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FOREWORD


This book is a work of fiction with the story set during the Second World War in Darwin from early July 1942 until late December 1942. The war and the bombing of Darwin are mentioned only briefly as my focus is on the characters and their relationships with each other. In the story the bombing takes place in mid-December in the evening. In reality the bombing of Darwin took place in the late morning of 19 February 1942. Another sixtyfour raids were carried out over a period of nearly two years with the final raid on 12 November 1943.


The first raid was led by Mitsuo Fuchida, the Japanese commander responsible for coordinating the aerial attack on Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941. Darwin was considered to be in a key defensive position should an attack occur and after the bombing of Pearl Harbor most of the non-Indigenous women and children were evacuated south as a precautionary measure along with many of the coloured women and children including those from institutions. 2. Although considered offensive by some, the term “coloured” is commonly used term in the Top End to define an Indigenous person with mixed parentage. The full-blood Aboriginal people, including my grandparents and my mother who was a small child, were left to their own fate.


I have included at the beginning of each chapter clauses from the Aboriginal Ordinances Act of 1918 to highlight the ludicrous policy of assimilation that the government of the time had imposed on the original inhabitants of this country in an effort to make them ‘white’, and which were in effect until the 1967 referendum. The government has since replaced the ordinances with the Intervention. As the clauses show and as the title suggests this story is about bloody-minded bureaucracy, blackfellas and bumptious egos.


The Aborigines Protection Unit is fictitious. No actual unit existed.


Finally I’d like to offer my most sincere apologies for the terrible pidgin English peppered throughout. I have no idea how to spell pidgin and although it caused me great amusement during the writing of this book the intention has not been to cause offence.


Marie Munkara


November 2013




1. HORRID HUMZ


THE NORTHERN TERRITORY OF AUSTRALIA


No. 9 of 1918


AN ORDINANCE


Relating to Aboriginals


PART 1.- PRELIMINARY


4. (1) There shall be a Chief Protector of Aboriginals, to be appointed by the Administrator, who shall under the Administrator be responsible for the administration and execution of this Ordinance.


(2) The Administrator shall from time to time appoint such persons as he deems proper to be Protector of Aboriginals.


(5) (1) It shall be the duty of the Chief Protector –


(f) to exercise a general supervision and care over all matters affecting the welfare of the aboriginals, and to protect them against immorality, injustice, imposition and fraud.
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Although he never lacked in enthusiasm Horatio Humphris (Horrid Hump to everyone else) was a man with ambitions that far outweighed his capabilities. The only doctor at the district hospital to have been awarded the dubious honour of having worked in every ward, it had long been noted that Horrid Hump’s confidence was far in excess of any talent that the man possessed. Fantasies of bossing nursing staff around and dictating letters to shapely secretaries had frequently been replayed through his mind so when he was appointed the Chief Protector of Aboriginals (god forbid) the man was ecstatic. The years of applying for outlandishly senior positions had obviously paid off for Horrid Hump who soundly believed in the old adage that if you pray for something hard enough you’ll get it. Well sadly the poor bugger didn’t actually get it at all, did he. He didn’t get the fact that his appointment had nothing to do with skill or intelligence but everything to do with sticking him in a place where his ineptitude wouldn’t make too much impact on the machinations of the public service.


Yes Horrid Hump had finally reached the level of his own incompetence. Obviously none of his contemporaries was surprised by the promotion. Why you might well ask, considering the twenty-year trail of destruction he had already left in his bumbling wake. Well, it’s simple really: everyone knew that if there was one thing you could rely on Horrid Hump to do it was to bugger things up. So the rationale behind his appointment was that he wouldn’t be able to bugger up a situation that was already buggered.


Throwing himself into the task with a zeal that surprised even his aged mother Enid, Horrid Hump spared no effort to acquaint himself with the missionary work carried out by Dr Livingstone (I presume) in Botswana. Surely there couldn’t be that much difference between the Australian natives and the Matabele he thought. After all, both races were black, hunted wild game for sustenance and didn’t speak English very well. Yes, all he needed to do was to focus on Dr Livingstone’s quest to apply the principles of Christianity, Commerce and Civilisation to his unruly flock. If Dr Livingstone could spend the better part of his life persuading the African natives to embrace such commendable values then Horrid Hump could do the same.


But first he had to look the part and at the earliest opportunity he was off to the local Chinese tailor for six new safari suits, one for each working day of the week and a spare. A great extravagance for Horrid Hump who was abstemious at the best of times. Unfortunately for Horrid Hump his bodily proportions had always borne a marked resemblance to that of Tweedledum (or Tweedledee) so it wasn’t simply a matter of rocking up to Chong’s Emporium and buying his new clobber and that was that. Oh no, it meant standing in a shameful state of undress in the fitting room while various members of the Chong family bustled past the thin calico curtain that separated his modesty from the prying eyes of others as old man Chong took nimblefingered measurements.


‘Ru hung reft or rite?’ he asked, tape measure poised, his face a picture of perfect innocence. Although he made a point of asking every time, it had been obvious from the first fitting that Horrid Hump had not been born overly endowed so hanging left or right was less an issue than a source of great amusement for the naughty Chinaman. Thankfully Horrid Hump was oblivious to the fact that Chong, who had absolutely no professional ethics whatsoever, couldn’t wait to share a blow-by-blow account of Horrid Hump’s fittings with his mates over their weekly game of mahjong.


‘Right,’ said Horrid Hump squirming in embarrassment as the old bloke proceeded to measure his plump left thigh.


‘Ru sur now?’ said Chong, ‘Rast time ru say reft.’


‘Of course I’m bloody sure,’ he snarled while frantically trying to remember what he had said. ‘Now get on with it you damned Chinaman!’


‘I jus make sur, but crient awrays rite,’ said Chong congenially while trying desperately not to smirk, but profoundly grateful all the same that standing right before him was living proof that there was someone in the world with a smaller penis than his own. Chong’s wife Lei Lei had whined incessantly about his diminutive proportions for years until the arrival of Horrid Hump and his unfortunate minutiae which had thankfully spared the man of any further censure.


And didn’t Horrid Hump look a treat when, a few days later, he strutted into the office to meet his patrol officers Alby, Bert, Ralphie and young Desmond. All kitted out in his safari suit with pith helmet lodged firmly under his pudgy armpit (as he’d imagined Dr Livingstone would do), Horrid Hump was ready to take on the world. He had taken great pains with his appearance that morning fussing with his thinning ginger hair as he parted it down the middle and moulded it neatly to his head, and trimming and waxing his auburn moustache to perfection. Spiffing, he thought, as he eyed himself off in the full-length bathroom mirror, turning this way and that so he could see himself from every possible angle (which wasn’t easy considering his bulk). Just spiffing.


Despite Horrid Hump’s ebullience the patrol officers looked sullenly at their new boss as he shook their hands and warmly welcomed them aboard. Although they were normally a friendly bunch of blokes, they knew Horrid Hump’s irritating opinions on the evils of gambling, fornicating and alcoholic excess had not left him a popular figure in a town where two-up, fucking and binge drinking were the only interesting pastimes. As far as they were concerned Horrid Hump was a right pain in the arse and someone to be avoided at all costs, and now they were going to have to put up with him every bloody day at work.


‘Shouldn’t we be welcoming you aboard?’ asked Ralphie smiling but with an unmistakeable spitefulness in his voice after Horrid Hump had made his introductory speech. ‘After all you’re the new bloke around here not us.’


The other blokes chuckled while they scrutinised Horrid Hump, waiting for him to show signs of weakness. They were like a pack of hyenas circling their feeble and unsuspecting prey.


‘Oh, you’re right on the ball,’ said Horrid Hump as he assumed a defensive stance against the wall. From previous experience he knew he’d better hold his ground against their psychological ball breaking or forever be scorned and disrespected. He sipped his tea before smirking smarmily at Ralphie.


‘Don’t I know you from somewhere?’


That did it. Horrid Hump watched the sneer on Ralphie’s face dissolve into a subservient scowl. Darwin was too small a place for anyone to have any secrets and they all knew Ralphie was a regular in the Emergency Department for treatment for ailments brought on by drinking and whoring. And let that be a lesson to the rest of you posturing ill-bred curs as well, thought Horrid Hump as he glared at the other blokes while they withered visibly.


Alby and Bert and Desmond had been around the longest and were old hands, having already served time as patrol officers in Papua New Guinea, while Ralphie, having been there two years, was considered a relative newcomer. The duty of a patrol officer was quite simple. Assimilate. Ensure that all Wards of the State1 be ‘persuaded’ by whatever means were at hand to embrace the ways of the Europeans who had arrived uninvited in their country a few hundred years before, bringing with them a whole new way of life that the poor blacks were now expected to emulate. A staunch believer in progress Horrid Hump firmly believed that since the advent of the industrial revolution there was no place for primitive cultures anymore. A frighteningly blinkered view shared by many others at the time and a belief that still persists to this day. It was high time they learned to be civilised, he would declare to anyone who cared to listen, instead of clinging to their primitive ways like stubborn children.


Knowing that Alby and Ralphie had always worked together and still smarting at their united insolence, Horrid Hump’s first task was to split them up and partner them off with the other two, Bert and Desmond.


‘But hang on boss, me ’n’ Albs are a team,’ said the now submissive Ralphie, shocked by the sudden and unexpected directive.


‘Well you’d better get used to it,’ snarled Horrid Hump. Arsekicking was his favourite duty, he’d licked enough of the bloody things over the years so it always brought him great joy to inflict a bit of pain now he was in a position to do so.




For a change the blokes weren’t taking it too well though because they weren’t used to being told what to do. Things had been a damn sight easier when their last boss Cod Piece was in charge. The lazy old fart hadn’t given a toss what the blokes did as he sat out his last two years before his retirement and a new start as far from the Northern Territory as he could geographically get. As they watched Horrid Hump with rising alarm, the terrible realisation that they might have to actually do some work for a change (completely unheard of in the realms of the public service) struck them simultaneously.


After their rearrangement, Bert and Alby were assigned the Pound. Situated on a large block near the hospital the Pound was enclosed with a high fence to keep the coloured females under eighteen in and everyone else out. Administered by a Superintendent and funded by the government to provide the most basic food and shelter, the numbers of inmates were in a perpetual state of flux depending on how many girls the patrol officers and police managed to capture (for their own good, mind you) and how many escaped. And strangely enough these girls who in different circumstances wouldn’t have given each other the time of day started to become friends, because without the support of their own families, they had no alternative but to construct new ones out of the sad and lonely bits of humanity surrounding them. People whose families would once have exchanged insults and spears now exchanged warm greetings. It was an unexpected but beautiful exemplar of social integration under the most trying of circumstances.


But then to everyone’s surprise more coloured girls started turning up. The weird part was that even though these girls shared bloodlines and kinships these ones were ‘different’. These were the ones who had been abandoned or driven away by their own countrymen because they were a constant reminder of their black mothers’ dalliances with white men. Nobody wanted these girls and they were knocking at the gate asking to be let in can you believe? But do you think those ‘stolen’ ones were happy to extend a helping hand? No bloody way. The first lot didn’t want to know the second lot. They didn’t want to know anyone who wasn’t ‘stolen’ like them because being ‘dumped’ wasn’t as terrible as being ‘stolen’. As if there could be a sliding scale of injustice mind you, shit is still shit no matter how big or small the turd is, so it’s no surprise that a rift grew between the ‘dumped’ and the ‘stolen’ that exists to this very day.


With Alby and Bert sorted, Ralphie and Desmond were given the Camps where the remaining Wards of the State lived. With no fence to keep them in they were free to hunt in their traditional manner as long as they came back like homing pigeons to sleep in the same place each night. This arrangement suited Ralphie just fine because he’d become quite friendly with old Fuel Drum who was the senior Elder at the Beach Camp even though mixing with the blacks was illegal.


But the Camp mob hadn’t always been so happy with Ralphie, especially when he first started his job and arrived one day to tell them that they weren’t to talk in lingo anymore or they might end up in the police cells because any anti-assimilationist behaviour wouldn’t be tolerated. They had to start acting and thinking like whitefellas now. And then to add insult to injury they were going to get given new whitefella names because it was a vital part of their integration into white Australia, but they needn’t think they were getting picked on either, all the Camps were getting treated the same. But if the poor buggers had known how Ralphie and his co-workers had pissed themselves laughing when they sat in the tearoom thinking up all the weird and wonderful new monikers to give them while young Arabella served tea and biscuits (and threw in a few suggestions of her own), they might have put up a bit more of a fight.


‘Now, now Arabella don’t you think Toad and Badger are a bit silly?’ Bert said as he wrote down all the Camp mobs’ names with their new ones next to them. ‘They mightn’t even like The Wind in the Willows. I know I didn’t, I hated that ruddy Mole. They’ll want more practical names so they can remember them,’ he said as he wrote down Chisel Teeth and Hammer Toe next to two of the Camp mob whose physical attributes had an unfortunate bearing on their new names.


And hadn’t all the patrol officers beamed as they drove off after the special ‘naming’ a few days later, happy in the knowledge that there weren’t going to be any more jaw-breakers like Arripiatumwangu and Wurrawunapungala to tie their tongues into complicated macramé knots. Of course no-one was going to mention the discomfort they’d felt when the Camp mob had sniggered at their attempts to stumble through the minefield of retroflexing vocoids and flapping alveolars of the native lingo, were they? Nor were they going to admit that that had been the major reason behind the decision to change their names in the first place.


But the residents of the Camp certainly weren’t sniggering as the indignation of what had happened spilled forth like a raging torrent. New names! What was wrong with their old bush ones? Sugar didn’t want to be Sugar, she wanted to be Dhurrpu like she’d been all her life. Sugar was what you had with your cup of tea, it wasn’t a bloody name!


‘Im should be Fuel Drum not me!’ Sugar’s grandfather hissed shaking his head in disbelief at his equally ridiculous name and pissed off that his nephew had been given the more dignified sobriquet of Rawhide. Not realising of course that the name was in direct reference to the flogging that Rawhide had received from the cops a few months back when they’d caught him stealing a bottle of rum. And the grumbling didn’t stop there as the new Spade consoled his wife Bucket as she fought back tears and the urge to chase after the patrol officer vehicle and spit on it.


‘Don cry luv,’ he had said, still shaken by the arrogance of patrol officers. ‘Im bucket always handy.’


‘Well lucky you not get Drunken Arsehole,’ said the newly named Lucy Yaws2 to her skinny husband who was now known as Shoelace, smarting all the while at the insensitive reference to her recently healed skin condition and the smirking faces as the unsavoury news had been delivered.


But when Ralphie finally came to realise that intimidation was a common tactic used by the strong to subjugate the weak and as a patrol officer he had done a pretty good job of it in the name of assimilation, he began to feel terrible about the part he was playing in the decimation of these people’s lives. Their language was just as important to them as his was to him, and so were their names. So who was he to impose his own white culture on these poor bastards who had until that point happily survived on the planet without the intervention of others? There was a certain resignation about them he noticed as they politely but haltingly addressed each other in their new language and by their new names. They struggled with the unfamiliar sibilance of the English language frowning in concentration and contorting their tongues into unfamiliar shapes. Their language was the glue that held all the bits together so with their language and birth names consigned to the scrap heap the fabric of their civilisation began to dissolve before their very eyes. And there was nothing they could do to stop it.


 


1 Wards of State were Aboriginal people gazetted in the Register of Wards. This included almost all full-blooded Aboriginal people and those of Aboriginal descent.


2 Yaws, also known as framboesia, a contagious tropical disease with raspberry-like swellings.




2. SUGAR


THE NORTHERN TERRITORY OF AUSTRALIA


No. 9 of 1918


AN ORDINANCE


Relating to Aboriginals


PART 1.- PRELIMINARY


(5). (1) It shall be the duty of the Chief Protector –


(c) to provide, as far as practicable, for the supply of food, medical attendance, medicines, and shelter for the sick, aged and infirm aboriginals;
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Sixteen-year-old Sugar had the sort of face that made you look twice. Not because she was particularly becoming but because her features were perpetually scrunched up in a scowl that left you wondering if she were in pain or if she were about to commit an act of extreme danger or lunacy. And when the sweat of her labour produced the first coloured twins to be born at the Darwin Hospital it was quite unsettling to see the scowl deepen into a visage of great ferocity as she looked at the pair lustily squawking in her arms.


Although Sugar would have preferred the skills of a midwife of her own kind in a more familiar bushland setting as had been her family custom for the last 60,000 odd years, it had been a recent decision of Horrid Hump to not allow the female Wards of the State to give birth in the scrub like animals anymore. In order to get his reluctant charges to comply with his wishes one of the specific responsibilities of the patrol officers was to barge unannounced into the Pound or the Camp to seek out heavily pregnant mums, hijack them and take whatever action was necessary to detain them. After capture the women were then bundled off to the Christian hostel adjacent to the hospital for a dose of Christianity and to wait for the impending birth of their babies. After which mother and child were set free to make their way back to their Camp.


The Camp and Pound raids were a source of great pride to the patrol officers who went to great pains to ensure that they stuck rigidly to their roster and were punctual. After all, they couldn’t let work interfere with their daily drinking regime which began at 12 noon sharp at the Wharfies’ Arms, ended around 1.30ish give or take an hour and then recommenced at exactly 4.21. But the poor buggers had often arrived full of expectation only to find that the only females present were the unpregnant ones accompanied by a few old crones tending their smoking camp fires. How did the wily pregnant ones always manage to evade them? they wondered as they checked the Stud Book1 for the absentees (who were offhandedly observing them from their various hiding places in the scrub) before driving off empty-handed once again with the usual pack of jostling camp dogs yapping vociferously in their wake. These primitive peoples didn’t have clocks and everyone knew they didn’t know about the days of the week so it was all very annoying. So it was only thanks to young Desmond having a glut of paperwork to get through before he went on annual leave that they decided to break their usual routine and visit the Camp on Monday.


And didn’t that throw the unprepared Sugar and another expectant mum who was gossiping with her at the water pump into a blind panic when they spotted the fast approaching vehicle. They knew the patrol officers’ movements like clockwork and they were only there four days ago so what were the sneaky bastards doing here today? Dumping her bucket, Sugar bolted after the other woman who, being less pregnant and a lot more nimble was already widening the gap. It was every woman for herself here. But young Desmond and his rugby tackle certainly did the trick as he leapt from the vehicle while Ralphie swerved around a camp fire and braked. Grabbing Sugar, Desmond pinned her to the ground while her amniotic fluid leached into the earth from her prematurely broken waters.
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