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    Introduction




    This book is a series of short biographies of Aboriginal men and women from the Western District of Victoria. It draws partly on oral histories, including the memories of Koori Elders, and partly on official records created by the invading culture. It tells the stories of individuals negotiating, each in his or her own way, the circumstances imposed upon them by European occupation of their land and the dispossession that followed.




    When I began these biographies, as a gubba (white) historian living in the Western District, I doubted that I would find enough material. Nothing could be further from the truth. On the one hand, local Elders generously shared with me an oral tradition stretching back to the establishment of the Western District Aboriginal stations at Framlingham (1865) and Lake Condah (1867) and to the poisonings and violence of the earlier contact period in the 1830s and 1840s. On the other, I was first impressed and then appalled at the quantity and detail of the information that survived in official records. Perhaps it was my new preoccupation with individuals that opened my eyes. The truth was well put by Commissioner Elliott Johnston, QC, in the National Report of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody:




    

      Aboriginal people have a unique history of being ordered, controlled and monitored by the State. For each individual there are files maintained by agents of the State; schools, community welfare, adoption, medical, police, prison, probation and parole and, finally, coroners’ files document each life to a degree that few non-Aboriginal peoples lives would be recorded. Not infrequently the files contain false or misleading information; all too often the files disclose not merely the recorded life history of the Aboriginal person but also the prejudices, ignorance and paternalism of those making the record.




      . . . The files start from birth; perhaps recording a child adopted out, perhaps its birth merely noted as a costly additional burden; through childhood, perhaps forcibly removed from parents after having been categorized as having mixed racial origins and therefore being denied a loving upbringing by parents and family; through encounters at school, probably to be described as truant, intractable and unteachable; to juvenile courts, magistrates courts, possibly Supreme Court; through the dismissive entries in medical records (‘drunk again), and in the standard entries in the note books of police investigating death in a cell (‘no suspicious circumstances’).1


    




    I have not chosen the subjects of these biographies because they are representative of the life of the average Koori, though their experiences say a lot about what it has meant to be Aboriginal. Some are here because memories of them were alive in the oral tradition of Koori communities. Others, in a sense, chose themselves by living a life in the written records of the past. Some provided information to nineteenth-century ethnographers such as James Dawson, Brough Smyth and A. W. Howitt; others acted as leaders in making the views of their community felt, or were local identities who attracted regular press comment, or repeatedly came to the attention of the authorities, so that they built up fat files in various archives.




    Weaving through these Koori biographies are the stories of several influential Europeans, who exercised their power for good or for ill. Among them are a number of individuals who were prepared to speak up on behalf of Aboriginal interests at the risk of being ostracised by their fellow settlers—James Dawson, author of one of the few sustained studies of the language and customs of the Western District Aboriginal people, and his daughter Isabella; John Murray, MLA for Warrnambool and later Chief Secretary and Premier of Victoria, who tirelessly defended Aboriginal interests inside and outside Parliament; William Goodall, manager of the Framlingham Aboriginal Station, whose affection for the people under his charge put him at odds with his employers; and a number of landowners and townspeople who at various times supported local Aboriginal people against the dictates of an unfeeling administration. Other Europeans emerge from these stories in a less flattering light. Foremost among these is a missionary, the Reverend John Heinrich Stahle, manager of the Lake Condah Aboriginal Station. For this I make no apology. Stahle’s power and the way in which he used it were central to the lives of many of the people mentioned in these biographies. It is difficult to be objective about the missionaries. In Mr Maloga, Nancy Cato admits that when she was young she was deeply prejudiced against them, believing them to be ‘interfering busy-bodies who destroyed local cultures and customs . . . in order to enforce their Christian beliefs and moral standards’. More recently she reached the conclusion that men such as John Green at Coranderrk and Daniel Matthews at Maloga did Valuable work’, providing practical help to Aboriginals and speaking out against abuses when no one else was prepared to do so. The Reverend Dr Keith Cole takes a similar view in his brief history of the Lake Condah Aboriginal Station.




    Whether one views the missionaries with condemnation or approval, there is no denying that running an Aboriginal station was extremely difficult. It was precisely those who showed most independence of spirit, who stood up for their rights, that the missionaries felt impelled to force to obedience. At Lake Condah, Stahle repeatedly invoked the ultimate weapon, the passing by the government of an Order in Council requiring an Aboriginal to reside where ordered, always distant from country and kin. In this crushing way the power of the state, and of the Board and its local representative, the mission manager, was demonstrated to all who might be considering some independent thought—something it was officially stated that Aboriginals lacked.




    Life is a complicated business and human behaviour wonderfully varied, making the truth about an individual life hard to know. This is particularly so when the main sources have been created largely by another culture, which at the time either was dispossessing or had dispossessed those about whom the records were being created. I have worked hard to overcome this. As much as possible I have sought to present the voice of the Koori ancestor, using his or her own words. What you have here is not the truth so much as the truth seen from a number of different vantage points. It is easy to identify the values and vested interests that led a mission manager to describe certain behaviour and incidents as he did. The same is true of all the people whose views appear here. The ultimate truth may be elusive, but enough information survives for us to experience the dimensions of these individual Koori lives.




    I wanted particularly to find out what survived about individuals in the contact period—to seek out records of names and births and parentage surviving in official documents and local history. Over the years many Kooris, knowing of my interest in such things, have approached me hoping that I had come across their ancestors’ tribal names so that they could bring these names back into use. I watched out for such information. I am interested not only in the impact of European arrival and culture but also in the evidence of the survival and adaptation of traditional customs—largely missing from the Board records, where the emphasis was on the degree to which Aboriginals were being successfully ‘civilised’.




    I also visited Koori descendants seeking any help they could give—family stories, genealogical details, photos, suggestions as to where to look for information. As a result the project changed shape, growing and transforming itself over time. As I added their questions to mine and listened to their comments and stories, I gained a new understanding of the way information from the past shapes the present. This was no distant past, but a past that had the power to confirm identity, to provide proof of Aboriginality, of tribal background and of changes to kinship links brought about by European intervention—all of increasing importance in the post-Mabo era.




    Stories from the Koori oral tradition show how differently the shared experience is perceived by indigenous and settler Australians. The account of events from the Koori side, so long ignored in conventional histories, allows non-Kooris to appreciate the effect of European colonisation as Kooris felt it. Stories from the oral tradition help non-Kooris to understand ‘the true history of the past’, as Kirrae wurrung Elder Banjo Clarke would say—that is, a history that includes what Kooris know happened to their people. As well as providing evidence of how incidents appeared from ‘the other side of the frontier’, these stories indicate which aspects of the past were seen as valuable to keep alive for the next generation. When Banjo Clarke tells the story of young Pompey Austin’s death, for example, it doesn’t matter to him whether it was Pompey’s brother or nephews who were in jail with him at the time. What matters is that there was family with him, for that’s how Banjo knows what Pompey did in the last hours before his death. The reason he was in jail isn’t important, either—rabbit stealing, drunkenness, vagrancy or whatever—all minor offences for which almost all the local Koori men were jailed at one time or another. What matters is that he was in jail when he died—many Western District Aboriginals know the jail well, though few have died in custody—and how the human spirit triumphs in adversity. The story of how Pompey lived in those last few hours of his life is something to be remembered and proudly told.




    Most of the people about whom I have written lived in the Warrnambool-Framlingham area for at least part of their lives. For those who are unfamiliar with the area, it is important to know that there are two Framlinghams—in the words of a Koori friend, ‘a white one and a black one’—a few kilometres apart. In this book all references are to the black one, the Framlingham Aboriginal community.




    In the past I would have taken care to explain that Framlingham was not a mission station like Lake Condah, where a missionary employed by the Church of England Mission managed the station while receiving food and clothing for the residents from the Board for the Protection of the Aborigines (BPA). Framlingham was solely a Board station, and for most of the time it had a non-clerical manager appointed by the Board. I would also have explained that it ceased to be an Aboriginal station as early as 1889–90. Now I have come to understand that the Framlingham Aboriginal community has been a living and evolving entity ever since 1865. To those involved, the dates that mark the end of one government-imposed policy and the beginning of another blur and are often relatively unimportant compared with the continuing life of the community. Now, like everyone else, I call Framlingham ‘the mission’. For most of its history the Framlingham community has been subjected to what can be quite accurately termed missionary activities of one kind or another.




    Concern is sometimes raised that in writing Aboriginal history it is best to avoid matters that might make non-Aboriginal people feel guilty. My aim is not to make people feel guilty but to state what happened. This needs to be known, whether it makes people feel guilty or not. Otherwise white people’s history remains different from what Aboriginal people know to be the truth. There can be no expectation of good relations between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians until we accept our shared history.




    This is not to suggest that more Aboriginals died in the south as a result of violence than from the effects of introduced diseases to which the Aboriginals had no immunity. Measles, whooping cough, diphtheria, tuberculosis, influenza and even the common cold could kill people who had no immunity to them. But does the fact that more Aboriginal people died in the frontier period from introduced disease than from violence mean that we should edit out any mention of the killing of Aboriginals from our history? And should the fact that Aboriginals killed Aboriginals be used to excuse the actions of Europeans? We live among community members who tell of war against their people, here on the Western District plains and in the distant mountains and around many of the waterholes. It is impossible to sit and listen to the accounts and not feel their anger and pain as they recall the treatment meted out to their people in the past and recount stories of the discrimination they continue to experience in the present.




    Untold Stories is an exploration of the way the past lives in the present, shaping how we see ourselves and constantly reminding us of who we are. Justifying his inclusion of a chapter on history in the Report of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody, Commissioner Elliott Johnston stated that he had done so ‘not because the chapter adds to what is known but because what is known is known to historians and Aboriginal people; it is little known to non-Aboriginal people and . . . it must become more known’.2 In a similar vein, I have written these biographies in the hope that the circumstances of individual lives will touch the hearts of people in the general community as well as making the archival information more accessible to Kooris.
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      Locations OF Victorian Stations AND Reserves, 1860–1966.


      SINCE 1966 SOME LAND FROM THE MAIN ABORIGINAL STATIONS HAS BEEN RETURNED TO ABORIGINAL COMMUNITIES THROUGH LAND ACTS, INCLUDING THE VICTORIAN ABORIGINAL LANDS ACTS 1970 AND 1991 AND THE COMMONWEALTH ABORIGINAL LAND (LAKE CONDAH AND FRAMLINGHAM FOREST) ACT 1987. WHILE LAKE CONDAH, EBENEZER, RAMAHYUCK AND CORANDERRK GAINED VERY SMALL AREAS, LARGELY THE CEMETERY AND ACCESS ROAD, FRAMLINGHAM AND LAKE TYERS GAINED LARGE PORTIONS OF THE PREVIOUSLY RESERVED LAND. RECENTLY, MORE LAND (AT LAKE CONDAH, FRAMLINGHAM AND CORANDERRK) HAS BEEN PURCHASED WITH FUNDS FROM COMMONWEALTH AND STATE GOVERNMENT AGENCIES.


    


  




  

    
CHAPTER 1 ‘Did you ever read your history?’





     MRS MARY CLARKE 




    REMEMBERS
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      Mrs Mary Clarke of Framlingham, who passed on in 1984


    




    Mary Edwards of Cummeragunja Aboriginal Station, on the New South Wales side of the Murray River, married Norman Clarke from the Framlingham Aboriginal community at Echuca on 26 November 1910. She then moved south to live among her husband’s people. I interviewed her in her home at the Framlingham Aboriginal Settlement in 1979, five years before she passed on.




    In this interview, Mrs Clarke related stories she had heard from her mother-in-law, Alice Clarke, whose parents lived through frontier dispossession. She told of the treatment Aboriginals received when white settlers moved into the Western District from the late 1830s onwards. Alice Clarke, née Dixon, married Frank Clarke in 1879. Their parents were of the generation that was dispossessed, and Frank and Alice would have heard first-hand accounts of what had transpired. The European presence in the Western District of Victoria is so recent that three overlapping lifetimes easily span the period from before European contact to the 1980s.




    Mrs Clarke:




    Well, what she told me was—she travelled with some tribes from Portland down to Warrnambool there. There was so many that they separated. And they heard, the tribe she was with walking said, ‘Well meet you in the morning.’ The other tribe, an overseer popped up and seen all ‘em travelling—children and all, and women carrying the babies on the back—and he said to them, spoke to them, but they couldn’t understand. When they talked in the language, he couldn’t understand that, so he said, Are you hungry?’ and they shook their heads, and he said, ‘Well, you go and sit down over there in that shed.’ And they went there. He said, Til make you something to eat,’ and he had a great big boiler. He had a boiler there. It was in the shearing shed that he took them to have this meal. The shearing shed. They was finished shearing and they took the Aborigines there to have something to eat. They were weak and hungry, and she said, she said to some of her friends, Tm not stopping. I’m gunna go on, I’ll go on and I’ll come, we’ll come back’—she was with her tribe, they split up like, and she was with her tribe—and she said, Til come back next morning.’




    So they did come back and—I’m not finished—wait a minute. The overseer made this porridge and he finished them. He put strychnine in it. They didn’t know what he was doing, and they’re all sitting around looking hungry, all sitting there, little children and all, and he was giving them the porridge, serving the porridge out to them, and they all went—flop. He murdered them with the porridge, the strychnine in the porridge. And when my mother-in-law came back with her tribe, she said she find them all dead. Children on the mothers—the babies on the mother’s breast and little tiny fellows and them all laying about all scattered around dead. And, and they went ahead. They came this way to Warrnambool. They came from Portland to Warrnambool, all the rest of them, and there was a place in Tower Hill. There was a lot of people shot there too.




    Jan:




    Was that squatter’s station near Portland?




    Mrs Clarke:




    Yes, yes, near Portland. I know the man’s name, but I really forget it.




    He died. He died walking the floor. He died walking about, walking about. He was haunted, he was worried, he died and one old Aboriginal woman was in this place—they had her there for help, the lady of that place—and when she saw him sick and he fell over, and he was dying and she said, she said, ‘You—that’s what you get,’ she said. ‘You poison my people, now you dead,’ she said. [Pause] ‘You are a no good man do that, all my people are dead now’ And so that was the finish of that.




    And I was telling you about—oh, I think I told you about the [pause] Condah, Bloody Lake, they called it. Did I tell you?




    Jan:




    No.




    Mrs Clarke:




    Well, she [pause] that happened and they finished up all dead, and my mother-in-law and her tribe they come ahead.




    What I was gunna tell ya, my mother-in-law—they killed the poor Aboriginal women. No, killed the men and they raped the poor Aboriginal women, and when the Aboriginal women had their children and they were white, they’d throw ‘em away. They’d throw ‘em away, get rid of them. They wouldn’t have ‘em. [Pause] And that happened and it happened in those days. Yes, they didn’t like the white child, they’d throw it away—just get it and throw it away, soon as it was born.
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      THOUGH MARY CLARKE WAS SHY, SHE WAS A FIGHTER FOR THE RIGHTS OF HER PEOPLE, AS THESE NEWSPAPER EXTRACTS SHOW. HER PLEA TO WHITE AUSTRALIANS TO ‘LEAVE US A TINY CORNER’ APPEARED IN THE MELBOURNE ARGUS ON 22 FEBRUARY 1951 , AND THE ACCOMPANYING LETTER WAS PUBLISHED IN THE ARGUS ON 8 DECEMBER 1951


    




    And that’s what they done. They just done that to the old Aborigines, shot ‘em down. And they had a terrible, terrible time. They—they couldn’t move. They took over, as a matter of fact. They took over the poor Aboriginal women and killed their husbands. And I always say that some day they gunna answer for that, because some day they gunna be judged for the wrong they’ve done Aborigines. And that will come very soon, too.




    Jan:




    Did your mother-in-law tell you that the children that were white were killed? Or did someone else?




    Mrs Clarke:




    Yes, she told me, she told me that. She said they wouldn’t have it. Lots of people today say, ‘You’re not Aboriginal, you’re white.’ I was in the hotel having lunch, and two women walked in. They were at the table before me and I came in and sat up at the table, and one of them said to me, ‘Where do you come from?’ I said, Ί come from the Aboriginal settlement,’ I said, ‘the Aboriginal settlement at Framlingham.’ One of them said, ‘Oh, you’re not Aboriginal, you’re white like us.’




    I said, ‘Well, did you ever read your history?’ I said, ‘You may be related to me for all I know,’ I said, ‘according to history.’ I said that to them. [She laughs.] I said that to them. They looked at me and I said, Ί should have been a full-blood Aboriginal woman only for the white man’s sin,’ I said, ‘went amongst the old people, inoffensive Aboriginal women,’ I said, ‘inoffensive poor things,’ I said, ‘and killed their men to get at their women,’ I said. ‘Did you ever read your history?’ I said. They said, ‘No.’ ‘Well, you want to read it,’ I said, ‘because I should have been a full-blood Aboriginal woman.’ I said, ‘All half-castes is the white man’s sin, what they done amongst the Aborigines in the early days, the Aboriginal women.’




    I told them straight. I never worried go back in telling them, saying you’re not Aborigine, you’re white. Well—that happened in the early days, you see. The older women. They disgraced them. But they wouldn’t have their white babies. They threw them away.




    And I don’t know what else I could think of now.




    Jan:




    You were telling me about the Lake at Condah, the bloody lake.




    Mrs Clarke:




    There is a lake down at Condah up to this present day. And I went down there for a trip, both myself and my husband, and I had a relation down there and she was telling me everything. She told me everything. And she said, ‘You know,’ she said, ‘that lake over there, they call it "bloody lake", my girl,’ she said. I said, ‘Why?’ She said, ‘Because they shoot all the Aboriginal people and children and all—all the convicts, whatever they were. Shot ‘em all down and they raced,’ she said, ‘they raced into the lake and dived in there to get out of the road of the shots. And, shot ‘em all, children and all, the mothers with the babies in their arms and some crawled into the burrows, on the side of the bank and—they—that lake was like blood. It was turned into blood and from that day to this, they called it the bloody lake.’




    Yes, that was a wicked thing to do, and they had a terrible time with them down there when the convicts were all roaming around and looking for women and that, and so this is what they come across, this settlement, Condah. And ah, the poor Aborigines just walking around, hunting and all that, and they see these fellows all coming and they raced down to this lake, all went into it. And there was one woman, one old Aboriginal woman what told the tale. The rest were all dead. Drowned. She told the tale. She said, she hid in the reeds. She went into the lake with the rest of them, but she hid in the lake from them and they missed her. And that was the one that told the tale to everyone that knew, that’s how they know it today.




    Oh, some cruel things, some cruel things that were done, they were very cruel people, they were. I said some day they are going to answer for that when they stand before God. And I said that they’ve gotta answer for all what they’ve done. I said they were very cruel to our people in the early days. They flogged them and shot them and—and they murdered them.




    They were murdered everywhere—all over Australia. They got Australia for nothing and they treated our Aborigines like dirt and murdered them and killed them. It gets on my nerves when I think of it, of what’s left. . .




    There used to be an old woman in Warrnambool, she was camped about, down near where the guns are, you know [at Cannon Hill]. And she used to come up and sit down in the gutter, sit down in Warrnambool, and smoke her pipe, and a lot of larrikins would come along and laugh at her and tease her and they say she used to get up and chase them—and chase them—she’d be looking about, looking about to see what she had to hit them with, but they’d be gone.




    She couldn’t find a spear or nothing. They went away. She said, I’ll kill you, I’ll kill you.’ They used to tease her—poor old woman.




    Oh, yes, there’s a lot of stories and I forget a lot and that’s only what my mother-in-law told me. But—that’s all I can think of.




    Jan:




    Miss Murray* it seems also helped Aborigines. . .




    Mrs Clarke:




    They [the Murrays] were lovely people. They used to feed all the Aborigines—everyone from the whole settlement would go in there for the races and go to her place and they would have everything ready for them to eat. They were lovely people, yes. Before they go to the races they would be full. They were very good. They were lovely people.




    They [the men] used to travel in the sports—foot-running and hurdling. They used to follow right up to Bendigo and everywhere. That’s where I met my husband. He came up there [to Cummeragunja], he came up there while I was there. It was very pleasant there when they used to come, the boys—everyone would make them welcome, like. Oh, it was a beautiful setting!




    





    * Sister of John Murray, MLA for Warrnambool 1884–1916 and Premier of Victoria January 1909 to May 1912.




    Jan:




    Much better than here?




    Mrs Clarke:




    Oh, there were three hundred children going to school. White children too. There used to be a lot of white people farming on a big hill, big sandhill, a couple of miles off the settlement, and their children used to walk to school on the settlement. Lovely people, they were. There was no prejudice that time.




    There was a black man teaching us. He happened to be an Indian, and he married one of our women. He was well educated and he teached us all. Oh, a lovely man, a good Christian man. Mm. I met my husband that way. He come up to New South Wales with all the rest of the boys—they all dead now—they all died. So I’ve had a very good experience.




    Jan:




    Did you ever go over and stay at Lake Condah when it was still a mission station?




    Mrs Clarke:




    No. I came from Cummeragunja down here. It was a big settlement on the Murray River. They had three hundred children going to school, they had a church, they had a chemist, they had a hospital and they had a big store. It was a lovely place—you wouldn’t want for anything. Oh, yes, I can picture everything that happened there, yeah, everything. I had lovely friends and all relations. I mixed with people, and young people at that time wasn’t like the young people today—wild, abusive language, filthy language. I never heard none of it, any of it. It was clean, clean and everybody was friendly. We used to play games, rounders, and we had a big corroboree there once. We used to have good times. [She laughs with pleasure at the memory.]




    Jan:




    Who was the mission manager there?




    Mrs Clarke:




    Mr Harris.




    Jan:




    Cummeragunja sounds better than any of the mission stations that I’ve heard about here. None of them here were big enough to have their own shops, chemist shop and that sort of thing.
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      HUT ON THE FRAMLINGHAM MISSION IN WHICH MARY CLARKE GAVE BIRTH TO HER DAUGHTER AMY. FROM LEFT TO RIGHT: AN UNNAMED VISITOR; BILLY RAWLINGS; MARY’S BROTHERS-IN-LAW, FLEETWOOD CLARKE AND FRANK CLARKE; VISITOR.


    




    Mrs Clarke:




    No, when I come down here it was very, very quiet. I was quite a stranger when I come down here. I lived with my mother-in-law down on the river down here, and everybody was sort of shy—some people. They eventually made friends after they got used to me.




    And I had a picture here of a poor old Aboriginal man. William Good his name was. [To her grandson:] You heard that name, eh, Raymond? He used to preach the gospel. Have you heard that name?




    Jan:




    Yes, I’ve seen pictures of him too.




    Mrs Clarke:




    I had one . . . too, but someone took it from me. He was preaching in the church one day—he was the only minister about, poor old fellow and he wasn’t a young man either. The church used to be full, and one Sunday he was preaching and when he was saying prayers—he was praying—and two dogs was fighting outside and all the people walked out of church to look at the dogs! [She laughs.]
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      THE OLD CHURCH AT FRAMLINGHAM


    




    Jan:




    What did he say to that?




    Mrs Clarke:




    When the poor old fellow, when he opened his eyes he wondered where the people had gone!




    Yeah, he opened his eyes and he wondered where all the people were. Then he went outside and he seen them all standing round the dogs. I’ll never forget that, it was the funniest thing. He was a good old man, a good old Christian man though. He died of old age.




    Yes—that was the funniest thing ever happened. That poor old fellow. He was praying away. And a big mob was in the church too. A big mob in the church, and when he opened his eyes he looked. He couldn’t make out where they’d gone to. He walked out and heard the dogs outside fighting and he went out and seen them and they were all there, standing up. Funniest thing that ever happened. I’ll never forget that.




    He was a good old man, his wife was a good old woman too. There were a few Christian people here at that time when I come, but today there’s no church, no anything—no minister comes or nothing. They’ve all forgot about us. I used to love the church, love the church. It makes me so sad.




    That’s all I can tell you.


  




  

    
CHAPTER 2 ‘An old hand’




     JIM CAIN 




    c. 1830–1882
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      JIM CAIN


    




    Jim (Jem) Cain (Cane or Kane) was an extraordinary character. Born at a time when the only Europeans in the Western District were the whalers and sealers working along the coast, he was later to boast of having shaken hands with the son of the Queen of England. Jim was fond of the races and sporting fixtures, and became well known throughout the district and as far afield as Melbourne, where he attended the Melbourne Cup for several years running. He was sociable and enjoyed a drink or two.




    Jim was well liked, and seemingly had no difficulty in gaining help, in cash or kind, from white citizens of the district. He was always ‘well supplied with money’: ‘Western District people were always ready to supply his wants’, wrote Richard Osburne, a keen observer of the local scene who was proprietor of the Warrnambool Examiner from 1851 to 1880 and author of The History of Warrnambool, published in 1887.1 Michael Heaver, a local policeman, agreed with Osburne’s assessment. Jim, he said, ‘was a great favourite with all classes. At Races and places of amusement people would treat him to a drink even in spite of the police watching and trying to prevent it.’2 He was popular with his own people also. William Good, resident on the Framlingham Aboriginal Station, commented that he was ‘well liked by all the Blackfellows he was an old hand in this district’.3




    Though there is not even a hint of this in the Warrnambool sources, Jim Cain claimed that Warrnambool belonged to him, as I learnt from an article published in the Camperdown Chronicle in 1882.4 Jim identified Warrnambool as his ‘country’, the word Aboriginals use to describe the land to which they are intimately linked and for which they take responsibility. Deborah Bird Rose explains, ‘Country is a place that gives and receives life’:




    

      Country in Aboriginal English is not only a common noun but also a proper noun. People talk about country in the same way that they would talk about a person: they speak to country, sing to country, visit country, worry about country, feel sorry for country, and long for country. People say that country knows, hears, smells, takes notice, takes care, is sorry or happy. . .




      Each [country] has its own people, its own Law, its own way of life . . . In Aboriginal Australia each country is surrounded by other countries. The boundaries are rarely absolute; differences are known, respected and culturally elaborated in many ways. As David Turner says, Aboriginal Australia is made up of a series of ‘promised lands’, each with its own ‘chosen people’.5


    




    In later years Jim lived mainly in Warrnambool but was often to be seen heading out along Raglan Parade or on the road to Belfast (Port Fairy).6 He and his wife Nellie—and Kitty, of whom more later—evaded the sedentary life on the ‘mission’, though in 1876 a government document gave the Framlingham Aboriginal Station as the required place of residence for Jim and Nellie. For this reason their lives provide an interesting contrast to those of Aboriginals residing on the stations.




    How Jim gained his name is part of local history. In 1838, so the story is told, Jim Cain ‘of whaling renown’ was working with another man splitting timber for farm improvements on Yangery Park, a property just a few kilometres to the west of present-day Warrnambool. At lunchtime they took a break, leaving their tools at the work site. When they returned they discovered all their tools had vanished except the cross-cut saw. Aboriginals were blamed. Jim Cain’s shirt, which had been thrown over a stump, was also missing. A short time later the shirt was seen On a young black boy’. From this time on the lad was called Jim Cain. Although he was threatened and entreated to divulge the whereabouts of the missing tools, he refused to do so.7




    In seeking more information about Jim Cain, I turned to Mrs Maisie Clarke, a member of the local Koori community, who informed me she had always been told that she was a descendant of the Cains through her mother, Ester Couzens, a daughter of Harriet Blair, who was a daughter of the Cains.




    I investigated birth, death and marriage records and local history, hoping to augment what I had learnt. I found that in 1862 there was a Nellie (Aboriginal name, Whitburboin) living with Barney (Aboriginal name, Minimalk). They had five children: Jessie, Harriet, Frank, Willie and Mary Anne. They were living at Terang for part of 1862, but saw themselves as members of the Tooram ‘tribe’, a group of Aboriginals living at Tooram, the property of John McMahon Allan, just to the east of Warrnambool at Allansford.8 The word ‘tuuram’ was the Aboriginal name for the tidal estuary of the Hopkins River.
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      Jim and Nellie Cain
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      Nellie Cain’s APPEARANCE TRIGGERED MUCH SPECULATION ABOUT HER ANCESTRY


    




    Marriage and death certificates provide evidence that Nellie Cain was the mother of Jessie and Harriet, but there is conflicting evidence about whether Jim was their father.*




    Nellie has a colourful place in Warrnambool’s history, as she plays a part in the legend regarding the ‘Mahogany Ship’, long claimed to be buried in the sandhills west of Warrnambool and seen as proof that the southern coast of Australia was discovered by Portuguese or perhaps Spanish sailors. In 1836 two men, Gibb and Wilson, lost their whaleboat and their mate when they were trying to enter the mouth of the Hopkins River in search of seals. A plaque at the mouth of the Hopkins now commemorates the event. The survivors walked along the coast to Port Fairy. On the way, they came across a wreck on the coast near Tower Hill and reported it to their employers. From then on a number of people reported seeing the wreck, which gradually disappeared from view over the years, probably covered by the shifting sand. Despite energetic searching and offers of government reward, nobody has so far rediscovered the wreck of the ancient ship.




    Aldo Massola has claimed that Aboriginal tradition supports the idea that the coast was discovered long before the beginning of the nineteenth century, and that Nellie was descended from these early voyagers. In 1969 Massola wrote:




    

      It has been stated that they had a tradition that ‘Yellow Men from the wreck had settled amongst them, intermarrying with the tribe long before the coming of the first ‘white men’ . . . it has been claimed that Nellie . . . was quite different from an ordinary Aboriginal. Her colour, her hair, the general contour of her countenance, and particularly her profile were said to suggest some foreign strain.9


    




    * Harriet was the younger of the two sisters. After the death of her first husband, James Couzens, she married John Wyselaskie on 31 March 1909. On this marriage certificate her parents are named as Nellie and Barney. On Harriet’s death certificate (27 February 1928) her parents are named as James Kane and Nellie Kane. Jessie married Walter Lancaster on 13 February 1909, after the death of her first husband (Brown). On the marriage certificate her parents are named as James Cain and Nellie Allen (many of the Aboriginals living at Tooram took the surname Allan). Jessie, again a widow, married Henry Albert in 1915. This time her mother’s name is given as Nellie Cain but the father’s name is marked unknown.




    Kirrae wurrung Elder Banjo Clarke agrees. He remembers the old people such as Grannie Isabella (Bella) Rawlings talking of people of a different colour being in the area. Banjo also remembers Harriet, daughter of Nellie. She was short and very dark: a quiet, kind old lady. He vividly remembers an incident that occurred when he was only a child. He was on his way down to the Warrumyea Bridge to get a billy of milk from his cousin, who was milking cows. Following a footpath through the mission scrub and trees, he came to Harriet’s hut, which was about the centre of the mission, on the Purnim side of Newnham Avenue:




    The little footpath went past the hut, and as I went past she called me over. ‘Where are you going, my boy?’ she said. ‘I’m going to get a billy of milk.’ ‘You want to hurry, big storm coming.’ And she said, ‘When you come back this way, you come back here.’ On the way back the storm clouds were building up in the south-west. It was getting darker. I was hurrying and trying hard not to spill milk out of the billy. I came to the hut. The old lady called me in. She had an old camp oven on the fire. ‘Wait a minute, my boy,’ she said. ‘It won’t be long, soon be cooked.’ I stood there and watched her as she pulled the oven off the fire, opened it and tipped it over. ‘There, my boy, I’ll wrap it for you.’ I could see it was sweet scone—flour, sugar, dripping, cooked like a damper. I was real happy. She said, ‘You take it home and share it with your brothers and sisters.’ She gave me an old coat. ‘Put this on, my son.’ Rain began to fall. I hurried home. They were all happy. ‘Where did you get it?’ they asked. ‘From the old lady down in the hut,’ I said.10




    Born about 1830, Jim Cain grew up in the midst of the interracial violence that erupted from west of the Hopkins River to the South Australian border during the early 1840s. As late as 1844 Rolf Boldrewood saw no ‘trace of [European] man or habitation’ when he camped with cattle at the mouth of the Merri River ‘just below where Warrnambool now stands’. As he drove over the sand hummocks bordering the beach, the only movement was that of a number of cattle, an ‘outlying group’, which galloped off when he disturbed them. ‘All else’, he wrote, ‘was silent and tenantless as before the days of Cook’.11 But Europeans were near by and had been for some time, and the land was far from untenanted. Had he not heard of the strife that had caused such anguish only two years before his arrival? At that time the residents of the Port Fairy area had appealed to the government for protection against Aboriginal attacks. They complained of the Aboriginals’ numbers, ferocity and cunning, ‘which render them peculiarly formidable’.12




    Those who signed the petition included squatters located over a large area to the east, north and west of Port Fairy: from Hunter at Mount Eccles to the west, to Niel Black in the east and others as far north as the Grampians. Boldrewood was himself shortly to face Aboriginal attacks on his property when he took up Squattlesea Mere run, south of Mount Eccles. Like others whose interests were threatened, he soon came to the conclusion that there was no alternative but to fight:




    

      We could not permit our cattle to be harried, our servants to be killed, and ourselves to be hunted out of the good land we had occupied by a few savages . . .




      [S]hould we crush the unprovoked emeute [Fr: popular rising], or remove the remnant of our stock, abandon our homesteads, and yield the good land of which we had taken possession?




      It would hardly have been English to do the latter. So we had nothing for it but to make the best fight we could.13


    




    Even though Jim Cain was a child, he no doubt heard talk around campfires of European violence, of deaths by shooting and poisoning. Or did elders shield the young from such terrifying news?14 One of the worst cases of poisoning occurred in 1842, inland from Port Fairy at Tarrone, the property of Dr Kilgour and Dr Bernard. A group of Aboriginals crossing the property were invited to stay for a meal and given poisoned food. Three men, three women and three children died from the poisoning. Further inland in the same year, on the station of Smith and Osbrey at Caramut, four Aboriginal women and a child were shot while they lay defenceless, asleep in a tea-tree scrub.




    When it appeared that local settlers were shielding those guilty of this unprovoked attack, Sir George Gipps, the Governor of New South Wales, wrote to Charles La Trobe, Superintendent of the Port Phillip District, threatening that in the interest of justice and humanity he might have to close the district to settlement and turn ‘the whole into an aboriginal Reserve’.15




    The 1840s were also the decade of the Port Phillip Protectorate, when the government appointed a Chief Protector, George Augustus Robinson, and four assistants to protect the interests of the Aboriginals as Europeans moved into the district. In the Western District many Aboriginals would have met both Robinson (the same Robinson who ‘brought in’ the Van Diemen’s Land Aboriginals) and the Assistant Protector in charge in the west, Charles Wightman Sievwright. Sievwright established a Protectorate base at Lake Keilambete in early 1841, but moved to Lake Terang shortly afterwards.




    In February 1842 Sievwright finally moved to Mount Rouse, where 64 000 acres had been reserved for an Aboriginal Protectorate Station. This was the only Protectorate reserve from Geelong to the South Australian border. Aboriginals were encouraged to move to the Protectorate base, which they were told was an ‘asylum . . . instituted to provide for their wants’.16 This station continued for almost eight years but offered little to the Aboriginals. There was no teacher, supplies were few and arrived only intermittently, and the Protectors found they were unable to prevent Aboriginal attacks on European properties or protect Aboriginals from European retaliation.




    The Chief Protector journeyed across the district between May and August 1841 with the aim of meeting as many clans as possible, telling them of the government provisions for their protection, taking a census and collecting information on the location of clans and on Aboriginal customs. His official report recorded his meeting with local Aboriginals on the coast eleven miles east of Port Fairy. On arrival he despatched Aboriginal messengers to the various clans with an official invitation—official in terms of both cultures: he adopted the Aboriginal custom of using messengers, and he was the official representative of the Governor of New South Wales and the Superintendent of the Port Phillip District.




    

      April 26.—Towards evening, a large body of natives (armed) were seen wending their way among the sandhills. At fifty paces from my tent they halted. I went forward, and, the usual preliminary forms being gone through, I was introduced, and explained through my native interpreter the object of my visit. One hundred natives at least were present. They were seated on the ground in rows, and continued so with their weapons beside them during the conference. Presents were distributed. Their original names were written down, and . . . I gave them new ones. . . the evening was spent in song and dance.


    




    The following day messengers were again despatched, and he met a large group of Aboriginals waiting for him beside the track leading to Port Fairy: ‘three hundred at least were collected. The sections were separately formed—the men (armed) in front, the women and children behind. On my approach they stood up’.17 He estimated that he might have met as many as 400 Aboriginals during his stay in the Port Fairy area.18




    Robinson returned in 1842 to investigate claims of Aboriginal attacks on properties in the Port Fairy district. On this trip he met at least fifty Tare-rer gunditj men, women and children three miles west of the Merri River. Between the Merri and the Hopkins River he met nine more Aboriginals, and at Allan’s property he met the local clan, Pat-tat-gil gunditj.19




    Jim Cain may have met the Chief Protector. He may have heard of the Protectorate station. But the reality was that he and his people were on their own. The Protectorate offered little, and by the 1850s the entire scheme had been abandoned as an acknowledged failure. There was no longer any pretence that anything was being done for the indigenous people of the west.




    Aboriginals had become paupers in their own land, forced off their clan territory or allowed on to it only with permission from Europeans, sometimes excluded from special sites, their numbers greatly reduced, cut off from many of the places where they previously hunted and gathered. Their material circumstances, which Geoffrey Blainey has argued were as good as those of the average western European at the time Captain Phillip and the First Fleet arrived,20 had deteriorated markedly, both in absolute and relative terms. There were two reasons. First, as Blainey points out, the standard of living of the average person in ‘many European nations and outposts’ rose significantly in the nineteenth century.21 Second, European settlement led to the loss of the land and all but destroyed the Aboriginal way of life.
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