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Foreword


This book is about the life of Yolngu people as it was in 1935–1943 when Dr Thomson, an anthropologist, was in our country. He came to Arnhem Land following the killing of five Japanese and three Europeans in the Caledon Bay area. Wonggu was my mother’s father and he and the other people mentioned in this book are the parents, grandparents and great grandparents of myself and many people living in the area from Milingimbi to Yirrkala today.


Although this book is written from Dr Thomson’s point of view, it is of special interest to us because of the photographs. Dr Thomson was a very good photographer who took over two thousand photographs of our old people’s way of life before they settled down at Yirrkala and Milingimbi Missions. It is the best pictorial record of our culture and old people that can now be produced. It is linked to the story of Dr Thomson’s travels in Arnhem Land, his reports to the government and his return in the war time to form a coast-watching unit of Yolngu people who helped protect Australia from invasion.


The photographs cover all aspects of our way of life, from house types, fishing methods, material culture and food sources to ceremonial life. Many of the photographs include the names of the people depicted, which makes them of special interest to all of us in north-east Arnhem Land. But this book is for everybody interested in the history and culture of Yolngu people.


Gatjil Djerrkura OAM (1950–2004)







Preface to the First Edition


When Donald Thomson died in May 1970 he left several drafts and outlines of papers and books. One project he had had in mind for many years was a book on Arnhem Land but it had taken second place to several others and little work was done on it. However, Thomson’s wife Dorita and secretary Judith Wiseman, knowing how keen he was that the public should learn something of the events in Arnhem Land during the late 1930s from a point of view sympathetic to Aboriginal people, started to put together an account of his time in Arnhem Land from his published and unpublished writings, with a particular concern to include many of his unsurpassed photographs.


The immense task of preparing Donald Thomson’s superb ethnographic collection for use by scholars resulted in a first draft of this compilation being set aside while more urgent tasks were undertaken. In the meantime Dorita Thomson generously gave me free access to the collection, which had a particular significance for me since Thomson had been the first anthropologist to visit the area where I began my own field research thirty years later. Learning of the plans for the book, I offered to take on the task of preparing it. In doing so I have slightly altered the focus to create a narrative akin, in some respects, to the journals of the early explorers rather than an academic account of Aboriginal life in the 1930s or of the history of north-east Arnhem Land in this period. Since Donald Thomson played a crucial role at the turning point of Arnhem Land’s history, which although partly published is quite unknown to the general public, I decided to construct a narrative, in Thomson’s own words, for the whole period of his involvement. This was not difficult. His style of writing was highly personal, even in government reports, and his passionate commitment to the Aboriginal people kept him constantly in the limelight as advocate, defender and critic, so there was more-than-adequate material. His style suited his view of himself as one of the last of the explorers, which in some ways he was.


This approach seemed all the more important because the accounts of the prewar period gain added significance in the light of Thomson’s little-known involvement with the Arnhem Landers during the early days of the Second World War, when he trained and led a scouting and reconnaissance force of Aboriginal people in the area in preparation for the feared Japanese invasion. The report on this guerilla force remained classified until recently but now the fascinating sidelight it throws on defence activity in the Northern Territory can be placed in its proper perspective. Thomson’s writing is unique in that it names Aboriginal people, presenting them as individuals and active agents in local history in a way few other writings do.


No attempt has been made, therefore, to turn this book into an exhaustive academic or depersonalised account of this period in Arnhem Land history. Thomson was an important part of that history and his own account and perspective are of interest and significance for that reason alone.


Chapters 2 to 6 are edited composite versions of his reports to the Commonwealth Government, parts of which have been reprinted in modified form in the Geographical Journal, expanded by his own journalistic accounts, private correspondence and diaries. Chapter 7 is based on the unpublished army reports. The brief biographical sketch in Chapter 1 is drawn from diverse sources, including discussion with Dorita Thomson, the Australian Archives, the National Library and Thomson’s own published and unpublished writings.


The most difficult problem facing me as editor has been deciding on the extent to which I should alter certain phrasings to protect Thomson from anachronistic criticism. The original writing was done in the late 1930s and early 1940s when Aboriginal people were commonly called ‘natives’ or ‘boys’. He used these terms, as well as ‘Aborigines’/‘Aboriginals’, throughout his writings. Today they have a jarring and unpleasant connotation, which would not accurately reflect the relatively progressive nature of many of Thomson’s views. Although at times his expression and attitudes were more overtly paternalistic than is acceptable today, there can be no doubt that Thomson was in the fore-front of champions of Aboriginal rights, including land rights, recognition of customary law, and the need to respect Aboriginal people as fully responsible Australian citizens with their own views and rights. His sympathy for them, his forceful advocacy to the government on their behalf and his public championing of their cause all serve to underline this. Therefore at the risk of de-Thomsonising the account I have changed terms such as ‘natives’ and ‘boys’ to ‘Aborigines’, etcetera, throughout the narrative. I have also eliminated repetition, introduced names, dates and as much specific detail as possible and standardised the spelling of all but personal names in accordance with the orthography currently in use in north-east Arnhem Land. Save for a few linking paragraphs indicated in the notes, the account is in his own words. For those who wish to consult the materials from which this book has been compiled I include a note on sources at the end.


From the quickest glance through the book, it will be clear that the photographs are an integral part of it. All but two (those on pages 124 and 162, top) were taken by Thomson. He was a superb and enthusiastic photographer. Using a Thornton Pickard half-plate camera and a Graflex he built dark-rooms in the field at each location where he spent any length of time and he developed the glass negatives on the spot. Often he worked late at night or in the early hours of the morning to develop the negatives because in the summer months these were the only times when water temperatures fell back to suitable levels. The plates published have been chosen from the total of some 2,200 that he took in Arnhem Land because they are directly linked to the text, and the captions have been based on his notes.


This book would not have been compiled without Judith Wiseman’s unstinting enthusiasm, energy and attention to detail or the original vision and generous help and friendship of Dorita Thomson. My thanks are also due to Professor G. Dening and the University of Melbourne for providing the funds for me to work on the collection; to the staff of the Department of Anthropology of Museum Victoria for their friendly assistance at all times; and to Hank Nelson, John Mulvaney, Howard Morphy, Frances Morphy and Rosalind Peterson for their help and interest.


Nicolas Peterson


Canberra







Preface to the Revised Edition


The principal change made for this edition is the inclusion of over eighty additional photographs and sixteen new drawings. My intention is to provide a visual ethnography of Aboriginal life in eastern Arnhem Land as it was between 1935 and 1943 and to go some way towards suggesting the vision Thomson had of the Anthropological Bulletin he outlined to the government but never wrote. Thomson’s photographic and ethnographic coverage was very broad and as a result this is the best view of a fully functioning, independent Aboriginal existence, at one moment in time, that we will ever have. His coverage includes domestic life, material culture, subsistence, shelter and religious life. In respect of the latter, the only images included are of those parts of ceremonies at which both men and women are present (that is, public sequences). Great care has been taken in checking the selection of photographs with people across eastern Arnhem Land. I have provided detailed captions to the photographs, drawing on my own knowledge of the area where necessary. Readers interested in exploring the ethnography further should consult L. Warner, A Black Civilization (Harper Brothers, New York, 1937), which is based on field work done at Milingimbi between 1927 and 1929; other sources are listed at the end of the book. Most of the photographs are placed in the text so that they relate directly to the chronology of their taking and the narrative.


A large number of alterations have been made to the previously published text, mainly involving the addition of further details of people and dates, other material from Thomson’s diaries and a few corrections. New ethnographic information includes the addition of a table correlating the seasons with economic activity, food supplies and house types, and extended captions to the photographs. Some additional matter has been included at the end of the biographical sketch (Chapter 1). With the assistance of Frances Morphy, spelling, including that of personal names, has been updated to the current orthography (with the exception of omitting the glottal stop), because many Yolngu now regard its use as standard.


This book could not have been published without the very generous support of the Grimwade Miegunyah Fund on the basis of a submission made by Dr Ray Marginson, Chairperson of the Donald Thomson Collection Administrative Committee – a joint committee of Museum Victoria and the University of Melbourne. Lindy Allen, Melanie Raberts and Rosemary Wrench, at Museum Victoria, are now responsible for the care of the collection. Lindy has been unstinting in her help, support and enthusiasm for the preparation of this edition. She has also been mainly responsible for documenting, with the help of many Yolngu from Milingimbi to Yirrkala, the identities of any unknown people in the images. Thanks are also due to Rosemary Wrench for overseeing the gathering together of the images, to John Broomfield and Jon Augier for printing them (for further details on the illustrations see page 236) and Clive Hilliker for the maps. Last but of course not least, I would like to emphasise my indebtedness to Dorita Thomson and her family for their generous friendship and support throughout.


N.P.


Canberra, May 2003




Amendments to the Paperback Edition


For this paperback edition, a number of the captions have been added to with further identifications of people made possible by recent field research by Louise Hamby and Lindy Allen, supported by an ARC Linkage Project (LP 0347221) between the Australian National University and Museum Victoria titled, ‘Anthropological and Aboriginal perspectives on the Donald Thomson Collection: material culture, collecting and identity’.




I


A Biographical Sketch of Donald Thomson


by Nicolas Peterson


On leaving school in 1920 Donald Thomson turned down a scholarship to study veterinary science at the University of Melbourne, despite his keen desire to go to university and his need for funds to do so. He wanted to study natural science but as no assistance was offering in this field he determined to find a way of following his choice under his own steam. With the help of a lifelong friend he bought a robust horse, Barney, and a cart and went to work for the Lilydale shire carting materials for the road gangs and breaking stones. At the weekends he would cut firewood, deliver it to Croydon Station, then walk Barney and the cart the twelve miles or so to Camberwell Station, where he would pick up the wood and deliver it to his customers.


With the money from his savings, supplemented by work each vacation, and the sale of Barney and the cart, he raised enough to see him through his chosen course at Melbourne University. Such rugged individualism and determination were typical of Thomson throughout his life. They were combined with a sensitivity to criticism, a keen sense of justice, a somewhat austere nature, a biting wit and a tendency for passionate commitment, all making for an unconventional career as an anthropologist and an often difficult and demanding colleague to whom few people were indifferent.


Thomson’s parents were both musicians who came to Melbourne from London. His father set up the Board of Examinations at the Melbourne Conservatorium and spent a great deal of time travelling in connection with his work. Thomson never manifested any musical talent himself, but from an early age he developed a strong interest in natural history, making a collection of birds’ eggs and keeping a natural history diary at the age of ten. This interest appears to have developed during a period when he was frequently absent from school because of ill health: he caught diphtheria and suffered from curvature of the spine. Schooling was further broken by a trip to England with his parents and sister Agnes when he was twelve, with the result that he left school altogether at fourteen to attend the School of Horticulture at Burnley, Melbourne. A year’s experience there re-interested him in secondary schooling so his father sent him to Scotch College. There his penchant for natural history was reflected in his winning a prize in this field and, more tellingly, by being nicknamed Kanga after one of his pets.


At Melbourne University he took parts one, two and three of both zoology and botany with the aim of working in the field making collections. Inspired by Captain Robert Falcon Scott’s antarctic expedition, he wanted to work in the polar regions but realised that he would need to be able to turn his hand to other things besides biology if he were to join any similar expeditions. He thus began systematically to develop a proficiency in photography, particularly of scientific and natural history subjects, embarking on a life-long love.


The desire to join a scientific expedition to a remote region seems to have been an important driving force for Thomson at this time. Early in 1923, during his second year at university, he arranged to see the recently retired Professor of Biology, Sir Baldwin Spencer, who was best known to many people for his anthropological work and writings on the Aranda and other peoples of the Northern Territory. Thomson hoped Spencer might be able to give advice on how to secure a place on the Hubert Wilkins Collecting Expedition, sponsored by the natural history section of the British Museum, which was then advertising for expedition members. Spencer dissuaded Thomson from applying to the expedition and urged him to finish his degree first, promising to help him join an expedition after his graduation.1


Thomson graduated in 1925 and in December of that year he married Gladys Coleman, a fellow student from the year behind him. He was offered a full-time post on the staff of the Department of Botany at £200 a year but chose instead to take a better paying cadetship at the Melbourne Herald, while his wife finished her degree. While working on the Herald it seems he was still concerned to find a way to mount or join an expedition to a remote area. Perhaps mindful of the way in which Spencer had combined both biology and anthropology, and with the support of Professor Wood Jones, who was to play an important part in Thomson’s prewar career, he applied for field work funds to the newly established Australian National Research Council’s committee on anthropological research. He received a reply from Professor Radcliffe-Brown, the first incumbent of the recently established Chair of Anthropology at Sydney University, indicating that there was money available for field work but that Thomson must first get some training. This he decided to do by taking up Radcliffe-Brown’s suggestion that he enrol in the new one-year diploma course in anthropology being started at Sydney. Because Thomson was hard up, Radcliffe-Brown applied for a fee-free year for him and also arranged a part-time demonstratorship in the Zoology Department.


Thomson did well in the course and was awarded the first diploma in March 1928. However, he upset Radcliffe-Brown by not telling him of his marriage until the very end of his course because he was afraid it would be seen as an impediment to doing field work. This, combined with Thomson’s admission of a preference for natural history and a keenness to explore the bush, made Radcliffe-Brown an equivocal supporter in the following years and led him to declare that Thomson was not ‘wholeheartedly a scientist’. Nevertheless, he supported Thomson’s application to the Anthropological Committee of the Australian National Research Council for a grant to work among the peoples of Cape York. Thomson obtained the grant,2 which was for £600 to £500 for expenses and £100 as a personal allowance, later raised by £50.3 Without wasting any time he set out the following month, on 28 April, leaving his wife behind.


The expedition itself went well. In the eight months he was away he travelled over a thousand miles with packhorses, crossing Cape York twice in the process. He took more than two hundred superb plate photographs on glass negatives and made a small zoological collection as well as collecting a great deal of anthropological information. He returned to Melbourne in January 1929 and in a letter to Radcliffe-Brown shortly afterwards said: ‘I should have given almost anything to have been able to make a cinematograph record of the life of … [the Edward River people] and I shall do in future if I return and can obtain a good machine’.4


The doubt about his return to Cape York was occasioned by two factors – one positive, the other negative. The positive doubt was raised by the continued pursuit of his ambition to become involved in polar exploration. To this end he had written on 25 March 1929 to Sir Douglas Mawson who was then organising the Australian Antarctic Expedition, asking to join as the biologist.5 Although initially accepted, he had to be turned down when the New Zealand Government complained that there were too many Australians and not enough New Zealanders. Mawson wrote Thomson a most sympathetic letter saying that he felt his work on Cape York was more important than the work he could do for the expedition in Antarctica and encouraged him to continue with it. The negative factor related to money and accounting for his expenditure to the ANRC. Throughout the first expedition to Cape York there had been minor problems occasioned mainly by distance, poor communication and organisation. In particular, much was made by the treasurer of the ANRC of the fact that one receipt appeared twice in Thomson’s accounts. The treasurer, clearly put out by what he considered Thomson’s peremptory demands for payment of the funds allocated to him and, as it turned out, by other factors, developed a strong dislike for him.


The problems were not enough to stop Thomson applying to the ANRC for a second grant to return to the field and receiving it, although Radcliffe-Brown wanted him to spend a year writing up and working on fellow field worker Ursula McConnel’s material before he returned. This Thomson was not keen to do as he planned to leave in May 1929. On Thomson’s arrival in Sydney the treasurer demanded that all the negatives of the first trip be handed over immediately to the ANRC as they were the council’s property. Thomson refused and resigned his grant, but he set out as planned, accompanied by his wife and supported by his income from newspaper articles. This precipitated a major crisis in the ANRC, which called a special meeting to discuss the matter.


It was four years before the matter was resolved, during which time the treasurer continued his insinuations and accusations against Thomson’s integrity and honesty. Radcliffe-Brown became less supportive and voiced criticism of Thomson for spending so much money on photography, which he felt was an extraneous subject and in danger of becoming the focus of his work. He pointed out that workers such as Warner and McConnel had handed over their collections of artefacts to the ANRC. Sir David Masson, vice-president of the council, put up a strong defence of Thomson, describing him as a ‘young man with genius and some of the faults of genius’. Nothing was resolved but happily Thomson was away from it all, continuing his field work.6


A year later Sir Thomas Lyle, president of the ANRC, circulated a long letter to the executive committee for anthropological research, setting out Thomson’s side of the case and suggesting that a complete retraction of all allegations by the treasurer be demanded and sent by letter to Thomson. If this were not done, he pointed out, or if Thomson were not given the chance to refute the accusations, ‘it is obvious that his career in Australia as an anthropologist is ended, seeing that the members of the Australian National Research Council and of its Anthropological Committee are the scientists who will control future anthropological research in this country for some time to come’.7 Although the matter of the negatives was resolved, and Thomson could keep them, he never received the apology.8 However, on the death of the treasurer all became clear. He himself had been misappropriating the ANRC funds and had destroyed many of the Councils records to cover his tracks.9 Thomson was thus cleared: difficult he may have been, but dishonest he was not. Even so, the whole affair had not only turned Thomson off the Research Council but also made it difficult for him to get funds from the Anthropological Research Committee that controlled anthropological research in Australia until 1955. As Sir Thomas Lyle had foreseen, Thomson became alienated from the Sydney clique, which dominated professional anthropology well into the 1960s, and chose to seek funds elsewhere. Until the end of the war he financed his research with grants from Melbourne University and by the publication and syndication of more than 900 articles in magazines and newspapers. Many of these articles appeared in the Melbourne Herald, with which he sought to ally himself for influential public support, support that he duly received in the subsequent years.


On his return from the second expedition to Cape York late in 1929, Thomson joined the staff of the Walter and Eliza Hall Institute of Research in Pathology and Medicine in Melbourne for two years to work on the development of an anti-venom for tiger-snake bites.10 In 1932 he joined the University of Melbourne, where he became a research fellow attached to the Department of Anatomy. It was the beginning of a staff association with the university that lasted, with a few minor interruptions, until Thomson retired as Professor of Anthropology in 1968.


With the move to the university and the completion of his doctorate of science in 1934, Thomson established his switch from the natural to the social sciences, although he never lost interest in zoology or botany, making collections of considerable value both in Arnhem Land and later in the desert while on anthropological field work. His publications reflect the switch.11 His earliest academic publication was on birds in The Emu, the journal of the Royal Australasian Ornithologists Union of which he was briefly associate editor when he was twenty-one. From the period 1930 to 1935 he was publishing both in zoology and in anthropology, including (in 1935) his first book, Birds of Cape York Peninsula, and three long and well-illustrated papers on his anthropological work in Cape York, one of which cost the Royal Anthropological Institute the significant sum of £130 to print because of the number of superb photographs included. More significant anthropologically, however, were two shorter papers published in the American Anthropologist, one on joking and obscenity and the other on fatherhood.12


In 1932 the university financed Thomson’s third and final expedition to Cape York by making him a Bartlett research scholar. Once again his wife accompanied him. During the expedition he spent considerable time in the vicinity of the Presbyterian Mission at Aurukun. He himself had been brought up a Presbyterian and was an active churchgoer until that time. His attitude was changed dramatically, though, during the course of the year – in particular as the result of an event in December that can be seen retrospectively as a watershed in his life.


For many years, indeed into the 1960s, Aurukun was controlled with a rod of iron by a superintendent of long standing. Under his regime and by his hand Aboriginal people were summarily punished by complete or partial head shaving, flogging, chaining and imprisonment. The prison was a galvanised iron building, seven by twelve feet, divided into two compartments and containing as many as six adult prisoners at one time. For such a trivial offence as late delivery of the milk to the white staff’s holiday camp on Archer Bay, miles from the mission, an Aboriginal man, Billy Blowhard, was threatened with gaol. Worst of all, in Thomson’s eyes, was the power of the superintendent to have people exiled for life to Palm Island simply on his own word, and without any trial. On Sunday 11 December 1932, police troopers arrived from Laura to remove two women and three men forever to Palm Island. Not even waiting to conduct the afternoon service, the superintendent seized a rifle and led the police party up river in the mission launch to capture the five people. They were eventually caught. Back at the mission there was not even the pretence of a trial. On Thursday 15 December, the three men, each carrying a blanket, were chained neck to neck and, although the police had packhorses, were dragged off on a 240-mile walk to Laura at the height of the tropical midsummer. The previous year, when another party had been taken away by the police, one man died on the road from the cruelty and privations.13


Upset as Thomson was by witnessing such criminal proceedings at the mission, it was the reaction of the Presbyterian Church in Melbourne that firmly consolidated his distrust of most missionaries. On return to Melbourne he deliberately did not make public any of the details of the many injustices he witnessed, nor the photographs he had taken, but instead asked to address the Presbyterian hierarchy behind closed doors so that they could know of the situation there and put their house in order discreetly. They refused to hear him.


[image: image]


The harsh treatment of these Aboriginal people brought to a head Thomson’s concern about the lack of justice at Aurukun Mission. Thomson commented on this photograph:’ Terrible though this picture is, it gives no idea of the misery of the scene, with the relatives of the prisoners wailing and weeping and screaming good bye to their kin who they know from long experience they will never see again.’15 December 1932.


It was in this context that Thomson, while still at Aurukun, first learnt of events at Caledon Bay, Arnhem Land, and the suggestion that the killing of five Japanese and three whites by the Aboriginal people there should be met by a punitive police expedition to teach them a lesson they would never forget. It is not surprising, therefore, that he was moved to write to the chancellor of the University of Melbourne offering his services through him to the government to go to Arnhem Land to seek a peaceful resolution of the conflict there. Of course, his motivation was surely reinforced by his feeling for the bush, by his love of exploration and by a somewhat romantic view of himself living with the unknown people of eastern Arnhem Land.


This book is the story of what happened there, but it is in Thomson’s own words and from his own point of view, glossing over a number of conflicts and issues that lay behind the events described, and naturally includes few of the details of the government’s side of the story.


The exact sequence of events is not entirely clear but from September 1933 onwards the Chancellor of the University of Melbourne, Sir John MacFarland, and the Master of Ormond College, D. K. Picken (both privately through letters and conversations), along with Professor Wood Jones, now at the University of Melbourne (via newspaper articles), urged the government to take up Thomson’s offer.14 The secretary to the Department of the Interior, however, was urging his Minister to postpone any action on the offer in December 1933 on the grounds that there existed in the Caledon Bay area a missionary expedition, the so-called Peace Expedition sponsored by the Church Missionary Society of Victoria and Tasmania, and that it was undesirable that another party should be sent there at the same time. He did suggest, though, that Thomson’s offer could be accepted ‘with advantage’ when conditions improved.15


When nothing had happened by February 1934, Wood Jones wrote an article in the Melbourne Herald commenting on the government’s rejection of Thomson’s invitation and criticising the missionary party on the grounds that it was a part-police, part-missionary enterprise, a point he could very well have been persuaded to emphasise by Thomson after his experiences at Aurukun. Wood Jones argued that a long period of research was needed to establish the cause of the killings and that both a proper government policy and a Department of Native Affairs were required.16 The next day, the issue was taken up by the Melbourne Herald, the paper Thomson had worked for, which was most critical of the Minister and supportive of Thomson and the university:


It is very disheartening to the University and to the cause of unselfish scientific research that such an offer should stupidly be received with cold discouragement by the same Minister who was prepared to subsidise and assume responsibility for a missionary expedition into the unknown area which the most experienced missionary leader in the district described as ‘conceived by people who have not the faintest idea of the conditions the party have to face. It would not succeed and it would be next door to suicide for those who took part’.17


The Reverend T. T. Webb of Milingimbi Mission strongly supported Thomson but was critical of Wood Jones’s view that there should be complete and rigorous segregation of the people inside the Arnhem Land reserve, which would rule out the need for Thomson to go there.


The Department of the Interiors advice to the Minister was that it would be unwise to vary his decision in view of the press and university criticism. But within two days of this advice the Minister indicated that he was going to meet the Assistant Treasurer who had some new proposals to make to him.18 Exactly what these proposals were and why they persuaded the Minister to take up Thomson’s offer after all is not clear but within two months detailed negotiations were going on between Thomson and the Department on the terms of his appointment. One factor seems to have been, as Thomson himself suggests, the incompetence and bias of Judge Wells who heard the case against one of the men involved in the Caledon Bay killings. So bad was this that the secretary of the Department of the Interior suggested to the Minister that ‘very serious consideration must be given to the removal of Judge Wells’ and commented, in the conclusion of his two-page memo, that strong representation from professors, societies, organisations and highly placed individuals indicated the ‘feeling existing against the present Judge is very pronounced in the southern States’.19


Thomson met H. C. Brown, the Secretary to the Department, and outlined his proposals to him. The Minister felt them to be too anthropological and therefore not conducive to solving his problem of law and order or stemming public criticism.20 It is interesting that as early as 18 July 1934 Thomson was requesting that the three men from Caledon Bay who had been imprisoned for the killing of the Japanese should be released to him and return as crew on his boat.21 Thomson saw the Minister on 8 August 1934 and received a letter from him dated 23 August with details of the position of Patrol Officer that he was being offered. The model for his appointment was explicitly the duty statement of the New Guinea patrol officers. Thomson wrote back three days later rejecting the terms of the appointment. In particular he objected to being under the Administrator of the Northern Territory rather than directly responsible to the Minister in Canberra; nor did he feel it possible to work in conjunction with the Chief Protector of Aborigines, since this would be incompatible with making investigations. Further, he objected to any ethnological specimens coming into his hands being regarded as the property of the Commonwealth. Finally, he asked to be endowed with the powers of Special Commissioner and reiterated his desire to take the three gaoled men back as crew on his boat.


The Department was not prepared to make Thomson a Special Commissioner and found that it could not make him a patrol officer unless under the Northern Territory Public Service Act, nor could they make him a Protector of Aborigines unless under the Chief Protector.22 The upshot was that, despite the absence of a rewritten commission, which he did not receive until 4 March 1935, he was given the go-ahead. In between times Thomson was finalising arrangements for a boat and making other preparations for his departure as soon as the wet season was over. Thomson did ask in September, however, that nobody be granted permission to enter the Arnhem Land reserve and that proposals to establish new missions by the Methodists at Yirrkala and the Church Missionary Society at Caledon Bay be delayed until reports had been received from him upon which a policy might be determined. He had no immediate success; although the Caledon Bay Mission was never established, the mission at Yirrkala went ahead early in 1935 and no complete bar was placed on entry into the reserve.23


Thomson departed for eastern Arnhem Land on 16 March 1935 and all remained quiet on the official front while he was in the field. The first batch of film of life in Blue Mud Bay, shot on his Zeiss cinecamera, created quite a stir at Melbourne University and provoked the Chancellor to write to the Minister of the Interior in October 1935 trying to arrange a viewing. Finance posed a minor problem because Thomson had underestimated his expenses at £525 per annum plus £225 salary and proposed that these two sums be allocated to expenses with the salary added on top.24


After submitting his first ‘Interim General Report’ to the Minister on 9 April 1936, difficulties arose about the conditions under which Thomson was prepared to return and continue to work. They all boiled down to the same issue of seeking to be completely independent, responsible directly to the Minister. Some of the reasons for this he does not make clear, but they emerge in correspondence between the Minister and Wood Jones. During Thomson’s first trip certain enquiries had been instituted in Darwin about Aboriginal people under his control; in his mind these enquiries raised fears of interference. As it turned out they were simply the result of the Department of the Interior trying to work out the correct wage levels for various Aboriginal and Islander men employed on Thomson’s boat. The secretary of the Department also believed that Thomson feared physical attack from white trepangers in the Caledon Bay area, although in the secretary’s view these fears were quite unfounded. Finally, there was the original and important issue that working under the Darwin administration could be embarrassing in view of the possibility that he might criticise the administration. Thomson’s colleagues at the university supported him strongly, saying they would not let him return to Arnhem Land unless the issue was clarified and writing, in the person of Acting Vice-Chancellor Professor D. B. Copland, to the Minister urging that Thomson be made a Special Commissioner so that he had freedom of action. It was, Copland suggested, as much a matter of status as power, especially in the context of acting in an emergency when he needed the authority of the government behind him if he were to preserve life in the remote areas. To make Thomson a Special Commissioner would have required that the government pass a special ordinance; this it declined to do, bringing the matter to an impasse until a clever compromise was reached. The government was prepared to recognise that eastern Arnhem Land was not under the control of the Northern Territory Administration in practice even if it were in theory. So the terms of appointment were reissued with minor but significant alterations, italicised here, on 10 June 1935: ‘You are hereby authorised to enter the Aboriginal reserve, Arnhem Land, and entrusted with a commission to carry out in that area subject to the Minister the duties herein enumerated’.25 This new agreement was widely heralded in the press, which in the previous months had also been carrying popular articles by Thomson on his time in Arnhem Land.26 The news of his return provoked at least two letters to the Minister of the Interior. The secretary of the Northern Territory Pastoral Lessees Association wrote complaining about Thomson’s kangaroo dog, Tiger, on the grounds that he might mate with the dingoes, to which the Minister replied that he was a well-trained dog that stayed close to Thomson and that it was too late anyway to do anything since he had already gone. The other letter was from Gray, a trepanger working in and around the Blue Mud Bay area, who after reading an article about Thomson’s travels wrote in to comment that it was ‘bunk’ to say there were ‘real wild bad’ natives down in the area – a point of course that Thomson himself would fully have agreed with even if he may have coloured his newspaper stories a little to give added interest. Gray pointed out that anyone could come and go in safety as long as they did not molest the people: ‘The white man is quite safe here and only the native who breaks the tribal law is in danger.’27


It was during this second expedition to Arnhem Land that Thomson carried out his most important anthropological work. Contact with the Department was largely limited to a spate of telegrams in 1937 in which he drew the Minister’s attention to financial matters as well as to the number of Japanese vessels off the Arnhem Land coast and the frequency with which they were infringing the regulations prohibiting them from putting ashore. Apart from continuous petty accounting problems, all handled through Thomson’s well-connected firm of Melbourne solicitors, Arthur Robinson and Co., there was the matter of continued applications for extension of his time and grant to stay in Arnhem Land. These were granted by Cabinet on 15 January, 21 April and 5 August but greatly irritated the Department, which felt that the total cost of his work in Arnhem Land was somewhat expensive at £3175.28


Thomson felt that the Minister for the Interior, Thomas Paterson, had shown little inclination to make use of his knowledge of Arnhem Land and its people since Thomson had had less than twenty lines of written and telegraphic information from him during the thirteen months to May 1937. Thomson’s main correspondence throughout the period of this expedition was with Wilson, the solicitor who was looking after his affairs and conducting negotiations with the government about his applications for extensions of his stay in the field. Wilson also liaised with Thomson’s brother-in-law, who was secretary to the Department of the Air, and other members of the Air Force to organise the visit of an amphibian aircraft for survey work to try to sort out the confusion in the river systems of the Glyde, Goyder and Woolen rivers in particular. This was only partially achieved, with the Goyder and Woolen rivers remaining confused on his own and some official maps well into the 1950s.


The other matter that Thomson raised with Wilson was in response to news from his wife that the film footage he was sending back was turning out very well. He was shooting silent film, which, as he told Wilson, he much regretted. He was particularly keen to record singing, music and the calling of the sacred names in ceremonies, which would, he said, transfer the finished film from a pageant of silent figures to a living record of Aboriginal life. Much to his disappointment, obtaining a suitable recording machine proved an insuperable problem and he was unable to carry out either this plan or a final resort plan to transport a number of singers to Darwin for a recording session there.


Despite a reluctance to leave the field, a deadline was imposed on him by a grant from the Rockefeller Foundation to study at Cambridge. As he was keen to take this up he had to leave the field in July. The departure was not without its difficulties, particularly in connection with some live animals he had collected and the trouble he had getting them from Darwin. This problem was eventually solved, partly with the assistance of a good friend, Colonel White, Minister for Trade and Customs, who was most sympathetic towards the Aboriginal people and supportive of Thomson. This contrasted, in Thomson’s view, with the Department of the Interior, where Thomson felt that the Secretary’s attitude to him was the source of the antagonism he had met there and part of the reason why Paterson had failed to take up his recommendations and develop a meaningful policy.29 Thomson anticipated with some satisfaction that Paterson would lose his seat in the elections in 1937 – as he did, to be replaced by John McEwen.
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