1" #$

II#

$%

*4

%

01) ))

o =
== JAMES COOK

~~ UNIVERSITY

AUSTRALIA


mailto:researchonline@jcu.edu.au?subject=ResearchOnline%20Thesis%20Incident%20

~~ JAMES COOK
=~ UNIVERSITY

AUSTRALIA

WARNING

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander readers
are advisedhat this documentu (Zontain
Images or names of people who have
passedaway®}u u S (E] o u C }vsS
§ Eue 832 8§ E (0 8§ pSZ}E-[ A
Y 8Z % E]} v AQu v RZe
AE]SS v}IIEE }E U ps u
}V'] E %O%OCE}%OCE] S é}



This thesis is dedicated to all the Torres
Strait Islander women who lived through the
dark days of the Pacific War on their small,
remote island communities, invisible to

mainland Australians.



OUR VOICES: TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER WOMﬁN IN A
WAR ZONE, 1942-1945

Thesis submitted by

Elizabeth OSBORNE BA(Hons)

in March 1995

for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy
in the Department of History and Politics

James Cook University of North Queensland



STATEMENT OF ACCESS

I, the undersigned, the author of this thesis, understand-that James
Cook University of North Queensland will make it available for use
within the University Library and, by microfilm or other means, allow
access to users in other approved libraries. All users consulting

this thesis will have to sign the following statement:

In consulting this thesis I agree not to copy or closely
paraphrase it in whole or in part without the written
consent of the author; and to make proper public written
acknowledgment for any assistance which I have obtained
from it.

Beyond this, I do not wish to place any restriction on access to this
thesis.



DECLARATION

I declare that this thesis is my own work and has not been submitted
in any form for another degree or diploma at any university or other
institution of tertiary education. Information derived from the
published or unpublished work of others has been acknowledged in the

text and a list of references is given.



ABSTRACT

This thesis is in the form of an inquiry: What were the present
perceptions of Torres Strait Islander women about their experiences
during the Pacific War from 1942 to 1945? It is based largely on the
oral testimonies of old island women. The aim was a ﬁpartial
inversion of the historical episode, or the best possible insider
perspective of it. Extensive oral history was incorporated in the

text to effect this outcome.

In early 1942, it became clear to the people that the women

would not be evacuated. Then, all but two white government men
evacuated to the mainland. A distressing enlistment campaign
followed. Nonetheless, many men saw enlistment as a catalyst to a

new deal for all Torres Strait Islanders after the war. They wanted
to break free of the internal colonial yoke which had kept them
'innocent’ and apart from the world beyond Torres Strait for too
long.

The women, children and old people were left sandwiched between
Australia’s front line of defence and the rapidly advancing Japanese
forces, undefended and with virtually no civil defence preparation.
Only seventy years before the Pacific War, Torres Strait Islander
warriors, after the performance of rituals associated with cult
heroes, went to war confident of victory. From 1942 to 1945, they
believed it was the women’s prayers to their Christian God that

camouflaged the enlisted men from danger and defeat.

In their semi-subsistence societies, gardens had to be
maintained under unprecedented circumstances; clothing and store
foods were scare and the women had little money to make purchases.
They took responsibility for the schooling of their children and for
village health. The Pacific War was the most fearful and uncertain
period in their history but the women did not abandon all social
activities. Indeed, it was a time of breaking down barriers with

white men, the servicemen who went to the communities.

There were gaps in the women’s recollections. It was too late
to get the stories of women who were grandmothers during the war.
The women spoke mainly of the things that touched them in the most
personal ways. They did not speak of all the negative aspects of

their experiences which were disclosed in the archival material.

The merging of the Torres Strait Islander identity with the



Aboriginal identity contributed to the smaller indigenous group’s
invisibility as a people with a different culture and history. The
wartime episode is made more intelligible to an outsider audience, by
contexting it in that culture and history. Moreover, the women’s
plight is highlighted by a discussion of the progress of the Pacific

War and insights into what was happening on mainland Australia.

The inquiry establishes that, in remarkable ways, Torres Strait
Islander women carried the heavy burden of maintaining their
societies under unprecedented circumstances of modern warfare, to
ensure the survival of their culture. Moreover, many of their
experiences prepared them for, not the freer world they had
envisaged, but certainly a different one.
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A young Torres Strait
Islander woman - on
the brink of a changed
world, 1942.

T NEED TO MAKE MY OWN CHOICES...

I NEED TO LIVE WITH DIGNITY..,.

1 NEED TO REMEMBER MY
TRADITIONS...

I NEED TO LIVE IN HARMONY WITH MY
CREATOR. ..

1 NEED TO BE HEARD AND
UNDERSTOOD. ..

1 NEED TO BE ACCEPTED FOR WHAT I
...

A TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER WOMAN

(Adapted from Poster displayed in
Centre for Cross-Cultural Studies
University of Alaska, Fairbanks
produced by Custom Visuals
Corporation, Ottowa.)


Freya Krockenberger
Sticky Note
None set by Freya Krockenberger

Freya Krockenberger
Sticky Note
MigrationNone set by Freya Krockenberger

Freya Krockenberger
Sticky Note
Unmarked set by Freya Krockenberger

Freya Krockenberger
Sticky Note
None set by Freya Krockenberger

Freya Krockenberger
Sticky Note
MigrationNone set by Freya Krockenberger

Freya Krockenberger
Sticky Note
Unmarked set by Freya Krockenberger

Freya Krockenberger
Sticky Note
None set by Freya Krockenberger

Freya Krockenberger
Sticky Note
MigrationNone set by Freya Krockenberger

Freya Krockenberger
Sticky Note
Unmarked set by Freya Krockenberger


Chapter one
The initial focus and process

Sadie and Bessy Delany’'s lifelong insights provide us
with a priceless oral history of our nation’s past
century. And what they "have to say" shows us, as no one
else can, where we’ve been, how far we’ve been, how far
we’ve come...and how far we have to go.!}

The focus

This review comment refers to the Delany sisters, two Black
American women both over 100 years, who are in their own words:
‘having our say’. In doing so, they have articulated a dimension of
American society to which members of the dominant culture had no
access, oOr chose not to, or could not, look at. Moreover, even
though they subsequently expressed surprise that people would be
interested in ‘hearing what two old Negro women [had] to say about
their lives’, their words help to break down barriers which continue
to keep White Americans ignorant of not only Black Americans’
experiences but also of their own. Both women claim that their life
stories were not meant to be ‘black’ or ‘women‘’s’ history but a

history that belonged to all Americans.?

Marginalised groups of women in different parts of the world
today, like the Delany sisters, probably also without knowing how
interested others are in their experiences, are wanting to have their
say. For instance, Daphne Patai, a literary theorist who collected
life stories of both women of colour and white women in Brazil, was

told by one of the marginalised women she interviewed: ‘I'm glad
you’re doing this. We need to know one another’.’ Julie Cruikshank
! Sarah and A. Elizabeth Delany with Amy Hill Hearth,

Having Our Say: The Delany Sisters’ First 100 Years (New
York, 1993) (reviewer'’'s comment).

Ibid., pp. 209, =xii.

Daphne Patai, Brazilian Women Speak: Contemporary Life
Stories (New Brunswick, 1988), p. 3. In this inquiry, I
have used as authorities authors from disciplines other
than history because of a Jgrowing awareness amongst
academics that there is an ‘'artificiality’ about the
academic division of knowledge (Sherna Berger Gluck and
Daphne Patai (eds), Women’'s Words: The Feminist Practice

of Oral History (London, 1991), p. 3). Researchers in
the social science disciplines who take a
postmodern/poststructural view of the world have
‘progressively drawn upon the discoveries and

definitions’ of each other (Steven Connor, Postmodernist

1



who worked with Athapaskan (Athabaskan) women in Northern Canada said
that they had a ‘commitment [to] document their past in their own
voice’.* Australian historian Ann McGrath interviewed Aboriginal men
and women in the Northern Territory who believed their ‘pioneering
role in building up the cattle stations’ should be recognised .°® It
is only by this ‘speaking out’ that marginalised women'’s views of the
world will be added to the historical records of the dominant western
societies which kept them marginalised for so long. For the purpose
of this inquiry, I approached one such group, the Torres Strait
Islander women, a black indigenous Australian minority, to gain their
perspective about a specific period in their lives. They too, I
discovered, wanted to be heard: ‘Well at last someone wants to know
about us’, was one woman’s comment when she was asked to participate
in the inquiry.® Others by positive responses, such as arranging for
the presence of kin to help them recall or bringing along their own
interpreter if they thought that was necessary, indicated that they

too wanted their voices to be heard.

My undertaking was parallel in some respects to Daphne Patai’s

in Brazil. She wanted ‘to work on the problem of invisible

Culture: An Introduction to Theories of the Contemporary
(Oxford, 1992), pp. 38-39). Bronwyn Davies concluded
that poststructural theories undo the ‘boundaries between
the disciplines of sociology, psychology, history and the
studies of literature’ (Bronwyn Davies, Shards of Glass:
Children reading and writing bevyond gendered identities
(St. Leonards, New South Wales, 1993), p. xviii). The
contemporary social theories of Michel Foucault, Jean-
Francois Lyotard and F.R. Ankersmit which support the
nature of this inquiry are discussed in Chapter two.
These theorists belong to the postmodern/poststructural
tradition and should not be confused with any other
school of critical theorists. Throughout this thesis the
three theorists are designated ‘contemporary social

theorists’.
4 Julie Cruikshank, ‘Myth and Tradition as Narrative
Framework: Oral Histories from Northern Canada’,

International Journal of History, Vol. 9, No. 3, November
1988, p. 198.
5 Ann McGrath, ‘Born or Reborn in the Cattle’, Meanjin,
Vol. 47, No. 2, Winter 1988, p. 172.
Personal communication, Thursday Island, February 1989.
Throughout this thesis where the words of Torres Strait
Islanders are used they will be highlighted in italics.
Texts which are frequently italicised in academic
writing, such as the titles of Dbooks, will  be
underscored.




women. ..to learn from these women how their lives appeared to them’.’
Like her, I had a desire ‘to learn’ from a group of women whose
voices were silent.? My project too was not only to hear their 1life
stories but to discover how they interpreted their experiences of a
particular period in their lives after almost fifty years. I hoped
that their present collective testimonies would form the basis for a
representation of their experiences during the Pacific War from 1942
to 1945. Indeed, I, also like Patai, was relatively innocent and
ignorant about what I might find; I had no funding and I represented
no one. I went to Torres Strait in late 1988 with nothing more than
the desire to hear what any old woman I could locate might be willing
to tell me. In the following section of this chapter I discuss my
approach to the study, how the interviews were conducted and the
circumstances and constraints which surrounded the collection of the
oral testimonies which shaped what was told.?

Patti Lather in discussing the ‘politics of interpretation’ in
socilal inguiry contends the 'writer is always in the text, "one among
others creating meaning®’. Moreover, the written text is ‘"a point

of intersection between two subjectivities"’.®

In the writing of
this text, there is an interweaving of my own subjectivities with
those of the oral historians. It is important that the reader does
not lose sight of the role of the writer in this social inquiry.
Thus, to assist the reader to remain aware of my presence in the text

I use the personal pronoun periodically.

I had lived on Thursday Island from 1967 until 1972 during

Although Daphne Patai is a literary theorist, she said
her work with the Brazilian women was not meant to be a
literary project: ‘I had assumed that [it] would be a
prose narrative whose primary function was to convey
information’ about the women. She continued: ‘I was
following the standard practices of anthropologists,
sociologists and historians who work with life histories’
(Patai, Brazilian Women, pp. 17, 143).

8 ‘It is the *"other" who can tell the "me", if the "me" can
just stay quiet and listen: listen to those who carry
forward their own ways, those with that originality
within them’ (Nonie Sharp, Stars of Tagai: The Torres
Strait Islanders (Canberra, 1993), p. 14).

See ibid., pp. 2-3.

10 See Patti Lather, Getting Smart: Feminist Research and
Pedagogy With/in the Postmodern (New York, 1991), pp. 91-
92.



which time many Torres Strait Islander women befriended me and, while
they sometimes spoke about the men’s army service from 1942 to 1945,
they did not talk about their own experiences during the Pacific War
years.!’ In 1988, after a lapse of almost fifty years since that
event, nothing had been written about what was & unique period in the
history of this small group of indigenous women. S6, in November, as
a starting point, I returned to Thursday Island with the intention of
locating old women who would be able, and willing, to recall their
experiences of the war years. Here women from the different island
communities in Torres Strait were located. The search subsequently

fanned out from Thursday Island to the communities on Boigu, Saibai,

Dauan, Badu, Moa (Kubin and St. Paul’s), Mabuiag, Masig (Yorke
Island) and Mer (Murray Island). Other people from all of these
communities, as well as Erub (Darnley Island), Yam, Purma (Coconut
Island) and Ugar (Stephens Island), were located in Cairns,
Townsville and Brisbane. Over a period of two years, about 150
people were interviewed. Even with this number, which for reasons

subsequently discussed included men as well as women, the piecing
together of their present interpretations highlighted the lateness of
the inquiry. This was particularly evident from the gaps in the oral
testimonies which could have been filled only by people who were over
thirty at the time and had since died. Nonetheless, the inquiry
established a starting point for the inclusion of Torres Strait

Islander women in Australian historiography.

Before 1looking at the methods used to collect the oral
histories and the problems which arose, the importance to Torres
Strait Islanders of passing down oral traditions (legends), in Jan
Vansina‘’'s words, by ‘chain of transmission’ by people without
writing, and their authenticity is illustrated.?? Ephraim Bani, a
Torres Strait Islander linguist and a man with a deep commitment to
his culture, told the legend of Kuiamu, an Aborigine from the Gudang
Tribe which ‘ruled the northern coast of Australia’. He travelled in
search of adventure and arrived at Mabuiag Island in the Torres
Strait ‘a long time ago...with no aid of sea travel’. Ephraim made

n Because of its cosmopolitan nature and its common

designation ‘T.I.’, I use the English name for Thursday
Island throughout this thesis in lieu of its traditional
name, Waiben. For all other Torres Strait communities I

use their traditional names, except for the village of
St. Paul’s on Moa, for which there is no traditional name
(see Glossary for English names of the islands).

Jan Vansina, Oral Tradition: A Study 1in Historical
Methodology, trans. H.M. Wright (Londeon, 1965), p. 76.

12
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the assumption that Kuiamu undertook this journey at the end of the
last Ice Age when the sea in Torres Strait was rising. However, this
was not before the route along the plain which Kuiamu took, via the
channel between Nagi and ‘the Dollar Reefs and the Long Reef close to

Moa’ (which were actually a mountain range), was submerged (see Map
2). Ephraim wrote: ‘
This story is the oldest story ever told. It was first

recorded in 1899 by Dr. Haddon of the Cambridge
Expedition. I first heard this story when I was probably
12 years old. I did not hear this once but it was told
to me over and over again by my mother, grandfather and
uncles.

In 1974, Ephraim discovered the written version of the legend in the
library at the Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies in
Canberra. He was elated:

This particular story of Kuiamu amazed me to an infinite
extent. It’s the way it was recorded. What I knew about
the story from my childhood and through my maturity was
there before my eyes word for word in my native tongue
which I was able to translate. It was as if I was
suctioned through time to actually listen to an elder I
did not see and behold. Most interesting thing was that
the story was preserved exactly the same I knew for those
75 years.

Ephraim stressed not only the accuracy of the transmission of this
knowledge but also that in this tradition there was ‘bound to be a
formula capable of determining the time of our existence’ in Torres

Strait.!?

Within the last decade, the oral testimonies of Torres Strait
Islanders as they related to their customs and laws passed down from
generation to generation were presented in evidence in the highest
courts 1in Australia. A Meriam man, the 1late Eddie Koiki Mabo,
without written texts, knew exactly what land belonged to his people
when land rights issues were discussed:

what I know about my people and our culture did not come
from books written by academics. My text books were my
parents, especially my late mother and father Maiga and

13 Ephraim Bani, ‘Warapaw UU: "Echo of Drums"‘’, Torres News,
21-27 February 1992, pp. 20-21. The possibility that
Haddon’'s record had informed Torres Strait Islanders
between 1899 and 1974 is remote. Given the rampant
paternalism with which the people were administered, none
of Bani’s older relations would have had access to the
written record in Canberra. It is not difficult to
understand that his grandfather would have passed the
story down even before Haddon recorded it in 18985.
Therefore, not only do I take Bani’s account at face
value, I also believe that the authority of the Torres
Strait Islander voice must be respected.

5



Benny Mabo of Las village, and so many other people who
contributed to my traditional education, and all my
people of the FEastern Torres Strait Islands who
unknowingly contributed to the knowledge I now have.*

As a consequence of a land rights action instituted in 1982 by Koiki
and other Meriam men, the High Court of Australia, a decade later,
overturned the English law of terra nullius as it applied on this

continent.?® In so doing, the oral testimony of Torres Strait
Islanders was accepted by the western judiciary in its search for a
truth.

During the war, the Torres Strait Islanders expressed the
poignancy of much that had happened to them and the things they
learnt and saw in song and dance, which were not written down but
were remembered. The old people who contributed to this inquiry did
not recall the day to day events of the war years with the same
accuracy with which they remembered their legends, codes or even
their songs. Nevertheless, oral transmission of knowledge was then,
and still is, very important in their culture and this was apparent
from the way the people reeled off their complex genealogies, all
remembered because parents had passed the details on by word of mouth
to their children. The old Torres Strait Islanders who participated
in this inquiry were totally dependent for the information sought on
their memories, which while old were well practised. Thus, even
though these memories had been affected by the time, this posed no
greater problem for me than if I had had to rely wupon the
interpretations of outsiders written fifty years ago. Theirs would
have been outsider knowledge and the prime focus of my inquiry was to
find insider knowledge.!®

14 Eddie Koiki Mabo, ‘Land Rights in Tecrres Strait’, in Eric
Olbrei (ed.), Black Australians: The Prospects for Change

(Townsville, 1982), p. 143.

15 See Brian Keon-Cohen, ‘Eddie Mabo and Ors v The State of
Queensland: High Court of Australia, Full Bench, 3 June
1992’, Aboriginal Law Bulletin, Vol. 2, No. 56, June
1992, pp. 2-3.

16 E.H. Carr considers documented ’‘facts’ are no more
reliable than oral testimony: ‘No document can tell us
more than what the author...thought had happened...’
(What is History? (Hammondsworth, 1976), p. 16). Wendy
Lowenstein argues for a human perspective on history -
‘ask the people who were alive...[this 1is] far more
reliable than...written records’ (Wendy Lowenstein,
'Foreword’, in Catherine Watson (ed.), Boots and All: an

oral history of farming in Victoria (Collingwood, 1984),
p. x1iii).




As a background to the study I read the writings of
anthropologists, Haddon, Beckett, Fuary and the Torres Strait
Islander academic, George Passi; sociologist, Sharp; historians,
Mullins, Singe and the educational historian Williamson. The London
Missionary Society (L.M.S.) records on Torres Strait and reports,
documents and publications of other authors who went to Torres Strait
in the early period of white intervention, were examined. Visits
were made to the State and Commonwealth Archives in Brisbane, the
Commonwealth Archives in Melbourne and Canberra and the Australian
War Memorial. Data were also located in the then Department of
Community Services which administered Torres Strait Islander affairs,
the Education Department and the Premier’s Department as well as the
John Oxley Library.! In these institutions, all files which made
reference to Torres Strait and the Torres Strait Islanders were
examined. However, in all archives, the material for the particular
period was overwhelmingly concerned with the prosecution of the war -
its military, naval and aerial aspects. Indeed, from the documentary
evidence, it was almost as if about three thousand women, children
and old people left on their island communities beyond the front line
of Australia’s north-eastern defences while their able-bodied men
served on Thursday Island were non-existent during 1942 and early
1943. In the archival material their presence was briefly recognised
in May after a visit to Badu by the Governor of Queensland and then
the Public Service Commissioner for Queensland with the Queensland
Director of Native Affairs.!® Subsequent occasional references to
the women were contained in army intelligence reports, medical
reports made by army survey teams, the minutes of a conference of
Torres Strait Islander councillors held on Masig (Yorke Island) in
August 1944 and the Auditor General’s reports with related
correspondence on the financial administration of the island
communities. The few comments in the latter reports and
correspondence were, generally, about the people’s health while
secondary sources, such as the official war histories and other books

v Further references to the Department which administered

Torres Strait Islander affairs at any given time will be
by the designation ‘the Department’. Its current title
is: Family Services and Aboriginal and Islander Affairs -
see Appendix 1 for history of the Queensland Government
Departments which administered Torres Strait Islander

affairs.

18 Throughout the thesis, the Director of Native Affairs 1is
designated ‘the Director’. He also carried the title
'Protector of Islanders’ (see Part V - Preservation and
Protection, Sec. 21, Torres Strait Islanders Act, 1939
(Qld)).



and articles, yielded no information at all about the Torres Strait

Islander women during the war period.

Historical investigations of the Aborigineé resulted in more
and more publications appearing on library shelves from the late
1960s, and while there were people researching in Torres Strait, they
were generally not historians. The occasional published school and
community history and autobiography made no more than brief
references to the women‘’s wartime experiences. No one had kept a
wartime diary, nor did anyone produce other relevant written
material, such as letters.! A few women produced copies of Ion

Idriess’s book, Drums of Mer, which they had had in their possession

for a long time and which they somehow thought might help my
inquiry.?® People on the island communities did not have cameras
before the war;* moreover their use was banned by the military
during the war. Thus, it was extremely difficult to get photographs:
one signaller had surreptitiously taken snapshots and a few are
reproduced in the thesis. In the final analysis, apart from
occasional references in archival documents, there were no papers,
secondary source materials, diaries, letters or photographs to
support the inquiry. Nonetheless, once analysed, the oral
testimonies of the Torres Strait Islanders contained sufficient
information, considering the time lapse since the Pacific War, to
give the best interpretation possible of the women’s present

perceptions of their experiences.

The process

The initial step in the collection of the oral testimonies was
to decide on the most appropriate method of recording them. Having
established some close friendships with a number of older women when
I lived on Thursday Island in the early 1970s, I knew I would be

19 I heard of only one diary being kept during the war. A
woman of Torres Strait Islander descent and raised on
Thursday Island kept a diary of the journey on the
evacuation boat but it was confiscated by the military
when she arrived in Cairns in early 1942 (Personal
communication, Cairns, November 1992).

20 Ion Idriess, Drums of Mer (Sydney, 1936).

2 This was confirmed in Cairns in December 1994 in a
conversation with three old women, originally from
different communities.




doing many interviews in busy homes there with children milling about
making demands on their akas (grandmothers), or sitting on a platform
in the yard with the wind rustling the leaves of the overhanging
trees, or on the beach with its many distractions.?? In the early
1970s, although it was possible to get permission from the Torres
Strait Islander councillors to visit other island*communitiés, that
permission was frequently overridden by the Director in Brisbane or
the Local Manager of the Department on Thursday Island. However, by
the time this inquiry was commenced in 1988, the policy had changed.
The Director can no longer override councillors’ decisions and I was
confident I would get the required permission to wvisit the outer
island communities. But, I had no reason to believe the environment
for tape recording would be any better than on Thursday Island. I
was also sensitive to the possibility that most of the old women had
not previously participated in an academic research project and that
they would be nervous about speaking at an electronic device.
Moreover, I was certain there would be many interruptions because old
Torres Strait Islander women are often responsible for the care of
small grandchildren who, as suggested, would be likely to distract
the old women during the interviews. This was the main reason for
choosing to record the people’s recollections, verbatim, in
shorthand.?®® It was easy to stop the pencil and pick up the thread

of conversation after the women had met the children’s needs.*

Most of the people spoke slowly in the form of Torres Strait

22 An advantage in the collection of the data was my husband

and I were known to many of the people. Thus, barriers
of shyness and awkwardness were not too difficult to
break down. One person guestioned whether I was Jjust

another white person who wanted to make money doing
research on the islands (Personal communication with
Mabuiag man, May 1990). This accusation was levelled at
me only once although Torres Strait Islanders are
becoming more determined to have a say in who uses their
knowledge and to what end.

This was a wise decision. When my husband was on Saibai
he taped an interview which proved almost impossible to
transcribe because it had been done in the open and the
wind blotted out the voices.

While sociologist Nonie Sharp tape recorded interviews
with Torres Strait Islanders, they were a selected few
and I can . only think she must have worked in more
agreeable environments. At least one of the two female
oral historians was a woman with a wider view of the
world than any of the old women interviewed 1in this
inquiry. In the circumstances of this inquiry, there was
a comfortableness for both the women and myself in the
method of recording chosen.

23
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Islander English generally used when speaking to outsiders. It was
not difficult to record. Several woman provided their own
interpreters because they felt more comfortable using language. One
woman’s son happened to be present and he translated his mother’s
words. When Torres Strait Creole was spoken, any doubts I had about
words were overcome by further explanation.?® Qiite quickiy, the
women adopted a relaxed and ‘yarnlike’ approach in the interviews.?®
The accounts were subsequently transcribed on to the word processor

and hard copies printed out.

The inguiry necessitated reaching as many old Torres Strait
Islanders as possible. I wanted to be sure I was plumbing the depths
of the available perceptions. The oral historians were spread over a
large area of North Queensland, most in particularly remote island
communities in Torres Strait. To return to check typed transcripts
with about 150 people in these distant locations, together with the
time needed to do so and the cost involved, was not a viable
proposition. The testimonies of some of the women who lived locally
were verbally discussed with them but I did not send transcripts to
the remaining interviewees. The probability of receiving written
feedback was remote. The majority of older Torres Strait Islanders,
the women in particular, are sensitive about what they see as their
inability to speak, and undoubtedly write, ‘proper English-’. For
instance, an old Meriam woman requested me not to use the people’s

words as they would be ‘shamed for their English’.?’” English is a

25 According to Anna Shnukal, Torres Strait Creocle is a

recent creation. It was developed from pidgin which is
the mixing of two or more languages. Creole is not the
speaker’s native tongue. It is pidgin which becomes the

first language of a group of children (Anna Shnukal,
Broken: An Introduction to the Creole Language of Torres
Strait (Canberra, 1988), p. 4).

Torres Strait Islander people are comfortable with
yvarning: ‘Listening to yarning, yarning, yarning. Yarning
is reflecting. And yarn too and listen..."Listen first:
our custom may be quite different to yours...*’ (Sharp,
Stars of Tagai, p. 14).

Interview 056, Mer, January 1989. She meant they would
be ashamed if English speakers read their testimonies
unedited. An Aboriginal oral historian who worked with
Margaret Somerville thought her ’‘Aboriginal English’ was
regarded ‘as. of less worth’ too (Margaret Somerville, The
Sun Dancin’: People and Place in Coonabarabran (Canberra,
19%94), pp. 13-14). In deference to requests from some
oral historians for anonymity, all testimonies are coded.
Each is given a number followed by the place, month and
year of the interview. Subsequent references are
abbreviated, for example ‘Int.056‘.
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second or even third language for most. Anna Shnukal, a linguist
specialising in Torres Strait Islander language, points out:

Speakers of any Island language (including Broken) always
remark on how uncomfortable they feel when using English,
how *“frozen" they find it even when they speak it
extremely well. They find it difficult to express
themselves fully. This is because, as a product and
shaper of European culture, English is alien to much of
Islander thinking.?®

Nonetheless, when the women’s testimonies were analysed, there were
many incidences of corroboration of what women from one community had
said and also across communities. Several younger generation Torres
Strait Islanders, more comfortable with English, read chapters during
the writing stage. Their comments on what had been told to them by

their mothers and their knowledge of the culture, were positive.?

An initial concern was that it proved difficult to conduct the
interviews on a one-to-one basis with the old women, the occasions
when an interpreter was present excepted. Sometimes a woman invited
a sister, a female cousin or a friend of about the same age to help
her. These groups, however, proved most informative because the
women picked up on one another’s recollections and they filled in
gaps in each other’s reminiscences. At some homes, husbands answered
the door and seemed taken aback when it was explained that I wanted
to talk to their wives about the women’s experiences during the
Pacific War. It must have seemed an unusual request: I was
subsequently told that it was not until 1989 that the old women on
Saibai were asked by the men to speak publicly at the Anzac Day

celebrations about their own wartime experiences.?

The mention of the war to the men who had served in the army
was generally a signal for them to tell their stories. During many
interviews they talked about their own war experiences while their
wives sat silent. Occasionally, old women chose to have their
husbands present. They did not dominate but assisted the women to

‘relive’ their experiences.’ Some widows were very communicative

28 Shnukal, Broken, p. 4.

29 Personal communications, Cairns, April 1993.

30 Interview 062, Townsville, October 1990.

31 Agnes Heller, A Philosophy of History in Fragments
(Oxford, 1993), p. 43.
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and talked comfortably for hours about their lives; only two refused
to be interviewed. Unfortunately, there were a few very old women
who must have had a wealth of experience and seemed to comprehend
what was said but were unable to carry on a meanihgful conversation.
I was reminded that the lateness of the inquiry had made it almost
impossible to get the impressions of women over thirty during the
war; grandmothers’ testimonies were totally missing. The
significance of the amount of detail I needed to answer the inquiry
was a problem for several women. For instance, one account ran: ‘My
husband was in the war...We were inside bush. I liked it inside the
bush. We built bush houses in there. We were near the river...We
were frightened’.’? A woman who had already been interviewed was
puzzled about why I would want to interview someone else from her
village: ‘I told you everything. What do you want to talk to her
for?® Some women, who were young teenagers during the war years,
gave sketchy information: ‘I was a young girl in the war. I think
school stopped in the war...We were frightened we would die’.?
Conversely, others of the same generation had many memories of their
teenage years in the Torres Strait war zone. Despite frustrations
and disappointments during the oral history collection stage, the

majority of the testimonies contained wvaluable insights.

After a number of interviews, themes began to emerge from the
wémen's free-flowing accounts: desertion, evacuation, civil defence,
enlistment and so on. These were pursued with more direct questions
but only while there were indications of a willingness to answer
them. Most importantly, I wanted the speaker to develop a sense of
‘what mattered to her’. Thus, I interfered as little as possible
with the ‘rhythm of the story’.*® The themes ultimately determined
the chapter headings in the thesis.

The original intention was not to tamper with the words in the
Torres Strait Islander testimonies to be incorporated in the thesis.
However, as 1indicated, one old woman made a special point of
explaining that the Torres Strait Islanders would feel ashamed if
their experiences were recorded in the text in their island English.
Martin Nakata, a Torres Strait Islander doctoral student, suggested

that to present the testimonies just as they were spoken, was to

32 Interview 138, Kubin Village, March 1990.
33 Personal communication, St. Paul’s, March 1990.
34 Interview 133, Thursday Island, November 1988.

33 Patai, Brazilian Women, p. 10.
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demean Torres Strait Islanders in the eyes of those whose first
language was English.?® Clarity too was important. How difficult
would it be for readers who had no familiarity at all with Torres
Strait Islander English? Like Peter Read, I came to the conclusion
that clarity was preferable to non-interférence and probably
misunderstanding: ‘It seems that the mind can accept a good deal more
disorder while listening to a story than by reading one'’.’” 1In her
work with the Brazilian women, Patai opted for ‘standard English’ to
avoid catering to the sense of ’‘exoticism and class distance’ which
she said can be conveyed by the use of ‘dialect’.?® For these
reasons, I chose to edit some of the testimonies, but as minimally as

possible.?

My initial focus was to find Torres Strait Islander women who
could talk about their experiences during the Pacific War. I wanted
to listen to what they had to say and represent, as faithfully as
possible, their present perceptions of that event. Some of the old
men were also keen to talk about the war years. I was not, however,
foolish enough to believe that the intervening years had left any of
their memory lenses in a pristine condition so that they could recall
their experiences just as they had been. Their testimonies were an
interpretation of events just as this thesis is my interpretation of
what they told me. Nevertheless, because the old people still had
respect for the oral transmission of their knowledge and in the
context of the contemporary social theories discussed in Chapter two,
I was confident about the work I had embarked upon.

In the ways described in this chapter, I approached the study
and met the initial problems. In Chapter two, my theoretical

positionings are discussed.

36 Personal communication, Cairns, August 1993.

37 Peter Read (ed.), Down There With Me On The Cowra
Mission: An oral history of Erambie Aboriginal Reserve,
Cowra, New South Wales (Sydney, 1984), p. xvi.

Patai, Brazilian Women, pp. 15-16.

I have not changed the wording of Torres Strait Islander
testimonies cited from other written sources.

38
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Chapter two
Theoretical positionings

our most fundamental task as historians...is to solicit
those fragmented inner narratives to emerge from their
silences. In the final analysis, what is the past but a
once material existence, now silenced, extant only as
sign and as sign drawing to itself chains of conflicting
interpretations that hover over its absent present and
compete for possession of relics, seeming to inscribe
traces of significance upon the bodies of the dead?!

In this chapter, the inquiry is positioned in the
historiography of indigenous Australians and I discuss contextuality,
the contemporary debate on oral history and the incommensurability of
discourses. Certain contemporary social theories and feminism are
examined as they relate to Torres Strait Islander women'’s knowledge

and experiences.

Historiography

The history of the Torres Strait Islanders has differed in many
respects from that of the Aborigines. Indeed, Jeremy Beckett
suggests that ‘European invasion was not the catastrophe for [Torres
Strait Islanders] that it was for many Aborigines’. They were not
displaced by the pearlers and trepangers who first came to Torres
Strait. Rather, Beckett says, it was in the invaders’ interests ‘to
keep the Islanders where they were as a labour force’.? Thus, they
did not lose the use of their islands and sources of food. They were
not institutionalised in the same way as many Aborigines and their
children were not taken from them to be brought up under supervision
of the Whites in dormitories. They did not become fringe-dwellers in
the sense that the Aborigines did. The Torres Strait Islanders were
more spontaneous in their acceptance of the missionaries’ teachings:
Christianity was soon ‘blended into [their] customary life’.?
Generally, too, their responses to some of the ‘civilising’

influences of the missionaries and government officials were

relatively rapid. They were not a threat to European commercial
t Gabrielle M. Spiegel, ‘History and Post-Modernism’, Past

and Present, No. 135, May 1992, p. 208.
2 Jeremy Beckett, ’‘Whatever happened to German Wislin’, in

Diane E. Barwick, Jeremy Beckett and Marie Reay (eds),
Metaphors of Interpretation: Essays in Honour of W.E.H.
Stanner (Rushcutter’s Bay, New South Wales, 1985), p. 56.
David S. Trigger, Whitefella Comin‘: Aboriginal responses
to colonialism in northern Australia (Cambridge, 1992),
p. 224.
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activity. Nonetheless, the heavy arm of government containment was
felt by both groups of black indigenous Australians from the early
1900s.

Throughout the first three or four decades of this century, it
was widely held that the Aborigines were a ’‘dying race’ and they
should be treated as ‘generously as possible’, even if that meant
their containment.® Torres Strait Islander containment, however, was
a government expediency to ensure a pool of cheap labour for the
capitalist marine enterprise in Torres Strait. And, for both groups,
the maintenance of a white national monoculture under the White
Australia policy was <clearly also a motive for containment.
Government control and segregation of both groups of indigenous
Australians were entrenched in legislation passed by the wvarious
States and the Commonwealth for the Northern Territory.® Torres
Strait Islanders and Aborigines were set apart physically and denied
even the most basic rights and privileges of white Australians.
Moreover, they were ignored by historians, which Beckett suggests was
not surprising because the Aborigines, and I include the Torres
Strait Islanders, were not seen to play any ’'heroic roles’ in the
emerging ’‘Anglophone nation state’.® 1In 1968, W.E.H. Stanner, in a
Boyer Lecture, told ABC (Australian Broadcasting Commission) radio
listeners that in the case of the Aborigines, white historians had
reflected ’something like a cult of forgetfulness practised on a
national scale’.” M.C. Hartwig in an historical perspective written
on Aborigines and racism suggested that it would not be difficult to
show that this forgetfulness was grounded in disrespect.? And the

Aboriginal perspective of Eric Willmot is that it was more than

4 Cited in W.E.H. Stanner, ‘The Australian Aborigines’, in
William 8. Livingstone and Wm. Roger Louis (eds),
Australia, New Zealand, and the Pacific Islands since the
First World War (Austin, 1979), p. 152.

See Noel Loos, ‘A Chapter of Contact: Aboriginal-European
Relations in North Queensland, 1606-1992’, in Henry
Reynolds (ed.), Race Relations in North OQueensland
(Townsville, 1993), pp. 4-39.

Jeremy Beckett, ‘The past in the present; the present in

the past: constructing a national Aboriginality’, in
Jeremy Beckett (ed.), Past and Present: The Construction
of Aboriginality (Canberra, 1988), p. 195.

7 W.E.H. Stanner, After the Dreaming: black and white
Australians - an anthropologist’s view (Crows Net, New
South Wales, 1974), p. 25.

8 M.C. Hartwig, ‘Aborigines and Racism: An Historical
Perspective’, in F.S. Stevens (ed.), Racism: The
Australian Experience. A study of race preijudice in
Australia, Vol. 2 Black versus White (Sydney, 1973),
p. 10.
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forgetfulness: certain history, including indigenous history, was
deliberately covered up: ‘It was apparently not in the interests of a
crookedly intent or racist establishment to promote...parts of the
Australian story’.’ These claims might just as easily have been
written about Torres Strait Islanders. '

Before 1900, some attention was paid to the ‘great tragedy of
destruction and dispossession’ occasioned by the Whites on
Aborigines. However, early in the twentieth century Australian
historians were ‘nationalistic’ and wrote to ‘foster patriotism in
the present, pride in the past’.%?® Australia‘’s indigenous
minorities were ignored. It was not until 1969 that D.J. Mulvaney
challenged traditional historical accounts which emphasised the
exploits of European explorers and pioneers. He wrote: ‘The
discoverers, explorers and colonists of the three million square
miles which are Australia were its Aborigines’.!! In the early
1970s, C.D. Rowley, in three publications, Outcasts in White

Australia, The Destruction of Aboriginal Society and The Remote

Aborigines, recorded and assessed the impact of European invasion on
Aboriginal Australia.l? In 1975, Evans, Cronin and Saunders wrote
on race relations in Queensland in Exclusion, Exploitation and

Extermination.®? These histories fall within the ‘oppositional’

school of historical writings, one of three ‘overlapping schools of

writings’ or categories constructed by Bain Attwood - the others
being ‘revisionist’ and ‘Aboriginal’ . These earlier writings
? Eric Willmot, Pemulwuy: The Rainbow Warrior (Sydney,
1988), p. 19.
1o Henry Reynolds, ‘The Breaking of the Great Australian
Silence: Aborigines in Australian Historiography 1955-
19837, in P. Qartermaine (ed.), Diversity Itself: Essays
in Australian Arts and Culture (Exeter, England, 1983),
pp. 30-43.
1 D.J. Mulvaney, The Pre-history of Australia (London,
1969), p. 12.
12 C.D. Rowley, Recovery: The Politics of Aboriginal Reform

(Ringwood, Victoria, 1986), p. ix; C.D. Rowley, Outcasts
in White Augtralia (Canberra, 1971); C.D. Rowley, The

Destruction of Aboriginal Society (Hammondsworth, 1972);
C.D. Rowley, The Remote Aborigines (Ringwood, Victoria,

1972).
13 Raymond Evans, Kathryn Cronin and Kay Saunders,
Exclusion, Exploitation and Extermination (Sydney, 1975).
14 Bain Attwood, The Making of the Aborigines (London,
1989), p. 135. I have used Attwood’s categories of

Aboriginal history since 1970 because they are useful for
my own reflections on and analysis of the developing
corpus of writings about Torres Strait Islanders. I am
not implying, by so doing, that I agree with all of
Attwood’s claims about oral history or the writing of

l6



were, generally, 'eurocentric discussions’ about black/white
relations in which Aboriginal people seemed to stand still and let

things happen to them.®®

In a new wave of writing in the 1980s, historians Henry
Reynolds, Noel Loos and Bob Reece, among others, " looked at post-
contact society from the Aborigines’ side of the frontier.!$ The
Aborigines were cast as ‘active agents rather than passive objects
shaped and controlled by European colonisers’, which positioned these
histories in Attwood’s ‘revisionist’ school.!? Reynolds and Loos
depended largely upon the written evidence of the invading colonists,
although they were also assisted by indigenous oral testimonies in
the creation of their dispossession-resistance model of contact with
the Aborigines.!® Reece, without oral evidence, built his model of
contact on accommodation. John Mulvaney presented a wide picture of
Aboriginal-European relations as well as turning ‘a sympathetic eye

toward missionary involvement with the Aborigines’.??

Two other historians, Marie Fels and Ann McGrath, 1looked at

Aboriginal acculturation as well as their accommodation of the

Aboriginal history.

Marie Hansen Fels, Good Men and True: The Aboriginal

Police of the Port Phillip District 1837-1853 (Carlton,

Victoria, 1988), p. 1.

Henry Reynolds, The Other Side of the Frontier:

Aboriginal resistance to the European invasion of

Australia (Ringwood, Victoria, 1986); Noel Loos, Invasion

and Resistance: Aboriginal-European relationg on the

North Oueensland frontier 1861-1897 (Canberra, 1982); Bob

Reece, ‘Inventing Aborigines’, Aboriginal History, Vol.

11, Nos. 1-2, 1987, pp. 14-31.

Attwood, Making of the Aborigines, p. 136. In the past

decade the number of histories which come within the

‘revisionist’ school has substantially increased, a most

recent publication being Dawn May'‘s, Aboriginal Labour

and the Cattle Industry: Queensland from White Settlement

to the Present (Oakleigh, Victoria, 1994).

Reynolds and Loos both made reference to Torres Strait

Islanders. However, Steven Mullins claims they did not

acknowledge the cultural differences between the two

groups of people: they had the ’‘tendency to extrapolate

from one pattern of contact to another existing in a

different place and time’ (S. Mullins, On the Frontiers

of History Torres Strait 1864-1884, Paper presented to

the 57th ANZAAS Conference, Townsville, 1987, p. 13).

19 D.J. Mulvaney, Encounters in Place: Outsiders and
Aboriginal Australians 1606-1985 (St. Lucia, 1989); Bain
Attwood, ‘Aborigines and Academic Historians: Some Recent
Encounters’, Australian Historical Studies, Vol. 24, No.
94, April 1990, p. 128.
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Europeans.?® Fels acknowledged that she was able to find ‘few
recorded rhetorical statements of Aboriginal feeling and intent’ but
that there was evidence of their actions in the records to
substantiate her thesis that Aborigines did make ‘positive choices’:
it is a history of co-operation.?’ Like McGrath, Anna Haebich saw
the Aborigines as active in the European economy.? Fels’ and
Haebich’s works, along with many others not cited, belong to the
‘revisionist’ school. However, the histories of the growing number
of non-indigenous authors using substantial Aboriginal oral testimony
do not belong to this second school of writings nor to Attwood’s
third school, ‘Aboriginal’ history. Examples are McGrath’s ‘Born in
the Cattle’ and Peter Read’'s A Hundred Years War.?® McGrath used
substantial oral evidence to give an Aboriginal perspective on 1life

and work in the outback north.* Read worked amongst ‘hundreds’ of
Wiradjuri people to gain the insights to write their history. In his

publication, Down There With Me on the Cowra Mission, Read arranged

the oral testimonies of the Erambie people so that they spoke for
themselves about the human price they paid as a consequence of
decades of ill-founded government policy.?® While these histories
cast the Aborigines as active agents, because of the indigenous voice
I will subsequently argue that they belong to a fourth school of
historical writings not delineated by Attwood.?® However, before
considering this proposition, writings about the Torres Strait

Islander experience which fall within the ‘revisionist’ school are

discussed.

20 Fels, Good Men; Ann McGrath, ’‘Born in the Cattle’:
Aborigines in Cattle Country (Sydney, 1987).

21 Fels, Good Men, pp. 2, 6.

22 Anna Haebich, For Their Own Good: Aborigines and
Government in the Southwest of Western Australia 1900-
1940 (Nedlands, W.A., 1988).

23 Peter Read, A Hundred Years War: The Wiradijuri People and
the State (Rushcutters Bay, New South Wales, 1988).

24 McGrath, ’Born in the Cattle’, p. viii.

25 Peter Read (ed.), Down There With Me.

26 The following works by anthropologist Bruce Shaw might be

situated in this fourth category of historical writings
because they make important contributions to Aboriginal
history and because of outsider involvement in their
presentations - Grant Ngabidj (as told to Bruce Shaw), My
Country of the Pelican Dreaming: The 1life of an
Australian Aborigine of the Gadjerong, Grant Ngabidj,
1904-1977 (Canberra, 1981); Jack Sullivan {(as told to
Bruce Shaw), Banggaiyerri: The Story of Jack Sullivan
(Canberra, 1983).
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Jeremy Beckett, an anthropologist ‘with historical
inclinations’, published The Torres Strait Islanders in 1987, one of

the few scholarly inguiries about Australia‘s smaller indigenous
group of people in recent times.?” His historical analysis leaves
no doubt in the reader’s mind that the Torres Strait Islanders’
colonial experience was different in many respect from that of the
Aborigines. Some of his insights were informed by the people.
Sociologist Nonie Sharp incorporated extensive ‘conversational
narratives’ of Torres Strait Islanders who had ‘lived both the old
and the new’ in an  historically oriented doctoral thesis,
subsequently published under the title Stars of Tagai. From the

recollections, she wrote about the survival of Torres Strait Islander
culture in a ‘socio-historical’ context.?®

In a colourful, 1if 1less academic tradition, John Singe,
historian and long-time high school teacher on Thursday Island,
published a book on the people and history of Torres Strait.?® His
subsequent publication incorporated a collection of histories from
the Torres Strait area.?® 1In neither work did he use oral histories
although many of his insights emanated from his close associations
with Torres Strait Islanders. In his doctoral thesis, educational
historian Alan Williamson made some use of the people’s voices to
examine the diverse and complex character of schooling in Torres
Strait from 1873 until 1941.%' Two other authors who wrote about
early Torres Strait Islander history had little alternative but to
rely upon evidence from the written word. Historian Steven Mullins
investigated the significance of culture-contact on the Torres Strait
frontier from 1864-1884, while another educational historian, John
Langbridge, examined the London Missionary Society’s enculturation

and evangelisation of the Torres Strait Islanders from 1872 until

27 Jeremy Beckett, The Torres Strait Islanders: custom and

colonialism (Sydney, 1987), p. X.

28 Sharp, Stars of Tagai, p. 13. Sharp’s thesis is entitled
Springs of Originality among the Torres Strait Islanders
and Vol. 2, Book of Islanders, Ph.D. thesis, Department
of Sociology, La Trobe University, Bundoora, Victoria,

1984. Again I include a work from another discipline
because of the importance of its historical content.

29 John Singe, The Torres Strait: People and History (St.
Lucia, 1979).

30 John Singe, Among Islands (Thursday Island, 1993).

3 Alan Williamson, Schooling the Torres Strait Islander
1873-1941, Ph.D. thesis, Department of Education, The
University of Sydney, 1990. This thesis was recently

published under the title Schooling the Torres Strait
Islander 1873-1941: Context, Custom and Colonialism
(Underdale, S.A., 1994).
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1915.2 For the period of this inquiry, the army historian Robert
Hall wrote a comprehensive account on the army service of the Torres
Strait Islander men. He made no mention of the women.?® It is not
a simple matter to situate some histories in one or the other of
Attwood'’s categories. Langbridge’s thesis fits into the
‘oppositional’ school.* Bearing in mind that the categories are
overlapping, the histories of Mullins and Willliamson might be more
appropriately designated ‘revisionist’ because the Torres Strait
Islanders are portrayed in some instances as being active agents.
The works of Hall, Beckett and Sharp more clearly cast the Torres
Strait Islanders as active agents in their inter-relations with the
outsiders. These texts are consonant with the ‘revisionist’ school
of histories. However, as Sharp makes extensive use of the people’s
voices, I would argue her thesis falls within the fourth school of

historical writings not delineated by Attwood.

Attwood’s third category, ‘Aboriginal’ history, includes
histories and autobiographies written by Aborigines about themselves
and their people. This is a relatively new school of writing. It
includes, among others, the works of some extraordinary female
Aboriginal authors - Marnie Kennedy, Glenyse Ward and Ida West.’®
Moreover, the extensive writing which has now been done by and about

Aborigines suggests a new, more complex Aboriginal identity.?3®

32 Steven Mullins, Torres Strait 1864-1884: a history of
occupation and culture contact, Ph.D. thesis, Department
of History, University of New England, Armidale, 1989;

John William Langbridge, From Enculturation to
Evangelization; An Account of Missionary Education in the
Islands of Torres Strait to 1915, B.Ed. (Hons.),

Department of Education, James Cook University of North

Queensland, 1977.
33 Robert A. Hall, The Black Diggers: Aborigines and Torres
Strait Islanders in the Second World War (Sydney, 1989).
I have not included Singe’s social histories in these
academic categories.
335 Marnie Kennedy, Born a half caste (Canberra, 1985);
Glenyse Ward, Wandering Girl (Broome, 1987); Ida West,
Pride against prejudice: Reminiscences of a Tasmanian
Aborigine (Canberra, 1987).
Whether Sally Morgan’s My Place and her story of Jack
McPhee fit into ‘Aboriginal’ history might be a moot
point for some Aborigines since Attwood set the scene for
debate about the ‘nature of Aboriginality’ asserted by
Morgan. However, I do not intend to explore this topic
in the thesis. See Sally Morgan, My Place (Fremantle,
1987); Sally Morgan, Wanamurraganva: The Story of Jack
McPhee (Fremantle, 1989) and Bain Attwood, ‘Portrait of
an Aboriginal as an Artist: Sally Morgan and the
Construction of Aboriginality’, Australian Historical
Studies, Vol. 25, No. 99, October 1992, pp. 302-318 and

34

36
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For the purposes of the inclusion of Torres Sﬁrait Islanders in
the third historical category, termed ‘Aboriginal‘’, I have chosen to
rename it ‘Islander/Aboriginal’ history. In this category there is
only one autobiography of a Torres Strait Islander woman who was born
and raised in an urban environment on the admihistrative centre for
Torres Strait at Thursday Island.’ Two Torres Strait Islander men
have published their 1life histories.?® Other writings in the
‘Islander/Aboriginal’ school are the history of the religious
experiences of the people on the eastern islands written by the
Torres Strait Islander Anglican priest, Father Dave Passi, and the
Master’s thesis of Torres Strait Islander anthropologist, the late
George Passi.’” The latter is included because it contains valuable
historical data on the Torres Strait region and its people. In 1991,
the Boigu Community Council, assisted by the white school principal
and his wife, published a book, ‘prepared and written by Islanders’,
about their own history and culture.?® With the people of Saibai,
linguists Rod and Judy Kennedy, who have spent many years in
translation work on Saibai, incorporated extensive historical data
recorded by Torres Strait Islanders in their Jjoint publication
directed toward greater cultural sensitivity amongst outsider workers
in Western Torres Strait.! The works of the Boigu Community and
the Saibai people were certainly done in association with outsiders.

replies by Jackie Huggins, Tim Rowse and Isabel Tarrago
in Vol. 25, No. 100, pp. 459-469.

37 Ellie Gaffney, Somebody Now: The Autobiography of Ellie
Gaffney, a woman of Torres Strait (Canberra, 1989).
Ellie’s grandmother, Dadu, married Jacob Summers, a

Scotsman. The widowed Dadu’s daughter, Geti, was sent
from Mabuiag to work as a servant for a government
employee on Thursday Island. She married Simeon Sadir

(known as Tommy Loban) and they 1lived and brought up
their children, including Ellie, on that Island.

Thomas Lowah, Eded Mer (My Life) (Kuranda, Queensland,
1988); Willie Thaiday, Under the Act (Townsville, 1981).
Dave Passi, ‘From Pagan to Christian Priesthood’, in G.W.
Trompf, The Gospel is not Western: Black Theologies from
the South West Pacific (Maryknoll, New York, 1987), pp.
45-48; George Passi, Knowledge, Education and Self-
Management: Autonomy of Torres Strait, Degree of Master

38

39

of Social Planning and Development, Department of
Anthropology and Sociology, University of Queensland, St.
Lucia, 1986.

40 Boigu Island Community Council, Boigu: Our History and
Culture (Canberra, 1991). The white school principal and
his wife worked with the community to collate these
histories.

4l Rod and Judy Kennedy with the people of Western Torres
Strait, Adha Gar Tidi: Cultural Sensitivity in Western
Torres Strait (Darwin, 1990). The contributions of the

oral historians in this publication and from Boigu expand
the bank of texts for future analysis.
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However, the people’s histories in both might appropriately be
included in the ‘Islander/Aboriginal’ school because they were not
interpreted by outsiders and bearing in mind again that the
categories are overlapping.

The histories, both Aaboriginal and Torres "Strait Islander,
which I would argue are more difficult to locate within the
‘Islander/Aboriginal’ school are those of outsider authors who rely
substantially on the oral histories of indigenous people, for example
McGrath, Read and Sharp. This inquiry also does not fit comfortably
in that category. Arguably there are textual elements which might
sit well in the ‘oppositional’ and ‘revisionist’ schools. The
‘eurocentric discussion’ which portrays the Torres Strait Islander
women as innocent victims caught on the margins of a nation-state at
war and as pawns in the larger outsider games could be situated in
the ’‘oppositional’ school. In accord with the principle promoted in
the ‘revisionist’ school in which outsider authors portray indigenous
people as being active agents on their own behalf, sections of this
ingquiry fall within that category. Nonetheless, the essence of the
inquiry was dependent upon the testimonies of the oral historians and
there is substantial use of their voices in the thesis. Although
written by an outsider author, the thesis affords readers, through
the oral histories, the fullest possible insider insights into the
women's experiences. The incorporation of the substantial Torres
Strait Islander voice achieves a partial inversion of the historical
perspective. An absolute inversion is possible only when Torres
Strait Islanders, or Aborigines, write their own histories. When
they hand their knowledge to outsiders to interpret, the
textualisation of it is necessarily coloured by the intersection of
the author’s and the oral historians’ subjectivities. Thus, such
histories constitute partially inverted historical perspectives of
indigenous people’s knowledge about their past and comprise a

separate school of writing.

This inquiry aims to textualise the Torres Strait Islander
women’s experiences for inclusion in Australian historiography. To
set their discourse apart from my own, their testimonies are
italicised. The next section of this chapter 1looks at the
theoretical implications of oral testimony.
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Oral history - ‘contentious source’??

As already indicated, I went to Torres Strait to learn from the
old people and, like Patai, concluded the best way to do this was by
conducting ‘rather unstructured’ types of interviews.% This would
allow the people to ’‘speak about what was uppermost in their minds’
with the fewest possible interruptions.®! They could then ‘give
priority’ to what they wanted to say about their experiences rather
than my asking them about what I thought I wanted to hear. Thus,
they would have ’‘a good deal of autonomy’ in organising their
responses.* The possibility of forcing uniform accounts would be
minimised. Generally, however, because of the loose nature of the
inquiry and the ‘nature of oral history’ itself, the Torres Strait
Islander women spoke with greatest clarity about those events which
were most ‘significant in their own 1lives’'. The women, as will be
shown, lacked political consciousness about events beyond Torres
Strait and, in some respects, even their own communities. Peter Read
who recorded the Erambie people’s voices suggests that officials
‘seldom took the trouble to explain’ the government’s plans for
Aborigines. There is no doubt that this was the case in Torres

Strait and there was no indication the women were better informed by

the army during the war. Therefore, as will become apparent, their
testimonies were, generally, narrowly content based and less
analytical than I probably expected. Nonetheless, their colonial

history was reflected in some of their testimonies, just as Read
found with the Aborigines he worked with. That history was ‘deeply

48 For instance, the

interwoven into [their] personal stories’.
Torres Strait Islanders’ colonial status was reflected in these words
of a Saibai woman: ‘I was head teacher in the war...but I was not
allowed to stay in that teacher’s house. That’s how they treated
Torres Strait because we are not so good to live in the White’s
house’ . An awareness of this sort of government paternalism and

its reflection in the testimonies had ramifications for the written

text. However, during the collection of the oral history stage, it

a2 McGrath, ‘Born or Reborn’, p.1l73.

43 Patai, Brazilian Women, p. 8.

44 Peter Read, ‘Oral history interviewing’, in Diane
Barwick, Michael Mace and Tom Stannage (eds), Handbook
for Aboriginal and Islander History (Canberra, 1979),
p. 143.

45 Louise A. Tilley, 'People’s History and Social Science
History: New School for Social Research’, International
Journal of History, Vol. 6, No. 1, February, 1985, p. 11.

48 Read (ed.), Down There With Me, p. 9.

47

Interview 072, Thursday Island, February 1989.
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was entirely up to the women to express their recollections in any
way they wanted. I was looking for accounts independent, as far as
possible, of my own eurocentric viewpoint in order to construct a
partial inversion of the historical interpretation of the women’s

experiences.

I realised my loosely structured approach to the collection of
the oral testimonies would not sit well with everyone in the oral
history movement.*® John Murphy is concerned about letting people
'simply speak for themselves’: the transcriptions ‘lack focus,
problematic and, eventually interest’; and responsibility for
interpretation 1is ‘simply abdicated’.*® Conversely, Paul Thompson
believes that the ’‘very diversity’ of the oral history movement is a

‘great part of its strength’, including the way people choose to
speak about their past.®® Patai said her role as interviewer
‘varied considerably’: some women ‘took charge’, others ‘were

reticent’.%! No two researchers will find themselves in identical
circumstances in relation to the collection of oral evidence and her
or his intuition about the best method must not be totally ruled out.
Indeed, how a historian will represent the past must be answered ‘in
the context of her purpose’.>® As Alessandro Portelli suggests

there is no need for everybody to ‘play the same game’.>’

Long-standing debate has certainly surrounded the subjective

48 I do not intend to critique Bain Attwood’s 1994 treatise

on oral history in A Life Together, A Life Apart: A
History of Relations Between Europeans and Aborigines
(Carlton, 1994), pp. 194-218. The proliferation of
debates about feminism, postmodernism and oral testimony
have made it wvirtually impossible to lay down definite
principles in any of these fields of inquiry.
Nevertheless, in each debate there are points which are
pertinent to this study and they are discussed.

49 John Murphy, ‘The Voice of Memory: History, Autobiography

and Oral Memory’, Historical Studies, Vol. 22, No. 87,

October, 1986, p. 162.

Paul Thompson, ‘Between Social Scientists: Responses to

Louise A. Tilly’, International Journal of History,

Vol. 6, No. 1, February 1985, p. 20.

51 Patai, Brazilian Women, p. 16.

52 Ellen Somekawa and Elizabeth A. Smith, ‘Theorising the

Writing of History or, *I can’t think why it should be so

dull, for a great deal of it must be invention®’, Journal

of Social History, Vol. 22, Fall 1988, p. 160.

Alessandro Portelli, ‘Between Social Scientists:

Responses to Louise A. Tilly’, International Journal of

History, Vol. 6, No. 1, February 1985, p. 39.

50

53
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nature of oral Thistory and its implications for academnic
historians.®%! However, more recently, most historians seem to have
‘accommodated in varying measure...to the loss of Thistorical
objectivity’. It is ‘an ideal’ aimed for but never achieved.S’
Nonetheless, historical objectivity as a theoretical issue is
certainly not dead. For instance, in a recent review essay, Raymond
Martin raised the question whether there are ways to interpret human
actions that are not evaluative (subjective) .% For more
traditionalist historians this is the problem with oral history: are
subjects’ personal accounts historically true or authentic?%
Moreover, the historians’ own subjectivities can be seen as a
stumbling block to good history: ‘The truths we discover...are
modified by the fact that we, as investigators, are part of the very
process we seek to investigate’. The question too is asked, are oral
testimonies ‘significant snapshots of historical fact...[or] present
understandings used to filter or gloss past memories?’’® These are
essential questions for the historian to confront. However, there

are rigorous tests to which historians should expose their data,

54 See Bain Attwood, ’‘Understandings of the Aboriginal Past:
History or Myth’, Australian Journal of Politics and
History, Vol. 34, No. 2, 1988, pp. 265-271; Tim Rowse,
‘Tolerance Fortitude and Patience: Frontier Pasts to Live
With?’, Meanijin, Vol. 47, No. 1, Autumn 1988, pp. 21-29;
McGrath, ‘Born or Reborn’, pp. 171-177.

Jane Sherron De Hart, ‘Oral Sources and Contemporary
History: Dispelling ©0ld Assumptions’, The Journal of
American History, Vol. 80, No. 2, September 1993, p. 582.
Bill Gammage says objectivity 1is an ideal to work
towards, but it is ’‘entirely another thing to c¢claim that
it has ever been obtained’ ('Some Comments on Oral
History’, Australian 1938 Bulletin, No. 2, 1980, p. 23).
Somekawa and Smith (’Theorizing the Writing’ p. 158)
contend that if historians reject practices whlch make
their presence clear, they ‘perpetuate the illusion of
objectivity”.

Raymond Martin, ‘Objectivity and Meaning in Historical
Studies: Toward a Post-Analytic View’, History and
Theory, Vol. 32, No. 1, 1993, pp. 38-42. See also Robert
S. Newman, 'Objectivity and Subjectivities: Oral
Narratives from Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam’, Oral History
Review, Vol. 21, No. 2, Winter 1993, pp. 89-97.

See Trevor Llumis, Listening to History: The Authenticity

55

56

S7

of Oral Evidence (Totowa, 1988). The nature of
historical truth for those writing black, women’s and
workers’ history 1is frequently questioned - are they

digging up the buried past, uncovering a different side
of the story and one sometimes not favourable to the

heroes (Somekawa and Smith, 'Theorizing the Writing’
p. 150). I was accused of ‘raking up the muck’ by a
white outsider (Personal communication, Thursday Island,
May 1990).

58 Newman, ‘Objectivity and Meaning’, p. 97.
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whether oral or written text, before they can be satisfied that it is

material which will meet academic standards.

In considering documentary sources, the historian must ask: how
did it come into existence? what 1s known about the author? what 1is
the purpose of the writing? And the list goes on. ~The processes of
the memory are no less problematic and must be met with equally
rigorous questions. Oral testimonies are generally teleological
views of past events and the researcher must be aware the teller’s
mental lenses will be blurred by intervening events; there may also
be confusion or corruption of events occurring at different times
which have run together; the person may not have fully comprehended
the event before it was retained in the memory and the information
will be distorted; the memory may have discarded information which
would have been important to the understanding of the historian;
there may be an unwillingness on the part of the oral historian to
remember - a ‘conscious avoidance of distasteful facts or unconscious
repression’.¥ The documentary data and oral testimonies used in
this thesis were subjected to appropriate tests. Moreover, the
consonance found in the collected testimonies was corroboration of
much of what was said. Like McGrath, I acknowledge there is still a
‘surfeit of information on the harmful side effects’ of the oral
history method but ‘other methods have equally disturbing risks’.
The aim in this thesis is ‘to get away from the victims’ model and to
integrate a powerless group of women into the historical record’.

There was no ‘better alternative’.%®

Furthermore, as will be
discussed subsequently, the oral histories were necessary to present

an interpretation of the episode, not to reconstruct the past.®

An increasing number of historians are concerned about the
ethics involved in the collection of oral testimonies. Patai points
out that the researcher who has access to oral histories also has the

means of transforming them into a commodity. There is the potential

for capitalistic entrepreneurship. The researcher 1is also a
labourer, ‘turning spoken words into written ones, editing...studying
and interpreting the testimonies’. However, whether as labourer or
59 Paul Thompson, The Voice of the Past: Oral History
(London, 1578), pp. 91-137.
80 McGrath, ‘Born in the Cattle’, p. 176.
&1 Somekawa and Smith (’Theorizing the Writing’, p. 159)

want historians to ‘abandon their false illusions about
objectivity and their ability accurately to represent the
past’.
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capitalist entrepreneur, it is the ’‘researcher’s time and investment
that 1is acknowledged and rewarded’.®? Moreover, there is the
consideration of inequality. As with any research of the nature of
this inquiry there is the potential for ‘relations of power when the
researcher comes as "expert" to record the words of the others’.
This position was emphasised by the contributors to Gluck and Patai’s

publication, Women’s Words. A reviewer’'s comment was:

Through relentless self-criticism, [the thirteen
contributors] explore how feminist oral history has often
unwittingly betrayed its own goals, unintentionally

collaborating with the forces of hierarchy and
exploitation that feminists intended to challenge.

It was suggested, however, that the contributors found some solutions
in ‘'better theorized understandings of communication, culture and

power’ . Reviewer’'s of Patai’s Brazilian Women responded
similarly: ‘[Patai] gives voice to those instructive discomforts that
oral historians experience so often’: ‘exploiting the very people’

they feel worthy of attention; concern for the ethics involved when
entrusted with others’ stories. Patai dealt with these discomforts
by acknowledging, as I did, the ‘autonomy of the speaker; a thorough
consideration of the context of the speaker’s culture’, the
constitutive power of spoken language, and a rigorous self-criticism
with respect to her purpose in interviewing and particularly in

publishing.® One reviewer of Women’'s Words concluded the editors

and their contributors had been exceptionally honest in discussing
'serious issues of theoretical, practical and ethical concerns...All
oral historians, feminist and non-feminist alike, benefit from their

frankness’.%®

The autonomy the Torres Strait Islander women had in speaking
about their experiences mitigated against a sense of power they may
have detected in me or which I might have, even unwittingly,
exercised over them. Moreover, it was an alien culture, as was their
discourse. Thus, rather than feeling I had power over the women I

was humbled by my outsiderness.

62 Patai, Brazilian Women, pp. 6-7; see also Llumis,
Listening to History.

83 Susan Armitage, George Lipsitz and Gary R. Mormino, ‘A
Review Symposium: Women's Words’, Oral History Review,
Vol. 20, Nos 1 & 2, Spring-Fall 1992, p. 106.

84 Susan Tucker, ‘Book Review: Brazilian Women Speak:

Contemporary Life Stories by Daphne Patai, QOral History
Review, Vol. 18, No. 1, Spring 1990, p. 127.

85 Armitage, Lipsitz and Mormino, ‘Review Symposium’,
p. 111.
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Cultural interchange

This thesis is not the locus for entry into the timely debate
on the principles behind Edward Said‘s ‘Orientalism’, as redefined by
Attwood as ‘Aboriginalism’ (or in the <case of Torres Strait
Islanders, ‘Islanderism’). Nevertheless, like = Attwood, I am
concerned for a ‘cultural interchange, neither patronising or [sic]
exploitative’ between Whites and Torres Strait Islanders, however
that may be worked out in the future.®® This includes cross-
cultural historical writings. Throughout the writing of this thesis
I was uncomfortably aware of the chasm between the Torres Strait

Islanders’ and my own eurocentric discourses.®’

The contemporary social theorist Jean-Frangois Lyotard talks
about ‘language games’ (rather than discourses).®® He contends that
the social 1is made up of ‘many different language games - a
heterogeneity of elements’ to which the idea of consensus does
‘violence’. It is the acceptance of their diverse natures which

‘refines our sensitivity to differences and reinforces our ability to

tolerate the incommensurable. Its principle is not the expert’s
homology, but the inventor’s paralogy’.® Moreover, within and
between these language games contradictions are inevitable. Bronwyn

Davies claims:

66 Bain Attwood and John Arnold (eds), Power, Knowledge, and
Aborigines (Bundoora, Victoria, 1993), p. 1i; Edward W.
Said, Orientalism (London, 1978); Edward W. Said, Culture
and Imperialism (London, 1993).

&7 Stephen Muecke, ‘Lonely Representations: Aboriginality
and Cultural Studies’, in Attwood and Arnold (eds),
Power, Knowledge, p. 34. Mary Catherine Bateson points

out that in working with other cultures we are reminded
that these ’‘strangers are behaving in ways that are only
intelligible if their world is recognised [and I suggest
respected] as structured differently, laid out according
to different landmarks’ (Mary Catherine Bateson,
Peripheral Visions: Learning Along the Way (New York,
1994), p. 56). Attwood suggests Aboriginal writing
‘constitutes a very different historiographical
tradition’ ('Aborigines and Academic Historians’,
p- 123).
68 Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report
on Knowledge, trans. Geoff Bennington and Brian Massumi
(Minneapolis, 1991), p. 10. The term ‘language games’
was used by Wittgenstein and according to Lyotard he
meant ‘that each of the various categories of utterance
can be defined in terms of rules specifying their
properties and the uses to which they can be put’. These
rules determine the way they are used (Ibid.).
Ibid., pp. xXxXiv-xxv.

69
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[with the] advent of post-structuralist theory into the
study of social worlds and social relations,
contradictions both within each person’s experience of
the world, and within each groups’ methods of making
sense of the world are understood as inevitable and even
fundamental to the human condition.’?

Thus, ‘every historical insight has a paradoxical nature’.”
Recognising differences and paradoxes is the first‘step in any move
toward a cultural interchange. A further step is to acknowledge that
cross-cultural textual representations impinge on the ‘politics of
identity’.”® The author selects and organises the oral histories to
be incorporated into the text. This brings about a Jjoint
interpretation of the material and the oral historian’s absolute
identity is lost. In some cases, such as this inquiry, the author
‘tidies up and edits’ the testimonies which further impinges upon the
identity of her subjects.” In these ways, outsider control of

Torres Strait Islander knowledge contributes to ‘Islanderism’.

The identity of indigenous people is also eroded by academic
restraints on their own authors. 1In the last decade, Aborigines have
taken up the challenge to write about themselves to a greater extent
than the Torres Strait Islanders. Moreover, one of their number,
Aboriginal author Mudrooroo Narogin, has articulated the alienation
of the writings of his people from the mainstream.’® Andrew Lattas
says: ‘[Narogin] raises the problem of authenticity...when those on
the fringe have to write for a metropolitan centre which sets the
canon of what is literature [or historyl’.”® Aboriginal historians
are bound by eurocentric forms which do not easily acknowledge the
authenticity of indigenous writings. Judith Wright, writer and

Aboriginal activist, says that white traditionalists question the

70 Davies, Shards of Glass, p. Xv.

7 F.R. Ankersmit, ‘Historiography and Postmodernism’,
History and Theory, Vol. 28, No. 2, 1989, pp. 142-143.
See Gillian Cowlishaw, ‘Introduction: Representing Racial
Issues’, Oceania, Vol. 63, No. 3, March 1993, p. 183.
Andrew Markus points out that ‘on the current agenda of
academic research is the argument by Aborigines...that
for centuries they have been misrepresented and libelled
and that it is time for Aborigines themselves to write
their own history’. Some white scholars have been
discouraged from working in the field (Andrew Markus,
Australian Race Relations 1788-1993 (St. Leonards,
N.S.W.), p. xiii).

Muecke, ‘Lonely Representations’, p. 34.
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4 See Mudrooroo Narogin, Writing from the Fringe
(Melbourne, 1990).
75 Andrew Lattas, ‘Essentialism, Memory and Resistance:

Aboriginality and the Politics of Authenticity’, Oceania,
Vol. 63, No. 3, March 1993, p. 252.
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‘objectivity’ of much Aboriginal knowledge and that it is subjected
to the rules of ‘white standard setters’. These rules, she says,
were developed from traditions and conditions ‘very different from
any milieu Aboriginal writers live in or have to draw upon‘’. Thus,

she fears the Aboriginal voice with all it has to say to us [emphasis

added]’, will be silenced.’ None of this will be less true for
future Torres Strait Islander historians if indigenous discourses
continue to be measured by eurocentric rules. Meanwhile, Martin
Nakata, speaking as a Torres Strait Islander, is concerned for his
people’s silence and identity: ‘the Islander has been silent for too
long...we have been written about primarily by Western "experts" with
their universalising sciences’.” What will happen when their
silence is broken? Presently, even if outsiders left the writing of
indigenous histories to the people, eurocentric standards of ‘truth’
would still impinge on their identities.

What then was the answer to my own discomfort about a white
representation of another culture’s knowledge in this academic
thesis.” Muecke recognises that there is a ‘strain’ on university
protocols ‘in the sense that Aboriginal knowledges and post-colonial
Aboriginal practices are posing a challenge’. Torres Strait
Islanders must be included in this challenge. Indeed if the
differences between Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander and the
universities’ discourses are totally incommensurable, how can the
differences be accommodated? Muecke says that there can be no simple
reversal of the Western episteme, it would have to be ‘slowly eroded,
or rapidly, depending on what is at stake’.”® Will the institution
of an independent Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander university be
the ultimate resolution? For the purposes of this inquiry, I have

sought to present a partial inversion of the historical perspective

78 Judith Wright, ‘Critics, Reviewers and Aboriginal
Writers’, Aboriginal History, Vol. 11, Nos. 1-2, 1987,
pp. 24-25.

77 Martin Nakata, ‘Culture in Education: For us or for
them?’, in Noel Loos and Takeshi Osanai (eds), Indigenous
Minorities and Education: Australian and Japanese

Perspectives of their Indigenous Peoples, the Ainu,
Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders (Tokyo, 1993),
p. 334.

Several Torres Strait Islanders assured me that it was
easier to speak with an outsider about some things
because of the internal politics of the wvarious island
groups. Whilst I respected this point of view, I was not
dissuaded in my opinion that a stronger move by the
people toward more legitimated control of their own
knowledge is not only desirable but imperative.

Muecke, ‘Lonely Representations’, pp. 42, 47.
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of the episode under inquiry, and with the intention to speak of and
not for the Torres Strait Islanders.

Contexting the episode®®

The question might be asked about this inquiry: Why are there
so0 many seeming divergences away from the central focus, which is
what were the present perceptions of Torres Strait Islander women
about the Pacific War experiences?

Martin contends that the ‘meaning of history’ calls for a
‘movement away from the local and particular...toward a larger
perspective’. The episode needs to be linked to something that is
both ‘intelligible and important’. As will be shown subsequently,
Torres Strait Islanders were a 1little known group of indigenous
Australians in 1942. Even today, many outsiders are not conscious in
what ways Torres Strait Islanders are culturally and historically set
apart from the Aborigines. Thus, to context the episode,
particularly as it was of no more than three years’ duration, into
the largest possible frame was essential to meet this need for
intelligibility.

In the first instance, the men’s testimonies were important in
framing much of what happened to the women so I listened to their
accounts. Men like Getano Lui Senior (storekeeper), the late Sam
Passi (teacher/storekeeper), Joseph Stephens (Chief Councillor) and
the late Canon Eddie Mosby (crew member on the Mulgrave, the cargo
boat which serviced the island communities) had roles in relation to
the women during the war which gave them access to specific
knowledges. What happened to the men in the army reflected on the
women's experiences. Reference to the war’'s progress in the South-
West Pacific and what was happening socially, militaristically and
politically on the mainland obtained from archival and secondary
sources increased the possibility of intelligibility and interest for
a wider audience.® The contextualising of the women’s experiences

also enriches the Torres Strait Islanders’, particularly the women’s,

80 The discussion in this section is based on the theories

put forward in Martin, ‘Objectivity and Meaning'’, pp. 42-

50.

81 See Somekawa and Smith (’Theorizing the Writing’, p. 157)
who claim writers of radical history, such as ‘people of
colour ([with no official history]...must think about

expanding ([their] audience’.
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understanding of the roles they played in the Pacific War, the scope
of which was beyond their comprehension at the time. Contextuality
benefits both the insider and the outsider reader.

Martin wants the writing of history to do more than make the
episode intelligible. The historian should ask, is the episode
significant because it is ‘consequential’ or is there a ‘recurring
pattern of general significance’? On the former count, the wider
picture disclosed that while change was occurring in the lives of the
women before 1942, it was the wartime episode that more directly
shifted their position toward a greater possibility of a smoother
entry into the westernised world of the Whites to which they aspired.
On the latter count, the pattern of paternalistic treatment of the
Torres Strait Islanders by the Protector is made evident throughout
the thesis: <‘Too long the way of treating us‘.% Thus, the
divergences from the three-year episode constitute 1its greater
intelligibility to a wider audience, its greater understanding of the
associated consequential issues, as well as to reveal the continuance

of patterns of internal cclonialism in Torres Strait.®

Contemporary social theories

The contemporary social theorists, Michel Foucault, Jean-
Francois Lyotard and F.R. Ankersmit, have much to say that is
relevant to the central concern of this thesis: that there is value
in the subjugated knowledges of people previously considered
unimportant. The silenced voices of people like the Torres Strait
Islander women need to be heard in any search for a wider world view.
Foucault, Lyotard and Ankersmit are generally associated with the
postmodern/poststructural school of contemporary social theorists.
However, it is not my intention to emphasise the terms ’‘postmodern’
and ‘poststructural’ in this thesis. Much confusion has grown up
around them and this inquiry is not the locus for any unravelling of
that confusion.® Nonetheless, some of the theories developed by

the three contemporary social theorists, as I have designated them,

82 Interview 064, Thursday Island, July 1990.

8 On internal colonialism see Beckett, custom _and
colonialism, p. 13.

84 See  Ankersmit, ‘Historiography and Postmodernism’,
p. 140.
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are tools which can be used in the inquiry.®

Foucault’'s name is probably one of the most popularly
associated with postmodernism and poststructuralism, although he
said: ‘I prefer not to identify myself and...I'm amused by the
diversity of the ways I‘'ve been judged and <classified’.®®
Historians have damned and praised him but, as Rudy Koshar suggests,
many have done ‘little to give his thought a systematic hearing’.?¥
Nevertheless, when Foucault says: ‘we must not imagine a whole world
of discourses divided between accepted discourse and excluded
discourse, or between the dominant discourse and the dominated, but
as a multiplicity of discursive elements that come into play in
various strategies’, he has something to say to this inquiry.®®
Once this position is taken, ‘unsuspected knowledges’, such as the
Torres Strait Islander women’s, can no longer be devalued as they
have been by the modernist rationalist notion of knowledge. As
Docherty points out, ’‘these [unsuspected knowledges] will not sit
comfortably with any of our received ideas of what constitutes truth,

history and so on’.%*

In 1942, Torres Strait Islander women were a marginalised group
of Australians under an internal colonial regime. Their knowledge

was excluded and devalued in the dominant Australian society because

it set the rules about what counted as knowledge.® It centred
85 ‘Foucault’s political theory is a "tool kit..."’ (cited
in Thomas Docherty, ‘Criticism, History, Foucault’,
History of European Ideas, Vol. 14, No. 3, May 1992,
p. 375).
86 Cited in Paul Rabinow (ed.), The Foucault Reader (New
York, 1984), p. 384.
87 Rudy Koshar, ‘Foucault and Social History: Comments on
“Combined Underdevelopment"’, The American Historical

Review, Vol. 98, No. 2, April 1993, p. 354. At a Social
Science History Conference in Minneapolis in 1990, the
few post-modernist approaches presented ‘drew a mixture
of highly defensive dismissals and expressions of
interest’ (Peter N. Stearns, ‘Social History Update:
Encountering Post-Modernism’, Journal of Social History,
Vol. 24, Winter 1990, p. 449).

Cited in Caroline Ramazanoglu (ed.), Up Against Foucault:
Explorations of some tensions between Foucault and
feminism (London, 1993), p. 19.

88

83 Docherty, ‘Criticism, History, Foucault’, p. 365.

30 Andrew Markus contends: ‘White Australians did not
interest themselves in the opinions of Aborigines. They
were not believed to have views worthy of consideration’
(Andrew Markus, Governing Savages (Sydney, 1990),
p. 173). Again this attitude was true for Torres Strait
Islanders.
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truth in ‘scientific discourse and institutions’. For Foucault every
soclety has its ‘regime of truth’, (a ‘general politics of truth’)
which lays down:®!

the types of discourse which it accepts and makes
function as true, the mechanisms and instances which
enable one to distinguish true and false statements, the
means by which each is sanctioned, the techniques and
procedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth;
the status of those who are charged with saying what
counts as true.®

And, this 1is why the ’‘popular knowledges’ (particular, local,

regional knowledges) of the ‘psychiatric patient,...the ill
person, ...the nurse,...the doctor...the delinquent etc.’ (to which I
add the Torres Strait Islander women) were subjugated.® It has

only Dbeen 1in the 1last quarter of a century that ‘things,
institutions, practices, discourses’ have Dbecome increasingly
vulnerable to criticism not dependent on the approval of the
established regime of truth. Thus, there has been an ‘insurrection’
of the ’‘buried knowledges of erudition and those disqualified from
the hierarchy of knowledges and sciences’. It is with the
insurrection of the knowledge of the Torres Strait Islander women,
knowledge previously disqualified as ‘naive’, located low down on the
hierarchy, ‘beneath the required level of cognition or
scientificity’, that this thesis is concerned.® The insurrection
of the memories of the women establish a ‘historical knowledge of
struggles’ previously disqualified under the claims of ‘a unitary

S

body of theory’.’® Foucault’'s emancipatory theories legitimate this

knowledge.

Lyotard’s concern is for the ‘condition of knowledge in the

most highly developed societies’.®® He sees what he <calls the
‘postmodern condition’ as a universe of a multiplicity of
51 Larry Shiner, ‘Reading Foucault: Anti-method and the

Genealogy of Power Knowledge’, History and Theory, Vol.
21, No. 3, 1982, p. 384.
92 Michel Foucault (Colin Gordeon ed.), Power/Knowledge:
Selected Interviews and Other Writings 1972-1977, trans.
Colin Gordon, Leo Marshall, John Mepham and Kate Soper
(New York, 1980), p. 131.
Foucault defines subjugated knowledges as '’‘blocs of
historical knowledge...present but disguised within the
body of the functionalist and systematising theory and

93

which criticism...has been able to reveal’ (Ibid.,
p. 82).
& Ibid., pp. 80-83.

93 Madan Sarup, An Introductory Guide to Post-structuralism

and Postmodernism (Sydney, 1988), p. 64.
See Lyotard, Postmodern Condition, p. xxiv.

96
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incommensurable ‘language games’, without metadiscourses, such as the
progress of reason and freedom, Hegel’s logic, or Marx’s class
conflict.®” He 1is opposed to totalising theories which hierarchise
knowledges in any society. 1Indeed, Lyotard says: ‘simplifying to the
extremnme, I define postmodern as incredulity toward

metanarratives’ .®®

Moreover, for Lyotard the search for knowledge is not bound to

the criterion of rational truth: ‘Knowledge...in general cannot be
reduced to science...knowledge...includes notions of "know-how",
*knowing how to 1live®", *how to listen"...etc.’ Thus, Lyotard
contends: ‘Understood in this way, knowledge is what makes someone

capable of forming "good" denotative utterances, but also *good®

° There is room for

prescriptive and "good" evaluative utterances’.’®
subjective knowledge. And, all are judged "good® if they ‘conform to
the relevant criteria [of Jjustice, beauty, truth and efficiency]
accepted in the social circle of the knower'’s interlocutors’, in this
inquiry the Torres Strait Islander women. In conclusion to his
treaty on the postmodern condition, Lyotard calls for a war to be
waged on totality: ‘let us be witnesses to the unpresentable; let us
activate the difference’.!® Thereby, the potential for unravelling
the many realities which exist in any social context is greater, for
instance the Torres Strait Islander women’s reality which 1is

certainly different from the outsider reality of their situation.

F.R. Ankersmit, a Dutch scholar £from the University of

Groningen, has something to say to this thesis also. He suggests

97 Jean-Frangois Lyotard and Jean-Loup Thébaud, Just Gaming,

trans. Wlad Godzich (Minneapolis, 1985), pp. 46-48, 81.

o8 Lyotard, Postmodern Condition, p. xxiv. Lyotard on his
definition of ‘postmodern’ says: ‘...if a metanarrative
implying a philosophy of history is used to legitimate
knowledge, questions are raised concerning the validity
of the institutions governing the social bond: these must

be legitimated as well. Thus, Jjustice 1is consigned to
the grand narrative in the same way as truth’.

99 Ibid., pp. 18-19.

100 Ibid. and p. 82. There are certainly those who oppose a
‘war on totality’, the avoidance of what these

contemporary social theorists see as the problems of
eighteenth and nineteenth c¢entury European modernism
which Lyotard says have ‘given us as much terror as we
can take’ (Ibid, p. 81). Critics of both Lyotard and
Foucault refuse to acknowledge they have provided ‘new
means of thinking through some of the areas of
understanding social life which have proved contradictory
and problematic’ (Ramazanoglu (ed.), Up Against Foucault,
p. 10).
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that the modernist historian ‘follows a line of reasoning from his
[sic] sources and evidence to an historical reality hidden behind the
sources’. Conversely, ‘postmodernists’ claim their evidence does not

‘point towards the past but to other interpretations of the past’.

Evidence, Ankersmit suggests, ‘does not send us back to the past but
gives rise to the question of what an historian here and now can or
cannot do with it’. Moreover, he sees history as no longer ‘the
reconstruction of what has happened to us in the various phases of
our lives, but a continuous playing with the memory of this’. For
almost fifty years the women‘s memories had been playing with what
they told me. Their testimonies contained the ’‘scraps, the slips of
the tongue’, which formed the historical evidence about what had
remained important to them over that period of time. Furthermore,
Ankersmit exhorts historians to ‘think about the past, rather than
investigate it’.!%
this thesis was not to ‘discover a past reality and reconstruct it

This helped me to conceptualise that my task in

scientifically’ but to think about the scraps of evidence I had
collected and to produce as meaningful and authentic interpretation

of the women’s experiences as was possible.!®

Ankersmit’s claim is that ’‘the goal [of history] is no longer
integration, synthesis, and totality, but it is those historical

scraps which are the center of attention’.!®

From such scraps,
many micro-histories have been produced which manifest differences
and which help us to understand ours as well as other forms of
civilisation, as does this history. But many historians see their
discipline being reduced to a pastiche or, even worse, that theories,
such as those discussed in this section, will mean an end to

104

history. However, they may find comfort in the words of David

Goodman, a presenter at a recent symposium on postmodernism, who

101 Perez Zagorin, in his critique of BAnkersmit, suggests

that Ankersmit has tried to ’aesthetize history and sever
it from its formerly accepted grounding in conditions of

truth and reality’ (See Perez Zagorin, ‘Historiography
and Postmodernism: Reconsiderations’, History and Theory,
Vol. 2%, No. 3, 1990, pp. 263-296). However, the
modernist notions of truth and reality made no provision
for the legitimation of ‘naive’ and subjugated
knowledges.

102 Ankersmit, ‘Historiography and Postmodernism’, pp. 145-
146, 152, 148.

103 Ibid., p. 149.

104 See on living in an ‘age of information surplus’ and of
overproduction and specialisation in history in
Ankersmit, ‘Historiography and Postmodernism’, pp. 136-

138; also Gianni Vattimo, ‘The End of (Hi)story'’, Chicago
Review, Vol. 35, No. 4, 1986, pp. 20-30.
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suggested that while the lessons on difference are important, ‘we
should not remain at that moment in the conversation forever’.
Meanwhile, he says, the theories of contemporary social theorists,
like Foucault, Lyotard and Ankersmit, should not be ‘viewed as some
exotic importation, but as part of a set of debates in which all are
implicated’ .!%® Their theories make room for all knowledges and

afford greater possibilities for obtaining them.

In this final section of Chapter two, I address a contemporary
western feminist notion that when women write about women a feminist
critique is warranted. The responses of some Black American and
Aboriginal women to white feminism are examined beéfore introducing

Torres Strait Islander women’s perspectives.

'Research by, about, and for women’

Gluck and Patai in their 1991 publication, Women's Words,

suggested that the collection of oral histories had had an
understandable appeal to feminist researchers. They saw this as
consistent with the feminist principle ‘codified in the phrase
"research by, about, and for women"’. However, the authors pointed
out that women’s oral history was more problematic than imagined when
it was ‘examined through the 1lens of the expanding feminist
scholarship’. What was most striking, in retrospect, was the
innocent assumption of many white feminists that gender united women
more powerfully than race and class divided them. The phrase which
defined feminist scholarship seemed simple enough, but what must be
recognised is that there are still many cultures where women are more
strongly positioned ‘within a complex web of relationships, lovalties
and demands’ than they are with other women. This is particularly so

for many black women.!

Patti Lather points out that grand social theories which
attempt to speak for all women are subject to disruption by pressure
from those ’left out’; for instance the work of women of colour

documented resistance to the universalising tendencies of feminist

105 David Goodman, 'Postmodernism and History’, American
Studies International, Vol. 31, No. 2, October 1992, pp.
21-22.

108 Gluck and Patai (eds), Women'’s Words, pp. 1-2.
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theorising, resistance not for better theory but for survival.'?’
Sheila Radford-Hill, an African-American woman has intimated that she
believes there are ’‘countless reasons why Black and other Third World

women [have] not identified with contemporary feminism in 1large

numbers’, although she did see feminism as a model for social
change .18 Another African-American feminist, Gwendolyn Etter-
Lewis, argued that the ‘self-image of black women cannot be

determined by a prescribed norm based on male and/or white middle-
class values and experiences’: they must be ‘anchored to culturally
relevant constructs’.!% Moreover, the flush of literature in

America leaves no doubt that African-American women are defining

their own self-image. In Australia, seeds of self-definition are
being watered by Aboriginal women. Many are no longer in awe of
Whites and their universalising theories. Kate Corrigan, an

Aboriginal Education Officer, made it clear that ‘Aboriginal women
have found it hard to join the ranks of [white] feminists for fear
they will be separated and used against their own communities’.
Another Aboriginal woman who spoke out on these issues was Devina
Woods . She told a New South Wales Teachers’ Conference that ‘the
European culture delineation of men and women’s roles is viewed by

Koories as divisive’ .1

What is the response from Torres Strait Islander women? There
is no monolithic unchanging Torres Strait Islander women'’s identity
and their perceptions of their roles will undoubtedly differ and
change with time. = An older woman saw the younger ones, ‘modern
women’ who had been to the mainland for their education, as:

looking [in] from the outside. They come out for a look
at life outside and they want to take it and introduce it
to our people...but we should look at ourselves and say,
"Now we go that far”, not that we are women to take other
culture into our culture but we build on what we have and
be proud of it.

She was in favour of her sex’s speaking out, and they do. Torres

107 Lather, Getting Smart, p. 27.

108 Cited in Sheila Radford-Hill, ‘Considering Feminism as a
Model of Social Change’, in Teresa de Lauretis (ed.),
Feminist Studies/Critical Studies (London, 1986), pp.
161-162.

109 Gwendolyn Etter-Lewis, ‘Black Women'’s Life Stories:
Reclaiming Self in Narrative Texts’, in Gluck and Patai
(eds), Women'’s Words, p. 44.

110 ABC Broadcast, Cairns Radio, 15 May 1993. This broadcast
in Cairns was reporting on a conference in New South
Wales. Aborigines in southern Queensland and New South
Wales use the name ’‘Kooris’ to describe themselves. In

northern Queensland, ‘Murris’ is used.
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Strait Islander women are active in their communities for the
betterment of women. However, money is always a problem so that one
younger woman at a Mura Kosker Sorority meeting of about 100 island
women made a call to her sisters: ‘Get off your backsides and start
something and if the government sees this they will see the need for
it and give you the money...start doing things on our own for the
government to take notice’." But, ‘it’s not a women’s lib’‘, the
older woman said:

We just want to stand close to our husbands and help. I
have not heard women speak about women’s 1ib. We still
want our menfolk to be head of the table and we are there
to support them in case some of the things they miss out
and this is what women of Torres Strait are doing.

In order to speak out effectively, Torres Strait Islander women
realised they would get nowhere without training. With this vision
in mind, she said, they attend workshops to develop greater ’‘self-

esteem, [and] assertiveness without aggressiveness’.!?

In July 1989, another younger Torres Strait Islander woman
spoke out on women’s equality with their men at a forum of 3 000
indigenous women at the first International Indigenous Women’s
Conference in Adelaide. Her vision for island women was for more
independence: ‘[Our] women today are equal partners with their
menfolk. Quite often they are the decision-makers. They should stop
regarding themselves as merely support people and enjoy the truth
about themselves’.'® A spokesperson for the Mura Kosker Sorority
movement on Thursday Island, which has a numerically strong
membership of young and old women from all Torres Strait Islander
communities, recently clarified the position generally taken by
members on the issue of feminism.!!! What they wanted was ‘just
equality’, which included equality with their men, which she
indicated was on the way: ‘One time we carried all the water and
wood. Now when we go shopping we say to that husband, "You carry

that”, and he carries the parcels. We want to work with our men, not

against them’. And, she was adamant that these things were made

111 Notes taken by author at Meeting of Mura Kosker Sorority
held at Thursday Island, 23-24 March 1990 (in author’s
possession).

112 Interview 055, Townsville, September 1990.

113 ‘Torres Women Recognised’, Torres News, 18-24 August
1989, p. 30.

114 Mura is Western Torres Strait Islander language for
'all’, kosker is Eastern Islander language for ‘women’
and sorority denotes ‘sisterhood’ - Mura Kosker Sorority,
all women sisters. Non-Islander women are admitted to

membership but their numbers are small.
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clear to ‘those white women when they come up here [Thursday Island]
and tell us about feminism’.'®> At a National Women’s Conference
held in Cairns in June 1993, a group of Torres Strait Islander women
were asked where they stood in the feminist debate, to which they all
replied it was ‘no big deal’ for them.!!® While what the women have
said does not demonstrate an absolutely unified view of their present
identity, Torres Strait Islander women have come a long way since the
Pacific War in claiming space for themselves. Perhaps for white
middle-class feminists their identity is still too closely tied to
the male discourse. However, if they want further separation, they

will work it out for themselves.

The stand being made by Torres Strait Islander and Aboriginal
women indicates the importance they place on certain cultural norms.
They are working out their roles. This may result in challenging the
men to change some of their roles, like carrying the groceries for
the women. Meanwhile, a Torres Strait Islander women’s ‘statement of
principle’, formulated at the indigenous women’s conference 1in
Adelaide, 1is telling: ‘We...stand side by side with our men folk to
strive towards the legitimate and rightful claim in securing our
stand as a race of people’.'V The statement makes it clear that
race is as important to their sense of identity as it is for Black
American women and Aboriginal women. Like these counterparts, Torres
Strait Islander women want to anchor their self-definition to
culturally relevant constructs unique to their indigenous culture.
For both groups it is a struggle toward the empowerment of all women
and men to ‘actualize a humanist vision of community’, which will not
happen until ‘race, color, sex, and condition are seen as accidents

and not the substance of life‘.!!®

This is my reading of the attitude of many women of colour to
white middle-class theories of feminism. Black American women’s
writings reveal their familiarity with these theories. They do not
totally reject them nor the benefits that have flowed from them.
What these women want is to define their roles in ways they determine

appropriate for their culture. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander

115 Personal communication, Cairns, May 1993.
116 Personal communication, Cairns, October 1993.
117 ‘Torres Women Recognised’, p. 30.

118 Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge,
Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment ;
Perspectives on Gender, Vol. 2 (New York, 1991), pp. 37-
38.
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women have not written about feminism in the same academic vein as
their American counterparts. Nevertheless, there is commonality in
their responses to it, as I have shown. Moreover, the absence of a
feminist critique in this cross-cultural inquiry is compatible with
the avoidance of a further definition of the Torres Strait Islander

women by an outsider.

If the foregoing, in feminist terms, is based on a false
consciousness, the commitment in this inquiry was, from the outset,
to encourage Torres Strait Islander women to record their own
recollections of a specific period in their history, not to define
them and their roles within the white middle-class theories of
feminism I am familiar with. As Chilla Bulbeck suggests, ‘women of
colour’ ultimately retain their moral and political right to their
‘own betterment in their own terms...white feminists must be careful

when they speak about them’.!'?

In this chapter the inquiry is positioned in a suggested fourth
school of indigenous Australian historical writings by outsider
authors using substantial oral testimonies. Moreover, it 1is
contended that the subjective nature of oral testimony is not a bar
to the writing of academic history and that historians must approach
their work with the realisation of the ethics involved in the use of
the oral history method. This inquiry 1is focused around two main
incommensurable discourses, the Torres Strait Islander women’s and my
own. My concerns in this regard are discussed as well as the reasons
for juxtaposing happenings and events outside the women’s means of
knowing. Moreover, by the discussion of certain contemporary social
theories there has been a dismissal of the modernist notion of the
hierarchical nature of knowledges. This dismissal makes way for the
insurrection of knowledges previously subjugated by the modernist
notion of ranking, such as the Torres Strait Islander women’s. The

final theoretical positioning related to feminism.

In Chapter three, the inquiry moves forward to the physical,
political and social environments in which the women lived and the
roles they played in their island societies prior to the outbreak of

the Pacific War in December 1941.

119 Chilla Bulbeck, 'Third World Women: Dialogues with
Western feminism’, Meanjin, Vel. 51, No. 2, 1952, pp.
323, 330.
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Chapter three
The Torres Strait islands and the women

‘We have to learn or we won’t survive’.!

Torres Strait and its people

The islands of Torres Strait lie within an area defined by
latitudes 9° 20’ and 10° 45’'S and longitudes 142° and 144°E. Torres
Strait 1is the sea channel between Cape York Peninsula on the
Australian mainland and the Western Province of Papua New Guinea. A
land bridge once linked these two land masses. However, with the
post-glacial rise in the sea level about 6 500 to 8 000 years ago,
nuch of the land bridge was submerged and the profusion of islands,
cays and reefs which now exist in the Torres Strait began to take

form.?

There is much detailed archaeological work to be done in Torres
Strait. Consequently, speculation continues about the timing of the
arrival of the first inhabitants of the area. J. Golson suggested
that the Western Islands were most probably occupied before the area
was inundated (6 500 to 8 000 years ago), which is in line with the
legend of Kuiamu who walked from the Australian mainland to Mabuiag,
where he took a wife. A later population, Golson hypothesised,
arrived in double outrigger canoes perhaps 5 000-6 000 years ago, by
which time the Strait had approximated its present form.’ According
to the anthropologist Maureen Fuary, what is certain is that the
Strait was well and truly drowned 4 000 years ago. Nevertheless, in
a conversation she had with archaeologist John Campbell in 1991, he
said it might be presumed that human occupation of some islands
occurred before that time. Campbell also suggested that much of the
land bridge was occupied ‘perhaps throughout the period after people

! Interview 117, Thursday Island, February 1989.

2 J.N. Jennings, ‘Some Attributes of Torres Strait’, in D.
Walker (ed.), Bridge and Barrier: The Natural and
Cultural History of Torres Strailt (Canberra, 1972),
p. 29.

3 J. Golson, ‘Land connections, sea barriers and the
relationship of Australia and New Guinea Prehistory’, in
Walker (ed.), Bridge and Barrier, p. 379.
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first arrived in Sahul or “"Greater Australia®’.* Whatever
speculations are made, there is no doubt that colonial occupation of
the area pales into insignificance before the thousands of years of

indigenous occupation.

Not all of the islands in Torres Strait are habitable because
of their physical features and small area: a good water supply also
detracts from islands which might otherwise be suitable. When the
Pacific War broke out in 1942, there were people 1living in the

following village communities:®

Mer (Murray) Nagi

Dauar Poid (formerly Adam)
Erub (Darnley) St. Paul’s

Ugar (Stephens) Badu

Masig (Yorke) Mabuiag

Purma (Coconut) Dauan

Yam Boigu

Waraber* (Sue) Saibai

Mauar* (Rennel) Edgor* (Nepean)

* The populations on these communities probably consisted

of one family.

The physical features and vegetation in the Torres Strait area
vary considerably. Thus, the inhabited islands and cays have been
designated within four categories. In the first category are the
high volcanic Eastern Islands of Mer (Murray), Dauar, Waier, Erub
(Darnley) and Ugar (Stephens). With the exception of rocky Waier,
these islands support dense vegetation. The coral cays of the
Central Islands, Masig (Yorke), Purma (Coconut) and Waraber (Sue),
belong to the second category. Only low vegetation is found on these
sandy islands. Muralag (Prince of Wales Island), Thursday Island,
Nurupai (Horn Island) Nagi, Moa, Badu, Mabuiag, Yam and Dauan belong
to the third category, known as the Western Isiands. In this group
are the largest and highest islands, with mounds of basaltic rock and
light vegetation in open areas. They are mostly well watered: some
are fringed by mangrove swamps. In the fourth category are Boigu and
Saibai which have extensive mangrove swamps. These large low-lying
islands were formed from the alluvial soil brought down by the Papuan

Maureen Majella Fuary, In So Many Words: An Ethnography
of Life and Identity on Yam Island, Torres Strait, Ph.D.
thesis, Department of Anthropology and Archaeology, James
Cook University, Townsville, 1991, p. 41.

The spelling of the following community names, and other
Torres Strait Islander words, are taken from Anna
Shnukal’s publication Broken. There are other spellings
for many of such words used in this thesis.
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rivers which empty into Torres Strait. Boigu and Saibai are
described as the Top-Western Islands. Dauan, because of its
proximity to Boigu and Saibai, is generally referred to as a Top-
Western Island although its physical features are consonant with
those of the Western Islands.®

On the Eastern Islands a great variety of fruit and vegetables
flourished in gardens of rich wvolcanic soil: yams, taro, corn,
cassava, sweet potato, melons, bananas, pineapples and paw paws.
Before white intervention, on the larger Western Islands, like Badu,
it has been suggested that the people gathered wild wvegetables and
that cultivation was less intensely practised there than on Mer
(Murray), Erub (Darnley) and Ugar (Stephens). However, by the time
of the Pacific War, there were extensive gardens on Badu and other
Western Islands or small uninhabited neighbouring islands. There was
also intense horticulture on the Top-Western Islands of Saibal and
Boigu but, because of their low altitudes, raised garden plots were
necessary so that during heavy rains the excess water could be
collected in ditches dug around the gardens and run off in trenches.
Although the people had methods of preserving certain tubers, which
they stored in small bush-material sheds, during ‘hungry time’ it was
still necessary for the men to visit their Papuan trading partners to
obtain yams.’ Small uninhabited islands adjacent to the Central
Island of Masig were used for growing crops of sweet potatoes, yams,
cassava (manioc), pumpkins and watermelons. Nevertheless, yams did
not grow well on the small sandy cays and the Masig Islanders
obtained further supplies from Erub and St. Paul’s. Pumpkins and
cassava were good substitutes and surplus pumpkins could be stored in
‘big leaf houses’.? Cultivation was not intense on any of the sandy

cays because of poor soil and the lack of land suitable for

cultivation. Yam Island is rocky and high so the people also used
8 Beckett, custom and colonialism, pp. 27-28.

! G. Passi, Knowledge, Education and Self-Management, pp.

44-45. ’'Hungry time’ coincided with the monsoonal season

beginning in December. The new crops were planted but

until they could be harvested, it was necessary to get
yvams from the Papuan villages because they could not be
stored like other tubers. Throughout Torres Strait there
has been an increasing dependence upon store goods since
the Pacific War which has alleviated the scarcity of food
on the Top-Western Islands in the wet season. Trade has
continued with the Papuans, although many of their visits
to Saibai and Boigu are for the purpose of buying store
goods.

8 Personal communication with Masig woman, Cairns, November
1993.
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Dauan

(Top) Rocky outcrops found on Western Island

Masig

(Bottom) Flat coral cay
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neighbouring islands for horticulture. However, '‘wild foods', such
as coconuts, wongai plum and indigenous almonds, were plentiful.
Surplus wongai plums were sun-dried and specially packed in bags to
prevent deterioration and weevil infestations.  Throughout the
Strait, bananas cropped all the year and were a good subsistence
food.® The L.M.S. missionary W. Wyatt Gill suggested that coconuts
were not to be found in the Strait in the 1870s. He observed:
‘coming straight from the South Sea Islands, it seemed strange to see
the large islands of the Straits without a cocoanut-tree [sic] on
them’. He planted fifty trees which he hoped would ‘prove useful to

shipwrecked mariners’.!?

Beckett suggested that coconuts flourished
on the ‘northerly and easterly islands’. Most of the old women
emphasised that coconuts were an essential commodity in their
subsistence economy by the 1940s, and they were to be found on all
islands. Corn, watermelons and different varieties of nuts
alleviated food shortages on some islands during the 1leanest

months . 1!

The waters in Torres Strait abound with marine life. Fish,
shell fish, crustacea, several varieties of turtles and dugong
provide a rich source of protein in the people’s diet. However,
dugong and turtle were only hunted on special occasions: to fulfil
kinship obligations and for ceremonial occasions. Torres Strait
Islander men are skilful hunters of the sea and their knowledge of it
has been passed down from generation to generation. The hunter knew
from his ‘knowledge of mythology’ the areas where certain dugong
would be found. He read the stars, moon, tide and clouds to
ascertain the right time to hunt. He knew the behaviour of the
dugong and the precise moment to harpoon it, but care had to be
taken. If his leg became entangled in the rope attached to a harpoon
embedded in the dugong, the hunter could be drowned. Reef fish were
caught daily by the women, they dived for crayfish in the lagoons,
searched for crabs in the mangroves and collected shellfish on the

rocks. Deep water fishing was generally undertaken by the men.

On the Eastern and Central Islands, stone fish traps, sail, were

® See G. Passi, Knowledge, Education and Self-Management,
pp. 41-48.
10 W. Wyatt Gill, Life in the Southern Isles; or, Scenes and

Incidents in the South Pacific and New Guinea (London,
1876), p. 201.

Jeremy Beckett, ‘Torres Strait Islanders’, in Walker
(ed.), Bridge and Barrier, p. 315.

11
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built out from the beaches. These traps were used at specified times
only. Oon Mer, a day was appointed for the whole community to
participate in the carrying out of repairs to the traps. Women and
girls who were pregnant or menstruating could not go into the water
while the repairs were being carried out because that would cause the
catch to be small. Instead they prepared the food for the working
party. The trap was repaired at low tide and at the next ebb tide
great quantities of fish were washed into the weir and collected.
Everyone in the working party took a share of the catch. However,
within a few days the size of the catch diminished because the fish
became wary of the danger of the enclosure. The weir was left
unattended until the next season. BAn old Meriam technology, said to
have been invented in mythical times by a man named Iriamuris, was
used to catch sardines. Three men waited on the beach for a wave to
bring in a large shoal. Two men frightened the sardines to the
surface by beating the sea with bamboo poles while the other scooped
the fish from the top of the swell into his weres, or scoop.'?

Trade amongst these Torres Strait Islander communities and with
the wvillages along the south Papuan coast meant survival. The
groups traded a variety of goods through intricate networks.
Seacraft were essential for transportation of warriors in traditional
times, trade, deep water fishing, hunting dugong and turtle and
friendly visits to other islands. However, without suitable trees on
the islands, hulls for the fast, long, outrigger canoces had to be
obtained from the Papuans. The hulls were traded for turtle, dugong,
human heads taken in war, waps (dugong spears) or arm band shells.
Villagers further removed from the Papuan coast used intermediaries
to obtain hulls for them. A Muralag (Prince of Wales) man would
place his order with someone on Badu. The Badu man would discuss it
with a trading partner at Mabuiag who in turn sent a message to
Saibai and the canoe was eventually obtained from a Papuan trading
partner.!? Goods were passed between the groups along a ‘sort of

4

relay system’.! A Nagi man exchanged ‘shell ornaments, fine 1lines

of coconut fibre, tobacco, coconuts and bamboo containers’ for a

12 See G. Passi, Knowledge, Education and Self-Management,
pp. 19-40.
13 A.C. Haddon, ‘The Ethnography of the Western Tribes of

Torres Straits’, Journal of the Anthropological Institute
of Great Britain and Ireland, Vol. 19, 1890, p. 341.

1 D.R. Moore, ‘Cape York Aborigines and Islanders of
Western Torres Strait’, in Walker (ed.), Bridge and

Barrier, p. 333.
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canoe made from a tree trunk washed up on Muralag.'® Stone,
suitable for adzes and clubs, and ironwood for spears was obtained
from the Papuans. Drums, bird-of-paradise plumes and ochre were
further items traded from New Guinea. Red and white ochre from
Saibai were in demand by other island groups and the Papuans.!®
From the Cape York Aborigines, the Torres Strait Islanders and
Papuans obtained spears and spear throwers. Canoces and shells for
breast ornaments were items traded through the networks to the
Aborigines.! After European contact, the Torres Strait Islanders
obtained iron from passing vessels or wrecks and it was put into the
trading networks.!® By the time the Pacific War broke out, store
food, clothing and money had become items of exchange in trade with
the Papuans. Charlie Gibuma from Boigu explained:

We might go to Daru for shopping. On the way back we
might call up there at Mabadauan for the night. We’'d sit
and talk and yarn. We might start talking about canoes.
The Mabadauan man might say, ‘Ah, you‘ve come to buy a
canoce’. Then he might say, ‘All right, thirty pounds and
mainsail’. That was how the deal was made.!®

The foregoing general discussion indicates something of the
diversity which existed in the physical features of Torres Strait,
land and sea use and the trading networks of the people. Another
area of difference among the Torres Strait Islanders is language. In
Eastern Torres Strait a Papuan language, Meriam (Meriam Mir), a
member of the Papuan Trans-Fly family is spoken. On the other
islands, Mabuiag is the language. It has Melanesian elements but an
Aboriginal structure. At some point in the past, Mabuiag broke into
two closely related languages; Kala Lagaw Ya spoken on the Central
Western Islands and Kalaw Kawaw Ya on the Top-Western Islands of
Saibai, Boigu and Dauan.? As the number of aliens using Torres
Strait increased in the 1800s, a means of communication between the
members of the various language groups became necessary. A pidgin,

or a mixing of languages, evolved from which Torres Strait Creole

15 David R. Moore, Islanders and Aborigines at Cape York
(Canberra, 1979), p. 303.

18 Beckett, custom and colonialism, p. 29.

v Moore, ’'Cape York Aborigines’, p. 333.

18 Moore, Islanders and Aborigines, p. 303.

19 Charlie Gibuma, ‘Buying a canoe from Mabadauan’, in Boigu
Island Community Council, Boigqu, p. 115.

20 Beckett, custom and colonialism, p. 25.
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developed.® Differences also existed amongst the island groups
because they were ‘neither politically united nor culturally

2

homogenous’ .2 Before white intervention, it is believed the people

lived in societies in which decision-making rested with the old

23 It was at the instigation of the missionaries and the

men.
government in 1878 that a chief, or mamoose, was chosen by the people
on each community. The mamoose was subsequently instructed to
appoint a magistrate and police to administer 1local justice. In
1899, John Douglas initiated on Mer a ‘constitution’ which consisted
of four elected councillors and one nominated by himself as
Queensland Government Resident on Thursday Island - a system
described by Beckett as ‘a remarkable innovation, without precedent
anywhere in the colonial South Pacific’.® The constitution was

subsequently extended to all communities.

Until 1936, the Department’s agents were the white school
teachers who increasingly assumed the council’s powers. By the time
of the Pacific War, an overarching system of government management
and control on all of the outer islands had been firmly
established.?® Moreover, all the people were, at least, nominally
Christian and so caught up in a secondary system of control and
socialisation administered by the Anglican Diocese of Carpentaria.
Nonetheless, the wvarious island groups remained diverse because of
their long individual histories and the differences in many of their
customs. Talking about marriage customs in the 1930s, one woman

said: ‘This is the way we did it on Erub. I don’t know how they did

21 See Shnukal, Broken, pp. 3-5. It must be assumed that,
prior to 1800, the traders from the different language
groups in Torres Strait and along the southern coast of
New Guinea had developed some form of speech

communication.
22 Beckett, ‘Torres Strait Islanders’, p. 308.
23 A.C. Haddon (ed.), Reports of the Cambridge Anthropo-

logical Expedition to Torres Strait, Vol. 5 (Cambridge,
1904), p. 264. This leadership by a group of old men was
different from that found to exist in Melanesia where the
politically autonomous coastal and bush villages each had

a ‘chief’ (Darrell L. Whiteman, Melanesians and
Missionaries: An ethnological study of social and
religious change in southwest Pacific (Pasadena,
California, 1983), pp. 37-38).

24 Haddon (ed.), Reports, Vol. 6 (1908), p. 179; Haddon
(ed.), Reports, Vol. 5, p. 264; Beckett, custom and
colonialism, p. 45.

25 The people’s attempt to break the teachers’ powers and

regain council autonomy is discussed in Chapter four -
Under the Act.
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