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FREEDOM

FOREWORD

Black Voices has grown out of the Aboriginal and Islander Teacher
Education Program (AITEP) at James Cook University. In the past, members
of staff thought that much interesting writing, produced in courses or as
individual projects, deserved a wider audience. We also expected that some of
the students would want to see themselves in print - which they did. We
hope that, in subsequent issues, more and more students will realise that they
have an opportunity to express themselves on any subjects they feel moved to
write about. In addition, there are now thirty graduates of this program. We
hope that some of then, will want to tell of their experiences or submit
creative work.
While Black Voices will always be eager to publish the work of the
students and graduates of James Cook University, we invite Aboriginal and
Islander students at other tertiary institutions throughout Australia to regard
Black Voices as theirs just as much as ours. Black Voices is an opportunity
for students in Perth or Adelaide to open a di alogue with fellow students
in Townsville or Lismore, Sydney or Brisbane. There are now hund reds of
Black students in Colleges of Advanced Education and Universities in this
country; and, tha"nks largely to enclave programs like AITEP, where Black
students know they have the support of other Blacks, that number is increasing rapidly, although not rapid ly enough . There are eighty Black students on
campus at present at James Cook University. We have just offered places to
another fifty who will enter our Diploma of Teaching and Diploma of Early
Childhood Education. In three years, we could have more than 150 student
teachers on campus with at least another thirty in other courses. This institution and others like it have made a pleasing start, but Australia has a long way
to go yet before we can say that the first Australians are receiving equality of
education opportunity. It is essential for tertiary institutions to make special
efforts to attract and meet the needs of Black students. Unless our whitedominated institutions deliberately set out to do this, they will be guilty of
institutional racism, and, worse still, probably not even be aware of it.
It is not our intention to limit Black Voices to t he work of th e students
and graduates of tertiary institutions. We are eager to receive contributions
from all Black Australians so that Black Voices will be truly representative,
as"its tit Ie suggests.
I would like to thank the students and staff of James Cook University
who have made this first issue possible, especially Anne-Marie Cass and David
King, the co-editors, who have given a great deal of their time to ensuring that
these Black Voices are heard.

We've been denied too many things,
Because of the colour of our skin
We ask for equality, not inequality,
We ask for total ownership of our land.
We ask for peace, not war,
We ask for negotiation and not confrontation·
We ask for justice and not injustice;
·'
What we ask is Freedom . . .
)

(K. W., 19?_2)

Human rights and civil liberties which recognise a person's freedom are
fun d_amental to everyone's life. There are so many laws in our society which
restrict human freedom. To realise what it is like to be denied "human · ht
. '' I
ng s
an d I·b
I ert,es , et us consider two races of people who Iive on opposite sides
of the world and who experience situations which refuse them the right to
perso nal freedoms. The two groups are Black Americans and Black Au t 1·
Th Bl k A
.
s ra tans.
. e ac
mencan Civil Rights movements began in the 1950's in th
Am erican South. The injustices were occurring long before that though Th e
had laws ~nown as Jim Crow laws which segregated blacks from wh.ites ~~
every pub!tc place - restaurants, trains, hospitals, trams, even jails and homes
for t he blind. By 1907,, such segregation applied in every state in the South.
The ~ede~~I . Go~ernment s~pported it on the grounds that "separate but
equal factl1t1es dtd not deprive Negroes of their rights.
Negroes began to lose faith in the Government at every level.
~s one said, 'In the degree that the Southern people stand by in
st len~e and see the Black American stripped of his civil and political rtg~~s by a ba~? of unscrupulous men, they compromise their
o wn c1vtl_ ~nd pol1t1cal free9om . . . I~ by a mere technicality one
class ~f c1t1zens can be deprived of their rights and immunities ...
what ts to prevent any other class from sharing the same fate?'
(Baker, 1977, pp. 15, 16)
. . One remarkable man - Martin Luther King Jr - tor eight years devoted
hi s life to the movement for Black American rights. Martin Luther King had a
drearn:
It is a dream that is dee~ly rooted in the American dream. I have
a dre~m th~t one day this nation will rise up and live out the true
meaning of its creed: 'We hold these truths to be self-evident that
all men are created equal.'
'

Noel Loos
JAMES COOK UNIVERSITY OF NORTH QUEENSLAND

,,
Martin ~u.ther King grew up in a world which regarded all blacks as
~~~ond class c1t1zens". - with segregation similar to that enforced by the Jim
w laws. Would this ever change? Many thought it would - but only by
4
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terror, bloodshed, revolution . King, too, believed in revolution, but of a
differe nt kind.
Combi ning his Christian pri nciples with t hose of non-violent political
action - peaceful demonstrations, sit-ins - Martin Luther King inspired a
movement which was to revolutionize bl ac k/white relation s t hroughou t
Am erica. He gave his people hope for the future. He created a feeli ng am ongst
the blac k Americans wh ich changed t heir future exi stence. He created an
impetus in the movement for eq ual rights. By peaceful meth ods, the black
Am ericans showed they coul d make thei r cause known to the peop le of
America, a fa r cry from t he way it used to be when viol ence provided t he
onl y means of persuasio n. Martin Luther King stated," For a peopl e t o be free
they will not be judged by the colour of their skins, but by the content of
their character." (Ba ker, 1977, p. 10).
The Black Americans were harsh ly treated in publ ic and t his was common knowl edge. Some peopl e, however, did not wan t to get involved - t hey
wanted noth ing to do with it. Au stralian Aboriginal s were subjected to more
subtle bru talities. They were born of this lan d - quite different fror11 the
black Americans whose ancestors were from Africa - th eir langua e, their
culture, t heir spirits echoed from one corner of our country to t he other. For
40,000 years or more, they li ved, one people, one life with natu ~e. Th arrival
of Cook brough t with it diseases and a deliberate attemp t to kil l a race. The
history of Australia is a very vi olent one and we can never forget w at happened to our ancesto rs. Our mothers and fathers were shot, poisoned, raped
and hanged 1· our children were bash ed against t rees until they died. Blood
covered the earth and t here was great sorrow amo ng our people. The wh it e
man of that ti rn e dug big holes in t he gro und to cover the sham e, but t he
blood still seeps t hrough . You do not read it in history books but it re mains
in t he hearts and mi nds of our peopl e - an excellent exampl e of th e ta keover of a race of peo ple. The white people were to take advantage of a race
who, in th ei r in nocence, believed they would not be harmed. This was to be
the beginnin g of a future whic h denied them th eir civil liberti es an human
rights as a people.
Who can we blame for this? The white peopl e always say:"But t hat is in
th e past, you cannot hold us re sponsibl e." That would be t rue if we were all
dead . But t his is not so and peopl e will not look at the reality of th e injustice
shown to black eople tod ay. Many wou ld prefer us to vanish, to do any thing
but keep re minding t hem of the inju stices.
Racism is the major tool used by peopl e in power to perpetuate the
injustices. Racism is making one race of people (wh ite) think they are better
than anoth er race of people (black). And wh en all people in that race (white)
believe and fee l and act like they know more about us than we know ourselves
then we, th e blacks, feel like we are not capable of making our own decisions.
The right to run our own Iives has bee n deni ed for so long that now we are
only just beginning to right that wrong.
The tim e has come wh en racism, i.e. racist laws, and every other outrage that is put up to keep us oppressed is exposed where everyone can see,
judge, and act upon it in its variety of forms. Qu eensland can be co mpared to
6

some ot the soutnern states 1n America, because this Australian state still has
a law which specifically oppresses Aboriginal people. The Queensland Aborigin~I and Torres Strait Islander Act is the law that makes it legal to practise
racism. If you have ever thought about apartheid in South Africa, you shou ld
start to see that the Queensland Act is apartheid in Queensland: there is a
separate !aw for blacks. We often ask ourselves: what do we have to do to get
our full rights back and be treated as first class citizens?
Will violence be the answer in our case to attain human rights or is there
a Martin Luther King in Australia who is making that slow climb to the top to
fi ght peaceably for human rights and civil Iiberties for Aboriginal people? The
first step to be taken is to have the Act smashed but only if granting rights tO
ownership and community control of our Reserves and tribal lands follo.ws.
There will have to be a whole new awareness and respect among the wh ite
population of our rights as a people who have been oppressed for so long.
There will have to be almost total change in society. Some of us call it
our revolution. For the sake of our children, we must keep on speaking out
openly on all issues that cause us hardship, until we can live again, one wi th
t he land, as people. They say that a person can only go down so far an d once
you have hit bottom the only way out is up. I can see the future of Aboriginal people taking that upward climb; it may take some time but, in the end
we will make it. For the rights of all peop le, whether they be black wh ite or
yel low, let's hope that we will have a world . where everyone is equal~
'

Nancy Tato w

NANCY TATOW is a graduate of James Cook University and is cur re ntly
teac hing grade one in Townsville. Nancy com es from Rockhampto n.
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TEACHING IN AN ABORIGINAL COMMUNITY:
A PERSONAL PERSPECTIVE

This essay will firstly discuss the role of a teacher in general. Then, it
·will v·iew my · role as a teacher in a community school and the relev~nce ?f
various factors which I expect to encounter in the school. Concentration_ will
be· placed on the factors which were perceived most relevant when e~ter_1ng a
community school for the first time as a tea~her, t~ese factors bemg. the
community ; the language; and the school and its envir~nment. Through previous experience in Aboriginal community schools and bemg one who attend~d
a community school from grade one to ten, I find these factors of special
consideration.

Role of a Teacher
The roles played by a teacher in any school may be numerous and
sometimes conflicting. Teachers may be a pup ii 's confidant and also. an
examiner adviser and instructor, but also the one who metes o~t punishment wh'en necessary. Teachers listen to ch ildren 's problems, en Joy games
with children, but also write reports on them at the end of the year. Teachers
are the foremost socialising agents in every scho~l a~~ they carry the greateS t
responsibility for the educational progress of 1nd1v1dual_ pupi ls. ~he most
expected role of teachers is to manage the classroom environment m such ~
way that maximum learning is brought about. Successful teachers have _traditionally been those who both maintain classroom order and prepare ~upils ~or
t he ·curriculum of the next grade level. Resear~~ has show_n _that this appl1~s
to most community schools today. But, in t rad1t1?nal ~b~r~g1nal education, it
was somewhat different. Their role was to transmit _the,_r l1v1ng culture to each
succeeding generation. Their purpose was to ma1nta1n a~d to develop the
whole community not just to develop individuals within the group._ The
Aboriginal ed ucati~n was not so much a preparation for Iife as an expene~ce
of life itself; It was not concerned with certificates or degrees, but w1~h
experiencing and enjoying life at the present time in ch ildhood, youth, and m
adulthood.
The Community
, · In the ideal situation, the school should be part of the ~hole c?mmu. ·ty Aboriginal as well as white, achieving the educational aims desired by
:~r:nts, reflecting the values and beliefs they hold. "There is little con_imon
ground where Aboriginal parents can meet with other. parents to discuss
children's education, and the lack of unity of purpose 1s felt most by the
minority group" (Hart, 1974, p. 108).
.
.
The community in which the child grows exe rts an influence _o_n him
directly and also indirectly through his fa~ily. Aboriginal com_mun1t1es ~re
frequently tight-knit communities characterised ~y the ~trong bonds of kinship and of interpersonal relationships which def me their essence. Thus, the
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child has a clear place, a strong feeling of belonging and support from other
family units as well as from his own. The role essential to teachers is to
become accepted by the community.
Many teachers going into Aboriginal schools get little response from the
ch ildren. Through my experience in a community school, the teacher tended
to relat this lack of response to lack of intelligence, but later discovered that
the chil dren did not respond because he (the teacher) was a total stranger and
therefore suspected until he was known as a person. This is one of the many
special considerations one must be aware of. Most of these aspects are importan t for both planning a curriculum and to assist the teacher to be more at
ease in the community school.
Most Aboriginal and Islander people have very highly developed social
abilities and distrust a person who seems unwilling to communicate with
them. If teachers do not communicate with the people in t he community
(especiall y parents of the children they teach) the (the people) will consider
this as an impersonal and unsociable attitude which is part of city and subu rban life. In an Aboriginal school, the community can be closer to the teacher.
Teachers can run the school shop, organise social groups for children of all
ages, or act as football coaches in local teams or other sporting activities, to
gain commu nity access. I believe there are many roles which a teacher should
be aware of when teaching Aboriginal children. They should however avoid
becomi ng a dominant figure in the community and share responsibilities with
others.
Teachers resident in the community, I feel, shou ld live within the
commu nity to improve communication with the parents and to gain insights
into th e community's way of life, their living conditions, an d cultural differences.
I would involve the school with the community as much as possible
because I believe that Aboriginals and Islanders want both the European education and their cultural heritage. I also believe that the children are more
moti vated when an activity is based around their family, friends and other
people in and around the community. The Navajo Rough Rock Demonstration School is a good example of community/school involvement. The children
learn both the curriculum and about their culture. Nowadays the principle is
accepted that Aborigines should be given authority in their communities and
shoul d have freedom to bring the Aboriginal culture, which they valu e, into
the school curriculum.

The Language
Language is part of a cu ltural aspect of indigenous people but I have
separated it because I feel it is a broad factor to cover and should be discussed
alone. This is a very important aspect teachers will encounter in community
schools.
Apart from culture shock, the first problem beginning teachers will face
in com munity schools is a communication barrier. Teachers eventual ly find
th at the language they use in the classroom is too sophisticated for th e
ch ildre n. The majority of Aboriginal and Islander students use non-standard
9

English. The Torres Strait Islands' form of language is known a~ t~e "Strait
Pidgin". It should be noted that this form of_ non-standard ~nghsh 1s not the
sign of backwardness. I believe that for the first few weeks m the cl~ssr_oom,
the teacher should be the listener, observer, and the learner. The ma1onty of

time the children will use gestures in their speech. This is when the teacher
shou,ld listen and observe because they can then match the gestures with the
speech. But, the word should not be repeated str~i~ht ~way, unle:;s the

teachers are confident in using them. One of the d1ff1cult1es teachers may
have is understa nding the language, in that some words in the child's second
language have a variety of meaning. For example, the wo_rd "ripe" i~ _the
second language (i.e. English) could also mean "cooked" m the Abongm_al
language. Teachers wil I have to consider these variables carefully, because in

some schools, programs are in the Aboriginal language.
.
.
A common complaint from some teachers in community schools ts that
children do not use standard English, the medium in which they are taught,
outside of the school room, as often as they should. This is a major problem
only for the teachers, as it frustrates t hem and they te nd to th in~ it _is a waste

of time teaching standard English. I believe that standard Engl 1sh 1s not the
right or wrong way to speak, because everyone uses some form of language in
preference to another where it is appropriate for the situation. So wh y should

Aboriginal and Islander children at school be different?

The School
To some Aboriginals and Islanders, the school is known as an "educat~on
machine" where their children go to learn the "white ways". The question
most asked in community schools is "Why aren't children coming to school?"
When they attend school, it's not because they want to learn, but just for the

sake of being there. In one community school I visited, a child had been to
school every day in first term but still could not do simple addition . Is it that
"white ways" are boring, or the content of the curriculum that ke~p ~he

children away ? This is still not yet known. Another concern to beg1nn1ng
teachers is classroom discipline. Aboriginal children are not aware of standards
of and limitations on behaviour in the classroom that each teacher will
tolerate. I believe it would be effective if rules were set out for the ch ildren to
see on a daily basis from day one of teaching.
Another major issue in a number of schools is swearing. In many

the parent/teacher nights are very effective. Parents get to know about the
events their children are involved in at school and they also realise that they
are n?t shut out, that the school is for them as well as their children. I believe
that 1f parents have a great concern and positive attitudes for the school then
the children will also. Most parents and aides assist in Arts and Crafts in the
school. I feel they should go beyond this and assist in other curriculum areas
as well.. Som~ sc~ools see teacher aides as the odd-job people. I totally dis~gree with this title because I feel they should be involved in planning and
1n classroom work, that they are part of the teaching team. Of course, in a
school the role of any teacher aide could vary from that of each of the other
teacher aides because each has a unique personality, particular strengths and
~eaknesses, talents, skills, and abilities. The teacher aides' greatest contribution comes from the fact that they are members of the community and have a
knowled~e and understanding of the values, goals, and aspirations of the
community.
To conclude this section, I feel the major roles carried out in a community school are played by the parents, teacher aides, and the commu nity. We
all know the teachers, principal, and students have a big part in the school
al so. My role in the school would be to try and bring in these direct resources
as much as possible, as well as teaching the children with indirect resources
to make less?ns more e~joyable, motivating, and less boring. These people i~

the community are crucial resource people for the children's education.
Throug~ou t this essay I have not discussed the cultural aspects in depth ,
because I bel 1eve most teachers are fully aware of the cultural differences in
whatever community they enter. These cultural aspects are common sense
aware~e_ss, Ii ke sacred sites, arts an d crafts, traditions, religion etc. One aspect
I fe el 1s important to mention though is the kinship laws. Sometimes a teacher
~ay not be aware of the kinship system in the Aboriginal culture and that it
1s strongly represented in the classroom by the children. It would confuse the
teacher not knowing why a chi!d is coping extremely well one day and very
poorly the next; for example, 1t may be that there is a relative in the classroom who_ has a high position in the famil y and should be respected. I know
~f a c_ase _like this, but as a teacher, I would not know how to overcome this
s1tuat1on 1n the classroom .

Aboriginal communities, swearing is commonplace. The importan~ ~oint is
that any teacher who does not allow swearing must not be hypocritical and

must not swear in the presence of students or in any part of the school area.
It is difficult to have the adult Aboriginal teacher aide or parents called
in to stress that no swearing is permitted in the classroom when most of th is
language is influenced at home. Parents should be used for more positive

things.
.
It brings me to the question of how parents are used 1n the schools.
I would have the parents involved in as many activities as possible in the classroom. There are so many activities parents can be involved in which will bring
learning to both the students and the teacher. In most community schools,
10

Conclusion
I found th is topic to be very broad and that there was Iittle documentary evidence available.
Mo~t of my information came from my own experience in prac school
from ha~mg been ?rought up in a community school. I have viewed the topi~

f~om this pe_rspect1ve but have also looked at the white teachers' point of
view. Essentially, I feel that my role as a teacher in a community school

11

would be to maintain classroom order, prepare pupils for the next grade level,
and to try to bring about maximum learning. But most importantly, to teach
the children. Another important task would be to know and understand ~he
children's culture and to assist in transmitting it to them, as well as making
them aware of other cultures so they can compare them with their own and
gain greater understanding of the importance of their own life style.
Li/yjane Shibasaki

UL YJANE SHIBASAKI is employed by the C?mmonwe~lth De~artmen~ of

Education and Youth Affairs, Townsville, and 1s completing her final ~ub1~ct
in the Diploma of Teaching part-time. Before entering James Cook Un1vers1ty
as an AITEP student, she worked as a teachers aide.
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Intervening in History
Institutional racism exists in our white education system whether primary
secondary, or tertiary. People believe that there is equality of educationai
opportunities, but many minorities are not recipients of equality outcomes;
one only needs to look at the number of Aboriginal matriculants from the
senior year of high schools to see that Aboriginal students are not getting
enough out of the system.
Indeed, most white teacher expectations of black students' achievements are low. This discourages them from academic courses which lead
t owards tertiary education. Many black students leave high school at Year 1 O
and do not succeed in Iife. Education does not yet cater adequately for the
needs of Aboriginal children. The education system is geared towards white
mainstream learning. Positive intervention has been designed to overcome
th is.
In 1977, the former Townsville College of Advanced Education comme~ced th~ Aboriginal and Islander Teaching Education Program (AITEP)
which provided access to the primary teaching profession. This is a special
intake program which allows students of mature-age and students who have
completed Grade 12 to enter into a tertiary institution when they could not
gain direct entry.
Any program designed especially for, or to support, a minority group
ru .ns. the risk of
. being labled second-rate. There has been ' in th is Institute, a
m1s1nterpretat1on of the AITEP program by some of the white educators
and white students, despite the fact that Aboriginal and Islander students are
_doing the same course and assessment as the direct entry students. Prejudiced
reactions from white students towards black students have not been shown
overtly; there are, however, subtle undercurrents. Due to the influx of black
students, insightful changes have been made within the Institute both academically and personally. The Institute had to acknowledge tha{ there was
going to be a large number of black students filtering through their once
dominant white institution.
Being in an Institute like this is an awesome experience· nevertheless
hav!n_g moral support from other students plus a supportive ~taff develop~
pos1t1ve self-concepts which enable black students to cope with frustrations
and disappointments. This is very much needed when we come face to face
with, and work in, a racist society, and especially when we become teachers.
Practice teaching provides two contrasting experiences about which
students should not be disillusioned. Firstly, black students are lucky in that
they have an extra "prac." which can be done by choice on an Aboriginal or
Islander community. Teaching Aboriginal and Islander children on commu~ iti~~ ~s an enriching experience. Not only are we participating with them as
1n?1v1ctuals, but we are also drawn into their culture and their way of life and
th is must be respected. It is a totally different world.
This permits us a wide range of experiences that are both good and bad.
It also forces us to consider our role as an Aboriginal or Islander person and
al so as a te 4cher.
13

Secondly, community schools .are vastly different from mainstream
schools. Mainstream teaching appears rigid, tense, and institutionalised,
especially in an Aboriginal community. This wrong approach and attitude of
the white educators has destroyed their communication thread with black
people. Such arrogant methods of teach ing have disrupted their students'
abilities and desire to learn. As a Hopi Indian teacher in the United States
said:
When education is presented to a child in the right manner, he
will absorb it as readily as does any white child. Educate t hem
from what they already know, not from a totally new strange
field of experience.
(White, 1964, p. 1 74}
Being an Aboriginal and working to gradu ate as a teacher and be in
control of a class is a frightening prospect, but to teach on a community will
be rewarding. To enter college and become a teacher was my own decision.
The family was sceptical at first, but gradually gave support. My grandparents
are the people to whom I owe most: a pride that is being recip rocated.
We who enter a tertiary institution to becom e teachers should be aware
that we have to become more and more bicultural an d bilingual; that we are
models of multicultural Australia for all students, but particularly for black
children; that we must strive to be good teachers; our peop le deserve this.
Personally, what have I gained? I 1have had to reassess my life in terms
of wanting a professional career that is secure instead of existing with something that is uncertain and insecure. My greatest gain has been in finding that
I have an identity, that I belong to something which is rich, colourful, and
meaningful. lrnportantly, I have become aware of my peoples' knowledge and
insights, which are often not valued by the worl d at large. I have discovered
this through my major tudy in Aboriginal Education. In research that
involved finding, gathering, and recording information, one of the tremendous ideas was to use Aboriginal and Islander people as resources, and by
doing so I have discovered my own heritage.
And this, my heritage, is something that can never be taken away from
me.
Lynley Grogan
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A child is like a candle
that stands in the dark ·
.
'
its burning ambition to learn
awaits to be alight.
And the light of knowledge burns within
the hands of the teacher
who touches the wick of' each candle
and nourishes the flame of know ledge.
Lynley Grogan
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Huge eyes,
with smiling faces,
skin so brown,
Laughter so sweet and carefree.
You are the child of today,
but the maker of tomorrow.

Evely :~:b\s s:ort study of the history of the Mitchell family, and of the
surface of a e::al~hge~e~a~y. Wh_at I have presented here barely breaks the
o _in ?rm_at1on about Aboriginal history on the Evelyn
Tablelan
mucfh of which is either forgotten or goes unrecorded It is but a
brl.ef gl·1md,pse
o yesterday....
·
. h b
.
Some of wh at is recorded in this stud
y m1g t e questionable, and it
may not agree with wh t . "
Ho
. .
a '~ common knowledge " about Aborigines general!
is t~ev~, it ,shwhat my k1nspeople believe and what they have been told
ere ore w at I personall y am inclined to believe.
'
Unfortunately,_ some of the tribal knowledge which I had hoped t
0
I
ex p ore and record 1n th· t d h
mind of my r . k"
isl s u y ave been lost forever; others exist in the
. 1v1ng inspeop e as fragmented memories.
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Lyn!ey Grogan
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Firstiy, my father is a naturalised Australian who came ~~ Australia
many years ago from Canada. My mother is a full-blood Aborigine, whose
kinspeople inhabited the rainforests around Ravenshoe on the Evelyn ~ableland. It was such rainforest which presented an almost impenetrable barrier to
the first white settlers. The white man couldn't just come in and conquer
the Aborigines; rather they had to use tact and diplomacy in coming to
terms with the situation (Loos, 1982, p.88) .Because the rainforest borders
were rich in minerals, especially tin, my ancestors also faced contact and
conflict with the early miners in the region (Pike, 1976, ch. 9).
In this study, I have decided to focus on my mother, Marcelle, who
provided me with most of the information I required, and subsequently
collated.
I am deeply grateful to my mother for instilling in her five children, in
a beautiful way, the knowledge and understanding of our immediate an~estors
and their way of life. My mother is a beautiful person who speaks with t~e
deepest love and pride of her own parents, who died when she was quite
young. One of the sadnesses of my life is not having ever seen my real grandparents.
.
My mother's maiden name is Mitchell. She is the youngest of a family
of three sisters and two brothers. My mother was eight years old when her
mother died 28 years ago. (I shall here refer to her as my real grandmother.)"
My real grandmother, Mabel, was one of the many thousands of
Aborigines who died of i_ntroduced i_llnesses which came, w_ith the white -~an
- she died of pneumonia. At the time of grandmothers illness, a med1c1ne
man tried to cure her, but failed. (Exactly what the medicine man did is not
known as the young ones, as they were then, were not told.) My grandmother
was taken to hospital where she died, and was later buried in the white man's
way. (This shows how the Aborigines were caught between their own culture
and that of Europeans.) A year after my grandmother's death, my grandfather died. To his children, the cause of death was a 'broken-heart'.
I asked my mother what happened to them as children when both her
parents died. She stated that her older sister, Marge, (Grid-e-wana) was given
the responsibility of looking after them, particularly my mother, who was
quite young. I was interested to know whether any white persons interfered
in the situation. Mother said that they didn't, although they showed concern.
I asked my mother to explain how her family received the surname,
Mitchell. She explained that it was given to them by the family who "adopted"
them. In their case the Mitchell family could have accepted either the name
Mitchell or Mazlin.' My grandmother, Mabel, came from the Tully tribe, while
my grandfather, Joe, was from the Djirubal tribe from the Ravenshoe area.
They were promised in marriage, and as mother explained, it was usually the
case for people from the Djirubal tribe to be promised to someone from the
Tully tribe, and vice-versa. To this day, my uncle Danny knows he is promised
to Lisa Murray from the Tully tribe. Both are still single (and childless) and
while they are, in a way, ignoring the marriage promise, to my observation
they seem to still respect this arrangement.
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I questioned my mother about her other brother and sisters and whether
th ey married their promised; mum's sister, Marge, was promised to someone
from the Tully tribe (she didn't know who) but she (Grid-e-wana) chose to
marry Thomas Brooks (Munjida) who came from a tribe of th e Millaa Millaa
area, pro bably the Ngatjen (Pike, 1976, p.138). Munjida wasseenas a strong
and powerful man (in body and spirit) and one to be wary of. My mother 's
other brother, David, (U-bay), is married, and was promised to May (nee
Gordon), who I believe came from the Herberton people, probably Barbaram
tribe (Pike, 1976, p.138). This is a very interesting match because May is a
year older than David, yet in most cases it seems the man is usually much
older than the woman. Perhaps th is match was the outcome of a promise or
arrangement which could have been made between the families of th is couple.
According to my mother, the families which made up th e Dji rubal tribe
included the Lucy, Herbert, Gardener, Henry, Woods and Doyle families.
Both my mother and Nanna (Molly) were a little uncertain when asked about
the ir fam ily's totems. It seems the Mitchell family's totem is the cockatoo
(Gnulbay ).
Below I hav~ presented the European and Aboriginal names, marital
status, an d approximate age of each of my mother's brothers and sisters. (My
uncles an d aunts in white man's terms, and in Aboriginal kinship law, my
uncles and mothers.)
European
Name

No. of

Aboriginal
Name

Marital Status

Marjorie

Grid-e-wana
(Gridaway)

Married

55

3

Lena

Yaminu

Single

49

1

David

U-bay

Married

45

2

Danny

Wayborm

Single

40

0

Married

36

5

Marcelle*

?.

Approx.
Age

Children

*Although I couldn't find out what my mother's Aboriginal name was I was told
t hat it is a word ~hich means kind person. My uncle Danny's name mean's wanderer.
From my observations, these meanings are very true.

My grandfather, Joe, was the King of the tribe, a title which was given
to an authoritative tribal elder by the white man. My mother's older brother
(U- bay) would hav~ in~erited this title when grandfather died, and, al though
the brass plate (which 1s worn around the neck) is still kept in the Ravenshoe
police station, my uncle prefers to ignore it, or at least have nothing to do
with it .
One of the strongest of traditional customs which remained after white
contact was the witchdoctor, or medicine man, who had a powerful influence
- everyone feared him. Initiation , on th e oth er hand, seemed to be one of t he
~arlie~t cerem?nies to be lost. Cannibalism did occu r, and althou gh my
1nterv1ewees did not see it, they knew stories which told of it. Appare ntl y,
17

they would eat a person, often a stranger, whom they thought had a wicked
spirit. Usually the older men were the only participants of such ceremonies.
Fram my observations, there were few hostilities between blacks and
whites of the rainforest country in and around Ravenshoe. However, I may be
wrong, and time may have healed the wounds of confl ict. There has always
been in the past, am ple opportunities in employment for the Abo rigines to
work in the timber, dairying, farming, and cattle station industries a!"oun d
Ravenshoe and Mt Garnet. Generally, this has established a good rapport
between the two groups.
My grandfather (Joe) saw employment as an opportunity to break
away from the Act. He was a very honest, caring, and dignified man whose
idea of working to save enough money to buy a house was squashed when
it was discovered the land was Crown land. Perhaps this was the result of the
white man cruelly misleading grandad. However, he showed he could support
his own family, developed a good reputation, and earned the respect of
many white folks in the area.
During my mother's childhood, the family lived in a settlemen t just
on the outskirts of town. As a group (of families) they would often go wal kabout and cam ping to Tully Falls, feasting on the abundant bush tuc ker.
My mother and her younger brother were amongst the first Aboriginal
children to attend the local state school. They both completed the primary
grades before leaving school to get jobs. My mother remembers clearl y, to this
day, having the task of washing the blood-stained clothes of the town's
butcher - not a pleasant job, especially for a young teenage girl; my mother
herself became a very young mother (to me) and was married at the age of
sixteen with the permission of the local police sergeant. My father had to
seek the perm ission of my mother's older brothers and sisters who were at
first reluctant because she was so young.
My mother had her part in making history when she attended the state
school. She began school at age six (6), Grade 1. She stated th at she felt
"scared" becau se it was "the first time we mixed with white people". The
headmaster put an older boy in charge of my mum and her brother, as is
usual; however, they both felt that he really looked after them and protected
them as best he could from the inevitable remarks and insults.
Mum's older brothers and sisters and closer cousins were not as fortunate as they were sent away to the mission of Yarrabah. The police organized
the children to be taken to the missions. The parents had no say "they (the
police) just grabbed 'em and took 'em."
I asked my mother's cousin how long they stayed at Yarrabah, and
what her feelings were about the mission. She said they were taken there
for twelve (12) months. "They took us there to learn things but we didn't
want to learn anything ... Every Saturday we sat on the beach staring out to
sea. We couldn't wait to go home." This lady also stated that she was lucky
she wasn't taken to Palm Island, which apparently was where unmarried
mothers were sent.
Many of my relatives, particularly in the Mt Garnet area, were taken
as young boys, to the stations around Mt Garnet. To th is day, they and their
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children still ~ork on the statio ns as stoc kmen and station-hands.
Refl ecting no w on -~hat I found out in my research, I think it is sad
th at kno~ledge and trad1twns which were passed down through thousand
of generations are no longer.
s
This res~arch has_ stirred my desire to find out more about the life of
my ancestors in_ ~he rainforest areas, but it has also opened my eyes to ·ust
how many trad1t1ons have been lost. Names of family members Ab · !
names and thei
·
h
,
ongina 1
r
meanings,
t
e
language
used
by
the
Djirubal
tribe
all
have
been a Imost totally lost.
'

Beverley Godden
R
h
·
d.
' ~om_ avens oe, is a graduate of James Cook Univers1 Yan 1s currently teac hing ,n Cairns.
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The South-Sea Islander Labour Trade
Recruitment and Repatriation
Recru itm ent
The South-Sea Islander Labour Trade could and often has been f
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The methods of recruitment, though nominally under some form of
government control often becam e nothing more than kidnapping. Hence the
trade became known as "black birding';. In order to collect six to twelve
pounds per head for each recruited man, many recruiting ship's masters
resorted to a variety of unscrupulous methods of recruitment. For example,
with the promise of gifts of beads and other trinkets, many natives were lured
and enticed down into the hold of a ship. Once there, ladders were drawn up
and hatches battened down to prevent their escape and thus ensure their
recruitment. Other natives were taken aboard as captives as they struggled in
the water after their canoes had been deliberately sunk. This type of enforced
recruitment occurred repeatedly as new areas were opened up in search of
labour. Hence the business of recruiting and,in time, repatriation of the South
Sea Island labourers, was never absolutely free from violence and controversy (Cliff, 1982, p. 42).
As a result of convincing evidence relating to cases involving kidnapping
and associated atrocities in the recruitment of labour, along with the murder
of Bishop Patteson, the colonial administration ordered that recruiting ships
had to carry government agents to ensure that all recruitments were undertaken with the Islanders' consent (Davidson, Scarr, 1970, p. 226). However,
the relationship between the ship's master and the government agent depended
obviously on the relative strength of character of the two men involved. A
government agent who interfered with recruiting practices could count on
being subject to petty harrassing. Many a time the agent's departmental regulations on the conduct of the labour trade was stolen and hidden so that the
agent had difficulty in responding to some misconduct because he could not
refer directly to the exact rules or regulations in question. An extract from a
Fiji agent, Charles Rudd, highlights the position of the agent:
My traps were turned out of my cabin today and I am put to
sleep with the cook. Surely this state of things ought to be
redressed. If the prestige of the agent is not upheld he is worthless. He cannot fight a ship's company, and as a natural consequence of the position he occupies, is looked upon with aversion
by all hands, and instead of protection I have received the greatest
insolence throughout the cruise from the Master, who ought
never to have been allowed the appointment.
(Davidson, Scarr, 1970, p. 237)
As long as the master and crew contented themselves with breaking the
regulations and committed no actual felony, there was no drastic action that
the government in Fiji or Queensland could take against them. An agent of
the Fijian government at least had "the ear" of the head of the Immigration
Department, who usually knew the agent and generally believed his reports.
However, the situation in Queensland was quite different for the government
agents. On arrival agents' complaints were usually heard by a local immigration board, composed of local men who might have had ''ties" with the
owner of the vessel in question. In effect, if the master of a ship knew that
the government agent was going to press charges against him and his vessel, he
and the crew were ab le to cover themselves by fabricating counter chall enges
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to the agent's report. Moreover,· the low salaries and the conditions which
t~ese government agents had to endure in the _process of their duties, certainly
did not attract many eager applicants for the jobs on the recruiting vessels
(Davidson, Scarr, 1970, p. 238).
· By the late 1880's, a considerable number of New Hebrideans and
Sol_omon_ Islande rs understood what recruitment entailed and thus willingly
e~!_1sted into contracts to work in the sugar plantations in Queensland and
F1JL Reasons for this developing consciousness of what the indentured labour
for Europeans entailed was partially due to the sandalwood trade of 18401865. Thus, the natives in the south New Hebrides came into contact and
communicated freely with Europeans. Consequently, t hese natives came to
develo p u ~derstand ings of what European society was about. In effect,
th rough this contact, the Islanders acquired a liking for such things as fabrics ,
to bacco and edgetools that were of superior quality to their own stone implements. Thus, when the sandalwood industry came to a close in the 1860's
the Islanders were given an alternative other than returning to their forme;
h_alf-forgotten. ma_terial ~ulture by the arrival of labour recruiters who prov1_ded them with 1mmed1ate trade goods, in the gifts which they gave to the
kinsmen of each recru it, an d promises, if they went to Queensland, of wages
for a three-year work contract. (Davidson, Scarr, 1970, p. 228) . In effect
many New ~ebrideans had known sandalwood traders fo r some twenty years
before colonial labour recruiting began in 1863 and resident missionaries for
at least fifteen years prior to that date (Corris, 1973, pp. 1-2).
~ f the total number of South Pacific labourers brought to Queensl and
approximately one third consisted of Solomon Isl anders. Very few of thes~
Islan ders had had any contact with Europeans when recruiting first began in
1870. Consequently, colonial labou r recruiting was the main ground of
cont~ct between Islanders and Europeans for thirty years .. Initiall y the New
He brides had been the islands most favoured by the labour recruiters bu t
fro m the 1890's onward the colonies drew more heavily on the Sol;mon
Islands. More than hal f of Qu eensland 's recruits between 1890 and 1904 were
Solomon lsl~~-~e~s, and between 1894 and 1905 the Solomons supp lied 81.4
percent of F1J_1 s indentured Melanesians. This initial ignorance on the part of
the Isla nders 1n fact allowed "blac k birding" to continue unin terrupted for a
nu mber of years (Corris, 1973, p. 2).
. As the ~earch for labour continued year after year, there grew among
the 1_slands_ an intense feeling of apprehension and opposition to any unknown
P_ass1ng ships. From the 1890's to th e 1900's ,Isl anders were known to have
fi red shots_ through the sails of recruiting ships. This action was usually a
demonstration of older people's opposition to any more attempts to recruit
young men from their respective communities. This massive rec ruitment
?ft.e n denuded the islands of their young men and effectively produced
imbalances among men and women. Consequently, the islands' social systems
were grossly affected by the lack of young men and, in some cases, women, in
such .areas as :ood production, main tenance and perpetuation of cultural
pr~~t1ces, marriage, reproduction and, most importantly, a greatly reduced
ab tl 1ty to defend and attack enemy tribes from neighbouring islands.
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Another front of opposition to the labour trade came from the Christian
missionaries who had been working in the islands attempting to convert the
natives for many years prior to the labour trade. As these ships came in search
of members of their congregation, the missionaries became angered by what
they saw and heard of the islands' young men being enticed and, in many
cases deliberately forced away to a far off land (Carris, 1973b, p. xx).
'There were also other people who opposed the labour trade for humanitarian reasons. These people saw in the labour trade signs of the African slave
trading with its exchange of goods for people. Slave -trading had been an
important and overriding moral issue of their fathers' generation. Con.sequently, these people advocated the abolition of what they saw as being
virtually slave trading (Carris, 1973b, p. xx).

Repatriation: Its Political Influence on the Queensland and Australian
Governments During the Period of the Labour Trade 1863-1906
By the 1860's, the introduction of South-Sea Islander labour led to the
setting up of a plantation society on the Queensland coast with the prospect
of a black state north of Capricorn, similar to the "deep south" in America
during the African slave trade era. Within this period of Australian history,a~
Australian nationalism was emerging and gaining momentum and an antiChinese movement was also obvious at this time.
Considerable opposition had been mounted in England against the
trafficking of the Pacific labourers. This movement grew out of persistent
rumours of murder and kidnapping by the recruiters of the South-Sea Islanders in order to procure cheap labour. The navy and many missionary and
philanthropic societies openly detested the labour trade from the t~n:1e of its
inception; however, outside of the old labour movement, oppos1t1on was
directed specifically at the welfare of the natives rather than the wages of the
workers. During the initial years of the labour trad e, opposition forces aim ed
at the eradication of abuses rather than the suppression of th e traffic. In fact,
while the political power rested in the hands of the merchants, squatters, and
th e emerging planter class, abolition of the trade was not a serious possibili ty
(Greenwood, 1955, p. 125).
By 1886, th e Queensland Governm ent had passed th e Polynesian
Labourers Act to control recruiting among th e islands and to regulate th e
treatment of the natives on th e plantations. However, it soon became obvious
that the Queensl and government could do little to prevent abuses throughout
the islands even after the in troduction of government agents. Atrocities such
'
. went unas those committed
on the Daphne, Carl, and Young Australian
punished because Qu ee nsl and had no jurisdiction outside her own waters. An
add ed difficulty was that British legislation such as the Slavery Act could not
be used in these circumstances. Oth er fac tors which inhibited any legal
co ntrol over abuses to island labourers were that the natives' testimony was
not accepted in a court of law because they were classed as heathens. In
addition many natives could not and would not inform on t heir assailants. To
confuse 'matters more, t here were the language barri ers which ex isted between
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the different native groups and the Europeans (Greenwood, 1955, p. 126).
Six years after 1871, many of these loopholes were closed with the
implementation of the Pacific Islanders Protection Act of 1872, otherwise
known as the Imperial Kidnapping Act. This Act admitted native evidence in
a court of law and gave a clear definition of what kidnapping constituted. In
1874, when Fiji became annexed to the British Empire, the Queensland Polynesian Act was also introduced there. The Imperial Kidnapping Act was
extended in the next year and provision was made for a Western Pacific High
Commission to have sovereignty over all British subjects in the area. Hence,
the Australian squadron was enlarged with the addition of six colonial bui_l_t
schooners, which now patrolled as far north as the Marianas and over to the
Line Islands. It soon became clear that little could be done to aid the islands
and their inhabitants unless they were annexed (Greenwood, 1955, p. 126).
Meanwhile, in Queensland, a Liberal Party had emerged, with a major
aim of excluding all coloured labour, which included the Chinese, the Indian
and the Pacific Islander workers. This party drew its support from the large
urban areas and from the mining population. Thus, by 1888, the party held
almost a monopoly of working class votes in these sections of the Queensland
community. The opposing party, the Conservatives, was dominated by the
powerful grazing and sugar industries in association with related financial and
trading interests (Greenwood, 1955, pp. 126-127).
Sir Thomas Mcllwraith's conservative government overhauled the Polynesian Labourers Act in 1880, primarily because the party believed that
cheap labour was vital to the development of the Queensland coast, particularly the sugar industry. In the following year, 1883, Sir Samuel Griffith's
Liberal party won government on the question of coloured labour.
Immediately the Indian ln1migration Act was repealed and the Chinese Restriction Act was tightened up. By 1884, restrictions had been placed on the
recruitment of Pacific Island labour. The Islanders were only permitted to
work in the canefields. This left th e way open for th e employment of white
labour to work in other areas of the industry.
The Liberal party's opportunity to totally abolish the Pacific Labour
Trade came with the trial of the crew of the Hopeful on charges of kidnapping
and murd er in th e islands around New Guin ea. All were found guilty and
sentenced to imprisonment, except the first mate who was sentenced to death.
A royal commission was set up to investigate six ships believed to have been
engaged in similar atrocities. Soon after the commission had tabled its report,
Griffith introduced an act prohibiting the indenturing of Pacific Islanders
afte r the 31st December, 1890. The sugar industry was thus given eight years
to reorgani se itself under a system of small farm s served by a central mill
using white labour only (Gree nwood, 1955, p. 127 ).
In 1888, Mcllwrait h's National party won its way back into government
defeating Griffith's Liberal party. Consequently the Act of 1885 was repealed
in 1892 and recruiting was opened up aga in fo r anoth er ten years after Griffith
an d Mc ilwrait h formed a coalition governm ent. The decision to re-open th e
labour trade was also du e to the depression which the colonies had slipped
into, hence th ere was a need to save the coastal agricul t ure and trade from
23

ruin. However, the coalition government began to dissolve under the influence of the Trades and Labour Council formed in 1885 by Lane who was
instrumental in amalgamating the city unions into the Australian Labou r
Federation in 1889. The introduction of cheap white labour, 350 Piedmontese, was Griffith>s answer to the crisis developing in the sugar industry.
However, when --this labour was persuaded by union agitators not to work at
less than union rates, labour itself opened the way for the reintroduction of
the Pacific Island Labour Trade (Greenwood, 1955, p. 128).
At this time it appeared to be almost impossible to send the Paci fic
Islanders back to the islands without ruining a vital part of the colony's
economic structure. The planters had argued that the Pacific Island labour
had literally "made" the sugar industry, therein creating rather than destroying employment for white workers. Thus the Pacific labour exclusion question had to date dominated Queensland politics for fifteen years (Greenwood,
1955, p. 129).
By 1901 Australia had become a nation and the new Commonwealth
' decided to carry the burden of dear sugar as part of the
Government had
economic cost of the White Australia policy. This decision was partially due
to the agitation for the abolition of the South-Sea Islander Labour Trade.
This labour trade had bedevilled at least two issues of vital importance to
Queensland: the annexation of New Guinea and the separationist movement
of north Queensland (Greenwood, 1955, p. 129).
Eventually, in 1904, Commonwealth legislation sounded the final knell
to the South-Sea Islander Labour Trade. After the 31st of March, 1904, no
recruiting was to be permitted and all Islanders in Australia on the 31st
December, 7906, were to be deported. The only islanders to be granted
exemption from deportation were those who had been born in Australia, or
those who had been continually resident in Australia since 1879 or earlier,
crews of ships, and those who might be granted temporary certificates of.
exemption under the provisions of the Immigration Restrictions Act (Carris,
1972, p. 23 7).
For many Melanesians in Queensland their original homes were now,
after 20 years or so, alien to them. The I slanders had attended schools and
churches, had steady jobs, had raised families here,and had achieved security
and standards of comfort which were unimaginable in the islands. Som e even
had acquired freehold/leasehold land for farming purposes, while others were
running their own businesses, such as shops and boarding houses, or were
working independently and successfully as market gardeners and scrub clearing or fencing contractors (Carris, 1972, pp. 238-239).
Not only did Islanders choose to stay for the abovementioned reasons,
but quite a number had other reasons for not being able to return to t heir
islands. Often labour ships brought back news from the islands that their
families had died or had forgotten th em, hence they could not claim property rights anymore. Oth ers had simply returned to Queensland after returning to the islands on the completion of their three year contracts and
becoming disenchanted with the traditional way of Iife. There were also those
men who had developed lasting relationships with women not of their Isl ands;
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therefore they could not return to their home islands because the women
would not_ ha~e been accepted by their tribe. Final ly, a number of peop le
from Mala1ta tn the So lomon Islands, in particular, feared to return to the
islands because of fear of punishment for crimes they had committed or tabus
they had violated - these were the very same reasons why they had ini tiall y
volunteered to come an d work in Queensland (Car ris, 1972, pp. 238-239).
Next year will mark eighty years since the last cargo of South Sea
l~landers were brought, in many in stances forc ibly , to work in the sugar cane
fields of the Maryborough and Bundaberg districts. I am a third generation
descendant of the South-Sea Islander people who came to work in this area.
As a descendant of the South Sea people, I firml y believe that th e Sou th Sea Islanders' toil should be recognised and remembered by teaching local or
state history to children in Queensland schools. After all, th e sugar industry
as I see it, was bu ilt on the South-Sea Islanders' blood, sweat, and tears.
'
Denise Williams

DENISE WILLI_AMS is a preschool teacher at Urangan, Hervey Bay, which is

he_r home. Den ,~e graduated with distinction from James Cook University.
Prior to becoming an AITEP student Denise worked as a teachers aide in
a preschool.
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Speak to me like rain she said
Speak to me Ii ke rain
Blot out unwelcome memories
And slowly let them wane
ABORIGINAL WOMAN

Speak to me like rain she said
Speak to nie Ii ke rain
Tai k of love and happy times
And let our joy remain

Chief breadwinners!
Without your support, starvation!
Carefu I and industrious food gathere r!
Well skilled in flora and fauna identifi cation!

Speak to me Ii ke rain she said
Speak to me like rain
Give me hope and trust and love
And let me these things gain

You survive
On these qualities alone,
In the bush
Your role played down
By those who wrote:
Lack of communication, About
Traditional Aboriginal woman
And Yet!
It seems men need you.

Carol Fisher

From childhood to womanhood
You know! You smile!
And scoff at those who suggest
Male dominance!
Master! His slave!
Hope Neill

CAROL Fl.SHER, o~iginally from Palm Island, is a second year mature age
HOPE NEILL (nee O Chin) originally from Cherbourg is a grad uate of James

Cook University and has taught in Charters Towers and currently lives in
Brisbane.
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studen~ doing her Diploma of Teaching at James Cook University. Prior to
becoming an AITEP student, Carol worked as a Community Education
Counsellor at Townsville's largest high school, Pimlico State High.

27

Reflections 11 :

Reflections on a Black Childhood

My Unique Collection

Reflections I
We lived at Twenty-nine Mile Crossing, a couple of miles out from Walloon,
which is outside of Ipswich. I was living with my''real ''family at the time. Our
house was the only one around for a couple of miles. We lived in a very old,
two-storey house near a railway line, surrounded by bush and a river.
It was here, at the age of five, that I experienced embarrassment and
humility, but learned pride.
Being always the last one in the family to make a move, I remember
lying drowsily on my mum's bed, one eye open, watching everyone else
scurrying around, getting ready to catch the train to Brisbane for a da~ of
shopping. I remember Mum repeatedly telling me to get a move-on 1f I
wanted to go. It was really no big deal to stay home on our own; each of
us had at one time or another. Besides, we had the television to keep us
company! But as I lay there, my decision whether to go or not moved more
positively towards the excitement of the big city, lunch in a cafe, lollies, and
persuading Mum to buy th is or that.
Busily chewing the decision over, I didn't notice everyone leave the
house, yelling half-hearted farewells in their hurry fo~ the train! Its whistle
blew loud and clear as it rounded the bend! Man, did I move!!! I rushed
around at blind speed trying to find suitable clothes. Of course, the inevitable
occurred-I couldn't find any! So, I grabbed Mum's old house dress from
the end of the bed, slipped it on (inside-out!) and raced out in time to see
Mum talking to the conductor, obviously asking him to hold on a second.
How she knew I was coming, I'll never know. Maybe it 's that thing that all
mothers are supposed to have - intuition?
I raced down the front steps and took a short-cut through the barbedwire fence, snake-style, on my belly; but I didn't flatten my bum on the way
through. Hmmm ! you guessed it! I ripped Mum's dress, my panties and
scratched "it"! Ouch! But I was in too much of a hurry to notice pain! I
reached the train with great relief.
I climbed up the stairs, facing the knowing smile of my mother.
remember the quiet, humoured whispers of the other passengers as they
noticed my bared piece of anatomy; and do you think I was going to show
them how utterly embarrassed I felt? No way baby!!
I turned to them and smiled my best toothless smile with an air of poise
as if I was wearing my best blue dress with the oversized bow at the back!
Leanne Hollingsworth

When I was thirteen, I used to help serve petrol at the service station my
parents ran. I enjoyed working there although I had a slight problem. Someti mes when I had finished serving petrol and topping up the radiator tanks on
cars, ·I would forget to replace the caps! By the time I remembered, the
sati sfied customers would be driving off. I'd be standing there with a stupid
gri n on my face, thinking to myself, "Please don't return and complain or else
my dad will have my neck for sure!" I presume those unsuspecting customers
bel ieved their caps had fallen off accidentally on the road somewhere. Anyway, as soon as the coast was clear, I'd shove the caps down my pants and
duc k into the garage. From beneath an old pile of rags, I would carefully pull
ou t a box containing a variety of petrol and radiator caps which I had collected.
Wh ile I was slowly overcoming this unique problem of collecting things,
my dad stumbled across it. Would you believe I had to be around at the
ti me? Well, my dad questioned me over the contents of the box, with a stern
an d serious look on his face. I just stood there, trying to appear calm, with
my littl e heart beating ten to the dozen. I replied in a very unusual high
pitched voice: "Oh! you finally found my collection. I thought somebody
had flogged t hem!" We stood there in silence facing each other, me with guilt
written all over my face and my dad with a simple, confused look on his. My
dad's face cleared a little when I explained how I enjoyed going to the local
dump each week to update my collection. I am sure a simple thought of
"and-youwonder-why-you're-black'' was going through his head.
Well, to this day I have never told my family the real story behind my
uni que collect ion. Perhaps they became aware of it when the petrol cap from
our fam ii y car went missing.
\

Shane Williams

SHANE WILLIAMS is a first year mature age student in AITEP and comes
from Cairns. He has also studied dance in Sydney with the Aboriginal and
Islander Skills Development Programme. Shane is currently on study leave
from the Com monwealth Department of Education and Youth Affairs,
Townsville.

28

29

Reflections 111

Reflections IV:
The Games People Play

As I look back, my childhood years reappear in flashes. I remember clearly, as
if it was yesterday, one beach holiday I spent with my cousin. There was a
boat - a boat her father's boss didn't want.
Her father brought it home - full of holes and in need of a coat of
paint. We were twelve and full of ideas and so decided to mend it; we filled .
the holes with tar, borrowed, well, really pinched, from another cousin; we
waited around for it to dry, then set out to find some paint to make it as
good as new.
The next day, Tuesday, was painting day and the nice new coat of
green paint looked deadly, real deadly. After these two days of hard labour
(which, I guess was mainly sitting around waiting for things to dry) we were
ready for the launching. Our de~tination was a large sandbar about 110
metres from shore. The tide was coming in; it was getting dark - we had
to move fast.
We set off, boat in tow, for the beach; a group of followers - all
children - surrounded us when we arrived. How embarrassing! I expected
Captain Cook's fleet to have a launching party but this was ridiculous. My
sister smuggled herself on board for the voyage before my cousin and I
had jumped into the boat.
Successful launching - steel louvre oars pull through the water. At the
fourth stroke we capsized to my sister's singing of "Rock the Boat". We were
waist deep in water, shaking with fear which only worsened when we saw
equipment borrowed from my aunt floating away into the darkness; we
emptied the boat of water and jumped in - all crew safe. Then we began the
search for the missing equipment. There would be lives lost if we didn't find
it!
Maria Camenzuli

During _m~ childhood I recall many memories of my neighbourhood and the
people,!n 1t. ,' remember all us kids on the bl~ck used to stage the "Olympic
~ a~es:
d _hav~ all the events: gymnastics, wrestling, boxing, weight
l1ft1ng, Javelin, high Jump, long jump, and running.
Th~ event that I remember the most was the "round the block" pram
relay. This was the most exciting event of The Games because the rules were
changed "slightly" - instead of using batons we'd use babies!
There were two teams, one of boys and one of girls - three and a half
in each {the half being the baby).
The entire course was once around the block; the competitors positioned themselves at intervals on the block.
At the _startin~ Iine one boy and one girl stand there glaring at each
other, clutching their prams, two helpless babies sitting in them. On your
mark - get. set - go! and the race is on. The two competitors grunt and
stumb!e their :'ay to ~he next pram pusher. The babies sit in their prams
cl utching the sides, their eyes wide with terror as they watch the ground rush
towards them.
Here comes the first change over and by now the girls are ahead by a
cou_ple of feet. .As the competitors round the corner, they struggle to keep
the ir prams upright. The second corner is now rounded and the pram pushers
start ru~nin_g _ma~ly to_wards the last change overs, purposefully unaware of
t he ba~1es s1tt1ng 1n their prams, eyes goggled, their cries jolted every time the
pram hits a bump.
'!'s the last leg of the pram relay and the block is full of children
scream ing and shouting. The excitement mounts as the competitors round the
corner and head for the finish line .
The girls win and it's another gold medal. The competitors cool off and
the battered baton babies are pulled from their prams - stunned.
And so concludes the sport of pram relays - highlight of the "Olympic
Games ''.

W:

Karen Klimm

.,:~ :~4/i
....

MARIA CAMENZULI is a first year AITEP student from Ingham.

KAREN KLIMM is a fi rst year AIT EP student from Cairns.
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Music of the Torres Strait

Reflections V:
Murri Ghosts

I had a very happy and exciting childhood, especially the couple of years
spent on Thursday Island. I can recall the difficult time we had adjusting to
the way of life and adapting to Torres Strait Island customs. At first, I was
made fun of by the other children my age who imitated the way I spoke. Bu t
I soon made a lot of friends and was eventually accepted.
I can vividily remember the very old house we lived in for two years
and the terrifying experiences we had during that time . Apparently, many
people had died in our house, so I had a trying time convincing my very
superstitious friends that it was safe to come and visit.
I can recall one particular experience, on the eve of Cyclone Tracey. We
were all sitting up listening to the cyclone warnings on the radio. It was a very
cold and windy night as Thursday Island was receiving a lot of the effects of
the cyclone. The next warning was at eleven o'cloc k, so Dad told us al l to go
to bed because he would stay up and keep listening.
I had only been in bed for abou t forty-fi ve minu tes when I awo ke
suddenly, startled to see Dad in the doorway, looking out into the kitch en. I
stole quietly over to him and asked what was wrong. He told me he was
waiting for my mother to return from the kitchen as he th ought sh e had got
up to make my Iittle brother 's bottl e. Now I though t th at was st range as Mum
was fast asleep in our room. So I asked him wh y he th ought she was in t he
kitchen. He told me that, not long after he had sent us to bed, he too fe ll
asleep , only to be awakened by a distur bance in the kitchen. He got up to
find out what it was, and saw part of a woman's nigh tgown disappear arou nd
the corner and into the kitchen. My hai r stood on end !
The very next day, my uncle, who lived with us and whose room was
off the kitchen, told us at breakfast that he didn't sleep very much that night
because his deceased wife had appeared to him.
I'II never forget that nigh t fo r as long as I live!
Kerry Hollingsworth

KERRY HOLLINGSWORTH is a first year Diplom a of Teac hing stud ent in

A ITEP and comes from Cairns.
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Torres Strait Islanders are of Melanesian descent and are closely related to
adjacent Papua. Their culture in general can be classified as Melanesian .
Because of geographical location and isolation, t here exists some slight variat ion between communities.
In the Torres Strait itself, there are over one hundred small islands
scattered across two hundred miles of sea. Only twenty are inhabited. Polit ically, Torres Strait is divided into three groups: Eastern, Central, and Western.
Linguistically Torres Strait is divided into two groups. The language spoken in
t he Eastern Islands is called Meriam Mir. The language of the Western Islands
is known as Kalalagau Ya. Meriam Mir, in structure, is related to Mela nesian
languages and Kalalagau Ya is related to Aboriginal languages of Northern
Arnhem Land.
Despite these differences, t he general influence of Papua has been
dominant over that of Aboriginal Australia (Beckett, 1960).
Torres Strait remained free of European infl uence until the midd le of
last century when first b~che-demer was exploited on a small scale, then pearl
shell was discovered in vast quanti ties in 1868. From then on Europeans
established a permanent presence in the islands, setting off radical changes in
the indigenous way of Iife.
After arriving in the Torres Strait, missionaries set about erasing all
memories of the past (Haddon, 1935). The Islanders did not give up their
traditional culture easily, but, instead, developed an amalgamat ion of AngloAustralian and Pacific Island culture and, at the same time, retained their
traditional music and dances in t heir original form. Some of it did survive and
was kept alive as Jeremy Bec kett discovered in 1960. Songs t hat were recorded
by Haddon in 1879 were still alive in 1960. These songs were published in
1972 by the Australian Institute for Aboriginal Studies (Bec kett, 1972). On
side one, "Murray Island", are examples of some of the songs which su rvived
the pressures and t hreats of the earl y missionaries. These songs are sacred, as
they are associated with the Malo-Bomai Cult of Mer (Murray Is. ). Songs from
Saibai are also recorded in t heir original form. I am of the opin ion that t hese
songs were composed for the Adh i Buya cult of that island as t he dances are
sac red.
Since t he intervent ion of the missionaries, who set abou t erasing all
memories of the past, Torres Strait Islanders developed an amalgamatio n of
foreign culture. The songs and dances of the South Sea Island peop le are
call ed Taibobo. These dances were taught to every islander. Th is move was
actually an attempt to disallow the islanders from practisi ng t hei r own
songs and dances. The Islanders learnt that Taibobo was also categorised into
two sections, the first bei ng Tag-tag and second was Tugifo. These dances are
not labelled according to the sound of music but acco rding to t he dance
act ion. It is the duty of th e choreographer to decide t he composit ion of t he
new work. Torres Strait Islanders wil Iingl y accepted t he foreign songs and
dances, and in a short tim e Isl anders were composing Taibobo in t heir own
lang·1age. The original Taibobo of t he South Sea Islanders was not discor-
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dant; chanting of Taibobo is different to that of o ther chants. The men would
divide themselves into two groups. During chanting, group one would consist
of n1en with lighter voices; men with deep voices were in the second group.
During chanting, each group would chant simultaneously. One of the groups
would chant in a high pitched voice, the other in low pitch, and would
continue rotating the role. This would continue for a while until someone
called for a stop.
The usual instruments used in support of t hese chants are rolled mats,
drums, and bamboo clapsticks. The rolled mat is unusual but the sound is
effective when beaten with clapsticks.
Contemporary Island dance songs (Segur Kab Wed) is another section
of our music. The history of Segur Kab dates bac k to 1900-10 when the first
of the Segur Kab songs was composed. It so happened that it provided a
sound for what was to follow.
In July 1920, a group of pearling luggers sought shelter from heavy
wind and seas and sailed into the anchorage at Mabuiag Island. On board
these luggers were some of the best dancers from islands such as Badu, Moa,
Yam, and Murray. During the two weeks that followed , the men became
involved in a dance workshop. This activity was successfu l. It developed a
new dance which incorporated the traditional Kab-Kar and the recently
introduced Taibobo into one single dance, now known as Segur Kab. Play
song became part of that dance. The title for both the dance and song became
Segur Kaba Wed meaning "play dance and song". This dance is now widely
known in North Queensland and Papua.
Original dance movements of the play dance mimed movements of
animals, people doing different activities, games and weather. On Thursday
Island, a dance was performed depicting a football game and another about
tennis. Movements of these dances were extremel y accurate.
The usual instruments are used as accompaniments. These include the
drum and clapsticks. The guitar has been used in recent times but not often.
The coming of Christianity to the Torres Strait in 1871 also brought in
another form of strange music. These songs were part of the Christian religious
cult and were to be sung only on Sunday. European missionaries allowed
their Samoan partners to teach the hymns to the Islanders while they went
about translating the Bible into the local language. By the end of 1872,
hymns and choruses were sung each day and Sunday was strictly observed
(Peel, 1947). A copy of the Samoan type hymn is recorded on tape in the
James Cook University Library. Immediately after Christianity gained a firm
foot-hold in the Islanders' lives, Samoan songs were translated into the local
language and English choruses were temporarily banned, until the Anglican
Church assumed control of the island churches in the 1920's.
These missionaries were strict in forbidding foreign songs in their
churches unless the singers were speakers of that language. Dance music on
the other hand was allowed to be sung and rehearsed in a foreign language.
The old hymns in Torres Strait languages, together with new hymns, are still
sung in churches in the Torres Strait and in urban centres like Townsvill e
and Cairns. The voice production, when singing hymns, differs from that of
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other songs but st!II church songs, as wel l as dance songs, are usuall y enjoyable to Torres Strait Islanders who take great pride in all forms of their mus ic.
. _Chu rc_hes in the Torres Strait employed no musical instru rnents except
t rad1t1onal island drums which are usually played by male members of the
choir. After the migration to the mainland, Torres Strait Islanders have been
embarking on the establishment of their own churches. Their reason for this
movement is that they wi sh to conduct their own type of services in t heir
own language and sing their own songs.
T_orres Strait Island music increased in t he 1950's when different t ypes
of songs were composed by men like the late Sol kos Tabo Weser Whaleboat
Sonny Kaddy, and George Passi. These songs were similar 'to negro songs and'
eventu_all y repl ~ced European music in the dance halls at Thursday Isl and and
other islands with large populations. These songs later became known as Kole
Kabem Wed which means ''song for European style dances''.
_Very quickly the new type of songs gained popularity and soon, on
ea~h island, composers were competing for better compositions. The popularity of these new songs enabled them to gain acceptance in Papua and also
on Q_u~ensland's Aboriginal reserves. Today, these songs are claimed to be
Aboriginal but they are in fact Torres Strait songs. Language provides defin ite
clues to this.
Music fea tures in everyday activities of the Islanders' Iives. Certain songs
and dances are associated wi th major rituals and must be sung in a spec ial
w~y. :her~ ar~ songs for all sorts of games, such as ball games, string games,
sk1 pp1ng, Jogging and boating. Finall y, t here are songs to accompany sacred
and secular dances, which have developed in a highl y competi tive manner.
Young men, particularly, sought to excel using spells to make the feet of their
rivals heavy and to draw all eyes upon t hemselves. The best dancer glad dened
the hearts of his kinsfolk and turned t he heads of fem ales (Beckett, 1960).
.
Torres Strait, Ii ke the rest of Oceania, was trad itionall y poor in musical
inst~uments. On all occasions, music was provided by human voices accomp_an1ed by dr~ms which were locall y made or imported from Papua. Additional percussion ~as made by a rattle (gor) made from a matchbox of beans.
~ ews harps, pan pipes, and notched flutes were the principal forms of wind
in str_uments. _They were played by small groups or ind ividuals and never on
special occasions. Pan pipes are used to play tunes in the bush where the
sound shoul? be he~rd with the echoes of the bush setting. Flutes are approx irn ate ly 18 inches 1n length and ¾ inch in diameter. A node is left at the
bottom end o: the shaft which is pierced by several holes about an inch apart.
The top end 1s open and the:e is a small ''v" shaped notch. The performer
b!o~s across the notch, covering and uncovering the holes in th e shaft with
his fingers (Beckett, 1972).
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The mastery of the use of such instruments was a source of pride to
the musicians. These skills were only taught to their direct descenda_n~s_. .
Today these instruments are rarely used because so-called c1vll1sat1on,
the unwelcome leper from the west, has laid its contaminated hands on these
instruments and replaced them with guitars, mouth organs, and cassetteradios.
Koiki Mabo

KOIKI {EDDIE) MABO, resident in Townsville, is from Murray Island and

doing second year Diploma of Teaching at James Cook University. Koiki has
been a member of the NAEC and founded the Black Community School in
Townsville. He has also had vast experience in teaching traditional Islander
song and dance.
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The Gardener
It was the Christmas of 1976, the days were hot and sticky as summers are in
Mt Isa. Everything seemed in abundance - the good Christmas spirit. That
year we had ab ig fam ii y gathe ring at our home. Th is gene rated a scene of great
excitement, joviality and of course, happiness among ·the families that had
'
come. It seemed strange
how some years the Ch ristmas spi rit is great and
vibrant and other years that fee ling isn't there at all. My father was indeed the
sp irit of the gathering. I had never remembered him being so outgoing and
happy. The year had been good to him. It showed especially in the garden ,
where he grew carnations. There were many colours. His favourite was the
pure white carnation with a splash of deep red in it. The extraordinary
fragrant perfume could be smelt everywhere around the house. The flowers
grew in clusters. They were strong-sterned and unusually big in full bloom.
For myself, the year had been one of uprooting. I loved the independence that my first job had given me. I thirsted for more. I longed to go to a
different town and put down new roots. I planned to go to lnn isfail, a lush
green coastal town, as a trainee nurse. My father's objections were sound. He
was a man who gave wise advice and cared for his family with the utmost
seriousness. Although he was jovial, and loved laughing, there was an inner
man that was a puritan in caring for loved ones. However, he knew once my
mind was made up, there was no way he could persuade me to do oth erwise.
This inner side of him only showed when he was genuinely worried about
th ings such as me wanting to leave home. However, he realized that I was of
age to go an d gave his advice and his blessings, and didn't scold me as one
would a small child. I sensed a sadness in him, I think because I was his first
child and the firs t to leave. This may have been difficult for my father to
grasp since he had provided a sheltered li fe from the outside world.
The month came for me to leave. In the weeks prior, I saw my parents
in a different Iight. They both sat and talked with me more readily . We
tal ked endl essly, sometim es about previousl y taboo subjects. No longer did
they hide the reality of t hei r past from me. No longer did they discount my
opin ions as those of a child. Together they nurtured me into adulthood
pre paring me for the t ime when we would be separated. I found these
moments memorable. I went through my belongings sorting out here and
there. Inside me there was a strange feeling as if I was a seed searching for rich
soi l, but at the same time fr ightened I might end in barren ground . I looked
over our house and in the garden Dad's treasured carnations were beginning
to wither away and die for the season. They had had a good season; as we
had too.
I settled into the routine of nursing. It was here I encountered and
expe rienced the hardship of the ill. Many t imes I cried as I threw away the
fl owers that had been sent to dying patie nts. One afternoon a message came.
My father was seriously ill in Mt Isa. What could be wrong? I had been talking
to him on th e phone a few days before. He was fine and jovial as usual. I cried
when I heard his soft voice on the phone. Yes, I missed him and my famil y
terri bly.
37

I arrived in Mt Isa the next afternoon. When we reached home I saw
that the garden was beginning to look overgrown ~nd need~d watering. My
mother, standing in the doorway, looked very fragile and t ired._ Tears cam_e
upon me. I knew my dear father must be very ill. I felt a sharp pain of des~air
and anxiousness to see him again. That night, I saw my father for the f1~st
time in three months. He had aged ten years, there was no laugh ter or a smi le
on his face. Only the face of a man who was fighting for his Iife. My whol e
world shattered. I wanted to speak to him, to hear his voice. That nigh t our
household had a deafening quietness about it. During the week to come
prayers would be repeated hundreds of times to hide our despair.
It was exactly 3.00 pm on Friday, that my beloved father died from a
long illness. Numbness filled my body and senses. This world is crazy I
thought over and over again. I quietly went into the garden, and watered th e
plants. In the corner, where the carnations grew so well, only dead stems were
left. They too had suffered. It seemed like onl y yesterday they were st ro ng
and full of life.
Each Christmas I return home and the garden bears witness to my
father's departing. This year I stood by th e window watch ing a chi ld play.
Tears rolled down my face as I remembered past Christmases; th e fragrance of
carnations and my father's presence.
A cry distracted me from my reveri e. I turned to see my child, who had
come in from the garden, hand me a carnat ion.
Lanora j ohnson

LANORA JOHNSON is a second year mature age Diploma of Teachi ng
student who c~mes from Mt Isa. Before she became an AIT EP student,
Lanora worked as a teach ers aide and trained as a nurse.

Our Bl ac k School

Hey! black sisters, wake up and go for a bogie! We have to go for some tucker
in one hour tim e.
Tucker not like this at home, we can see wh at we eating. Them maids
don't cook like our mum and dads.
·
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Hey! Ufella! line up now; we have to go and join our black brothers in
chapel.
Most of usfella don't know how to pray; we just si t there because it fee l
silly when us murries read words from this green book. It not like a story
book, you have to read in a really seriou s voice. And it's shame when we have
to close our eyes and pray cause them other murries look at us --1t's sh ame !
Nearly everyday the same at boarding school. We get up 6.30am every
morning, except Sunday and Wednesday we get up 5.30am for church.
7 .30am we go fo r breakfast. We go into chapel 8.30, and so on. Same, every
day. School starts, school finishes. Sport, dinne r, showers, homework, and
then .. . bed.
Us murries come from everywhere around Australia and we become like
brothers an d sisters. Most of us get letters from home and cry because we
miss ou r fami lies. When we get homesick, Matron gives usfella vitam in tablets.
Once there was these two little grade eight girls from Aurukun and they were
really upset and homes ick. Matron told me to give them vitamin tablet to
make them feel better!?!
When all us girls are in the dormitory together, we muck around and
have a really good time. We have the mu sic blasting real ly loud and some gi rls
get up and dance in the same steps in a big line, while the rest clap their hands
and sing.
At sports we always try our hardest to win. Us girls have held premiership for 3 years in a row - t he boys wi n in football. We have sports al l year
round; starting at the beginning of the year, there is tennis for both boys and
girls an d cricket for the boys. Then there's football for the boys, hockey and
ballgames for the girls. Last of all there's athletics.
Usfella all go on trips away from school. It can be real fun at times.
Most t imes they are educational tr ips to the pineapple factory, museum, an d
other agricultural places. The teachers say it helps us to get a bette r unde rstanding of the places if we see them.
On the week-ends most times we can do our own thing; so all of us
murries spread out from one end of the school to the other. Us murries
always have to have music blasting. All the murri chicks and blokes hang
around outside the classrooms or on the oval on week-ends cause it get boring
in the dormitory. Sometime we go for Bar-b-ques down at the parks, we really
love t his because it feel like we are free - we all come alive and we reall y be
oursel ves. After lunch all us murries go crazy and have water fights, play
touch football or just curl up under a tree and sleep like a big carpet snake.
The saddest part is at the end when we have to part and say good-bye.
We have to u nattach ourselves from our brothers and sisters, and go out into
the big wide world to live our own lives by ourselves. In one year, us murries
find it very hard to leave each other and say good-bye. It gets even harder the
more years you learn to Iive, share, and take care of your black brothers and
sisters at the black school.
Anon.
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