
‘THOMSON TIME’
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During March 1979 four Aboriginal m en from  Lockhart River, Queensland, 
visited the National Museum of Victoria. Their jo u rn ey , sponsored by the Australian 
Institute of Aboriginal Studies, was the result o f the ir request to  examine artefacts and 
photographs collected by Donald F. Thomson in th is  area of eastern Cape York during 
his fieldwork from  1928 to 1933. This m aterial fo rm s p art of the extensive Donald 
Thom son Collection held at the museum.

Dr Thom son is well remembered by older L o ck h art people. ‘Thom son tim e’, as 
it is known, refers to a critical period in the h isto ry  of the Umpila and Kuuku Y a’u 
people who today are part of the Lockhart com m unity . This period is recognized as 
the last time of bush living, when small rem nant g roups resisted pressure to move into 
the then newly form ed Lockhart River mission, and  chose instead to remain in their 
homelands along the coast. Thomson is therefore rem em bered  today as having worked 
w ith the last o f the ‘bush people’ — those w hose know ledge and expertise was fully 
traditional and little affected by the contact process.

For some tim e Lockhart people have been  aw are th a t a collection of artefacts 
and photographs existed. Some of Thom son’s w ritings w ith  photographs of ceremonies 
had reached the settlem ent over the years, and visiting anthropologists have provided 
other evidence. Indeed, older people rem em ber T h o m so n ’s interest in gathering 
artefacts. From  the time of my first visit in 1971 L o ck h art men had asked where the 
collection was, w ho had access to it, and what it was used for.

Today, older men and women at Lockhart believe their distinctive culture is in 
a precarious situation, and feel real concern ab o u t the  loss of traditional knowledge. 
Throughout their settlement history the various E u ro p ean  adm inistrations have been 
unsym pathetic to  their traditional life style and sough t instead to im plem ent assimi
lationist policies. In recent years the rapid disappearance o f old people w ith pre-mission 
experience has m eant that expert knowledge o f such m atte rs as ceremony and land 
tenure is becoming severely restricted Their concern  has caused a num ber of requests 
to the Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies fo r assistance in revisiting homelands 
and recording territorial affiliations. Several visits have been carried out. Lockhart 
men have been equally concerned about the perfo rm ance of initiation ceremonies. 
Although these rituals have continued, there is concern  abou t the decline of specialist 
knowledge needed for the manufacture and use o f certain  artefacts which are critical 
to correct perform ance.

The trip to  Melbourne by Jim m y D octor, Billy C larm ont, Mick Omeenyo and 
Roy Larsen was made with the expressed in ten tion  of exam ining Thom son Collection 
material related to these ceremonies. The v isitors w ere particularly concerned to 
learn exactly w hat was in the collection, who was claim ing ownership of it, how access 
to the material was controlled and w hat in form ation on  ritual could be retrieved from 
the objects m ade so long ago. Although many o f these m atte rs are still being thought 
over, the visitors expressed appreciation for the  extraord inary  care given to the 
collection and the formal safeguards placed upon  th e  sacred m aterial by the National 
Museum.

What they had not expected to find was the extensive collection of photographs 
relating to o ther dimensions of life besides cerem ony. T hey  were confronted with a 
detailed visual docum entation of the life o f their people fifty  years ago. As an 
anthropologist visiting the museum with them  I could  share something of their 
em otion in seeing — perhaps for the first tim e — those people whose names are still 
remembered in the vivid oral history of this com m unity .
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Today ‘legitim ate custodianship’ is an issue for museums around the w orld , a 
complex issue being seriously discussed by curators and the communities whose pas t is 
recorded in museum collections. Curators everywhere are re-thinking the sta tic  
approaches to display and preservation which prevailed in the past, and discovering th a t 
visiting ‘experts’ can add much to the docum entation of material collected long ago.

This visit to the National Museum, in my view, suggests some of the benefits  of 
co-operation betw een com m unities and curators. The Lockhart visitors clearly saw this 
museum collection as a reservoir of inform ation about their culture, in fo rm ation  
thought to  be lost bu t now available for use. This regained knowledge can be applied  
to current activities, in particular the formal ceremonies still im portant to  this 
com m unity. The stored inform ation can also be used to enrich the present gen era tio n ’s 
perceptions of their own history and identity. One of the first reactions of this g roup  
was to request copies of certain photographs so that younger people can ‘lea rn ’ the 
past and its people.

This com m unity (and others) have found tha t the National Museum and  the 
Australian Institu te  of Aboriginal Studies are sym pathetic to the Aborigines’ w ish to  
preserve — and utilise — their heritage. Certainly this m useum ’s response to A borig inal 
concerns has dem onstrated  that curators and Aborigines have common interests, and 
that collections can be used in new ways. All of us who shared this rediscovery o f th e  
past felt tha t the visit was best described in a com m ent made afterwards by one o f  th e  
Lockhart men: ‘Too many things to think about now ’.

GRIFFITH U N IV ERSITY

Lockhart River visitors examining the Donald F. Thomson Collection:
(Left to right):Roy Larsen, Peter Ucko, Jimmy Doctor, Athol Chase, Billy Clarmont, Mick 
Omeenyo, Alan West (Curator of Anthropology)
Photograph courtesy o f  National Museum o f Victoria
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