
ABORIGINAL HISTORY
Volume forty-five 2021





ABORIGINAL HISTORY
Volume forty-five 2021



 

Published by ANU Press and Aboriginal History Inc.
The Australian National University
Canberra ACT 2600, Australia
Email: anupress@anu.edu.au
This title is also available online at press.anu.edu.au

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted 
in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying or otherwise, without the prior 
permission of the publisher.

Aboriginal History Incorporated
Aboriginal History Inc. is a part of the Australian Centre for Indigenous History, Research School of Social 
Sciences, The Australian National University, and gratefully acknowledges the support of the School of 
History and the National Centre for Indigenous Studies, The Australian National University. Aboriginal 
History Inc. is administered by an Editorial Board which is responsible for all unsigned material. Views and 
opinions expressed by the author are not necessarily shared by Board members.

Members of the Editorial Board
Maria Nugent (Chair), Tikka Wilson (Secretary), Rob Paton (Treasurer/Public Officer), Crystal McKinnon 
(Editor), Ben Silverstein (Editor), Annemarie McLaren (Review Editor), Rani Kerin (Monograph Editor), 
Laura Rademaker (Associate Monograph Editor), Lawrence Bamblett, Rebecca Collard, Liz Conor, Valerie 
Coombs, Brian Egloff, Karen Fox, Sam Furphy, Niel Gunson, Geoff Hunt, Julia Hurst, Dave Johnston, 
Harold Koch, Shino Konishi, Ingereth Macfarlane, Ewan Maidment, Isabel McBryde, Ann McGrath, Peter 
Read, Martin Thomas, Emily Tinker.

Editors: Crystal McKinnon and Ben Silverstein; Book Review Editor: Annemarie McLaren;  
Copyeditor: Geoff Hunt.

About Aboriginal History
Since 1977 the peer-reviewed annual journal Aboriginal History has pioneered interdisciplinary historical 
studies of Australian Aboriginal peoples’ and Torres Strait Islander’s interactions with non-Indigenous peoples, 
principally in Australia but also transnationally. It promotes publication of Indigenous oral traditions, 
biographies, narratives in local languages, archival and bibliographic guides, previously unpublished manuscript 
accounts, critiques of current events, and research and reviews in the cognate fields of anthropology, archaeology, 
sociology, linguistics, demography, law, geography and cultural, political and economic history. For more 
information, please visit aboriginalhistory.org.au.

Contacting Aboriginal History
All correspondence should be addressed to the Editors, Aboriginal History Inc., ACIH, School of History, 
Research School of Social Sciences, ANU RSSS Building, The Australian National University, Canberra 
ACT 2600, or aboriginalhistoryinc@gmail.com. Sales and orders for back issues of journals and monographs: 
Thelma Sims, email: Thelma.Sims@anu.edu.au.

WARNING: Readers are notified that this publication may contain names or images  
of deceased persons.

Cover design and layout by ANU Press

This edition © 2022 ANU Press and Aboriginal History Inc.

ISSN 0314-8769 (print)
ISSN 1837-9389 (online)

http://aboriginalhistory.org.au
mailto:Thelma.Sims%40anu.edu.au?subject=


Contents

Preface   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . vii
Ben Silverstein and Crystal McKinnon

Contributors  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .xi

Articles
‘The White-man calls me Jack’: The many names and claims for Jackey 
Jackey of the lower Logan River, south-east Queensland, Australia   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 3
Michael Aird, Joanna Sassoon and David Trigger

Radio Redfern, 26 January 1988  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .33
Emma Cupitt

Bark paintings as ambassadors, 1948–63, and the circle back  
to Aboriginal cultural agency  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .57
Matt Poll and Amanda Harris

Our Country, our healer: Aboriginal apothecaries of Burning Mountain  .  .  .  .  .83
Cara Cross

Aboriginal fire-management practices in colonial Victoria  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .109
Fred Cahir, Ian D. Clark, Dan Tout, Benjamin Wilkie and Jidah Clark

Assimilation, racism and Aboriginal labour in Robinvale: ‘Speaking back’  
to White narratives  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 131
Maria Panagopoulos

Review essay
Interest and truth in history: A review of Truganini: Journey through the 
Apocalypse by Cassandra Pybus  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 161
Greg Lehman



Book reviews
Aboriginal Protection and Its Intermediaries in Britain’s Antipodean  
Colonies  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 171
edited by Samuel Furphy and Amanda Nettelbeck
Review by Lisa Ford

That Was My Home: Voices from the Noongar Camps in Fremantle  
and the Western Suburbs   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .175
by Denise Cook
Review by Cindy Solonec

People of the River: Lost Worlds of Early Australia  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 179
by Grace Karskens
Review by Peter Read

Dancing in Shadows: Histories of Nyungar Performance  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .183
by Anna Haebich
Review by Clint Bracknell

Sustaining Indigenous Songs: Contemporary Warlpiri Ceremonial Life  
in Central Australia   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .187
by Georgia Curran
Review by Myfany Turpin

Ceremony Men: Making Ethnography and the Return of the Strehlow  
Collection   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 191
by Jason Gibson
Review by John Carty

The Convict Valley: The Bloody Struggle on Australia’s Early Frontier   .  .  .  .  .  .  .195
by Mark Dunn
Review by Carol Liston

The Civilisation of Port Phillip: Settler Ideology, Violence and Rhetorical 
Possession .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 197
by Thomas James Rogers
Review by Jillian Beard

The Battle of One Tree Hill: The Aboriginal Resistance That Stunned 
Queensland  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 201
by Ray Kerkhove and Frank Uhr
Review by Roger Ford

Into the Loneliness: The Unholy Alliance of Ernestine Hill and Daisy Bates  .  .  . 205
by Eleanor Hogan
Review by Peggy Brock

Truth-Telling: History, Sovereignty and the Uluru Statement  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 209
by Henry Reynolds
Review by Anna Clark

Information for authors  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .213
Aboriginal History Monograph Series   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 217



vii

Preface
Ben Silverstein and Crystal McKinnon

As markers in and of time, anniversaries not only provide a chance to reflect on 
events of the past but also remind us to pause and consider where we were; to 
historicise events and take stock of how much (and how little) has changed. As we 
write this preface to volume 45 of Aboriginal History we are thinking about 2021 as 
the 30-year anniversary of the tabling in Commonwealth Parliament of the report 
of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody.

When the Royal Commission was established in 1987, it represented the culmination 
of many years of fighting for justice by the families and communities of loved ones 
who had died in custody. Through organisations like the Committee to Defend 
Black Rights, these families and communities built a movement that fought against 
the normalisation and naturalisation of deaths in custody, turning the focus rather 
onto the institutions of the criminal justice system and beyond.1 They insisted 
that Black deaths in custody were fundamentally caused by racism, seen in the 
entrenched social inequality experienced across Australia and what Paul Coe, head 
of the National Aboriginal and Islander Legal Service Secretariat, described in 1987 
as a belief among police ‘they could take an Aboriginal life with immunity’.2

It was this pressure that finally forced the Australian Government to call a royal 
commission. And just as this activism, led by the families and communities of 
Aboriginal people who had died in custody whose sustained and powerful advocacy 
built the movement, so in April 2021 did Aboriginal families once again take to 

1  Alison Whittaker, ‘Defeatism and Inevitability: The Metaphors of Black Deaths in Custody’, Awaye!, Radio 
National, ABC, 20 June 2020, accessed 15 December 2021, www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/awaye/ 
12362310.
2  Dennerstein, ‘Public Meeting’. See also Cubillo, ‘30th Anniversary of the RCIADIC’.

http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/awaye/12362310
http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/awaye/12362310
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the streets in the fight for justice for their loved ones. At a national day of action, 
families demanded a meeting with government and called for the implementation 
of the Royal Commission’s recommendations made some 30 years ago.

When royal commissions and government inquiries are announced, it is the people 
who have been most affected by the issue who lead the movement.3 Too often, their 
histories are not recognised or told, and many stories of activism and advocacy by 
movements for justice are obscured. Histories of these movements are essential if we 
are to understand the continuities and discontinuities of Aboriginal history.

We need also to take seriously the fact that governments have implemented so few 
of the Royal Commission’s recommendations, and that there have been at least 500 
Indigenous deaths in custody since that Royal Commission report.4 A record like 
this demands histories that do not just lament Indigenous loss but rather apprehend 
the persistently murderous nature of settler colonialism. And one could draw a direct 
line between deaths in custody and the experience of those Aboriginal communities, 
particularly in western New South Wales, who have been ravaged by COVID-19. 
The particular crisis of this outbreak was an effect of conditions that have been 
produced over long periods of time through government refusals to ensure adequate 
access to health care or provide sufficient housing for communities in these areas. 
Communities managed to endure this crisis largely through the extraordinary work 
of community organisations in providing advice, resources and medical care.5

These kinds of organisations are the basis of the social movements that have long 
been active around Australia. In 2022 we move towards other significant memorials: 
January marked 40 years since the Tent Embassy umbrella was first pitched on 
the lawns of (Old) Parliament House; and, in September, it will be 30 years since 
Aboriginal people took to the streets of Brisbane to harness the international media 
attention on the Commonwealth Games, to once again demand rights and justice. 
The many diverse histories of these communities and movements remain key to the 
practice of writing true Aboriginal histories.

We begin this volume of Aboriginal History with an important and forensic piece of 
historical scholarship. In seeking to trace the identity of Jackey Jackey of the Lower 
Logan River in south-east Queensland, Michael Aird, Joanna Sassoon and David 
Trigger demonstrate a new and meticulous methodology for linking visual, textual 
and oral sources across time and space to piece together the record of a man who left 

3  See Cunneen and Porter, ‘Indigenous Peoples and Criminal Justice in Australia’.
4  National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Legal Services, ‘NATSILS Media Release: 500 Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander People Have Died in Custody since the Royal Commission 30 Years Ago’, 6 December 2021, 
accessed 7 December 2021, www.natsils.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/NATSILS-Media-Release-500-Deaths-
in-Custody.docx.pdf.
5  Bhiamie Williamson, ‘The COVID-19 Crisis in Western NSW Aboriginal Communities is a Nightmare 
Realised’, The Conversation, 16 August 2021, accessed 15 December 2021, theconversation.com/the-covid-19-crisis-
in-western-nsw-aboriginal-communities-is-a-nightmare-realised-166093.

http://www.natsils.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/NATSILS-Media-Release-500-Deaths-in-Custody.docx.pdf
http://www.natsils.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/NATSILS-Media-Release-500-Deaths-in-Custody.docx.pdf
http://theconversation.com/the-covid-19-crisis-in-western-nsw-aboriginal-communities-is-a-nightmare-realised-166093
http://theconversation.com/the-covid-19-crisis-in-western-nsw-aboriginal-communities-is-a-nightmare-realised-166093
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PREFACE

traces in dispersed archives, collections, memories, and in Country. This resonates 
today, both with the relationships between this ancestor and his descendants, and for 
native title claims that demand cultural and accurate genealogical connections across 
time. This is research that speaks to the importance of historical truth and embraces 
complexity and uncertainty, arguing against the neater and easier resolutions that 
often prevail in public histories.

The volume then turns to two fascinating articles that also provide fascinating 
readings of diverse and perhaps unexpected sources to illuminate the multiplicity of 
perspectives on Aboriginal history. Emma Cupitt describes the 17-hour recording 
of  Radio Redfern’s coverage of Aboriginal protests in Sydney as Bicentenary 
celebrations took place elsewhere in the city. As an Aboriginal community-controlled 
radio station, Radio Redfern was itself an institutional participant in these protests, 
a space of organising and intellectual development, and a record of what took place. 
Cupitt emphasises the multivocality and intertextuality of radio, showing us how 
the Radio Redfern broadcast provides both a profusion of Aboriginal stories, and 
situates these in the almost predictable drama of police intervention and attempted 
intimidation. The next article turns to a reading of assemblages of Yolngu bark 
paintings in diverse exhibition spaces after the Second World War. Matt Poll and 
Amanda Harris describe these paintings as ‘ambassadors’, doing political, cultural 
and diplomatic work to connect across Country in a historical context of repression 
in which the painters themselves were often prevented from travel and free mobility. 
Often collected as ethnographic material, in recent decades Indigenous curators have 
reimagined these paintings in new relationships, providing spaces for Yolngu and 
others to reconnect with them and, through the paintings, reconnect with ancestors.

This practice of reconnection is dependent on the inscription of the bark paintings 
as Yolngu knowledge. We turn, then, to two further articles that emphasise different 
elements of Indigenous knowledge of Country. Cara Cross describes the production 
and use of mineral medicine—or lithotherapeutics—derived from Burning 
Mountain in Wonnarua Country. This article historicises the use of this medicine in 
the context of both a Wonnarua deep historical story of manufacture, use and trade, 
and the settler colonial context of the past 150 years of dispossession, appropriation 
and commodification. As well as mapping this process, Cross issues a powerful 
call for the recognition of Indigenous innovation as cultural heritage. This call for 
recognition continues in a timely collaborative article by Fred Cahir, Ian Clark, 
Dan Tout, Benjamin Wilkie and Jidah Clark, who read colonial records against the 
grain to excavate a nineteenth-century history of Victorian Aboriginal relationships 
with fire. From a context of dispossession and silencing, they demonstrate that 
fire has long been central to creating and managing landscapes in south-eastern 
Australia, providing a basis for the revitalisation of Victorian Aboriginal fire 
management practices.
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Finally, based on extensive oral history work over several years, Maria Panagopoulos 
presents us with Aboriginal narrations of the experience of moving—or being 
moved—from the Manatunga settlement on the outskirts of Robinvale into the 
town itself, on Tati Tati Country in the Mallee region of Victoria. Panagopoulos’s 
interlocutors remember their contribution to the town over many decades, as 
workers who built it up and then worked the surrounding farms. But they also 
remember the verbal and written attacks they faced from white members of the 
Robinvale community when the prospect of living as neighbours was raised. This 
experience of white resentment at impending desegregation shamed and hurt 
the Aboriginal community; in giving voice to that experience, and re-presenting 
Robinvale Aboriginal people’s sense of themselves, Panagopoulos’s research provides 
a valuable corrective.

We are also very pleased to be able to publish Greg Lehman’s review essay concerning 
Cassandra Pybus’s recent award-winning Truganini: Journey through the Apocalypse. 
Lehman’s carefully considered meditations on the implications of our relationships 
with history provide a way of thinking through how we research and  write 
Aboriginal history; how some might transform the practice of history and ‘broker 
some further truth’.

This volume has once again been produced in a context of disruption, as we have 
worked through further lockdowns and travel bans. We thank the Aboriginal History 
Board for their work and support, especially Book Reviews editor Annemarie 
McLaren, as well as copyeditor Geoff Hunt, and Emily Tinker at ANU Press. 
We also thank the many anonymous referees who generously gave their time and 
expertise to reviewing articles this year.
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‘The White-man calls me Jack’: 
The many names and claims for 

Jackey Jackey of the lower Logan 
River, south-east Queensland, 

Australia
Michael Aird, Joanna Sassoon and David Trigger

Abstract: Genealogies that demonstrate a continuous historical lineage play 
a critical role for native title evidence as well as contemporary negotiations 
concerning Indigenous identity. The complexities of this genealogical 
research are compounded in regions with lengthy histories of disruption from 
traditional lands and contestation concerning the forebears of Indigenous 
individuals, families and wider groups. This article presents a case study that 
introduces a forensic methodology to demonstrate challenges facing researchers 
and family members investigating Indigenous histories. It explores a history 
of the renaming of an Aboriginal man photographed wearing a breastplate 
inscribed with a name, Jackey Jackey. In this review of the extant historical 
data, we outline our genealogy of names that have been attached to Jackey 
Jackey. We suggest that two men named Jackey from different parts of the 
Logan Valley region, south-east Queensland, have been conflated into a single 
person’s identity and then renamed firstly as Bilinba and then as Bilin Bilin. 
We explore what these symbolic acts of renaming mean for the first wave of 
Indigenous descendants researching their family history, pose questions about 
the significance of this renaming, and identify the consequential issues for 
those now seeking legal recognition of traditional rights in land.
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I’m tall dark and lean, everyplace I’ve been, the White-man calls me Jack
It’s no crime, I’m not ashamed I was born with my skin so black
When it comes to riding rough horses or working cattle, I mix it with the best
In the land where the crow flies backwards and the pelican builds his nest
Dougie Young, ‘The Land Where the Crow Flies Backwards’, 19641

Introduction
Cultural connections over time are the foundation of native title and Indigenous 
connections to country more generally. For a native title claim to be successful, 
claimants must demonstrate an unbroken, albeit adapted, traditional connection 
with land in question since the assumption of Crown sovereignty. Genealogies 
that demonstrate a continuous historical lineage play a critical role for native title 
evidence as well as contemporary negotiations concerning Indigenous identity. When 
investigating claims of traditional connection through documenting customary 
laws, mapping cultural landscapes and recording genealogies, Aboriginal people 
and anthropologists, linguists and historians preparing reports present information 
drawn from a range of sources including documentary, visual and oral records.

Genealogical research is complex and presents many challenges, including 
achieving cross-cultural competence in understanding Indigenous patterns of kin 
connections, addressing multiple links to different forebears, and forming opinions 
about the reliability of available archival and oral records. The pitfalls of this work 
are compounded in regions with lengthy histories of disruption from traditional 
lands and contestation concerning the forebears of Indigenous individuals, families 
and wider groups.

In this article, we present a case study to demonstrate challenges facing researchers 
and family members investigating Indigenous histories. We particularly address the 
types and characteristics of evidence that can be used when reconstructing family 
biographies including links to those who are asserted in native title claims to be 
what have become known as ‘apical ancestors’. In doing so, we introduce a forensic 
methodology that includes profiling, connecting and cross-referencing available 
data concerning a significant Indigenous man’s life, the name(s) by which he has 
become known, and his relationships to country.

1  Dougie Young was recorded singing the song in Wilcannia in 1964 by the anthropologist Jeremy Beckett. 
Jeremy Beckett, ‘Young, Douglas Gary (Dougie) (1933–1991)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre 
of Biography, The Australian National University, published online 2014, accessed 30 September 2020, adb.anu.
edu.au/biography/young-douglas-gary-dougie-16283; ‘Dougie Young – Land Where The Crow Flies Backwards 
(1965)’, YouTube, 19 October 2015, www.youtube.com/watch?v=9W7qxU8xhUo&list=RD9W7qxU8xhUo&start_
radio=1&t=13.

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/young-douglas-gary-dougie-16283
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/young-douglas-gary-dougie-16283
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9W7qxU8xhUo&list=RD9W7qxU8xhUo&start_radio=1&t=13
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9W7qxU8xhUo&list=RD9W7qxU8xhUo&start_radio=1&t=13
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Background
Several late nineteenth-century photographs depict an elderly Queensland 
Aboriginal man wearing a breastplate around his neck inscribed ‘Jackey Jackey – 
King of the Logan and Pimpama’, referring to two rivers in south-east Queensland 
(see Figures 1 and 2).2 While some breastplates given to Aboriginal people in the 
nineteenth century in Australia survive, for many their existence is only recorded 
visually or in written reports.3 Breastplates are colonial objects with complex 
meanings. In fixing a person’s name and status, the objects also erase previous names 
for a person for everyone other than Aboriginal people who may have historical 
knowledge of the individual. At the same time, breastplates are mnemonics that 
potentially act as referents for people believing they are descendants of the named 
ancestor. In the absence of locating Jackey Jackey’s breastplate, the photographs 
reveal how he is literally chained to a metal plate that fixes a European name to his 
face, a settler-endowed status as ‘King’ and a connection to his traditional lands.4

2  Neither the circumstances of Jackey Jackey having been given the breastplate, nor the current whereabouts of 
the item are known. Publicly available photographs of Jackey Jackey wearing his breastplate include ‘Jackey Jackey – 
King of the Logan & Pimpama’, c. 1890, State Library of Queensland, negative 63306; ‘Jacky Jacky (on king plate) 
Logan District ca. 1895’, State Library of Queensland, negative 21309; Will Stark, ‘On the Albert – a day with the 
tribe and King’, Queensland Museum, EH781; ‘Deebing Creek’, State Library of Queensland, negative 18939.
3  Cleary, Poignant Regalia; Fox, Aboriginal Breastplates; Troy, King Plates.
4  Healy, ‘Chained to Their Signs’, 24–35.

Figure 1: ‘Jackey Jackey. King of Logan 
& Pimpama’, Albert River, 1893. 
Photograph by Will Stark.
Source: Courtesy State Library of Queensland 
(negative 63306).

Figure 2: ‘Jackey Jackey (on plate)’, 
Jackey Jackey, Beenleigh, 1896. 
Photograph by Ada Driver.
Source: Courtesy State Library of Queensland 
(negative 21309).
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The engraving on the now lost breastplate, and its clarity in these well-copied 
photographic images, is a reminder of the power structures underpinning colonial 
relations that resulted in rewriting landscapes and peoples with English names. 
However, in contrast to the material permanence of the breastplate and its photographic 
representation, personal names can be more fluid. A more recent history of Jackey 
Jackey shows he was twice renamed: first he was referred to as Bilinba and second the 
name by which he is now more commonly known – Bilin Bilin.

Bilin Bilin is now a permanent street name in the suburb of Bonner in the Australian 
Capital Territory (ACT).5 The greenfields suburb, previously part of a sheep property 
established in 1853, was named to honour Neville Bonner, a Queenslander, who 
was well known as the first Aboriginal person to be elected to the Parliament of 
Australia.6 While the provenance of the name of the suburb Bonner is clearly 
documented, there remain questions as to the origin of the name selected for Bilin 
Bilin Street. The 2011 gazettal notice includes the following statement:

Bilin Bilin was leader of the Yugambeh people and witnessed his country 
being occupied by white settlers. He was taught to read and write by Pastor 
Haussmann. In 1875 he was given a ‘king plate’ which stated that he was 
‘King of the Logan and Pimpama’ …7

In 2009, before the gazettal of the street name, a photograph of Jackey Jackey 
wearing his breastplate featured in an exhibition about four Aboriginal Australian 
resistance fighters at the National Museum of Australia, in which he was identified 
under the name Bilin Bilin.8 The information to support Jackey Jackey being 
renamed Bilin Bilin in the street name gazettal and in the museum exhibition 
draws on a combination of sources. The ACT gazettal sources are not cited, but 
the information is based on a partial transcription of the second line of Jackey 

5  The suburb (division) of Bonner was publicly notified on 12 July 2001 in Disallowable instrument DI2001–172, 
accessed 27 November 2021, www.legislation.act.gov.au/View/di/2001-172/current/PDF/2001-172.PDF; Bilin Bilin 
Street was publicly notified on 21 April 2011 in DI2011-60, accessed 27 November 2021, www.legislation. act.gov.au/
View/di/2011-60/current/PDF/2011-60.PDF.
6  The suburb of Bonner is situated on the far northern boundary of the Australian Capital Territory adjacent 
to suburbs named after a renowned First World War soldier (Albert Jacka), a Queensland politician (Forde) and 
Amaroo (an Aboriginal word [no language group identified] meaning ‘beautiful place’). Streets in Bonner are named 
after Indigenous people and their supporters. ‘Archives ACT Finding Aid: Suburbs & Their Names’, Archives ACT, 
September 2009, accessed 27 November 2021, www.archives.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/562640/Suburbs 
_and_their_names.pdf. 
7  Public place names (Bonner) Determination 2011 (no. 1): Disallowable instrument DI2011-60 made under 
the Public Place Names Act 1989, accessed 27 November 2021, www.legislation.act.gov.au/View/di/2011-60/current/ 
PDF/2011-60.PDF.
8  National Museum of Australia, ‘National Museum Recognises Stories of Resistance’, Media release, 10 March 
2009, accessed 27 November 2021, www.nma.gov.au/about/media/media-releases-listing-by-year/2009/national-
museum-recognises-stories-of-resistance; National Museum of Australia and Ryebuck Media, ‘How Did Aboriginal 
Australians Resist British Colonisation? Investigating Four Case Studies at the National Museum of Australia’, 2008, 
accessed 27 November 2021, digital-classroom.nma.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-07/4._how_did_aboriginal_
australians _resist_british_colonisation.pdf. Of the other three resistance fighters, only the Western Australian leader 
Yagan is commemorated in an ACT street name.

http://www.legislation.act.gov.au/View/di/2001-172/current/PDF/2001-172.PDF
http://www.legislation.act.gov.au/View/di/2011-60/current/PDF/2011-60.PDF
http://www.legislation.act.gov.au/View/di/2011-60/current/PDF/2011-60.PDF
http://www.archives.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/562640/Suburbs_and_their_names.pdf
http://www.archives.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/562640/Suburbs_and_their_names.pdf
http://www.legislation.act.gov.au/View/di/2011-60/current/PDF/2011-60.PDF
http://www.legislation.act.gov.au/View/di/2011-60/current/PDF/2011-60.PDF
http://www.nma.gov.au/about/media/media-releases-listing-by-year/2009/national-museum-recognises-stories-of-resistance
http://www.nma.gov.au/about/media/media-releases-listing-by-year/2009/national-museum-recognises-stories-of-resistance
http://digital-classroom.nma.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-07/4._how_did_aboriginal_australians_resist_british_colonisation.pdf
http://digital-classroom.nma.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-07/4._how_did_aboriginal_australians_resist_british_colonisation.pdf
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Jackey’s breastplate as depicted in exhibition text at the National Museum of 
Australia. The museum exhibition relied on information provided by descendants 
who assumed that Bilin Bilin was the name of the man wearing a breastplate that 
identifies him as Jackey Jackey.9 In both of these cases, there is no evidence provided 
to confirm that the man identified by his breastplate as Jackey Jackey is the same 
man as Bilin Bilin, nor is there any explanation as to the history of this conflation. 
This raises questions as to how institutions ‘authenticate’ knowledge and view their 
responsibility to undertake their own research on subject matters being interpreted 
or provided to their audiences.

In this review of the extant historical data,10 we outline our genealogy of names 
that have been attached to Jackey Jackey. We suggest that two men named Jackey 
from different parts of the Logan valley region, south-east Queensland, have been 
conflated into a single person’s identity and then renamed firstly as Bilinba and 
then as Bilin Bilin. We explore what these symbolic acts of renaming mean for the 
first wave of Indigenous descendants researching their family history, pose questions 
about the significance of this renaming, and identify the consequential issues for 
those now seeking legal recognition of traditional rights in land.

Jackey Jackey
The name Jackey Jackey has entered the Australian vernacular with a number of 
connotations. For colonists, the name was a generic dismissive, ignoring the 
individuality of Aboriginal people and denying their dignity.11 In the context of 
colonial disinterest in Indigenous languages there were likely cases where it suited 
Aboriginal people to insulate personal names from settler knowledge of their 
families. However, those individuals who assisted explorers and early colonists and 
who were often among the first to receive English names, like Jackey Jackey, now 
arguably occupy something of an ambiguous position in the discourses focused on 
Aboriginal rights.12

9  Publicity surrounding the exhibition at the National Museum of Australia included Rory O’Connor, ‘Calling 
All Descendants of Bilin Bilin’, Yugembeh Museum News (Beenleigh), February 2008; Penny Cowell, ‘Hail King 
Bilin Bilin’, Gold Coast Bulletin, 15 March 2008.
10  Troy, King Plates, 132; Best, ‘Bilin Bilin – King or Eagle?’, 13–15; O’Connor, The Kombumerri: Aboriginal 
People of the Gold Coast, 65; Best and Barlow, Kombumerri – Saltwater People, xi; Best, Kruger and O’Connor, 
Yugambeh Talga, 29; Rory O’Connor, ‘Calling Descendants of Bilin Bilin’, Yugambeh Museum News (Beenleigh), 
February 2008, 1; Baisden and O’Connor, Little Red Book, 11; O’Connor, Sharing the Water Hole = Ngalinga 
Mulgerri gwonggubunga, 23; Fiona Skyring, ‘Presentation [delivered at community meeting in Brisbane, 2 December 
2016]’, accessed 27 November 2021, www.qsnts.com.au/publications/Research-SERRPScript-DrFionaSkyring-
Historian-givenatSERRPCommunityMeetingon3December2016inBrisbane.pdf; Wiltshire, ‘The Yerongpan of the 
Chepera People’, 15–28; Sewell, ‘Early Contacts between Aboriginal Peoples and European Settlers on and around 
Tamborine Mountain’, 47. 
11  Maloney and Grosz, ‘Jackey Jackey and the Yadhaykenu’, 74.
12  Walsh, ‘The European Naming of Aboriginal People’, 3; Maloney and Grosz, ‘Jackey Jackey and the 
Yadhaykenu’, 74; Walsh, ‘Introduced Personal Names for Australian Aborigines’, 33.

http://www.qsnts.com.au/publications/Research-SERRPScript-DrFionaSkyring-Historian-givenatSERRPCommunityMeetingon3December2016inBrisbane.pdf
http://www.qsnts.com.au/publications/Research-SERRPScript-DrFionaSkyring-Historian-givenatSERRPCommunityMeetingon3December2016inBrisbane.pdf
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Figure 3: Logan River area, south-eastern Queensland, showing place names, 
1987. Produced by Linda Thomson.
Source: Courtesy Michael Aird.
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‘THE WHITE-MAN CALLS ME JACK’

There has been some confusion as to the identities of several men who are named 
Jackey without reference to traditional names in the Logan valley region of south-
east Queensland (see Figure 3). In 1931 Frederick Hinchcliffe, an early settler in the 
region, was careful to distinguish that the Jackey that lived in the Degilbo region on 
the Burnett River some 250 kilometres north of Brisbane should not be confused 
with the Jackey Jackey whose breastplate identified him as ‘King of the Logan and 
Pimpama’ and which confined his domain.13 He stated that ‘Brisbane was the nearest 
point that this son of the soil [Jackey Jackey of the Logan and Pimpama rivers] was 
ever to Degilbo. And I have never heard, even from himself, that he was ever further 
up the Upper Logan than Beaudesert’.14 Hinchcliffe further identifies Jackey Jackey 
as ‘the lower Logan Jackey’ and that he should not be confused with another man 
named Jackey who lived in the vicinity of properties named Buddai and Telemon on 
the upper Logan River.15 In 1962 Michael Sullivan, whose non-Aboriginal forebears 
owned Buddai, wrote about Jackey who lived in the vicinity of the upper Logan 
River and stated that he was also known as Bilinba. A consequent confusion has 
been that this name for Jackey of the upper Logan was in the 1980s used to rename 
Jackey Jackey, King of the Logan and Pimpama, as Bilinba.16 This misinterpretation 
of historical documents has had implications for understanding the identity of the 
man presented with a breastplate so long ago.

Who was Jackey Jackey?
The man that is well documented in several photographs wearing the breastplate 
inscribed ‘Jackey Jackey – King of the Logan and Pimpama’ lived in the region of 
south-east Queensland near where the town of Beenleigh now stands on the lower 
Logan River. While a record identifying his birth has yet to be found, we estimate 
from his appearance in photographs in the years just prior to his death, as well 
as when his daughter Emily was born around 1853,17 that he was born around 
1820. He lived in the region from before the first European settlers arrived in the 
Beenleigh district in the 1860s until his death in around 1900.18

13  Frederick Hinchcliffe, ‘“Jackey Jackey” King of the Logan and Pimpama’, Beaudesert Times, 12 June 1931, 7 
(henceforth Hinchcliffe, Beaudesert Times, 12 June 1931, 7).
14  Hinchcliffe, Beaudesert Times, 12 June 1931, 7.
15  Hinchcliffe, Beaudesert Times, 12 June 1931, 7. The Hinchcliffe family likely knew of both Jackeys as Verdon 
Hinchcliffe began a mail run from Waterford to Telemon in 1870, so would have regularly visited the upper region 
of the Logan River while living on the lower region of the river. ‘A Logan Pioneer’, Beaudesert Times, 7 November 
1924, 8. ‘The Buddai King Jackey’s resting place is not known … his father’s residence was evidently of a tribe from 
over the border to the head of the Clarence, who died when on this side of the range (what was known in the early 
Telemon station days as the Yellow Waterholes) which was a favourite camping place of any of those who came from 
the other side’, Hinchcliffe, Beaudesert Times, 12 June 1931, 7.
16  Best, ‘Bilin Bilin – King or Eagle?’, 13–15; Sullivan, History of Christmas Creek. While Sullivan writes about 
Jackey of the upper Logan, he may not have known about Jackey Jackey of the lower Logan.
17  Emily Williams’s death certificate (Qld 1929/B8205) indicates she was born at Waterford around 1853 and 
was the daughter of John Logan and Nellie.
18  A. Rick, ‘King Jacky and His Tribe’, Brisbane Courier, 25 March 1931, 3; Joseph Lauterer, ‘The Royal Society 
of Queensland. Monthly meeting’, Brisbane Courier, 19 November 1894, 2.
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With no known official records to show the names of Jackey Jackey’s parents, 
Dr Joseph Lauterer, a German-born medical doctor with interests in ethnobotany 
and languages, provides the only known information. Lauterer identified Jackey 
Jackey’s father as being the ‘Meyerbeer’ or composer of a traditional song.

There are many songs and corroborries [sic] of our aborigines which are 
seemingly without any sense. They have been brought to one tribe by another 
one which spoke a different language and was only understood by those blacks 
who had originally invented them … Of the following I can only understand 
the word mirrigan, which means star. It is a short One:-

Mirrigan, merrigan marn,
Mirrigan merrigan mam, barru, barru, barru.

Jackey-Jackey, or ‘Kaway-Kaway,’ king of the Logan, is very fond of this song. 
He says his father, another Meyerbeer, had invented it or composed it out 
of another one sixty years ago.19

Figure 4: ‘On the Albert – 1893 – A day out with tribe and King – with Hon. C. 
Lambert’. Group, including Cyril Lambert (standing at rear), Polly Boyd nursing 
her daughter Milly, Jimmy Boyd, Sarah Clarke, Jackey Jackey, Billy Galleen and 
Kipper Tommy Andrews. Albert River, 1893. Photograph by Will Stark.
Source: Courtesy Queensland Museum (EH781).

19  Joseph Lauterer, ‘The Royal Society of Queensland. Monthly meeting’, Brisbane Courier, 19 November 1894, 2.
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While the Europeans gave Jackey Jackey a breastplate bearing ‘his name’, the 
photographs then fixed this as his identity, and publicly ‘effaced and defaced’ previous 
names by which he was known.20 However, in private, he may have continued 
to be known among peers by many names over his life, depending on their age, 
relationships, cultural status and circumstances.21 Lauterer refers to the people that 
lived between the Brisbane and Logan rivers as the ‘Yerongpan’, and explained one 
of several names that Jackey Jackey may have been known by to his community:

Some of the proper names of the Yerongpan people are senseless, like these 
songs. Tziarlumbankan is the proper name of a black woman, as Kalankaba 
that of a man. They have no meaning. The old ‘King of the Logan and 
Pimpama,’ Jackey Jackey, who is often to be seen in Stanley Street [South 
Brisbane] (suffering from cataract in both eyes, poor fellow!) is called by his 
tribe Kawae-Kawae (Sweet-Sweet) because, more than forty years ago, he 
uttered this word when he tasted the first glass of sweetened rum.22

Another German settler, Pastor Johann Gottfried Hausmann (later spelt Haussmann), 
documented other names that may refer to Jackey Jackey, but his writings also show 
some of the challenges with early written sources and their translations and how 
information about names changes over time. Hausmann founded the Bethesda 
Lutheran mission in 1866 on the Albert River, not far from its junction with the 
Logan River, in the area now known as Eagleby.23 He wrote of his invitation in 
1867 to an Aboriginal camp near the mission to discuss a small booklet he had 
given the Aboriginal people. ‘Suddenly King Rehma (apparently the chief of the 
tribe) took this booklet and showed the picture of Jesus Christ crucified.’24 In a 
1971 interpretation of this story John Stevens used a different name, but writes 
that ‘it is almost certain that the Rama of the Logan River Tribe, was known to the 
whites as King Jacky’.25 In August 1868 Hausmann wrote of a man that came from 
Brisbane with his wife: ‘Kingkema was about 21 years old when Hausmann landed 
in the colony, 31 years ago, and Hausmann describes how this young man had 
great affection for Hausmann and his whole family.’26 Inconsistent translations of 
the spellings from German to English mean it is unclear if the names ‘King Rama’, 

20  Walsh, ‘The European Naming of Aboriginal People’, 8.
21  Walsh, ‘Introduced Personal Names for Australian Aborigines’, 32–46; Walsh, ‘The European Naming of 
Aboriginal People’, 6, 72.
22  Joseph Lauterer, ‘Scientific and Useful. An Aboriginal Language’, Queenslander, 21 March 1891, 555. A similar 
version of the above story is repeated in Lauterer, ‘Outlines of a Grammar of the Yaggara’, 619–24.
23  Holzheimer, The Bethania Germans, 108.
24  Lohe, ‘Pastor Hausmann and Mission Work from 1866’, unpublished manuscript, 1964, Lutheran Archives, 
Australia, 3.
25  John F. Stevens, ‘The Gossner Mission: [Pastor Hausmann Story]’, unpublished manuscript, 1971, State Library 
of Queensland, 25–26. Much of Stevens’s research about Hausmann is based on Lohe’s translations of documents from 
German to English and the correspondence between these two researchers.
26  Lohe, ‘Pastor Hausmann and Mission Work from 1866’, 6.
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‘King Rehma’ and ‘Kingkema’ refer to the same person. However, if Hausmann 
estimated that this man is around 52 years old in 1868, this fits within the scope 
of our broad estimate as to Jackey Jackey’s approximate birth date in around 1820.

In addition to overwriting any previous names by which Jackey Jackey may have been 
known, the breastplate gives him the title ‘King of the Logan and Pimpama’. This 
locates his primary place of residence and association with country as being in the 
area to the south of the lower Logan River. Although he is recorded spending time 
to the north of the lower Logan River at places in Brisbane such as Norman Creek at 
Coorparoo,27 Hemmant,28 Holland Park,29 Eight Mile Plains,30 and South Brisbane,31 
we have not found records confirming he spent time south of the Pimpama River.

In 1930 Jessie Berry wrote of her time living with her family at Hemmant, near the 
mouth of the Brisbane River, in the late 1860s. She described her interactions with 
a man she called ‘old Jackie’, and that: ‘He always wore a large piece of tin hanging 
round his neck, halfmoon shaped with some markings on it, showing he was king 
of his tribe.’32 We have found no other reports of a person known as ‘Jackey’ with 
a metal breastplate living in the region on the southern side of the Brisbane River 
at that time,33 and this is most likely Jackey Jackey of the lower Logan. Reports of 
Jackey living in the vicinity of Hemmant fits in with references to him being friends 
with Tommy Rawlins who is documented as living at Tingalpa, a neighbouring 
suburb to Hemmant. Hinchcliffe noted the friendship between Jackey Jackey and 
Tommy and reported that they were together at the time of Tommy’s death at 
Waterford on the Logan River.34

Jackey Jackey’s presence and movements in the lower Logan region have been well 
documented. He was well known to the Hinchcliffe family who in 1863 settled on a 
property known as ‘Broomhill’ on the southern side of the Logan River, and a nearby 
settler, Mr A. Rick of Waterford, remembered Jackey Jackey and his family camp.35 
Members of a farming family at Mt Stapylton on the Albert River remembered 

27  John F. Stevens and Alex Harrison, ‘The Pioneers of Tamborine and Jimboomba’, unpublished manuscript, 
1962, Gold Coast Libraries, 49.
28  French, Land Ho! Australia, 56.
29  ‘Phenomenal Growth of Holland Park. Where Town and Country Meet’, Brisbane Courier, 5 July 1930, 9. 
30  ‘Amy Deane (nee Baker) born 1886 used to tell me … this story about when she was young living on 
the farm at Eight Mile Plains meeting King Jacky and King Billy … Kings of the Logan and Albert who wore 
these brass plates hanging on chains around their necks proudly.’ Christopher Deane to Shannon Best, personal 
communication, 18 August 2020. Christopher Deane is the grandson of Amy Deane and in this email he recalls 
what was told to him as a child by his grandmother.
31  Joseph Lauterer, ‘An Aboriginal Language’, Queenslander, 21 March 1891, 555.
32  French, Land Ho! Australia!, 56.
33  A man named Jackie Delaney wore a breastplate in the late 1800s. He sometimes visited Brisbane, but mainly 
lived in the vicinity of Burpengary, to the north of Brisbane. There are no records of him ever going to the southern 
side of the Brisbane River. He was photographed at Newmarket in 1897 wearing his breastplate. State Library of 
Queensland, negative 6511. 
34  Hinchcliffe, Beaudesert Times, 12 June 1931, 7.
35  A. Rick, ‘King Jacky and His Tribe’, Brisbane Courier, 25 March 1931, 3.
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Jackey Jackey as being part of a local macadamia nut trade, ‘collecting them from the 
hills to the south. Together with honey and passionfruit, he traded these, probably 
for tobacco and rum’.36 The Harrison family who lived in the region of what is now 
known as Cedar Grove near Jimboomba have specific memories of Jackey Jackey 
and others visiting their home in the early 1880s and camping nearby:

Ninety years ago, natives on the Logan were very numerous. They seemed to 
wander around the countryside in groups of from five to twenty or so. The 
‘Kingpin’ of them all was ‘King Jacky’ who wore a brass plate across his chest 
suspended from a strong brass chain around his neck. The inscription read:- 
‘King Jackey, King of the Logan and Albert and Pimpama’.37

In 1879 Jackey Jackey attended a large ceremony on the Albert River in the vicinity 
of what is now known as Tamborine Village, which people across the region of 
the Richmond and Tweed rivers, Ipswich and Brisbane also attended.38 Hinchcliffe 
remembered that Jackey Jackey was visited by local Aborigines from nearby locations 
and that a corroboree was held in ‘the Broomhill paddock – this was always their 
camping location – at which aborigines from the now Pimpama, Coomera and 
Tamborine districts took part to the number of about 300’.39

Several German settlers arrived in the Waterford region in February 1864, with Pastor 
Johann Gottfried Hausmann settling in the region soon after.40 In 1867 he wrote:

In the month of November, that is 1866, we had a visit from the tribe of 
natives along the Albert and Logan Rivers. The chief of this tribe stayed with 
me until Christmas. I wrote out an agreement with him that I would give him 
a weekly five shillings and rations. For this money I was able to keep his whole 
family, with children and quite a number of relatives and friends.41

A few years before his death, Jackey Jackey was moved to Deebing Creek Mission 
near Ipswich, around 50 kilometres to the west of where he normally resided, where 
he appears in a photographic postcard produced by Benjamin Taylor42 and a group 

36  As part of his research into the history of the macadamia nut industry, Ian McConachie visited properties in 
the Logan and Pimpama region looking for early propagated macadamia trees, while also looking for long-term 
residents who had knowledge of the history of these trees. He located native stands of macadamia trees and in the 
1970s he spoke to an old farmer who grew up on his family farm on the Albert River who recalled ‘King Jackey’ 
visiting when he was a young boy. Ian McConachie to Michael Aird, personal communication, 1998. 
37  Stevens and Harrison, ‘The Pioneers of Tamborine and Jimboomba’, unpublished manuscript, 1962, Gold 
Coast Libraries, 47.
38  ‘Logan and Albert [From Our Own Correspondent.] Tambourine, March 8’, Brisbane Courier, 15 March 1879, 6.
39  Hinchcliffe, Beaudesert Times, 12 June 1931, 7.
40  Holzheimer, The Bethania Germans, 25.
41  Hausmann, Letter to Australische Christen Bote, 18 February 1867, published in April 1867, translated in Lohe, 
‘Pastor Hausmann and Mission Work from 1866’, 3.
42  This postcard has the caption ‘Tarampa Johnny’. Close scrutiny of this image alongside other images of both 
Johnny Tarampa and Jackey Jackey confirms that the attached caption is incorrect and it is an image of Jackey 
Jackey, State Library of Queensland, negative 73911.
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portrait of the mission’s residents in about 1898 (Figures 5 and 6).43 There are no 
official records confirming how long he spent at the Aboriginal mission and no 
reports confirming where Jackey Jackey died or is buried.

Figure 5: ‘Tarampa Johnny – Taylor. Ipswich Series II’. Jackey Jackey at Deebing 
Creek Mission, c. 1898. Photograph by Benjamin Taylor.
Source: Courtesy State Library of Queensland (negative 73911).

43  ‘Deebing Creek Mission’, State Library of Queensland, negative 18939.
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Figure 6: Jackey Jackey and others at Deebing Creek Mission, c. 1898. Photograph 
by Benjamin Taylor.
Source: Courtesy State Library of Queensland (negative 18939).

Jackey Jackey’s wives and children
Jackey Jackey is thought to have had three wives – Nellie, Mary-Ann and Sarah – 
however, it is his wife Nellie that is best documented. He had a daughter Emily with 
Nellie and a son known as Johnny Logan with Mary-Ann.44 It is thought that his 
third wife, Sarah, may have been a sister of Jackey Jackey’s friend Tommy Rawlins.45 
Sarah had previously been the partner of a man from the Coomera region, and they 
had one child named Lizzie. Hinchcliffe wrote of Sarah that ‘Her Lord and master 
had been dead about eight years when she became Jackey’s last Queen’.46

As with ‘Jackey’ being a common English name given for Aboriginal men, Aboriginal 
women were commonly named ‘Nellie’. Therefore it is important to note that there 
were several women referred to as ‘Nellie’ or ‘Nelly’ in the colonial records as living 
in the south-east Queensland region in the late 1800s. For example, one woman 
named Nelly died on Stradbroke Island in 1873,47 another Nelly was murdered at 
Sandy Creek, Yatala, in May 1879,48 and another Nellie was included in a list of 
Aborigines who were issued blankets at Cleveland in 1882.49 Another Nellie appears 

44  Hinchcliffe, Beaudesert Times, 12 June 1931, 7.
45  Tommy Rawlins was also known as Minnipi Rawlings. Hinchcliffe, Beaudesert Times, 12 June 1931, 7.
46  Hinchcliffe, Beaudesert Times, 12 June 1931, 7.
47  Birch, Diary, 1873, State Library of Queensland, M779.
48  ‘Beenleigh (From Our Own Correspondent)’, Brisbane Courier, 7 June 1879: 6; Jones, Country of Five Rivers, 40.
49  Return listing the names of Aborigines supplied with blankets at Cleveland, May 1882, Colonial Secretary’s 
Inward Correspondence, Queensland State Archives (henceforth QSA), COL/A340, 82/3523, Item ID 847071.
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in a series of photographs taken by Ipswich-based photographer Enoch Bostock 
around 1890.50 With no reliable evidence that any of these references relate to Jackey 
Jackey’s wife, we focus on historical accounts that directly connect these two people.

However, even where an account connects Jackey Jackey and Nellie, this information 
has become confused over time. As a young boy in the 1870s, Alex Harrison recalled 
Jackey Jackey and his wife ‘Queen Nelly’ visiting their family property at Cedar 
Grove near Jimboomba.

His Queen (Queen Nelly) was always of the little groups travelling round 
with him, and ‘once seen, never forgotten’ because she had a decidedly 
crooked shin bone, evidently the result of some accident that went without 
medical treatment.51

This quote is included in Stevens and Harrison’s 1962 manuscript history of 
Tamborine and Jimboomba. Stevens reproduces the same story in his 1971 
manuscript with the details of the woman with a leg injury and of her death and 
funeral ceremony. However, in the 1971 writing he gives Jackey Jackey’s wife’s name 
as ‘Queen Annie’,52 which may refer to Jackey Jackey’s second wife Mary-Ann rather 
than his first wife Nellie. This slippage in the granular detail of naming underscores 
the importance of researching each piece of information and contextualising the 
history of its translation in manuscripts and publications.

Harrison’s account dates Nellie’s death at Cedar Grove, near Jimboomba, at around 
1882 and this confirms that she was neither the Nelly that died on Stradbroke 
Island in 1873, nor the Nelly killed at Yatala in 1879. This also confirms that it was 
a different Nellie whom Enoch Bostock photographed in Ipswich around 1890. 
However, one of Bostock’s photographs of ‘Nellie’ has been erroneously attributed 
as being of Jackey Jackey’s wife.53 It is more likely that a carte-de-visite photograph of 
a woman with the inscription that reads ‘Queen of the Queensland Natives. Logan 
River’ (Figure 7) is of one of Jackey Jackey’s wives, although it remains uncertain 
whether she is Nellie, Mary-Ann or Sarah.54 

50  Copies of these images are held in the Ipswich City Council Library, negatives 2017-24-0063, 2017-01-24-
041, 2017-01-24-0066, 2017-01-24-0064; and the State Library of Queensland, negatives 14640, 120146, 120150, 
146822. 
51  Stevens and Harrison, ‘The Pioneers of Tamborine and Jimboomba’, unpublished manuscript, 1962, Gold Coast 
Libraries, 48.
52  Stevens, ‘The Gossner Mission: [Pastor Haussmann Story]’, unpublished manuscript, 1971, State Library of 
Queensland, 25–26.
53  The Bostock image of Nellie at Ipswich is on permanent display at the Yugambeh Museum and Language 
Heritage Centre. The image is under the heading ‘Bilin Bilin and Nellie’, which incorrectly implies that she was 
from the lower Logan River region.
54  The print of photograph with the inscription is held in the private collection of Michael Graham-Stewart. 
Another print is held in a private collection in Brisbane, but with no inscription or information attached.
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Figure 7: ‘Queen of the Queensland Natives – Logan River’, Logan River region, 
1870s. Photographer unknown.
Source: Courtesy Michael Graham-Stewart.

Emily Jackey

Jackey Jackey and Nellie’s daughter Emily was born around 1853 at Waterford on 
the lower Logan River to the west of what is now known as Beenleigh.55 On her 
marriage to William Williams, Emily moved to the Tabooba and Tamrookum 
district around 1878 and spent the rest of her life in her husband’s traditional 
country in the region on the upper Logan River. Emily and William lived and 
worked for the Collins family on their properties and had a family of 12 children 
who were among the first attendees at the Hillview school as the district came under 
closer settlement. The family was well respected in the district and William and 
Emily’s daughter Katie was presented with an official gift of a watch when the 1927 
Royal tour spent a private weekend at Tamrookum Station to recognise her work 
as maid in charge.56 A location nearby to Tamrookum Station is known locally as 
Emily’s Hill in memory of Emily Jackey. While William and Emily are buried in 

55  Emily Williams’s death certificate (Qld 1929/B8205) indicates she was born at Waterford around 1853 and 
was listed as the daughter of John Logan and Nellie.
56  Kathleen Lena, daughter of Katie Williams, to Michael Aird, personal communication, 12 December 2011.
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the cemetery at the Tamrookum Anglican Church with a headstone noting their 
surname as Williams, among their descendants they are remembered in a memorial 
stone outside the nearby Tamrookum Memorial Hall.57

How Emily is remembered over time provides an example of changing traditions 
of naming Aboriginal people. She lived during a time of considerable social change 
as Aboriginal people became more settled and assimilated yet were using traditional 
names as well as adopting European surnames. The various names by which Emily 
and her parents are known demonstrates problems that arise when placing too much 
emphasis on a single official document, when a broader research methodology holds 
the promise of greater clarity and accuracy. Names of Aboriginal people can differ 
on documents because they were based on information given by people in different 
relationships and quite often with limited education and literacy skills. Women 
could be known by many different surnames over their lifetime in addition to their 
use of the surnames of their male partners. More specifically, the spelling of names 
on early official documents such as birth, death and marriage certificates can vary 
depending on who was giving the information, who was writing the information 
down, and how neatly or accurately the names were recorded. We address some of 
these challenges by bringing clusters of documents together to look at the origins 
of more general patterns of naming of Emily.

Emily is among the first generation of Aboriginal people in the local region to 
be recorded with a surname. Her descendants now best remember her as Emily 
Jackey, using her father’s European name as her surname, despite her long marriage 
to William Williams.58 However, when her children, who followed the European 
norms of the era and took their father’s surname Williams, provided information 
about Emily and her father for official documents, they revealed a changing tradition 
of naming within their generation.

There are no birth or marriage certificates for William and Emily, and we are not 
aware of birth certificates for her children’s generation who were born in the 1870s 
through to the 1890s. Certificates for her children’s marriages and deaths and her 
husband’s death list her name variously as Emily Logan or Emily Jackie.59 However, 

57  Memorial stone erected 1991. ‘William & Emily Williams’, Monument Australia, monumentaustralia.org.au/
themes/people/indigenous/display/92613-william-and-emily-williams. 
58  In the 1980s and early 1990s, Michael Aird discussed Emily with her grandchildren including Les Yuke, 
born 1915; Les Williams, born c.1922; and Cyril Williams, born 1924. He also had conversations with younger 
grandchildren and great-grandchildren who did not know her, but they spent time with older family members who 
had first-hand memories of her. See also O’Connor, Sharing the Waterhole = Ngalinga Mulgerri gwonggubunga, 23; 
Lena, My Life, 7.
59  Edward Williams’s marriage certificate, Qld 1906/C1655; Eliza Williams’s marriage certificate, Qld 1909/
B7810; Lilly Williams’s marriage certificate, Qld 1911/1926; William Williams’s [junior] marriage certificate, 
Qld 1913/B13846; Edward Williams’s death certificate, Qld 1943/B61260; William Williams’s [junior] death 
certificate, Qld 1958/B24073.

http://monumentaustralia.org.au/themes/people/indigenous/display/92613-william-and-emily-williams
http://monumentaustralia.org.au/themes/people/indigenous/display/92613-william-and-emily-williams
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when Emily’s eldest son Edward60 provided the information for his mother’s 1929 
death certificate under the name Emily Williams, he identified her mother as 
‘Nellie’ without a surname and her father not as Jackey, but by the name ‘John 
Logan’.61 In this, Edward, who went by his father’s surname, overlaid his choice to 
use a European surname on his mother’s record even if she was not generally known 
by this name in other records. In addition, in transforming his grandfather’s name to 
John from the diminutive form Jackey, it may be he reflected a growing community 
discomfort that the name Jackey for Aboriginal people was being increasingly seen 
as disrespectful. It is also possible that Ted knew his mother as Emily Logan, and 
his mother’s brother’s name as Johnny Logan, and transposed the surname to his 
mother’s father, rather than use the perceived disrespectful name of Jackey Jackey.

Johnny Logan

The three names by which Jackey Jackey’s daughter Emily was known anchored her 
in relationships with her father and his country, and to her husband. Two names by 
which Emily’s brother was known –Johnny Logan and ‘Johnny from the Logan’62 
– anchor him to place. Johnny spent several years incarcerated by the government 
at the Lytton Boys Reformatory, in 1893 he was at Deebing Creek Mission and in 
the same year he was incarcerated at Woogaroo, also known as the Goodna Asylum 
for the Insane. In 1894, at the request of Jackey Jackey, John Hinchcliffe wrote 
to the Colonial Secretary’s Office to request his son Johnny Logan’s release from 
Woogaroo.63 The response from the Colonial Secretary’s Office, which called Johnny 
by the diminutive ‘Jackey’, was that ‘Jackey Logan now very well and may leave 
asylum at any time’. A request for a pass to Beaudesert for Johnny was ordered,64 
which suggests he may possibly have intended to visit his sister Emily. An entry in 
a Queensland Police Gazette dating to January 1897 indicates Johnny Logan, aged 
25 years, was tried at Beenleigh for vagrancy, and this is around the time his father 
was last recorded living in the Beenleigh region.65 Johnny Logan was admitted, 
discharged and re-admitted to the Goodna Asylum several times between 1893 
and 1908. Then his final admission was on 16 December 1908 and he remained 
incarcerated until his death on 12 June 1934.66 

60  His official name was Edward, but he was better known as Ted.
61  Emily Williams’s death certificate, Qld 1929/B8205.
62  Report on Aboriginal Home, Deebing Creek, dated 1 May 1893, Colonial Secretary’s Inward Correspondence, 
QSA, COL/A736 93/6165, Item ID 847467. 
63  John Hinchcliffe to Colonial Secretary, 16 May 1894, Colonial Secretary’s Inward Correspondence, QSA, 
COL/A770, 94/5489, Item ID 847501.
64  John Hinchcliffe to Colonial Secretary, 16 May 1894, QSA, COL/A770, 94/5489, Item ID 847501.
65  A. Rick, ‘King Jacky and His Tribe’, Brisbane Courier, 25 March 1931, 3.
66  ‘Logan, John (Jack or Jackie)’, 27 July 1893–12 June 1934, Protective Management Files, Public Curator 
Office, QSA, S334/2/1395, Item ID 445139.
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Genealogy research
In the 1970s, Aboriginal people were becoming increasingly interested in tracing 
their families and genealogies. As one of this first generation of Aboriginal 
researchers, Ysola Best, Jackey Jackey’s great-great-granddaughter, began collecting 
written and photographic evidence of her family history.67 In the 1980s Best spoke 
to her father’s two surviving brothers, Les and Sonny Yuke, and worked closely 
with her father’s cousin Cyril Williams, who, a generation above her, had provided 
important family history. In 1987 she helped organise a large reunion in Beaudesert 
of the descendants of her great-grandparents William Williams and Emily Jackey 
that brought together over 300 family members.68 The invitation to this event is 
significant for it shows where she was in her search for genealogical information 
at that particular moment in time, and an expression of her desire to continue to 
reconnect with her broader family.69

The reunion invitation featured a photo of the 1936 Beaudesert All-Black football team 
that pictures several of Emily and William’s grandsons (Figure 8). What is of particular 
note is that the text on the invitation acknowledges the name ‘Emily Jackey’, the name 
she was most commonly referred to by her grandchildren,70 and spelled the same way 
as on Jackey Jackey’s breastplate. Of equal interest is that the 1987 invitation also 
states that while the family knows a bit about William Williams, ‘not much is known 
about Emily’. In showing the extent of family knowledge of their ancestors in 1987, 
the Williams family tree distributed at the time of the reunion listed William Williams 
and Emily Jackey at the top of a family tree with no mention of their parents.71

A tenacious researcher, Best was determined to understand the place of her Aboriginal 
ancestry in south-east Queensland. She had graduated with a Bachelor of Arts in 
Aboriginal Studies from the University of Adelaide in 1990 and later obtained 
a Graduate Diploma in Community Museum Management from James Cook 
University.72 In the early 1990s she was employed by the State Library of Queensland 
to index the Queensland sections of the genealogies recorded by the anthropologist 
Norman Tindale. A strong believer in oral history, which meant she could ‘hear and 
understand what historical experience has meant to the people who lived it’, her work 
at the State Library of Queensland gave her the opportunity to assist and encourage 
family history research for her own family and others.73 She also worked to develop what 
is now the Yugambeh Museum Language and Heritage Research Centre in Beenleigh.

67  Best, ‘Aboriginal and Early Settler Relations on the Logan and Albert Rivers’, 457–67. Best is a daughter of 
Edith Graham and Stanley Yuke. Her father Stanley Yuke was a son of Emily and William’s fifth child Eliza.
68  Best and Barlow, Kombumerri – Saltwater People, 2.
69  Invitation to William’s family reunion, Beaudesert, 10 October 1987, in Michael Aird’s possession.
70  The name ‘Emily Jackey’ would have been provided for the reunion invitation by Cyril Williams, who knew 
his grandmother Emily when he was young. However, it is unlikely he knew the name of her father. 
71  Michael Aird, ‘Handwritten notes based on family tree information supplied by Cyril Williams, 1987’, 
Michael Aird personal collection.
72  Hill, ‘Obituary. Ysola Best 1940–2007’, 200.
73  Giese, ‘In the Right Hands?’, 1994. 
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Figure 8: Invitation to Williams Family Reunion, Beaudesert, 1987. Produced by 
Ysola Best.
Source: Courtesy Michael Aird.
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Best’s growing knowledge of her family genealogy had been assisted by her employment 
at the State Library of Queensland, which gave her improved capacity to access 
government information including personal files and registration certificates and 
greater access to other information resources such as photographs, newspapers and 
manuscripts. She had confirmed Emily’s parents as ‘John Logan’ and ‘Nellie’ from 
Emily’s and William’s death certificates,74 and that Emily was also known as Emily 
Jackey on some official documents. However, it was only in the late 1980s when 
Best gained access to Hinchcliffe’s press articles75 that she made the connection that 
Emily Jackey76 was the daughter of a man named Jackey Jackey. Around this time, 
Best identified photographs of Jackey Jackey that were held in the State Library of 
Queensland as her ancestor, which enabled many of his descendants to connect 
and identify with these images.77 By 1993 Best had sufficient genealogical data to 
prepare academic articles about her family history for publication that reconnected 
her family to the man wearing the breastplate naming him Jackey Jackey.

Renaming
In the context of Indigenous Australia, claiming the names of forebears is an act that 
can also re-establish connections with particular family groups and inscribe those 
families into landscapes understood to constitute Aboriginal people’s ‘country’. 
As  with the case we have presented, this can involve attempts to find personal 
names that have been previously overwritten if not deliberately ignored in the social 
processes of settler colonialism. Linguist Michael Walsh provides several examples 
of a noted trend from the 1970s for those seeking their Aboriginal family history 
to discard names introduced by European settlers and to take on new names that 
identify their forebears as distinctively Aboriginal.78 However, he also notes that 
this trend to re-inscribe Aboriginal names may not replicate traditional naming 
practices, given only partial knowledge among descendants.

Jackey Jackey, also known as Jackey or King Jackey, were names by which Europeans 
knew the man who wore a breastplate linking him to a particular area of country. 
As problematic as the name is, ‘Jackey Jackey’ were the words inscribed on the metal 

74  Emily Williams’s death certificate, Qld 1929/8205; William Williams’s death certificate, Qld 1927/2575; 
William and Emily’s headstone at Tamrookum Anglican Church is inscribed ‘In Loving Memory of William 
Williams Died 24th Aug. 1927 Aged 80 Years: Also his wife Emily. Died 24th June 1929 Aged 73 Years’.
75  Hinchcliffe stated that Jackey had a daughter to his wife ‘Nellie’ and this daughter married a man from 
Beaudesert, Hinchcliffe, Beaudesert Times, 12 June 1931, 7. Emily Williams’s death certificate (Qld 1929/8205) 
confirms her mother’s name was ‘Nellie’ and she was born at Waterford, the main place of residence of Jackey.
76  Emily’s death certificate listed her father as ‘John Logan’, and her husband William’s death certificate lists her 
maiden name as ‘Emily Logan’. So this conflicts with the fact that her grandchildren considered her maiden name 
to be ‘Jackey’ not ‘Logan’. This would have helped Best make the connection with Jackey Jackey, even though this 
official document existed that referred to him by a different name.
77  ‘Jackey Jackey – King of the Logan & Pimpama’, State Library of Queensland, negative 63306.
78  Walsh, ‘Introduced Personal Names for Australian Aborigines’, 32.
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plate that he chose to wear, and it was the name by which he was known to colonists 
for much of his life, a fact that is well documented in the historical record. It is 
likely his kin and wider community knew him privately by other names, though 
as we have shown, only one or possibly two of these are documented in extant 
sources.79 Since his death, Jackey Jackey has had other names attached to him by 
descendants that come not from the colonial record, but from an understandable 
misinterpretation of at times complex historical documents.

Bilinba
Ethnographic and linguistic field notebooks and diaries can be a challenging 
source material, particularly for non-specialist researchers. This is due in part to the 
technical nature of renditions of words, phrases and names and in some cases to 
the personal style of the documentation. However, these unpublished manuscripts 
often contain significant information that has not been documented elsewhere, or 
reproduced alongside interpretations. Information on one page of the linguist Brian 
Geytenbeek’s 1962 field notebook has taken on considerable significance in tracing 
the genealogy of the conflation of Jackey Jackey with a man named Bilinba.

In June 1962 Geytenbeek was working with Joe Culham to document traditional 
language knowledge at Woodenbong in northern New South Wales80 and he helped 
Culham respond to a letter from Michael Sullivan who at the time was researching the 
history of the Hillview region of the upper Logan River and compiling a book about 
the region to commemorate the establishment of the local schools.81 The notes that 
Geytenbeek recorded in his field diary clearly align with the details reproduced in the 
Hillview history book. Sullivan acknowledges Culham as a key source of information 
for his early history of the Hillview and Christmas Creek region. He wrote, ‘Living on 
the “Creek” in those particular eras were a number of full-blooded aboriginals, both 
wild and semi-civilised’. He goes on to name a few men including ‘Bilinba (Jacky)’.82

Almost 30 years later in the late 1980s, when Ysola Best was undertaking extensive 
family history research, she discovered Sullivan’s 1962 publication and incorrectly 
connected Joe Culham’s mention of Bilinba (Jacky) to her ancestor Jackey Jackey.83 

79  Joseph Lauterer, ‘An Aboriginal Language’, Queenslander, 21 March 1891, 555; Lohe, ‘Pastor Hausmann and 
Mission Work from 1866’, 6.
80  Joe Culham, who was born in about 1883, spent much of his life living on the upper reaches of the Logan 
River in places such as Hillview and in the nearby community of Woodenbong in northern New South Wales. 
Joe Culham’s father was better known as Coolum or King Coolum. This research was subsequently published in 
Geytenbeek and Geytenbeek, Gidabal Grammar and Dictionary.
81  Sullivan, Souvenir History of Christmas Creek, Beaudesert District, Queensland.
82  Sullivan, Souvenir History of Christmas Creek, Beaudesert District, Queensland, 9.
83  It may be that Best’s knowledge that William and Emily had lived in the ‘upper Logan’ – the same region where 
Bilinba (Jackey) spent much of his life – may have led her to assume that Emily was the daughter of Bilinba (Jackey) 
rather than Jackey Jackey who lived in the lower Logan. However, this is not supported by the historical record.
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Soon after, the first documented account of this incorrect naming was published as 
part of Jakelin Troy’s 1989–92 survey and national list of breastplates. The entry for 
Jackey Jackey was listed as ‘Jackey Jackey King of Logan and Pimpama – also John 
Logan and Aboriginal name Bilinba (King Parrot)’. The information on which this 
entry is based is credited as being supplied by Best.84 Since the first publication of 
a statement that Jackey Jackey was known as Bilinba, this information has spread 
into a wide range of public contexts including scholarly literature85 and Wikipedia.86 
This connection has also been reproduced in Public Notices and Federal Court 
judgements referencing apical ancestors in native title claims.87

We have outlined a process of historical and genealogical interpretation whereby 
the connection between the name ‘Bilinba’ and the man named Jackey Jackey from 
the lower Logan River has become entrenched in the public domain. However, in 
order to understand further how this connection has been made, it is important to 
return to primary source material. In 2011, a member of the second generation of 
Aboriginal genealogical researchers and nephew of Ysola Best, Michael Aird, began 
to research the origins of the confusion between the two men named Jackey/Jackey 
Jackey. He also noted the contemporary renaming of Jackey Jackey of the lower 
Logan as ‘Bilinba’88 and that it was Sullivan who first published this connection in 
his history of the Hillview region. Michael Aird first knew of this book through his 
Aunt Ysola Best and that this book was seen as an authoritative source and has since 
been circulated widely within the Aboriginal community, including to descendants 
of the Williams family, who were among the first attendees at the Hillview school.

In order to understand the history of this connection, Aird searched for the 
correspondence between Sullivan and his original source, Joe Culham. Failing to 
find these letters, Aird instead discovered Geytenbeek’s field notebook that contains 
notes from his conversation with Joe Culham. On one page, Geytenbeek wrote 

84  Troy, King Plates, 132.
85  Karen Laughton, ‘German Missionaries in Australia: Frontier Relations in the Logan District’, in Australia: A Web 
Directory of Intercultural Encounters, edited by Regina Ganter, snapshot from web archive 7 March 2019, . She cites 
Buchanan, Logan: A Rich History, Young in Spirit, 12, 65, and Steele, Aboriginal Pathways, 81; Ganter, The Contest for 
Aboriginal Souls, 11.
86  ‘Bilin Bilin’, Wikipedia, last updated 2 October 2019, accessed 11 November 2020, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Bilin_Bilin.
87  QUD346/2006 Public Notice in Gold Coast Bulletin, 5 May 2006; QUS331/2017 Public Notice in Courier 
Mail, 29 November 2017; Levinge on behalf of the Gold Coast Native Title Group v State of Queensland [2012] FCA 
1321; Sandy on behalf of the Yugara People v State of Queensland (no.3) [2015] FCA210; QUD331/2017 Ted Williams 
& Ors on Behalf of the Dangann Balun (Five Rivers) People v State of Queensland .
88  A simple explanation for the meaning of ‘bilinba’ is ‘place of parrots’. The etymology of the name bilinba is 
documented consistently in word-lists. They reveal that the term ‘bilin’ refers to the bird known as king parrot, 
or to a bat. It has also been documented as referring to the general category of parrots. The suffix ‘ba’ indicates 
a place event or person, hence the person’s name ‘bilinba’ suggests an individual associated with parrots or bats. 
Watson, ‘Vocabularies of Four Representative Tribes’, 48; Weslby, ‘Recollections of the Natives of Moreton Bay’, 
128; Sharpe, Gurgun Mibinyah Yugambeh, Ngarahngwal, Ngahnduwa, 58, 198, 223, 232.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bilin_Bilin
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bilin_Bilin
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a comment ‘Known to you when a boy – Jacky – bilinba’ and refers to two other 
men named ‘William Naigir’ and ‘Joe Culham (Senior) bunberi’ also known as 
‘King Joey (eiga) oldest man’.89

To contextualise Joe Culham’s information and the connection documented as 
‘Jacky – bilinba’, it is important to understand the geography of the region and the 
cultural boundary and distance that exists between the upper and lower reaches 
of the Logan River, a watercourse that stretches over 180 kilometres draining the 
southern reaches of the mountainous ‘Scenic Rim’ and eventually emptying into 
Moreton Bay. Joe Culham lived on the upper reaches of the Logan River region, and 
it is therefore unlikely that he ever met the man ‘Jackey Jackey – King of the Logan 
and Pimpama’ who spent his life in the lower reaches of the Logan River. It is more 
likely that the Jackey also known as Bilinba that Joe Culham knew as a boy was the 
aforementioned Jackey who lived in the vicinity of the properties known as Buddai 
and Telemon in the upper reaches of the Logan River, and, according to a 1931 press 
article, may have also had traditional connections to the Clarence River region in 
northern New South Wales (see footnote 15).

In 2011, Aird sought further information from Geytenbeek about the notes he made 
in 1962. He asked Geytenbeek to clarify whom Culham may have been referring to 
and sought his opinion as to whether these few words have been taken out of context 
and become one source of confusion between the identities of the two Jackeys.90 
Geytenbeek’s response is significant. On viewing his 1962 notes for the first time in 
several decades he wrote: ‘Seeing the actual page really does make it easier for me to 
work out what was going on. And it sure brings back a lot of memories. It sounds as 
if Joe Culham, when he was a boy, had known Jacky (alias Bilinba).’ Of particular 
note is Geytenbeek’s assessment of the identity of Jackey: ‘Those attempting to use 
this line to link this Jacky with “Jackey Jackey – King of the Logan and Pimpama” 
are being far more hopeful than evidence entitles them to be.’91

Bilin Bilin
Our research understanding the origins and sequence of the renaming of Jackey 
Jackey as Bilinba takes another turn when Jackey Jackey is renamed a second time 
– as Bilin Bilin. In 1993, Aird published a photograph of Emily and two photos 
of Jackey Jackey in his touring exhibition and catalogue, Portraits of Our Elders. 

89  Geytenbeek, Fieldnote book 1962, AIATSIS, MS531, AA8.U.6–A1.B5 162. The reference to William may 
refer to either, William Williams (c.1847–1927) who lived in the Tamrookum and the Christmas Creek region 
or to Hugh Williams (c. 1856–1941) who lived at Wiangaree and Woodenbong in New South Wales. The other 
man referred to as Joe Culham or King Joey is in reference to Joe Culham’s father, who died in 1908 and is more 
commonly known by the names ‘Coolum’ or ‘King Coolum’.
90  Brian Geytenbeek to Michael Aird, personal communication, 9 September 2011.
91  Geytenbeek to Aird, personal communication, 9 September 2011.
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He chose to use well-documented names to caption the two photographs of Jackey 
Jackey as ‘Jackey’ and ‘Jackey Jackey – King of the Logan and Pimpama’92 rather 
than be influenced by assumptions as to what Jackey Jackey’s traditional name may 
have been. In the same year as Aird’s publication, Best became the first person to 
publish a second new name for Jackey Jackey – Bilin Bilin. Previously, Best used 
Sullivan’s publication to support her renaming of Jackey Jackey as Bilinba, yet she 
was now confident in her published assertion that ‘Bilin Bilin is the name of the man 
who bears the brassplate which is inscribed “Jackey Jackey-King of the Logan and 
Pimpama”’.93 Best also held onto this belief in future publications.94 In 1997, when 
Best’s nephew Rory O’Connor published his assumption connecting Jackey Jackey 
to the name Bilin Bilin,95 he continued a chain of events that has resulted in the 
perpetuation of the conflation of two separate men named Jackey into one person.

The speculation and assumptions about 
Jackey Jackey
Jackey Jackey has attracted considerable scholarly and community attention as 
a  significant figure in south-east Queensland history. On close scrutiny of recent 
published statements about Jackey Jackey, including the explanation of his name 
used for a suburban street and in a museum exhibition, we believe that some of 
these constructed stories have resulted, not from sound historical research, but from 
a belief in a series of conceived assumptions about his life.

When the National Museum of Australia’s exhibition described Bilin Bilin as 
a resistance leader and freedom fighter, this description arguably distorts the 
complexities of a rich life lived by a person whom writers such as Best, O’Connor 
and Lucashenko have variously explained as a strategic man successfully protecting 
his family, negotiating means of survival, and standing for his principled connection 
to country.96 Venerating such a historical figure can understandably appeal to those 
who trace key aspects of personal and family identity to him. However, if such 
strategies of cultural recuperation are to be persuasive, the historical facts must be 
addressed alongside strategic assertions about a deceased forebear’s life.97

92  Aird, Portraits of Our Elders, 40–41.
93  Best, ‘Bilin Bilin – King or Eagle?’, 13.
94  Best, ‘An Uneasy Coexistence’, 90; Best, ‘Aboriginal and Early Settler Relations’, 463.
95  O’Connor, The Kombumerri, 65. 
96  Best, ‘Bilin Bilin – King or Eagle?’, 13–14; O’Connor, The Kombumerri, 65; Lucashenko, ‘Time to Mention 
the War’.
97  We note one source (O’Connor, The Kombumerri, 65) proposing that ‘Bilin Bilin’, incorrectly assumed in our 
view to be Jackey Jackey, is buried in ‘a high rocky shelter overlooking the Albert River in the nesting place of the 
eagles’. We are unaware of any information that would support that assertion. 
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Furthermore, connections to forebears known from the historical record to have 
been customary owners of traditional lands are central to many negotiations seeking 
legal recognition of Indigenous rights. Jackey Jackey, in native title proceedings, is 
thus potentially an ‘apical ancestor’ for a range of individuals and families. We note 
that historical research by the relevant native title representative body for an area 
including the Logan and Pimpama rivers continues the interpretation conflating 
the name Bilin Bilin with Jackey Jackey who received the breastplate.98 We also 
find that public advertisements relating to the relevant native title claim present the 
name Bilin Bilin as an alternate name of an apical ancestor.99 Given the result in an 
adjacent native title claim in 2015, where a Federal Court judge found claimants’ 
asserted genealogical connections to certain named forebears were not supported in 
the evidence,100 the importance of rigorous archival research in land claims is clear.

Connection to country is at the heart of native title, and as part of the process, 
communities need to provide proof of their apical ancestors. However, there are also 
significant Aboriginal politics swirling around such desires for history and identity, 
and considerable resistance against correcting errors of people claiming descent 
once such assertions are situated in the public domain. At times, these two forces 
constrain the conduct of rigorous archival research and the importance of correcting 
the historical record. In the context of native title claims it is obvious that such 
accuracy is of critical importance. Our interrogation of a wide range of sources has 
reached a different conclusion from historical researcher Fiona Skyring who appears 
to follow other writing in conflating the significant Aboriginal forebear named 
Jackey Jackey with the name Bilin Bilin.101 In our view, this reinforces the chain of 
cementing and de-contextualising the renaming of Jackey Jackey in the native title 
context, risking confusion as to correctly named apical ancestors appearing in public 
notices and expert reports in the resolution of native title claims over a large area of 
south-east Queensland.

Conclusion
Over his lifetime and posthumously, the names attached to Jackey Jackey have 
entered the domain of published writings. One recent source lists five names for 
this man.102 Yet this conflation of labels for a person does not reflect details of the 

98  Skyring, ‘Presentation [delivered at community meeting in Brisbane, 2 December 2016]’.
99  QUD346/2006 Public Notice in Gold Coast Bulletin, 5 May 2006; QUS331/2017 Public Notice in Courier 
Mail, 29 November 2017.
100  Sandy on behalf of the Yugara People v State of Queensland (no.3) [2015] FCA210.
101  Skyring, ‘Presentation [delivered at community meeting in Brisbane, 2 December 2016]’ (see footnote 10 above).
102  Karen Laughton writes of Bilin Bilin being also known as Jackey Jackey, Kawae Kawae, John Logan, Bilinba, 
King of the Logan and Pimpama. See Laughton, ‘German Missionaries in Australia: Frontier Relations in the Logan 
District’.
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cultural and historical origins of the different names, who ascribed them, what 
the patterns of naming may reveal about broader historical themes or whether the 
names refer to the same person.

Those seeking clarity about their family connections are faced with a complex set 
of data that can be difficult to navigate. Jackey Jackey’s daughter Emily is known 
by three surnames: Jackey, Logan and Williams. The researcher and family member 
Ysola Best twice renamed her great-great-grandfather as her confidence with 
genealogy and historical data increased. However, in Michael Aird’s experience, the 
embracing of the names Bilinba and Bilin Bilin has come to vary across the wide 
group of descendants, with ‘Jackey Jackey of the lower Logan’ preferred by some so 
as to avoid confusion and ambiguity.

This case study has sought to engage with the way the colonial imposition of 
a generic label for a person initially disregarded any attempt at understanding Jackey 
Jackey’s name in the language he would have regarded as his own. Our research 
demonstrates the need to forensically interrogate historical sources in thorough 
and granular ways so as to understand the origins of historical and subsequently 
contemporary renaming. We have proposed the likelihood of several mistakes in 
identifying two individuals with similar generic names. Based on clusters of sources, 
we have drawn out patterns of naming that reveal detail of the origins of the names 
by which Jackey Jackey was known, and explain some of the meanings and historical 
patterns in naming and renaming down the generations of his family.

We recognise that renaming of ancestors is embedded in a range of practical contexts 
and desires. These include native title cases in which there are considerable symbolic 
and material resources at stake. We understand that the way that descendants have 
renamed Jackey Jackey may not be ‘accurate’ in a historical sense. Seeking family 
history can be an important source of surety about one’s place in the world and this 
clearly applies to the descendants of colonised peoples more than most. However, 
there is a risk of errors and misinterpretations remaining as confounding realities for 
subsequent generations unless thorough research is carried out.

The claiming and renaming of Jackey Jackey has been part of a broader desire for 
cultural recuperation of family history by the first wave of Aboriginal researchers 
who were his descendants. Subsequently, the negotiations with government and 
the private sector over cultural heritage and native title have provided a politicised 
context for the interpretation of historical connections to forebears and their 
country. The stakes in such negotiations go beyond desires for clarity about family 
identity to encompass potential financial and material opportunities. Hence the mix 
of rights in land, money and symbolic capital can produce vigorous politicking over 
the identity of a forebear like Jackey Jackey and the possible benefits attaching to 
his cultural legacy.
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To return to the street name Bilin Bilin in Canberra, it might be seen as a harmless 
attempt at celebrating what some propose is the name of an Aboriginal cultural hero. 
However, in a setting that is more than 1,000 kilometres south of Jackey Jackey’s 
traditional country, the public embrace of an incorrect name for such a significant 
figure in the Aboriginal history of south-east Queensland masks contemporary 
complexities and dynamics of intercultural relations. Those complexities encompass 
both the invisibility of detail in attempts to recognise Aboriginal history and the 
significance of genealogical rediscovery that naming and renaming is bringing to 
Indigenous Australia.
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Radio Redfern, 26 January 1988
Emma Cupitt

Abstract: Aboriginal community–controlled radio station Radio Redfern 
was a  critical site in the protests that took place in Sydney on 26 January 
1988 against the Australian Bicentenary celebrations. This article focuses on 
a 17-hour recording of Radio Redfern’s broadcast on that day. It explores 
the important role that Radio Redfern played in the protests as a means of 
organising and as a site of protest itself. At the heart of the politics of the 
protests was the idea that Indigenous people had survived the onslaught of 
invasion and the ongoing attempt by the settler colonial project to eliminate 
and assimilate them. Radio Redfern – a station made by the community, for 
the community – is testament to this survival, which can literally be heard 
in the ‘liveness’ of the many voices one hears in the recording. The article 
seeks to understand the Radio Redfern recording in its full significance as 
a radio and an aural source. To do this requires not only a close-listening to 
the content of what is said, but also a closer listening to how things are said; 
how they reverberate in other speeches; to what other sounds can be heard; the 
multitude of voices; and the silences.
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It’s Linda Burney on Radio Redfern – 88.9 on your FM dial. Black heart 
radio, community radio getting it out to the people. Welcome to all those 
people who are just hitting town, moving into our radius where you can 
pick up Radio Redfern. You’re not to turn it off for the rest of the week, right 
through until the 27th because it’s going to be the very important lynch pin 
in getting the message out.1

Radio Redfern’s studio at 27 Cope Street in the inner-city Sydney suburb of 
Redfern was busier than usual in January 1988.2 Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people from across the country were arriving in Sydney to protest3 the 
Australian Bicentenary celebrations planned for (so-called) Australia Day. Along 
with other local  organisations, the community-controlled radio station was an 
important resource as a communication hub and a vital source of logistical and 
political information. Firmly rooted in the Redfern Aboriginal community in both 
a geographical and a  cultural sense, Radio Redfern provided a physical and an 
intangible meeting place. Throughout January 1988, it broadcast interviews with 
Indigenous leaders; played Indigenous music that often had an explicit political 
message; provided updates on events that were happening as part of the protest; 
advised listeners on what they could help with, such as transporting food and 
people; issued urgent appeals for assistance; and, in an era before mobile phones 
and  social media were ubiquitous, helped put people in touch with one another 
through shout-outs to family and friends.

This article focuses on a 17-hour recording of Radio Redfern’s broadcast on 
26  January 1988. These recordings were made by the National Film and Sound 
Archive of Australia (NFSA) as part of its Slice of Life Project, which recorded 
content from Australian television channels and radio stations broadcast on 
26 January 1988. Radio Redfern did not give the NFSA its master tapes (if these 
existed); rather, the recordings were probably made by an NFSA staff member tuned 

1 Where I have transcribed recorded speech, I have tried to maintain the accent and vernacular used. I have also 
transcribed speech verbatim so that, at times, the transcription does not make grammatic sense. When these grammatic 
incongruencies are especially obvious, I have written ‘[sic]’ to indicate that this is what the speaker intended, rather 
than a transcription error. However, I have used ‘[sic]’ sparingly so as not to imply the vernacular speech is inferior to 
standard English. Bell and Burton, 88.9 Radio Redfern; Linda Burney, a Wiradjuri woman, was in 1988 President of 
the NSW Aboriginal Education Consultative Group and one of the organisers of the Bicentenary protest. ‘Ms Linda 
Jean Burney: Citation for the conferral of Doctor of Education (honoris causa)’, Charles Sturt University, 9 May 2002, 
accessed 18 May 2019, cdn.csu.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/627894/Burney-Dr-Linda-Jean.pdf.
2  Radio Redfern was founded by Aboriginal actor and writer Maureen Watson in the early 1980s. Watson’s 
son, Tiga Bayles, describes the station’s beginnings in an interview with Donna McLachlan, ‘Indigenous Media’, 
Lifelong Learning program, ABC Radio National, 4 December 2005, accessed 3 March 2019, www.abc.net.au/
radionational/programs/archived/lifelonglearning/indigenous-media/3422726.
3  Using the word ‘protest’ is somewhat limiting. It focuses on the events of protest (the march and the rally) and 
does not capture the community, care and connection that was also integral to the events of January 1988. In my 
honours thesis, on which this paper is based, I used the word ‘boycott’. This too is inadequate because it does not 
capture the diversity or creativity of the protest movement against the Bicentenary. Nor can ‘boycott’ or ‘protest’ 
adequately represent the vigil held at Kurnell in the evening of 26 January 1988.

http://cdn.csu.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/627894/Burney-Dr-Linda-Jean.pdf
http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/archived/lifelonglearning/indigenous-media/3422726
http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/archived/lifelonglearning/indigenous-media/3422726
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in to the radio station.4 Some recordings follow on from one another immediately, 
while others begin after a 5–15-minute pause.5 Listening to the recordings in their 
chronological order from the early morning to late that night, they paint an aural 
picture of the day as it unfolds.

Linda Burney’s statement above is not quoted from the 17-hour recording that the 
rest of this paper focuses on; rather, it is recorded in the documentary 88.9 Radio 
Redfern.6 This raises a question of how useful it is to focus on a single source in 
historical writing. In researching Radio Redfern’s participation in the protest of 
26 January 1988, I read widely to try to understand the history of Indigenous 
politics and activism of which it was a part; the history of Indigenous peoples’ uses 
of radio, and especially community radio; the history of Radio Redfern and the 
Redfern community; and the organising behind the 1988 protest of the Bicentenary 
celebrations. This research informs but does not overshadow my main focus on 
Radio Redfern’s broadcast on 26 January. As many notable microhistories show, it 
can be revealing to focus on a single event or a single perspective in order to pay 
very close attention to the details of the event or the source, while other events and 
perspectives remain in the background.

The date 26 January 1988 is significant in the broader history of Aboriginal politics 
and as such it deserves to be revisited from as many angles and perspectives as possible. 
No single history can encompass its many dimensions or ways of interpreting it. 
The perspective provided by Radio Redfern is important on a number of levels. 
First, because the station played an important role in the protests as a means of 
organising and as a site of protest itself. There were several different themes that 
underpinned the politics of 1988, including ‘Black history’. However, the Radio 
Redfern broadcast reveals a particular focus on three issues: Indigenous survival; 
pan-Indigenous solidarity; and the ongoing campaign against deaths in custody and 
police violence against Indigenous people. At the heart of the politics of the protests 
was the assertion that Indigenous people had survived the onslaught of invasion 
and the ongoing attempt by the settler colonial project to eliminate and assimilate 
them. Radio Redfern – a station made by the community for the community – is 
testament to this survival, which can literally be heard in the ‘liveness’ of the many 
voices one hears in the recording.

On another level, the recording reveals much about radio as a medium of 
communication. From as early as the 1930s, when it was an emerging technology, 
Indigenous people have been using radio, especially community radio, in creative 

4  Steph Carter, NFSA Collection Reference and Loans Officer, personal communication, 26 March 2019.
5  There is also an almost two-hour pause in the recording at 8:45 pm.
6  Bell and Burton, 88.9 Radio Redfern.
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and highly political ways.7 Understanding the full historical significance of the 
recording requires attention not just to the content of what is said, but a closer 
listening to how things are said, how they reverberate in other speech acts, the 
other sound – or aural landscape – that can be heard, the multitude of voices, and 
the silences. The recording is an aural source that only delivers its full meanings 
when one examines it as such. Lucas Bessire and Daniel Fisher argue that ‘radio 
is never a single technology’, since ‘it gains force and traction according to wider 
formations of meaning, politics, and subjectivity’.8 Seeking to explore the layered 
meanings of Radio Redfern’s broadcast on 26 January 1988, this discussion places 
it in its historical context(s) and refocuses attention on what radio is and does as 
a communication medium and, more specifically, what this Aboriginal community 
radio station is and does. In this way, the broadcast has meaning both for the history 
of the protest on 26 January 1988 and for ways of thinking about radio as a medium 
of communication.

Histories of the 1988 protest in Sydney – including the immense grass-roots effort 
that was required to transport, feed and house participants from outside Sydney 
– have been recorded elsewhere, notably in Aboriginal activist Kevin Cook and 
historian Heather Goodall’s book Making Change Happen, which collates oral 
histories and personal insights from people who participated in the Boycott and 
especially those who helped organise it.9 Radio Redfern’s involvement in the protest 
has also been captured in the documentary 88.9 Radio Redfern.10 However, a close 
analysis of its broadcast on the main day of the protest, 26 January, and the part it 
played in the protest has not yet been undertaken and this paper aims to redress that.

In the last 50 years, oral history has revolutionised the discipline by providing 
new insights into stale histories based on written sources alone and by bringing 
to the fore voices that were previously absent. For these reasons, the practice of 
oral history can be considered one of the most important means by which social 
and cultural change has been achieved in this period. By contrast, other forms 
of aural archives – recordings of sound, either in textual descriptions or in audio 
formats that were not recorded with the explicit purpose of creating an oral history 
– have been underutilised.11 While there is a growing scholarship of histories of 
radio across the world, scholarship on the ways Indigenous people in Australia have 
engaged with radio has been largely limited to the disciplines of anthropology and 

7  See for example, ‘Jack Patten, radio interview with P.R. Stephensen, January 1938’, in Attwood and Markus, 
The Struggle for Aboriginal Rights, 80–82.
8  Bessire and Fisher, ‘Introduction’, 3.
9  Cook and Goodall, Making Change Happen; Wills, 88.
10  Bell wrote an article about the politics of making the documentary. Bell, ‘Filming Radio Redfern’, 35–37.
11  Thomas, ‘The Rush to Record’, 107; Damousi and Deacon, ‘Introduction’, 1–2.
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communications.12 Moreover, historical considerations of Indigenous peoples’ use 
of radio seem disproportionately small when one considers the history of its use. 
One of the issues, of course, is that few archival or historical recordings of radio 
broadcasts exist. That makes Radio Redfern’s 17-hour recording from 26 January 
1988 particularly special.

The politics of survival
… brings to mind the philosophy that we have to be portraying, the March 
’88 committee and people who are going to be there today portraying and 
that’s the celebration of our survival. There’s nothing in the coming of the 
white man that Aboriginal people can celebrate and we would argue that 
any fair-minded Australians wouldn’t find anything in the arrival to celebrate 
because it marked the beginning of genocide, destruction of the earth and 
destruction of culture, and the bringing of hurt, pain and misery, and disease 
to Australia.13

It was Chris Kirkbright’s voice that Indigenous people in Sydney woke to on the 
morning of 26 January 1988. Kirkbright, a Wiradjuri lawyer active in land rights 
campaigning, was part of the March ’88 Committee that organised the protest.14 
He presented from 6 am to 9 am that morning, projecting a nervous excitement and 
articulating the political agenda for the day ahead. Listening closely to Kirkbright’s 
representation of the politics of the protest, especially to the specific vocabulary and 
phrases he uses, helps to locate his political messages in their contexts. The protest 
in 1988 drew on a long history of Indigenous activism and political discourse. 
As Kirkbright’s morning broadcast demonstrates, this discourse circulated in many 
forms, including in popular music, oral histories, public speeches and newspapers. 
The radio broadcast presents the colloquial meaning of the protest’s politics. It is 
colloquial, first, because it is primarily a spontaneous oral communication that 

12  For the former, see Craig, Fireside Politics; Johnson, The Unseen Voice; Griffin-Foley, Changing Stations; Bessire 
and Fisher, Radio Fields; Chua Ai Lin, ‘“The Modern Magic Carpet”’, 167–91; Hilmes and Loviglio, Radio Reader; 
Fisher, ‘World Citizens’, 1–19. For the latter, see Molnar and Meadows, Songlines to Satellites; Fisher, ‘Mediating 
Kinship’, 280–312; Fisher, ‘Intimacy and Self-Abstraction’, 372–93.
13  Chris Kirkbright, Radio Redfern, 26 January 1988, accessed at the National Film and Sound Archive of 
Australia (NFSA), Title: [RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 0635–0735], time in recording: 0.00–0.38. 
Henceforth, references to the recordings will appear in the following format: ‘NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 
1988.01.26. 0635–0735, 0.00–0.38’, with title of the recording followed by the time in that recording (in minutes 
and seconds) at which that content can be heard. For other public criticism of the Bicentenary by Indigenous 
leaders, see former chairman of the Northern Land Council, Galarrwuy Yunupingu, ‘What the Aboriginal People 
Want’, Age (Melbourne), 26 August 1987, 8; and Oodgeroo Noonuccal, ‘Why I Am now Oodgeroo Noonuccal’, 
Age (Melbourne), 30 December 1987, 11.
14  Kirkbright states his role as an organiser in the recording. NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 0635–
0735, 55.13.
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often relies on words and phrases already circulating with meaning in the relevant 
political discourse. Second, because Kirkbright conveys not just his personal views 
but attempts to represent a stance that unites the protesters.

The (incomplete) recording of Kirkbright’s broadcast begins mid-sentence with the 
political agenda of the boycott. According to an article in Land Rights News, a coalition 
of groups in Alice Springs had decided on the theme ‘We Have Survived’ in order 
‘to give a constructive direction to the anger and outrage felt throughout Aboriginal 
Australia’ and to recognise the ‘continuing resistance to all forms of suppression’.15 
Moreover, ‘Many speakers at the meeting pointed out that protest on its own, with 
no clear aim in mind, could divert the energy of the national movement’.16 Instead, 
effort was to be channelled towards something more productive. The focus on 
celebration reclaims ‘celebration’ for Indigenous people.

Kirkbright invokes the ‘survivors’ with the use of a collective ‘we’ that encompasses 
all Indigenous people and distinguishes them from non-Indigenous Australians. 
He rejects non-Indigenous Australia when he says there is ‘nothing’ for Aboriginal 
people to celebrate in the arrival of the First Fleet. This is indicative of a new Indigenous 
politics that sought to distinguish a nationwide Indigenous community from non-
Indigenous Australians.17 As an alternative to the colonial idea of Aboriginality, 
survival was emphasised as a historical experience shared by all Indigenous people. 
‘Survival’ also drew on an international discourse that had emerged from the 1960s 
with an outpouring of Holocaust survivor testimonies, especially in response to the 
Eichmann trial in 1961.18

While celebrating survival was the main theme of the protest, mourning was 
also an  important aspect of the day. Later in his broadcast, Kirkbright describes 
26  January as ‘a day of celebration and mourning. The two can go together; in 
some blackfella way they will, that’s for sure’.19 By making 26 January a day of 
mourning, as well as celebration, protesters were drawing on previous iterations 
of mourning as protests against national memorials. In 1938, on the occasion of the 
Sesquicentenary of the arrival of the First Fleet, Aboriginal people, led by William 
Cooper, held the first ‘day  of mourning’.20 Then, in 1970, when a bicentennial 
re-enactment of Captain Cook’s arrival was staged at Botany Bay, Aboriginal people 
and their supporters gathered on the north head of the bay to throw wreaths into the 
water. This was a gesture of grief for all they had lost in the wake of Cook’s arrival 
there 200 years earlier.21

15  ‘Coalition Plans to Educate in 1988’, Land Rights News, 11.
16  ‘Coalition Plans to Educate in 1988’, Land Rights News, 11.
17  Hollinsworth, ‘Discourses on Aboriginality’, 138.
18  See Rothberg, ‘Between Auschwitz and Algeria’, 160.
19  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 0635–0735, 31.46.
20  Atwood and Markus, The Struggle for Aboriginal Rights, 60.
21  Nugent, Botany Bay, 174–76.
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Kirkbright also has a message for non-Indigenous people. He appeals to a core 
value of Australian identity – the egalitarian ideal of the ‘fair go’ – to implicate 
‘any fair-minded Australians’ in denouncing the Bicentenary celebrations. Another 
example of Indigenous use of the idea of ‘fairness’ can be found in a narrative told by 
Aboriginal man Hobbles Danayari to anthropologist Deborah Bird Rose in the early 
1980s.22 Danayari was from Yarralin in the Northern Territory and his narrative 
recounts European invasion of the land, using Captain Cook as a metonym for the 
invaders. He tells Rose: ‘Now Captain Cook didn’t – givem fair go people.’23 Here 
he draws on the European Australian moral of ‘fairness’ to explain why the invasion 
was wrong. As Rose argues, ‘In addition to stating the wrong in Aboriginal terms, 
Hobbles also specifies it quite clearly in European terms’.24 Historian Kelly Jean 
Butler also writes about the enduring use of ‘fairness’ to appeal to the morality of 
Australians in regard to the historic injustices suffered by Indigenous people. She 
highlights ‘fairness’ rhetoric in two famous speeches by former prime ministers: 
Kevin Rudd’s 2008 apology and Paul Keating’s 1992 Redfern Address.25 She argues 
that Rudd and Keating use ‘fairness’ to call on Australians to ‘witness’, or recognise, 
past injustices inflicted on Indigenous people, since the term appeals to an Australian 
notion of ‘good citizenship’.26 Kirkbright uses the word in a similar way to Danayari, 
Rudd and Keating in order to make non-Indigenous Australians responsible for 
recognising how inappropriate the bicentennial celebrations are and to encourage 
them to consider solidarity with Indigenous Australians.

Just as he draws on the particular meaning that ‘fairness’ has in an Australian 
context, Kirkbright’s use of the word ‘genocide’ can be read as a provocative appeal 
to Australian consciences. According to historian Colin Tatz, the term ‘genocide’ 
had barely been used by Australian historians before the 1990s: ‘In the 1980s and 
1990s, the developing preoccupation was with massacre.’27 Historian Peter Read’s 
foundational research on the stolen generations in western New South Wales (NSW) 
was underway by the 1980s and an early use of ‘genocide’ can be found in his 1981 
pamphlet on child removal written for a NSW government agency.28 However, 
a mainstream public debate about whether genocide was carried out by Europeans 
against Indigenous people only came about after the 1997 publication of Bringing 
Them Home: The Report of the National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Children from their Families, which contended that a genocide 

22  Rose, ‘Remembrance’, 135–48.
23  Rose, ‘Remembrance’, 139.
24  Rose, ‘Remembrance’, 143.
25  Butler, Witnessing Australian Stories, 2–3.
26  Butler, Witnessing Australian Stories, 2–3.
27  Tatz, ‘Confronting Australian Genocide’, 18. Tatz and fellow historian Andrew Markus both cite a 1985 article 
by historian Tony Barta as a ‘pioneering’ academic use of the word ‘genocide’ in an Australian context. Markus, 
‘Genocide in Australia’, 61; Barta, ‘After the Holocaust’, 154–56.
28  Read, ‘Reflecting on The Stolen Generations’, 3.
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had occurred.29 Kirkbright’s prescient use of ‘genocide’ indicates that, while it was 
not a common term being used in academic circles in the late 1980s, there was 
a vernacular use of the word within Indigenous political discourse by 1988. Tatz 
writes that the majority of Australians associated ‘genocide’ with ‘Holocaust’ and 
could not conceive of it taking place ‘here’.30 By linking ‘survival’ with ‘genocide’, 
Kirkbright provides a historical reference point in the Holocaust to help people to 
conceive of Indigenous survival.

Kirkbright expounds on the theme of survival by reading articles that elaborate 
on the idea. One such article comes from Land Rights News and is titled ‘Larakia 
Message’. It records Wally Fejo’s speech at the Larrakia and Kahlin Compound 
Memorial Service that was held on 1 January 1988 in Darwin to mark 200 years of 
survival and to remember the suffering at the Kahlin Compound, where Indigenous 
children were taken after being removed from their families.31 The speech ends with 
the lines:

Little One (addressing Ambrose Tomlins junior) you go with the spirit of 
Larrakia [sic] and you face this world with everything that’s going to come 
your way, and you hold your head high, and you step out straight, and you 
keep straight words and you tell the world we will survive. And we will 
continue to survive.32

Kirkbright’s oral rendition of these written articles exemplifies radio’s potential to 
provide a mixed medium of communication. Historian Alessandro Portelli argues 
that, ‘For several centuries now … writing and orality have not existed in separate 
worlds. While a great deal of written memory is but a thin veneer on an underlying 
orality, even illiterate persons are saturated with written culture’.33 Radio Redfern’s 
broadcast on 26 January is suffused with ‘written culture’ that enriches an already 
dynamic medium with new meanings and new ways of being ‘read’. Presenters like 
Kirkbright use this potential of radio, among others, to explore and promote the 
political message of the protest.

In addition to reading articles that reference Indigenous survival, Kirkbright plays 
political songs by Indigenous artists that draw on the same political discourse. After 
outlining the Boycott’s philosophy as a celebration of Indigenous survival, Kirkbright 
plays the song ‘We Have Survived’ by Aboriginal band No Fixed Address. This 
song and several other songs (many also by Indigenous artists) make up a repertoire 

29  National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children from Their Families, 
Bringing Them Home; Tatz, ‘Confronting Australian Genocide’, 29; Haebich, ‘“Between Knowing and Not 
Knowing”’, 72.
30  Tatz, ‘Confronting Australian Genocide’, 16.
31  ‘New Year’s Day of Mourning… and Hope’, Land Rights News, January 1988, 21.
32  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 0830–0915, 22.58; text copied from Land Rights News (Kirkbright 
does not include ‘addressing Ambrose Tomlins junior’): Wally Fejo, ‘Larrakia Message’, Land Rights News, January 
1988, 3.
33  Portelli, ‘The Peculiarities of Oral History’, 102.
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of political music for the protest that was played repetitively on Radio Redfern 
throughout the day. Later, when he signs off, Kirkbright recites the song’s lyrics to 
remind people why they are marching. These lyrics include the lines:

Cause we have survived, the white man’s world
And the horror and the torment of it all.
We have survived, the white man’s world
And you know, you can’t change that.34

The close ‘reading’ (or ‘listening’) that I have done of Kirkbright’s spoken broadcast 
(and not a transcript of it, which does not exist) can be applied to written texts as 
well; however, the oral nature of the source encourages engaging with it in ways 
that focus on the colloquial or the vernacular. What at first listening sounds like 
a straightforward description of the political agenda of the protest is, upon closer 
listening, a rich intertextual account that draws in pre-existing and circulating 
rhetoric and political actions. Moreover, the way Kirkbright addresses his audience 
encourages an identification with the political agenda he is setting out. I will 
continue to use this method of close listening to individual speech throughout the 
article as I delve into other aspects of Radio Redfern’s unique perspective on the 
protest and what the day’s broadcast tells us about the medium of radio.

Multivocality and solidarity
We march today from Redfern Oval; from Redfern Park for all the Kooris, 
Murris, Noongars, all the black fellas. And that starts at 11. Eleven o’clock 
at Redfern Park, next to Redfern Oval. And for all the supporters, for 
non-Aboriginal supporters, you go to Belmore Park, next to Central 
Railway Station.35

27 Cope Street is less than 1 kilometre from Redfern Park where Indigenous 
people assembled before the march on 26 January. As the morning progresses 
and the beginning of the march draws closer, Kirkbright is joined at the station 
and on the  airwaves by other presenters, activists and supporters. Listening to 
the recordings, it is clear that the broadcast shifts from Kirkbright’s single voice 
to a medley. Radio Redfern is not a univocal medium where one person speaks to 
an audience. Rather, the station is a political forum in which many voices come 
together and can be heard. This is significant because it expands our understanding 
of how radio can be used by communities, polities or solidarities – and indeed 
helps to constitute them. Moreover, Radio Redfern’s multivocality evokes the north/
south, pan-Indigenous solidarity in its inclusion of voices from across the country. 
This solidarity was one of the most important features of the protest as Indigenous 
people from across the country came together for the first time. During Kirkbright’s 

34  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 0635–0735, 2.21.
35  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 0635–0735, 1.13.
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broadcast, other organisers can be heard, including Cheryl Rose at 8:30 am who 
asks for all volunteer presenters to come down to the studio, and also Millie Ingram, 
an Aboriginal woman running for the NSW state election.

Kirkbright’s segment is followed by presenter Marie Bennett who is on air until the 
march begins. Bennett is in turn followed by Charlie Watson, an active member of the 
Brisbane Aboriginal community.36 Although Watson is the primary presenter until 
well into the afternoon, the station still finds other ways to continue broadcasting 
many voices. The many different speakers on Radio Redfern can be thought of 
as a form of multivocality, which is a common feature in Indigenous writing and 
storytelling.37 As anthropologist Daniel Fisher writes: ‘To listen to Aboriginal radio 
in Australia is to hear a broad range of voices.’38

One way the station includes a diversity of voices is through the broadcasting of taped 
interviews with people on the march. Presenters from the station walked through 
the crowd, recording interviews (that is, vox popping) that were then relayed back 
to the studio on motorcycles, quickly edited there, and then aired.39 The first tape 
is played at 11:29 am: Cheryl Rose interviews people at Redfern Park, waiting for 
the march to start. One Queensland man says that what he wants to come from the 
march is an ‘education for the white people’.40 Another man says that ‘people have 
always thought that Kooris could not conduct themselves in a manner that was 
orderly; always thought that we were a violent people. I think today’s the day that 
we show them that we’re as good as anybody else, if not better’.41

The director of the Northern Land Council, John Ah Kit, was also interviewed early 
in the day.42 He describes the people from the Northern Territory who are preparing 
for the march around him, including the dancers who were to lead the march:

We have Arnhem Land people. We have Hodgson Dance, Roper River 
community, Duck Creek, and we also have the Peppimenarti dancers being 
organised by Harry Wilson. We have the Central mob all painted up and 
looking pretty magnificent. The Warlpiri. The Arrernte, but mainly Warlpiri 
and people from Tennant Creek, they’re all together.43

36  ‘Charlie Watson’, BlackCard, 26 February 2020, accessed 18 May 2019, www.theblackcard.com.au/content/
charlie-watson.
37  A good example of this is the work of Aboriginal writer, Alexis Wright, especially her novel Carpentaria 
(2006) and her biography, Tracker: Stories of Tracker Tilmouth (2017). Historian Oliver Haag writes that Indigenous 
‘autobiographical’ writing often incorporates communal as well as individual identities and is based on ‘a wealth of 
inter-generational story-telling networks’. Haag, ‘From the Margins to the Mainstream’, 6.
38  Fisher, ‘From the Studio to the Street:’, 69.
39  Charlie Watson explains all this to listeners to assure them Radio Redfern will be keeping them informed. 
NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1050–1141, 36.02.
40  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1050–1141, 34.27.
41  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1050–1141, 33.57.
42  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1142–1229, 14.52.
43  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1142–1229 15.36.
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Throughout the march, Watson returns to the topic of the dancers from the Northern 
Territory a number of times.44 The march was notable for the way in which it brought 
urban and non-urban Indigenous people and communities together. In seeking to 
highlight the visitors from the Northern Territory, as well as the voices of Indigenous 
people from across the country, Radio Redfern presenters seem to be emphasising 
the importance of the protest for all Indigenous people.

Indigenous people from all over Australia tell the interviewers why they are 
marching and what they think of the march. Some interviews are with people from 
different Aboriginal organisations, including the Secretariat of National Aboriginal 
and Islander Child Care (SNAICC) and the Northern Land Council. Galarrwuy 
Yunupingu, who was chair of the latter and, later in the day, would give a speech in 
Hyde Park, comments in an interview on the effect he hopes the march will have:

And try to get an answer back from rest of Australia, especially the government 
who runs this country, it doesn’t matter who they are but justice gotta be 
made through legislation, law changes and constitution and so on. We can 
talk about all those political things but I think rest of Australians are human 
beings just like us and there should be a human response after this march.45

Yunupingu’s comment is interesting because it turns Indigenous rhetoric from 
earlier in the century – about desiring inclusion and equality – on its head. During 
the lead-up to the 1967 referendum, Indigenous people lamented that they were 
treated with the ‘flora and fauna’ and called for equal treatment as human beings.46 
However, Yunupingu reverses the idea by saying that ‘rest of Australians are just 
like us’. This sentiment is indicative of the new sense of collective identity that 
Indigenous people had fostered over the preceding decades, which culminated in 
this gathering in Sydney and can be heard in the recording. Yunupingu was a leading 
and high-profile spokesperson for Indigenous people at the time; however, most 
people interviewed were everyday people, not leaders, which demonstrates Radio 
Redfern’s commitment to giving a voice to all.

Broadcasting the march
The Radio Redfern recording shows how radio can provide a closer, more direct, 
less mediated transmission of events than print media. This is most clear in Radio 
Redfern’s broadcast of the march on 26 January 1988. This broadcast demonstrates 
how radio’s representation of events can be almost temporally instantaneous and how 
the medium has the power to transport later listeners to a specific time and place, even 

44  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1230–1315, 10.03; NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 
1315–1401, 21.57.
45  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1315–1401, 37.06.
46  Nugent, ‘Stories about Citizenship’, 54–57.
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decades after events have happened. Part of the power of this transportation lies in the 
inclusion of noise that is seemingly irrelevant though intermingled with sound that 
is more directly meaningful for the listener. Roland Barthes asserted that ‘art knows 
no static’, critiquing the ways in which historical narratives, in their representations 
of ‘real life’, remove any ‘extraneous’ elements.47 Not all radio recordings include this 
so-called ‘static’; however, it is something for the historian to listen out for. While 
at times, the Radio Redfern recording is easy to ‘read’ – the politics are explained 
explicitly and the music expresses and reinforces this political meaning – for a large 
part of the recording there are ambiguous statements, ambient noise, noticeable 
silences and seemingly incongruous music. A close listening and critical analysis of the 
recording requires attention to meanings that are less obvious. The inclusion of ‘static’ 
in the Radio Redfern recording is what makes its insight into the day so intimate 
and so unique. Arguably, such a listening experience is more likely to be had from 
community radio, with its dispersion of perspectives and its effort to represent the 
community it is embedded in, as a physical place as much as a collection of people.

Radio Redfern was determined to capture the march for listeners as it happened. 
The most direct way the station broadcasts the march is through phone calls with 
Tiga Bayles, one of the founders of Radio Redfern and a key figure in Indigenous 
community radio, as well as a leader in land rights activism.48 Bayles calls back to the 
studio during the march, making innovative use of mobile phone technology that 
had only arrived in Australia a year earlier.49 Bayles, who is walking in the march, 
calls in every half-hour (or thereabouts) to update listeners on what is happening. 
In his first phone call, from Redfern Park, he says to Freddie Reynolds who is in the 
studio, ‘Well brother, this is deadly down here; looking real good. There must be 
2,000 to 3,000 people down here at the moment’.50

The excitement of the march is also captured in the ambient noise that can be heard 
in the background of Bayles’s calls. Bayles’s voice is usually, as Reynolds puts it, ‘loud 
and clear’ in the phone calls; however, there is always a thrum of excited voices in the 
background.51 Early in the march, Bayles asks Watson in the studio if he can hear 
the didgeridoos and clapsticks in the background.52 Watson tells Bayles, ‘We might 
just listen to that for a while’ and they fall silent to listen to the music and singing.53

47  Roland Barthes, ‘Introduction à l’analyse structural des récits’, Communication 8 (1966): 7, quoted in Carr, 
‘Narrative and the Real World’, 119.
48  Russell Taylor, ‘Vale Tiga Bayles: A Passionate Fighter for First Nations Justice’, Australian Institute of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS), 19 April 2016, accessed 20 May 2019, aiatsis.gov.au/news-and-events/
news/vale-tiga-bayles.
49  Asher Moses, ‘40 Years On, Mobile Phones Still Pushing Consumers’ Buttons’, Sydney Morning Herald, 5 April 
2013, accessed 20 May 2019, www.smh.com.au/technology/40-years-on-mobile-phones-still-pushing-consumers-
buttons-20130404-2h9ua.html.
50  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1010–1050, 34.48.
51  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1010–1050, 34.40.
52  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1142–1229, 27.37.
53  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1142–1229, 27.55.
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Bayles brings the march to life for Radio Redfern listeners with detailed descriptions. 
He describes the colours he sees: ‘Red, black and yellows everywhere ay. There’s 
a whole street.’54 As the march proceeds from Redfern Park, along Chalmers Street, 
he conveys the mass of people around him, saying, ‘There’s a lot of people lining the 
streets’.55 The most moving phone call comes as Bayles reaches the tunnel at Central 
Station. It becomes much harder to hear him and the crowd is very loud, cheering 
and chanting. He tells listeners, ‘You can hear the clapping and the chanting’, and 
he ‘just lets it play’; that is, he stops talking into the phone, so that listeners can hear 
the echoing sounds of: ‘Land Rights! [clap clap clap] Land Rights! [clap clap clap]’.56 
At one point, Watson asks Bayles: ‘Have you counted all the Aboriginal flags there?’ 
To which Bayles responds: ‘No, no, I couldn’t count ’em all; there’s so many. There’s 
just so many; couldn’t count ’em all.’57 He does detail the many international flags 
and banners – including from Palestine, Ireland, Italy, Chile – he sees in Belmore 
Park when the Indigenous contingent of the march walks through the tunnel at 
Central Railway Station and sees all of the supporters awaiting them.58

Witnessing police violence
During the afternoon, Radio Redfern’s recording provides a significant insight into 
one of the main intersecting political campaigns of the protest: the campaign against 
deaths in custody and police violence against Indigenous people. Throughout the 
day, Radio Redfern provides commentary by activists on the campaign against 
deaths in custody, highlighting the important intersection of this campaign with the 
protest. In addition to this commentary, the struggle at the heart of this campaign is 
captured in Radio Redfern’s broadcast of an encounter between Tiga Bayles and the 
police. Today, more people have the means by which to record police violence against 
Black people and thereby amplify and multiply the witnesses to this violence. The 
potential power of this amplified witnessing was seen in the huge action that came 
after millions of people watched a recording of George Floyd being killed by police 
in the United States in 2020. In the 1980s, however, the technology to record such 
events was less available, so Radio Redfern’s broadcast of Bayles’s conversation with 
the police is a rare and valuable record from that period. Moreover, as I will discuss 
in more detail below, the recording shows how technologically mediated witnessing 
can play an active role in these encounters. When the police arrive at the protest, we 
clearly hear Radio Redfern’s participation in, and not just its passive reportage of, 
the events of the day. Other political campaigns also intersected with the protest in 

54  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1142–1229, 28.47.
55  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1142–1229, 29.09.
56  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1230–1315, 27.40.
57  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1315–1401, 24.20.
58  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1315–1401, 24.46.



 ABORIGINAL HISTORY VOL 45 2021

46

1988, notably the campaign for land rights and Black history. However, these are 
mentioned less often in the recording and are not broadcast in the same direct way 
we hear police violence evoked when the police arrive at the protest.

From Belmore Park, the march continued along Elizabeth Street to Hyde Park, 
where a rally was held in the afternoon, featuring cultural and musical performances, 
and speeches by Indigenous leaders. The organisers of the protest did not want 
a ‘confrontation’. As Kirkbright asserts:

we wanted a place, or an opportunity, where we could celebrate and put our 
culture on show; place where the biggest mob can sit without getting involved 
in a confrontation situation.59

They chose Hyde Park, situated at least a few blocks from Sydney Harbour, where 
the main Bicentenary celebrations were taking place, so as not to engage directly 
with the events and crowds on and around the harbour.

At the time of the protest, the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths 
in  Custody  was underway, investigating the 99 Aboriginal deaths in custody in 
Australia between 1980 and 1989.60 Public attention on Black deaths in custody 
had been growing since the ‘sinister’ death in custody of Aboriginal teenager Eddy 
Murray in the north-western New South Wales town of Wee Waa in 1981.61 
The immediate catalyst for the Royal Commission was the so-called ‘race riot’ in 
Brewarrina, also in north-western New South Wales, on 15 August 1987.62 This 
event is briefly alluded to but not elaborated in Radio Redfern’s broadcast. In one 
interview from the march that Marie Bennett recorded, Aboriginal activist Tombo 
Williams (possibly Winters),63 from Brewarrina, tells listeners he is proud to be ‘here 
to join the celebrations; mourning’ and explains why the march is important to him: 
‘When the first settlers came here they destroyed our people. They’re still destroying 
our people today through deaths in custody.’64 Bennett asks him ‘how do people feel 
back home in Brewarrina?’ He replies that:

59  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 0635–0735, 54.56–55.08.
60  Chapter One, Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody, National Report, Vol. 1, 1993, accessed 
from Indigenous Law Resources on 27 April 2019, www.austlii.edu.au/au/other/IndigLRes/rciadic/national/vol1/.
61  Morris, Protest, Land Rights and Riots, 17.
62  The incident occurred after the funeral of a young Aboriginal man, Lloyd Boney. After the funeral, Aboriginal 
people congregated in a park in town for a wake. A confrontation ensued with non-Indigenous patrons in a hotel next 
to the park, and subsequently with police in the street. Bongiorno, The Eighties, 252; Morris, Protest, Land Rights and 
Riots, 17–19; ‘Blood on the Street the Night a Town Exploded’, Sydney Morning Herald, 17 August 1987, pp. 1, 5.
63  When Charlie Watson introduces this tape, he says it includes an interview with Tombo Williams, but he 
could have meant Tombo Winters. Winters had helped establish the Western Aboriginal Legal Service in 1977 and 
was active in land rights campaigning in the 1980s. Paul Torzillo and Penny Johnson, ‘Master of the Political and 
Personal’, Sydney Morning Herald, 6 November 2004, accessed 12 April 2019, www.smh.com.au/national/master-
of-the-political-and-personal-20041106-gdk24y.html.
64  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1230–1315, 19.35.

http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/other/IndigLRes/rciadic/national/vol1/
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the people in Brewarrina are very concerned about what’s going on. We have 
a busload from there that came here because of the – we’ve had a recent deaths 
[sic] in custody in Brewarrina itself and we’re here to support the march and 
fight against deaths in custody.65

Indigenous deaths in custody, police violence and the disproportionate 
incarceration of Indigenous people are never far from the surface in Radio Redfern’s 
coverage of  the protest and were a core part of the political discourse around 
Indigenous survival.

At around 2  pm, Watson says to Bayles, who has just arrived in Hyde Park, 
‘And I understand the police have been very helpful too?’ Bayles responds:

Yeah, they’ve been real good. No problems at all there. Not like the old days 
where they’d try and run over you on their motorbikes and move you off over 
onto the road and stuff like that, you know.66

In the background, Gary Foley’s voice can be heard, giving a speech, and Watson 
informs listeners that Radio Redfern has people in the park, recording, and that they 
will broadcast the speech later.

Four hours later, in another phone call to the studio at about 6 pm (Watson later 
informs listeners that it was at almost the end of the rally), Bayles is describing 
the last musical performance when he is interrupted by the sight of a bus full of 
police arriving at Hyde Park.67 Immediately the mood of the broadcast shifts from 
elation to anxiety. This shift is evident in the following exchange between Bayles 
and Watson:

Bayles: We had two beautiful songs from a Murri woman from Cherbourg. 
Maroochy Barambah. Two beautiful songs there; really strong. She’s got up 
there, microphone in front of her and sang. No music, no nothing behind 
her – it was beautiful. We’ve just got a busload of pigs has come in. [shouting] 
Hey look at the constables. [to Watson] Big busload and they coming looking 
like they mean business too.
Watson: What are they coming there for?
Bayles: I don’t know.
Watson: Is someone gonna talk to ’em?
Bayles: I don’t know.
Watson: Can you get down there, Tig?
Bayles: Yeah, we will.
Watson: Stay on air, ay, and let us know what’s going on as you’re talking to ’em.

65  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1230–1315, 19.50–20.11.
66  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1401–1446, 07.35–07.43.
67  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1704–1750, 00.56.
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Bayles: [shouting] Hey Foley, look at these pigs here. Big busload. Big mob. 
[to Watson] Yeah, I’ll just go down and check it out now.
Watson: Yeah, stay on air. Just describe everything that you see, brother.
Bayles: There’s a busload. There must be 30 or 40 of ’em. They’re going along 
the streets here. They got them big sticks too; big batons they’re carrying.68

The appearance of the police alters the coverage of the events broadcast on Radio 
Redfern. Where previously the station had sought to convey the main, planned 
events of the protest as directly as aurally possible, the arrival of the police results 
in the station changing its focus. As Bayles physically moves through the crowd to 
question the police, Radio Redfern’s coverage also moves to the physical periphery 
of the rally, yet the heart of its politics.

An exchange follows between Bayles and an officer, and then Bayles and a sergeant.69 
It is at times difficult to understand what they are saying from the recorded broadcast; 
the officer’s and sergeant’s responses are almost completely unintelligible. In real time, 
this interaction lasts for about two minutes. I transcribe sections of it here in order to 
capture the urgency and significance of the moment to the politics of the protest, as 
well as to capture the layers of meaning present in even such a short exchange.

Bayles: … You’ve got a problem have ya? [unintelligible officer response] Well 
there must be something wrong; we haven’t had police here all day. Is there 
something wrong here? Youse look like you expect trouble.
Officer: We got a call down here this morning.
Bayles: You did, yeah. …
Officer: Just have a walk around.
Bayles: Oh yeah, we haven’t had ya here all day, we don’t need yas now.
Officer: Public place we’re allowed to walk …
Bayles: It is ay. Public place – we’re allowed here too.
Officer: We didn’t say you couldn’t give a …
Bayles: No, you certainly never but youse look like you’re looking for trouble. 
… It’s people like you that will provoke the violence. You know that. That’s 
what you’re doing here. You know that. Youse’ll provoke it. You will initiate 
it. [to Watson in the studio] Yes, well we do have a large number of police 
here and we’re going to air throughout New South Wales and Queensland. 
… Yeah we got the police moving in here. They’re going right through the 
crowd. They’re just coming here to initiate violence by the look of things. …

In this first part of the interaction, we only really hear Bayles’s perspective, but the 
officer’s tone does not sound conciliatory, nor does he seem to be trying to offer 
any information that might de-escalate the situation. His responses are evasive and 

68  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1704–1750, 00.38–01.40.
69  Bayles addresses each as such.
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disingenuous. Bayles’s speech, in contrast, is direct and definitive. On the surface, 
Bayles’s message means the police officers in Hyde Park will incite violence and cause 
trouble. But his ‘You know that’ draws in the bigger history of police discrimination 
against Indigenous people and, indeed, given the context that the statement is 
operating in – which I have described above – could be read to implicate the failings 
of the entire justice system.

The fact that the police arrival alters Radio Redfern’s coverage so immediately is 
indicative of just how intrusive their presence is. It seeks to re-establish the presence 
of the colonial authority in that space. In response, Bayles and Watson quickly 
implicate listeners in the potential danger of the event, calling on them to bear 
witness to the police’s actions:

Watson: Well it’s going live all over Sydney and Brisbane anyhow.
Bayles: That’s good that it’s going live.
Watson: So you people –
Bayles: – big numbers of pigs here; big numbers of ’em.
Watson: So anyone listening –
Bayles: There’s some mean looking mothers too.
Watson: – start ringing up the police station, or ringing up anyone. 
This shouldn’t go on.
Bayles: … police liaison unit. And we need the police liaison unit here.
Watson: Any listeners, please ring the police liaison unit. Ring parliamentarians. 
Ring anyone.
Bayles: Yep, we need people to get as many people as possible down here. 
The police are here –
Watson: This is bloody shocking this is.
Bayles: – they are wanting to initiate violence. They’re walking around here 
looking like big men and they’re looking at initiating violence.70

Radio has a long history of being used to oppose entrenched power structures.71 
That is, used in an active way and not just for passive listening. In line with this 
tradition, Radio Redfern’s broadcast of the Hyde Park incident is a call to action as 
much as it is simply a relay of information.

This interaction between Bayles and the police prompts the question about 
how much the radio broadcast itself influenced the interaction. Anthropologist 
Daniel Fisher writes that, ‘Indigenous radio is a place where the voice is culturally 
produced – where particular voices are sites of cultural practice, governmental 

70  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1704–1750, 03.14–03.48.
71  Fisher, ‘From the Studio to the Street’, 74; Bosch, ‘Radio as Instrument of Protest’, 249–65.
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intervention, and social reflection’.72 In the above exchange, it is evident that 
Bayles is speaking with a hostile voice that has been produced by the social and 
historical circumstances: namely, the history of police violence and surveillance of 
Indigenous people. However, it is also the case, as anthropologist Dorothea Schulz 
argues, that radio is not merely instrumental in empowering voices because it does 
not just ‘transmit’ information but also ‘affects’ this information in the process of 
transmission.73 It is evident that Watson and Bayles are aware of their radio audience 
and the responsibility to broadcast this event to them, so that they can in turn act as 
witnesses. Arguably, this awareness affects the interaction, prompting Bayles to act 
as a more assertive spokesperson. Indeed, it is Watson who encourages Bayles to talk 
to the police.

About half an hour after the police arrive at the rally, Watson tells listeners that 
the police have left the park and there were no arrests. He has this information 
courtesy of his brother, Ross Watson in Brisbane, who called the police liaison unit 
in Sydney.74 Ross Watson’s actions can be seen as a fulfilment of Radio Redfern’s call 
for listeners to be witnesses to and actors in the event. Charlie Watson proceeds by 
playing a recording of Gary Foley’s speech, approximately three hours after Foley 
delivered it in the park. The police presence remains topical on Radio Redfern for 
the rest of the day. Watson and Brenda Croft discuss the issue again in the evening, 
lamenting that the police arrival might cast the march in a bad light.75

Conclusion
Following the rally in Hyde Park, many protesters moved south to Kurnell on the 
southern shore of Botany Bay and opposite the La Perouse Aboriginal community 
on the north head and where many people were camped and being fed and looked 
after. A vigil was conducted at Kurnell by Aboriginal people from the Northern 
Territory. This event lasted all night, with dancing, singing and a smoking ceremony. 
The organisers of the event did not want it recorded, so Radio Redfern had limited 
capacity to broadcast it, in contrast with its transmission of the march and rally. 
Perhaps because of this, the station shifts into a much more reflective mode during 
the evening. The recordings continue until about 1 am on 27 January.76

72  Fisher, ‘From the Studio to the Street’, 70.
73  Shulz, ‘Reconsidering Muslim Authority’, 112.
74  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1704–1750, 33.20; Ross Watson was the founding CEO of Brisbane 
Indigenous Media Association. He features prominently in the State Library of Queensland’s exhibition, ‘I Heard 
it on the Radio’ (4 May – 6 October 2019), which marked 25 years since Indigenous radio station 98.9FM Murri 
Country began. ‘Murri Country Radio Marks 25 Years on Air’, ABC RN Breakfast, 3 May 2019, accessed 4 May 
2019, www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/breakfast/murri-country-radio-marks-25-years-on-air/11075936.
75  NFSA, RADIO REDFERN. 1988.01.26. 1750–1835, 00.00–05.40.
76  After Charlie Watson finishes presenting at around 7 pm, two men, Vladimir Williams and Donny Ackerson, 
come on air. Following them, Danny Slater presents for the last three hours of the recordings.

http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/breakfast/murri-country-radio-marks-25-years-on-air/11075936
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As I said at the outset, important histories and archives should not be told and 
interpreted just once and for all, but rather told and retold to enrich and revisit their 
possible meanings. I have focused on three key themes that are prominent in the 
recording; I might just as plausibly have considered how the broadcast participated 
in the almost-immediate historicisation of the march.77 Other listeners might hear 
and emphasise other questions, themes and meanings. The Radio Redfern recording 
is perhaps one of the longest and richest aural archives of radio broadcasting in 
Australia. It presents a unique perspective on a single, very significant day for 
Indigenous people and history, and an insight into a medium that Indigenous people 
across the continent have used in the most creative and resourceful ways for some 
decades. Currently, the recordings are held in the National Film and Sound Archive, 
where in the era of digitisation they commend themselves to being made more 
accessible to students and historians of Indigenous history and radio alike, as well as 
to anyone interested in the protests and Aboriginal politics more broadly. As I have 
argued throughout, the true value of the recordings is only realised when they are 
listened to and so their future preservation and access should optimise listening – 
for instance, by making them more easily searchable; altering the metadata so that 
their chronological order is more apparent; making copies of them available in other 
archives; or rebroadcasting or exhibiting segments of them.

This article began with a comment from Linda Burney about Radio Redfern as 
‘Black heart radio’ that positions the station at the heart of the community that 
arose in Sydney for the protest. Burney speaks of Radio Redfern as the ‘lynch pin’ 
in ‘getting the message’ out to people. This short statement registers the importance 
of considering Radio Redfern’s part in the protest because it was central to and 
participatory in the protest. Moreover, Burney’s statement highlights Radio Redfern’s 
role in mediating – that is, reporting for and involving listeners in – the events 
of January 1988. The way events are mediated, in itself, adds a layer of meaning 
to the events that should be interrogated in order to gain a deeper understanding 
of the dynamics involved in creating meanings of historically important events 
and experiences.

As such, I have discussed both the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ of Radio Redfern’s 
broadcast from 26 January 1988, focusing my attention on the political content 
of the recording and the intersecting themes that cut across the politics of the day 
– notably, the discourse on Indigenous survival, the campaign against deaths in 
custody, and the significance of the protest as the culmination of pan-Indigenous 
solidarity. In  the  process, the ways in which the medium of radio affected and 
participated in the protest; what was made possible through this medium; and what 
role it played in the protest emerged. The Radio Redfern recording expands our 

77  Paul Cohen’s conception of history as event, experience and myth would be useful here. Cohen, History in 
Three Keys.
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understanding of radio history and what radio is and can be. Community radio 
has played a crucial and overlooked role in Indigenous communities and political 
activism. Historians and others would do well to use other recordings in producing 
Indigenous histories that are committed to listening deeply and being guided and 
changed by what they hear.
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1948–63, and the circle back to 

Aboriginal cultural agency
Matt Poll and Amanda Harris

Abstract: In post–Second World War Australia, the production and touring 
of assemblages of bark paintings became a diplomatic tool in embassies, 
galleries and museums around the world. At a time when Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people were rarely if ever travelling independently 
within Australia, these bark paintings acted as intermediaries and interlocutors 
for global audiences to see and read the stories and histories of Aboriginal 
Australia. In this article, we trace a series of interconnected events that brought 
collections of bark paintings to public notice and we seek to understand the 
changing possibilities for Aboriginal artists to self-represent the broader cultural 
context of the paintings. We  then show how, in the self-determination era, 
Aboriginal curators and artist collectives sought to create a dialogue with the 
international market for bark painting in order to communicate the modern 
relevance of Aboriginal art. Finally, we show how historical bark paintings 
retain contemporary salience for Yolngu communities, and can be brought 
back into continuing relationships with people and culture.

In the immediate decades after the First World War, when Aboriginal people’s 
freedom of movement was restricted by Australia’s state and territory native 
administrations, bark paintings from across Arnhem Land became ambassadors 
for global audiences to see the cultures and histories of Aboriginal Australia. These 
assemblages of Aboriginal bark paintings played a diplomatic role in embassies, 
galleries and museums around the world while Aboriginal artists and their 
embodied representations of cultural knowledge and practice were unable to travel. 
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A thriving and vibrant industry for Indigenous art grew out of the subsequent era, 
transformed by the 1967 constitutional referendum and founding of the Aboriginal 
Arts Board.1 However, painting was always only one part of Aboriginal cultural 
practice in Arnhem Land. Historical records show that alongside their production 
of bark paintings (often on demand) for visiting ethnographic researchers, passing 
expeditions and travelling amateur collectors, Aboriginal artists continued to keep 
alive the songs, dances and stories that are expressed through painting, but also 
embodied in performed cultural practices. The performative aspects of knowledge 
production were intricately bound into the creation of bark paintings.

In this article, we explore a series of interlinked historical events in which Aboriginal 
people sought to put both performed culture and paintings into the same historical 
record, or to bring both to public attention. We consider how Aboriginal artists 
sent bark paintings to stand for people, culture and politics, wielding paintings as 
diplomatic tools that capitalised on non-Indigenous consumers’ engagement with 
disembodied artworks, rather than the living bodies and voices of those who had 
produced the art and associated performance practices. In the face of limitations on 
Aboriginal self-representation, paintings stood in for their artists. This thinking is 
informed by the actions of the artists who created the 1963 Yirrkala bark petitions, 
creating a performative diplomatic envoy to affect political change.2 It also builds 
on the work of scholars such as Howard Morphy, who suggests that Yolngu ‘art is 
linked to land, history and identity, and in journeying to other places it carries those 
connotations with it’, and Fred Myers, who suggests that art objects ‘index and put 
forward a complex, land-based Indigenous personhood into national space and into 
a cosmopolitan art market’.3

Subsequently, we examine some of the new directions for exhibiting Aboriginal 
art pursued by Indigenous curators and art collectives that have sought to bring 
these histories of travelling bark paintings into dialogue with contemporary cultural 
practitioners. This curatorial leadership imbues historical collections with increased 
possibilities for interpretation, meaning and cultural continuation, and re-embeds 
artists in the world of Aboriginal art. As Stephen Gilchrist has recently theorised, 
Indigenous curatorial practices reveal:

Indigenous registers of value which can be described as presencing the 
ancestral, surfacing alternative histories, spatialising the deep local and 
enfolding audiences in invocations of the ceremonial.4

1  Nina Berrell has demonstrated how the better-known exhibitions of the late 1980s had their origins in the 
activities of the Aboriginal Arts Board in the 1970s both in touring exhibitions and selling artworks to overseas 
collections to create a long-term international audience for Aboriginal art. Berrell, ‘Inroads Offshore’, 13–30; Foley, 
‘Black Power and Aboriginal Arts’.
2  ‘Defining Moments: Yirrkala Bark Petitions’, National Museum of Australia, accessed 2 November 2021, 
www.nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/yirrkala-bark-petitions.
3  Morphy, Aboriginal Art, 37; Myers, ‘Disturbances in the Field’, 160.
4  Gilchrist, ‘Indigenous Curatorial Interpellations’.

http://www.nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/yirrkala-bark-petitions
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The ideas articulated in written form here are also realised in a new permanent 
exhibition curated by one of this article’s authors, Matt Poll, which places 
Aboriginal art at the centre of a major Australian institutional collection at the 
University of Sydney. In this Ambassadors exhibition, a series of display cabinets 
feature the cultural work of Indigenous people from different parts of the Australian 
continent throughout the museum so that, whether visitors are viewing ancient 
Greek artefacts or animal specimens from Asia, the presence of Aboriginal culture is 
always felt (Figure 1). Ambassadors is a distributed exhibition throughout the entire 
museum, not enclosed within a singular exhibition space, designed to overturn 
the enclosure of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island people and their knowledges 
within non-Indigenous categorisations (Figure 2). The process of developing the 
Ambassadors exhibition followed through on a basic curatorial premise, to name 
objects in Aboriginal languages, to give agency to the intention of object makers and 
to give an assemblage of objects an autonomy, in distinct spaces that acknowledge 
other Aboriginal nations’ autonomies. This exhibition makes explicit the way the 
works of Aboriginal artists have long asserted ongoing Aboriginal presence. 
The  permanent exhibition Ambassadors has also shaped a further exhibition – 
the inaugural display of an important collection of Yolngu cultural heritage held 
by the University of Sydney. We return to this Djalkiri exhibition, developed in 
consultation with elders of three Yolngu art centres, Milingimbi, Yirrkala and 
Ramingining, later in the article.5

In examining historical practices of collecting, touring and exhibiting bark 
paintings alongside contemporary assemblages by Indigenous curators, we explore 
continuities and returns. We suggest that in contemporary curations of Aboriginal 
art, space has been made for both the cultural and the aesthetic aspects of bark 
paintings, grappling with a longstanding tension between ‘anthropological’ and 
‘fine art’ conceptualisations of Aboriginal painting.6 After considering these 
contemporary efforts, we end by contemplating the circular return of bark paintings 
to their cultural contexts in reconnections between museum and gallery collections 
and contemporary  communities through the thinking of the late Yolngu elder 
Dr Joe Gumbula.

5  Gululu dhuwala djalkiri curated with independent curator Djon Mundine, also Wanyubi Marika and Yälpi 
Yunupiŋu represented Buku-Ḻarrŋgay Mulka Centre, Yirrkala. Roy Burnyila and Tolbert Dharramanba represented 
Bula’bula Arts, Ramingining, and Raymond Buḻambuḻa and Joe Dhamanydji represented Milingimbi Art and 
Culture, Yurrwi Island.
6  Morphy, ‘Seeing Aboriginal Art in the Gallery’.
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Figure 1: Ambassador exhibition display 1, Gadigal Codex, foyer, Chau Chak Wing 
Museum, 2020. 
Source: Photograph by David James; © Chau Chak Wing Museum.
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Figure 2: Ambassador exhibition display 8, Dolord, 2020.
Source: Photograph by David James; © Chau Chak Wing Museum.

Historical collecting practices
Bark paintings were collected by non-Indigenous visitors to Australia’s north from 
the earliest encounters between Aboriginal people and explorers – they took bark 
sheets found in disused dwellings and dispersed them into national and international 
collecting institutions.7 Nineteenth-century collectors included Foelsche for the 
Macleay Museum in 1878 and Carrington in 1887. Baldwin Spencer amassed 
a significant collection in Oenpelli in 1912 and would be supplied with further barks 
in subsequent years by pastoralist Paddy Cahill.8 A range of academic researchers 
and administrators also collected bark paintings: Norman Tindale in 1922; Lloyd 
Warner between 1926 and 1929; Reverend Alfred John Dyer between 1920 and 
1930; Miss M. Mathews in the 1930s; Fred Gray and Frederick Rose between 1938 
and 1945; Donald Thomson in the 1930s and 1940s; and Leonhard Adam in the 

7  May, Collecting Cultures, 141, 154; Taylor, Seeing the Inside, 37.
8  McLean, Rattling Spears, 95.
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1940s.9 In 1946–47 Ronald and Catherine Berndt also focused their collecting 
activities and ethnographic records around bark paintings and their associated stories. 
These bark paintings were used for teaching anthropology students at the University 
of Sydney by A. P. Elkin, in touring exhibitions organised by the Department of 
Anthropology as well as discussed in publications by both Berndts and Elkin.10

A new category of collectors of bark paintings emerged in the 1950s who regarded 
the works not just as museum pieces demonstrating cultural practices from around 
the world, but as collections of artworks. Karel Kupka’s collecting activities in 1951 
and 1960 would amass one of the world’s most significant collections of Yolngu 
bark painting, positioned as art (not as ethnographic cultural object).11 The 1950s 
also saw bark painting collections by Australians Tony Tuckson, Stuart Scougall and 
Dorothy Bennett who would go on to place the paintings in galleries rather than 
museums (more on these collectors below).

With the advent of more portable sound recording technology, it became increasingly 
common for ethnographic expeditions to collect not only material artworks but also 
records of ephemeral culture.12 At the same time as Ronald and Catherine Berndt 
and A. P. Elkin were collecting both recordings and material culture across Arnhem 
Land, the highly publicised 1948 American-Australian Scientific Expedition 
to Arnhem Land (henceforth Arnhem Land Expedition) amassed a significant 
collection of bark paintings that was disseminated throughout Australia and the 
United States, contributing to existing collections of Aboriginal art, and building 
new ones.13 A substantial set of sound recordings was also captured during the 
nine-month journey, representing a repertoire determined by key singers at two of 
the expedition’s main campsites at Groote Eylandt and Oenpelli, and at other sites 
along the way.14

Paintings were traded and gifted among the institutions whose representatives had 
participated in the Arnhem Land Expedition: the South Australian Museum, the 
Smithsonian Institution, the Institute of Anatomy and the Australian Museum, 
with paintings eventually making their way into long-term collections of the 
National Museum of Australia, and the art galleries of New South Wales, South 
Australia, Queensland, Western Australia and Victoria.15 Through this process, the 

9  May, Collecting Cultures, 154–55; Garde, ‘The Forbidden Gaze’, 414.
10  Elkin, Berndt and Berndt, Art in Arnhem Land.
11  These were positioned as art even though they would be located in the Musée du quai Branly. De Largy Healy, 
‘Karel Kupka et les maîtres-peintres de la Terre d’Arnhem’.
12  Spencer had recorded a small number of songs on wax cylinder in western Arnhem Land in 1912, but this 
practice alongside art collecting only became more common in the late 1940s.
13  There were 484 bark paintings in total, May, Collecting Cultures, 14.
14  The recordings made at Oenpelli were actually captured by the ABC’s Colin Simpson, though their provenance 
subsequently became blurred and they were often labelled as Mountford’s recordings in published and archived 
forms. Barwick and Marett, ‘Aural Snapshots of Musical Life’.
15  Geissler, ‘Arnhem Land Bark Painting’, 122.
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paintings were separated from one another, not only along cultural lines but also 
along institutional ones. Consequently, the links between the paintings and their 
embodied forms – stories, songs, body painting and dancing – were also fragmented 
through distribution to museums concerned with material culture. Arguably, it was 
the expedition itself led by ethnographer C. P. Mountford that fragmented culture 
in this way, commissioning as it did the series of barks independently of their 
cultural surrounds.

In 1945, Mountford had already been sent by the Australian Government to 
the United States to tour his films made in Central Australia including footage 
of Pitjantjatjara rock art.16 He subsequently promoted the artworks, stories, 
song recordings and film footage collected on the Arnhem Land Expedition by 
collaborating with non-Indigenous performing artists, who would go on to use 
the collection in the creation of new musical and dance works.17 The expedition’s 
collection would be publicly exhibited in subsequent years and Mountford played 
an active role in the shift towards exhibiting bark paintings in galleries rather 
than museums.18

While the art objects collected during the Arnhem Land Expedition enjoyed 
widespread promotion in the Australian and international arts community, this was 
not the case for the artists and performers who created them.19 Nevertheless, several 
of the painters whose works were collected in 1948, including Narritjin Maymuru, 
Mawalan Marika and Wandjuk Marika (who also acted as translator to Mountford),20 
persisted in sharing their work with non-Indigenous publics. Wandjuk Marika 
became perhaps the most prominent of this trio, leading the Aboriginal Arts Board 
of the Australia Council and articulating in a biography his approaches to painting 
as mode of knowledge transmission. In 1973, Wandjuk Marika was able to travel 

16  Charles P. Mountford, Walkabout: A Journey with the Aboriginals: [1974 Restricted Version], Australian 
Commonwealth Film Unit, Title No: 57046, National Film and Sound Archive of Australia, Canberra; Thomas, 
‘Taking Them Back’, 31; Specht, ‘American-Australian Scientific Expedition to Arnhem Land’, 53.
17  Harris, ‘Indigenising Australian Music’.
18  Geissler, ‘Arnhem Land Bark Painting’, 122.
19  Not all names of the artists and musicians whose works were collected and songs recorded during the 1948 
expedition are known. However, through the research of Sally K. May on the barks, and of Reuben Brown, Isabel 
O’Keeffe, Linda Barwick and Allan Marett on the recordings, many artists and performers have been identified 
(51 artists of 599 paintings on bark and paper are named by May, and Brown identifies singers for six of the nine 
recordings made in Oenpelli (now Gunbalanya). Barwick and Marett identify further singers, especially those 
from Delissaville (now Belyuen) and avoid discussing other recordings that are restricted for cultural reasons). 
In 1948 the singers recording their songs do not seem to have been the artists who produced bark paintings for 
the expedition to take away – even though in subsequent years artists appeared publicly also as performers. May, 
Collecting Cultures, 164; Brown, ‘Following Footsteps’, 249; Barwick and Marett, ‘Aural Snapshots of Musical Life’.
20  Thomas, ‘Taking Them Back’, 34.
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overseas for the first time, a time he regarded as ‘work for the Aboriginal people 
in the white society’.21 Narritjin Maymuru went on to appear as both painter and 
performer in a milestone event in 1963, to which we now turn.22

1963 Aboriginal Art Show, Aboriginal Theatre 
and Melbourne Moomba Festival Exhibition of 
Aboriginal Art
In 1963, an exhibition at Sydney’s Blaxland Gallery presented a collection of works 
from the Bennett-Campbell Trust showing a total of 260 bark paintings, 200 
pieces of sculpture and 30 baskets and straw mats from Dorothy Bennett’s travels 
through Tiwi Country, the Daly Region and Arnhem Land (Figure 3).23 This major 
exhibition was co-promoted alongside performances of the Aboriginal Theatre, with 
five of the painter/performers present on opening night (Narritjan, Garmali, Mau, 
Wadaymu and Djergujergu – all from Yirrkala).24 The artworks on display had been 
collected by Dorothy Bennett on travels that began only a few years after the 1948 
Arnhem Land Expedition had passed through many of the same communities. 
Bennett’s acquaintance with the bark paintings and artworks of Australia’s north 
began when she worked as secretary to medical doctor Stuart Scougall in the 1950s. 
While travelling through Central Australia and Arnhem Land, both Scougall and 
Bennett collected a considerable body of artworks, especially bark paintings. Though 
Scougall’s later activities focused on his surgical career, the art collection became 
Bennett’s key focus until her death in 2003. In interviews recorded in 1995, Bennett 
discussed her own Aboriginal heritage as the basis of her feeling of being ‘at home’ 
with Aboriginal people.25

21  The cultural work described by Marika here included establishing the Aboriginal Artists Agency Copyright 
Council, and advocating for ‘tribal Aboriginals’ on the Australia Council. Marika regarded his award of an OBE as 
acknowledgement of his status as artist, and also for his work in the ‘Balanda world’. Marika and Isaacs, Wandjuk 
Marika, 117–19.
22  One of Maymuru’s bark paintings was also the first acquired by the Macleay Museum via Ronald and Catherine 
Berndt, now part of a collection of 117 barks now held in the University of Sydney Museums (WU RMB 1, Chau 
Chak Wing Museum accession number ETP2017). 
23  ‘Stars of Their Dreaming’, Sun Herald, 8 December 1963, press clipping, Art Gallery of NSW Library, folder 
‘Aboriginal Art, 1948–1969’ Group Exhibitions, Press Reviews, Conferences (henceforth Art Gallery of NSW 
Library, folder ‘Aboriginal Art, 1948–1969’).
24  The names are spelled as recorded at the time, though they may be rendered differently in contemporary 
orthographies. Records of the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust, National Library of Australia (henceforth 
NLA), MS 5908, Box 51, Folder 1966/1 (Administration) Aboriginal Theatre & Exhibition.
25  Goon, ‘Dorothy Bennett’, 27.
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Figure 3: Aboriginal art – Miss Dorothy Bennett hangs a bark painting for the 
exhibition, 1963.
Source: Courtesy National Archives of Australia (NAA A1200, L43362).
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The Aboriginal Theatre toured to Sydney and Melbourne with a cast of performers 
drawn from three Northern Territory communities. A group of 15 performers 
came from Yirrkala – the north-east Arnhem Land community whose bark 
paintings had constituted approximately one-third of those obtained in the Arnhem 
Land Expedition’s 1948 collection.26 The remaining performers travelled from 
communities in the Tiwi Islands and Daly Region of the Northern Territory.27 
The Aboriginal Theatre presented a series of songs and dances, from traditional 
stories about the moon, thunder, spears and a Tiwi Pukumani burial ceremony, 
to newly composed and created work, depicting topical themes of the era, such as 
aeroplanes and cowboys. Each night’s show began with a fire-making performance, 
in which the audience saw a darkened stage gradually illuminate with sparks 
and fire and the smell of burning leaves, created by Frank Artu Dumoo, Skipper 
Anggilidji and Barney Munggin. The performers then presented a series of works 
devised by each group – bringing a variety of public performance genres from the 
Tiwi Islands, Arnhem Land and Daly Region into dialogue with one another. The 
danced performances were alternated with solo didjeridu performances. The show 
was produced by the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust’s (AETT) Stefan Haag 
with support from the Welfare Branch of the Northern Territory (NT), especially 
from Harry Giese and Ted Evans. It was marketed as featuring performances by the 
‘oldest Australians’, but also aspiring for a place ‘among the greater innovations in 
world theatre in 1963’. The Aboriginal Theatre’s sell-out shows attracting glowing 
critical reviews were remarkable demonstrations of music and dance from Australia’s 
north, virtually unprecedented in their scale, and in their engagement with modern 
theatre practices of the major south-eastern cities.28

This was the first time that a major arts body had sponsored a tour presenting the 
performing arts of Aboriginal people in this way, breaking with practices of non-
Indigenous representation of Aboriginal music and dance that had become well 
established in the assimilation era, especially since the Second World War.29 Bark 
paintings created by several members of the cast had been hung in major museum 

26  May, Collecting Cultures, 160.
27  Descriptions of the Aboriginal Theatre in this section of the article have also been discussed in Chapter 5 of 
Harris Representing Australian Aboriginal Music and Dance, and Harris, ‘Representing Australia to the Commonwealth 
in 1965’. Press Release: ‘45 Aborigines to arrive on Sunday for Sydney Presentation’, 28 November 1963, NLA, 
MS 5908, Box 51, Folder 1966/1 (Administration) Aboriginal Theatre & Exhibition. Though unnamed in media 
releases, our research has reconstructed the full list of songmakers, musicians and dancers in this ensemble – names 
are spelled here as they were at the time though different orthographies are now in use in some cases: (from Daly 
River) Frank Artu Dumoo, Barney Munggin, Skipper Anggilidji, Sugar Garbat, Margaret Didji; (from Yirrkala) 
Narritjan, Mau, Deimbalibu, Warrini, Darqual, Dungala, Mungalili, Barngil, Yangarin, Junmal Djergujergu, 
Mulun, Dulainga, Bokara, Garmali, Riki, Roy Dadayna, Wadaymu, Dundiwoi, Jayila; (from Bathurst Island) 
Christopher Tipungwuti, Bennie Tipungwuti, Valentine Pauitjimi, Daniel Pauitjimi, Barry Puruntatameri, Noel 
Pauntalura, Declan Napuatimi, Conrad Paul Tipungwuti, Freddie Puruntatameri, Matthew Woneamini, Eddie 
Puruntatameri, Walter Kerinaiua, Hector Tipungwuti, Felix Kantilla, Raphael Napuatimi, Justin Puruntatameri, 
Timothy Polipuamini.
28  Harris, ‘Representing Australia to the Commonwealth in 1965’.
29  Harris, Representing Australian Aboriginal Music and Dance.
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collections, and had already been exhibited on a number of occasions. Narritjin 
Maymuru’s painting of Bolngnor and Wirradilaku (Thunder and Spear) legends, 
created especially for the Aboriginal Theatre production, featured on the show’s 
program cover, while Maymuru was a feature performer in the shows. During the 
performances, screens were also erected above the performers’ heads on which images 
of bark paintings and carvings from the associated exhibition were projected.30

However, the show’s program and surrounding publicity gave no sense that these 
performances were bringing artists whose fame preceded them to Sydney and 
Melbourne. Indeed, though all performers were named in the programs, there was 
no mention of their renown as artists, and though the performers also featured in 
television and print media in the lead-up to the shows, nothing was made of their 
history in producing collectable bark paintings that featured in major Australian 
galleries. This was in spite of the bark paintings exhibited in 1948 being described 
by Mountford as painted by ‘old masters’.31

Not just the artworks of master painters, bark paintings had been produced 
repeatedly (by Yirrkala artists in particular) to reinforce their knowledges in relation 
to both Yolngu and non-Yolngu law. Earlier that same year, several of the Aboriginal 
Theatre performers had been signatories to the Yirrkala bark petitions against bauxite 
mining incursions on their homelands.32 Other public art produced by members of 
the same community had included the Yirrkala Church Panels produced in 1962, 
the Wukiḏi Installation in the NT Supreme Court, and the Saltwater Collection in 
the Australian National Maritime Museum, works that reinforced the legal social 
and political authority of Yolngu people. These art practices interwove song making, 
performance, painting, law, claims to land and ceremonial practices.

Despite the strong legacy of bark paintings produced by the participating performers 
both in institutional collections and in political advocacy, the performers of the 
Aboriginal Theatre were promoted simply as ‘45 Arnhem Landers’ (when only 
around 15 performers came from within the boundaries of Arnhem Land).33 
Likewise, the exhibition was advertised not by naming the artists featured, but as 
a production of the Bennett-Campbell Trust, Bennett acting as representation for 
the artists. In May 1962, with Michael Campbell, Bennett had formed the Bennett-

30  As reported by Allan Brissenden and Keith Glennon based on their memories of seeing the show. Brissenden 
and Glennon, Australia Dances, 236.
31  Anonymous, ‘Rich Finds of Arnhem Land Expedition’, Times (London), 17 August 1948, 3; ‘The Passing Show: 
“Old Masters” by the Old’, West Australian (Perth), 7 August 1948, 11, Trove, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article46926951. 
Mountford’s description of these artists in this way was more recently used to name a comprehensive exhibition 
at the National Museum of Australia: ‘Old Masters: Australia’s Great Bark Artists’, Canberra, 6 December 2013 to 
20 July 2014, www.nma.gov.au/exhibitions/old-masters/touring.
32  Indeed, Maryrose Casey suggests that the Aboriginal Theatre tour may have been contrived in order to distract 
media and public attention from the controversy over bauxite mining rights. Casey, ‘Performing for Aboriginal Life 
and Culture’, 59.
33  Press Release 22 October 1963, Correspondence A-B, NLA, MS 5908, Box 33, Folder 1963/11.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article46926951
http://www.nma.gov.au/exhibitions/old-masters/touring
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Campbell Australian Aborigine Trust, with the aim of profits being used for the 
‘advancement and welfare’ of Aboriginal people.34 Bennett insisted on only covering 
her costs and funnelling any profits back to artists (albeit via the Department 
of Native Affairs).35 A 10 per cent cut of exhibition sales was also taken by the 
Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust, whose production had brought audiences 
to the exhibition. Sending the funds for this contribution, Bennett praised Stefan 
Haag not only for presenting cultural products to southern audiences but also for 
creating a forum for appreciation of the Aboriginal artists and performers as living 
ambassadors for their culture. It had allowed:

the people in Melbourne and Sydney to understand and appreciate the 
dancing and singing of the aborigines, it afforded them the opportunity of 
meeting a representative group of fellow human beings who were able to hold 
their own in our civilization.36

In other words, this unprecedented theatrical show enabled the presentation of 
Aboriginal cultural practices by the cultural custodians, who, for once, were permitted 
to accompany their bark paintings and to bring their performances practices back 
into dialogue with static visual representations of culture. The move towards 
self-representation through dance and music that the 1963 Aboriginal Theatre 
represented demonstrates several key functions of the commercial and ethnographic 
circulation of bark paintings. It points to the operation of bark paintings both as 
political agents (in the bark petitions) and as interlocutors for embodied cultural 
practice (in exhibits drawing attention to live music and dance); and reminds us that 
there were still few possibilities for Aboriginal self-representation in 1963.

This final point is demonstrated by the afterlives of the two co-located expressions 
of Aboriginal cultural practice in the Aboriginal Theatre and Aboriginal Art Show – 
namely, that though the artworks made several international tours in the years after 
their 1963 exhibition, the live performers were repeatedly prevented from travelling 
to present their performances. For two years from 1964, Arnhem Land paintings 
toured Japan accompanied by lectures given by Dorothy’s son Lance Bennett, 
and they were documented in a glossy book publication in 1969.37 By contrast, 
though the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust made a number of attempts to 
facilitate national and international tours of the Aboriginal Theatre, only a few 
further performances resulted in the 1960s: at the Sydney Trade Fair in 1965, at the 

34  Catalogue to ‘Aboriginal Art Show, 1963’ at Farmers Blaxland Galleries, Art Gallery of NSW Library, folder 
‘Aboriginal Art, 1948–1969’.
35  Goon, ‘Dorothy Bennett’, 29.
36  Dorothy Bennett (Australian Aboriginal Art Trust) to Stefan Haag, 14 February 1964, NLA, MS 5908, Box 46, 
Folder 1965/12, Divider – Aboriginal Theatre.
37  Bennett, Art of the Dreamtime.
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Darwin Festival in 1966 and the Perth Festival in 1967.38 The ensemble was not 
fixed for each of these shows, but rather was constituted from different groups of 
Aboriginal dancers and musicians each time, with the groups determined largely by 
the NT Administration.39 A proposal to take the 1965 Aboriginal Theatre group 
on a four-week tour of Canberra and Melbourne was quickly quashed by the NT 
Welfare Branch, Ted Evans indicating: ‘The boss is not very keen about the tour of 
Canberra/Melbourne, & possibly New Zealand, mainly because of the time welfare 
officers would be away from duty’.40 A US tour by American promoter Sol Hurok 
proposed for November–December 1965 did not go ahead out of concern for how 
the Aboriginal performers would cope with winters in the United States:

Permission for this company to leave Australia must be obtained from the 
Department of Native Affairs.

As you know they are one of the most primitive people on earth added to 
which they are used to a year round temperature of 90°F therefore there 
may be some opposition to their leaving the country for the colder northern 
climate.41

Another suggestion for an overseas tour that would bring together the Aboriginal 
Theatre performers and a group from New Guinea was presented to Paul Hasluck, 
but ‘Administration officers would not have a bar of such an arrangement’.42 In 1965 
Rembarrnga, Gunwinggu and Ngalkbun dancers from Beswick settlement were 
supported by the AETT to perform as the Aboriginal Theatre in the ‘Pageant of 
Asia’ during the Sydney Trade Fair. In the pageant, a map of the world was painted 
onto 20,000 square feet of canvas laid out on the Sydney Showground, and dancers 
brought from 14 countries performed within the section of the map representing 
their  homelands. The show featured several performers who would go on to 

38  Only some names of performers are printed in the 1966 Darwin Festival program, but these indicate that 
at least some of the same people who had travelled to Sydney and Melbourne in 1963 performed there including 
Christopher Tipungwuti, Bennie Tipungwuti, Hector Tipungwuti. The fourth performer listed by name was Dermot 
Tipungwuti, who was not present in 1963. Souvenir Programme for Darwin Festival, 23 July – 1 August 1966, NT 
Library, Darwin. In Perth there were only 30 performers from Yirrkala, Bathurst Island and Port Keats (Wadeye) 
at the Kings Park Tennis Club, 3–11 February 1967; see Our Victoria Correspondent, ‘States of the Nation: Hard 
Look at the Facts of Life’, Tribune (Sydney), 8 February 1967, 4, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article237360748.
39  Indeed, they managed a range of events in which Aboriginal people travelled from the NT to southern events 
to represent Aboriginal culture at Agricultural Shows and other similar events. See Aborigines Attending Southern 
Shows – (1963–69), National Archives of Australia (NAA) F941, 1971/456. 
40  Stefan Haag to Ted Evans, 24 September 1965, and Ted Evans to Stefan Haag, 1 October 1965 (original 
emphasis), NLA, MS 5908, Box 58, Folder 1966/18, Divider – Aust. Aborigines.
41  Ted Evans to Stefan Haag, 12 November 1964, NLA, MS 5908, Box 46, Folder 1965/12, Divider – Aboriginal 
Theatre. 
42  John Birman (Executive Officer, Festival of Perth) to Stefan Haag, 28 November 1966, NLA, MS 5908, Box 65, 
Folder 1966/35, Divider – Western Australia.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article237360748
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prominent performing and recording careers in Australia and overseas, including 
David Blanasi and Djoli Laiwanga.43 But the idea had been criticised in some 
government quarters. H. Neil Truscott wrote for the Department of External Affairs:

there is a vast gap between the sophisticated songs and dances of the Asian 
peoples and those of the aborigines and Papuans, which, though of some 
merit and considerable interest, are primitive by comparison.44

The AETT proposed one further major performance for the Aboriginal Theatre 
for the program of the Commonwealth Festival in London in 1965. However, the 
government determined that Australia should be showcased through orchestras and 
theatrical companies, because contributing performances of Aboriginal culture to 
the festival ‘would tend to suggest that there is no cultural achievement in Australia 
other than the indigenous one of the aborigines’.45

In spite of these reservations, Dorothy Bennett took ‘a comprehensive exhibition 
of Aboriginal bark paintings and artifacts to the Festival’, the Bennett collection 
appearing alongside artworks by Russell Drysdale and William Dobell.46 Drysdale 
had been an invited guest at the 1963 Aboriginal Theatre along with John Antill – 
one of the composers whose music featured in the orchestral programs.47 Though 
the performer/artists had not been allowed to travel with their paintings, it seems 
the paintings’ ambassadorial role was realised, The Times’s art critic suggesting that 
the ‘unique combination of elegance and intensity’ possessed by the bark paintings 
‘makes us reconsider what we think valuable in other societies’.48

Though the Aboriginal Theatre performers were restricted from travel, this was not 
because of a lack of interest from audiences. On the contrary, reviews of the 1963 
Aboriginal Theatre were universally positive.49 So much so, that one critic even 
suggested that the Aboriginal Theatre would be an appropriate touring show to 
represent Australia overseas:

43  The full list of performers was Djoli Laiwanga, Paddy Pamagore, Les Merikula, Williw Maljina, Jimmy Balk 
Balk, David Blanasi, Tommy Wuki Wuki, William Kulangoo, Jimmy Yupawanga, Dick Lingabani, Mick Yiribuma, 
Billy Lukanau, Jackie Lidju-Unga, John Yeinidi-Wanga, Roger Madaingu, Silver Laiwanga, George Manyita, Peter 
Manaberu, Johnny Wurungu and Allan Maralung. Program: ‘Pageant of Asia Spectacular’, Sydney 1965, National 
Library of Australia, Canberra.
44  H. Neil Truscott (for the Secretary, Department of External Affairs, Canberra) to Stefan Haag, 4 August 1965, 
NLA, MS 5908, Box 58, Folder 1966/18, Divider – Aust. Aborigines.
45  Stefan Haag to Ted Evans, 22 September 1964, NLA, MS 5908, Box 46, Folder 1965/12. The details of 
the Aboriginal Theatre presented here are drawn from more detailed discussion in Harris, Representing Australian 
Aboriginal Music and Dance.
46  H. C. Giese to Mr W. A. Judges (Reserve Bank of Australia), 9 July 1964, NLA, MS 5908, Box 46, Folder 
1965/12, Divider – Aboriginal Theatre.
47  Reported in Dean and Carell, Gentle Genius, 162.
48  From Our Art Critic, ‘Australian Bark Paintings’ Link with Modern Art’, Times (London), 22 December 1965, 
11, The Times Digital Archive, accessed 24 June 2020.
49  Harris, ‘Representing Australia to the Commonwealth in 1965’.
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The success of this whole presentation suggests that in it the Trust may 
have discovered a dramatic experience that is both uniquely Australian and 
exportable. It speaks a universal language and has a universal appeal. Since 
it survived unharmed the drastic move from the scrub of Arnhem Land to 
the theatre stage of Melbourne and Sydney, what is to prevent its further 
transplantation to London, Vienna or Paris?50

Bennett’s high-profile touring exhibitions focused on art from Australia’s far north 
(Tiwi Islands, north-east Arnhem Land, and Daly River and Roper River regions). 
This focus on the north was also apparent in exhibitions staged by pioneering Art 
Gallery of NSW Deputy Director Tony Tuckson in 1959 and toured to other state 
galleries over the subsequent two years.51 These exhibitions explicitly excluded the 
works of Albert Namatjira and the Hermannsburg School, and sought to position 
bark paintings in the category of ‘fine art’.52

But in another 1963 exhibition, this time led by Aboriginal people, bark paintings 
from Arnhem Land were placed alongside art from southern parts of the country. 
In the same year as the Bennett-Campbell Trust’s Sydney and Melbourne exhibitions, 
the Aborigines’ Advancement League (AAL) had presented an exhibition as part 
of Melbourne’s annual Moomba Festival, drawing on the collection of art dealer 
Jim Davidson. The show included watercolours from family and clan members of 
the Central Australian Arrernte painter Albert Namatjira alongside Yolngu bark 
paintings, including several by Narritjin Maymuru. Works by the painters Biri(d)
giji, Mawalan Marika, Wandjuk Marika, Midinari and Nanyin featured in both the 
1963 Bennett and AAL exhibitions.

In the program of the AAL exhibition, the Yolngu works were differentiated from 
the Arrernte works, the former characterised as ‘the literature of a stone age people’ 
and the latter painted in the ‘white man’s style’ – but by a ‘fully initiated Aranda 
tribesman with a deep insight into the ancient art of his tribe’.53 The program also 
drew explicit attention to the embeddedness of Aboriginal art in contemporary 
political struggles, highlighting the threat to bark painting traditions of the push 
for bauxite mining on Yolngu country. The AAL’s inclusion in their exhibition of 
Namatjira family watercolours, as well as works by Nyungar artist Revel Cooper, 
painted while in prison, also positioned that exhibition in a context in which 
assimilation exerted its pressures differentially on Aboriginal people in towns and 
missions and those in remote areas.54 Unlike Bennett’s exhibition that emphasised 
‘artists living away from settlements and the missions, painting in the seclusion 

50  Stout, ‘Australian Theatre’, 122.
51  Tuckson had directed Scougall to collect art for the exhibitions. Goon, ‘Dorothy Bennett’, 26.
52  Geissler, ‘Arnhem Land Bark Painting’, 128–29.
53  Printed program for ‘The Melbourne Moomba Festival 1963 Exhibition of Aboriginal Art’, Art Gallery of NSW 
Library, folder ‘Aboriginal Art, 1948–1969’.
54  See also Rowse, White Flour, White Power, 113–14.
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of the bush the ancient myths handed down from their forefathers’, the AAL 
presented Aboriginal artists as both connected to a long, traditional artistic heritage 
and in dialogue with contemporary Australian culture.55 This inclusion of old and 
continuing Aboriginal art and new emerging art also reflected the experiences of the 
AAL leaders as urban-dwelling Victorian Aboriginal people. The visibility of living 
Aboriginal people and their culture in this exhibition was further highlighted by the 
program’s offer that ‘corroboree music may be heard on request’.56

In spite of the efforts by Aboriginal people to demonstrate their contemporary 
responses to the art world and capacity for adaptation and change, self-representation 
outside of Australia was almost unheard of until the 1967 referendum for 
constitutional change brought the laws applied to Aboriginal people in line with 
those for the rest of the population. In the meantime, the performers’ paintings 
acted in the stead of their physical presence at these events, as ambassadors for 
Aboriginal culture overseas, foreshadowing the post-referendum period of self-
determination when organisations like the Aboriginal Theatre Foundation (founded 
1969) and Aboriginal Artists’ Agency (founded 1981) would provide a forum for 
the flourishing of performance careers for specialists in music and dance.57

Self-determination, master painters and new 
Indigenous curatorial visions
The consequences of these limits on Aboriginal self-representation were seen in 
international perceptions of Aboriginal art, as articulated in a 1990 paper by French 
anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss:

we continued to see the Australian Aborigine through the documentary 
sources – already a century or half-century old … as if frozen in a past which 
we were unsure whether to take as ended or whether – but to what extent and 
in what form – to view as continuing into the present.58

Indeed, until the 1970s, international audiences had very little opportunity to 
understand Aboriginal art through the eyes of the living artists who continued 
to produce it for the market, meaning that it continued to be mediated through 
documentary sources and anthropological accounts. Permanent bark painting 
collections were held in museums and exhibited in galleries, and other bark paintings 

55  Printed program for ‘Aboriginal Art show, Farmer’s Blaxland Gallery’, Art Gallery of NSW Library, folder 
‘Aboriginal Art, 1948–1969’.
56  Printed program for ‘The Melbourne Moomba Festival 1963 Exhibition of Aboriginal Art’, Art Gallery of NSW 
Library, folder ‘Aboriginal Art, 1948–1969’.
57  See Harris, ‘Localizing Aboriginal and Pacific Performance on Internationalized Stages, 1967–73’; and Corn, 
‘The Aboriginal Artists Agency and the Prominence of Indigenous Music and Dance in the Growth of the Australian 
Arts Industry’.
58  Levi-Strauss, ‘The Berndts’, 12.
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were used as diplomatic tools in embassies all around the world.59 The exhibitions 
of Aboriginal art in Paris and New York among many other significant art centres 
from the 1980s onwards reinforced the profound interest in First Nations Australian 
culture among international audiences.60

Over the decades since 1970, Aboriginal art shifted from the museum to the art 
gallery as collectors presented audiences not only with Levi-Strauss’s frozen past 
but also with art that continued to be produced – art that influenced modernists 
and was itself modern. As Ian McLean writes: ‘today some Indigenous art has been 
promoted from the museum of ethnography to that of fine art; that is, from the 
museum of the other to that of the same’.61 This shift saw artists come into view, 
as ambassador paintings made way for a new focus on master painters. These new 
possibilities for self-representation by Aboriginal artists are demonstrated in the 
exhibiting of Yolngu artist John Mawurndjul’s early work Rainbow Serpent (1979) 
acquired by the Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory and included 
in an ambassadorial exhibition, Aboriginal Art: Past and Present, that toured across 
11 venues throughout Australia and South-East Asia from 1980 until 1986.62 
A decade later, Mawurndjul’s mastery of the Rarrk technique became internationally 
recognised in the 1989 landmark Centre Pompidou exhibition Magiciens de la Terre 
that aimed to decentre Western art from the story of art history. Mawurndjul was 
one of seven artists whose work was architecturally installed into the Musée du quai 
Branly in Paris in 2006. More recently, his 2019 solo exhibition at the Australian 
Museum of Contemporary Art – I am the old and the new – brought his paintings’ 
representation of his ancestral lands full circle.

Alongside a new focus on master painters, the impact of the visions of Indigenous 
curators has increasingly been felt. Yamatji curator Stephen Gilchrist has pointed to 
the conceptual shifts in reception of Aboriginal art that have been made through 
the work of Indigenous curators, working both within major art institutions and 
independent of them. He views the ‘curatorial statements’ of Djon Mundine, Brenda 
Croft and Hetti Perkins as ‘templates for others to follow’. Gilchrist analyses major 
exhibitions by these curators ‘as a form of social and cultural practice, art historical 
re-imagining and political activism’ and asserts that the ‘reconstitution of the field 
by Indigenous curators’ restores Indigenous people to ‘the power of determining the 
present’.63 Bark paintings have continued to form a link between histories, ancestral 
ties and reimaginings of art practice, now mediated in new ways through the work 
of Indigenous curators.

59  Geissler, ‘Arnhem Land Bark Painting’, 173–75.
60  Berrell, ‘Inroads Offshore’.
61  McLean, Rattling Spears, 11.
62  Genevieve O’Callaghan, ‘John Mawurndjul Biography’, accessed 1 August 2021, www.johnmawurndjul.com/
selected-biographical-notes.
63  Gilchrist, ‘Indigenous Curatorial Interpellations’, 253–54.

http://www.johnmawurndjul.com/selected-biographical-notes
http://www.johnmawurndjul.com/selected-biographical-notes
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Bundjalung curator Djon Mundine was one of the earliest Aboriginal curators to 
engage with Yolngu artists outside of the largely anthropological framework for 
collection and consumption of Aboriginal art that dominated twentieth-century 
representations to international audiences. Over several decades, Mundine has 
described his curatorial work as activism, noting that Aboriginal art has been 
‘a decisive political tool’.64 His role in remote art centres such as Bula Bula arts also 
inspired many other Aboriginal artist collectives across the country:

In the 70s any politically activated Aboriginal person attempted some art 
practice; played didj, danced, painted or acted, wrote poetry. In a sense, what 
could be called ‘performing identity’. We struggled to reconstruct a society 
of previous times – we knew we were different – we were changed, and we 
didn’t quite know what we would end up being, but we just had to be active 
and creative in some way. We were always drawn to what we thought was 
‘the source’.65

The ambassadorial role of bark paintings was transformative in this process of 
reclaiming art practices and developing new aesthetic languages. Badtjala artist 
Dr  Fiona Foley drew a link between the contemporary efforts of the founding 
members of Sydney’s Boomalli Aboriginal Artist Co-operative to define new 
possibilities for Aboriginal artists and the historic interest in bark painting – as used 
in the initial acronym of the organisation:

The group chose the name Boomalli, a Wiradjuri word meaning to strike, 
and spelt Co-operative with a K to complete the anagram BAARK (Boomalli 
Aboriginal Artists Residents Ko-operative) as in the bark sheets traditionally 
used to paint on, a practice much more widespread than it is today. The K 
found its place in making Boomalli cool to the local Koori community, while 
the names Boomalli and BAARK ensured that the art world noticed the 
group as well.66

Over more than 30 years, Boomalli used a participatory and activist curatorial approach 
towards providing a platform for the diaspora of Aboriginal people from across Australia 
who live in New South Wales. Boomalli’s first exhibitions in collaboration with the 
emerging northern Australian remote art centres collective were geared towards 
shifting the narrative of the Australian art historical landscape. They drew attention to 
the structural inequities and institutionalised racism that underpinned the Australian 
commercial art market’s reliance on forms of Aboriginal history authored through 
an anthropological lens, providing new platforms for Aboriginal people to not only 
speak their own artistic language to Australia, but also to connect their worldview with 
international conversations among First Nations artists.

64  Djon Mundine, ‘Djon Mundine on 21 Years of Aboriginal Art’, Awaye!, ABC Radio National, 13 August 2013, 
accessed 16 September 2020, www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/awaye/djon-mundine-21-years-of-aboriginal-
art/4881588.
65  Mundine, ‘Aboriginal Performance Art’, 28–29.
66  Genocchio, with Mundine, Fiona Foley, 13.

http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/awaye/djon-mundine-21-years-of-aboriginal-art/4881588
http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/awaye/djon-mundine-21-years-of-aboriginal-art/4881588
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Boomalli’s inaugural exhibition, Boomalli Au Go Go, was opened in 1987 by Ngugi 
man John Newfong:

they are presenting their own works and curating it, and that’s very significant, 
not only because Aboriginal artists have been for so long exploited but because 
Aboriginal people been defined by others for too long.67

In 1988 the exhibition ANCAAA and Boomalli: Artworks produced and managed 
by Aboriginal people was hosted by Boomalli.68 It featured a remarkable Koori–
Yolngu dialogue about overturning the anthropologically authored and authorised 
version of Aboriginal culture that was so pervasive in the commercial market for 
Aboriginal art at the time.69 Organisations such as Boomalli and ANCAAA drove 
change at the intersection of Indigenous self-determination, at a time of growing 
international awareness of issues of authority and authenticity in contemporary 
artistic representations of Indigenous communities. Central to these movements 
has been the return of ownership over Aboriginal cultural production to the artists 
themselves. As Fran Edmonds has written:

These spaces assert Aboriginal ‘ways of knowing’, in contrast to the historical 
hierarchy associated with ethnographic and fine art museums … By infiltrating 
these spaces today, Aboriginal people are using the colonisers’ institutions to 
reframe, reconstruct and reclaim their culture in new ways, reconceptualising 
‘hybridity’ as a positive assertion of identity in the twenty-first century.70

Exhibitions of Arnhem Land art at major art galleries in the 1990s and 2000s also 
centred the artists as creators of the paintings tied to a longer history of artworks in 
the public domain. Hetti Perkins’s 2000 exhibit Crossing Country – the alchemy 
of western Arnhem Land art at the Art Gallery of New South Wales aimed to both 
highlight the vigour of Aboriginal contemporary art, but also show its genealogy 
back to the early twentieth century. McLean links the historical focus of Perkins’s 
Crossing Country to that of the historical positioning of bark painting in the 1997 
exhibition The Painters of the Wagilag Sisters Story 1937–1997 curated by Wally 
Caruana, Djon Mundine and Nigel Lendon for the National Gallery of Australia.71 
The consultation between curators and Yolngu Elders in 1997 became not only 

67  Transcribed from Riley, Boomalli: 5 Koorie Artists; see also program for Ripple Effect: Boomalli Founding 
Members, 23 November 2012 – 20 January 2013. Newfong was a journalist and ardent trade union as chief 
spokesman and media coordinator for the Aboriginal Embassy in 1972, and General Secretary of the Federal 
Council for the Advancement of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders (FCAATSI).
68  The exhibition took place in Chippendale, NSW, 30 November – 21 December 1988. ANCAAA was the 
Association of Northern and Central Australian Aboriginal Artists, now known as the Association of Northern, 
Kimberley and Arnhem Aboriginal Artists or, more commonly, ANKA.
69  The exhibition featured work of Boomalli founding artists Bronwyn Bancroft, Euphemia Bostock, Brenda L. 
Croft, Fiona Foley, Fern Martins, Arone Raymond Meeks, Tracey Moffatt, Avril Quaill, Michael Riley and Jeffrey 
Samuels.
70  Edmonds, ‘“We Have Survived”’.
71  McLean, ‘Kuninjku Modernism’, 48–49.
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a process of diplomatic negotiation on showing the public dimension (paintings) of 
larger secret-sacred ceremonial enactments, but also triggered singing of the painted 
stories, emphasising the already performative aspects of exhibiting bark paintings 
for a Balanda (non-Indigenous) public.72

Figure 4: Gululu dhuwala djalkiri exhibition, Chau Chak Wing Museum, University 
of Sydney 2020.
Source: Photograph by David James; © Chau Chak Wing Museum.

A more recent example of this reconstruction of institutional collections has strongly 
informed the thinking we present in this paper. In 2020, the first major exhibition 
of the 1946–47 bark paintings acquired by Ronald and Catherine Berndt was 
presented at the Chau Chak Wing Museum’s inaugural exhibition of its Aboriginal 
art collections.73 Through a collaborative curatorial process between Curator Matt 
Poll and descendants of the main families involved in producing many of the 
original bark paintings, Yirrkala representative Wanyubi Marika (Dhuwa) and Yalpi 
Yunupingu (Yirritja) provided the framework for assembling the bark paintings 
in configurations that are brought forth from the relationships of the artists 
themselves and the land that they have cultural obligations to maintain. The final 
presentation of the bark paintings in the exhibition space, displayed on a horizontal 
plane according to artists’ relationship to each other rather than hung on walls, 
was a direct translation of this consultation process (Figure 4). The assemblages in 
the new museum were not curatorially defined by an external agency but, as Poll 
explains, were presented to:

72  Lendon, ‘Authorship, Authority and the Production of Public Knowledge’.
73  ‘Djalkiri: Welcome to the Yolŋu Foundations’, November 2020 – October 2021, Chau Chak Wing Museum.
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shift the voice of authority and knowledge away from a museum ownership 
of the objects and back onto those who have nurtured and maintained 
their cultures over millennia. The exhibition recognises each display as an 
ambassador of Country, a diplomatic mediator that encourages audiences to 
understand that these paintings are not depictions of the land they are actual 
cultural authority.

In the process of consulting on the objects to be displayed in the museum, cultural 
owners of some of the materials have become aware for the first time of the presence 
of the diversity of their heritage in Sydney museums, not just bark paintings, but 
photographs, sound recordings, film and archival materials that challenge the idea 
of a lack of documentary evidence of the Yolngu engagement with people of south-
east Australia. The exhibition is conceived as ‘a dynamic project that is ongoing’ 
and that enables the possibility of the cultural objects travelling back to their 
originating communities for on-Country exhibitions that facilitate opportunities 
for community members to become curators, artists and teachers, and to assert 
ownership over the materials.74 ANKA chairperson Djambawa Marawilli outlines 
how art has always come from the land itself:

I am a shadow of you mob, art comes from the land, the song comes from the 
waterhole – see that pattern now? See, that is our footprint. Every government, 
they change, but we never change, we are the people, we are always here. 
Balanda Government always come and go but we (Yolngu) are always here.75

Circling back: The return of paintings back 
to community practice
Yolngu scholar Joe Neparrŋa Gumbula has provided a framework for thinking about 
the way paintings come from ancestors, can travel in the world, and still return into 
their cultural context by being reunited with song, dance, stories and, importantly, 
the people to whom they belong. Gumbula’s 2009 Makkar Garma exhibition held 
at the University of Sydney’s Macleay Museum incorporated several of the bark 
paintings collected in 1946–47 and was instrumental in providing a first footstep 
towards the presentation of the 2020 Gululu dhuwala Djalkiri exhibition at the 
Chau Chak Wing Museum. As Jessica De Largy Healy has summarised (based on 
interviews with the late Dr Gumbula):

74  Matt Poll, 2 November 2020. Also included in Team VoiceAajkal, ‘Aboriginal Art Centres across Australia 
Display Works at Chau Chak Wing Museum’, Voice Aajkal , 2 November 2020, accessed 8 November 2021, 
voiceaajkal.com/indigenous-communities-from-across-australia-co-curate-exhibition/.
75  Transcription of ANKA AGM opening speech by Chairperson Djambawa Marawilli, 25 November 2019, 
reproduced with permission.

http://voiceaajkal.com/indigenous-communities-from-across-australia-co-curate-exhibition/
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The idea of a ‘circle’ suggests a continuous flow; in this case, the continuous 
flow of Yolŋu knowledge through time and space. Its movement starts with 
ancestral beings, the creators who, in a distant past on the cusp of linear time, 
instigated Yolŋu knowledge through their foundational deeds in naming 
and shaping country. The circulation of Yolŋu knowledge continued over 
countless generations of men and women through its expression in traditional 
media such as song, dance and painting, and later, in new media such as 
film. Through trade, sale and various forms of exchange with missionaries, 
anthropologists, filmmakers, collectors and other visitors, material expressions 
of this knowledge travelled to collecting institutions all over the world, where 
they have been kept to this day.76

But the existence of paintings in distant locations does not dilute their relevance 
to people and culture at home, indeed their return can awaken performances and 
engagements with ancestors, the present, and future cultural transmission. Discussing 
the return from foreign archives of even digital reproductions of paintings (in lieu 
of the paintings themselves), Gumbula articulated the extent to which those objects 
take on a life of performance once they are in company of people:

Because we make things around us, we make them feel free … and we perform 
them and they perform us … Something of value has been taken away. So, if 
that value comes back to the place where it belongs, then we have a ceremony 
and that makes people happy and joyful. It talks again, we talk to that object 
again, you know. We make him feel free, make him feel not locked up in a 
small box, or in a dark room. And that is very important. See what we do in 
our everyday life, if we perform something that was done 70 years ago, we are 
there, we witness our own affairs, our own identity, our own respect to the 
object and we are practical, we do it every day, it is part of us, it is part of us, 
we work together.77

Gumbula’s framework for the circular motion of Yolngu knowledge points to the 
embeddedness of cultural products in their communities of practice. Bark paintings 
that worked as ambassadors to communicate the value of Aboriginal culture to the 
world remain valuable to and embedded within their originating communities. 
Paintings played a role in cultural diplomacy at a time when Aboriginal people 
were prevented from representing their own culture. They acted not only as 
representational tools interpreted through anthropological and subsequently 
contemporary art lenses, but they also circle back to play a role in the continuation 
of living culture.

76  De Largy Healy, ‘“This Is the Circle of the Art World”’, 151.
77  De Largy Healy, ‘“This Is the Circle of the Art World”’, 152.
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Our Country, our healer: Aboriginal 
apothecaries of Burning Mountain

Cara Cross

Abstract: For millennia, the First Australians manufactured, utilised and traded 
mineral medicines. This places Aboriginal people as the world’s first pharmacists 
in history and as the first ancient culture to have utilised both sulphur and alum 
medicinally. British colonisation resulted in the dispossession of traditional 
Aboriginal lands, which included many sacred Aboriginal healing sites. Aboriginal 
people shared the medical benefits of certain multi-use mineral medicines 
(lithotherapeutics) with the early settler colonists. The settler colonists readily 
utilised the healing benefits of these prescriptions, which were subsequently 
commercialised by several businesspersons and consortiums. Consequently, 
Aboriginal people were prevented from accessing areas containing these minerals, 
harshly obstructing the Aboriginal trade in these important prescriptions. 
Dispossession abruptly halted much of the lithotherapeutic pharmaceutical 
industry of New South Wales’s Aboriginal people. 

So I take this word reconciliation and I use it
to reconcile people back to Mother Earth,
so they can walk this land together
and heal one another
because she’s the one that gives birth to
everything we see around us,
everything we need to survive.
– Max Dulumunmun Harrison
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Prologue: Grandpa’s got a cure for everything
As 1997 drew to a close, film and television writer and children’s book author Roger 
Vaughan Carr threw out a challenge to the nation of Australia. In an article published 
in The Australian newspaper, Carr mused as to whether the scientific world was ready 
to embrace natural remedies such as the Aboriginal-sourced medicine his family 
had used and sold commercially.1 The multipurpose traditional Aboriginal cure-all 
was unequalled as a disinfectant and used to treat infections, surface wounds, deep 
wounds, sore throats, sunburn and a wide variety of other ailments. In the case of 
toothache, although it blackened the inside of the mouth, it would remove the 
decay from the tooth.

The Aboriginal formula for this medication, sourced from an area near a small 
village in the Upper Hunter region of New South Wales (NSW), found its way 
serendipitously into the hands of Roger Carr’s Victorian family. Herbert A. Halls, 
whom Roger Carr affectionately referred to as ‘Grandpa’, worked in ‘the rag trade’ 
in ‘the Lane’ in Melbourne. In this work, Halls had often come across a variety 
of discarded retail stock. Carr recalls being allowed to rifle for treasure through 
piles of such cast-off items ‘Grandpa’ had purchased.2 Sometime in the 1940s, 
Halls purchased the remaining stock and rights to a time-honoured Aboriginal 
remedy being sold under the name ‘Winjennia’, following the Winjennia Remedies 
Proprietary Company’s collapse.

1  Roger V. Carr, ‘Wanted: New Interest for an Old Cure-All’, Australian, 29 December 1997, www.trove.nla.
gov.au/work/62666900?q=sulfazone&c=article&versionId=75730865.
2  Carr, ‘Wanted – New Interest for an Old Cure-All’.

Figure 1: Sulfazone jar top.
Source: Photograph by author.

In the early 1950s, Roger Carr’s uncle 
changed the products’ brand name to 
‘Sulfazone’ and registered the product 
with the Victorian medical authorities. 
Sulfazone was sold and marketed 
by Herbert A. Halls’s son, Beauvais 
Mandeville Halls, known as ‘Mandy’, 
until his death in 1964. The family 
continued to use the products, which 
Carr stated never appeared to degrade, 

http://www.trove.nla.gov.au/work/62666900?q=sulfazone&c=article&versionId=75730865
http://www.trove.nla.gov.au/work/62666900?q=sulfazone&c=article&versionId=75730865
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even after Mandy’s business closed. Unfortunately, much of the family’s remaining 
stockpile of this remarkable product was lost in the 1983 Ash Wednesday fires that 
ripped through Victoria.3

Roger Carr remembered the old remedy as having added a stinging bite to his 
childhood when it was applied to all manner of ailments. Carr described the 
liquid tincture as being the shade of a good billy tea and odourless, whereas the 
butterscotch-coloured ointment’s scent was depicted as reminiscent of a woolshed 
on a summer afternoon.4 Many significant medical advances have been sourced from 
natural remedies, which led Carr to hope this remedy might attract the attention 
of modern science. Carr suggested Aboriginal people take up the development of 
this medicinal compound and capitalise on the remedy.5 Sadly, Carr passed away 
before the cultural knowledge pertaining to this remedy could be returned to its 
traditional owners, and before any research was undertaken into the colonisation 
and commercialisation of this medical knowledge.

The commercialisation of scientific knowledge from the Aboriginal pharmacopoeia 
in Australia has encompassed animal, vegetable and mineral preparations. In the 
eighteenth century, as science became the dominant way of understanding – and 
therefore controlling – the world, the exploration of the Pacific had a strong scientific 
focus. As the colony advanced, so too did a greater scientific understanding of the 
possibilities of this new world. Science was central to how the colonisers defined 
the new colony, with science remaining at the colony’s core from its inception. 
The colonisers were quick to commercialise Aboriginal scientific knowledge that 
promised marketable benefit, with some remedies still widely used today, such 
as eucalyptus, tea tree and goanna oils. Thus an integral part of the new colony’s 
scientific culture and identity was built upon a foundation of knowledge obtained 
directly from Aboriginal people.

When the colonisers first walked upon Aboriginal land, the Aboriginal pharmacopoeia 
was sufficient to effectively cope with the majority of medical conditions Aboriginal 
people encountered and ensured Aboriginal people were in better health than the 
newcomers. The diseases Aboriginal people faced prior to colonisation did not 
include the highly infectious diseases carried by the Europeans, which led to the 
decimation of many Aboriginal communities across Australia.6 Long before the 
arrival of the British, Aboriginal people were effectively performing cranial surgery, 
setting and repairing fractures, amputating limbs and delivering the long-term 
medical aftercare required for these patients to heal successfully.7

3  Carr, ‘Wanted – New Interest for an Old Cure-All’.
4  This was likely because lanolin was used in the production of Sulfazone, making up part of the carrier emollient. 
Oleine and petroleum jelly were also used. Mrs Mary Jackson, in conversations with the author, November 2019. 
5  Carr, ‘Wanted – New Interest for an Old Cure-All’.
6  Webb, Palaeopathology of Aboriginal Australians.
7  Gascoigne and Maroske, ‘Colonial Science and Technology’. 
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There has been significant research into the known Aboriginal pharmacopoeia, 
so much so that a comprehensive summary would be too large to include in this 
article.8 Across the numerous studies of traditional Aboriginal medicines, plants 
generally feature as the main ingredients, or sole ingredient, in most remedies 
recorded. Despite this research, the effects of colonisation have resulted in 
considerable gaps in our knowledge concerning Aboriginal traditional botanicals.9 
The main ingredient in other traditional treatments is derived from animal or 
mineral substances.10 To date, the Aboriginal pharmacopoeia’s botanical remedies 
have received the most attention from scientific researchers, leaving gaps in our 
knowledge of Aboriginal mineral medicinals (lithotherapeutics11).

Aboriginal curatives were readily utilised by the early settlers to whom they were 
made available, including traditional lithotherapeutics.12 Much of the knowledge 
regarding the Aboriginal lithotherapeutic trade of Burning Mountain, as documented 
by the colonisers, has remained hidden in the archives, or held in personal family 
records, until now.

Research for this examination of Burning Mountain’s Aboriginal lithotherapeutic 
medicines included the consultation of recent studies by Ellyett and Fleming,13 
Bunny,14 and Rattigan,15 regional oral histories, archive materials and newspaper 
sources. In addition, the public relations and marketing materials published by the 
various commercial producers of the curative were surveyed, and personal family 
collections were also generously shared with the author. Illuminating an important 
stage in early contact race relations, this article evidences Aboriginal people shared 
life-imparting medicines with the early white settlers, granting the newcomers 
access to a significant sacred site to obtain the curative mineral resources for their 
own personal use.

This article contributes to broader scholarship on the commercialisation, colonisation 
and decolonisation of Aboriginal cultural scientific knowledge. This study specifically 
advances what is known regarding the Aboriginal use of, manufacture and trade in 
Aboriginal lithotherapeutics and the significant place these mineral medicines hold 
within the Aboriginal pharmacopoeia; in effect, publication will return recognition 
and sovereignty to the rightful custodians of this knowledge.16

8  Examples of regional studies include Clarke, ‘Aboriginal Uses of Plants as Medicines’; Henshall et al., Ngurrju 
Maninja Kurlangu; Kyriazis, Bush Medicine; Levitt, Plants and People; and Roth, Superstition, Magic, and Medicine.
9  Cribb and Cribb, Wild Medicine in Australia.
10  Cribb and Cribb, Wild Medicine in Australia, 11, 17, 208–9.
11  Mineral-derived medicines, see Photos-Jones, ‘From Mine to Apothecary’.
12  Cribb and Cribb, Wild Medicine in Australia, 10; ‘“The Burning Mountain”: Its Origin and History’, Tamworth 
Daily Observer, 10 June 1911, 3.
13  Ellyett and Fleming, ‘Thermal Infrared Imagery of The Burning Mountain Coal Fire’.
14  Bunny, ‘The Burning Mountain, Wingen’.
15  Rattigan, ‘Phenomena about Burning Mountain, Wingen, NSW’.
16  Carr, ‘Wanted – New Interest for an Old Cure-All’.
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Making a contribution to heritage scholarship, in particular the scholarship on 
Aboriginal heritage sites, this study endeavours to affirm the connection between 
the physical landscape and Aboriginal cultural knowledges. The author, a Worimi 
Biripai woman with family connections to the Yuin, Gringai and Wonnarua nations, 
acknowledges and understands the multifaceted connection between Aboriginal 
people and Aboriginal environmental knowledge, presenting Burning Mountain’s 
heritage values from an Aboriginal perspective.

Burning Mountain has been tied to the Malamulang story – the Dharawal and 
Dunghutti story of the Seven Sisters. The legend of the Seven Sisters exists in many 
forms (including songlines, rituals and dances) across many different Aboriginal 
nations and, like stories relating to other unique geological formations such as the 
Great Barrier Reef, the story has been argued to be many thousands of years old.17 
Sacred spaces, such as Burning Mountain, are often interlinked with tribal identity 
and traditional knowledge. For Aboriginal people, it is imperative these sacred 
spaces are recognised as a living part of Aboriginal culture as they provide a lifeline 
between our ancestors and their way of life, Country, and our communities today.

The sacred history of the world’s longest 
burning fire

What you leave behind is not
what is engraved in stone monuments,
but what is woven into the lives of others.
– Pericles

Burning Mountain, at Wingen, has long been a sacred place of healing for 
Aboriginal people.18 The name ‘Wingen’, pronounced win-jen, is derived from the 
local Aboriginal word, ‘win’, meaning ‘fire’.19 Wingen, located in the Upper Hunter 
region of New South Wales, sits about 225 kilometres north of Sydney. Burning 
Mountain is positioned between Scone and Murrurundi, on the eastern side of the 
New England Highway.

17  See Nunn and Reid, ‘Aboriginal Memories of Inundation of the Australian Coast’; Andrews, The Seven Sisters 
of Pleiades.
18  NPWS, Burning Mountain Nature Reserve.
19  This translation is sourced from Mitchell, ‘A Journey in Search of the Kindur, in 1831–2’; Abbott, Mount 
Wingen; R. Bennett, ‘Letter to the Editor of the Argus: Mount Wingen, near Murrurundi, New South Wales’, 
Argus (Melbourne), 1883, 5; ‘The Upper Hunter District. Aberdeen and Wingen. Where the Favourites are Bred. 
“The Devil’s Smoke Stack”. Australia’s Solitary Burning Mountain’, Daily Telegraph (Sydney), 8 October 1910, 15. 
The translation ‘fire’ may be a basic one, with the Wonnarua word winya translated ‘to burn with fire, to scorch’. The 
Wonnarua nominal suffix: causal is tjin.
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Burning Mountain, formerly named Mount Wingen, reaches an elevation of 
653 metres and is found in Wonnarua Country, which stretches from Broke to 
the Liverpool Range. Now part of Burning Mountain Nature Reserve, Burning 
Mountain is Australia’s sole naturally burning coal seam and the world’s longest 
burning fire.20 Around 30 metres underground, the mount’s subterranean coal is 
slowly combusting. The fire, moving gradually south at about 1 metre per year, has 
been actively burning for more than 5,500 years.21

The first white observers mistook the mount for a volcano until it was correctly 
identified as a continuously burning coal seam in 1829 by Rev. C. P. N. Wilton who 
had a keen interest in geology.22 As this hidden fire burns through the buried coal, 
it generates heat, slumping and fissures at the surface.

If you choose to visit Burning Mountain, walking up the hill from the carpark 
you will cross a small timber bridge and find the path past the lagoon dotted 
with rough-barked apple, ironbark and grey box. As you climb higher towards 
the smouldering summit, tea trees can be found either side of the path. You may 
also notice stringybark eucalypts, the bark of which the Wonnarua people used to 
create twine to make fishing nets, called turrila. The Wonnarua also used this twine 
to weave baskets and to make bags, called buakul.23 The area around the crevices 
and chasms at the mount’s summit is littered with ancient seashells, and fossils 
abound in the area – both remnants of when the mount was covered by ocean some 
200 million years ago. Dunn notes:

Like much of the east coast of New South Wales, the Hunter Valley – 
geologically speaking – is both old and new. Parts date back over 400 million 
years, laid down by ancient volcanoes and fluctuating sea levels. The great 
coal deposits that underlie much of the valley, popping to the surface around 
Singleton and in the cliffs at Newcastle, were formed during this era.24 

Burning Mountain’s fiery coal seam and vent area is devoid of flora and quite 
bare, being too hot for vegetation to grow. Among the rising smoke, heat haze and 
powerful fumes, the earth around the chimney area displays rich red iron oxides, 
mustard-yellow sulphur powder and stark white sinter residue made up of the 
mineral deposits of sulphur and alum found there. The smell of sulphur escaping 
from the smoky vents is quite distinct, and the surface of the ground, measuring 
around 350 degrees Celsius, is extremely hot underfoot. Wedge-tailed eagles often 

20  See ‘Guinness World Records: Longest-Burning Fire (2001)’. Guinness World Records, n.d., accessed 
13 November 2020, guinnessworldrecords.com/world-records/77295-longest-burning-fire.
21  Rattigan, ‘Phenomena about Burning Mountain, Wingen, NSW’.
22  Wilton provided the first account of Burning Mountain, published as ‘The Burning Mountain of Australia’, 
Sydney Gazette, 14 March 1829, 2.
23  Royal Anthropological Society, ‘Notes on the Customs and Dialect of the Wonnah-ruah Tribe’.
24  Dunn, The Convict Valley, 7.

http://guinnessworldrecords.com/world-records/77295-longest-burning-fire
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employ the mount’s thermal currents to elevate themselves. The NSW National 
Parks and Wildlife Service describes the effects of the burning coal seam on the 
landscape as follows:

Combustion of the coal produces a large decrease in the volume occupied by 
the coal seam, resulting in the collapse of the overlaying rock, with slumping 
commonly between 1 and 4 metres. These rocks collapse in blocks along 
weak joint planes within the sandstone. Subsidence cracks open where such 
blocks of rock have slumped, providing ventilation, which may feed coal 
combustion. Hot sulphurous gases escape, effectively baking the soil and rock 
adjoining the vents, altering their geochemical structure, colour and texture 
– a process called combustion metamorphism … Rock immediately above 
the burning coal has been altered from kaolinite clay to a hardened, mullite 
mineral, apparently by temperatures between 1200C and 1750C.25

Burning Mountain is listed with the National Trust, the Australian Heritage 
Commission and the Geological Society of Australia (NSW Division) for its 
geological significance.26

Dunn asserts the Hunter region’s first people arrived in this ancient terrain 
somewhere between 20,000 and 45,000 years ago.27 Long before the Egyptians built 
their pyramids – and indeed long before there was an Egypt – Aboriginal people 
were using Burning Mountain as a heat source.28 The Wonnarua people employed 
the continual heat generated by the smouldering coal seam for warmth, cooking and 
in the construction of weaponry. The heat-hardened stones of the mount’s ‘brickpit’ 
area are believed to have been utilised by the Wonnarua to form armaments, such 
as stone tomahawks, called mogo.29 The local Aboriginal population resourcefully 
utilised Burning Mountain’s abundant natural supplies of sulphur and alum to 
manufacture multi-use medicines. While conservative estimates suggest Burning 
Mountain has been burning since around 3,500 BCE and, in the process, its valuable 
mineral resources have been deposited on the summit’s surface for over 5,500 years, 
other estimates speculate this burning coal seam has been burning for up to 500,000 
years, in which case Burning Mountain’s Aboriginal mineral medicines may have 
been in use for tens of thousands of years more.30

25  NPWS, Burning Mountain Nature Reserve.
26  Nathan Vass, ‘Burning Mountain Keeps Glowing after 500,000 Years on Fire’, [Newcastle Herald], 22 February 
1991, Living Histories, University of Newcastle, 2018, livinghistories.newcastle.edu.au/nodes/view/57916.
27  Dunn, The Convict Valley, 11.
28  Mihai Andrei, ‘This Fire in Australia Has Been Burning for 6000 years’, ZME Science, 26 January 2015, 
accessed 13 November 2020, www.zmescience.com/science/geology/coal-fire-australia-26012015/.
29  Royal Anthropological Society, ‘Notes on the Customs and Dialect of the Wonnah-ruah Tribe’.
30  Vass, ‘Burning Mountain Keeps Glowing after 500,000 Years on Fire’.

http://livinghistories.newcastle.edu.au/nodes/view/57916
http://www.zmescience.com/science/geology/coal-fire-australia-26012015/
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The Wonnarua people
The traditional lands of the Wonnarua people occupy most of the New South Wales 
Hunter Valley region and their intricate environmental knowledge was acquired 
over generations.31 The Wonnarua had different tribal, or clan, regions within their 
Country, including the Gringai who occupied the lands along the Allen and Paterson 
rivers and stretching towards what is now St Clair. Other tribal groups included the 
Gea-Wegal, Gundigal, Tullong and Murrawon clans.

The Wonnarua were bounded by groups that included the Worimi, Nganyaywana, 
Wiradjuri, Awabakal and Darkinjung peoples, and had established trading and 
ceremonial associations with the Kamilaroi people. The Biripai were situated to 
the north around the Manning Valley, Gloucester and Barrington regions. These 
larger main groups were made up of smaller clans, connected through marriage and 
interlinked kinship across the region. Dunn asserts:

The interwoven kinship encouraged a commonality of language, with local 
dialects, as well as linkages through trade and ceremony. The result was a 
certain amount of fluidity across boundaries and borders, with transition 
zones and areas of common passage such as trade routes or pathways to 
ceremonial grounds.32 

Historian Paul Irish considers that within the ‘affiliated coastal zone’ of the Port 
Stephens, Sydney and Shoalhaven region, consistent movements and interrelated 
familial connections can be observed from the beginnings of British settlement and 
throughout the nineteenth century.33 These connections linked these people groups 
to a wider Aboriginal economy and a broader depository of cultural knowledge. 
Dunn emphasises that both historical and archaeological evidence illustrate the 
interconnectedness of the Aboriginal inhabitants of the greater Hunter region, and 
their connections to the people groups beyond this region.34

Isabel McBryde’s35 observations made while surveying the New England area, 
situated just north of the Greater Hunter region in New South Wales, are useful 
when considering Burning Mountain. McBryde ceased:

thinking of the Aboriginal past as ‘a dream the world breathed sleeping and 
forgot’ and started seeing it as a living heritage, maintained through powerful 
connections to country, ‘preserved faithfully by a small community’ and ‘now 
the focus of a revival of interest in traditional culture and values’.36

31  Dunn, The Convict Valley, 13.
32  Dunn, The Convict Valley, 22.
33  Irish, Hidden in Plain View, 25. 
34  Dunn, The Convict Valley, 22–23.
35  Known as the ‘mother of Australian archaeology’ and Professor Emerita at The Australian National University.
36  Griffiths, Deep Time Dreaming, 38.



91

OUR COUNTRY, OUR HEALER

Burning Mountain: A sacred Aboriginal place
In the early nineteenth century, the missionary Reverend Lancelot Threlkeld 
observed in the Upper Hunter region what he described as a ‘volcano’. The ‘volcano’ 
was called Kopurraba37 by the Aboriginal people of Lake Macquarie, who utilised 
the mount’s clay-like mineral ore, known to them as Ko-pur-ra.38 Threlkeld noted 
Kopurraba was the name of the place:

from which the [A]borigines obtain the ko-pur-ra, a yellowish earth which 
they wet, mould up into balls, and then burn in a strong fire in which it 
changes into a brilliant red, something like red ochre.39

The Wonnarua people would mix Ko-pur-ra with kidney fat from the kangaroo, 
emu oil or another carrier emollient. The Wonnarua people were likely the first 
culture on earth to utilise sulphur medicinally, pre-dating sulphur’s use by the 
ancient Egyptians.40 The Wonnarua were noted to have plastered cuts and wounds 
with the wet Ko-pur-ra.41 Both the men and the women would also utilise this 
substance as a body paint worn during ceremonial dances;42 it was also noted as used 
around Newcastle to paint bodies for ceremonial occasions.43

The moulding and roasting of clay-like balls described by Rev. Threlkeld is echoed in 
several historical descriptions of the manufacturing process that Aboriginal doctors, 
called karadji, used to produce prescription pills and tablets. Burning Mountain’s 
various pharmaceuticals were traded to Aboriginal people groups from many 
nations.44 Dunn asserts:

the use of Ko-pur-ra around Lake Macquarie and Newcastle which was first 
gathered from the upper reaches of the valley is further evidence of trade 
routes and connections across the region.45

37  Or Ko-pur-ra-bar (Threlkeld, ‘Aboriginal Place Names’, 13) or Kuparrpa (Lissarague, A Salvage Grammar and 
Wordlist of the Language from the Hunter River and Lake Macquarie, 63).
38  Kuparr is the Wonnarua word meaning ochre, red.
39  Threlkeld, ‘Aboriginal Place Names’, 13.
40  An important Egyptian medical papyrus called the Ebers Papyrus, dated 1550 BCE, mentions the first recorded 
use of a sulphur ointment used by the Egyptians to treat blepharitis, a common ocular condition.
41  Royal Anthropological Society of Australasia, ‘Notes on the Customs and Dialect of the Wonnah-ruah Tribe’.
42  Threlkeld, ‘Aboriginal Place Names’, 13.
43  Brayshaw, ‘Aborigines of the Hunter Valley’; Dunn, The Convict Valley, 15.
44  Winjennia: The Story of Australia’s Burning Mountain.
45  Dunn, A Valley in a Valley, 61–62.
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Figure 2: The sulphur and alum evident on the surface surrounding the thermal 
vent on Burning Mountain.
Source: Photograph by the author.

Aboriginal people have a deep understanding of various minerals and their 
properties, having utilised stone and high-quality mineral deposits for trade over 
great distances, such as ochre.46 Historically, the location of valuable rock and 
mineral deposits, such as Burning Mountain’s mineral ore, were well known to 
Aboriginal people. These locations played a significant role in trade transactions 
between different people groups. Aboriginal people groups travelled hundreds of 
kilometres to Burning Mountain to seek out a variety of healing treatments, which 
were likely utilised as an item of trade by the Wonnarua for as long as the mountain 
has been burning and the Wonnarua people were present.47

46  Western Australia’s Wilgie Mia is the world’s oldest continuous mining operation, and while an example of 
deep underground mining, Aboriginal people historically used the techniques of both quarrying and mining using 
sophisticated extraction techniques where necessary.
47  Winjennia: The Story of Australia’s Burning Mountain. 
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Burning Mountain, considered sacred in Aboriginal lore, was held in high esteem 
for the healing properties of the mineral substances deposited there. The Wonnarua 
people, who traditionally wore possum skin cloaks, girdles made from spun possum 
hair and a nautilus shell necklace cut into an oval shape and fastened by a length 
of string,48 welcomed people from other Aboriginal nations to the mount for 
trade and ceremonies. Aboriginal art adorned some of the mount’s rock surfaces, 
depicting kangaroos, wallabies, birds, snakes and other animals.49 The ethnographic 
record suggests continual Aboriginal occupation of Burning Mountain and the 
surrounding land.50 Tribal life on the mount saw work delineated by gender: the 
Wonnarua men would hunt, and the Wonnarua women spent their days crushing 
the ore in a traditional mortar and pestle, afterwards mixing it with water or animal 
fat51 so that it was ready for pharmaceutical use.

Brayshaw notes ‘very little archaeological research has been undertaken in the 
Hunter Valley’.52 Yet, while the Australian archaeological database is sparse, greater 
Australia has been occupied for more than 50,000 years.53 According to Photos-
Jones, archaeologically ancient medicinal products – and any waste by-products 
of their manufacture – often become indistinguishable from their environments 
as, over time, they simply return to the soil upon exposure to the elements.54 
A  report authored by the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service states while 
tools used by the Wonnarua people may remain as potential archaeological finds, 
no systematic survey for Aboriginal sites of Burning Mountain Nature Reserve has 
been undertaken.55 Given the potential longevity of Burning Mountain’s Aboriginal 
occupation, an archaeological survey seems an urgent next step towards discovering 
more of this unique site’s history.

Burning Mountain has given rise to Aboriginal legends, in particular the legend of 
the Wingen Maid. The Wingen Maid is the name given to the southern rockface 
of the Wingen Maid Nature Reserve, found to the west of Burning Mountain. This 
distinctive rockface is formed of a large outcrop of sandstone that, viewed from 
certain vantage points, resembles the profile of a seated woman. The legend of the 
Wingen Maid tells of the Kamilaroi people, who resided north of the Liverpool 
Range, who sent a wife-raiding party to kidnap Wonnarua women from the south. 
The Wiradjuri people, situated in the west, warned the Wonnarua of the Kamilaroi 

48  Royal Anthropological Society of Australasia, ‘Notes on the Customs and Dialect of the Wonnah-ruah Tribe’, 18.
49  ‘The Upper Hunter District. Aberdeen and Wingen. Where the Favourites are Bred. “The Devil’s Smoke 
Stack”. Australia’s Solitary Burning Mountain’, Daily Telegraph (Sydney), 8 October 1910, 15.
50  Evidence of several ceremonial grounds, carved and scarred trees, a burial, a stone arrangement, an engraving 
site and open sites have been privately documented.
51  Usually kidney fat from the kangaroo (Threlkeld, ‘Aboriginal Place Names’, 13) or emu oil.
52  Brayshaw, ‘Aborigines of the Hunter Valley’.
53  Lourandos, Continent of Hunter-Gatherers, 326.
54  Photos-Jones, ‘From Mine to Apothecary’.
55  NPWS, Burning Mountain Nature Reserve.
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plans. Elite Wonnarua warriors went out to meet the Kamilaroi’s raiding party; 
however, one Wonnarua woman’s husband did not return. Devastated, the new 
widow asked the creator, Biame, to end her life. Instead, Biame set the bereft woman 
in stone. Oral tradition states the desolate widow ignited Burning Mountain’s 
flaming coal seam with tears of fire shed grieving for her husband, lost while 
defending her in battle.56 An Aboriginal oral history speaks of a severely wounded 
Wonnarua warrior who, retreating to Burning Mountain after battle with wounds 
that would normally prove fatal, bathed in and drank from the mountain’s mineral-
infused waters. The wounded warrior soon noticed his bleeding had ceased and, 
within a few days, all his wounds had healed. His miraculous recovery was credited 
to the mount’s rare curative mineral deposits.57 This oral history is of immeasurable 
value and likely depicts the events that first alerted the Wonnarua to Burning 
Mountain’s unique medicinal mineral resources. Patrick Nunn and Nicholas Reid 
have presented evidence of collections of Aboriginal oral stories that may date back 
7,000 years and assert:

Given the range of current threats to oral traditions, globally as well as in 
Aboriginal Australia, it would seem to be a priority to rediscover these stories.58

The waters of Burning Mountain’s creeks and waterholes have high sulphur levels 
and contain various other minerals.59 Burning Mountain’s gases precipitate naturally 
on the edges of the crevices, and rain dissolves these minerals and washes them into 
the nearby creek. As the oral history of the wounded warrior suggests, Aboriginal 
people traditionally bathed in these healing, mineral-infused waters, cognisant of 
their healing properties.60

The lithotherapeutic medicines of 
Burning Mountain
The manufacture of Burning Mountain’s lithotherapeutic medicinal items required 
the unique mineral ore to be milled and levigated61 for use in the liquid extract, 
tablet formation and the production of the ointment. The key therapeutic products 
produced from the ore included healing waters (used as a drink and/or as an 
external wash or disinfectant), ointment (made with an emollient such as emu oil 
and traditionally applied with a feather) and mud packs (made from a mixture of 

56  Winjennia: The Story of Australia’s Burning Mountain; ‘The Stone Woman of Wingen’, Lake Wakatip Mail (NZ), 
no. 2446, 31 December 1902, 6; NPWS, Burning Mountain Nature Reserve.
57  This oral history, relayed to the colonists in the Wingen region, was published in Winjennia Remedies Proprietary 
Company’s (one of the remedy’s commercial producers) booklet, Winjennia: The Story of Australia’s Burning Mountain.
58  Nunn and Reid, ‘Aboriginal Memories of Inundation of the Australian Coast’, 42.
59  NPWS, Burning Mountain Nature Reserve.
60  ‘The Winjennia Remedies: Analytical Records from the Lancet Laboratory’, The Lancet, 751–52. 
61  Reduced to a fine powder or smooth paste.
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water and the levigated ore that was applied to treat burns and surface wounds). 
The process, Rev. Threlkeld noted, was like the production of medicinal tablets using 
the powdered ore. Traditionally, sulphate clay would be wet, often with mineral 
substances added to the mixture, before the combination was moulded into balls or 
large tablets and then roasted.62 The karadji would generally provide a prescription 
to the patient noting how many tablets should be taken, when, and for how long.63

The area around the chasms of Burning Mountain was littered with naturally 
formed sulphur crystals. Crystallised sulphur would have proven itself convenient 
to both store and carry. Medicinal crystals, and those used for medical purposes 
such as sharpened quartz crystals used like a scalpel, were traditionally safeguarded 
by the karadji. The sulphur crystals could be easily crushed and used as needed, 
with water or emollient added before use. Burning Mountain offered Aboriginal 
people a profusion of both alum and sulphur of astounding purity that collectively 
formed the mount’s unique mineral ore. This ore offered immense medical benefit to 
Aboriginal people and was an essential part of the formula used to produce a variety 
of pharmaceutical items at the site.64

The Wonnarua’s pharmaceutical items healed a vast array of health complaints, 
making them extremely valuable items of trade. Aboriginal people groups that 
possessed an abundant supply of a mineral in high demand occupied an enviable 
trading position.65 Trade in ancient lithotherapeutic medicinal items required 
detailed economic organisation, including specific infrastructure, logistics of storage, 
packaging and transport; the guarding of intellectual property and facilitating the 
impartation of empirical knowledge to the end consumer. Generation after generation 
of Aboriginal people from Queensland’s Cape York to the Great Australian Bight 
were acquainted with Burning Mountain and its healing substances. Among the 
many tribal groups that were known to visit the smoking summit for its healing 
elements were the Kamilaroi66 and the Yugilbar.67 For centuries prior to the invasion 
of the Europeans, the wounded, injured, sick and suffering would be brought to 
the mountain from great distances and from neighbouring Country alike. Men, 
women and children came to the mountain seeking healing for a variety of ailments. 

62  E. S. Sorenson, ‘Bobby Budgeree, M.D.; An Aboriginal Doctor’s Methods’, Land (Sydney), 23 April 1937, 16.
63  E. S. Sorenson, ‘Bobby Budgeree, M.D.; An Aboriginal Doctor’s Methods’, Land (Sydney), 23 April 1937, 16; 
‘Outdoor Australia’, Sydney Mail, 28 July 1926; ‘Strange Ways of the Aborigines: Native Chemistry’, Sydney Mail, 
4 March 1936, 46; Cribb and Cribb, Wild Medicine in Australia; Roth, Superstition, Magic, and Medicine, 1–42.
64  NPWS, Burning Mountain Nature Reserve.
65  Buchester, Popular Prospecting.
66  One of the four largest Indigenous nations, the Kamilaroi people’s lands extended from New South Wales to 
southern Queensland.
67  ‘Around the District. Wingen’, Scone Advocate, 8 September 1905, 2; ‘The “Burning” Mountain at Wingen: 
Australia’s Unique Phenomenon’, Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 1925, 14; Winjenia: The Story of 
Australia’s Burning Mountain. The reference to the Yugilbar may refer to the people of Yugilbar Station, which is found 
on the upper reaches of the Clarence River. According to one article, the Kamilaroi and Yugilbar are stated to have 
inhabited opposite sides of the Liverpool Range. See ‘Around the District’, Scone Advocate, 8 September 1905, 2.
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After tribal wars, the slopes of Burning Mountain were covered in Aboriginal shelters 
as the wounded sought out the mount’s healing minerals. The local settler colonists 
considered it remarkable that, despite the many different tribal groups gathering at 
Burning Mountain, any conflict ceased and all met like family on its inclines.68

‘Discovery’, dispossession, displacement 
and degradation
In March 1820, the first British colonists arrived at Milbrodale, reaching the Upper 
Hunter Valley after travelling overland from the Hawkesbury River and Windsor. 
John Howe and Benjamin Singleton, like many colonists, were travelling inland in 
search of terrain suitable for agriculture, they found land in the Hunter Valley that 
was described as having the appearance of a natural parkland. At the beginning of 
1822 the Hunter Valley was the realm of its traditional owners. Only a few years 
later, in 1827, settlers in the area were managing more than 80,000 sheep and over 
25,000 head of horned cattle.69

Settler colonists flooded the area between 1822 and 1826, which disrupted, 
disturbed and ultimately dispersed Aboriginal groups in the region.70 Government 
surveyor Henry Dangar is believed to be the first European to visit the Wingen 
area. In 1824, Dangar was confronted by the Wonnarua’s Gea-Wegal clan, after 
which he made his retreat. Early white settlers noted an annual pilgrimage71 would 
be made to Burning Mountain by local Aboriginal clans and Aboriginal people 
groups who journeyed from great distances. The Cambridge-educated Rev. Wilton’s 
observations were published in The Australian in 1829:

The area of the mountain, near which the fire is at present raging, may be 
about half an acre in extent. There are throughout it several chasms varying in 
width, from which are constantly emitted sulphurous columns of smoke, the 
margins of these being beautied with efflorescent crystal of sulphur, varying 
in colour from the deepest red orange … to the palest straw colour, where 
alum predominates.72

68  Winjennia: The Story of Australia’s Burning Mountain; ‘The Burning Mountain at Wingen’, Albury Banner and 
Wodonga Express, 29 April 1887, 38.
69  Nolan, ‘“We Want to do What They Did”’, 16.
70  Miller, Koori, a Will to Win, 31.
71  In ‘Witana and the Ochres’ it is noted Aboriginal people groups made an annual pilgrimage to Wataku-wadlu 
to gather ochre. Mountford, The Dreamtime Book.
72  ‘The Volcanic Mountain’, Australian (Sydney), 20 March 1829, 3.
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Figure 3: J. H. M. Abbott, ‘Boiling the billy on Burning Mountain, using heat from 
the ground’ – Wingen, NSW, At Work and Play.
Source: Image courtesy of the State Library of NSW (03896).

In 1829 Sir Thomas Mitchell, who was then Surveyor-General Mitchell, visited 
Burning Mountain, returning again in 1831. Mitchell details this visit in his 
report, ‘A  Journey in search of the Kindur, 1831–2’.73 Mitchell’s most valuable 
contribution to the historical literature relating to Burning Mountain today is 
found in his sketched plan of the summit, detailing the position of the furnace. 
When this drawing is consulted alongside the description proffered by Wilton, 
Mitchell’s sketch allows us to determine the exact position of the central furnace 
when Burning Mountain was first observed by white men. Around 1847, Bennett 
witnessed ‘a large tribe’ camping a few miles from the mountain.74 From the older 
tribesmen Bennett learned that the fiery mountain had been burning before they 
were born, and long before the white man had appeared. W. E. Abbott, a local 
grazier, studied the mountain continuously and his 1918 book, Mount Wingen and 
the Wingen Coal Measures, contains pertinent details about the movement of the 
Burning Mountain’s chimney, or vent, area.

73  Mitchell, ‘A Journey in Search of the Kindur, in 1831–2’. 
74  R. Bennett, ‘Letter to the Editor of the Argus: Mount Wingen, near Murrurundi, New South Wales’, Argus 
(Melbourne), 1883, 5.
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The first settler colonists to the district surrounding Burning Mountain learned 
directly from the Aboriginal people of the medicinal value of the mountain’s 
ore, which they used on themselves and their livestock with efficacious results.75 
The settlers used this traditional Aboriginal cure to great effect on foot rot76 and on 
the sore shoulders and backs of their horses. For Aboriginal people, colonisation 
brought with it the harsh realities of dispossession, devastating disease and the 
destruction of their traditional life. Despite this, the Aboriginal people in the 
Wingen region generously shared life-giving traditional medical knowledge with 
the usurpers.77

On cold nights, the settlers’ livestock, like the kangaroos, were drawn in by  the 
summit’s warmth. Cattle, sheep and native wildlife alike would gather on 
the  summit,  the various animals found indiscriminately dotted around the edges 
of the smoking fissures.

Common ground: Cultural knowledge, 
colonisation and commercialisation
Enterprising colonists and interested investors sought to commodify Burning 
Mountain’s Aboriginal remedies and were attempting to profit from these mineral 
medicaments as early as the mid-1870s. Around 1875 Messrs Muston & Co. formed 
what came to be known as ‘the Sydney syndicate’. After some difficulty, a mining 
lease was granted over the mountain in 1876.78 Lynn Mills, the daughter of one 
of the men in Muston’s Sydney syndicate, stated:

My father and Mr Musten [sic] found that the [A]borigines of all this colony 
came from far and near to the mountain when suffering from any wounds or 
ills and would take a course of treatment from the earth, making mud packs 
and washes, and would stay there until cured.79

In 1876 two members of the Sydney syndicate, W. Muston and J. Y. Mills, 
commissioned a chemist to perform tests on Burning Mountain’s curative earth. 
Their ointment and liquid extract, named ‘Wingen’, were both based on Aboriginal 
therapeutic formulations and sold to relieve tonsilitis, ulcers and open wounds.80 
Decades later, another syndicate would have Burning Mountain’s ore tested. 
The Lancet Laboratory analysed specimens of the ointment and lotion:

75  ‘“The Burning Mountain”: Its Origin and History’, Tamworth Daily Observer, 10 June 1911, 3. 
76  Infectious pododermatitis, or foot rot, is a painful and contagious hoof infection that can affect cattle and sheep.
77  ‘“The Burning Mountain”: Its Origin and History’, Tamworth Daily Observer, 10 June 1911, 3.
78  ‘Extraordinary Mineral Discovery at Wingen’, Dunstan Times (NZ), issue 748, 18 August 1876.
79  ‘Burning Mountain: Interesting Details’, Southern Mail (Bowral), 30 April 1948, 8.
80  ‘Burning Mountain: Interesting Details’, Southern Mail (Bowral), 30 April 1948, 8. 
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The powder on analysis proved to contain chiefly the sulphates of iron and 
alumina, which are soluble in water, while the insoluble portion contained 
silica associated with alumina and ferric oxide. The ointment and lotion 
contained the soluble salts described.81

Messrs Muston & Co. made an application to have the leasehold converted into a 
mineral conditional purchase; however, the Minister of Mines refused this application. 
The minister took the additional step of sending a letter to the Department of Lands 
requesting that no alienation be permitted, asking that the land be kept reserved for 
public purposes.82 Despite this, the tenants and their employees obstructed both 
settlers and Aboriginal people from accessing Burning Mountain’s ore.83

In 1876 huts were under construction on the mount and it was anticipated that, 
when the huts were completed, around 50 or 60 men would be employed to extract 
the medicinal ore.84 A decade later, atop the summit sat the hut of one speculator 
with a notice affixed warning visitors against removing any of the mount’s mineral 
substances.85

Aboriginal lithotherapeutics were often site-specific. Thus, dispossession severely 
interrupted the impartation of traditional lithotherapeutic knowledge through 
instruction and on-site educational training. Preventing Aboriginal people from 
accessing Burning Mountain’s mineral ores effectively terminated Aboriginal people’s 
ability to demonstrate the empirical processes of mineral extraction, beneficiation, 
preparation, storage and trade.

As interest in the commercial exploitation of the mount’s resources increased, Messrs 
Muston & Co. refused an offer for the ‘privilege of sale alone’ from a Melbourne 
firm of £1,000 per annum.86 W. Muston’s refusal of this offer may have been due to 
the mount’s potential to produce iron ore. After a discovery of what was considered 
to be ‘the richest iron ore in the world’87 on Burning Mountain, many men were set 
to work for months seeking a larger lode that did not eventuate.88 By 1881, Muston 
applied to have the mineral leases at Wingen that had been provided to Messrs 
Moore cancelled on the grounds of non-fulfilment of conditions.89 Lynn Mills 

81  ‘The Winjennia Remedies’, The Lancet, 751.
82  ‘A Burning Mountain in New South Wales’, Colonist (NZ), vol. XXVII, no. 3800, 28 December 1883, 3.
83  ‘Australia’s Burning Mountain’, Advertiser (Hurstbridge, Vic.), 19 August 1927, 3; ‘The Burning Mountain at 
Wingen’, Albury Banner and Wodonga Express, 29 April 1887, 38.
84  ‘Extraordinary Mineral Discovery At Wingen’, Dunstan Times (NZ), 18 August 1876.
85  ‘The Burning Mountain at Wingen’, Albury Banner and Wodonga Express, 29 April 1887, 38.
86  ‘Australia’s Burning Mountain’, Advertiser (Hurstbridge, Vic.), 19 August 1927, 3; ‘Extraordinary Mineral 
Discovery at Wingen’, Dunstan Times (NZ), 18 August 1876.
87  ‘“The Burning Mountain”: Its Origin and History’, Tamworth Daily Observer, 10 June 1911, 3.
88  ‘Latest Mining. Evening News Office. Tuesday’, Evening New (Sydney), 6 February 1872, 2; ‘Insolvency Court 
– Wednesday (Before Mr. Chief Commissioner Deffell.) Meetings of Creditors’, Empire (Sydney), 26 March 1874, 
4; ‘“The Burning Mountain”: Its Origin and History’, Tamworth Daily Observer, 10 June 1911, 3.
89  NSW Legislative Assembly, Votes and Proceedings, no. 1, 1881.
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recalls a large wholesale firm purchased the Aboriginal prescription from Messrs 
Muston & Co.90 This was likely Winjennia Remedies Proprietary Company who 
launched their products in the early 1900s.91

In 1884 an interested party applied for conditional purchase of the Burning 
Mountain with the intention of building a health sanatorium to treat asthma and 
consumption with the vapours, and vapour baths to treat rheumatism and skin 
diseases.92 The unsuccessful applicant was likely Quirindi chemist Charles Allen 
who trademarked his product Charles Allen’s Black Wingen Oils in 1885.93 Allen’s 
product was advertised as being available from ‘any chemist or storekeeper’.94 In late 
March of that year 1,000 ounces of Charles Allen’s product was donated to soldiers 
headed to the Soudan War. This unstinting donation received press attention 
speculating the remedy would:

become known to the hospital and ambulance corps of the British force, and 
its fame spread, and its use extended throughout the whole military world.95

Commercial interests were aroused and interest shown from more than one sector 
when the effectiveness of the cures from Burning Mountain became known abroad.96 
In 1905:

a report got abroad that the so-called medicinal extract of Mount Wingen had 
not nearer origin to the mountain than the chemist’s own backyard in Quirindi, 
where, it is said, he used to mix linseed oil and sulphuric acid in an oil drum.97

Prospector H. Healy, who was familiar with Burning Mountain, asserted Charles 
Allen’s product was sourced from Burning Mountain.98 With strong investor interest 
in commercially exploiting Burning Mountain’s unique minerals and gases, these 
salacious claims about Allen were likely an act of sabotage. Allen had profitably sold 
this product from 1885 until the mid-1890s; however, these allegations triggered 
the downfall of Allen’s business.99

90  ‘Burning Mountain: Interesting Details’, Southern Mail (Bowral), 30 April 1948, 8.
91  NPWS, Burning Mountain Nature Reserve states the lease was for the mining of ‘silinite, a white by-product 
of sulphur’; however, they likely meant selenite (commonly referred to as gypsum), which is a white sulfate mineral. 
‘Wingen’s Burning Mountain’, Australiana: The World’s News (Sydney), 1948, 22; Vass, ‘Burning Mountain Keeps 
Glowing after 500,000 Years on Fire’.
92  ‘Around the District’, Scone Advocate, 8 September 1905, 2; ‘Mount Wingen: Australia’s Burning Mountain’, 
Geelong Advertiser, 21 April 1906, 41. 
93  Advertising records show ‘Charles Allen’s Black Wingen Oils’ or ‘Chas. Allen’s Black Wingen Oils’; ‘Around 
the District’, Scone Advocate, 8 September 1905, 2. ‘Trade-mark’, New South Wales Government Gazette, 5 May 
1885, 3028.
94  Advertising, Bulletin (Sydney), 3, no. 129, 31 October 1885, 13.
95  ‘Valuable New Discovery: Black Wingen Oils’, North Australian (Darwin), 3 April 1885. 7.
96  ‘Valuable New Discovery’, North Australian (Darwin), 3 April 1885. 7; ‘“The Burning Mountain”: Its Origin 
and History’, Tamworth Daily Observer, 10 June 1911, 3.
97  ‘Around the District’, Scone Advocate, 8 September 1905, 2. 
98  H. Healy, ‘To The Editor Of Walcha Witness’, Walcha Witness and Vernon County Record, 2 November 1895, 2. 
99  ‘Around the District’, Scone Advocate, 8 September 1905, 2; NPWS, Burning Mountain Nature Reserve; 
Advertising, Bulletin, 31 October 1885; ‘Quirindi’, Maitland Daily Mercury, 6 August 1895, 6.
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Figure 4: The Winjennia Remedies’ Exhibit, Todd and Dimant, Clarence Street, 
Agents, the Winjennia Display, The Sydney Easter Show, 1902.
Source: Original image from The Sydney Mail, 5 April 1902, 858.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, a Melbourne syndicate, The Winjennia 
Remedies Proprietary Company (Winjennia Co.), began selling products made 
from Burning Mountain’s ore under the brand name Winjennia.100 Winjennia Co. 
had secured a mineral lease at Wingen from the government and by 1906 were 
exploring the idea of establishing a health sanatorium and vapour baths on the 

100  NPWS, Burning Mountain Nature Reserve, 4.2 incorrectly states the brand name as ‘Wingenia’. It was instead, 
‘Winjennia’ – with ‘Wingen’ spelt as it is pronounced phonetically. The word ‘Winjennia’ was trademarked in 1901 by 
Winjennia Proprietary Limited, see ‘Trade Marks’, Government Gazette of the State of New South Wales, 26 November 
1901, 9114; Winjennia Remedies Pty Ltd, Winjennia: Australia’s Wonderful Natural Remedy and Tonic Soap; Winjennia 
Advertising, 1920; Abbott, Mount Wingen.
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mount.101 The company extracted the ore using long flumes that trapped the hot 
gases escaping from Burning Mountain’s crevices. These flumes held the fumes until 
they cooled, thereby precipitating their solid content.102

After taking out five first honours in their initial showing at the 1902 Sydney Royal 
Easter Show, Winjennia Co. heavily advertised their range of products that included 
a medicinal soap, a cream (for conditions such as eczema), an ointment (for scalds, 
cuts and burns), a liquid extract (for sore throats, blight and so forth) and a specific 
remedy for use on horses and cattle.103

Winjennia Co.’s products were an Australian success and, soon after their launch, 
their medicinal items were sold at all chemists.104 The company’s extensive advertising 
openly acknowledged the Aboriginal pharmacopoeia and Mount Wingen, as it was 
then known, as the origin of their products. Their advertisements heralded that 
Winjennia products would cure a startingly long list of ailments – 44 in total – that 
included everyday problems such as nappy rash, insect bites, bruises, cuts, boils, 
carbuncles, eye complaints and burns and stretched to more exotic afflictions like 
Barcoo rot, Whitlows and fistulas.105 The list evidences the wide range of ailments 
treated by Burning Mountain’s multi-use Aboriginal lithotherapeutics.106

Rapid expansion saw Winjennia Co. survive a brush with the auditors in 1904.107 
Decades later, despite their early success, the company diversified into other 
products and faltered. The well-regarded products left the marketplace after the 
firm’s collapse, with Herbert A. Halls scooping up the therapeutic formulas and 
remaining stock at the subsequent fire sale.108

Sometime in the late 1940s109 or early 1950s,110 Mandy Halls decided to resurrect 
two of Winjennia Co.’s products, an ointment and the liquid extract, rebranding 
them Sulfazone. Faithful to the traditional Aboriginal formulation, the ore was 
levigated with nothing else added to it. Afterwards, the liquid extract was mixed 
with lanolin, olein and petroleum jelly to form the ointment in the same way the 
Wonnarua people had produced the ointment using animal fat.111

101  ‘Mount Winjet [sic]. Australia’s Burning Mountain. Winjennia, What It Is And All About It’., Geelong Advertiser, 
22 April 1906, 1.
102  NPWS, Burning Mountain Nature Reserve.
103  ‘The Winjennia Remedies’ Exhibit. Todd And Dimant, Clarence Street, Agents’, Sydney Mail and New South 
Wales Advertiser, 5 April 1902, 842.
104  Freeman’s Journal (Sydney), 31 January 1907, 19.
105  Winjennia Advertisement, Benalla Standard, 10 May 1927, 4.
106  Gasciogne and Maroske, ‘Colonial Science and Technology’; Webb, Palaeopathology of Aboriginal Australians.
107  ‘Matter of Winjennia Proprietary Limited’, 1904, Public Record Office Victoria, VPRS 12024/P1, unit 66, 
item 1380.
108  M. Day, ‘One Tube to Cure All’, Herald Sun (Melbourne), 10 January 2018, Home Magazine 18; Carr, 
‘Wanted – New Interest for an Old Cure-All’.
109  NPWS, Burning Mountain Nature Reserve.
110  Carr, ‘Wanted – New Interest for an Old Cure-All’. This possibly occurred after the death of Herbert Alfred 
Halls in 1945 (Victorian Death Cert. No. 5212/1945).
111  Mary Jackson, pers. comm., 2019; Carr, ‘Wanted – New Interest for an Old Cure-All’.
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The ore used to produce Sulfazone was collected manually and often dug out using 
large sticks, as the stones were simply too hot to move by hand. In 1964, while in 
the process of extracting the ore from Burning Mountain, Mandy Halls suffered 
a heart attack and passed away on the side of the mount whose medicinal products 
he had resurrected.112

Both Mandy Halls and his nephew Roger Carr would be encouraged at the 
prospect of potential scientific investigation into Burning Mountain’s curative ore. 
Mandy put the products forward for testing as a cure for cancer, only to be bitterly 
disappointed at his request’s rejection. Exciting new medicinal research exploring 
thermal vents for new pharmaceutical leads is being undertaken at the Center for 
Pharmaceutical Research and Innovation.113 Soil microbes have previously led to 
the discovery of new and effective drugs. While no analysis of Burning Mountain is 
currently underway, the researchers at the Center for Pharmaceutical Research and 
Innovation believe such sites offer unique ecological environments that may be the 
source of new medical discoveries.

Conclusion
In the thousands of years before colonisation, Aboriginal people were manufacturing, 
utilising and trading multi-application lithotherapeutics, and their value and 
importance to Aboriginal people cannot be overstated. Projecting this knowledge 
into the deep past of Aboriginal people suggests a long history of use of the medicinal 
mineral resources of Burning Mountain – perhaps the first ancient culture to have 
utilised both sulphur and alum pharmaceuticals.

Colonisation delivered devastating disease, dispossession and the destruction 
of Aboriginal social, economic, political and religious structures. This included 
preventing the Wonnarua people from passing on their ways of knowing, doing and 
being on Country and hindering their ability to protect and care for the sacred site 
of Burning Mountain.

Dispossession involved the dual distresses of displacement and the subsequent 
degradation of the land. Denying Aboriginal people access to Burning Mountain 
prevented them from obtaining the mount’s mineral ore and from transmitting 
valuable scientific knowledge regarding its use. As Burning Mountain’s valued 
mineral ores were commercialised by the settler colonists for their own financial gain, 
the ancient pharmaceutical industry of the Wonnarua people was put to an end.

112  Mary Jackson, pers. comm., 2019.
113  College of Pharmacy, at the University of Kentucky, United States.
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The Wonnarua people have a strong, unrelenting and deep continuing connection to 
Country. The ancestors of the Wonnarua – along with the ancestors of the Worimi – 
used Country as their healer, manufacturing and trading pharmaceutical products, 
produced using the Greater Hunter region’s sulphur and/or sulphate minerals, 
back through millennia.

This study decolonises the Aboriginal scientific knowledge pertaining to Burning 
Mountain’s mineral ore commodified by the colonisers and gives voice to important 
aspects of Aboriginal identity and culture.

Already recognised as a unique geological formation, Burning Mountain 
deserves to be acknowledged as an important and unique cultural heritage site 
for Aboriginal people. A sacred place of healing, in addition Burning Mountain 
provided Aboriginal people of the greater Hunter region with an economic base 
as an Aboriginal pharmaceutical production site. Aboriginal people’s impartation 
of traditional lithotherapeutic medicinal lore to the colonisers was a generous, 
life-giving gift and should be counted as one of the first major acts of reconciliation 
by Aboriginal people.

Burning Mountain’s significance to Aboriginal people can no longer be overlooked. 
It is time Burning Mountain received due attention from the New South Wales 
Office of Environment and Heritage and be declared an Aboriginal Place. It is 
the author’s belief that the 14.5-hectare Burning Mountain Nature Reserve is of 
such import and significance that it also warrants listing with UNESCO (United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) as a World Heritage site. 
An archaeological survey should be carried out, in partnership with the Aboriginal 
community, as a prelude to these moves.
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Aboriginal fire-management 
practices in colonial Victoria
Fred Cahir, Ian D. Clark, Dan Tout, Benjamin Wilkie  

and Jidah Clark

Abstract: Through a close reading of particular episodes and a focus on the 
minutiae of action and context, this article adds to the literature on the customary 
use of fire by Aboriginal people in south-eastern Australia by highlighting the 
historically significant role Aboriginal people played in toiling alongside colonists 
and fighting fires during the colonial period. By scrutinising the written colonial 
records it is possible to reveal some of the measures that Aboriginal people used 
to help the colonists avoid cataclysmic fire. Lacking many direct Indigenous 
sources due to the devastation caused by rapid colonisation, we do this for the 
most part through a detailed examination of sheep and cattle graziers’ journals, 
newspapers and government records. The article commences with an overview of 
colonists’ observations of and attitudes regarding Aboriginal practices in relation 
to fire with specific reference to the region now referred to as Victoria and New 
South Wales. It concludes with an examination of the few recorded instances 
in which Aboriginal people tutored colonists in fighting fires, educating them 
how to use fire as a management tool, and the significant value they placed in 
Aboriginal knowledge relating to fire.

Introduction
Over the past 30 years, a shift towards utilising Aboriginal knowledge concerning 
the use of fire in Australian Aboriginal cultures has come about largely through 
documentation of traditional practices, analyses of sparse historical records, 
and knowledge that has been and continues to be passed down by Aboriginal 
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communities.1 Nevertheless, in south-eastern Australia, and particularly in Victoria, 
it needs to be acknowledged that Aboriginal burning management regimes were 
severely disrupted in the early period of colonisation, and Aboriginal peoples’ 
exclusion from their lands, coupled with significant depopulation, has significantly 
interfered with the transmission of intergenerational knowledge.2 This paper aims 
to contribute to the recent revitalisation of Aboriginal peoples’ engagement in fire-
management practices, and assist in informing this social movement and related 
policy changes. It draws heavily on early colonists’ records from Victoria, but 
Aboriginal people’s experiences as residents in south-eastern Australia cannot be 
limited to Victoria, given state borders are imposed and somewhat arbitrary, and 
there were and remain fluid movements and cultural responsibilities of Aboriginal 
groups throughout much of what is now Victoria and New South Wales (NSW).

While many researchers such as Egloff have highlighted the dangers of relying 
on sparse  written historical records to analyse the use of fire by Aboriginal 
communities,  there is a growing body of evidence that emphasises the value that 
can be gleaned from a fine-grained analysis of those archival records that do exist.3 
From the earliest period of colonial contact on the Victorian and New South Wales 
coastline, British and French mariners commonly commented on what they opined 
was the extensive use of fire by Aboriginal people. By way of example, in January 
1802, at Cape Schanck and Port Phillip Bay (Victoria), John Murray ‘found it 
impossible to survey any part of the Coast as yet from the numerous Native Fires 
which cover’d [sic] this low Shore in one volume of smoke’.4 Similarly, James Grant, 
in the following summer at Cape Bridgewater (south-west Victoria), noted the 
prevalence of fires – but on this occasion did not offer an opinion as to whether 
they were Aboriginal fires or not. Grant wrote: ‘Many fires seen … While near shore 
we saw plainly several fires … Saw several fires … plenty of grass and fine woods 
… many fires a little way inland’.5 Numerous fires were seen the following spring, 
further east along the Victorian coastline at the short-lived British convict settlement 
at Sullivan Bay, near present-day Sorrento (100 kilometres south of Melbourne), in 
October 1803. This time the observer, the Reverend Knopwood, was ashore and 
made frequent observations about ‘native fires’ on the Mornington Peninsula and 
‘across the bay’ (Geelong, Victoria), as well as ‘large native fires’ to the north-west 

1  Steffensen, Fire Country; Foreman, ‘The 1840 Western Port Journey’, 320–32; Gott, ‘Aboriginal Fire 
Management in South-Eastern Australia’, 1203–8; Hateley, The Victorian Bush; Gammage, ‘Victorian Landscapes 
in 1788’, 83–87; Hallam, Fire and Hearth; Flannery, The Future Eaters; Pyne, Fire: A Brief History; Williamson, 
‘Cultural Burning in NSW’, 1–21; McKemey et al., ‘Cross-cultural Monitoring’, 893–904; Ngurra et al., ‘Yanama 
budyari gumada’, 279–93.
2  Prober et al., ‘Ngadju Kala’, 716–32.
3  Egloff, ‘Lightning Strikes: Rethinking the Nexus’, 275–85. Also, see Fletcher, Hall and Alexandra, ‘The Loss 
of an Indigenous Constructed Landscape’, 138–49; Cahir et al., ‘Winda Lingo Parugoneit’, 225–40.
4  Shillingshaw, Historical Records of Port Phillip, 30.
5  Grant, The Narrative of a Voyage of Discovery, 69–73.
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(Melbourne).6 In her study of settler colonial understandings of Aboriginal fire 
practices in Victoria, McMaster concludes that the possibility Aboriginal people 
were using fire to disorient and hinder the landing of the uninvited arrivals is one 
these explorers did not record their opinion about.7 Indeed, it would have been 
impossible for them to know.

In any case, what is evident is that many colonists’ observations of Aboriginal peoples’ 
familiarity with the use of fire in the landscape continued for decades. The French 
explorer Dumont D’Urville commented in 1826 that Western Port (Victoria) was 
‘enveloped in huge spiralling clouds of smoke, no doubt resulting from the habitual 
burning off by the savages’. After going ashore for a brief period, D’Urville noted 
the park-like appearance of the landscape, which he half-heartedly conceded was 
probably made by the Aboriginal people. He encountered ‘fine stands of trees easy to 
get through … vast grass-covered clearings, with well-defined paths linked by other 
tracks so regular and well-marked … it is hard to conceive how these could have 
happened without the hand of man’.8

McMaster extends this argument, asserting that the complexities of the explorers’ 
observations cannot be overstated, since accusations of carelessness and ‘savagery’ 
sit alongside admiring descriptions of the fire-handling skills they observed. When 
fire-handling skills were described, McMaster finds, the exotic and outlandish were 
often stressed.9 These complex patterns of observation and misinterpretation on the 
part of settler colonists regarding Aboriginal fire practices arguably reflect a broader 
pattern of cultural misunderstanding across ‘the frontier’. Within the prevailing 
European understandings of the time, Aboriginal people were seen as ‘savages’ due 
in large part to their perceived inability to intervene in – to cultivate – the land. And, 
in a peculiarly and destructively circular and self-affirming interpretation, since 
Aboriginal people were understood as ‘savages’, they could not be seen as intervening 
in – or cultivating – the landscape. As the following sections of this article suggest, 
the dominance of this perspective often led settler colonists to disregard, disavow or 
misinterpret evidence to the contrary.

The implications of these patterns of misinterpretation and misrecognition were 
and remain vast and go to the very foundations of settler colonial Australia 
under the legal fiction of terra nullius. As the following discussion illustrates, 
however, the failure of settler colonists to fully or properly recognise Aboriginal 
intervention in and management of the landscape, by fire and by other means, does 
not necessarily imply the absence of at times unwitting observations of the same. 
Indeed, the examples provided below serve to highlight the value and significance 

6  Reverend Knopwood, cited in Shillingshaw, Historical Records of Port Phillip, 135–61.
7  McMaster, ‘Taking Fire, Making Fire’.
8  D’Urville, An Account in Two Volumes, 59.
9  McMaster, ‘Taking Fire, Making Fire’.
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of applying a contemporary historiographical perspective to the reinterpretation of 
the existing archival record in contributing to the ongoing project of overturning 
the understandings and interpretations that underpinned and justified the settler 
colonisation of Australia.

Aboriginal fire-management traditions
The observations of Aboriginal peoples’ fire practices recorded by European explorers 
as well as by the squatters who followed in their wake and invaded the Aboriginal 
lands did not simply dismiss or unswervingly disparage the fire skills they observed. 
A salient example can be seen in the journal of John Murray, who in January 1802 
referred to the extraordinary proficiency with which fire was managed by Boon 
Wurrung people in Westernport Bay. As the HMS Lady Nelson left Port Phillip, he 
noted, with manifest wonderment, that the fire, which ‘must have covered an acre 
of ground’, was ‘dous’d [doused]’, apparently ‘at once’.10

Conversely, other British colonists made reference to the ease with which Aboriginal 
people were quickly able to make a ‘roaring blaze’.11 Edward Henty, in January 1838 
in south-west Victoria, wrote with great vexation about the fire-handling skills the 
Gunditjmara people used to disturb and eject the colonists from their Country. 
Henty was one of many colonists who recorded his direct observations of Aboriginal 
peoples’ dexterous ability to manage the direction and intensity of fire – and noted 
that this fire-handling knowledge was often used against the colonists. He wrote 
of how they were ‘obliged to leave off [the shearing] in consequence of two natives 
setting fire to the grass all round us within a few hundred yards of the Hut’. Henty 
described his frustration and ire, as well as the Gunditjmara’s dogged persistence 
to continue burning (and extinguishing) the grasslands with a preciseness that 
astounded him:

Natives burning the grass by the River. On approaching them they put it 
out but when we turned they commenced again with double vigour, fired a 
ball over them which only frightened them a little, for one fellow returned 
making a circle and lighting a fire as he went, rode after him and frightened 
him away … [R]ode over to the new station. On my return I found that the 
Natives had been burning close to us, which spoiled our days shearing in 
consequence of being obliged to put the fires out.12

There are similar accounts by colonists in other regions of south-eastern Australia 
attesting to the precision with which Aboriginal people used fire, with devastating 
effect upon their houses and crops. One colonist near Geelong lamented his 

10  Murray, ‘Log of H.M. Lady Nelson’, 331.
11  Tuckey, An Account of a Voyage, 182. 
12  Henty, The Henty Journals, 205–6. 
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discovery in 1845 of a hut with a ‘great many clothes and tools reduced to ashes. 
The blacks [had] fired the hut …’. He was convinced that the local Wadawurrung 
would just as easily destroy his own livelihood with fire: ‘My crops in the bend of 
the Moorabool have cost me putting in £48, but I am as certain that the blacks will 
fire them when ripe, as I am that they have reduced the poor people’s hut to ashes’.13

Similarly, Robert Hamilton, a squatter at Mt Emu in central Victoria, recalled that 
in the late 1830s or the early 1840s ‘the Aborigines were rather troublesome … as 
the season was very dry they set fire to the grass and burned a large extent of the 
country’.14 In February 1848, another colonist, A. C. Cameron, noted with great 
apprehension the ease with which Aboriginal people could utilise fire to destroy: 
‘We have had no rain lately. The grass being so very dry I have to be constantly on 
the watch for fear the Blacks should set fire to it. Mr McPherson has had about 
1,000 sheep burned; the whole flock of nearly 1,700 are more or less injured’.15

Gammage has led research over the past decade or so into the frequency and purpose 
of Aboriginal fire-management practices, and has specifically highlighted how 
Aboriginal people used fire intentionally to create park-like landscapes.16 Many have 
contested Gammage’s suppositions, noting that debates about fire management 
are often characterised by an incomplete understanding of historical fire regimes.17 
Nevertheless, Gammage and others argue that the frequency and ubiquitousness of 
eyewitness accounts in the colonial records attest to the argument that the British 
colonists observed Aboriginal people purposefully and with great skill and exactness 
using fire to mould the landscape.18 A case in point is Lieutenant John Murray of 
the Lady Nelson, who wrote often during his stay at Western Port of the evidence 
of Aboriginal people’s purposeful use of fire and the park-like environment they 
thus created:

I went on shore and walked through the woods a couple of miles. The ground 
was hard and pleasant to walk on. The trees are at a good distance from each 
other and no brush intercepts you. The soil is good as far as we may be judges. 
I saw several native huts and very likely they have burnt off several hundred 
acres of ground. Young grass we found springing up over all the ground we 
walked … After dinner I took a walk through the woods of this part of the 
country … To describe this part I walked through is simply to say that it 
nearly resembles a walk on Blackheath and the Park if we set out of question 
the houses and gardens of the latter. The hills and valleys rise and fall with 
inexpressible elegance.19

13  C. J. Dennys, ‘Outrages by the Blacks’, Geelong Advertiser & Squatters’ Advocate, 25 October 1845, 2.
14  Hamilton, in Critchett, Distant Field of Murder, 27.
15  Brown, Clyde Company Papers, Vol. 4, 271.
16  Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth.
17  Silcock, Witt and Fensham, ‘A 150-year Fire History’, 329–74.
18  Gott, ‘Aboriginal Fire Management in South-Eastern Australia’, 1203–8; Hallam, Fire and Hearth; Cahir et al., 
‘Winda Lingo Parugoneit’, 225–40; Pascoe, Dark Emu.
19  Lee and Grant, The Logbooks of the ‘Lady Nelson’, 87.
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At times the colonists did not see, or did not remark upon, the connection between 
Aboriginal fire-handling skills and purposeful moulding of the environment, 
but simply marvelled at the park-like landscape they were greeted with as they 
encroached on Aboriginal Country with their sheep and cattle.

For example, James Kirby, an overlander recollecting his experiences of the 1840s 
near present-day Swan Hill, remarked: ‘In the distance where the blacks had not 
burnt the reeds, it looked like large fields of ripe wheat; and nearer where they 
had burnt them, it had the appearance of a splendid crop just before it comes into 
ear’.20 In March 1837, Governor Bourke remarked of the landscape immediately 
abutting Melbourne that the country has ‘the appearance of an English park’.21 
Likewise, George Russell, a squatter, did not fail to be impressed by how park-like 
the landscape appeared. He did, however, fail to observe Aboriginal people’s use of 
fire to create the landscape that so impressed him or at least did not acknowledge 
this in writing. Like many of his contemporaries, he simply noted upon his arrival 
in Melbourne that:

The country immediately round Melbourne at this time looked very pretty. 
The grass had been all burnt off by bush-fires, and the autumn rains had 
caused it to spring up again. Batman’s Hill looked so green and fresh that 
when I got my first sight of it, on coming up the river, I thought it was 
cultivated ground and that a crop of grain had been sown on it.22

Charles Griffith, a squatter who took Wadawurrung land in 1840 near present-
day Bacchus Marsh, was so struck by the Wadawurrung landscape’s resemblance to 
the English countryside that he found it ‘difficult to believe that I am in a foreign 
country’.23

Around Gariwerd (the Grampians) in western Victoria, colonists recorded 
the impact of Aboriginal fire regimes and how their subsequent disruption by 
colonisation brought about environmental changes. In 1853, Phillip Rose, at the 
Rosebrook station, commented that ‘From my own experience, I think the country 
greatly improving in grass, but in some districts getting scrubby from fires not 
being so frequent, principally in box forests’.24 One western Victorian pastoralist, 
J. C. Hamilton, recalled how ‘the country when we took it up was lightly timbered 
with red and white gum, yellow box, sheoak, and honeysuckle. There were pines 
on the sand banks, belts of stringy barks, but only a few bulloaks here and there’. 
He believed ‘the country remained open until brush fences were started, and the 
use of wholesale fire given up. This gave the timber a chance of going ahead as it 

20  Kirby, Old Times in the Bush of Australia, 28.
21  Governor Bourke, 9 March 1837, in Boys, First Years at Port Phillip, 65.
22  Russell and Brown, The Narrative of George Russell, 80.
23  Griffith, ‘Diary’, 1840–1841, State Library of Victoria, MS 9393.
24  P. D. Rose in Bride, Letters from Victorian Pioneers, 324.
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liked’. Hamilton went on to observe how, in the absence of burning, ‘honeysuckle 
started at first on the light sandy soil, and it became a dense scrub … The bulloak 
sprang up everywhere, taking the best of the country … Red gum also went ahead’. 
Of the Wimmera in 1846, at the time of the arrival of pastoralism in the region, 
he remarked:

all the country round here … was covered with kangaroo grass – splendid 
summer feed for stock of all kinds. It was at its best during January, February 
and March, and remained good up to May, but it lost its colour after that, 
and have place to a finer grass – herbs such as yams etc. … The country 
was like this for some years after 1846, until destroyed by the indiscreet use 
of fire … There was less loss in those days than now. We were in the habit of 
burning all rubbishy country in the autumn … we burned the country into 
comparative safety.25

Preventing large bushfires
Aside from Aboriginal fire practices and land management more generally, there is 
specific evidence of the Aboriginal mitigation of large bushfires. In Gariwerd, for 
instance, one unidentified observer wrote, on the basis of his discussions with early 
colonists, that ‘The whites brought with them the danger of fire’. He noted:

In those days the tranquillity of the valley was never broken by bushfires: the 
native knew the danger of allowing his campfire to spread to the scrub, which 
was then almost impenetrable, except for tracks trodden down by himself or 
by the animals. In the dry seasons, wide expanses of dried-out river swamps, 
covered with dry rushes and reeds shoulder high, became potential infernos. 
The aborigines were aware of this and acted accordingly.26

Indeed, Niewojt’s study of the Otway ranges in southern Victoria concluded that 
deliberate, systematic burning of the eucalypt woodland by the Gadubanud people 
facilitated Aboriginal movement through dense woodland, in addition to ensuring 
good yields of vegetable crops. Niewojt also noted that by alternating patches of high 
and low fire fuel this form of ‘mosaic burning’ enabled the geographical distribution 
of risk across their territory in the event of unexpected wildfire.27 Along with such 
findings, historical accounts indicate that Aboriginal people used their considerable 
local knowledge of fire behaviour to avoid large bushfires. One colonial observer, 
Simpson Newland, writing of his experiences in South Australia from the 1840s 
through to the early twentieth century, described how Aboriginal people took care 
to avoid major conflagrations: ‘In my long experience [over 70 years] I have never 

25  Hamilton, Pioneering Days in Western Victoria, 38–39. 
26  ‘Pioneers of the Grampians’, Horsham Times, 1 April 1938, 4.
27  Niewojt, ‘Gadubanud Society in the Otway Ranges, Victoria’, 175–99.



 ABORIGINAL HISTORY VOL 45 2021

116

known any serious bushfires caused by the blacks’. He claimed that ‘trees that were 
always consumed by bushfires were all flourishing in the perfection of beauty and 
health when the whiteman arrived’.28 J. C. Byrne, in 1848, also commented on the 
avoidance of large fires by Aboriginal people:

It is a strange circumstance, with their many dense forests of huge timber, 
that the Aborigines seldom, if ever, indulge in large fires, and if you ask them 
the reason, they tell you that the time is not far distant when wood will be 
extremely scarce and difficult to procure, and that therefore, they are desirous 
of saving it. This appears to be the only way in which the natives exhibit 
any providence.29

References to the negative reaction of Aboriginal people to the widespread use of 
fire by the colonists are also extant in the historical record.30 First-hand Aboriginal 
perspectives regarding their customary use of fire to create open grasslands, along 
with their avowed fear of large, poorly managed bushfires, were commented on by 
Assistant Aboriginal Protector William Thomas, who in March 1840 was residing 
on Boon Wurrung Country near Cape Schanck. Thomas had spent several days 
remonstrating with the Boon Wurrung about their customary burning practices 
and was incensed that they continued to ‘set the bush on fire in all directions’. He 
persistently exhorted them to desist, holding the opinion that ‘Natives do great 
injury through continuing [to] burn [the] bush’. The Boon Wurrung were equally 
consistent in their insistence to continue burning the bush in all directions, their 
concern being directed towards a ‘great fire’ nearby – made by white people – which 
‘much alarmed them’.31 A lengthy entry in Thomas’s journal provides clear evidence 
of the skilful management and containment of fire by a local Elder, and the many 
purposes to which fire was put by Aboriginal people. These included clearing 
and cleaning Country, creating and maintaining pathways, conserving significant 
remembrance sites and allowing greater access to plant and animal food supplies.32 
Arguably, it is one of very few first-hand accounts in the written records that clearly 
demonstrate senior Victorian Aboriginal peoples’ intimate knowledge of fire and of 
the conditions required to mitigate the danger of an out-of-control conflagration.33

Similar observations of Aboriginal peoples’ careful management of fire and their 
watchfulness in avoiding unmanageable fires can be found in written records from 
other regions of south-eastern Australia. Harry Witham of Omeo, in the Gippsland 
district of eastern Victoria, for example, emphasised that ‘the blacks showed skill 
and judgement in the management of the fires and took great care not to let them 

28  Newland, ‘Annual Address’, 24. 
29  Byrne, Twelve Years’ Wanderings, 374.
30  Cahir et al., ‘Winda Lingo Parugoneit’, 225–40.
31  W. Thomas in Stephens, The Journal of William Thomas, Vol. 1, 140–42.
32  Foreman, ‘The 1840 Western Port Journey’, 320–32.
33  Cahir et al., ‘Winda Lingo Parugoneit’, 225–40.
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get out of hand’.34 Indeed, colonists would come to make extensive use of Aboriginal 
knowledge and practice including Aboriginal labour in the managing of fires in 
south-eastern Australia.

The Aboriginal contribution to settler colonial 
fire management
Many colonists in the nineteenth century and into the early twentieth century wrote 
about the indispensability of Aboriginal knowledge and labour in the initial period of 
invasion – commonly the first five to 10 years of their infringing on and attempting 
to usurp Aboriginal Country. Historian Henry Reynolds’s work was among the first 
to utilise settler colonial accounts of Aboriginal pioneers, revealing how the skills 
and knowledges of Aboriginal people formed an indispensable component of the 
settler colonial endeavour.35 Other historians have since continued to expand on 
how integral Aboriginal peoples’ labour, traditional knowledges and skills were to 
the development of Australia as a nation-state, particularly in the formative periods 
of colonisation when sheep, cattle and the mining industry were crucial.36 Likewise, 
settler colonists drew upon both Aboriginal labour and Aboriginal knowledge to 
manage fire. Nevertheless, the contribution of Aboriginal labour to fire management 
has been generally underemphasised in the existing historiography of settler colonial 
Australia, as has been the intellectual capital they contributed to the development 
of settler colonial fire-management skills and techniques. The following discussion 
explores some of the evidence for this contribution.

Despite the persistent tendency for many explorers, and later squatters, to interpret 
Aboriginal fire practices as ‘primitive’ or simplistic, some observers did attribute at 
least some degree of complexity to Aboriginal people in this regard.37 McMaster 
convincingly concludes, for example, that many colonists recognised the fact that 
Aboriginal people were using fire purposefully and skilfully to obtain a desired 
outcome and that some colonists even came to mimic the Aboriginal fire practices 
they witnessed.38 Colonists such as Lachlan Ross affirm this interpretation. Writing 
of his pastoral experiences in central Victoria in the mid-nineteenth century, Ross 
observed that:

34  Cited in Fawcett, ‘Upper Hume Catchment: Ecological Report’, 82.
35  Reynolds, With the White People. For an additional contemporaneous example, see McGrath, Born in the 
Cattle; for examples of more recent research, see Konishi, Nugent and Shellam, Indigenous Intermediaries; Shellam 
et al., Brokers and Boundaries. 
36  See, for example, Broome, ‘Aboriginal Workers on South‐Eastern Frontiers’, 202–20; Cahir, Black Gold; Cahir, 
Clark and Clarke, Aboriginal Biocultural Knowledge; Cahir, Tout and Horrocks, ‘Reconsidering the Origins of the 
Australian Legend’, 4–12; Curthoys and Moore, ‘Working for the White People’, 1–29; Fijn et al., Indigenous 
Participation in Australian Economies II; Keen, Indigenous Participation in Australian Economies; May, Aboriginal 
Labour and the Cattle Industry; McGrath, Born in the Cattle; Russell, Roving Mariners.
37  See McMaster, ‘Taking Fire, Making Fire’.
38  McMaster, ‘Taking Fire, Making Fire’.
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nothing had to be done to improve them [sheep runs] except burning off the 
superabundance of grass, now and again, on parts of the run. In burning the 
useless grass a quantity of fallen timber was burnt at the same time, so the 
burning kept the pastures fresh, and in some measure free from fallen timber. 
Even before we white folk made our appearance in this land, and for some 
time afterwards, the aborigines were in the habit of burning off the old grass 
on portions of their hunting grounds, so as to have good fresh grass for their 
kangaroos, wallabies, emus, turkeys.39

In the more remote districts of Victoria there is clear evidence that co-dependent 
relationships were very common, and of benefit to both peoples; European 
reminiscences often highlight a mutual ethic of caring for the land, with local 
Aboriginal people effectively acting as park rangers and sharing bush lore.40 In 
McMaster’s view, however, while many of the colonists’ subsequent methods of fire 
management and mitigation were reminiscent of techniques used by Aboriginal 
people, the written record often contains no clue as to where the colonists acquired 
such skills.41 Fortunately, there are important exceptions. Mary Gilmore, for 
example, a colonist in the Riverina district of New South Wales, emphatically 
acknowledged Aboriginal people as the providers of fire-management knowledge 
and expertise in the mid to late nineteenth century. Gilmore vividly recalled how 
colonists would start fires and let them run, oblivious to the danger involved, and 
how local Aboriginal people would be relied upon to assist and to educate them on 
how to deal with the results:

As to fire, it was the natives who taught our first settlers to get bushes and beat 
out a conflagration. My grandparents used to tell of how new immigrants 
when they first came to the country, unaccustomed to the danger in the wild 
country, would start fires and let them run heedless of the result; and then 
stand panic-stricken at having loosed something they could not control. And 
they would go on to relate how the natives would run for bushes, put them 
into immigrants hands, and show them how to beat back the flame as it 
licked up the grass. Indeed, it was a constant wonder, when I was little, how 
easily the blacks would check a fire before it grew too big for close handling 
or start a return fire when and where it was safest.42

Gilmore’s account, as George Main has highlighted, emphasises the superior skill 
Aboriginal people possessed in relation to managing fire, as well as the reputation 
they held among the colonial population as a result, insisting that ‘“Send for the 
blacks!” was the first cry on every settlement when a fire started’.43 Continuing in 
this vein, Gilmore described the finer nuances of extinguishing fire that were passed 
on to her family, and the wider community:

39  Ross, From Rossville to the Victorian Goldfields, 35.
40  Cahir, Black Gold.
41  McMaster, ‘Taking Fire, Making Fire’.
42  Gilmore, Old Days: Old Ways, 219.
43  Main, ‘Red Steers’, 1–5.
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There was a difference between the blacks’ method and the white’s. The white 
man used large bushes and tired himself out with their weight and by 
heavy blows; the blacks took small bushes and used little and light action. 
The whites expended the energy of panic; the blacks acted in familiarity, as 
knowing how and what to do. They used arm action only, where the white 
man used his whole body. Where, as a last resort, the white man lit a roaring 
and continuous fire-break, the aboriginal set the lubras to make tiny flares, 
each separate, each put out in turn, and all lit roughly in line. The beaters they 
used were so small that they hunkered to do the lighting and beating.

The aboriginals said that not only must fire be met by fire, but that it could 
only be fought while still not too hot to be handled closely; that when 
it became so hot that it burnt and exhausted men it had to be met from 
a distance. They also said that a big fire as a fire break was as dangerous as a big 
fire itself as the wind might change and bring it back on the watchers; that the 
value of the small flares was that they could be put out at once; that only lanes 
of grass were left between them, and these, if ignited, could easily be met.

I have seen a whole station in a panic – men, women, and children nearly 
killing themselves with frantic and wasteful effort; and then a handful of 
blacks and lubras under their chief come and have the fire confined and 
checked in no time. Having the confidence of habit, they allowed the fire 
freedom where it seemed least dangerous. In one such fire they concentrated 
on the sides, letting the centre flame run forward. But far in advance of this 
ran lubras hunkering down over their half-yard-wide flares. Behind the first 
row a second line was at work, and behind this a third, each fire opposite the 
gaps between the forward ones. The advancing tongues of flame having been 
kept narrow by attention to the sides, the draught was narrow, so a very wide 
front of little fires was not necessary. When the advance met the little islands 
of burnt grass it died there; in the lanes between it was beaten out.

The chief told my father that unless fire was kept narrow and beaten out 
before it created a high wind it was no use trying to fight it. Once it created 
its own such wind it was invincible. It seems strange to think that there was 
a time when we did not know this, but it is a fact.44

Frequent references in Victorian station records of the mid-nineteenth century 
attest to how sought-after the fire-management skills of Aboriginal workers were. 
A case in point was the series of large and destructive bushfires that swept through 
much of western Victoria in 1854. This fire was, according to one squatter, ‘fought 
with as many of his Black troop as he could muster’. In 1858, he remarked that 
‘[t]he blacks’ were once again ‘busy fighting fires for me’. On yet another occasion 
in the same year, the diarist noted: ‘I have had a lot of blacks with me [fighting] 

44  Gilmore, Old Days: Old Ways, 219–20.
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at the fire’.45 In some instances, squatters quarrelled among themselves over who 
would retain the district’s valuable Aboriginal workers, who frequently doubled as 
fire managers:

the most of my shed men are my faithfull darkies … I have just come in 
from a wild goose chase after a fire that sprung up at the Peak about mid-
day. I went at full speed with as many of my Black troop as I could mount 
… Neither shearers nor any one else are making their appearance yet, and to 
make the matter worse Francis Ormond Esquire [neighbouring sheep station 
owner] has engaged my blackfellows. It has made me so savage.46

Some historians have argued that such forms of cooperation on the frontier can be 
interpreted as one means by which Aboriginal people sought to avoid being driven 
off Country and also to placate settler colonists in order to enable them (that is, the 
Aboriginal people) to stay on Country.47 In any case, the historical record is replete 
with examples.48 However, despite an apparent reliance on Aboriginal labour and 
knowledge in bushfire mitigation, the historical records do occasionally suggest an 
ambiguous picture of Aboriginal attitudes towards very large fires. William Thomas, 
the Assistant Protector of Aborigines in Port Phillip (1838–50) and Guardian of 
Aborigines in Victoria (1850–67), experienced a fire at ‘Mount Ararat’, a sheep 
station near present-day Cranbourne (a south-eastern suburb of Melbourne), in 
1842, that was wrongly blamed on the Boon Wurrung people. Thomas recorded 
his observations that the squatter was relieved when the resident clan helped bring 
the fire under control, and subsequently issued a reward in return for their help. 
However, the next day another fire started, and this time the squatter believed 
the Aboriginal people started it so that they could put it out and receive another 
reward.49 Thomas also recorded what he interpreted as a relaxed reaction by the 
Boon Wurrung to the cataclysmic Black Thursday bushfires that burned through 
much of Victoria on 6 February 1851:

The Western Port Blacks were comfortably encamped on the sand rises by 
the plains, betrayed not the slightest concern at the fires, but on the contrary 
seemed pleased at the gratuitous food it presented, birds, opposums [sic] and 
other animals might be seen gathered in great quantities.50

Thomas’s brief comment on the Aboriginal people’s relaxed reactions to the impact 
of such a major bushfire is likely to have been a misinterpretation, considering other 
writers’ more detailed observations of Aboriginal people’s responses to such fires. 
Indeed, material describing Black Thursday provides such evidence. William Strutt’s 

45  Brown, Clyde Company Papers, Vol. 6, 215, 499.
46  Brown, Clyde Company Papers, Vol. 6, 104, 353.
47  Reynolds, With the White People; Cahir, ‘Are You off to the Diggings?’, 22–34.
48  Cahir, Clark and Clarke, Aboriginal Biocultural Knowledge.
49  W. Thomas, 4 January 1842, in Stephens, The Journal of William Thomas, Vol. 1, 422.
50  W. Thomas, 10 February 1851, in Stephens, The Journal of William Thomas, Vol. 2, 480.
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historical Black Thursday painting (Figure 1) is a curious mixture of the representational 
and the contrived.51 It was, however, according to Strutt, based on first-hand observers’ 
accounts.52 In the foreground of Strutt’s picture are seemingly two Aboriginal people: 
one fleeing the cataclysmic fire on foot, with a white child in his arms; the other on 
horseback, with stockwhip in hand, urging the stampeding stock to escape the threat 
of the fiery maelstrom bearing down upon them. Some substantiation of the claim 
that observer accounts of the Black Thursday fire did inform Strutt’s rendition of 
Aboriginal people in his painting can be gleaned from the memoirs of the Egan family 
at Smeaton in central Victoria. They recalled how it was the local Aboriginal people 
who saved their children from the inferno descending upon them on Black Thursday 
by directing them to a safe spot near a creek.53

Figure 1: William Strutt, Black Thursday, 1854, oil on canvas, National Gallery 
of Victoria, Melbourne.
Source: Courtesy National Gallery of Victoria.

Other sources also confirm Aboriginal involvement in managing the fire. J. Wood 
Beilby’s reminiscences in The Herald on 16 January 1892 discussed Black Thursday 
and highlighted the involvement of the Native Police in managing fires. Beilby 
further noted that large numbers of Aboriginal people fought the major bushfire 
alongside the colonial population:

The Gap ranges to the south-east … became ignited, and there all available 
local hands, including some fifty of the black (aboriginal) police, under their 
original commandant, Captain H. E. P. Dana, worked like Trojans to keep 
the line of bush fire from crossing a bare, well-beaten cattle path, running 
along the top of the range.54

51  W. Strutt, Black Thursday, 1854, oil on canvas, National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne.
52  Say, ‘Black Thursday’, 27–34.
53  Quinlan, Here My Home.
54  J. Wood Beilby, ‘Reminiscences of a Pioneer. Black Thursday and Droving Adventures’, Herald (Melbourne), 
16 January 1892, 1.
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An unidentified squatter on the Bolwarrah run near Ballan in central Victoria recalled 
how his crop was rescued on Black Thursday, noting that ‘a crop of seven or eight acres 
of oats in the stocks at Bradshaw’s Creek … would undoubtedly have been destroyed 
but for the assistance rendered by a lot of passing blacks to the station hands’.55 
In a similar vein, the Macdonald family, in the Portland Bay district, recalled:

The Black [Thursday] fires swept through ‘Retreat’, but the men were able to 
save most of the stock by putting them in the dry river bed. Mary was very 
ill and the [presumably Gunditjmara] aboriginal couple saved her and the 
children by taking them to a water hole and then returned to save the house.56

Two decades later, the Dunolly & Bet Bet Shire Express reported that the Eddington 
bridge in central Victoria had been saved from certain destruction in large part due 
to a Dja Dja Wurrung Elder’s firefighting effort. The reporter noted:

EDDINGTON BRIDGE FIRE – [Constable Weekes] in hastening to the 
bridge, saw his deputy, black King Tommy, and the two, with great energy 
and exertion, and fifty buckets of water – obtained at a distance of forty yards 
by Tommy – soon extinguished the fire … otherwise the bridge must have 
been entirely consumed.57

More generally, Gilmore recorded how an Elder spoke bitterly to her father of:

the white’s carelessness in lighting bushfires, saying that they lit them and 
let them run like a child that loved destruction; that such destruction was 
wanton; that forest fires spoiled the fine timbers from which weapons were 
made and bark taken for canoes; that it took years for a forest to come back to 
itself after being burned; that fire destroyed birds, bees, seeds and animals.58

McMaster has noted that it was not just in the extreme case of the Black Thursday 
fires that Aboriginal fire-management skills were employed by the newcomers.59 The 
utilisation of Aboriginal fire skills was also occurring in the instance of smaller, more 
localised fires. Thomas described a journey he made around part of Westernport Bay 
on 9 February 1840, in which their party of men and bullocks was forced to travel 
through a bushfire that ‘burnt furiously’, ‘the flames ascending high’. Thomas’s 
dependence on his Boon Wurrung companions became critical as they reached the 
top of a rise, which Thomas described as the point where they were ‘were forc’d to 
make all the speed possible as the natives said the fire might overtake us’. Thomas 
observed how the Boon Wurrung assumed leadership over the party and described 
how ‘the natives went before & put it out or it had cut off our progress’.60

55  Walsh and Turner, The Walsh Papers, 114.
56  Meckel, Pioneer Profiles, 92.
57  ‘Report of Eddington Bridge Fire’, Dunolly & Bet Bet Shire Express, Central Goldfields, 22 February 1876, n.p.
58  Gilmore, Old Days: Old Ways, 219.
59  McMaster, ‘Taking Fire, Making Fire’, 167.
60  W. Thomas in Stephens, The Journal of William Thomas, Vol. 1, 129.
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There is further evidence from the 1850s and beyond regarding Aboriginal 
knowledge of fire, and fire-managing ability. One history of Rutherglen in northern 
Victoria provides a vivid exemplar:

The Aborigines one evening warned Carl Butcher of a bad bushfire approaching 
from the north. All night the wind screamed and raged furnace-hot. About 
fifteen tribesmen arrived at the homestead the next morning to pick up skim 
milk and Carl discussed the fire threat with them. It was decided to make 
a firebreak at once on their advice, to run it from the orange grove down 
to the Chinese camp. Stock was quickly brought out of the north paddock 
and yarded. Carl and the Aborigines, with the Chinese to help, started the 
firebreak, getting it well down in a triangle; the Victoria swamp tribe was 
brought up and went into the cart and buggy as the wind grew stronger.61

The oral account goes on to describe how closely the non-Indigenous settler colonists, 
including those from Germany and China, followed Aboriginal instruction, 
and notes that by virtue of paying attention to local Aboriginal knowledge, the 
community had been able to preserve their lives and property from the bushfire:

Suddenly the fire jumped the river, and flying, flaming gum tops lighted all 
the trees round about. Fleeing figures sought shelter in cow-bails; the fires 
burned out all the paddocks. Acting on the Aborigines’ advice the Chinese 
had quickly buried their plant, bedding, furniture and food on the south side 
of the sand-dunes, and thus saved all of it, even as the timely warning by the 
natives had saved the homestead, outhouses, and not least, the owners’ lives.62

Similarly, the Hamilton Spectator reported on 1 March 1879 that ‘devastating 
bush fires’ had begun near Lake Condah, on land that Cecil Cooke was farming. 
The report emphasises the avidity with which the help of the mission residents was 
employed: ‘The aboriginals located at the Mission station were at once despatched 
to the scene of the disaster’.63

As noted, colonists’ reliance on Aboriginal knowledge of fire and fire management 
has not often been admitted explicitly in the historical record, despite important 
exceptions. Moreover, it is highly likely that further instances in which Aboriginal 
people assisted in the colonists’ fire-managing and firefighting efforts are absent 
from  the written historical record altogether. As Marie Fels has observed, 
newspapers from the time ‘need to be read with caution’.64 To cite just one example, 
Mrs Madeleine Scott pointed out in a letter to the editor of the Port Phillip Gazette 
on 13 March 1841 that an article published the previous week had stated that 
‘the  blacks had set fire to her property’, when in fact ‘they were helping her to 

61  McGivern, Big Camp Wahgunyah, 102–3.
62  McGivern, Big Camp Wahgunyah, 102–3.
63  ‘Devastating Bush Fires’, Hamilton Spectator, 1 March 1879, 2. 
64  Fels, ‘I Succeeded Once’, 75.
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put the fire out’. Fels notes a similar instance regarding Thomas’s experience at 
Meyrick’s.65 What can be retrieved from the record, however, is clearly of value in 
understanding the Aboriginal contribution to both fire management and firefighting 
in the nineteenth century.

Conclusions and implications
The written accounts of Aboriginal burning practices in south-eastern Australia 
indicate that the application of fire was frequent, intentional, and over generally 
small areas of grassland plains. According to Gammage, these grassland plains were 
both managed in their state by Aboriginal people and, more than likely, created by 
these same Aboriginal people. In this way Aboriginal people could be attributed 
as being both the creators and managers of these plains.66 Colonists recognised 
extensive use of fire by Aboriginal people in Victoria; some also recognised the 
extent to which Aboriginal people used fire with skill and purpose. This is clearly 
demonstrated in the historical record. While cultural burning is a critical land 
management tool and profound expression of ongoing connection to place, it was 
– at least through many European eyes – lost to sight. However, the reality is that 
traditional owners continue to express an unbroken connection to their Country 
and share stories of their tradition of deploying fire in myriad ways for a multitude 
of outcomes. In recent years, a promising example of land management practice is 
the reignition of cultural burns on Dja Dja Wurrung Country, in collaboration with 
government authorities.67 This was a reignition of what had been many thousands 
of years of careful land management and spiritual practice.68 In other areas of south-
eastern Australia volunteer fire brigades comprised solely of Aboriginal fire fighters 
have argued that their training has led them to rediscover traditional Indigenous 
burn-control methods stemming from three generations of contribution to rural 
fire services.69 More recently, there has been a wealth of publications, particularly 
in southern Australia, about how best to support greater representation of 
Indigenous peoples within the natural hazards management sector and mainstream 
land management agencies70 – and also the barriers to contemporary cultural fire 
management in south-eastern Australia.71

65  Fels, ‘I Succeeded Once’, 75.
66  Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth.
67  Neale et al., ‘Walking Together’, 341–59.
68  Whelan, ‘Indigenous Knowledge’, 211–18.
69  Patterson, ‘Our Heroes, Too’, Koori Mail 270, 20 February 2002, 16–17.
70  See: Freeman, Williamson and Weir, ’Cultural Burning’, 111–29; Neale and Smith, ‘Indigenous People in the 
Natural Hazards Management Sector’, 15–20; Neale et al., ‘Walking Together’, 341–59; Smith, Neale and Weir, 
‘Persuasion without Policies’. 
71  McKemey et al., ‘A Review’, n.p.
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Research has yielded positive historical and contemporary case studies, which local 
communities may draw upon to foster and encourage the greater involvement of 
Aboriginal people in local fire services and associated fire-related activities and 
initiatives. Moreover, this research has the potential to nurture greater interest in 
and engagement with Aboriginal lore and practice in relation to fire management, 
and to provide increased opportunities to involve Aboriginal communities in the 
research, planning and implementation of cultural burning programs. It is hoped 
that the research will lead to a greater acknowledgment of Aboriginal peoples’ role 
in Victorian fire management, and possibly nurture their further involvement in the 
research, planning and implementation of fire-related land-management policies, 
practices and programs.

The research also has broader implications regarding the question of Aboriginal 
land management, cultivation and the foundations of settler colonial Australia. 
As this article has attempted to illustrate, the available evidence suggests that the 
Aboriginal peoples of south-eastern Australia were engaged in the deliberate, skilful 
and purposeful management of the land, including in this case through the use of 
fire. This logically calls into question the entire edifice of settler colonial Australia, 
constructed as it is on precisely the opposite presumption. It is hoped that the 
examples and case studies provided, obtained through close and careful reading of 
the written colonial archives, might therefore contribute to the ongoing project 
of undermining, and potentially overturning, the fundamental misconceptions 
concerning the Indigenous peoples of Australia that underpinned and justified the 
settler colonisation of Australia.
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Assimilation, racism and Aboriginal 
labour in Robinvale: ‘Speaking back’ 

to White narratives
Maria Panagopoulos

Abstract: This article examines housing and assimilation in the Victorian 
country town of Robinvale during the late 1960s, when members of the 
Aboriginal community were relocated from the Manatunga housing settlement 
into homes in the township. I will argue that racist attacks made on the 
Aboriginal community and published by local newspapers during this time 
portrayed the community in a derogatory way, and I will demonstrate that this 
negative commentary continues to impact members of the community today. 
With a key focus on oral histories, this article will also examine the important 
Aboriginal workforce in Robinvale from the 1940s to the 1970s that has been 
historically ignored and unacknowledged by the wider community.

Introduction
The border town of Robinvale is located in the Mallee region of Victoria, 550 
kilometres north-west of Melbourne. Hugged by the Murray River, it is situated 
on Tati Tati Country, within close proximity to the lands of the Latje Latje, Wadi 
Wadi and Mutti Mutti peoples. Robinvale is home to a large and diverse Aboriginal 
community, who have deep ties to the locality through family and tribal lore. 
The  Aboriginal population of Robinvale is regarded as the largest in the state,1 
making up 7.8 per cent of the town’s approximate 3,300 residents.2

1  Australian Broadcasting Corporation, ‘Robinvale’.
2  Australian Bureau of Statistics, ‘2016 Census QuickStats: Robinvale’, last modified 23 October 2017, accessed 
1 December 2021, quickstats.censusdata.abs.gov.au/census_services/getproduct/census/2016/quickstat/215031403.

http://quickstats.censusdata.abs.gov.au/census_services/getproduct/census/2016/quickstat/215031403
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In this article, members of Robinvale’s Aboriginal community reflect on significant 
events that impacted their lives as part of a retelling of the cultural history of the 
township. The research and oral histories presented in this article inform existing 
literature about assimilation, housing and race relations in Victorian country towns. 
It also informs the subject of Aboriginal labour history in the Mallee region of 
Victoria and New South Wales (NSW) during the twentieth century.

Following a brief discussion about the background of the research, the first part 
of this article will illustrate the disparity between the assimilation policy of the 
Aborigines Welfare Board (AWB) and Aboriginal experience in Robinvale during 
the 1960s. The second part of the article examines the movement of members of 
Robinvale’s Aboriginal community from the Manatunga housing settlement into 
homes in the township, the public outrage that ensued, and how members of the 
community experienced it first-hand. I will demonstrate how the local press pursued 
a one-sided narrative of the community that defined them in a defamatory way, 
and I will argue that this narrative was forged by people in positions of privilege 
and power. The third part of this article discusses the Aboriginal labour force in 
Robinvale and surrounds during the 1940s through to the 1970s. Testimonies will 
illustrate how this labour contributed considerably to both the agricultural and 
urban development of the town.

Ellinghaus and Healy argue that the movements of Aboriginal people in Australia 
‘into and out of particular buildings, across highways, and along roads had 
meanings that could make them momentous’.3 ‘In the context of the histories of 
assimilation in Australia … even small movements were hugely significant.’4 This 
argument resonates with the experiences of members of Robinvale’s Aboriginal 
community in their movement from the Manatunga housing settlement into homes 
in the European township. Despite the short geographical distance, this particular 
movement in the late 1960s developed into a national discussion about assimilation 
and race.

In a paper focused on the NSW town of Walgett, Penelope Edmonds argues it was 
common for Aboriginal experience to be ignored in country towns, their stories 
‘largely erased or overshadowed by triumphant European narratives of progress’.5 
Edmonds emphasises the necessity for more research of Aboriginal experience, writing 
that ‘many scholars have failed to identify the distinct and particular operations of 
settler colonial city and town formations, and how they produce, direct and exclude 
Indigenous peoples in particular ways’.6 By illustrating how Indigenous voice was 
suppressed in Robinvale, this article shifts power away from those in positions of 

3  Ellinghaus and Healy, ‘Micromobility’, 45.
4  Ellinghaus and Healy, ‘Micromobility’, 45.
5  Edmonds, ‘Unofficial Apartheid’, 173.
6  Edmonds, ‘Unofficial Apartheid’, 176.
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privilege in the past to members of the Robinvale Aboriginal community who may 
now have their voices heard in the present. With the rewriting of an established 
white narrative, a different story is produced, not only about Aboriginal people but 
also by Aboriginal people.

Background of the research
Robinvale is known predominately as a soldier settlement town along with its 
production of table grapes and olives. With strong ties to both World Wars, the town 
is dotted with war memorials and pays homage to its pioneer past with popular tourist 
attractions including a historical homestead and rural museum. Until recently, the 
Aboriginal presence barely registered in public histories and memorials. For most 
of the period of white settlement, Indigenous voice was systematically supressed. 
It was this strong, Eurocentric and one-sided historiography of the town7 that 
prompted the first major scholarly study of the Aboriginal community of Robinvale 
by the author of this article. Part of a Monash University PhD thesis, the research 
spanned six years and aimed to fill a gap in knowledge regarding the Aboriginal 
heritage of the town, with a distinct focus on oral histories. Being born to Greek 
immigrants in Robinvale, growing up in the town and having a past association with 
the community made the research project possible. Importantly, the collaborative 
approach to interviews and research based on trust gave individuals involved in 
the project a direct say in how their testimonies would be shared. The memories, 
perspectives and reflections of members of Robinvale’s Aboriginal community that 
are presented in this article make a valuable contribution to the Aboriginal history 
of Victoria.

AWB policy and Aboriginal experience
Growing discontent in the Victorian community about the management of 
Aboriginal affairs by the Board for the Protection of Aborigines led to Victoria’s 
re-evaluation of its Aboriginal welfare policy.8 A review of the existing policy, 
initiated in 1955, ‘concluded that if assimilation was to be achieved, a new system of 
administration was imperative’,9 leading to the establishment of the AWB in 1957.10

7  Panagopoulos, ‘Silence and Power’, 109–18.
8  Manning, ‘The McLean Report’, 162.
9  Manning, ‘The McLean Report’, 172.
10  See Manning, ‘The McLean Report’. On how assimilationist housing policies directly impacted the Robinvale 
community see Panagopoulos, ‘Silence and Power’, 180, 184–86. 
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In Robinvale during the late 1950s, more than 100 Aboriginal people resided in 
camps near the Murray River.11 This prompted the AWB to establish a transitional 
housing settlement that would become known as Manatunga. As Gregory Lyons 
notes  of Victoria, ‘a re-housing program was at the heart of the Welfare Board’s 
assimilation plan’,12 and it led to Aboriginal people across the state coerced from 
their camps onto settlements. At Lake Tyers, the AWB had forced Aboriginal 
families onto a reserve ‘without consulting the Indigenous residents of those 
camps’.13 In  Mooroopna near Shepparton, camps along the river were also 
evacuated ‘alongside a “staged” relocation to a new Aboriginal housing settlement’.14 
In  Robinvale, Aboriginal people were forced from their camps onto Manatunga 
from 1960. The settlement consisted of 12 concrete cottages and was situated on the 
outskirts of town. Here, Aboriginal people were forced onto individual allotments 
and compact dwellings designed to house immediate family only. From Manatunga, 
the AWB planned to gradually relocate families into houses in the Robinvale 
township constructed by the Housing Commission.

Corinne Manning observes that ‘transitional housing schemes’ such as Manatunga 
‘were an integral component of Aboriginal housing policies in mainland 
Australia throughout the 1950s and 1960s’.15 Lyons describes Aboriginal housing 
settlements  in  Victoria as places where ‘Aboriginal families were to be “trained”, 
“rehabilitated”, “supervised”, “promoted” to new housing when they had “proven 
themselves”, and so on’.16 Manatunga’s purpose reflected that of the Rumbalara 
settlement, which Healy aptly described as ‘a halfway point between the old system 
of segregation and institutionalisation (the reserve/station), and the new goals of 
complete assimilation and disappearance (private homes within wider society)’.17 
In  the Latrobe Valley, a planned transitional housing settlement at Morwell had 
similar objectives, where ‘people might be given training to help fit them for life in 
a normal community’.18

Correspondence between the AWB and Manatunga supervisor Ray Hicks, 
alongside testimonies from its residents, illustrate that Manatunga was under 
strict surveillance, families had little control over their lives, and how the cottages 
quickly deteriorated.19 This is consistent with the substandard housing, segregation 

11  Report to AWB by P.E. Felton, National Archives of Australia (henceforth NAA) B357, 38, Districts – Robinvale 
1958.
12  Lyons, ‘Official Policy’, 67.
13  Healy, ‘Aboriginal Mobility’, 44.
14  McCallum and Laurence, ‘The Power to Move Aborigines’, 40.
15  Manning, ‘A Helping White Hand’, 194.
16  Lyons, ‘Official Policy’, 69.
17  Healy, ‘From Riverbank to Humpy’, 238.
18  Long, Aboriginal Settlements, 21.
19  Panagopoulos, ‘Silence and Power’, Chapter V.
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and surveillance reported at Rumbalara20 and the Morwell transit village, where 
Beth Marsden notes the government ‘used highly controlled housing settlements to 
further their assimilationist aims’.21

In Robinvale, the constant shuffling of the lives of Aboriginal families was exacerbated 
when it was announced in 1968 that Manatunga would close, and the remaining 
tenants be placed into homes in the town. Here, the families were expected to fully 
transition into a European way of life, considered the final step in total assimilation 
by the AWB. In 1966, the AWB had reiterated its definition of assimilation as:

the policy of assimilation seeks that all persons of Aboriginal descent will 
choose to attain a similar manner of living to that of other Australians and 
live as members of a single Australian community – enjoying the same rights 
and privileges, accepting the same responsibilities and influenced by the same 
hopes and loyalties as other Australians.22

The AWB stressed that their policy towards Aboriginal people in Victoria had 
shifted dramatically from that of the previous decade, from ‘European demand of 
conformity’ to Aboriginal people now having a ‘choice in matters affecting them’.23

The AWB had also stated several times that Manatunga had been closed at the 
request of its tenants. Later, the Ministry of Aboriginal Affairs, which replaced the 
AWB in January 1968, claimed Manatunga was ‘being phased out at the request 
of residents’.24 However, this is not consistent with the oral histories of those that 
resided on Manatunga. Aunty Marie Murray recalled that she and her family were 
given no option to stay, despite wanting to remain on the settlement.25 As Helen Ross 
noted of the NSW Aboriginal Family Resettlement Scheme (1972) that encouraged 
families to leave government reserves and to move into nearby towns: ‘Government 
officials underestimated the attachment people had to these reserves, and reluctance 
of many to leave’.26 For many Aboriginal people in Robinvale, staying at Manatunga 
would have allowed them to remain in a close-knit community near the bush and 
river, while avoiding the racism they often experienced in town.27

The AWB’s policy also claimed that ‘Aboriginal customs, cultural values, beliefs, 
manner and place of living are given full recognition’.28 This is also inconsistent 
with the experience in Robinvale, where the integral role of extended family living 
systems was ignored. This is evident at Manatunga and the homes in the township, 

20  Healy, ‘From Riverbank Humpy to White House’, 245.
21  Marsden, ‘What’s This about a New Mission?’, 94.
22  Victoria, Aborigines Welfare Board, Annual Report, 1966, 6.
23  Victoria, Aborigines Welfare Board, Annual Report, 1966, 6.
24  Victoria, Ministry of Aboriginal Affairs, Annual Report, 1968/69, 14.
25  Panagopoulos, ‘Silence and Power’, 212.
26  Ross, ‘Lifescape and Lived Experience’, 7.
27  Panagopoulos, interview with Fred Baxter, 2015; Panagopoulos, interview with Marie Murray, 2017.
28  Victoria, Aborigines Welfare Board, Annual Report, 1966, 6.
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where the government ‘persisted in building three-bedroom houses for two adult/
two child families, despite the evidence of very different Indigenous household sizes 
and formations’.29

Until 1963, the Robinvale township had maintained what Ellinghaus and Healy 
describe as ‘exclusionary zones of whiteness’.30 That changed after negotiations 
between the AWB and the Housing Commission in 1959. It led to new legislation 
being passed that gave the AWB ‘power to enter into a contract or agreement with 
the Housing Commission to build houses for aborigines with the funds of the Board 
on land purchased by the Board’.31 In 1960, the AWB had purchased ‘two building 
sites on which it is proposed later to construct town houses to which the tenants 
of the Manatunga Housing Settlement will be able to progress as they succeed in 
their transit cottages’.32 In 1961, the AWB reiterated the homes in town would be 
promoted to ‘families who have done well in their transit cottages’.33 This pointed 
to families deemed by the AWB as worthy of living among white people, chosen on 
their ability to keep their cottages clean and get along well with their neighbours.34 
By June 1963, two houses in Robinvale had been completed35 and the first two 
families moved from Manatunga into the township.

Racial tensions escalate
When Manatunga was closed in 1968, the transition to the township for many 
Aboriginal families was not as smooth as the AWB had predicted. Racism from the 
white community escalated, with many residents publicly voicing their disdain at 
having Aboriginal people living near them. As Lovejoy notes of the early years of 
the Aboriginal housing program in Victoria: ‘hostility was often expressed by local 
white residents to attempts to house Aborigines on ordinary town allotments’.36 
Such hostility was expressed at Robinvale. Aunty Marie Murray recalled how one 
particular white neighbour went to extreme lengths to let her sister-in-law know he 
did not want Aboriginal people living next door: 

[Aunty Marie Murray] Like when Buck and Lil moved into their house, and 
their next door neighbour put bullets in his logs, in his wood. He thought 
they were gonna steal his wood. And he thought he’d hear the bullets go off 
next door. But he forgot didn’t he? Put them in his own fire.37

29  Ross, ‘Lifescape and Lived Experience’, 8.
30  Ellinghaus and Healy, ‘Micromobility’, 45.
31  Victoria, Aborigines Welfare Board, Annual Report, 1959, 4.
32  Victoria, Aborigines Welfare Board, Annual Report, 1960, 5.
33  Victoria, Aborigines Welfare Board, Annual Report, 1961, 9.
34  Panagopoulos, interview with Rose Kirby, 2015.
35  Victoria, Aborigines Welfare Board, Annual Report, 1963, 8.
36  Lovejoy, ‘Costing the Problem’, 84.
37  Marie Murray interview, 2017.
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The indignation of many of Robinvale’s white residents was given an outlet by local 
newspapers, eventually going national. It created a narrative that falsely depicted 
Robinvale’s Aboriginal community as one that was entirely part-Indigenous, lazy, 
drunken, lacking morals, and a problem that needed to be solved. This left many of 
the Aboriginal residents feeling embarrassed and frightened.38

In May 1968, the Robinvale and Manangatang Argus reported of a decision ‘by the 
Minister of Aborigine Affairs to demolish Manatunga Settlement and to remove 
existing families from the settlement and riverbank … to houses within the town’.39 
According to that report, the decision was based on the premise that Aboriginal 
people would be better able to work and contribute ‘to the country’s economic 
growth’.40 Robinvale’s Aboriginal residents were represented by the newspaper 
as a  group that was unemployed and living comfortably on the settlement off 
government handouts. However, the Aboriginal community was already working in 
and around Robinvale, and had been since the 1940s.

From segregated settlement to European streets
The houses in town differed from the Manatunga cottages in that they were larger 
and constructed from weatherboard.41 After living in close-knit communities along 
the river and at Manatunga for more than three decades, the Aboriginal community 
was scattered throughout various homes in the white township. As Lyons observes, 
‘decisions about who was to be housed, when, how and where were made by 
the Board’.42

[Aunty Lil Pettit] I had a baby and a two-year-old when we got our little 
house on Ronald Street there. Well, that was more flash than the one down 
the mission [she laughs]. You had a kitchen and you had a lounge room 
separate, your bathroom was separate.43

Aunty Marie Murray moved into the township with her late husband Uncle Darcy 
Pettit and his family when she was 15:

[Aunty Marie Murray] It was a big change, we still had a good stove and 
the hot water and that sort of stuff … It was twice as big [compared to 
Manatunga]. We thought it was a mansion.44

38  D. J. Travers to D. K. Irons, 22 January 1969, File of Department of Aboriginal Affairs, State Office – Victoria, 
NAA B357, 38, Districts – Robinvale 1958.
39  ‘Chamber Supports Decision on Aborigines’, Robinvale and Manangatang Argus, 10 May 1968.
40  ‘Chamber Supports Decision on Aborigines’, Robinvale and Manangatang Argus, 10 May 1968.
41  In one AWB report houses were described as having ‘81 squares floor area, which comprises three bedrooms, 
a large living room and kitchen and a combined laundry-bathroom’. Victoria, Aborigines Welfare Board, Annual 
Report, 1963, 9.
42  Lyons, ‘Official Policy’, 69.
43  Panagopoulos, interview with Lil Pettit, 2016.
44  Marie Murray, interview, 2017.
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Thelma Chilly recalls moving into a house in town that was in an isolated location: 

[Thelma Chilly] I think it was 202 Latje Road, but there was no other houses 
there, it was all shrubland and bushes, early development.45

Aunty Lil Pettit described the move into the township from Manatunga as a loss that 
saw Aboriginal families scattered and some feeling afraid: 

[Aunty Lil Pettit] And that was sort of a loss because people was all over the 
place. Some were still down the mission. Some was here, some was there, 
some was on different streets. And everyone I think had a bit of scared-ness, 
because I remember when I first come up when I had two little kids, and my 
husband was away shearing when we moved to town.46

Stephanie Smith’s observations about the NSW town of Goodooga in the 1970s, 
where Aboriginal people were moved from camps into Westernised housing, resonate 
with the experience at Robinvale, where a sense of community was lost, highlighted 
by the testimony of Aunty Lil Pettit:

Larger distances between the various Aboriginal families, often housed 
according to position on the waiting list rather than proximity to family, and 
the nature of the extensive orthogonal grid of the town, meant that people 
were no longer able to monitor developments and changes within their 
community.47

Aunty Lil Pettit also recalled the furore that ensued when she moved to town: 

[Aunty Lil Pettit] But there was a big uproar because they started to move 
people up to town. And townspeople didn’t like that. We had all the reporters 
and everyone coming up from Melbourne and they was going off about it, 
local people. But the main thing about moving up to town was to have 
a better life.48

Thelma Chilly recalls a strong sentiment of segregation after the move into town: 

[Thelma Chilly] It was such a segregated community, you know … Blackfellas 
were perceived as a bit of a problem. I think there was a newspaper article by 
Dr Cleary, writing about the Aboriginal problem; gotta do something about 
it …49

Mrs Chilly’s recollection of an article by Robinvale’s Dr Cleary and Aunty Lil’s 
memories of reporters descending on the town referred to the effects of a scathing 
opinion piece about Robinvale’s Aboriginal community which appeared in the 

45  Panagopoulos, interview with Thelma Chilly, 2015.
46  Lil Pettit, interview, 2016.
47  Smith, ‘The Tin Camps’, 182.
48  Lil Pettit, interview, 2016.
49  Thelma Chilly, interview, 2015.
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Sunraysia Daily in 1968. Comments by Dr Cleary and other white residents during 
the time the Aboriginal community were transitioning from Manatunga into houses 
in the township garnered substantial attention in the press. It defined Robinvale as 
a place where Aboriginal people had accumulated and would ruin the town.

‘Can you help prevent the rape of a town?’ – 
A community defined by a racist doctor
In small country towns, professionals often play a major role in defining community 
opinion. In Robinvale in the late 1960s a key figure was the resident doctor, 
Dr  Ronald Philip Cleary. Dr Cleary was a vocal critic of the housing policy of 
the AWB and used his position to promulgate extremely negative views of the 
Aboriginal community.

On 2 October 1968 Mildura’s Sunraysia Daily ran the front-page headline 
‘Robinvale  Angry Over Aborigines’, reporting that Robinvale’s white residents 
were ‘seething at the behavior of Aborigines who have been moved into their town 
under the Aborigines Welfare Board resettlement program’.50 If something was 
not done soon, they said, Robinvale would be ‘ruined forever’.51 The front-page 
story served as a precursor to two others on the second page, one that questioned 
‘Why should Robinvale bear all the burden of the Aborigine problem?’52 According 
to the Sunraysia Daily, ‘few residents wished to be identified with any public 
statement’,53 while others did not ‘care who knows their feelings, and one of these 
men is Dr R.P. Clearly’.54

Dr Cleary compared having Aboriginal people living in the township to being 
violated in the most extreme sense: ‘Can you help prevent the rape of a town?’55 
he asked, following with a lengthy statement where he claimed Robinvale had been 
built by hard-working returning soldiers whose sacrifice saw their dreams materialise 
into the town of Robinvale. After Robinvale had been established, Cleary said, 
Aboriginal people arrived and camped at the river and did nothing but drink:

In the wake of the industries came a few hangers-on, to live in humpies on 
the riverbanks – to cadge to buy wine and forgetfulness. With them came 
the part-Aborigines, who spent their days drinking, lazing, loving; but who 
scorned to work.56

50  ‘Robinvale Angry over Aborigines’, Sunraysia Daily (Mildura), 2 October 1968, 1.
51  ‘Robinvale Angry over Aborigines’, Sunraysia Daily (Mildura), 2 October 1968, 1.
52  ‘Why Should We Bear Burden? – Residents Ask’, Sunraysia Daily (Mildura), 2 October 1968, 2.
53  ‘Why Should We Bear Burden? – Residents Ask’, Sunraysia Daily (Mildura), 2 October 1968, 2.
54  ‘Why Should We Bear Burden? – Residents Ask’, Sunraysia Daily (Mildura), 2 October 1968, 2.
55  ‘Why Should We Bear Burden? – Residents Ask’, Sunraysia Daily (Mildura), 2 October 1968, 2.
56  ‘Why Should We Bear Burden? – Residents Ask’, Sunraysia Daily (Mildura), 2 October 1968, 2.
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Aboriginal people had flooded out the town, Cleary said, and Robinvale was sinking, 
unable to manage them. Dr Cleary’s opinions were given credence by the Sunraysia 
Daily as the views of a doctor who had been practising in Robinvale for 14 years: 
‘a man who has come into contact with the Aborigines moreso than most people’.57

Illustrating the lack of voice offered to the Aboriginal community regarding these 
allegations, the Sunraysia Daily answered its own question – being what had  the 
Aboriginal people of Robinvale done to bring on Dr Cleary’s ‘wrath’ – with 
the  opinions of unnamed white residents in a third article. Entitled ‘Recurring 
Problem’ it quoted one white resident who was disgruntled rent for Aboriginal 
tenants was lower: ‘Why should their color and laziness entitle them to all those 
extras which the rest of the community must provide for itself?’58 Another resident 
claimed Aboriginal people in Robinvale were ‘a drag on society’ who needed 
‘strict supervision’.59 ‘More disturbing’, according to the Sunraysia Daily, was that 
Aboriginal people were a ‘health hazard’, with Dr Clearly alleging 5 per cent of 
the Aboriginal community at Robinvale ‘have venereal disease’ with gastroenteritis 
uncommonly high because their ‘personal hygiene standard is so low’.60

These articles had significant ramifications for how Robinvale’s Aboriginal 
community would come to be perceived. Aboriginal people were omitted from the 
discourse entirely; they were given no opportunity to share their side of the story, or 
to defend themselves against the allegations.

On 5 October 1968 the Melbourne Herald published a story investigating the 
racial tension in Robinvale. Journalist Kenneth Joachim claimed he spent hours 
‘listening to the white population angrily claiming that their town is being swamped 
by blacks’.61 Unlike local reporters, Joachim spent time with Robinvale’s Aboriginal 
residents and included them in his story. He described the garden of Mrs Frank 
Egan of Ronald Street as ‘ablaze with flowers’, and visited with Jean Sampson, ‘in her 
spotless lounge’ that had a ‘a cabinet full of football trophies won by her son Leo’.62 
The reporter also spoke to the owner of the Robinvale sawmill, Hans Ebster, who 
over the past nine years had employed around 300 Aboriginal people. He currently 
had nine men working for him, earning good money, he said, who were ‘very good 
workers and I couldn’t give them too good a reference’.63 The reporter concluded 
that the Aboriginal people ‘of Robinvale will continue to be everybody’s best friends 

57  ‘Why Should We Bear Burden? – Residents Ask’, Sunraysia Daily (Mildura), 2 October 1968, 2.
58  ‘Recurring Problem’, Sunraysia Daily (Mildura), 2 October 1968, 2.
59  ‘Recurring Problem’, Sunraysia Daily (Mildura), 2 October 1968, 2.
60  ‘Recurring Problem’, Sunraysia Daily (Mildura), 2 October 1968, 2.
61  Kenneth Joachim, ‘Town’s Whites Are Angry: Hate Sets Black against Black’, Herald (Melbourne), 5 October 
1968, scan, page number not visible.
62  Kenneth Joachim, ‘Town’s Whites Are Angry: Hate Sets Black against Black’, Herald (Melbourne), 5 October 
1968.
63  ‘Not a Burden’, Herald (Melbourne), 5 October 1968, scan, page number not visible.



141

ASSIMILATION, RACISM AND ABORIGINAL LABOUR IN ROBINVALE

– providing they don’t try to become neighbors’.64 In this instance the city reporter 
had attempted to portray the Aboriginal community of Robinvale as the antithesis of 
how the rural press had described them, noting they had lovely gardens, tidy homes 
and well-paying jobs. However, local reports that followed derailed the attempt to 
bring Indigenous people into the narrative.

The Robinvale and Manangatang Argus ran a front-page article on 11 October about 
‘the Aborigine assimilation question which has been raging recently’.65 It reported 
of a meeting of the members of Robinvale’s Junior Chamber of Commerce (Jaycees) 
and former Manatunga supervisor Ray Hicks, who claimed Aboriginal people ‘were 
getting too many handouts and could drift into uselessness’.66 On 14 November 
the Australian ran a story under the headline ‘The War At Robinvale’ that stated: ‘On 
the banks of the River Murray, Aboriginals and whites are fast moving towards a head-
on clash’.67 The newspaper claimed Robinvale was a racist town, where Aboriginal 
people were not wanted, and included a quote by Dr Cleary who said ‘parts of our 
town will become ghettos’68 if more moved into the town. The Australian surmised 
that the ‘attitude of the whites has created worry and anxiety among the town’s 
Aboriginals, many of whom have steady jobs and tidy homes’.69 It also charged that 
events at Robinvale were of great national significance:

The Robinvale experiment is of great importance to Australia. Methods 
used there to assimilate the Aboriginal could very well become the classic 
assimilation technique for the rest of the nation … If the Victorian 
Government’s Robinvale policy is as misdirected as it was with Manatunga, 
something more tragic than a crumbling settlement could be the result.70

It is worth noting once more the disparity between the reporting of the local press 
with that of metropolitan and national coverage. It is possible that the Freedom 
Riders of 1965, who had ‘sought to draw public attention to the poor state of 
Aboriginal health, education and housing’71 in country New South Wales, played 
some part. That event had led to notable press coverage across the country and, 
as Ann Curthoys reflected during the stopover in Walgett, ‘many urban papers 
presented the story in a light which was favourable to the students and unfavourable 
to Walgett’.72 Perhaps the national press the Freedom Riders had attracted three 

64  Kenneth Joachim, ‘Town’s Whites Are Angry: Hate Sets Black against Black’, Herald (Melbourne), 5 October 
1968, scan, page number not visible.
65  ‘Discussion Growing on Aborigines’, Robinvale and Manangatang Argus, 11 October 1968, 1.
66  ‘Discussion Growing on Aborigines’, Robinvale and Manangatang Argus, 11 October 1968, 1.
67  Brad Mulligan, ‘The War at Robinvale’, Australian, 14 November 1968, 11.
68  Brad Mulligan, ‘The War at Robinvale’, Australian, 14 November 1968, 11.
69  According to the Australian, in November 1968 there were 16 homes in Robinvale housing approximately 100 
Aboriginal people while some families continued to reside at Manatunga.
70  Brad Mulligan, ‘The War at Robinvale’, Australian, 14 November 1968, 11.
71  Edmonds, ‘Unofficial Apartheid’, 168.
72  Curthoys, ‘The NSW Freedom Rides’, 24.
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years prior had alerted people in cities of the ‘massive problems in housing, health 
and education confronting Aboriginal people at the time’,73 and that knowledge led 
to more sympathetic coverage of country towns.

While the Herald and the Australian questioned the racist attitudes of Robinvale’s 
white residents, the local press continued to ignore the Aboriginal community. Four 
days after the Australian article, the Swan Hill Guardian reported of a ‘build-up of 
hatred between white and colored residents of Robinvale’ and that the Robinvale 
Jaycees had requested the Swan Hill council ‘formulate a policy’ regarding the 
settlement of Aboriginal people into the township.74 The council wanted government 
representatives to visit Swan Hill and Robinvale to discuss the ‘problems’ associated 
with Aboriginal people there.

More local reports about Robinvale appeared with derogatory statements about 
the Aboriginal community, and it is not possible to discuss them all here. What 
becomes evident from those I have included, though, is that the AWB housing 
policy, which aimed towards integration of Aboriginal people into the township, 
precipitated a major reaction from the white community in Robinvale. It exacerbated 
latent racist  views, resulting in more systemic attempts to supress and exclude 
Indigenous voices.

Ruth McCausland points out that ‘on the whole, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people are associated with negative, homogenising stereotypes in the 
mainstream media’,75 and that, in Australia, the news media in particular ‘has the 
power to marginalise and contribute to discrimination against Indigenous people’.76 
This in turn has ‘a powerful and permeating impact on the way that most Australians 
view Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’.77 McCausland argues that ‘this 
can lead to the perception that Indigenous people or those from racial or ethnic 
minority backgrounds are the source of problems or disorder in society’.78 Michael 
Meadows observes, ‘despite the relatively powerless position of Indigenous people 
in Australian society … they were represented as a threat to the established order’.79 
In his studies of the colonial press, Meadows found that, in Victoria, Aboriginal 
people were not only voiceless but also ‘variously framed as a problem’.80 This 
literature particularly resonates with how the Aboriginal community of Robinvale 
was portrayed in the local press in the late 1960s by men in positions of power.

73  Curthoys, ‘The NSW Freedom Rides’, 15.
74  ‘Potential Racial Problem for Shire – Robinvale Jaycees Concerned’, Swan Hill Guardian, 18 November 1968, 
scan, page number not visible.
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77  McCausland, ‘Special Treatment’, 98. 
78  McCausland, ‘Special Treatment’, 86–87.
79  Meadows, Voices in the Wilderness, 196.
80  Meadows, Voices in the Wilderness, 43.
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‘Too frightened to speak’: Suppression of voice
The Ministry for Aboriginal Affairs maintained a large file about the negative 
publicity surrounding Robinvale in the press entitled ‘Robinvale – Controversy 
Arising from Medical Officers Statement’. Correspondence contained within the 
file includes a letter from the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs Victoria at the time, 
E. R. Meagher, that was sent to the editor of the Australian to ‘correct some erroneous 
statements’81 in their feature story. Other letters were sent to the press in which the 
ministry refuted a total of 11 claims spanning seven articles – most published by 
the Sunraysia Daily – particularly comments by Dr Cleary. This included Cleary’s 
claim Aboriginal people would pose a health risk to Robinvale because 5 per cent of 
them had venereal disease. ‘In fact,’ the ministry responded in its letter to the editor, 
‘Department of Health records show that the total number of notifications received 
from Robinvale this year for the entire population is one only.’82 The ministry, wrote 
Dr Cleary, was ‘either failing in his responsibility to notify the Health Department 
of cases of V.D., or he is distorting facts for ulterior purposes’.83

What also becomes evident in the file is why the media took a particular interest 
in Robinvale in the first place. Interest was garnered by letters sent to Victorian 
newspapers from the Robinvale Jaycees in early October 1968. Three pages in total, 
the letter included the following statement:

We, the Robinvale Jaycees, believe the integration into Robinvale town, of 
people of mixed Aboriginal and European breeding, in excess of the present 
level, is against the best interest of social welfare of the part aboriginals and 
Europeans in the town.84

The Jaycees, who represented the ‘Christian, European population of Robinvale’, 
accused the ministry of luring ‘people of mixed blood to the area’ and that this 
‘accumulation of large numbers of people of mixed race in one small centre, where 
no opportunity for employment exists’ was a ‘form of racial discrimination’.85 
The Jaycees stated if Aboriginal people continued to be ‘absorbed’ into Robinvale 
then they demanded ‘an increase in the town of European population sufficient 
to maintain the present ration of mixed bloods to Europeans’.86 One way the 
government could do this, they suggested, was to duplicate ‘the highly successful 

81  ‘Comments on Robinvale Report’, File of Department of Aboriginal Affairs, NAA B357, 38.
82  ‘Comments on Robinvale Report’, NAA B357, 38.
83  ‘Comments on Robinvale Report’, NAA B357, 38.
84  K. Arnott to E. R. Meagher, 7 October 1968, File of Department of Aboriginal Affairs, NAA B357, 38.
85  Arnott to Meagher, 1968, NAA B357, 38.
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soldier settlement farming scheme on which the town is based’.87 In summary, the 
Jaycees blamed the government for the following: ‘since 1960 and even more so 
now, Robinvale has been created the promised land for the part aboriginal’.88

Other manuscripts in the file contain evidence that newspaper reports degrading 
Robinvale’s Aboriginal community had caused hurt and shame among its members. 
Social worker D.  J. Travers reported to the ministry from Robinvale in January 
1969, informing them that the racist commentary in the local press ‘is upsetting 
to the Aboriginal people’ who ‘have been forced underground to some extent by 
the unfortunate publicity that occurred’.89 Travers revealed one Aboriginal girl had 
been so upset she told him she did not go to school for three days, being ‘too 
embarrassed, scared, shy’90 to leave her house. Travers also stated Robinvale’s white 
residents were ‘quite prepared to say what they think. The Aboriginal people seem 
to be too frightened to speak’.91 In Robinvale on behalf of the ministry to initiate 
a better relationship between white residents and the Aboriginal community, Travers 
surmised that Aboriginal people in Robinvale had lost confidence in themselves, 
despite most of them being employed. These revelations by Travers relate directly to 
suppression of voice in the Aboriginal community.

Aunty Rose Kirby reflected about what it was like for Aboriginal people having the 
ability to speak up during this period. Recalling the events at the time they had 
occurred, she says: ‘I was up in town by then.’ Regarding Dr Cleary’s statements 
about the community, Aunty Rose adds they still matter, and it continues to affect 
them, because: 

[Aunty Rose Kirby] We have to live in this town.92

Living in Robinvale in the present means for Aunty Rose reliving the past, and 
she recalls vividly the racist comments made about Aboriginal people, in particular 
about women, and especially by Dr Cleary. I asked Aunty Rose specific questions 
regarding this time in the township:

[Maria] Do you think the suggestion by Travers that Aboriginal people were 
too frightened to speak out is a fair statement of the time?

[Aunty Rose Kirby] That’s right.

[Maria] Why is that?

[Aunty Rose Kirby] Because they’ve been only put down!

87  Arnott to Meagher, 1968, NAA B357, 38.
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[Maria] Why do you think the local paper ignored the community? 
Why didn’t they ever interview someone, mention someone’s name? It was 
always from the white perspective …

[Aunty Rose Kirby] Because if the paper said anything good about the 
Aboriginal people, how were they going to cope with the backlash from the 
white community?

[Maria] So you thought it was just normal to put the Aboriginal people down?

[Aunty Rose Kirby] Yes! You know, we never had a voice.

[Maria] Do you think some people still believe that to be true, what Dr Cleary 
said?

[Aunty Rose Kirby] Yes … ’cause they look at other people, you know, now, 
and well … especially the men, and they say: Oh well, all they can do is drink.93

As to why the racism experienced by the Aboriginal community during that 
time should be discussed and acknowledged by the wider community today, 
Aunty Rose says:

[Aunty Rose Kirby] I think it would be a wake up call for some of them.94

‘They didn’t like it, having Blackfellas as 
neighbours’
Other testimonies by members of Robinvale’s Aboriginal community about the 
time they were moved from Manatunga into the township reveal the impact of 
Dr Cleary’s remarks. Fifty years later, they have not been forgotten. 

[Uncle Fred Baxter] I want the people to know that Robinvale was a racist 
town, and how racist a lot of the people were against Black people. That 
we was classed as second-rate citizens, and we are still part of that, being 
Aboriginal.95

[Uncle Norman Baxter] The movement from Manatunga into town here, 
it was like World War Four broke out! There was people that didn’t want us 
living next door, especially the doctor here, Dr Cleary. He was a horrible man.

[Uncle Norman] I was one of the first Aborigines in a house on Wallan 
Avenue, but that was nowhere near him, but he still went off about it. He was 
like: ‘I don’t want an Aboriginal living next to me!’ And he had petitions 

93  Rose Kirby, interview, 2019.
94  Rose Kirby, interview, 2019.
95  Fred Baxter, interview, 2015.
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and all sorts of stuff around town, Cleary. But we took no notice of that. 
We didn’t rise up in anger or nothing (like) that, you know. We just lived with 
it. But the majority of the white people were quite happy about it.96 

[Aunty Marie Murray] It was a lot of problems when we moved to town. 
They didn’t like it, having Blackfellas as neighbours, you know. It didn’t worry 
me, I didn’t dwell on stuff like that. But I knew. You get those looks and you 
know. Like, you felt it [the racism]. You feel the vibes. Just them looking at 
you, you know what they’re thinking. And yet there were some really nice 
people. It wasn’t all doom and gloom.97

The place where Aunty Marie felt racism the most was at the local clinic. 

[Aunty Marie Murray] It was mainly at the doctor’s surgery. That’s where 
I felt it … It was like: ‘Ugh!’ You’re bringing some kind of germ into the place. 
But I think that’s why a lot of people didn’t like going to the doctors back in 
those days … and I think health played a big part in our Elders dying young, 
because they were too frightened to go to the doctors.98

The above recollections highlight the complex race relations between Aboriginal 
people and Europeans in a rural town during the housing assimilation years of the 
1960s. As noted by Gillian Cowlishaw: ‘In country places where there is face-to-face 
contact – albeit of a limited and circumscribed kind – the contradictory ideas and 
ideologies of and about Indigenous people are forced into the open.’99 Habibis et al. 
point out that little is known ‘about Aboriginal perspectives on settler Australian 
culture and settler Australian people’;100 hence, recollections such as those of Uncle 
Norman Baxter, Aunty Rose Kirby and others about events 50 years after they 
occurred, offer a rare insight into rural race relations:

Aboriginal viewpoints also provide dominant groups with an opportunity 
to see how they are viewed from the outside. This is especially important 
in regions with substantial Indigenous populations where the visibility of 
Aboriginal people make race relations a matter of everyday discussion and 
experience.101

Maria Nugent considers ‘the interplay between Aboriginal people’s remembrances 
about race relations in rural mid-twentieth-century Australia’,102 focusing on 
particular sites of segregation in country New South Wales in the 1960s. The 
recollections above regarding the racially charged assimilation years in Robinvale 
may, as Nugent put it, ‘evoke personal experiences of segregation, at the same time 
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as they remake the meanings of spaces in which segregation was practiced’.103 This is 
particularly evident in the testimonies of Aunty Marie Murray and Uncle Norman 
Baxter. Both recalled that they were racially vilified, but also remembered that not all 
the white residents in the town were against Aboriginal people moving into houses, 
despite the reportage of the press at the time.

Aboriginal labour in the Mallee
During interviews conducted for my research, the substantial work the Aboriginal 
community did at Robinvale from the 1940s onwards arose as a prevalent subject, 
and one the community requested be acknowledged. Indeed, the comments and 
opinions of Dr Cleary, Manatunga supervisor Ray Hicks and others made it appear 
as though Aboriginal people in Robinvale never worked at all. In actuality though, 
their labour helped to establish the first grape farms and, later, played an important 
part in the harvesting of local crops.

Aboriginal labour history has been described as an ‘important source of our increased 
historical knowledge’, alongside ‘a growing recognition by a number of historians 
that the use of Aboriginal labour in the south and east had always been very much 
more than historians had hitherto realised’.104 The biased view that Aboriginal 
people were lazy and shunned employment is not limited to Robinvale or country 
towns; Curthoys and Moore have noted ‘the common belief that Aborigines did not 
work’.105 Importantly, the authors also observe how ‘too often the very existence of 
a history of Aboriginal labour is quite unknown’.106

Richard Broome points out that ‘Environmental historians … rarely discuss the 
labour of Indigenous people’, something he sought to ‘redress’ by ‘examining the 
Aboriginal precursors in what became the Mallee wheat lands of south-eastern 
Australia’.107 Focusing on the present-day areas of Swan Hill and Mildura, Broome 
‘explores some of the key relationships between nature and Aboriginal people 
through their labour in parts of the semi-arid Victorian Mallee before European 
settlement’.108

Broome observes that ‘the Murray River’s Aboriginal geography of labour brought 
humans and nature together through sustainable productive labour that bound 
them to country as much as did culture and religion’109 and that ‘the arduous and 
constant work they performed to live comfortably belies the claims of laziness in 
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the European stereotype’.110 Broome’s article does not discuss Aboriginal labour in 
the locality that occurred following European settlement, hence, the oral histories 
presented below richly inform this subject.

‘A lot of Hard Yakka’ – Aboriginal employment 
in Robinvale, 1940–70
Uncle Norman Baxter wants people to know that the Aboriginal community 
of Robinvale did work – they worked extremely hard – and contributed to the 
town’s economy:

[Uncle Norman Baxter] Well, we lived off the land, but then, we talk about 
soldier settlement. They needed all the posts and all the work to be done. 
We spent about three to four years out here cutting posts for the grapevines.111

The trees were logged on the NSW side of the Murray River during the late 1940s 
and early 1950s. Many Aboriginal men who were employed to cut down the trees 
worked in teams for different contractors. Uncle Norman worked in a team with his 
three older brothers: 

[Uncle Norman Baxter] We would cut down trees … and we’d have three loads 
a day, sometimes four … when you put one load on, that would be 10 tonnes, 
on the truck. We’d load them by hand … so it was very, very hard.112

After ‘quite a few years’ of logging trees, Uncle Norman moved on to picking grapes 
for wages: 

[Uncle Norman Baxter] We sort of come from out there working in the bush 
to contracts for picking … picked the grapes when they were all developed. 
But to us it was a blessing because we were able to support our families, 
feed our families, clothe our families. The grape picking and even the cutting 
wood out there, you know, well we didn’t only help develop the town, but 
our own wellbeing too.113

Uncle Kevin Pearce says his father, the late Uncle Walter Pearce, was instrumental in 
helping the first grape farms take shape in Robinvale: 

[Uncle Kevin Pearce] In them early days we weren’t allowed to vote, or go 
into town! But we did work. We worked! Like my father … they worked on 
the fruit blocks before they had fruit blocks! Like, putting the posts in the 
ground. They were planting them posts, they helped to grow the grapes.114 
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Uncle Kevin Pearce understands his father’s contribution, and even his own, goes 
unacknowledged, something that does not surprise him. It is the lost opportunities 
for his family, however, that remain ingrained in his memory:

[Uncle Kevin Pearce] That was the story with the Blackfellas when I was 
growing up like a young fella, and we built this town. Well, we didn’t actually 
build the town … we made all the Moore Street driveways right through 
there. And we done the Civic Centre, and we made the tiles, and laid all the 
tiles, cement tiles all the way around there. ’Cause we had a big machine, 
a presser. We done the one in Mildura too, the fountain in Mildura, we went 
down there and made all the tiles and that. After that job finished, I said: 
‘Can we have that machinery, so we wanna go into business so we can make 
the tiles and sell them you know and do people’s gardens.’ ‘Oh no, no, can’t 
do that!’ Even though you were good at it. We done it for two years! But they 
wouldn’t let us get that machine. We survived all that, see, ’cause we were 
survivors. You’d go and do a bit of work. You’d go live off the land.115

Uncle Fred Baxter says he did ‘a hell of a lot of concreting’ in Robinvale: 

[Uncle Fred Baxter] Me and Noel Hancock concreted most of the paths 
around town, a lot of house slabs, we done the Scout Hall … I done concreting 
around Robinvale for about 20-odd years.116

Uncle Fred also worked for the Parke brothers, Stan and George, who owned 
substantial vegetable farms at Robinvale: 

[Uncle Fred Baxter] A bus would come to the mission [Manatunga] (and pick 
you up). At Parke’s, we just picked peas, beans, and later, carrots and beans.117

Thelma Chilly’s father was one of many Aboriginal men who worked at the Robinvale 
sawmill while she grew up at Manatunga during the 1960s: 

[Thelma Chilly] While we lived on the mission there, the big sawmill was 
right across the road, and dad worked at the sawmill see, so we were always 
over there mucking around … It employed a lot of Aboriginal men from the 
mission there. And then when it closed down, a lot of the men started going 
away, like for work, and out into the grapevines and everything then. 

My entire family worked on Haynes’ fruit block. They worked there for years 
and years and years until I was almost an adult.118

115  Kevin Pearce, interview, 2015.
116  Fred Baxter, interview, 2015.
117  Fred Baxter, interview, 2015.
118  Thelma Chilly, interview, 2015.
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Mrs Chilly’s parents harvested a variety of crops in the locality, and later, her father 
worked in the township for a plumber: 

[Thelma Chilly] I have childhood memories of like getting in dad’s old car 
and driving, all of us, the whole family, and driving out to Murray’s and 
just picking all the oranges. When my father came up to town, he got a job 
working as an apprentice plumber. So he put most of the roofs on the new 
houses in Robinvale. He also laid concrete and pavers. I know because he 
used to take me on some of the jobs they did.119

For Aunty Lil Pettit, work was a means of survival for her family. Her parents, she says: 

[Aunty Lil Pettit] was just more about trying to survive, and they was out 
when I was little, picking beans at Tol Tol … and then go over to Euston and 
picking tomatoes and capsicums.120

Aunty Lil says Aboriginal people worked in the town while they were camping at the 
river, and later when they were residing at Manatunga, where farmers would come 
with trucks to pick up their Aboriginal employees: 

[Aunty Lil Pettit] And when we got on the mission, they did (it) all, the 
Blackfellas; they picked all the grapes. Bosses pick them up, and a truck used 
to come and pick them all up, go out to Lake Benanee where all the cotton 
was growing … so it was all working because there was no Centrelink stuff 
… The picking would come around and we’d go out pick grapes. I was going 
picking grapes every season. My husband would drop me and my sister-in-
law and my niece to one block, and we stayed there all day pulling out the 
vines … because they went to another block.121

When Aunty Lil moved into a house in the township in the late 1960s, working 
became essential in order to survive: 

[Aunty Lil Pettit] When there was no food that’s what you had to go do to 
get more money. When he [Uncle Buck Pettit] started going shearing, the 
kids got older there, we were up in town, then he used to go way past up 
Balranald. He used to go away for the whole week. When my son started 
school, I got a job at the hotel.122

Aboriginal people had to earn their keep, says Aunty Rose Kirby, there was no other 
way to survive: 

[Aunty Rose Kirby] They had to live in the white world, the Western world, 
to earn their keep, and some of the men was woodcutters and then the Parke 
brothers, they had a farm out here, nearly all the Aboriginal people would go 
out there and do pea picking, bean picking, tomato picking and everything. 
And then grape picking.

119  Thelma Chilly, interview, 2015.
120  Lil Pettit, interview, 2016.
121  Lil Pettit, interview, 2016.
122  Lil Pettit, interview, 2016.
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Aunty Rose later gained employment at the Robinvale Hospital ‘as a kitchen maid’ 
while her late husband, Hartley, ‘started work with Bob Bettess, he was a plumber’.123

Aunty Barbara Egan says although she was segregated from the Robinvale township 
while residing at Manatunga, she interacted with the wider community of Robinvale 
regularly because she had been employed by many of them: 

[Aunty Barbara Egan] Oh yeah, we knew all the people, we worked for 
them. You know they probably wouldn’t have survived only for us either. 
My stepfather, Frank Baxter, he sheared for Harley Spittle. We moved over 
there for one part of it. [Mum] did peas and beans for George and Stan Parke, 
we all went out picking beans and peas. Dahlenburg and Parke’s used to come 
pick us up in a big truck. Some people had cars too to go out there, yeah. 
And that was good too because I remember we used to – oh Jesus this is going 
right back now – like when we used to work for Col Sandy, we used to stay 
in the pickers hut, he used to own a block. We used to do his grapes for him.

[The money was] enough to survive on you know, good pickers got a bit 
more. You’d just get paid what the weight was of beans and that, peas … 
We used to walk from here, Manatunga, over the bridge … we used to go 
pick peas and beans for Gallos.124

Aunty Barbara Egan does not take kindly to people insinuating the Aboriginal 
community of Robinvale were lazy and unemployed: 

[Aunty Barbara Egan] Aboriginal people bloody worked! Got the grapes off, 
you know, and things like that. Before the shakers came in, they used to do it 
all by hand then, shake the rack with the dried fruit.125

[Uncle Norman Baxter] We put a lot of blood sweat and tears into the 
development of the town. We put a lot of hard yakka into the development of 
the soldier settlement; we worked six days a week, extremely hard. We didn’t 
have chainsaws or nothing like that. We’d swing an axe all day. And that was 
on daylight till dark.126

Edmonds notes that in country towns ‘in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, an expanding pastoral industry would first take Aboriginal land and then 
crucially require Aboriginal labour’.127 In Walgett, for example, ‘Aboriginal labour 
was crucial. It was in the interest of a white middle class to have access to a limited 
group of Aboriginal people as a labour pool’.128 Frank Stevens notes that in southern 
Australia in the twentieth century for some Aboriginal people:

123  Rose Kirby, interview, 2015.
124  Panagopoulos, interview with Barbara Egan, 2015.
125  Barbara Egan, interview, 2015.
126  Norman Baxter, interview, 2015.
127  Edmonds, ‘Unofficial Apartheid’, 174.
128  Edmonds, ‘Unofficial Apartheid’, 178.
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their general level of literacy and enforced location in rural communities 
and settlements, ensured that, industrially, they rarely found opportunity to 
serve other than as migratory labour in the fruit and vegetable industry or as 
farmhands and forest workers.129

As both a forest worker and farmhand, Uncle Norman Baxter’s connection to 
Robinvale is steeped in the pride he feels in how he helped develop the township 
into what it is today: 

[Uncle Norman Baxter] When we drive out around the fruit block, we can 
look at a fruit block and say, ‘Right, I helped to build that’.130

With regard to his work being acknowledged by the wider community, Uncle 
Norman says it does not necessarily lie in ignorance: 

[Uncle Norman] Well, deep down they know, but they don’t want to admit it. 
I’d say 99 per cent don’t want to admit that we contributed.131

Uncle Norman says the Aboriginal contribution to the development of Robinvale 
was as important as anyone else, and the fact it remains unacknowledged 
saddens him: 

[Uncle Norman] I would say equal to anyone else in the town because of what 
we done, ’cause of the hard yakka we put into it, not only the development, but 
the economy you know. We would earn a lot of money, and we’d spend a lot 
of money in the township. And so there were many ways that we contributed 
to the wellbeing of this little town. And it’s really sad. It’s really sad.132

The testimonies describing Indigenous labour in Robinvale and surrounds 
spanning  four decades fills a gap in knowledge regarding an important aspect of 
Robinvale’s heritage. It demonstrates the significant contribution of the Aboriginal 
community to the urban and agricultural development of Robinvale, as well as its 
economy. The oral histories speak back to previous perceptions that Aboriginal 
people from Robinvale were lazy and unemployed. The testimonies also illustrate 
that Aboriginal people possessed the skills to become self-employed but were denied 
the opportunity to do so. As Healy notes, ‘new scholarship is paying attention 
to the ways in which government authorities sought to achieve assimilation through 
controlling Indigenous movement, use of and access to land’.133 In this instance, we 
can observe how that control extended to what work people could and could not 
do, illustrated by Uncle Kevin Pearce’s wish to have his own business making tiles 
as a landscaper.

129  Stevens, ‘Aboriginal Labour’, 72.
130  Norman Baxter, interview, 2015.
131  Norman Baxter, interview, 2015.
132  Norman Baxter, interview, 2015.
133  Healy, ‘Aboriginal Mobility’, 41.
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The right to ‘speak back’
Michael Dodson points out the way in which relations between settlers and Indigenous 
people in Australia has been structured by practices of documentation: ‘Since their 
first intrusive gaze, colonising cultures have had a preoccupation with observing, 
analysing, studying, classifying and labelling Aborigines and Aboriginality.’134 ‘Under 
that gaze,’ Dodson explains, ‘Aboriginality changed from being a daily practice to 
being “a problem to be solved”.’135 Dodson’s statement captures how some members 
of the wider community of Robinvale perceived Aboriginal people as a problem, one 
that was promoted by the local press. Further, it draws out how Aboriginal people 
have had to insist on self-representation in order to be heard: ‘Nearly suffocated 
with imposed labels and structures, Aboriginal peoples have had no other choice 
than to insist on our right to speak back … to build and represent our own world of 
meaning and significance.’136 In this article, the Aboriginal community of Robinvale 
– once silenced and defined by the opinions of others – has spoken back, particularly 
against views expressed by people in positions of privilege during the 1960s.

Bruce Elder describes incidents of racism towards Aboriginal people in Australia 
‘like individual tiles: put them all together and they form a mosaic of bigotry and 
racism which is the burden of all Australians’.137 While the racism experienced by the 
Robinvale Aboriginal community can be described as one tile making up a greater 
mosaic, it is important that it is acknowledged, so that the future generations of the 
community are not defined by racist perceptions propagated by those in positions 
of privilege in the past.

Conclusion
Since early settlement, Aboriginal people in Robinvale have worked to eke out a living 
in a European society while maintaining ties to culture, land and family. After being 
forced to relocate to the Manatunga housing settlement from their riverside camps 
from 1960,138 they were shifted into houses in the white township. Here they were 
expected to conform to a way of life that was foreign in many ways to their own, while 
being racially vilified in the rural press. This article has addressed the silences and gaps 
in Robinvale’s Aboriginal heritage and has shared the experiences of Aboriginal people 
regarding assimilation and racism. Likewise, oral histories have illustrated in detail the 
existence of an industrious Aboriginal labour force in the town.

134  Dodson, ‘Wentworth Lecture’, 3.
135  Dodson, ‘Wentworth Lecture’, 3.
136  Dodson, ‘Wentworth Lecture’, 4.
137  Elder, Blood on the Wattle, 248.
138  Panagopoulos, ‘Silence and Power’, Chapter V.
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This article demonstrates how subjugation, oppression and racism significantly 
affected the voices of members of Robinvale’s Aboriginal community in the 1960s. 
I  have argued that the oppressive regimes of local newspapers and continued 
reiteration of derogatory remarks about the community led to it being falsely 
defined as one that was lazy and worthless, even diseased. I have presented testimony 
illustrating that members of the Aboriginal community believe this perception of 
them continues to persist. By responding directly to European accounts regarding 
events that involved and impacted them, the community has allowed both sides 
of the story to be told and heard.

Acknowledgements
I would like to thank the anonymous reviewers of this article for their valuable 
feedback and the Aboriginal community of Robinvale for their continued support.

References

Oral histories
Uncle Fred Baxter
Uncle Norman Baxter
Thelma Chilly
Aunty Barbara Egan
Aunty Rose Kirby
Aunty Marie Murray
Uncle Kevin Pearce
Aunty Lilian (Lil) Pettit

Manuscripts and archives

National Archives of Australia (NAA)
NAA B357, 38, Districts – Robinvale 1958. Department of Aboriginal Affairs, State Office 

– Victoria.

Government publications
Victoria. Aborigines Welfare Board. Annual Report, 1959, 1960. 1961, 1963, 1965, 1966.

Victoria. Ministry of Aboriginal Affairs. Annual Report, 1968/69.



155

ASSIMILATION, RACISM AND ABORIGINAL LABOUR IN ROBINVALE

Newspapers
Australian
Herald (Melbourne)
Robinvale and Manangatang Argus
Sunraysia Daily (Mildura)
Swan Hill Guardian

Television broadcast
Australian Broadcasting Corporation. ‘Robinvale’, Back Roads. 16 July 2018, ABC TV, 

S04E06, ABC 1, 8:00 pm.

Secondary sources
Broome, Richard. ‘Murray Mallee: A Riverine Geography of Aboriginal Labor’. Agricultural 

History 91, no. 2 (Spring 2017): 150–70. doi.org/10.3098/ah.2017.091.2.150.

Cowlishaw, Gillian. ‘Cultures of Complaint: An Ethnography of Rural Racial Rivalry’. 
Journal of Sociology 42, no. 4 (2006): 429–45. doi.org/10.1177/1440783306069999.

Curthoys, Ann. ‘The NSW Freedom Rides’. Agora 46, no. 1 (2011): 9–27.

Curthoys, Ann, and Clive Moore. ‘Working for the White People: An Historiographic Essay 
on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Labour’. Labour History 69 (1995): 1–29. doi.org/ 
10.2307/27516388.

Dodson, Michael. ‘The Wentworth Lecture, The End in the Beginning: Re(de)finding 
Aboriginality’. Australian Aboriginal Studies, no. 1 (1994): 2–13.

Edmonds, Penelope. ‘Unofficial Apartheid, Convention and Country Towns: Reflections 
on Australian History and the New South Wales Freedom Rides of 1965’. Postcolonial 
Studies 15, no. 2 (2012): 167–90. doi.org/10.1080/13688790.2012.693043.

Elder, Bruce. Blood on the Wattle. 3rd ed. Sydney: New Holland Publishers, 2003.

Ellinghaus, Katherine and Sianan Healy. ‘Micromobility, Space, and Indigenous Housing 
Schemes in Australia after World War II’. Transfers 8, no. 2 (Summer 2018): 44–66. 
doi.org/ 10.3167/TRANS.2018.080204.

Habibis, Daphne, Penny Taylor, Maggie Walter and Catriona Elder. ‘Repositioning the Racial 
Gaze: Aboriginal Perspectives on Race, Race Relations and Governance’. Social Inclusion 4, 
no. 1 (2016): 57–67. doi.org/10.17645/si.v4i1.492.

Healy, Sianan. ‘Aboriginal Mobility and the Search for a Home and a Job in Postwar Victoria’. 
Australian Historical Studies 51, no. 1 (2020): 38–53. doi.org/10.1080/1031461X. 2019. 
1678658.

http://doi.org/10.3098/ah.2017.091.2.150
http://doi.org/10.1177/1440783306069999
http://doi.org/10.2307/27516388
http://doi.org/10.2307/27516388
http://doi.org/10.1080/13688790.2012.693043
http://doi.org/10.3167/TRANS.2018.080204
http://doi.org/10.17645/si.v4i1.492
http://doi.org/10.1080/1031461X.2019.1678658
http://doi.org/10.1080/1031461X.2019.1678658


 ABORIGINAL HISTORY VOL 45 2021

156

Healy, Sianan. ‘“From Riverbank Humpy to White House”: Spatial Assimilation at Rumbalara 
in 1950s Victoria’. In Interdisciplinary Unsettlings of Place and Space: Conversations, 
Investigations and Research, edited by Sarah Pinto, Shelley Hannigan, Emma Charlton and 
Bernadette Walker-Gibbs, 233–349. Singapore: Springer Nature, 2019. doi.org/10.1007/ 
978-981-13-6729-8_15.

Long, Jeremy. ‘The Commonwealth and Aboriginal Housing, 1968–81’. In Settlement: 
A History of Australian Indigenous Housing, edited by Peter Read, 103–17. Canberra: 
Aboriginal Studies Press, 2000.

Long, J. P. M. Aboriginal Settlements: A Survey of Institutional Communities in Eastern 
Australia. Canberra: Australian National University Press, 1970.

Lovejoy, Frances H. ‘Costing the Aboriginal Housing Problem’. The Australian Quarterly 43, 
no. 1 (1971): 79–90. doi.org/10.2307/20634422.

Lyons, Gregory. ‘Official Policy towards Victorian Aborigines 1957–1974’. Aboriginal 
History 7, no. 1/2 (1983): 61–79.

Manning, Corinne. ‘A Helping White Hand: Assimilation, Welfare and Victoria’s Transitional 
Aboriginal Housing Policy’. Labour History, 87 (2004): 193–208. doi.org/10.2307/ 
27516006.

Manning, Corinne. ‘The McLean Report: Legitimising Victoria’s New Assimilationism’. 
Aboriginal History 26 (2002): 159–76. doi.org/10.22459/ah.26.2011.07.

Marsden, Beth. ‘“What’s This about a New Mission?”: Assimilation, Resistance and the 
Morwell Transit Village’. Aboriginal History 43 (2019): 93–115. doi.org/10.22459/
ah.43. 2019.05.

McCallum, David and Jennifer Laurence. ‘The Power to Move Aborigines: Law, Housing 
and Welfare’. Australian Aboriginal Studies, no. 2 (2019): 34–45.

McCausland, Ruth. ‘Special Treatment – The Representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander People in the Media’. Journal of Indigenous Policy, no. 4 (2004): 84–98. classic.
austlii.edu.au/au/journals/JlIndigP/2004/16.html.

Meadows, Michael. Voices in the Wilderness: Images of Aboriginal People in the Media. Santa 
Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2000. 

Morgan, George. ‘Assimilation and Resistance: Housing Indigenous Australians in the 1970s’. 
Journal of Sociology 36, no. 2 (2000): 187–204. doi.org/10.1177/144078330003600204.

Nugent, Maria. ‘Sites of Segregation/Sites of Memory: Remembrance and “Race” in Australia’. 
Memory Studies 6, no. 3 (2013): 299–309. doi.org/10.1177/1750698013482863.

Panagopoulos, Maria. ‘Silence and Power in the North-West Mallee, 1830–1970, Aboriginal 
“Voice” in Robinvale’. PhD thesis, Monash University, 2020. bridges.monash.edu/ articles/ 
thesis/Silence_and_Power_in_the_North-West_Mallee_1830-1970_Aboriginal_ Voice 
_in_Robinvale/12363977.

http://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-6729-8_15
http://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-6729-8_15
http://doi.org/10.2307/20634422
http://doi.org/10.2307/27516006
http://doi.org/10.2307/27516006
http://doi.org/10.22459/ah.26.2011.07
http://doi.org/10.22459/ah.43.2019.05
http://doi.org/10.22459/ah.43.2019.05
http://classic.austlii.edu.au/au/journals/JlIndigP/2004/16.html
http://classic.austlii.edu.au/au/journals/JlIndigP/2004/16.html
http://doi.org/10.1177/144078330003600204
http://doi.org/10.1177/1750698013482863
http://bridges.monash.edu/articles/thesis/Silence_and_Power_in_the_North-West_Mallee_1830-1970_Aboriginal_Voice_in_Robinvale/12363977
http://bridges.monash.edu/articles/thesis/Silence_and_Power_in_the_North-West_Mallee_1830-1970_Aboriginal_Voice_in_Robinvale/12363977
http://bridges.monash.edu/articles/thesis/Silence_and_Power_in_the_North-West_Mallee_1830-1970_Aboriginal_Voice_in_Robinvale/12363977


157

ASSIMILATION, RACISM AND ABORIGINAL LABOUR IN ROBINVALE

Read, Peter, ed. Settlement: A History of Australian Indigenous Housing. Canberra: Aboriginal 
Studies Press, 2000.

Ross, Helen. ‘Lifescape and Lived Experience’. In Settlement: A History of Australian Indigenous 
Housing, edited by Peter Read, 3–14. Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 2000.

Smith, Stephanie. ‘The Tin Camps: Self-constructed Housing on the Goodooga Reserve, 
New South Wales, 1970–96’. In Settlement: A History of Australian Indigenous Housing, 
edited by Peter Read, 179–98. Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 2000.

Stevens, Frank. ‘Aboriginal Labour’. The Australian Quarterly 43, no. 1 (1971): 70–78. 
doi.org/10.2307/20634421.

http://doi.org/10.2307/20634421




Review essay





161

Interest and truth in history: A review of 
Truganini: Journey through the Apocalypse 

by Cassandra Pybus
336 pp., Allen & Unwin, 2020,

ISBN: 9781760529222 (pbk), $32.99

Greg Lehman
University of Tasmania

The last glimpses of Tasmanian Aborigines born before or around the time of the 
British invasion of Tasmania were recorded just 10 years after the introduction of 
photography to the island in 1846.1 Among the earliest and best known of these 
photographs were those taken at Oyster Cove by Tasmania’s first bishop, Francis 
Russell Nixon, and displayed at the London International Exhibition in 1862. More 
intimate studio portraits were made by locally born photographer Charles Alfred 
Woolley in 1866. Woolley’s images were highly successful and used to illustrate the 
earliest international publications on Tasmanian Aborigines by Enrico Giglioli and 
James Bonwick.2 A consistent presence across these portfolios is the face of a woman 
who has become emblematic not just of an entire people, but of our survival of an 
attempted genocide and ongoing need to liberate our story from the legacies of 
an oppressive colonial narrative.

Woolley’s portraits of Trukanini3 cemented her in the public imagination as the 
‘last of her race’, a caption regularly added to reproductions of her image on popular 
cartes de visite and later postcards, and persistently quoted in historical literature. 
This established a powerful narrative of extinction that persists today, despite the 
continued cultural presence of the descendants of her people.

1  Long, Tasmanian Photographers, 1840–1940.
2  Giglioli, I Tasmaniani; Bonwick, The Lost Tasmanian Race.
3  The name of the subject of this book has been spelled a number of ways since it was first recorded in the late 
1820s. The spelling ‘Truganini’ used by Pybus is accompanied in the literature by variations including ‘Trugernaner’, 
and ‘Trucanini’. A rare contemporary source asserting a ‘correct’ spelling for her name can be found in a letter from 
John Woodcock Graves published in The Mercury in 1876: ‘It will be observed that the writer spells the name 
“Trugananna.” This is singular, since I knew her myself for many years, but as no other than Trucanini. Indeed when 
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Woolley’s portrait of Trukanini also repeatedly surfaced in scientific texts, 
conscripting her as a Darwinian archetype of the ‘missing link’ between the most 
highly evolved (supposedly European) examples of hominids and antecedent apes. 
In this way, the image of a single Tasmanian Aboriginal woman came to signify 
a racist rationale for colonialism and the dispossession of Indigenous people from 
their land. At the same time, these images corroborated the consequences for us 
of contact with exploitative, globalised processes that continue to impact on First 
Nations across the world today.

The proliferation of images of Trukanini across colonial and scientific historical 
literature attached a trope of vulnerability to her life; something that continues into 
the twenty-first century as her visage reappears on posters, T-shirts and banners 
supporting political campaigns for Aboriginal rights in Tasmania. Demands for 
justice and the restitution of Aboriginal sovereign rights are defiantly amplified by 
the undeniably human face of victimhood. But such visual representation does little 
justice to the life of this extraordinary woman. Deployed in this way as an icon of 
oppression and genocide, Trukanini is silenced, and the complex story of her agency 
across the tumultuous events that played out in the British colony of Van Diemen’s 
Land and the District of Port Phillip during her lifetime is unrecognised.

It is against such a backdrop of contested power and representation that the 
importance of Cassandra Pybus’s biography of Trukanini is most apparent. Pybus’s 
Truganini: Journey through the Apocalypse does arguably more than any previous 
work to elucidate this barely understood, but essentially important, figure in 
Australian Aboriginal history. As Lyndall Ryan pointed out in her 1997 Eldershaw 
Memorial Lecture:

Trukanini has been the subject of more than fifty poems, a number of novels 
and plays, several histories and biographies, at least fifty paintings and 
photographs and nearly fifty scientific articles.4

Undaunted by this apparent diversity of representation, Pybus sees her subject as 
having been enslaved to a derivative, imperial narrative made available ‘through 
the gaze of pompous, partisan, acquisitive, self-aggrandising men’ (p. xiv). She sets 
herself the challenge of liberating not only Trukanini, but all Tasmanian Aboriginal 
people of the time ‘from entrapment in a paternalistic and self-serving account 
of the colonial past’ (p. xix).

dining at my house only a few months before she died, I importuned her so much about the proper pronunciation 
of her name that she at last grew impatient, rolled and flashed her eye, and called me, right out, a fool. I dare say 
she was not far wrong in her estimate, but she had already replied half a dozen times, distinctly, “Trucanini”.’ 
The spelling ‘Trukanini’, phonetically consistent with Graves’s assertion, is used in this article to acknowledge the 
pronunciation of her name that has persisted among Aboriginal people in Tasmania and standardised since the 
1990s by the Aboriginal community-based palawa kani language reclamation program. J. W. Graves, ‘Trucanini’s 
Story of Herself ’, Mercury (Hobart), 6 June 1876, 3.
4  Ryan, ‘“The Struggle for Trukanini 1830–1997”’, 168–69.
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The figure of Trukanini is not without precedent in the West’s history of colonial 
endeavour. The tantalising trope of native beauty, seductive to the expeditionary 
gaze of the European male, was already familiar when Van Diemen’s Land was 
proclaimed. Two hundred years before, the British establishment was bemused 
by the Powhatan woman Pocahontas when she was presented to King James I at 
Whitehall in 1617. The Virginia Company enthusiastically painted her as a princess 
to cement allegiances and peace in a north American colony that had endured 
years of war with her Powhatan nation. Tales of her intervention to save the life of 
enterprising explorer and writer John Smith mythologised Pocahontas’s life, weaving 
it into the Virginian (and American) colonial foundation narrative as an enduring 
presence, most famously popularised by the eponymous 1995 Disney film.

The figure of Trukanini played easily to the same Elizabethan nation-building 
sentiments that so successfully celebrated Pocahontas; translating effortlessly 
to serve the subsequent interests of Queen Victoria in a more remote southern 
outpost of the British empire. Born a decade after the arrival of the British in her 
homeland, Trukanini, like Pocahontas, was celebrated for her youthful beauty and 
wily character. Most notably, Trukanini was also looked upon favourably by colonial 
authorities for the assistance she was seen as rendering to the governor’s campaign 
to remove the survivors of the colony’s Black War against fiercely resistant Palawa 
Nations.

The popular story of Pocahontas began with John Smith’s A True Relation of Virginia 
(1608). Similarly, we owe most of what we know about Trukanini to an opportunistic 
English builder-turned-missionary. George Augustus Robinson left voluminous 
hand-written journals as testament to his labours under the commission of Governor 
George Arthur to rid the island of its traditional owners. These journals, edited and 
published in 1966 by Brian Plomley, spanned 13 years of Trukanini’s life, making 
her what Pybus calls ‘the most documented First Nations actor in colonial Australia’ 
(pp. xvii–xviii).5 In the latter part of her life, Trukanini was embraced by newspapers 
as a curious local figure known for her congenial and compliant manner. But this 
Palawa woman is remembered most for her fame as the ‘last of her race’; lamenting 
what was felt as the ‘necessity’ to exterminate the entirety of her people. While no 
feature film has yet been made to further mythologise Trukanini’s story, the popular 
success of Pybus’s biography hints at future possibility.

Pybus is careful to explain in her preface why the account she offers of this life 
is far more worthy than the records of pompous colonial men such as Robinson. 
First, there is an intimate connection between her own colonial patriarch Richard 
Pybus and Robinson himself. This is evidenced, she explains, by an inscription in 
a book of essays gifted by Robinson to Mr Pybus who, like Robinson, was granted 

5  Plomley, Friendly Mission.
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extensive tracts of land on Bruny Island. It was grants such as these that displaced 
Trukanini and her family from their ancestral homelands. Cassandra Pybus laments 
this terrible legacy, but explains how it also binds her to this story. ‘I owe Truganini 
and her kin my charmed existence in the temperate paradise where my family have 
lived for generations’ (p. xvi). In this way, Pybus’s book comes from a place of 
insight. It serves as an intimate gesture of atonement for both the author and her 
postcolonial readers. However, this is not her first foray into such territory. Pybus’s 
earlier volume, Community of Thieves, threads Richard Pybus’s good fortune and 
pioneering success into a wide-ranging account of the dispossession of Tasmanian 
Aboriginal people.

Community of Thieves, wrote Pybus in the preface to her 1991 volume, ‘is not a work 
of history so much as a personal meditation on history; an attempt to unearth the 
meaning the historical record has for me, personally’.6 This approach, which she 
admits to being ‘subjective and partisan’,7 is clearly apparent in the absence of any 
footnotes, referencing or index that might be expected from a former professorial 
fellow of history at the University of Sydney. A selected bibliography is supplied 
as a tantalising hint at the archival substance of her text, but the author denies her 
readers the usual opportunities to interrogate her work. The same approach is used 
in Truganini. There is a generalised list of source material, but insufficient detail to 
ease further inquiry.

In this way, Pybus makes the story of Truganini her own. To expect a conventional 
history, of the sort created by authors such as Lyndall Ryan or Henry Reynolds, is 
to misunderstand Cassandra Pybus. Her approach to academic discourse rendered 
her a far slipperier target than her more orthodox peers during Australia’s history 
wars in the 1990s. There was no opportunity here to trip the author up on errors 
of citation, or inconsistent interpretation across disparate source contexts, as Keith 
Windschuttle did with Reynolds and Ryan in his well-known campaign against what 
he considered to be partisan historians. The only criticism of Pybus that Windschuttle 
could muster was an offhand implication that her work was ‘moralistic’.8

Pybus does not sit neatly among the ranks of ordinary white historians who sift 
through the messy intrigue of Tasmanian colonial history in their search for better 
appreciation of the motives and consequences of those who perpetrated and those 
who resisted this genocidal invasion. Nicholas Clements perhaps comes closest to 
Pybus in his personal entanglement with the topic. In the foreword to The Black 
War: Fear, Sex and Resistance in Tasmania (2014), his mentor Henry Reynolds 
points to Clements’s family history of eight generations in Tasmania, originating 

6  Pybus, Community of Thieves, xiii.
7  Pybus, Community of Thieves, xiii.
8  Windschuttle, The Fabrication of Aboriginal History, 27.
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with ancestors ‘who lived through and participated in the conflict of the 1820s’.9 
Clements draws on this personal context as an inspiration for his method of resolving 
the moral relativities of invasion and resistance by setting out to ‘write two histories 
in parallel’.10 The implication here is that Clements can identify with something of 
the legacy of the colonial settler who must choose between killing or being killed. 
This does not, however, explain his ability to speak for the Tasmanian Aboriginal 
people who were hunted down with what he, quoting John West, calls ‘malicious 
vigour’.11 Can the ability to remotely identify with the perpetrator somehow infer 
an empathy for the victim? This is disturbing and fraught territory.

Truganini is a book written not only with empathy but also a proprietorial command 
of the subject matter. It is difficult to think of another Australian historian who could 
pull this off so successfully. Most non-Indigenous scholars these days retreat from 
claiming bold acquaintance with an Aboriginal lifeworld for fear of accusations of 
appropriation or professional exploitation. Rather, Pybus has crafted a compellingly 
intimate and unashamedly familiar relationship with her subject. While she states 
that ‘there is no way I can truly know what (Truganini) thought or how she felt’, 
Pybus nevertheless wants to ‘redirect the lens to find the woman behind the myth’ 
(p. xix). This is a search for self that pursues an intimate engagement with an 
unknowable historical figure; a search that also gives the author a place in history. 
‘Truganini’, writes Pybus, ‘compels my own attention and emotional engagement 
because her story is fundamental to my life story’ (p. xvi).

Truganini: Journey through the Apocalypse is the latest, and perhaps final gesture 
in an epic historical journey begun more than 30 years ago. This is a project as 
much about the author as it is about Trukanini. And it is perhaps this nexus, more 
than the scholarly quest that it also entails, that underpins the accolades Truganini 
is now enjoying. Pybus embraces a historical character and her life with passion 
and intimacy. Rather than standing back to demonstrate academic objectivity, she 
steps forward to prove that contemporary Australians can embrace the tragedy of 
Aboriginal history as essential and necessary to understanding their own place in 
postcolonial Australia.

In August 2021, Pybus received the National Biography Award, from a shortlist 
that included acclaimed Aboriginal songwriter and performer Archie Roach’s own 
memoir Tell Me Why? Commentators who feel vexed that an Aboriginal biography 
written by a white author is being celebrated ahead of the work of a much-loved 
artist like Roach might pause to consider. That a best-selling book seeks to find 
personal meaning in a colonial narrative that has been a primary instrument for 
silencing Tasmanian Aboriginal voices on our own history, and indeed denying our 

9  Clements, Black War, xi.
10  Clements, Black War, xiv.
11  Clements, Black War, 50.
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continued existence, is undeniably extraordinary. This points to the multifaceted 
challenge faced by contemporary Australians with a desire for unencumbered 
engagement with our fraught colonial history.

Woolley’s studies offer a tantalising glimpse of the personality, the experience, 
the life of Trukanini; captured in an enduring, enigmatic gaze from the surface 
of a photographic print. In discussing the ‘extreme popularity of the portrait’ in 
his influential 1869 essay Pictorial Effect in Photography, Henry Peach Robinson 
remarked:

photography has only developed and encouraged a desire for representations 
of those we love, honour, or admire, by giving us the means of producing 
portraits, not only within the reach of the humblest purse, for their cheapness, 
but that we can believe in for their truth.12

The prospect of truth in photographic portraiture is likely to explain the enthusiasm 
with which the customers of Hobart photographic studios purchased images of 
Aborigines like Woolley’s Trukanini. The success of Pybus’s book points to the 
persistence of this desire for truth to the present day.

Australians are still touched by the events of the early nineteenth century. They are 
reminded of their relevance every day by continuing deaths in custody and persistent 
calls for treaties. And they are frustrated by the abstraction of Reconciliation to the 
lived reality of injustice and dispossession that remain existential facts of Aboriginal 
life in Australia 250 years on from the beginnings of British invasion. The sort of 
truth Pybus offers in this book evokes that promised by the gaze returned from 
Woolley’s portrait. Her aspiration to ‘find the woman behind the myth’ may be 
unavoidably compromised by her reliance on the Robinson source material. But it 
is deeply nuanced by a unique personal relationship with her subject.

Ultimately, the tragedy of Trukanini is compounded, rather than relieved, by 
Cassandra Pybus’s Truganini. Despite the author’s marathon passion and dedication 
to the task of searching for the essence of this enigmatic figure, Trukanini still seems 
irrevocably condemned to remoteness by the limitations of the colonial record, the 
passing of centuries, and popular mythology attached to her life. Is there anything 
more to be extracted from the archive that might bring us closer to knowing this 
woman? Probably not.

Ironically, it may be Disney’s legacy that offers the best hope of bringing Trukanini 
closer to the world we now live in. This is a world that continually redefines our 
perceptions through rapidly proliferating new media and an increasing appetite for 
interchangeability between fact and fiction. Is it a forensic quest for footnoted and 

12  Robinson, Pictorial Effect in Photography, 81.
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indexed evidence that will better inform our imagination of how the woman behind 
the myth of Trukanini thought or felt? Or will it be a freer project informed by more 
fictive arts?

We can, no doubt, look forward to the offerings of historians, novelists, screenwriters, 
poets, visual artists, animators and virtual reality designers in future explorations 
of Trukanini’s story. Increasingly these will be Aboriginal practitioners, who draw 
on their cultural connections and continuities to broker some further truth into 
the interpretation of her life. Long-time Tasmanian Aboriginal activist Heather 
Sculthorpe spoke at the launch of Pybus’s book. Sculthorpe’s extended family 
recalled being visited by Trukanini or her countrywoman Tanganutura at their home 
not far from Oyster Cove. They have their own perspective on her story. Sculthorpe 
commented to a Mercury journalist following the launch, ‘we could have improved 
Cassandra Pybus’s book. Let’s hope we get a chance …’.13

The work of white historians raking over the coals of colonial catastrophe may seem 
done. The task of storytelling about our culture and our kin is increasingly falling 
to young Aboriginal artists and writers who are stepping forward with competent 
abilities to bring analysis, vitality and perspective to lives like Trukanini’s. But in 
the meantime, we have Cassandra Pybus’s Truganini: Journey through Apocalypse, 
which slips between the historical and the personal to remind us that the complex 
agenda of liberation in history requires much more than just an archive and 
a  scholarly method. Real conciliation and profound and enduring justice require 
transformations not only in our critical understanding of difficult histories but also 
in our ability to place ourselves willingly in their embrace.

References
Bonwick, James. The Lost Tasmanian Race. London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle, and 

Rivington, 1884.

Clements, Nicholas. The Black War: Fear, Sex and Resistance in Tasmania. St Lucia, Qld: 
University of Queensland Press, 2014.

Giglioli, Enrico. I Tasmaniani: Cenni storici ed etnologici di un popolo estinto. Milano: Fratelli 
Treves, 1874.

Long, Chris. Tasmanian Photographers, 1840–1940. Edited by Gillian Winter. Hobart: 
Tasmanian Historical Research Association, Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery, 1995.

Plomley, N. J. B. Friendly Mission: The Tasmanian Journals and Papers of George Augustus 
Robinson, 1829–1834. Hobart: Tasmanian Historical Research Association, 1966.

13  Heather Sculthorpe, personal correspondence with Amanda Ducker (Hobart Mercury), 2020.



 ABORIGINAL HISTORY VOL 45 2021

168

Pybus, Cassandra. Community of Thieves. Melbourne: Minerva Australia, 1992.

Robinson, Henry Peach. Pictorial Effect in Photography: being hints on composition and 
chiaroscuro for photographers. London: Piper and Carter, 1869.

Ryan, Lyndall. ‘“The Struggle for Trukanini 1830–1997”. 1997 Peter Eldershaw Memorial 
Lecture’. Tasmanian Historical Research Association Papers and Proceedings 44, no. 3 (1997): 
153–73.

Windschuttle, Keith. The Fabrication of Aboriginal History: Van Diemen’s Land 1803–1847. 
Sydney: Macleay Press, 2002.



Book reviews





171
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Composed of 12 short essays and an outstanding introduction, Aboriginal Protection 
and Its Intermediaries in Britain’s Antipodean Colonies provides an invaluable snapshot 
of the latest research into protection in Australia and New Zealand before the advent 
of local statutory protection regimes.

A key contribution of the volume is its effort to move beyond the much-studied, 
but short-lived, Port Phillip Protectorate, staffed by missionaries from 1839 to 
1849. Nettelbeck and Furphy both take this project on squarely in their individual 
chapters, demonstrating in different ways how the Port Phillip experiment differed 
from other regimes in Australia (Furphy contrasts it with Western Australia) and 
how policing and jurisdiction were, from a very early period, the dominant concern 
of most early protection efforts (Nettelbeck). Timothy Rowse implies that these 
adjustments of view do not take us far enough. Drawing on select committee reports, 
diaries, newspapers and published histories, he challenges us to think through what 
protection looked like, particularly to pastoralists, in colonial borderlands largely 
beyond the control of the state.

The real locus of the book (and another strength) is careful microhistories – recovering 
protection through small instances, single documents and individuals. Penny 
Edmonds and Zoë Laidlaw highlight the importance of sifting out the ‘afterlives’ 
and ‘instability’ of the famous and much studied Select Committee Report on 
Aborigines by Quaker activists. They argue that Quaker redactions, additions and 
framing materials reflect key strategy shifts as different and differing actors struggled 
to prod Friends and settler officials into action to protect Aboriginal peoples.
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Most chapters focus on people. Some examine individuals with power to transform 
systems from above. Richard Price and Ann Hunter explore and complicate our 
understandings of Sir George Grey (early governor of South Australia and New 
Zealand) and John Hutt (governor of Western Australia). Price reminds us that even 
some of Grey’s most historically problematic policies were utopian, at base. Grey 
imagined an empire without violence, that helped humans to achieve their potential 
as Christian equals in a multiracial world. Hunter’s Hutt is a pragmatist – committed 
both to systematic colonisation (for the good of the diligent poor) and to Indigenous 
education and discipline to allow them to achieve ‘civilised independence’.

Others track understudied actors on the ground, but in the process all do much 
more than to recite life stories: they retell protection regimes through people. This 
is important because, as Furphy and Nettelbeck point out, protection’s ground-
troops had to navigate complicated local, colonial and imperial politics. So their 
lives, connections, arguments and failings mattered enormously.

This instructive layering is exemplified by Skye Krichauff’s chapter explaining the 
fundamental difference between the protection regimes in Port Phillip and South 
Australia through the experiences of William Thomas (Port Phillip), and Clamor 
Schürmann and Christian Teichelmann (South Australia). Krichauff convincingly 
shows how multiple layers of colonial politics operated to empower or constrain 
the capacity of these men to do good – a goal which they all aspired to in their 
very nineteenth-century way. Shaunnagh Dorsett and Marjan Lousberg explore 
the fast-changing contexts of protection in New Zealand through the life and 
ever-changing work of Edward Meurant (an interpreter and go-between) and 
Edward Shortland (Sub-Protector of Aborigines, police magistrate and land claims 
interpreter and advisor).

Malcolm Allbrook follows the career of Robert John Sholl, Government Resident 
in the Pilbara from 1865 to 1881. Sholl, operating largely outside government 
supervision and control, made up his own rules of protection – rules that corralled 
and controlled Indigenous workers on stations and retaliated fiercely against 
(and  allowed the exploitation of ) others. Maria Nugent uses Archibald Meston’s 
Wild Australia Show in 1892–93 to unpack southern settler anxieties about the 
north: Meston’s show viscerally and probably intentionally reminded people of the 
limited power of the colonial state to control and coerce the Indigenous people 
in North Queensland. Both chapters remind us of the power of Tim Rowse’s 
observation that the north/south divide is of enormous and enduring importance 
in Australian history.

Several of the chapters do much more than to explore richly how protection was 
conceived of and instantiated, they also provide rich glimpses into how Indigenous 
peoples interfaced with or ignored often flimsy governance regimes. Dorsett’s 
Meurant not only interpreted Māori language but he also lived in a Māori community 
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and his myriad public and private duties provide a tantalising archive of Māori uses 
for settler legal institutions to resolve disputes and make claims. In the reports of 
protectors in Port Phillip and South Australia, Krichauff finds telling admissions 
by protectors that, on certain subjects, their interference was unwelcome. Joanna 
Cruickshank and Mark McMillan’s contribution is particularly helpful because it 
invites scholars to look for moments of negotiation and pushback for examples of 
‘the coming into relation of indigenous and non-indigenous jurisprudences’. In the 
decade before the passing of Australia’s first protective legislation in Victoria in 1869, 
they find many instances where state actors listened to and understood demands by 
Aboriginal people for access to country. Though they seldom recognised it, these 
intermediaries were engaging in ‘lawful relations’ with Indigenous people.

Every scholar interested in the field should have this rich collection to hand.
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That Was My Home reveals the lifestyles of Noongar fringe dwellers in the Perth 
suburbs of Swanbourne, Daglish, Jolimont, Shenton Park and Fremantle during the 
1900s. Today, these are the affluent suburbs of Perth. With respect to the Whaduk 
Noongar Elders, on whose boodja (land) the camps materialised, Denise Cook 
has ensured that she was guided by correct protocols, and she developed questions 
respectful to the Traditional Owners. The ‘in living memory’ candid descriptions 
powerfully remind us just how young Australia is as a nation. Within 50 years of 
invasion, in 1828, Western Australia’s Indigenous peoples were living on the edges 
of Western society in their own backyard, off the back of terra nullius, a myth 
that this wide land belonged to no one. Fringe dwelling lifestyles imposed on 
Noongars are an important part of Perth’s history, one that, according to the author, 
is relatively unknown by the wider community. Camp stories are not found in the 
official records.

A host of acknowledgements introduces the voices, which indicates an extensive 
research project. Noongar oral histories are occasionally supported with observations 
from wudjella (non-Aboriginal) folk who lived near the camps, and from children 
who went to school with the camp kids. Most camp Noongars had moved onto 
Whadyuk boodja from wheatbelt regions during the 1930s Depression era, following 
the collapse of rural work. The camps emerged around rivers, lakes, on properties 
with water pumps, and often near rubbish tips and even sanitary facilities and an 
asylum. No water, gas or light meant that they improvised in the best way they 
could with campfires for cooking and they carried water in buckets to their homes.
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Corrie ‘Koori’ Bodney, one of the many contributors to the book, lived the fringe 
dwellers’ life moving from camp to camp with his parents during the 1930s. Their 
shanties were made of bits of tin, branches, sticks and old hessian bags. They slept 
on the floor and kept warm with ration blankets supplied by the Native Welfare 
Department. Offcuts of fish and meat were sourced cheaply from stores while flaps 
were the main meat source. Some people grew their own vegies. ‘The tip used to be 
like a shopping centre where we’d go to get a lot of stuff. Wire, sometimes clothes, and 
all’ (p. 37). They moved from bush camp to bush camp, as development encroached 
on their shanty homes. Early in the 1900s as Aboriginal people came into Perth 
discussions were held to accommodate them on suitable areas with ‘large, shady 
trees’ (p. 129). Housing for Noongars was always second rate to non-Aboriginal 
people on any official’s priority list. They were thought to be a ‘fast disappearing 
people’ (p. 129). Well, perhaps from the now affluent western suburbs, but not from 
the Western Australian community.

Notably, the numbers of people living in the camps is hard to determine because 
of inadequate population data specific to Aboriginal peoples. While the available 
statistics are only about those who were controlled by the Department of Native 
Affairs, there is no count of the people classed as less than ‘half-caste’. Complementing 
the camp stories are a wide selection of images and maps – some hand drawn – 
that bring a sense of place. Oral histories, interspersed with government officials’ 
practices under the Aborigines Act 1905 and the Native Administration Act 1905–
1936 validates how Noongars were forced to live in the bush on the fringes of Perth’s 
white society. Adults considered incapable of parenting had their children forcefully 
removed to institutions, like Moore River and Roelands. Stories of parents stealthily 
retrieving their kids in the middle of the night and walking miles back to the metro 
area, demonstrate the resilience and determination of our first peoples in the face 
of adversity.

To earn money men sold clothesline props that they carved from branches, did 
golf caddying and worked in abattoirs while women generally did housework for 
wudjellas. Their children went to the local schools. Some non-Aboriginal kids did 
not even know their Noongar friends lived in camps. Moreover, if they did, they 
were told by their parents the camps were off limits, which made them ever curious 
about the camps. Joyce Reed lived on Jolimont Terrace and she remembers seeing, 
from her front veranda, smoke in the bushes from the camps.

Despite the deplorable conditions that Noongars were forced to live, under racist 
laws, the good times hold firm place in their memory vaults. The book offers some 
beautiful passages. Children played in the camps and wheatbelt families visited 
during holiday times. The Royal Agricultural Show was popular. Several storytellers 
give detailed coverage to their lifestyle – for some, it was the only way of life they 
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knew as children. They made the most of their terrible living conditions. Today, as 
this social history gathers momentum, tribute to the Noongar camps can be found 
at the Freshwater Bay Museum in Claremont.

That Was My Home is a significant account of Perth’s Noongar social history 
during the 1900s and needs to be in every local history class. If we do not know 
what happened in the past, how can we understand what is happening today? 
Homelessness continues to be an issue for Indigenous Australians.
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This book has been described, on the back cover, as majestic, of ‘shimmering 
prose’ and as a ‘masterpiece of historical writing that takes your breath away’. 
It  is indeed a masterpiece of historical writing based on extraordinarily wide and 
deep research. Geology, archaeology, anthropology, geography and the analysis of 
paintings and photographs are among the scientific and artistic qualifications one 
needs to adequately represent this complex history and Karskens possesses or utilises 
them all. Her treatment is entirely contemporary. Her formal but lightly inflected, 
jargon-free prose is a joy to which we would all do well to aspire. She writes of the 
complex Indigenous and non-Indigenous worlds, ‘with ancient roots, intersecting, 
crisscrossed, cut through and connected by race, gender, class and culture, by 
loyalties and hostilities emerging and shifting over time’ (p. 3). Men and women are 
treated equally, as are convicts and settlers, masters and servants, great and humble 
dwellings, commoners and strangers, the rich and poor, work and pleasure, sacred 
and profane, law abiding and criminal. It is no wonder that the book is enormous 
(525 pages of text, 49 of sources and 24 of index) but it does not seem too long, 
for every page brings new information or a well-observed, pungent or affectionate 
comment. What makes the work truly contemporary is  that it carries no grand 
narrative. If there is a clear message, it is that Karskens is inviting her readers at 
every point to look for a difference, subtlety, anomaly and fine distinction. This 
is a profound study and a  model for any and all young historians writing any 
kind of social history. The  book, and Karskens herself, has won many awards, 
including the NSW Premier’s Prize for History, and the NSW State Library’s Coral 
Thomas Fellowship.
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The only contemporary resource that this book does not utilise to any extent is oral 
history. A lot of important information is still held by descendants of nineteenth-
century residents of the Nepean–Hawkesbury river system, especially by those 
families who have carried out their own archival research. Karskens does not draw 
much from Anglo oral sources, and from Aboriginal virtually none. It is odd that 
the decades-long division between those who ‘do’ oral history and those who don’t 
remains entrenched even in a work of this quality.

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples are also, of course, treated equally and, where 
appropriate, together. This was a particularly important decision that reinforces the 
overdue trend of recent years by which ‘Aboriginal’ history, at least in urban settings, 
is no longer a subject in itself, but is rather better thought of as a ‘colonial interface’ 
or, to put it less academically, a shared history. Ironically, though, no sooner had 
historians been persuaded to treat urban societies as a whole than the communities 
began to diverge again. Apart from disputes with shire councils and the interpretation 
of the Land Rights Act 1983, in the last decade Aboriginal communities have 
become progressively concerned with their own internal histories of family, clan and 
incorporated association, in which the input of the non-Indigenous are more or less 
irrelevant. In the last decade it has become possible, even desirable, for scholars to 
research not the exterior but the interior histories of urban Aboriginal communities. 
To this extent these studies may return as the subject for the anthropological rather 
than historical investigations that they were until the 1970s. Nor is that an easy task. 
Today’s Aboriginal society, for those who live it and those who involve themselves in 
it, is not for the faint-hearted. I confess to a little envy of those historians who can 
still write about a period of Aboriginal history in which every second sentence they 
write will not be contested by someone!

I have only one reservation about the book. In the last few pages Karskens seems to 
me to invoke or elevate a kind of Indigenous neo-nobility. Five decades after their 
lands were invaded, Karskens rejoices that that the songman Wulatji could sing 
a beautiful celebration of the Aboriginal inheritance in the 1840s, beginning ‘Ours 
is the place’, that she paraphrases as ‘where sacred mountains and high places join 
earth to sky, where weapons are laid down and where fierce eagles live happily with 
ground-dwelling wallabies’. These words, she reflects, are ‘profoundly insistent on 
the immutable truth about Country, possession and belonging’. Indeed Karskens 
after so many years of research and 520 pages is entitled to a purple passage or 
two. But more restrained, and more accurate, are her words at the end of a long 
chapter on Family Survival: ‘What was happening on Dyarubbin [the Hawkesbury] 
was a slow evolution, a working out in place and time, and the emergence, over 
generations, of different ways to be Aboriginal on the river’ (p. 393).

For in truth Wulatji’s conceptions of the Indigenous universe were not immutable 
but for 100 years changed and steadily declined. For several decades the urban 
spiritual traditions were so threatened that they were lucky to survive at all. 
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Many  people whom I interviewed in the History of Aboriginal Sydney project 
reported that their grandparents had deliberately put their old ways and beliefs 
behind them because they were finished. There were many excellent reasons to have 
done so that I will not pursue here, but by 1950 I suspect that perhaps half the 
people who were entitled by today’s norms to identify openly as Aboriginal did 
not do so (though perhaps most of their descendants do now). To do no more 
than to keep one’s identity a family secret was one way of ‘being Aboriginal on the 
river’. Another was to participate in the growing secularisation of Aboriginality by 
which shared extended family, self-identification, common interests and association 
became more important than the deeply informed spiritual association with country 
that Wulatji undoubtedly possessed. In the twentieth century, phenomena like Abo 
Call, the Freedom Rides and the Land Rights legislation popularised but continued 
to secularise Aboriginality as the urban political force we recognise today rather than 
one that is deeply philosophical.

Self-identification, familial connections and common interests are, of course, 
perfectly valid forms of belonging. But these are different from ‘the immutable 
truth about Country, possession and belonging’. To elevate contemporary urban 
Aboriginality as something approaching the deeply spiritual stasis for which Anglo 
Celtic Australians seem hungry does neither side any good. We historians should 
beware of encouraging it.
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xix + 405 pp., UWA Publishing, 2018,
ISBN: 9781742589718 (pbk), $29.99

Review by Clint Bracknell
The University of Queensland

‘Nyungar’ (also spelled Noongar) describes the people, land and language of one of 
Australia’s largest Aboriginal cultural blocs in terms of population and geographic 
area, including the capital city of Perth and encompassing the south-western corner 
of Western Australia from Dongara in the north-west to Cape Arid National Park 
on the south-east coast. Anna Haebich’s Dancing in Shadows draws on meticulous 
archival research to provide deep, lingering snapshots of entanglement between 
Nyungar and other people, settler colonialism and performance. Dancing in Shadows 
is grounded in themes of ‘Nyungar sustainability through performance against the 
odds; cultural maintenance and agency through performance activism; cultural 
change, continuity and innovation; and the healing power of performance’ (p. 4). 
Haebich effectively casts the net wider than the performing arts to interpret tourism, 
official welcomes, sports, karaoke and activism ‘through the lens of performance’ 
(p. 5). Tracing thematic links across almost 200 years of activity in the south-west of 
Western Australia, she presents a chronological history from onset of colonisation, 
through the assimilation era and up to the beginning of this century, highlighting 
some of the public institutions and individuals involved alongside more intimate 
accounts. Dancing in Shadows is not an exhaustive study of Nyungar performance 
but serves as a valuable and foundational resource for future work in this area.

In earlier sections of the book, Haebich unpacks the colonial and missionary gaze 
to  glean clues about Nyungar motivations, a method reliant on the values  and 
interpretive skills of the researcher. Written records of something as dynamic 
and ephemeral as performance are especially problematic. The very act of writing 
down and notating an Indigenous song can be tantamount to its colonisation; reducing 
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and enshrining it in written form according to a narrow interpretation, and trapping 
it as an artefact of the past.1 The ambitions and limitations of prominent recordists 
such as Bishop Salvado of New Norcia Mission and the journalist/ethnographer 
Daisy Bates loom large over the significant Nyungar presence they describe. 
Haebich highlights the sad truth that despite their occasional praise of Nyungar 
talent, the people who wrote the scant early descriptions of Nyungar performance 
did very little to support its continuation. In many cases, they actively sought to 
suppress and replace it with something more exotic or assimilated it to suit colonial 
tastes or their own agendas. Building upon her monumental past works, Haebich 
expands on histories of the New Norcia Mission, Moore River Native Settlement 
and Coolbaroo League with pertinent insights associated with performance training 
and repertoire, and details about the lives of Nyungar performers such as William 
Monop and Paul Piramino. Discussion of the ways in which Nyungar have engaged 
with popular music and karaoke on their own terms displaces popular music as 
inherently Western and assimilationist. Haebich’s decidedly pro-Nyungar approach 
underpins her analysis and the consistent links she draws between corroboree-style 
performance and more recently adapted modes and genres.

The theme of cultural survival is nevertheless a source of consistent tension 
throughout the book. The settler colonial project has devastatingly impacted 
Nyungar language and performance traditions, both of which are pivotal to the 
sustainability of inherently local Nyungar lifeways and worldviews. Aaniiih-Gros 
Ventre psychologist Joseph P. Gone challenges Indigenous researchers to account for:

how precontact Indigenous epistemologies could survive today, given that 
we’ve endured so much culture loss. Every community you go to, you’ve got 
this funny paradox. On one hand, ‘We’ve lost everything. The White man 
took it all.’ On the other hand, ‘Oh, but we have our own traditional ways of 
knowing. We have Indigenous epistemologies. We can do our own thing our 
own way.’ Those two things don’t really go together very well. So, I think we 
need to spend some thought thinking about which is it, and in what way, and 
how do we make sense of it?2

The links Haebich draws between past and present Nyungar performance 
practices are grounded in Nyungar ideals of multi-generational inclusivity and the 
maintenance of identity and wellbeing. Relationships between performance and 
Country are not as thoroughly explored. Central to the surge of linguistic and 
cultural revitalisation spearheaded by individuals including the late Ken Colbung 
since the 1970s, Nyungar performance still powerfully embodies connection to 

1  Tomlinson, The Singing of the New World.
2  Gone, ‘Considering Indigenous Research Methodologies’.
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Country. Journalist Victoria Laurie’s impression that the Nyungar focus in the 2006 
Perth Festival did ‘more for black/white relations in Perth than any single event in 
the city’s history’ attests to this.3

The book’s second half focuses principally on cross-cultural collaboration in theatre, 
drawing on a lengthy interview with non-Aboriginal director Andrew Ross, and 
featuring a chapter about the play Bindjareb Pinjarra. Haebich begins here to 
illustrate the profound influence of Aboriginal creatives from Western Australia on 
the development of meaningfully Australian work. Although a gracious interview 
with Nyungar-language singer Gina Williams concludes Dancing in Shadows, the 
book eschews a standard concluding chapter. The past decade of Nyungar theatre – 
in which Nyungar have increasingly taken up creative leadership roles – is wrapped 
up in one page (p.  272), signalling directions for future study of performance 
practices in one of Australia’s most innovative regions. Since the book’s publication, 
12 Nyungar creatives worked together to lead development and presentation of the 
first ever Shakespearean work to be fully adapted in a language of Australia (Hecate 
in 2020) and, in a subsequent world-first, 21 Nyungar voice-actors dubbed an 
international feature film in Nyungar language (Fist of Fury Noongar Daa (2021)).
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Sustaining Indigenous Songs: Contemporary 
Warlpiri Ceremonial Life in Central Australia

by Georgia Curran
206 pp., illustrated, Berghahn Books, 2020,
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Review by Myfany Turpin
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Sustaining Indigenous Songs (2020) is a recently published ethnography based on 
fieldwork in Yuendumu, a predominantly Warlpiri-speaking community in the 
Northern Territory. At least nine anthropological monographs have come out of 
Yuendumu in the last 50 years,1 making for a rich diachronic study of social life in 
a central Australian community.

Unlike the other publications, Sustaining Indigenous Songs focuses on music. It is an 
ethnographic account of the place of Aboriginal ‘classical’ performance traditions 
in contemporary Warlpiri life.2 Although there has been significant research on 
a  number of classical traditions in Central Australia, Sustaining Indigenous Songs 
is the first published ethnography on these traditions since R. Moyle’s Balgo Music 
(1997), which was based on fieldwork in the early 1980s in Western Australia. 
Perhaps one of the reasons for the scant number of ethnomusicological studies in 
this region is because of the hesitancy around sharing sacred music (in the sense 
that these songs come from the Jukurrpa ‘Dreaming’ rather than individuals), but 
another reason is that much of this music is ‘being disappeared’.3

1  In date order, most recent first: Hinkson, See How We Roll; Curran, Sustaining Indigenous Songs; Burke, An 
Australian Indigenous Diaspora; Hinkson, Remembering the Future; Saethre, Illness is a Weapon; Musharbash, Yuendumu 
Everyday; Dussart, Politics of Ritual in an Aboriginal Settlement; Jackson, Minima Ethnographica; and Munn, 
Warlbiri Iconography. In addition there are numerous unpublished monographs and articles, as well as ethnographic 
monographs from other Warlpiri speaking communities, listed at ‘Warlpiri Non-linguistic References: Partial, Non-
uniform Coverage’, last changed 21 September 2021, www.anu.edu.au/linguistics/nash/aust/wlp/wlp-eth-ref.html.
2  I use ‘classical’ to refer to the musical practices of pre-colonised Australia following usage by Aboriginal film-
maker Rachel Perkins in Morris, A Rightful Place, 33.
3  Seeger 2008, cited in Schippers and Grant, Sustainable Futures for Music Cultures, 2.

http://www.anu.edu.au/linguistics/nash/aust/wlp/wlp-eth-ref.html
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In the words of Warlpiri elder Otto Jungarrayi Simms, ‘Songs keep us safe—we 
are lost without them’ (p. x). Ironically the songs that keep Warlpiri safe are not 
themselves safe. Song keepers are passing away before the next generation can get 
a grip on them, and the contexts for learning them are now less frequent and learning 
is possibly even more challenging with large numbers of people now in attendance 
(p.  39). Sustaining Indigenous Songs focuses on the most dominant ceremonial 
genre in contemporary Warlpiri society (p. 143), a rite of passage known as kurdiji, 
‘ceremony for making young men’ (p. 7). As song is fundamental to kurdiji, one 
can understand how Jungarrayi might imagine a sense of aimlessness should these 
songs disappear.

Sustaining Indigenous Songs is a step towards keeping Warlpiri songs safe. The author 
was enlisted as a PhD student to work on the Warlpiri Songlines Project in 2005, 
and tasked with documenting the classical Warlpiri singing practices or ‘high culture’ 
(p. 139) under the guidance of Warlpiri elders and academics with long-standing 
relationships with people at Yuendumu. Elders directed Curran what to record, 
when to turn on the tape recorder and when to stop; as well as who to work with, 
as songs are the property of particular family groups (p. 21). The book demonstrates 
the ‘intellectual substance of their songs’ (p. 8) through analysis of song texts and 
their relationship to Warlpiri philosophy. Building upon previous research across 
the central Australian region, Sustaining Indigenous Songs also considers continuity 
and change in ceremonial practices at Yuendumu.

The Introduction situates the reader in the three days leading up to the first 
kurdiji ceremony that the author participated in. Her fieldwork involved not only 
participation in everyday life but also recording, transcribing and translating songs 
with appointed Warlpiri people (p.  7). Chapter 1 describes the role of classical 
performance traditions in Indigenous Australia, their relationship to world-view, 
and the impact of historical factors on their status today. The previous chapter 
reveals that kurdiji had not been performed at Yuendumu for some five years due 
to family feuds (perhaps heightened by the move to settlement life in the mid-
twentieth century). We learn too that a number of government-funded organisations 
in Yuendumu now provide financial and logistic support for these traditions, seeing 
this as a positive step to addressing social and health problems in the community. 
Chapter 2 focuses on the social history of the region, social organisation, daily 
life and social changes that occurred since the first permanent presence of non-
Indigenous people in the Warlpiri region, which began with a pastoral lease in 1917 
(p.  28). Chapter 3 outlines the various Warlpiri ceremonial genres, contexts for 
their performance and their relevance to modern life. The multi-modal nature of 
ceremonies – painting up, dancing, singing – is discussed and the notion of ‘song’ 
defined. There is a distinction between song ‘verses’ and song ‘items’ illustrated by 
way of three musical transcriptions, which are multiple items of the same verse 
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(pp. 56–57). Although not explained in the text, it can be seen from the figures that 
‘items’ have the same verse and melodic shape (‘melodic contour’, p. 55) but differ 
in the way these two elements combine and their degree of repetition.

Chapter 4 is the most significant in the book and focuses entirely on kurdiji, the 
ceremonial genre that has fared best at Yuendumu. The structure, choreography, 
roles performed by different kin and the meanings of the verses are considered. 
The  verses evoke nostalgia through reference to places, while simultaneously 
connoting moral codes, religion and philosophy through refence to the actions of 
Dreaming ancestors. In Chapter 5 Curran argues that Warlpiri people’s analysis 
of the songs in real time guides what happens in ceremonial performance and, in 
turn, how ceremonial action is understood in relation to interpretations of their 
accompanying verses. It also considers how ceremonial practices such as kurdiji are 
‘vital in passing on cultural values across generations … [through] incorporative 
performance practices’ (p. 122).

Despite the many changes in ceremonial and related social practices, such as how 
marriage partners established through ceremony now rarely eventuate (p. 140), the 
conclusion asserts that ‘No Warlpiri person questions the power of song to change 
the world’ (p. 139). Yet ability to sing and interpret ceremonial songs lies with an 
ever-shrinking pool of people. Whether today’s hummers (what one does when not 
entirely sure of the words) convert to singers remains to be seen. The Appendix 
presents an excellent tool to help achieve this. It is an accessible a record of verses 
from a 2007 performance kurdiji to which future generations can turn when the 
knowledgeable elders have gone. For each verse, there is the Warlpiri text, a free 
translation in English, exegesis and a list of the words and ‘song words’ (words not 
used in everyday speech) on which the verse is based, plus their meanings. In contrast 
to many other classical Indigenous ceremonies, here there are no verses whose words 
or meanings are unknown. This points to the breadth of ceremonial knowledge held 
by the late schoolteacher Jeannie Nungarrayi Egan and Thomas Jangala Rice, who 
transcribed and translated the songs with the author. It also points to the richness 
of the Warlpiri dictionary.4 Unfortunately the rhythm of each verse is not included, 
nor any accompanying actions or visuals; however, this is perhaps understandable 
given the multidisciplinary expertise required and the complexities of capturing this 
during large scale ceremonies. Documenting the multi-modal elements associated 
with individual verses and the kurdiji ceremony remains for future work.

Sustaining Indigenous Songs is an excellent read for anyone interested in classical 
Aboriginal performance traditions in contemporary times and will be of immediate 
use to Warlpiri people pursuing ceremonial education.

4  Laughren, Warlpiri to English Encyclopaedic Dictionary.
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Review by John Carty
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Ceremony Men is a significant contribution not only to the history of Australian 
anthropology, but also to the study of Aboriginal collections that scholars and 
custodians alike wrestle with as a tangible legacy of the discipline’s flaws and merits.

The book takes as its focus the Strehlow Collection of secret/sacred men’s songs 
and ritual in Central Australia compiled by T. G. H. Strehlow in the mid-twentieth 
century. Comprised of hundreds of restricted ritual songs, associated film, images 
and artefacts, this is arguably the most important, and most contested, collection 
of such material in any Australian institution. There are many studies and analyses 
of the collection, and yet most of them orbit Strehlow and his engagement with 
restricted Arrernte knowledge. Gibson shows how our appreciation of the collection 
is limited by this narrative fixation; addressing two significant simplifications that 
have prevailed in the study of the collection: the overt focus on Strehlow as the 
heroic figure of the collector; and the complete focus (until now) on the Arrernte 
aspects of that collection.

By focusing on another group (Anmatyerr) well represented in the collection, 
Gibson is able to interrupt the dominant narratives that surround the Strehlow 
material and which have, as his study shows, inhibited greater critical discussion of 
its creation. In centring the role of Anmatyerr men in the making and interpretation 
of the collection, Ceremony Men reveals Anmatyerr cultural (and archival) ambitions 
in both the past and present. Gibson shows that – despite the rhetoric and self-
wrought mythology of Strehlow having amassed the collection – the ethnographer 
was himself only one part of an ongoing process of Anmatyerr people navigating 
and negotiating the value and authority of their cultural heritage throughout 
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the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Ceremony Men, and the research and 
collections behind it, emerges here not so much as an anthropological study, but as 
a collaborative extension of that ongoing Anmatyerr cultural ambition.

Through his long-term engagement with both Anmatyerr and Arrernte 
collaborators,  Gibson comes to see the Strehlow collection as a co-creation. 
He notes that some 50 Anmatyerr men (and over 100 men in total) contributed to 
the making of the collection. Until now, none of the writing around the Strehlow 
Collection has adequately addressed this fact, nor the aspirations or motivations of 
these men in participating in the ‘research’. Gibson shows that where Strehlow sought 
to record dying ceremonies, the men involved were mobilising different ambitions. 
They were using these occasions (and the resources of the white scholar) to galvanise 
interest from their peers and juniors, to both exercise their own authority and the 
possibility of passing that on. In contextualising the making of the collection from 
Aboriginal points of view, Ceremony Men helps erode the edifice of the archive into 
a more complex assemblage of motivations and intentions.

Strehlow’s own entanglement in the collection seemed bound to a romantic 
notion of heroic loss. He believed that the songs and rituals he recorded would 
die out – authorising not only his ethnographic salvage but also his own structural 
importance in the narrative. The songs he recorded became an artefact of Strehlow’s 
own mythos, and in doing so he consigned them to an ethnographic past. Much 
has been written about Strehlow’s hubris here. But Gibson’s gift is to move us past 
this white wormhole into richer soils. Ceremony Men reveals the definitive failure 
in Strehlow’s perspective was that, despite seeing himself as part of the Aboriginal 
system of ‘owners’ and ‘managers’, his narrative of cultural stasis and loss (combined 
with a fairly static theory of culture) meant he failed to grasp the role he or his archive 
might have in supporting cultural continuity. Having made a premature artefact of 
a living tradition – he overlooked the changes and recalibrations in the social and 
cultural fabric happening around him. He failed to see that, having been entrusted 
with so much, he was (within an Anmatyerr and Arrernte worldview) required not 
only to keep that knowledge safe, but also to pass it on to the descendants of the 
men he worked with.

The Anmatyerr men involved in this contemporary study with Gibson by and large 
do not see Strehlow as having ‘stolen’ the material. Their fathers and grandfathers 
were authors of these processes as well. Strehlow’s transgression in Ceremony Men is 
recast: it is not framed in the taking (as commonly and simplistically asserted), but 
rather in his failure to understand the expectations on him to give back; to participate 
reciprocally in the Anmatyerr cultural projects he had been inculcated into.

In unpicking the dominance of both Strehlow and the Arrernte narratives, the gift 
of this scholarship is not merely a correction of historical fact, but a meditation 
on the role of researchers, of the museums into which they deposit their legacies, 
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and the reorientation of archival meaning that necessarily follows today. In this, 
Ceremony Men also offers nuanced contributions to the ethics of that ‘giving back’, 
and to the complexity of repatriation in Australia today.

Having framed the Strehlow archive as a co-production in which Anmatyerr and 
Arrernte men were playing out complex cultural motivations in the present, with an 
eye to safeguarding traditions for the future, Gibson eschews simplistic narratives 
of repatriation. The ‘return of the Strehlow Collection’ in the book’s subtitle offers 
rich and unresolved avenues for exploration and interpretation. It is in part about 
Gibson’s work in bringing these materials back to his collaborators. It is also about 
asking what repatriation looks like when an archive has been co-created. It is not 
an argument against repatriation, but a sober and searching engagement with the 
myriad challenges of contemporary museum practice today. But it is also about 
reimagining a different kind of return, one in which the Strehlow Collection is truly 
co-managed, and one in which the management of museums and archives is itself 
more broadly refocused and enriched through Indigenous ontologies and values.

Ceremony Men is a major scholarly contribution to the study of the history, and 
future, of one of the most important and controversial collections in Australia. 
More than that, it stands as a major contribution to the politics and practicalities 
of decolonisation, repatriation and custodianship in modern museums. Perhaps its 
greatest contribution is in mapping out some of the practical challenges that are 
still to be navigated by the custodians and the managers of that archive in the years 
ahead. Gibson notes in conclusion that he hopes the book:

will help reframe the Strehlow Collection as a testament not to a heroic 
individual but the cohort of urrempel (ceremony) men who both made the 
collection and continue to make sense of it. (p. 253)

It is no small commendation that his book not only makes a mark on our 
thinking in anthropology and museums, but also places at its heart a contribution 
to the ambitions of the men – past and present – who made this work possible, 
and necessary.
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The Convict Valley: The Bloody Struggle 
on Australia’s Early Frontier

by Mark Dunn
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Review by Carol Liston
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The title and cover illustration position The Convict Valley as a history of the 
European penal settlement at Newcastle and its expansion up the Hunter Valley. 
The title is both true and misleading, and the clue lies on the cover with a small 
group of Indigenous people gathered around a campfire.

Good local history draws together the elements of a place – the natural environment, 
its resources of water and minerals, the people who pass through and observe, those 
who stay, where they live and visit, what work they undertake and the cultural 
attitudes they hold and enforce. The Convict Valley is a very good local history 
as it provides insight into all these aspects of early Newcastle and the settlement 
of the Hunter Valley in the first half of the nineteenth century. Dunn’s research 
builds on the earlier work of W. Allan Wood, Dawn in the Valley (1972), itself 
a model study for its generation, but Dunn’s work goes much deeper into the 
early community offering a sophisticated analysis of European and Aboriginal 
relationships. The  convict settlement, the coal mining at Newcastle, the timber 
cutting further up the valley and the opening of the district to free settlers in the 
1820s are documented with interesting insights into the practicalities of establishing 
these farms and estates. Relationships between free and convict were often violent, 
culminating in the convict revolt at Castle Forbes. The new free settlers were mostly 
men of wealth who established farms and vineyards and raised their families. These 
new settlers were literate and the papers of families such as the Scott family are used 
with considerable skill. This pattern of settlement was accompanied by increasing 
violence between Europeans and the local Aboriginal population. Documenting the 
presence of women and children on this frontier provides a new depth to the history, 
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as some of the children learnt the local language, and the women were frequently the 
point of contact with the local Aboriginal groups, evidenced in the gripping story 
of Mary Ogilvie.

What is outstanding in The Convict Valley is the methodological approach of 
weaving small elements of primary source documents, drawn from diaries and 
reports, and carefully selecting the rare occasional references to contact with 
Aboriginal people. Reading across these fragments enables Dunn to piece together 
the variable experiences of first contact, from hesitant encounters between convicts, 
timber getters and Aborigines to the violence that followed increased European 
free settlers seeking land and the presence of the mounted police from the mid-
1820s. Dunn unpacks the different interactions. Not all were violent. Documenting 
the rare brief period of ‘middle ground engagements’ is vital to understanding 
colonisation, which Dunn details through the account of the Aboriginal guide Ben 
Davis (Munnoin). Different relationships developed between Aborigines and the 
smaller usually emancipist farmers who needed their assistance and they largely 
peacefully coexisted, but the growth of the larger estates led to more breaches of 
cultural protocols and fewer personal relationships developing between the settlers 
and the Aboriginal community.

This is a book that needs maps – maps that show the key estates and the sites of 
interaction recounted in the text. There is one map only, locating the routes in the 
Hunter Valley. Sadly the illustrations are all lumped into one coloured section but 
would have been more relevant if located throughout the text. This is a powerful 
book and hopefully a subsequent edition can add more maps.
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The Civilisation of Port Phillip provides a detailed examination of an array of rhetoric 
around the idea of civilisation, and its use in the Port Phillip district during the 
1830s and 1840s. This district formed part of the colony of New South Wales 
from 1788 until 1851 when it became the separate colony of Victoria. Rogers’s 
re-examination of familiar events in the district during these seminal two decades 
enlivens our understanding to the ways in which the colonial contest for the space – 
the lands of Indigenous peoples including the Kulin – was heavily premised not just 
on physical violence, but also on a contest of ideas. Foremost among these ideas were 
those of civilisation and savagery. The intellectual histories of these Enlightenment 
ideas and their application in Australia’s early colonial period has been the subject of 
considerable recent scholarship. However, Rogers’s work offers a fresh perspective. 
Instead of tracing their origins, he focuses on how colonial actors in the district 
took them and used them to evaluate what they saw and experienced. In turn, 
he describes the discursive choices they made when weaving those analyses into the 
rhetorical fabric of the emerging colony.

Rogers engages with ‘recurring tropes that settlers used to explain their role, to 
justify instances of violence, and to imagine their future’ (p. 19). His critical analysis 
of events, their contemporary description and their presence in the subsequent 
historiography provide the reader with opportunities to reassess persistent legacies 
precipitated by the ‘Eurocentric ideal of a hierarchy of civilizations’. Integral to that 
hierarchy was an understanding of Indigenous societies as being acted upon by more 
‘evolved’ European societies. Following anthropologists Pierre Clastres and James 
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C. Scott, Rogers argues that the Indigenous societies encountered by the would-be 
Port Phillip settlers were not without agency living in a ‘state of nature’ but were 
the result of political choices (p. 31).

Rogers does a fine job of highlighting the ways in which colonial actors’ evaluations 
of Indigenous peoples and their actions were highly selective in terms of the 
evidence they relied on. He reinforces how persistently narrow-minded they were in 
the conclusions that they drew when relying upon notions of civilisation premised 
upon Enlightenment stadial theory. Through skilful reading of a wide variety of 
primary sources, he captures the complexity and fluidity of the emerging hierarchies 
within Port Phillip society. Moving beyond the assumption that every settler and 
colonial official saw all Indigenous peoples as uncivilised and problematic and all 
Europeans as superior, Rogers teases out the nuances of Port Phillip society and 
reminds us of the historiographical consequences of overlooking them. He portrays 
circumstances in which an Indigenous guide might outrank a violent convict thanks 
to their relative usefulness to the colonial project. Similarly, an escaped convict (in 
this case the infamous William Buckley), might be brought into the service of 
colonisers by being recast as an ‘Indigenous other’, because his time among the local 
people equipped him with language and cultural skills that were considered critical 
to attempts to negotiate with them.

In the same way that evaluations of Indigenous peoples were fluid and contingent on 
their usefulness to the colonial project, Rogers also demonstrates that descriptions 
of Indigenous shelters varied according to how colonial actors needed to construe 
the Indigenous peoples who constructed them. To the emergent humanitarians in 
the colony, the permanency of these shelters signalled potential for the further and 
continued ‘civilisation’ of the people who made them. For those more concerned 
with the possession of the territory on which the structures stood, the recognition 
of their permanence on the landscape marked them as ripe for destruction: a site for 
violence. Their presence punctured the ‘myth’ of itinerancy so regularly relied upon 
to sever Indigenous sovereignty. In a continuance of ‘conciliation’ first practised 
further north and decades earlier in Sydney, but brought to Port Phillip in the living 
memories of the Vandemonians who hoped to claim Port Phillip as their own, the 
huts were destroyed in acts of both physical and rhetorical possession.

While Rogers makes no overarching claims about the scope or scale of colonial 
violence in the Port Phillip district, each case study he expounds, particularly 
the later chapters on the search for lawyers Gellibrand and Hesse, and the work 
of police magistrate Captain Foster Fyans, lays bare how insidious a presence it 
was, both materially and rhetorically. This is a particular strength of the book and 
would have sufficed as its singular achievement. The Civilisation of Port Phillip is 
based on Rogers’s 2014 award-winning thesis and the book is proof the praise was 
justified. It proffers useful examples of critical historical analysis achieved through 
deep engagement with primary texts, and relevant historiography. His effort to 



199

THE CIVILISATION OF PORT PHILLIP

reframe Eurocentric thinking about Indigenous Australian society is vital, and 
will prove useful to historians of Victoria and scholars of colonialism and empire. 
One drawback I perceive is by no means a criticism. Rogers set ambitious goals for 
his work. To prosecute them he has traversed a wide range of archival and intellectual 
territory, laying out numerous narratives and ‘colouring in’ their intellectual context 
and the subsequent rhetorical fallout. This has produced a dense text that may prove 
challenging for some undergraduate-level readers who would undoubtedly benefit 
from understanding both his method and his conclusions.
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The Battle of One Tree Hill: The Aboriginal 
Resistance That Stunned Queensland

by Ray Kerkhove and Frank Uhr
294 pp., illustrated, maps, Boolarong Press, 2019,

ISBN: 9781925877304 (pbk), $34.99

Review by Roger Ford
Griffith University

The opening of south-east Queensland to ‘free settlement’ by the British colonial 
authorities in 1841 signalled the end of the convict era and the rapid establishment 
of the pastoral industry. An immediate consequence of the decision was the 
escalation of violence between the Indigenous traditional owners of the land and 
the new arrivals. The Battle of One Tree Hill by Brisbane historians Ray Kerkhove 
and Frank Uhr provides a detailed account of Queensland’s first theatre of frontier 
conflict. Fought across the Lockyer and Brisbane river valleys for much of the 1840s, 
a coalition of Indigenous groups enacted a determined campaign of resistance against 
the European colonisers who took their lands and violated their laws and traditions.

Located between Brisbane and the Darling Downs, the Lockyer and Brisbane 
valleys are a resource rich area, containing river catchments, fertile soils and native 
grasslands. The introductory chapters of the book contrast the cultural and spiritual 
significance of this landscape to the Aboriginal people of the region with the way 
these same resources were capitalised and exploited by the pastoralists. The narrative 
of The Battle of One Tree Hill then unfolds the lives of the Indigenous elder Moppy 
and his son Multuggerah and the pivotal role both men played in the forging of 
an alliance between multiple Aboriginal groups to counter the pastoralist push. 
The authors frame the actions of Moppy and Multuggerah and their allies in military 
terms. Descriptions of initial skirmishes, attacks on outstations and retaliatory 
killings culminate in a vivid account of a strategic ambush of a convoy of supply 
drays by a force of Aboriginal warriors. Following the ambush, an armed retaliatory 
party of settlers intent on vengeance were driven back by Indigenous defenders on 
the rocky slopes of One Tree Hill. This battle, in the view of the authors, was not 
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just one of the ‘first solid defeats of white settlement in Queensland’ but an event 
that was memorialised not only in the oral traditions of local Aboriginal people but 
also in colonial popular culture.

R. H. Tawney’s advice that a historian needs a strong set of walking boots has been 
heeded by the authors. They know the Lockyer and Brisbane river valley districts 
well, a knowledge born from many years of fieldwork. The book is effectively 
illustrated with the authors’ photographs and maps of the region. A challenge for 
any historian addressing the subject of frontier violence of the 1840s is the paucity 
of detailed first-hand accounts, a factor the authors attribute to the conspiracy of 
silence that followed the Myall Creek massacre and trial of its perpetrators in 1839. 
To overcome this challenge, Kerkhove and Uhr draw on their extensive knowledge of 
primary and secondary sources on Queensland’s Indigenous and colonial past. The 
authors utilise but also look beyond the usual official correspondence and newspaper 
reports. Their analysis of a contemporary bush ballad, ‘The Raid of the Aborigines’, 
provides intriguing points of detail regarding the conflict, while also revealing how 
the frontier was presented in popular culture for a colonial audience. Commendably, 
local Aboriginal elders and members of the community were interviewed by the 
authors, providing valuable alternative perspectives to the Eurocentrism of the 
written record. This shared information provides significant insights on the conflict 
and its enduring impact on generations of Aboriginal families.

Despite the book’s many achievements, it is not without some limitations. 
The  romanticised trope of Moppy and Multuggerah as heroic leaders of the 
resistance arguably simplifies the inherent complexity and collective nature of 
decision-making processes within Aboriginal societies. As mentioned in the book, 
the Aboriginal people of the Lockyer Valley categorically rejected an attempt 
by  the Moreton Bay Commandant to award Moppy a brass king plate, after the 
definition of a ruling monarch was explained to them by the convict James Baker. 
The failure of this colonial attempt to impose ‘kingship’ illustrates the underlying 
strength of the participatory nature of traditional Indigenous governance structures. 
The campaign of resistance against the pastoralists almost certainly was conducted 
with the combined skills, knowledge and consent of many elders and warriors whose 
names remained unknown to the colonial authorities and settlers.

Although The Battle of One Tree Hill draws upon a wide range of sources, gaps in 
the historical record inevitably remain and in these instances the narrative strays 
into the territory of conjecture. The authors are generally careful to identify where 
their arguments are based on extrapolation and supposition, but they occasionally 
overstate the case. The military fort constructed at Helidon, for example, is described 
as ‘probably the largest inland fort ever constructed against Aboriginal people’, when 
in fact there are no surviving documents that record its dimensions.
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These points aside, The Battle of One Tree Hill provides a significant contribution 
to the history of the Queensland frontier. The authors inclusion of Aboriginal 
perspectives drawn from interviews with the community is to be applauded and 
I support their welcome to the next wave of researchers to add and expand to 
this effort.
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Into the Loneliness: The Unholy Alliance 
of Ernestine Hill and Daisy Bates

by Eleanor Hogan
448 pp., NewSouth Publishing, 2021

ISBN: 9781742236599, $34.99

Review by Peggy Brock
Edith Cowan University

This well-researched book considers the biographies of two independent, eccentric 
women whose lives overlapped, although they were from different generations: 
Daisy Bates was born in 1863, Ernestine Hill over 30 years later in 1899. Both 
women felt more at ease living and travelling away from urban and rural centres, 
preferring remote Australia, the ‘Loneliness’. Much has already been written about 
Bates, much less about Hill. Eleanor Hogan became interested in their overlapping 
stories when she began researching the life of Hill after reading her book The Great 
Australian Loneliness, and came across correspondence from Bates to Hill that 
catapulted her into writing this double biography.

In her Acknowledgments Hogan writes that her publisher described the book as 
a ‘vast and wandering work’, which does sum it up. A reader without previous 
knowledge of these women’s lives will find it difficult to follow their chronologies 
(the book would benefit from a chronological chart) as the narrative both within 
chapters and between them tends to be thematic without first introducing Bates and 
Hill and their back stories. It is further complicated by Hogan injecting herself and 
her travels researching the book into the discussion.

Despite the age difference, there are parallels in the lives of the two women. Both 
chose to hide aspects of their early adult experiences – Bates was bigamously 
married twice, and Hill had a child out of wedlock (purportedly by R. C. Packer) 
and never married, although she adopted the name Mrs Hill a couple of years after 
her son was born. Perhaps partly because of these indiscretions, both women felt 
more comfortable when not embedded in Australian society of the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. Both women earned money through journalism and 
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writing books based on their peripatetic lives, but as women living independently 
with no regular income or male breadwinner they struggled to support themselves at 
different periods, particularly as they aged. They also accumulated large amounts of 
research materials that they never wrote up and that now sit in various archives and 
libraries (which Hogan has assiduously tracked down). But there were also major 
differences in personality, the way they interacted with others, including their sons, 
and many other details of their lives.

Hogan enters the already existing debates about Bates: her self-promotion and 
vulnerabilities; the value of her ethnographic work; and whether she enhanced the 
lives of the Aboriginal people she claimed to assist and/or damaged them with her 
strongly held views on miscegenation and the inevitability of their demise. Bates was 
assertive and strongly protective of her independence. She could be both charming 
and aggravating. She was ahead of her times in her interest in Aboriginal culture 
and languages and her decision to live alongside Aboriginal communities over many 
years. She was also very much of her times in many of her racial attitudes. While 
intrigued by Aboriginal society, she believed she was indispensable to the people she 
lived with, whom she described as ‘my Natives’. Hogan discusses the contradictions 
in Bates’s lifestyle and attitudes without coming to any firm conclusions about many 
aspects of her life.

Ernestine Hill also led a wandering life, but while Bates was adept at self-promotion, 
creating a biographical narrative that embellished her family origins and early life 
in Ireland, Hill was a more circumspect and modest person. These personality 
differences are very evident in their interactions and friendship, which began when 
Hill visited Bates at Ooldea Siding on the Nullarbor Plain in 1932 and continued 
until Bates’s death in 1951. They were most evident, Hogan suggests, when they 
worked together in 1935. By this time Hill was a successful journalist and writer. 
She persuaded Bates to come to Adelaide to work on what became a series of articles 
about Bates’s life, ‘My Natives and I’, first published in the Adelaide Advertiser 
and then syndicated. These articles became the basis for a book, The Passing of the 
Aborigines, which Hogan claims Hill wrote but Bates never acknowledged Hill’s 
role as scribe and editor. Despite Bates’s deception, she realised she needed Hill 
to help her with her many other writing projects and over the ensuing years tried to 
persuade Hill to visit her wherever she was living at the time. Hogan tracks Bates’s 
correspondence with Hill and their occasional meetings. She also recounts Hills’s 
travels around many of the remote parts of northern Australia, her journalism and 
the books she published, which in the 1930s, 1940s and early 1950s were widely 
read both in Australia and internationally with many reprints.

Hogan suggests Hill was generally ahead of her times in her acknowledgment of 
settler violence against Aboriginal people, the invasion of their lands and the racism 
still prevalent in the north of the country after the Second World War, although 
she adhered to the commonly held belief that Aboriginal people would die out. 
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There were occasional lapses in her reportage. In 1932 after her encounter with Bates 
at Ooldea, Hill publicised Bates’s accounts of Aboriginal women eating unwanted 
babies, which was widely reported. Later Hill regretted writing the story without 
checking Bates’s fallacious claims.

Along the way Hogan pulls us into the twenty-first century from time to time, 
describing her own travels to western South Australia and Western Australia as 
she traces the journeys and interactions of Bates and Hill. She describes her fears 
of travelling as a lone female, which suggests she was a more timid traveller than the 
two subjects of her book.

Hogan has carefully researched the fascinating lives of Bates and Hill, tracking down 
records in many archival collections, but the narrative does wander through all this 
material on a trajectory that is at times difficult to follow.





209

Truth-Telling: History, Sovereignty  
and the Uluru Statement

by Henry Reynolds
288 pp., NewSouth Publishing, 2021,
ISBN: 9781742236940 (pbk), $34.99,

Review by Anna Clark
University of Technology Sydney

Henry Reynolds has been truth-telling for the better part of 50 years. Books such as 
The Other Side of the Frontier (1981), Frontier: Aborigines, Settlers and Land (1987), 
This Whispering in Our Hearts (1998), An Indelible Stain? The Question of Genocide 
in Australia’s History (2001), and Forgotten War (2014), each reveal uncomfortable 
truths about Australia’s past, as well as the unevenness of its remembrance.

Although Reynolds is also the first to admit that his own historical reckoning was 
far from intuitive. In his 1998 memoir, Why Weren’t We Told?, Reynolds explains 
how his honours thesis celebrated the writings of radical nationalists such as Russel 
Ward. But that nonchalant, heroic trope was demolished when he began researching 
North Queensland history after moving there in the 1970s. Such truths confounded 
his understanding of Australia’s eminent historians. ‘How did Ward not see … the 
blood-stained hands?’ he wondered in disbelief.

In Truth-Telling: Sovereignty and the Uluru Statement, Reynolds elaborates on that 
experience of being confronted by the overwhelming archival evidence of colonial 
murder, dispersal and retribution on the Queensland frontier. ‘For the first time 
I had the chance to see, vicariously, Australian history from the other side of the 
frontier,’ he explains. ‘And having done so I could never see again our national story 
as one of triumphant progress and peaceful pioneering’ (p. 6). Reynolds’s historical 
awakening, as he describes it, came from listening to voices from the archives and 
the community around him.
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Truth-Telling is another act of listening – in this case it was prompted by a First 
Nations–led national political movement, as well as an overwhelming historical 
archive. Reynolds takes the 2017 Uluru Statement from the Heart as its starting 
point. That bold declaration of sovereignty and truth-telling by 200 Indigenous 
participants calls on the nation to recognise that sovereignty was never ceded, and 
that the truth of colonisation has to be recognised and understood.

The book is divided into those two themes explicitly. With a copy of the Uluru 
Statement reproduced as its starting point, Reynolds embarks on this important 
clarion call. At the heart of British claims to sovereignty over the Australian continent, 
Reynolds argues, is a glaring hypocrisy that cannot be resolved. The entire continent 
had been mapped, storied and governed for thousands of years before the British 
Empire even existed, and yet that occupation was ignored in the legal establishment 
of the British colonies. This ‘was no unpeopled land’, Reynolds insists (p. 31).

Even the early colonists recognised the inconsistency of their tenure: legal doctrines 
defined the country as wastelands and deserts, as Lisa Ford, Ann Curthoys and Jesse 
Mitchell have explored, yet the actual occupation of these lands was unquestionable. 
The ‘establishment of the small penal colony on Sydney Harbour gave absolutely 
no legitimacy to the British claim to half a continent, home to many Indigenous 
nations,’ Reynolds argues, ‘which had occupied their homelands for hundreds of 
generations’ (p. 25).

In the country’s north, where Reynolds found himself researching and teaching in 
the 1970s, that inconsistency was even more glaring. ‘While it seemed like a simple 
matter to describe how the new Commonwealth had acquired sovereignty, it was far 
more problematic to explain how the First Nations had lost it,’ he surmises (p. 245). 
As the Uluru Statement articulates, the sovereignty of Australia’s First Peoples ‘has 
never been ceded or extinguished’.

Over time, the legal fiction of British sovereignty also became a historical fiction, 
curated and advanced by the history discipline, taught in schools and written in 
history texts: Australia’s First Nations did not have conceptions of ownership; the 
colonists were heroic pioneers battling the elements and entitled to this country. So, 
despite the evidence in the archives, historians were complicit in this erasure of the 
truth: ‘The heroic pioneers had blood on their hands and notches on the sticks of 
their rifles’ (p. 80). But where was that truth in the history books? ‘Not everyone took 
part in the invasion of the territory of the First Nations,’ Reynolds acknowledged. 
‘But the saga of settlement, growth and expansion became Queensland’s unifying 
narrative’ (p. 179).

Despite the increasing influence of research in this field, by historians such Reynolds, 
Raymond Evans, Robert Ørsted-Jensen, and others, as well as growing recognition 
of Indigenous historical accounts of the ‘Killing Times’, this historical lens has not 
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been entirely replaced. The continued recognition of Australia Day on 26 January, 
in honour of the First Fleet’s arrival in Sydney Cove in 1788, is contemptuous 
of Aboriginal memory, Reynolds contends. As is the absence of memorials to 
Indigenous victims of the frontier wars. Meanwhile, commemoration of Australia’s 
overseas military expeditions continues its extraordinary renaissance, and has been 
publicly celebrated and promoted by successive federal governments.

Despite his criticism of such historical discrepancy and inequity, Reynolds still sees 
history as central to the truth-telling project. The discipline has policed ‘truth’ and 
narrated Australia’s colonisation at the expense of its First Peoples. But, despite its 
complicity with the colonisation, its silencing and occlusion, Reynolds also insists 
that history is vital for coming to terms with that past. Truth-Telling is ultimately an 
optimistic and patriotic project. Reynolds deliberately uses the collective pronouns 
of ‘we’ and ‘us’ to advocate for a more inclusive Australia throughout. History’s 
archives, texts and practitioners might have excluded First Nations histories and 
history-makers for most of the twentieth century, but Reynolds also sees them as 
essential to the task of reconciliation. ‘Truth-telling allows us to weave new stories 
and to make old ones richer while, at the same time, more complex’, he concludes 
(p. 199). It is an argument for a shared, just future.
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in the text with a number in brackets (e.g. Figure 1) and the caption. Only original 
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Referencing 
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details as given on the title page of the work. Arrange works by the same author in 
chronological order. Web citations should include full address and date accessed.
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