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Frontier lands and pioneer legends: hozv pastoralists gained Kuruzvali land by Pamela 
Lukin Watson, 136 pp, text, notes, index, Allen & Unwin, Sydney 1998 $24.95,
ISBN 1 86448 495 0

The thesis of this book is that the pioneer legend is not a depiction of the real conquest 
of Australia. Watson draws on pioneer accounts from the Channel Country of Queens
land, comparing them against each other to show some of their silences, distortions, 
and inadequacies. She also draws on debates of that time concerning many of these 
issues in order to show a broader context of silence, distortion, and contestation. This 
brief study makes a significant contribution to Queensland history in two areas. The 
first is the study of the impacts of syphilis and gonorrhoea on Aboriginal people. 
Watson discusses with vigour, passion and medical authority the impacts of these dis
eases on people who had previously not encountered them. She further discusses the 
fact that some white men at the edge of settlement deliberately sought to inflict these 
diseases on Aboriginal people. She notes the occurrence of disease in young boys as 
well as girls, suggesting the probability of homosexual rape. Her work on coercive sex
ual relations is excellent, and while I would have liked to have seen it contextualised 
within the broader scholarly context of frontier sexuality, her analysis of epidemiology, 
intent to harm, and official tolerance of known practices is excellent.

The second contribution concerns the words, and in some instances the fate, of 
people at the edge of settlement who spoke out against the prevailing practices of the 
day. This work is a timely reminder that there have always been critics of prevailing 
practice and dissenters from official negligence. In an era when the call to honour Aus
tralian heroes often comes from a political perspective that would want to claim a sin
gular view of history, Watson's work goes straight to the complexities and dissensions 
of history.

While the work is admirable in its intent, I found it less than satisfying. The legend 
is a straw man, and this book, coming at the end of two decades of tumultuous re-writ
ing of Australian history and law, and in a period of radically shifting power relation
ships, should have more to say. I wanted to see the broader contexts. For example, the 
concept of the frontier is not problematised to indicate the major rethinking of this con
cept that is taking place in Australia, Canada, and the United States. The issues of indig
enous land and resource management, which have been under major revision since the 
early 1980s, are briefly discussed here, but not set within the broader context of work 
being done right around Australia.

More importantly, the absence of Aboriginal evidence is startling. There is a rich 
body of literature on which to draw in order to bring Aboriginal perspectives into the
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story. Books and articles dealing with the Channel Country may be limited, but works 
concerning Queensland, Aboriginal 'protection', station work and droving contain a 
wealth of insights. If the effort of bringing Aboriginal perspectives goes beyond the 
author's intent, then that intent is too narrow. While the study focuses on white pio
neers, they are discussed most extensively for what they have to say about Aboriginal 
people. To exclude all Aboriginal people and perspectives thus seems unjustified.

I can sum up my reservations most clearly by reference to the question Watson 
poses concerning the extent to which her work can be generalised. She writes: 'If the 
veracity of Pioneer Legend is questionable as it applies to the Channel Country, then is 
the legend any more reliable for other areas of Australia? Logic suggests not.' I hold 
that we do not have to rely on logic; the evidence shows that the legend is questionable 
over most if not all of Australia. The literature of the past two decades shows a flourish
ing of histories, by academics (settler-descended and Aboriginal), life histories, and oral 
accounts of life in the problematic intercultural zone known as the fron*- er (by settler- 
descended and Aboriginal people). There are so many good studies that one wonder 
why this work is so shallowly contextualised.

A legend that accounts for national identity is not required to produce veracity; 
rather it attracts belief. Like myth, it is a vessel into which people pour their imagina
tions, longings, and desires and then find therein accounts of themselves as they would 
most choose to be. I endorse the effort to disentangle legend from solidly grounded 
accounts of actual events. At the same time, however, I wonder if anyone today really 
believes that the white pioneers of the Australian outback were brave, resourceful, had 
an immense capacity to endure (p 113), and that their struggle to conquer the land was 
without violence, bloodshed, or harm (p 7). The first part of the definition is undoubt
edly true; the second part is so absurd that anyone who seriously believes it today is 
unlikely to be swayed by encountering more facts.

Having stated my reservations, I will return to my praise. Watson is at her best on 
the medical issues and the documentation of settlers who resisted the status quo. These 
people are forgotten heroes, and they deserve every bit of attention Watson gives to 
them. The re-imagining of the nation through the rethinking of its history absolutely 
demands that the heroes of dissent be given their place in public culture.

Deborah Bird Rose
Australian National University

Obliged to be difficult: Nugget Coombs' legacy in indigenous affairs by Tim Rowse, viii 
+ 254 pp, Cambridge University Press 2000 $32.95

By November 1967, when Dr HC Coombs was appointed chairman of the new Council 
for Aboriginal Affairs, the 1966 strike and walk-off by stationhands and their families 
from Wave Hill station had already been transformed from an industrial action to a land- 
rights protest and claim. The Coalition Government had taken a position firmly opposed 
to any response that might be seen as according special rights in land to Aboriginal peo
ple. The equally firm refusal of the Wattie Creek mob to settle for anything less than title 
to a substantial part of the station, and the support they were getting from unions, stu
dents and others, ensured that the issue remained an embarrassment to the government.
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For the first five years of the Council's existence Coombs's efforts to promote negotiation 
of the issues were an irritation to the Department and the Minister for the Interior, respon
sible for the administration of the Northern Territory. When in 1970 Interior proposed a 
committee to investigate the situation of Aboriginal people on cattle stations in the North
ern Territory it was presumably in the hope that this would be seen as a sensible and pos
itive move — proactive would be the word now — aimed at producing policies 
applicable broadly rather than dealing in an ad hoc way with one 'hard case'. The inten
tion was to sideline the Council and to demonstrate that new policies and programs 
would be devised for the Northern Territory without the help of the Council.

A less energetic and determined person than Coombs might have allowed this 
ploy to go unchallenged, and waited to see what this committee might propose. Not 
Coombs. Exercising all his influence and his powers of persuasion, he soon succeeded 
in having himself added to the Gibb Committee team, no doubt to the chagrin of Inte
rior officials. Coombs later expressed disappointment that, within the strict guidelines 
laid down for this inquiry, he had not been able to persuade his fellow committee mem
bers to recommend the buying of pastoral properties for the resident Aboriginal com
munities or to back the promotion of 'share farming' arrangements between the 
residents and pastoralists, but he did get agreement to propose the excision or sub-leas
ing of areas of pastoral leases suitable not only for residential purposes, and for tradi
tional ritual and other activities, but for small-scale economic enterprises.

Tim Rowse does not tell this story in this book in which he examines Coombs's 
impact on the administration of Aboriginal affairs, perhaps because Coombs himself in 
his account of these years gives the impression that the Council did no more than make a 
submission to the committee and does not mention that he was involved in its inquiries 
and deliberations. But the incident illustrates how ready Coombs was to call on his accu
mulated knowledge and experience of government and to use all the influence he was 
able to exercise in this new positidn in order to ensure that the Council could do what it 
was appointed to do, however unsympathetic the government had by then become.

Rowse has been engaged for some time on what he describes as a 'project to 
approach Australia's twentieth century history through a biography of Coombs' — 
actually 'an account of his public life' rather than a full biography. This separate volume 
has been published because of the 'length, complexity and topical interest' of Coombs's 
engagement in Aboriginal affairs in the last thirty years of his life. At 250 pages this is 
not a long book but it is easy to believe that the planned later volume on 'the entire 
length of his career' may not deal in comparable detail with the issues he faced in his 
working life as a banker and public servant and in his other 'retirement' interests, nota
bly his seven year stint as 'arts supremo' at the Australian Council for the Arts and its 
successor Australia Council. In choosing material for this book the author has focused 
on Coombs's approach to 'problems of indigenous self-determination' and what he 
describes as the tensions between 'national and local levels of indigenous politics, and 
between organisational innovation and faithfulness to tradition'.

In an introduction Rowse provides a brief account of Coombs's career and offers a 
kind of 'executive summary' of the chapters that follow. The first five chapters — about 
half the book — deal with the five years when Coombs and his Council colleagues, 
WEH Stanner and Barrie Dexter, were formally in a strong position to influence Com
monwealth policies and to shape programs. This is what the Council was established to
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do and the size of the 'Yes' vote in the 1967 referendum meant that governments were 
under some pressure to be seen to be improving the situation. With the creation of the 
Department of Aboriginal Affairs in December 1972 the Council was in a different situ
ation, and just two chapters cover the four remaining years of the Council's existence. 
Another five chapters deal with Coombs's main preoccupations in the next twenty 
years when he held no office, and was sometimes an outspoken critic of the Common
wealth Government, but was twice engaged to undertake important official inquiries. A 
short concluding chapter discusses Coombs's advocacy of regional, as opposed to State 
and local, government and the relevance of his ideas to the continuing tensions between 
the government and Aboriginal bodies over financial accountability.

Much of the early part of this story has been told before, notably in the book 
Kulinma that Coombs published in 1978. In this he gave a particularly full and frank 
account of the Council's difficulties in persuading the Coalition Governments to give 
Aboriginal groups secure title to land in the Northern Territory, or otherwise depart 
from existing policies. Since then it has also been possible to read something of another 
side of the story in the published diaries of Peter Howson. But Rowse has had access to 
a wealth of additional evidence, primarily Barrie Dexter's unpublished history of the 
period and his other papers stored in the Menzies Library at the Australian National 
University, and also Coombs's own papers in the National Library. All this means that 
he can tell us a great deal more than we could normally expect to know about the work
ings of government in a period much of which remains covered by the thirty year 
embargo on access to official records.

Rowse sets the scene for his account of the establishment of the Council and Office 
of Aboriginal Affairs in his first chapter with a discussion of the official policy which 
envisaged 'assimilation' as the goal of government programs in Aboriginal affairs. He 
offers the kind of critique of the official policy statements that by 1967 had been 
advanced by academics, churchmen and others for half a decade, but does not provide 
any context to explain why policy had been expressed in those terms in the 1950s and 
1960s. One finds here no reference to the Cold War politics of the period or to Aus
tralia's strenuous efforts to assure the rest of the world that its policies for its indige
nous population were the antithesis of South Africa's policies of separate development 
and apartheid. Rowse is critical of government statements that 'special measures' apply
ing to Aboriginal people were to be 'regarded as temporary measures, not based on 
race' but does not acknowledge that these phrases were taken directly from the provi
sions of the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Racial Dis
crimination. Nor does he mention the parallel development of thinking about 
immigration and ethnic affairs in the 1960s which saw the 'White Australia policy' put 
to rest, and talk of the 'assimilation' of immigrants gradually abandoned in favour of a 
vision of a pluralist society.

Rowse gives an interesting account of the way the Council's ideas developed and 
discusses what Coombs regarded as a critically important administrative principle: that 
governments should avoid creating an 'omnibus' Aboriginal welfare authority of the 
kind that had emerged in the states and the Northern Territory, but rather ensure that 
each Commonwealth and state authority provided appropriate services — in health, 
housing, education, training, employment and welfare — to Aboriginal as to other cli
ents. Coombs's views derived from his experience as Director of Post-War Reconstruc-
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tion, but this had also been the main thesis of the study Colin Tatz had made in the 
early 1960s of Aboriginal administration in the Northern Territory where the Welfare 
Branch was then providing health, education and other services to Aboriginal commu
nities on reserves and elsewhere. Dexter later had one notable success in implementing 
Coombs's strategy when, in 1973 as head of the new Department of Aboriginal Affairs 
— the department that the Council had advised against — he swiftly handed over to 
the Departments of Education and Health all the education and health staff and respon
sibilities he had inherited with the NT Welfare Division — thus at a stroke halving the 
size of his department.

Here I should declare what might be described as an interest, having been a keen 
supporter of Coombs's views on this matter, as Rowse reveals in quoting from an indis
creet (private) letter I wrote in 1974. In the years since that first creation of the Depart
ment the notion of a Coombsian 'devolution' of responsibility to functional 
departments has had an airing from time to time (most recently in the transfer of 
responsibility for Aboriginal health from the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Com
mission to the Department of Health), but it is a policy that has been breached much 
more than it has been observed This may explain why Rowse seems equivocal about 
the merits of the policy and why he does not give much attention to the issue. A policy 
not implemented may not seem an important part of Coombs's 'legacy', but the failure 
to take his advice on this point might help to explain why the administration of Aborig
inal affairs in the past thirty-odd years has not had more encouraging results. On the 
other hand, Bruce Juddery, commenting on this book in the Canberra Times (16 February 
2000), has claimed that it has revealed how Coombs had 'probably retarded the 
advancement of Aboriginal equality in Australia by a decade, maybe 20 years', arguing 
that he should have been prepared to 'take direct responsibility' for the administration 
of Aboriginal affairs policies and programs. Since a Department of Aboriginal Affairs 
was created after only five years it is hard to see how Coombs's 'failure' could have set 
the cause back by ten or twenty years and Juddery provides no evidence for his curious 
conclusion, or indeed any suggestion about how it might have been achieved before 
1972 . One can understand that people may now ask why the Commonwealth Govern
ment has not fully succeeded in 'the advancement of Aboriginal equality' but it is hard 
to see how Coombs could be held responsible for this.

The next two chapters deal mainly with the 'land rights' issues that were pre
sented to the Council in its early months. The first was a proposal by Interior to amend 
legislation to provide for leases of reserve lands to Aboriginal people — leases that 
could be sold after seven years; the second was the Gurindji petition for a grant of land 
at Wave Hill for residential, ritual and pastoral purposes; and the third was the situa
tion at Yirrkala where bauxite mining was about to start on the community's doorstep. 
An account of the Council's responses to these challenges is blended with the story of 
the changing position of the Council after the death of Prime Minister Holt, as Coombs 
and his colleagues found themselves first distanced from his successor, John Gorton, 
who appointed as Minister in charge of Aboriginal Affairs (and as Minister for Social 
Security) WC Wentworth, a man with a great many ideas of his own about what should 
be done about these and other issues, and later, under McMahon, shifted from the 
Prime Minister's Department to a new Department of the Environment, Aborigines and 
the Arts. The establishment of a separate department by the Labor Government in 1972
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concluded this process of m oving Aboriginal affairs from a central position in the Prime 
M inister's aegis to the outer margins of government.

Rowse deals very thoroughly w ith the McMahon governm ent's attem pt to 
respond to the 1971 judgm ent in the Gove land-rights case and with Coombs's deter
m ined work to extract from governm ent as generous a policy as was possible, given 
that ministers would not contem plate grant of anything better than leasehold title. 
Coombs m ade good use of his access to McMahon and exercised his powers of persua
sion in the interdepartm ental committee that was appointed to advise a committee of 
m inisters on Aboriginal policies in general and on land in particular. The outcome was 
the Prime M inister's policy statement, issued inadvisedly on Australia Day 1972 only to 
be greeted by the establishm ent of an Aboriginal 'ten t embassy' outside Parliament by a 
group of east coast activists w ho m ust have decided well before this that no policy pro
nouncem ent by the M cM ahon governm ent w ould adequately address their concerns.

In the fourth chapter Rowse returns to the Council's first years to introduce his 
two m ain themes: 'the national and local levels of indigenous politics'. He first dis
cusses how the Council looked for ways of consulting Aboriginal opinion, considering 
w hether and how FCAATSI could represent Aboriginal views nationally, recruiting 
three Aboriginal liaison officers and Charles Perkins to the Office, and arranging a first 
'regional consultation' in Alice Springs (October 1969). Then he outlines how Coombs 
in 1969 became involved in local matters at Yirrkala, devising proposals designed to 
help the people cope w ith the changes that the mine and township would bring and 
discussing these ideas w ith community leaders and others. Rowse notes that the Yir
rkala people were reported in early 1970 to be planning to move out to develop outsta- 
tions to the south rather than  waiting to see how mining developm ent might change 
their lives at the mission and this leads into a brisk sum m ary of Coombs's later interest 
in, and visits to, outstation groups in other parts of the country.

The 1972 Aboriginal Embassy protest and the governm ent's response to it provide 
the central them e of the last chapter dealing with the Council's work w ith the Coalition 
Government. Rowse suggests that Coombs and the Council had a conventional view of 
'indigenous diversity ', a view  that stressed the differences between those in 'colonial' 
and 'settled ' Australia, betw een those in the remote reserves, on cattle stations, in coun
try towns, and in the cities, rather than their shared history and common interests, and 
'em erging pan-Aboriginal sentim ents'. He writes that they were not prepared 'for the 
w ords and actions of the Tent Embassy activists'. But they were certainly not unaware 
of urban discontents and Rowse does not suggest how they m ight have acted differ
ently if they had had a m ore m odem  view of 'indigenous unity '. This is perhaps the 
m ost present-m inded section of the book and Rowse argues at some length that igno
rance of the history of 'K oori dispossession' in New South Wales, detailed in studies 
published in the past decade or so, was a significant handicap for the Council. He indi
cates that the protests changed Coombs's thinking and raised his interest in the emerg
ing 'u rban  intelligentsia', though his 'characteristic field of interest' remained w ith 'the 
remote Aborigines'.

The two chapters that cover the period 1973-1976, w hen the Council was working 
w ith a Minister and D epartm ent of Aboriginal Affairs, focus first on efforts to establish 
a kind of 'national indigenous assembly'. G ordon Bryant, the new minister, made it a
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high priority to establish a 'powerful group' to represent Aboriginal opinion to him and 
to his Department, just as the 'Returned Services League (RSL)' acted as a pressure 
group for the clientele of the Repatriation Department. Bryant apparently did not think 
it mattered that the RSL was a non-government organisation while his National Aborig
inal Consultative Committee (NACC) was to be a body directly elected by his Aborigi
nal clientele and devised and paid for by the Commonwealth Government. Rowse is 
tersely critical of Bryant's 'tangled political logic' and 'conceptually muddled' approach 
and gives a sympathetic account of Coombs's criticisms of it and his warnings about the 
likely consequences. Readers are left to draw their own conclusions about the useful
ness of any government sponsored Aboriginal pressure group, which, as Coombs 
pointed out, would probably be dominated by 'urban Aborigines' and 'become a chan
nel for the political energies of dissident and ambitious Aborigines'.

Rowse here also sketches the later history of the NACC and its replacement with 
the National Aboriginal Conference (NAC) after a review in 1976 headed by Les Hiatt. 
He outlines the minority report that Lois O'Donoghue submitted as a member of that 
review team in which she proposed a scheme based on local Aboriginal organisations 
much along the lines that Coombs had advocated. In a later chapter he reports that, in 
1983, Coombs was in turn invited to review the NAC and found it 'a real disaster' but, 
since the Labor Government was committed to a 'strengthened and restructured' NAC, 
he probably thought it would be unacceptable to argue then, as Council had done in 
1972, that the formation of any nationally representative body should be 'the preroga
tive of Aboriginal people'. Coombs instead proposed a scheme similar to O'Donoghue's 
with local and service organisations sending delegates to regional assemblies and from 
those to a national 'congress'.

Rowse does not reveal how Coombs's proposals were received by the Minister, 
Clyde Holding, but later records that by 1989 legislation had been enacted establishing 
the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC). In the intervening five 
years the NAC had been allowed to expire in 1985, and O'Donoghue had been engaged 
to review Coombs's proposals. She had submitted recommendations for an arrange
ment broadly similar to her own 1977 plan and Coombs's 1984 one. After a lengthy ges
tation ATSIC emerged, a hybrid of the NAC and the Department of Aboriginal Affairs. 
The years after the NAC disappeared might have been seen to demonstrate that gov
ernment and indigenous people had both got by very well without it, but the opportu
nity to break free of Bryant's legacy was missed. Rowse twice cites John Barnes's review 
in this journal (Aboriginal History 11,1987, pp.184-5) of a published version of Coombs's 
1984 report but does not take up his point that a policy of 'providing separate political 
... institutions' for the Aboriginal minority is a very odd policy indeed, entirely at ocds 
with the approach governments adopt in relation to all other ethnic minorities in our 
pluralist society.

A chapter on 'Clans and councils' examines how Coombs's ideas about Aborigi
nal involvement in the management of their own community affairs developed. As 
Rowse points out, these ideas owed something to Charles Rowley's advocacy of 'Abo
riginal bodies corporate' as providing a basis for community development and political 
advocacy. Rowse makes the point that attempts to protect and expand Aboriginal 
autonomy in this way seem inevitably to entail pressure for change and innovation; a 
policy of 'self determination' or 'self management' could force the pace of change by
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thrusting new  responsibilities on groups that m ight be neither ready nor willing to take 
them  up. Having m entioned how the running of the N orthern Territory reserve com
munities was handed over to the residents in 1973 and referred to early concerns about 
the consequences of this, Rowse sketches some of the ways Coombs encountered these 
issues in the early 1970s: at Yuendumu and  Hooker Creek where Coombs and Stanner 
in 1974 examined and reported  on com m unity councils in operation; at Mimili, one of 
the first pastoral stations bought for the resident group, where Coombs himself became 
directly involved in the com m unity's dismissal of the m an appointed to manage the 
cattle operation; and at H erm annsburg, w here the mission staff abandoned attempts to 
have a council m anage the township and autonom ous descent groups scattered to out- 
station camps.

In the final chapters covering the years w hen Coombs worked from a base in the 
A ustralian National University, Rowse examines in particular his dealings with the 
N orthern and Central Land Councils, his work in organising the Aboriginal Treaty 
Committee, and his review  of the NAC. He deals sympathetically, indeed uncritically, 
w ith Coom bs's efforts to encourage the N orthern Land Council at least to prolong its 
negotiations on the proposed Ranger uranium  mine and with his criticism of the way 
the N orthern Land Council had negotiated agreem ent to the Nabarlek mine. The tradi
tional owners of the N abarlek area had deferred to the wishes of the senior 'traditional 
ow ner' and Coombs, confronted with this evidence of a hierarchical tendency in Abo
riginal decision-making, proposed that the process had been flawed and insufficiently 
consensual. Rowse tells us in an endnote that Ian Viner, the Minister for Aboriginal 
Affairs at the time of the Ranger negotiations, considers this chapter unfair in suggest
ing, w ith Coombs, that the governm ent had  pressured or bullied the N orthern Land 
Council to get a quick result. Certainly a good case could be made that the relatively 
small group of 'trad itional owners' and the other Aboriginal beneficiaries secured a 
much better deal than anyone could have predicted at the outset, thanks to the astute 
work of legal counsel for the Northern Land Council and of Mr Justice Fox and his col
leagues, and to the Fraser governm ent's sm art decision to adopt virtually the complete 
package of the Fox Report's recom m endations, contrary to the advice of the pro-devel
opm ent departm ents in Canberra.

Coombs brought to Aboriginal affairs a long and rich experience of 'governm ent 
affairs', a pow erful intelligence and an extraordinary energy, as well as a keen interest 
in learning more about Aboriginal people and their concerns. These personal qualities 
were fully exercised in the Council's first five years, battling for small victories in a 
largely hostile political and bureaucratic environm ent, and also when a brief m om ent of 
opportunity occurred in the two weeks in December 1972 immediately after the election 
of the W hitlam governm ent. Had his advice on 'm achinery of governm ent' matters 
been followed more often, Aboriginal affairs m ight well be in better shape today. His 
lack of enthusiasm  for 'top -dow n ' schemes for the national representation of Aboriginal 
opinion seems entirely justified now, after nearly thirty years of general disillusionment 
and dissatisfaction w ith the NACC and its successors. A nd his interest in exploring the 
practical problems of developing Aboriginal autonom y at a local level in ways com pat
ible w ith accustomed 'w ays of living and thinking' was surely justified.

Rowse's decision to concentrate in this book on just some of the issues that occu
pied Coombs's attention has m eant that other m atters im portant to him are treated
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sketchily or only mentioned in passing. Rowse mentions that legislation to establish a 
Capital Fund for Aboriginal Enterprises was one of the Council's 'few political victories 
of 1968' but tells us no more of this characteristic initiative. Here Coombs, the newly 
retired central banker, called on his colleagues in the banks to lend staff and expertise in 
order to set up a new institution to inject capital and promote Aboriginal enterprise, 
private and community. This early innovation would surely rate more than one sen
tence if biographical and historical interest and relevance were the criteria for selection 
— and Noel Pearson could make a case for giving it some attention on grounds of 'top
ical interest' too. Rowse mentions only incidentally that Whitlam in 1974 wanted to 
retain the advice of Coombs when the government had opened negotiations to settle 
the international border with Papua New Guinea, but Coombs was particularly inter
ested in the Torres Strait Islanders and impressed with their politically astute leaders. 
This aspect of indigenous self-determination in action apparently awaits attention in 
the next volume. Rowse tells of Coombs's early efforts to resolve the matter of the 
Gurindji at Wave Hill but does not continue the story beyond 1968, so that we read 
nothing here of his meetings with Lord Vestey in London, or of his suggestions that 
Whitlam should shorten his speech and make the symbolic gesture with a handful of 
dirt at the first ceremonial grant of title at Wattie Creek.

This volume may be intended primarily for readers with a special interest in the 
'central issue of self-determination' and not so much for the general reader. Rowse at 
times seems to assume that readers will be familiar with much of the history of the 
period, and indeed with Coombs's life — we are not told, for example, when he died. 
Though the many transitions from one topic or period to another are generally handled 
deftly enough, the uneven treatment of different periods and topics serves to remind 
the reader that this is an assemblage of parts extracted from a longer work. The book 
may perhaps have been cobbled together a little hastily (but someone should have spot
ted the missing reference to a communication from Pastor Albrecht, cited four times in 
chapter 7).

Jeremy Long
Sydney

Eseli's notebook by Peter Eseli, translated from Kala Lagaw Ya into English, edited and 
annotated by Anna Shnukal and Rod Mitchell, with Yuriko Nagata. 208 pp, Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Studies Unit Research Report Series vol. 3, University of 
Queensland 1998 $30

Peter Eseli was a remarkable man who left for his family, Mabuiag countrymen, Torres 
Strait Islanders and anyone interested in the Torres Strait, the legacy of his notes on 
Mabuiag people and their world. It is a fascinating document written from an insider's 
perspective in his own traditional language, Kala Lagaw Ya.

He was born in 1886 on Mabuiag, one of the western islands of the Torres Strait, 
and died in 1952 at the age of 72. He was a typical Mabuiag Islander, spending his 
youth working for the Torres Strait fisheries in the pearling, trochus and beche-de-mer 
industries and acquiring his traditional knowledge from his father, a member of the 
Shovel-nose Ray clan. It was perhaps his father's involvement with the Cambridge
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Anthropological Expedition to the Torres Strait back in 1898 which aroused Eseli's 
interest in providing his own written record of his culture.

Topics covered are diverse and reflect the knowledge and issues central to a 
Mabuiag man. A large section is devoted to kinship and clan membership. Genealogies of 
Mabuiag families and their clan membership are listed as well as those from other islands 
with totemic and kinship affiliations to the island. Another section records the cycle of 
seasons. These are characterised by the appearance of stars and constellations, the pres
ence or absence of winds, the storms, cloud formations, tides and rains and the behaviour 
of animals and fish. The seasons guide people's activities and signal times for planting 
and harvesting as well as the times for particular types of hunting and fishing.

The author's work is preceded with a detailed introduction by Shnukal and 
Mitchell. There is background information about the writer, the island and people as 
well as historical notes on Christianity, European and Pacific Islander contact. An over
view of Mabuiag cosmology7 and the origin of stars and constellations in Islander 
mythology helps the reader to contextualise their reference in the text. The work also 
includes a standardised orthographic version with interlinear glosses and a free transla
tion. Editors have expanded some of the word strings and reordered these into sen
tences for clarity7 whilst still maintaining the author's poetic style. Material has been 
added such as genealogical updates, official records, comments, references and compar
isons with other relevant material as well as illustrations and photographs.

Eseli's notebook offers readers an insight into a traditional Islander's world view, 
the relationship between clan and territory, their understanding and knowledge of the 
landscape, seascape and skyscape.

Nick Piper
University of Melbourne

Black angels — red blood by Steven McCarthy, 141 pp University of Queensland Press, 
St Lucia 1998 $21.90

Dreaming in urban areas by Lisa Bellear, xii+76pp University of Queensland Press, St 
Lucia 1996 $18.60

Australians are good at gestural, as distinct from actual, Reconciliation. As I write this 
review, an Aboriginal Virgil has just led a wide-eyed Alice in Wonderland called Nikki 
through the not-so-divine comedy of our history, or at any rate a selective, white-blind
fold view of it. I refer of course to the opening ceremony of the Olympics, complete 
with aquarium specimens, then, on land, representations of winter burnoffs, monsoonal 
downpours, Bradshaws-on-stilts, giant Wandjina cut-out — plus a black cast of thou
sands. And then, not least, Cathy Freeman lighting the wobbly IOC flame. In between 
the initial nonsense and the genuinely moving sight of Cathy, not a Koori, Murri, 
Nyoongah in sight, just Captain Cook and the cast of Oklahoma in overalls building a 
modem nation with sheets of corrugated iron— which also come in handy for a River- 
dance sequence. After the extravaganza I wasn't at all surprised to hear someone say 
that Aborigines should be pretty satisfied now. What more could they possibly want? A 
successful land claim or two, less deaths in custody, an end to mandatory sentencing?
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Come off it. Academic and publishing spheres operate analogously, lavish with merely 
symbolic bouquets. Fortunately what matters is not what the white establishment does 
but what black people are doing. Two texts written in the last few years, a novel by Ste
ven McCarthy and a book of poems by Lisa Bellear, continue the massive Aboriginal 
cultural production of recent decades. It really is astonishing that the cultural flood 
shows no sign of abating. Of course it's not easy to upstage the remote communities, 
still leaders in the art field (most recently Balgo and Turkey Creek, the latter witnessing 
a renaissance I was lucky enough to see at close range earlier this year). But country’/  
urban production, not least in the sphere of writing, seems to keep pace. The difficulty, 
as well as the perseverance, clearly signals itself in Bellear's title: dreaming in urban 
areas.

McCarthy is from Bourke, has written several plays and, by the time this review 
surfaces, will perhaps have finished his second novel. In spite of its Kerouac title his 
first, Black angels -  red blood, stands squarely in the local tradition initiated by 
Narogin's Wild cat falling (1965) and carried on by Weller's Day of the dog (1981), both 
novels it closely resembles. Like these it opts for kitchen-sink realism, telling the story 
of a youth who travels from the Paroo to Sydney and back, observing the highs and 
lows of outback and Redfern life, the familial intimacies, the easy solidarity, occasional 
constructive contacts between black and white, the odd punch-up with a white bastard, 
trouble with the police, dead Kooris, corrupt land councils, drugs, booze and nice col
oured girls. All in the overarching context of spiritual initiation. It's racy, lyrical, occa
sionally cliched writing ('to hell and back'), suited to the lively subject matter and the 
bustle of the plot, with characters in and out of conversation and pubs, illustrative in its 
loose structure of the aimlessness of city life.

In the end, though, with a clear point to make. In Day of the dog Weller had his car
stealing, black kamikaze Nyoongahs experience a brief interlude working on the land 
which functions as a spiritual antidote. In Wild cat falling Narogin had his self-destruc
tive, existentialist Jimmy Dean protagonist encounter a black elder in the country, this 
time most specifically with the aim of re-establishing Dreaming contact. McCarthy's 
comparable hero has his elder guru (presented with a mix of mystique and realism), is 
given a bone-pointing job to do, and emerges at the end as a new-generation Clever 
Man, returning to the land, source of power and renewal. On top of that, this shy, if not 
downright slow-on-the-draw, boy gets the girl, after several missed opportunities with 
a pizza-cooking signorina and a country lass who skinny-dips. The limitation of the fast- 
moving text is probably its self-consciousness about Aboriginality and Aboriginal poli
tics. It's liable to make redundant observations, to comment on what the plot has 
already amply revealed, viz the racism of the police, the indifference of government etc. 
It also overdoes a little the evocation of black friendships, the spontaneous sharing of 
money, beer and pot, the warmth of family intimacies, the sense of belonging to the 
land — and ethnographic details (Paroo fish recipes, to be precise). But none of this to a 
point where the reader loses patience. On the contrary, warts and all, this is an attractive 
narrative and many people might learn a lot about New South Wales black life from it. 
The finale, if not the moral, leaves me sceptical. Having returned to the symbolic peli
can presence with which the novel opened and passed through the test set by the old- 
generation Clever Man, the protagonist KOs several Bourke cops (which can't be too 
easy outside the pages of a novel), calls the bluff of the one who points a gun at him and
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walks away with the manifest power of an initiate. Verisimilitude aside, that compares 
interestingly with the endings of Weller's and Narogin's novels. Weller's characters die 
in a Western Australia car-chase conflagration; Narogin's hero gives himself up to the 
police — he'll return to Freo jail but at any rate lives to fight another day; McCarthy's 
spooks the opposition, emerging with total victory. If that isn't read as fantasy, it may be 
taken as saying something about current Aboriginal gold-medal confidence. I wouldn't 
put Black angel — red blood in that category as yet, but it's a highly promising first novel 
and a serious one.

Something similar might be said about Bellear's first collection of poems, Dream
ing in urban areas. The mini-bio won't tell us her age (she can't be too old), but it reveals 
her as a Melbourne Taurus who appears to have been active in a variety of contexts 
(committee politics, broadcasting, studying at Melbin Yewni and other places, includ
ing the university of life, writer-in-residence). The autobiographical or part-autobio- 
graphical poems, 'a Suitcase Full of Mould' in particular, add that she has been 
'Adopted, fostered,/ Sexually abused/ Colonised, Christianised' or at any rate most of 
those things. The result is understandably a persona, doubtless defensive, of up-front 
aggressive sexual energy, verbal rush, swagger, unabashed bouncy egotism worthy of 
Miles Franklin's 'me, me, me'. I like these poems with attitude; 'warriors' (forget 'once 
were') abound in them ('warrior ancestor spirits', 'warrior woman', 'Awake Our Warri
ors'); in short, Xena hovers in the wings. Which works to advantage, provided the Tau
rus doesn't charge at every opportunity. That is liable to introduce a note of one
dimensional, stereotyping protest ('Bureaucrats' Battleground') or too-facile rage ('Baby 
Basher'). At its least focused, though never without some verbal fireworks, this rage 
comes uncomfortably close to a whinge ('splashed by a passing cab'). Or disingenuous 
histrionics ('Do I punch/Do I scream' at the apparently innocuous academic who asks 
'are you Aboriginal?'). Or a sneer ('Eh Professor, big shot/ Big Cheese'). In these con
texts it seems to me irony would work better than sarcasm. And in any case the sarcasm 
is frequently directed at odd targets like Mandela ('Ode to Nelson Mandela') or Keating 
('Mr Prime Minister'), who single-handedly dragged his unwilling party and the even 
less willing country into Native Title Bill territory, or at 'millionaire Socialists' who visit 
Cuba, Nicaragua etc. I can't say I know too many of the last, by the way.

To do the poet justice or to criticise her from still another angle, it's true the tone of 
many of these poems is ambivalent. That either because the emotion, and consequently 
the political point, is complex — or because it's fuzzy. I suppose it's reasonable, if 
unfair, to attack Keating for his focus on issues not very relevant to oppressed minori
ties e.g. the republic; or to heap scorn on pc white tourists anxious to experience Abo- 
riginality ('Souled Out'). Though this last poem equally reads like an attack on 
Aborigines who make dollars out of black-experience tours ('sold out'). Or to take a 
swipe at middle-class gubba feminists ('Women's Liberation') in a poem which twists 
and turns, leaving this reader uncertain of the final butt of the satire. Or to have a vigor
ous go at an admittedly contemptible ITugh Grant apologising for his lapse into orality. 
But then that piece ends up salivating at the thought of sexy black lips: Grant's mistake 
wasn't to do it but to say sorry when, really, it was all very nice. Maybe so. We are, how
ever, left with a sentimental and rather unrealistic view of street walkers in LA.

Flaving said all of which, one has to add that plenty of Bellear's poems are neither 
ambivalent nor merely sarcastic. 'Pissing in Parks' puts up an amusing and convincing
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defense of teenage Ninja gangs and pensioners who pinch flowers as morally superior 
users of public spaces. The Rapist' works as a piece of undiluted rage. The Smoker' 
ditto as distaste without apology. 'Artist Unknown' works as understated protest. Bel- 
lear's strength is one she has in common with precursors such as the so-called Genera
tion of '68 (which I wrote about at length in Parnassus mad ward), and their heirs, the 
Performance poets originally featured in Pi O's Off the record anthology: namely a 
capacity to generate poetic pace, a sense of utmost immediacy. This comes through in 
many, to a degree in all of the poems, even the occasional ones where you feel the emo
tion has not been fully worked out. Examples readily come to mind: 'Hanover Street 
Brunswick 3056' (contact with a non-Aboriginal child), 'Writer's Block' (how to get 
going with a hot mug of coffee), 'Pursued' (a phone call), 'Travels on a Train' (a slice of 
life), 'Pushed' (wondering how the hell 'he' never managed to suicide, for all his efforts; 
maybe his dreaming or his aunty or what?), 'Break the Cycle' (a plea for an end to black 
male violence, expressed with anguish and tact). Even more convincing, as a group, are 
the more personal poems. In fact it's in these that the more vulnerable, less assertive 
poet makes an appearance. Bellear is attractive enough when she yells; she disarms 
rather more, however, when the child in her gets out, seeking comfort under a doona, 
'the electric blanket/ on high' ('Spiritual Ruin'). This happens when chips on the shoul
der about academics, middle-class Yuppies and celebrities from Grant to Keating are in 
abeyance. When, for example, she shows doubt (let's face it, black dyke and all, 'Your 
hair's too curly/ Your nose doesn't go splat/ Freckles, blue green eyes/ Urbanised'); 
when she's 'afraid to love' or 'a bit/ homesick'; when, 'stricken by Catholicism', she 
fails to make a love move; when 'just for tonight' (nicely ambiguous) she yearns for 
love; or counts the weeks and days in love, or makes an offer: 'come dancin" when 
there may be no one there. The love poems are often the best, spontaneous, seductive, 
probably most important of all for a strident poetic voice, questioning.

Even in this context, that of maximally aestheticised, individualised creativity, 
however, it's as well to return to the political theme implied in comments on McCa
rthy's novel above. Black writing in this country, no less in the case of Bellear's poems, 
never quite abandons the note of collective responsibility. Its major implicit or explicit 
function is always to assert presence: 'we're here!'. Or, broadly speaking, identity: 'us 
fellas'. Precisely at that point black writing surpasses white gestural politics (walks 
across the bridge, torch-lighting etc) and white gestural art (the notion of an aesthetic 
artefact). It has a real-political job to do and it does it.

Livio Dobrez
Australian National University

Australian rainforests: islands of green in a land of fire by David Bowman, 345 pp, 
Cambridge University Press 2000 $120 ISBN 0 521 46568 0

In recent decades, two research topics have excited interest, speculation and argument 
among ecologists in Australia. The first is this country's unique rainforest vegetation, 
which ranges from cool-temperate Nothofagus forests of far southern Tasmania, through 
temperate and subtropical gallery forests of the east coast ranges, to more classical tropi
cal rainforests of humid northeast Queensland and patches of monsoon forest scattered
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across m uch of the w et-dry  tropics, from Queensland to the Kimberley. The second is the 
contentious topic of fire and its role in shaping the vegetation of Australia, a subject of 
substantial interest to archaeologists and anthropologists as well as ecologists.

It is the latter aspect that will be of most interest to readers of Aboriginal History. 
Long-standing controversies surrounding ideas of Aboriginal use of fire have been con
tinued, or even inflamed, by recent publications such as those of Flannery (1994) and 
H orton (2000). Flannery's book depicts the first Aboriginal inhabitants' slaughtering of 
the m egafauna as causing subsequent generations to devise mosaic burning in order to 
avoid the th reat of vast conflagrations sweeping their country. O pposed to this, and 
also to views that the general effect of Aboriginal landscape burning was deleterious, is 
H orton 's revival of the view that Aborigines lived in 'the pure state of nature', unerr
ingly conserving the land, the plants and the animals.

The fossil record shows that rainforests were the dom inant vegetation of Australia 
w hen  it was part of the supercontinent Gondwana. With the final breakup of Gond
w ana about sixty million years ago and Australia's subsequent isolation and drift 
northw ards, the biota was subject to progressive and substantial environmental 
changes. Global cooling, aridification and increasing seasonality of tem perature and 
rainfall fragm ented the rainforest, while plant species evolved that could survive 
drought, frost and fire.

Australian rainforests: islands of green in a land of fire is an im portant attem pt to draw 
together the evidence of decades of rainforest and fire research across a num ber of disci
plines. It provides a synthesis that interprets the present distribution and behaviour of 
rainforest ecosystems in Australia as well as looking at some of the enigmas provided 
by the past. Bowman reviews the scientific literature in order to explain w hy Australian 
rainforests are fragm ented 'green habitat islands in a sea of flammable forests'. He 
begins w ith the obvious question: 'W hat is Australian rainforest?' The answer is as 
complex and diverse as the rainforests themselves. A variety of definitions and classifi
cation system s have been proposed over the years, none of which is entirely satisfac
tory. If rainforests are 'islands of green', then the surrounding vegetation is 
overw helm ingly sclerophyll. This is another hard-to-define term that literally means 
'h a rd  leaves', bu t is generally used to describe plants w ith tough and usually small 
leaves characteristic of drier places. The term  applies to most of Australia's non-rainfor
est w oody vegetation, w ith Eucalyptus and Acacia the dom inant tree species over almost 
all of the continent.

Tying dow n all these definitions is difficult and, as Bowman emphasises, masks 
the reality of sclerophyll species being common in rainforest, while rainforest species or 
their near relatives are also widely dispersed, even in arid Australia. This is one of the 
problem s w ith the book, or w ith the research reviewed in it, or with any attem pt to 
lum p together disparate vegetation types from such a wide latitudinal range. Much of 
the A ustralian flora is believed to have evolved from rainforest taxa, but Bowman 
points out that the opposite is also true as some sclerophyll species have adapted to 
rainforest environm ents. Livistona palm s in central Australian gorges have probably 
evolved from a relict species stranded in a relatively moist and protected environm ent 
as the climate became arid.
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It is with the boundaries between these broad vegetation types that the book is 
primarily concerned. These boundaries may be abrupt, with a wall of rainforest rising 
suddenly in an open forest, or diffuse, with a gradual transition over a kilometre or so. 
Explanations of the factors controlling rainforest boundaries fall into three main 
groups: soil (edaphic) factors, climate and fire, each of which is explored in depth. All 
three are important to varying degrees in different places, but there is no soil property, 
be it parent material, drainage, fertility or phosphorus availability, that can be corre
lated with rainforest boundaries. Nor do environmental factors, such as water, light or 
temperature, uniquely define these boundaries.

Bowman devotes at least half of his book to considering fire as the most important 
factor of all. He admits eventually (p 250) to the narrower purpose of seeking 'to estab
lish that the boundaries between rainforest and non-rainforest vegetation are deter
mined by the frequency of wildfire'. This bias is not idle speculation, but comes from 
his extensive experience as an ecologist studying rainforests throughout their range in 
Australia. He reviews the evidence from research investigating present-day rainforest 
boundaries, fire ecology, the evolution of drought- and fire-adapted plants in Australia 
and also the effects or likely effects of Aboriginal landscape burning in both the distant 
and recent past.

Bowman discusses the long-term vegetation and fire histories and finds that there 
is as yet no unequivocal evidence for the initial impact of Aboriginal land management 
practices. These long-term vegetation histories show a contraction of rainforest at the 
height of the last glacial (cl6 000-12 000 years ago) as grasslands and shrublands cov
ered vast areas of the country. As the climate subsequently became warmer and wetter, 
so rainforests spread rapidly from these refugia. Rather than being created by Aborigi
nal burning, the grasslands of Australia may well be relicts from glacial times. Bowman 
argues that, while climate change is of paramount importance in determining large- 
scale vegetation change, deliberate Aboriginal firing has modified vegetation locally or 
even regionally.

All this is drawn together with a focus on fire and rainforest boundaries. Bowman 
concludes that Aboriginal burning around rainforest patches to protect them from wild
fires may well have saved them from destruction. The implications of this for the future 
he also spells out — fire management around remaining rainforest patches is essential 
for their conservation today. A problem with this, however, is that protecting rainforest 
by controlled burning around the boundaries may keep wildfires out, but it might also 
prevent the rainforest from spreading. It also downplays the evidence from observation 
and from charcoal in soils that fixes do burn in rainforest and the rainforest recovers. 
Bowman himself points out that a rainforest can recover from one fire, but not from fre
quent fires.

This is a scientific book, but accessible to educated readers. It is written with sim
plicity and clarity, abundantly illustrated with diagrams, maps and photographs, and 
much of the technical language is confined to tables. The thread of the argument is 
clearly and succinctly stated in the introduction and conclusion to each chapter. While 
primarily of interest to ecologists, the book is also an invaluable resource for those con
cerned with interactions between people, fire and forests. It should be read by anyone
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who might be seduced by unfounded speculation about the effects on vegetation of 
Indigenous firing in the distant or recent past.

References
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Robin Clark 
Bruce Wellington 
Canberra

Native title and the descent o f rights by Peter Sutton, 142 pp, Commonwealth of Aus
tralia, National Native Title, Perth, 1998

For practitioners engaged in native title research this book is a 'must read'! I say this for 
three reasons; first, the practical utility of the book to those researching native title. Sec
ondly, the reader's capacity to benefit from Sutton's critical reflections of his own broad 
research experience in indigenous land tenure. Thirdly, the collation of relevant unpub
lished field research dealing with Aboriginal families in southern Australia.

Drawing on such sources, Sutton provides readers with sets of customary social 
principles and pathways through which Aboriginal people as individuals and commu
nities connect themselves to specific country. Significantly, these principles and path
ways are not confined to remote Australia, but address post-colonial contexts where 
cognatic descent groups or the surname-group system is a predominant form. Sutton 
focuses specifically on what he terms 'families of polity'. He describes such families as 
people linked to one another through descent from 'a particular ancestor or set of 
blood-related ancestors, and who trace their links to such ancestors through either par
ent' (p 60).

The book is likely to be adopted as a 'handbook' by those involved in researching 
native title claims particularly. However, Sutton does not see the text as prescriptive, or 
exhaustive of the full range of options concerning indigenous land-holding groups in 
post-colonial contexts.

For readers, the value of the work derives from the author's capacity to systemati
cally identify key internal rules governing the different attachments and entitlements of 
groups to country. This is of critical importance to those grappling with the task of 
unravelling the layers and complexities of native title interests and rights in country in 
both remote and settled Australia.

Sutton distinguishes two forms of Aboriginal social organisation, the post-classi
cal from the classical. He uses the term post-classical to refer to 'cultural practices and 
social institutions that have arisen since colonisation, as distinguished from those that 
are in large measure in continuity with those prevailing at the time of colonisation. The 
latter, the classical practices and institutions, persist to a significant degree in the 
remoter parts of the continent, and there are important elements of them that also per
sist in rural and urban Australia as well' (p 60).
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Apart from his own extensive ethnographic knowledge, Sutton draws on ethno
graphic texts generated from postgraduate research in southeastern Australia between 
the 1940s andl990s. Many of these studies have previously been ignored for theb 
potential to provide insights into post-classical land-holding groups primarily because 
it was generally assumed that the traditional principles of land tenure were extant onlv 
in remote Australia.

It is Sutton's contribution to consider these ethnographies afresh for their insights 
into the processes of continuity and transformation within post-classical land-holding 
groups. No doubt it will surprise many observers to know that customary law survived 
the impact of colonisation and continues to influence indigenous communal connec
tions to country, Australia-wide.

Sutton seeks to explain key elements of group formation. Consequently, he 
presents ethnographic literature for Aboriginal people in parts of New South Wales, 
Victoria, Western Australia, the lower Murray and Adelaide regions, and specific areas 
of the Northern Territory and north Queensland. Across all these regions he documents 
common jural principles of indigenous land tenure. In light of such information Sutton 
argues for both continuity and change in customary law for land-holding groups in 
classical and post-classical situations.

This book is of wider interest than to anthropologists alone. Lawyers I have 
worked with have found it to be of immense value. This is a text that should be on the 
shelf of every professional researcher engaged in native title research. It is the kind of 
text that will be pulled down and referred to time and again.

Dr Julie Finlayson
Anthropos Consulting Services
Canberra

Race, colour and identity edited by John Docker and Gerhard Fischer

When John Docker approached me about launching this book at the Australian 
National University I was honoured, I guess mostly because I too had always identified 
with him as being 'an outsider amongst outsiders'. Fie is as he's been described 'a pop
ular outsider, a contradiction that he has made for himself'. Presenting multi-faceted 
viewpoints on Aboriginality, indigenousness, whiteness and immigration, Race, colour 
and identity reveals several inconspicuous and subtle views whereby 'insiders' feel like 
'outsiders' even amongst their peers. This to me was the greatest appeal of the book 
cleverly edited by editors Gerhard Fischer and John Docker. The other attraction of the 
book for me I initially thought was in its format — that is, as a collection of essays writ
ten by 'outsiders' and 'insiders' about each other's identity. Reading it from an Aborigi
nal perspective I guess I was intrigued by what I saw as very personal accounts by 
indigenous people conveying their notions of indigenousness and whiteness: versions 
evident in chapters by indigenous authors in particular and those who wrote 'about' 
whiteness.

In Race, colour and identity, John Docker and Gerhard Fischer's preliminary 
chapter skilfully sets up the tone for the following essays. They argue that while issues
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of identity are as old as modernity itself, an appreciation of personal identity based on 
one's race, colour and location fails to be recognised in colonial Australia and New Zea
land even in today's society, yet 'ordinary' Australians and New Zealanders continue to 
struggle for a national identity in their 'Kiwiness and Aussieness'. And during a time 
when Prime Minister John Howard should be talking about 'ordinary Australians' it is 
interesting that the rise of Hanson and Oldfield's One Nation Party occurred during a 
time between Australia's bicentennial of 1988, the Australian Republican referendum 
and the Australian centenary of federation. During the peak of Aboriginal Reconcilia
tion. Howard non-apologetically desperately clinging to an imaginary 1950s values of a 
'white-mother milk country', cravenly recoiled from issues of identity, race, colour and 
multiculturalism in his own country. If for no other reason anyone would want to read 
this book for the absolute pertinence and timely subject of the book Race, colour and 
identity, for these are interesting times indeed, especially for issues of identity. The idea 
for a book on the topic arrived after a series of emails between Docker and Fischer and 
a conference called 'Adventures of Identity: constructing the multicultural subject'. 
Curious about the conjuncture between campaigns for indigenous rights and anti
migrant sentiment, this book clearly brings together 'outsiders' to speak of themselves 
and about those 'ordinary' Australians that Howard so affectionately refers to. Refresh
ing in its ability to discuss identity from an insider's point of view and to examine the 
rise of the recent right-wing political media, more importantly Race, colour and iden
tity  assembles and reveals a different view of exclusion and the frustration of Hanson 
supporters.

The book has five parts. Part one includes two chapters, 'Adventures of Identity' 
by John Docker and Gerhard Fischer, and Ann Curthoy's 'An Uneasy Conversation: the 
Multicultural and the Indigenous'. Part two addresses Aboriginal identity, part three 
focuses on Asians in Australia and Australians in Asia. Part four deals with bicultural- 
ism and multiculturalism in New Zealand, and part five is entitled 'Whiteness'. The 
cover for the book emerged from German artist Frank Aumuller's exhibition (of the 
nearly 300 photo puzzles) at the Goethe Institut in Sydney: four of these identity puz
zles were taken on visitors to the 1992 Cite Internationale in Paris alerting us to the var
ious identities in the book. Albeit conflicting and contradictory, the cover serves as a 
theatrical prologue to the variety of perspective, research interests and theoretical 
premises that we are to experience by reading the book. Contributors to the book are 
Ien Ang, professor of Cultural Studies and director of the Research Centre in Intercom- 
munal Studies at the University of Western Sydney; Wendy Brady, associate professor 
and director of the Aboriginal Research and Resource Centre at the University of New 
South Wales; Michelle Carey, who holds a Bachelor of Arts from Swinburne University 
and a Master of Letters in Gender Studies from Sydney University; Li-Ju Chen, cur
rently writing her PhD thesis on Taiwanese immigrants in Melbourne at La Trobe Uni
versity; Ann Curthoys, Manning Clark professor of History at the Australian National 
University: John Docker, well-known writer and public intellectual, currently an 
adjunct senior fellow at the Humanities Research Centre at the Australian National 
University; Sarah Dugdale, PhD candidate at the University of Auckland; Gerhard 
Fischer, associate professor of German Studies at the University of New South Wales; 
Dr Peter Gale, lecturer in Australian Studies at Unaipon School in the University of 
South Australia; Jane Haggis, senior lecturer in the Department of Sociology at Flinders
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University; Jackie Huggins, deputy director of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Unit at the University of Queensland; Vince Marotta, research fellow at Monash Univer
sity; Dr Aileen Moreton-Robinson, a Geonpul Joondal woman lecturing in Women's 
Studies at Hinders University; Christine Nicholls, senior lecturer in Australian Studies 
at Flinders University; Nina Nola, who is completing a PhD thesis on multicultural 
writing at the University of Auckland; Jan Jindy Pettman, director of the Centre of 
Women's Studies at the Australian National University; Kathryn Robinson and Debo
rah Bird Rose, senior fellows in the Research School of Pacific and Asian Studies at the 
Australian National University; Kay Saunders, Reader in History at the University of 
Queensland; Susanne Schech, director of the Centre of Development Studies and senior 
lecturer at Flinders University; Isabel Tarrago, an Aranta woman from the University of 
Queensland; and Stephen Turner, research fellow in the Department of English at the 
University of Auckland.

In part one Docker and Fischer argue that while the West enjoys telling us about 
itself and its achievements, autonomy and identity, there are stories that the West does 
not like to hear of itself. This is what Docker and Fischer beautifully describe as a 'psy
chopathology of whiteness': this is, a belief in the centrality of whiteness that they 
should think themselves a vital component of humanity, possessing the ability to know 
what is best for humankind. However, in Curthoys' chapter she writes about a paper 
she gave at a conference on the Future of Australian Multiculturalism where no Aborig
inal speakers attended, mostly because they had felt that as a multicultural or ethnic 
conference it didn't include them. She therefore tackles what she terms an uneasy con
versation between migrant and indigenous issues. One such conversation is over the 
significance of descent, belonging and culture. The other theme concerns multicultural
ism and its challenge to Australian society at large. Curthoys takes this point further 
and argues that while the two cannot be conceptualised together nor maintained as 
fully distinct from each other as long as multiculturalism fails to acknowledge the dis
tinctiveness of indigenous issues, then this uneasy conversation will continue to per
plex us.

The four chapters in part two are 'Reconciling Our Mothers' Lives' by Jackie Hug
gins, Kay Saunders and Isabel Tarrago; 'Tropical Hundreds: Monoculturalism And Col
onisation' by Deborah Bird Rose; 'Walpiri Graffiti' by Christine Nicholls and 'Mistaken 
Identity: Mudrooroo And Gordon Matthews' by Gerhard Fischer. In 'Reconciling Our 
Mothers' Lives', we read all three women's stories which tell of their respective histo
ries which bring together what Huggins describes as 'shared histories'; shared memo
ries and the journey that their mothers' lives had taken. Deborah Bird Rose's chapter on 
'Monoculturalism And Colonisation' discusses how the Marrannunggu people's native 
title case raises questions about how identity and historical claims to their creation land 
from time immemorial challenge what James Scott contends is the state's inclination for 
standardisation. Nicholls' chapter concerns whether or not the Walpiri people could 
maintain their identity in the face of a continuing predatory incursion form a dominant 
society. Delighted to discover that a most powerful autonomous identity was apparent 
in something so peculiar as the graffiti written by the Lajarmanu youth, Nicholls reai- 
ises just how slight her self-adventure of identity in the Tanami Desert had been. Ger
hard Fischer's chapter sensitively argues that the case for Mudrooroo and Gordon 
Matthews' authenticity as Aboriginal writers deserves recognition.
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Part three is entitled Asians in Australia/Australians in Asia. Ien Ang's 'Asians in 
Australia, a Contradiction in Terms' argues that unless Australians deconstruct the very 
desire for 'one nation' then viable ways of living together are not possible. She suggests 
that one must learn how to forego attachment to notions of sameness in culture, which 
is almost always underpinned by a desire for racial sameness. Chen's chapter about Tai
wanese immigrant identity in Australia takes an interesting look at the trends of immi
gration of Taiwanese people in Melbourne in 1996-97, and how their immigration to 
Australia has resulted in their becoming more Chinese than their Taiwanese counter
parts in Taiwan. Pettman's chapter brings forward a critical international feminist per
spective on Australia's relations with Asia, whereas Robinson's essay takes a 
questioning viewpoint of Keating's rhetoric about Australia's place in the Asian Pacific 
region. Rankled by the way in which the Australian media reported a Malaysian 
father's alleged kidnapping of his son, Robinson convincingly demonstrates the Aus
tralian media's double-standard on Australia's conjectural relationship in Asia.

In part four the book addresses the relationship between biculturalism and multi- 
culturalisms in New Zealand. Marotta's chapter notes the highly complex depiction of 
social and cultural boundaries in a post-modern age to suggest how hybrid experiences 
allow individuals to reconstruct their identities. Those who theorise hybrid experiences 
must allow for their contradictions. Dugdale's chapter about New Zealand writer Mau
rice Gee investigates how white/settler or Pakeha anxiety about their identity remains 
submerged or even obscured by cultural assumptions and attitudes, whereas Turner's 
chapter pleads for the possibility of a self-recognised New Zealand art and culture 
which is not going to be corrupted by a dominant American export consciousness.

In part five, four chapters on Whiteness begin with Schech and Haggis on Migrancy, 
whiteness and settler self in contemporary Australia, an essay based on the history narratives 
they have collected. Struck by Australians' willingness to be seen as a multicultural soci
ety, Schech and Haggis were equally perplexed by their subjects' inability to articulate 
and distinguish themselves from the repetition and sentimentality for a one land, one 
nation. Moreton-Robinson's chapter came about after she had conducted a number of 
interviews with white feminist academics who she felt continued to deny their white race 
privileges; she argued that their positioning as white feminist academics demonstrated 
their inability to self-interrogate their own power and whiteness. Peter Gale's chapter 
offers a media analysis of whiteness in particular response to Pauline Hanson and the 
One Nation Party. While discussing ordinary and extreme whiteness, Gale concludes that 
the ongoing media reportage on race in Australia almost always represent a privilege of 
whiteness as a natural dominance and normality. Carey and Brady's chapter on white
ness and 'blakness' questions the multiplicity of layered identities that both indigenous 
and non-indigenous people must critique and self-analyse.

In summary, this collection of essays is significant in part for its timing but more 
importantly for giving further attention to the heart of identity discourse in Australia and 
New Zealand. Furthermore it addresses these matters crucially just at a time in our his
tory when many pretend (believe) to have heard it all before. It gives rise to a discussion 
and debate between 'insiders' and 'outsiders' about themselves and where they place 
themselves, and it is vital to have as many indigenous scholars collectively in the book 
with each other and other migrant and white authors. Race, colour and identity gives a 
long-awaited response to the onslaught of new right-wing writing and media. It provides
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readers an opportunity to answer them with conviction and comprehensibility. It gives 
readers a moment to grasp a personal and academic awareness of indigenous and 
migrant views by indigenous and migrant authors in conversation with non-indigenous 
authors and each other. But also the book demonstrates little of what an uneasy conversa
tion may begin to sound like if given opportunity and new format. I look forward to a 
new collection of essays about race, colour and identity involving authors from Australia 
and New Zealand to discuss the next decade and 'adventures of their identities' — partic
ularly in the aftermath of Australian's failure to vote in favour of a republic, an eventual 
demise of the One Nation Party, and most particularly after the decline of the weakest 
and most astigmatic Prime Minister for Australian identities for decades, and Howard's 
regressive views about who 'ordinary' Australians really are.

Frances Peters-Little

An historical atlas of the Aborigines of eastern Victoria and far south-eastern New 
South Wales by Sue Wesson, viii + 199 pp, indexes, Monash Publications in Geography 
and Environmental Science no. 53, School of Geography and Environmental Science, 
Monash University, Clayton 2000

This atlas is the product of Sue Wesson's doctoral research into nineteenth century Abo
riginal spatial organisation in eastern Victoria and southeastern New South Wales, and 
as such it complements my earlier research in western and central Victoria and the late 
Diane Barwick's research in central Victoria. This atlas represents considerable and 
extensive research and Sue Wesson is to be commended for the extent to which she has 
uncovered sources that are available for this region.

Acknowledgement of prior research as a point of departure
There is no doubt, as Tindale, Barwick and Clark have indicated, that the spatial organ
isation of northeast Victoria is a problematic region, and Sue Wesson's research goes 
some way towards a clearer understanding of this region. However, a major shortcom
ing of the work is that the writer does not engage in any discourse with existing 
research and existing delineations of the study area. It is important, not only for Aborig
inal communities but for the wider scholastic community, for Sue Wesson to place her 
work in the context of these existing paradigms. Some discussion and engagement with 
the research efforts of these other scholars is necessary. This earlier corpus of work must 
not be avoided.

Primarily, the delineations are as follows: Tindale's 1940, 1974 tribal/linguistic 
delineations; Barwick's 1984 delineation for part of the northeastern region of Victoria; 
Fesl's 1985 doctorate on Ganai; and Clark's (1993, 1996,1998a) delineations at both the 
language/ tribal and clan levels for eastern Victoria.

Collectively, this body of research should be a point of departure for Sue Wesson's 
research. It exists as an influential corpus of scholarly opinion and its strengths arid 
weaknesses need to be articulated. These earlier efforts, with the exception of Fesl's 
study, were not conducted at the meticulous level expected of doctoral research. It is not 
surprising therefore, that Sue Wesson has uncovered, in some instances, clan (or loc al 
group) names that were not discerned by these earlier efforts. Indeed, it would be di.s-
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appointing if doctoral research failed to uncover new detail. I feel the absence of discus
sion at this level, and therefore the researcher's recognition that her work exists in the 
context of this prior research, is a major shortcoming of this publication.

A comment on the regional delineations: Gippsland, Northeast,
South Coast etc.
Sue Wesson's attem pt to denote identity and spatial/social relations from an Aboriginal 
perspective (local groups, language names, place names, etc) is a major strength of her 
work. However, it is surprising that she has chosen a som ew hat arbitrary and non- 
indigenous way of organising her atlas. A dded to this is the way in which (local groups, 
language) names are arranged alphabetically w ithin each region. A friendlier and per
haps more satisfying m ethod would be to operate from the perspective of levels of 
identity w ithin each region. Let me explain: an individual, depending on the question, 
w ould be able to provide several levels of identity: local group (or clan, or horde, or 
w hatever label one chooses to use); language name (which may co-exist w ith a name 
that we may call, for w ant of a better word, their 'tribal' name: for example, the Banga- 
rang clanspeople spoke Yorta Yorta). It may also be possible that w ithin a language 
area, there may be clusters of local groups speaking a dialect of that language, so it may 
be possible to find dialect names within the study area. It w ill/m ay  also be possible to 
allocate these languages to a larger chain or continuum  (i.e. Boonw urrung is one of the 
related tongues), often with a name assigned by linguists (i.e. Boonwurrung is a 'Kulin' 
dialect).

My knowledge of central and w estern Victoria, and of the study area and the 
sources, particularly Robinson, w ould suggest to me that the m ost prom inent levels of 
identity were personal names, local groups names, and language names (and some
times non-language names, or tribal names like 'Bangarang') and insider and outsider 
terms (m ainm ait/m eym et and not 'm essm ate' as transcribed by Wesson) and direc
tional names am ongst the G anai/K um ai. Given this, it w ould make more sense, and 
the atlas would be easier to use, if local groups were arranged according to the lan
guage areas w ithin which they belonged. If nam ed local groups speak a common 
tongue/language, then why not delineate them  as local groups belonging to that lan
guage? The absence of language delineation on the various m aps of nam ed local groups 
is a shortcoming. In many cases, the prim ary sources assign a language identity to these 
nam ed local groups. Therefore I can't see why the delineation is not placed on the local 
group m ap, nor can I see why the nam ed groups w ithin a region are arranged alphabet
ically between themselves, rather than being arranged alphabetically w ithin their lan
guage areas (whether nam ed or not).

Layout of local group names
With regard to the layout of the nam ed local groups, the atlas in its present format is 
unclear and is visually confusing. On the basis of the names that are m apped on the 
local group maps, it w ould be easier to use the atlas if these names were num bered, as 
on the m aps, and emboldened or underlined. For example: '2. Bellum Bellum'. U nder
neath these headings, should follow variants et al.

W here the source indicates a language or tribal/d irectional/outsider-insider 
name, these should be included. Sources need to be more detailed. It is im portant for
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communities, native title researchers, and other scholars, to be able to walk in Wesson's 
steps, so to speak, so it is important that references are detailed, and page numbers indi
cated etc

One of the major shortcomings of the atlas is the absence of a discussion section 
for each named group, where any issues peculiar to the historical record can be dis
cussed. Why, for example, does Wesson favour the use of the oldest recorded name? 
Her rationale for this policy needs to be articulated. We know that Robinson did not 
hear Aboriginal words very well, he often failed to hear initial 'ng' for example, and 
given this knowledge a policy favouring the use of the oldest name may be inadequate. 
One of the benefits of a discussion section as a mandatory part of each entry, is that it is 
an opportunity for the researcher to comment on the strength of the information 
sources. A name that is recorded by Robinson, and later sources such as Bulmer, and 
Howitt, may have more integrity than a name that is only ever recorded once in the 
1840s and never verified by later nineteenth century sources.

When listing named local groups, I think it is important in the discussion for the 
writer to comment on other reconstructions. Her analysis of this earlier work will be 
important for communities, for native title research, and for other scholars. Where Sue 
Wesson differs from this existing corpus of research, she needs to engage it and explain 
why. For example, Clark (1996,1998a) considered Bellum Bellum to be a variant name 
of Bunjil Kraura, and Wesson's reasons for separating them into two distinct groups 
need to be explained. Rather than comment on southeastern New South Wales, this 
reviewer will confine comments to eastern Victoria, an area he is more able to comment 
on with authority.

Transcriptions of primary sources
In some places there is a difference in Wesson's transcription of Robinson's journals and 
Clark's (2000a) transcriptions. In Some cases, the differences are minor, in others signifi
cant. For example, 'messmate' is transcribed by Clark as 'mermate', a variant of meymet 
or mainmait, a common Kulin term meaning foreign (a people with whom there is little 
intermarriage et al. [for more information see Clark 1998a: 91]).

On page 32, Wesson's transcription of Robinson's journal entry for 27 Apr 1844 is 
different to Clark (2000a: 49). Clark, for example, has 'The chief or mormun of the 
Yowengerre was Pur.rine, native place Warmun, is dead'. Wesson has 'The chief of Wor- 
m n m  of the Yowenjerre was Pumine, native place Wormum, is dead'.

p 70: 'so says Mr Broadrib 'queen'.' Wesson has mis-transcribed Robinson, he 
wrote 'so says Mr Broadrib queri!'. Robinson often wrote 'query!' (and often misspelt it) 
when he was unsure of the information he was given, or before he had had an opportu
nity to verify it by speaking with other informants.

These are examples of differences, far too numerous to list in this review, but it is 
recommended that Wesson reconsider her transcriptions in the light of Clark's reading 
of Robinson.

Gippsland primary sources
Wesson has failed to utilise the literature generated in the 1840s search for the supposed 
captive white woman of Gippsland. Some of this contains information on Aboriginal
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spatial organisation (see Carr 2001). Specifically letters from Christian De Villiers and 
James Warman, and Warman's journal of the first expedition, published in the Port Phil
lip Herald between November 1846 and March 1847, and Donald McLeod's journal of 
the second expedition in 1847, now in the State Library of Victoria.

G ippsland named groups

p 23: Binnajerra may well be a sub-group (patriline?) of the Boul Boul (this is certainly 
hinted at by Howitt). The existence of sub-group names needs to be considered and dis
cussed, as it may well be an explanation for two variant names seemingly referring to 
the same people in the same location.

p 26: Bundah Wark is considered by Clark (1996, 1998a) to be a variant name of 
Wumgung-gatti.

p 32: Nanjet is more likely to be a Ganai name for the Boonwurrung Yowengerra 
peoples of Wilson's Promontory.

p 35: Wonangertoo (Robinson journal 28 July 1844), Wernangertoo (Robinson jnl 
24 July 1844) refers to a river 30 miles from Tumbum Creek.

p 36: Yowengerra: is a Boonwurrung group, and not a Ganai group, therefore 
should they be included in this atlas?

At some stage in this discussion, the convergence or divergence between the pri
mary sources, primarily Bulmer, Hagenauer, and Howitt, needs to be discussed. It does 
not follow that just because Bulmer and Hagenauer record divergent group names for 
peoples that appear to be in the same location, they are two distinct groups. Clark 
found this difficulty in western Victoria, where it was common to find two or three 
names in the sources for the same people. Sometimes these were names of their own 
choosing and names conferred by others, and possibly sub-group names. For example, 
the Wathawurrung group at Trawalla were known as both the Moner balug and the 
Kalkerknerkneet balug. Clark's analysis of this was that given that both these named 
groups shared the same location and the same personnel, that the name Moner people 
was more than likely a conferred name implying that their country had a rich supply of 
moner (Microseris scapigera), and that Kalkerknerkeet referred to the name of their local
ity and was probably their self-defining name (for more discussion of this see Clark's 
1992 doctorate, published in 1998b). The possibility that similar dynamics are in opera
tion in eastern Victoria must be considered. Where these names are clearly divergent 
because they refer to distinct personnel and there is no articulation of divergent names 
with these personnel, then the case for delineation is very strong, these reasons need to 
be explained.

Northeast Victoria
p 58: Re confusion surrounding Tarrer mittung, another possibility is that they are dis
tinct groups, sharing the same name. This situation is known to occur elsewhere in Vic
toria, i.e. Pellerwin balug (see Clark 1990). If the name is a descriptive name, then 
duplication across different language groups is quite a possibility.

pp 61, 70: Ballung-karar cf Pal.len.go.il.lum cf Pal ler an mitter, both Barwick and 
Clark have considered these names to be variants of the same name, and not three dis
tinct groups as Wesson suggests. Divergence from this position needs to be justified.
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PaUengoillum may simply be a variant name Ballung-willam, assigned by other Kulin 
peoples. Somewhere there needs to be a discussion of the meaning of clan affixes such 
as mittung and willum and munji and some discussion of the many variant forms thev 
are represented by. The designation Ballung(w)illum (surely the same as PaUengoillumi 
for the BaUung-kara-mittung may be explained by the origin of the assigner of the 
name. Perhaps their neighbours caUed them the BaUungiUam, and their own language 
group caUed them by the other name.

p 69: MoguUumbidj

This is a curious name, and evidence obtained by Robinson when travelling 
through southwest Victoria in 1841 suggests it is a pejorative name or a descriptive 
word. Robinson traveUed through the Western District with a Tasmanian Aboriginal 
companion, and local Aboriginal people upon meeting him caUed him 'moguUumbidj'.

The Aborigines were greatly astonished at the VDL native when they first saw
him. His wooUyhead was a curiosity. ... They caU him moke.al.lum.be. (Robinson
Journal 21 April 1841 in Clark 2000a).
Bin.he.yaU: a name the natives have invented for the Van Diemen's Land black.
They say they shaU not caU him Moke.aUum.beet any more, but Bin.ne.yaU (Rob
inson Vocabulary Papers in Clark 2000b: 94)'.

Putting aside the status of the name 'MoguUumbidj', Robinson considers it refers to an 
entity that has constituent or sub-groups, so it may refer to a dialect group of a larger 
language, or is a referent name of this cluster. Tindale considers MoguUumbidj to be a 
variant name of Minjambuta. Barwick and Clark consider MoguUumbidj to be a part of 
Waywurru. Greater discussion is merited.

p 76: Waywurru

This is one of the most problematic names in northeast Victoria. It was considered 
in detaU in the recent Yorta Yorta native title claim. From a careful reading of Robinson, 
there is no doubt that this refers to a cluster or consteUation of named groups, and is not 
the name of a local group or clan. It is likely to be a language name, -wurru is a lan
guage name affix, and is found elsewhere: Tjapwurru; Lewurru; Woiwurru et al. The 
reconstruction of the first element is more difficult. Clark (1993; repubhshed in 1998a) 
Usts nine variants that have three first elements: Wee, Way, Wa. Perhaps the name is bet
ter represented as Waywurru, Weewurru, or Wawurru! Robinson in his 1844 journal 
considered the Waywurru a 'nation', and assigned the Kwart Kwart (and their nine 
clans) to be a part of the Waywurru. Barwick assigned the MoguUumbidj (and presum
ably their six+ clans) to the Waywurru. AU these issues needed to be considered and 
some attempt made at a resolution.

Where in Wesson's atlas is the Kwart Kwart (Quart Quart)? Robinson was ada
mant that they spoke a language that was different to the Yorta Yorta. The other indica
tor that the Kwart Kwart was not Yorta Yorta is that their clan names (with one 
exception) do not have the distinctive Yorta Yorta affix -pan or -ban. Clark (1996,1998a) 
identified 19 Waywurru clans (including nine Kwart Kwart and six MoguUumbidj 
clans). Thus, there are a large number of local group names not considered by Wesson 
in this atlas.
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p 85: Gun.dun.gerre

The claim that G undungerre is a language nam e is not convincing. I believe it is a 
nam ed gTOup (a clan). Does it conform to know n nam ing principles of language names 
in the region? W hat are the language nam ing conventions in this region? In the nine
teenth century sources, 'tribe' was used loosely, and local g roups/clans were often 
called tribes. One lesson I learned from my w estern Victorian research is that language 
names do not exist in the literature w ithout some assignation of clans to those language 
names. Are any clans identified as speaking the G undungerre language? If clans have 
not been assigned to this language name, then the probability that it is a language name 
is lim ited (in my opinion). The affix -m ittung, is more indicative of a clan name. Where 
clan affixes exist in language names elsewhere in Victoria, they are followed by the affix 
m eaning tongue, lip, speech, or language (i.e. the Ngurai-illam  balug clan spoke 
Ngurai-illam w urrung). My considered opinion is that all the indicators are that this is a 
clan, not a language, name.

p 85: M inubuddong

The inform ant for this nam e was M ullerminer, alias Joe. Robinson first m et Joe in 
January 1841 w hen he and his brother, another W aywurru m an, and a Wiradjuri man 
from Billybong, were brought to M elbourne on m urder charges. In February 1841, Rob
inson returned these m en to Docker's station.

Robinson's journal entry for 2 Jan 1841:

1. Wine.ger.rine, 2. Parngurite, conferred nam e Lare.re, m eant for Harry, belongs 
to the tribe Wavoroo, section 1. Pal.len.go.mit.tum, 2. Pal.len.go.mit.tite, native 
locality Pan.der.ram.bo.go wurtchur, a plain, Docker's Plain.

Robinson journal 7 Jan 1841:

Saw the fresh natives brought to the gaol from the Hum e, he is they say brother to 
Merriman, his nam e is Mole.line.yin.nite, tribe: Waveroo, section: Pal.len.go.mit.ty, 
locality: Pan.der.ram.bo.go, is ta.de.dic to Mr John, nam ed conferred Joseph, or 
Joe.

Robinson journal 3 Feb 1841:

Mul.lo.nin.ner, alias Joe, Pal.len.gan.mit.ty, country Panderam bo.
Robinson journal 10 Feb 1841:

Mole.ler.nin.ner, alias Joe, ... Pallengoillum gentlemen.
Robinson journal 23 Febl841:

No. 22: Mole.ler.nin.ner, alias Joe, shepherd and gentlem an, Pal.len.go.mit.ty, 
W ayradgerry, 17 years.
Nackandanda, above Dr Mackay's at Buckland's station.

Robinson in his vocabulary papers (see Clark 2000b: 186-7) recorded the following:

'Pal.ler.an.mitter language of Mul.ler.nin.ner, alias Joe, 31 Sept. '44, Bane Bane 
Police Station'
'Pal.loo.ang.mitter, Nac.in.don.dy or Nac.er.dan.dy, speak language 
M in.u.bud.dong, 30th Sept. '44, Joe. W. side of H um e'.
Sue Wesson may well be right in her inference that M inubuddong may be a vari

ant of M inyambuta. The major obstacle to get around here, however, is that Robinson is
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clear that Joe, and others who were Palleranmitter (or whatever variant is used), spoke 
the Waywurru (Waveroo) language. Lexicostatic analysis of this vocabulary and com
parisons with neighbouring word lists from other languages (especially the Kulin 
Daungwurrung, Woiwurrung etc.) should be revealing. My analysis of the few Way
wurru words found in Robinson's journal suggests that the Waywurru (with Mogul- 
lumbidj and Kwartkwart) was a Kulin tongue. Certainly, the ethnohistoric evidence 
(Thomas and Howitt) suggests that the Mogullumbidj were Kulin, Howitt wasn't sure 
about the peoples to their north. The social interactions of the Mogullumbidj attending 
the gaggip (friendly ceremony) at Merri Creek in the early 1840s would confirm this lin
guistic connection. Thomas, before the 1858-59 Select Committee, stated that 'the blacks 
of all the tribes idolised' one of the Moogolumbeek tribe, 'who must have been 80 or 90 
years of age. He was the fattest man I ever saw, black or white, his face was regularly 
wrinkled, like a pleated shirt, from his bald head to his eyebrows, and his cheeks fur
rowed in like manner'. Such adulation is hardly likely to have been afforded to some
one whose language was mainmait or foreign, thus strengthening the Kulin linguistic 
connection.

Us and them
Insider and outsider terms are spread across Victoria. It may have been a useful device 
to list insider terms first and then outsider terms, or at least demarcate the two rather 
than having them jumbled together. Possibly, the dichotomy insider/outsider may be 
preferable to 'us/them '.

Re relations in the northeast, I would recommend that Sue Wesson reconsider the 
information provided to Robinson in 1841-44 re Waywurru and Wiradjuri. There are 
several terms that Robinson was given, that do not appear to be discussed: ie. Urun- 
gung/Unungung, a name conferred on the Bangarang by the Wiradjuri.

Wiradjuri
I am not convinced that the Wiradjuri were south of the Murray River in terms of 'own
ing' country. Obviously, they were south of the river when Robinson visited that region 
in 1841, but their residence and working there do not necessarily mean that they were 
'traditionally' from that region, that it was their 'traditional country'. This needs more 
analysis. Patterns of residence after the disruption of white settlement may be indica
tive of succession; equally, they may be symptomatic of extensive labour movement. 
There was something of a Wiradjuri diaspora throughout Victoria in the 1840s as Wir
adjuri accompanied overlanders into Victoria.

The maps would have been of greater value if language delineations had been 
imposed on them.

The many photographs are a wonderful and rich inclusion and Sue Wesson's abil
ity to locate so many is admirable, and can only add to the appeal and value of this 
atlas.

The lists of place names are a valuable resource, but to reiterate, it would be more 
valuable if references were more detailed, and especially if they were alphabeticised.

Referencing is not as detailed as it should have been. It is important that whenever 
possible, full details be given — page numbers, dates, microfilm frame numbers, unit



BOOK REVIEWS 291

numbers, series numbers etc. It helps other researchers and communities to go to the 
original sources, should they need to.

In summary, Sue Wesson's work has gone a long way towards uncovering the pri
mary sources relevant to delineating nineteenth century spatial organisation in eastern 
Victoria and far southeastern New South Wales. Nevertheless, this reviewer in an exam
ination of eastern Victoria, alone, has found many7 points of divergence with the writer. 
Wesson appears to write in a vacuum, not considering or at least using other recon
structions as a point of departure. She fails to show the depth of understanding 
expected from someone conducting research at a doctoral level — this is particularly 
evident in the linguistic naivety she displays.

In its existing format, the publication has many shortcomings. Northeast Victoria, 
in particular, has always been a problematic region in regards to Aboriginal spatial 
delineation, and it was hoped that Wesson's research would have gone a long way to 
resolving the confusion in this region. It is hoped that Sue Wesson's doctoral disserta
tion has overcome some of the problems identified in this review.
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Unbranded by Herb Wharton. Second edition, 185 pp, University of Queensland Press 
2000 $19.95

Since Unbranded was first published in 1992, Herb Wharton has become one of Aus
tralia's better known indigenous authors. He has written three more books, regularly 
contributes to publications such as RM Williams Magazine, appears in television and 
radio interviews, and in 1998 won an Australia Council residency in Paris. It is therefore 
timely that the University of Queensland Press would choose to reprint Wharton's first 
novel.

In her 1993 review of Unbranded, Pearl Duncan wrote that 'very little has been 
written about the great contribution Aborigines have given to the early days of the cat
tle industry in Australia' (1993:167). Since that time, a number of histories, autobiogra
phies and oral histories have been published which explore the role of Aboriginal 
workers in the pastoral industry. Dawn May's (1994) historical account of Aboriginal 
labour in the cattle industry and Bill Dodd's (1992) Broken dreams are two examples. 
There have, however, been relatively few works of fiction by Aboriginal authors that 
illustrate the droving way of life.

Unbranded is a simple tale which follows the lives of three mates in the Australian 
bush. Sandy is a white stockman who dreams of owning a pastoral empire, Bindi is a 
traditional owner in search of land ownership, and the nomadic Mulga is an Aboriginal 
far removed from his traditional lifestyle. Through his subsequent work, in particular 
his autobiographical Yumba days, we now know more about the life of Herb Wharton 
himself. It is clear that Wharton drew heavily on his own life experience as a drover and 
stockman in Western Queensland when developing his characters and crafting the 
yarns for his books. Indeed, Mulga's story strongly resembles Herb Wharton's own 
journey towards becoming a Murri writer.

Through the eyes of these realistic characters and Wharton's talent for storytelling, 
Unbranded illuminates many of the tensions and bonds between those who inhabit out
back Australia. For this reason, and because of the unconventional genre Wharton has 
chosen to describe Australian bush life, Unbranded may well become a classic Austral
ian bush novel.
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Listen to the people, listen to the land by Jim Sinatra and Phin Murphy, 201 pp, b&w 
photos, reference list. Melbourne University Press, Melbourne $29.95

These are stories from people who are connected to their place. In these times, when 
most of us move at will between suburbs, cities, states and countries, the stories remind 
us that hearing the messages from our local landscapes requires us to stop long enough 
to listen.

Indigenous people are far more grounded in place than most other Australians 
and Jim Sinatra and Phin Murphy include several explorations of Aboriginal people's 
identity in place in their collection, drawing on their landscape design work with 
remote communities. However, the book is much more than this. Its chapters equally 
explore the identity that Australians from many other cultural backgrounds have with 
their locality and how it determines their identity, lifestyle and outlook. Sinatra and 
Murphy have been trying to 'understand the land from different points of view, to 
observe the world differently from how we have been trained in our particular cultural 
environment'. Refreshingly, they show that this quest does not need a specialised 
vocabulary unintelligible outside specialised fields of academia. The ways that place 
and culture shape people's world views are illuminated here through the reflections of 
'ordinary Australians from a diversity of backgrounds'.

Each chapter focuses on one person, or a family. What these people have in com
mon, beyond living somewhere in rural or remote Australia, is that they are 'landscap
ers' — they are all 'interacting (with), developing or improving' the places where they 
live. This landscaping is land caring — approaches to land management which promote 
the land's capability to care for people in the long term. The ingenuity of these 
approaches reflects limited resources and outside assistance. This self reliance in turn 
has engendered innovations which are attuned to place. It is a trial and error approach, 
building local knowledge for meeting local challenges, and as such is rarely presented 
to a broader audience.

At Kintore we meet landcare worker Nigel Carrick, who moved to his job from 
Melbourne and, rather than following a bulldozer and rake approach to cleaning up 
and landscaping the town, began to see the community's rubbish as a major resource. 
He noticed the mounds of windblown rubbish and sand which accumulated along 
fence lines becoming green belts as windblown seeds germinated. The rubbish content 
aids soil stability and water retention. This led him to mulch planted trees with rubbish 
collected from around the community, as a cheaper, termite-proof alternative to organic 
mulch.
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In Coober Pedy we meet Karl Hammermeiste who came there from Germany 22 
years ago and, in this most arid of places, has never bought water. He harvests the run
off from the irregular, erratic, but often heavy, rainfall and stores it in the huge tanks he 
has excavated.

We meet such people in their own words, mostly transcribed from interviews and 
also through letters. The 11 chapters span Australia from the Kimberley to Lake Condah 
and were documented over several years. Sinatra and Murphy weave in introductions 
to the historical and environmental context of each place, many photographs and maps, 
and endnotes explaining terms whose meaning would not be obvious to the general 
reader. The book is beautifully designed and produced.

The inspiration to prepare this collection came from Sinatra's work in RMIT's Out
reach Australia Program, which for nearly 20 years has offered landscape architecture 
students the option of internship in a 'design studio' in a rural or remote community. 
While the students have worked on community planning and settlement design, such 
as at Ladjardarr Bay north of Broome — whose family presents one chapter — the pro
gram's leaders have also built long-term relationships with people from such places.

There is much in this volume pertinent to reconciliation, for the relationships of 
white and black Australians with place do need to be reconciled if commitment to sus
tainable human use of the land is to be fostered. Near Broome Paddy Roe and his long 
time Dutch pupil and helper Frans Hoogland's cross-cultural dialogue about looking 
after country is expressed for tourists through the Lurujarri cultural trail. Paddy Roe's 
motivation is to care for his 'living country' and he says he has learnt that he needs to 
do this 'with the European people too, because on our own we won't be able to look 
after the country.'

The trail, following a Dreaming, sets out to help people see the land differently — to 
create space for the land to pull people out of their conditioned perception. Frans says 
people who journey on the trail 'at least ... have woken up to something in themselves 
that might be beneficial to them and to the land everywhere else they go to'. Of course if 
you see things this way, you are a 'misfit' in mainstream society (to use Gerritsen's dispar
aging term), since why would most Australians need to care about the link between the 
land and their own sustenance, whether spiritual or material? Where food, water and fuel 
come from, and at what cost, are not questions worthy of most people's reflection.

The roots of the crisis in Australian agricultural landscapes lie also in such lack of 
reflection. Liz Fenton of western Victoria, who is addressing this crisis locally by propa
gating indigenous trees, observes that it is the older farmers who are most supportive of 
her work, even though 'they know they put a hell of a lot of effort into clearing and any 
criticism they make (about what was considered best practice land management in the 
past) is about themselves'. Or it may be criticism of their own fathers, as Bob Purvis of 
central Australia observes: 'Of all the things (my father) understood and was good at, he 
didn't really understand this country. No better or worse than others of his generation.'

Now we have a more widespread appreciation of indigenous people's caring for 
country and we have had the landcare ethic for more than a decade. Yet recent govern
ment reports are warning that truly radical changes in land use are going to be neces
sary in some regions to arrest such problems as salinisation. Most Australians, 
understanding little about such things and probably caring less, have limited apprecia-
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tion of what they might do to make their relationship with land more sustainable. Listen 
to the people, listen to the land is not another wake-up call. One reason it deserves a wide 
readership is because, through its portraits of 'people who have a long-held attachment 
to place as an identity', readers may well reflect on the nature of their own relationship 
to their local patch.

Jocelyn Davies 
University of Adelaide

Palaeopathology of Australian Aboriginals by Stephen Webb, 324 pp, Cambridge Uni
versity Press 1995 $75

Stephen Webb has produced a landmark volume in palaeoepidemiology in presenting 
evidence from a whole continent, and also in his conceptual framework which is to 
thoroughly consider and assess the field and project de novo theoretically. His thor
oughness and meticulous consideration of detailed theoretical issues of epidemiology 
is, at times, more rigorous than that given to studies of the living. As he says, it is the 
distant and inanimate nature of his raw material that prompts the care. At the same 
time, however, the view of prehistoric human bones as inanimate objects detracts con
siderably from this volume, in the sense that it ignores the highly political nature of 
working with the remains of indigenous people. To be fair, Webb does address the issue 
of Aboriginal concerns for the dead when he acknowledges some form of Aboriginal 
cooperation in his study. But most contemporary researchers in this field would recog
nise the need for a more comprehensive discussion of this topic which has, after all, 
dominated the field of physical anthropology in Australia for the last decade.

From a medical point of view, what is missing is a detailed discussion of the epi
demiological factors which could lead to errors in interpretation. The most commonsen- 
sical summary of these is that by Adolf Grunbaum (1986) who identified four main 
factors to be considered in a study such as Webb's.

1. base rate fluctuation
2. observer bias
3. acquiescent (or oppositional) subject
4. incidental effect of placebo.
While the first two seem obvious, they are not given full treatment. The last two 

may seem irrelevant. However, Webb has referred to 3 in citing his rigorous approach to 
selection of specimens and their sources, and his awareness of underlying prejudices 
(especially the historical accounts or his astute noting of the supervention of exogenous 
diseases in an area before the settlement of Europeans). While he gives a first class 
account of these factors he may have overlooked the link between 3 and 4. For example, 
in measuring dental enamel hypoplasia one could possibly be measuring other vectors' 
effects (i.e. in a modem population alcohol leading to alcohol foetal syndrome). Cer
tainly a fuller discussion of these epidemiological factors would have strengthened 
Webb's already elegant presentation of data.

The great strength of Webb's work is best assessed when one considers that his 
book is one of only a handful of such studies, and none of these other studies is compa-
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rable in its breadth (Webb examined 6371 post-cranial bones compared to 325 bones in 
the other most recent study). Moreover, Webb has accessed bones which can be re
examined by other researchers to test his results and conclusions.

Webb has certainly done a wonderful job of putting 'flesh on the bones' and making 
them come alive in this well presented book. He gives us a chance to see a population's 
patterns of health and disease from a unique perspective. Even with living subjects there 
is massive inaccuracy in the reporting of illness and disability. Ironically the bones may be 
more accurate in indicating a society's health profile, when rigorously assessed.

Reference
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Robert Paton 
Attila Gyory MD

Words and silences: Aboriginal women, politics and land edited by Peggy Brock, ix + 
210 pp, index and notes. Allen & Unwin, Crows Nest (Sydney) 2001

In this very readable book, various contributors highlight past practices in consultation 
and interaction with Aboriginal people that ignored women or rendered them invisible. 
Quite apart from the issue of equity, these practices are very unfortunate, given that 
women on average live longer than men, and the older people in any group are the 
repositories of knowledge and experience, both of genealogies and life styles. Authors 
in this book all highlight the wealth of knowledge of land and genealogies possessed by 
older Aboriginal women, and also the power such women have in their communities, 
even noted in early ethnographic material which suggested powerlessness and exploi
tation of younger women in southwest Western Australia.

The contributors also highlight the dilemma faced by Aboriginal people in pre
senting to outsiders the type of evidence required in asserting title to land or connection 
to place. In the traditional hunter-gatherer society, if you did not belong to the clan 
which had claims to a particular tract of land, you were often not entitled to be privy to 
the secret-sacred knowledge of that group; for example, women with ties to a neigh
bouring group, as well as younger women in the specific group, would not be given 
access to such women's knowledge. Similar restrictions to access of course applied to 
secret-sacred men's 'business'. 'Knowledge is power', and those with the knowledge 
and power face loss of power and status if their esoteric knowledge is shared too 
widely. Power plays among both women and men sometimes account for secrecy 
regarding a song or ceremony in one group, when the same item may be relatively 
freely shared in another group.

There are seven chapters in this book, five by female non-Aboriginal Australian 
researchers with extensive experience in different Aboriginal communities, one by a 
female Aboriginal researcher, and one by a team of three non-Aboriginal people one of 
whom is male. As the jacket notes state:
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In struggles over access to land, Aboriginal wom ens concerns have often 
remained unacknowledged. Their words — and silences — have been frequently 
misheard, misunderstood, misrepresented, misused.
The controversy of the 'secret women's business' in the Hindmarsh Island Bridge 
conflict brought this issue to the attention of the general public. How can Aborigi
nal women assert their claims while protecting, by remaining silent, their cultur
ally sensitive knowledge? How can they prevent their words and silences being 
misrepresented ?
Words and silences explores the barriers confronting Aboriginal women trying to 
defend their land rights. The contributors to this volume provide insights into the 
intricacies of Aboriginal social and cultural knowledge, and introduce the reader 
to different understandings of how the gendered nature of Aboriginal land own
ership adds complexity to the cross-cultural encounter. In lively and engaging 
prose they document the ongoing struggles of Aboriginal women across Austra
lia, who are fighting to ensure they receive due recognition of their rights in land.
Peggy Brock, whose chapter 'Aboriginal women, politics and land' introduces the 

subject, teaches at Edith Cowan University in Western Australia. Other contributors 
from Western Australia are Hannah McGlade, a Nyungar lawyer who contributed 
'Aboriginal women and the Commonwealth Government's response to Mabo — an 
international human rights perspective', Pat Barnes who contributed 'Seeking justice: 
traditions of social action among Indigenous women in the southwest of Western Aus
tralia', and Sandy Toussaint, Myma Tonkinson and David Trigger who contributed the 
final chapter on 'Gendered landscapes: the politics and processes of inquiry and negoti
ating interests in land'. Heather Goodall from Public History at the University of Tech
nology in Sydney contributed the second chapter "Speaking what our mothers want us 
to say': Aboriginal women, land and the Western Women's Council in New South 
Wales, 1984-85'. Deborah Bird Rose, based in Canberra, but who has worked exten
sively in the Northern Territory, discussed 'The silence and power of women', and 
Diane Bell, based at George Washington University, Washington DC, USA, contributed 
'The word of a woman: Ngarrindjeri stories and a bridge to Hindmarsh Island'.

Brock begins chapter 1 with the statement (p 1) that the book:

discusses, from a variety of perspectives, the gendered nature of Aboriginal 
knowledge and relationships to the land within the context of the Australian polit
ical and legal system. The contributors consider who can speak and be heard in 
this cross-cultural environment; who is silenced; and why some Aboriginal 
women must remain silent even when their land is threatened.
Her chapter gives a brief account of land rights, native title and site protection 

laws introduced and implemented since the 1960s, and considers how Aboriginal 
women's interests have been accommodated, or overlooked, in these laws and proce
dures, giving the legal and administrative framework to the chapters which follow. 
Land-rights legislation came late in Australian history, and the debates and conflicts 
over native title in Australia 'follow, and to some extent have been informed by previ
ous land-rights legislation and the international experience' (p 5). Feminist anthropo
logical research was only beginning to make an impact at this time in Australia, but the 
research, consultation, drafting and passing of the Aboriginal Land Rights Act was 
done by men, and the 'persona' of Aboriginal groups was a male persona. Feminist
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anthropologists did question the early implementation of the Act as not taking fully 
into account women's rights in land or matrilineal descent and inheritance.

In her summary history, Brock states that Aboriginal groups have:

gained access to and some control of land, but their land claims have also resulted 
in confrontation with powerful mainstream economic and political interests. 
Aboriginal landowners have been forced into compromises which have been 
destructive of community cohesion and mores in their attempts to conform to 
requirements under various land rights acts (pp 1-2).

Brock notes that Aboriginal women from very different communities face similar prob
lems, and those who have had long-term contact with colonial regimes can have special 
problems. She also notes that the book does not attempt to deal with issues of relative 
strengths of the rights and rites of men and women in Aboriginal society, but focuses on 
the issues raised when women's voices are heard or attempts are made to hear their view
points. In the main body of the book, the chapters by Goodall, Baines, Rose and Bell dis
cuss in some depth the position of women in Aboriginal communities in the far west and 
southwest of New South Wales, the southwest of Western Australia, the southeast of 
South Australia and the Victoria River region of the Northern Territory. The chapters by 
McGlade, and Toussaint, Tonkinson and Trigger take a more general perspective.

Heather Goodall reminds us that dispossession takes many forms. Not only do 
guns and fences block access, but without the possibilities of visiting land, people can
not have the knowledge of it passed on, and confidence in living on it is undermined. 
Young people, particularly girls, were apprenticed away from their parents and grand
parents, or whole families were moved from their country to large 'missions'. Like rela
tionships between mothers and daughters, relationships with country need to be 
revitalised and refreshed by frequent contact and experience in order to continue 
strongly. Women in the far west and northwest of New South Wales have been explor
ing ways to restore relationships between generations and relationships between 
women and country. Their ways included organising bush camps. Goodall names 
many of these women and we gain a thumbnail sketch of their personalities.

Pat Baines has sought out old records, going back to the earliest European contact 
in Western Australia, which speak of the position of younger women as slaves and 
expendable commodities, but also attest the prestige and authority of older women. 
While she allows the early accounts of the lives of young women may be coloured by 
observer bias, she also points out that the impact of white settlement was different on 
males and females, women and young girls being employed as house help or used as 
sexual partners by shepherds and labourers and then discarded. She includes some col
ourful reminiscences from old records, but in summarising presents a strong case for 
older women having a continuing tradition of influence and high status, and this 
despite their relative invisibility in many accounts. It is a pity there is no map of the area 
she refers to, bounded by a number of places which are not commonly heard of outside 
Western Australia, but the area she writes about extends some 150 km north of Perth 
and 300 km west, and down to the south coast. (There is a helpful map of the northwest 
of New South Wales included in the previous chapter; given the overall population dis
tribution in Australia today, more would need a map of the relevant Western Australia
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area than of the northw est of NSW.) She writes of tensions w hen younger women take 
the initiative in  land-rights issues w ithout consulting older people, and how some such 
situations have been defused when the younger wom en then consult with the older. 
She w rites of the tenacity required of wom en (and men) in pursuing land rights, and 
their persistence for the sake of their descendants, even w hen it brings little satisfaction 
to them selves. She explores stories of N yungar w om en from the recent past, older and 
new er dream ing stories, both of which show w om en who were fine characters as well 
as some w ho flouted rules, to ask 'w hether the contem porary position of Nyungar 
w om en m aking native title claims draw s on both traditions of strong senior women: 
able to in tervene in disputes; but also a tradition of feminine assertiveness, even wilful
ness in the face of situations which were novel' (p 71).

In her chapter T h e  silence and pow er of w om en', Deborah Bird Rose first points 
out that silence can be an evidence of power, or a sym ptom  of powerlessness. Active 
silence, she claims, is 'characteristic of an Indigenous system of knowledge, as well as of 
religious and  political life', whereas passive silence occurs w hen power stifles or 
destroys people and their knowledge and is a tool of colonisation (p 92). Within tradi
tional A boriginal society pow er and knowledge are gendered. But while both experts 
and untrained  observers have long been aware of the dom ain of knowledge and action 
restricted to m en, and this has been readily accepted, the existence of a parallel dom ain 
of w om en has had to be argued afresh in each instance. This has placed an extra burden 
on Aboriginal women w ho choose to take public stances on this restricted knowledge, 
restricted sites and actions.

Diane Bell, in her chapter 'The w ord of a woman: Ngarrindjeri stories and a 
bridge to H indm arsh Island' frames her argum ent around a series of biting questions, 
and concludes:

Here w e have 'ethnographic fact' at odds w ith 'legal facts' and that 'fact' has been 
m ade m uch of in the media commentary on feminists and fabrications. Will 
women's words ever be enough? (p 138, italics in original)

Bell had w orked in more remote areas, but became involved in this issue, and carried 
out fieldw ork over a couple of years. She was also one of the early feminist scholars in 
the field, and  indicates the battle to have this view point recognised as 'serious'. Because 
of the bias in early ethnographies by men, who d id  in m any cases become privy to 
'm en 's business' but were excluded from 'w om en's business', wom en have very mea
gre w ritten  sources to draw  on to substantiate their claims. Questions that had to be 
faced included

Could assimilated people have traditions w orthy of protection? Who decides 
w hat constitutes tradition? W hat is worthy of recognition? (p 120)

H annah McGlade claims that Aboriginal women come from 'nations which value and 
respect the w om an's role, rights and responsibilities', and suggests the referring to the 
land as 'm o th er' endorses this. She states that Aboriginal wom en are an im portant part 
of the land-rights movement, and she nam es some of the well-known 'fighters', includ
ing Bonita Mabo. She discusses the Com m onw ealth Governm ent's responses to the 
H igh C ourt Mabo decision, which include the 1993 Native Title Act of the Com m on
wealth, the Native Title Tribunal set up  under this act, Native Title Representative Bod
ies, the Indigenous Land Corporation, social justice measures, and the Aboriginal and
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Torres Strait Islander Commission, and notes the severe under-representation of 
women in these bodies. In a section entitled 'An international human rights perspec
tive' (pp 145ff), she claims her previous section showed that the Commonwealth Gov
ernment's response to Mabo was not sensitive to Aboriginal women, and consequently 
systemic discrimination against Indigenous women can be claimed. She therefore con
siders whether Aboriginal women have rights under international law to native title 
and self-determination.

She goes on to state that 'the position of Indigenous women is not specifically 
addressed by international human rights law' (p 146), although there is growing recog
nition of Indigenous peoples' rights. She discusses a number of international bodies 
which are relevant to Aboriginal women's right to self-determination and land. They 
include the International Covenant for Civil and Political Rights, International Labour 
Organisation Convention 169, the International Convention for the Elimination of All 
Forms of Racial Discrimination, the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination 
Against Women, and the Draft Declaration on Indigenous Peoples. She concludes with 
a brief note on the Office of the Status of Women, which in 1984 reported on Aboriginal 
women and the need for Government to consult equally with women as well as men. 
She claims however that Indigenous women continue to be marginalised.

Toussaint, Tonkinson and Trigger begin with an account of Bennelong's wife 
Barangaroo, who wanted to give birth to her child in Government House, thus main
taining the association with the land. Governor Arthur Phillip, not understanding this 
cultural point, felt it was better the baby be bom in the nearby hospital. The baby was 
born safely, but there is no record of where the birth took place. Their chapter 'Gen
dered landscapes' focuses on the significance of gender in negotiations for Indigenous 
rights in land in the 1980s and 1990s. They include a brief discussion of relevant anthro
pological literature on the politics of representation, and then focus on

three issues central to an understanding of gendered identities in land claims and 
native title cases: how might women's participation and status in negotiations 
over country be characterised; how are the Indigenous rights of men and women 
to land represented in land-related inquiries and native title claims; have women 
been advantaged or disempowered through such negotiations and claims argued 
before tribunals and courts? (p 158)

They consider these questions in the context of case studies from the Northern Territory, 
Western Australia and Queensland. Their examinations suggest that

women's' knowledge about and interests in land eventually found public expres
sion via the operation of the ALRA (Aboriginal Land Rights Act) in the Northern 
Territory, that women as well as men took leading roles in processes of the ALI 
(Aboriginal Land Inquiry) in Western Australia, and that women in conjunction 
with men played significant negotiating roles in land claims and resource devel
opment projects in Queensland (p 174).

They note that matrifiliation is emerging as an important principle in some regions, and 
that the state is a major determinant of outcomes of Aboriginal efforts to deal with the 
legacy of their colonial history. In the Western Australian case cited, sectors or govern
ment and industry were opposed to recognition of Indigenous rights. Not only politics 
of negotiation between men and women is involved, but politics of negotiation between 
Indigenous people and the State.
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In sum, therefore, the various chapters show the difficulties Aboriginal women 
have faced in order to be heard, and indicate there is still m uch to be desired in how 
w om en's rights in Aboriginal Australia are recognised and accom m odated in Australia.

Margaret Sharpe 
Hon. Research Fellow 
University of New England

Talkin' up to the white woman: Indigenous women and white fem inism  by Aileen 
Moreton-Robinson, 234 pp, notes, references, index, University of Q ueensland Press, St 
Lucia 2000 $22 ISBN: 0 7022 3134 7

My comments start w ith gratitude: thank you, Aileen M oreton-Robinson, for writing 
this challenging book. Australian feminism will never be the same, and dialogical femi
nism  is now well and truly on the agenda.

Talkin' up to the white woman is work of excellent scholarship, and is equally a work 
grounded in historical consciousness and passion for justice. This pow erful situated 
analysis finds Australian feminism to be wanting. In M oreton-Robinson's words: Tn the 
Australian literature whiteness is not interrogated and nam ed as a "difference", even 
though it is the standard by which certain "differences" are m easured, centred and nor
m alised' (p xviii). Moreton-Robinson speaks to white w om en's lack of consciousness of 
whiteness as a race, our lack of perception of the racial qualities of our struggles, and 
our condescension in acting and writing as if we imagine that other w om en around the 
w orld all would w ant to be like us. In contrast, Moreton-Robinson describes Indigenous 
w om en's resistance to an assimilated whiteness through a study of Indigenous 
w om en's self-presentations; she finds 'resilience, creativity and strength ... [in the face 
of] the continuity of colonisation in discursive and cultural practices' (p 31). The resil
ience of resistance is one basis of sovereignty and informs the bottom  line of Indigenous 
w om en's challenge to w hite feminism: 'We do not w ant to be w hite' (p 184).

Moreton-Robinson moves back and forth between several domains: Indigenous 
w om en's self-presentation w ithin Indigenous w om en's life writings, feminist theory 
overseas and in Australia, and anthropologists' representations of Indigenous women. 
One chapter is devoted to analysis of interviews w ith white feminist academics, and 
one is devoted to Indigenous w om en's self-presentation in relation to w hite Australian 
feminism. Moreton-Robinson hinges some of the analysis of the well know n case of 
w hether or not speaking about rape (in Indigenous communities) is everybody's busi
ness. This event, more than many others, dem onstrates the limits of w hite feminism by 
transgressing those limits. On the other hand, the fact that there was no singular Indig
enous wom en's view on the matter, as in the H indm arsh controversies (also m entioned 
briefly), indicate some of the problematics of a dialogue that w ould be constructed 
around a singular 'u s ' and a singular 'them '. No such singularities exist, and we desper
ately need better concepts and practices of dialogue if we are to engage w ith our m ulti
plicities of subjectivities and goals.

W hite feminism is show n to be implicated in two projects of which feminists 
themselves have been deeply critical: those of universalising and essentialising knowl
edges. More often than not, feminist debates concerning others are not carried on in dia-
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logue with others. Or, the debates leave whiteness unexamined and thus implicitly 
universalise it. Or, the debates assert the existence and positive value of multiple subjec
tivities without examining the historical and contemporary power relationships within 
which they are situated. Moreton-Robinson's analysis is hard hitting; she tells it as she 
sees and experiences it, and she really knows how to talk up.

Moreton-Robinson calls for 'a sustained analysis of the epistemological assump
tions that inform and privilege Western thought and its cultural representations' (p 93). 
This call is well founded, but it is also fair to point out that some of the most powerful 
critiques available today come out of feminist scholarship. Donna Haraway's (1988) 
'Situated knowledges' and Val Plumwood's (1993) Feminism and the mastery of nature are 
just two examples of feminist analyses that have intervened at profound points in the 
self-referential absorption of western thought. In my reading of critiques of western 
epistemology, it appears that although feminists cannot mount this critique without ref
erencing men, it is possible for men to mount their own critiques without referencing 
feminists. This suggests an ongoing power imbalance within the academy. I hope that a 
more dialogical feminism will enlist Indigenous women's support for and critical par
ticipation in the interrogation and deconstruction of white non-feminist uni vernalising 
essentialising knowledges.

But that is for the future. Dialogical feminism will only be possible if white femi
nists respond positively to the challenges Moreton-Robinson offers us. These include: 
the challenge to interrogate our own histories through critical analysis of our implicat- 
edness in colonialism's culture of race and power; to interrogate our own white privi
lege; to turn our critical gaze toward whiteness; to gain awareness and acceptance of 
the 'complexity of, and limits to, relations between white feminists and Indigenous 
women' (p 184). Much of the moral force of these challenges can be summed up in the 
challenge for feminist scholars to ask Indigenous women what their agendas are and 
how we can lend ourselves to the task (p 66).

This is a tough book to read, or so I found it, and that is the reason for my grati
tude. In my work with scientists I am often asked how people in the social sciences and 
humanities can ever be certain of their knowledge. We don't set up experiments, we 
often do not construct our research around falsifiable hypotheses, and many (perhaps 
most) of our methods are qualitative. Part of my answer to this complex question con
cerns dialogue: it is of the first importance that our work be undertaken in a dialogical 
field in which our interlocutors speak on their own terms. Moreton-Robinson has given 
us the gift of an Indigenous critical analysis. It is now up to us to sustain a positive dia
logue, and decentre our own self-absorbed concerns.

References
Haraway, D, 1988. 'Situated knowledges: the science question in feminism and the priv

ilege of partial perspective'. Feminist Studies 14(3): 575-99.

Plumwood, V, 1993. Feminism and the mastery of nature. Routledge, London.

Deborah Rose
Australian National University



BOOK REVIEWS 303

Where ya ' been mate? by Herb Wharton, 130 pp, University of Queensland Press $16.95

Herb Wharton provides a valuable series o f  short entertaining yarns, reflecting largely 
on a way of life that is no more in Queensland. WTiile the stories reflect both bush and 
city life, we are hearing them being told by a worldly Murri who has experienced a life 
many younger Australians would not envy. To have the yarns, stories and reflections of 
older Indigenous Australians recorded is of great importance, so all can gain insights 
into the 'other' side of Australian history and views of the world.

Herb Wharton, the yam teller in Where ya' been mate? provides us with humour as 
well as serious reflections on Australian history and the state of the world today. Stories 
and experiences stretching from childhood days to the present, told in Herb's own 
warm and passionate style, provide an entertaining and lighthearted read. While some 
chapters are more entertaining than others, it is a book that one will want to read to the 
end. Where ya' been mate? will warm you to the author and lead one to reflect on the 
lives he and so many of his mob grew up experiencing. He not only is, as Jacky Huggins 
says, 'an inspiration to all Indigenous writers who have stories to tell', but also an inspi
ration to the process of Australian reconciliation.

Dave Johnston 
Canberra

Cooloola Coast. Noosa to Fraser Island: the Aboriginal and settler histories o f a 
unique environment by Elaine Brown, 212 pp, University of Queensland Press, St Lucia 
2000 $40 ISBN 0 7022 3129 0

Cooloola Coast is a well-written book representing a worthwhile contribution to histori
cal knowledge of human occupation in this area of southeast Queensland during the 
nineteenth century. The book is organised into two parts. The first, entitled 'The 
Cooloola Aborigines', draws together archaeological, written and pictorial information 
to give insight into the Cooloola people's lifestyles and belief systems before these were 
irrevocably changed by the arrival of Europeans. In chapter 1 of this part, Brown 
presents the vestiges we have of this Tost society' from journalists, explorers, missionar
ies and early settlers. In chapter 2, 'Uncovering the Past', Brown talks about what the 
recent work of archaeologist Dr Ian McNivan reveals about traditional Aboriginal activ
ities and population in the region. The author goes on to explain what is known, 
through Aboriginal elder Gaiarbau (Willie Mackenzie), of the movements of these Dul- 
ingbara people and of their tribal boundaries and neighbours. Chapter 3 examines and 
illustrates the food and other resources available to the Dulingbara, and chapter 4 deals 
with what has been recorded about their attitudes to the world. Brown points out that 
much of what has been written on this topic was heavily infused with European eth
nographers personal religious beliefs.

The second part of the book, 'The Europeans Arrive', consists of six chapters each 
with a dominant theme. Chapter 1 'First Impressions' describes early exploration and 
surveying of Cooloola. In chapter 2 Brown explains the contact between castaways and 
runaways and the Aborigines of Cooloola. Chapter 3 of Part 2 is the longest chapter in 
the book and is devoted to the infamous Eliza Fraser story. It is an attempt by the author
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to unravel the 'mounting pile of diverse and contradictory material' written about the 
experiences of Eliza Fraser who was shipwrecked off the Queensland coast on 21 May 
1836. Brown says that previous interpretations of the story have been racially biased 
and that only by examining the primary sources can we gain a realistic version of 
events. She concludes that the black-white conflict in the Wide Bay Area over the fol
lowing years has its source in the contact between the Aborigines and Europeans after 
this shipwreck. The next three chapters follow the history of the settling of the area. 
Because of the Cooloola Coast's isolation and infertile, sandy soils, European occupa
tion was staggered and fluctuated considerably over time. For the most part attempts 
by speculators, timber-getters, fishermen and farmers to establish industries in the area 
were met with limited and inevitably short-lived success. Fishing and bee keeping are 
the only human activities to have survived on the Cooloola Coast since European 
arrival.

After Parts 1 and 2, Brown finishes with a postscript briefly discussing Cooloola in 
the twentieth century. In her notes she provides a list of abbreviations and acronyms 
used, as well as the sources of quotes given in the text. A select bibliography is then 
given, followed by an alphabetical index including subjects and people's names.

This is an attractive book, in its cover design, layout and, most importantly, its 
content. Brown has carefully sifted through all of the available historical information 
and has written a book that clearly distinguishes information based upon local legends, 
hearsay, sensationalised newspaper articles and fictitious illustrations, from that 
founded in straightforward descriptions, photographs and archaeological evidence. 
The author gives due consideration to conflicting accounts of events, particularly in her 
analysis of the Eliza Fraser story, and where necessary, she has looked to the environ
ment for geographical clues as to the most plausible explanation. Brown further 
enriches her analysis with inset boxes throughout the book (half to a full page in length 
and highlighted by a different typeface), which provide information on the natural 
environment of the Cooloola Coast. Each of these helps to create a physical picture of 
the Coast, and, amongst other things, explains the disappearance of mammals (e.g. the 
koala and the dugong), birds (the curlew), and trees (the kauri pine) through European 
overexploitation in the early days. Eleven well-positioned maps are given in the book, 
including present day maps and historical sketches, to assist the reader in their under
standing of the sites and areas referred to. In most places Brown keeps authorial com
ment to a minimum, instead allowing the facts presented to speak for themselves. 
Brown's account of the historical and cultural heritage of Cooloola is accessible to the 
general reader and can be recommended for anyone with an interest in the local history 
of this area.

Suzanne Kite 
Canberra
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The hated Protector: the story of Charles Wightman Sievzvright Protector o f Aborigi
nes 1839-42 by Lindsey Arkley, x + 509 pp, illustrations, index, select bibliography 2000, 
Orbit Press, Mentone ISBN 0 646 40421 0

This is a very challenging book to review, for while it is our first major analysis of 
Assistant Protector Charles W ightman Sievwright, and for that fact alone its contribu
tion is welcomed, it is handicapped by some very serious omissions of data sources and 
limited discussion of some aspects of this controversial Protectorate official.

Sievwright was one of four Assistant Protectors appointed by the British Govern
m ent in December 1837 to w ork alongside the Chief Protector George Augustus Robin
son. Sievwright was an arm y officer, a lieutenant in the 7th Fusiliers and had been 
stationed in Malta; his three fellow Assistant Protectors were Wesleyan teachers. The 
assistants arrived in M elbourne in early January 1839 w ith their families and were 
directed to report to Police M agistrate William Lonsdale, and take instructions from 
him  until Robinson arrived from Flinders Island in late February.

I first heard of Lindsey Arkley's research into Charles W ightman Sievwright sev
eral years ago. Sievwright was the Assistant Protector responsible for the Western Dis
trict of the Port Phillip Aboriginal Protectorate from 1839 until his dismissal in 1842. For 
reasons that I will detail below, I have always had an interest in Sievwright, and when I 
heard of Arkley's work, I had high expectations. I had several years before come across 
another researcher with an interest in Sievwright, who I recall had m ade some progress 
on a m anuscript, and I encouraged him  to pursue his subject, and publish his work. 
Because I was doing some research for an organisation that employed this latter 
researcher, I took every opportunity  to discuss Sievwright w ith him, and explore the 
m yriad of issues that surround this controversial public figure.

I had myself spent m any years transcribing the journals of George Augustus Rob
inson, the Chief Protector, and Sievwright's superior, so I was unable to avoid 
Sievwright. I hoped that Arkley w ould make use of my publications of Robinson's jour
nal, especially the four volum es I published in 1998, covering the years 1839 until late 
1845, for they contained m any references to Sievwright. In 2000,1 published the remain
ing years of Robinson's journal, late 1845 until late 1852, and these two volumes contain 
num erous references as well.

No one researches in a vacuum: there exists a received dogm a concerning most 
public historical subjects, and biographical research is no exception. The challenge of 
any biographer is to represent, as best they are able, the details of the received dogma 
that surround their subject w hen they commence to research their subject. This dogma 
should serve as a point of departure, especially if the subject is contested and controver
sial, as Sievwright is. In this regard, Arkley's work is disappointing, for he does not 
inform us how  Sievwright w as regarded when he commenced his research, and he 
writes as if his is the first study  of Sievwright and of the W estern District of the Aborig
inal Protectorate. A literature review on Sievwright and the Western District would 
have been instructive, and it is to be regretted that one is absent in this biography.

Arkley's study is not the only w ord on Sievwright, yet his failure to refer to earlier 
studies let alone critique them  is a significant weakness. At least an appraisal of the 
standing of Sievwright in these studies and more generally how he is regarded in
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received dogma, was called for. It is a common practice of scholarship to situate youi 
research into its context, or its pedigree if you wish, to show where it sits in relation tc 
other studies on the same or related subjects. This is a disappointing weakness of 
Arkley's study and the absence of a point of departure is to be regretted.

Sievwright has been the subject of two articles by Barry Bridges (1972); and gen
eral aspects of the operation of the Western District of the Protectorate have been stud
ied by numerous researchers including Foxcroft (1940-41,1941); Corris (1968); Bridges 
(1973, on Dr John Watton, Sievwright's successor); Christie (1979); Clark (1990a); Critch- 
ett (1992); and Cannon (1993). Primary documents concerning Sievwright have beer 
published by Cannon (1983) and Lakic and Wrench (1994), and the Robinson journals 
and his 1841 report into the Western District have been published by Clark (1990b 
2000abcdef).

From his arrival in Melbourne in January 1839 until his suspension in June 1842, 
Sievwright was based at five locations: Melbourne (January 1839 - June 1839); Fyans- 
ford (June 1839 - February 1841); Lake Keilambete (February 1841 - April 1841); Lake 
Terang (April 1841 -  February 1842); and Mount Rouse (February 1842 - June 1842). 
Arkley's study does not devote enough discussion to the Melbourne and Geelong peri
ods, which together represent 24 of his 42 months' service.

Sievwright in Melbourne: January -  June 1839
In Melbourne, the four Assistant Protectors and their families (31 children all told) were 
directed by Police Magistrate William Lonsdale to pitch their government-issued tents 
on the south bank of the Yarra River, beside the large Aboriginal encampment, one mile 
from Melbourne. Each protector settled his family into two tents. Sievwright and his 
wife, Christina, had seven children whose ages ranged between four and 16 years. Liv
ing conditions were uncomfortable and their 'cheek-by-jowl' existence inevitably led to 
friction.

When Robinson arrived in Melbourne in late February 1839, he noted in his pri
vate journal his first impression of Sievwright as having 'the appearance of a gentle
men' (Clark 2000a: 12). Within three months, however, he had reached the conclusion 
that he was a 'litigious man' who would be 'better out of the service' (Clark 2000a: 45).

Tensions between Sievwright and his family, and Sievwright and his fellow 
Assistant Protectors, in particular Edward Stone Parker, were emerging during their 
encampment in Melbourne. Arkley does not adequately deal with these tensions. 
Within a fortnight of his arrival in Melbourne, Robinson was visited by Christina 
Sievwright who complained of continued ill-usage from her husband, and entreated the 
Chief Protector not to send her into the bush with her husband (Clark 2000a: 14). Robin
son noted that he 'reconciled her and she left apparently better pleased'.

On 14 March 1839, Robinson directed both Parker and Sievwright to investigate 
alleged Aboriginal attacks on sheep near Mt Piper. Robinson noted in his diary that 'Mr 
Sievwright and Parker at enmity, hence Mr Sievwright went first to Mt Piper, Mr Parker 
the day following.' Sievwright is alleged to have displayed 'improper conduct' towards 
Mrs Mary Parker during the voyage of the Assistant Protectors and their families from 
Sydney to Melbourne. Edward Parker later explained to Superintendent La Trobe that 
the charge was not without foundation and that it was the cause of his refusal to have
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anything to do with Sievwright beyond what was necessary in the course of official 
business (Bridges 1972: 57).

Arkley's discussion of the alleged 'improper intercourse' between Sievwright and 
Mrs Parker is not convincing. To claim, as he does on p 331, that the crowded conditions 
on board the ship would have prevented any private moments of intimacy, ignores the 
comments made by the fundamentalist Wesleyan Assistant Protector James Dredge. 
Dredge visited Robinson on 2 September 1842 and told him 'he would make an affida
vit that he saw Sievwright kiss Mrs Parker and went into her cabin at all hours of the 
night. He could not prove anything criminal, but he said it look[ed] very much like it: if 
any man was to act towards his wife, he should think so. Said Sievwright called on Mrs 
Tuckfield and said he was resented' (Clark 2000c: 83). In March 1845, Assistant Protec
tor, William Thomas explained in Robinson's office, that 'he did not like Mr Parker 
because he avenged Sievwright's liberties with his wife, own wife' (Clark 2000d: 238). 
In Portland on 25 May 1841, Robinson talked with squatter Stephen Henty, and based 
on Henty's comments, Robinson suspected Sievwright had been 'tampering' with Mrs 
Henty. These alleged interactions with Mrs Tuckfield and Mrs Henty are not discussed 
by Arkley.

The second and more serious moral slur against Sievwright is the allegation of 
incest with his eldest daughter, Frances. This is a serious allegation in any context, and 
one that deserves very careful analysis. When considered along with his difficult rela
tionships with his wife, Christina Sievwright, and his purported neglect of his family, 
the moral character of Sievwright is indeed controversial. This is one of the reasons why 
I have been interested in the story of this Assistant Protector, there are so many intrigu
ing dimensions to a man who was perceived by many of his peers and contemporaries 
to be flawed. There is so much drama, controversy and colour surrounding this man.

Robinson's journals are replete with squatters criticising Sievwright. Andrew 
Scott at 'Boninyong' 'gave Sievwright a very bad character' (Clark 2000a: 155); Kenneth 
Kirkland from 'Trawalla' also gave Sievwright a bad character and complained of his 
uselessness (Clark 2000a: 156). Charles Ayrey at 'Lai Lai' (Clark 2000a: 190) and Clam- 
march complained about him (Clark 2000a: 349). Stephen Henty at 'Cape Bridgewater' 
told Robinson Sievwright would have a cold reception if he returned to Portland, 'he 
knew enough of him to get him dismissed from his situation; he was a bad one. He 
seemed incensed against him' (Clark 2000b: 221); and the Presbyterian Reverend James 
Forbes considered he was 'a bad boy, so every person says' (Clark 2000c: 163).

On 29 September 1842, Edward Parker informed Robinson that 'the native women 
told Mrs Parker that they saw Sievwright, fastened the tent, and have connection with 
his daughter, that the latter struggled but he effected his purpose and plenty blood and 
by and by plenty picernniny tumble down, they looked through a hole in the tent' 
(Clark 2000a: 86). This statement was the subject of correspondence between Robinson 
and La Trobe (see Arkley 2000: 331). Robinson's letter is not as explicit as the entry in his 
private journal.

Arkley's approach to the allegation of incest is to be dismissive because Frances 
Sievwright later denied the abuse occurred. Charles Sievwright believed the rum our 
originated from his wife Christina, and he believed the charge was proved false by the 
fact that both Christina and Frances made written statements disavowing the allega-
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tions (Arkley 2000: 345). The official reaction to these letters was that they had been 
written under Sievwright's dictation (Arkley 2000: 394). However, what are we to make 
of the account from Aboriginal women given to Mary Parker? I do not profess to know 
much about the psychology of abuse, in all its dimensions, but I am unconvinced by 
Arkley's willingness to accept, apparently blindly, the denials by Sievwright's wife and 
daughter. The victims of abuse commonly deny the occurrence of the abuse, and 
Frances' denial does not mean in itself that the abuse did not take place. Furthermore, it 
was in both Christina's and Frances' personal and financial interests for Charles 
Sievwright to be cleared of all charges against him, both moral and administrative. 
Arkley does not deal with the issue of incest very convincingly — it is as if he is too 
eager to exonerate his subject.

Sievwright and the other Assistant Protectors were assigned their districts on 26 March 
1839, and on 1 April were directed to proceed to their districts. More information about 
this Melbourne period is warranted. From Robinson's journal, we know that he pro
posed that Sievwright be the first assistant to leave for his district (Clark 2000a: 37). 
However, owing to Sievwright's indifference, the four assistants drew lots, and James 
Dredge was the first to leave.

From Robinson's journal, it is possible to construct some idea of Sievwright's activities 
in this Melbourne period. In March 1839, Robinson directed him to make a census of the 
Aboriginal peoples in and about Melbourne; he was sent to Mt. Piper to investigate 
alleged Aboriginal sheep-thieving; and he was ordered to investigate the drowning in 
the Yarra River of Stewart, the Sydney Aborigine who had come to Melbourne with 
John Batman; he tried two cases of two protectorate men charged with several crimes; 
and he attended the feast Robinson organised in Melbourne in late March. In April, 
Sievwright visited Bowerman's station to investigate conflict in the district. In April, 
Christina Sievwright applied to Police Magistrate Lonsdale for a musket to protect her 
tent. Sievwright finally left for the Western District on 31 May 1839.

Sievwright at Fyansford: June 1839 -  February 1841
Sievwright based himself above the junction of the Barwon and Moorabool rivers, at 
what later became known as Fyansford, in the eastern portion of his area of responsibil
ity. To the local Wathawurrung people this site was known as Burnie-wallock. Bridges 
(1972: 24) considered he 'lingered' near Geelong and the Port Phillip Patriot took the 
view he 'preferred sitting at his ease on the police bench to migrating through the wilds 
of the bush' (Bridges 1972: 24).

Sievwright made use of a two-roomed cottage, the vacated former home of magis
trate Foster Fyans (Brown 1986: 235). Fyans had built the slab-hut upon his arrival in 
the Geelong district in 1837. Fyans wrote of the hut and the site: 'For about two years 
and a half I resided in this beautiful valley. The hut afforded good accommodation; had 
two rooms, not very large, only ten feet square each, but sufficiently so for the times. 
The chimney was prodigious; on the old Sydney plan, made of wood, and how happy 
and comfortable people by prudence can make themselves, by attending to timely 
wants' (Brown 1986: 208). Robinson described it in these words:

Descended the hill to the river, Fyans' Ford. Observed some old native huts. Rode
up to them and then observed an old slab hut without chimney and covered with
grass. But as everything was silent about it, and I saw no smoke, I concluded it



BOOK REVIEWS 309

was deserted. It occurred to me it was Sievwright's old camp as I had been 
informed he lived opposite to Fyans. Whilst looking at the natives' old screen, of 
which there were six or seven miserable screens formed of boughs which were 
now quite dry, I saw two females come from a rough shed and I concluded it was 
Mrs Sievwright and daughter. I rode up, they had gone into the hut. I called and 
Mrs Sievwright came out. There were a few sticks burning in front of the door, a 
substitute for a fireplace and which as the day was cold and wet only added to the 
miserable place. (Clark 2000b: 374-5)

From correspondence sent from this locality by Sievwright, we know that this place was 
called 'Bumie-wallock', or similar variants (see Lakic and Wrench 1994: passim). A 
sketch exists of this hut. It was made by George A Gilbert, a Melbourne-based artist, in 
1847. This sketch, or a copy of it, is accessible in Geelong. Both the place name and the 
sketch are omitted from Arkley's biography.

Arkley has researched Foster Fyans and learned that he was called 'flogger' Fyans 
when he was captain of the guard and acting commandant at the Norfolk Island and 
Moreton Bay penal colonies. This is an interesting piece of information, but tangential 
to the story of Sievwright, yet Arkley persists in using 'Flogger Fyans' throughout his 
narrative. The oft-repeated use of the epithet 'flogger' is tiresome and detracts; it should 
have been edited out

One of the intriguing aspects of Sievwright's tenure as Assistant Protector was his 
disagreement with Robinson on the principles of Aboriginal spatial organisation and 
the best way for the protectorate to achieve its goals of'protection'. The Aboriginal pro
tectorate was established on the principle that Assistant Protectors would centralise the 
Aboriginal peoples in each Protectorate District on to stations or 'asylums' where Abo
riginal groups would be brought together to learn European life ways and be Christian
ised. Sievwright proposed to Robinson a model whereby 'portions of their land should 
be reserved for their behalf, in the districts occupied by the different tribes' (see 
Sievwright 1 Sept 1839 in Lakic and Wrench 1994:120).

This 'tribe by tribe' approach clashed with Robinson's and the Protectorate's cen
tralist paradigm. Robinson was dismissive of Sievwright (see Clark 2000b: 35), believ
ing he had not spent enough time itinerating in the Western District to draw  such 
conclusions. He was critical of the fact that Sievwright had not spent enough time away 
from the environs of Geelong, and regretted that he had not supplied the Department 
with more information on languages, clans, census lists, and place names. He explained 
the absence of this information from Sievwright was a primary reason why he jour
neyed through the Western District from March to August 1841 collecting census infor
mation, spatial organisation, and linguistic data. Robinson may well be right that 
Sievwright did not have sufficient experience of Aboriginal spatial organisation to 
make such arguments, but as Clark (1998:148) has shown in an analysis of the failure of 
the centralising Wesleyan Buntingdale Mission station, his spatial model had merit, 
even if his knowledge was suspect.

For a brief period of time the Port Phillip Aboriginal Protectorate had its own 
police force, and Assistant Protectors selected men from their districts to serve as Pro
tectorate Police. Arkley makes no mention of the Western District protectorate police 
force selected by Sievwright.
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Robinson was often critical of Sievwright, and especially of what he perceived to 
be his tardiness in acquiring a knowledge of the Aboriginal languages spoken in the 
Western District. On 11 January 1841, the two had words.

Sievwright sent me an impertinent letter obtuding his sentiments and opinions as 
to what I ought to have done and stating I ought to have taken him to the tribes 
and there taught him how to have acted. I wondered at the man's impertinence. I 
told him if he expected I was to do his work he would be disapointed nor was I to 
be dictated to by him. What the governor ordered I should obey, not his orders. He 
then said he had not the means. I said he did not require much means to learn the 
language and this was of primary consequence. He said he could not get to them. 
I said then how was I, a total stranger, to get to them. He might have gone to 
French's establishment at the Grampians. (Clark 2000b: 52)

As revealed by Arkley (p 333), John Sievwright, Charles' brother, took a squatting 
licence for the Bumie Wallock site in 1842.

Sievwright at Lake Keilambete: February -  April 1841
Sievwright's second location was at Lake Keilambete, where he settled in late February or 
early March 1841, in Girai wurrung country. In the previous year, he had recommended 
this locality as a suitable site for the central station of the Western District (p 65). 
Sievwright, it seems, occupied this site without Robinson's approval (see Clark 2000b: 
101), and without the sanction of the government. Robinson told Sievwright he believed 
the site would never be sanctioned because it was too close to the Wesleyan Mission Sta
tion near present day Birregurra. Sievwright's defence was that he was in the centre of his 
district and had nothing to do with the Wesleyans, and he warned his superior that if the 
government removed him, he would protest (Clark 2000b: 123-4). Robinson's personal 
opinion was that Sievwright had been wrong to settle at Keilambete until the question of 
a suitable site for a reserve in the Western District had been resolved.

Robinson's interactions with Sievwright during his 1841 visit to the Western District 
were rarely positive. Robinson wrote of him on 11 April 1841: 'With such a man it is not 
possible to effect any good. He is evasive and orders are, by him, kept in abeyance and he 
has not the ability to execute them' (Clark 2000b: 127). Two days later Robinson had 
become convinced he had to get away from Sievwright: 'It is time I was away from this 
man, for it is now impossible that I can regard him as a faithful assistant, after he has told 
me I was a dangerous man and that as such he would look out for me, and that if I 
wanted him I might send for him' (Clark 2000b: 129). For his part, Sievwright told Robin
son that he 'was to resign and he [Sievwright] was to be Chief Protector' (Clark 2000b: 
130). Later Robinson considered Sievwright was 'not worth his meat7 (Clark 2000b: 157).

Given Thomson's protestations about the presence of Sievwright and Aboriginal 
people on his station, Robinson on 17 April 1841 ordered Sievwright to remove the 
Aboriginal encampment to Lake Terang.

The status of Lake Keilambete as an Aboriginal Reserve is curious. It was one of 
five reserves in the Western District that were gazetted and sanctioned in 1841, but 
other than the Mount Rouse Reserve, the other four were never taken up. The four 
reserves were Burrumbeep (present-day Ararat), Barwon (Sievwright's former station 
site at Fyansford), the junction of the Wannon and Glenelg rivers, and Lake Keilambete. 
Robinson recommended the sanctioning of Lake Keilambete as it was halfway between
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M ount Rouse and Buntingdale, and presum ably because it was an im portan t place 
w here the Girai w urrung m et to settle disputes and transact business (Clark 1990a: 
1995). According to Bridges (1972: 24), Thom son was unnerved w hen he was inform ed 
that his station would probably be required in the near future. More research is required 
into these four reserves.

Sievwright at Lake Terang: April 1841 -  February 1842
Sievwright agreed to relocate to Lake Terang, under protest. The move w as a com pro
mise Robinson hoped w ould settle the problem  of d isturbing squatters w ithou t d isad
vantaging anyone. However, on 19 April 1841, Neil Black visited Robinson and  w anted  
Sievwright removed from Lake Terang at the end of three m onths (Clark 2000b: 135). 
Robinson said that was out of the question, to w hich Black offered to lay a bet that 
Sievwright w ould still be there in six m onths time. Robinson replied that he never laid 
bets, bu t he was willing to assure Black that the use of Lake Terang was tem porary. 
Black told Robinson he deem ed it hard  to be rem oved from the lake and though t he 
should make a stand against it, and was prepared to w rite to England. Black's cattle 
w atered at Lake Terang. Robinson noted that Black 'affected to be greatly inconven
ienced' by the presence of Sievwright (Clark 2000b: 135).

Sievwright rem ained at Lake Terang for 12 m onths despite settler protest, and 
only m oved w hen Robinson ordered him  to relocate to the base of Kolorer (M ount 
Rouse), in Djabwurrung country, in February 1842.

Sievwright at Mount Rouse: February -  June 1842
Sievwright arrived at the M ount Rouse station on 12 February 1842, accom panied by 
over 200 Aboriginal people. The M ount Rouse Reserve had  its greatest attendance in 
1842-1843, and there is a correlation betw een attendance and  availability of rations and 
the extent of Aboriginal-European violence (Clark 1990a: 98). In 1842, w hen  attendance 
figures were very high, some Aboriginal people were using the reserve as a sort of base 
from  which they would operate 'guerrilla attacks' and then return to the safety of the 
reserve. When Sievwright learned of this practice in April 1842, he was m ost angry  w ith 
the Aborigines and told them  to stop. This was one reason why squatter opposition  to 
the protectorate was so strong; another was that Sievwright was very active in  his 
capacity as a m agistrate in investigating squatter-A boriginal conflict.

Robinson visited the M ount Reserve in March 1842, and Sievwright accom panied 
him  on a visit to the Port Fairy district w here Aboriginal attacks had been escalating. 
D uring this journey, Sievwright had charge of the gig and on at least tw o occasions, his 
m yopia caused the gig to have accidents. O n the first occasion, Sievwright drove over 
logs and the shaft horse stum bled; the shaft broke and Sievwright was th row n from  the 
gig. U nharm ed, Robinson fancied that from that point on 'h e  w ould ride ' (Clark 2000c: 
42). It was Robinson's tu rn  to be throw n from the gig tw o days later, w hen  the short
sighted Sievwright 'locked the wheel against a tree' (Clark 2000c: 45). I m ention  this 
because Arkley (p 283), w hen he discusses this journey, fails to m ake any m ention  of 
Sievwright's myopia. In fact nowhere does Arkley m ake the point that S ievw right suf
fered from myopia, a disability that m ust have d isadvantaged him  considerably. 
Sievwright's blindness tow ards the end of his life in 1849 (p 449) may not be surprising , 
given his inability in 1842 to see logs across a path  or to avoid scraping a tree w hen  he
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was in charge of a gig. His myopia must have constrained his ability to function in the 
field as an Assistant Protector but Arkley is silent on such issues.

In the foreword to this work, Arkley outlines his approach to Aboriginal spatial 
organisation, and elects to use the model articulated by Norman Tindale in 1974, 
despite the fact that Clark's (1990a) reconstruction has discredited much of Tindale's 
work in western Victoria, especially his nomenclature and his misrepresentation of 
some clan groups as dialect or tribal groups. Tindale's Kurung, for example, in Clark's 
reconstruction becomes the Kurungjang balug, a Woiwurrung clan. Mainmait, a pejora
tive word, was mistaken by early commentators such as Sievwright and Robinson as a 
tribal name (see Clark 1990a: 418).

On a genealogical note, it is disappointing that we do not learn more about the 
family of Christina Sievwright in Arkley's biography. In February 1841, Robinson called 
into Andrew Beveridge's Tryste Inn, at Mercers Vale, now Beveridge, and there learned 
that Beveridge knew Christina's family. Her father, whose surname was Watt, had once 
been a tobacco merchant in Edinburgh. Her brother was a Presbyterian minister in the 
parish adjoining Leith (Clark 2000b: 83). Christina Sievwright also had an uncle in Port 
Phillip, Sam Mittons, an innkeeper at Kilmore (see Clark 2000e: 119).

If earlier treatments of Sievwright had the effect of demonising him, Arkley may 
be accused of the opposite effect, angelising. I agree with Arkley that Sievwright did not 
make himself popular with squatters in his pursuit of those involved in killings of Abo
riginal peoples. See Clark (1995), for example, in which some of the most detailed infor
mation we have on some massacres is due to Sievwright's diligence. Moreover, the 
charge of maladministration that he was overdrawn on his allocation was obviously a 
convenient reason to have him dismissed. Unlike Arkley, however, I remain uncon
vinced that the serious concerns that many of his contemporaries held about his per
sonal morality were groundless.

Arkley has presented us with a voluminous account of Sievwright, and despite 
the shortcomings of this work, as outlined above, he has uncovered much interesting 
and vital information about this controversial figure. However, this is by no means the 
final word on Charles Wightman Sievwright, and other interpretations of this contro
versial public figure are encouraged.
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The riches of ancient Australia: an indispensable guide for exploring prehistoric 
Australia by Josephine Flood, third edition 1999 University of Queensland Press $43.75

Josephine Flood's book The riches of ancient Australia: an indispensable guide for exploring 
prehistoric Australia is in its third edition. This is a good indication that it is filling a mar
ket niche for general books that present an accessible continent-wide narrative about 
the archaeology of Australia. It also reflects the continuing growth of a market for prod
ucts supporting the adventure/ecotourism industry. Previous editions of the book have 
been well received — in 1991 the author was awarded the CJ Dennis prize for science 
writing by the Victorian Fellowship of Australian Writers, and the Australian Heritage 
Commission has supported the book's production. The book is clearly written, packed 
with information and has black and white illustrative materials such as maps photo
graphs and diagrams placed throughout the text. It is also a close companion to Jose
phine Flood's other two general surveys of Australian archaeology, The archaeology of 
the Dream time and Rock art of the Dream time and as such contains much of the same sort 
of material, albeit presented in a different structure. So, if you are familiar with either of 
these books this volume does not offer anything new, except greater clarity' as to where 
some sites are actually located!

As a professional archaeologist I must admit to being somewhat uncomfortable 
about the content and aims of this book. While I think it is a good idea to present 
informed material about archaeological sites in accessible and managed environments 
such as national parks, I am far less comfortable about encouraging unsupervised visi
tation to archaeological sites on other types of land tenure. Even though there are in- 
text warnings not to disturb sites and a brief introductory section on site protection in 
chapter 1, people do like to keep mementos of their travels and fragile sites without a 
regular management presence could be exposed to disturbance by casual collecting. 
The descriptions of sites locatecj outside the state reserve systems contain prompts to 
contact the relevant government agency and/or the Aboriginal custodians. Whether 
most travellers would be bothered to do this is open to question. In some cases (one 
example picked at random was Spear Hill in Western Australia) the location description 
would enable an experienced 4WD tourist with good maps to duck off the road and 
visit sites without seeking permission. However, to be fair most of the sites listed for 
visitation are in national parks and other managed areas.

I also wonder who is the book aimed at? In the original preface it is stated that the 
book is aimed at Aboriginal communities, academics, educators, public servants, mem
bers of the conservation movement, politicians, members of the tourist industry, devel
opers, members of the mining and agriculture industries, and students (Galvin 1991: 
xv)! Apart from this sounding somewhat like the stakeholder groups of Australian Her
itage Commission I am not sure who amongst these groups would really have a need 
for this book. Flood (1991: xvii) herself states that the book is for 'Aboriginal people and 
others who wish to know more about Australia's prehistoric heritage and to visit 
important sites'. It would form a handy reference book for tour guides who lead the 
multitude of 4WD safari tours which crisscross central and northern Australia each dry 
season, but would not necessarily appeal to the average backpacker with limited lug
gage space and a travel schedule taking in the iconographic tourist destinations of Aus
tralia. Archaeology students find it too general for their assignments and are more
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likely to be directed to Flood's major w ork The archaeology of the Dreamtime for reference.
I am  not convinced either by Flood's assertion that it is w ritten for Aboriginal people — 
indigenous people will know where sites are in their own country and probably d o n 't 
need a guide book to assist them. The book can always be found in shops in national 
parks and museums and it really seems to be aimed at the relatively well-educated, self- 
propelled ecotourist w ho wants to get away from the m ain tourism  locales and experi
ence the bush whilst learning about Australia's indigenous past as interpreted by 
archaeologists.

The introductory chapter 2 provides an overview of Australian archaeology from 
a chronological perspective. Flood places the hum an settlement of the continent into its 
geological context w ith a seamless narrative transition from the deep geological past 
into the late Pleistocene. A diagram  of an evolutionary tree on p 3 em phasises the rela
tively short expanse of hum an history com pared to the evolutionary record of the flora 
and fauna. This seems to me to send two unfortunate messages to the reader, first that 
Aboriginal settlement of the continent is part of a continuum  inseparable from that of 
the developm ent of the flora and fauna and is not seen as part of the w orld-w ide 
diaspora of Homo sapiens. This has echoes back to nineteenth and early tw entieth cen
tury views in which Aboriginal people were classified as part of the biota and as som e
thing less than human. Secondly, the focus in this chapter seems to m e to com pound the 
common public confusion between the use of the term prehistory to denote deep geo
logical tim e and the archaeological use of the term  to m ark the hum an scale of time 
before the introduction of writing to docum ent the events and ephem era of everyday 
life. At any public display of archaeological materials (a good example being the annual 
National Science Festival held in Canberra) there are always questions from m em bers 
of the public about people and dinosaurs, clearly illustrating such tem poral confusion. 
This is reinforced to a certain extent in the text by having segments on places such as 
Riversleigh in north Q ueensland which focus on the palaeontological record. There is 
also a picture on the back cover of a geological fossil from Queensland that is out of 
place in a book ostensibly about the indigenous past. Most university archaeology 
departm ents have excised the term prehistory from departm ental titles and course titles 
prim arily because of objections from indigenous students sensitive to the negative con
notations associated w ith its use.

Despite these reservations the book is well produced and contains a lot of good 
inform ation about archaeological sites across Australia. It is a handy source of reference 
m aterial and is the sort of book that rangers and tour guides could use to provide back
ground materials for visitors. It is also the kind of book that you could recom m end to 
the educated traveller who wants to explore the Australian bush beyond the conven
tional outback destinations.

Anne Clark
Australian N ational University
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Wherever I go: Myles Lalor's 'oral history' edited with an introduction and afterword 
by Jeremy Beckett, 179 pp Melbourne University Press $32.95

This is certainly the liveliest, but at the same time the most insightful autobiography I 
have yet read. There is nothing contrived about it: Myles Lalor was so angry at what he 
had read about himself in an old report from the superintendent of the notorious 
Kinchela Boys Home that he wanted to clear his name. As Jeremy Beckett recalls, Myles 
arrived at Jeremy's home — they had been friends for nearly thirty years — and said T 
think you'd better do my oral history'.

Myles Lalor made a series of recordings, some in the presence of Jeremy Beckett, 
some on his own, and some with his daughter Prunie. They have been transcribed and 
edited in an ideal manner. There are very fine and unobtrusive explanatory notes from 
Jeremy Beckett — these are essential for any reader who is not familiar with Aboriginal 
New South Wales and Queensland. Myles's narrative has been reproduced faithfully. 
Swear words in this style of narrative are often just used as 'filler words' — Prof. Beckett 
has found the solution. He says:

What I have done therefore is first to remove what seem to be merely filler words, 
while retaining enough ornamental expletives to convey the style of his speech, 
and particularly those that are used to pack a rhetorical punch (p 5).
Myles was part-Aboriginal but he says 'I'm classified as black wherever I go' — 

hence the title of the book. He was born at Uralla in New England, New South Wales. 
He was an independent and outgoing character even in his early youth, and always 
being beaten at school: T was always in trouble, but we used to enjoy our bloody selves' 
(p 35). He was sent to Kinchela in 1941, after his father had been killed in the war. Myles 
obviously did not like talking about this place, full of cruelty not only to the inmates: he 
gives a chilling account of having to witness one of the people in charge killing an old 
horse in a most brutal manner. He managed to get away from there twice, escaping to 
Sydney and to Queensland, and surviving on his own with great skill and enterprise.

Even then, in his early teens, Myles Lalor showed a keen perception of how mis
taken Aboriginal policies of the time were, even those policies that did not directly 
involve him at all. He shows a deep understanding of how people felt. A very old Abo
riginal man who had become crippled had been taken away from his home in Quilpie 
all the way to Cherbourg, and Myles was so concerned that he made inquiries at Cher
bourg. When the man arrived in Brisbane at the railway station:

All the Press was there writing up a great story of him and what the Department 
of Native Affairs was doing to that poor man ... I went about a month later and 
asked about him and they said 'Oh yes, I think he died'. Nothing wrong with him. 
'No, but he fretted'. He came from Quilpie. He was that old, like he'd survived, he 
was well over a hundred. Why in the frigging hell didn't they leave him in the 
place (p 50).

Myles was then sent to Menindie mission on the Darling — about as far away from 
New England as is possible within New South Wales— and yet some people from 
Menindie had been sent to the New South Wales north coast, and he was both puzzled 
and angry about that. Later Myles did all sorts of station and bush work and travelled 
far afield even to South Australia and along the Birdsville track. It was there he kept 
hearing about old George Dutton, a very traditional senior Aboriginal man living in
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Wilcannia, who had, many years earlier, spent a long time in northeastern South Aus
tralia and could speak several of the languages there, notably Arabana and Yandruwan- 
tha, and he could understand others. Later on Myles actually met George Dutton in 
Wilcannia and they became firm friends. He discovered through George the world of 
old time station life, of travel with packhorses, a world of great mateship and commu- 
nality among people in the furthest northwest of New South Wales and in the far out
back of South Australia. This included just a few white people who had married into 
the Aboriginal community, such as Dollar Mick and Francis Warren of Finniss Springs.

Through George Dutton, Myles discovered yet another, deeper world, that of 
Aboriginal myths and their links to the landscape. He became aware of this world, 
though he realised he was too young to form part of it. No-one could put this more 
poignantly than Myles himself:

Like as far as George was concerned, Wilcannia and Darling River, they just didn't 
exist, but if you go the opposite way (back to the north-west) every hill existed. 
And when you get talking to him, you get beat then, because he is talking about 
something that was bloody vital when he was a young fellow, but you can't see it 
the way he is seeing it (p 93).
Myles Lalor married and settled in Wilcannia, but his life remained varied and 

mobile. He drove trucks and mail-coaches, and he was in charge of a pipe-laying gang; 
he worked as a mechanic. In the end Myles realised that he could do most good by 
doing community work in Sydney. He was a very clever, versatile man, who cared very 
much about other people. His autobiography as presented by Jeremy Beckett opens a 
window onto life in outback New South Wales. It is a brilliant book

Luise Hercus
Australian National University

O f muse, meandering and midnight by Sam Wagan Watson, 54 pp Queensland Univer
sity Press, 2000.

This book is an anthology. The author was bom  in 1972, the same year that Gough Whit- 
lam came to power with a policy on Aboriginal affairs that included land rights. The book 
makes a distinct break from earlier poets. The author divides the work into the three parts 
named in the title, which adds to the immediacy of the images he produces.

Sam Watson was bom at a time when the national identity of Aborigines across 
Australia was about to change irremediably. Over the next thirty years it moved from 
an orientation towards family and state-based social organisation to a national and 
modern identity. This work shifts away from the earlier verse of Kath Walker and Jack 
Davis, who are the poets of most significance of Aboriginal Australia. Politically, these 
two poets were appealing to the national psyche to include Aborigines as a part of a 
national identity rather than as uncivilised bush people for whom 'soothing the dying 
pillow' and forms of voluntary separatism were attitudes and policies still applied 
across northern Australia.

In the next two decades of Watson's life there was a shift to urban radicalism in 
which the bigger Aboriginal populations moved from their rural historical base cor
ralled on mission settlements, isolated cattle properties and reserves close to major
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white urban centres. Queensland's Gold Coast formed a destination to which Bund- 
jalung people migrated because of its potential as a place where families were close to 
employment, schools and housing. Brisbane is to the north, and to the west are Casino, 
Armadale, Lismore, Tweed River, Cabbage Tree Island, Coffs Harbour and Tamworth, 
which formed the hinterland of the new urban centre of the burgeoning Gold Coast 
metropolis.

This anthology of poetry is by a male urban Aborigine. It is a book of the present 
that differs from the work of the earlier Aboriginal poets. Once, in the post-World War 
II era, the mostly middle-class urban-dwelling White Australians saw poets like 
Oodgearoo Noonuccal (also known as Kath Walker ) as the real face of the civilising of 
the Aborigines. Walker was held up as the growing political consciousness of Aborigi
nes in Queensland and in the late 1950s she was regarded as the Aborigine who spoke 
for all others. Even in the mid-1970s writers such as Jack Davis, Lionel Fogarty and 
Kevin Gilbert were heralded as the vanguard of the 'Aboriginal voice', a 'vanguard' 
representing both the growing grounds well and future hope of 'the Aboriginal race'.

Watson's work has been divided into three parts: first, 'of muse', in which the 
writer most certainly meant to convey a paradoxical position of deep contemplation 
and feelings of alienation; second, 'meandering', a representation of a growing con
sciousness of urban living, racial and social differences and; third, 'midnight, the grow
ing sense of urban despair, the darknesses, the deaths, migration from urban swamp to 
bush idealism and, finally, the disappointment of a chosen pedagogy which encumbers 
the failure of 'assimilation'.

Let me deal with each of these aspects of Watson's poetry. The section entitled 'of 
muse' tries to convey a feeling of the writer's consciousness of his own skills of writing 
in a genre from which he hopes his thinking will say something to his present world. 
There is the use of concrete images to foreshadow his journey when he tells of us of the 
sharp syllogisms of a 'dropping knife on one's foot is nothing like dropping tequila on 
one's tongue'. Straight away the writer shows how his use of language can convey the 
images he wants the reader to accept and build confidence in him as a poet — his confi
dence in showing us that here is a poet used to telling his listeners that he has some
thing to say which they can understand. There is the feeling of being stung by a falling 
knife in comparison to the burning sensation of alcohol on tongue and throat together 
with the sensuousness of a sexual embrace which made him forget the world outside. 
Then the author uses terms such as magnesium which is the urban language of drug 
use, a chemical to stifle insomnia. Further, the whole section conjures up the images of 
pain, desire and disappointment. These are the anomalies of the lure of sex and the pho
bias of alienation, the despair of being controlled by drunkenness and the disappoint
ment of a failure to establish sound human relationships that are suddenly shut out as 
in the fear of loneliness of darkness. This is a different pedagogy of a total return to an 
atavism of the reserve or tribal origins of the previous generation of writers.

Moreover, the writer confronts his audience as if to grab and shake them in declar
ing his presence, largely because of the absence of punctuation. It's strange because on 
the one hand the writer conveys a sense of rebellion and then on the other, conformity, a 
form of delegation to the reader. This style is new and heralds the genre of the talking 
poet, familiar to those who live in and around the inner suburbs of Brisbane and Syd
ney — the locations of the cosmopolitan urban intelligentsia. The alienation, alcoholism
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and sexual freedoms are well know n to his audiences and these are his real tools of 
trade. A lthough his atavistic images em erge w hen he tells his reader that he is not a 
white person, he reveals nothing early of his Aboriginal heritage. This comes out later. 
It is difficult to know w hy the writer does this, bu t one can speculate that it is related to 
the w riter's connection betw een author, text and reader. If that's the case then there is 
an absence of the w riter w anting to im pose too soon on his reader the idea that he is 
Aboriginal.

In section two, 'm eandering ', in the very first poem, 'w hite stucco dreaming', 
Watson highlights his differences from other talking poets w hen he writes that 'sprin
kled in the happy dark of my m ind is early childhood and black hum our white stucco 
dream ing ... and black panel-van called 'black banana' w ith tw enty blackfellas hanging 
out the back blasting through the w hite stucco umbilical of a w orking class tribe front 
yard studded  with old black tyres that becam e m utant swans overnight attacked with a 
cane knife and a bad w hite paint job'.

In these ideas we begin to see his special and m undane differences from remote 
Aborigines of the w estern desert, his distinct differences from the white w orking classes 
and his hatred of being forced to live in 'W hite' urban society. This is not so much an 
atavistic position but one of idealising the freedom  of bush people as opposed to his 
own constraints. In addition, there are the differences from white society which emerge 
from the idea of him  being identified as a 'blackfella' w hereupon we m ust take it on 
trust that there is a separate 'black hum our'. Moreover, a universal syllogism is the idea 
of cars being overloaded and carrying too m any people. This assum ption is somewhat 
misplaced because the universal image is not so common am ong urban Aborigines. Its 
relevance for bush com m unities is palpable.

For Watson, language is a tool that tends to reinforce his racial authenticity. The use 
of words such as 'dream ing' which have become so hackneyed now that if white people 
use the word they are automatically assum ed to be talking about Aboriginal culture. Fur
thermore, there is the notion that m arking walls with hand prints is only used by Aborig
ines and so 'chocolate hand prints like dream tim e fraud' is a quip at 'W hites' not 
accepting them  as 'authentic Aborigines' because they can be seen as 'frauds'. Finally, in 
this poem we see the use of 'm ud cakes on camp stove' as a m undane image of Aborigi
nal country town life. Of course it is only m undane in the eyes of the writer because this is 
his technique of establishing his authenticity of race, culture and resistance.

Later on, however, there is the m ixture of the m undane and different urban cul
tures. The m undane is highlighted w hen the w riter signifies that his subjects proclaim 
they are 'hardly  stopping to think that adults can hurt you'. From this image to one 
w ith the notion of an atavistic past which lingers on hunters w alking through the estua
rine mudflats. These m ythical hunters are separated from urban life by isolation in the 
mangroves, where they could lead a 'w ild  native' existence free of the attachments to 
urban Aboriginal, or 'W hite', society. In the sw am p they could use fishing tackle they 
m ade for themselves and live an ideal life free from either the brutality of adults or 
urban living 'away from  [their] parents'. Then here is the romanticism of loneliness and 
feelings of self sufficiency where they could have pigs and wallabies as food and where 
they could stay for eternity.
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Difference is paraded in stark contrast to the mundane when Watson writes 'don't 
judge me by my skin at 4,30 am', which is taken as a demand because in the darkness 
his differences cannot be noticed or appreciated. Watson uses the image of nationalism 
as personified by different flowers when he exclaims that Europeans always hold up 
their Greek philosophers as immortal but Greek civilisation, paradoxically, didn't last 
long 'until the tulips and the roses and snapdragons and poppies began slaughtering 
each other'. Here we see colonial and imperial warring nations depicted as flowers. 
Watson shows his differences and his indifferences in the last poem of the 'meander- 
ings'. Here he exposes his own ambivalences toward modern life and war when he 
says, 'I sit in my room', which signifies to the reader a feeling of boredom and this 
descends into lamentations about international wars where people kill each other. True 
to his urban mundanity Watson looks to pop lyrics for an answer to why and how it all 
happens. Ambivalences well up in him while listening to the radio in his room signify
ing his inaction and boredom as he desperately tries to think of other writers like Hem
ingway, but inaction and meanderings prevails.

In the last section, which opens with the mythologising poem of midnight's boxer, 
Watson talks about a boxer too old to continue, who reminisces about the pain and the 
good days when recognition and popularity counted for much but are now gone. Watson 
uses words to convey the feelings he needs to show how this old Aboriginal man once 
toiled and now his gas tank is empty. Once he appeared as a leader of his people but even 
that myth has faded and 'his time is over'. Cleverly Watson weaves a picture of this one
time boxer in the old circus tents who displayed much promise but whose hope comes to 
nothing. This feeling of failure is thrown off in his poem on 'a bent neck black and flus
tered father mallee'. Watson begins by using metaphors of birds. It is clear that the crow 
lies dead on the side of the road not like the 'gracious magpie'. There on the roadside this 
dead 'bent neck black' crow lies, claimed by the mad road traffic and swallowed up by 
the bitumen. This bitumen signifies the writer too in an almost sexual metaphor where he 
'falls ... into the blackened tar and earth'. Here we see the picture of the writer's sexual 
ambivalences between black women who consume him, depicted by colour black and 
blood as female. This aphorism helps the reader to see the reality of his frustration. Simi
larly, feelings of falling into the blackness of the tar reinforce his racial identity, in the 
same way that other poets use touch and taste.

I think his work should be read in schools and universities as soon as possible. In 
particular, I think it should be studied by Aborigines and other indigenous peoples. In 
part, it signposts a watershed in Australian poetry. In part, also, it underlines that the 
poet writes about what he knows about rather than writing about abstraction with no 
basis in his own experience. This work heralds a return to basic poetry showing the 
strength of urban indigenous populations in adapting to their modern surroundings. At 
54 pages long, the work is accessible to all, and in particular students. I recommend it 
and congratulate the poet.

Dr Gordon Briscoe 
History, Research School of 
Social Sciences
Australian National University
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W om an fro m  no where by Hazel McKellar, as told to Kerry McCallum, 173 pp Maga- 
bala Books, 2000 $17.95

This is the autobiography of a very distinguished wom an from western Queensland, 
w ritten  w ith  the help of a fine writer who has a real understanding of the background.

Though the author tells her ow n life-history it is by no means egocentric: she sees 
her life as centred am ong the Aboriginal people of Cunnamulla, and by her ow n story 
she gives d e a r insight into the lives that went on around her. We can see the lack of 
understand ing  of the bulk of local people, even of the local teachers:

A nother time I got into trouble w ith the domestic science teacher. We had to do an 
assignm ent about our home. She asked me to write about the colour scheme. I 
cou ldn 't do it, so she kept me back after school. I tried to tell her we were living in 
a one-room  shack built from petrol tins w ith a bough shed and a goat pen out the 
back. The teacher kept me in till five o'clock but I w ouldn 't do it. Of course I 
cou ldn 't do it and I w asn 't telling a lie. I couldn 't write about a cream bathroom  ... 
She kept making it clear she w anted to know what colour the bathroom  was and 
that som e kids had cream and green kitchens (p.16).
H azel comes from a highly talented family: the author Herbie W harton is her 

brother. She was a girl who loved reading and writing. But in those days — and few 
people are now  aware of this sad fact — education for Aboriginal people in Queensland 
stopped  at the age of eleven. The same applied to some white children, such as w ards of 
the state. We are not talking about the distant past, we are talking about the year 1941. 
Like the other Aboriginal girls of her age, Hazel was sent into service. This was at a dis
tant property:

Even though I had a bedroom  in the main house, I used to cry myself to sleep evry 
n ight w anting to go home. I m issed my mother, my brothers, my sisters and 
everyone in the camp (p 28).
Service was virtual slavery w ith work from 5.30 in the m orning till nightfall, 

doing all the rough hard work both indoors and outdoors, seven days a week, except 
for one weekend off per month. There was however one redeeming feature. The people 
had books, and in w hat tittle spare time there was Hazel would find the best she could 
to read, preferring non-fiction. In retrospect Hazel remembers the situation not just per
sonally, bu t as part of a general social evil, one that she was to fight against later on:

There was so m uch class and racial distinction in those days and it was just 
accepted that Aboriginal children could be used for cheap labour. The girls were 
at the mercy of the family they were working for and I suppose I was lucky to be 
treated so well.
After nearly four years Hazel managed to get back to the vicinity of Cunnamulla 

and at the age of sixteen she married Herbert McKellar, a young drover of Kunya ancestry 
from  Tinnenburra. She spent the next fifteen years on the roads with sheep and cattle and 
at the same time raising a large family, occasionally sole in charge of large herds in the 
face of d rought and deluge, and at the same time trying to make sure that her children got 
a good education. She then w ent back to Cunnamulla where her youngest child was bom  
in 1967. In between she was working as shearers' cook on various properties.

It was the so-called C unnam ulla riots of 1970 that set Hazel of her path  of political 
activism: a few young Aboriginal people had been charged with serious offences w hen
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all they had done — under provocation — was to upset a few rubbish tins and break the 
lower branches of a few street trees. The present book shows her indignation about the 
general condition and treatment of Aborigines in western Queensland; it does not 
dwell on her great achievements, in the first instance setting up a housing cooperative. 
She was gradually appointed to a number of important committees including ATSIC 
(the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission). She never rested on her laurels, 
always wishing she could have done more for Aboriginal rights and education. Though 
she did so much for the present, her autobiography also shows her passion for the his
tory of Aboriginal people. The present work does not dwell on it, but it was a major 
achievement to get Tinnenburra registered on the National Estate. Hazel's earlier book, 
Matya Mundu (McKellar 1984) edited by Thom Blake, remains the most informative 
book on the Aboriginal people of far southwestern Queensland.

Woman from no where is an inspiring book — it tells in a quiet and unassuming way 
how an individual, however disadvantaged, but provided that he or she can survive, 
can still make a big difference for good in this world.
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