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NAIDOC march 1992, on the steps of Parliament House, Naarm/Melbourne.
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FOREWORD



This book contains stories of resistance that the authors believe need to be told respectfully and from First Nations people’s perspectives.


The authors have taken great care to focus on sourcing information written by First Nations people and families connected to noted figures and events, as well as their reflections and recollections.


History writing is a complex and ongoing process. The authors view Always Was, Always Will Be as a work in progress. All efforts have been made to ensure accuracy, but we will always make space for other voices. If you are concerned about any of the information presented, have queries or have more details to share, please contact Magabala Books.


Thanks to Maxine Briggs, Cole Baxter, the Wangka Maya Pilbara Aboriginal Language Centre, Reconciliation Australia, the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung Cultural Heritage Aboriginal Corporation, Anny Druett, David Jago, Dean Freeman, Maree Clarke, Fran Edmonds, Alannah Croom, Meredith Burgmann, Rachel Perkins and Natalie Ironfield for assistance with the text and images for this work.
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Invasion Day march in Naarm/Melbourne, 2019.
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NAIDOC march 1992, Fitzroy, Wurundjeri Country.



INTRODUCTION



Australia is a democratic country. In a democracy, people elect politicians to form government and run the country. Australia’s democratic system is based on core values. These include the freedom to vote, stand for election, gather in groups, freedom of religious belief and freedom of speech.


Freedom of speech is particularly powerful. It gives Australian citizens the right to protest if they feel a law, event or behaviour is unjust or unfair. By protesting, citizens put pressure on authorities, including politicians, to make changes. There are many ways to protest, including rallies, marches, petitions or letters to the media. The arts, including music, art, poetry and stories are also a powerful form of protest.


When it comes to civil rights and equality for Australia’s First Nations people, protests have achieved great change. Many people today see current campaigns as new ideas, but a look at history shows us First Nations people have been fighting for equal rights since Europeans first arrived in Botany Bay.
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EUROPEAN ARRIVAL



In 1788, when the First Fleet arrived, more than 300,000 Aboriginal people lived in clans across Australia. Each clan belonged to one of approximately 250 nations. Clans had their own language and shared similar laws, customs and culture.


Aboriginal people, though wary, initially welcomed the newcomers. Many clans and individuals helped Europeans find food, water and shelter and often saved lives. However, their feelings of welcome and generosity changed once it became clear Europeans didn’t understand or respect Aboriginal people and culture. As more and more Europeans arrived and took over their land, First Nations people knew they had to do something to protect their food and water sources, sacred sites and clans. They began to resist takeover of their Country. The methods to protest European presence and behaviour varied, from refusal to adopt the newcomers’ way, to violent resistance.


For example, Barangaroo, wife of Wangal man Bennelong, refused to wear European clothes or eat their food. She even stopped a whipping she felt was cruel. Bidjigal man Pemulwuy attacked stock and buildings to protest the takeover of his land. Later he attacked Europeans who mistreated his people. And Whadjuk man Yagan fought back when white settlers went unpunished for killing an Aboriginal boy. These are just a few examples amongst hundreds of incidents where clan members all over the country protested to change what was happening.


Despite the brave and persistent efforts, Europeans kept coming. With their growing numbers and superior weapons, they defeated any First Nations resistance.
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For many decades, representations of European arrival did not include the experiences of First Nations people.


As time passed, First Nations people learnt more about European people and their way of life. They discovered that Europeans had different attitudes to the environment. Unlike Aboriginal people who had a strong oral tradition, Europeans valued the written word.


First Nations people knew if they were to protect their people and Country, they had to learn to read and write English. This would allow them to use the written word to protest and ask for change. By the mid-1800s, leaders like William Cooper and William Barak had written letters and gathered signatures for petitions asking for changes to the treatment of First Nations people.










CORANDERRK STATION, VICTORIA



The European takeover of First Nation people’s Country in Victoria was swift and violent. White settlers, who began arriving in 1835, were eager to claim land to build wealth. They had little understanding of First Nations people and little interest in their way of life or connection to land. Settlers made it clear Aboriginal people weren’t welcome and built fences that blocked access to land, food and water. The newcomers also attacked and killed entire clans if they broke the settlers’ new rules. These attacks, as well as disease and starvation, devastated the First Nations population.


Billibellary was a Wurundjeri Elder, or in language, a Ngurungaeta. By 1840, he knew if his people were to survive, they had to find a new way to live. He petitioned Assistant Aboriginal Protector William Thomas, asking for land for the Wurundjeri people – a clan north of Melbourne – of the Kulin Nation, Victoria, to live on and farm. Thomas refused the request. Billibellary and the Elder who followed him, Simon Wonga, continued to petition for their own land.


On 30 June 1863, 20 years after Billibellary’s initial request, the Victorian Government finally agreed to create an Aboriginal station near Healesville. The government allocated 2000 acres (803 hectares). This increased to 4830 acres (1954 hectares) when the station was successful. Wurundjeri Elders named the station Coranderrk after a plant growing in the area.


Kulin Nation Elders and the Victorian Board for the Protection of Aborigines (The Board) appointed Presbyterian Pastor and Board Inspector John Green as Coranderrk’s first manager. The Board, which in 1863 was known as the Central Board Appointed to Watch Over the Interests of Aborigines, controlled Aboriginal people’s lives.
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Residents of Coranderrk Station, Healesville, 1890.




“All we want to do is live and die at Coranderrk.”


WILLIAM BARAK
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Wurundjeri leader and political activist William Barak, age 33.


Aboriginal people were pleased with The Board and their Elders’ choice. They knew Green respected Aboriginal people and culture.


Green worked with Elders to set rules, regulations and punishments for Coranderrk residents. He helped unite clans from Victoria and southern New South Wales. Green encouraged the residents to adopt Christian ways, but unlike other station managers, he allowed them to continue some cultural practices. Under Green and the Elders’ leadership, Coranderrk’s population grew to more than 100 people by 1875.


Coranderrk became a thriving community and one of the most successful farms in the region. Residents cleared and fenced 700 acres (283 hectares), ran cattle, produced milk and grew hops. They also established a market garden and orchard and built homes, a dairy, bakery and other buildings. Coranderrk was a happy, safe and productive station.


However, the station’s success did not please everyone. Local farmers began pressuring the government to give them the land so it could be farmed ‘properly’. The Board kept Coranderrk’s profits, which stopped residents from completing needed repairs and improvements. Board members also insisted Green employ white workers who, unlike the residents, would receive a wage.
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