Edward M. Curr and the Tide of History

of managing the blacks is to allow them to rule themselves as much as possible.”
He also rejected the view that Aborigines were ‘incapable of instruction” and
argued that ‘blacks” and ‘half-castes” were equally quick to learn.* Green had the
support of the board until 1872 and his work at Coranderrk was widely praised.

Figure 17: The Aboriginal Settlement at Coranderrk (1865). Charles Walter.

Engraving. State Library of Victoria, H4082.

In the 1870s the economic potential of the Coranderrk land began to influence
the decision making of the BPA. Initially the board resolved to make Coranderrk
profitable by growing hops under the direction of agriculturalist Frederick
Search. In 1874, however, changes in legislation dictated that any profit from
the farm at Coranderrk should be returned to the government’s consolidated
revenue; the under-funded BPA thus lost a financial incentive to persevere
with Coranderrk. Meanwhile, Aboriginal residents protested against the hiring
of European labour on the hops farm. John Green increasingly supported the
Coranderrk residents and soon found himself at odds with Frederick Search.
Consequently, the board dismissed Green in 1874, prompting the Coranderrk
residents to submit a petition in protest.

3 John Green to Central Board Appointed to Watch over the Interests of the Aborigines, 28 July 1863,
quoted in Barwick 1998: 67.
4 Barwick 1998: 79.

128



140

Edward M. Curr and the Tide of History
4837. Are they children? — They are.

4838. Are they not men? — No, they are children. They have no more
self-reliance than children.

4839. If they offend against the law are they punished like children? —
No, like men.

4840. Is that just? — I did not make the laws.

4841. Should they be judged in our courts of justice as men, and
punished as men, if you say they are children? — They are children in
some respects; but when they steal they know they are doing wrong.*

Curr maintained his view that the problems at Coranderrk were due to outside
interference and he singled out John Green: ‘It has been the impression of the
Board that Mr. Green has kept Coranderrk in a state of hot water for the last
seven years.**

The nine-member inquiry divided into two factions and was unable to agree
on all issues when presenting the final report to parliament. Nevertheless, the
members unanimously concluded that Coranderrk should not be closed. They
also agreed that the station was ‘not so well managed as could be desired”.*
The key difference of opinion between the two factions related to the role the
BPA had played in the Coranderrk controversy. A majority of five members
(including Bon, Embling and Dow) signed ‘Addendum A/, which contained the
following damning indictment of the board:

The natives appear to have been chiefly stirred into a state of active
discontent by the pertinacity of the Central Board in pressing upon
successive Governments the gratuitous advice that the Blacks should be
removed from Coranderrk. The natives also bitterly complained of the
removal of Mr. Green, who appears to have won their confidence and
respect. On these points the evidence is very full.*

The signatories of Addendum A also noted that charges of ‘immorality and
untruthfulness” against the natives had not been proven and suggested that
the Board ‘should be relieved of the management of Coranderrk’. The other
four inquiry members, including the chairman E.H. Cameron, issued their own
‘Addendum B’, which argued that the problems at Coranderrk ‘cannot be so
easily laid to the charge of the Central Board’. They drew attention to the board’s

43 Coranderrk Inquiry
44  Coranderrk Inquiry
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46 Coranderrk Inquiry
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8. ‘The native is a child’

apparently successful management of the five other Victorian Aboriginal stations
and gave some credence to the board’s suggestion of outside interference by
noting the access of Coranderrk residents to ‘credulous sympathizers’.*’

The O’Loghlen Government did not formally respond to the Coranderrk
Inquiry; it did, however, appoint four new members to the BPA in June 1882.
One of these was Alfred Deakin, although he resigned soon afterwards in protest
against the government’s inadequate response.*® For Curr, the findings of the
inquiry represented a major repudiation of the policies he had championed as
a member of the BPA. He was associated more than any other board member
with the campaign to close down the Coranderrk reserve; he was also firmly
committed to a paternalistic policy of strict discipline and rejected the emerging
assimilationist doctrine of the period.

Protection or Assimilation?

Curr’s membership of the BPA corresponded with a period of significant change
in Aboriginal policy, as earlier policies of containment on reserves gave way
to a commitment to gradual absorption into the white community. This shift
culminated in the Aborigines Protection Act of 1886, which drew an official
distinction between ‘full-bloods” and ‘half-castes’. It was largely framed in
response to the Coranderrk Rebellion and it had the direct effect of undermining
Indigenous protest, as ‘half-caste’ residents (many of them centrally involved
in political activism) were forced to leave the reserve. Penny Van Toorn, who
has written extensively on the role of literacy in the Coranderrk rebellion,
suggests that the 1886 Act separated the ‘speaking generation from the writing
generation, thus cutting a vital line of communication between Aboriginal
communities and white government authorities’.*

Edward M. Curr was, however, opposed to this new approach. In fact, he was the
only significant voice on the BPA to resist a distinction between ‘full-blood” and
‘half-caste’.”® He believed that all Aborigines at Coranderrk should be removed
to a remote station on the Murray River and he gave little credence to ideas of
assimilation or absorption. Curr’s policy was, of course, no less disruptive to
Indigenous culture; he placed little value on Kulin attachment to country, nor
the desire of William Barak and others to remain at Coranderrk. In a period

47 Coranderrk Inquiry (1881), vii.

48 Barwick 1998: 248.

49  Van Toorn 1999: 341.

50 For a similar argument, see Stephens 2003: 237, 243.
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when Aboriginal policy was in a state of flux, he remained committed to the
status quo — a repressively paternalistic approach of incarceration, which was
grounded in an explicit ideology of racial superiority.

Unlike the more liberal-minded politicians and activists of the 1880s, Curr
believed that Aboriginal decline was inevitable and absorption or assimilation
was not a realistic possibility. He subscribed to the popular theory that
Australian Aborigines were a dying race. In explaining as much to the 1877
Royal Commission he demonstrated an uncomfortable irony surrounding the
Chief Inspector of Stock being involved in Aboriginal administration:

That they must die out is, I think, a foregone conclusion. Were they
as valuable commercially as short-horned cattle, or merino sheep, there
would be no fear of their dying out. The fact is we have pretended but
never really wished to save them from extermination.”

Importantly, Curr’s belief that Aborigines would die out was grounded in his
frankly expressed view that Aborigines were inferior to the white invaders:

The Anglo-Saxon in Australia, as elsewhere, does not foster weakly
races. He wants their lands. He is thinking of riches. He tramples them
under feet without thinking what he does.”

In this way, Curr clearly belongs to an earlier era of Aboriginal policy, which
focussed on incarceration rather than assimilation. Although he certainly hoped
to slow the gradual process of extinction, he was relatively untroubled by the
imminent demise of the Aborigines, which he saw as inevitable. For Curr, the
role of the BPA was to protect the Aborigines from eradication at the hands of a
superior white race for as long as possible. In a very real sense, Curr viewed the
role of the board as the preservation of an ancient and inferior race of people, in
the interests of scientific inquiry if nothing else. He saw, no doubt, a similarity
between the work of the BPA and the efforts of his board colleague Albert Le
Souéf, who was the Director of Melbourne’s Zoological Gardens.”?

During the 1877 Royal Commission, Curr was questioned about the absorption
of the Aboriginal population into the settler community. In particular, the
commissioners sought his views on a proposal to board out Aboriginal children.
Curr responded sceptically:

Persons who advocate boarding out do so, I believe, with a view to
that measure aiding in the absorption by the whites of this colony of

51 Royal Commission on the Aborigines (1877), 77.

52 Royal Commission on the Aborigines (1877), 77.

53 Marguerita Stephens argues that Le Souéf ‘looked to the colony’s natives with the same scientific eye that
he directed towards its curious fauna’; see Stephens 2003: 203.
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the remnant of our black population. This absorption to my mind is a
mistake — there is no absorption in the case and I think never can be;
substitute eradication for absorption, and I think you will be correct. The
history of other similar races points to this conclusion. Where are the
fifty thousand blacks who inhabited this country forty years ago? Have
they been absorbed? Have the Red Indians in America been absorbed?
You cannot make the blacks like us. A black can never become one of us;
his color will not alter nor his propensities.”

Curr believed that removing ‘half-castes’ from reserves to bring about their
absorption was a mistake. He was not entirely convinced that assimilation was
impossible, but rather believed it would take a very long time. In explaining as
much to the commissioners, he once again drew an analogy with the livestock he
routinely encountered in his day-to-day work: ‘To begin, we should remember
that as a mob of wild cattle cannot be tamed in a single generation, so we cannot
at once civilize these people.”” For Curr, the assimilation of the Aborigines
would be a very gradual process, which would take many generations if it were
to be achieved at all. He viewed the world according to a racial hierarchy, which
placed his own English heritage at the pinnacle. He illustrated this view with
reference to his fellow British colonists, arguing that ‘neither the Irishman, the
Scot, nor the Welshman has as yet developed into an Englishman, though they
have gradually adopted our language’.”® For Curr, of course, Aborigines faced a
far greater challenge if they were to ‘develop into an Englishman’. This ideology
underpinned Curr’s firm resistance to a policy of absorption.

Given Curr’s evidence to the 1877 Royal Commission, it is unsurprising that he
rejected the distinction between ‘half-caste” and ‘full-blood” when it emerged in
the late 1870s. John Lamont Dow, who was so critical of Curr’s plans to abandon
Coranderrk, was a key advocate of such a distinction. In 1878 he suggested to
his mentor Graham Berry that the troubles at Coranderrk derived partly from
tensions between ‘full-blood” and ‘half-caste’. Barwick has argued that Dow
misinterpreted the factionalism at Coranderrk when he drew this distinction.”
Thus, it was radical liberals like Dow who influenced the emergence of a
truly assimilationist policy. Dow’s views were soon mirrored in official BPA
policy, particularly after new members were appointed in 1882. Curr became
increasingly isolated and resigned his position on the board in April 1883. Only
a few months earlier his colleagues had voted to retain Coranderrk and secured
funds from parliament to develop the station. In this context, it was probably
clear to him that it was time to move on.

54 Royal Commission on the Aborigines (1877), 77.
55 Royal Commission on the Aborigines (1877), 77.
56 Royal Commission on the Aborigines (1877), 77.
57 Barwick 1998: 162—-163.
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In 1877 the commissioners had asked Curr if he thought patriarchal rule must
remain for several generations; he responded, ‘Yes, I do most decidedly.””® Just
as he had advocated extensive powers for the Inspectors of Sheep in the 1860s,
Curr urged that the BPA should have unfettered control over Aborigines: the
government, he argued, ‘should invest the board with almost entire authority
for all time’.” The board would need to appoint a ‘General Manager’, whose
essential qualities Curr described in a final written submission he made to the
commissioners:

Heshould, Ithink, be a first-classman, as very early experience convinced
me that the blacks (even in their savage state) both clearly discriminated
between the educated gentleman and others less fortunate, and that
to the former they yielded readily an obedience and confidence (most
beneficial to themselves) which the latter never succeeded in obtaining.
On the proper choice of a general manager hangs, in my opinion, the fate
of the remnant of our black population.*

When noting his ‘very early experience’ Curr clearly referred to his youthful
years as an ‘educated gentleman’ who encountered ‘savage’ Aborigines on
the Goulburn and Murray rivers. His superior and authoritative tone is also
prevalent in Recollections of Squatting in Victoria, where he describes more
fully his early experiences. These views, combined with his conviction that
Aborigines were akin to ‘children’ or ‘lunatics’, raise legitimate questions
as to why Curr later acquired a reputation among historians of sympathy
towards Aboriginal people. A pervasive historiographical ignorance regarding
Curr’s role in Aboriginal administration seems the only plausible explanation.
Although certain passages in Recollections of Squatting in Victoria might imply
a degree of sympathy towards Curr’s Indigenous neighbours, his controversial
membership of the Board for the Protection of Aborigines provides a strong
counter narrative, which must be acknowledged when weighing his credibility
as an observer of Aboriginal custom.

58 Royal Commission on the Aborigines (1877), 78.
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