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The new manager, A. J. McQuiggan, had arrived at Cummeragunja in 1937, transferred to cover up his cruelty to the boys at Kinchela Home (see Chapters 11 and 14). McQuiggan brought to Cummeragunja only arrogance, threats and violence. The new ‘houses’, rather than an improvement on the old four-roomed cottages, were found to be two-roomed slums, built of mill-rubbish, with tin rather than brick chimneys and wooden shutters instead of windows. There had been no improvements to either the water supply or the sanitation and not the slightest indication of a renewal of farming. Despite the heavy AAL involvement in lobbying both federal and State governments and in planning the Day of Mourning, William Cooper felt it necessary early in January 1938 to pass on the Cummeragunja protests to the NSW Premier, pointing out that ‘while all the papers are talking housing reform, the natives are getting hovels’.’

On 16 January a young Cummeragunja child was diagnosed as suffering from polio, then prevalent among the white population and receiving much publicity This diagnosis seemed to confirm all the fears of the Cummeragunja residents about the dangers to health posed by the station conditions, and many began preparations to leave, both in protest and for safety. McQuiggan stopped this movement only with the aid of seven police officers and the declaration of a state of quarantine. The incident, significantly, was portrayed in the white press as a result of irrational ‘panic’, caused by interpretations of earlier press coverage of the disease. The implication was that Aboriginal people were prone to groundless fears because they were unable to understand western medical explanations and so acted out of ~primitive’ simple-mindedness. McQuiggan took the opportunity to assure the public that the station residents ‘live in their own homes contentedly’ and ‘have similar educational, religious and social facilities as residents of an ordinary country town’. No further cases of polio were diagnosed and by the time the quarantine was lifted the Cummeragunja people had decided against a walk-off but appealed to the AAL to intensify the protests on their behalf.2
Cooper had been informed by this time from the Premier’s Department that the new ‘houses’ were the Board’s ‘standard design’, which had been approved by the government architect, and that the station’s sanitation was considered satisfactory. The next letter Cooper wrote to the Premier was at the end of March, after the disappointment of the federal government rejection of the AAL petition and after further appeals from Cummeragunja. Cooper’s bitterness was reflected in his strongly worded letter, which scathingly pointed to the difference between the Board’s ‘standard design’ house and those at the ‘show window’ at La Perouse. He went on to attack the whole attitude of the government, which he said was ‘usually one of domination and oppression, of take it or leave it, and the last ones to be considered are the natives themselves and their feelings are not considered at all’. Finally he invited the Premier to inspect Cumeragunja for himself but warned that he should not expect to be able to speak freely to the station residents as they had reason to fear retaliation from McQuiggan.

Cooper did not receive even an acknowledgment to this letter, and in May, in response to more pleas for help from Cumeragunja, he visited the station to find it in a disastrous condition, as he wrote to the Premier immediately on his return to Melbourne.4 Cooper had heard innumerable complaints from the station’s residents, but the one he was most angry about was that the pumping plant, promised ten months before, had still not been installed. The problem of water supply for even domestic use had been acute in 1937, but in the drought conditions of 1938 the Cummeragunja water shortage had created a very real emergency Drinking water was contaminated and there was no feed or water for the stock, with the result that the few milking cows were no longer capable of supplying milk for the children. The residents were in extreme physical distress, all of which, Cooper pointed out furiously, could have been avoided if the government had kept its promise to install the pumping plant in mid-1937. He demanded the immediate installation of a pumping plant and urgent aid.

Cooper did not, this time, write merely one letter. As he had received no reply to his last letter in which he addressed a number of issues, he suggested that it might ‘facilitate investigation’ for the officials if he confined himself to one issue per letter So on 23 May, he wrote four letters, each in uncharacteristic and sarcastically simple language. One addressed the problem of the water shortage, another the problems of sanitation, the third condemned the ‘building of slums’ on the station and the fourth demanded an end to all discriminatory legislation. These May letters were acknowledged, but not until mid-July. The Premier’s Department asked the Chief Secretary for information a week after this again, but had received no reply at all by mid-November.5
By this time, however, conditions on Cummeragunja had become even worse. There had been no improvement in physical facilities, and relations between the station residents and McQuiggan had reached irretrievable breakdown. The lack of response to Cooper’s letters on their behalf had convinced Cummeragunja Kooris that they must take matters into their own hands, although they maintained close contact with the AAL. They therefore formulated a petition stating their grievances and, knowing the risk they faced of retaliation, a ‘very representative’ number of Kooris signed it.

The main demands were for the immediate dismissal of the McQuiggans because of their arrogant, offensive and abusive behaviour and for an urgent inquiry into the conditions and management of the station. The rest of the petition was a ventilation of all the complaints, which Cooper had already relayed to the Premier, including those of long standing like the continued paucity of rations and the denial of control over family endowment. Cooper sent a supporting letter to corroborate each of the charges made in the petition and added, on McQuiggan: ‘The people are frightened of him at any time, for we have been cowed down so long, but the fact that he carries a rifle about with him makes matters worse. We have been decimated by the rifle among other things and fear the result of one being carried now’.6
The original copy of the petition is not available to give an exact number of signatories, because the Cummeragunja people still had some faith in the use of the proper administrative channels and so they sent their petition to the Protection Board in mid-November. They received no acknowledgment and no direct reply. The Board did what it always had done in such circumstances and sent the petition immediately to the manager of the station from which it had come. The Cummeragunja people first learned that the Board had received their petition when McQuiggan pasted it up on the door of the station office and then ‘invited those who wished to remove their names to do so’!

Cooper’s response was intense anger. He wrote to the Premier, tersely describing the events and saying:

I submit that this is not in accordance with British tradition and would not be done for a fully white community and in itself constitutes a Further grievance . . . We are not an enemy people and we are not in Nazi concentration camps. Why should we then be treated as though we are?8
Cooper was a man who believed in working through the correct bureaucratic procedures and who had shown, by the very number of the letters he had written to governments, that he believed that reasoned argument and presentation of the facts would lead to equitable solutions. He probably believed personally in the ideals of ‘British justice’, in addition to his political judgment that exposure of the discrepancy between those ideals and the actual practice of British settlers in Australia could awaken the conscience of whites. Cooper’s situation late in 1938 was symptomatic of the effects of the pressures facing the whole Aboriginal movement.

In 1937 both Ferguson and Patten had been calling for the immediate and total abolition of white boards of control. During 1938 both had been forced, by government intransigence or by the pressure of white supporters, to limit their demands to lobbying over the composition of the inevitable ‘new’ Board. First the coastal movement and, somewhat later, the western movement were able to counter this pressure by the expansion of their community base. The AAL, however, had always been tied far more closely to a single community in New South Wales than had the other two movements. That one community suffered a classic example of the rejection of their ‘rising expectations’. As Cooper himself had said, ‘we were being encouraged to expect something decent, but it appears that we are to be dehumanized’.9
The conditions and, more importantly, the hopes at Cummeragunja deteriorated so rapidly that the AAL became entirely absorbed in the urgent and immediate needs of that community Few of Cooper’s letters during 1938 refer to any long-term policy or even to the agricultural development of Cummeragunja itself. Instead they refer increasingly to the day-to-day injustices occurring under McQuiggan’s rule. Cooper, who in 1936 had been proposing imaginative, constructive plans for the positive and independent development of all Aboriginal communities, had been forced by late 1938 to limit his vision and focus all his energies on the attempt to have one manager on one station dismissed.

For many members of the Cummeragunja community, McQuiggan’s use of the petition to intensify the victimisation of those who had signed it marked the end of their confidence in Cooper’s methods, although certainly not in Cooper himself. They began to consider other methods of forcing the government to concede to their demands. Talk of a protest walk-off was revived and contact was made with Jack Patten, whose brother George and other family members were living on the station. Patten was asked to take the more radical step of generating publicity in the white press about Cummeragunja. The coverage he achieved early in December 1938 effectively exposed the alarmingly high death rate on the station, particularly among infants. Significantly, however, Pat-ten’s focus in his press statement on the issue of the leasing of the reserve showed that for his Cummeragunja correspondents, even 30 years and McQuiggan’s intolerable behaviour had not driven the basic land dispute very far below the surface.

Talk of a walk-off had intensified after McQuiggan’s victimisation of the petition signatories and as conditions worsened with an increased population over the holiday period. Jack Patten had arrived at the station late in January, and had stayed with relatives there. By all accounts, including that of McQuiggan, Patten had spent his time explaining the political campaign of the last year and its failure. He had also described the powers gained by the Board under the 1936 amendments, which included the power to confine Aborigines against their will on reserves. This was a power which had not yet been exercised in the south-west as had been done in the west and north of the State, and there can be no doubt that a simple description of events at Angledool or Burnt Bridge would have been alarming. Patten himself could only have been pessimistic by this stage about any chance of government response to formal Aboriginal proposals, and his analysis of the situation may well have proved the final argument for Cummeragunja people that they must take direct action to force even a hearing of their demands 10

The hard decision to make the walk-off was taken on the morning of Friday 3 February. This was the form of protest attempted a year before, and its enormous symbolic significance cannot be overstated. In walking away from Cummeragunja, the people were walking away from land they had been fighting to regain for 30 years. At this early stage, however, few could have believed they would have to walk away forever.

As Cummeragunja people prepared to leave, Patten went to Barmah to telegraph an urgent message to the NSW Premier demanding an immediate inquiry into McQuiggan’s ‘intimidation, starvation [and] victimisation’, which, he said, was the cause of the protest." McQuiggan, as he had done a year before, called the Moama police and when Patten returned, he and his brother George were arrested for ‘inciting’ Aborigines to leave the station, an activity which had, of course, only been made an offence by the enactment of the 1936 amendments.

The walk-off continued. Two hundred of the 300 Cumeragunja residents crossed the river into Victoria, set up camp at Barmah and vowed they would not return until McQuiggan had been dismissed and the inquiry they had asked for was begun. Many of the Cummeragunja strikers believed that this action in itself would win them a hearing. The Protection Board, however, chose to treat the matter with total public dishonesty and in precisely the same way that the entirely different personnel on the Board in the 191 Os had treated the major community disturbances at Cumeragunja in that decade. Rather than viewing the issue as one of widespread protest among the whole station population, requiring serious investigation, both sets of Board members looked for individuals to be made scapegoats with the usual label ‘troublemaker’.

On Saturday 4 February the Board issued a statement to the effect that the ‘incident’ had been caused by ‘an agitator’ and that there had been no previous complaints from Cumeragunja residents. This statement was broadcast on radio. While the 200 strikers had few possessions with them and little food, they did have access to a wireless. The broadcast proved to them that their actions had not even gained an honest response from the Board, let alone acknowledgment of their demands. It was this broadcast which convinced the strike camp that a brief, token demonstration was not enough. They spent the following day making arrangements for a more permanent camp and a school for their children, while dispatching a delegation to Cooper in Melbourne to mobilise political support.

So began a strike which lasted nine months. The initial demands of the strikers were those of their petition of November 1938, but by August the focus on McQuiggan had broadened to a reassertion of the longest-standing Cumeragunja and AAL demands. The strike call became one for a royal commission, not just to have McQuiggan removed but to gain the return of the farm blocks to the Cumeragunja owners, for support in agricultural development plans for the whole reserve, for the abolition of all boards of control and for full citizen’s rights.’2
The strike had reversed the process of 1938 in which attention had been restricted to immediate concerns, and mobilisation around the long-term, double-stranded policy had begun again. The closest political working alliance during 1939 was between Jack Patten and William Cooper, although, perhaps for tactical reasons, Jack Patten played a minor role for the duration of the strike. His brother George became the strikers’ chief spokesperson. As far as Jack Patten remained in contact with the coastal APA network (and the extent of such contact is not clear) the defacta coalition of regional movements had shifted.’3
The white press, encouraged by McQuiggan, the Protection Board, and local white landholders, tended to portray the strike as it had done the polio incident a year before: as irrational panic, the product of an agitator’s lies on superstitious, primitive and simple minds. The notable exceptions were the articles written by journalists who visited the strike camp and who could not fail to be impressed with the sincerity and determination of the strikers.

The most politically inflammatory coverage of the strike, however, was in the Sydney Daily News, of which Bill Ferguson’s supporter Albert Thompson was a board member. On the obvious grounds of Jack Patten’s association with Australia First, the Daily News article implied that Patten was working for the Nazi Party and had caused the strike to assist German claims for a return of the mandated territory of New Guinea. Thompson was interviewed in the same article, and repudiated Patten, accusing him of ‘fomenting trouble on aboriginal reserves’.14
Either Ferguson’s continuing antipathy towards Patten or his cultivation of ALP support led him to make a statement to the Dubbo press three days later which was similar to that of Thompson)5 When Ferguson made this statement, there had been enough coverage of the strike in the New South Wales press for him to have been aware that there were 200 Cumeragunja residents involved and that the strike had the full support not only of Patten but of Ferguson’s oldest allies, William Cooper and the AAL. Ferguson, however, refused to make any supportive public statement for the whole nine-month duration of the strike. The coastal APA group in Sydney was apparently unable to mobilise New South Wales press support and Ferguson and his white allies were not prepared to do so. The New South Wales press was dominated by the stream of false public statements issued by the Protection Board, describing Cumeragunja in idyllic terms and McQuiggan as an ‘able and humane’ manager.6
In contrast, the campaign mounted in Melbourne was by far the largest and most organised of any yet undertaken by an Aboriginal body it began as a collection of food and blankets for the strikers, who were of course being refused endowment and APB rations. The campaign broadened to include, at its height, groups as diverse as the Women’s Christian Temperance Union and the Young Communist League. The main white supporting bodies were, however, the Australian League for Democracy and Peace and (despite the refusal of the Melbourne Trades Hall to endorse the campaign) the left-wing unions, notably the national Australian Railways Union. Melbourne press coverage was consistently more sympathetic than that in Sydney arid probably helped the AAL convince the Victorian government to provide unemployment food relief for the strikers through the harsh winter months.

Yet, in spite of the magnitude of the campaign, it had absolutely no effect on the NSW government. The lack of press mobilisation in New South Wales undoubtedly made it easier for the government to avoid the issue, but in fact it had in hand a perfect set of answers to the strikers’ demands. It deflected the pressure it received over the strike by pointing out that it had already held an inquiry and it was already committed to ‘new’ and reformed legislation and administration (although the details had not yet been made public). Moreover, its plans for reform had been approved by that most ‘progressive’ group of experts, the anthropologists.’8 As Premier Stevens noted in June on yet another petition supporting the strikers and containing hundreds of Victorian signatures, ‘the real "cure" is to introduce the new legislation’.9 The government found, however, that it had more pressing business and so the ‘cure’ was delayed still further.2°

With the government feeling under little real pressure, the Protection Board was left with a free hand to deal with the strike. This actually occurred in three phases over the nine months. When virtually all of the 200 original strikers had held firm for six weeks against McQuiggan’s withholding of aid and his threats to move other families into their station houses, the strike camp was eventually visited by the newly appointed full-time superintendent of the Board, A. W. G. Lipscombe, and its vice-chairman, S. L. Anderson. These two highest-ranking APB officials promised an inquiry (although its exact nature was left unspecified) and assured the strikers that no retaliations would occur if they returned to Cumeragunja.2’

Having received some Board attention and with food short and autumn weather setting in, the strikers returned to the station on the seventh weekly ration day since the walk-off. They were met with immediate reprisals from McQuiggan, who had indeed reallocated houses and who began to manipulate the ration issues of the strikers. After five weeks of such action and with no signs of the promised inquiry, 80 people walked off, absolutely determined that they would not return from the Barmah strike camp until their demands were met.22
For weeks, the Board made public statements to the effect that no second walk-off had occurred at all, quoting McQuiggan’s report that ‘the inhabitants are now happier than they have been for a long time’. When it did finally admit that the strike was continuing, the Board insisted that no more than a couple of families were involved and in all its public statements sought to minimise the effects and ridicule the demands of the strikers.23
The Board’s public dismissal of the strike as a minor incident did not, however, reflect its actual opinion. The strike dominated the Board’s meetings for months and shook the Board to such an extent that it seriously decided to take the impossibly expensive and impractical action of moving the station. The Cumeragunja population was to be ‘concentrated’ with that of Moonahcullah and both were to be resited at a new location, well away from the Murray River. In this way the Board hoped to solve the recurrent problems it had faced with Aborigines ‘absconding’ into Victoria and to end the land dispute at Cumeragunja forever by revocation of the reserve and the permanent alienation of the land. This action was never taken because the Board simply could not afford it, but the fact that such a move was considered at all indicates the anxiety which the strike had generated.

The strike was finally broken in October 1939, when the NSW Protection Board convinced the Victorian government to withhold food relief to strikers and to deny their children access to the Barmah public school.24 Even this, however, did not force the strikers to return to the station, where McQuiggan still held control. Instead, they moved to surrounding areas in New South Wales or Victoria, very bitter and highly politicised people. They had indeed been ‘dispersed’ but they had by no means disappeared (or ‘merged’ or ‘assimilated’) as the Board wished they would do. They were a new generation of Cumeragunja exiles, who retained their sense of community association and who have continued to play prominent roles in Aboriginal political activity both in New South Wales and Victoria and nationally.

Although in October 1939 the strike appeared to have been a total failure, resulting only in the loss to the station community of its most politicised activists, one of the strike objectives was achieved. A. J. McQuiggan and his wife were sacked in February 1940, as a direct result of the strike but too late for the strikers to claim victory The Board’s grounds for dismissing the couple were not, however, their treatment of the station residents. The McQuiggans were sacked for their political ineptitude in failing to squash rapidly a dispute which had embarrassed the Board and two State governments.25
Superintendent Lipscombe, whose appointment had been announced in February 1939 as the first step in the ‘new’ ‘assimilation’ policy had been at work for long enough by this time for the directions he was taking to be obvious. Aborigines did not have to wait until the amendments to the Protection Act came before Parliament in mid- 1940 to learn that the old Board’s ‘concentration’ policy was going to be/pursued even more vigorously. Had Aborigines seen Lipscombe’s first reports they would have been even more alarmed. In his statement to the Chief Secretary, in December 1939, Lipscombe stressed that ‘assimilation’ could not be attempted before ‘families now living on camps on the outskirts of country towns’ were ‘urged, even forced, to reside on stations’.26 In the event, every one of the 1936 ‘Dog Act’ amendments was included in the ‘new’ legislation.27 As the Board’s intention to dismiss the McQuiggans was not public by the end of 1939, none of the organised political movements could have felt themselves to be in a position of strength. They had suffered defeat at the level of lobbying government and, in relation to Cumeragunja, defeat at the level of support for a single community.

YET THE RESISTANCE CONTINUED...

Jack Patten’s attention had been focused on Cumeragunja during 1939 and he sustained these south-western links until his enlistment and overseas military service early in 1940. The coastal APA had been left with few resources after the collapse of support from Australia First. It was the western APA which had been finally undergoing major community expansion during 1939 and was the regional movement with greatest impetus. In a situation of weakness, unity between regional movements was the preferred situation and was advocated by Cooper. The western APA appeared to be the most viable base for a single New South Wales organisation, and the formal coalition was re-established early in 1940, with Dubbo as the structural focus.28 Activists on the coast like lay preachers Frank Roberts, Bert Marr and Harry Connelly, who had all previously used Patten as a spokesperson, found they had much in common with Ferguson on a personal level. More direct alliances between at least the activists of the coast and west were formed. The public political struggle, however, essentially had to begin all over again. Ferguson launched the January 1940 meeting of the APA with a call ‘to oppose the policy of Mr Lipscombe regarding the segregation of all those of Aboriginal blood’.29
The war economy however, rapidly changed the conditions which had made Aboriginal people so vulnerable to the ‘Dog Act’ powers. Improving employment opportunities offered real alternatives to those who had been compelled to remain under Board control because they were denied the dole. Many Aboriginal men enlisted themselves, but the enlistment of whites previously employed meant that there was an increasing reliance on the Aboriginal, workers ‘who remained in rural areas. The interests of employers then became the retention of workers, not their ‘concentration’ on distant Board stations. The Aborigines Welfare Board, as the re-formed APB was named, continued to try to concentrate Aboriginal communities. In 1941 the Murris on Weilmoringle pastoral property north-west of Brewarrina faced enforced transportation into the reserve at Goodooga. Jack Orcher, a stockman there, recalled that a conflict arose with the pastoral station management because Aboriginal workers wanted to build decent housing for their families on the property, to replace the camps and tin huts which were the only dwellings they had previously been allowed to erect. The new Welfare Board must have been asked to fund the building, and their response was to send the police out to Weilmoringle to force the Murris there to move onto Board-controlled land. As Jack Orcher described the confrontation:

They [the Murris] didn’t want to go, they were making them move with the police. The police told them that if they didn’t move they will take them and lock ‘em up . . . They told them they’re going to give them a certain day to pack up and shift their camp to Goodooga . . . Well, some of them packed up and waited for the police. They asked me to pack up too, so I said, ‘I won’t be packed up when you come out’. I said, ‘My camp’ll still be there’. And so it was, but he never came near me.3°

The intransigence of Orcher and others allowed time for the Sydney- based Weilmorrngle owners to be contacted. They disagreed with the Welfare Board’s decision, and instructed their managers on the property to go into Goodooga and bring the workers who had already been forced into town back out to the camp. The property management at Weilmoringle continued to rely heavily on Aboriginal labour throughout the war and into the l950s.3~ The expansion of the economy meant that for at least some time to come, ‘concentration’ had ceased to he a rational strategy in these remote rural areas.

Just as an improved economy meant that resistance like that at Weilmoringle could be successful, it also offered a chance of escape for the people who had been trapped on Board stations in the worst years of the Depression. The Wangkumara suffered at Brewarrina for more than two years. They had been afraid of the guns and the threats to their children, but by November 1940 too many of their family members had died for them to feel they could stay any longer. They chose the risks of escape rather than face what they believed would be the inevitable further deaths if they stayed away from their country Eadie Edwards has described her family’s role in the escape:

My old great grandmother died there [at Brewarrina] and my granny she worried for her mother and her stepfather. . . And then my aunty died, that was my Mum’s next oldest sister. So Mum said to Dad, ‘This is no good, all the old people worryin’ for home and I lost my sister, so we might as well pack up and go back to Tibooburra’.

The biggest half of ‘em followed back, like Granny Ebsworth and her sons and daughters. They was all very close and they wouldn’t leave one another. So when my grandmother lost her mother and her stepfather there and my aunty died there, well that just done everything then, so they just packed up and come back. They said the Mission manager wouldn’t hold ‘em there. They said the police wouldn’t even hold ‘em there.

So what couldn’t ride in the buggies, walked. A lot of us teenagers walked along the road. And we walked along the road till we hit here [Bourke], and different cars used to pass us. They’d say, ‘Oh, there’s a circus comin’ in from Brewarrina to here’. Well, we was the circus!

So we all headed back here. When we got to here, we headed out to Wanaaring. We was going on to Tibooburra but when they got to Wanaaring all the men folks and the younger boys all got jobs there so that’s where they hung out there then.32
The Wangkumara were 80-strong when they walked off Brewarrina station. The Cumeragunja people had been forced to walk away from their land, but the Wangkumara walked home. They did not reach the Europeans’ town of Tibooburra but stopped instead, after walking 190 miles, at Wanaaring on the Paroo River where they were able to find pastoral work. Employment was not their only reason for stopping at
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The Wangkumara were 80-strong when they’ walked off Brewarrina station. The Cumeragunja people had been forced to walk away from their land, but the Wangkumara walked home. They did not reach the Europeans’ town of Tibooburra but stopped instead, after walking 190 miles, at Wananring on the Paroo River where they were able to find pastoral work. Employment was not their only reason for stopping at the Paroo. The Wangkumara were more closely associated with land to the north-west, but by traditional protocol could move freely on the Paruntji speakers’ land on the west of the Paroo. Only if the Wangkumara wished to travel east of the river was formal permission required. The Wangkumara had defied the Board and the police to reach country of significance to them at Wanaaring.33
The long trek of the Wangkumara was a sign that Aboriginal resistance was to continue.
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