
BOOK REVIEWS

The long road back . By S.M. Kelly. Artbooks, Perth, n.d., about 1988. Pp.115, illus., 
p.b. $17.95.

Sheila Kelly (Sister Michael) writes of the family of Herbert Barker, whose books Camels 
and the outback and Droving days will be familiar to students of Australian folklore. Barker 
for some years lived with a Njangamarda (W.A.) woman named Bilbuor or Nelly. They had 
one son, Adam, who was bom at his father's station, Barramine, in 1913. This book is 
partly about Barramine, and a trip to the homestead site which the author made with Adam 
Barker. The rest of the book deals with Adam’s life, some of Herbert's career and with the 
history of the Barker family in New Zealand, where Herbert was bom.

Kelly believes that, at a time when 'great pressure is being put upon the part- 
Aboriginal people to acknowledge their Aboriginality it seems more important than ever 
that they see themselves as inheritors of both cultures who can reconcile many of the 
different values, or at least understand them and become a bridge, not a divisive force 
rejecting the white culture'. For this reason she has followed both the black and the white 
sides of Adam's family. However, in the edited sections which Adam contributes, Adam 
does not seem at all concerned with the white Barkers. His interesting account of his life is 
about Barramine Station, the Aboriginal hostel and Progress Association at South Hedland, 
and his minor role in the McLeod-McKenna strike in 1946. Kelly's own interest, not 
Adam’s, has taken her to the New Zealand side, which reinforces the rather obvious point 
that individuals should be left to their own decisions as to how and with whom they should 
identify.

The Long road back is an interesting book, though I am a little uneasy about Kelly's 
handling of the material. She baldly assesses Adam’s display of deep emotion at returning to 
Barramine as 'essentially that of a white man'. A chapter which starts off as Adam's story of 
his boyhood drifts into a reported discussion between Kelly and a white man about why 
father Herbert did not contact his son after he left Australia. I wonder whether Adam was 
asked to comment on this section of the book or was even shown the draft. We are told that 
Herbert in later life often overstayed his welcome with relatives in New Zealand. This 
seems to me to be a gossipy detail of no concern to anyone outside the Barker family.

Since Herbert Barker evidently took no interest in Adam after he left Barramine when 
Adam was about 16, and since Adam was raised and has lived with his 'full-blood cousins' it 
is not difficult to see why he has regarded himself as Aboriginal all his life. The book's 
chief value, in fact, is to illustrate how somebody of equal Aboriginal and white ancestry, 
bom in Western Australia in 1913, could so naturally assume an Aboriginal identity, and 
why to many Kooris the degree of 'Aboriginal blood' which a person has inherited is of less 
consequence than the cultural identification.

Peter Read 
Australian National University
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Problems and solutions: occasional essays in musicology presented to Alice M. Moyle. 
Edited by Jamie C. Kassler and Jill Stubbington. Hale and Iremonger, Sydney, 1984. 
Pp.413.

Alive Moyle's important work on Aboriginal music and on ethnomusicology in general is 
well known: she has been an esteemed and ever helpful colleague to so many that it is not 
surprising such a fine volume has been dedicated to her. The work contains 17 articles, 
grouped round certain main themes:

Transcription and Analysis of Music 
Theory Construction 
Disciplines related to Musicology 
Data Collection and Organisation
The section on data collection contains a summary of the history of sound-archives in 

Australia (G. Koch and P. Burgis) and a most valuable index of early sound-recordings 
throughout the world (F.J. Gillis). The article by Jill Stubbington contains a summary of 
the work of Alice Moyle and discusses her treatment of musicological problems.

It seems invidious to point out particular articles in such an excellent collection, but 
there are naturally some that hold a very special appeal for the reviewer. One of those is the 
contribution by K. Hale. He discusses the Centralian doctrine of non-variance in the 
transmission of sacred songs across learning generations and shows that there is 
nevertheless room for creativity. He illustrates the difficulties in learning which are such 
that there is in fact a re-creation. The thoughtful contribution by D.P. McAllester is the 
only one in this collection that poses problems which defy a real solution. He describes the 
ethical dilemma involved in recording secret-sacred ceremonies for posterity. His experiences 
are centered on Navajo traditions, but they apply equally well in Australia since 
'ethnomusicological or anthropological field work is a serious form of tresspass into the 
minds of "the other".'

There are a number of articles in the collection which will have lasting influence: they 
will make scholars rethink their attitudes to particular problems. These problems range 
from the transcription of New Guinea drum-rhythms (G.D. Spearritt) and the relationship 
between speech-tones and music in Huli (J. Pugh-Kitingan) to time consciousness in 
Aboriginal performers (C.J. Ellis), Djirbal Song Types (R.M.W. Dixon), variations in the 
words of Ngiyampaa songs (Donaldson), and residency and ritual rights (Payne). An unusual 
feature of the volume is the inclusion in an appendix of three abstracts of papers which were 
not ultimately submitted. This is a rather sad situation, particularly as one of the intending 
contibutors has died.

The present volume is a fine collection in honour of Alice Moyle, one in which any 
person interested in ethnomusicology will find both new thoughts and valuable material.

Luise Hercus 
Australian National University

153



ABORIGINAL HISTORY 1989 13:2

ROM: an Aboriginal ritual of diplomacy. Edited by Stephen A. Wild. Australian Institute 
of Aboriginal Studies, Canberra, 1986. Pp.102. Colour and black and white plates. 
$24.95p.b.

ROM is a ritual of diplomacy between Aboriginal people in Arnhem Land, to establish and 
re-affirm friendly relations between people of different communities, languages and cultures. 
The ceremony culminates in a procession and presentation of ritual poles to the recipient 
group. There is an obligation of continued reciprocity between giver and receiver. This book 
documents the first such ritual ever held outside Arnhem Land, at the Australian Institute of 
Aboriginal Studies, Canberra, on three days in November 1982, by 22 Anbarra men and 
women from Kopanga outstation and Maningrida.

The Anbarra people, from north-central Arnhem Land, had wished to present a Rom to 
the people in Canberra and to the Institute of Aboriginal Studies, both as an act of 
reciprocity for hospitality they had received from them and as an extension of friendship to 
those who had taken an interest in their life and culture. Through their spokesmen Frank 
Grrmanamana and Frank Malkorda, they sent a message to Canberra, via Betty Meehan and 
Rhys Jones, -

We want that Canberra mob to look at our ceremony . . . Peter Ucko [then 
Principal of the AI AS], Les Hiatt, Rhys Jones, Betty Meehan [anthropologists 
well known to the people]. . . all the Institute people too. A big mob of 
balanda [white people] can come to see the ceremony;...
We have been thinking of this for a long time . . .
If some of the people would like to receive a present of the proper Rom  
ceremony, we will bring it to Canberra, (pp.25-6).

After a succinct introduction by Stephen Wild, the editor and organiser of Rom in 
Canberra, the book divides into three parts, I. Rom the ritual, II. Rom the ritual objects 
and III. Rom the bark paintings. It concludes with a detailed bibliography including 
reference to film and musical recordings.

Part I includes sections written by L.R. Hiatt 'Rom the ritual', B. Meehan and R. Jones 
'From Anadjerramiya to Canberra' and M. Clunies Ross 'Rom in Canberra’. Together these 
articles lead from the historical and anthropological explanations of Rom ceremonies for the 
Anbarra in Arnhem Land to the arrangement whereby the present ceremony came to be 
presented in Canberra, and conclude with a recording of the Canberra Rom, together with 
adaptations necessary to present such a ceremony over a comparatively short period of time, 
in unfamiliar surroundings.

Part II, Rom the ritual objects, with four colour plates, shows in detail poles and icons 
used, each representing a mythological complex of songs, dances and visual designs.

Part III, Rom the bark paintings, records Frank Malkorda's and Johnny 
Mundrugmundrug's 17 bark paintings, each with a full colour plate, diagram and detailed 
documentation. The collection was purchased by the National Museum of Australia.
This book, with its clear, concise background information on the Anbarra Rom ritual of 
diplomacy, together with black and white photographs of participants, and 27 magnificent 
colour plates is a most worthwhile addition to the literature on the life and culture of the 
Anbarra people. I am sure the Anbarra will be pleased with this record of a most significant 
exchange between them and the wider Australian community.

Kate Kahn 
The Australian Museum
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Art and land: Aboriginal sculptures of the Lake Eyre region. By Philip Jones and Peter 
Sutton, South Australian Museum, Adelaide, 1986. Pp.144. $29.95.

This is a beautiful book, excellently produced and well illustrated. It was brought out by the 
South Australian Museum in association with the Wakefield Press. The work deals with the 
South Australian Aboriginal artefacts known as toas, and it was published in conjunction 
with an exhibition of all the toas in the possession of the South Australian Museum. These 
toas were made in the vicinity of the Lutheran Mission at Killalpaninna on the lower 
Cooper about 1905 or before. They were collected by Pastor Reuther who provided detailed 
documentation for them and sold most of them to the South Australian Museum in 1907 
along with numerous other artefacts including a collection of resin figurines of dogs; a 
small number went to museums in Sydney, New Zealand and Germany. The toas were 
described as follows by the Reverend Reuther (as quoted on p. 14):

To the Aborigine, toas are way-markers [or direction posts] and location 
finders. Each toa indicates a particular locality according to its topographical 
character, and by its shape bears reference to the name of the place in question.

The present book gives photos of all the toas, many of them in colour and it also 
contains the information given by Reuther alongside the picture of the relevant toa. It is 
therefore a unique source-book on toas. The work however is much more than this: it gives 
succinct and first-rate background information on the Aboriginal people of the area, briefly 
tracing their tragic history from the time of the first impact of settlers to the destruction of 
Aboriginal traditions. There is a short history of the mission period, an account of J.G. 
Reuther as the main collector of toas and an assessment of his work as an ethnographer. 
There is also a section entitled The great toa hoax?' which discusses the allegations made by 
George Aiston as to the 'authenticity' of the toas. The authors imply that the toas represent 
a new form of artistic expression, using traditional materials, and that this novelty does not 
detract from the aesthetic and cultural value of these artefacts.

There is a more detailed account of one particular toa, the one for Lake Gregory. This 
includes not only information on its mythological significance, but also practical 
suggestions, aided by x-ray photography, on the way in which toas were made. All this 
background to the toas and to the Killalpaninna Mission is illustrated with unique historical 
photographs, mainly from the Museum Archives and from the Lutheran Archives.

Naturally there is still more work to be done on the toas: the detail given for the Lake 
Gregory toa gives some indication of how much could be learnt from a closer study of many 
others. The present book shows both historical and anthropological insight, but it was not 
intended to be an exhaustive treatise. It is superb as what it was clearly meant to be: it is a 
beautiful and most intelligently written guide to the toas and their background.

Luise Hercus 
Australian National University
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Uluru: An Aboriginal history o f Ayers Rock. Robert Layton. Australian Institute of 
Aboriginal Studies, Canberra, 1986. Pp.ix + 139, colour illustrations, bibliography, index. 
$19.95 h.b.

Aboriginal and Aboriginal Australians. To non-Aborigines it is the symbol of the outback, 
the biggest 'pebble' in the world, and a tourist attraction of which to be justly proud. To 
Aborigines from that region it is part of the country of their ancestors, a place of great 
religious significance and a location for which they eternally hold responsibility. These two 
viewpoints embody conflict - in land ownership and in land and resource use. Robert 
Layton's book, an Aboriginal history of Uluru, describes many elements of that conflict.

Layton's book, largely based on research conducted for the Uluru Land Claim which 
came before the Aboriginal Land commissioner in 1979, presents the story of Uluru in three 
parts. Part One, entitled 'Traditions', traces the religious beliefs associated with Uluru; the 
past and present subsistence activities of the Pitjantjatjara/Yankuntjatjara people of that 
area; and the structure of their land ownership systems. Part Two, 'Conflict and Change’, 
describes the impact of explorers, missionaries, government officials and pastoralists on 
Aboriginal groups; and it highlights details of non-Aboriginal land use and the Aboriginal 
response to such practices. Part Three, Land Rights', first summarises the history behind 
recent recognition of Aboriginal rights and then the expression of such recognition in the 
case of Uluru; and concludes by describing the Uluru Land Claim, how the evidence was 
presented and how it was interpreted in the light of the provisions of the Land Rights Act 
(NT) 1976.

This book provides a valuable perspective on Aboriginal Land Rights and portrays with 
sympathy and understanding the close and enduring linkages of Aboriginal people with their 
land. As such it should counterbalance many of the popular beliefs still voiced about the 
area - that, because few Aborigines lived at Uluru during the earlier decades of the 
assimilation era, no-one held ritual responsibility for it; and that those families who now 
form the core of the Mutitjulu community, and who are represented on the Board of 
Management of Uluru National Park are in fact upstarts, out to grab whatever material 
benefits may acrue through the rapidly growing tourist industry. I feel that the book should 
be able to perform this educational role, and hence make an important contribution to the 
enlightenment of non-Aboriginal Australians about Aboriginal society past and present. 
However there are some problems which may detract from the effectiveness of that role.

The most important problem concerns the audience at which the book is aimed - 
anthropologists and prehistorians, or interested members of the general public. While some 
segments, such as the beautifully illustrated tjukurrpa stories in the first chapter would 
clearly interest both anthropological researchers and lay people anxious to extend their 
knowledge of Uluru, others such as the detailed descriptions of early non-Aboriginal 
exploration and pastoral settlement, would be difficult to comprehend by anyone unfamiliar 
with that region of Central Australia. The latter problem could have been overcome by the 
inclusion of detailed location maps.

Some anthropological statements also present problems, particularly in the light of 
subsequent land claim work in Central Australia. Statements such as 'The most important 
right which the Aboriginal owners of an estate possessed was the right to punish 
women . . . who trespassed on their sacred sites' (p.39) appear to imply that owners are 
men. As Layton later acknowledges women do 'own' sites and, as other Central Australian 
Land Claims have clearly indicated, such ownership complements rather than subordinates 
that of men. While Layton's understanding of women's land ownership would inevitably be 
limited because of his gender as a researcher, he nevertheless worked alongside women

156



REVIEWS

researchers and must have been well aware of the importance of the role of women in 
traditional ownership. Similarly the comment that 'the typical pattern in Aboriginal 
Australia is for everyone to inherit membership of their father's land-owning group, but in 
(Uluru) the group . . .  is made up of some people who have inherited membership through 
their father and some who have inherited membership through their mother' (p.47) is 
misleading when one considers that land ownership through both paternal and maternal 
grandparents has been widely recognised elsewhere. Although generalisations are to be 
expected in a book aimed at informing a lay audience, they should be as accurate as 
possible.

Further problems concern the format of the book. The exclusion of some necessary 
maps has already been mentioned. Additional omissions concern a list of maps and figures, 
and of tables at the beginning; and inconsistency in some terminology, notably the 
apparently random switching between Uluru and Ayers Rock as the name of the most 
significant physical feature in the region. Unless there is a good reason for this, it would be 
much clearer to stick to one or other term, probably, since this is an Aboriginal history, 
Uluru. In some places (for example, p.48) the names Katatjuta (the Olgas) and Ayers rock 
are used in the same sentence, a needless confusion.

These problems make this book less satisfying than might be anticipated. Nevertheless 
it tells an important story, a story which takes on an even greater significance with the 
increasing involvement of Aborigines in the administration and control of the ever growing 
stream of tourists to Uluru.

Elspeth Young 
Australian Defence Force Academy

Australians: a historical atlas. Edited by J.C.R. Camm and John McQuilton with Trevor W. 
Plumb as cartographic editor. One of eleven-volume set, Australians: a historical library. 
Fairfax, Syme and Weldon Associates, Sydney, 1987. Pp.xiii + 290, with coloured and 
black and white illustrations, maps and diagrams, index. $270 the set, h.b.

An atlas is conventionally understood to be a book of maps, presenting the spatial 
distribution of the earth's physical features and of the activities and attributes of human 
beings. It generally refers to a common time period, as close as possible to the present. 
This atlas is in no sense a conventional presentation. It not only includes a wide range of 
maps, covering topics as varied as the incidence of droughts and floods, the distribution of 
sheep and the regions terrorised by well-known gangs of bushrangers, but it also includes 
graphs, cartograms, photographs and a detailed and informative text. Moreover, as a 
historical atlas, it illustrates the physical, social and economic characteristics of Australia 
over a time span sufficiently long to cause marked transformation. The result is a book of 
considerable complexity. But essentially the aim of the editors - to depict Australian history 
in a new way - has been achieved.

The atlas is divided into three main segments - Place, People and Landscapes. Place 
covers physical aspects of the Australian environment, including geology, climate and 
vegetation; and human use and response to that environment. Aboriginal landscapes, 
ranging from the distribution of major archaeological sites to specific examples of 
Aboriginal territoriality expressed through language, custom and art, form one component 
of that human response. Others include European discovery and exploration of the continent;
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rural and urban landscapes resulting from European occupation; and the European 
development of Australia's natural resources such as minerals, water and power. People, the 
second section of the atlas, is concerned firstly with demographic characteristics such as 
population growth, immigration and the ethnic origins of Australians. An interesting series 
of maps on changing mortality causes and the spread of epidemics of contagious diseases 
such as the bubonic plague and polio is followed by segments on religion and education; 
Australians at war; the Depression and unemployment; and geopolitical considerations such 
as Australia's external territories, and internal politics at national and state level. 
Landscapes, the final segment, attempts to draw Place and People together through a series 
of photographs, paintings and vignettes of Australia, as it has appeared both in the past and 
at the present time.

The atlas as a whole combines both text and illustrations to good effect, with each 
complementing the other and the discussion flowing easily from one aspect of the topic to 
the next. This coherence and continuity cannot have been easily achieved. It stems partly 
from the skilful use of case-studies to illustrate general characteristics. For example the 
section on isolation and rural schooling (pp. 190/91) effectively uses detailed examples from 
Queensland and New South Wales to highlight how education services could best be 
provided for a sparse population. Illustrations include distribution maps of schools and 
pupils, of itinerant teacher districts and of pupils being educated through correspondence. 
Photographs of people involved in these activities complement the maps and the text has 
many interesting comments on how these services were transformed through time and what 
problems both teachers and pupils had to overcome. The result is both illuminating and 
informative.

But while the use of case-studies does much to humanise potentially dry statistics it 
does inevitably mean that the coverage of the atlas is fragmented. This is a compromise 
which was probably inevitable in a volume of this type. Thus, in demographic terms, 
although there are detailed discussions on immigration and mortality changes, the transition 
in fertility receives only passing reference. When one considers that the average number of 
children bom per Australian woman has dropped from over 6 to 1.9 between 1890 and 1981 
these changes are surely sufficiently significant to receive greater attention.

As anticipated the atlas is generally concerned with the European history of Australia. 
However it does present some interesting information on Aboriginal history, primarily from 
archaeological perspectives. Thereafter I feel that the presentation of Aboriginal 
characteristics is less successful. In the discussion of the Aboriginal population (p. 141) 
there is little comment about enumeration discrepancies which certainly have a marked effect 
on all the time-series graphs. Moreover the 1788 population estimate of 300,000, while 
frequently accepted, has been recently questioned by White and Mulvaney (1987:117), who 
consider that a total of 750,000 may be more realistic. In the remainder of the atlas reference 
to Aboriginal characteristics is restricted to specific issues such as resistance to the spread of 
European settlement (pp.218-9). This series of maps is interesting, although that for the 
1880s to 1920 period should surely also show some remote regions not yet under European 
occupation. But the accompanying comments might have been usefully extended by brief 
reference to the reasons for resistance. Elsewhere, in considering components such as 
education, employment, and land tenure, Aboriginal characteristics surely require some 
comment, particularly in relation to the basic issue of land ownership. The final summary 
on rural landscapes might also have included examples of contemporary Aboriginal land use, 
particularly in regions now held under Aboriginal freehold title.

A notable omission from the final discussion on urban landscapes, the final section of 
the volume, is any reference to the city of Canberra. This, I feel, is unfortunate because
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Canberra is not only a unique city in Australian terms but one with a recent history which 
demonstrates many of the burning issues affecting urban development in the latter part of 
the 20th century.

From the cartographic point of view this atlas is highly innovative. The use of 
reproductions of early maps not only has historical value but also demonstrates the 
development of cartographic techniques through time. Many of the statistical diagrams show 
great imagination, and all are meticulously specified so that different distributions can be 
understood. As expected with historical data, some of the information included in these 
diagrams is complex and in a few cases this has made them somewhat hard to interpret. But 
in general the presentation is highly successful.

Altogether Australians: a Historical Atlas is a most interesting and informative book. 
A historical atlas should be a sketch of life through time, a series of pictures of how people 
lived, who they were and where they resided. It should raise issues of social, economic and 
political relevance and should stimulate its readers to investigate many of these in greater 
details. This is hard to achieve. However this first historical atlas of Australia fulfils these 
requirements. It should be an important reference book well into the future.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

White, J.P. and Mulvaney, D.J. 'How Many People?' in White, J.P. and Mulvaney, D.J. eds. 
Australians to 1788, Fairfax, Syme and Weldon Associates, Sydney, 1987:114-117.

Elspeth Young 
Australian Defence Force Academy

End of an era: Aboriginal labour in the Northern Territory. By Ronald M. Bemdt and 
Catherine H. Bemdt. Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 1987. Pp. xx + 310, black 
and white illustrations, maps, bibliography, index. $29.95 p.b.

At last the findings of the Bemdts, 1946 report on Vestey's stations are available to a wider 
audience. The two anthropologists, Ronald and Catherine Bemdt, were commissioned to 
look into the situation of the declining numbers of Aborigines on the company’s pastoral 
properties in the 1940s. They innocently surmised this was intended to establish ways to 
improve Aboriginal living conditions, but not long into their survey, realised that Vestey's 
primarily hoped to use them to recruit Aboriginal bush-dwellers as additional labour.

The book is divided into five parts. The first section, ominously entitled 'A beginning 
with seemingly no end', provides the historical background. Large slabs from government 
reports sometimes make it stodgy, but the discussion which follows on the arrangements of 
the survey are more compelling. Parts 2 and 3 contain valuable observations on a variety of 
pastoral stations, buffalo camps and other types of settlements, including Aboriginal army 
camps. Sensitive and practical discussion is contained throughout, but it is often lost in 
tedious repetition, which a more comparative technique could have prevented. A chapter on 
'Vital Statistics' provides useful data and level-headed analysis. Chapter 10, 'Traditional 
continuities' appears to offer the book’s central arguments, but this is rather technical and its 
overall point unclear. Its potential impact is further watered down by the final part, 'An end 
with a beginning', with chapters for 'Overview', 'Aftermath' then finally Perspective'. Most
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of this has or should have been said earlier. End of an era ends with a muddled plea for the 
relevance of the past.

After forty years of delays in seeing the work released, perhaps the authors were 
reluctant to take more editing advice, but a drastic reorganisation and tighter argument could 
have improved this book dramatically. After ploughing through it all, I desperately wanted 
to ask that tired old question, 'What is your thesis? '

Vesty’s behaviour seems to baffle the Bemdts. Throughout this book they are portrayed 
as ogres, driven - to the authors' apparent surprise - by profit and 'commercial interests'. 
This is in contrast to parties with humanitarian or welfare motives such as themselves. But 
the paradox of their situation was that the Bemdts were in fact employees of the company - 
and the survey had been commissioned for its purposes.

Archival and richer historical research would enable the authors to locate Vestey's in 
wider context. Vestey's behaviour towards Aborigines was in line with their poor treatment 
of white employees, and of the land in general. Their Territory interests were of a 
speculative nature, so they spent a bare minimum on development throughout the 1920s 
and 30s, flagrantly ignoring the terms of their leases. Unlike other leaseholders, they took 
no notice of government requests for Aboriginal employment returns, and ignored demands 
to fulfill leasehold 'improvement' conditions. Various governments of this time were eager 
to carry favour with this corporate giant, so it is not enough to suggest that Administrator 
Abbott was the only 'fly in the ointment'.

How and why did Vestey's get away with being a 'law unto themselves'? Aboriginal 
regulations stipulated that where dependants were not properly provided for, cash wages were 
required. The Bemdts were perhaps too trusting, assuming the state was basically a 'goody' 
which merely needed more expert advice. They were probably influenced by A.P. Elkin’s 
approach, for he was their mentor and patron. In fact he overshadows the discussion 
throughout (with mentions on at least 24 pages). The Bemdts obliquely suggest that at the 
time they relied upon his judgements too much. While he was keen to encourage earlier 
publication of the document, he blocked its wider distribution in report form. It is worth 
noting that the book is dedicated to Elkin, and to Chinnery, who was the current Director of 
Native Affairs for the Northern Territory. At various stages, the Bemdts wanted to pull out 
of their contract, but these men urged them to persevere.

The resulting data on station diet during the 1940s and its relation to the declining 
birthrate is revealing, though disheartening. Information about shortages of nearby 
bushfoods on certain stations is interesting, though quantified analysis is rarely 
forthcoming. Medical evidence on the impact of venereal diseases would further complement 
this discussion, as would a consideration of the impact of decades of police seizures of 
lighter-skinned children; surely this contributed to women's lack of desire to bear children.

A key conceptual problem with the book is its inability to integrate an effective 
analysis of change. Early on, the authors acknowledge: 'The pastoral stations were firmly 
established - they wouldn't just go away' (p.31). Aborigines are victims, or objects of 
history, apparently unable to make their own decisions. In keeping with a somewhat static 
social model, Aborigines are portrayed as trapped on stations, even though much contrary 
evidence is provided (e.g. p.99). Continuing Aboriginal interest in ceremonies is thus seen 
as an 'escape', and interest in sexual rituals as a corruption. The army camps, though more 
regimented, are preferred by the authors because of their better sanitation, regular meals and 
cash wages. W hether the war decreased the availability, or altered the conditions, of 
Aboriginal pastoral labour during the survey period is not entirely clear. The Berndts’ 
problem in tackling social change in the 'bad old days’ is amplified in the conclusion, where
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they postulate that, in a sense, 'the identification of specific problem areas is socially and 
culturally outside of linear time (or, from a different perspective, timeless)' (p.284).

Two of the most stimulating issues to emerge from the book, while not fully resolved, 
leave scholars plenty of room for thought. One is the relationship and role of the 
professional when commissioned by a private firm, and the other is the relationship of 
loyalty and respect which can grow between the senior academic patron and the student who 
has been supervised, or employed, by that benefactor. Both situations present difficult 
ethical problems: where should the lines of professional integrity versus contractual or 
personal loyalty be drawn?

Except for its attractive presentation and the inclusion of the fascinating photographs, 
End o f an era does not appear to aim at a popular audience. Aboriginal cultural vantage 
points are seldom included, and despite the Bemdts' apparent expertise in a myriad of 
languages, individual Aborigines receive no chance to speak for themselves. The authors 
become the ’scientific/objective' mouthpiece we must trust. For patient students and 
academics, the book is an extremely useful resource, but for anyone wanting a 'good read’ or 
satisfying conclusions, it can be frustrating.

Ann McGrath 
University of New South Wales

The "Civilizing mission": race and the construction o f crime. By Greta Bird, Faculty of 
Law, Monash University, 1987. Pp. 66, notes, index, p.b. $7.20.

This is the fourth monograph in a series on legal aspects of topical interest published by the 
Faculty of Law of Monash University where Greta Bird is a Research Fellow.

The work comprises seven chapters and a concluding eighth chapter, and derived from 
research concentrating in a number of South Australian towns originally the focus of 
Elizabeth Eggleston's seminal research. Indeed the Elizabeth Eggleston Trust Fund made a 
grant which supported the further field work of the author.

The author’s study was concerned with the involvement of Aborigines in the criminal 
justice system in a number of South Australian and Western Australian towns, and is based 
on data drawn from her ethnographic research, from statistics and other published material. 
Using Weberian theory on interaction between individuals, and Marxist theories on the role 
of political, legal and economic structures in a capitalist society, Ms Bird explores the 
argument that our society has created Aboriginal criminality as part of the European drive to 
'civilise' and modernise Aborigines, to compel them to conform to the white culture and to 
accept an inferior role in the white economy.

Her major theoretical construct is that the granting of land 'rights' is an important factor 
in reducing Aboriginal crime.

The monograph is slim indeed. The first chapter deals with the author's methodology in 
six short pages, the second traverses the settled-versus-conquered debate and concludes that 
the 'civilizing mission' of the white settlers 'performs an ideological function in society by 
legitimizing the expropriation of the Aborigines' land and their relegation to the margins of 
the white society and a capitalist economy'.

Her field-work was described in two chapters of 22 pages and was, for this reviewer at 
least, the most satisfying part of her book. The first of those chapters deals with adult crime 
and alcohol offences, the imposition of white values, and the construction of a drunk charge.
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De-criminalisation, juveniles and civil liberties were also discussed, the major conclusion 
being that large numbers of police in small towns serve to cast the Aborigine in the role of 
an object of policing.

The second of her field-work chapters deals with offences other than of public 
drunkenness, more particularly adult crime and indecent language, the relationship of 
authority and discipline, and the 'police dilemma'.

Ms Bird concludes that the use of indecent language is seen as a challenge to the 
ligitimacy of the laws made by the dominant white society and especially as a challenge to 
the authority of the police.

The fifth chapter discusses the legal service and theorises that the construction of 
Aboriginal crime cannot be understood or addressed except within the framework on 
colonialist expansion and the dispossession of Aborigines of their land. The mediator role of 
the Aboriginal Legal Services - except at the initial arrest stage where the police have 
enormous discretion - turns yet again to the use of alcohol as a meaningful response to a 
specific form of oppression. That oppression is cited as 'dispossession from the land, the 
imposition of political control, economic marginalization within a capitalist system, and 
close contact with the expropriators of the land in a relationship of subordination that 
allows no legitimate avenues for the expression of anger'.

Land rights and customary law are dealt with in the sixth chapter, particularly in the 
context of the recent report of the Australian Law Reform Commission in that reference. 
The theoretical overview is provided in five pages comprising Chapter 7, focusing on the 
'establishment of a capitalist system of economy in a country whose mode of production 
was of a pre-capitalist hunter gatherer type based on land use and access to extensive trade 
routes'.

Overall I was disappointed with the work. It failed to bring the new perspective to the 
area of research pioneered by Elizabeth Eggleston, and it failed to offer the 'important new 
insights drawn from Weberian and Marxist theories' which the cover blurb promised.

Having staked a claim to a high intellectual and theoretical ground, and having led us 
through extremely well-presented chapters deriving from field research, the author simply 
fails to deliver. Such research as she has done is neither greater nor more profound than a 
plethora of recent studies, both academic and governmental, which she either ignores or 
devalues.

There are many tantalising glimpses which, perhaps in a larger work, would have been 
explored more fully. In particular, having seen the criminalisation of the Aborigines' 
drinking and other behaviours 'as being connected to their powerlessness and their poverty in 
a direct way' the author then moves immediately behind this condition to their position 'as 
part of a colonized race'. She focuses on the use of 'rights’ as those that only exist to the 
extent that they are recognised, and are able to be enforced through, the legal system. Surely 
this cannot be so in any given democratic or indeed any other society. Whether or not the 
legal system recognises rights, are there not other rights of a more fundamental human or 
political nature upon which the society itself is based? The author tends to brush aside the 
theoretical constructs or possibilities which do not neatly fit her nascent view which 
developed with her field-work.

She would have been on higher and safer ground had she in fact developed more fully 
the concepts of power and powerlessness in society, much as Weber did, before applying to 
her concept of power a Marxist gloss. The interaction of the organs of authority and the 
state, the conflicts within and between authority and the subject, and between competing 
societies, are neither analysed nor even forcefully posited.
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Much of what she had to say about her field-work - and all of this undertaken in six 
short weeks - is unexceptional and did not deliver the 'new perspectives’ promised. This 
failure I found to be the most disappointing feature of the entire work.

Yet she neatly encapsulates so much of the Aboriginal experience as other 
commentators have written about and the prose style is lively. The revelations that the 
author felt she was experiencing are less substantial than the somewhat pretentious chapter 
headings might suggest.

Nevertheless this is a welcome addition to the literature and represents a very reasonably 
priced work for those interested in the subject.

John McCorquodale 
Canberra

Resources for Aboriginal family history. Edited by Rodney Lucas. Australian Institute of 
Aboriginal Studies, Canberra, 1986. $6.00 p.b.

This is the latest, and very welcome, bibliographical guide to come from the Australian 
Institute of Aboriginal Studies. It has a genealogical focus and is in fact a response to 
enquiries received over the years from Aboriginal people interested in tracing family 
members. Its compilers have restricted their coverage to research manuscripts, higher degree 
theses, and journal articles - excluding books so that Mathews The two worlds o f Jimmy 
Barker or Rosser's Dreamtime nightmares, for instance, are not represented though they also 
contain genealogical data. Published books are more readily known and accessible. It is a 
bonus to have also a record available on other materials held in the Institute's library.

In a short introduction on 'History in an Aboriginal Community', Gordon Briscoe 
considers some of the difficulties attendant on the undertaking. On the one hand there is the 
often pressing importance of collecting oral history from the very old members of a 
community before the knowledge is forever lost with their deaths. On the other hand there 
are concerns about what to do with the information when once it is recorded on tape, 
manuscript, or film. That is, there are questions of access. (The Australian Institute of 
Aboriginal Studies has mechanisms to deal with this).

Briscoe makes a thought-provoking point, that when an oral tradition is transformed 
into a written one the value of the original oral form is altered. He broaches also the idea 
that an Aboriginal community might do its own research and record 'living history' which 
could well include contemporary matters. People engaged in this are therby creating their 
own cultures.

The first half of the resource book, edited by Rodney Lucas, acknowledges gaps. 
Aboriginal genealogies and registers contains a lot of entries on the Northern Territory, the 
Kimberley division of Western Australia, and on Tasmania. However, other parts of 
Australia are not so well represented, for example New South Wales and South Australia 
(not including Ooldea and the Flinders Ranges). The entries in this section are first indexed 
alphabetically according to authorship and are then cross-referenced state by state both for 
language/tribe and for community/place.

The second half of the register, compiled jointly by Linda De Veer, Rodney Lucas, and 
John Mason, is a preliminary indexing of 'Oral history tapes'. Each entry is listed under the 
name of the person who collected the tapes and gives place, language(s) spoken, and 
person(s) speaking, followed by a brief gloss on the subject matter, e.g. 'discussion of
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personal history', or 'dialogue about the pre-contact times'. These are then indexed under 
persons (Aboriginal speakers) and state by state for language(s) and for community/place, 
similar to the method of indexing in the genealogical register.

These compilers emphasised the intrinsic value of sound tapes as records of information 
not easily transferable to field notes, or to transcripts for that matter. (Tone of voice, 
inflexion, exclamations, interruptions no doubt belong to this category). Tapes are for this 
reason valuable though they might not always be of broadcasting quality.

One of the more obvious advantages of publishing Resources is that those using it 
might well be stimulated into plugging the gaps. It is not a static record but one which, it 
is hoped, will start to go out of date soon after its publication as new information comes to 
light.

Bruce Shaw 
Adelaide

John Batman and the Aborigines. By Alastair H. Campbell. Kibble Books, Melbourne, 
1987. Pp. vii + 270, maps, plates, bibliography, index. $50 h.b.., $26 p.b.

The objective of this book is to relate the life-story of John Batman with the maximum of 
precision. Drawing on a range of documentary sources including the Port Phillip 
Association papers, John Pascoe Fawkner's diary and some unpublished letters of Batman, it 
attempts, through a biographical focus, to provide a basis for understanding the *broader 
events and circumstances of Batman's times'. It is hoped that it will 'encourage European 
Australians to openly examine their roots in Australia, and that it will benefit Aborigines 
today in their struggle to reclaim their history'.

Campbell's achievement is to assemble a wealth of information on his subject. One 
issue of particular interest is the precise detailing of the Port Phillip Association's duplicity. 
Through treaties with Aboriginal 'chiefs' Batman claimed to have acquired 600,000 acres of 
land, in return for which he gave blankets, knives, looking glasses, tomahawks, beads, 
scissors, flour and other goods, of a total value of £52. He also promised a yearly tribute, 
which he was later to describe as a 'trifling cost'. On the basis of their generosity to the 
'natives' - 'terms more equitable and just to the Aboriginal possessors of the soil than any 
which the history of the British plantations can produce’ - the association laid claim to land 
which was assessed as a bargain at £100,000. In the attempt to win recognition from the 
British government the Association's lobbyist in the United Kingdom heralded the 
foundation of a new colony upon 'the principles of Conciliation and Civilization of 
Philanthropic Morality and Temperance without danger of its ever becoming onerous to the 
Mother Country, and calculated to ensure the well being and comfort of the Natives’. 
Commenting on this pretence, Lieutenant-Governor Arthur of Van Diemen's Land noted: 
'This, of course, is all stuff and it is better for all parties to be sincere and plainly state that 
the occupation of a good run for sheep has been the primary consideration, if not the only 
one'. Shortly after concluding the 'treaty' with Aboriginal chiefs, one of the speculators 
confided: 'there is no such thing as chieftainship among them - but this is a secret that must 
I suppose be kept to ourselves or it may affect the deed of conveyance if there should be any 
validity in it'. It is revealing of the nature of the nineteenth century pastoral frontier that 
despite their duplicity Batman and many of his accomplices could claim to be, and were, 
generous in their dealings with Aborigines by the standards of their day.
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While Campbell's book will appeal to readers with an interest in biography and in the 
early history of European occupation of Victoria, it does little to advance understanding of 
Aboriginal-European relations. The broad outlines, and often the precise details, of the 
dealings of Batman and his contemporaries have been well documented. While greater 
precision is brought to certain issues, the book has the hallmarks of a style of historical 
writing that was in vogue thirty or more years ago but is now the province of the amateur: 
gather your documents, arrange them in chronological order and present your narrative. The 
result is a mass of detail, a narrow perspective, one which seems oblivious of the work of 
other historians (for example, Christie, Clark, Nelson and Reece are missing from the 
bibliography) and of wider issues. There is inadequate attention to the broad context, the 
development of the pastoral industry and British colonial policy; it is observed, for example, 
that 'influenced by policies advocated by Batman and Wedge, the British Government 
established in Port Phillip an Aboriginal Protectorate' (p.231). A final issue concerns 
Campbell's approach to his subject. Whereas the focus of historical research has shifted to 
analysis of the complexity of race relations, with emphasis on Aboriginal responses, the 
basic approach of Batman and the Aborigines remains Eurocentric, despite an attempt to deal 
with traditional Aboriginal values. There is considerable scope to explore Aboriginal 
perspectives in the 1830s, yet this aspect is not developed into a significant theme of the 
book.

Andrew Markus 
Monash University

To my delight. By Bill Cohen. Aboriginal Studies Press, Canberra, 1987. Pp.163. $12.95 
p.b.

Bill Cohen was bom in 1914 and died in 1983. He was the son of Jack and Sarah Widders. 
His autobiography deals with his life as a young man, and finishes just after he was 
honourably discharged from the army during the Second World War. He was one of the last 
men to be initiated in Aboriginal Law and calls himself a grandson of the Gumbangarri. He 
traces his family tree from his grandfather King Bobby. The title was bestowed by white 
people, but as Judith Wright-McKinney points out in the foreword, it recognises 'in Bill and 
his father and their forefathers both character, authority and responsibility'. King Bobby's 
country was centred on Coventry's Oban station near Guyra and went south to Guyra and 
Armidale, east to Ebor and north to Glen Innis.

Cohen provides a picture of rural work in the twenties and thirties and gives us some 
understanding of the pastoral development that occurred. But his autobiography mainly 
dwells on the small details of his life - the events which gave him such joy. It is filled with 
anecdotes of the fights he won, the sports at which he excelled, horse-breaking, cattle 
mustering and dingo shoot. Cohen is conscious of the many roles he has played. He was 
Aborigine, child, son, friend, lover, husband, father, sportsman, roughrider, stockman, 
boxer (he was known as the Bare Knuckle King of the Tablelands) soldier, swaggie, dingo 
hunter and railway worker. He obviously enjoyed all of them. An extra-marital affair while 
he was in the army troubled his Christian conscience, but he used the Bible to justify 
another. After telling us how much he enjoyed the affection of a Chinese girl he writes:

Now back to the wonder book the Bible, Genesis Chapter 2 and Lord God said 
it is not good man shall be alone. I will make him a helpmate. Looking down 
from heaven God saw Adam was lonely, so God caused a deep sleep to fall on
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Adam. God took one rib from Adam's body, close up the wound, form Eve of 
clay, breathe the breath of life into her nostrils. Eve become a beautiful 
woman. Here I will leave the question to the reader: What are girls for? Man's 
use. I guess this is part of God's set up.

We are fortunate that Cohen also wrote about Aboriginal customs, corroborees, medicine, 
hunting and fishing skills, canoe making and navigation techniques.

Cohen's book is important because it shows how government policy affected the 
consciousness of Aborigines a generation ago. Cohen does not mention the massacres that 
decimated his people, rather he depicts the shrewd adaptation which enabled them to retain 
some aspects of their culture in a potentially hostile environment, where any rebellion 
against the status quo would have been mecilessly dealt with. Although he identified with 
Aborigines Cohen moved easily between the world of his white bosses, the Coventrys and 
the Wrights, and the Aboriginal world, which was largely confined to the reserves at 
Bellbrook and Kempsey. He was 'bom on the ground' in the traditional manner but the 
ground was in a hut. He ate native food as well as white, and was familiar with both 
Aboriginal and western medicine. As he lost his mother when he was very young Cohen's 
world is predominantly male. His sisters, grandmother, aunts and female cousins are 
mentioned, but the dominant influences are his white sports teacher, Mr Boyle, his father, 
uncles and male employers. 'Women could never control me,' he tells us proudly.

Cohen does not dwell on the seamy side of the assimilation policy. In those days 
Aboriginal children who could pass as white, were taken from their parents and brought up 
in homes so that they could be trained as servants for white families. Cohen mentions in 
passing that this happened to his relatives. He writes:

. . .  as a small Aboriginal boy I saw something dreadful happen at Lower 
Creek. A member of the old Aboriginal Protection Board - 1 believe his name 
Donaldson - came up to Lower Creek in an old-time canvas-hooded Dodge.
Biddy and Jack Scott were caring for two orphans, Tilly and Johnny Graham, 
the family of my father's sister Lucy. We saw this tall gentleman walk over to 
the camp of Jack and Biddy. He grabbed Johnny, also Elsie, Jack Scott's 
daughter, took them over to the car and took them away to Cootamundra 
Home.

Cohen also comments in passing on Aboriginal-police relations. He accepts police 
brutality as inevitable. It makes him angry. He wants to fight the officers whom he saw 
'kicking these Aborigines in the backside, hunting them out of town'. But he accepts the 
situation, knowing that he is outnumbered. Then he adds sadly, 'it's the laws of our country, 
so we just have to co-operate'. Cohen's own relations with the police were good. On one 
occasion he beat up a detective not knowing he was a police officer. He was only jailed for 
an hour and was given money to buy food. Cohen writes: 'Over the years of my life I'd met 
many a good copper but I am sure this young detective would be tops.'

There are still Aborigines, particularly of an older generation, who accept the sort of 
adjustment which Bill Cohen pictures so well. But these days Aborigines are demanding 
land rights and a fair share of the Australian economic cake. It is clear they will not be 
satisfied with the sort of adjustment which Cohen made. This does not mean that he makes 
no contribution to Aboriginal consciousness. While most will feel that his way can no 
longer be theirs, they will nevertheless appreciate his courage, toughness and humanity. 
Judith Wright-McKinney, has described Cohen’s book as a 'remarkable contribution to local 
history from other side'. Although it is a local history it has relevance nationally, for it 
helps us understand our wider history.
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Bill Cohen gave his original manuscript to my friend Geoffrey Blomfield to read. 
Blomfield put the hand written pages in order and showed them to me among others. We all 
agreed that it should be published. But first it needed to be typed and then edited. The typing 
was arranged by John Howard, a Kempsey solicitor, and this typed version was given to the 
Armidale and District Historical Society in 1983. It obtained a grant of $500 from the 
Division of Cultural Activities of the New South Wales Premier's Department. The Society 
approached the Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies. It agreed to published the 
manuscript and provided a skilled and sympathetic editor, Helen Williams. So that the book 
will have a wider appeal she has made some changes to Cohen’s syntax and inflection, and 
has added words when they seemed left out She has also added punctuation and standardised 
the spelling. But she has retained Bill Cohen's phrases and the rythm of his speech. His 
family and friends are delighted with the result. The book is complemented by maps, a 
family tree and photographs. As so many people will want to check up so many different 
things, it would have been helpful if it had also an index.

Margaret Ann Franklin 
University of New England

Man from Arltunga, Walter Smith Australian Bushman. By R.G. Kimber. Hesperian Press, 
Carlisle, Western Australia, 1986. Pp. 176. Coloured and black and white plates, maps and 
index.

In this outstanding work R.G. Kimber relates the reminiscences of Walter Smith, a part- 
Arabana man who was bom at Arltunga goldfield in Central Australia in July 1893 and who 
in his own life-time has become a legendary outback figure. Walter Smith worked in many 
fields, prospecting, droving, driving camels, bird-trapping and mining. With his great 
bushcraft he was in demand for all kinds of expeditions, including the 1931 Eclipse Gold 
Expedition which was associated with Lasseter’s supposed gold reef.

Walter Smith's reminiscences are by nature episodic and Dick Kimber has not changed 
this format: the work is divided into nineteen self-contained short chapters. This means that 
the narrative never drags on, it remains varied and fresh just like Walter’s many adventures. 
The work is a brilliant piece of cooperation between Walter Smith and Dick Kimber. There 
are on practically every page some graphic direct quotations that some from Walter himself: 
this first-hand narrative gives the highlights of the episodes. These direct quotations are 
embedded in a narrative that is based on Walter's reminiscences and presented by Dick 
Kimber with the help of his own outstanding knowledge of the geographical and historical 
background of Central Australia. The narrative flows easily and there is no jarring 
discrepancy between the style of Dick Kimber and the style of Walter Smith. Each chapter 
contains notes that give literary and historical references. Dick Kimber shows himself to be 
an outstanding editor and oral historian.

The quality of Walter Smith's narrative, though episodic, is of a high order. 
Superficially there is no continuity in the work, no main issue nor any dominating theory, 
yet there is the all-pervading theme of the rough life and the feeling of community between 
people of all races in the outback. Most of Walter's life was spent with hard and rough men, 
who bent the rules wherever possible, but who nevertheless had some humanity. In his 
early years however he witnessed some hideous crimes. His dispassionate style heightens 
the enormity of the injustice such as the senseless shooting of an old Aranda man who was 
only trying to return some lost property. There are also humorous episodes, such as Walter
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giving a little flour and tea to the great Cattle King Kidman himself disguised as a 
swagman, and then commenting wrily: ' "Rough times," old Kidman said. Couldn't have 
been too rough for him.'

Walter Smith identified with Aboriginal people and had his own place in Aboriginal 
society, but he was equally at home with miners, surveyors and prospectors. Because of 
this, his recollections give excellent insight into many aspects of the history of Central 
Australia. Moreover Walter Smith is not a shadowy figure that moves through this history, 
he played a lively and positive part in it. The work contains first hand oral historical 
information that would have been lost had it not been for Kimber's careful work with Walter 
Smith. From the point of view of traditional Aboriginal studies the work contains many 
pieces of information that only people of Walter Smith's generation could recall, such as the 
original distribution of Aranda, Wangkangurru and Wangkamadla people in the Simpson 
Desert. It contains comments about the Perenti Dreaming at Mungapiti, the 'Kwilpma' 
corroboree and the Nail-tailed Wallby myth. The index of people and the index of locations 
are most useful and make it possible to use the work for reference. There is even a probably 
less useful separate index for the names of particular camels.

The book has a few minor irritating features. Sometimes only the Aboriginal name of a 
location is given (e.g. Mungapiti p.42, which is in fact Tyon): the general reader would 
therefore find it impossible to locate such a place on any map. The general index looks as if 
it were in two parts until one realises that the first part is simply a subdividion of the one 
entry 'Aborigines'. The name Poeppel is consistently misspelt. These are only small 
matters. By taking a deep and continuous interest in what Walter Smith had to say and by 
putting it in historical perspective Dick Kimber has made a fine contribution to Central 
Australian Studies. The work has been published in time, so that hopefully the near 
centenarian Walter Smith will feel that his part in Central Australian life is not just a thing 
of the past, but that it is important and will be remembered.

Luise Hercus 
Australian National University
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