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poetry

Untitled
You wake up in a Bed
I wake up on the Street
You have a Family
I had a Family
You have Dreams
I had Dreams
You walk down the Street
I walk the Street
You feel Happy 
I feel Manic
You feel Sad
I feel Depressed
You talk to Someone
I talk to Myself
You hear a familiar Voice
I hear Voices
You have a social Drink
I get Drunk
You said No to Drugs
I said Yes
You never Gambled
I Gambled the Lot and Lost
You have been used by Someone
I was abused by Someone
You look at the Bridge
I walk halfway across the Bridge and look Down
You go out for the Night 
I vanish into the Night,
homeless. ♦

Anonymous

Prayer of the Aboriginal People
Father of all, you gave us the Dreaming. 
You have spoken to us through our beliefs. 
You then made your love clear to us 
in the person of Jesus. 
We thank you for your care. 
You own us. 
You are our hope.

Make us strong as we face the problems of change. 
We ask you to help the people of Australia 
to listen to us and respect our culture. 
Make the knowledge of you 
grow strong in all people, 
so that we can make a home 
for everyone in our land. 
Amen. ♦

Prayer composed for the meeting between Pope St 
John Paul II and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Peoples in November 1986.

A history of the intervention
When they landed they did not say, we are beginning the 
history of colonisation.

They did not say, we’re invading.

Settling, they said, we’re settling.

They did not say soon we’ll be taking your children from 
you, not just your mother, or soon we’ll be trying to 
work out ways, scratching our heads, to bring down the 
number of your deaths in our custody without even trying 
to stop putting you in custody.

They did not say one day we’ll probably have to say sorry 
For all of this or one day we’ll set our finest minds the 
task of working out why you don’t live as long as we 
do or why your problems are bigger than ours while our 
houses are bigger than yours.

They did not say oh so you’re the custodians of the countries 
and the songs we’re treading on and building fences 
around.

They did say oh really well now we are the custodians of 
you, see we’re taking you into custody and you’re not 
going anywhere.

And when they said this you said no 
we’re 
not going anywhere.

Was. 
Always.

Will be. ♦

Dr John Falzon
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Lands of the D’harawal people

B Y  G R A H A M  W E S T

I was born in the lands 
of the D’harawal people. 
A place of rivers, hills 
and sandstone. As I write, 
its trees and plants are 
flowering in yellows, 
purples, whites and reds, 
its animals are thinking 
of the next generation. 
For the lands are within 
the season of Ngoonungi, 
(September-October). 
It’s a season that is 
Murrai’yunggory – cool, 
getting warmer. 

I know this from reading D’harawal: 
Seasons and Climatic Cycles written 
by my friend Frances Bodkin, but for 
generations D’harawal people have 
shared this insight with each other in 
a vibrant and living culture that was 
transformed irrevocably over 228 years 
ago with the arrival of the first fleet.

The D’harawal people were among 

the first to meet the Europeans and to 
discover their lost cattle at the place 
now known as Cowpastures.

They were among the first to be 
driven off their lands and killed in 
places like Appin, where on 17 April 
1816, their families were driven off the 
steep cliffs of the Cataract Gorge.

And yet despite these deprivations, the 
D’harawal people have survived and 
are sharing their knowledge of our 
shared home with all of us in a spirit 
of generosity and love.

It is a story mirrored across this 
continent, both in its impact on the 
culture and lifestyle of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people, but also 
in the generosity of spirit in sharing 
traditional knowledge and wisdom 
with all who are willing to listen.

This issue of The Record is a special 
edition in Solidarity with Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Peoples, and 
is part of our commitment to learn 
from each other and to walk together 
into a new future.

We as a Society are called to Solidarity 
with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

frontlines | G R A H A M  W E S T

Islanders by our Scriptures, by our 
works and by our mission. In the 
words of the prophet Micah:

‘What does the Lord require of you but 
to do justice, and to love kindness, and 
to walk humbly with your God?’

In walking together and seeing Christ 
in each other, seeking justice, sharing 
our love and being humble enough to 
recognise that we have much to learn 
and gain, we begin our journey of 
Solidarity. 

Or in the words of Queensland 
Aboriginal activists shared by Lilla 
Watson:

‘If you have come here to help me, you 
are wasting your time.

But if you have come because your 
liberation is bound up with mine, then 
let us work together.’

Truly our liberation is bound 
together. ♦

Graham West is National President, St Vincent 
de Paul Society.
Written in the lands of the Ngarigo people.

Jewel beetle, on Leptospermum flowers. Dharwal National Park.
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A ‘Welcome to Country’ is a ceremony where Traditional 
Owners, usually Elders, welcome people to their land.

This is a significant recognition and is made through a formal 
process. The Traditional Owner will decide on the ceremony.  It 
also depends on the location of the event and the practice of the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community, which can vary 
greatly according to the region.

During a ‘Welcome to Country’, the Elders welcome those in 
attendance, guests, staff and visitors to their Country. It might be 
just a simple speech or a performance, such as a song, traditional 
dance, a didgeridoo piece or any combination of these.

‘Welcome to Country’ should always occur at the opening of the 
event and preferably as the first item.

Protocols for welcoming visitors to country have been a part of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture for thousands of 
years.  
(www.creativespirits.info)

The use of Acknowledgements or ‘Welcome to Country’ have 
become more common place since the creation of Reconciliation 
Action Plans (RAPs), which places an Acknowledgement or 
‘Welcome to Country’ as an important step in the process of 
practical Reconciliation in this country.

A ‘Welcome to Country’ must be conducted by an Aboriginal person 
who is a Traditional Owner of the land upon which the event is being 
held.

Welcome to Country

Acknowledgment of Traditional Owners
An ‘Acknowledgement of Country’ is a ceremony that pays 
respect to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Traditional 
Owners of the area on which the meeting or event takes place and 
the surrounds, or where a speech, event or presentation is taking 
place.

An ‘Acknowledgement of Country’ is a way that all people can 
show awareness and respect for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander culture and heritage, and the ongoing relationship the 
Traditional Owners have with their land.

Both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people can perform 
‘Acknowledgement of Country’. 

It is a demonstration of respect dedicated to the traditional custodians 
of the land (or sea) where the event, meeting, function or conference 
takes place. It can be formal or informal.

Material on this page was originally published in a brochure produced by the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Catholic 
Council (www.natsicc.org.au) and the Australian Catholic Bishops Conference (www.catholic.org.au). Used with permission.

SUGGESTIONS FOR ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
On grounds, in buildings, newsletters and websites:

The ___________ acknowledge the ________ people,  
the Traditional Owners who have walked upon and cared for this 
land for thousands of years. We acknowledge the continued deep 
spiritual attachment and relationship of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples to this country and commit ourselves to the 
ongoing journey of Reconciliation.

On published documents (paper and electronic):

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are respectfully 
advised that this publication/production may contain the words, 
voices, names, images and/or descriptions of people who have 
passed away.

‘Acknowledgement of Country’ where the language group is not 
known:

‘I would like to show my respect and acknowledge the traditional 
custodians of this land, of Elders past and present, on which this 
event takes place.’

‘Acknowledgement of Country’ using a specific nation:

‘I would like to acknowledge the ___________ people who are the 
Traditional Owners of this land. I would also like to pay respect 
to the Elders past and present of the __________ and extend that 
respect to other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
present.’
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opinion | D R  J O H N  FA L Z O N

Always was, always will be, 
Aboriginal land
B Y  D R  J O H N  FA L Z O N

I’m telling you these stories 
on Aboriginal land. 

I’m not from here. I came here, 
uninvited by the First Peoples, in 1968. 

I’m only beginning to be aware of 
the Old People. Uncle Max taught 
me how to be respectful when I was 
going near a very ancient meeting 
place, like the one in the Blue 
Mountains where my children always 
gravitated to. 

I don’t know how to read the country, 
but I’m learning how to listen to it. 

There are places all over Australia 
where the country is calling out to us, 
where the Old People of the country 
are calling out to us, where the hidden 
histories are calling out to us … that 
another kind of world is possible. 

‘And that the blood of our sisters 
and brothers cries out to us from the 
ground’ (Genesis 4:10).

I do not believe that it calls for 
revenge, but it does call us to struggle 
and to reflect. 

In truth, the two go together. Just like 
the coming together of the prophetic 
denunciation of the bad news and the 
prophetic annunciation of the good 
news. 

A struggle for justice that makes no 
room for reflection will be defeated by 
its own lack of clarity. 

And, reflection that does not come 
from, or lead to, struggle is nothing 
more than the dancing of clouds. 
It brings no rain to the earth, no 
sustenance, no growth. 

Like the red land, we long for the 
life-giving rain of deep reflection 
grounded in the struggle for justice. 

But we also long for the lightning 
flash of social change, the real cause 
for hope. 

Why? Because our history, since 
colonisation, has not only accepted 

oppression, it has enshrined it, as 
structure, as attitude, even as law.

Do you know the story of John Pat? 
His name is known because his life 
was brought to an end as an Aboriginal 
Death in Custody. He is not alone. 

In 1983, John Pat was involved in a 
fight outside a pub in Roebourne in 
Western Australia. Off-duty police who 
were drinking at the pub allegedly 
assaulted some Aboriginal people 
there. They fought back and a brawl 
began, also involving more police 
called to the scene. 

According to witnesses, John Pat was 
struck in the face by a police officer 
and fell backward, hitting his head on 
the road. An off-duty police officer 
then went over and brutally kicked 
him in the head. 

As reported to the Royal Commission 
into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody, 
one witness testified that ‘one officer 
was holding the boy up and another 
was kicking him.’ John Pat was then 
allegedly dragged to a police van and 
thrown in ‘like a dead kangaroo’. 

John Pat died a little over an hour after 
he was locked up in Roebourne police 
station. 

Aboriginal poet Jack Davis wrote a 

powerful poem about John’s death. 
He writes of the dangerous power of 
Guddia (or ‘white-fella’) law: 

Write of life  
the pious said  
forget the past  
the past is dead.  
But all I see  
in front of me 
is a concrete floor  
a cell door  
and John Pat 

Agh! tear out the page  
forget his age 
thin skull they cried  
that’s why he died!  
But I can’t forget  
the silhouette  
of a concrete floor  
a cell door  
and John Pat 

The end product  
of Guddia law  
is a viaduct  
for fang and claw,  
and a place to dwell  
like Roebourne’s hell  
of a concrete floor  
a cell door  
and John Pat 

He’s there—where?  
there in their minds now  
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deep within,  
there to prance  
a sidelong glance  
a silly grin  
to remind them all  
of a Guddia wall  
a concrete floor  
a cell door  
and John Pat 

Since the release 25 years ago of the 
Final Report of the Royal Commission 
into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody, the 
situation has worsened, according to 
Associate Professor Thalia Anthony. 
Indigenous incarceration and police 
custody rates have actually increased 
since the royal commission tabled 
its report: ‘In 1991, Indigenous 
people constituted 14% of the prison 
population (1,100 for every 100,000 
Indigeous people in the national 
population). Today they make up 
27% (2,300 for every 100,000). There 
has been an equivalent increase in 
unsentenced Indigenous prisoners in 
remand.’1

Being locked up follows hot on the 
heels of being locked out.

This is part of something bigger 
though, part of a longer story. There’s 
a deep wound in Australia, a gash in 
our story. It is a wound that is known 
by different names: Colonisation, 
Dispossession, Coercion, Control. 

It is still with us. The wound is fresh. 
It is not yet healed. It is not yet even 
a scar. The wound of colonisation 
is a wound in the heart of the First 
Peoples of this land. From time to 
time it becomes visible even to those 
who do not wish to see it, sometimes 
in the image of an old woman who 
feels humiliated because she wanted 
basic rights but got given a Basics Card 
instead, sometimes in the image of a 
child who is hooded and tortured. 

To the people in high places who say 
that the wound does not exist, we say 
we know it does exist. To the people 
in high places who say that the wound 
is an Aboriginal Problem, we say 
that the wound is not an Aboriginal 

Problem. It is a wound in the heart 
of Aboriginal Families, but it is not an 
Aboriginal Problem. It is an Australian 
Problem. It is our problem. 

The policies that the government often 
enshrines as legislation are policies 
built on the falsehood that the wound 
does not exist, or that the wound exists 
but is an Aboriginal Problem. They are 
policies that treat the First Nations as if 
they are the problem. These are policies 
imposed from above rather than 
coming from the wisdom of the people 
on the ground. They are policies that 
do not treat the wound, and cannot 
heal the wound. 

They are policies that deepen the 
wound. 

They are policies that continue to 
harm, to hurt, to humiliate, to degrade, 
to punish, to control. Like all forms 
of colonisation, they deny the full 
humanity of those who are subjected to 
them. 

Back in 1993, Mick Dodson explained 
what social justice meant to him. He 
said: 

Social justice is what faces you in the 
morning. It is awakening in a house 
with adequate water supply, cooking 
facilities and sanitation. It is the ability 
to nourish your children and send 
them to school where their education 
not only equips them for employment 
but reinforces their knowledge and 
understanding of their cultural 
inheritance. It is the prospect of genuine 
employment and good health: a life 
of choices and opportunity, free from 
discrimination.

You don’t build a community up by 
putting its people down. 

You don’t build an inclusive society by 
locking people out, or locking them up. 

Have we learned nothing from 
the recommendations of the Royal 
Commission into Aboriginal deaths in 
Custody? 

Around Australia, members of the First 
Nations still come together far too often 

to mourn the completely avoidable 
deaths of their daughters and sons, 
their sisters and brothers, their 
mothers and fathers. 

The injustice of the policies that we 
take a stand against is that they treat 
people as if they are nothing. 

We are on the side of the people who 
are treated as if they are nothing. We 
say that the strongest future for our 
nation lies in knowing that together 
we can be everything. 

There is nothing more sacred or 
more beautiful in life than this 
struggle for justice, this building of a 
compassionate society.

We’re never alone in this. We’re 
surrounded by a sea of people who 
dream the same dream, and then there 
are the Old People and even, sadly, 
the Young People; young people, like 
John Pat, whose lives were trampled 
on and who are now, in the words of 
the poet Bobbi Sykes, the brave dead 
of our Revolution: 

The children are dying 
In terrible numbers of  
Malnutrition and  
Related diseases and   
We do not count their numbers  
Amongst the brave dead of  
Our revolution  
Yet their blood is surely spilled  
As though shot upon the street   
Had they lived  
Long enough to die. 

We must count them 
We must count them   
For if we do not  
They will have died in vain.2 ♦

Dr John Falzon is Chief Executive of the St 
Vincent de Paul Society National Council.

This is an edited and abridged extract from Dr 
Falzon’s book, The language of the unheard.

1. https://theconversation.com/deaths-in-
custody-25-years-after-the-royal-commission-
weve-gone-backwards-57109

2. ‘Final count’ (1988).
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news | T R E AT Y,  V I C T O R I A

Victoria takes historic step 
towards an Aboriginal treaty

A second state-wide forum will be 
held in Melbourne in December, 
after Victorian Aboriginal people 
took the first step towards reaching 
a treaty with the state government 
earlier this year. 

A forum on 26–27 May involved a host of speakers 
discussing the advancement of self-determination 
and a treaty that would serve as a legal document 
for Aboriginal affairs and services. 

The Melbourne meeting was attended by 400 
people, with more than 4000 watching online. It 
followed regional forums in Mildura, Horsham, 
Shepparton and Bairnsdale. 

Speakers in Melbourne included Victorian Minister 
for Aboriginal Affairs, Natalie Hutchins, and 
journalist Stan Grant.

Ms Hutchins said the Victorian Government was 
committed to making an agreement happen.

‘At the end of the day, it’s pretty disappointing 
that we, in the year 2016, don’t have a treaty or a 
national arrangement with our First Peoples,’ she 
said.

Mr Grant said the forum, which coincided with 
National Sorry Day, was a true opportunity for 
the Aboriginal community and the Victorian 
Government to give shape and form to something 
that hadn’t yet been seen. 

‘The path to reconciliation and self-determination, 
we know, is built on a genuine acknowledgement 
of historical wrongs,’ he said.

‘A genuine acknowledgement of those wrongs. Not 
just an acknowledgement that is lip service. But a 
genuine commitment to make right, the legacy of 
our history.

‘It is about generational change and improved 
outcomes.’ 

Those who attended the forum agreed to continue 
discussions with their families and clans, as to what 
a treaty might look like. 

An Aboriginal Treaty Interim Working Group will 
develop a process for the next phase of the agenda, 
with the next state-wide forum scheduled for early 
December. ♦
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Catholic Aboriginal leaders in 
Victoria call for a Treaty

Sherry Balcombe, the 
coordinator of the 
Aboriginal Catholic 
Ministry in Melbourne, 
was so inspired by treaty 
talks held in Melbourne on 
26–27 May, she shared this 
reflection. 

Pope St John Paul II gave the most 
dramatic recognition by the Church 
in Australia to Aboriginal people in 
Alice Springs in 1986. He challenged 
the Aboriginal people to find their 
rightful place in the Australian Church. 
Following that speech, the Aboriginal 
Catholic people around Australia felt 
new life and inspiration. 

We at the Aboriginal Catholic Ministry 
Victoria have been greatly supported 
by the Archdiocese of Melbourne. 
We acknowledge this support—it 
takes courage to step across the 
cultural abyss, so many thanks to the 
Archdiocese.

I feel that it was a personal challenge 
to me, and continues to be, to find 
our rightful place; we are constantly 
challenged to justify ourselves.

For far too long governments, 
authorities and the Church have tried 
to do things for Aboriginal people.

Our wish is to do things for 
ourselves, and with your support, 
encouragement and collaboration we 
can make this a brighter, prouder and 
more inclusive chapter in Australia’s 
shared history.

Although dominant cultures in 
Australia see us as the victims and 
the problem, we know and see 
our great warriors: people running 
organisations, bringing up families, 
and educating the wider communities 
on the deep, meaningful contributions 
that we can make to the life of this 
great country.

We have the chance right now to 
move forward the right and proper 

way, by working with Aboriginal 
people towards the common goal of 
a Treaty.

Our people have struggled on the 
fringes of society for far too long.

For the first time in this nation’s 
history, Aboriginal people have true 
hope, a hope that has never been 
afforded to us before, and emulate 
our brothers and sisters from around 
the globe where their countries have 
heard their cries.

We all know in our hearts that a 
Treaty is the right and merciful thing 
to do.

We are about to change the tapestry 
of this nation for all time and we as 
Aboriginal people have started the 
process. We are not only changing a 
nation; we are rebuilding it to suit our 
new, diverse cultural shape, something 
that all Australians can be truly proud 
of. 

Australia is the only country in the 
English-speaking New World that 
does not have a Treaty with its First 
Peoples.

The USA, Canada, New Zealand 
and many other countries have had 
Treaties with their First Peoples, 
recognising their rights and prior 
occupation of their lands. We can 
all be part of this together.

It was made clear during 
community consultations that 
many Victorian Aboriginal peoples 
do not want to be recognised in 
the Constitution, as it will be more 
of the same lip service we have 
endured for decades, like many 
of the promises made to us in the 
past that changed nothing.

We want true recognition, and 
having a Treaty will give us the 
dignity, self-determination, respect 
and pride that so rightly belong 
to us but have been denied since 
colonisation.

We all want our descendants to 
look back with pride that we as 
a modern advanced, first world 
country can be truly proud. 

Please walk with us on this 
journey. It is not going to be easy 
but anything worthwhile is never 
easy. With your help, support and 
encouragement we can do this: 
TREATY NOW! 

Get on board, be part of the 
solution, not part of the problem; 
look for ways you can join the 
struggle. This is an important start 
to those conversations. ♦

Sherry Balcombe is also the Victorian 
representative on the National Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Catholic Council 
(NATSICC).

Sherry Balcombe.

opinion | S H E R R Y  B A L C O M B E
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From Whitton to Canberra

B Y  B E L I N DA  C R A N S T O N 

Linda Burney has become 
the first Aboriginal 
woman to be elected to the 
House of Representatives.

A little more than a week after she 
delivered her maiden speech at 
Canberra’s Parliament House, Linda 
Burney is unwrapping crockery and 
settling into her new office, directly 
above the House of Representatives 
chamber. 

It’s a little overwhelming, coming 
from the humble offices of the NSW 
Parliament on Macquarie Street, to 
navigating the grand but disorientating 
house on Capital Hill. 

‘Everything is so beautiful and subtle. 
It is not easy to have a sense of where 
you are,’ she says.

There’s a bark bowl on the reception 
desk inside her new office—a gift 
from Recognise Australia, and a large 
colourful painting of herself that was 
done ‘a long time ago’. She is yet 
to choose a few more pieces from 
the Parliament House collection—a 
privilege given to all MPs, and appears 
ambivalent towards her own portrait.

‘I look a bit naïve, but it’s nice,’ she 
says.

The Labor MP for Barton delivered 
her maiden speech to the lower house 
of Parliament on 31 August, moving 
many to tears, including her colleague 
Jenny Macklin. The former Indigenous 
Affairs minister sat directly behind 
Burney as she told of a time when a 
white woman having an Aboriginal 
baby was shocking. ‘And doubly so if 
that woman was not married.’ 

‘I was born at a time when the 
Australian Government knew how 
many sheep there were but not how 
many Aboriginal people. I was 10 
years old before the 1967 referendum 
fixed that,’ she said.

Burney wore a kangaroo-skin cloak 
while delivering the speech, which 
was precipitated by a song by her 
Wiradjuri sister, Lynette Riley. 

Such was the power of the speech 
by the first Aboriginal woman 
to be elected to the House of 
Representatives, it was watched 
online by millions, and picked up 
globally by international outlets 
including the BBC and Al Jazeera. 

Burney was all of a sudden a public 
figure. A trip to visit her daughter 
in Katoomba, in Sydney’s Blue 
Mountains, was previously a low 
key event. Now it includes people 
coming up to her, to shake her 
hand.

‘I’ve been a very senior politician for 
13 years in NSW. And you are pretty 
anonymous, really.

‘There is a different level of 
consciousness out there if you are in 
the federal parliament.’

Born in the tiny NSW town of 
Whitton, where there are currently less 
than 400 people, Burney says racism 
was never far from her youth.  

‘Looking into the mirror, your image 
was at best, distorted. And at worst, 
non-existent.’ 

Other aspects of her childhood were 
idyllic. As she explains, she grew 
up in an era when there was no 
helicopter parenting.

politics | B E L I N DA  C R A N S T O N

Linda Burney MP during her inaugural speech at Canberra’s Parliament House.
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‘I remember having a real bush 
childhood. With swimming, horses, 
push-bikes, going out into the bush 
for the whole day, and coming back 
when it was dark. It just seemed like it 
was always summer.’

She credits Scottish foster parents 
Nina and Billy Laing, whom she refers 
to as ‘her old aunt and uncle’, with 
raising and helping her to become 
the politician she is today. ‘They were 
brother and sister. These old people 
gave me the ground on which I stand 
today—the values of honesty, loyalty 
and respect.’

Given the racist environment in 
which she grew up, they were likely 
to have paid a price for their bravery 
and generosity, she also noted in her 
speech to parliament on 31 August. 

Burney was in her late 20s when she 
realised she was cut out for politics, 
despite not having voted herself until 
she was 28. 

‘Aboriginal people didn’t have to vote 
in federal elections back then,’ she 
explains. 

‘If you didn’t vote, you didn’t get 
fined. I thought: “Well, if you don’t 

want my vote, I am not going to 
participate”. Then I changed my mind 
about that.’

She was politically active all the same. 
As president of the NSW Aboriginal 
Education Consulting Group, a role 
she took on when she was just 27, 
Burney was required to advocate for 
Aboriginal studies. The experience 
demystified the political process—
when she sat opposite the then state 
minister for education during monthly 
meetings, the former public school 
teacher saw herself performing the 
same role.

‘I remember thinking “I am just 
as smart, just as capable”. I guess 
that was when the seed was really 
planted,’ she recalls. 

When parliament sits, Burney will 
have a fixed address in Canberra, 
having rented a fully furnished one-
bedroom ‘home away from home’ in 
Barton. 

‘It’s not like Canberra is a new place 
to me. I’ve been in and out of the city 
for the last 30 to 40 years,’ she says.

That includes appearing on various 
committees and councils, and 

speaking at exhibitions at the National 
Gallery of Australia. She’s pretty sure 
a small scar near her left ankle came 
from entering a storm water drain at 
Fairbairn, a former base of the Royal 
Australian Air Force at Canberra 
Airport, when she was a child and 
staying with relatives. ‘There was a 
broken beer bottle in it,’ she recalls.

She has long been a voice for 
constitutional recognition of 
Indigenous people. 

‘It is about amending the constitution 
to reflect the truth,’ she says.

While an early visit to Canberra 
left her with a scar, she’s been well 
received so far, with everyone from 
people in the street to even the 
opposition keen to see her do well. 

When her maiden speech to parliament 
was finished, Liberal MP Ken Wyatt, 
an Aboriginal man of Noongar, Yamitji, 
and Wongi heritage, crossed the 
chamber to congratulate her.

‘It’s going to be so good to serve with 
you,’ he said. ♦

Belinda Cranston is Media Adviser at The St 
Vincent de Paul Society National Council office.

The Hon. Linda Burney MP, 
The Hon. Ken Wyatt MP 
and Senator Patrick Dodson 
meet with RECOGNISE Youth 
representatives from around 
Australia at the opening of the 
45th Parliament.
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news

From Dubbo to documentary: 
Indigenous dancer’s fairy tale journey 

A documentary showcasing 
the remarkable dance 
career of Wiradjuri 
woman Ella Havelka 
made its debut at the 2016 
Melbourne Film Festival in 
August.

The 27-year-old became the Australian 
Ballet Company’s first Indigenous 
ballerina in 2013—a triumph made 
sweeter by the fact that she initially 
missed out on a spot with the 
esteemed company when she finished 
school. 

Born in the central-west NSW 
town of Dubbo, Ella retrained as a 
contemporary dancer and instead 
joined the Indigenous dance company, 
Bangarra. 

She was finally accepted into the 
Australian Ballet four years later.

It meant readjusting to classical 
choreography and struggling with 
insecurities as to whether she could 
keep up with her peers.

‘I was definitely way behind in terms 
of technique. The muscles in my 
feet were not ready to cope with the 
demands of pointe work,’ she told ABC 
radio.

Her hard work and dedication, along 
with a desire to engage with her 
Indigenous heritage, are depicted 
in film-maker Douglas Watkin’s 
documentary, Ella. 

‘I know I am not the conventional 
ballerina. I’m different. I often feel like 
I am dancing between two worlds,’ she 
says in the trailer. 

Those who supported her along the 
way also feature in the documentary.

‘I feel there is a little bit of a challenge 
there. I want to prove that I am good 
enough, not just for myself, but for my 
people as well. To prove that we can 
do whatever we want to do.

‘Just because we are Indigenous, 

doesn’t necessarily mean we have to 
start off on the back foot.’

Ella’s stamina runs in the family. Her 
mum was a talented sprinter and her 
uncles and siblings also excelled at 
sport. Because she was Aboriginal, 
people wondered why she didn’t play 
basketball or run.

Her mum told them: ‘That’s what you 
want for Ella. That’s not what Ella 
wants.’ 

Watkin’s documentary shows Ella 

engaging with her Indigenous heritage 
through weaving baskets in the 
traditional Arnhem Land style, and 
using raffia in addition to her pointe 
shoe ribbons.

‘I think my heritage gives me a unique 
understanding of the way movement 
works and the way in which it 
resonates within my body. I personally 
dance and perform better when 
there is a story or intention behind 
the dance,’ Ella told the Aboriginal 
television station, NITV. ♦
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education | C A R O L  M E S S E R

Not just another foundation

B Y  C A R O L  M E S S E R 

Opening the Doors 
Foundation: keeping 
Koorie kids in an 
education of their choice

Retrospect is a powerful lens to 
bring to our work as Vincentians, as 
it allows us to reflect on just how 
far we have come in our mission 
to support the most marginalised 
members of our community. 

In the case of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people, I am proud to 
say we are supporting a culture of 
proactive reconciliation and healing 
through our work with the Opening 
the Doors Foundation (OTDF).

Together with its donors and 
supporters, the St Vincent de Paul 
Society has played a significant role 
in supporting the foundation over 
the past 14 years through an annual 
financial contribution.  

I re-joined the foundation as a 
trustee in 2016, having been a 
founding trustee in 2001. 

Attending my first meeting this 
year after a break of more than ten 
years was a remarkable experience. 
In particular, there has been 
considerable growth in the number 
of young Indigenous Victorians 
being supported in their choice for 
Catholic education. Success stories 
are many and varied.

I was so proud to see two of these 
success stories, who happened to 
be among the very first recipients of 
financial support from OTDF, sitting 
with us at the table as trustees. One 
is a law graduate from Melbourne 
University, now practising as a 
solicitor with the Aboriginal Legal 
Service. The other is an Aboriginal 
Liaison Officer for Victorian state 
schools. 

Now these bright young minds 
have an opportunity to give back 

to the Foundation through their time, 
wisdom and ambassadorship within 
the broader community. 

THE GROWTH: In 2001, its founding 
year, OTDF supported 32 Victorian 
Indigenous students at a cost of 
$12,718. In 2015, the foundation 
supported 724 Victorian students at 
a cost of $476,422. Of these, 83 were 
in year 12 and working towards a 
Victorian Certificate of Education 
or a Victorian Certificate of Applied 
Learning. Others were involved with 
a Vocational Education and Training 
course.  This is a growth trajectory 
that we can all be proud of. 

RECONCILIATION IN ACTION: 
When Vicki Clark retired from 
her position as Coordinator of the 
Aboriginal Catholic Ministry in 2015, 
she wrote:

One of the great moments over my 
25 years of service has been the 
establishment of the Opening the 
Doors Foundation in August 2001. 
It has developed into an incredible 
foundation, putting the theory of 
Reconciliation into practice by 
operating as a bicultural organisation, 

strengthened by strong representation 
from the Aboriginal community and 
the wider community as Trustees. 

This is a movement the St Vincent 
de Paul Society can be exceptionally 
proud to support—not through our 
financial contribution alone, but for 
the ethos within which it has been 
made and the impact this has had 
on the lives of people who deserve 
an opportunity to reach their full 
potential. 

Vickie Clark also observed:

We cannot measure success by the 
amount of cash that has been raised 
and donated each year by schools, 
parishes, loyal donors and partners. 
It’s about the engagement and 
relationship we have with each other, 
projecting a flourishing foundation, 
stability for our families and a shining 
future for our students. 

I think you’ll agree—it’s not just 
another foundation, but a truly 
meaningful social movement. ♦

Carol Messer is Deputy State President of the St 
Vincent de Paul Society in Victoria.
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Painting the spirit of our land

cover story | LANI BALZAN, AUSTRALIAN INDIGENOUS ARTIST

Meet Lani Balzan, winner 
of this year’s NAIDOC 
week poster competition. 

When a rare beaked whale became 
beached on the New South Wales 
south coast in August, Lani Balzan 
was so touched by its plight, she 
paid a tribute to the calf through her 
artwork.

The whale was found on Mystics 
Beach at Minnamurra, near Kiama, 
and moved to a calmer beach at 
Killalea State Park, where it was 
hoped it would swim back out to 
sea. Despite a marathon rescue 
attempt to stabilise the animal and 
release it back into the water, a vet 
deemed it was too weak to survive, 
and the calf was euthanised. 

‘I was really connected to this baby 
whale. And I wanted a way for it 
to live on,’ says Balzan, a proud 
Wiradjuri woman who works as 
an Aboriginal Education Officer 
at Wollongong’s Warrawong High 
School.

‘So, in memory of the whale, I 
painted it on a surf board, and put in 
elements of the sea and sun.’

There were plans for the board to be 
auctioned off, and for the proceeds 
to go towards surfing lessons for 
Koori kids at Killalea beach. Sadly, 
the board and other art work, 
including Balzan’s award winning 
NAIDOC week painting Songlines tie 
all Aboriginal People Together, were 
destroyed by a fire at her home on 
16 September. 

The multi-coloured artwork shows 
dots and lines criss-crossing the land 
as they run east, west, north, south 
and diagonally across the country, to 
track the journeys of our ancestors. 
While the original artwork is gone, 
such was its popularity that it was 
reprinted 350,000 times. 

Winning the poster competition 
also meant being invited to discuss 

Aboriginal artwork with a host of 
schools. Balzan says it was a great 
experience because she got to speak 
to a range of Indigenous and non-
Indigenous children.

‘It’s partly to do with closing the gap, 
having people understand what it is 
for Indigenous people to have their 
culture,’ she said. 

‘It gives them a reason to find out 
more about it. This is their country. 
And it is their culture too.’

More recently, Balzan won a contract 
with the Northern Territory’s Solar 
Energy Transformation Program 
(SETup), to decorate solar powered 
energy systems that will deliver 10 
megawatts of solar power to more 
than 30 Indigenous communities 
across the state. 

During National Reconciliation Week, 
she oversaw a mural  involving the St 

George Illawarra Dragons football 
team. In the centre of the artwork  
was the silhouette of a football 
player inside a red circle, which in 
turn was surrounded by coloured 
dots. 

Footballers and members of the 
public were invited to stamp their 
hand prints on the four metre long 
mural—black hands represented 
Indigenous people, and white 
hands non-Indigenous people.

Balzan also had the honour of 
designing a jersey for the Dragons, 
for the Indigenous round of the 
2016 National Rugby League 
competition at Sydney’s ANZ 
Stadium. 

It features images of a whale, snake 
and kangaroo—the three main 
totems of the original inhabitants of 
the Wollongong area known as the 
Dharawal people.

1 2
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Painting the spirit of our land

Sadly, both the mural and original 
artwork for the jerseys were also 
destroyed by the fire. 

While the items cannot be replaced, 
Balzan’s passion for expressing her 
culture through her art work is deeply 
ingrained. Aside from the Northern 
Territory project, she is looking 
forward to painting a mural at the 
Wollongong headquarters of the State 
Emergency Services (SES). 

Settling into a new home where she, 
her husband John and three boys can 
start afresh after their former home 
was beset by flames is a priority, but 
she is also keen to pick up a paint 
brush again. 

‘I’m really curious to see what comes 
out of this tragedy with my art work,’ 
she said.

‘I have a lot of feelings inside at the 
moment. Once I can sit down and 

actually pick up a brush again, I think 
I am going to get this overwhelming 
feeling, and it will be amazing to see 
what comes out of it.’ ♦

Unanderra fire and rescue have set up a benefit 
account to assist the Balzan family after the 
16 September house fire. For more details, see 
the Unanderra fire and rescue facebook page 
(www.facebook.com/FRNSWUnanderra474/).

To watch a video featuring Lani talking 
about her art, go to www.youtube.com/
watch?v=XoY6KFBJC2Y

Photos

1. Lani’s Songlines tie all Aboriginal people 
together painting won the 2016 NAIDOC 
week poster competition.  2. During National 
Reconciliation Week, Lani oversaw a mural 
involving the St George Illawarra Dragons football 
team and their handprints.  3. The baby whale 
Lani painted on a surf board.  4. One of four 
kitchen stools Lani painted for her family.  
5. Australian Aboriginal Artist Lani Balzan 
commencing a mural at Warrawong High School, 
Wollongong NSW.
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Addressing recidivism

B Y  B E L I N DA  C R A N S T O N

A new response to 
unacceptably high 
numbers of Indigenous 
people behind bars across 
Australia is attracting 
growing support. The 
long-term solution focusses 
on early intervention, 
criminal prevention and 
diversionary programs.

It sounds simple enough. Redirect 
money allocated for building prisons 
into community-based initiatives that 
prevent people from committing 
offences in the first place. And if they 
do, utilise programs that rehabilitate 
them rather than lock them up in 
prison.

But ANU researcher Jill Guthrie 
explains that the theory of justice 
reinvestment’ is still some way from 
becoming practice in Australia.

Guthrie has been testing the concept 
in the central NSW town of Cowra 
since 2013, with funding from the 
Australian Research Council enabling 
her research. 

As she points out, there is little political 
will to not spend money on prison 
beds.

‘Justice reinvestment has not been 
adopted as policy in Australia,’ Guthrie, 
a descendent of the Wiradjuri people 
of western NSW, explains. 

‘But we are quietly hopeful that 
our research will help change that 
situation.’

While the Australian Capital Territory 
has a justice reform strategy in place, 
it remains to be seen whether this will 
meet the promise of delivering a ‘state 
of the art’ approach to criminal justice. 

To gauge community attitudes towards 
reinvesting the $46 million Cowra spent 
on locking people up over a ten-year 

period, invitations were placed in the 
local newspaper encouraging people 
to take part in community forums, 
workshops and questionnaires. Guthrie 
and her team also held discussions 
with the local shire council, the Cowra 
Aboriginal Land Council, Police Citizens 
Youth Club, MPs, high schoolers and 
the local neighbourhood centre.

The Mayor of Cowra Shire Council, Bill 
West, was on board from the start.

‘From the very first meeting with Jill 
Guthrie and her team, I was very 
quickly convinced it was a program to 
be embraced,’ he says.

‘The concept of doing things differently 
excited me.’

Part of the research involved getting 
people to assess whether a range of 
crimes that had been committed by 
members of the Cowra community 
warranted a jail sentence. These were 
categorised as high level and low level 
crimes. 

Respondents ranked crimes such as 
unlicensed driving, not paying a parking 
fine, non-violent property theft and a 
first time drink driving offence as low 
level offences that were better served by 
alternatives to imprisonment. 

From the data, Guthrie concluded the 
implementation of prevention programs 
could save Cowra’s State electorate of 
Cootamundra $23 million over ten years. 

‘That means there is notionally $2.3 
million a year being spent on what 
the community considers “justice 
reinvestment-amenable” crimes.’

She suggests redirecting the money into 
mental health services, a half-way house 
for people returning to town after a stint 
in prison, or programs aimed at giving 
job seekers the skills they need for 
employment. 

Research a whole 
community approach

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
prisoners accounted for 27 per cent of 
the total Australian prisoner population 
in late December 2014, the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics found.

While Cowra has a relatively high 
proportion of Aboriginal people, 
Guthrie makes it clear her research 
was not precipitated by a crime wave 
in the community, nor was it intended 
to focus solely on the local Indigenous 
community. 

‘We are not looking at an Indigenous 
problem here. We wanted to take a 
whole of community approach. That 
was important, from the outset. And 
it was stressed by the Indigenous 
community, from the outset, that that was 
the approach they wanted to take too.’

After seeing the results of Guthrie’s 
research, Katrina Hodgkinson, 

rural communities | B E L I N DA  C R A N S T O N

1. Sarah Hopkins, Chair of Just Reinvest NSW  2. A still shot from the ABC’s 19 September Four Corners 
program, ‘Backing Bourke’.  3. Main Street in Bourke, NSW
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the Cootamundra State Member of 
Parliament, raised the concept of justice 
reinvestment in a notice of motion in the 
NSW Parliament on 10 May. 

Hodgkinson asked the Attorney-General, 
Gabrielle Upton, to invest part of the 
$2.3 million that could notionally be 
saved each year in her electorate, into a 
justice reinvestment pilot program. 

Upton in turn requested more 
information. 

‘As you would be aware, justice 
reinvestment has not been implemented 
as a policy option in any Australian 
jurisdiction, and careful consideration 
must be given to proposed justice 
reinvestment projects in NSW,’ a letter 
dated 28 June read. 

Bourke

In 2014, the St Vincent de Paul Society 
supported a ground-breaking initiative, 
the Maranguka Justice Reinvestment 
project, in the north-west NSW town 
of Bourke. The town has a population 
of fewer than 3000, of which almost 
one-third are Aboriginal. 

Working in partnership with the 
community, the not-for-profit 
organisation Just Reinvest NSW collected 
data which found that, in 2013, nine 
in 10 Indigenous 10- to 17-year-olds in 
Bourke reoffended within 12 months of 
leaving prison.

Like Guthrie, Sarah Hopkins, Chair 
of Just Reinvest NSW, and her team 
discovered a significant number of 
young people in Bourke have been 
locked up for low level crimes. 

The crimes include vehicle-related 
offences such as driving without a 
licence on multiple occasions. Hopkins 
points out that not having easy access to 
a Roads and Maritime Authority centre 
could be part of the problem.

‘There is no public transport in Bourke,’ 
she says. 

‘Driver’s licences are not just licences to 

drive, they’re a licence to participate in 
the community, and a means of getting 
to and from work.’ 

To address the problem, a driver 
licensing program was set up at 
Bourke’s ‘community hub’ in 2015.

The justice reinvestment project 
has also seen the establishment of 
the Bourke Warrant Clinic, which 
includes workers from Youth Off the 
Streets, the Department of Family and 
Community Service, and education and 
health officials. When a young person 
is wanted by police for a low-level 
offence, the clinic can assess their 
needs, then present a case on their 
behalf to the local magistrate.

‘The clinic can request that the 
magistrate hold the warrant for 
two weeks so the young person 
can prepare a plan to address their 
offending,’ Hopkins says.

She doesn’t rule out involving reformed 
offenders as mentors, to help reduce 
offending rates. The practice is utilised 
in the US, UK and Sweden, but not in 
Australia. 

A mentor buddy system, to assist 
people before and after a prison stint, 
is something the Maranguka Justice 
Reinvestment Project’s ‘Men’s group in 
Bourke’ is currently looking at.

Justice reinvestment and 
the St Vincent de Paul 
Society

In a submission to the inquiry into 
the Value of justice reinvestment 

approach to criminal justice in 
Australia at Parliament House 
in 2013, the St Vincent de Paul 
Society noted crude political ‘tough 
on crime’ rhetoric did nothing to 
acknowledge the deep structural 
and social causes of antisocial and 
criminal behaviour. 

Some people had no choice but 
to commit crime, the submission 
said. This included circumstances 
whereby offenders were 
experiencing extreme poverty or 
mental illness.

‘The prison environment is highly 
antisocial and psychologically 
damaging. It is an environment 
where people have to fight for their 
lives, where people are routinely 
beaten up or psychologically 
tormented by other inmates,’ the 
submission warned.

Crude political themes of being 
‘hard on crime’ were leading to too 
many people in jail who shouldn’t 
be there.

‘These inappropriate policies 
result in legislation which 
disproportionately increases 
maximum penalties for crimes, 
and worse still, to mandatory 
sentencing of people who should 
never go to prison.’ ♦

Belinda Cranston is Media Adviser at The 
St Vincent de Paul Society National Council 
office.
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Vinnies profile

Let’s have Constitutional Recognition

B Y  S U S A N  P E N F O L D

Meet Carlissa Broome, a 
young retail assistant with 
a passion for journalism

Carlissa was born in Darwin and later 
lived in Queensland. She is now based 
in Alice Springs, where she works as 
a retail assistant for Vinnies in Railway 
Terrace.

She secured the job after making an 
impression as a volunteer, and seven 
months later, says the experience has 
instilled her with a positive outlook 
while making her more accepting of 
people from all walks of life. 

‘What I really like about working for 
Vinnies is helping people,’ she says.

BY  MARK  YETT ICA -PAULSON

Recognition is an important 
element of reconciliation 
between Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander 
peoples and non-Indigenous 
Australians. As a country 
we have work to do together 
to tell our country’s whole 
story.

Australia’s Constitution does not 
recognise the 50,000 plus year history 
of the First Australians in this country. 
It also contains sections that allow for 
discrimination based on a person’s 
race. The campaign for constitutional 
recognition is about fixing that.

There have been calls for recognition 
for many decades and this work has 

profile | C A R L I S S A  B R O O M E

The shop is attached to an emergency 
relief assistance office, which offers 
services including advice for people 
with drug and alcohol problems 
and women needing emergency 

gathered pace in recent years. With 
support from all sides of politics, 
there have been a number of expert 
reviews and recommendations on the 
issue, and a commitment from national 
leadership for a referendum to fix the 
Constitution.

Progress is being made in this work: 
the Prime Minister and the Leader 
of the Opposition have appointed 
a 16-member Referendum Council 
to consult with the community and 
recommend a model to take to a 
referendum.  These consultations are 
underway now and a report is due 
mid-2017.

At the same time, Recognise is traveling 
across the country in our work to raise 
awareness of the need for recognition 
among the Australian community.

Already, more than 300,000 Australians 

accommodation. It is also where the 
Vinnies soup van is stocked with 
soup, fruit and hot drinks, and in 
winter, blankets for rough sleepers. 

Clarissa’s mother is a Warlpiri woman 
from Yuendumu, northwest of Alice 
Springs. Her father is a Taribelang man 
from Queensland. 

Before working for Vinnies, Clarissa 
did a three-year stint at Aboriginal 
Broadcasting Australia in Darwin, 
where she had her own radio show 
and produced television content. 
She says highlights of working there 
included interviewing former Chief 
Minister of the Northern Territory 
Adam Giles and musicians John Butler 
and Gurrumul.

She plans on studying journalism in 
the future. ♦

have declared their support to 
recognise the first Australians in our 
Constitution and to deal with the 
racial discrimination that still exists in 
it today.

I believe a vote for constitutional 
change will be our step forward into 
our next chapter together, the next 
chapter of our nation’s story.

We must take courage from the past 
and be inspired by our own actions. 
We will be the people we have been 
waiting for to make change possible.

I encourage everyone to head to 
www.recognise.org.au to learn more 
about constitutional change and 
how we can forge a better future 
together. ♦

Mark Yettica-Paulson is Joint Campaign Director 
for Recognise – the people’s movement for 
constitutional change and recognition.
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Reconciliation … what does it mean?

reconciliation
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The reconciliation 
movement is said to have 
begun with the 1967 
referendum in which 90 
per cent of Australians 
voted to remove clauses 
in the Australian 
Constitution which 
discriminated against 
Indigenous Australians.

As a result of the referendum, 
Aboriginal people were to 
be counted in the census. 
The referendum established 
citizenship status and confirmed 
voting rights for all Indigenous 
Australians. 

Nowadays, the word 
reconciliation means different 
things to different people, as 
these statements attest. 

It’s about being genuine. That includes wanting genuine 
recognition of cultures. And respecting difference. ♦

Jenine Godwin-Thompson, 
Training manager, SNAICC

Reconciliation is ‘ours’. It is a 
process that belongs to all of ‘us.’ 
Whether it’s an acceptance of 
an idea, a change in governance 
structures to incorporate more 
voices, settling a dispute within 
a family or community, or a 
renewed reflection on history, 
reconciliation is based on 
relationships. It is formed through 
interconnections. Reconciliation is 
never a lone ranger. ♦

June Oscar AO, Indigenous 
rights activist and community 
health and welfare worker.

Reconciliation 
means the 
opportunity to 
walk together 
with open 
minds …
sharing mutual 
respect and 
acknowledging 
our differences 
as we strive 
for a common 
goal. ♦

Ken Wyatt, 
Liberal MP

Put simply, reconciliation 
hasn’t worked in Australia 
because, as a nation, we 
continue to refuse to face 
up to our real past. ♦

Sol Bellear AM, 
chairperson of the 
Aboriginal Medical 
Service, Redfern 
creativespirits.info

An example of reconciliation is the justice reinvestment 
research project in Cowra. Over the years, the Local 
Shire Council and the Aboriginal Land Council didn’t 
necessarily meet. The project became a reason for them 
to meet. And to interact and to have conversations. ♦

Jill Guthrie, ANU researcher  
(To read about the justice reinvestment research project in Cowra, 
turn to page 16)

Ultimately, respect is the 
cornerstone of change.

Working hard on 
our shared humanity 
can ignite a flame of 
enthusiasm for that change 
and I am a proponent of 
working collaboratively. ♦

Bronwyn Bancroft, 
Australian artist

The federal government opposes 
everything the platform of the 
(Aboriginal) Tent Embassy (Canberra) 
stands for and constantly tries to 
remove us. Less than 100 metres 
away they [have built] Reconciliation 
Place (an urban landscape design in 
the Parliamentary Triangle Canberra) 
to fool Australians and the rest of the 
world into believing that we accept 
reconciliation. But we do not.

Reconciliation Place even goes 
against our spiritual and religious 
beliefs because, in our culture, we do 
not worship monuments or idols. It is 

for the benefit of the Commonwealth 
Government as a propaganda 
exercise and a money-making 
venture from tourism at our expense.

The government is trying to conceal 
what they are doing to us—stealing 
our lands, harming our people and 
destroying our culture.

There can be no reconciliation 
without justice. When all of these 
issues are dealt with, reconciliation 
will happen automatically and they 
will not have to build monuments to 
prove reconciliation.

Reconciliation Place is about creating 
a ‘warm and fuzzy’ feeling for the 
government and Australians in 
general. It is not recognition of our 
grief and pain. It can never heal 
our pain, suffering and trauma, but, 
instead, will be a constant reminder 
of the evil acts of the colonists, 
whom we believe are the Masters of 
Terrorism, oppressing many Peoples 
around the world. ♦

Aboriginal elder Wadjularbinna 
Nullyarimma 
www.creativespirits.info
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Lingiari’s legacy

B Y  P R O F E S S O R  L A R I S S A 
B E H R E N D T

The Wave Hill walk-off 
in August 1966 was a 
precursor to the Aboriginal 
Land Rights Act (NT) 1976.  
Despite the strike changing 
the course of Australian 
history, mandates still 
persist that allow others 
to treat Australia’s First 
Peoples differently, 
writes Professor Larissa 
Behrendt.

Fifty years ago, Vincent Lingiari led a 
walk-off from the Wave Hill station. It 
was an action that has become one of 
the most significant political moments 
in contemporary Australian history—
one that had deep symbolic value but 
also had a profound intellectual basis.

The concerns of Lingiari and the two 
hundred Gurindji stockmen, house 
servants and their families who 
walked with him were two-fold. 

The poor working conditions and 
unequal pay were key reasons for 
the strike. Lingiari’s actions were a 
call for equal treatment and an end 
to exclusionary and discriminatory 
practices. 

From their camp at Daguragu—or 
Wattie Creek—they sought the return 
of Gurindji traditional land so they 
could establish their own cattle station. 
This was not just an articulation 
of sovereignty and traditional 
custodianship, but an agenda that 
sought self-determination and the 
ability for the Gurindji to take control 
of their own resources and their own 
future. 

These notions of access to equal 
opportunity and rights within 
Australian society and the claims of 
Indigenous identity, self-determination 
and nationhood are interweaving 

strands of a political agenda that is as 
important today as it was in August 
1966. 

Vincent Lingiari would have barely 
recognised some of the aspects of 
the world in which we live today, 
a world shaped by his vision of 
inclusion into the broader Australian 
community. We have Indigenous 
doctors and surgeons, Indigenous 
lawyers, Aboriginal medical services, 
Indigenous entrepreneurs, Indigenous 
PhDs, Indigenous professors and 
Pro-Vice Chancellors and Indigenous 
people elected into the parliament in 
increasing numbers. 

Professor Larissa 
Behrendt.

Without the contribution of the 
Gurindji and their actions at Wave 
Hill—and their demand for equality 
that was heard not just nationally 
but around the world—the ability 
to capture opportunities within the 
broader Australian community would 
not be so easily seized. But this is not 
the whole picture. 

Although the punitive and draconian 
conditions that faced Lingiari back in 
1966 are gone, there is no doubt that 
equal access to opportunities within 
Australian society still remains elusive 
for too many Indigenous people and 
that discrimination is still too rife. 

indigenous policy | P R O F E S S O R  L A R I S S A  B E H R E N D T
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Indigenous people still die on 
average ten years younger than 
other Australians. Only sixty per 
cent of Indigenous students finish 
high school compared to 86.5 per 
cent of non-Indigenous Australians. 
The employment rate for Indigenous 
people is 47.5 per cent; for all other 
Australians the employment rate is 
72.1 per cent. 

On statistics not covered by the ‘Close 
the Gap’ agenda, sixty per cent of the 
people in the juvenile justice system 
are Indigenous—most of them are 
not convicted of a crime but are on 
remand. 

Suicide is the fifth leading cause of 
death for Indigenous people and 
accounted for 5.2 per cent of all 
Indigenous deaths compared to 1.8 
per cent of non-Indigenous people. 

Indigenous people have four times the 
homelessness rate of non-Indigenous 
people and, although they constitute 
2.5 per cent of the population, they 
make up 9 per cent of the total 
homeless population.  

These are compelling statistics, but 
behind them are some very human 
stories. 

Images on ABC’s Four Corners, of 
Dylan Voller hooded and restrained, 
of children in solitary confinement 
without running water, and of children 
being tear-gassed by guards, showed a 
level of brutality towards these young 
people that shocked the nation. 

These were not isolated incidents and 
they were revealing …

… revealing of the inhumanity with 
which young people are treated 
within the system. 

I would assume that the men caught 
on camera who were guarding the 
young boys in Don Dale Correctional 

Centre would not treat their own 
children that way. I would assume 
that they would not treat children 
outside of that detention centre that 
way. So at what point did they stop 
seeing those boys as human? 

There is no doubt that a brutal 
system dehumanises both the 
people it is controlling and those 
who are administering it. 

But in searching for answers as to 
how this can happen, one needs 
to look at the society that produces 
such state apparatus.

And in the Northern Territory you 
cannot dismiss the impact of the 
Northern Territory Emergency 
Response—or the Northern Territory 
Intervention. You cannot understand 
why Don Dale happened without 
looking at the intervention and the 
attitudes the Northern Territory 
intervention hardened and the 
disempowerment it reinforced. 

The measures brought in by the 
Northern Territory intervention 
included police powers to raid 
homes and search cars without a 
warrant and ‘star chamber powers’ 
to force people to answer questions 
without a lawyer present. Police 
were given mandates that allowed 
them to treat Indigenous people 
differently. 

The intervention also introduced the 
quarantining of welfare payments 
on a ‘BasicsCard’ and this led to 
an effective and visible apartheid. 
There were separate queues in 
supermarkets and Centrelink for 
Indigenous people.  

Because these measures introduced 
as part of the intervention 
specifically targeted Indigenous 
people, the Racial Discrimination 
Act 1975 and Northern Territory 

anti-discrimination legislation had 
to be suspended to prevent it from 
applying, and in so doing the state 
failed to protect Indigenous people 
from discriminatory practices. 

While the ‘paedophile’ rings that 
were used as an excuse for the 
intervention were subsequently 
found not to have existed, what is a 
reality is that the state continues in 
very real ways to abuse children. 

There is no doubt that the 
circuit breaker to these systemic, 
entrenched problems lies in looking 
at the root causes: doing more at 
the front end to support Indigenous 
families, especially parents and 
mothers; looking at diversionary 
programs for young people; 
supporting programs that assist 
with combating drug and alcohol 
abuse; and investing in education, 
including a serious rethink about the 
way schools roll out education to 
Indigenous people. What is needed 
is investment in the support of 
Indigenous families and Indigenous 
communities. 

These steps are not just to ensure 
that Aboriginal children do not end 
up in detention; they are also to 
ensure that Aboriginal families are 
supported so that the number of 
Indigenous children in out-of-home 
care decreases and that a larger 
number of the children who do 
have to be removed from their 
immediate families are placed in the 
care of extended family members. ♦

Professor Larissa Behrendt is Chair of 
Indigenous Research at the University of 
Technology, Sydney. She delivered the 
Vincent Lingiari Memorial Lecture at Charles 
Darwin University on 11 August 2016. This is 
an edited extract from her speech.
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Patrick Dodson delivers first 
speech to Parliament

Western Australia 
Senator Patrick Dodson 
delivered his first speech 
to parliament on 1 
September. The Yawuru 
man from Broome 
opened the speech in his 
Indigenous language—
the first time Yawuru 
had been spoken in 
parliament. 

I am honored to serve our great 
state and thank the people 
of Western Australia for their 
confidence and trust in me. I come 
to this upper house, the Senate, very 
mindful of the traditional role of this 
place to represent the views of the 
states.

The Senate and the House are now 
becoming more representative 
and inclusive of all the peoples of 
Australia. It is a positive step along 
our road to have Aboriginal people 
participating directly in the process 
of making Australian law. 

This was not the case at the time 
when our founding document, the 
Australian Constitution, was drafted. 
The only two express references 
in the Constitution were section 
127 and section 51(xxvi), and both 
related to our exclusion—a situation 
that lingered in the constitutional 
landscape of this nation until the 
1967 referendum. 

The presence of the First 
Australians, who occupied this 
continent for millennia, in this great 
land was disregarded. 

Clearly, there is work to be done 
to address this, with constitutional 
recognition of the First Australians 
being an important step in this 
process. I look forward to the report 
of the Referendum Council and 
working with the 45th Parliament on 
this very important task. 

I am a proud member of the Yawuru 
people of Broome. In the Yawuru 
language from around Broome, there 
are three key concepts from the 
Bugarrigarra which shape our ways 
of knowing and understanding. These 
concepts will inform my work here, as 
they have formed my being. They are: 
Mabu ngarrungu, a strong community 
where people matter and are valued; 
Mabu buru, a strong place, a good 
country where use of resources is 
balanced and sacredness is embedded 
in the landscape; and Mabu liyan, a 
healthy spirit, a good state of being for 
individuals, families and community. 
Its essence arises from our encounter 
with the land and people. 

These concepts are not newly minted. 
They come from the time before time 
began. We call this the Bugarrigarra—
from when the earth was soft and yet 
to be moulded and given its form by 
the creative spirits. The Bugarrigarra 
encompasses the time well before 
Western philosophy, religion and laws 

existed or travelled to our lands in 
ships. 

As a senator from Western 
Australia, I will be working in 
this place: to make sure that 
fewer Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Australians are locked up 
in our prisons; to help develop 
northern Australia, in partnership 
with regional communities, 
industries and Aboriginal people; 
to build consensus on changing 
our constitutional framework, 
recognising the need for meaningful 
discussions with Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples on 
a treaty or treaties; and to ensure 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Australians and their organisations 
are key decision makers and 
empowered partners in programs 
to transform the current levels 
of injustice and bureaucratic 
domination. 

I was born before the constitutional 
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changes of 1967. I was hiding in the 
long grass in the Northern Territory 
town of Katherine and watched my 
age-mates being taken by welfare and 
police. In Katherine I also watched 
in fear as white people were bussed 
in to the town hall meeting, where 
they vented their hatred and anger 
against Aboriginal stock workers for 
walking off Wave Hill Station and for 
demanding justice and equal wages. 
The Australian law at that time was 
unarguably founded on a social 
outlook that was highly ethnocentric, 
even racist. 

Our Australian democracy evolves 
and grows as our nation matures. 
In times past, people of a different 
race, a different colour, a different 
religion, a different sexuality were 
subjected to exclusion, oppression or 
discrimination under the laws made in 
this place. Such laws cannot and must 
not return to this place.

All of us, regardless of race, culture 

or gender, share a strong identity 
as Australians, wanting to build a 
common, tolerant and prosperous 
future together. If we work to find 
what we have in common rather than 
what divides us, I believe that we 
can be better people; we can build a 
better Australia; we can build a better 
place for the next generation together. 

In closing: I was privileged last month 
to be at the 50th Anniversary of the 
Gurindji walk-off by the stockmen 
and their families from Wave Hill 
Station near Katherine in the Northern 
Territory. The Gurindji, led by Vincent 
Lingiari, walked off in protest of 
poor working conditions and living 
conditions on the station, but at the 
core of the strike was a fight for land 
justice, for equality, for recognition 
of a people’s right to their law, to 
freedom, to justice and a fair go. Their 
stance was proudly supported by 
the union workers of Darwin and by 
many non-Aboriginal Australians from 
across Australia. 

When Gough Whitlam handed the title 
to the Wave Hill pastoral lease back 
to the Gurindji in 1975, he poured 
dirt from the country into the hands 
of Vincent. At the time, Prime Minister 
Whitlam said: 

I want to acknowledge that we 
Australians still have much to do to 
redress the injustice and oppression 
that have for so long been the lot of 
black Australians. 

I want to promise you that the act of 
restitution which we perform today 
will not stand alone—your fight 
was not for yourselves alone and 
we are determined that Aboriginal 
Australians everywhere will be helped 
by it. 

All Australians everywhere have been 
lifted by this powerful moment of 
moral truth and justice; a moment that 
made Australia a better place, the kind 
of country we want to be. 

Vincent’s reply to the Prime Minister 
was in Gurindji, translated as: 

Let us live happily as mates, let us not 
make it hard for each other. 

It was a testament to his strength, his 
resilience and his generosity of spirit. 
After a century of theft, of violence, 
of dehumanising exploitation, of 
structural and institutionalised 
racism, of a stolen generation policy, 
genocidal in its intent and its impact, 
this leader was ready to move forward 
to build a better place. Vincent held 
a vision for his people’s freedom—a 
vision based on fair treatment, getting 
country back and getting people 
back on country. His vision was for 
equal wages, for a self-sufficient, 
independent, economically secure and 
culturally grounded community free 
from oppression and degradation. This 
vision was never fully realised, but it 
remains a worthy vision for us all. ♦

This is an edited extract from Senator Dodson’s 
speech. The full speech can be downloaded at 
https://youtu.be/3uLsCnIbUFM

Patrick Dodson being sworn into Parliament at Parliament House, Canberra, in May 2016. 
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Stan Grant: talking to my country

B Y  S TA N  G R A N T

African-American novelist 
James Baldwin was a 
role model for Wiradjuri 
author and journalist 
Stan Grant while he 
was growing up on the 
margins of outback NSW. 
When footage on a recent 
ABC Four Corners program 
revealed abuse at the 
Northern Territory’s Don 
Dale Detention Centre, 
Grant again turned to 
Baldwin.

I was about 13 years old when I 
discovered James Baldwin. I stumbled 
upon his novel Go tell it on the 
mountain. 

It was the title that drew me in. I had 
always loved the song, ‘Go, tell it on 
the mountain—let my people go.’

Like Baldwin, I had a lot of religion in 
me. Old-time religion.

Like Baldwin I had been raised in the 
Church—the black Church. 

Ours was the King James Bible—not 
for us any standardised version—we 
wanted the sound of the word of God.

The hymns we sang were old and 
forlorn. 

‘The old rugged cross’ 

‘Amazing grace’ 

‘Shall we gather at the river?’ 

‘Soon we’ll reach the silver river, 
Soon our pilgrimage will cease, 
Soon our happy hearts will quiver 
With the melody of peace.’

All of these songs promised a better 
day—because a better day was all we 
could hope for.

Those days of sermon and song 
prepared me for James Baldwin.

Go tell it on the mountain was the 
story he had to tell. It was his life in 
the Church. It was his life among his 
people.

Here was the story of two brothers, 
John and Roy, and their father the 
preacher—histories hidden, bodies 
buried and children left to untangle a 
family’s secrets.

This was the world slavery made. 

It came out of the black American 
experience, but it spoke powerfully to 
me.

To an Aboriginal boy moving on the 
margins of outback New South Wales, 
poor and itinerant but in love with 
books and words, Baldwin sounded 
like home.

We were living in a world that could 
not see us, and Baldwin made me 
visible.

Here was a writer of courage and 
truth. The people of his books arrived 
fully formed, they didn’t exist as a 
reflection of whiteness, this wasn’t 
blackness as imagined, but real 
and flawed and courageous and 

pitiful. People who surprised and 
disappointed. These were people—
black people—who were human.

Baldwin said, ‘I wish only to be an 
honest man and a good writer’.

He was both.

A black man confronting his country’s 
legacy of racism. A son confronting 
his father’s hypocrisy. A gay man 
confronting his sexuality.

He became a touchstone for me.

I have returned so often to Baldwin 
this past year. I have read again his 
words and felt their pull. They have 
spoken to me as powerfully today as 
they did when first I read them.

What a world they speak to. The 
tragedy of so many lives laid waste. I 
turned to Baldwin when I heard the 
news that another Indigenous child 
had taken her life. She was only ten 
years old, living in a remote north-
western corner of Western Australia.

Ten years old—we know what that 
looks like, what that should look like. 
Ten years old should be giggling at 
the back of the school bus. Ten years 

indigenous disadvantage | S TA N  G R A N T
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old should be swapping notes behind 
the teacher’s back in class. Ten years 
old should be singing into a hairbrush 
and dancing in front of a mirror.

But ten years old to this girl looked 
like hopelessness.

This would be shocking if it were rare 
… but for Australia’s First Peoples this 
is so numbingly familiar.

Indigenous kids under the age of 14 
are almost ten times more likely to kill 
themselves [than their non-Aboriginal 
peers].

I turned again to Baldwin these past 
weeks as we heard the screams of 
Aboriginal boys locked up and beaten.  

My instinct is to soften the blow. Even 
knowing what I know, I struggle to 
accept that this is my country—that in 
2016 this is who we are. I think of my 
fellow Australians of good will—those 
who have loved and cried with 
us—and I say, surely this is the true 
measure of us?

But then I think again how 97 per 
cent of kids locked up in the Northern 
Territory are black kids. I think of 
their parents, too likely to have 
been behind bars. I think of their 
grandparents, likely gone too soon … 
dead before their time.

I think of how suicide remains the 
single biggest cause of death for 
Indigenous people under the age of 
35.

An Aboriginal woman is ten times 
more likely to be killed from violent 
assault.

It takes courage for a black person to 
speak to a white world, a world that 
can render invisible people of colour, 
unless they begin to more closely 
resemble white people themselves—
an education, a house in the suburbs, 
a good job; lighter skin.

In Australia, we may not have the 
popular cut through of a Morrison 
or a Baldwin or a Coates, but we 
have a proud tradition—Oodgeroo 
Noonuccal, Kevin Gilbert, Ruby 
Langford and, more recently, Kim 
Scott, Alexis Wright, Anita Heiss.

Their styles and genres are many 
and varied but there is a common 
and powerful theme of defiance and 
survival.

This is a world so instantly 
recognisable to us—Indigenous 
people—but still so foreign to white 
Australia.

Tony Birch is an acclaimed novelist 
and his latest, Ghost river, is 
remarkable. It is the story of two 
friends navigating the journey into 
adulthood guided by the men of 
the river—men others may see as 
homeless and hopeless. It is a work 
infused with a sense of place and 
belonging.

Ellen Van Neerven is one of the most 
exciting young writers in our country. 
Her Heat and light is a genre-busting 
mystical journey into identity: sexual, 
racial and national. It is provocative 
and challenging and mind bending, 
and altogether stunning.

That these works are not more 
widely read is a national shame. 

When I came to write Talking to my 
country, I came with Baldwin as my 
guide. 

I am born of deep traditions. My 
footprints trace the first steps on this 
land. 

Yet I am born too of the white 
imagination—this imagination 
that said we did not exist. The 
imagination that said this was an 
empty land—terra nullius.

It is not just a legal doctrine; it is a 
state of mind. We were rendered 

invisible, our rights extinguished. If we 
existed at all, if we were visible at all, 
it was as the fly-blown savages unfit to 
be counted among the civilised races 
of the earth.

Our story here was a story written in 
other lands—colonisation, subjugation, 
the brutal dispossession.

As Canadian political scientist Joyce 
Green has written:

‘The dehumanisation of Indigenous 
peoples was necessary for 
dispossession and subsequent judicial 
oppression.’

I wonder now when I hear the 
sneering judgment of some in our 
media, mocking Aboriginal parents, 
lecturing them on their failure of 
responsibility, that they are to blame 
for their children being beaten and 
locked up—I wonder, where is the 
kind word and praise for people like 
my parents? And they were just two 
of the many Aboriginal mothers and 
fathers who have held their families 
together against overwhelming odds.

I value freedom of expression because 
it leaves us nowhere to hide, it reveals 
people for who they are. Of course, 
we have our failings and some parents 
fall short. In this we are little different 
to others. But why do some take so 
much joy in pointing out the faults 
of Indigenous people? Why revel in 
hurting those who already suffer the 
most?

I wonder if these people, smug in 
their place in Australia, would have 
looked upon me as a child—a dozen 
schools before I was in my teens, no 
permanent home, an itinerant labourer 
father, a gypsy caravan of extended 
family, born black and poor—would 
they have argued I would be better 
removed from those who loved me?

continued on page 31 
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The mentor

Growing up in multiple 
locations, broken 
relationships and poverty 
were familiar themes for 
Paula before she settled 
on the NSW south coast 
several years ago. Along 
the way, people including 
her Aboriginal stepdad 
were there for her when she 
needed them most. She’s 
now reached the stage of 
wanting to empower others 
battling hardship.   

The small suburb of Bellambi, in 
Wollongong’s north, is on a NSW south 
coast railway line linking Bomaderry 
and Bondi Junction, a short drive from 
the main CBD, and home to a surf 
lifesaving club and neighbourhood 
centre. 

The suburb is also known for having 
high unemployment, drug and 
alcohol abuse, and an abundance of 
government housing. 

The stigma that goes with the low-
socioeconomic area is enough to 
make Paula, a university student at the 
University of Wollongong, stand up for 
the suburb like a mother hen.

‘Bellambi has had a negative reputation 
for many years. It’s time for change,’ 
she says.

The mother of three moved to 
Wollongong seven years ago to escape 
domestic violence. Her children, two of 
whom are independent young adults, 
remain in close contact with her.

It means a lot to Paula that they are 
supportive of her decision to pursue 
formal qualifications at this stage in her 
life. ‘If I can be a role model for my 
children, then I can be a role model for 
other people who need someone to 
mentor them too,’ she says. 

It wasn’t that long ago that Paula didn’t 
have such faith in herself. As a child, 

the Australian Army regularly posted 
her father to new locations around 
the country, making it difficult for her 
to form long-term friendships. Along 
the way, the relationship between 
her father and mother broke up, 
and the family drifted apart. It was 
in the western Sydney suburbs of 
Holsworthy and Moorebank that Paula 
felt best connected with her peers. 
‘The Aboriginal People were there 
for me. They were like an extended 
family. They accepted me for who I 
was,’ she says.

When Paula fell pregnant at the 
age of 21, her baby girl was born 
with a benign tumour in her throat. 
Homeless and single, the young 
mother stayed at a Sydney hospital, 
where staff monitored the little girl’s 
condition until she was around 11 
months old. The same staff gave Paula 
the support she needed to settle into 
housing commission accommodation 
in the inner western Sydney suburb 
of Glebe. While she was grateful for 
having a roof over her head, it wasn’t 
an ideal environment for children.  

‘There were people struggling with 
mental health issues. I saw drug 

dealers, and young people shooting 
up in walkways. I thought, “there 
shouldn’t be disadvantage in this 
country”.’

She moved the drug dealers on 
and took on the role of ‘unofficial 
caretaker’ in the block of 22 units.

‘I had to protect my children and my 
own safety the best way I could on 
limited support. I used an authoritative 
voice,’ she says.

A relationship that saw her become 
a mother a third time was tainted by 
domestic violence. 

She eventually moved to Wollongong 
in 2009 to escape the violence, and 
her children were placed in state care. 

Struggling with mental health issues in 
a city where she knew no one, Paula 
reached a new low point in her life. 
A disability employment agency in 
the northern Wollongong suburb of 
Corrimal convinced her to do a couple 
of courses at TAFE. 

‘That was the beginning of a journey 
that allowed me to build myself up 
again,’ she says. 

Paula.

profile | PA U L A
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Culture, spirituality 
and football

B Y  J O H N  L O C H O W I A K

The relationship 
between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous 
Australians is not 
simply an issue 
of social justice, 
economics or politics. 
It is far deeper than 
that and resides on a 
spiritual level.

Spiritually, we have more 
similarities than differences. This 
has never been more evident 
to me than when we ran a 
program for young refugee 
and Aboriginal students for the 
National Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Catholic Council 
(NATSICC). The two groups 
are both minorities living in a 
foreign, western context, which 
contributed to the sometimes hostile 
relationship that had been building 
over several months and years in 
Adelaide. 

The NATSICC Cross-Cultural 
Sporting Program brought these 
groups together under the guise of a 
shared passion—sport. The Afghani 
refugees love soccer as much as the 
Aboriginal youth love AFL football. 
The training sessions consisted of 
one group teaching the other the 
skills of their preferred sport. This 
encouraged dialogue and promoted 
self-esteem as they realised that they 
had something to offer in terms of 
knowledge and skills. As the sessions 
went on, the two groups began to 
mix with each other in drills and in 
team exercises. This is an excellent 
metaphor depicting our cultures 
coming together.

Following the sessions, we shared 
a meal and spoke of our cultures 
and experiences in Australia. It 
was obvious that there were more 

similarities than differences. The 
opportunity for them to speak to a 
Muslim person or to an Aboriginal 
person had never occurred before 
and long term friendships have 
resulted. 

The program highlights the 
fact that we, as Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous Australians, need 
to do more than reconcile—we 
need to become friends. 
Our friendship needs to be 
based on communication and 
understanding—talking to one 
another to understand that we all 
have challenges in our lives and 
that we all have gifts to offer one 
another. The more mainstream 
society learns about Aboriginal 
people, the more Australian they 
become. ♦

John Lochowiak is chairperson of the 
National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Catholic Council.

After completing a Diploma of 
Management, a teacher who 
recognised Paula’s potential 
suggested she consider 
university. 

She was sceptical, and almost 
didn’t apply. 

Now working through a 
Bachelor of Social Science and 
hoping to major in criminology, 
Paula would eventually like 
to be involved with initiatives 
aimed at keeping youth out of 
the criminal justice system. 

‘There is hope in youth. It 
is our future. But aspects of 
society are neglecting and 
abandoning them,’ she says.

Her own struggles, along with 
situations she has witnessed 
while living in social housing, 
are key drivers.

‘I have so much to give, 
because I have been there,’ she 
says. “Now it is my turn to give 
back to society.”

She has recently mentored 
Indigenous students in need of 
support during their final years 
at school, thanks to an initiative 
set up by the Aboriginal 
and Indigenous Mentoring 
Experience (AIME) at the 
University of Wollongong. 

Paula credits her step-dad, 
whom her mother married 
when she was a teenager, with 
being there for her when her 
own life was racked by despair. 

‘When I was heading down a 
path of not caring about my 
life, he was a dad figure. I ring 
him when I am stressed out,’ 
she says. ♦

cross-cultural relations | J O H N  L O C H O W I A K

John Lochowiak.
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activism | F R A N K  P U R C E L L 

Yorta Yorta resistance

B Y  F R A N K  P U R C E L L 

Amid the hardship of 
shanti town living outside 
the Victorian town of 
Shepparton, Yorta Yorta 
activists have worked 
tirelessly to improve the 
lives of their people. 

In 1835, when Melbourne was first 
colonised, around 15,000 Aboriginal 
people lived along the Murray River. 
Just 15 years later, there were only 
3000. Many died from epidemics 
of previously unknown diseases 
introduced by white settlers. Starvation 
was also a problem, with settlers 
responding swiftly and brutally when 
Indigenous peoples killed sheep or 
cattle for food. 

For most of the 19th century, colonial 
governments in Australia ignored the 
plight of the dispossessed, believing 
the ‘Aboriginal problem’ would vanish 
with the demise of the race. 

Aboriginal people were scape-goated 
as a pre-historic, subhuman species 
like the Neanderthals, fated to die out. 
They were treated like dingoes—shot, 
poisoned, used like slaves on sheep and 
cattle stations, and had their children 
stolen from them. In Shepparton, on 
the floodplain of the Goulburn River in 
northern Victoria, they were left to live 
outside the community, in humpies on 
the river bank. 

The task of providing the basic 
necessities of life to Aboriginal people 
who had been driven from their lands 
in the 19th century was largely taken 
up by Christian organisations and 
compassionate individuals. 

Two such individuals were Janet 
and Daniel Matthews. In 1874 they 
established a Christian settlement 
known as Maloga in NSW, near the 
Murray River. Daniel Matthews taught 
the men agricultural skills such as 
ploughing, fencing and shearing, and 

many of them found work on nearby 
farms. From Janet, the women learned 
sewing, dressmaking and the duties 
of domestic servants. Strange as it 
may seem today, the Matthews were 
among the first colonisers to believe 
that Aboriginal people were capable 
of receiving a formal education.

In 1881 many of the original residents 
moved five kilometres from Maloga 
Mission to Cummeragunja Station, 
where they established a communal 
farm with the intention of becoming 
self-sufficient. That same year, 
a Christian Indian migrant from 
Mauritius, Thomas Shadrach James, 
left Melbourne and his medical studies 
to become a teacher, healer and 
spiritual guide among the people of 
Maloga Mission in Cummeragunja. 

In 1885 he married an Aboriginal 
woman, Ada Cooper. The marriage 
symbolised more than the union of a 
man and a woman; it was a marriage 
between James and the Aboriginal 
people. He belonged to them now, 
and was a source of pride and 
inspiration for the whole community. 

His influence was pivotal in the 
political emancipation of Aboriginal 
people. The Aboriginal children he 
taught brought forth a crop of political 
activists who consistently challenged 
government policies on Aboriginal 
issues, and raised a voice of protest 
against Australia’s institutionalised 
racism. 

In the early years at Cummeragunja, 
the residents produced wheat, wool 
and dairy products. Things changed 
in 1915, when the NSW Aboriginal 
Protection Board took greater control 
of Cummeragunja and its residents. 
The farm’s committee of management 
was disbanded, and residents were 
subjected to confining and restrictive 
conditions. All the funds raised from 
the farm went to the Board, which 
‘rewarded’ workers by doling out 
inadequate and unhealthy rations.

By the 1930s conditions had 
deteriorated drastically. Residents were 
confined to the station, and many of 
their relatives forced away. Decent 
rations and supplies were lacking, 
and people were reduced to sharing 
blankets and living in rag huts. In 
1939, tired of the conditions and 
treatment, more than 150 residents 
walked off the Reserve in an act of 
defiance known as the Cummeragunja 
walk-off.

It was the first mass strike of 
Aboriginal people in Australia. When 
the strikers arrived in Shepparton, 
accommodation options were limited, 
so they built shanties alongside a 

Yorta Yorta activist Jack Patten led a Day of 
mourning and protest in Sydney in 1938. 
(National Library of Australia)
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road leading to the nearby town 
of Mooroopna, 180km north of 
Melbourne.  A hessian wall was 
erected in 1954 to shield the eyes 
of the young Queen Elizabeth II, as 
she was driven from Shepparton to 
Mooroopna, past the black fella camps 
on the river. 

Work was scarce, with traditional jobs 
like shearing, fencing, and fruit-
picking being taken up by post-war 
migrants moving into the area. 

Responding to community needs in 
the late 1980s, Paul Briggs, a young 
Yorta Yorta man whose family was 
deeply influenced by the educational 
and activist culture of Cummeragunja 
families, negotiated an agreement with 
the University of Melbourne. 

A Rural Medical Campus in 
Shepparton was established, and 
the university’s student doctors 
and dentists received training at 
the Rumbalara Health clinic in 
Mooroopna. In return, Briggs oversaw 
the training of a number of Aboriginal 
students in service administration, 
nursing, welfare work, child care, 
general practice and the like. 

During my time as a lecturer at La 
Trobe’s Shepparton campus from 1996 
to 2007, I had only two Aboriginal 
students in my classes. 

Since then, extraordinary changes 
have coincided with Mr Briggs’ 
service as a board member of the 
University of Melbourne. In 2015, at a 
two-day forum on Aboriginal health 
research at Melbourne University’s 
Shepparton Campus, ten research 
projects reported on various aspects 
of Aboriginal Health. Each report 
was given by two team members—a 
Melbourne University academic and a 
member of the Aboriginal community 
who was employed as a co-researcher. 
Two of the Aboriginal presenters had 

Master’s degrees in Health Sciences, 
one a Master’s in Social Studies, others 
a range of diplomas and certificates in 
Health and Social Studies from TAFE. 

Another striking development in Koori 
education trends has been the dramatic 
change in the enrolment of Aboriginal 
students in Catholic schools and 
colleges.

Back in 1999 my daughter took a 
Sorry Book to Notre Dame College, 
Shepparton, to seek support for 
reconciliation. Not one teacher or 
student agreed to sign it. There were no 
Aboriginal students in the college. At 
that time, there were only 63 Aboriginal 
students enrolled in Catholic schools in 
the diocese—most of them in Echuca 
and North Bendigo. Today, there are 
413. Of these, 61 are at Notre Dame 
College.

During these developments, the 
actions of one Koori family seem 
to have had a major impact on the 
relationship between Kooris and the 
Catholic schools. When the children 
told their parents of the bullying they 
were experiencing at a local state 
school, the parents protested in vain. 
They then went across to the Catholic 
primary school in that town and asked 
if it had a policy on discrimination. 
To their surprise, the school had a 
written policy. The parents read it 
and promptly enrolled their kids. The 
impact on their kids was so striking that 
the word went out among Kooris across 
the region: if you want your kids to 
get nourishment for their spiritual and 
moral development, as well as a good 
educational foundation for the future, 
send them to a Catholic school. ♦

Frank Purcell is President of the St Vincent de 
Paul Society across northeastern Victoria. He 
is also President of the Shepparton Interfaith 
Network. 

Roll call of activists 
from the Yorta Yorta 
during the 1930s.

William Cooper, Thomas 

Shadrach James’ brother-in-

law, moved to Melbourne in 

1933, where he established 

the influential Australian 

Aborigines’ League, one of 

the first Aboriginal-controlled 

protest groups.

Douglas Nicholls won 

national recognition as a 

sportsman before joining 

William Cooper in his work. 

In 1938 the two men captured 

the attention of the Australian 

public through mounting a 

National Day of Mourning, 

which coincided with the 

celebration of 150 years of 

settlement by non-Aborigines. 

In the 1980s, Sir Doug Nicholls 

became Governor of South 

Australia.

Jack Patten, founder of 

the Aborigines Progressive 

Association, led the 1938 Day 

of Mourning protest in NSW.

Margaret Tucker, co-founder 

of the Australian Aborigines’ 

League and author of If 

everyone cared (1977), one 

of the first autobiographies to 

deal with the experience of 

the Stolen Generations. ♦
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June Oscar: Reconciliation is 
everyone’s business 

reconciliation | J U N E  O S C A R

BY JUNE  OSCAR

June Oscar accepted the 
2016 Desmond Tutu 
Reconciliation Fellowship 
award from former 
Governor-General Dame 
Quentin Bryce, for her 
extraordinary work 
in reconciliation and 
community health in May. 

Her speech on 
reconciliation, 
Indigenous rights and 
alcohol misuse brought 
the crowd to a standing 
ovation. 

Broadly, let me tell you all, 
reconciliation is ‘ours’. It is a process 
that belongs to all of ‘us’. To reconcile 
(for me) means togetherness. 
Whether it’s an acceptance of 
an idea, a change in governance 
structures to incorporate more voices, 
settling a dispute within a family or 
community, or a renewed reflection 
on history, reconciliation is based on 
relationships. It is formed through 
interconnections. Reconciliation is 
never a lone ranger.

When I think of it like this, my entire 
life, all of our lives to one degree or 
another, are a reconciling journey.

For many reasons this journey 
has come to define who I am. As 
a Bunuba person, a woman, an 
Australian citizen, an Australian 
Aboriginal person, a person with 
European heritage, I stand at the 
crossroads of a complex set of 
identities. I don’t want to resist any of 
them. I don’t want to assimilate into 
any one of them. I want to reconcile 
them—to choose how I embody 
them in my daily life without fear 
that any one part of myself will be 
persecuted or discriminated against.

Indigenous rights

The freedoms of humanity that we see 
as a birthright for all, ratified by the 
United Nations, are not yet ours but 
they are within our reach.

I know this because within my lifetime 
I have seen extraordinary change. 
Things that we never thought possible 
have become our reality. I have felt the 
repercussions of my people’s world 
turned upside down by colonisation. I 
grew up between station and mission 
life, when no towns in the Fitzroy 
Valley region of the Kimberley existed. 
I was born in a time when Aboriginal 
people did not have citizenship rights. 
I grew up to see Aboriginal people 
have full citizenship rights, receive 
equal wages, and eventually achieve 
the recognition of our Indigenous 
rights through native title.

Trauma

When we as Aboriginal people 
received our full citizenship rights, 
we were also allowed to drink. Many 
began drinking at a time when we did 
not have the same recent history of 

societal and economic freedoms and 
advantages as the rest of Australia. 
We began drinking when our recent 
history was one of dramatic conflict, 
societal upheaval and devastation. 
In the proceeding decades, while 
we have continued to experience 
marginalisation from mainstream 
Australia, the overconsumption of 
alcohol has become normalised, a 
social lubricant which eases the pains 
of the past and numbs the ongoing 
effects of grief.

Alcohol is both a symptom and 
ongoing cause of trauma.

Our leadership in the Fitzroy 
Valley is well known because of 
these purposeful community-led 
interventions to reduce harms across 
our community, to break the cycle of 
transmitted trauma.

To truly change the course of history, 
we need everyone to embark on this 
journey with us. It will take us all to 
build a firm resolve and commitment 
to ensure the work we do today can 
restore our Indigenous societies to full 
health, wellbeing and vibrancy so that 
our children can have access to all the 
opportunities that are their birthright.

June Oscar receiving her award from former Governor-General, Dame Quentin Bryce.
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continued from page 25

Our future

My message is this: never leave 
reconciliation in the hands of another.

Reconciliation is everyone’s business. It 
is for all to contribute and participate. 
We must reach beyond our worlds and 
interact with those who are not in our 
daily lives. In doing this we learn about 
the rich and complex histories of our 
nation and we also ascribe meaning to 
the lives of others.

With a better understanding of the lived 
realities of Indigenous peoples and the 
many cultural heritages and ethnicities 
that compose the Australian nation 
state, we can take the necessary steps 
to eradicate injustice and all forms of 
discrimination, wherever it presents.

Until the entirety of Australia’s history 
is acknowledged, and trauma is 
understood, we deny the truth of this 
nation and lock ourselves in fleeting 
moments of reconciliation. In doing 
this we stall the progress of a necessary 
reconciling journey.

I believe the time is now to begin this 
journey and never let it end. Australia is 
ready to reconcile.

We are a nation 
living in relative 
peace and 
prosperity. We have 
moved beyond 
serious conflicts 
and violent social 
fractures. We are 
in a stable position 
to explore our 
heritage, reconcile 
our differences 
and celebrate 
the diversity of 
our cultures. In 
this state we can 
acknowledge trauma 
without passing 
blame. We can 
learn to understand 
the effects trauma 
has on individuals 

and societies so we can invest in 
the necessary resources to heal the 
wounds of the past.

This is not the time to be afraid. It 
is not the time to shut our borders, 
to close communities, to reduce our 
cultural diversity. Today we have the 
lessons of time at our fingertips and 
the resources to enable a vibrant 
humanity.

Let us not be afraid of the past.

Let us constantly revive our histories 
and never let them settle, so we do 
not repeat the trauma of colonisation, 
dislocation, displacement and 
marginalisation.

Let’s use the force of reconciliation to 
learn from our history. As a nation we 
can lead by example.

This reality is waiting for us. 
Reconciliation is our empowerment, to 
work together to shape tomorrow.

Because our future does not exist in 
anyone else’s hands. Our future is 
determined by us, today. ♦

This is an extract from Ms Oscar’s speech, 
which was delivered at Melbourne Town Hall 
on 19 May. 

Yet this same family raised me from 
sawmill shacks to stand in the oval 
office at the White House and the 
Great Hall of the People in Beijing.

My journey has taken me around 
the world. I have spent much of 
my professional life reporting on 
countries torn apart by age old 
enmities: religion, history, ideology. 

I have witnessed first-hand the 
troubles of Northern Ireland that 
pitted Catholic against Protestant; 
the cold war relic of North Korea; 
the nuclear fault line of Kashmir 
and the existential standoff between 
Pakistan and India; the rise of 
China and its mantra of throwing 
off a hundred years of foreign 
humiliation; the bloodied borders of 
the Middle East.

I found a personal liberation in 
these countries, torn by their own 
histories yet where I could walk 
free of mine.

I returned after many years to my 
country to walk in my past to find a 
way forward.

I am of my people—the first people 
of this land—yet I have lived far 
from them. I have made a life in an 
Australia that still denies the rights 
of my people and I can never truly 
find a peace here. ♦

Stan Grant’s new book Talking to my country 
is published by Harper Collins. This is an 
edited extract from a lecture he gave at the 
Byron writers’ festival in August. 

PHOTO BY BUTUPA ON FLICKR
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When the ground-breaking Bringing 
them home report into the stolen 
generations was released in 1997, 
mainstream Australia was shocked to 
learn that Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children represented one in 
every five children living in out-of-
home care. Now, nearly 20 years 
later, they are one in every three.

The rate of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children in out-of-
home care is almost ten times that 
of other children, and continues to 
grow. 

As such, the launch of the Family 
Matters campaign marks an 
important time in our Australian 
story.

SNAICC has been working 
diligently with many national peak 
organisations in the child welfare 
sector to develop the Family 
Matters campaign. They include 
NSW Aboriginal Child, Family and 
Community Care State Secretariat 
(AbSec); Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Healing Foundation; 
Queensland Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Child Protection Peak 
(QATSICPP); Australia Council of 

Social Service (ACOSS); and Families 
Australia.

We are under no illusions that the 
task before us is challenging, and 
gargantuan in its scope, but we are 
utterly convinced that this is the best 
way forward.

Redressing the causes of child 
removal has to be a collective 
approach; one that sees not only 
leading bodies within the social 
services sector come together in 
partnership, but also engages the 
public.

I’ve spoken to a lot of people on 
this topic, and know just how many 
people want action on this issue. We 
need to translate that support into 
public pressure as, unfortunately, we 
will not see a change in political will 
without it.

Children don’t have time for us to 
prolong this action any longer.

They are among the most vulnerable 
people in our society. The innocence 
of children is often mentioned, but 
I don’t think many of us stop to 
consider that as often as we should.

Children are a vital and valued 

A new campaign by a 
group of organisations 
is set to tackle the 
over-representation of 
Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children 
in out-of-home care, 
writes Gerry Moore. 

I am a proud Yuin man from Wreck 
Bay in the ACT, and I currently have 
the privilege of serving as CEO at 
SNAICC—National Voice of our 
Children.

SNAICC is the national non-
government peak body in 
Australia representing the interests 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children. Our organisation 
is committed to working for the 
fulfilment of the rights of our 
children; in particular, to ensuring 
their safety, development and 
wellbeing.

In November we will stand in 
solidarity with more than 100 
influential organisations to launch 
our national campaign, Family 
matters: kids safe in culture not in 
care. 

Success will be measured by the 
elimination of the over-representation 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children in out-of-home care 
by 2040.

All Australian children deserve to 
grow up with their own family. 
This is a basic right, but it is not a 
right that is enjoyed by many of our 
children. 

All too many Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children do not grow 
up with their own families and 
communities, depriving them of 
direct connection to their culture, 
heritage and identity.

Our children need our culture. Our 
culture needs our children.

Family matters

child removal | G E R R Y  M O O R E

Gerry Moore.
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contingent of our society, and we 
all have a responsibility to ensure 
that the voices of our children are 
heard.

My organisation, SNAICC, is a 
representative body with an 
incredible membership base of 
more than 100 Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander community-
controlled organisations. When we 
talk about creating better futures 
for our kids, we speak with the 
unified voice of our members, 
standing in solidarity across all 
states and territories.

I have a lived experience as 
an Aboriginal child growing 
up in this country, and as a 
father of an Aboriginal family. 
Throughout my life, I have 
experienced the consequences of 
European settlement: the ongoing 
intergenerational trauma existing 
within our communities, and the 
disturbingly high rates of our 
children being removed from their 
families and placed in out-of-home 
care.

I have also witnessed the 
capacity to heal these wounds, 

reconcile these injustices against our 
people, bring empowerment to our 
communities, and raise the voice 
of our Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children. It lies with our 
people, and within our communities.

Family Matters has established active 
working groups in all states and 
territories. It is vital that we support 
Aboriginal decision-making, utilise 
jurisdictional knowledge, and identify 
local solutions for local problems.

There isn’t a one-size fits all 
solution to addressing these issues, 
particularly as the legal mechanisms 
within each state and territory differ 
so greatly.

These working groups will progress 
jurisdictional plans for legal, policy 
and practical change.

It is with this knowledge and 
expertise that SNAICC leads the 
Family Matters campaign, taking a 
national stand against the alarming 
and increasing rate of our children in 
out-of-home care.

The grassroots community workers 
in the sector, much like the 
committed minds of our Family 

Matters signatories and SNAICC 
members, are the way forward.

For everyone who wants to play a 
part in making this a reality, from the 
general public to the government, 
supporting them to implement their 
solutions is the best thing you can do.

As an individual, you can support 
Family Matters on social media. If 
you are part of an organisation we 
encourage you to become a part 
of the Strategic Alliance, signing 
the Statement of Commitment that 
captures the core principles of the 
campaign.

From 19 to 25 May next year an 
inaugural National Week of Action will 
be held to further spread awareness of 
this shocking state of affairs.

I encourage you to play your part 
in eliminating over-representation 
by hosting a local event during this 
week, and in doing so, support the 
strengthening and healing of our 
families, and challenge the systemic 
racism and inequality our children 
face. ♦

More information on the campaign can be 
found at http://www.familymatters.org.au/
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Picnic from the past

from the archives | M I C H A E L  M O R A N

B Y  M I C H A E L  M O R A N

It started a quarter 
of a century ago and 
continued for several 
decades. Mike Moran 
looks at a little known 
tradition that took place 
up and down the Darling 
River each year.

Let’s put aside our worldly worries 
for a moment and go on a picnic—a 
picnic long, long ago. 

In May 1940 Australia is at war in 
Europe and soon to be at war in the 
Pacific, yet life goes on as normal in 
many ways.

In the town of Broken Hill, in the 
far west of NSW, there are four St 
Vincent de Paul Conferences with 
some 50 members. The town has a 
much bigger population in 1940 than 
it will prove to have in 2016. The 
year before, one of the Conferences, 
All Saints, arranged a picnic for the 
residents of the Menindee Mission 
Station, and now the members of 
the Railway Town Conference are 
planning to do the same.

The Mission Station is a reserve 
on the Darling River, founded by 
the Aboriginal Protection Board 
in 1933, about 10 km from the 
town of Menindee, 100 km east 
of Broken Hill.  The Mission has 
about 200 residents, half of them 
children. They are attended to by 
some administrators, Protestant 
missionaries and a notable Catholic 
priest, Fr Ormonde MSC, who is 
assisted by Sacred Heart nuns.

The Railway Town ‘Brothers’, as 
members of the Society are called in 
1940, load up two vehicles with tea 
chests full of food, toys and clothing, 
and set out early in the morning on 
the long, hot drive over an unsealed, 
dusty dirt road.

The drive takes several hours. On 
the day of the picnic the Darling is 
choked with weeds and has ceased 
to flow. This cannot be a good thing 
for, as Ngiyaampaa elder and former 
Menindee resident Aunty Beryl 
Carmichael remembers in later years; 

When the river’s full, everyone was 
happy. The children used to—the 
parents would go with them, they’d 
walk down to the river and they’d 
have swims and that there and games, 
sliding up and down the river, mud 
flicks—flicking mud across the river. 
But when the river’s low and there’s no 
water, there’s a sickness that engulfs 
the whole community1

But the scene which greets the 
Railway Town Brothers belies 

Aunty Beryl’s words. Everyone 
is boisterously happy. When the 
Brothers are three kilometres from 
the Mission, in convoy behind Fr 
Ormonde’s truck, they are met by a 
party of 20 children who pile into the 
back of the truck.  On the drive into 
the Mission the children sing ‘Hail 
Queen of Heaven’ and, incredibly, 
‘Faith of Our Fathers’.

It’s a hot day in May 1940. The 
Brothers arrive to the barking of 
dogs. The Mission chapel is on the 
river bank. Its roof is made of wire 
netting draped in branches and gum 
leaves.  Some of its walls are made of 
wheat bags. Fr Ormonde celebrates 
Mass for the children, their families 
and the Brothers.

Darling River near Menindee, 26 November 1945
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The Menindee chapel.

In the afternoon there is more singing 
and, when the heat diminishes, the 
Brothers stage sports for both children 
and adults. They distribute cigarettes 
and pipes to both men and women, 
a custom no longer observed by the 
Society in later years.

In the still of the evening on the long 
drive home to Broken Hill, the Brothers’ 
cars have to leave at separate times 
because the dust hangs low and settles 
very slowly between vehicles. There 
is euphoria in the hearts and minds of 
the Brothers. They have been uplifted 
by their encounter with the Indigenous 
people at Menindee, and they have 
unknowingly inaugurated a tradition. 

This picnic in 1940 was the second 
of what became a tradition of annual 
picnics held by the Broken Hill Society 
for the next forty years. When the 
Menindee Mission closed in 1949, the 
Brothers turned their attention to the new 
mission at Wilcannia, 200 km northwest 
of Broken Hill. By the 1960s they were 
still leaving early in the morning, making 
the long drive, the road now sealed, 
holding picnics and sports days, making 
the long drive home at the end of the 
day, ‘tired but tremendously happy’ and  
‘uplifted in spirit’.2

But we also see another side to this 
special work, obscure to the Brothers 
in 1940, perhaps becoming clearer in 
later years. 

The families and the children who 
were singing ‘Faith of our Fathers’ 
were not at Menindee by choice in 
the way that the Brothers were. They 
were not on their traditional lands. 
Most of the first residents in 1933 were 
forcibly moved to Menindee from 
a reserve at Carowra Tank, 300 km 
away, to which they had been forcibly 
removed previously. They were 
moved to Menindee in cattle trucks, 
in some anguish, and those of them 
who were men with jobs on stations 
near Carowra Tank were now without 
work.

The residents of the Mission had some 
freedom. Men could sometimes get 
work on stations or on river steamers. 
Some of the girls worked as domestic 
servants on the stations, but were 
vulnerable to exploitation. Not all the 
families at Menindee were compelled 
to be there—some lived at the mission 
so that their children could go to 
school.

Life at Menindee was followed by 
another forcible removal. Throughout 

the 1940s there was talk among 
politicians and the Aboriginal Welfare 
Board of uprooting the people again 
and moving them to Lake Cargelligo, 
820 km to the east. When this move 
took place in 1949, it met resistance. 

Some of the children who greeted the 
Brothers so happily became members 
of the Stolen Generation. In one case 
nine children from one family were 
taken suddenly and brutally, never 
to see their parents again. When 
the Mission closed in 1949, families 
who resisted forcible removal to 
Lake Cargelligo were threatened with 
removal of their children.3

The Broken Hill Brothers enjoyed 
their annual visits to Menindee and 
Wilcannia enormously. They gave food 
and presents and fun to the residents. 
If there are givers and receivers, the 
Brothers and the children who sang 
for them were both. ♦

Michael Moran is archivist for the St Vincent de 
Paul Society National Council.

1. ABC Landline 22 March 2015.

2. The Record, December 1960.

3. Bringing them home report, pp. 36-37.
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