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FOREWORD



Most Australians have never visited Fitzroy Crossing. They have never seen Broome or Derby, Halls Creek, Beagle Bay or any of the exotic places mentioned in this book. Huddled around the coast, mostly in the south-eastern corner of their country, for many Australians the stories collected in this book may appear to be tales from a different planet. The photographs, archival and modern, are evocative. The text is haunting. This book will open eyes.


Occasionally, flying back home, Australians will be told that the first sight of the Australian coast will occur at Derby. Perhaps, if the sun is up, they will cast a glance out the window towards the brown land beneath. The more curious among these travellers may wonder what it must be like to live in such a remote area of the world. What would life on a huge pastoral station be like? How much of the inner lives of the Aboriginal people has changed since the coming of the ‘white man’?


We should be very grateful to Nyikina man John Watson and Queenslander Paul Marshall. Their vision and dedication has resulted in a record of lives lived far away, and long ago, told before the chance was lost forever. The contributors have an amazing capacity to recapture lost times and tell stories as vividly as Marcel Proust wrote about the salons of nineteenth-century France. The language may be blunter and the environment ruder – but a precious glimpse into the meeting point of civilisations in transition shines through these pages.


This book captures the raw reality of the interface of ‘white’ and ‘black’ worlds. Every page shows the qualities, for good and bad, of communities in the often harsh, yet frequently beautiful, circumstances that threw these people together. The stories recounted here, and the photographs which help to bring them to life, describe life in the early twentieth century. Here are the sometimes painful recollections of harsh times, when the rule of law was less powerful than the rule of the pastoralist and other powerful caucasians (kartiya) who sought to tame the traditional people of the land.


Many stories recall a time when Aboriginal drovers were treated little better than horses. When they were whipped for standing up for themselves. Paid no wages for their arduous work. Given little more than clothing, a saddle and three meals a day. In those days, the government was far away. Its institutions were virtually invisible. If a friend or fellow drover was shot, the pungent smell of death told the tale. Sometimes, the very people who were oppressing the Aboriginal drovers were designated their ‘protectors’. This was not a time or place when there was much talk of human rights.


Yet, slowly, the voice of the law came to be heard in the land. The promise of medical care came first, although compensation for injuries and education for the children was long delayed. When a 1967 decision of the Arbitration Commission insisted on equal wages for Aboriginal as for ‘white’ workers, the consequences were sometimes dire. Work became less plentiful. Some of the narratives in this book question the value of education. They express a fear that Aboriginal culture, language and law will be destroyed by the dangerous new ideas of equality and entitlement planted in the minds of children who were being taught, wrongly, without regard to skin groups and traditional boundaries.


Most of the children of those days did not aspire to live as drovers. Many of the homesteads, shown in the photographs, surrounded by flower gardens lovingly tended, returned to the desert when their owners abandoned them. Making a go of transferring ownership to the Aboriginal Land Council presented new and completely different problems, in an era when legal rights were increasingly spoken of. The drovers’ stories captured in these pages recount the very hard lives they lived in order to receive three feeds a day. The forces behind their lives may have been much the same as Proust’s heroes, transferred from the drawing rooms of Paris to the homesteads and shanties of the Fitzroy River. They were tales of love and death. Of power and fear. Of lust and loneliness. Of comradeship and rejection. Of tears and the ongoing clash between the kartiya’s insistence on their ways and the Aboriginal desire to retain their own culture and links to the land.


This is an unusual book because it captures an aspect of life that was going on in a far corner of Australia – a modern, bustling and mostly prosperous country, but in circumstances basically unknown to the vast majority of its citizens.


Yet the abiding impression left by these stories is of the commonalities of human existence. Of the appreciation by the Aboriginal drovers that overall powerlessness was wrong and unfair. Their frustration that they could do little to change things. How they were fearful of some of the consequences of change. And the search they shared with the kartiya for comradeship, companionship, love, shelter, family and food.


Far away from Broome, in the great court building on the lake in Canberra, in 1992, the High Court of Australia reversed 150 years of common law denying Aboriginal people recognition of their Land Rights. Then in 1996, during my first year on the Court, the principle of the Mabo decision was pushed a little further in the Wik case with the holding that Native Title could coincide with pastoral leases. Up in the Kimberley, nothing much would change at first. But, a readjustment of land and other economic rights was expected. The distant voice of government at last began to be heard – no longer only the friend of owners and managers. Now, truly, the government was embracing the basic notion of ‘equal justice under law’ for all.


For the doubters and critics of this legal evolution, it would probably be more useful to spend time reading the recollections in this book than the learned judicial and parliamentary words following Mabo, Wik and the ensuing Native Title legislation. Here we find what life was really like for outback Australians. That Aboriginal drovers were not animals to be whipped and chained, shot with impunity and denied legal protections. They were humans with human needs for shelter, food, opportunity, fulfilment and aspirations for themselves and their children. Their memories and consciousness of their own lives and traditions were gradually being recognised, along with their drive to succeed and survive, on the land and surroundings they knew best.


The rest of Australia owes a special debt to John Watson and Paul Marshall for their work in advancing human dignity for their fellow citizens and recording these stories so that they will not disappear from the nation’s collective memory. Also to the storytellers of this book, a grateful acknowledgement for sharing their memories in words both sharp and wise, so that those who come later can know and reflect, learn and remember.


The Hon. Michael Kirby AC CMG, 2011
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Jeffrey Echo (Dutchie) with greenhide twist rope, Mt Barnett Station
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The cave pool refuge, Mt Anderson Station



PREFACE



In the time since the first edition of Raparapa was published in 1988 there have been some significant changes, for the better and for the worse.


The men whose stories appear in Raparapa are held in high esteem throughout the Kimberley.


The first edition has become iconic. It was co-winner in the WA Week Literary Awards in 1989 and was considered a bestseller for a non-fiction work. More importantly, Raparapa has been in demand from visitors to the Kimberley.


Producing this new edition permitted us to contemporise the book; to bring all the maps together so they are easier to find. It has given us the opportunity to clarify some terms used by the storytellers. Explanatory notes clarifying terms, jargon and Aboriginal place names appear in brackets, although providing all the kartiya (whitefella) place names hasn’t always been possible.


It also gave us the opportunity to mention changes to the bureaucratic landscape, since over the last twenty-three years government departments and agencies have changed their names and shape several times.


The old Department of Aboriginal Affairs was transformed into the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission but it has since been dissolved, with its assets transferred to Indigenous Business Australia and its services ‘mainstreamed’. The Aboriginal Development Commission has morphed into the Indigenous Land Corporation (ILC) and the Commonwealth Employment Service became Centrelink.


The legal and social landscape has been transformed by the landmark Mabo judgement that cast out the legal fiction of ‘terra nullius’ and the Wik judgement that extended it, at last recognising what was always known by the storytellers in this book, that the Kimberley is and always was Aboriginal land.


Almost half of the pastoral leases in the Kimberley are now in Aboriginal hands, although many are controlled from afar by bodies such as the ILC. Many of the Aboriginal communities run their own bilingual schools. Aboriginal Ranger programs are expanding and there are dozens of Aboriginal tourism enterprises operating.
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Permanent pool on the Fitzroy River near Fitzroy Crossing
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Rosie Brooks fishing the Brooking Channel of the Fitzroy River in flood


The Kimberley Land Council, which began with the land rights battle to protect a sacred site at Noonkanbah from destruction, has in the time since grown from the small (albeit vibrant) organisation that it was in the mid-1980s into a much larger and more sophisticated Aboriginal representative body, dedicated to getting back country, looking after country and helping Aboriginal people get control of their future.


Sister organisations, like the Kimberley Aboriginal Law and Culture Centre, which dedicates itself to preserving Aboriginal art, culture, song, dance and ceremony, and the Kimberley Language Resource Centre, have likewise expanded their operations in an effort to document, protect and reinvigorate unique the Aboriginal languages, law and culture that make this region of the world so special.


However, the State Government has engaged in interminable delaying tactics over Native Title determinations and continues to delay and frustrate the process. This is not an isolated case; it is more the rule than the exception. Meanwhile, the exploration and mining companies have targeted the Kimberley with exploration for gas, oil, coal, uranium, diamonds and metals gathering pace. It seems they’ve concluded that the Kimberley is ‘ripe for the picking’.


Traditional Owners are concerned for their country and its water resources, but Native Title doesn’t give them veto rights over mining. That was taken out of the Federal Native Title legislation by the Howard Coalition Government, which promised the mining companies it would deliver bucketloads of extinguishment of Native Title rights.


Despite implementation of the National Emergency Response legislation, Kimberley Aboriginal communities continue to struggle with endemic poverty, high unemployment, severe social disadvantage, widespread substance abuse, high rates of youth suicide, social dislocation, family breakdown, lack of infrastructure, poor service delivery, sub-standard housing and general disempowerment. The problems are rife, the obstacles are many, and the lack of concern and goodwill from government is profound.


But the old men whose stories appear in this book were and are fighters who have persevered through almost impossible odds. Where many would have withered from the challenges, they have become yet more determined to see justice done for their people. It has been my great honour and privilege to bring their stories to you the reader. I implore you to do more than acquaint yourself with their history; I hope you will do something – however small – to make sure their future is fairer, and more just, than their past.


Paul Marshall
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Expanses of overgrazed, depleted understorey, Fitzroy Plains
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Johnny Echo, Jimmy Olfin and Jimbo Johnson watering the horses, Mt Barnett Station










INTRODUCTION



There are a lot of reasons why I’ve wanted to see this book written. Firstly, many people today seem to have a false impression about Aboriginal people. A lot of tourists come up to the Kimberley, and they might see Aboriginal people standing around doing nothing, and you can see some of them are thinking: ‘Those Aboriginals are a useless lot!’


But the truth is very different. Those tourists haven’t heard how Aboriginal people came to be pensioned off from the stations, how they were done out of a job. Yes, they were cheap labour, but they were the backbone of the cattle and sheep industries.


Aboriginal people held many jobs in that industry, many demanding jobs – moonlighting (watching cattle at night), yarding, branding, horning, spaying and droving. They were hardworking men and women. Today, all the stations have water on tap, but in the old days the women used to cart the water on their shoulders two buckets at a time.


And all the working animals have been shot out – the donkeys, horses, camels. They’ve been done out of a job just like the Aboriginal people. It’s helicopters and bull buggies rounding up the cattle now, and trucks taking them to the meatworks. My brother used to say ‘we’ll be done out of a job by the ball bearing’. And he was right!


We’ve got to learn the new ways of running cattle. In the old days we’d be out there for ten months of the year mustering with horses, donkeys and camels through open country. Now they’ve got fences. Our kids have to learn the new ways, not how we learnt on the job. They’ve got to learn through school and TAFE (Technical and Further Education) about running cattle and managing stations. But I’m concerned about those kids missing out on the practical education we had.


A lot of station and stock work skills aren’t being passed on except in a few places where Aboriginal people are running their own stations. Places like Mt Pierre, Kupatiya (Bohemia Downs) and Mt Barnett. A lot of photos in this book have come from Mt Barnett.


This book is important because it records the old people’s stories. When I was chairman of the Kimberley Land Council I realised that the Aboriginal experience wasn’t finding its way into history books about the Kimberley. The books being published were all about kartiyas (whitefellas) and what wonderful things they’d done. They didn’t tell the Aboriginal side of the picture.


Aboriginal people were involved in most areas of station work but there wasn’t too much mention of that in those other books. The majority of stockmen in the Kimberley were Aboriginal and they were very good stockmen too, and pretty reliable. Whitefellas owned and managed the stations but you’ll find that, for many years, all the head stockmen were Aboriginals. None of those Aboriginal people were getting the credit for that.


I saw one book written by a kartiya drover but he had written it to suit himself. Out of the 240 pages in that book only a few of those pages mentioned the Aboriginal drovers he had working with him. That made me very sad.


I think Raparapa will give readers some background on why Aboriginal people are fighting for their land; fighting to highlight their interests or their cause. Another reason for writing Raparapa was the concern the old people felt about the way the names of places had been changed. It’s something that’s happened all along the river, from Bohemia Downs Station and Louisa Downs Station right through to Derby.


The new owners of those pastoral leases saw fit to change the names of the different waterholes, or to change the pronunciation of them. Most of those waterholes and dry camps – the watching camps where cattle were held overnight – have got blackfella names, but those original names have just been cast aside. I wanted to see those names recorded before they faded from memory. They are the proper names for those places and we want to see them come back into use. I think the maps we’ve put into Raparapa are a step in that direction.


It’s time history acknowledged the contribution Aboriginal people have made to the pastoral industry in northern Australia. In the early days Aboriginal people were forced into working on the stations, but the stations quickly came to depend on them.


Most of the people who gave their stories for this book have passed on now – there are only four of us left – but they were all important people in their own right. It’s fitting that their stories are passed on to the younger generation so those old men can be respected for the great men they were. The stories in Raparapa have come directly from their personal experiences and I think they will be of interest to many people. The fact that the first edition sold over 10,000 copies proves that to be true.


The place where I was born, Jarlmadangah Burru (Mt Anderson Station), is in Aboriginal hands now. When it was bought it was supposed to be a ‘walk in, walk out’ deal, but a lot of things just walked off. It was bought by the Aboriginal Development Commission (ADC) for the Aboriginal people but that’s about all the ADC did. We got bugger all help from them afterwards.


Now, today we have this organisation called the Indigenous Land Corporation (ILC). They keep saying we own all these pastoral stations, but the reality is we are being cut out of the entire decision making. ILC is under government control, not Aboriginal control, and they were set up to suit the government’s interests. On paper we might be the owners of those stations but they are all under ILC control, and they run the stations to suit themselves.


They don’t tell us how many cattle they’ve branded, and they don’t tell us when and where they are moving cattle or how many they sell. We should be advised on what’s happening on those stations that were supposed to be bought for us. This isn’t just happening on Luluigui, Myroodah and Udialla stations, but all over the Kimberley. They tell us they’ve set Myroodah Station up as a training centre but they’re not employing many Aboriginal people and they’re not training our people to take over the management.


All the big decisions about the ILC stations are taken down south or over east and the local managers don’t have any real control. They did have a good fella working at Myroodah at one stage but he was too willing to work in with us and to learn about the country from us, and that was his downfall. He got too friendly with us and so they moved him on.


And now conservationists are coming in and taking over pastoral properties as well, regardless of whether there is Native Title over them. Those conservationists seem to have a bigger influence with governments than the Native Title Holders do. After all these years we’re still struggling over Native Title rights.


The homelands movement, the movement back to country, came out of the land rights struggle. That’s when the people started going back to their homelands. It’s been a hard slog to get to where we are, but now the government is trying to reverse all that. They are trying to force Aboriginal people off their communities and back into the towns. Those towns are full of mischief and strife – that’s why our people left them in the first place and set up our own communities on our own country.


The State Government is pushing the people on those communities to sign over their houses to state housing, and they want them to start paying rent or move out. But I can tell you we won’t be leaving Jarlmadangah Burru. There are about 50 old people buried there, and on account of those people, I can’t move from there. My spot is there too, I’ll be buried with my old people when I’m finished.


I wish I could say that a lot has changed in the last twenty years, but the fact is Aboriginal people in the Kimberley are still struggling for a fair go, still struggling for their land, still struggling to build a decent future for their children. I’m getting old now and I have to hand the fight over to my children. Whether I see some justice done before I go, I don’t know. Perhaps that depends on what the readers of this book do, whether you support our struggle or just turn a blind eye. That’s up to you.


John Watson









CHAPTER 1


CROWBAR SAVED MY LIFE
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ERIC LAWFORD


Walmajarri man (b.1930)


Yiji (Bush name)


Jangala (Skin name)






We’d wait till the cool of the late afternoon



I was born on the 15th of December 1930 on Bohemia Downs Station. The Aboriginal name for that place is Kupatiya. My father was old Bert Lawford who at that time was both manager and a part-owner of Bohemia Downs. He was a whitefella who had come out from Mexico. I don’t even know if Bert Lawford was his real name, since a lot of the kartiya (whitefella) that came here in those days were running from the law and went by assumed names.


I was six years old when I was taken away by the Fitzroy police. I was taken firstly to Fitzroy Crossing and then down to the Moore River settlement near Perth. Government policy (Native Administration Act) in those days called for half-caste children to be taken away from their families and sent to government institutions. So my two brothers and I were sent down to Moore River, and my sisters were sent to Moola Bulla near Halls Creek.


When I was fourteen years old I was allowed to leave Moore River and come back to the Kimberley, so I caught a boat to Broome and then got a ride on a truck back to Christmas Creek. They had given me a special pass which made me exempt from the provisions of the Act. It made me almost like a kartiya. I had drinking rights and I could travel where I wanted, but I had to live with the kartiya and act white. I wasn’t permitted to live in the Aboriginal camps. I was allowed to visit my sisters at Moola Bulla, but I wasn’t permitted to stay with them.


I started working at Christmas Creek station in ’44 as a jackaroo, working under the older people. They taught me everything that I know. They taught me most of my stockwork; how to work cattle and all the jobs related to that. A few of the old people are still alive, but a fair few have passed away now.


I was only seventeen years old when I started running the camp at Christmas Creek. I was more or less the manager’s ‘yes-man’; he’d tell me where to go and what to do, and I used to tell the others. All the good stockmen were supposed to be working under me, people like Tuluk Tighe, Chum Lee and many of the old people here today. Well, they weren’t so much under me as working with me. I used to listen more to what they told me than having to tell them anything. But the managers, as I’ve said, just used me as a yes-man. They told me to do this and to go there, and they expected me to tell all the stockmen. That’s how the mustering was organised.
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Formal gathering at the meat gallows, Moola Bulla Station 1910–18


Life was pretty rough for us back then; it was hard in the stock camps. Hard all the time! We had to keep up with all the branding and get the bullocks mustered; and we always had to meet the manager’s schedules. They used to reckon we were lazy if we couldn’t brand about eight or nine thousand calves a year! We’d work from when the Wet stopped right through till after Christmas, when the Wet Season came again. They used to let us go on holiday during the Wet Season. People used to go bush then, and live out in the bush until the stock camp started up. Then they’d come back and start all over again. That was usually around early March in the old days.


When I started work here, there were very few cattle and there weren’t many improvements to the station. The billabong on the other side of the creek was the main waterhole on the station. There were hardly any bores. We had to build this station up again, more or less re-stock it. It was pretty hard work, but there were a lot of cattle that didn’t die during the drought of 1945. We used to go out and bring cattle back from the frontier, as well as from Go Go, which was another station owned by the Emanuels. There were a lot of wild bullocks running out the back of Tonka. But then that area was all wild in those days!


The cattle were wild because a lot of bush blackfellas were living around there, people who’d come in from the desert. They’d spear the cattle and make them go even more wild. We could hardly control them! We started off rounding up maybe three or four hundred. Then we built that mob up until we were pretty well the best of the three Emanuel stations, as far as branding went. By the time I left, we were able to go out and brand six thousand calves over the seven months from March till September. That was the average number that we’d brand; and we’d still have some clean-skins left over in September that we hadn’t got around to branding.


[image: ]


Branding in the yards, Bohemia Downs Station, 1950s


We used to be the first station to send cattle off to the meatworks each year. We’d start mustering before Go Go, Cherrabun and the other Emanuel stations. We built what they called a spell paddock at Christmas Creek, and we’d have over a thousand and maybe even fourteen hundred head mustered ready for when the meatworks opened in early April. Then we’d make up our numbers from the spell paddock and drove them to Broome or Derby.


The cattle were nursed more in those days. In some areas the cattle were quiet and in other areas they were wild, although they did go quiet once we’d handled them a bit and settled them down. You could ride a bronco horse through them then. The cattle were treated properly in those days too. The cattle were tailed and then they were settled down while we had our dinner. We’d wait till the cool of the late afternoon and then we’d cut the bullocks out, get the bronco horses, catch the calves and start branding them.


We used to improve the breed of our stock by spaying some of the cows. For example, if you had a herd consisting of red cattle and you wanted to keep to that breed, then you’d spay any animal with roan or white in it. We’d draft those cows out of the mob and take them up to the spaying crush. Tuluk Tighe, Chum Lee or King Goda used to do the spaying. Tuluk was our head spayer. They’d have all the tar ready and someone there to pass the needles and the spaying hook; and a solution of antiseptic so the spayer could wash his hands and the tools. They used a special hooked knife that’s sharpened on the inside edge, and capped on the end to prevent accidental injury. That knife’s edge was kept very sharp.
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The spaying crush, Moola Bulla Station 1910–18


The first thing that Tuluk would do would be to mark the cow just behind the hip. When you look at a beast sideways you can see the hip-bone you know? Then he’d cut them just enough so that he could get his hand in, a cut about four inches long. Cut through the outer muscle and then break through the inner muscle. Then he’d be able to put his hand right in and feel along the hip-bone until he found the ovaries. He’d insert the spaying hook, cut the two ovaries out, and throw them away. Then he’d get someone else to sew the animal up, or if the others didn’t know how to do it, he’d sew them up himself. Then someone would paint tar on the cut to prevent the flies blowing it. The spayed cows were usually kept separate for a week or so, until they recovered their strength.


Sometimes they’d muster the wild bush cows, old clean-skins. The stockmen would throw them, and then hold them down while someone spayed them on the ground. Since they didn’t have cotton they’d have to cut some hair from the cow’s tail to stitch the wound up. They called that bush spaying. They’d also cut a strip of skin from the cow’s throat as a marker. It would heal open and leave the strip of skin hanging down. Otherwise they would have to earmark them. That way you’d know, when you mustered up next time, that they had already been spayed. It was surprising how many of those cows turned up. Stockmen reckon that bush spaying used to be fun.


They also used to knee string the wild bulls, which involved cutting some of the sinews on one front leg above the knee. It used to slow them down, since they only had three strong legs to run with. The bad leg threw them out of balance, so they didn’t have an even speed and therefore they couldn’t gallop. But you had to be wary when you were chasing a kneestrung bull, because it throws its leg out to the side and could trip your horse.


It used to be good fun but it was also hard and dangerous work and people used to get hurt. I saw two stockmen get killed here, from falling off horses! And there are still a few people walking around here who’ve got broken legs and broken arms as a result of horse accidents. None of them received compensation. Nothing at all!


I remember seeing a young boy at a stock camp get his hand and arm chewed up by a donkey. Barney Barnes was breaking the donkey in and he had a young fella by the name of Mickey Thomas running around trying to grab it. But the donkey got its mouth around the boy’s arm and started chewing. It only let go when Barney grabbed a stick and whacked it across the back of the neck, half killing it.


They took young Mickey back to the station and Vic Jones called the mail plane on the two-way. The mail plane picked him up and took him into Derby Hospital. Mickey Thomas is still alive today but his arm is badly scarred and isn’t much use to him. I myself have been busted up three or four times from horse falls. I wasn’t paid compensation. They might have paid my hospital bills but that’s about it. A lot of blokes got no treatment at all.
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Barney Yu tailing stock, Nurrungurri (Gibb River)


I remember seeing this bloke by the name of Michaelangelo here in the stock camp with a broken arm. Nobody knew it was broken. He just thought it was swollen up. He was suffering from it until the next time the doctor came on his rounds, and informed him that he had a broken arm. It sort of just healed itself.


If the manager knew that someone had a broken arm, he’d usually just give him aspirin or something like that. The poor buggers! Only sometimes would they take an injured man into hospital. We didn’t know much about the sort of treatment we should expect. The managers and owners were very tough in those days; they didn’t care much about anybody’s life. They were only interested in their bullocks!
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Right (left to right): Letting the beast go after branding; Jeffrey Echo (Dutchie) and Jimbo Johnson with greenhide leg rope


[image: ]


Below (left to right): Bush table for tanning hides, Moola Bulla Station 1910–18; Standard timber stockyard early twentieth century; Go Go Station, prior to 1954


I remember an accident I had myself. I was riding a colt out of the yard at Christmas Creek when the thing bucked me. As I fell off I was hit on the back of the head by a rock. But my foot was tangled up in the stirrup iron, and when that colt took off it started dragging me along beside it on the off-side, kicking out at me all the while in an effort to free itself. I didn’t know what was going on since I was knocked out, but an old man called Crowbar saved my life. He was a real smart horseman and he was able to get his horse up to the nearside of the colt and jerk the stirrup leather out from under the saddle. I was pretty crook when I got up the next morning but I went straight back to the stock camp, since there was no chance of getting medical attention anyway. I jumped on another horse but I was thrown off again. I was pretty sick for a long time.


Soon as the hide came off a killer


Now, I’ve been talking about myself, but a lot of these other people here could tell you a story or two here at Wangkatjunga (Christmas Creek). There were people who got broken legs and were just left in the bush until somebody had time to come out and pick them up.


Not too far from Ngumpan here, down that range just over there, a young bloke had his leg broken right in half. The bone was sticking out, and his foot was at an odd angle to the leg. I wasn’t in the stock camp at the time; I was off-siding with the windmill man at the station. Tuluk wasn’t in the stock camp either, he was training horses at the time. Laidlaw was the manager at Christmas Creek then, so it would have been some time in the fifties.


Anyway, there was a kartiya cook out in the stock camp with them, but instead of the bastard taking the tractor out to pick that boy up, he drove the tractor into the station to tell the manager. When Stuart Hall and I weren’t out working on the windmills we’d help out in the yard, and fortunately that’s where we were on that day. Mrs Laidlaw was there and she sent me and Stuart out to pick the boy up in the Land Rover. I asked, ‘Why didn’t that fucking tractor go out to where the boy was laying with his broken leg?’ But that kartiya said he thought it might have been too rough! It was still pretty rough bringing him back to the station in the Land Rover, even on the mattress we took out with us. By the time Stuart and I got out there, Brumby Jack’s mob had already made a splint for the boy out of bark and sticks, and carried him part of the way back to the station on a saddle horse. Fortunately they had aeroplanes up here by that time and they were able to radio the flying doctor to find out what should be done till the aeroplane came.


I mentioned that two stockmen were killed from horse accidents. Some of those men’s children are walking around here today, and they didn’t see any compensation for their fathers’ deaths. They got no money. Nothing! I don’t know if the station had any sort of insurance policy, but it seems like they didn’t. If you fell down and broke your neck, you were gone; and none of the kartiya would worry about it! I don’t think there was any welfare support in those days either.


We used to make our own ropes in the stock camps. As soon as we killed a beast, we’d cut the hide into strips and twist up the leather straight away. When I first came to Christmas Creek they had rope-makers working right throughout the Wet Season; old people like Lucky and that mob. They used to salt the hides and put them on tyres to dry. Then they’d cut them up and make either a plaited or twisted rope. Most of the ropes used to be the plaited type. All the old people used to make them; and they’d even take hair off the leather. But in the stock camps, as soon as the hide came off the killer (cattle killed for station meat), we’d twist it up and make head ropes from it for use in the open bronco work. You know, for catching calves when the bronco time came.


After the stock camps finished up for the year we’d get onto the fencing work; putting up new fences and repairing the old fences. Then we’d do all the boundary riding over the Wet. Blackfellas did all that work, not whitemen! Sometimes they might have had one whiteman working with all the old people. A lot of our old people used to work on those sorts of jobs. The manager would have them cutting posts and rails with axes, carting them with the tractor and trailer, and putting them all in line where the yard was to be built.


About mid-November they’d put us into gangs down on the river and we’d be cutting posts and rails right up until Christmas. We’d cut ten or twenty posts before smoko and ten or twenty after smoko. All up we’d make perhaps fifty big posts in a day, as well as one or two hundred rails. And the next day we’d do the same thing. We’d be cutting them both for the yards and for the fences. Sometimes they would want a small horse paddock or yard built, and so we’d usually cut the posts and rails and build the thing, all in the same day.
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Shooting a killer


This old man here, Tuluk Tighe, was the main horse-breaker for Christmas Creek. Sometimes he’d break-in as many as fifty horses in one year. He also used to train the manager’s race horses. You know, train them for all the race meetings. We had a good breed of horses here for that sort of thing. The managers used to take the horses around to the race meetings and win money for themselves; but it was the blackfella that trained them. The blackfella would look after the horses, feed them, go everywhere with them. They’d stay with the horse until the race meeting had finished, but they didn’t get any money for it!


Another job we had to do around the station was to keep up the maintenance on all the windmills. During the hot weather it was an early job nearly every day, going around to check all the windmills. If we found any that had broken down then we’d come back and get all the gear loaded into the vehicle. We did all the needed repairs on the spot. We’d have our dinner out there and come back to the station that night. Though sometimes we’d have to camp out there for two days so we could take all the column out, fix any broken rods, and get it all pumping again. There was a fair bit of work involved keeping those windmills in good order.


Now in those days, to our experience, there was no such thing as money. We didn’t see any money at all in the old days. All that the stockmen got as pay was perhaps two shirts and two pair of trousers a year, while they were working. Boots, hat, canvas swag, and a couple of blankets were supplied too. That’s about all. No money! The swags would usually last for two or three years. Anyone who owned a swag used to share it with those who didn’t. We had a lot of kids in our stock camp, and if they had no boots or blankets then we used to give them whatever was spare.


When the Wet Season came and the people were allowed to go walkabout, they’d usually roll their swag up with the blankets and boots that the station had given them, and put it in the store room. Then they used to get their naga (loincloth) and go bush. When they came back the next year they’d go to the store and pick up their swags again for the mustering season. If they needed anything more then the station manager would give them another pair of boots, trousers, shirt or whatever.


The government used to give the station owners or managers some sort of permit to work blackfellas such as myself and all the others here. That permit gave them the status of a ‘protector’. It gave them the same authority as the policemen, who were also protectors. If there was any trouble with the blackfellas then the police used to be called in to sort it out. But, because he was the permit holder, and as such a protector, the station manager could do pretty much as he liked.
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Jock and Rita Shandley with family having dinner at Noonkanbah Rodeo, Sandy Hill Billabong


That included the stealing of Aboriginal women. I remember when the Emanuels brought in the rule of not employing single managers, and requiring that all their managers who were single at the time find and marry a white woman. But in reality the Emanuels just brought in that rule to protect themselves. The rule only applied to the managers; there was no attempt to stop the kartiya stockmen and station hands from taking Aboriginal women.


The manager at Christmas Creek at the time was a bloke called Vic Jones. The Aborigines used to call him Milkin, or walking stick. Now, Vic Jones didn’t like the new rule since he had taken an Aboriginal woman from the camp and already had one half-caste kid by her. Because of the new rule he sent that kid over to Queensland. But then he ended up shooting himself, blew his brains out! His daughter came back and visited her mother only last year and took her over to Queensland for a holiday.


But the practice of kartiya men taking Aboriginal women didn’t happen as much on Christmas Creek as it did on Go Go, or on the Vestey stations. You’ve got men from these stations even now living with Aboriginal women. There’s one who’s a project officer for Department of Aboriginal Affairs. He used to be a station hand in the old days. Those women that they are with were already married in the blackfella sense; they were promise-married. The way the old men see it, the feller who’s the project officer now actually pinched that woman off her promised husband, a man from Brooking Springs Station, or Kurang Ngatja in Aboriginal language. He’s a young man who belongs to this country, one of the Christmas Creek mob.
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Women staff, Liveringa Station, 1950s


Keep those cattle moving!


They had station drovers on all the stations in those days, but sometimes the manager had trouble getting the numbers together to meet the shipment dates. So they’d send the head stockman with a mob, myself, Jock Shandley, or someone like that. Sometimes we’d take them all the way to Broome or Derby, or sometimes we’d meet up halfway with another drover and hand them over to him. There would usually be five or six men in a droving plant, counting the cook. There would be three or four up front with the bullocks, the horse tailer behind them, and the cook would come along behind the horses with the donkeys.


After a while they put me on to droving more or less all the time. A few of us started contract droving. Tuluk, Wilfred, a few young fellas, and myself. I can remember the first mob we drove in 1951, when we started working with the contractor. We took delivery of about six hundred spayed cows at a place called Karntipal, or Chestnut Bore, on Cherrabun Station. My brother Barney Lawford was the head stockman at Christmas Creek by then and he brought the cattle across from Cherrabun. They were all Emanuel cattle. From Karntipal we took them across to Piyanpan, the place that the kartiya call Long Hole.


From there we went to Douglas Yard, which has the Aboriginal name Marrala. And then from there we’d take the mob up to One Tree, which the blackfellas call Yakanarra. There used to be a big delivery camp there, for the three Emanuel properties: Go Go, Christmas Creek and Cherrabun. That’s where the stockmen would hand over the cattle, and the manager would hand the delivery note to the drover.


We’d usually take delivery at One Tree, and then cross over the Fitzroy River at a waterhole near Old Cherrabun, which we called Parukupan. Then when we reached the other side of Alexander Island, we’d cross the other river at a place called Liikil. That’s a waterhole about two miles south of the Quanbun Downs homestead. Once we had got the mob across the river we had no real worries. We could follow the stock route along the river through Noonkanbah, Liveringa and Mt Anderson, and then on to Derby or Broome.


Anyway, back in 1951 we got a lot of winter rain. Over six inches! It rained almost non-stop and everything we had was soaking wet. We had all those cattle on that Alexander Island and we couldn’t move them because of that black soil. When it’s wet that black soil becomes very boggy. I think that rain must have lasted for a week. Those two rivers, the Fitzroy and the Cunningham, came up in flood and we were stuck in the middle.
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Upper Liveringa Station, early twentieth century
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Kimberley outstation, 1920s


We were stuck on that island for three or four days with six hundred cattle, and both rivers running a banka (a river full to the top of the banks). There was no way we could get them across at Liikil, so we had to go back to where that old Jubilee yard is and swim them across there. Everything we had was soaking wet, swags, overcoats, clothes, everything! We took that mob through the bush, through Warrimbah and the back of Noonkanbah, and then continued on down to Broome. And we didn’t lose any of those cattle.


It would take us about four weeks to move a mob of cattle from Go Go to Derby, and about three weeks from Lanji Crossing to Broome. After you cross the river at Lanji you don’t have any good camping places because it’s too scrubby. So we used to walk the cattle over the usual eight mile a day limit. It would take us about seven weeks altogether to take a mob of cattle from Go Go to Broome, and another three weeks to come back with the horses. We would have done about seven trips a year when we were working for the contractor, though I couldn’t say how many trips we would have done altogether. We had to be on the road all the time so we didn’t get to see our families much.
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Setting up camp, early twentieth century
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Droving cattle, 1950s


As the boss drover, I was getting paid about three pound a week. Out of that I had to buy all my clothes and other gear. But the stockmen who were working with me were getting nothing. Shirt, trousers, hat, boots and a feed were all they’d get. They got no money at all; they wouldn’t have known what money looked like.


I’d take possession of the delivery note. You’ve got to keep it somewhere safe, in your swag or saddle bag and hand it over when you reach your destination. Either you give it to the drover who takes over from you, or you give it to the stock agent in Derby if you take the mob all the way yourself. In those days the stock agent was a kartiya by the name of Rowell. He would wait until his men had counted the cattle before he’d accept the delivery note. Rowell had a few of his people there with horses, but it was usually us that drove the cattle down onto the boat. After they were loaded we’d head back to the station for the next lot.


In those days some of the stations were running sheep rather than cattle, and we usually had a few problems droving a mob of cattle through those stations. After we crossed Alexander Island at Liikil, we joined the stock route which ran along the river through Quanbun Downs, which was a sheep station. Jeff Rose was the manager of Quanbun back then, and he used to come down and tell us, ‘I don’t want you mob camping here, even if it’s wet. You’ll bugger up the paddocks. Keep those cattle moving!’
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