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SOURCES FOR ABORIGINAL HISTORY

This section, which appeared in Volume One as Archives and Publications, is inten
ded as an aid to those writing Aboriginal history although the documents — previously 
unpublished manuscripts, vernacular texts, and recorded oral traditions — should be 
o f intrinsic interest to all students o f the subject. The section will also feature articles 
commissioned from national, state and overseas archives relating to Aborigines.

The section editor, Niel Gunson, will also consider descriptive listings o f other 
Aboriginal source material, including photographic and film  holdings, in public and 
private collections; and specialised bibliographies. Previously unpublished material 
such as letters, diary extracts, brief regional and family histories, and reminiscences 
should be presented in an edited form with some account o f provenance and explana- 
tory footnotes where necessary. The section editor would also like to hear from 
those who have material or know where it may be obtained but who have not the 
time or expertise to prepare it for publication. Authors should acknowledge per
mission to publish material held by institutions or private persons other than them
selves.

RECORDS OF THE ADMINISTRATION OF ABORIGINES 
IN VICTORIA, c.1860-1968*

Myma Deverall

A large and historic collection o f records o f the V ictorian governm ent’s adm inis
tra tion  of Aboriginal people is held by the Australian Archives a t its V ictorian 
Branch. These records were transferred to  Com m onwealth co n tro l at the tim e of the 
transfer of the functions of the V ictorian M inistry of A boriginal Affairs to  the 
Com m onw ealth in 1975. They cover over a century of governm ent adm inistration, 
from 1860 to  1968, and consequently provide a continuous h istory  of the life of 
V ictorian A borigines over that period.

T he records were created by authorities set up by the colonial and S tate  govern
m ents. The first, the  Central Board A ppointed  to Watch Over the In terests o f the 
Aborigines, was appointed  by the G overnor in 1860, w ith R obert Brough Sm yth as 
Secretary. Its functions were to oversee the welfare of the A borigines of the colony, 
including recom m ending the allocation of land for reserves, appointing local agents, 
supplying the essential needs of the Aboriginal people and generally advising the 
governm ent. This Board was reconstitu ted  under the long-delayed Aborigines Protec
tion A ct (No. 349 of 1869) as the Board for the Protection  of the Aborigines, with 
the C hief Secretary, the responsible m inister, as ex officio chairm an. The Board’s 
considerably increased powers included au thority  to prescribe the place of residence 
of A borigines, to control the care, custody and education of their children, to  lay 
down conditions fo r employment contracts and to  apportion  the earnings from  their 
labour on the Aboriginal stations. The Board worked through a system o f reserves 
managed by missionaries or superintendents, and ration depots m aintained by Local 
Guardians in areas m uch frequented by Aborigines. The A ct was am ended in 1886 to 
im plem ent an ‘absorp tion’ policy for ‘half castes’, who were excluded from  Board 
care and contro l un til the Act was again am ended (Aborigines A ct, No. 2255 of 1910) 
to give the Board discretionary pow er to license needy individuals to  reside a t the 
stations and receive aid. The lim ited definition of eligible Aborigines was altered  to 
include ‘any person of Aboriginal descen t’ in the Aborigines Act (No. 6068 o f 1957)

*This article is the author’s private submission.

108



SOURCES FOR ABORIGINAL HISTORY

which dissolved the old Board and established an Aborigines Welfare Board, as a 
result of the recom m endations of a Board of Inquiry (the M cLean Inquiry) set up in 
1955. This Board was in turn dissolved by the Aboriginal A ffa irs A c t  (No. 7574 o f  
1967) w hich established a Ministry of Aboriginal Affairs, the responsible au th o rity  
from 1968 to  1975.

Apart from  the three consecutive Boards responsible for the continuing process 
o f adm inistration from 1860 to 1968, th ree other agencies have con tribu ted  to  th e  
records now  held by Australian Archives in Victoria. One was the Royal Com m ission 
on the Aborigines, appointed in January  1877 to inquire in to  the  present cond ition  
of the Aborigines and the best means o f caring for them in the fu tu re . The re p o rt 
was presented to bo th  Houses o f Parliam ent late in 1877 and published in the P arlia
m entary Papers. A nother was the Board o f Inquiry appointed to  investigate the c o n 
dition and m anagem ent of Coranderrk Aboriginal Station in A ugust 1881. In 1882 
its report was also presented to  both Houses of Parliament and published. T hird ly  
there was the McLean Inquiry. M cLean’s report was presented in Jan u ary  1957.

There is great variety in the records created by the above agencies, everything 
from scribbled working papers to old leatherbound volumes. T hey  include m in u te  
books, press copy books, maps, routine working papers, inward correspondence 
papers, plans and specifications, accounts, petitions, reports, ledgers, tenders an d  
so on. Their physical condition varies. Two items, un fo rtunate ly , are cu rren tly  
unavailable for public access until restoration  work is undertaken , b u t m ost of th e  
records are still in a very usable condition.

Of the approxim ately 17.60 metres o f records that were transferred  I have lis ted  
the m ajor item s cleared for public access. The ‘housekeeping’ type o f records (such as 
accounts, tim e books, cash paym ent books) have not been included, although these 
could prove to be useful for some purposes, especially where o th er records are n o t  
extant. Records created in the post-1948 period have been om itted  also, as these are 
still closed to  public access under the governm ent’s thirty-year access policy. The lis t 
does include the m inutes of the various boards, volumes o f ou tw ard correspondence, 
and several series of inward correspondence. Two are very large. One covers m a tte rs  
concerning the Lake Tyers Aboriginal S tation, after 1924 the only sta tion  m anaged 
by the Board. The o ther covers m atters affecting the other Aboriginal reserves a n d  
correspondence from Local Guardians. These inward correspondence series are large
ly com posed of letters from  the missionaries or managers to  the Board secretary, b u t  
also include some correspondence from Aborigines, members o f the public, church  
mission society authorities, police and other government departm ents and from  
authorities in other colonies or States concerned with Aboriginal welfare. Also listed  
is a series o f  case files com piled on individual Aborigines.

Official policy on access to  Com monwealth government records provides th a t  
records m ore than th irty  years old are available for public access b u t th a t som e 
categories o f records are withheld for longer periods. In the series listed in th e  
appendix the  only papers closed are those which might cause distress o r em barass- 
m ent to living persons. Most papers restricted under this category fall betw een th e  
years 1920 to  1948. Very rarely was any nineteenth century paper closed and o n ly  
occasionally any before 1920. Special access to papers in the open period which have 
been restric ted  can be requested and is approved, in certain circum stances and c o n 
ditions, on application to  Australian Archives.

There are some gaps in the material transferred to  archival custody. For exam ple, 
Australian Archives do no t hold any Annual Reports for the years betw een 1906 
and 1921, there are no copy books of the outw ard correspondence o f the B oard  
between 1897 and 1909, and inward correspondence is entirely missing for som e 
years and some stations. On the other hand the extant records are, at tim es, very  
com prehensive indeed. For example, the correspondence from  the C oranderrk  
Station fo r the years 1882, 1883 and 1884 is so extensive that a separate file w as 
necessary fo r each m o n th ’s correspondence. Also large is th a t from  the R am ahyuck  
(Lake Wellington) S tation  for the years 1874 and 1875, and from  the Lake C ondah 
Station fo r the years from  1876 to 1885. When such complete collections o f inw ard  
correspondence can be com bined with the  Minutes of the Board’s meetings, and th e  
outw ard letters from the Secretary of the Board, the record o f the period is very  
good indeed. At other times, gaps in one of the series may be com pensated  for by
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covering records in ano ther series. In this respect, the M inutes of the m eetings of 
the three consecutive Boards are the m ost basic and reliable source, for they are 
com plete from the first m eeting  of the Board A ppointed to  W atch Over the Interests 
of the Aborigines in Ju n e  1860, to  the  last meeting of the Aborigines Welfare Board 
in 1967 (though those post-1948 are, o f course, still within the  closed access period).

As well as gaps in some series, there were apparently v irtually  no agency contro l 
records transferred to  archival custody. It is n o t known if the original registers of 
correspondence are still ex tan t. Only one register of inward correspondence (for the 
years 1876-1877) was transferred to Australian Archives. Som e o f the rela ted  inwards 
and outwards correspondence was pinned together, bu t m uch o f the  correspondence 
was transferred to  Archives as individual, loose items. Som etim e ju st before transfer 
o f the records to  Archives, the papers had been arranged roughly by subject or by 
locality (for exam ple, Lake Tyers) to  aid retrieval. As it was n o t possible to  establish 
the original system of con tro l, Archives staff proceeded to  stream line this arrange
m ent and to  ex tend  it to  establish some uniform  control over the correspondence. 
As a part o f this process, new  finding aids were created, in the  form  of series descrip
tions and lists of file titles, to  facilitate use o f the records for research purposes.

What can the surviving records be expected to  reveal? F irstly , o f course, the policy 
of the V ictorian governm ent towards the Aboriginal people, and the changes in 
policy tha t occurred over tim e. Some o f the changes were qu ite  drastic in the ir results. 
Among the main ones w ould be that o f 1869, when the first B oard decided it needed 
greater powers to  ‘m anage’ the Aborigines, the decision o f  1886 tha t, w ith few 
exceptions, only full b lood  Aborigines, were to  have any call on  governm ent help, 
the 1910 am endm ent to  th e  Act th a t conceded the im possibility o f such a strict 
definition, that o f the 1920s ‘am algam ation policy’, when eligible residents o f the 
remaining stations were transferred to  Lake Tyers, and finally the change in 1957 
when all persons of A boriginal descent were once more eligible for aid. The pressures 
that led to  these and o th er less m ajor changes in policy can be traced in the records, 
as can the structure and  m em bership of the policy-making body itself, which also 
underwent changes over tim e. The perform ance of d ifferent Boards varied — some 
were enthusiastic and conscientious, some not interested, som e even neglectful. The 
Minutes o f Board m eetings record their perform ance, how they  in terp re ted  govern
m ent policy and the differences of opinion betw een individual m em bers o f the Board. 
They also reveal the im portan t role the Secretary could and did  play in Board policy 
and decision m aking especially when, as in the latter part o f the n ine teen th  cen tury , 
he was him self an experienced ex-missionary.

Secondly, and obviously, the m aterial records the im plem entation  o f governm ent 
policy, the vigour o r laxity  with which it was carried ou t and  the perhaps inevitable 
gap between the in ten tion  and  reality in such a new and difficult area of governm ent 
adm inistration. Again the Secretary’s role is revealed as vital — in terpreting  Board 
policy and enforcing com pliance upon  missionaries, m anagers, Local Guardians, 
Aborigines and the public . The outw ard correspondence books show his central 
role, especially at those tim es when the Board itself was neglectful. But the great 
mass of detail on the day to  day adm inistration of the Aboriginal stations was recor
ded by the managers on the spot. The Board’s agents sought advice and approval 
from the Secretary for all the  details o f their work in adm inistering w hat were, in 
effect, rural estates. Their correspondence is as much concerned w ith crops, w eather 
and returns as it is w ith people and supplies. They reveal the daily life o f the stations 
and all the problem s associated w ith their pioneering a ttem p ts  to  establish the 
reserves as viable econom ic un its using Aboriginal labour. Some missionaries had  sole 
responsibility for the adm inistration of a station and the care and m anagem ent of 
the people on it for a generation or m ore, and their influence on the land and the 
people alike m ust have been immense. Their correspondence unw ittingly reveals the 
life of the missionaries as well, and their differing approaches to  the w ork they 
undertook. There are contasts to be found between the n ine teen th  and tw entieth  
century adm inistrations, as the missionaries were replaced by  secular managers, the 
squatter Local G uardians were replaced by local police officers and the missionary- 
secretary by the career public servant. The new adm inistrators reveal d iffe ren t a tti
tudes and am bitions to  those of the previous generations, and, o f course, they  had 
different problem s to  face. The tw entieth-century records deal w ith a period o f con-

110



SOURCES FO R  ABORIGINAL HISTORY

traction and am algam ation o f reserves, and, one suspects, of disillusionm ent w ith th e  
old aim o f assimilation, as the problem s of the people living outside the B oard’s 
authority  became m ore and m ore insistent upon  the Board’s a tten tio n .

And w hat of the cen tral people in these records, the Aboriginal people themselves? 
Surprisingly perhaps, there is virtually  no anthropological in form ation  recorded, a t 
least that the laym an can recognize. It is know n tha t some o f the early m issionaries 
were very interested in  tribal custom s and beliefs, bu t references to  such m atters are 
rare and incidental in w hat are largely bureaucratic records. However, there may b e  
some useful m aterial fo r dem ographic studies. The earliest population  statistics, 
compiled in 1863, in m any cases give tribal as well as English nam es — a rare treat in  
these records. Estim ates o f the num ber of people of full or part-A boriginal descent 
were thereafter taken periodically by the Board and give an indication  o f their relative 
numbers and the dem ographic changes that occurred over tim e. The records m ay also 
be useful for genealogical studies o f  Aboriginal families, though w ith som e lim itations. 
One would be that o f the  B oard’s long held policy to  exclude part-A boriginal people 
from its area of responsibility . These people’s names would thus occur only spasm odi
cally when the Board for one reason or another was forced to consider them . At tim es 
such people may feature large in th e  record, b u t it is not likely to be as consistent a 
record as that of people who w ere officially under the B oard’s au tho rity  and care. 
Secondly, the lack o f original registers (or nam e indexes) m akes the location o f  
genealogical m aterial a m uch hard e r task. From  the Secretary’s correspondence it is 
clear that registers o f all A borigines in the S tate once existed, b u t these do n o t  
appear to be extant. Thirdly, th e  tw entieth  century case files and the p o s t—1920 
records generally w ould  have lim ited  use for genealogical studies due to  the  access 
restrictions that have been applied. However, as m entioned above, special access to  
material that is norm ally closed o r expunged can be requested for a particular p u r 
pose, and possibly a case could be  made for special access to pursue genealogical 
studies on one’s own family. O f course, the problem  would no t exist for the o lder 
records, as restrictions are so few.

But for a study o f  the  life and conditions of the  Aboriginal people as a whole over 
this long period, the m ost inform ative source m aterial is to  be found  in the  corres
pondence of the adm inistrators, be  they missionaries, police, m anagers, civil servants 
or squatters. The h ea lth , habits and living conditions of the A boriginal people, 
w hether on or off the reserves, are recorded extensively, largely th rough the eyes o f  
the white authorities, w ho, a t th e  same tim e, reveal their own attitudes tow ards the ir 
charges — attitudes th a t changed fundam entally  over the cen tury . O f the A borigines’ 
own opinions on their condition  there is, o f course, far less on record . But the ir 
letters and petitions are no t in frequen t, and are always revealing of their situation.

As well as the in form ation  th a t can be gleaned on government policy  and adm ini
stration, and on the A boriginal peop le themselves, there are various o ther po ten tia l 
areas of interest in the m aterial. Am ong them would be the  early period  of land  
settlem ent in various areas of th e  S tate, and the custom ary and legal relationships 
between settlers, church m ission authorities and the governm ent. The p ioneering  
farming activities o f the  m issionaries indicate som ething of the  topography  o f d iffe r
ent regions of the S tate  and changing patterns o f  land use. The relative benefits o f  
different forms of transport use are recorded as the Board’s au tho rities and th e  
Board’s supplies were transported  to  all areas of the State by road, coastal steam ers, 
railways or river boats. Early m edical services — medicines, trea tm en t, fees, availa
bility of doctors — also feature large in the m issions’ records. To a lesser ex ten t there  
is inform ation on schooling and on  dealings with the Education D epartm en t regard
ing buildings, classification of schools and the supply of teachers. In form ation  is 
available on the workings o f local governm ent in the early days of se ttlem en t, and o n  
the im portant role o f the police, b o th  as Local Guardians and in m aintaining th e  
authority  of the Board. The effects of the econom ic depressions o f  the 1890s and  
1930s on the functioning o f a governm ent agency and on the lives of the people 
concerned can also be traced  in these records.

Overall they are a rich and varied source: this is only an ind ication  o f their range. 
Further inform ation on  the m ateria l, or on access to it, m ay be ob ta ined  from  
Australian Archives, V ictorian B ranch, Outer Crescent, Middle Brighton, where these 
records are held.
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The main series are listed below, with date ranges, content ranges in brackets 
where necessary, the  approxim ate quantity  of each series and a few notes on con ten t 
and access.

Records o f  CA 2012, Central Board A ppo in ted  to Watch Over the Interests o f  the
Aborigines, 1860-1869
Common-wealth
Record Series Title
B 314 M inutes o f  Board Meetings, chronological series. 1860-1869

2 volumes: 1860-1861; 1861-1872. The second volume also includes the 
M inutes o f the first m eetings o f its successor, the Board for the Protection 
o f the Aborigines. Open access.

B 332 A nnual R eports, chronological series. 1 volum e, 1861-1869
containing reports for the years 1861-1867, which are bound together w ith 
B333, the Annual R eports for the years 1871-1906. There are no Reports 
for 1868 and 1869. O pen access. (Published in Papers Presented to Both 
Houses o f Parliam ent).

B 312 Correspondence files. Q uan tity : 0.20 m etres. 1859-1869
This series consists of loose papers which are arranged chronologically, by 
locality Oi subject. It consists of mainly inward correspondence from the 
A cheron (Mohican) S tation  1859-1867 and from Franklynford S tation  
1864-1869. There is one file on population  statistics com piled in 1863. 
Open access.

Records o f  CA 2013, Board fo r  the Protection o f  the Aborigines, 1869-1957
B 328 Register o f  inward correspondence, annual single num ber series.

?-1877 (1876-1877)
1 volum e. This register apparently  relates to  part of series B 313. Open access.

B 313 Correspondence files. Q uantity : 2.52 m etres. 1869-1957
This series consists m ainly of inward correspondence, much of which is 
arranged chronologically, by subject or locality. It contains correspondence 
from  Local Guardians in many localities, and from Aboriginal S tations: 
Fram lingham  1875-1957; Ebenezer (Lake Hindmarsh) 1875-1900; Lake 
Condah 1867-1958;Ramahyuck (Lake Wellington) 1863-1906; and Coran- 
derrk 1870-1952. There is also correspondence from Police 1876-1921; 
Chief Secretary 1876-1905; Lands and Survey 1861-1895; Railways 1876- 
1886; and the Public Service Board 1885-1886. The correspondence covers 
various areas, such as life on the stations, distribution of supplies, health  
and  welfare of Aborigines, visits, exhibitions, statistics, reports, and policy 
and its im plem entation. There is much personal inform ation on individual 
Aborigines. Item  4 of this series contains a copy of the McLean Inquiry. 
This series contains the m am  inward correspondence o t the board, apart 
from  tha t from  Lake Tyers, held in series B 356. Outward correspondence is 
from  1922 on. Access is open to Decem ber 1947, with some restrictions, 
m ostly in the m ore recent records.

B 333 A nnual Reports, chronological series. Q uantity : 1871-1957 (1871-1924)
0.05 m etres. The Reports for 1871-1906 are bound together in one volume, 
w ith the reports of the earlier Board. There are no reports for the years 
1907-1920 in archival custody , and the 1921-1924 reports are typed copies 
only . (The Reports from  1860 to 1912 and  from 1921 to 1924 were pub
lished in Papers Presented to Both Houses o f  Parliament). Open access.

B 315 M inutes o f  Board Meetings, chronological series. 1869-1957
6 volumes: 1872-1885; 1885-1896; 1896-1906; 1907-1921; 1921-1945; 
1946-1957. The first M inutes of this series are contained in the last volum e 
of the previous Board’s M inutes (B 314) and the last volume of this series 
contains the first M inutes o f the B oard’s successor. Most volumes contain 
handw ritten  Minutes. This is a com plete series, the only gaps in the record 
being the occasional periods when the Board apparently held no meetings, 
e.g. the war years 1914-1916. The M inutes cover all items tha t the Secretary 
considered im portant enough to bring before the Board, and include m uch
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personal in fo rm ation  on individual Aborigines. Access is open to December 
1947, w ith occasional restrictions in the earlier volumes, and extensive 
expunging in the  last two volumes.

B 329 L etter book comprising: (1) outward correspondence, chronological series; 
(2) nom inal index to outw ard correspondence, chronological series.

?1871-?1922
9 volumes: 1871-1872; 1874-1875; 1880-1883; 1885-1889; 1889-1892; 
1892-1894; 1894-1897; 1909-1911; 1920-1922. There are many gaps in 
the series. The volum es are press copy books, and  contain copies of hand 
w ritten  correspondence of the Secretary of the  Board. The last volume 
contains copies o f typed  correspondence. All outw ard  correspondence was 
recorded in these volumes until 1922. The letter books record, day by day , 
the whole range o f official activities o f the Secretary. They are a m ost 
detailed reco rd  o f the  adm inistration for the periods covered, and also 
include m uch personal inform ation on individual Aborigines. Access is open, 
w ith some restrictions.

Records o f  CA 2013, Board fo r  the Protection o f  the Aborigines, 1869-1957; CA
2014, Aborigines Welfare Board, 1957-1968
B 337 Aborigines case files, lexicographical series. 1893-1968

Q uantity : 2.52 m etres. Case files were n o t kept on all Aborigines bu t only, 
it appears, as th e  need arose. Access is available to  case files over 75 years 
old, w ith a few  restrictions.

Records o f  CA 2012, Central Board A ppo in ted  to Watch over the Interests o f  the
Aborigines, 1860-1869; CA 2013, Board fo r  the Protection o f  the Aborigines,
1869-1957; CA 2014, Aborigines Welfare Board, 1957-1968.
B 356 Lake Tyers correspondence files. Q uantity: 2.1b m etres. 1865-1968

The Lake Tyers papers were apparently kept separately once it became the  
only sta tion . A rrangem ent o f m ost o f these papers is chronological and by 
subject. The correspondence covers the take-over from  church authorities, 
appoin tm ent o f  staff, medical care, education, discipline, supplies, wages, 
recreation, etc . The series contains reports from  managers, reports o f  
inspections by  Board members, and investigations of complaints. It is a 
large and im p o rta n t collection, including much inform ation on individuals. 
Access is open  to  Decem ber 1947, bu t w ith some restrictions.

B 355 Agenda item s fo r  Board meetings. Q uan tity : 0.18 m etres. 1860-1968
Contains lists o f  topics for discussions, rough drafts of m inutes, and corres
pondence rela ting  to  Board meetings. Access is open to  December 1947, 
with some restric tions.

Record o f  CA , Board fo r  Coranderrk Aboriginal Station Inquiry
B 352 R eport o f  the B oard o f  Inquiry. 1881-1882

1 volume, contain ing  the report plus m inutes o f evidence and recom m enda
tions. Access open . (Published in Papers Presented to Both Houses o f  
Parliam ent).

Record o f  CA , R oya l C om m ission on the Aborigines
B 353 R oyal C om m ission on the Aborigines, R eport o f  the  Commissioners.

1877
1 volume, con tain ing  the report and recom m endations, m inutes of evidence, 
a census o f A borigines and reports o f school inspectors. Access open. 
(Published in Papers Presented to  Both Houses of Parliam ent).
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