
Book reviews

The captive white woman of Gippsland: in pursuit of the legend by Julie E. Carr, 309pp
paperback, Melbourne University Press 2001 [http://www.mup.unimelb.edu.au/cata-
logue/0_522_84930_X.html] $29.95

This is our first systematic analysis of the legend of the white woman in Gippsland. The
legend of a white woman, the purported survivor of a shipwreck living with Aboriginal
people of Gippsland against her will, had its origin in 1840. In 1846, the rumour ignited
a public furore that saw a publicly funded expedition to rescue the woman. Neither
this, nor the two subsequent searches conducted by government forces in 1846 and
1847, found the elusive white woman. The evidence for her existence remains
inconclusive.

It has been a powerful legend, appearing many times since in poetry and fictional
accounts, the most recent being Liam Davidson’s The white woman published in 1994.
Based on her doctoral research, Carr looks afresh at the white woman legend to exam-
ine the roles of historiography and storytelling in producing racial and cultural
difference, and in the formulation of local, regional, and national identity (p 3).

The belief that there was a captive white woman originated with a newspaper
account of an encounter of Angus McMillan and his party with an Aboriginal encamp-
ment in Gippsland. At the camp they found numerous European articles including the
body of a deceased male child, wrapped in kangaroo skin bags. When the Aboriginal
people were fleeing the European party, McMillan noticed that one of the women with
them was ‘constantly looking behind her, at us’. They concluded that both the dead
child and the woman were European, and that a ‘dreadful massacre’ must have been
perpetrated.

Carr’s analysis is that the story was a ‘cultural production emerging from a partic-
ular historical period and within a particular context. McMillan’s narrative about
helpless femininity held in thralldom by ‘savages’, emerging as he opened up another
frontier to European settlement, was a powerful counter to pro-Aboriginal sympathies
which threatened to impede the squatters’ access to, and use of, tribal lands (p 27)’. The
rumour facilitated and provided a pretext for the ongoing harassment of the Ganai
through the mid-1840s (p 52).

For what it’s worth, I have always taken the view of Chief Protector George
Augustus Robinson, that there was no truth in the white woman legend (p 50). Never-
theless, the white woman legend has been a valued and contested cultural property for
over 160 years. Its perennial appeal lies in the unresolved narrative tension emanating
from the mystery of the woman’s existence (p 178). In the final chapters in this book,
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Carr undertakes a discursive analysis, meticulously examining the various re-presenta-
tions of the legend. 

Julie Carr’s history and analysis of the white woman legend is authoritative,
scholarly, and rigorous. It is highly recommended.

Ian D. Clark
University of Ballarat

The traditional settlement pattern in south west Victoria reconsidered by Rupert Ger-
ritsen, 67pp, Intellectual Property Publications, Canberra, 2000 [available from Intellec-
tual Property Publications, LPO Box A145, Canberra ACT 2601]

This is a welcome reconsideration of the evidence for a more complex traditional social
and spatial organisation of Aboriginal peoples in southwestern Victoria. Focusing on
the occupation and use of mounds, fish traps, weirs and canals, permanent habitations,
and clusters in some localities described as ‘villages’, Gerritsen posits three phases in
the formation of sites in southwestern Victoria, especially in the Condah region: a pre-
contact phase (pre-1842), a refuge phase (1843–66), and the mission phase (1867–1918)
(p 5).

Gerritsen’s analysis of ethnohistorical sources is comprehensive, making use of
primary sources such as the GA Robinson journals that have only recently been pub-
lished in their entirety. From an analysis of the ethnohistorical and archaeological
evidence, he constructs a habitation typology that recognises three classes of habitation
types (temporary, more permanent, and complex), reflecting the degree of labour
invested in their construction which correlates with their degree of permanency and
complexity (p 24). He also develops a settlement hierarchy that applies to the more per-
manent and complex structures: homesteads, lodges, dispersed settlements, hamlets,
and villages (p 28).

Populist interpretation surrounding southwestern Victoria has suggested that the
Aboriginal peoples in this region were singular on account of their degree of sedentism.
Gerritsen considers the evidence for this, and suggests that ‘multi-seasonal sedentism’
(p 37), is a concept that provides a sounder framework to understand this region. This
concept implies people are sedentary for a particular season, according to their defini-
tion and delineation of seasons. Multi-season sedentism, where sedentism extends
beyond one season, arises where there are rich, often multiple, food resources and/or
the possession of some advantage(s) that enable a higher production and extraction effi-
ciency of existing natural resources.

Gerritsen posits that the stony rises in the Mount Eccles area, including the King-
horn and Allambie sites, and the eastern side of Condah Swamp and the eastern and
southern parts of Lake Condah, became in the early pastoral period an unclaimed
‘island’ — the last portion of country in southwestern Victoria to be taken up by squat-
ting runs. He argues that many of the occupation sites in this ‘island’ are attributable to
the ‘refuge’ period, 1843–66, and represent a complex response to the colonist invasion.
He argues this model best accounts for the short occupation history, the modern dating,
and the presence of European artefacts. 
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It has been over a quarter of a century since the Victorian community became
aware of the rich cultural sites in southwestern Victoria. Gerritsen’s analysis of the
archaeology at Lake Condah and other village sites in Victoria and the origins, nature
and extent of habitations and settlements in the region is welcomed. His reconsidera-
tion of settlement patterns, sedentism, and subsistence and mobility is challenging and
I look forward to others’ reactions to some of the theses and models outlined above.

Ian D. Clark
University of Ballarat

Talking about Celia by Jeanie Bell, 101pp, b&w illus University of Queensland Press,
1997. $24.95

Sister girl by Jackie Huggins, 152 pp University of Queensland Press, 1998. $19.95

Herb Wharton, Eve Fesl, Bill Rosser and Joe McGinness are among the authors pub-
lished in UQP’s Black Australian Writers series. Jeannie Bell’s biography of the
redoubtable Celia Smith, born in Beaudesert in 1912, adds to this distinguished series.
Relying heavily on oral reminiscences, and intending to avoid bureaucratic history, Bell
(p xii) writes ‘I want to give readers a feel for Auntie Celia [Smith] the woman, a pas-
sionate person who did nothing in half-measures’. 

Celia Smith’s life was similar in many ways to that of Oodgeroo and Jackie Hug-
gins’ mother Auntie Rita. They each had hard and difficult childhoods, they
experienced sharp racism, their sympathies were to the left, they were connected with
OPAL (One People of Australia League), FCAATSI (Federal Council for the Advance-
ment of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders) and QCAATSI (Queensland Council for
the Advancement of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders), they worked with sympa-
thetic Whites. Their homes were bastions of community values, drop-in centres and
havens for those leaving or ejected from Cherbourg. Celia’s son Charles, Hazel Mace
and John Newfong were among those who recounted their memories to Bell and which
she includes in long verbatim paragraphs.

Probably Celia Smith’s most important political work was with FCAATSI. Bell
reproduces a number of extracts from ‘Celia’s Page’ from the newsletters of the early
1970s, covering both local concerns (Aboriginals’ day-release from prison and hoped-
for resignation of the Cherbourg manager Bailey) and national issues (equal wages for
Northern Territory pastoral workers, the hoped-for resignation of Harry Giese and the
abolition of the Queensland Aborigines Act of 1965). This is an affectionate, commu-
nity-oriented book and probably by now in the home of most Brisbane Murris.

Jackie Huggins’ most recent book Sister girl contains articles first published else-
where, but which, when brought together, focus the thoughtful opinions of one of the
nation’s best known commentators on Indigenous issues. In a one-paragraph introduc-
tion to each piece, Huggins re-sets each article in its historical and thematic context.

Much of the book concerns the gender issues about which Huggins has held a
strong position for many years. She writes (p 25) ‘Each time when I thought of the white
feminist movement I became incensed about their exclusion of black women.’ — Abo-
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riginal women, she holds, have been excluded much more for their race than their
gender. It was out of organisations like OPAL and FCAATSI that Aboriginal women
gained strength and confidence. In the early 1970s — just when Auntie Celia was typ-
ing out her monthly newsletter —Aboriginal women met the emerging Women’s
Liberation Movement. ‘In their enthusiasm to be anti-racist, white women simply
invited Aboriginal women to join their movement, with little apparent recognition of
the full horror of racism in Australia, nor of how it continued to damage Aboriginal
men as well as women ... In asking Aboriginal women to stand apart from Aboriginal
men, the white women’s movement was, perhaps unconsciously, repeating the
attempts made over decades to separate Aboriginal women and use them against their
communities.’ These issues have since been much discussed, of course, and to a point
resolved, but the book is a reminder not only of the issue itself, but of Huggins’ role in
articulating the position which so many Aboriginal women were feeling in the 1970s
and 1980s but could not easily put into words. 

Other articles in the book include Huggins’ role as a co-Commissioner in the
Bringing Them Home enquiry, and writing her mother’s biography Auntie Rita.

All of the articles are well worth revisiting, all contain sharp and trenchant com-
ments. Why should we black women, Huggins asks, the victims of long persecution, be
continually expected to explain the experience of racism seemingly at every conference
to which we are invited — to the perpetrators of that racism? In relation to the genera-
tion of Auntie Rita and Auntie Celia, Huggins (p 105) writes: 

The people of my mother’s generation display a profound lack of bitterness about
their lot, something which I find both frustrating and amazing. This trait has often
polarised old and young Aboriginals. It has encouraged many of my generation to
become active in fighting the continuing injustices against our people.

That’s a phenomenon which I have encountered many times, and which other his-
torians have noted also. Perhaps the point occurred to Jeannie Bell too, whom I have
never known to hang back if she thinks Whites need to be admonished in public debate!
That previous generation of Rita Huggins and Celia Smith, which achieved so much
from the mid 50s to the mid 70s, worked closely and co-operatively with Whites in
ways which were not available to their children of the more radical and fractured mid-
1970s to the present. But the next generation was not only more violent, it produced
thoughtful, articulate and passionate graduates like Bell and Huggins who continued
the age-old debates, not only from the streets but from seminar rooms and television
studios. Their old people should be very proud of them.

Peter Read
Australian National University

Crossed purposes: the Pintupi and Australia’s Indigenous policy, by Ralph Folds,
190pp, University of New South Wales Press, Sydney 2001 $37.95

The ‘policy of assimilation’ adopted by governments in the 1950s has had such a bad
press in the past 40 years that some find it unthinkable that contemporary, enlightened
policies and practices could have anything in common with that discredited approach.
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But Ralph Folds, the author of this book, argues that ‘western ideals for indigenous
peoples have never really changed’:

Under the assimilation policy governments demanded that virtually everything
about indigenous people change, without looking too closely at how this would
affect the societies they were so keen to manipulate. No one thought that this
would be possible without creating massive social transformation in the societies
they were ‘helping’. Under current policy it is assumed that the same differences
will be voluntarily eliminated by indigenous Australians themselves while at the
same time those involved deny that this is orchestrating cultural change (p 116).

Folds believes that the Pintupi at Walungurru (Kintore) and elsewhere are ‘strong,
self-confident people’, ‘a society of fiercely independent individuals leading sustaining
lives’, but that their basic values and codes of behaviour are such that they find them-
selves ‘in sharp disjuncture at every turn with the assumptions of indigenous policy’
and the programs that are ‘aimed at banishing disadvantage’ (pp 2–4).

When he wrote this examination of how government policies and programs work
in the Walungurru community, Folds had been there for 12 years as the principal of the
school — surely a record term for a teacher in a Western Desert community. His account
of how Pintupi society works and of how the Pintupi see government’s duty towards
them relies heavily on Fred Myers’ ethnographic work; his own experiences provide
him with many illustrations of the ways in which programs intended to improve life for
the Pintupi come up against Pintupi imperatives and fail to produce their expected
results.

Folds begins with a chapter on the ‘contact history’ of the Pintupi, a mix of infor-
mation taken from written sources and from stories told by Pintupi informants. This
history is relevant to Folds’ themes as far as it helps to explain the Pintupi position that,
as Myers puts it, they ‘were prepared to accept the government’s willingness to “look
after” them — its food, clothing, and services — as long as it did not seriously abrogate
their own values’.1 This Pintupi conviction that they have a ‘social contract’ with
government and their cheerful acceptance of ‘dependency’ are underlying themes of
the book as Folds discusses how the Pintupi and government have been managing a
relationship ‘of mutually outraged sensibilities’ (p 181). 

Myers and others have published fuller, more accurate, and more balanced
accounts of the early period of contact.2 Folds has relied heavily on a 1977 report on the
Papunya settlement and sources even more colourful and less reliable, such as John
Greenway.3 He gives no references for some misleading statements, like his mention of
‘the intense fighting that went on at Haasts Bluff’4 and his imaginative story of how the
welfare branch patrols were conducted in the 1950s and 1960s.5 Blending Pintupi

1. Myers 1986: 39.
2. Myers 1986: 25–46; also Long 1989.
3. Davis et al. 1977; Greenway 1973. Folds has apparently relied on the 1977 report for the state-

ment that ‘of the 72 new arrivals from the desert [during 1963–64], 29 were dead by August 
1964, a staggering death rate of 40 per cent in the year’. The records show that 87 arrived 
between July 1963 and August 1964 and eight of these had died by August 1964 — a distress-
ing figure but nearer 9% than 40%.

4. Sister Gartrell’s stories of her eight months working at Haasts Bluff in 1955 may be the basis of 
Folds’ view that fighting there was ‘intense’ (see Gartrell 1957).
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stories of their early encounters with whites into the narrative presents serious
challenges and Folds gets himself into chronological difficulties with his account of the
experiences of the man, Katingura, whose handsome portrait photograph is on the
cover of the book. The documentary record shows that Katingura was among the
Pintupi seen by the Adelaide University expedition at Mount Liebig in August 1932
and that he was one of those listed as ‘self-supporting’ at the Haasts Bluff ration depot
in October 1942. But Folds writes that this man, before he had ‘seen a white man’, came
upon strange tracks and heard graders building a road ‘for the rocket range across the
Western Australian border’ (p 13). This event occurred in the winter of 1960, some 30
years after Katingura had first seen white people and after he had lived at Haasts Bluff
and Papunya for nearly 20 years. It must have been someone else who encountered the
road-building party.

Folds’ rather confused account of the early years of contact may well reflect what
some people at Walungurru now believe happened then, but it leaves out important
aspects of the experience of the ‘old Pintupi’ — those who ‘came in’ before 1960. He
gives the impression that the Hermannsburg mission project was an entirely secular
one, concerned only to help the people survive by providing supplementary rations to
induce them to keep away from cattle stations and from Alice Springs. But Pastor FW
Albrecht and the Aboriginal evangelists, who mediated contact on his behalf, came
with a primary evangelical purpose and were trying to persuade people to abandon
their pagan beliefs and rituals. Folds also says nothing of what happened at Haasts
Bluff in the 1950s when the Northern Territory administration assumed full manage-
ment responsibility for the ration depot that the mission had run (at administration
expense) for the first ten years. By the mid–1950s work was available for the able-bod-
ied men for a small cash wage and rations (then including fresh beef and goat meat) —
cattle work, fencing and yard-building, making roads, market gardening and, in the
later years, the construction of Papunya. But, as Folds tells the story, working for wages
started with the move to Papunya, a move that he portrays as sudden, traumatic, and
even irrational, since he does not mention that it was the failure of the water supply at
Haasts Bluff in both quality and quantity that forced the move to the abundant good
water available at the Papunya bore north of the range.6

The rest of the book deals with ‘the contemporary interface’ at Walungurru. Folds
gives examples of how Pintupi seek to ‘maintain their chosen lifeways’, while making
the best use they can of the services provided there by what he terms ‘western institu-
tions’. Governments, and the public at large, would like to see expenditure on
Aboriginal advancement produce visible and measurable improvements in levels of
health, housing and education, so that disadvantage will be quickly reduced and elimi-
nated before long. Folds argues convincingly that this ‘social justice’ project is
unrealistic for Walungurru because Pintupi values are profoundly different from ours.

5. ‘After seeing the smoke of hunting fires and following footprints, patrol officers would hide 
their Land Rover on one side of a sandhill while their Pintupi companions walked around to 
the other side to their relatives, telling them about the food and inviting them to join them at 
the settlement’ (p 20).

6. Folds quotes a letter written by Albrecht in 1945 commenting on the administration’s plans for 
developing Haasts Bluff but represents his remarks as referring to the plans for Papunya, 
which was not conceived until another 10 years had passed (p 17, citing Henson 1992: 171).
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Though they have been constantly adapting to changed conditions, they are unable and
unwilling to change their basic values rapidly and radically.

A central proposition of the book is that community ‘self-management’ is funda-
mentally in conflict with Pintupi values. ‘Self-determination’ and ‘self-management’
have commonly been treated as equivalent terms as used in relation to Aboriginal
affairs. ‘Self-management’ was the term used by those drafting policies for the Coalition
parties in 1975 as a substitute for the Labor slogan of ‘self-determination’, which
seemed to imply some possible challenge to sovereignty. Folds, however, without offer-
ing his definitions, states that they are ‘oppositional goals’. It seems that for him ‘real
self-determination’ means Pintupi negotiating to obtain the sort of help from govern-
ment that they want, while ‘self-management’ entails their taking on administrative
responsibilities that they are unable to fulfil to the satisfaction of government without
denying their own values and cultural obligations — and/or blaming ‘whitefella
bosses’ for their failure to do the right thing by their relations:

A Pintupi interpretation of ‘community ownership’ is each individual having a
personal stake in institutional assets, which leads individuals and their families to
feel they should have access to the resources, at any time, according to their own
individual needs (p 83).

The high value put on individual autonomy and the essential need to look after
one’s own family first and last prevent their acting in the unselfish and disinterested
ways that are expected of those managing community organisations. It seems hard to
escape the conclusion that the imposition of ‘self-management’ on communities like
Walungurru does not help them and should be reviewed. Indeed, if the goal is ‘social
justice’, it seems unfair to burden Pintupi with responsibilities that few of the rest of us
carry for managing (and employing other people to manage) the provision of commu-
nity services.

Folds also makes a strong case that ‘statistical equality’ of outcome in areas like
health, housing, and education is unattainable in remote communities like Walungurru.
But he acknowledges that ‘the dominant society will never feel comfortable with Pin-
tupi choosing to be different, if their choices produce inequality’ (p 113).

Governments, the media, and the Australian public — including other indigenous
people who may, in Folds’ words, ‘more closely share meanings with the dominant
society’ — will no doubt continue to deplore the disadvantage of people in communi-
ties described as ‘traditional’ or ‘tribal’.

Folds hopes to encourage his readers to ‘acknowledge the collision of values at the
interface’ and to recognise ‘the achievements of both sides of the relationship’ (p 181).
Unlike Richard Trudgen, whose book Why warriors lie down and die is another that tells
us what has gone wrong in remote Aboriginal communities in the past 25 years, Folds
does not go further and suggest specific ways of improving the situation. He is clearly
concerned that governments should not reduce the level of aid when programs fail to
achieve quick results, and he says enough about the positive, if modest, benefits of var-
ious practical ‘interventions’ in Pintupi communities to encourage continuation of such
programs, but with realistic expectations of their likely impact. He argues, for example,
that it is unrealistic to expect schools in remote communities, where English has to be
learnt at school as a second language, to match the outcomes of schools in Australian
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cities; or to expect ‘equal educational outcomes’ when attendance is optional and
schools are also expected to be ‘maintaining’ Indigenous culture in what has been
termed ‘two-way schooling’ (pp 128–34).

Folds states that he has written the book to inform ‘those who wonder how poli-
cies like social justice and reconciliation engage with the lives of remote indigenous
Australians’ (p 1). This could be a wide readership but he has not made his argument as
accessible as it might be. He has done little to help the general reader understand the
situation at Walungurru and how the community functions. He tells us next to nothing
about the township and about the ‘western institutions’ there. One of these institutions
is the school where he has been principal. He refers to this as a ‘government institution’,
revealing that it is apparently not a community-run school. Since issues of ‘self manage-
ment’ are central to the book it would have been relevant to indicate clearly how the
school relates to the community both in formal terms and in practice. Similarly he men-
tions the Pintupi Homelands Health Service, but he says nothing about what services
this provides at Walungurru, or how it is structured and managed. Of other ‘western
institutions’ and the other ‘administrators’ (‘whitefella bosses’) we are told nothing.
Folds seems to take it for granted that his readers already know a lot about Western
Desert communities and about Walungurru in particular.

The book may present other obstacles to those who work in this region and who
might hope to get some useful guidance from an old hand at the game. Folds has read
widely, but some readers could be put off by the academic jargon that results from his
research: ‘Foucault contends that the production of discourse is controlled for the pur-
pose of warding off alternatives’ (p 113). 

His own writing is somewhat repetitious and not always as clear as it might be.
He is given to using vague expressions like ‘western society’, ‘the mainstream’, ‘the
dominant society’ when he sometimes means ‘Australian society’, or perhaps ‘some
Australians’, or just ‘some government officials’.

The book needed more careful checking and editorial work. It is good that it has
an index, but this one is not altogether adequate or reliable.7 Other evidence of hasty
work can be found. Folds begins each chapter, and most sections of his chapters, with
quotations from other writers or from Pintupi people. Most of these are from the
writings of WEH Stanner and some are from Myers, a check of which revealed that
Folds has a disconcerting inclination to edit them in ways that alter the meaning and
seem unnecessary and easily avoided. For example, Folds has:

Relations are the source of most valuables in Pintupi life, including food, a spouse,
rights in ceremony and protection ... [a] network involv[ing] persons who do not
consider themselves to be related ... [in which] one cannot afford to reject or ignore
ties with some neighbours to concentrate only on a few other relations (p 73).

7. Three of the five index references under my name proved correct and one reference was not 
indexed. The two errors could result from failure to check the work of a computer program: 
the phrases ‘Long-term whitefella residents’ (p 47) and ‘(Long silence)’ (p 58) seem to have 
resulted in these references.
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The paragraph Myers wrote reads:

Critically, as a person grows older, the field of those considered to be relatives
increases in breadth and complexity. This is of great significance because relations
are the source of most valuables in Pintupi life, including food, a spouse, rights in
ceremony, and protection. A person’s relatives are likely to be found in all geo-
graphical directions; the network will involve persons who do not consider them-
selves to be related. This dispersed quality of the social field is a source of strain.
One cannot afford to reject or ignore ties with some neighbors to concentrate only
on a few other relations.8

Seeing a book of mine quoted, and being unable to make sense of the extract, I
found that something I had written about settlements in general had been translated
into a comment on Papunya in particular; and only some of the words in the ‘quotation’
were mine. My observation had no real relevance to Folds’ book and, like many of his
other quotations, might well have been omitted.9

Folds has important and valid things to say about the ways that ‘two fundamen-
tally discordant cultures’ meet at Walungurru and similar places. The deficiencies in the
writing and editing should not deter those who could most usefully read this book, and
notably all those involved in any way with the making of policies, the shaping of pro-
grams, and the delivery of services to such communities.

Jeremy Long
Sydney
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At a crossroads: archaeology and First People in Canada, edited by George P. Nicholas
and Thomas D. Andrews, 1997, 303pp refs, index, illus, paperback, Archaeology Press,
Simon Fraser University, Burnaby [http://www.sfu.ca/archaeology/dept/arcpress/
list/index.htm], Can $37.00

This publication contains 21 papers which describe archaeological projects conducted
by or in collaboration with Indigenous Canadians. They include discussions on Indige-
nous and archaeological attitudes, examples of collaboration, and descriptions of
resulting new research findings and social outcomes. The 21 papers cover almost every
imaginable aspect of this topic. A foreword by Bruce Trigger and an introduction and
afterword by the editors provide an excellent overview and synthesis. The authors have
summed up the essence of the publication in two quotations. The first is from Edward
Said’s Culture and imperialism (1993: xxiv).

Gone are the binary oppositions dear to the nationalist and imperialist enterprise.
Instead we begin to sense that old authority cannot simply be replaced by new
authority, but that new alignments made across borders, types, nations, and
essences are rapidly coming into view, and it is these new alignments that now
provoke and challenge the fundamentally static notion of identity that has been
the core of cultural thought during the era of imperialism.

The stories related in this volume are essentially about the finding of new identi-
ties through archaeology, and also the finding of new ways of relating for both
indigenous people and archaeologists. These stories are overwhelmingly good news,
positive stories. This fits with the Australian experience where time and again archaeo-
logical work as a true collaboration between Indigenous people and archaeologists has
provided new insights and intellectual and social enrichment for both groups. Anyone
looking for inspiration and new ideas in this area will find this a stimulating collection
with a range of examples of work from simple collaboration to sophisticated and
ground breaking research projects.

There is an intriguing contrast however, between the papers themselves and the
discussion which surrounds them. This is neatly encapsulated in the second quotation
from the editors: ‘Adventures are never fun while they’re happening’ (Unknown). The
people doing the work described in the case study papers don’t seem to feel this way.
They don’t seem to be worrying very much about problems between archaeologists and
the Indigenous communities or about splits between the scientific method and Indige-
nous traditional perceptions. They find the ground they are traversing new and are
sometimes uncertain about where to put their feet, but when they trust the ground it
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proves to be solid, holds them up and leads on to new types of knowledge and
relationships.

The editors and Bruce Trigger, however, refer to quite a range of difficult and sensi-
tive issues which they see as providing a reality check to this good news story. Among the
issues identified as of current concern are the political naivete of archaeologists, the polit-
ical nature of Indigenous leadership, the lack of Indigenous archaeologists, problems
relating to reburial, the conflict between the scientific method and Indigenous belief sys-
tems, and the historically bad press which archaeologists have with Indigenous people.
The editors describe these issues as ‘growing pains’, but there is an element of worry and
uncertainty in the tone of their discussion. Much of the discussion, in the introduction
and afterword, covers familiar ground for the Australian Indigenous community and
archaeological profession and indeed the authors make liberal reference to Australian
examples and attitudes. There are parallels with Australia in the range of recommenda-
tions from many meetings, discussion of a code of ethics, and even, to make you feel
really at home, a quote from our own Tim Murray arguing that acceptance of Indigenous
perceptions of cultural continuity by archaeologists could lead to the reburial of Australo-
pithecine remains (‘Communication and the importance of disciplinary communities:
who owns the past?’ in Archaeological theory: who sets the agenda N Yoffee and A Sherrett
1993 (eds), Cambridge University Press, pp 105–16).

In this dichotomy between the positive stories of the work being undertaken, and
the worry by senior archaeologists about the conservation of the discipline in all this
change, we see the working through of post-colonial themes, not unexpectedly in Can-
ada as in Australia. Perhaps a quotation in the foreword by Bruce Trigger from an
anonymous Native American woman points the way to the ‘spiritual decolonisation’ of
archaeology: 

You people keep talking about preserving the past. Can’t you see that there is no
past! Can’t you see that the past is today and the past is tomorrow? It’s all the
same! Can’t you see that!

Sharon Sullivan
Malin Blazejowski

David Unaipon: legendary tales of the Australian Aborigines, edited by Stephen
Muecke and Adam Shoemaker, 280 pp, 12 b&w illus hardcover, Melbourne University
Press, 2001 [http://www.mup.unimelb.edu.au/catalogue/0_522_84905_9.html], $44.95 

This book looks and feels of fine quality, but nonetheless has its irritating points. David
Unaipon (1872–1967) used conventional capitals in signing his own name, so why the
dust-jacket designer, who otherwise did a fine job, diminished him from the outset with
use of the lower case for his name, but not that of the editors, is a mystery.

The Introduction (pp xiv–xivi) by Stephen Muecke and Adam Shoemaker is illu-
minating, and is prerequisite reading for anyone interested in David Unaipon’s life and
in the research involved in his literary endeavours. In particular it tells of a 1924 draft
literary work by David Unaipon, a date also significant for his friend Ramsay Smith,
who in that year had published a book which included detailed references to the
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Coorong and Lower Murray area of David’s home country. However it so heavy-hand-
edly sledge-hammers ‘the medical officer, coroner and amateur anthropologist, William
Ramsay Smith’ (p xii) for not acknowledging David Unaipon as the draft author of some
of the content of the former’s Myths and legends of the Australian Aborigines (1930) that it
also undermines the worthy subject of their veneration. Why, this reviewer immedi-
ately asked in response, did David Unaipon, who referred to Reverend J. Mathew’s
publication of 1899 with approval (p 86), not acknowledge all of his Aboriginal or other
informants for other than Ngarrindjerri legendary tales? It is an unfair question. The
answer, surely, for both men lies in the practices of the era and the fact that Ramsay
Smith and David Unaipon were old friends (p xxxvii).

Neither Ramsay Smith nor David Unaipon considered themselves literary plun-
derers in what they did, especially given that they were collecting oral history tales that
had either not previously been documented in written form or were variants of previ-
ous written accounts. Furthermore, excellent payments were being made to David
Unaipon (pp xxv); Ramsay Smith’s letter of 16 November 1926 clearly indicates that ‘all
matters concerning relations with my old friend David’ had been straightened out (p
xxxvii); and there is no evidence in the quoted correspondence that David Unaipon
himself did not approve of the use that Ramsay Smith eventually made of the material
he had collected.

That David Unaipon also appears to have borrowed without acknowledgement —
but one would assume with Ramsay Smith’s encouragement and approval — at least a
little of his format and information from Ramsay Smith’s In southern seas (1924) for his
own writings is not mentioned, nor is this book listed in the bibliography. For the
authors of the introduction not to have considered this book by Ramsay Smith is an
extraordinary omission in their otherwise good research, and leads one to think that it
might also have been useful to have considered his other publications. On the other
hand, their care to involve the descendants of David Unaipon in all of the research,
writing and selection of historical photographs is both appropriate and commendable.
The photographs are complementary to the information presented about David
Unaipon’s life and, with the exception of the reproduced pages of his notebook (which
require enlargement to be of value), have good clarity for the age and quality of the
originals.

If ‘this trail of appropriation’ can be questioned, it is nonetheless important that
David Unaipon’s authorship is, for the first time, clearly stated and proven. Indeed in
some ways it is a pity that David Unaipon’s descendants, and the editors, did not
include David Unaipon’s other smaller publications of similar nature — listed in the
bibliography — in the book under review, so that all of his collected legendary tales
could have been available in the one volume.

Although a word (is) has been omitted from the second sentence in the introduc-
tion (p xi), the presentation is otherwise excellent. The print is of excellent size and
clarity, the ‘Note on the edition’ (pp xlv–xlvi) is useful; the glossary’ (pp 223–9) pro-
vides the ‘intended … simple guide for … readers’; and the bibliography (pp 230–2) is
— with the one exception earlier mentioned — adequate.

The legendary tales are of historical interest, as are the references to fishing, hunting
and other activities and customs. As the authors of the introduction to some extent point
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out, David Unaipon’s intellect, his wide reading of classical and other literature, his conver-
sion to Christianity and his very real skill as a wordsmith mean that he presented his
accounts in the approved ‘formal-flowery’ English literary style of the era. At times this has
taken away from the close affinity that David Unaipon had with his own cultural world,
although at his best and most natural in delivery he is still compelling. In some ways, too,
he was clearly being influenced in his presentation by the publisher’s and the general pub-
lic’s interest in what he termed a form of ‘nursery story’ (p 86).

There are some brief sections in the work in various Aboriginal languages which
have potential for interesting direct translations that would sometimes, but not always,
vary from his translations of the time. Thus David Unaipon’s descendants, other Abo-
rigines of the various regions he visited, and linguists are likely to find the ‘Berwerina
Tribe, Darling River’ song (p 41) intriguing, and the same can be said for the Ngarrind-
jerri language recorded in several other sections (eg see pp 85, 87, 89,128, 132).

Of considerable topical interest, given the continuing saga of Hindmarsh Island,
are all of his records of Ngarrindjerri and more general Lower Murray to Encounter Bay
area culture. Of particular importance in such a consideration are ‘Love story of the Mar
Rallang’ (pp 74–6), ‘Narroondarie’s wives’ (pp 120–33), ‘Nhung E Umpie’ (pp 134–6),
and ‘The story of the Mungingee’ (pp 145–9). The last-mentioned, which tells the story
of the ‘stars known to most people as the Pleiades’ (p 145), is of special interest given
the different perceptions that Ngarrindjerri people, anthropologists and historians alike
had of the significance of this legend to Ngarrindjeri people at both the time of first
European contact and thereafter.

In summary, and despite my questioning of certain points, it is to the editors’
credit that this book fulfils their hopes that it will tell of a missed great opportunity. It is
appropriate that, at the time of the centenary of Federation, this first known ‘major
work of Indigenous literature’ (p xi) has been published to honour David Unaipon, a
great Ngarrindjeri man, and a great Australian.

R.G. (Dick) Kimber
Alice Springs, Northern Territory
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The papers of George Augustus Robinson, Chief Protector, Port Phillip Aboriginal
Protectorate, volume two. Aboriginal vocabularies: south east Australia, 1839–1852,
edited by Ian Clark, 336pp, illus, Heritage Matters, Clarendon, Victoria 2000 

Surely one of the most tragic aspects of the century just gone is the loss in that time of so
much of the language, culture and history of the Aboriginal people of many parts of
southeastern Australia. For many Australians this loss barely signifies; but Ian Clark
has put much effort into the work of studying and making available information about
those Aboriginal people, their lost histories, cultures and languages. As the name of his
publishing house states, heritage matters.

In recent times, Clark’s major work has been the transcription and publication of
the various diaries and other writings of George Augustus Robinson (1788–1866), of
which this volume, a transcription of much of volume 65 of Robinson’s papers, is a very
valuable addition.

If the languages and cultures of the people that Robinson met and about whom he
wrote had survived, we would scarcely be interested in his work, because Robinson’s
notational skills were not particularly advanced, nor did he record much beyond sim-
ple word lists. The unfortunate fact is, however, that for many of the Aboriginal
languages and varieties Robinson is one of the main sources, if not the only one.

Clark’s book of transcriptions of the vocabularies and related material in Robin-
son’s papers presents to the wider public the earliest written records of the many
languages that Robinson encountered. Yet even at this early time the communities he
dealt with were already seriously under threat. For example, referring to groups in cen-
tral western Victoria (p 152), we find the following entry, dated August 6 1841:

Car.rin.gum.bulluc: a tribe once inhabiting Car.ren.gum; of this tribe only one
male named Nar.ne.moon, survives; he has joined the Coligan.

On the same day Robinson recorded the names of 10 other tribes, and also listed
the names of the individuals belonging to those groups and some linguistic data. So, for
example, Robinson (p 153) gave the names of seven individuals who were members of
the Bor.rum.beet.bulluc and followed that up with a word list of 15 words, mostly the
names of birds, which were presumably collected from an individual of the
Bor.rum.beet.bulluc.  From these words it is clear that the variety spoken by the
Bor.rum.beet.bulluc was related to Wembawemba as described by Luise Hercus,1 and
was thus part of the Western Victorian language group, as designated by Blake and
Reid.2

Yet, in all probability, the Bor.rum.beet.bulluc spoke a variety all of their own, sim-
ilar to but not the same as Wembawemba, and even if there were other recorders who
later recorded language examples from this particular group, by then the rapid changes
occurring in Victorian Aboriginal societies would have lead to language change. This is
why Robinson is now so valuable to us and why Clark’s transcription is so important.

Clark has comprehensively and carefully transcribed all of the linguistic material
from volume 65 of Robinson’s papers, now in the Mitchell Library, Sydney. His famili-

1. Hercus 1986, 1992.
2. Blake and Reid 1998:3.
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arity with Robinson’s handwriting together with his knowledge of the linguistic issues
involved in working with Victorian languages means that his transcriptions are highly
reliable, and few scholars will feel the need to return to the original sources as a result.
Even if one were to feel the need to return to the manuscript to check something, this
book would be an invaluable aid in navigating one’s way around the manuscript.

Clark includes facsimiles of several pages where the handwriting is more careful,
and these are not transcribed. Having worked with some of the Robinson manuscripts,
I know that these are certainly the most accessible parts of the collection, and yet there
are still difficulties in reading these facsimiles. One quickly misses Clark’s transcrip-
tions, whilst appreciating the opportunity to examine a facsimile of the original. The
best solution, whereby we could see Clark’s excellent transcription side by side with the
facsimile all the time, would have potentially doubled the size of the book. 

The facsimiles also include Robinson’s drawings of cultural artefacts such as bas-
kets, weapons and decorations, as well as of hills and sometimes people. The decision
to include these adds to the interest which this work will hopefully engender in the
study of southeast Australia’s rich Indigenous heritage.

There are some difficulties in using this work: unfortunately there is no index to
the language names, so if one wishes to find material relating to a particular language,
it is necessary either to read the work from cover to cover, or to know by some other
means where language material of a particular group is to be found. 

For example, from Blake, Clark and Krishna-Pillay’s study of Wathawurrung,3 we
know that Robinson had left material relating to the Wathawurrung in volume 65, part
2:1–24, 63–74, part 3, 132–46 and part 6, 45–8. The table of contents indicates where the
different parts of the manuscript can be found, but it is then necessary to spend some
time skimming through Clark’s book in order to establish that the passages referred to
are found on pp 39–62, 71–82, 218–24 and 312–13.

For those who do not know what is to be found in Robinson’s vocabularies, there
is some frustration in store, frustration that an index of language names, as Robinson
recorded them, would have overcome.

Nevertheless, the reader will find a great deal of really intriguing material in here.
Whether it is the fascinating drawings or the truly interesting language material itself,
this book is a very important contribution for both scholars and those from the Indige-
nous community who wish to learn more about the linguistic heritage of Victoria. And
it has solved at least one mystery. The curious place name Prahran is surely none other
than Robinson’s Prare.run, Pre.rare.un (p 286) which he gives as the Indigenous name
of the Yarra Yarra river, and which we might regularise as parrarran.

Stephen Moray
Monash University
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Burning bush: a fire history of Australia, 2nd edition, by Stephen J. Pyne, 548 pp, 1998,
15 illus, maps, notes, bibliog, index, University of Washington Press, Seattle [http://
www.washington.edu/uwpress/search/books/PYNBUR.html] US$24.95

In my opinion fire is the second most important process affecting the flora and fauna of
our unique continent, secondary only to our unusual climate. Australia is a 1arge and
varied continent, and most previous books on fire only cover the particular area with
which the author is most familiar. Stephen Pyne, however, as an outsider, has been able
to sort the wheat from the chaff and produce a beautifully concise history of fire, in all
of its aspects, over all of our continent’s diverse habitats.

Stephen Pyne admits that ‘almost all [of the material he presents] had been pub-
lished in some form or other officially or informally’. So if you are searching for some
new breakthrough in the Australian fire story, don’t come to this book. However, if you
are looking for a concise, accurate, well-presented history of fire in Australia, I know of
nothing better. And this book goes beyond a historical perspective. Stephen Pyne uses
the information he has gathered to compare and contrast the Australian situation to
that in North America and even to predict how fire could affect our future.

So even if you have little ecological knowledge, if you want to familiarise yourself
with this critically important subject, this is the book for you. The section covering Abo-
riginal people and fires occupies almost a quarter of the text, and is of an equally high
standard to the rest of the book. 

If you want a different, controversial view on this subject, look out for my next
book, which should be available in 2002!

Peter Latz
Alice Springs
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An indelible stain, by Henry Reynolds, 224 pp paperback, Viking, Melbourne [http://
www.penguin.com.au/Catalog/F_CATALOG.CFM] 2001 $30, ISBN 0 670 91220 4

The subtitle of Henry Reynolds’ latest book is ‘The question of genocide in Australia’s
history’. He concludes, wisely, that in terms of the United Nations’ positions on the sub-
ject (there are many more than one) a case cannot be proved.

The best parts of the book are the beginning and the end, in which Reynolds dis-
cuses the ebb and flow of learned opinion since the 1930s. Although the word
‘genocide’ was coined in 1944, Raphael Lemkin (the originator of the term) had advo-
cated international action against such activities since 1933. Article II of the 1948
Genocide Convention states that:

Genocide means any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in
whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group.

These include:

(a) killing 

(b) causing serious physical or mental harm

(c) deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring
about its physical destruction

(d) imposing measures intended to prevent births

(e) forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.

Reynolds shows that these definitions, ex cathedra and iron-clad as they seem,
have been the subject of much debate, doubt and changing interpretation. For instance,
in 1947, assimilation was equated with modernity, ethnicity with backwardness. The
post-war United Nations was much less concerned with ethnic minorities than it is
now. Assimilationist policies in fact were strongly favoured by many emerging states
that sought to minimise difference in the name of nation building. Reynolds argues,
therefore, that it is very unlikely that Australia’s assimilationist policies at the time
would have been thought to have anything to do with the Genocide Convention. I may
add that the ILO conventions on the right of an individual to work, and the right to
learn to work, also were or are to some extent at variance with the right of an ethnic
minority, as a collectivity, to remain in distant isolation from the rest of a modernising
society. 

Those are just two of the complications. Another is that some of the so-called
international genocide experts are singularly ill-informed about Australia. A major 1990
work, The history and sociology of genocide, contains a case study by James Morris which
describes Tasmanian Aboriginals as lacking stamina, not very strong or very fast, adept
at running on all fours, ‘oddly wistful, like elves, or perhaps hobbits’; even their lan-
guage was merely ‘a series of disconnected words with no linked grammar’.

A fourth problem for those who wish to affix labels is intentionality. Reynolds
shows that some State governors or colonial parliaments may well have known about
and connived at the more or less unsystematic attempts by settler or black police to
reduce the Aboriginal population by killing, but they did not admit to this in public.
Again, there is insufficient evidence to show that smallpox ‘variola’ (dried but live
forms of the virus, kept in bottles and used for inoculations) were introduced deliber-
ately to the Indigenous population by the early Sydney colonists. 
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Many other issues cloud the ready denunciation of the colonists as genocidal. A
state of armed struggle, against which the Tasmanian colonists were only just holding
their own, is the historical context of the ‘black line’. The level of food and provisions at
Flinders Island — this is in reference to point (c) above — Reynolds shows to have been
substantially above that which was provided to other groups dependent on govern-
ment support. In other chapters Reynolds demonstrates that the Queensland black
police did not kill bush people indiscriminately throughout the State, but mostly con-
fined their depredations to the expanding horizons of the colonists themselves. Some
areas they did not penetrate at all. State government policies defended their assimila-
tionist policies as protection. The Commonwealth’s Northern Territory administration
practised, as far as it was allowed, a policy of biological assimilation of part-descent
children. Yet it removed almost no full-descent Arnhem Land children to places from
which they were not intended to return (this is my point, not Reynolds’). Every attempt
to pinpoint State or national responsibility for genocide can be met by qualification and
caveat.

The most cogent cases of genocide by violence can be levelled locally, and Rey-
nolds notes the irony of here adopting the ‘inside out’ view of Australia’s Indigenous
peoples. ‘Queensland blacks’ was a term which would have been meaningless to peo-
ple who now call themselves Murris. Reynolds writes ‘The paradox is that the smaller
the group to be considered, the greater the likelihood that genocide did take place, that
many — and sometimes most — members of local groups were killed by settlers or by
Aboriginal troopers or trackers and that there was an intention to do so’ (p 120). He
considers, among several examples, the evidence and conclusions of Luise Hercus’
study of Channel Country people. Hercus argued that there were six major massacres,
principally of Karungara people, ‘mostly well organised, and intended to wipe out
whole groups of people’. By the late 1880s a few survivors found refuge at Kilalpan-
nina. The Karungara ceased to be mentioned in twentieth century literature ‘quite
simply’, wrote Hercus, ‘because they had been wiped out’. The experience of Jay Arthur
and me, collecting oral history in the Northern Territory in the 1970s, reflects a similar
phenomenon. The first Aboriginal invitation we received at almost every one of the
more than twenty pastoral or government stations which we visited, was to view a site
at which a group of people had been slaughtered and to record the speaker’s account of
the killing. Sometimes no doubt such revenge expeditions were to wipe out whole
groups of people, sometimes just to relieve the outraged sensibilities of the settlers.
Coordinated activities such as Hercus described were as close as Australia came to gen-
ocide. Considered locally and specifically, that was very close.

Oddly, Reynolds compounds the removal of children into a short chapter on
assimilation generally. Perhaps he is saving a wider discussion for another book. Nor,
presumably because it occurred too late for inclusion, does he refer to the most recent
attacks upon the ‘black armband’ historians (especially Reynolds himself) for their
overemphasis on violence. Yet his conclusions are clear — no watertight case of geno-
cide can be mounted against Australia according to the international definitions, not
least because the definitions themselves are built on rather unsure, and changing,
foundations. 

The short book, more like a series of lectures than an exhaustive treatment, does
not conclude with the obvious corollary. That is, whatever the definitions, Australia’s
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Indigenous people have been subjected to enormous and unjust violence of every
description which, if systematically and effectively continued, would have had the
effect, intended or not, of causing them to disappear as an identifying people or peo-
ples. Perhaps Reynolds does not do so here because he has said it so often previously.
Nevertheless it still needs to be said, and said often. Whether 150 or 75 Warlpiri and
Kaitish people were killed at Coniston is, for the purposes of this understanding, irrele-
vant. What matters is that there was a concerted and deadly attack by Aboriginal police,
White settlers and at least one White policeman, to punish by killing, large numbers of
Aborigines who had killed one White man and injured another. What is even more
important is that the same phenomenon has been repeated scores, probably hundreds,
of times throughout Australia. Similarly for the purpose of this argument, it doesn’t
matter whether 50 000 Indigenous children (my figure) or 22 000 (Robert Manne’s fig-
ure) were removed from their communities. Sir Ronald Wilson calls it genocide, I don’t
and neither does Reynolds. But Manne, Reynolds, Read and Wilson all agree that it was
a moral outrage that the children were removed at all, whatever label one applies. The
labels in the end are emotive and arguable. But the factual bases of our historical under-
standing, however, are far more established than Keith Windschuttle appears to realise.

Peter Read
Australian National 
University

Rabbit-proof fence: a true story, now a major film by Phillip Noyce. By Doris
Pilkington/ Nugi Garimara. Film edition. University of Queensland Press. 2001, 135pp.
$18.95

This book was first published in 1996 as Follow the rabbit-proof fence. It was reviewed for
Aboriginal History by Jane Simpson, vol. 20, 1998: 257-8. With what now seems uncanny
foresight Jane Simpson wrote: ‘we must be grateful to Pilkington (Garimara) for bring-
ing to light this epic journey. It was indeed a ‘most wonderful trek’ as Arthur
Hungerford, the Jigalong Protector of Aborigines described it (p.124). It would make a
wonderful film.’

It has certainly made a wonderful film, produced by Phillip Noyce. This film has
brought home the tragedy of the removal of half-caste children to people who would
otherwise only be vaguely aware of it, as shown by a comment from someone over-
heard in our local post-office: ‘You gotta see this film. Those poor kids! Even my
husband cried all the way through!’

The author is the daughter of Molly, the oldest of the three girls who walked the
1600 km back to Jigalong from the Moore River Native Settlement. The three girls had
triumphed over everything and were reunited with their families, so the book ends on a
relatively happy note. Only the middle daughter, Gracie, was later recaptured. It barely
appears on the margins of the book but has been emphasised by articles in the press,
notably that by Karl Quinn in the Melbourne Age, 17 February 2002, that for Molly the
tragedy was played out again in another generation. Nine years later, married with two
little girls, she was taken to Perth with appendicitis, and was then again removed to the
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Moore River Settlement. Again she escaped, but could only carry the younger child
with her: she undertook that trek carrying the little girl all the way, a trip that must have
been more horrendous and probably more sheer drudgery than the first one. But all did
not end happily. That little girl was later taken away from her and she has never seen
her again. It took 25 years for her to be reunited with the older one, the author of this
fine book: a book about what may well have been the lesser of the two journeys. 

Queensland University Press are to be congratulated for publishing this film edi-
tion without any changes to the text, so that it is as fresh and straightforward as ever. 

L. Hercus
Australian National University


