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Abstract 

From 1969 to 1980, my husband Stan Davey and I lived and worked in the 
tough and remote tropical Kimberley region of north west Australia. We 
aimed to promote social change in our own culture and assist Aboriginal 
communities to become agents in their emancipation from economic, 
social and political structures of oppression. This study is an examination 
of our lived experience. 

Records produced at the time, such as personal letters, campaign 

materials, tape recordings, photos, official reports, diaries, journals and 
notebooks, provide the data for a reconstruction of events and their 
meanings from our perspective. The study uses reflective 
phenomenological writing as the method of investigation, combining a 
process of narrative and analysis that was not possible during the years 
when the work took place. In doing so, it produces one perspective on 
some events in Australia's history during an era that no longer reflects 
Australian race relations. 

The study finds that community development literature fails to 
adequately acknowledge the strength and power available to people who 
work together for a common goal despite apparently overwhelmingly 
negative forces. It valorises personal belief systems as the power source 
for community development in a harsh environment. It shows that climate 
influences a theory of grassroots work in remote and harsh environments 
and that concepts of community are more complete if they highlight 
women's roles. It affirms the addition of 'spiritual' to the social, economic 
and political construct. It shows that given the opportunity people can be 
self-reliant and independent using their own resources; and that 
helplessness does not equate to hopelessness if people's intangible but 
available spiritual resources are tapped. Tropical community 
development theory derived from these experiences centres on personal 
strengths as an organising principle where the physical and social 
environments demand unusual strategies for change and unusual change 
agents. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

1.1 Preface 

In the late 1960s, my husband Stan Davey and I left our home in 

Melbourne, Victoria, to become peripatetic community workers in the 

Kimberley region of Western Australia, driven by a personal mission to 

promote social change for the benefit of Aborigines. Our self-imposed 

task became part of a community development process that involved 

whites and Aborigines working collaboratively for a common purpose to 

change Kimberley culture, summarised in the article below. 

Figure 1: Stan Davey unwrapping the taperecorder presented to him by the 
Aborigines Advancement League on his departure for the West, 27/9/68 

Stan Davey - the driving force 
On Friday evening, 27 September 1968, the Doug Nicholls Centre at 
the Northcote headquarters of the Aborigines Advancement League 
was filled to capacity by people who were there to farewell the 
Leagues Director, Mr Stan Davey. 
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There were people who had been associated with the AAL since its 
inception; there were others who had become active only recently; 
there were those with whom Stan had battled hard and long in 
Government and administrative circles; there were those, like 
journalist Rohan Rivett, who came because 'I have a tremendous 
admiration for this fellow'. Stan Davey had resigned the security of 
his position as Director of the AAL to go where he felt he would be 
able to be of help to a large number of Aborigines - in the North West 
of Western Australia . ... Federal Member of Parliament for Wills, Mr 
Gordon Bryant, who was the first president of the AAL in Victoria, 
told the gathering they were there 'to celebrate 10 to 12 years of Stan 
getting on with the job. 
Twelve years ago there was a furore about the conditions of the 
Aborigines in the Warburton Ranges. As a result there was a coming 
together of people here in Melbourne, and the AAL was born. It 
started making an impact immediately. The driving force was Stan 
Davey, the spearhead was Doug Nicholls, and the national runner - 
me. 
It was not enough to operate in Victoria. Before long we started to 
have contact with other States. And in Adelaide in 1958, 25 people 
formed the Federal Council for the Advancement of Aborigines. 
Gradually the League and the Federal Council moved the whole 
community. It is a lesson on what you can do in a democratic society 
if you keep at it, your cause is just, and you play them all. In ten 
years we have changed every law in Australia relating to Aborigines 
- and the Federal Constitution! 
Through all these years and activities Stan was the continuing thread. 
I am here, we are here, to pay tribute to Stan. He won't be lost to us - 
we've learnt a lot about keeping contact. Time is no object to Stan 
And distance is no problem. The books will show he's a very cheap 
traveller - he's hitchhiked from one end of Australia to the other.' Mr 
Bryant said that where Stan Davey is, there will be a hard core of 
action as he engages in a ruthless pursuit of what he thinks is right 
(AAL 1968: 24). 

A local newspaper, The Sun, found my involvement sufficiently 

fascinating to write: 

Miss Jan Richardson, 27, will leave her South Yarra home today to 
work among aboriginals in WA 'for up to 10 years'. With Mr Stan 
Davey, field research officer for the Aborigines Advancement 
League, she will join a group of aboriginal tin miners at Port 
Hedland. She said yesterday she was prepared to live and work 
among the aboriginal people of the Pilbara and Kimberley regions 
'for up to 10 years'. 
Miss Richardson said 'I haven't got a bean, but I'll get jobs up there 
and travel in a four-wheel drive vehicle. Stan Davey is a good 
bushman and has just returned from six months up there.' 
She said she and Mr Davey would investigate living and working 
conditions of aboriginals on stations and settlements. They would 
learn native languages, teach English, take film and recordings and 
work for aboriginal land rights (The Sun, 12/4/69). 



I

'

.  

VIRV 

• JAN RICHARDSON prepares for her 
journey to Port Hedland. 

Figure 2: She'll work with natives 

The taperecorder and the four-wheel drive vehicle became essential items 
of equipment in the remote tropical region of Australia's Kimberley. 

The Kimberley is a vast region of tropical North West Australia. Once 
inhabited by an indigenous population that successfully resisted 
incursions from Australia's neighbouring countries, the region is now 
inhabited by people of diverse racial backgrounds that include 
indigenous Aborigines, Asians and Europeans. During the processes of 
settlement, Aboriginal tribes were forced to accommodate to the 
hegemonic belief that the Europeans, although a numeric minority, were 

3 



culturally superior. European society was not similarly constrained to 
understand the Aboriginal traditions and imposed a lifestyle that 
valorised economic development. Along with the pastoral, mining and 
pearling industries came social and political structures to support them. 

These structures, and the culture that legitimated them, seemed 
unchallengeable. There was a place for whites and a place for Aborigines, 
and their relationship was one of master-servant, or 'patron-rider', as 
described by Willis (Willis 1980). Stan and I were drawn to this scene and 
the injustices it contained. 

OLD 

SA 
Wyndham 

NSW 

Kununurra 

Melbourne 

TAS 

Derby 

Broome Fitzroy  

KIMBERLEY 

Port 
HedIan 

PILBARA 

Figure 3: The Kimberley and Pilbara region: location of this study 

When we left Melbourne we did not have a program, a job, a place to stay 
or any external form of security. Thus our struggle to become 
independent and self-sufficient in a hostile environment matches, in kind 
but not in depth, the Aborigines' struggle. However, like Martin Luther 
King, who said 'I have a dream' and not, 'I have an operational plan' 
(noted by Pierre Sane, Secretary General, Amnesty International in Ife 
1995), we had a vision of a different society. Ours was one where 

4 



Aborigines were at liberty to choose the lifestyle most compatible to their 
culture and context, and we worked at two levels to achieve it. One level 
was political and long-term: to raise the consciousness of our cultural 
compatriots so that the Australian social movement for Aboriginal justice 
would penetrate the remote region of the Kimberley. The other was 
practical and immediate: to assist the Aboriginal elders discover a 
freedom that they and their ancestors had not known since settler society 
moved into the Kimberley in the 1880s. This thesis takes as the 
phenomena under study our experiences between 1969 and 1980. 

Stan's years of political action for the rights of Aborigines in Victoria and 
at the national level equipped him with extensive networks within the 
Aboriginal, political and media communities. I had some experience in 
cross-cultural community development work with immigrant 
communities, language aptitude, and secretarial skills. The importance of 
my being a woman, and the value of my middle-class secretarial 
proficiencies only became apparent with time, whereas Stan's bushcraft, 
field research strategies, knowledge of Aboriginal conditions and 
networking skills were immediately useful to our new enterprise. 
Regardless of our skills and intentions, we were outsiders to the 
Kimberley Aborigines' experience of oppression. Our role as advocates 
for their liberation is legitimated in community development theory by 
those who believe that 

community action has also involved outsiders, persons not socially 
deprived themselves but who have discovered a close identification 
with and a commitment to persons in poverty (Calouste Gulbenkian 
Foundation 1973: 45). 

The discovery for us was expedited by our decision to live in the 
Kimberley, to be self-sufficient and to learn from the Aboriginal people 
about their view of reality. 

Behind these bare facts was an idealism and a sense of passionate 
engagement in the struggle for Aboriginal justice. Passion is not a topic 
that receives much attention in academic literature either on the specifics 
of development in the Kimberley, or on development processes in 
general. Yet it becomes significant if the climatic features of the 
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Kimberley are imposed upon the development story. Passion is one 
aspect that this study seeks to identify and examine, and assess for its 
implications for community development theory in the tropics. The 
research task is, however, greater, and takes the lived experience of two 
white people who worked cross-culturally in a remote region of 
Australia's tropical north to change the hegemonic culture that they 
perceived as an instrument of Aboriginal oppression. 

In this Chapter, I refine the research question (section 1.2), discuss the 
conceptual frameworks that will be used to examine the question (section 
1.3), and reflect upon the research project (section 1.4). 

1.2 Research focus 

The process of change and the community development practices 
described here were recorded as they were happening. Recalling these 
times nearly thirty years after the event, leads me to ask questions I was 
not able to raise during those earlier years owing to the fast pace and 
intense nature of the work itself. I am eager to examine critically the role 
of individuals in a social change process, and to acknowledge the powers 
of creativity available to ordinary people that enable them to construct a 
lifestyle of their choice in conditions of oppression. 

At one level, the research asks the simple phenomenological question 
'what was going on?' during those eleven years 1969-1980. However it is 
clear that in studying complex phenomena, especially those with a 
significant cross-cultural dimension as in the present inquiry, it is 
impossible to document - accurately and empathically - what was going 
on for all those in any way involved. Accordingly the question has to be 
modified to 'how was it experienced by Stan and me?' This provides a 
limited but essential perspective for an inquiry into the essence of these 
specific phenomena, bringing into the public arena the experiences of two 
community development workers during a process of cross-cultural 
social change. Even more specifically, the question should be reframed as 
'what was it like doing community development in the Kimberley - with 
those people, at that time, and for that purpose?' The study is thus 
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oriented to a personal exploration of a specific lived experience, in a 
context that can never be repeated. 

By going another step and asking 'how can that experience best be 
explained?', understanding of the specific processes of community 
development can be included. This provides the opportunity to interpret 
the experience and contribute to others' understandings of how and why 
such work was accomplished in the way that emerged. It invites 
description of practice, reflection on that practice, and identification of 
any aspects of those experiences that might inform cross-cultural 
community development theory for the Australian tropics and more 
widely. 

Although the subject of this research is highly specific in place, time, and 
the White/Aboriginal activities that produced certain events, it is situated 
in a larger question. This asks what is it that constrains or releases the 
desire and capacity of individuals and groups to use their own powers of 
creativity, energy and decision making, when confronted by 
overwhelmingly negative circumstances? 

The question of how people discover within themselves the resources to 
transform their conditions is not one often asked in a nation State such as 
Australia, 'The Lucky Country' (Home 1971). In this nation, government 
provides a safety net that protects citizens from absolute poverty, and 
representative democracy provides an avenue through which citizens can 
influence government. Fundamental challenges to individuals about 
their capacities are reduced through these social, economic and political 
structures that support a basic standard of living and freedom. Those 
who are interested in the question therefore need to identify conditions 
that might produce responses that can be examined. Such conditions 
prevailed in the time and place selected for this study, and in the 
community development work described here. This work formed part of 
a broader social movement to rectify a gross injustice concerning 
Aboriginal people's place in the culture that existed just under 100 years 
after settler society moved in. 
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In incorporating this question into a narrative of development, the study 
places at centre stage people and their personal resources rather than 
government policies and industrial practices. By taking as phenomena 
the lived experience of a white couple, it introduces gendered knowledge 
into what could otherwise be predominantly racial issues. By searching 

for meaning in actions rather than their effects, it allows a theological 
interpretation. 

This thesis explores personal experience, and reflects upon it in a process 
that is both cognitive and affective 'in order to lead to new 
understandings and appreciations' (Boud et al. 1995: 19). The primary 
source material of the study is our personal documents, recorded during 
the long period of immersion in community development work in the 
Kimberley. The reflective process also took place in the Kimberley. 
Throughout this thesis, it will be apparent that the Kimberley significantly 
influenced our experiences and the meanings we constructed at the time 
to explain those experiences, and continues to do so now during the 
conscious activity of reflection. 

1.3 Conceptual frameworks 

Theoretical frameworks provide a way to explain the social phenomena 
that pertain to a specific social investigation. They reflect the mores of the 
society from which they emanate and should therefore, suggests Popple 
(Popple 1995), be cautiously assessed for their appropriateness to any 
other. 

Processes of intentional social change that draw their theoretical 
underpinnings from social work and adult education practice, form a 
body of knowledge called 'community development'. Since community 
development theory takes as its starting point the community and its 
ordinary members' attempts to create their own future, it is an 
appropriate academic field in which to search for an explanation of the 
social processes that form the data for this research. 

[;] 



1.3.1 Community development theory 

Biddle and Biddle define community development as an educational 
enterprise that works with people, usually the disadvantaged, who seek to 
create a better social order in their own interests (Biddle and Biddle 1965). 
Their early orientation continues to be relevant to many situations but 
Kenny argues that today community development also 'aims to transform 
unequal, coercive and oppressive structures in society' (Kenny 1994: 4) 
through the principle of collective action. This seemingly laudable 
objective is, however, not necessarily one that includes the vested interests 
of all sections of a community, and the dilemma is dealt with by the two 
key theoretical orientations commonly referred to as 'consensus' and 
'conflict' models of community development. Warren, for instance, 
claims that 'the organisation of one segment of the community in a contest 
relationship to other segments that have not been brought into the process 
violates the major tenet of inclusiveness in community development 
principles' (Warren 1973: 26). Instead, he prefers the terms 'organising of 
client groups' or 'social action' to describe such processes, and these terms 
are current in much of the literature. 

It is tempting to uncritically affirm the organisational ability of people as 
a tool for social action, using Alinsky's conflict model whereby a 
community organiser baits the enemy to provoke a confrontation over an 
issue where the issues of injustice appear intransigent. However, in the 
cross-cultural environment of this study, a community worker who 
adopted an overt leadership role, or who coached an Aboriginal person to 
stand out from their community, could contravene the cultural mores and 
so make themselves an unacceptable agent of community development. 
The importance for a White person working with Aboriginal people to 
understand Aboriginal customs is discussed in Chapter Two. 

Community development as a process of enabling people to affect social 
change to meet their own needs is not new. Nearly thirty years ago, one of 
its early theoreticians, T.R. Batten, claimed that 'it is the emphasis that is 
new, rather than the principles' (Batten 1978: 3). Batten derived his theory 
from a context where government-sponsored community development 
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projects aimed to galvanise the local people into work that would 
materially benefit their communities and save the government money - an 
objective either overtly or covertly present in many projects today, and a 
dilemma for community development theory. The Australian political 

scientist Cohn Tatz, for instance, points out that in Australia the term 
'community development' is not understood but is nevertheless 
promoted by government and churches for Aborigines: 

Badly distorted by some adult educators, this British-in-Africa-
derived theory of post-colonialism reveres the collective, but ignores 
the plight of the individual Aborigine in a way that no white citizen 
would be ignored. (Tatz 1990: 248) 

The three studies discussed in this thesis are examples of the principle of 
collective action by one section of society (Pilbara and Kimberley 
Aborigines and their white supporters) which empowered Aboriginal 
communities to lead government rather than respond to government 
initiatives. 

Those white people whose norm-violating behaviour supported the 
Aboriginal cause by purposive action 'deliberately engaged in as a means 
of bringing about a change in the social structure' (Warren 1973: 41) of 
their own community, were meeting needs at two levels - their own and 
the Aborigines'. This dual activity points to the unlimited expectations 
placed upon a single theory that has to explain the workers' actions to 
empower themselves and their actions to empower the community. There 
is disagreement about the importance of community development work 
in achieving social change. Warren asserts a common view that: 

despite the drama that surrounds it and the apparent sense of 
autonomy enjoyed by the principal actors in initiating and 
influencing change, most social change is not the result of purposive 
direction, but the aggregate of many social forces working themselves 
out, only one of them - and a minor one - being the deliberate 
attempt to create social change (Warren 1973: 9) . 

Due to the national demand for Aboriginal justice, expressed by the 1967 
referendum (discussed in Chapter Two section 2.3.3), the changes 
identified as resulting from the community development work under 
study may have occurred without it. While this possibility cannot be 

excluded, this thesis will show that the changes that most influenced the 
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two Kimberley towns under discussion were brought about by the 

Aboriginal people and others working at the broader political and local 
grassroots level. From their individual leadership, collective action 
gathered momentum and cross-cultural shape. 

Another feature of the work under study is that collective action 
emanated from the decisions of one or two individuals who in no way 
made a 'community' at that time. These individuals were willing 
seriously to violate the current social norms, and theory needs to explain 
why. If the concept of collective action holds true for all community 
work, then those who sit outside the group consensus may not be doing 
community work. An explanation for individual decision is provided by 
Warren who notes that 'to act only in consensus is to immobilise oneself' 
(Warren 1973: 104). Community development theory that adopts the 
conflict model explains why some individuals are willing to participate 
in minority movements to shape new social relations, and at times to be 
'vilified as agitators, ostracised, or even threatened' (Kenny 1994: 21). 
Other theorists emphasise the consensus position that perceives the 
community as a cohesive unit, and their views will be discussed further in 
section 1.3.2. 

A large part of community development theory orientation is influenced 
by the social work profession, and views community development as a 
tool for re-creating the structures that held communities together before 
the now dominant economic and social paradigm undermined the 
community solidarity known to traditional communities (Ife 1995). By 
succinctly pointing out the contradiction in much contemporary 
community development work, Ife demonstrates that government-
organised and directed community structures are replaced with those 
developed by the community, but government-funded and therefore 

accountable to government. In such cases the aims can be nearly defeated 
by the means. To avoid the degree of compromise that can preclude self-
reliance, 'community groups need to explore the possibilities of 
creatively developing and using their own local resources rather than 
those obtained externally' (Ife 1995: 111). 
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An exhortation to achieve self-reliance can have radical implications - 
depending upon whether the community in question is cohesive or 
disjointed, educated or illiterate, powerful or powerless, urban or rural, 
and a member or outsider of the ruling elite. Relevant in this instance is 

whether community development theory derived from harmonious 
situations can speak to and mobilise those whose conditions constrain 

them by fear, destitution, isolation and ignorance. To be useful to the 
practitioners in this study, it needs to embrace the social chaos 
experienced by Kimberley Aborigines whose cultural strengths had been 
weakened during years of European opposition. In addition it needs to 
balance community self-sufficiency with the view that 'every community 
needs resources' provided by the greater community (Warren 1973: 89) 

and deal with the problematic situation produced if the greater 
community opposes allocation of resources to a minority for that 
minority's development outside mainstream culture. 

The human geographer Peppelenbosch, while discussing opinions about 
community development, stated that 'the basic characteristic common to 
all is the orientation towards fuller utilisation of human resources' 
(Peppelenbosch 1967: 16), or what McKnight calls 'capacity-oriented 
development' (McKnight 1995: 112). Accessing people's skills and 
knowledge is important if the practitioner believes that 'assets and 
capacities of people and communities are to be viewed as the basic 
problem-solving tools' (McKnight 1995). These views interest this study 
which must deal with an assumption that the white community workers 
(Stan and me) were 'unqualified' because they had no formal academic 
credentials, and that Aboriginal people could only perform good work 
under the direction of a white person. 

Regardless of arguments about by whom and how community 

development is implemented, development as a positive notion is now 
contested. Goulet believes that much of it is 'normatively flawed: it is 
inequitable in the distribution of its benefits, breeds unemployment, 
increases demeaning dependencies, produces ecological damage, and 
needlessly destroys precious cultural values' (Goulet 1989: 3). Goulet's 
observation points to the distinction between what in common parlance is 
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referred to as either 'economic development' or its opposite 'people 
development'. Development as 'social transformation' further refines the 
definition by introducing the concept of changes in the 'awareness, 
motivation and behaviour of individuals' (Burkey 1993: 48) and not just 
change to the external environment. In this study, what constitutes 
development will be the actions taken by the Aboriginal people in the 
studies (defined in Chapter Three) and their white collaborators, in an 
attempt to change social, economic and political structures. 

1.3.2 Models of community development 

According to the ideology and purpose of the people involved in the 
community development enterprise, their work can be discussed under 
one or more of the models of community work which have been 
formulated to describe contemporary community work practice. In 
community work there is no generally accepted number of models 
(Popple 1995) or even their names, but a major distinction is drawn 
between those that centre on the process and those that look to the 
product of the work to assess its efficacy. If an educational approach is 
taken, 'the process of community development is as important as the 
product' (Lackey and Dershem 1992: 232) because it is through 
succeeding or failing to achieve a desired goal that people gain the 
competence to control their world. 

Models of community development which intend to recreate community 
or to enable community members to provide social services in culturally 
appropriate ways, are grounded in the idea that social development 
occurs harmoniously through problem solving activities that produce 
win/win solutions. Wade however, reminds community workers that 
while past efforts legitimately used a problem-solving methodology to 
help a community to identify and supply their felt needs, in the future 
this deficiency orientation would be inadequate. Rather, community 
workers in the 1990s should be future-oriented, focussing on a transition 
to a 'new social and economic order' (Wade 1989: 118). These issues 
require community development theory to reformulate its concepts and 
focus on 'capacity building and capability' (Wade 1989: 119) by way of 
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identifying and working for anticipatory needs. Such orientation to a new 
social order begins to prepare the framework for this study of work that 
was not simply about producing minor adjustments in an otherwise 

acceptable social structure, but a radical transformation of European 
culture to allow Aboriginal cultural forms to be validated. 

Rothman's oft-quoted model of social organisation (Rothman and 
Tropman 1987) adds a social action dimension to the idea of community 
building. Community action uses conflict strategies to achieve change 
around single issues. Community development, to be a tool of 
transformation, has difficulty in achieving balance between local issues 
and the larger structural issues causing the problem (Craig and Mayo 
1995). The conflict, or radical model has drawn many of its ideas from the 
work of Paulo Freire (Freire 1972a) who developed strategies of 
'education for liberation' which enabled Brazilian peasants to analyse 
critically their conditions and then act to transform them. This political 
orientation of community development is often class or race-based, and 
works outside the pluralist ideology which values consensus. 

The consensus model (Twelvetrees 1991; Henderson and Thomas 1987; 
Thomas 1980; Biddle and Biddle 1965) emphasises workers' skills rather 
than their value base. Kelly (Kelly 1992) debates the use of community 
development as a technological rather than a transformational tool, and 
concludes that the consensus model does not meet the needs of 
dispossessed and structurally disadvantaged groups in society. Earlier 
uses of community development techniques by colonial governments 
were viewed negatively by Batten (Batten 1978), who had himself been a 
worker in ex-British colonies (Nigeria, 1927-1949). The community work 
model that derived from the colonial experience was promoted in 
America by L. and W. Biddle (Biddle and Biddle 1965). In the 1990s, 
issues of development and underdevelopment, or North-South (a term 
rapidly replacing the former concept of First and Third Worlds), apply to 
this study through the generally accepted assignment of Aborigines in the 

Kimberley to a position of poverty (Hunter 1993) in an affluent Western 
nation. As discussed in section 1.3.3, the assumption that economic 
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poverty equates with helplessness is problematic and can disregard 
personal resources as a form of wealth. 

In relation to this study, it can be expected that adopting any one model 
would severely curtail community development work that responded to 
the specific cultural attributes of a white urban couple and traditionally-
oriented Aborigines in an era of Australian political history that no longer 
exists. Mixing and phasing the use of models is supported by Rothman 
(Rothman and Tropman 1987) but theory has also to account for how we 
discovered within ourselves the resources to work at the two levels of 
macro-political and micro-community, whilst at the same time 
maintaining ourselves and our two children in a family unit that was, for 
the most part, outside the boundaries of our own culture. 

Ultimately, over eleven years, the work contributed to change in the local 
White community, the bureaucracy, and those responsible for 
government policy. Accepting the distinctions between consensus and 
conflict models, I describe our work as according with a social change 
model of community development which recognises the existing contest 
relationships based on power and seeks to redress inherent inequalities. 

By taking an insider's perspective to the process of change, this thesis will 
study the effect of a community development approach that focussed on 
the strengths of people generally deemed to be dependent and helpless. It 
aims to discover what power became available to individuals when their 
beliefs and spiritual resources were recognised and valorised. It attempts 
to show that the process of carrying out cultural imperatives provided 
these actors with the physical and mental energy required to endure any 
hardships encountered in moving from an individual and collective state 
of despair, to one of relative satisfaction. 

1.3.3 Cross-disciplinary study 

Although community development theory has its roots in education and 
social work, Popple urges it to draw from a wider range of human 

experience, including sociology, social theory and political science 
(Popple 1995). In this thesis, which examines the cross-cultural 
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experiences of two white people, theories specific to the environment 

under study will be sought. The thesis will therefore focus on those 

theories that best explain how particular people can find within 
themselves the abilities and resources to act in particular circumstances 

expected to render them helpless. This selection takes cognisance of the 
findings of clinical psychiatrist Ernest Hunter, during his study of 
Kimberley Aboriginal mental health, that even 'generalising from one 
region of Aboriginal Australia to another' (Hunter 1993: 5) was 
problematic. 

On these issues the study has been influenced by the work of psychiatrist 
Victor Franki (Franki 1977), who examined the capacities of individuals to 
cope with crisis and trauma, and economist, E.F. Schumacher 
(Schumacher 1974) who examined community development processes in 
his work in international rural development. Both base their work on 
their personal experiences, and both point to the human spirit as 
motivator and sustainer of people's actions. 

Viktor Franki took an individualistic viewpoint to examine his 
experiences as a Jewish prisoner in three German concentration camps 
during World War II. Out of the horror of his and other prisoners' 
extreme mental, spiritual and physical suffering he concluded that 
Nietzsche understood the intangible will to live, encapsulated in his 
statement 'he who has a why to live can bear with almost any how' (Ailport 
in (Franki 1977) preface). This internal resource was also identified by E.F. 
Schumacher, who found from his work in international rural 
development that 'the restoration of society must come from within and 
cannot come from without' (Schumacher 1978: 158). By locating the 
source of community power and creativity as the people who make up 
the corporate body, Schumacher influences this study to examine 
community and the capacities of the individual to generate development 
of their community. 

This study will similarly search the experiences to identify where human 

creativity, energy and decision-making powers were activated in a hostile 

environment and sustained by a sense of purpose held by the actors. It is 
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these dimensions of human capacity that form the focus of this inquiry, 
and personal experiences that provide its substance. Data collected for 
this study comes from the affective and cognitive domains of the actors. 
These domains accord with Franki's finding that people who are driven 
by some intangible thing that has meaning for them personally, harness a 
power that cannot be controlled or constrained by others (Frankl 1977). 
This approach affirms that belief systems are important facts to discover 
when analysing community development projects and provide an 
important direction for this study. 

The concept of a community in crisis is drawn on within the thesis. Fay's 
framework proposes that a community can be in crisis, as distinct from 
individual people experiencing a personal crisis (Fay 1977). The cohesion 
of a community in crisis can be threatened by a group within it whose 
needs are not being met. Historical circumstances can explain how the 
false consciousness of the majority and the social structures that held in 
place the wellbeing of the majority combine to produce a crisis when the 
minority realises that alleviation of their conditions requires fundamental 
change to that society. This analytical category has implications for the 
community development worker striving to deal with tough issues in a 
tough environment. Most Australian theories have only marginal 
relevance to work in these conditions. 

Strategies for conflict management and community building in much 
other theoretical work (Twelvetrees 1991; Kelly and Sewell 1988) are more 
useful to a later stage in community development than the one we 
encountered, where the culturally-traumatised Kimberley Aborigines' 
bewilderment, despair and resignation often led to violence. This 
condition was long-term. As late as 1987, a White anthropologist working 
in Fitzroy Crossing alluded to the possibilities of community breakdown 
caused by the 1968 displacement from individual pastoral stations to a 
shared government reserve: 

Aboriginal communities which have a distinct collective identity, are 
organically grown entities based on kinship, traditional land 
affiliation, shared history, common religious observances and the 
like. Any ad hoc artificial fusion of two such social entities, which 
have formed separately over decades, can be no more than a marriage 
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of convenience that holds only for so long at the best of times and 
under congenial circumstances. In a situation of chronic crisis, as in 
this case, any superficial rationality inherent in the merger is soon 
blown away, uncovering old ingrained differences (Kolig 1989: 103). 

Workers in communities of crisis will need to deal with crises - their own 
and others' - and conflict management affects the worker at the 
professional as well as the personal level. Stress, or burn-out is the subject 
of three chapters in Shields' Empowerment Guide for Social Action (Shields 
1994), and provides a satisfactory explanation of urban workers' strategies 
for management of conflict situations. Burn-out is, she claims, 'a 

downward spiral' of chronic fatigue, feelings of anxiety and depression or 
being overwhelmed or besieged by demands (Shields 1994: 120). These 
conditions occur because the worker takes on 'too much, too intensely, for 
too long' (Shields 1994: 121) because involvement is not a 9 am to 5 pm 
activity. Strategies for preventing this burn-out include exercise, goal 
setting, taking greater care of self, or as Ife (Ife 1995) suggests, developing 
strong networks of personal friendship and support. Kenny claims that 
burn-out resulting from stress is 'inherent in the work community 

development workers do' (Kenny 1994: 246). Stress can also arise from the 
worker's immersion in the kind of disharmony that can affect community 
work when anger, alcohol and violence prevail. An effective theory for 
long-term community development in the remote and tough Kimberley 
region needs to address these threats to worker survival which are 
increased by isolation, social ostracism and personal security issues. A 
reoriention of the worker's approach from that of an activist who does all 
the work to that of an activist who supports the people doing what they 
want to do, provides the worker with tools for managing their own 
limitations. 

A theory that does not take such findings into account, or make provision 
for a level of community chaos rather than cohesion, could be accused of 
originating in 'rich, central nations' (Kelly 1992: 42) and be deemed 
inappropriate to the Kimberley situation, even though in Kelly's view 
Australia is one such nation. A leap into another mindset, where 'much 
work with regard to Aboriginal people has been based on the premise 
that, as a group, they are poverty stricken compared with the rest of 
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Australian society' (Crawford, 1989: 4), can be equally misguided. A 
resistance to simplistic assumptions will help this thesis to avoid 
contaminating the data. Apart from the constant need to re-assess who or 
what is driving the forces of change, there is also the need to analyse 
concepts that have powerful connotations in one context but may be 
misleading in another. 'Poverty' and 'oppression' are two such concepts 
and will be treated separately. 

The term 'poverty' is ambiguous. It can mean either material deprivation 
or lack of power, and the choice orients the theorist to certain analyses and 
actions. Development sociologist Webster suggests that there is a 
distinction between either subsistence or relative poverty which is 
significant, and that it can be measured (Webster 1984). 

Subsistence poverty is a concept that has been dominant in Western 
official policy for about eighty years and describes whether a family has 
the money it needs to feed itself. 'Its attraction lies in its apparently 
objective, scientifically derived assessment of the nutritional levels 
necessary to keep the body physically healthy' (Webster 1984: 18). In 
contrast, relative poverty describes need based on a 'social definition' 
(Webster 1984: 20). Poverty viewed as economic deprivation has led 
analysts to attempt objective measurement. One of the outcomes of this 
endeavour is the creation of a hypothetical 'poverty line' to expose 
absolute poverty. However 

one reason why the concept of absolute poverty is not in favour today 
is that, with the increase in absolute levels of affluence during this 
century, such an approach soon defines poverty out of existence 
(Travers and Richardson 1993: 165). 

The importance to this study in defining poverty is of more than just 
theoretical interest in its relation to material wellbeing; human rights and 
equality debates which lead to social planning can also lead to control 
(Bryson 1977). Issues of control are central to the community 
development work discussed in Chapters Four to Eight. 

Liffman (Liffman 1978) shifted an economic definition to another 
conceptual plane, that of poverty as a state of powerlessness. The poverty 
programs conducted by the Brotherhood of St Lawrence in Victoria 
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generated the proposition that poverty is a 'lack of power over resources, 
a lack of power in decision-making, a lack of power in relationships, and a 
lack of power over information' (Liffman 1978: 131). A value in this 
definition resides in its focus on the spiritual dimension of a community. 
As an analytical tool, it enables the community development worker to 
view the Aboriginal community as an entity with its own social structures 
(over which it had relatively great power granted through cultural 
identity) and as a sub-part of the dominant community (over which it had 
relatively little power). 

Another definition sees poverty as a state of exclusion from social 
participation. To test this proposition Travers and Richardson refer to 
their study on the Australian Standard of Living survey from which an 
'index of social participation' was constructed to form part of a 
measurement of 'full income', ie income plus strong social networks and 
freedom to choose socially fulfilling activities, as opposed to income only 
(Travers and Richardson 1993: 147). They found that community life 
cannot be measured simply by the amount of material resources a person 
has. On the contrary, 'as with happiness and health, there is a positive, but 
small, association between the level of material well-being and that of 
social activities' (Travers and Richardson 1993: 155). This perspective also 
assists the community development worker to understand why 
Aboriginal life exhibited so many instances of vibrancy (Elkin 1979; 
Kaberry 1939; Kaberry 1934-35) in what might appear to an outsider as a 
squalid existence. 

Poverty also has another dimension, a connection to manipulation and 
domination of the weak by the strong. Peruvian theologian Gutierrez 
who in Wright's view is important for Australia because 'he is doing for 
theology what Paulo Freire is doing for eduction' (Wright 1975: 67) 
believes: 

the 'poor' person today is the oppressed one, the one marginated 
from society, the member of the proletariat struggling for his most 
basic rights; he is the exploited and plundered social class, the 
country struggling for its liberation (Gutierrez 1973: 301). 
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This concept encapsulates many of the ideas of poverty developed by 
economists and sociologists, and most fully allows for the complexities of 
the social and material aspects of Kimberley culture that produced the 
conditions in which 'Aborigines of the region are economically poor - 
and often powerless' (Hunter 1993: 4). The linking of Aboriginal poverty 
and conditions of subjugation with these perspectives raises issues of 
oppression and helplessness. 

The post-colonial context of Kimberley history places Aborigines as 
people whose actions were controlled by a bureaucracy for Aboriginal 
administration that Biskup referred to as the 'benevolent tyranny' (Biskup 
1973: 265) of the 1936 Native Administration Act. Although social 
conditions after World War II produced changes to the degree of such 
control, the Native Welfare Act of 1954 was 'still dictatorial' (Biskup 1973: 
265). Such State hegemonic apparatus provides the conditions for 
oppression (Freire 1972a). 

Oppression is more than physical domination, for in Freire's finding the 
oppressed internalise 'the image of the oppressor' (Freire 1972a: 31) and 
therefore expand exponentially the influence of the dominating culture. 
To achieve freedom from this relationship, Freire promotes an 
educational process of conscientisation aimed to create the means 
whereby the oppressed can critically analyse their situation and take 
action to change it. Hence liberation requires the energy and involvement 
of the oppressed. Noone can liberate another, for one individual's 
insights are not necessarily meaningful for someone else. 

To take into account the political processes that can create and change 
states of oppression is to shift an apparently simple condition of poverty 
into a complex issue of hermeneutics. It also helps to explain why 
workers for change are not dealing with something that manifests as a 
limited and tangible problem. Hunter points out that: 

The awareness by the oppressed of their oppression is, for the 
oppressors, clearly destabilising. The redefinition of the issue from 
resources to power is a political statement ... Consequently, the 
responses of those in power are predictable - a redefinition of such 
activities as treason or insurgency (Hunter 1993: 277). 
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Community development theories based on assumptions of harmony and 
goodwill fail to warn the practitioner that the political consequences to 
themselves of actions to make the world a nicer place, can be very savage. 

Concepts of people's participation in their own empowerment assume 
that people know an alternative to their conditions of oppression can 
exist. To achieve this awareness they need to analyse their conditions, but 
understanding is not sufficiently powerful in itself to motivate them to 
act. The liberation struggles in South America provided Freire (Freire 
1972a) with the insight that the forces of oppression must be seen to be 
limited and transformable before a people can act. 

Strategies for liberation take a different emphasis with Brawley, who 
stresses the efficacy of capitalising on 'the strengths that are available in, 
and the technologies that are appropriate for, a particular community' 
(Brawley 1994: 272). His focus on strengths rather than weaknesses adds to 
the confusion about what outsiders can do to appreciate adequately the 
conditions of poverty, however defined, which render a people helpless. 

Loss of control over a person's life is a central tenet of learned helplessness 
theory. Peterson et al. (Peterson et al. 1993) list three components of this 
theory: 

passivity which is inappropriate to the situation; 
passivity which follows uncontrollable events; 
passivity which is learned from previous events and generalised 
inappropriately to situations in the future (Peterson et al. 1993: 
228). 

The model highlights responses of uncontrollability rather than other 
effects caused by an event such as trauma. 'The attributional 
reformulation', argues Peterson et al., emphasises 'that objective 
uncontrollability is not debilitating in the absence of perceived 
uncontrollability. Only if the person believes events to be uncontrollable 
does helplessness follow in their wake' (Peterson et al. 1993: 229). 

This is a helpful insight, for sufficient records exist to show that by the late 
1960s, Kimberley Aborigines had recognised the futility of resistance to 
European control. Ironically, government attempts to redress their 
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exclusion from mainstream society through welfare benefits rebounded, 
for by the 1990s 'the inclusion of Aborigines in the Australian welfare state 
(has been criticised for) the extent of Aboriginal dependence on welfare 
provisions' (Altman and Sanders 1991: 12). In a review of Western 
Australian government welfare services, Carter found that the Kimberley 
Aborigines had become dependent on welfare services (Carter 1984). 
Furthermore, racial characteristics were equated with behaviour. 
Crawford argues that later a notion of modernism so thoroughly classified 
Aborigines 'as passive dependents of the welfare system that they were 
both generally controlled in their behaviour and their controllers believed 
that this was their inherent nature' (Crawford 1994: 237). Social workers 
noted that long-term dependency can train people to become 'passive and 
resistant to self-help efforts' (Crawford 1994: 296). In a later study Dale 
found that government funding of rural development projects for 
Aboriginal self-determination often led to commercial demise, and that 
project failure 'perpetuates economic dependency upon government 
welfare, and this may result in declining health, increasing substance 
abuse and reduced self-esteem' (Dale 1992: 202). To compound the 
possibilities of helplessness - and confusion for the community worker - 
another social worker, Tomlinson points out that 'we know from studies 
of social work clients that the simple provision of a service is likely to 
increase the feelings of learned helplessness' (Tomlinson 1985: 150). Freire 
found that the dispossessed who are trapped in a 'culture of silence' often 
exhibit an attitude of fatalism, but 'fatalism in the guise of docility is the 
fruit of an historical and sociological situation, not an essential 
characteristic of a people's behaviour' (Freire 1972a: 48). Also 
characteristic of oppressed peoples is self-deprecation 

which derives from their internalisation of the opinion the oppressors 
hold of them. So often do they hear that they are good for nothing, 
know nothing and are incapable of learning anything -that they are 
sick, lazy, and unproductive -that in the end they become convinced 
of their own unfitness (Freire 1972a: 49). 

Freire's strategies of empowerment include enabling the oppressed to 
reflect on their situation and, becoming aware of it, to take steps towards 
change. In doing so those who work for liberation must recognise that 
people who have been dominated will most likely become dependent 
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upon them, and that to allow such dependence is to 'use an oppressor 
tactic' (Freire 1972a: 53). To defend against this unwanted outcome of a 
positive relationship, the workers too, must reflect critically on their 

practice. Thorpe and Petruchenia comment that 'perhaps, more than any 
other strategy, consciousness raising is an essential pre-condition for 
structural change' (Thorpe 1985: 27). Consciousness raised by others' 
similar experiences can assist a worker to prepare for their own 
environment. 

In a study of community development work in East Kimberley in the 

early 1970s Willis (Willis 1980) discusses a project that took place in a 
context of 'scarcity and oppression' (Willis 1980: 100), and in which the 
relationship between project initiators (White people) and project 
beneficiaries (Aboriginal people) became one of patronage. In this 

relationship, the exchange process bestows gifts on the 'client' who then 
'has to accept a degree of dependence and inferiority' (Willis 1980: 240). 
When participation sets up roles of reciprocity whereby the Whites 
become the sponsors/patrons and the Aborigines become 'traders', 
'sharers' or 'kinship riders' (Willis 1980: 101), the Aborigines involved are 
encouraged to adopt strategies of selective partnership rather than 
action/reflection to expose the hidden elements of their disempowering 
social conditions. Willis' cogent argument raises the awareness of 
community development workers to the unanticipated outcomes of their 
goodwill offerings of cooperation in projects to benefit others, especially 
in cross-cultural projects where communication is often non-verbal and 
images can be misinterpreted. 

Positive images such as community participation and empowerment can, 
depending upon the context, disguise realities where 'strategies that 
promote sustainable, people-centred development, equal opportunities 
and social justice' (Craig and Mayo 1995: 1) are revolutionary. The 
psychiatrist Ernest Hunter (Hunter 1993) conducted a study on Kimberley 
Aborigines' mortality due to suicides, accidents and ill health in late 1987 
and raises the issue of inter-cultural misunderstandings. His survey 
found that the signals for distress were culture-bound and missed by 
Europeans, raising for this study the need for community development 
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theory to deal with trauma in 'post-pacification Kimberley' (Hunter 1993: 
211). Recognition of the grief and loss feelings caused when people are 
unwillingly separated from places that they loved was sufficient for Read 
(Read 1996) to recommend counselling. McKnight (McKnight 1995) 
however, warns that once counselling is a professional activity it will be 
counterproductive if it becomes a technology that replaces community 
traditions of dealing with grief and loss. The notion of community 
development as a healing process influences this thesis to examine how 
we experienced our own and others' pain, and the strategies we used to 
deal with it on the basis that 'meaningful interpretation cannot be written 
until the observer has emotionally entered into and experienced the 
experiences he or she writes about' (Denzin 1989b: 124). 

As our work was in line with the general aspirations of community 
development theory as expressed by Biddle and Biddle (Biddle and 
Biddle 1965) the study will be located within that theoretical paradigm. 
However the social change studied here, which amounted to a revolution, 
included transformation in both the European and Aboriginal 
communities that formed the Kimberley community. To provide an 
effective explanation of these parallel activities, community development 
theory will need to embrace the ideological and linguistic dimensions of 
cross-cultural work, the effect of a tropical climate on the processes of 
work, cultural notions of development, and the vibrancy or debility 
generated by isolation and remoteness for the human spirit. 

1.3.4 Terminology 

Two terms will be used constantly in this thesis. Their specific meanings 
are made explicit by the following definitions. 

Communities 

White: The White community was well understood by those living in it as 
all those persons with a European lifestyle, even though it included a 
diverse population with distinct cultures. 
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Aboriginal: Generally speaking, the modernist term 'Aboriginal 

community' can be taken to mean all those of Aboriginal descent who 

chose to self-identify as Aboriginal. However, at the time of our work in 
the Kimberley, traditional tribal affiliations were disguised under the 
generic label 'Aborigines' (Albrecht 1970). It is estimated that when 
Europeans first came to the Kimberley there were at least fifteen 
Aboriginal language groups speaking thirty five dialects, with clear 
differences between those of the north and those of the south (Akerman 
1990). Traditional differences were of critical importance to Aboriginal 

community development. 

Social change 

Baldock asserts that social change has taken place when certain conditions 
are met: 'changes in the structure of social relationships or in the manner 
this structure is perceived, of sufficient magnitude to be clearly visible to 
the sociological observer, and of such nature as to be apparently 
irreversible' (Baldock 1978: 10). The collaborative work under study 
aimed to achieve such change. 

1.3.5 Previous studies 

In Australia community development is a relatively recent academic 
stream, taught primarily in social work courses (Meekosha and Mowbray 
1990). There is a paucity of local texts produced to examine the 
applicability of overseas theories to the Australian context or contribute 
specifically Australian material (Mowbray 1996). Since Mowbray's 
review, Western Australian social worker Jim Ife (Ife 1995) has produced a 
comprehensive text that includes Aboriginal community work. 
Specifically, political history (Hawke and Gallagher 1989; Bolger 1985; 
Bolger and Rumley 1978), economic history (Crough and Christophersen 
1994), social work history (Crawford 1994) and community development 

history (Richardson 1993a; Richardson 1993b; McMahon 1988; Richardson 
1977) report aspects of grassroots movements in the Kimberleys in the 
1970s. 
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Cross-cultural studies of community work in remote areas of Australia, 
produced by the White participants, are rare. Their paucity may arise 
from what some have seen as a smothering of open discussion resulting 

from 'the current climate of racial hypersensitivity' (Hollinsworth 1996: 
123), rather than a lack of the work itself. Furthermore, community 
development activities now appear to be written by church workers 
acting as agents of Aboriginal emancipation, where once the church's field 
activity was framed in terms of evangelism. 

A further impediment to producing written studies in this area may arise 
also from increasing sensitivity to Aboriginal leaders' claims that the 
discourse of White researchers has falsely represented them and made 
them 'invisible' (Dodson 1994: 9). The White worker, restricted by this 
awareness will, it is argued, have difficulty in finding a voice with which 
to explore shared experience. Anthropologist, Diane Bell, in her paper 
titled 'White Women Can't Speak?' (Bell 1996) provides an account of the 
complex issues arising from the publication of a paper she wrote in 
partnership with an Aboriginal colleague. The subsequent debate 
focussed on challenges to Bell's right to co-author the paper and resulted 
in neglect of the important issues raised in the original study. 

Issues involved in being a white person are part of the lived experience of 
contemporary church workers in remote areas of Australia. Writing 
within the discourse of the church Margaret Bain (Bain 1992) has explored 
these issues without attracting the kinds of challenges directed at Bell. 
Bain writes openly about the differing constructions of reality she 
identified in transactions between her as a white person and the members 

of the community. She also makes public her feelings and describes the 
adaptations she needed to make when living and working with traditional 
Aboriginal people in a remote community. These experiences closely 
match my own. Crawford's account of her experiences as a social worker 
in the Kimberley in roughly the same era with which this study is 

concerned provides an insightful study into the tensions of being a white 

person working for Aboriginal liberation and employed by a government 

agency which was controlled by the Western Australia political agenda 
(Crawford 1994). Crawford found that social workers derive their 
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knowledge more from their lived experience than from the social work 
curriculum of their studies and she argues in favour of including self-
knowledge in the training of social workers. Before completing this study 
she wrote Jalinardi ways (Crawford 1989) which, together with the work of 
de Hoog (de Hoog and Sherwood 1979) and von Sturmer (von Sturmer 
1981) provide advice to workers in traditional Aboriginal communities. 

However, the purpose of these publications is to provide some assistance 
to workers who have a specific role in the community, such as social 

worker or teacher. They do not address the experience of living within 
the community for the long-term. My earlier study of the collaborative 
work I undertook with the Aboriginal women in Fitzroy Crossing 
(Richardson 1993b) similarly avoids including my personal experience, 
and recommends that the omission be rectified. 

Roger Sigston, in his paper 'Life in an Aboriginal community for a 
community worker and family' (Sigston 1984) provides an emic 
perspective on his family's integration into a remote Aboriginal 
community. Like Bain he is writing from within the dialogue of the 
Church, but in an earlier era. Sigston was employed as a community 
worker to assist that community to deal with some of the problems arising 
from the introduction of material goods and ideas from the Western 
world and is open and honest in describing personal experiences for 
himself and his family. Western Australian social worker Fran Crawford 
also, described her personal experiences as a student in a Kimberley 
Aboriginal community (Crawford 1976). Her sensitivity and perspicacity 
enhance the literature on lived experience of white professionals in cross-
cultural work. 

As a medical anthropologist Brady (Brady 1990) completed several 
studies on substance abuse in Aboriginal communities and found that 

there are dangers in assuming that strategies to achieve social justice in 
one community can be imported into another. So important is the 
recognition of cultural integrity to Aboriginal communities that when 
ATSIC (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission) proposed 
changing the boundaries of the Fitzroy Valley region in the Kimberley the 
Aboriginal council resisted, on the grounds that 'their region had a 
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"different culture" from that of their neighbours' (Arthur 1994: 31). Being 
mindful of these issues the focus of this study is restricted to the Fitzroy 
Crossing and Wyndham communities identified in section 2.4, with some 
attention being given to the critical input from the Pilbara group as part 
of my attempt to rectify the paucity of literature available on the White 
cross-cultural experience. 

The focus on personal experience in cross-cultural work by Australians, 
such as Jones (Jones 1995) who wrote about experiences as a community 
development worker in the Asia-Pacific region, and Kelly (Kelly 1992) 
who wrote about her work with Africans, while not with Australian 
Aborigines, suggests that white Australians are becoming acutely aware 
of the inherently threatening nature of the White/Black relationship 
arising from the paternalism of the colonial past. This can occur even 
where the white workers have reframed themselves as respectful, 
inclusive and egalitarian. Cultural discontinuity and grief caused for 
indigenous peoples during the colonisation process are themes that 
Howard calls 'the legacy of racism deeply etched in the lives of real 
people' (Howard 1995: 229). How this knowledge informs the actions of 
representatives of the coloniser's race who intend to reverse the process in 
an Australian context can be discussed objectively (Hawke and Gallagher 
1989), or subjectively (McLeod 1984). 

This thesis is influenced by Aboriginal requests for white people to share 

their experiences (Pat Turner, in Hollinsworth 1996: 123), especially in 
light of Aboriginal academic Anderson's claim that there are few 
Australians who have more than a brief personal encounter with 
Aborigines (Anderson and Finlayson 1997). It is within this context that 
the current study attempts to analyse the complex personal experience of 
our work and relationships over twenty years ago. 

There has been extensive work in cross-cultural community development 
in other countries, notably Whites working with Afro-American urban 
communities in the United States, and with indigenous communities, 
both in North America, South America, and other countries. The range of 
the field and the diversity within it are enormous. The relevance of this 
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overseas work to the present study was considered doubtful because of 
the specific nature of the context. Specifically, this study deals with a 
distinct context (remote tropical area, colonial era on the verge of change, 
a Western democratic nation with a social security system) and players 
(white people willing to live in the region and share conditions of 
hardship, traditionally-oriented Aboriginal people belonging to the 

region and emerging from conditions of oppression). I have therefore not 

attempted to review this literature here. 

1.3.6 Structure of the thesis 

To examine the processes of change from the workers' perspective, three 
studies will be undertaken, each drawn from a different community, 
geographical location and social context. The first study focusses on our 
initial experiences as community workers whose primary orientation to 

cross-cultural field work was derived from Don McLeod and the 
Nyangumata Aboriginal people for whom he worked and with whom he 
lived. The second study concerns a group of Aboriginal people shifted in 
1968 from the Anglican mission on the Forrest River, (McDonald and 
Finnane 1996; Green 1995; Richardson 1993a; Green 1988; Laurie and 
McGrath 1985; Green 1981; Elkin 1979; Kaberry 1939; Kaberry 1934-35; 
Elkin 1933; Gribble 1930) to the township of Wyndham in East Kimberley. 
The third study concerns Aborigines of the Fitzroy River valley who, 
following implementation of the Pastoral Industry Award of 1968, became 
fringe dwellers on the native reserves of Fitzroy Crossing in West 
Kimberley (Richardson 1993b; Hawke and Gallagher 1989; Kolig 1989; 
McMahon 1988). The selection is made to ensure that the boundaries of 
the data are clearly defined and enable a close examination of the 
community development work processes. Whilst the communities share 
some similar elements, they also have singular features arising from the 
distinctive mission and pastoral industry cultures. 

In Chapter Two, the White actors and Aboriginal communities involved 
in the selected studies will be profiled. Included here is the influence of 
Don McLeod and the Nyangumata Aboriginal community of Strelley 
Station near Port Hedland in the Pilbara region of the North West 
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(McLeod 1984; Brown 1976; Irwin 1969; Wilson 1961a; Wilson 1961b; Stuart 
1959; College nd). 

In Chapter Three, the methodology for describing and analysing the 
eleven years of community development work will be discussed. This 
chapter also examines ethical issues involved in the study. 

Data collected for this study is drawn from primary source materials 
cross-referenced where possible with accounts recorded by others at the 
time, or later as evaluations or commentary. A heavy reliance is made 
upon personal letters written to my family during the eleven years, over 
70 of which were retained by my mother and sisters. They allow feelings 
and attitudes to receive prominence in this study, and from this affective 
domain comes much of the substance for analysis. They also allow the 
female story to balance the more easily accessible male interpretation of 
community action. 

Other anecdotal evidence collected during the decade under study will 
also be examined, particularly if it originate from Aborigines. Because 
this is a cross-cultural study, it needs to allow the Aboriginal voice to 
speak for itself. Thus where records were kept of Aboriginal people's 
opinions, these will form significant texts - many such records were made 
in the course of collecting evidence to campaign for change. A 
framework to handle the mass of data collected from eleven years of work 
has been constructed. it will select the major events and players, and will 
explore their significance. In this way it is hoped to capture the turning 
points (Capra 1983) in the journey, and track the community development 
theory that emerged from and further informed our work. 

Many of the issues occurring during the struggle for Aboriginal liberation 
were highly emotive, and this is reflected in the primary source 
documents. Therefore, to obtain balance other sources of evidence will be 
searched. At times even these fail to present facts in neutral language. 
Newspaper reports and parliamentary speeches provide excellent 
reference material and further evidence of the passions generated by 
challenges to the status quo. This method of collecting and analysing data 
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depends upon acknowledging the legitimacy of opinions expressed at the 
time, uncorrupted by attitudes meaningful to a later generation. 

A strength of this study is the insider's perspective to community 

development work that it is able to contribute because the researcher is 
also one of the researched and married to the other. At another level this 
relationship is highly problematic. Van Manen's 'Lived Experience' 
methodology is particularly appropriate as it provides a means to deal 
with this dilemma (van Manen 1990). By taking the records as they were 
produced, verifying their historical accuracy and permitting their 

idiosyncratic perceptions, contamination of the data through the 
researcher's subjectivity can be reduced. 

A weakness inherent in constructing boundaries around the time and 

place to be studied is that links to earlier people and social movements, 
which can help to explain the data, will be diminished. In this study these 
links are essential to a full appreciation of how radical change happened. 
They point to public awareness of an Aboriginal catastrophe in 1956, 
interstate organisations created to deal with such crises, networks of 
journalists and politicians that joined forces to achieve a common goal, 
ideals of justice that motivated some individuals to work for change to 
prevent further crises, and methods developed to do that work. 

From Chapters Four to Eight, I submit the data selected for analysis. 
Although presented chrono]ogically, the issues were interrelated in such 
a way that a linear narrative suggests a false sense of progress. To capture 
more realistically the essence of the community development practice, I 
offer a cumulative analysis at the end of each chapter to highlight the 
processes that emerged in response to changing situations. Finally, in 
Chapter Nine, I draw together the findings from the data and attempt to 
add a tropical dimension to Australian community development theory. 

1.4 Reflection 

Recalling these times, nearly thirty years after the event, in the process of 
'recapturing, noticing and re-evaluating' our experiences (Boud et al. 

1995: 9) I am struck by images of the many Aboriginal people who used 
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their own resources, primarily their formally non-certified skills and 
manual labour, to produce what others in this technologically-advanced 
society accomplished through the use of experts, substantial funding and 

hi-tech machinery. Along with my admiration remains a sense of 
curiosity. Why were these individuals willing to bear great hardships in 
order to reach what at the time appeared to be unachievable goals? How 
were they able to go on, when the then contemporary European ideology 
presented tribal Aborigines as good workers in need of direction, or lazy 
and in need of 'bossing', or ignorant and in need of teaching? From where 
did their resilience come in a tropical climate of extreme heat and fierce 
seasonal storms and in a tough landscape of rock and muddy rivers 
infested with crocodiles? While I wonder at the Aboriginal people's 
motivation and powers of endurance, I equally question what inspired the 
white people who shared their conditions of poverty, ostracism and 
hardship. Included in this category are Stan and myself. 

Early anthropologists and missionaries, and later community workers, 
appear to have understood the spiritual frame of reference that motivated 
and sustained the Kimberley tribal Aborigines. Europeans exhibited a 
dynamic sense of purpose that inspired individuals to perform 
extraordinary feats and which was often modestly portrayed as the 
pioneering spirit or a response to a material incentive. I wonder if it may 
have been sourced from what the missionaries understood as spiritual 
power (Durack 1969). 

Much of the social, economic and political changes that took place in the 
Kimberley community during the 1970s were not simply the 

consequences of unrelated events but the work of people with a highly 
developed conscience about perceived injustices perpetrated against 
Aborigines (Crawford 1994; Lippmann 1985; Willis 1980), and I regret that 
I am unable to include their stories. Their work in itself does not, 
however, explain what was achieved. This thesis is an attempt to tease out 
the motivations or 'incentives for development' (Goulet 1989) that 

produced radical changes in the balance of power and the conditions for 
Aborigines, in three particular studies. In doing this, it hopes to 
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contribute to a theory of community development which takes adequate 
account of the questions I have raised. 

This Chapter has described the nature of the study and established the 
boundaries within which it is contained. The theoretical framework 
provided by community development theory has been found to deal 
appropriately with the issues inherent in cross-cultural work in an 
isolated region of Australia's North West, in an era of Australia's colonial 
past. 

In the next Chapter the historical context of our work will be outlined (the 
era), and the physical environment in which it took place described (the 
region), together with some personal background for Stan, myself and the 
Aboriginal communities (the people). 
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Chapter Two 

Place and Participants 

2.1 Introduction 

A central tenet of this thesis is that theories to advance analysis of social 
change need to take account of the effect of individuals, groups and 
physical environment on social change processes; in particular, that there 
is a link between the skills, personal resources and ideology of 
participants and the physical environment in which the work takes place. 
In this Chapter I select information about the place and the participants to 
make this connection. 

Section 2.2 describes the context for the work, briefly discussing elements 
in Kimberley history relevant to the work. Section 2.3 probes Stan 
Davey's philosophical development as a Christian and his conversion to 
the cause of Aboriginal justice, which he called 'his cause' (Davey letter 
17/10/79). This section contains additional material because embedded 
in Stan's personal story is much of the background historical material that 
links past practices to those pertinent to this study. It also introduces 
another white man whose work is pivotal to the experiences examined 
here, Don McLeod. McLeod collaborated with the tribal Aborigines of 
the Pilbara from 1937 for much the same purpose as did we in the 
Kimberley. In section 2.4, I introduce myself, drawing where possible 
from information provided about me by others to gain some objectivity. 
My presence adds gender balance to our community development 
processes, a dimension that only became significant as our work 
progressed. In section 2.5, I select some anthropologists' observations 
about the traditions of the Aboriginal people in the region under study, 
and attempt to provide a framework for understanding their responses to 
the changes imposed on them up to and in 1968, and created by them 
1969-1980. 
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2.2 Context 

The frame of reference is significant to this study of intentional change 
activities, for as Craig points out, the globalisation of previously local 
issues means the effectiveness of community development work depends 
upon 'an accurate analysis of the ideological, political and economic 
context within which it is operating' (Craig 1998: 14). To understand our 
experience, it is important therefore to see the work in the context of the 

history of relationships between Whites and Aborigines in the Kimberley, 
and political change happening at the macro level of Australian society. 
It is also critical to understand the overwhelming influence of the physical 
environment of the Kimberley on work at the micro level. 

2.2.1 Historical features 

Recorded Kimberley history shows that 'political expediency, and not 
dispassionate planning' (Bolton 1953: 131) influenced its development 
from the time of European occupation in the 1860s. Authority, derived 
from 'Christianity ... the crown and ... the musket' (Crawford 1987: 32) 
created a culture based on European industries which assumed 
legitimacy even though their operation required suppression of 
Aboriginal industries. Instruments that aided this development included 
missions and pastoral stations (Stannage 1987; Buchanan 1984; Rowley 
1970-71; Hasluck 1970; Durack 1969; Bolton 1953). Aboriginal resistance to 
their suppression was dealt with harshly (Rowley 1970-1971). Despite the 
power imbalance, Biskup (Biskup 1973) notes that the Aboriginal people's 
disinheritance was not complete as their traditional culture was largely 
retained. 

Because of the Kimberley's close proximity to Indonesia, the Aborigines 
had contact with races other than their own before Europeans came to the 
area, and it is believed that their relationship with the sailors who came to 
the coast was very hostile. Historian Crawford reports that when 
Kimberley Aborigines first met White men - members of explorer Philip 
King's survey party who surveyed the coast between 1818 and 1822- 'they 
were not overawed by the Europeans' (Crawford 1987: 30) and were aware 

36 



that they could resist these trespassers. Their fierce independence was 
also noted by Shaw who found that 'contrary to one of the stereotypes 
among Whites today, traditional Aboriginal societies in this and other 
northern regions were highly militant, numerous and mounted resistance 
against European intrusion' (Shaw 1979: 264). However, when European 
permanent settlement in the Kimberley began as a result of surveyor 
Alexander Forrest's expeditions of 1879, the Aborigines' experience in 
interracial warfare did not equip them sufficiently well to drive the 
invaders out. 

European exploration trips began in the early 1880s and in 1885 gold was 
discovered - within a year thousands of men were arriving by steamer at 
Wyndham port and other entry points. By 1887 it was estimated that there 
were 2000 diggers on the mines. In addition to mining, the Kimberley 
pastoral community derived its culture from the early 1880s when 
Michael Durack's team of stockmen travelled to the area around the 
Cambridge Gulf, and subsequently mobs of cattle from Queensland were 
overlanded. Bolton calls the long-distance trips of 1884-85 the beginning 
of the Kimberley cattle industry (Bolton 1953), an industry which 
expropriated 'tribal hunting grounds and sacred places' for its sheep and 
cattle (Vaszolyi 1979: 253). Elkin believes the overlanders 'brought with 
them the attitudes of the eastern pastoralists toward Aborigines - workers, 
dependants and 'myalls' (bush Aborigines)' (Elkin 1979: 290). This 
industry, which shaped the Aboriginal and White culture of the 1970 
Kimberley, contained in its traditions elements of paternalism, self-
sufficiency, hard work and toughness, and a legitimation of Whites as 
employers of Aboriginal labour. The missionary culture had much the 
same basis, further justified by the belief that White missionaries were the 
protectors of Aborigines (Crawford 1994; Gribble 1930). Indeed Rev E.R. 
Gribble, superintendent of the Forrest River Mission in Kimberley 1913-
1928 (see section 2.5.2) was appointed by the Western Australian 
government as an official Protector of Aborigines. Many of the cross-
cultural relationships formed during this settler era were positive; others 
produced conditions of unrecognised stress for many Aborigines. 
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Our knowledge of the impact of this rapid industrial development on 
tribal Aborigines is limited by the fact that it is interpreted through the 
alien culture. Whilst today literate Aboriginal people are able to record 
knowledge transmitted orally, in that era much that was captured in film 
and text was done so by anthropologists, missionaries, bushmen and 
bureaucrats who had government responsibility for 'natives'. Historian 
Neville Green believes it is impossible to ascertain the effects on the local 

Aboriginal tribes of such a sudden intrusion of so large a number of 
foreigners with their mining and pastoral industries but that 'certainly the 
Kimberley tribes fought a long and savage war against the pastoralists and 
just as certain many deaths were never recorded' (Green 1981: 115). In 
Bauer's view 'the outcome was that the Aborigines became mendicants in 
their own land and significant parts of their cultural heritage were lost' 
(Bauer 1984: 15). In attempting to understand the Aboriginal perspective, 
the anthropologist Stanner asserts that although the Aborigines were 'both 
flexible and adaptive' (in Berndt 1963: 402), their processes of social and 
cultural change were negatively affected because the European-
Australian social and cultural system had 'diametrically opposed aims 
and values' (Berndt 1963: 403) to the degree that the two cultures were 
basically incompatible. Their clash provided Aborigines with a generally 
common experience of change 'which creates a complete discontinuity, 
leaving rituals without meaning, myths without belief, technology 
without value, and customs without obligations. This is revolution' 
(Peterson 1975: 14). 

Relationships between Aborigines and Whites were most influenced by 
the social and economic context created by the missionary and 
commercial cultures (Clement 1990: 90). Green's work suggests that for 
much of the time that context amounted to war (Green 1995). Because 
Aborigines were 'a high-spirited and in their own way a militant people' 
(Stanner 1968: 42) before they were controlled by White institutions, 
Stanner believes that their later mildness and passivity is remarkable. But, 
he warns, this perception of meekness and compliance is false and should 
be interpreted instead as a syndrome, a response to 'homelessness, 



powerlessness, poverty and confusion' (Stanner 1968: 44). Stanner's 
insight becomes important to this study. 

White/Aboriginal relationships in the twentieth century were also the 
product of the Christian evangelistic endeavour. Missions were 
incorporated into government policy through a mix of financial subsidy, 
and the early instructions of the Colonial Office in London that 
'Aborigines were to be brought the benefits of Christianity and 
"civilisation" with the unstated but implied intention that they were to be 
eventually assimilated into the general community' (Long 1979: 357). 
Further, as Rowley argues, 'missions established in the north were able 
from sheer isolation to wield theocratic powers ... therefore, in the last 
resort, the missions could be used as agents of government policy' 
(Rowley 1970a: 106). Historian Mary Durack, in her detailed description 
of Catholic missions in the brutal early days of White settlement of the 
Kimberley, found that many missionaries were warm and compassionate 
towards the Aborigines (Durack 1969). Some even understood the power 
of the Aborigines' spirituality. She writes that Father Worms saw 'the 
Aboriginal's belief in his "dreaming" as a flame of spiritual vitality that 
once extinguished could not be rekindled from another source' (Durack 
1969: 237). Others (Rowley 1971c) have shown the devastating effects of 
settlers' disregard for, and attempts to extinguish, this spirituality. The 
anthropologists A.P. Elkin and Phyllis Kaberry, who researched and 
recorded much East Kimberley culture (Kaberry, 1934, 1935-6; Elkin, 
1927-8, 1930) both commented on the importance of totemism and 
ceremonies as a conduit to the source of spiritual energy for the 
Aborigines. The ensuing social, economic and political structures 
evolved out of the suppression of this life force fundamental to tribal 
people. 

Change was not all one-way. Bauer argues that the European man who 
came to the north was: 

Culturally ill-prepared to deal with the environment and the huge 
distances over which he was forced to operate, and wishing to do 
things to and in this land which had never been done here before, he 
has spent a great deal of time, energy and money trying to bring his 
cultural heritage into some sort of accommodation with that of the 
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environment. In the process he has changed both it and himself 
(Bauer 1984: 5). 

Those Whites who survived in the first ten years were, Bolton argues, 'in 

the main those who adapted themselves best to the environment' (Bolton 

1953: 19). During the process of their own adaptation, however, 

evidence collected from pastoralists and pearlers, police and 
government officials, stockmen and the natives themselves showed 
the north-west to be an area in which the white population was for the 
most part either blind or indifferent to the miserable condition of the 
Aborigines (Durack 1969: 146). 

One hundred years of occupation later, the region that is the site of this 

study 'is still an area of pioneer settlement' (Bauer 1984: 48) and, by 

implication, one of cultural conflict. Bauer's view is consistent with that 

of the Kimberley Aboriginal activist Peter Yu, who states that 'up until the 

late 1960s the Western Australian government looked upon Aboriginal 

people predominantly as non-citizens' (Yu 1996: 169). Only 70 years 

before this study begins: 

no alternatives had been found to the complete defeat of Aboriginal 
resistance and complete domination of the remnants. Solutions were 
being sought to problems inside the frontiers; but the first contacts 
profoundly affected attitudes of both races confirming the whites in 
their superiority and bringing progressively to the blacks the hard 
lessons of defeat and loss (Rowley 1970a: 156). 

White people who protested the treatment of the Aborigines were often 

victimised and punished, as demonstrated by the efforts of McLeod in 

Port Hedland in 1946 (Brown 1976; Wilson 1961a) and Gribble at Forrest 

River Mission in 1926 (Green 1995). More than a century of European 

occupation of the North West had rapidly created a clearly defined image 

of tough pioneers for whom Aborigines provided useful labour, 

missionaries for whom Aborigines were their reason for existence, and 

government agencies whose job it was to protect European industry - 
sometimes in the name of protecting Aborigines (Hasluck 1970). Up until 

the 1970s there was little effective challenge to the control exercised over 

Aborigines by White culture. During the decade 1970-1980 in the 

Kimberley, European social, economic and political structures that had 

suppressed Aborigines for over 100 years began to change beyond 

recognition, legitimating Aboriginal differences and accommodating 
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their cultural practices. The processes of transformation originated from 

two directions, one Australia-wide and the other local. 

Throughout Australia there had developed a radical change in public 

attitudes towards Aborigines culminating in the 1967 referendum of 27 

May 1967. Voters were asked a question especially significant for race 

relations: it aimed to enable a transfer of power from the States to the 

Commonwealth so that the Commonwealth Government could enact 

special laws for Aborigines. It was supported by 90.77 per cent of the 
voters, and 

has often been represented as a major turning point in the history of 
Aboriginal-white relations, portrayed ... as the moment ... when 
Aboriginal people were given the vote or equal wages or citizenship, 
or when the federal government assumed control of Aboriginal 
affairs (Attwood and Markus 1997: ix). 

Up until that date only four out of twenty four proposed constitutional 

alterations had been passed. The success of the referendum was partly 
due to direct campaigning by citizens, including Stan Davey (section 2.3) 

whose efforts contributed to the kinds of social movement that 'are in the 

forefront of social and political change' (Ife 1997: 37). One aspect of such 

work is examined in this thesis, mindful that much of the language of the 

movement arises from an era before some of the 'characteristics of post-

modernity' (Popple and Shaw 1997: 191) changed the debate. 

The goals of this research are based on the understanding that there is a 

distinction between community development theory to empower the 

worker, and community development theory to empower the 

community. The separation comes into prominence when the community 

worker needs to be self-sufficient in a harsh physical environment. 

2.2.2 Physical environment 

Because of its influence on human physical and mental energy, and 

therefore on the community development work that forms the focus of 

this study, the physical environment of the Kimberley is prominent. 

Terrain and climate are significant factors in community development 

work where distances are immense, and most of the work is undertaken 
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outdoors if airconditioning has not become available to disguise the 

outdoor reality. The issue is the human response to physical extremes, 
and how people can act for their own development in a harsh 
environment. 

The remote Kimberley region of North West Australia is huge, a land of 
'spectacular and rugged scenery of ancient landforms' (Shire Directory, 
1997:1). The region contains approximately one sixth of the State of 
Western Australia, and covers 421,130 square kilometres (Crough and 
Christophersen 1994), an area considerably larger than the Australian State 
of Victoria and not much less than that of Japan. Natural boundaries 

circumscribe three sides; the Timor sea to the north, the Indian ocean to 
the west, the desert at Lat 10° 30'S. The eastern boundary, however, is not 
natural but simply follows the artificial demarcation between the 
Northern Territory and Western Australia. 

Although its population census division is three times as big as England, 
it is sparsely populated. In 1991 it had a population of only 23,000 which, 
as Edwards pointed out, was 'half the crowd capacity of Subiaco football 
ground in Perth' (Edwards 1991: intro). By 1993 its population was 25,000, 
of which 45% were of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent. The 
Kimberley Development Commission expects the population to almost 
double by the year 2021 (April 1993, Economic Briefing No 1). 

The tropical climate has several features that have forced the adaptation of 
specialist activities such as agriculture, architecture, medicine and animal 
husbandry. Monsoons dominate and divide it into Wet and Dry seasons, 
with most rain falling between December and April. The monsoons are 
preceded by 'the build-up', that is, a couple of months of rising 
temperatures, atmospheric pressure and dust storms, followed by a 

gradual decline in rain, heat and humidity. This climatic pattern is so 
regular that until the advent of hi-tech machinery and air-conditioning, all 
human activities were planned according to the season. Edwards muses: 

to set a Kimberley schedule by clocks and calendars, is to risk having 
nature impose her own program. When the Fitzroy (river) swirls in 
flood to the sea, cutting roads and bridges, bush-fires rage on a 100 
km front, or drought dries and cracks the earth, confrontation 
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achieves nothing. Waiting for the right time is the only answer, 
patience the only virtue. That is 'Kimberley Time'. (Edwards 1991: 
intro) 

Many of the hardships experienced by the early settlers refer to the hard 
and unforgiving climate with its relentless sun that governed the activities 
not only of animals but also of people, such that in the Wet Season even 
the Aboriginal hunters were debilitated by the oppressive heat (Crawford 
1987). Studies on thermal comfort indicate the importance of climate on 
levels of comfort (Auliciems and Dedear 1984: 322). Comfort, which is 
largely determined by the mix of air temperature and humidity (Bureau 
of Meteorology, 1996), is an odd expectation for life in the Kimberley, a 
hot, and region distinctive for its 'rugged and inhospitable' terrain 
(Bolton 1953: 1), violent tropical storms, unrelenting heat and ubiquitous 
biting insects. Narratives written about life in the Kimberley by Whites 
who lived there before airconditioning became available frequently 
embellish reports about the heat (Hawken 1963). Others, like the bushmen 
Buchanan (Buchanan 1984) Fred Lacy (in Nixon nd), Lamond (Lamond 
1986), and those in Clement & Bridge's collection of personal stories 
(Clement and Bridge 1991), describe the stockmen's work in stoic terms 
where the heat, flies, dust and storms were simply the background of their 
living. Wet season high temperatures and the prevalence of biting insects 
are inescapable for those who move outside air-conditioned homes, 
offices or vehicles. The hi-tech screen from climatic reality has only been 
available since vehicles were introduced into the Kimberley in the 1920s 
and power grids became adequate to carry private airconditioners in the 
1960s. 

Wyndham, the most northerly port in Western Australia with an average 
temperature of 36.4°  C, and the hottest town in the southern hemisphere, is 
important to this study as the centre of the activities discussed in Chapters 
Five and Six. Records of some Europeans' responses upon their arrival in 
Wyndham illustrate the impact of climate. In 1963, journalist Noel 
Hawken wrote of Wyndham: 

As you unpack in the galvanised iron hotel, the sweat runs down 
your face, your neck, your chest, your wrists. Wyndham at this time 
of the year is a town of steady centuries. Until evening, the cold tap 
in the bathroom gives water too hot for a shower. The one-inch pipes 
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of Wyndham's water supply from the King River are on or just below 
the rocky surface and get the sun ... In the bar, someone has mustered 
the power to play darts, but nothing else has happened. Darts is, in 
the hot season, about the most vigorous sport of Wyndham ... Talking 
to Wyndham people you get a sense of how the town and its wide 
inland region keep ticking over even when, by reason, everything 
should stop (The West Australian 9/1/63, p.4). 

Biting insects can make unprotected living intolerable. The two German 
aviators Bertram and Klausman, who crash landed their sea plane on the 
Kimberley coast in 1932, were greatly afflicted by insects during the 40 
days before they were found: 

the flies and insects drove them mad. To keep them off their faces 
during the day they wore their flying helmets and goggles. They dug 
holes and covered themselves with sand at night, but ... were still 
bitten and tormented by mosquitoes and were unable to sleep. 
(Edwards 1991: 172) 

These conditions existed until recently when modern technology gave 
people means by which they could protect themselves from the 
environment. 

Before these modern conveniences, the topographic and climatic extremes 
shaped the Kimberley into a region where only hardy plants, animals and 
humans could survive. Living in the early Wyndham meant that physical 
conditions would inevitably be difficult, frustrating, exhausting and 
lonely, and would therefore call upon the inner resources of human 
beings to an unusual degree. From this emerged the tradition of 
independence and resilience seen as characterising Kimberley men and 
women. 

From the early 1930s on, gradually 'the district became served with an 
efficient network of air transport and radio communications as well as 
reasonable medical aids; the pedal radio and flying doctor services being 
outstanding achievements' (CAB 1961: 172). With such aids the threat to 
survival no longer applies. What interests this study is whether the 
distinct personal characteristics that were useful in such harsh conditions 
are also useful when the conditions are slightly modified. 

I turn now to the people who produced the work that is the subject of this 
research, regretting that as it is a personal story I cannot include the 
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thoughts, feelings and intentions of the many other people who 
contributed their energies and talents. 

2.3 Stan Davey 

Central to Stan's self-image and fundamental attitude to life was his 
commitment to a Christian code of ethics, and in particular the Churches 
of Christ. He graduated with a Diploma of Theology in 1948, and started 
a predictable career path as a parish minister in Victoria in 1950. In all 
recorded memories of his early life (interviews 1996) this perspective is 
pivotal to his self-understanding, until 1956. In that year, however, an 
event occurred that caused him to change his self-image. Transcripts of 
biographical interviews show a shift from church language to political 
language around the time of Stan's first confrontation with the 
outworkings of his church through its missions to Aborigines. His 
politicisation into an Aboriginal frame of reference finally became 
complete and he transferred his why to what he came to call 'the cause'. 
From that time Stan interpreted his beliefs and actions in terms of what he 
knew he had to do, rather than what the church required him to do. 
Ironically, it was through training in his church's philosophy, and 

opposition to parts of its practical interpretation, that Stan encountered 
the concepts of oppression and justice which began to form the central 
meaning of his life. 

Bryant and Bryant note that a person's perception determines their 
response to a situation (Bryant and Bryant 1982) and Egan argues that 
people's belief structures can be ascertained from their actions: 'good 
ideas, good feelings, positive attitudes and good wishes don't add up to a 
value. Something is a value for you only if you act on it, only if it 
becomes part of your behaviour' (Egan 1977: 10). Stan's actions in the 12 
years prior to his Kimberley work demonstrate that his belief system 
remained consistent. While his orientation (van Manen 1990) was 
religious, Life was demanding something else of him (Frankl 1977), for 

while he was a church minister he experienced the epiphanic moment that 
led to him leaving the church to work for Aborigines. He recalls that it 
occurred whilst viewing an amateur film made about the 'starving' 
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Aboriginal people of the Warburton Ranges in Western Australia 
(Nicholls in Horton 1994: 1150). 

In studying people's reconstructions of their lives, Denzin borrowed the 
term 'epiphany' from James Joyce to describe 'interactional moments and 
experiences which leave marks on people's lives ... in which personal 
character is manifested' (Denzin 1989a: 70). These moments are often 
crises - they may have positive or negative effects - but whatever the 
effect 'they alter the fundamental meaning structures in a person's life' 
(Denzin 1989b: 70). So while Stan's world remained the same after the 
Warburton film, his perspective shifted, and that gave him an entirely new 
world. He now saw injustice in concrete form, not just as a sin against 
God's people but as a crime against Aborigines. His role became not 

simply an agent of God's love in the world but an agent of social change 

to bring about more just conditions for Aborigines. His interpretation of 
the Christian message allied him with Cardinal Maurice Roy who 
believed that: 

In the modern economy, with its premium on skill, drive, capacity 
and investment, it is the intelligent, the tough, the energetic and the 
already rich that tend to take all the gains, unless strong political and 
social policies accompany modernisation in order to secure greater 
justice and greater participation (Roy 1973: 15). 

This interpretation became pivotal to what was already a highly 
developed ideology of service to humanity. 

2.3.1 Aboriginal issues become dominant 

On taking up Churches of Christ Aboriginal mission committee 
membership in 1957, and later the position of secretary, Stan was exposed 
to and shocked at the information the committee received about 

conditions for Aboriginal people, and the Church's responses. He began 
to critique their mission at Norseman in Western Australia, for denying 
Christian values when separating children from their families to give 
them a supposedly better life. He became a dissenting voice in the 
Church sensing that the context affirmed for missionaries 'their inevitable 
role as agents of colonialism' (Thompson 1995: 1). 
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Much later, in the 1970s, Stan was introduced to the concept of 'Liberation 
Theology' as espoused by the Peruvian theologian Gustavo Gutierrez 
(Gutierrez 1973). Gutierrez offered a language which resonated with 
Stan's new epistemology, especially regarding interpretation of the 
powerful yet ambiguous term 'poverty' (discussed in section 1.3.3). When 
individuals and nations see the root causes of their poverty, Gutierrez 
argues they take action because: 

the contemporary phenomenon is a collective poverty that leads 
those who suffer from it to forge bonds of solidarity among 
themselves and to organise in the struggle against the conditions they 
are in and against those who benefit from these conditions (Gutierrez 
1973: 289). 

Matthew Fox, the Dominican priest whose theology was finally so 
offensive to the Vatican that he was silenced for one year, took the notions 
of oppression that were developed by Gutierrez and others to explain 
aspects of Third World experience, and applied them to the First World. 
His liberation theology for his own culture, 'Creation Spirituality' (Fox 
1991) provided Stan with a motif for the meaning of his experiences in the 
Kimberley (personal communication: 1997). This growing sense of 
solidarity with the poor and oppressed was also inspired by Don 
McLeod's model of community development praxis. 

2.3.2 Don McLeod and the Nyangumata 

North West culture in the era under study had been influenced by a White 
man, Don McLeod (McLeod 1984; Bolton 1981; Brown 1976; Rowley 1971b; 
Wilson 1961; Stuart 1959). In the 1930s, McLeod was a well-sinker and 
prospector in the Pilbara region of Western Australia, as Stan related: 

Don ... always claims that he didn't have a social conscience, he didn't 
have to feel that he had to do something about Aboriginal people. 
But he treated people with dignity, and it was unusual for Aboriginal 
people in that era to discover a European who would treat them with 
dignity and equality. He found that certain Aboriginal people were 
looking after him: he'd left his hat at some cattle station, and it 
suddenly turned up in his camp, because some of the Aboriginal 
people had seen that he'd left it behind and they'd passed it on. And 
he started to look into the Aboriginal question (Davey 1986: 11-24, T2-
6). 

An epiphanic moment in 1942 caused McLeod to adopt the Nyangumata 
people's cause as his own. It occurred during an Aboriginal leaders' 
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meeting at which McLeod was the only European. Called to discuss their 

disgust about the way they were treated as pastoral station employees, it 
was conducted in twenty three languages through sixteen interpreters, 
and lasted six weeks. The leaders' analysis started with the question of 
'how it was they could not leave the squatters they were working for even 
though they were paid little or no wages' (McLeod 1984: 37) and 

culminated in a decision to strike for better wages and conditions on the 
pastoral stations. The strike was organised to begin on 1 May 1946, and 
lasted for several years. McLeod dedicated his life to the Nyangumata, 
living and working with them in their Pilbara camps more than 40 years 
(Horton 1994). 

McLeod's work was, in Tomlinson's assessment, 'an early and outstanding 
example' of good community development with Aborigines (Tomlinson 
1985: 144). Rowley reports 'perhaps McLeod's greatest achievement was 
that he challenged the basic legitimacy of the traditional role of 
Aborigines on the pastoral stations, and won' (Rowley 1971c: 259). Some 
who met him and the Aborigines with whom he worked, eulogised about 
the symbolic significance for Aboriginal liberation: 

There is a sense in which the McLeod Group - some 180 men, women 
and children, mostly fulibloods - is one of the most important 
Aboriginal communities in Australia. Ever since the stormy days of 
1945, when Clancy and Dooley and Don McLeod led the first strike 
by Australian Aboriginals, it has maintained a self-reliant existence in 
an unfriendly social environment. A dogged, proud struggle it has 
been, with many disappointments and few triumphs. Yet an epic has 
been created here, likely to have a place in the legends of the 
Aboriginals and in the history of socialist utopian colonies the world 
over (Irwin 1969: 8). 

Of almost equal importance to this study is that McLeod was a White man 
functioning as an agent for Aboriginal empowerment in a social 
environment where many European men were - like the physical 
environment - tough, dominant and, at times, cruel. Cross-cultural 
transference from a member of the oppressor's race to the oppressed is not 
incongruous, as Freire argues: those who wish to 'suffer with them and 
fight at their side' (Freire 1972a: 7) are encouraged to do so. Since the crux 
of effective community development is good relationships, McLeod's role 
model assumed great significance for similar work in the Kimberley. 
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In 1954, The Council for Aboriginal Rights, of which Stan was a member, 

brought McLeod from the Pilbara to the Eastern States. Stan hosted his 

visit to Melbourne. Their meeting became fundamental to Stan's 

philosophical development and our later work in the Kimberley, as Stan 

recalled: 

I offered to take him through the Mooroopna, Shepparton, 
Cummeragunja area. And we argued and fought all the way ...  And 
look, wherever he went he was able to talk to Aboriginal people in a 
way that I've never heard anybody else. Getting them feeling proud 
about their heritage, their background, determining to take some 
stance against exploitation and the losses that they were experiencing 
at that stage. ... Don McLeod, then Mary Bennett ... two people who 
had tremendous influence on my thinking and readjustment of my 
theological concepts within race relations and particularly with 
regard to Aborigines (Davey 1986: T1-24, T2-6). 

McLeod's model appealed to Stan because it derived from the field, and 

demonstrated a practical application of the precepts attributed to Chinese 

philosopher Lao Tsu: 

Go to the people 
Live with them 

Learn from them 
Love them 

Start with what they know, 
Build with what they have. 
But with the best leaders, 

When the work is done, the task accomplished 
The people will say 

'We have done this ourselves' 
Lao Tsu (700 BP) in (Hope and Timmel 1984: 82). 

McLeod's methods worked with image change and culturally-

appropriate planning techniques, enabling the people's self-

understanding to change from a state of helplessness to one of positive 

action for self-determination. This notion of false consciousness (Fay 1977) 

is useful in explaining how the Nyangumata refuted deterministic 

assumptions. His methods also included campaigning to challenge the 

structural injustices he perceived as causing the Aborigines' conditions. 

Stan's admiration for McLeod's methods and his church's structures 

inspired him to envisage an organisation through which the Victorian 

Aborigines could exert an influence on their conditions. 
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2.3.3 Victorian Aborigines Advancement League (AAL) 

Following the public viewing of the Warburton film, Stan recalls putting 
a proposition to the Aboriginal leader, Doug Nicholls: 

I was wondering what we could do. I felt that there ought to be a 
bigger outreach of agencies, and I thought that the Council for 
Aboriginal Rights should help to put Doug in the field on a full time 
basis. Let Doug go around and report what he'd seen ... I got the 
feeling that we ought to start up something ... I felt very strongly one 
morning that we should be starting a separate agency, and went down 
and saw Doug (Davey 1986: T2:4). 

From that meeting in 1957 arose the proposal to form a new organisation 
which was named the Aborigines Advancement League (Vic) and was 
structured along the lines established by Dr Charles Duguid's Aborigines 
Advancement League of South Australia (Homer 1974). Duguid's vision 
of enabling Aboriginal people to become independent and self-reliant 
introduced Stan to secular concepts that matched his Christian 
commitment. He felt energised by this opportunity to make a practical 
application of his theology. 

At the founding meeting of the Aborigines Advancement League Stan 
took the position of secretary, and in 1957 he resigned from his position as 
Churches of Christ Minister at Ivanhoe to apply himself full-time to work 
in the community on Aboriginal issues. He later became the League's 
full-time Director. 

Later many of the same people who formed the Aborigines Advancement 
League saw the need for an Australia-wide organisation and so joined in 
1957 to create the Federal Council for the Advancement of Aborigines 
(FCAA). FCAA later changed its name to the Federal Council for the 
Advancement of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders (FCAATSI). Dr 
Duguid became president of FCAA with Stan as General Secretary, a 
position he held for ten years. Ironically, thirteen years after three 
Aborigines and twenty four Europeans had founded FCAA, it split over 
the issue of 'black autonomy' (Burgmann 1993:34) and Aboriginal 

members withdrew to form an Aboriginal-only organisation. 
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Shortly after inception of the Aborigines Advancement League public 

donations enabled it to employ Doug Nicholls as full-time field officer, 

and Stan as full-time secretary. In 1985, Bryant observed that: 

The last 28 years have wrought greater changes in the position of the 
Aboriginal people than all the efforts of churches, legislators and 
government departments had been able to achieve in the previous 170 
years, and most of it was generated by the Aborigines Advancement 
League of Victoria (League 1985: vi). 

Attention in the earlier years of the Aborigines Advancement League's 

work focussed on race relations. The official journal of the Aborigines 

Advancement League, Smoke Signals ,became a powerful instrument for 
collecting and disseminating information about Aboriginal issues. 

Despite this history of racial cooperation for the purpose of promoting 

Aboriginal justice issues, it is apparent that Aboriginal people did not 

lose their distrust of white people. Aboriginal poet and political activist 

Kevin Gilbert made this explicit: 

One of the things we should realise is that most Aboriginal 
spokesmen are pretty loud and clear in claiming that all white people 
are bastards. 
When Aborigines see you, they don't really see you as an individual 
who is sincere, who possibly has some feeling for other human 
beings. They see you as a white face: as one of the people, or as a 
representative of the race who is oppressing them and often 
discriminating against them. (Gilbert 1975: 7) 

Not all relationships were hostile and unworkable (Marshall 1988; Shaw 

1986), and Doug Nicholls 'never lost sight of the fact that in the League, in 

his work with Stan Davey, it was black and white - again - working 
together' (Clark 1981: 147). The Aborigines Advancement League also 

commented that Stan had been Doug Nicholl's 'friend and colleague since 
1952' (League 1985: 52). Notwithstanding those relationships of respect 

and friendship that did bring individuals across the racial barriers, 

community development theory for the Kimberley needs to acknowledge 

that in the Kimberley racial hostility could undermine a white person as 

an acceptable agent of change for Aborigines. 

Political action by the Aborigines Advancement League, FCAATSI and 

many individuals culminated in the referendum on 27/5/67. Gordon 
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Bryant, then a Member of Parliament and later Minister for Aboriginal 

Affairs, wrote: 

Every law in every State has been changed, the Constitution has been 
amended, and Aboriginal leaders have entered the national stage as 
spokesmen on behalf of their own people for the first time. This is a 
revolution in race relations in Australia, and a great deal of the credit 
lies with the FCAATSI and its sponsoring bodies, such as the AAL 
(Vic) (Bryant 1967). 

Through active participation in such campaigns, Stan's model of remote 

area practice was gradually taking shape in the urban landscape of 

Melbourne. 

2.3.4 Patterns of research and action 

Stan's role as employee of the Aborigines Advancement League and 

honorary secretary of FCAATSI placed him in a position to investigate 

first-hand the wide ranging conditions in which different Aboriginal 

communities were living. He travelled frequently to north Queensland to 

meet the people from Mapoon and high-profile Aboriginal activist Joe 

McGinness (then president of FCAATSI). In September 1966 he visited 

the Gurindji at Wattie Creek in the Northern Territory to assess what 

support could be given to them during their strike for better wages and 

conditions from their Wave Hill Station employer Lord Vestey. Frank 

Hardy met him there and described him as: 

a slight man with a beard, and blue eyes which carry an expression of 
shrewdness. He has the delicate air of a parson (which he used to be) 
and a certain inner toughness and courage. He drank coffee while 
Paddy (Paddy Carroll, secretary of the North Australian Workers 
Union) and I drank stubbies of beer (Hardy 1968: 82). 

Hardy's book includes references to the role in the campaign played by 

Stan 'shortly after his appointment as Director of the AAL' (AAL 

Newsletter, July 1968). On 17/9/66 Stan wrote to the Secretary of the 

Anti-Slavery Society in London, reporting some of the facts he had 

ascertained. These early networks helped to expose conditions of 

injustice previously hidden from public scrutiny, and trained Stan in the 

communication techniques that community development theorists 

(Kenny 1994) hold as so important for the task. 
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Many of the trips were organised to gather information on situations not 
known about in the urban centres of Eastern Australia. During the times 
when the sponsoring organisations ran out of funds, Stan completed a 
Certificate Approved Course Secondary Teacher Training (1961) and 
gained outside employment as a teacher. To continue the Aborigines 
Advancement League's extension work, he hitchhiked or found other 
means of cheap transport. Through all the years of travelling, he built up 
a personal network that served the organisations he represented, and 
developed a methodology for researching facts which could then be 
delivered to politicians and journalists for investigation. He campaigned 
on television (Davey 1967a, 1968), wrote articles in Smoke Signals (Davey 
1967b) and attended hundreds of local meetings held in Victoria to form 
and maintain branches of the Aborigines Advancement League. These 
activities provided training in political and cross-cultural skills that were 
available to Stan when he moved into the Kimberley as an honorary field 
worker for the Aborigines Advancement League. They constructed his 
practice as a social action model of community development (Rothman 
and Tropman 1987), and educated him in bush culture and issues. 

2.3.5 North West issues 

As a result of meeting Stan at a 1966 FCAATSI conference, the Trades and 
Labour Council in Sydney sent him to Western Australia to visit Don 
McLeod and obtain information on the community's situation. FCAATSI 
also sponsored the trip. In encounters like these, Stan was able to learn 
about traditional cultural, social, economic and political structures and to 
gain insight into their adaptations to the alien but pervasive culture of the 
white pastoral and industrial systems. 

Some time during 1968, information that demanded Stan's attention had 
come to the Aborigines Advancement League concerning some 
Kimberley Aborigines: 

Forrest River Mission was an Anglican mission, and ... they'd been 
going to close over a period of months. They finally closed in July 
1968, and transferred the people across to Wyndham. Now, we'd 
heard about the closure, and we tried to negotiate with the Anglican 
Church and with the Western Australian Native Affairs Department, 
to see whether it was possible for the AAL or FCAATSI to take over 
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responsibility for it. There was no way that we could have raised 
sufficient funds to have done that any rate. We were right into land 
rights at this stage, and felt that these people were being deprived of 
their country, and being shifted into land which wasn't theirs, and 
(that) they should have the right to remain ... So I really set my sights 
on getting into that area, and seeing what we could do (Davey 1986: 
T3:7). 

During an interview with Brian Noone he emphasised a slightly different 

purpose for going to the Kimberley: 

It seemed to us (AAL) that there was a need for Aborigines to be able 
to hang on to the cultural patterns they had, and to bring them into 
our society, so that it enriched our society. We believed they had a 
right to hold onto their own cultural patterns (Noone 1971). 

2.3.6 Transition to Western Australian issues 

By July 1968 (shortly before Stan resigned as Director of the Aborigines 

Advancement League to become an honorary full-time field worker in 

Western Australia) the Aborigines Advancement League articulated the 
principles that underpinned its objectives. 

Australian Aborigines should be: 

I. recognised as distinct cultural groups 

subject to the same rights, privileges and responsibilities as other 
Australians 

guaranteed the right to retain, as they wish, their own customs, 
languages and institutions 

enabled to share in the formulation of any programs designed to 
change the existing structure or status of their communities 

guaranteed ownership rights, collective or individual, over the lands 
they traditionally occupy 

entitled, as dispossessed and under-privileged groups, to special 
assistance in promoting their economic, social and educational 
development (Smoke Signals 7:2, July 1968: 4). 

These principles provide a clue to the mindset Stan had adopted before 

starting research and action in Western Australia. His perspective on 

cross-cultural work to promote justice for Aborigines already oriented 

him differently to the majority in his own culture. Events and 

circumstances that came to his attention then caused him to reframe his 

construction of himself as a man of God. If he were to fulfil his vows he 
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would need to take greater action against the injustices he now saw so 
clearly. A framework for this inner drive was provided by the Dominican 
economist Father Lebret: 

A complete revolution, perhaps man's last and greatest one, has 
become necessary. It will be more long-drawn-out than others of the 
past, because it must be universal. It is both a political and an 
economic revolution; but it can come to its fulfilment only if it is 
primarily a spiritual revolution - the expression of consideration for 
others because of their actual or potential value as human beings. 
(Lebret 1965: 163) 

Critical Social Science theory (Fay 1987, 1977) links ideas with action, and 
explains the significance of these influences on Stan's philosophical 
development. Fay argues that it is about enlightenment, empowerment 
and emancipation since 'it seeks to be a practical force by galvanising its 
audience into socially transformative action' (Fay 1987: 205). 

I have already shown that Stan had shifted from the hegemonic view that 
Aborigines should be assimilated into European culture, to one that 
supported their differences. This essential understanding of his 
community's illegitimate suppression of a group within it on the basis of 
their ethnicity, was gained through a long period of immersion in cross-
cultural activities. His interpretation of justice and development was at 
variance with theories that valued economic growth and the 'modern 
institutions' (Goulet 1985: xi) that support it. Social change can be 
generated from individuals and groups who derive their will to change 
something from their experiences of collectively 'grappling with 
problems' (Albrecht 1970: 4). 

2.3.7 Move to Western Australia 

In 1968, Stan resigned from his position as Director of the Aborigines 
Advancement League, leaving on 28 September by car for Western 
Australia with the intention of working his way up the west coast to 
Wyndham, from where he could investigate the Forrest River Mission 
situation at first hand. This move required that he be independent and 
self-sufficient: 

I finally established myself at Port Hedland, becoming a breakfast 
cook/night watchman for the Walkabout Motel. And used to visit 
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McLeod's camp during the day, often stay there, spend as much time 
as I could, and collect information with regard to the struggle that 
was going on ... I documented all this ... I had a lot of support from 
the League (AAL). In fact both the League and FCAATSI had made 
me Honorary Field Officer. I had to maintain myself, but I had their 
support. Any material that I sent back was given publicity and the 
support of those organisations, so it was very useful (Davey 1986: T3: 
6-7). 

At this stage I joined Stan, and when we married I retained my family 

name. The Aborigines Advancement League gave me a title of honorary 
field worker and so we became the team which is the focus of this study. 

Fay's Critical Social Science framework (Fay 1987) locates the worker's 
idea of development as critical to their praxis. If it is imbued 'with the 
idea of progress and the politics of nineteenth century colonialism' 
(Preston 1982: 24) its efficacy in this Kimberley situation is doubtful. 
Several factors coalesce to make it inappropriate. First, indigenous 
culture, which did not accumulate the industrial artefacts admired by 
technologically-minded Europeans; secondly, White / Aboriginal 
relationships which were based on colonial ideas of superiority of the 
Western race over an allegedly childish native race; and thirdly, women's 
roles when 'men were identified as the true pioneers of the British 
antipodes' (Hunt 1986: 2). My entry into field work raised issues about 
each of these components, especially independence and self-sufficiency, 
cross-cultural relationships, and social change. 

2.4 Jan Richardson 

Early opportunity to stand for personal principles, attainment of 

secretarial skills and cross-cultural experiences overseas and in Australia, 
prepared me for the eleven years of community development work in 
Pilbara and Kimberley. These experiences and my feminist stance help to 
explain my role in that work. 

2.4.1 Empowerment 

Community development literature enshrines the concept of 

empowerment as a process for enabling people to control their 

circumstances. It alludes to 'the ways in which power relationships are 
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changed in the interests of disadvantaged, oppressed or exploited groups' 
(Kenny 1994: 118). Events which occurred when I was 17 provided me 
with the experience of disempowerment. They arose from an issue that 
divided my school community, and which involved me in a 
confrontational way as I was 'the hapless head girl for 1958' (Gardiner 
1993: 138). This early and disturbing experience of personal, political and 
social powerlessness sensitised me to the conditions of those whose lives 
are traumatically affected by powerful others. Although a deeply 
confusing experience at the time it contributed to my willingness to 
participate in social and political action in the Kimberley, a decision that 
might be unexpected of a middle-class girl from the affluent suburb of 
South Yarra in Melbourne. 

The Church of England girls' school, MCEGGS, was, under the 
philosophical direction of D.J. Ross (headmistress 1939 to 1955) a radical 
educational institution. DJ, as she was fondly known, was believed by 
some to be 'the outstanding Australian educationist of the second part of 
the century' (Dame Margaret Blackwood in The Age, 21/8/181). The 
issues referred to above occurred during 1958, my final year of secondary 
school. The School Council voted to dismantle D.J.'s educational 
structure, which favoured a democratic organisation and strong emphasis 
on producing socially-involved independent girls. This immediately 
polarised the school community and led to a year of organised 
campaigning to either reverse the decision or make it permanent. My 
mother, normally a conventional and apolitical middle-class wife, was 
outraged at the change to D.J.'s  educational philosophy and became one 
of the leading parents fighting to reverse the decision (Gardiner 1993; The 
Age, 28/10/58). We senior students were totally embroiled in the issues, 
and I, as school captain, was particularly intensely involved. Despite the 
wide media coverage of the 'storm' (The Sun, 11/10/58: 3), and the 
resignation in protest of 21 senior teachers (The Sun, 13/10/58), the School 
Council remained impervious to community pressure. At the end of 
1958, when it was clear that the decision made by School Council was 
contrary to the position my family and many others had taken, I withdrew 
from school. I was totally exhausted and uninterested in further formal 
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education. D.J.'s  biographer writes 'It took time for the wounds to heal, 
some parents removed their children, friendships were broken, many 
lives were changed. An era had ended for a great school' (Epstein 1991: 
91). For me it was, however, a great training ground for the Kimberley 
experiences of isolation and despair. 

2.4.2 Skills 

After leaving school, I attended a clerical training college to learn 
shorthand, filing and typing. Ironically these middle-class secretarial 
skills became vital to the campaigning activities we later conducted in the 
Kimberley, greatly advancing our strategies for community education. 

A perspective that views mobilising 'the priceless resources which are 
possessed by all human beings - their clever brains and skilful hands' 
(Schumacher 1974: 128) explains how I, a fledgling community 
development worker with no qualifications other than secretarial skills, 
dared to offer my services as an agent of change. 

In order for me to take what Fay calls 'transformative action' (Fay 1977), or 
a plan of action based on identification of that which needs to be changed, 
access to the Aboriginal people's construction of their social reality was 
crucial. In this my cross-cultural experiences were valuable. 

2.4.3 Cross-cultural experiences 

Two years in Europe 1963-1964 exposed me to non-English speaking 
cultures. With a rucksack on my back, I hitchhiked from Norway to 
Spain. During those years I worked as a secretary in London and mixed 
socially with the West Indian community, in Paris where I worked au-
pair, and Seville where I taught English to Spanish villagers. In Italy I 
lived with an Italian family and attended a language course at the 
Perugian University for Foreigners. Before coming home I lived in New 
York with relations, and learned a little of the Negro ghetto culture. I 
learned to communicate superficially in four languages, and when 
language failed - non-verbally. 



On returning to Australia, I determined to use these experiences as a 

foreigner to benefit people in that situation in my own country (The 
Herald, 11/7/70), and became co-opted by people from the Russian and 
Greek communities in Melbourne. In exchange for lessons in Greek 
language, guitar and singing with a bouzouki dance group, I gave English 
lessons and acted as interpreter for individuals who were 
misunderstanding Australian customs and law. Thus from the age of 21 

to 28 I was exposed to social constructions of 'the good life' that differed 
from the Western norms of my youth. These cross-cultural experiences 
assisted my transition into Aboriginal culture. 

In a wide-ranging study of North and South (rich and poor) countries, 
Amin (Amin 1990) stresses the weakness in development theory that 
emphasises economic over cultural aspects. He found that where it was 

imposed from outside it 'ferociously destroyed' identity (Amin 1990: 98). 
A worker who comes from an emic perspective is more likely to protect 
the processes of change in a community's culture than one who brings an 
outsider's value system. By being willing to live with and work for the 
remote Aboriginal communities, I increased my opportunity to adopt the 
position of an insider in the bush culture, and, in the process, reduce my 
role as an agent of capitalist development. 

Conditions for change in the Kimberley were also enhanced through the 
agency of a female field worker. 

2.4.4 Female field work 

Irrespective of my expertise (or lack of it), the simple fact of my sex would 
make a difference to our relationship with the Aboriginal people in 
general, and the Aboriginal women in particular. Firstly, the role of a 
woman field worker in 1969 would confound accepted notions of white 
women where 'the male bush ethos contributed largely to women's 
subordinate position' (Hunt 1986: 3). A stereotyped image of white 
women would thus lessen European interpretations of my work as 
political and destabilising. Second, a white male field worker whose wife 
was highly visible would be more likely to find acceptance by the 
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Aboriginal people than a single male (Jebb and Haebich 1992). Third, 

providing a culturally acceptable relationship through which the 

Aboriginal women could work would be 'putting the spotlight on women 

as competent actors' (Reinharz 1992: 248) from which would emanate a 

kind of energy and work different to the men's. 

Aboriginal women's work has always been crucially important to the 

wellbeing of their families (Richardson 1993b; Jebb and Haebich 1992; Gale 

1983; Bell and Ditton 1980). However, 50 years ago the anthropologist A.P. 

Elkin acknowledged the need to have women researchers reconstruct the 

details and meaning of that work: 

the startling fact is that if we omit the work of Dr Phyllis Kaberry, 
there has been hardly any contribution made to our knowledge of the 
life of Aboriginal women ... There is some excuse for this dearth of 
information regarding women in Aboriginal life. Almost all the 
writers and observers, trained or not, have been males, and have 
somewhat naturally sought their information from, and studied 
native life through the men. Further, the rigid dichotomy which 
exists between the sexes in the ceremonial life and to a lesser degree in 
social and economic life, causes the male anthropologist to become 
identified with the men and their ceremonial life, and therefore, in 
principle, taboo with regard to many matters which belong to the life 
of the women Elkin in (Kaberry 1939: intro). 

Thirty years later, Crawford (Crawford 1989: 52) still found it important to 

refer readers to Bell (Bell 1983) who emphasised the changed outcomes for 

consulting with Aboriginal women when the 'marked separation of the 

sexes in social, economic and religious domains' is respected. Bell 
comments that: 

The implications for consultation are all too clear: the white male bias 
of frontier society in central Australia is legendary. Liaison officers, 
administrators and community advisers are almost always male 
What consultation occurs is male to male ... and the women, who 
remain separate, become marginal in the new and emerging social 
order (Bell 1983: 24). 

Feminist community development workers, claims Kenny (Kenny 1994), 

pay attention to ways in which women's voices can be heard and their 
experiences validated. 

Through gender balance, an emic perspective, an independent research, 

recording and disseminating facility and a mind-set trained to look for 

injustice, our community development team was positioned to assess the 



conditions of Kimberley Aboriginal people that they felt needed to be 
changed. 

2.5 The Communities 

Inspired by Don McLeod and the Pilbara community of Nyangumata 
people, and the Aboriginal community of Broome (the subjects of 
Chapter Four), our community development work focussed on two 
groups of Kimberley Aborigines. In both of these cases the people were 
either involuntarily shifted to a location outside their tribal country, or 
had their access to it restricted. Place deprivation is a topic studied by 
Read (Read 1996). He shows that 'grief for dead places seems much more 
analogous to grief for dead people than professional carers have allowed' 
(Read 1996: 198). A psychologist who studied the forced removal of some 
suburban people in Boston 'was confronted by their grief, sense of painful 
loss, continued longing, depression, helplessness, direct and displaced 
anger and idealisations of the lost place' (Read 1996: 21). In the situation 
we encountered, such insight and compassion was missing from 
government policies and Kimberley culture. 

Our work in Wyndham with Aborigines from the Forrest River Mission - 
the second study and the topic of Chapters Five and Six - took place in 
the changing environment of lessening missionary influence, increasing 
Aboriginal autonomy, and greater expectations that cross-cultural 
communication would be respectful and effective. 

2.5.1 Wyndham 

In 1913, the year the Forrest River Mission commenced, Wyndham (its 
closest town) was a small community with a population comprising 
'23 Europeans, a few Chinese and Afghans and a number of Aboriginal 
prisoners in the regional jail' (Green 1988: 14). It was 'the social and 
economic centre for the resident and itinerant population living isolated 
existences in one of Australia's harshest environments' (Hudson 1991: 9). 

Besides the port facilities that existed to service the gold rushes of the 
1880s and later the pastoral industry, the most dominant social and 
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economic activity revolved around the meatworks that operated for 
66 years from 1919 to 1985. 

I Forrest River Mission Cambridge 
1897-1899 1913-1968 

Gulf 
Oombulgurri / 

I 16 Nov 1970-present / 

Oombulgurri 

Forrest River 

I I 
I 1 Wyndham 

Kununurra 

Figure 4: Wyndham and Oombulgurri 

2.5.2 Forrest River Mission 

Two attempts were made by the Anglican Church to operate a mission for 

Aborigines on flood plains of the traditional tribal meeting place called 
'Oombulgurri' (Green 1988: 114) approximately 55 km across the Gulf and 
up the winding Forrest River, or 250 km overland from Wyndham (see 
Figure 4 above). In 1897 the first attempt to found a mission followed a 
failed attempt by the Victorian Pastoral Company to establish a sheep 
station in 1886. Occupying the same area as the abandoned sheep station, 

62 



four Church of England missionary men attempted to set up a mission 
that Biskup states was 'speared out of existence' within two years (Biskup 
1973: 48). A second attempt in 1913 lasted for 55 years. 

There are conflicting opinions about the outcomes of missionary 
activities. Neville Green, school teacher at the Forrest River Mission from 
1967 to 1968, researched many of the people's stories (Green 1995, 1988) 
and claims that: 

Most missionaries viewed all aspects of the traditional life with 
suspicion and separated the children from traditional influences by 
constructing fenced compounds to keep elders out and locked 
dormitories to keep children in. This forced the elders into a covert 
maintenance of the Dreaming traditions as a form of Aboriginal 
resistance that persisted through to the present (Green 1995: 28). 

Others missionaries were moved out of love and compassion to demand 
just treatment from European men, and public servants who supported 
the missions may have regretted government backing because 'it was from 
them that some of the most pointed criticisms of Aboriginal policy were 
to emerge', indeed that 'Gribble of the Forrest River was the first trouble-
maker' (Bolton 1981: 141). 

Trouble in this instance referred to trouble for the Western Australian 
government and local pastoralists. It arose from an incident (detailed in 
Green 1995; Fitzgerald 1984; Shaw 1979; Woenne 1979; Rowley 1970a) when 
in 1926, in an area close to the Forrest River Mission, the killing of a White 
station man by an Aboriginal man brought savage retribution from the 
local pastoralists and police. This event was later to be known as 'the 
massacres'. Through the actions of Rev Ernest Gribble news of the 
retribution was sent to the Chief Protector of Aborigines, A.O. Neville. 
Green reports that his 'harping persistence' ensured that it could not be 
ignored by a conspiracy of silence (Green 1995: 138). Despite the 
subsequent inquiry being a 'quite obvious and spectacular injustice' 
(Rowley 1970a: 257), it was 'a turning point' (Rowley 1970a: 201) 'in 
Aboriginal-European relations' (Shaw 1979: 267) because White men's 
implicit right to shoot Aborigines was at last curtailed. 

In 1968 the Mission closed and brought the people into Wyndham. There 
they were placed on a native reserve, in a move that was implicitly 
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approved by the authorities responsible for Aboriginal welfare. Not only 
was the closure against the people's wishes, but the reserve with its 
grossly inadequate facilities and few employment prospects, was an insult 
to their intelligence and dignity. There was no room for the people to 

accommodate their tribal rules of association, noted by Kaberry in 1934 

'On the Mission one frequently heard the expression "Norah's crowd" or 

"Robert's mob" or "Louisa's mob", ie a group possessing a totem in 

common' (Kaberry 1934-35: 430). 

The third study centres on the West Kimberley township of Fitzroy 

Crossing and the people in the river country known as the Fitzroy Valley. 

2.5.3 Fitzroy Crossing 

Derby 

0j- River Fitzroy Crossing 

Go Go Station 
- - - - 'LI.______ _ 

I •• 
Noonkanbah V - - - 

I-. 

- 

\_ - 
Christmas Creek Station 

Figure 5: Fitzroy Crossing 

Fitzroy Crossing was so named because travellers trying to cross the 
flooded Fitzroy river at the crossing about 300 km east of Derby would 
often have to wait until the river receded. Originally it was Bunapa tribal 
country, but in 1912 it was declared a town under Western Australian law. 
In 1951 a 'Native Depot' was opened by the Native Welfare Department 
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through which it could feed Aborigines (Hudson and Yu 1988) and which 
was later transferred to the United Aborigines Mission (McMahon 1988). 

In the 1970s the population comprised about 50 Whites who serviced the 
surrounding pastoral properties, and up to 700 Aborigines living on 
stations in the area who by then were from Nygina, Gunian, Walmatjari, 
Yulbaridja as well as Bunapa tribes (Kolig 1989; Hudson and Richards 
1978). Writing in 1977, Kolig stated that 'the present Aboriginal 
population of this area is, strictly speaking, a conglomerate. Aborigines 
of quite disparate origins, of many different linguistic and cultural 
backgrounds, have met and mingled' (Kolig 1977: 37). The original local 
Aborigines were invaded not only by Whites but also by the Aboriginal 
Walmatjari who came in from the desert in such numbers that by the 1970s 
Walmatjari was a lingua franca equal to Kriol. 

Many Aborigines evicted from pastoral stations following the 1968 
Pastoral Award, congregated on the grossly inadequate native reserve at 
Fitzroy Crossing. By 1971 there were 700 Aborigines living at Fitzroy 
Crossing mainly on four native reserves: 

the Mission reserve in town (referred to above as the original 
government feeding depot and later UAM mission) which took in 
families from all the language groups 

the Fig Tree or Middle Reserve just off the highway, where 
Walmatjari and Gunian who had walked away from Cherrabun 
Station congregated 

the Windmill or Top Reserve formally established in 1972, 
(McMahon 1988) occupied mainly by the Wangatjunka who had been 
forced off Christmas Creek Station 

the Loanbung Reserve, where mainly Nygina/Walmatjari people 
from Noonkanb ah Station gathered. 

Except for the Mission reserve and a few huts on the Windmill reserve, 
there were no facilities and the families were camping under sheets of 
iron, carting water from the one tap available to 100 people, and walking 
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their children the three kilometres to school, shop or the Welfare office. 
Most detailed information about the Aborigines before 1975 is obtained 
from anthropologists (Kolig 1972) and linguists (Hudson and McConvell 
1984). Anecdotal evidence will be produced as data for this study in 
Chapters Five and Six, and will contribute to a richer record of the issues 
and the actors during the critical years of change to the Kimberley 
culture. 

An eight-day tour in late 1974 by the federal Aboriginal Affairs Minister, 
Senator Cavanagh and departmental Secretary B. Dexter, together with the 
Western Australia Minister for Heath and Community Welfare Mr Baxter, 
his departmental Director Keith Maine and the Minister for the North 
West Ernie Bridge raised official awareness about 'the very distressing 
circumstances in which many Aboriginal groups were still living' 
(Aboriginal Affairs Monthly, 1974, 1:5 p.  5) in some Kimberley towns, 
including Fitzroy Crossing. Our work in Fitzroy Crossing, to be analysed 
in Chapters Seven and Eight, was a direct result of that trip. 

2.5.4 Station camps 

As indicated above, the families living on the reserves on the outskirts of 
Fitzroy Crossing had kinship connections with families still living on 
stations. Part of the network that grew out of the town reserve work 
included some of these stations, particularly Go Go and Christmas Creek. 

2.5.4.i Bayulu (Go Go Station) 

Go Go Station was approximately 10 km south east of Fitzroy Crossing. 
The Aboriginal people who lived on the station that had in turn occupied 
their country, named themselves Bayulu. 

2.5.4.ii Wangkatjungka / Christmas Creek Station 

Christmas Creek Station was located approximately 100 km south east of 
Fitzroy Crossing. The Wangkatjungka in the 'blacks' camp' were closely 
related to families on the Windmill Reserve. Political events (see Chapter 
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Seven) involving a station manager's assault of some Aboriginal stockmen 
relates to similar events in the 1930s (Bohemia and McGregor 1992). 

2.5.4.iii Yungngora / Noonkanbah Station 

Yungngora and Kadjina people had a common history, and lived in close 
proximity on the River (or Kadjina) camp. The political events of 1980 
have been thoroughly covered (Hawke and Gallagher 1989; Kolig 1989). 
They became headline news in Australia when the Yungngora, who had 
only recently re-gained their land on Noonkanbah Station, tried to stop 
the Amax mining company from entering a sacred area. 

2.6 Reflection 

Issues of power and autonomy had become racialised in the Kimberley 
during the first 100 years of European industrialisation. White people 
and the culture that adapted to the Kimberley to support material 
development, were perceived by that community as superior to 
Aborigines and their traditional culture. Aborigines, however, had an 
opposing view which was suppressed until conditions became more 
conducive to its articulation in the 1970s. The interaction between people 
for whom personal and community issues were politicised and racialised 
was inevitably impassioned. 

Change to the entrenched structural disadvantage of Aborigines had 
begun in the 1960s. This climate of flexibility was capitalised upon by 
Stan and me when we added our own values of justice and 

multiculturalism, and intentionally placed ourselves as co-agents with the 
Aborigines for their emancipation. A major characteristic of Stan and me 
was that we were not professional community development workers but 
relied upon field research to understand why we should move, and our 
personal resources to know how. 

In the next Chapter, I explore the methodology for discovering how our 
ideology influenced our practice, and how our practice influenced the 
Aboriginal people's transition from a state of helplessness to one of 
relative autonomy. 
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Chapter Three 

Research Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

Chapter One introduces the study and its purpose, namely an 

investigation into the experience of community development work 

carried out by Stan and myself in the Kimberley from 1969-1980. Chapter 

Two identifies the actors and issues of the study, and this Chapter will 

describe and justify the selection of a qualitative and naturalistic 

methodology. 

The analysis of the all-consuming events was not, and could not, have 

been made by us at the time of action. The intensity of the experience was 

such that energies employed in writing were devoted to letters, reports 

and other texts of the 'business'. There was no room for reflection and 

until recently, no desire. However, more than 20 years later, it is 

important to me to revisit this part of our work and through writing to 

better understand what was going on. As Denzin says, 

Fieldworkers can neither make sense of nor understand what has been 
learned until they sit down and write the interpretive text, telling the 
story first to themselves and then to their significant others, and then 
to the public (Denzin 1994: 502). 

While it may have been possible to draw on memory alone to review and 

reframe the experiences, this could be only part of the process. Memory 

of past events may be unstable and the process of reflection is an 

appropriate route to travel in the search for explanation and meaning. 
Reflection is 'an action-oriented, historically embedded, social and 

political process' which is also 'ideological' (Kemmis 1995). Kemmis 
claims it has ideological status because: 

our ideas and the way we reflect betray our expectations about how 
our thinking will have its effect on society. Who our action is 
directed towards, who we believe our co-actors will be (and who we 
will act against), the specific modes and register of the language we 
use, and the issues we think about all locate us ideologically as 
people of a certain kind, striving towards certain things, and relating 
in definite ways to others around us (Kemmis 1995: 147). 
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personal nature of this study, a hermeneutic phenomenological approach 
was deemed more appropriate as it legitimated the personal position and 
perspective from which the study is undertaken (Boud et al. 1995; Denzin 
1994; Burns 1990; Patton 1990). 

3.2.2 Subjectivity and bias 

The subject of this research is intentional community development work 
undertaken with the specific purpose of rectifying conditions of injustice 
affecting Aborigines in the Kimberley. This work was founded on a belief 
in the desirability of social equity, with a particular concern for selected 
communities within the life of Australia as a nation. The research is 
biased in that the interests of other stakeholders in the events to be 
examined, although important to the outcomes of the community 
development activities, are not central to the research itself. Other such 
stakeholders are the pastoralists and the Native Welfare Department that 
had a mandate of concern for Aborigines. 

As the oppositional community development actions took place, political 
confrontation and division were expected and experienced. Indeed this 
research will have to deal with the frequent outrage amongst white 
cultural groups unsympathetic or disbelieving of the protagonists' stance 
regarding justice for Aborigines in the period 1969-1980. This dilemma 
was raised in Chapter One, where it was argued that community 
development theory allows a worker for social change to select a sub-
community within the larger community as the group whose interests are 
to be advantaged. 

To believe in injustice is, itself, a political action, as Schwandt argues: 

ways of knowing are guided by assumptions concerning what we are 
about when we inquire and by assumptions concerning the nature of 
the phenomenon into which we inquire (Schwandt 1990: 262). 

Both the topic and the research activity can thus be seen as a 'political 
endeavour' (Lincoln 1990: 70) recognising that the interpretation of the 
data will be undertaken by a researcher who has convictions, beliefs and 
philosophies that can be presumed to affect the interpretation of the data 
The methodology selected for the study would need to be within the 
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The choice of method is guided by the crucial need to protect the research 
process from unacknowledged bias. Although assuming that any data is 
free from researcher bias is a position that has been called an illusion 
(Erlandson et al. 1993), this study is open to inherent dangers from 
researcher subjectivity both at the collection and at the analysis stages. 
Creating distance between the data and the data collector helps to ensure 
as much as possible that the data is not distorted at the point of collection 
by, in this case, my familiarity with it - the lived experience of which 
gives me privileged knowledge now, as its researcher. This is a 
particularly significant methodological issue for the study since the 
experiences under examination were produced by the community 
development team comprising myself and my husband. The 
characteristics of phenomenological research are useful in the treatment of 
this problem. Phenomenology, which aims to describe phenomena 'from 
the perspective of those experiencing the phenomena' (Wiersma 1995: 250), 

provides a framework for capturing actions and their intended meanings 
as constructed by the actors while they were engaging in the activity. The 
phenomenological approach seemed, therefore, to be particularly apt for 
this study and was adopted as the most appropriate means of 
investigation. 

3.2.4 Perspective two: feminist 

The original study design presented problems about the inclusion of the 
women. The researcher's tacit knowledge (Polanyi 1974) of the 
experiences to be studied valorised the womens' work. It was my belief 
that the women were vitally important to the community development 
processes, but the methodological problems of including self as a subject 
posed a potential threat to the validity sought for the study. It became 
apparent early in the research process and data analysis that the presence 
of a female field worker was vital to the protagonists' relationship with the 
Aboriginal community. However, in these early stages I continued to 
exclude myself as a focus of the research, preferring to select Stan as the 
principal actor whose philosophical basis was the subject of the study. 
Ultimately, the feminist insistence that research should involve 
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3.2.5 Ethical issues 

An ethical issue central to this study is protection for the people whose 
lives were intertwined with ours and who thereby became part of our 
story (Bouma 1993). A possible means for avoiding public exposure of an 
individual's actions and beliefs is to provide anonymity through 'masking 
their identity' (Bouma 1993: 142) by not recording names in field notes and 
by assigning nom-de-plumes when writing up the research. However, in 
this study context alone may enable identification by others who are 
familiar with the history of the area. This raised questions of invasion of 
the privacy of those whose stories are involved in this study and who 
would be unable, either through death or other considerations, to request 
anonymity. 

The extent to which actions of others should be publicly acknowledged is, 
however, more than just an issue of privacy. Booth et al urge the 
researcher to conform to high ethical standards that show 'concern for the 
integrity of the work of the community' (Booth et al. 1995: 257). This 
injunction raises the problem of how to fairly represent the different 
individuals and cultural groups that made up the community in which 
the work under study was performed. Since this study depends upon 
reconstructing the praxis environment, Crawford's model will be adopted 
and real names used unless it is considered that to do so would cause 
harm or bring pain to any individual (Crawford 1994). However, because 
of my desire to avoid any hurt or cultural transgressions I have refrained 
from including in this account the photographs of people with whom we 
worked. This decision was confirmed by the recent court ruling in which 
the chairman of the Northern Land Council, Mr Yunipingu, was 
acquitted, on the basis of Aboriginal traditional law, of charges of assault 
and criminal damage to a professional photographer (Ryan, The Age, 
23/2/98, p.  1). Apparently Yunipingu seized the photographer's camera 
after he took unauthorised photos of Aboriginal children from 
Yunipingu's community. Although my photos were taken not only with 
consent of the people involved but often at their request, contemporary 
cultural sensitivities direct me to refrain from using my collection of 
photos as evidence of the work discussed in this thesis. 
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Despite emotive issues that Stan and I believed created the need for a 
vigorous pursuit of social change to bring about more just conditions for 
Aborigines in the Kimberley 1969-1980, and despite the opposition to this 
belief pursued equally vigorously by adherents of other philosophies, I 
hope that my choices indicate respect for all involved. I hope, too, that I 
demonstrate appropriate sensitivity to the need to protect people from 
pain or embarrassment whilst at the same time writing a 
phenomenological account that fairly represents our own story and the 
events under study. 

3.2.6 Constructivist research 

Four interrelated and self-contained social realities implicit in the 
dominant settler Kimberley culture are identified as important for the 
context of this study: 

Aborigines from missions or the pastoral industry, with traditional 
cultures formed an identifiable group that needed to be either 
'looked after' or 'bossed'; 

owner and managers of pastoral properties formed an identifiable 
group with a pioneering culture; 

employees of government departments for Aborigines and 
community welfare, formed an identifiable group with an urban 
professional culture; 

local White business people formed an identifiable group with 
affiliations to each of these cultures. 

Relationships between these defined groups were the product of 
historical processes that were in a state of challenge. Challenge in the 
period under study emanated from Aborigines, individual White people 
like us who came to live in the area with the express purpose of creating 
an alternative to the government assimilation policy, and social activists 
outside the Kimberley. 
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The ontological and epistemological positions outlined above and the 
intention to reconstruct our praxis in such a way that its gendered and 
historical meanings can be interpreted twenty to thirty years later were 
critical considerations in the development of a methodology. A 
combination of feminism (to ensure that the research will not be limited 
by the androcentric bias) and phenomenology (to focus on the essence of 
human activity according to the actors' interpretation) appear to offer the 
most comprehensive plan to guide selection of the procedures for 
gathering and analysing data. 

3.3 Methodological approach 

3.3.1 Qualitative methods 

Qualitative research is multimethod in focus, involving an 
interpretive, naturalistic approach to its subject matter. This means 
that qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, 
attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the 
meanings people bring to them. Qualitative research involves the 
studied use and collection of a variety of empirical materials - case 
study, personal experience, introspective, life story, interview, 
observational, historical, interactional, and visual texts - that describe 
routine and problematic moments and meanings in individuals' 
lives. Accordingly, qualitative researchers deploy a wide range of 
interconnected methods, hoping always to get a better fix on the 
subject at hand (Denzin and Lincoln 1994: 2) 

There has been much discussion about the appropriateness of qualitative 
methodology in the human sciences (Neville 1994; Yin 1994; Erlandson et 
al. 1993; Burns 1990; Guba and Lincoln 1990). Because this research is 
focussed on peoples' actions and intentions, this methodology is selected 
as being the most appropriate for a study that must of necessity be 
subjective and personal. In some sense it could be an historical study, a 
record of evolving and possibly important events. However, the focus of 
this study is on teasing out the meanings behind these events. Therefore 
the methodological approach must be one that supports the search for 
meaning behind action. In this context the interpretive methods of 
qualitative research that enable the production of descriptions which 
convey understanding to others, and most successfully reveal meaning 
are selected as most appropriate for this study. 
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valuable insights into the practitioners' experiences of events at the time 
and an audit of their veracity has been provided. 

Writing 'as an aid to reflection' (Walker 1995: 52) is a method of capturing 
the diversity of a person's experiences and their cumulative impact upon 
later experiences. Some educationists recommend the keeping of journals 
as a process for recording changes in thinking that add to self-knowledge. 
Indeed Walker believes that the production of narrative texts: 

provides an objectivity in relation to the initial learning experience. 
It can clarify the initial experience by removing it from the clouds of 
subjective feeling that can obscure it. It is a way of distancing oneself 
from the experience, which has the effect of clarifying it and fostering 
the ability to work with it, so that the learner can draw out potential 
learning ... It helps distinguish between what happened and how the 
learner interpreted what happened, or experienced what actually 
happened (Walker 1995: 63). 

During the time of the study we did not keep journals of the reflective 
kind Walker writes about. However, the letters we wrote, especially the 
more intimate ones to family members, serve as poignant records of the 
specific events and our responses to them. Denzin points to the outcome 
of narrative texts that 'freeze events and lived experiences' so that 'there 
are no experiences, only glossed, narrative reports of them' (Denzin 1989a: 
69). To assist in the interpretation of the experience, I have selected events 
for examination that were recorded in writing by Stan and me. This 
enables scrutiny of events frozen in text, to embrace multiple perspectives 
using the reflective process of 'returning to the experience, attending to 
feelings, and re-evaluating the experience' (Boud et al. 1995: 21). The 
experiential meaning will be sought through reflecting on these texts, 
written at the time of the events, rather than through recalling those events 
today. This process is selected with the aim of ensuring that the 
understanding of the events as they happened is the subject of scrutiny 
rather than the retelling of those events many years later when their 
meanings will have changed in the light of new experiences. 

It has been the writing up of this study and the re-experiencing of those 
events that has provided me with the opportunity to reflect, sometimes 
alone and sometimes in partnership with Stan. It has been a necessary 
activity, for as van Manen asserts, it is not possible for workers to be fully 
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3.3.3 Lived experience 

Selecting a methodology that suited the purpose of the research was 
problematic. As Erlandson et al. comment, 

from the very beginning the naturalistic researcher struggles to infer 
from the context an overall, though tentative, design that will provide 
direction for subsequent data collection and analysis (Erlandson et al. 
1993: 39). 

In designing this study the original framework was created to hold the 
boundaries of time and place, with the issues that were to receive 
focussed analysis left un-named until they emerged as natural categories. 
I anticipated that making meaning out of these categories would become 
the next methodological problem. It is not a problem specific to this 
study or to the process of phenomenology. 

Lived experience is accessed through the single process of researching 
and writing, which is continuous and which produces reflection that is 
then fed into the next level of the process and in turn creates a deeper 
understanding of the selected experience. Thus the process is a 
hermeneutic activity suitable to this study. My role as both producer of 
part of the data, and interpreter of it and others' documents, becomes a 
value-added relationship rather than one of unknowing bias. The 
researcher doing a hermeneutic phenomenological study needs to 
immerse herself in the data, and keep writing about it reflectively until its 
description matches the experience selected for interpretation. 

This approach does not aim to produce grand theory in the modernist 
tradition, but to take every day experiences from a moment in time and 
write about them so that others can also be immersed in those unique 
moments. It allows the research question to move from 'what was going 
on?' to 'what was the experience of community development like for some 
of the people involved?' and from this, to 'what was it like doing 
community development for those people, at that time, in that place?'. 
According to this approach, constructing an interpreted account of eleven 
years of focussed work will not be generalisable although it will, I hope, 
'speak to' others in their own situation. In addition, because it arose out of 



researcher 'above the personal biases that stem from single methodologies' 
(Denzin 1989b: 236). 

Primary source data assumes considerable significance for this study, for 
as Graham asserts in reference to researching diaries: 'this diary is above 
all a pragmatic text, with many issues left open. Prefabricated structures 
of meaning are not so numerous as in the other texts' (Graham 1992: 45). 
As noted above, multiple realities are not a problem for this research, 
which seeks to understand personal experience rather than identify any 
supposed one 'truth'. Van Manen argues that personal experience is a 
valid research enterprise and an invaluable link between outsiders' 
knowledge of events and their understanding of a range of meanings for 
the participants (van Manen 1990). Reflexive accounts are also held by 
(Lincoln and Cuba 1985) to be important sources for understanding 
material produced in the field. 

Building meaning during the collection process created a methodological 
shift in the design of the study which was initially conceived of as using 
the grounded theory approach of Strauss and Corbin (Strauss and Corbin 
1990). It became clear that I was engaged in a reflective writing process as 
a method of inquiry (Walker 1995; Richardson 1994) and this became the 
methodology I finally selected as most suitable for the process of 
understanding our lived experience. 

3.4 The data 

3.4.1 Collecting the data 

A strength of the study is also its weakness: the persons being studied are 
myself and my husband. What is now data was once work. The records 
we preserved were originally for family memorabilia, and it was not until 
designing this study that I appreciated their value as historical 
documents. They reflect an insider's view of one aspect of a social 
movement aimed at redressing the injustices perpetrated against the 
Aboriginal people and changing the culture of Australia. However, 
collection of the data was problematic. Not for this study the 
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months of work my new computer began to scramble my data. The 
closest dealer was in Darwin, 1000 km away rather than a 30 minute car 
drive to a dealer in the city. Somewhere along the journey by commercial 
carrier, the computer was stolen and along with it most of my writing. It 
was three months before I could begin the task of writing again (see 
Appendix 11). The psychological blow was enormous and served to 
remind me of the multitude of things that can go wrong when living in 
small and remote area townships. I began to feel re-connected with the 
lived experience of my data. 

Having gathered as much material as I could, and endured pain recalling 
our poverty and helplessness in the face of the strength of the opposition 
to our ideology, I commenced the task of sorting and cataloguing. No 
clear system leaped out of the chaos of my boxes. I tried chronological 
sequencing only to find it inadequate because it did not focus on themes. 
I tried themes only to find it frustrating because it required excessive 
cross-indexing. I finally settled on a chronological system. The 
significance of all these scraps of paper that had survived nearly 30 years 
of travel in hot and dusty conditions, suddenly made me nervous of 
storms, cockroaches and other natural causes of destruction. I 
photocopied all the letters and stored the originals in a safer environment. 
My fears were well founded, as upon opening a cupboard in which 
precious data was stored I was devastated to find it dripping with white 
ants. The termites destroyed some valuable material - fortunately not 
much that was original - and caused us to vacate that house immediately 
before any further damage could be done. In the process of shifting 
house, the timing of which unfortunately coincided with the cyclone 
season in Wyndham, other books and papers were blown about and 
rained upon. They quickly gained the appearance of the papers we 
worked with when we lived in camps and huts, thus reminding me of the 
reality of our previous existence. This unwanted touch of authenticity 
compelled me to create conditions perfect for study, ie an airconditioned, 
dust-proof room in a safe dwelling. Re-sorting the chaotic boxes of books 
and papers that had been hurriedly removed from the white ant house 
took several months, again reminding me of the slow pace of tropical 
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The studies 
Case Study One Two Three 
Date 1969 1970-1975 1975-1980 
Place Pilbara & Wyndham and Fitzroy Crossing, 

Kimberley Oombulgurri, West Kimberley 
East Kimberley  

People Don McLeod, the ex-Forrest River ex-pastoral station 
Nyangumata, and Mission Aborigines Aborigines 
Broome community 

Paradigm autonomous mission, town station, town 
community reserve and reserve and 
and individuals autonomous autonomous 

community communities 

Figure 6: Basic characteristics of the three contexts under study 

Yin suggests that a case study approach is valuable when 'contextual 
conditions (are) highly pertinent to your phenomenon of study' (Yin 1994: 
13). Since the phenomenon in this study is our community development 
praxis with Aboriginal people of the Kimberley, a case study research 
design could focus on that as the 'primary unit of analysis' (Yin 1994: 21). 
Other areas highly relevant to the study, such as the Aboriginal people's 
responses to our strategies and the White people's responses to both us 
and the Aboriginal people's actions, would then become what Yin refers 
to as 'embedded units' of analysis (Yin 1994). However, while the case 
study method is very appealing because it places clear boundaries 
around the data, it will not be fully applied here because this project 
cannot meet one of the conditions that Yin claims is essential (Yin 1994: 27). 
When designing a case study, he argues, the researcher will be 'forced' to 
formulate a preliminary proposition that will lead to the selection of data. 

It is critical to my intentions for this study that it not pre-empt any 
findings. Data, which in this study is highly time and context-bound, will 
therefore be collected from within the natural boundaries outlined in 
Figure 3. Thus although the method of case study will not be used, the 
idea of a case study delineating time (1969-1980), context (the Pilbara and 
the Kimberley) and phenomena (our community development work) will 
parallel its format. Its shape as three separate historical studies that merge 
to trace developments over an eleven year period, will use the document 



3.4.4 Data coding system 

A system for coding the data was devised to record personal documents 
and references in public documents either to us or to events in which we 
were involved. To simplify the in-text referencing system, each collection 
other than Stan's letters has been placed in an appendix. The charts below 
illustrate the document coding and the appendix in which its details are 
recorded. Where politicians or public servants corresponded with us on 
matters raised by us in our campaigning, their letters are recorded as 
personal documents. Because Stan produced such a vast number of 
letters, I have catalogued those that are single-issue campaign material 
and rather than listing the others, have referenced them in the text as they 
were used. Our private collection of material, used as data for this study, 
has been audited for authenticity (see Audit statement) and has been 
coded as follows: 

Listing of personal papers 

Type of material Reference Appendix 

Audiovisual tapes A 2 

Campaign letters CL 3 

Diaries D 4 

Journals JN 5 

Jan Richardson - Personal letters JL 6 

Newsletters NL 7 

Notebooks NBK 8 

Reports R 9 

Figure 8: Personal material codes 

Public documents have been coded separately, although many letters by 
politicians and public servants sent to Stan in response to his letters, are 
included as personal material. Journalists played a major part in the 
political reporting of events during that era. To allow a visual 
presentation of the role of the media and a brief overview of historical 
events, I have listed the relevant newspaper articles under headings. 
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Port Hedland/Broome 



Chapter Four 

Study One - 1969 
Port Hedland/Broome 

4.1 Introduction 

This Chapter is about events involving Don McLeod and the Nyangumata 
Aborigines with whom he lived and worked in the Pilbara (see Figure 10 
below). In particular the focus is on the training they gave us in working 
as grass root community developers using the model that they had 
established. It details also how the Nyangumata leaders' verification of 
our integrity as agents of change to benefit Aborigines, enabled us to 
become part of the communication networks that existed between 
apparently isolated Aboriginal communities. 

Our political work aimed at getting into the wider community 
information about the situations in which Aboriginal people lived and 
our work with Aborigines at the community level to facilitate the 
realisation of their plans. It earned us hostility and ostracism from the 
local European population, and this situation required us to rely on our 
own spiritual and material resources for guidance and sustenance. In the 
process of maintaining our own energy and commitment we experienced 
the impact of social change to promote greater justice for Aborigines, as 
we understood that concept. We also understood poverty at the 
economic level. 

Pilbara country was similar to the Kimberley - hot, dusty and isolated. I 
intended to adapt to the remote region by living and working in a hotel in 
the township of Port Hedland, as Stan had done from November 1968 to 
April 1969. His job as breakfast cook and night watchman had provided 
him with accommodation, a wage and time to visit and work voluntarily 
for Don McLeod and the Nyangumata Aborigines. From the moment of 
our arrival in Port Hedland, however, we were confronted by our 
vulnerability to the structures we intended to challenge. Stan's campaign 
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disseminate information about conditions for Aborigines in the North 
West and to determine from first-hand experience the wishes of the ex-
Forrest River Mission people who were by then living in the township of 

Wyndham (see Figure 4). Thus he was entering a remote area of Australia 
as a sole agent and exposing himself to what other community workers 
call 'the problem of coping with isolation and the lack of support' 
(Twelvetrees 1991: 158). 

Two factors helped Stan to cope with isolation, one spiritual, the other 
practical. His Christian convictions (see Chapter Two) gave him a sense of 
'the other', a presence of a force that his church framework had named The 
Christ. As country and western singer Randy Travis proclaimed, when 
you talked with Jesus you never walked alone (Travis 1991). The other 
more tangible factor was FCAATSI and Aborigines Advancement League 
accreditation as honorary Field Research Officer (FRO) which provided 
an eastern States network of support and a forum for the publication of 
research. In the following year, after we married, isolation was further 
reduced when we formed a team with additional resources forthcoming 
from my family. 

Preparatory to working in the Kimberley, Stan hoped to gain experience 
with Don McLeod and the Nyangumata Aborigines (also known as the 
Nomads P/L, McLeod's Mob (Brown 1976), or the Mob at the Twelve 
Mile camp at Strelley Station) with whom McLeod had lived since 1946. 
This plan eventuated. 

According to his philosophy of economic and social independence, Stan 
obtained employment locally so that his association with the Aborigines, 
whose cause he supported, would be less distorted by his own needs. 
Thus he avoided the agonising decisions of community workers as to 
whether they are accountable to their employer or to the people whom 
their employer services (Ife 1995; Popple 1995). His autonomy enabled 
him to determine his own role in the many issues that enraged his sense of 
justice. 
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The group's ability to retain their cohesion and economic independence 
depended upon their notion of work and their willingness to endure 
hardship for their principles. With Don's prospecting expertise, they 
were able to support their community by manual mining techniques. 
They accomplished this by digging with pick and shovel before yandying 
the dirt (a process similar to winnowing) to get the ore - an adaptation of 
their traditional hunting and gathering techniques to a modern industrial 
context. As explained by others (Turnbull and Wallis 1969; Stuart 1959) 
men, women and children laboured in this new form of work, which 
made sense in the context of Schumacher's observations from other 
countries: 

What makes us think we need electricity, cement, and steel before we 
can do anything at all? The really helpful things will not be done 
from the centre; they cannot be done by big organisations; but they 
can be done by the people themselves (Schumacher 1974: 184). 

Cheerful, socially disciplined, principled and self-knowing, these people 
demonstrated to us that those who have a why can endure any how. They 
were, in Fay's terms of a 'state of reflective clarity' (Fay 1987: 205), 
liberated. Using manual implements in an industrial era where most 
economic progress was gained only by use of sophisticated machinery, 
they taught me how the mental attribute of determination enabled them to 
accomplish goals otherwise only achievable with the advent of material 
and financial resources. This ability of a community to harness the 
corporate energy and individual skills of its members to do whatever they 
wanted despite scarcity of financial and material resources, was 
demonstrated in many situations in Wyndham and Fitzroy Crossing and 
will be discussed in Chapters Five to Eight. 

McLeod's ability to work in the community resulted from his special 
relationship to the people. An Aboriginal elder explained how it began in 
the early 1940s: 

Lot of people were talking 'we must get someone to help us out ... we 
was looking for bloke ... and we find that bloke, Don McLeod (Pit Pit 
in College nd). 

Another elder said 'he was the only man treat us like a human being' 
(Jacob Oberdoo, College nd). In the context of the colonial era, McLeod's 
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honorary Regional Representative of the Co-operative for Aborigines Ltd 
Sydney. This emphasis upon gathering information in the field, wide 
dissemination of research results and immediate action at the grassroots 
level in response to the issues raised, was a method of operation in which 
Stan had been thoroughly trained during his ten years of work with the 
Aborigines Advancement League and FCAATSI. It was an operational 
methodology that was enhanced in the field when I joined Stan and 
contributed secretarial skills to his campaign tools. My clerical 
proficiencies enabled me to offer a mobile office and this expedited the 
information flow from a region where implicit control had maintained the 
ideology we were challenging. This seepage emphasised our need for 
self-reliance - an ironical twist on the concept of empowerment (Mayo 
and Craig 1995) whereby we, the workers, had to acquire the knowledge 
and tools to become agents of our own development. 

Stan perceived himself as a researcher, not in the professional sense of an 
academic, but rather as one driven by his commitment to social justice for 
Aborigines and therefore compelled to perform 'diligent and systematic 
inquiry or investigation into a subject in order to discover facts or 
principles' (Macquarie, Australian dictionary). Since his sense of injustice 
arose from a religious frame of reference, it was not easily dislodged 
despite the intense and bitter struggles that ensued over the next eleven 
years. As a field worker he concentrated on obtaining, through 
individual and community discussions (see Notebooks Appendix 8), 
accounts of the social experiences of Aboriginal people in the North West. 
Educated by people at the grassroots, he then critiqued the professed 
positive outcomes of government policy (see campaign letters Appendix 
3, and Newsletters Appendix 7). Such a stance immediately exposed him 
to ostracism by the local bureaucrats and pastoralists who, particularly 
owing to his relative isolation and powerlessness, could be expected to 
resist any promptings to change their hard-won privileges and culture. 
My first experience of this authority and our first personal catastrophe 
(one of many in the next eleven years) occurred the day we arrived back in 
Port Hedland after Stan's trip to Melbourne. 



contribution of European skills to empower those leaders who were 
politically disadvantaged by illiteracy. 

The community discussed the proposition and offered to employ us. 
They already employed a white man - Don, on an annual wage from the 
Group - 'it consists of his tucker, tobacco and two pairs of shorts' (Irwin 
1969: 8). Regrettably we were a slightly more expensive item, being 
committed to an expenditure of $80 pw, partly to pay for our vehicle. The 
leaders designated an area for us to put our swags, appropriately near 
Don's camp, while a decision was made. 

Don shared the community's poverty. Our assets were equally simple, 
distinguished only by our Toyota vehicle. We blended in with the barren 
landscape, sheltered by a canvas and the tree that marked our camp. It 
was odd to observe that Don retained cultural continuity through a little 
transistor radio, by virtue of which he kept fully informed on world 
affairs and able to conduct a passionate debate on virtually any topic. His 
contact with the world and his outstanding verbal fluency, were nurtured 
through this engagement with political arguments broadcast by the BBC. 
I saw that it kept him mentally alert in what could otherwise have been an 
isolated situation where he camped by himself and conversed mainly 
with work colleagues for whom English was a second language. 

Fay emphasises the importance of such mental activity for self-clarity and 
definition of purpose (Fay 1987). A white person changing cultural space 
to identify with the cause of Aborigines, living in a solitary place to share 
their conditions and demonstrating solidarity non-verbally, needs to 
devise means for self-knowing and reflection. There is little in 
community development literature that speaks for workers placed by 
choice in isolation from their own culture, as against being members of a 
team attached to an employing agency. McLeod's southern and interstate 
networks provided a degree of collegiality and support, but not on a 
daily or personal basis. As a field worker committed for his life rather 
than just the life of a project, he provides an outstanding model of cross-
cultural work to enable traditional Aborigines to become self-sufficient 
economically and governed by culturally-appropriate political 
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4.3.2 Being involved 

Our vehicle was a great asset and allowed the people to travel. The first 
trip took Snowy Jittamurra, the elder who had (traditionally) inherited the 
land in this area, to Nullagine and Marble Bar in order for him to transact 
business. When not chauffeuring, Stan was talking to individuals and 
taking notes on their grievances. Listening and recording people's words 
in notebooks was a method of field research that provided a link between 
those who lacked literacy but had a need to communicate with 
mainstream society and those in mainstream society who needed to know 
the Aboriginal people's ideas. Stan's notebooks filled quickly, as the 
Aboriginal people with whom he discussed personal and community 
issues eagerly provided him with information or requests for action to 
rectify a particular problem (see Notebooks Appendix 8). The notebooks 
slowly built a valuable data base and also, as a symbol of Stan's research 
and politicking, contributed to the attitudes of hate and fear towards him 
that later developed as many pastoralists and government officers were 
confronted with the messages contained therein. My role in this process 
was at the clerical end of the transaction, where back at camp I typed up 
any letters to government agencies to raise the problems recorded in the 
notebooks, or to our network for wider exposure of conditions of 
injustice. 

During this time I learned to camp in river beds, wash in sand and 
relinquish my personal symbol of independence as a woman by wearing a 
dress instead of shorts. Wearing a dress was very difficult for me, but 
when faced with the choice between honouring my own culture or that of 
my hosts, for whom women in shorts were not 'good women' I chose to 
compromise my personal values. Personal values and potential conflict 
with community values are recognised as problems for workers (McIntyre 
1996; Ife 1995). In our situation, where our ability to work for the 
Aboriginal community rested upon their acceptance of us, our dress and 
behaviour were areas of no negotiation. 

Lessons on correct behaviour were essential to our survival in the field 
and were informally offered to us in culturally-appropriate ways, ie 

103 



training, adapted to suit the new conditions, of the business college in 

Melbourne which had been designed to get me a good middle-class job. 

As I developed culturally appropriate language and dress, so I also 

developed survival skills which I had not learned in my middle-class 

urban environment of Melbourne. 'You would laugh to see what a 

scavenger Little Miss South Yarra has become', I explained to my family 

(JL-2, Appendix 6). 'Any piece of wire, plastic, wooden box or the like 

which I find, be it on the side of the road or in the main street of town, is 

collected and utilised'. 

My family were a great source of support to us, both socially and 

economically. I sent them a short narrative to describe the effects of a gift 

of home-made cake: 

First of all, it arrived just after hearing the news (about the 
cancellation of the literacy classes, see below), so you can imagine 
how gratefully it was welcomed and how it warmed our spirits. 
Well, having brought us back to life with one bite, it did something 
else. I took a piece over to Don just to share the sentiment. He was 
full of damper and said he'd put it under his pillow and sleep on it, 
that maybe the fairies might bring him a sixpence. I warned him that 
weddings happen by sleeping on fruit cake and he seemed quite 
prepared to run the risk. Next day a man came to see him with a 
proposition that he take over the man's mine, plus round about 
$30,000 worth of equipment like front end loaders etc and pay him off 
out of the profits in the first months of operation. This was something 
Don had himself thought of, but never dreamed the man would offer! 
So, the McLeod mob is now operating at the headquarter camp, the 
Wodgina 80 Mile Camp, and now this other place a further 60 miles 
(97 km) from Wodgina, and we, being the school teachers, have to 
rotate either together or separately to cover all the students. You 
might have gathered that we are living on faith. So far we have $3 left 
before faith has to pay up. Don attributes the entire success of the 
negotiations to your cake (JL-2, Appendix 6). 

My family contributed in other ways, one of the most significant being the 

collection of relevant articles from eastern States newspapers. This had 

two effects: it enabled us to monitor any responses to our press releases 

and letters to editors and to build Ca  file on the issues that we deemed 

important. Later we paid a press clipping service and used the 

information it supplied to keep ourselves up to date on events and ideas 

from outside our small, closed world. 
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in money - to learn to write. These motives are strong ones. 
Everyone comes, everyone learns, progress is rapid. Aboriginal 
education. Two teachers have begun four hours of lessons to six 
classes each week to complement traditional knowledge (Turnbull 
and Wallis 1969). 

In a letter home on 1/6/69, I elaborated on our teaching: 

The weather conditions have been so utterly ghastly it has been 
impossible to write letters. A gale rained and blew us out of the 
Wodgina 80 Mile work camp, back to the headquarter camp for the 
last two days of 90 mile an hour winds, tearing everything to pieces 
and screaming dirt into every nook and cranny. We completed one 
week of teaching, being immensely excited at having a total of 107 
students ranging in age from 7 to 80. They are all as keen as mustard 
and sit up at night practicing to write till they have perfected the 
letters. Not once have I heard anyone say 'I'm too old to learn', or 'It's 
too hard'. Their valuing of education is a great stimulant. 
Conditions could be described as somewhat primitive. The 
classroom is the open spaces, the blackboard bits of paper pinned on 
an old tea chest, exercise books are pieces of quarto rested on torn-off 
bits of cardboard of varying sizes and strength, writing utensils 
number 16 pencils, and the door of the classroom lets in the wind and 
dirt and cold. Undaunted, results have been incredible (JL-3, 
Appendix 6). 

Stan's reports of this work trace his efforts to get the Western Australian 
Education Department to pay for the classes. Despite some support for 
the proposal, it was ultimately too radical for the bureaucracy which 
eventually concluded that as some children were sitting with the adults 
under the trees where the classes were held and worse still were copying 
the adults attempts to write, this technically was not 'adult education'. 
Such reasoning allowed the Adult Education department to dismiss the 
application for funds. 

Shortly after, the literacy classes were reluctantly suspended. Stan 
prepared a Press Release which he distributed on 2 July 1969 to the 
Aborigines Advancement League, Abschol and the Sydney-based Co-
operative for Aborigines, nine politicians, several journalists and 
academics and a few interested individuals. Headed 'Suspension of 
Aboriginal Literacy Classes', it outlined our efforts to keep the classes 
going and our ultimate failure: 

Due to (a) the failure to obtain adequate financial support from the 
WA Education Department for the Native Adult education program 
amongst the McLeod group; (b) an unforseen crisis cutting off the 
slim resources from which we had been subsidised while waiting for 
an answer from the WA Education Department and the Federal 
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We stayed in Broome for approximately six months. Stan eventually 
obtained a labouring job on the wharf, while I found employment 
immediately at the meatworks. The wharf paid well and for the first time 
we could finance all the work we wanted to do. We used our Toyota to 
take our host family out to a place along the coast where they wanted to 
set up a fishing business and while they were away we looked after their 
garden and chooks. This was our first point of conflict with what was 
referred to by the Aboriginal people as 'the Welfare', or Native Welfare 
Department (NWD). 'The Welfare' had quickly worked out that we were 
'the enemy' (Newman 1994) who should be run out of town. 

Our hosts' hut had no water supply and drew water by hose from the 
Native Reserve. Each day the drums were filled to provide enough water 
for washing in a bucket and for watering the garden. When 'the Welfare' 
discovered that Stan and I were staying in the hut, they believed they 
could get us evicted if they closed off the water supply, which was only 
for Aborigines. However, each night the people from the Reserve 
connected the hoses and surreptitiously filled our drums before rolling 
up the hoses, waiting in the morning to watch 'the Welfare' checking to see 
if we had gone. 

There were many legitimate reasons for the Welfare's desire to have us 
evicted. Stan explained to Brian Noone in an interview: 

At Broome we helped to get two community projects under way. 
One was the establishment of a fishing business ... This was all done 
on their own initiative. They had nobody to stand over or direct 
them. All we did was to say 'well, you can do it'. We were finally left 
in charge of their town house. It became an embarrassment to 
Welfare. The Native Welfare Department by this time was hating us 
very much, because people were coming to this place regularly and 
saying 'This is our problem and Welfare is not doing anything about 
it'. We'd go down to Welfare and say about a particular matter, 'Why 
don't you take this sort of action to assist the people, or if they were to 
do such and such and discrimination took place, well then, we'll 
publish it'. And this didn't help our relationship with the local 
(European) people, nor with Welfare (Noone 1971: 6). 

Stan was banned by the Native Welfare Department from entering Native 
Reserves in the North West. This was an important point of principle. 
McLeod also had laws which were designed to protect Aborigines used 
against him, when he was banned from coming within five chains of a 
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stations and missions, we are in a good position to assist (JL-11, 
Appendix 6). 

When not working for money we were fully occupied with practical 
problems individual people raised with us, researching the issues that 
arose out of those individual problems and disseminating the information 
and perspective we were gaining. We were learning to work at the two 
levels that became a consistent part of our style. One was 'the process of 
what may be termed purposive change' (Warren 1973: 101) which is 
directed at the total society and is explained by revolutionary and social 
movement theory. The other was at the micro-level, enabling members of 
the Aboriginal community to conceptualise and take action on their 
problems. 

In September we started a newsletter called Nganbaiwandi Minyardi 
Wangki which meant in the local language 'people this is talk'. In the 
introduction we wrote: 

Wangki is: talk for Aboriginal people of the Kimberleys. 
It will talk of things happening to their people. 
It will talk of things they are doing and planning. 
It will talk of things to be known about government, wages, health, 
housing, education and many other matters. 
If you have some news or questions, please send a letter to the editors 
(NL-1, Appendix 7). 

The first edition carried news on the federal elections, wages and award 
rates, police and Aborigines, Civil Liberties Association, Pastoral 
Industry Award, Australian Workers Union, Pastoralist & Graziers 
Association. In one edition we carried the story of a discriminatory act 
against Albert Barunga, a Mowanjum elder, upon returning to Broome 
from a conference in Canberra. We took the newsletter stencil to the 
Broome Shire Council which operated a user-pays duplicating service. 
When Stan returned to collect the printing he was told 'The Town Clerk 
looked at your screed, saw what you'd said about one of our rate payers 
and just refused to have the Council associated with it. So he had all your 
papers torn up, including your stencils' (Davey 1986: T3 p  15). They 
eventually agreed to re-type the stencils and of course we included that 
story in the next edition. The Australian press ran the story and our 
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time on such things as film nights to show films of making paper bags 
in Germany, or dress materials from Timbuktu, until we came to the 
typed message. Well, the Welfare and his wife simply exploded. He 
stood up and pointed at me accusing me of 'forcing' them to say 
things. He flummoxed the group with questions of what the message 
meant, and when they couldn't even catch the question said 'Ah, that 
proves it. You don't even know what she's written' ... (I had read it 
out to them the previous night many times to ensure that I wrote 
exactly what they wanted, and they all sighed with relief to have their 
thoughts so clearly expressed). The meeting became really nasty (JL-
11, Appendix 6). 

I then describe the difficulties in communication which occurred because 
of language: 

One of the full-bloods from the reserve one mile out asked for a 'bus' 
to send the kids to and from school. Welfare, on behalf of the 
committee, dutifully explained that this was impossible since a bus 
bought in Perth would cost $3000 to buy, plus transport to Broome, 
etc. He overlooked the fact that the Aborigines call anything from a 
bicycle to an aeroplane a 'bus'. All they wanted was some kind of 
transport for the kids, but the request has been dropped due to the 
Aborigines being 'completely unrealistic in their demand' (JL-11, 
Appendix 6). 

While all this was going on, I was suffering greatly from insect bites and 
tropical ulcers. I was particularly vulnerable to sandfly bites, each one 
becoming a huge swollen hard area that not only itched but hurt and 
burned and lasted for days. In addition we were both infected with 
tropical ulcers and had to learn to pay great attention to diet and 
medicine. Stan, aged 47 at this stage, had however become very fit and 
was able to maintain the following program: at midday on a Monday he 
left Broome to drive Jacob Oberdoo back to Port Hedland (a seven hour 
drive each way), talked to Don that night and others the next day, arrived 
back in Broome at 8 pm on Tuesday, attended a meeting until 10 pm, 
started work on the wharf at 10.30 pm, finished at 3 am and was ready for 
work again next morning at 9.30 am. Mental toughness and physical 
fitness, as exemplified by McLeod and experienced by us, were essential 
attributes for a field worker in the tropics. 

Community development literature has much to say about worker stress 
(Kenny 1994; Shields 1994) but does not mention the need for workers, 
especially in tropical climates, to keep fit. Heat stress and dehydration 
are, however, important topics for athletes. In a study on the effects of 
heat on the aerobic threshold at the University of Western Australia 
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Shire Council, although the station involved is near Derby, not 
Broome. His action and the threatened charge were disclosed to Stan 
by an antagonistic Broome citizen. 
The social situation in Wyndham is not as isolated or as hostile as in 
Broome and other towns, although stories of Stan's iniquity have 
preceded us and make associations with both Aborigines and white 
friends and new acquaintances both embarrassing and restricted. We 
have evidence that Mr X encouraged and wanted to pay the fare of a 
Derby Aboriginal leader to make a trip up north before we got there 
and warn the Aborigines against Stan. 
Despite the opposition and hostile forces, Stan has pursued his 
objectives to offer an alternative to the Native Welfare Department 
policy of assimilation, to assist Aborigines to establish themselves in 
economically viable and independent enterprises, to gather 
information and conduct campaigns on specific areas of concern such 
as land rights, health, housing, education, wages and employment 
etc. There has been some success in helping individual Aborigines 
with their more personal problems, but little has been achieved on 
the big issues. A number of members of parliament have persisted in 
asking questions to reveal certain facts, but there has not been much 
follow-up of the information gained. Perhaps the major obstacle to 
the accomplishment of objectives and the focussing of public 
attention on the urgency of the WA situation is the difficulty in 
marshalling goodwill and resources. So little is known outside a 
particular area that the seriousness of reports can hardly be expected 
to alarm the reader. The Pilbara/Kimberley region is so vast that 
unity of Aboriginal groups and the coordination of white and black 
energy both in and outside WA is not easy. The Aborigines on the 
whole are dispirited and disillusioned, their traditional society and 
strength ravaged by contact with white civilisation. Their misery is 
increased by poverty, with the majority being underpaid and Social 
Services frequently not being obtained. They refer to themselves as 
'broken people'. Few think in terms of national Aboriginal unity, and 
most are entirely unaware of their rights and other movements for 
Aboriginal advancement. Illiteracy is common, and fluency in 
English rare. Publication of journals such as those issued by the 
Aborigines Advancement League (Smoke Signals) and Origin, and 
organisations such as the Native Welfare Department Consultative 
Council are gradually dispelling the dismal ignorance. However the 
remoteness of WA permits it to escape the pressures applied 
elsewhere in Australia and the application of principles brought to 
bear on similar situations (R-5, Appendix 9). 

Our political activities accord with much community development 
theory that recognises the dual nature of such work, ie work to change the 
economic, social and political structures that are producing the 
conditions of injustice and work to empower the people suffering the 
injustice (Ife 1995; Perlman and Gurin 1972). 

During a five-day interval between ships on the wharf, we decided to 
make a rush for Wyndham to check out the possibility of a permanent 
shift and within half an hour were on the road. In Derby a couple who 
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The letter was re-written by Alan Meehan (later chairman of the 
Oombulgurri Association which was formed to implement the move back 
to Forrest River). It was signed by Alan and four other leaders, dated 
17/9/69, copying the draft letter word for word and adding one sentence 
'I'm sure you will do your best for us' (OAA 69/141). The Minister's 
reply is discussed in Chapter Five, section 5.2.2. 

We sought and received the leaders' permission to shift to Wyndham and 
work with the Forrest River Mission people. 

By the third week of November, we had decided to make the move to 
Wyndham. Temperatures in Wyndham were already 40°  C and we felt it 
prudent to be established before the real Wet Season commenced. On 
arrival in Wyndham on 30 November 1969, we were to face the 
consequences of my naivety in discussing our research findings and plans 
with my fish and chips employer. 

4.6 Reflection 

Maintaining ability to work 

These first 18 months of our field work introduced us to Aboriginal 
people from Port Hedland to Wyndham, gave us concrete information on 
the individual and collective problems they were facing and established 
many of the principles that governed our later work. During that time an 
attitude of suspicion and hostility about us grew in the European 
community - an inevitable consequence of our oppositional stance to the 
ethos and practices of our society in relation to Aborigines and our 
interpretation of these as an injustice. 

Our need to find accommodation and employment made us vulnerable 
and increased our understanding of social and geographical isolation. 
These experiences forced us to prioritise our goals and take care of 
ourselves spiritually and physically in order to remain useful for the job. 
Thus our goal to expedite the processes of change to the social, economic 
and political structures of our own culture so that Aborigines could 
transform the conditions that constrained theirs, was contingent upon us 
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Chapter Five 

Study Two: 1969-1972 
Wyndham 



Chapter Five 

1969-1972 
Wyndham 

5.1 Introduction 

We had made a preliminary trip to Wyndham in September 1969, escorted 
by some Derby elders who acted as social and linguistic interpreters, 
introducing us to the Wyndham elders and vouching for our integrity. 
Consequently when we moved to Wyndham on 30 November 1969, we 
were welcomed by the Aboriginal people. In contrast to this warm 
welcome was our reputation amongst the white population as trouble-
makers and stirrers, an opinion formed due to information passed on by 
my employer in Broome. Many powerful individuals in town did not 
wish to facilitate our stay by offering us the means to do so and 
accommodation and employment immediately became problematic. Our 
ongoing experience in vulnerability and powerlessness helped us avoid 
taking on 'the role of an expert who provides solutions' (Kenny 1994: 19) 
for others' problems. 

Over the next few years we intensified our personally value-driven 
(Popple 1995) political campaigning to allow Aborigines the right to be 
different. On the ground level we worked with the Reserve people to 
establish their own social, economic and political structures. Our 
intentions were constantly modified by the externally-imposed constraints 
of climate and personal needs. 

In section 5.2, I discuss how social ostracism from the White community in 
Broome compounds the problems of establishing ourselves in Wyndham. 
In section 5.3, the events of 1970 convince us that the Aboriginal people 
evicted from the now-closed Forrest River Mission, wish to return to that 
country. In section 5.4, I explain how that return commenced. Changes in 
our employment in 1971 and expansion of our work are highlighted in 
section 5.5, with particular emphasis on the work of the women outlined 
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One power to control us resided in the Western Australia Native Welfare 
Act of 1963, s. 20, which restricted entry to Native Reserves and could be 
'used for political purpose from time to time, as when it is not convenient 
for the government to allow a visit' (Rowley 1971b: 408). 

NATIVE RESERVES 

WARNING 
SECTION 20 PROVIDES— 

It is an offence for any person other than a native to enter or remain 
or be within the boundaries of a native reserve for any purpose 
whatsoever, unless he is an Officer of the Department, or a member 
of either House of a Federal or State Parliament, or an Officer of a 
Government Department or Public Authority in the course of his 
duty, or the holder of a permit to Enter a Reserve duly authorised by 
the Minister for Native Welfare. 

PENALTY 
Any person guilty of an offence under the provisions of this Section 
shall be liable— 

In the case of a first offence, to a fine not exceeding one hundred 
dollars, or to imprisonment with or without hard labour for a 
term not exceeding six months; 

In the case of a second offence, to a fine not exceeding two 
hundred dollars, or to imprisonment with or with-out hard labour 
for a term not exceeding twelve months; 

In the case of a third offence, to a fine not exceeding four hundred 
dollars, or to imprisonment with or without hard labour for a 
term not exceeding two years. 

BY ORDER 
FE. GARE 
COMMISSIONER OF NATIVE WELFARE 

Figure 11: Reserve Notice 

Before our arrival, there were no notices erected warning that people 
without permits were forbidden entry, but within three days, there were. 
The next strategy was organised in December by the Superintendent of the 
Native Welfare Department who sent an Aboriginal elder from 
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attempt to filter the message and avoid the linguistic misunderstandings 
(Bain 1992) that could occur when communication had to take place in 
ways that were culturally inappropriate for Aborigines. Visits as a 
medium of communication often failed because they were quick, gender-
exclusive and concluded without a translator. Further, with the 
'acephalous structure of Aboriginal societies' (Biskup 1973: 10) they often 
involved the wrong spokespersons. A safety factor in cross-cultural 
communication was provided when we were able to share community life 
and so develop non-verbal language. We used our fluency in written and 
spoken English to convey our own opinions based on our research in the 
field and when directed, those of the Aboriginal adults who chose to 
utilise this service. In the process we were constantly educated (Fay 1977) 
to the viewpoint of the people at the local level. 

In December I returned to the eastern States to visit my family. Time out 
from the intense heat and humidity of the build-up to the tropical storms 
that brought the Wet, provided mental and physical relief. 

5.3 1970 

Early in January (16 January 1970), we submitted our 'Proposal for the 
Aboriginal use of Forrest River' to Bishop Witt and the Shire Council. In 
reply, Witt recounted the steps the Church had taken to keep the Mission 
going (5/1/70) and Council wished us 'every success' in our project 
(27/1 / 70). These responses were uncharacteristically positive, driven 
perhaps by the social problems caused in town by the Mission's closure. 

5.3.1 To return to country 

During January we had many discussions with the leaders, arising from 
which we increased our campaigning. Although the Anglican Church 
had closed the Mission, it was considering various options for recovering 
its $25,000 debt by selling the remaining cattle. Stan wrote to politicians 
requesting them to investigate church or government intentions (replies 
by Grayden, 25/2/70; Harman, 3/3/70): 

Generally they (the ex-Forrest River Mission people) are a beaten, 
demoralised, hopeless people. They were paternalised and smashed 
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5.3.2 Wyndham Reserve 

Native Reserve No 27020 was a horrible place, barren, stony and utterly 
inadequate for the number of people placed there. Statistics of 'native 
population of Wyndham Reserve' in Folio No 138 of a DNW file of 4/6/70 
shows that there were 33 adults and 55 children living in houses (in 
reality, unserviced tin huts) on the Reserve, with a further 25 adults and 35 
children camping around it. The local Shire had expressed concern to 
Native Welfare Department about the overcrowding on this reserve as 
early as 30/1/69 (DNW: 241/47). Despite equal concern by Departmental 
officers that the population was 'rising to 200-250 during the Wet season' 
(Superintendent, Northern Division, 12/56/70) there was no room for 
expansion. 

Legislation to ensure civil liberties did not always bring obvious benefits, 
as for example when the Government deproclaimed the Kimberley from 
July 1971 as an area where, under a provision of the Liquor Act, the 
supply or consumption of alcohol by Aborigines was prohibited (Long 
1979). Social life for the people was fraught with violence, hunger and 
despair, exacerbated by their recent exposure to alcohol. The Anglican 
priest felt some institutional responsibility: 

The Mission natives are also quite disillusioned with the Church 
because they tell me that they were promised before leaving the 
Mission, that a new place to live would be built for them. Many have 
told me that if they knew that they were leaving the Mission to live in 
the Wyndham reserve, they would never have come here. They 
certainly believe they have been badly deceived ( Wyndharn News, No 
4, March 1970). 

5.3.3 Our own immobilisation 

Over the first few months we were unable to do much research or take any 
action on the many issues that started to attract our attention: 

We are almost completely immobilised, haven't done a thing and 
with no prospects of being released to be able to. By the time I 
arrived back here (from the holiday south) Stan was absolutely at the 
end of his tether. Six weeks of that ghastly labouring job, rising at 5.30 
am, finishing 5.15 pm with only 3/4 hour for lunch and falling asleep 
exhausted after dinner, was killing him ... There is no other 
employment available in Wyndham, but somehow we have to crack 
something. We suspect the character assassination campaign so 
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I was quite shocked to be confidentially informed that the staff had 
been 'warned that I am a spy who writes to the papers and that I've 
come to gather inside information about the hospital', this imparted 
to explain why matron et al were treating me with some caution and 
hostility. You wouldn't believe how the rumours have spread and 
damaged our communication with the local population. Anyway, 
little by little is our philosophy (JL-18 Appendix 6). 

We took advantage of my income to release Stan from the labouring job 
and become a wharfie. Despite being a teetotaller who used smoko times 
to write in his notebooks, his relationships with the mixed-race work 
gangs in the wharf was good and he was eventually elected President of 
the Wyndham Waterside Workers Federation. 

5.3.4 Exchange of ideas to promote analysis 

Off duty, we continued meeting with the people on the edge of the 
Reserve and researching the situation. Stan wrote to Professor R.M. 
Berndt (6/4/70, 8/5/70) for information on the Umbulgari and other 
Forrest River tribes. Berndt (6/5/70) replied 'I have, of course, kept in 
touch with your activities through the mimeographed sheets distributed 
by the Aborigines Advancement League' and willingly provided advice 
and comments on our plan for Aboriginal use of Forrest River (see section 
5.2.2). Gradually our proposals took shape around input from the 
Aboriginal people concerned, an anthropologist, ex Mission staff and 
Stan's eastern States experience. 

At community meetings in the creek bed, we contributed by relating the 
Nyangumata people's story of vision and self-determination. The Reserve 
mob were, in turn, articulate about their desire to return to their country, 
but felt unable to reverse the Mission and government decision. We 
summed up our response to their feelings: 

The destruction of self-respect which has overcome many families 
who moved to Wyndham from Forrest River Mission is clearly 
apparent today. In common with similarly displaced communities, 
there is: a general lack of motivation and aspiration, a sense of 
overwhelming hopelessness at being caught in circumstances beyond 
their control, a resignation to the loss of inherited values and social 
patterns, a lack of enthusiasm about adopting European-Australian 
values and social mores; six nights a week drunken brawling on the 
reserve keeps the community sleepless; a high percentage of their 
young men frequent Wyndham lockup and Broome gaol; etc (CL-8 
Appendix 3: 2). 
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reclaim the land for themselves exists amongst the people (R-7 
Appendix 9). 

On 29 March, Robert Roberts (elder) told Stan 'we must stop talking and 
do something' (NKB-06 p  21, Appendix 8). For our part, we distributed 
our Proposals for Aboriginal use of Forrest River (CL-8 Appendix 3) to a 
wide circulation list, including the federal Office of Aboriginal Affairs 
(OAA). 

By March the Anglican priest had formed a committee which started 
moving in the opposite direction: 

on the advice of the Forrest River Mission Committee ... [formed] 
from the Aboriginal and white members of our congregation [a 
decision was made] to dispose of the buildings of the Forrest River. 
When we meet we discuss ways in which the church can help the 
Aboriginal people (extract from Wyndharn News: 4, March, 1970 by 
Rev David McDougall). 

Stan was excluded from these meetings. After the visit to the old Mission, 
however, the main focus of our work was this unmentionable concept of a 
return to Forrest River. 

Stan used every opportunity to promote an alternative to past policies of 
assimilation, summed up in a letter to the editor: 

1) Opportunity for Aboriginal communities or individuals to be 
involved in planning and implementing policies and projects for 
their rehabilitation; 2) the right to learn by their own mistakes; 3) 
resources, ideas, professional and technical information and finance 
to enable the people to choose beyond the limited knowledge our 
contact has so far provided and to enable them to bridge the gap - 
economic and social - which separates our societies; 4) opportunity 
for maintenance of traditional values and patterns of behaviour 
where they are still maintained and the re-awakening of pride in their 
lost inheritance in those who have found our alternative unacceptable 
(Weekend News, 18/4/70). 

Minutes of a meeting called by the leaders on 23 April record that 'all 
agreed they wanted to return to Forrest River' and that six men were 
'ready to go back and clean up around the buildings'. 
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'the Rev. D. McDougall would appear to have abused his privilege of 
Reserve entry'. 

On the Reserve, the people were upset about the newspaper's focus on the 
sensational parts of the report which were things that brought them 
shame. We helped the leaders send a response by way of a letter to the 
Editor of The Independent newspaper. They wrote: 

It was the Anglican Church [sic] fault in shifting our people from 
Forrest River. They were contented over there. A lot were disgusted 
by what they read in the paper this morning. It is impossible to 
control our young people when we live in such crowded conditions. 
If we were in our own country we could discipline our own way. 
Our older people with families want to go back to Forrest River and 
get away from the conditions which bring us shame (18/5/70). 

Much of the publicity and Departmental correspondence that followed 
was not the kind that the priest anticipated or wanted. He was very angry 
with Stan and any possibility of cooperation between them to assist the 
Mission people became negated. However, the issues were now public 
and helped to create an environment in which the Reserve people could 
talk openly about their wish to leave town and return to their country. 
The incident also served to galvanise the Reserve people into action. 

5.4.2 Input from the network 

At the end of May, we left Wyndham for a four month trip around 
Australia. We travelled to Wattie Creek to meet with the Gurindji, to 
Queensland to meet with Jean Jimmy from Mapoon, to Melbourne to 
reunite with family and meet with the Aborigines Advancement League 
and the Harold Blair Aboriginal Children's Holiday Scheme (HBACHS) 
organisation, to Perth to meet with the Anglican Bishop, the unions and 
others interested in the Kimberley and back to Wyndham. 

During the meeting with HBACHS the committee offered to make a 
donation to help the Mission Aborigines. We asked them for a dinghy. It 
was a remarkable coincidence that the men on the committee were boating 
enthusiasts and responded positively to the proposition. Consequently 
they authorised us to order a 16' dinghy with an 18 hp motor, on our 
return through Perth. 
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the event of Aborigines returning to the Mission on their own 
initiative (Howard, 20/10/70). 

We took a photo and wrote a story (Ford, 22/10/70) which was published 
in The West Australian on 21/10/70 (Topic 6 Appendix 10) reporting that 
'the newly-formed Oombulgari committee staged its first public 
corroboree at Wyndharn last week before an au.dience of about 250'. 
Minutes of the committee meeting held at the Reserve on 14 / 11/70, 
attended by approximately 50 men, women and children, outlined plans 
which included some men returning to clean up to be followed by Robert 
and Louisa Roberts moving over on 21 November 1970 when the means to 
travel became available. 

5.4.4 Social action to raise issues 

We continued using a social action model of community development 
(Rothman and Tropman 1987) to campaign for better conditions for all 
Aborigines. Our newsletter, entitled WA's Black Book, sayings from the 
State on the go, (with a note that 'WA' means Wretched Aborigines), 
focussed on Aboriginal Reserves (NL-2, Appendix 7). Using the data 
collated from the newspaper clipping service, letters by other concerned 
white people, quotes from statements made by Aboriginal people to Stan 
and various other sources, we compiled seven pages of information. We 
concluded with suggested principles for a housing program and 
community action to promote implementation of principles. Stan also 
wrote an article for Smoke Signals (Davey 1970d) reporting Kimberley 
Aborigines' plea for land. 

5.4.5 Donation of boat enables the move to start 

On 27 October 1970, the dinghy donated by HBACHS arrived by ship. 
Less than a month later, on 16 November, Robert and Louisa Roberts 
packed some food and their dogs into the dinghy and, with Stan at the 
helm and Eddie Gerrard as pilot, we made the first trip back to their 
country. On arrival, Robert and Louisa occupied the superintendent's 
house. They elected to stay there, clearing the area, picking buffel seed to 
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locked and that they knew too much about our plans and activities, but 

not how. This discovery explained how. 

Negative publicity continued regarding the conditions on the Reserve: 

Wyndham's Aboriginal reserve at the three-mile townsite is 
something like many reserves that have been largely abolished in the 
southern part of the State. It is dirty, uncomfortable and disgraceful. 
The rock-strewn compound contains a series of corrugated iron 
buildings with poor ventilation and few amenities ... In the words of 
Mr Alan Ridge, MLA for the Kimberley, 'it is totally unfair to dump 
Aborigines on a reserve and demand that from those conditions they 
drag themselves towards a style of life they either don't understand 
or don't want. It may be true that it works for some people, but it is 
obvious that its failure rate is immense and its injustice huge' ... Not 
surprisingly the effect on many of them is traumatic. They are 
emotionally and mentally confused, frightened and despairing - the 
seed and the womb of alcoholism (Ryan, Topic 2 Appendix 10). 

It took a journalist to see what the responsible government agencies 

denied. 

Stan wrote on 4 February 1971 to the Member for the Legislative 

Assembly, Alan Ridge, thanking him for 'a forthright statement on the 

position of Aborigines in the North (which) added much force to Hugh 

Ryan's article'. Ironically Mr Ridge became one of Stan's most powerful 

antagonists in Fitzroy Crossing (to be discussed in Chapter Seven). 

Alcohol added to the stress on the Reserve, more freely available after 

restrictions were deproclaimed in 1971 (Long 1979). The heat and 

humidity of the Wet season produced climatic conditions that 

exacerbated social problems, but the Reserve could not be improved 

because it was 'fully developed' (Commissioner 26/6/70 DNW 241 /47) 
and 'no suitable land (was) available for a temporary camping site' 

(9/7/69, Folio 269 on DNW 241/47). Stan decided to increase the 

temperature by adding his own voice to the public issue. 

On 12 January 1971, he wrote two letters to the newspapers, in his capacity 

as Field Research Officer, Aborigines Advancement League, addressed 'to 

whom it may concern'. The first took statements made to him by 

individual Aboriginal people. He endeavoured to express their despair 
and anger in a two-page letter that ended: 
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policy. Interstate publicity was sought when Stan wrote letters to the 
editor of The Australian (14/2/71) on 'the quality of life, WA Election 
Promises and the Aborigines' and to The Age on 17/3/71 regarding the 
role of the Aborigines Advancement League. 

Issues which were brought to our attention from either our reading, or 
our discussions with individuals whom we met in community meetings 
or privately during travel throughout the Kimberley, gradually began to 
take form. They concerned Aboriginal people's feelings of helplessness 
when faced with the rapidly changing social, economic and political 
order; with individual cases of injustice; with overwhelming and 
incomprehensible bureaucratic decisions. 

Our responses to our perception of this situation were at two levels: 
practical assistance in dealing with immediate and personal problems and 
campaigning for economic, social and political change. Our capacity to 
act was always constrained by the climate and our finances. 

5.5.2 Personal employment and accommodation change 

When an opportunity came for me to change employment, I did so. It 
came from an unlikely source - the Native Welfare Department. Native 
Welfare Department employed women in part-time positions known as 
'Homemakers'. Five such positions were available in Wyndham and their 
purpose was to uplift the standard of homemaking in Aboriginal families 
(Gare, Instructions to Homemakers). Each Homemaker was allocated to six 
families and was expected to visit them every day to transfer skills in 
budget cooking, house cleaning and standards of hygiene and to instil 
values such as the importance of sending children to school every day. 
When a vacancy arose I applied for the job and due to lack of competition, 
was appointed. On 22nd March the Native Welfare Department equipped 
me with a mop, bucket and a packet of Kleenex tissues and sent me forth 
to start work with the six families to teach reserve Aborigines rules of 
good housekeeping. 

I envisaged the job as a house inspector: 'Good morning. I'm your 
new happy homemaker. Really, we never piss on walls ...' but I find 

137 



During this time we maintained a regular boating service to the families 

occupying the two camps across the gulf and followed any issue that was 

consistent with our 'total opposition to the continuation of old systems 

which have already failed' (Davey and Richardson, 19/5/71). One such 

was the Department for Community Welfare's plan to erect transitional 

homes at Fitzroy Crossing for the Aborigines on the reserve, which we 

read about in the newspaper. We wrote to the Minister for Community 

Welfare stating that the plan was 'most likely to degenerate into the type 

of slum environment which so disgusted you on your recent trip north' 

(SD & JR letter 19/5/71). We enclosed photos of the Gurindji working on 

their own building programs to demonstrate an alternative. Minister 

Willesee replied 'I will give full consideration to your objections to this 
proposal ' (State Minister for Aboriginal Affairs to Stan Davey, 24/5/71) 

We sent copies of this correspondence to Alan Ridge, MLA, threatening to 

'give a public airing' if there were no attempt to find an alternative to the 

assimilation policy as it was implemented. 

5.5.4 Stan joins the enemy 

A big shift in Stan's employment occurred on 21 November 1971, affecting 

not only finances but accommodation and relationships and 'work' 

opportunities. Due to my ultimate acceptance by the Native Welfare 

Department and the freedom that gave me to communicate with 

Aboriginal families, including the right to enter the Reserve, Stan 

discussed with the Aboriginal leaders the ramifications of him applying 

for the Education and Employment Officer's job with the Native Welfare 

Department. The leaders approved, reassuring him that it would not be a 
betrayal of their interests: 

We are on tenterhooks about Stan's application for Employment & 
Education officer. We don't know whether he should resign from 
being a wharfie (resignation meaning that he can't get back on as a 
permanent) and run the risk of no income and possibly no 
Employment job, or whether to battle on and wait for things to shape 
more clearly. The trouble with being a wharfie is that, as Thelma 
(head of the APM which is discussed in section 5.6) put it "He's 
working so hard for money he's got no time for the people" (JL-28 
Appendix 6). 
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1993a), however, reminded me that my role was to assist without usurping 
theirs. 

5.7 1972 

5.7.1 Women get organised 

In my work as a Homemaker I gradually persuaded the Native Welfare 
Department to accept my corporate style. I quickly identified the 
boredom facing the families and suggested we might show some films. 
This suggestion was greeted enthusiastically and before long we were 
regularly showing our collection of slides of other Aboriginal people 
doing things for themselves. Many creative ideas for activities began to be 
initiated by the women and I was able to use my role with the Native 
Welfare Department to obtain resources for their development. From 
mid-March 1971 until 1973, when families started returning to the ex-
Forrest River Mission site, we provided practical assistance as the adults 
began to deal with the social problems. 

The following organisations were gradually formed: 

an all-Aboriginal women's basketball team 

a Reserve Council which set rules for the behaviour of people 
coming on to the Reserve 

on 7 February 1972, the Aborigines Progress Movement (APM) 
through which the women undertook contract work around town to 
earn money to buy food to provide lunches for their school children. 
They ran dances and film nights to entertain families; hosted 
government committees when they came to town; created work for 
the youth (a car wash service; wood collecting, cutting and delivery 
to families) and work suitable for women with children (clothes 
washing and ironing; gardening; washing windows in the shops after 
the Wet season; house cleaning); started a newsletter called Jaberoo 
(name of their local bird totem) in which they reported news and 
ideas and which was typed by the typing classes; and were 
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After many meetings, we offered to support elders Frank and Barbara 
Martin by running regular food trips in the dinghy if they chose to open 
their camp at Oondaguri. We maintained our promise with difficulty: 

The biggest event (of the weekend) was the trip we made in the boat 
taking stores out to Frank & Barbara. To get there you drive (in the 
boat) about one hour up the gulf then walk in 4 miles (6.4 km) across 
the swamp and barren land until you reach their oasis. In the intense 
heat we just made it, dragging from shade tree to shade tree, sipping 
constantly from the water bottle, feeling mighty humble as we 
watched old Ronald Morgan (past 60 years old) saunter along 
without stopping and carrying the case of stores on his shoulder or 
head as though it were a feather (Ronald Morgan was the European 
name of Andumeri, the runner who brought the message to 
Wyndham of the discovery of the two German airmen in 1932). 

They have been out there for six weeks now and are different 
people. It's our only ex-town working project at the moment. We 
pay $10 per boat trip each week and they make artef acts which we sell 
and use the money to buy tobacco and hard stores for them. 

After stretching out on the ants nests and prickle bushes and 
saturating ourselves with waterhole liquid we began the slow march 
back to the boat - the Aborigines in the party finished their cup of tea 
and had a siesta before deigning to catch us up (JL-33 Appendix 6). 

On 1 July 1972 the Native Welfare Act was repealed (Commissioner, 
27/6/72), and Native Welfare Department was replaced by an Aboriginal 
Affairs Planning Authority (AAPA) (Chairman, Public Service Board, 
1/6/72). The Child Welfare Department was reconstituted to become the 
Department for Community Welfare. This affected our work: 

Aborigines now no longer officially exist!. White people can go onto 
the reserve without restriction, there is no officer obliged to assist 
Aborigines in court, State Housing takes over rent collection and 
control of the homes for which I homemake - but wouldn't touch the 
reserve since the huts in which the people live there cannot possibly 
classify as 'housing' and many other changes designed to make 
Aborigines be like other members of the community with no special 
privileges. This is particularly hard on them since we think it is the 
Native Welfare officers in this town who are responsible for breeding 
a generation of dependents. 
The major crisis has been a more personal one for Stan (re boat trips). 
This is still out-of-hours work for Stan, it being hardly in accord with 
the government's assimilation policy. Sometimes we travel by moon 
light, mostly we leave about 4.30 am - it's always a mad scramble to 
get the boat launched before the tide turns and judge the journey so 
that there's still some water to float on. Mud mud mud, up to your 
neck in horrible sticky mud, or else there are stones to worry about. 
The trip to Forrest River takes about 5.5 hours with a loaded boat and 
to Oondaguri only about 1.5. To follow up these schemes which we 
hope will provide opportunity for rehabilitation back in their own 
country, Stan worked out a plan for community rehabilitation in 
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assert their independence, one moving quickly when an opportunity 
arose. 

5.7.3 Turtle eggs 

The federal Department of Aboriginal Affairs in Canberra offered 
financial support to establish a crocodile and turtle farm, conditional 
upon specimen eggs being collected as evidence of the farm's potential. 
We offered to take Frank Martin in the dinghy to the top of the gulf where 
he knew the turtles laid their eggs. 

On 14 July, we took the dinghy to Oondaguri to pick up Frank and 
travelled slowly to La Crosse Island and Cape Donnet. Once landed, a 
storm blew up and nearly washed the boat and fuel out to sea, but despite 
the near disaster Frank collected a large number of eggs. We travelled 
back slowly and informed Canberra of the successful expedition. 

For Stan and me, this was a momentous trip. While we were travelling, I 
hid under a canvas from the storm. Frank and Stan at the front of the boat, 
spotted a water snake. Not long after my pregnancy was confirmed and the 
child born to Stan and me in February 1973, whom we named Matthew (see 
Chapter 6, section 6.2.4) was claimed by Frank and Barbara as Oongurr, or 
Ungu the mythological watersnake (Elkin 1933). This event had a 
significant effect on our relationships with the people, making it difficult to 
disentangle our community development strategies and philosophies from 
our submission to Aboriginal culture. These complexities will be further 
explored in Chapter Six. 

5.7.4 Department for Community Welfare 

When the new Department for Community Welfare was created, Stan's 
role changed. Within a year, the new Director, Keith Maine, assigned him 
part-time to community development work with the Oombulgurri 
people, see extract from letter from the Director to Secretary of the 
Department of Aboriginal Affairs: 

I would like to advise you that I am agreeable to Mr Davey being 
assigned to the project to assist with community development aspects 

This arrangement will mean that Mr Davey will remain a State 

145 



consequent need for mental strength to resist our own domination. The 
harsh physical conditions of the Kimberley climate demanded another 
kind of strength - physical stamina. These environmental demands 
turned us inwards to discover in isolation the energy and affirmation 
normally supplied by colleagues. Passion motivated us (Kelly 1992), but 
what sustained us was an analysis of society through a religious 
framework. Working for social justice issues was seen as the concrete 
expression of a belief system. 

Those Aborigines who contributed to the microprocesses of change also 
drew their motivation from the spiritual dimension - the cultural 
imperatives (Elkin 1933) that guided their analysis. The women's work 
was justified by them in terms of their culturally-sanctioned roles 
(Kaberry 1939) and the elders' leadership to return to tribally significant 
country was authorised by their religious beliefs (Elkin 1933). 

These experiences of pushing the boundaries and enduring extreme 
hardships in a social change process that was strongly resisted by other 
stakeholders, point to spiritual energies as intangible but powerful 
resources for participants to draw upon. 

Oppression, learned helplessness, poverty and affirmation 

New light is brought to the assumption that the Aborigines were 
oppressed in Freirean terms (Freire 1972a). Their quick response to 
opportunity supports the idea that their apathy and helplessness were 
more 'learned' behaviour (Peterson et al. 1993) than oppression and that 
their conservative culture (Elkin 1933) empowered them even during the 
years of missionary endeavour to supplant it with Christianity. Poverty, 
too, takes on a specific meaning in light of these experiences. Poverty, or 
lack of the means to change their own circumstances, was a spiritual 
condition whereby suppression of cultural beliefs deprived the people of 
their internal power. 

At this stage, any underlying hatred of whites by Aborigines was not 
apparent to the white community development workers. Aboriginal 
leaders appeared to have no problems in relating to us and in using our 
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Chapter Six 

1973-1974 
Oombulgurri 

6.1 Introduction 

This Chapter examines a range of our experiences, selected to provide 
brief narrative continuity and allow analysis of any turning points (Capra 
1983) in our praxis. Occurring at a time in Kimberley history when white 
women fieldworkers were unusual and white men were either 'macho, 
mad or missionaries' (a local saying), this praxis will be interpreted 
through a feminist and theological interpretation screen. 

Positive changes in the social, economic and political structures affecting 
Aboriginal opportunity caused us to change our strategies. We adopted 
less of a social action model (Rothman and Tropman 1987) and worked 
from inside the bureaucracy which had, by now, become an instrument 
for Aboriginal advancement at the local level. 

In section 6 2 the dramatic consequences in 1973 of government backing 
for an exodus back to the people's country are discussed. The following 
year, 1974, is shown in section 6.3 as a time of consolidation of both 
positive and negative trends which demanded all our energies and 
ingenuity to understand and work with and which led to us leaving 
Wyndham. In section 6.4, I reflect on what we have learned. 

6.2 1973 

6.2.1 Changing praxis: Community development within the 
Department for Community Welfare 

When the Department for Community Welfare was formed in 1972, its 
new director, Keith Maine became a very influential figure in our work. 
Maine was, according to departmental social worker Crawford: 
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6.2.2 Persuading the broader community: input to Senate Standing 
Committee on Social Environment 

Concurrently with face-to-face work in the community, we attempted to 
synthesise the knowledge we were gaining into formats for public 
persuasion. On 28/1/73 we prepared a private submission to the Senate 
Standing Committee on Social Environment. Our philosophy was clearly 
influenced by the Ecumenical Institute: 

A person's image of themself, whether true or false, is the most 
important determinant of how they behave. The image most 
Aborigines have of themselves has been moulded by past policies of 
governments, missionaries, pastoralists and those sections of our 
European society with which they have come in contact. It naturally 
reflects the attitude prevailing in the last 100 years that Aborigines 
were unfitted for our society ... This underlying attitude culminated 
in the belief the Aborigines should as quickly as possible de-
aboriginalise themselves and become Anglo-saxons with a dark skin 
(Davey and Richardson 1977: 139). 

In contrast, we stated: 

We believe the basic task to enable the Aboriginal community to be 
rehabilitated is not the provision of more and better housing, 
education, employment opportunities, health campaigns etc, but to 
enable the community to reformulate themselves. To find a new 
identity and structures for living (Davey and Richardson 1977: 145). 

The Senate Committee flew us to Perth to appear in person before the 
Inquiry. 

Having the opportunity to debate such issues outside the narrow confines 
of Wyndham was stimulating but did not distract from the major task as 
we perceived it - campaigning to obtain official recognition of the 
Mission people's aspiration to return to their country (Davey to Director, 
Department for Community Welfare July 1972). In particular we 
respected the elders Robert and Louisa Roberts, who asserted simply 'it's 
our home and we going to build it up again' (Australian Broadcasting 
Commission TV interview, 1973). As the new Department began to 
interpret its charter with flexibility and daring, we gradually ceased our 
covert political activities and concentrated on the mechanics of 
supporting the two small communities across the gulf and those in town. 
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community was a force that bonded and stimulated us to action (Albrecht 

1970). 

6.2.4 Birth of Oongurr 

In February I went home to Melbourne when Matthew, our first child, was 

ready to be born. Stan came for the birth, but returned to Wyndham 

shortly after. He was met at the airport by some elders who told him 'we 

have a name for your son'. We had not told anyone in Wyndham of the 

child's birth and never did understand how information was received, but 

that was not all we did not understand: 

(Matthew) has been adopted into the tribe. He is owned by Frank and 
Barbara ... (apparently) when we took Frank 65 miles (104.6 km) up 
the gulf to his country, I was huddled under the canvas in the boat. 
Frank & Stan saw a sea snake, a very important creature in their 
mythology. Frank dreamed a corroboree about the snake and back at 
camp Barbara also dreamed the corroboree. Barbara and old Clara 
also saw a big fat water snake called Oongurr. Barbara and Clara ate 
the Oongurr. This means that the fathers, ie Frank and Stan, found the 
spirit of the child and the mother, Barbara, ate the spirit (JL-37 
Appendix 6). 

The Oongurr corroboree was the first corroboree the people had dreamed 

for many years. Robert Roberts danced in the lead, holding the baby 

above his head as a symbol of the boat. Our new relationship cemented 

our belongingness to the community and from that time we were 

accorded protection. If Stan were called to a drunken fight, the men 

would stop until 'Oongurr's father' was safely out of the way of iron bars 

and rocks. Regeneration of culture had a positive effect on the role of the 

old people. They also began to call Stan 'Madja' which, they told him, 

meant 'respected elder'. Stan, then aged 51, was empowered by the 

attribution of elder statesman, as was I by my new role as a mother. As an 

Aboriginal man told me in Broome, 'when he got baby he a woman'. 

Officially I had a new status. I sat under the trees with the other mothers 

and shared child-care. Oongurr travelled in the dinghy to Oombulgurri 

and was subjected to many of the diseases and discomfort affecting the 

entire community. Protecting his welfare increased my determination to 

work for good living conditions for the community. Responding to this 

new situation (Rowley 1971b) energised me to use my grassroots 
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6.2.7 Submission re exodus 

After discussions with the 'Mawaba' (which in their language referred to 
'respected elders' and was a term they used for the contemporary concept 
of Councillors elected on 29/5/72), Stan worked with Chairman Alan 
Meehan to prepare a submission to the Federal Government. The 
purpose of the submission was to seek sponsorship of a community 
exodus from Wyndham back to their country. It was forwarded on 
22/2/73 and Gordon Bryant - a previous colleague of Stan's in the 
Aborigines Advancement League and now Minister in the Department of 
Aboriginal Affairs - regarded it favourably. In April, departmental 
officer Ted Egan was sent to Wyndham to visit the Oombulgurri 
Association. He supported the application for funds and recommended 
that $192,000 be made available 'to enable the repatriation of its members' 
(personal communication 1973). 

Despite the fast pace of development in favour of the Aboriginal people, 

we were quite depressed 'due to Stan struggling with a great spirit 
problem' (JL-37 Appendix 6) over many months. I struggled more with 
the climate. On 10 June, in the middle of the 'Dry Season', the climate still 
dominated and distracted: 'Would you believe that it is still in the lOOs, I 
mean degrees Fahrenheit and that psychologically I am on strike against 
heat' (JL-39 Appendix 6). We felt we needed time-out, but it was not 
forthcoming and eventually we re-gained 'equilibrium', as I called our 
state of wellbeing. Stan was able to reconstruct his self-image as a man of 
God, in terms of the spirituality he now understood following immersion 
in liberation theology (Gutierrez 1973). Translation of the gospel by the 
South American clerics gave Stan cross-cultural tools for dealing with his 
Christian beliefs in a context where Christians had so often been agents of 
colonialism (Thompson 1995). Unexpected if temporary climatic relief 
came for me. 

In June we were invited by the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs to meet in 

Canberra on 27 June 1973 for discussion of the Rehabilitation Project 
proposal. The meetings were productive. Rowley in 1971 foreshadowed 
that Commonwealth and State governments would need different roles, in 
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situation together with information to broaden their choice of actions. 

The assumptions, values and beliefs were predicated upon people's rights 
to self-determination. In the Aboriginal context, this was revolutionary. 

We returned to Wyndham on 7 July. A telegram arrived from the 

Minister on 16/7/73, informing the Oombulgurri Association that the 
grant had been approved. This changed everything. Mr Maine released 
Stan from statutory welfare duties and wrote to the Federal Department of 
Aboriginal Affairs Secretary: 

I would like to advise you that I am agreeable to Mr Davey being 
assigned to the project to assist with community development aspects 

This arrangement will mean that Mr Davey will remain a State 
Government Community Welfare District Officer operating out of 
the Wyndham office (Maine 4/7/73). 

Stan agreed to cease politicking (Davey to Maine 13/7/73). 

6.2.8 The return to Oombulgurri 

From the moment the Commonwealth grant was available to employ a 

team of professionals (teacher, mechanic, nurse, accountant etc) who 
would live at Oombulgurri and work for the newly emerging 

community, the people's development activities were shaped by different 
forces. The task of providing a team had been offered to the Ecumenical 

Institute, who agreed to select a gender-balanced team with particular 
technical expertise complemented by training in community 
development techniques. 

Much of our energies and efforts after September were focussed on the 
exodus from town to the people's country, variously spelled 
'Oombulgari', 'Umbulgari' and most commonly 'Oombulgurri'. Stan 
asked his Department 'if all references to the area could be re 
Oombulgurri rather than Forrest River (because) the persisting mission 
images are difficult to dispel both in the residents and external observers' 

(Stan Davey 30/10/73). Our recognition of the power of symbols 
increasingly influenced our language and actions. 

Despite Stan's salary of $7,080 pa, we could not afford airconditioning to 
protect ourselves from an exhausting climate. My letters home constantly 
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CRACK, there she hung with broken tail shaft, and we hung our 
heads with broken hearts. Actually, it was a bit like Zorba, you just 
had to laugh the disaster was so terrible. Well, Stan and Bert spent 
the rest of that day and night up to their waists in mud building a 
platform and jacking the truck up till she could be towed out. 
STORY OF METHO: on Tuesday they order 1 drum metho amongst 
other things. I can't acquire 1 drum so make 1 doz bottles instead - 
good for selling in the store, only 50c a bottle. On Wednesday I 
receive a frantic call (over the two-way radio) to round up the 
remaining Councillors, hire a plane and send them over immediately 
to deal with an urgent situation, also Jan we need more metho. '6MT 
calling WAJ, I sent metho yesterday, did you receive it'. 'Yes Jan, we 
received it but we need more'. '6MT to WAJ, I sent 1 doz bottles, why 
do you need more'. 'Jan, please dispatch plane urgently and send 
methylated spirits for lamps' ... how dumb can you be? It happened 
that there were none of our white male staff there at the time, just Julie 
and Miriam. They helped the Councillors handle the whole affair 
which must have been quite frightening. The boys mixed the meths 
with milk and drank 5 bottles between them before they were 
stopped. First time Aboriginal people have been angry at their youth 
doing such a stupid thing and damaging their property. In 
retrospect we can say it was a most useful exercise in building 
authority and real responsibility amongst the leaders, but at the time 
it was most hair-raising with us on this side of the gulf not really 
knowing what was going on just that something pretty bad was 
happening. They eventually sorted it out and expelled five youth, 
quite an achievement in terms of establishing law and order, 
authority of the elders etc (JL-44 Appendix 6). 

By December, Oombulgurri had created a life of its own. However, the 
constant crises and unrelenting heat had exhausted some of the white 
support staff. Technical problems and communication difficulties 
between Oombulgurri and Wyndham increased when the Arlagu, tied too 
short, was submerged as the tide came in, and the base and mobile radios 
broke down. Despite the daily fears for safety, the family at Oondaguri 
decided to live at Oombulgurri and by mid-January there were only four 
families left on the Reserve in Wyndham. 

Read (Read 1996) contributes a theoretical insight into these series of 
seemingly self-destructive incidents by the very people who stood to gain 
from a peaceful and orderly development of Oombulgurri. Read argues 
that 'we need a second Elizabeth Kubler-Ross to advance place-
bereavement as a continuing theme of contemporary distress' (Read 1996: 
198). This insight into the common human response to loss explains why 
the Northern Territory government, upon realising the extent of the floods 
in Katherine in January 1998, immediately engaged trauma counsellors 'to 
help people cope with the disaster' (Zeroni 1998). Personal trauma and 
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Aborigines from entering hotels' (Fletcher 1992: 1) as citizenship rights to 
be celebrated. Pressures from outside also increased, as various 
government departments updated their policies in areas such as health, 
education and safety on the water. Abiding by our own professed 
principles of self-determination frequently conflicted with the need to 
abide by these regulations. 

6.3.2 Department of Aboriginal Affairs review 

We feared there would not be any transport to take the Department of 
Aboriginal Affairs Review Committee across to collect data for their 
annual review. However the boat was repaired just in time and the 
Review Committee concluded that: 

the repatriation of the Oombulgurri people from Wyndham to 
Forrest River Mission is a success, at least in the initial stages. 
Community spirit is very high and the responsibility of the Mawaba 
in decision making and management responsibility is encouraging. 
The role of the resource personnel must continue to be played down 
so that they are there in an advisory capacity only, without having 
undue influences in the decision making of the Mawaba (DAA 
Review Committee 29/5/74). 

Work teams comprising community and Ecumenical Institute members 
were producing peanuts, watermelons, pumpkins and lettuces that the 
Association sold in Wyndham. Others ran the school, the health clinic, the 
store, the office, the mechanical workshop, the kitchen and every aspect of 
community life was under the control of the Mawaba. Many people in 
government were interested in the progress of the community, seeing it as 
a ground-breaker in Aboriginal management and occupation of 
traditional land - others denigrated the project (Simpson 1974). 

Our energies were consumed by the need to solve technical difficulties 
and the struggles in the community over interpretation of laws regarding 
alcohol and behaviour. Some of the issues were resolved within the 
community; others - usually over use and control of equipment - were 
perceived as power struggles between whites and Aborigines. As with 
McLeod, we maintained a separate entity and personal ethics, at one stage 
offering to resign 'if they feel they can't bear to have whites there under 
any circumstances' (JL-49 Appendix 6). 
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6.3.4 We transfer to Fitzroy Crossing 

By the end of 1974 we felt that the conditions had been achieved whereby 

the people could take transformative action (Fay 1977) to create the 

quality of life that they chose. 'Due to Oombulgurri's success Wyndham, 

which used to have three District Officers, two Welfare Assistants and six 

Homemakers, will in future require one District Officer and two 

Homemakers', I observed (JL-51 Appendix 6). Ken Monson, Senior Social 

Work Supervisor - Country, made his own assessment in a letter to Stan: 

My reasons for being impressed were not so much based on what has 
physically been achieved, although this in itself is fantastic, but on the 
very visible change in the people's attitudes themselves. When I saw 
the people at Wyndham previously, their way of life was one of 
degradation and fatalism, and now there are undoubtedly signs of 
hope which previously did not exist (Monson to Davey 19/6/74). 

Charles Perkins, high-profile Aboriginal activist and senior public servant 

in Aboriginal affairs, later contexted such developments in Aboriginal 

terms of reference (Kickett 1992): 

As I have indicated clearly and strongly before, nothing will change 
for the better for Aboriginal people until, and unless, the Aboriginal 
people of this country ourselves, make the collective and individual 
effort to want this change; to work for this change; to organise for this 
change and finally, to unite for this change. It is an inward spiritual 
and psychological commitment, without which we are doomed 
forever to be locked into the social welfare syndrome, the 
dependency relationship and hence continuing alienation from the 
general Australian society (Perkins 1990: 14). 

On 24/9/74 Stan wrote to the Department for Community Welfare 

resigning from his position, explaining that 'we consider our major 

objectives have been reached and we now wish to be free to assist 

Aboriginal communities, one in particular, in another State'. The Director 

replied (Maine to Stan Davey 30/9/74) asking us to change our minds, 

and, during a visit in November, persuaded us to transfer to Fitzroy 

Crossing. We were to provide a short-term assessment of the conditions 

whereby large numbers of Aboriginal families, following their 

displacement from pastoral stations, were crowded onto inadequate 
reserves in town. 
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through a belief system that was portable and immune from oppositional 
tactics to weaken us. 

Community development theory does not sufficiently take into account 
the needs of autonomous workers, and the power available if the workers 
have a strong spiritual base however that may be framed. Discourse 
about 'values' (Kelly 1992) is inadequate to explain the internal power 
needed to survive in hostile environments, with a community in crisis, 
and an entrenched social, economic and political structure as the object of 
change. 

Worker attributes 

A climate of extreme heat and humidity required field workers to be fit. 
Community development theory developed in urban landscapes fails to 
deal with the mental and physical stamina needed to sustain outdoor 
grassroots work in stressful climates. 

Cross-cultural community development theory understands that working 
outside cultural traditions furthers oppression (Ife 1995). Feminist 
workers (Kenny 1994) understand that placing women centre-stage alters 
the workers' perspective. Our experiences support both those findings 
and lead me to conclude that work with tribal Aborigines was more 
effective when same-sex networks operated. For women, the worker was 
most accessible as she became older and had children. For men, the older 
worker accrued an advantage because of the Aboriginal people's cultural 
respect for wisdom gained by age. 

Crisis 

Where community development depended upon technical equipment, 
management of uncontrolled violence and alcohol-driven behaviour 
required more than non-directive (Batten 1978) principles. Social change 
theory for a community in crisis needed to draw more from explanations 
of trauma than concepts of community as harmonious and 
unproblematic. Community development strategies that emphasise 
process over product can position it as a self-healing activity. 

In the next Chapter, the differences in our work with Aborigines from the 
pastoral industry rather than a mission become apparent. 
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Chapter Seven 

1975-1977 
Fitzroy Crossing 

7.1 Introduction 

In the years since the Fitzroy Crossing reserves were described as ghettos - 

camps for Aborigines displaced from the pastoral industry (Quin 

13/8/69, Topic 2 Appendix 10) little had changed. These conditions 

compelled Stan to note in a letter that 'controlled anger is integral to 
action on issues of justice' (Davey to Maloney 28/7/79). 

The conditions were created by a population increase from 200 to 800 

Aborigines between 1969 and 1975. Senator Cavanagh, Federal Minister 

for Aboriginal Affairs, visited in November 1974 and believed the 

Aboriginal situation 'was among the worst he had seen': 

Fitzroy Crossing has become a tragedy of broken lives. Hundreds of 
unemployed Aborigines have descended on the settlement from 
surrounding cattle stations over the past few years. They have 
nothing to do but drink. They live in conditions totally unacceptable 
by any standards. They play out their tragedy nightly at the local 
hotel in a welter of drunken violence (Kovacs 6/11/74 Topic 2 
Appendix 10). 

Zoltan Kovacs, reporter for the North West section of the same paper, 
quoted Cavanagh's observation that at Fitzroy Crossing 'you have a 

depressed camp with no job opportunities or purpose in life' (Kovacs 

6/11/74 Topic 2 Appendix 10). Fred Robinson, in a special report for the 

Department for Community Welfare summarised the Department for 

Community Welfare's response to this situation: 

Aborigines and Whites, alike, were alarmed at the social problems 
arising from a large, dislocated unemployed population who were 
moving towards dependency upon the Government for income in the 
form of handouts, and the pub for entertainment. 
Grasping the deteriorating situation on a ministerial visit to the 
Kimberley in September/October 1974, the Director for DCW and the 
Secretary for Aboriginal Affairs [DAA} took dramatic steps to change 
the direction of the DCW services in the Fitzroy Valley. Fitzroy 
Crossing was chosen as a target area and Stan Davey and Jan 
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in other work normally undertaken by the District Officer 
(Department for Community Welfare circular, 6/1/75). 

I was included in the transfer: 

It would be helpful to make use of Mrs Davey's availability so that 
the Department takes full account of the views of Aboriginal women 
and we encourage any possible development of this influence in the 
local communities (Department for Community Welfare circular, 
6 / 1 / 75). 

Thus initially the circumstances appeared ideal for what Ife defined as 
'community development with indigenous communities' (Ife 1995: 158) ie 
that which is 'undertaken within indigenous cultural traditions'. 
Ironically, it was Stan's interpretation of Maine's directive which led to 
him being transferred out of Fitzroy Crossing only five years later. 

Much of what the Department for Community Welfare understood about 
Aboriginal communities in the region was drawn from the resident 
Summer Institute of Linguistics linguists, the Department for Community 
Welfare resident District Officer (DO) Noel McLaren and the visiting 
Aboriginal Affairs Planning Authority (AAPA) anthropologist Erich 
Kolig. Kolig had worked vigorously but unsuccessfully to expedite the 
Yungngora people's claim for land on Noonkanbah Station and its 
surrounds. One outcome of their rejection was 'that old tragic 
commonplace of Australian history - (displaced Aborigines) sitting in the 
dust under temporary shelters, completely dependent on the 
unemployment benefits which a decade ago they would have been 
denied' (Rowley, 1978: 98). Crawford comments that Aborigines 'had been 
so thoroughly classified as passive dependents of the welfare system that 
they were both generally controlled in their behaviour and their 
controllers believed that this was their inherent nature' (Crawford 1994: 
237). Researcher Kimberley Akerman (anthropologist with the State 
Community Health Services) had found that 'government-backed 
schemes to help Aborigines in the West Kimberley to be more self-
sufficient have so far failed' (West Australian 25/6/75). 

Visually, the town displayed the status quo: approximately 35 Europeans 
who worked for the mission or one of the government services and 
approximately 1000 Aborigines who were their clients. Our perspective 



7.2.2 Building on work already done 

Director of the Department for Community Welfare, K. Maine, had noted 

that 'For some time, there have been moves made by Aboriginal 

individuals and groups at establishing economic projects and at returning 

to some of the near-by cattle stations' (Maine to Davey 6/1/75). Before we 

started work on 10 January, we recognised therefore that we would be 

building upon two levels of work already done: local European 

knowledge of Aboriginal aspirations and Aboriginal expectations of us 

conveyed during Jacob Oberdoo's earlier introduction. 

Once again, accommodation problems dominated our domestic 

experience. The Department for Community Welfare could only provide 

us with a caravan (no facilities) in temperatures that I described as 

'stinking hot - 42°  C' (JL-51 Appendix 6) which caused me considerable 

stress. Even Stan commented that our situation was 'quite intolerable' 

(Davey letter 10/2/75) because of the intense heat outside and the 

claustrophobic effect on pregnant me and our active two-year old child. 

Stan, however, simply ignored the physical discomforts and began the 

process of consulting with the leaders to establish their goals, as he later 
recalled: 

We were told about the Fitzroy blacks, and people trying to form one 
body out of all those people. But we realised that there were separate 
groups of Aboriginal people. And Jan and I went to different 
camping areas and told them what had happened at Oombulgurri, 
told them we'd been placed here by the Director to try and work out 
some plan to enable people to improve their living conditions a 
couple of leaders would come from this group, a couple of leaders 
would come from another group, and they'd come and talk to us, tell 
us what they wanted to do. And we'd put all this down. And we 
started to work with them. So that when we finished after six months, 
we had not only a plan, but we also had organisations beginning (to 
be established) (Davey 1986: T 4, p.2). 

To prepare himself to hear what the leaders were saying, Stan began 

reading the research completed by the anthropologist Erich Kolig. Kolig 

had worked for some time in Fitzroy Crossing and had for many years 

been helping one of the groups press the government for permission to 

acquire a station (Quanbun) which had been developed on their tribal 

land. While holding out for the concept of strength through unity, we 

tried to persuade two powerful leaders to continue working together for 
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By 4 February, at a meeting with twenty people to discuss the 
community's decision to squat on Quanbun station while waiting for the 
government to arrange for its purchase, a desire was mooted to open a 
community school and teach the children in their own language. At that 
meeting we showed slides of Oombulgurri, the Gurindji and the Nomads 
mobs. We made a selection to emphasise that no problem was too hard 
for the community to deal with by themselves, that all the men and 
women were involved, that 'many hands can do the work of machines' 
and that 'deciding and doing is not easy' (NBK-3, p  8 Appendix 8). 
Whenever it was possible we also showed the film 'The Last of the 
Navaho' which demonstrated the cultural power of the Navaho Indians. 
We hoped to stimulate people to critique their own situation in light of 
bureaucratic change to not only rescind previous restrictions on 
Aboriginal autonomy, but to encourage it. 

News of the Quanbun plans leaked and The West Australian newspaper 
ran a front page article on 5/2/75 entitled 'Natives plan to squat on 
station'. The opening paragraph reflects underlying community fear of 
Aboriginal autonomy: 

About 150 members of the Kadjina tribe in the Kimberley left Fitzroy 
Crossing late yesterday with plans to take over the 101,000 hectare 
Quanbun Downs station about 100 km west of the town ... The police 
at Fitzroy Crossing said last night that there had been a lot of 
Aboriginal activity in the town in the past two days. They said that 
they would not step in unless they were asked to do so by the owner 
of the station Mr B.C. Rose (Topic 8 Appendix 10). 

The owner in fact wanted to sell and was unusually compliant. 

Kolig pointed out that people camped in two different locations along 
tribal lines which emphasised their differences (D-10 Appendix 4, 
6/2/75) and as the community settled in, these two groups became known 
by their leaders' names, ie Friday Muller's mob (or Nyigina) and Charlie 
Rangi's mob (or Kadjina). Muller's mob eventually succeeded in claiming 
Noonkanbah Station (Hawke and Gallagher 1989; Kolig 1989). This split in 
what was then understood by us as one tribal group within the Fitzroy 
Crossing community, alerted us to the ramifications of Aboriginal-
directed social change. It meant that a leader of one group could not 
speak for another group and that a land area satisfactory to one was not 
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applied to the Pre-School Board to become an affiliated pre-school. 

The people's determination to acquire land can be understood through 
some statements made to Aboriginal Legal Aid during meetings on 25 
March: 

Leader A We have nowhere else to move. We want to stay here ... If the 
government can't do anything for us we will put money in 
(the bank) to pay for it. 

Leader B Quanbun is the right place. We've got no other place 
anywhere. We want that Quanbun place, it has our secret 
ground (R-20 Appendix 9). 

Stan responded to such statements at two levels: the grassroots and the 
political. At the grassroots he gave practical assistance so that the people 
could carry out their plans, or introduced new ideas when the leaders 
were searching for alternative actions, while at the government level he 
campaigned to accelerate the departments' response time, often using the 
authority of anthropologists to lend credence to his claims. He continued 
using his outside network to put pressure on Federal politicians who 
could provide land security (17/4/75 letter to Keefe). 

7.2.4 Domestic scene 

My second baby was due in May and once again my relative suffering 
made me empathise with the Aboriginal women raising their families in 
the squalor of the reserves. Personal experiences and values played a 
large part in the role that I later created for myself. 

In April I went to Perth until the baby was born. Stan's trip down for the 
birth had unforeseen consequences for his relationship with the 

Aboriginal people. During a trip to Billiluna Station with Jimmy Angie, 
leader of the Wangkatjunka community, their Welfare vehicle broke down 
(Davey letter, 23/6/75). They walked 20 miles (32 km) for help, Stan 
spurred on by his need to catch the plane to Perth. What was significant 

for Jimmy was a new kind of relationship with a gudia (white person): 'We 
went around to Billiluna, me and Stan and our car broke down. He only 
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blacks, we have gone all out to help them improve their conditions 
(JL-41 Appendix 6). 

Shortly after, in conversation with that woman, I asked her what she 
wanted most and she replied 'a house'. That simple request started a self-
help house building project that established work practices which were 
adopted by several of the communities, a revolution in camp-based social 
services generated by the women and a significant change to their status in 
white society. It was the moment that galvanised me into action. 

7.2.5 Appointment of first Aboriginal Homemaker 

I suggested to the Department for Community Welfare that they use my 
part-time position to employ an Aboriginal woman from the reserves to 
work with her own people. The Department for Community Welfare 
approved the proposition and made available a new Homemaker item 
(Grimoldy 1979: 64), although not acknowledging that the suggestion 
came from my assessment of the situation. This was a radical change from 
professional practice that viewed the families on the reserves as clients to 
receive services rather than operate them. However, the new ethos 
allowed experimentation and I was authorised to make an offer to the 
communities on the Reserve. It was taken up by the Kadjina people. On 
30/7/75, psychologist Gerry Bodeker visited and interviewed the Kadjina 
nominee and in this one action changed entirely the way the department 
worked with the Reserve families. She became the 'first officially 
recognised Community Homemaker ... nominated by an Aboriginal 
community and appointed by the Department for Community Welfare' 
(Grimoldy 1979: 74). I have written extensively about this collaborative 
venture (Richardson 1977; Richardson 1993b) which rapidly became a 
voice for the Aboriginal women, a power structure for the women leaders 
and an educational tool for them to acquire European skills. 

By 28/2/77, Jenny Hewett (Homemaker Supervisor, Perth) felt able to 
write to me 'Thank you for your detailed and exciting report about 
community Homemaking. We all read it' (telex). The Department for 
Community Welfare-funded indigenous Homemakers program, I 
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Over June/July, racial tensions were evident, including a fight at the pub. 
In Stan's assessment, while people were shocked, the racial fight was in 
fact predictable. There had been a sudden influx of Aborigines from 
stations which were reducing their employment and an influx of 
European tradesmen brought in to work on building programs. It was 
not just the population change, but the nature of the change that was 
provocative: 

Inspite of the big increase in the number of persons working to 
improve Fitzroy Crossing conditions, the Aborigines see little which 
is of direct benefit to their communities ... In an area where 
Aborigines have been frustrated by loss of land and displacement 
from their traditional country, accommodated in conditions that 
would bring prosecution to Europeans if they similarly maintained 
their domestic animals, a violent reaction is finally bound to find 
outlet. To add to this, a large number of European workers who see 
only the results of past treatment and policies, who do not 
understand the background and see only idleness and drunkenness 
amongst the black people and react against them, conflict on racial 
grounds is almost unavoidable - particularly when both groups 
gather in the same area for alcoholic relaxation (R-22 Appendix 9). 

As members of the community and also workers for change, we 'dealt' 
(Meekosha 1994: 159) with these issues indirectly by increasing our efforts 
to promote the Aboriginal communities' organisations to deal directly 
with them. 

7.2.7 Patterns of organisation emerge 

While I was staying inside as much as possible, Stan was circulating 
amongst the four communities that were planning and producing their 
own development, establishing networks of support and patterns of 
organisation: 

They (the Aboriginal leaders) meet him out in the bush and say 'got 
some money for our bank' and fish out of their trouser pockets 
envelopes containing their 'chuck-in', ie the community's 
contributions to their corporate bank. One such chuck-in totalled 
over $1,000. Many of the young men have stopped drinking and are 
putting their saved money in the bank. Fantastic and exciting plans 
are being made, and still the government does nothing. We wonder if 
we shouldn't leave the department so that we can hit from the outside 
instead of trying to work from the inside. No-one really takes 
anything seriously, it's all too remote from their safe and cosy office 
job. Meanwhile the people rot. We can't stand it (JL-55 Appendix 6). 
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You will never have electricity. If you wait for the proper authorities 
to get things done you will never see anything happen. The only 
improvements you can ever count on are those you can do with your 
own hands. Get to it, we'll back you and help you scrounge'. We've 
got them a stove to start community bread baking, and are trying to 
get a solar hot water system so they can bathe their kids in warm 
water during winter. Winter means, for us who live in proper shelter, 
delightfully cool nights. For those under the stars it is really cold. 
The rest of the day it is bloody hot and dusty. The official reaction to 
the nomination of our female Homemaker was 'She's not good 
enough because she can't keep her five children clean'! Enough said. 
The department thinks we're dreadful, they can't keep us down. 
They politely call us 'the pilot project'. If we were only getting 
somewhere we'd have loads of fun, but what makes us so angry is that 
it will all amount to absolutely nothing if the proper authorities don't 
make decisions which really change the situation for Aboriginal 
people. If you see some smoke coming from the top left hand bit of 
Australia you'll know it's me getting mad, or 'emoting' as some kind 
people call it (JL-55 Appendix 6). 

Our second child, Paul, influenced our relationships with the Aboriginal 
families in Fitzroy Crossing in much the same way that our first child did 
in Wyndham, and he too received a name from them. I related the 
incident that caused the change: 

A long time ago we were coming back from an expedition to 
Quanbun, when out from the bush stalked a magnificent big goanna. 
It was night, and the people were hungry. This majestic creature 
wouldn't get out of the way despite horn tooting and shouting, he 
just stood there inviting them to take him. He came from a waterhole 
in which lived an important water snake. Now it is clear that the 
goanna's spirit found Paul, and that waterhole is his land, and the 
snake relates him to Matthew. His name is Kakaji (JL-55 Appendix 6). 

Coincidentally, Paul has a mark on his cheek corresponding to the spot 
where the goanna was struck with a piece of wood. 

In August we together with three leaders drove to Wattie Creek in the 
Northern Territory to witness the Prime Minister's ceremony of handing 
over the land to the Gurindji: 

We met Charles Rowley, chairman of the Lands Commission. We 
spun him our story, introduced him to the Kadjina leaders. 'How 
interesting', he exclaimed, 'I'd like to know more. Could you send 
me some information?'. 'Funny you should mention it', we said. 'We 
just happen to have a photocopy of all the relevant files which we 
could leave with you'. As a consequence for these last two days we 
have had Rowley and two commissioners visiting Fitzroy studying 
the Fitzroy Valley future development from the point of view of the 
thousands of Aborigines who live in this 'unoccupied isolated 
region' of Australia, where your closest neighbour can be 50 
miles(80.5 km) away and civilisation hundreds of miles, unless you're 
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An epiphanic moment occurred for us when, on a visit to one station, we 
were introduced to 'the station native garden boy'. He was in fact a tall, 
dignified old man who lived in the blacks' camp and was, we later 
discovered, the elder for the Aboriginal people on that station. His 
leadership position was affirmed by the social change process. Our 
experience of the difference this made to the development of his 
community strengthened our resolve to transform European attitudes 
epitomised in the pioneering language of Buchanan 'this black boy was 
really a man over six feet high' (Buchanan 1984: 178). 

Stan worked to legally empower the communities through incorporation. 
This model was ultimately extended to other station groups and 
eventually six communities (three on stations and three on the reserves in 
town) had social, economic and political structures that were recognised 
by the dominant society. The discourse changed, so that the previously 
mentioned station native garden boy was addressed as Mr President, or 
Chairman of his community's incorporated association. 

Robinson claimed that 'the major cause of success with the projects 
undertaken has been because the projects have been based on the skills 
and the needs of the people' (Robinson Report 9/6/76: 6). This research 
shows that the cooperation of powerful local individuals was a key factor 
in lifting the dominating structures that blocked Aboriginal enterprise 
and that public attitudes were changing. Stan commented to the Director 
when presenting his December 1975 report: 'the tendency of the 
communities to operate in smaller "tribal" sections appears to be growing 
and probably needs recognising in our policies' (R-27 Appendix 9). 

7.3 1976 

7.3.1 Using gudia skills 

Several gudia community development tradesmen joined us in Fitzroy 
Crossing and contributed much needed technical skills to the rapid 
physical developments being initiated by all the communities. Bough 
shades were erected for kitchens and community meeting places, brick- 
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experience of living close to but not part of Aboriginal communities after 
leaving Fitzroy Crossing and while writing up this study reflects a quite 
different social reality that would in itself constitute a new study. 

7.3.3 Our cross-cultural relationships 

For a possible explanation of the Aboriginal people's apparent acceptance 
of us (individually and as members of the oppressor's race), anthropology 
is more useful than community development theory. Kolig (Kolig 1972) 
studied the southern Kimberley Aboriginal people's model of social 
change and suggests that while they were bewildered about European 
culture and society, they surmised that it was not because they were 
incapable of understanding but that Europeans were keeping some 
information secret, as they do in their culture. European society is 
stratified by a 'boss-system' analogous to theirs, in which the 'boss' type 
can be accorded by economic power, or in their system, by religious 
knowledge of the law. It is significant that one of the terms for their boss-
type was Madja (Kolig 1972) and that they gave this appellation to Stan. 

7.3.4 Politics 

Many of the people in positions of political and bureaucratic power were 
known to Stan from his campaigning with FCAATSI and the Aborigines 
Advancement League. He used these networks to bring Fitzroy Crossing 
needs into their conversation, presenting comprehensive plans to 
reinforce Aboriginal authority structures (see 'Proposals for the 
establishment of an Aboriginal Community Development Project and A 
Social Change Education Centre', 22/3/76; R-30 Appendix 9). During our 
annual holidays July to August, Stan wrote from Fiji to Barrie Dexter, 
Secretary of Department of Aboriginal Affairs, forwarding plans for the 
Kadjina's culturally-appropriate house and requesting funding (Davey to 
Dexter 26/7/76). Dexter replied on 25 August and followed up with an 
assurance to 'Dear Stan' that 'I am only too well aware of the dire need for 
Aboriginal housing ... in particular in Fitzroy Crossing' (Dexter to Davey 
25/8/76). Networks that came with Stan rather than being created under 
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Fay's social category of 'crisis' (Fay 1987) is nevertheless a good tool for 
understanding self-destructive behaviour as a manifestation of social 
breakdown, thus guiding the community development worker to search 
for the community forces that healed rather than disguised pain. 

7.3.6 Ill-health 

Towards the end of the year we felt more than usually exhausted and 
weak, but attributed these feelings to the climate and the pace of 
developments. Our work came to a sudden halt in November when we 
were both diagnosed with hepatitis and shipped out of Fitzroy Crossing 
for several months. 

7.4 1977 

While convalescing, Stan sent a letter to The Financial Review (10/1/77) 
under a pseudonym, campaigning against the eligibility tests for 
unemployment benefit imposed on illiterate Aborigines in remote areas. 
We returned to work on 2/2/77 and literacy immediately became a 
racially divisive issue as the elections took place. 

7.4.1 State elections 

Elections for the State Government were held on 19 /2/77. Polarisation 
had been pre-empted in an article in The National Times (30/8/76, Topic 4 
Appendix 10). It suggested that 'racial tensions may not be far below the 
surface' and were expected to influence the vote for either the sitting 
Liberal member Alan Ridge, or the Labor candidate, Ernie Bridge. Bridge 
was a 'well-known grazier of part-Aboriginal descent from Halls Creek' 
(Bolger and Rumley 1978: 221). He became a royal commissioner for the 
inquiry into police brutality towards Aborigines at Laverton in 1975, 
during which he met Magistrate Terry Syddall (see Chapter Eight). 

Although we recognised that elections and political participation are 'a 
necessary ... condition for democracy' (UN 1993: 23), Stan's role in 
assisting illiterate Aborigines became problematic for his employer and 
later for himself. After the elections, a newspaper, The West Australian 
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Teams based on discussion by the leaders and in particular the women 
who wanted one of their community members to be appointed as a camp 
nurse, in an arrangement similar to the Department for Community 

Welfare's Homemakers. The idea was taken up by the resident 
Community Health Service doctor and implemented. He wrote to me 
outlining progress concluding: 

I hope that further knowledge of the spiritual and psychological 
beliefs of illness and death would be given to us so that with 
cooperation from the tribal practitioners, these areas of illness could 
be more effectively treated (Come, 4/5/77). 

When a medical audit was to be implemented in July, the men were able 
to use their new relationship with the doctor to express their indignation 
that uninitiated men should conduct an audit on tribal men (D-11 
Appendix 4). 

7.4.3 Indigenous stores 

One of the enterprises that the communities experimented with was bulk 
purchase of food as an alternative to the limited range and high prices in 
station and the mission stores. They requested Stan to assist in the 
ordering and, until they acquired their own trucks, the delivery of stocks. 
Some communities built a store with the bricks they made and priced the 
items individually, others unloaded the stores under a tree guarded by an 
elder who placed his swag on the ground in front of his 'store'. Others 
tried a totally different system. When Stan took a trailer load of 

watermelons to the Christmas Creek mob 100 km out of town, the adults 
all took as many as they wanted then asked Stan how much it cost and 
passed a blanket around until the full amount was collected. These 

locally-created financial systems adequately served and empowered their 
communities. 

7.4.4 Violence 

It was on this particular station that an acting manager assaulted one of the 
stockmen. Now that there were avenues through which complaints could 
be channelled, this incident was reported to Stan by the leader who 
arranged for a solicitor to represent the stockman. Although we did not 
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women that involved me pertained to driver training and their ultimate 
acquisition of a women's vehicle. Because of the gender separation rules, 
up until then the women had mostly travelled in the back of utilities. By 
12 April the women from four communities had saved enough money to 
purchase a vehicle and the white women's support network had trained a 
driver from each Homemakers unit. Their independence - symbolic and 
real - greatly increased their options. They drove their workers to the 
weekly meetings held either at my house or the house of the support 
person, delivered lunches from the reserves to school, took people 
shopping and circulated according to a schedule to take care of women's 
business (see film), which included frequent trips to Christmas Creek for 
ceremonial purposes, as described in more detail elsewhere (Richardson 
1993b). They spent their Homemakers wages bringing water and power to 
their camps, purchasing equipment for corporate use and substantially 
upgrading their living conditions. The Department for Community 
Welfare's Kimberley social work supervisor was enthusiastic about the 
new camp-based methodology: 

Congratulations on opening up the two Homemakers houses on 
Kadjina and Wangkatjunka. I think it is truly magnificent the energy 
displayed by you and the other Homemakers in developing these 
activities and only hope that you can keep up your high level of 
energy and interest (O'Kane to Davey, 15/7/77). 

Gerry Bodeker, Homemaker Supervisor, wrote to me: 

The news of the Homemaker vehicle doing the daily business is an 
inspiration to women in other traditional communities. I was at Mt 
Margaret Mission, near Laverton, a fortnight ago, and through telling 
people about the Fitzroy Crossing program, the Homemakers have 
become enthused to start a number of women's programs (Bodeker to 
Richardson 28/7/77). 

When the communities decided to put on their own Races Ball in August 
because they were 'sick of standing around like bullocks in the paddock 
watching the gudia at the Ball' (personal communication, 1977) the 
women had by then the organisational skills to produce what the 
community wanted. 

Later in the year I wrote to the Department for Community Welfare 
Homemakers Unit: 
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Community Welfare heard of their plan, they offered to pay for the 
coolroom's construction and connection to power. Its location and 
usefulness were a powerful symbol of the women's determination and 
ability to enhance their families' living conditions. 

7.4.7 Indigenous education 

At a leaders' meeting on 14 July, the men discussed the culturally 
inappropriate type of schooling their children were experiencing. Stan 
suggested visiting the Strelley independent school to experience an 
alternative. The communities appointed their representatives who 
'chucked-in' $20 each for the trip (receipts 22-27 dated 23/ 7 / 77) and nine 
days later he and seven men undertook the trip. They talked with 22 
members of the Nomads community and John Bucknall (SD Diary), 
bringing home many new ideas. 

7.4.8 Further violence 

In August there was another incident of violence by a station manager. 
This matter was discussed at a leaders' meeting on 23 August, attended by 
the police inspector and local sergeant. Incidents that once were 
unreported were now taken seriously in accordance with the moves by 
Magistrate Terry Syddall. Syddall aimed to make comprehensible to 
tribal people gudia law, and the Department for Community Welfare 
officers' role in representing illiterate clients. 

7.4.9 Physical fitness 

The demands of being a support person in a dynamic social change 
process taking place in the Kimberley climate explains why we did not 
know we had hepatitis the previous year. The following extract comes 
from a letter written before we had been diagnosed as suffering from more 
than the usual tiredness. 

Dear family. I can barely muster a trot. Every day the temperatures 
have been 46° and 470  these last couple of weeks. Thirteen days before 
we had to go on a trip, a huge furniture van unexpectedly turned up 
from Perth with 850 mattresses for the Homemakers and me to sell. 
Well, I did order them, but two and a half years ago. $8500 worth, to 
be got out into the communities before we go. At the time I was 
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circumstances rather than their 'inherent nature' (Crawford 1994). Several 
new issues arose from our experiences of these processes. 

Social justice orientation 

If our activities in these years are accepted as 'community development', 
then they add to its list of characteristics a 'social justice orientation to 
change' (Meekosha and Mowbray 1990: 343). Conflict arose when power 
relationships began to alter in favour of the previously culturally-intact 
but dominated group. Although we put much energy into community 
development with local members of the dominating group, to both 
expedite their attitude change and to assist them to cope with the 
inevitable change, any success was reversed when incidents occurred that 
polarised the town. Our role as agents for de-colonisation was both 
enhanced by our ethnicity and condemned by it, for during the 
polarisation process we chose - and were assigned - an alliance with the 
dominated. When the political and economic stakes were so high, it was 
not possible to be neutral. Community development theory recognises 
the centrality to a worker of their values (Ife 1995). 

Women's structures 

The evidence presented here, especially in section 7.4, suggests that 
European culture misunderstood Aboriginal women's traditional role, 
viewing pastoral station domestic work as its contemporary equivalent. 
This view was rectified through the Department for Community Welfare's 
Homemakers system. It recognised their women leaders and empowered 
them through integration with a professional welfare bureaucracy, in the 
process changing government policy regarding welfare services to 
Aborigines on reserves in the Kimberley. One link between the pre-1975 
view on how to deal with the 'Aboriginal problem' on the reserves and the 
post-1975 view, was simple - a female grassroots community worker 
whose perception saw competence and energy where others saw 
helplessness and listlessness. 
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Chapter Eight 

1978-1980 
Fitzroy Crossing 

8.1 Introduction 

These last two years encourage me to make the Kimberley climate a 
metaphor for the social, economic and political climate. It was hot, 
stormy and treacherous. Those who survived were tough and 
resourceful. 

In section 2, the events of 1978 are described to convey the changing 
context of our work, and our inability to remain outside the political 
framework. By 1977, as discussed in section 3, State elections and violence 
were issues that threatened our continuation as government employees 
with an action-based social justice orientation, culminating in Stan's 
transferral out of Fitzroy Crossing, described in section 4. In section 5, I 
reflect on the issues of power and control - both overt and covert. 

8.1.1 Summary 

As the basis of power in the Kimberley began to shift, allowing Aboriginal 
people to exert influence that had radical implications for Kimberley 
culture, those sections of society that resisted the change employed 
traditional strategies to maintain the status quo. But those strategies were 
no longer premised on valid arguments because a paradigm shift in terms 
of 'a basic set of beliefs that guides action' (Guba 1990: 17) had occurred 
and was irreversible. 

Much of the 'blame' for unwelcome change was directed towards Stan 
(Lippmann 1985: 184). He became a target of opposition by dissenting 
stakeholders in and outside Fitzroy Crossing and our roles as community 
development workers became more highly politicised. Local issues 
became State and national issues, focussed on race. 
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While the level of debate and the participants were different, issues and 
their protagonists were remarkably similar to those in the early part of the 
century (Jacobs 1990; Biskup 1973). They can be summarised as: policing, 
voting, the power of pastoralists and Perth politicians, government 

departments with a charter to deal with 'the Aboriginal problem', 
humanitarians' support for Aborigines and the influence of the media. 

Cohn Tatz, then professor of politics at the University of New England, 
claimed during an interview on the crisis at Noonkanbah Station, that 'we 
have a war on all whites who work with Aborigines and are liked, who are 
trusted and are respected by Aborigines' (Tatz 1980). Among the 
evidence he listed was: 

brutality at Laverton, a Western Australian town, in 1975, which was 
whitewashed 

the dirty tricks election campaign in the Kimberley in 1977 

the failed attempt to disenfranchise the Aborigines in the 1980 
election 

police bullying 

government forcing of mining companies' rights to mine at 
Noonkanbah Station against the wishes of the Aboriginal owners 

the removal of Stan Davey 

He could have added the resistance Aborigines encountered getting the 
police to lay charges of assault against pastoralists in 1978. 

Our grassroots community development work cannot be separated from 
that part of Kimberley history. 

8.2 1978 

Our return from holidays was aborted by an exceptionally stormy Wet 

season which flooded the highway and left us stranded in Port Hedland. 
After much time and tribulation we arrived back in Fitzroy Crossing. 
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community moved back in September 1976 and in 1978 the elders, some 
having visited Strelley in 1977 to observe their independent school 
(referred to in Chapter Seven), established a community school. It was 
modelled on the Strelley independent school, financially supported by 
Nomads and their own chuck-in. Men and women leaders circulated 
constantly between the station south west of Fitzroy Crossing and the 
township, continuing to contribute to and draw from ideas in the other 
communities. In May the Kimberley Land Council (KLC) was established 
at a corroboree on Noonkanbah. Aboriginal networks across the 
Kimberley and Pilbara were becoming reinforced, assisted by 'whites who 
work with Aborigines and are liked, who are trusted and are respected by 
Aborigines' (Tatz 1964). 

Yungngora's plans were, however, severely disrupted when prospectors 
for influential mining companies (in particular the American-owned 
Amax Petroleum Australia Inc) pressed claims over mineral deposits on 
Noonkanbah in 1979. The community reacted swiftly to the threat and 
employed strategies, only recently available, to block mining. The 
subsequent drama 'became one of the most significant episodes in the 
history of Aboriginal /European relations in Australia. It is generally 
acknowledged as a landmark of modern Aboriginal history' (Hawke and 
Gallagher 1989: 16) and galvanised Aboriginal communities from miles 
around into activist mode. 

The issue of mining on Aboriginal land became one of Aboriginal 
opposition to the governing Liberal Party. White supporters of the 
Yungngora's need to be in control of their Station were perceived by the 
West Australian government as undermining its authority. Since many of 
these Whites had also been involved in the 1977 election, where the 
running of an Aboriginal candidate for the Labor party racialised the 
election and enabling Aborigines to vote was seen as a Party-political act, 
community development work began to be perceived as a subversive 
activity. 
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Member for North in the Legislative Council, the Hon J.C. Tozer, 

explained 'He is the sort of man who is needed in a tough situation. If 
there was an assignment where the going might get rough, the various 
Commissioners of Police over the years sent Malcolm Cole' (Hawke and 
Gallagher 1989). In our opinion, up to the point at which Sergeant Cole's 
methods started having effect, the 'going' had not 'got rough'. 

On 28 November, Syddall discussed with leaders the topics of Aboriginal 
Justices of the Peace, Aboriginal local law and the establishment of the 
Aboriginal Medical Service in Broome. Stan played a role in these 

developments as coordinator and translator until Syddall had formed his 
own networks. 

The bringing together of leaders from both societies was facilitated by a 
fieldworker living in a remote area community who could work cross-
culturally. In this instance Stan had learned the local protocols and 
developed relationships with Aboriginal people that facilitated 
communication. At the same time by virtue of his ethnicity, he could 
work with members of European society. The role, however, was not 
disassociated from the substance of the communication in the eyes of the 
community and Stan inevitably gained a reputation as a stirrer. 

When Aboriginal leaders and community members expressed anger 
about injustices perpetrated against them either at a structural level or by 
individuals, it was logical for the aggrieved to infer that Stan was behind 
their new voice, despite the fact that many independent leaders no longer 
required an advocate. As the historically implicit licence for whites to 
rough-handle Aborigines began to be challenged, Stan was inevitably 
implicated in this new Aboriginal resistance. On 12 July, Sergeant Cole 
visited Stan at home, questioning his participation in the process whereby 
an Aboriginal elder had laid a charge against a white man. Stan's diary 
records that 'he would not accept that the charge was laid by X (the 
elder)'. He further wanted to know whether Stan was 'heading up' 
opposition to his appointment (D-13 Appendix 4). 
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Australians' (Crawford 1994: 197). This contrasted with Maine's 'invitation 
and encouragement that we all endeavour to use community 
development approaches in our work' (Crawford 1994: 204) following 
acknowledgment of its effectiveness in Fitzroy Crossing from 1975 
onwards. 

Stan, who came to do a job not to get one, was undeterred by this erosion 
of departmental support. His training by McLeod and the opposition to 
new ideas experienced at Wyndham before the Federal Government 
legitimated Oombulgurri, had honed the political skills gained as a 
worker for the Aborigines Advancement League and FCAATSI. Security 
lay not in government support but in a theology of critical reflection. 
Such a philosophical system 'tries to be part of the process through which 
the world is transformed' (Gutierrez 1973: 150) and for which liberation 
theology 'expressed the inescapable moment of radical change which is 
foreign to the ordinary use of the term development' (Gutierrez 1973: 270). 
And as Freire had discovered, teaching skills such as literacy combined 
with 'concepts of justice and exploitation, dignity and action ... was 
dynamite' (Camara 1975: 11). Isolated sites of struggle were intensified on 
the ground, but our belief in 'the power of people to generate their own 
solutions' (Crawford 1994: 202) meant that we also should take care of 
ourselves to free our problem-solving capacities. 

8.2.4 Surviving in the White community 

Those who live in the community with whom they work, as opposed to 
those who commute to the social problems, have to acquire a range of 
interpersonal skills in order to survive the tensions that accompany 
radical change. Until the issues became too divisive to ignore, the remote 
area ethos of tolerance allowed us to continue work. 

We were mindful that issues in small towns were personalised and that 
work in the community could not be neutral. Northern pastoralists, who 
even early in the century 'possessed an influence out of all proportion to 
their members' (Biskup 1973: 76), were a socially distinct group within the 
Fitzroy Crossing community, as were the Aborigines. While their 
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Development of the north, traditionally a concept with an economic 
connotation, was being infiltrated with social dimensions. In September, 

Stan attended a Department for Community Welfare conference held in 
Perth, Western Australia's capital city, on community development. A 

summary of discussion on the Department for Community Welfare's 
policy position notes that: 

the Community Welfare Act gives the Department the charter to 
do community work 
The Department for Community Welfare should be recognised as 
the authority in the field of community development so far as 
government agencies are concerned. 

The change in focus within the Department for Community Welfare was 
reflecting events on the ground. 

8.2.5a Aborigines' organisational power-base 

During the year the men leaders and the Homemakers, who were the 

women leaders, met to discuss issues of common concern. Some that 
were not resolved began to demand one voice as distinct from the 
separate community voices. These issues were increased brawling, 
relations with police and mining on Noonkanbah. At their meeting on 14 
November, Stan proposed a corporate structure modelled by the 
Churches of Christ, in which all member agencies were autonomous 
within a single federation. Fifty people at the meeting discussed and 

adopted the idea, naming their new organisation Marra Worra Worra 

(MWW). It became (and still is) a powerful voice of the combined Fitzroy 

Crossing communities (Hawke and Gallagher 1989: 133). The 
Homemakers joined later, as a separate entity. 

8.2.5b Oombulgurri 

In June, September and October, crises occurred at Oombulgurri. The 
Department for Community Welfare sent Stan to investigate and assist as 

the Ecumenical Institute staff (now called Institute for Cultural Affairs) 

and the community were in disagreement about several major issues. The 

Ecumenical Institute staff were ultimately replaced as advisers. Stan 
reported on each visit, evaluating events from the community 
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It also enabled those opposed to the ideology of Aboriginal self-
determination to target Stan as the enemy. 

8.2.6 Feminist interpretation: women in development 

Material development in the township (excluding the reserves) continued 
at a fast pace. A new police station and court house complex was to be 
erected by the end of the year at a cost of $600,000 (The West Australian 
28/3/78). I empathised with the women in the camps and used my 
resources to facilitate the separate men's and women's work teams which 
were slowly transforming their physical conditions. 

Homemakers continued to allocate most of their salaries to purchasing 
assets for the communities (such as water, drains, laundry troughs, clothes 
lines and electricity) or, if the item was too expensive, then jointly (a 
vehicle, a coolroom). My role in these developments was at all levels. I 
taught management skills at regular Homemakers meetings, driving skills 
so that the workers could obtain driver's licences and basic literacy so that 
they could read clocks and take minutes of meetings. I processed their 
orders, did the bookkeeping until a qualified accountant was employed 
and learned a range of technical skills so that I could repair treadle sewing 
machines and kerosene fridges and order equipment. Because the 
people's camping conditions were so primitive, their needs were great 
and 'the product' was every bit as important as 'the process' (Ife 1995). 
Often I felt I was getting 'sucked into kitchen sinks and drain pipes again' 
(JL-67 Appendix 6). 

When not searching for the equipment the women ordered, I worked on 
creating an environment to cater for their social and intellectual needs. 
Women's work teams in each community had developed specialist social 
structures to deal with their needs (Homemakers, cooks, laundry, child 
care, camp beautification). Representatives of the teams travelled to 

meetings and even to interstate conferences. Many visitors came to learn 

about the women's organisational structures. The camp cooks catered 
when visitors came to talk with the Aboriginal people (Aboriginal Affairs 
State and Federal Ministers, West Australian Law Commission lawyer 
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8.3.1 Planning for 1980 

I returned in February and suffered culture-shock. In Melbourne my 
family lived in sophisticated comfort, with dish-washing machines and a 
controlled climate. My reactions to Fitzroy Crossing after six weeks of 
luxurious living were predictable: 

I knew I was home when ... the clothes got dry before you took them 
out of the washing machine. Home was 42°  C inside the house. I was 
like a dazed mullet as against a stunned one. Stan had done his best 
to make the place cool and clean, but I was not to be fooled. It was 
stinking hot and I needed my tough Kimberley feet immediately. 
Melted face creams and hot toothpaste were something I had 
conveniently forgotten about. 
Well, I gradually acclimatised ... recovering from first degree burns 
incurred while carelessly lying down on the sheets at midday 
without freezing them first. Back to drinking two litres of cold water 
in one gulp instead of a sip of chilled wine with a meal. 
I have a tooth in the process of dying and am advised to get it Xrayed 
- no problem except I haven't had a spare day to make a 600 km trip 
to Derby for such purpose. 
We have thirteen white kids in our neighbourhood this year. It is 
really strange watching each new family arrive and sizing up their 
situation. I used Matthew's birthday as an opportunity ... to meet the 
kids. I knocked on all the doors and introduced myself and invited 
the entire contents of the household. We had 16 kids in all (JL-71 
Appendix 6). 

I quickly resumed work, impelled by our decision to leave in June 1980 so 
as to not become entrenched and risk creating dependencies (ours or the 
people's) 

Having a great time with the women. I have told them we have only 
12 months to go, and asked them what they want of me. We have 
worked out a good program. I am urging them to enter the political 
realm of life. They are attending the magistrate's court as observers, 
and have officially joined the umbrella organisation MWW which is 
an all-Aboriginal governing body for the employment of specialist 
services and the consideration of issues affecting Aboriginals from 
Christmas Creek to Noonkanbah, 1500 all told. 
Stan helped the Kroonull (Christmas Creek) people to save $6700 for 
a second hand diesel six ton truck, $1500 to have the station ablution 
block repaired - they had no water supply and the station 
management refused to repair it for the blacks' camp! - and $1300 for 
the purchase of a shed for a store. I hired the truck and drivers to go 
to Broome and bring back 33 second hand innerspring mattresses, for 
which I had saved out of the proceeds of sale of 2nd hand clothing 
($500). Now our garage is full of mattresses again and our car once 
more evicted. I paid the Kroonull community $200 for the trip. I am 
encouraging the Bayulu and Kroonull Homemakers to purchase their 
own vehicle this year, and am urging all the Homemakers to be much 
more informed about events significant to their development and 
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the front page. I outlined the achievements of the women in the camps, 
their organisational structures, the backing they received from the 
Department for Community Welfare, medical staff and Catholic nuns 
(Missionary Franciscan Sisters) who participated in my local network. I 
concluded: 

this way of supporting Aboriginal women to be responsible and 
effective leaders in their group is being backed by the Department for 
Community Welfare as a model for Aboriginal communities in other 
Kimberley towns and was developed in Fitzroy Crossing (Fitzroy 
Crossing Bulletin 15/6/79). 

The same edition carried copies of letters from a Station manager to the 
Commissioner of Police and Alan Ridge, angry about allegations against 
the police and a rumour that Sergeant Cole was to be transferred. Next 
edition reassured the community that Commissioner Owen Leitch had 
delayed the transfer because of the support Cole had received (Fitzroy 
Crossing Bulletin 22/6/79). The Fitzroy Crossing Bulletin carried articles 
representing some of the divergent views of the white and Aboriginal 
communities in the Fitzroy Crossing region. 

8.3.4 Wangki Ngalimpakura 

Kroonull woman Eva Lawford acted as journalist to collect news from all 
the Aboriginal communities and print it in a newsletter called Wan gki 
Ngalimpakura (our talk). Her first edition (31/7/79) reported on the house 
building, dressmaking industry and other jobs created by the women to 
service the needs of their people. No 2 (21/8/79) reported, amongst other 
achievements, that 'Jeanie Margaret and May Jowra have saved $1000 for 
electricity' for their camp. 

When the court case Kroonull v Norton was conducted in Fitzroy 
Crossing on 21 August, Eva was well trained in note-taking (see section 
8.3.10). 

8.3.5 KRAFDY 

As convenor of Kimberley Research and Action for Development Year, a 
'loose association of non-Aboriginal people involved with Kimberley 
Aboriginal communities at a grass root level', Stan prepared much of the 
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send their young men instead of to Broome gaol. Syddall listened to them 
with respect and when one youth was brought before him under special 
circumstances, the 'right to be different' took on a new meaning. This 
youth, the old men explained, was under their jurisdiction and could not 
be produced in open society. They requested that the magistrate hold 
court at a place designated by them out in the bush. Syddall consented 
and on 10 April, Stan (Department for Community Welfare officer 

representing a youth in court), the police inspector and the magistrate 
flew out to Christmas Creek. 

Stan noted in his diary 'Sergeant Cole held court with elders at secret 
place, youth produced, both inspector and magistrate impressed, 
introduced to Kroonull law' (D-15 Appendix 4). However, Stan's 
relationship with some local police eventually became as tense as with 
some station mangers, due to his role of representing youth in court and 
assisting illiterate people who had grievances to convey to the Aboriginal 
Legal Service. 

8.3.7 Policing issues multiply 

Although the Aboriginal Legal Service finally took up and investigated 
complaints, Stan was often involved when individuals were illiterate and 
expected him to write down their stories in the same way that he acted as 
scribe at meetings. When the incidents increased because of a change in 
policing practices, Stan's involvement as scribe and Department for 

Community Welfare officer became viewed by many local whites as 
working actively against white interests. An incident on 4/4/79 indicated 
the potential for conflict. On 23 May, Marra Worra Worra arranged a 
meeting with the Police inspectors to discuss various incidents and a 
submission handed to Perth Senior Inspector L. Walker on 29 May 
regarding police practices unacceptable to Aborigines. 

Issues involving police, Aborigines, Department for Community Welfare 

officers and the government and independent White people demonstrated 
the direct link between local development and political power. In 
carrying out both his approved but limiting role as a Department for 
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men (Bohemia and McGregor 1992). European men assaulting Aborigines 
was therefore regrettably not unusual, but what was unusual in this 
instance was the Aborigines' protest and their organisational ability to 
demand justice. The change in Aboriginal attitudes was attributed to 
Stan, and their ability to access contemporary instruments for justice was 
aided by Stan. 

Kroonull formally laid charges of unlawful assault (copies of Complaints) 
and Kroonull leaders pulled their men out on strike. However, 'the ALS 
(Aboriginal Legal Service) was forced to take action when the Fitzroy 
Crossing police did not charge white men. Inspector Styants of Broome 
dismissed the strike as a "walkabout" ' (KLC Newsletter, Vol 1:2, 1979: 10). 

The Australian Broadcasting Commission local news reported the alleged 
bashing (Aborigines charging a station manager with violence was indeed 
news!). On 19 June, Kroonull sent their truck to collect community 
members and a telegram to the owner of the station advising that they 
were pulling out. They established themselves in another location, 
Pinnacles. Sustenance in the form of clothes, blankets, tobacco and social 
support arrived quickly when the Homemakers drove out in their own 
vehicle. Kroonull women were holders of law and since the Homemakers 
often used their Homemaker visits for 'women's business', their networks 
of solidarity were already strong. 

The incident was delocalised. I was present when one of the men leaders 
discussed their problem with a leader from another community to ensure 
that none of his men worked for the station manager who had so offended 
(D-18 Appendix 4). An article in The Canberra Times (26/6/79: 12) was 
headed Aborigines allege mistreatment: 200 walk off WA cattle station. 
One of the leaders on a station owned by the same company intended 
explaining to its manager that the reason for the workers pulling out was 
the actions of that particular boss. 

Stan viewed these responses as reasonable and a responsible outcome of 
community development work that aimed to promote Aboriginal dignity 
and self-esteem. It was consistent with developments outlined in his 
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tactics. A letter in Fitzroy Crossing Bulletin (see section 8.3.3) expressed the 
pastoralists' views about recent events being brought into the public 
arena, and by implication, targetting Stan: 

If it is good enough for this certain Community (Welfare Officer) to 
make allegations against the police force and private citizens, then it 
is good enough for us private citizens to look deeply at the people 
that are responsible for promoting the Aboriginal dissatisfaction and 
complaints (Fitzroy Crossing Bulletin 17/7/79). 

Various other incidents and a different perspective caused the Aboriginal 
Legal Aid solicitor P. Vincent to explain to Marra Worra Worra: 

As you know, following numerous complaints made to us by 
Aboriginals in the Fitzroy Crossing area that the police presently 
stationed in Fitzroy Crossing were mistreating and harassing 
Aborigines and carrying out their official duties in an unsatisfactory 
way ... It is simply regrettable that the Police Department did not take 
notice of representations to that effect made to the Aboriginal/Police 
Relations Special Cabinet Committee by Aboriginal groups, JPs and 
ALS last year when (Sergeant) Cole's appointment was announced 
(Vincent to MWW, 11/7/79). 

Following increased arrests and 'rough or violent treatment' (Vincent to 
MWW, 11/7/79), senior police held an inquiry, during which Stan was 
interviewed to explain his role in events. Different interpretations of 
events were taking form. 

8.3.10 Kroonull crisis 

During July, plans to construct village sites on pastoral stations were often 
embroiled in the growing tensions between pastoralists and the 
Aboriginal Kroonull stockmen. When the aggrieved Kroonull stockmen 
refused to work, the State Housing Commission held a community 
meeting on 12 July at which they 'virtually threatened no housing unless 
return' (D-17 Appendix 4) (see also Davey telex 13/7/79; Minutes of the 
Aboriginal Village Housing Management and Liaison Committee, 
Department of Aboriginal Affairs, 12/7/79). 

On 21/7/79, the court case Kroonull v Norton was held in Fitzroy 
Crossing. The court house was packed with Aboriginal people and their 
scribe took five pages of notes, summarising the origins of the incident: 

The fight started at the hotel. Kevin Norton grabbed a bag of flour 
from the back of a truck and started pouring it on the bar verandah. 
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and a massacre occurs. Except it isn't the three whites who cop the 
caning but the 14 natives. Well this is just about the last straw as far as 
the do-gooders are concerned and the ALS and the Aboriginal 
Community Welfare and everyone else on the still trendy Aboriginal 
bandwagon decide that this time they are going to take the whites to 
court and they are going to pay. Boy are they going to pay ... every 
time I look at one of those bearded university-trained southern do-
gooders, I wonder if they will ever realise that they can never solve 
the Aboriginal problem because they are the problem (Singleton, The 
Bulletin, 9/10/79: 22-24). 

Stan, who was the bearded southern do-gooder', was, however, not 
university trained. Instead he was trained by selective field experience 
and had acquired a social justice viewpoint of 'the problem'. 

8.3.12 Women get recognition 

As these events influenced the shape of their communities, so the women 
adapted (see Richardson 1993b for a full account). Daryl Gunter, Law 
Reform Commission Australia, wrote to inform me that he was so 
impressed with my paper on the Fitzroy Crossing women's work 
(Richardson 1977) he had passed it on to the Director of Research, 
Department of Aboriginal Affairs, adding: 

Your approach to consultation is quite brilliant and I, as consultant to 
the International Year of the Child Sub-Committee on Aboriginal 
children, have suggested that your projects be regarded as an 
example to be followed. An exemplary project, to use an American 
term (Gunter to Richardson, 24/10/79). 

The federal Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, F.M. Chaney replied to a 
letter from the Hon. R.J. Ellicott (Minister for Home Affairs) raising the 
idea of establishing a task force on Aboriginal women. He was, he said, 
impressed with my views on Aboriginal women's roles and the need to 
have women involved in social planning (personal papers). Our own 
Department was not so sure about the value of our attitudes. 

8.4 Stan transferred 

The 'cumulative effect' of Stan's campaigning to change public attitudes 
towards Aborigines and work at the grassroots level to support 
Aborigines in the social change process, came to be interpreted as 
operating a conflict model of community development. It finally 
culminated in swift action by his employer to remove him. 
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because of a 'running battle' with the Fitzroy Crossing police sergeant 
or possibly because of his political influence on the town's 
Aborigines. But Mr Gorton denied both allegations (Daily News 
27/9/79). 

In his defence, Stan reminded the Chief of Welfare Services (telex, 
2/10/79) that if he were being transferred for 'failing to be concerned 
about the broader community' (the Department for Community Welfare, 
28/9/79) this was incongruous because: 

1. My special appointment to Fitzroy Crossing was to specifically 
deal with the Aboriginal population 

3. Aborigines make up 90% of the Fitzroy community and it must be 
presumed they constitute 'the broader community' 

5. Much of the work for which I have been directly responsible is 
used as an example of effective departmental community 
development intervention in the draft policy statement on 
community development currently circulating through the 
department. 

The Daily News (2/10/70: 3) headed an article N-W Strike Threat, 
reporting that the Civil Service Association claimed Stan was being 
'evicted' for political reasons. Next day The West Australian (3/10/79) 
reported in an article Labour takes up CWD issue that the proposed 
transfer would be raised in State Parliament. 

That the decision was political was revealed in a telex to field staff from 
the Acting Director: '... Clearly the Department's policy on community 
development will have to be endorsed by the government prior to it being 
implemented' (Gorton to DCW staff 10/10/79). 

Many Aboriginal leaders wrote to the Department for Community 
Welfare requesting the decision be rescinded. Jimmy Bieundurry, 
National Aboriginal Council representative for West Kimberley wrote: 

I was working for the Consultative Committee in Fitzroy when Stan 
came here. Then Fitzroy was just nothing and we had nothing. ... We 
had no houses, a little bit of land, and no communities ... When Stan 
came he helped the needs of our people. He assisted us in getting 
our separate communities ... And he has helped establish the MWW 
council ... His wife Jan has helped the women in Fitzroy to start the 
Homemakers program, which is really good for our people. What I 
think is that man like Stan was doing his job to get the Aboriginal 
people off the ground and to get on their feet in these communities to 
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The compassion of the department for two young European children was 
an odd contrast to its intransigence over claims that removing Stan (and 
me) so suddenly would be detrimental to the welfare of hundreds of 
Aborigines. 

8.4.3 Transfer opposed 

Mr J.J. Harman, Parliamentary Opposition spokesman on community 
welfare matters, put forward a motion in the Legislative Assembly on 
3/10/79 for a judicial inquiry. Amongst his reasons was his assertion that: 

This officer did an exceptionally good job ... With his wife he 
instituted a community development program and they have the 
respect of the Aborigines in the area. They had done a really 
marvellous and first-class job. As late as November 1978 he was 
reported on by his own department (reference to an inquiry into Stan 
by Mr Shaddick of the State Public Service on 5/9/79). That report 
indicated he was a highly committed and effective worker who had 
displayed much initiative and intelligence in his position ... In 1978 a 
police officer named Sergeant Cole was appointed to Fitzroy 
Crossing ... It is alleged that after the arrival of Sergeant Cole there 
was an increase in brutality directed against Aborigines (Harman, 
Hansard, 3/10/79: 3169). 

Harman then detailed the allegations, the Police Department's response, 
the proposal that Cole be transferred, its subsequent reversal, the decision 
instead to transfer Davey, the letters from leaders to the Director of the 
Department for Community Welfare asking him to reverse his decision. 
During the 2.5 hour debate, Mr Bertram (member for Hawthorn) spoke 
and in part said 'The sergeant has remained in his position despite the 
objections of approximately 14 people to one, that is, 1400 black people to 
100 white people. Mr Stan Davey is being transferred on the basis of the 
fact that 100 people support the action and 1400 reject it' (Hansard, 
3/10/79: 3182). The Minister for Community Welfare, Mr Young, rejected 
the motion (Hansard, 3/10/79: 3185). 

While this was occupying our attention, the Homemakers attended a 
departmental program in Halls Creek. Gerry Bodeker, Homemaker 
Service Supervisor, sent me a brief message: 

X has just come back from a fantastically successful program. The 
circle closed when Jeanie Margaret, the first official community 
Homemaker, joined with the new community Homemakers from 
Wyndham (where the idea was born) and 30 other women from 
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8.4.5 Stan resigns 

Instead of accepting the transfer, however, Stan resigned from the 
department: 

I also wish to state: 
Jan and I have worked in the North West and Kimberley for 11 years, 
eight with DCW, to provide Aboriginal people with an alternative to 
the assimilation policy. Our assignment to Fitzroy Crossing was 
undertaken by negotiation, not by directive, to utilise the expertise 
we have developed. The departmental appointment was made after 
the 1974 ministerial visit to the area out of compassion for the people 
and to help offset the exploding problems of family disintegration. It 
was not merely to fill a staff vacancy. 
I am not a career public servant and the tasks we have undertaken 
have been based on mutual agreement, not expediency of staff 
placement 

We believe we still have an obligation to the communities within the 
north and will seek private support to continue. We deeply regret 
the need to resign from the Department. We have felt privileged to 
work through a department which was prepared to be innovative and 
humanely concerned to enable depressed, displaced people to work 
towards independence and self-reliance within the broader 
community (Davey to Acting Director, Department for Community 
Welfare 11/10/79). 

A front page article in The West Australian newspaper (16/10/79) 
announced Welfare Man Resigns. Lorna Lippmann reasoned that: 

he was the victim of mistaken white beliefs about Aborigines which 
assume that they are unable to realise what is in their own best 
interests unless prodded along and manipulated by sinister white 
'stirrers' (Lippmann 1985: 184). 

Stan's transfer was variously interpreted by the media as a political 
decision that 'had created a storm within the department' (The West 
Australian newspaper 4/10/79) and an indication of racial tension. In a 
full page article in The National Times (27/10/79), journalist Philip Chubb 
summarised the situation in a six-column article headed The White 
Welfare Officer Who Won't Go Away. 

In fact we did go away - partly. At the end of the year we went home to 
our family in Melbourne and enrolled the children in school. In order to 
resign on 7/1/80 and collect his termination pay, Stan returned to Fitzroy 
Crossing. His other motive was 'to stay in the area until the State election 
on 23 February' (letter 12/1/80) 'concerned to see that the people are able 
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8.5 Reflection 

Power and control 

In these two years the issue at the centre of all the separate conflicts was 
the continuity of a relationship of power and control that favoured 
Europeans - the target of our community development work. Responses 
by pastoralists and Perth politicians to loss of authority and influence in 
the Kimberley were predictable. Their simplistic solution - to get Stan 
out of Fitzroy Crossing - was a strategy to weaken the process of 
Aboriginal empowerment, but it did not work for two reasons. Firstly, 
Aboriginal people themselves had gained a new vision of how the social, 
economic and political structures could function to their advantage. 
Second, a strong network of white people were influencing local, State 
and national opinion about the issues, rendering traditional strategies to 
protect white interests no longer invincible. 

Useful characteristics for workers 

This data suggests that a social justice orientation to community 
development in the hot, stormy and treacherous Kimberley climate, 
required workers with: 

a high degree of mental and physical stamina 

o a network of politicians, the press and humanitarians both inside and 
outside the area boundaries and 

• spiritual resources to reframe isolation as participation. 

Having a family helped, too. It allowed us to work through gender-
specific structures, which for traditional Aboriginal people made 
intimacy and therefore communication, easier. 

My role 

My involvement was never clear to outsiders. At times it was recognised 
as highly significant to the development of the women and at others it was 
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Chapter Nine 

Conclusions 

9.1 Introduction 

Our community development praxis was a single-minded response to a 
very specific situation, intended to be what Kelly called a 'transforming 
practice which will lead to social change' (Kelly 1992: 1). In setting out to 
analyse our work throughout this study I asked the question 'what was it 
like doing community development in the Kimberley - with those 
people, at that time, and for that purpose?' (Chapter One). The study was 
oriented to a personal exploration of specific lived experience, in a 
context that would not be repeated (section 1.2) and which recognised the 
constraints this might impose on the ability to generalise from it in terms 
of expanding or reinforcing community development theory. However, 
the study also sought to answer the question 'how can the work under 
scrutiny best be explained and understood?' In seeking to answer these 
questions the description of practice has been accompanied throughout 
by reflections on why things happened the way they did. A corollary is to 
ask 'what particular aspects of our experiences might expand the 
boundaries of community development theory in relation to cross-
cultural work in the Australian tropics, or provide further insight into 
some aspects of it?' 

Because this is also an historical study, it cannot be replicated. 
Furthermore, these events took place in an era that is now almost beyond 
comprehension in its assumption of Aborigines' place in society based on 
race. However the conclusions that have emerged provide some different 
perspectives to the story of change and development in the Kimberley. In 
particular it brings to bear the perceptions of those who were insiders to 
the events that profoundly affected Kimberley culture and the life 
chances of traditional Aboriginal people at that time. It is the 
reconstruction of events from a private collection of personal documents 
recorded at the time which provides a unique insight into the lived 
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outsiders. An outcome of this research could be a methodology known as 
'tropical community development' in much the same way that 'tropical 
architecture', 'tropical medicine' and 'tropical agriculture' reflect 
specialist adaptations to environment. 

In this final Chapter the themes that have emerged will be discussed more 
fully. In section 9.2, I review the context of the work, paying particular 
attention to the community crises that were identified. In section 9.3, I 
examine social concepts of grassroots power that became useful in that 
context. In section 9.4, I discuss the models of grassroots work that were 
effective in that context. Any findings that may be transferable to other 
situations and so make a contribution to community development theory, 
and areas that this study suggests could be further researched, will be 
summarised in section 9.5. 

9.2 Overview 

The specific setting in which these events took place, outlined in Chapter 
Two, foreshadowed the suggestion that any community development 
work in that place at that time with those people would be unusual, and 
would make some radical adaptations to theory derived from urban 
environments. This perspective is legitimate within a community 
development framework that Kelly reminds us has been informed by 
imported theories which implicitly deny the 'way context shapes and 
gives meaning to any ideas' (Kelly 1992: 413). 

The context of the work researched here has been conveyed in the 
language of Australian literature as a tough environment of extreme 
climatic temperatures in a remote region of Australia's far North West, 
where colonial attitudes prevailed until the era under study. Change in 
those attitudes was attributed to the community development work 
described in this thesis, and to external events beyond the control of the 
participants in the intentional processes of change. 

Locally two legislative actions directly affected Kimberley Aborigines: 
the 1968 pastoral award and the 1972 formation of the Department for 
Community Welfare. Considerable momentum for change was also based 
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unemployed and unemployable as a welfare problem. I argue that both 
these views reflect a modernist presumption that the European social, 
economic and political framework was the only one available in the 
prevailing world view. Data presented in this research demonstrates that 
our community development praxis challenged these concepts as invalid 
and unjust. Those whose share of the economic, social and political 
resources did not match P3  had to discover other resources with which to 
achieve their vision. In this way, intangible properties such as ideals, 
goals and visions became central to the development process. 

The place of all people in local development was, however, clouded by 
issues of race, which in Kimberley culture before 1969 denied Aborigines 
the same feelings as those understood by Europeans. Thus, removing 
Aboriginal people from the mission or the pastoral stations was seen as a 
'welfare' problem, ie a problem for the government agency responsible for 
accommodating Aboriginal people on reserves. That ideology 
disallowed the personal and community crisis which this study claims 
was experienced and discernible by those whose senses were not dulled 
by the hegemonic belief that Aboriginal humanity was less than 
European. 

Our world view had been predisposed to find injustice concerning 
Aborigines, as interpreted by outsiders, and gained an emic perspective 
when we took up long-term residence in the region. Despite belonging to 
the dominant culture, the evidence we collected showed us that 
Kimberley culture was fundamentally unjust and based on outdated 
notions of race relations. This conclusion set us apart from many of our 
peers and in conflict with the mindset that had avoided modernisation. 
While one set of beliefs which sustained that paradigm assumed that 
development was economic, thereby valuing Aborigines as productive 
units, the other had a welfare orientation that viewed Aborigines as 
dependent on Europeans and therefore a social problem to which welfare 
agencies would find a solution. The data demonstrates that community 
development praxis developed from the field challenged both these 
concepts. Two examples are cited to illustrate the social crises identified 
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options for Aborigines, radical change began. Today the Oombulgurri 
community is firmly established back in their country. The situation of 
this community would warrant further research to understand how the 
people have responded to the ever-changing Kimberley, Australian and 
global cultural context. This thesis supports Read's proposition that 
losing one's 'place' is a grief-producing event analogous to loss of a loved 
person (Read 1996), and demonstrates that the psychological and 
emotional health which the people were ultimately able to restore was in 
part influenced by attention to their individual needs. My work with the 
women that ultimately took form as the Aborigines Progress Movement, 
represented an attempt to resurrect shattered networks that functioned to 
heal and sustain community (Richardson 1993b). It was effective partly 
because it allowed the women to reconstruct traditional relationships. 

This adds a dimension of self-healing to community development theory, 
and will be discussed further in section 9.5. 

Fitzroy Crossing crisis 

In Fitzroy Crossing, European knowledge existed to view 'the Aborigines' 
as many distinct groups (Kolig 1977), but was resisted until the 
Department for Community Welfare sent us to investigate what the 
department could do to improve conditions. Our field-based education 
had theorised for us that there would be tribal distinctiveness, leading us 
away from what Ife (Ife 1995) has described as a belief that the concept 
'community' implies a cohesive and harmonious aggregation of people. 
The people's movement began when their differences and leadership were 
recognised. It increased exponentially as they discovered an ability to 
marshal their own resources in cultural adaptations of a commercial 
banking system, or conduct business activities through systems designed 
to meet the needs of their own community, and most importantly, 
separate into smaller tribal units which then formed many communities. 
This thesis has described how the process of dismantling the amorphous 
'Aboriginal community' became one of the most dynamic forces for their 
empowerment and the resurrection of their leadership structures. 
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violently towards some stockmen (a not uncommon occurrence), they 
charged him with assault. Their actions were a shock and an affront to P3 , 
and this is detailed in Chapters Seven and Eight. Stan was a link between 
many Aborigines and the political structures in which these voting and 
legal issues were dealt with locally, and broadcast them to a wider 
audience. Thus politicians and pastoralists were directly involved in 
events in Fitzroy Crossing which catapulted them into conflict with 
Aborigines and community development workers. 

In 1978 the police also used old tactics to achieve old objectives. A 
sergeant well known for his bullying methods in controlling Aborigines 
was placed in Fitzroy Crossing. As claimed earlier, this appointment was 
pleasing to those pastoralists who felt Aborigines were getting out of 
hand, and to those politicians who feared Aboriginal independence to 
vote for the opposite party in the State elections. However it was opposed 
by Aborigines and many Department for Community Development 
officers who accurately predicted the clash that would occur when now-
unacceptable policing methods were used on Aborigines with a new 
consciousness. Stan was intimately involved in events that transpired to 
set Aborigines against the police sergeant, and the police, pastoralists and 
politicians against Stan as an easy target for opposition. 

In 1979 a series of unrelated events escalated the conflict. Mining at 
Noonkanbah Station, although not directly to do with Stan, involved the 
Aboriginal leaders with whom Stan worked to promote their 
organisational ability. Later, on another station, when a manager bashed 
several stockmen, Stan assisted them to get legal aid and charge the 
manager with assault. Kimberley culture did not allow for Aborigines to 
exercise legal power, and their charge was resisted with well-known 
tactics of denial, ridicule and the station owner's engagement of top 
lawyers to defend his manager. While the manager won the court case, the 
Aborigines had learned that they could demand just treatment, and the 
events were receiving state and interstate media attention. With another 
election due in 1980, and the increasing possibility that the Aboriginal 
vote would go to the Labor Party Aboriginal candidate and alter the 
balance of power in the state government, P3  instituted practices which for 

239 



their business within a foreign structure. Without a similar service to 
Kimberley Aborigines their amorphous networks could not harness the 
goodwill available from many Europeans who believed change in 
conditions for Aborigines was desirable. Furthermore, this is a multi-
dimensional practice in that the effective community development 
workers will themselves be changed by the cultural biases of those with 
whom they work as they experience others' ways of knowing. This thesis 
suggests that cross-cultural community development is in part a 
translation service, one that promotes mastery of the varieties of literacies 
of both cultures. 

An essential feature of our effectiveness was the networks of like-minded 
people who fed into and disseminated the information that we were 
gathering in the field. Those who had prospered by the exclusion of 
Aborigines from the structures of power used their substantial resources 
to resist change. The introduction through Stan's network, of outsiders' 
energies, insights and political leadership greatly enhanced our personal 
power and the change process. However, it was our local base that 
provided legitimacy for the perspective that we were able to expose or 
promote. 

The community base out of which we sought to operate required that we 
live in the region and provide for our own basic financial needs over 
many years. It positioned us to take advantage of opportunities that 
might advance our cause, and also penalised us when our choices led to 
our community's retribution. As a result of the experiences recounted in 
Chapters Four to Eight, and my reading of the literature around the use of 
models to guide the community development practitioner, I now see that 
we were constantly adjusting our framework to take account of our own 
needs and the external changes that impinged either on us personally or 
on the progress of our cause. 

From this study, grassroots work in a cross-cultural setting is considered 
to have these important attributes: it starts with action arising from an 
internal drive - or awareness - or passion - or however an individual 
chooses to name their 'why'; it is paced to suit the situation and that pace 
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than 'reserves as institution' open to bureaucracy-directed change. The 
latter view supported the Departmental and prevailing view of 
Aboriginal weakness and limitation. We looked instead for strength and 
opportunity and in the field were socialised into the community view 
that was somewhat at odds with that of the Department. Conceptualising 
reserves as ideology explains the context for one of the main contentions 
of the times that Aborigines were passive and dependent (see Chapter 1), 
and a finding of this research that actions leading to such a claim were a 
behavioural camouflage for a people who were traumatised and 
suppressed. 

This cross-cultural community development imagination embraces 
gender differences where the traditions of the community are gender 
separated. By placing women's lived experiences clearly at the forefront 
of our work, this research can be said to reflect a feminist stance (Tong, 
1989), but it does more than simply put women centre-stage. It 
demonstrates that community development during those years in that 
context depended to a large extent upon a reconstitution of Aboriginal 
women's traditional roles, and that the avenue for this was partly the 
availability of a same-sex community worker. Post-modern repudiation 
of male/female categories and their replacement with 'various 
masculinities and femininities' (Crook et al. 1992: 39), do not fit this 
context. 

9.3.3 Climatic adaptability 

Conditions in this remote region were, as discussed in Chapters Four to 
Eight, so unusual that urban solutions to stress, such as exercise, goal 
setting and self-nurturing activities were only partially helpful. Climate 
was the overriding stress factor and its powerful influence has been 
specifically discussed in Chapter Two. Its extremes were such that we 
were unaware when we became ill with hepatitis, associating our fatigue 
and feebleness with the time of year, the 'Build-up', see Chapter Seven. 
Climatic stress in our context was a constant factor to negotiate although, 
as discussed in Chapter One, it is not adequately recognised in 
community development literature. In an era when affordable technology 
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and inviolable, and especially useful to the worker in isolated regions. 
For us it was accessed through meditation and a sense of power drawn 
from the Kimberley rocks and bush. It sustained and directed us, and 
reframed isolation as a solo partnership with a spiritual force that 
engendered harmony with its surroundings. 

Where community development was about mobilising local resources to 
enable a community to become self-reliant (Ife 1995) through harnessing 
powers from within (Schumacher 1978), it was a potent theory for social 
change. The data under scrutiny demonstrates that it was equally 
applicable to the worker, despite neglect in the literature for this 
dimension of a worker's needs. Tropical community development theory 
derived from these experiences is centred on personal strengths as an 
organising principle where harsh physical and social environments 
demand unusual strategies for change and unusual change agents. 

9.4 Social concepts 

9.4.1 Power 

Throughout the writing of this study I have grappled with notions of 
power: what it is, how it directs action, how it can be defined and the 
distinctions that can be made between personal and community power. 
Reflection on the life we lived and the actions in which we were engaged 
point to the following understanding of power, understanding that has 
emerged only during the writing process of this study and was not 
consciously available to me at the time in which the events took place. 

A common understanding of power implies that people who do not have 
available to them substantial resources are powerless to act. Our work 
and focus was derived from a different understanding of power, one that 
is more adequately understood as the power to identify one's dreams or 
visions and take action towards their attainment. Power of this kind sees 
no barriers to action and asks only 'what action must be taken?', rather 
than 'what must we have before we can act?'. It provides the tenacity to 
endure and persevere. It relies on the perception of strengths and 
resources greater than the obvious external manifestations of material 
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study adds to Liffman's understanding of power (Liffman 1978) (see 
Chapter One) seeing that it also includes the positive attributes of passion, 
awareness and stamina. It suggests that lack of power derives not only 
from the deficits identified by Liffman but a lack also of vision, hope and 
a sense of the future. Frankl's theory of meaning as a life-giving force 
(Franki 1977) (see Chapter One) provides support for this notion. This 
research therefore suggests that definitions of power will be improved if 
they incorporate the finding that power is more than control over 
something, and emanates as well from an intangible, internal source not 
easily colonised by others. Power arises from passion, perception and 
perseverance. 

9.4.2 Poverty 

Lack of power, or weakness and deficiency, is often perceived as poverty 
which, in the light of this study takes on an added dimension. Poverty has 
been shown to be a multi-faceted concept whereby loss of control over 
relationships, resources and decisions (Crawford 1994) (see Chapter One) 
impoverishes as much as the absence of material goods. In the same 
Chapter it is suggested that measurements of social life need to include 
more than the material resources possessed (Travers and Richardson 
1993). These finer points do not disguise how the sight of overwhelming 
material poverty in a wealthy Western nation can blind the field worker 
accustomed to assessing such material poverty as a deficit to be speedily 
rectified, to any other response. When this assessment is made, initial 
attention is given to obtaining goods and services in the belief that the 
possession of these overcomes the poverty. 

This study supports others who claim that grassroots work overcomes 
poverty through a different route (McIntyre 1996; Ife 1995; Popple 1995; 
Kenny 1994; Kelly 1992; Wade 1989; Hope, 1984). It suggests that effective 
community development work draws on the community members' skills, 
aspirations and knowledge and that this is achieved, in cross-cultural 
settings, through working at the grassroots level. 
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demeanour as one of no 'purpose in life' (Cavanagh, quoted in Chapter 
Seven, The West Australian November 1974). Economic poverty was not a 
perspective, it was a horrible reality, but it disguised the people's 
spiritual strengths which I discussed in Chapter Seven in terms of tribal 
culture as conveyed by the anthropologist Kolig (Kolig 1977) and 
information provided to us by Aboriginal informants. Our own apparent 
helplessness to change those material conditions also obscured the 
resources we brought to the situation. These I presented throughout 
Chapters Four to Eight as a Christian interpretation of the universal life 
force that gave direction to those who chose to turn to it for guidance, a 
woman's compassion for the needs of other women, and a vast network of 
conscientised politicians and journalists. 

Closely allied to acknowledgment of the existence of an invisible and 
intangible personal resource was its practical ramifications in the field. 
Data from Chapters Four to Eight demonstrate that recognising the men 
and women separately as leaders was the pivotal event that led to their 
dynamic marshalling of community resources to change their own 
circumstances. Community development literature can account for their 
apathy and despair, but not for the alacrity with which they took 
advantage of a framework that had spiritual direction as its fundamental 
operational principle. This was a two-way process governed by the 
Aboriginal traditional gender rules of association. 

Viewing events in this way suggests that when spiritual resources are 
identified in whatever framework is meaningful to the people involved, 
they can be consciously harnessed as a form of wealth upon which the 
people can draw for their own empowerment. They are valuable to 
people in harsh and isolated regions and especially so if the social 
conditions are hostile. This affirmation adds to community development 
theory a view that while poverty is material and social deprivation, at its 
most fundamental level poverty is a lack of, or suppression of, spiritual 
resources. 
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significance in the communication equation of the receiver. By 
overcoming our preconceptions that the people were oppressed because 
they looked oppressed, we were liberated to take seriously what were in 
that context outrageous propositions, such as a return to Forrest River 
Mission (Oombulgurri) or housing and a community bank account for the 
Fitzroy Crossing reserve people. 

When a community development approach brought a different set of 
opportunities, the Aboriginal people's immediate ability to take 
advantage of them was theoretically unexpected unless theory converted 
oppression to suppression. As a result of our experience and reading of 
anthropological and theological literature, the difference as actuated by 
the Aboriginal people's strong traditional culture is explored in this 
study. Despite missionaries' attempts to eradicate Aboriginal religion 
and replace it with a Western version of Christianity, the Wyndham 
Aboriginal people had managed to synthesise their conservative religion 
with the new religion and so retain psychological independence. It 
appears that the pastoralists' actions were directed at organising 
Aboriginal labour rather than colonising their minds, and this was a 
bonus in terms of cultural strength. In contrast, the missionaries' task was 
to replace indigenous culture with Western culture (see Chapter Two). In 
both cases, the community from the Forrest River Mission (Chapters Five 
and Six) and the communities from the pastoral industry (Chapters Seven 
and Eight) were controlled by the alien European culture, a condition 
that, according to Freire, would lead to oppression. From an etic 
perspective Freirean conditions of overwhelming control suggested the 
people were oppressed. However, from an emic perspective, which I now 
bring to bear on this study, their ability to critique their situation suggests 
that they were suppressed and not oppressed. On reflection this 
difference can be attributed to the strength provided by the conservative 
culture that sustained members of the communities with whom we 
worked. Where a controlled people have maintained their self-directed 
image and their capacity to critique their conditions is vibrant, their 
condition is one of suppression rather than oppression. This finding, 
then, alerts the worker in a cross-cultural context where the community is 
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address may not have been meaningful to speakers of English as a second 
language, it was for whites. 

When this community development approach brought a different set of 
responses and opportunities, the Aboriginal people's ability to take 
immediate advantage of them was unexpected unless theory explained 
their readiness differently. Helplessness as behaviour adapted to an 
uncontrollable situation was better explained by the theory of learned 
helplessness (Peterson et al. 1993) (see Chapter One). Peterson et al claim 
that 'helplessness may be less a deficit than an alternative way of 
operating, a way of laying low and keeping one's eyes open when the 
world becomes unresponsive' (Peterson et al. 1993: 306). 

Throughout the data there are demonstrations that the people had 
adopted this means of survival and were able to change rapidly when 
opportunity for self-control presented. Only one will be referenced here 
to illustrate this finding. Aboriginal women in Fitzroy Crossing, Chapters 
Seven and Eight, were generally deemed helpless, once by virtue of their 
ethnicity and again owing to their gender. When respectfully offered 
positions as Homemakers with the Department for Community Welfare, 
they created such successful roles that within only a few years the 
Department adopted their model for use with other reserve communities 
and eventually incorporated the model into policy. 

Our theories, derived from our field experience, assimilated the evidence 
that people's competence and willingness to tackle new tasks became 
activated when they felt compelled to accomplish something and were 
not utterly restrained. In light of this finding: passive and dependent 
behaviour may be more learned helplessness than passivity and 
dependence. 

This simple perception encapsulates much of our emerging community 
development theory. Our work at the grassroots level incorporated the 
fundamental principle that the workers' attitudes were constantly 
educated by their community experiences despite the more simple 
adoption of a model out of which to work. 
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and Markus 1997), to introduce affirmative action for Aborigines. In this 
study, the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs' approval of a grant to enable 
the Forrest River Mission Aborigines to organise an exodus from 
Wyndham back to their country, reduced the need for us as community 
development workers to stay in Wyndham. The effect of this funding and 
positive government support of Aboriginal self-determination demanded 
from us a shift in thinking and required us to let go of the oppositional 
stance embodied in the conflict model out of which we had operated. 
The changed context allowed us to adopt a consensus model more 
appropriate to the new developments that saw government action 
supporting our vision. 

These alternating uses of opposing models, in response to external 
changes, suggest that community workers who operate in the field for the 
long term process rather than the short term project, need to be constantly 
alert to the changing environment and willing to change the model out of 
which they operate. In Chapter Eight, I discuss how our cooption by an 
uncharacteristically progressive government department (the Department 
for Community Welfare) turned to exclusion as our activities came to 
threaten its political masters, and how this changed relationship led us to 
change from a consensus to a conflict model. 

Urban, mono-cultural theories about social change agents do not fit Don 
McLeod (Chapter Four) because they cannot cope with the complexities 
that he embodied. He was, for instance, a member of the dominating race, 
yet he became an agent for the dominated people's liberation. His ability 
to work depended upon their acceptance of him and this was given 
during a large tribal meeting in 1942 (see Chapter Two) when the leaders 
conferred upon him the right to represent them in negotiations with 
European society. Considerable obligations were placed upon McLeod, 
and he met them in a lifetime of service to their cause. My conclusion is 
that the McLeod model of community development is not easily 
transferable because it is based upon this fundamental commitment. It is 
not easily translatable into contemporary terms because its key 
relationship has now been reversed. Where once a European man 
adopting Aboriginal interests was rare and highly valued by the 
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9.6 Community development as a healing process 

This study also shows that community development in isolated and tough 
conditions is incomplete unless it contains processes for self-healing 
especially if, as in the work under study, it is being offered to a people 
who have undergone massive and unwelcome change. Such a description 
fits the community who were evicted from Forrest River Mission, the 
communities who were evicted from the pastoral stations which linked 
them to their tribal land, and we who were isolated from our families and 
at times ostracised by the European community. Counselling for those 
experiencing what Read identifies as the 'intense pain' that can affect 
people who lose their 'loved sites' (Read, 1996: 198) or suffering caused by 
other forms of extreme misfortune is, today, a professional response to 
grief and loss. Even community development theory that aims to rebuild 
community (Kelly and Sewell 1988) can go to a deeper level if it speaks to 
a community in crisis. This orientation derives from our field experience. 

Placing ourselves in similar conditions to those of the people with whom 
we worked exposed us to a degree of vulnerability unusual for 
professional people in our culture. Living and working in the region 
provided us with important experiences that would have been 
unavailable had we been protected by more usual work practices. These 
experiences included being accepted by the communities, accommodated 
when we were without employment and housing, our children being 
accepted and named by the Oombulgurri and Fitzroy Crossing people, 
intimately sharing the variety of experiences we encountered together and 
very importantly, the provision of shelter for Stan by the Christmas Creek 
people after his resignation from the Department (see Chapter Eight). 
These provided a great source of healing strength to help us manage our 
ostracism from members of the community at large. The energies put into 
action for a purpose greater than our own survival provided a rich and 
valued sense of personal validation and worthwhileness that was a 
continual process of healing and renewal. 

In community development theory, the distinction between work to 
achieve process or product implies that there is a choice, whereas 
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Our intentions in taking on the self-appointed task to assist fellow 
Australians achieve improved conditions and a more equal place in the 
community arose initially out of a view of the world tempered by a deep 
understanding held by both of us that 'our' way was not the only or the 
right way. Without being able to formulate our ideas in terms of cross-
cultural awareness of 'other ways of knowing' we none-the-less acted out 
of this conceptual framework. Reframing the intellectual understanding 
of the human experience twenty years later I am appreciative of the shared 
knowing that has deeply affected our world views. What this may have 
meant to Stan and me as individuals, although beyond the scope of this 
study, would make an interesting further study as each of us has 
continued to affect and be affected by the experiences, the people and the 
sense we have made of these. 

What was unrecognised then but emerges clearly from the data is the 
power of personal belief systems. Indeed, the findings valorise personal 
belief systems as the power source for community development in a harsh 
physical climate and tough social and cultural environment where the 
purpose of the work was a change in that environment. This finding is 
valuable for anyone working in situations of isolation. It also adds a new 
dimension to community development theory, or at least gives greater 
prominence to a dimension that has received scant attention in the 
literature up to the present time. It affirms the domain of 'spiritual' as 
equally important to the more common economic, social and political 
construct whenever the conditions are particularly isolated and tough. It 
has shown that given the opportunity, people can be self-reliant and 
independent using their own resources; and that helplessness does not 
equate to hopelessness if people's intangible but available spiritual 
resources are tapped from whatever cultural source is appropriate. 
Tropical community development theory derived from these experiences, 
where the physical and social environments demand unusual strategies 
for change, centres on personal strengths as an organising principle. 
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Appendix 1 

Government and Parliamentary references 

Government Hansard Records 

Federal 
Australian Government Archives 69 / 141 

Western Australian 
Native Welfare Department Wyndham office DNW 241/47 
Department of Community Welfare DCW A 232611; WYG8-1-1 

Parliamentary 

Federal Paliament 

House of Representatives 1969-1979 

Senate: 1969-1979 
Questions on whether Stan Davey was refused a Reserve permit; Senate 
elections 

House of Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal Affairs, 1976 

The Senate Standing Committee on Social Environment, uncorrected 
proof 

The West Australian State Parliament 

Assembly: 1969-1979 

Debates on Aboriginal Communities Bill; Meal money at police stations; 
Electoral State Rolls and DCW Officers in the Kimberley; Noonkanbah 
sacred sites; Policing at Fitzroy Crossing; Electoral Act postal votes; 
Fitzroy Crossing Community Welfare officer; Fitzroy Crossing visit by 
Public Service & Police Commissioner. 

Council: 1979-1979 

Debates on Electoral Act; Aboriginal Communities Bill; Fitzroy Crossing 
police transfer; 
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Appendix 3 
Campaign letters/references data 

Code Date Topic 
CL-i 12/9/66 to Anti-Slavery Society, London re Gurindji, 

Northern Territory (NT) 
CL-2 4/5/70 to Anti-Slavery Soc. London re Forrest River 
CL-3 1/9/70 to Anti-Slavery Soc. London re Gurindji, NT 
CL-4 28/9/70 to Anti-Slavery Soc-London re Aboriginal wage 
CL-5 10/10/70 to Anti-Slavery Soc London re Islanders, NT 
CL-6 5/5/71 to Anti-Slavery Soc. London re Yirrkala, NT 
CL-7 15/9/69 draft letter from Alan Meehan to F.Collard, MP 
CL-8 March 1970 Proposals for Aboriginal Use of Forrest River 
CL-9 16/1/70 to Shire Clerk re proposal for Forrest River 
CL-b 25/2/70 to Harman, MLA, re Forrest River 
CL-il 14/3/70 Pamphlet re Re-organisation of Native Welfare 
CL-12 March 1970 Press release re Priest's report 
CL-13 13/8/70 letter to Editor 
CL-14 8/5/70 to Prof R.M. Berndt re advice on Forrest River 
CL-15 18/4/70 letter to Editor re Aboriginal policies 
CL-16 1970 

continuing 
to Bishop Witt, Bishop of North West Australia, re 
Forrest River 

CL-17 15/10/70 to Editor sending photos and story of corroboree 
CL-18 12/1/71 letter to Editors re 'It really doesn't matter' 
CL-19 12/1/71 'They listen to us with deaf ears' 
CL-20 Feb 1971 message to Kimberley Aboriginal voters re next 

election 
CL-21 4/2/71 Alan Ridge, MLA, re government policy 
CL-22 14/2/71 Letter to Editor 
CL-23 17/3/71 Letter to Editor 
CL-24 19/5/71 To Minister for Community Welfare re transitional 

homes for Fitzroy Crossing 
CL-25 1/6/71 To A. Ridge, MLA, re transitional homes 
CL-26 1971 letters to Senator J. Keefe 
CL-27 10 / 6 / 72 Wyndham Aboriginal Community Rehabilitation 

Plan 
CL-28 9/6/75 Submission on Community Action for Self 

Development and Rehabilitation 
CL-29 August 1975 Development at Fitzroy Crossing - through their 

eyes (photographs) 
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Appendix 5 
Journals data 

DNW = Department of Native Welfare official journal 
DCW = The Department for Community Welfare official journal 

Catalog Author Date Place 

JN-1 SD 21/11/71 - 19/3/72 Wyndham/DNW 

JN-2 SD 20/3/72 - 9/6/72 Wyndham/DNW 

JN-3 SD 10/6/72 - 31/7/72 Wyndham/DNW 

JN-4 JR 12/6/72-17/11/72 Wyndham/DNW 

JN-5 SD 25/9/73 - 31/3/74 Wyndham 

JN-6 SD 29/7/74 - 11/5/76 Wyndham 
Fitzroy Crossing 

JN-7 JR 9/4/73-21/9/73 
7/3/77-18/11/77 

Wyndham/DCW 
Fitzroy Crossing/DCW 

JN-8 JR 26/8/74-2 / 1/76 Wyndham/DCW 

JN-9 JR 5/1/76-4/3/77 Fitzroy Crossing/DCW 

JN-10 JR 4 / 8/75-16/4/76 
1/3/78-18/8/78 

Fitzroy Crossing/DCW 

JN-11 JR 21/8/78-20/12/78 
5/2/79-14/9/79 

Fitzroy Crossing/DCW 

JN-12 JR 14/9/79-7/12/79 Fitzroy Crossing/DCW 
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Code Date Place 
JL-35 3/6/72 Wyndham 
JL-36 11/7/72 Wyndham 
JL-37 11/5/73 Wyndham 
JL-38 21/5/73 Wyndham 
JL-39 10/6/73 Wyndham 
JL-40 25/7/73 Wyndham 
JL-41 1/9/73 Wyndham 
JL-42 4/10/73 Wyndham 
JL-43 21/10/73 Wyndham 
JL-44 19/11/73 Wyndham 
JL-45 11/1/74 Wyndham 
JL-46 12/1/74 Wyndham 
JL-47 2/3/74 Wyndham 
JL-48 30/3/74 Wyndham 
JL-49 17/4/74 Wyndham 
JL-50 27/6/74 Wyndham 
JL-51 15/1/75 Fitzroy Crossing 
JL-52 16/2/75 Fitzroy Crossing 
JL-53 25/3/75 Fitzroy Crossing 
JL-54 22/4/75 Perth 
JL-55 10/8/75 Fitzroy Crossing 
JL-56 1/12/75 Fitzroy Crossing 
JL-57 4/1/76 Fitzroy Crossing 
JL-58 26 / 1 / 76 Fitzroy Crossing 
JL-59 1/4/76 Fitzroy Crossing 
JL-60 26/2/77 Fitzroy Crossing 
JL-61 11/4/77 Fitzroy Crossing 
JL-62 22/6/77 Fitzroy Crossing 
JL-63 14/8/77 Fitzroy Crossing 
JL-64 9/9/77 Fitzroy Crossing 
JL-65 2 / 11 / 77 Fitzroy Crossing 
JL-66 15/11/77 Fitzroy Crossing 
JL-67 5/3/78 Fitzroy Crossing 
JL-68 2/6/78 Fitzroy Crossing 
JL-69 7/7/78 Fitzroy Crossing 
JL-70 9/9/78 Fitzroy Crossing 
JL-71 20/2/79 Fitzroy Crossing 
LJ-72 24/5/79 Fitzroy Crossing 
JL-73 3/7/79 Fitzroy Crossing 

269 



Appendix 8 
Notebooks data 

Code Date Town 

NBK-1 05/69-07/69 Port Hedland 

NBK-2 07/69-12/69 Port Hedland & Broome 

NBK-3 02 / 70-07/770 Broome, Wyndham 

NBK-4 07/70-04/71 Wyndham 

NBK-5 04/71-12/71 Wyndham 

NBK-6 12/71-5/72 Wyndham 

NBK-7 5/72-7/73 Wyndham 

NBK-8 10/74-1/75 Wyndham & Fitzroy Crossing 

NBK-9 1/75-5/75 Fitzroy Crossing 

NBK-10 5 / 75-3 / 76 Fitzroy Crossing 

NBK-11 2/77-9/78 Fitzroy Crossing & Oombulgurri 
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Appendix 10 
Newspapers and Press References 

Noted by topic 

MCEGGS 
Reserves 
Police Relations 
Elections 
Stan Davey's Transfer 
General 
Christmas Creek Station 
Kadjina 
Later Events 

MCEGGS 
Merton Hall Council backs head, by journalist, The Herald, 11/10/58 
Merton Hall storm by journalist, The Sun, 11/10/58 

Moves to settle dispute in School, by journalist, The Age, 13/10/58 
21 Ouit? Merton Hall staff, by journalist, The Sun, 13/10/58 

Letter criticises Head Mistress, (one of the signatories was Myres Richardson - 
Jan's mother)The Age, 28/10/58 

Reserves 
One step away from their ancestors by journalist C.W. Quin, The West Australian, 

13 /8/69 

Firm shows interest in Forrest River Mission area, by journalist, The West 
Australian, 4/11/79 

New settlement for Fitzroy Crossing by journalist, The West Australian, News of 
the North 19/11/69 

Priest says whites stir racial hate, by journalist, Daily News, 15/5/70 
Incest, prostitution on native reserve - priest's report by journalist, The 

Independent, 18/5/70 

Aborigines in search of an identity by journalist H. Ryan, The West Australian, 
2 / 1/71 

A living death by Stan Davey, The Australian, 20/1/71 

Unlucky or lazy: kids go hungry in Wyndham by journalist John Cox, The Sun, 
14/1/71 

Aboriginal girls exploited - claim, by journalist, The West Australian, 20/7/72 
Oombulgurri subject of review, by journalist, Northern Times, 28/3/74 
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Third name in poii confused voters - Ridge by journalist Tim Nelson, The West 
Australian, 20/8/77 

Ridge's use of word 'trick' debated, by journalist Tim Nelson, The West 
Australian, 22/8/77 

Court told of 'master-stroke', by journalist Tim Nelson, The West Australian, 
24/8/77 

Alter Act, even if biased -Ridge, by journalist Tim Nelson, The West Australian, 
30/8/77 

Govt offers $100.000 in poli suit, by journalist, The West Australian, 2/11/77 

Aborigines may face three polls soon by journalist Zoltan Kovacs, The West 
Australian, 3/11/77 

Voting Bill, editorial, The West Australian, 4/11/77 

Ridge racist, says MHR, by journalist, The West Australian, 17/3/78 

Voting rights threatened, by journalist Jan Mayman, The Age, 6/4/79 

Canberra taking a look at State voting rights, by journalist Judith Hoare, Financial 
Review, 15/5/79 

Aborigines to get poll guidance, by journalist, The West Australian, 24/5/79 

Labor sees evil in postal-vote move by journalist, The West Australian, 3/8/79 

Ridge rekindles controversy, by journalist, The West Australian, 31/8/79 

Enrolment rules for Aborigines, letter to Editor by K. Colbung, The West 
Australian, 12/9/79 

O'Neil angers Aborigines, by journalist, The West Australian, 13/9/79 

Electoral Bill offends, by journalist, The West Australian, 19/9/79 

Government cuts debate on electoral Bill, by journalist, The West Australian, 
4/10/79 

Aboriginal voting rights: Labor moves to foil WA law, by journalist Trevor 
Gilmour, The West Australian, 9/11/79 

Electoral changes in force, by journalist, The West Australian, 16/11/79 

Voting bid begins as sitting ends, by journalist, The West Australian, 24/11/79 

5. Stan Davey's Transfer 
Northwest strike threat by journalist John Altham, Daily News, 2/10/79 

Labor takes up CWD issue, by journalist, The West Australian, 3/10/79 

Transfer of CWD man postponed, by journalist, The West Australian, 4/10/79 

Investigate transfer: Labor, by journalist, The Age, 4/10/79 

Concern over quick transfer, letter to Editor by Amanda Perlinski, The West 
Australian, 9/10/79 

Welfare Officer resigns, by journalist George Williams, Daily News, 15/10/79 
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Appendix 11 
Letter re remote area disasters 

Education for 
Happiness 
Jan Richardson 

Faculty of Education post-graduate student 

After fifteen months away from 
NTU, a friend sent me a copy of the 
daily rah. Shock horror! I had 
forgotten normal student life could 
still exist. For I am now a remote 
area external full-time post-graduate 
student. 

Not for me the Internet and 
e/mail, coffee lounges, libraries, 
intellectual debates and student 
revolutions. No, I live in a different 
world. My world is Wyndham in the 
East Kimberley, a land of rocks, 
muddy water, mosquitoes, heat and 
magnificent mountain ranges. 

In my world, if I ride my horse 
8 km into town it takes as long as 
motorists take to drive 100 km to 
Kununurra. That is, if the tide's in 
and I can't gallop over the mud flats. 
If the tides out it takes less time. If I 
want to surf on the Internet, I can't, 
and if I want to access the NTU 
library catalogue on the modem I 
can't do that either. Telephone lines 
are the problem, I think, something 
about their age and condition. 
Where we live we don't have the 
phone anyway. I have to use the 
public phone box. The closest, only 
one km down the track at the wharf, 
is inevitably out of order, but the 
view of the Cambridge Gulf and 
possibly a crocodile is worth the 
trip. 

Geraldine O'Shea at the library 
posts me enough books to make me 
feel like a student - her brilliant 
service provides a tenuous grip on 
reality. My supervisor in the 
Education Faculty performs 
miracles with my computer disks. 

Just when I thought I had this 
remote area game sewn up my 
brand new computer crashed and I 
sent it via a local transport company 
to Darwin for repair. One month 
later 1 am still dealing with the fact 
that it was never delivered - lost, the 
company says; stolen, I say. My life 
line, my data, my symbol of the 
technological answer to dis-
advantage, all gone, except what I 
managed to back-up before the 
crash. 

And just when I was coming out 
of five months hot season, which 
defies the most determined brain 
worker. Five months of 
temperatures over forty degrees 
inside the house during the day, 
dropping to 38 over night. We don't 
have air conditioning, either. I told 
my supervisor the rocks in my head 
were cooked, my brain had melted 
and my computer had been stolen, 
but I am still happy. I am depending 
on him being willing to accept my 
happiness in lieu of a thesis. 

One of the forms I had to fill in 
asked if there was any risk to anyone 
through the research I am 
undertaking. I said yes, to my 
marriage and my sanity. Apart from 
those two things, no. I don't think 
that's what they meant, but studying 
in isolation in odd places produces 
a different world view and it is good 
for 55 year old women who get their 
kicks in life from difficulties. And 
it's good to know that technology 
hasn't solved everyone's problems. 
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Glossary 

Gudia (also spelt kartiya) local Aboriginal language term for White or European 
person 

To overland cattle To drive a large number of cattle (a mob) over land by 
stockmen on horseback and taking many months 

Mawaba Wyndham Aboriginal language term for elders' 
council 

Madja local Aboriginal term for respected male elder 

Pastoral station A large tract of land used for the purpose of grazing 
and breeding cattle or sheep 
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