
Worawa History Walk

We Believe in Education, Culture + Wellbeing

Honouring ‘change makers’ in Aboriginal community development



The History Walk honours twenty-one individuals who were ‘change makers’ in 
Aboriginal community development.

They have been grouped within five categories to help to emphasise the common 
qualities and shared experiences of the individuals. 

Worawa History Walk

These categories are:

 Fighting for change

 Visions for the future

 Distinction in their fields

 Sharing knowledge and wisdom

 Leaders of their people
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Purpose
The History Walk aims to:

  Educate Aboriginal youth and other community members about Victorian Aboriginal 
history and the historical, political and community leadership of Elders of the 
Victorian Aboriginal communities that now celebrate cultural survival.

  Increase knowledge and awareness of the cultural heritage of Victorian Aboriginal 
peoples with a particular emphasis on Aboriginal values, history and stories. 

  Record, celebrate and share the traditional and contemporary culture, stories, 
knowledge, history and experiences of Aboriginal people and celebrate 
Aboriginal achievement.

  Educate the broader community of the dispossession, dislocation and displacement 
of Aboriginal peoples from their traditional lands and the suppression of Aboriginal 
cultural ceremony, language, traditions knowledge systems, social order and 
kinship systems, imposed government policies and the effect on contemporary 
Aboriginal peoples.

  Emphasize respect for Aboriginal Leadership and self determination reinforcing 
Aboriginal identity, achievement and cultural pride. 
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Fighting for change
Stories of resistance and activism

William Cooper (1861–1941)

Spokesman, agitator and protestor

William Cooper devoted much of his 
life to the Aboriginal Rights movement. 
Though many of his complaints were 
overlooked and his petitions often rejected, 
he continued to speak out on Indigenous 
rights and social justice issues.

William Cooper was born in Yorta Yorta 
tribal territory, near the junction of the 
Murray and Goulburn rivers. For much 
of his life he worked as shearer and 
handyman, as well as an outspoken 
lobbyist for Aboriginal Rights. He was 
an active member of the Australian 
Workers’ Union, protesting on behalf of 
the communities of Central Victoria and 
Western New South Wales who were 
ineligible for aid during the 1920s drought 
and the 1930s Depression. But officials 
ignored his complaints. 

In 1933, undeterred by age and deafness, 
he left Cummeragunja so that he 
could apply for the old-age pension. 
He became secretary of the Australian 
Aborigines’ League, and circulated a 
petition seeking direct representation in 
parliament, enfranchisement and land 
rights. He was part of the first Aboriginal 
deputations to the Prime Minister, to 
request that Aboriginal Affairs come 
under federal control. Despite collecting 
1814 signatures from Aborigines all over 
Australia, the Commonwealth declined to 

forward his petition to King George VI, or 
seek to amend the constitution.  

In 1938, he walked with other members 
of the Australian Aborigines League 
across Melbourne to the German Consul, 
to deliver a letter registering their 
opposition to the persecution of the Jews 
by the Nazis. At a time when Aboriginal 
people were experiencing injustice and 
inequality, they put energy into protesting 
on behalf of people on the other side of 
the world.

In 1940 Cooper established a National 
Aborigines Day, the forerunner of 
NAIDOC Week. He spent his last years 
vainly protesting State government 
alienation of Cummeragunja, Coranderrk 
and other reserves, citing the rights of 
Maoris and Canadian as an example for 
Australia.  
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The Day of Mourning protest
The Day of Mourning protest was 
organised by the Aborigines Progressive 
Association (APA), based in New South 
Wales and led by its founders Jack Patten 
and William Ferguson. The protest leaders 
also had support from the Australian 
Aborigines League (AAL), based in Victoria 
and led by William Cooper.

In 1888, the centenary of British 
colonisation, the new nation was 
overwhelmingly British in descent but not 
as overwhelming as it tended to assume. 
There were large but uncounted numbers 
of Aboriginal peoples.

As Aboriginal people became politically 
organised they sent petitions to the 
Government of Australia and the 
Government of the United Kingdom, 
in the early 1930s, for the recognition 
of Aboriginal civil rights (including 
Aboriginal representation in the 
Parliament of Australia), but they had 
been ignored or dismissed without 
serious attention, and each had refused 
to pass the petitions on to King George 
V. As a result, a more proactive event 
was planned for the sesquicentenary, 
which the media and governments could 
not ignore. This was despite recent 
experience of the New South Wales Police 
engaging in general intimidation of public 
meetings of such political organisations.

The day began with a march through  
the streets of Sydney, which was 
attended by both Aboriginal people and  
non-Indigenous supporters. The march 

began at the Sydney Town Hall, and 
concluded at the major event on the 
day, the Day of Mourning Congress, a 
political meeting for Aboriginal people 
only. It attracted many major Aboriginal 
leaders, including Pearl Gibbs and 
Margaret Tucker. 

The protesters had originally intended 
to hold the Congress in the Sydney Town 
Hall, but they were refused access, and 
instead held it at the nearby Australian 
Hall in Elizabeth Street. They were not 
allowed in through the front door and 
were told they could only enter through 
the rear door. 

The Congress was open to all Aboriginal 
people, and about 100 people attended, 
making it one of the first mass civil rights 
gatherings. The APA and AAL distributed 
a manifesto at the meeting, Aborigines 
Claim Citizens' Rights, produced by Patten 
and APA secretary William Ferguson. 

The manifesto opened with a declaration 
that "This festival of 150 years' ‘so-called’ 
progress in Australia commemorates 
also 150 years of misery and degradation 
imposed on the original native inhabitants 
by white invaders of this country."

At the Congress, the resolution (pictured 
left) was passed unanimously.
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Historical Timeline
1920 – 1930
Before the 1920s, Aboriginal rights 
groups boycotted Australia Day (26 
January) in protest against the status and 
treatment of Indigenous Australians. By 
the 1920s, they were increasingly aware 
that the broader Australian public were 
largely ignorant of the boycotts. If the 
movement were to make progress, it 
would need to be active. 

Several organisations emerged to fill 
this role, particularly the Australian 
Aborigines Progressive Association 
(AAPA) in 1924 and the Australian 
Aborigines League (AAL) in 1932. Their 
efforts were largely overlooked, and 
due to police harassment, the AAPA 
abandoned their work in 1927.

In 1935, William Cooper, founder of the 
AAL, drafted a petition to send to King 
George V, asking for special Aboriginal 
electorates in Federal Parliament. The 
Australian Government believed that 
the petition fell outside its constitutional 
responsibilities. 

1938
On Australia Day, 1938, protestors 
marched through the streets of Sydney, 
followed by a congress attended by over 
a thousand people. One of the first major 
civil rights gatherings in the world, it was 
known as the Day of Mourning.

Following the congress, a deputation 
led by William Cooper presented Prime 
Minister Joseph Lyons with a proposed 
national policy for Aboriginal people. 

This was again rejected because the 
Government did not hold constitutional 
powers in relation to Aboriginal people.

After the Day of Mourning, there was 
a growing feeling that it should be a 
regular event. In 1939 William Cooper 
wrote to the National Missionary Council 
of Australia to seek their assistance in 
supporting and promoting an annual 
event.

1940 – 1955
From 1940 until 1955, the Day of 
Mourning was held annually on the 
Sunday before Australia Day and was 
known as Aborigines Day. 

In 1955 Aborigines Day was shifted to the 
first Sunday in July after it was decided 
the day should become not simply a 
protest day but also a celebration of 
Aboriginal culture.
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1956 – 1990
Major Aboriginal organisations, state 
and federal governments, and a number 
of church groups all supported the 
formation of, the National Aborigines 
Day Observance Committee (NADOC). 
At the same time, the second Sunday in 
July became a day of remembrance for 
Aboriginal people and their heritage.

In 1972, the Department of Aboriginal 
Affairs was formed, as a major outcome 
of the 1967 referendum.

In 1974, the NADOC committee was 
composed entirely of Aboriginal members 
for the first time. The following year, it 
was decided that the event should cover 
a week, from the first to second Sunday 
in July.

In 1984, NADOC asked that National 
Aborigines Day be made a national public 
holiday, to help celebrate and recognise the 
rich cultural history that makes Australia 
unique. While this has not happened, other 
groups have echoed the call.

1991 – Present
With a growing awareness of the distinct 
cultural histories of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples, NADOC 
was expanded to recognise Torres 
Strait Islander people and culture. The 
committee then became known as the 
National Aborigines and Islanders Day 
Observance Committee (NAIDOC). This 
new name has become the title for the 
whole week, not just the day. Each year, a 
theme is chosen to reflect the important 
issues and events for NAIDOC Week.
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Douglas Nicholls (1906 – 1988)

Church of Christ Pastor, football player, and campaigner for land and citizenship rights

Doug Nicholls overcame racism to 
become a celebrated football player. In 
addition, he served as Pastor of the first 
Aboriginal Church of Christ, and was the 
first Indigenous Australian to be given a 
knighthood. 

Doug Nicholls was born at 
Cummeragunja Aboriginal Reserve. As an 
eight year old, he watched his older sister 
Hilda forcibly removed and sent to the 
Cootamundra Girls’ Home, an experience 
that left him with a fear and distrust of 
the police. Leaving the mission at 13, 
he worked as a sheep-station hand, a 
‘scooper’ on a levee at Barmah and in the 
orchards and vineyards near Tongala. He 
picked up what education he could, but 
could not read or write adequately until 
he was 21. 

After hitchhiking to Melbourne and 
sleeping rough in fruit boxes at the Queen 
Victoria Market, he talked his way into 
the Carlton Football Club. But the other 
players didn’t want him on the team and 
the trainers refused to rub him down, 
saying that because he was black, he 
smelled. After being rejected by Carlton, 
he joined Northcote in the VFA and played 
in their 1929 premiership side. In 1933 
he was picked up by Fitzroy as a winger, 
and came third in the 1934 Brownlow 
Medal count. Between seasons, he boxed 
with Jimmy Sharman’s troupe and was 
a champion sprinter, winning both the 
Warracknabeal and Nyah gifts.

Doug joined the Northcote congregation 
of the Church of Christ, and by 1935 
was conducting services at the Gore 
Street Mission in Fitzroy. In 1943, he was 
Pastor of the first Aboriginal Church of 
Christ in Australia. He helped set up the 
Aborigines Advancement League and for 
15 years was its director and field officer. 
He was one of the first campaigners for 
land rights and for the citizenship finally 
accorded Aboriginal people in the 1967 
referendum. In 1972, he became the first 
Aboriginal person to be knighted, and in 
1976 was appointed as the Governor of 
South Australia.
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Jack Patten (1905 – 1957)

Campaigner for Aboriginal citizenship and the right to join the military

Jack Patten was a civil rights activist, 
journalist and leader of the Aborigines 
Progressive Association. He advocated for 
the rights of Aboriginal people to join the 
military and incited the Cummeragunja 
Walk off. 

John Thomas ‘Jack’ Patten was born at 
Cummeragunja Aboriginal Mission on 
the New South Wales side of the Murray 
River. His father was John James Patten, 
a blacksmith and highly regarded police 
tracker from Coranderrk. Patten and his 
siblings attended high school in West 
Wyalong, where he won a scholarship. 
After finishing school he applied to join 
the Australian Navy, but was rejected on 
account of his race. 

During the 1930s he became involved in 
the Aboriginal rights movement, making 
speeches on Sunday afternoons at the 

Domain in Sydney. In 1937, he co-founded 
the Aborigines Progressive Association 
with William Ferguson. As APA President 
he organised the 1938 Day of Mourning 
protest, and led a delegation to meet 
with Joseph Lyons, the Prime Minister. 
Lyons was presented with the manifesto 
Aborigines Claim Citizenship Rights, 
which included Patten’s 10-point plan 
for indigenous citizenship rights. In 
April 1938 Patten established a monthly 
newspaper, The Abo Call, the first such 
publication focused on Aboriginal issues. 
Unfortunately, resources were limited 
following the Depression, and the paper 
folded after only six issues. 

On 4 February 1939 Patten visited 
Cummeragunja at the request of his 
father, who was still a resident there. 
He addressed a large gathering of 
the station’s residents in relation to 
the deteriorating conditions and the 
intimidation of the government appointed 
manager. Patten convinced a majority 
of the station’s residents to leave the 
Mission, an event which would come to be 
known as the Cummeragunja Walk-Off. 
He was arrested for ‘inciting Aborigines’.

Throughout 1939 Patten led a campaign 
for Aboriginal people to be able to 
serve in the Australian armed forces. 
Previously, Aboriginal people had 
served in every major conflict, but were 
required to provide proof of substantial 
non-Aboriginal ancestry. Following a 
successful campaign, Patten enlisted in 
the Australian Army, serving in the Middle 
East. 
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William ‘Bill’ Onus (1906–1968)

Leader and pioneering entrepreneur

William ‘Bill’ Onus was a high profile 
activist and successful entrepreneur. He 
campaigned to obtain civil liberties for 
Aboriginal people and mentored a new 
generation of leaders who were able to 
build upon his legacy in Aboriginal rights.

Born in 1906 at the Cummeragunja 
Reserve in New South Wales, Bill was 
the eldest child of William and Maud 
Onus, both of the Yorta Yorta people. He 
had a brother and a sister, and attended 
school until he was 12 years old, first at 
Cummeragunja and then in Echuca.

Bill’s father was a drover and for a number 
of years the family travelled together 
around the Riverina agricultural region. In 
1929, Bill moved to Sydney. After a period 
spent in an unemployed workers camp, 
he found a job as a rigger and, later, as a 
driver of delivery trucks. He was an active 
trade unionist and developed considerable 
skills as a public speaker.

Bill became directly involved in Aboriginal 
activism when he joined the Aborigines 
Progressive Association (APA) in 1939. 
The Association campaigned for full 
citizenship rights and parliamentary 
representation for Aboriginal Australians, 
as well as the abolition of the New South 
Wales Aborigines’ Protection Board. Bill 
progressed quickly to the role of Secretary.

As a member of the Committee for 
Aboriginal Citizen Rights, Bill lobbied 
for an Aboriginal voice on the Aborigines 
Welfare Board of New South Wales 
and ran a successful campaign to elect 
APA founder William Ferguson when 

the reform was achieved. He organised 
regular fundraising events in support 
of the Aboriginal community of Redfern 
and established an all-Aboriginal rugby 
league club in 1945.

Bill came to be a prolific spokesman for the 
Aboriginal community and worked hard to 
push Aboriginal issues onto the mainstream 
political agenda. He was able to express in 
words the pain and pride of his people, in 
a way that resonated with non-Aboriginal 
people. Bill regularly addressed public 
rallies and appeared in the media. He was 
one of a committed group of Aboriginal 
and non-Aboriginal people who believed 
that a better future was possible. They later 
formalised their work with the formation 
of the Aborigines Advancement League 
in 1957, into which the existing Australian 
Aborigines’ League was subsumed.

Bill established and ran a successful 
commercial operation called Aboriginal 
Enterprises from 1952. Using his talent as a 
craftsman, he produced and sold decorative 
replicas of traditional implements such 
as boomerangs and woomeras, as well 
as Aboriginal-themed souvenirs and 
greeting cards. His shop and factory in the 
Dandenong Ranges became a major tourist 
attraction, with Bill’s boomerang throwing 
demonstrations a drawcard in themselves.

In 1954, Bill proposed the name 
‘Moomba’ for the Melbourne City 
Council’s new autumn carnival. The 
Moomba Festival remains an important 
annual event in the city.

He later returned to politics, serving as 
the Victorian Director of the Aboriginal 
referendum movement and playing a 
leading role in the campaign for a ‘Yes’ vote.
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Margaret Tucker (1904-1996)

Activist, writer and founding member of the Australian Aborigines’ League

Her harsh treatment while working as a 
domestic servant in white households led 
Margaret Tucker to become one of the 
first female indigenous activists.

Margaret Tucker (née Clements) was 
born at Warangesda Mission in New 
South Wales. Forcibly removed from her 
family at the age of 13, she was sent to 
the Cootamundra Domestic Training 
Home for Aboriginal Girls, and became 
a domestic servant in white households. 
Her traumatic experiences, detailed in 
her autobiography If Everyone Cared, 
prompted her to join the Aboriginal 
Rights movement, alongside Jack Patten, 

William Cooper, Bill and Eric Onus and 
Doug Nicholls. She became treasurer 
of the Australian Aborigines’ League, 
one of the country’s first indigenous 
organisations, and was instrumental in 
coordinating a national Day of Mourning 
in Sydney on Australia Day 1938, marking 
the 150th anniversary of white settlement. 
Following the end of World War Two, 
which had largely overshadowed the 
Aboriginal cause, Tucker continued her 
activism, as well as becoming involved in 
the Moral Re-Armament movement. In 
1968 she was awarded a Member of the 
British Empire (MBE) in recognition of her 
work. 
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The historical document from the Aborigines Protection Board ordering the removal of 
Margaret Tucker (P13) to Domestic Service. On page 13 Margaret Tucker holds the book ‘If 
Everyone Cared’ her memoirs of her time in ‘Service’

Worawa Aboriginal College   |   History Walk   |   15



16    |   History Walk   |   Worawa Aboriginal College



Distinction in their f ields
Stories of struggle and success

Harold Blair (1924-1976)

Singer and Aboriginal rights campaigner

As a boy Harold Blair entertained Mission 
visitors by mimicking Richard Crooks 
and John McCormack, whose records he 
played on an old gramophone. He went 
on to become a celebrated tenor, at the 
same time as promoting the cause of 
Aboriginal advancement.

Harold Blair was born at Cherbourg 
Aboriginal Reserve, near Murgon, 
Queensland. When Harold was two, his 
young mother Esther Quinn was sent 
away to take a post as a domestic servant. 
Until he was almost 16 Harold remained 
at the Salvation Army’s Purga Mission, 
where he received a limited education, 
but discovered a talent for singing. 
During WW2 Blair was dispatched to the 
canefields in the Childers area. His robust 
physique and affable personality made 
him a popular worker, and he sang on 
the canefields and in local concerts. After 
being encouraged to take his singing 
more seriously, he sought enrolment at 
the conservatorium in Sydney and at a 
university in Melbourne, but was rejected 
because of his lack of education. Finally 
accepted by the Melbourne (Melba) 
Conservatorium of Music, Blair gained a 
diploma of music in 1949. 

The same year he married a fellow 
student, Dorothy Gladys Eden. Because 
she was white, their union provoked 

racist comment. Blair left for New 
York to continue his studies, but they 
could not afford a fare for Dorothy. Blair 
struggled to make ends meet overseas, 
but in 1951 he performed at the New 
York Town Hall. Back in Australia, 
he appeared as a guest artist for the 
Australian Broadcasting Commission’s 
jubilee tour. He was well received by his 
audiences, but reviewers criticised his 
voice, which had been damaged by illness 
and the strain of constant performance. 
In 1967 he was appointed music teacher 
in the Victorian Education Department, 
working with choirs at Sunshine and 
Ringwood technical schools. Meanwhile, 
he continued to perform, starring in a 
popular burlesque of Uncle Tom’s Cabin 
and in the Aboriginal opera, Dalgerie, at 
the Sydney Opera House in 1973. 

Interested in politics as a vehicle by which 
to foster the indigenous cause, Blair was 
involved in the Aborigines Advancement 
League, the Federal Council for the 
Advancement of Aborigines and Torres 
Strait Islanders, and the Commonwealth 
Aboriginal Arts Board. He established 
the Aboriginal Children’s Holiday Project, 
which provided vacations in Melbourne for 
thousands of children from Queensland 
mission stations, and inspired similar 
programs across Australia. 
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Reginald Saunders (1920- 1990)

First Aboriginal Officer in the Australian Army

Born into a family with a military history, 
Reginald Saunders was named after 
an uncle who had been killed in action. 
When World War Two broke out, he 
was determined to serve in the armed 
forces, where his leadership skills were 
recognised.  

A Gunditjmara man, Reginald Walter 
Saunders was born at Framlingham 
Aboriginal Reserve in the western district 
of Victoria. He came from a military 
family, with relatives having served in the 
Boer War and World War One. He joined 
the Australian Army in 1940, serving in 
North Africa, Greece and Crete. He was 
promoted to lieutenant and acted as 
a platoon commander in New Guinea 
between 1944 and 1945. He later served 
as a company commander with the 3rd 
Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment (3 
RAR) during the Korean War, where he 
fought at the Battle of Kapyong.

Saunders left the Army in 1954 and 
returned to civilian life, working in the 
logging and metal industries before 
joining the Office of Aboriginal Affairs 
as a liaison officer. He was appointed 
a Member of the Order of the British 
Empire (MBE) for his community service 
in 1971.
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Lionel Rose (1948-2011)

Boxing champion

Lionel Rose was born and raised at 
Jackson’s Track, near Drouin, Victoria, he 
was the first Aboriginal Australian to win 
a world boxing title. 

Rose learned to box from his father and at 
the age of 16  made his professional boxing 
debut. At age 18 he won the Australian 
bantamweight title. In 1968, at age 19 he 
won the world bantamweight title with a 
15-round decision over Japan’s ‘Fighting’ 
Harada in Tokyo. Rose successfully 
defended his title three times.

Rose’s wins in the boxing ring won wide 
admiration from Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Australians across the country.

Lionel had a love of music and turned 
to music to thank his fans. In 1969 he 
recorded a record single ‘I Thank You’ on 
the flip side, ‘Pick Me Up On Your Way 
Down’. The record became a hit 
staying on the charts for eight 
months and selling over 
100,000 copies.  

Rose went on to compete 
in the lightweight 
division, retiring in 
1976 with a career 
record of 42 wins (12 
by knockout) and 11 
losses. 

He was made a  Member of the Order 
of the British Empire (MBE) in 1968, 
the same year that he became the first 
Aboriginal person to be named Australian 
of the Year.

Lionel Rose was the 2003 Inductee for the 
Australian National Boxing 
Hall of Fame Moderns 
category and was the 
2nd person to be 
elevated to Legend 
status in 2010.
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Visions for the future
Stories of the campaigners for a stronger community

Geraldine Briggs (1910-2005)

Campaigner for equal rights and advocate for Aboriginal women

Her experiences as a child and young 
mother at Cummeragunja Mission 
motivated her to fight for Aboriginal rights. 
Geraldine believed women played an 
integral role in improving outcomes for 
their communities, particularly in the areas 
of health and housing.

Geraldine Briggs was born on the 
Warangesda Mission, and grew up on the 
Moonacullah Aboriginal Reserve near 
Deniliquin. As a child, she often visited her 
grandfather at the Cummeragunja Mission, 
and she settled there after she married. 
Once a thriving, self-sufficient settlement, 
conditions at Cummeragunja were 
beginning to deteriorate in the late 1930s as 
the New South Wales Aborigines Protection 
Board took greater control. Several painful 
episodes provided the catalyst for Briggs’ 
future activism. Her grief at losing a son 
to illness was compounded by the mission 
manager’s refusal to fetch medical help, 
and she once witnessed three children 
dying in a single day. And she never 
forgot her sisters being taken away to the 
Cootamundra Girls Home.

Her family was involved in the famous 
‘Cummeragunja Walk-off’ in 1939, in which 
200 residents spontaneously deserted. 
Settling in Shepparton, Briggs and her 
husband Selwyn became involved in the 
civil rights movement. Working with her 
husband’s cousin Doug Nicholls, they 

established 
a regional 
branch of the 
Aborigines 
Advancement 
League. When 
the Federal 
Council for the 
Advancement 
of Aboriginal 
and Torres 
Strait Islanders 
(FCAATSI) was 
established in 1958, Briggs was at the 
forefront its work, and went on to become 
the organisation’s Victorian State Secretary. 
She rallied support for the 1967 referendum 
to amend the constitution to include 
Aboriginal people in the national census. 

In 1970, she joined other prominent 
women, including her sister Margaret 
Tucker, to establish a Victorian Aboriginal 
and Islander Women’s Council. Geraldine 
became the first president of a national 
version of the organisation, which lobbied 
the government on issues of cultural 
preservation, land ownership and the 
employment of Aboriginal welfare workers. 
In turn, their efforts led to the creation of 
the Victorian Aboriginal Health Service and 
the Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service. In 
1991, she received the Order of Australia, 
and was inducted into the Victorian Honour 
Roll of Women in 2001.
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Living Conditions - History of ‘The Flats’
The story of The Flats provides a history 
of the living conditions and hardship 
experienced by Aboriginal people in 
Victoria during the Aborigines Protection 
Act era. The area known as ‘The Flats’ 
became home to many after the Walk 
Off from Cummeragunja on 4 February, 
1939 to cross the Murray River to 
Barmah in  Victoria.  

Of those that fled, many ended up 
settling in parts of northern Victoria, 
including Barmah, Echuca, Mooroopna 
and Shepparton. However, Aboriginal 
people were not welcome in the towns 
and lived on the fringes. Newcomers to 
the Flat camped under the bridge while 
building their own dwelling. This was 
a community activity as other families 
helped.  The men would cut strong 
timber for the frame and then sew 
hessian bags together to stretch over the 
frame for the walls and collect scraps of 
metal for the roof and chimney.

Situated on the banks of the Goulburn 
river, flooding occurred most years with 
the water always rising quickly.  In each 
event, the people of “The Flats” sought 
refuge on the higher ground of Daish’s 
Paddock, the Shire of Rodney rubbish 
tip. Due to the constant shifting to avoid 
floods, some families chose to remain at 
Daish’s Paddock. Their homes were built 
of rough timber, hessian bags, canvas 
and flattened kerosene tins. There 
was no electricity, water or sanitation. 
Drinking water had to be carried from 
the river over a half mile away.

Amongst  the residents of the Flats 
and Daish’s Paddock, there was a 
constant fear of child removal. Under the 
Aborigines Protection Act, authorities 
had the power to remove children without 
parental consent. Families instructed 
their children to hide at the approach 
of a motor car which usually brought 
authorities capable of removing children.

The collection of huts on Daish’s 
Paddock were an embarrassment 
to the Shire and authorities began 
expressing concern at the potential for 
contamination of the town water supply. 
Police were authorised to evict residents 
and in October 1957 the humpies were 
bulldozed to the ground.

Despite many challenges, residents  
of The Flats and Daish’s Paddock 
maintained a discrete identity and sense 
of pride. Above all other factors this 
led them to actively engage in political 
struggle against forces that sought to 
subdue, control and disperse them. Many 
individuals have had profound impact 
upon the local and national struggle of 
Aboriginal people for fair treatment and 
recognition of their civil rights.

In the modern era the Cummeragunja 
‘Walk Off’ has become a profound, 
political act undertaken by the ‘people’ 
as a whole.  As a collective and 
connected identity they set in motion 
political activism that continues to this 
day. The names of these past leaders 
are carved into Aboriginal history. 
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When the floods forced families to flee to the higher ground at 
Daish’s Paddock life was even more difficult. Daish’s Paddock 
was the shire rubbish dump. Restricted access to food during 
the floods caused severe hardship, especially for the children.

One past resident said “I can remember going to bed crying 
because of hunger.” She said, “When the floods came up it 
restricted access to food supplies, there were no emus or 
kangaroos and I remember trapping possums to feed us.”
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Education as the Key
In the early days of settlement, both 
Billibellary and later his son Simon 
Wonga, supported the establishment of 
schools for Aboriginal children.

The role and opportunity that education 
provided would appear to be well 
understood by many Aboriginal people from 
the earliest contact with European people. 

It is a testament to the tenacity and 
commitment of  revered teacher, Thomas 
James that, despite the government 
policy of the day which required 
government schools to only teach to the 
third grade, the children of the Maloga 
and Cummeragunja schools received a 
rich education. Individuals who performed 
well academically were mentored as 
potential teachers. 
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One such individual was Hyllus Briggs 
who, following the Cummeragunja 
Walk Off in 1939, set up a school on 
the banks of the Murray River.  Whilst 
not formally registered, this in fact was 
the first Aboriginal school in Victoria.   

Hyllus Briggs niece, Aboriginal 
visionary Hyllus Maris (nee Briggs), 
founded Worawa Aboriginal College, 
Australia’s first boarding school catering 
specifically for Aboriginal young people 
in the secondary years of schooling. 

At the opening of the College in 1983, 
esteemed Aboriginal leader and 
College Patron, Pastor Sir Douglas 
Nicholls,  stated “Aboriginal children 
must be educated in the way of 
our people. They must learn their 
history, about their great ancestors, 
the language and the lore. It’s time 
for them to know and understand 
themselves. They must also be 
educated in the ways of the society in 

which they live, in the very best of what 
it has to offer, so they can truly be a 
part, not only of Australia’s past, but 
also its present and future. ” 

Founder Hyllus Maris stated, “…in 
this, the first Aboriginal school in 
Victoria, the educational curriculum 
has been specifically designed to suit 
Aboriginal students to bring them to 
their full potential” 

Established as a boarding school 
initially catering for both boys and 
girls. Worawa became an all girl 
school in 2010.

Worawa Aboriginal College is 
registered by the Victorian Registration 
and Qualifications Authority (VRQA) 
as a secondary school for years 7 
to 12 and is recognised as a Special 
Assistance School that addresses 
the education, cultural and wellbeing 
needs of students. 
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Hyllus Maris (1934-1986)

Activist, artist, educator and founder of Worawa 

Influenced by her family’s activism and 
drawing on childhood experiences of 
being an outsider, Hyllus Maris created a 
school for Aboriginal girls that focused on 
three key areas: education, wellbeing and 
culture. 

Hyllus Maris’ parents, Geraldine 
and Selwyn Briggs, were prominent 
Aboriginal rights activists, and Hyllus and 
her siblings inherited a profound sense 
of social justice from them. Much of her 
knowledge about her cultural heritage, 
genealogy and history came through her 
mother, from her grandmother, Theresa 
Clements, who instilled in Maris a great 
pride in her Aboriginal heritage. She 
lived at Cummeragunja Reserve until she 
was five years old, when her family were 
among those who walked off the land in 
protest over its management. Afterwards 
they lived on the outskirts of Mooroopna, 
in a makeshift settlement known as the 
Flats. Its residents were excluded and 
stigmatised because of their Aboriginality.

In 1970, Maris relocated to Melbourne, 
where she became a well-known 
activist and public speaker. Together 
with her sisters and mother, she was a 
founding member and liaison officer for 
the National Council of Aboriginal and 
Islander Women, She helped to establish 
the Aboriginal Legal Service, the Victorian 
Aboriginal Health Service, and chaired 
the Victorian Council for Aboriginal 
Culture. 

She was also a playwright and a poet. 
Maris collaborated to write and produce a 
four-part television series Women of the 
Sun, documenting the Cummeragunja 
walk-off and the experiences of 
Aboriginal women across two hundred 
years of colonialism. The documentary 
won numerous awards and was 
subsequently adapted as a novel. 

In 1977, she received a scholarship 
from the Commonwealth Department 
of Aboriginal Affairs to study social 
policy and community development in 
London with the prominent sociologist, 
Sir Richard Hauser. It was the first of 
a number of study trips abroad that 
included cultural exchanges with First 
Nation peoples of North America. 
Inspired by her experiences overseas, 
Maris returned to Australia convinced 
of the need for a holistic approach to 
Aboriginal education.  Intense lobbying 
of the Victorian Schools Commission 
led to the  official opening of Worawa 
Aboriginal College in 1983. It was the first 
independent Aboriginal school in Victoria, 
and remains Australia’s only boarding 
school for Aboriginal girls. Its curriculum 
balances Aboriginal culture with the very 
best of western education. The school’s 
ongoing success is a proud testament to 
Maris and her vision.
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Mollie Dyer (1927-1998)

Defender of children in care

At a time when their needs were often 
neglected, Mollie Dyer was an advocate 
of Aboriginal children in the adoption 
system. She successfully lobbied for 
reforms to Victoria’s social welfare 
system, and played an integral role in 
the establishment of several important 
Aboriginal organisations.

Mollie Dyer was the daughter of Margaret 
Tucker, and an Irishman, Philip Tucker. 
Her mother was an important role model. 
Although she was the only Aboriginal 
child at the Good Shepherd Convent in 
Abbotsford, her regular contact with her 
mother’s family at the Cummeragunja 
Mission in New South Wales meant she 
grew up equally comfortable among 
Aboriginal and non-indigenous people.

In 1947, she married Alan Burns. They 
had six children together before their 
marriage ended, all of whom grew up to 
contribute Aboriginal affairs in some way. 
She later married Charlie Dyer. Wherever 
she lived, she opened her home to those 
in need. She fostered 20 Aboriginal 
children and provided short-term 
accommodation for countless others. 
In doing so, she became acutely aware 
of the devastating impact the welfare 
system could have on Aboriginal families. 
After being informally involved for many 
years, in 1966 Dyer accepted a full time 
position with the Aborigines Advancement 
League. She campaigned tirelessly for 
Aboriginal children to be placed with 
Aboriginal families whenever possible.

The idea for an Aboriginal-run agency to 
support Aboriginal children and families 
was first discussed at a national adoption 
conference in 1976, and the Victorian 
Aboriginal Child Care Agency (VACCA) 
was established with Dyer as Program 
Director. Within three years, there had 
been a 40% reduction in the number of 
Aboriginal children in care. She lobbied 
hard to secure agreement from the 
Victorian government that VACCA be 
consulted in all welfare-related decisions 
impacting Aboriginal children, and helped 
draft guidelines that would ultimately be 
enshrined in legislation. VACCA inspired 
similar organisations around the country, 
and Dyer continued her work supporting 
indigenous communities throughout 
regional Victoria. She was recognised 
with a Member of the Order of Australia 
medal, an International Year of the Child 
Award and an Advance Australia Medal. 
The VACCA headquarters was named in 
her honour.
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John Stewart Murray (1922–1989)

Campaigner for land rights

John Stewart Murray came to Melbourne 
to join other activists in the fight for 
equality, justice and land rights. He 
campaigned for the right for indigenous 
veterans to march together on ANZAC 
Day, and established the Victorian 
Aboriginal Funeral Service to ensure that 
Aboriginal Victorians could be buried 
according to their wishes and culture. 

John Stewart Murray was born at Lake 
Boga, Victoria. Educated at Lake Boga 
State School, he travelled surrounding 
districts as a teenager, rabbiting and 
fishing. Moving to Melbourne in 1939, he 
worked in a bicycle factory at Brunswick. 
He enlisted in the Australian Imperial 
Force on 17 December 1941, and served 
in Papua, New Guinea and Borneo. In 
November 1945 he was promoted to 
Lance Corporal, before being discharged 
in March 1946.

Murray became active in promoting 
Indigenous rights. He was a founding 
member of the Victorian Aborigines 
Advancement League, and was later 
appointed as its Liaison Officer and 
Director. After being elected to the new 
Aboriginal Affairs Advisory Council, 
he promptly resigned in protest at the 
State government’s impositions on its 
composition and proceedings. An early 
supporter of the Federal Council for the 
Advancement of Aborigines and Torres 
Strait Islanders, in 1970 he became 
convenor of the State Tribal Council and 
Victorian representative on the National 
Tribal Council. With others he founded 

the Aboriginal Legal Service in Fitzroy in 
1972, and in 1974-75 worked as a senior 
liaison officer with the Victorian Ministry 
of Aboriginal Affairs.

A vigorous campaigner for land rights, 
Murray was appointed to the first 
Victorian Aboriginal Land Council in 
1975. He led claims for former Aboriginal 
reserve land in Collingwood and, more 
successfully, fought to retain the Lake 
Tyers and Framlingham reserves. In 
1982 he became Victoria’s second 
Aboriginal Justice of the Peace, and in 
1984 was awarded the OAM. In that year 
he established the Victorian Aboriginal 
Funeral Service. Often driving the hearse 
himself, he ensured that Indigenous 
people who died in Victoria were returned 
home to be given a decent burial.
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Merle Jackomos (1929 - 2019)

Key player in the Aboriginal Rights Movement

A respected Elder of the Yorta Yorta 
nation with a strong sense of social 
justice, Merle Jackomos has helped 
improve the lives of Aboriginal people 
across Australia.

Merle Jackomos was born at 
Cummeragunja Mission. Her mother died 
when she was seven years old, leaving her 
grandmother, Lizzie, to take care of her 
and her siblings.  Idyllic scenes filled much 
of their childhood at Cummeragunja, with 
concerts, dances, regattas and sports days 
held throughout the year. But conditions 
deteriorated significantly under the watch 
of a particularly ruthless manager. In 
1939, a mass ‘walk-off’ occurred, as many 
families moved to the other side of the 
river in protest. But rather than joining 
the exodus, Jackomos’ family remained. 
In doing so they played an important part 
in protecting the land of the Yorta Yorta, so 
that many years later, the land could pass 
back to the traditional owners.

She left Cummeragunja when she 
turned 16. After working in Swan Hill 
and Mooroopna for several years, she 

settled in Melbourne, where she met 
and married Alick Jackomos. Of Greek 
descent, Alick had ties with the Aboriginal 
community. The couple had three 
children, Esmai, Andrew and Michael, and 
remained an inseparable team until Alick 
passed away in 1999. 

As regular attendees of Pastor Doug 
Nicholl’s Gore Street church in Fitzroy, 
the couple began to position themselves 
as key players in a vocal and active 
Aboriginal rights movement of the 1950s 
and 60s. She was a member of the 
Federal Council for the Advancement of 
Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders 
(FCAATSI). During the campaign around 
the 1967 referendum, Jackomos worked 
to promote understanding among the 
wider community. She was a key member 
of the Aborigines Advancement League, 
becoming President in 1986. She was 
given a life membership, along with 
her husband, who was the only non-
Aboriginal person to ever receive one.

Jackomos was a founding member of the 
National Aboriginal and Islander Women’s 
Council. The Council lobbied for the 
successful establishment of many valuable 
frontline services in Melbourne, including 
the Aboriginal Community Elders Services, 
Aboriginal Women’s Refuge and Aboriginal 
Health Service. She was also a founding 
member of the Victorian Aboriginal Legal 
Service. She served on countless other 
committees and organisations, including 
the NAIDOC committee, and in 1987 
she received the Medal of the Order of 
Australia in recognition of her work.
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Joyce Johnson (1926–1982)

Advocate for Aboriginal Rights

Joyce Johnson was a proud Kerrup Jmara 
woman of the Gunditjmara people of 
south-west Victoria who grew up at Lake 
Condah. She was active in the Aboriginal 
community of Melbourne as a member 
of the Victorian Aborigines Advancement 
League (AAL), she participated in 
campaigns for land rights at Lake 
Tyers and changes to the Australian 
Constitution by referendum.

Joyce maintained a strong connection 
to her country throughout her life. Her 
father was one of several Lake Condah 
men who served in the Australian Army 
during World War I. The family moved 
to Melbourne for better employment 
opportunities during World War II. They 
settled in Fitzroy, where there was a 
growing Aboriginal community. Joyce 
worked in factories supporting the war 
effort. Like her mother, Joyce was a 
talented musician, with a fine singing 
voice. She played guitar, ukulele and 
piano. During the war she entertained 
troops in coffee shops and camp concerts.

Joyce used her talents to promote 
Aboriginal culture and identity. In 1951 
she participated in the ground-breaking 
production Out of the Dark- the first  
all-Aboriginal show ever held in Melbourne. 
Out of the Dark showcased both past 
Aboriginal culture and contemporary 
Aboriginal performers. Joyce contributed 
her talents as a cabaret artist at regular 
Aboriginal community dances at the 
Manchester Unity Hall in Collingwood, 
helping to raise money for causes such as 
Aunty Edna Brown’s Aboriginal community 
funeral fund. Joyce was a founding member 

and secretary 
of the United 
Council of 
Aboriginal 
Women (UCAW) 
established 
in 1965. The 
council gave 
Aboriginal 
women an 
avenue for 
tackling issues 
of need for Aboriginal families and youth, 
particularly in health, education and 
housing. UCAW members were involved in 
establishing the Victorian Aboriginal Health 
Service in Fitzroy in 1973. Joyce served 
as a director of the health service and as 
secretary/treasurer for a number of years.  
She also used her flair for arts and crafts to 
help out at the health service’s Nindeebiya 
Workshop  which gave local homeless 
Aboriginal people or ‘parkies’ a place to 
meet and get a meal during the day. 

Joyce was involved with the Victorian 
Aboriginal Legal Service, established 
in 1973 to inform Aboriginal people of 
their legal rights and represent them in 
court. Through her association with the 
legal service Joyce advocated for the 
rights of Aboriginal prisoners. She was 
the first co-ordinator of the Aboriginal 
Prison Project funded by the Victorian 
Department of Aboriginal Affairs. Through 
the project Aboriginal presenters delivered 
basic education and craft workshops to 
Aboriginal prisoners, aiming to develop 
their sense of self-determination, 
independence and identity. Joyce 
regarded the ‘warmth and care’ offered 
by Aboriginal people to their people as an 
essential component of the project.
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Sharing knowledge and wisdom
Stories of expertise and inf luence

Naomi Mayers (1941 - )

Expert in Aboriginal health

For forty years, Naomi Mayers has 
been a pivotal figure in the provision of 
indigenous health services at local, state 
and national levels. She was also the lead 
singer of the music group The Sapphires. 

Naomi Ruth Mayers (née Briggs) was 
born at Arambie, NSW. Her mother was 
Yorta Yorta and father Yorta Yorta and 
Wurundjeri. She attended school at the 
Good Shepherd Convent in Abbotsford, and 
became a nurse’s aide at the St Andrews 
Hospital in East Melbourne. Moving to 
Sydney, she helped to found the Aboriginal 
Medical Service in Redfern in 1972. It was 
the first Aboriginal community-controlled 
health service in the country. Over the 

course of four decades, as Administrator, 
Company Secretary and finally Chief 
Executive Officer, she oversaw the 
development of the AMS from a humble 
shop-front into a nationwide network. 

As an authority on Aboriginal health 
issues, she has served on numerous 
government committees, boards and 
international reference groups. She was 
an influential witness during the inquiries 
of the 1977 House of Representatives 
Standing Committee on Aboriginal Health. 
In 1984 she was awarded a Medal of the 
Order of Australia in recognition of her 
services to the community. She holds 
a doctorate in Aboriginal Affairs from 
Tranby Aboriginal College, and in 2017 the 
University of Sydney conferred upon her an 
honorary Doctorate of Letters.
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Gary Foley (1950 - )

Academic, actor and co-founder of the Tent Embassy at Parliament House 

For thirty years, Gary 
Foley has worked as 
an actor, academic 
and curator. He 
has served on 
the Aboriginal 
Arts Board, the 
executive of the 
National Coalition 
of Aboriginal 

Organisations, and has been a consultant 
to the Royal Commission into Black 
Deaths in Custody. He continues to speak 
out on matters which concern Indigenous 
Australians.

Gary Foley is of Gumbainggir descent. 
Born in Grafton, Foley spent much of 
his childhood in Nambucca Heads. At 
the age of 15 he was expelled from 
school on the basis of race, and arrived 
in Redfern in 1967. He became active in 
Indigenous politics shortly afterwards, 
working in the Federal Council for the 
Advancement of Aborigines and Torres 
Strait Islanders (FCAATSI) head office 
in Sydney. He played an active role in 
organising protests against the South 
African Springbok rugby tour in 1971. As 
a result of the protests, South African 
sporting teams were prohibited from 
touring Australia for two decades. 

Foley aligned himself with a group of 
radical Indigenous activists who favoured 
a more militant approach to social 
change. The group initiated a campaign to 
counter the problem of police harassment 
in Redfern, which led to the formation 

of the Aboriginal Legal Service and the 
Aboriginal Medical Service. In 1972, he 
was appointed a public relations officer 
in the Department of Aboriginal Affairs, 
but was fired from the Department after 
just six weeks. The same year, he co-
founded the Aboriginal Tent Embassy 
outside Parliament House to highlight 
Aboriginal disadvantage. Despite ongoing 
controversy, the Tent Embassy is still in 
place, and has been nominated for the 
heritage list.  

He has held numerous leadership 
positions in the Aboriginal community. 
He was the first indigenous director 
of the Aboriginal Arts Board of the 
Australia Council between 1983 and 
1986. He organised protests against 
the 1982 Brisbane Commonwealth 
Games and against the Australian 
Bicentenary in 1988.  before becoming 
a consultant to the Royal Commission 
into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody. He 
ran as an independent candidate for 
the seat of Jagajaga at the 1993 federal 
election in protest against the closure 
of Northlands Secondary College. He 
received his doctorate from the University 
of Melbourne in 2013.

Foley co-wrote and performed in 
Basically Black, the first Aboriginal stage 
production. In 1978, he was part of a 
group that took Aboriginal films to the 
Cannes Film Festival. He also starred in 
the film Backroads, appeared in Dogs in 
Space and has made guest appearances 
on a number of television shows. 
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Alf Bamblett (1944 - 2015)

Community leader and policy maker

Alf Bamblett was a 
respected leader who 
helped shape many 
of the key Aboriginal 
organisations in 
Victoria. He engaged 
with the highest 
levels of government 
to influence policy 
and was committed 

to Aboriginal affairs, particularly in 
relation to education, justice and human 
services.

Alf Bamblett had a strong grounding in 
his Aboriginality. His mother was of the 
Yorta Yorta and Bangerang people, and 
his father a Wiradjuri man. The seventh of 
14 children, he grew up on an Aboriginal 
reserve on the outskirts of Leeton, New 
South Wales. In his youth, he worked as 
a fruit picker, plasterer, and in factories 
and sawmills. After settling in Melbourne, 
he found a place for himself within the 
Aboriginal community in Fitzroy.

In the 1960s and 70s, there were 
demonstrations for land rights and 
many Aboriginal-run organisations 
formed, motivated by the conviction 
that Aboriginal people should control 
their own affairs. Visiting Indigenous 
communities across Victoria, Bamblett 
was confronted and angered by the 
poverty and unsanitary conditions in 
which so many Aboriginal people were 
forced to live.

He formed a band called the Stray 
Blacks. They came together out of a need 

for venues where Aboriginal people could 
socialise and combat discrimination. 
Working with community groups and the 
labour movement, he sought to improve 
relations between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous people. He was involved in 
the early days of the Victorian Aboriginal 
Legal Service, and worked to establish 
Aboriginal education units at TAFEs and 
universities across Victoria. His efforts 
in this area were acknowledged with 
an Honorary Doctorate from Deakin 
University in 2004.

His role as a mediator between 
community and government was 
formally recognised when he was 
elected to the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC) as 
Victorian Commissioner from 1991 to 
1995. While Commissioner, Alf helped 
prepare a response to the 1991 Royal 
Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in 
Custody. He played an integral role in the 
negotiations to address the Commission’s 
339 recommendations. In doing so, he 
became the first Aboriginal man from 
Victoria to present to the Federal Cabinet.

Bamblett was named Victorian Aboriginal 
of the Year by NAIDOC in 1994 and 
received a Certificate of Appreciation 
during International Year of Volunteers 
in 2001. In 2007, he received the 
Distinguished Pro Bono Service Award 
from the Victorian Law Foundation for 
outstanding contributions to Indigenous 
Rights.
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Referendum
On 27 May 1967, the Australian 
Government held a referendum. 

This was a momentous turning point in 
Australian history. The 1967 referendum 
altered the Australian Constitution. More 
than 90 per cent of Australian voters 
chose ‘Yes’ to count Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples in the census 
and give the Australian Government the 
power to make laws for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples.

 What was life like for the First 
Australians before 1967? When the 
First Fleet arrived in January 1788, 
Great Britain took formal possession 
of Australia. The British Government 
declared that the continent was terra 
nullius -  empty land, or land that belongs 
to nobody. 

The British settlement in Australia was 
not peaceful. Aboriginal people were 
moved off their traditional land and killed 
in massacres, poisoning or by hunting 
parties. Introduced European diseases 
also killed many. On 1 January 1901, the 
Australian Constitution took effect and 
the Commonwealth of Australia was 
formed. 

Under the laws of the Australian 
Government, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples were not included as 
citizens and did not have the same rights 
as other Australians under the Australian 
Constitution. 

Many aspects of their lives were 
controlled by the state governments, 
including the right to:
  Vote in state elections
 Marry whomever they chose 
 Move to wherever they chose 
 Own property wherever they chose 
  Be the legal guardian of their own children
  Receive the same pay for the same work 
 Drink alcohol

In 1962 Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples gained the right to 
vote in Federal elections and in all state 
elections by 1965. The referendum 
allowed the Australian Government to 
change the Constitution so it could be 
involved in the affairs of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples. 

38    |   History Walk   |   Worawa Aboriginal College



Worawa Aboriginal College   |   History Walk   |   39



40    |   History Walk   |   Worawa Aboriginal College



Leaders of their people
Stories of advocacy and negotiation

Billibellary (c.1799 – 1846)

Clan leader at the time of European settlement

Billibellary was headman (Ngurungaeta) 
for the Woiwurrung People and 
considered the preeminent Kulin clan-
head. He provided leadership during the 
first years of European settlement, and 
negotiated with white officials to improve 
conditions for his community. 

Billibellary had a close and mutually 
beneficial relationship with William 
Thomas, the Assistant Protector of 
Aboriginal people. When it became clear 
that the Europeans were taking the land, 
Billibellary negotiated through Thomas 
for blankets, food and guns for his people. 
Conversely, Thomas needed Billibellary 
to support the European programs and 
institutions he was implementing. 

In 1845 a school for Aboriginal children 
was established at the confluence of the 
Merri Creek and Yarra River, with the 
intention of educating and civilising Kulin 
children according to European values. 

Initially the school enjoyed strong 
attendance, largely due to the support 
and encouragement of Billibellary, who 
enrolled his own children. But conflicts 

arose over the study of a European 
curriculum and demands for the 
teaching of Aboriginal lore and ceremony. 
Attendance dropped after Billibellary 
died on 10 August 1846, with students 
becoming disruptive or drifting away. 
Following his father’s death, Simon 
Wonga became Ngurungaeta. 
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Simon Wonga (c.1820s – 1875)

Negotiator who initiated the establishment of Coranderrk School

At a time when the future for Aboriginal 
people was uncertain, Simon Wonga had 
a vision for an Aboriginal settlement. He 
succeeded his father as clan leader and 
used his connections with the European 
community to support and advocate for 
his people. 

As a teenager, Simon Wonga severely 
injured his foot while hunting, and was 
cared for by William Thomas, the Assistant 
Aboriginal Protector. Wonga became close 
to Thomas and his son, learning how 
European society worked, and sharing his 
culture, language and beliefs with them. 
He was one of the first Aboriginal leaders 
to attempt to regain the land taken by white 

Below: Simon Wonga’s vision for an Aboriginal settlement became a reality with Coranderrk Aboriginal Station
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settlers. In 1859, he acted as interpreter 
and mediator for a group of Taungurong 
men from the Goulburn River in a meeting 
with Thomas. Wonga is quoted as saying; 
‘I bring my friends Goulburn Blacks, they 
want a block of land in their country where 
they may sit down, plant corn and potatoes, 
and work like white man.’ As a result of this 
meeting, a portion of land was secured for 
the Taungurong. 

In 1860, Wonga returned to Thomas to ask 
for a piece of land for his own Woiwurrung 
people. The land chosen was in an area at 
the confluence of the Yarra River and the 
Coranderrk (Badger Creek). The site, which 
became the Coranderrk Aboriginal Station, 
was named using the Woiwurrung name for 
the flowering Christmas Bush (Prostanthera 
lasianthos), which is native to the area. 

In May 1863, Wonga and his cousin 
William Barak led a deputation of 
fifteen Woiwurrung, Taungerong and 
Boonewurrung people to a public 
reception at the Exhibition Building in 
honour of Queen Victoria’s birthday. 
Wonga addressed the Governor in 
Woiwurrung language, which William 
Thomas translated into English. They 
presented gifts, including handcrafted 
rugs and blankets for the Queen and 
traditional weapons for Prince Albert. 

Respected for his progressive ideas and 
upright character, Wonga became the 
leader of the Coranderrk community. He 
was responsible for the establishment of 
the Coranderrk School - State School No. 
3048 – which opened on July 15th, 1890. 
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William Barak (c.1824 -1903)

Wurundjeri leader, whose paintings depicted Aboriginal culture and customs

William Barak was a respected 
community leader who campaigned for 
Aboriginal social justice and to prevent 
the closure of Coranderrk. He was also 
a talented artist, who used his paintings 
to record Aboriginal history, religion and 
customs, and experimented with the 
blending of traditional and European 
painting techniques and materials.

William Barak was born in the early 
1820s at Brushy Creek near present-day 
Croydon, in the country of the Wurundjeri 
people. His father, Bebejern, was an 
important member of the Wurundjeri 
clan. He settled at Coranderrk in the 
1860s, and became the Ngurungaeta of 
the Wurundjeri-willam clan following 
the death of his cousin Simon Wonga in 
1875. Highly respected within his own 
community and by European settlers, 
he became an influential spokesman for 

Aboriginal social justice, leading many 
deputations to Melbourne to try to stop 
the Aborigines Protection Board from 
closing Coranderrk. 

He was also a gifted artist and worked 
hard to keep the local Aboriginal customs 
and stories alive. At Coranderrk, where 
traditional language, customs and 
ceremonies were banned, Barak used 
his paintings to pass on his knowledge 
of Aboriginal history, religion and 
customs. His art also showed Europeans 
the complexity and importance of the 
cultural and spiritual life of his people. 
He combined traditional Indigenous 
materials – like ochre and charcoal – with 
European techniques and manufactured 
paints. He was one of the few Indigenous 
artists of the 19th century who welcomed 
the chance to experiment with new 
materials. 

Left: this painting by esteemed leader of Woiwurrung people, William Barak depicts men of all clans 
coming together in ceremony displaying their individual clan designs on their possum skin cloaks.
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Louisa Briggs (1836-1925)

Survivor of abduction by sealers, who opposed the sale of Coranderrk

Louisa Briggs endured many ordeals in 
the course of her life. At Coranderrk, she 
campaigned to improve conditions and 
protested the sale of the station. When 
exiled from the settlement on the grounds 
of her ancestry, she fought to return. 

Louisa Briggs was a young girl when 
she was abducted by sealers from a 
beach near the heads of Port Phillip Bay. 
Together with her female relatives, she 
was held captive on the remote islands to 
the north-east of Tasmania. After surviving 
two decades of forced labour as a seal 
hunter, she returned to the mainland with 
her husband, John Briggs, in 1858. 

The couple, with their ten children, eked 
out an existence in Victoria’s central 
highland goldfields before settling at 
Coranderrk Aboriginal Station. The first 

government appointed Aboriginal person 
to work at Coranderrk Station, Louis 
Briggs worked as a nurse and cared for 
the children in the dormitory. When the 
conditions at the Station came under 
scrutiny, she challenged plans to sell 
the Station and relocate its residents. 
She had learned to read, but not to write, 
so her children acted as scribes for her 
numerous letters of protest. 

Exiled from the Station under ‘half 
caste’ legislation in 1886, Briggs and 
her family were forced to seek refuge at 
Cummeragunja Aboriginal Reserve on 
the New South Wales side of the Murray 
River. Her repeated petitions to return to 
Coranderrk, as well as requests for rations, 
were rejected on the grounds that she 
was a Tasmanian half caste. She died at 
Cummeragunja on September 6th, 1925. 
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