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PREFACE


I am sometimes asked why I have written a biography about a Lutheran missionary in Central Australia. The answer goes a long way back, and lies in the kinds of questions which arose out of finding myself, partly European, living in Terra Australis, a vast southern continent which seemed to have little to do with Europe.


I felt the disparity even as a child. There seemed to me to be only two landscapes in Australia—the coast and the inland. Growing up at the base of Cape York Peninsula, west of the Great Dividing Range, the Pacific coast was a mere seventy miles away. Yet, in my childhood experience, it might have been another country. Cairns and its surrounds were lush, green, tropical—a place where life seemed easier and my aunt’s hibiscus shrubs grew two or three feet a year. On the dry, sandy ridge west of Mareeba where my parents had established a tobacco farm, my mother’s flowering trees and shrubs seemed, for all her diligent watering, to remain perpetual dwarfs—that is, if they were not eaten off by brumbies or burned in bushfires that came too close. As an adult, I was surprised to find they had eventually grown into sizeable trees. But within the strange stasis of childhood, where things are forever the same, life inland of the range seemed on the whole harsh and difficult.


Yet the bush also gave me other experiences—the beauty of its brief but brilliant greening in the wet season, a deep contentedness in roaming the hills and gullies, the crazy exhilaration of burning fire-breaks at night. And something that never ceased to amaze me—the recurring transformation of dry brown hills, with distance, into the most serene and transcendent of blues.


There was another puzzle connected with the landscape. To my childhood eyes, the hills and rough trees bore no imprint of the Christian teaching I was trying to absorb—ideas of God, events in Palestine so long ago. Nor did the small town we lived near, for all its Catholic church at one end of the main street. I could find no way to bring the Christian story into the place where I lived.


But life quickly drew me away from the bush—high school, university, work. It seemed inevitably urban, thoroughly centred in a European tradition. Asked about the Australian Aborigines while studying in the United States in 1968, I was astounded, embarrassed. Yes, I had seen them, knew their existence. But I had never really thought about them. Nor did I for many more years until I was back in Australia, and starting to write.


An inner question was becoming increasingly clear, even urgent: What was this strange enterprise called ‘Australia’, this large, dry continent peopled primarily by representatives of two such different cultures—Aborigines who had spread across much of its surface and lived in tangible relationship to it, and white Europeans who in the majority still lived on its edges, transposing a culture which often seemed inappropriate and misplaced. It was not a new theme, but it had become explicit and personal for me. And as a writing question, I knew I had no desire to write about an Australian who had lived purely out of the European, ‘coastal’ mode. I wanted to touch the Aboriginal part, and the continent itself. I thought and read about Albert Namatjira, an Aborigine who had become very visible within European Australia. But I came to feel that the cultural gap was too great to be bridged by someone who could not spend considerable time in Central Australia.


In that search, I had come across the name of Pastor F. W. Albrecht, superintendent of the Hermannsburg mission in Central Australia, and involved in Namatjira’s beginnings as an artist. I learned that he and his wife had come from Europe to Central Australia in the 1920s and had lived there for almost forty years. I also discovered that he was still alive, aged eighty-nine, living in retirement in Adelaide.


Several aspects caught me. This man was a European, yet he had spent a large part of his life with Aborigines. This encounter, the point of contact between Aboriginal and European, interested me most. And that lifetime Christian commitment—that was still a point of search. Nor could I even begin to imagine what it would be like to come from northern Europe to the dry red heart of Australia. My childhood dilemmas of coast and inland paled into insignificance.


I wrote to Pastor Albrecht at the nursing home in Adelaide where he lived with his wife, and later telephoned him. Waiting for the voice on the other end was one of those moments in life: one feels blank, unknowing—yet one is hoping for something. What is there, or more accurately, what is there for me? It was an old man’s voice that answered, rather slow, a little quavery, the voice of an old man in a nursing home. My heart almost sank. Perhaps it was not there. I listened, trying to catch this unknown thing through the thin thread of a voice at long distance.


‘Pastor Albrecht’, I said after some moments, ‘You were involved for so long with the Aborigines, do you still think about those issues?’


‘Oh, yes’, the reply came stronger, ‘Oh yes, in spirit, I’m still there. They were my life, you see.’


I must have breathed out. I had heard what I was searching for.
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If he had something to say, he would tell it straight out, you would not shift him, that would be finished then. He was a straight-out man.
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Late in his life, his thoughts were returning more to beginnings. ‘It’s a strange pattern you see at the end of your journey.’ He was thinking of his lameness—that had caused him such anguish as a child when he couldn’t run with his friends. ‘Yet, if it were not for that, I would have been under ice and snow in Siberia with my brothers and sisters.’


It was his handicap which had turned him to reading. And it was reading the Lutheran mission tracts and becoming aware of people and countries across the world that had kindled in him the idea of becoming a missionary. It was that dream that had taken him away from Poland to the missionary institute in Germany, and thrown his life in a completely different direction.


He had not forgotten those early years, and his children were accustomed to the moments of reminiscing. Snow fights in the village in winter, his grandfather who had helped to build the church at Kamien, the Christmas there had been so little food and he’d found a bag of potatoes left at the door. Connecting it in his own mind to his mother’s faith. Sometimes, too, he talked about the war, almost dying of cholera, escaping from Poland in 1919. There, too, he was seeing a pattern, how he’d been preserved almost miraculously more than once. And the call to Australia.


As his children grew into adulthood and middle age themselves, they asked with real interest. How did his family get back from Siberia? Which sister was it that came to Germany as a refugee after World War II? He finally got out the old black box of family papers, unwrapping its carefully folded contents: names, dates, births, deaths, confirmations, baptisms. His own birth was recorded: Friedrich Wilhelm Albrecht, born Planawice, County of Chelm, Poland, 15 October 1894, to Ferdinand Albrecht, a farmer in Kroczyn and Helene Albrecht, née Reichwald. Another document, the Sterbefaelle, embellished with a drawing of the resurrected Jesus near the empty tomb, recorded family deaths. And there were details of his wife’s family as well. He translated them from the old German script, typed out some additional explanation, and sent a copy to each of their five children.


If the living reality of his first thirty years was hardly encapsulated in the documents, neither could it really be communicated in his reminiscing. The gap was large—separate generations, another world. The stories were truthful, yet telescoped, condensed with the passing of years. But there was much that he remembered clearly, and he told stories well, so there were always people who liked to listen to him, enjoying his warmth, the animation in his face as he remembered.


Kroczyn, the village in eastern Poland in which he grew up, could have been almost any village in Europe—thirty or forty farms, and a road running through the middle. Fields stretched away from the houses, and crops, barns and animals were a part of the village itself. The only public building was a small congregational school. Kroczyn was one of thirty-seven predominantly German villages between Lublin and the Russian border. After a Polish nationalist uprising in the 1860s, the Russian administration had stripped Polish landowners of large estates, sub-divided them, and offered them to German settlers. This resulted in villages with large numbers of German Lutherans existing within a larger Catholic Poland.


The social and religious differences were visible at the local level but did not greatly impair the solidarity of village life. For all, daily life centred on the necessities of making a modest livelihood. Social occasions in the village were rare, but the geese-plucking evenings in winter were one of the times he remembered most in old age. Hundreds of geese were plucked of their feathers, with the soft under-feathers kept for pillows and bedding. Children played wildly in the snow when the work was done, coming in later for tea and hot cake.


For the German families, religious faith was an essential influence: a Lutheranism, strongly influenced by pietism, which emphasized obedience to God in all aspects of daily life, a personal devotional life nourished by Bible reading and prayer, and the strong imperative to bring the Christian Gospel to every race and person. For Friedrich Albrecht, it was a religious foundation which was to be integral to his life.


The eldest of eight surviving children, he was by nature a happy and sociable child, and might almost have become totally absorbed in the life of his village. But a fall into a cellar at twelve months had left him with one leg slightly shorter than the other, resulting in a permanent limp. Being unable to join in the normal games of childhood caused him acute distress as he was growing up. Nor could he find any compensation in school. The work did not come easily to him, particularly with the intermingling of three languages—German in the home, Polish in the playground, and Russian for some of the school subjects. His results were indifferent and he was aware that teachers and others around him regarded him as a person of limited ability.


Albrecht’s mother was his primary strength. Helene Eva Albrecht was a gentle, devout woman with a special empathy with her first child and his difficulties, and she encouraged him to trust that God had a purpose for his life. Reading became his great consolation, and the door to a world beyond the village. He read voraciously, anything he could lay hands on, including the mission tracts distributed at the annual mission festivals at the district church in Kamien. He was about ten years old when he first conceived the idea of becoming an overseas missionary. Achieving it was to take Friedrich Albrecht another twenty years. He struggled to overcome academic difficulty and the continuing opposition of his father who assumed the eldest son should carry on the family farm. Finally, in Easter 1913, at the age of eighteen, he began preliminary studies in a missionary institute in a small village in northern Germany called Hermannsburg, some thirty miles north of Hannover.


He had successfully completed the first year and started a period of medical training when World War I erupted. Pressured by the German authorities to volunteer for the German army, he joined a Red Cross unit and was sent to a field hospital on the eastern front. The rapid sweep of the German army across Poland in 1915 meant a constant state of crisis for the field hospitals. Hundreds of wounded Russian soldiers were brought in daily. Typically dirty and lice-infested, and poorly equipped with arms and ammunition, they were frequently left behind by the rapidly retreating Russian forces. Because of his knowledge of Russian, Albrecht frequently had the task of crawling among the wounded, often under battle conditions, to determine medical priorities. As the German army pushed deeper into Poland, he contracted cholera.


Obviously expected to die, he was left with other cholera victims at a Russian farmhouse and barely attended to. But his condition gradually improved and, learning that his field hospital was getting close to his home village, he managed to return to his unit and to visit Kroczyn in the middle of June 1915. Strangers were living in his former home. The Albrecht family had been put on a train for Siberia ten days earlier.


The removal of the Albrecht family from the area in eastern Poland which they had occupied for two generations was a small detail in just one of the vast resettlement programmes instituted in eastern Europe and Russia during the war. Viewed as uncertain security risks by the Russian authorities, thousands of German and Polish families were sent deep into Russia. It took two weeks for the railway cattle-truck carrying Ferdinand and Helene Albrecht and their seven children to reach Kustany in Siberia, beyond the Ural Mountains. The small schoolhouse where they were dumped was appallingly crowded. When cholera broke out, there was no doctor and no medicines. Five of the Albrecht children died in a month—Emilie, fourteen, Rudolf, eleven, and the younger ones, Augusta, Hulda and Eduard. Ill themselves, the parents were too weak to dig graves. With hundreds of others, the bodies of the dead children were left outside in the snow. This news reached Albrecht in a brief Red Cross message almost a year later.


After he recovered his health, Ferdinand Albrecht secured a position as manager of an agricultural estate on the Volga River. Two years later, in 1918, the family received permission to return to Poland, and made the long return trip across Russia in a cattle-truck, arriving in Kroczyn in June. Late in December of the same year, with his discharge papers and the highest order of the Iron Cross awarded for bravery in rescuing wounded under fire, Friedrich Albrecht travelled back to Poland and was reunited with his family on the first day of 1919.


After an initial period of helping his family to restore their neglected farm, Albrecht wanted to return to the seminary at Hermannsburg. But Poland in 1919 was in a state of turmoil and confusion almost greater than during the previous four years. It was occupied by British, American and German Freicorps troops engaged in offensive and counter-offensive action against the invading Soviet army. The border with Germany was closed and armed forces were stationed along its length.


Civilians required special permits to travel even within Poland itself. Albrecht’s identification papers had been stolen, and he could see no alternative but to try to cross the border illegally. Twice he said goodbye to his family, but was not able to get on a train. On the third attempt, on the pretext of looking for work, he managed to board a train going via Lublin and Warsaw to the north-west border town of Rypin. He carried no luggage. In his pockets were a birth certificate (the only identity paper he could obtain), a little money borrowed for him by his father, and a Bible which his mother had carried with her to Siberia and back.


Crossing the border was something he remembered all his life. In Rypin he had been warned of impending arrest, so he set out on foot, walking as rapidly as his lame leg would allow. As he approached the border he could see a factory with gun slits in the lower walls on his right, and armed border guards to the left. Machine-gun fire rang out on both sides in the late afternoon. The way across the border led beside a rye field for a distance. Beyond that, a bare hill stretched away, its pasture completely eaten out. Seeing no alternative, the young man crossed a dry stream bed at the end of the rye field and started up the exposed slope of the hill, in full view of observation posts on both sides. He limped up a sandy furrow, his heart beating violently, watching for any sign of bullets hitting the sand near him. Eventually he reached the other side of the hill and the shelter of another rye field.


When he reported to German soldiers on the other side, he was viewed with suspicion and locked up for the night. In the morning, two men interrogated ahead of him were taken outside and shot. When his turn came, the lieutenant questioned him closely, then spoke in a low voice to one of the men with him. ‘He’s only a cripple. He’s not worth a bullet’, was the muttered rejoinder. Eventually he persuaded them to phone his former base in Hannover to confirm his identity. Evidently satisfied, the officer issued a travel permit to Der Deutschpole, Friedrich Wilhelm Albrecht, to continue to Hermannsburg.


Forty miles north-west of the Hermannsburg Mission Institute was a small village called Wesseloh. One of its farmers, Wilhelm Gevers, and his wife Katharina were strong supporters of their village Lutheran church. They also had a keen interest in missions, regularly attending the annual mission festivals at the Hermannsburg institute, and supporting the mission society financially.


Most Lutheran pastors in Germany were trained in theology at universities and subsequently took up positions in the State Church. Such students typically came from well-to-do families since poorer students could not aspire to a university education. Their only hope lay in gaining admission to mission institutes like Hermannsburg, Leipzig, Basel and Neuendettelsau which had been founded in the first half of the nineteenth century. From these seminaries, pastors and missionaries had gone to many parts of the world, not only to bring Christianity to indigenous peoples but to provide teaching and nurture to German Lutherans wherever they were. Since students were supported after the first year of study in the Missionhaus, the institutes constituted the only avenue of ministry training for poorer families.


For Wilhelm and Katharina Gevers, responsibility to the poor was a central aspect of faith. In late 1919 Wilhelm heard that a German-Pole refugee had arrived at the institute with virtually only the clothes he stood up in. Bringing some lengths of seasoned pine from his Wesseloh cellars, he arranged for a set of bookshelves to be built for the new student, particularly requesting that they be able to be easily dismantled for shipping overseas when the candidate had completed his training. He might have hesitated a little before offering his help if he had known that in a few years the same student would be wanting to marry his only daughter.


At that time, Minna Gevers was twenty. Born on 11 December 1899, she was the middle child in a family of six boys and had grown up something of a tomboy. Riding on a wagon to one of the further pastures, she would drive the horses rather faster than her father approved. One day they almost ran away from her, and he lectured her severely. Yet Minna was deeply drawn to her father, with his high forehead and serious expression. His skill in farming, his hard work, and his almost inexorably high standards in everything he did were qualities which left a lasting imprint on his daughter.


Minna worked in the fields outside school hours, helped her mother look after a hundred fowls, and did most of the milking of their six cows. She also helped her mother in the house, sweeping clean sand across the cobblestone floor of the smoky kitchen, preserving fruit in summer. At fourteen, her village education was completed, and she was sent to a Haushaltungsschule, or finishing school, for further training in household management. Not long after, she contracted tuberculosis. In the long months of enforced inactivity in a sanatorium, she pondered the directions of her life, and her favourite verse in the Psalms: ‘Take delight in the Lord and he will give you the desires of your heart’. Her decision to become a nursing sister in a missionary service overseas prompted little encouragement from family or church. No mission society would want a nursing sister with tuberculosis. When she was well enough, she took a position in the household of a lecturer in the seminary at Hermannsburg and before long she had made the acquaintance of Friedrich Albrecht.


Albrecht’s studies were progressing satisfactorily, but two issues troubled him deeply. He asked himself if his first duty should not have been to stay with his parents after their horrifying war experiences. Secondly, he had crossed the border illegally. Obedience to secular law, provided it did not conflict with God’s law, was a strong principle of Lutheranism, and something he would be teaching as a missionary. His doubts were compounded by the news of his mother’s death in 1922. It was a profound blow. He realized for the first time the extent of the suffering caused by the war and the loss of her children in Siberia. And she had been a mainstay of his life.


Gradually the confusion was resolved. A letter came from his father telling him to stay where he was. His friendship with Minna Gevers was also deepening. She saw his desire to become a missionary and quietly affirmed it. Then, in November 1923, a letter came from across the world inviting him to be the missionary at the Finke River Mission at Hermannsburg in the centre of Australia. Hermannsburg had been without a missionary since the death of the Reverend Carl Strehlow in October 1922. Seven calls had been sent out by the mission board, all unsuccessfully. The isolation of the mission and the lack of medical facilities were critical problems both to older people and to younger men with families. For Albrecht, then twenty-nine, the call was the confirmation he had been seeking. When he asked Minna if she would go to Australia with him, she felt that her own prayers had been answered.


Nobody else approved of their decision to marry. His fellow students thought her health made her unsuitable and that she did not have enough education for a missionary’s wife. For her parents, it was more the prospect of permanent separation from their only daughter. They had already lost one son in the war. Yet their own faith would hardly permit refusal. After the completion of his final year at the institute, Albrecht spent some months at Wartburg Seminary, Iowa, USA, for further study and to improve his English. In June 1925 Minna farewelled her family at the seaport of Hamburg and travelled by ship to Quebec, then by train to Winnipeg where they were married on 14 September. They continued to Vancouver and boarded a ship for Australia.


By 1925, German-speaking communities such as Bethany, Hahndorf, Langmeil, Klemzig and Tanunda were part of the fabric of South Australia. The first Germans to settle in South Australia in 1838 had been a large contingent of four hundred Lutherans fleeing religious harassment in their native Prussia. Later, German settlement spread north and east into the fertile valleys behind Adelaide and into the drier areas in the Murray Valley and beyond.


Inherent in the religious convictions which had brought the Germans to their new land was the command to take the Gospel to others. They supported missionaries from the Dresden mission society in Germany who were contacting Aborigines in the settled areas in the first few years of the colony and, by 1866, two Lutheran synods were supporting a joint missionary venture to the more remote Dieri tribe around Lake Killalpaninna in the Lake Eyre region of South Australia. The difficulties were intense. The general aridity of the region combined with droughts made sheep-raising doubtful and agriculture impossible. The Aborigines exhibited minimal interest in the new teachings, and their nomadic ways were confusing to any European understanding of a stable community.


By the early 1870s the centre of the continent had become the focus of Australian colonial ambitions. The Overland Telegraph Line was completed in just under two years, crossing Australia from north to south over two thousand miles of virtually unexplored country, and the first leases for cattle stations were issued. Having withdrawn from the mission effort at Lake Killalpaninna in 1874, the Evangelical Lutheran Synod of Australia (ELSA) approached Surveyor-General George Goyder about land for a new mission in Central Australia. As at Lake Killalpaninna, missionaries were to be provided by the mission society in Hermannsburg, Germany. A lease was granted eighty miles west of the telegraph repeater station at Alice Springs, or Stuart as it was then known. The land included part of the Finke River whose permanent waterholes made it likely that Aboriginal people would roam in its vicinity.


The South Australian government, which then had responsibility for the Northern Territory, promised rations for the Aborigines, and two newly trained missionaries from the Hermannsburg institute, Hermann Kempe and Wilhelm Schwarz, arrived by ship in September 1875. On 22 October the large party comprising missionaries, laymen, wagons, thirty-three horses, fowls, sheep dogs, food, tools, medicines and other supplies set out on the thousand-mile journey to Central Australia. With three thousand sheep from the mission at Lake Killalpaninna, drought conditions forced a long halt at Dalhousie Springs, and it was almost two years before they reached the mission lease on the Finke in June 1877. They chose a site on the north bank, naming it after the small village in northern Germany in which Louis Harms had founded the Hermannsburg mission society in 1849.


[image: Image] The first time my grandfather saw the missionaries, it was morning time. He was hunting kangaroo, and he saw this dust coming. And he run to high hill, look down, something coming here, hide in the bush. He don’t know what’s coming. Then run back to the camp and tell everybody, they went to the sandhill and stopped there, crying and frightened. Sheep and white people coming, but they don’t know what that is. After that they saw the people, Aboriginal workers, they brought with them. They come to Henbury, stop there, two, three days. Kill six sheep for them people, give them flour, they throw it away, they don’t know tea and sugar. Then they boil tea, show them how to make tea. They never drink it, frightened. My grandfather was young fella. They thought they was debbils, they don’t know whites. They reckon this white is a ghost one, come from the dead. And the Aborigines said, those ones from further south, no, this not debbil, only the skin different. From Henbury, they come to Hugh River, come to Owen Springs, then to Hermannsburg.


 


A third missionary—Louis Schulze from Saxony—with lay helpers and the fiancees of Kempe and Schwarz, arrived in April 1878, having spent five months on the journey from Port Augusta. Though the Lutherans were not the first Europeans to come to Central Australia—the cattle stations of Henbury, Owen Springs, Undoolya, Idracowra, and Glen Helen had been stocked, and the telegraph station was open for traffic—they were the first to establish a permanent home there. Other Europeans came temporarily, often at the behest of large pastoral companies, with the intention of eventually returning south.


To Friedrich Albrecht, pondering it in 1950, it seemed that only something like ‘the simple faith of Abraham’ could have prompted and helped them to do such a thing. With the wisdom of hindsight, it was easy to see the mistakes—beginning the journey in early summer, taking sheep rather than cattle which would have been hardier and less susceptible to the scant water supplies. And yet, thought Albrecht, with faith, God often turns our very mistakes into blessings.


Contact with the local Aborigines, the Western Aranda tribe, was slow at first. But distributing the government rations encouraged their proximity, and nearby Aboriginal children were gathered each morning to learn reading and writing. By 1880 the number of children attending lessons had grown and a school-church was built of local stone, lime and timber. By 1883 mission workers, wives and children numbered twenty-one, and much effort had gone towards making the community self-supporting by planting cereals and vegetables and sinking wells.


But within Central Australia generally, other tensions were developing rapidly. By 1879 much of the better land in Central Australia was occupied by cattle stations, and active Aboriginal resistance to the European intruders was escalating. The Aboriginal attack on the Barrow Creek telegraph station in 1874 marked the end of a conciliatory approach by Europeans and the beginning of almost two decades of active conflict. Aborigines frequently speared the white man’s cattle, both for food and to drive them away from the waterholes on which they depended. Europeans retaliated with large-scale raids and reprisals on Aboriginal groups. About one hundred Unmatjera who had gathered for a ceremony were shot at Italinja—‘Blackfellows Bones’ as it became known to the Europeans—on the northern edge of Harts Range.


The Lutheran missionaries were quickly embroiled in the conflict. They held that both police and graziers were killing Aborigines unjustly, and feared for the survival of Aboriginal tribes. Graziers for their part accused the mission of harbouring cattle thieves, ‘spoiling’ their potential workforce by providing rations, and sometimes administering severe corporal discipline to the Aborigines. The fears of the missionaries about the future of Aboriginal tribes were well founded. In 1894, Charles Winnecke of the Horn Scientific Expedition to Central Australia said that the Aborigines had greatly diminished in numbers and were ‘still passing away’. Baldwin Spencer, Professor of Biology at the University of Melbourne, noted in 1901 that the Unmatjera were nearly wiped out by drought and dispersion. The multiple impacts of European diseases, shootings, destruction of food resources by livestock, and rough treatment resulted in increased Aboriginal deaths and fewer births.


Contact between the Western Aranda people and the Lutheran missionaries had evolved rather differently. Unlike many of the settlers, the missionaries had not come believing the Aborigines were doomed to extinction, or unduly treacherous and murderous. With their more conciliatory approach to the people, they had not encountered the open resistance experienced elsewhere. There was no Aboriginal attempt to drive the missionaries from the reserve, and the Aranda people took advantage of the resources offering in the new situation. In May 1887 seven Aranda teenagers at Hermannsburg asked for baptism, and were baptized after the long period of instruction usual in the Lutheran church. Another group was baptized in 1890, among them a boy of twelve, Tjalkabotta, who in accordance with mission custom chose a Christian name for himself, Mose (Moses).


Yet the difficulties were immense. A severe drought between 1888 and 1894 wiped out crops and gardens and, by the end of 1896, every cattle station in the Centre except Erldunda had been abandoned or had passed into other hands. The missionaries were suffering health problems, and the adverse effects of an open break between the mission society in Germany and the South Australian church, which withdrew its support from the mission in Central Australia.


Other expectations, too, were undergoing painful reassessment. The missionaries had hoped to convert Aborigines, assimilate them, achieve a self-supporting agricultural base for the mission, and transform these roaming people into a settled community. But the Aranda people, like the Aborigines at Killalpaninna, joined the community only sporadically and worked intermittently. Nor had their theological training provided the missionaries with any approach by which they might begin to unravel the encounter between two such different cultures. Louis Harms’s mission society, isolated in a small rural community from winds of intellectual and doctrinal change, was conservative even in the context of European Lutheranism, and uncompromising in its attitude to all native customs which could not be clearly reconciled with Christian faith.


And the degree of hostility and conflict between Aborigine and European in Central Australia was in itself deeply disturbing. It seemed it would only be a matter of time before the Aboriginal tribes there experienced the same destruction as their brothers in Tasmania. In a letter to the church newspaper Der Lutherische Kirchenbote fuer Australien in July 1891, Kempe pondered with great perplexity the meaning of the biblical story of the curse on the descendants of Cain: in every period of world history, it seemed that ‘the further the white people advance, the further the black people retreat or vanish’. Looking at the history of ‘Red Indians in America, South Sea Islanders and Africans’, he could only believe that the pattern was repeating itself in Central Australia. Since it seemed to him hopeless that the material situation of Aborigines in Central Australia could be improved, he concluded that teaching them the Gospel was the only way in which the mission could help them:


 


All worldly education is of no use to them. It would not be difficult to teach children to read and write English. But what would be the use? If they leave the mission and go to a station they would not be paid one penny more than other blacks, they had to be satisfied with their keep, clothing and tobacco, although they might have had a better education than the whites.


Discouraged by deaths in their families and severe health problems, the missionaries gradually left for the south.


After a period of uncertainty of almost three years, the mission was sold to the Immanuel Synod, and Reverend Carl Strehlow was called as missionary in 1894. The next year he married his fiancée, Frieda Keysser, when she arrived in Australia from Germany. Strehlow was an exceptionally able and determined man. Over the next twenty-five years, the settlement acquired a church, a school, four houses for mission staff, sleeping dormitories for Aboriginal children, a store, a blacksmith shop, a wagon shed, and a central eating house for the Aborigines which in 1920 constituted the largest single room in Central Australia. Strehlow’s methods of religious instruction were no less thorough. He implemented in full the Lutheran intensive instruction periods for adult baptism and confirmation, admitting Aborigines to church membership only when he felt they were ready, though some church members criticized the conservatism of his approach. During his twenty-eight years at Hermannsburg, a Christian community was firmly established, with almost two hundred Aborigines baptized.


In his first years at Hermannsburg, Strehlow tried to suppress traditional ceremonial life, but later came to develop a deep interest in Aboriginal culture. While he consistently refused to attend traditional ceremonies himself and discouraged ceremonial life for Aboriginal Christians, he pursued his studies of traditional culture and language through tribal elders from neighbouring groups. Many of his evenings were spent in his study with its whitewashed walls and stone floors, working on a monumental seven-volume anthropological and linguistic work, Die Aranda und Loritja Staemme in Zentral-Australien, written partly in reply to Baldwin Spencer’s historic work on the Aranda-speaking people.


Nothing approaching this kind of exploration of Aranda traditional culture was to be undertaken again in Lutheran mission work in Central Australia for another fifty years. Albrecht, who was to dominate the mission approach for several ensuing decades, had different pressures and priorities. Yet Strehlow’s work, at this formative time in the development of anthropology as a discipline, was also lost to the English-speaking world as a whole. Strehlow wrote in German and his work was published in Frankfurt. Though a member of the British and Foreign Bible Society strongly urged the Finke River Mission board in the 1920s to have the work translated into English, reiterating the burgeoning interest of anthropologists throughout the world in the Australian Aborigines, the step was never taken.


Strehlow also developed a solid base of Christian materials in Aranda. He revised and greatly expanded the dictionary and grammar begun by Kempe, produced other worship materials and a school primer, and in 1919 completed the task of translating the New Testament into Aranda which he had started in 1913.


By 1920, the Strehlows badly needed rest and medical attention. They also wanted to return to Germany to visit their children who, apart from the youngest, Theo, had been taken there in 1910 for their schooling and were then cut off by the war from returning to Australia. The mission board sought a replacement missionary without success. Finally, a severe deterioration in Strehlow’s health forced a hurried departure in October 1922. He set off in a buggy with his wife and fourteen-year-old son to try to reach the railhead and medical help at Oodnadatta four hundred miles away. Despite heroic efforts by Hermannsburg Aborigines and European station owners on the way, Strehlow died at Horseshoe Bend on the tenth day of the gruelling ride down the sandy bed of the Finke in heatwave conditions.


[image: Image] Yes, I remember Pas’ Strehlow, he baptize me. I was born in 1916, December 23, just before Christmas. I was little bit bigger boy, I was [six [when Strehlow left Hermannsburg] and I walked with my mother, Pas’ Strehlow was in the buggy. A lot of people followed him, because he was someone that’s been with them all the time. And they knew he wasn’t going to come back. They followed as far as they could. Old Station, Henbury, Idracowra, they had to go with the waterholes. I went to Henbury. My mother went to Horseshoe Bend.


 


That Carl Strehlow had died in his missionary task had its own impact on the Aboriginal congregation at Hermannsburg. Moses, the twelve-year-old who had requested baptism in 1890, was now a mature man, though blind from illness in early adulthood. He helped the teacher, H. A. Heinrich, in confirmation lessons, and took turns with Heinrich and others to preach on Sunday mornings.


Moses was also urging his fellow believers to take the Gospel to other Aborigines, ‘especially as we have had the Word of God for over fifty years’. In the middle of 1923 three Christian Aranda made a short trip to the west to make contact with tribal people, and Moses started to visit Aboriginal people at Alice Springs and the cattle station of Deep Well. It was with relief and anticipation that the Aboriginal congregation awaited the arrival of the new missionary and his wife early in 1926.
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DROUGHT TIME


1926~1928


 


 


 


[image: Image] I remember the day that Pastor Albrecht arrived. He came middle of the drought, seven year drought. He was a stranger, he was coming here. A truck bring him, pull up over there. All the congregation was there, everybody. His wife too. No kids. Only young feller. I remember him stay here, start his work.


 


 


 


 


Since the Northern Territory had been a Federal Territory since 1911, the Hermannsburg mission, like other Territory missions, operated under the auspices of the Commonwealth government of Australia. Relations between the government and most Territory missions had been ill-defined and often uneasy, partly because successive Commonwealth governments had not developed any coherent Aboriginal policy, and were niggardly in their approach to funding: missions with their supporting churches and sometimes dedicated personnel became a cheap and convenient surrogate. The government simply wanted to see Aborigines working, living in reasonably hygienic conditions, being trained to become useful citizens and learning to speak English. How to achieve these ends and how to finance them was the business of missions, apart from meagre annual subsidies. The general attitude of government towards Aborigines still living traditionally was that they were best left alone, if possible in large reserves.


The Hermannsburg mission had actually incurred considerable Commonwealth disapproval, partly through its German associations and the resultant hysteria during World War 1. Baldwin Spencer, in particular, whose visits to the mission had occurred in periods of uncertainty and lack of leadership, had reported unfavourably on the Lutheran mission, and recommended in 1923 that the Commonwealth government take over the station. A number of other government reports had also been critical of mission management, its failure to achieve financial viability through cattle grazing, the apparent lack of employment opportunities for the Aborigines, and poor standards of hygiene and sanitation. The result had been an unhappy relationship between mission and government. Annual subsidies had been successively reduced, eliminated and haggled over, and by 1926 the government was insisting on reviewing the mission lease on a yearly basis, despite a positive report on the mission by Reverend John Sexton of the Adelaide-based Aborigines’ Friends’ Association in 1925, and a strong recommendation that the Lutherans be granted security of tenure.


The mission’s financial outlook was also bleak. Debts had mounted even in Strehlow’s time, difficulties only to be expected for a small institution with scanty resources attempting to respond to the physical needs of a fluctuating Aboriginal population. The droughts common to inland Australia meant not only stock losses for the mission run but an increase in the numbers of Aborigines from other stations and outlying areas coming to the mission for food and refuge. Extra food had to be brought from the south, incurring the disproportionately high freight charges to Central Australia. In the beginning of 1926, debts amounted to more than £4000, despite a sum of £1600 raised by the South Australian church, and an £800 loan from a board member, Albert Graetz. In his annual report to Federal Minister for Home and Territories, the Honourable G. F. Pearce, the chairman of the Finke River Mission board, the Reverend J.J. Stolz, described the predicament:


 


If we turn to the problem of financing the work we are at our wits end, how are we to get rid of our debts [and] at the same time supply the wants of an ever increasing native population. We need now from 2½ to 3½ tons of flour alone per month. The annual upkeep will not be under £3000. On top of these difficulties a terrible drought is upon us ... It’s quite likely that the end of this year will see us with hardly any stock left.


The recent South Australian District Conference, Stolz wrote to the Minister, had responded to these ‘hard facts’ by voting to raise an interest-free loan of £5000 for the mission over the next five years. But any chance of effecting long-term station improvements required greater security of tenure:


 


Then we feel compelled to put the straight-out question to the Government: is it right that the burden of feeding and employing the natives should rest on the shoulders of a small section of the community: the South Australian District of the United Evangelical Lutheran Church in Australia, which is almost solely responsible for the maintaining of the Finke River Mission, numbers 6,700 communicants. Surely others should help too ... We are quite willing to employ the natives and pay them their due. But ... if we would employ only such as are urgently required—as other stations do—we would have to turn away the greater number of our natives, and this would mean under the present drought conditions to turn them out to starve. Shall this be done? We dare not do it. Yet on the other hand where are we to land with our finances?


 


His plea that the Australian government accept more responsibility for the original inhabitants of the continent was to be reiterated in successive mission correspondence and elsewhere for another decade and a half before substantial change took place. For the young missionary and his wife travelling north by train in April 1926, there was no real assurance that the mission would even continue. The mission at Lake Killalpaninna, they had been told by the board, had been finally closed only a few years before, even though there were still twenty-five Aboriginal children in the mission school. Hermannsburg might also have to be closed if the financial difficulties could not be resolved. The prospect was unthinkable to the pair who had come so far towards their goal. Both felt strongly that if Carl Strehlow had lived there for twenty-eight years and built a Christian congregation, they had to do everything in their power to continue the work.


The railway ended at Oodnadatta, four hundred miles to the south of Alice Springs. Albrecht and Minna were met there by Gerhardt Johannsen, a Danish immigrant whom the mission board had appointed manager of Hermannsburg in 1923 following Strehlow’s death. The board had hoped that a lay overseer would run the station more efficiently and develop employment opportunities for the Aborigines. Despite Johannsen’s efforts, however, debts had continued to increase. From Oodnadatta it was a three-day drive into the tiny township of Alice Springs, or Stuart as it was still named. It was all strange country to the newcomers—the jagged cliffs rising up on either side of the track as they drove through Heavitree Gap on the southern side, the austere beauty of the surrounding ranges, the surprise appearance of the tall gum trees growing out of the dry bed of the Todd River which ran through the settlement.
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The former Hermannsburg lease shown (below) as a detail of a larger scale map of Central Australia.





In Central Australia, as elsewhere, large numbers of Aborigines had drifted to the fringes of European settlements. Albrecht had the impression there might have been 100 or 150 people around the small settlement. Some worked in town in the day, but they were required by law to leave at nightfall. Many were diseased. The township itself was tiny—a hotel, Wallis Fogarty’s store (an offshoot of the larger store at Oodnadatta), a police station, a saddler’s shop, a Chinese baker, and a cafe where one could have a meal. Scattered around the town area were the camps of Afghan camel drivers and their animals, a few Chinese, and a number of white drovers.


Albrecht and Minna stayed overnight in the home of Mr and Mrs Ernest Kramer, itinerant missionaries to Aborigines, and supported by the Adelaide-based Aborigines’ Friends’ Association, and in the morning the new missionary was taken for the necessary round of official introductions in this small outpost of European civilization—the head Commonwealth government official in Central Australia, Government Resident J. C. Cawood; the police sergeant; and the manager of Wallis Fogarty’s store. They started for Hermannsburg late in the morning, driven by Johannsen. There was no real road, only a two-wheel track which ran beside a spur of the craggy Macdonnell Ranges for a couple of hours, then turned south through a gap. Late in the afternoon, Johannsen pointed out a mountain whose slopes and shadows stood out from the surrounding range—Mount Hermannsburg—and a little later they came to the crest of a rise overlooking the station.


The broad valley of the Finke lay before them, the sandy watercourse winding through river gums, the far side stretching away to further ranges. On the near bank, buildings nestled among the trees, faintly glowing in the last rays of the sun. A moment or two later, the car pulled up in the middle of a sandy compound encircled by whitewashed stone buildings, with dark figures running from everywhere to crowd around them. Some of the older men waited more reservedly and were then introduced—Jacobus, Nathaniel, Rufus, Martin. Moses was led up and put out his hand, saying simply in English, ‘I am glad’.


Their first Sunday service was led by the teacher, Heinrich, with Moses preaching the sermon in Aranda. The men of the congregation, some of them old and grizzled, sat on one side of the church. Children overflowed the aisle between the two rows of wooden forms, and mothers with babies and some adults who had not joined the church squatted in the sand outside. Albrecht, reflecting that this was his first experience of a congregation consisting partly of converts from heathenism, felt a certain awe.


Their house had been a pleasant surprise, especially to Minna, who had been preparing herself for a mud hut. It was quite large, with thick walls of stone smoothed over by many coats of white lime wash. Rooms were a good size and some even had linoleum over the flagstone floors. Ceilings had been constructed by inserting smaller mulga branches between the main beams, and covering them with clay mixed with grass. Hessian had been tacked underneath and also washed over with lime. At the back of the house, twenty or so stone steps led down to a garden of large date palms planted by the first missionaries. Beyond was bush and the sandy river bed of the Finke.


The station itself was a semicircle of whitewashed stone and lime mortar buildings built over the previous three decades. To the right of their own residence was an even older house occupied by the stockman Phillip Henke and his family, and beside that the blacksmith’s shop and the wagon shed. Immediately across from the missionary’s residence was the church, two tall gum trees in front of it. The little school stood close by the church, the scene each weekday morning of a prompt line-up, following the teacher’s whistle, of forty or fifty children who then marched into school. As the morning progressed, various chantings of the alphabet, numbers and the times tables attested to the efforts at instruction in mathematics, and reading and writing in Aranda and English.


A small meathouse, an eating house used for communal eating in Strehlow’s day, and the Heinrichs’s house completed the buildings in the central area. Further on were two separate whitewashed buildings used as segregated sleeping dormitories by the school girls and boys. Further towards the river was the main Aboriginal camp, a mixture of mud and grass huts outside which people built their fires and did their cooking.


It was not until that first evening in April when he climbed out of Johannsen’s buckboard into an excited but unintelligible clamour of voices that Albrecht fully realized the magnitude of the task of learning Aranda. It was not that the idea of foreign languages was new. He had grown up with several. But in Central Australia, his task was to preach the Gospel, to communicate about deep issues of life and faith with a people obviously very different in background and thinking—a task which extended language to its limit. But he started immediately, learning individual words as he became acquainted with the people and the organization of the place. He soon had an offer of help. Each morning at sunrise, Moses appeared on the verandah, and for half an hour Albrecht read to him from the Gospel of St Luke which the British and Foreign Bible Society had printed in Aranda the previous year, using Carl Strehlow’s translation. Moses listened intently, correcting the pronunciation word by word. The two men talked, too, during these sessions. Together with information from Mr Heinrich, the new missionary gradually pieced together something of the life of this man in his late forties who, despite his blindness, held immense authority among the Aranda people.


Moses (Tjalkabotta) had been born at Labrapuntja, ten miles east of Hermannsburg, about the time that the first missionaries arrived. His father was a man of knowledge and influence among the Ntaria and Ellery Creek people, and master of the tnurangatja or witchetty grub totem. He was one of the first Aranda people to make contact with the newly arrived missionaries, and initially helped them in their attempts to learn the language. Because of this contact, Tjalkabotta joined the small school of nine or ten children. He found it irksome, and sometimes ran away. Once he was away nearly a year.


As he grew older, he felt increasingly confused about the different teachings he was receiving. The missionary message about Jesus and God was ridiculed by the old tribal men, who also impressed upon the boys that unless they were circumcised they would always be classed as women and children and could not take part in the decisions of the group. Tjalkabotta also had his own questions about the new teaching. Why did the missionaries urge the children to disobey their parents in these matters of belief, when God’s commands told them to obey their parents? Yet slowly he began to feel that the new doctrine was a better way than the Aboriginal sacred stones and their stories. What attracted him most deeply was the picture of Jesus on the cross, and he repeated to himself, ‘nukaguia’ (for me), ‘Jesus died for me’, feeling happy to think he was included. At twelve years of age, he asked for baptism, and was given the biblical name of Moses.


Some time after his baptism, he and three other boys were taken forcibly by some of the men and circumcised. In accordance with Aranda custom, they were then taken to a place north of Hermannsburg, in the Macdonnell Ranges, and kept in a secluded spot. The elders told them that the stone tjurungas, the sacred objects, had come from the Dreaming and were to be treasured above anything, and the heavy slabs of stone wrapped in paperbark were handed over to the boys. Later, Moses and the other boys took the stones out of their wrappings to examine the maze of lines and circles engraved on the surface. Unlike the Bible, Moses thought, the stone carried no picture of the beings from whom it had come. It also seemed to him that the engraving had been recently done. How therefore, he asked himself, could it also be old and sacred?


Not long after, he suffered a heat stroke while looking after sheep near Ellery Creek, and his vision was impaired. By this time the first missionaries were leaving, and the newly baptized young people were subjected to a lot of ridicule. He was overjoyed when the Reverend Carl Strehlow and two other men arrived in 1894 to re-establish the mission. In 1903 he married a woman called Sofia, and a couple of years later he lost his sight totally in a severe illness. As he could not do outside work on the station, he began to help teach the baptism classes, and worked closely with Carl Strehlow in his translation and anthropological work.


Though active opposition to the new way continued during Strehlow’s time, many of the Aranda-speaking people in the mission area accepted Christian teaching and were baptized. The strength of traditional culture was also being steadily undermined by other contact with European civilization, as the cattle stations were built up and a small township grew up around the telegraph station. Strehlow’s death seemed to mark a further stage in Aboriginal attitudes to the new faith. Much of the previous enmity of other Aborigines towards Aboriginal Christians seemed to disappear.


General station work was soon absorbing much of Albrecht’s attention—medical sessions twice a day at the little dispensary at the western end of the verandah, organizing tasks on the station. Maintaining adequate supplies of food, tools, and other station requirements needed careful thought and planning: orders were compiled twice yearly, and had to be sent well in advance. The buying was done in South Australia by a member of the mission board, and goods were dispatched by rail to Oodnadatta, and then by camel train up the Finke valley. The monthly camel mail also travelled through the stations along the Finke, driven by a small thin man whose name was Harry Tilmouth but who was referred to universally as ‘Bony Bream’. Minna was also settling into her new life. Soon after she had arrived at Hermannsburg, a part-Aboriginal woman named Mariane (Marianna) approached her. She had worked in the Strehlow household, and now offered her services to the new missionary and his wife.


In late July, three months after their arrival in Central Australia, the local Presbyterian minister, Reverend John Flynn, drove out to the mission with Alf Traeger, a talented young radio ham from Adelaide on whom Flynn had pinned his hopes of developing a radio link to remote areas. The Albrechts had met Flynn on first coming to Alice Springs. Flynn had already travelled widely in the bush, visiting cattlemen and their families, seeing at close hand the hardship that accompanied the isolation and immense distances of the inland. In April 1926 he had begun to build a hostel in Alice Springs which he hoped would be the centre of a medical service to the inland. Urgency and frustration were written all over his face as he showed the newcomers over the site. ‘As a Christian minister’, he said to Albrecht, ‘I’m supposed to run a Sunday School and conduct services. But I don’t have a hope! On Sundays I have to plan the work for the whole week ahead, order materials, then go out to the blacks’ camp to get people for cutting timber for the lime kiln ...’ Albrecht had listened to him quietly, seeing a man who had found a task he could not ignore, even if it meant neglecting the work he had been sent to carry out.


The small buckboard in which Flynn and Traeger drove out to Hermannsburg in July carried a wireless set, a number of glass jars, and a Morse keyboard. Traeger had been able to establish radio contacts over short distances but now wanted to carry out a test over a longer distance. They left equipment at the mission and the next day managed to send a signal to the mission at a prearranged time. It was the first long-distance signal to be successfully sent and received over what later became the pedal wireless. For the Albrechts, hearing the signal was a major step in breaking the intense sense of isolation they had previously felt.


Flynn’s new hostel was completed, and in September Minna went there to await the delivery of their first child. Albrecht was preparing to join her a week later when two telegrams came through on the wireless. The first told him that a daughter had been born in Tanunda in the Barossa Valley, South Australia. The other indicated that his wife was very ill, and asked him to come south urgently. Then a third telegram arrived. ‘Very unnecessary. Minna.’ The contradictions were puzzling, but he concluded there was no need to rush south.


The two nursing sisters who had examined Minna in Alice Springs had found a high percentage of albumin (water-soluble proteins found in blood) in her urine specimens, implying a serious kidney condition, and they had advised her to get to Oodnadatta to catch the fortnightly train south. After the baby was born in Tanunda, she became very ill with a kidney infection. When the initial crisis was past, she sent a telegram to reassure her husband, but a mistake in transmission changed her original message, ‘Worry unnecessary’ to ‘Very unnecessary’. The mission board had given permission for her husband to come south for a month, and Minna could not understand why he did not arrive.


With the camel mail coming only monthly, weeks went by before the separated pair could exchange letters and clear up the misunderstanding. Minna wanted to return north, but doctors told her she would never survive the journey in summer and would have to wait for the cooler weather in February or March. She named her new daughter Helene Katherine Frieda—Helene in memory of her husband’s mother who had died in Poland, Katherine for her own mother, Frieda for the baby’s two godmothers, the widowed Frieda Strehlow and a special friend, Frieda Roehrs. A photograph was taken on the baby’s baptism day in December—Minna looking at the baby in her arms, radiant with happiness; Frieda Strehlow watching her, a gentle smile overlying the habitual sadness of her face. Other friends shared the moment including the two bright-eyed children of the Roehrs family.


The drought in Central Australia was steadily worsening. The last good rain had been in January 1925—more than a year before. And 1924 had been the second driest year on record. There were showers in April and May of 1926 but not enough to replenish waterholes or grow any real feed for the cattle. June, July and August were dry. What water was left in the waterholes in the Finke was becoming brackish, and the wells near the station were lower than anyone could remember. More cattle were dying.


Albrecht missed his wife acutely as he struggled with language study and the management of the station. He was also beginning to learn something of Aboriginal ways. A man who said ‘my father’ might not necessarily mean his own father, but rather his father’s brother. What to a European would be an uncle was, in the Aboriginal kinship system, another father, with the same kinds of responsibilities as a real father. The complexity of tribal kinship and its network of obligations was a strange world to the new missionary. He was worried, too, by the degree of petty theft on the station. Every week brought complaints from one or another that someone had stolen a shirt, or his tea and sugar. His remonstrances that this was forbidden in God’s Word had limited effect. A more serious incident arose when the stock camp killed three bullocks in a week instead of the usual one, and a large group of non-workers moved out to claim the extra food. Albrecht knew that this would have been normal in traditional life: all food was treated communally. But the mission was struggling for its very existence. With a debt of more than £4000, the bank had refused to advance any more money, and only the large loan from Albert Graetz had enabled them to continue buying essential foodstuffs. There was no money to engage another European stockman, so the run either had to be worked by the Christian Aborigines or not at all. He wrote in his diary:


 


We have not as yet made much progress with our ‘Station Rules’, it will take much effort before we have established something like law and order. Of course, everything would be much simpler if we would not be compelled to scratch and save at every turn.


 


If ‘Station Rules’ were having little effect, Albrecht felt it imperative that Christian Aborigines exercise more responsibility, though he had the impression that Carl Strehlow had run the mission as a ‘patriarchy’. The New Testament concept of congregational elders was in his mind. But perhaps, he thought, this could be built upon existing tribal authority. He called a meeting and tried to explain the responsibilities of congregational life in the New Testament, mentioning that Paul had appointed elders, with tasks of discipline and care for the people. He also pointed out the good things that God had given them in their traditional tribal organization, and that they should not neglect their older men, like old Petrus. This aroused definite interest, and elders were elected.


Their authority seemed to be recognized by the congregation, and the level of thieving and fighting gradually diminished. Not that the system always worked smoothly. Sometimes an elder, conscious of his new position, would call a meeting of the whole congregation to settle a personal grievance. It was years before Albrecht felt they understood fully that the institution of elders was there not to settle personal grudges but to deal with matters that involved the whole group. Their presence was also important for him. He was glad to be able to discuss issues with them, and let them take a significant share of the responsibility for resolving disputes, or exercising discipline. The mission was an almost closed community, isolated from wider support by distance and poor communications as well as by the ignorance and indifference of the majority of Europeans in Central Australia. It was a practical necessity that most problems had to be settled within the community itself.


The finances of the Finke River Mission continued to be a major issue for its supporting church. With only about thirty-two congregations large enough to have their own pastors, the entire annual offerings of the South Australian church amounted to no more than £8000-£9000 each year. Yet the annual running costs of the mission were about £3000, and only in good years did the sale of cattle make any substantial contribution. The government subsidy still stood at £250, though Stolz had pleaded vehemently with the Minister in 1923 that the cost of maintaining the children, the old and infirm, and the teacher’s salary—in his view clearly the minimal responsibilities of government—amounted to £550 per year.


In early 1927, the annual synod of the South Australian District of the United Evangelical Lutheran Church in Australia (the result of a merger of the two previous synods in 1921) was held in the little town of Nuriootpa, South Australia. Pastor John Riedel, who had replaced Pastor John Stolz as the mission board chairman, was pleased to report that the Commonwealth government had finally granted the mission a twenty-one year lease and had also offered a £500 loan to carry out improvements provided that the church could find another £1000 for the same purpose.


Riedel had also to inform his listeners that no cattle had been mustered for over a year because of the dry conditions. Without good rain, suitable European workers, and the necessary improvements, there was no prospect of the mission getting on its feet financially. A year earlier, Riedel had issued a strongly worded challenge to his church to ‘dip into our own pockets ... for the Finke Mission’. Now he reiterated his plea, warning them against ‘letting this work of the Lord perish by sheer indifference’. Discussions were protracted, but the synod resolved to continue to support the mission, and to try to clear its debts and raise the extra £1000 required for the government’s £500 loan.


Late in March 1927, Minna and her baby returned north on the train, almost seven months since the September morning she had left for Alice Springs. As the year wore on, the station grew drier and dustier. Aboriginal men were sent routinely with shovels along the Finke, deepening the remnants of waterholes. The station itself had no running water, the only water supplies consisting of several wells and two rainwater tanks on the staff houses. Once a day, women from the camp walked a quarter of a mile down the sandy bank of the Finke, returning with four-gallon tins of water balanced on tightly wound circles of towelling on their heads. Some of this was kept for tea and drinking water. The rest was poured into forty-four gallon drums at the camp and at the eating house to be used for laundry and washing up. As the water in the river soakages grew more salty, they began using a small spring of fresh water about half a mile upstream from the mission. The Aranda people called the spring Ntaria, the name also designating the general locality of the station.


Albrecht was worrying about the diet of the people which was becoming more and more restricted to flour and a little meat, along with the inevitable tea and sugar. Apart from the meat, these were bulk foods sent up from South Australia by rail and camel train. He regularly sent people out to scour the surrounding areas for the small onion-like bulb, yelka, and other bush foods. But bush tucker had not been plentiful even in 1926, and with so little rain since then, not much had sprouted. Albrecht wrote again to ask the mission board to let the congregations know that gifts of barley or other grains would be welcomed.


[image: Image] No [government] rations that time, only from Oodnadatta on the camels [food purchased by the mission]. Pastor Albrecht tell all the men, bring yelka, paraltja, to eating house, all ladies send to get the rabbit, cook them and bring them in here. Not enough kangaroo in drought, no cattle here in drought, few skinny skinny. Pastor Albrecht work very hard.


 


He was also trying to make the available food go further. In Johannsen’s time as manager, the workers had been paid a wage, from which they were expected to support their families. It seemed a logical and convenient system, particularly to European thinking, but in practice there were problems. Workers purchasing flour, tea and sugar with a month’s wages would be besieged by a host of relatives claiming their share. After a number of occasions when women came to Albrecht as superintendent saying they had nothing to eat, he thought it would be best to provide food daily for the most vulnerable groups, and reverted to Strehlow’s system of feeding the sick, the aged, and the women with children at the little eating house, three times a day. And most workers were paid in food rations rather than money. Some of the mothers, too, were bringing their babies to the house each day. Minna felt the infants would have a better chance if they had some regular powdered milk, and she wanted to see for herself that they got it.


Results in the mission school were improving as Heinrich had been relieved of outside responsibilities. Albrecht also went frequently into the little schoolhouse, taking Scripture lessons and testing the children in their other work. Language instruction in English and Aranda had always been a part of mission schooling, though the government had showed little interest in whether they learned to read and write in Aranda. Baldwin Spencer, commenting on the state of education in 1922, had reported that though some of the children could write in Aranda, he did not see that this could be of much use to them.


Albrecht felt strongly that these children should grow up bilingual. He felt they needed English to help them find a place in the general community, and wanted them to learn good English, not merely a broken pidgin version. But he felt equally strongly that they needed to retain their own language, not just for speaking but for reading and writing. It was especially important that they could read the Scriptures in their own language. It reached to their deepest feelings in a way that English could not.


He had continued diligently with his own language study, and one Sunday morning in May, a little over a year after their arrival, he took his place in the pulpit, Moses beside him. Instead of speaking in English for Moses to translate, he began his sermon in Aranda. A sense of expectancy came over the congregation and the silence deepened as he struggled on. Outside afterwards, an excited chattering enveloped the groups of people walking back to the camp.
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