Station camps: legislation, labour relations and
rations on pastoral leases in the Kimberley region,
Western Australia
Pamela A Smith

The Kimberley region in north Western Australia (Figure 1) was one of the most recent
regions in Australia to be colonised. The first pastoralists came to this region overland
from Queensland in the mid-1880s and their first encounters with the Aboriginal popu
lation were in the East Kimberley (Clement 1987a; 1987b; Ross and Bray 1989; Smith
this issue). There is no doubt that there was an expectation that people from the many
Aboriginal tribal groups would provide cheap labour on the new cattle stations. For
rest, who explored the region in 1879-80 and who had forwarded favourable reports
regarding the suitability of the country for cattle, had specifically noted that the large
number of Aborigines in the region would allay concerns about the availability of cheap
labour (Bolton 1958: 28).
From the Aboriginal perspective, the invasion and occupation of their traditional
country by the pastoralists at the end of the nineteenth century marked the commence
ment of the transition from their traditional hunter-gatherer lifestyle to a less mobile
lifestyle in the station camps on cattle stations, and was the first of several significant
social and demographic changes which were to occur over the next century. For most
Aboriginal people living in this region, the period between the 1880s and the 1920s
must have been a time of fear and chaos. It was not, however, a period of complete dis
possession, as most continued to share their land with the pastoralists until the 1970s
(interviews 2, 23 and 27).
Historical documents, archival records and recorded interviews with Aboriginal
people are analysed in this paper in order to better understand the dynamics between
these two groups in the post-invasion period and the history of the pastoral industry in
the Kimberley region. The introduction of legislation to control the Aboriginal popula
tion between 1880 and the 1920s, the early history of the ration system and the methods
used to control them and to bring them under surveillance are documented in the first
part of this paper.
By the 1920s life on the cattle stations had evolved an annual routine and the Abo
riginal population had been incorporated into the hierarchical structure of the pastoral
industry. The second part of the paper outlines changes in the legislation controlling
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Aboriginal labour on cattle stations from the 1920s to the 1970s, and explores the socio
economic contexts of the ration system of that period.

1880-1920s — control by legislation and rations
That very cheap labour would facilitate the development of economic enterprise had
been fundamental to the colonial culture of all European colonies during the 17th, 18th
and 19th centuries. The only cost of this labour was the price of food and clothing. Little
distinguished the manner of the employment except the names given to the labourers:
convicts, slaves, natives. Early free settlers in most Australian states had access to con
victs and in Queensland the Kanakas, slaves from Melanesia, worked the sugar planta
tions. In those areas where there were no convicts (South Australia, Northern Territory
and northern Western Australia) many colonists pressed Aborigines into service. In the
south of Western Australia free convict labour had been used by the settlers to establish
rural and urban enterprises; for this reason the Western Australian government contin
ued to demand convicts from Britain until well after other colonies had ceased transpor
tation. The use of convict labour in Western Australia ended in 1867 (James 1979:19).
The use of convict labour in Western Australia had, however, been prohibited
above the twenty-sixth parallel and at the time colonists were speculating about the
suitability of northern Australia for pastoral enterprise, the availability of cheap labour
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was a part of their deliberations. Alexander Forrest, well before his Kimberley expedi
tion, observed that:
Queensland (was) cultivating tropical products with the aid of the unhappy Kana
kas from Pacific Islands; why should not Western Australia import Hindus and
Chinese? If, indeed, there were not Aborigines to train as cheap labour, perhaps an
indenture system could be devised for the frugal Asiatic (quoted in Bolton 1958:
28).
Indentured Asians were used as cheap labour by the pearling industry along the Kim
berley coast, but this system was not introduced to provide labour for land-based com
mercial activities, and it was soon apparent that cheap Aboriginal labour was essential
to the success of the pastoral industry in the Kimberley region.1

Legislation
The history of these first years of the pastoral industry from the pastoralists' perspec
tive is thoroughly documented through the legislation, commissions and reports of the
period. Arranged chronologically these merge into a one-sided account of history. New
laws were defined by and for the colonists to serve their interests, and they reflect the
prevailing political and social climate. The legislation gave the pastoralists and the
police extensive powers to control and restrict the lives of the Aboriginal people. The
police, paradoxically empowered under the 1886 Aborigines Protection Act as 'honorary
protectors' of the Aborigines, were paid an allowance of 2s. 5d. 'per knob' per day for
all natives arrested as suspects and as witnesses to raids on stock (Durack 1967: 370).
This made it profitable for the police to arrest as many as possible and it was those liv
ing outside the emerging authority of the pastoral industry who were arrested.
Chained together neck to neck, wrist to wrist, the long lines of prisoners, men,
women and children wound their way over the bush tracks to receive sentence in
Wyndham, Derby or Halls Creek ... acquittals were nil. Brief scattered entries
reveal Father's growing sense of discomfiture at the situation: 'Am disgusted at
the spectacle of a party of niggers on the road with police, the chains in many
instances much too short from neck to neck, chafing and pulling as they move
along and all appearing half starved' (Durack 1967: 370).
The inquiries, reports and legislation which affected the lives of Aboriginal people
during the first two decades of pastoral expansion are summarised in Table 1. A notable
omission is the Australian Constitution, 1901, which failed to include any reference to
Indigenous Australians. Each report or new legislation sought to control the movement
and activities of Aboriginal people, to make them dependent, or to improve the surveil
lance of their movements and activities.
The Roth Royal Commission (Royal Commission, State of Western Australia 1905)
was called in response to complaints about the treatment of Aborigines less than 20
years after the first pastoralists had colonised the Kimberley. Because of the broad scope
of the inquiry and the large size of Western Australia, the Royal Commission was con
fined to the employment and treatment of Aboriginal people living in missions in all of

1

There was a system whereby an Aborigine could be employed by contract or could be inden
tured as an apprentice; both methods were detailed in Commissioner Roth's report (Royal
Commission, State of Western Australia 1905: 7-9).
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Western Australia and to Aboriginal labour in the pearling and pastoral industries in
the Kimberley region. The report made many recommendations, most of which were
relevant to labour relations, living conditions, the establishment of reserves and relief
for dependent Aborigines, the roles of the police, protectors and employers and the
treatment of prisoners and prison conditions. Commissioner Roth observed that:
If the natives continue to be dispossessed of the country upon which they are
dependent for their food and water supplies, by their lands being rented for graz
ing rights at a nominal figure — lands from which the lessees naturally desire to
drive them — bloodshed and retribution will be certain to ensue.
Royal Commission, State of Western Australia 1905: 28
The passing of the Native Administration Act (1905-47) and the Aborigines Protection Act
(1905) in response to Commissioner Roth's report put in place the legislative controls
which enabled the surveillance and control of the Aboriginal population by agents of
the government for the next fifty years.
The Native Administration Act (1905-47) sought to regulate Aboriginal people more
than any other legislation in Western Australia. Through 70 provisions it imposed pro
hibitions, restrictions and limitations which robbed them of personal freedom and
denied them opportunities of citizenship. Notable examples of these provisions are:
• The Commissioner was appointed legal guardian of every Aboriginal child
until the age of 21 and was empowered to direct what person should have cus
tody of the child.
• The Minister was empowered to issue a warrant providing for the arrest of an
Aboriginal and his confinement for as long as he deemed fit. No judicial pro
cess was involved and there was no provision for appeal. (This was used for
the separation of children from their parents and also the removal of whole
families to institutions.)
• It was an offence for an Aboriginal to move from north of the 26th parallel lati
tude without a permit from the Minister.
• It was an offence for Aborigines to leave their employment (15 sections regu
lated the employment of Aborigines).
• Police officers could order Aborigines out of towns and parts of towns and cit
ies could be declared prohibited areas for Aborigines.
• It was an offence for a female Aborigine to be within two miles of the mouth of
a creek or inlet between sunset and sunrise.
• An Aborigine could be banished from his country for cattle killing.
• An adult Aborigine had to obtain the Commission's consent to marry.
(Royal Commission, State of Western Australia 1974)
The Aborigines Protection Act (1905) ensured that Aborigines in the Kimberley
remained on the stations. They were not permitted below the 26th parallel without a
permit from the Minister and it was an offence to move from the station where they
were settled, a regulation that was enforced until the 1960s2 (see Andrews 1996: 148).

The means of control
The question of why the Aboriginal people moved to the station camps is not easily
answered. The pastoralists colonised the land and they controlled who passed through
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Table 1: Legislative controls relating to Aboriginal people in the Kimberley,
WA, 1860-1906*
Date

Name

Discussion

1880

Act 44 Victoria no. 9

To prohibit the sale of alcohol to Aboriginal people.

1882

Fairbaim Report

To investigate allegations of Aboriginal hostilities
toward pastoralists — Murchison/ Gascoyne region.

1884

Forrest Commission — A
Royal Commission

Established in response to requests by pastoralists/settlers for government assistance with the ‘Aboriginal
problem’.

1886

Aborigines Protection Act

Establishment of Aborigines Protection Board. Consti
tuted to provide food and clothing to destitute Aborigi
nes, education for children. In fact, it greatly extended
government powers to regulate and control Aboriginal
people.

1890

Constitution Act

Provided funds to Aborigines Board for the welfare of
Aboriginal people.

1890

Act 52 Victoria no. 24

Provided Crown Lands for use by Aboriginal people.

1892

Amending Act 55 Victoria
no. 18

Passed to authorise the whipping of Aboriginal offend
ers.

1893

Aborigines Offenders Act

Amended to provide for increased punishments for
Aboriginal offenders.

1898

Aborigines Department
established

Abolition of Aborigines Protection Board, Chief Protec
tor of Aborigines now responsible for Aboriginal affairs.

1904/5

Commissioner Roth’s Royal
Commission

Inquired into administration of the Aborigines Depart
ment, employment of Aborigines, Aboriginal police sys
tem, treatment of Aboriginal prisoners and distribution
of relief. Recommended the protection of Aborigines by
strict controls.

1905

Aborigines Protection Act
(1905)
Native Administration Act
(1905)

Chief Protector given statutory powers to enact recom
mendations of the Royal Commission. Power to protect
and control, to act as legal guardian of Aboriginal chil
dren with authority to remove them from their parents.
Introduction of many restrictive measures.

* Inform ation co m p ile d fro m A boriginal A ffairs Planning A uthority (1994).

it; the traditional ow ners becam e trespassers and w ere persecuted w hen living in the
bush and w ere subjugated by arrests and massacres (see Durack 1967: 370). Those w ho
stayed in the b ush, the m yalls, w ere considered a nuisance; in order to pass through
their o w n country they had to d evelop n ew strategies to avoid m eeting w hite people

2

Daisy Andrews recounts: T was bom in Cherrabun. That is my country because I was bom
there. My m other and father liked Cherrabun but my father never got used to working on a
station, and he used to go away from there, you know, run away and leave the job. Then a
policeman came and picked up father from Cherrabun and took us to the old police station at
Fitzroy Crossing' (Andrews 1996:148).
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and to stay alive. The growing body of evidence for the number of Aboriginal people
maimed or killed during this period makes it increasingly doubtful that the pre-inva
sion population numbers can ever be estimated.
Using the colonization of the southeast Kimberley as an example, oral histories
leave no doubt that the Nyininy/Djaru competed with the cattle for water and were
hunted and maimed or killed to discourage them from using the waterholes (Taylor
1988:39; interview 3; K Doohan, pers. comm.). They were forced to live on the rim,
move to the rugged fringes of the Tanami Desert, or settle at the station camps and be
incorporated into the pastoral industry. Micha recorded two methods used to ensure
that captured Aborigines stayed on the stations:
Older Aborigines today still remember the time when the hard soles of their feet
were lacerated by files, of the sort which are used to work horse's hoofs, in order
to prevent them from running away, and still today one may see e.g. iron balls, to
which black women were chained - for the disposal of the mostly single station
managers and as hostages for their working but striving-away husbands.
Micha 1961: 673
Commissioner Roth, in his report of the 1905 Royal Commission on the Condition
of Natives, referred to an additional method of obtaining labour whilst at the same time
enticing people to live closer to the station — the stealing of strong healthy children
from their families still living a traditional lifestyle in order to have them live in the
stock camps with the 'stock boys' already recruited. Commissioner Roth reported that
'pastoralists have taken most of the native boys from the tribes; the blacks come in from
the bush to get tobacco and food from the boys working on the stations' and this is
when their children were taken (Royal Commission, State of Western Australia 1905).
The introduction of rations to entice and coerce Aboriginal people to live in per
manent camps on the stations commenced within ten years of colonisation. In 1896
Flora Valley Station was the first Kimberley cattle station recorded as having supplied
rations to the Aborigines (Ross 1987: 13). They were followed by Ord River Station in
1905, although according to Ross, with an element of coercion of the management (Ross
1987: 13). In 1908, in a bid to resolve the tensions between Aborigines and pastoralists,
the Chief Protector of Aborigines asked station owners whether they were prepared to
kill enough beef to satisfy the needs of Aborigines in the adjacent country and if so,
would they require compensation. Ross concluded from this that the practice of giving
beef to Aborigines was begun in order to discourage cattle spearing (Ross 1987:15).

Labour, rations and dependency
Viewed from within the political milieu of the time, it is likely that there were at least
two reasons for the introduction of rations, both of them economic. The first was to stop
the spearing of cattle, many of which were valuable breeding stock, and the second was
to gain control of a cheap labour force. The spearing of cattle was certainly a serious
issue as stock losses were high, but the question of the availability of cheap labour was
the more pressing of the two issues. As previously mentioned, there is no doubt that the

3.
4.

Translated from German into English by Micha.
A history of the ration system in central and northern Australia at an earlier time is given by
Rowse (1998:13-48).
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pastoralists came w ith an expectation of using A boriginal labour and that this w as a
m ore urgent issue in the 1890s than in the late 1870s w hen it w as raised by Forrest (cf.
Bolton 1958: 28). A prolonged d rought d u rin g the 1890s, the high cost of taking cattle
long distances to m arkets, the intense political battles over quarantine regulations, and
new cattle diseases (Durack 1967: 379-81) m eant th at the earlier prom ise of great w ealth
w as less likely to be realised.
Knowledge about the pastoralists, their cattle, their tobacco and the flour w hich
d id n 't need to be ground, spread quickly. In ad dition to rations provided to 'w orkers',
pastoralists m ade sm all parcels of ration foods available to all w ho called at the stations.
At a slightly later time, elderly Aboriginal people in an adjacent region recalled trading
'thum b-sized packages of tea and sugar as w ell as steel tools from the Kimberleys in the
m id 1930s' (Cane 1990: 13); and an elderly w om an recalled a story of how her family
had called at S turt Creek station (probably in the late 1920s or early 1930s) and had been
given rations for the first time. N ot know ing w h at to do w ith them , they had buried
them for fear of the k artiya's5 magic (interview 12).
The ration w as a m easured portion of food h an d ed o ut to A boriginal em ployees
and their dependents from the station store. It com prised a quantity of flour6, tea and
sugar together w ith a stick of tobacco, called 'nigi-nigi'. In addition, salt beef and
dam per or bread m ay have been given to those w ho w ere w orking at the station hom e
stead during the day. Those w ho w ere not 'w o rk ers' w ho w ere living in the cam p
w ould be fortunate to receive the hoofs, bones and intestines of a 'killer' (M cPherson
1995; K A kerm an pers. comm.; interview 9), although this d id d ep en d on the generosity
of the current station ow ners and m anagers. In these early years staple foods w ere often
com m on to both A boriginal and non-A boriginal station w orkers, particularly w here
there w as no access to a hom estead garden. As a generalisation, the differences betw een
the ration p rovided to the Aboriginal w orkers and the diet provided to the non-A borig
inal station em ployees were the quality and quantity of the beef provided, the quanti
ties of the flour, tea and sugar provided, and the variety of foods used in addition to the
staples. For exam ple, dried foods such as rice and dried vegetables such as blue boiler
peas w ere ad d ed to stews.
These supplies w ere brought to the stations tw ice a year from the ports of W yndham and Derby. They w ere brought by the G an — the A fghans and their train of camels
— w ho brought supplies to the rem ote areas of n o rth ern and central Australia. Terry
(1927: 159) provides a unique description of the arrival of one cam el train at G ordon
Downs station d uring his stay in the mid-1920s:
Towards su n d o w n that day a picturesque sight stalked to the hom estead. It w as a
train of pack camels in the charge of A fghan cam el m en, arriving w ith stores from
W yndham . In a long w inding string, tied nose to tail, they appeared out of the
Bush, glow ing as if on fire in the setting sun. In fact it seem ed they were really
w alking straight out of the sun ... Slowly w ith dignified m ien, the train ceased its
paces by the hom estead. Quietly the A fghan cam el m en w alked dow n the train,
catching nose lines, m urm uring the inevitable 'W hoosta'. Tired beasts sank to

5.
6.

'Kartiya' is the w ord generally used for a w h ite person in the east Kimberley.
The m easure for flour w as reported as b ein g the depth m easured from the fist to the elb ow in
a calico flour bag. This w as for one fam ily for one w eek.
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earth, chewing the cud leisurely, gazing in supercilious disdain on all
around...Packs dropped to the ground; camels rose up, free to roam the night
through. They marched away a step — a pause — a step —a pause, without hurry
or fuss, leaving two lines of merchandise near discarded pack saddles as testi
mony to their labours ended for a while.
Again using the southeast Kimberley as an example, supplies were taken by camel
train as far as the larger stations such as Gordon Downs and Sturt Creek and smaller
stations further to the south had to collect their supplies from the nearest of the larger
stations. Stories of family trips by wagon to collect stores were recalled (interview 6),
whilst others told of their people being forced to carry bags of salt and flour long dis
tances to remote stations in the time before the camels came. Occasions have been
recorded when they were whipped if they became too tired and they were chained to
prevent them from running away (K Doohan pers. comm.).
Whether easy access to food and tobacco, curiosity or just fear of living in the bush
account for why people moved to the station camps, most Aboriginal people did move
closer to the station camps in the first two to three decades following colonisation.7 The
pastoralists, sure of their own racial superiority, selected their labour force from the strong
and healthy, and ignored the health and squalid living conditions of the less able-bodied
(generally the elderly) living in the station camps. This attitude is evident in a photograph
taken by Terry whilst travelling through the Kimberley region (Terry 1925: opp. page 226).
The pastoralists perceived the failure of the Aboriginal population to develop the
economic potential of the land as a moral failure. In fact, traditional methods of harvest
ing, the storage of surplus dried fruit and seed and the concern for the seasonal regener
ation of all flora and fauna expressed through ritual and in species management were
largely unnoticed by the pastoralists. The impact of pastoralism on the traditional social
organisation of the Aboriginal people was devastating and they were incorporated into
the lowest rung of the pastoral economy. The demographic structure of traditional soci
ety had already been greatly altered through the loss of many young men from the fron
tier violence, through the many deaths from introduced infectious diseases, particularly
of elders and children, and through a continuing high infant mortality rate from diarrhoeal disease resulting from the appalling living conditions and lack of ablution facili
ties in the station camps (Saggers and Gray 1991: 67).
Settlement living, coupled with the conditions of employment and what it
brought in terms of food became linked with increasing malnutrition and high
infant mortality and, in turn, with a diminution of traditional activity. Any desire
to move away from the base camp was correspondingly lessened; and for good
workers it was virtually an impossibility, except at short periods of limited walk
about. Family life was being upset. This was not just in terms of children being
produced, or not being produced, but in terms of the revamping of male-female

7

Terry and a companion passed through the Sturt Creek area in 1925. Their vehicle broke down
close to Mt Wittenooom and they had to walk for several days and almost lost their lives.
Although this is an area where there are large traditional camp sites along the Sturt Creek,
Terry did not encounter any Aboriginal people living in the area (Terry 1925: 244-66). He did,
however, comment on the large Aboriginal camp at Gordon Downs when he arrived there
(Terry 1925: 267). Although this is very circumstantial evidence, it does support the argument
that most Jaru had moved to the station camps by the 1920s.
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roles —in relation to marital responsibilities, both economically and emotionally
and in the claims of Europeans for sexual access to females married or unmarried,
children or adults (Berndt and Berndt 1987: 275).
Traditional relationships between men and women were also altered. Station man
agers and stockmen often availed themselves of Aboriginal women for sexual satisfac
tion and more permanent Liaisons were frequent. Aboriginal men were rendered
powerless in these relationships because of their inability to intervene. The relation
ships between men and women were also altered by the increase in opportunities for
women to extend their range of social interaction beyond the camp (Bell 1983). Many
Aboriginal people found that to be in a close and dependent relationship with the pastoralists was safer than to be free but vulnerable in the bush (Kolig 1987: 27).
Others chose to remain in the bush and some stations became known as 'refuges'.
Lewis Creek Station and Slatey Creek Station, marginal pastoral leases in the northern
Tanami Desert, were reputed to have been such 'safe' areas (K. Doohan pers. comm.).
Tom Bradshaw was at Slatey Creek and Jack Skeen and Dave Piggley were at Lewis
Creek; all were married to Aboriginal women. Following the Sturt Creek massacre in
the 1920s many people from Sturt Creek took refuge at Lewis Creek Station and Piggley
is reported to have carried a pair of pistols which he used to threatened white men who
came looking for Aboriginal people. Mostly, however, it was the elderly and children
who lived there, while the young men and women worked for rations on adjacent sta
tions (interview 6).
There were also some positive outcomes as the new social order gradually
asserted itself. Working with cattle replaced hunting as the activity through which men
acquired prestige. This occurred, however, within the hierarchical structure of station
economies and was often external to traditional relationships.
Aboriginal men used cattle work to regain or maintain their pride as men, in a
colonial context. Their use of this work to continue ritual ties with land challenged
colonial ownership and the domination of white Australia culture' (McGrath 1987:
46).
The seasonal cycles and the nature of cattle work involved a mobile existence not
entirely alien to traditional land use patterns and Aboriginal stockmen, in particular,
were able to maintain a greater degree of continuity with their culture than their coun
terparts living in towns or on missions. They supplemented their diet with bush food
and sustained a fragmented relationship with their country until the wet season. The
routine of station life dictated that no rations were supplied during the wet season and
for about three months of the year the people were free to leave the station.
This was an important period in the annual calendar and was a significant factor
in the ability of Aboriginal people to maintain a high degree of cultural continuity
(Micha pers. comm.). Pastoralists had imposed restrictions on the type of ceremonies
which could be performed and had prohibited all initiation ceremonies (K Akerman
pers. comm.). The wet season became the period in which people were free to visit the
sites within their traditional country with less fear of being shot; they visited relations
and held rituals and ceremonies. They also returned to a largely hunting and gathering
lifestyle. This afforded opportunities to pass on to their children skills and knowledge
at many levels, as hunting and gathering was also an expression of spiritual attachment
to land with many complex meanings (Young and Doohan 1989:132).
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Although past ownership of land did not endow the Aboriginal people with any
legal rights within Western law, they continued to recognise and practice such rights
and made a distinction between land-users and land owners:
They drew a contract, in these terms between a local descent group having pri
mary spiritual rights in land (recognising that other secondary rights were impor
tant too), and a mixed group which economically exploited land. Europeans and
their interests were seen as falling into the second category. The difference was
that Europeans exploited the land without providing any real compensation for
its usage and without allowing equal participation on the part of Aborigines.
Aborigines accepted what was offered to them, in the way of food and goods, as
no more than their due - as payment, however inadequate, for use and occupancy.
Possession of the land however, in Aboriginal belief, remained in their hands
because each Aboriginal person was closely linked to that land - to specific
stretches of land; and the land, in their view, was inalienable' (Berndt and Berndt
1987: 279).
This continuity of land ownership and thus of traditional religious beliefs and practices
provided a necessary and continuing emotional security and a counterbalance to the
disruption of their socioeconomic security (Berndt and Berndt 1987: 274).
By the late 1920s the ration and an annual replacement of clothes was the accepted
rate of pay to Aboriginal 'stockboys'8 and the Aboriginal camp became a labour pool
for additional labour. A new culture had emerged on the stations, based around a stable
Aboriginal population. The pastoralists' need for a cheap labour force which could be
controlled had been satisfied. As this relatively stable system of labour, and increasing
profits, emerged during the first quarter of the twentieth century, many of the familyowned and controlled stations were sold to investment companies, absentee landlords
concerned only with economic viability and with no concern for the traditional owners.
Soon after World War I new policies were being implemented and a new era in pastoral
management began.
It is apparent from these documented histories that, for most of the traditional
owners, the transition from a traditional hunting and gathering lifestyle to the station
camps had been made by the 1920s. This transition is arguably the most significant of
several social and demographic transitions which occurred in this region during the
first one hundred years following the European invasion. Most Aboriginal people lived
for 9-10 months of the year at the station camps and those who were able to work were
incorporated into the hierarchical structure of the pastoral industry and worked in
return for rations. Despite this they were able to maintain a high degree of cultural con
tinuity and continue religious and social relationships which were able to be reinforced
during the wet season. Whilst the pastoralists were later to claim that they supported a
large and dependent Aboriginal population, the Aboriginal people perceived them
selves as sharing their country with the pastoralists and their cattle, whilst adapting
their culture to the changing circumstances.

8.

N o historical reference w as found to A boriginal stockm en. The term 'stockboy' w h en refer
ring to Aboriginal em p loyees seem s to h ave b een consistently u sed on all cattle station s in this
region at this time.
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1920-1970s: legislation, rations and the transition to wages
The frontier period of invasion and colonisation was followed by a period when the
mode of production on the Kimberley pastoral leases developed an annual routine and
a degree of economic security. New homesteads were built, cattle markets were secure
although fluctuating, permanent roads and regular services were established, and the
practice of using Aboriginal labour in return for rations became well established. This is
illustrated by Terry's description in 1927 of the new homestead at Gordon Downs
which had replaced the original cottage since his visit two years earlier:
It was interesting to see the place where our fuel supplies had been dumped at
this homestead. At my previous visit, the holy-of-holies the manager's house —
had been a small humpy consisting of four stone walls capped by a tin roof. Now
there is a double-storey house built on piles, palatial in comparison and the place
that had once housed the lord of all he surveyed was become a roofless shack,
wherein were stacked rows of red benzine drums and debris. What a change
wrought by fate and progress in such a short space of time (Terry 1927:161).
Whilst the pastoralists prospered during this 'golden era', little changed for the
Aboriginal people living in the station camps until after World War II. Government pol
icies gradually reflected the growing public recognition that the beliefs labelled Social
Darwinism (Mulvaney 1985: 68-9) were unjust. A new era of government policies was
put into place. These were founded in the belief that opportunities for Aboriginal peo
ple would emerge if they were assimilated into the lowest rung of the wider white Aus
tralian society. The following statement by a government Minister in 1945 encapsulates
the dominant white attitudes to Aboriginal people which prevailed during the 1930s,
1940s and into the 1950s.
Under existing policy aboriginals employed on cattle stations are not paid any
wages, but are clothed and fed by the employers. In addition, the employers have
to maintain the whole of the dependents of the aboriginal employees. It is stated
that the cost of the maintenance of the dependants more than offsets the expendi
ture that would be involved by paying the employees wages and leaving them to
maintain their dependants. On the larger cattle stations there are considerable
numbers of aboriginals, the majority of them ... seemed to be happy and in good
condition. The aboriginal employees like their work and are a definite asset to the
stations (Minister for the Interior, November 1945, quoted in Berndt and Berndt
1987: 51).
Berndt and Berndt provide a different perspective:
They owned neither the huts in which they lived nor the land on which these were
built, they had no rights of tenure, and in some cases have been sold or transferred
with the property. Their security depended on the new land holders — a precari
ous security at times and in places where there were few, if any, checks or curbs on
the treatment accorded these people who had, for a long period, no effective rights
at law (Berndt and Berndt 1987: 273).

Summary of major legislative changes, 1930s-1970s
A brief resume of Federal and Western Australian state legislation and regulations con
trolling Aboriginal people working on stations in Western Australia between 1945 and
the 1970s is provided in Table 2 in order to explain how the wider political milieu con
tinued to control their lives. This was also a period when all people living on stations
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G o v e r n m e n t le g is la tio n r e l e v a n t to A b o rig in a l p e o p l e in t h e K im b e rle y , 1 9 4 4 - 7 2

Date

Name

Discussion

1944

N a tiv e s (C itiz e n s R ig h ts)

P ro v id e d c itiz e n sh ip rig h ts to su c c essfu l a p p lic a n ts

am ended

A ct

w ith stric t c o n d itio n s.

1 9 5 1 ,1 9 5 8 ,
1964
1948

B a te m an R e p o rt

R e c o m m e n d e d m a jo r re stru ctu rin g o f N a tiv e W e l
fa re D e p a rtm e n t in to d istric ts w ith flo w -o n e ffe c t on
le g isla tiv e ch an g es.

1954

N a tiv e W e lfa re A c t (1 9 5 4 )

R ep eal o f m o st o f th e re stric tiv e an d d isc rim in a to ry

an d N a tiv e A d m in is tra tio n

se c tio n s o f th e o rig in a l act, in tro d u c ed m a jo r

A c t (1 9 0 5 - 1 9 4 7 ) a m e n d 

re fo rm s.

m ent
1960

C o m m o n w e a lth S o cial

R e stric tio n s on A b o rig in e s re ce iv in g p e n s io n s an d

S e rv ic e s (C o n so lid a tio n )

m a te rn ity a llo w a n c e s w e re lifted.

A ct am endm ent
1961

C o m m o n w e a lth S e lec t
C o m m itte e

In q u ire d in to w h e th e r C o m m o n w ea lth fra n c h ise
sh o u ld b e e x te n d to A b o rig in e s — th ey w e re
g ra n te d th e rig h t to enrol.

1963

N a tiv e W e lfa re A c t

R e p la c e d N a tiv e A d m in istra tio n A ct. A n u m b e r o f
o th e r leg isla tiv e a m e n d m e n ts also o c c u rre d in 1963,
fo r e x am p le, C rim in a l C o d e, E v id e n ce A ct, M in in g
A ct, L ic e n sin g A ct, F ire a rm s and g u n s A c t, H e alth
A c t etc.

1963

C rim in a l C o d e a m e n d ed

A b o lish e d sp e c ia l p ro v isio n s re la tin g to th e w h ip 
p in g o f ‘n a tiv e s ’.

1967

F e d e ral R e fere n d u m

A u stra lia n s v o te d ‘y e s ’ to c itiz e n sh ip rig h ts fo r
A b o rig in al p eo p le.

1968

1971

P a sto ra l In d u stry A w a rd

E q u al w a g es p a id to A b o rig in al p e o p le in th e p a s to 

(1 9 6 5 ) a m e n d e d

ral industry.

L iq u o r A c t a m e n d m e n t

L ast tw o re stric te d areas in W A , the K im b e rle y a n d
G o ld field s, w e re d e -p ro c laim ed .

1971

1972

R e p ea l o f th e A b o rig in a l

L eg a lly o p e n in g th e w ay fo r full p o litic a l, e c o n o m ic

(C itiz e n s R ig h ts ) A c t, W A .

a n d so c ial in v o lv e m e n t as A u stra lia n c itize n s.

A b o rig in a l A ffa irs P la n 

R e p ea le d th e N a tiv e W e lfa re A ct, 1963. P o lic y n o w

n in g A u th o rity A c t

o n e o f se lf-d eterm in atio n .

were becoming aware of social changes and when much of the earlier repressive legisla
tion was repealed.
The Native Administration Act of 1905-47 had emphasised the inferior status of
Aboriginal people more than any other legislation in Western Australia. An attempt to
alleviate this situation was made through the Natives (Citizenship Rights) Act (1944). This
Act provided for the issue by a Magistrate of a certificate of Citizenship Rights to a sue-
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cessful adult applicant who was 'deemed to be no longer a native for the purpose of the
Native Administration Act, or any other Act', but such a person was also forbidden to
associate with other Aborigines, even members of his/her family. This Act was
amended in 1951, 1958 and 1964. The underlying principle, however, remained the
same: 'One could be Aboriginal or a citizen, but not both' (McLarty 1965).
In 1954 the Native Administration Act was substantially amended to remove most
discriminatory and restrictive sections and the remaining provisions were removed by
the Native Welfare Act, 1963. Under this Act the Native Welfare Department was again
substantially reviewed and there was a shift from an assimilationist policy toward one
which recognised self-determination. This Act was in place for a few significant years
during which Aboriginal people were granted equal wages and full citizenship rights.
It was replaced by the Aboriginal Affairs Planning Authority Act, 1972.
The policy of not permitting Aboriginal people to move from their stations was in
place until the 1950s. Jack Bohemia, a police tracker working in the Fitzroy Valley dur
ing the 1940s and 1950s, described in detail the treatment of Aborigines who left the sta
tions where they were employed (Bohemia and McGregor 1995). It is clear from his
accounts that activities on behalf of station owners occupied a great deal of police time.
All Aboriginal people continued to be accounted for; those reported to police as being
absent from, their allocated station (except to attend urgent family business such as
funerals) were hunted and returned, usually in chains. New arrivals from the deserts
were allocated stations, most frequently those where they arrived, or were escorted to
stations where the owners had indicated that they were short of labour. These restric
tions were confirmed by Micha (1961:71) as being enforced at least until the end of the
1950s. From the 1920s to the 1950s the number of able-bodied Aboriginal 'workers' was
regarded as an asset of the property, able to be transferred to a new owner when a pas
toral lease was sold.

Wages and rations
Before the 1950s, Aboriginal employees on stations were paid only with rations. In 1948,
following a protracted wages strike led by Don McLeod in the Pilbara in 1946, an
inquiry into Aboriginal working conditions found that the Kimberley was the only
region in Australia not paying any wages to Aboriginal employees. A further inquiry in
1949 by the Department of Native Welfare recommended the immediate introduction of
a cash wage and the provision of a minimum standard of housing. This recommenda
tion was disputed by the Pastoralists' Association. The minutes of a meeting between
representatives of the Pastoralists' Association and the Commissioner for Native Affairs
held at Pastoral House, Perth on 7 February 1949 record that:
Mr Durack pointed out the complications of the non-payment of wages to natives
in the Kimberley and mentioned that in the Territory natives were being paid
wages and he was of the opinion that similar action would have to be contem
plated in Western Australia. He was very firm in his statement that the Depart
ment should lay down a set standard of wages payable to natives be it 5 /- or 25/-.
Pastoralists Association and Commissioner for Native Affairs: 1949: 4
At a later meeting of the Pastoralists Association of Western Australia in 1950 it
was resolved to agree to pay a wage to Aboriginal 'workers' on cattle stations in the
Kimberley. This was £1 per month for stockmen and 10/- per month for domestics
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(Hawke and Gallagher 1989: 68-9); from this their weekly ration of food was deducted.
In addition, some individual employers paid a bonus, particularly after a good year,
and some paid long service leave.9 This agreement, and one subsequent wage rise,
determined all that Aboriginal employees received until the introduction of full award
wages on 1 December 1968. Before 1961 an allowance was made to stations for the sup
port of 'dependent' Aborigines (unemployed, children and pensioners) through the
office of the Protector of Aborigines. Between 1961 and 1970 some social security pay
ments were received by the stations on behalf of unemployed Aboriginal people. It was
not until after 1970 (in WA) that those who were unemployed became entitled to full
unemployment benefits, pensions or social security payments. Pensions and social
security payments were made directly into an account maintained by the pastoral com
pany on behalf of individuals and the resident book keeper was responsible for ensur
ing that rations provided through the station store were deducted from the appropriate
account before the benefit was paid.
Rations were only available from the station to which the Aborigine 'belonged'
and, according to Micha (1961: 71) it was the provision of rations which made it possi
ble for pastoralists to maintain an assured labour force. He described the distribution of
tea, flour, tobacco, clothes and sugar to the people living at Gordon Downs Station in
1959-60, and recorded that the distribution of rations had been used to develop a
dependence on the pastoralists (Micha 1961: 67).
The Protector of Aborigines had paid stations a small subsidy for each ration pro
vided but this ceased when Aboriginal people became eligible to receive some welfare
benefits. In order to administer the payment of the pensions the Department of Social
Security classified cattle stations on which Aboriginal pensioners were resident as
'institutions'. For this reason full pensions were not received by pensioners but paid
directly into the general account of the station on which they were resident. It was
noted by the Superintendent of The Native Welfare Department, Derby, that this item
ised issue (dated 23 March 1965) represents the full value of the pension. According to
Stevens (1974: 157) the legality of this was questionable. The amounts of cash received
by the pensioners after their expenses had been deducted varied widely between sta
tions.
Although recommendations were made by the Department regarding the quan
tity and quality of the rations to be provided to Aboriginal workers both of these varied
widely according to the policies of the station owners and the goodwill of individual
station managers. The report of Berndt and Berndt (1987: 63) on their fieldwork on sev
eral stations owned by the Australian Investment Agency confirmed that the overstat
ing the rations provided was practised by station managers in 1946.
The returns regarding Aborigines forwarded to the Department of Native Affairs
and to the head office of the AI A, follow a pattern set down by the AI A ... However, cer
tain discrepancies are evident, not only in the figures as presented and arranged, but
also in the general impressions produced ... apart from the inequality in the value of the
9

Currency is expressed here as pounds (£), shillings (s) and pence (d). For example, 10/- was
ten shillings and £1/11/4 was one pound, eleven shillings and 4 pence. There are 12 pence in a
shilling and 20 shillings in a pound. At the time decimal currency was introduced (14 Febru
ary 1966) one Australian pound was equal to two Australian dollars.
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food as actually obtained and as therein represented to have been obtained. (This infor
mation was supported by detailed observation over a period, in addition to data
obtained from both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal sources.) That is, perusal of these
records alone, without other evidence, would result in the inference being drawn that
the cost of maintaining Aborigines attached to the station was higher than that of main
taining non-Aboriginal employees, whereas this was not the case. This is clearly shown
in the 'Working Records' of the station.
In 1951 the Commonwealth Department of Health conducted an Australia-wide
nutrition survey of the Aboriginal population (Commonwealth Department of Health
1952). The results of that survey are presented in Table 3, which provides diet records
for eight Kimberley cattle stations, missions, Aboriginal families living in towns and
hospitals. In addition the Department of Native Affairs ration allowances in 1951 and
1952 are included for comparison with the ration actually provided. The nutrient com
positions of this dietary information have been evaluated by Smith and Smith (1999).
Several conclusions can be drawn about the diet of Aboriginal people living on stations
at this time, based on this evaluation and on Table 3 (col. 1):
• The station diet consisted essentially of flour, meat and sugar and was very
inadequate in fresh fruit and vegetables, milk, cheese and butter.
• The station diet supplied adequate protein energy, iron and some minor
dietary components.
• Shortfalls in foods containing vitamin A , calcium and vitamin C would have
led to serious dietary deficiencies.
• Shortfalls observed in the station and mission diet were corrected in the hospi
tal diet (col. 3) and to a large extent in the self-selected diet of Aboriginal households
living near large towns (col. 2).10
The 1951 nutrition survey did not include bush foods which were recorded as being
used in most of the station camps.*11
The 1951 nutrition survey also revealed that Aboriginal people receiving rations at
one south Kimberley station had the lowest calorie intake per head per day of all eight
Kimberley stations in the study and that this was 50% less than the next lowest figure
(Commonwealth Department of Health 1952). In reference to this same station, a nurse
who had worked at the Fitzroy Crossing Hospital in the early 1960s said:
A main problem was ... station — it was their kids we were sitting up nursing at
night and watching die. It had a very bad history. The diet o n __ was bread and
tea, three times a day. This was the ration. So the women would go up and get a
hunk of bread and a billy of tea and some meat when a killer came in. The best
cuts went to the top house, then the next best to the manager and then further
down — it would be the hooves and the horns and the gut and entrails and stuff
like that which would be brought up into the camp and boughs and leaves would

10 This point is em phasised because it w as w id ely b elieved by W estern health providers at that
tim e, and until quite recently, that poor nutrition in A boriginal com m u n ities w as an ou tcom e
o f their o w n poor food choices.
11 In the w ider study from w h ich this paper is derived (Smith 2000) it w a s fou n d that although
bu sh foods w ere used and valued, the p eop le livin g in the cam ps w ere unable to exploit local
bu sh foods in sufficient quantities to be nutritionally significant.
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be got and this stuff dropped into the middle of it and the women would rush out
and the dogs would rush out — it was appalling.
(Interview 9).
There were also many stations which did supply adequate rations. This was supported
by anecdotal evidence, an example of which is the following statement, which also sup
ports the evidence that Aboriginal people supplemented their diet with traditional
foods on a regular basis:
The people o n __ were well looked after, had a better diet than the other stations
too — river people, always had access to fresh food, went fishing and hunting ...
There was a big vegetable garden too.
Interview 8 [refers to the 1960s and early 1970s]
Detailed recommendations regarding rations based on the 1951 nutrition survey
(WA Archives, Account 993/Item 101/51/1-5) were sent to all stations by the Depart
ment of Native Affairs (Department of Native Affairs 1952a,b). Included were the rec
ommended daily food allowances for Aboriginal 'workers' which were circulated to
station managers (Table 4).
Table 4. Basic ration scale per head — recommendations, 1952
P er w eek

Item

P er d ay

Meat (boneless wgt)

1 lb

71b

Potatoes

4.5 oz

21b

Vegetables or fruit, fresh or tinned

4.5 oz

21b

Dried peas

1 oz
12oz
.5 oz
2 oz

5 lb
3 oz

3 oz

1.25 lb

Bread or flour
Baking powder
Porridge meal
Sugar
Jam, Syrup or treacle

.51b

1 lb

3 oz

.75 lb

.5 oz

4 oz

1 oz
4 oz

7 oz
1.75 lb

1 oz

Salt

.5 lb
1 oz

Tea

3 oz

Dried milk or cheese
Liver or
green vegetables
Dripping margarine or butter

Water-pure potable water from an approved
source and entirely available for drinking

6 pints

5 qts (sic)
(=5 gal.)

Note: 1 lb = -0.45 kg; 1 oz = -28 g; 1 pint = -0.57 litres
Reproduced from Department of Native Affairs, Western Australia 1952b: 4.
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It is clear from both the 1951 nutrition survey report and from these recommenda
tions that cultural assimilation was a further goal which, it was anticipated, would
evolve through a 'gradual transition from foods and methods of cooking at present
accepted by Aboriginals to those of white Australians' (Department of Native Affairs,
Western Australia 1952b: 4).
Although comparative Kimberley data are not available, Stevens (1974) provides
sufficient information about rations on cattle stations in the Northern Territory in the
1960s to enable some assessment of changes in the ration system. Both the Kimberley
and the Northern Territory were bound by the Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbi
tration Commission awards enforced by the Native Welfare Branch in each region, and
the Commonwealth nutrition survey 1951 was also conducted on stations in the North
ern Territory with the same or very similar results as the Kimberley region.
Table 5. Weekly ration per person for all
residents on one Northern Territory station
(152 persons) in 1965
Item

Q u a n tity

Flour and flour/ cereal products

4.73 lb

Milk, powdered

0.01 pints

Meat, fresh

7.0 lb

Dried fruits

0.03 lb

Sugar - inch treacle, golden
syrup & jam

0.48 lb

Data derived from Table 7 in Stevens 1974: 85.

In Table 5 data derived from Stevens (1974: 85) have been converted into a form
which allows comparisons to be made with Tables 3 and 4. These comparisons reveal
that the revised dietary criteria laid down by the Department of Native Welfare in 1952
— as a result of the 1951 Commonwealth Department of Health survey — was not put
into practice at all, and not effectively supervised by the Department of Native Welfare.
They also suggest that there were no perceptible improvements in the quantities of food
available or in the variety of food available to employees on stations in the Kimberley
and adjacent Northern Territory in the twenty years between 1950 and 1970.
Table 6 shows a deficit in expenditure in 1965 by a Northern Territory cattle sta
tion on maintenance cost of Aboriginal employees and dependents, including diet,
when compared with estimates of the Aboriginal Welfare Branch (Stevens 1974: 91). In
this example the net annual expenditure is £4145 and the net annual expected expendi
ture estimated by the Welfare Branch (NT) is £13 060. These figures are supported by
data from other cattle stations used in the same reference in which Stevens estimates
deficits in rations of between 30% and 85%.
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Table 6. Aboriginal wages and sustenance costs, 1965 and Welfare Branch
(NT) estimates of station costs for maintaining Aboriginal labour force
S ta t io n c o s t s f o r m a in t a in in g a n A b o r i g i n a l
la b o u r f o r c e

W e lf a r e B r a n c h ( N T ) e s ti
m a te s o f m a in t a in in g an
A b o r ig in a l l a b o u r f o r c e

E x p e n d it u r e
c a t e g o r ie s

Pensioners
(12) weekly

Stockmen
(22) weekly

Whole o f camp
(70 persons)
annually

Single
stockman

Whole of camp
(70 persons)
annually

£ s. d.

£ s. d.

£ s. d.

£ s. d.

£ s. d.

A l lo w a n c e

100

224

3835 0 0

2 83

Food

1 05

1 05

1696 0 0

>3 5 0
}
150

M eat

11 11

11 11

998 0 0

C lo t h in g

94

94

799 0 0

T obacco

4 10

4 10

403 0 0

Soap an d

11

11

158 0 0

4 9 11

7889 0 0

m a tc h e s
G R O SS

2 177

683

13060 0 4

683

13060 0 4

CO ST
L e s s p e n s io n

600

96

3744 0 0

3 25

405

4145 0 0

fu n d s
N E T C O S T to
s t a t io n

Data from sections of Table 9 in Stevens (1974: 88).

Since most Aboriginal people employed on stations had received some form of
wages since 1950 (although often only in the form of a store credit) and the white
employees were paid full wages regularly, the store was the place where surplus money
could be spent on additional food, clothing and other goods. It was also where the
rations were dispensed. Those who received the ration, however, seldom received any
surplus from their pensions to spend in the store. Furthermore, Stevens (1974: 156)
noted that at some station stores the Aborigines were not informed of the prices of the
commodities that they received. In these cases
The employee simply asked for goods, and if his account was in credit, he was
handed them without reference to the price. A sum was then deducted from the
employee's account.
Paradoxically, rations were also the subject of constant documentation and scru
tiny, not with reference to their quality and quantity but the amount they cost the gov
ernment. Correspondence concerning the hospitalisation of two Christmas Creek
Station stockmen in Derby in 1968 illustrates this. The first letter is an account for $9.18
sent to the manager of Christmas Creek Station for the supply of rations by the Depart
ment of Native Welfare in 1968 to two Aborigines in Derby for medical treatment (WA
Archives, Consignment 1733 Item 196/44/3); the second letter is from the Commis
sioner of Native Welfare's office in Perth to the superintendent in the Derby office
inquiring why the account had been sent (WA Archives, Consignment 1733 Item 1196/
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44/4). Whenever Aborigines left their station and were supplied with rations elsewhere
by the government, meticulous records were kept and the station asked to refund the
cost. WA Archives consignment 1733 Item 196/44/5 is an example of the standard form
used as a receipt for payment of a ration order— in this case it was issued to Jubilee
Downs for an amount of £2/0/6. A further document, WA Archives consignment 1733
Item 196/44, is a record sheet from the Halls Creek office of the Department of Native
Welfare, dated 25 November 1960, naming individuals in receipt of rations during the
previous quarter. This detailed recording of all travel by Aborigines is an example of
the net of surveillance used by police, bureaucrats and pastoralists to control their lives.
The Department of Native Affairs, through its patrol officers, was responsible for
the surveillance of the living conditions in the station and for ensuring that the Aborig
inal Ordinance regulations were observed and station owners employed bookkeepers
who were responsible for completing Aboriginal employment returns for this Depart
ment twice a year. A now retired station manager reported that the bookkeepers
employed by the larger pastoral companies were so thorough that the 'only way a man
ager back then could make a little on the side for himself was through the rations and
the store' (Interview 7).
The Australian Aboriginal population did not have rights to full citizenship
unless people had been granted one of several forms of legal exemption (Berndt and
Berndt 1979). They were excluded from the jurisdiction of the Commonwealth Arbitra
tion Court and, in a society so concerned with industrial justice, the question of paying
Aboriginal employees wages for their substantial contribution to the Kimberley cattle
industry was seldom addressed (Stevens 1974: 189-205; Marshall 1989). Stevens (1974:
189-205) detailed the events which led to the judgement by the Full Bench of the Com
monwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Commission, 1965. This judgement stated that
by 1 December 1968 all male employees of cattle stations in the Northern Territory were
to be employed subject to the awards and determination of the Commission — with a
provision for 'slow workers'.12 In an Australia-wide referendum held in 1967 the nonAboriginal population of Australia was asked to decide whether Aboriginal people
should be granted full citizenship rights. The result was a resounding 'yes' vote. A con
sequence of this referendum was the extension of the 1965 ruling of the Conciliation
and Arbitration Commission to include all Aboriginal employees in the pastoral indus
try in all states and the payment of the standard Pastoral Award from 1 December 1968.
Following the passing of the Pastoral Award in Western Australia (almost three
years later in 1971) many station owners within the Kimberley region, appear to have
decided with a single mind that the time had come for the Aboriginal people living on
the stations who were not employees to be removed. They did not, however, expect that
many of the employed labour force whose loyalties were to their families, would move
as well. At this time many pastoralists found they lost both their access to cheap labour
and their most experienced stockmen. For most of these Aboriginal people, the 'station
times' ended in the 1970s and the struggle for land rights commenced.

12- The A ustralian W orkers U nion spent $28 p e r head in the N o rth ern Territory to get the A borig
inal statio n w ork ers signed up as unionists; they could n o t afford to then come to the K im ber
ley (interview 29).
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C on clu d in g com m ents

What are now referred to by Aboriginal people in the Kimberley region as the 'station
times' lasted for seventy to eighty years and was a time when most Aboriginal people
learnt to share their traditional country with the pastoralists. It is also a time that many
now reflect on with considerable nostalgia. This paper has sought to describe some
methods used by some pioneering pastoralists to control the Aboriginal population and
to ensure a constant and cheap labour force on the cattle stations from colonisation in
the 1880s until the 1970s. The region is remote. It is likely that few of the early pastoral
ists would have been literate, and none of the Aboriginal people were literate. As a con
sequence sources of information, particularly about the period before the 1920s, were
difficult to locate.
From the information presented, the frontier period (1880s to the 1920s) in the
Kimberley region was a particularly violent period, the land was occupied by cattle and
the young and fit members of the Aboriginal population were pressed into forming a
free labour force, although they were never referred to as slaves. In addition, the pasto
ralists were able to ensure the control and surveillance of the Aboriginal population by
influencing state legislation. At first the legislation was repressive, whilst attempting to
be humane. The extent to which this legislation changed through the twentieth century
also reflected the changing attitudes of the wider society. Ironically, it was the achieve
ment of full citizenship and the 1968 Pastoral Industry Award, giving Aboriginal peo
ple the right to equal wages, which resulted in the final act of their dispossession.
Rations are shown to have been central to labour relations on cattle stations. Until
the 1960s they were the only payment made to Aboriginal 'workers'. Although there
were station owners and managers who did provide sufficient rations for their Aborigi
nal employees, it is easy to understand how the Aboriginal people were able to be
exploited. For all of the period discussed, most were illiterate and had never attended
school, and few had any experience of handling cash. By the 1960s most knew that they
received a wage or a pension, but their food and any money they received always came
directly from the station manager and, despite the availability of some cash, it was the
ration which remained the recognised remuneration for Aboriginal labour in the Kim
berley region until the introduction of equal wages in 1971.13
A ck n ow led gem en ts

Oral histories were recorded as part of a wider project and the memories of senior
members of the Jaru people have contributed to deeper understandings about the colo
nisation of this region. The field research associated with this study was undertaken
with the cooperation of the Aboriginal people living at Kundat Djaru community and
with support from Flinders University, Adelaide. I wish to thank those who read and
ccmmented on drafts of this paper, including Associate Professor Donald Pate, Kim
Doohan, Daniel Vachon, Joe Blythe and Matthew Wrigley. This paper is part a PhD
research project with the Department of Archaeology, Flinders University, South Australia.

13

D esp ite the paym ent of award w a g es, full citizen sh ip rights, inclu d in g the right to vote, con
tinued to be w ithh eld from A boriginal p eo p le in th e K algoorlie and K imberley regions until

1971 .
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