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Wunala Dreaming


THE FIRST PLANE, the Wunala Dreaming plane, was cloaked in secrecy. It was wheeled out just before its first flight, to Kansai Airport, Japan. It landed at dusk on a very still evening. As it came in, you could barely see the plane in the distance but as it came closer you could see the colours emerging on it. It came closer and closer and you could see the brightness, the different colours and the bold designs of the plane coming through. It looked fantastic.


Hundreds of people were gathered at the airport terminal for the arrival and when the plane came up to the terminal, the cameras started flashing. As the plane taxied into its gate they all thundered towards it; people were running towards where the Wunala Dreaming plane was docking. Then the doors of the plane opened and the first three people to come off were my cultural relations – black, dressed in their gear, with ceremonial paint on, playing a didgeridoo and clap sticks, dancing for the arrival of this plane. For everyone there it was one astonishing sight after another.


The next day in Yomiuri Shimbun, the major daily newspaper in Tokyo, with a circulation of ten million, the front-page story was about Wunala Dreaming. The Japanese press gave saturation coverage to the arrival of this new plane. It had such an impact that although it was designed to have the paint on for three months at the most, it’s still on now, many years later.


Whenever I see that plane I half-sing, ‘Wunala, Wunala,’ the way my mother pronounced it. When I first saw the plane I sort of melted inwardly. It’s a feeling you don’t get very often – it makes you feel humble, elated, secure. It makes you feel all those things. It’s happiness, I suppose.


Of course, having such an icon within an Australian company of such standing is a satisfying feeling. I don’t think it’s a feeling of triumph, really. I think of the hard times still, but I think of the Qantas plane as representing one of the good times. It’s meant a great deal in my struggle to promote my culture.
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PROLOGUE


Who I Am


THE LIFE THAT I was born into, and should have grown up in, was totally traditional. In the early years it was all I knew. On my mother’s side my grandfather, a tracker with the name Publican Charlie, had been born near Normanton, in the Gulf of Carpentaria in Queensland. He belonged to the Kalkadoon people. He moved across from Normanton to Burketown and on to Borroloola in the Northern Territory. That’s where my grandmother was. She was Marra, and her Father’s Country was Warrawarda, Women’s Dreaming Country.


The Marra, Yanyuwa, Binbinga, Gudanji and Garrwa peoples are all very close, as are the Alawa from Roper River. We’re a bit of a mixture in that sense. From the traditional side the relationships are very strong because of the Rainbow Snake Dreaming and the Kunapipi ceremony. My grandfather came across from Normanton to Borroloola on the Rainbow Snake Dreaming track. My mum, who was Marra-Kalkadoon but saw herself primarily as Yanyuwa, was born of that relationship.


I’m a Yanyuwa person. By saying that, I automatically relate to the coastal region around Borroloola. I also consider that inherent to being Yanyuwa is a sense of belonging to my mother’s Marra- Kalkadoon heritage, which takes me through Marra country as well as Yanyuwa.


My mother married my stepfather, Willy O’Keefe, which gives me links with the Jingili and Gudanji peoples. That way I feel quite secure coming right down past Brunette Downs into the Jingili area, and the Gudanji is very strong because it neighbours Yanyuwa areas. Our family belongs to land at Balbirini and to Rosie Creek and the Limmen River.


My dad was Irish, from County Kerry. He came from a town called Blennerville, just a few kilometres out of Tralee. His cousins were in the hotel business. They had hotels in the Northern Territory and my father came out, as far as I can ascertain, as a cook.


Being half-caste, as we were classified then, meant that I would eventually be taken away, because I was paler in colour than my mum. It was a policy of government when I was young to take away half-caste children and send them to missions or settlements. The policy was intended to breed out the Aboriginal culture and identity.


From my father I got the name John Moriarty. For years, it was the only name I was allowed to keep. On the Aboriginal side my names are much more complex. I should start with my skin name, which gives me a great deal of strength in relating to different people through the cultural system.


In this system your parents’ skin group automatically determines what your skin group is. Skin governs your relationship within the group and keeps bloodlines apart. It’s a very structured classificatory system that determines your relationships with others, and who you should and should not marry. The person you marry should always come from the other side of the group. You should always marry straight, as governed by traditional Aboriginal law, although there is secondary skin you can marry under extreme circumstances.


Because my mum’s skin group is Nimarama, I can only be a Jukudayi and Jukudayi can only marry a Nangalama, which my wife Ros belongs to, although I ‘raided’ her from Tasmania. Our children can only have a certain skin, too. The boys, Tim and James, are Balarinji and our daughter Julia’s skin name is Nulyarima.


Through the skin group system I am automatically related to others within the traditional Aboriginal system. Your skin group gives you authority in certain things, but at the same time you have certain obligations. These can involve providing particular people with things, sharing with them. It can mean having responsibilities to certain land. It may mean being Jungai – that is, a caretaker of ceremonies and land for other people within the group. For me this means Kangaroo Dreaming, and also Crocodile, although the responsibilities work on many levels. Kangaroo is a very strong one.


This responsibility makes you feel secure in lots of ways, but it also enables you to contribute back to your people and to uphold the cultural system. Everyone is part of the mosaic that makes up the spiritual landscape, which in turn spreads over the country.


Going on from there, at the right time you are given your bush name (usually when you are still an infant), which is the link not only with the land but with the business end, the serious end of ceremonial and cultural life. My name is Kundareri and my land is west and north-west of Borroloola, extending to the coast and beyond. My mother’s authority also comes back through Gudanji land. I can exert some authority in that land too, but not as much as others.


Finally, there is the name you are given first, when you are born. When I was born the old people gave me the name Jumbana, which is a given name, like John. The name Jumbana links me with the land as well, but it has a different connotation. When you die that name is not used for a generation or two.


Borroloola is one of those crossroads land areas. We have links from Borroloola down to the Waramunga area near Tennant Creek, and they extend towards Normanton, right over to Wattie Creek, the Victoria River Downs area and round the Gulf to the north-west, as well as right through to the Myall cultural group at Pine Creek.


Borroloola is also a crossroads where many languages are spoken that relate to adjoining regions. And there are many songs from those areas that give it great ceremonial importance. With those songs you can go a long, long way – sometimes the length and breadth of the country, particularly with ones like the Dingo Dreaming and the Rainbow Snake Dreaming. The ceremonies and languages can take different forms going from one place to another.


Musso, my uncle, was responsible for the Dingo Dreaming. He could sing its songs and they went from Borroloola and beyond, right down to Victoria. When I asked him, he said, ‘It goes through that harsh country. Sand. No water.’ Musso always felt sorry for the people that lived in those dry regions. He said, ‘Oh, they’re a tough mob to be able to survive in that area.’


Most songs can tell you about the physical landscape, formations in that landscape, the types of vegetation and the seeds you can expect to find. It’s like reading a map. In fact, I feel sure some of those Aboriginal people who accompanied or guided the early white explorers were following Aboriginal stories. They already knew the way to go and yet they were crossing ‘foreign’ country all the time, from one cultural area to another, way beyond their own regions.
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This was the identity and culture that I was born into, and it was what the assimilation policy of the government set out to destroy. It was an insidious, arrogant policy that amounted to cultural genocide.


People say, ‘Yes, but it was a product of the times.’


And I say in response, ‘Would you like someone to come and take your child away from you today and tell you that they’ll give them a better life because you can’t give them a “proper” life?’.


People say, ‘Yes, but you probably learned a lot more.’


Who knows where I’d be if I’d been brought up in my own culture, according to my Aboriginal side. I think I would have fought for my identity in the context of my personality and my strengths. In spite of what was done to me, I feel I’ve shown a few people who said, ‘You’re no good and your people are no good.’ I’ve learned a trade, I’ve played soccer at the highest level in my country, I’ve gone to university, I’ve fought for Aboriginal rights for years. I’ve started my own company and raised a family. And all along I’ve tried to regain the pieces of life that I should have had, the one that was shattered when I was just a kid.


I still feel angry and I suppose that anger has carried me through, too, in lots of situations. It also keeps me asking the difficult questions. Why should people be treated like that? Why should the system single out me, and my mother and my group, to impose its views on us with no redress? That’s always angered me and always been a motivating force. There are many pieces of my life still missing, a lot more for me to still pick up. By virtue of who I am and where I come from, I feel I have an obligation to find out what they are.





CHAPTER 1


Taken


I WAS BORN ON the banks of the McArthur River, across from the small outback town of Borroloola on the Northern Territory side of the Gulf of Carpentaria. I believe I was born in 1938, although the exact date of my birth isn’t known. My official birthday, the one given to many Aboriginal people, is 1 April. April Fools’ Day, which is indicative of the attitude of the time.


My memories of Borroloola at that time only come in fragments. Moments like being with my mother, having a drink. I’m in her arms and she’s giving me a drink of water from her mouth, making sure I have water. Whether I was sick or not, I’m not sure.


I can’t remember the surroundings so much, but I recall people being warm and friendly. I certainly remember having a family. My grandmother was very affectionate, and then there were all the other ‘mothers’ I had too. I grew up in a very, very secure environment. Boys have a lot of freedom in traditional Aboriginal society and can do virtually whatever they like. After Initiation, all those carefree times come to an abrupt halt when they become part of the adult community. But as boys they are extremely spoilt – they are more than cared for, they are revered.


Odd things come back to me in different situations. There’s the smell of a horse – no saddle, bareback. People rode into Borroloola where we were and hobbled their horses to stop them straying too far. I can still smell this horse. I’m sitting behind its shoulders with one of my relations. It must have been my uncle, or could have been my stepfather, I’m not sure. I can still picture those horses being hobbled and trying to walk, getting feed around the gum trees and the high grass, dead grass. It’s bits and pieces like that which come back.


There’s lots of sand, the coarse sand from the riverbanks where we camped. And paperbark; we used to eat off paperbark. I remember gathering paperbark, as well as lily roots, creepers and vines, those sorts of things.


Food is one of my distinct memories, food cooking on the open fire. I loved the taste of fish and goanna and lizards that were cooked on the coals and had that charcoal taste, so I could chew the burnt parts. Even singed and blackened kangaroo ears, chewing into them and enjoying the crunchy texture. It’s the mingling of the charcoal with the flesh that tastes so good, whether it’s fish or lizard or kangaroo. I suppose it was a tough diet, but we’d supplement it with bush fruits and berries.


I was often near the police station. I used to be always around there or the welfare office in the white part of the settlement, where my mother used to work a lot. I think my grandfather being a tracker for the police, he may have used his influence with the whites to get her a job as a domestic. Nearby, I can recall a tree like a mango tree. It may not have been a mango tree because it wasn’t so big, but it had green ants on it. I used to play next to that tree day in, day out. I used to call those ants my chooks. Why I called them my chooks I don’t know, I must’ve seen some being tended somewhere. I’d look after those ants but I’d eat others, the ones we call salty bums. You just pick them up, hold them by the head, bite the abdomen off, chuck the rest away.


We had lots of watermelons. We grew watermelons and vegetables because supplies were quite difficult to come by in Borroloola. They only came by boat. In the wet season they often wouldn’t arrive at all, because of the storms. My favourite food was turtle. I can still taste it. That and saltwater crocodile, but we didn’t get crocodile very often. Turtles, and freshwater turtles, are just delicious. I had that taste for years and years.


Dances were always an important part of our life. I was only a kid, a little one, but I can vividly remember the legs stamping and dancing. Me with my fists all tight, and fast-moving elbows and feet. I suppose that could have equipped me well for my soccer footwork. Dances were times when we had to show our prowess as men.


Mainly I remember the women dancing. There are a couple of the bigger boys, but they are just like fleeting snapshots. I often wonder why I’ve blanked out a lot of these things in my mind, and yet they shaped me for life. Why should I have only snippets of that when there are so many things I remember in detail?


My early life was spent surrounded by women, with all those extra ‘mothers’ and the way they cart you around. Even when I was getting pretty big I still remember being breastfed – not only by my mother but by other women as well almost up to the time I was taken away.


I can’t see individual faces; I can’t recall them now. My mum? Not a face. I don’t recall her face before I was taken away. I have no memories of my father at all. Apparently, he was there for quite some time after I was born, but then he moved away. I’ve since learned that at one time he was in the British Navy serving on the Russian front and that he could speak Russian, as well as Irish and English. I’ve been told he picked up languages like mine, Yanyuwa, fairly easily and was able to communicate with quite a wide range of people.


Borroloola was very isolated and white men and black women had ‘bush marriages’, even though it was against the law then for whites and blacks to cohabit. My being part-European made no difference to the way I was treated by the Yanyuwa, which makes the discrimination against Aborigines for all these years so ironic. If you fit into the Aboriginal community well, you’re afforded all the privileges of that community and you’re not seen as anything different.


I was about four or five when I was taken. I’m not sure exactly how old, but it was 1942, so I guess I must have been about four.


The pressure was on my mother, and on the welfare, to get rid of me to a mission, under the pretext of giving me an education.


Rather than risk losing me, my mother decided to go with me to the mission at Roper River, almost 300 kilometres away. She had to leave her own land, although the people at Roper are related to us culturally and we have very strong traditional family links there under the kinship system.


I was expected to go to school, which I did, at the Anglican mission school. In those days the Northern Territory was carved up into religious spheres of influence and my region was Anglican; other parts were Methodist, Presbyterian or Catholic.


After what seemed like only a few days at Roper, I can remember getting on a truck in a yard. It was an army truck with huge wheels. I was at a building with a fence around it, a wire fence with brown poles, and I remember it was north-facing. We got in the truck and it drove away, heading westward.


There were a number of other kids in the truck who were also being removed from their families, including Jim and Rose Foster, Wally McArthur, Tim Campbell and Wilfred Huddlestone – six or eight in all. In the back of the truck, nestled among big crates, there were a couple of other smaller kids and a couple of women with cottony, floral-patterned dresses. I remember their dresses very clearly, because my eyes were at dress level.


I think I had one pair of shorts at that time. I’m not sure if I even owned a shirt. Most of the time that I can remember in Borroloola I wore no clothes, but at the mission school I’m sure they would have stuck a pair of shorts and a shirt on me.


On the way out of Roper River, as the truck was going down a steep creek, one of the heavy crates shifted and landed on my toe. I can still picture my toe all crushed and the toenail bleeding and me crying and crying. My big toe was permanently disfigured, although I was lucky I didn’t have my whole foot crushed. Even now, when I cut that right toenail, it always slopes up towards the top. It’s changed over the years. It used to have a ridge down the centre and it would always break in two.


When I played soccer I used to make sure this toenail was cut really flat. Not that it worried me – I scored a lot of goals with that foot.


The truck went all the way down to Alice Springs. It took several days. I don’t remember any stops in-between, nothing like that. There was a canopy over the back of the truck, so we could only see out of the back. I seemed to be always facing the righthand side.


In Alice Springs we went to a place called the Bungalow, which was the original Alice Springs Telegraph Station. We met more kids from other parts of the Territory, and people from Groote Eylandt and Roper River.


The Bungalow was actually a little group of buildings with open land around them. And round rocks, very round rocks. I hadn’t seen rocks like those before. The trees were different, too. And it felt really strange not being near salt water. The smells were all different. The next thing I remember is the railyard. I was there with my cousins Jim Foster and Wally McArthur and a few others; we all went to see this big, long railway line. There would have been a couple of other lines, but I just remember seeing this one seemingly endless railway track. We were standing there, Wally with khaki shorts on – and in bare feet, we were all bare-footed. I can clearly remember my cousins from Borroloola saying, ‘Yes, this thing comes along this track here.’ And we all put our ears to the line, listening for the trains. They said, ‘That’s one way you can pick the train up, even if it’s far out of sight.’


Then we heard that we were being transferred to the train. It felt like an adventure. I don’t remember a great deal more. We were bundled into the train, and brought down south to Adelaide, which was used as a staging camp. We stayed there for a little while and then we moved on to a place in Sydney. I don’t remember getting there, though – not at all.


In Sydney, we stayed briefly at a place called Millewa, which I now know was in Ashfield. It was a tall building – two, maybe three floors high with a fence of heavy stone and iron bars in the front.


We were a ‘mission group’, being pushed from one end of Australia to the other. Times like at the railway line, when we were with our own mob, we seemed freer. What I remember now are the times that were good, not when we were being shoved here and there. Whenever it was done like that, I don’t remember it that well. I seem to have pushed it out of my mind.


When you’re young, you try to be a man. But a lot of the times when I was trying to be a man I remember crying and crying, just sort of weeping My mother and grandmother and my grandfather and all the people I’d known were very special. The security that I had had was a real security. Yet the aspiration to become a man was strong, even when I was little. I picked up a bit of glass once and said, ‘I know, I’ll cut myself to make myself a man.’ But I was stopped by one of the bigger boys, so I thought, ‘I’ll do it later.’


I tried to be a man but I remember crying and crying. I can’t remember a specific place for that. Not leaving Borroloola. Not leaving Roper. For years I had the feeling that I’d get back there, and I just fought and fought as hard as I could to keep hold of that.


You don’t admit to being upset, especially to your peer group. You try to shield the things that are being forced out of you. That’s why I still harbour most of my thoughts.


I recall the other little kids, ‘Boofa’ (Wilfred Huddlestone) and ‘Bam’ (Tim Campbell), crying together. It was when it was just us, alone together. Boofa and I had a lot of differences in those early years but we never fought badly; at the first sign of trouble, a problem or something, we’d come together. The three of us had mumps and chickenpox at the same time, and were all confined to a room in a wooden outbuilding. I remember being sad for them – for Boofa when he was sick, the same with Bam and the other little ones. When they were sad, I felt for them. I was in a similar situation, yet I wouldn’t feel the heartache as much for me as for them. Being little, we were at the end of the line all the time. Things happened, just to us little ones.


Boofa, Bam and I were always left together – us three. Sometimes we were forgotten. We had testing emotional times together, and yet we tried to be tough and to be like men, from the age of six or seven upwards. Perhaps that’s why I keep pushing myself to do things for others, I’m not sure.


During all this time, I can’t see any individual white faces – not in the army truck or at the settlement. White faces to me were authority figures, they were bosses. You lived with that, you had to get around that as best as you could. At every turn we were told, ‘You must forget your language, your culture and things like that. Stop acting like an uncivilised Aborigine.’


I’m not sure exactly what they called us then. They didn’t call us blacks; that was considered a really derogatory term. Yet the whites reinforced their authority at every turn, especially when we were little and they had total control over us. They dictated how we dressed, how we stood to attention. We were made to remember who we were and what our status in life was to be forever.
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Years later, when I found my mother, I asked, ‘Why did you let me go?’ I was still angry about not being brought up by my mother, a feeling that even now makes it hard for me to be apart from my own children. My mother told me, in a very soft voice, ‘My son, you were going to school. I took you to school every day.’ As far as she can remember, I was going to school for about two or three weeks. She said, ‘I was taking you to school for a while and then I went to pick you up this day and you were gone.’
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My stepfather Willy O’Keefe’s memory of when I was taken:


‘You see Johnny mob?’


They askin’ me long time about you.


‘No. They went to Tananbirini. To McArthur from Borroloola.


They’ll be back tomorrow.’


I tell old Pharaoh, my brother, Old Borroloola Pharaoh. Poor fella, countryman mine. ‘Oh, they was lookin’ for the boy.’


Old Mummy took you to Roper. The school teacher said, ‘Take ’im to [school in] Roper.’ I forget his name. It was a good name too, this old white fella. He come from Alice Springs, that old fella.


They took you on the boat, the Leisha. Took you from that tree down that way. White tree.


Night-time you went. Gone now. Mummy went too. I went back along McArthur. Wait. Wait. Me and your uncle, Musso.


How far him? He comin’ back? Your mother took you there to Roper River and from there [s]he let you go. And after that she follow you, [her] and that other old woman from Manangoora. Foster. But you gone now.


Mummy come back, she come back with the same boat. Bring load, you know? She camp in Borroloola. I been in the station, McArthur. You, [s]he worry about you. [S]he cry.


Old uncle come, old Pharaoh. ‘[S]he lost ’im. You lost that kid, girl eh?’


Old Elsie there, mother for your mother. ‘What you gonna do? Gonna see boy?’


And I went drovin’. Me now. Musso and me went drovin’ to Alice Spring[s]. Three trailer [cattle truck] – drovin’ cattle. You were seen way out that way. Old Welfare fella. What that old fella name? We went to [the] Bungalow to see you there. You gone now. You went [a]way on the train.





CHAPTER 2


Childhood in Mulgoa


WE STAYED ONLY briefly at Millewa before being moved on again to a place called Mulgoa, sixty kilometres west of Sydney, at the foot of the Blue Mountains. In the forties, when we were there, Mulgoa was a rural area and the mission home was an old, convict-built rectory, next door to St Thomas’s Church.


The building was on two levels, plus there was a cellar underneath. The five youngest boys, including me, had to live in the cellar because there was no room anywhere else. The room right at the back of the cellar was dark at all times, so it wasn’t a very happy experience. We ended up being in the cellar for about five years, off and on.


We were transplanted into a totally white community at Mulgoa. We were told at school that Blaxland, Wentworth and Lawson had first crossed the Blue Mountains in 1813, so the area had seen well over a hundred years of white settlement already. There were some huge priorities around Mulgoa that had been granted to the early settlers, but you could easily pick the people who were badly off – they didn’t have farms, and they had to fend for their families the best they could.


At Mulgoa we were in the care of the Anglican Church. Aborigines, with their deeply spiritual culture, come over to the Christian religion quite readily. Yet the missionaries at Mulgoa insisted that we must forsake our ‘heathen’ background. ‘All those learnings that you had, you must forget all about them. You must not have your Aboriginal names, you must not have any of the languages.’


At first I couldn’t speak English. When you’re removed so far, as a child, and have to learn a new language in a totally different cultural setting, it makes it a lot harder. Even the older children and the few adults there were not allowed to speak their language. We kept a few names here and there, and the adults used to talk quietly so as not to raise the ire of the missionaries or the people that were looking after us.


A lot of the time we dreamed of going home, of finding our families. In a way I was lucky to have kept my father’s name, Moriarty. A lot of other kids weren’t allowed to keep their names, although we knew who they were. My cousin Wally’s father was called Langdon and he was a policeman back in Borroloola, but the authorities, who registered a lot of these births, gave him the name of McArthur, after the river at Borroloola. Millie Glenn, who even now is like an elder sister to me, was born in Glen Helen, near Alice Springs. Her name was given as Glen (she added the extra ‘n’ later on), although her father was a Raggatt, a white station owner.


This is the way the world was for Aborigines then. There was a lot of sexual exploitation. Aborigines saw a relationship with a white as being permanent, like a marriage; the whites often saw sexual encounters with Aborigines as short-term convenience. Not giving children their proper names was many Europeans’ way of trying to deny who their children were. In those days, though, it was against the law to cohabit with Aborigines or to marry them. So everything was done in an underhanded way, and often the missionaries had to pick up the pieces.


We all pined, even though the elder ones kept reinforcing, ‘Yes, you’ll see your mother, you’ll see your family.’ Some coped better than others, but they were trying times for all of us. We were just children.


Although we were isolated from other Aborigines at Mulgoa, we did make very good friends with a lot of the locals, who quickly discovered that we were, in fact, human beings. We had likes and dislikes; we could laugh, smile, be happy or sad. We could be like everyone else in the community, except for being hungry and poor – though we were not alone in that. A lot of others around us experienced that as well.


I’ve blocked a lot of it out but I felt terribly alone all those years, especially at night. During the day I’d be among relations and friends, the other boys and girls in the home, but we were there with no idea how long it was all going to last. I always thought that there must come a time when it would get better and things would get back to normal.


The reality used to hit hard at night That was the loneliest time. I tried to compensate. I told myself, ‘I have a warm bed.’ When I had no food in my tummy, I told myself, ‘Tomorrow will be better.’


In the home, the youngest boys were kept together most of the time – Bam, Boofa, Ken Hampton, Jerry Hill and Glen Roberts. Like Bam and Boofa, we all had nicknames. He called Ken Walker, a white boy from Mulgoa, ‘Chibarkee’ and it stuck with him. I had a few names. Harry Russell, who had been taken away from his family near Alice Springs, used to call me ‘Baggy’ because I had baggy pants and bags under my eyes.


People were frightened to call my cousin Wally nicknames, though, because they’d get belted. If anyone picked on me at the home, Wally would stand up for me. We were both from the same place, close relations. Wally took that on, as most close family members would. Jim was more like a Borroloola person – quiet, hard to raise a temper with.


I was lucky I was able to stick around with Jim, Wally and Harry Huddlestone (Boofa’s brother, who was much older than us); they’d look after me. Harry was an adult when he came down with us, and was very dark-skinned, but it was considered that he could be Christianised and assimilated because his wife, Flo, was very pale. She and her twin brother Joe were both taken away; they were separated at birth, given different names and sent to different parts of the country – Flo to Mulgoa, and Joe to Charters Towers, in Queensland. Years later in Canberra, in the 1970s, I interviewed Joe for a job at the Department of Aboriginal Affairs. It was only then that I found out he was Flo’s twin and heard the details of the long struggle he had had to find her again. At first, she didn’t want to meet him because she considered him a stranger.


Although Harry was from Roper River, he was very close to my mother. They were closely related in the Aboriginal way, and he felt an obligation towards me, and I to him. I kept in contact with him throughout my life, until he died.


From what I can gather, we were on the books of the Anglican Church as welfare recipients and we also came under the administration of the Northern Territory, which was a Commonwealth responsibility. Even so, we quickly became a drain on the coffers of the Anglican Church. While it received a certain amount of money as subsidy for each of us, the Church still had to pay for the person who looked after us, plus the domestic help.


In the early days all the eldest children were used as domestics and cooks, particularly the girls. The dormitories were kept separate – the boys were in one part and the girls were kept in another. When we got older we had to do our own cooking, and the girls had to do theirs.


Not long after we arrived I started at Mulgoa primary school, which was about a two-kilometre walk from the home. Mulgoa primary was a one-teacher school where David Jolly, a Scotsman, was the teacher. Mr Jolly was a very fine person. I liked him very much. He looked after me very well and I looked after him, too, I think, because I used to do odd jobs like running messages and chopping his wood.


There was only one classroom in the school and six rows of desks, a school grade to each row, from grade one to grade six. I started in grade one or two. Having had to learn English, the grammar was a bit difficult for me. I still have problems with my English: every now and again I fall back into my old language; I forget words. But on the whole I did reasonably well at school.


As at all the schools in those days, we had to pledge allegiance to the flag. I was brought up on the Australian flag and the Union Jack and Banjo Paterson and Henry Lawson. That was the world I grew up in. Aborigines were not a part of that. At school, when they said, ‘Yes, Captain Cook discovered Australia,’ I’d often look around and say, ‘Well what about us? We were always here.’ I remember that at a very early age.


We were always hungry. I was often so hungry that I’d volunteer for cooking and washing-up duties, so I could sneak a few sausages or whatever was being cooked. Cleaning up, I ate the scraps. Even at school we used to be hungry. I hate to think about it now, but we used to look in the bins for leftover crusts or bread. A boy who lived across the road from the home soon became one of my best friends. His name was Brian Walker – he was Ken’s younger brother – and he used to share his lunch with me. Brian used to get his sandwiches fresh from home at lunchtime and they were made from white bread freshly baked every day. I really envied Brian’s lunches: he had the nicest fillings in those sandwiches – cheese with pepper, things like that. I really enjoyed the pepper. Sometimes he’d have butter with peanut paste; I thought it was luxury.


In contrast I had a meagre little parcel of brown-bread sandwiches, often stale, spread with jam and other fillings. Some days we had no lunch at all. At times we were so hungry that we’d go to the back of the schoolyard at recess and lunchtime, down among the wattle gums, and eat the gum off the trees. We weren’t allowed to go too far because the yard went right down to a dam but we used to sneak down there anyway. Sometimes we’d eat little grasses that we called plum pudding. There were grass seeds that we’d pick and sometimes we’d have a few little yams from the grasses as well.


One day the home ran out of food and they ended up getting food from somewhere during the morning. They brought it to the school, just to us mission kids, and we had to eat it separately. It was raining that day so we were eating under cover. It was embarrassing to be separated from the other kids, but the lunch that day was cooked – rice and stew, all served hot.


Things like Brian’s lunches gave me some idea of what was normal in the community, compared to what we were getting. Things like that made you very conscious of how different you were. First of all there was the hunger, and then we were dressed differently – in old khaki trousers and shirts. We never had underclothes, or very rarely. I had one pair of socks that lasted me for years and they had huge holes in the heels. I used to fold the socks down to cover the holes in my shoes, but I wouldn’t let those socks out of my sight because they were the only ones I had. Sometimes they got washed and sometimes, most times, they didn’t.


[image: image]


At school we were always kept to our grade’s lessons. In grade three, when Mr Jolly was teaching the grade-six class, I knew all of what was going on there. I could spell all the words and do their maths. I learned all their poetry and have appreciated it ever since. I had a very retentive memory and was able to recite the poetry that had to be learned by the kids above me off by heart. I particularly enjoyed Australian poems, the rhythm and the imagery they conjured in my mind. The bush was part of that – Banjo Paterson, Henry Lawson, Dorothea Mackellar. However, that’s also when I realised you could learn more than you were actually being taught – and yet you were never given the opportunity to learn that much more.


One day, as we were walking to school, two of the girls from the home had a crust of bread, and they said, “You want a bit?’


I said, ‘Yeah.’ It was a bit of dry bread, nothing else, but I was so hungry. I said, ‘Yeah, I’ll have some.’ I was very shy then, a very shy individual. At the time I was keen on this girl at school called Shirley Ryan. She had long, fair plaits. I don’t think she ever knew that I was keen on her; it was one of those sorts of relationships.


So the girls said, ‘Tell us if you like Shirley Ryan.’


I wouldn’t have told anyone normally, but I really wanted a bit of that bread.


And the girls said, ‘If you say yes, you’ll get some bread.’


I couldn’t make myself say yes, so I wrote a ‘Y’ on the dirt road with my foot, to say yes. I did it for a bit of bread. That’s my first inkling of liking a girl. I thought she was one of the prettiest girls at school.


[image: image]


The home at Mulgoa was very staid. The area was quiet country – isolated and insular. The strongest characteristics of the place were hunger and religion, which are fairly potent issues to be exposed to at such a tender age. We were being brought up in a little enclave. The only places I ever visited outside the home were Brian Walker’s house, just to go in and out, and the houses of some other boys from school – John Brunton, Rex Eisenhuth and Ken Baker. They were the only places I can remember going to, and I never stayed long, probably just had a drink of water and that was about it. At the home we were pretty well made to feel outside of society, outside of other families, never part of anything.


At Mulgoa we had three or four cows, mainly Jersey cows, and we had the job of milking them. I wasn’t that good at milking. Boofa was better at milking though, and I ended up looking after the chooks. I treated the chooks as my pets. I loved them. Some of those chooks would let me just walk up and pet them: I could lay them on the ground and pick them up and they didn’t mind being stroked and cuddled. There were even a couple of chooks that would allow me to catch the eggs as they were being laid.


The chooks were fed bran, pollard and wheat. At times I thought the chooks were better fed than us. We also used to mix the bran and pollard with some molasses for the calves that were born. I used to eat the bran. Given half the chance, I would eat the chook feed. I’d sit there with a big mouthful and say, ‘I’ve fed the chooks,’ but I didn’t say, ‘I’ve fed myself as well.’


In the home, Boofa copped a little more than me, mainly because he did things his own way and didn’t succumb to their discipline. He wasn’t as responsive as me. Tim Campbell was a bit slower than me in picking those things up, but he still trod carefully – and he was cute, so he got away with more.


One of the hardest moments for all of us in the home was when we heard that Jerry Hill’s mother had died. We all felt terribly sorry for him because it meant he was an orphan. Looking at the situation we were in, we might have seemed just as badly off, but at least we still had mothers somewhere who we might be able to make contact with, after, which was good for us.


I don’t think Jerry ever got over the shock of that loss. He became a loner. He seemed always isolated within his mind. I shared a room with him for years and years after. We got on well, we didn’t have many fights, but I thought his circumstances were very much sadder than mine. I think losing his mother affected him more than we could understand at that time.


He was quite vague in lots of ways. We often thought, after his mother died, ‘That’s part of what you become when you are orphaned.’


I later learned that his family background was even more complex than most of ours. His father was a white man called Ly Underdown who owned a hotel in Alice Springs. Jerry’s mother was May Woodford Hill and she was of Aboriginal and Chinese descent. I’m not sure if his father had an Irish or English background. Jerry never pursued his father or tried to make a connection, even though we went back to Alice Springs on many occasions together.


I always felt as if I had a father and mother. Both. Because we were always taught that being born out of wedlock carried a stigma, the fact that my father wasn’t married to my mother made me feel a bit ashamed – but it didn’t diminish my desire to know who my father was.


Being Aboriginal, and my mother being a traditional woman, meant there was that obvious connection I could pursue, and the relations I grew up with always ensured I continued to remember my background and to relate to it.


While I was at Mulgoa I was asked if I wanted to be adopted by a white family. A lot of white families came in to visit us as part of the Church movement and they’d ask one or two of the children if they wanted to be adopted – because of their looks or because they got on with their other children or whatever. Jim Foster was asked by Archbishop Mole, who was then the archbishop of Sydney, if he wanted to be adopted. Jim said, ‘No, I want to be with the others.’ Then I was asked if I wanted to be adopted out. I didn’t know who to, but I said no anyway. At least they asked us in those days. I was very thankful for not being adopted out without giving my permission.


Still, the system was at work around you all the time, controlling every area of your life. You’d want to get on with other things that you knew were out there somewhere, but you could never get hold of them, you could never find them.


It was in the twilight times, with dark coming in, when there was a time to contemplate life free of the stranglehold of the system. They were often trying to make you go to bed then, but it was at that time of the day that your mind was allowed to wander freely for a short period.Yet you always knew that you’d wake up the next day confronted with the same routine. Hunger, religion, discipline.


One night was different. One of the features of the rectory was a huge sandstone block, like a low font. The block was supported on a steel framework that allowed it to be moved around and the sandstone was hemispherical: underneath, it was perfectly round, and on top it was hollowed out to about thirty centimetres deep. The hollow held water, and we were told that the convicts used to be tortured by being tied underneath where the water seeped through the sandstone. Other times they were chained in the cellar where we little kids were sleeping. We were told that quite early on.
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