IN SEARCH OF THE 'NEVER-NEVER': THE NORTHERN
TERRITORY METAPHOR IN AUSTRALIAN WRITING 18371992.

Michelle Sue Dewar
Bachelor of Arts (Honours), History, University of Melbourne
Master of Arts fHonours), History, University of New England
Diploma of Education, Darwin Community College

Arts Faculty, Northern Territory University
Thesis submitted for Doctor of Philosophy
History Discipline, Faculty of Arts
Northern Territory University

31 March 1993

To the best of my knowledge and belief. the work presented in this thesis is original.
except as acknowledged 1n the text and this material has not been submitted in whole or
1n part. for a degree at th1s or any other university.

/v�
. . .

,.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

2

CONTENTS

Abstract

5

Acknowledgments

6

Introduction

7

PART ONE 'DIGGING SOUA TTING & PIONEERING LIFE'

20

CHAPTER ONE 'LAND OF THE DAWNING'

24

CHAPTER TWO 'WE OF THE NEVER-NEVER'

47

PART TWO WHITE SETTLERS IN THE TROPICS'

78

CHAPTER THREE 'WIDE HORIZONS'

84

CHAPTER FOUR 'OUR BACK YARD'

119

PART THREE 'OUTBACK'

153

CHAPTER FIVE 'SPINIFEX WALKABOUT'

161

CHAPTER SIX 'VISION SPLENDID'

190

PART FOUR 'THROUGH MY EYES'

223

CHAPTER SEVEN 'THE SONGLINES'

229

CHAPTER EIGHT 'TRACKS'

253

CONCLUSION

283

BIBLIOGRAPHY

287

Notes To Appendices I-IV

330

3

LIST OF PHOTOGRAPHS

1 & 2.
.

We o f the Never Never

covers

23

3. Cover The Splendid Savage by Conrad Sayee

82

4. Cover Comrades by Joseph Bowes

82

5. Cover Buffalo J im by William Hatfield

83

6. Cover Flying Doctor Calling by Ernesttne Hill

83

7. Cover Life Among the Aborigines by W.E. Harney

159

8. Cover Oust For the Dancers by Beth Dean and Victor Carel!

159

9. Cover The Man From Outback by Lucy Walker

160

1 0. Cover

160

Walkabout

by Charles and Elsa Chauvel

1 1. Cover Witchetty's Tribe by Eric JolliHe

187

12. Cover Piccaninny

1 87

Walkabout

by Axel Poignant

1 3 . Jolliffe cartoon, Caption 'NERA SAYS . . .

'

188

14. Poignant photograph, Aboriginal parents

188

1 5 . Poignant photograph, Aboriginal famtly scene

189

1 6. Jolliffe cartoon, Aboriginal domesttc relattons

189

1 7. Cover

Flying Hero Class

228

18. Cover

Wildcat

by Thomas Keneally

by R.F. Brissenden

228

1 9 . Cover The Red Heart by Frank Clune

282

20. Cover

282

The Crocodile Club

by Kaz Cooke

4

ABSTRACT

For more than one hundred and fifty years, the Northern Territory has been represented
in Australian writing as a region of special significance. The process of defining the
Northern Territory as a literary construct and the ensuing dialogue between outback and
urban themes, focussed the writing within the debate concerning national identity.
Territory

literature

environment and

embraces
the

place

subjects
of

arising

Aborigines.

from

These

colonisation,
issues

remain

attitudes

to

fundamental

the
to

establishing both an identity and legitimacy for non-Aboriginal settlers in Australia. The
Northern Territory became the theatre where these unresolved issues could be played
out. An examination of the social and intellectual climate of the periods through the lives
of the authors, and the assumptions, images and themes of the books, reveals a
progression

of

attitudes

and

values

inherent

in

the

settler

culture.

The

literary

construction of the Northern Territory became the metaphor for European occupation of
Australia. The perseverance of the Northern Territory as a subject for Australian writing,
apparently

disproportionate

to

its

population,

geographic

location,

or

economic

significance, suggests that the metaphor remains relevant.
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INTRODUCTION

HWe/1, I 'm a bit of a deconstructionist myself. It's kind of exciting - the
last intellectual thri l l /eft. Like sawing through the branch you're sitting
on.

"1

This study proposes that the Northern Territory as a region, has functioned as a
metaphor in Australian writing. Simon During wrote,
our cultural practices fl speak in these sentences as a white settler to
other white settlers) are to some degree constructed for us by the fact
that we occupy another's land on terms

which can never be wholly

sanctioned, as well as by the fact that our occupation has fragmented
and transformed indigenous

ways of life

within dramatically

unequal

po wer-rela t ions. 2

Northern Territory writing explores a variety of themes based around settler attitudes to
landscape, culture, Aborigines. gender, distance and frontier. This focus attempts to
locate and define the non-Aboriginal occupation of Australia from all aspects: physically,
spatially, morally a n d temporally. Northern Territory writing offers an interpretation of
the

settlement

of

Australia

which

seeks

to

legitimise

European

settlement.

Representations of the Northern Territory can be seen to have developed and modified in
response to changing events i n Australian society generally. The Northern Territory as
metaphor in Australian writing is the microcosm where the European occupation of the
continent is reconciled.
When I first looked at Northern Territory writing while researching my Master's degree, I
was struck by both the recurring themes in the texts and the construction of the
Northern Territory as a literary image. These factors were not, I believed, unrelated.
Belying either the economic or political importance of the region on a national scale, the
semiotics of 'Northern Territory' suggested special cultural significance.
David Day noted, ' European Australians have tried in the space of two hundred years to
evolve a country out of a continent and establish a claim to its proprietorship that can
rival that of the original inhabitants ' . 3 Northern Territory writing seemed anchored to a
need to define and locate non-Aboriginal settlement within the landscape. Because of the

D. Lodg e, Small
2

Worl d (Ringwood: Penguin, 1985

(1984)), p. 118.

S. During, 'Post-Colonialism', Beyond che Disciplines: The New Humanities, Papers from the Australian

Academy of the Humanities Sympos1um 1991, K.K. Ruthven, ed., (Canberra: Australian Academy of the
Humani ti eS, 1992), p. 98.

3

D. Day, ' Aliena in a Hostile Land: A Re-Appraisal of Australian H istory' , Journal of Australian Srudies, 23

(November 1988), p.

4.

7

political anomalies inherent in its status. under Commonwealth jurisdiction, the region
became the Northern Territory of Australia, belonging to all and free of state affiliations.
The Territory became a focus for writers because it allowed for the replaying of the non
Aboriginal colonisation of the continent.

Susan Sontag suggested that an inability to

come to terms with the 'insufficiencies · of the western developed culture of the United
States found expression in a metaphor, the disproportionate fear of contracting cancer. 4
Gradually from my reading of the texts, I came to the conclusion that the construct of
'Northern Territory' in Australian writing functioned as a cultural metaphor.
I have restricted my analysis of content almost entirely to published books. I have not
attempted to cover all the material available concerning the Northern Territory, but I have
aimed for as broad a selection as possible. I found about 750 books and pamphlets
about the Northern Territory but probably 100 or more would have been published after
1 960 and were specialised studies. either missionary histories or anthropology. I did not

therefore include those texts !as I felt they were aimed at a specific readership) unless

I

could see evidence that the ideas had been read and disseminated widely outside the
academic community. Nor did I include general travel books, unless they had a Northern
Territory bias. There would also be about 40 books which

I

know of but I have not been

able to locate or read. Some are at the far ends of the continent and not available for
inter-library loan, and others, although listed at libraries, are simply missing from the
shelves. 5
Many authors of books were also represented in radio and film scripts as well as in
newspapers, magazine articles and short stories. Although analysis of these will not be
covered in this study, as Richard White has demonstrated in his examination of the
impact and content of Man magazir.e, 6 they also could provide valuable avenues of
research to future scholars. Equally, many writers concentrating upon the Northern
Territory have unpublished . manuscripts in the Latrobe and Mitchell libraries, and National
Library in

Canberra.

While

analysis

of unpublished

writing

is not

useful

in

any

assessment of imagery in the national consciousness, as Russell McDougall in his MA
thesis7 on Capricornia has shown (with his use of Herbert's unpublished drafts) further

4
5

S. Sontag, Illness Its Metaphor (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Pengu1n, 1 9 8 8 ( 1 9 78)), pp. 89-90.
Some of these books are not particularly old but they are certainly rare. If anyone has, for example, J.F.W.
Schultz. Descinltd co Perish? With the Chevrolet co Hermannsburg ITanunda: Aurichts, 1 938) sitting on a
bookshelf he or she is either fortunate or the person who took the two copies from the National Library.

6

A. White, 'The Importance of Being Man', P. Spearitt & D. Walker. Ausrralian Popular Culture (Sydney: Allen
& Unwin, 1 9 7 9 ) , pp 145-68.

7

A. McDougall, 'Xavier Herbert's Capricornia: lron1c Structure and Imaginative V1sion', MA thes1s. Umvers1ty
o f Adelaide, 1 9 B 1 .
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research in this direction would prove fruitful 1n an any future attempt to evaluate
writers' images of the Territory.
Commentators have noted that prior to the 1 970s histonans did not use literature as
historical evidence. 8 But latterly, the discipline of History has shown an �ncreased
interest in the insights provided by a study of Australian cultural phenomena from
literature to comics. 9 In 1973, Geoffrey Serle's From Deserts The Prophets Come: The
Creative Spirit in Australia 1 788-19 72

was published, which provided an analys1s of

Australian cultural history using a range of material:
This book is about literature, art, music, theatre and architecture in their
Australian context, about 'high' culture . . . (and/ does not pretend to be
intellectual history or to cover the ideas which have shaped Australia. It
is frankly elit ist: except incidentally, it does not discuss either 'popular·
culture or the sociology of culture (on which there are great books to be
written). 1 0

Again using the evidence of Australian 'high culture', John Docker's Australian Cultural
Elites,

published i n 1974, highlighted the Sydney-Melbourne dichotomy of 'alternative

traditions in Australian cultural history' through an examination of Australian literature.11
David Walker's Dream and D isillusion: A Search for Australian Cultural Identity ( 1 976)
examined the roles of four Melbourne writers and intellectuals who had a vision to
'establish a national culture in Australia' . 1 2 Tim Rowse's Australian Liberalism and
National Character

{ 1978) similarly looked at the way Australian literature. literary

criticism and ideology both describe and prescribe a sense of ·national character':
The narrative section of this book began with a discussion of relatively
abstract writings on the state and its policies, the nature of citizenship
and the problems of working-class education. It has ended dealing with
rather differen t texts: literary criticism and a social criticism which is
more evocative o f a 'way of fife' and more consciously 1ndigenous. 13

The majority of Australian writing which deals with the Northern Territory falls into the
category of 'popular' writing rather than 'literature ' . It is only comparatively recently that
such material has achieved legitimacy as evidence in academic study. Susan Sontag

8

S. Dermody, J. Docker & D. Modjeska, 'Introduction: Australian Cultural Studoes: Problems and Dolemmas
S. Dermody, J. Docker & D. Modjeska e ds .. Nellie Melba, Ginger Meggs and Fnends. Essays m Ausrrahan
Cutrural History (Ma lm sbury, Voctoroa: Kobble Books.

9

Disciplines: The New Humeniries, pp. 1·21.

10

r

1974), p.

I 788· 1 9 72

(Melbourne.

xi.

xii.

&

D. Walker , Dream and Disillusion: A Search for Austrelian Cultural ldanrrry (Canberra: Australian Nat10na1
University Press,

13

Morros. 'Cultural Studoes·. Ruthven. 8tJyona ""'

J. Docke , Australitm Cultural Elires: lncelleccual Traditions in Sydney and Mt!lbourne tSvdney: Anous
Robertson,

12

M.

G. Serle , From Oesens thtJ Prophets Come: The CrtJtHNe SplfiT m Ausrrelia

Heinema nn , 1 973). p.

11

19821. p. 10.

For a d1scuss1on on Cultural Studies generally. see

1976), p.

1.

T . Rowse, UbereHsm and National Charectar (Mel b ourne:

Kobble. 1 97 8).

p.

25 1 .

9

observed that,

'the modernist sensibility

had

created

new

boundaries for popular

culture ' . 1 4 John Rickard has pointed out that, 'The distinction between high and popular
culture was born of the need felt to argue the case for studying the latter' 15 and that
such distinctions are themselves 'unreward i n g ' . 1 6 Lawrence Levine has suggested that
the definitions of high culture and low culture are dependent upon the context of the
times, 'because the primary categories of culture have been the products of ideologies
which were always subject to modifications and transformations, the perimeters of our
cultural divisions have been permeable and shifting rather than fixed and immutable' . 1 7
Australian Popular Culture, published i n 1 9 79 and edited by Peter Spearitt and David

Walker, was considered by Susan Dermody, John Docker and Drusilla Modjeska as
having marked the entry of historians into 'the debate over text'. 18 This recognition that
an examination of a broader literary tradition, and not simply a study of the Australian
'high culture', opened the field of evidence available to the historian. David Walker
commented, 'it becomes clear that the study of popular literature . . . has been inhibited
by the high cultural emphasis of literary studies in Australia' . 1 9 This change in approach
was indicated in post-graduate research: Garry Disher's, "Before the Age of Hurry-up
' : Australian landscape writing 1 92 5 - 1 9 5 0 ' , 20 and Margriet Bonnin's,

'A Study of

Australian Descriptive and Travel Writing, 1 929-45'2 1 were completed at about this
time.
Dermody, Docker and Modjeska ' s edition of Nellie Melba, Ginger Meggs and Friends
( 1982) was itself conceived as a way of providing a focus for the debate. The academic

discourse continued throughout the 1 980s. Stella Lees and June Senyard' s study The
1950s22 used books, newspapers, novels, films, reminiscences and photographs for

their analysis of cultural change in that decade. Geoffrey Serle re-edited and re-released

14

Susan Sontag in an interview with R. Soyars & M. Bernstein,

1975, for the quarterly Salmagundi, S.

Sontag, A Susan Sonrag Reader, E. Hardwick, ed., (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin,

337-8.
15

17

Rickard, 'Cultural History', p.

19
20

1 78.

8.

11.

D . Walker, 'Introduction', Spearitt & Walker, Australian Popular Culture, pp.
G. Disher, 'Before the Age of Hurry-up ... ': Australian landscape wnt1ng

1 978.

M. Bonnin, 'A Study o f Australian Descriptive and Travel Writing,
Queensland,

22

p.

186.

Dermody, Docker, Modjeska, ' Introduction', p.

Monash,

21

1989),

L. Levine, Highbrow/Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural Hierarchy n
i America (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1988), p.

18

pp.

J. Rickard, 'Cultural History: the "High" and the "Popular"', S.L. Goldberg & F.B. Smith, eds .. Australian
Cultural History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

16

1 983 I 1982)),

1980.

S. Lees & J. Senyard, The 1 950s

..

8-9.
1925·1 950,

1929-45

',

MA thesis, History,

PhD, thesis,

English,

. How Australia Became a Modern Society, an d Everyone Got a House

and Car (South Yarra: Hyland House,

1987).
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his 1 973 work From Deserts the Prophets Come in 1987 as The Creative Spirit in
Australia: A Cultural History but continued to maintain the emphasis on 'high culture',

not concerning popular culture ' Except incidentally'. 23 John Rickard, in contrast, used a
'broader cultural focus' 24 in his Australia:

A Cultural History,

referring to popular fiction.

cartoon strips, magazines and sport as well as the established writers and intellectuals.
S.L. Goldberg and F . B . Smith edited Australian Cultural History, agreed that 'culture in
Australia . . . is inclusive rather than exclusive'. 25 John Fiske, Bob Hodge and Graeme
Turner see, 'Australian culture . . . as a set of ways of constructing meanings, not as
specific objects or artefacts' . 26
Contemporary studies of Australian literature suggest that a regional rather than national
approach could provide insight into writing, particularly writing from outside the urban
centres of Sydney and Melbourne. In the area of language, Nancy Keesing, 27 Pauline
Bryant28 and William Ramson 29 have been engaged on separate studies of Australian
English in an attempt to ascertain the degree of regional variation. In the areas of literary
criticism. Bruce Bennett30 and Cheryl Frost3 1 with their analyses of Western Australian
and North Queensland literature have continued this approach. Garry Winter too has
raised the notion of a regional approach to Queensland literature. 32 In the Northern
Territory, Tony Scanlon, 33 David Headon 34 and Trevor James35 have written on the
influence of the region upon the writing. Leonie Kramer, 36 Susan McKernan, 37 Ken

23

Serle, The CretJtNe SpiriT in AustrtJiia, p. XIII.

24

J. Rickard. AuscraliiJ: A Cultural History (Melbourne: Longman Cheshire,

25

Goldberg & Smith. 'Preface'. AusrrtJiian Cultural History. p.

26

27
28

8. Hodge
1988 1 1 987)). pp.

J. Foske.

1988),

p. xiii.

4.

and G. Turner, Myths of Oz: Reading Auscral ian Popular Culrure (Sydney: Allen & Unw1n,
Vlli·IX.

N. Kees1ng, Lily on the Dustbm (Ringwood: Penguin.

1982).

For example. P. Bryant, 'The South-East Lex1cal Usage Reg1on of Australian English', Auscralian Journal of
Linguisttcs.

9 1 1 9891. pp. 85·134; 'Reg1onal
5 1 1 985). pp. 67 -78.

Vanation 1n the Australian English Lexicon', Ausrralian Journal

of Lingut:stics.

29

W.S. Ramson, 'Regionalism t n Australian English'. Australian Journal o f Linguistics,

9 (19891, pp. 73-83.

30

8. Bennett, Place, Region and Community (Townsville: James Cook University, 1985).

31

C. M. Frost, 'Literature in North Queensland: Charactenstics and Content',
History. Third Senes (Townsville: James Cook UniverSity,

32

Lectures on North Queensland

1 978), pp. 131-55.

G. Winter. 'Queensland Literature: Is it Different?', LiNQ: Literature in North Queensland,

45-51.
33
34

1 5 , 3 ( 1 987),

T. Scanlon, 'Missionary Wnttng and Black Women', public lecture, Darw1n Institute of Technology,

pp.

1987 .

D. Headon, Norrh of the Ten CommtJndments: A Collect ion of Northern Territory Literatura (Sydney: Hodder
& Stoughton.

1 99 1 ).

'Introduction'; Headon worked to actively promote a contemporary sense of Northern

Terrrtory reg1onalism 1n literature as founder of the annual Northern Territory Literary Awards tor short story
wnt1ng, poetry and recently, Aboriginal writing.

35

T. Jamee, 'From Exploration to Celebration: Writers and the Landscape in Australia's Northern Territory',
preeented at a Seminar on Australian Literature, University of Stirling,

9- 1 1

36

L . Kramer. 'Reg1onaliam Goea Beyond Parish Pump', The Auscrelian.

37

S. McKernan, 'Croaaing the Border Reg1onal Writing in Australia', Metmjin,

15

September.

April

1983.

1991.

4 ( 1 986), pp. 547 -60.
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Gelder and Paul Salzman38 and Peter Pierce39 all favour a regional rather than national
approach to Australian writing.
Regional studies have been determined by social, geographical or political boundaries. 40
David Headen considered Northern Territory writing as 'the most exciting expression of
regional

literature

in

the

country

for

an

assortment

of

cultural,

geographical,

environmental and social reasons' . 4 1 His argument for considering the Territory on a
regional basis was in three parts: firstly, that there was a sense of 'identity' both in the
Territory and outside it, that Territorians existed as distinct from the rest of Australia;
secondly, that the Northern Territory, with its defined state borders, was a measurable
region in the political sense; thirdly, that in the writing there was a 'distinctive flavour to
the region of the Northern Territory . . . an embanled sense of Territory humour'.42
Suzanne Falkiner agreed and found 'the adventure tales and bush yarns' 'authentic
European regional writing' . 43 Other commentators agree that the Territory should be
regarded as distinct from the rest of Australia. Jon Stranon argued that 'the Northern
Territory is the least 'real' area of Australia . . . the weakest moment in the articulation of
the dominant discourse of 'Australia". 44 Trevor James wrote.
For the Australian imagination the Northern Territory remained what
Jeannie Gunn gave a name to - the 'Never-Never'. Even today there is no
proper name, it is merely the 'Territory', a frontier separated from the
'real' Australian of popular imagination by a psychological Brisbane-line

45

The Territory is perceived as both a geographic and political entity distinct from the rest
of Australia and as a place with its own cultural and mythic values.
The cultural inter-relationship between urban and rural worlds is complex in many
developed western countries, particularly the English-speaking ones without a peasant

38

K. Gelder & P. Salzman,

The Ne w Div'lrsity: Ausrralitm Fiction 1 9 7 0 · 1 988 (Melbourne: McPhee Gribble,

1989), particularly Chapter five,

39
40

P.

'Regions and Regionalism'. pp.

82· 1 12.

Pierce, gen. ed., The Oxford Literary Gu1de co Ausra
r lia (Melbourne: Oxford Unive rsity Press, 1 987).

For example, B. Bennett & W. Grono, eds. . Wide DomtJm: Western AuscroltJ
i n Themes and Images (Sydne y:

Angut & Robertson, 1 979); P. Morgan, ed ., Shadow and Shine: An Anthology of Gp
i p sland Literature
!Church•ll. Victona: Centre for Gippsland Stud ies,

Gippsland, 1 988); V. Smith & M. Scott, eds.,
19851. to name only a few.

Light: The Poetry of Tttsmtmi6 (Sandy Bay, Tasmania: Twelve tree s,

41
42

Heedon, Norrh of the Ten CommtJndments, p. xix.
D.

Headon,

'The

Moat

Beautiful L•es,

the

Ugliest

Truths ...

the Compiling

Comm6ndments', pub lic lecture, Northern Territory UniverSity, 3 April

43

Effects of

S . Falkiner,

The Wdters' LandsctJpe: Settlement, vol

Schutter, 1992).

p.

214.

2.

44

J . Stranon, 'Deconatruct1ng the Territory', Cultural Srudies,

45

Jamet, 'From Exploration to Celebration', p. 1 .

1991.

of

Norrh

of the

Ten

(East Roseville, New South Wales: Simon &

3, 1 ( 1 9891. p. 38.
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tradition.46 Sean Glynn argued forcefully that the idealisation of the bush traditron was a
product of an increasing urbanisation in Australian society:
Although Australia forged a national legend based in

the bush,

the

acceptance of this legend must be related to the ideological needs of a
highly urbanised population . . . an increasing number of people found
themselves living a somewhat monotonous, highly-regulated way of life
in an 'unnatural' physical environment . . . Urban escapism went hand in
hand with a steady increase in nationalistic sentiment. 47

Russel Ward in The Australian Legend commented that the archetypal Australian was an
egalitarian bushman from the outback48 and as Thomas Keneally once said. 'the reg1on
which in the imaginations of most Australians is outback par excellence is the Northern
Territory' . 49 'Outback' like ' N ever-Never' has its existence in the imaginary rather than
the corporeal world. The outback is the frontier of white Australian imagination and the
Northern Territory, (where car number plates read 'Outback Australia' in ochre-coloured
lettering) is the geographical region where this image is regularly given literary form.
Meaghan Morris noted,
One of the most genuinely

"popular " forms

of Cultural Studies

in

Australia is the kind o f myth analysis that favors making paradigms of
national cultural topoi. Books about national culture are often criticized
for essentialism, and for nostalgic sentimentality.

best-sellers, and are very widely read. 50

They are also often

In attempting to define the relationship between place and a national identity it might at
this point be helpful to look at some historical theory generally.

Historians have

attempted to theorise a conceptual framework from which to describe the construction
of a national identity. Within the discipline of History these theories could be described
as a spectrum with Turner's 'frontier hypothesis' at one end of the scale and Hartz's
'fragment theory' at the other.

46

Nigel Barley noted that the English carry with them a perception that c1ty hv1ng is 'unnatural'; 'The country
is not just a place. 1t is a value, someth1ng self-evidently good tn 1tself ... People who have been born 1n
towns nevertheless speak of themselves as 'gettmg back' to the country. Although the Enghsh countrysode

is almost entirely man-made, its admirers 1nsist of see1ng ot as completely 'natural"; N. Barley. NarNe Land
(Ringwood; Penguin, 1990 ( 1 989)), p. 1 2 ; Yi-Fu Tuan noted similar attitudes amongst Amoncan resodents:
'The dominant myths of America are non·urban . . . It has become an unth1nk1ng reflex for Amencans to see

the city as the farmer and the intellectual see it:

Babylon-den of in1quity, atheiStiC and un-Ameflcan.

impersonal and destructive'; Y. Tuan, Topophilia: A Srudy of Environmenraf Perceprton, Artrrudes, and
V11fut1s (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall,

47

1974), p. 1 9 3.

S. Glynn, Urbanisation in Australian History 1 788-1900 (Melbourne: Nelson.

48

R. Ward, The Austr��filln Legend (Melbourne: Oxford Un1vers1ty Press.

49

T. Keneally, Outback (London: Hodder & Stoughton,

so

1984),

p.

1975 (19701). p.

1 977 (19 58)),

77.

pp. 1·2.

8.

M. Morris, 'On the Beach', Ecscasy 11nd Economics: Amtmcan Essays for John Forbes (Sydney: EmPress.
1992), p. 100.
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The 'frontier hypothesis' was proposed by Frederick Jackson Turner in the Untted States
at the end of the nineteenth century as an explanation for both the tnfluence of the
environment and the evolution of national character. 5 1 Turner suggested that Amencan
political, cultural and social institutions developed as a response to the expanding
frontier, 'the meeting point between savagery and civilisation' . 5 2 Attempts have been
made by historians to examine Australian history in terms of the Turner model. 53 Louts
Hartz was critical of the Turner hypothesis and suggested a theory of colon1satton whtch
described new colonies as 'fragments' of the founding nation. America was formed.
Hartz postulated, 'as a result of the extrication of a bourgeois fragment from the turmoil
of seventeenth-century England'. 54 Australia, Richard Rosencrance argued. applying the
Hartz hypothesis, retained the class elements of British society of the early nineteenth
century of which most of the immigrants were composed, that is, wage earntng,
working class.55
Geoffrey Bolton has suggested that Rosencrance ignored much of the historical debate
that was occurring within the discipline and that the Hartz thesis did not provide a totally
satisfactory explanation of events. 56 Other historians have argued the relative merits of
acceptance of the Hartz thesis. 5 7 A.W. Martin points out that in Hartz's theory,
'historical comparison dips close to metaphor' . 58 In the realm of metaphor, I believe, it is
most valuable to use Hartzian theory. The Territory is a 'fragment' of Australian society
and its identity has been shaped, as commentators have noted. 5 9 more as a result of the
national experience than as a genuine response to the environment. At the same time,
selective

application

of

Turner's

frontier thesis

is

also

useful;

not

in

Turner's

deterministic view of the interaction between the environment and the individual, but in

51

For a more detailed analysis of the Turner hypot hesis and the Northern Territory see M. Dewar, 'Front1er
Theory an d the Construction of Meaning in Northern Temtory Writing'. paper presented Australian H1storocal
Association Conference,

52
53

30 June, 1991.

F.J. Turner, The Fronrier in American History (New York: Holt, Rinehart & W1nston .

19621. p . 3.

For example B. Fitzpatrick, The Austrlllitm People (Carlton: Melbourne Un1vers1ty Press, 1946), F. Alexander,
'The Frontier Theme in Australian History', Moving Fronriers (Melbourne: Melbourne Univers•ty Press, 1969,

(1 947 )); Ward, The Ausrralian Legend; H.C. Allen,
University Press, 1 959); H. Reynolds, The Ocher Side
1 9 7 7 ), etc.

Bush and Backwoods (Michigan:

Mich•gan State

of the Fronrier (Townsville: James Cook Un•vers•t y,

54

L. Hartz, The Founding of New Societies (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World,

55

R.N. Rosencrance, 'The Radical Culture of Australia', Hartz, The Founding of New Societies, p.
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G. Bolton , 'Louis Hartz'. Australilln Economic History Review,
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19641.
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p.

19731.

4.

pp.

286.
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A.W. Martin, 'Australia and the Hartz 'Fragment ' Thesos', Ausrrlllilln Economic History Rewew,
(September,

1 9 7 3); J.W.

13. 2

McCarty, 'Australia as a Region of Recent Settlement on the Nineteenth Century' ,

Australi11n Economic History Review,

13, 2 (September, 1973); J.B. Hirst. 'Keep1ng Colonoal Hostory
1 . Hiscoflclll Studies, 2 1 , 82 IAprol 1984).

Colonial: The Hartz Thesis Revisited', Historocal Recons1derat1ons
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Martin, 'Australia and the Hartz ' Fragment' Thesis', p.

146.

R. White, Inventing Australill (Sydney: Allen & Unw1n, 1981 ); G . Dav1son. 'Sydney and the Bush: An Urban
Context for t he Australian Legend' , J. Carroll, ed .. lnrruders in the Bush: The Auscraf111n Ouest for ldenrrry
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i y Press,
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the recognition that there is a perception of the Northern Territory as the Austral1an
frontier where outback behaviour is paradigmatic of national identity. For Turner. the
frontier was the ' process' by which the aberrant behaviour of the front1er became
codified and transformed as a celebration of American national cultural 1dent1ty. 60 The
Northern Territory represents a frontier to Australians, in the sense that it is seen as
quintessential of a national experience. Robyn Davidson described her response to the
film Crocodile Dundee, 6 1 'There was Australia as it would like to be seen, as it would
like to see itself . . . under all that toughness and bravado the heart of a pussy cat and a
spirit full of wilderness' . 62
Peter Loveday found the notion of frontier in north Australia unworkable 63 but other
commentators have found the label appropriate. Alan Powell suggested that the Terntory
is promoted by Territorians as a frontier as a way of defining themselves as distinct in
the Australian context. 64 Lyn Ridden regarded the Territory as a frontier as evidenced in
the primitive, simple lifestyle experienced by the white settlers, 65 Russel Ward in the
sense of freedom of the 'wide open spaces' .5 6 Diane Bell regarded the Territory as
frontier because of the perpetuation and tolerance of certain violent behaviour. 67
But to return to the idea of the Northern Territory as a 'fragment' of Australia, the
process by which the frontier is created and perpetuated has more to do with how we
see ourselves. Howard Eilberg-Schwartz noted, 'As anthropologists and philosophers
dismantled the opposition between savagery and civilisation, they began to realise that
what they had actually seen in the savage was, in fact, a shadowy version of ourselves

60
61

Turner, The Frontier in American History, p. 22;
As the discussion

in Meanjin

has

demonstrated,

Cro codile

Dundee does

R. Abbey & J. Crawford, 'Crocodile Dundee or Davy Crockett?',

not

necessaroly

represent

Meanjln, 46, 1 I1987). pp. 122-8;
Meanjin, 46, 2 ( 1 9 8 7 ) , pp. 1 45·5 2. In a

'aggressive nationalism', see J. Davidson, 'locating Crocodile Dundee',

neat inversion of national/regional mythology, a recently subdivoded estate outsode Darwon has been called
'Dundee Beach' clearly intending to evoke the Crocodole rather than Caledonoan onfluence.
52

R. Davodson, 'The Mythologocal Crucoble', T. Keneally, P. Adam-Smoth, R. Davidson, Australia Beyond the

Dreamume (Richmond, Victoria: Wolliam Heonemann Austraha, 19871. p. 24 0 .

63

P. Loveday, 'Political History of the North', I. Moffat & A. Webb, eds .. Norrh AustrtJiian ResetJrch: Some
Past Themes and New Directions (Darwin: North Australian Research Unot, Australian Natoonal Unoversoty

1 9 9 1 ), pp. 148-9.
64

Alan Powell stated: 'Heaven help us, we who live on it rather hke the omage. not 1ust for the sake of touros!
dollars, but because it causes us to stand out from the general mass of Australians': A. Powell, 'In Search
of a True Territorian', Inaugural Lecture by the Dean, Faculty of Arts, Unoversoty College of the Northern
Territory, 198B.

65

l. Riddett, Growing Up in the Pastoral Frontier: Conceprton, Birrh and Childhood on Cattle St;,rtons m rhe

NT 1920·1950 and Recreation and Enrerrainmenr on Norrhern Territory Pastoral Stations, 191 0· 1950
(Darwin: State library of the Northern Territory, Occasional Papers. 23, 1 9 9 1 ), p. 1 .

66
67

Ward, Th8 Australian Lagend, p . 79.
D. Bell & T. Nelson, 'Speaking About Rape os Everyone's Business'. Wom<!tn's Studr<!ts lnternauofllll Forum,
1 2 ,4 (19891, p. 4 1 2.
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that we had failed to recognise'. 68 Edward Said's comments concerning the relat1onsh1p
between the geographical and notional Orient, could well apply to the Northern Territory:
'At most, the "real" Orient provoked a writer to his vision; it very rarely guided 1t.
Orientalism responded more to the culture that produced it than to its putative object ' . 69
I n her study of attitudes to the primitive, Marianna Torgovnick suggested the relat1onsh1p
between our society and our social constructs are both an effort of control as well as a
facet of ourselves, ' a rhetoric of desire . . . which implicates "us" in "them" we try to
conceive as the Other' . 7 ° The Northern Territory, as outback frontier, provides icons and
myths for our society.
Writing about the Northern Territory is characterised by the repeated use of images that
are recognisable to the reader. It is possible to trace the history of the origin and the use
of these images and, in some cases, the change in meaning of these images over time.
Suzanne Falkiner has noted a dichotomy inherent throughout Australian writing:
Was Terra Australis a mythical land o f invention and inversion, a paradise
on earth, or a harsh terrain of death and exile? . . . the last two projections
of the landscape, though violently opposed,
Australian literature.

Both ran concurrently

would recur frequently in
with equally contradictory

social theories in circulation at the time of settlement . . .

Australian

writing today is sti ll marked b y a dichotomy as to whether the country
represents a haven of liberty or an uncivilised place of exile. 7 1

I n Northern Territory writing, the boundaries between such oppositions may b e fluid.
Writers may assign relative worth to one side of such pairs depending on context. For
instance, the bush is often a positive image associated with purity and innocence in
contrast to a city with negative connotations of dirt and corruption. Categories can be
subjective and the images contradictory. For instance, a writer may contrast "city"
{negative) with "bush" (positive) and then go on to use the images "wilderness"
{negative) and "pioneer settlement" (positive) yet both "bush" and "wilderness" signify
the same physical

landscape.

In

much

of the

writing

about the Territory such

contradictions are not overtly acknowledged although they betray an ambiguity.
Reading around the topic of the Northern Territory, it soon became apparent that I had
vastly under-estimated the amount of material to be looked at, making the task of textual

68
69

H. Eilberg·Schwartz, The Savage in .Jvdaism (Bloomington: Indiana Un1vers1ty Press. 1 9 90 ) , pp. 2 1 -3 .
E. W. Said, Orienca lism (New York: Vintage, 1 9 7 9 ( 1 978)), p. 22.

70

M. Torgovnick, Gone Primirive: Savage lnrelleccs, Modern Lives (Chicago: University of Ch1cago, 1 990), p.
245.

71

S. F alkinar, The Wrirers' Landscape: Wilderness. vol. 1 , (East Rosev1lle, New South Walas: S1mon &
Schuster, 1992), p. 10.
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analysis increasingly unworkable. 72 As David Headen noted of his exoenences w1th
Northern Territory writing,
In 1984 I was invited to co-ordinate the Northern Territory's contributton
to the Oxford Literary Guide to Australia r 198 7J . . . it seemed to be a
straightforward task. The literature appeared to be both manageable and
well-defined:

Mrs

Gunn 's

We

of

the

Never-Never

r 19081.

Xavter

Herbert's monumental tomes Capricornia ( 1938/ and Poor Fello w My
Country

( 19 75/, some

Bill Harney, Doug Lock wood and Keith Willey, a

few of the more accessible Aboriginal song cycles in translation along
with a smattering o f the oral testimony material beginning to emerge at
the time, and, lastly, the poetry o f Roland Robinson and his mares in the
1940s and '50s. And that was about it. Simple. Or so I thought.
I only required a week or two on the job to realise how naive rand
culpably white east-coast urban) I had been at the outset . . . 7 3

At the same time I was struck by the titles employed by the authors. Many books about
the Northern Territory had titles which appeared revealing even at a cursory glance. We
of the Never-Never,

The Red Heart, Down Among the Wild Men.

Poor Fello w My

Country to name only a few. Following developments in the field of literary and histoncal

criticism, I became influenced by the dissemination of the ideas offered by French
intellectuals. 74 In semiotic terms, the signified, that is. the Northern Territory,

is

indicated by certain signifiers of this concept. The mythology of the Northern Terntory
could be revealed, 'in the sense of a systematic organisation of signifiers around a set of
connotations and meanings'. 75 Since a title is in itself a signifier, I became interested .n
looking at the kind of images presented over the period and their relationship to content,
if any. I decided to analyse the words and phrases in titles of Australian books from my
bibliography relating to the Northern Territory by seeking correlations between frequency
and time, thereby testing the proposition that this would reveal some of the iconography
inherent in the writing. As Barthes noted,
The function of titles has not been properly studied . . . the title's function

is to mark the beginning of the text, ie., to constitute the text as a
commodity.

72

Thus every title has several simultaneous meanings,

of

Since, in many c ases, it is not Immediately apparent that the wr�ttng concerns the Northern Terrotorv as
subject matter. the books I refer to represent only a fract10n of the texts wh1ch I had to consult.

73
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Headon. Norrh of the Ten

Commandments, p. x1ii.

Specifically: F. de Saussure. 'Representation o f a language By Wr1t1ng'
Salley & A. Sechehaye, eds. , with A. Riedlinger, translated &

1983(1972)),

pp.

24-31;

( 1 97411,

pp.

Course In General

1988 (198511.

Lmgutsltcs C

by R. HarriS llondon. Duckwo rtn,

R. Barthes. 'Textual Analys1s of a Tale By Edgar Allan Poe'.

Challenge, trans. R. Howard (Ox-ford: Basil Blackwell,
Culture, Writing',

annotated

pp.

261 -93;

The

Sem1011c

J. Derrtda. 'Nature.

Of Grammatology, trans . G.C. Sp1vak 1Balt1more: Johns Hopk1n1 Un1ver11tv Preu.

1 5 7-316;

1976

J. Derrida, 'White Mylhology: Metaphor 1n t he Text of Philosophy'. Mtugms of
Philosophy , trans. A. Bass (Chicago: University of Ch1cago Press. 1982 !French ed1t1on 19 7 211. pp, 207 7 2.
Michel Foucault's association of the St1gmat1sat10n of mental 1llness follo w1ng a dechne on lepro a v . M
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Vintage,
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which at least two are: 1.

what it utters, linked to the contmgency of

what follows it; 2. the announcement itself that a p1ece of literature will
follow

fiB., in fact, a commodity); in other words, the t1tle always has a

double function: as utterance and as deixis. 76

'Title' then, could function in the same sort of process Paul Carter descnbed as 'the act
of naming' in The Road to Botany Bay, 'For by the act of place-nam1ng. space

IS

transformed symbolically into place, that is, space with a h1story'. 77
My analysis of book titles could not be definitive because

I

have not 1ncluded the t1tle of

every book relating to the Northern Territory. 78 Also, some books, clearly, were more
influential, more widely read or simply published in greater numbers, than others. and

I

have not attempted to weight this analysis to take account of such intang1ble factors.
Because I was interested in the general acceptance and dissemination of ideas.

I

focussed on popular rather than academic publications. Nonetheless, as Appendices I-IV
indicate, there exists a commonality of imagery, that can be correlated with particular
periods of Northern Territory and national history. Use of this methodology m1ght
suggest other applications for future history scholars interested in literary ev1dence.
The thesis has been structured chronologically in four parts representing four penods of
Northern

Territory

writing.

Each

part is

introduced

with

a

brief

outline

of

the

characteristics of the period, the mythology and a description of the Iconography
inherent in the titles. The first chapter in each part, contains biographical details of the
authors and attempts to establish the social and intellectual milieu of the period. The
second chapter in each part looks at content, the literary construction of the Northern
Territory, as evident in the writing. There are, therefore, eight chapters in the thesis, of
which odd chapter numbers contain the biographies of the writers. and even chapter
numbers, an outline of the contents of the books. There is a concluding chapter.
followed by bibliography and appendices giving the raw data from my key word search
in the titles.
I use the term 'Aborigine' for indigenous Territorians. I acknowledge that th1s term 1s a
European construct. Since I am dealing with the literary construCtion, pnmanly from a
non-Aboriginal perspective, it has been unavoidable. Similarly, I have had to fmd an
encompassing term for non-Aborigines. I have used the standby 'European' for wh1te

76

77
78

Barthes, The Semiotic ChtJIIenge, p. 267.

P. C arter, The Roed to BottJny 8tJy (London: Faber & Faber.

1 9 87 ).

p. xx1v.

Several bibliographies of the Northern Terrrtory have been attempted w1th vary1ng degrees of

succu s. C . M.

Mills , A Bibliography of thtt Northttrn Terrirorv: Monographs (Belconnen ACT: Canberra College of Advanced

Education, 1978). in tour volumes 1s the most comprehensive although there os a caveat. Oesorte t� t1He.
not all the material 1ncluded relates to the Northern Terrotory and some of the books hated are concerned
with northern Queensland or Western Australia exclusively.
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Anglo-Australians, as well as people from Britain, the United States or Europe, meaning
people who broadly share the values inherent in the western tradition. ' Europea n ' . while
not altogether satisfactory, is less cumbersome than some other terms. Occas1onally I
have had to use 'white Australians' where the use of ' Europeans' creates ambiguity.
'Non-Aboriginal' has been employed as a composite term to refer to all the persons in
the Territory, not Aborigines. The construction of the Northern Territory in literature
contains these and other potentially insulting delineations of 'race' and 'colour'. I intend
no offence to anyone by their use.
Prior to this thesis, a chronological study of the Northern Territory in Australian writing
had not been undertaken. In Australian history generally, the complex relationship
between region, writing and national identity has usually been ignored outside Sydney,
Melbourne or the even more amorphous 'outback' or 'bush' themes. Computer analysis
of the iconography implicit in Northern Territory book titles has not previously been
attempted. either as a methodological tool or in the specific literary context relating to
the Northern Territory. Although there is a good deal of evidence to support the notion
that the Northern Territory has been regarded as different, although essential to the
national experience, this has previously been discussed in terms of geography or
behaviour rather than as a cultural expression.
This study is concerned with the development of the Northern Territory metaphor in
Australian

published

writing.

Analysis

of

the

material

suggests

a

chronological

progression of definitions. Throughout all the writing of the Northern Territory, in varying
degrees, runs the common theme of the conflicting demands of European settlement
against the rights of Aboriginal people. This preoccupation is fundamental to the identity
and understanding of European settlement of Australia. By the twentieth century, the
colonial experience of European occupation of Aboriginal land could be forgotten in the
southern, more populated .areas. Aborigines had been restricted to reserves or urban
ghettoes, their numbers decimated by introduced disease, poverty and malnutrition. The
Northern Territory, with its large, visible Aboriginal population, in contrast, provided the
theatre in which a reassessment of the European settlement of Australia could be played
out. The tension generated by the European occupation of the continent, the rights of its
indigenous population, unacknowledged and unresolved, finds expression in the writing.
Throughout the period of European settlement, the 'Northern Territory' in Australian
literature has been of national cultural significance and continues to be so today.
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PART ONE
'DIGGING, SQUA TTING AND PIONEERING LIFE'

The following section, containing chapters one and two, looks at Northern Territory
writing from the beginnings of European settlement until the end of South Australian
control. Part One, the longest period considered in this study, contains the fewest books
relating to the Northern Territory. A Mother 's Offering to her Children,

published

anonymously in 1 838 was the first book which described a recognisable location from
the region that would eventually become known as the Northern Territory. In the period
covered by Part One, the writing moves from the colonial through the ' nationalist'
school of the 1 890s. By the end of the period, the writing has entered a new genre
which would hereafter, be recognisable as 'Northern Territory' in flavour. Jeannie
Gunn's

We

of the

Never-Never

was published less than three years before the

Commonwealth Government assumed control of the Northern Territory from South
Australia.
The writing cov.ered in Part One shares certain characteristics. Firstly, although Banjo
Paterson and Ernest Favenc wrote material describing the Northern Territory in this
period, generally, the writing is not identifiable as part of the nationalist tradition of the
Bulletin school of the

1 890s. Secondly, despite evidence of a mutuality of needs

between Aborigines and Europeans, particularly in the colonial period, Aborigines, like
the physical environment. are seen to be a force that must be tamed and subdued.
Thirdly, women are major actors in the narratives and gender tension an issue in the
texts. I n style, much of the writing took the form of either biographical journalistic
reporting on the economic potential of the landscape or fantasy adventure stories where
heroes journeyed to the Centre of Australia in search of gold and lost civilisations.
The extensive Victorian, New South Wales and Queensland gold finds gave settlers the
hope that a major gold discovery in the Territory would bring both people and prosperity
to the European community. Whilst all the newcomers were convinced of the Territory's
potential to generate wealth, European settlers were attempting to establish a context
for their colonial experience. The writing produced from this period is, in many senses,
the most diverse, where policemen, colonial administrators, surveyors, journalists and
pastoralists all grappled with the unfamiliar circumstances.
By the 1 8 70s Port Darwin was the terminal for the sub-marine telegraphic cable from
Batavia and the rest of the world. Because of this and its proximity to Asia, Northern

Territory senlement enjoyed a paradoxical cosmopolitan atmosphere while at the same
time the absence of transport links with the rest of Australia. constratned the Territory to
parochialism. This mix of the parish and international is reflected rn the diversrty of
writing styles. Although the writers of this period are uniformly Brrtish·Australian , they
write for local, national and international consumption, evoking the iconography of
Defoe, Verne, Haggard and Ballantyne.
By the end of Part One, some mythic themes of the period have emerged. Firstly, that
the Territory is populated by a friendly confederacy of chivalrous yet misogynist
European men who have distinctive personalities. Secondly, that Aborigines are a
primitive people on the road to extinction, morally, culturally and physically. Thirdly, that
the landscape of the Territory has

the potential to generate

great

wealth

from

exploitation of its natural resources which are limitless.
Analysis of the titles from this period is particularly revealing, in comparison to Parts
Two, Three and Four although the number of books about the Northern Territory
published between 1 83 7 and 1 9 1 2 is smaller than any other period with a sample of
only thirty five. 1 The 'Aborig' prefix does not appear i n any of the titles despite this
being the third most common one appearing in the titles overa11. 2 On the other hand, in
this period only, are there references to 'Cannibals', 'Comrades', 'Crisis', 'Defence',
'Discoveries ' , 'Interior', 'Marooned', ' M arvellous' and 'Trackless'. 3 The sense of the
fantastic is asserted with notions of discovery of a trackless interior, our hero marooned
with cannibals assisted by a marvellous comrade. Defence and crisis (which occur in the
same title) foreshadow the urgency with which the writers anticipate the strategic
importance of European settlement in the north. There is a strong sense of the national
significance of the Northern Territory in the titles; the 'Austral' prefix occurs in twenty
four of the thirty five titles.4 Alternatively, this could also indicate the international
nature of the markets for these publications since although there are eight references to
'North' there are also four references to 'South' suggesting that the subject matter,
although located in northern Australia, was also 'south' to British readers. 5 'Among' or
'Amongst', a concept which some later writers include in their titles, is not mentioned in
this period suggesting impermanence and alienation.

See Appendix I.

2

See Appendices

II

3

See Appendix

IV.

4

See Appendix

IV.

See Appendix

IV.

5

and Ill.
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This fluidity in style and imagery, is in a large part resolved after Jeann1e Gunn's We of
the Never-Never

whose images relating to noble 'bush characters'. m1sogyny and the

absence of any Aborigines, remain the parameters of Territory popular literature for the
first half of the century.
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Vve of the
NeYer-I

1 . & 2. We of the Never Never covers.

Jeannie Gunn's Northern Territory remains the
most influential construction. We of the Never
Never was always popular and is still in print
today. Notice the 1 962 cover emphasises the
heterosexual aspect of the novel showing Jeannie
and Aeneas on horseback. By 1 9 77, the
wilderness landscape is given priority over the
human aspect.

eve r

CHAPTER ONE
'LAND OF T H E DAWNING'

When it is remembered that the area of the Territory is considerably
greater than that of South Australia proper, the importance of kno wing
something about this great adjunct to the province will be apparent to all
thoughtful minds. It cannot for ever remain unsettled or unproductive,
nor will its destiny be far different from that of the other sections of
South Australia. It must become populated, and it must in due time raise
its proportion of staple products, not merely for home consumption but
for export. 1

Explorers, such as Flinders, King and others, published their accounts of the exploration
of the north of Australia which novelists then incorporated in a variety of ways. Using
the device which had been made popular by the great satirists of the eighteenth century,
throughout the nineteenth century a genre of novel developed which sought to analyse
contemporary culture by means of a satirical or Utopian description of an imaginary
society. The geographic location of such novels was usually a remote region of the
globe. Parts of the continent of Australia and especially the Northern Territory, unknown
or uncharted, were to prove popular for such settings. 2
Central Australia, for example, was used as the setting for Lady Mary Fox's Calvinistic
Utopia described in Account of an Expedition to the Interior of New Holland ( 1 837).3
Anchored more firmly i n reality, Mrs. R. Lee's Adventures in Australia ( 1 850). which
described exploration in the north of Australia, seems derivative of Flinders' accounts.
Adventures in Australia described a ' Captain Spencer's wanderings' and appeared to

have

the

intention

of

providing

information;

the

book

carried

the

subtitle

as

recommendation: 'Containing Accurate Descriptions of the Habits of the Natives and the
Natural Productions and Features of the Country' . 4 Mrs. Lee was apparently interested in
the exotic and the remote of the empire; she is credited with having also written The
rs of Cuvier. Anne Bowman's The Kangaroo Hunters or
A frican Wanderers and Memoi

W.J. Sowden, The Norrhern Territory As It Is: A Narrative of the South Australian Ptuliamenrary Parry's
Trip, and Full Descriptions of the Norrhern Territory; irs Settlements and Industries. (Darwin: History Unot,

University Plannong Authoroty, facsimile, Adelaide: W. K. Thomas & Co, 18821, p. 1 64.
2

For example, a letter to the Leeds Mercury. 23 January 1 834 (see also The Perrh Gazette and Western
Austrelitm Journal, 3 5 9 , 20 September 1 834} purportong to contain extracts from an unpublished journal of

Lieutenant Nixon's describing a lost Dutch community o f some 300 souls, 'almost a new race of beings'

discovered by a scientific exploring party, sponsored by a 'scientific society at Singapore', from Raffles Bay
settlement, from L. Riddett's collection of documents relating to north Australian settlement, Darw•n.
3
4

Lady M. Fox, ed., Account of an Expedition to the Interi
or of New Holland (London: Richard Bentley. 1 8 3 7 ) .
Mrs. R. Lee, Adventures n
i Australia; or, the Wanderi
ngs of Captain Spencer in the Bush and the Wilds
(London: Grant & Griffith, 1 8 5 1 1 .

Adventures in the Bush ( 1 859) is an implausible account of the Mayburn family,

shipwrecked on the north-west of Australia en route from Melbourne to Calcutta, who
make their way across the continent finally arriving by extraordinary coincidence at their
friends' property, 'Daisy Grange'. outside Melbourne. The story ends cheerfully with the
Mayburns congratulating themselves on their good fortune at not ending up in India
'broiling among the Hindoos, and being carried about in palanquins' and decide to follow
their friends' example and squat in Australia. s Like Mrs. Lee, Anne Bowman had
published other books on this theme and she is credited with also having written The
Castaways and The Young Exiles. The Kangaroo Hunters maintained the educational

tone in that Mr Mayburn usually supplied the Latin name for any species his family
slaughtered and included gratuitous details about the flora and fauna. Presumably the
Mayburns travelled south through what was to be the Northern Territory since they
started in the north-west and decide to avoid South Australia because of its reputedly
dry interior6 but the book is so fantastic that the geographical setting appears very
arbitrary.
Less didactic but sharing similar construction to the eighteenth century satirical and
Utopian novels, the 'Lemurian' novels of the nineteenth century, were accounts of travel
parties to central or northern Australia and the subsequent discovery of ancient lost
civilisations. Lemuria was believed by the Theosophists to be an ancient continent
covering the areas of the globe now occupied by India, South-East Asia, Australia and
the Pacific but lost even before the

mythical

AtlantisJ The Lemurian civilisation

represented a Golden Age, the precursor of the 'wisdom of India and the Levant' .8
Commentators have noted that Carlton Dawe' s The Golden Lake, was inspired by Rider
Haggard's King Solomon 's Mines.9 Like the other Lemurian novels, Dawe maintained
that Central Australia was once the home of a sophisticated race of people whose
customs included the worship of intricately constructed idols encrusted with precious
stones, but that the technology and sophistication has been lost:
"There can only be one answer, " I replied. "These mountains must have
been peopled in the long ago by a race of beings infinitely superior to the
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present denizens of the country. Not alone must they have had a relig1on,
but a kno wledge of the fine arts as well. " 1 0

James Francis Hogan· s The Lost Explorer: An Australian Story ( 1 8901 descnbed a party
who travel to Central Australia in search of an explorer who has been lost for twenty
years and discover, 'this isolated community in the hear1 of Australia was the sole
surviving remnant of the superior, semi-civilised nat1ve race that once inhab1ted the
interior of the great southern continent'. 1 1 Ernest Favenc's The Secret of the Australian
Desert ( 1 894) and Marooned on Australia being the Narration b y Diedrich Buys of his
Discoveries and Exploits in Terra Australis Incognita ( 1 896) hold that the Northern

Territory Aborigines are degraded remnants of a great and ancient civilisation. George
Cossins' The Wings of Silence: An Australian Tale ( 1 8991 is in much the same vem. In
Alexander Macdonald's The Lost Explorers ( 1 9061 the par1y journeys to a remote
mountain range on the Western Australian, South Australian and Northern Terntory
borders in search of treasure and finds Aborigines ·still infinitely superior in knowledge
and intellect to any other aboriginal race . . . but . . . degenerating slowly these last many
centuries ' . 12 In a version of this theme, William Walker's The Silver Queen: A Tale of the
Northern

Territory,

( 1 909)

described

an

entire

race

who

dwelt

underground.

all

descended from three long-ago ship-wrecked mariners. Although most of 'Lemunan'
novels 1 3 were clearly fantasy and not really about the region of land which was to
become the Northern Territory, they firmly planted in the minds of the British and
Australian reading public that the central and northern areas of the continent were lands
of fantastic possibility . 1 4 J .J. Healy has argued that the popularity of the Australian
Lemurian novel came about as a result of the influences of Darwinism and Theosophy as
well as a desire to place the Australian experience in an ancient Western context: 'The
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gothic, the sentimental and the Darwinian are all invoked. Pompe11 comes to Aloce
Springs. What more could Australian romance requ1re? 1 5
·

The Reverend Robert Potter, who wrote under the pseudonym o f Robert Easterly and
John Wilbraham, produced The Germ Growers: An Australian Story of Adventure ana
Mystery,

a Jules

Verne style story of a community,

somewhere 1n

the Northern

Territory, of malignant misfits who work to produce the ult1mate destructiOn of the
planet under leadership of the devilish Italian analytical chem1st. S1gnor Niccolo Davelh.
We are told by the good spirit (angel?) Leafar. that Davelli is at work harvestong 'art1f1c1al
seed-beds of pestilence' to 'produce disease,

death,

and disaster among

men · . 1 6

Interspersed with descriptions of the landscape and the Overland Telegraph L1ne are
floating balloon cars and duels of hypnosis. The Germ Growers ( 1 8921 only conf1rmed
the view that the Northern Territory was home to the exotic and the unknown.
In the first half of the nineteenth century the northern part of the colony of New South
Wales

was

Leichhardt20

very

much

published

an

unknown

accounts

of

Flinders. 1 7

quantity.
exploration

but

King, 1 8

permanent

considerably longer to become established. European settlement,

m

Stokes 19

settlement

and
took

the area of land that

was to become the Northern Territory, was initiated by the British. who. in their 1mpenal
'swing to the east'. attempted to set up a succession of strategic military outposts w1th
the secondary function of facilitating trade with Asia: Fort Dundas on Melville Island.
( 1 824-1 828) Fort Wellington on Raffles Bay ( 1 82 7 1 829) and Victona on Port Essington
·

( 1 838-1 849). The settlements were all short-lived owing to Aboriginal hostility, malana.

inability to understand the climate, failure to establish trade and the general isolation of
the area. Of the three, Victoria was the most enduring. 2 1
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Victoria settlement features in what has been described as 'the first Australian children's
book'. 22 For many years A Mother's Offering, which was first published in Sydney in
1 84 1 , was believed to have been written by Lady Gordon Bremer. Lady Gordon Bremer

was the wife of Sir James John Gordon Bremer, a naval officer, who came to the colony
of New South Wales (NSW) in 1 824 to establish Fort Dundas and was later to found
Victoria settlement. A Mother's Offering, mentions Bremer and contains a chapter
entitled 'Port Essington' although the historical evidence from the Bremer family records
suggest Lady Gordon

Bremer never actually visited Australia. 23

Marcie

Muir has

identified the author as Charlotte Barton. 24
Charlotte Barton, according to her daughter, writer Louisa Atkinson, was talented and
well educated. As a 29 year old spinster, she travelled from Britain to NSW, to take a
position as governess to the children of the Philip Parker King family. On board ship
Charlotte met and became engaged to successful NSW colonist, Mr James Atkinson,
scandalising Mrs King at the rapidity of the courtship. The Atkinsons settled down to
comparative prosperity and had four children. After James' death in 1 834, Charlotte
married the mentally unstable George Barton in 1 836 but the couple separated soon
after and Charlotte lived with her children. She died in 1 867.25 As Brenda Niall has
commented,
For a personal narrative,

Charlotte Barton 's experiences in Australia

sound full of promising material; and the title of her book suggests
domestic drama. However, the form of A Mother's Offering is severely
educational. 26

H . M . Saxby considered that the author displayed good first-hand knowledge of the
natural history but said of the style, 'Much of the book is didactic, and is a thinly
disguised and not very interesting lesson in natural science. geology and anthropology . . .
in places . . . (it) reads very much like a moral tract' .2 7 Rosemary Wighton found ' very
little characterisation' 28 but Marcie M u i r was more enthusiastic, pointing out the 'feeling
of a warm, loving family' implicit in the dialogue. 29 Despite the book's limitations,
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Charlotte Barto n ' s account of settlement and natural history. as contained in A Mother's
Offering, confirmed the idea of the north of the continent as a wild and fragile outpost of

British civilisation closer to the islands of Asia than the colony of New South Wales.
By the middle of the nineteenth century, the colonies of Australia had largely achieved
economic independence. South Australia was, by the 1 870s, already relying upon its
wheat crop as a staple export. Victoria was celebrating the riches reaped by the alluvial
and deep lead gold finds in the hinterlands and New South Wales was struggling to
maintain its supremacy as the premier colony of the continen t although it too had had its
gold discoveries. Queensland, now a separate colony from New South Wales was
receiving an influx of settlers who came north to settle the

ich pastoral lands and to

r

follow the gold in the rush to the Palmer fields. Since gold had so clearly been linked to
the wealth of Victoria, anticipation of gold finds in the Northern Territory was high . Early
non-fiction

writers

such

as

Daly,

Sowden,

Searcy,

Wildey,

Knight

and

others

optimistically predicted mineral finds in the Northern Territory. In a construction which
would remain crucial in any literary description of the Northern Territory in all periods,
many of the authors of adventure novels described the finding of gold or other precious
minerals including: Hogan's The Lost Explorer ( 1 890). Dawes' The Golden Lake ( 1 89 1 ) .
Favenc's The Secret of the Australian Desert ( 1 894). Cossins' The Wings of Silence
( 1 8991. Alexander Macdonald's The Lost Explorers ( 1 9061 or The Mystery of Diamond
Creek and William Walker's The Silver Queen ( 1 909). When workers on the Overland

Telegraph

line

actually

discovered

gold-bearing

ore,

the

news

was

transmitted

telegraphically, not only to the southern colonies but to the Stock Exchange in London.
Interest in the Northern Territory was fuelled by aggressive speculation. The Northern
Territory was seen by nearly every commentator in terms of its potential and it became
known as 'The Land of the Dawning'.
In 1 863 the colony of South Australia successfully annexed the Northern Territory,
largely on the basis of Stuart's crossing of the continent, hoping to 'repeat in the north
what they had seen in their own colony, the growth of a self-supporting, ever expanding
society ' . 30 This attempt by South Australia to establish commercial interests in the
Northern Territory represents the only instance of colonisation within the continent,
distinct from the efforts of Britain. 3 1
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The first civilian settlement was established north of the mouth of the Adelaide River on
the east side of Cape Hotham at a site Captain Stokes had named Escape Cliffs, after
members of his party had been forced to dance at spear-point by a group of hostile
Aborigines. The first Government Resident was B. T. Finn iss and his task was to lay the
foundation for a township to service a hinterland pastoral ind ustry. Finn iss and his party
arrived at Adam Bay in late June 1 864.

Within two months relations with the local

Aboriginal people had deteriorated to the point of mutual hostility. 32 Mr. Stuckey, a
representative sent by the intended land buyers in Adelaide, condemned the choice of
Escape Cliffs as a site for a township and questioned the suitability of the hinterland for
agriculture.
Early the following year Stuckey, along with the other colonists, deserted the moribund
settlement by obtaining passage aboard a supply ship.
abandoned the settlement.

A group of officers also

They purchased a 23ft longboat from the captain of the

Bengal and sailed 1 , 600 miles round the coast to Champion Bay in Western Australia.

In

keeping with the prevailing mood at Escape Cliffs they named their longboat The Forlorn
Hope. 33 Some thirty years after the event, one of the voyagers, Jefferson Pickman Stow

wrote an account of the journey and his views on the settlement at Escape Cliffs, · a
more wretched, hopeless-looking spot i t would be difficult to imagine'. 34
Stow's pessimism was confirmed. Because of violence between the settlers and the
Aborigines and charges of maladministration, Finnis was unpopular with the settlers of
Escape Cliffs and his adverse reputation spread to Adelaide. In August 1 865 Stow wrote
in the South Australian Advertiser,
I wish imbecility and an overbearing conduct were all we could lay to the
charge o f Mr. Finniss; but these defects, serious as they are in the head
o f a new settlement, are eclipsed by his selfishness and inhumanity. His
unceasing attention to his o wn comfort, and disregard of the health, to
say nothing of the comfort of those under him, is exhibited in things

great and small. 3 5

Finniss' control over the settlement was nearly at a n end. In early August he left by boat
to survey the Victoria River area and was away for several months. In November, shortly
after his return, a ship from Adelaide arrived with orders for his recall and with
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instructions to place J.T. Manton in charge of the expedition. When Finniss arrived back
in Adelaide charges were laid against h i m by a Parliamentary Investigation Committee as
a result of reports of his unsatisfactory leadership and brutality towards the Aborigines.
Whether as a consequence of Finniss' departure or not, relations with the Aboriginal
population appear to have improved from about this time. Manton ordered that no visits
to the Aboriginal camp take place after dark, presumably in an effort to stop sexual
exploitation. In spite of the improved relations with the Aboriginal population, Manton
became convinced that the land surrounding the Escape Cliffs settlement was unsuitable
as a site for a township.

In November 1 866 he took a surveying party to Emery Point

and Port Darwin, and recorded that this location was by far the best geographical
position available on the north coast for a port to service the interior. Acting on
Manton's advice the South Australian Government ordered that he and his entire party
return to Adelaide.

On 1 1 January 1 867, the party left Escape Cliffs abandoning the

small settlement forever.36
The Northern Territory did not follow along the lines of the American frontier. Land was
surveyed and sold on the South Australian and London stock exchanges and from the
time of the initial release of land there was much speculation. Settlement was to follow
the Overland Tel�graph Line which in turn followed Stuart's path of exploration. As well
as the establishment of pastoral leaseholds. land was released for a series of settlements
based around the repeater stations of the line. Therefore the 'frontier' of the Northern
Territory, far from consisting of rugged individuals bent on subduing the wilderness for
economic gain, became a series of orderly planned settlements inhabited by public
servants employed by the

British-Australian

Telegraph

(BAT).

The

philosophy of

settlement of the Northern Territory was roughly Wakefieldian in that land sales were
intended to finance the infrastructure; a colonisation of the north by South Australia
with the Overland Telegraph line as the starting point.
Government Surveyor, George Goyder was sent north in 1 869, and, following Manton's
recommendations, in six months had completed the work of surveying for a northern
capital at the new site of Palmerston (Port Darwin). Settlement of the Northern Territory
of South Australia had a slow start, but once the decision had been granted for South
Australia to commence work on the Overland Telegraph line, men and machinery poured
into the region east from the Roper River and to the north at Palmerston, Port Darwin.
The South Australian government chose Captain William Bloomfield Douglas as the first
permanent Government Resident. Douglas had served in the Royal Navy, Indian Navy

36
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and was appointed naval officer and harbourmaster at Adelaide, as well as taking on a
variety of positions serving as collector of Customs, on the South Australian Maritime
Board, stipendiary magistrate and other public service activities. He and his large family
arrived in Palmerston to undertake their new position in June 1 8 70. Historian Barbara
Murray commented,
Bloomfield Douglas's administration of the settlement had been marred
i
and
by incompetence. There is no doubt that, with Daly, he speculated n
encouraged the gold rush and probably delayed the introduction o f the
1872 mining regulations in order to protect his o wn investment. This did
not prevent both his and Daly's financial collapse . . . Harriet records a
hasty departure from Palmerston in 18 73. 37

Distinguished British novelist Anthony Trollope visited Australia in April 1 872 and
although he did not manage to visit the Northern Territory, he included a section on it in
part of his discussion on South Australia in Australia and New Zealand ( 1 873). Trollope
wrote of the impressive feat of linking Australia telegraphically from south to north, 'If
the gentle reader w i l l think only of the amount of wire required for 1 , 800 miles of
telegraph communication, and of the circumstances of its carriage, he will, I think,
recognise the magnitude of the enterprise' . 38 But Trollope was pessimistic about the
possibility of building a railway from Adelaide to Darwin, ' I cannot believe in the
expenditure . . . on the construction of a railway which is to run through a desert to
nowhere'. 39 But if Trollope was pessimistic, others were not. Journalism, stimulated by
private enterprise formed the impetus for much early Territory writing. The Territory was
represented in optimistic terms stressing the availability of land, the easy paths to
economic gain available to men of enterprise, the toughness of the environment, lack of
facilities and the potential to become a part of the northern development of the
continent.
William

Brackley

Wildey,

sponsored

by

southern

comprehensive text Australasia and the Oceanic Region

entrepreneurs,
in

published

his

1 876. Wildey admitted that

much of the book was a direct compilation from other sources. He was particularly
interested in exploring the economic potential of the Territory with respect to mineral
development on behalf of a group of private investors, a 'party of Melbourne and
Adelaide capitalists . . . with a view . . . Ito] acquiring auriferous land' 40 Although the
.

37

B. Murray, 'Daly, Harriet nee Douglas', D. Carment. R.

Maynard, A. Powell, eds., Norrhern Terrirory

Dicrion11ry of Biography, vol. 1 (Darwin: Northern Territory University Press, 1990), p. 7 1 .

38

A. Trollope, Ausrr11tia, P.O. Edwards & R.B. Joyce, eds. (St Lucia: University of Queensland Press. 1 967
(Chapman & Hall, Auscralil1 and Now Zellland, 1873)), p. 689.

39
40

Trollope, Australil1, p. 692.
W.B. Wildey, Auscml11s11
i 11nd rho Oceanic Region (Melbourne: George Robertson, 1 876), pp. iii-vo.

32

section on the Northern Territory of South Australia was only a part of the text. he
wrote at considerable length promoting its potential for future development.
In 1 882. a journalist. William Sowden, published The Northern Temtory As It Is. an
account of a visit to the Northern Territory by a Parliamentary party w1th the then South
Australian Minister for the Northern Territory, J . Langdon Parsons, to whom the book
was dedicated. The text was not originally destined as a book. but appeared as a senes
of sketches in the South Australian Register which were revised and rewntten for
publication as The Northern Territory As It Is. After his successful account of the
northern expedition.

Sowden became chief parliamentary reporter for the Adelaide

Register. I n 1 9 1 8 he was knighted for his services to journalism and the war effort and

died in 1 943.41 Sowden's book echoed much the same sentiments as Wildey's.
By the time of the establishment of the Palmerston camp, the area of land that was to
become the Northern Territory had, paradoxically, probably a greater range of contacts
with people from overseas, than any other part of Australia. There is evidence of a
Dutch, Portuguese and Macassan presence in the north of Australia. On the northern
coast there had been the three attempts by the British to establish settlements. and the
country and coastline had been charted at this stage by the explorers Flinders. King,
Leichhardt, Wickham and Stokes,

Gregory,

McKinlay and Stuart.

But it took the

establishment of the Overland Telegraph to provide southern Australia with immediate
tangible evidence that the Northern Territory existed. Although J . G . Knight, a sen1or
government official, had published a brief but glowing account of the settlement in
1 880,42 Harriet Daly's Digging, Squatting and Pioneering Life in the Northern Territory of
South Australia (1 887) was the first full length account from a resident's perspective.

Harriet was the eldest daughter of Ellen and W1lliam Bloomfield Douglas and she, her
parents and her six brothers and sisters travelled to the Northern Territory in 1 870 from
Adelaide. She described her life in Palmerston from 1 870- 1 873 in Digging, Squatting
and Pioneering Life. The book alternated descriptions of early north Australian settlement

and exploration with accounts of 'dinner parties, picnics. dances, and boating-parties' .43
Although naturally constrained by isolation the small community of Palmerston seems to
have maintained an energetic social program. Musical evenings were organised, there
were rides and picnics to Fannie Bay and sometimes the whole community would go on
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an expedition to a neighbouring beach. Harriet was to meet the man she would marry,
Dominick Daniel Daly, in Port Darwin after he arrived on the Bengal with the family
luggage. Dan Daly was the nephew of the former governor of South Australia, Sir
Dominick Daly and first came to Palmerston as a member of Goyder's surveying team
and later as a land selector for the southern purchasers. Daly wrote to his family of
Harnet and her sister Nellie that he was. 'in a fair way to marrying the one if not the
other' . 44
After the first year's stay in Palmerston, Harriet returned to Adelaide for her marriage.45
As the Overland Telegraph link was finally completed and the news was transmitted to
Adelaide, as well as the London Stock Exchange, that gold had been discovered in the
Northern Territory. The Dalys were able to keep in touch with the news from the north
through

Harriet's

sister

Nellie

who

had

married

J.

Enston

Squier,

the

Darwin

superintendent of the cable company. The Dalys shared the prevailing optimism that a
gold rush to the Northern Territory, would, like the discoveries in Victoria, bring both
prosperity and population to Port Darwin. In many respects an examination of Digging
and Squatting emerges as a prospectus for future investors in the Northern Territory.

On this tide of optimism Dan and Harriet Daly sailed on the Omeo to the Northern
Territory determined to cash in on events. Daly and Bloomfield Douglas speculated in
and encouraged the Northern Territory gold rush. Despite the delay of the introduction of
the 1 8 72 mining regulations to protect their investments, Douglas and Daly's finances
collapsed and Harriet left Palmerston hastily in 1 873. Coincidentally Daly and Douglas
both went to Malaya where again they were involved in questionable financial deals and
dismissed from their posts. Dan Daly died in Malaya in 1 889 and Harriet moved to
England where she became the London correspondent for the Sydney Morning Herald, a
position she held for many years. 46 Historian, Gordon Reid, has noted that there are
inaccuracies in Harriet Daly's account, 47 probably because it was written nearly twenty
years after the events described. Feminist historian. Barbara James, considered that the
book, 'though presented from an elitist vantage point. provide[s] excellent first-hand
accounts of early Territory lifestyle' . 48 At the time, Harriet's book was well received.
The Adelaide Observer commented on its 'considerable humour' and 'pleasant style'.4 9
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The 1 8 90s, 50 is considered to be the period in which a sense of an indigenous
Australian nationality found form in the writings of the Bulletin school, in particular the
writings of Lawson, Furphy,

and Paterson. The writers of the

1 890s encoded a

democratic and anti-authoritarian freemasonry bound in a strong bush socialism in which
mateship was a protection against the harsh conditions of the outback. The best of this
genre presents a picture of national identity that is complex rather than s1mply
jingo1stic. 5 1 Sylvia Lawson has noted the paradox inherent in the writing from this
period, in particular, from the Bulletin:
The

Bulletin 's republicanism and nationalism flo wered out of the paradox.

The

republicanism

worked

nationalism supervened.

as

inspiriting

argument

It was expressed strongly,

for

a

time;

through

but

the late

1880s especially, as viciously chauvinistic racism - directed especially,
but not only, against the Chinese . . .

The old world was murderously

oppressive; the new must be just and free, untainted not only b y poverty
and caste but also
dominant

culture,

by strangeness.

which

in

one

Thus

breath

the paradox

the

disavowed, was upheld vigorously in the next.
the

dream

of

'Australia '

-

federated,

landscaped for white men only.

worked:

the

Bulletin lampooned and
The prospective Utopia,

republican,

democratic

-

was

The internationalist humanism, enacted

so brilliantly in the journal's range of reference and its open-pages policy,
was denied in the racist argument; it was also undermined and disfigured
perennially in much of the

Bulletin 's discourse on women. 52

Within this paradox, was a scepticism of the way Australian society had been portrayed
in the texts53 but this scepticism did not appear to extend to the writers' portrayal of the

50

I use 'the

1 89 0s '

freely as a term for thos style of wrotong as have others: L. Cantrell, ed. . Writing of the

1890s (St Lucoa: Unoversoty of Queensland Press. 1977). As Vance Palmer pointed out, much of the most
onfluentoal materoal was most wodely corculated after thos perood. Furphy published Such is Life for the first
time in 1903, Barbara Boynton' s short storoes had appeared on the Bulleti
n but Bush Studies, the book, was
published in 1902, and Human Toll on 1907. Although for Lawson, 1892 and 1893 are vontage years with
the Bulleti
n pubhshong 'The prover's Wife' and 'The Unoon 8uroes Its Dead' respectovely, hos first books of
verse and short storoes . In The Days When The World Was Wide and While the Billy Boils appeared on 1896.
Lawson contonued t o publish in the twentoeth century until ill health and unfortunate corcumstances, largely
arosong as a result of his alcoholism brought about hos death in 1 9 22.
51
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he was probably ''Out Back". For
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discovery of the rich reef by the soft-handed, fastidious young gentleman-digger. ' J. Furphy, The Annotated
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Press, 1 99 1
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Northern Territory where the texts remained, for the most part. in the realms of the
fantastic. Nonetheless, some of Lawson's paradox is evident in the writing.
Queensland explorer, journalist, historian and literary critic Ernest Favenc wrote novels,
poems and short stories which were set in the Northern Territory. Born in London in
1 845, Favenc came to Australia in 1 863 and settled in Queensland as a pastoralist.

Early in his career he began writing short stories for the Oueenslander. in 1 8 78 Favenc
was part of an expedition party sponsored by the Queenslander to cross in a direct line
from Brisbane to Port Darwin surveying the route of what was hoped would become. a
new railway line. This experience was later incorporated in The Secret of the Australian
Desert,

a

novel

which

was

published

in

1 894.

Literary

critic

Brenda

Niall

has

commented,
Favenc 's narrative is competently handled, and there is genui
ne suspense
in the sequence of discoveries about the Leichhardt part. The limitation
of the novel is in its characterisation: the men who find the explorer's
trail are scarcely individualised and their motive for the expedition {many
years after Leichhardt 's disappearance) is inadequate, given their heroic
efforts . . . It is natural that Favenc 's imagination should be more deeply
engaged with Leichhardt and his group than with the men who follo w in
their path. But, since Favenc plays fair with historical fac t in not allowing
a survivor to be found,

the novel trails off in anti-climax

when the

fictional characters are given the consolation prize of a reef of gold in the
desert. 54

Favenc published numerous short stories, poems for The Bulletin and other periodicals
as well as three full-length novels. Favenc was a friend of Henry Lawson and 'Breaker'
Morant. Rosemary Wighton found in his writing 'a workman-like style that is adequate
but fairly colourless' . 55 Favenc, like his fellow Bulletin writers, tended to place his
stories in the geographical realm of 'outback' or · spinifex country'. But Favenc, in
collaboration with his wife, and under several pseudonyms, produced material which did
specifically relate to the Nort� ern Territory. 56
At about the same time that Favenc was publishing, Louis de Rougemont's The
Adventures of Louis de Rougemont As Told by Himself, appeared in 1 899 although the

controversy over this book had begun earlier. De Rougemont was the pen-name of Henri
Louis Grin, who was born at Gressy, Vaud canton, Switzerland. At sixteen he became a
footman to the actress Fanny Kemble, touring with her and learning, among other
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things, English from her. Between 1 870 and 1 8 7 4 he worked as a valet

1n

London and

then came to Australia in 1 875 as a butler to Sir William Robinson. the new governor of
Western Australia. Dismissed for insolence after only five months. Gnn became master
and owner of the pearling cutter Ada which was reported mrssrng rn February 1 8 77 but
was found wrecked near Cooktown. Grin claimed to have sailed from Fremantle

and

to

have been the sole survivor after an attack by hostile Aborigines at Lacrosse Island. By
May 1 880 he was working in Sydney as a photographer, dishwasher. warter and seller
of real estate and mining shares. He married Eliza Ravenscroft in Apnl 1 882 as Henrr
Louis Grien at Newtown and they had seven children before Grin deserted hrs wrfe.
Taking a copy of the diary of a bushman, Harry Stockdale. Grin travelled to New Zealand
where he worked as a spiritualist. He travelled to London and, calling himself Lours de
Rougemont, called on Sir J. Henniker Heaton in 1 89 8 who gave him a letter of
introduction to the editor of Wide World Magazine which seriafised 'The Adventures of
Louis de Rougemont' in 1 898 and 1 8 9 9 . A huge and public controversy erupted over
the publication and the London Daily Chronicle established that the tale was a hoax after
de Rougemont/Grin had been identified by his wife Eliza from a copy of W1de World. He
decamped to South Africa later in 1 89 9 and became a music-hall attraction billed as 'The
greatest liar on earth ' . But on a similar tour of Australia in 1 90 1 he was booed from the
stage. He died as 'Louis Redman'. handyman in London in June 1 9 2 1 survived by his
second wife. 57 He was the subject of a book by Frank Clune, The Greatest Liar on Earth
( 1 945) who concluded,
No monument has been erected to Henri Louis Grin, alias de Rougemont.
He lies in a pauper grave, and let him lie. His tall tales were certainly no
taller than those o f Marco Polo, Mandeville, and Munchausen. He was
the first and greatest of the Aussie leg-pullers. His ANZAC disciples.
during the Great War, when on leave among the Londoners out-rouged
de

Rougemont

plantations.

with

their

fabulous kangaroo

feathers

and

goanna

58

·
Daly, Wildey, de Rougemont and Sowden reflected a northern coastal perspective. The
establishment of the Overland Telegraph Line and the visit of the South Australian
Parliamentary Party both began and ended at Port Darwin. From South Australia.
however, expansion into the centre of the continent was taking hold from small centres
of European populations based near the Alice Springs Telegraph Station and at the
mission stations in remote parts of the Central Desert. With a European populatron came
law enforcement. William Henry Willshire, Mounted Constable Second Class. spent trme

57
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in both the north and south of the Northern Territory and wrote of his experiences in
several published accounts.
Police Constable Willshire was the first person to concentrate on writing about the
Northern Territory Aborigines. not as an academic study but because he considered
them a topic of interest in their own right: 'The plain, unvarnished tale of the aborigines
and their vicissitudes ought to be worth listening to' _ 59 Whereas Daly, Wildey and
Sowden assayed some brief description

of Aboriginal language

groups,

Willshire

attempted a kind of primitive ethnography. In both A Thrilling Tale and The Land of the
Dawning

Willshire included details relating to Aboriginal vocabularies, 60 descriptions of

customs and classificatory kinship systems. 6 1 Mulvaney noted that Willshire's personal
bias was clear in his ethnographic recording. He listed the personal names of only eleven
men but seventy ' lubras' and the sexual theme is a recurring motif in the word lists.62
Willshire's views on Aborigines represent an extreme view but one shared by many
European settlers.
Willshire was born in 1 852 in Adelaide into an educated middle class background. As a
young man he was a drover, and proved himself a competent bushman. In 1 87 8 he
joined the South Australian Police and served in country towns around South Australia
until he travelled to Central Australia in 1 882 . 63 He returned to Adelaide permanently in
1 895 after ten years service in the Northern Territory. He published The Aborigines of
Central Australia

in 1 888, A Thrilling Tale in 1 895, and The Land o f the Dawning in

1 896. all of which concern his experiences in the Northern Territory.

Willshire's career in the north was marked by controversy. In Central Australia in 1 884
Willshire was authorised to form and train a native police force. It is likely that Willshire
and his native police. aided by the local pastoralists. were responsible for hundreds of
deaths

in

this

region. 64

Following al legations of such killing by Hermanns burg
.
missionaries an inquiry was h eld in 1 890 however Willshire was exonerated. 65 One year
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later he was committed for trial at Port Augusta on a charge of murder. His bail was
raised by the contributions of over sixty Europeans from Central Australia: pastoralists,
telegraph workers, miners and bush workers. A former premier of South Australia, Sir
John Downer, defended him and he was acquitted. The Kadina and Wallaroo Times
commented angrily on Willshire's treatment by

pompous dignity' that, 'As an author

and savant Willshire has shown that his mind is far above the commonplace level of his
detractors' . 66 While in the south, Willshire appeared also on charges of drinking,
insolence. insubordination and lying. 67 In spite of the publicity and the controversial
statements in his writing, Willshire finished his career with the Police in the rank of
Senior Constable. 68 Historian John Mulvaney notes that after being disappointed in his
application to become South Australian Protector of Aborigines. Willshire resigned from
the Police Force: 'He later spent twelve years as nightwatchman at the Adelaide abattoir,
a post for which his career made him admirably qualified' . 69
The Aborigines of Central Australia

was written in response to a request for information

from the Commissioner of the South Australian Police Force, W. J . Peterswald 70 and is
considered today as ·reasonably accurate' . 7 1 A Thrilling Tale o f Real Life in the Wilds of
Australia

is a blend of allegory and fact. Trevor James noted, 'Willshire does not

describe the landscape so much as project his perceptions upon it'. 7 2 Willshire himself
commented.
I
if I could begin again, I would choose for my profession "Journalism.
know it is an arduous one, and, taken by itself, it would not make a man
wealthy, but still it is a high and noble calling . . . In my wanderings I have
seen things that a proper journalist would have written up to some
advantage, made capital out of it, and a name for himself; but I, alas!
what could I do? I could not pourtray (sic/ half the sights I have seen as
they should or would be described by a professional journalist. 7 3
"

A contrasting view of the Territory to either Daly. Sowden or Willshire was that of poet
and journalist 'Banjo' (Andrew Barton) Paterson, a 'tourist' to the Northern Territory.
Unlike the previous writers · who concentrated on journalism or biography, Paterson
wrote about the Territory pastoral industry.
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Banjo Paterson was the most famous of the nineteenth century Australians to write
about the Northern Territory. Born in 1 864, he had studied law and practised as a
solicitor tor some time before becoming a correspondent for the Sydney Morning Herald
during the Boer War and Boxer Rising. He came to the Territory as part of his
commission by the Eastern and Australian Steamship Company to write its Touris t
Guide.

74

When he returned to Sydney he edited the Sydney Evening News from 1 904-

1 906 and To wn and Country Journal from 1 907-1 908. He served as an officer in France
and Egypt in the First World War. returning to journalism after the war ended. He is
most famous for his bush ballads, The Man From Snowy River and Waltzing Matilda.
and was a regular contributor to the Bulletn
i in the 1 890s under the pseudonym of 'The
Banjo' . 75 Paterson wrote about his experiences in the Northern Territory in poetry and a
novel, An Outback Marriage which was published in 1 906. His epitaph to the region is
characteristic and prophetic:
Far in the north of Australia lies a little-known land, a vast half-finished
sort o f region,

wherein Nature has been apparently practising how to

make better places.

This is the Northern Territory of South Australia . . .

The Northern Territory has 'broke ' everybody that ever touched it in any
shape or form

. . . 76

The settlement of Palmerston, also known as Port Darwin, in the Northern Territory was
comparatively close to Asia. The port operated as a free port until August 1 880 when
duty was imposed. 'The Customs Department' of Port Darwin, was, Sowden noted, run
by a ' M r Searcy', 'one of its chief institutions' . 7 7
Alfred Searcy's accounts of life as a Customs Inspector in the Northern Territory have
been published in three books: In Northern Seas ( 1 9051. the fictional By Flood and Field
( 1 9 1 21 and, his longest and most comprehensive, In Australian Tropics ( 1 90 7 ) . Most of
the material from In Northern Seas has been repeated in In Australian Tropics. By Flood
and Field

was written in response to a request by Mrs Aeneas Gunn to write a romance

based in the Territory_ 7 S Bill Harney said he 'read it and reread it' and it inspired him to
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return to Groote Eylandt. 7 9 Ernestine Hill also read Searcy and was clearly influenced by
his descriptions of the Macassans. 80
Searcy had experience as a journalist working for the Adelaide Advertiser from the age
of fifteen. However, he failed to complete his indenture and joined the Customs
Department instead. 8 1 He became an officer in the Port Adelaide Rifle Company and
married Jane Annette Rainsford and had seven children. H e volunteered for the position
of Sub-Collector of Customs at Port Darwin early in 1 88 2 where he worked until 1 89 6
after which he returned to Adelaide. 82 Searcy worked a t the South Australian House of
Assembly while at the same time publishing a series of articles o n the Macassans. After
discussion and encouragement by Ernest Whitington from the South Australian Register
the South Australian Government produced a pamphlet by Searcy. It covered some of
the diverse aspects of the early history of European settlement, Searcy's work, Northern
Territory Aborigines and hunting buffalo and wild cattle. These articles became the basis
for In Australian Tropics.
Searcy retained his love of adventure and romantic attitude towards life in the tropics.
His writing room in South Australia had 'a distinct atmosphere of the Orient about it' 8 3
and was hung with Aboriginal artefacts, a human skull. crocodile teeth, 'the immense
tusk of a dugong . . . curious fossils. and several ugly weapons of the swordfish'. 84
Searcy echoed the swashbuckling sentiments of the popular Victorian boys' novels such
as Robinson Crusoe, Treasure Island and The Coral lsland.85 He commented,
When a boy I read a book called Oliver Ellis, in which mention is made of
a sunken Spanish galleon, from which the hero o f the story procured
great wealth. While on my voyages down the coast . . . I did a lot o f
looking for treasure, until I realised that the scavengers of the seas, the
Malays, had been centuries in advance of me. 86

But of the writers who have been considered thus far, none achieved such great
popularity or fame in a distinctly Northern Territory context as the next writer. The book
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which was widely read by the public, used in schools as a text book and generally
contributed to the image Australians have, and for some still is the Northern Territory,
Jeannie Gunn's We of the Never-Never ( 1 908).
Jeannie Gunn was born Jeannie Taylor in 1 8 70 in Melbourne. She was educated from
home and taught by her mother. 87 She matriculated at seventeen and with two of her
sisters opened a school for young ladies 'Rolyat' ('Taylor' backwards) in Hawthorn, a
middle-class suburb of Melbourne, which operated until 1 896. 88 After the closing of
'Rolyat'. Jeannie worked at other schools teaching elocution and gymnastics; she was
an accomplished horsewoman. In 1 901

she married Aeneas Gunn who was then

employed as a librarian in the nearby suburb of Prahran. Aeneas Gunn had already spent
five years working in the Northern Territory with his cousin Captain Joseph Bradshaw. 89
Jeannie and Aeneas arrived in the Northern Territory in January 1 902. soon after their
marriage. to begin work managing Elsey station near the Roper River. Jeannie spent a
year in the Northern Territory and then returned to live in Melbourne. Victoria after his
tragic death. For Jeannie, the period in the Northern Territory seems irrevocably linked
w1th her honeymoon and marriage and her writing reflects that idyllic but brief phase of
her life. From the letters she wrote to friends and her memories of the year in the north.
Jeannie recorded her experiences of the country and the people in two books, The Little
Black Princess of the Never-Never,
Never

which was published in 1 905, and We o f the Never

1n 1 908. Aside from a little journalism, Jeannie wrote nothing else of consequence

for the rest of her life.
Her books were well received. The Official Book of the Commonwealth of Australia
commented of The Little Black Princess that it. 'gives the most truly artistic and
sympathetic

description

of Aboriginal

character

ever written' . 90

Baldwin

Spencer

enthused in the Melbourne Argus that he knew 'nothing comparable to it in any writing
on Australian aborigines. O n ly one who really understood and liked the natives. and who
. . . was liked by them, could possibly have written (the book)' 9 1 Although Jeannie
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Gunn's literary success was slow initially, she continued to sell steadily. In 1 929 Charles
Barrett wrote,
The most delightful book treating o f aboriginal life is "The Little Black
Pri
ncess " (Robertson and Mullens}. It gives unfailing pleasure to gro wn
ups as well as ch1fdren, and seems as fresh and charming at the third or
fourth reading it was at the first. Mrs Aeneas Gunn has given us a minor
classic. And "We of the Never-Never" is as good in its way as the
"Princess " story.92

By 1 9 6 1 some two hundred and eighty thousand copies of The Liule Black Princess had
been sold and five hundred thousand copies of We of the Never-Never. 93 Several
annotated guides were produced for keen We of the Never-Never readers. 94 H . M . Saxby
commented of The Little Black Princess, that, ' I n spite of racial differences there

IS

a

universal world of childhood' . 95 Brenda Niall noted,
As

a portrait

of childhood,

Bett-Bett 's is

close

to

the

little

larrikin

sterotype o f the period: fearless, mischievous, unpredictable, and loved
for these qualities by the mother-figure of the story . . .

The portrait of

Bett-Bett, like We of the Never-Never, still has a considerable charm but
it is the charm of unreality.

The

Little Black Pri
ncess is an idyll of

childhood in which the relationship o f black and white, mother and child,
retains its warmth and simplicity in a timeless world. It is, indeed, the
'Never-Never '. 96

Jeannie Gunn has come to epitomise the Northern Territory, possibly because of the
intensity of the writing. Her experiences as a bride, and then only a year later, a widow.
infuses her writing with a passion. She never returned to the Territory and it seems she
projected her losses onto, not only the land, but her view of the Aborigines as well.
Jeannie Gunn's influence on later writers is apparent. Children's author Mary Grant
Bruce considered Ethel Turner of Seven Little Australians tame a 'poor competitor' 97 but
was an admirer of Jeannie Gunn's. Bruce deviated from the formula of the popular and
successful 'Billabong' books as a result of her interaction with Jeannie G unn and
published The Stone Axe o f Burkamukk, i n 1 92 2 but it was not a commercial success. 98
The much-rejected Northern Territory author, Jessie Litchfield commented wistfully on
Gunn's popularity to Australian publisher Percy Serle, 'Mrs. Aeneas Gunn's books. after
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more than twenty years, still sell well'. 99 Frank Clune considered her a necessary part of
his account of the Territory.

100

Jeannie Gunn wrote sketches and articles throughout her

life and continued as the voice of the Northern Territory. A letter to Robert Croll
indicates a certain pragmatism towards the Territory frontier life:
I would be pleased to do a sketch on the Overland for the 'Shell '
Company. I appreciate always all they are doing for the development of
Australia, even though it means the passing of all that went to the
making of my own life out bush. 1 ° 1

Jan Larbalestier has emphasised the prescriptive role Jeannie G u n n h a s played within the
European construction of Territory settlement. 1 0 2 In Australian literature and painting,
Margaret McGuire has traced the 'legend of the good fella Missus' which she argues is
the 'dominant historical myth about the relation between white women and Aborigines'
which ' portrays the former as kind mistresses and the laner as objects of their maternal
care'. 103 These colonial roles were established in A Mother's Offering and continue in
Gunn's The Little Black Princess. 104 Certainly within much Australian writing before the
1 970s Aborigines are frequently referred to or represented as children while the maternal
role is a convenient and unthreatening category to ascribe to women. Jeannie Gunn's
books were well received, influential and continue to sell, suggesting that they still
satisfy some need in contemporary audiences.
Quite where Jeannie Gunn fits within the scope of Australian literature is unclear. H. M .
Green comments o n her lifelike characters but that We o f the Never-Never ' reads like a
novel, a romantic novel'. 1 os

Dale

Spender suggests Green's classification

discrimination against women writers generally,

was a

'acknowledged - and then denied,

relegated to the minor ranks in the literary tradition ' . 106 Spender herself, however, does
not spend too much time on Jeannie Gunn although she considers We of the Never
Never,
a characteristic and highly commendable work which dra ws extensively
on the personal experience of women, which explores a variety of
relationships, which spins scintillating and sobering yarns from the
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substance o f disaster - and which pays tribute
culturally diverse A ustralians. 1 0 7

to the humanity of many

Jeannie G u n n ' s writing was highly influential. Spender comments on a survey o f a class
of thirty two mature age women students in Sydney, twelve of which ' believed that We
of the Never-Never

was the only book of note to have been written by an Australian

woma n ! ' 108 David Headon considered Mrs Aeneas Gunn a s the, ·archetypal turn-of-the
century pioneering white woman. Feminine, but hardy; strict with her helpers. but with a
heart of gold'. 109 After Jeannie Gunn, the writing would change slightly in focus.
Although the personal narrative would remain and still continue to be an important part
of Territory writing, the next period s<:�w the success of the Territory adventure story. In
Joseph Bowes' Comrades, clear elements of this next stage are evident.
Joseph Bowes wrote a series of children's books for Oxford University Press, of which
Comrades ( 1 9 1 1 )

is set in the Northern Territory. Brenda Niall commented that he ' wrote

of tropical Australia with the enthusiasm of a travel agent'. 1 1 0 Niall considered Bowes'
writing as the first of the genre of outback novels that were to attain popular success
between the wars with writers such as Hatfield and Macdonald, although Macdonald
could well be considered to anticipate Bowes. Alexander Macdonald, who claimed to
have written from life, 1 1 1 wrote a series of children's books, some of which were set in
the Northern Territory. The Lost Explorers ( 1 906) and The Mystery o f Diamond Creek
(n.d.)

described

gold

finds,

savage

Aborigines

and

faithful

chums.

Macdonald's

construction would find increasing popularity with writers after this period.
Many of the themes expressed by the earliest writers became an established orthodoxy
for writing about the Northern Territory: the romantic interaction between settler and
landscape, the belief in economic potential and the inability to accept the tenets of
Aboriginal occupation of the country. Although the history of settlement in the Northern
Territory is one of colonial outposts manned by public servants, the literary themes
which emerged favoured the notions of individual freedom, adventure and the economic
potential of the unexploited wilderness to be wrenched from the possession of primitive
natives. The literary construction of the Northern Territory frontier can be clearly
identified in this period. But it had been a slow start. The Australian publishing market
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remained dominated by overseas publications. From this earliest period, only Jeannie
G u n n ' s We of the Never-Never achieved widespread national readership and recognition
and this situation was not to change until the 1 930s. 1 1 2

112
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CHAPTER TWO
'WE OF T H E NEVER-NEVER'

And All of Us, and many of this company, shared each other's lives for
one bright, sunny year, away Behind the Back of Beyond, in the Land of
the Never-Never; in that elusive land with an elusive name - a land o f
dangers and hardships and privations yet loved as few lands are loved - a
land that bewitches her people with strange spells and mysteries, until
they call sweet bitter, and bitter sweet. Called the Never-Never, the
Maluka loved to say, because they who have lived in it and loved it,
Never-Never voluntarily leave it. Sadly enough, there are too many who
Never-Never do leave it. Others - the unfitted - will tell you that it is so
called because they who succeed in getting out o f it swear they will
Never-Never return to it. But we who have lived in it, and loved it, and
left it, know that our hearts can Never-Never rest away from it. 1

The Northern Territory, by name at least, did not come into being until South Australia
assumed responsibility of the land north of its border (its ' Northern Territory') which had
formerly been under control of New South Wales. There were, however, a few accounts
of the region, which were written during the earliest part of European settlement. Some,
such as Lady Mary Fox's Account of an Expedition had little to do with the region, but
were primarily occupied in sketching out a monotonous but wholesome lifestyle of
interracial harmony where dancing is considered only fit for savages and ' Education
the means adopted for reclaiming and for preserving men from barbarism ' . 2 A Mother's
Offering, was more informative and included a section describing the attempts at British

settlement in north Australia. Barton gave such details as a description of the remains of
the fort at Raffles Bay, 3 and an assessment of the suitability of various crops at
Victoria. 4 The Aborigines from Raffles Bay, Barton dismissed as of, 'little intellect,
courage, or gratitude: while their habits were very disgusting' . 5 The Port Essington
Aborigines, on the other hand,
appear a simple wandering race, entirely without clothing; but a much
finer people than our natives o f New South Wales. They found them very
useful at the settlement; for they would assist as laborers; [sic} and bring
6
them fish and honey.

Mrs. A. Gunn, We of the Never-Never IRichmond: Hutchinson, 1 9 7 7 ( 1 908)), prelude.
2

3

4
5
6
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Barton, A Mother's Offering, p. 80.
Barton, A Mother's Offering, p. 143.

'Mrs Saville' noted 'that honesty, was not among the good qualities of their black
friends' .1 But the relationship seems to have been tinged with a sense that the European
settlers were in a minority. In a description of an exploring party on Cobourg Peninsula.
the Aboriginal camps were left alone 'for fear of giving offence; as it might have cost . . .
their lives' . 8 The other accounts published at about this time were more jaundiced. Mrs.
Lee's Adventures in Australia described the 'northern coast of Australia'. its 'barbarous
people' and 'slimy mangroves' with a kind of awed disgust. Louis Becke ment1oned the
Northern Territory in his collaborative historical novel A First Fleet Family ( 1 8961 which
also stressed the inhospitable nature of the landscape:
We crossed the gulf [of Carpentaria} safely and found abundance of
turtle, fish and water on the coast on the other side, which we followed,
I think, for about fourteen or fifteen days before we finally left it. This
part of New Holland is truly a dreadful country, for all the shores are
muddy and full o f crocodiles, and the woods infested with serpents; . . .
we saw but few Indians here. 9

Mrs Lee seemed more impressed by the resources of the coastline and described Malay
trepang and shark fin collection, crocodile and ibis shooting; the latter of which tasted
'like excellent veal'. 10 Although Anne Bowman described an implausibly fecund Central
Australia where the Mayburns killed and ate almost everything that moved (the wombat
·steaks were really excellent with sliced melon' 1 1 ) , the Aborigines were, for the most
part, fierce savages. 1 2
I n this time of initial European settlement i n northern Australia, the writers placed the
settlements in an Asian context. A Mother's Offering shows the inter-relationship
between the northern British settlements and South-East Asia. 13 Mrs. Lee, like Charlotte
Barton. devoted part of the narrative to a description of the Portuguese colony of
Timor. 1 4 Anne Bowman's characters arrive after a fire aboard the Golden Fairy en route
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are typical examples.

Northern Aust ralian settlement with its hopes of trade with the 1slands to the north (as a way around the

monopoly held by the Dutch East India Co.) reflected that Asian orientation. For example, Mrs. Saville tells
the children information about Timor, Barton, A Mother's Offering, pp. 1 5 8·60
Lee, Adventures in Australia, Chapter one, which describes Spencer ' s voyago from India through Asia to

Timor and the north coast of Australia.
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to Calcutta. 15 Alexander Macdonald's characters referred to sailing through the islands
of the Indian Oceans from north Australia. 1 6 Searcy's professed reason for taking the
pos1tion of customs officer were to halt the drain of resources from the Northern
Territory coast by ' M alay' fishermen. 1 7 Joseph Bowes also stressed the threatening
aspect of proximity to Asia. 1 8
The early writing shared a preoccupation with the perceived emptiness and inhospitality
of the landscape: 'Of the Northern Territory, it was only known that it was very big,
very hot, very empty; a gap on the map, yawning for population, yet not at all a white
man's land'. 1 9 Perhaps the insecurity with the subject mirrored the insecurity South
Australia felt when faced with the development of its Northern Territory. There was
almost immediate concern that the new acquisition would prove a drain on the South
Australian

colony's

resources.

Charles Wentworth

Dilke

commented

dryly

of the

significance of the acquisition of the Northern Territory for the colony of South Australia,
The immense northern territory, being supposed to be valueless, has
generously been handed over to South Australia, which thus becomes
the widest of all British colonies, and nearly as large as English Hindostan
.. .

The only important result that seems likely

to

follo w from this

annexation of the northern territory to South Australia is that schoolboys'

geography will suffer. 2o

The landscape to the north appeared foreign and inhospitable and the Aborigines, more
numerous and successful at surviving than the small population of Europeans. It is
therefore not surprising that the writing focussed upon the fears and hopes for economic
prosperity, descriptions of the land, the Aborigines and their relationship to the settlers.
Attempts to describe and evaluate the Australian landscape occupy much of the writing
of the late nineteenth century. John Rickard noted the literary myth of the nineties which
idealised the settlers 'who confronted the environment' at the same time the landscape
was presented in its 'starkest form' . 2 1 The inter-relationship between coloniser and
country was not presented simply. At times the bush was romanticised but there was
often indication that the landscape could be a sinister foe. Kay Schaffer exploring the
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'myth of the typical Australian' 22 noted that national identity 1s constructed as a
conquest of

the

land. 2 3

Barbara

Baynton' s

stories,

'The

Chosen

Vessel';.�

and

' Squeaker's Mate' 25 and Henry Lawson's 'The Drover's Wife' 26illustrate the enigma of
the bush and it is no coincidence that the protagonists are female and have children. In
the literature,

the

physical

and

social

domination of the country

was

seen

as

masculine . 27
Writers in this period felt bound to portray an affinity with the bush landscape in order to
legitimate the colonisers' right to ownership. Reality intruded occasionally in the work of
those who had experienced the bush providing a glimpse of the chaotic world which
defied and mocked regulation

by the colonists. The Northern Territory

landscape

appeared as inhospitable to many of the writers who emphasised uncomfortable, strange
or hostile aspects. Central Australia was seen as particularly harsh and infertile yet the
protagonists frequently made mineral discoveries in this apparent barren landscape. 28
Alexander Macdonald wrote of the 'seemingly everlasting monotonous desert'. 29 James
Hogan noted, 'The continuous glare from this hot and shining sand was a grievous
oppression to our eyes, for there was nothing to relieve the monotony of this torrid
waste save a few stunted box-trees'. 30 It was not so much the Aborigines who were the
enemy, but the land itself. Brenda Niall noted,
The Secret of the Australian Desert shows the imaginative possibilities o f
the harsh Australian landscape.

The arbitrary, impersonal cruelty o f the

desert makes it unnecessary to supply human adversaries; the h ostile

Aborigines in the novel are dramatically superfluous. 3 1

The harshness imbued the land with spirituality because it threatened life. 32 The writers
felt alternatively attracted to the potential, yet afraid of the extremes. of the landscape.
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Trevor James found Jeannie Gunn was 'both estranged from' and 'bound to' the
landscape of the Northern Territory. 33
Surviving

the

harsh

conditions

and

ability

to

maintain

general

health

were

the

preoccupation of the writers in a time where it was felt that Europeans could not work in
the tropics without suffering the consequences. J .A.G. Little, the Senior Officer at the
Telegraph station in Darwin noted,
With regard to the suitability of the country for European labour, the
writer of this article can affirm

after four years ' experience - that a man
cannot perform the amount of constant work that he is capable of
-

accomplishing in a more moderate climate; but there is still nothing to
prevent a moderate day's work being done. . 34
.

Much detail was included in the texts over a range of minutiae that were felt could affect
the health and well being of the prospective settlers. Sowden described the monotony of
the country and the unpleasantness created by the extremes of temperature. 35 Wildey
pra1sed the geography and climate but listed among the requirements of travel for the
potential visitor to the Territory as: a revolver, ammunition, suitable clothing, mosquito
net. hammock, 'A large pot. with cover, of Holloway's ointment' 36 , zinc powder,
quinine, castor oil, two hats and a compass. He included descriptions of malaria, 3 7 and a
host of biting pests which caused ulcers such as mosquitoes, sand flies. march flies,
bung flies. tarantulas, snakes, centipedes. rats. 38 Sowden cautioned the reader against
the 'ferocious horde' of mosquitoes and 'their allies' the sandflies. 39 'Prickly heat.'
Wildey noted, 'is terribly annoying to new comers, but is said to be healthy' . 40
The writers were keen to assert their imperviousness to the hazards of the northern
climate. J . G . Knight commented (mendaciously) that, 'The writer has had seven years'
residence in the Territory, and never suffered an hour's sickness' . 4 1 In Macdonald's The
Lost Explorers,

33
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country is too dry and clear for any microbe to fancy'. 42 Health was emphasised at a
time when it was paradoxically, unhealthy to live in the Northern Terntory:
"I'm standing testimony against the lies that are told about the north.
The tropics are as healthy as any zone upon the earth . . . "
"But isn't the place full of alligators, crocodiles, pythons, bun yips, and
fever and ague?"
" To be serious . . . the climate is endurable, and with ordinary precautions
one will suffer little from malaria. As for danger - well, that risk has to be
encountered everywhere. "
"Ah, well, uncle, from this time forth I'll think of the Northern Territory
as being as healthy as a sanatorium, as cool as an ice-cream, and as
peaceful and safe as life in our own village.

"43

As well as the salubrious nature of the environment. some writers emphasised the
aesthetic charms. The landscape was sometimes presented in quite Arcadian terms.
particularly the most northern region. Harriet Daly described Port Darwin with 'masses of
rich green vegetation . . . cliffs overspread with thickly growing palms .. . a land of
perpetual

summer' . 44

Commentary

about

exploration

and

landscape

generally

emphasised the favourable, heroic model. Robert Caldwell's lengthy verse describing his
travels through Central Australia is fairly typical in attitude if not medium:
From the Goyder well of water clear,
Where men and cattle drink,
A ride of twenty m1fes will gain
The valley of the Finke.
This wondrous valley, fair and broad,
South-eastward ever tends;
It rises in the central range,

We know not where it ends. 45

But by the end of this period, certain accord had been reached by the writers in their
attitude to the landscape. Although some nineteenth-century writers emphasised the
hostile and threatening, by the early twentieth century, Bowes wrote.
.
The honey blossoms of the ti-trees filled the air with a sweet fragrance,
and at the same time furnished a morning meal to numerous birds and
insects . . . the parakeets, as they flew from tree to tree, were atoned for
by the brillian t colouring they presented of turquoise blue, ruby red,
sulphur yellow, rich scarlet, olive green, sea green, deep purple, together
with intermediate tones and shadings. These brilliances were heightened
by the sombre background of the scrub. 4 6
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For the most part, writers who spent any length of time in the Territory came to
appreciate the landscape in a more favourable way than the journalists who came tor
only brief periods. Alfred Searcy maintained a robust frontier enthusiasm for the
exploitation of the resources of the wilderness. 4 7 Searcy described shooting buffalo48
and cattle: 49 'It always gave me intense satisfaction to know that I had rubbed out a
snake, or a shark, or an alligator'. 50 Searcy's descnption of bird shooting Indicates the
settlers' exploitative attitude to the environment:
At one time we used to get some splendid parrot-shooting on a small
island known as Shell Island, on the other side of Darwin Harbour, which
was a favourite camping place for a very large variety of them. We used
to post ourselves just before sundown, under the trees near the
mangroves, and wait the coming of the birds. As soon as they happened
along, proceedings commenced, and continued until it was too dark to
see them . . . The largest take I heard of was two hundred and fifty.
Suddenly the birds ceased to turn up at the island. 5 1

He descnbed the hunting of goose. duck, wild pigs, kangaroo5 2 and fishing for groper,
rock-cod. schnapper. barramundi, stingray. 5 3 oyster, crab and dugong. 54 Searcy rejoiced
in the resources of a country that seemed unlimited:
I have persuaded the niggers never to kill these turtle when up laying,
and they have acted up to it splendidly; consequently one canoe will
bring in a thousand eggs in one trip from Quail Island . . . We use
thousands of turtle eggs annually, and I now prefer them to hen's eggs,
especially when made into custard, sponge-cake, tapioca, rice or sago
55
puddings.

The boundless resources o f the untamed wilderness presented an abundance t o sustain
the incomer.
A popular theory of the period was that the hardships of European settlement in the
north provided a way of sorting out the worth of a newcomer. Kirmess wrote, 'It has
been sa1d that the Northern Territory was not a white man's land . . . The truth is that it

47

Thos attotude was shared by t he explorers who frequently stressed the abundance of the landscape. For
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was. and is the land of the worker; only to the loafer is the climate enervating'.5 6
Jeannie Gunn rewarded those who responded favourably to the landscape with the
proposal that the Territory could be seen as a testing ground for character and integrity:
whatever their rank or race, our travellers were men, not riff-raff; the
long, formidable stages that wall in the Never-Never have seen to that,
turning back the weaklings and worthless to the flesh-pots of Egypt, and
proving the worth and mettle of the brave-hearted. 57

The European populations of the Territory were tiny and isolated. Some settlers worked
to recreate the conditions and comforts of the places that they had come from. Harriet
Daly's descriptions of Palmerston camp cover musical evenings. picnics, 'admirers' and
she noted that 'the men dressed with most scrupulous neatness. They wore the whitest
shirts and preniest neckties imaginable'. 5 8 Other settlers evidently found relief in a
lifestyle remote from the niceties of settled life. Paterson and Searcy both stressed that
the Territory was a refuge for men and women who wish to live outside the law. 59
Bowes wrote. 'The Northern Territory . . . was too remote to have any allurement save to
the most adventurous . . . the hiding-place of hardened criminals'. 60
Certainly Sowden suggested a high alcohol consumption as part of the Territory
lifestyle6 1 as well as a marked informality, 'on the first morning I arrived I presented a
letter of introduction to a high official who disguised his physical conformation by a
bath-towel only'. 62 Wildey gave a detailed description of the Palmerston and Southport
shops and amenities which suggested some degree of civilisation. He noted that the best
Quarters in Palmerston were those of the employees of the British-Australian Telegraph
Company, 'Their rooms are lofty, and the walls of the office are thick. They have a fine
billiard table, pianos and some have wives' .63 The construction of amenities and services
served to denote the priorities of the settlers. Although Wildey noted that the town had
a chemist, tailor, cordial maker and restaurant at the time of his writing. the funds were
still being raised for a church.
Most writers of this period looked forward to a future where the Northern Territory
ceased to represent a wilderness and had become civilised. Like Daly and Sowden there
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was a celebration in prose of the urban amenities of a comfortable life. The writers
looked to a future where only a European society occupied the land. The first and last
stanzas of Ernest Favenc's poem, 'An Ideal of the Future' summed up this nineteenth
century optimism for a tamed landscape and also anticipated the attempts to minimise
Aboriginal occupation:
Shunned and dreaded; untrodden, drear;
A realm of hunger, of thirst, o f fear,
The desert heart of Australia lies An iron land - beneath brazen skies . . .
The iron horse has bridged the space
That only camel before dared face . . .
And ch1Jdren play in the grassy glade
Where the lost explorers' bones are la1d. 64

Whatever the

motivation

and

views

of

the

settlers,

they

all

shared

a

primary

preoccupation with makmg money. At the same time, personal fortunes somehow
became identified with the overall success of the Territory. Almost every writer paused
in the narrative at least once to give an active promotion to the economic potential of
the Territory. J . G . Knight praised the region ' s potential in the face of growing South
Australian doubts.
During

his holiday in Adelaide he has met with some who deplore that

the Territory was ever taken over by South Australia, and call it a "White
Elephant!" To such gloomy people he has said, - "Try to induce those in
authority to sell the animal in question, as he has 'a friend in the city'
ready to pay a good price for the neglected creature, and to cultivate
choice produce for its future nourishment. 65

Harriet Daly asserted confidently, 'South Australia's "white elephant" was really going to
prove a valuable possession after a l l ! ' 6 6 Wildey believed that for, 'a comparatively small
national outlay, ... the south would discover that the north is anything but a white
elephant'. 67 In a familiar echo of sentiments, Sowden commented that the reader, 'will
be convinced that that extreme northern country of ours, which we have called by
courtesy the Northern Territory . . . is a rich possession which other colonies well might
envy us' . 68 Searcy concurred. 'This vast portion of our Territory has never been
explored . . . the possibilities are simply immense' . 69 In 1 901 J. Langdon Parsons, South
Australian Member of the Legislative Council and sometime Minister for the Northern
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Territory advised that. 'The Northern Territory is intrins1cally certainly worth a great deal
more than its liabilities' . 7°
There is consensus between the writers from this period that the north should be settled
if only to establish a territorial claim on behalf of white Australia. But paralleling th1s
sentiment was an acknowledgment that not as much had been achieved under South
Australian control as had been anticipated at the beginning of their administratiO n . C. H .
Kirmess was a firm exponent of the 'empty north' theory of settlement wh1ch demanded
that European settlement take place to exclude the possibility of Asian settlement from
the north: 'A great deal depends on successful white settlement in the North. So far
little has been achieved' . 7 1 Herbert Parsons wrote that, · S o uth Austra lia has had its
White Elephant. We have tended it to the best of our ability. We have made mistakes

..

.I

Meanwhile our north is empty, quite empty, and it is costing South Australia £ 1 30.000
a year to

keep

empty ' . 7 2

it

But Jessie

Ackermann

viewed

the

results

the

of

Commonwealth administration with nearly as much pessimism.
the white elephant of the Northern Territory recklessly thrusts its mighty
trunk into the common treasury of the people, gulping down bushels of
gold coins of the realm; with the result that it merely waxes fat, and its
enlarged proportions render it an
increasing problem
for
the
Common wealth and a genui
ne curiosity to the world. 7

Although a minority, some writers had to admit that during this period. the Territory had
actually produced very linle revenue for the administering agency, whether New South
Wales, South Australia or the Federal Government.
But this period encompassed the depression of the 1 890s and understandably. as
pastoral leases were abandoned throughout the Top End, the economic potential of the
Northern Territory seemed bleak. Banjo Paterson's An Outback Marriage, looked at some
of the hardships of the pastoral industry and detailed the fate of many in the difficult
economic conditions of the 1 890s:
And I slaved like a driven nigger, day in and day out, brandin ' calves all
day long in the dust, with the sun that hot, the brandin iron 'ud mark
without puttin ' it in the fire at all. And then down comes the tick, and
kills my cattle by the hundred, dyin ' and perishin all over the place. And
what lived through it I couldn 't sell anywhere, because they won't let
tick-infested cattle go south, and the Dutch won't let us ship 'em north
·

•
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to Java, the wretches/ And then Mr. Grant's debt was over everything;
and at last I had to chuck it up. That's how 1 got broke, Mister. 1 hope
you 'll have better luck. 7 4

Notwithstanding the economic downturn described so vividly by Paterson, pastoral
leases were seen as the embodiment of the 'real' Territory. Even in the nineteenth
century, the Northern Territory urban settlements, such as they were, were described
prosaically. The theatre of myth-making was the outback, the Never-Never, where the
men were all characters and mates. Police Constable Willshire sharply differentiated
between the 'practical bushmen . . . brave pioneers who push out to the frontier' 75 and
'Nincompoops' 7 6 from the cities. There are the beginnings of the idea that the heroes of
the Northern Territory, are bigger, stronger, braver and more adventurous than heroes
elsewhere: 'When Tom Noble had his grip on a man's arm there were few in the
Northern Territory who could shake themselves free' . 7 7
A part o f the celebration o f the bush ideal was in the relationship shared by t h e m e n of
the Territory.

Willshire,

although uncharacteristically

brief on the subject of male

friendships, included a dedication to 'a practical bushman' in the preface to Land of the
Dawning.

Close friendship between males was an accepted part of the bush ethos. In

The Golden Lake

Dick Hardwicke and his cousin Archie are great friends, which not even

the rivalry for the hand of the beautiful

maiden, Ada ('laughing Hair'), can

threaten. The title of Joseph Bowes' Comrades is self-explanatory. In A n Outback
Marriage,

such different characters as Charlie Gordon and the English 'new chum'

Carew, Hugh and bushman Tommy Prince become friends. In The Australian Crisis,
Thomas Burt and 'the Yorkshireman' are friends committed to stopping the Japanese
invasion of the Northern Territory. Mateship was the topic of much discussion by
Terntory writers, and surprisingly female writers as well, notwithstanding that it was
presented as a completely masculine ritual, often involving individuals from different
classes, from which women were strictly excluded. Harriet Daly commented of the
custom,
A "mate" was a "mate" - share and share alike . . . some cases of
devotion that were met with were quite touching; and very often to all
appearances the pairs were not always mated from the same class o f
society. Could o n e have known the past histories of some o f the oddly
selected couples who shared everything in common, many a romance
might have been written . . . 78
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Harriet Daly's attitudes are epitomised in the long story describing 'Gentleman George·
and his death in the bush. Two interesting elements are contained 1n the narrat1ve wh•ch
will become paradigms in descriptions of the Territory: firstly, that matesh1p transcends
the usual class barriers and that secondly, men take to the bush as solace for a broken
romance.' 9 Daly's account opens with both mates dressed in rough clothes and
travelling steerage,

but George displayed

'the

little things that

mark a

man of

refinement ' . The loyal Bill was a 'smart, tall, well set-up old soldier, extremely devoted
to his mate. and he waited upon him . . . as assiduously as the most perfectly tra1ned
London vaiet'. Their story has all the elements of Victorian melodrama. The come-down
(and uppance) of a decent man, who was betrayed by a woman, Marion, when George's
'governor' 'poisoned the girl's mind' against George. George's governor is clearly a
ratter paradoxically because 'he had a wonderful influence over wome n ' . The tragedy
continues with Marion unable to resist 'so grand a match . . . as Lord Angertord ' . But
Marion wears George's flower at her throat at the wedding and pleads that 'we shall
always be friends, won't we ? ' . But George i s oH to ' Hindostan' where ' I played hard. I
drank hard, I rode hard, and . . . If it had not been for my mother I would willingly have
gone to the dogs altogether'. George eventually dies of fever calling for his mother and
forgiving Marion. Bill's 'tears flowed freely as he closed those beautiful eyes. into whose
luminous depths no mortal would ever look again' and marvelling to the narrator how
' M r George . . . was a real gentleman . . . it was share and share alike down to the last
pipe o' baccy'. Harriet comments that the story has been included both because it was
touching and because it was 'a somewhat typical incident in gold-digging

life' . 80

Mothers. like mates, were sacred to the bushmen. As Macdonald's bushman, Mackay, in
The Lost Explorers

points out to the lads, 'ye can never get a truer friend than ver

mother, an' I hope ye'll no forget that' . 8 1
But mothers, i f they a r e mentioned at a l l , a r e always very far away from the act1on of
the texts. Mates on the other hand, are by definition, always there. Jeannie Gunn
narrated a story comparable to Harriet Daly's. Also, like Daly, Gunn managed to imply
that there was something more noble and higher spiritually in male friendship than in
anything that could be experienced by a woman: 'Then a man rode into our lives who
was to teach us the depth and breath of the meaning of the word mate'. A man rode in
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with news that his mate was sick with malaria. The hospitable Gunns offered to send
the station buck-board out for him or ride out to bring him in. The man,
flushed hotly and stammered: "If you please, ma'am. If the boss 'II
excuse me, me mate's dead set against a woman doing things for him. If
you wouldn 't mind not coming. He'd rather have me. Me and him 's been
mates this seven years. The boss 'II understand. 82

The Maluka did understand. For three days the man lay out bush very ill, being assisted
by his mate and men from Elsey, until he became so ill he had to be brought in to the
homestead anyway. The Maluka thought he would pull through but unfortunately he
died and had to be buried at Elsey. The mate only breaks down when the Maluka
refused payment for services by saying 'We give no charity here: only hospitality to our
guests. Surely n o man would refuse that'. Jeannie interprets this sensitivity as the
superiority of males and notes that, 'daily the bushman put the woman to shame' . 83
Mateship, it can be assumed, was a part of the isolation and loneliness of the bush. I n
the light o f this Jeannie G u n n presents a paradoxical view o f the remoteness o f pastoral
life. Elsey Station received a regular mail service eight times a year and Gunn noted,
'Two hundred and fifty guests was the tally for that year'. Elsey Station was itself
within an hour's ride of the Overland Telegraph Line. 84
The contradiction that the 'outback', although covering vast distances, contained a good
information network linking all people who travelled there was a problem for the true
'bushman'. 85 This misanthropic stance of retreating away from the company of fellow
individuals was somehow seen as a virtue and part of the prerequisite of a good
bushman. Bushmen are described by Gunn as 'characters' but it is probably more
correct to say, caricatures. These images of the lovable bushmen, 'The Maluka', 'The
Sanguine Scot', 'The Head Stockman ' , 'The Dandy', 'The Quiet Stockman', 'The Fizzer',
'Mine Host', 'The Wag' and so on haunt the pages of We o f the Never-Never. Following
a Lawson-like tradition, Jean"nie Gunn portrayed bushmen invariably86 as gentle, kind,
anti-social, abstainers or alcoholics. 8 7 This became a popular way of dealing with the
laconic men of the Territory outback that was much used after G u n n .
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A central theme of all Territory writers was the role played by Aborigmal people and
their relationships to the European communities. There was very little in the Aboriginal
population that the European writers found to praise although they frequently went to
88
great lengths to indiscriminately document aspects of Aboriginal language and culture .

This habit continued as a theme of the writing with Europeans interpreting and defining
Aboriginal culture, as they saw it, right up to the contemporary period. As with the
descriptions of lifestyle and environment, there was a sharp delineation between the
urban and the bush experiences. Europeans uniformly throughout Territory writing,
preferred Aborigines living in the bush, away from urban centres of population. While
descriptions of Aborigines in the bush are hardly those of noble savages, they are
considerably less negative than accounts of Aborigines living in or near towns. 89
Europeans espoused

contempt

particularly

when

Aborigines

lived

in

situations of

propinquity. Henry Reynolds noted that the Aboriginal camps were moved further away
from Port Darwin in 1874 because of complaints about proximity. 90
Harriet Daly herself was surprised to note the presence of the Larrakia so close to
European settlement. Harriet, whilst romanticising about the scenery did not romanticise
about the Larrakia whom she regarded as, 'the least interesting specimens of at best an
uninteresting race'. 9 1 Sowden too found the Larrakia were 'degraded specimens of
humanity! - less manlike some than a grinning chattering monkey looking at them from
the hotel door'. 92 Although Wildey considered the Aborigines 'warlike and treacherous'
cannibals he did not see them as a source of danger:
The natives are but little feared, and seldom seen. They know everyone
to be well-armed, and so are inspired with a wholesome fear o f the white
man. Moreover, they have been invariably carefully and kindly treated by
the government. In fact, in the Territory it is a common saying that the
killing o f a native would be more quickly followed up and avenged by the

88
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Adelaide Government, than would be the killing of a white man by a
native. 93

Daly also did not believe the Aborigines were any threat to European settlement at Port
Oarwin 94 but saw them as dangerous to European settlement elsewhere. 95
In Central Australia containment of the Aboriginal population was considered an issue.
Although in A Thrilling Tale, Willshire argued for the European man to stay out of
Aboriginal country because a European presence would ultimately result in Aboriginal
destruction , 9 6 by the time he wrote Land of the Dawning, Willshire believed that the
Aborigines

were

savage cannibals 97

and

that they

should

be

controlled

by the

establishment of ration depots. 98 There was a sense that the Territory citizens felt
themselves to be justified in taking the law into their own hands and not to be judged by
the standards held elsewhere i n Australia by, 'the far-away sympathisers . . . in the
security of their own houses'. 9 9 Police Constable Willshire argued that people outside
the Terntory were not fit to comment upon Territory practices:

'Many have the

arguments and controversies about the aborigines of Australia, and those who live in
large Cities in luxury and know the least about them, are the ones who sympathise with
them' 1 00
.

But the writers of the adventure stories revelled in the threat that the Aborigines posed
to the brave Europeans. It is almost a necessary component of the adventure yarn that
the natives are stronger and more fearless in the land of the writer's experience than
elsewhere. The idea that the Aborigines of the north coast were different, that is,
stronger, more aggressive, more intelligent, fearless, had been repeated to a lesser or
greater extent by the Northern Territory explorers Flinders 1 0 1 , Leichhardt. 102 Lindsay 1 0 3
and was implicit in Charlotte Barton. Searcy commented that the Aborigines of the
Northern Territory,
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were far and away superior, both in physique and intelligence, to the
natives down south. It must be remembered that the food-supply
available for the niggers on the north coast was unlimited . . . This, taken
in conjunction with their long association with the Malays, may be the
explanation of the superior type o f the aborigines of the north coast of
Australia· 1 04

Wildey concurred. 1 0 5 Alongside this pictu re of superior strength was the accompanying
notion of Northern Territory Aborigines as powerfully evil, crafty or fiendish who were
depicted as cannibals 106 child murderers 1 07 and brutish aggressive savages. 1 0 8 I n
Dawe's The Golden Lake, Kalua and his priest Wanjula, are cowardly, crafty, and vicious
and the population superstitious and simple, although the beautiful
exception. 109 Louis de Rougemont, who for the most

p art ,

Lusota

is an

had a favourable opinion of

the Aborigines, was critical of the role of Aboriginal women whom he saw as completely
exploited by the males. 1 1 0 The belief in the primitiveness and savagery of the Aborigines
was assumed by all authors in the writing from this period.
Contrasted with the 'wild blacks' were the 'tame' assistants and Dawe. Cossins and
Favenc all emphasised the role of the Aboriginal guide in the narrative: Jimmy, 'King of
the Murrumbidgee', 1 1 1 Marna, 1 1 2 and i n Favenc's The Secret o f the Australian Desert,
Billy Button assists Morton, Brown and Charlie to find the answer to the riddle of the
disappearance of the Leichhardt expedition. Rosemary Wighton considered Favenc to
have distinguished between real live Aborigines. who act as trackers, guides and
'harmless nomads' and 'the now vanished race that he invents' which provide 'endless
horrors like cannibalism and mysterious altars and exterm inations ' . 1 1 3 But it is difficult to
separate the two and the reader feels confronted by Favenc's picture of Aboriginal
savagery and violence. The Red Page of The Bulletin commented, 'One notes with
interest how unconsciously Mr Favenc ta kes the bushmen's view of relationships with
the blacks'. 1 1 4

104
105

Searcy, In Austtalian Tropics, p.
Wt1dey, Australasa,
i
p. 1

36.

1 4.

106

E. Favenc, The Sttcrer of rha Austtali
an Deserr (London: Blackte,

107

Cou•ns, The W
mgs of Silence, pp.

108
109
110

Bowes. Comrades, p .

18941, pp. 64·5.

1 ·2, 187.

219.

Dawe, ThtJ GoldtJn LalctJ, pp.

2 1 3 f , 266.

L. de Rougemont, The AdvtJnrures of Louis de Rougemonr As Told by Himself (london: George Newnes,

1899), pp. 102-3.

1 11

112
1 13
1 14

Dawe, ThtJ GoldtJn Lake, p.

33.

Coutna, ThtJ Wings of Silence, pp. 186-7.
Wighton, Etuly Austtalian Children's Lirererure, p. 35.
Red Page quoted, Frost, The Lasr Explorer, p. 60.

62

Implicit in all the accounts written about the Territory from this period is a casual
acceptance of violence in race relations. Paterson's fictional account of the Territory
described a punitive expeditions conducted by the pastoralist, Considine,
"I kep' the wild blacks from scarin ' 'em to death, and spearin ' of 'em, as
is their nature to, and I got speared myself in one or two little shoo tin '
excursions I had. "

"Shooting the blacks?" interpolated Gordon.
"Somethin ' like that, Mister. I did let off a rifle a few times, and I dessay
one or two poor, ignorant black feller-countrymen that had been fillin ' my
cattle as full of spears as so many hedge-hogs - I dessay they got in the
115
road of a bullet or two. The y 're always gettin ' in the road of things ".

Searcy

in

the section on shooting for sport commented, ' O n one occasion I nearly

bagged a nigger'. 1 1 6 His casual descriptions of other Europeans' attitudes to Aborigines
are equally chilling: 'In one instance, so a man told me who was concerned in it, a whole
nigger camp was wiped out'. Searcy noted another practice which ' seemed awfully
brutal to me' when a man commented. 'When I want to be particularly severe . . . I cut
the top oH a sapling and sharpen the remaining stump, bend it down and drive it
through the palms of both hands of the nigger'. 1 1 7 Searcy used euphemisms and
phrases which disguised the reality of what he was talking about. 'Potting', 'bagging',
'interfered with', 'wiped out', 'bad for the health of ' 1 1 8 , rather than killing, murdering or
shooting, all combine to make a s uperficial reading of this book seem less offensive than
it is. But these callous attitudes were widespread. Crucial to the development of
Favenc's story, 'The Hut-Keeper and the Cattle-Stealer' is disbelief in the notion that
anyone could feel serious remorse for ruthlessly slaughtering Aboriginal families. 1 1 9
Macdonald had his heroes shoot Aborigines on sight and only once in The Lost Explorers
was there any suggestion of deviation from this behaviour when Bob pleads that ' I t
seems almost like murder' t o shoot a n Aborigine silhouetted against the skyline w h o i s
gesticulating a n d warning the P!JrtY not t o proceed. 1 2 0 In Comrades violence is seen as
natural and inevitable. 1 2 1
Although Willshire had been the first writer to concentrate upon the subject o f Territory
Aborigines and Spencer and Gillen had produced The Native Tribes of Central Australia
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in 1 899, it was Jeannie Gunn who achieved widespread popularity with her description
i
of the Never-Never.
of the Aborigines from Elsey Station in The Little Black Prncess

Written for children. the book described Jeannie's relationship w1th a young Aboriginal
girl, Bett-Bett. Jeann1e herself was the only European in the narrative which was almost
entirely centred around the Aboriginal community. The exact details of Bett-Bett' s family
are vague and Jeannie does not really elucidate. Associated with the station are Bett
Bett's betrothed, Billy Muck, and Bett-Bett's uncle, Ebimel Wooloomool called 'Goggle
Eye'. but of Bett-Bett' s immediate family we are told nothing. Up to this point in the
literary construct of the Territory, Aborigines had not been described in any way that
suggested anything like humanity. This now changed with the writing of The Little Black
Pri
ncess.

Jeannie Gunn wrote of her relationship with the women that she, 'was the pupil, and
they were the teachers' 122 and her praise for the Aboriginal people was practically
unconditional:
I never laughed at ther
i strange beliefs. I found them wonderfully
interesting, for I soon saw that under every silly little bit of nonsense
was a great deal o f good sense. A t first it appears great nonsense to tell
the young men that fat turkeys and kangaroo ralls will make them old
and weak; but it does not seem so silly when we know that it is only a
black-fello w's way of providing for old age. 1 2 3

Until The Little Black Princess, there had been no instances describing friendship
between Europeans and Aborigines in the literature of the Northern Territory. 1 24
Aborigines were shown to have forged other relationships with Europeans; particularly
with fugitive convicts. as helpers or assistants to explorers. police, pastoralists. As
sexual partners. Aboriginal women have been identified by European women as 'sisters
in subordination - and labour' 125 but these occasions have involved either the Aborigines
or the Europeans. abandoning their own sets of values for that of the other culture.
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At the conclusion to the story, Bett-Bett returned to her own country and people, to
fulfil her obligations to kin and clan and Jeannie stated, 'we can never even guess at the
pain of a blackfellow's longing for his own people, his beloved 'bush". 1 2 6 Jeannte felt
'strangely lonely' but she recognised that it was an inevitable part of her relationship to
the Aborigines of Elsey. In the end they belonged to another world. Goggle Eye died,
and Bett-Bett returned to the bush. Jeannie Gunn coped with, and described the
interface between the European and Aboriginal worlds with sensitivity and perception,
and she was the first Territory writer to do so.
Despite this there is an absence of any accounts of violence towards the Aborigines
around Elsey. Searcy mentioned Aeneas Gunn in the context of ' potting niggers' yet
Jeannie is quiet about this. 127 Searcy was referring to Gunn's earlier stay in the Territory
but perhaps some of the practices he followed then, he either did not do now or did not
tell Jeannie about. Francesca Merlan has collected accounts from Aboriginal people from
the Elsey area which describe the 'Sanguine Scot', John ('Jock') Maclennan, as
encouraging inter-group rivalry and condoning the murdering of Aborigines. Maclennan
armed his Aboriginal station hands and if a 'bush black' was shot, no questions were
asked, 'Cheeky, that whitefella Miglinin (Maclennon). He had his stockboys, he gave
them rifles' . 128 Although Jeannie Gunn had acknowledged that. 'The white man has
taken the country from the black fellow . . . until he is willing to make recompense by
granting fair liberty of travel, and a fair percentage of cattle . . . cattle killing, and at times
even man killing, by blacks will not be an offence against the white folk', 1 29 a 'nigger
hunt' was considered a vital part of Jeannie's bush education:
and it was a foregone conclusion that our "nigger hunt" would only
involve the captured with general discomfiture; but the Red L lies being a
i
stronghold of the tribe, and a favourite hiding-place for "outsiders ",
emergencies were apt to occur "down the river", and we rode out of
camp with rifles unslung and revolvers at hand. 1 30

This raises the question, how much did Jeannie Gunn know about Elsey Station's policy
to reduce cattle spearing? Despite her acceptance of the notion of riding in with rifles
unslung and revolvers at hand, her clearly stated recognition that European pastoralists
owed recompense to Aboriginal people for their occupation of traditional lands is, for its
time, a radical one. There had been no suggestion of this in Daly, Searcy, Wildey,
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Willshire or Paterson. The antithetical juxtaposition of the ideas of a 'nigger hunt' and
'recompense' for European occupation suggests that Jeannie Gunn was Ignorant of the
Elsey Station practices of arming station Aborigines to shoot Aboriginal 'trespassers ' .
Whether Jeannie was shielded from these practices o r whether coincidentally or
intentionally they did not occur in the period of her occupation of Elsey cannot be
ascertained.
A peculiar aspect of Jeannie G u n n ' s writing which suggests a conscious or unconscious
acknowledgment of the dislocation between the bushman myths and the actuality of
race relations, is the complete polarisation o f European and Aboriginal experiences in the
two books. The Little Black Princess is almost exclusively about her relationship to the
Aboriginal people of Elsey. In contrast, We of the Never-Never hardly mentions an
Aboriginal presence at all. Jeannie was already proclaiming the finiteness of the bush, in
the Northern Territory, by 1 902. This sense of the end of the frontier is apparent in
other texts from the period as well. The ' half-caste' hero of W.S. Walker's The Silver
Queen declaimed to his Aboriginal followers, 'We can neither prevent nor resist a further
encroachment of civilisation'. 1 3 1 It is true that in a comparison with Harriet Daly, a great
deal seems to have taken place in the Northern Territory. The image of the bush of the
Northern Territory populated by wild white men contrasts Daly's where the bush is full
of wild black men. By the turn of the century, Jeannie Gunn's bush, although equally
large, seems populated by large moving groups of Europeans, and to a much lesser
extent, Aborigines, but never constituted in the same place at the same time.
In We of the Never-Never there is a surprising absence of the work performed by
Aborigines. They are described as in the garden, chopping wood and carrying out other
sundry tasks but where it might be expected that they would be described employed as
stockworkers,

there

is

mentioned the Northern

a

surprising

shortage

Territory pastoral

of

information.

Searcy

industry's dependence

has

upon

already

Aboriginal

labour 132 yet there is a dearth of information about their role on Elsey Station. The Quiet
Stockman is the horsebreaker. Dan, the Head Stockman is the font of information on the
behaviour of cattle, and the Dandy does such sensitive manual work as digging graves.
The Abongmal stockworkers, 'boys' are described variously as having a separate camp
'their lubras with them• 1 33 and of imitating the Chinese drovers 1 34 but the reader could
well feel that they are a minor adjunct to the business of running a pastoral property. It
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is curious that Jeannie gives such little detail on this. when she has written extensively
of the Aboriginal role in the household. Perhaps this absence can be explained by the
fact that much of the station work involved Aboriginal women and European men which
possibly did not occur when she went out mustering. The main jobs in the pastoral
industry which would usually have been performed by women. are then taken on by
men because of the presence of a European woman. Jeannie appears to have stayed in
and around the main camp while other groups came and went so the behaviour she
observed may not have been typical.
Although the settlers of the Northern Territory sought to come to terms with the
Aboriginal populations. that was only part of the process towards forging European
settlement in the north. In the Northern Territory of the nineteenth century, Europeans
were very much in a minority. The geographer W. Howchin commented that. 'The great
want is the development of suitable industries and an increase of populatio n ' . 1 3 5 The
tropical Northern Territory, it was feared, was much more suitable for Asian rather than
Anglo-European settlement: 'The tropical country was in every way better suited to the
Chinese than to men of European stock'. 1 36 Some commentators feared that land
hungry Asiatics would take over the place by force but for others, cheap indentured
Asian labour oHered both the population and the labour the Territory required. The
Australian Crisis ( 1 909) was written. Kirmess claimed, to alert Australia to 'the dangers

to which

the

neighbourhood

Commonwealth of Austra l i a ' .

of

137

overcrowded

Asia

exposes

the thinly

populated

The fear, in this case, was Japanese. 1 3 8 Kirmess

described a clandestine settlement of Japanese in the Northern Territory, the logistics of
which were possible because of the 'marvellous organising talent of the race'. 1 3 9
Australia i s ultimately forced to accede to Japanese imperialism; a pawn sacrificed to
maintain Brita i n ' s diplomatic relationship with Japan. In a similar vein, The Air Scout
( 1 9 1 2) described a Chinese invasion of Australia through the Northern Territory. Foiled
by British and Australian pluck, using the modern technology of air reconnaissance. the
ending is much happier than Kirmess' novel:
With the huge war indemnity exacted from China a new Port Darwin was
created, to become one o f the busiest trading ports and one o f the
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strongest fortresses in the world.

Vast sums were expended on the

development of the unoccupied lands o f the Northern Territory, which
was raised in the course of time to the full dignity o f a federal state in

the Commonwealth. 140

But racial tension appeared to underlie the settlement of the Northern Territory. The
fears of the Queensland, Victorian, New South Wales and to a lesser extent South
Australian colonies of cheap Asiatic labour were echoed in the Northern Territory at the
same time as the chronic labour shortage was recognised as an impediment to economic
prosperity. The importing of indentured labour for work on the railway and the free entry
of Chinese on the Territory diggings meant that as well as an Aboriginal presence,
Europeans also had to cope with a large Chinese presence. European attitudes to the
Chinese,

although

marginally more respectful than those towards the Aborigines,

manifested the strong xenophobia current in Australia at the time. The Chinese were not
to be trusted because, in the stereotype, they were dirty, prone to gambling and perhaps
more frightening, industrious and capable of making profit where Europeans could not.
If there is little evidence in the literature of friendship between Aborigines and
Europeans, there is even less between Chinese and Europeans. However, there was a
certain ambivalence. Searcy for example reflected the Territory view that they were
useful for the economic development but to be treated with caution, 'it was their virtues,
not their vices, we had to fear'. Searcy found the Chinese contradictory 1 4 1 and made
the usual racially stereotypical 'Chinese jokes' about lack of hygiene, avariciousness,
'amusing' customs and dress but respected their honesty,

business acumen and

abstemiousness. 1 42 Sowden was even less tolerant. 14 3 Jeannie

Gunn

praised her

Chinese cook although she noted that it was difficult to control her domestic staff, both
Aboriginal and Chinese. 144 Although in practice there was evidence of a certain stability,
if not equity, in relations between Aborigines, Asians and Europeans, there was a
definite sense that if the Asians were given any opportunity at all they would achieve
total ascendancy.
But in the process of defining European settlement against a landscape of physical
hostility, where the European population was outnumbered by Chinese and Aborigines,
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gender politics dominates in the writing. 145 This is particularly apparent in the writing of
Daly and Gunn but also a feature of other writers. We of the Never-Never

IS

concerned

largely with the tensions experienced between men and women in the bush and, like
and Squatting, supports the notion of the bush as an escape for men from
Diggng
i

women. We of the Never-Never opens with the trip from Darwin by train and then
horseback to Elsey Station. The male station hands attempt to block the arrival of a
woman by sending misleading telegrams. Despite this, Jeannie arrives and in a short
time has managed to charm even the crustiest bush misogynist. The bushmen of the
settlements along the rail line approved of Jeannie, largely because of her height:
"You 'II sometimes get ten different sorts rolled into one, " he said finally,
after a long dissertation. "But, generally speaking, there's just three sorts
of 'em. There's Snorters - the goers you know - the sort that go
rampaging round, looking for insults, and naturally finding them; and
then there's fools; and they're mostly screeching when they 're not
smirking - the uncertain-coy-and-hard-to-please variety you know, " he
chuckled, "and then, " he added seriously, "there's the right sort, the sort
you tell things to. They 're A 1 all through the piece. "
The Sanguine Scot was confident, though, that they were all alike, and
none of 'em were wanted; but one o f the Company suggested: "If she
was little she'd do. The little 'uns are all right, " he said.
But public opinion deciding that "the sort that go messing round where
they know they're not wanted are always big and muscular and snorters "

146

Jeannie was nicknamed 'little ' u n ' and Aeneas becomes the ' M an-in-Charge' or 'Maluka'
(boss). Women were, in a charitable view, acceptable if small (and helpless). If women
were tall or strong they were likely to be opinionated or assertive. jack the 'Quiet
Stockman', who himself rarely talked, felt repelled by women because they were not
men:
Jack has always steered clear of women, as he termed it. Not that he
feared or disliked them, but because he considered that they had nothing
in common with men . . . "They never seem to learn much either, " in his
quiet way, summing up the average woman's conversation with a shy
bushman: a long string of purposeless questions,
remarks on the answers. 1 4 7

follo wed by inane

But i t is apparent that even small and helpless women exert a great power. The alcoholic
'Tam-a· -Shanter' 1 4 8 fled from Jeannie

145

who

realised

how,

'he

must have

hated

See M . Dewar, Snon�rs, Fools and Little 'Uns: Sexual Politics and Territory wming in rhe South Australian
Period (Oarw1n: State Library of the Northern Terntory , Occasional Papers, 32, 1992), for more on this.
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women' . 149 The presence of a

woman

meant the enforcement of

washing and

shaving. 1 50 The single European male inhabitant of Elsey who did not mind Jeannie's
arrival was the ' Dandy' 1 5 1

(who was so-called because he liked to wear clean

clothes 1 5 2 1. Another practice that was curtailed or at least inhibited by the presence of a
European woman was the practice on pastoral stations of Aboriginal women working by
day mustering cattle and at night as sexual partners for the European men. Male writers
Sowden, 1 5 3 Searcy 1 54 and Paterson 1 55 noted how widespread the practice. Harriet Daly
and Jeannie Gunn. out of delicacy or ignorance. never mention it. 1 5 6
Whilst

Sowden.

Searcy and

Paterson describe what might be termed a working

relationship between men and women in the bush, the inequality of such relationships is
attested to in works such as Dawe' s The Golden Lake which described the result of
such a relationship:
My mother loved the white man,· but he was a beast who thrashed her
tr/1 her spirit was broken, and then drove her from him with threats to kill
if she should return.

Then was she forced ro fly to the wilderness. She

journeyed on many days, till, falling sick with exhaustion, I was born.
And the white man's blood was in my veins, and I was hated by my
people. And they made a la w that I should die, because they also hated
the white man. One night I stole from the camp and took to the desert, I,
a boy. 1 57

This perspective was not only evident in the romances. The journalistic accounts support
the widespread sexual abuse of women as a perquisite of the European colonial
situation. Police Constable Willshire stated bluntly, 'Men would not remain so many
years in a country like this if there were no [Aboriginal] women, and perhaps the
Almighty meant them for use as He has placed them wherever the pioneers go' . 1 5 8
The bushman's ambivalence towards women. noted by Jeannie Gunn was articulated
clearly in the writing of Willshire. Willshire displayed extreme hostility and tension in his
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accounts of women. Women the author approved of. and they were always young. are
referred to as 'maidens' 1 5 9 or 'virgins' � 5°, older women were srmply 'old grns' . 1 6 1 He
considered Aboriginal women as a commodity to be used even If of '.rregular shape and
poor looking' . 162 I n Willshire's Arcadia of free love. sexual intercourse is a k.ndness
towards ugly women. But there is an anomaly in this picture. Willsh�re. known as.
'Oieara' by the Aborigines. portrayed himself apart from the sexual freedom. Oleara's
decision to remain sexually aloof was challenged through the narrative. Some time after
leaving his guide, the young and beautiful Chil lberta. Oleara departed 'the little village of
Okeeleebeetanna' and headed up into the hills where he found a large cave where,
he was met by a young women (sic/, perfectly nude; around her head
she wore a wreath of orange and lilac blossoms, from her neck hung an
unique necklace o f quondong stones, through her nose stuck a snow
white bone, and her ribs and thighs were adorned with stripes of red
ochre, bordered with pine-clay and charcoal. She was called the Duenna
of the Harem . . . She told me she would show me a nice lot of young
girls, and hoped I would not be nfatuated
i
with any o f them, which I
assured her was quite foreign to my thoughts . . . we stooped to enter a
large well-lighted cave, containing 25 native girls from 12 to 20 years of
age . . . The Duenna asked the chief if a few of the girls might "incarin e, "
that is, sing a song to the white before he left. The chief agreed, when
four o f the girls includi
ng the one who knew Oleara, came forward and
sang a most weird and passionate song. 1 6 3

Oleara

retained . his

chastity

even

when

pursued

by the

lovely

Marma-truer

to

Okeeleebeetanna. Mysteriously this chapter is called "'Omnia Vincit Amor"' Love of
what?

Oleara

never consummated

his romance with

Marma-truer (at least in the

narrative).
The following pattern, with the elements of pursuit, death, pornography and capitulation,
contains all the elements of gender relations as expressed by Willshire in The Land of the
Dawning. The language used is that of the hunt. This incident is typical. 1 6 4 Willshire

finds a 'beautiful savage maiden . . . graceful as a stag' who screamed and fled at the
sight of the Police party. She . was captured by some of Willshire's Aboriginal police,
although she was 'as wild as a buffalo'. She made a final attempt to escape that night
and was caught just as she prepared to jump into a river. Willshire commented
appreciatively, 'It was a phenomenal run'. She is given to the Aboriginal tracker who
caught her for sexual use. Willshire then rationalised the rape and her subsequent
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capitulation as, 'This wild damsel was now over head and ears 1n love w1th the tracker
who caught her. With downcast eyes and pretty blushes she listened to h1s stones of
other lands with fertile vales and dewy meads'. 1 6 5 His descnpt1ons of explo•tanon and
rape are chilling, but the very acceptance of his behav1our indiCates that for some.
Territory Aboriginal women were regarded as less than human. It

IS

not to be wondered

then, that European women were feared and despised since it is unlikely that the kmd of
behaviour described by Willshire could ever be condoned by them. 1 66
But in this period, interaction between the sexes, as described in the writing, was
contradictory. As well as the gross exploitation represented in Willshire's account. there
was equally a strong tradition of powerful assertive women. Ernest Favenc, for example.
wrote about women in the Territory bush with some sympathy. 'The Mystery of Baines'
Dog' described Mrs Brown, terrified by the appearance of former lover Dick Baines, who
threatens to show Brown 'old letters and photographs' revealing their relationship. Mrs
Brown visited Baines at his old hut to plead with him and, 'His axe was leanmg aga1nst
the wheel. and I picked it up . . . I struck him down . . . found the letters and . . . left the
spot' . 1 67 The truth is revealed (through the identity of Baines' dog) to one man who
agreed that justice had been done and that there was no need to make public the killer
of Dick Baines. This story indicates a real sympathy tor Mrs Brown and an acceptance of
women fighting violently to protect themselves.
In 'The Stolen Colours', a rather trivial story about romance and rivalry between
European stockmen over the hand of pastoralist' s daughter, Agnes Elliott.

Favenc

recognised that courtship had as much to do with male ego as anything else:
Men do not love

women so deeply as they hate their rivals in

the

affections o f those women. Marriage is more often the result of a man's
determination to avoid injury to his own armour propre than of anything
else. 1 68

At the same time there is still a complete acceptance of traditional values. In The Secret
of the Australian Desert,

the main character Morton remarked, 'the man who lifts his

hand - or nulla nulla - against a woman is unworthy the name of a British sailor'. 1 6 9
Favenc's fantasy, Marooned o n Australia described two survivors from the wreck o f the
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Batavia who encounter the lost civilisation of the Ouadrucos ruled by the exotic Princess

Azolta and Prince Zolca. although Azolta is kept out of the action at one point because
she has to stay at home and mind the children. 1 70 Perhaps Favenc was influenced by his
wife. with whom he is known to have written in collaboration 1 7 1 which accounts for the
absence of hostility that has marked some of the other Territory writing from this period.
Like Favenc. Louis de Rougemont's description of his relationship with Yamba, denotes a
kind of respect. Shipwrecked, de Rougemont meets Yamba 'marvellously intelligent . . .
she seemed to discover things by sheer intuition or instinct'. 1 7 2 Yamba i s strong and
brave and saves his life on several occasions. European women also enter the narrative
in the form of two sisters held as naked captives (although not sexually molested 1 7 3 ) .
whom d e Rougemont rescues. The faithful Yamba does a l l the hard work, leaving the
two sisters time to sing, dance and perform amateur theatricals in the camp until the
sisters drown attempting to hail a passing ship. 1 7 4 It was a commonly held view that
Aboriginal women were the drudges of society. Harriet Daly considered the Aboriginal
women 'down-trodden' 175 and de Rougemont concurred: ' beasts of burden, to be felled
to the earth with a bludgeon when they err in some trivial respect' . 1 7 6
An Outback Marriage b y Banjo Paterson puts a different perspective from either the

Willshire or de Rougemont construction of gender relations. The Territory is presented as
a place of refuge for men and women wishing to live outside the law. Paddy Considine is
revealed as a cattle rustler and Margaret Donahoe's income is augmented by presents of
opals from the miners:
w

•• •

Where o n earth did she get all those opals ? "

"Ho. blokes gives 'em to 'er, passin back from the hopa/ fields. In the
rough, yer know/ Hopal in the rough, well, it's 'ard to tell what it 'll tum
out, and they 'll give 'er a 'unk as sometimes turns out a fair dazzler.
She's a hay-one judge of it in the rough, too . . " 1 7 7
•

.
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Why the blokes give the opals to Donahoe is never explarned. Paterson 1s much more
open when describing Considine's sexual peccadillos. Paterson descnbes Carew's and
Gordon's first introductions to his Aboriginal stock workers. Magg1e and Lucy.
"Those are nice-looking boys, " said Care w. "I mean rhe rwo new boys
just coming in. "
"Ne w boys!" said the old man. "Them! They 're my two gins. And see
here, Mister, you 'II have to keep off hangin · round them while you 're
camped here. I can 't stand anyone interferin · with them. If you kick my
dorg, or go after my gin, then lou rouse all the monkey in me. Those
two do all my cattle work . . . " 1 7

Considine's attachment to Maggie and Lucy appears strong. When he hears news of his
inheritance, he is anxious about whether they can accompany him to England. Carew •s
startled by the request but considers it, 'Fashion just now to make a lot of fuss over
Australian chappies, whatever they do. But two black women - rather a tall order' . 1 7 9
There is a strong suggestion that this attraction is rather more one-sided. Considine
wonders whether he could 'take Maggie and Lucy there' because ' . . . as man to man.
you wouldn't arst me to turn them loose, would you?' 1 8° Cons1dine uses terms which
suggest he considers Maggie and Lucy as possessions rather than as women in a
relationship with him. But Maggie and Lucy seem to be able to assert the�r own terms in
this association. Considine explains how he came to marry Peggy Donahoe:
"I hadn 't long got these two gins; and just before the rains the wild
geese come down in thousands to breed, and the blacks all clear out and
camp by the lagoons . . . It's the same every year - when the wild geese
come the blacks have got to go, and it's no use talkin ' . . . one night I
comes home after being out three days and there at the foot of the bunk
was the two gins' trousers and shirts . . . they'd run away with the
others.
"So I goes after 'em down the river to the lagoons, and there was
hundreds of blacks; but these two beauties had heard me coming, and
was planted in the reeds, and the other blacks, o f course, they says, "No
more" when I arst them. So there I was, lonely". 1 8 1

Considine then goes t o Pike's Pub where h e meets Margaret Donahoe and after a week's
drinking wakes up to discover they have been married by a missionary who 'chanced
along'. But the marriage is unhappy as Considine does not like Margaret's inability to
change her lifestyle after marriage, "(IJ don't like her gain's on, and I takes the whip to
her once . . . one day a black man from this place . . . says to me . . . "Old man . . . Maggie
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and Lucy come back." So then I says, "and it's sorry I am that every

I

married you . . .

I ' m off." 182
Maggie and Lucy fulfil their spiritual and familial obligations annually irrespective of the
demands of Considine. Margaret Donahoe refuses to give up her 'go in's on' and the
marriage disintegrates. Considine then, while maintaining an aggressively machismo
stance of a man surrounded by women, is revealed more subtly as depending upon
women. He is unable to survive without them. Paterson's images of the women i n
contrast are very strong. Maggie, Lucy and Peggy Donahoe are all portrayed a s women
who are resourceful. independent and able to survive in the harsh circumstances better
than most men.
There are not many women described in the Searcy's accounts but the women who are
mentioned are noteworthy for their strength. Searcy describes 'Virtue', an Aboriginal
woman from Queensland.
This dusky damsel was very nice-looking, and had
figure. Virtue was a vixen, and her nature was just the
her name indicated. This cheerful little lady one day
sound hiding because she caught him talking to a white

a really graceful
opposite to what
gave her boss a
woman. 1 83

Searcy describes. Virtue as a 'magnificent horsewoman' and it is clear from the narrative
that

Virtue

can

assert

herself

in

the

face

of

gross

exploitation

by

European

stockworkers. Virtue wanted to accompany Searcy and others aboard the Palmerston
and attempted to swim to them from shore. 'Being determined that the girl would not
again give them the slip, her owner and his companion bound her to a tree' to prevent
her escape. When Searcy met Virtue a year or two later at Roper Bar, he commented,
perhaps not surprisingly. that ' Virtue had transferred her affections to another'. In the
completion of the story Searcy noted that another man had 'become so infatuated with
the girl that he wanted. right or wrong, to take her to Darwin, so as to be married to her
by a minister'. The man was 'dissuaded from making such an infernal ass of himself'.
Despite Searcy's interpretation of events, it seems evident that (European) men were
more infatuated with Virtue than she with them. She dominated them ('gave her boss a
sound hiding') and despite her 'owner' tying her to a tree to prevent her escape, we find
in the sequel that he has died, ' whish.y had a lot to do with his shuffling off' 1 84 while
Virtue has found another man who is 'infatuated'. Virtue, Peggy Donahoe, Maggie and
Lucy all seem able to cope with the trials of association with men and even to exert the
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upper hand;

Peggy Donahoe by continuing her lifestyle and acquisition of opals

unhampered by a husband, Maggie and Lucy by leaving annually, Virtue by restricting
the access of her 'owner' to European women.
Both Searcy 185 and Sowden 186 acknowledged the reliance of the pastoralists upon
Aboriginal women ' s labour but it was not only Aboriginal women who were represented
as indomitable and courageous. William Walker's heroine. Millie Heseldine, is strong
because of the natural health of the Territory: 'the eucalyptus-saturated air . . . the well
grown

girl,

every

nerve,

sinew,

and

muscle

alive

and

alert

with

motion

and

enjoyment' . 1 8 7 Searcy described 'Tommy' and 'Mrs. Tommy' who rode in to Borroloola
to consult the local Justice of the Peace, Donegan, about getting a divorce. Tommy
'although a bad ' u n . . . full of pluck', 188 his wife 'a tall handsome well made woman, and
a splendid equestrienne'. 189 Mrs. Tommy ' wanted to join another man, who was
prepared to pay Tommy handsomely if the divorce came off'. Mrs Tommy exclaimed, 'If
you don't grant it. so help me G-- I'll shoot him'. She then fired at her husband while
Tommy 'was jumping and dodging about. crying 'Don't dear, don't dear'. Eventually she
barricaded herself into a room firing through the door. 190 Like the Aboriginal women,
Mrs. Tommy is represented as the powerful force in the relationship who chooses her
own lovers. ready and reckless to use force if required. In this period, women are
represented as strong, but in male terms; their ability to ride, shoot and assert
themselves sexually are the parameters of their power.
The literature from this period gives us an interesting picture of male-female interaction
in the early European settlement. White women are bitterly resented and feared by men
as powerful agents who interfere with the freedom of a lifestyle of not washing, getting
drunk or sexually abusing women. Aboriginal women, although acknowledged as good
workers. are considered open targets for sexual exploitation. Within this framework, it is
perhaps easier to see why tensions between sexes occupied such a prominent place in
the writing.
This then formed the beginnings of the literary construction of the Northern Territory.
Jeannie Gunn's We of the Never-Never with its negation of the Aboriginal contribution,
its emphasis on (European) 'bush characters' and its celebration of a masculine lifestyle
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marked a turning point in the descriptions of the Temtory. Trevor James noted that.
'The new note is the affectionate acceptance of the

land

and

the

hardship

it

imposes' . 1 9 1 This literary tradition of 'Gunn's Territory' would continue unabated for
another eighty years or more and provide many of the significant •cons and myths by
which the Territory described itself and is recognised as different from. the rest of
Australia.

191
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PART TWO
' WHITE SETTLERS IN THE TROPICS'

'White Settlers in the Tropics' approximately covers the period after the publication of
Jeannie Gunn's We of the Never-Never until the start of World War II. Increasingly the
Australian public found a focus in the north. Anthropology as a discipline gained
widespread recognition and academic chairs were established at universities in Australia
and overseas. National newspaper coverage of Aboriginal massacres 1 and the killings at
Caledon Bay and Woodah Island, involved anthropologists and the public in heated
debate over the rights and provision of justice to Aborigines.2 Anthropologists, using the
Northern Territory for field research, wrote a number of books aimed at the everyday
reading

audience.

As Anthropology gained

status as

an

academic

discipline.

so

increasingly did the public come to believe in the authority of such authors to make
policy recommendations concerning the characteristics, society and future planning for
Aboriginal Australians. By the end of this period, the Minister for the Interior, J . McEwan
would set down the foundations for the post-war Assimilation policy on the advice of
Anthropologist, A. P. Elkin.
Australian involvement in the First World War, and the influenza epidemic following the
return of soldiers contributed to a shortage of labour in the

1 9 20s. The

Bruce

Government emphasised Australia's ties with Great Britain. not only culturally but by
encouraging the immigration of young men.

In the boom years of the twenties.

economists ignored the rising unemployment figures and for many, the Wall Street crash
of 1 92 9 was a shock. The

1 930s saw the record unemployment of the Great

Depression. Men took to the roads in search of work, some of them finding their way to
the Northern Territory. Women, because of lower wages and the hazards of a n itinerant
life, more often remained in the cities as the supporting parent.
In

literature,

the

uncompromising

social

honesty.

realists

attempted

to

Throughout this period,

present

Australian

society

'remarkable years in

with

Australian

cultural history• 3 women writers dominated the literary scene: Miles Franklin, Katharine

T. Wise, The Self·MadB Anthropologist: A Life of A.P. Elkin (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1 9 8 5 ) . p. 80.
2

M. Dewar, 'Strange Bedfellows: Europeans and Aborigones in Arnhem Land Before World War II'. MA(Hons)
thesis, University of New England, 1 9 8 9 , Chapter sox.

3

D. Modjeska, Exiles 11t Hom11: Australian Women Writers 1925·1945 (Sydney: Sirous/Angus & Robertson,
1 9 8 1 ) , p. 1 .

Susannah Prichard, Marjorie Barnard and Flora Eldershaw, Eleanor Dark, Jean Devanny.
Social realism, 'the truthful, artistic depiction of our living society . . . to serve the
interests of the working people' 4 proved more appropriate to describe the urban situation
although

Katharine

Susannah

Prichard's

Coonardoo

( 1 92 9 )

at

looked

European

settlement in north-west Australia critically. 5 None of these writers used the Northern
Territory as subject matter. Drusilla Modjeska has suggested these writers 'saw their
work as . . . in opposition to and competition with mass culture ' . 6
While the social realists depicted Australian life in uncompromising terms, Northern
Territory writing tended towards escap ism . Writers emphasised the colonial aspect of
Australian life, in part, because many of them remembered Britain as home. As economic
conditions worsened, many writers came to the Northern Territory in search of work,
gold, adventure or simply to escape from the depressed circumstances of the southern
was buoyant,

cities. Northern Territory writing, in contrast to the social realists,

exuberant and a celebration of British values of pluck and racial superiority.
The writing covered in Part Two shares certain characteristics. Firstly, it is seen as a
moral obligation on the part of Europeans to exploit the landscape for its raw materials.
Secondly, the Territory is populated by European men. Thirdly, that Aborigines are
physically repulsive and morally degenerate and intellectually inferior. Although they are
also of scientific interest as a Stone Age relic, particularly if they are living away from
European settlement. The Aboriginal genetic inheritance is seen as powerful; no matter
how children are educated. Aboriginal qualities will manifest in primitive and savage
behaviour.
'Australian authors . . . were very popular, particularly non-fiction or fiction based on
history'. noted Kevin Reid, long-time proprietor of the Lane Cove Book Club. 7 Harry
Heseltine commented, 'for the Australian novelist, fact meant primarily historical and
national fact' . 8 Because of the factual basis of many of the novels, 'outback'. tended to

4

5

Jack

Beasley, manager of the Australasian Book Society, quoted, S. McKernan, '"Literature on a
..
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have a geographic location. 9 For writers and presumably for many readers. outback.
meant Northern Territory. This period is characterised by an enthusiasm for a Northern
Territory which is presented as the domain of masculine values and a place

of

adventure. Aborigines appear only peripherally in the fiction but this is compensated for
by their

appearance

in

the

increased

volume

of ethnographic,

biographical

and

anthropological texts.
Major mythic themes characterise the period:

firstly, that the Territory contains

secret and fabulous reefs of gold, known to a few, but yet to be discovered and
exploited in commercial quantities. Secondly, the landscape, although threatening to an
outsider. provides a physical, mental, moral and spiritual tonic for the Territorian.
Thirdly, European men in the Territory are lean and strong; men from the city are soft
and villainous.
The number of titles 1n the sample from this period, 1 9 1 3-1 940 is ninety-seven. This is
greater than the preceding period but considerably less than publications after World
War

II.

10

Despite this. the nationalist assertions of these writers are revealed by the

predominance of the 'Austral' prefix which appears in over a third of the titles ('south' i s
no longer mentioned ) . If the sample had been widened t o include travel books, that
percentage would have been greatly increased suggesting that in this period particularly,
the Northern Territory. was regarded as nationally significant. The images of 'Adventure'
and

' Expedition/s'

are

important; there are eleven

'adventure' retains popularity, after World War

II,

references to them.

Although

'expedition' becomes 'journey ' . 1 1 I n

this period, the emphasis of the Northern Territory experience lay i n confronting danger
while engaged in the purposeful discovery of natural resources. After the War, the
emphasis begins to sh1ft from the national or commercial to the personal. The word
·Aborigine' is mentioned only tw1ce in the titles, despite the inclusion of many of the
popular Anthropology texts of the period. 'Stone Age' appears only once in this period.
More popular, is 'Gold' or 'Golden'. appearing seven times. 'Never Never' (or 'Never
Never') appears in five titles. suggesting the dissemination of Jeannie Gunn's named
Territory. which had provided the only reference of the previous period. 'Australia',

9

Arthur Upfoeld's detectove novels, perhaps surprosingly, have quote specific geographocal locations
although hos famous detectove 'Bony' does do a
tome elsewhere on Australoe

Ionia work in the Northern Terrotory,

and

he spent most of hos

If fact Bony seems to go out of hos way to work in Queensland , New Sout h

Wales. Western Australia and South Australia wichouc goong to the Northern Terntory. f went through what

seemed like an ompossoble number of Arthur Upfoefd novels in search of one set in the Northern Territory but
f read P. Ruskin, 'Arthur Upfiefd Made C rome Pay·, Mean Srreecs, 5 (February 1992).
p. 28, whoch fisted No Footpri
nts in the Bush (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin, 1949 ( 1 940)) as
wu unsuccessful untol
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Australia' a nd 'beyond Queensland's western border', pp. 7-8 etc.
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'gold'. 'Never-Never' and 'expeditions' seem to provide the dominant mythology of this
period and this kind of construction. evident in the titles. is supported by the contents of
the texts as well.

81

3. Cover The Splendid Savage by Conrad Sayee
4. Cover Comrades by Joseph Bowes.

By the end of the first penod. the writers had
constructed a Northern Territory where the
characters were, for the most part, adventurous,
masculine and European even the savages.
·

5. Cover Buffalo Jim by William Hatfield
6. Cover Flying Doctor Calling by Ernestine Hill

I n the pre-World War I I period the writers
constructed a Northern Territory populated by
battling Europeans pitted against a hostile barren
landscape where the Aborigines were seldom
seen. (The figures on the cover of Hill's book are,
in fact, European, although this is not clear in the
colour separation above.)

CHAPTER THREE
'WIDE HORIZONS'

The men of the Northern

Territory are magnificent Australians.

The

Granites tragedy merely filed their spirit to sharper courage. Though the
rest of Australia may lose faith

in their great spaces because of what

shrewd company promotion failed to achieve, the men of the Centre are
sure that somewhere, some day they will find enough gold to end
Australia's financial troubles.

1

The potential of the Territory to generate wealth both for the individual and the nation
remained a major preoccupation for the writers of the early twentieth century.

In

contrast to the earlier writers who attempted to assure their readers of the degree to
which civilisation had been transplanted in the north,

the later writers laid greater

emphasis on the culture of the frontier itself. This was presented as an indigenous
product of the Territory: adventure-loving, violent, impatient with rules and bureaucracy,
casual and frequently excessive:
So here goes, with a loose rein and a long stirrup, for we have many a
miles till our last camp. Sometimes we will be "close-up perishing", we
have many a tough sandhill to climb, blacks will give us trouble, and the
camel team will go into a disastrous panic. Never mind, we 'II climb each
hill as we get there ... marvellously happy ... two Australian bushmen at
their best. 2

Essentially the frontier lifestyle was presented as exclusively masculine. Women were
sometimes omitted from the narratives and when they did appear, they were
respectable.

very

Until Herbert raised the issue once more in Capricornia, the subject of

sexual relations between European men and Aboriginal women in the Territory was
avoided by the novelists of this period, although it continued to be of concern to the
writers of non-fiction.

Few, if any novelists from this period, deviated from the picture of gender relations in
the Northern Territory, Aboriginal and European, that had been established by Gunn. It is
perhaps ironic that a construction which sought to minimise women's contribution was
authored by a woman. Or perhaps not, as Sara Mills noted,

F.E. Baume. Tragedy Track (Sydney: Frank C. Johnson, t 933). p. t BO.
2

M. Terry, Sand and Sun: Two Gold-Hunting Expeditions with Camels in che Dry Lands of Centrlll Auscralia

(London: Michael Joseph, 1937), p. 21.

Colonialism is certainly portrayed as a male preserve where females have
a very secondary supporting role ...
Representations

of

women

have

been

central

to

the

process

constructing a male national identity in the colonial period,

of

but that

paradoxically has been based on an excising of women's involvement in
colonialism. 3

Similarly in this period leading up to the Second World War, Aborigines lost status in
their literary representation . Aborigines are presented, not as antagonists to the march
of progress, but as a 'stone-age' relic , which seems to have come about from the
influence of developments in the social sciences.4 From a variety of disciplines, came
scientists of all persuasions interested in the new frontiers of anthropology, genetics,
environment and biology: 'From now on the rules of the game will be very strict, for the
days of anthropology have arrived, and the Native will become an important subject,
lifted from the abject state we doom him to as "just a nigger'". 5 Hatfield lampooned
Anthropologists' field methods: '"There's always one o' these professors ready to have
his leg pulled if a buck reckons he's King Mick out on his sandhill. They cause more
trouble with the blacks than anything else'.6

The 1920s saw a plethora of books about the Northern Territory aimed at the children's
I

or the adolescent market. In the literature, the 'Lemurian' theme can still be detected.
Aborigines are presented as degraded remnants from an heroic past

governed by

ferocious, beautiful or terrifying matriarchs in a country where mechanical stone idols
and devilish altars continue to be discovered by heroes.7 Largely ignored by literary
commentators, authors such as Alexander Macdonald,

Bernard Cronin,

E. V. Timms,

Conrad Sayee, James Downie, E.H. Earnshaw, Carl Warburton, Lynn Hamilton, Arthur
Russell and John Armour wrote adventure yarns usually involving gold discovery in the
style of Zane Grey.8 Brenda Niall commented pithily,
It would be hard to award a prize for the silliest [book/, but my own
nomination would go to Bernard Cronin's The Treasure of the Tropics

3

S.

Mills,

Discourses of Difference: An Analysis of Women's

Travel

Writing and Colonialism

!London:

Routledge, 1991). p. 58.
4

Flora Eldershaw noted, 'Scientific observation has always been an abundant source for the landscape
writer.' F. Eldershaw, 'The Landscape Writers·, Meanjin, 11, 3 (1952), p. 228.

5
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F. Blakely, Herd Liberty (Sydney: George G. Harrap, 1938), pp. 156-7.
W. Hatfield, Desert Saga (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1933), p. 167.
For example, A. Russell, The Caves of Barekee (London: The Boy's Own Paper Office, n.d. 1936); T. Pnce,
God in the Send (Sydney: P.R. Stephensen, 1934); Timms, The Valley of Advencure; A. Macdonald, The
Mystery of Diamond Creek (London: Blackie, n.d. c.1930); V. Heslop, The Lose Civilization: A Story of
Adventure in Central Australia (Sydney: St. George, 1936), etc.

8

See tor example, z. Grey, Desert Gold: A Romance of che Border (New York: Grosset & Dunlap, 1941
(1913)) which, excluding the Spanish and Indian characters, has the same kind of plot beloved by the
Australian authors; hidden valleys full of gold, secrets and confessions between dying prospectors, crafty
villains etc.
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( 1 928)

with E. V.

Timms's

The Valley of Adventure f 1 926J a close

contender. Both give the search for hidden treasure new dtmenstons of
absurdity; in

both

the prose is penny-dreadful . . .

That

bor/7

were

reprinted more than once by these reputable publishers conftrms rl7e
impression that in the late 7 920s Australian writing for cl7tldren reached

new levels of mindlessness. 9

Mindless, the novels may have been, but they reflect an tnabiltty �o conce"'e of
Aborigines except in the stereotype of the African ·black· of Britrsh colontal adventure
stories. and reveal a naive optimism concerning the economtc potenttal of m1nE>ral
discoveries in the Northern Territory.
But where the promotion and description of the Northern Territory bush 1deal reached •ts
widest readership was in the works of the 'Landscape' writers of the 1 930s and 1 940s.
The 'landscape writers', a name coined in the Bulletin Red Page, was loosely applted to
those Australian writers of the period who concentrated on descnptrve accounts of ltfe
and travel in the remote parts of Australia in a formula style emphastsing the herotc
pioneering traditions of European settlement. Garry Disher noted that all the landscape
writers mentioned Jeannie Gunn 'with affection' . 1 0
Although literary commentators considered the landscape writers a s extending the
boundaries of Australian literary endeavour, much of the imagery and focus of the
writing

was

a

repeat of the

earlier

pre-occupations.

Vance

Palmer

commented

defensively, 'Why don't I write about our cities? Well. why don't other people? I
suppose the real reason is that they don't interest us very much'. 1 1 Texts were
expressly written with the purpose of promoting a nationalistic spint. 1 2 In the early
1 930s commentary about books in the landscape style wers highly favourable wtth
reviewers advising that books 'should be read' 1 3 , 'Do not fail to read' 1 4 and that wrtters
had 'blazed a trail for others to follow' 1 5 or had 'broken up the ground. opened new
doors' 1 6 . One reviewer, D.W.T., of ldriess' Flynn of the Inland called 1t a book of 'ma1or

9
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importance to Australia' although he also noted that 'It would not be difficult to pick
holes in the subject matter and the author's style' but to do so would be 'unfair'. 17

Whilst the bush setting of remote Australia continued to hold charm for the reviewers,
gradually they became more critical of the style and content of many of the books. By

1933 Nettie Palmer wrote that Plowman's The Man From Oodnadatta and Camel Pads
were almost 'in the nature of a series of notes' 18 rather than a developed narrative. In
early

1934 she complained that Plowman's books and Buchanan's Packhorse and

Waterhole 'have accustomed both publishers and readers to the absence of a story'. 19
Frederick T. Macartney in 1935 when reviewing Francis Birtles' Battle Fronts of the
Outback. Keith Langford Smith's Sky Pilot in Arnhem Land and William Hatfield's Black
Waterlily deplored that,
Three new books about northmost Australia have led me to reckon up
that there have been at least twenty books of the sort published in the
last ten years. The interest of most of them consists solely in the subject
matter, presented in the form of a series of literary snapshots. 20
Critics21 pointed to the extreme racism of Conrad Sayce22, the biased misrepresentation
of William

Hatfield23,

Ernestine Hill's

the haphazard presentation of facts

by Charles

Chewings2 4,

'tendency toward the more rhapsodic sort of prose' 25 and Michael
I

Terry's pompous expression. 26

In spite of the critics, lon ldriess and Frank Clune delivered enormous sales and even if
they did not herald a new era in Australian writing generally,

their influence was

undeniable. As early as 1952, in an article for Meanjin, Flora Eldershaw examined the
contribution of the landscape writers to Australian society. Eldershaw's analysis of the
genre remains valid: 'The landscape writers return to explore a world which, no sooner

17

In fact D.W.T. then goes on to do precisely that and writes of Flynn of rheInland: 'It even gives us a new
"howler", tor on page

27

(pp.

22-3)

we read: "A drop of water may swell into a river, one shot may start a

battle. Flynn fired the first shot, a shot that was to heal many a wound." (I)" D.W.T., 'Three New Australian
Books", All About Books,
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38.

86.
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had we adopted it as ours, began to perish in the face of improved commun1cat1ons

:. 7

Garry Disher commented,
The landscape writers respected the Australian Legand (sic/ and
maintained for urban readers a world in which men and women of the
bush were heroic, steadfast figures. They presented models of people
which other Australians could do well to emulate. 28

There was a predominance of descriptive and travel writing over · soc1allv consc1ous
fiction' at this time, noted Craig Munro, because the publishing compan1es preferred not
to take chances. The established Australian publishing company Angus and Robertson.
actually reduced its local output in the 1 920s and much of their material cons1sted of the
reprinting of overseas best-sellers. 29 F. E.

Baume, editor of the Sunday Sun

and

passionate supporter of Australian writing, complained that there was simply no market
for Australian writing and stressed the necessity 'to patronise Australian art'. 30 The
situation did not appear to change much, however, as in 1 934 the Melbourne sales
representative for P.R. Stephensen & Co complained to Stephen sen that booksellers
were prejudiced

against

Australian

publishers

generally. 3 1

R.H.

Croll

noted

that.

'booksellers were not inclined to "push" Australian books ' . 32 British authors remained
the most popular choice of Australian readers until the 1 960s. 33
Of those Australian books which were read, though, the majority of writers were. in part
at least, concerned with the Northern Territory as subject matter. Their celebration of
the Northern Territory, owing to the extreme popularity of their works, was responsible
for consolidating the image of the frontier in the minds of their reading public. Promoted
by the anthropologists, geographers, explorers and adventurers, the Northern Territory
achieved recognition in the works of ldriess, Clune. Hatfield, Hill and others.
But it was the academic influences that provided a focus for much of the writing.
Australia was felt to be exotic because of the presence of remote and tribal people.
Scientists from Australia and overseas, came to study 'stone-age man' and in the
celebration of what was unique about Australia, the Abo;igines themselves proved to be
a major draw card. The first academic study of the Aborigines of the Northern Territory

27
28
29

Eldershaw, 'The Landscape Writers', p. 2 1 8 .
Disher, 'Before the Age o f Hurry·Up'. p. 226.
C. Munro, Wild Man of Lecrers: the Story of P.R. Scephensen (Melbourne: Melbourne Unoversoty Press.
1 984), p. 1 2 1 .

30
31
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F.E. Baume, 'Disabilities of Australian Authors', All About Books. 1 2 September 1 9 3 3 , p. 1 48.
Munro, Wild Man of Lecrers, p. 142.
Argus, 25 February 1935.

Reid, 'The Lane Cove Book Club Remembered', p. 84.
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was undertaken by W. Baldwin Spencer. Spencer had arrived in Melbourne from England
in 1 887 to take up the Chair of Biology at Melbourne University. 3 4 He carried out
fieldwork for extended periods in the Northern Territory in 1 894, 1 896, 1 90 1 - 2 and
1 9 1 2. His interest i n the Aborigines of Central Australia was kindled by the enthusiasm

of Francis Gillen, the Alice Springs post and telegraph station master. 35 They undertook
extensive fieldwork together and collaborated in publishing The Native Tribes of Central
Australia encouraged and assisted by J .G. Frazer. 3 6 Spencer's other significant work

was the production of Wanderings in Wild Australia in two volumes in 1 92 8 . The
introduction indicated both Spencer's attitudes and perspective: 'Australia is the present
home and refuge of animals, including man himself, that have elsewhere become extinct
and given place to higher forms'. 37
This perspective, of Australia as a living view of the past, was extraordinarily persuasive
both nationally and internationally and dominated much of what was written about
Territory Aborigines for most of this century. Arthur Jose commented in the London
Sunday Times, that the book 'gives us the human side of his aboriginal friends' . 38 In

1 929 Wanderings in Wild Australia was listed as the first choice of recommended books

for Australian readers by a committee nominated by the Associated Booksellers of
Australia and New Zealand. 3 9 H . M . Green commented, 'Few are able to combine science
with humanity, the expert with the humanly appreciative vision, as Spencer does' . 40
Spencer influenced later writers both in his topics of research and personal attitudes and
values.4 1 Members of the Spencer family were good friends with fellow academics from
Melbourne University, the Massons. 42 Chemistry Professor Orme Masson's daughter
Elsie, came to the Northern Territory to take up work as governess to the children of the
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rev. D. Green (Sydney: Angus & Robertson,
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i (London: Archibald Constable & Compan y,
who refers to both Frazer and Spencer and Gillen.

1906),

p.
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213

Interestingly they became related by marriage soma decades after this penod when Patrick Young and
Jennie Masson married. grandchildren of these first academrcs: Mulvaney & Calaby, 'So Much That Is New,
p.

75 .
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first Commonwealth Administrator. J.A. Gilruth. 43 She

IS

probably best known for her

book An Untamed Territory ( 1 9 1 5). which was wntten from artiCles she had published

1n

various Australasian newspapers. 44 A chair of Anthropology was created at Svdney
University (one of the first in the British Empire4 5 ) and filled by Professor Radcl 1ffe·
Brown in 1 926 who subsequently founded the journal

Oceama

whrch then prov1ded a

forum for academic anthropological discussion in Australia. The second professor of
anthropology, A . P . Elkin, committed himself to influencrng public policy. lnevrtablv much
of the work done by anthropologists was carried out

in

the Northern Terntory.

Knut Dahl, Professor of Pisciculture at Oslo University, published In Sa vage

Australia

( 1 926) about his field experiences in the Northern Territory in 1 894 when a student of

the University of Norway. 46 Dahl used the Jesuit miss1on station. New Un1ya. on the
Daly River as a base (he was given the Superior's room4 7 ) for his huntmg and collectmg
expeditions. Captain Sir George Hubert Wilkins published Undiscovered

Australia

only a

year later which was an account of the coastal mission stations of Arnhem Land.
Herbert Basedow. 48 was the first Chief Protector of Abongines in the Northern Terntory
in 1 9 1 1 . 49 His book, Knights of the Boomerang, was produced in 1 935 and attempted
to detail some of the ritual and cultural practices within Aboriginal soc1ety. Basedow
later became a member of the South Australian parliament and was the first Pres1dent of
the Aborigines' Protection League of South Australia. 50 The year after

Kflights of the

Boomerang came out, Charles Chewings' Back in the Stone Age was published and was

favourably reviewed.5 1

Chewings,

geologist and

anthropologist.

came from

South

Australia to the Territory in 1 88 1 to undertake an inspection of land in the upper-Finke
region 'to determine whether it was suitable for cattle-raising ' . 5 2 Chewrngs also worked
as a mining consultant and after retirement published frequently with the Royal Soc1ety

43
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o ogy

Masson's interest in anthrop l

presumably cont1nued througho ut her life as she was later ro marrv the

Bronislaw Malinowski when he was stranded 1n Australia dunng the wnr : Wose. ThtJ
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of South Australia and was elected to fellowships of the Royal Geographical and
Geological societies. London. 5 3
Robert Henderson Croll's writing spanned the academic and popular worlds. Croll was a
member of the administrative staff of the Victonan Education Department for forty-two
years. He was appointed Deputy Chief Public Censor at the outbreak of World War ll, a
pos1tion he held unt1l his resignation in 1 94 1 .s4 He published poetry, a book about Tom
Roberts and 'several books on walking and travelling in Australia' . 55 In 1 93 7 , Croll
published Wide

Horizons

which contained accounts of his expeditions in central Australia

rn the 1 920s and 1 930s. 5 6 Croll accompanied Professor Stanley David Porte us on

an

expedition rn 1 929 organised by the Australian National Research Council 'to test the
Intelligence of the blackfellows and to take physical measurements of this dying
people'. 57 Porteus was an Australian. born in Victoria and educated at Melbourne
Un1vers1ty but he em1grated to the United States and

held the chair of Clinical

Psychology at the Un1vers1ty of Hawaii for nearly thirty years. Porteus published the
results of h1s research

1n

Psychology of

a

Primitive People

( 1 93 1 ) where he noted that

although the Central Australian Aborigines scored low in intelligence testing, that they
were ·not markedly r nfe nor · . s a
Croll returned to Central Australia with the parnters, John Gardener and Rex Banarbee,
!Banarbee·s assoc1at1on w1th the Lutheran mission initiated the artistic career of Albert
Namaqrra) at varrous t1mes throughout the 1 930s. The Argus claimed that Croll was 'a
full member of the Arunta tnbe of Aborigines' . 5 9 Much of the material contained in
Horizons

Wide

had been published 1n various Melbourne newspapers and magazines. 60 Angus

and Robertson found the compilation of Croll's previous accounts 'absorbing' and asked
h1m to extend
publlsh1ng.

5

3

61

the manuscrrpt of
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by ten thousand words before

was generally received favourably 62 but Pastor Albrecht of
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Hermannsburg took exception to Croll's conclusions that the Aborigines were dying out:
'Let us hammer it into our Government that the Natives are not dying out of necessity,
but through indifference and ignorance'. 6 3
The 1 930s had brought an increased awareness o f the Northern Territory and i n
particular, o f the Aborigines. This was reflected in the increase in popularity o f Territory
wnting.

Chewings'

account

was

reviewed

in

the

1 938

issue

of

the

Royal

Anthropological Institute's monthly Man, and anthropology in Australia was discussed
between academics such as Radcliffe-Brown, Piddington, Ashley-Montagu, Elkin, Tindale
and Thomson. 64 The resultant debate, while inextricably bound up with the White
Australia policy, was focussed on the issue of European settlers in the tropics. At this
time, Europeans were considered to be vulnerable to the effects of the tropical climate,
but at the same t1me. it was considered potentially problematic to settle darker-skinned
persons in the north of Australia. Geographers debated the issue at length. Walter
Howchin's

The

Geography of South Australia

( 1 909)

and

The

Geology of South

Australia ( 1 9 1 8) were used as standard texts for forty years.65 J.W. Gregory, Professor

of Geology in the University of Glasgow.

in

The Menace of Colour ( 1 925), specifically

devoted one chapter to 'Australia and its Northern Territory'. 66 'Coloured' immigration to
the north of Australia was feared to be the thin end of the wedge. J .S. Parer stated,
'The Northern Territory 1s the front door to Australia, and on its development rests the
high ideal of all true Australians. A "White Australia" and this alone, is worth every
effort which 1s in our power' . 6 7 A. Grenfell Price's White Settlers in the Tropics, (wrinen
when he was the Master of St. Mark's College, Uni versity of Adelaide) is probably the
best known on this topic. White Settlers was published in 1 93 9 and posed such
questions as 'Why in general have the whites failed? Are they beginning to make
progress? Can they hope for ultimate success?' 68 Geographers raising these kinds of
issues unconsc1ously supported the frontier notion of the perilousness yet urgent
neceSSity of European colonisation of the north.
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At the same time that academics were attempting to construct a screntrfic framework tor
the study of Aboriginal Australians and life in the troprcs. superror technology and
communications were opening up the Northern Territory for a range of latter-day
pioneers; all of whom were preoccupied with crossrng the Terrrtory by a varrety of
diverse means. 69 Lyn Riddett has commented on their motrvatron. 'Travellers wrrte of
undertaking an adventure as a response to the challenge sent out bv the country rtself.
Some responded to a need to test themselves, others came out of a dedicatron to
service' . 7 ° Many of these travellers wrote about their experiences and books such as
Edwin Grew and Marion Sharpe's Rambles in Australia ( 1 9 1 6) , Captain Kilroy Harris'
"Kangaroo-Land":

Glimpses

of Australia

( 1 926).

Muriel

Dorney's An Adventurous

Honeymoon: The First Motor Honeymoon Around Australia ( 1 927) Penryn Goldman ' s To
Hell and

Gone

( 1 932)

and Lord and

Lady Apsley's

The Amateur Settlers

celebrations of these journeys. In fiction, Alexander Macdonald's

were

The Mystery o f

Diamond Creek ( c . 1 930) described the crossing o f the Northern Territory b y ' M urray's

Mastodon Tank car. model A, which carried the expedition throughout the ent1re journey
of one thousand miles' . 7 1 In 1 929 the railway from Adelaide was through

to

Alice

Springs and almost immediately tourists began to arrive rn Central Australia. A cyclist
passing through on the road to Darwin noted the 'many s1gns of the difficulties that the
motor-cars were meeting. Water crossings had been corduroyed and bushed'. 7 2
Of all the travellers, none wrote so prolifically of their experiences as Michael Terry.
Terry had been born in England but journeyed to Australia after service in the First World
War. His first account, Across Unknown Australia ( 1 925) was a description of a car
journey from

Winton,

Queensland to Broome,

Western Australia. The

book was

favourably reviewed: ' M r Terry has a "fluent" pen and uses it to effect. He not only tells
many good stories, but has also thoroughly mapped another small portion of unknown
Australia'. 73 But Across Unknown Australia was merely the start of Terry's exploits.
Between 1 9 23 and 1 932 he led fourteen Australian inland expeditions. Terry explained
why he had spent so much time travelling in the remote parts of Australia: ' I t was 1n the
bush that I found my feet, and I found a real interest that has carried me through what I

69
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think has been a really interesting life' . 74 In

1

933 Terry led the last long camel

exploration expedition covering 2,000 miles 1n nine months wh1ch he wrote up 1n the
1 937 account, Sand and Sun . Frederick T. Macartney rev1ewed Sand and Sun cnt1cally:
'the book would be better as a plain narration, without attempts to be tncky or the
device of dialogues which, by their triviality, frequently detract from the 1nterest they are
so obviously intended to stimulate ' . 75
Terry actively pursued the adventurous :ife and was a prolific wnter. He is estimated to
have written over two million words in books. articles and radio features. Terry
commented upon his writing style, ' I ' m just lucky, the stuff seems to come along eas1ly,
I don't do much polishing, just rattle the thing off on a typewnter and there she 1s.
done' . 7 6 He wrote several books about the Northern Territory such as Through a Land of
Promise. Hidden Wealth and Hiding People, Untold Miles. War of the Warramullas. as

well as articles. When Terry died in 1 9 8 1 in a nursing home in Sydney at the age

of

eighty-two he was working on his eighth book, an autobiography entitled The Last
Explorer which was finished by his sister in 1 986. 77

Michael Terry's writing was criticised by Croll who recorded that Central Australian
pastoralist, S . H . Stanes and his household, 'All had poor opinion of Michael Terry ' . 78
Frank Clune commented on a Bulletin review of Terry,
Fancy the Red Page dragging me in by the short hairs to back up their
aspersion of Michael Terry.
By the sample enclosed it is a terrible book. I thought handsome Mike
knew better, but he's evidently developed a style since he 's been
blurbing for the Allied Works. 79

A contrast to Terry can be found in The Long Lead, by M . H . Ellis which was published in
1 927. Malcolm Ellis was born in 1 890 in the bush in Queensland and educated at
Brisbane Grammar School. He became a cub reporter in Brisbane, a journalist. and then
worked on the Daily Teiegraph and the Bulletin in Sydney. 80 Manning Clark descnbed
him in the 1 920s, 'as a young man who was convinced that the Protestant religion. and
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British political institutions, were the recipe for men of hero1c 1ngred1ents · . 8l Ellis 1s most
famous for

his

biographical

works,

notably

those

of

Macquane.

Greenway

and

Macarthur. Ellis had a passionate desire to research and descnbe events 1n the past and
present as accurately as he could, 'never forget that you've got a trust. as a research
worker, to get at the truth, and that's the only essential that matters' . 8 2
The Long Lead was, 'the s t ory of the first motor-car journey across th e Continent of

Australia from Sydney . . . to Darwin'. The party also included Franc1s Birtles. 'the best
known Overlander in Australia' 83 Birtles himself wrote two books and several articles
describing trips across Australia by bicycle, car and aeroplane. He published Lonely
Lands: Through the Heart of Australia in 1 909 and Battle Fronts of the Outback some

twenty years later. Birtles claimed his writing was motivated, 'towards the solving of the
White Australia equation ' . 84 Croll noted an interesting anecdote he heard in his travels 1n
Central Australia concerning 'the best known Overlander in Australi a ' :
"Don't say you 're a friend o f Birtles if you want to get anywhere in the
N. T. Up to all sorts o f tricks to fool the public. Never travels without his
rubber snakes and crocodiles; everyone you see in his pictures is rubber
"The man who did the photography for him told me this. Once one big
(rubber) snake B. was coaxing out of a tree with a pole came on top of
him all twi
sted up & the fellow still kept the movie going - B. was wild. 85

Another adventurer and explorer who had a significant role in Territory mythology was
Fred Blakely. I n 1 908 Blakely bicycled from White Cliffs near Broken Hill in New South
Wales to Darwin and Hard Liberty ( 1 938) is the book of the journey. Blakely was chosen
to lead the ill-fated expedition in search of Lasseter's reef86 which left Alice Springs in
July

1

930. Blakely also led a fu rther search after Lasseter failed to return.

Hen ry Hall's Our Back Yard explored

a

Also in 1

938,

similar topic and was an account of his travels

throughout the Northern Territory with the sub-title, 'How to Make Northern Australia an
Asset Instead of a Liability ' . The sense of an artificial frontier was mainta1ned by the
novelty of the transport employed. The popularity and sales of books such as. Our Back
Yard, Across Unknown Australia, Hard L berty, The Long Lead. and Camel Pads were
i

both a response to and a contribution towards, the image of the Northern Territory as a
remote frontier in the minds of both Territorians and Australians generally. Croll thought
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the physical stimulus of the landscape of the Northern Terntory prov•ded a. ' regton (of)
inexhaustible material for writers and (that) young wnters should be glad of such a great
field for their works'. 87
But as well as active promotion of the Territory as an econom1c front1er. there was the
occasional cautionary tale. Some of the hazards of the Granites gold rush were noted
when F.E. Baume published Tragedy Track in 1 933. 'a whole book on tts agon1es and
disappointments' . 88 Eric Baume was a prolific Sydney newspaper JOurnaliSt who was
involved with the media throughout his professional life. As Editor of the Sunday Sun
and Guardian , he was responsible for publishing some of Xavier Herbert's short stones

in the 1 930s. 89 Baume was a radio commentator whose program 'Th1s I Believe ·
( ' Fearless! Outspoken! Challenging!') was broadcast at ten o'clock every week n1ght on
2GB in the 1 950s. 90 Aside from Tragedy Track he published several novels about north
Queensland.

Baume

made

the

successful

transition

to

television

after

1t

began

broadcasting in Australia and was the first Beast on the Channel 7 popular panel
program ' Beauty and the Beast ' . Baume undertook the journey to the Northern Terntorv
Granites at the behest of 'Associated N ewspapers, the Melbourne "Herald " . and other
journals in defending the public against the lure of gold'. 9 1 In Central Australia he found.
'the heat was terrific, there were a few blacks and about a million flies . . . Otten we were
in danger from the blacks, but, being well armed, we escaped them all righ<' . 92 Baume
was accompanied by C.T. Madigan, Lecturer in Geology at the UniveiSity of Adela1de.
Madigan, himself produced two books about his experiences. Central Australia tn

1

936

a n d Crossing the Dead Heart in 1 9 4 6 . Madigan articulated the romance o f Central
Australia, · M y interest was drawn to . . . the desen he an of the cont.nent . . . I soon
realised that a lifetime could still be spent in exploring and revealing Austra l i a ' . 93 Central
Australia was reviewed favourably by H. Stewan who commented that.
The author gave vivid pictures of the wide open spaces, with a hmt of
different, more romantic things, and displayed a cheerful humour and
straightforward style, giving it a literary as well as scientific value. His
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understanding of the people he contacted and his manner of deotctmg
them were reminiscent of Mrs Aeneas Gunn. 94

Ernestine

Hill

was

a

contemporary

of

Baume's

and

published

numerous

books.

newspaper and magazine articles. Born in 1 899. Mary Ernestine Hemm•ng 95 worked as a
journalist. A single mother, she travelled for several years in the north of Australia
collecting and writing stories for Associated Newspapers. 9 6 Eve Gibson has po1nted out
that her glowing reports of the Granites goldfield during the Depress1on led to a stock
market boom and a flood of hopeful prospectors, 9 7 some of whom penshed

m

the

attempt through ignorance of the country. Associated Newspapers then sent Baume to
discourage potential prospectors.
Hill's first book was the successful The Great Australian Loneliness in 1 93 7 dedicated to
the 'men and women of the Australian outback, and to all who take up the wh1te man's
burden in the lonely places' . 98 Hill found the Northern Territory fertile ground for
collecting material for her books. 'Some day' Hill declared she would write. 'the maddest
fiction . . . and only those who know will know that it is not fiction·. 99 Several of her
books included detail about the Northern Territory, in particular The Territory, published
in 1 95 1 , which shares the same racy prose and colourful detail. Sir Paul Hasluck
remembers her as 'little and skinny'. As an elderly man, Hasluck narrated an account
which suggested that Hill was uncritical in her reporting of the bushmen'!i stories. 1 00
Author, Barbara James, was told a similar anecdote at Pine Creek. 101 Other accounts
too suggest that H i l l employed a certain amount of poetic licence. 102 Meaghan Morris
noted the political agenda of the work:
The Territory is an imaginary landscape in which 'norma/' laws of human
experience are suspended. In this, it is a classical European interpretation
of the Australian outback. With its 'living history ' as a narrative of the
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in 1 929. He later became the General Secretary of the Royal Australian Historical
Society in Sydney. 107
Of the missionary writings of the Northern Territory, some clearly enjoyed popularity in
the secular market as well as within the parish. The missionary emphasis upon the wild
untamed nature of the prospective converts did much to consolidate the image of the
frontier, although some writers concentrated on a panegyric to the European senlers.
R.B. Plowman for example wrote four books based on his experiences as a lay worker
for the Australian Inland Mission at Oodnadatta 1 9 1 2- 1 9 1 7 describing his geographically
huge (European) parish. 108 Plowman's books were based on the diaries and notes he
kept, which were a complete record of, not only his travels, but every European person
between Oodnadana and Tennant Creek between the years of 1 9 1 4- 1 9 1 7 . Ill-health and
stress finally forced Plowman to give up such strenuous parish work as his final diary
entry attests: 'Unable to finish diary owing to getting nervous breakdown, accompanied
by insomnia'. 1 09
Plowman's books were originally intended to be presented as one volume but his
publishers insisted the books be produced as a series of separate accounts. 1 1 0 They
were a huge success. Professor Walter Murdoch of the University of Western Australia
wrote in the foreword to the 1 933 The Man From Oodnadatta, that the book was 'an
historic document of great value, because of its unswerving fidelity to contemporary
fact'. 1 1 1 Croll likewise believed that the works of R.B. Plowman provided the truest
picture of life in the Territory.112 The Man from Oodnadatta ( 19331. Camel Pads ( 1 93 5 ) .
The Boundary Rider ( 1 93 5 ) and Larapinta ( 1 939)

were a l l highly successful. Croll

believed The Man from Oodnadatta to be, 'the truest work on the Inland'. 1 1 3 The
Brisbane Telegraph noted that. 'Laughter and tears will be garnered from this most
human book'. The Adelaide Mail wrote of Camel Pads that 'Every happening is infused

107
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with some little human touch that makes it almost epic'. 1 1 4 Garry Disher suggested that
many of the outback residents were able to recognise themselves in Plowman's pen
portraits 'which helps to account for their popularity'. 1 1 s
It is possible that such accounts as R. D. Joynt's Ten Years Work at the Roper River
( 1 9 1 81 and T. Theodor Webb's From Spades to Spears may have been widely circulated
outside of the pansh. In the pre World War

II

period Pat Ritchie's North of the Never

Never !1 9341, Keith Langford Smith's Sky Pilot in Arnhem Land ( 1 935) and Sky Pilot's
Last Flight ( 1 9361 were produced for the general market.

Published by Angus and

Robertson these books were autobiographical and more in the genre of the bushman
adventure story. In the 1 940s Langford Smith went on to broadcast over 600 stories of
the bush on Sydney's 2CH every day except Sunday. A selection o f these were
published by the Christran Press in 1 95 1 under the title, "Sky Pilot's Log" Drake's Drum
and other Stories. Similarly, the Reverend John Flynn, made famous by ldriess' book,

wrote material about the establishment of the Australian Inland Mission. Northern
Territory and Central Australia: A Call to the Church ( 1 9 1 21 and the missionary service

itself formed the backdrop for E . M . Baily's novel Path ways of the Sky ( 1 9331.
I on ·Jack' ldriess was a dominant figure on the Australian writing scene throughout
much of this century as a consequence of his prodigious output as for his ability to
focus on and narrate the stuff of Australian legends. ldriess travelled extensively as a
young man prospectrng through Queensland and New South Wales. He enlisted in 1 9 1 4
in the 5th Light Horse A I F as a trooper, was wounded at Gallipoli and eventually
invalided home after he was wounded again in the fighting at the battle of Gaza. After
h•s convalescence he travelled Cape York, Torres Strait, New Guinea, Northern Territory
and Western

Australia

following

a

variety of jobs,

including pearling,

exploring,

prospecting and buffalo shooting.116
ldriess published the first of his forty-seven books in 1 92 7 and by 1 928 was set to earn
his living as a free-lance writer in Sydney. His technique was to find out and explore
some historical event or person, invariably male, and then write it into a racy adventure
yarn. Ernestine Hill commented that many of ldriess' best stories came from the
Northern Territory police. 1 1 7 ldriess' first real best-seller was Lasseter's Last Ride which
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was published in

1

9 3 1 . Lasseter's Last Ride sold nearly seventeen thousand copies in

the first year. 1 1 8 The review of Lasseter's Last Ride in All About Books was glowing,
even if the book itself was incorrectly attributed to S. ldriess: 'it is one of the most
exciting and dramatic books that have been published in Australia . . . Mr ldriess has
made an epic story of his struggles and defeat. It is great stuff of its kind'. 1 1 9
Lasseter's Last Ride was the first recommendation of the Associated Booksellers of

Australia list in November 1 93 1 . 12° Flynn o f the Inland, published in 1 932, was equally
successful. Nettie Palmer wrote, ' ldriess has . . . made great aspects of our national life
accessible to general readers. Who among us knew what the inland meant

until

they

read this book?' 1 2 1 The Cattle King, about pastoralist Sir Sidney Kidman, was publ:shed
in 1 936 and had sold well over twenty thousand copies by the end of the first year in
print. 1 2 2 A recent survey of Australian readers found that this was the book o f ldriess'
most often remembered. 123 Man- Tracks ( 1 93 5 ) and Nemarluk: King of the Wilds ( 1 941 )
looked at famous murder cases of the Northern

H . M. Saxby considered

Territory.

Nemarluk a children's book which ' presents a portrait of a noble chieftain driven by the

restless aggression of his kind to combat those who intrude on his tribal lands . . .

a

token resistance of Stone Age man against those forces which would exploit his
nobility'. 1 24 Brenda Niall, similarly included it in the children's category, but pointed out
that the book was 'routine adventure except for the imaginative enterprise of re-wording
the events of Man- Tracks and finding heroism on the other side'. 125 Despite the
children's categorisation. ldriess' books sold extremely well to an adult market. Both The
Cattle King and Flynn of the Inland were to go through forty or fifty reprintings and

remain in print today. Julian

Croft noted that

in ldriess writing, 'a belief in the heroic
·

went (with) a belief in the social and economic development of Australia' . 126
ldriess was a phenomenal best seller and his correspondence with other literary figures
indicates a confidence both in the power of his subject matter to appeal to reading
audiences and a general belief in a renewed interest in Australian books. He wrote
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triumphantly to Victor Kennedy in 1 932 after the successes of Lasseter's Last Ride and
12
Flynn of the Inland, 'Australian writers. We are comtng into our own at last' . 7 A
Melbourne bookseller, W.E. Fuller commented that ' l driess seems to have completely
upset the theory (which is far more than a theory) that the books by Australtan authors
will not sell ' . 1 2 8 ldriess commented that,
As far as my books are concerned they are all of the bush and I've never
had any worry about sales, either here or in New Zealand. And
furthermore the constant stream of mail that has come to me for years
past told me long ago that I am on the right track. 129

He again wrote to Kennedy, ' Sales of books this Xmas have been nearly phenomenal . . .
there is a hefty market for Australian books ' . 1 30 The print runs were huge in compartson
to recent publishing figures where a new book may enjoy an initial printing of 3.000.
ldriess commented, again to Kennedy,
20,000 copies at 12/6 were printed, and they have sold out in 5 weeks,
they told me yesterday only just on 500 are left . . . This Xmas, at least
14 A ustralian titles have enjoyed very big sales indeed, compared to
other years. 1 3 1

ldriess had a n image of himself as the man from the outback. H e refers to htmself as a n
'old bushie' 1 32 and wrote to Victor Kennedy, 'Easy to see how the good old North has
influenced you, as m e ' . 1 33 As a free-lance writer, ldriess' style, as well as hts subject
matter, was influenced by commercial considerations, ' I don't bother with short stones
now - books keep me going. It takes more time to write a short story, than a chapter.
And pay for the chapter keeps rolling on and o n ' . 1 34
ldriess attracted some criticism. John Flynn was reportedly so upset by ldriess· romantic
depiction that he threatened to force Angus and Robertson to withdraw the book. Flynn
was dissuaded because the huge sales were such good publicity for the Australian
Inland

Mission. 1 35
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inaccuracies. In the 1 930s, Croll became interested in the story of Lasseter

wh1ch

he

discussed with the Central Australian pastoralists. Mr and Mrs W. D. Gill. Gill had
accompanied Bob Buck on the trip to Ayers Rock !Uiuru) immediately after the d1scoverv
of Lasseter's body and kept a journal which he made available to Croll. Croll wrote

m h1s

notebook that,
Gill sums up ldriess' book - "his publs
i her should have labelled the book
plainly (? hard to read/ 'A Romance· and he stated without equivocation
that the whole business has been a job to sell optimism and make money
out of the ignorant . . .
A ll bulsh about the wonderful reef. Said plainly that the "second diary"
was found only when it was necessary to keep the interest going
again. " 1 3 6

T.G.H. Strehlow, educated and erudite, who had been brought up with the Arrernte at
Hermannsburg mission, thought ldriess 'hopelessly wrong ' . 1 37 Croll also discussed the
matter with the Reverend Harry Griffiths 138 of Alice Springs who,
said popular report here was that Lasseter satd to have read a romance
called Desert Gold (or Desert Dust?} by a young Jackaroo [sic/ was on
Henbury (?} Station years ago and wrote a wholly imaginary tale which
Lasseter took to be true. 1 3 9

Myth based o.n literature becomes myth based o n truth. Croll worried around the topic
for many years and eventually wrote to ldriess expressing his doubts. ldriess replied
confidently in 1 94 7 ,
To the best o f my kno wledge, Lasseter 's story was true. We still have
his diary in this office. Six weeks before his death he knew it would be
all up with him if he were not found before the blight blinded him . . . A s
for tale o f local "old hands", well I've learned s o much in writing fact
books that every story of a local old timer, no matter how sincere he
may be, must be thoroughly investigated before it sees pnnt. This applies
everywhere, on all subjects. And you'd be surprised at how much the
local does not know. And at other times, how incorrect his information
may be. 140

The landscape writers strove to express a mood, and despite ldriess' assertions.
accuracy was a secondary consideration.
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There are parallels between the career paths of ldriess and the other great landscaoe
writer, Frank Clune. Clune was born in Woolloomooloo 1n 1893. He tned a vast range of
jobs after leaving school at fourteen. Clune served w1th the ANZACs at Galli poll A Iter
his discharge on medical grounds following an 1n1ury to his leg. Clune found a vafletv of
employment ranging from library assistant, to typewnter selling. 1 4

H e settled down 1n

about 1 93 1 as an income tax consultant and author. Clune's work as a tax consultant
took him out west annually where he did the books for graziers and country townsfolk.
At the same time Clune picked up anecdotes and stones wh1ch he later would
incorporated into his books. Craig Munro wrote.
Thick-set, with close-cropped hair, Clune looked more like a roughneck.
Texan than a Vaucluse accountant . . . Boisterous and extroverted, he
remained aggressively Australian . . . Maro
j rie Barnard had descnbed h1m
as a comic figure whose 'literary ' ambition was a series of travel books
which would roll all over New South Wales. 142

Clune took part in the Middle East campaign

in

World War II. He died .n 1 9 71. Clune

published sixty seven books, many of them based on his experiences 1n Austral1a. under
his own name although generally he wrote in collaboration. 143
Clune published Try Anything Once ( 1 933), Rolling Down the Lachlan

( 19351

and

Roaming Round the Darling (1 9361 probably with the editorial assistance of h1s fr1end

Bartlett Adamson. Through Clune's assoc1ation with the Fellowship of Austra!1an Wnters.
he came into contact with P.R. Stephensen who was his editor Jnd also h1s ghost
writer. Clune would provide the research and anecdotal material and Stephensen edit
and rewrite it in the 'Clune style'. The first book on which Clune and Stephensen
collaborated was the story of the Burke and Wills expedition, Dig which was published .n
1 937 for which Stephensen received thirty-five pounds. Craig Munro suggests <l11s

collaboration came about because of Clune's sense of

·

educattonal and cultural

inferiority' 144 and certainly Clune's heated response to criticism indicates ar. .nsecunty
about his abilities to present material.
Clune commented that it was all the fault of the large initial print runs which d1d not g1ve
the author time to 'find misprints and bloomers ' . 1 45 He defended his record. however.
on the basis that other Australian authors made errors which were not picked up by the
public, 'I've seen mistakes - so have you . . . awful bloomers in the books and art1cles of

1 94 71
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travel-writers like Ernestine Hill, Henrietta !Drake Brockman] and lon ldriess. but nobody
knocks them for that' . 1 4 6 Xavier Herbert commented rather unkindly of Clune's style.
Is not Frank Clune a primarily more prolific writer than Frank Davison
because he has got a greater inferiority complex to drive him? . . . It is a
matter of glands primarily. Clune's philosophy is Try Anything Once, the
fool rushing in, the desire to expend energy.

1 47

Clune commented to J.l<. M oir1 48 that he felt the particular target for critics because of
his success 1 4 9 and attacked the accuracy of ldriess again:
Look at "Flynn of the Inland", 18 editions. It starts off with Flynn
mounting his camel. Yet Flynn told me that he never mounted a camel except one day in a zoo - in his life. Yet the edito
i n still goes on. Take
Kidman, a thieving old bushranger. Now he's sanctified bv Jack ldriess
as kind, pure, holy and undeftled, plus tributes on his non-smoking,
drinking, s wearing virtues ad lib. But the book still goes out. 150

Yet it is an irony to suggest that Clune was only attacked because of his success in the
light of the very real popularity enjoyed by ldriess himself.

Clune continued to enjoy enormous success. I n 1 94 5 he noted that the dozen books he
had published with Angus and Robertson had sold 1 00,000 copies earning royalties of
2, 750 pounds. 1 5 1 I ncreasingly however, the partnership between Stephensen and Clune

came under pressure as Stephensen' s right-wing views brought him accusations of
disloyalty and eventual internment during the Second World War. Clune did not want to
acknowledge the association because Stephensen was politically persona non grata and
Stephensen resisted open co-authorship as Clune came under criticism for the cliches
and 'Ciunisms'. The truth was revealed in a biographical feature on Stephensen printed
in

Nation

in

1 959 1 52

and thereafter collaboration

became

more

open

although

Stephensen was not to receive acknowledgment for some of the most famous Clune
titles which had already been published.

Clune (albeit Clune and · Stephensen) was enormously successful and second only to
ldriess in sales and popularity. Clune corresponded with Melbourne book collector J . K .
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J.K. Moir was a Melbourne businessman and literary patron. one of the founders of t he Bread and Che,se
Club.

149

Clune to Moir, letter, 6 January 1 9 4 8 .

150

F. Clune to J.K. Moir, letter, 4 March 1 9 4 8 , J . K . Moir Collect•on, Frank Clune. Box 68. LaTrobe Ltbrary.

151

Munro, Wild Man of Lecrers, p. 254.

152

Anon. 'Traveller's Ghost: The Tempestuous and Hitherto Unlogged Voyage of P.R. Stephensen'. Nac1on . 3 1
pp. 10-2.

January 1959,

105

Moir who would carefully read and edit Clune's books. Clune wrote to Morr of the sales
of The Red Heart.
You and {sic} being afraid of cheap editions. Surely you don't consider
my stuff hard to sell in competition with the junk offered for sale around

R & M {Melbourne bookseller-publishers Robertson and Mullens/ wrote to
say they sold 8,000 . . . in three weeks before Xmas. If they had a proper
selling organisation, they'd have sold the lot.
I am unable to buy a copy of "Red Heart " in Sydnev, which goes to
prove that if they had good men on the job, they could sell another
couple of thousand in Sydney.
Morgan's Bookshop had twenty copies. Today none. A & R 's {Angus and
Robertson/ 500, today none ...
Where's your courage? 153

Clune tended to regard the publishing of editions as part of the process towards
accuracy and was critical of the large print runs:
Very many thanks for your corrections in the text of "Roaming Around
Australia " . . . Under ideal conditions a first edition should be only 1,000
copies . . . under present conditions in A ustralia, the blasted publishers
run off as many as possible in the first edition, enough to satisfy the
market, then melt the type. If "Roamng
i
Around Australia " extends to a
second edition, I'll certainly have several corrections made. You know I
was overseas, and didn 't read the galley-proofs. My cobber at Warburton
{Stephensenl did his best, but perhaps I might have noticed some of the
points he missed. 1 5 4

Clune's insecurities, which may have led him to use Stephensen to write his material,
were evident in his antagonism to his reviewers:
I've never been touchy about criticism and help of a posmve kind,
particularly from yourself, as you are fair-dinkum working for the
advancement of Australian literature; but there's another kind of so
called "critic ", who just waits for a chance to disparage any successful
Australian writer. My books make them feel miserable because I can
bring out two new books a year in editions of 10,000 copies each, and
the public will pay hard cash to buy what I write . . . Most A ustralian
book-reviewers are in the frustrated-writer class. Poor cows, they can 't
write books themselves, so they knock anybody who can. 155

But Clune, like ldriess, had a knack for recognising what would appeal to the public even

if he was not the first to exploit an idea. In 1 945 he considered writing something on
the We of the Never-Never saga. Initially he had trouble getting in contact with Jeannie

153
154
155
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F. Clune
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1 9 48 ,
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Box

68, LaTrobe Library.

1 06

Gunn and he wrote three

l etters 1 5 6

to the pat1ent

Mo.r express.ng

to Mrs. Never Never Gunn, but never never got a r eply ' . 157

h 1s frustratiOn.

E ventua l l v .

·

V r ot e

however he

was

successful although the book does not appear to have been wntten :
I've had an interesting letter from Jeannte Gunn rpvmg me a correctton
for my book. Mean whtle, I thought I'd write a story of We of the Never·
Never. . .
what other dope have you on Mrs Gunn, the Statton
Anything you can spare I'll return in a few days. !58

This incident demonstrates Clune's opportun1sm. us1ng other

or Maluka)

successful

authors for h1s

own inspiration. Following ldriess, Clune interviewed Bob Buck. the man cred1ted

w1th

the discovery of Lasseter, who commented . ... And I've told that pe ns h.n · triP so often
sounds to me like a gramophone record . " grunted Bob.

"

And Frank Clune's 1 5 9 put

1t

.nto

1t

a book, they tell me. " ' 1 6 0 Ironically, although both Clune and ldness are 1dent1f1ed

as

Territory writers, the majority of their books are set elsewhere .
One of the more influential writers and res1dents. at least w1th1n the Tern tory . was
Jessie Litchfield, although she struggled to be recogn1sed 1n the Austral1an context · 6'
Jessie Phillips married Valentine Litchfield, a m.ning eng.neer. 1n Darw.n 1n January
1908. The Litchfields lived at various mining sites in the Top End: WP.st Arm. Anson

Bay, Brock's C reek, the lronblow mine, the Union Reefs and P1ne Creek. 162 Jess1e
Litchfield published Far-North Memories in 1 930.

the

year she became flfst woman

editor of the Northern Territory Times and Government

Gazette

her

and the year

husband died. Far-North Memories was reviewed favourably and stressed L1tchf1eld' s
political

message

of

protest

at

governmental

neglect

and

1solat1on

suffered

by

Territorians.
not only .. . a fine account of the Northern Territory, tts cltmate. tts
possibilities, its government r ?I and the conditions under whtch 1ts
inhabitants live, but also gives much first-hand informatiOn of tlJe
aborigines and th,eir many curious customs.
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This is a book everyone will enjoy reading, because of its racy style and
many interesting anecdotes, and it certainly should be read by every
Australian because of the revelations it makes. 163

As well as Far-North Memories, Jessie Litchfield wrote other novels and poetry of her
time in the Territory. Only some of these were printed although others exist in
typescript. 1 64 In 1 95 1 Litchfield contested the Northern Territory seat for the House of
Representatives as an independent against Labor's sitting member, Jock Nelson. 1 65 She
has often been called, 'The Grand Old Lady of the Territory' and resided there between
1 908 and 1 956 excluding a brief period when she was evacuated to Sydney during
World War II.
Jessie Litchfield was an ardent defender of the Territory: ·As a firm believer of the
ultimate recognition of the Territory as the REAL AUSTRALIA, as one who has
endeavoured always . . . resent the imputation that it is a place of worthless wastrels'. 166
She has been considered ' a strong advocate of traditional Aboriginal life' 1 67 although her
book contains a strong message of European superiority. Far-North Memories clearly
reflects the literary tradition that precedes it.
The talk turned on books, and one of the sports-promoters asked Marion
We of the Never-Never.

if she had ever read

"I have, " answered Marion; "but, although it's a most interesting book,
don't you think the writer exaggerates a little? I have seen a good deal of
the north, and met all classes o f folk here, but I've yet to meet the
demigods of whom she writes. "
The man laughed in a half-confused manner.
"I'm one of them, " he admitted. 1 68

But as Philippa Bridges remarked, "We of the Never-Never," [is] read by every person,

I

should think, who has lived in the Northern Territory ' . 1 69 The Territory by this stage had
become a place where fact and literary fact become assimilated as one. Litchfield's 'local
characters', following the Gunn model, such as 'The Band-scooter', 'The Dishonourable',
'The Nuisance' or 'Handsome Hill' 170 are by now the sine qua non of Territory personae.
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J.S. Litchfield, Far Nonh Memories (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1930), p .
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(London: Hodder & Stoughton,
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Litchfield concentrated on attempting to develop a regional style which reflected the
Territory landscape and experience. She wrote to

Rex lngamells,

i n ", so am sending you a few
I saw your letter in the "West Australa
selections from my own verse, as a sample of Northern Territor poetry
. . . If they have any merit, it is that they are typically Territorian. 1 1

:{

Litchfield had difficulty in publishing her material. She attributed this to a bias in
Australian publishing towards southern authors and subject matter. Litchfield complained
angrily to Percy Serle,
I cannot help but think that there is a prejudice against an author from
the Northern Territory; that there is an impression that anything sent
from such a place must of necessity be worthless . . .
one publisher told me that the Territory was neither large enough, . . . nor
was it of sufficient importance to warrant any books dealing with life in
the place having the slightest chance o f success. 172

Litchfield's comments seem in almost direct contradiction to comments made by other
successful authors of the time like Frank Clune or lon ldriess, much of whose subject
matter concerned the Territory. The obvious response is that Litchfield was not as good
a writer as her masculine contemporaries but it may be that Litchfield's writing was
perhaps too atypical to find acceptance in the preferred literary construction of the
Northern Territory. 173
Alongside ion ldriess and Frank Clune, William Hatfield was another writer who was
influential in the

literary construction of the Territory.

Hatfield was born

Ernest

Chapman, in Nottingham England in 1 89 2 . He emigrated to Australia working as a
steward but jumped ship in Adelaide in 1912 and began a life as a bushman. He worked
in the outback of South Australia and Queensland as well as the Northern Territory in a
variety of jobs ranging from stockman and drover, to painter and fruit-picker. Hatfield
wrote of his literary character, the new-chum, Jim, who seems modelled on Hatfield's
own experiences (Brenda Niall called Buffalo Jim an 'artful mixture of adventure story
and tract for the times' 1 7 4 ) :
He had thnHed to the reading of that bush classic We o f the Never-Never,
particularly over the exploits of the mailman known as The Fizzer . . . Now
he was actually 'riding the mail' in the very country immortalised (for
Australians) by Mrs. Aeneas Gunn. 1 7 5

1 71

J.S. Litchfield to A. lngamells, letter, 15 August

172

Litchfield t o
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Serle letter, 3 March

male writers did
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144.
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Hatfield tried to publish unsuccessfully for years until 1931 when Sheepmates. a novel
about a South Australian sheep station, was released. It was followed up by Australia
Through the Wind Screen in 1936 which was an account of his journey by car to Darwin

and around Australia in 1932. He wrote a number of other books around the Territory
theme, Desert Saga, in 1933 was probably the most serious. The Mail (Adelaide) i n its
review noted the sympathetic handling of the subject matter,
In Desert Saga WIY/iam Hatfield presents Grungunja as a man with a soul
- a bard, a rainmaker, and a leader of men . . . Mr Hatfield's story is well
worth reading, because it makes one realise that while there may be
some excuse for the aborigine who fights to preserve his rights, there is
none for the white man who demonstrates his superiority by the brutal
use of gun and stock whip. 176

Reviews of Desert Saga were generally favourable. 177 Mrs Spalding Laurie told the
Australian Literature Society that Desert Saga 'brought home to her the idea that in the
corroboree were contained all the elements of the Greek drama' .178 Hatfield's biography,
I Find Australia. which was published in 1937 was reviewed unfavourably, particularly

because of its political agenda. Frederick T. Macartney commented,
"An Empire Going Begging", which is the author's way of describing the
unoccupied north . . . has the appearance of realism because he gives
details from his own observation, but it lacks the true realism of
exhaustive consideration of all the relevant facts in relation to the
inevitable limitation of practical politics. It is rather a pity that such an
important matter should thus be incidentally raised, with possibly
misleading effects here and abroad . 179
.

.

Many of Hatfield's novels reflect both his diverse experiences and political beliefs.
Hatfield received a Commonwealth Literary Fund Grant but in 1940 joined the A M F and
served 1942-3 as a lieutenant in the Army Education Service. From the 1 940s on he
became involved in conservation and identified himself as a communist. Australia
Reclaimed in

1944 argued for the breaking up of pastoral leaseholds in

northern

Australia replacing them with smaller agricultural holdings. Hatfield died in 1969 .180
The style of adventure story characterised by description of a European masculine
Territory and an unselfconscious pleasure in an uncomplicated narrative, was largely
destroyed by a novel, which appeared towards the end of this period. Although Xavier
Herbert's Capricorn/a never mentioned the Northern Territory by name. it provided a
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literary construction of the region that would rival Jeannie Gunn · s. and offered a much
more critical view of European settlement. Dorothy Green compared the two.
If the nearest analogue to Capricornia is Uncle Tom's Cabin, its strongest
antti hesis is We of the Never-Never. Herbert and Mrs Gunn deal each
with an aspect of the life of the Territory which the other neglects. Mrs
Gunn neglects the hard and cruel aspects of that life, either deliberately
or because they did not come within her experience; Herbert igno;es the
pleasanter aspects because they do not suit his purpose, or perhaps 1t
may have blinded him to them. 1 8 1

As outlined earlier, perhaps more significant than Gunn's 'neglect' of the u npleasant
aspects of Territory life, in We of the Never-Never she virtually ignored the Abongmal
contribution to Elsey station outside of the domestic sphere and concentrated u;)on the
European heroes. By doing so, Gunn set the agenda of the Territory novelist for the next
thirty

years. 1 8 2

With

the

exception

of

popular

non-fiction,

anthropology

or

autobiography, Aborigines are absent or minor players i n the writing of the 1920s and
1 930s. The pattern of excluding the Aboriginal contribution to the Territory, at the

expense o f the development of the white heroic masculine model, continued almost
without exception until the publication of Capricorn/a. Herbert, in contrast to the earlier
writers, combined both the masculine European hero with an exploration of Abong1nal
sexual exploitation and in doing so, established a construction for the novelists to

come. 183
Alfred Francis Herbert was better known by his chosen name, Xavier. Herbert was born
in 1901, north of Geraldton, in Western Australia, the son of a railway engine driver. His
mother had two children from another relationship when she moved in with Herbert's
father. Herbert's birth was not registered, perhaps because his parents never married.
Herbert felt unwanted and com mented that his father treat�d him roughly. He was
educated in Fremantle at the local State School, Technical School and Christian Brothers
College and by the age of fourteen had begun his first work in a chemist's shop. In
1 9 23 He rbert came to Melbourne where he worked as a pharmacist at the Melbourne
General Hospital and attended the Medical School at Melbourne. also working at the VD

clinic in Little Lonsdale Street. 184
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70-82.

Capricorna
i or later, Poor Fellow My Country. In 1988. in conversatoon woth Ray Petherock . Oavoa Rotchoe

collected an account describing a visit by Big Mick Greer to Herbert's camp. Petherock sao<l: He told

me how

he me t Xavier Herbert at the Annie Mine (south of the Lucy( and Xavoer Herbert's wofe told hom to get awav
as he

was

no thing but a filthy old combo. Mick Greer re plied, "If I'm

This exchange apparently provoked consoderable domestoc

a

combo. so lady, os your husbana· ·

argument suggestong that Herbert had not

necessarily made his own opinions clear to Sadie; 0. Ritchoe, ' Social History of th e Oarwon Honterlan<l

Coastal Plains'. PhD in prog ress . Deakin Universoty.

184
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I n 1 925 Herbert submined a short story, 'The Unforgivable' to Ron Campbell. new
editor of the Australian Journal which was accepted under the pen name Herbert

Astor .

Herbert continued to send stories to the Australian Journal unt1l 1ts dem1se tn 1 956 and
his second novel Seven Emus was published there before 1t appeared as a book. Herbert
abandoned medicine in favour of writing and in 1 9 2 6 moved to Sydney and JOined the
staff of Smith's Weekly, where he continued to publish short stones under the
pseudonym, Herbert Astor. His first 'serious' story for Smith 's Weekly, 'The Athe1st'
was published under the name, A . X . Herbert (this absence of pseudonym. Russell
McDougall suggests reflected the influence of the Sydney literary c1rcles Herbert was
mixing in). From then on, McDougall notes. all stories published in the Australian Journal
were under a nom de plume. 1 S S
In

1 9 2 7 Herbert went bush looking for inspiration for his writing and h e travelled

through Queensland, the Territory, New Guinea and the Solomon Islands. In the Terntory
he worked as a drover and then at a mustering camp on Alexandria stat1on. He moved
north to work as a navvy on the railway and then took a series of manual jobs in Darwm
using these to finance pack-horse and boat trips through the hinterland. Herbert left
Darwin in 1 9 2 8 after he accepted a position as dispenser at the Rue hospital. Tulag1, in
the British Solomon Islands for nine months. On his arrival back in Sydney, Herbert
successfully applied for the position of dispenser at the Darwin Hosp1tal. In 1 930 he
sailed to England with the manuscript 'Black Velvet'. 1 86
I n London, Herbert met his wife to be, Sadie Norden. Abandoning 'Black Velvet ' , Herbert
wrote the manuscript of Capricornia, which was rejected

by

Jonathan Cape on the

grounds that it was too long. When Herbert returned to Australia in

1 933

Walter

Cousins of Angus and Robertson also rejected the manuscript on the grounds of •ts
excessive length. P.R. Stephensen of the newly formed Endeavour Press agreed w1th
Angus and Robertson's assessment, although he encouraged 187 Herbert to undertake an
extensive rewrite which was completed by April 1 93 4 . Steph ense n paid Herbert ten
pounds advance on royalties for Capricornfa 188 to be published by the financially shaky
P.R.

Stephensen &

Co.,

the successor to Endeavour. Herbert pulled out of the

arrangement at the last minute after a quarter of a million words had been typeset
because he mistrusted Stephensen's ability to keep the company afloat. 189
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Herbert returned to Darwin where he was joined by Sadie and he managed to eke out a
living treating VD patients. He was appointed temporary Superintendent of the newly
established ' Half-caste Home', Kahlin Compound, in 1935 with Sadie taking the position
of Matron. For almost a year the Herberts worked to improve conditions in the
compound, although he came into conflict with the Chief Medical Officer Cecil ( ' Mick'l
Cook over the potential site for a new Aboriginal settlement in Darwin. 190
Largely owing to his inability to reconcile his differences with Cook. Herbert was
disappointed in his hopes to obtain the new post of patrol officer to the Aborigines. 191
In Sydney, Stephensen still cherished hopes of publishing Capricomia and obtained a set
of galley proofs from Herbert. Capricomia was eventually published in 1 937 in time to
compete for the sesquicentenary literary competition. 1 9 2 In April 1 938, Capricornia was
announced the winner. This reconciled Herbert somewhat to his disappointments in the
Territory. He continued to work as a labourer and then accepted a position with the
Nonh Australian Workers Union. 1 9 3 When Angus and Robertson republished the book in
1940, it won for Herbert the Gold Medal of the Australian literature Society and the

inaugural Commonwealth literary Fund award. 194 Herbert claimed his motives for
writing Capricornia were personal rather than political, one man's response to the
country:
It would seem that what it deals with is something that persists in our
Australian

way of life,

despite the great changes otherwise in

our

national quality . . . I wrote it in London . . . What moved me more than
anything, I remember, was a vast yearning for my sunny native land, its
spaciousness, its rugged beauty, its freedom. My spirit seemed to go
home like

that of the exiled blackfe!low

who

cried

"Poor fe/la my

country!". I think every born Australian, we born Australians, are all bits
of blackfello ws

...

I

suppose

I

made

my

central

characters

of

"Capricornia " half-caste aboriginal because through them I feel truly at
home in
A ustralian

the beloved land.
readers

feel

"Capricornia ". 195

Perhaps identity

the

same,

maybe

with
that's

these makes my
the

secret

of

Herbert served in the war as a sergeant in the AIF, including service with the North
Australia Observer Unit in the Northern Territory,

and afterwards moved to north

Queensland with Sadie, at first near the Da intree then at Redlych. He developed a
panern where he would leave Sadie and retreat into the bush to write, returning every
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·�

three weeks or s o . He published

Seven Emus

Neither of these enjoyed the success o f
pleased with

Soldiers ' Women. 196

and an autobiography,

In

1 963

in

1 959.

Capricornia.

and

Soldiers · Women m 1 96 1

although Herbert was always

a collectiOn of short sto nes .

Disturbing Element,

were published.

Larger than Lde

Herbert ga1ned

prestige for his work as a writer, but he preferred to call himself

(at

m

least

fame and

1nterv1ews 1.

a bushman or pharmacist. 197 Herbert took u p flying and contmued to work as a
pharmacist. In 1 964 while working as hospital pharmacist at Atherton. Herbert began
his last and, some say, greatest novel,
in

Poor Fello w My Country,

whtch was completed

1 973 . 1 9 8

Capricornia

was a thinly disguised narration of real-life events and people

the characters had their counterparts in real

life. 1 9 9

Herbert himself

and

many of

said.

The result o f some four years ' wandering in those parts was my novel

Capricorn/a, said by some to be the most po werful rouser of nat1onal
awareness o f the problem in the nation's history
what they say,

Whatever the truth of

the book

was not meant to do such a job.
essen tially an observer of life, not a reformer. 2°0

I am

It is ironic then, that one of the most persuasive literary representations of the Northern
Territory is not once identified as such in the text. There seems almost to be an 1nab•lity
to define the Northern Territory in literary construction. The notion of 'Never-Never' 1s
essentially one of negation, of absence. Herbert constructed the region of 'Capncorn1a'
seemingly separate from a geographic locality. Yet as Dorothy Green commented.
Official personages had of course to be invented or disguised, but '' is
hard to say why imaginary names should have been given to plac es: the
identification of Capricornia and Port Zodiac is obvious, and if it were to
be argued that Herbert did not want to suggest that the Territory and
Darwin were the sort of places he describes, then his thesis would fall
down. 20 1

Capricornia' s

influence upon the construction of the Northern Territory

m

wr•ttng has

been seen in a variety of ways. De Groen and Pierce observed accurately 'Herbert's
mordant subversion of the Australian frontier myth as expressed i n the ptoneenng

196
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saga' 202 as a major theme of Capricornia. But whilst Herbert's concentration upon race
relations and sexual exploitation of Aboriginal women i n the novel increasingly became
the focus for later writers in their literary interpretation of the reg•on, Herbert's criticism
of the bushman ideal and the frontier myth were less readily adopted.
But even in the 1 930s, the issues of racial discrimination and sexual exploitation were a
concern to other writers as welL During this period, three novelists wrote about the
position and circumstance of the ' half-caste' in Northern Territory society. To a lesser or
greater degree, all three novelists, Sayee, Hatfield and Herbert, define the ' half-caste'
subject of their novels purely in terms of their European fathers and minimise or ignore
their Aboriginal families. Similarly, all these novelists imply that ' Aboriginality' is an
inherited genetic taint that has the power to assert itself under the stimulus of the
landscape and association with other Aboriginal people.
The position of the 'half-caste' was first explored by the novelist Conrad Sayee in
Comboman ( 1 934) and to a lesser extent Golden Buckles ( 1 920). These books seem to

be aimed at an adult population and are responsible tor promulgating the idea that 'the
half-caste' can be educated into a European man, but that at first exposure to the
primitive, blood will out. Comboman described Robert Grey's efforts to bring up his
'half-caste' child, Stanley, as a European by ruthlessly denying him any contact with his
family and sending him to school in Adelaide. All is well until Stanley returns to the
Northern Territory as a sixteen year old youth. where, despite his good looks and
confident manner. it becomes immediately obvious to the reader, as well as to Grey, that
Stanley's heredity will manifest itself. Sayee illustrates this by a description of a series
of incidents: Stanley's cowardice and cruelty is established by a description of how he
loves to torture animals; watching Aborigines plucking emu feathers from a long dead
carcase, Stanley can barely restrain himself from flinging himself down and joining them;
at the sight of brumby stallions fighting, Stanley begins to foam at the mouth and nearly
bites his father.203 Finally, Grey realises he is beaten when he returns home after an
absence to find Stanley has sneaked off to corroboree with his family:
There was no trace of intelligence in those eyes. The fire of life was
fierce, primitive, black. The savage music was rousing only savage blood
. . . The missionaries were rignt . . . He's only a black bastard after all . . .
and I . . . I'm only a Comboman. 204
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primitive bestiality was also

The idea of Aboriginality as synonymous with violent,

asserted as an anecdote in Golden Buckles. Sayee's attitude is in contrast to Hatfield's
Black Waterlily which was published about a year later.
The continuing popularity of Capricornia and its masculine construction of Norman
Shittingsworth's

Northern

Territory,

has

overshadowed

William

Hatfield's

female

character on the same theme, outlined in Black Waterlily ( 1 93 5 ) . Herbert and Hatfield
were politically committed to arguing for justice and representation for Aboriginal people
(particularly those with non-Aboriginal kin) and their novels suffer as literature, from the
soap-box style of their protagonists. Both authors argue vehemently that children from
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal descent should be brought up to respect both sides of
their cultural heritage:
what I've always maintained about half-castes . . . They should be left in
the camp to gro w up as blacks unless their father claims them and has
them brought up in a white home from infancy. It's cruel madness to
send policemen out to drag them from their black mothers and bring
them up with the idea they are white, or as good as white, then turn
them out into the world to compete with white men who hate them as
competitors on the labour-market and loathe them socially. . .

2°5

But despite Hatfield's fame with his contemporaries at the time of the publishing of his
novels, few Territory writers are remembered now as well as Herbert.
Some authors appear never to have achieved a reprinting after World War II. Conrad
Sayee, who published under his own name and the pseudonym 'Jim Bushman', was
more famous as the architect who shared first prize for the design of the University of
Western Australia than as a writer. 206 H i s novels, described as having 'conventional
plots and wooden characters but which reflect an intimate knowledge of outback
localities and conditions• 207 fortunately never appear to have survived the war. John
Armour who served with the Australian

Inland

Mission between

1 9 1 8 and

1 9 20

produced several novels which demonstrated life in Central Australia. 208 Novels such as
The Valley of a Thousand Deaths ( c . 1 920), Golden Buckles ( 1 9 2 0 ) . In the Musgrave
Ranges ( 1 922).

The Golden Valley ( 1 9 2 4 ) . Splendid Savage (c. 1 92 5 ) or Comboman

( 1 934) by Sayee; James Downie's The Treasure of the Never-Never ( c . 1 936) and The
Flying Doctor Mystery ( 1 954); John Armour's Burning Air (c. 1 928) or The Spell of the
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Inland A Romance of Central Australia

Stuart Mcdonald's
Background,

( 1 9 2 3 ) ; E . H . Earnshaw's Eaglehawk ( 1 929} or

Ungamillia (The Evening Star): A Romance With a Central Australian

( 1 933} clearly enjoyed the popularity of the times if not enduringly so. Even

as late as 1 9 82, Marcie Muir commented that the Downie books were an 'interesting
series . . . capably illustrated' . 209 Throughout much of this century, the Northern Territory
epitomised the adventurous, Australian life.
It is a curious facet of Territory writing that it generally has a solid basis in historical
events. To a lesser extent, the fantasies of Sayee and Armour were following the real
life story of Lasseter.

It is well-known that ldriess and Clune all specialised in

reinterpreting historical events and descriptions of geography

in

a way that enshrined the

narrative in Australian mythology. Hatfield, no less than the others, conforms. His
character Jim Westcott goes looking for Lasseter's reef, takes part in the rush to the
Granites gold-fields, and when buffalo shooting comes across the camp where ' Butcher'
has shot Jim's enemy. This recalls the famous case of · Butcher' Knight, who murdered a
European man and Aboriginal woman in the thirties and received a life sentence.
Hatfield, for whatever motivation, has ' Butcher' kill two Europeans and two Aborigines
and in a footnote is described as hanged in Darwin in 1935, but the story is clearly
based on the same case. Herbert's

Capricornia

and

Poor Fello w My Country

at first

glance appears to be fiction loosely based around fact, but increasingly it can be seen
that although the style is Herbert's, the events he describes are nearly always
descriptions of actual occurrences. This transformation of historical incidents into
mythology, in turn affected the perception of real life events which were again rewritten
by succeeding generations of authors. This cyclical model of interpreting Northern
Territory history in literature helps to explain the predominance of certain influential
authors. Gunn' s Territory, was recycled in varying forms without any real variance until
Herbert's

Capricornia.

Herbert's construction of race relations pervaded the writing after

the War. At one level these responses can be seen as an attempt to reconcile the
process of European settlement on Aboriginal land.
The landscape writers attempted to minimise the Aboriginal role, except as remote
savage, and constructed an image of the Northern Territory as a place of adventure,
white, masculine and free. There were no significant representations of women in the
period prior to World War II, either as writers or as subjects. Due to the influence of the
social sciences, the Northern Territory with its Aboriginal population were seen as a
stone-age culture, artificially preserved by the continent's isolation. Towards the end of
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the 1 930s there came a gradual recognition that the Aboriginal population was, in fact.
increasing and accompanying this was the feeling that something ought to be done.
Forcing this position was both the role of the missions. and the obvious well-publicised
injustices that had taken place as

consequence of the unsympathetic enforcement of

European laws on tribal Aborigines. Fiction writers such as Herbert and to a lesser
extent Hatfield, focussed Australia towards the Aborigines once more. The confidence of
the heroism and white superiority of the Territory bushmen could not be asserted quite
so comfortably after the publication of Capricornia and race relations once more entered
the political and literary agenda.

1 18

CHAPTER FOUR
' O U R BACK YARD'

The Lassetter Reef? Lassetter? - Lassetter? {sic/ - O f course! Press
sensations are notoriously short-lived, but the Lassetter Reef was always
worth half a column, double width, under heavy captions. 1

Dominating Territory writing this century prior to the Second World War were the
seemingly contradictory notions of nationalistic celebration of the bush lifestyle and the
a desire to open up and civilise the outback through industry. The men of the outback
were warm and friendly (at least to other Europeans): 'The hospitality extended to all
who peregrinate in the Never Never, Back-o' -Beyond, Lonely Lands, or West-o' -Sunset

·

call the Big Spaces what you will'. 2 During this period the hospitality was put to the test
as travellers crossed the continent in search of adventure and new experiences. New
ideas

emanating

from

the

social

sciences

permeated

this

interest

in

travel

as

Anthropologists turned their attention to a 'living stone age' people. ldriess and the
other 'landscape' writers captured the imagination of Australians everywhere with
descriptions of a Territory populated by noble bushmen, with tales o f untold mineral
wealth presented against a colourful backdrop of rugged scenery and wild Aborigines.
This period of writing represents the flowering of the romantic notion of the bushman of
the Northern Territory. Virile, perhaps dishonest, the Territory male was laconic3 and
sometimes omniscient: 'I know at once everything that happens i n this country' . 4 Sayee
thought the Australian bushman the best in the world. 5 By the 1 9 20s there was a
consciousness of the bushman tradition, particularly as enshrined in literature. Bob
Wright, the hero of Armour's Burning Air had, 'read books on exploring, and his
ambition was to get out into the wilds of Australia' . 6 ldriess' mythic representation of
station-owner and cattle king, Sir Sidney Kidman as the non-drinking, non-swearing boy
who started out with five shillings and a one-eyed horse was the example to follow_ 7 I n
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i
ldriess' book. The Cattle Kng,
although Kidman displays the bushman's brilliance at

interpreting landscape, the bushmen were not as a rule, presented either as abstainers or
economically successful by patient industry. Sayee and Armour do, however, allow their
heroes to find financial wealth through valuable mineral finds.
The bushmen themselves were 'strong and resourceful chaps . . . brown as their scorched
native earth' . 8 ldriess attributes much of Kidman's success to his tenacity and grit: 'I'll
never give i n ' . 9 The bushman are invariably men of strength and character. 'lean but
sturdy, his strong smiling face bronzed to the colour of mahogany, his long moleskin
clad legs bowed slightly from a life spent in the saddle . . . he was a son of the vast open
spaces of the great "outback" ' . 1 0 It took 'men of grit and courage to live and work out
there . . . hard men' 1

1

'with grey-blue. devil-may-care eyes, ever alert as if seeking

adventure behind every bush or rock'. 12 Descriptions sometimes contained epithets such
as, 'ever fearless in danger', 'a man of fearless character', or simply 'Our Pioneer'. 1 3
The heroes' prowess with guns and ability to fight were also the mark o f a manly
adventurer. Willis, 'The usual bush township loafer' sneers at the boyish Jim Westcott.
After Jim dislocates Willis' arm in a fight the expeditioners who have hired Jim all
congratulate themselves on gaining such an asset. 1 4 There was almost an acknowledged
childishness in the bushman's simplicity and love of adventure: 'the Bushman is always
a boy at heart'. 15
These fearless honest chaps were contrasted with the villains in these adventure yarns
who frequently looked as though they should be in the city: ' Hector took an instinctive
dislike to him because his eyes were so shifty. Compared with the alert, purposeful
stockmen. Peter Crooks looked like those loungers who waste their time idling around
back-country hotels ' . 1 6 Cities were synonymous with low-life idling: 'the average city
fellow of to-day is rumed . . . He has everything done for him, doesn't know what real
hardship or real hard work is like. The cities have spoilt the young men of today'. 17 The
bush in contrast. provided a way for men to improve themselves: 'many a dead-beat and
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bad starter from the southern States made to the wild country in a final effort at
rehabilitation'. 1 8 The salubrious nature of the outback was stressed by the writers.
Michael Terry commented that, 'The Bush is a wonderful tonic. It tones up the system in
every possible manner'

.

19

But although the novelists were largely interested in presenting a paradigm of man:iness,
at the same time there are indications that the Australian bushman had begun to be
regarded more critically by the journalistic, biographical writers. The image of the typical
Territory white man had become slightly tarnished since the days of Jeannie Gunn. Knut
Dahl noted,
The Australian bushman is of a virile type. His face is bearded up to the
eyes, his arms and chest are hairy like those of an orang-outang, and he
is bo w-legged from much riding . . . In those days . . . he was often not
over-scrupulous as to the means employed to gain hs
i ends. 20

Sunter described a type of bushman the Aborigines dismissed as a 'plurry loafer' .21 But
the naivety evident in the portrayal of the bushmen by the majority of writers of this
period, was undermined most conclusively by Herbert. While Capricornia's portrayal of
the people of the bush was not without irony, Herbert ' s description of the bushman
sitting around the camp·fire singing 'Waltzing Matilda', 22 confirmed for the reader that
Andy McRandy, Jack Ramble and Joe Mooch were true Australians. At the same time
they were drunkards, anti-authoritarian, exploiters of Aboriginal women for casual sex
and great mates. Desp1te this, or because of it, they recognise the qualities of Aboriginal
society and are critical of the automatic assumptions of European superiority. 23 The
white heroes of literature before the war could never be presented with the same
confidence again.
The overwhelming mythology that consumed the Territory writers throughout this
century was the belief that the Territory contained fabulous mineral wealth. The thread
of pursuit of Lasseter·type Reef dominated many of the stories. Cronin's heroes find the
'remains of fabulous riches' in The Treasure of the Tropics. Alick from E.V. Timms' The
Valley of Adventure ( 1 926) put it simply, ' " Everybody knows that the Northern Territory
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of Australia is rich with all sorts of minerals - gold, silver, copper, tin, and lead . " ' 24
Edwin Grew and Marion Sharpe agreed. 2 5 Sayee's heroes almost always found gold,
Golden Buckles is fairly typical. Sayee made the search for a hidden gold reef, told to

others by dying or delirious men, the plot for The Golden Valley, The Valley of a
Thousand Deaths and In the Musgrave Ranges. Theo Price's hero in God in the Sand

discovers quartz 'veined and encrusted with pure gold'. 26 In fan Miller's The Lost Reef
Bill Meldrum and his dog Bluey find a lost map showing Lasseter's Reef and travel to
Central Australia on a gold seeking expedition. In Arthur Russell's The Caves of Barakee
Mr Freeman modestly told the boys that in his youth he found a series of caves in
Central Australia, 'My boys, one of the caves contained, I should say, well over ten
million pounds' worth of gold' . 2 7 John Hoskin's grandfather left a letter detailing finds of
'innumerable outcrops of pure gold . . . not specks, but lumps of gold' in Val Heslop's
The Lost Civilization ( 1 936). Armour's Burning Air found valuable radioactive ore, James

Downie's The Treasure of the Never-Never and of course, ldriess' Lasseter's Last Ride
described the discovery of Lasseter's reef. Hell's Airport, by the pilot on the Lasseter
expedition, was first published in 1 934. William Hatfield's Buffalo Jim (despite tre title)
was in a large part, a description of an expedition to Central Australia to look for a
fabulous gold reef. Michael Terry's Sand and Sun and Untold Miles dealt with his gold
seeking expeditions in Central Australia. M. Lynn Hamilton's science fiction novel of
1 932 set in the Northern Territory described a hidden kingdom of disgruntled geniuses

run by Colonel Ord. Hamilton's hidden country contained mineral wealth almost beyond
description, 'Alluvial gold might be had for the trouble of picking it up . . . there was tin,
copper, and wolfram besides, and a huge seam of coal . . . valuable sapphires and
topazes - some of the rough stones larger than duck eggs' . 28
The anttude shared by many of the landscape writers to the natural environment was
paradoxical. Many looked optimistically towards a glorious future when the landscape
would be transformed as a result of white settlement. The natural environment was
presented in terms of its

potential: 'This tract of country, though now entirely

devoid of men or animals, is of such

a

character that it will some day support a thriving

population ' . 29 Penryn Goldman looked forward to the day when 'THE DEAD HEART O F
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AUSTRALIA . . . will be re-born'. . 30 Armour prophesied (correctly) that the mining of
radioactive ore would lead to urban Territory development:
science and industry would transform those hills. Around them roads
would run. Motor-cars would dash to and fro. The merry voices of
children would be heard playi
ng among the stones. Then above the
stones . . . would be bridges, towers and buildings and the whole life of a
city. On these h1J/s and valleys a city must spring up - a city that would
claim the best from the rest of the world. 3 1

E.V.

Timms'

Valley

of

Adventure

finished

with

John

Chisholm

predicting

that,

'Sanctuary Island will be a great gold-mine, and the green tunnel a highway of industry
. . . Men and machinery will transform the valley ' . 32 ldriess noted that, 'when the white
man came . . . he would cover the land with wells and lakes in the form of station tanks;
he would make many blades of grass grow where one grew now. 3 3 This idea of carving
the future prosperity of the Territory from an inhospitable landscape was the white
man's burden:
They felt they were face to face with the power of untamed nature - the
desert and the savage inhabitant of it - and that even they were units in
an army o f progress which was conquering that nature and making it
minister to the needs of civilised man. 34

Although

many

journalists

and

novelists

promoted

the

idea

of

mineral

wealth

transforming the Territory, there were dissenting views. Eric Baume speedily published
Tragedy Track

glowing

in an effort to stop the rush to the Granites Goldfield after Ernestine Hill's

articles

for

Associated

Newspapers.

Herbert's

Capricornia

mocked

the

prophecies of Territory riches through development and emphasised the role newspaper
writers had played:
There aint no need for this here ra1/way at all . . . There's plenty of empty
space to fill up down South yet. This railway's only the whim of a few
transplanted cocknies (sic/ that hate to see places without tram-lines in
'em, and of engineers that want jobs, and of manufacturers that want to
sell things to the men employed on the bu!ldin ', and a few newspaper
editors and other blo wbags that dun no what they're talkin ' about and

don 't care so long's they talk . . . it's an utterly useless land. 3 5

Europeans wanted to impose order because there was a sense that the Territory
landscape had

30
31
32
33

a

primitive, uncontrollable quality. As with the earlier writers there was a
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sense of ambivalence. Elsie Masson described going to the Territory as a journey in both
time and space:
Those that go there undergo a strange experience - not only do they
travel many hundred of miles by sea, but also they journey sixty years
into the past, into the old A ustralia . . . which has long passed away in the
i the wild, intractable Northern Territory. 36
south but which still lingers n

Carew, in Warburton ' s

White

Poppies

extended this to a landscape of fantastic

possibilities: 'the Northern Territory, a portion of the oldest continent on earth, might it
not contain some surviving monster of prehistoric age?' 37 Dahl found the Territory
landscape was incomprehensible, 'Here is no dusky summer night, nor any winter, but a
burning day and a red sun that slakes itself in the far horizon like a red-hot iron plunged
in water'. 38 This sense of spatial and temporal dislocation of landscape, Dahl, like
Masson, consciously articulated, 'We had entered, as it were, a different world down
here on the Daly'. 39
As with the male writers of the earlier period, the women wrote most enthusiastically
about the natural world, although they emphasised the human element rather thdn the
ideal of wilderness. Jessie Litchfield asserted an aggressive chauvinism, 'the pride the
residents of the Territory feel in their harbour is understood - a pride compared with
which that of a Sydneysider is weak and puerile' . 40 Edwin Grew and Marion Sharpe
were equally laudatory of Darwin, 'our last memory of Australia . . . it was Port Darwin
that we were most loth to leave, for we somehow felt that Australia had kept her best
till last'. 41 Ernestine Hill noted, with peculiarly urban similes, that waterfalls were a
'tourists' delight' and that 'Walt Disney . . . never conjured a gayer fantasia'. The flying
fox. she believed, has a voice 'like a squabble between Mickey Mouse and Donald
Duck'. Hill described the Bower Birds nesting 'with a zest worthy of suburbia' and 'no
department store ever evolved anything like paperbark'.4 2
But if there was a sense that it was the role of the European to impose a settled order
upon the landscape, there was equally the belief that the hardships of the country forged
the character of the inhabitants. All the writers depicted the environment as potentially
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life-threatening to Europeans. The landscape was depicted as hostile,

exotic and

terrifying:
Already they were on the fringe of the wild and unknown Never-Never . . .
All fully realised the savage wildness of the locality over which they were
flying. All knew that under the glittering, blue, glass-like surface of the
A rafura Sea, lurked countless shoals of man-eating sharks and other
hideous monsters of the deep; that the stretches of swampy, mosquito
infested jungle were alive with crocodiles, buffaloes, and giant pythons;
and that all through this w1ld and sparsely populated Never-Never
country, grinning death and peril stalked abroad and lurked in the
shadows in countless forms and guises, by night and by day. 43

George Sunter depicted a hostile Northern Territory coast with frequent references to
crocodiles. giant clams, box jelly fish. giant squid, whales and sharks. 44 While Michael
Terry's books, particularly Sand and Sun, 4s depicted graphically the dangers of the
Centralian desert.

Hatfield noted that the landscape contained,

' a cruel

beauty.

Deceptively alluring', a 'false promise' to travellers who are left only 'the mocking
sand' . 46 Frank Clune's chapter 'Blood on the Spinifex' from The Red Hearr47 leaves the
reader in no doubt that the Territory is dangerous country to all but the brave and the
canny. Much of the success of Jon ldriess' Flynn of the Inland rested upon the
assumption of the dangers and hazards inherent in life in the isolated outback. Central
Australia, particularly for the new-chum, became synonymous with almost certain death:
'the heart of the country, the Dead Heart, as the Aussies themselves call it . . . A dry
scorchin' wilderness that sends white men mad with thirst or loneliness if they ain't
bumped oH by the w1ld niggers!' 48
But despite the harshness of the environment, the authors were keen to point out that
the landscape had the power to exercise an almost spiritual attraction over the bushmen.
ldriess noted of Lasseter that. ' uncanny . . . he was of this land and always would be' . 49
There was a sense that the bush made you a better person: 'not ordinary men . . . men of
the desert' . 5 0 The landscape formed a testing ground: 'a country for men, not
weaklings' . 5 1
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The authors felt a kind of spirituality inherent in the landscape and evoked the 1magery
of religion. Hatfield described Lily painted against the backdrop of the ' Parad1se R1ver·
with Eden-like descriptions of 'the filtered greenness . . . through the tangled pandanus
overhead'. 52 Ernestine Hill employed the same Arcadian descnpt1ons: ·all green glades
and grottoes, ivy-climbing creepers. the willowy droop of paper·barks over wh1te sand . . .
Trailing clouds o f glory, shrill cockatoos flew screammg in flocks above us. white. green.
black, crimson, and the dawn coloured galah' . 53 ldriess imbued the landscape w1th
imagery suggesting ancient religions. The Olgas were 'like an old-time city of domed
temples piled one upon the other, ' 54 and 'the dome' of Ayers Rock like 'some old·t1me
temple' . 55 Errol Coote found Mount Olga ' looked like a group of mosques' . 5 6
There was, as with the earlier writers, a distinction made between the town and the
bush. If the writers were sometimes ambivalent or cautionary towards the phys1cal
environment, the settlements of the Northern Territory were described critically by many
of the writers. R . H . Milford described the inhabitants of Darwin:
Many of the living corpses of Darwin in a comatose state of alcoholism.
Blacks, half-castes, pear/shell-divers, governmenr officials (mentioned in
their order of merit) and others - all stagger or lurch unevenly about in
the poisoned air as if each movemenr of their bloated, beer-soaked
bodies was going to be their ultimate . . . 57

Darwin's reputation, 'like a shop with all its soiled goods in the window; . . . one hears
the worst of it, but none of the best of it, long before one arrives there' . 58 meant that
some writers were pleasantly surprised. 5 9 Conigrave considered outsiders too critical of
Darwin 60 pointing out it was Australia's 'front door' to Asia. 6 1
But Darwin w a s portrayed almost universally a s a town based on a strict hierarchy of
class with the Administrator at the too and the Aborigines at the lower end of the soc1al
scale. Ellis wrote ironically of pompous officials who saw themselves as 'potentates·. 62
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Hatfield outline"this idea in his characters of Jim Westcott and Morton Dale. J 1 m thought
Darwin exotically beautiful 63 but he 'could hardly believe such a small town could be so
caste ridden' 64 and English aristocrat, Morton Dale ignored 'all the 1magmed classes· of
Darwin. 65 Wilkins was affronted by the rudeness and parochial tnsulantv of Darwm
residents. 66

Henry

Hall

was

annoyed

by

the

pompous

formal tty

of

the

dress

requirements of the dining room of the hotel. 6 7 Ernestine Hill thought Darwtn the.
'Shabbiest seaport of the Australian coast . . . there were only two ( European! classes

·

those paid to stay there and those with no money to go', 68 although she reJOICed m the
romantic mix of nationalities and peoples in the town:
To come into Darwin . . . is to tiptoe across the bounds of possibility into
an opium dream
Government officials, immaculate in white:
Larrakeahs and Wargaits, thei
r skins gleaming like glossy back taffeta
riding bicycles about under the

banyan

trees;

Chinese

ladies

with

pantaloons and blue umbrellas; swarthy Filipinos, Fijians fuzzy- wigged.
and grave doric beauties . . . these are some of the characters in Darwm 's

musical comedy. 69

The other towns and settlements of the Northern Territory fared little better 1 n the
descriptions than Darwin. Ellis described the sleepiness of Alice Springs, 70 and although
Blakely liked Katherine he found Pine Creek uncomfortable. 7 1 Lewis· description of the
Yam Creek diggings included claim jumping and corrupt police officials. 7 2
A class-conscious Darwin contrasted strongly with the free and easy camaradene which
denoted the personal relationships of the bush dwellers in the literature. Although thss
idea of striking contrast between urban and bush Territory had been touched on by most
writers, it was Herbert in Capricomia, who explored this theme most fully smce it was
Mark Shillingsworth ' s refusal to acknowledge the caste system that began the long
sequence of events which make up the narrative of the novel. Although Herbert. like
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other authors, 73 supported the idea that Darwin was a fascrnatmg blend of polyglot
peoples from all backgrounds, the novel also suggested that there was very lrttle mrxrng
between groups. Indeed it is precisely Mark Shilli ngsworth ' s refusal to acknowledge

the

shibboleths of Darwin society that make him outcast.
In an interesting reversal of the idea that the landscape transformed the rndrvrdual into
the lean, rugged bushman, Herbert described the process by whrch the cheerful.
egalitarian

Shillingsworth

brothers

are

transformed

into

petty

class conscrous
-

bureaucrats. The brothers arrive at Port Zodiac where, 'Their bearing was that of simple
clerks not Potentates, as it was their right that it should be as

Capricorn ian

Government

Officers ' . The brothers realise rapidly that they have a social standing at Port Zcdiac
which must be maintained. Oscar Shillingsworth lies about their background and is
supported by Mark: 'They did not lie boldly, nor for lying's sake. They felt the necessrty
forced on them by the superiority of their friends'. But Mark was unable to maintain the
fiction of their social standing and, 'One night . . . he told the truth about his father.
Forthwith he was accepted as a brother' . 7 4 Mark's refusal to take up the white man's
role resulte d in his becoming socially outcast from the other public servants. This in turn
allowed him the freedom to initiate sexual relations with Aboriginal women and hence
become the progenitor of Norman Shillingsworth.
Even in the outposts of European settlement there was clearly a great deal of stress laid
on appearances. Social standing was determined not only by employment but also by
the social position enjoyed in wider society. Ellis looked

at

Alice Spring's society and its

response to a Vice Regal visit. 75 Litchfield looked at Terntory society and remittance
men because the bushfolk are, 'made up of all types of men · . 76 This is a repeated
theme, that in the bush there are men of all social strata but one's place in society is
subordinate to the fraternity of the bush. This being the case. it is to be wondered then
that social position is so frequently mentioned, not only by Litchfield, but Sayee too
larded his stories with references to public schools7 7 and remittance men. 78 Perhaps
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faced with the threatening landscape of the Territory, wrrters were reluctant to let go of
the sustaining structures of the civilised world, including the class and caste system .
But as in the earlier period, class difference was overshadowed (theoretiCally at leastJ

bv

the obligations of mateship. Mateship was a theme which contmued to permeate
Territory writing, as it did in the earlier period. Sayee made much of matesh1p a11d 1ts
obligations. Tom, the rough bushman and Tynan. the young new-chum Doctor. look
after each other all though Golden Buckles. M ' Shane (sic) and Stan became mates after
they save each other's lives. 79 Equally, Sleat's failure to observe the obligat1ons of
mateship alerted the reader that he was really bad: ' I n the unwritten bushman's code.
the desertion of a mate is the worst of all crimes, and Dick had shunned Sleat as a man
would shun a loathsome reptile' 80 so it is no surprise that Sleat turns out to be a
drunkard and a murderer. In Armour's Burning Air Jim Fisher and Roy Mitchell are mates
who agree to go prospecting in Central Australia together. 81

The most obv1ous

consequence of mateship, which will be explored by later writers. is that 1t forms a
barrier to heterosexual relationships. In Capricornia, Heather. although daunted by the
discovery that Mark has been having sexual relations with Aboriginal women.

remains

faithful. Heather lost out in her relationship with Mark. not because of the 1nfidelit1es
with Aboriginal women, but because Mark had a stronger relationship V�� ith his mate 82.
'Chook' Henn, and his love of adventure. Heather recognised this clearly:

'I

can't do

anything with him with Chook about' . 83 But mateship was necessary in the bush where
European women were few and a mate was someone you could depend upon for
survival: 'every man present had experienced the worth of

a

comrade; some among

them owed their lives to the devotion of a "cobber " ' . 84
The bushmen, it seems, had to be tough not only because of the hazards of the
environment but because European settlement in

the

tropics

was

cons1dered a

geographic and biological oddity. 85 White settlement in the Territory meant government
from a distance by clerks and bureaucrats. Without a local representative government.
claimed Ellis, time and Federal money was only wasted. 'devising new and increasmgly
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futile remedies for Northern emptiness' . 86 Hall agreed. 87 Jess1e L1tchfield noted that all
Territorians hated to be administered from distant Federal authorities. 88 Con1grave
agreed that the control of the Territory by Canberra has led to 'anomalies· and
· mistakes ' . 89
Whatever the cause. the Northern Territory had proved no greater benefit ror the Federal
administration than it had for the South Australian. Tom. the bushman from Conrad
Sayee's Golden Buckles blamed the Australian attitude to the north: 'Central Austraha

1s

being exploited, not settled' . 90 But for other commentators. it was not so simple. A.
Grenfell Price expressed the situation in an unusual metaphor:
The history of Australia presents, on the whole, a magnificent example of
the successful reaction between an incoming people and a favourable
environment. The Northern Territory, almost alone, has remained a vast
iceberg of failure, unmelted by the soft warm waters of neighbouring

success. 9 1

Carl Warburton expressed the problem more colloquially. A theme o f the novel White
Poppies centres around the neglect that the two cattlemen

feel the Territory has

suffered 92 and becomes their justification for allowing an opium plantation:
"What is the hoodoo that hangs over the Northern Territory? . . . Before
my departure from the south, an experienced man told me that here was
but one way to conquer the tropics - to work, and keep on working, and
not to fall victim to the dread complaint of hot climates - lethargy . . .
I t is not the man's fault altogether . . . Once up here h e is fo rgotten, and
feels he is. The country has been referred to as the 'Land of Lost Souls ';
I think a more appropriate name would be ' The Land of Forgotten People ·
. . . I should like to cut this country out of the Commonwealth, induce the
Old Country to take over, or else govern it from Darwin in our own way.
Surely we have sufficient men with brains and ability to do so.

Why

should we be under the domination of southern politicians who have not
the foggiest idea of the country and its peculiar requirements, who throw
us a sop now and then to keep us quiet'193

From the earliest period of non-Aboriginal settlement of Australia there was a sense of
urgency about a populated north. During the period leading up to World War II this
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amounted to an obsession. Walter Bromhead proposed a volunteer 'Australian militia' or
' Pioneering Legion' based at Darwin or Arnhem Land. 94 J .N. Macintyre, 95 Hastings
Young, 96

M.H.

Ellis, 97

Frank

Cotton 98

Sydney

Upton 99

Blakely, 100

Fred

C.P.

Conigrave, 1 0 1 T. Ranken, 102 R.S. Sampson 103 and David M. Dow all believed, 'Australia
should fill up her empty north'. 1 04 But Xavier Herbert mocked the typical fears. 'No . . .
there's no fear o f any sort of invasion here, except in the way of a politician now and
then and a few of them newspaper blowbag s ' . 105
The landscape of the Northern Territory, at this time, as represented in the literature,
was somewhat paradoxical. The bushman's free ethos of a rugged adventurous life as
described by writers like ldriess, Clune, Sayee, Armour, Dahl, Sunter or Warburton
contrasted oddly with the image of the parochial, inefficient and pretentious standards of
living in the Northern Territory towns described by Herbert, Ellis, Blakely, Wilkins o r
Conigrave. There was already, in contrast t o the earlier writers, a sense that the ' real'
Territory lay outside the settled borders.
Although in fiction Aborigines were frequently portrayed as minor or insignificant
characters. 1 0 6 academic interest increased a s anthropology and ethnography entered the
syllabuses of Australian universities. In the Northern Territory it was the bushmen, the
men of the outback, that many Australians considered the real anthropologists ( a
tradition that began with Spencer and Gillen a n d endured in the partnership o f Elkin and
Harney after the Second World War). The European bushmen described a warmth in
their relations with Aborigines that was unusual for the period. Warburton's long-time
Aboriginal associate. Koperaki. was depicted as intelligent and confident. secure in both
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for example. gave most o f the work of apprehending wrong-doers t o the whites; the capture of
Sleat in The Vlflley of 11 Thovsend Deaths. pp. 238f; or when Duncan and Ballanda set out to save the
hoatage beong thrown to the crocodoles. The Splendid Savege, pp. 1001. Aborigones were hardly mentooned
by Armour on Burning Air. When they do finally appear somewhere near the end of the book they are only
background characters. Burning Ar,
i p. 224.
Sayee,

131

Aboriginal 1 07 and European 108 worlds: 'Without blacks this country would beat the
white man'. 109 The Aboriginal people, for their part, appeared to look after the bushmen.

'Old Tim' did not let Sunter swim before he had checked the water for crocodiles. 1 1 0
Koperaki's swift action saved Warburton's life.' 1 1 In the isolated parts of the Northern
Territory, cooperation between Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals was necessary and from
this grew a kind of respect for the other's ways. Sunter commented that Aborigines
were happy to work but he was often accused of 'spoiling' the 'natives'

.

1 12

Lewis

formed such a close association with the Port Essington group that he took an
Aboriginal boy, Nanyena back with him to Adelaide. 1 1 3
Many writers felt that part of the privilege of their contact with Aborigines, was an
obligation to record information. Warburton for example described Aboriginal camps,
customs, material culture and other social and religious practices. 1 1 4 Sunter described
many Aboriginal hunting techniques and considered the Aborigines, 'the finest bushmen
in the world ' . 1 1 5 Writers who were not dependant upon Aboriginal skills presented a less
sympathetic picture of Aboriginal life, but still felt qualified to record ethnographic data.
Wilkins recorded ceremonies. 1 1 6 Michael Terry outlined a few Aboriginal hunting
methods. some examples of material culture, and methods of communication but did not
bother to distinguish between different Aboriginal groups. They were simply the
'Blacks'. He did not identify individuals by name, only using a physical characteristic. He
did not recognise any language beyond defining 'bogey' as ·Aboriginal' for swim, 1 1 7 .
Terry' s sensitivities covered a vague awareness of Aboriginal spirituality. Camping at a
waterhole in the Tanami a member of Terry's party observed at its being deserted, ' I
suppose the cows (Aborigines] have some religious belief about it being sacred'. 1 1 8
Terry justified the Coniston massacres on the grounds that, ' We know that no nation
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retains idle lands once a stronger people desire possession. However we may try to alter
it in the future, might has been right'. 1 1 9 As well as recording ethnographic information,
most of the writers included their personal attitudes towards Aborigines as well. I n many
cases. they used the ethnographic information as a justification of their own attitudes of
racial and cultural superiority.
Dominating all the texts was the conviction that Aborigines were intellectually inferior to
Europeans. Plowman noted that Aborigines displayed ' primitive reasoning' 120 but
Plowman was confident that the Aborigines did not have, 'the intelligence of a white
man'. Hall agreed, 'the Territory natives are comparable with children who are not quite
normal . . . most unreliable when not under the eye of a white man'. 1 2 1 Conigrave
considered the Aborigines intellectually inferior to Europeans. 122 Litchfield commented
that an Aborigine, 'is childish as a rule, with the mental development of a boy of ten or
twelve' . 123 Hatfield too. in Buffalo Jim , saw Aborigines as simple children of nature: ' A
bit of sweet food and tobacco, without a spot of alcohol, and their whole bodies. let
alone their crude features. positively radiate happiness'. 124 Dahl saw the Aborigines as
totally amoral: 'For tobacco they would sell or do anything'. 125 Basedow regarded the
Aborigines

as

contradictory,

'simple

but

unapproachable,

barbarous but kind-hearted. and ungrateful but

generous'. 126

humble

but

dignified,

T.E.A. Healy depicted the

Europeans as victims of Aboriginal whim:
Europeans pretend that the natives are thei
r servants, but the natives do
not assist with the pretence and order their lives without any regard fo r
their masters and mistresses . . . The spurious, ill-fitting garment of
civilisation which they wear is shaken off when the impulse comes to
roam. There is no word of explanation, none of regret. Just a word to

missus; 'I been go walkabout. 127

Edwin Grew and Marion Sharpe agreed with Healy. 128 But Mary Bennett was more
critical of the system: 'The Aboriginal Compound at Kahlin exists to supply the white
people with cheap labour'. 1 2 9
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Particularly popular was the view that Aborigines were cannibals. Both fiction and non
fiction writers helped to perpetuate this mythology. 1 30 Most of Sayee's Comboman is
concerned with Robert Grey's son Stanley, as Grey was never interested
child, a daughter named

Koomilya.

by

his elder

The Aboriginal group to which Grey is related wish to

initiate him and hold a long ceremony involving dancing and drugs and culminating in a
rich feast. Grey is attracted by the good smell of food in the barbecue pits:
Grey looked again. Framed in blackened leaves, he saw a face. It was
scorched and shrivelled, but undoubt edly the face of a ch1ld. A wisp of
i
head. It was
fair hair had escaped the heat and still clung to the childsh
the face of Koomilya. 1 3 1

Litchfield, 1 3 2

Wilkins. 1 3 3

Blakely, 134

Basedow 1 35

and

others 1 3 6

all

confidently

maintained that Aborigines routinely killed and ate people, particularly children of mixed
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal heritage. Herbert soundly debunked this popularly-held
notion in Capricornia. Mark Shillingsworth, in drunken paternalistic pride feared that
Marowallua would kill their child as he 'believed the lubras sometimes killed their
halfcaste babies

.

He might have guessed that they did not do it very often i n

Capricornia, where the halfcaste population was easily three times greater than the
white' . 137
There is a suggestion that Aborigines believed that the Europeans were also cannibals or
at least grossly concerned with the dead. Aboriginal bones provided

a

local cash crop for

the Litchfields who, 'got five pounds per dozen for blackfellows' skulls,' 1 38 and,
We usually bought any dead bodies from the niggers, paying them a bag
of flour for the "dear departed. " We used to bury the corpse in an anthill,

1 30
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and when all the flesh had been eaten from the bones, we sent the
skeletons to museums, and received up to ten pounds each for them. 1 39

Dahl, too, collected skulls. 1 40 When Pat Ritchie picked up a leprosy patient, he described
the sorrow of the family and evident belief that the mission were removing Aboriginal
people to kill them. 1 4 1
A widely-held view that Aboriginal children o f European fathers were a t risk o f being
killed and eaten, was a powerful propaganda message j ustifying the removal of such
children from their mothers, as was the Government policy of the time. Despite the
widespread representation of Aborigines as powerless or primitive, C . E . M . Martin's The
Incredible Journey ( 1 923) is a fairly sympathetic portrayal of two Aboriginal women,

lliapa and Polde, who travel great distances over difficult terrain to rescue lliapa's son,
Alibaka, from the clutches of the evil and exploitative European man, Simon. Maternal
love is absent from almost all of the depictions of Aboriginal women and thus the
portrait of lliapa is an extraordinary departure. Absence of Aboriginal maternal love is, of
course, another justification for taking children away from their mothers. Unusually, 142
Martin actively criticises the policy: ' A fellow can't be allowed to steal a child from a
black mother, any more than from a white one'. 143 The female character in Herbert' s
book which �merged as a powerful protagonist is Tacky, daughter o f Connie Differ and
Aboriginal Protector, Hum bolt Lacy. Herbert portrayed Tacky as the bringer of bad
luck. 144 Much of the misfortune in Tacky' s life occurs because of the predation of
European males upon Aboriginal girls. Her birth, which was the outcome of a seduction
by an Aboriginal ' Protector' of a young girl in his charge, leads to Connie's dismissal and
enforced marriage to the no-good Peter Pan. Tacky murders Frank, it is implied, because
he attempted to come into her tent for sex. 145 Generally the female 'half-castes', with
the exceptions, perhaps, of the saintly Connie Differ and Fat Anna, are portrayed as
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simple,

superstitious

and

often

violent. 146

Connie

dies,

perhaps

because

of

a

constitutional weakness, perhaps because she runs away from the institutionalised care.
Herbert recognised that the Government administration did not work for the benefit of
the Aborigines, but seems to imply that its failure was a result of the sexually
exploitative nature of European men or the misfortune of individuals, rather than an
inherent fault in the Government policy.
For the purposes of the adventure story, Aborigines were still presented as threatening.
E.V. Timms' The Valley of Adventure is set against a backdrop of. 'primitive savagery of
this unknown jungle land, where every shadow was a menace and a sound became a
warning or a death-cry'. 147 In the 'Boy's stories' of the brothers Downie, apart from one
or two trusted souls employed as menials, such as Jackie, who saved the group in
Mutiny in the Air, 148 Aborigines were frequently the source of danger to the heroes. The

'Kaiditcha' men who are pursuing Bill Meldrum and Moorara in Miller's The Lost Reef are
terrifying, murderous and omniscient. 149 Aborigines as enemies were generally portrayed
as terrifying, bestial and treacherous:
Their black, ape-like features glistened with perspiration,· their deep-set
cunning eyes gleamed with the lust to kill . . . He knew he could expect
little mercy from such savages. For in the back of his mind were the tales
he had heard of these notorious Arnhem Land warriors · and he knew
that a fate probably worse than death awaited him. 150

But gradually in this period, in the process of writing about the Territory, Aborigines
became less important

to

the writers than the landscape. The courage of the European

settlers was pitted, not against hostile natives. but against the landscape itself. As
Sayee pointed out, 'the most terrible disasters of the desert are caused, not by wild and
fiendishly cruel natives . . . but by grim Nature herself. Nature was their greatest. their
most merciless, their most unconquerable enemy' . 1 5 1
Aborigines were still important t o the Territory yarn spinner,

but

they were not usually

presented as central to the plot or action: 'the Australian aboriginal was a poor specimen
of humanity at the best, and his resistance would be more noisy than effective at close
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quarters' . 1 5 2 Writers sometimes celebrated battles of the past but in this period, 1 5 3
civilisation was felt t o have left its mark on even the wild Aborigines of the Territory.
Hatfield noted of the bushman and his rifle, ' I 'll never use it. Brought it to fend off wild
niggers, and the only savages I've seen since I left Gawler were here in town, biting my
ear for tickpence!' 1 54
Hatfield's Desert Saga was anomalous, in that it aimed to present the narrative from the
Aboriginal perspective. But the hero, Grungunja, appeared to share attitudes more
Biblical than Aboriginal. (His slaying of his enemy, Kamarandoo, was almost a replication
of the David and Goliath story. 1 55 ) Having escaped death on several occasions,
Grungunja explained to the priest of the Alice Springs Gaol his Christ-like immortality.
The missionary rebuked him for such talk and pointed out that he has been imprisoned
for the sin of cattle spearing. Grungunja answered with dignity and authority, 'the white
man took my country, killed my kangaroos, let their cattle drink my water and eat my
grass. every blade of it. Is that not a sin? Should they not be put in here too ? ' 1 5 6
Another

writer

who

deliberately

attempted

to

describe

Aboriginal

culture

in

a

mythological framework that echoed the Biblical narrative was Thea Price in his romantic
God in the Sand ( 1 934). An ethnologist, Errol Courtney, dying alone in the desert, is

confronted by a vision of a beautiful European woman who sings for him the legends
and stories of the Aborigines. In this period, Aboriginal spirituality was a little known
quantity. Sensitive writers recognised Aborigines held beliefs, but did not know what
they were. In the absence of further information, the writers interpreted Aboriginal
spirituality the only way they knew and in this period it retained a decidedly Biblical
flavour.
But most of the authors agreed that association with non-Aboriginals brought about a
debasement of Aboriginal culture. C.E.M. Martin pointed out that association with non
Aboriginals led to a breakdown of the gerontocracy and that the young men flouted
traditional law. 1 5 7 But for the writers, Aboriginal association with Europeans frequently
implied not simply a change, but a physical and moral degeneration. Stuart McDonald
noted, 'The really primitive aborigine is a gentleman in disposition and kindly-hearted.
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But put him in trousers, put a pipe in one of his hands and a glass in the other and he is,
more often than not, a lazy, crafty knave'. 158 Basedow deplored, 'The tendency in these
days is for the natives to drift to the white people's settlements and hang about them in
a state of unutterable beggary' . 159 Ellis agreed. 160 Sayee noted of one miscreant that he
had

'villainy by associating with'

a

white

man. 1 6 1

Aborigines were considered

acceptable only when they lived in remote areas not wanted by European settlers. Tom,
the stockman from Golden Buckles advised the new-chum, 'If you're in these parts long,
Jim, you'll learn that the plain, straight-out wild nigger is far better than the educated
one. A half-caste is the worst of the lot'. 162 There was approval. even in the adventure
stories, for Aborigines who were at home in hostile barren country where a white man
would starve to death. 163 The remote Aborigines were, 'different from the camp blacks
who hang round stations. They'll likely be station blacks themselves some day, for the
wild nigger's dying out'. 164 Grungunja's son, Ngurlbunnya, took eagerly to stock work
and in a short time was 'calling his father a dirty desert nigger, a "Myall " ' . 1 65 ldriess
portrayed the 'my all' Aborigines graphically as at one with the landscape:
Their whole physique expressed great endurance. Each man had a front
tooth knocked out; chest and shoulders were cicatrised by warrior weals,
and his naked body was greased with goanna fat . . . By degrees, women
came towards the camps . . . Ther
i legs were conspicuously more shapely
than the general spindle shanks of the aboriginal, and the young girls '
breasts were plumply developed. Rains had broken the drought in ths
i
country and all were waxing fat on the plentiful animal and plant foods
that quickly appeared. 166

He depicted Aborigines i n close association with Europeans as comic objects of
derision. 1 6 7 Although European contact was seen as bad, Sayee noted that it improved
standards of Aboriginal hygiene 168 and Chewings too believed European contact lifted
Aborigines 'out of their naturally squalid habits of living' . 169 But Europeans were not
encouraged to be too familiar with Aborigines. ' Buffalo Jim' Westcott ran into trouble
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with other members of the expedition in Central Australian for trying to learn Aboriginal
words. 170
But approval for the 'wild blacks ' , 1 7 1 may have come not simply from their isolation
from European settlement, but in the belief that they were becoming extinct. It was still
believed in this period right up to the Second World War, that the Termory would soon
be rid of its Aboriginal population. Books such as James Devaney's The Vanished Tribes
( 1 92 9 1 constructed an 'Aboriginal' world where the inhabitants somehow melt away:

'Not understanding, bewildered and lost, they have passed like the sunset' . 1 7 2 Ernestine
Hill

wrote, 'A few more years, and there will be no more corroboree' . 1 7 3 Commentators,

such as Elsie Masson, 174 Buchanan. 1 7 5 Ellis, 1 7 6 and Chewings, 177 believed that the
Aborigines were dying out, although Basedow stated that it was not necessarily
inevitable. 1 78 Both Blakely and Ellis saw the survival of Territory Aborigines as a chance
to alter the record of colonial senlement elsewhere. Blakely stated that although, 'it is
too late for a general scheme to protect and preserve all our Natives' a special effort
should be made with the Aborigines of Central Australia as,

'these tribes are a

possession of international importance, the sole remaining link with the Stone Age, and
. . . the direct offspring of original man'. 179 Dorney too, stressed that the Aborigines were
'not beyond the stone age' . 180 Of all the writers, Ellis had perhaps the clearest picture of
European incursion in the Territory and articulated the heart of the insoluble problem, the
competition between Europeans and Aborigines over land. 1 8 1
Conflict between Aborigines and outsiders for the resources o f the landscape is a part o f
these texts and frequently the means b y which the protagonists can demonstrate their
heroism. Conrad Sayee, particularly, had a high level of racial violence in his texts; that
these books were aimed at children seems inappropriate to modern sensibilities. Sayee
presents it as biologically inevitable that a white man was able to subjugate the
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Aborigines because. 'he was a true member of the race which has subjected other races
to its rule all over the world. He had an instinctive understanding of the native mind' . 1 8 2
Sayee described the hero, Stan, driving out a camp of Aboriginal people from Narrawing
station by burning their huts, threatening to shoot them and cracking stockwhips at
them. 1 8 3 The Europeans noted that 'Arrkroo, the Hater' roused the 'Warraguls' to kill the
European intruders because he feared that once the news of the presence of gold in the
Musgrave Ranges was publicised, 'the warraguls would be driven out of this. their last
great stronghold'. 1 84 At the conclusion of the book there is linle doubt for the reader
that Arrkroo's prediction will prove correct. Mick, from the same text, burnt an
Aboriginal man 'Eagle'. with a red-hot branding iron. When Eagle anempted to retaliate
Mick tied him up and flogged him. The only real curb to Mick's excessive violence was
the knowledge that he was a white man and hitting 'a man when he's down, nigger or
no nigger' 185 is not the white man's way. Mick was by no means presented as the
villain of the story, although arguably Eagle was the hero since he saved the life of
young Saxon Stobart three times and finally gave his life protecting the Europeans. As
the book finishes Mick plans to return to the Musgrave Ranges, "'I'm with you . . Boss
Stobart, whether its gold or niggers you· re after. " ' 1 8 6
Even in the biographical texts there is an acceptance of violence in race relations.
Aubrey Wisberg and Harold Waters' Bushman At Large ( 1 9371 contains a chapter on the
Northern Territory with a description of a reprisal for the supposed murder and rape of
two missionaries on the Arnhem Land coast:
A lone lubra 's lazily shifting eyes were the first to spot us. Her shrill
scream of consternation, astonishment, and fear awakened the camp. A
shot cracked. Her cries were abruptly silenced. The blacks streamed from
under their gunyahs. A few had spears in thei
r hands. They offered fine
targets against the bright water . . . The whole camp turned tail and fled,
screaming with panic. One black paused to hurl a boomerang. It whistled
past my head. I made it a point of honor to avenge the insult. I took
careful aim. My honor was in no way impaired.
The lubras

and children ta1ling after

them as best they could,

the

aborigines retreated to the water's edge.
relentless,

indomitable

destruction

of

We followed them with the
a juggernaut. Men, women,

children fell victims to our sweeping gunfire.

182
183
184
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For the murdered whites we had taken almost a hundred black lives in
exchange. Young Tom Hall had a slight spear wound. Beyond that we
had no other injury. 187

Although Costello had noted

of hostility towards

incidents

Europeans 188 which

sometimes resulted in death, 189 there was a much greater sense that it was the
Aborigines rather than the Europeans who were at risk. Sunter described 'Carl Annam',
who with his Aboriginal wife, was reported to have 'galloped after blackfellows.
shooting them down like dogs'. 190 Even Hatfield suggested that 'friction with the
natives' was a cause for worry in the rush to the Granites gold fields, not on
compassionate grounds, but because, 'They wanted no more of that sort of thing, with
the aftermath of public outcry and official inquiry'. 1 9 1
This period represents the beginning of the identification of Aborigines with occult
powers. Before this, although writers mentioned the supernatural powers Aboriginal
'witchdoctors' exercised within their own community (for example Jeannie Gunn's
description of bone pointing), by this period, Aboriginal power has now overflowed into
the non-Aboriginal domain. ldriess suggested that the reason for Lasseter's death was
because he touched a sacred object:
"A t any rate, " said Blakely slowly, "from the moment we took the stick,
the curse began to work. "
"Yes, your enterprise could never succeed. " He turned as he opened the
door. "Who actually laid his hands on the stick first?" he asked in a low
voice.
"Lasseter, " said Sutherland.
"He will never come back, " said the man, and was gone. 1 92

Michael Terry mentioned the arcane "'black arts" no white man may ever master' . 1 9 3
Warburton said of T'Kala that 'Many white men credited him with extraordinary . . . and
unnatural

powers ' . 194

Sayee's

Aborigines

were frequently

capable

of telepathic

communication. 1 95 Although this perception was developed more fully in later periods
(Bill Harney, later Xavier Herbert) for now, the writers concentrated upon documenting
cultural rather than spiritual practices.
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Above all, the writers were concerned with controlling Aboriginal behaviour. largely as a
means of restricting any impediments to European settlement and industry. A distant
and disinterested adm inistration in the Territory had left Aboriginal health and housing to
Church authorities who frequently established settlements in remote and isolated areas.
Almost every · scientific' expedition from this period used mission stations as bases for
operations: Wilkins, Dahl, Thomson, Porteus, Croll, Blakely-Lasseter and so on. A few
writers depicted the mission stations sympathetically. Hatfield's character 'the Doctor'
who is in charge of a mission station in Black Waterlily (recognisable as Oenpelli) is
noted for his sincerity and rapport with the Aborigines. When Gilbert roused the tribe to
violence, the Doctor refused to carry arms and said solemnly, 'If . . . they can raise a
hand against me. my work has been in vain, and it were better that

I

die'. 1 9 6 Wilkins

too. supported missionary work as a way of modifying Aboriginal cultural practices so
that they would 'lose their superstitious beliefs and refrain from the gruesome and
horrible customs of their tribe' . 1 9 7 Archer Russell claimed that the poor health record
evident in missionary settlements was not the fault of the missions but of 'public apathy
and Governmental neglect'
But

generally

.

198

most commentators did not approve of missionary

work to the

Aborigines. 1 99 The mission stations, seen to have the advantage of cheap rent and slave
labour,

were

resented by

the secular population of the

Northern

Territory. 200

Hermannsburg station was regarded by many as a training ground for spies 201 and
German-born missionaries were forced to register as aliens. 202 This scenario was
repeated during the Second World War when Rex Battarbee was appointed to watch
over the activities of the mission. 203 Elsie Masson felt that mission training was
relatively useless in comparison to practical work on the pastoral properties. 204 Although
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Dahl attached himself to the Jesuit mission 'Uniya' on the Daly205 he was critical of their
work. 206 Croll thought that the missionary influence deprived Aborigines of their own
spiritual life at the same time exposing them to the risk of disease and death in
settlement life. 207 Terry thought missions to the Aborigines useless because he did not
believe the Aborigines capable of understanding a spiritual message. 2°8 Sunter thought
the conditions poor on Goulburn Island mission 209 and cited the case of a brutal man
who justified himself on the grounds that missionaries used similar techniques. 2 1 0
Conigrave thought the missions unsuccessful because o f the 'pull and attraction o f the
bush'. 2 1 1 I n 1 934 medical Doctor Charles Duguid was shocked by the attitudes of some
of the members of the Australian Inland Mission who referred to the Aborigines as
'niggers' and opined frankly that their work was with the European pastoralists and that
the Aborigines, ' [halve never been any good and never will be' . 2 1 2 Thea Price cited
Arnhem Land anthropologist Lloyd Warner's criticism of missionary work

in

the Northern

Territory.2 1 3 Typical of the secular attitude to missionary work, was Herbert's depiction
of the mission station Tacky and Christobel are sent to. Herbert lampooned the
ostensibly well-meaning but ineffectual missionary, Mr Hollower, and the other rnission
staff: assistant Brother Sleeter, his wife, 'devoted spinsters. Sisters Wings and Harp'
and Pacific Island assistants. Hollower, was writing God In The Silver Sea, oblivious to
the fact that' his nickname was · 01' Lucifer'. At night the girls locked in the dormitories,
gathered together naked in the heat. to sing rude songs about him to the refrain of
hymns.2 1 4
Dissatisfied with missionary administration, most writers felt qualified to use their texts
as vehicles for putting forward their ideas for Aboriginal administration. Terry2 1 5 and
Chewings2 1 6 advocated a tightening u p o f the system which was felt to be too laissez·
faire. Blakely advocated reserves but added that they must be inviolate from incursions
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by outsiders, whether they be 'missionaries or
that, 'the white man has his duty to do'
In

prospectors ' _ 217

Gordon Buchanan noted

_21a

this period also, the last massacre of Aborigines by police in the Northern Territory

occurred at Coniston Station. Authors were only just beginning to

question

the justice of

imposing European concepts of morality and legal process on the Aborigines and their
possible continuing rote in Australia society. This recognition was rather late in coming,
not only because of the predominantly European perspective of the authors, but because
it was only in th i s period that com me ntators realised that Aborigines were not going to
become extinct. Justice for Aborigines became an issue for some writers. Elsie Masson
noted th at, 'too often the savage black who commits an act of violence is simple
avenging equal outrages done to his own race by the savage white' . 2 1 9 With reference
to the Caledon Bay massacres22° Conigrave commented that there was, urgent need of
'

a drastic change in the present system of bringing natives to trial in a white man's
court'. 221 Hatfield ' s Aboriginal character Gilbert gave an impassioned account of his
thoughts concerning treatment of Aborigines by Europeans from

Darwin. 222 J. S.

Needham wrote.
The aborigines are expected to obey our laws and are judged by them,
and their laws are not considered in our courts.

The trouble is that no

one has told them what is expected of them and the judges are
themselves ignorant of the customs, traditions and la ws of the natives.
No full or true justice is to be expected wh1Ye thi
s double ignorance is
allo wed to prevail. 223

The authors sometimes expressed a fear that contact with Aborigines could culturally
subsume the European settlers; probably an oblique reference to Europeans engaging in
sexual relations with Aboriginal women. Sayee maintained the necessity of living like a
white man,

'I

had heard and read about white men . . . . who had gradually adopted native

life and customs. and had become very degraded' . 224 An elderly bushman warned the
young Saxon Stobart that. 'Many a good lad has gone to the dogs through having too
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much to do with niggers' . 225 Jim Westcott was criticised for 'his familiarity with the
natives ' . 226 For it was an accepted tenet that Aboriginal women were open for sexual
'The

exploitation.
confidently.

227

lubra

has

no

moral

ethics

whatever'

Ernestine

Hill

asserted

In contrast she noted that many European men who had been having

sexual relations with Aboriginal women were deeply ashamed and "'went bush" rather
than meet me' . 228 Herbert noted the same sentiments. Mark Shillingsworth could not
face Heather, 'knowing that while white women might forgive a man any amount of
ordinary philandering they are blindly intolerant of weakness for Black Velvet ' . 229 This
was in fact untrue, although Herbert was at pains to minimise the distinction. Heather
stated passionately to Norman, 'all men are comboes [sic) one way or

-

another. What's

difference black lubra or white?' 230 That white women do forgive European men for
Aboriginal lovers is asserted by Conrad Sayee. one of the most vehemently racist
authors from the penod. In Golden Buckles Ida is told that Jim has fathered a baby with
Ruby, his Aboriginal mistress. When Ida hears the news, she is angry and hurt. Jim, for
reasons known only to himself, fosters this belief, despite the fact that it is untrue. Jim
becomes angry with Ida for not recognising that this is the way that true men live in
Central Australia and flounces off saying, 'I'm going north. I'm going back to be with
men'. 231 Ida proves her love (and incidentally saves Jim's life when he was dying of
thirst) by ignoring his past sexual associations and travelling to Central Australia to be
with him.
But if most Europeans in the Northern Territory had difficulty accommodating an
Aboriginal presence, they were not favourably inclined to the other nationalities that
settled in the Northern Territory. The Asian residents were particular targets for
European disapproval although their capacity for work in the tropical climate was
grudgingly admired. Sunter praised Japanese working skills although he believed their
presence on the Territory coast caused trouble because of their sexual relations with the
Aborigines. 232 Wilkins noted that the Japanese worked under more difficult conditions
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than Europeans would tolerate. 233 Conigrave com mented that 'the mixture of races' in
Darwin lowered the standard of living. 2 34 Edwin Grew and Marion Sharpe commented.
the entrance to Darwin is the Chinese quarter,

all tumble-down

tin

shanties, unsightly and comfortless, and very poverty-stricken looking
with shrill children screaming and playing in the dust. Its appearance
gave one an inkling why Australians would rather dispense with the
cheap and efficient Chinese labour than leaven the population of their
great clean land with people who could thrive contentedly in a little
colony of pigsties. 235

Many writers criticised other nationalities for their treatment of Aborigines, particularly
Elsie Masson 236 and Dahl. 237 But other writers feared the economic dangers that Asians
threatened the European residents. Ellis commented upon the economic and cultural hold
the Chinese exercised in Darwin. 238 Blakely239 and Sampson agreed. 240 Warburton
recognised that Europeans had not always dealt justice to the Chinese. 24 1 Journalist
T.E.A. Healy summed up the mood of the community, ' O n the first afternoon in Darwin I
sat on the hotel veranda. I had seen the filth of Chinatown, smelt the execrable drains,
visited all the town in ten minutes drive. For some reason I felt completely desolate'

242

In the earlier period of writing, women, both European and Aboriginal, were frequently
presented as strong, capable characters.

In

this later period women become less

powerful and are portrayed as ridiculous. Increasingly hostility is reported from European
women towards Aboriginal women. In many novels from this period, women are not
even mentioned. As Ernestine Hill noted, in the Northern Territory, ' white women were
rare' . 243 ' H . W . H . S . ' ( H . W . H . Stevens) in his Reminiscences of a Hard Case ( 1 9 3 7 )
states that the only drawback to working at the B.A.T. office in Darwin 'was the
scarcity of ladies' society' . 244 There are no women at all in Sayee's The Splendid
Savage, The Golden Valley or In the Musgrave Ranges. Apart from an old Aboriginal

woman who is nearly burnt to death by Dick and Stan, women do not come into Valley
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of a Thousand Deaths either. Women are equally absent from E.V. Timms· The Valley of
Adventure or Bernard Cronin's The Treasure of the Tropics. J . M . Down1e·s The Flying
Doctor Mystery does not mention women. W. Hatfield's Desert Saga has a few female

characters, but the main protagonists are male. Abongmal women. although both sa1ntly
and loving, appear as completely subject to male domination.245
Women, European or Aboriginal, are rare within the texts from this penod. In Armour's
Burning Air, Rae, Blackwood's missing daughter hardly comes into the story (apart from

being Jim's inspiration as 'an angel' and her complaint that. 'men are all the same. They
think they have hard times but women have harder') except in purely masculine rac1st
terms. Jim foils the Afghan, Raska's. attempt to rescue her: 'He had beaten the Asic.tic.
yet he was furious at the fellow for daring to carry off the white girl' 246 ldriess
suggested, in his reconstruction of Lasseter's last days, that Lasseter incurred the
enmity of the Aborigines by his spirited and courtly defence of Lerilla from the savage
wife beater, Gadgadgery. 247 The Territory is depicted almost without exception as a
man's country. ldriess has Kidman thinking, 'sympathetically of the first women who
would come gradually into this country under present conditions' . 248 Kidman's wife is
depicted as staying at home, bringing up the children and ins1sting Kidman attend
church. When Kidman returns on a brief visit to Kapunda to hear the cockatoo shrieking
'Hullo father' he construes this as 'ominous'. 'It was. A baby girl'. 249
As with the earlier writers, women are depicted as contributing to !if not the sole cause
of) the maintenance of the social hierarchy. Jessie Litchfield described some of the
women of the tin fields at West Arm: the lairy Mrs. Tress. whose outfit prepares us for
her sexual promiscuity. 'bright orange blouse,

a

violet skirt, emerald green belt. red

stockings, and black buttoned boots . . . The whole ensemble was topped off with a
gaudy Japanese umbrella' . 25° Mrs. Wilson. on the other hand, is too good. 'undeniably a
"wowser�. One could read her character in the square-toed, thick soled boots she wore.
in her thick black woollen stockings, and in her stiff black hat'. 251 Ernestine Hill wrote
with admiration of the pioneering Sargents of Stapleton Station w1th their large family,
'mostly girls', whose matchless abilities for self-sufficiency make them 'the nght type of
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settler' . 252 Larapinta tells us what the 'right type'

IS

like. When the nasty Jack Latcher

too empty headed and concerned

wotn

shallow interests, unlike Margaret who can cook over a camp t�re. set bones.

sew

criticises Beth, it is on the grounds that she

IS

wounds, cut hair and round up cattle. 2 53 Edwm Grew and Manon Sharpe pa1d tnbute to
the role of women on the Northern Territory front1er:
The part to be played by women in the future of the Northern Temtorv IS
a very important one. It is a hard thing for a man to go into exile w1th h1s
i
cattle and his black retaners,
but if Australian or European women will
consent to share the hardships, and the rough life, and the loneliness, m
order to make a home for their men; bringing to it, as opportumty offers,
the atmosphere and the comforts of civilisation, the problems of openmg
up the inland country is helped considerably on its way. . 2 54
.

Herbert does not describe the female characters in the same detail as males but
characterisation is not Herbert's metier. His male characters, too. ex1st to support a
narrative. But like Litchfield, Herbert's European women are marked by a preoccupation
with the trappings of society. When Mark Shillings worth calls on h 1 s brother to ask tor

a

loan, Oscar is entertaining his fiancee. Jasmine Poundamore, and her SISter H t!ather.
Mark is overawed by the
taking of afternoon tea in a style quite foreign to him. A t first he thought
that they were drinking beer, because their beverage was brown and was
served with ice in glasses. It was tea. And he found to his discomfort
that a strange combination knife-fork was given him with which to eat
cakes so small that he could have put six in his mouth at once . . . in
using it he had to ex ose his grubby-nailed hand . . . He sweated and
fumbled and blushed. . ss

fl

When Mark returns to find Heather alone on another occasion. they share a manly sort
of afternoon tea · . 256
Beyond apportioning a vague and anonymous blame, rarely dunng th1s penod. d1d
authors look at the circumstances which generated the half-caste populat1on. Philippa
Bridges used the situation as evidence for the need for more European women. 25 7 But
European women were seen as curbing man's natural behaviour. Like Gunn, L1tchf1eld
found that European women were thought to 'cast an evil spell over the camp, that 1t
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would never be successful until we left'. 258 The texts display less hostility between the
sexes in this period although there are clearly problems inherent in the masculine
construction of the Territory lifestyle. Elsie Masson noted that although a man travels
north to, 'The prospect of better work, or the fascination of life in a more primitive
community . . . The wife, on the other hand, goes because he goes, and not because the
life appeals'. 25 9 White women were increasingly portrayed as suffering heroines in the
Territory story. Ernestine Hill lyricised, 'I have met women . . . nomads of the Never
Never, to whom, with their loved ones always close beside them, the loneliness meant
little . . . Hard lives - but among them all, never yet have I met a woman who was
unhappy'. 260 Archer Russell noted,
Wonderfully capable and noble-hearted are these women of the far-back
places . . . Theirs is a courage that cannot be measured in worked. Year
after year, unsung, unknown, they live their lonely lives, uncomplaining,
never wincing, always cheerful.

Mother and housekeeper, doctor and

nurse, governess and cook, and stockbanger often - such are some of
the bush wife 's occupations and in none of them is she dismayed, by
none of them is she beaten. You women of the city - what
of loneliness and discomfort?2 6 1

do

you know

Women were seen most often as controllers o f the domestic sphere a n d some writers
found it difficult to instil glamour or interest in the roles. T.E.A. Healy pointed out that it
was difficult for women to look after the household because of the shortages of basic
commodities. 262 Masson noted that women played a significant role in socialising
Aborigines into European society through the training of domestic servants. 26 3 Bridges
agreed. 264 Hall patronisingly commented upon the difficulties faced by women settlers:
My experience has been that the average man dumps his home at the
most convenient spot - near a spring, a well, a good natural waterhole, a
dam, or a tank. A little later he wonders why his wife and children are
not happy and contented. But bring the average woman to a new home,
with a good background and a pleasing outlook. Be it ever so humble,
she loves it on sight and at once visualised the beauty of a better home
in such surroundings. And is, therefore, a better and happier helpmate. I
ask all my women readers: Is that not so?265
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A brief mention of European women as potential sexual partners for Northern Territory
men was hinted at. Nursing Sister Pircy Leonard from Warburton's White Poppies
commented. emphasising a certain dumb

chivalry

in relations between sexes in the bush:

Yes, she was glad she had come - this was a man's country. The men
treated the womenfolk so differently, too. In their rough, travel-stained
khak1� broad-rimmed hats. riding half-broken, plunging horses. they
seemed fearsome enough - rough, uncouth, pitting brute strength against
brute strength. But in the presence of women they changed somehow.
At first shy-eyed and dumb, twirling their hats in strong fingers and
shuffling feet shod in high-heeled riding-boots, they show an old world
deference and courtesy. Afterwards, the shyness is replaced by a
straight-eyed, breezy camaraderie, but the manners remain knightly. Like
the knights of old, they ride away with a laugh, far into the unknown
deserts, facing dreadful privations and death. Why? Perhaps to win
fortune, to lay at their lady's feet. 266

Or perhaps because of sexual tension. for as Lyn Riddett has demonstrated in her
analysis of the role of the Australian Inland Mission nursing sisters, 'The importance of
white women to the north rested largely on their potential as breeders ' . 26 7 A view of
European women's sexual relationships was presented in

R.H.

Milford's Australia 's

Backyards ( 1 9341 in a chapter revealingly titled. 'The Adulteresses of Darwin' which

formed a strrking contrast to the more domestic or chivalric construction favoured by the
majority of authors. Milford was scandalised by the women of Darwin:
the average white woman has developed the fetish, that in the Territory
she must never "work ". Therefore, while always having at her command
an army of "niggers" . . . beneficently supplied by the various "protectors "
. . . Satan finds mischief fo r idle hands to do. . .
time is spent in scandalising their enemies and friends - there is really no
difference here - on a major scale, alcoholic parties, and bridge. The night
period is given up largely to joy-riding in motor cars with gentlemen who
are seldom their husbands. Not only at night either . . . 268

In the light of this view of the Northern Territory as the decadent tropical north of sexual
licence. it is surprising how litt1e mention was made during this period of the bushman's
practice of cohabiting with Aboriginal women although Dahl commented that,
bushman in Northern Australia without a black woman was a rare exception' .
described incidents of brutality,

kidnapping and sexual exploitation,
girt. 2 70

witnessed the rape of a ten year old

269

'A

Dahl

and actually

Wilkins was shocked when sexually

propositioned by a young Aboriginal girl but acknowledged that. 'Such ideas are
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prevalent throughout a great part of the territory' . 211 Of Aboriginal and European sexual
liaisons he commented, 'The result, however deplorable, is natural, and no statute made
by man has power to stop it'. 272 Blakely particularly reserved h i s contempt for the
'Combo'

suggesting that the problems was not widespread but restricted to a

degenerate few: 'This man is for ever destroying the morals of the Natives, and he is the
original creator of the half-caste problem. Take a census of the half-castes, and it will
surprise you how few white men should be dealt with' . 273 Milford agreed that the 'moral
turpitude can be laid at the door of the white males' for the 'immense number of half·
castes' although, unusual in any construction of the Territory sexual relations. he also
suggested that a white Darwin woman had a 'half-caste' baby. 274 Some writers
concentrated on the tangible products of such

liaisons. preferring to ignore the

circumstances which created them. Croll advocated full citizens rights for the children of
such unions with 'greater facilities for education 275
•.

Although the journalistic writers such as Blakely, Wilkins, Dahl, Croll, Milford and
Litchfield 27 6 mention sexual relations between European men and Aboriginal women,
until Capricornia, the novelists were coy in their descriptions. Sayee had difficulty
reconciling the reality. He coped by noting that Aboriginal women were only sexually
attractive to bad white men, like Sleat. 277 They were physically repulsive to decent,
manly ex-public school chaps like Stan and Dick: 'The women were the usual lot to be
found in a blacks' camp, dirty chattering monkeys . . . with here and there an old
toothless hag, so hideous that Stan was fascinated by the grotesque face and withered
form' . 278 In Comboman Robert Grey is revolted by Pralta:
Light from the smoking lamp . . . shone mercilessly on this woman whom
he had made the mother of his ch1Jdren . Judged by every canon of his
training, she was repulsive. It was unbearable to think that her blood

flowed in the veins of the baby cuddling in his arms. 27 9

After Capricornia, novelists became more interested in looking at the circumstances
surrounding Aboriginal and European sexual liaisons although in this period, the subject
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matter was largely left to the non-fiction writers. Even in Herbert's Capricornia, which
was by comparison with Sayee, a striking interpretation of sensitivity and humanity,
Norman Shillings worth's mother is little more than a name in the text. As in the
Comboman construction, it is the European father who is seen as the dominant influence

upon the child. 280 This v1ew is also repeated in No Footprints in the Bush where Arthur
Upfield depicts McPherson as the dominant influence over Rex whose Aboriginal mother,
Tarlalin died before the action of the nove1. 2 s 1
The chief influence upon the writing in this period came from the scientists who
promulgated the notion that the Northern Territory was a living museum display of
mankind's prehistoric past. There were a few dissenting voices, mainly from the writers
who had extensive experience living and working in the bush such as Sunter or
Warburton, but for the most part, the travellers and public servants in the Territory,
perpetuated the notion of infantile, primitive Aborigines. The central subject of the
narratives was the celebration of a distinctive Territory culture created by European
males pitting themselves against the wilderness. This mythic culture of the Never-Never,
and its popularity as the 'real' Australia functioned as a metaphor justifying European
occupation. Aborigines were regarded as so primitive and morally degenerate they could
not see the mineral wealth that Europeans needed to develop the land.
Terntory writing was to take another turn after the publication of Capricornia. Herbert's
treatment of the taboo subJeCt of Aboriginal and European sexual relations and his
scepticism regarding the moral integrity of the European bushman brought a frankness to
the writing and paved the way for such people as Harney, Walker and Ronan. Although
the confidence with which Gunn and Willshire r.ould assert the gentlemanliness of the
Australian bushman was weakened by Herbert's irony, there remained a strong tradition
of Territory writing which lauded the rough nobility of the bush. In the pre-World War II
period. writers such as Sayee, Armour, Downie, Hatfield, Clune and ldriess glorified the
romantic ideal of the noble white bushman. Although many of these writers continued to
write throughout the 1 940s and even later, their formative styles were established in the
pre-World War II period. This period represents a more simplistic approach to subject
matter where the Territory was a place of adventure, populated by brave bushmen and
tricky savages.

280
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PART THREE
'OUTBA CK'

I n the arts, 'Outback iconography' became important, nationally and internationally in
this period 1 and the Territory firmly became outback' for the writers at a time when,
•

paradoxically, it least resembled it. Nicolas Peterson commented of the post-war period:
· O utback Australia started to become much better known and it seems the idea of there
being an internal anthropological frontier came to an end' . 2 Anthropology was, by now
however, a firm component of any writing. A measure of the pervasive association
between the Northern Territory and the social sciences in the post-war period can be
seen in Outbreak of Love ( 1 9 57) where Martin Boyd lampooned the earnest and
impoverished anthropologists 'who had just returned from three months' primitive sex
observation in the Northern Territory'. 3 The literary focus on Aborigines as interpreted
by anthropologists was firmly established; A.P. Elkin for example. wrote the prefaces for
the writing of H.E. Thonemann of Elsey Station. Bill Harney. Ronald Berndt. Russell
Ward. Roland Robinson and others. 4 Although Harney gently jibed at scientists' lack of
understanding of the material they collected5 he directly acknowledged their influence. 6
After the war and in direct contrast to the previous period, writing about the region
meant writing about Aborigines: · i t seems to me . . . that the native is inseparably bound
up with the Territory. It seems impossible to discuss the one without the other' 7
remarked the Doctor in Vic Hall's Bad Medicine. The writing adopted a tone akin to
propaganda as the literature promoted the Aboriginal assimilation policy and a new
openness in dealing with Aboriginal sexual exploitation. But the confidence in the ideas
appeared only on the surface and it is apparent that many of the writers were aware of
the contradictions within, not only the Territory, but Australian society as a whole.
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1984
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Randolph Stow commented, 'all that is written about the colour question is written by
white men for white men only . . . What is needed, of course. is an aboriginal writer'.8
Before the war. explorers and travellers came to the Territory looking for adventure and
excitement. After the war. artists of all kinds. painters, film-makers, dancers and writers
made the pilgrimage to discover the Australian experience. Missionary writing o.ained a
new lease of life, flourishing under the renewed interest in Aboriginal matters and
particularly in the 1 960s and 1 970s, autobiographical books describing field experience
in the Territory proliferated.
The 'Aboriginal assimilation' policy came under scrutiny from the general public as
writers sought to describe the Territory solution to the 'Aboriginal problem'. The virtual
destruction of Darwin by Japanese bombing in the Second World War and the
subsequent military build-up made redundant the notion of the remoteness and
inviolateness of a Territory landscape populated by wild Aborigines. The catalyst for the
change in official attitudes to Aborigines. was ironically the wartime involvement of
Aborigines with the army. The army employed large numbers of Aborigines in support
serv1ces and for many of the new arrivals from the south it was to be their first contact
w1th large numbers of Aborigines. In contrast to the pastoral industry, conditions for
Aboriginal workers in the defence forces were less exploitative although they did not
receive equal wages. 9 The role of Aborigines within the army was seen at the time to
have been highly successful but
program of the

1 950s

in

retrospect it set the agenda for the assimilation

in so far as the Government-run Aboriginal settlements. inspired

by the war-time Army labour camps, 10 were run on hierarchical institutionalised lines. 1 1
Sir Paul Hasluck. twelve years Minister for Territories in the Menzies government,
enacted new legislation designed to assimilate Aborigines within the dominant European
culture. The Welfare Ordinance of 1 9 53, the classification of Aborigines according to the
amount of 'wh1te' in their progenitors, reached national prominence following the case of
Albert Namatjira. Nat1onal interest focussed on the Northern Territory.
In h�ndsight, post-war Australian society appears a period of great political, economic

and social stability. Tim Rowse commented, ·Australian capitalism began a cycle of

8
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See Julie T. Welle, 'Ass1milat1on Policy and Practice: the Darw1n area 1939-1967', PhD thesis in progress,
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admin�ttret1on 1n Oarwm; Robert A. Hall, The Black Diggers: Aborigines tmd Torres Srrair Islanders in the
Second World Wer ISydney: Allen

& Unwin, 1989). p. 1 3 5 .

1 54

prosperity and political stability without parallel in the lives of those who lived through it
and wrote about it'. 1 2 But historical commentators have suggested that beneath the
prevailing optimism, Australian society was undergoing fundamental changes. 1 3 Beneath
the surface of apparent homogeneity and conservatism there was a strong undercurrent
of unresolved tensions and contradictions. 1 4
Stephen Alomes suggested that in this period Australian cultural dependence shifted
away from

Britain

towards the

United States but any indigenous product was

nonetheless overwhelmed. 1 5 Yet amongst intellectuals and academics. the debate
concerning Australian society and the bush tradition reached a peak in three publications
of the 'radical nationalists': Vance Palmer's The Legend of the Nineties ( 1 953). A.A.
Phillip's The Australian Tradition ( 1 958) 1 6 and Russel Ward's The Australian Legend
( 1 958). 1 7 John

Docker noted the reassertion of the older values. ' For the radical

nationalists . . . Australia's true spirit, of independence, egalitarianism, tolerance, sardonic
humour, hospitality, had been created by a small group of pioneers, of nomads.
pastoralists and. for Palmer. selectors'. 18 By 1 964, Donald Horne's The Lucky Country
examined the nationalist tradition in more critical terms. 1 9
As discussion circulated around the exact nature of Australian nationalism, so literature
and the arts came under political scrutiny. The issue of censorship was raised when the
production of

Sumner Locke Elliott's play Rusty Bugles describing

his

war time

experiences in the Northern Territory was threatened with closure because its use of
'coarse language ' . The play did. however, tour widely throughout Australia and New
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1 988), p. 1 65 .

New South Wales: Angus & Robertso n .

16

Arthur Phillips noted that both he and Russell Ward chose the title , 'The Australian Tradition' for their

respective works but thar as Phillip's book 'was rather faster through the press', Ward chose instead 'The
Australian Legend'. This cooncidence Phillips saw as 'symptomatic of a developing trend of thought ... in ...
Australian culture', A.A. Phillips,
Longman Cheshtre,

17

The Ausrralian

1980 ( 1 958)), p. XXIV.

Tradition: Studies n
i
a Coloni
al Culture

(Melbourne:

At this time, a contrasting note to the radical nationalists was prov1ded by John Pringle, Scottish ex-editor

of the Sydney Morning Herald who after five years

res1dence penned his version of Australian culture and
'profound book about Australia and

society, Australian Accent. Pnngle found D.H. Lawrence's Kangaroo a

'

appreciated his enthusiasm for a v1gorous. if misogymst. democratic ideal. The book was presented from a
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Zealand and audiences had a chance to see a depiction of Australian soldiers at war. not
as heroic diggers facing death, but as clerks whose work was boring and monotonous.
Similarly, Ray Lawler's Summer of the Seventeenth Doll, Barry Humphries' characters,
Edna Everage and Sandy Stone and later, Alan Seymour's The One Day of the Year
offered an alternative view of the Australian cultural identity. Novelists were no less
persuasive. Frank Hardy's Power Without Glory ( 1 950), D ymphna Cusack's Come

in

Spinner ( 1 9 5 1 ) , and Judah Waten's Alien Son ( 1 9 52) further challenged the notion that

Australian society was homogenous and egalitarian. This new frankness in the writing
exposed political corruption and sexual discrimination and offered an alternative to the
British Christian stereotype of the immigrant experience.
The challenges presented by literature did not pass unnoticed by reactionary elements
from a variety of political pedigrees. In 1 952 in the federal parliament, Standish Keon,
the Labor member for Yarra, criticised Vance Palmer and suggested the Commonwealth
Literary Fund was used to promote the Communist cause by its support of left-wing
writers. 20 Billy Wentworth, a Liberal. accused Palmer and other leading Australian
writers such as Frank Dalby Davison, Frank Hardy, Marjorie Barnard, Flora Eldershaw,
Katharine Susannah Prichard, Judah Waten, Kylie Tennant for their alleged association
with

the

Communist

Party. 21

The

political

and

sociological

division

and

the

accompanying hostility were a part of the literary scene of post-war Australia. The
nature of this debate is evidence of both a ruling conformity and a challenge to
orthodoxy in the literature in this period.
Some of the contradictions inherent in this period of Australian cultural history appear in
the writing about the Northern Territory. Before the war, the protagonists of Territory
writing were depicted as in a state of conflict with the landscape. The Territory was
seen as hazardous; in seeking to exploit the economic potential of the environment there
was a sense that the settlers were at risk from the physical and mental geography. The
post-war Territory,

was apparently more benign, at least from the non-Aboriginal

perspective. Overtly there was a commonly voiced rejoicing at the technological and
physical mastery over the environment. Similarly there was an apparent celebration of
the incorporation of Aborigines within the European legislative system. Gender tension
once again entered the literary agenda,

but mostly centring

around the

sexual

exploitation of Aboriginal women, the construction Herbert had so clearly outlined in
Capricornia.

20
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The writing covered in Part Three shares a number of assumptions and characteristics.
Firstly, the science and technology of the atomic age have much to offer both the
Territory and its inhabitants through the exploitation and control of the environment.
Secondly, since it is apparent that Aborigines are not going to become extinct. they
must be given the education and opportunity to live exactly as Europeans do; it i s
recognised that this will b e a slow process a n d must b e carried o u t i n stages
Specifically, children of Aboriginal mothers and European fathers must be rescued from
the squalor of the camp and placed in institutions to ensure that they do not retain any
ties to their Aboriginal family or adopt any attitudes that may be construed as Aboriginal
rather than European; Church financed institutions who undertake this task, however,
are regarded with suspicion and distrust by the secular population. Thirdly, European
women, the home-makers, form a model of emancipation for their oppressed Aboriginal
sisters.
From the brief outline of the social and intellectual debate from this period, it is apparent
that an analysis of the literary climate of post-war Australia is more complex than would
perhaps appear at first glance. Ironically, the literature about the Northern Territory,
while ansing from a nostalgic celebration of the true Australia and the bush ideal, had
the effect of raising issues that were relevant to a more pluralistic view of Australian
society. Whilst writers were attracted to the subject of the Northern Territory as the
geography of outback Australia, what they described was an organised system of
colonial administration which actively discriminated against the language, culture and
society of the indigenous people. Some writers, such as Alan Marshall and Frank Hardy,
deliberately set out to expose this situation for public scrutiny. Other writers, attracted
by the Territory

outback

as artistic

inspiration,

while ostensibly articulating the

Australian bush ideals, found themselves as reluctant critics of Federal Aboriginal policy.
Throughout all the changes of this period, the Territory managed to hold its position as
the place of dreams and myths fundamental to all Australians. Tom Ronan noted,
The Northern

Territory . . . is a roughly rectangular piece of country

bounded on the north by the Menace of Asia and on the south by the
Kidman

Legend.

The

eastern

boundary

is

only

nine

miles

from

Camooweal where there are - or used to be - two good pubs. Such of its
western extremity as is not marked by Lasseter's Lost Reef is mainly

occupied by the Big Snake in Cockatoo Billabong. 22

The major mythic themes which characterise this period are firstly that in the landscape
of the Territory there is unlimited mineral wealth: uranium, gold, copper, opals, just for
the finding. Secondly, bushmen are wild, broke, drunken and although unlucky in love

22

Tom Ronan,

The Mighty Men On Horseback: Sketches end Yarns (Adelaide: Rigby, 1 9 7 7 1 . p. 7 1 .
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with European women, find unlimited opportunity for sexual congress with Aboriginal
women. Thirdly, Aborigines are sexually immoral and their intra-gender relations
characterised by violence and physical abuse. Fourthly, Darwin is the racial melting pot
of Australia while Alice Springs is its living heart and spiritual epicentre; the Central
Australian landscape is seen as a physical embodiment of Australian nationalism.
From the sample of 1 90 titles, this period produced the largest number of publications
although the contemporary period is nearly as great in magnitude. 23 The 'Austral' prefix
continues to be significant, but as the sample has doubled from the previous period,
thirty mentions indicate that the relative number of appearances has, in fact, halved.
'Aborigines' become much more important in the iconography. In comparison to the
previous period which contained two mentions out of ninety-seven, this period has
seventeen references out of 1 90, an increase by a factor of four. 'Walkabout' which
appears for the first time, is mentioned six times. There are five references to 'Dreaming'
or ' Dreamtime' which have also not appeared before. ' Country' which has similarly not
appeared in a title in the previous period, now has four references; a trend that is
maintained in the next period. 'Landis' was mentioned briefly in the earlier period and
follows a similar pattern. 'Flying'. ' Doctor' and 'Flynn' are new additions; ' Doctor' being
the largest with ten references out of 1 90 . 'Outback' and 'Overland/ers' together make
up ten references. 'Gold' becomes much less important, only two references. Corporeal
references are at a peak at this time; 'Blood' has two, 'Heart' has seven, ' Dead' has
four, 'Life/ Living' have eight. 'Lone' and 'Loneliness' which were mentioned in the
earlier periods, are now completely dropped. On the other hand · People' which had not
previously been mentioned has now six references, 'Men' and 'Man' have four. 24 From
this, an overall pattern can be detected. Aborigines, and cultural aspects of Aboriginal
life have become, after the War, much more important to the writers. The outback, is
talked about. as a living identity. Paradoxically, much of the remoteness and isolation
seems irrelevant as the region has now become peopled in the texts. Alongside the
inclusion of Aborigines, is the assertion of the non-Aboriginal mythologies invoking
imagery of life, sickness and death: the Flying Doctor and the Dead Heart.

23
24

See Appendix I.
See Appendix IV.
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B E TH D EAN
_,

V I CT O R CAR ELL
7 . Cover Life Among the Aborigines by W.E.
Harney
8. Cover Dust For the Dancers by Beth Dean and
Victor Carell

After World War II, writers became interested in
Aboriginal culture, society and spiritual world.
Many books about the Northern Territory had
covers which included pictures of Aborigines,
usually emphasising ' traditiona l' practices .

9. Cover The Man From Outback by Lucy '.Valker
1 0. Cover Walkabout by Charles and Elsa Ch a u ve l
The exclusively masculine pre-war N o rthern
Territory of men and matcship gave wav. in
post-war period, to a heterosexual romantic
which included white women.

the
model

CHAPTER FIVE
'SPINIFEX WALKABOUT'

" There are three sorts of people in the north: the ones who can 't write,
those who have written bad books about the country, and those who
could write good ones. "
"Why don 't you have a go yourself, Marty?"
"Top, old son, I've done better than write a book: I've lived one".

i

Although many of the landscape writers continued throughout the war and into the
1 950s, there was at the same time, a perceptible change in the writing which reflected

the influences of political movements in Australia, post-war reconstruction and changes
in the perceived role Australian writers. Writers attained a much higher profile and
entered the public arena not only in their creative writing but as a part of debate
surrounding literary production. 2 The evocation of the bush tradition, however, became
increasingly contrived as Territory writing returned to a journalistic biographical mode
laced with policy for post-war economic planning and Aboriginal assimilation. 3 Although
the influence of Jeannie Gunn was finally diminishing4

•

bush characters' seem,

by now, an entrenched facet of Territory writing.
The war, however, brought people to the North ern Territory whose experience of the
region had a profound influence on their writing in the post-war years among them:
Sumner Locke

Elliott,

Roland

Robinson,

Owen

Griffiths,

Frank

Hardy,

Douglas

Lockwood.
Women appear in the texts in greater numbers than ever before. Romances glorifying
heterosexual partnering, usually a girl from the city with the lean laconic bushman,
appear from both male and female authors. In this period, the most famous writers in
the romance genre were Lucy Walker and Edward Lindall, both of whom produced
several books set in the Northern Territory. Karen Miller's Flying Doctor series was a
variant on the theme but other writers produced one-off adventure-romances.

In

Ronan, Vision Splendid, p. 52.

2

J. Wells, 'Literature and Social Responsibility: The Postwar Years', Journal of Australian Srudies, 20 !May

1987), pp. SSf.
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As Tom Ronan put it: 'I've read

hundred s of articles and listened to dozens ol radio talks about this

country. Every writer and speaker knows exactly what should be done with 1t, but the trouble is that none

of them have the same idea.' Ronan, Vision Splendid, p. 346.
4

Although because so much of Territory writing is retrospective, even in the contemporary period there are
st ill references to meeting 'The Sanguine Scot' for example: Griffiths, An Auscralian Advemure, p. 70; or
Vanda Marshall's account of meeting 'The Sanguine Scot' or passing the 'Fizzer's' grave, V. Marshall. We

Ht�lpt�d co BlaZtl chtl Track (Townsville: published by the author,

1 980).

pp. 1

17, 165.

women's magazines. romances with a Territory setting appeared. 5 Begtnnmg at thrs trme
also. is the Northern Territory historical romance. which was to gam populanty after the
1 970s. 6
During the 1 960s, partrcularly following the British nuclear testtng at Maralinga

rn

South

Australian, there was a growing sense of the importance that the remote areas of
Australia would play assisting our allies in the Cold War. Immediately after 'the war. rn
the texts our principal allies were Britain rather than the United States

of

America. In

Capt. W.E. Johns Biggles in Australia ( 1 955) British secret agents attempt to keep
secret developments in the Australian uranium industry. M . E . Patchett's The Venus
Project ( 1 963) was centred around a Russian rocket, tracked by Woomera to its landing

in Arnhem Land. By the time of Edward Lindall's The Last Refuge ( 1 972), the heroes
were working with the American CIA to foil a communist plot.
Although there were no Aboriginal writers in a position to explore the Northern Territory
as a literary subject, non-Aboriginal writers filled the hiatus. William Hatfield had written
Desert Saga in 1 933, in which he attempted to describe the event of first contact from

an Aborrginal perspective. Bill Harney's Brimming Billabongs ( 1 94 71 was another effort
by a non-Aboriginal writer to present a picture of contemporary Aboriginal life and its
interactions with the European community. Harney's book was followed closely by
another book in which a non-Aboriginal set out to write an Aboriginal biography in the
first person. H . E . Thonemann's Tell the White Man: The Life Story of an Aboriginal
Lubra7 was published in 1 949 and described the story of Buludja of the Mungari from

near the Elsey Station area. Rex lngamells' Aranda Boy ( 1 952) 8 told the story

of

Gurra,

an Arrernte from Central Australia. Douglas Loc.kwood' s I, the Aboriginal ( 1 962) and
We, the Aborigines ( 1 963) are further examples of a non-Aboriginal attempt to construct

Aboriginal life experience. 9 Paul Carter 10 points out that it is. of course. not possible for
a non-Aboriginal author to offer an authentic Aboriginal perspective. 1 1 The writing

5
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served the function of informing the reader while at the same time licensing the author
to portray non-Aboriginal behaviour from a different perspective. Today this device of
'Aboriginal'

writing by non-Aboriginals is much less popular (although

it is not

un known 1 2 1 . Michel Foucault noted. 'The exercise of power cons1sts in guiding the
possibility of conduct and putting in order the possible outcome' . 1 3 This writing
generated a construction. that although seen as authentically Aboriginal. was 1n fact no
more so than Jeannie Gunn's The Little Black Princess had been two generations earlier.
The 'Aboriginal' writing continued to support the attitudes and assumptions apparent in
the 'non-Aboriginal' writing.
The Northern Territory provided the focus and inspiration for artists from the south,
who, in the post-World War II era. saw Aboriginal culture as providing a new impetus. In
the same way that the Jindyworobaks 14 in the 1 930s had looked to 'Aboriginal' society
for inspiration and legitimising of the European experience. the later artists and dancers
came to the Territory specifically to study Aboriginal arts. In other cases. writers who
had been stationed in the Northern Territory during the War, returned to look at the post
war cond1t1ons in the region seen as particularly 'Australian'. Lindsay Brown in the
Sydney Morning Herald review. 22 October 1 948, noted of Sumner Locke Elliott's play

of serv1cemen in the north, 'Indeed. of all the Australian plays yet written, this is the
most thoroughly Australian in tone and character'. 1 5
Sumner Locke Elliott was born i n Sydney i n 1 9 1 7 . He was educated at Cranbrook, a
prominent Sydney private school. and at Neutral Bay. Elliott joined the Independent
Theatre while still at school . 1 6 After he left school he worked as a script writer for radio
2UW. During the Second World War he enlisted in the Australian Army and Rusty Bugles

12

For example. the recent brography of Abotigrnal wnter Jack Oavrs; wntten by non·Abotigrnal Kerth Chesson

who wrote, 'Jumprng from my own wntten passages to drrect quotatrons from Jack lost a great deal of

contrnurty and there was a conflict of style. I have fused the two, and adopted a frrst·person narratrve
throughout, rn an effort to achreve a more even pace and style . '; K. Chesson, Jack Davrs: A Life Scory
!Melbourne: Dent, 1 988). p. 3.
13
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15
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describes his ex pe ri enc es . 1 7 In 1 943 h e emigrated to the United States and became an
A merica n citizen in 1 95 5 . He lived in New York where he worked as a novelist and

writer for television. His first novel Careful He Might Hear You won the Miles Franklin
Award for the best novel of 1 963 and in 1 9 7 7 he was awarded the Patrick White

Literary Award for his contribution to Australian literature. He died in 1 99 1 .
Elliott wrote o f the influence of the landscape and the environment of the Territory i n
Rusty Bugles,
This is a documentary. It is not strictly a play. It has no plot in the
accepted sense. Its characters are drawn from life . . .
The play is set in the great Northern Territory o f Australia during the
winter months of the year 1944 . . . We never saw a single Jap plane, we
were never bombed, machine-gunned or sniped at like our pals in New
Guinea, who were never free of excitement, we thought. We were the

backwash. 1 8

When Eric Otley ( ' O t ' ) , who had shared the Mataranka camp experience of Sumner
Locke Elliott, saw the play in Perth h e thought it was so realistic that it was like 'looking
into a mirror and seeing the past repeated' . 1 9 The influence of the play was tremendous,
not only for its excellence but because of the publicity surrounding the controversy
created by th e conservative reaction to the language in the play . 20 The producer, Doris

Fitton. defied a proposed ban but Elliott hims elf gave h e r a uthority to modify the
language and on 28 October, the play was approved. The play ran, after a Sydney
season of four and a half

mo

nth s , from 7 May 1 949 to 1 5 March 1 950 (ex cludin g New

Zealand, Brisbane and NSW country tours) and on tour was seen by 1 1 9 , 3 3 7 paid ticket
holders . 2 1 The notoriety of the accusations of obscenity no doubt contributed to its
popularity but with the result that the pre-wa r notion of t he Territory as both rough,
masculine with a hostile climate received a new impe tus .
And in this period. the Territory could indeed lay claim to one of Australia's most
archetypal bushman, Bill Harney. Harney, nuggetty and tragic, prolific as a uth or and
broadcaster, in many ways formed the paradigm of the tough, humorous Territorian of
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which later models can be discerned in Labor Senator Bob Collins, singer/writer Ted
Egan or the fictional Mick Dundee. In the folk-lore of the region, Harney is still regarded
by many as a one of the Territory's greatest bushmen and yarn spinners. At the same
time. he was lionised by the media in his later years. Harney published many books:
North of 23 ° ' ( 1 943),

Brimming Billabongs ( 1 947),

Taboo ( 1 943), Life Among the

Aborigines ( 1 9 5 7 } , Content to Lie in the Sun ( 1 9 5 8 } . The Shadv Tree ( 1 963) and others.

His writing was thought to be an authentic reflection of the bushman's life. Bill Harney.
'who could quote Shakespeare act by act and word by word'22 was the archetypal
Territory bushman in fiction in this period: masculine, with a proselytising zeal for sexual
relations with Aboriginal women.
William Edward Harney, 'Bill' , was born in 1 89 5 at Charters Towers in Queensland.
Harney had a tough and difficult childhood of sickness and poverty. Beattie Harney, Bill's
elder sister commented,
I was at school half-day and minded babies the other half for 2s 6d a
week. Mum worked at the washing tub from 6 to 6 for five shillings a

day. Bill's first job was half-way out to Lion town on a mail change,
bringing up the horses for five shillings a week. He would then have been
about nine years old. The little bit of schooling he had was at the boys'
school at Charters To wers. 23

At twelve, Harney left home and took up work as a horse-tailer for a drover in western
Queensland. He worked on the pastoral stations of the north until he was nineteen and
enlisted in the A I F where he served overseas as a signalman. Harney's experiences of
trench warfare in France left him feeling, ·a hatred for war and what it stood for. A
hatred for discipline and what it stood for'. 24 He returned to Australia in 1 9 1 9 and
headed for Borroloola in the Northern Territory Gulf country because he heard it was ' a
good place . . . Plenty of Abos and water, n o flies, and mobs o f fish and crabs' .25 I n the
Territory Harney worked at a variety of employment: droving, fishing and was accused
of cattle duffing. During his five months stay at Borroloola in 1 923 he read from the
extensive but badly housed Carnegie Library2 6 which is purported to have provided an
extensive classical education and eventually led to his own writing. On 5 April, 1 927,
Harney married Linda Beanie from the Emerald River Groote Eylandt mission27 and they
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took up land at Eva Downs. Tragically, at the end of 1 932, Linda died at Katherine
Hospital followed by seven year old daughter Beattie who died of tuberculosis of the
spme. In 1 945, Harney's son Billy was drowned in the Todd River. 28 In 1 940 Harney
was appointed a patrol officer until he quit in 1 948. He built a house across the harbour
from Darwin, which he used as a base for his travels throughout the Territory. Harney
travelled to England in 1 956 where he joined fellow Northern Territory ex;Jatriates, the
journalists Douglas and Ruth Lockwood. H e appeared on

British television. John

Thompson, who interviewed him for the ABC, commented that Harney's broadcast
provided. 'one of the best pieces of publicity this country has received ' . 29 Bill Harney
was made the first ranger of the Ayers Rock-Mt. Olga National Park in 1 9 57, a position
he held for five years. Harney retired to the Queensland seaside town on Mooloolaba
where he died six months later in 1 962.30
Harney commented that people were suspicious that he had not written his own
books: 3 1 ' Beh1nd the questions I generally detected a note of patronage. They had come
from the city, and . . . it was natural enough for them to th1nk that those who lived away
from such places of culture and intellectual pursuits must have a lower intelligence rating
than themselves. 32 Journalist and writer Douglas Lockwood considered Harney his 'best
mate'. 33 He paid tribute to Harney and gave the valediction at his funeral. 34 Today
Harney has achieved semi-legendary status as the authentic bushman. H i s works have
been reprinted and he is the subject of plays and books still i n the writing. Harney, as a
role model. is evident in his contemporary counterpart, Ted Egan, who preserves the
same kind of public image. 35
Douglas Lockwood and

to

a lesser extent, his wife Ruth, were themselves famous

their writings about the Territory. Lockwood came to the Territory in

1 94 1

for

as a

journalist for the Herald and Weekly Times. He wrote up his experiences of twenty-five
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years 1n the Territory in a series of books based around h1s travels of wh1ch /, the
Aboriginal ( 1 9621 is probably the most famous and won the Adela1de Advertiser Fest1val

of Arts Award for literature. Lockwood produced a number of books explonng the
themes of the Territory and its people, some 1n collaborat1on w1th others 1nclud1ng:
Crocodiles and Other People ( 1 9591. Fair Dinkum ( 1 9601. Life on the Daly River ( 1 96 1 l .
We the Aborigines ( 1 9631. The Lizard Eaters ( 1 9641. Up the Track ( 1 9641.

Alice on the

Line ( 1 965), Australia 's Pearl Harbour ( 1 9661. The Front Door ( 1 9681 and h1s last book

was My Old Mates and I ( 1 979). His books have been translated into many languages
including German, Danish, Russian and Polish. He continued writing throughout h1s life
and was editor of the Post Courier in Papua New Guinea and the Bendigo Advertiser.
Lockwood, who died in 1 980 once commented, 'Writing is always work. but writing the
turbulent history of Darwin has been work that I've enjoyed ' . 36 Douglas Lockwood
compiled selections from Harney's books and radio scripts to create an autobiography, A
Bushman's Life, but owing to copyright difficulties Ruth was unable to publish until
1 990. ten years after Lockwood ' s death. 3 7 Ruth Lockwood is 1n the process of edit1ng a

collection of poems by Bill Harney to be titled West of Alice.38
Douglas Lockwood's writing was unpopular with people who wished to de-emphas1se
the 'frontier' aspect of the Northern Territory. Sir Paul Hasluck was critical of Lockwood,
whom he considered exploited the freakish at a time when Hasluck was himself in the
process of attempting to ' normalise' the Territory: ' I always felt Lockwood did the
Territory a great disservice by making out that crocodiles walked down the main street
of Darwin, and that sort of thing' . 39 Roland Robinson shared Hasluck's dislike for what
he saw as Lockwood's sensationalising of the Territory. Robinson described returning
from a bush trip to be met by Lockwood. Disa ppointed that Robinson had no excrtrng
crocodile stories to recount, Lockwood is purported to have said, 'Oh well . . . if you
haven't got a story for me, I ' l l just have to go back and make one up, that's all' . 40
Tom Ronan recognised something of the mythology of the region that made it news:
' Darwin has always been a headline town to the big city dailies. Things which wouldn't
make the local correspondent's notes from other towns of its s1ze made the front page

36

0. Lockwood. The Fronr Door: Darwin,

37

Cover notes,

38

Wilde. Hooton, Andrews, The Oxford Companion ro Ausrralian Lirerarure. p.

39
40

1869- 1969

(Adele1de: Rigby, 1968), cover notes.

Harney , A Bushman's Life.

327.

Sir P. Hasluck, 'Pioneers of Post-War Recovery (PersonalitieS associated w1th Northern Temtory
development on the 1950s)', Sixth Annual Ertc Johnston Lecture, State Reference Library of tne Northern
Territory, 7 November 1 9 9 1 .
R. Robinson,

The Drifr o f Things: An Aurobiography 1 9 1 4-52

!South Melbourne: Macm1llan.

1 9 7 3).

p. 355 .

1 67

from ' O u r Northern Gateway' . 4 1

Ronan himself.

was another resrdent who became

writer and is strongly identified with the Northern Territory . Born
Australia in

1 907,

m

Ronan grew up on a cattle station near Broome.

Perth. Western
Some of thrs

experience is outlined in Deep of the Sky ( 1 962) which is a trrbute to his father. After
his mother died he was sent to boarding school i n Perth at the Christran

Brothers

College. He left school at fifteen and spent a year droving with his father. Rona11 served
with the AIF in World War II and married Moya Kearins in 1 94 7 and rn the 1 9 50s Ronan
and his family moved to the Northern Territory where he managed a cattle statron and
worked for C S I R O at Katherine from 1 950-5 7. For a time, Ronan was a Labor member
of the Legislative Council. He was Chairman of the Northern Territory Tourist Board
1 963-65 and died in 1 976.42

Ronan wrote of his relationship with the Territory:
The reason that I became a Northern Territory writer instead of a North
Shore, North Melbourne, or North Perth one was, that here, four miles
from Katherine we found a home for ourselves and our children within
our economic reach and which despite its numerous disadvantages has
atmosphere, character and a history. What more could a yarn-spinner
want?-43

Tom Ronan's most successful novel, Vision Splendid, was based on his experiences in
the pastoral industry of the Northern Territory. He was awarded a Commonwealth
Jubilee Prize in 1 9 52 for Vision Splendid and later received Commonwealth Literary Fund
Fellowships in 1 9 54 and 1 963. Ronan said, in an interview in 1 9 74,
I think

"Vision Splendid" is my favourite amongst all the books I've

written. It's an example of the paradoxical statement that fiction is more
truthful than truth . . . I 've been accused of being a racist, quite a lot of
nasty expressions have been slung at my head . . . but there are a heck of
a lot of what I call anthropologists getring around and I think that they
have worsened the relations of white and black, and I must admit that I
was one of those people who had very grave objections to the Aboriginal
ever being given permission to drink . . I think that anybody who went
.

into it, they'd find a b'ig association of the infant mortality rates among
Aboriginals . . . an Aboriginal always under his o wn native conditions was
half-starved, he was never able to get enough to eat. 44

Aboriginal

welfare

concerned

another journalist turned

author.

Nicknamed

'Yorkre'

because he was born in Yorkshire, Joe V'..'J i ker arrived in Australia in 1 9 2 8 . H e worked
as a jackeroo, station hand, drover, miner, on buildings, and on dam excavation, roads
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and ra1lways. Walker was a union secretary and editor of the Northern Territory's !at
that time) only newspaper. Of his 1 960 novel describing Territory race relations, No
Sunlight Singing, Walker commented, ' I have aimed to show that colour

IS

the only

difference and that their way of life is forced upon them' .45
Although many writers during this period became interested in

the Territory as

journalists, academic writers, particularly from the discipline of anthropology continued
to exert a strong influence on Territory writing, and indeed all aspects of the arts.
Charles Mountford was employed as a post office engineer throughout his life but
maintained an i n terest in Aboriginal culture and was responsible for the recording of
many Aboriginal rock art sites th rou g hout the

Ter ritory

and elsewhere. He led several

expeditions, including the American-Australian expedition to Arnhem Land in 1 948. Max
Harris found Mountford, ' utterly and totally different from the formal concept of the
academic anthropologist. Humanistic understanding appears to be the first and foremost
task he set himself'. 46 Despite this, Mountford's books appear more technical than
popular with the possible exceptions of Brown Men and Red Sand ( 1 9481.47 Frank Clune
was most annoyed by the tone of parts of Bro wn Men and Red Sand and commented
touchily,
Mountford wrote wrote {sic/ a book, I think it was "Bro wn Men Red
Sand " or some similar title, in which he described his climb to the
summit, and his inspection of the names written on the paper. His
comment was a sour one. From memory it said, "the names of those
who claim to have been here. "
In other words, Clune and a few others were phonies. 4 8

Mountford described his experience researching Brown Men and Red Sand: ' I had lived
among the aborigines in the western deserts tor almost five m onths . . . a very rich
experience' .49 Mountford continued to produce material relating to Northern Territory
Aborig.nes including collections of stories from Aboriginal mythology. He described his
field work for the Ayers Rock book in language that appears patronising to modern ears:
It required a very difficult journey, so I got only a Landrover and the
journey was difficult, and I didn 't have a white man that I thought was
suitable . . . so I decided that I'd go out with the blackfello ws . . . an old
blackfellow said to me, "} ou 're taking a white man for the last bluff? " I

45
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said "No ". Quite a long pause, and he said to me, "Oh well, we 'II look
after you proper good, you proper old bastard. " Well, the dear old things,
as much as they could, they did. so

Mountford's

last

work.

Nomads

of

the

Australian

Desert

{ 1 976)

caused

some

controversy after Aboriginal groups claimed Mountford had breached ethics by revealing
information which should be kept secret according to Aboriginal tradition. The book was
officially withdrawn from circulation but was sold through 'remainder' outlets for many
times its original publishing price. s 1
Before the war, European modernist artists. particularly Paul l<lee, had been influenced
by reproductions of Aboriginal art. In Australia, painter Margaret Preston was influenced
by her association

with Frederick Macartney and the Sydney Museum Aboriginal

collection. The borrowing of 'traditional' expressions and techniques by western artists
spread. After the war, Aboriginal dance became the inspiration for a ballet staged in
Sydney. Born in Denver, Colorado, Beth Dean, a dancer, married Australian baritone and
author. Victor Carrell, whom she met in the United States in 1 944. In New York two
years later, Dean and Carell met Charles Mountford who talked to them about Aborigin�l
ritual and dance. Some months later. when the couple had an opportunity to go to
Australia. they began research into Aboriginal dance. On 6 February 1 9 54, at the Tivoli
Theatre Sydney, Dean and Carell presented to Queen Elizabeth 1 1 their production of
J o h n Antill's Corroboree. The role of the young male Aboriginal ' i nitiate' was danced by
Dean herself. In 1 9 5 5 , they published Dust for the Dancers, an account of their journey
to the Northern Territory and encounters with Territorians. European and Aboriginal. 5 2
Victor Carell published two other books which briefly incorporated some of his Northern
Territory material as well, Naked We Are Born { 1 960) and West Rides the Wind { 1 9 7 1 ) .
From June to September 1 948 Sidney and Cynthia Nolan, together with their six year
old daughter, Polly,

travelled to the outback areas of central,

north and western

Australia. Cynthia Nolan wrote an account of this trip in her book Outback which was
published in 1 96 2 . Patrick White described Cynthia in 1 9 5 8 as,
forthright and intelligent, perhaps a little ambitious (a fortunate quality in
an artist's wife), perhaps also a bit jealous, but she is the wife who is
slightly older than a very attractive husband, and she says that other
women are always offering to mP'1d his shirts and trying to put their
hands up under his coat to massage his shoulders. 5 3
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Cynthia Nolan came from a background on the land; her family were graz1ers from
northern Tasmania. David Marr called her a 'refugee from the world of sheep' and that
' Marriage to Nolan had given her a role which suited her perfectly . . . jealous protector of
her husband's genius, for which she was both despised and admired. It was Cynthia
who always answered the telephone' .54 In November 1 976 Cynthia Nolan booked into a
tourist hotel behind Piccadilly Circus and took a fatal dose of barbiturates. Wh1te never
forgave Sidney, whom he blamed for Cynthia's suicide. 55
The Nolans' interest lay both in the landscape and the situation of the remote Aborigines
which form a focus of the book. At the time of the publication of Outback, Sidney Nolan
was

immensely

successful

both nationally

and

internationally. 56

Historian

David

Lowenthal found in Nolan's art a distinct ' religious theme and landscapes suggestive of
ancient walled cities' . 5 7 Significantly, the Nolans sought inspiration from the Northern
Terntory. Cynthia Nolan articulated the visual and political discourse inherent in any
excursion into the outback:
I would always be grateful to Sidney for taking me on a tri
p that alone I
would never have contemplated. Polly would now grow up with this
continent and the aborigines an accepted background, while behind my
eyes there would always be a land flat as a strap and flooded b y the light
of dreaming. 5 8

Other artists too felt the need to experience and write about the outback Northern
Territory. Leslie and Coralie Rees, both prominent Australian authors, decided to travel
around the north of Australia because of ·an unslakeable thirst to know the corners of
their own country ' . 5 9 Coralie and Leslie both,
wanted to go off and travel, and see something of the inland and the
outback

We

were

away

for

six

months,

and had

wonderful

experiences, and when we came back we started to write them up, and
wrote our first travel book called "Spinifex Walkabout" . . . when I went to
the inland and the outback and the spinifex country, I felt that I belonged
there.

That was my country . . .

Well "Spinifex" was Quite successful

when it was published, it was in the best seller lis t for a few weeks and
so forth, well reviewed, and it sold out60
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The Rees shared a considerable experrence travellmg and wrrtlng. both rn Australra and
overseas. Leslie was employed as senror dramatrc entre for a London

wee k ly

\'Jhtle

Coralie worked on artrcles describing Britarn for Australran readers . Thev returnea to
Sydney where Leslie became Federal Play Edrtor for the Australran Broadcastrng
Commission. Leslie Rees also wrote for children. He was the successful creator of 'Drgrt
Dick' and a series based around characters in the Australian wrldllfe 1nclud1ng Sarli
Turtle and Shy the Platypus.

The Story of Karrawing1 the Emu recerved

the

rne

frrst

Australian Children's Book of the Year Award in 1 9 46 . 6 1 Coralie published a book of
elegiac poetry, short stories, articles and broadcast on radio. The Rees

JOurneyed

through the Pacific and New Guinea researching for a radio serres and spent seven
months travelling

in

the Northern Territory before wrrting Spinifex Walkabout 62

They

believed the Territory to be, 'the land of legend that drew or disturbed w1th rts own
peculiar brand of magic or violence'. 63
Conscious of a Territory literary tradition, Leslie and Coralie Rees undertook a lrterary
pilgrimage through the Territory: following Hatfield. they wanted to see Australra
'through other people's windscreens' ; 64 the Temtory made them feel 'like characters of
Capricomia' ; 65 they stopped off at Elsey to look at 'somethrng of a shrrne'. the Maluka' s

grave; 66 they applauded the efforts of Thone mann · Continuing the literary tradrtron of
this district' in the publicatron of Tell the White Man; 67 they sought out Jessre Lrtchfreld
in Darwin for her views on the post-war changes of a Darwin that was ·entirely lost' 68
and they examined the camp site at Mataranka with interest because 1t was the settrng
of Sumner Locke Elliott's play Rusty Bugles. 6 9 In 1 97 8 Leslie Rees published the first
volume of a history of Australian drama from the 1 830s to the late 1 9 6 0s. Coralre

died

in 1 9 72, but Leslie continues to play an active part in literary debate and contrrbute to
many academic journals. 70
Charles and Elsa Chauvel were another husband and wife team rnvolved 1n presentrng an
artist's view of the Northern Territory. Following the success of therr film Jedda whrch
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introduced the talents of Robert Tudawalli and Rose Kunath Monks to Australia. the
Chauvels were asked to made a television documentary for the BBC promotmg the film.
This proved so popular that they were asked by the BBC to produce thirteen half·hour
travel features documenting life in 'Australia· s outback·. The Chauvels published a
publicity book describing aspects of production 71 ('I don't th1nk film tests have ever
been made across so vast a distance and under such difficult condit1ons'l as well as a
full length account of their travels in the Northern Territory. The book Walkabout
published in 1 9 5 9 is an account of their experiences filming both Jedda and the senes
and invited readers to, ·share with us the priceless hours of freedom in a land Without
artifice. 72
Aubrey Abbott, Administrator of the Northern Territory between 1 937 and 1 946, wrote
Australia 's Frontier Province describing not only Abbott's expenences of the Northern

Territory, but also providing a survey of European settlement and recommendations for
the future. The title was appealing and marked the beginning of the Identification of the
Northern Territory as Australia's last frontier. 73 Abbott's wife, Hilda, also contnbuted
articles to magazines and periodicals detailing life in the Territory.
After the Second World War, another public servant turned writer, was Syd Kyle-L1ttle
who became a patrol officer with the Native Affairs Branch in the Northern Territory.
Together, he and Jack Doolan were given the task of setting up a trading station 1n the
Arnhem Land Reserve. This was both an attempt to halt the westerly drift of Aborig1nes
towards the urban centres of Katherine and Darwin and to move towards economic self
sufficiency for the Arnhem Landers. Kyle-Little's book Whispering Wind is a mixture of
his reports as patrol officer and apocryphal fiction describing his relationship with the
Aborigines. Jack Doolan described Kyle-Little,
Syd Kyle-Little 's father had been a copper at Roper River. I was probably
the only person who agreed with him. He saved my fife a few times and I
saved his a few times. I hero-worshipped him to a certain extent. 74

The Territory also became the focus for established writers from the southern cap1tals

who came north as part of the Australian experience. Alan Marshall went to Arnhem
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Jack Doolan, interview woth the author, Abo rogonal Sacred Sotes Authoroty (now Aborogonal Areas Prot ectoon
Authoroty), Darwin. 1 8 January 1985.
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Land and spoke to the people there and looked at the Abongtnal settlements ftrst hand.
He produced Ourselves Writ Strange ( 1 948175 whtch detatled hts expenences as well as
the collections of Aboriginal mythology, People of the Dreamtlme

( 1 9521

and AbongmaJ

Myths ( 1 972). Frank Hardy came north and wrote an account of the Wave Htll stnke and

the efforts of the Gurindji to establish at settlement at Wattle Creek 1n Unlucky
Australians ( 1 968). 76 Hardy, like Roland Robinson and Elliott. had first come to the

Northern Territory during the Second World War. Hardy descnbed his feelings about the
region: ' I thought of what I might wr;te while in the North . . . I was vaguelv aware that
the land might offer me some straw to grasp at, some interest outside myself to qutet
the inner turmoil ' . 77
Roland Robinson was stationed in the Northern Territory as a labourer tn the Civic
Construction Corps in the last year of the war. He had already published poetry as an
active member of the Jindyworobak movement and found tnsp�ratton 1n both the
Aboriginal people h e met and the landscape: 'I went up into the Northern Terntory

...

I

saw the desert first, oh tremendous. and I wrote poems . . . I'll see the Abongtnes and I'll
be able to write lots of poetry . . . What a wonderful six months that was!· 78 Rob.nson · s
autobiography The Drift of Things described some of his experiences. and poems such
as 'Black Cockatoo' and ' Deep Well' reflect his feeling for the environment of the
Northern Territory. 79 More prosaically, John D. Porter's Our Fertile North descnbed the
war-time experiences of journalist and entertainer in the Northern Territory and contained
a plea for northern development.80
The Northern Territory continued to be of interest for people concerned with wtld-life
and conservation. This concern for the environment of the Northern Territory had been
anticipated by William Hatfield and Robert Croll. In the post-Second World War era this
awareness of environmental issues was to gain strength:
Exploitation 's wrong. That's the trouble with the whole caboodle down
south. That's the trouble with the whole of this country from the coast
to inland. We've torn the heart out o f it. We 've lost the timber and we 're
losing the soil . . . I love the Territory too much to see it go the way of a
lot of the rest of this country. 8 1

75

This was later issued A. Ma rshall under the title. These Were My Tribesmen IAdelaode: Rogby,
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Frank Hardy also wrote more popular accounts of t h e Terntory lifestyle o n h o s capacoty as 'yarn sponner: F

Hardy , The Greer Ausrralia Lover and Ocher Srories !Melbourne:
To Wi
n (C arlton. Victoria: Pasco�.

77
78
79

1 985). etc.

F. Ha rdy. The Unluci<yAusrralians (Adelaide: Rigby,
Roland
J.

Robinson intervoew 1 4

Ramsland,

Hi
scorical

'Roland

SocitJry (June

December

Robinson,

1976.

1 9 1 2-1992:
1992). pp. 8-9.
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H.H.

Finlayson's The Red Centre ( 1 945) provided a naturalist's account of Central

Australia. Arthur Groom recorded his 1mpress1ons of the Ternto ry

m I Saw A Strange

Land 1 1 950) and Wealth in the Wilderness ( 1 9 551. Groom was a foundat•on member of

the

National

Parks Association

and

was

Interested

1n

both

the

tormat1on

development of National Parks for tourism. He believed the Temtory had
potential in the areas of agriculture and mining. Similarly, Dav1d

and

econom1c

Attenborough 1ncluded

an exploratiOn of the geography and fauna of the N orthern Terntory as part of h1s
'Quests' series. Ouest Under Capricorn ( 1 9631 was the result of four months f1eld
research in the Territory. a2
During this period there was a resurgence of interest in 'traveller ' s ' accounts and
biography such as Melbourne University history academic Ray Ericksen's re-trac1ng the
journey of the explorer Ernest Giles 1n West of Centre ( 1 9721 or film-makers Malcolm
Douglas and David Oldmeadow's trip east along coastal Arnhem Land in Across the Top
( 1 9721. At the same time there

was

a

interest in some of

renewed

the early

settlers

of

the Territory and the pioneering experience generally: for example, Margaret Ford's
account of Chalmers and Kerr who took up land in Central Australia in 1 923. Beyond the
Furthest Fences ( 1 9661; Jock Makin's The Big Run ( 1 970) prov1ded a history of V1ctona

R i ver Downs Station from Aboriginal ownership to the present day; Robin Baker's A Map
For Giants

( 1 964) describes the author's travels around Australia; Ingrid Drysdale

produced an account of her experiences nursing at Maningrida in Arnhem Land. No More
Walkabout ( 1 9671.

The

Northern Territory continued to be constructed as the locat1on for children· s

literature. The images used in the writing changed markedly throughoct th1s penod.

Kay

Stevens Foote's children's guide to Austraha and the Australian way of life. Walkabout
Down Under ( 1 944), briefly described a cliched Northern Terntory populated by Flying

Doctors and corroboreeing 'blackfellows' camping on the edge of the Never-N ever . 8 3
Donald Barr's Warrigal Joe ( 1 946) (the title refers

to

a non-Aboriginal) comb1ned buffalo

and crocodile shooting with an expedition to a lost Chinese city in Arnhem Land.
Famous 'Boys' writer, Captain W.E. Johns set the two Australian 'Biggles' books 1n the
wilds of the N orthern Territory. 81ggles Works it Out was published in 1 9 5 1 and Biggles
in Australia

was published four years later. Phyllis M . Power provided the g1rls'

equivalent of with in Lost in the Outback (c. 1 9 50s), Under Australian Skies (c. 1 9 50sl.
Adventure in the Outback ( 1 957!, and Nursing in the Outback ( 1 9 59).
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Cover notes, 0. Attenborough, Ouesc
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Allan Aldous was another children · s author who concentrated on the romantiC a n d
exciting side o f life i n the Northern Territory with Danger on the Map ( 1 94 7 1 .

The

Tendnlls in Australia ( 1 959) and Doctor With Wings 1 1 9601. t-i . M . Saxby cla1med Aldous
lacked 'subtlety' and attempted to document 'as many aspects of Australian life as he
could squeeze into any one book'

.84

Certainly Aldous wnting reveals a tamt of rac1sm

permeating all his accounts. Joan Woodberry's Come Back Peter was publ •s'"'ed t n 1 9 68
in a Territory setting. H . M . Saxby described Come Back Peter as a story where. 'the
action is still incredible but the human motivation 1s real and the wnt1ng is more assured
as a believable picture of arduous conditions and a burning countryside is butlt up' . 85
Woodberry said of her own work that she tried to use some of the, 'myths from . . .
childhood ' . 86

But as

the

period

progressed,

so

the

children's

literature

showed

an

tncreastng

preparedness to look at more serious issues of life in the Northern Terntory: race
relations. loneliness and isolation. Bengt Danielsson. a veteran of the Kon-Tiki expedition
wrote a series of children's stories about a Brittsh family and their travels. In Terry in
Australia Oanielsson explored some of the paradoxes and complexities of European
settlement in Central Australia. Written originally in Swedish, this book was translated
into English in 1 96 1 . Oanielsson and his wife sailed across the Pacific to Melbourne i n
1 956 for the Olympics a n d afterwards travelled around Australia: ' w e took the train
from Adelaide to Alice Springs. Then we roamed through the Northern Terntory for
several months, stopping at Aboriginal stations. So we really saw what you call "the
outback'" . 8 7

Danielsson' s

uncompromising

attitudes

towards

the

treatment

of

Aborigines did not receive an airing in English, other than in Terry in Australia . Although
Danielsson wrote a book in Swedish describing his travels (title i n translation 'The
Boomerang Trip'), the book was not translated into English because it contatned. 'some
unpleasant truths about how the Aborigines are treated' 88 which the publisher feared
would be unpalatable to the reading public.

I n the post-war period,

the Northern

Territory remained

attractive to writers

who

attempted to find some kind of quintessential Australian expenence outside of the urban
sprawl of the capital cities. In the previous period. the 'outback' was a source of moral
and nationalistic renewal; in this period,

84
85

'outback'

provided an artistic sttmulus but

pp.
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retained the national appeal.

Particularly,

the outback geography

and

Abongmal

population provided a focus. If the pre-war explorers were absent. Australian art1sts
filled the hiatus. The Territory exercised an attraction for film-makers. painters. dancers
and writers who began the pilgrimage to gain insp1rat1on from both Abong1nal and
'outback' influences. Administrators continued to wnte. as did m1sS1onanes. nurses and
doctors, describing their experience of the Northern Terntory to an aud1ence whose
appetites for the outback had been whetted by the works of ldriess and Herbert.
An exception to this pattern can be found in Arthur Brewer ' s Leuv-we of Kalmogorr
which was published by the author i n 1 946. Brewer's work demon strates the degree to
which the 'Northern Territory' existed as a literary construct remote from its geographic
setting. Brewer worked as a journalist in north Queensland. and overseas. At the time of
writing his novel he had settled in Los Angeles where he worked as a real estate broker
in Hollywood. Leuv-we of Kalmogorr contains many of the elements of other novels
about the Territory: a young and beautiful ' h alf-caste' girl, a diamond mine, Aborigmal
magic and cannibalism, wild and remote tropical landscape. The novel ends wnh Leuv
we. rejected by her lover Hal because if they have a child. 'They 'll call 1t a yeller-boy.
They'll call it a nigger'

.

89

Brewer himself never visited the Territory and wrote the whole

book in Los Angeles by reference to Baldwin Spencer and Knut Dahl. Dahl, Brewer
stated, ' i s one of the fairest and finest descriptive works of Australia I have ever
seen' . 90 Brewer' s vicarious construct of Northern Territory joins Lady Mary Fox's
Utopian fantasy of 1 837, Charlotte Barton's A Mother's Offering ( 1 84 1 ) , Anthony
Trollope's Australia ( 1 873). Robert Potter's The Germ Growers ( 1 892). C . H . Kirmess'
The Australian Crisis ( 1 90 9 ) . Jessie Ackermann's Australia From a Woman 's Point of
Vie w ( 1 9 1 3 ) . M. Lynn Hamilton's The Hidden Kingdom ( 1 93 2 ) or Randolph Bedford ' s
Naught to Thirty Three ( 1 944), all o f which were written about the Northern Territory

without the authors actually going there.
There was, in this period, an increase

in

the number of missionaries who wrote accounts

which achieved public readership. Books by missionaries such dS Alf Oyer's Unarmed
Combat (n.d.). or Donald Fowler's Guns or God ( 1 985) sought to g1ve the missionary

perspective on events concerning the East Arnhem Land killings of the 1 9 3 0s . On the
other side, military historian Hugh Clarke:1 1 produced a biography of Police Constable
Jack Stokes in

89

The Long Arm ( 1 9 74)

and S . Downer's Patrol Indefinite ( 1 9 631

A.L. Brewer, Leuv-We of Kalmogorr: A Romance of the Norrh Ausrralian Bush

County: published by the Author, n.d. c. 19461. p.

286.

90

Brewer, Leuv-We of Kalmogorr, p. 295.
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Wilde, Hooton, Andrews, T!•e Oxford Companion to Australian Literarure. p. 96.

!Glendale.

Los Angeles

1 77

attempted to give the police perspective. Police Constable Vic Hall also covered these
events in Dreamtime Justice ( 1 9621. Hall was something of a legend in the Terrnory.
William Hatfield92 wrote that Hall was, 'all those things I ' d like to be: distinguished war
veteran. fine bushman, good hand with a small boat

in

a sea. best revolver shot

m

the

Northern Territory Mounted, six feet in his socks, lean and powerfully muscled · . 93 Hall
himself, would probably have agreed with Hatfield. The Police Constable of Bad
Medicine. 'John Vincent Hales', dead shot.

painter, tall, good-looking, chaste and

attractive to women. shares more than a passing resemblance to Hall. Long-time
Northern Territory resident, Fred Gray, remembers Hall as 'nasty' and 'conceited ' ,
although he agrees Hall was ' very good looking' . 94 I n 1 947 Hall wrote Bad Medicine,
which was semi-autobiographical and provided a soap-box for his views on the Northern
Territory Aborigines and administration. Other books followed: as well as Dreamtime
Justice, Sister Ruth ( 1 968), and Outback Policeman ( 1 9 70).

About half the books published on Territory missions were produced as in-house church
publications and about half by commercial publishers. Probably the most famous are the
series for adults and children by Ann Wells. Tales from Arnhem Land ( 1 959). Rain in
Arnhem Land ( 1 96 1 ) and Milingimbi ( 1 963) published by Angus and Robertson. were

perhaps the most widely read. Ann Wells, a qualified nurse, worked for a number of
years on mission stations in Arnhem Land in the areas of health and education. 95 She
was the wife of missionary, Edgar Wells, and worked at Milingimbi and Yirrkala
settlements in Arnhem Land. 9 6 Dr Keith Cole, also working in Arnhem Land. wrote a
series of books97 which concentrated initially on the Church

Missionary Society

settlements including Roper River 1908- 1969 ( 1 9 6 8 ) . A History of Oenpelli ( 1 9 7 5 ) and
Groote Eylandt ( 1 9 7 5 ) . He also wrote generally about the people and geographic region

of Arnhem Land from research in government archives, mission records. oral accounts
and photographs. In Central Australia, along with the more specific mission histories like
that of Friedrich Kempe who penned a brief autobiography in 1 9 27, the year before his
death. This work was translated from the German in 1 97 3 , under the title From Joiner's

92

Hatfield must have indeed been ompressed b v Hall. His character o f Godwon, the sensotove artlstoc Pollee
Constable of Black Wacerlily seems to be modelled on hom; Hatfield, Black Wa cerlily, p.
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Hatfield, Auscralia Through che Wnd
i
screen , p.
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136.
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Fred Gray, onterview woth t h e author.
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A.E. Wells, Men of che Honey Bee !Adelaide: Rigby.
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Edgar Wells was later to achieve some prominence because he was closely assocoated woth the 'Bark

23 September 1 9 9 1 .
1 9 7 1 ), cover notes.

Petition' which was sent to Canberra to protest about the negotoatoons for a monong excosoon on the Gc-ve
Peninsula. He later published a book himself which detailed his correspondence to the m1ssionary authorotoes
where he protested at the absonce of Aboriginal consultation in the negot1at1ons; E. Wells, Reward and
Punishment in Arnhem Land
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Bench to Pulpit by P.A. Scherer. The wnt.ng of the Rev

John Flvnn
of

many other Australia Inland Miss1on books detall.ng tne careers

was

fo llowea Ov

Flvnn

an a other

Australian Inland Mission workers; typ1cal of th1s type are Graeme Bucl.. n all s
Mantle of Safety ( 1 9821, Mais1e McK en z 1e · s Flynn s Lasr Camo 1 1 9851

F1vnn s

Chrts Gov s ..:

Man is His Friends ( 1 9 7 9 ) . Arch Grant's Camel Tram and Aerootane 1 1 9 8 1 l ana Ella

Shepherdson's autobiographical

Half a Century m Arnnem Land.

pioneer Qualities of the m 1 ssionanes . T .G . H . Streh low · s
( 1 969)

All emonas1se

Journey ro Horsesnoe Bend

was both a personal and hist oncal narrat1ve of h1s fathers work at the

mission at Hermannsburg. Strehlow also published
said, 'The myths,

I

the

S t r eh lo w

Songs o f Central Ausrralta

think, are interesting .n themselves. They fill the

Lutheran

landscape of Cer > t ral

Australia with creatures of the ima g i nati on ' 98
.

Father Gsell, later ordained as the Northern Territory ' s f�rst B1shop.

superv1sed

the

setting u p of missions at Arltunga, Port Keats and Garden Po.nt as well as re·
establishing the leprosy station at Channel Island after the Second World War .
1 960.99

Bishop Gsell's Bishop With

published in English in

1 95 6

150

Wives .

He d1ed 1n

was translated from French

ana

and descnbed h1s work 1n the Terntory . S1mlla rly. the wo rk

of other Catholic missionaries were written about. both by lay people and church
historians as brief biographies. Frank O'Grady's
Brother John Pye's

The Port Keats

Franc1s of Central Austral1a

f 1 9 7 71

and

Story, (n.dl are good examples of th1s. Father Frank

Flynn, the famous eye specialist who became a m1ss1onary pr1est. 1ncorporated the story
of many of his experiences in
( 1 963)

and The Living

Distant Horizons ( 1 94 7 1 .

He also wrote

Northern Front1ers

Heart ( 1 9 6 4 ) .

The bushman myth continued to be deployed i n works of f1Ct1on such
Barrett's Coast of A dven ture

( 1 94 1 ) .

Pat

Malvern's Secret Gold

as

Charles

or R1chard

Graves ·

Spear and Stockwhip 'A Tale of the Terrnory' ( 1 9501 wh1ch H . M . Saxby d1sm1ssed as

'an uninspired droving·adventure story ' . 100 Amateur h1stonan Glenville P1ke pr oduc ea

An

Untamed Land ( 1 9 74). a novel which descnbed the life and expenences of a partv of

overlanders who travel from Queensland across the Terntorv to V1ctona R1ver '" the
1 880s.

Keith Willey, journalist and author, was e1ght years res1dent 1n the Northern

Territory where he undertook a wide vanety of work .nclud1ng crocodile shoot.ng

He

has produced more than fourteen books. many of wh1ch deal w1th the Terfltorv 1n •ts
subject matter including Crocodile

98
99

T.G.H.

The Red Centre 1 1 96 7 1 . Boss Drover

Strehlow 1nterv1ew 27 March 1 960. Hazel de Berg

R. Hempel. ' Gsel ,

pp, 132·5.
100
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( 1 9 7 1 1 . Tales o f a Big Country ( 1 9 72), Ghosts of the Big Country ( 1 9 7 5 ) , Joe Bro wn's

Dog, Bluey ( 1 9 781 and The Drovers ( 1 98 2 ). 101 Willey was born at Boonah 1n southern

Queensland in 1 930. As a rournalist he travelled widely. He was in Israel in 1 9 69 and
covered the Indo-China war in 1 970 for the Sydney Sun. I n earlier years he made a
number of long journeys on foot in Papua New Guinea, including a long-distance border
patrol with a platoon of the Pacific Islands Regiment in 1 964. Willey won three Walkley
National Awards for journalism. He left city journalism in 1 97 1 and after two years in
Cairns settled in Canberra. where he pursued academic studies in Australian history. 102
His books explore and emphasise the frontier theme and have sold well. He died several
years ago.
Adventure writers in this penod appear to set their novels in the Territory because by
doing so they had a license to describe tough frontier conditions of violence and sexual
exploitation. The titles of Olaf Ruhen's Naked Under Capricorn ( 1 9 5 8 ) and Morris West's
The Naked Country ( 1 960) 103 both suggest that in the Territory landscape people are

exposed for what they really are. Jack Danvers' The Living Come First ( 1 9 6 1 ) and Peter
Knudsen's The Bloodwood Tree ( 1 9621 equally shared the connotations of landscape
and survival. But it was English born writer Edward Lindall (Edward Ernest Smith) who
carried the image of a Northern Territory as a place of adventure into the 1 960s and
1 9 70s. Desp1te a sometimes political theme, these books had the familiar plot of the

good bushman aga1nst the v1llains (city thugs who have strayed into the bush). The only
sop to modern1ty was that the good bushman now beat the crooks and got the girl
whereas

m

the previous period. he tended to only to beat the crooks and get the gold.

Edward Lindall produced a stnng of these adventure romance stories set in the Northern
Territory, supplementing his income w1th the occasional short story for Post. He said,
I had by this time decided to stick ro writing stories along the adventure
romance formula for cash - I have four children, and I need cash - and
writing novels for my own deeper satisfaction . . . . I'm quite certain that
my work will never gain classic approval, now or in the future. It may not
even be accepted as typically Australia. I don 't care. 1 0 4

Even

m

the post·war period lon ldriess continued to write and sell. By the 1 960s he was

attempting to reach a new generation of readers with a pre-war appeal to national

101

For more books by

102
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103

,

thos prolltoc Temtory author,
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West did not feel The Naked Country (London: New E nglish Lobrary, 1 9 7 0

( 1960)) repre sented a good example o f his skoll a s a wroter. He published the no v el under the pseudonym
'Michael East' and on an intervie w discussing hos beginnings as a writer and early novels, The Naked

Country os conspocuous on ots absence, Moms West ontervoew Hazel
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sentiment: 'there are unlimited possibilities and untold rewards and sat1sfact1ons for
those who devote their brains and skills to Australia's development ' . 1 05 But even ldr•ess·
optimism for northern Australia had been blunted by the effect of the war and he wrote
nostalgically, 'I am told that "modern" Darwin is a smart. up-to-date port now. T1me
hurries on, of course. In my day it had a dreamy prettiness. but under the surface qune
a lot was doing'. 1 0 6 In an interview in 1 974, he remarked,
It was a happy life. By Jove, I am sorry the damn wars broke up that
interesting part of life in Australia, like they did the old Darwin, just the
same, and Thursday Island, They were a romance out of the proper book
of romance, Thursday Island, Darwin, Wyndham and Broome in
particular, the port of pearls. 1 0 7

As well as fiction, several authors published reminiscences of an adventuring Terntory
life. Clyde Fenton's Flying Doctor ( 1 9471 was the autobiography of the colourful
Northern Territory pilot who was also medical doctor which described his experiences 1n
the Northern Territory in the 1 930s. 108 William Linklater, early pioneer
wrote a biographical account of his involvement

in

and

pastorahst.

the cattle industry in Gather No Moss

( 1 968). Poet, writer and public servant, Frederick T. Macartney published Proof Against
Fa1Jure ( 1 967) which described his impressions of the Northern Territory in the 1 920s.

He also proouced a volume of verse relating to his experiences i n the north, Hard Light
and Other Verses.

Macartney, no doubt owing to his experiences i n the Northern Terntory, saw himself as
cultural arbiter of Australian literature particularly material set in the north of Australia.
He took over reviewing the Australian books in All About Books after the Palmers went
overseas and

his critical comments towards the landscape

novelists

have been

mentioned in Chapter Three. He commented in 1 969,
I made an attempt to show how the Aborigine should b e approached . . .
here you have a people whose habits belong to a bygone stage of
evolution, the Stone Age, and to imply, for instance, that there is a
musical quality in their songs, which are often prettified, that their
legends are as you see them in most books, continuous and coherent,
when as a matter of face the whole of the primitive mentality has
nothing of that precision . . . Rex lngamells, who was rather specialising at
the time in things of the Aborigine, had introduced even Aboriginal works

105

I.L. ldriess, Challenge of che North: Wealch From Auscralta 's Northern Shores !Sydney: Angus & Robert son
1 969), 'preface'.
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I.L. ldriess,
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lon L. ldriess 1nterv1ew 25 November 1 974, Hazel de Berg 793, Canberra. Nat1onal Library of Australia.
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Tracks of Desciny !Sydney: Angus

& Robertson, 1 9 6 1 ). p. 77.
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into some of his verse . . . I was unkind enough to suggest that ttus was

only a kind of literary playing Indians. 109

By the 1 9 50s, Northern Territory Abong.nal culture was f1ndmg 1ts wav 1nto the
mainstream

In

marginally more enduring ways than as depiCted on tea·towels or

ashtrays. H . M . Saxby found favour with Axel Poignant's Piccanmny Walkabout:

A Story

of Two Aboriginal Children which won 1 958 Picture Book of the Year award 1

'0

ana

suggested the book, ' helped to erase from the minds of children some of the crude StriP ·
stories of the aborigines ' . 1 1 1 Saxby was probably referring to the cartoons of Er1c
Joliffe. Joliffe began his career as a free-lance cartooniSt for The Bulletin and by the
outbreak of World War 1 1 had become a regular contributor. During the war he served
as a camouflage officer with the RAAF and for the first t1me came into contact w1th
Northern Territory Aborigines. This contact was to have a profound mfluence on h1s
work. Joliffe commented, ' I could appreciate their deep love and understand.ng of thelf
country. Their capacity to live off the harsh land and their complex soc1al and cultural life
never failed to absorb me'. 1 1 2 After the war Joliffe worked freelance and sold to Pix and
the

Sun-Herald.

Joliffe' s cartoons · Saltbush Bill'. but particularly 'Witchetty' s Tnbe · .

were responsible for the promulgation o f the not1on of Abongmes as 'stone age'
humorists and the Aboriginal women's bodies were drawn m soft-pornographiC realism.
The cartoons were immensely popular and, reprinted as books. sold more than 6 million
copies by the early 1 970s. 1 1 3 Joliffe attempted to make his work authentiC:
Whenever I got a cheque for a book after the war was over, I would
whizz off to Arnhem Land, look up some of my old mates, especially Bill
Harney . . . things were so tough that you had to live off the country
much Nke the Aborigines did . . . this helped me understand the problems
of the black man on the fringes of white society.

1 14

From a 1 993 perspective it is difficult to see the dist.nction between Johffe's and
Poignant's construction of the Aborigines.
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Fredenck T. Macartney int erview 25 November 1969, Halel de Berg 442, Canberra, Natoonal Lobrarv or
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denigrating women, Poignant's photographs are almost Joliffe to life. Poignant's book
looks highly contrived and although both the children and the Arnhem land landscape
are spectacularly photogenic, the whole tone and content of the book would have
supported the view of the Territory landscape as an inviolate wilderness populated by
wild Aborigines. As in Joliffe's depiction of Witchetty and his tribe. 1 1 5 the Aborigines
are all topless, spear-carrying, naga-wearers and apart from bark shelters, there is not a
building to be seen. That the representation should bear only a passing resemblance to
reality was of little concern.
Depictions of the Northern Territory in writing featured Aborigines as subjects more
during this period than at any other time. Aborigines were a popular component of both
children's and adult literature and the influence of the anthropologists is evident.
Particularly common during this period was the retelling of Aboriginal legends. Earlier
even than missionary writer Ann Wells' 'Arnhem land' series, J .K. Ewers' Tales From
the Dead Heart { 1 944) retold a simplified

and western interpretation of Aboriginal

legends from Central Australia and included 'Aboriginal' songs. Pixie O'Harris' Goolara
was even less specific in region but emphasised a romantic chivalric Aboriginal society
living in pristine wilderness only disturbed by an occasional crocodile. 1 1 6 Likewise, Mary
and Elizabeth Durack' s series describing the antics of Aboriginal children were not
located geographically although Kookanoo lived in the 'Red Heart'. 1 1 7 Jindyworobak
poet Rex lngamells published Aranda Boy, 1 1 8 a story about the life of Gurra, a n Arrernte
from

Central

Australia

very

reminiscent

of

acknowledged assistance from Ted Strehlow,

Hatfield's

Desert

Saga.

lngamells

Bill Harney and fellow-Jindyworobak

Roland Robinson. Brenda Niall recognised that,
The ideas which prompted Aranda Boy are more interesting than the
novel, but it is important as an early recognition that the Aboriginal
tradition must be understood, not for the sake of the A borigines, but
because the white settlers need it. 1

19

Certainly the interest i n Aboriginal culture and spirituality was a preoccupation of the
period where serious writers attempted to justify and incorporate 'Aboriginal' experience
within a

115

non-Aboriginal

'scientific'

framework.

Roland

Robinson

himself published

Joliffe's accuracy of landscape indicates clearly that he was drawing from lite; for example E . Johffe.
Witchetty's Tribe

(Sydney: Pix, n.d. c. 1 9 6 6 ) where the plants and animals

of the Nnrthern Terrotory are

reproduced meticulously.
116
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several collections of Aboriginal mythology after consultation with several communities
in the Northern Territory. Legend and Dreaming ( 1 9521 for example. contained an
introduction by A . P . Elkin and is dedicated to the Aborigines of Roper River. Wandjina
( 1 968) is another collection of Robinson's with an acknowledgment to R . M . Berndt.
Aboriginal Myths and Legends ( 1 966) contains material collected by Strehlow. The

influence of the social sciences is apparent, not only anthropology but p!;ychology

as

well. Robinson wrote revealingly of his interest in Aboriginal mythology,
The innocent fairy-tale has a surface innocence. It is a surviving vestige
of primitive myth, an image thrown up from the unconscious . . . Where
does imagination start but from primeval images still known in Man's
barbaric heart. 120

It is difficult to know if this interest in Aboriginal spirituality was more concerned with
perceived psychological truths of humanity or an actual interest in Aborigines. Whatever
motivated the writing, there was a lot of it. In this period most 'serious' authors of the
Territory managed to publish at least one collection

of

'Aboriginal'

mythology.

Anthropologist Norman Tindale published an account for children of the coming of the
'the most primitive human beings in the world today' , the Aborigines, or 'Negritos', to
the continent of Australia. 1 2 1 Tindale said,
When my daughter was young, I used to tell her stories about the
aborigines . . . When my son was born . . . I had to tell the stories again . . .
My daughter and m y son remembered the outlines of some stories and
we pur them down, and between . . . us the whole story series grew up
into the book "The First Walkabout''. 1 2 2

C . P . Mountford also published several accounts o f Aboriginal mythology, a s d i d Alan
Marshall. 123 In Erie Wilson's Churinga Tales ( 1 9501 the uncle clutches the 'magic charm'
the ' Churinga' and thinks, ' Surely . . . something of the legends and tales of an ancient
race might be kept alive a little longer by telling them in the ages-old way to a child by a
fire ' . 1 24 Some of the constructions of Aboriginal mythology took a very odd form; Bruce
and June MacPherson's The Magic Boomerang ( 1 963) is noteworthy as a picture book
of three dolls photographed against the Centralian landscape. The two white dolls,
Jenny and Sue help Kinjiwa, an Aboriginal doll, find his magic boomerang. The spirit of
Aver's Rock (Uiuru) in gratitude promised to 'watch over you and guide you wherever

120
121

122
1 23
1 24
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you go' . 125 Even considering the dearth of good children's fiction published in this
period, 126 it is surprising that these collections should have proved popular.
There was a peculiar ambiguity about the way non-Aboriginal wnters viewed Abong•nes
in this period. While there was lip-servtce paid to the complexity and spirituality of
Aboriginal culture in the collections of Aboriginals myths and legends. at the same time
there was a cynicism towards Aboriginal powers which had not been apparent in the
pre-war period. The writing therefore no longer emphasised Aboriginal telepathy,
ceremonies or tracking skills which had been taken for granted in the earlier adventure
narratives. But there was new optimism expressed by the writers that there would be

a

new equality in black/white relations.
In this period, some writers and commentators believed the experience of Aborigines
working with the defence forces would bring about a change in anitude. Poet. Sapper
' Bert' Beres, looked to the new post-war policies as

a

way of incorporating Aborigines

within European Australia:
He came and joined the colours
When the War God's anvil rang,
He rook up modern weapons
To replace his boomerang,
He proved he's sui/ a warrior,
In action not afra1d,
He faced the blasting red-hot fire
From mortar and grenade;
One day he 'II leave the Army,
Then join the League he shall,
And he hopes we 'II give a better deal
To the aboriginal. 1 2 7

The underlying concern of the post Second World War writers w a s an attempt to
evaluate the assimilation policy of the Commonwealth Government. In the 1 9 50s, the
!ionising of Albert Namatjira and his subsequent fall from grace. rrobably more than any
other single case, focussed attention on white Australia ' s treatment of the Aborigines. I n
the post-Capricornia era, writers sought t o explore the issues raised by Herbert and the
exploitative nature of many of the sexudl relationships between European men and

125
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B . & J . MacPherson, The Magic Boomerang (Sydney: Young Australian. 1 963).
H.M. Saxby

claimed,
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the thorty years o l

social change,

educational
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hterary

development, it would be comfortong to be able to claom that choldren's books on Australia have kept pace
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Aboriginal women was emphasised. Together with the cultural complacency, 1nherent

m

the society that promoted 'Aboriginal assimilation', was the beginnmg of anger at the
racial prejudice exhibited in the post-war Territory. Harney, Ronan, Lockwood and
Walker attempt to articulate the Aboriginal case, but at this stage, Aboriginal Territory
writers are still silent.
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1 1 . Cover Witchetty's Tribe by Eric JolliffP.
1 2 . Cover Piccaninny Walkabout by Axel Poignant

Poignant and Jolliffe both promoted an image of
Northern Territory Aborigines for European
audiences.

"-..... - -

1 3 . Jolliffe cartoon. Caption 'NERA SAYS: "A
woman ' s crowning glory is a md11's scalp."'

1 4 . Poignant photograph of Aboriginal parents
looking for their lost children.
If the images presented are analysed without their
original captions, there appears more similarities
than differences between the two.

./\J
, ·:�)�\
.r \t�''
.

1 5 . Poignant photograph of Aboriginal family

scene.
1 €. Jolliffe cartoon of Aboriginal domestic

relations.
Aborigines living in bark huts were a more
interesting image to European audiences than
depicted in mainstream Australian society, despite
the Government assimilation policy. Both Poignant
and Jolliffe maintained the construction of
Northern Territory Aborigines as spear-throwing
naga- wearers.

I

CHAPTER SIX
'VISION SPLEN D I D '

"You've heard what the police sergeant's wife said to the constable's
wife?"
David shook his head.
'It was when they heard that their husbands were coming back from
patrol in Amhem Land. The sergeant's wife said to the constable 's wtfe,
"Oh, well, now I suppose you and me 'II have co rake up the black gms ·
burden. "1

Within the arts community, the Northern Territory was seen to offer a sp1ntual renewal
through exposure to the landscape and the influence of Aboriginal 'trad1t1onal' pa1ntmg
and dance. Accompanying the view of the Territory as a place of artistic Stimulus. was
the notion that the science of the Atomic Age could transform the 'outback' mto an
economic asset through complete mastery of the physical environment and explo1tat1on
of mineral resources. Aborigines and the 'Aboriginal problem' called for European
guidance and control was considered necessary as the

indigenous people were

transformed from stone age relics to potential citizens. This relationship between
European and Aboriginal peoples was the subject of much of the writing in this pe'lod as
the Commonwealth assimilation policy found expression in the social and legislat1ve
background of the Northern Territory. The landscape of Central Australia was seen as
the 'heart' of the nation.
The pre-war emphasis on the European explorers, whose racism, mateship and love

at

adventure would build a nation, was now completely gone. After the war. there was
great disillusionment, and the bushman. where he appeared in the texts, was almost
universally depicted as a drunken, v1olent sexual exploiter of Aborig1nal women.
Aborigines, far from being r:ninor characters in the novels and journalistiC accounts.
become major protagonists in the writing as their creative influence. social customs and
eventual future in white Australia are debated. Optimism expressed as confidence 1n the
potential mineral wealth of the Territory, however. remained as high as the pre-war
period.
Leith Barter has demonstrated the fervour with which Territorians pursued a uran1um
find in the 1 950s. 2 This may nnt have assumed the mythic proportions of the Lasseter

Walker, No Sunlighc Singing pp.
2

160·1.

See L.F. Barter, 'The 1950s Uranoum Boom on the Northern Terrotorv·. Jourrllll o l Nonh�rn T�rrllorv Htstorv.
2 ( 1 9 9 1 ), pp. 1 6-27 for his analysos of post-War optomosm for the potentoahty ot uranoum as oncorne
generating for the Northe•n Territory.

quest but it is certainly a feature of the period and mineral finds of all kinds contmue to
feature in the texts. Henry C. James' Gold Is Where You Find It follows the wanderings
of Dead Sweet Joe Stephenson in his quest to find gold. Oil is discovered in Kenneth
Moon's The Fire Serpent Mystery. In Biggles Works it Out, the chase for Von Stalheim
began after the theft of half a ton of gold from Berula mine in the Northern Territory on
the edge of the Great Sandy Desert. Bengt Danielsson in Terry in Australia, at one point
in the narrative had Mr White look for radioactive ore while Terry looked for gold. An
edited vers1on of Fred Blakely's manuscript about the Lasseter expedition was published
enmled, Dream Millions claiming 'new light on Lasseter's Lost Reef'. 3 Pat Malvern's
Secret Gold described two boys who fly north to Central Australia and stumble across a

gold deposit. 4
Uranium gave the Territory an international significance and for the first time in the
wnnng the region was seen in an International context. Alan Aldous' Danger on the Map
I 1 94 7! suggests that control over the Territory's vast uranium deposits was crucial to

global stability:
Knowledge of atomic power practically means world domination for
whoever holds that knowledge. It is safe with stable, conscientious and
humane statesmen . But what about if this power gets into the hand of
power-lusting men?5

Uranium was linked to science and progress. When uranium was accidentally discovered
by young Donald on Diana Downs, he pleaded with his father, old fashioned M r Tendril!
who believed workmg on the land more important that studying science at University, 'if
we do make a lot of money out of a big uranium find . . . could we use it to build up the
place sc1ent1f•cally' I mean. things have hardly changed here in a hundred years so far as
the ra1s1ng of cattle is concerned' . 6
Phyllis Power's ·Outback· series comams a plethora of references to mineral discoveries.
Mary, 1n Lost in the Outback fmds gold accidentally when she is changing a tyre, 'You
had luck spotting th1s bit; it should keep you in pocket-money for a while'. 7 Again, Mary
1n Nursing in the Outback ( 1 9591 suspects that she and Sister Hannah are lost i n

3

F. Blakely, DrMm Millions: New Ltghr On Lasseter's Lose Reel, M. Mansfield, ed. (Sydney: Angus

&

Robertson, 1 9 72).
4

I am sssumong Jhos book to be around 1 940s or later although its plot of aviation. missing fathers,
mytterooua Moke't lost memory and bag of gold could equally belong to the period before the war; P.
Malvern. Secfllt Gold: A Story of Two Boys Who Found Wealth In the Heart of the Auscralian Desert
!London: Sheldon, n.d.l.

5

A. Aldous. OtJnger on the Map !Melbourne: Cheshire, 194 7).

p. 199.

6

A. Aldous. The Tendril/s m AustrtJIItJ (London: Chatto & Wondus, 1959), p. 1 5 1 .

7

P.M. Power, Lost in the OutbtJCk (London: Blackie. n.d.J. p . 84.
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uranium country, but the pair find an opal field after they have been kidnapped by gold
smugglers. 8 In Adventure in the Outback ( 1 95 7} Bert and AI discover that the cattle
rustlers are secretly looking for uranium with a geiger-counter, 'usually they're after
gold'. but after the boys discover copper and uranium-rich ore, the novel ends happily
with the family pegging a claim on the station at 'Prince's Soak' . 9 In Lucy Walker's
romance The Man from the Outback, the rationalisation for the marriage between 'Half
Moon' station owner, Kane Manners, and the seventeen year old Mari was provided by
the secrecy needed because of uranium prospecting:
"Mari, " Kane said quietly, "I'm sorry I kissed you like that. Put it down
ro excitement and relief, will you? I've known for a fortnight they've
found uranium and miles of pitch-blende on Half Moon and known all this
week the Government was about to announce the news to the public.
I've had to keep it to myself or the stock market would have rocketed . . .
just try and understand why I had to keep you . . . a prisoner. I thought
marriage was the best way to tie you up 1 0
"

Nevel Shute· s novel of the future In the Wet noted the huge population increases
posseble in Australia after the irrigation of marginal land in the Northern Territory with
the development of 'nuclear distillation of sea water in the North. around Rum Jungle.
and that's getting cheaper and cheaper' . 1 1 Non-fiction writers too were preoccupied.
Ross Annabel's The Uranium Hunters described the mood, 'Darwin was getting more
uraneum-happy every week as the rush gained momentum'. 1 2 Alan Moorehead chose the
name of the Australia's new uranium mine for the title of his book on the Territory Rum
Jungle I 1 9 531. Equally, Frank Clune's The Fortune Hunters: An Atomic Odyssey in
Australia 's Wild West, and Things Seen and Heard by the Way in a Jeep Jaunt published

in 1 9 5 7 also reflected the preoccupation.
The cover notes of nursing sister Ellen Kettle's book on medical services to the Territory
Aboreg1nes in the

1 950s.

Gone Bush

I1

967}.

emphasise the pervasiveness (and

incidentally the masculinity} of the image. The commentary states that the book 'should
open our minds to an understanding of their urgent needs and a sympathy for this
primiteve race so suddenly brought face to face with men of the atomic age'. 1 3 The idea
that en the Territory, the stone age and the atomic age were brought face to face was an
appealing one but support for this bright future was not entirety unanimous. From South
Australia came a lone voice of dissent when Charles Duguid resigned in protest from the

8
9
10
11
12

13
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Aborigines Protection Board after the decision to take over the Reserve land of the
Pitjantjatjara for the development of a British Government testing station for guided
missiles. 14 But generally there was a feeling of economic optimism: 'There was an
intangible atmosphere permeating the whole Territory that gave

a

warnmg of frenzied

development to come . . .There was but one way for the Northern Territory to go - up, up
and still up'. 1 5
The landscape, a s well a s providing the means for material wealth, continued t o b e seen
by authors as 'uncanny' or mystical with the power to construct character. Ross from
Adelaide,

in Michael Barren's

The

Gold of Lubra

Rock

is detected immediately,

'obviously not a Territory man'. 1 6 The extremes of climate, the geographical hazards and
its

Aborigmal

population

located

Northern

settlement

Territory

spatially

and

metaphorically. The Northern Territory was still seen as remote, perched on the rim of
the continent and very vulnerable to Asian immigration:
Look, there's New Guinea right on top of us . . . Then there's Indonesia.
Millions more. Millions and millions. And the Japs and the Chinks - just
waiting - just waiting! One day they'll all pour down. Everybody knows.
What is there here? No people and all the minerals in the world. 1 7

Although by this time, most of the Territory had been colonised, Arnhem Land remained
maccess1ble; the landscape was imbued with mystical significance and adventure.
Arnhem Land was the setting for Allan Aldous' Danger on the Map and home to
mternational masterminds seeking world dominatiOn, Dutch treasure, savage Aborigines
and uran1um-rich ore. When Biggles came to tackle international spying on Australia's
uranium deposits, he was warned by an old timer, 'Arnhem Land. If you want a spear in
your g1zzard that's the place to go' . 1 8 Bert's Uncle in Adventure in the Outback warns
h im

that Arnhem Land is 'where the last of the really wild aborigines roam' and that

'some queer stories' are told about a ' ruined city' that is said to glow at night which
even the police fear. 1 9 Coralie and Leslie Rees described, 'Ruined City' in Arnhem Land,
' taboo to the blacks' with bottomless holes and ancient rock columns. 20 In Northward
the Coast, Lang Bowman's trek across Arnhem Land to the coast takes the party

through

crocodile

infested

rivers

inhabited

14
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R. Court. NorTh of Alice (Londoro: New English Library,

16
17
18
19
20

by

hostile

and

sexually

aggressive

1 5 1-2.
1971),

M. Barrett , The Gold of Lubra Rock (london: Robert Hale,

p.

123.

1967). p. 13.
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Aborigines. 2 1 Linda II i m pli e s that Arnhem Land. even in this period. is still a place you

can disappear into. 22
This post-war p e riod

the war, the

focus

saw

a renewed

interest in the Territory, but unlike the period before

was upon Central Australia rather than the no rth coast. Despite

'Arnhem Land' rematning an evocative symbol of uncharted territory, most of thP. writing
was located in C ent ral Australia. Douglas Lockwood's 'Front Door' (Darwin) was
rather more prosaic image

than

a

the 'Dead Heart' 23 (Alice Springs). In Nevil Shute's A

Town Like Alice, Alice S p ri n gs, provides the context by which the outback was judged.

Alice Springs 'is a bonza

town '24

(unlike

Darwin2 S J .

Darwin was still suffering from the

devastation of the Japanese air raids that had virtually destroyed the town . 2 6 Writers
express a nostalgia for pre-war Darwin 27 and emphasise the derelict state of the city,
·Darwin was something special, it was the entrance to the continent and . . . Australia's
arsehole. There was a beguiling air

of

failure and frustration about it'. 2S Darwin , was

sometimes seen as dangerous29 and described i n terms

of

hazards and extremes of

climate. 30
There was a belief that Central Australia formed the ethereal heartland of Australians.
Coralie and Leslie Rees found the Aboriginal spiritual presence more

apparent

in the

landscape of Central Australia. They saw Central Australia as 'lands eloquent with living
light and strange pnmeval contours' . 3 1 Prospector Dead Sweet Joe Steph en s on could
always feel. 'the desert was still pulling at him ' . 3 2 Queen Elizabeth during one of her
visits to the Northern Territory commented. 'Aher this visit, n o one will be able to
suggest to me that Central Australia is a dead h ea rt . From now o n , i shall always look
upon it as a living heart. beattng with confident energy'.33 Alice Springs was considered

21
22

23
24

25
26
27
28
29
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phys1cally more attractive. w1th tounst potentlal; 34 ·a town of tnm trop1cal green and
white bungalows, with flounsh1ng private gardens and orange-trees wh1ch .n spnng load
the air with heavy-scented blossom . . . The Alice has its dignity ' . 35

But although Darwin had lost its pre-em1nence as the pomt of focus for the wmers. 1t
still had a kind of atmosphere in the texts provided by
as previously. was presented as a kind

of

ItS cosmopolitan

nature. Oarw.n.

melting pot of different races but the hnes

of

demarcation separating the groups appeared to be breaking down. Many wnters .ncluded
a description of the inter-racial mix of Darwin. 36 Phyllis M. Power, 37 Edward l1ndall. 38
Elspeth Huxley, 39 Geoffrey Cotterell40 and Captain W.E. Johns

all

prov1ded an almost

identical description of Darwin:
eight o 'clock saw Biggles, by himself, aiming his way through the
scented tropical night to the harbour, rubbing shoulders with as strange
an assortmen t of humanity as could be found in any port on earth, east
or west. Stockmen in sombreros; Chinese vendors of potato ch1ps;
pearlers; black boys on bicycles; Greek merchants, and seamen of every
colour and race under the sun - Malays, Indonesians, Cingalese. Maoris,
and Melville Islanders who had paddled their canoes across sixty mtles of
shark-infested water to go to the cinema and watch white screen stars
doing things that must have been incomprehensible to them. _. 1

Harney described a multicultural mix over a Christmas dinner.42 Darwm's prom1se of
inter-racial tolerance was the dream sustaining both the ill-fated

Polly

and her daughter

M ary. 43 But the multi-cultural aspect of Darwin did not commend itself to

all visitors:

' Darwin is the only Australian port of entry where the general tounst is likely to see
aborigines. The aborigine is primitive man, and primitive man does not look h1s best
huddling in squalor on the edge of town' . 44

34
35
36

Griffiths, An Australian Advenrure, p.

127.

Rees, Spnifex
i
Walkabout p . 240.
The Darw1n meltmg pot construction had been celebrated by Paterson some s1xty years e a rher: ·p�1mers10n
IS un1Que among Australian towns. in asmuch as 1t IS filled w1th the bo1hng� over of the grear cauldron of
Oriental humanity. Here co mes the vag ra nt and sh1ft1ng population of all the Easrern races Here are
gathered together Canton coohcs, Japanese pearl divers. Malays, Man1lamen. Portuguese from aa,acent

Timor, Kobe; all sons and cond1t1ons of men . . . The Chow and the Jap and the Malay cons1der lhemsetves
QUite as good as any alleged wh1:e men . . . There 1s an Eastern flavour over evervrhong .. .' A. B. Pa1erson.
'The Cycloon, (sic) Paddy Cah•ll and the G.R.' p. 2 1 3 .

37

Power, Adventure in the Outback, p . 30.

38

Lindall, Northward che Coast, p.

39

E. Huxley, Their Shinng
i
Eldorado: A Journey Through AuscralitJ !London: Chatto & W1ndus.

40

Cotterell, Tea At Shadow Creek, p.

41
42

43
44

30.
1967),

P. 262.
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Johns, Biggles m Australi
a, p. 83.
Harney, North of

23°, p. 97.

Walker, No Sunlight Singng
i
pp.

77, 90- 1 . 1 '16.

P. McGuire, Wescward the Course: che New World of Oceama ( Melbourne: Oxford Unov�rsotv Press.
(1 942)), p. 166.

1 94 6

195

Darwin's proximity to the fighting in World War

11

caused some hostilitY on the oart of

the writers towards the Japanese and rev1ved the traditional fears of As1an settlement

1n

north Australia. Owen Griffiths wrote Darwin Drama soon after the war. Th1s boo!..
emphasised the heroic repulsion of the Japanese attack.'�5 Gnff1ths' saga of the
Aboriginal patriot, Dhidgerry Dhoo, who loses hrs life escaprng from the ·treacherous and
untrustworthy' 46 Japanese explains. · For in his heart he knew that the Jaos would neve�
make good masters, whereas . . . the white man would help the black man to work out
his own destiny' . 4 7 John Binning gave the aggression human features. 'Enemy bombs.
Japanese bombs on Australian soil! Japanese bombers and Japanese eves above us
seeking something Australian to crush and destroy ' . 4 8 Dora Birtles · The Overlanders . too
emphasised the face of the enemy. Ma thrnks of the 'smiling, amrable' Japanese she has
known in her life and shivers. 49 Brisbane Coutts', The Secret of the Desert, wh1ch
described the foiling of a proposed invasion pointed out that it was inevitable that
Japanese would want to settle here:
Japan is like a hive,

with a swarming population

which

keeps

on

increasing at a tremendous rate. They 're getting fearfully overcrowded at
home, and they have no colonies worth mentioning. Here 's Australia. a
thunderng
i
great continent with about the population of London. Most of
the country is empty. Japan is within easy striking distance. What's
mor� natural than that she should turn envious eyes this way? Australia
would be an 1deal dumping ground for some of her superfluous
millions. 50

In contrast to the image of Darwin as an exotic multicultural port. there remarned the
aspect of a small, parochial public service town that had been noted so cnt1callv bv
writers from the previous period. The Rees found a 'swarm of civ!l servants' had taken
over from the leisurely 'old-timers' who yearned for the Darwin of the past and feared 1t
had become 'a town for civil servants and air-travellers,

wh1te duck. whrte·collar

pioneers' . 5 1 Harney noted the divisions in Darwin between Government and non ·
..
Government workers, 'people being judged not by their ability so much as by the set.

45

0.

Griffiths, Darwin Drama (Sydney: Bloxham and Chambers. n.d., c . 1 9 4 71. Thos onterprer ano n w -.s
challenged by later versions of the events such as T. Hall's D11rwin 1 942: AuscrJJ!t/1 ·s Oarkesr Hour o S vdnev

Methuen.

19801

or Herbert's Poor Fellow My Country whoch portrayed Austrahan covoloans and se"•ce

people as cowards and looters. A more balanced account of events can oe found. D Lockwood Aus""''" s
Pearl Harbour (Adelaode: Rigby,

19751 or more recently A.
1988).

War !Melbourne: Melbourne Umvers1ty Press.
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0. Griffiths,
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ttJie

Powell. The Shaaow s fage Aus rrahl! s '.orr/'lern

Woven Around Fact !Sydney: P & S Press. n.o .. c. 1

p.

23

Griffiths, Dhidgerry Dhoo. p. 29.
J. Binn1ng, Target Area (Sydney: Australas•an.

194 3 ),

p. 1 1 .

49

Birtles, The Overtonders. pp.

50

C. Brisbane, The Secrec of the Oeserr (Melbourne: Thomas Nelson.

51
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or party to which they belonged' . 52 Cynthia Nolan noted the luxurrous Darw1n hotel
overlooking the sea where one could sit at tables on the lawns. ·but not
without

m

shorts

or

a tre' . 5 3 Lean rugged Lang Bowman contemptuously descnbed Alan Kern1ck.

'one of Darwin's leading businessmen, a social lion, a man of money

and cons1derable

power' who drives an expensive car and worries about the neatness of his dress. 54
In this period particularly,

Darwin was frequently regarded in the context of

the

inclement extremes of the Wet-Dry tropics of the Top End. The 'Wet' ma rked the
passage of time for those who could not leave the Territory. In Sumner
play Rusty Bugles, the men measured

the

Locke Ell1ott's

length of time of service by the number of

wet

seasons endured. Mac warned Rod, the newcomer, 'Wait until you've done a Wet. mate.
Just wait. I done four' . 55 The discomfort of the Territory
Biggles

too:

'

hel l in the wet . . . every kind of

biting

climate

was emphas1sed to

bug making yer life miserable. blacks

waiting for a chance to stick a spear in yer ribs, living on ironclads [canned food) and
native tucker . . . hell all the time'. 5 6 Nancy Polishuk was told, ' I f you're ever go1ng to
swim in the Daly, just remember these things: Crocodiles, sharks,
snags, mud, tidal bores' .

57

In Master of Ransome Sam warned Sara of the Wet. 'Turkish

bath weather. Knocks most of
north, young

'un' .

58

stingrays, whirlpools.

'em to

pieces . . . That's when tempers get frayed 1n the

The approach of th e Wet drives the party across Arnhem Land in

Northward the Coast. 59 The texts in the period preceding the war suggested a Darwmian

model of natural selection; that

the harshness

those without sufficient backbone to endure

the

of conditions and climate weeded
rigours. After the war,

out

there seemed

to

be a more psychoanalytic construct; that the extremes of the climate showed you what
you were really like, stripped of

the

veneer of

urban

realisation, took the form of a heightened sexual awareness.

52

Harney, Norrh of 23°. p. 1 7 8 .

53

Nolan. Oucback p p . 1 1 0 - 1 .

54
55
56

society. 60

Lindall. Norrhward the Coasr. pp. 1 1 f.

Johns, Biggles in Auscralia,

p. 84.

N. Pohshuk & 0. Lockwood, Life on the

58

L. Walker, Mascer of Ransome: A Romance (London: Coll1ns. 1974 (1958)), p. 5 9 .

60

this

Elliott, Rusty Bugles. p. 1 2 .

57

59

Sometimes

61

Daly Rtver (london: Adventurers Club. 1 9 6 3 ( 1 9 61

II. p. 35.

Lindell. Norrhward the Coasc, p p . 130. 1 7 6 . 2 2 8 .
Implicit in all Edward LindaU's novels, but also James Vance Marshall and Joan Woooberry. See also W .
Watkins, Sun, Sand and Blood (Melbourne: Gold Star. 19721. (ong1nal published a s Soliloquy m the

Simpsoni, A. Chester, When che Blood Burns: A Novel of che Fly ing Doctor Service !Perth: Patersons. n.d.l.

etc.
61

Again, Edward Lindell's novels; West. The Naked Counrry, p. 97; J.V. Marshall. The Chtldren !London:

Michael Joseph, 1959), p. 50; Carol and Oav1d's sexual 'fng1d' mamage when 1n the cny. J. Glennon. The
Hearr m the Centre (Adela1de: Rigby, 19601: or more unpleasantly 1n the contrast1ng behavoour of Larry ana

Brad. P.A. Knudsen, The Bloodwood Tree !London: Fredenck Muller, 19621. etc.
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But if there were doubts expressed in the writing at this time that Darwin was still the
exotic and mysterious Territory where anything could happen, it was only a reflection of
the questioning and analysis of the whole European experience in the bush. The age of
innocence had, in large measure, passed and the reckless joy in the colonial experience
was viewed by commentators much more cynically. Cynthia Nolan quoted the bushman
who exclaimed, 'Glad I'm not in the cities. Here at least we don't think about how many
hours a day we put in';62 an ironical shift where the dislike of cities seems, by this
stage, confined to a hostility towards labour regulations. The whole thrust of Tom
Ronan's Vision Splendid was to suggest to the reader that the true bushman had either
gone or was very old.

Ronan portrayed the bushman of the

1 920s and

1930s as

independent, courteous, hard-working and mostly honourable63 although he allowed that
they

occasionally

exhibited

a

cheerful

dishonesty.64

Olaf

Ruhen

in

Naked

Under

Capricorn, writing about the same period, had a similar construction. But the cynicism of
the post-Capricornia 1950s writing also acknowledged that the bushmen were socially
inept,

sexually

exploitative,

miserly,

unlucky

and

alcoholic. 65

Ronan

mocked

the

stereotype:
In the poetry books . . . the station hand is a young, handsome bloke,
rides like Billy Waite, fights like Les Darcy, always in and out of town at
dances and races, and finishes up marrying the boss's daughter and
getting his picture in the Pastoralists' Review. Most of the Territorians 'd
sooner get a Jacky to take the edge off their horses, do their fighting
with a waddy when the other bloke ain't looking, and think they're lucky
if they can get their arms around a few greasy old goanna-eatin' gins.
'I, ' concluded Mr. Blivens, 'am a typical Territorian'. 66

But if the honourable bushman could no longer be found in the literary or documentary
writings, he remained alive and well in adventure stories, women's romantic fiction and
children's books. Lucy Walker, doyenne of the Australian romance, set her books in 'the
outback'.

The

cover

notes

of

Master of Ransome

tell

us

that.

'Sara's

story

is

a

fascinating and romantic story, with its background the real Australia'. 67 It is hard to
know geographically where this real Australia is, since

there are references to Alice

Springs, Darwin, Adelaide and Perth, but the reader is told that Ransome Station is in
the 'North of Australia', 'The place of fascination and mystery; of crocodiles, pandanus,

62
63
64

Nolan, OucbtJck p.

89.

Ronan, Vision Splendid, pp.

35·40.

For example, Marty cheating at two-up, or the nobbling of the horses at the 'Ladies Bracelet' at the Border
races, Ronan, Vision Splendid, p. 77, 86, 232.

65
66
67

132, 195, 242, 259; 0.
1989 (1958)). pp. 101, 115, 209.

Ronan, Vision Splendid, pp.
Robertson,
Ronan,

Ruhen, Naked Under Capricorn (North Ryde: Angus &

Vision Splendid, p. 1 90.

Walker, MtJsrer of Ransome.
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floods and droughts. The place where, a hundred years ago, they said white men could
not live and stay

sane'.

68

The bushman

is epitomised

by the station

owner

Greg

Camden, whose face is 'bronzed', 'eyes were blue', says little, but has an 'unflinching
gaze'. 69 The heroine Sara, recognises that the freedom of the bushman was created by
the landscape:
she guessed the reason for this freedom was because of the tremendous
amount of initiative and independence each man on a cattle station was
called upon to show in his work every day. She knew enough of station
life ... to know there were hazards and enterprises in the everyday march
of events that men without individuality and enterprise would never be
able to face. Lonely struggles hanging to the horse's tail across swollen
rivers in the Wet. Endurance treks across shadeless, barren, waterless
plains in the Dry. They were the least of it. Stallion hunts, stampeding
cattle, cattle thieves... not to mention sickness and accident in remote
and unapproachable places.

70

Formula writers emphasised the rugged and the masculine, 'dry and leathery-face men,
unshaven, some with cigarettes drooping from their lips ... they had craggy jaws and
pale blue eyes which were set in brown skins seamed and wrinkled by the sun'. 71 The
7
Northern Territory of men and horses has become the province, ironically, of romance. 2
Mateship, has been supplanted by heterosexual love. Not only women's romances like
Eileen Finlay's Journey of Freedom (1950). Madelyn Palmer's Dead Fellah! (1961). the
Lucy Walker's series,

or Karen

Miller's Flying Doctor73 series

but men's

adventure

·'

romances such as Alan Chester's When the Blood Burns (n.d.). Geoffrey Cotterell's Tea
at Shadow Creek (1958), Jack Danvers' The Living Come First (1961). Charles Frances'
The Big One (1963), James Glennon's The Heart in the Centre (1960), Peter Knudsen's
The Bloodwood Tree (1962) or Morris West's The Naked Country (1960).

All of Edward Lindall' s adventure stories have a strong romantic theme which follows an
identical formula. There is a tough misanthropic hero, usually a bushman of some sort,
placed in proximity with a woman, usually from the city, and they are initially hostile
towards each other. As they face rigours of the Territory environment (and assorted

68
69

70
71

72

Walker, Master of Ransome, p.

17.

Walker, Master of Ransome, p. 24.
Walker, Master of Ransome, p. 45.
Barrett, The Gold of Lubra Rock, p. 13.
This construction of a

'

romant ic' heterosexual Out back continues popular. See for example,

D.

Cork's

Outback Rainbow (lond on : Mills & Boon, 1977) where Nicky Reay eventually wins the heart of laconic
misog ynist cattle station boss Jarratt Buch an ; ten years later, K. Allyne's Carp e ntaria Moon (london: Mills

&

Boon , 1987) t he

only real change has occurred in the heroine's occupation. Eden Challinor is no longer a

secretary or housekeeper, but has come to 'Arrun ga River' as 'Tourist Manager'.

73

Only some of the many 'Flying Doctor' romances appear to be actually set in the Northern Territory. Karen
Miller's series describe a fictional base 'Raggy Point Flying Doctor Service and its little Northern T errit ory

Hospi tal' ; K. Miller, Flying Doctor Urgenc (Sydney: Horwitz, 1963), cover notes; K. Miller, Call For che Flying
Doccor (Sydney : Horwitz, 1962); K. Miller, Flying Doctor Disappears (Sydney: H orwitz, 1963). K. Mitchell's
Flyin g Doctor series are almost all set outside the Territory (with the exception of Doccor in Darwin), as are
Michael Noonan's Flying Doctor seri es.
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villains) they begin to feel attracted to each other and eventually become sexual and
romantic partners: Lang Bowman begins as misogynist, lean, laconic and tough74 but by
the end of the trek to Arnhem Land he and Ruth have fallen in love; Sam Warden dislikes
the palaeontologist' s niece. Morgan Lithgow, but after they have been abandoned in the
desert they fall in love and decide to continue to look for fossilised remains rather than
return to civilisation;7 5 Crocodile shooter Greg Landers initially thinks ex-waitress Taffy to
be too superficial but after being hunted by killers they eventually find each other; 76 the
Northern Territory Native Welfare Patrol Officer in charge of the Walgut (a mysterious
and remote desert tribe) believes anthropologist Vanessa Jordan will cause trouble, but
after being abandoned in the desert by hostile claim jumpers they survive happily
together .77 In a

similar frame,

terrorism in north Australia

Edward Lindall' s The Last Refuge is an account of

by

a group of ex-university radicals who are violently

opposed to American interests in north Australia. The Peking-supported group, kill for
the pleasure of it while mouthing Chairman Mao to each other. The book ends with the
successful undercover ASIO agent rescued by the CIA agent to live happily ever after in
'the State of Capricorn', after the Northern Territory has been sold to the United States
of America as the fifty first state .78 But Lindall's construction was repeated by others. It
was no longer considered appropriate to have a dream-woman who waited back in the
city for the bushman. By now the dream-woman has become a partner in the field (albeit
with less voting rights) and an actual protagonist in the writing.

Before the war, the ideal of the bushman was simple mateship. But in this later period
mateship

brings a

great

deal

of

misfortune to the characters

of

Vision

Splendid.

Toppingham and Marty were such good mates that even when down on their luck and
broke during the Depression, they both refused work because they believed it would
leave the other stranded.79 Toppingham lost his chance to marry Stephanie because he
missed the appointment through looking after his drunken mate,

Billy Jaggers.80 In

Walker's, No Sunlight Singing, bush mates appear as little better than partners in crime,
perpetrating ugly acts of violence upon the Aborigines of the station. The bushmen are
an anarchic vigilante group whose violence brings about the deaths of Polly and Paddy.

74

For example, it takes Lang Bowman several weeks of sharing a camp site and
bring himself to call Ruth by name, Lindall. Northward the Coast, p.

75

125

pages before he can

E. Lind all, The Killers of Karawala (New York: William Morrow, 1 9 62).

76

E. Lind all, A Lively Form of Death (London: Constable,

77

E. Lindall. A Gathering of Eagles (Sydney: Collins,

78

Lindall, The Last Refuge, p. 155t.

79

Ronan, Vision Splendid, pp.

219-20.

Ronan, Vision Splendid, pp.

255-9.

80

125.

1972).

1970).
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Talking to mates about sex with Aboriginal women is a shared masculine ntual and part
of the pleasure gained lies in the boasting of conquests:
'Well, for mine, ' said Dick, 'anybody can have the whites, or the half
castes el(her for that matter. The blacks 'II do me. With these white
sheilas you never know where you are. You might muck around all night,
just about blowin ' a gasket, and then end up gettin · scrubbed. With a gin
you can b o wl her over any time you want, any way you like'. 81

Harney defended the practice as virile and natural: ' I n a land where white women were
as rare as a rocking horse in manure, and the Aboriginal girls ever around, what other
subject should one expect to find around the camp fire of a group of lusty young
men'. 82 Inter-racial violence, both sexual and non-sexual, continues to form a part of the
text, but unlike their pre-war counterparts, the heroes are often disgusted by or removed
from the act1on. 83
Children's stories continue to stress the adventure and the romance of the Territory
lifestyle and Aborigines,

though usually subordinate to the action,

are at least

mentioned. Richard Graves' Spear and Stockwhip ( 1 950) described the adventures of
'Stones' Flint who runs away from school and becomes a drover with a group of other
lads. A perceptible difference in the representation of post-war Aborigines with their pre
war counterparts is that · Darkie

·

and ' Baroopa' are permined to be courageous and

intelligent. Darkie is the son of an ANZAC hero and, at the end of the book, his
Aboriginal mother states that the boys must learn responsibility and 'have a greater
educat1on' 84 before taking up life as pastoralists. Olaf Ruhen's Corcoran 's the Name
( 1 956) is Similar as is Leslie Rees' Panic in the Cattle Country ( 1 974). Phyllis M . Powers,
although g1ving her Aboriginal characters a strange pidgin English to speak and referring
to them as · Abos ·, nevertheless points out that Ivy

IS

quite capable of looking after the

clinic 85 and that the Prince family is heavily reliant upon Timboora's exceptional skill in
the pastoral industry. 86 Tom Prince tells the lads that the reason that he has an amicable
relationship w1th his Aboriginal workers is because he respects their sacred sites.87

81

Walker. No Sunlrghr Smgi
ng p.

3 1. 1 60f.

176.

82

Harney, Concenc

83

For exa mple , the fmding of the body of the hanged Aborigine, M. Barrett , Srranger in Galah (London:
Longmans Green, 1958); the reactoons of the locals to Bart Hall's hired aggressors, Court. North o' Alice;

ro Lie in the Sun , p.

50.

the ugliness of Dr Stephen Lothgow's attotude to Big Harry, londall, The Killers of Karawala. etc.
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R.H. Graves, Spear and Stock whip: A Tale of the Territory (Sydney: Dymock's Book Arcade,
Power, Nursing in the Outback, p .

1 950).
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161.
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86

Power, Adventure m the Outback. p.

65.
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Power, Adventure in the Outback, p.
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Other writers present a more straightforward racism. Donald Barr, in an echo of the
Lemurian novels of the nineteenth century, like Michael Terry before World War II,
describes the Northern Territory, in particular Arnhem Land, as the site of the remains of
ancient civilisations. The heroes of Warrigal Joe ( 1 946) face the ·cannibal blacks in
Arnhem Land' to explore the hidden 'Lost City' with ancient tombs and cryptic writing.88
As well as the treasure of the Lost City, the explorers also find · a rich harvest of
bullroarers and other relics' which they pack up carefully to deposit in the Devon
Museum. 89 Allan Aldous' Doctor With Wings ( 1 960) although appearing on the surface
to be preoccupied with modernity, concentrating as it does on the impact of technology
upon the outback, contained much the same message of European racial superiority
inherent in the Territory lifestyle as the pre-war writers. Aldous, like Danielsson,
emphasises the ' Americanisation' of Alice Springs with its social role model that of a
'Wild West Town':
'Trouble is, ' said the doctor driving the car, 'we get too many American
Western films. The abos go for them in a big way. Lazy lot most of
them. Lounge around waiting for tourists to give 'em five bob for posing
for them while they click awav their rolls of Kodachrome'. 90

But some of the children's stories contained a less cliched interpretation of race
relations. Erie Wilson's Churinga Tales ends with the coming of the white man. The little
boy asks his uncle what happens after this. "' That is a story our Churinga can't tell
you," his uncle replied. and the little boy thought his voice sounded very sad. "But some
day you may know . " ' 9 1 Bengt Danielsson ' s Terry in Australia is an account of a visit of
a British family to a pastoral property near Alice Springs. This book offered a less
compromising interpretation of the Territory than suggested by Graves, Barr, Aldous or
Johns. The book attempted to raise some of the implications of European settlement of
the Northern Territory by looking directly at ' Aboriginal policy' which dispossessed
people from their land under pastoral lease restricting their access to ritual country. 92
Madelaine Duke's The Secret People, similarly, attempted to deal with some of the
prejudices and assumption� made about Aboriginal society. 93
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0. Barr. Wardgal Joe: A
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Barr, Warrigal Joe. p.
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Tale o f the Never-Never (Melbourne:
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wtth Wings (leicester: Brockhampton Press.
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But Britosh physocist, Dr Madelaine Duke, like Bengt Danielsson, was not an Australian and the indige nous

choldren' s
SecrtJt

e

lit ratu re remained much less critical of race relations in the Northern Territory, M. Duke,

PeopltJ (leocester: Brockhampton,

1 9 67).
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Writers confronted by the settlement of the once wild Territory resorted to mysticism in
their analysis, i n an effort to make the situation simpler for children. Joan Woodberry's
Come Back Peter suggested that the outback had ceased to exist as a geographical place

and was more a mental concept. Paul noted.
His mother thought that this was the Outback - the Never-Never - but he
knew that . . . the Outback did not start here. The men had gone Outback,
but wherever they were, the Outback itself still existed beyond the
horizon. You never got to the Outback; it was always in front of you,
beyond you, beckoning, tantalising, and when it could, destroying. 9 4

The tensrons frequently apparent in Territory writing appear in the children's literature.
Danielsson, Woodberry, Rex lngamells' Aranda Boy and James Vance Marshall's The
Children ( 1 959) and A Walk to the Hills of the Dreamtime ( 1 9 70) all present a disturbing

picture of Territory life where the implications of European settlement for Aborigines,
loneliness and hardship are not described in terms of the heroic pioneers but hark back
to a grimmer, Lawson-like tradition of the threatening nature of the landscape.
After the Second World War. all Australia seemed interested in Aborigines. Tom Ronan
lamented that the heroism of the European pioneer had been subsumed by this interest:
He saw . . . that a man named B. Lannigan had died in Fossicker's Creek
from fever. Poor old Barney! In Canada or Texas they'd write songs and
poems about a man like him. In Australia the southern papers would
sooner devote their news columns to an account of some full blood abo,
who 'd been made a parson or learned to play the piano. 95

But in the literature, the new bushmen had a place for Aborigines, and not necessanly as
subordinate. Block Bryan who was portrayed by Ronan as the true bushman, (competent
at h i s job. can fight and win against any man. unlucky in love) is criticised for his
recognrtion of Aboriginal stock workers. 96 Harney's

bushman

is

haunted

by an

Aborigrnal sprrrt. 97 In this penod. is the begrnnrng of the belief that non-Aboriginal people
are outsiders in the Territory. Writers express a fear that the landscape has the power to
cause moral and physical . degeneration . The debilitating or slackening influence of the
environment is, at one level, a euphemism for sexual contact with Aborigines. In Rusty
Bugles

when Vic is refused leave, his mates are made anxious because of his

resignation, 'It's a pleasant way to rot in the sun sitting on an anthill'. 9 8 Ronan too
noted the fear that the Territory landscape could somehow subsume the European
culture, that it provided a degenerating, slackening influence:
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It's the g_reat�st land in the world bar Scotland. But if you don't guard
yourself 1t will get you. It hates the white man because he is trying ro
alter a way of life that hasn't changed since the Ice Age. And it takes its
revenge of him by tempting him to forswear his o wn God and follo w the
creed of "no matter" and "bye and bye" . . . The north has got better men
than you; better men than me . . . So don 't let yourself get careless in the
little things. That will help you to keep up ro the mark in the big ones. 99

The bushman's heroic experiences cannot by now be separated from Aborigines but a
new dimension in this interaction, is the beginning of recognition that Aborigines have
rights to the land that may over-ride any of the new-comers' claims. Ronan particularly,
felt the Territory to be Aboriginal, rather than non-Aboriginal land. Vision Splendid
finished on a mournful note that despite technological improvements in opening up the
country,
the 'North · - the 'Never-Never' - Australia's Backyard, its unwanted child
- the 'Land of A nomalies '. All it wants to make it flourish is the sort of
faith that w1JI make people come here, not to make a pile and get our they won't anyway: make a pile, I mean - but come here to stay.
No one seems to do that. No one bar the old black fello w. And that is
why the black fellow will win out in the end. 100

This fear. that the Territory was not really the place for white people, had been
expressed in the earlier novels but few put it as explicitly as did Ronan. The notion of
'g1ving it back' is ment1oned. Cynthia Nolan quoted a bushman as saying, "'I dunno," he
was saying moodily, "the way Australia's going the bloody politicians'll wreck this
country. I t ' d be better to give it back to the aborigines, with apologies.'" 1 0 1 Coralie and
Leslie Rees suggest to Pastor Albrecht. 'Giving Australia back to the black man?' 102
This incorporation of Aborigines within the cultural context seems to have come about in
part because of a heightened awareness of their presence through the occupation of the
Northern Territory by armed forces during the war, but also because of the recognition
that the Aborigines were not dying out. The post-World War II period, then. saw white
Australians attempting to place Aborig1nes into some kind of understandable context.
Although the assimilation program initiated in 1 9 3 9 had been interrupted by the war, i n
the post-war period the process of white Australia attempting to accommodate
Aboriginal Australians in a political sense had begun. An important part of this process
was reflected in the depiction of Aborigines in literature. In children ' s literature, comics
and thrillers, the Northern Territory was still portrayed as populated by wild Aborigines.
an image which persisted for a surprisingly long time. Edward LindaU's Northward the

99

100
101
102

Ronan, Vision Splendid, p . 1 6 .
Ronan, Vision Splendid, p p . 1 9 1 , 347 .
Nolan, OutbtJck

p. 101 .

Reee, Spinifex WalktJbout p . 264.

204

Coast for example, depicts the Abong1nes as corroboree danc1ng pr1m1t1ves who work.

themselves into

a

hypnotic frenzy of ecstasy and

lust. l 0 3

Poet M1lan

Vod•cka wrote.

In the tropical wet-season when it heavily rains

and the future with nature grows near still in slo w progress of new frontier, the Aboriginals
remains of Pintubis tribe, boomerang and spear. 104

The plots of both James Vance Marshall's novels. The Children and A Walk to the Htlls
of the Dreamtime rely upon the Territory being the home for tribes of wandermg nomads

who have no contact with Europeans: 'Among the secret water-holes of the Australian
desert his people had lived and died, unchanged and unchangmg, fo r twenty thousand
years'. 105 But the post-war period brought writers to the Territory who were

•nterested

in documenting the changing political status of Aborigmes and at the same t1me
attempting to 'understand' the 'Aboriginal proble m · . The ·stone age· legacy

persevered

as a clear indicator that white Australians were still struggling to contextuahse the
Aboriginal experience.
Recognition of the injustices of the colonial legacy were expressed by a small number

of

writers who painted an equivocal picture of race relations. I n Adventure in the Outback .
. for example,

the Aborigines from

' Prince's

Soak'

pastoral

lease

attack

uran•um

prospectors who trespass on a sacred site. The Police Officer Molloy comments
'disgustedly', 'I hate having to arrest these wtld chaps because they don't really
understand what it's all about, but at the same time they can't

be

allowed to

go

throwing spears at people'. 1 0 6 I n Terry in Australia the actions and attitudes of the
pastoralist,

White,

are explicit criticism of the newcomers lack of sens1t1v1ty to

Aborigines' prior claim to the land. Granny points out to him,

' w P.

are the1r guests ' . 1 0 7

The recognition of Aboriginal spirituality and rights to land were not, however. over
riding concerns of the majority of authors who still continue to view Abong•nes as
examples of 'primitive man', that

IS,

with no concept of property nghts.

In this period, Aboriginal skills are presented as something that clever white people could
pick up quite quickly. Mary learns an Aboriginal language .n a matter of days. 108
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'Warrigal Joe' has all the skills of the Aboriginal bushmen. 109 Non-Aboriginal bushman
can also appropriate Aboriginal spirituality. Keith Willey commented that after death, old
bushmen go to 'the blackfellow dreaming place' . 1 1 0 Edward Lindall's heroes have learnt
the secrets of survival from the Aborigines. But it is not only in the popular accounts
that assume that it is a relatively straightforward matter to acquire Aboriginal expertise.
That kind of assumption is also inherent in the many collections of Aboriginal mythology;
a European author. it is presumed, can simply listen to the stories from Aboriginal
informants and then write them down, polishing the language a bit prior to publication to
make

1t

understandable to a European audience. In the previous period. the protagonists

learnt to be true bushmen just from interaction with the landscape, by now, Aborigines
are responsible for influencing Europeans in their relationship to landscape:
I found that blanket branded "Alice Springs "

and made my bed with it in stones and sand
where like a lyre the casuarina sings
across a region like a shrivelled hand.
And I, too, lost it in some place, for then
possessions wearied me, and it seemed best
to travel light and clean as other men
who tramped towards a campfire in the west;
who came and made their fires beside those scant
water-holes where thin acacias dream
and painted finches drink, or the hesitant
red-gold-ringleted lorikeets swoop and scream. 1 1 1

Writers were fond of juxtaposing elements of European technology from the 'Atomic
Age' with Aborigines from the primitive 'Stone Age'. M . E . Patchett's The Venus Project
with the rather silly plot of fish people from Venus hijacking Russian space ships and
flying to Australia. relished the contrast: 'What a picture! Here we are chewing like
stone-age men in the middle of stone-age country, and just over there is the ultimate
triumph of our civilization waiting for u s ! ' 1 1 2 But even Beth Dean and Victor Carell,
remark upon the skill of, ·A Stone Age man in his own environment, pitting his skill,
patience and speed against nature for his daily needs'. 1 1 3 They note that 'experts' on
Aborigines no longer assert that they are a dying race, 'their culture - their age old
beliefs and customs . . . all these are dying . . . and will, in a few more too short years,
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vanish altogether and be lost to us forever'. 1 1 4 Frederick Macartney's poem ' Didjeridoo'
expresses much the same sentiments. 1 1 5
This belief in the death of Aboriginal culture (as opposed to the Aborigines themselves)
was noted by some of the commentators. Unlike the pre-war writers who were more
willing to ascribe supernatural powers to Aborigines, in this period there tends to be a
disparagement of mystical leanings. A part of this is the notion that Aborigines are
politically, socially and spiritually powerless. It is inconceivable therefore, in this perrod,
that Aboriginal spirituality could have any impact upon non-Aboriginal people. Leslie and
Coralie Rees report peanut farmer Bill Parry ·disparaged the power of the 'singing'. "Of
course there's nothing in it, " he said. "The blackfellow thinks there is - they're very
superstitious.'" 1 1 6 A view, incidentally, he was not able to pass on to his sons by
Aboriginal mothers. Bill Parry Junior has become a feared traditional 'Lawman' on the
Daly River. 1 1 7
The inevitability of assimilation was reinforced by the image of Aboriginal culture as
degenerate. Woodberry's Irish servant Biddy in Come Back Peter mourns that, ' N obody
could make the magic any more' . 1 1 8 Mahrdei, l(yle-Little's charismatic witchdoctor in
Whispering Wind, although dominating much of the narrative, is by the end of the book.

dead. 1 1 9 Again in the sense of something past or forgotten, the children of Ann Wells'
Men of the Honey Bee are not particularly spiritual. but the old father, Daragulil, is

represented as a gifted telepathic. 120 Elspeth Huxley, visiting the Tiwi, found that the
'Pukamani has shrivelled to a half-hearted caper held at the weekend so as not to
interfere with working hours' . 1 2 1 Willinja the Sorcerer, in Morris West's The Naked
Country laments that
so far there was no young man fit and ready to undergo the ritual death
and assume the burden of his power and kno wledge. Perhaps there never
would be. More of the young bucks were drifting away to the white
man's towns, to the homesteads and ro the prospector's camps . . . one
day there were only old ones left, shrivelled women squatting in the
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sand, toothless ancients mumbling at lily roots because they could no
longer ear the strong meat of the hunters • 1 22

lon ldriess, perhaps not surprisingly, is st1ll reiterating his pre-war formula of Aboriginal
telepathy and magic, which is the main thread of The Vanished People ( 1 955). 12 3 But
despite this, most of his examples are from the Kimberley, Cape York or New Guinea
and the book is disjointed and difficult to follow. Edward Lindall's Northward the Coast
does not actually state that Aborigines are magical, although Mary is more sensitive to
Ruth's warmth for Lang when there is little evidence of this to anyone else. 1 24 To
European commentators i n this period, Aboriginal magic i s synonymous with either a
remote 'Dream time' past or simply ignorance. In Adventure in the Outback, Uncle Tom
tells Bert. 'Anything the abo doesn't understand is immediately put down to magic'. 1 2 5
Europeans are sometimes presented as saving the Aborigines from their dark spiritual
world:
I was taken from a black s ' camp only just in time to save me from the

fear of black magic, but I learned enough to know that it haunts the
black man all his life. No white man can understand it - its power, irs
terror! It was a horrible thing to my mother. She could never escape it,
not even at her death. Sometimes my wife and I are afraid we might go
back to the tribe. Only your kind treatment o f us - treating us as white
people - and our reading keeps us from it. 1 2 6

Other writers too emphasised a construction o f Aboriginal 'traditional' life that was
unpleasant or violent, particularly towards women. 1 2 7 Although only a limited value was
placed by the writers on the practices and customs of remote Aborigines, there remained
a tendency to disparage Aborigines who were clearly adopting aspects of European
society. (The only exception to this arises from the assistance Aborigines gave the
Australian service people during the war. 1 2 8 ) Johnny Jingo in Danger on the Map
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illustrates the duality. Johnny is portrayed as an infantile 1diot for much of the novel. but
he changes dramatically aher the party is forced to march across Arnhem Land:
He was no longer the grinning, amiable black ready to do the Dook 's
bidding at so much as the raising of a finger. He was now the
blackfello w in his o wn domain, alert, cunning, and filled with a strange
natural dignity. His primeval aboriginal blood was dominant in the
wilderness; it was the blood of his ancestors, long used to scratching
existence from a barren land and contending for very life with their
natural enemies, drought, snakes, crocodiles and hostile tribes. 129

lan Mudie's Northern Territory poems, particularly 'Ambo, Alligator River Tribesman'
also attempted to show the fracture between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal soc1et1es. 130
Aborigines living apart from European settlement were seen as cleverer, more lnteresttng
or, at very least. happier than those in close proximity. In Peter Devlin: Buffalo Hunter
( 1 973). when the boys protest about the lack of wages and poor conditions expenenced
by Aborigines in the Northern Territory pastoral industry, the practice is defended on the
grounds that Aborigines were much happier and better off than now, 'they had a greater
dignity than most of the mob that now hang around the fringes of the towns and get
boozed up on the wages they earn' . 1 3 1

Coralie and Leslie Rees considered the

_ Aborigines fr�m the more remote areas as inheritors of a purer cultural tradition. 1 3 2
But more than simply praising a remote Aboriginal lifestyle, the authors described
Aborigines who were not living a 'traditional' life, in terms that s uggested they were bad
or morally despicable. The old bushman, Joe, in Keith Willey's Joe Bro wn's Dog, Bluey,
found the bush Aborigines with, 'their spare, tough bodies and the equally uny1elding
quality of their natures. the living expression of the desert which he loved' yet
disapproved of the 'hangers-on in towns and cattle stations ' . 1 3 3 Dean and Carrell found
the Aborigines of Bagot Compound in Darwin, 'idle, gambling, and thirsty for strong
drink' 134 while on the Daly they merely subsist on white rations. 1 35 John Greenway sa1d
contemptuously,
i
who
f was soon to travel . . . among the fringe-dwelling aborignes
squatted on the edges of white settlemen ts. Mostly they were beaten
people - beaten, I think, not so much by the whites as by themselves. f
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could never bring myself ro laugh along w1th the1r old men. fortv vears
exiled from their tribes to save their penes from the stone knde. vn en
i characteristic h1gh g1ggle, "I nebber bm cut De v
they bragged with th er
.

nebber catch me!" They nebber bin cut. Rubb1sh they were thought ro oe
by the desert people, and rubbish they were. 1 36

But this dislike of Aborigines selectively adoptmg European pract•ces posed a log•st•cal
and unresolvable problem for the authors who were also influenced by the current
assimilation policy. Few writers actually challenged the assumption that the ass•m•latiOn
of Aboriginal culture within a broader white Austrafra soc•ety was

benef•c•al to

Aborigines although for many the support was qualified. Douglas Lockwood found

that

being in a party which made first contact with t h e Pintub1 'one o f the most exc•t•ng
episodes of my career in the A u stra l ian outback' . 1 3 7 Tom

Ro n a n asserted t h a t

Abor•gmal

association with the pastoral industry was beneficial. 1 38 Rex lngamells d•d not quest•on
the assumption that contact with white people tmproved the lot of Terntory Abongmes.
but stressed that the Europeans must be 'good' and 'help' Abongrnes. 1 3 9
But other writers were not so optimistic. Charles and Elsa Chauvel recognrsed that
association with Europeans had not improved life for many Abongines. 1 40 Elliott put •t
more simply. After a loud clap of thun d er Sammy says, 'The boongs reckon t h a t ' s the
sound of the gods getting wild'. Ot answers h i m , · Jeez. they got enough to be angry
about'. 1 4 1 Cynthia and Sidney Nolan were critical of European admmrstrat•on of the
Aborigines which they asserted maintained a double standard. 1 42

In No Sunlight Singmg

the system of employing Aborigines was depicted as little bener than an open mandate
for physical and sexual abuse of the labour force. 14 3
But if there was pessimism expressed by some as to the likelihood of success of the
Federal or Territory administration to oversee the mechanics of the as s • m i l a t•on policy.
that left only the Church to do better. Generally the missions were wholesale advocates
for the assimilation policy. Father Gsell employed the iconoclastic approach of pay•ng

a

'bride price' to acquire female children for the mrssion by intimatrng that he requ•red a
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wife. 144 Gradually by control of the access to material goods and marriage partners. the
mission was able to assume all the ma1n functions of the T1wi community: food. health.
education and eventually spiritual beliefs. Secular writers tended to be somewhat
trenchant in this period about the role of the missions. Tom Ronan was cmical of the
influence of the mission stations, arguing that Mission Aborig1nes 'treated any wh1te
man in authority with a sort of servile familiarity'. 145 Although Harney deplored the
conditions the missionary settlements created 146 he had an implicit faith in the
assimilation program which he saw as tied up with success at conversion. 147 But
whether missionary or government agent, the agenda was still the same. Non-Aboriganal
people hoped to achieve equality by promoting a nationally homogenous culture above
the concerns of minority groups.
Separating children from their Aboriginal families to be raised in mission or government
institutions was generally seen as a good thing. Although the Rees disapproved of Alice
Springs' 'degenerate Rainbow Town, which was a mile of galvanised-iron shacks
housing much of the aboriginal and part-aboriginal population' 148 they felt that Croker
Island 'part-white' Methodist mission, 'had the air of a holiday resort ' . The Rees
described a child who waited in excited anticipation for a visit from her mother. When
her mother stepped from the plane the child exclaimed in disappointment, 'That's not my
mother . . . That's only a gin ' . 149 'Yorkie' Walker was more critical. No Sunlight Singing
depicted quite a different picture from the 'holiday resort' atmosphere of the Rees'
experience. The Ouiveseys, in charge of 'Kuralla' ' halt-caste' mission, are portrayed as
vainglorious petty tyrants who work their charges ceaselessly, the whole role of the
mission being to turn out housemaids for European Territorians. 150
' H alf-castes' were seen as something very separate from Aborigines and their non
Aboriginal heritage tended to be emphasised. The act of physically removing children
from their mothers was mirrored in the writing as authors sought to distance the 'half
castes' from their Aboriginal familie$. The Rees were told by the Director of Native
Affairs, Frank Moy, that 'half-caste' has a 'bad taste' and why not use ' part-white'? He
then told them that it was no hardship for the mothers to part with their children
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because 'there wasn't a

great deal of affection for coloured children by

aboriginal

mothers'. 151 Commentators wrote about 'the real aborigines', finding 'part-aborigines' in
some way not

authentic. 152

'Half-castes'

found themselves part

of a

political

and

legislative anomaly which became the theme of several books. Jack Danvers' The Living
Come First has as its main character, Johnny Austral who had an Aboriginal mother and
a European father. It is clear from the text that Johnny's frustrations are in a large part
due to not being accepted as a European. Johnny tells his sweetheart,
'What gets me,

Cherry, is that it's so rottenly unfair.

The white race

made us, and now the white race won't have us. My father was some
roaming swaggy who wandered into an abo camp with a couple of
bottles of plonk. I was the result. The responsibility rests on him, not on
my mother. She was a poor, dumb lubra who didn't know any better.
The whites made me, and now the whites kick me in the face'. 153

Unlike the family in No Sunlight Singing,

it is apparent that there is no Aboriginal

alternative for Johnny to embrace. The parameters of the book suggest there is only the
lifestyle of a European or going to the bad. Johnny's foster father states. 'half-castes
often are inferior ... We know half-caste boys often become thieves or drunks, and many
half-caste girls sluts'. 154 Johnny is dealt with, in a vacuum as it were, with no blood
family on the scene, European or Aboriginal. Mick, in F.J. Mcleod's Womba is similarly
presented as 'abandoned'.155 Nugget in Country of the Dead has a family, but they are
of limited help to him. He finds solace with the old Aboriginal men yet is destined to be
disappointed because 'The old fellas must all die soon ... The desert is not the same.
Soon the white men will bring the cattle our here, too. Then the dancing-grounds will
not be any more'.156 Jet in the Peter Devlin series too appears to have no family and
must

stand alone,

'You're a

bridge,

Jet.

You

share two worlds'.157

construction, of Aboriginal children completely without family,
Gunn's of Bett-Bett,
assumption

j ustified

and suggests Aboriginal parents were

This

kind

of

is similar to Jeannie

uncaring. This

kind

of

the widespread institutionalisation thought appropriate for many

Aboriginal children with European kin.

As Tamsin Donaldson has pointed out, the product of individuals 'descended from both
locals and invaders ... produces people who are a potential challenge to the very terms,
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and terminology, of the colonial encounter' . I 58 In the writing is a suggestion that 'half
castes' will become a threat to non-Aboriginal settlement in a way that Aborigines were
not:
The bitches breed like rabbits when they get mated with a white man . . .
You mark m y words: before long this country would b e stiff with yeller
fellers, give them their way. And the yeller-feller will run the white man
into the ground one day.
them. 159

Lying, sneaking,

thieving rats

the

lot of

Although it is clear that the post-war assimilation policy had a strong hold on Territory
attitudes both personally and in policy, there was a definite sense that Territorians were
moving towards rather than actually achieving an assimilated ideal. Many of the writers
use language which stresses the transitOry aspect of the policy, a progression. Leslie
and Coralie Rees Quote Frank Moy, Director of Native Affairs, who stated that, 'Neither
whites not blacks are evolved enough for' unsegregated schooling. 1 60 Elspeth Huxley, in
a revealing choice of metaphor, stated that the object of the settlement at Snake Bay on
Melville Island was, 'to wean the aborigines away from the breast-milk of dependence
on to a sieved money economy'. 1 6 1
After the period covering roughly the first half of the century, where women rarely
entered the writing and the emphaSIS was almost entirely on the masculine experience,
the reader of post-war Territory wrrting is likely to find some mention of women in the
writing. Children's literature of this period tended to ignore or minimise the roles of
women although Phyllis M . Power was an exception. Sister Hannah is capable and
confident, Mary is a brilliant and courageous pilot who can fix any machinery. Mrs
Snowdon drives a truck competently, tutors the boys in correspondence and can leap
QUICkly into a tree when pursued by an angry steer. ·Just watch the lubras ride, they're
even better than the men, and don't they just love the work' says A I to the new-chum
Bert. 1 62 Mary Patchett too had a female as well as male hero in her Festival of Jewels
( 1 9 68) which descrrbed two children who foiled international jewel robbers on the road

to Darwin. But as in the earlier depictions of women in Northern Territory writing,
assertiveness and success was largely judged by an ability to assume a masculine role.
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Captain W.E. Johns has no women in his Territory 'Biggles' books. less because of the
outback mythology than because Johns apparently believed ·Boys hate the introduction
of girls into their storie s ' . 1 6 3 Joan Woodberry's female characters in Come Back Peter
are almost universally unable to function i n the Territory outback. Paul's mother

IS

on

the edge of a nervous breakdown after the premature death of her son Peter. Johnn1e
Moran ' s mother is sick and unable to cope while her husband is away. The Irish maid.
old Biddy, is nostalgic for her early days on the station. James Vance Marshall's A Walk
to the Hills of the Dreamtirne has a female protagonist who is locked in a cross-cultural

struggle with a magical Aboriginal elder after the two children have been found by an
Aboriginal group wandering lost in the desert. Although Sarah wins the cross-cultural
debate with the assertion of the power of the Christian magic, she loses her life in the
process. Richard Graves' Spear and Stock whip contains few references to women,
although of the only female mentioned Tom remarks admiringly, 'they're tough, these
northern women' . 1 64 Bengt Danielsson's Terry in Australia, like Phyllis Power' ' O utback'
novels has very positive female role models. Granny and Elizabeth rescue Terry and his
father after their vehicle breaks down. Granny wins the Alice Springs Queen's Birthday
shooting competition and the tall tales competition with her stories of the sea and
dynamiting cattle rustlers from an aeroplane. 165 But Danielsson 's book perhaps reflects
the Swedish cultural influence rather than Australian.
White women, when they are mentioned in adult literature, are frequently depicted in the
role of guardians of order and social form. Aboriginal women, in keeping with the theme
of the depiction of intra-Aboriginal relationships generally, are described in ways that
suggest a down-trodden aspect. This is often mentioned a s a contrast to the
emancipatiOn that European women i n the post-war period are supposedly enjoying.
Sexual relations between Aboriginal women and European men once again emerge as

a

top1c of literary discussion, with writers tending to focus either on the exploitative or
accepted nature of these relationships. But it was still a

widespread belief that the

'outback' conditions were too harsh for a European woman. But the main point of note
really, is that women actually do appear in the writing. This fact notwithstanding,
Cynthia Nolan commented dryly, · A quite erroneous opinion, generally held in the cities,
is that wives on these outback stations are eager to have a visit from another white
woman'. 1 66 Cynthia Nolan noted that a white female visitor was frequently resented
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since it meant ' unnecessary extra efforts' . The implication of this is that the arrival of a
female visitor meant that the station woman had to then reveal the suppressed womanly
side of her personality and demonstrate competence at female arts rather than
conforming to a masculine competence as 'one of the boys'.
Two accounts of the Territory by women in this period show a revival of the Jeann1e
Gunn images with an strong emphasis on the process by which the women acclimatise
to the harsh outback conditions. Elisabeth George described the life of Henrietta Pearce
and the ways she adapted to bush life in Two At Daly Waters learning to cook, camp
out. coming to appreciate Aboriginal society and cope with the harshness of climate. 1 6 7
Nancy Polishuk declared a t her first sight of their block o f land on the Daly River, ' I feel
like a real pioneer now'. She is surprised when she spends six weeks in Darwin after the
birth of her son Peter to find herself, 'pining and sighing wistfully for the Daly'. Life on
the Daly River stresses the extremes of the climate and much of the book is taken up by

a description of the big floods of 1 95 7 . 1 6 8 These two books once more establish
European women in the pioneering mould but equally there is a preoccupation with
description of domestic routine 1 6 9 which reflects the pnorities of gender roles in the
post-war period. Henrietta Drake-Brockman ' s play, Men Without Wives also celebrates
the battl1ng pastoralist' s wife in the character of Mrs. Bates and her ' heart of gold' as
opposed to Mrs. Abbott from the town who has yet to learn the lessons of the
landscape. 170 In a less serious mode, this theme of the city woman who follows her
husband to the Territory and learns to survive the experience occurs in the romantic
novels as well. 1 7 1
The usual way European women were presented, was as pioneering home-makers. Harry
Griffiths. missionary with the Methodist Inland Mission summed up the general feeling

in

a tribute to 'the handful of European women' who came north 'to make a home for
husband and family'. 1 7 2 The stereotypical view of European Territorian women was
provided by Dean and Carrell who approvingly described Margaret Dodds, a school
teacher from Mainoru station. who gave her Aboriginal housemaids English lessons, 1 7 3
or 'quiet unassuming' Mrs. Lear, 'in complete charge of the station' and 'often alone'. 1 74

1 67

E. George. Two At Daly Waters (Melbourne: Georgian House,

168

Pohshuk

& Lockwood,

Life on the Daly River. pp.

For example George, Two Ac Datv Wacers, pp.

1 70

H. Drake·Brockman, Men Wrthouc Wives: and Other

171

Such as. for example, Coralie

GriHiths, An AustrtJiitJn Adventure, p. 68.

1 73

Dean & Carell, Dusc lor che Dancers, p.

49.

Dean & Carell, Dust for rhe Dancers, p.

89.

1 74

301,

33. 44 , 56, 76, 98!. 125.

4 7, 69. 731.

169

1 72

1945), pp.

30!;

Polishuk & Lockwood. Life on the Daly River, pp.

Plays (Sydney: Angus

& Robertson,

Baker and her Flying Doctor husband Noel. Miller's

461.

1 955 ).

Flying Docror Disappears.

215

Harry Griffiths admired the way Mrs McGoogan, station manager's wife, insisted that
everyone dressed nightly for dinner. She trained her Aboriginal staff to wait on the table
in b lack dresses, white aprons and caps for special occasions. This, Griffith stated, had
the function of showing 'the Territory-born how the "other half " lived' . 175 Women ' s
observance of social rituals had the effect of alienating that section of society which did
not observe them. I n Vision Splend1d when Toppingham helps a drunken M arty at the
B order races, he is too late and too dirty to attend 'a party at which ladies were to be
present ' . 176 Ronan subscribed to the traditional pre-war Territory values where mateship
and a love of adventure were idealised above heterosexual relationships. Billy Jaggers,
from Vision Splendid, allowed Ronan to lampoon the bushman's traditional disgust for
women in the Territory:
He'd thought he'd be sorry to leave the Territory, but when things got
that way at a place like Big Knob that a man couldn 't walk ten yards on a
dark night wirhout being half strangled by a clothes-line full of pants and
petticoats, it was time to give the bush away completely. 1 7 7

S o it 1 s an irony when he is robbed o f all h i s savings b y h i s sister.
Ted Strehlow payed tribute to the strength of the bush woman in the portrayal of the
character of the wife of the owner of Horseshoe Bend statiOn, Ruby Elliot. 178 She i s
descnbed as powerful and resourceful but with the ability to accommodate Aboriginal
experience 179 and the power to revitalise and regenerate men she came into contact
with , both Gus Elliot and also the dying Carl Strehlow. 180 I n keeping with the prevailing
stereotype, her competence

in

the saddle and at station work was seen in no way to

threaten her femmine power. Playwright Suzanne Spunner has seen in Strehlow's
construction,

a

rationalisation

Streh low's

of

own

personal circu mstances of the

abandonment of his first wife, for his younger new love, Kathleen. 1 8 1 But Strehlow's
Ruby Elliot was clearly an unusual case. Other wri ters emphasised the pedestrian nature
of Territory gender relations. Elspeth Huxley described heterosexual activity in Alice
Springs: 'The art of pleasing men seems to lie more in glossing over or disguising sex
than in emphasismg it . . . Most of the women . . . accept, their lot. count thei r blessings
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and let it go at that ' . 1 8 2 Tom Ronan described why such liaisons sometimes failed: 'one
of those marriages where the wife couldn't live in the north, or the husband earn a
decent living anywhere else'. 183
A contrast to the picture of a few brave women enduring the harsh outback conditions
can be found in the romantiC fiction. Lucy Walker's descnption of Ransome Stat1on is
almost overwhelming in the number of women described: the heroine, Sara. the
scheming

cousin

Julie,

Greg's

sister,

Marion,

the

avaricious

Mrs

Camden,

the

housekeeper Mrs Whittle who is acknowledged ruler of the house; even the ringers are
married. There is no place for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal sexual liaisons in women's
romantiC fiction. Despite the number of European women present in the story, there 1s
evidence of a masculine ritualistic code of behaviour. 184 Clearly it is a part of romantic
Territory mythology that women occupy a special position located apart from the world
of gambling, dnnking and stockwork which appear to be exclusively masculine pursuitS.
Women are only visible when they are in the kitchen. Part of the pleasure for Sara on
Ransome Stat1on anses from the fact that the drudgery of household management is
performed by mentally infantile but cheerful Aborigmal assistants. 185 This transparent
Quality of women is evident in Walker's The Man from the Outback as well. Although
the taciturn but wildly attractive hero, Kane Manners declared at Mari's arrival that. 'No
white woman has been on this station for twenty years' 186 as the novel progresses. in
blatant contradiction. the reader is introduced to many women. white and black.
When a European woman was portrayed in literature. aside from the Jeannie Gunn
plucky station woman, it was usually as a controller of the domestic sphere. This was
heralded by the Christian m1ssionaries as feminist emancipation as, 'girls brought up and
educated on the m1ss1on tend to become more independent when it comes to marrying:
they insist of choosing their own husbands' . 187 Even Ann Wells' Men of the Honey Bee.
published comparatively recently, expressed with confidence that European contact had
resulted

m

Aboriginal emancipation. Darangui, who learns English and becomes a school

teacher, declares to his brothers after a dispute over who will marry Lindirij after
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Maingala's death that, 'There is coming a new law in this country, and in th1s new law a
woman has the right to her own decision in a matter such as this·. 188
The 1 950s emphasis on home and housework was the predictable response of
Australian society to renegotiate the nuclear family and re-settle women out of the work
force after the relatively free conditions they experienced during the war. Lucy Wal ker
gives Mari, the heroine of The Man from Outback, (the antithesis of romance!) a full
page description of the electrical appliances and layout of the kitchen at Ninna-Warra. 189
This was set against a back-drop of disdain for 'traditional'

Aboriginal

culture.

Europeans. partiCularly European women, asserted with great confidence a disli ke of
Aboriginal gender relations and th e notion that conforming to white Australian social
norms was of great benefit to Aboriginal women. Hilda Wurst of Hermannsburg argued
that,

' Before they were influenced by Christian teaching the women

were very

downtrodde n ' . 190 Elsa Chauvel described ' M in Min' ' a superb young native' ' I hoped she
would marry one of the [European ) stockmen, for then her lite would be easier'. 1 9 1 I n
this atmosphere of male Aboriginal sexual exploitation, it is interesting that North ward
the Coast is the only boo k from this period which suggests th at European women were

at the risk of sexual abuse from Aboriginal men. 192 But then Lindall is one of the few
authors in this period who mentions the sexual relationships of European women at
ai J . 1 9 3
Women idealised as domestic home-ma kers. meant that discussions of sex in literature
tend to be limited either to a purely masculine ritual or as expressed by women's
relationship to children. This period marked a certain coyness in discussion of matters
relating to sex (with European women). In Elliott's Rusty Bugles, the play dealt only
obliquely with European heterosexual relations (perhaps not surprisingly given Elliott's
own sexual orientation). There are no female characters but they are present as idealised
figures (Rita H ayworth) 194 or as g1rl-friends or wives. Film stars prove more reliable than
the real-life women. The s.cene where Mac's daughter, A l ice, writes that her mother is

188

Wells. Men o f the Honey Bee, p.

189

Walker. The Man from Outback. p.

190
191
192

Rees, Spinrfex Walkabout p.
Chauvel, Walkabout, p.

202.
12.

259.

191.

L1ndall, Norrhwtud the Coasc, p.

183; the poss1b1lity that

Abongmal tracker, Merara, raped Barbara W1nn1ng

is raised, R.W. Hunter's The Innocent Savage {Sydney: HorwitZ.
he is innocent.

193

196 3 ( 1 960)),

but we, the readers. know

Although the women usually become the lovers o f the heroes. b y the tater Lindall, Norrhward the Coast and
Death and the Maiden !London: Constable, 1 9 7 31, whtte women are portrayed as sexually vulnerable to the
predat1ons of males. particularly Oearh and the Maiden where the hero1ne is raped by Billo the (white)
stat1on hand.

194

Ellion, Rusty Bugles, p.

28.

218

pregnant again is full of pathos as after the congratulations, everyone realises that Mac
could not be the father. 1 95 The cheerful Ot. who keeps a garden and does everyone
else's work to earn enough money to get married, forgoes h1s leave when h1s girlfriend
Dawn writes that she has married someone else. 1 9 6 But this sexual idealisation of
European women was comparatively rare in the writing.
Although European women's sexual behaviour was not an 1ssue under discussion in this
period, in contrast. Aboriginal women's sexual behaviour was of primary interest to
many of the writers. White women were depicted as controlling Aboriginal women's
sexual behaviour, particularly with European men. Mrs. McGregor in Vision Splendid had
a reputation as a 'gin shepherd' and locked the housemaids in the bathroom each night
which had the result that it was difficult to keep male staff. 197 Mrs. Foster from No
Sunlight Singing turned a blind eye to the sexual exploitation of Aboriginal female staff,

but sent them to Darwin if there was any tangible evidence of sexual relations. 198 After
Marnner marnes a European woman, in Naked Under Capricorn, his wife Monica is
vindictive towards his Aboriginal family and eventually, taking advantage of Marriner's
absence from the station. drives them from their country. Sexual relationships are
presented 1n the texts as a way for Aboriginal women to gain power. The terrorists of
LindaII' s The Last Refuge (who for the most part are moving in a Northern Terntory that
seems almost enwely devoid of any Aboriginal population) approve of the custom of the
Abongmes who use 'wife lending' as a means of watching over the activities of a
stranger. 1 9 9 Harney suggested that European men could also be 'Gin shepherds',
jealously guarding the Aboriginal women they had sexual relations with. 200
The two sides to the issue of sexual relations between Aboriginal women and European
men. the contract or exploitation dichotomy, were again explored by the writers of this
period. The notion that Aboriginal women and European men established contractual
sexual relationships for mutual benefit,

(as had been noted by Sowden,

Searcy.

Paterson) was raised by Ronan. The relationship between European stockmen and black
women is a major theme in Ronan's Vision Splendid. Despite an initial embarrassment
Toppingham eventually joined the rest of the men on the station201 and took an
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Aboriginal mistress. Lily. He was first startled and then amused when he realised that
she had come to him. not out
and that she required payment

desire. but because of her husband Jimmy's insistence

of
of

goods such as tobacco, dresses. beads. tea and sugar

for her services. 202 But Toppingham questioned his attitudes after his (European) love,
Stephanie. married the boss:
as a question of ethical values, was there much difference between a
white. educated. civilized woman who 'd sell herself permanently for a
share of A. J. Bruno's wealth, and a lubra who'd sell herself temporaoly
for a few sticks of tobacco. 203

But Ronan's depiction of male and female interaction emerges as gentle and sensitive
when contrasted with Walker's accounts of vicious exploitatron and rape. Walker takes
the vrew. that was also so apparent in the wrrtings of Willshire. that sexual relationships
were conducted on European terms as part of the perquisites

of

white domination

of

the

Terrrtory. No heterosexual relatronship !with perhaps the exception of Paddy and Polly) is
presented rn No Sunlight Singing as anythrng more than necessity, bartering sex tor
financ1al securrty: the statron owner. the ' P i g ' .

forces

Polly into a sexual relationship,

Jimmy trades sex w1th Mary for secrets. David Foster trades alcohol for sex, Meg
prostitutes herself for methylated sprnts because she rs forced to by her pimp and Mary
otters sex land abandons her friendship with Meg) so that her daughter can assume the
prrvileges

of

whrte exemptiOn from the Welfare Ordinance.

In Olaf Ruhen' s Naked Under Capricorn. the characters

of

Marriner and Dallas, exemplify

the accommodatrng as well as the exploitative relations with Aboriginal women. Marriner
15 a good man. although weak. He has an excellent relationship with the Aboriginal
commun1ty on whose land he has settled, but he does nothing when he discovers the
naked body of Maudre wrth a bullet in her spine. murdered by Dallas because she was
pregnant w1th h1s chrld. 204 Dallas· exploitative and violent brutality towards Aboriginal
women eventually leads to his death at the hands of Aborigines from Marriner's station.
The ensu1ng police reprrsal brings about the deaths of several close friends of Marriner's
as well as hrs son, Henry. Naked Under Capricorn implies that although there can be
sexual relat1onshrps of companionship and

trust

between European men and Aboriginal

women, the ma)Orrty of relationships do not take this form. Women are deeply resented
rf they do not comply with sexual demands. Donegan in Unlucky Dip confirms this and
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calls Lucy, 'that little yellow bitch' whom he might have 'had' but ' s h e thought it might
be funny to keep us both stringing along'. 2os
Even within the less exploitative framework, there is a sense of a fundamental boundary
being crossed by those involved in inter-racial sex. Once European men have had
Aboriginal lovers. they are portrayed ambiguously as being too ashamed or perhaps
unwilling

to return

to

sexual

relations

with

European

women.

Not

only

Mark

Shillingsworth. but in Vision Splendid. Tony Carlow commits suicide rather than face his
fiancee. the Honourable Margaret2 06 and Toppingham is afraid to engage in 'even the
mildest flir1at1on with a white woman after the life he had been leading for the last
twelve months ' . 207 Or perhaps, European men do not want white women after they
have had Aboriginal lovers; Keith Willey's bushman, Joe Brown, only wants relationships
with Aboriginal women because they are less demanding.208 Olaf Ruhen's character, Mo
explains that the bushman remains in the bush because of the sexual bonds he forms
with Aboriginal women: ' N o matter what brings the white man here, it's the black
woman that keeps him here' . 209
The literature of the Territory 1n the post-war period mirrored the preoccupations of the
t1mes. Ass1mdat1on was justified by the wnters on the grounds that it was a physical,
moral and cultural improvement for Aborigines to live as Europeans. At the same time,
the obv1ous problems with such a policy are inherent and the contradictions are mirrored
1n the wntmg. Thonemann's character, Buludja, gives a stilted speech on the topic:
When you taught up to break down our rigid customs you did not make
us adop t the better ones of yours. You exploited us, made us live in a
manner con trary to our upbringing, and then punished us for not keeping
your laws and for keeping our own. The result has been that we keep
netther, as one is against our teaching and the other against your
instructions, and so you call us outcasts or degenerates. Our moral
beliefs have been swept aside and we have been compelled to live in an
atmosphere so strange that we fail to comprehend its meaning. 210

Even the Rees. who approve of the philosophy can see that a cultural gulf created by the
little g1rl who sees her mother as 'only a gin' and the substandard living conditions of
'rainbow town'

in Alice Springs.

are not unqualified improvements in Aboriginal

standards of living. Ronan escapes dealing with the issue directly by nostalgically
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harking back to a pre-war Territory but by 1mplicat10n suggests that he has reservatiOns
with the notion that Aborigines must renounce their own culture and 1dent1tY. Walker 1 S
uniformly grim on t h e realities o f assimilation where the loyalty of M e g to the old woman
with leprosy is contrasted starkly by the pressure on Mary to renounce any fnendsh•P or
obligation outside European society.
Against the backdrop of assessment of the federal Aboriginal policy, and .n contrast to
the absence of any mention in the pre-war period. runs a resurgence of sexual tens1ons
which exist on all levels. It is ironic that the misogyny of the bushmen of pre-war
literature, with the almost total absence of women, should,

in the post-war penod

become the stuff of which women's romances are made. The political emphas1s on
woman as home-maker and controller of the domestic sphere

IS

asserted directly and

unequivocally. Aboriginal women are seen to gain advantage in relations w1th Europeans
that seem

little more than

legitimised prostitution.

In No Sunlig ht Singing,

Mary's

marriage to secure her daughter's future is protected by gaining Citizen· s rights. 1s the
logical extension of the wholesale belief that domestic bondage in European soc1ety 1s
infinitely preferable to the 'down trodden' state (as perceived by non-Abonginal wntersl
of Aboriginal

society.

Finally

and

most

crucially

in

this

period,

the

novelists are

attempting to grapple with the notion of sexual liaisons between Aboriginal women and
European men. In this period, the depiction of women as free sexual agents is regarded
as threatening to the role of women as idealised home-makers. Any construction of
sexual relations outside marriage, therefore, emphasises the exploitative and negat•ve
aspects.

Thus in the period immediately after the Second World War, the Territory wr1ters were
preoccupied with an exploration of both Federal Aboriginal policy and

gender roles.

Alongside the scepticism about the benefits of the Atomic Age for Abonginal culture.
there is evidence of beginnings of interest on the part of the wnters towards Abong.nal
mythology and spiritualitY. , In contrast, the relationship to landscape is less s1gn1ficant.
This was to change after the 1 970s.
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PART FOUR
' THROUGH M Y EYES '

John Docker has suggested that there was a change in Australian attitudes after the
social and political upheavals of the

1 960s 1

and that the elect1on nf the Whet lam

government epitomised the national sense of reappraisal and reform. I n th1s penod. the
notion of white Australia's rights to the land were questioned. although en spete of the
Referendum of

1 96 7 and the Federal Court Judgement in the case of Milpurrn

v.

Nabalco, the concept of terra nullius was not overturned u nt i l the 1 992 High Court
decision in the Mabo case. 2 In the Northern Territory, The Land Rights Act (NT/ ( 1 976)
conferred on Aborigines the right to claim certain land if they could

demonstrate

common spiritual affiliation. This legislation transformed Abonginal spirituality from an
anthropological construct to a political and legal reality. In one stroke Aborig1nality was
redefined in yet another non-Aboriginal construction. Humphrey McQueen noted that.
' Environmental and anti-war movements established the mental space i n wh1ch Eurooean
Australians could reconceive of tribal Aboriginals as noble savages·. 3 Stephen Mueke
· has argued that the western version of Aboriginal culture has 'imposed unnecessary
limits on being Aboriginal' . 4 Nowhere is this more evident than in the c o ns tru cti On of
'Aboriginality' evident in the writing.

The change in national mood was reflected in the Territory writing. Writers such as
Robyn Davidson, Thomas Keneally, Bruce Chatwin and Lindy Chamberlaen, produced
epic and influential works in a Territory setting which attempted to define and relate the
Territory frontier experience to the rest of Australia. There was a sense of excitement en
the Northern Territory: 'from all over the world people blew 1nto town

·

adventurers.

bums, academics, musicians, eccentrics and thinkers. It was out on the network that. 1n
'

Alice, something remarkable was happening' . 5
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, 992),

5

92.

p. 40.

Davidson. 'Ahce Springs', Travelling Lighr. p.

120.

The wrrting covered in Part Four shares assumptions and characteristics. Firstly, the
Northern Territory provides access to wilderness and appeals to those associated with
the conservation movement. Secondly, Aborigines provide a role model for Europeans by
showing the way to live harmoniously w1th the environment. Thirdly, the European
settlers of the Northern Territory have always practised a policy of deliberate genoc1de
towards the Aboriginal inhabitants. Fourthly, that Uluru is the spiritual nucleus tor all
Australians; Darwin is Australia's Asian city.
It is paradoxical that 1n this period that the Northern Territory is still presented as a
front1er. The significance of this frontier is that it must be experienced as the rite of
passage to wilderness. Economic potential is no longer the preoccupation, rather 1t is
access.ng the wilderness wh1ch •s seen to be spiritually renewing. To Jeannie G u n n the
Terntory wilderness. although beautiful, formed a testing ground for the moral worth of
a character and

was

seen

as

something

to

be

subdued

and

survived.

The

only

consolation 1n the difficult existence was the communication and fellowship with other
bushmen. Three Quarters of a century later 1n the writing of Davidson or Chatwin, the
wilderness •tself is sp1fltually renewing, sustaining and satisfying but it is the interaction
with the Terntonans on the 'front•er'

which forms the ordeal which

needs to be

surv1ved.

Kakadu

IS

the place people dream of gomg to. Writers themselves are attracted by these

icons. Cliff Hardy. Peter Cams· hard-bo•led fictional detective noted the suburban dream
.ron•cally, ' O n e day, Vanessa. I'll sell the agency and we'll drive around Australia. I ' v e
always

wanted

to see

Kakadu · . 6

Mainstream

writers

often

express

the

need

to

expenence the Territory. Lyn Ridden commented that writers often express the view
that the Temtory •s. 'Touchmg a well-spnng of uses . . . In Australia today, culturally, you
need to know (not only) . . . the 1cons. Uluru, Kakadu, but need to experience them' . 7
Australian nationalist and bard John Williamson united some of these images in his 1 992
C D 'Th1s 1 s Australia Ca l l i ng ' . The title track tells how the spirits from Uluru are sending
a warn1ng to all of Australia to conserve our natural resources. At the same time
Williamson (or perhaps, the sp1ritsl urges people to end the 'gloom and doom' talk of the
econom1c recess1on and get the country 'rolling'. The new Northern Territory message of
environmental awareness through Aboriginal spirituality is entwined with the old one of
the economic potential of the country.

6
7

P. Coma, Bewere of the Dog: A Cliff Hardy Novel (Sydney: Bantam. 1992). p. 1 3 7 .
Lyn Riddett, 1nterv1ew, Northern Terntory Umverslly, 3 1 July 1992.
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As in the earliest writing, the Northern Territory, with its cap1tal in Darwin, is described
increasingly in an Asian context. Novels begin to define north Australia as linked
econom1cally, if not culturally, with the islands to the north. There is an assumption that
the Terntory enjoys a special relationship to Asia somehow beyond the national t1es. s I n
this Australian-Asian union, the writers stress that the Northern Territory, by reason of
its geographical location . is i n a more privileged position than elsewhere in Australia. As
one writer has commented. 'Darwin . . . it's the end of Australia but potentially the
beginn1ng of somewhere else' . 9
Aborigmes now take on a much more powerful position in the mythology of the writing
and are presented as guardians of truth, spirituality and above all, country. To be
Aborig1nal in the contemporary period of writing, implies a certain spirituality, manifested
both

m

a spec1al relationship to land but also intrinsically. 1 o Following the grim

pess1m1sm of the sexual exploitation of the previous period, Northern Territory race
relations are descnbed with Holocaust-like imagery embellished by elements of ritual and
an alternative spirituality. 1 1
As the wnt1ng progressed 1nto the 1 990s it can be seen that increasingly environmental
issues are of paramount 1mportance. Aboriginal representation in the Territory literature,
at a he1ght in the 1 9 70s. diminishes. Writing about Aborigines by non-Aborigines
decreases and the ethics of representation become increasingly complex as academic
debate concern1ng Aboriginal proprietary nghts over information achieves a popular
currency.

In

the

texts.

Aborigines

are

frequently

invoked,

however bnefly.

as

env�ronmental custodians of the continent. There is a feeling globally that indigenous
peoples can 'point the way to a solution for all people' . 1 2 Alongside this operates a
rigorous de·anthropomorphlsing of the landscape. William Lines writes passionately in
his conclus1on to Taming the Great South Land, 'The Australian landscape is neither
harsh nor gentle, indiHerent nor compassionate, primevally cruel nor humanely forgiving,

8

Thoe auumptoon does not seem to be solely confoned to the literature. Juan Federer has noted that this
feeling of a "specoal· relatoonshop between the Territory and As1a IS widespread amongst Territonans. it
un1ustofied; J. Federer, "The Northern Territory's "Foreogn Affairs"; From Outback to lntegratoon Frontier,
Centre tor Southeast Asoan Studies Seminar Series, Northern Territory University, 1 6 May 1990.

9

Suzanne Spunner, ontervoew, Darwin, 30 July 1992.

10

For example. the many novels and short storoes of B. Wongar, L. Chamberlain, Through My Eyes <Port
Melbourne: William Heonemann, 1990): G. Webb's The Numunwafl (Melbourne: Fontana, 19BOI: B.
Chatw1n's

The Songlines fNew York: V1king, 19B71; Davodson's Tracks, D. Foster's Maces of Mars
!Ringwood: Penguon, 1 9 9 1 1 ; T. Keneally's Flying Hero Class (London: Hodder & Stougnton, 1 9 9 1 1 , to name
only a few.
1 1

B. Wongar, Walg: A Novel of Ausualia (New York: Dodd, Mead, 19831, p. 32.

12

A. Barsh, 'Indigenous Peoples, Aacosm and the Envoronment ', Meanjin, 49,

4 ( 1 990), p.

730.
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male nor female'· 1 3 With no sense of irony at all, Lines had introduced his discussion on
the natural history of the continent with the words of Bill Neidjie:
Rock stays,
Earth stays.

I die and put my bones in

r earth.

cave o

Soon my bones become earth . . .
A ll the same.
My spirit has gone back to my country . . .
My morher1 4
Clearly there is a problem for non-Aboriginal writers both in the way they relate to the
landscape and their relationship to Aborigines and Aboriginal authority. This kind of
tension underpins the descriptions of the Northern Territory and finds a focus for the
debate.

The maJOr mythic themes characteristic of this penod are firstly that Aborigines are
spiritual

beings

endowed

with

supernatural

powers

such

as

telepathy

or

transmogrification. Secondly, exposure t o Aboriginal culture or even simply landscape
causes Europeans to become sensitive to Aboriginal mythology and sacred sites. Thirdly,
that unlike Aboriginal or Asian women, European women are sexually, morally and often
physically repulsive.
In the titles. the · Austral' prefix is the lowest of any period; only twenty references out
of a sample of 1 85 . There are few 'Adventure/s' mentioned; only three references.
'Wealth·

·Gold',

'Inland',

· Mystery'

'Tribes/men·

and

'Never

Never'

( ' N e ver-Never' J

disappear from the titles. On the other hand, writers continue to locate their texts within
a populated

landscape,

there

being four references to

'Among',

ten references to

'Country' and five to ' L a n d ' . The occurrence of the 'Aborig' prefix is the highest in this
period. w1th eighteen references out of 1 85 . just narrowly topping the prev1ous period.
Although there is a strong sense of narrat1ve (there are twenty six references to
' Story!les'J the imaginative realm of the Northern Territory does not appear to exhibit a
collective consciousness apart from landscape and Aborigines which alone appear to
remain as common preoccupations in the titles. 1 5

Within the texts, the now familiar constants of Territory writing, landscape, Aborigines
and gender tension,

13

indeed the longstanding tensions of non-Aboriginal

W.J. Lines, Taming the Groot South Land: A History of rhe Conquesr of Nacure in Australia (Sydney: Allen &

Unwin, 1992 ( 1 9 9 1 )).
14

15

Australian

p, 278.

Lones, Taming the GrotH Sourh Land, p. I .
See Appendoces I and IV.
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society throughout its occupation of the continent, continue to be exorcised and the
Northern Territory remains a region of significance for Australian writers.

227

'

R.
1 7. Cover Flying Hero Class by Thomas l<eneall y
1 8. Cover W1Jdcat by R . F . Brissenden

By th e 1 9 90s the uneasiness in European wnters'
assumption of the A bori g inal world view is

indicated. l<eneally ' s cover has a Jet superi mposed
over the dot painting . Brissenden ' s cover n otes
are at pains to point out that the rock art shown
is not really .A boriginal .

,

CHAPTER SEVEN
'THE SONGLINES'

! like
who
tame
time,

the sense t�at it !the Northern Territory! had been created b y a God
went mad ltke Kmg Lear and created an environment you cannot
or subdue but only respect and hope it respects you and all the
you know it deep down, it wants to defeat you. 1

The 1 9 70s brought an increased concern for environmental issues. cultural plurality,
feminism, and a reform Government in Canberra. At the same time G o u g h Whittam
espoused a policy to promote excellence in the arts in an international context. 2 These
changes were reflected in the ways the Northern Territory came to be represented in
literature. Writers tended to focus on the geographical locations offered by Kakadu and
Arnhem Land in t h e Top E n d , and Uluru and the desert in the Centre. Continutng the
trend established by post-war writers in the wake of the war-time destruction of Darwin.
the emphasis remained on Central Australia. But it was the Aboriginal theme that was of
primary concern t o European writers, not as in the previous period relating to the sexual
·

or political implications of European contact but as a source of an intrinsic view of the
world and hence a new interpretation of the Territory landscape and wilderness:
. . . the bush, or as we now say, the Land,
the three quarters of our continent
set aside for mystic poetry. 3

Ushering in this period w a s Xavier Herbert's final novel. Poor Fello w My Country. The
book is one of the longest published in English: 1 , 500 pages and 850.000 words and for
many, it remains unread. Herbert was living and working in the Atherton Tablelands in
Queensland, when he began the book. Poor Fello w My Country was completed in 1 9 7 3
a n d was the winner o f the Miles Franklin Award i n 1 9 7 5 . Herbert's wife a n d mentor.
Sadie, died in 1 9 7 9 and Herbert returned to live in the Northern Territory shortly before
his death in 1 984.4

In Poor Fello w My Country Herbert developed his ideas about the European settlement of
Australia around the character of

L. Nowra, letter to the author,

3

J eremy

Delacy, social renegade and Australian patriot.

December 1 99 1 .

2

J. Davidson, 'Mr Whit lam's Cultural Revo lution'.

3

L.A. Murray, 'Louvres'. Headon. North of rhe Ten Commandments. p. 2 2 3 .

4

Smith, Auscrafia 's Wdrers, pp. 194f.

Journal of Australian Scud1es.

20 I May 1 9871 .

pp. 84-5.

Like Capricornia there is a 'half-caste' hero, Prindy, and much of the book 1s taken uo
with his obligations to Aboriginal society through his relationship w1th an elderly magrc
man, Bobwirridirridi and the conflicting demands of h1s whrte and black fam1lres. The
book follows the fortunes of these characters agarnst a backdrop of the events leadrng
to World War II and reaches a bitter conclusion not modified by a f1nal addendum
bringing the story into the 1 9 70s. The violence in the resolutron of the stones of Jeremv
Herbert

Delacy and Prindy in Poor Fello w My Country is narrated with detailed accuracy

admitted that the best and neatest way of finishing a story was to kill off all the
characters5 but the grim irony evident in Capricornia takes on a new realism rn the more
explicit genre of this period.

With the current emphasis upon social pluralism, Aborigines are presented in the wrrting
in this period with a surprising degree of unanimity. 6 In this construction of the Northern
Territory,

they

are

characteristically

portrayed

as

highly

beings

spiritual

with

demonstrable magical powers capable of affecting themselves and others in ways that
cannot

be

explained.

Xavier

Herbert's

Poor

Fello w

My

Country

( 1 9 75),

Lindy

Chamberlain's Through My Eyes ( 1 990). Graeme Webb's The Numunwari ( 1 9801. Bruce
Chatwin's

The Songlin es ( 1 987), Robyn Davidson's
( 1 99 1 I,

Mates of Mars

Damien

Broderick's

Tracks ( 1 98 1 ),

David

The Dreaming Dragons

Foster's

( 1 9 80 1 .

Len

Davenport's Sandshoe Kadaicha ( 1 97 7 1 and Thomas Keneally' s Flying Hero Class ( 1 9 9 1 I
all share this kind of construction. David

Myers claimed to have identified a Similar

progression in Australian films. Films such as Igor A uz ins'
( 1 982),

Peter Weir's

We of the Never-Never

The Last Wave ( 1 9 7 7 ) , Fred Schepis i ' s

The Chant of Jimmy

Blacksmith ( 1 9 7 8 1 and Henri Safran's Storm Boy ( 1 9 761 depict Aborigines as. 'the
initiates of a spiritual paganism a n d a religiosity that they draw from their closeness to
I

f

't

the forces of nature' . 7 This kind of construction had been pioneered in Nicholas Roeg·s
cinema adaptation of James Vance Marshall's novel, The Children, filmed as Walkabout
( 1 970).

After the 1 970s, however, there was considerable debate concerning the role non
Aboriginal commentators could play in the writing of Aboriginal history. Bain Attwood
suggested that,

5
6

'The

most

pervasive influence

on

scholars,

. ..

has

been

that

of

X. Herbert, interview, 1980.
Kaz Cooke's novel is an exception and her A bo riginal characters are wotty , street·wose and pragmatoc. Th•s
novel seems to be the only fictional account ot the Territory from the contemporary perood that does not
include some mention of extra-sensory po wer or magoc about Aborogones; K. Cooke, The Crocod1le Club
(Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1992). pp. 95, 1 5 1 , 166, 1 7 4 etc. In film. Crocodile Dundee I & 1 1 have a s•m•lar

construction.
7

o.

Myers,

Bleeding

Barriers

from

lronbark:

Australian

IRockhampton: Universoty ot Central Queensland, 1 9 9 2 ) , p. 9.

Myths

m

Fict10n

and

Film

1890s· 1980s
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Aborigines themselves and of their own writ1ng·s

and Gillian Cowhshaw noted that

contemporary Aboriginal culture is 'steeped in racial politics' . 9 Kevm Gilbet1 commented.

Rarely has A boriginal poetry much to do with aesthetics or pleasure of
the pastoral views . . . There is another reality, a reality that could fmd
parallels in the experience of the indigenous people o f South Afnca or
Bolivia, or o f oppressed populations within the national boundanes of one
culture, the Jews in Nazi Germany or the Palestinians in Israel . . .
Much o f the historical subject o f this poetry has been carved indelibly m
blood over the past 200 years and before the poets were born. That the
psyches still quiver with the shock of these horrendous times can be
directly attributed to the continuing brutality, the national lies. rhe callous
indifference to Black human life
institutionalised racism today. 10

and

the

continuing

practtces

of

Supporting Gilbert's asser1ion, Aboriginal writing has favoured a political rather than a
m

regional construction of the Nor1hern Territory. The Aboriginal wnters have chosen

their texts to highlight the implications of European settlement for Abongmal peoole of
the Northern Territory. Through oral recordings, Jack Mirritji and Lazarus Lam•lam• have
published autobiographical accounts of Aboriginal society and first contact.

Barbara

Cummings' Take This Child focussed debate upon the injustice of racist leg•s l at • o n .
review noted the

1 1

A

'distinct strands running through this work, the personal and the

political ' . 12 Charles Perkins, Vai Stanton, Joe McGinness. and Galurrwuy Yunupmgu
have been vocal political spokespersons in books, newspaper and journal art1cles. In
popular music,

Aboriginal bands have

received

national air-play of songs outhn•ng

Aboriginal relationship to country as well as political issues. 1 3 In the areas of health and
education, Bakamana Yunupingu and others have contnbuted to academ•c d e ba t e l.l
.

Whilst the Aboriginal voice elsewhere finds expression in the arts. in the Not1hern
Territory, the focus has been in academic or political discourse.

8
9

8.
G.

Attwood, The Makng,
i
of che Aborigines (Sydney:

Allen & Unwon. 19891. p.

1 40.

Cowlishaw, 'In Defence of Oppositional Culture', Australian Anthropologocal Assocoatoon
Univers1ty, 1 October 1992.

Conference

K.

Golbert . eo

Australian Nat1onal

10

K.

Gilbert ,

'Introduction',

(Ringwood: Penguin,

11

Discussion with

1988),

Inside Black Ausrralia: A n Anrhology of AbongmtJI Poetry
pp. xvii-xix.

Mary Dorling, who worked w1th Cumm1ngs. suggests that

there was consoder�ble non·

Aboriginal input into both the content and the ed1t1ng process ol the book; Mary Dorl1ng, ontervoew ''"'h
author, 9 November 1992. Dorling cla1med that Cumm1ngs' authorsnop was established on ""' grounot that

it was 'her sto ry but thos case ra1ses the questoon: how much Aborogonal wrot1ng os proproetarv over materoal
rather than interpretation of events? Perhaps the apparent homogeneitY over Abottgonal wrotong retlects •
non-Aborignal
i
construction through selection. ed1t1ng and even content .
'

12
13

14

J.T.

Wells, 'Aboriginal Women Interpret Thetr Past', Norrhern PerspecrtVe. 1 4, I 1 1 9 9 1 1.

The Warumpi Band' s hit

PP

1 1 7·8

s1ngle, 'My Island Home', about Elcho Island 1n the Northern Terntory, also hao
national application, Australia, our island home. Yothu Yond1's 'Treaty' tocussed upon t he pohto<:•l t>ut
perhaps the subJect matter reflected the influence of European songer/song wroter Paul Kelly who 11as wor•eo
in association w1th the band .

•

See for example, Aboriginal Pedagogy: Aborigmal Teachers Speak Our !Geelong. Voctoroa: Oe akon Unovers•tv
1 9 9 1 ); Bakamana Yunupingu. Princ1pal of Yorrkala School. os perhaps better known as Manoewuv

Press,

Yunupingu, Australian of the

Year 1993

and lead s1nger of

the rock band Yothu Yonot.
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I n drama and education, like poetry, the political themes predominate. Aboriginal
playwright, Merrill Bray from Alice Springs wrote Our Mob which, like Cummings' work,
concentrated on the issue of Aboriginal children who were removed from their Aboriginal
families. The Bulletin noted of Our Mob,
For the local black community, whose pride and identity are still being
rebuilt after the depredations of colonisation, to see themselves
portrayed on stage in a recognisable and non-derogatory but not overly
romanticised fashion was clearly exhilarating; for the whites, a mixture of
old-fashioned entertainment and severe home truths was also well
received. 1 5

Selma Sampson Nampijinpa's short play, The Girl Who Was Taken Away From Her
Family, was performed in Darwin by the Corrugated Iron Youth Theatre and again dealt

with the same subject. 1 6 Roger Bennett, although originally a Murri from Queensland,
has lived and worked in Alice Springs. While resident in the Northern Territory, he wrote
a play about Aboriginal boxers based on his father's life which was performed in
Adelaide with a South Australian cast. 1 7 The community Literature Production centres
around the Territory publish Aboriginal writers exclusively although in general they have
been produced for consumption within a specific local community. Aboriginal writers are
represented in anthologies of Territory writing and the inaugu ration of an Aboriginal
writer's award into the Arafura competition in 1 9 9 1 is an attempt to provide further
stimulus. 1 8
Non-Aboriginal authors have collected, transcribed and edited oral material elicited from
Aborigines which has formed the basis for published works. Some literary critics
consider that such material be regarded as the literary works of the Aborigines from
whom the oral source material was obtained. 1 9 Bill Neidjie's world-view has been
transcribed as a kind of free-form poetry and used as the basis for several texts. 20 I so bel
White. Diane Barwick and Betty Meehan produced a collection of stories obtained by
interviewing and recording Aboriginal women for their accounts of the circumstances of

15

D. Simmonds, 'A New Voice From the Red Heart', The Bulleti
n,

16

S.S. Nampijinpa. The Girl Who Was Taken Away From Her Family ' , B. Pascoe, ed., Aborigine/ Short Srories
32

( 1 990),

pp.

28 April 1992,

p.

93.

40-1.

17

The play w a s titled ' U p t h e Ladder'; Steven Gration, letter t o the author, 1 7 August

18

Although the results of 1 992 are not encouraging where the Aboriginal section failed to attract a single

1992.

entry.

19
20

See for example, David Headen's views on this: Headon, ' Beyond the Years of the Locust', pts

1

and

2.

B. Neidjie, Story About Feeli
ng K . Taylor, ed. (Broome: Magabala, 1 9 8 9 1 ; A . Fox, S Davis, & B . Ne1djie
:
Kal<edu Man: Bill Neidjie (New Sout h Wales: Mybrood, 1985). and the prev1ously ment1oned quotation from
Lines, Taming the Grear South Land.
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their lives.2 1

T.G.H.

Strehlow's

Songs

of

Central Australia.

is

a translation

and

interpretation of the mythology of the Arrernte peoples. Translations of Aboriginal myths
and stories have been included in broader Australian anthologies. 22 Luise Hercus and
Peter Sutton, Deborah Bird Rose, Peter and Jay Read, and the Berndts have published
collections based on Aboriginal oral culture 23 Nor surprisingly many of the accounts
published focus upon Aboriginal reactions to European settlement. 24 But as William
McGregor points out.
a transcription of an oral text is no more than a partial representation,
which cannot be totally free of the transcriber's imprint; and more
importantly, in practice, they are usually also the ones who actually
collect the texts, as particpants
i
in the speech interactions. To attribute a
transcription, no matter how faithful, solely to the narrator, runs the risk
of subverting, intentionally or not, the voice of the narrator. In particular,
it raises

the spectre of whites speaking

Aborigines - often to their political gain. 2 5

with Aboriginal voices,

as

Possibly because of this European editorial intervention. but more probably because of
the nature of oral accounts, the Northern Territory has an Aboriginal voice in the writing,
but not Aboriginal writers. The Territory has yet to find its Jack Davis. Ruby Langford,
Oodgeroo Noonuccal, Mudrooroo Nyoonga, Elsie Roughsey, Jimmy Chi or Sally Morgan,
all writers with a strong sense of both Aboriginality and 'place' inherent in their writing.
The Territory is considered unique by Australian writers because of the large Aboriginal

population2 6 and the interaction between Aborigines and Europeans is seen as 'vital if
we are to have an australian (sic] culture, without it . . . we white australians can never
take root in this country unless we understand such a landscape in a spiritual way like
the aborigi n e s ' . 2 7 There is an increased emphasis upon the universality of experience
rather than the cultural difference, 'We are all tribal people under the skin/ And we deny

21

I.

White, D.

22

Allen &

Unwin,

1 9 85 ).

ng Here: Shorr Stories from Australasia 1938- 1988 (Sydney: Allen
For example, E. Campoon, Livi

1988)

begins woth a story 'The Payback' by T. Tjapangarti of the Pintubi and trans.

Marshaii-Stoneking, pp.

23

.

ngers: rhe Lives of Some Australian Aboriginal
Barwock & B. Meehan. eds . Fighters and Si

Women (Sydney:

For example

D.8.

4-5.

Rose, Dingo Makes

(Melbourne: Cambridge Universoty Press.

Australian Institute

& J.

Read, Long

Time,

26

1 9 9 1 ). etc.

But limited b y non-Aborigonal interpretation of events nonetheless as Tim Row e·s review of Rose's Dingo
�
Makes Us Human pomts out, T. Rowse, 'Relative Politics', Australian Book Rewew, August
pp.

1992, 1 43 ,

W.B. McGregor, 'Writing Aboriginal: Oral Literature in Print', Meridian.
For example 8. wongar letter to the author,
December

27

Penguon

Olden Time: Aboriginal Accounts of Norrhern Territory History

6-7.

25

Culture

for Aboriginal Studies, c.

C.H. Berndt, The Speaking Land: Mych and Story in Aboriginal Australi
a (Ringwood:
P.

Unwin.

L. Hercus & P. Sutton. Thts Is What

(Alice Springs, Northern Territory: Institute for Aboriginal Development, c.

24

&

Tjampitjinpa & 8.

Us Human: Life and Land in an Aboriginal Australian

1 9 9 1 ) ; Rose, Hidden Histories ;

Happened: Historical Narratives By Aborigines (Canberra:

1986); A.M. &
1989 ( 198811;

P.B.

1991;

2
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Thomas Keneally, letter to the author,

2

8, 1 (1 989),

1 9 9 1 : David
1992.

p.

55.

Foster, letter to the author, 3

March

Nowra, letter to the author.
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this at the expense/ of tearing ourselves in half .. ./But the Dreaming lives in each of
us'. 28 Other writers attempt to articulate the conflicting experiences of landscape from
Aboriginal and European perspectives.29
There is a moral dilemma for some in

the legitimacy of grafting an Aboriginal

interpretation of the landscape onto writing by non-Aboriginals. 30 David Foster believes
it inappropriate and unworkable for Europeans to adopt an Aboriginal belief system,
because such a philosophy 'cannot sustain us' . 3 1 The spectrum of values on this point is
best ill ustrated by the changing attitudes by arbiters of literary criticism to the writer B.
Wongar. I nitially considered as reminiscent of the

Ern Malley hoax, this literary

controversy surfaced during the 1 970s when the writing of Wongar came to public
notice. Wongar' s collections of short stories, The Track to Bralgu ( 1 9 78) and B3baru
( 1 982), together with his novels The Trackers ( 1 9 7 5 ) , Walg ( 1 9 83), Karan ( 1 986) and
Gabo Ojara ( 1 988), are set predominantly in the Northern Territory. They describe the

horrors of race relations in the region

and were hailed as the

'new genre of

"Abonginalism" and . . . brought . . . (the author] international acclai m · . 32
Wongar's first book was The Sinners: Stories from Vietnam which was published by
Greensborough Press in Victoria in 1 972. Alan Marshall, who wrote the foreword
described Wongar as.
the pen name of a young American of Negro-white blood who served in
the American army in Vietnam. He fled to the bush when on leave in
Australia and made north, where his colour and features were similar to
those of the Aborigines. 33
The Sinners disappeared into obscurity. But in 1 9 76, South African writer Alan Paton,

was contacted by an Aboriginal writer asking him to write an introduction to his book.
Paton read the manuscript by Wongar and wrote a foreword to what became The Track
to Bralgu. 34 On the cover notes, the author is described as 'an Australian aborigine

whose stories comprise. a haunting lament for his people's vanishing life and land in the

28

B. Marshaii-Stoneking. Sixteen Words For Water (North Ryde,

New South Wales: Angus & Robertson,

1 9 9 1 ) , p. 6 9 .
29

As. for example. i n the poetic and enigmatic piece b y J. Bardon, Revolution by Night or Katala
j
Wananu

30

Although non-Aboriginal writing presenting an 'Aboriginal' perspective has also been

(The Son After the Father) (Double Bay, New South Wales: Local Consumption, 1 9 9 1 ).
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described an Aboriginal guerilla fighter

m

the colony of New South Wales. Enc Wtll mot" s

second novel, Belo w the Line ( 1 99 1 ) focuses on the Northern Terntorv and descr•bed
the scenario of Australia split in two: the north populated by As1an refugees w1th the
south held by an embattled European population. None of Willmot" s ma1n characters
specifically identify as Aboriginal although Aborigmes are included as both res•stance
fighters or collaborators in the new northern reg1me.
Eric Willmot is acknowledged as a successful author and academ•c out h1s Abong1nalitv
was thrown into Question after 1 987. The publicity surrounding the publicat•on of
Pemulwuy reached new heights after Willmot's mother. Mrs Pauline Mary Willmot swore

a statutory declaration that 'Eric has no Aboriginality so cannot honestly cla1m the•r
heritage' and sent copies of it to every organisation review1ng the book. 55 Willmot
replied by suggesting that there might be some sensitivity on the part of the family to
acknowledge an Aboriginal blood tie. Willmot's sister. Mrs Mary Appeldorff replied. 'If
we were of Aboriginal blood we would be proud of it. The fact

IS

we are not and ne•ther

is Eric' and produced documentary evidence in the form of birth and marnage cert1f1cates
to show that they were of English. Irish and German descent S6 D r . Ron Brunton from
the Institute of Public Affairs pointed out the paradox that wh1le Willmot does not
genetically s .atisfy the definition of Aboriginal he is regarded as Aborigmal by other
Aborigines. 57 Willmot asserts he is Aboriginal and is still accepted as such by at least
some members of the Aboriginal community.
There may be people who genetically satisfy the definitions of Aborig1nal but who do not
regard themselves as Aborigines. 5 8 All this throws into sharp relief how po1ntless and
ultimately meaningless categorisation on the basis of 'genetically' transm•tted 'rac•al'
characteristics is. Authors write from a particular cultural perspective. Abong•nal culture
in the Northern Territory is largely an oral culture and therefore does not produce much
in the way of literature. Aboriginal wrning has usually been f1ltered through non·
Aboriginal editorial in put. Authors may seek to penetrate a fore1gn culture, but there •s a
problem

if

they seek to cast off the values of their own culture and embrace the fore1gn

one. Whilst there are non-Aboriginal commentators who admire Wongar' s 'Abongmal'
writing, 1 have never read Aboriginal literary commentators commend his perspective.
Jack Davis, for example, clearly regards Wongar's writing as non-Aborig1nal.
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But not only authors who identified as Aboriginal, attempted to construct a new vis1on
of racial interaction in Australia, but writers from a predominantly European perspective
did also. The book which probably provided the most influential model for race- relations
in this period, with a strong emphasis on Aboriginal spirituality, was Bruce Chatwm's
The Songlines.

Bruce Chatwin was a British journalist and travel writer with a

background in unusual interests. From 1 9 72 to 1 9 75 Chatwin worked as a journalist for
the Sunday Times. His first book, In Patagonia won the 1 978 Ha ·nthornden Prize and
the 1 979 E . M . Forster Award of the American Academy of Arts and Letters. In 1 968 he
began his study o f nomads and travelled widely from Afghanistan to Mauritania. Some
of the material he collected was incorporated with his material from the Northern
Territory in his documentary novel of Central Australia The Songlines which was
published in 1 987 where he explored the cosmology and world of the Australian
Aboriginal nomads in a construction not unlike Strehlow's

Songs of Central Australia .

The Sunday Telegraph found the book, 'one man's impassioned song' 5 9 and Thomas
Keneally called it 'remarkable and satisfying'. 6° Chatwin published The Viceroy of
Ouidah, On the Black Hill and various other books 6 1 before his death in 1 9 90.

I n addition to the focus upon the environment and cultural pluralism, feminism was an
important issue in Australian society at this time. As i n the earlier periods of Northern
Territory writing, the role of women was subordinate to the focus upon landscape and
indigenous people. and included in the literature only by a vocal minority. The issue of
female exploitation and gender prejudice in the Northern Territory was linked to the
subjects of Aborigines and the environment in the writings of Robyn Davidson. When
National Geographic sponsored Robyn Davidson on her solo camel trek across Australia,

the interest was world-wide. Robyn Davidson was born in 1 950, in the small town of
Miles, Queensland. 6 2 The family eventually moved to Brisbane where Robyn studied
Biology for a time at the University of Queensland and later music at Sydney University
but remained ambivalent about city life. 63 Davidson moved to Alice Springs, 'with the
first wave of 'southern do-gooders' . . . enlisted in the Aboriginal battle for land and
better social conditions. 64 (Nearly twenty years later, Kaz Cooke's The Crocodile Club
would describe a similar sorority o f like-minded youth in Darwin.} After learning how to
handle camels she undertook a solo camel trek from Alice to the Indian Ocean which
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was the subject of Tracks. For Davidson. the environment of Central Australia had a
'profound influence' on her writing in the effect of the · desert land - scape · . 6 5 Dons
Lessing commented that it was, 'among the best of the books of explorat1on and travel
. . . a record of self-discovery and self provi ng' . 66 Tracks was widely read and set as a
secondary school

text

book.

After completing

Tracks

Robyn

Dav1dson

tra veiled

extensively and continues to write.
Thomas Keneally too , sought inspiration from the Territory. 67 He cons1dered that
Territory there is a 'sense of arriving at the core'

.58

m

the

H i s coffee table book. Outback.

which was published i n 1 983 is about the Northern Territory and the title alone suggests
an awareness of the mythology that this region holds for Australians generally. But the
theme of the relationship between Europeans and Aborigines

m

the Northern Terntory

has been included in Towards Asmara { 1 9 89) and Flying Hero Class ( 1 9 9 1 l as well.
But while some authors came to the Territory seeking the experience of the outback. the
capacity of the region to spontaneously generate national mythology, even

m

the

contemporary period, can be demonstrated i n the publicity and interest surrounding the
now famous Chamberlain case. Lindy Chamberlain became internationally prominent
after her baby Azaria disappeared at the camping grounds at the foot of Ayers Rock
(Uiurul at the end of 1 980. Although the initial Coroner's Inquiry found that the baby
had been taken by a dingo, Chamberlain stood trial for the murder of her n1ne week old
daughter and her husband Michael, a pastor in the Seventh Day Adventist Church. was
charged as an accessory. Throughout the trial and the appeals, the Chamberla1ns
maintained their innocence against a hostile public particularly in the Northern Temtorv.
As the case unfolded accusations of deliberate malice and maladministratiOn on the part
of the Territory government were made. Lindy Chamberlain was given a lengthy pr1son
sentence and spent three years in Berrimah prison before her case was re-exammed and
she was released. A number of books were written o n the subject. mostly analysmg the
evidence from the co u rt cases. Most notable were R. Shears. Azaria ( 1 9 8 2 ) , Phil Ward ' s
Azaria! What the Jury Were Not Told

( 1 984), G u y Boyd's Justice in Jeopardy: Twelve

Witnesses Speak Out ( 1 984) and John Bryson ' s Evil Angels ( 1 9 8 5 )

Evil Angels was

made into a film directed by Fred Schepisi starring Meryl Streep as Chamberla�r•
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Chamberlain was finally pardoned and wrote an account of the disappearance of her
baby, the trial, appeals, gaol sentence and her subsequent lite after the tragedy entitled
Through My Eyes which was published in 1 990. Through My Eyes contains a detailed
account Chamberlain's experience of and reactions to the Northern Territory. Because of
the extreme notoriety of the Chamberlain case, like the film Crocodile Dundee. the
images of the Northern Territory presented continue to be disproportionately influential.
While some contemporary authors were attracted to the characters and the landscape of
the Territory, Aboriginal culture is often the most important point of focus for the
writing. David Foster, raised in rural New South Wales, completed his doctorate in
Chemistry at the Australian National University, before he undertook work as a Fellow at
a cancer research institute in America. In 1 970 he decided on a complete career change,
returning to Australia to live and work as a writer. In 1 987, Foster travelled extensively
throughout the Northern Territory researching and taking copious notes. 69 David Foster
had already published twelve novels before Mates of Mars where he specifically uses the
Northern Territory as the setting. He commented of the way in which Aborigines are
represented in Australian literature:
I do not feel a huge gulf between myself and the redneck workers of the
Territory. I feel that the average reader in this country feels, wrongly,
that they are a lot closer to an Aboriginal full-blood stockman than they
are to the white skipper of a prawn trawler. And you see this as you read
something like Bruce Chat win 's book The Songlines . . .
That's n o t true. The rednecks are our brothers, let's get it straight. It's
the Aboriginals who are the people from another planet . . . the full-blood
Aboriginals . . . are still a mystery to me and to every white man with
whom they've inter-acted . . . the feeling you get from writers like
Chatwin who feel free to waltz into the place and take a quick look and
get it all down, their animosity to wards the working-class Australian. 7 0
Michael Duffy wrote that Mates of Mars 'will be unpopular with the ideologically self
approving . . . because of its masculine concerns and its jokes about Aborigines' . Foster
defends his right to lal!gh at Europeans and Aborigines since jokes about racism tend to
expose truths from which the reader can gain 'a sense of poignancy that is . . . stronger
for being

unstated' . 7 1 But within the humour,

Foster is clear to point out that the

landscape of the N o rthern Territory appears hostile to southerners:
I find the flat tropical terrain of the NT very alien . . . I think it remains
difficult coun ry in which to undertake intellectual activities. Thus, I was
always conscious there, of a sense of alienation, b o th intellectual and
racial. 72

t

69

David Carment, interview with the author. March

70

M. Duffy, "An Unfashionable Talent',

71

Duffy, 'An Unfashionable Talent', p . 42.

72

Foster, letter to the author, p. 1 .

1 992.

The lndependenr Monch/y, August 1 9 9 1 , p. 4 1 .

241

But while Foster emphasises the alienation he is perhaps reacting to the style of Territory
writing which suggested that by experiencing the Aboriginal culture, Europeans can
come to some sense of belonging to and identify with landscape and country.
Billy Marshaii-Stoneking is another writer who is clearly influenced by his association
with the Aboriginal culture of Central Australia. He was born in the United States in
1 947 but emigrated to Australia in 1 97 2 . He worked as a teacher-linguist at Katherine
and the Papunya Aboriginal settlement and his writing reflects his experience and
interest in Aboriginal people. After extensive archival and oral research Marshaii
Stoneking re-assessed o

{ot the fundamental myths of the Northern Territory in Lasseter

- the Making of a Legend in 1 985. His other publications included Singing the Snake in

1 990, a collection of poems based around the people and landscape of the Western
Desert (ill ustrated by Tutama Tjapangani) and Sixteen Words for Water in 1 99 1 a two
act play about Ezra Pound. The title alludes to the Pintubi language and the play uses the
desert landscape and Aboriginal spiritual ity in the form of the mouthless Wandjina as a
metaphor for Pound's incarceration and refusal to speak after his indictment on a charge
of treason. Another poet of this generation is Marxist-feminist Lee Cataldi. Born in
Sydney in 1 942 to Italian and Australian parents. Cataldi is a poet whose work reflects
her experience with Aborigines. After studying at the Universities of Sydney and Oxford,
she began a career as a distinguished academic in England. Cataldi returned to Australia
and in 1 983 she began work as a teacher-linguist with the Warlpiri at Lajamanu in the
Northern Territory. Penguin published her The Women Who Live On the Ground: Poems
1 9 78- 1 988 in 1 990 as part of the Australian Poetry Series.

Aboriginal culture and the western notion of concern for the environment were brought
together in Kakadu Man which was produced by Stephen Davis, Allan Fox and Bill
Neidjie. Stephen Davis trained as a teacher at the Canberra College of Advanced
Education. He worked for some years at Milingimbi Bi-lingual school and produced
materials for the Northern Territory Education Department notably his Arnhem Environs
education kit which details the Milingimbi seasons according to Aboriginal lore which
formed the basis for Man of All Seasons ( 1 989). Throughout 1 9 82 he was employed by
the Northern Territory Aboriginal Sacred Sites Authority to document sacred sites and it
was at this time he met Bill Neidjie. Davis has completed doctoral studies at Melbourne
Un iversity in Geography and is now director of a consultancy firm. 73 Bill Neidjie is an
elder of the Gagadju of the Bunitj clan. He was born at Alawanydajawany on the East
Alligator sometime in the 1 920s and brought up in the area that is today Kakadu
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National Park. Neidjie was taught the Aboriginal law through his family and kin. When he
grew up he held a variety of jobs in and around the area: buffalo hunting, timber carting,
and working on luggers on the coast. 74 In recent years Neidjie returned permanently to
the Alligator riv

e} area

and in 1 979 was a claimant in the Alligator River Stage

II

Land

Claim where the Bunitj people of the Gagadju language group were granted title to their
land under European law. As well as Kakadu Man, Story About Feeling { 1 989), edited by
Keith Taylor, contained transcripts of material collected from interviews attempting to
outline Bill Neidjie's attitudes to country. Other writers have united both conservation
and Aboriginal spirituality. Graeme Webb's The Numunwari is a Jaws-type thriller
published in 1 980 about a renegade Dreamtime crocodile which terrorises Darwin. Webb
is a consultant zoologist who lives and works in Darwin and his special interest is in
crocodiles. H e was born in Sydney in 1 94 7 and finished his doctoral studies in 1 9 73.75
Conservation issues are clearly significant to Territory authors. The heroes of Bernard
Boucher's The Mega wind Cancellation ( 1 9 79) are trying to stop the smuggling of rare
bird from the N orthern Territory to Indonesia. Andrew McMillan's Strict Rules ( 1 988)
describes the 1 9 86 Northern Territory ' Biackfella-Whitefella' tour of the band Midnight
Oil accompanied by the Aboriginal Warumpi band. The tour was filmed by the ABC for
'A Big Country ' . Midnight Oil, has been long associated with the conservation and peace
movement. particularly after lead-singer Peter Garrett,

President of the Australian

Conservation Foundation, stood as a Senate candidate for the Nuclear Disarmament
Party.

In Strict Rules

McMillan brings together the winning trifecta of conservation,

Aboriginality and rock music. McMillan has worked as a freelance writer for a variety of
newspapers and magazines including the Sydney Morning Herald, Age, Australian,
Penthouse and Playbo y.16 Based in Sydney, McMillan continues to find the Northern

Territory a stimulus for his work and has recently published a book on the Indonesian
invasion of East Timor, Death in Dili. He is currently working on a book about the
Northern Territory 'Flying Boat' bases. Kaz Cooke's The Crocodile Club ( 1 992), a
political farce based in Darwin, similarly shows a strong bent towards environmental
issues.

William

Fraser in the Sydney Morning Herald referred to the author as

possessing, ' A writing style somewhere between Jane Austen and a hand grenade' . 7 7
Cooke has made a career of social comment and her previous work includes cartoonist,
columnist, author o f books about sexually transmitted disease, A Modern Girl's Guide to
Safe Sex.
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generation on social etiquette in her Age column entitled ·Keep Yourself Nice'. When
resident in Darwin, Cooke aligned herself with the Land Rights movement and worked on
cartoons, posters and leaflets for Aboriginal organisations. 7 8
The Northern Territory is also represented in the serious literary works of Peter
Goldsworthy and Justin D ' Ath. Peter Goldsworthy was born in Minlaton in South
Australia in

1

9 5 1 but went to school in Darwin where his father was headmaster of the

high school. He graduated in Medicine from the Uni versity of Adelaide and divides his
time between writing and practising medicine. Goldsworthy left Darwin before Cyclone
Tracy and he suggests the Northern Territory's, 'differences from the rest of Australia
are remembered differences - and perhaps even exaggerated differences. exaggerated by
memory and nostalgia' .' 9 Maestro was his first novel. Goldsworthy has published poetry
and short fiction as well as novels and won numerous literary awards including the
Commonwealth Poetry Prize and the Australian Bicentennial Literary Award. Maestro
which is set in Darwin, was short-listed for the Miles Franklin Award. Christopher Koch
found Maestro 'a beautifully crafted novel dealing with the tragic gulf between talent
and

genius;

between

the

real

and

the

spurious'.

Helen

Garner

admired

'its

thoughtfulness and bright sensuality'. 80 Justin D' Ath, whose novel The Initiate ( 1 989)
was a winner of the Jessie Litchfield Prize for Territory literature, provides a perspective
on life in the Central Australian Aboriginal settlement of 'Corpus Christi Mission' through
the eyes o f young Aboriginal Rafael, and newcomer, Stephen Quintus.
While the Northern Territory provides a focus for literary interpretation for Australians, it
also has controversial elements of international, as well as national interest. Uranium
mining, multinationals, U S bases, and wild Aboriginal people form the ingredients of
domestic as well as exotic thrillers. Bob Brissenden, academic and writer made these the
subj ects for his novel Wildcat which was published in 1 99 1 . As the first literary editor of
the Australian and later Chairman of the Literature Board of the Australia Council, poet
and critic, Brissenden seems an unlikely candidate to produce a fast-paced thriller. 81
Christopher Wood appears much more appropriate. Wood had considerable experience in
this field having written a number of books and the screenplays for seven films including
the two James Bond epics, The Spy Who Loved Me and Moonraker. He has also written
for television and radio. 82 Wood's Dead Centre was published in 1 9 80 and set in Central
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Australia. The area of land which was to become Kakadu is the setting tor Nari Watkins'
The Kangaroo Connection ( 1 980), a thriller describing Asian drug gangs attempting to

enslave Australians with an armoury of submarines and troops. Alice Springs 1s the goal
of Max Catchpole in his search for the meaning of life 1n Robert Spicer's Catchpole
( 1 9891. Detective writer Dick Francis set part of his novel In the Frame in Allee Springs

as did Claire McNab in Death Down Under ( 1 9 90).
One of the most sensitive and delicate interpretations of life in Darwin has been written
by Japanese author Michiko Yamamoto and translated into English in 1 983. Michiko
Yamamoto was born in Tokyo in 1 936. In 1 95 8 she accompanied her husband to
Australia and lived in Darwin for three years. Her first short stories resulted from this
experience. In

1

9 73 she was awarded the Shincho Prize for New Writers for her story

Maho ("Powers") and the prestigious Akutagawa Prize in 1 973 for Betei-san no Niwa

I " Beny-san"). Several other collections of short stories followed. Her novel Tenshi yo
Umi ni mae appeared in 1 9 8 1 and she has produced two volumes of poetry. She lives in

Tokyo with her husband and two daughters. 83
Northern Territory short story and poetry writing has flourished under the impetus of the
Northern Territory Literary Awards inaugurated by the Northern Territory Government in
1 984 which promises that 'the traditions of Jeannie Gunn and Xavier Herbert are being

kept alive in the Deep Nort h ' . 84 A number of anthologies of short stories based around
Territory themes have been compiled over the last ten years including a collection of the
best stories from the L1terary Awards and two collections of short stories. Bugs and
Bliss and Beyond the Louvres published by the Northern Territory Writers' Publishing

Group. The Deafness Association of the Northern Territory produced a collection of
short stories ostensibly around the theme of deafness but, not surprisingly. many of the
stories focussed on landscape and lifestyle of the region. 85
Dramatists have also found the Northern Territory a source of inspiration. Louis Nowra
produced the 1 9 8 8 'Bicentennial' production of Xavier Herbert's Capricornia. Nowra is a
successful stage and radio playwright, film and television script writer, director and
novelist. 86 He wrote of the importance of place in the narrative: 'The essent1al ingredient
of the adaptation has always been Norman's journey up to the top end of Australia into

83
84
85

M. Yamamoto, Berry-san, trans. Geraldine Harcourt. (New York: Kodansha, 1 9831, cover notes.
K.W. Davis, 'Foreword', T. Scanlon, ed., Aralura: Si
xteen of the Best Stories from the Norrhern Terrirory
Literary Awards IDarwin: Darwon Institute of Technology, 19861, p. v.
L. Salter, w. Wirf with

s.

Nichols & M. Williams, In Silence I Hear: Short Srories About Deafness IDarwon:

Deafness A ssocoatoon of the Northern Territory, 1 9 9 1 ).

86

Wilde, Hooton, Andrews, The Oxford Compenion co Ausrralian Literature. p. 525.

245

a world that i s to alter completely the vision of the world he once had·. 87 Brian Hoad
wrote in The Bulletin.
Herbert and Nowra make a {}ood match . . . Nowra 's sometimes chilly
intellect has he�e been warmed into new life by Herbert's uninhibited
pass1on and bOISterous sense of humour, while Herbert's tendency to
ramble �as been contamed by Nowra 's expert distillation of a 450-page
novel mto three hours of theatre which captures perfectly the
atmosphere and purpose of this sage of life in the Northern Territory'
c�a 1��8

The Northern Territory has also proved a focus for playwrights resident there. Suzanne
Spunner's Dragged Screaming to Paradise and The lngkata 's Wife both deal particularly
with women's roles in the Territory. Spunner's Dragged Screaming to Paradise, in part
autobiographical, is part of a trilogy based around Darwin, the second part of which.
Overcome by Chlorine. was workshopped in 1 9 9 1 and produced in 1 992. The lngkata 's
Wife which had seasons at the Darwin Performing Arts Centre and Araluen Arts Centre

•n Alice Springs in 1 990 incorporated material from Strehlow's Journey to Horseshoe
Bend and the Lake Amadeus Land Claim in its exploration of the life and times of

Kathleen Strehlow. Tim Rowse noted the quality of 'feminism' in Spunner's work. 89
Spunner has recently received a commission from the Sydney Theatre Company to
dramatise in song and verse, an account of the Finniss River Land Claim. Simon
Hopkinson is another contemporary Territory playwright. Simon Hopkinson came to
Darwin briefly as guest tutor at the Darwin Youth Festival before Cyclone Tracy and
returned after the cyclone to write and direct Occupied/ with the Darwin Theatre Group.
He came back to Darwin i n 1 980 where he held a number of positions with the Darwin
Theatre Group at the same time continuing to write and produce plays himself. Buffaloes
Can 't Fly was produced in the Territory and also at the Nimrod in Sydney ( 1 9 8 2 ) , the

Wood Street Theatre in Newcastle ( 1 9 83) and the Melbourne Theatre Company ( 1 984).
Hopkinson also wrote Moving On, Moving On, which toured the Territory in 1 98 1 and
Greenants-Whitecans. H e left Darwin at the end of 1 983 to direct a season of plays with

the Melbourne Theatre Company. He wrote of Buffaloes Can 't Fly,
BUFFAL OES is a play about dreaming set in a place . of drea_m; and the
scripts and its first production grew our of a conv1ct1on tnat, de�f?lte
many doubting Thomases, we could . create by ou��elves an excmng,
relevant theatre particular to our own ume and place.
. . . the Territory is still very much a Colonial culture. Its past is not so
much its own as the individual past memories of the people who have

87
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come to it so that history is not nearly as culturally important tor potent)
as the collective dreams of the future. 9 1

Gordon Francis (Lloyd Brownel, ex-officer for the Northern Territory Department of
Primary Industries in the Chief Fisheries Enforcement section, has written a number of
short stories and articles. His play God's Best Country deals with a confrontation
between Aboriginal traditional owners and second generation Territory pastoralists and
was performed at the Playhouse in Perth and toured the Northern Territory

9

in 1987. 2

Various cultural and ethnic groups have produced their perspective on life in the
Territory. Barbara Pittman of the Migrant Resource Centre noted that there have been an
increased interest in writing in languages other than English and that there have been
readings in Span1sh. French and Portug uese. Many of the themes of these writings
cover. ' Displacement and a sense of loss: what it's like to be a refugee or migrant' . 93
Darwin's proximity to As1a was highlighted when the Darwin Timorese Lafek Writing
group, 1n association with playwright Graeme Pitts, produced Death at Balibo in 1 990
which looked at the Indonesian occupation of the former Portuguese colony of East
Timor. Northern Territory links to Asia were seen as crucial by many of the authors.
Nowra commented that the Northern Territory was different from the rest of Australia
because of its 'closer ties to . . . Asia' and because 'it still is a frontier' 94 . David Foster
agreed, ' I see the NT as a frontier, both as regards Asia and aboriginal Australia. At the
frontier, people confront real problems, and are under stress' . 95
Ken Conway, the executive officer of Brown's Mart Community Centre, wrote that
although Territory literature is concerned with the universal themes it is also,
weighted towards questions like: What is fife in this Territory? What is it
like to be in the tropics or to live in the desert? And there's also an
awareness and probing of our relationship with Asia, in terms of how we
relate to people who come here from there. What are our prejudices? Our
biases? And sometimes there's a celebration of beaut mixing that
happens with these sort of cultural exchanges. 96

Alongside an exploration of the universal questions is the clear feeling that 'the Territory
is a diHerent place' from the rest of Australia. The influence of the landscape, Conway
believes, is inherent in the works of Simon Hopkinson, Suzanne Spunner and Louis
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Somon Hopkonson. letter to the author,

95
96

August

1992, p. 2.

Cover notes, G. Francos IL. Browne), God's Best Country (Sydney: Currency Press,

1987).

B. Pittman q uoted, 0. Goese, 'Writers Bloom on Top End', Review, The Weekend Ausrralian,

1 9 9 1 , p.

94
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5.
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Nowra, letter t o the author.
Foster, letter to the author, p.

1.

Ken Conway quoted, Giese, 'Writers Bloom on Top End', p.
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Nowra. •f not overtly expressed. In contrast. he noted of political influences, ' I ' m always
surpnsed how relatively little. you don't get the strong 1ssues·based writing'. The picture
•s chang•ng slightly
shows

the recent works of Suzanne Spunner whose lngkata's

m

Wife

w•ll•ngness to come to gnps w1th ma1or 1ssues. Aboriginal theatre in the

a

Temtorv tends to be conf1ned to the areas of mus1c and dance, unlike the southern
express1on. 97

who share a broader outlet

for artiStiC

Song·wnters and the bush bards

persevere

1n the1r performances, images and cliches

to the Northern Te r r•to rv

that have

largely been supplanted

states

relatmo

Perhaps t h e m o s t famous w m er· performe r
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c e l e b r a t i O n on ve rs e .

populated by
Nonhern

Te r r 1t or v .

the

c a r e t>r

:o

the

c h a r a c t e r s . Yet m th•s
contflbut•on

Harfls accords w1th

.·. a s capable o f parody of t h e

Harfls

category is Ted Egan. At first glance

song. wfltmg and film of a masculine. exuberant Territory

Aboflgmal

nat•onal counterpart. Rolf

th1s

other literature.

Jeannie Gunn construction of the Territory,

w1th1n th e

bush

wild d r m l..mg

m

in

penod. in contrast

Gunn's

to

1dent1ty cannot be ignored. Egan's

to

th•s construction. Although early on in his

bushman 1m age w1th Abongines peripheral

act•on
L e t mt:> .-lbos ()O loose. Bruce.
L e t me .-lbos oo loose.
Thev re of no further use. Bruce.
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H a r r 1 s oescr1bea

an e x c u r s • o n
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wrote about

complex

'The
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Land

by
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Harris.

and made h1s way

populatiOn

to

Born

in

Darwin

was three-quarters black

and Malays . . . I was the watcher on the balcony, and

of characters · '00

Egan found work as a bnck1e's labourer and in his

formed an Abong1nal Australian Rules football team. St. Mary's. Sir Paul

ompressed

pos•t•on as

Rolf Goes Bush,

Aboflg•nal fnends.

of

Eu.�,, lett home

Nhere he was ch a r m e d bv t h e atmosphere:

concerned. In

c ad et

by 1 7 year old Egan's rapport w1th Aborig1nes. offered him a

patrol

AtfaH!> D ep ar tm e n t
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where

he

For

the next 2 1 years Egan worked in the Aboriginal

cont•nued to be outspoken

m

quest1ons of Aboriginal
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JUStice. At 2 1 he made the ABC news when he told the local court that 1t was a
'national disgrace' for Bobby Secretary, a Larrak1a and traditional owner of the area of
land Darwin is built upon. to be charged with being in town after the curfew hours. Egan
was associated with the foundation of Maningrida settlement and the Gurindji land claim
1n the late 1 960s wh1ch was the impetus for his poignant elegy, 'Gurindji Blues'. 1 0 1
Egan 1 s the wnter a n d s1nger o f his five·part Faces of Australia series which looks a t all
aspects of Australian settlement. His s1x-part nat1onal television series,

This Land

Australia. has recently been shown on nat1onal television. Egan is in the process of

wntmg Makarrata. the h1story of the Caledon Bay and Woodah Island killings for which
he won the 1 9 89 Northern Territory History Award. His short stories have won acclaim
1n the Northern Terntory Arafura Awards and he is in the process of writing a screenplay
based on h1s song, The Drover's Bov. He has produced coffee table books about the
Temtorv. f1lms and has recently published a book of Territory 'yarns', Would I Lie To
You: The Goanna Drover & Other Very True Stories. I02

But Egan h1mself IS something of a contradiCtiOn. British author Howard Jacobson noted
Egan · s d1sappo1ntment at h1s failure to achieve national success, perhaps i n the way
Harns has done . Harns wrote. ' I t was Ted who sang me Two Lictle Boys and suggested
I try 1t on telev1s1on. It went on to be one of my biggest-selling records ever'. 103 With
twentv · two records. four of them gold. Egan IS hardly a failure. But Jacobson hit upon
the amb1Qu1ty of Egan's f1lm A Drop of Rough Ted,
As for the oddballs and 'characters' themselves . . . they were most of
them shy, recalctrranr figures . . Watchmg these distressed men blinking
at the cameras. and Ted Egan 's gentle consideration of them, it became
clear that he shared wtth them more than he knew; that he too was more
reftcent tn the flesh than tn htS own mythology. Rough Ted? I didn't see
tt. 104

The pressure of the market d1ctates the k1nd of matenal produced by someone in Egan's
POS1t1on long after the stereotype. 1n Jacobson ' s v1ew anyway, has ceased to have any
relevance to the reality or even anginal work produced by the artist. Despite Egan's
InSIStence upon the stereotype of the masculine, drinking, virile pioneers there is a
comm1tment to Abongmal r1ghts wh1ch is not usually associated with the heroes of the
front1er: 105

101
102
103

Ted E oa n quoted, Brown, 'Songltnes' . pp. 55-6.
Da,,.d Carment, •nrerv•ew.
Hame. Rolf Goes Bush. p. 9.

104

H. Jacob eon. Tht1 Ltwd o f Oz (Ringwood: Pengu•n. 1988), pp. 277-8.

105

Allnouon Frank Hardy repreeenu much the same so11 ot paradox.
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Australians are very uncomfortable with the Aboriginal thing, and
unfortunately it's being manifested in terms of ideas like, 'Now we 'll only
do what Aboriginals tell us. · But we stuffed the Aboriginals up badly.
Most o f them don't know what they want to do because we've taken the
decision-making processes a way. 1 o s

Egan's capacity t o generate a n d legitimise the Northern Territory frontier i s not to be
underestimated. When Louis Nowra was researching for Capricornia he asked Egan to
speak to the cast.
Ted Egan gave us a great sense of the atmosphere of the Top End during
the 1930s and just after the war and how the white men had a horror of
being labelled 'combo ' (a white man, Aboriginal woman relationship), but
even so there were h undreds upon hundreds of half castes in Darwin as
a living testament of the relationships between Aboriginal women and
white men. He reminded us that Darwin, the Port Zodiac of the novel,
was filled with Aborigines, Japanese pearlers, Chinamen and Malays and,
unlike the rest of Australia, it had a sense of identity that was more
Asian than European. 1 0 7

Egan is an evocative performer with a minimum of props and stage support which
doubtless contributed to his convincing and influential account of the Northern Territory.
Nonetheless, Egan did not himself arrive in Darwin until 1 9 4 9 1 08 suggesting that it was
Egan's idea of the Northern Territory, rather than his personal experience, that he was
transmitting. Nowra's account echoes the earlier literary descriptions of Darwin almost
word for word. In the main Egan maintains an uncompromising and popular construction
invoking a Territory mythology in which the Europeans are itinerant bush workers:
If you want some fun in the outback

I'll tell you the best place to go
Roll up your swag mate, and head for
The Alice Springs Rodeo. 1 0 9

Songs in this genre celebrate a constructed tradition which blithely ignores the fact that
the festivals are attended mamly by tourists, Territorians are more likely to go to the
Alice Springs Casino. Retrospectives published recently, such as Vanda Marshall's We
Helped to Blaze the Track ( 1 980), Esther Meaney's Esther: The True Life Story of an
Australian Country Girl ( 1 9 8 7 ) , Ron Brown and Pat Studdy-Ciift' s Bush Justice ( 1 990}.

Bill Armbrust's The Darwin Bard ( 1 99 2 ) and Mayse Young's No Place for a Woman
( 1 99 1 ) help to keep alive the image o f the Territory sixty years earlier in a celebration of

the pioneering values of the early pastoral industry and the mounted police. Maria
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Ted Egan quoted, Brown, 'Songhnes·, p. 5 6 .
.
L. Nowra, 'Struggling With the Beast', Capricorme: From che Novel by Xavier Herbert rev. ed. !Sydney:
Currency,

108
109

1992).

pp. x·xi.

Long, The Go-Berweens. p.

101.

T . Egan, A Orop of Rough Ted (Sydney: i n association with Nomad Productions. 1 9 7 9 1 , p.
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Gardner wrote the fictional

Blood

Stained

Wattle

( 1 9 92)

describing

the

events

surrounding the bombing of Darwin in World War 1 1 based on a diary kept by the
author's father. Darwin Sayonara ( 1 99 1 ) by Tom Lewis is in

a

similar vein. Tom Cole's

Hell West and Crooked ( 1 988) presents a vivid description of the pre-war Northern

Territory

buffalo

and

pastoral

industries.

Sara

Henderson,

Oantas/Bulletin

Businesswoman of 1 99 1 , maintains the pioneer imagery in her autobiography, From
Strength to Strength ( 1 9 92) where she presides over Bulla River Station in much the

same way as Jeannie Gunn did eighty-five years earlier at Elsey. Fictional equivalents
celebrate the pioneering bush ideal in much the same way such as did Hugh Atkinson's
novel, The Longest Wire ( 1 982) set in the period of the building of the Overland
Telegraph Line, or Maxwell Grant's Inherit the Sun ( 1 98 1 ) which describes four
generations of settlement in the 'Red Centre'.
An interesting departure in the representations of the Northern Territory in Australian
wnt1ng which only occurs in this period is the marked decline in the use of the
geographic Northern Territory as a setting for children's stories. June Epstein wrote a
book for children describing Cyclone Tracy, When Tracy Came For Christmas. Mary
Small wrote Broome Dog which contains a small part on the Northern Territory.
Margaret Sharpe produced The Traegar Kid about school in Central Australia. Aboriginal
legends for children continue to be produced, including picture books illustrated by the
Abonginal children from various Northern Territory communities published by Ashton
ScholastiC. Charles Rowan's The Silver Boomerang ( 1 978) is a very odd story describing
a cosmological battle inside Uluru where the spirits of the lost are trapped, but it turns
out to be a dream. Patricia Wrightson's trilogy, The Book of Wirrun ( 1 9 77) incorporates
a m1x of contemporary events and Dreamtime protagonists in the form of Mimis and the
1ce spints of Mount Conner, 1 1 0 a site of traditional significance for the Pitjantjatjara, but
in the main, the Northern Territory exists only as home for these deities. But the
adventure story located within the Ncrthern Territory appears no longer as popular as in
the previous penods. One example which does conform to the Territory tradition of
children's literature is the film and book, Top Enders. In 1 988, the Australian Children's
Telev1sion Foundation as a part of Australia's Bicentennial Year made a series of six
telemovies with a deliberately regional theme. The telemovies were based in each
Australian

State and the Northern Territory. 1 1 1

Australian writer Jennifer Dabbs,

produced a book from the screen play by Michael Aitkens and Jackie McKimmie, called
Top-Enders

1 10

111

( 1 988). The story has a deliberate multi-cultural theme, involving an

For example P. Wr�ghtson, The Ice is Coming (Ringwood: Pengu1n,

198 3 ( 1 977)), p.

23·4.

Au•trehen Children's Telev1&1on Foundation pamphlet, 'Introduction', Carlton, 1988.
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Aboriginal boy, Mick, who dreams of joining his uncle on the rodeo circuit. a young
European girl, Alice, who fears the return of her father after six years absence and the•r
friend Mai, a young Vietnamese girl. The children are tested by the harshness of the
landscape and emerge stronger after their ordeal. 1 1 2 Noted children's writer Colin Thiele
produced the text for a children's picture book, Ballander Boy, about a young European
boy who joins an Arnhem Land tribe. The photographs are very reminiscent of Axel
Poignant with beautiful shots of children poling across swamps in a dug-out but at least
Danny as well as Binda, the Aboriginal boy, appear without clothes.
Territory writing in this period reintroduces the theme of the region

m

an Asian context.

At the same time, the landscape and Aboriginal spirituality are still a part

of

the writing

but increasingly in the text. non-Aboriginal writers through collection of oral material and
editing, attempt to provide a stage for Aboriginal voices. This interest in cultural
difference. both Aboriginal and Asian, together with a merging of the themes

of

wilderness and landscape with the related theme of care for the environment. are the
hallmarks of Territory literature in this penod. Diana Giese wrote, ' I f much Territory
writing has grown from the experiences of its people in the "farthest coast" or in the
polyglot towns, or is written out of "the silence and beauty of the bush". it is

not

necessarily confined to these · . 1 1 3

112

See for example Mick's and Alice ' s reactions after they have been rescued. J. Dabbs. Top Enders (Fitzroy.
Victoria: McPhee Grobble, 1988), pp. 105f.

1 13

Giese, 'Writers Bloom on Top End', p.

5.
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CHAPTER E I G H T
'TRAC K S '

When I first came here, in 19 74, Alice was the ugliest little town in
Australia. Now it's the ugliest in the world. 1

The Northern Territory continued to provide both a theatre and a source of images
the nation's writers but the resultant construction differed in emphasis

from

for

the previous

period. The immediate post-war preoccupations with themes of cultural homogeneity
and industrial progress though harvesting raw materials had given way to an often self
conscious celebration of cultural diversity and concern about the destruction of the
environment. The dichotomy described in Part Two, of the opposition between the
corrupt urban dwellers and the honest kindly bush folk, has by Part Four, been
transmuted into the opposition between the pollution of cities compared to pristine
wilderness. Federal Government policies aimed at empowering Aborigines

through

a

policy of self-determination. In this context large areas of land were set aside for
national parks in the Northern Territory. Lands granted to Aboriginal traditional owners
were leased back to the Canberra-based Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service as
part of a package to secure the development of the Ranger Uranium mine and tourist
concessions at Uluru. This arrangement. administratively as well as geographically and
philosophically,

linked in the national consciousness,

Aborigines, conservation and

wilderness.
Also the sense of movement was a theme explored in much of rhe writing

in

this period.

The geographical remoteness of the Northern Territory was once again emphasised and
as in the works of many earlier writers, passage to the Territory is almost as important
as arrival. For the newco.mers, there was the notion of a quest. 'Most of us are pilgrims
of one kind or another, although what we are truly in homage to might not come clear
until our pilgrimages are done' begins John Bryson's account of Lindy Chamberlain's
ordeal in Central Australia. 2 I n descriptions of Aborigines, there was the evocation of
predefined and cyclical travel through the image of nomads. Bruce Chatwin was
foremost in this construction. But themes centred on movement through space are a
major part of nearly all constructions of the Territory. Robyn Davidson's Tracks is the
story of a journey. John Hooker's The Bush Soldiers never make it to the Territory

Davidson. 'Alice Springs·, p.
2

1 1 8.

J. Bryson, Evil Angels (Ringwood:

Penguin, 1 9 8 6 ( 1 985}). p.

10.

although the whole book is devoted to trying to get to Alice Springs. John Spicer's
Catchpole only just makes it. Evan Green's characters cannot wait to leave it in Alice To
Nowhere. The Chamberlains' travels through the Territory are interrupted by the tragedy

at Uluru. Christopher Wood's Dead Centre is one long pursuit. The dramatic climax of
Herbert's Poor Fello w My Country occurs during the long trek across country by the ill
assorted party. Andrew McMillan's Strict Rules is an account of a rock band's tour of
the Territory. David Foster's Mates of Mars travels north from Alice Springs to Arnhem
Land then east to the Gulf. B. Wongar's characters are forever travelling into more
remote areas to escape pursuers. Russell Guy's character is always 'going to Darwin' .3
Suzanne Spunner' s Dragged Screaming to Paradise, not only looks at travel but is
written

in

three 'movements'. Charmian Clift's three short articles on the Northern

Territory are included under the heading, 'Wandering s ' . The significance of depicting
non-Aboriginal subjects as transient is perhaps a reflection of the deeper insecurity non
Aboriginal people feel in the Northern Territory. The Northern Territory is not a home,
but a place to come to or go from. Territory authors often admit that they went there,
not purposefully. but to get away from something or as a place en route to somewhere
else. 4
In th1s period, expenence of the physical landscape of the Northern Territory, particularly
the desert.

IS

regarded as a source of inspiration and fulfilment. The landscape retains

the power to build character: 'the bush makes the bushman have a different outlook,
way of looking at life'. 5 In the texts, many of the characters. in process of travelling and
arrival. reveal the true nature of their inner-most selves:
Living in Sydney you could fool yourself. . .
But here, against the hard actuality of the desert, he felt oddly,
disturbingly impotent. It was as tf the country's very harshness had
stripped him of all pretence. How could he ever pit himself against the
inviolate desert? And yet, paradoxically, the land here spoke of
fulfilment. Perhaps you have to dominate it first to succeed, Stephen
thought. 6

The harshness of the environment necessitates that pretext is redundant and reality
exposed. In Mates of Mars, David Foster' s Territory is a place where people are forced

3

For example A. Guy , Whar's Rangoon To You is Grefron co Me (North Ryde, New So uth Wales: Angus &
Robertson, 1 9 9 1 ) . p. 33, 40 etc; Oddly enough when Guy actually sets a short story on the Northern
Terrotory he descrobes a traveller who has d ifficulty leavong .

4

For example Morros Luroe commented: 'I didn't re al ly go co Alice Spring s, I went away from home . But the

outpost feelong of the place, the remove from my reality , suited my purpose'; Morris Lurie, letter to the
author, 8 August 1992; Suzanne Spunner who found Darwin, 'An entry poont into Australia, an e xot point

out ol Auetraha
5

6

A. Ansell

&

..

. you do feel you could sail and get somewhere else . . .', Spunner, onterview.

A. Percy, To Fight The Wild (Perth: Fre m antle Arts Centre Press,

1 980). pp. 1 0 1 ·2.

J. D' At h, The Initiate (Sydney: Collins, 1989), pp. 34, 63.

254

to confront their own strengths and weaknesses when the band of martial arts experts
converges on the small Aboriginal community of Neverfuckinlose. Thus. Steve learns
bladder control, Bruce is accepted as an equal and Sven the womaniser is brutally
punished. Cyril is overtaken by his nemesis but Jade and Vincent manage to escape.
Jade is depicted as outside of an essentially masculine world and Vincent. unlike the
others, i s at home in Neverfuckinlose: 'Vincent can't swim but he can admire the
Nankeen heron. Paradise. He could live here. He doesn't want to go back to Sydney' J
But it is not only Vincent's capacity to appreciate the landscape which saves him. In
Sydney, he is the fore1gner. the outsider, and in a paradoxical reversal, it is Vincent who
is most at home in the Territory. The Northern Territory as writers stress, is a place
where values are inverted. In John Bryson ' s Territory, the innocent are found guilty, the
godless are spiritual and the police conspire to break the law. 8
The belief that the Northern Territory landscape both shapes and reveals true personality
IS

a long-standing trad1t1on 1n the writing. 9 The characters in the texts frequently

expenence personality changes after exposure to the Territory landscape. Facing the
environment reveals the inner nature of the character. Frequently this is manifested as a
protagonist portrayed as stronger, tougher and often with heightened sexual powers. 1 0
The construction in Dead Centre i s fairly typical. Mary, who had always taken a rather
passive role before coming to Australia, finds herself actively pursuing the mystery of
her husband's disappearance. After being abandoned

10

the desert. she catches sight of

her reflection, ·her face seemed strange . . . She looked like another woman - perhaps she
had become one'. 1 1 When Mary is reunited with her husband, he seems so unlike
himself that at first she dou bts that it is him. Up until now their sexual relationship has
always been one of indifference but after their experiences in Central Australia their sex
life is transformed. David explains, 'It's probably difficult for you to believe but I found
myself out here . . . for the first time in my life I really feel at peace with myself' . 1 2

7

8
9

Foster, Ma res of Mars, p. 2 4 1 .
Bryson, Evil Angels, p . 508.
The problem os that on the contemporary penod the Territory landscape moulds a character no longer
popular: 'tough, explootatove, rough-and-ready, 1ntollerant (sic) of liberal wimps down South ... Sadly, these
vortues are demode'; Foster, letter to the author. p. 2.

10

More than somple romance os the omphcation that the envoronment somehow reduces people to their most
baaoc dnves: Vorgonoa and Maguore after they have been pursued by villains, P. Cornford, The Ourcasr
(Sydney: Collins, 1988), p. 265; Lydia and Alfie Candlemas inexplocably demonstrate a heoghtened interest
on sex afler they come to the Northern Territory in Herbert's Poor Fellow My Country, pp. 1 50f, 547f etc.;
Adam in M. Page' s A Nasty Lirrls War (Adelaode: Rigby, 1979); Kate and Nick in A. Sayle, The Last Frontier
(London: Century Hutchonson, 1986), etc.

1 1
12

Wood, Dead Cenrre, p. 2 1 2 .
Wood, Dead Csnrre, pp. 224·5.
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The changes wrought by exposure to the environment can be revelatory. leadmg to
fulfilment or conversely they can lead to despair depending upon whether the characters
are to be developed as heroes or vi llains. In Death Down Under Sybil nonced how the
'harshly beautiful Outback environment' of Central Australia drew the film crew
together: the unattractive Charlie Date 'had become a friend' and the gossrpy outgomg
Alice Fleming ' ha d become subdued and thoughtful'. 1 3 Robyn Davidson found the
hostilities and the difficulties of Alice Springs giving her strength. a

·

psychologrcal

fortress', 14 and at the same time the landscape was 'magrcal and life-affirmrng'. 1 5 In
Heather Grace's Heart of Light ( 1 992) the unifying and spiritual nature of the landscape
heals wounds and consolidates friendship and strength. 1 6
The writers affirm that perceptions of the Territory landscape are inexorably bound up
with a sense of self. After Rod Ansell was stranded up the remote Fitzmaurrce Rrver for
two months, he wrote, 'identity is a strange thing. With no one to talk to. you begrn to
lose your feeling of who you are' . 1 7 In contrast, the family in Goldsworthy's Maestro .
acquired a new identity as Territorians after living in Darwin. 1 s Betty-san. in Yamamoto's
short story, initially felt alienated and rejected by the environment, but the suggestion is
that it was her own life she was rejecting. 19 Billy Marshaii-Stoneking has Ezra Pound
talking in his sleep, giving a roll call of names for places in Australia. The Central
Australian desert is the antithesis of containment. In his imprisonment Pound has
recurring dreams of the Australian landscape. 2°
Playwrights

stress

the

effects

of

the

landscape

on

therr

characters.

Nowra's

interpretation of Capricornia centres around the fact that Norman cannot truly know who
he is until he is confronted by his past in the Territory landscape. In God's Best Country
Tweetie says, ' I don't know what happened to my little brother, but he doesn't live here
any more . It's someone else - someone completely different' . Her husband Boy answers,
'

It's this bloody country . . . It changes everyone'. 2 1 Simon Hopkinson's play Buffaloes

Can 't Fly typically

asserts that the hardships of the lifestyle and hostility of the

landscape strip away

the pretences and devices by which the characters hide

13
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Davidson, Tracks, p p . 4 7 . 78.
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themselves, revealing the paradox that 1t is Reg who cannot cope wh1le Laura assures
Jack that she will survive.22
But some of the changes wrought by the landscape upon the subJects of the texts are
unwelcome and many of the Territory writers point out that some people cannot cope
under the stresses of the hostile environment. As

m

Jeann1e Gunn · s construction.

outback becomes the testing ground for the moral and phys1cal strength of the
character. Davidson noted that the Territory produced a tolerance for strange or aberrant
behaviour. 23 The effect on the Darwin residents of the enigmatiC and ep1grammat1c
Maestro of Goldsworthy's novel, is minimised because. ·Darwin was the term1nus . . . the
Top End of the road. A town populated by men who had run as far as they could flee' . 2 4
These sentiments were echoed by McMillan, that Darwin was, 'the end of the line'

.

2

5

Outside the urban centres, the behaviour becomes even more aberrant as Europeans
cope with the strain of living as a cultural minority. The stresses of livmg 1n an
Aboriginal community are explored in Thomas Keneally's

Towards Asmara 2 6

Lee

Cataldi's poem, ' I f You Stay Too Long in the Third World' deals with the same topic. : n
Other writers, too, have noted that many non·Aboriginals cannot cope with t h e isolated
conditions of the remote settlements. Chatwin lampooned 'Gym Bore', a commun1ty
adviser, who, although attractive to women, was like a 'policeman' who purports to
present an unrealistic and 'silly' 'Aboriginal' viewpoint. 28 Other characters appear to be
in a limbo where the landscape is an environment representing a complete absence of a
moral order. The amoral landscape is at least as threatening as the isolation, harshness
or danger of the physical world. In David Foster's Mates of Mars, the European adv1ser
flees at the start of the wet taking the key to the store with him. 29 In part, Herbert
suggests that some of the more bizarre reversals of standard practise at the leopold
Island Mission by David and Father Glascock arise as a result of its isolatiOn from the
European Christian society. 30
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Continuing the trend that had begun in the post-war period and typified by the 'Town
Like Alice' image, the attention of writers in this period remained away from Darw1n and
focussed literary interest in Alice Springs as a source of · Australianness · . In h 1s map
Australia, Dick Francis left out Darwin but showed Alice Springs

a

1

of

As prev1ously

mentioned, the central theme of Robert Spicer's Catchpole i s the journey to Al1ce
Springs. The climax of the novel presents two versions of Central Australia. one folksy
and environmentally aware, the other cosmopolitan and touristy, b1Jt both endings are
happy. 32 Andrew McMillan suggests that the Aborigines share a similar constructiOn
with a focus on Central Australia:
To the Top Enders, the desert is a wtfd, tough place that breeds wild,
tough people. The tnbesmen of Arnhem Land have a certain fear of the
men from the desert, a grudging respect for warriors 'They 're wild, that
desert mob, eh? they say with a degree of awe that's never reciprocated.
'Fierce eh? '
To the desert people, the Top Enders are merely 'fish eaters', inherently
different, softer mob whose sense of discipline is comparatively fax. 33

Ann McGrath noted that Central Australia, with Uluru as its 'symbolic centre of the
Australian nation', has proved a national and spiritual icon for all Australians

34

Writers

emphasise the age of the rock and its significance to Aboriginal people. 35 Annette
Hamilton commented,
For the Rock itself has become one of the prime symbols of Australian
national consciousness . . . [it] has come to stand for everything that is
most remarkably, peculiarly and significantly Australia n. Going to the
Rock has come to constitute a kind o f pilgrimage into the deepest realms
of national cultural identity. 36

But just as Alice Springs represents a kind of spiritual centre for all Australians, then
Darwin is defined within an Asian context. The proximity of 'Asia' in the writing
represents either the multicultural and

exotic or a threatening

'yellow peril'

(and

occasionally both, for example Moffitt's Death Adder Dreaming) . For ian Stewart in his
fantasy novel of the future, Reunion, Darwin has become the economic capital of
Australia with its own currency and transplanted Asian population. Darwin as a 'Hong
Kong-style city' has only been made possible by the change in attitude in the Territory
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administration towards Asian immigration. 37 To a lesser extent. Stewart's nove l

An H·

Bomb for Alice also supports this construction of the Northern Terrrtory 1 n the shadow

of Asia.

Yamamoto's

character Nakako emphasised the tolerance

of

As1a

and

cosmopolitan aspect of Darwin, 'For some reason people came here from all over the
world'. 3 8 The plot of Wongar' s allegorical novel, The Trackers. de sen bed an As1an
architect whose dream was to build a bridge linking Australia and Asia. 3 9
But alongside the construction of the exotic, is the stereotype of Asia as source of drugs
and populated by sadistic torturers. Bob Brissenden · s Wildcat is set

m

the Northern

Territory and Thailand. The Kangaroo Connection ( 1 980) also stresses the prox1m1ty to
Asia in terms of the drug traffic. The villains are sinister · M alays' who ram burn1ng
bamboo shoots u p Charles Landers' nose and forcibly remove his girlfriend's bra.4 0 The
anti-Asian bias is modified slightly by Kimini who turns out to be a hero. of sorts. He 1s
an undercover Japanese leader of an international World Organ1sat1on of Peace and
Security (acronym WOOPS) rendered harmless since his castration during his last v1 s1t to
the Northern Territory during World War II. John Hooker's The Bush Soldiers also
combines the Northern Territory, World War II and proximity to Asia. The novel
postulates a successful Japanese invasion of the continent after the cowardly m1htary
and civilian response to the bombing of Darwin. 4 1

ian

Moffitt ' s Death Adder Dreaming

has Asian villains. 42 Eric Willmar's Below the Line described Australia in the next century
as a continent divided along a 'Brisbane line' where the north is populated by Abong1nes
and Indonesia immigrants. When the heroine Angela finally makes it north to the cap1tal
Larakia (Darwin), she discovers that, ' i t seemed to have changed very little except for 1ts
name. Even the people on the street looked the same with about the same rac1al m1x · . 43
A perspective common to many texts in this period is that Darwin is already an As1an
city by virtue of its population and geographic location.
But although writers from this period are, like those of the prev1ous period, attempting to
articulate their personal · reactions, there is an apparent need to define the Terntory 1n
relation to the rest of the world. I n this period. the Northern Territory is presented as a
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region of international controversy and many of the wnters use the Amerrcan base. P.ne
Gap, at Alice Springs or the Ranger uran1um m1ne. at Kakadu. as settings for the
activities of spies, terrorists or similar mternatlonal 1ntngue. Dav1d Foster saw Al1ce
Springs as ·Australia's dead heart. the Red Centre of the cont1nent' and · P1ne Gao
among the world' s first targets of a Soviet nuclear attack' . 44 Jan McKenn1sh's

A

Gap

m

the Records combined this concern and a femm1st outlook in a novel centred around the

women's protests at Pine Gap in November 1 983.45 John Clive's thrrller. Barossa. also
uses the theme of the Territory's vulnerability to nuclear attack. 46 Chrrstopher Wood's
thriller Dead Heart has Australian government agents. the CIA and operat1ves for a
mysterious multinational all travelling around the Northern Territory try1ng to spy on each
others' activities. The military base at Tindal is the focus of concern of Phil1p Corn ford's
The Outcast. Damien Broderick's The Dreaming Dragons: A Time Opera has thE: CIA

puzzled by evidence of Rainbow Serpents from outer space dwell1ng three kilometres
below Uluru and only accessible through a 'space gate' controlled by an aut1st1c
Aboriginal boy called Mouse. 47 Leslie Plan's Survival 3 describes a secret rocket base

m

the desert, Michael Page's A Nasty Little War has both the CIA and the KGB attemptmg
to foil a Communist Chinese invasion, Joan O'Hagan· s Against the Grain has the
Australian Government in collusion with the Americans over a contract to supply
uranium if the discovery of a new drought-resistant wheat strain can be suppressed.
while in lan Stewart's An H-Bomb For Alice. Alice Springs, along with the Amencan
base at Pine Gap, is the target of Russian terronsts.48 Selina

m

Kaz Cooke's The

Crocodile Club perhaps best summed up the general attitude in these texts. 'Who wants

the Americans on their side? All you get is a whole lot of nuclear-targeted bases and
your wheat market shot to buggery ' . 49
Apart from international terrorism, the Territory is also presented as a focus for crrmes
of all kinds; drug smuggling, kidnapping, murder and larceny. To Dick Franc1s, Central
Australia, 'baked, deserted, and older than time'. the headquarters for art forgenes sold
throughout Australia a � d New Zealand. 50 Bob Brissenden's Wildcat. although more
down to earth. also includes secret Government agencies in a plot involv1ng 1nternat1onal
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drug smuggling. Clare McNab's murder mystery, Death Down Under, •s solved 1n Centr al
Australia. The series of kid n a pp ings in John Clive's Barossa 1s
events

pol1t1callv mottvated by

in the Northern Territory .

As in the earlier
prese nted

p eriods,

descriptions of a N o rther n Terntory culture are frequentlv

in the form of an opposition whereby the rigid social h1erarchy

of

the Northern

T er ritory town is used to th ro w the freedom and s p l en dou r of the landscape tn to sharp

relief. Kaz Cooke's portrayal of Darwin is immensely detailed

in her deltneat1on of

characters' social status. At the top of the hierarchy are
controlli n g mafia of 'government and the m ini ng
servants

. . . Pro fit

d ri v en

,

amoral

,

pl un de rin g

,

'

the Crocodile

h er

Club' a

compan1es and the old·t1mer public

wall-eyed, greedy complacent

old

with hardened arteries and bat-shit where their soul s h o uld be' . 5 1 Her de sc n pt 1on

blokes
of t he

festivities at the Sailing Club associated with the arrival of a federal min1ster prov1de an
i ntricate description of the different groups and their interrelationship. 5 :: The u rban
centres of the Territory have become a focus for writers not only providing a
the bush or wi l de rn ess but also as il lu st ra tions

of the g rowin g

contrast

to

ugliness of European

s ettlements. Although the focus on Alice Springs had begun in the prev1ous pe n od.

writing in the modern period in contrast to the writing immediately after the war. is
extremely critical of conditions i n the town. All the writers agree that Alice Spnngs 1 s a
place of despair. Michiko Yamamoto's c harac te r Betty-san commented bleakly. ·Alice

Springs made Darwin seem a m etro pol is ' . 5 3 Morris Lurie's short story, 'Inside the
Wardrobe' depicts Alice Springs as a place to leave, full of lonely. misplaced people.
voyeurs on life.
With the exce ptio n of the earli est South A u st ra li a n period, descriptions of the Territory
are imbued with a nostalgia for a remembered

p a st

and this period of wrtt1ng 1s no

exception. Writers who share a long assoc1at10n with the region, regret the changes that
have taken place. Tom Cole in Hell West and Crooked sketches his return to Arnhem

Land forty-five years later: · O n ly the ghosts were the re

'

.

54

Herbert's de sc n pt1 ons of

Da rwi n where the casual hierarchy of ' Port Palmerston· 55 is contrasted w1th the
contrived but unacknowledged racial del in eation evident in modern da y

'

Eliza bet h '

s6

Peter Goldsworthy delicately blends nostalgia for the atmosphere and architecture of
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pre-Cyclone Tracy Darwin with a lament for the lost innocence of his childhood. 57
Although Robyn Davidson presented an ugly view of Alice Springs in Tracks, when she
returned in 1 9 89 she thought it much worse. 58 But rather more strangely, this nostalgia
is not confined to those writers who actually remembered a past Territory. Younger
contemporary writers whose experience in the Territory is only brief, have somehow
absorbed this regret. Bruce Chatwin looked for an Alice Springs of the past5 9 and
Andrew McMillan noted regretfully the changes in Alice Springs and Darwin. 60 Charmian
Clift noted the atmosphere of nostalgia . 6 1
This nostalgia tor a Territory past is not confined to the European subjects of literature.
Throughout all of B. Wongar's books about the Territory is the pervasive theme of the
rape of the land by European mining activities. Since Aboriginal spirituality is so closely
tied up to the land, the destruction of the landscape becomes synonymous with the
genocide of a people. In the short story, · Mogwoi, the Trickster' Wongar describes what
happens when an Aboriginal man faces death:
After all that has happened ro Riratjingu land and the people, it would not
be easy to face the ancestors. The tribal water holes are levelled, but
even if there are any to be found around here I would not like to wait
there and be reborn; after all, what is there left to spring into life for
when even the h1Jis and the rocks have been taken away from the
country. I am going to be Mogwoi, the trickster spirit, moving around
this world, and from time to time I will call on all those I met in life to
make their time uncomfortable too. 62

This theme of the landscape made totally bereft of life is repeated again in many of the
short stories: 'The Miringu' which describes the return of a man to his country after a
long prison term, only to find that there is nothing left. ' N o tribe could survive here; the
animals have left and even the crabs are sunk in their mudholes never to come out
again'. 63 In 'Girigiri, the Trap'. the 'trees are like bones' and 'the whole island looks like
a skinned carcass·. 6 4 I n the novel Walg, an allegorical fantasy describing the impact of
European settlement on Aboriginal people, the nostalgia is for the land itself. White
people are represented as destroying the land in their effort to mine uranium. The sacred
sites, the geographical features and the life found within the region are shown to be
ripped apart by the European invaders.
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This image of European invaders as destroyers, is reiterated in poetry which echoes the
refrain of the alienation of the white Territorians from the landscape. 65 Lee Cataldi ' s
'The Women Who Live o n the Ground' from the book o f the same name emphasises the
different worlds (' another planet') of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians. Tony
Scanlon expresses disgust at non-Aboriginal occupation of the Territory and again uses a
space metaphor to stress the difference between cultures. As in Cataldi's work. he has
no doubt who the aliens are:
ask then for directions to the Last Frontier
and black hands will wave away south, or west "Not here, mate, " they will say, "this is Suck City ".
In their eyes is the truth of the ravished north,
of the Dreamtime raped brutally by alien men,
remoter from the true North than Andromeda:

pastiche pioneers, Durack according to Disney. 6 6

Whilst Europea �seem t o u s e the destruction of landscape as a metaphor for o r even as
synonymous with, destruction of Aboriginal culture, Aboriginal voices focus on the
depopulation that has occurred among the communities. Lazarus Lamilami recalled with
regret that as a young child the missionaries moved in and took over the ceremonial
grounds on Goulburn Island, thus changing the political and spiritual focus of the
Goulburn Island people forever. 6 7 Gagadju elder. Bill Neidjie, wrote poignantly and simply
expressing the sadness for all things gone:
First people come to us,
they started and run our life . . . quick.
They bring drink.
First they should ask about fish, cave, dreaming, but . . .
they rush in.
They make school . . . teach.
Now Aborigine losing it,
losing everything.
Nearly all dead my people,
my old people gone.

Deborah

Bird

Rose's Hidden

Histories

documented

the

Aboriginal

view

of the

destructiveness inherent 1n the coming of the Europeans to the country around Victoria
River. In 1 9 88 Ronald Berndt published this account of the consequences of European
contact for the people living on the Buffalo Plains area east of Darwin:
That brother and that sister made a big country, with plenty of people.
There were many people there who had married their sisters. But many

65
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of them are n o w gone: many people died from measles - you can see
their bones everywhereJ6B

But just as European settlement changed Aboriginal life. so the Territory landscape
changed the Europeans.
The experience of the landscape cannot easily be separated from the Aboriginal
experience. particularly in the early part of this period. Herbert. Davidson. Chatwin,
Wood. Marshaii-Stoneking, McMillan and l<eneally relate to the landscape in a privileged
way largely because of their relationship to Aboriginal people who provide the key to
interpreting landscape. I n Kakadu Man

Bill Neidjie

(where in the title. place is

eponymousl Allan Fox suggested that it is necessary for Europeans to learn to
understand the environment from the Aborigines:
I can find no adequate work in English to describe the personalisation of

the landscape by A boriginals . . . If we later Australians are only wise
enough to listen, it may be that we will still have enough time to cure
some
o f the environmental calamities initiated by our clumsy
stewardship . . . Bill is on about attitudes and values. . . the future rests on
ours. 6 9

Alongside the image of Aborigines as custodians of the landscape, is the suggestion that
Aborigines are perhaps more powerful than Europeans imagme. The role of the medicine
man. Buginja in the adventure novel Wilderness is ambiguous. Is he existing on the
fringe of the European settlement or is he really controlling events? The hero. Garret, is
only able to cure Amy with medicines learnt from the Aborigines. 70 Some of B.
Wongar's Aboriginal characters have the super-human power to transform themselves
into different species and to magically transport themselves across the continent. In Poor
Fello w My

Country,

Bobwirridirridi appears ( ' materialized') in the beginning of the

narrative and he dematerialises at the end, telling Rifkah he is going to the sky to
become a star. 7 1 Bobwirridirridi is neither born nor dies; he appears out of the landscape
and ultimately returns there.
Many writers imply that for the sensitive European, close association and affinity with
Aborigines in their country produces a corresponding cosmological assimilation. Herbert
is interested in developing the theme of the spiritual influence that exposure to
Aboriginal cultural values has on the Europeans. This influence is manifested in a change
in their relationship to the environment. The characters depicted with the most
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sympathy, Jeremy Delacy and Billie Brew. both descnbe myst•cal expenences l1n ked to
landscape.

They

are

possessors of an

'Yalmaru',

who looks after them and promises

Aboriginal

sp•ntual

to susta•n

guard•an.
them

m

' Lamala ·
an

or

after- lite

experience. 7 2 This suggests that the spirits of the land will commun1cate with Europeans
who show sufficient respect for landscape. 73 Davidson, too. expenenced a v•s1on ot
ghostly camels late one night after drinking too much tequila 74 but 1t was through her
relationship to M r Eddie, an old Aboriginal man, learning the ·myths and stones· ot the
country that she 'began to see how it all fitted together'. 75
But some non-Aboriginal writers believe they have developed a sensitiVItY to the
'Aboriginal' view of the landscape just by being there. After a few davs

m

Central

Australia, Bruce Chatwin can instinctively identify a Dreaming s1te because he · knew •t
had to be'. 7 6 The writers suggest that affinity with Abong1nes and env1ronment can
bring about a spiritual state whereby non-Aborigines can gam access to the Abongmal
cosmos. By the end of this period. direct exposure to Aboriginal culture 1s not as
important as being receptive to the emanations of the landscape. The 'sacredness' of the
landscape will be apparent to Europeans if they open their senses. Julie and Kass 1n
Heather Grace's Heart of Light find 'magic' in the bush without actually meetmg any
Aborigines. 77 David Tacey recalled that.

'I grew up in Alice Springs, where the

Aboriginal spirit of place is strongly felt' which he found to be ·an almost phys•cal
sensation' that even racist, insensitive people who disliked Aborigines were aware of. 7 8
In Death Adder Dreaming, Rod can tell he is near a sacred site of ancient malevolence by
the 'tingling delight' he feels as he is swimming. 79 In the finale of Amanda Sayle's

The

Last Frontier the lovers are united and, ' I n the deep silence. they seemed to hear the

murmur of Wanabi. the Rainbow Serpent,

guardian of the last frontier . / He was

bestowing his blessing' .so
But most of the writers interpret their experience of the landscape, at least nom1nallv.
with reference to their' interaction with Aborigines.
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environment astounds and intimidates the narrator in the play Dragged Screaming to
Paradise. At the same time, landscape proves to be the reason she comes to call the

Northern Territory paradise. In common with many other writers. it is not the landscape
by itself, but the landscape interpreted through the Aboriginal heritage that provides the
impetus to stay here:
But nothing, and certainly not your own ignorant expectations, can
prepare you for the Living National treasure that is the Main Gallery at
Ubirr (Kakadu}. Suddenly thousands and thousands of years fall away,
and there in front of you is another culture . . . It is immediately po werful
1
and after you witness it, the landscape never looks the same again. 8

Similarly, David, the missing engineer of Dead Centre explained that his personal
transformation only occurred after he came in contact with the Aborigines: 'Their way of
life made complete sense to m e ... Look at the rest of us, piling material possessions we
don't really need, guzzling booze and anti-depressants' . 82 Similarly, the further Robyn
Davidson moves away from her own culture. the more she feels alienated from it: ' I
compared European society with Aboriginal. The one so archetypally paranoid, grasping,
destructive, the other so sane. I didn't want ever to leave this desert' . 8 3 This
construction of the veniality of European society is reinforced by the character

of

Stanley in lan Moffitt's Death Adder whose description suggests that Europeans working
with Aborigines do so as a result of some personal inadequacy. 84

When analysing

the significance of Uluru as a n Australian cult ura l symbol, this phenomena has been identified as:
The white awe at the 'timelessness ' of the Rock and of Aboriginal culture
evidences a distrust o f progress, a sense that it is taking us further away
from our 'nature ' rather than closer towards the perfect society. There is
a sense that history is out o f human control, is sweeping white society
helplessly along with it, and that there is much to admire or even envy in
a 'timeless' culture that has resisted this tide. 85

But equally, the writers are anxious to point out that not every sojourner in the Territory
comes to an equal appreciation of either the environment or Aboriginal culture. Thomas
Keneally illustrates one reason for failing to access Aboriginal spirituality in his
description of the community advisers of ' Fryer River' settlement. 86 Most travellers to
the Territory are automatically excluded from the cabal of Aboriginal spirituality because
the experience of visitor is seen by writers as shallow and insincere. The character of
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Boy, in God's Best Country, whom the audience is encouraged to dislike (a jogging
public servant

who

believes

Canberra

the

'most

beautiful

place

in

Australia')

demonstrates his failure to relate to the landscape in contrast to the Aborigines of the
station: ' I don't think I'll ever understand this place' .87
Insensitive newcomers have the power to destroy the landscape as a consequence of
their inability

to

perceive

it:

'you

could

weep for the

desecration

for the

shoddines s ' . 88 Herbert, in his conclusion to Poor Fellow My Country, noted bleakly the
contribution of the visitor:
A first-class road also ran up the river . . . for the convenience of the
tourist who . . . came in droves . . . along with bits of the pretty green ore
that could be bought as souvenirs, were picture postcards of nuclear
bomb-blasts and of the ruins of Hiroshima . . . Postcards of the Big House
and its garden also were on sale . . . Another Tourist Attraction of the
locality was the Painted Caves. 89

Herbert saw the Europeans as at war with the landscape. For Herbert. it was the new
comers who had the capacity to create and change the environment for the worse.
Charmian Clift was similarly pessimistic. 9° Kaz Cooke and Suzanne Spunner agreed.
Cooke depicted Darwin as a town with southern architecture and gardens artificially
maintained in the face of a hostile punishing climate, 9 1 and Spunner described the
population of transplanted southerners acting out rituals inappropriate for the place or
climate. 92 But for Davidson, the landscape of Central Australia emerged triumphant. This
dynamic of conflict between the image of immensity and perfection of the landscape
competing with the vileness of 'man' is the underpinning theme in this period. 9 3 Rick,
the photographer, epitomised the outsider who had none of the appropriate attitudes or
skills necessary for survival but even he, after a few days exposure to the bush, began
·

changmg . . . letting the desert work on h1m, coming to a recognition of it, and of himself

as a consequence·. 94
Some writers expressed a frustration and a lack of understanding at the cultural gap
between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal experience. The young school teacher in John
Barclay's The Bloom is Gone commented,
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We 've never asked the poor buggers anything.

We took

their land

without asking. Now we take their children without asking and after we
waste a few years of their lives we thro w the young adults back, cocky,
pseudo-educated, and hating our guts more than ever. 95

There is a strong sense of futility of any communication between Europeans and
Aborigines.

At

Neverfuckinlose,

Bruce

cannot

understand

Cyril's

comment

that

Europeans are not liked, 'But I don't understand . . . The people here have been most
friendly towards us. Always waving and smiling, except for one old woman who threw a
turtle at my head' . 96 Communication of any kind seems impossible: · "We've tried
everything," explains the coach driver . . . "We've shot them and we've g1ven them
everything they wanted. But nothing works."

•97

A clue to whether the protagonist will be defined sympathetically or unsympathetically is
given in their attitude towards Aborigines. Bruce Chatwin defined people almost
exclusively in terms of their ability or capacity to interact with Aborigines: the saintly
the policeman who despises them, the 'Old

'Arkady Volchok', who reveres them,

Territorian' who exploits them financially. sa Racial tensions appear to be pronounced

in

Alice Springs and underpin all descriptions of the town. In Promise of Rain Gail Morgan
wrote, 'Violence here is as thick as the dust. People are puffed out with it, blown about
no matter how much their hush puppies attempt to anchor them. They wear their long
socks like poultices. in anticipation of injury'. 99 Robyn Davidson, answering the criticism
that she painted ·a very negative picture of the Alice', asserts that in the recent period,
the racism has not disappeared. merely become 'more cautious in its expression'. 1 0 0
Certainly the attitudes expressed by Wood i n Dead Centre do not contradict Davidson.
When Mary only narrowly fought off rape by Luri, the police were unsympathetic. They
cons1dered that Mary had put herself in a vulnerable position by getting into an
Aborigine's car at night. Aborigines are described as either drunken and hopeless, 'the
living dead'. 1 0 1 o r a s mystical nomads of the desert. Europeans, with few exceptions,
are bigoted. violent and. racist. Yamamoto commented of Alice Springs that. 'Aboriginals
roamed the bare, straight streets. while the park was the haunt of drunken black men
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even in the daytime. They dressed much as the whites did, though in the shabbiest and
plainest of clothes; they never appeared to work' . 1 o 2
The authors document, yet stand apart from, the hostility between Europeans and
Aborigines. Lindy Chamberlain commented that the attitude of Territorians was one of
extreme prejudice towards Aborigines. 103 Eric Willmot, i n Belo w the Line suggested that
the Aborigines of the Northern Territory preferred Indonesian control with a 'puppet'
government led by an ' A boriginal man as President' 104 to rule by southern white
Australians. In Wildcat the reader is made aware that Tiburzi is a villain of the highest
order by his persecution of the local Aboriginal community, mining of an Aboriginal
sacred site and his enjoyment in killing endangered species. 105 Kaz Cooke depicts the
Territory as the focus for a national prejudice 1 0 6 where the local politician can r�fer to
the Aboriginal community as 'just a bunch of coons' with impunity. 1 0 7 Northern
Terntory politicians are also the villains of Moffitt's Death Adder Dreaming: 'Christopher
Partridge . . . former mining engineer . . . cultivated the white backlash' and his father, a
famous and venerable anthropologist. for good measure is revealed as a rapist. 108 It is
generally accepted by wnters in this penod that European settlers attempted genocide in
the Terntory. 1 0 9 ' Historical novels' reconstruct the past according to this new revelation.
Hugh Atkinson's

The Longest

Wire

,

includes scenes of racial violence and rape

perpetrated by the men building of the Overland Telegraph Line. Whatever the allegorical
truth. Atkinson's portrayal is not substantiated by historical evidence. i 1 0 This shift
represents a complete change in construction. In the earliest periods, writers such as
Jeann1e Gunn, refused to acknowledge that Aborigines were killed and accounts of
outback life suppressed this even in circumstances when the historical evidence was
strong that it had occurred. Now i t seems that the opposite is true. In the modern period
writers

assume

that

Aborigines

were

routinely

poisoned

and

raped,

even

in

circumstances when the historical evidence suggests otherwise.
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It is now the popularly accepted view that the Northern Territory is a region dominated
by racial tensions and extreme violence. The brutality to Aborigines by Europeans is a
constant theme of all B. Wongar's writing. In Gabo Djara a European man notes. ' I t was
much cheaper to chuck a jar of strychnine into a water hole or put it in bags of flour.
" W e often infected blankets with smallpox before giving them to the natives . " · 1 1 1 The
Track to Bralgu echoes this theme.

I n 'Poor Fellow Dingo' a dingo is rescued while an

Aboriginal woman and her children are left to starve in the floods. The violence
continues throughout the short stories, particularly in 'Willy-Willy Man', 'Buwad the Fly'
and 'Dugaruru' in Babaru. This image of European oppression is presented vividly i n
Wongar' s Walg where, i n a n evocation o f Nazism, t h e Aborigines are forcibly involved in
a eugenics program. 1 1 2 The eugenics, it transpires, are a way of disenfranchising future
Aborigines from the landscape (under the rather dubious premise that under the tribal
l a w of patrilineal succession the absence of male

progenitors will debar future

generations from their cultural inheritance) to pave the way for wholesale mineral
exploitation and a uranium boom. The exploitation described in Walg takes place on a
grand scale where at the uranium mine site, 'Gin Downs'. the pre-adolescent Aboriginal
girls are rounded up, chained, systematically brutalised and pack-raped to death, while
the Europeans take bets on the number of men the girls can survive. When the eugenics
program fails to produce results (because the 'abos breed differently' and without the
necessary magic, the women remain infertile). the dead bodies of the women who fail to
conceive are taken in truckloads to be buried in mass graves at the dump. 1 1 3 The racism
in B. Wongar is systematised and coupled with the destruction of the environment.
While the Europeans are identified as the destroyers, the corollary is that Aborigines (in
the texts) have come to be associated with preservation of wilderness. 1 1 4 This is a
theme of Wongar's Walg, where the whole landscape becomes barren through European
contact and the survival of life is only possible through Aboriginal intervention. The
decision by the Hawke government not to mine at Coronation Hill but to extend the area
as Stage Three of Kakadu National Park was heralded as an environmental break-through
although it is significant in the light of the analysis of the images used in this period that
the decision was made on the basis that the site was of spiritual significance to the
Jawoyn people, not on environmental grounds. The juxtaposition of · Aboriginality' and
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'Conservation' is apparent in Kakadu Man . Bill Neidjie articulated his affiliation to the
land i n a way that is both appealing a n d understandable to Europeans:
We need this earth to live because
we 'II be dead,
we'll become earth.

..

.

This ground and this earth . . .
like brother and mother. 1 1 5

Although Lindy Chamberlain asserts that the physical landscape did not affect her
writing, 1 1 6 in

Through

wilderness 1 1 7

and

My Eyes,

suggests

a

she repeatedly uses 'dingo'

spirituality

that

is

linked

to

as a metaphor for
Aboriginal

authority.

Throughout popular fiction in this period. the association between Aborigines and
Conservation is strong. In Graham Webb's The Numunwari, the hero, a n Officer with the
' Northern Territory Wildlife Divisio n ' , is passionately committed to conservation (who
can only operate with the assistance of his Aboriginal friend and mentor, Oodabund)
whereas the villains are poachers abetted by a time-serving public servant who wants to
re-introduce crocodile shooting.
In contrast to writers from the earlier periods, Aborigines are almost universally
presented as on a higher spiritual plane than the shallow Europeans. The Aboriginal hero
Oodabund is omniscient in his ability to predict the behaviour of the giant crocodile,
Numunwari. 1 1 8 Jackie Jackie, in The Kangaroo Connection, portrayed as hot-headed and
unsophisticated for most of the book, mysteriously emerges as having the power to
bring the dying Charles back to life: 'My father is Witch Doctor and I know many ways
he would use now to help Charles ' . 1 1 9 In Lindy Chamberlain's narrative, Aborigines are
both sympathetic and telepathic. 1 20 Davidson, Chatwin and Keneally 1 2 1 also support this
construction. As mentioned in the previous chapter, Foster deliberately distanced himself
from what he perceived as Davidson or Chatwin's image of
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educated Europeans and traditional Aborigines. Yet Foster, like the other writers.
emphasises the mysticism of Aborigines. Cyril, his Aboriginal protagonist, is not like
other people with his very black, strange eyes, powers of detection. and complete
absence of 'fear of pain'. Although Cyril looks young, he is the 'oldest man in
Neverfuckinlose' and his enemies spy on h i m in the shape of birds. 122
In the texts, European writers sometimes use the concept 'sacred site' as a means of
linking European and Aboriginal mythology. Roland Perry, in Blood is a Stranger
introduced what seems to be a very un-Aboriginal concept called a 'Bad Dreaming' .
Surra tells Ken Cardinal that, ' It ' s n o coincidence that all the Bad Dreaming areas are
where the biggest uranium ore-bodies are'. 123 Damien Broderick in Dreaming Dragons
amalgamated images of the sacred site Uluru and sci-fi cliches to create a composite of
intelligent-aliens-from-outer-space and the Rainbow Serpent. Nan Albinski has pointed
out that, Dreaming Dragons, 'uses aboriginal legend and a central Australian sening,
grounding images of rebirth firmly in a dead heart which is not a sinister wasteland, but
the guardian of a treasure; it is indeed a 'sacred site' . 124 For Billy Marshaii-Stoneking,
the Lasseter legend of a fabulous reef where the gold lies thick on the ground coalesces
with a construction of an Aboriginal sacred site of fantastic power and known only to a
small group of chosen Pintubi elders. Marshaii-Stoneking relates that when the group
needs money, custodians travel to the site and return with gold to finance projects in the
Papunya community such as the purchase of new cars. 125 This construction is
consistent with the general accordance given by non-Aboriginal writers to the myth that
Aborigines possess superior knowledge that allows them to harness the power and
sacredness of landscape. It is ironic that in the contemporary period, Lasseter ' s reef, the
Depression dream of an impoverished Australia, has become by the 1 980s an Aboriginal
site of enormous mythological power capable of generating new Toyotas.
I n contrast, Aboriginal writers do not overtly promote etther the spiritual or the
conservationist themes apparent in other writers. Aboriginal writing tends to be
dominated by the themes of institutionalised racism and inequality. Although Bill Neidjie
emphasised the role of country in Aboriginal spirituality, and has been linked to the
conservationist ideals, he also had a political agenda:
No-matter about that White-European,
e can go with that one
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but must White-European got to be lis ten this culture
and this story
because important one this. 12s

Barbara Cummings' Take This Child, Merrill Bray's Our Mob and Charlie Perkins' A
Bastard Like Me expose the system of state institutionalisation that was imposed on

children whose mothers were Aboriginal and whose fathers were not. In Perkins' moving
account of growing up, away from family and friends, he describes his increasing
politicisation. Perkins' account of his youngest brother's death is suffused with the
bitterness of inequality:
we lost another brother, the youngest. We lost him a couple of years
ago, in the desert. He was working about sixty miles south of Alice
Springs. He, like me and many Aborigines today, had an unhappy life. He
was drinking one day and carried on drinking into the night. In the mtddle
of the night he walked off. He must have thought of walking back to
Alice Springs . . . no one really cared. He was 'just another bloody Abo'.
In the darkness he must have crossed the road and kept walking. By the
next day he was walking around in circles. He died in the desert, lost for
five days. It is a pretty rotten way to die . . .
his white workmates in the camp did not even check on his whereabouts
or report him missing until three days later . . . The search did not begin
unttl four days after he set out. 1 2 7

Aboriginal writers from outside the Territory, see the region as a focus for political and
spiritual experiences 128 voicing pan-Aboriginal themes.
With respect to the role of women and gender relations generally in this period, the
literary images and themes of the first period of Territory writing are to some extent
regenerated. Aborigines may have had a reversal in their earlier status as a doomed race
of childlike primitives, but women have yet to achieve a comparable transformation. in
spite of the fact that, as in the earliest period, they are represented as authors. Lyn
Riddett noted that there is a perception amongst writers that, 'Darwin is a good place to
touch feminism

...

this

is a community where women are perceived

as acting

strongly' . 129 Yet there are indications that this perception is not without contradictions.
Where women are described as strong, it appears only to be measured by their ability to
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put up with the impositions of misogynist males.

The Australian

review of Sara

Henderson's book suggests that kind of ambiguity.1 30 This construction, so apparent

m

Robyn Davidson. i s also apparent in Heather Grace's Heart of Light.
Drama, in contrast, emphasises the strength of women. Although initially Laura in
Buffaloes Can 't Fly, is presented as prissy and superficial, by the end of the play she has

proved herself a much stronger and more adaptable character than her husband Reg. Fat
Anna, in Nowra's Capricornia i s a very powerful character indeed. She is able to enter
prisons without a key and when threatened by 0 ' Connell states she will declare him to
be 'combo' if he does not let her farewell Norman properly. When his back is turned she
jokes with Norman suggesting O' Connell has a tiny penis. 1 3 1 Dragged Screaming to
Paradise is a monodrama and has a lone woman narrating the action of the plav. The
lngkata 's Wife focuses upon a sympathetic appraisal of the life of Kathleen Strehlow.

But the strength of the roles given to women on the stage is not repeated in the novels.
In the same way that in the period after the war emphasis upon the role of woman as
home-maker brought about a corresponding rejection of Aboriginal women's roles
outside of the home. with a focus upon the exploitative nature of inter-rac1al sexual
relations. this period shows tensions of another kind. For many of the female writers.
fem1nism

IS

an issue. 1 32 At the same time feminism is seen as intimidating. When

women step beyond what is seen as their appropriate behaviour, the punishment is
usually rape. Robyn Davidson's friendliness. (or assertiveness?) makes her the candidate
'as the next town rape case'. Eventually Davidson leaves the hotel to begin work at the
camel farm. The final impetus to go comes about after she returns to her room one night
to find someone has defecated on her pillow. She writes.
One does not have to delve roo deeply to discover why some of the
world's angriest feminists breathed crisp blue Australian air during their
formative years, before packing their kangaroo-skin bags and scurrying
over to London or New York or any place where the anti
podean
machismo would fade gently from their battle-scarred consciousnesses
like some grisly nightmare at dawn. Anyone who has worked in a men
will know what I mean. 133
i
only bar in Alice Sprngs

I n Betty Roland's Beyond Capricorn, Anna travels by herself to the Northern Territory to
meet a man she hardly knows who has offered marriage. Anna is nearly raped by her
prospective in-laws after she arrives at the cattle station to find her fiance, Archie
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Livingstone. in gaol. Christopher Wood's hero Mary is nearly raped twice. In the first
instance, it is because of the hatred that Aboriginal activist Luri feels towards her both
.
for being European and for her relationship to her husband whom Luri bel•eves is
involved in a conspiracy to defraud the ' Pitjata' Aborigines. The second instance is a
pack rape, only thwarted by the fortuitous timing of an Aboriginal terrorist attack on
remote Simmon's Creek roadhouse. The description of the roadhouse bar with its
polaroid snaps adorning the walls of 'men with their trousers down and their buttocks
exposed to the camera; either that or fingering their genitals' sets the scene for the
inevitable confrontation. Mary flees the group and locks herself within the flimsy cabin
(evoking the image of Barbara Baynton's 'The Chosen Vessel'):
Mary strained her ears, she could feel her heart thumping. She was in a
prison at the mercy of the men outside. They could do what they liked
with her, the nearest police station was over a hundred miles away. Men
made their own laws in this outback wilderness. And they were laws for
men, not women. 134

In

The

Kangaroo

Connection

Gail

Manning

is

tied

to

a

chair

and

forcibly

undressed. 1 35 Selina in The Crocod1Je Club is offered the choice of sexually gratifying
Franklin. the corrupt politician, or death. 136
White women are punished by rape, sexual abuse or vilification when they break away
from the domestiC stereotype. In a reference to Robyn Davidson. Lindy Chamberlain and
Kathleen Strehlow. Spunner's character of the lngkata's wife screams at the audience.
You didn 't like the Camel Girl and you don't like the Dingo Mother and
you sure as eggs don't like me.

You didn 't like her because she was

young and single and wanted to be left alone; and you wouldn 't believe
her because she was a mother but she wouldn 't cry on cue, and you
can 't stomach me because I'm a widow and I won't stop greiving [sic/.
Why shouldn 't I draw the curtains and stay inside out of the hear? I
never liked the kitchen anyway. 1 37

In contrast. Aboriginal women are commended for their qualities of strength and loyalty.
Lee Cataldi's poem 'kuukuu kardiya and the women who live on the ground' is fairly
typical of the view. White women are 'femmocrats' with handbags as fat as bank
accounts, contrasting the Aboriginal women who 'move lightly'. White women dominate
by force with a shrillness that belies their lack of authority, while the Aboriginal women
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endure patiently with a real strength. 138 European women have become the scapegoat
for racial tension in the Northern Territory. In the contemporary construction they are
increasingly blamed for European hostility towards Aborigines. Herbert was influential in
establishing this construction:
it's this Black Velvet business . . . Those poor {white/ women! You can
see the humiliation in their eyes . . . and also the meanness in their tight
mouths . . . What's the use of a lady trained at the best ladie s · school to a
man who has to battle with this harsh country and needs a woman only
to cook his tucker and root like an animal after watching animals root all
day? . . . The first choice is the obvious one, the women with their roots
in the soil itself . . . the Aboriginal women . . . and I don't doubt that many,
given the chance, would become something of ladies in their own right
. . . and still be able to go out and bring in your dinner from the bush . . . 139

Almost universally, European women are portrayed as utterly horrible in the writing of B.
Wongar. I n the short story 'Goarang, the Anteater' from The Track to Bralgu, the female
scientist is depicted as sexually abusing the anteater in ways that suggest a bestial
attraction through her daily manipulation of the thermometer in the anteater's anus and
the stroking of h i s spines. The nursing sister in Walg is instrumental in maintaining the
eugenics program by the rounding up of Aboriginal women. Carol. the wife in The
Trackers. sets out a program of ' westernisation' for her Asian husband, Dao Ba Khang in

music, dress and food and permits him to have nothing to do with, or read anything
about Asia, as it is unacceptable to white Australian sensibilities. !>.s Dao's skin
inexplicably darkens and he becomes the target for vicious racial prejudice. he becomes
paradoxically more attractive to European women; the receptionist makes smacking
no•ses with her lips and notes that 'It makes you look erotic'. 140 Dao noted critically of
his secretary.
The girl 's breasts were flabby. She wore a brassiere but it was hanging
loose, sho wing space in its cups. The brassiere had probably lost its
shape so the girl had stuffed it with a handful o f . . . Dao could not see
whether it was cotton wool or paper tissue. But did it really matter? He
felt like a man who has just opened an oyster shell and instead of a
pearl, finds a w'orm. This is what this world is like, he thought. 1 4 1

Unlike the portrayal of European women in the poetry, literature and drama of this period
Aboriginal women are presented as sensitive, brave and intelligent; the protagonist of
Walg typifies the image. I n Betty Roland's Beyond Capricorn, Djindara is a model of

competence, loyalty and support for her lover, Booroola, and contrasted by the foolish,
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albeit well-meaning, Anna who needs Mark to rescue her. Even

m

satire, Aboriginal

women as presented as intelligent, articulate and culturally cohesive. 142 Aboriginal
women are also the preferred sexual partners. In Poor Fello w My Country, Jeremy's
lover is Nan and not Rifkah. In Beyond Capricorn, Mark tells Anna the facts of life: ·dark
girls have a way with them and once a man has tasted black velvet, "gone combo" we
call it up here, he doesn't fancy another kind ' . 143 But if the heroes are not partnered
with Aboriginal women, then their lovers are often intelligent Asian women, 144 again
contrasted with their strident European counterparts. 145
Some of the writers are superficially approving of particular European women when their
behaviour conforms to specific parameters. Chatwin marvels at Marion and believes it
'was no exaggeration to say she looked like a Piero Madonna' and ponders the enigma
of Australian women.

' s o strong and satisfied' . 146 In

what must surely be an

unconscious extension of the idea that Aborigines are children, the Madonna is an image
invoked for certain European women who work with Aborigines. Xavier Herbert
considered Rifkah the epitome of womanhood 1 4 7 so when

Father Glascock tells

Monsignor Maryzic that Rifkah wants to 'dedicate her life to looking after Aborigines ' .
Mons1gnor Maryz1c answers, 'Der Jewish voman i s always mutter first. She i s der
mutter of mutters. Der M utter of Gott vas Jewess' . 148
Despite the

ambiguity

their

of

presentation,

European

women

are

depicted

as

enthusiastic heterosexual partners. Bruce Chatwin greatly admires Marion, the female
anthropologist who looks 'innocent' and wears 'skimpy' 'rags'. 1 4 9 In Kaz Cooke's novel,
wives are dominated by husbands and sexual slurs are applied as a matter of course, but
there is no suggestion of any alternative. 1 50 Many women suffer sexual violence, but a
strong theme of romance remains present in the narratives· in Tracks. Robyn Davidson
forms a sexual liaison with her photographer; in Beyond Capricorn, Anna marries her
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The character of Chloe is archetypal; Cooke, The Crocodile Club. p.

143

B. Roland, Bevond Capricorn (London: Collins,
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Gentle As1an spouses are a feature o f Brossenden's Wildcac; Stewart's Reumon; Moffitt's Deach Adder
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has a strong
i
Agaon Aborog1nal writ1ng seems to conflict w1th this stereotype. Eric Willmot's Below che Lne

94.

1976), p. 85.
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and courageous whote heroone; Charles Perkins' A Bascatd Like Me although po1nt1ng out the prejudoce of
wh1te gorls. clearly respects h1s wife Eileen ana gives a portrait of her as loyal and 1ntelhgent.
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Chatw1n, The Songlines, p.
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Xavier articulated this idea to his wife Sadie, 'Rifkah represents all that is sweet in womanhood. She is

1 1 2.
1 1 October 1 968.
266-70.

beautiful, gentle'. letter to Sadie,
Herbett, de Groen

148

& Pierce. pp.

Herbert. Poot Fellow Mv Councry, p.

See also letter
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1335.
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At the conclusoon to the story Selina may not be married to Jock, but they fin1sh up as enthusoastoc lovers;
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Cooke, The Crocodile Club, p.
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rescuer, Mark Gillespie; in Dead Centre, Mary is re-united with David; in The Kangaroo
Connection, Gail finishes up with Charles; the narrator in Dragged Screaming to Paradise

negotiates her presence in Darwin almost entirely through and against her husband and
The Crocodile Club ends with Selina Plankton in bed with Jock.

Sexual partnering is a major theme of Poor Fello w My Country where Lydia, Bridie and
Alfie are victims of lust for Jeremy. the old 'scrub bull'. Herbert once commented that
the crisis in Jeremy Delacy's life occurred when he realised he had misunderstood his
relationship with his wife Nanago. 1 5 1 Nan declared,
I am not mistress . . I am servant . . . You know 1 love you. But I am
Aboriginal woman. I am servant to man I love. White woman who is
boss don't love her husband. Only partner . . . Always I am servant of
Jeremy Delacy. Time I can 't be his servant, I don 't want to live. 1 5 2
.

Although

Jeremy

Delacy

emerges

as

incapable o f consummating

a

successful

relationship with either Rhoda, Alfie, Rifkah, Lydia or as it transpires, Nan. the women
do not appear in contrasting roles of strength. Rhoda remarries but her family fails to live
up to her exacting standards, Alfie returns to her husband, Lydia to her father and Rifkah
passes seemingly as easily from Delacy to Father Glascock and to Pat Hannaford as Nan
once passed from Jeremy's brother to Jeremy. It is, in a small way, an affirmation of
woman as survivor that the character of Bridie Cullity, who alone manages to achieve
her desire to successfully bear Jeremy's child, remains tough, assertive and most
significantly, alive, at the end of the narrative.
In the popular fantasy literature, the pattern is very much the same. Jade is the least
developed character in Mates of Mars and women are pictured as sexually exploited and
physically abused. Bob Brissenden's Wildcat and Grahame Webb's The Numunwari, both
of which demonstrate a commitment to contemporary Aboriginal politics and spirituality,
do not feature women in the narrative. In Webb's The Numunwari, a tough female
anthropologist appear� and disappears on the first four pages. Oodabund's daughter
Nancy, although clearly competent, is at the mercy of her father and her husband's
wishes, even after death, and Mac's faithful wife Anne has a very minor role apart from
cooking delicious barramundi dinners and worrying about her husband. 1 5 3 Yamamoto's
character Nakako, in her short story 'Powers', echoes the sentiments of Spunner' s
Dragged Screaming to Paradise:

151

X.

1 52

Herbert, Poor Fellow My Counrry, pp.

1 53

Webb.

Herbert, 1nterv1ew.

1980.

The Numunweo. pp.

1 2 82·3.

49, 90, 1 35 , 1 37, 247.
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Ryuji ad been sent out by a joint mining venture. A Japanese company
man f1rst and last, he'd transported everything with him - his life and
work - to be reassembled in this foreign land. He had lost nothing.
Whereas Nakako had stripped herself of everything. And now, in league
with this one man, she was going to make a complete home. 1 5 4

But if European women have not achieved a comparable role with men in the literature.
there has been an improvement in the European perception of intra-Aboriginal gender
relations. Although a post-war interpretation is still current, Andrew McMillan, for
example, suggests of Aboriginal women that, 'their role is one of subservience', other
authors offer a new construction consistent with contemporary gender politics. 1 5 5
Robyn Davidson suggests that within the Pitjantjara, males a n d females hold positions of
equal

importance:

'While

men and

women

have

separate

roles,

necessitated

by

environment. these roles are part of a single function - to survive - and both are mutually
respected' . 1 5 6 Marion. the female anthropologist in Chatwin ' s The Songlines. expressed
a similar perspective:
She told me how Aboriginal women have song cycles of their o wn and
therefore, different sites to be protected. Few people had realised this
until recently: the reason being that the women were that much tighter
with their secrets than the men. 1 5 7

Esther tells Lucy i n Promise of Rain, ' W e have our own corroborees' . 1 5 8
This position w a s given thorough treatment by anthropologist Dianne Bell in her
influential Daughters of the Dreaming:
Through a study of Aboriginal women's ritual activity I hoped to answer
questions which had nagged me since I began anthropology . . . In some
studies of Aboriginal religion I had read that women were deemed to be
of less cultural importance than men . . .
Having learnt something o f women 's ritual realm, having seen that their
independence and autonomy of action were not illusory, I was forced to
come

to

terms

with

the

dynamics

of

women's

culture

and

its

interrelations with, not subsumation by, that of men . . .

1 re-read the work o f the desert ethnographers Baldwin Spencer and
Francis Gillen and Mervyn Meggitt and although the words were familiar,
the images were not. They saw women as denied access to the spiritual
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domain, as ritually impoverished, as pawns in mate political power plays.
Something was awry. 1 5 9

This interpretation. that male anthropologists saw subservience because they could not
gain access to the 'women's ritual realm· and therefore were ignorant of Aboriginal
women's separate spiritual and cultural life, is extremely interesting as it marks a
complete reversal of ideas on this subject. Up until this point, all the earlier Territory
writers had agreed as to the inferior position of Aboriginal women. This differing in
construction of Aboriginal society most clearly reflects the changing status of European
women. 160 Unconscious of any irony, Davidson asserts. ' I f there is sexism amongst
Aborigines today, it is because they have learnt well from their conquerors' . 1 6 1
This view of the changing status o f Aboriginal women perhaps influenced the way
sexual relationshiPS were portrayed in the literature and accounted for the comparative
absence of descriptions of exploitative relationships that had so dominated the texts of
the previous penod. Writers tended towards the view that many of the relationships.
particularly those ansing in the Northern Territory pastoral industry, could perhaps have
been more mutually beneficial than had been described in the previous decade. 162
This era then, from the 1 9 70s onwards, represents both continuity and change in the
literary mode) of the Northern Territory. Writers continue to assert that the real Territory
lies outside the urban centres. Most of the writers describe the Northern Territory as
frontier. 1 63 The notion, which had been a theme in previous periods, that the wilderness
landscape had the power to renew and transform personality, was regenerated in parallel
with new themes of environment, conservation and wilderness protection. Central
Australia maintained

its position

within Australian

iconography as crucial to an

understanding of national character and identity. Oarwm was confirmed as Australia's
Asian city. The Identification of both Aborigines and Territory landscape with the
supernatural and magic appear heightened. Women are present as individual angry
voices. but no concerted female response is indicated to rival the predominantly
masculine tone which persists in Territory writing. The European writers maintain the
dominant interpretation of landscape, although appear less secure than at any other
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D . Bell, OaugMers of che Dreaming (Melbourne; McPhee Gnbble, 1983). pp. 23-4.
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For example, w1thout any kind of prompting by me, Peter Goldsworthy, Louis Nowra and David Foster in
correspondence all defined the Northern Terrrtory as different from the rest of Australia. because tt IS a
frontier.
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period and ostensibly seek direction from an Aboriginal authonty.

In

their interpretation

of the Territory, the writers appear to have more in common in their interpretation than
difference.

Even

Foster,

who

sought to

place

himself

apart

from

his

literary

contemporaries, was unable to redefine or even challenge the construct and in common
with the other writers of this period he manipulated the prevailing themes of Aboriginal
mysticism, travel and misogyny. Missing from this dialogue is an Aboriginal voice, free
from white editorship. Perhaps this is a telling indication that the 'Northern Territory'
has, and will remain, a metaphor of white Australian societY as a response to the
process of colonisation.
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1 9 . Cover The Red Heart by Frank Clune
20. Cover The Crocodile Club by Kaz Cooke
Some of the iconography depicting the Northern
Territory as the spiritual and corporeal heartland
of Australia is quite persistent.

CONCLUSION

My position is that texts are worldly, to some degree they are events,
and, even when they appear to deny it, they are nevertheless a part of
the social world, human life, and of course the historical moments in
which they are located and in terpreted. 1

Although developments in history and literature have broadened the notion of historical
evidence to 1nclude popular literature. academic interest has centred mainly around
Australian cultural history, rather than a consideration of the inter-relationship between
region and national identity.
Background reading had suggested to me. that the Northern Territory was significant in
the construction of national identity disproportionate to its economic, geographic or
demographic relevance. I formed the idea that the combination of the Territory's
geographiC isolation. outback status. Aboriginal population and Federal jurisdiction
imbued the region with a special significance. Through a study of Australian popular
wnting, I have argued that the Northern Territory functioned as a metaphor for white
Australian occupation of the continent.
EvaluatiOn of the significance of the Northern Territory in Australian history. using
orthodox leg1slative. economic. geographic or oral sources would be likely to yield a
different result from the findings of this thesis. Similarly, a general analysis of Australian
literature would suggest a different cultural framework than is offered by a study of
Northern Territory writing. Most Australian cultural history has been so far occupied
w1th establishing national Interpretations. It is now time to view those findings in a
different context by looking at the influence and impact regions have had upon the
national culture. This study presents a new approach in its emphasis upon regional
literature in the development of national identity and argues for a more complex analysis
of Australian cultural history through an exploration of diversity.
Cliometrics. analysis of statistical method in history, has been confined to demographic
or quantitative research and not been used in relation to ideas or images. 2 The analysis

E.W. Sa1d, The Wotld, the Text, and the Criric !London: Faber and Faber,

2

1984 (1983)), p.

4.

In cflometncs 'much greater emphasis is placed on statistical method and upon prec1sion of de finit ion and
categonsatlon, and computers a re enlisted to carry out calculations wh1ch formerly would have been

impoa11blo ' ; A. Marwick, The Nature of Hiscory thi rd ed. (Houndmiffs, Bassingstoke, Hampshire: Macm1llan .
1989 ( 1 970)), pp. 130·1; P. Donley & D. Hop kin , History and Computing (Manchester: Manchester

Univer11ty Press. 1987), whose categ ones of application i nclude
Pohtica. Of Textual analySIS. there is a small sect10n relating to 'name

Communities, Individuals,

'

and 'place', pp.

228·33.

Economy.

of the words used in the book titles indicates a htgh correspondence between tmages
and themes display in the body of the text. Originally 1 w1shed to test whether or not the
use of this method could replace the more time consum1ng readmg of texts. At the
conclusion of this study, however. I do not believe th1s k1nd of data analysts could be
used as a substitute for textual analysis. While this method has proved useful tn
supporting themes, attitudes and assumptions evtdent 1n the texts. it does not tell the
researcher what has not been said. Gender relations throughout the d1Herent penods tn
this study, for example, cannot be determined from analySIS of key words tn the book
titles. Future researchers interested in employing this method. therefore. would find tt a
valuable, but not definitive, indicator of social climate and perhaps this k1nd of analysts
would best be used as a starting point of enquiry.
This study contends that the Northern Territory has exercised constderable influence as
an idealised imaginative setting for the construction of nattonal identity. The thesis ts
located in a historical context becal!se the construct can be seen most clearly as •t
develops and changes over time. I n the progression of the metaphor throughout the
period of European settlement, the ambiguities and disjunctions 1nherent reflect the kinds
of tensions and anxieties evident in

settlement.

Imbued in all but the earliest

constructions, was a nostalgia for a mythic past where the 'authentiC' Territory was
located. The inability to feel at home manifested in the texts as nostalgia was not s1mply
a yearning for a geographical place, but more probably a sense of illegttimacy tn the
occupation of the country. The nostalgia for the 'real' Northern Terntory was a seeking
to legitimate the author in a colonial and post-colonial context.
Robert Dixon found in the depiction of landscape in the literature and art of colonial New
South Wales, an 'attempt to discover a pattern . . . that expresses the social. historical
and moral development of civil society in the colonial context'

.

3

In the Northern

Territory, as in the early settlement of New South Wales. many of the subjects of the
writing felt afraid or awed by the country and attempted to expiate the tenstons
engendered by the unfamiliar through writing. Landscape was seen as a powerful agent.
capable of influencing the actions, behaviour. appearance and even moral worth of the
settlers. Despite Tacey's assertion that non-Aboriginal Australians are 'isolated and apart
from landscape, a living self against a dead objective background', 4 the wntmg suggests
a preoccupation with the relationship to the land that goes beyond utilitanan or
functional

3

4

aspects.

Non-Aboriginal protagonists frequently articulated

an

intutt1ve

R. Dixon, The Course of Empire: Neo·Ciassical Cutrure in New South Wl!lles I 788· 1860 !Melbourne: Oxford

University Press, 1 9 8 6 ) , p. 1 9 1 .

Tacey, 'Australia's Otherworld', p. 60.
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response to landscape. Even when descnottons of country

conf•neo to

were

1actua

accounts of bush life, the landscape was almost a l way s seen a s a ca tal Y s t for soc a 1
develop ment or persona l change. Suzanne Falk.ner noted.
'Landscape ', as many poets and noveliSts would argue. nas Decome a
formative concept in the Australian metaphys,cal d1alogue. If rnere ,s a
soul to the Australian people, then, according to the work of manv of rne
writers surveyed here, it is a soul shaped by landscape. 5

But for the settlers in the Northern Terntory, the landscape occup1ed
an inescapable reality. The Aborigines had to

be . nco r po r at ed

bv Abor•g•nes ,·. as

1 n the aevelopment

of a

settler mythology.
Within the writing certain mythic themes are repeated. The bel1ef that

the

Northern

Territory contained fabulous wealth, for example, is common to all penods of wm.ng .
This in itself is a justificatton for white occupatiOn. Part of the cond1t1ons for establlsh.ng
both the primitive nature of the Abongines and the1r lack of entitlement to the count ry
was their inability to appreciate or utilise the mineral wealth of the landscape

Th ese

mythic themes, constant in all periods, of hidden reefs of gold, of Abor1g1nal cann•ballsm
and magic and of the transforming power of the landscape, were r e i nterpreted acc or d 1 n g
to the needs of each generation o f authors and served to legn1mise wh1te settlement by
providing both a justification and a location for Europeans.
The Territory can claim few original voices. Jeann1e Gunn's We of the Never-Never set
the pattern for the first half of this century in her construction of a rugged pastoral
holding

populated

by

honourable

bush

'characters'

and

.nfantlle.

seldom

Aborigines. The construction of the landscape writers enhanced thiS 1nterpretat1on

seen
w•th

a

more embracing membership of the heroic bushman trad1t1on to 1nclude any I E u r o o e a n t
male who came to the Territory. Herbert's Capricorma pr ovi ded

the next

d1mens1on to

the construction of the Northern Territory, as the home of the m1sogyn1st bushman.
sexual exploiter of Aboriginal women. This interpretation perSISted after the Second
World War until the post 1 970s association of Ab ong i nal i tv

,

sp1ntual1ty

and

the

environment becomes apparent i n the texts.
What has not emerged in the constructions of the Northern

Terntorv

literature, is an interpretation that is authentiCally female or Abong.nal

1n Australian
The literary

tradition remains a masculine celebration of outback l1festyle. Women occas•onally
emulated and recreated the mythology, from Gunn. L1tchf1eld, Hill to Dav1dson.

5

but thev

Falkiner, Wildemess. p. 233.
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Technology, typescnpt, draft, 1 9 8 7 .
Spunner. S. 'The lngkata's Wife'. typescript, draft, 1 990.
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NOTES TO APPENDICES I-IV

Method:
I began by sening up a Word for Windows document from my primary bibliography, first
eliminating those books which were either general travel books, explorer's accounts.
material which related to Australia generally rather than the Northern Territory, or books
which I felt were aimed at a specific audience, for example, academic writing. Some of
the titles were very long and because of the limitations on space, I sometimes had to
delete such words as ·of', 'the', • and' or proper nouns.
From this document I removed publishing details, leaving only author, title and date
wh1ch

I

then put converted into a table. This table I then converted to a spreadsheet in

E X C E L . I ran the text retrieval program ISYS using the statistics command to obtain a

general overv1ew of frequency and recurrence of words. After this process I identified
over 800 key words appearing in over 500 titles published between 1 83 7 and 1 99 2 .
Although ISYS was useful i n giving m e a n idea o f frequency, i t was not suitable for the
kind of breakdown of information that I wanted. In order to relate occurrence

within

specific periods I transferred the tables generated in EXCEL to a a relational data base,
ORACLE.
With ORACLE I determined the frequency, date and appearance of each key word and
generated a view of the data base, showing the comparative relationship between word
appearances 1n the four different time periods.
Problems:
Word for Windows is a very slow program to convert large amounts of text such as I
was using 1nto a table even using a 386 PC with 6 megabytes of RAM. ORACLE cannot
be used without some knowledge of SOL (Structured Query Language) in order to define
the parameters of enqu1ry and I am greatly indebted to John Avery for assistance with
this.
Despite my use of cliometrics this research on titles is still by definition subjective since
my selection of titles was constrained by availability, access, my judgement as to
whether 1t constituted sufficient Northern Territory content and my assessment of
whether the book would be likely to read by ordinary readers.

There is, however, evidence of a degree of correlation between the ideas evident 1n the
texts and the key words in the titles. If researchers had access to titles already on
computer, such as a bibliography, this method could suggest future fruitful avenues of
research. If, as in my case. the bibliographic data base had first to be compiled and then
analysed, the process might well be considered too labour intensive for the limited
results.
Having noted this, however, I still believe some interesting material has emerged and
without the use of such sophisticated counting techniques as made possible by the
software, this analysis would not have been possible.

APPENDIX I

SAMPLE N U M B E R S FOR EACH PERIOD.

�ERIOD
1 8 3 7 - 1912
1 9 1 3 · 1940

FREQ
35

1941- 1970

97
190

1971-1992

185

APPENDIX II

FREQUENCY O F K E Y WORDS APPEARING I N M O R E THAN ONE TITLE THROUGHOUT
THE ENTIRE SAMPLE {SORTED ALPHABETICALLY)
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DES ERT

8
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2
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DOCTOR

3

10

DOG

2

DOWNS

2

DREAMING
DREAMTIME
DRILLS
DROVER
EPIC
EXCITING

5

4
2

3
3
2

E:<PSDITION

6

EXPED ITIONS

2

EXPLORER
EYLAl"'DT

4
6

FELLOW

3

FENCE

2

FIFTEEN

2

FIGHT.

2

FIRE

2

FIRST
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FL'£ING

9

FLYNN
FRONTIER
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GATHER
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GOD

3

GOLD

9
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14
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2
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JUSTICE
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6
3

2
2

2
2

LAND

9

LAJ.'IDERS

2
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5
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6
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6

LEGENDS

2

LIE
LIFE
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L! NE

2
14
6
4
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HAP

3
3
4
2
8
6
2

MEN

5

MISSION

5

MISSIONARY

7

MYSTERY

5

MYTHS

3

NAKED

3

NARRATIVE

2

NATIVE

2

LITTLE

LIVING
LONE

LONG
LOST

NEVER

7

NEVER NEVER

5

NEVER- NEVER

2

NIGHT

2

NORTH
NORTHERN
NOTES
NOVEL
OENPELLI
OLD
OLDEN
OUTBACK

OVERLAND
PSOPLE
PETER
PILOT
PIONEER
PIONEERING

9
35
2

4
3

3

4
11
3

9
2
3

4

2
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PL.t\N
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2

2
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2
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2
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: MAN

2
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POa':'
PROMISC:
RANGC:R
R.A.'lGES

2

4

2

2

REAL

4

RED
RED

2

4

C=:NTRE

REEF

2
2

REMINISCENCES

2

REMOTE:

2

RIDe

2

RIVER

8

ROCK

2

ROP£.;<,_

4

ROMANCE

4

ROUG:-1

7

ROUND

5

RUM

4

RUN

3

SAN

7

SAND

6

SAVAGC:

3

SECRET

4

SER?SNT
SERVICE
SETTLEMENT

2
4
3

SHORT

4

S ILENCE:

2

S!LV:SR

2

S ING>:NG
SKIES
SKY
SONGS
SOUTH
S!?EA.�
SPLENDID

2
2
6
2

6
3

2

SPRINGS

2

ST.�:>..�

2

STONe

6

STONE AGE
STOiUES
STORY
STRANGE
STRANGER
SUN
TALES
TELEGRAPH
TEN
TERRITORY

6

13
42
5

3
5
6
2
3

33

WORD
-

·

-

-

FREQ
- �

·

·

· · · · - - - - ·

TERR'l

2

TOP

3

TRACKS

4

TRAC'l

2

TREASURE

3

TREE

2

TRIBES

4

TROPICS

3

TRUE
UNLUCL<Y
liNTAt"!ED
VALLEY

VA.NISnED
VENTURE

0

3
3

2

18

2

VISION

3

6

WANDERINGS

2

WEALTH

4

WEST

3

WEST�

2

WHITE

3

WILDERNESS

2

WILDS

4

WIND

2

WINGS

2

WIVES

2

WOt-'Ju�

2

WOMEN

3
3

WON
•••••

2

VICTORIA
WALKABOUT

••

3

WONGAR

2

WRITING

2

XAVIER

2

YARD

2

APPENDIX Ill

KEY WORDS AND CORRESPONDING TITLES WHERE THE KEY WORD APPEARS MORE
THAN FIVE TIMES THROUGHOUT THE ENTIRE SAMPLE (SORTED IN DESCENDING
ORDER)
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REVISITED: THE ABORIGINAL STORY
AGE TO S � ACE AGE

FROM

AUSTRALIA
STONE

CHURINGA TALES :

OF ALCHURINGA ES

STORIES

�

THE

DREAM-TI�E OF THE AUSTRALIAN ABORIGI
CROSS OVER CARPENTARIA:
CHURCH O F

BEING A HISTORY OF THE

IN NORTHERN AUSTRALIA

ENGL�VD

FROM

1 9 6 5 - 19 6 5
FORSAKEN SETTLEMENT:

AN ILLUSTRATED HISTORY OF

SETTLEMENT O F VICTORIA,

PORT ESSINGTON NORTH

AUSTRALIA 1 8 3 8 - 1 8
NO MORE WALKABOUT :

ANr

FROM ARNHEM LAND

STORIES

THE \vEST COAST OF SOUTH AUSTRALIA
TEN YEARS '

WORK AT THE ROPER RIVER MISSION STA1

NORTHERN TERRITORY AUSTRALI A
THE AUSTRAL!�� ABORIGINAL :

AS A H UMAN BEING

THE

NORTHERN TERRITORY OF S0CJ'TH AUSTRALIA

THE

SPELL OF THE

INLAND :

A ROMANCE OF

CENTRAL

AUSTRALIA
A HISTORY OF THE CHURCH MISSIONARY SOCIETY

IN

AUSTRALIA
A THRILLING TALE OF REAL

LIFE

IN THE WILDS OF

AUSTR.ll..L IA
IN WILD AUSTRALIA

A TRAMP- ROYAL
A WALK- ABOUT
ACROSS

IN AUSTRALIA

UNKNOWN AUSTRALIA

ADAM I N OCHR E :
ADVENTURE

INSIDE ABORIGINAL AUSTRALIA
FAR NORTH RANGER ' S

IN AUSTRAL I A ' S

TERRITORY:

THE STORY OF FRANK WOERLE AS TOLD TO

COLIN THIELE
ADVENTURES

AROUND AUSTRALIA

ADVENTURES

IN AUSTRALIA;

CAPTAIN SPENCER

THE WANDERINGS

OR,

A

AMONG T�E AUSTRALIAN BLAC K S :
VICTORIAN GIRL ' S
LAND,

FIFTEEN YEAR OLD

IN ARNHEM
ISLAND CENTRAL AUSTRA:

STIRRING ADVENTURES

ROPER RIVER,

GROOTE

AN AUSTRALIAN ADVENTURE

AN

UNTAMED L�V D :

EXCITING

OF

IN THE BUSH AND THE WILDS

AN HISTORICAL NOVEL SET

.
IN THE

PIONEERING DAYS OF NORTH AUSTRAL IA

AUSTRALAS I A AND THE OCEANIC REGION WITH SOME NO'
OF NEW GUINEA FROM ADELAIDE
TO

PORT DARWIN THENCE

AUSTRAL,! A
AUSTRALIA AND NEW

-

VIA TORRES

STRAIT:

ROUND WEST AUSTRALIA

ZEALAND

A.USTRAL

1 0 7 AUSTRALIA �Rm1 A WOMAN • S

VIEW

SKY C:JUNTRY

IN AUSTRALIA

BIGGL2S

BUSH TRACKS
AUSTRALIA ' S
BY

BIG

THE

AUSTRALI A :

POINT OF

BACKYARDS
�RONTIER

AUSTRALIA ' S
AUSTRALIA ' S

k\m GOLD

F:�LDS :

FLOOD AND

t!2LD:

REMINIS

CENCES

OF

BEYOND"

" B.l.Ci< O F

ADVENTURES

ASHORE AND AFLOi

WEALTH

FROM AUSTRALIA ' �

IN NORTH .l.USTRALI.l.
CENTRAL AUSTRALI A
CHALLENGE O F T�E

NORT H :

NORTHERN SHORES

UNT&�ED NORTH AUSTRALIA

COAST OF ADVENTU R E :

CENTRAL AUSTRALIA

COMBOMAN :

A TALE OF

COMRAD E S :

A STORY O F T�� AUSTRALIAN BUSH
AUSTRAL I A ' S DARKEST HOUR

DARWIN 19 4 2 :

DARWIN NORTHERN TERRITORY:
�T�AY
DIGGING,

AUSTRALI A ' S NORTHERK
.

SQUATTING AND PIONEERING

DINGO MAKES

US

LIFE

IN THE

SOUTH AUSTRALIA

NORTHERN TERRITORY OF

LIFE AND LAND

�u� :

IN AN

ABORIGINAL AUSTRALIAN CULTURE
DOWN k�ONG THE WILD MEN:
FIFTSEN YEARS

ABORIGINES OF AUSTRALIA ' S
DOWN UNDER EXCITING,
HUNT BUFFALO,

THE

NARRATIVE JOURNAL

OLD STONE AGE

PURSUING THE

WESTERN DESERT

TRUE STORY REAL LIFE WILDS

CROCODILE,

WILD

HORSES AND DONKEY:

IN THE TOP END OF AUSTRALIA
ESTHER:

THE TRUE STORY O F AN AUSTRALIAN COUNTRY

GIRL
FEATHERED SERPENT MYTHOLOGICAL GENESIS
x·ITUAL ABORIGINAL TRIBES

RECREATI\

NORTHERN TERRITORY

AUST�;LIA OLD-MEN OF THESE

TRIBES

FIRE OVER AUSTRALIA
FLYING DOCTOR CA�LING :
OF AUSTRALIA

�r.E

FLYING DOCTOR SERVICI

FRru�CIS OF CENTRAL AUSTRALIA
' GALLOPING HOOFS : A STORY OF AUSTRALIAN MEN AND
HORSES

IN AUSTRALIAN TROPICS : FOURTEEN YEARS
SUB- COLLECTOR OF CUSTOMS AT PORT DA.-q_WIN NORTHER!'
TERRITORY, AND NOW CLERK ASSISTANT OF HOUSE OF
ASSEt-!BLY
IN CROCODILE

LAND :

WANDERING

IN NORTHERN AUSTRAl

USTRAL

107

IN OUR GREAT NORTH-WEST OR
!MPRSSS IONS
IN SAVAGE

L��I Lk�I

A.'ID

AN ACCOUNT OF � HUNTING &

AUSTRALI A ;

COLLECTWG

HICIDENTS

IN CENTRAL AUSTRAL!A

EXPEDITION

SPEAKS,

THE

IN ARNHEM LAND -

CRY WENT UP :

A STORY OF TI

PEOPLE OF GOULBURN ISLA.VDS NORTH AUSTRALIA
LASSETER ' S

LAST R I D E :

k� EPIC

IN CENTRAL

AUSTRALIAN GOLD DISCOVERY
LEGEND DREAMING:

DREAM-TIME AUSTRALIAN ABORIGI�

RELATED MEN TRIBES ARNHEM LAND
LONELY LANDS :

THROUGH THE

MA...t<OONED ON AUSTRALI A :
DIEDRICH BUYS O F HIS

HEART OF AUSTRALIA

BEING THE NARRATION BY

DISCOVERIES AND EXPLOITS

I

TERRA AUSTRALIS INCOGNITA
NORTH AUSTRALIA
NORTH OF

GS

DEGREES :

23

RAMBLIN

IN NORTHERN

AUSTRALIA
NORTHERN
TO THE
OUR

TERRITORY AND CENTRAL AUSTRALIA:

A CAL

CHURCH

BACK YARD :

HOW TO MAKE NORTHERN AUSTRALIA A

ASSET INSTEAD OF A LIABILITY
RAMBLES

IN AUSTRALIA

SAND AND
CAMELS

SUN:

TWO GOLD HUNTING

I N THE DRY LANDS

SCRIBES

IN THE CENTRE:

MEMBERS

OF THE

EXPEDITIONS WITH

OF CENTRAL AUSTRALIA
A COLLECTION O F WRITING

I

FELLOWSH I P OF AUSTRALIAN WRITERS

CENTRALIA BRANCH
SECRET GOLD:

A STORY O F TWO BOYS WHO

FOUND WEA!

I N THE HEART OF THE AUSTRALIAN DESERT
SONGS OF

CENTRAL AUSTRALIA

SOUTH AUSTRALIA:

ITS HISTORY,

RESOURCES ,

AND

PRODUCTIONS
SPINIFEX WALKABOUT :

HITCH - HIKING

IN REMOTE NORTr

AUSTRALIA
TALES

OF THE AUSTRAL TROPICS

TERRY

IN AUSTRALIA

THE AUSTRALIA.� ABORIGINES
THE AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINES :

HOW TO UNDERSTA.'ID THE

THE AUSTRALIAN CRISIS
THE FORTUNE HUNTERS :
AUSTRALI A ' S
BY

THE

WAY.

AN ATOMIC ODYSSEY IN

WILD WEST,

AND THINGS SEEN AND

IN A JEEP JAUNT

HEAR!

\USTRAL

1 0 7 THE GC:R!1 GROWERS :

fl..� AUSTRALIAN STORY OF

A.DVEl

AND M"lSTSR!
THE GO�DEN LAKe OR THE MARVELLOUS HISTORY OF J
JOURNEY THROUGH THE GREAT LONE LAND .OF AUSTRAl
THE GReAT AUSTRALIA LOVER AND OTHER STORIES
THE GREAT AUSTRAL!�� LCNELINESS
THE HeART OF RUM JUNGLe : THE HISTORY OF RUM JU
AND BATCHELOR IN THE NORTHERN TERRITORY O F
AUSTRALIA
THE HISTORY �VD PROBLEMS O F THE NORTHERN
TERRITORY, AUSTRALIA
THE LAND OF THE DAWNING: BEING FACTS GLEk�ED F
CANNIBALS :N THE AUST��LI�� STONE AGE
THE LOST CIVILIZATION:
CENTRAL AUSTRALIA

A STORY OF ADVENTURE

IN

THE LOST EXPLORER: AN AUSTRAL;IAN STORY
THE LOST MINES AND TREASURE OF NORTHERN AUSTRAl
THE· NATIVE TRIBES OF CENTRAL AUSTRALIA
THE NORTHERN TERRITORY OF SOUTH AUSTRALIA
THE RED CENTR E :
AUSTRALIA

MAN AND BEAST IN THE HEART OF

THE SECRET OF THE AUSTRALiru� DESERT
THE SPEAKING LfuVD : MYTH AND STORY IN ABORIGINAL
AUSTRALI A
THE SPLENDID SAVAG E :
AUSTRAL IA

A TALE O F THE NORTH COAST

THE TENDRILLS IN AUSTRALIA
THE UNLUCKY AUSTRALIANS
THE WINGS OF SILENCE : AN AUSTRALIAN TALE
THROUGH A LAND OF PROMISE: WITH GUN , CAR AND
CAMERA IN THE HeART OF NORTHERN AUSTRALIA
THROUGH CENTRAL AUSTRALIA
UNDER AUSTRALIAN SKIES
UNDISCOVERED AUSTRALIA: BEING ru� ACCOUNT O F AN
EXPEDITION TO TROPICAL AUSTRALIA TO COLLECT
SPECIMENS OF THE RARER NATIVE FAUNA BRITISH MUS
UNGAMILLIA THE EVENING STAR: A ROMANCE WITH A
CENTRAL AUSTRALIAN BACKGROUND
UNTOLD NILES :

THREE GOLD- HUNTING EXPEDITIONS

AMONGST THE PICTURESQUE BORDER- LAND RANGES O F
CENTRAL AUSTRALIA
UP NORTH : AUSTRALIA ABOVE CAPRICORN
VENTURE 0� FAITH : AN EPIC IN AUSTRALIAN MISSIO�
HISTORY

\USTRAL

1 0 7 WALG:

A NOVE L 0� AUSTRALIA

WALKABOUT ' S
�'lD

AUST�LIA:

PHOTOGRAPHS

A.'l ANTHOLCG'l OF ARTICLE

?ROM WALKABOUT MAGAZJNE

IN WILD AUSTRALIA

WANDERINGS

WEST OF CENTRE :

;... JOURNEY OF DISCOVERY

INTO TH

HEARTLAND OF AuS��LIA
WITH THE

HER.:JS

IN AUSTRALIA

IN THE P.2�T OF AUSTRALIA

COUNTRY

STORY

BIG

AN ABORIG ��AL STOCKaOY IN THE CATTLE

WOMBA:

4 2 AUSTRALIA REVISI�ED:

THE ABORIGINAL STORY FROM

STONE

AGE TO SPACE AGE

C�OSS

OVER CARPE>:TA.� I A :

CHURC!-! OF

ENGLA...'<u

BEING A HISTORY OF THE

IN NORTHERN AUSTRALIA FROM

18 6 5 - 19 6 5
FORSAKEN SETTLEMENT :

AN

SETTLEMENT O F VIC�OrtiA,

I LLUSTRATED HISTORY OF

PORT.· ESSINGTON NORTH

1838 - l S

AUSTRALIA

A HISTORY O F OENP2LLI
A HISTORY OF THE C�URCH M I S S IONARY SOCIETY

IN

AUSTRALIA
HISTORY OF THE NORTHERN TERRITORY

A SOCIAL

IN AUST��IA ' S

ADVENTURE
TERRITOR Y :

THE STORY OF

FAR NORTH RANGER ' S
FRANK WOERLE AS TOLD TO

COLIN THIELE
A.� A BOY:

AN ABORIGINAL STORY

CAMEL TRAIN AND AEROPLANE :

THE

STORY OF SKIPPER

PARTRIDGE
COMRADES :

A STORY 0? THE AUSTRALIAN BUSH

DOWN UNDER EXCIT!�G.

HUNT BUFFALO,
IN THE
ESTH E R :

TOP

TRUE

STORY REAL LIFE WILDS

WILD' HORSES AND DONKEY.

CROCOD I L E ,

END OF AUSTRALIA

THE TRUE

STORY OF AN AUSTRALIAN COUNTRY

GIRL
EVE IN E BONY : THE STORY OF

FLYNN ' S

MANTLE OF

SAFETY :

"JEDDA"

THE STORY OF ADELAIDE

HOUSE
.

FRED GRAY OF UMBAKUMBA:

THE STORY FOUNDER

ABORIGINAL SETTLEMENT ON GROOT£ EYLANDT
GALLOPING HOOFS :
HORSES

A STORY O F AUSTRALIAN MEN AND

GROOTE EYLANDT MI S S I ON : A SHORT HISTORY OF THE
GROOTE EYLANDT MISS ION 1 9 2 1 · 1 9 7 1

STORY

42 GUNS OR GOD: THE STORY OF CALEDON SA'l ?EACE
EXPEDITION 1 3 3 3 · 3 4
LAMILAMI

S P EAKS .

THE CRY WENT U P :

PEOPLE OF GOULaURN IS LANDS

O�DEN TIME:

LONG TIME,

NORTHERN TERRITORY
MY PEOPLE ' S

ABORIGINAL ACCOUNTS

OF

AN ABORIGINAL ' S CWN STORY

LIFE :

A STORY OF T:-10 ABOR !GINA

CHILDREN

IN THE

NORTH AUSTRALIA

HISTORY

PICCANINNY ','IALKABOUT:

SECRET GOLD :

>. S.TOR'l OF 1

A STORY OF TWO BOYS �0 FOUND WE,

HEART OF THE AUSTRALI.� DES ERT

SOUTH AUSTRA L I A :

HISTORY,

ITS

RESO�CES .

AND

PRODUCTIONS
STORY ABOUT FEELING

TELL THE WHITE MAN :
ABORIGINAL LUBRA

THE

AIR

SCOUT :

THE BIG RUN:

THE L I F � .·STORY Of AN

A STORY OF NATIONAL DEFENCE

THE STORY OF VICTORIA �IVER DOWNS

STATION

THE DALY RIVER STORY
THE GERM GROWE R S :

AN AUSTRALIAN STORY OF ADVENT

AND MYSTERY
THE GOLDEN LAKE OR THE MARVELLOUS

HISTORY OF A

JOURNEY THROUGH THE GREAT LONE LAND OF AUSTRAL!
THE HEART OF RUM JUNG L E :

THE HISTORY OF RUM JUN•

AND BATCHELOR I N THE NORTHERN TERRITORY O F
AUSTRALIA
THE

HISTORY AND PROBLEMS

TERRITORY,
THE

AUSTRALIA

LOST CIVILI ZATION:

O F THE NORTHERN

A STORY OF ADVENTURE

IU

CENTRAL AUSTRALIA
THE

LOST EXPLORER :

THE

LOST EXPLORERS :

k� AUSTRALIAN STORY
A STORY

OF THE 7RAC�LESS

DESERT

THE NORTHERN TERRITORY :

ITS

HISTORY AND GREAT

POSSIBILITIES

THE

PORT KEATS

STORY

THE S PEAKING LAND :

MYTH AND STORY

AUSTRALIA
THE

STORY

OF AYERS

ROCK

IN ABORIGINAL

STORY

ABORIGIN

42

37

TiiE VALLEY OF ADVENTURE A STCR'l FOR BOYS
VENTURE OF FAITH : A.'l EPIC I:-1 AUSTRALIAN MISSIC
HISTORY
' BORN
1\RNHEM
ROPER

IN THE

CATT�c ' :

ABORIGINES

IN-�ATTLE

COU
ABORIGIN
EYLANDT AND OENPELLI IN AR

LA.J.\fO PIONEER MISSIONARY Al"lONG
RIVER,

GROOTE

LA..\fO
AUSTRALIA R£VISI7SD :

:'HE ABORIGINAL STORY FROM

STONE AGE TO SPACE AGe
CHURINGA TALES :

STORIES O F ALCHURINGA

-

THE

DREA.J.'-1-TIME OF THE AUSTRALIA1< ABORIGINES
THE .1\USTRALIA.J.\7 ABORIGINAL :
.�ORIGINAL MYTHS
ABORIGINAL MYTHS
ADA.J.'-1 IN OCHRE :
��A BOY:

AS

A HUMAN BEING

.
A..'lD LEGENDS

INSIDE ABORIGINAL AUSTRALIA

A.J.'l ABORIGINAL STORY

COUNTRY SPIRIT OUTSTATION ABORIGINAL

PEOPLE

REMOTE J:I.REAS TRIBAL SACRED

THEIR CLAt

· STORIES

THEY PLACES SACRED
D I NGO MAKES US

H�� :

LIFE

AND LAND

IN AN

ABORIGINAL AUSTRALI�'l CULTURE
DOWN A.J.V�NG THE WILD M E N :
FIFTEEN YEARS
ABORIGINES

THE NARRATIVE JOURNAL

PURSUING THE OLD STONE AGE

OF AUSTRALIA ' S

WESTERN DESERT

FEATHERED SERPENT MYTHOLOGICAL GENESIS
RITUAL ABORIGINAL TRIBES

AUST��LIA OLD - MEN OF THESE
FIGHTERS
WOMEN

AN� SINGERS :

THE

FRED GRAY OF UMBAKUMBA:

RECREATI

NORTHERN TERRITORY
TRIBES
LIVES OF SOME ABORIGI

THE STORY FOUNDER

ABORIGINAL SETTLEMENT ON GROOTE

EYLANDT

FROt1 MISSION TO CHURC!-i:

MISSION TO THE

THE

ABORIGINES OF ARNHE� LAND
GROOTE

EYLANDT

G1S

1 9 0 8 - 1985

PIONEER M I S S I ONARY A.J.'lD

A.J."lONG THE ABORIGINES

EXPLORER

OF ARNHEM LAND

I , TEE ABORIGINAL
LEGEND DREAMING: DREAM-TIME AUSTRALIAN ABORIGIN:
RELATED MEN TRIBES ��HEM L�'llD

LIFE AMONG THE ABORIGINES
LONG TIME, OLDEN TIME : ABORIGINAL ACCOUNTS O F
NORTHERN TERRITORY HISTORY
MISSIONARY
ABORIGINES

ABORIGINES

PIONEER MISSIONARY TO TH:

OF ARNHEM LAND

ABORIGIN

37 MY PEOPLE ' S L I F E : AN ABORIGINAL ' S OWN STORY
OENPELLI PIONEER PIONEER MISSIONAR•t A.'10NG TH::;
ABOR IGINES IN ARNHEM LAND OENPELLI ffiSSION
P ICCANINNY 't1ALKABOUT:
CHILDREN

A STORY OF T"'10 ABORIGINA:

SHADES OF DARKNES S : ABORIGINAL AFFAIRS 1 9 2 5 · 19 (
SON O r ALYANDAB U : MY FIGHT FOR ABORIGINAL RIGH:
TALES 2�0M THE ABORIGINES
TELL THE �ffiiTE MAN :
.ZI..BORIGINAL LUBRA

THE L I F E STORY OF AN

THE AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINES
� Tf.
THE A�STRALI�� P�ORIGINES : HOW TO UNDERST�
THE SPEAKING LAND : MYTH AND STORY IN ABORIGINAL
AUSTRALIA
THIS

IS WHAT HAPPENED :
ABORIGINES

HISTORI�AL NARRATIVES BY

WANDJ!NA CHILDREN OF THE DRE��IME: ABORIGINAL
MYTHS �VD LEGENDS SELECTED BY ROLAND ROBINSON
WE, TE2 ABORIGINES
WITCHETTY ' S T�IBE: ABORIGINAL CARTOON FUN NO 3 5
WOMBA: fu� ABORIGINAL STOCKBOY I N THE CATTLE
COUNTRY IN THE HEART OF AUSTRALIA
NORTHERN

3 5 CHRIST CHURCH DARWIN NORTHERN TERRITORY
CROSS OVER CARPENTARI A : BEING A HISTORY OF THE
CHURC!-1 OF ENGLAND IN NORTHERN AUSTRALIA FROM
1 8 6 5 - 19 5 5
TEN YEk�S ' WORK AT THE ROPER RIVER MISSION STATl
NORTHERN TERRITORY AUSTRALIA
T!-12 NORTHERN TERRITORY OF SOUTH AUSTRALIA
A SOCIAL HISTORY OF THE NORTHERN TERRITORY
ARAFU�� : SIXTEEN OF THE BEST STORIES FROM TH�
NORTHE�N T2�RITORY LITERARY AWARDS
BAD MEDIC:�E: A TALE OF THE NORTHERN TERRITORY
CHALLENGE OF THE NORTH : WEALTH FROM AUSTRALIA ' S
NORTHERN SHORES
DARWIN NORTHERN TERRITO R Y :
GATEivAY

AUSTRALIA ' S NORTHERN

DIGGING, SQUATTING AND PIONEERING LIFE IN THE
NORTHERN TERRITORY OF SOUTH AUSTRALIA
EARLY ATTEMPTS AT SETTLEMENT IN THE NORTHERN
TERRITORY

�

E HOES OF THE

ELSEY SAGA:

A RESEARCH OF

PIONEERS

OF THS
THE
NORTHERN
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I� THE EPOCHAL DAYS C

:-lCRTHERN TERRITOR'!

ELSEY STATION

FEATHERED SERPENT MYTHOLOG ICAL GENES!S
RITUAL ABORIGINAL TR!BES

RSCREATI

NORTHERN TER�TORY

AUSTRALIA OLD-MEN OF THESE TRIBES
IN AUSTRAL��� TROPICS :

FOURTEEN YEARS

SUB- COLLECTOR OF CUSTOMS

AT

TERRITORY,

ASSISTANT OF HOUSE O F

AND NOW CLERK

PORT DARWIN �ORTHER

ASSEMBLY
IN CROCODILE

�VD :

LIFE BEYOND THE

WANDERING

LOUVRES :

IN NORTHERN AUSTRAl

A COLLECTION OF

CONTEMPORARY NORTHERN TERRITORY WRITING
LONG TIME,

OLDEN TIME:

NORTHERN TERRITORY
NO MAN ' S

LAND :

NORTH OF
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ABORIGINAL ACCOUNTS

OF

HISTORY

WOMEN OF THE NORTHERN TERRITORY

DEGREES :

RAMBLINGS

IN NORTHERN

AUSTRALIA
NORTHERN GATEWAY
NORTHERN TERRITORY AND CENTRAL AUSTRALIA :

A CALL

TO THE CHURCH
NORTHERN TERRITORY OVERL��u TELEGRAPH
OUR BACK
ASSET
PATROL

'fARO :

NORTHERN AUSTRALIA AN

HOW TO MAKE

INSTEAD OF A LIABILITY
INDEFINITE :

THE NORTHERN TERRITORY

POLICE

FORCE
PORKOBIDNI ' S

PLAN:

THE DEVELOPMENT

OF THE

NORTHERN TERRITORY
THE

HEART OF

RUN JUNG L E :

AND BATCHELOR

T:�E

HISTORY OF

RUM JUNGI

IN THE NORTH�RN. TERRITORY OF

AUSTRALIA
THE

HISTORY AND PROBLEMS

TERRITORY,
THE

0? THE NORTHER�

AUSTRALIA

LONG ARM:

A aiOGRAPHY OF A NORTHERN TERRITORY

POLICEMAN
THE
' THE

LOST MINES

�
VD TREASURE OF NORTHERN AUSTRALIA

NORTHERN TERRITORY AS

THE NORTHERN TERRITORY OF
THE NORTHERN TERRITORY:

IT IS
SOUTH AUSTRALIA

ITS

HISTORY AND GREAT

POSSIBILITIES
THE S ILVER QUEEN:

A TALE OF THE NORTHERN TERRITOR

THE TRUTH ABOUT THE
THROUGR A LAND OF
CAMERA IN THE

AN ENQUIR
CAR AND

NORTHERN TERRITORY:

PROMI S E :

WITH GUN,

HEART OF NORTHERN AUSTRALIA

TERRITORY
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CHRIST CnURCH D��IN NORTHERN TE�RrTCRY
TEN YEARS '

�ORK A7 THE ROPER RIVER MISSION STA·

�ORTHERN TERRITO�'{ AUSTRALIA
THE NORTHERN TERR!':'ORY OF

SOUTH AUSTRAL I A

:iiSTOR'! 0 ? T H E NORTHERN TERRITORY

A SOCIAL
ADVENTURE

IN AUS7�L IA ' S

TERRITORY:

FAR NORTH ��GER ' S

AS TOLD TI

THE S7:::>RY O F FRANK WOERLE

COLIN THIELE

Ai'll tJNTAHED TERR!:"CRY

ARAFURA :

SIXTEEN C F THE

NORTHERN TERRITORY

SAD MED I C I N E :

STORIES

BEST

FROM THE

L ITERARY AWARDS

A ':'ALE

OF THE

DARWIN NORTHERN T�RRITORY :

NORTHERN TERRITORY

AUSTRALIA ' S

NORTHER�

GATEWAY
DIGGING .

SQUATTI�:G A..'ID

NORTHERN TERRITOR'! OF

PIONEERING L I F S

IN THE

SOUTH. AUSTRALIA

EARLY ATTEMPTS AT S ETTLEMENT

IN THE

NORTHERN

TSRRITORY

ECHOES OF THE

ELSEY

SAGA :

A

OF THE NORTHERN TERRITORY
THE

RESE��CH OF

PIONEER

I� THE EPOCHAL DAYS 0

ELSEY STATION

FEATHERED

SERPENT ��THOLOGICAL GENES IS

RITUAL ABORIGINAL TRIBES

RECREATI

NORTHERN TERRITORY

AUSTRALIA OLD-MEN OF THESE TRIBES
.

:

FRONTIER TERRITORY
IN AUSTRALIAN TROPICS:
SUB- COLLECTOR O F
TERRITORY,
ASSEMBLY
JESSIE

FOURTEEN YEARS

CUSTOMS

AT

PORT DARWIN NORTHERl

A..'ID NOW CLERK ASS ISTANT OF HOUSE OF

L ITCHFIELD

·

GRAND

OLD

LADY OF THE

TERRITORY
LIFE

BEYOND THE

LC�R E S :

A COLLECTION OF

CONTEMPOR.lL=<Y NORT�ERN TERRITORY �-TRITING
LONG TIME ,

OLDEN T I M E :

OF

ABO R I G I NAL ACCOUNTS

NORTHERN TERRITORY HISTORY
NO MAN ' S

LAND :

WOMEN OF THE

NORTHERN TERRITORY AND

TO THE

NORTHERN TERRITORY

CENTRAL AUSTRAL I A :

CHURCH

1\ CALl

NORTHERN TERRITORY OVERLAND TELEGRAPH
PATROL

INDEFINITE:

THE NORTHERN TERRITORY

FORCE
PORKOB IDNI ' S

PLAN:

THE DEVELOPMENT

OF THE

POLICE

NORTHERN TERRITORY
TERRITORY
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SPEAR AND STOCK;'flHP :
T�E HEART OF

AND BATCHELOR

A TALE OF THS TERRITORY

RU
M JUNG L E :
IN THE

AUSTRAL I A

THE

HISTORY-oF �UM JUN

NORTHERN TERRITO!t'f O F

THS HISTORY AND PROBLEMS O F THE NORTHERN

TERRITORY,
THE

AUSTRALI A

A BIOGRAPHY OF A NORTHERN TSRRITOI

LONG ARM :

POLICSt-'.AN

THE NORTHERN TERRITORY AS

IT

IS

THE NORTHERN TERRITORY OF SOUTH AUSTRALiri
T�E

NORTHERN TERRITO R Y :

ITS

HISTORY AND G�EAT

?OSSIBILITIES
T�E S I LVER QUEEN:

ARNHEM

A TALE OF THE NORTHERN TERRITC

THE TERRITORY
THE TRUTH ABOUT THE NORTHERN ·�ERR!TORY :
2 1 RE1.-TARD AND

ARNHEM LAND

PUNISHMENT

ROPER RIVER,
LAND

IN ARNHEM LriND

PIONEER MISS IONARY A.."10NG

�� ENQUJ

1 9 6 2 · 19 6 3
ABORIGINE5

GROOTE EYLANDT AND OENPELLI

:N JI.RN}

MISSION TO ARNHEM LAND

NO MORE WALKABOUT :
THE WEST

COAST OF

STORIES

FROM ARNHEM L�'� AND

SOUTH AUSTRALIA

SKY PILOT IN ARNHEM LAND .
AMONG THE AUSTRALIAN BLACKS :

A

FIFTEEN YS.� OLD

VICTORIAN GIRL ' S STIRRING ADVENTURES
LAND ,

ROPER RIVER,

BUFFALOE S :

GROOTE

LIFE fu� ADVENTURE

CHILDREN OF ARNHEM LAND
FROM MISSION TO CHURCH :

ABORIGINES
GROOTE

COLLECTING

IN ARNHEM Lru�

CMS MISSION TO THE

1 9 0 8'· 19 8 5

PIONEER M I S S I ONARY AND

EX?LORER

ABORIGINES OF ARNHEM LAND

HALF A CENTURY
IN SAVAGE

THE

O F ARNHEM LAND

EYLru�T

fu�ONG THE

IN ARNHEM

ISLAND CENTRAL AUSTRAL

IN A..�NHEM LAND

AUSTRALI A ;

AN ACCOUNT OF A

EXPEDITION

IN ARNHEM L�
�

HUNTING

&

K.AKADU il.ND THE ARNHEM LANDERS ,
LEGEND DREAMING:

DREAM-TIME AUSTRALiru� ABORIGINE:

RELATED MEN TRIBES
MILINGIMBI :

ARNHEM LAND/
MISS IONARY
ABORrGINES

ARNHEM LAND

TEN YEARS
LIFE

I N THE CROCODILE

I N THE

ABORIGINES

CROCODILE

ISLANDS 0:

ISLANDS

PIONEER MISS IONARY TO THE

OF ARNHEM LAND

ARNHEM

2 1 OENPELLI

?IONEER

ABORIGINES

PIONEER MISS IONARY A.J.'-10NG THE

I N A.Rt!HEM

LAND OENPELLI 11ISS ION

RAIN IN ARNHEM LAND
SKIES OF ARNHEM
TALES

FROM ARNHEM

WHISPERING WIND :
A.RNHEM LAND

21

REHARD A!�

ARNHEM LAND
ROPER

L��

Lru�

ADVENTURES

PUNI S HMENT

IN ARNHEM

I N ARNHEM LAND

PIONEER f1ISS IONARY AMONG

RIVER,

LA.J.�

1 9 6 2 - 1963
ABORIGINES

EYLANDT AND OENPE LL I

GROOTE

IN ARNH

LAND
MISSION TO ARNHEM Lfu�
NO

MORE WALKABOUT :

FROM ARNHEM LAND AND

STORIES

THE WEST COAST OF SOUTH AUSTR AL IA
SKY

PILOT

IN ARNHEM LAND

Ai'-10NG THE

AUSTRALIAN BLACKS :

V I CTORIA!� GIRL ' S

ROPER RIVER,

LAND.

A FIFTEEN YEAR OLD
IN ARNHEM

STIRRING ADVENTURES
GROOTE

I S LA.l'fD·· CENTRAL AUSTRAL:

ARNHEM Lfu�
BUFFALO E S :

LIFE AND ADVENTURE

CHILDREN OF ARNHEM

LAND

FROM MISSION TO CHURCH:

THE

ABORIGINES OF ARNHEM LAND
GROOTE

IN ARNHEM LAND

CMS MISSION TO THE

19 0 8 - 19 8 5

PIONEER MISSIONARY A.J.
� EXP LORER

EYLANDT

AMONG THE ABORIGINES OF ARNHEM LAND
HALF A CENTURY
I N SAVAGE

IN ARNHEM LAND

AUSTRALIA;

-�� ACCOUNT OF A HUNTING &

COLLECTING EXPEDITION IN ARNHEM LAND
KAKADU AND THE ARNHEM LANDERS ,
LEGEND DREAMING:

DREAM-TIME AUSTRALIA;� ABORIGINES

RELATED MEN TRIBES ARNHEM LAND
MILINGIMBI :
ARNHEM

MISSIONARY
ABORIGINES
OENPELLI

RAIN

L I FE

CROCOD ILE IS LANDS
CROCODILE ISLANDS

I N THE

I N THE

ABORIGINES
OF ARNHEM

PIONEER

ABORIGINES

TALES

TEN YEARS

L�� /

OF

PIONEER MISSION��y TO THE

LAND

PIONEER MISSIONk�Y AMONG THE

IN ARNHEM LAND OENPELLI

MISSION

IN ARNHEM LAND
FROM ARNHEM LAND

WHISPERING WIND:

ADVENTURES

18 ADVENTURE IN AUSTRALIA ' S
TERRITORY:

THE

STORY OF

IN ARNHEM LAND

FAR NORTH RANGER ' S
FRANK WOERLE AS

TOLD TO

COLIN THIELE
ADVENTURE

IN THE OUTBACK

ADVENTURES

AROUND AUSTRALIA

ADVENTURES

IN AUSTRALIA;

OR,

THE WANDERINGS O F

CAPTAIN SPENCER
VENTURE

18

ADVENTURES

OF

IN THE BUSH AND THE �1ILDS

A TREPANG

A RECORD WITHOU'

FISHER:

ROMANCE
AMONG THE AUSTRALIAN BLACKS :

A

FIFTEEN YEAR OLD
IN ARNHEM
ISLAND CENTRAL AUSTRAl

VICTORIAN GIRL ' S STIRRING ADVENTURES
Lk� ,

ROPER RIVER,

GROOTE

AN AUSTRALIAN ADVENTURE
BUFFALO E S :
BY

L I F E AND ADVENTURE

FLOOD AND

FIELD:

IN ARNHEM

ADVENTURES

LAND

ASHORE AND

AFLOA1

IN NORTH AUSTRALIA
COAST OF ADVENTURE :

UNTAMED

NORTH AUSTRALIA

HIGH �nVENTURE WITH JESUS
THE ADVENTURES

OF

LOUIS

DE

ROUGEMONT :

AS

TOLD BY

HIMSELF
THE GERM GROWERS :

AN AUSTRALik� STORY OF ADVENTU

AND MYSTERY
THE

��GAROO HUNTE R S ;

OR ADVENTURES

THE LOST CIVILIZATION:

A STORY

I N THE

BUSH

OF ADVENTURE

IN

CENTRAL AUSTRALIA
THE VALLEY OF ADVENTURE A STORY FOR BOYS
VENTURE

OF

FAITH:

AN EPIC

I N AUSTRALIAN MISSIONru

HISTORY

ADVENTURE

WHISPERING WIND: ADVENTURES IN ARNHEM LAND
17 ADVENTURE IN AUSTRALI A ' S FAR NORTH RANGER ' S
TERRITORY :

THE

STORY OF

FRANK WOERLE AS

TOLD TO

COLIN THIELE
ADVENTURE

IN THE OUTBACK

ADVENTURES

AROUND AUSTRALIA

AD�ENTURES

IN AUSTRALIA;

OR,

THE WANDERINGS OF

CAPTAIN SPENCER IN THE BUSH AND THE WILDS
ADVENTURES OF A TREPANG

FISHER:

A RECORD WITHOUT

ROMANCE
AMONG THE AUSTRALIAN BLACKS :

A

FIFTEEN YEAR OLD

VICTORIAN GIRL ' S STIRRING ADVENTURES
LAND ,

ROPER RIVER,

GROOTE

I SLAND

I N ARNHEM
CENTRAL AUSTRALI

AN AUSTRALIAN ADVENTURE
BUFFALO E S :
BY

LIFE AND ADVENTURE

FLOOD AND

FIELD:

ADVENTURES

IN ARNHEM LAND
ASHORE AND AFLOAT

I N NORTH AUSTRALIA
COAST OF ADVENTURE :

UNTAMED NORTH AUST�LIA

HIGH ADVENTURE WITH JESUS
THE ADVENTURES OF LOUIS
HIMSELF

DE

ROUGEMONT:

AS

TOLD BY

ADVENTURE

17 THE G�RM GROWERS :
Mm t--r!STERY

AN AUSTRALIAN STORY OF ADVENT·

THE

Kfu�GAROO

THE

LOST CIVILIZATION:

HUNTERS ;

OR ADVENTURES

}N THE BUSH

A STORY OF ADVENTURE

IN

CSNTRAL AUSTRALIA
THE VA�LEY OF ADVENTURE A STORY

CENTRAL

WHISP£RING WIND :

ADVENTURES

1 7 THE S?£LL O F TH E INLAND :

FOR BOYS

IN ARNHEM LAND

A ROMANCE OF CENTRAL

AUSTRALIA
AMONG

T�E AUSTRALIAN BLACKS :

VICTORIAN G I RL ' S
LfuV D ,

A

F I FTEEN YEAR OLD
IN ARNHEM

STIRRING ADVENTURES

�OPER RIVER,

GROOTE

ISLAND

CENTRAL AUSTRAl

CENTRAL AUSTRALIA
COMBOM&� : A TALE OF CENTRAL AUSTRALIA
FRANCIS OF CENTRAL AUSTRALIA
IN OUR GREAT NORTH - WEST O R INCIDENTS fuVD

IMP�ESSIONS
LASSET�R ' S

IN CENTRAL AUSTRALIA

LAST R I D E :

AN EPIC

IN CENTRAL

AUSTRALifu
� GOLD DISCOVERY
NORTH£� TERRITORY AND CENTRAL AUSTRAL I A :
TO THe

A CALL

CHURCH
TWO GOLD

SfuVD AND SUN :

HUNTING

IN THE DRY LMmS OF

Ch�ELS

EXPEDITIONS

WITH

CENTRAL AUSTRALIA

SCRIBES

IN THE CENTR E :

MEMBERS

0? THE FELLOWSHI P O F AUSTRALIAN WRITSRS

A COLLECTION OF WRITING a·

CENTRALIA BRANCH
SONGS

OF CENTRAL AUSTRALIA

THE LOST CIVILIZATION:

A STORY OF ADVENTURE

IN

CENTRAL AUSTRALIA
THE

NATI'I� TRIBES

THE

RED

P.EART :

OF CENTRAL AUSTRALIA

SAGAS O F CENTRALIA

THROUGn CENTRAL AUSTRALIA
UNGk�ILLIA THE

EVENING STAR :

A

ROMANCE

WITH A

CENTRAL AUSTRALIAN BACKGROUND
UNTOLD � I � E S :
AMONGST T�E

THREE GOLD- HUNTING EXPEDITIONS

PICTURESQUE BORDER- LAND RANGES OF

CENTRAL AUSTRALIA

CENTRAL AUSTRALIA

15

THE

SPELL

OF

INLAND :

THE

A ROMANCE OF CENTRAL

AUSTRALIA
AMONG THE AUSTRALIAN BLACKS :
VICTORIAN GIRL ' S
LAND,

A FIFTEEN , YEAR OLD

STIRRING ADVENTURES

ROPER RIVER,

CENTRAL AUSTRALIA

GROOTE

IN ARNHEM

ISLAND CENTRAL AUSTRAL)

CENTRAL AUSTRALIA

1 5 COMBOMAN :

A TALE 0� CENTRAL AUSTRALIA

FRANCIS O F

CENTRAL AUSTRALIA

IN OUR GREAT NORTH-WEST OR
IMPRESSIONS
LASSETER ' S

INCIDENTS AND

IN CENTRAL AUSTRALIA
LAST R I D E :

AN

EPIC

IN CENTRAL

AUSTRALIAN GOLD DISCOVERY
NORTHERN TERRITORY AND CENTRAL AUSTRALI A :

A CALI

TO THE CHURCH
SAND AND SUN:
CAMELS
SONGS

TWO GOLD HUNTING EXPEDITIONS WITH

IN THE DRY LANDS

OF CENTRAL AUSTRALIA

OF CENTRAL AUSTRALIA

THE LOST CIVILIZATION:

A STORY OF ADVENTURE

IN

CENTRAL AUSTRALIA
THE NATIVE TRIBES

OF CENTRAL AUSTRALIA

THROUGH CENTRAL AUSTRA.LIA
UNGAMILLIA THE

EVENING STAR; ··A ROMANCE WITH A

CENTRAL AUSTRALIAN BACKGROUND
UNTOLD MILES :
AMONGST THE

THREE GOLD- HUNTING

EXPEDITIONS

P ICTURESQUE BORDER- LAND RANGES O F

CENTRAL AUSTRALIA
DARWIN

1 5 CHRIST CHURCH DARWIN NORTHERN TERRITORY
A BITCH CALLED TRACY

IS

DARWIN CYCLONE

AUSTRALASIA AND THE OCEANIC REGION WITH SOME NOT
OF NEW GUINEA
TO

FROM ADELAIDE

PORT DARWIN THENCE

DARWIN 1 9 4 2 :

-

VIA TORRES

STRAITS

ROUND WEST AUSTRALIA

AUSTRAL I A ' S

DARKEST HOUR

DARWIN DRAMA
DARWIN HOLIDAY:

A GUIDEBOOK TO THE STUART HIGHWA.

FROM ALICE S P RINGS TO DARWIN
DARWIN NORTHERN TERRITORY:

AUSTRALIA ' S

NORTHERN

GATEWAY
DARWIN REBELLION 1 9 1 1 - 19 19
DARWIN SAYONARA
DOCTOR

IN DARWIN

IN AUSTRALIAN TROPICS :

FOURTEEN YEARS

PORT DARWIN NORTHERN
AND NOW CLERK ASSISTANT OF HOUSE O F

SUB- COLLECTOR O F CUSTOMS AT
TERRITORY,
· AS S EMBLY
PALMERSTON TO DARWIN:

75

YEARS

SERVICE ON THE

FRONTIER

COUNTRY

14

THE

DARWIN BARD

THE

FRONT DOOR :

THE

FURIOUS

' BORN 'IN THE
AUSTRALIA:

DARWIN

DAYS :

CATTLE ' :

THE

1869- 1969

THE RELIEF O F DARWIN

BIG

SKY

ABORIGINES
COUNTRY

IN CATTLE

COUNT!

COUNTRY

14

COUNTRY OF THE DEAD
COUNTRY SPIRIT OUTSTATION ABORIGINAL

PEOPLE

REMOTE AREAS

THEIR CLAN!

THEY

PLACES

TRIBAL

SACRED

STORIES

SACRED

THE TRUE STORY OF AN AUSTRALIAN COUNTRY

ESTHER :
GIRL

FAR COUNTR'{
GHOSTS OF THE

BIG COUNTRY

GOD ' S

BEST COUNTRY

PANIC

IN THE CATTLE COUNTRY

TALES

OF THE BIG COUNTRY

POOR F£LLO\ol MY COUNTRY
THE NAKED COUNTRY

ru
� ABORIGINAL STOCKBOY

WOMBA:

COUNTRY IN THE
XAVIER HERBERT:

EPISODES

FROM CAPRICORNIA,

FELLOH MY COUNTRY A..\l'D OTHER

AND LETTERS
HEART

14

I N THE CATTLE

HEART O F AUSTRALIA

CROSSING THE DEAD

F I CTION,

POOR

NONFICTION

HEART

HEART OF LIGHT
LONELY

LANDS :

SECRET GOLD:

THROUGH THE

IN THE HEART OF
TALES

HEART OF AUSTRALIA

A STORY OF TWO BOYS WHO FOUND WEAL
THE

AUSTRALIAN DESERT

FROM THE DEAD HEART

THE

HEART

THE

HEART OF RUM JUNGLE :

IN THE CENTRE

AND BATCHELOR

IN THE

THE

HISTORY OF RUM JUNG

NORTHERN TERRITORY O F

AUSTRALIA
THE

LIVING HEART
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CROCODI L E ,

WILD HORSES

AND

DONlEY

END OF AUSTRALIA

LARGER THAN L I F E :

rNENTY SHORT STORIES

LIFE

k�ONG THE ABORIGINES
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A COLLECTION OF

CONTEMPORARY NORTHERN TERRITORY WRITING
L I F E OF JOHN COSTELLO
L I F E ON THE DALY RIVER
MILINGIMB I :

TEN YEARS

ARNHEM Lk� /

LIFE

MY PEOPL E ' S LIFE :

IN THE CROCODILE ISLANDS c

IN THE

CROCODILE

AN ABORIGINAL ' S

TELL THE WHITE MAN :

ISLANDS

OWN STORY

THE L I F E STORY OF AN

ABORIG INAL LUBRA
HISTORY

13

CROSS

OVER CARPENTARIA:

... CHURCH OF ENGLA.i'ID

B E I NG A HISTORY OF THS

I N NORTHERN AUSTRALIA FROM

1 8 6 5 · 1965
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DARWIN HOLIDAY: A GUIDEBOOK TO THE STUART HIGHWJ
FROM ALICE SPR INGS TO DARWIN
NORTH OF ALICE
6 DEAD CENTRE
SCRIBES IN THE CENTRE: A COLLECTION OF WRITING E
MEMBERS OF T�E FELLOWSH I P OF AUSTRALIAN WRITERS
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GROOTE

EYLANDT
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..

A

SHORT HISTORY O F THE C

GROOTE EYLANDT MISSION 1 9 2 1 - 19 7 1
GROOTE
JOURNEY

EYLANDT STORIES

6 JOURNEY O F FREEDOM
JOURNEY TO HORSESHOE

BEND

JOURNEYS WITH GELIGNITE JACK
THE GOLDEN LAKE OR THE MARVELLOUS
JOURNEY THROUGH THE GREAT LONE
THE

HISTORY OF A

LAND OF AUSTRALIA
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ABORIGINES
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AERO P LANE
AF�A!RS
ArLO.l'...T
AGAINST
AGC:
AB
AIRPORT

SECOND
- .. - .. - -

..

2
3
l

5

1

l
1
3
1

l
2
1

l

l
3

l
1

3
1

l

4

l
1
1
1
l
1

4
4

1
8
8
1

1
1
1
9
9.

1
l

1

1
1
1

24

1
33

1
30

20
4

1

AWARDS
AYERS
AZARI.!\.
BABARU

BARD
BAROS SA
BASTARD
BATCHELOR

18
1
1

l

ARM
ARNHEM
ARNHEM LAND
ARTICLES

BAD
BAGMAN
BALLANDER
BARAi<EE

l

FOURTH
_ _ _ _ _ _ ...

l

AREA
AREAS

aACKGROlJND
BACi<YA.IllS

17

5

ANGE_k$
ANT!iOLOGY
ARAFURA
ARA..
'IDA

ATTEMPTS
AUST�
AUTOBIOGRAPHY

-

l

ANCSSTOR

ASSISTANT
ATOMIC

. .. -

l

.ZU.C�URINGA
AL I CE
AL Y.!u'\'DABU
AMA'!'SUR
AMONG
AMONGST

ARUNTA
ASHORE
ASMARA
ASSEMBLY
ASSET

THIRD
.. .. -

2
1
1
1
1

1

1
1
1

1
1

1
1

WORD
· · · · · · - · - - - - - - - - -

FIRST
- - - - - - -

BA.TEMAN
BA.TTLE

SECOND
· - · - · - -

THIRD
· · - - - - -

1
1

8A.1
BEA.ST
BEE
BELIEFS
BENCH
BEND
BEST
BETTY

1

1

1
1
1
1

BEYOND
BIGGLES
BILL
BILLABONGS
BIOGRAPHY

1

1
2
1
1

1

1
2
1

1
3
1
1

BOMB
BOOK
BOOMERANG
BORDER
BORN
BOSS
BOX

1
1
1

1
1

1
1
1

1

1
1
1

1

BOYS
BRALGU
BRANCH
BRIG

1
1
1
1
1

BRIMMING
BRITISH
BROOME
BROWN
BUCKLES

1
1
1
2
1

9UFF.li,LO
BUFFALOES
BUGL�S
BURNING

CAPRICORN

1

1

BLOOM
BLUEY

CA.MP
CAL�CELLATION
CANNIBALS

2
1
2

5

BISHOP
BITCH
BLA.CKS
BLAZE
BLOOD
BLOODWOOD

BURNS
BUSH
BUSHMAN
BUYS
CALEDON
CAMEL
CAMELS
CA.MERA

FOURTH
- - - · - - ·

l
1
3
1

1
1

1

1
1

1
1

1
1

2
1
1

1
1
1
1

3

4

>lORD
- - - - - - · - - - - - - - - · -

I?'IRST
- - · - - - -

:APRICORNIA
:>.PTA.IN

SECOND
· -

- - - - ·

THIRD
..

..

... .. .. .. ...

1

..

3

1

:AR

1

:ARPENTA.RIA

1

:ARTOON

1

::ASc

1

1

:ATCHPOLE

1

1

:ATHEDRAL
:ATTLE

1

:A.VES

1

2

1

::ENTRAL

3

10

:ENTRAL AUSTRALIA

3

10

:ENTRALIA

1

:ENTRE

1

3
2

1

1

2

3

:ENTURY

1

:HA.LLENGE

1

:HIEF

1

:�ILDREN

1

:HRIST

4

1

1

2

:HRISTMAS

:h\JNUMA
:HUi<CH

FOURTH
- ... ... - - ...

--

1

1

:HURINGA
:IV!LIZATION

1

1
2
1

3

:LA..�S

1

:LASS

1

::LC:RK

1
2

:::MS
::oAST

1

3
1

:OLIN
1

20LLECT

1

:OLLECTING
COLLeCTOR

2

1

::OLLECTION

1

COLONIAL
COLOURS
1

COMBA.T

1

COMBOMAN

1

C01-1ING

1

COMPOUND
COMRADES

1
1

CONNECTION

1

CONTEMPORARY

1

CONTENT

1

CORCORAN

1

COSTELLO
COUNTRY

4

COURAGE

1

COURSE
CREEK
CRISIS

1

1

10

1
1

CROCODILE

4

CROCODILES

1

l
1

CROOi<ED
CROSS

1
1 "

1

WORD
· · · · · · - - · - - - - · - -

FIRST
- - - -

-

-

-

C�CSSING

SECOND

---- ---

--

THIRD
- - -

---

FOURTH

... - . ..

-

... ..

1

CR'.:"

1

CULTURE

2
1

C!.iLTU�ES
CUSTCMS

CYCLONE

1

1

DALY

3

DANCERS

1

DANGER

1

1

DA!�ClS

DARKEST

1

DARKNESS
DA.t?.WIN
DAUGHTERS
DAWNING
DAYS
DE
DEAD

2

6

1

4
2

DEAD HEART
DEAFNESS
DEATHS

2
1

2

1

DESTINY

3

1

D EVLI N

1

DHIDGERRY

1

DHOO

1
2

DIEDRICH

1

DIGGING

1
1

DINGO

1

DINKli
M

1

DIP

1

DISAPP:SARS
DISCOVERIES
D ISCOVERY

1

1

DIST.ll...'lT
.

2
1
1

DIXON

DJA.RA
DJA.t?.O

DOCTOR

1
1

10
2

DOG

DONKEYS

1

DOOR

1

DOWNS

1

1

DRAGONS
DRJ\:<:S

1

DRJUoii.A

1

DREAMING

1
4

DRU:'T

1
1

DRAGGED

DREAMTIME

2

1

DEVELOPMENT

DIA.I.'10ND

1

1

DEGREES
DESERT

1

1

DEEP
DEFENCE..

1

3

1

1

1
7

4
1

WORD
- � - · - - - - - - - - - · - - -

FIRST
- - - - · - ·

DRILLS

SECOND
... -

-

... .. - ...

1

DROP

THIRD
.. .. ... ... ... ...

-

1

DROVER
DROVERS
DRUM
DUST
EAGLEHAWK

l

EAGLES
EATERS

... ...

l
3
1

1

EBONY

1

ECHOES
ELSEY
ENDERS
ENDURANCE

1
1

ENGLAND

l

1

1
1
1

2

EPISODES

1

EPOCHAL

1"
1
1

ESSAYS
ESSINCfroN

1

ESTHER
l

EVENING

1
2
1

EVIL
EXCITING
EXPEDITION

l

EXPEDITIONS

..

...

1
1
1

EARLY

EPIC

...

l

l

DRY

ENQUIRY

FOURTH
.. .. -

EXPLOITS

1

EXPLORER

2

EXPLORERS

1

4
2

2

1
6

EYES
EYLANDT
FACTS

1

1

FAILURE

1

FAITH
FATHER

1

1

FAUNA
FEAT

1

FEATHERED

l

FEELING

1

FELLOW

3

FELLOWSHIP
FENCE

1

1

1

l

FERTILE

1

FESTIVAL
FICTION
FIELDS
FIFTEEN

1
1

FifTY

1
1

FIGHT
FIGHTERS
FIRE
FIRST

1

1

1
2

2
1

WORD
..

...

..

..

.. ... .. - .. .. .. ... ...

FIRST
.. ... ... _

- -

- - - - -

FISHER
FLIGHT
FLOOD

1

SECOND
- - · - - ... ...

..

..

FL'lNN

1

FOOT?RINTS

1

8
2

FORM
FORSAKEN
FORTUNE

1

FOUGHT

1

Fak.�K

1

FRED

1

FREEDOM
FRGS
FRG�

1"
1
1

FRIENDS

1

FRONT
FRONTIER
FRONTS

1

1

3

1

FUN

1

FURIOUS

1

FURTHEST
CABO

1

GALAH

1

GALLOPING
GATEWAY

2

GATHER

2

GATHERING

1

GELIGNITE

1
1

GENESIS

1

1

1

GHOSTS

1

GIANTS

1

1

GIRL

1

1

1
2

GOAL'rnA
GOD
GOLDEN

1

1
1
1

FRANCI S

GOLD

1

1

FRAI.'1E

GLC:ANED

1
2

1

FOUNDER

GLASS

..

1
1

FORLORN

GERM

-

1

FORESTS

FOURTEEN

FOURTH
- - .. ... ...

1
1

r'LHNG

FORCE

THIRD
- ... .. .. ...

1
1

GONE

1
6
1
1

GOO LARA

2
1
1

1

GOULBURN

1

GRAIN

1

GRANO
GRAY
GREAT
GROOTE

2

2
1

1

1
1
6

WORD
· · · - - - - - - - - - - · - -

FIRST
- - - - - - -

GROUND
GROWERS

SECOND
.. .. .. - ... - -

1

1
1
1

GUNN

1

1

GUNS

1

HALe

1

HANDBOOK

1

!iAPP!::NED

1

HARD

2

1

2

7

HEARD
HEART

1
1

1

HELL

1

2

HELPED

1

HERBERT

2

HERDS

1

2
1

HERMANNS BURG
HERO
HIDDEN

1

1

HIDING

1

HIGH-.

1

HIGHWAY

1

1

H IKING
HILL

1

HILLS

2

2
1

l

1

1

L

HONEY
1

HOOFS

1

HOPE
HORIZONS

1

1

1

1

1

HORSEBACK
HORSES

1

HORSESHOE
HOUR

1
1

HUNT
1

1

3

HUNTING

1

ILLUSTRATED

INCOGNITA
INCREDIBLE
INDEFINITE

1

l

ICE

INCIDENTS

1
1

1

HUMBERT

INAPATUA

1

1

1

HUMAN

IMPRESS IONS

7

1

HOME

HUNTERS

1

1
2

HITC!-{

HOUSE

1

2

HISTORIES

HOLLAND

1

1

HISTORICAL

HOLIDAY

4

1

HEARTLAND

HISTORY

FOURTH
- - - - - · -

1

GUIDEBOOK
GUI:IEA

THIRD
.. .. .. .. - - -

1

1

1

1
1

1

1

WORD
...

. .. . ..

FIRST
...

.. - .. ... - ... .. - .. .. ..

.. - ... - - - ..

SECOND
.. - -

..

- -

...

WHSRIT
INITIATE

INSTEAD

1

1

1

2

1

1

JAUNT

1

JEDDA

1

JES?

1

JESSIE
JESUS
JE WEL

JEWELS
JIH

1

JOE

1
1
1

JO�N
JOINER

1

1

1

3

JOU:WAL

1

JUNGLE
JUSTICE

1

1
1
2

l

K.ALMOGORR
1

KA.ltAN
1

KATJALA

1
1

KEATS
KID

1

KILLERS
KILLING
KING
1

KINGDOM

1

KN!GHTS
KOOKABURRA

1
1

1

1

1

LASSETER

2

LAST

2

LSGACY

2
l

2

LANDERS

LEAD

1

l

LAl"!ILAMI

LATER

1

1

1

KOOi<ANOO

LARGER

1.
i

KA.�WALA

L.A.RAP INTA

1
1

KAKADU

LANDS

1

l

KAHLIN

LAND

1

2

KADAICHA

LAi<3

1
1
1

1•
1

JOURNEYS

LADY

...

1

JAC:<

KAJ.
�GAROO

- - ...

1

1

I::-.rS!DE

JOURNEY

- -

1
2

INNOCENT

DlTSRIOR

..

1

INLAND

ISLANDS

FOURTH

THIRD
- - - - - - -

1

5

1

1

2

1

1
1

3
4
1

1

1

WORD
.. ...

...

.. ..

... .. .. .. ... .. .. .. ..

LEGEmlS
LETTERS
LEUV
LIABILITY
LIBERTY
LIE
LIFE
LIGHT
LINE
LITCHFIELD
LITSRARY
LIT'!'LE
LIVE
LIVELY
LIVES
LIVING
L I ZARD
LONE
LONELINESS
LONELY
LONG
LONGEST
LOSE!L,
LOST
LOUIS
LOUVRES
LOVER
LUBRA
MAESTRO
MAGAZINE
MAGIC
MAIDEN
MALLAPUNYAH
MAN
MANTLE
MAP
MAROONED
MARRIAGE
MARS
MARVELLOUS
MASTER
MATES
MAYSE
MCDOUGALL
MEDICINE
MEETING
MEGAWIND
MEMBERS
MEMORIES
MEN
MICHAEL
MIGHTY
MILES
MILINGIMBI
MILLIONS

... .. ...

FIRST
· - - - - - -

SECOND
...

- - - ... .. ..

FOURTH

THIRD
- - - · · - -

2

...

... .. ... ..

..

...

1

1
1
1
2

2
1
1

1

1
5
2
1

1

1
5
3
2
1
1
1
1
1
1

3
1
2

1
1

1

1

1•
1
1
2

1

2

3

1

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
2

1

1
3
1

2
1

1

1

1

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

3

1
1
1

1
1
1

WORD
·

·

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

MINES
MISSION
MISS IONARY
MOB
MOON
MOSS
MOTHER
MUSEUM
MUSGRAVE
MUTINY
MYSTERY
MYTH
MYTHOLOGICAL
MYTHS
NAKED
NARRATION
NARRATIVE
NARRATIVES
NASTY
NATIONAL
NATIVE
NATURE-.
NAUGHX
NEIDJIE
NELSON
NEMARLUK
NEVER
NEVER NEVER
NEVER-NEVER
NIGHT
NONFICTION
NORTH
NORTHERN
NORTHWARD
NOTES
NOVEL
NOWHERE
NUMUNWARI
NURSING
OCEANIA
OCEANIC
OCHRE
ODYSSEY
OENPELLI
OFFERING
OLD
OLDEN
OODNADATTA
OPERA
OURSELVES
OUTBACK
OUTCAST
OtrrSTATION
OVERLAND
OV�RLANDERS

FIRST
... ..
... ..

- .. -

SECOND
- - - - - - -

1

THIRD
- - - - - · -

FOURTH
.. - - - ..

... ..

1

1

3

2

5

1

1

1
1

1
1
1
1

1

3
1
1
2

1

3
1
2
1
1

1

1

1
1

1 ·
1
1

1

1

5

4
1

1
1

1
1

1

i

1

2

2

4

8

6

12

9

1
1

1

1

3

1
1

1
1
1
1

1

3

1

1
1

2

1

2
1
1

1

1

6

1
3
1
1

3
l

WORD
- � · · - - - - - - - - - - - - ·

FIRST
...

...

... ... ... .. ...

PACKHORSE
PADS
PALMERSTON
PANIC
PARADISE
PARTRIDGE
PATHWAYS
PATROL
PEACE
PEARL
PEOPLE
PERSONAL
PETER
PHOTOGRAPHS
P ICC.I\NINNIES
PICCANINNY
PICTURESQUE
PILGRIM
PILOT
PIONEER
PIONEERING
PIONEERS
PLACF.S
PLAN

S ECOND
- - - - - - -

PULi?IT
PUNISHMENT
PURSUING
QUEEN
QUEST
RAIDERS
RAINBOW
RAMBLES
RAMBLINGS
RANGER
RANGES
RANSOME
RARER
RE,\L

... ... - - ..

FOURTH
- ...

...

- -

... ...

1
1

1
1
1
1

1

1
6

1

1
1
1
1

3
1
1

1
2

1
4

1

1·
1
2
l
2

1

1

1

POLICE
POLICEMAN

PORTER
POSSIBILITIES
PRINCESS
PROBLEMS
PRODUCTIONS
PROJECT
PROMISE
PROOF
PUBLICAN

...

1
1

POEMS
POINT

POOR
POPPIES
PORKOBIDNI
PORT

THIRD
...

1
1

1
2

1

2

1

1

1
1

1

1
1
1
1

l

1

1
1
1
1
1
1

1
1
1
1

1
2

2

2

1
1
1

1

WORD
.. . .. .. . .. ...

I?IRST
... .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

REBELLION
RECALL
RECOLLECTIONS
RSCORD
RECREATIVE
RED
RED CENTRE
REEF
REFLECTIONS
REFUGe
REGION
RELATED
RELICS
RELIEF
REMINISCENCES
REMOTE
RESEARCH
RESOURCES
RETTA
REUNION
REVISITED
REVO.LUTION
REWA.R-t;.)
RIDE
RIDES
RIGhTS
RITUAL
RIVER
ROBERT
ROBINSON
ROCK
ROLAJ.'ID
ROLF
ROMA.i.'llC E
ROPER
ROUGEMONT
ROUGH
ROU1'i'D
ROYAL
RULES
RUM
RUN
RUSTY
SACRED
SAFETY
SAGAS
SAINT
SAN
SAND
SANDS HOE
SAVAGE
SAW
SAYONARA
SCANLON
SCHOONER

- - - - - - -

SECOND
..

- -

- -

.. ..

THIRD
- - - - - - -

FOURTH
.. .. ... -

- - ...

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

3
1
1
1
1

1
1
1
1
2
1

1
1

1
1
1
1

1
1

1

1
1

1
2

1
4
l

2

1
2
1
1
3
1
2
1

1

2

1

1

2
2
1

1
1

2
1
1

1

3
1
1

1
1
1

1

1

1

3

1

3

1

2

1
1

3
2
1

1

1
1

•lORD
. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ... .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

�COUT
3CRE:AMING

FIRST
.. .. .. - ... - ..

SECOND
.. .. .. -

.. ... -

-

..

THIRD
..

.. -

- ...

1
1

1

3CRIBES
3ECRET
3EEKERS

FOURTH
· - - - - - -

1

3

1
1
1

5EEN
5ELEC'!'ED

2

5ERPENT
3ERVICE

3

3ETTLEMENT

1

3ETTLERS

1
2

1

3HADES

1

3HADOW

1
1
1

SHADY
SHORES
5HORT

1

3

SILeNCE

1

1

SILVER

1

1

1

SIMPSON
SINGERS

1

SINGING
SISTER.
SIXT&EN

1
1
2

SKIES

l

SKIPPER
SKY

3

3
l
l
1
1
1

SNAKE
SOCI.li.L
SOCIETY
SOLILOQUY
SON

1

SONGLINES
1

SONGMEN
SONGS
4

SPACE
SPACE AGE

1

SPADES

1

1

1

1

1
1
1

SPEAKING

1

SPEAKS
1

S PEAR

1

S P ECIMENS
SPELL
1

1
1

SPENT
S P INIFEX
SPIRIT

1

SPLENDID
S P R INGS
SQUATTING

2

1

SPEARS

SPENCER

1

1

SKETCHES

SOUTH

1

1

1

1
1

1

1
1

STAINED
STAR

1

STJ\TION

1

1

•lORD
· - - - - - - - - - - · - · - - -

FIRST
- - - - · - -

)T.\TIONS
)TSOCOMBE
)7!RRING

SECOND
... - ...

..

- ..

..

.. - ... .. - ...

1
1

7

STRAITS

1

1
1
1
1

1

3

1

3

1·

5

8

12

18

4

1

2

1

5

STRANGE

::;'!'?.ANGER
3TRENUOUS
STRUGGLE

1
1

SUN

1

SUNLIGHT

2

SURVIVAL

1

TORRES

1
1

1
8

5

9

11.

1

r

1
1

1

1

1

1

TONY
TOP

1
3

1

TQ\.;ARDS

1
1

TOWN
TRACKERS

T�Cl<LESS .

2

TRAEGER
TRAGEDY

1

TRAIN
TR..A.'1P
TRAVELLING
T!EASURE
TREE
TREPANG

TR I BAL

1

1

TRACKS
TRACY

1

1
2

T�IRTY

THOUSAND
T:-tR!LLING
T!\H

4
1

1·

2

TENOR ILLS

...

1

1

TEN

..

2

1

SilEETHEART

TERRA
TERRITORY
TERRY
THENCE
T:t i ELE

1

1

STUART

T.�LES..
TA.�GET
TELEGRAPH
TEMPLES

1

1

3T!UCT

r.�o.Q.

FOURTH
· - - - - - -

1

)':'OCKBOY
)TOCKWHIP
)TONE
)'!'ONE AGE
)TORIES
)TORY

SUB

THIRD
..

1

1

2
1

1.

1

1
1

2
2
1

1

fiORD
.. ...

..

..

FIRST
.

. ... .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ... ...

.. .. .. ... .. .. ..

1

rRIBC:S
rR:i:BESMEN
rROPICAL

SECOND
.. - .. - .. .. -

1
1

rROt>ICS

2

THIRD
- - - .. .. .. ..

2

1

1

3

rRUE
rRUTH

1

TWENTY

1

UMBAKUMBA
UNARMED

1

tJNDERSTAND

1

tJND!SCOVERED

1

UNGAMILLIA

1

UNLUCKY

2

UNTA.."'ED

1

UNTOLD

1

1

3

VALLC:Y
VANISHED

5

VENTURE
VEmiS

1

1

1

5

5

1

VIA
VICTORIA
VICTORIAN

1

VIE�'l

1

VISION

1

1

2

1
1

WALG

1
6

WALt<
WALKABOUT
WANANU
1

WANDERINGS

1

1
1

WANDJINA

1

WARDROBE

1

WARRAMULLAS
1

WARRIGAL
. 1

WATERHOLE

1

WATERLILY
WAT:SRS

1
1
1

�TATTLE
WAVE

4

WEALTH
1

WEST

1

1
2

WESTERN
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