available to the public. Much of my research has relied upon
a good relationship between The University of Western Australia, the
State Library of Western Australia and with other universities and
libraries who have provided an efficient inter-library loan scheme.
Some stories are in video format and capture the essence of
the storyteller’s persona. Video recordings of stories are generally
accompanied by a transcript, others are in plain text and one I came
across recently was in a modern form that has been shown around
the world at different film festivals on the Dust Echoes website. Many
Dreaming stories are categorised as ‘Children’s’ or they are adapted for
a young audience. From my own personal perspective, they provide
more quality entertainment and intellectual stimulation than the
majority of film and television that I have seen this year. Dreaming
stories possess such a magnificent way of learning and thinking that
they are timeless. The fascinating thing about many of the Dreaming
stories I have come across is the way they combine philosophy,
an understanding of the environment, and an encouragement for
learning. While the cultural material remains the same, some of the
online material has been adapted to appeal to and share with a broader
audience. The use of technology assists in these cases to further
develop an understanding and build bridges with new generations of
Australians. Dreaming stories are a source of cultural transmission;
they are able to demonstrate to the reader the customs and values of
the Aboriginal people who own them. They also provide lessons in
life, astrology, geography, and nature that can be adapted and applied
all across Australia.
I am grateful to be in a situation where my professional and
personal interests coincide. I am honoured to be a member of the
Black Words team. My ambition is not to simply index the work of
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander writers, but to encourage others
to access it and learn more about it. Recording Indigenous literature is
an important priority. I hope my research leads to many more people
becoming familiar with our rich literature and culture. That hope
remains an inspiration for me in my continued work on this project.
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Bronwyn Bancroft’s work is held in major
Australian collections; the National Gallery of
Australia, Macquarie University, the Art Gallery
of New South Wales, the Art Gallery of Western
Australia, Australian Museum and Artbank, as well
as in overseas collections. She has been involved
heavily in the protection of artist’s rights over the
past two decades and is an Independent Director
to the Copyright Agency Limited. Bronwyn has
recently been awarded the Yarramundi Scholarship
at the University of Western Sydney where she is
currently completing her Doctorate.

M

y life as an artist has been a multiplicity of journeys: the
layering of any person’s life is intriguing and the twists and
turns of fate is the journey of evolution.
Making art has always been an integral part of my life and I have
never stopped creating. My mind is chaotic with explosive ideas
about new creations.
I am constantly excited by the challenge of making another
personal visual statement and this propels my artistic journey.
I grew up in Tenterfield, a small country town of 3,000 people. My
dad, Bill Bancroft, an Aboriginal man, was a sleeper-cutter and bushman.
My mother, Dorothy, is Polish and Scottish, and a dressmaker.
I am the youngest of seven children and feel that this has been a
blessing. I was free of responsibility and very lucky to have more time
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Bronwyn Bancroft, ‘A Little Ray of Sunshine’, acrylic on canvas (1.5m x 1.2m)
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with my parents. I swam in creeks, played sport and generally had a
pretty good life apart from incidents that occurred that were out of my
hands.
Life had presented some moral dilemmas for me that would
generally affect me until late in my 30s. These acted as a significant
connection for my work as I wanted to prove my worth. When trust
has been eroded by people whom you love, the idea of truth is far
removed from the reality you exist in. To be made to feel worthless at
a very small age then becomes unremarkable.
I moved from Tenterfield with my teacher in 1975 and went to the
Canberra School of Art. This was terrifying as I had never been away
from home and used to sleep with a crowbar under my bed.
When I ponder about my life, I always remind myself that I am an
Aboriginal sleeper-cutter’s daughter and I thank Dad for his unselfish
and significant contribution to my life.
I cannot fathom how hard life must have been for Dad. His journey
became my journey and this is why I am astounded when people
question my Aboriginality. This is my family we are talking about, not
up for someone’s judgement.
As I have said, on too many occasions for years we were judged for
being too black. Now it appears we are not black enough.
Who would ever consider that they can recognise and create
acceptance for Aboriginal people? Some non-Aboriginal people
consider they can. Is it because they aided in the destruction and
debilitation of Aboriginal communities, sanctioned slavery, rape and
murder? When I come across people using this form of degrading
manoeuvre my advice to them is to keep judgements to yourselves and
superiority in your cold heart, and remember that all negativity can be
returned for the atrocities and effects of colonisation, triple-fold if you
ignore them.
I will not be moved about like a political, social and artistic chess
piece. I am a human being. I value my family and will not be diminished
by any outsider’s ignorant opinion of who I should be.
The very source of my being stems from this innate sense of injustice
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that has prevailed in our country. I am very connected to my people’s
land and have spent a large part of my life learning there. I have a
very special connection with my Uncle Pat who has taught me a great
deal, including the story of the country of our ancestors murdered by
un-settlers. This only adds to the resolve to keep our ‘secret place’
safe. Last year, at the New Year celebrations, we were discussing other
people attempting to claim our land. Uncle Pat stated to me that it has
always been ‘a secret place locked between mountain ranges with
fresh water in abundance’ and it had always been our family’s.
My art resides in a collection of themes, such as politics, family,
struggle, native title, recognition of family and land and the beauty of
nature. All of these elements make up who I am as a human being.
I have painted in these themes for over three decades and have
never been drawn to the cosmetic art that is dictated by powerbrokers.
I just want to let my art evolve with my development as an Aboriginal
person, mother and artist.
Being prompted to write about the synthesis of ideas that is connec
ted to my creativity is fantastic. I love what I do and I do what I love.
As with all journeys, there are negative incidents where people
attempt to wound you. These attempts at destruction only add to the
impetus of defiance and this is largely why I have continued to grow.
The powerbrokers, or gatekeepers as they refer to themselves,
consider that they are the controllers of Aboriginal art. How can such
a free concept of cultural awareness and life be put into a 2009 mind/
bureaucratic/conformist jail?
These controllers or gatekeepers keep me busy. They prompt
me to create, agitate, cogitate. They instil a deep sense of resolution
and political affirmation in me, and I will defend my people’s rights
to be free with their art, to develop, to grow, to evolve without the
obstructionist policies of the star system and government acclamation
that creates pathways that distract you from your pursuit.
The desire to see Aboriginal people, who are descended by geneal
ogical lines existing in NSW, gain recognition has been an enduring
aim of mine.
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I have had my work dismissed by Indigenous curators, with one
telling me, ‘I should stick to children’s books as that was my strength.’
It was a putdown by her but as I have characteristically always been
a creator over many areas of expertise and love the challenge of new
mediums, I was not concerned. This incident occurred over 20 years
ago and the same curator last year was witnessed by a staff member
saying my work would never be displayed while she was in charge.
It is alarming to see the places that have been fought for being
used and abused by some Indigenous people.
Now I have had my chance to indicate to you that all is not well
in the Aboriginal art scene this probably leaves more questions than
answers, but I think this will always be the case.
The love of art and that initial moment when an idea springs into
your mind is one of the most satisfying emotions. People often ask me
if I ever have ‘creator’s block’ — no, never! If I lived to be 200, I could
never complete all of the projects that I have thought of.
Creativity has always been my soul’s source. It is the way I
communicate and the way I express my innermost feelings that is the
best therapy in the world. Creating and the process of creation is a
delight for the artist. Existing in my work are themes that run parallel
with my life as an Aboriginal woman, artist and family member.
History is an essential part of my work. The intermingling of
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal lives has given me a vastness of topics
to explore.
To have the courage to explore ideas and expose your innermost
forensic moments of creativity takes a lot to getting accustomed to.
When I was younger just starting an artistic career through exhibitions,
I was terrified that my work would never be good enough. This moment
quickly disappeared as I came to the realisation that my work and my
art were unique. The story of ‘your voice’ in art is always about reaffirming and connecting with what you believe in.
I have been in situations where I have been invited to be a part of
major survey shows overseas, met with curators, discussed the form
of the work and then been dropped. This can happen for a variety of
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Bronwyn Bancroft, ‘Fragile World’, acrylic on canvas (1.5m x 700cm)
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reasons but still makes you question why people make the effort to
ask you.
One particular show, in Washington, describing itself as a survey of
Aboriginal women’s art from all of Australia ended up only exhibiting
traditional artists (and Judy Watson and Julie Dowling). This indicates
a domestic and international immaturity that has been allowed to
prevail into other institutions world-wide and the consciousness of
the art world.
We, the original people, are all Aboriginal. We all have connection
to family and country, and we are real. To be dismissed summarily
by a lack of intellectual rigour and debate on Aboriginal issues has
always indicated to me that the colonialist concept of ‘Divide and
Rule’ prevails.
I write about such issues because this is a part of the whole.
Creating art is not just about making pictures — it is about challenging
the stereotypical that attempts to contain our visions as Aboriginal
people. I have been constantly challenged by ignorance — that anyone
can allow themselves to pass judgement on others is beyond belief.
It creates a division in our society that is ‘us’ or ‘them’. It is not right
that anyone feels or asserts that they are superior to another human
being — we are all just different.
During the evolution of my art, where I pushed the boundaries of
my creativity, I have loved that pursuit. It is not always about the end
product, the finished work and can often just be about the connection
to self through art.
Many people make comments about the development of your
work.
‘I liked your old work.’ ‘I liked your earlier work’ … and so on.
It is unlikely that if you were in scientific field that people would
expect no evolvement in technical advancement. This can be a trap
for any artist to rest on the complacency of others.
Art, as any other vocation, is a process of determined develop
ment.
In Year 9, I was a naughty girl and my grades slipped. Dad came
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home from the bush and told me I would be working in a bank
because he was not going to support me when I was unaware of his
commitment and hard work. I threw myself at his knees and begged,
‘Dad, I promise I will work and study hard, but please do not put me
in a bank. I will die there!’
He agreed to keep me at school. I learnt a major lesson that day.
Do not expect others, anyone, to cover for your laziness, attitude and
approach to life and this moment became my bedrock.
When I had graduated with my Higher School Certificate from
Tenterfield High School, I had already been recommended by my
principal, Mr Ray Curry, for early acceptance based upon my work
to Armidale University and the Australian National University. Even
though I was having a clandestine relationship with my teacher,
whom I married and with whom I had two beautiful children, I was
a good student and I studied hard. The promise I made to my Dad
was intact.
I was always a creative kid and even though we were poor, I
would always try and make things to improve my life and have fun.
I wanted to do art so I went to the Canberra School of Art. I had
been doing first level art in Year 12 by correspondence, as only two
students were doing it. I really had no portfolio but they could see I
was enthusiastic. I was the first ‘Goori’ to go to this art school in 1976
and it was interesting and challenging to be so far from home and
initially with strangers who soon became my friends.
I had a raw experience at this school. I had always wanted to
paint, learnt it and love it. I had done a painting at home. It was in
sepia tones, Aboriginal people behind concrete, skyscrapers and in
the shape of a large ‘Binging’ (turtle).
I was really proud of it, being all of 18. I took it to school and the
painting instructor told me it was shit and we don’t do stuff like that
in this school. I was shocked, humiliated, hurt. I decided to leave the
school and go to ANU but thankfully I missed the cut-off date (thank
God for bureaucracy, sometimes) and I had to go back to the art school.
I was determined to stay away from the negativity of this person and
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so the next year I started a new course ‘Visual Communications’. It
added an extra year to my degree but I was so astounded by this
degrading moment that I didn’t care.
I completed this degree. My husband, who was an aspiring actor,
wanted to move to Sydney to pit his skills. I really did not want to
move as I was playing water polo. (I had started the women’s water
polo in Canberra with the assistance of Mr Alf Tye, and went on to
captain the side and play representative sport for the NSW country.)
I was also in a part-time position at the school in the photographic
lab. I was pretty secure in Canberra and knew no one in Sydney — but
I went and became invisible in a huge city.
I was now 21 and terrified. I got some jobs waitressing at Noonan’s
Café in the Strand Arcade and at the Palisade Restaurant. I also applied
to Alexander Mackie to commence a Masters in Photography. I was
accepted — ironic, considering they had rejected me when I first
applied in 1976.
My son was six weeks old and my husband had a lead role in a
movie. I was up the street in my friend’s shop in Rozelle and he said
he was leaving, so I asked if I could take it over. In Canberra I had
been doing fashion design with a friend, Joanne Chappel. We had a
label called Magarra, which means ‘bright and happy’. I had a lot of
stock that Joanne and I had made, so with $3,000 and a Bankcard, I
opened my shop, Designer Aboriginals, and my company, Designer
Aboriginal Pty Ltd.
Again, this was a steep learning curve. Elsa Dixon, who worked
for an employment agency, provided a lot of support in helping to
employ the young women whom I trained. She was a marvellous and
majestic Aboriginal woman. We worked hard and put up with a lot
of ignorant taunts, for example, people put up signs on my window
‘Nigger go home — KKK’. It was pretty kooky stuff.
I worked all through my marriage, even though I found out that
my husband came from a wealthy family. He had never shed a lot
of light on his wealth and I had never written a cheque in 17 years
or had a transparent understanding of the money. He just paid cash
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Bronwyn Bancroft, ‘Paradox of Inequality 2007’, synthetic polymer paint on
canvas (1.5m x 1.5m). Courtesy Vivien Anderson Gallery, Melbourne.
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for everything — a house, a new car — so I suppose you could say the
marriage was never laid on a foundation of truth and trust.
This marriage restrained my art and contained me. When I finally
summoned the courage to leave with the two small children aged
five and two years, it was the beginning of my life. I was 32 and this
had now become the biggest challenge of my life. In 1991 I closed the
shop, dissolved my marriage, bought my totally run-down house in
Balmain and started living there with my children, Jack and Ella.
I closed the shop as I found that I wanted to concentrate on my
own work. I had joined an artists’ co-operative called Boomalli
Aboriginal Artists Co-operative with nine other people, namely,
Euphemia Bostock, Brenda Croft, Fiona Foley, Fernanda Martens,
Arone Raymond Meeks, Tracey Moffat, Avril Quaill, Michael Riley
and Jeffrey Samuels. The Boomalli group created great energy amongst
themselves and the wider public in exploring urban Aboriginal art.
It is pertinent to alert you to the fact that art had always been driving
me. It was how I was making a living and supporting my small family.
It is fair to say that I have always put the children first. I am proud of
my achievements as an Aboriginal woman, mum, artist, teacher and
friend.
I never believed that I was not going to survive, but I did have
moments when I felt my spirit had been beaten. These flat, dull, gut
wrenching moments do not last long but they end up defining who you
are because it is how you make your way from difficult circumstances
that becomes your essence and the foundation of your philosophy of
life. Since I moved into my house, I had to work really hard. I have
never reneged on 17-hour days and there have been plenty.
In 1992, I was asked to illustrate a book by HarperCollins
Publishers, titled Stradbroke Dreamtime by Oodgeroo Nunukul. It
was a great honour and it is a book I love. I was an illustrator. It was
another feather in my cap and I pursued this path intently. The first
book I ever did was The Fat and Juicy Place by Diana Kidd. Since
these initial books, I have illustrated 20 titles. This year, I will be
completing three, Sam’s Journey written by Sally Morgan and Ezekial
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Kwaymullina, A Journey to a Secret Place, about our country near
Grafton, NSW, and another book titled Why I Love Australia.
Illustrating these books is a passion of mine because when I
grew up there were never any books by Aboriginal people and I am
personally determined to close this gap.
I have been exhibiting since 1981, and have been involved in over
200 exhibitions, solo and group shows. This has been exhausting but
essential as I have always had a view that I would never be a good
artist until I was 50 and I have looked upon my artistic challenges as
an apprenticeship. I have never believed that you can have a depth of
maturity in your personal story if you have not excavated the recesses
of your mind, heart, history and family stories. This all takes time
and we are often pressured to perform. My only real lesson from all of
my life experiences is never give up on your dream. It is your life and
yours alone, and as such, you are the maker of your destiny.
As my children grew up, Jack attended Sydney Boys High (a
selective public school), Ella was in St Scholastica’s College, and
my youngest, Rubyrose, was born in 1999. I decided to pursue some
additional learning so I enrolled in a Master of Studio Practice at
Sydney College of the Arts.
I want to thank Janet Mooney, the Director of the Koori Centre at
Sydney University for awarding me a scholarship that assisted me in
going back for further education.
The last time I had written an essay was when I was 17, as the
degree I had done was largely based on the ‘practice’ of art. It was a
challenging experience to be back at Art School. I was awarded my
second degree in 2003. Two years later, I commenced my Master of
Visual Arts at Sydney College of the Arts. I completed that and had
written a 15,000-word thesis which assisted me to understand that I
could write. It was titled ‘A Journey in Colour’.
I have recently been awarded the Yarramundi Scholarship at
University of Western Sydney to complete my Doctorate of Creative
Arts. The title of my thesis is ‘Passion, Power, Politics of Aboriginal
Art: Does equality exist for NSW Aboriginal women artists today?’
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Doing this additional education has allowed me to collect my
understanding of issues and collate them. It has become an integral
part of my life and I love it. It also makes me remember my time at
Tenterfield High School when I had been marked as having an IQ of
90 and also told in all of my vocational guidance reports that I could
become a secretary with a lot of hard work.
Ironically enough, it was my future husband who challenged the
status quo and had me moved from the lower classes to the higher
ones, where I flourished.
In my journey of life and artistic maturation, I have always put
my hand up to help others and it has never been just about my own
individual success. I curate exhibitions on behalf of many Aboriginal
women who would otherwise be ignored, and this is very satisfying.
I have taught art and cultural workshops, created murals, taught
all over Australia and have always been inspired by the joy that the
love of art can bring.
In conclusion, my father worked as a sleeper-cutter. He was the
invisible Aboriginal man who left home early and came home late,
spending a month at a time in the bush alone. He was the invisible
sleeper.
In many ways I feel invisible in the art world as well. Many people
play games of power and exclude you from major shows and change
history and convert the truth to have it portrayed as all about them.
I challenge this mediocrity of historical and social representation
and this has not made me a friend to these powerbrokers. It is time to
be as visible as we can be and not allow the misrepresentation of our
art and culture. I do not want to create quirky, kitsch moments about
my Aboriginal life. I just want to create art and share it.
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Travelling Memory Road: A Dialogue with my
Brother
Jeannie Herbert

Jeannie Herbert, whose grandmother was a
Nkinja woman, was born in Derby in 1943
and raised in Broome. The pinnacle of her
long career in education was becoming the
first Indigenous Vice-Chancellor in Australia.
She achieved this during her leadership of
the Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary
Education in the Northern Territory.

S

he hadn’t seen her brother for years but a family wedding had
brought a number of the family back to Perth. They managed
a few words at the wedding but, more importantly, arranged to meet
the following week before they each headed back to their respective
homes on opposite sides of the country. She hadn’t realised how
much she missed their conversations until they were sitting talking
over a coffee. It was quite a shock to sit facing one another and to
realise how much they had both aged in the intervening years — wellworn faces, heavy-lidded eyes and greying hair was testament to the
fact that they were both into their 60s now.
Having caught up on the news concerning their respective
children, her brother, a man of few words, surprised her by suddenly
asking if she remembered their trips out bush with their grandmother
when they were young kids. He grinned as he asked the question, a
look she knew only too well as it had often accompanied the mind
games he used when teasing his sisters. Was this a trick question or
was he testing her memory?
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Momentarily, she closed her eyes and was immediately transported
back in time. It would have been the early 50s and there they were,
approximately eight and six years of age, sitting side by side, on top
of the red 44-gallon petrol drums, tightly gripping the top rail of the
framework behind the truck’s cab. The truck, being driven by their
grandmother, seemed to be flying along the road although, in reality,
it would only have been travelling at about 30 miles an hour. From
time to time, the wind would whip her hair across her face, stinging
and bringing tears to her eyes. Flicking her head to move the hair
would, at times, catch her brother’s attention and he would turn his
head to look at her. They would exchange brief smiles before turning
back to focus on the road ahead. They would sit like this for hours,
hunched forward, squinting eyes fixed on the endless ribbon of the
road ahead, hoarding memories of the experience.
Finally, they would feel the shift as their grandmother changed
gears, signalling the end of this part of the journey. Not long now.
While they both loved the sense of excitement and occasional frisson
of fear that came from travelling on the back of the truck perched high
on the line of drums, they also looked forward to the end of the day’s
journey. Having risen with the sun, they were tired and more than
ready to unwind their stiff legs and climb down off the back of the
truck as the shadows began to lengthen across the landscape.
Time to set up camp for the night. The first job was always to
collect firewood for the campfire, a task that provided an opportunity
for all three of them to take a walk, stretching their legs while checking
out the area around the intended campsite. Their grandmother would
walk between them, pointing out tracks and other signs that enabled
her to ‘read’ the country and explain what other creatures might be
nearby, possible food sources and any signs of potential danger. The
boy carried the tomahawk, his sister the hessian sack as they set out
into the bush. Apart from checking out the country, these forays were
intended to provide them with opportunities to gather wood into a
couple piles for later retrieval, to find sugar bag in the trees and to
collect berries and other food such as small lizards or snakes and
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crocodile or turtle eggs. When the day’s journey ended near a river
they might go fishing and, with a bit of luck catch a barramundi for tea.
Otherwise, they might place the leg of meat wrapped in netting, that
their grandmother always carried, into the water’s edge, tying it off on
a rock further up the bank and leaving it there to entice gilgies to come
out of hiding so they could later enjoy a feed of freshwater crayfish.
Having undertaken this reconnoitre, they would return to the truck
and begin setting up camp if their grandmother was satisfied that
the area would be a safe place to camp. The boy would retrieve the
piles of wood and get the campfire burning so that their grandmother
could boil the billy for her long awaited cup of tea, while his sister
would spread the tarp on the ground beside the truck and roll out
their grandmother’s swag on the back of the truck, and unpack the
crockery, cutlery and food supplies from the tucker box. Towels and
toilet bags were hung on the tailboard of the truck in readiness for the
nightly sponge down. Then it was time for a rest — stretched out on
the tarp the children would read their books while their grandmother
enjoyed her cup of tea and the opportunity to simply listen to the
sounds of the bush.
Before preparing the evening meal, they would go down and check
the gilgie trap if they had set one. The rope holding the leg of meat
was used to jerk the bait from the river so that the gilgies could be
untangled from the net and dropped into the billy can. This process
would be repeated until they had enough for a meal.
On those evenings when they were not camped near the river, their
grandmother would take her rifle from the front of the truck where
she always carried it and head off into the bush. The two children
would stay on the tarp reading until they heard the gun’s report.
Suddenly alert, they would sit waiting for their grandmother to call
them, before running off in the direction of her voice to help carry the
evening meal back to camp. Their favourite meal was the bush turkey
but kangaroo was also enjoyed — just took longer to cook. There were
times when they lay a long time waiting for a sound that never came.
On the evenings when their grandmother returned empty-handed,
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they would know that they would be having a tin of bully beef for
dinner. Sometimes this would be eaten cold, sliced onto a hunk of
bread and washed down with a drink of water from the water bag
hanging on the back of the truck. At other times, their grandmother
would fry the meat in a pan, mixing in a variety of tinned vegetables
or eggs if they had found any.
After they had done the washing up, just before darkness descended,
their grandmother, if they were camped near a river, would pick up
her torch and lead the way down to the water’s edge. Shining the
powerful torch’s beam out across the surface of the water, she would
point out the eyes of crocodiles floating on top of the water. Then
she would turn off the torch and keep the children standing there
a few minutes longer until they had heard the barking of crocodiles
echoing across the water. This would be the signal for the torch to be
turned on again to light their path back to the truck.
After a nippy dash into the bush to relieve themselves, followed
by a very brief sponge down, all three would lie on the tarp looking
up to the stars while their grandmother pointed out the various
constellations or identified the various animal sounds they could hear
with stories about the individual animals. Some nights the children
would be asleep almost before she finished talking about the stars but
on other nights, especially when they could hear dingoes nearby, it
would take a long time before the nervous children would finally fall
into an exhausted sleep.
She came out of her reminiscence as her brother was saying, ‘Do
you remember that white road we went along in the old Bedford, one
day?’
‘The white road with the tall trees along both sides — the one that
made you think you were going through a tunnel?’
‘Yes. It was late in the afternoon so the whole road was in shadow
from those trees …’
‘Yes … and it was really cool in amongst those trees … I have
never forgotten that drive — it had been such a hot day and it was so
beautifully green and cool in there out of the sun.’
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‘You know, I have never forgotten it either. Isn’t it funny though — I
have never spoken about it to anyone else. I have often wondered
about that road and every time I have ever gone driving around Derby
or up to Halls Creek I have looked for it but I have never found it. Do
you know where it was?’
‘No, I don’t know where it was but I am like you — I have never
been able to forget about it. At times, I have thought that maybe I
dreamt it.’
‘No, you didn’t dream it, sis. Have you ever had any ideas about
where it may have been?’
‘I think it was probably a station road — maybe Yeeda, Meda, maybe
Mt Anderson. It was only our second day out so I don’t think we were
out as far as Liveringa or Noonkanbah but we were definitely on the
way to a river because that was where we camped that night. Don’t
know where but I think that was one of those trips where we ended
up out at Uncle Norman’s camp. I know the ground was whitish but it
couldn’t have been too marshy because the trees were very tall.’
‘Mmm! Maybe they only looked tall to us, sitting up there on the
drums, we were only little and I can remember sometimes feeling as
though I had to duck my head as we passed under the branches. We
could have been imagining how high those trees were…I have often
thought it was just like a dream—that’s why I decided to ask you if you
remembered that drive. Now I know it wasn’t a dream. Funny how we
both have such a strong memory of that drive isn’t it? Wonder why.’
‘Oh, I think that there are lots of things we forget about in our
childhood that only need a little effort to bring them back into our
consciousness. I often find when I am talking with Lorraine, that she’ll
tell me something that happened out at Liveringa or Mt Anderson,
and then I will remember that thing happening while I was out with
Uncle Norman and Aunty Ethel for the school holidays.’
In silence they sipped their coffees, mulling over the conversation
and their memories until she broke the silence.
‘It’s funny you brought up that memory about that road though as
I have a bit of a theory about roads.’
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‘Oh, yeah … what’s your theory?’
‘Well, I think of roads as having two dimensions. I think, because
of the role roads play in our everyday lives, that many people just
see roads as pathways through the landscapes that we inhabit. But
on another dimension, I think roads can also be perceived as tracks
marking our journeys through life. If we expand on that idea I think
we can argue that roads are enablers of change for they are forever
leading us into different places, different life experiences. Roads
provide the means by which people explore their worlds, take up
new challenges, move to new places — they lead us into change but
what we discover in that process can also change our lives.’
‘Mmm — I did only ask if you remembered a particular road, sis.’
‘Well, to be honest, the memory of that road was only a part of the
reason for me spending so much time thinking about roads and their
significance in my life.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Well, remember when Margaret was in hospital in Fremantle, I
flew over to see her. I visited her every day and, even though she tired
easily, we did spend a lot of time talking about life — you know, the
meaning of life stuff. Well, one of the things she said to me one day
was how much I reminded her of Granny. I was stunned and told her
that I had never thought of myself as being at all like Granny — except
that, as I as I had grown older, I had admitted to becoming increasingly
pig-headed. Anyway, it turned out that Margaret had a totally different
viewpoint. She had been observing my increasing propensity for
travelling around the countryside over recent years pointing out that
while my continual moving may have originally been a reflection
of my work as a teacher, she didn’t think that really explained my
seeming preference for jobs that involved constant travel. She had
decided that my behaviour was likely inherited from Granny.’
‘Margaret couldn’t talk. Look at all the times she went off all over
the country, chasing the rainbow. And, what about all of her trips to
Europe?’
‘I know and I reminded her of all of that but she reckoned that what
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interested her was my willingness to go off on my own — to travel on
my own, to head out and set up a new life in a totally different place.
Anyway, what she said that day started me thinking and I decided
there was something in what she said. What intrigued me most was
that, I think I am a bit like Granny in that I really do prefer road travel.
I like the feeling of being in-touch with the country that I believe
comes from being ‘in’ the country, ‘driving through’ the landscape,
being able to stop and ‘examine what is going on’ just as we used to
do when we went bush with Granny.
Acknowledging that I enjoyed road travel more than any other
form of travel started me thinking about why I found roads so
fascinating. I thought about different kinds of roads and the reasons
why roads have been constructed; about how roads can be dangerous
depending on where they go or how well they are built or how they
can provide you with wonderful experiences or memories; and about
how, just as Granny did, we all use roads for work, recreation or
survival purposes. It was that process that actually got me thinking
about roads as tracks marking our journeys through life because I
started thinking of them as thoroughfares that enable us to access
new experiences, different worlds — to engage in change. From there I
went back to thinking about my life and the roads that I consider have
contributed to changing my life.’
‘Such as?’
‘Well, the first road that changed my life, was the little dirt track
that headed south out of Derby connecting it to Broome and all places
south, back in the 1940s. Mum and Dad set out on that road in 1943,
planning to travel as far south as Geraldton. Thanks to an American
soldier telling Dad he couldn’t stay when they pulled into Broome
for an overnight stop to refuel, they didn’t get very far. Obviously,
being only six weeks old at the time, I did not have much say in that
decision, but I know that if we had continued along that road our
lives, would have been very different. Growing up in Broome meant
that we were close to my grandmother and other members of my
mother’s family and the cultural experiences that were so critical in
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enabling us, as children, to know where we came from, to know who
we were thus enhancing our sense of identity both in an individual
and collective sense. You and I would not have been having this
discussion if we had gone further down that road.
And roads played a big part in our lives when we were kids.
Remember how Granny would just turn up from time to time with
no warning, to pick up a couple of us to go bush with her. It was
usually you and me because we needed little ‘looking after’ but I
also think Granny saw it as a part of her role to educate us. Looking
back on those trips, they were great adventures and, from my own
perspective, they instilled in me a deep desire to be forever exploring,
engaging with new experiences. But, in retrospect, I believe there was
something even more valuable that I got out of those trips. Remember
how we never knew where we were going? We would just climb up
there, sit on those drums and hang onto that rail for hours at a time
while the truck hurtled along whatever bush roads Granny wanted to
take us — fishing, hunting, visiting family. I have come to realise that
I learnt some important lessons on those trips. They were not easy
trips bumping and swerving along bush tracks from dawn till dark
over many days. But, the expectations that were placed on us kids
about not questioning Mum or Granny about where we were going
was, I think, a part of our learning trust and showing respect for them
and the decisions they made. Putting that into a wider life context,
learning to ‘go with the flow’ helped me develop the capacity to take
whatever came my way in life, accepting the inevitable and making
the most of it, looking for the good things in life. I reckon it was all
a part of building our self-discipline. In recent years, I have come
to appreciate that the lessons we learnt from Granny on those trips
prepared me to cope with the life I have had and it certainly has been
a life full of change. But then, of course, looking back on those times,
we have to admit that we had a great teacher when you think of the
massive changes Granny had had to cope with during her lifetime.
Then, of course, there have been the myriad roads that I have
travelled in pursuing my career — bush roads, desert roads, city
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roads — all gave me plenty of time to think about my work — planning
in the mornings, reflection in the afternoons. And the impact of
driving through the landscape as I did that thinking meant that I
was thinking about my work within the context of the environment
in which it was happening. For instance, even now, if I am driving
out into the desert to visit a group of students then, inevitably, the
environment has an effect on me so that, by the time I get to engage
with the students I have thought about the situation. Travelling along
that road has allowed me to think about what it must be like to live
in such a place and has given me an opportunity to begin to identify
the issues that are likely to influence the students’ capacity to engage
with education and training programs within such a setting.
And when I think of the roads I have travelled criss-crossing
this nation — north to south and east to west — for the purposes of
reconnecting with family and friends, I realise they have served to
highlight and further reinforce those lessons we learnt from Granny.’
‘Now you’ve lost me, sis …’
‘Well, think of it like this. When Granny used to take us out
roaming around the Kimberley from Derby to Fitzroy Crossing, Halls
Creek and the stations like Liveringa, Nookanbah and Gogo, what
was the one thing that you can remember about all of those trips?’
‘They were long, we covered a lot of country …’
‘And everything was big — even though we were in that Bedford
truck, we were really small — the mountains, the river, the plains, the
road — my abiding memory of the overall landscape was that it was
always so rugged and majestic. And, it seems to me that many of the
roads that have taken me around this country, reinforce that notion.
Roads really connect us in terms of ‘place’ — our special places that
we were lucky enough to visit with Granny, but also other magnificent
‘places’ within this country. It is this ‘grandness’ in terms of size,
colour and land forms that has served to impress the importance of
roads on me. I find these long ribbons of dirt or bitumen that wind
out, endlessly, across the nation are really seductive, always calling
me, enticing me to take yet another journey, to explore yet another
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part of the country. And roads, as the means of connecting people
with ‘places’, especially places that are dear to the heart, is one of
my most enduring and endearing thoughts. I guess that my answer to
your earlier question then is ‘Yes, I do remember that white road we
went along in the old Bedford’ all those years ago. Equally important,
however, I should probably add that it was the memory of that road,
which, ultimately, became the catalyst for my belief that roads have
played an enormous contribution role in the great adventure that has
been my life.’
‘And I’ll bet Granny knew just what she was starting …’
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Alf Taylor

Sitting in the back seat

of my brother’s car
reading the Australian
and glanced briefly
at my mother’s country
the red pulsating land before me
I felt my pulse beat in time
to energy
the trees, rocks and soil
that emerge from my mother’s land.
I am sure I saw the apparition
of my ancestors
emerge from the belly
of my mother’s beautiful land;
they waved, sang and danced for me
in their ceremonial colours.
Awesome!
And for my eyes only,
not the cancerous salinity
that dies under the hot sun
after the first, second, third … settlers
have ripped out all the trees
in the farming areas of the land
we have just passed.
Then scribbling on the newspaper,
realising I was back to now,
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I put these words down
and began to think realistically:
We the Nyoongar people
of this country
they call ‘Australia’
have been traumatised and suppressed
throughout those assimilation years;
although our land has been taken
we must retain and guard
our boundaries
as we the Nyoongar people know
that we don’t own the land
passed down to us by our forefathers,
that the land owns us;
for we must cherish the land,
the trees, rocks, water,
the birds and lizards
that live on our sacred soil —
care for it
as we would our children
our mothers, fathers, brothers, and sisters,
also the elderly, who cared for the land
long before the birth of Jesus Christ
so that we
can tread in their footsteps
and allow our children to follow.

90

Westerly 54-2 interior final.indd 90

22/10/09 2:06:08 PM

Dingo’s Tree

Jill Milroy and
Gladys Milroy

Jill and Gladys Milroy are Palkyu people from
the Pilbara. Jill Milroy is the Dean of the School
of Indigenous Studies at The University of
Western Australia. Gladys Milroy sits on the
Palkyu Native Title Working Group.

I

t was a hot day and all the animals were sitting under their trees.
Dingo didn’t have a tree. He tried to sit under Magpie’s tree, but
she chased him away. So did Emu.
‘My tree’s already full Dingo,’ said Emu, ‘and anyway you have a
nice cool cave to sit in.’
But I can’t see what everyone is doing if I’m sitting in my cave,
thought Dingo.
Still no one wanted to share with Dingo, which made him feel
very hurt, especially because he shared everything. Dingo wandered
dejectedly back to his cave.
‘I know,’ said Dingo, ‘I’ll draw my own tree, and no one will have
a tree like mine.’
He felt happy drawing a tree on a big rock outside his cave. It was
a lovely tree with lots of branches and leaves with little raindrops on
them. Dingo was so proud of his tree that he settled down beside it
and fell asleep.
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When Dingo woke up he saw that his tree had started to grow. It
grew higher and higher, until it disappeared into the sky. It was very
tall, and very straight, but there were no branches and no leaves on it.
All the animals were amazed when they heard about it but when they
saw Dingo’s tree, they laughed. ‘It’s not a tree, Dingo, it’s a pole!’
Well, that’s not what I drew, thought Dingo.
He was very upset when animals came from everywhere to laugh at
his strange tree. That night Dingo told his friend Moon about his tree.
‘Will you see if you can find the top of my tree, Moon?’ Dingo
asked.
‘I will try,’ said Moon, but it was too tall, even for Moon.
So Dingo settled down with his tree, still hoping that it had a
top somewhere, but liking it just the same. While Dingo still didn’t
have any shade, he had lots of water. The drought had come and all
the waterholes were drying up except for Dingo’s, which was always
full. The animals asked Dingo if they could have a drink from his
waterhole because they were so thirsty. Dingo welcomed everybody,
happy to share, which made all the other animals feel guilty for not
sharing their trees with him, and for teasing Dingo about his poletree. The drought stayed and the animals were becoming even more
dependant on Dingo for water.
‘Oh, tree,’ said Dingo, ‘everybody should have water, not just me.’
That night there was a big cyclone. Trees were broken and
destroyed, but all the waterholes were filled to the top. As for poor
Dingo, his tree had vanished completely. Dingo was very upset
because he had come to love his funny tree. He searched everywhere
for it, and all the animals helped, but his tree was gone.
‘You can share our trees, Dingo,’ they all offered. Magpie was
feeling especially guilty about not sharing her tree before. Not only
had Dingo shared his water with her, but Magpie had often picked up
bits of Dingo’s fur to put in her nest to keep it warm.
‘Please sit under my tree Dingo,’ Magpie insisted. ‘I only live in
the top branches anyway.’
But Dingo didn’t want the other animals’ trees, he missed his own.
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That night Dingo waited outside his cave for his friend Moon.
‘Why are you upset Dingo?’ asked Moon.
‘My tree is gone. If you see it Moon, tell it to come home, I love it.’
‘Oh Dingo, your tree is home. You drew a beautiful Rain Tree that
will live in the heavens, and when there is a drought, the waterholes
will always be full.’
Dingo knew that Moon was right, and he felt very happy for his tree.
Smiling to himself, Dingo lay down beside his rock and went to sleep.
The Raindrop
For a while Dingo lived happily in his cave but lately he’d begun to
worry about the Country, something wasn’t right. Early one morning
Dingo awoke to find his friend Wombat pacing up and down outside
his cave.
‘Hurry up Dingo,’ urged Wombat, ‘I’ve got something important
to show you.’
Wombat took Dingo to a little tree and there hanging from one of
the branches was a large shiny raindrop.
‘I saw it fall from the sky last night when I was out hunting,’ said
Wombat. ‘Maybe it fell from your tree.’
‘I don’t think I have a tree anymore,’ sighed Dingo. ‘We haven’t
had any rain for a long time and all the waterholes are drying up, even
mine.’
Just then Crow flew over to the little tree. ‘Are you looking at my
raindrop?’ she asked.
‘It’s not yours!’ said Wombat.
‘I saw it fall from the sky last night,’ Crow boasted. ‘It’s in a tree.
Birds live in trees, so it’s mine!’
‘Well I drew the Rain Tree,’ said Dingo ‘and if Wombat’s right then
it is my raindrop.’
They soon woke everyone up with their arguing, and all the
people and animals came to see what was going on. When they saw
the beautiful raindrop, they were all very excited.
‘It looks like a star,’ said Emu, ‘it’s so shiny.’
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‘Don’t be silly,’ said Wombat, ‘it’s not shaped like a star, it’s a
raindrop, a very special raindrop.’
‘Maybe we’ll get some rain to fill our dry waterholes and rivers,’
said Emu hopefully.
But days passed and nothing happened.
Still, everyday everyone came to see the raindrop and tell Dingo
how beautiful it was. Crow was starting to get very cross, because she
still thought the raindrop really belonged to her. She decided to fly up
high, find the cloud that dropped it and ask cloud if she could own it.
Crow soared higher and higher but she couldn’t find any clouds.
She was feeling very tired when she saw a bright light shining up
ahead. Crow flew towards it and when she got closer, she saw that it
was a beautiful big tree full of glistening raindrops.
Oh, no! Crow thought. Maybe Wombat was right and this was
Dingo’s lost tree.
‘Are you Dingo’s Rain Tree?’ asked Crow.
‘I used to be,’ said the tree, ‘Dingo’s kind heart created me. But
now I am a Tree of Tears and these are all my teardrops.’
‘Did you drop a tear in our Country, then?’ asked Crow.
‘That wasn’t a tear. I gave you my last raindrop,’ explained the
tree, ‘and if you look down I’ll show you why.’
Crow looked down but could hardly believe the devastation she
saw.
‘That can’t be my Country,’ Crow pleaded.
‘It is what your Country will become,’ said the Tree of Tears. ‘The
mining is cutting too deep for the scars to heal. Once destroyed,
mountains can’t grow again and give birth to the rivers that they send
to the sea. Trees are being ripped from the earth, and without trees
there can be no rain to fill the waterholes.’
‘But Tree, you have enough tears to fill the waterholes,’ said Crow.
‘My tears are too salty,’ said the Tree of Tears, sadly.
‘Then I must return to my country, and look after Little Tree,’ said
Crow, ‘he may be the last tree left.’
As Crow turned to leave, she had one final question.
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‘About the raindrop,’ Crow asked hopefully, ‘is it mine?’
Tree smiled, but when she spoke she was very serious. ‘It is
Dingo’s, Crow. Only Dingo will know when it is time for the last
raindrop to fall.’
The Tree that Walked
When Crow returned she told all the animals about what she had
seen and what the Tree of Tears had told her.
‘The raindrop belongs to you Dingo,’ Crow said humbly ‘ but can
Little Tree and I help you look after it?’
‘Of course you can!’ replied Dingo.
So Crow made her home in Little Tree and devoted herself to
looking after him. Together they looked after the raindrop. Every day
Dingo came to check on his raindrop then he would hurry over to
Wombat’s to give him the good news.
‘I think it’s a little bit bigger today,’ Dingo would proudly declare.
Wombat would always mumble in agreement, but sometimes
he wondered whether his friend Dingo just had an over active
imagination.
Meanwhile, the country was becoming drier and drier. Sometimes
Crow had to fly for many miles to find enough water for herself and
Little Tree. When she asked Dingo if she could use the last raindrop,
Dingo would always reply, ‘I know it’s hard Crow, but it’s not time
yet.’
While Little Tree had grown tall and strong under Crow’s care,
Crow was ancient now. She still looked for water for Little Tree, but
it was getting harder and harder to fly such a long way anymore. One
day Crow flew wearily away on her search for water, but she never
returned. Little Tree waited and waited but Crow was gone.
Little Tree felt very lonely without Crow, he still had the raindrop
and Dingo came every day, but it wasn’t the same. Little Tree was also
getting very thirsty.
‘Oh Wombat, maybe I should have let the raindrop fall and saved
Crow!’ said Dingo.
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‘You would have used it, if the time was right Dingo,’ Wombat
reassured his friend.
‘But who will bring Little Tree water now?’ exclaimed Dingo. ‘He’s
stuck in the ground and can’t travel like us to find water!’
‘Maybe we can teach him to walk,’ said Wombat,
‘Well his roots go deep, so he’s got really big feet,’ said Dingo ‘and
he’s got them all the way around so he can go in any direction he
likes.’
Next day, Dingo and Wombat went to see Little Tree.
‘Good morning Little Tree,’ said Dingo. ‘Wombat and I have come
up with a plan to get you water.’
‘Well I hope the first part of the plan is addressing me as Big Tree
from now on,’ he replied. ‘It was alright for Crow to call me Little
Tree, because she raised me, but from you two it’s embarrassing. Look
at all my leaves and branches, can’t you see I’m grown up.’
Dingo and Wombat shared their secret look, Of course he was a big
tree now but that didn’t make it his name. That was just silly. Luckily
before Dingo could say out aloud what they were both thinking
Wombat announced, ‘We are going to call you Walking Tree.’
‘Because we are going to teach you to walk,’ burst in Dingo, ‘then
water won’t have to come to you, you can go and find it yourself!’
Little Tree liked that idea and he liked his new name too, but he
had never heard of a tree that could walk.
‘What if I fall over?’ he asked Dingo.
‘We’ll worry about that after we’ve got your feet free,’ said Wombat
trying to reassure him.
‘You’ll have to dig him out Wombat, ‘said Dingo. ‘I can help around
the edges, but I’m not going underground.’
Time was growing short if they were to save Walking Tree so
the two friends worked hard all day. Dingo dug away at the top and
Wombat burrowed beneath Walking Tree’s roots. Finally he was free.
‘What do we do now?’ asked Walking Tree nervously.
Dingo and Wombat weren’t sure either.
‘Slow and steady,’ counselled Wombat, ‘it’s just one foot after the
other.’
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‘I’d use all four legs at once,’ said Dingo, ‘it’s much faster.’
Walking Tree knew what he had to do, but he was too scared to
take that first step.
While Dingo and Wombat were trying to decide what to do next
something unexpected happened. A baby crow suddenly dropped
down into Little Tree’s branches.
‘I’ve been flying for so long looking for a tree to live in, but there’s
hardly any trees left,’ the crow moaned. ‘Can I stay here?’
Walking Tree was very excited. ‘My mother Crow helped me grow
up,’ he said, ‘so my branches are just right for crows.’
‘Why aren’t your roots in the ground?’ asked the baby crow, a little
alarmed.
‘Because I’m going to look for water,’ he said. Using his great
strength and all his courage, Walking Tree lifted up his roots and took
his first step.
Baby crow called out in delight, ‘I’ll come with you! I’ve heard that
there is a river winding behind the mountain, you might find water
there.’
‘We’re coming too,’ called Dingo hurrying Wombat along, ‘I’ve still
got to look after my raindrop. It’s getting bigger all the time, isn’t it
Wombat.’
This time when Wombat agreed he really meant it. Perhaps Dingo
had been right all along. Raindrop was now very large indeed and there
seemed to be all sorts of colours and reflections in it, including him
and Dingo! It was like looking into another beautiful world. Walking
Tree and his friends set out towards the mountain and as he walked
across the land, more and more birds took shelter in his branches.
Even Emu came running up. ‘I’m so hot, can I walk in the shade of
your branches?’ she asked.
‘Of course,’ said Walking Tree, ‘everyone is welcome.’
Walking Tree got very tired carrying such a heavy load with all the
birds and animals, so when he reached the base of the mountain, he
settled down to sleep for the night. In the morning Walking Tree was
amazed to see all the different animals snuggled up with him; there
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were kangaroos, goannas, possums and resting closest to him were
Dingo and Wombat.
We all need water, Walking Tree thought, and it’s my job to find it.
So Walking Tree woke them all up and together they began the
slow climb up the mountain. After a long and tiring day, Walking Tree
and the animals finally reached the top, but when they looked down
they were shocked to see that the other side of the mountain had been
completely cut away. It was only half a mountain now. Down below,
men could be seen carting away great loads of rocks and earth in huge
machines. The once-strong river was no longer flowing there was
only thick mud at the bottom of the ravine. Walking Tree groaned in
despair. Perhaps if they could find a way across to the next mountain,
there might be water there. Walking Tree didn’t know what to do. He
didn’t think he had enough strength left to carry everyone.
‘I know!’ said baby Crow. ‘There are so many birds in your
branches now, that if we all flap our wings together we will be able to
fly everyone across to the next mountain.’
‘We’ll have to try it,’ said Walking Tree.
As the animals clung to Walking Tree’s roots and branches, the
birds spread their wings and everyone felt very excited as they began
to rise slowly upwards, off the mountain. But then, the birds began
to panic as they realised the weight of the tree and all the animals
was too heavy for them. No matter how hard they beat their wings,
Walking Tree and his precious cargo drifted slowly down towards the
muddy ravine.
It’s time to use the last raindrop, thought Dingo.
As the mud was gripping Walking Tree’s roots and pulling them
deeper into the clinging morass, Dingo called gently to his raindrop.
It heard his voice and tumbled down from Walking Tree’s highest
branch. The raindrop they had guarded so carefully on their long
journey whizzed past Dingo and splashed in the mud. As it broke, it
formed a shining blue waterhole around Walking Tree. Then a beau
tiful rainbow arose from the waterhole and arched high above his
branches.
98

Westerly 54-2 interior final.indd 98

22/10/09 2:06:09 PM

Jill Milroy and Gladys Milroy

‘We’re saved!’ cried Walking Tree.
‘No,’ said Dingo sadly. ‘There is only enough water for you Walking
Tree. You’re needed here, you are the last Tree and this is your special
living water that will keep you until the end of time. You will need
every last drop if you are to survive.’
‘But Dingo what will happen to you and Wombat and all my
friends?’
Dingo sighed. ‘We animals can no longer survive in this world, so
we must go into the rainbow and live there instead.’
‘Will you ever come back?’ asked Walking Tree desperately.
‘One day,’ said Dingo, ‘when the Tree of Tears has finished crying
and this world of men has ended.’
‘I’m going to be so lonely!’ cried Walking Tree.
‘I will stay with you,’ said baby crow nestling herself lovingly into
Walking Tree’s branches. ‘Every tree needs a crow and I’m sure there
will be just enough water for me too.’
‘And you’ll have Moon as well,’ said Dingo, ‘she’ll be rising soon.
And we will be here with you in spirit in the rainbow.’
As the animals entered the rainbow, Wombat recognised the
beautiful world he had seen inside Dingo’s raindrop.
‘Oh Dingo, to think that this all started from your drawing,’ said
Wombat.
‘I hope there will be rocks for me to draw on here,’ said Dingo.
‘I’m sure there will be,’ said Wombat smiling, ‘just make sure you
don’t draw any men.’
The Last Tree
The last tree stood proud on the empty plain
Battered by winds, dust and rain
The last man kneeled and held on tight
They sobbed and dreamed through the nuclear night
When the sun rose, as all suns must
The sobbing man had turned to dust.
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Remembering my mother
This year was the first anniversary of my mother Christine’s death.
She passed away the day before the national Apology to the Stolen
Generations by the Federal Government in 2008. She was one of
the children of the stolen generations. It was sadly ironic that she
was not here for that auspicious day. On that first anniversary, the
family living here gathered at my home and we ate and spoke about
my mother, her life and her legacies. Looking back over her life, the
stories she told us and the experiences we all had together, made us
laugh and cry. We learned to love her all over again; that small brown
woman who had the biggest heart. She was a woman who overcame
great adversity and struggle in a dark period of Australian history,
and who did not allow the negative influences of racism and poverty
to tarnish her love of life and others. We remembered her feisty spirit,
her stubbornness, her laughter and love. It was because of this that
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my niece Sabrina and myself decided we would like to share some of
the life of the woman who the world knew as Christine Gregory.
My mother Christine had a hard upbringing right from the
beginning. Along with her younger sister, Dorothy, she was sent to
Beagle Bay Mission at an early age in the 1940s when she was four
years old. Some years ago when I was researching our family history,
I found copies of old photos in the J. S. Battye Library of some nuns
at Beagle Bay Mission. The photos were from the same time period
that she had lived there and I showed them to her, hoping to inspire
some happy nostalgic memories of her Mission days. She looked at
one photo and said, ‘See that nun there — she was Sister X and she
was a real cunt!’ I choked on my coffee with astonished laughter and
nearly fell off my chair, my mother rarely swore. What was especially
shocking was her use of the ‘c’ word to refer to the nun in the picture.
But I understand why. I know the stories of them making her kneel
on the sharp gravel in the prayer position for minor infractions, her
sense of injustice when she baked the heavy iced fruit cakes that the
Aboriginal girls of the dormitories would never be allowed to eat.
And all the other injustices, both large and small, that she suffered
on the Mission. She remembered the hunger and the cold, getting
up at dawn to milk the goats. On winter mornings she would run
barefooted into the paddock where the goats slept and shoo them
away so she could snuggle into the warmth of their beds.
The children ate the most basic food and my mother remembered
always being hungry. She told me how she had to tend and pick
the fruit and vegetables of the Mission gardens — cucumbers and
tomatoes, which were packed away to sell in Broome. She and the
other children knew it was not fair and had no guilt in secretly
carrying salt tied in a bit of rag when they were picking tomatoes.
When no one was looking, they would choose the most beautiful big
ripe ones, salt them and gobble them down. Or else they ate the baby
cucumbers, rubbing the hairs off to scoff them down quickly. Sweet
potatoes were a favourite as well. These were not sold to Broome
like the other vegetables, but remained taboo. The children would
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go to the garden and follow the potato vines to its telltale notch, then
they’d dig the soft soil and lift enormous potatoes out. When they
could, they cooked the potatoes, but often they were eaten raw. Even
onions were stolen and eaten raw. They were continually trying to
find something to eat and the joy of those surreptitious ‘scoffings’ was
lessened because of the need for quickness and stealth.
My mother said that the Missionaries grew more than enough
food. They used to grow tomatoes, cucumbers, turnips, cauliflower,
pumpkins and lettuce in one garden. In another garden further out,
they grew kohl rabi and other vegetables. They had a sugar cane
plantation but the children weren’t allowed to eat the sugar cane,
although, again, it was not sold or used for anything. They also had
a banana plantation. The children used to look at the banana palms
to see which one had ripe fruit and then steal them. Once she was
caught stealing bananas and giving them to the other girls and she
said she got the biggest flogging of her life.
The children were very lucky if they got a carton of fruit such
as apples and oranges once a year between them. Fortunately, there
were abundant bush foods and opportunities when they went on
picnics to gather these. She said that there was always bush tucker.
The old people used to go out and pick wild honey and different
bush fruits and they would share it out to all the different children in
their kinship group. When the old people went fishing, they would
also ensure they kept back a fish or two for those children in their
group. The fish was cooked in the coals of a fire. Every child had a
network of old people. Any orphan arriving to the Mission would be
claimed by one of the old people, and from then on mutual obligations
and caring were part of their relationships. That mutual kinship
obligation, responsibility and loyalty was very much a part of my
mother’s character until the day she died, no matter that she had left
much of the Mission life behind her. My mother’s country and family
were in Beagle Bay and she always said that she was grateful she was
kept in her country with her family networks. My grandmother was
an alcoholic and could not look after my mother and my aunt. In
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Christine Gregory, around 1970

those days Aboriginal women did not get child endowment payments
or any support, so women had to either marry or be able to work in
order to survive. My mother felt that her mother had abandoned her
and her sister, Dorothy.
Many of the stories my mother told me of her childhood centred
around food — stealing food or begging food. She said she couldn’t
understand, that there was so much food available but not given to
the children. Occasionally the priest would kill a couple of goats and
they would have goat meat. They never ate the chickens — the nuns
ate roast chicken and good food — but not the children. There was an
abattoir at the Mission. When livestock were slaughtered, the brothers
and nuns who had kerosene refrigerators were given a portion and
the rest was salted. The children were given bits but had to cook it
immediately. The children would hang around the butcher yard when
they used to shoot a bullock, and they would beg, ‘Uncle, give us spare
rib, give us spare rib.’ They would run down to the rubbish heaps with
their bones to the lit fires and cook their meat. They did not know
what rubbish was burning to make the fires, but they would cook their
bones right there and sit around gnawing on them. My mother used
to laugh at this mental photo she kept in her head, of them sitting
around their little fires gnawing on half-cooked bones. They might
have looked savage, but in those moments they were free.
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The nuns, priests and missionaries ate well; they had hearty roast
dinners and rich desserts. The girls would hang around the back of
the kitchen, with their tin cups hoping for any leftover food, like dogs
sniffing for scraps. If they were lucky, the nuns would scrape all the left
over food together — meat, vegetables, pudding, all mixed together and
dole it out into their cups. She remembered one of the nuns making
confectionary; multicoloured jellies that were beautiful, bright, and
translucent. Crystallised with sugar, they sat glowing on their trays
in the afternoon light. Although the girls helped make them, they
never ever were permitted to taste one. Occasionally when the senior
priest visited the Mission he would put out handfuls of boiled lollies
(sweets) and throw them high into the air, scattering them across the
dirt of the yard for the children to scramble and fight over.
When I was recording my mother’s life story, I discussed with
her whether there was any good reason for the missionaries to be so
frugal with the food they gave to the children. I know they had to be
self-sufficient, so the selling of produce must have been an important
source of income. I wondered aloud that maybe the missionaries did
not want to spoil the children and create a culture of expectation
of plenty when they had little. However, there was no good reason
really, to hoard and destroy the food that was not sold or used. She
remembered in the aftermath of a storm, the coconut trees had been
stripped of their fruit. The priest made the children gather the coconuts
and stored them away — the coconuts were not used for anything but
were not given to the children. With my mother, I peered back into
the past and tried to give a fair and objective reading to their actions.
I took into account the social context of that time and place, but my
mother became annoyed with my academic musings. She rolled her
eyes at my looking here and there from different perspectives, trying
to find reasons, when there was no justification for such unfairness.
The children did not have to be treated like that.
My mother told me about one nun who had a bucket and she
would hold it up high, so the children couldn’t view the contents.
She told them that there were lollies in the bucket and all they had
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to do was reach up and in to get them. My mother hung back the first
time and watched the other children eagerly jostling to plunge their
hands into the bucket to grab the lollies. But there were leeches in
the buckets, not lollies. The children were screaming with surprise
and pain, running and panicking with black leech worms burrowed
into their hands. The nun claimed that she was teaching them not to
be greedy, as greed was a sin. I wondered later whether she was the
c-word nun?
My mother was known as a rebel and her rebellious nature, while
it led to many punishments, may have kept the advances of more
lecherous male missionaries at bay. She told us how the senior priest
once interviewed her about the possibility of being a native nun.
He was seated and had her kneel down between his legs facing him
and spoke softly to her, while stroking her hair and shoulders. He
pondered that maybe she was not suitable for such a role, given her
trouble-making ways. She eagerly agreed and left the ‘interview’ as
soon as she could.
She had tried to run away when she was young, although there
was nothing to run to. When she was ten years old, she and four other
girls ran away when it was gobinich or billy goat plums time. Billy
goat plums are a small plum-like bush fruit that ripens around March
onwards. Men were sent to find them and bring them back. They were
flogged with a stock whip for their adventures. That did not deter
them, a few years later they set off again and ended in Weedong, fifty
kilometres away. They stayed camping there overnight and headed
back in the morning, but the trackers had been sent after them and
again they were flogged when they returned.
There had been one nun who was highly regarded by my mother.
This nun believed in my mother and thought she was special. My
mother kept in contact with Sister Madeleine until the end. This
woman genuinely cared for Christine and in some sense, became a
mother figure for her, and made sure she learned appropriate and
useful skills for an Aboriginal girl of that time. Christine became a
skilled dressmaker, she also had the voice of an angel and sang all the
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solo pieces in the Mission choir. My mother said that Sister Madeline
was different to the others when she came to the Mission. She was
the one who made sure the children had beds to sleep on. Christine
was about fifteen years old at the time of Sister Madeleine’s arrival.
The children’s education only went to Grade Seven, the last year of
primary school, because it was the understanding in those days that
Aboriginal children left school early. They went on to be workers
and housewives. The girls might have worked for a while, but their
goal was to find a boy and get married. That was the only option for
Mission girls. They didn’t need an education. When Sister Madeline
came to the Mission, Christine had left school and wasn’t doing
anything except assigned general jobs. Sister Madeleine talked to
Christine and asked her what she would like to do for employment.
Christine decided to do dressmaking and after a battle of the wills,
Christine accepted Sister Madeleine’s authority and guidance that
had been given heavy-handed, but with genuine care and love. At
first Christine did rough work and Sister Madeline would shout at
her and slap her across the head. Christine was stubborn and would
deliberately repeat the shoddy work as before, or ignore it. After
some weeks, she realised this Sister was not going to give up on her;
Christine said, ‘And then one day, I thought to myself, this is boring,
all I am doing is getting slaps. So I looked at that work and did it
properly and from that time on I think Sister Madeleine and I got on.’
Christine learned to be a skilled dressmaker and embroiderer.
Christine and Dorothy were very close. Christine was the eldest
and although they were in their country and had other relations
around, she would remind Dorothy that they were sisters and had
to ‘stick together’. Once when they were about six and seven years
old, they were playing by the side of a lagoon on the outskirts of
the mission. Dorothy fell into the deep muddy water. Neither could
swim, and after screaming for help and seeing that her sister had
sunk down out of sight, Christine dived in. She swam underneath the
murky waters searching for her little sister and found her. She took
Dorothy and placed her on her shoulders, her own feet sinking into
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Christine Gregory, around 1975

the muddy bottom of the waterhole. Standing on Christine’s shoulders
reaching up to the brown light, the tips of Dorothy’s waving fingers
just broke the surface of the water. Fortunately a priest came to the
lagoon, perhaps alerted by the earlier noises, and saw the tiny brown
fingertips wriggling on the surface of the lagoon. He dived in and
found Dorothy and when he had dragged her to safety of the bank,
Dorothy told him that her sister was still down in the water, so he
went down again, rescuing Christine. They were fortunate on that
day. They were close sisters and kept in close contact after Christine
left the Mission. They wrote to each other regularly, sharing the joys
and disappointments of their lives, the greatest joy was the arrival of
their children.
When Christine left the Mission, she went on to Broome. She later
left Broome and moved to Port Hedland to work and live, then after a
short period of living in Port Hedland, she went to Darwin to be with
her mother, Martha. During her early years she mainly worked as a
domestic cleaner or kitchen hand as the employment opportunities
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Christine Gregory, around 1987

were limited for an Aboriginal woman during that period of history.
In Darwin, she met and married her first husband and they remained
together for fourteen years. They separated and divorced, and some
time afterwards she met and eventually married the man she would
spend the rest of her life with.
Christine had vastly different life experiences to the girls she
grew up with. She had lived for several years in Singapore and she
had travelled to many parts of the world, such as Europe and South
America, Christine’s outstanding characteristic was her personality.
While she was a very petite woman, her heart and personality were
huge. She was generous and humorous. She always helped those in
need. Much of her early life had depended on the kindness of others
and for what she received she gave back, returning this kindness to
others with the highest interest. She welcomed many people into her
life and home with open arms — not only her extended family, but
also others who became friends and who were later regarded as close
family members.
When my mother was growing up, life wasn’t simple. Christine was
a child of the stolen generation. The authorities made it impossible for
her mother to keep her. When I was researching and looking through
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my grandmother’s Native Welfare files, I saw two very important
things: The first was that the authorities were planning to send my
mother and her sister Dorothy to the Moore River Native Settlement
just north of Perth. My blood ran cold when I saw this, Christine and
Dorothy would have had a very different life growing up away from
their country. For all the hardship that Beagle Bay was, it certainly
was not the hell that Moore River was — a concentration camp. There
was no explanation of why this decision came about in the records,
nor any explanation why it was not carried out in the end. It serves
to illustrate the power and control the state had over Aboriginal
people; that on an official whim, the lives of two young girls could
have been changed so drastically. I have no doubt that it would have
been a change of negative consequences because despite growing up
in the Mission, the two girls were in their country and surrounded by
their extended family and in the climate and environment that they
knew. I don’t think my mother ever considered how it would have
been if they had have relocated her down south. While she saw the
orphans and stolen children who came into Beagle Bay adopted by
the old people, she never said if she wondered whether they missed
their families and country. Sometimes people take things for granted.
I cannot ever know the despair of growing up yearning for an absent
mother; or how it might have been to be hungry all the time as a child.
All I can do is imagine.
The second important thing from the records was that my
grandmother, Martha, and great-grandmother, Lillian, had come back
for the two girls. They actually took them to Broome and were planning
to take them back to Port Hedland, where they had made reasonable
lives away from the draconian surveillance of the Broome native welfare
officials. However, Martha and Lillian were arrested for relocating
without permission and sent north, to Moola Bulla Native Settlement
in the desert. My mother had grown up thinking that my grandmother
had abandoned her as a young child. I showed her the records—saying;
‘Look at this, Mum, Nanna came back for you and Dotty—but they
arrested her!’ But it was too late. By the time my mother reconnected
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with Martha, she was an alcoholic. My earliest memory of them together
was my mother fighting my grandmother and knocking her down to
protect herself and her children from drunken rages. Years later, when
Martha gave up the drinking, it was too late. I loved my grandmother,
and that mean and drunken person that she used to be was a vague
memory to me. However, when my mother became resentful about my
grandmother I held my tongue, because the reality of the Martha that I
knew was not the same person that my mother had known. Discussions
about colonisation and the oppressive roles of black women could not
totally erase those missing years. Those many years of neglect and later,
of drunken abuse, were anchored in her heart.
My mother did not have many happy stories about her childhood in
the Mission. There were happy times, but these were overshadowed by
what she rightly saw as unfairness. She did not want to stay there, she
wanted a better life and she always rebelled against everything that did
not allow her to achieve this. She said; ‘Mission life just wasn’t enough
for me. I wanted more. I wasn’t happy to get married and stay there and
have kids. I wanted to see what the outside world was like, you know.
So I left.’ Yet, Christine overcame the many obstacles and hardships
that confronted her throughout her life. Most of all, she never lost her
belief in the goodness of human beings. She always a grin on her face
and was ready to see the humour of situations, she would provide an
extra setting on the table or an extra seat in a vehicle when going on an
outing. People gathered around the light of her ready acceptance and
warmth. This is how people remember her; that she had a generous and
open heart and that she loved to laugh. For me, the woman known to the
world as Christine, was my laughing mother whose family came first,
all the more so because of the deprivations she suffered as a child.
Remembering my grandmother
One of the very first memories I have of my Grandmother was when she
gave my sister and I a bath in a bucket each in her backyard in Darwin.
This was a usual ritual on a hot Darwin day, a way to cool off from the
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heat of the sun. Nanna had some strange ideas that probably reflected
the beliefs of her times. The old people believed that shaving a child’s
head made the hair grow thicker and stronger. On one occasion Nanna
decided it would be a good idea to shave my sister’s head, as she had
such thin hair as a baby. My sister was much too young to remember,
but I remember thinking I was fortunate that I was older and exempted
from this dubious beauty therapy.
We loved going to Nanna’s house and I know my mum treasured
her deeply, not only in her giving a helping hand with us kids, but
also as a true and caring friend. My Nanna was the type of Nanna most
grandchildren loved, as she carried lollies in her handbag. She was very
generous and would always be giving you gifts of some sort. Often they
were presents that someone else had given her that she hadn’t liked.
Which wasn’t always a good thing, because you never knew what to
get her and would want to get it right in case she disliked your present
and gave away to someone else. I never caught anyone with a present
I had given Nanna and I liked to think that it was because I gave her
presents she liked. However, I was always on the receiving end and
would get recycled presents such as perfumes and shoes. Nanna was
like that, even when she brought things for herself, she would pass
them on. I think it probably had something to do with the way she was
brought up and had to share her things with all the other kids.
One thing that I did notice while growing up, which I never really
gave much thought about until I was older, was how she was not an
affectionate person in terms of personal touching. I rarely saw her
give anyone hugs and kisses. With babies and small children she was
very affectionate, but not with older people. I always wondered about
that and when I was older learned that it probably had something to
do with the fact that she was brought up in Beagle Bay Mission with
nuns and priests, but without her mother in her early years. When I
was young, Nanna and Poppy lived in a suburb called Alawa. Nanna
had a business called Alawa Orchids. Whenever I think of Nanna, it
is always with her orchids. I remember those times when my mother
worked early and Nanna would take us to school. She would cut an
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orchid stem for us to give to our teachers. She had started growing
orchids as a hobby, but over time they took over the entire garden.
There were trellises crisscrossing the back and front garden laden
with orchids. There was a gazebo in the middle of that sea of green,
purple, pink and white exotic flowers. The sweet perfumes of the
flowers came before the sight of them, when you entered the garden.
My favourite orchids were the little yellow ones that looked like lady
ballroom dancers in yellow dresses with white trimming.
I have many memories of us kids playing in her jungle garden,
which was a wonderful maze of orchid plants. The house was a brick
house and the roof was renovated with a huge covered verandah. It
was the perfect place to sit on hot tropical nights. As little children we
sometimes got to sleep outside and some nights we slept on the upstairs
veranda. It was a great adventure for us and we all loved doing it, even
though we would get eaten alive by mosquitoes. Nanna wouldn’t mind
us kids having fun like that, as long as we behaved. She was very laid
back and we rarely got into trouble. Nanna was an adventurous type of
person and from the stories I have heard always up for some mischief.
Nanna was very different in a way that you wouldn’t usually expect
a fifty-year-old to be. She was a bare-foot mud crab-tying champion
of Darwin for three consecutive years and she would go fishing in the
creeks, knee deep in muddy water, with an eye out for crocodiles.
She told me that she was stalked many times by crocodiles, while
enjoying her favourite pastime of fishing and had quite a few narrow
escapes. Once, in Snake Bay on Melville Island, she was stalked on a
deserted beach. She saw an enormous ‘log’ that seemed to be moving
closer each time she glanced at it. She slowly stood up and walked
cautiously away up the dunes. She ran to the saw mill and told the
men working there about the crocodile and they grabbed spears
and hunted It down on the beach. For years I had nightmares about
the crocodile actually taking my grandmother away. She was quite
bemused when I told her. Another time at East Point in Darwin, a
crocodile came up over the rocks to inspect her as a potential dinner,
but again she grabbed her fishing gear and retreated.
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I lived with Nanna briefly when I was in high school and I will
never forget that time. I remember we ate simple food or had takeaway.
Nanna mainly cooked when my grandfather, Poppy, was in town. He
worked on the oil-rigs, so was away most of the time. Even then she
cooked basic tasty dishes and rice. But when we were on our own, it
was great. We would watch National Geographic until all hours of the
night and when I gave in and went to bed she would stay up and watch
other shows. Nanna was always talking to the TV. She was never shy
about being honest about what she thought of people (on TV or in real
life) and her rude comments were largely hilarious — except when
they were about me. In the afternoons when I would come home from
school, before she would go to cards or bingo, she would let me into
her life and tell me her memories of her childhood.
My Nanna will always have a special place in my heart. I really
miss her and wish she was still in my life. As well as the great sadness,
the true lesson of death is guilt and regret. You think about the things
that were not said and done. I regret that I did not appreciate her
more and value her wisdom. I also have many unanswered questions.
I now realise she was the keeper of the answers, but it is too late to
ask her. When a person is young, their realities and questions about
life are different, but when you mature and have children of your
own you realise the great value of your elders. I now want to learn as
much as I can about my history and where I have come from, but as
a child growing up I only took in small snippets of information about
my Nanna. I like to think that some of the hardness of Nanna’s early
life was balanced out by the time she spent with her family around
her. Nanna always looked after her family first and even though we
didn’t always show it, we really loved her.
Saying goodbye
In the last two months of my mother Christine’s life she stayed with
me in Perth as she was undergoing medical treatment for cancer. I
was not the best nurse. I had never cared for someone terminally ill
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before. Nothing prepares you for this experience. These were hard
times, going off for treatment — the chemotherapy hadn’t worked.
Always hoping for a reprieve. Endless meetings with doctors, the
home visits from nurses, trying to tempt her appetite, the drugs, and
the morphine. Most of the time she was drugged out. But there were
good times too. She enjoyed the respite and being in a clean, airy
house with no responsibilities. We took her to beauty spas and she
had massages, manicures and her hair dyed. We went shopping, with
her in a wheelchair and bought her anything she wanted — clothes,
perfumes and special foods. I bought her a soft seat so she could
sit outside and enjoy the big overgrown garden with the huge trees
and birds. It was her special chair. Even when she was so ill, she
still had those old characteristics of responsibility and obligation. In
the garden, one of my cats playfully leapt on another cat that she
had claimed for herself in an earlier visit many years ago. She was
quite indignant and told me that her pussycat had been sitting there
minding its own business and that other cat just attacked it! I thought
she had forgotten her ownership.
We never expected my mother to go so quickly. I didn’t think she
had come to live with me to die. I would have been a better nurse if I
had known. We all thought she still had few more months and even
planned that she would go back to Darwin, but that wasn’t to be.
During the last week of her life, her husband came down from Darwin
and nursed her. When she died, my brothers and stepsister flew in
from all over the country. My small two-bedroom house was crowded,
but no one would go to a hotel. We had to stay together, despite any
discomforts and inevitable arguments. That togetherness must have
helped us through. Aboriginal people usually see a deceased person’s
spirit soon after they die. After my mother died, I told the family
that she might come back within the next week or so and if anyone
saw her spirit not to be scared, and that maybe they could tell the
rest of us so we could see her once more. She did not come to us in
that crowded week leading up to her first funeral. After her Perth
funeral, which was attended by many people even though this was
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not her hometown, we had the wake at my place. One of my brothers
was asked to do a smoking ceremony. We already had a blazing fire
going in the back garden and he said to do it properly we would
have to gather all her belongings and burn them. We decided that a
partial ceremony might be acceptable and then he wanted to smoke
the house to send her spirit off. I refused to have this done, as I didn’t
want her spirit frightened off. I said that if she wanted to stay back
that was fine by me. My brother finally did the minimum smoking of
just us, family and friends, around the fire in the back garden.
So, in keeping with her unusual life, my mother had three funeral
ceremonies. One in Perth where she passed away, another in Broome,
her country, and one in Darwin, her home town. We all went to
Broome with my mother’s ashes, taking her back to her country. I was
exhausted from the months of caring for her and the grieving and so
went back to Perth after Broome. I came back full of grief and guilt.
All I could think about were all the things I had failed to do for her.
The things I feel I should have done, but did not. But my mother
gave me a great final gift. She came back when I was sitting outside
in the garden on the first morning back. There was a strong sense
of her, of joy and happiness. She came through the morning light,
in a breeze and tossed the tree branches. I had such a strong feeling
of her in the light and the clouds, coming down through the trees,
playfully scattering the leaves. She was here with me and everything
was beautiful and full of love. She was with us, she was a part of her
children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren. The great cycle of
life continued. Everything was right, everything was as it should be.
I knew then that what my mother had been through, what I had been
through, what we all had been through as a family, was something
much larger and more mysterious than we knew, or could even begin
to understand. My mother’s life, which had been full of hardship,
had ended full of love. She was in another place now. And she was
returning that love to me, to all of us. The woman the world had
known as Christine Gregory, was gone from our lives, but the treasure
of her love remained.
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T

he world is a dangerous place. I know it the way other people
know that dogs bark, fish swim and the sky is blue. Maybe
that’s why Mrs Keller—and everyone else—is always telling me I’m
too serious for my age (as if thirteen-year-olds are supposed to smile
a certain number of times a day!). They all give me a stupid soft-eyed
sympathetic look right after they say it, too. Like they understand. As
if any of them have ever come home and found their Dad sitting on the
kitchen floor, one leg tucked under him and one leg splayed out, not like
he’d sat down but like he’d fallen and didn’t know how to get up. For
a moment I thought he had fallen, but then I saw the note in his hands
and the tears blurring the ink. I don’t know why I went forward and
took his arm anyway, as if all I had to do was help him to his feet and
he’d be all right. He didn’t move, of course. He just said, ‘She’s gone,
Juliet.’ And that’s when I knew how dangerous the world was. Because
things can change just like that, and you never know when it’s going to
happen. The dangerous days start out just like the ordinary ones.
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It was one of my teachers — Mrs Keller in fact — who wanted me to
write this story. Well, she wanted me to write a story. She’s probably
hoping I’ll write something happy, because of the ‘too serious’ thing,
but I thought I’d write about something real. I thought I’d write about
Mum, the butterfly. That’s what Dad called her, because she was so
little and thin and fluttery, tiny hands and feet always on the move.
Me and my little brother look like Dad— brown eyes, brown curly hair,
brown skin, except Dad’s brown like chocolate and we’re more brown
like coffee. But Mum was all hazel eyes and red hair and pale skin.
Every night she’d pull out the atlas and tell me stories about far away
places, just her and me by my bedside light with her hair lit up like a
halo. When she was happy she was like Christmas and fireworks and
the last day at school all at once, and when she was sad she was just
like fireworks — but up close where the sparks and the danger were.
She never threw anything at us, exactly, but Brian had gotten hit in the
head with a stapler once when it rebounded off the fireplace. It was an
accident, of course. She was sorry after, when she was happy again.
And Brian was okay — the doctor at the hospital said so.
I never thought she’d leave. Mums don’t leave. But she did.
It was me that looked after everything. That first, horrible after
noon, I finally got Dad up off the floor, sat him on the couch, took
the note. Read it — it was only one line — and put it away where Brian
wouldn’t find it. Ordered pizza when dinner time came. Waited once
Dad shuffled off to the bedroom for Ryan’s Mum to drop Brian home
after basketball practice. I made sure Brian had some pizza before
I told him, because Dad had been so upset he hadn’t been able to
eat anything. I was proud of myself for that, it was the sort of thing
a mother would think of, and I knew I had to be the mother now.
And then I said to Brian, just like Dad had said to me, ‘She’s gone.’ I
waited for him to ask about it, I was all ready to tell him she’d left a
note saying how much she loved us, how sorry she was, how she’d
be back when she could — and if he wanted to know where the note
was — oh, Dad was so upset he burned it, Brian couldn’t read it, too
bad. But all Brian asked about was Dad. Mum was gone, but Dad was
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still here. Right now, that was all that mattered. I told Brian Dad was
okay, and he went off and played computer games until I made him
go to bed. The next day, and every day after that, Brian was extra
happy, bouncing around the house making stupid jokes until even
Dad smiled. He was smart like that — he didn’t need to be told we had
to look after Dad now. Only it was a forced kind of happiness. When
Brian thought I wasn’t looking, he cried.
Of course, I had Brian to take care of as well, it seemed like he was
forever pestering me with questions about something someone had
told him or something he’d learned at school or something he’d seen
on TV. I suppose he’d asked Mum, before. It was a day since she’d
gone. And then it was a week, and then two, and then a month, and
then months. Dad stopped racing to the door every time there was a
knock or to the phone every time it rang, but I don’t know if he ever
stopped thinking that it might be her. I know I didn’t.
And then there was Sheri.
At first I was happy about it. That was when I thought he was
going out with mates from work. I’d being trying to encourage him to
get out for ages, join a gym, throw a party, I don’t know, do whatever
adults do to make friends. Anything to stop him hanging round the
house all the time. Mum’s way of being sad was better than his — you
just hid out until it was over, and it was always over fast. Dad was
sad like rain — not real rain, not a storm, just a constant grey drizzle
that meant you couldn’t have any fun. And then he started looking
a bit happier, and talking about someone called Sheri, and stupid
me, I never realized she might be his girlfriend. I just didn’t think
he would — I mean, it hadn’t even been a year! Weren’t we all still
waiting for Mum to come home?
I didn’t get it even when Sheri came over for dinner, this tall tanned
blonde woman. Of course she was extra nice, talking like she was
really interested in us — her and Brian were getting on like a house
on fire. He didn’t need a mother, he had me, so why did he like her
so much? I went to the kitchen to fetch the glasses and the juice and
the salt (Dad has no idea how to set a table), and when I came back in
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the dining room the three of them were sitting there laughing, looking
like they were a family and I was the outsider. And that was when I
knew that Sheri wasn’t just a mate from work. For a crazy moment I
thought that I’d leave too, find Mum and go to all those places in the
atlas, her and me, butterflies together. But of course I couldn’t. I had
to look after Dad and Brian. I had to get rid of Sheri.
It’s harder to make people go away than you might think. First
off, I thought I could just be mean to her, but then I realized that
wouldn’t work, I knew from the sweet-as-sugar performance she
put in at dinner that she wouldn’t be mean back. I’d just end up
looking bad and she’d look better than ever. Brian wouldn’t help
me, either, the traitor. He liked her. Liked her! I was so mad at him,
anger boiled up under my skin and I was amazed it didn’t spew out
of me like lava out a volcano. But I can never talk when I’m really
mad, not even to shout at somebody. It was just as well, because
once I’d cooled down I realized it wasn’t Brian’s fault. He was only
a kid — he obviously didn’t remember Mum as well as I did. I’d have
to remind him, and Dad too. So I dug out the photo albums, put up
pictures of Mum all over the house, started talking about her all the
time — how pretty she was, all the cool stuff she used to do, how
much she loved us. And I eventually came up with the perfect idea
to get rid of Sheri.
Mr Phillips — my art teacher, one of those ones that thought he
was going to be a great artist and hates teaching a bunch of teenagers
for a living — had once said I was ‘emotionally disturbed’. He didn’t
say it to me, of course, but I heard all the same, I don’t know why
people think you can’t hear them when they’re only a metre away. It
was right after we were supposed to do a painting that expressed how
we felt about life, and I’d painted the whole thing black because I
thought it was a stupid project and anyway I wasn’t going to put what
I felt on display for everyone to see. I shouldn’t have bothered trying
to make a point, I just got a good grade for being ‘very expressive’ and
the school rang Dad to tell him I should speak to a counsellor. It gave
me the idea of how to deal with Sheri, though, so I guess it was all
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worth it in the end. See, if I was just mean to her, that was me being
bad, but if I was emotionally disturbed, that wasn’t my fault. It was
because I’d had such a hard time, and if Sheri couldn’t cope with that
then she just wasn’t a strong enough person to be involved with a guy
with a scarred-for-life kid. Ha.
So it started. I used all Mum’s sad times to help me — toned down a
bit, of course, I wasn’t going to start throwing things, people might get
hurt. I invented Sheri-nightmares that woke me up in the middle of
the night, and made me too scared to go back to sleep until I’d talked
to Dad about them (good thing my watch has an alarm). I began going
from being happy to being sad and back again in seconds flat. I didn’t
exactly burst into tears — I just can’t keep crying like that and it’s too
easy to spot as a fake — but I managed to look like I was about to, a lot
of the time. My grades went downhill, mostly because I was thinking
of new ways to be emotionally disturbed instead of doing homework.
And the more I carried on, the more worried everyone got, the less
I actually had to do. After a few months I could turn an outing with
Sheri into a disaster with nothing more than a glum look.
Brian knew what was happening, he wasn’t stupid. I knew he’d
never tell Dad on me, but he got pretty mad, especially after a dinner
when he mentioned that he had to do a school project on butterflies
and I used it as an excuse to get all twitchy and spill my juice on
Sheri. I had to hand it to her — she did keep up the niceness, but even
she had her limits. She still wasn’t mean, but she started to get really,
really nervous. She never knew how I’d be — even if I was in a good
mood, chances were I’d be bravely holding back tears a moment later.
Plus I’d developed a kind of super-happiness that really freaked her
and Dad out — I laughed too much, talked too much, jumped around
too much, was too much.
It worked, of course. Dad started spending less time with Sheri
and more time with me. I wasn’t dumb enough to go all normal
straight away, but the less he saw of Sheri the ‘better’ I became. I
thought I was making things so obvious even Dad would get it — no
Sheri equalled non-disturbed daughter. I did feel a bit bad when he
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started getting all rainy-sad again, and when Brian stopped talking to
me. But I knew Dad would be better off in the end, and Brian would
be sorry when he realized I’d done it all for them. Honestly, what did
he think was going to happen, if Mum came home and found Dad had
another woman? She’d never stay then.
By the time my fourteenth birthday came round, I hadn’t so much
as glimpsed Sheri’s blonde hair in more than a month, and I was so
pleased, it was hard to fake even the occasional sadness that I was
still carrying on with. But that was alright. Soon I wouldn’t have to
do any of it anymore, because it was my birthday, and I knew she’d
come back for that. There’d be a knock at the door, and I’d open it,
and there she’d be — Happy birthday, darling! Or maybe there’d be a
phone call, and we’d go pick her up at the airport. She’d be coming
back from one the places in the atlas, and she’d have brought me
something with her — I only went to get you the perfect birthday
present.
Mum was coming home. I just knew it.
Birthday came. Of course I woke up early. Made myself cereal,
and ate it halfway between the phone and the front door. Nothing. No
call, no knock. But that was okay, she’d never been a morning person
anyway. Then Dad and Brian got up, wished me happy birthday,
gave me presents. Dad wasn’t very good at wrapping, it had always
been Mum who’d done all that sort of stuff — but I loved every bit of
scraggly ribbon and crumpled paper, because I knew it meant Sheri
hadn’t helped him.
Still nothing.
I ferried the presents down to my room, started sorting them out.
I didn’t want her to come home to a mess, she hated mess. Left my
door open, so I could hear the front door or the phone, but all I heard
was the noises from the game Brian was playing on the computer and
the sound of Dad dropping things in the kitchen. He was determined
to make me a big birthday lunch, just like Mum used to do, cake and
everything (luckily Brian had talked him into buying a cake from the
shops as well, Dad’s not exactly a chef).
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Nothing, nothing, nothing.
The sound of the plates clinking as Brian set the table, and the
smell of burning from the kitchen — and it came.
Knock, knock.
THIS WAS IT! Cathy Freeman couldn’t have beaten me to that door.
I yanked it open, grinning hugely — and found Sheri on the front step,
a present wrapped all in blue in her hands and an anxious smile on
her face. Behind me there were Dad’s footsteps, and his voice saying,
‘Glad you could make it’, and I just lost it. I didn’t even think of
the getting-rid-of-Sheri plan, I didn’t think of anything. I just turned
around and screamed at him, ‘You invited Sheri to my birthday?! What
will Mum think when she comes and Sheri’s here? You’re so stupid!
You don’t even care, you don’t understand anything! No wonder she
left you!’ And then I ran. Down the hall — into my room — slammed
the door — threw myself on my bed. I could hear Dad and Sheri still,
it sounded like they were fighting, and I was glad. I hope she dumps
him, I thought. I hope he’s sad forever.
After a while there was silence. Then footsteps, and my door
creaking open, and Dad clearing his throat nervously. I glared at him.
He just stood there looking helpless, like he wasn’t sure what he’d
done wrong and even if he knew he wouldn’t be sure how to fix it.
Eventually he said, ‘I’m sorry, I wouldn’t have asked her, it’s just that
you seemed so much better …’ He paused, took a breath, started again.
‘I’m sorry. I should have asked you about Sheri. And — and I’m sure
your Mum wanted to be here.’ He came over to the bed then, pulling
an envelope out of his pocket. ‘This came for you in the mail today. I
think it’s from her.’
I grabbed it off him and tore it open, and all the while he was still
talking, babbling really — ‘It’s postmarked Brisbane, you see? Right
across the other side of the country. She probably couldn’t afford
the fare to Perth, otherwise she would have been here…’ I just stared
at the front of the card — it had a butterfly on it — and then read the
inside — Happy birthday to my darling daughter. Sorry I can’t be there.
Love always Mum.
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I knew two things straight away, one obvious and one terrible. For
a moment I tried not to think the terrible thing, tried not to say it, like
by doing that I could make it not real. But it was real. And finally I
asked the question I already knew the answer to.
‘She’s not coming back, is she?’
Dad put his arm around me. ‘No, honey. I don’t think so.’ For a
long time we just sat there, and then he asked, kind of hopefully, ‘Do
you want some cake?’ As if I was a little kid that could be cheered up
with lollies.
‘In a while, Dad. I think I’ll just sit in here a bit longer.’
After he was gone I stood the card up on my desk, sat cross-legged
on the bed, and just stared at it. I was thinking about Mum, but not in
a way I ever had before. After a few moments, Brian stuck his head
around the door — ‘Dad says to leave you alone.’
‘S’alright. You can come in.’
He bounced over and sat beside me. ‘Sheri yelled at Dad for asking
her without telling you. She said it was in-sen-sit-ive of him. They
had a big fight.’
‘Good.’ But my heart wasn’t in it, and he knew it.
‘Pretty crap birthday.’
‘Yeah.’
‘Still better than your last birthday, but.’
I stared at him. ‘How can you say that? Mum was here last
birthday.’
‘Mum forgot your last birthday.’
‘She did not! It was you and Dad, you were all supposed to
pretend you’d forgotten, and then surprise me with my presents, but
you guys messed it up by wishing me happy birthday first thing in
the morning, only Mum remembered and didn’t say anything …’ My
voice trailed off. Brian was looking at me strangely, sort of like he was
the older one. ‘Oh.’
‘Yeah. Then she threw your cake at the window, candles and all,
remember? Dad had to chuck water over the curtains to put the fire
out.’
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He had, too. You wouldn’t believe how quickly things catch on fire.
Those big flames licking at the window had come out of nowhere.
Brian had noticed the card. He stood up. Went over to it — read
it — put it back — came over to the bed. Looked at me. Of course he
knew as well. ‘Do you think he’s going to do that every birthday?’
I shrugged. ‘Dunno. Probably.’ I couldn’t help grinning a little,
poor Dad, he thought he was being so clever. He’d even tried to make
his handwriting look like Mum’s. And the Brisbane postmark was a
good touch, I suppose he’d gotten Aunty Jasmine to send it for him.
Brian sighed. ‘Guess I’ll get one too, then.’ He brightened. ‘Maybe
he’ll start sending gifts as well — then we’ll get double presents.’
We were quiet for a while then, but it wasn’t a weird silence. It was
more like how we used to be, before he got mad at me about Sheri,
when we knew without words that we both understood the same
thing.
Eventually Brian said — ‘You know, that’s rubbish, what Dad always
said about Mum. I know all about butterflies from that stupid project.
They don’t just fly around. They take the pollen from one flower to
another so more flowers can grow. They’re useful. Mum wasn’t useful.
I miss her, but she couldn’t even look after us properly.’
I opened my mouth to argue — then stopped, trying to see things
the way Brian did. It was strange, all this time I’d thought Brian and
Dad were remembering Mum wrong, but maybe I was. Brian and
Mum. He had always been, I don’t know, too happy, too jumpy, too
Brian for her.
My gaze shifted from the card to my wardrobe. After a while I
realized Brian was watching me watching the wardrobe. And when I
looked at him, I knew he knew why I was watching the wardrobe.
‘You little sneak! How long have you known about it?’
‘You always put stuff you don’t want me to see under your
wardrobe. Why did you even hide it anyway? It was stupid. It didn’t
explain anything.’
I went to get the note. I don’t know why I’d kept it, it wasn’t like
I was ever going to forget what it said. For a moment I held it in my
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hands again, rubbed my thumbs across the paper, felt Mum’s last
words, Dad’s tears. And then I crumpled it up into a ball and lobbed it
into the bin next to my desk.
I’m sorry, Mum had written. I can’t live in a cage.
Brian was right, it didn’t explain anything. I’d just thought it did.
I’d thought we’d crowded her, caged her, tied her down to our notgood-enough, un-butterfly-like selves. I’d hidden it because I didn’t
want Brian to know that — it was bad enough that I knew it. Except
maybe butterflies did more than look pretty and fly around. Me and
Dad and Brian — we looked after each other. Dad, with his wrapping
and his cooking, and the stuff he’d brought me, not all of it exactly
what I’d wanted, but things that showed he’d thought about me, like
buying me a blue diary because blue was my favourite colour, and a
big spinning globe because I wanted to travel around the world. And
Brian, asking me questions he probably already knew the answers to,
and me never noticing that he asked the most questions when I was
the most down — really down, I mean, not pretend get-rid-of-Sheri
down.
I was realizing something. ‘We’re the butterflies.’ I said, slowly.
Brian made a face — butterflies were too girly for him. ‘You and me
and Dad. And Mum — Mum is — is — ’
‘A worm.’ Brian supplied cheerfully. ‘A slug. A rat.’
‘No.’ I wasn’t ready to give up hope. Mum wasn’t a butterfly — at
least, not at the moment. But, one day, she might be.
‘She’s not a rat, Brian. She’s a caterpillar.’
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Placed outside

on fringes and lines
unseen
I walk
Fences push me
away
unwanted
But beneath my feet
country sings
knowing
I carry the light
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Kimberley Country Connections and Reflections

Erica Spry

Erica Spry is a Bardi Jawi Traditional Owner
from the Kimberley region of Western
Australia. Her Aboriginal bush name is
‘Roobinjin’ (a name inherited from one of her
old Aboriginal Grandmothers).

T

he Kimberley region of Western Australia is unique and a very
special place to myself and other locals. There are many stories
in the Kimberley, which tell how people over their years have connected
to country, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal. The current proportion
of Aboriginal people in the Kimberley is 47.7% as listed at 30 June 2006
in the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ Indigenous population census.1
As a local Aboriginal lady who has grown up most of my life in the
Kimberley region, I would like to share with you my brief personal
perspective of Kimberley Country connections and reflections.
Smell of rain again. The heat has subsided. There is coolness in
the air; powerful cloud in the distance. Crash, bang; the eerie sound
of thunder echoes constantly, sending all the dogs (iila)2 running for
safety and shelter, especially with the force of the first gust of wind
that sweeps the fallen leaves and loose sand off the ground.
The late evening heavenly skies now portray our Kimberleyinherited wonderful display of Mother Nature’s fireworks. The rapid,
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flashing web of lightning, the brilliant colours of pink, yellow, orange,
green and silvery white, display awe, power and might. Some fear
the power and might, but I embrace the whole event as it holds,
to me, a certain pride to be a Kimberley local person. Some say us
Kimberly Aboriginal people are a strong mob and if one is to compare
Kimberley nature and natural events to the people, all would agree,
there is a connection.
As a young Traditional Owner observing my senior Traditional
Owners I remember many uplifting occasions that have healed and
lifted my inner spirit. I can recall and reflect on some meetings that
I have attended in my childhood and adulthood, experiences which
one is able to feel; the passion, drive, determination and power of
Elders voicing their concerns to care for their country, like thunder
echoing, trying to light a path towards reconciliation.
My Kimberley Aboriginal mob are as diverse as the geographical
country that we come from; saltwater, cattle/rangelands, river and
desert people. If anyone had time with a Kimberley Aboriginal person
on their particular country, they would experience the knowledge,
connection and strength which that person has with their country.
River people are fresh, healthy and cool easy-spirited people like the
mighty Fitzroy River that they share and care for.
Born in Derby in Western Australia, I began my journey of learning
about my identity as an Aboriginal person, starting with my family’s
trips on country. My childhood experiences on country consisted of
saltwater and river culture and country. Weekends and the seasonal
time displayed a different adventure each time.
In the few months after the wet season began, water holes and
rivers would be full. Car packed, time to pick up the Mayala, Baarni
hunting dogs; fuel up and head for the bush tracks near Bungarun, on
the way to our fishing spot, near Point Torment, Blue Hole.
Spear grasses standing proud sharp and tall. We travel the twisting
sandy track. Birds in flight provide entertainment and music to the
ear. The driver and offsider watch the road in front, searching for
tracks and any sign of movement near waters. Us on the back enjoy
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the cool fresh breeze and tease each other with the seeds of the sharp
spear grass, aiming for a t-shirt, it would stick. Car begins to slow,
‘Get the dogs ready!’ the voice from the front yells.
Action! The two dogs begin the chase, Mayala, Baarni running
frantic from the waterhole heads for the safety of the nearest tree.
Rifle in hand, God-Dad and us kids pursue the action. ‘Good dogs,
he’s a fat one!’ The dogs ensure the Mayala, Baarni stays up the tree
till we arrive.
We don’t need to use the rifle this time; the Mayala, Baarni is on a
low tree. With the Mayala, Baarni tail in God-Dad’s hand, round and
round the Baarni is swung; with its head hitting the tree, our evening
meal is now sorted for us.
We catch two more Mayala, Baarni; enough to bring some
back home for my God-Mum and the rest of the family. The cooking
hole in the sand is dug, fire blazing, coals display bright orange colour,
finished listening to God-Dad’s lesson on how to gut the Mayala,
Baarni and prepare it to cook. Burn the Mayala, Baarni’s outside skin
then; leaves, Mayala, Baarni and now sand on top, it will bake well.
We will be back in a few hours to collect the delicious cooked bush
food on our return trip home. Off to blue hole fishing spot, before the
tide comes in.
‘Hurry up with the bucket you kids!’ The throw net is full of
live bait and the tide slowly begins to fill the creek, bringing in an
abundance of fishes feeding on live bait. Our chances of catching
fresh fish looked promising and we were all filled with enthusiasm.
Camp fire boiling billy tea, coals ready to cook freshly caught fish.
Enough time to make a cup of driftwood-flavoured tea and pick
my fishing spot.
‘Yippee, I got em God-Dad!’ flip goes the mangrove jack (Maarrarn)
on the bank of the creek, as I beamed with joy and confidence.
Splash bang, the famous show of the Barramundi as it is pulled
into shore. ‘You’re the Barramundi King God Dad!’ I would yell. ‘Ask
Aunty to cook that for you kids for lunch, I’ll keep the next few for
home!’ replied God-Dad.
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Late afternoon approaches, esky filled with fresh fish (Aarli) and
mud crabs (Goorroorrng, Ngarrangg), back to the baking Mayala,
Baarni. Munching on my favourite part of the cooked Mayala, Baarni,
the arm, I thought about how strong it looked running to the tree and
hoped I would be able to run fast like that at our athletics carnival
this week at school. Hunting for ducks was planned for next weekend,
last year I had two ducklings for pets. I loved my hunting and fishing
trips out bush with my God-Dad and the family. Country is healthy,
bush food is healthy and it keeps me healthy too!
Being away from my family and country to gain a good education,
was trying at times and each school holiday was gladly welcomed.
Mum’s taking us to my Aboriginal Traditional homelands, Pender
Bay, this school holiday break. I am reminded, that my clan group is
Aarlaang baaniiol; which means: my family live near the saltwater
coast and my language group is Bard.
Turquoise-coloured ocean, white sandy beaches with purple
flowers in full bloom on plentiful vines along the sand dunes, paper
bark trees in my favourite picnic spot, overlooking my favourite view,
our famous legendary Pender Bay rocks. Bower birds (Goolyi) nests
still on the large sand dunes for exploring; activities everywhere,
swimming, fishing, reefing and all else that one can image at the beach
sea side was on offer.
This place is extremely special to me and my family. My beloved
maternal Grandmother was born here at Pender Bay and had her
early childhood development days running along this beach. My
Great Grandparents were born here also, in our Bardi Jawi native title
lands. I am their descendant, the second generation born in a small
township hospital, no wonder I feel for country more.
When I walk on my homelands I feel at peace, contented and
connected to all; from the sea breeze, to the tall pandanus (Iidool)
palms, the animals, the vegetation, all the land and the sea. I am a
part of the great big circle of life, whereby nature is one with all that
is living. This is healing in my Liyarn (inner spirit).
I have special spots everywhere, but truth is, I adore it all and I
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am very grateful that I know my Aboriginal inheritance knowledge
of culture and country and can enjoy it. From my childhood to
adulthood, I grow with my country. It is time in my country as a child
which underpins my foundation to be a stronger Adult, whereby I am
able to face and contribute positive aspects to the many societies of
the universal world.
As an Aboriginal child that is able to grow up with and on
Country, I strongly believe that being out on country adventures and
keeping your connection to country can shape one’s personality and
contribute to one’s social and emotional well-being. Fishing teaches
patience and allows time for one to reflect on pending issues on the
mind and in life. Catching a fish builds confidence, accomplishment
and contributes to a healthy lifestyle and eating habits.
Walking on coral reefs, searching for shell fish to eat, such as Lii,
strengthens one’s courage. For in order to locate Lii, you have to have
the ability not to judge or fear the contents of the coral reef. Your
natural instincts become alert such as a strategy (backup plan) on
what you will do to safeguard yourself if a dangerous unforeseen
incident did occur. While balancing these concerns, you continue
your adventure to focus on your task at hand, which shall end in the
reward of a delicious meal to share with your family and friends.
Another measure of one’s connection to country is that if you
look after your country then your Country will look after you. Being
at Pender Bay on a school holiday became a tradition. When my
Mother’s eldest Brother was alive he was determined to build our
Pender Gardens community. I was one of many teenagers returning
home from boarding school and the thought of being out on country
and swimming, bonding with nature, always lifted my spirit.
My God-Dad ‘Fonzee’ is a bushman legend to us, from adults to
young children, but especially to me. I know in my heart and Liyarn
(my inner spirit) that he is a good man and had earned the respect
of country from all the adventures and connections that he had
experienced with country over his years.
The legendary rocks of Pender Bay, the tide calm and full of
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Drawing by Jannen Spry-Wiggan, 2009

abundant reef fish, set the scene one fine pleasant afternoon.
Swimming, exploring and fishing filled the day. Fire boiling tea, with
inviting coals to cook fish caught that day. There were over twenty
children that afternoon, drawing in the beach sand, playing with
soldier crabs (Ngooroongooroo) and making sand castles. Everyone
from adults to children enjoying themselves by bonding with country
and being able to lock in good positive memories of a lifestyle out
bush, away from the township dramas influenced by the technical
modern day structures and machineries.
The young ones seeking mud crabs (Goorroorrng, Ngarrangg) came
back with only a couple, not really enough to feed all the children.
God-Dad sat on the bank of the Bay, humble and quiet, enjoying his
132

Westerly 54-2 interior final.indd 132

22/10/09 2:06:11 PM

Erica Spry

surrounding and waiting on the catch of the day. I knew he is blessed
by country, for that afternoon, Mother’s and children’s prayers were
answered. A giggle was heard. Then a figure stood up and with great
might and skill, God-Dad began the tug of war, with the mystery on
the end of his fishing line. Us kids gathered and watched with delight
and surprise. Muscles flexing, tension on the line as it came from the
sea to the beach. ‘This is a big one! Go God- Dad!’ I said excitedly.
‘Stand back! You kids, so I can flip it up onto the bank!’ God-Dad
yelled.
Again I state God and Country must have heard our prayers, from
Mothers to children, as it was nearly the evening meal time and we
were all hungry.
We were provided with our evening meal; an extra large estuary
rock cod (Biidib). How thankful we all were, to country, God and
especially to our much loved and respected blessed hunter God-Dad.
Sizzling on the coals of the fire place, leaves and plates were ready for
our feast of fresh fish.
This afternoon’s evening meal is real proof to me that we are
connected to country and that if you look after your county then your
country will look after you and provide for you, one and all. Aboriginal
connection to Country is alive and grows with each generation; it
contributes to one’s identity as a person and to our identity as an
Australian nation in our universal world.
As a Kimberley Aboriginal lady, in order to understand my position
in Australia’s identity as a Traditional Owner, I often wonder and
reflect on my past experiences to look at where I am and where my
possible future could lead me. What does my Aboriginal identity and
connection to my inherited country mean to me and how does this
contribute to our Australian identity as a whole universal country?
I am a grandmother’s daughter and through my mother’s teachings
I have inherited the calling to care for my traditional homelands to the
best that I am able. But my homelands are connected to others and so my
concern to care for country has extended to the universal connection
that encompasses us all. From a Kimberley person’s perspective, a
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person is shaped by their nuclear and extended family, the spirit and
surroundings of their township, and the remote community lifestyle
of bush life.
From an Aboriginal perspective, you begin with the love of your
family and friends and then your connection to country ignites you
spiritually and culturally. As a person shaped by religion, one is also
taught that we are God’s greatest creation; we are gifted with our
connection to country and all that a country has to offer. Country
can heal, nourish, strengthen, shape and give you peace and serenity,
but it can also teach you unpleasant lessons, especially if one does
not uphold the laws of the land that is taught to one by their senior
Traditional Owners.
My childhood days were blessings to my Australian Aboriginal
identity and early childhood developments; my love, passion and
appreciation for country began to ignite. Then in my adulthood I began
to find my life being shaped by the growing calling to care for country,
within my own family and through my time with senior Traditional
Owners.
These are some findings I would like to share:
Connection of people to country is symbolised in many forms.
From a one on one, person to country and a people, to the many diverse
geographical country forms. Reflecting on my past experiences this is
what I find:
Each country has stories, a local Aboriginal language, ancient
lore (Law) and culture and customs. What a gift and honour to
inherit such knowledge that is described and known in the wider
universal world as the oldest culture on Mother Earth.
If one was able to understand and feel the true meaning of our
human connection to country as do my Aboriginal Elders, then
they would have healing as we do, for when our country is healthy
so are we as a people/person.
Exercising, exploring, bonding with nature/country, conducting
oneself with safety, being successful at reaching a goal and enjoying
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the benefits of one’s positive actions contributes to the overall health
of your country, yourself and all else. Reflecting on one’s learnings
of life, especially to do with country connections and adventures
is important for a balanced full life. What works for you, maybe
worthwhile sharing with others, especially children.
I cherish the memories of life’s adventures on country. As an
adult and a parent, my future outlook and challenge is to pass
on my knowledge of my Aboriginal connection and obligations to
country to my children. These reflections are only a glimpse into
the many times on my homelands country and other Traditional
Owners’ country, which is also known as our national country
Australia. My reflections that I have shared, depict a modern-time
scenario of a childhood connection to country, set in the 1900s
and an attempt to try and allow all to understand and have an
insight into the many ways that my people, Aboriginal people are
connected to country and promote all to care for country, to keep
it healthy.
I have been blessed with dreamtime stories of creation, traditio
nal customs and learnings which defined meanings still relevant
today; but as a cultural Aboriginal person, some of these stories are
only for my children and family who have had to earn the right to
hold them, like I had too.
There are many other stories that my fellow Kimberley Aboriginal
mob share each day, older generations to younger generations and
to others that seek to understand and learn.
Aboriginal connection to country is real, important, continues
to grow and is supported.
My Aboriginal identity and connection to Country is important
to me and my fellow peoples. There are many unknown Aboriginal
connection to country attributes that are waiting to be discovered,
recognised rightfully and shared, that could strengthen our national
Australian identity.
Saltwater Country people are strong like the rising of daily
tides, which expose beauty and growth on coral reefs;
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River Country people are strong like their Rivers which flow to
maintain health for all;
Rangelands Country people are wise as their Rangelands heights
gives them sight into the distance; displaying a wholesome view of
the diversity of hidden valleys and water ways; and
Desert Country people have hidden healing gifts just like the
Desert Country Deserts which can be conceived as dry, but has
various times when there are carpets of colourful wild flowers in
full bloom, depicting serenity and healing to ones soul/spirit.
All that Country encompasses, contributes to shaping people’s
lifestyle and personalities. Country is a gift to us human beings and
with the most common concerns of events such as climate change
now threatening our Country’s seasons, it is important to come
back to ‘Caring for Country’ and I hope that this is the message that
I am sending to the reader.
Caring for Country is everyone’s duty, let it be that; this is done
and that rewards come to those that understand and do!

1. Australian Bureau of Statistics, National Regional Profile: Kimberley
(Statistical Division): http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/
Latestproducts/545Population/People12002-2006?opendocument&tabname
=Summary&prodno=545&issue=2002-2006.
2 Words in brackets are from the Bardi Aboriginal language dictionary,
G. Aklif, One Arm Point Bardi Dictionary — Ardiyooloon Bardi Ngaanka,
Kimberley Language Resource Centre, Halls Creek, WA 6770, 1999. Mayala,
Baarni is the goanna, and the Aboriginal term is used as the goanna is a
central focus of the story.
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Binjareb Spear
Alf Taylor

In the silent water, after the first rain,
the fish swam in their world of peace,
sensing that the salt in the rivers was diminishing.
They swam in their world quite unaware
of an ancient custom passed down, a munga trap
the Nyoongars skilfully created, so they knew
the fish will end up snared, for all the tribes to share.
Manjargoordup was the place to give and exchange
and the Nyoongars knew it was the place to be,
and the prize of all was the binjareb warrior’s spear.
The bingareb spear renowned for its fierce accuracy
and speed, and it was the spear the young warrior craved.
The laws passed down through time and the power were a
constant reminder to the tribes.
And a retribution had to be honoured.
Skilful hands managed the wood, as had been done
for thousands of years. The oil of the goanna hardens the wood,
for the perfect kill.
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Around the campfires the elders agreed, that a motion
had been passed. It was time for retaliation and retribution.
The elders took their motion to the white magistrate of the land
who agreed, and honoured the retribution of their law.
The binjareb spear carried necessities of the land.
The grass tree glue enables the spear to embed stone chips
on the point, causing an ugly wound on impact,
and usually death.
Silently, swiftly the spears flew, through the early morning skies.
Retribution was the law of the land:
without warning he lay dead, with the prize binjareb
spears embedded in his body.
And just as silently and swiftly the word had spread
around the Nyoongars’ camp. And the anguished cry of the
father can still be heard around the campfires.
Embedded with spears the dead man lay,
the father overwhelmed with grief for his son.
Revealing a subtle eagerness, even joy,
the prized binjareb spears lay before him.
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Adnya-mathanha Yura Life Cycle, Birth Names, and
Connection to the Heavenly Bodies
Walha Udi Marvyn-anha Frederick
McKenzie Snr,Virdianha Nhunga
Adnyamathanha Wailpi Kuyani
Ararru Vukarra Milana Yura

Walha Udi Marvyn-anha
Frederick McKenzie Snr
is an Aboriginal artist and
writer who has an interest
in history and passing on
his culture to the next
generation.

W

e Adnyamathanha Yura peoples of the Northern Flinders
Ranges have a very strong connection to the heavenly bodies
above us, as our life cycle is Spiritual — Physical — Spiritual … and at
the end of our life we return to our heavenly abode, which we call
Wikurtanha which is the Adnyamathanha Yura ancient concept
of Heaven. Our Spiritual existence begins in Wikurtanha, where
we are created by our two spiritual Ngami (Mothers) known as the
Maudlangami. The two Maudlangami are the source of all life and
like us they are Ararru and Mathari and they each produce us as spirit
children of their own moeity and kinship totems, and in this spiritual
existence we are called Muri.
As Muri we are then told by our Maudlangami to come down to
the world beneath to find a suitable Ngami (Mother) to be physically
born to. As Muri we are always on the look-out for pleasant-faced and
kindly Ngami and whilst we are looking for such Ngami we spend our
days seeking food from the gum blossoms and at night we fall asleep
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under the loose bark of tree trunks, and this goes on until we find a
suitable Ngami and are born physically into Yarta (Land, World).
When we are physically born into the world we then become known
as Yura which means ‘of the Earth’, as the word Yura is derived from
the word ‘yurra’ which means ‘dirt, earth’. As we are born physically
into the Yarta (Land, world) we are given birth order names to signify
our order of birth and we are also given a totem name, as well as
another additional name that today is often called a nick name, in
order to differentiate us from others who may also bear the same birth
order names as ourselves.
Our ‘nick names’ may be based on our appearance or a personal
characteristic we may show or have, or something we have done or
which has happened to us. Our birth order names are worked out
according to order of birth in the family of the Ngami (Mother), irrespec
tive of who the Vapi (Father) is, and regardless of sex. For example,
Murnakanha is not the fifth-born girl, but the fifth-born child, who is
female. Still-births and miscarriages are also counted.
Our Yakkarti Mityi (Children Names) are as follows:
First

Virdianha (if male) / Arranyinha (if female)

Second

Warrianha (if male) / Warrikanha (if female)

Third

Unaanha (if male) / Unakanha (if female)

Fourth

Marruanha (if male) / Marrukanha (if female)

Fifth

Murnanha (if male) / Murnakanha (if female)

Sixth

Wanguanha (if male) / Wangurtanha (if female)

Seventh

Yadaanha (if male) / Yadandhanha (if female)

Eighth

Milanaha (if male) / Milakanha (if female)

Ninth

Ngarlaanha (if male) / Ngarlakanha (if female)

Tenth

Mawaanha (if male) / Mawananha (if female)

There are no Yakkarti Mityi (Children Names) for children after
the tenth as the naming cycle did not restart again and thus other
names were given to children born after the tenth. There are rules
about which additional names could be used when referring to a
particular person and would often depend on who was speaking and
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our relationship with the person speaking. Names were not spoken
aloud or in public after a person has died and this tradition remains
with us today to a certain extent. For example, when people talk of
my Mother who is deceased they do not directly mention her name
when speaking, but substitute it with ‘Marvyn’s Mother’ so all know
who is being spoken about; and if others share her name then they
are immediately given nick names so that her name is not mentioned
when calling out to the person who shares her name.
Whilst we are on the Earth as Yura we undergo education and
training that lasts our lifetime. When we die our physical body is
placed within a Warlikari (grave) and three days later our Wannapi
(Spirit) rises up from the Warlikari and we return to our Spiritual
existence and travel back to reside once again in Wikurtanha from
whence we first came. The colour of our Wannapi is white. Our
Wannapi Spiritual journey back to Wikurtanha is via the Vukarnawi
(water of the dead) which is the sidelong view of Wali Vari (lit.
‘wriggling creek’; the Milky Way Galaxy) and which flows into Wildu
Manta-awi (Wedge-tail Eagle Feet/Claw, Southern Cross).
It is here in Vukarnawi that our Wannapi is captured by the Wildu
Mant-awi and our Wannapi is then dipped and cleansed by it in
the awi (water) of Vurkanawi in order to wash away any pollution
we may have picked up and brought with us from the Yarta (Land.
World). Once cleansed the Wildu Manta-awi then drags us through to
Wikurtanha where we join up with all our Wardumathanha Ngakini
(Ancestral Family).
We also have our own Ancient Yura Ngawarla (Language) Mityi
(Name) for other Heavenly bodies. Vurta Vulka, the two Valnaapa
Vudlalypila (the two Magellanic Clouds) are the two Wardumathanha
(Ancestors) who gave us our marriage and kinship laws and who now
watch over us, night and day, to ensure we maintain them.
There are also:
Yundu

(the Sun)

Artunyi

(Seven Sisters, the Pleiades)
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Vira Vurlka

(Old Man Moon)

Wildu

(Wedge-tail Eagle, Mars)

Wata Vudli

(Venus) over the Yarta

Unlike the heaven of Christianity our Wannapi can travel to and
from Wikurtanha so that we may check up on our peoples and descen
dants every now and then. Today many of our people do not believe in
our ancient beliefs, due to Christianity and other religious beliefs that
have come into our people. When the Christian missionaries came to
our peoples they told our Wardumathanha that our old ancient beliefs
were fables and myths, but not all of our people believed this or
adopted Christianity.
It is worth noting that one of our Wardumathanha at the time said
this:
When I hear the missionary telling the people at church about how
they will go to hell if they don’t follow Jesus and live like white
man, I laugh to myself, for I know that if I remain a black fellow,
I won’t go to hell, for there is none. When a black fellow reaches
Wikurtanha he is always happy, well fed and contented. If one
changed over to be a Christian, he might go to hell. If he remains
a black fellow he won’t.

When the Christian missionaries came to our Wardumathanha
they missed an ideal opportunity to study and learn about an ancient
Spiritual belief that was untainted from other religious beliefs of the
world and much older than any other belief system in the world.
The Christian missionaries also failed to tell our Wardumathanha
that in their culture there were different religious views and opinions
how one should worship their God and Jesus, for example, some say
worship on Sundays whilst others say worship on Saturdays, some
say speak with tongues other say don’t speak with tongues, some are
Catholic whilst others are Protestant, some religions say Jesus was the
Son of God whilst others say he was merely a prophet, and some
people do not believe in any religion at all.
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If our Wardumathanha knew of such different opinions they would
have told the missionaries that until such time that their people come
into agreement on such matters we will maintain our ancient beliefs
because such different opinions can easily divide our peoples; which
today is the case because our people are now divided in their different
Christian beliefs, and other Religious beliefs.
For me personally, I choose to follow and believe in the ancient
beliefs of our Wardumathanha, but these are my personal beliefs and
I will respect others by not imposing my beliefs on to them; all I ask
is that people will show me the same respect. I have studied the other
religious beliefs of the world and I have found greater comfort and
peace of mind in our Ancient Adnyamathanah Yura Mudha (beliefs,
customs, traditions, laws) because I know my Wardumathanha are
watching over me as I journey through life and that one day I will
once again join them in Wikurtanha.
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Life Lessons

John Oxenham and
Darlene Oxenham

John has lived and worked in the Gascoyne regions
all his life and was a market gardener in Carnarvon
for 29 years. Now retired, John is engaged, in
a voluntary capacity, on numerous community
initiatives for the benefit of Aboriginal people in the
Gascoyne region.
Professor Darlene Oxenham is a Malgana woman
born in Denham in 1964. Darlene joined the
School of Indigenous Studies, UWA, in 2006 as
Associate Dean of Teaching and Learning and has
been involved in Aboriginal Higher Education for
twenty years. John Oxenham is a Malgana man
born in Denham in 1941.

O

ur family is a very large family. My grandparents had twelve
children and at the time of my grandmother’s passing in
2006 she had 46 grandchildren and 76 great-grandchildren and 15
great-great-grandchildren. We are Malgana people, members of the
Traditional Owners of Shark Bay (Gathaagudu). Shark Bay is our home,
our Country. My uncle/father, John Oxenham, and I share many things
including both being born in Shark Bay and both continuing to feel a
strong bond and sense of association and connection with Shark Bay,
despite living away from the area for some time.
John Oxenham was born in Shark Bay on 23 August 1941. At
this time Shark Bay was quite an isolated town with a very small
population of approximately 200 residents all of who lived along the
145

Westerly 54-2 interior final.indd 145

22/10/09 2:06:13 PM

Westerly 54: 2

one street (Knights Terrace) that ran along the beach line. The town
was not easily accessible because the road into Shark Bay was an
unsealed dirt road. The town’s stores and provisions were bought in
by boat. My father describes this:
The old steamers used to bring all the stores in. We had two old
lighters, an old barge, and old launch and they used to go out to
the three mile [marker beacon] and meet the steamers there, chuck
it all on the barge or on the lighters and bring them in or anchor
the lighters outside and then barge everything in, all the stores.
Lighters are old boats, that used to pack [stores] on — all open
hull, big hulls, big cabins and that, and they just fill them up with
all the gear.
The barges, they were flat old barges they used to tow it behind
the launch … and the steamers used to travel up and down the
coast all the time. They used to go all the way up north and back
down and carry gear around, people used to jump on here and
there and go for a ride where ever.
Well [the steamers would have pulled into] most towns up the
coast, most of the towns. So yeah we used to give them a hand as
soon as school finished and they were there unloading the boat we
used to all dive down. Give them a hand to cart all the stuff up.

John Oxenham is the third child of John (Stumpy) Oxenham and
Maude Oxenham (nee Poland). My grandfather, Stumpy, was born on
Carrarang Station and was a fisherman in Shark Bay. My grandmother,
Maude, had her hands full caring for her twelve children.
Shark Bay was a fishing town and so fishing and the sea is in my
father’s blood. All his childhood memories are somehow linked to
the sea. He grew up ‘seeing’ fish in the distant sea. This is one of my
earliest memories of my father — of me sitting in a dingy and watching
him standing at the back of the dingy, his feet astride and balanced on
the sides of dingy, fingers shading his eyes as he spied out a school
of mullet. We would then run a net around the mullet, which often
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John Oxenham (about 10 years old) in Shark Bay, 1951

meant that I had to jump over the side of the boat to stand in the water
to hold the net in place while he drove the dingy around the school.
Yes, fishing is in his blood.
The closest neighbouring towns to Shark Bay are Geraldton and
Carnarvon and during the 1940s and 1950s travelling to these towns
took some time.
It used to take three days to go to Carnarvon. You would leave in
the afternoon and get to the forty mile [water tank] and the next
day you would get to the Overlander [Roadhouse] and from then
it wasn’t a bad road. It was all graded the main road, but it was
getting out to the Overlander. If it rained you just got bogged and
you would spend a few days on the side of the road. It was all in
the traveling, it was good fun.
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Yeah, it is hard to imagine but oh it was just good fun. We
would go along cause it was all sandy road and the trucks would
get bogged here and there and you would push them up the hill,
see a mob of goats, just jump off the truck and go chase the goats.
Old Pop [Stumpy] would just pull up and wait for us to bring a
goat back and there was tea for that night.

Like many others of his generation, my father describes Shark Bay
as a very special place to grow up in. He agrees that the nature of
the Shark Bay of his youth had a lot to do with the small number
of people who lived there, which contributed to a great sense of
community and family. Shark Bay was a place were all the adults
took some responsibility to care for all the children; and the children
played a part in the life of the community and learning and practising
skills that stood them in good stead for their adult life. John shares
his thoughts and recollections:
Shark Bay was just a little special place to grow up. There were
no bad people came out of Shark Bay and they all came out with
a good outlook on life. They could come out; they could match it
with anybody; and until someone proves you can’t then …
It [Shark Bay] was like a family. If you were hungry and it was
teatime you just dropped in and someone would feed you. If there
were kids around there, you just camped, no one worried about
anybody.

When asked why he thought Shark Bay was different from many
other small country towns in Western Australia in and before the
1960’s he replied:
[In] Shark Bay … well people were people. Well there was no racism
there that was it.
… all the people that came in for holidays were usually the
same old fellas from down the southwest, all farmers, they used to
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travel up and old Sap used to take them out fishing, we used to go
with him. There was just nothing there.
I think it was the attitude of the people in the Bay, if someone
come in … when visitors come in they were like family, they would
just go around to anybody’s house and have a feed with them and
all sit down in the pub and all have a big party. We used to look
forward to the same old gang coming back.
There was nothing … colour was just a colour.

The children of Shark Bay enjoyed an enormous amount of
freedom and independence. My father and his friends used to get up
before dark and take off. They would sometimes ‘run out to Peron
Station Homestead which was about seven miles, and get out there
for breakfast, have a ride on a horse and get a ride home in a truck’. I
asked my father if his parents (my grandparents) ever worried about
him. He explained:
I suppose they would have [worried]. We used to tell them we were
going to go. We just did what we wanted to do and as long as
we didn’t get into trouble we were right, go fishing, swimming,
camping, chasing rabbits, whatever.
Everybody looked after everybody then. These days if they see
you being bashed up now they just walk past and then you finish
up dead.

This idyllic childhood also included School. My fathers’ attitude to
School was that it was fun but it did not have any particular purpose
and was just something you had to do. Even though this was how
my father felt about school he showed enormous potential that went
unrealised. John explains:
Yes it was something you had to do and when I left there the
old teacher got me acceptance into a Uni in Sydney to do civil
engineering, because when he used to do all the sums and that on

149

Westerly 54-2 interior final.indd 149

22/10/09 2:06:13 PM

Westerly 54: 2

the board by the time he put his chalk down I was finished all the
sums he put up. So yes he had all the papers there for us to fill
in but I couldn’t go over there, I couldn’t go out of Shark Bay let
alone going over there.
Oh I had heaps of opportunities to do heaps of things. That is
what I am trying to tell these kids here don’t blow it, do it. But then
we had … well there was plenty of work around then, I had that
many people I had to go to work for. I just had to chuck her in and
go and work with them all.
We hardly left the bay let alone going anywhere past Carnarvon
or Geraldton, that was the furtherest we had been. [We] never even
look like getting to Perth.

Prior to gaining formal employment my father, my uncle and many
of the other children in Shark Bay had been ‘training’ for employment
since a very young age and they did this because it was seen as a fun
thing to do.
Old Jim Booth, he used to own the Peron [Station]. He used to take
me out from when I was about four. He used to pick me up about
5 o’clock in the morning when they were mustering and shearing
out at Peron and take me out to Peron and bring me back every
night. I used to have to chase the sheep for him.

My father left school as soon as he could.
Yes, I was fourteen and one day I think. Yes you had to wait until
you were fourteen; fourteen was the time you could leave school.
At fourteen I was gone. Well I left on the Friday, I left school on the
Friday and I started work on the Peron [Station] on Monday.

Thus began my father’s working life — at the age of fourteen he was
working fulltime, had left home, was self-reliant and was considered
an independent individual who was the master of his own destiny. His
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childhood had ended and his adult life with all the responsibilities
and obligations had begun.
He began his working life as a station hand on Peron Station or the
Peron as he calls it. He began on Peron because several of his uncles
were there; ‘Uncle Mac Brown was there and I had to go and work
for him and then old Matey, and old John and Uncle Jim Sappie’. His
uncles were also station hands at the Peron. My father was already
familiar with most of the duties required because of his earlier
‘training’ — ‘Well we knew most of it because we spent all our holidays
either fishing or out on the station. We knew how to ride horses and
muck around with troughs.’ My father recalls his time at the Peron:
[A typical day on the station was] oh just making sure all the stock
had a drink, all the sheep and that, go and check the mills, make
sure they were pumping, check the tanks, we had to ride the old
horse for about two miles I suppose, three miles down to the beach
where the mills were pumping water up to the big tank on the
hill — make sure it was pumping. If they weren’t pumping just fix
the pumps up or the mill or whatever broke down. It was good.
When you had nothing to do then jump on a horse and go chasing
rabbits.
With the horse, well we used to have to do the boundary on the
Peron on Eagle Bluff every couple of weeks we used to go. Me, old
Uncle Mac and Aunty Suze used to jump on the horses and away
we used to go. We used to camp up at the shell pit and then come
back the next day.
Area wise, it [Peron Station] used to run from, well you know
where the Shell Pit is, Nanga boundary, down to the Peron so
probably 50 – 60 miles.
[Aunty Suze] was the old cook we couldn’t do without her. She
was the best cook ever. Yes she would jump on [a horse] and we
would go camping all the time. Sometimes we used to just go for a
little camping trip the three of us. A couple of years I stayed there
with them and then went over to Dirk Hartog [Island Station].
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At the age of sixteen John then moved to Dirk Hartog Island
Station. At Dirk Hartog during his period of employment (1957 – 58)
the station ran 26,000 sheep. John reflects:
Yeah, when we were there old Burt Price owned it — a little farmer
from down the southwest — they used to all go away for holidays.
At Christmas time they used to leave me and old Jim Hackett (an
old miner from down Kalgoorlie way) there as caretakers for a
month or so.
Oh they had proper houses, quarters, we had full run — old
boss used to go away and just leave it all open and we would look
after it.
Well yeah old Uncle Jim, old Dusty (Uncle John) they were
working over there then so [I] went over there for a bit of a look.
It was an unreal place to work cause you could carry a spear on
your saddle and a fishing line in your saddlebag. If you wanted a
feed of fish for dinner you just either speared one or chucked the
line in and caught a snapper and you chucked it on the coals.
Don’t care where you pulled up you could do that, all the way
along. If you wanted a feed of oysters, me and old JJ used to roll a
big wattle tree, dead one, down over the top of the rocks, pack it
all up, chuck a match in, light it up and then brush it off and the
oysters all open up, and we had the biggest feed of oysters.

In 1958 John then moved out to Wooramel Station again doing the
same work as a station hand.
Yes station work, them days there used to be heaps of people
working, there was eight of them working on the station then.
Now you are battling to have one station hand and they’re all
motorbike jockeys, now none of them know how to ride horses
anymore. We used to have our own string of horses, everybody out
there probably had to have five or six horses. We used to break our
own horses in. They were yours.
152

Westerly 54-2 interior final.indd 152

22/10/09 2:06:13 PM

John Oxenham and Darlene Oxenham

John Oxenham (19 years old) on horseback at Wooramel Station, 1960

[We had several horses because] … when you are mustering,
instead of knocking one up, you just change them over everyday.
I had a lovely little paint pony — a piebald, I used to bring him
in here [Carnarvon] to the gymkhana. All the kids used to drive
him mad because he used to kneel down for me, lay down, just
pick his hooves up and he used to stand up. The kids used to be
wanting him to do it all the time and he got sick of it.
He used to lay down for me, kneel down, he used to do anything.
He used to win all the jumps in town all the hurdles we used to do.
We used to be on Wooramel and we never used to hardly come
in, we used to come in for races and if there is any special thing on
through the year, but only come in a couple of times a year usually.
On Peron [from the Eagle Bluff outcamp] we were in town every
weekend because it was only fourteen mile out.
[We never felt isolated] … you just used to have too much fun.
Never get bored on a station. We used to go and do fences, the
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weekend would come along and we all had axes and we used to
go chopping posts so we used to see who could cut up the most
posts in a couple of hours, have a big contest. We had an old seven
tonne truck there we used to load it with posts in half a day no
worries. Now, if you asked them to chop a tree down, if they didn’t
have a chain saw the tree would be still there.

My father worked with uncles and other family members on the
stations, this also included working with his brother Charles (Chas)
Oxenham. John reflects on his time at Wooramel:
… he [Chas] was out at Wooramel with us too. We used to have
good fun, we used to all break our horses and after you had ridden
them for a couple of days with a saddle on then we used to take
them out bare back and they used to dump us everywhere then.
Once we were all out in the outcamp when the old boss went into
the homestead, so we said okay we will get the horses in and have
a bit of fun. So we bought them in and put flank ropes on them to
make them buck and everybody was there with their gear on and
Chas come out with thongs on, a pair of spurs on his barefoot, no
shirt on and jumped on this horse … talk about laugh! We used to
have some good fun out there.
We would come in and there was a big rodeo on. And the
old boss [Pete] because he used to — every time I jumped on
a horse — he used to want to see me get chucked off, because I
wouldn’t let anything, nothing would chuck me off, and he used to
try everything. So one day we were up at the outcamp mustering — it
was my turn to get the horses in, cause we always used to keep our
own horse in to go get the rest of them next morning in the horse
paddock — and we all went up the river looking for birds cause we
used to get all the little cockies and parrots — young ones. When
we come back the old boss’ horse [was] in the yard. He didn’t like
anyone riding him this horse, and if he didn’t like you, he’d just
dump you. I said ‘where’s my horse’ and Pete said ‘oh whose turn
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to go and get the horses in the morning’. He knew it was my turn.
He said ‘oh I forgot and I just let them all out, so I kept my horse’.
We were thinking oh yeah. The next morning we got up early to
get the horses and I could see him looking through the window at
me. [I was] talking to this old horse and patting him up because if
he knew you wasn’t frightened of him he was right, but if someone
was there and showed a little bit of fear he just would just dump
you straight up. I jumped on and the old horse just walked off, he
[the boss] was disappointed.
Then there was a big rodeo on and he said ‘you riding’ and I
said ‘no I’m not riding’, ‘okay’ he said. So he came into town early,
a couple of days before us and when we got in he said ‘I have
put your name down, paid your money’, I said ‘alright’ and he
said ‘Well I paid the money now you gotta ride’. He had already
worked it out with old Tucker Reynolds because they had this
little horse out here, little Sunny they called him, no one could
ride him. So they just made the plan that I gotta ride this horse.
When my name got called up, old Tucker making out [said] ‘come
here boy, give us a look at you’, so he could pair me off with a
horse — he had the horse already there! So anyway I lined him up
and I jumped on and only stuck him for eight seconds and then
he dumped me, but I won the comp any way, got the big trophy,
Nor-west Championship it was. So old Pete was happy then he
seen me get dumped but there was no way I would get dumped out
there [Wooramel], there was that many horses we used to break in.
He used to be there somewhere hiding looking. We had some good
fun out there.

As can been seen from his recollections my father greatly enjoyed
and valued station life. He describes one of his best and worst
experiences on the stations.
They [the stations] were all different, but they were all good. You
learned a bit from each one of them. We had fun everywhere.
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When we were at Dirk Hartog Island there was a lot of big sand
hills over there and we were riding along one day and old JJ, old
Johnny Mitchell, he was mustering pretty well alongside of me.
Next thing I hear him shouting and shouting and I am looking
around, looking around and he was galloping down, there was a
big sand hill, it was hard going down, and he’d gallop up to the
top of the hill, and go over the top with the horse and pull the
reins, and the old horse would just go skidding down. I cracked
up when I seen him it was just so funny. Old horse sitting down
on his bum goin’ — it was so stupid. I was wondering [what he was
doing], I seen him go down and come back and I thought he was
chasing sheep around, but he was going round the side of the hill
and up the side and then down and I couldn’t see him for a while
and next thing back up the hill and when I went over there he was
sliding down this hill, it was the funniest thing I have ever seen. [It
didn’t seem to bother the horse] the horse was doing it! He would
just start the horse going and then he’d just pull him up and the
old horse would sort of lean back and he would go skidding down
the hill.
[One of the scariest times was] the only time we had a bit of
an accident was with old Uncle Mac on the Peron, got a bloody
big stake through his leg, we were way the hell out in the back
country. We had to gallop all the way back. I kept checking his leg
and tie a thing [tourniquet] around the top of his leg, bloody big
stick sticking out of his leg. He was on the horse yeah. We’d would
pull up and check it, see if his leg was bleeding and take off again.
Lucky when we got there cause we never had a motor car then on
the station, they would just come and pick us up on weekends,
and when we got there Uncle Tommy Wear they used to come out,
him and Aunty Nora used to come out all the time. Lucky they
were there that day and they took him into hospital.

After working on stations for six years my father left Wooramel
Station to work in the Shark Bay fishing industry for the next four
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years. Firstly my father went to work with his father, my grandfather.
My father fished with my grandfather for approximately two years,
which enabled my grandfather to pay off the boat he had recently
purchased. After this my father then began working at the Fish
Factory.
I started off [in the factory] just [as a] general hand, doing a lot of
truck driving, mucking around and then I run it for about eighteen
months. We had a mob of about 37 filleters and a dozen or more
hands, general hands, processing and I think we were the first
ones to start shipping the stuff out over east and that. [We would
send away] everything, mullet, the whole lot, we used to process
up to 30 tonne a week. It was a big factory. Then [It was one of the
main employers in Shark Bay] and then the prawns started.
Well we built on to the fish factory [to cater for the prawns]
and that’s where Planet Fisheries started before they moved up to
Carnarvon. They had the fish factory there and they put up some
quarters for the workers. When they built the fish factory, cause
they had no loaders or anything and they had to put the base
down, me, Uncle Charles and old Uncle Jimmy Cross had to cart
all the sand in for the fill with an old seven tonne truck, and we
had to fill that up four times a day, shovelling it on and shovelling
it off. And we had to fill all that in, the area was about 20 metres
by about 40 metres and about a metre deep, and we had to shovel
all that in the middle of summer, Christmas time, oh I tell you. It
was that hot, sometimes you just had to sit under a tree and laugh
that is all you could do.

The time period at this stage was around 1964 and although some
things had changed in Shark Bay, much remained the same. The
population of Shark Bay was still very small and actually remained
fairly small up until the road was bitumised in 1985. The stores and
provisions for the town were coming in by road in the 1960s, although
this was still precarious and dependent on the weather and the state
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John Oxenham catching turtle at Bellefin Point, Shark Bay (mid-1960s)

of the Shark Bay road. Much of the provisions were transported from
Geraldton — ‘Murphy’s used to cart from Geraldton, they used to cart
all the gear up once a week, cart all the wool away and the stuff that
had to go’. Also in the 1950s planes began to provide a service to
Shark Bay.
The planes used to come in there. They used to come in this side
of the shell grit pit — Goulet Bluff. There is a big airstrip on the flat
there, before you get to the shell pit.
… we used to go out all the time and have a busy bee to paint, they
only had little tin bloody shelter things that you had to paint every
year because the rust comes through, used to put the whitewash
on. So we had to cruise out, a big mob of us and catch a big mob
of goats bring all the meat home; and we were going out there one
day and Uncle Laurie was driving the truck, Laurie Bellottie, flying
along, next thing a turkey flew up alongside the road and hit the
side of the cage and he put his hand out and grabbed him… put
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him in the thing and someone pulled his head off. He come over
there [to the airport] and pulled that old turkey out of the car. I said
‘where did you get that from’? He said ‘I grabbed him’. You … they
were all laughing … you grabbed him all right.

In the late fifties and early sixties my father and his friends had
purchased their own cars and as a result were much more mobile. My
father’s wage in the early 1960s was twenty dollars a week, which was
an increase from when he started working in 1955 when his starting
wage had been five pounds a week.
When we were fourteen we were getting five pound a week, when
I started work. It was like $10. Now if they don’t get $20 per hour
they won’t start. But you could go a long way on five quid, you
would get your pay and you would get fifteen pound and you
would fill your car up with fuel and come up to Carnarvon, have
dinner out in a café, I used to take Billy Mitchell all the time — pick
him up and we would go out and have a feed, steak and eggs — and
drive around town, fill up and still get home with change. 20 cents
a gallon, 20 cents for five litres. You could fill your tank up for a
$1.20 or something.
… I bought an old Holden, EH … We used to cruise up and
down [to Carnarvon] … Yeah every now and then we used to go to
Geraldton. But mainly used to come to Carnarvon to play footy. Just
drive up and have a game of footy and then drive home again … Oh
once or twice a month, sometimes a little bit more, if the finals were
coming up.

My father was a talented athlete and sportsmen and although
many approaches were made to recruit him he did not take up these
opportunities.
Yeah they [East Fremantle] were chasing me [for] about three or
four years. Old Mac Hoult the old shop keeper, he was an East
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Fremantle man and he knew them all and he would say ‘come up
and pick the boy up and take him’. [But] I was a bushy and bushies
didn’t go to the city but these days now you need to do that because
it’s big money.
And then they wanted me to go and run trials, the state trials to
qualify for the Commonwealth Games. Had to go down to Perth to
get some qualifying times and I was running pretty close to world
times anyway.
… Old Sap/Matey used to time us all the time. Yeah we used
to have big races and that, every holiday, and any school holiday
come along, the kids would do all their races, and then the adults
would do a bit after. Yeah, we used to have them all the time, a
competition and everybody would get out there and muck around.
You used to get pockets of money [for prize money], when I was a
little fella I used to love it.

In 1964 my father began working at Useless Loop that was a
salt mine that was just starting up. My father had been asked to go
across to work there and was happy to do this especially as several
other people from Shark Bay were working over there also. He had
also recently been married and his wife, Ella, accompanied him to
Useless Loop. Useless Loop was owned by Cloughs but previously
had been owned by the Talbert family, as the land was originally part
of Carrarang Station.
So I was there for a little while and then they — I was in charge
of building all the ponds and then I was in charge of growing the
salt. Growing it, well you just had to pump the fresh water in, turn
it into brine and when it got up to the certain density then you
push it into your crystallize ponds to grow the salt. If you put it
in too early then you melted all the other salt. I was in charge of
the whole works. There were heaps of workers, probably eighty to
one hundred.
I had about four or five different gangs that I was in charge of all
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around doing little different bits and pieces around the crystallize
ponds, putting fences around them, we had to put walls around
them to stop the wave action, to stop the sand from blowing in.
We did all that and then we had people going around doing the
pumps and that.

At Useless Loop the married workers resided in caravans that sat
on terraces on the top of a large cliff overlooking the sea. The facilities
at Useless Loop included a mess, single men’s quarters, facilities for
families, a general boat jetty and a boat service across to Shark Bay.
When we first got to Useless Loop there was still a lot of work to do,
the first boat had not come in to take the first lot of salt away — this
occurred in 1967 — and the bar/causeway to the ship loader was still
being built.
No, well the ponds were only just being built, while the ship loading
jetty was being built. So we built that and we built all the ponds.
I finished up going on loan to Rhodes [the earthworking company
contracted to build the ponds and the bar/causeway]. Old Don
Marsh was the boss [at Rhodes] then and he wanted me to go and
drive his bloody machines so I got transferred across there for a
while driving scrappers and we built all that bar out to ship loader.
So I was there and we built all that, we used to have fun on there.
[The rocks that were used to build the bar out to the ship loader
were] all out of the side of the cliff there along side the mess. They
blew all that out. They changed all that, there was a big rocky hill
where the loading jetty is, where people get on and off and yes we
blew all that out and that is where all the rock came from. We had
an old powder monkey there, old fella doing all the drilling and he
got crook one day and Marshy come up to me and Chas and said
you’d better go and drill some more holes because we have to do
some more blasting. We had never seen one of those drills before.
Chas said ‘what do you reckon? I have been watching what
he was doing.’ I said ‘okay let’s go.’ So away we went, and ah shit
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we had that many bits because if you didn’t blow the sand out
properly the bits got stuck in there. They just drilled a hole
alongside of it and when you blast it you pulled all the extras bits
out. Yeah we got into the swing of it after a while and we would
just go there and blow all of these holes. ’Cause Marshy used to
think that anything that happened he used to think that either one
of us could go and do and sort out, and he was like that all the
way even when I went up to work for him up at Dampier Salt. If
there was a machine to drive he would come and get us. He took
me out there once cause Trevor Sim was leaving and he said ‘oh
you had better go out there and learn, Simsy is going away, and
you gotta learn how to drive the machine’. I had [only] seen it
working out there, so I went out there and Simsy said oh yeah you
gotta do this and do that and he started it up and pulled the arm
in and out a couple of times and he said ‘okay that’s it’. So about
a month later Marshy has come along and said ‘hey you gotta go
and start that machine’. I said ‘I don’t even know what to do with
the bastard’, he said ‘just go and drive it’. So I just went out there
and kicked her over and dug all the trenches out with it. He was
like that if there was an old machine there either one of us had to
go and drive it.
He just thought that we could do whatever he told us to do …
that we could do it. We felt that way too I suppose we didn’t want
him to beat us, so we just did it.
We were at the Loop seven years. In them seven years we built
all the ponds, grew the salt, harvested the first lot of salt, put
it through the wash plant, pumped it out to the bloody island,
got enough there, loaded the first ship, did all the testing on the
gypsum and yeah did a fair bit there.

After being in Useless Loop for seven years, my father was finally
convinced, by his previous boss (Don Marsh), to move to Carnarvon
to take up similar work at Dampier Salt. We moved to Carnarvon
in 1970. My father worked at Dampier Salt for nine years. In 1979,
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after Dampier Salt was damaged by a cyclone my father gave up his
mining job and bought a plantation in partnership with a very close
friend. This was a new direction in his life. He was now his own boss;
he now had his own business that required him to learn a totally
new skill set. At the age of 38 he took up this new challenge with
enthusiasm and learnt all that was necessary to know about market
gardening, both in terms of growing various fruits and vegetables as
well as running a business. My father was a plantation owner for 29
years. In 2008 he sold the plantation and retired. His only regret in
giving up the plantation is that he is unable to use the plantation as a
training ground for Aboriginal youth in Carnarvon:
I want one to train the kids, because its the only way we are
going to train kids now … [many] people that are left in town are
kids — and adults — that have never had a job in their life, so they
have got to be taught how to work and we can’t do that unless we
get the plantation because the plantation industry is one of the
biggest in town and the fishing industry is the other one. So we
need to have a fishing boat and a plantation so we can train kids.
On the plantation you could have somewhere separate where
you could train them, have machinery there, to train them up for
mines. So that is something we have to put to the funding bodies
and the governments … instead of wasting all their money on this
and that.

In his retirement my father has remained incredibly busy and
is now focusing all his energy on community work which he had
began in 1990 when he began to play a role in various Aboriginal
community organisations. This role was extended when he took up
a position with Family and Children’s Services for a two-year period
between 1994 and 1996. Now he focuses much of his time in working
for positive change for Aboriginal youth. His particular interest is in
training for future employment and the development of Aboriginal
businesses and enterprises.
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What I want to do is make all these funding bodies or agencies
accountable because they are not accountable to handling black
fella money, black fella money should be put back in charge of
black fellas, or black fellas in charge of it now because there are
people around with enough brain and enough knowledge to do
that sort of thing. With KARU we used to run probably $4,000,000,
$5,000,000 a year through there. KARU is a resource centre, they
done all the books for everybody in town, and for the government to
let something like that fold just shows you how much interest they
have really got in the small towns and that — in the communities.
Without that then everything will just buckle up.

At present my father is on seven boards and committees, two
of which are ministerial appointments. He is truly committed to
improving employment skills and opportunities for Aboriginal people
and creating opportunities whereby Aboriginal people can become
self-sufficient and self-sustaining through their own enterprise
development. When I asked why, in his retirement, he has chosen
to continue his engagement with all these different committees he
answered:
Because I think the communities are getting shafted everywhere
and there is not enough Aboriginal input into any of the agencies
around. All the agencies, [this] is what I keep telling these funding
bodies, if they haven’t got black fellas working with or for these
agencies, how do they expect to do anything that is going to help
black fellas — they can’t do it. Unless, and that is what I told the
minister, if they don’t go and talk to the people on the ground about
their problem, just go and talk to the people who are managing
them which are usually white fellas, how are they going to know
the black fella problem — they can’t. So they are starting to come
around to that way of thinking, they gotta have more input.
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Furthermore my father wants to draw on and share his life experience
and use the knowledge he has gained throughout his varied work to
benefit Aboriginal people now.
… like stations, I can go out there, I can teach people station work;
plantations, I can go and teach them plantation work. Mining,
machinery, I can drive any sort of machinery that you would like
to chuck at me. Fishing, I have done it all, from catching a fish to
filleting a fish to exporting to the market overseas.
We are making big inroads. There is a big change out there
and … people just don’t realise what is going on. So we are just
going to get in there and make all the agencies accountable and
see what comes out the other side. If we can get a couple more
[businesses] going then we won’t need government money …

For my father ‘work’ has always had meaning for him and has
always been personal to him. He grew up in a time when young ones
took part in ‘work’ activities and these activities were more often than
not considered fun and viewed as making a worthwhile contibution
to the community and your family. These activities and jobs taught
children responsibility, leadership, the ability to work with others
and other lessons. In most of his jobs my father always managed to
blend the personal and impersonal — at Dirk Hartog he fulfilled his
station hand duties whilst making full advantage of his environment
and surroundings. This was his country and he knew all parts of it. He
was also lucky enough to work with family members and to learn off
his uncles and have fun with his siblings and cousins. He did not have
to look for and maintain a work–life balance because it was usually all
one. This approach and attitude may no longer be possible but there
are certainly lessons for us in my father’s life journey. My father has
described one of the initiatives he is involved in as ‘low profile, high in
achievement’. This, I believe, captures what he is about and captures
his philosophy to life and living — Low Profile, High Achievement.
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