A fifth-generation Avstralian, Judith Wright was born in
Armidale in northern New South Wales, She is recognized as
one of Australia’s leading contemporary poets, with twelve
plﬁhdvolmofpom}-zoherﬂedit, as well 23 numerous
Pamphlets snd books of prose. Her place in Australian
literature has been acknowledged with the conferring of
honorary degrees (D. Litt.) from the Universities of New
d, Sydney, Monash and New South Wales, and the
than National University.

m*ﬁﬂhhﬂhwnm active conservationist, and

t % paralle] with her concern for the land has been an
MMIWMjwice{or Aborigines, reinforced
:Mfwhrbooh The Cry for the Dead. Since 1979,
c :ﬂlc‘h ker work with and for the Aboriginal Treaty
A “"_‘“- "lf bas tried to effect 2 change in Europecan-
A:;::,'_' Mtitudes and umderstanding of the plight of
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INTRODUCTION

This book will become an historic document. It will have, in
time, great political effect. It wiil help Aboriginal
Australians to create for themselves the independent life
they want, within the nation which is theirs.

Judith Wright has written her book in a spare, disciplined
way, because she was determined, 1 believe, to give it the
intellectual integrity which would make it powerful. Her
work, now finished, cannot be dismissed. It will have a long
life, and it will be convincing. It will become weli used. It
will be quoted.

Judith Wright was born at Armidale in northern New South
Wales, a district pioneered by sheep and cattie graziers who
displaced Aborigines. Her grandfather, Albert Andrew

fight, and her grandmother, then Charlotte May

ckenzie, were born further south in the Hunter Valley,
the frst in 1841, the second in 1855. Their lives and the Tives
::het relations of Judith Wright have been recalied in her

195:): The Generations of Men (Oxford University Press,

forM;::t than twenty years laxgr, in another book, The Cry
e ‘Dead (Oxford University Press, 1981), she recalied
‘“T;d and the people once again, this time emphasizing
Abos llmentm_g the impact of the settlers on the
Al s they displaced.
e wpy life, and especially in that part of Australia where
Cattle jp thm spent her e{:rly ycars, mustering sheep and
e saddl.e, Judith Wright has known and

dersiood the terrible meaning for Aborigines of ‘The
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Invasion of Australia’, as the historian Keith Hancock (now
Emeritus Professor Sir Keith Hancock) called the first
chapter of his classic, Australia (Benn 1930, and Jacaranda
1961).

She studied anthropology at Sydney University and lived
for some years at Tamborine, near Brisbane in Queensiand,
where she was co-founder and president of the Wildlife
Preservation Society. Also, her leadership within the
Australian conservation movement has often been crucial

During 1978, many of those Australians who felt
sympathy with the Aboriginal movement grew desperate
and angry. For four years the Fraser Government had been
making much more difficuit the movement’s work for the
recovery of its people, after an encouraging period during
_ the Whitlam Government of 1972-75. The Northern
Territory’s land rights legislation, proclaimed in 1977, h‘d
been a weaker version of the Whitlam Government's bill
and already it was being threatened by PrOPP“d
amendments. Moreover, the proportion of the nations!
Budget spent on Aboriginal recovery had been deliberately
reduced by 30 per cent since 1975.

There had been much private discussion on possible Ways
of influencing what was happening. Early in 1979, |
remember Judith Wright saying to me, ‘We’ve g0t to do
something. . . I'll see Nugget”; and she drove her little car o
Canberra. Soon afterwards, the nucleus of the Aborng!
Treaty Committee, among those who agreed that action
was necessary, drew together in a voluntary movement,
elected Dr Nugget Coombs as chairman.

There was much to do, and this book reposts what ‘:
done. It also reports a little of all that the Abori&®
movement was doing at the same time. The mOVETm "y
been resilient and flexible over generations of dd“l and
oppression, and lately over decades of anxicty
disappointment, and continuing oppression- :

After the Second World Wgr,ggr example, Austrai®




Introduction

acoepted hundreds of thousands of displaced persons from
chre given decent accommodation and jobs.
l;ut for Aborigines the struggle went on. They too were
displaced persons, .but they were not given decent
sccommodation and qus, although they were Australian.
Later, after the Vietnam \'Nar, Australia accepted
thousands ::i reﬁ:f:s from Asia. They were given decent
Ammmodwm th? they were helped to get jobs. But for
ey e n:ttrugglc went g(I):ln. They too were refugees,
b given enough decent accommodation or
jobs, llth:::h they were Australian.
“any” o fo_uil;t for Australia. They felt Australian, as
riginal. They had been colonized
o N _ , as had the
people of Papua ew Guinea. But for Aborigines, scattered
throughout Australia and often linked by b i i
. . . y blood with their
&'m lheymm‘ X therc is no hope of independence. And
. ”Hmn a unique, invaluable people, who have a
Toat nﬁ-determl-nanon.
Ufhmi ::tlon, \?hcn it comes, will enrich the
Mlm ol Australia. canwl:nle, as Xavier Herbert wrote in
+» BX years before he d ‘Unti i
man just 8 bit of ¢ died, ‘Until we give back to the
without stainge ¢ of the lan that was his, and give it back
iy of fsinP s:.natch it 'r':ack, without anything but
mdoumyto /iy __p nnt ti1111 concession for the evil that we have
have always becn g t“‘:; do that, we .shall remain what we
tation, but a communit; :fp:;giz:nhout tategrity, not 2

are hars

. Rowiey ;:;rds. They have to be. As Professor
@ aketier o the de:bout the_ carlier Aboriginal struggle
1979, “Their oo 'y ;}lommg Herald on 1 September
rded ag 5 s :f resistance along the frontiers was
"hinat thery nchug: war sanctioning government action
m $iven 2 froe ha:;lg hll}ng thgm ... The police were
| d white, thyq o to kill, as in war. But when black
aptare, treg as murder. Tribesmen were, after

- and hanged as British subjects’

-iny
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This guerilla resistance happened within living
Aboriginal memery. Today, another kind of resistance has
to 20 on and, behind the disciplined language of this
carefully argued book, lics the author’s knowledge of the
contemporary Aboriginal resistance. Her Aboriginal
friends are a part of it.

In Queensland, where Judith Wright lived for some years, |
was camping in 1975 at Mapoon on Cape York witha
Tjungundi man and his wife in the home they had built of
bush timber and old iron. The iron was blackened by fire. }t
had been part of buildings at Mapoon mission which had
been deliberately destroyed by fire in 1963, when
Queensland police had taken the Aborigines from their
homes at gun point, because their land (on a ‘reserve’) had
been leased to 2 mining company. The people had gone
back to reclaim their land and were living on it illegally.

Of course, the Aboriginal position within Australia
generally is much better than it was. In 1978 I camped with
Aborigines at Peppimenarti cattle station in the Northern
Territory, a huge property which is owned and managed by
Aborigines. But just across the border in Western Australia,
Aborigines still own no land.

So discrimination goes on, between Aborigines, as well a8
against Aborigines. And today, as morec and more
Australians who are not Aboriginal sink below the poverty
line and suffer from unemployment, it becomes more
difficult for them to understand the special needs and rights
of Aborigines. Inevitably, governments fear a backiash
against policies which would d0 no more than give
Aboriginal Australians their due.

As Professor Rowley has written, Those w.ho seem 10
threaten the social order from below become objects of fear
This backlash helped to defeat the Whitlam
Government in 1975- Today it makes the Hawke

Government much to0 cautious.

and envy’.
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Ultimately, therefore, there must be some instrument
such as atreaty which will confirm for all time equal and just
treatment for Aboriginal Australians wherever they live,
putting their land and their rights beyond the reach of
sovereign parliaments. There is no security for Aboriginal
people in Acts of Parliament, which can be repealed or
amended.

What is needed is an instrument like the track of a cable
railway, which allows movement forward but prevents any
movement backward, when the engine of progress becomes
1oo weak for the climb or breaks down, A treaty would be
such a track,

The Aboriginal poet and author, Kevin Gilbert, has
written: “Two hundred years after the original theft it is still
possible for public opinion to make governments cease
compounding the felony and make restitution to the
victims®, He is right, and the time will come.

When it does, the work of the Aboriginal Treaty

Committee, outlined in this book, will have helped to make
the time come.

Stewart Harris




